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Endemism and Conservation of Sticklebacks

in the Queen Charlotte Islands

The Queen Charlotte Islands, located off the
coast of northern British Columbia, have long
been noted for their endemic biota (Dawson
1880). Recently Foster (1965) has assessed the
status of the mammal and bird faunas. He in-
dicates that of the seven mammalian species
originally present, four are subspecifically distinct,
and one, the extinct caribou deserved specific
status. Among the birds there are three endemic
subspecies. The invertebrates have not been
thoroughly studied; however, Bousfield (1958)
has described a new species of amphipod re-
stricted to the islands. Calder and Taylor (1968)
note 11 endemic taxa of vascular plants, over 2%
of the total. Among the non-vascular plants there
is apparently a similar high proportion of endemics
(Scholefield, cited in Calder and Taylor, 1968).
These studies suggest that, as on many islands,
isolation and a different selective regime have con-
tributed to divergence of the biota relative to
mainland forms.

Studies of the freshwater fishes of the islands
reveal atypical forms of the threespine stickleback
(Gasterosteus aculeatus) as well. The purpose of
this note is to outline the degrze of differentiation
in some of the stickleback populations and to draw
attention to trends which could threaten the
survival of some of them. Research on the stickle-
backs of the Queen Charlotte Islands began in
1966 and the results of a study of sticklebacks in
Mayer Lake are described by Moodie (1972a, b).
A population in Boulton Lake is the subject of
detailed study by one of us (T.E.R.). We and
others have sampled over 24 additional lakes and
streams and the results of that survey will be
published shortly.

Although G. aculeatus is a variable species,
generally the freshwater form known as leiurus
(Figure 1A) is a thick bodied fish with three
dorsal spines and one pair of ventral spines form-
ing the major part of the pelvic fins. They lack
scales but there is a series of lateral bony plates.
The number of these plates usually ranges from
four to 35 but the average in fresh water is about
five to 10. The body color is pale yellow with ir-
regular patches and stripes of olive and brown.
For a detailed description of eastern Pacific coast
sticklebacks and their variation, papers by Hagen
(1967) and Hagen and Gilbertson (1972) should
be consulted.

FIGURE 1. Gasterosteus from the Queen Charlotte
Islands. (A) Leiurus from Woodpile Creek, in the
Mayer Lake drainage, approximately 55 mm
standard length; (B) “Black™ specimen from Mayer
Lake, approximately 70 mm standard length; (C)
specimen from Boulton Lake lacking the second
dorsal spine and both pelvic spines, approximately
50 mm standard length.

In the Queen Charlotte Islands many stickle-
back populations show variations in these charac-
ters which well exceed the normal range. In
Mayer Lake, on Graham Island (largest of the
Queen Charlotte Islands) there are two kinds of
sticklebacks. Those inhabiting the three tributary
streams of the lake are like the typical leiurus
described above. In the lake proper there is a
different form, termed the “Black™ stickleback
(Figure 1B). Black sticklebacks are nearly twice
the length of leiurus, they are very melanistic,
much more streamlined, and differ in at least six
other morphometric and meristic traits. The Black
stickleback appears to meet the criteria of the
biologically defined species (Moodie 1972a, b).

There are at least three other lakes on Graham
Island containing similar giant, melanistic stickle-
back populations. Because the typical leiurus form
in the Queen Charlotte Islands tends to occur in
restricted and hard-to-sample environments, we
cannot say whether these other populations of






