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INTRODUCTION

In the northernmost reaches of  
Manitoba there is a pr ist ine 
expanse of  tundra,  wet lands and 
boreal  forest  that  is teeming with 
a mult i tude of  large mammals,  
b i rds,  f ish,  and plants found few 
other places on earth.  The Seal  
River Watershed is one of  the last  
remaining large-scale wi lderness 
areas of  i ts s ize that remains fu l ly 
ecological ly intact .  At  50,000 
square k i lometers,  the watershed 
is near ly the s ize of  Nova Scot ia.  
Protect ing the watershed from 
developments that would 
adversely impact habi tats would 
provide a sol id foundat ion for 
these species to thr ive.  

The Seal  River Watershed 
Al l iance of  Dene, Cree and Inui t  
peoples is working to permanent ly 
protect  the ent i re watershed for 
future generat ions as an 
Indigenous Protected Area. The 
Manitoba Chapter of  the Canadian 
Parks and Wilderness Society has 
supported these ef for ts s ince 
2016. 

This report  compi les the records 
of  260 species that are known to 
l ive wi thin the Seal  River 
Watershed — 20 of  which are 
considered “at-r isk”—using 
publ ic ly avai lable data including 
provincial  government records, 
natural  h istory records, c i t izen 
science, and Indigenous 
Knowledge. This paper serves as 
a reference tool ,  descr ib ing a 
prel iminary l is t  of  species that 
have been formal ly recorded in 
the area and highl ight ing the 
species that are at  r isk.  Further 
research wi l l  l ikely uncover 
addi t ional  species present in the 
watershed.



Our wor ld is facing extraordinary 
change — widespread habi tat  
degradat ion and cl imate shi f ts have 
forced dramat ic decreases in 
biodiversi ty unprecedented in 
human history (Mooney et al .  2009 ;  
Cebal los et  a l .  2017, Cal laghan et  
a l .  2020).  The world has lost  around 
60 percent of  i ts  mammals,  b i rds,  
rept i les,  amphibians and f ish in the 
past 40 years,  according to the 
World Wi ld l i fe Fund. Around a 
mi l l ion species are at  r isk of  
ext inct ion -  many with in decades -  
according to a 2019 UN report  
which found that a quarter of  
assessed plant and animal species 
are threatened.

But what is b iodiversi ty and why is 
i t  important? Put s imply,  
b iodiversi ty is the var iety and 
abundance of  l i fe— al l  the plants,  
animals,  fungi  and microorganisms
that make up our natural  wor ld.  

Biodiversi ty holds immeasurable 
intr insic s igni f icance, but a lso 
provides great economic,  
ecological ,  recreat ional ,  cul tural  
and scient i f ic  value (Hooper et  a l .  
2005; Duffy 2008; Morton & Hi l l  
2014).  The water you dr ink,  the 
food you eat,  and the air  you 
breathe al l  re ly on the mult i tude of  
species on Earth and the 
interact ions among them. 

Understanding regional  b iodiversi ty 
provides a basel ine measure to 
compare ecosystem heal th and 
human impacts over t ime. This 
understanding can be used for 
ongoing wi ld l i fe monitor ing 
programs and is a cr i t ical  f i rst  step 
in quant i fy ing the conservat ion 
value of  a given area. Species 
r ichness ( the number of  species 
present)  is  a standard measure 
used to est imate the more complex 
concept of  b iodiversi ty (Chapin I I I  
et  a l .  2002).  Est imat ing species 
r ichness for a given area helps 
ident i fy the presence of  species at  
r isk and can help shape 
conservat ion decis ions based on 
their  cr i t ical  habi tat .

BIODIVERSITY 
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Source: WWF Living Planet Report https://explore.panda.org/wildlife 

Source: https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2020-02/ipbes_global_assessment_report_summary_for_policymakers_en.pdf IPBES (2019): Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem
services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. E. S. Brondizio, J. Settele, S. Díaz, and H. T. Ngo (editors). IPBES secretariat, Bonn, Germany. 
1148 pages. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3831673

2

1

1

2

https://explore.panda.org/wildlife
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2020-02/ipbes_global_assessment_report_summary_for_policymakers_en.pdf


The Seal  River Watershed is an 
enormous, natural  ecosystem in 
northern Manitoba that has had 
minimal human intervent ion.  There 
are no mines, no dams, no 
permanent roads. Only one 
community is located on the 50,000 
square k i lometer watershed: the 
Sayis i  Dene First  Nat ion,  which l ies 
on the beaut i fu l  shores of  Tadoule 
Lake and has a populat ion of  fewer 
than 400 people.  Today, the Seal 
River is one of  the largest 
remaining free f lowing (undammed) 
drainage basins in Canada and 
represents a valuable and unique 
habi tat .  The Sayis i  Dene have 
partnered with neighbor ing 
communit ies,  CPAWS, the 
Indigenous Leadership In i t iat ive,  
and others to permanent ly conserve 
the watershed as an Indigenous 
Protected Area. (Seal  River 
Watershed Ini t iat ive 2021).

The area is home to spectacular 
wi ld l i fe including beluga whales,  
polar bears,  barren ground car ibou, 
and a s igni f icant array of  b i rd 
species.  

The Seal  River ’s estuary and 
surrounding marine environment 
has been designated as an 
Important Bird Area due to the 
many shore birds,  passer ines and 
sea birds that l ive there ( IBA 
Canada 2021).  Whi le the 
impressive biodiversi ty of  the 
Seal  River and the surrounding 
area is widely understood, a 
formal l is t  of  species has not 
previously been compi led. 

THE SEAL RIVER
WATERSHED



METHODOLOGY

Conservat ionists and ecologists are increasingly rely ing, at  least  part ia l ly ,  on digi t ized 
natural  h istory col lect ions and ci t izen science to quant i fy biodiversi ty (Hendr ick et  a l .  
2020; Suarez & Tsutsui  2004; Meineke et  a l .  2019).  Using a s imi lar  approach, in order to 
est imate the species r ichness of  the Seal  River Watershed we reviewed publ ic ly 
avai lable records of  species occurrence that have been created from mult ip le sources 
and compi led them in one l is t  (See appendix A).  Whenever the occurrence of  a species 
was found within the boundary of  the Seal  River watershed for any of  the fol lowing 
sources, they were included in the l is t .  

Canadensys :  an onl ine database that compi les the Canadian natural  h istory 
col lect ions from 11 universi t ies,  f ive botanical  gardens, and two museums which 
col lect ively house over 13 mi l l ion specimens.

Important Bird Areas ( IBA) Canada :  an onl ine database of  avian species jo int ly 
managed by Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada that is part  of  a global  ef for t  
to ident i fy,  monitor and conserve the most cr i t ical  s i tes for  bi rds and biodiversi ty.  
The Seal  River estuary has been designated an IBA.

The Manitoba Herp At las :  a c i t izen science database project  a imed at  determining 
where Manitoba’s amphibians and rept i les l ive.

Manitoba Conservat ion Data Centre :  a request for  data on species occurrence 
within the Seal  River Watershed was made to and received from the Province of  
Manitoba in 2019.

The Freshwater Fishes of  Manitoba :  This is the def in i t ive and highly regarded 
ident i f icat ion guide for the 93 species of  f reshwater f ishes found in Manitoba. 
Each species is descr ibed in detai l  wi th an accompanying map of  their  
d istr ibut ion.

Local  Indigenous Knowledge :  Sayis i  Dene Elders and landscape users provided 
expert  insight into the species in the area through disclosure of  personal 
observat ions.



For each species that was found within the Seal  River Watershed using the above sources, i f  
appl icable,  we ver i f ied their  conservat ion status (Endangered, Threatened, Special  Concern, 
Ext i rpated, or Ext inct)  under the fol lowing regulatory and advisory bodies:

The Canada Species at  Risk Act (SARA) :  This act  is part  of  Canada’s strategy to 
protect  wi ld plants and animal species f rom becoming ext inct  and to help in their  
recovery.  SARA legal ly prohibi ts the harming of  species designated as 
threatened or endangered and recognizes that protect ing the habi tat  of  species 
at  r isk is key to their  conservat ion. 

Committee on the Status of  Endangered Wildl i fe in Canada (COSEWIC) :  
COSEWIC acts as the advisory body for SARA. Wi ldl i fe species that have been 
designated at  r isk by COSEWIC may qual i fy for  legal  protect ion under SARA, 
however,  pol i t ical ,  social  or  economic factors may prevent them from adopt ing 
COSEWIC’s recommendat ions. 

Endangered Species and Ecosystems Act (ESEA) Manitoba :  This act  is 
Manitoba’s species and ecosystems at  r isk legis lat ion.  I t  is  meant to ensure the 
protect ion of  species designated as endangered, threatened or of  special  
concern, and to enhance their  survival .  

Internat ional  Union for Conservat ion of  Nature ( ICUN) Red List  of  Threatened  
Species :  The IUCN is the leading informat ion source on the global  ext inct ion r isk 
of  animal,  fungus and plant species.  Whi le not a regulatory body, the IUCN Red 
List  is  used by government agencies,  wi ld l i fe departments,  conservat ion-related 
non-governmental  organizat ions, natural  resource planners,  educat ional  
organizat ions, students,  and businesses to assess the r isk of  species worldwide. 



Common Name Scientific Name Designation

Black Scoter Melanitta americana Near Threatened (IUCN)

Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata Near Threatened (IUCN)

Buff-breasted Sandpiper Calidris subruficollis Near Threatened (IUCN); Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Common Eider Somateria mollissima Near Threatened (IUCN)

Common Nighthawk Chordeiles minor Threatened (MB ESEA)

Harris' Sparrow Zonotrichia querula Near Threatened (IUCN); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Horned Grebe Podiceps auratus Vulnerable (IUCN); Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Long-Tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis Vulnerable (IUCN)

Olive-sided Flycatcher
 

Contopus cooperi
Near Threatened (IUCN); Threatened (MB ESEA); Threatened (SARA); Threatened 

(COSEWIC)

In total ,  there are 261 documented species in the Seal  River Watershed, though this 
is almost certainly an underrepresentat ion of  the actual  number of  species.  These 
include: 117 bird,  17 f ish,  2 amphibian, 5 insect,  19 mammal,  and 101 plant species 
(Appendix A).  Of these, 20 species are designated as at  r isk (See Table 1).

SUMMARY OF
RESULTS

Table 1: Species designated as “at-r isk” according to the Canada Species at Risk Act (SARA), 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC),  Endangered Species and 
Ecosystems Act Manitoba (MB ESEA) and/or the International Union for Conservation of Nature ( ICUN). 



Common Name Scientific Name Designation

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus Endangered (MB ESEA)

Rusty Blackbird Euphagus carolinus Vulnerable (IUCN); Special Concern (SARA); Concern (COSEWIC)

Semipalmated 
Sandpiper Calidris pusilla Near Threatened (IUCN)

Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Lake Sturgeon Acipenser fulvescens Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Barren-Ground Caribou Rangifer tarandus Vulnerable (IUCN); Threatened (COSEWIC)

Barren-Ground Grizzly Ursus arctos Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Beluga Whale Delphinapterus leucas Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Bowhead Whale Balaena mysticetus Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)

Polar Bear Ursus maritimus
Vulnerable (IUCN); Threatened (MB ESEA); Special Concern (SARA); Special 

Concern (COSEWIC)

Wolverine Gulo gulo Special Concern (SARA); Special Concern (COSEWIC)



Table 2: List of species documented to occur within the Seal River Watershed









Plant              Fireweed                                          Chamaenerion angustifolium





This report  ver i f ies an impressive species r ichness within the Seal  River Watershed 
with 261 documented species that were ident i f ied f rom mult ip le sources. Cr i t ical ly,  
we found that at  least  20 of  the species in the area are at  r isk.

I t  is  important to note that the species l is t  out l ined here l ikely represents a gross 
underest imate of  the actual  species r ichness present in the area. Even though we 
drew upon mult ip le credible sources, est imates are admit tedly incomplete.  This is a 
natural  consequence of  remote areas being poor ly sampled in biodiversi ty studies 
general ly and the accessibi l i ty  of  th is study area in part icular (Cal laghan et  a l .  
2020).  These data could be supplemented in the future wi th professional  surveys, 
however,  th is would represent a substant ia l  f inancial  and logist ical  undertaking. As 
such, we consider th is l is t  a prel iminary one that may be expanded as more publ ic ly 
shared informat ion becomes avai lable.

Readers may note that there also appears to be a bias in the type of  species l is ted 
in th is report .  For example,  only f ive species of  insect were ident i f ied in our 
sources. This is a natural  consequence of  the type of  data that we were using, given 
that detect ion probabi l i t ies di f fer  widely among species in natural  h istory col lect ions 
and ci t izen science projects tend to focus on vertebrates such as birds and large 
mammals,  and plants of  economic importance (White 2005).  

Est imat ing biodiversi ty remains a fundamental  measure in ecological  analysis and 
conservat ion planning (Nelson & El l is  2018),  especial ly as we cont inue to lose 
species in the sixth global  mass ext inct ion event (Cebal los et  a l .  2017).  Informat ion 
presented in th is paper wi l l  help inform the value of  ecological  goods and services 
in the area and wi l l  serve as foundat ional  data as the in i t iat ive to protect  and 
steward the Seal  River Watershed as an Indigenous Protected Areas unfolds.  

CONCLUSIONS
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