
Background Information: Species-at-Risk 

A species-at-risk is a species that is at risk of disappearing, or becoming extinct, in 
the near future.  The list may include plants, animals, lichens and other kinds of 
organisms.  Although extinctions are a normal part of evolution, the current rate of 
extinction is thought to be 1,000 times greater than the rates only a few hundred 
years ago.  In Canada alone, twelve known species that have become extinct over 
the past 200 years.  These species are gone forever.  As of 2002, roughly 400 species 
have been identified as being in some kind of trouble.  This Species-at-Risk List 
changes and grows every year.  For the most current listings, check the web sites on 
the following page.

It is difficult to accurately predict the consequences of a species’ extinction.  A species 
may play a vital role in maintaining the integrity of its ecosystem, and its elimination 
may severely affect other species.  Because the role of each species is not known, it 
is wise to conserve all species.  A species that is in trouble may be naturally rare, or 
it may have been common in the past and suffered recent declines.   Many of these 
species provide an indication that something has gone wrong in a particular habitat.  
Because the solution to protecting a species most often involves habitat conservation, 
this early warning serves not only to protect the species in question, but also the 
whole array of species that are dependent on that habitat.

Humans have created many of the problems for species-at-risk and their habitats.  
As a result of our increasing demands on the environment, humans are responsible 
for almost all modern extinctions. the goal of protecting species-at-risk is to prevent 
extinctions that are due to human activity. There are four main ways that wildlife 
species are put in jeopardy:

Habitat Loss and Degradation 

Habitat loss and degradation are the main threats to species throughout most of 
Canada.  Urban sprawl, forestry, mining, agriculture, and roads all impact wildlife. 
Without adequate space and resources, a species will not survive. The Piping Plover 
is an example of a species that has been threatened by coastal development and 
human activity on beaches. 

Pollution 

Toxic chemicals are finding their way into more and more of our aquatic and 
terrestrial habitats. Introducing toxins into the environment can either directly or 
indirectly harm a species, by killing it outright or by reducing its ability to reproduce.  
The Peregrine Falcon is an example of a species-at-risk that was affected by the 
pesticide DDT.

Over-exploitation 

Over-harvesting (too much hunting, trapping, fishing, or gathering) can also be a 
threat to wildlife. Historical over-harvesting has left many species vulnerable to other 
factors that may limit their numbers. Hunting was a significant factor in the extinction 
of the Passenger Pigeon, although there were undoubtedly other contributing factors.
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Peregrine Falcon



Introduction of Alien Species 

Alien species are species that are not native to an area, but that have been introduced 
to an area by humans, either intentionally or accidentally.  For example, European 
settlers sometimes brought favourite garden species to North America, many of which 
spread from gardens to become common in fields or along river shores.  In the past, 
ballast from ships was that was unloaded in North American ports often contained 
seeds from plants that were not native to the area, or even the continent.  The 
introduction of alien species continues today, through travel and trade across large 
distances. Alien species are sometimes able to flourish in their new habitat and often 
out-compete native species with disastrous consequences.  Some introduced species 
cause direct damage to native species.  For example, Dutch Elm disease is a fungus 
that was first identified by a Dutch scientist.  Although it may have originated in Asia, it 
has been inadvertently introduced to Europe and North America where it has caused 
serious damage to elm trees.

The New Brunswick Endangered Species Act and COSEWIC 

In New Brunswick, we identify and protect species that are at risk of disappearing 
from the province. As of 2002, 16 species, consisting of 8 plants and 8 animals, have 
been identified as endangered in New Brunswick.  This list can be expected to change 
over time, as some species have started to show signs of recovery while others, not 
yet on the list, are now of concern. For the most up-to-date list, please visit the 
Endangered Species Regulations at http://www.gnb.ca/0062/regs/e-9-101reg.
htm.  

The Species-at-Risk as of 2002 are protected under the New Brunswick Endangered 
Species Act.  This Act makes it illegal to “wilfully or knowingly” harm these species 
or disturb their critical habitats.  The common names of the species considered 
endangered in NB and protected under the NB Endangered Species Act are:

 Fauna  Flora

 1.  Atlantic Leatherback Turtle  1.  Anticosti Aster

 2.  Bald Eagle 2.  Bathurst Aster

 3.  Canada Lynx 3.  Furbish’s Lousewort

 4.  Cougar 4.  Gulf of St. Lawrence Aster

 5.  Harlequin Duck 5.  Parker’s Pipewort

 6.  Maritime Ringlet Butterfly 6.  Pinedrops

 7.  Peregrine Falcon 7.  Prototype Quillwort

 8.  Piping Plover 8.  Southern Twayblade

In Canada, there is a committee of wildlife experts that evaluates the status of 
species nationally.  This committee is named COSEWIC (Committee on the Status 
of Endangered Wildlife in Canada). If a species is found by COSEWIC to be at risk of 
extinction, it will be assigned to one of four categories, depending on how severe the 
level of risk is thought to be. 



The risk categories used by COSEWIC are as follows: 

Extinct:   A species formerly found in Canada that no longer exists 
anywhere.

Extirpated:  A species no longer existing in the wild in Canada, but existing 
elsewhere.

Endangered:  A species threatened with imminent extirpation or extinction in 
Canada.

Threatened:  A species likely to become endangered in Canada, if limiting 
factors are not reversed.

Special Concern:  A species that is of special concern because of characteristics 
that make it particularly sensitive to human activities or natural 
events. 

It is important to understand the differences between the list created by COSEWIC 
and the list created by New Brunswick.  COSEWIC lists the status of species at the 
national level, from a national perspective. New Brunswick, and other provinces, 
may list species that are in trouble nationally, but they primarily list species that 
are at risk of disappearing from the province. For example, the Gulf of St. Lawrence 
Aster is listed as Endangered in New Brunswick, because there are very few places 
in the province where it is found.  However, it is not thought to be in serious 
trouble nationally, because it occurs in three provinces (Quebec, New Brunswick 
and Prince Edward Island).  Thus, COSEWIC has listed it as Special Concern, 
not Endangered.   In other words, there is a significant risk that it will disappear 
from New Brunswick, but less of a risk that it will disappear from all of the three 
provinces where it occurs in Canada.  

There may also be a number of species that are listed by COSEWIC that have not 
yet been listed or protected by the Province.  The important thing to remember is 
that both these lists are dynamic and that changes are made as new information 
becomes available and as the status of species is re-evaluated. 

There are also differences in the categories used by provinces and by COSEWIC.  
These differences will probably disappear over time.   Currently, the New Brunswick 
Endangered Species Act has a category called Endangered, but does not yet have 
categories called Threatened or Special Concern. 

The most recent list of New Brunswick species listed by COSEWIC is found in 
“Background information: COSEWIC Species’.  For the most up-to-date list 
please visit the COSEWIC web site at: www.cosewic.gc.ca

Just as the province works to protect species-at-risk, the federal government also 
provides programs and supports projects to help conserve these species.   For 
example, the provincial government has assisted in the production of the kit that 
you are reading at this moment.  
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The Concept of Rarity
It is important to distinguish between species that are rare and those that are at risk.  
The term “rare” is a relative term and might mean several things, such as: 

 
• not abundant, but occurs over a wide geographical range
• found in very few places
• a small population that is separate from its main range, or is at the edge of its 

range
• a once-abundant species whose numbers are declining

A species that is considered to be rare is not necessarily threatened or endangered. 
It may naturally be rare.  When an abundant or common species becomes rare, or 
when there are threats to the few sites where a rare species is found, then there is 
cause for concern. Species that are rare in New Brunswick, but are not considered 
endangered, are often characteristic of rare habitats that are not currently under heavy 
threat.  Examples include Clinton’s Club-Rush (a plant that is generally restricted to 
calcareous ledges and calcareous rocky shores), and Banded Hairstreak Butterfly.  New 
Brunswick represents the northern limit of its range and a larger population south of 
New Brunswick helps maintain numbers in the province. 

Species At Risk in New Brunswick

This section takes an in-depth look at the 16 species of flora and fauna designated 
as “At-Risk” in New Brunswick, as of 2002.  Following are fact sheets on each of the 
species listed under the NB Endangered Species Act, a “What You Can Do to Protect 
Wildlife and Their Habitat” section, and activities on four selected species: the Maritime 
Ringlet Butterfly, Furbish’s Lousewort, the Peregrine Falcon and the Piping Plover.

It should be noted that not all species covered by a fact sheet will continue to be  
listed.  For example, there is much debate about whether there was ever a 
resident population of Eastern Cougars, or whether the reported sightings are of 
individuals that have escaped from pet farms, or that are travelling through the 
area.  Similarly, it is possible that more research will suggest that some plants 
are more abundant than once thought.  In contrast, other species may be added 
to the list for New Brunswick.  For example, the Inner Bay of Fundy Atlantic 
Salmon has been listed by COSEWIC and may eventually be listed by the province, 
as well. 

The fact sheets provided compliment a number of the activities in this Species-at-
Risk Education Kit.  They describe important details about each of the 16 species 
protected under the NB Endangered Species Act. The 8 species of flora are presented 
in alphabetical order, followed by the 8 species of fauna. Information about the 
threats, recovery efforts, general description and the species range within the province 
is presented in each fact sheet.  These sheets are an excellent resource to be 
photocopied and distributed amongst students.   



Extirpated and Extinct New Brunswick Species  
The extinction or extirpation of a species doesn’t usually happen in one dramatic 
moment. It may be a gradual process during which humans can observe the decline in 
population.  There are currently 5 species that are known to have been extirpated from 
New Brunswick: the Grey Wolf, the Woodland Caribou, the Atlantic Walrus, the Wolverine 
and the Dwarf Wedgemussel.  Three of these species occur elsewhere in Canada, but no 
longer exist in New Brunswick. Thus, its extirpation from the province means that it has 
also been extirpated from Canada.  The reasons for these disappearances are not easily 
understood and they are probably due to a combination of factors. Certainly, changes 
in the forests and coastal landscape have had a large impact on a number of species, 
favouring some (coyote) at the expense of others (salmon). In some cases trapping or 
over-hunting may have contributed to the problem. 

Five species that once occured in NB and elswhere are now extinct: the Passenger 
Pigeon, the Labrador Duck, the Eelgrass Limpet, the Great Auk and the Sea Mink. No one 
will ever again see these extinct species.  They are not only gone from New Brunswick, 
but they are gone from the face of the earth forever.  By learning from our mistakes, 
there is much we can do to prevent extirpation and extinction from happening in the 
future.  

Species Extirpated from NB Extinct Species 

Grey Wolf Passenger Pigeon

Woodland Caribou Labrador Duck

Atlantic Walrus Eelgrass Limpet

Dwarf Wedgemussel Great Auk

Wolverine* Sea Mink

Models of Labrador Duck (photo:  Michel 
Gosselin)

Model of Great Auk (photo: Arister Midl)

* There is some uncertainty as to whether or not Wolverine used to occur in the 
province. The small amount of available evidence suggests that they were once 
here in low number.


