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Critical habitat of aquatic species at risk 

Science support document 
Government of Alberta wildlife sensitivity feature layer 
 

Background 

Federal Species at Risk Act and Critical Habitat: 

The purposes of Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA) are to:  

 prevent wildlife species in Canada from disappearing due to human activities 

 provide for the recovery of endangered and threatened species 

 prevent other species from becoming endangered or threatened  

SARA protects species at risk through prohibitions on the killing, harming, harassing, capturing or taking of 
individuals and also provides protection for critical habitat of the species. Critical habitat is defined as the habitat 
necessary for the survival and recovery of listed wildlife species as identified within a recovery strategy, or 
subsequent action plan(s) posted on the SARA Public Registry (https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-
change/services/species-risk-public-registry.html). 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) has jurisdiction over listed aquatic species at risk and is the responsible 
authority for identification and protection of critical habitat for listed aquatic species. Protection of aquatic critical 
habitat may include a Critical Habitat Order as established under section 58 of SARA, which triggers the 
prohibition [s. 58(1)] against the destruction of any part of the species’ critical habitat. 

Rocky Mountain Sculpin: 

The Rocky Mountain Sculpin (Cottus sp.) is a small, bottom-dwelling fish associated with the cool, clear 
headwaters of the St. Mary and Milk rivers of southern Alberta. Although locally abundant, sculpin are rare in its 
distribution and at risk of extirpation. The most significant threats are from activities that alter the natural flow 
regime of the river causing habitat loss or impairment. Examples include water removal (e.g., irrigation, municipal, 
recreational, industrial and domestic use), impoundment, bank stabilization, channelization, and changes in flow 
conditions. Other threats to the species’ habitat and survival may include pollution and degradation of riparian 
areas.  
 
The Rocky Mountain Sculpin is listed as “Threatened” in Alberta (Wildlife Act) and Canada (SARA) and a 
provincial recovery plan (AESRD 2012) and federal recovery strategy (DFO 2012) are published, which provide 
detailed information on the species’ biology, habitat needs and threats. 

In December 2017, the Critical Habitat of the Rocky Mountain Sculpin (Cottus sp.) Eastslope Populations Order 
(SOR/2017-267) was published, and whereas SARA s. 58(1) is in force. 

Desired outcomes 

These guidelines serve three primary purposes: 

1. Provide awareness to the presence of federally identified and protected aquatic critical habitats. 
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2. Communicate the prohibition against the destruction to any part of identified aquatic critical habitat. 

3. Direct interested and affected parties to relevant authorities. 

Digital layers available 

A. Federal Aquatic Critical Habitat  

Rocky Mountain Sculpin (Figure 1) 

The federal aquatic critical habitat layer was created using Fisheries and Oceans Canada’s DFO Species at Risk 
Critical Habitat 2017 dataset (DFO 2017) merged with provincial Fish and Wildlife Management Information 
System’s (FWMIS) Hydrology Arcs and Polygons geospatial data (AEP 2018). Merged data was used in order to 
minimize errors associated with hydrologic data and incorporate natural changes in watercourses paths. A 250 
meter buffer was applied to the merged critical habitat and hydrologic data to provide a broader awareness zone 
outside of the bed and shore. Critical habitat does not make up the entire area within the buffer. All users should 
consult with Fisheries and Oceans Canada and appropriate recovery document(s) to identify critical habitat, its 
features, functions and attributes and geospatial location(s).  

 

 

    

Rationale 

The protection and maintenance of aquatic critical habitat is essential prevent further site-specific extirpation and 
species persistence in Alberta. This dataset contains geospatial data on aquatic critical habitat for Rocky 
Mountain Sculpin obtained from Fisheries and Oceans Canada, the Government of Alberta along with an 

Figure 1: Federal aquatic critical habitat (bank full channel) and associated 250 metre buffer (orange hash) 
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associated larger buffer. The larger awareness buffer is designed to provide awareness to the presence of, and 
proximity to, identified aquatic critical habitat; facilitate planning of land-use activities; and direct proponents to 
relevant authorities to ensure compliance with federal Acts and regulations. 

Species specific conditions 

Master Schedule of Standards and Conditions 

Condition if within Federal Aquatic Critical Habitat 

 

 Disposition holders must comply with the Federal Critical Habitat of the Rocky Mountain Sculpin (Cottus 

sp.) Eastslope Populations Order. Proponents and disposition holders should contact Fisheries and 

Oceans Canada in relation to the application of the Species at Risk Act (Canada) and, specifically to the 

Critical Habitat of the Rocky Mountain Sculpin (Cottus sp.) Eastslope Populations Order. 

 

Fisheries Protection Program 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

867 Lakeshore Road 

Burlington, Ontario L7S 1A1 

Telephone: 1-855-852-8320 

Email: FisheriesProtection@dfo-mpo.gc.ca  

 

Web address: Fisheries and Oceans Canada – Fisheries Protection Program 

                         http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/pnw-ppe/fpp-ppp/index-eng.html  

 

Web address: Fisheries and Oceans Canada – Aquatic Species at Risk 

                         http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/sara-lep/index-eng.html  

                          

Web address: Species at Risk Public Registry 

                         https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-

registry.html  

Relevant legislation/policy 

Wildlife Sensitivity Layers are referenced in the Alberta’s Master Schedule of Standards and Conditions. To 

access this document, visit the Alberta Environment and Parks website under the Formal Disposition section of 

the following page:  

 

 Public Lands Dispositions Step One: Pre-Application 

http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/industry-online-services/public-lands-dispositions/step-one-pre-

application/default.aspx  

 

The Alberta Rocky Mountain Sculpin Recovery Plan 2012-2022 as enacted through Alberta’s Wildlife Act outlines 

actions aimed at habitat management and conservation. For access to this document visit the Alberta 

Environemnt and Parks website at: 

 

 Species at Risk Publications and Web Resources: Fish 

http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-risk/species-at-risk-publications-web-

resources/fish/default.aspx 
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Protection of fish, fish habitat and aquatic critical habitat is embedded in the following federal legislative 

documents:  

 

 Canadian Environmental Assessment Act  

 Fisheries Act 

 Species at Risk Act  

 

Note: This is not an extensive list of legislation pertaining to species at risk and aquatic critical habitat. It is the 

responsibility of the proponent to understand all other legislation that may apply. 

 

Frequency of maintenance, reviews and updates 
This dataset is for information purposes only and is not to be distributed to the public. Source data are available 

from Fisheries and Oceans Canada’s Critical Habitat of Species at Risk database 

(https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/db177a8c-5d7d-49eb-8290-31e6a45d786c) and users should consult the 

database and metadata for terms of use, limitations and constraints. 

 

Updates to this layer will be made based on the availability of new, or revisions to, aquatic critical habitat 

designations. While every effort is made to update critical habitat layers as required, we cannot guarantee the 

information will always be accurate. 
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