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Overview
Fishing represents a significant economic benefit for the province. In 2008, it was estimated that over 
$800 million was spent by hunters and anglers and related conservation organizations in Alberta. This 
included approximately $300 million on recurring hunting and fishing expenditures, and $501 million 
on capital equipment expenditures. In addition to these economic benefits, angling also contributes to 
improved environmental stewardship and awareness, and provides many Albertans, especially First 
Nations, with a vital food source.

Despite Alberta boasting a rich and diverse landscape that attracts visitors from every corner of the world, 
there is limited aquatic habitat. This is compounded by the ongoing effects of the expanding human 
footprint on Alberta’s landscape. Too often, the discussion around Alberta’s fisheries presupposes that 
protecting the environment and supporting the development of the industry are mutually exclusive. This 
is simply not the case. In fact, only when working in combination with one another can there be any 
hope of success.

2015 saw over 300,000 fishing licenses issued in the province, 
an 8 per cent increase over 2014

Over time, the management of Alberta’s fisheries has been repeatedly centralized resulting in an over 
reliance on modelling and a lack of innovation. This centralized approach has created a situation 
where Albertans are failing to realize the full benefits of our province’s fishery resource.

While this report identifies twelve ways that Alberta can improve its management practices and increase 
angling opportunities while protecting aquatic habitat, an independent review of Alberta’s fisheries 
management is desperately overdue. In order for the review to be successful it must be independent, 
contain a comprehensive cross-jurisdictional analysis, and include meaningful involvement of anglers 
and biologists who have the expertise and life experience that is essential to ensuring a sustainable 
fishery in Alberta for generations to come.

Todd Loewen
Wildrose Shadow Environment Minister
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Summary
Lake Aeration

Ensure proven aeration techniques are used in Alberta lakes and stabilize fisheries negatively affected 
by unproven aeration in the past through restocking efforts. Investigate opportunities to expand lake 
aeration to benefit Alberta fisheries.

Slot Limits

Expand protective and harvest slot length limits to distribute pressure on major lakes and rivers. This 
will lead to both increased opportunity for anglers plus meeting conservation objectives without the 
need for restrictive regulations. 

Predator Control 

Predation can be a major limiting factor for fish populations and the problem is not only limited to 
predatory fish. Double-crested cormorants, when not managed, can become a major problem. They 
have been managed in the past in Alberta in order protect fish and this needs to be seriously considered 
again. 

Stocking

Alberta needs to expand its fish stocking capability and take a more pragmatic approach to the use of 
this tool in concert with a lake or river specific fishery management strategy. This will lead to greater 
angling opportunities while supporting the maintenance of healthy and resilient fish populations.

Waterbody Closures

All options should be considered before a stream or lake is closed to angling. Alberta needs a lake and 
stream specific fishery management plan that weighs all the factors that are responsible for difficulty 
in recovering species. Recovery of species at different trajectories or over longer periods balances the 
societal, environmental, and economic reality.
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Invasive Species

It is imperative that invasive species such as zebra mussels, Asian carp, and others be prevented from 
becoming endemic in the province. Alberta must develop response plans for invasive species prior to 
their discovery in Alberta, including outlining the consequences and actions to the public.

Harvest Management

Review the commercial fishing moratorium across the province and determine if a comprehensive 
harvest management strategy could allow a commercial harvest for management and utilization of fish 
species that are under-utilized by recreational anglers.

Destination Fishing

Use the present draw system to allow limited harvest of mature fish in lakes that can sustain it. This 
would allow for the viable harvest of fish nearing the end of their life cycle, encourage tourism, and 
provide additional fishing opportunities without straining the resource.

Hooks

Barbless, single hook with bait restrictions should be considered to reduce incidental mortality in 
watersheds along the eastern slopes where “recovery rest period” angling closures have been 
implemented so that these fisheries can be opened again.

Reclamation

Water storage, borrow pits, and waste and storm water ponds should be designed as permanent 
wetlands or fish habitat at their outset. Reclamation requirements and limited construction focus leads to 
lost opportunity in reversing historical wetland losses and supporting long term recreation opportunities. 
Development projects including infrastructure, urban, industrial, resource extraction, and road 
construction can be designed in a way that both creates wetlands and offsets the loss that 
occurs as part of the development process.

Weir Construction & Maintenance

Conduct a review of Alberta’s existing weirs, provide maintenance where needed, and identify 
water systems that would benefit from their construction.

Public Outreach

Establish an independent advisory committee comprised of commercial and sport fishermen, 
scientists, first nations, and conservationists to review current and future regulations and provide 
meaningful input that respects these interest groups’ perspectives.
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Lake Aeration
Fish survive by taking oxygen from the water. Normally oxygen enters the water through the surface 
or by an incoming stream or river; however, during the winter months when the surface and incoming 
waterways freeze and oxygen is unable to enter the waterbody a fish population will experience “winter 
kill”. If not managed, winter kill can devastate a fish population. In order to combat this issue Alberta 
Environment and Parks (AEP) in concert with Alberta Conservation Association (ACA) uses artificial 
aerators on many of the province’s lakes and waterbodies. 

Prior to winter 2015/16, AEP and ACA used surface aeration systems that involved creating a large 
hole in the ice to expose open water where the aerator would be placed. However, according to the 
ACA’s 2015/16 Project Summary Report due to liability concerns the Minister of Environment and 
Parks requested ACA forego any test period and apply the unproven subsurface aeration system on 
the ten lakes ACA was responsible for aerating. Unfortunately the subsurface aerators failed to provide 
adequate oxygenation resulting in unprecedented winter kill and the collapse of fish stocks in lakes 
using subsurface aerators.

Alberta also experiences fish kills in summer in some eutrophic lakes due to algae blooms that suddenly 
die when there is a rapid change in climatic conditions. The decomposition of the dying algae leads 
to available oxygen being depleted and subsequent fish kills. Surface aeration along with research on 
alternate solutions for such waterbodies should be undertaken.

Recommendation

Replace diffuser aeration systems with surface aerators and stabilize fisheries affected by aeration 
through restocking efforts. Investigate expanding the use of surface aerators to additional waterbodies 
that may benefit. Expand the use of surface aeration to lakes that are prone to summer kill including 
research on alternative solutions.
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Slot Limits
Length limits are a common tool used by fishery managers across North America to regulate the size 
of fish that can legally be harvested from particular bodies of water.  

Such length limits fall into four basic categories:

	 Maximum	size	limit	(fish	larger	than	this	must	be	released);

	 Minimum	size	limit	(fish	smaller	than	this	must	be	released);

	 Harvest	slot	(fish	above	and	below	the	defined	length	limits	must	be	released);	and

	 Protective	slot	(fish	within	the	defined	length	limits	must	be	released).

Protective and harvest slots can be used to allow for additional management objectives including 
developing destination fisheries and optimizing harvest. When slot limits are combined with restrictive 
harvest limits conservation objectives are met while at the same time allowing for harvest opportunity 
for all anglers. With the widespread adoption of slot limits a greater number of waterbodies could be 
opened for harvest opportunity with the benefit of distributing angling pressure around the province.

Harvest slot limits allow sufficient fish to be protected for recruitment and spawning while also meeting 
other fish management objectives. Such regulations in other jurisdictions have shown that the average 
size of the targeted species, notably walleye and pike, increase.  Protecting larger fish for genetic 
reasons particularly related to the maternal population is an area where science is suggesting that 
minimum size limits are not in the best interest of the overall population. 

Recommendation

Expand protective and harvest slot length limits to distribute angling pressure to lead to more resilient 
fish populations across Alberta and support collaborative development of fishery management 
objectives including quality, quantity, and harvest opportunity fisheries. The angling community would 
see increased opportunity for limited harvest on many waterbodies plus our recreational angling heritage 
would continue to be passed down to future generations as conservation objectives are still being met.
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Predator Control
A stable food chain is a key component of any healthy ecosystem and by understanding how each 
species fits into it, Alberta can better control predatory species, including other game fish, to ensure 
healthy and sustainable fish stocks. One specific area of growing concern is the increasingly negative 
effect the double-crested cormorant is having on Alberta’s fish population.

The double-crested cormorant is a large (75-100cm in length), uniformly dark shoreline bird that breed 
inland on freshwater lakes and rivers, from Alberta through Ontario to the St. Lawrence River, before 
heading to the Gulf of Mexico for the winter.  An average adult cormorant will eat in excess of one pound 
of fish per day which is beginning to have an increasingly negative effect on Alberta’s fish population.

In Alberta, all birds are protected, including the double-crested cormorant, unless specifically mentioned 
by regulation. Alberta is falling behind other jurisdictions like Ontario which recently put forward a 
Bill that proposed adding the double-crested cormorant to that province’s list of unprotected birds. 
It is imperative that Alberta follow Ontario’s lead and amend the required regulations and legislation 
necessary to remove the double-crested cormorant from protected status. There is precedent for this 
as the Government of Alberta in 2005 allowed for the culling of the cormorant population on Lac La 
Biche in conjunction with a walleye restocking program. In that case the government was able to lower 
the number of breeding pairs from 16,000 down to 2,500. 

Recommendation

Introduce lake-specific fishery management plans including predator management and control, and 
amend relevant regulations to include the double-crested cormorant on the list of non-protected birds.
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Stocking
Fish stocking is the practice of raising fish in a hatchery and releasing them into a river, pond, lake, or 
ocean to supplement existing populations, or to create a population where none exists. Stocking may 
be done for the benefit of commercial, recreational, or tribal fishing, but may also be done to restore or 
increase a population of threatened or endangered fish in a body of water closed to fishing.

Alberta continues to fail to use tools seen in other jurisdictions to their full potential. Largely this is based 
on risk management principles and philosophies adopted by managers. Alberta fishery managers have 
taken a hands-off approach in favour of letting ecosystems respond based on their natural limitations 
despite being negatively impacted by our human footprint. A much more pragmatic approach to stocking 
must be put into place by managers.

The province’s fish stocking program primarily focuses on put-and-take trout fisheries. Expanding 
the program to include native species such as walleye, perch, northern pike, artic grayling, and non-
native sterile (triploid) species into suitable waterbodies needs to be discussed and implemented as 
appropriate.

Recommendation

Introduce a more robust fish stocking plan in concert with a lake/stream specific overall fish strategy so 
as to lead to greater angling possibilities for Albertans while keeping lakes and streams productive and 
resilient. Species-at-risk recovery plans need to include fish stocking and developing brood populations 
as tools.

Waterbody Closures
Citing concern for the long-term viability of a population of arctic grayling in the upper Pembina watershed, 
AEP instituted a five-year moratorium on all fishing in the Pembina River and tributaries upstream of 
Lodgepole. The Pembina watershed closure, officially referred to as a Recovery Rest Period, is the 
first time the province has implemented a closure of this kind.  The reason given for the closure is that 
the incidental mortality associated with catch-and-release angling alone is responsible for the failure 
of species-at-risk to recover. However, before embarking on the total closure path, all other options of 
fisheries management should be considered.

Recommendation
Advocate for a lake/stream specific fishery and watershed management plan that would address all 
factors impacting the fish community. Recovery Rest Period closures should be considered as a 
last resort and only if other contributors are being actively addressed.
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Invasive Species
An invasive species is a plant, fungus, or animal species that is not native to a specific region that 
causes damage to the environment, human economy, or human health. 

We need to delay and ultimately prevent the introduction of invasive species such as zebra and 
quagga mussels, Asian carp and others. Equally important is to determine what our response should 
be when such species are found in Alberta. Based on risk management principles there is a point where 
reasonableness comes into the equation. The recent discovery of whirling disease in trout in Banff 
National Park and now throughout the Bow River basin will likely lead to a better understanding as to 
what limits managers are prepared to go to prevent the spread of diseases and invasive species.

Recommendation

Evaluate the success of mandatory boat inspections including the canine detection capabilities and 
the monitoring program for aquatic invasive species to determine shortcomings. Increase monitoring of 
fish hatcheries for any signs that whirling disease may have accidentally been spread through stocking 
programs.

Harvest Management
Despite a 2011 provincial review finding that, “commercial fishing could exist in Alberta” if properly 
regulated, the Government of Alberta instituted a province-wide moratorium in 2014. 

Commercial fishing allows for the management of difficult species such as lake whitefish, which were 
introduced to many lakes for the purpose of commercial fishing and First Nations harvest. Lake whitefish 
are known to eat the eggs of other game fish and are difficult to control with regular angling regulations 
making their management critical to sustaining angling opportunities in the province.

One of the keys to sustainable harvest management is selectivity to ensure that non-target species are 
not impacted. Regulations need to be explored that could drastically reduce or eliminate non-target 
harvest. Some jurisdictions have instituted a ban on the use of gill nets as selective and non-lethal 
alternatives exist. Whether that is desirable, or necessary, is part of the discussion that needs to take 
place. That discussion must include anglers, commercial fishermen, First Nations, and biologists.

When harvest management in Alberta is determined to be viable again, strict supervision and regulation 
of the resource will be essential so that harvest management and sport fishing can complement each 
other in sustainable fisheries management.

Recommendation

In conjunction with anglers, conservation groups, and biologists, determine on a lake-specific basis 
whether to allow the limited reintroduction of harvest management.
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Destination Fishing
A destination fishing program gives special opportunity to anglers to catch fish that meet minimum weight 
or length standards within a species. Eligible fish must be legally caught from designated waterbodies 
in compliance with regulations.

Implementation of a destination fishing program in Alberta could allow for limited harvest of fish which 
are nearing the end of their life cycle and the creation of unique fishing opportunities. Such fishing 
opportunity would not put additional strain on the resource but it would encourage tourism. What makes 
this even more attractive is the fact that Alberta already has a draw tag system in place that could 
be easily adapted for other species on a waterbody specific basis that could support such fishery 
management objectives.

In general, most waterbodies should be managed to provide the greatest opportunity for the general 
angler based on scientific conservation principles that are used successfully in other jurisdictions.

The creation of destination fisheries on specific waterbodies can be beneficial both from an economic 
and angling perspective provided there is broad stakeholder support obtained through meaningful 
consultations with anglers and biologists. 

Recommendation

Use the present draw system to allow limited trophy harvest in lakes that can sustain it. This would 
allow viable harvest of fish nearing the end of their life cycle, provide additional fishing opportunity 
without straining the resource, and encourage tourism.
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Hooks
For many years, it was the law in Alberta that only barbless hooks could be used when fishing in the 
province. However, in the fall of 2011 a federal amendment to the Alberta Fishery Regulations removed 
the barbed hook ban. The omission was not immediately noted and nearly 600 Albertans were ticketed 
for using barbed hooks. Thankfully once the oversight was recognized those ticketed had their charges 
and convictions withdrawn.   

Given that the Government of Alberta’s reasoning behind the five-year moratorium on all fishing in the 
Pembina River and tributaries was due to the incidental mortality associated with catch-and-release 
angling. It is imperative that barbed and barbless hooks be better studied to fully understand the effects 
on incidental mortality one way or another. As an interim step, rather than resorting to Recovery Rest 
Period angling closures, targeted regulations like barbless, single hooks, no bait including maggots, 
or other gear restrictions should be considered as a first step so the cumulative impact from handling 
during release is likely reduced. Alberta needs to put into place education programs aimed at fish 
identification, reducing incidental mortality of fish following release, angler ethics, invasive species, and 
habitat destruction loss. An example would be that handling of fish during release must be done in a way 
that allows for the greatest chance of survival. While voluntary adoption of such practices is preferable, 
when the alternative is the closure of a fishery, mandatory requirements should be considered.

Recommendation

Encourage the use of barbless hooks as a way to reduce incidental mortality due to angling.

Reclamation
Alberta has experienced a loss of historical fish-bearing habitat and wetlands. However, current 
reclamation requirements for a broad range of development including infrastructure, urban, industrial, 
resource extraction, and road construction do not fully recognize this reality. Permanent wetland creation 
should be considered as a part of the development approval process. This would not only create habitat 
for fish and other wetland species, but would create water storage for a changing climate. All projects 
would be developed in a cost-effective manner that best represents natural wetlands and fish habitat.

Recommendation

Water storage, borrow pits, waste, and storm water ponds should be designed as permanent wetlands 
or for fish habitat at their outset. Reclamation requirements and limited construction focus leads to the 
lost opportunity to support long term recreation and reverse the historical wetland loss. Development 
projects including infrastructure, urban and industrial expansion, resource extraction, and road 
construction can be designed in a way that both creates wetlands and offsets the loss that occurs as 
part of the development process.
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Weir Construction & Maintenance
There are many weirs in Alberta that were constructed to reduce huge fluctuations in the water depth 
of lakes. Many of these have not been adequately maintained and there may be additional locations 
where weirs could be effective that need to be investigated.

Many of Alberta’s water systems have water levels that are controlled by beavers. Of course, relying on 
large rodents to maintain lake levels can result in lakes having insufficient water levels for fish survival, 
especially in the winter when water depths are critical for oxygen levels.

Recommendation

Conduct a review of Alberta’s existing weirs, provide maintenance where needed, and identify water 
systems that would benefit from their construction. 

Public Outreach
For far too long decision making has been taking place behind closed doors without public input or 
transparency. The problems facing Alberta fisheries are not insurmountable; however, there needs 
to be transparency and meaningful consultations in the regulation process if Albertans are to have 
confidence in the system. Therefore, the creation of an independent stakeholder advisory committee 
made up of anglers and industry stakeholders, scientists, First Nations, and conservationists that has 
meaningful input is imperative. This committee would be responsible for reviewing all current and future 
regulations and provide the meaningful consultation that our process currently lacks. Simplifying angling 
regulations needs to take place and should be part of a renewed focus on education, compliance, 
enforcement, and angling opportunity.

Recommendation

Establish an independent advisory committee comprised of commercial and sport fishermen, scientists, 
first nations, and conservationists to review current and future regulations that respects the input from 
all interest groups.
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