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Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) has an 
extensive program that offers anglers the 
opportunity to fish for Rio Grande cutthroat 
trout. Over 80 recreational populations have 
been established in high mountain lakes and 
streams throughout the Rio Grande Basin 
of Colorado. These populations are intended 
to provide opportunities for anglers to catch 
RGCT. CPW maintains these populations 
through stocking by plane, pack animals, 
and vehicles. 

Some favorite recreational populations 
are listed below. Some of these lakes and 
streams have other species of trout too. 
You can find a complete list as well as 
information on the management of the 
species by searching for “cutthroat trout”  
at cpw.state.co.us.

R I O  G R A N D E  C U T T H R O A T  T R O U T
In larger streams and 
rivers, adults can reach 
sizes of 14-15˝. 
 
In lakes they can reach 
lengths of over 20˝ and 
weights up to 5 lbs.

SIZE      Rio Grande cutthroat size is variable,  
and based on the available habitat.  
 
In small headwater streams adults are 
generally 6-10˝ in length.

LIFESPAN      Rio Grande cutthroat 
typically live 5-8 years.

SPAWNING SEASON

Rio Grande cutthroat spawn in the spring 
following runoff, when water temperatures 
approach 50° F. This takes place from 
March through July across their range.

DIET      Rio Grande cutthroat primarily feed on 
aquatic and terrestrial insects, although at 
larger sizes they can be piscivorous, eating 
small fish.Oncorhynchus Clarki virginalis

Fishing Tactics:

Streams— Stealth, stealth, stealth! Take your time 
to sneak up to good habitat and scan the water. You 
can often see your quarry before you cast. Light 
(2–3wt) fly rods that are 6–8 ft. long are perfect for 
high country streams that are tight and overgrown. 
Approach from downstream, keep a low profile, and 
always pay attention to your shadow. 

Lakes— Fishing for Rio Grande cutthroat in lakes 
can be challenging. However, it can often be the 
most rewarding, especially if you are after larger fish. 
There are lakes in Colorado that have 20+ inch RGCT. 
If feasible, a personal watercraft like a float tube or 

small boat is nice to have. Dry fly 
fishing is usually better in low 
light conditions around dawn 
and dusk. When the fish are 
not rising, fish nymph patterns 
deep, or strip woolly buggers and 
streamers around structure. A 9 
foot 5-6 weight fly rod is a good 
choice for lake fishing. 

Connecting Ecology and Fishing:

Rio Grande cutthroat trout inhabit high elevation 
streams and lakes. These ecosystems are generally 
low in algae and plant productivity. In streams, 
organic material like leaves and wood from riparian 
vegetation are very important energy sources to the 
system. 

Aquatic insects that use this material as food are 
commonly referred to as shredders. There are 
shredders in the stonefly, caddis, and mayfly families. 
Terrestrial insects like ants, beetles, and grasshoppers 
are also significant to the RGCT diet in headwater 
streams. The season for feeding and growth is 
short in the high country. Therefore, these fish are 
opportunistic, and often the fly choice is not as 
important as presentation and stealth.

High country lakes that hold Rio Grande cutthroat 
differ ecologically from the streams. They often have 
more algae and plant growth, and host other aquatic 
insects. Chironomidae midges are common in these 
lakes as well as caddis and mayflies. Dragonflies and 
damselflies are likely residents if there are aquatic 
plants present. Other possible prey items include 
snails, frogs, scuds, salamanders, and even small  
trout or minnows. 
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Fly Box
Dry flies — Parachute Adams, Yellow Sallys, 

stimulators, Royal Wulff, hoppers, ants, beetles, 

elk hair caddis, griffith’s gnats and other midges

Nymphs — Prince Nymphs, Copper Johns, 

stonefly nymphs, caddis (larvae & pupae), 

Hare's ears, damsel fly nymphs, Chironomidae 

nymphs & emergers, Woolly Buggers, streamers 

(minnows, crayfish, frog, salamander) etc.
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Fishing Tips
RIO GRANDE CUTTHROAT

Larger spots near the tail 
are often club-shaped.

ILLUSTRATION ©  
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HISTORIC AND  
CURRENT RANGE

This map of the upper Rio Grande River Basin 
shows how the Rio Grande cutthroat range has 
receded over time.

COLOR      Rio Grande cutthroat display a variety 
of colorations including bright crimson 
red and orange on the belly. The sides 
of the fish are golden yellow trending to 
a greenish hue on the back. They have 
large spots concentrated near the tail. 

Don't 
  forget!

Check Colorado state fishing  
regulations and practice proper 
catch-and-release methods
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