
Background
The shortjaw cisco (Coregonus 
zenithicus) is a freshwater fish  
found in certain deep, cold,  
well-oxygenated lakes from the 
Northwest Territories to the Great 
Lakes. The only known population 
in Alberta was discovered in Barrow 
Lake on the Canadian Shield in 
1969. Its occurrence at just one 
site in Alberta, combined with the 
isolation of this population from 
others, led to the listing of the 
shortjaw cisco as Threatened 
under Alberta’s Wildlife Act in 
2003. Commercial exploitation, 
climate change, predation, and 
competition with introduced species have also led to the listing of 
shortjaw cisco as Threatened under Canada’s Species at  
Risk Act. 

It is unknown whether any specific habitat elements are required 
for the Alberta population, as characteristics of Barrow Lake 
do not seem unique to that lake. Despite surveying 19 lakes in 
northeastern Alberta since 1996, no additional populations of 
shortjaw cisco have been identified. Population trends of this 
species are not well documented in Barrow Lake, but surveys 
from 1996, 1997, and 2000 suggest the Alberta population is 
stable. Further, 57 per cent of the shortjaw cisco collected in 
2000 were immature suggesting high reproductive success in 
previous years. 
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Recovery Plan
The Alberta Shortjaw Cisco Recovery Plan 2013-2023 
was completed in January 2014 and posted on the 
Species at Risk program website. 

Recovery Goal
The stated goal in the provincial recovery plan is to 
maintain a self-sustaining population of shortjaw cisco in 
Barrow Lake over the long term.

Strategies
Several strategies will be employed to conserve and 
manage shortjaw cisco in Alberta:

1. Population Conservation and Management;
2. Habitat Conservation and Management;
3. Information and Outreach; and
4. Research.
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Research
• Research into non-lethal sampling methods was initiated in 

2009 using both underwater video cameras and modified trap 
nets. This research will continue.

• The feasibility of using surrogate methods (e.g., water quality 
parameters, predator/prey balance) to monitor populations 
will continue to be explored.

• Other research needs include further studies on the 
taxonomy of shortjaw cisco, and studies to evaluate if 
shortjaw cisco and cisco can hybridize.  

• Research is also needed to verify whether a population of 
shortjaw cisco exists in Cold Lake. This survey will establish 
whether conservation and management efforts need to be 
implemented at this location. 

Upcoming
For further information visit www.esrd.alberta.ca.

Actions
Numerous recovery actions have been, or 
will continue to be, delivered through the 
cooperation of recovery team members, 
including Alberta Environment and 
Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD), 

the Royal Alberta Museum, Mikisew Sport Fishing, and First 
Nations representation from the Métis Association, Mikisew Cree 
First Nation, and the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation. Some 
actions have already been completed; others will be initiated or 
continued throughout the next several years of implementation.

Population Conservation and Management

• Sportfishing regulations continue to prohibit harvesting of 
shortjaw cisco in Barrow Lake.

• Future actions will include developing or amending existing 
policies and regulations to provide additional protection to 
shortjaw cisco from domestic fishing and sportfishing on 
Barrow Lake as required.

Habitat Conservation and Management
• Current sportfishing regulations include a reduction on catch 

limit of predatory fish. This ultimately improves the ecological 
integrity of the lake by preventing the overpopulation of 
minnows and other prey species that feed on zooplankton. 
Zooplankton consume algae, which, when overabundant, can 
produce a condition called “green lake”. These catch limits 
will continue to be reviewed on a regular basis.

• A Protective Notation has been placed on Barrow Lake, 
and both a Protective Notation and a Consultative Notation 
were placed on the Upper Slave River sub-basin to help 
ensure land use activities are compatible with shortjaw cisco 
conservation.

Information and Outreach
• Informational material on shortjaw cisco and its ecological 

requirements have been produced to educate the public and 
promote the stewardship of this species.

• A brochure that encourages anglers to report their catches 
to ESRD will continue to be made available to clients at the 
sportfishing lodge on Barrow Lake and to the communities of 
Fort Chipewyan and Fort Smith.


