


The Sutherland River is critical spawning and rearing habitat 
for Babine Lake rainbow trout

University of Windsor conducted genetic analysis of Babine 
Lake rainbow trout in 2010. �is study, which distinguished 
genetic markers linking �sh to their natal streams, con�rmed 
earlier �ndings. Two-thirds of all rainbow trout in Babine 
Lake come from the Sutherland. �e large (total length over 
50 cm) rainbows genetically linked to the Sutherland move 
throughout the lake and into “Rainbow Alley”. In fact, 85% of 
the “trophy” rainbows sampled were Sutherland River stock.

Natooten and Yekooche First Nations knew these large 
rainbows and �shed the mouth of the Sutherland River each 
spring when mature �sh returned to spawn. It was a traditional 
food source at the end of winter. �e Sutherland River, which 
�ows into the southeast end of Babine Lake, also supports 
sockeye and kokanee spawning and rearing.

Stream inventories and radio-telemetry studies in the late 
1980’s found that 66% of rainbow trout in Babine Lake 
originated from the Sutherland River. Further, the Sutherland 
rainbows are a relatively small race or “stock” of large late-
maturing trout.

As the importance of the Sutherland was recognized, forest 
road-building was curtailed, and a corridor along the river was 
protected from further development. A Protected Area and a 

Provincial Park along the river corridor were established 
by 2000. A Fishing Closure Zone was established at 

the southeast end of lake to further protect this 
valuable stock.

A pipeline failure could put 
Sutherland rainbow trout and their 
spawning and rearing habitat at risk
�e proposed route of the two Enbridge pipelines crosses the 
Sutherland Watershed just upstream of the Park and Protected 
Area. Despite all the safe-guards put in place to protect this 
critical �sh habitat, a pipeline failure could result in condensate 
and/or heavy crude oil traveling the length of the Sutherland, 
potentially resulting in a major �sh kill and destruction of 
critical �sh habitat. Because the Park and Protected Area are 
largely unroaded, spill mitigation and clean-up would be 
di�cult, most likely resulting in long-term �sh habitat loss. 

A: “Trophy” Babine Lake 
rainbow trout and it’s 
stomach contents of 
juvenile salmon.

B: A section of Enbridge’s 
pipeline that burst 
in Michigan in 2010, 
spilling over 3 million 
litres of crude oil into the 
Kalamazoo River.

Above: The meandering channel of the Sutherland River provides critical 
spawning and rearing habitat for rainbow trout. A pipeline oil spill here 
could result in long-term habitat loss. 
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