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July 4, 2025 

Freshwater Institute 

Ontario and Prairie Region 

Regional Manager, Species at Risk Program 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

501 University Crescent 

Winnipeg, Manitoba R3T 2N6 

By email: DFO.CASARAConsultations-CALEPConsultations.MPO@dfo-mpo.gc.ca  

 

RE: Proposed listing of Plains Sucker under SARA 

To whom it may concern,  

Alberta Wilderness Association (AWA) appreciates the opportunity to provide comments for the 

proposed listing of Plains Sucker (Pantosteus jordani), Saskatchewan Nelson-population, to Schedule 1, 

the list of wildlife species at risk, under the Species at Risk Act. Given the cumulative and continuing 

threats to Plains Sucker habitat, and the presumption that populations are already or will soon be 

declining in the province, AWA agrees with the addition of this species to Canada’s list of wildlife species 

at risk as “Special Concern.” 

Founded in 1965, AWA strives to help Albertans understand the intrinsic values that wildlife and 

wilderness provide, and encourage communities to participate in conservation initiatives that will 

ensure a legacy for future generations. With over 10,000 members and supporters in Alberta and across 

Canada, AWA is dedicated to conserving Alberta’s wilderness and advocating for conservation strategies 

that protect Canada’s biodiversity.  

AWA supports greater protection for Alberta’s tributaries and the native freshwater fish and other 

species that rely on them, including Plains Sucker. The following are AWA’s points of emphasis regarding 

the proposed listing:  

• Plains Sucker is facing increasing and cumulative threats, including that their habitat is likely 

to decline and degrade over the coming years. Plains Sucker habitat will likely be negatively 

impacted by climate change, increasing industrial activities in the region, and water allocation 

issues within the five tributaries in which they are found. Preferred habitat for the Plains Sucker 

is within mid-elevation mountainous regions, which coincides with areas that are currently 

experiencing pressures from increased human activity and industry, including the expansion of 

logging, mining, and oil and gas operations in the area. Their habitat is additionally threatened 

by the intensive diversion and consumption of water within Southern Alberta, which threatens 

the rivers’ ability to meet their instream flow needs. These activities are expected to degrade 

Plains Sucker habitat and cause further population decline.  
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• Factors that may negatively influence the persistence of Plains Sucker are not being 

adequately addressed. The various threats to Plains Sucker habitat and population health are 

not being adequately addressed and are likely to continue posing an issue for a considerable 

time. Fifteen coal mining companies had their coal mining leases reactivated within the North 

and South Saskatchewan River Basins in January of 2025. Coal mines change the chemical and 

physical conditions of receiving waterbodies through the introduction of sediment, metals, and 

other contamination, which can disrupt and negatively impact downstream ecosystems.  No 

plans to limit or ban logging within the headwaters of the Saskatchewan River basins have been 

announced, indicating that this pressure will persist. Climate change is expected to continue 

impacting ecosystems for the foreseeable future, as local and global climate targets remain 

unmet and timelines are pushed back. Without addressing these pressures, Plains Sucker 

populations will not be able to recover.  

• Population estimates of Plains Sucker are uncertain. Although the COSEWIC summary notes 

that the species still occupies a large section of its historic distribution, there has been very little 

research done on the population, and there is no clear population estimate to base the species' 

status. The precautionary principle dictates that in the absence of clear data, measures should 

be taken to preserve the species with the assumption that declines are occurring or are 

imminent. Listing the species under Schedule 1, Canada’s list of wildlife species at risk, will also 

provide an opportunity to determine more accurate information on distribution and species 

health during the creation of a management plan.  

 

Detailed Comments 

Water patterns and distribution in Alberta are shifting due to a changing climate1,2 Extreme weather 

events are becoming more common in the province, often contributing to periods of high rainfall and 

increased meltwater runoff early in the year, followed by prolonged dry periods1. As both droughts and 

floods become more frequent and severe, habitat for the Plains Sucker can be expected to experience 

increasing stressors.  

 

Diminished water quantity, especially in the late summer, leaves water systems susceptible to 

temperature increases, which will directly impact the ability for Plains Sucker to thrive1,2. Drying stream 

areas can also fragment populations or create turbid water, which diminishes Plains Sucker ability to 

move throughout their habitat1. Flooding can disrupt substrate and increase sedimentation in the water, 

decreasing reproductive success and diminishing the Plains Sucker’s ability to survive2. Freshwater 

ecosystems are particularly vulnerable to climate impacts due to their limited spatial spans, the 

 

1 Poesch et. al. (2016). Climate change impacts on freshwater fishes: a Canadian perspective. Fisheries, 41(7), 385-
391. 
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multitude of anthropogenic stressors that are placed on them, and the climate-dependent nature of 

water temperature and availability2.  

 

Water usage from industry, agriculture, and other water diversions or extractions decrease the suitable 

water habitat remaining for the Plains Sucker to thrive. Development and disruptive human activities 

nearby to critical habitat locations place further strain on these ecosystems as the likelihood of physical 

damage and contamination increases. Plains Sucker habitat has already experienced negative alterations 

in the province due to human activities including the creation of the Oldman River Dam along one of 

their main habitat tributaries in 1991 and urban development along the Red Deer River drainage1. The 

threat posed to stream connectivity by dam infrastructure is likely to increase, as the feasibility of 

multiple new dams is currently being explored by government and industry within the Saskatchewan-

Nelson population’s range.  

 

Plains Sucker have been noted in rivers including the Oldman and Crowsnest, which are likely to 

experience increases in sediment, deleterious substances including selenium, and disruption to water 

flow if the coal development proposed within the headwaters for these rivers proceeds3,4,5. Coal leases 

within the Saskatchewan River basins have been reactivated as of January 2025, increasing the 

likelihood of mining activities having impacts on Plains Sucker habitat. Surface runoff from mining 

activities, discharged mine water, and long-term seepage from decommissioned mine sites frequently 

release deleterious substances into nearby watersheds3,5. These can have negative impacts on water 

quality, food availability, survival, and reproductive success for native fish5 such as the Plains Sucker.  

 

Water over-allocation is another main stressor on the South Saskatchewan River Basin, where a majority 

of Plains Sucker habitat exists. This issue leaves less water remaining to maintain aquatic habitat for the 

species. New water licenses are no longer being granted for this water basin due to maximum or 

exceeded allocation limits6. The actual amount of water that may be removed from a tributary can also 

vary from year to year, creating more stressors within critical fish habitat during higher withdrawal 

years.  

 

As the COSEWIC summary notes, “threats are likely to accumulate over time and mainly involve the 

degradation and loss of habitat quality.” The COSEWIC report also states that the species is facing 

threats to their success from “domestic and urban wastewater, agricultural and forestry effluents, 

climate change and severe weather, dams and water management/use, invasive non-native/alien 

 

2 Woodward et. al., (2010). Climate change and freshwater ecosystems: impacts across multiple levels of 
organization. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 365(1549), 2093-2106.  
3 Kuchapski, K. (2013). Effects of selenium and other surface coal mine influences on fish and invertebrates in 
Canadian Rockies streams. Doctoral dissertation, Lethbridge, Alta.: University of Lethbridge, Dept. of Biological 
Sciences. 
4 Government of Alberta. Interactive coal map.  
5 Birtwell, I. 2000. The effects of sediment on fish and their habitat. Fisheries and Oceans Canada.  
6 Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development. (2010). South Saskatchewan River Basin in Alberta water supply 
study summary.  
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species/diseases, roads and railroads, utility and service lines, and recreational activities.” Given the 

expanse of threats to the population and habitat, and the likelihood that some of these will exacerbate 

each other and remain prevalent, it is appropriate to consider this species as Special Concern. Listing this 

species under Canada’s list of wildlife species at risk will provide an opportunity to conduct more 

detailed population and species research, which can better inform decision-makers on the threats to the 

species and how to mitigate these.  

 

AWA supports the listing of this species as “Special Concern” and looks forward to receiving updates 

once a final decision has been made. Thank you for considering these comments.  

 

Sincerely,  

ALBERTA WILDERNESS ASSOCIATION 

 

Sara Heerema 

Conservation Outreach Specialist 
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