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Conservation Status of Sea Lamprey in Canada

Margaret F. Docker

Margaret.Docker@umanitoba.ca

Bad Reputation from Invasive Sea Lamprey

Native to Atlantic Ocean

Invasive pest in 

Great Lakes

• L Ontario: post-glacially 
or via manmade canals?

• L Erie and upper Great 
Lakes 1921–1938  
(Welland Ship Canal)

glfc.org

Niagara Falls
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• Sea lamprey main contributor to 
crash of lake trout populations

• Multibillion dollar commercial and 
recreational fisheries

• Binational GLFC in 1955

• Sea Lamprey Control Program

glfc.org dec.ny.gov

Barrier dams Lampricide
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Even within native range

Dr Kurt Samways (University of New Brunswick)
Dr Marc Gaden (Great Lakes Fishery Commission)

Although that is starting 
to change
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4/11 lamprey species in Canada

Northern Brook and Silver Lampreys 
(Special Concern)

Endangered

Threatened

2009

And 2/11 identified as priority for assessment
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But little attention to sea lamprey in Atlantic Canada

• Generally Secure (S5)

• Although most surveys were conducted decades ago with little monitoring since

1980

• 51 tributaries (34 NB + 17 NS) which support 
spawning migrations of anadromous sea lamprey

New Brunswick

Nova Scotia

1993

• Terra Nova River (48°40’N, 50°00’W) first 
documented occurrence of spawning population 
of sea lamprey in Newfoundland
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Relatively few impassable dams in Atlantic Canada

1975

1) Saint John River, New Brunswick:
a) Mactaquac Dam (~140 km upstream; 1968)
b) Beechwood Dam (~260 km upstream; 1957)
c) Tobique-Narrows (~290 km upstream; 1953)

Mactaquac DamBeechwood Dam
Saint John R

Saint John River, New Brunswick

1957
1968 • Thousands of sea lamprey 

removed at dams each 
year and destroyed
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• Removing sea lamprey at dams 
eventually stopped (“to reduce the 
chance of injury to Atlantic salmon”)

• Ample spawning and larval rearing 
habitat downstream of Mactaquac Dam

2) St. Croix River, New Brunswick (Canada) / Maine (USA)

July 2023

• ~5 million m2 of spawning 
habitat to anadromous fishes

13

14



2023-11-15

8

2021

Northward expansion with climate change?

Mostly offshore, but reports in Lake Melville (2020)

Northernmost confirmed spawning population

Previous northernmost record in fresh water (1971)
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Knowledge Gaps

• Current distribution and abundance?

• Threats?
• e.g., declining prey, changes in temperature and water levels, urbanization

• For more accurate assessments of conservation status and more 
directed recovery actions

2019

Questions?

Margaret.Docker@umanitoba.ca
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