
Background
Westslope cutthroat trout are the 
only native subspecies of cutthroat 
trout in Alberta, and are a unique 
and important component of 
Canada’s freshwater fish fauna. 
Once widespread, this popular 
sport fish has undergone dramatic 
global declines in number and 
distribution, in part due to historical 
overharvesting. Introgressive 
hybridization with closely related 
introduced species, primarily 
rainbow trout, as well as habitat 
loss and degradation now 
represent major threats to the 
persistence and recovery of this 
species. 

As a result of a limited distribution and continuing decline in 
extent of occurrence, severely fragmented populations, and 
barriers to dispersal, Westslope cutthroat trout were designated 
as Threatened under Alberta’s Wildlife Act. The species is also 
listed federally as Threatened. Historically, the subspecies 
inhabited most streams in south-western Alberta from the alpine 
to the prairies. It is estimated that the total proportion of the 
range occupied in Alberta has been reduced to approximately 
20 percent of the historical distribution, with small, disconnected 
populations occurring. Much of the range in Alberta is impacted 
by human land-uses; as such, recovery objectives will focus on:
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• identifying and protecting habitat needed to support 
recovery;

• increasing knowledge of population genetics, size, 
distribution, and trends;

• increasing public awareness of the species;
• recovering populations through habitat restoration and 

threat reduction; and 
• re-establishing populations within their historical 

range.

 Recovery Plan
The Alberta Westslope Cutthroat Trout Recovery Plan 
2012-2017 was prepared by a multi-stakeholder team and 
approved by the Minister in March 2013.

Recovery Goal
Complete restoration of Westslope cutthroat trout 
throughout their entire historical range is not considered 
feasible. Therefore, the recovery goals are to protect and 
maintain the existing pure populations at self-sustaining 
levels, and re-establish additional pure populations within 
the species’ historical range in Alberta.
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Monitoring
• Assessed populations at Picklejar Lakes (#2 and #4) in 2014 

to update population status and evaluate the current angling 
regulation.

• An experimental non-native brook trout suppression project 
on Quirk Creek has been monitoring changes in fish 
composition and abundance since 1995, in an attempt to 
restore native cutthroat trout and bull trout.

• Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society (Cows and 
Fish) completed riparian health inventories from 2011 to 
2014 on several streams containing the species, forming key 
benchmarks for physical habitat condition.

Management and Regulation
• Conducted selective removal of non-native species by 

angling in selected waterbodies with Westslope cutthroat 
trout and bull trout as part of the Stewardship Licence Pilot 
Project. 

• Proposed a regulation change to catch-and-release for 
Picklejar Lakes. 

Education and Outreach
• ESRD staff have provided numerous presentations to the 

public on the background and status of the species and what 
the public can do to help.

• Cows and Fish has organized a series of stakeholder 
workshops concentrating on public education and 
stewardship. 

• Fisheries and Oceans Canada has completed a fact sheet for 
the public describing the Westslope cutthroat trout.

Upcoming
Fish population assessments are planned for 2015-16 and will 
include assessments of relative abundance, absolute density, 
and population structure. This information is required to guide 
management activities and assist in land-use decision making. 
Genetic samples will continue to be collected to further determine 
and refine the extent of distribution of pure populations and 
define critical habitat. A Fish Sustainability Index assessment 
on the species will also be conducted. Fisheries Management 
Objectives will be defined for the species and will set desired 
outcomes with conservation as a primary goal. For further 
information visit www.esrd.alberta.ca.

Strategies
The recovery strategies used to guide 
conservation and recovery of the species 
include:

1. Research
2. Monitoring
3. Management and Regulation
4. Education and Outreach

Actions
Numerous conservation and management efforts that have 
occurred recently are described below. These projects have been 
delivered under the guidance of and in collaboration with ESRD, 
Parks Canada, DFO and numerous stakeholders including the 
Alberta Conservation Association, Trout Unlimited Canada, Cows 
and Fish, and volunteers. 

Research
• In the Bow and Oldman river drainages, extensive genetic 

sampling has been conducted and is ongoing to define the 
distribution and genetic status of the species.

• Habitat data have also been collected along with these 
surveys, including information on habitat limitations (such as 
water quality and riparian health issues).

• Population estimates have been conducted at several sites 
using removal-depletion or mark-recapture methods.

• GIS mapping is being conducted to characterize the 
distribution of pure, near-pure, and hybridized populations

• Critical habitat has been identified and is continually being 
refined and updated

• Thermographs have been used to collect temperature data at 
currently occupied pure streams and at several sites found to 
be lacking fish, which may have potential as refuges.

• Surveys have been conducted to locate barriers to upstream 
fish passage, particularly where they are preventing upstream 
migration of non-native species.


