
Background
The pygmy whitefish is a glacial relict 
species that occurs in restricted 
portions of two watersheds in Alberta, 
Upper Waterton Lake and the 
Athabasca River between Jasper 
and Hinton. They are  
found in the deep parts of deep, 
cold lakes and in fast, cold montane 
rivers. The species designation of 
Endangered under Alberta’s Wildlife Act 
was approval by the Minister in May 2014. 
The species has a wide distribution in 
northern North America, and is relatively 
common in many river and lake systems 
in the mountain ranges of the United 
States and Canada. Federally, there has been no designation 
for the species, but it is considered a high priority candidate for 
status assessment. Recently, extensive surveying has occurred, 
but has been mostly unsuccessful, suggesting a very restricted 
distribution in the province. As of 2011, 71 pygmy whitefish have 
been captured and sampled in Alberta, and more has been 
discovered on its basic life history. A province-wide estimate of 
population size has been determined around 2,000 fish. The 
Upper Waterton Lake population is relatively protected from 
local habitat disturbances, but faces threats from invasions of 
exotic species. The Athabasca River population also faces these 
threats, but is at further risk from accidental spills of deleterious 
substances, such as fuel, grain, fertilizers, or chemicals, as it is 
along the major highway, railway and pipeline corridor. In order to 
manage and recover this species, mitigation of these factors, as 
well as more intensive surveying and research on the species will 
be required. 
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Recovery Plan
Due to the recent status designation, the recovery plan 
process has not yet begun for this species; however, it will 
be initiated in 2014. 

Recovery Goal
The likely goal for the recovery plan will be maintenance 
of existing populations of pygmy whitefish. 

Strategies
Strategies for recovery are currently under consideration 
while the recovery plan is drafted.

Actions
The updated status designation has allowed for recovery 
planning of the species to begin, and future actions will 
focus on reducing threats, as well as habitat management 
and population monitoring.

Upcoming
For further information visit www.esrd.alberta.ca.
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