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INTRODUCTION 

The Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada, COSEWIC, 
is an organization of specialists from federal agencies, all provincial 
and territorial governments, and from nationally-based private conservation 
organizations. The Committee considers the best available information 
on wild species and subspecies whose survival in Canada may be in doubt. 
COSEWIC's job is threefold: 

- to decide which species do not have a secure future in Canada, 
- to agree on a category which best describes their situation, 
- to publish the information on which this decision has been made. 

COSEWIC does not act to remove adverse factors affecting wildlife; that 
is the responsibility of the agency which has legal jurisdiction over 
the species, under Canadian law. 

Status Reports are the complete texts of scientific manuscripts used by 
Committee, members in arriving at their decisions. They are available 
at cost-plus-handling from: 

Canadian Nature Federation 
75 Albert Street 
Ottawa, Ontario 
KIP 6G1 

Summary Sheets are single pages of general information summarizing species 
classed as either "threatened" or "endangered". They are easily reproduced 
on photocopy machines and this is encouraged so that teachers and others 
may quickly produce copies for local needs. Summary sheets are free and 
may be obtained from provincial, territorial and federal wildlife agencies, 
and from nationally-based private conservation agencies. A central source 
where quantities may be obtained at cost is: 

Canadian Wildlife Federation 
1673 Carling Avenue 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K2A 1C4 

The COSEWIC list reflects only those species which have been considered to 
date. 



COMMITTEE ON THE STATUS OF ENDANGERED WILDLIFE IN CANADA 

- C O S E W I C -

LIST OF SPECIES WITH DESIGNATED STATUS AS OF APRIL 1982 

*N.I.A.C. = NOT IN ANY CATEGORY 

BIRDS MAMMALS 

Species Status Species Status 

White Pelican THREATENED Eastern Mole RARE 
Double-crested Cormorant N.I.A.C. Vancouver Island Marmot ENDANGERED 
Trumpeter Swan RARE Black-Tailed Prairie Dog RARE 
Ferruginous Hawk THREATENED Fox Squirrel N.I.A.C. 
Gyrfalcon N.I.A.C. Pocket Gopher RARE 
Peregrine Falcon: Right Whale ENDANGERED 

pealei RARE Bowhead Whale ENDANGERED 
tundrius THREATENED Swift Fox EXTIRPATED 
anatum ENDANGERED Grey Fox RARE 

Greater Prairie Chicken ENDANGERED Grizzly Bear N.I.A.C. 
Whooping Crane ENDAGERED Newfoundland Marten N.I.A.C. 
Greater Sandhill Crane N.I.A.C. Black-footed Ferret EXTIRPATED 
Piping Plover THREATENED Badger N.I.A.C. 
Eskimo Curlew ENDANGERED Sea Otter ENDANGERED 
Ivory Gull RARE Eastern Cougar ENDANGERED 
Caspian Tern RARE Peary Caribou THREATENED 
Burrowing Owl THREATENED Wood Bison. ENDANGERED 
Great Gray Owl RARE Wolverine RARE 
Kirtland's Warbler ENDANGERED Long-tailed Weasel THREATENED 
Ipswich Sparrow RARE Humpback Whale THREATENED 
Ross''Gull RAKE 
Red-necked Grebe N.I.A.C. FISH 
Prairie Falcon N.I.A.C. 

Shortnose Sturgeon RARE 
RWPTTT.F.Q AND AMPHIBIANS Speckled Dace RARE 

Giant Stickleback RARE 
Leatherback turtle ENDANGERED Blueback Herring N.I.A.C. 

PLANTS 

Species Status 

Furbish Lousewort Pedicularis furbishiae ENDANGERED 
Small white lady slipper Cypripedium candidum ENDANGERED 
Willow Salix planifolia tyrrellii THREATENED 
Thrift Ameria maritima interior THREATENED 
Small Whorled Pogonia Isotria medeoloides ENDANGERED 



THE COMMITTER ON THF, STATUS OF KNDANCERE 1) WILDLIFE IN CANADA 

APPROVED DE KIN ETIONS 

SPECIES: "Species" means any spccius, subspecies, or geographically 
separate population. 

RARE SPECIES: Any indigenous species of fauna or flora Chat, bccauso 
of its biological characteristics, or bccausc. it occurs at 
Che fringe of its range, or for some other reason, exists 
in low numbers or in very restricted areas in Canada but is 
not a threatened species. 

THREATENED SPECIES: Any indigenous species of fauna or flora that is 
likely to become endangered in Canada if the factors 
affecting its vulnerability do not become reversed. 

ENDANGERED SPECIES: Any indigenous spe.c-Jos of fauna or flora whose. 
existence in Canada is threatened with immediate extinction 
through all or a significant portion of its range, owing to 
,t,he action of man. 

EXTIRPATED SPECIES: Any indigenous species of fauna or flora no longer 
existing in the wild in Canada but existing elsewhere. 

EXTINCT SPECIES: Any species of fauna and flora formerly indigenous 
to Canada but no longer existing anywhere. 
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for DEPT. FISHERIES & OCEANS 

Status Assigned to the Species by COSEWIC on APRTL 1980: 

RARE 

NOTES 

1. This is not an official publication. It is a working document 
used by COSEWIC in assigning status according tc> criteria listed 
below. This report is released in its original form, in the 
interests of making scientific information available to the 
public. 

2. Anyone wishing to quote or cite unpublished information contained 
in this report should contact the author through the agency noted 
above. 

3. This report is the property of COSEWIC and the author. It may not 
be presented as the work of any other person or agency. When 
quoted as a source, following clearances noted above, both the 
author and COSEWIC must be credited. 

4. Additional copies of this report may be obtained at nominal cost, 
from Canadian Nature Federation, 75 Albert Street, Ottawa, Ontario, 
KIP 6G1. 



Status Report on the Shortnose Sturgeon 

(Acipenser brev i rost rum LeSueur 1818) 

to the National Committee on the Status of Endangered W i l d l i f e i n Canada. 

M. 0 . Dadswell 

Department of F i she r i e s and Oceans 

B i o l og i c a l S t a t i on , S t . Andrews, N. B. 

ABSTRACT 

The shortnose sturgeon i s known from only one l o c a l i t y i.n Canada, the 

the la rgest known fo r t h i s species and i s estimated to have 18,000 ± 30% 

adu l ts with a t o t a l populat ion of perhaps 100,000. The species i s 

widespread in eastern North America from F l o r i d a to New Brunswick and the 

populat ions in each r i v e r system are now known to be l a rge r than former ly 

be l i eved . There i s no evidence to suggest that shortnose sturgeon 

populat ions are increas ing or decreas ing. Present known l e v e l s , which are 

higher than supposed former l e v e l s , are l a rge l y a r e f l e c t i o n of new 

in te res t - - fo r t h i s species prompted by i t s endangered status in the United 

S ta tes . I f proper ly managed, c e r t a i n shortnose sturgeon populat ions could 

support smal l , gourmet item f i s h e r i e s . 

Sa int John R i ve r , New Brunswick. The Sa int John populat ion, however, i s 

Approved by The Sub-rCommitt* 
Fish 17/3./80 
Recommended Category t Rare 

by The Sub-rCommittee on 
0 
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DISTRIBUTION 

The shortnose sturgeon, Acipenser brevirostrum LeSueur 1818, occurs in 

r i v e r s , estuar ies and in the sea along the east coast of North America from 

•the Indian R iver , F lor ida north to the Saint John R iver , New Brunswick 

(F ig . 1). This species l i v e s mainly in estuar ine or nearshore marine 

habi tat about the mouths of l a rge• r i ve r s . Populations migrate annually 

in to freshwater fo r spawning and may remain there fo r extended periods 

(Dadswell 1979). One p a r t i a l l y landlocked population is known in the 

Holyoke Pool of the Connecticut Ri ver,^Massachusetts (Taulb^rt 1980). It 

i s not known i f movement of shortnose sturgeon occurs along the coast 

between r i vers and at present each population i s thought to be d i s t i n c t . 

There i s , however, considerable documentation of t he i r occurrence at sea 

(Holland and Yelverton 1973; Fr ied and McCleave 1973; Wilk and Silverman 

1979; Dadswell 1979) and some exchange between populations may occur. 

The F isher ies Act of Canada (1868) and the Amendment to the Act of 

1976 requires protect ion and management of a l l commercial f i s h species and 

t h e i r hab i ta t . In the Saint John River the "sturgeon" season i s open a l l 

year except the month of June,, but sturgeon are ac t i ve l y sought .only during 

July-Augast (D. Gorham, pers. comm.). A l l "sturgeon" over 4 feet (122 cm) 

to ta l length are l ega l . Since the F i sher ies Act does not d i s t i ngu i sh 

between shortnose and A t l an t i c sturgeon, the two species inhab i t ing the 

Saint John R iver , some shortnose sturgeon are landed annual ly (D. Gorham, 

pers. comm.). ThTe present leve l of exp lo i t a t i on by the d i rected sturgeon 

f i she ry i s substainable by the population (Dadswell 1975). 

PROTECTION 
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1965 (I) 1969 III 1970 III 1971 III 1979 131 

F ig. 1A. Northern port ion of shortnose sturgeon d i s t r i bu t i on 

ind i ca t ing known occurrences with date of capture 

and number captured ( in brackets). 

» 
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F ig . IB. Southern port ion of shortnose sturgeon d i s t r i b u t i o n 

ind i ca t ing known occurrences with date of capture and 

number captured. 



At present the shortnose sturgeon i s l i s t e d as endangered in the 

United States and is t o t a l l y protected by the Endangered Species Act of 

1973. As a resu l t , no legal exp lo i t a t i on of the species is allowed. 

POPULATION SIZE AND TREND 

The adult shortnose sturgeon population in the Saint John R iver , New 

Brunswick was estimated as 18,000 t 30% (Tables 1 and 2; Dadswell 1979). 

The to ta l population was estimated as approximately 100,000 by extra-

po lat ion of the morta l i ty re la t ionsh ip (Dadswell 1979). During the course 

of a 4-year study, over 4000 adults were ac tua l l y captured. 

Population s izes in American r i ve rs to the south are l a t e l y becoming 
x. 

known and some of them may be as large as the Saint John population (Table 

3). 

Since the s ize of shortnose sturgeon populations was previously 

unknown, trends in abundance cannot be accurately determined. For example, 

the presence of shortnose sturgeon in the Saint John R iver , N. B., the 

Kennebec R iver , Maine and the Altamaha R iver , Georgia was unknown un t i l the 

l a s t two decades, but 'these apparently are three of the larger populat ions. 

A l so , Ryder (1890) described himself as fortunate when he obtained f i v e 

shortnose sturgeon from the Delaware R iver and said the species had not 

been seen since LeSueur's day, but at the same time the Geological Survey 

of New Jersey (Anon. 1890) reported a 5:1 ra t i o of shortnose to A t l a n t i c 

sturgeon and Meehan (1910) obtained over 100 shortnose sturgeon form the 

Delaware in A p r i l , 1908 with r e l a t i v e ease. In the las t two decades, 

shortnose sturgeon have been captured regu lar ly in the Delaware (F ig . 1) . 

S im i l a r l y , Greely (1937) observed over 100 shortnose sturgeon as inc identa l 

captures in the Hudson River shad f i shery during 1936 but stated the 

species was rare. Then Dovel (1978) observed about 100 shortnose sturgeon 



Table l ^ ^ ^ d u l t sliortnose sturyeon marked in the i 1 ' 1 .sampl i^^l subsequently recaptured, percent reçaptures/sad^^and 

percent marks of sainple/cycle. Recapture cycles div ided in periods of approximately equal e f fo r t of 100 

net -n ights . 

Cycle 

Cycle 

1 
% 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1973 18/7/741 14/8/74 11/9/74 17/6/75 18/7/75 3/8/75 27/6/76 25/6/77 Total 

363 4222 399 267 393 566 423 692 557 4082 

329 381 3 383 248 387 415 395 639 528 3705 

% 
Recaptures 

2 13 - 13 3.1 

3 17 11 - 28 7.0 

• 4 8 17 18 - 43 16.1 

5 8 16 17 5 - 46 11.7 

6 1 11 20 3 27 i 62 10.9 

7 7 3 13 5 21 10 - 59 13.9 

8 4 6 11 5 8 10 8 - 52 7.5 

9 4 5 6 3 3 2 4 
... , ..A 

13 40 7.2 

Total 62 69 85 21 59 22 12 13 343a 9.7+0.5 

%/cycle 2.3 2.6 3.7 1.7 3.8 1-8 , 1.4 1.3 

*Date of terminat ion of cyc le 

^Number of SMS captured during cyc le 

3Nuniber of SNS marked during cyc le 

aTota l recapture of marks includes tagged and caudal f i n - c l i pped SNS. 



Table 2. Population estimates (Seber-Jo l ly method) f o r June 1973 through 

June 1977 of adult (+50 cm) SNS in the Saint John estuary. 

Total Surv iva l Standard 

Sampling Proport ion Total number p robab i l i t y Number Error of N 

cyc le marked marked N PHI j o i n i ng + 

1 . - 0.00 0.8645 

2 .0308 283.57 9204.96 0.6654 80.40 2873.67 

3 .0702 433.53 6177.79 - 2.0314 -2570.95 « 1339.16 

4 .1610 1601.86 9946.42 0.4139 2280.32 2579.54 

5 .1170 747.85 6389.22 1.8587- 6611.15 1243>50 

6 .1095 2023.82 18475.50 1.0371 -1331.51 4637.09 

7 . .1395 2464.91 17672.14 0.4748 9320.98 5923.02 

8 .0751 1330.0 17699.23 6169.20 

9 .0720 



' Table 3. 

Estimates of shortnose sturgeon populations of North American A t l an t i c coast. 

Loca l i t y , 
Marked 

m 
Captured 

c 
Recaptured 

r 

Populat ion 
estimate A 

mc/4N Source 

Saint John R., N. B. 3705 4082 343 18,000 ± 30% >1 Dadswell (1979) 

Kennebec R., Maine A 
Peterson 1977-78 248 72 1 17856 0.25* Calculated by MJD 

1977-79 248 57 2 7068 0.50* ii 
1978-79 69 57 2 1966 0.50* a 

1977-78-79 317 57 4 4517+ 64% 1.00* Squiers (pers. comm.) 

Schnabel 1977 317 4 6000 H 

1977-78-79 317 5 7185 * 3179 Calculated by MJD 

Holyoke Pool 
Taubert (pers. comm.) Peterson 1976-77 51 162 16 516 *' >1 Taubert (pers. comm.) 

1976-78 51 56 . 4 714 >1 ii 
1977-78 119 56 18 371 >1 H 

1976-77-78 170 56 24 397 n 

mean N 498 

Jo ly-Serber 403 H 

Hudson River , N.Y. 1 0 
1977 79 i 2 r l 3 9511 0.25* Calculated by MJD 
1978, 227 127 4 7207 1.00* Dovel (1978) 
1979 350 544 7 23800 *>1 Calculated by MJD 

^Shortnose sturgeon tagged by Dovel between Ap r i l 1976 and June 13, 1977. 
^shortnose sturgeon captured by Texas Instruments Apr i l 1976-Jufie 13, 1977 (floff et a l . 1977). 
^shortnose sturgeon captured by TI that were tagged by Dovel. 
^•Peterson estimate is not va l i d . 
5 A f t e r Pekovitch (1979). 
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per year as inc idental catch in the same f i she ry during 1976 and 1977, but 

vjhen directed e f f o r t fo r shortnose sturgeon with proper gear took place in 

the Hudson during the spring of 1979, 1594 adults were captured in two 

months (Pekovitch 1979). These data, although fragmentary, suggest good 

populations of shortnose sturgeon have been present in a l l these r i ve rs 

over the las t century but have remained la rge ly undetected or unreported. 

HABITAT 

The shortnose sturgeon occurs i n , r i v e r s , estuar ies and*the sea but 

reaches i t s greatest abundance in mesohaline regions of the upper estuar ies 

of large r i v e r s . Habitat preference and migratory behavior are inf luenced 

by l a t i t ude and the physical nature of each r i v e r system. In northern 

locat ions the majority of the population remain with in the inf luence of the 

estuary and predominantly se lect s a l i n i t i e s below 20 o/oo (Dadswell 1979). 

Southern shortnose sturgeon populations appear to enter r i vers only during 

spr ing to spawn (Heidt and G i l be r t 1978) and return to the sea fo r the 

remainder of the year (Holland and Yelverton 1973). In the Saint John 

R iver , N. B., shortnose sturgeon migrate to more sa l ine portions of the 

lower estuary and into deep regions of the estuarine lakes to overwinter 

(Dadswell 1979). In spr ing, the reproductives of the population fo r that 

year migrate upstream to spawn in r i ve r i ne regions of strong flow (60-120 

cm/s) over sand, gravel or boulder substrate (Pekovitch 1979; Taubert 

1980). In some r i v e r s , spawning migrat ion may be as fa r as 200-km 

upstream. In the Saint John R iver , one spawning s i t e is the region of the 

r i v e r between Mactaquac Dam and Freder ic ton (Dadswell, pers. obser . ) . 



Juveni les spend t he i r f i r s t years in deep r i ve r i ne portions of the upper 

estuary, predominantly in fresh water (Dadswell 1979). 

GENERAL BIOLOGY 

Shortnose sturgeon spawn during ear ly spring in the freshwater 

port ions of estuar ies or in r i v e r s . Spawning occurs during f lood 

condit ions at water temperatures of 10-12°C (Dadswell 1979; Taubert 1980). 

Eggs are probably broadcast and f e r t i l i z a t i o n external . Up«n f e r t i l i -

za t ion , the eggs become adhesive arid attach to bottom mater ia ls (Meehan 

1910). Hatching takes place in 13.d at 10°C (Meehan 1910). At hatching, 

larvae are 9-12 mm in length, grey-black and demersal (Taubert and Dadswell 

1980). Growth is rapid during the f i r s t year of l i f e (Pekovitch 1979). 

Further growth var ies great ly depending on l a t i t ude , the fas tes t 

growth occurr ing among southern populations but f i s h from northern 

populations a t ta in a la rger s i z e . In the Saint John R iver , N. B., the 

species at ta ins 50 cm fork length a f t e r 10 y r , 90 cm FL a f ter -25 y r and 100 

cm FL a f t e r 35 y r . Maximum known s i ze of shortnose sturgeon in the Saint 

John River i s 143 cm tota l length and 23 kg. Maximum age i s 67 y r for 

females, but males seldom exceed 30 y r of age (Dadswell 1979). Sex ra t i o 

among young adults is 1:1 but changes to a predominance of females among 

f i s h greater than 90 cm FL. Total instantaneous mor ta l i t y i s in the range 

of 0.12-0.15 f o r the Saint John populat ion. 

Shortnose sturgeon are benthos feeders. The juven i le d iet cons ists of 

insect larvae and crustaceans. Adult shortnose sturgeon eat predominantly 

mol luscs. 



Female shortnose sturgeon mature between 50 and 60 cm Fb and spawn for 

the f i r s t time between 55 and 75 cm FL. In the Saint John, 50 percent 

maturity and age of f i r s t spawning corresponds with 15 and 18 y r of age. 

Males mature between 45 and 50 cm FL and spawn with in a year of reaching 

maturity at a mean age of 10. The minimum duration between spawning of 

ind iv idua l females i s 3 y r but males spawn year ly or every other year. 

Fecundity of females is between 40,000 and 200,000 eggs and i s d i r e c t l y 

cor re la ted to to ta l weight. 

LIMITING FACTORS 

-

The l im i t i n g factor fo r shortnose sturgeon in Canada is the 

a v a i l a b i l i t y of large r i vers with warmwater es tuar ies . The shortnose 

sturgeon in t h i s region i s at the northern extent of i t s range and probably 

at the extreme thermal l im i t fo r a reproducing populat ion. The species may 

occur in other estuar ies around the Bay of Fundy or in the warmwater 

estuar ine complex around the mouth of the Miramichi R iver , but has remained 

undetected e i ther because of confusion with A t l an t i c sturgeon or because of 

l im i ted sampling. Estuarine po l l u t i on may^be detrimental but, even in a 

r i v e r as badly pol luted as the Hudson, a considerable population has 

survived (Table 3). 

The shortnose sturgeon i s taken as inc identa l catch in the shad, 

salmon and s t r iped bass g i l l net f i shery and by the alewife trapnet f i she ry . 

On the bésis of tag returns, Dadswell (1979) estimated the f i sh i ng 

mor ta l i t y (F) from th i s exp lo i t a t i on as 0.01 per year but th i s may be an 

underestimate. Much of the inc identa l catch from the gi11 net f i shery i s 

returned to the r i ve r unharmed but some are sold l o c a l l y . Shortnose 

sturgeon from the a lewife trapnet f i shery are often shipped with the 

alewives to be made into f i s h meal and th i s prac t i ce should stop. 



Special s ign i f i cance of the species 

12. 

The shortnose sturgeon i s c l a s s i f i e d l ega l l y as "endangered" in the 

United States but since th i s status comes up fo r review every 3 y r and 

recent studies have shown the species may be as abundant as i t always was, 

the status could be changed. The species i s a s i gn i f i c an t component of the 

Saint John River benthic f i s h fauna and could be managed and exp lo i ted 

e i the r through a sports f i shery or as a gourmet item commercial f i she ry . 

Recommendations « 

The number of shortnose sturgeon populations in the Maritimes 4.S not 

known but there i s one large population in the Saint John R iver , N. B. A 

few sturgeon of t h i s population enter the commercial catch each year. The 

species should be placed under management of the Anadromous Fish Sect ion, 

Maritimes Resource Branch and fishermen and the publ ic should be informed 

of t he i r presence. 

Commercial fishermen for other species should be encouraged to return 

shortnose sturgeon to the water a l i v e and the trapnet f i shery should be 

monitored to prevent sturgeon from enter ing the bycatch landings. With 

cav ia r fetch ing $80 a pound and smoked sturgeon s e l l i n g at $13 a pound in 

New York C i t y , bet te r u t i l i z a t i o n of sturgeon from Maritime r i ve r s would be 

bene f i c i a l . 

Evaluat ion 

It appears the population of shortnose sturgeon in the Saint John 

River i s at or near the carry ing capacity fo r the habitat ava i l ab le 



(Dadswell 1975). Incidental catch in other commercial f i s he r i e s and 

d i rected catch in the sturgeon f i shery i s not exceeding the sustainable 

y i e l d fo r the population. Management could be undertaken which might 

increase y i e l d in economic terms fo r t h i s species. 

Since the shortnose sturgeon i s abundant in the Saint John R iver , 

and there i s a good po s s i b i l i t y the species may be found in other Maritime 

r i v e r s ; the species cannot be considered endangered in Canada. Because 

American populations are proving to be larger and more numerous than 

supposed in addit ion to i t s wide range in the United States, there i s a 

d i s t i n c t p o s s i b i l i t y the species could be removed from the endangered 

species l i s t in the next f i v e years. Because the Saint John has to date 

the only known population of th i s species in Canada, every e f f o r t to 
X. 

protect t h i s r i ve r and i t s estuary from degradation or po l l u t i on should be 

undertaken. The species could be l e f t in the "rare" category unt i l 

evidence of e i ther a decl ine of the Saint John population or the occurrence 

o f .o ther se l f - sus ta in ing maritime populations i s ava i l ab le . The species 

status could then be re-evaluated. 
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