
Saprolegnia update 

Saprolegniasis is a common fungal disease of fish and their eggs. Saprolegnia is saprophytic, meaning it 

feeds on dead and dying tissue. Saprolegnia is opportunistic and takes advantage of stressed or weak 

fish. All species of freshwater fish and their eggs are susceptible to saprolegniasis. Malnutrition, external 

parasites, physical injuries, bacterial and viral diseases, poor water quality and toxic substances 

predispose fish to invasion by Saprolegnia fungi. Dead fish and eggs are fertile medium for fungal 

colonization. Saprolegnia infections have been observed throughout Montana, typically during spawning 

periods for rainbow trout and brown trout. Saprolegnia, being opportunistic parasite, takes advantage 

of spawning fish that are stressed due to spawning activity, which typically results in abrasions (from 

fighting for mates or digging redds).  

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks has monitored brown trout in the Melrose area since 1969 (Figure 1). 

Brown trout numbers have been increasing in that river section ever since, and on average brown trout 

densities have been approximately 950 per mile. The 2012 estimate of brown trout in the Melrose 

Section was nearly 1800 brown trout 10 inches or longer per mile, or approximately 200% of the long 

term (45-year average). Although the Melrose Section has not been sampled since 2012, the Jerry Creek 

Section upstream was sampled during the spring of 2014. The number of brown trout in the Jerry Creek 

Section was stable and similarly near an all time high.  

Based on FWPs monitoring and analysis of historic saprolegnia infections, mortality is observed in 

situations with high densities of spawning adults. This is the situation in the Big Hole River currently. 

With high densities of fish, growth and body condition of spawning aged fish is typically lower due to 

competition among fish. That coupled with competition for spawning space and mates results in 

increased stress to individuals that are limited in their energy reserves due to competition for food 

throughout the year among the large population.  Many of the observed dead brown trout are over 18 

inches in length. Those fish that are older and larger are likely ageing out of the population and the 

spawning stress takes its toll resulting in mortality.  

On 15 October 2014, FWP crews floated the Big Hole River from BLM Maiden Rock Fishing Access Site 

(FAS) to Salmonfly FAS (9.3 river miles). On this float crews observed 67 dead brown trout and 20 live 

brown trout which were heavily infected by the fungus and were expected to die. A conservative 

estimate of the number observed was 25%; therefore, an estimated total of 348 dead or dying fish 

would have been in the 9.3 mile reach or approximately 37 dead or dying brown trout per mile. This 

number represents about 5% of the spawning aged population of brown trout within that section of 

river.  

On 22 October 2014, crews floated the river from Salmonfly FAS to Browns Bridge FAS (6.4 river miles). 

During this float crews observed 56 dead brown trout and three others that were infected with the 

fungus and expected to die. Again, assuming that crews observed 25% of dead fish in the section the 

total number would be approximately 225 dead fish or 35 dead brown trout per mile. This estimate of 

mortality corroborated the 15 October estimate of approximately 5% of the spawning population. Crews 

also electrofished seven pools to collect fish for fish health analyses. Of the more than 200 spawning 



adult brown trout collected, only two brown trout were collected with a fungus infection. These two fish 

had mild to moderate infections of the fungus (Figure 2). The remaining 200+ brown trout observed 

were healthy individuals.  

Given the fact that fewer infected fish were observed alive on 22 October compared to 15 October, FWP 

anticipates that the bulk of the mortality has passed. Sixty fish (rainbow trout, brown trout, and 

mountain whitefish) were processed and sent to the United States Fish and Wildlife Service Fish Health 

Lab in Bozeman for further disease testing. Results of that analysis will be available in late November.   

 

Figure 1. Estimated number and biomass of brown trout 10-inches long or longer in the Melrose Section 

of the Big Hole River.  

 

FWP is organizing a float with volunteers on Tuesday 28 October to remove as many carcasses as 

possible between Maiden Rock FAS and Browns Bridge FAS. This effort will allow FWP to get a more 

accurate count of the dead fish, as well as improve the ability to detect fish that have recently died. 

Following the removal, FWP will continue monitoring the numbers of fish observed through parts of this 

reach to determine whether or not new mortality is occurring.  



 

Figure 2.  Moderately infected brown trout from the Big Hole River in the Melrose Section on October 

22
nd

, 2014. 


