
 
 

10 Years On: Recovery Elusive for Species at Risk in Canada  
 
Two birds considered extremely rare to Canada were both re-assessed as Endangered 
despite recovery initiatives.  The White-headed Woodpecker and Sage Thrasher are just 
two of the 52 Canadian wildlife species that were assessed for risk of extinction or 
extirpation by COSEWIC (Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada) 
when it met in Ottawa, November 22-26, 2010.  Of the thirty-two species that were re-
assessed after 10 years, as required by the Species at Risk Act, only four were found to be 
less at risk. 
 
Fewer than 100 of the spectacular White-headed Woodpecker nest 
in southeastern British Columbia. This bird depends on mature 
Ponderosa Pine forests which continue to decline due to severe 
fires and Mountain Pine Beetle infestations.  Even rarer is the Sage 
Thrasher.  Although never common in BC, Alberta or 
Saskatchewan, the total population of this small brown songbird in 
Canada ranges from only seven to 36 individuals.  Loss of 
sagebrush habitat, used for nesting, is undoubtedly responsible for 
declines of this bird in Canada.  
 
Although increased efforts to survey rare plants in Ontario resulted 
in larger population estimates for the Dwarf Lake Iris; habitat 
degradation still plagues species with extremely limited ranges in 
the Great Lakes region of Ontario and Québec.  Two small 
orchids, the Nodding Pogonia which was assessed as Endangered 
and the Purple Twayblade, a Threatened species, are highly 
vulnerable to ongoing habitat alterations associated with invasive 
plants, introduced earthworms, and land development.  The 
Endangered White Prairie Gentian, a large showy perennial known for 
its traditional medicinal uses, now exists as only a single small population in southern 
Ontario where its savannah habitat is protected from degradation by the Walpole Island 
First Nation. 
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Two Iconic Canadian Fishes at Risk  
 
The Atlantic Salmon, one of the world’s most commonly farmed marine fishes, has 
suffered declines in the wild, particularly in southern parts of its Canadian range.  
Regardless of ongoing activities to rebuild stocks, one population in southern 
Newfoundland was designated as Threatened, and five populations in the Bay of Fundy, 
outer coast of Nova Scotia and Anticosti Island were assessed as Endangered.  The 
unique Lake Ontario population was considered Extinct.  To the north, the situation is not 
as dire.  Populations in the Gulf of St. Lawrence were assessed as Special Concern and 
three of the most northern populations in Canada were considered Not at Risk; relatively 
pristine rivers and improved fisheries management likely explain the stable to increasing 
abundance of these northern populations. 
 
Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge contributed significantly to understanding the biology 
and threats for Dolly Varden, a trout-like fish of great significance to the people of the 
western Arctic.  Despite the relative health of these populations, climate change poses a 
significant risk.  This factor, in addition to the sensitivity of this fish to habitat impacts 
and fishing pressure, resulted in a designation of Special Concern. 
 
Zebra Mussel Now Threatens Species West of the 100th Meridian 
 
The Rocky Mountain Ridged Mussel is a large conspicuous freshwater mussel residing in 
the Okanagan Lake basin.  Its restricted range coupled with the threat of the invasive 
Zebra Mussel and burgeoning lakeshore development elevated the risks to this species 
which led to an assessment of Endangered from a previous assessment of Special 
Concern. 
 
Some Cause for Optimism. 
 
The case of the Barndoor Skate does give cause for some optimism.  This large, 
distinctive marine fish experienced severe population declines and was virtually 
undetectable in Canadian waters for two decades.  Reduced fishing pressure has 
contributed to significant increases in the Barndoor Skate since the 1990s.  While this 
skate has not fully recovered to historical levels, the fish was assessed as Not at Risk.  
 
Next Meeting 
 
COSEWIC’s next scheduled wildlife species assessment meeting will be held in 
Charlottetown, PEI, May 1-6, 2011. 
 
About COSEWIC 
 
COSEWIC assesses the status of wild species, subspecies, varieties, or other important 
units of biological diversity, considered to be at risk in Canada.  To do so, COSEWIC 
uses scientific, Aboriginal traditional and community knowledge provided by experts 
from governments, academia and other organizations.  Summaries of assessments are 



currently available to the public on the COSEWIC website (www.cosewic.gc.ca) and will 
be submitted to the Federal Minister of the Environment in late summer 2011 for listing 
consideration under the Species at Risk Act (SARA).  At that time, the full status reports 
and status appraisal summaries will be publicly available on the Species at Risk Public 
Registry (www.sararegistry.gc.ca). 
 
There are now 617 wildlife species in various COSEWIC risk categories, including 270 
Endangered, 153 Threatened, 172 Special Concern, and 22 Extirpated (i.e. no longer 
found in the wild in Canada).  In addition to these wildlife species that are in COSEWIC 
risk categories, there are 14 wildlife species that are Extinct.  
 
COSEWIC comprises members from each provincial and territorial government wildlife 
agency, four federal entities (Canadian Wildlife Service, Parks Canada Agency, Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada, and the Federal Biodiversity Information Partnership, chaired by the 
Canadian Museum of Nature), three Non-government Science Members, and the Co-
chairs of the Species Specialist and the Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge 
Subcommittees. 

Definition of COSEWIC terms and status categories: 

Wildlife Species: A species, subspecies, variety, or geographically or genetically distinct 
population of animal, plant or other organism, other than a bacterium or virus, that is wild 
by nature and is either native to Canada or has extended its range into Canada without 
human intervention and has been present in Canada for at least 50 years. 
Extinct (X): A wildlife species that no longer exists. 
Extirpated (XT)*: A wildlife species that no longer exists in the wild in Canada, but 
exists elsewhere. 
Endangered (E)*: A wildlife species facing imminent extirpation or extinction. 
Threatened (T)*: A wildlife species that is likely to become Endangered if nothing is 
done to reverse the factors leading to its extirpation or extinction.  
Special Concern (SC)*: A wildlife species that may become Threatened or Endangered 
because of a combination of biological characteristics and identified threats. 
Not at Risk (NAR): A wildlife species that has been evaluated and found to be not at risk 
of extinction given the current circumstances.  
Data Deficient (DD): A category that applies when the available information is 
insufficient (a) to resolve a wildlife species’ eligibility for assessment or (b) to permit an 
assessment of the wildlife species’ risk of extinction. 
 
*denotes a COSEWIC risk category 
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Dr. Marty L. Leonard  
Chair, COSEWIC 
Department of Biology  
Dalhousie University  
Halifax  NS    B3H 4J1  
Telephone: (902) 494-2158 
mleonard@dal.ca  
 

For general inquiries: 
 
COSEWIC Secretariat 
c/o Canadian Wildlife Service 
Environment Canada 
Ottawa  ON    K1A 0H3 
Telephone: (819) 953-3215 
Fax: (819) 994-3684 
cosewic/cosepac@ec.gc.ca 
www.cosewic.gc.ca 

For inquiries on Aboriginal Traditional 
Knowledge: 
(Dolly Varden, White Prairie Gentian) 
 
Henry Lickers 
Mohawk Council of Akwesasne 
Department of the Environment 
Telephone: (613) 936-1548 
Fax: (613) 938-6760 
Henry.Lickers@akwesasne.ca 

For inquiries on marine mammals: 
(Northern Fur Seal) 
 
Dr. Jane Watson 
Vancouver Island University 
Telephone: (250) 753-3245 local 2317 
Fax: (250) 740-6482 
Jane.Watson@viu.ca 

For inquiries on terrestrial mammals: 
(Eastern Mole, Pallid Bat, Woodland 
Vole) 
 
Dr. Justina C. Ray  
Executive Director and Senior Scientist 
Wildlife Conservation Society Canada 
Telephone: (416) 850-9038 x 22 
Fax: (416) 850-9040 
jray@wcs.org 

For inquiries on birds: 
(Barn Owl, Cerulean Warbler, Sage Thrasher 
White-headed Woodpecker) 
 
Jon McCracken 
Director 
National Programs 
Bird Studies Canada 
Telephone: (519) 586-3531 ext. 115 
Fax: (519) 586-3532 
jmccracken@bsc-eoc.org 
 



For inquiries on amphibians and reptiles: 
(Butler's Gartersnake, Jefferson 
Salamander, Timber Rattlesnake) 
 
Dr. Ronald J. Brooks 
Department of Integrative Biology 
College of Biological Science 
University of Guelph 
Telephone: (519) 824-4120 ext. 53944 
Fax: (519) 767-1656 
rjbrooks@uoguelph.ca 

For inquiries on freshwater fishes: 
(Atlantic Whitefish, Chestnut Lamprey, 
Columbia Sculpin, Dolly Varden, Mountain 
Sucker, Shorthead Sculpin) 
 
Dr. Eric B. (Rick) Taylor 
Professor 
Department of Zoology 
University of British Columbia 
Telephone: (604) 822-9152 
Fax: (604) 822-2416 
etaylor@zoology.ubc.ca 
 

For inquiries on marine fishes: 
(Atlantic Salmon, Barndoor Skate) 
 
Dr. Paul Bentzen 
Professor 
Department of Biology 
Dalhousie University 
Telephone: (902) 494-1105 
Fax: (902) 494-3736 
Paul.Bentzen@dal.ca 

For inquiries on arthropods  
(insects and related taxa): 
(Skillet Clubtail) 
 
Dr. Paul Catling  
Research Scientist and Curator  
Agriculture Canada  
Telephone: (613) 759-1373  
Fax: (613) 759-1599  
catlingp@agr.gc.ca  

For inquiries on molluscs: 
(Rocky Mountain Ridged Mussel) 
 
Robert Forsyth 
Telephone: (250) 847-6699 
r.forsyth@telus.net  

For inquiries on plants: 
(Showy Goldenrod, Dwarf Lake Iris, 
Nodding Pogonia, Pitcher's Thistle, Purple 
Twayblade, Seaside Birds–foot Lotus, 
Skinner's Agalinis, White Prairie Gentian) 
 
Dr. Erich Haber 
Telephone: (613) 435-0216  
Fax: (613) 435-0217 
erich.haber@rogers.com 
 



 

For inquiries on lichens: 
(Blue Felt Lichen, Crumpled Tarpaper 
Lichen, Roell's Brotherella Moss) 
 
Dr. René Belland 
Devonian Botanic Garden 
University of Alberta 
Telephone: (780) 987-3054 ext. 2240 
Fax: (780) 987-4141 
rbelland@ales.ualberta.ca  

  

Further details on all wildlife species assessed, and the reasons for designations, can be 
found on the COSEWIC website at: www.cosewic.gc.ca 

 

In 2010, the United Nations International Year of Biodiversity, people around the world 
will step up efforts to slow down the widespread rapid rate of biodiversity loss. As well, 
throughout the year, communities will celebrate the amazing diversity of life on the 
planet. 

http://www.cosewic.gc.ca/

