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Native Fishes of the 
Rio Grande, New Mexico

Western Mosquitofish
Gambusia affinisGambusia affinis

Rio Grande Chub
Gila pandora

Santa Fe River

Santa Fe
iver

Rio Grande Chub
Gila pandora

Rio Grande Sucker
Catostomus (Pantosteus) plebeius

Red Shiner
Cyprinella lutrensisCyprinella lutrensisCyprinella lutrensis

HatchHatch

Las Cruces

Flathead Catfish
Pylodictis olivaris

Gizzard Shad
Dorosoma cepedianum

Perch

Gizzard Shad
Dorosoma cepedianum

Rio Grande Silvery Minnow
Hybognathus amarus
Rio Grande Silvery Minnow
Hybognathus amarus
Rio Grande Silvery MinnowRio Grande Silvery Minnow
Hybognathus amarusHybognathus amarus

Red Shiner
Cyprinella lutrensis
Red Shiner
Cyprinella lutrensis
Red Shiner
Cyprinella lutrensis

Longnose Dace
Rhinichthys cataractae

Blue Catfish
Ictalurus furcatus

Rio Grande in Albuquerque

San Acacia Diversion Dam

Blue Catfish
Ictalurus furcatus
Blue CatfishBlue Catfish
Ictalurus furcatus

Smallmouth Buffalo
Ictiobus bubalus

Rio Grande at Tierra

Flooded bosque

Result of river drying at SocorroResult of river drying at Socorro

Smallmouth Buffalo
Ictiobus bubalus

Rio Grande, New Mexico

Catostomus (Pantosteus) plebeiusCatostomus (Pantosteus) plebeiusCatostomus (Pantosteus) plebeiusRed River joins Rio Grande

Rio Grande, New MexicoRio Grande, New Mexico

Rio Grande Sucker
Catostomus (Pantosteus) plebeiusCatostomus (Pantosteus) plebeiusCatostomus (Pantosteus) plebeius

Rio Grande Cutthroat Trout
Oncorhynchus clarkii virginalis

Flathead Chub
Platygobio gracilisPlatygobio gracilisPlatygobio gracilis
Flathead Chub
Platygobio gracilisPlatygobio gracilis

Fathead Minnow
Pimephales promelas

San Acacia 
Diversion Dam

San Acacia 

River Carpsucker
Carpiodes carpio

Bluegill
Lepomis macrochirus

Western Mosquitofish
Gambusia affinis
Western Mosquitofish
Gambusia affinis

Lepomis macrochirus
Rio Grande near Los AlamosRio Grande near Los Alamos BluegillBluegill

Lepomis macrochirus

R

R

Colorado

Texas



Native Fishes of the 
Rio Grande, New Mexico

A ribbon of life
The Rio Grande begins as small tributary streams in the 

high elevation mountains of southern Colorado and north-
ern New Mexico. These clear and cold streams converge to 
form the Rio Grande. 

As the river �ows through New Mexico, it cuts the whole 
of the state down the middle. In northern New Mexico, the 
river �ows through deep basalt canyons and gorges. In the 
middle of the state, the Rio Grande meanders through a 
wide river valley bordered by a parched desert. Forests of 
cottonwood trees (bosque) grow on the �oodplains. In the 
southern half of the state, the river channel becomes 
narrow and straight and waters of the Rio Grande are used 
to grow crops such as alfalfa, chile, and pecans.  Water must 
be delivered e�ciently to reservoirs in New Mexico, Texas, 
and Mexico. After leaving New Mexico, the Rio Grande 
forms the border between Texas and Mexico and eventually 
trickles into the Gulf of Mexico, 2000 miles from where it 
began. 
Valuable water

The Rio Grande has supported human populations for 
over 10,000 years. Pueblos, towns, and cities have been 
built along the Rio Grande. Water from the river has grown 
crops for food and provided water for industry.

Today, water from the Rio Grande Basin is heavily man-
aged for human use. The water is diverted, stored, and even 
moved across from other river basins. Currently, there are 
six major reservoirs that store and distribute water: Heron, 
El Vado, Abiquiu, Cochiti, Elephant Butte, and Caballo. There 
are also scores of large-scale diversion structures that move 
water from the river to agricultural �elds. 
Native fish

Some of the earliest records of �shes in the Rio Grande 
can be seen in petroglyphs and pottery created by Native 
Americans. Europeans �rst collected �sh during surveys for 
railroad development in the 1850s. This information 
provides an important record of the distribution of native 
species.

Historically, more than 24 species of �sh were found in 
the Rio Grande in New Mexico. Today, the �sh community 
includes 15 native species and dozens of introduced 
species. Native species no longer present include large, 
long-lived �shes (Shovelnose Sturgeon, American Eel, 
Blue Sucker, and Longnose Gar). Many of these species 
needed a large, uninterrupted river that �owed throughout 
the year so that they could migrate and spawn.

Other species no longer found in the Rio Grande are 
small minnows, including Speckled Chub, Rio Grande 
Shiner, Phantom Shiner, and Rio Grande Bluntnose 
Shiner. Phantom Shiner and Rio Grande Bluntnose Shiner 

are now extinct. These minnows all produced buoyant eggs 
that developed and hatched while drifting downstream. 
Today, the Rio Grande Silvery Minnow is the only species 
left in the Rio Grande that produces these kinds of eggs.

The Rio Grande Silvery Minnow was historically found 
from northern New Mexico to Texas. Now it is found only in 
the Middle Rio Grande from just north of Albuquerque to 
Elephant Butte and it is listed as Federally Endangered. 
When snow melts in the spring it causes high �ow in the 
river, and then the �sh start to spawn. The male and female 
swim spirals around each other, releasing eggs and sperm. 
The fertilized eggs swell with water, then drift downstream 
as the young larvae develop then hatch and disperse. The 
�sh migrate back upstream once they are mature adults.

Despite the loss of �sh species, the river still supports a 
diverse assemblage of �sh. Minnows are relatively abun-
dant in the river. They are small �sh that live for only a year 
or two. They �ll many biological niches in the river ecosys-
tem.  There are also long-lived native suckers. They are often 
mistaken as “trash �sh” but have an important role of 
cleaning detritus from the river bottom. Many of the native 
suckers are listed as “species of greatest conservation 
need” in New Mexico.
Threats to native fishes in the 
Rio Grande 

The natural processes of the river have changed. Conser-
vation activities are imperative to maintain aquatic ecosys-
tems. The �rst step to conservation is understanding the 
threats. 

Dams can a�ect �sh habitat in three ways:
1. Fish can no longer move up and down the whole 

length of the river. Dams and diversions break up the river 
into short “fragments” that block �sh movement. 

2. Dams change the way that water �ows through the 
river. Dams reduce the number of major �oods and protect 
our land. But this means that �oodplains don’t get wet very 
often. Wet �oodplains provide important habitat for larval 
�sh and are also an important part of the river food web. 

3. Dams store water, and often this means that not 
enough water is left in the river channel. River drying is 
worse during drought years. Hundreds of miles of river can 
be reduced to dry channels. Without water, �sh and other 
aquatic organisms cannot survive. 

Non-native species compete and prey upon native �sh. 
Sometimes, they breed with native �shes and create 
hybrids. For example, Rio Grande Sucker can hybridize 
with White Sucker, an introduced species. Over time, this 
makes the native �sh species more likely to go extinct. 
Non-native plant species also threaten the bosque. For 
example, salt cedar and Russian olive line the banks of the 

river. This means that there is less �ooding, the river 
becomes straight and deep, and there are changes to natu-
ral nutrient cycles in the river.  

Wild�res are a major threat for rivers that �ow through 
forests. After a �re, ash can be washed into the river and 
cause the oxygen in the water to decrease rapidly. This 
causes massive �sh die-o�s. It can take years for the forest 
to regrow: without any vegetation to hold the soil and 
nutrients in place, there can be more erosion. This leads to 
more sediment in the river and a change in habitat quality 
for �sh and other aquatic plants and animals.
Conservation of native fishes and 
riverine habitat

In the Rio Grande, there are many types of conservation 
activities. The aim of this conservation work is to restore 
and protect �sh species and their aquatic habitats.

Conservation activities are utilized for Rio Grande 
Cutthroat Trout, the state �sh of New Mexico. This species 
lives in small, cold streams in the northern mountains of 
New Mexico. It is threatened by habitat loss and hybridiza-
tion with non-native �shes. To combat these threats, biolo-
gists have reduced invasive �sh species (Rainbow and 
Brown Trout). Barriers are constructed to keep invasive 
species out of restored waters.  Rio Grande Cutthroat are 
raised in local hatcheries and are reintroduced to expand 
the range of the species. 

Seasonal water �ow is altered using water reserves in 
reservoirs to bene�t the Rio Grande Silvery Minnow. Flows 
are increased in the spring to create favorable spawning 
conditions and rearing habitats for their young. Adults are 
salvaged from drying pools in the summer and fall (when 
water use exceeds what �ows in the river). Fish are put back 
in the river near Albuquerque.

Monitoring e�orts are extremely important for �sh that 
are “Species of Greatest Conservation Need” (SGCN). One 
type of monitoring records the number of �sh in the river, 
and another type records the genetic identity of these �sh. 
Using monitoring data, scientists assess the distribution 
and abundance of sensitive species like Rio Grande Chub. 
Genetic monitoring provides information about how often 
(and where) hybridization occurs. Scientists use monitoring 
data to identify priorities for conservation e�orts.

As an individual, you can also help to protect rivers like 
the Rio Grande and the species that rely on them. Reducing 
water use and conserving water at home makes more water 
available for rivers and resident aquatic species. Treat all �sh 
species and their habitats with respect. When we all work 
together, the river will continue to support life and diversity 
throughout New Mexico.

B randenburg •   P hotographs:  Lateral Lines, American 
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0

500

1000

1500

2 000

2 500

3000

3500

4 000

di
sc

ha
rg

e 
(c

fs
)

J F A J J A S O D

months

lephant B u e Dam
San Acacia
Otowi B ridge

RI V E R D I S CH A RGE Average monthly discharge is 
shown for three sites on the Rio 
Grande. Otowi Bridge gauge mea-
sures discharge in Taos Canyon, 
north of any major dams. The high-
est discharge is in spring, when 
snow is melting in the mountains. 
San Acacia gauge is south of Socor-
ro. Discharge is lower here because 
some water is used for agriculture. 
At the gauge below Elephant Butte 
Dam, discharge is usually low and 
there is no big peak in the spring. 
Water is released from the dam to be 
delivered downstream. 
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etrituo - i ect
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more abundant in cobble
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D E F I N I T I O N S  O F  T E RM S  A N D  S Y M B O L S

TL: total length 
       (from tip of snout to end of tail)
       25.4 mm = 1 inch

max. length

dorsal �n

adipose �n
(trout and cat�sh)

caudal �n

anal �npelvic �npectoral �n

lateral line
(sensory system)

nare
(nostril)

�n rays
(bony supports)

vent
(anus)

opercula
(bone to protect gills)

Basic fish anatomy

life history 

spawning period
J F A J J A S O D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
8  ears

max. length
L

O nc orh y nc h u s  
c lark ii v irg inalis

Rio Grande 

life history 
sex ual maturity occurs at 3 years; spawns 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
7 years

max. length
L

C at os t om u s  ple b e iu s

Rio Grande S uck er SGCN

life history tubercles; females lay up to 7,000 eggs; 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
5- 6 years

max. length
2 00 mm TL

P lat y g ob io g rac ilis

F lathead Chub

life history and broader bodies; spawns in crevices; 
females deposit eggs on nest ceiling 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
2  ears

max. length
 65 mm TL

P im e ph ale s  prom e las

F athead M innow

life history 
gathers in schools; matures at 3 years of 
age; produces more than 100,000 eggs; 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat mostly found in q uiet, deep water in 
rivers, large creeks, lakes, and reservoirs

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
10 years

max. length
 59 0 mm TL

C arpiode s  c arpio

Riv er Carpsuck er

life history 
males build nests by fanning their tails

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
8  years

max. length
 170 mm TL

L e pom is  m ac roc h iru s

B luegill

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
ea s

max. length
 

life history 
spawning occurs over sand and rock;

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
7 years

max. length
350 mm TL

D oros om a c e pe dianu m

Giz z ard S had

life history 
lays up to 100,000 eggs; tastes with 
its barbels; ambush predator that feeds 
at night; adults have few predators

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat prefers deep, turbid, low- velocity pools; 
also found in lakes and reservoirs

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
2 0 years

max. length
 12 00 mm TL

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
ears

max. length
L

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
2 0 years

max. length
L

I c t alu ru s  f u rc at u s

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
2  ears

max. length
 8 5 mm TL

H y b og nat h u s  am aru s

Rio Grande 
S ilv ery M innow

E SGCN

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
3 years

max. length
75 mm TL

C y prine lla lu t re ns is

Red S hiner

life history 

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
a

max. length
L

R h inic h t h y s  
c at arac t ae

L ongnose D ace

life history 
females lay up to 6,000 eggs; nest 
building and parental care have not 
been observed; abundance in decline

spawning period
J F M A M J J A S O N D

habitat prefer cool water in pools and runs; like

substrate

food resources

stream type

lifespan
3 years

max. length
 175 mm TL

Gila pandora

Rio Grande Chub SGCN




