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Bow River 
Fisheries Management Zone ES1/PP1

Background
The Bow River, originating in the Rocky Mountains, 
flows through the City of Calgary and supports irrigation, 
hydroelectric power generation, municipal drinking water 
supply, flood mitigation, recreation and an internationally 
renowned fishery.

• The Bow River is currently managed with a recreational 
fisheries management objective (RFMO) of old growth 
/ high quality, which maintains a high value fishery 
characterized by a relatively high abundance of large or 
uncommon fish. Harvest opportunities are unavailable.  
The focal management species on the Bow River is 
rainbow trout, however, it is also managed for other 
sportfish including brown trout, mountain whitefish  
and Northern pike.

• A detailed population analysis conducted by the University 
of Calgary showed a population level decline in rainbow 
trout from 2003-2013 (Cahill et al. 2018). Subsequent 
analysis of monitoring data conducted post-2013 also 
indicates an overall decline in rainbow trout populations 
since the early 2000’s.

• Angling effort increased 15% between 2006 and 2018.  
In 2018, there were over 200,000 hours of angling effort 
on the Bow River during the summer fishery. It is expected 
that with increased licence sales in 2020 and 2021, angling 
effort has continued to increase.

Fisheries Management Considerations
Fish population declines are a result of multiple stressors 
including flow, temperature, angling pressure (catch and 
release mortality), nutrient loading, dams, fish entrainment 
in irrigation canals, and many others. Cumulative effects 
modelling is currently being used by Alberta Environment and 
Parks (AEP) to help understand the extent to which threats 
are affecting trout populations. Preliminary modeling of the 
Bow River indicates:

• Approximately 20 threats to rainbow trout populations 
have been identified, including flow, nutrients, temperature, 
angling, entrainment in irrigation canals and whirling 
disease. Other threats such as road salt and bird predation 
are in the model, but the data suggests they are minor or 
negligible compared to other identified threats to-date.

• Based on hundreds of angler interviews during creel 
surveys on the Bow River and extensive population mark-
recapture work by biologists, we estimate that anglers are 
catching more than 60,000 trout each summer, when there 
are an estimated 15,000 rainbow trout in the population. 
This recycle rate, or amount of times each fish is caught,  
is above what modeling shows to be sustainable.

• Two types of population monitoring surveys have been 
conducted on the Bow River: population estimates and 
large river population assessments.

 - Capture-mark-recapture population estimates determine 
population size by analyzing the proportion of marked to 
unmarked fish that are captured within the study reach. 
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Fish are captured and subsequently recaptured during 
multiple electrofishing passes of a sampling site.

 - Large river population assessments are used to assess 
broad trends in fish populations, across a watershed. 
They are also useful to compare fish populations across 
the province. Electrofishing is conducted in a single pass 
over multiple reaches throughout the river, and an index 
of density is produced for each reach of river surveyed.

 - Up until 2008, population estimates were conducted on a 
four kilometer contiguous reach below Policeman’s Flats. 
After 2008, a mix of population estimate and/or large 
river assessments have been conducted on Bow River 
between Bearspaw Dam and Carseland Weir.

 - Population estimates were conducted in 2003, 
2005, 2007, 2008, 2011 – 2013, 2018 and 2021. The 
population estimates conducted in 2018 and 2021 
were also conducted at the historical four kilometer 
reach.

 - Large river population assessments were conducted in 
2018 – 2020.

• Differences in sampling methodology, location and other 
factors can make direct comparison and interpretation of 
population trends through time challenging. Preliminary 
analysis of both population estimates and the more recent 
large river population assessment datasets show a decline 
in rainbow trout populations in the Bow River (Figure 1).

Public Engagement
The Bow River underwent a regulatory review in 2012-2013 
with external agencies and angling groups. In 2014, AEP 
aligned nine reaches of the Bow River, each with differing 
regulations, into a single regulation; open all year, with no 
retention of any fish species and no bait. This regulation 
change was made with strong public support. AEP is 
currently leading a collaborative team of stakeholders to 
conduct a comprehensive evaluation of current status and 
threats to the Bow River rainbow trout fishery. The outcome 
of this assessment will be a model of cumulative effects and 
population structure, from which management actions can be 
identified, implemented and evaluated to meet RFMO for the 
Bow River.

There are currently two management actions immediately 
available to AEP Fisheries Management: reduce the angling 
effort, and/or reduce the number of trout each angler can 
catch. AEP is working with external agencies and angling 
groups to identify options that address high angling effort and 
catch rates. Consultation will occur to identify which options 
can be implemented. Failure to implement management 
actions will likely result in further declines of the Bow River 
trout fishery.

Current Sportfishing Regulations
Banff National Park downstream to Bassano Dam, including 
Bassano Reservoir:

• Open all year

• Bait ban

• Catch and release (zero possession limit for all fish species) 

Figure 1. Rainbow trout catch per unit effort (fish per km of 
bank shocked) – historical 4 km reach from 2003 onward. 
Diamonds represent the mean number of rainbow trout 
caught per kilometer, dots represent number of rainbow 
trout caught at an individual kilometer.
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