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Hybridization in Westslope Cutthroat Trout  

Westslope cutthroat trout are one of Alberta’s native 
trout species that are listed as threatened under the Alberta 
Wildlife Act. One of the major threats to this species is 
hybridization.  
 

 

What is Hybridization?  
Hybridization is a mixing of the gene pools of two distinct 
species.  It occurs when closely related species of trout 
interbreed and produce offspring of a new, genetically 
different species from each of the parent trout. The closer 
the species are related, the higher the likelihood of a 
hybridization resulting in viable offspring.    

 

Impacts to Westslope Cutthroat Trout Populations 

Maintaining native trout is important for maintaining healthy 
aquatic ecosystems. Genetically pure Westslope cutthroat 
trout have survived in Alberta for thousands of years and 
have adapted to diverse landscapes within the eastern 
slopes. Hybridization within a region in a watershed may 
lead to small and isolated pure populations of Westslope 
cutthroat trout. Hybridization has occurred due to spawning 
overlaps between non-native rainbow trout and native 

Westslope cutthroat trout. The resulting offspring are no 
longer genetically pure Westslope cutthroat trout. If enough 
Westslope cutthroat trout hybridize with non-native rainbow 
trout in an area, there is a risk of losing the population of 
pure Westlope cutthroat trout. The risk of hybridization 
persists whenever non-native rainbow trout and pure 
Westslope cutthroat trout are found within an area. 

Taking action  

It is very challenging to distinguish hybridized fish from pure 
Westslope cutthroat trout, as even hybrids can still have all 
the characteristic markings of pure Westslope cutthroat trout. 
Only a genetic analysis will reliably identify pure Westslope 
cutthroat trout. Extensive and long-term genetic testing of 
cutthroat trout populations within their native range has lead 
to the identification of genetically pure Westslope cutthroat 
trout populations and their geographical extent in Alberta. 
AEP uses this information to identify key restoration and 
recovery efforts, regulate fishing opportunities and to inform 
provincial and federal species management and critical 
habitat actions.  

 

An AEP fisheries biologist takes a fin clip sample taken from 
a Westslope cutthroat trout that will be send for genetic 
analysis. 

The Government of Alberta is also leading restoration 
stocking of genetically pure Westslope cutthroat trout in 
Alberta’s eastern slopes, which is driven by the accumulated 
knowledge of the genetic status of Westslope cutthroat trout 
populations across the landscape.  

http://www.alberta.ca/native-trout-recovery-program.aspx
https://mywildalberta.ca/fishing/fish-stocking/restoration-trout-stocking.aspx
https://mywildalberta.ca/fishing/fish-stocking/restoration-trout-stocking.aspx
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