Native fishes of the Canadian River, New Mexico
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Native fishes of the Canadian River, NM

The New Mexican river flowing from the Rocky Mountains to the Great Plains
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breeding male grows small nuptial

state fish of New Mexico; male trout

males develop nuptial horns and move

The Canadian River captures water from approximately one million acres, making
it the third largest drainage of the eight drainages in New Mexico. The headwaters

Central Stoneroller is aptly named: male stonerollers move rocks and gravel with
their mouths to make nests for their young.

begin high up on the eastern slopes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains (in south-

ern Colorado and north-eastern New Mexico). These small streams are fed by
snow melt and flow through vast pine forests and lush meadows. The river flows
to lower elevations along the eastern boundary of the Great Plains, increasing in
size and carving its way through shortgrass prairie, rocky canyons, and shrub-

lands.

The Canadian River has two large reservoirs: Conchas Reservoir (completed in
1939) and Ute Reservoir (completed in 1963). Conchas Reservoir was built for agri-
cultural water storage, drinking water, and recreation. Downstream from Conchas
Reservoir, the Canadian River flows through arid ranchland before entering Ute
Reservoir. This reservoir captures water from both the Canadian River and Ute
Creek. Below Ute Reservoir, the Canadian River is wide, shallow, and sandy. The
Canadian River continues through New Mexico before flowing into Texas where it

eventually joins the Arkansas River.

The large reservoirs and other dams affect the natural flow cycle and the annual
variation in discharge (i.e., the rate of water flow, measured in cubic feet per
second). Drastic alterations in discharge impact the distribution, habitat availabili-
ty, and reproductive behavior of some fish species. Also, dams break the river into
“fragments” so that fish migration is restricted and fish populations become isolat-
ed from one another.

There are several other fascinating native fish found in the Canadian River. Sucker-
mouth Minnow looks like a sucker, but is actually a minnow (the scientific name,
Phenacobius mirabilis, roughly translates to “deceptive miracle”). Southern Red-
belly Dace is limited to only a small section of high elevation montane streams in
a tributary of the Mora River.

Conservation

Human impacts on the landscape over many centuries have changed the river
ecosystem. There have been alterations to river discharge, habitat, and food
resources. Subsequently, populations of many native fish species have declined.
However, the relationship between the decline of certain fish populations and
alterations to the river system are poorly understood, and fish populations in the
Canadian River are understudied.

In order to protect our native fishes and to fill in these gaps in our knowledge of
their populations, efforts have been made recently to study the distribution, life
histories, and population sizes of the most vulnerable species. In New Mexico,
these species are listed as Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN). This
listing indicates that these fish species require conservation action, including
research to learn more about their biology. Better understanding of the fishes can
assist management actions to stabilize populations so that the fish will not to be
listed as threatened or endangered by the state or federal government.
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