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Upper Pembina River  
Fisheries Management Zone ES3

Background
The Pembina River, originating in the Rocky Mountains, 
historically supported high densities of Arctic grayling from 
the headwaters, through to the town of Evansburg. We refer 
to the portion of the Pembina River upstream of the hamlet 
of Lodgepole, as the Upper Pembina, and this portion 
represents the southernmost extent of the natural range of 
Arctic grayling in Alberta. Threats such as sedimentation, 
fragmentation, and fish harvest (intentional/unintentional) have 
all contributed to declines in Arctic grayling populations. Arctic 
grayling are classified as a species of special concern by the 
Alberta Endangered Species Conservation Committee.

• From 2004 to 2015, the Pembina River had a catch 
and release regulation for Arctic Grayling, however the 
population continued to decline.

• In 2016, the Upper Pembina was closed to angling as part 
of a five-year recovery rest period as a short term measure 
to arrest that decline and support grayling recovery. This 
was applied to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous users. 
The shared objective for the Upper Pembina River for all 
users is establishing sustainable fish populations now and 
into the future while still providing opportunity for use by all 
Albertans in accordance with Alberta’s Fish Conservation 
and Management Strategy.

• Bull trout, mountain whitefish, and non-native brook trout 
are also found in the Pembina River. Bull trout are currently 
at very high risk of local extirpation (extinction) within this 
watershed.

• The fish population, including Arctic grayling, bull trout, 
brook trout, and mountain whitefish, were monitored 
in 2014, 2016, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 to evaluate 
specific indicators of recovery.

• Preliminary monitoring results are positive; however, 
recovery of Arctic grayling has not been fully achieved.

Fisheries Management Considerations
• Land use in this watershed includes forestry, oil and gas 

development, coal mining and an associated high-density 
road network that results in numerous watercourse 
crossing and easy access for anglers. Angling isn’t the 
only pressure on fish populations, and work has been 
completed with other land users in the watershed that have 
contributed to the decline.

 - Additional water withdrawal restrictions in Dismal Creek 
to reduce the risk of insufficient water levels during 
spawning and overwintering.

 - Recognized provincially as a priority watershed 
to conduct road stream crossing inspections and 
remediation activities through the watercourse  
crossing program.

 - Strategic and operational measures included in detailed 
forest management plans operating within the Upper 
Pembina watershed to reduce sedimentation and 
fragmentation.

 - Identified as the highest regional fisheries priority for 
enforcement in the Northwest region of the province.

• The Fish Sustainability index (FSI) is used to assess fish 
stocks on a provincial scale. Each fish population is given 
a density score based on their risk to sustainability, with 
five being at low risk, and one being at very high risk for 
extirpation (local extinction).

 - Arctic grayling, bull trout, and mountain whitefish were 
assessed using the FSI.
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Arctic Grayling Sustainability Status:

• The monitoring data collected in the Upper Pembina River 
recovery rest watershed indicate that the abundance of 
Arctic grayling is trending in a positive direction, however 
is still in the very high risk to sustainability category on the 
Fish Sustainability Index (FSI). Strong conservation-based 
measures are necessary to continue to promote growth 
and long-term sustainability.

Bull Trout Sustainability Status:

• The bull trout population is at very high risk on the Fish 
Sustainability Index (FSI) Fish Sustainable Index Adult 
Density Score. Strong conservation-based measures are 
necessary to promote growth and long-term sustainability.

• There has been no change in the bull trout sustainability 
index from 2014 to 2020.

Mountain Whitefish Sustainability Status:

• The mountain whitefish population is at very high risk on the 
Fish Sustainability Index (FSI).

• Strong conservation-based measures are necessary to 
promote growth and long-term sustainability.

Public Engagement
Engagement took place in 2015 and 2016 on the Upper 
Pembina. The decision to implement the current recovery 
rest period was informed by a robust engagement and 
consultative process that included discussions with multiple 
government ministries, Fish and Wildlife Enforcement 
Services, Indigenous communities, and recreational anglers 
and stakeholders (including Trout Unlimited – Northern Lights 
Fly Fishers).

Current Sportfishing Regulations
• Headwater downstream to Sec. Rd. 753 near Lodgepole, 

includes Dismal and Rat creeks and tributaries–CLOSED.

• Downstream of the recovery watershed -Mainstem only–
downstream from Sec. Rd. 753 (near Lodgepole) to Hwy. 
43 (near Sangudo) – open June 1 to October 31.

 - Bait allowed
 - Walleye; 3 fish over 50cm
 - Northern pike; 3 fish over 63cm
 - Burbot; 10 fish
 - Goldeye; 10 fish
 - Mountain Whitefish; 5 over 30cm 
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