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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment 
Executive Summary 
 

Lake of the Great Waters 
Lake Superior is unique among the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 
freshwater lakes.  Situated at the top of the 
ŎƘŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ [ŀƪŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ 
freshwater lake by area.  It is also the coldest 
and deepest of the Great Lakes, with a maximum 
depth of 406 metres.  Because of its massive 
size, Lake Superior has a retention period of 191 
years.  Despite its northern location, the lake 
rarely completely freezes over due to the 
enormous mass of water, even in the coldest 
winters.  It is also a lake of extraordinary 
biodiversity, supporting endemic and disjunct 
fishes, a unique deepwater form of Lake Trout 
(Salvelinus namaycush), diverse coastal 
wetlands, extensive sandy beaches and the cool 
coastlines and islands harbor arctic-alpine plants 
and Woodland Caribou (Rangifer tarandus 
caribou). 

Lake Superior Coast (Photo by Ethan Meleg) 

 

Developing a Biodiversity Conservation Assessment for Lake Superior 
Developing the Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation 
Assessment was identified by the binational Lake 
Superior Lakewide Action and Management Plan (LAMP) 
as an important tool to better integrate biodiversity 
objectives into current lake management, and to support 
implementation of the Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement (GLWQA).  This assessment project will 
support the development of a conservation strategy for 
Lake Superior 
 
A project team from the Lake Superior LAMP first 
developed a draft report based on a review of existing 
information.  The assessment of biodiversity target health 
and the ranking of threats were done through the 
Conservation Action Planning framework.  This 
framework has also been used to develop biodiversity 
conservation strategies for Lake Ontario (2009), Lake 
Huron (2010), Lake Michigan (2012) and Lake Erie (2012).  

 

 
The project scope includes the open waters of the lake, 
islands, coastal areas and the watersheds of tributaries with 
a focus on how they affect the biodiversity of the lake. 

 
The draft biodiversity conservation assessment (biodiversity targets, threats, regional summaries) was shared with 
experts for their review and comment.  This included webinars that provided an introduction to the project, and a 
series of webinars based on the biodiversity targets and regional summaries.  Over 80 Lake Superior experts 
reviewed and contributed to the document.  Key changes resulting from expert review included updates to the 
viability and threats analysis and the addition of key information to the regional summaries. 
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The Health of Lake Superior 
Seven conservation targets were selected that encompass the biodiversity of Lake Superior.  These include aquatic, 
coastal, and watershed targets that have many species and habitats nested within them.  The health of these 
biodiversity targets was assessed based on SOLEC indicators, with some modifications.  The overall viability 
assessment for Lake {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƛǎ άƎƻƻŘέ - the lake is in a state of health that is within the natural range of variation, 
but some management intervention may be required for some elements.  The biodiversity conservation target that 
had the lowest viability was watersheds and tributaries.  While nearshore and embayments are in άƎoodέ health, 
they are approaching the threshold for άfairέ.  For many of the coastal habitats (aquatic and terrestrial) and 
watersheds, there is a high degree of regional variation in target condition.  To better illustrate these regional 
differences, stress/condition indices were mapped for watersheds (Great Lakes Environmental Indicators [GLEI] 
2013), lake waters (Great Lakes Environmental Assessment and Mapping [GLEAM] 2012; Allan et al. 2013) and 
coastal areas (analysis completed for this project).  Information on biodiversity health, threats and important 
habitat areas is also provided for 20 regional units around the lake. 

 
Summary of Biodiversity Conservation Targets and Health for Lake Superior Overall 

Health 

Deepwater and Offshore Waters: Benthic and pelagic waters that are >80 m in depth. GOOD 

Nearshore Zone and Reefs: Coastal areas that are between 15-80 m in depth, and shallow reefs.   GOOD  

Embayments and Inshore: Embayments and the inshore zone at depths of 0-15m.   GOOD  

Coastal Wetlands: WŜǘƭŀƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ н ƪƳ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŎƻŀǎǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘǎ 
that have historic and current hydrologic connectivity to, and are directly influenced by the lake. 

GOOD 

Islands: All land masses that are surrounded by water, including both natural and artificial islands. GOOD 

Coastal Terrestrial Habitats: Habitats within 2 km from the coast or to the extent of delineation. GOOD 

Tributaries and Watersheds: All rivers, streams and inland lakes that flow into Lake Superior and 
their associated watersheds. 

FAIR 

 

Threats and Conservation Issues 
The overall threat ranƪ ŦƻǊ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƛǎ άƘƛƎƘέ.  This is 
driven by a high rating for climate change, aquatic invasive 
species, and dams and barriers.  These threats rank the highest 
because they impact many targets over a wide area and, in 
some cases, are very difficult to reverse.  These high ranking 
threats generally reflect SOLEC άǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜέ indicators that have 
been assessed as poor and declining including climate change 
(i.e., ice duration) and aquatic invasive species. 
 
The biodiversity conservation targets with the highest threat 
ratings are: the nearshore zone and reefs, embayments and 
inshore, coastal wetlands, and tributaries and watersheds.  
These systems generally have the highest numbers of threats 
and are susceptible to aquatic invasive species, climate change 
and the continued habitat impacts of dams and barriers. 

 

Next Steps 
This biodiversity conservation assessment is intended to summarize the best available information on Lake 
{ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ [ŀƪŜ 
Superior LAMP in the development of a biodiversity conservation strategy in 2014. 
 
 

 

wŀƴƪŜŘ ¢ƘǊŜŀǘǎ ǘƻ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

Aquatic Invasive Species High 

Climate Change High 

Dams and Barriers High 

Atmospheric Deposition Medium 

Coastal Development Medium 

Incompatible Forestry Medium 

Mining Medium 

Non-point Source Pollution Medium 

Terrestrial Invasive Species Medium 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Gichigammi1 - Lake of the Great Waters 
Lake Superior is unique among ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦǊŜǎƘǿŀǘŜǊ ƭŀƪŜǎΦ  Situated at the top of the chain of the 
Great Lakes, ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŦǊŜǎƘǿŀǘŜǊ ƭŀƪŜ by area and is rich in natural and human history (see 
Box 1.1).  It is the coldest and deepest of the Great Lakes, with an average depth of 147 meters and a 
maximum depth of 406 metres.  Because of its massive size, Lake Superior has a retention period of 191 
years, the longest of all the Great Lakes.  Despite its northern location, the enormous mass of water in 
Lake Superior rarely completely freezes over, even in the coldest winters.  It is also a lake of 
extraordinary biodiversity, supporting endemic and disjunct fishes, a unique deepwater form of Lake 
Trout (Salvelinus namaycush), diverse coastal wetlands, extensive sandy beaches and the cool coastlines 
and islands harbor arctic-alpine plants and Woodland Caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou).  While 
several areas and features of the lake have been altered by human activities, Lake Superior is the least 
impacted of all the Great Lakes, and many of its aquatic habitats, watersheds and coast remain healthy 
and intact (Table 1.1, Figure 1.1). 
 

Box 1.1: Ten Lake Superior Facts Everyone Should Know 
1. Gichigammi is the Ojibwe (also known as Chippewa or 

Anishinaabe) name for Lake Superior meaning άDǊŜŀǘ ²ŀǘŜǊǎέ 
ƻǊ άDǊŜŀǘ [ŀƪŜέΦ 

2. Lake Superior is the largest freshwater lake in the world by area.  
3. [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ мл҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ surface freshwater.  

This is more water than all the other Great Lakes combined, and 
enough to flood all of North America under 30 cm of water. 

4. Lake Superior has over 2,500 islands, including Caribou Island, 
the most isolated freshwater island in the world.  Some of these 
islands support colonies of the American White Pelican 
(Pelecanus erythrorhynchos). 

5. Lake Superior has 6,479 km of coastline.  This is longer than the 
ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ, Newfoundland and Victoria, British 
Columbia. 

6. Lake SuperiorΩǎ coast and islands support one of North 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ-most populations of Woodland Caribou.   

7. [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŘŜŜǇ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŘŜŜǇ-bodied 
form of Lake Trout ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άSiscowetέ (Salvelinus namaycush 
siscowet). 

8. Some coastal areas of Lake Superior remain so cool through the 
summer that they support populations of arctic-alpine plants.   

9. The Lake Superior National Marine Conservation Area, 
established in 2007, is the largest freshwater protected area in 
the world. 

10. Waves on Lake Superior can reach over 10 m in height.  A 
phenomenon known as the "Three Sisters", when a series of 
three successive large waves form, was implicated in the sinking 
of the SS Edmund Fitzgerald in November 1975. 

The management and conservation of Lake 
Superior is unique in the Great Lakes.  The lake 
has large areas of public and protected lands, 
and First Nations and Tribes play an important 
role in managing the lake (Table 1.2, Figures 1.2 
and 1.3).  
 
While several large protected areas have been 
established and much of the Lake Superior basin 
and coast is undeveloped, many coastal areas, 
particularly in the U.S., are in private ownership 
and facing increasing development pressures.  
Many watersheds have high housing and road 
density as a result of urban areas, second homes 
and forestry (Figure 1.4) which can result in 
habitat loss and declining water quality.  The lake 
also has a number of legacy impacts including 
dams and toxic sites.  Dams have reduced access 
to river habitats for some migratory fishes, and 
some contaminants have persisted in the aquatic 
environment ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƭŘ 
waters and slow growth rate of fishes.  Other key 
issues include aquatic invasive species, mining 
and climate change.   

 

Despite these challenges, Lake Superior remains the most pristine of all the Great Lakes and provides an 
unparalleled global opportunity for binational conservation and maintaining biological reference sites in 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŦǊŜǎƘǿŀǘŜǊ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ.  This report provides a summary of the health and threats to 
the biodiversity of Lake Superior, and is intended to provide a starting-point to develop effective 
lakewide and place-based conservation strategies. 
 

                                                           
1 !ƭǎƻ ǎǇŜƭƭŜŘ άKitchi-gummi " 
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Figure 1.1: Land and Water Cover in the Lake Superior Basin 
Most of the Lake Superior basin is characterized by forests and inland waters, with less than 2% in urban 
and agricultural land use.  The Lake Superior basin has at least double the amount of natural cover 
compared to any of the other four Great Lakes (based on percentage cover).  Urban areas are mainly 
associated with Duluth and Thunder Bay, and agricultural land use occurs mainly in Wisconsin in the 
southern portion of the basin.  Some additional agricultural land use may be associated with the 
άƎǊŀǎǎκōǊǳǎƘέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ όwhich also includes recently cut-over areas of forest). 

 
Table 1.1: Land and Water Cover in the Lake Superior Basin 
Cover Type Area (square km) Percentage of 

Basin & Lake 
Percentage of 
Basin (Land only) 

Agriculture 1,285 0.68% 1.12% 

Bare ground 554 0.29% 0.48% 

Cloud shadow 2,454 1.31% 2.14% 

Conifer 40,340 21.46% 35.22% 

Conifer/hardwood 25,940 13.80% 22.65% 

Developed 348 0.19% 0.30% 

Grass/brush 4,751 2.53% 4.15% 

Hardwood 30,326 16.13% 26.48% 

Water 8,540 4.54% 7.46% 

Lake Superior 73,435 39.07% NA 

Total 187,972 100% 100% 

 
  



Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment: Final Draft, June 2013. 

 

3 
 

Figure 1.2: Land Protection and Management in the Lake Superior Basin. 
Lake Superior has the largest coastal protected areas in the Great Lakes basin including Pukaskwa 
National Park, Lake Superior Provincial Park, Lake Superior Archipelago Conservation Reserve and Isle 
Royale National Park.  Over 10% of the basin and 30% of the coast is included in parks with strict 
protection.  

 
Table 1.2: Summary of Protected Areas in the Lake Superior Basin 
Protected Area Area (km

2
) 

National Park 2,661 

State or Provincial Park / Conservation Reserve 8,448 

Conservation Authority/Non-Government Organization/ 
Land Trust/Municipal Park/  Wildlife Refuge/Wildlife Area

2
 1,800 

 

  

                                                           
2
 Database incomplete 
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Figure 1.3: First Nations and Tribal Lands and Territories in the Lake Superior Basin 
First Nations and Tribes are very important and active contributors to the management of Lake Superior. 
This includes significant involvement in the Lake Superior Binational Program, the management of many 
areas of important cultural and natural heritage, in-the-field science and resource management, 
partnering in various restoration and protection initiatives, and being the source of Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge. 
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Figure 1.4: Housing and Road Density in the Lake Superior Basin 
Housing density (red dots) and road density (red shading depicts high density, green shading lower 
density) are generally higher in the U.S. than Ontario.  Some regions of Ontario have high road density 
from forestry operations.  Isle Royale National Park, Black Bay Peninsula and the Pukaskwa National Park 
region all stand out for the near absence of houses and roads. 
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1.2 Objectives and Project Scope  
 
Objectives 
Efforts to conserve and restore Lake SuperiorΩǎ biodiversity by the Lake Superior Lakewide Action and 
Management Plan3 (LAMP) have been ongoing for over 20 years.  The LAMP includes over 20 
organizations and provides a binational management framework to maintain and restore the physical, 
chemical and biological integrity of the lake.  A Vision for Lake Superior expresses the commitment and 
common desire of the Lake Superior community:  άto foster a healthy, clean, and safe Lake Superior 
ecosystem - where diverse life forms exist in harmony; where wild shorelines and islands are maintained; 
and where development is well planned and biologically soundέ.   
 
The Lake Superior LAMP has always had a very strong focus on biodiversity (LaMP 2006). Building on this 
experience, the objectives of the Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment are: 

1. To present, in a single document, relevant information and planning tools related to Lake 
SuperiorΩǎ biodiversity and conservation.  

2. To provide a more in-ŘŜǇǘƘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƪŜΩǎ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀǘ both 
lakewide and regional geographical scales. 

3. To support a common approach to biodiversity conservation planning among the Great Lakes by 
following a concept similar to the biodiversity conservation plans for the other Great Lakes (Lake 
Ontario Biodiversity Strategy Working Group 2009; Franks Taylor et al. 2010; Pearsall, Carton de 
Grammont, Cavalieri, Chu et al. 2012; Pearsall, Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, Doran et al. 
2012), while meeting the needs of the Lake Superior LAMP. 

 
This Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment is the first phase of a larger project.  
Information synthesized and reviewed by experts during this phase, on the health of biodiversity, 
threats, and regional priorities, will form the basis for the second phase, which will include the 
development of strategic actions.   This second phase is expected to be developed immediately after the 
conclusion of this phase.  Together, these two phases will constitute a lakewide project similar to the 
biodiversity conservation strategies that have already been completed for the other Great Lakes. 
 
The results of this project support several of the Annexes of the 2012 Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement (GLWQA).  This includes establishing baseline and assessment information that will inform 
future monitoring and ecosystem objectives, identifying areas of high ecological value and the 
development of lakewide habitat and species protection and restoration conservation strategies.  This 
document also supports initiatives outlined in the U.S.  Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI) and the 
Canada-Ontario Agreement Respecting the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem, and the resulting strategy will 
be used to help identify priority actions and priority areas. 
 
 
  

                                                           
3 The Lake Superior LAMP was established by the Lake Superior Binational Program.  The name of the LAMP was officially changed from the 
Lakewide Management Plan (LaMP) to the Lakewide Action and Management Plan (LAMP) in 2013 when the amended Great Lakes Water 
Quality Agreement (GLWQA) formally came into effect. 
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Project Scope 
Since the focus of this project is to foster binational action to conserve and restore the biodiversity of 
Lake Superior, the scope will include the open waters of the lake (to the head of the St. Marys River), 
islands, coastal areas (roughly 2 km inland from the shoreline) and the watersheds of tributaries with a 
focus on how they affect the biodiversity of the lake (Figure 1.5). 
 
Figure 1.5: Project Scope ς Lake Superior Basin with major watersheds. 
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1.3 Approach and Methods 
This report was developed based on the existing information on the biodiversity of Lake Superior and 
draws heavily from the biodiversity information previously developed by the LAMP (e.g., Important 
Habitat Sites and Areas in the Lake Superior Basin), ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ [ŀƪŜǎ CƛǎƘŜǊȅ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ Fish-
Community Objectives for Lake Superior, and the State of the Lakes Ecosystem Conference (SOLEC).  The 
Biodiversity Conservation Strategies recently prepared for the other Great Lakes were also reviewed 
(Lake Ontario Biodiversity Strategy Working Group 2009; Franks Taylor et al. 2010; Pearsall, Carton de 
Grammont, Cavalieri, Chu et al. 2012; Pearsall, Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, Doran et al. 2012).  In 
addition, literature on Lake Superior was identified through a search of journal databases (e.g., Web of 
Knowledge, JSTOR) and information searches on the internet were also incorporated into an annotated 
bibliography.  As Lake Superior was the last lake to have a Biodiversity Conservation Assessment 
completed, the project team also contacted several individuals involved in those projects to identify 
lessons-learned and recommended approaches. 
 
A project team from the Lake Superior LAMP first developed a draft report based on this review of 
existing information.  The assessment of biodiversity target health and the ranking of threats were done 
through the Conservation Action Planning (CAP) framework (The Nature Conservancy [TNC] 2007).  CAP 
is a proven technique for planning, implementing and measuring success for conservation projects 
(Figure 1.6).  The CAP process helps focus conservation strategies on clearly defined biodiversity targets 
and links threats to these biodiversity targets.  While this project is just focussed on identifying 
biodiversity targets and threats, CAP leads to creating conservation strategies and measures within an 
adaptive management framework (TNC 2007).  Details on how the CAP process was used to assess 
biodiversity target viability and rank threats are presented in these respective sections of the report. 
 
Figure 1.6: Conservation Action Planning Framework 

 
 
 



Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment: Final Draft, June 2013. 

 

9 
 

 
Mapping and spatial analysis was based upon existing information where possible.  In some cases, GIS 
analyses were conducted where information was absent, or out of date.  Appendix A provides a data 
catalogue and an outline of spatial analysis methods that were used for this project.  In addition to a 
lakewide assessment, this project also described biodiversity conditions and issues within 20 regional 
units.  These units were developed by the project team based on quaternary watersheds and coastal 
environments/SOLEC coastal units, with input from the Aquatic Communities Committee/ Lake Superior 
Technical Committee.  This regional information is presented in a separate report (Volume Two). 
 
The draft Biodiversity Conservation Assessment was shared with experts for their review.  This process 
included webinars that introduced the project, and a series of webinars based on biodiversity targets 
and the regional summaries.  In total, over 400 Lake Superior experts were contacted about the project 
and provided with an opportunity to review the draft information.  Expert feedback was received in 
emails, in comments during the webinars, in direct comments on the draft report and in a review form 
that was distributed with the draft report.  In total, feedback was received and incorporated into the 
report from over 80 experts.  In some cases, the project team evaluated expertise of the experts, 
weighing more heavily the responses of those with demonstrated or self-identified expertise on a 
subject or region.  This approach incorporates, in part, recommendations of Burgman et al. (2011) for 
expert elicitation. 
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2.0 Biodiversity Conservation Targets 
Lake Superior contains a rich and diverse array of species, communities and ecosystems that include 
aquatic, terrestrial and wetland biomes.  Following the Conservation Action Planning Framework, this 
project identified seven biodiversity conservation targets for Lake Superior (Table 2.1). 
 
Table 2.1 Summary of Biodiversity Conservation Targets 
Biodiversity Conservation Targets Definition 

Deepwater and Offshore Waters >80 m depth 

Nearshore Zone and Reefs 15-80 m depth 

Embayments and Inshore <15 m depth 

Coastal Wetlands Wetlands within 2 km of the coast 

Islands Natural and artificial islands  

Coastal Terrestrial Habitats Natural habitats within 2 km of the coast 

Tributaries and Watersheds Entire drainage area of Lake Superior including all tributaries and inland 
waters 

 
These biodiversity targets represent and encompass the full array of biodiversity found in Lake Superior 
and are based on the major habitat types of the lake.  Each of these biodiversity targets includes a suite 
of integrated and nested species and communities with similar conservation needs.  By effectively 
conserving the major habitat types selected as biodiversity targets, these nested species and 
communities will also be conserved.  For example, by conserving tributaries and watersheds, the needs 
of migratory fishes will also be met. 
 
These biodiversity conservation targets were selected based on targets used by the Great Lakes 
conservation strategies (Lake Ontario Biodiversity Strategy Working Group 2009; Franks Taylor et al. 
2010; Pearsall, Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, Chu et al. 2012; Pearsall, Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, 
Doran et al. 2012) and the Lake Superior LaMP 2006 (Lake Superior Binational Program [LSBP] 2006a).  
Information describing these targets, nested species and habitats, their extent and health is provided in 
this section.  Maps depicting the distribution and health of these biodiversity targets and key nested 
features have been developed where data exists.  Appendix A provides a summary of the spatial data 
layers used for this mapping. 
 
Viability Assessment 
To assess viability or health of each biodiversity target, all available indicators from the 2011 State of the 
Lakes Ecosystem Conference (SOLEC) reports for Lake Superior were summarized and linked to the 
biodiversity targets (see Appendix B).  For each biodiversity target, the linked SOLEC indicators were 
translated into a Conservation Action Planning (CAP) viability category (i.e., good, fair and poor) based 
on the current status and trends of that indicator for Lake Superior.  Each indicator was then scored and 
averaged using CAP methods to provide an overall assessment of the health of the biodiversity target 
(see Box 2.1).  This approach to assessing target viability is consistent with the approach used for the 
Great Lakes biodiversity conservation strategies for the other lakes.   
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Box 2.1: Aggregation Rules for Viability Assessment (TNC 2007) 
A numeric value is given to each graded indicator:  
Very Good = 4.0

4
 

Good = 3.5 
Fair = 2.5 
Poor = 1.0 
 
The grade for the target is derived from the average of these numeric values using the following ranges:  
Poor: 1.0 - 1.745  
Fair: 1.75 - 2.995  
Good: 3.0 - 3.745  
Very Good: 3.75 - 4.0  
Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be vulnerable 
to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 

 
Some of these indicators were weighted to reflect their importance in assessing the viability of the 
biodiversity targets.  SOLEC currently uses 18 indicators to represent overall conditions and trends of 
aquatic dependent-life in the Great Lakes.  These indicators represent the different levels of the food-
web and varied locations.  These indicators include:  Lake Trout, prey fish, diporeia, phytoplankton, 
coastal wetland fish, Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens), and Walleye (Sander vitreus).  Because this 
group of indicators are a direct representation of biotic health, they are weighted double in the viability 
assessment.   
 
SOLEC indicators for water quality, landscapes and natural processes and pressures represent habitat 
conditions in which aquatic-life depend or, are impacted by, and are fully weighed in the assessment.  
Examples of these indicators include: water chemistry, aquatic habitat connectivity and aquatic non-
native species.  While pressure indicators represent stresses or threats to the biodiversity targets, many 
of these indicators are also inverse measures of health (e g. hardened shorelines) and were included in 
the biodiversity conservation strategies for the other lakes. 
 
Some SOLEC indicators were only half-weighted, or not used in the viability assessment.  SOLEC impact 
indicators (e.g., beach advisories, drinking water quality, botulism outbreaks) were half-weighted in the 
viability assessment.  While these indicators are very important in assessing impaired human uses of the 
Great Lakes, their link to the health of biodiversity is not as direct as other SOLEC indicator categories.   
 
The viability assessment did not include any SOLEC response indicators (e.g., treating waste water) as 
these indicators are not linked to target health.   
 
Some SOLEC indicators that are still in development or are currently undetermined for Lake Superior 
were populated with recent information that informs their status (e.g., surface water temperatures are 
based on GLEAM (2012) data).  These are:  ice duration, land cover, terrestrial non-native species, 
surface water temperature, artificial coastal structures and hardened shorelines (see Appendix B for 
details on these indicators and their status). 

                                                           
4 Only CAP categories of good, fair or poor were assigned to SOLEC indicators. 
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In addition to SOLEC indicators, a few selected additional indicators were added for some targets.  These 
are published indicators that may not have wide application to the entire Great Lakes (and hence are 
not SOLEC indicators), but are good measures of target health for Lake Superior.  Indicators were also 
added for targets that only had a few applicable SOLEC indicators (e.g., islandsύΦ  ά[ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ 
LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜΥ 
 
1. Mysis relicta.  This freshwater shrimp supports nearshore and offshore fishes, and plays a pivotal role 

in the structure and function of the Lake Superior fish community (Isaac et al. 2012). 
2. Island Condition Class.  Based on the threats analysis for islands in Henson et al. (2010).  Mean island 

threat class was assigned to all ten coastal environments from Lake Superior.  This threat index is 
based on a number of factors including building density, land use, mining claims, boat launches and 
access for vehicles. 

3. Coastal Stress Index.  A condition index developed for this report based on artificial shores, building 
density and road density.  This index was applied to the coastal wetlands and coastal terrestrial 
habitats (see Figure 2.1b and Appendix F). 

 
Level of Confidence 
For each target, a level of confidence was applied to the overall assessment of viability.  This is based on 
the number and applicability of SOLEC indicators, and other published information.  The following 
categories were applied: 
 
Higher:  There are many SOLEC indicators that are directly linked to target health.  A large 

amount of current information is available.  The viability ranking has a very high 
probability of reflecting the overall health of the target in Lake Superior. 

Medium:  There are some SOLEC indicators that are directly linked to target health.  A fair amount 
of current information is available.  The viability ranking has a good probability of 
reflecting the overall health of the target in Lake Superior. 

Lower:   There are only a few SOLEC indicators that are directly linked to target health.  Limited 
or outdated information was available.  There is uncertainty in viability ranking 
reflecting the overall health of the target in Lake Superior. 

 
For each target, the number of potential SOLEC indicators that are under development is indicated.  
Application of some of these indicators may improve both the status and level of confidence of the 
viability rankings in the future. 
 
Regional Variability of Biodiversity Health 
The purpose of both SOLEC indicators and this CAP viability assessment is to provide a lakewide 
summary of the health of Lake Superior.  For many biodiversity targets, health varies greatly between 
different occurrences and different regions of the lake.  Lakewide assessment and reporting are very 
important for highlighting overall status, trends and issues and informing lakewide actions, but may not 
be applicable (or even useful) to every region.  For each biodiversity target, the amount of regional 
variability for the overall biodiversity assessment is indicated based on information in the literature and 
expert review. 
 
While SOLEC indicators cannot be applied to every region around Lake Superior to provide a more local 
assessment of biodiversity health, there have recently been a number of reports that have generated 
indices of condition or stress including Great Lakes Cumulative Stress (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013) 
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and Watershed Stress Index (GLEI 2013).  Linking these indices to the viability of the biodiversity targets 
can provide a tool to validate the lakewide assessment using SOLEC indicators, and provide greater 
regional resolution on biodiversity health.  Table 2.2 provides a summary of these condition/stress 
indices and how they can be linked to the health of the biodiversity targets.  Information from these 
indices has been used to help identify the health of biodiversity targets in different regions of Lake 
Superior (see Section 4 of this report on regional summaries).  Basin-wide maps of these indices are 
shown in Figures 2.1a-c. 
 
Table 2.2: Biodiversity Targets and Associated Indices of Health 
Biodiversity Target Linked Condition/Stress Index 

Reference 

Deepwater and Offshore Waters Great Lakes Cumulative Stress (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013) 

Nearshore Zone and Reefs Great Lakes Cumulative Stress (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013) 

Embayments and Inshore Great Lakes Cumulative Stress (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013) 
Watershed Stress Index (GLEI 2013) 

Coastal Wetlands Watershed Stress Index (GLEI 2013) 
Coastal Condition Index (developed for this report) 
Great Lakes Cumulative Stress (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013) 

Islands Coastal Condition Index (developed for this report) 
Island Condition Score (Henson et al. 2010)

5
 

Coastal Terrestrial Habitats Coastal Condition Index (developed for this report) 

Tributaries and Watersheds Watershed Stress Index (GLEI 2013) 

 
 
  

                                                           
5 The Island Condition Score (Henson et al. 2010) was also used to assess the health of islands (see this section), 

but was not mapped.  The Coastal Stress Index provides similar results and provides a common measure for the 
coastal areas of islands and the mainland. 



Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Assessment: Final Draft, June 2013. 

 

14 
 

Figure 2.1: Indices of Biodiversity Health for Lake Superior (3 figures) 
 
Figure 2.1a: Watershed Stress Index 
Developed by the Great Lakes Environmental Indicators (GLEI) project in 2013 for all of the Great Lakes 
(GLEI 2013).  The original GLEI stress gradient, developed for the U.S. side of the Great Lakes basin was 
based on 207 variables from 19 sources (Danz et al. 2007; L. Johnson, pers. comm., March 25 2013).  
When mapping was extended to the Canadian side of the basin the data content, Sum-Rel (Host et al. 
2011), was simplified to relative scores for 5 data layers which reflect human-derived stresses to 
ecological condition:  

¶ Agricultural land use 

¶ Percent developed  

¶ Road density 

¶ Point sources of pollution 

¶ Human population density 
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Figure 2.1b: Coastal Stress Index 
The Coastal Stress Index for Lake Superior was developed for this project and is based on similar units 
and criteria used for the biodiversity conservation strategies for the other Great Lakes.  Coastal units are 
based on the intersection of the quaternary watershed and coast, and a 2 km inland buffer.  Criteria 
used are: 

¶ Artificial shoreline 

¶ Road density 

¶ Building density 

¶ Natural land cover on the coast 

¶ Natural land cover in the watershed 
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Figure 2.1c: Great Lakes Stress Index 
The Great Lakes Stress Index was developed by the Great Lakes Assessment and Mapping (GLEAM) 
project in 2012 for all of the Great Lakes (GLEAM 2012; Allan et al. 2013).  The Great Lakes Stress Index 
is based on 34 stressors in seven categories: 

¶ Aquatic habitat alterations 

¶ Climate change 

¶ Coastal development 

¶ Fisheries management 

¶ Invasive species 

¶ Non-point source pollution 

¶ Toxic chemical pollution 
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Overall Viability Assessment of Lake Superior 
Based on the health of the seven biodiversity conservation targets, the overall viability assessment for 
Lake {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƛǎ άƎƻƻŘέ ό¢ŀōƭŜ нΦо) ς the lake is in a state of health that is within the natural range of 
variation, but some management intervention may be required for some elements.   
 
¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άŦŀƛǊέ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘǊƛōǳǘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀtersheds.  This target falls below 
the CAP threshold for good because several of the indicators are ranked as fair, including the status of 
some migratory fishes such as Lake Sturgeon, and the lack of aquatic habitat connectivity.  The 
nearshore zone and reefs, and embayments and inshore biodiversity targets were both assessed as 
άƎƻƻŘέΣ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƛǊΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ άŦŀƛǊέ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ƴŜŀǊǎƘƻǊŜ ŦƛǎƘ 
species, and a large number of landscape drivers and pressures. 
 
Table 2.3 Summary of Biodiversity Conservation Targets 
Biodiversity Conservation Targets Overall Viability 

Deepwater and Offshore Waters GOOD 

Nearshore Zone and Reefs GOOD (near FAIR) 

Embayments and Inshore GOOD (near FAIR) 

Coastal Wetlands GOOD 

Islands GOOD 

Coastal Terrestrial Habitats GOOD 

Tributaries and Watersheds FAIR 
Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance. 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the 
biodiversity target may be vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make 
restoration or preventing extirpation practically impossible.   

 
The following section provides detail on each of the biodiversity targets, the indicators used to assess 
them, and their viability assessments. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target  
2.1 Deepwater and Offshore Waters 
 

Description and Distribution 
This biodiversity target includes the offshore waters of 
Lake Superior that are >80 m in depth and includes both 
benthic and pelagic (bottom and open water) habitats.  
Approximately 77% of Lake Superior is characterized by 
these deep, cold waters (Figure 2.2).  The deepest areas 
occur in the central portion of the lake and along the coast 
in the western basin. 
 
The offshore waters of Lake Superior provides habitat for a 
number of native fishes, and the offshore fish community 
is predominately made up of native fish species, including 
siscowet Lake Trout (Salvelinus namaycush siscowet), Cisco 
(Coregonus artedi), Deepwater Sculpin (Myoxocephalus 
thompsonii), Kiyi (Coregonus kiyi) and Burbot (Lota lota), 
as well as Bloater (Coregonus hoyi) and Shortjaw Cisco 
(Coregonus zenithicus) (Stockwell et al. 2010b).   

 

 
Lake Trout are an important species for the 
commercial and recreational fishery in Lake 
Superior.  A study by Minnesota Sea Grant 
found that recreational fishing in Lake Superior 
has an estimated economic impact of $12.67M-
17.54M annually for that state alone. 
Image: http://samcook.areavoices.com/samcook/images 

 
Lake Trout are the top predator in this deepwater ecosystem, and nearly all of Lake Superior provides 
important habitat.  Lake Trout were historically adapted to a wide range of depths in Lake Superior.  
Siscowet Lake Trout were historically common throughout the offshore waters, while Humper Lake 
Trout are present on offshore shoals or banks surrounded by deepwater habitat. Recent work by Muir et 
al. (2014) has demonstrated quantitative evidence of anotƘŜǊ [ŀƪŜ ¢Ǌƻǳǘ ƳƻǊǇƘΣ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŘŦƛƴέΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
waters off Isle Royale. In typical offshore fish communities, deepwater ciscoes (Kiyi and Bloater) and 
deepwater sculpin were the main prey of these deepwater Lake Trout (Horns et al. 2003).  The offshore 
fish community is supported by Mysis shrimp.  Mysis exhibit diurnal vertical migration to find 
zooplankton and avoid predation.  Deepwater ciscoes track the Mysis, and are in turn followed by Lake 
Trout.  In this way, energy and nutrients are transferred vertically between the benthic and pelagic 
zones of this ecosystem (Gorman et al. 2012a).   
 
Deepwater ciscoes and Lake Trout reproduce and grow slowly, but represent a large amount of the 
energy and biomass in this ecosystem (Horns et al. 2003).  For several fish species, including deepwater 
Lake Trout forms, ciscoes and sculpins, this offshore habitat encompasses nearly their entire spawning 
and feeding habitat. For some offshore fish species, their life cycle and habitats remain largely unknown 
(Horns et al. 2003). 
 

Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ Bloater 

¶ Burbot 

¶ Cisco 

¶ Siscowet Lake Trout 

¶ Humper Lake Trout 

¶ Deepwater Sculpin 

¶ Kiyi 

¶ Shortjaw Cisco 

¶ phytoplankton and zooplankton 

¶ benthic invertebrates 

¶ forage fishes 
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Viability Assessment 
The overall health of the deepwater and offshore ecosystem is άƎƻƻŘέ.  This assessment is starting to 
approach the threshold for άfairέ and there are several indicators that are fair or even poor (see Table 
2.5).  The viability assessment is driven by the good health of Lake Trout and lower food chain species 
(e.g., Diporeia, Mysis, phytoplankton).  Indicators of greatest concern include decreasing ice cover and 
rising air and water temperatures, and toxic chemicals which could impact this ecosystem.  A high level 
of confidence was assigned to the viability assessment because most indicators are currently available.  
Regional variability is ranked as lower since the offshore ecosystem is highly connected. 
 
Table 2.4 Overall Viability Assessment of Deepwater and Offshore Waters 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.13) 

CONFIDENCE HIGHER 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY LOWER 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 17/75 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 1 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 7 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 0 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 3 

 
Of all the aquatic habitat zones in Lake Superior, the offshore zone has been reported as the least 
impacted (Gorman et al. 2010b), although it has been altered by human activities.  From the time of 
early European settlement to the 1960s deepwater fishes were in decline, with the 1960s described as 
ǘƘŜ άǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴέ όIƻǊƴǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нлло, p. 12).  Commercial fishing of Lake Trout, Lake 
Sturgeon, Cisco, Lake Whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis) and deepwater ciscoes caused some of these 
species to become rare (Horns et al. 2003).  The introduction of non-native species also affected 
offshore fish distributions and food webs.  Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus) had a significant impact 
on Lake Trout populations.  Rainbow Smelt (Osmerus mordax) colonized Lake Superior, and by the 1950s 
they had largely replaced Cisco and whitefish as the major prey item for Lake Trout.  The smelt remained 
in nearshore areas, as opposed to the more wide-ranging Cisco, and as a result offshore predators lost a 
significant portion of their prey and changed their behaviour and distribution (Horns et al. 2003).  
 
The fish community in Lake Superior has recovered in the last few decades and is now closer to the 
preferred community, with the recovery of Lake Trout and ciscoes.  An offshore fish community with 
Lake Trout as the dominant top predator is identified in Fish-Community Objectives for Lake Superior 
and the deepwater and offshore zone likely contains enough high-quality habitat to meet these fish 
community objectives if Sea Lamprey can continue to be controlled (Horns et al. 2003).  
 
This habitat zone has received less attention than some other zones, largely due to the fact that a 
relatively small amount of data was available until recently (Stockwell et al. 2010a). 
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Table 2.5: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Deepwater and Offshore Waters 
SOLEC Status and Trends for Lake Superior Indicators 
Indicator (Weighting) Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Atmospheric Deposition (x1) Fair/ Improving (for polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons [PAHs], 
organochlorine pesticides, dioxins and furans) / Unchanging or slightly 
improving (for polychlorinated biphenyls [PCBs] and mercury) 
Overall assessment only 

Benthos (Freshwater Oligochaete) Diversity 
and Abundance (x2) 

Good/ Unchanging 

Contaminants in Whole fish (x1) Fair/ Deteriorating 

Diporeia (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Fish Habitat (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
See2006  LaMP report 
This indicator is being developed with the support of the Great Lakes 
Basin Fish Habitat Partnership 

Ice Duration (x1) Poor/ In preparation 
Overall, the spatial extent of Great Lakes ice cover has decreased by 71% 
in the past 40 years.  These changes have been significant on Lake 
Superior (Wang et al. 2012). 

Lake Trout (x2) Good/ Improving 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover 

Major Ions (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Mysis Density (x2) Good 
Lake Superior indicator (see Appendix B) 

Nutrients in Lakes (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Phytoplankton (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Preyfish Populations (x2) Fair/ Improving 

Sea Lamprey (x1) Fair/ Improving 

Sediment Coastal Nourishment (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Surface Water Temperature (x1) Fair/ Undetermined 
Increasing 

Toxic Chemicals in Offshore Waters (x1)  Fair/ Undetermined 

Water Chemistry  (x1) Specific Conductance: Increasing 
Total Chloride: No Change 
pH: No Change 
Total Alkalinity: No Change 
Turbidity: Increasing 

Water Clarity (x1) Good /Undetermined/ Mostly improving 

Zooplankton Biomass ( x2) Good/ Unchanging 
 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.2: Deepwater and Offshore Waters.  Blue shades depict regions of Lake Superior with water 
depths greater than 80 metres.  Grey shade depicts regions of Lake Superior with less than 80 metres of 
water depth. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.2 Nearshore Zone and Reefs 
 

Description and Distribution 
The nearshore zone is defined by a water depth of 15 to 
80 metres including the lakebed and water column.  Reefs 
may have more shallow waters (See Figure 2.3). 
 
Nearshore habitat is most extensive at the east and west 
ends of Lake Superior (Lake Superior Binational Program 
[LSBP] 2000).  The waters surrounding islands, such as Isle 
Royale and Michipicoten Island, are another important 
location of nearshore habitat.  Areas of shallow water in 
the offshore also provide nearshore habitat including the 
Superior Shoal and the Caribou Island Reef Complex (LSBP 
2000).  The nearshore zone accounts for approximately 
16҈ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ area.  LŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ 
sport and commercial fisheries are located in the 
nearshore zone (Horns et al. 2003).   

 

 
The Pygmy Whitefish (Prosopium coulterii) 
occurs in northwestern North America and 
Siberia, with a unique disjunct population in 
Lake Superior.  This fish reaches a size of only 
16 cm and occurs primarily in nearshore waters 
at depths of 18-89 m in Lake Superior 
(NatureServe 2013). 
Image: http://www.seattle.gov/util/Environment 
Conservation/ 

 
Though much smaller than the offshore zone, nearshore waters are very important.  These warmer 
waters have a greater diversity of substrate types, and aquatic vegetation is only found in nearshore and 
inshore habitats (LSBP 2000).  The nearshore zone is highly productive and supports waterfowl staging 
and feeding areas.  Most of the fishes in Lake Superior use the nearshore zone during some part of their 
life cycle (LSBP 2000), including as critical spawning habitat for lean Lake Trout, Cisco, and Lake 
Whitefish (Horns et al. 2003) (Figure 2.4).  Lean Lake Trout and siscowet Lake Trout are the dominant 
predators in the nearshore community, as well as in shallow offshore reefs (Horns et al. 2003).  Recent 
evidence of another Lake Trouǘ ƳƻǊǇƘΣ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŘŦƛƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ ƻŦŦ LǎƭŜ wƻȅŀƭŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ 
Muir et al. (2014).  The extent of redfin Lake Trout distribution in Lake Superior has yet to be 
determined.  Some of the fish species that are found in nearshore habitats may also spend some of their 
life in tributaries (e.g., Lake Sturgeon and Walleye) (Horns et al. 2003).   
 
Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ Walleye 

¶ Lake Sturgeon 

¶ Brook Trout (Salvelinus fontinalis) 

¶ Siscowet Lake Trout 

¶ Humper Lake Trout  

¶ Lean Lake Trout 

¶ Burbot 

¶ Cisco 

¶ Lake Whitefish 

¶ Round Whitefish (Prosopium cylindraceum) 

¶ Ninespine Stickleback (Pungitius pungitius) 

¶ Trout-perch (Percopsis omiscomaycus) 

¶ Pygmy Whitefish 

¶ Slimy Sculpin (Cottus cognatus) 

¶ Deepwater Sculpin 

¶ Longnose Sucker (Catostomus catostomus) 

¶ White Sucker (Catostomus commersonii) 

¶ Shorebirds 

¶ Waterfowl 

¶ Benthic macroinvertebrates 

¶ Native mussels 

¶ Forage fishes  

¶ Spawning habitat for deepwater fishes (e.g., 
deepwater ciscoes and sculpins)
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Viability Assessment 
The overall health of the nearshore and reef ecosystem is "good", although this assessment is 
approaching the threshold for "fair" and there are several indicators that are fair and poor (see Table 
2.7).  The viability assessment is driven by the good health of Lake Trout and lower food chain species 
(e.g., Diporeia, Mysis, phytoplankton), and the adjacent coastal areas and watersheds.  Indicators of 
greatest concern include decreasing ice cover and aquatic invasive species which could impact this 
ecosystem.  Both the level of confidence and regional variability were assigned a medium category.  
Approximately 50% of the indicators are not currently available, and there will be some variation in the 
conditions between nearshore areas. 
 
Table 2.6: Overall Viability Assessment of Nearshore Zone and Reefs 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.00) 

CONFIDENCE MEDIUM 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY MEDIUM 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 27/103.25 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 1 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 9 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 3 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 12 

 
Although generally in good health, the nearshore zone of Lake Superior is generally impacted more than 
the offshore zone, as the proximity to the shore and to human populations increases the number of 
stressors.  Rainbow Smelt became abundant in Lake Superior from the 1930s through the 1950s, and 
became the main component of the nearshore prey community until a significant decline took place in 
the early 1980s (Horns et al. 2003).  They remain a large portion of the nearshore food web, despite 
lower numbers. 
 
Many nearshore fish species have been impacted by a decrease in habitat quality.  Brook Trout 
(Salvelinus fontinalis) were easily caught by sport anglers in nearshore waters, and this contributed to 
their early and rapid decline (Horns et al. 2003; Newman et al. 2003).  Lean Lake Trout were nearly 
wiped out by the combination of fishing and the aquatic invasive Sea Lamprey (Horns et al. 2003).  
Nearshore populations of Lake Sturgeon, Walleye and Brook Trout remain lower than historical levels 
(Gorman et al. 2010b, Horns et al. 2003).  However, in some areas progress towards their rehabilitation 
is underway.  For example, Lake Sturgeon abundance may be increasing in some areas along the south 
shore of Lake Superior (D. Caroffino, pers. comm., March 20 2013; Gorman et al. 2010b).  
 
In the nearshore zone there is probably sufficient habitat to achieve lakewide fish community objectives; 
however in some regions the remaining suitable habitat is not sufficient6 (Horns et al. 2003).  Protection 
and rehabilitation of the nearshore zone is recognized as an important objective for protecting the 
diversity of fish species in Lake Superior (Horns et al. 2003).     
  

                                                           
6
 See embayments target 
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Table 2.7: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Nearshore Zone and Reefs 
SOLEC Status and Trends for Lake Superior Indicators 
Indicator (Weighting) Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Aquatic Non-Native Species (x1) Poor/ Deteriorating 

Atmospheric Deposition (x1) Fair/ Improving (for PAHs, organochlorine pesticides, dioxins and furans) / 
Unchanging or slightly improving (for PCBs and mercury) 
Overall assessment only 

Bacterial Loadings from Tributaries  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Bald Eagles (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Benthos (Freshwater Oligochaete) 
Diversity and Abundance (x2) 

Good/ Unchanging 
 

Botulism Outbreaks (x0.5) Undetermined/ No Change 

Contaminants in Waterbirds (x1) Good/ Improving 

Contaminants in Whole fish (x1) Fair/ Deteriorating 

Contamination in Sediment (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Diporeia (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Dreissenid Mussels (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Endocrine Disruption (x0.5) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Fish Consumption Restrictions (x0.5) Fair/ Undetermined 

Fish Disease Occurrences (x0.5) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Fish Habitat (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
See2006  LaMP report 
This indicator is being developed with the support of the Great Lakes Basin Fish 
Habitat Partnership 

Forest Cover (x1) Component 1: Percent of forested lands within a watershed 
Good/ Improving 
Component 2: Percent of forested lands within riparian zones 
Good/ TDB 

Groundwater Quality (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Harmful Algal Blooms (x0.5) Good/ Undetermined 

Ice Duration (x1) Poor/ In preparation 
Overall, the spatial extent of Great Lakes ice cover has decreased by 71% in the 
past 40 years.  These changes have been significant on Lake Superior (Wang et al. 
2012). 

Industrial Loadings (x1)   To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Lake Sturgeon (x2) Fair/ Improving 

Lake Trout (x2) Good/ Improving 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover 

Major Ions (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Municipal Wastewater Loadings (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Mysis Density (x2) Good 
Lake Superior indicator (see Appendix B) 

Nutrients in Lakes (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Phytoplankton (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Precipitation Events (x1) Undetermined/ Increasing 
Overall assessment only. 

Preyfish Populations (x2) Fair/ Improving 

Sediment Coastal Nourishment (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Surface Water Temperature (x1) Undetermined/ Increasing 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Tributary Flashiness (x1) St. Louis River (Lake Superior Basin) 
Good/ Improving 

Walleye (x2) Fair/ Undetermined 
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Indicator (Weighting) Lake Superior  
Status and Trend 

Water Chemistry (x1) Specific Conductance: Increasing 
Total Chloride: No Change 
pH: No Change 
Total Alkalinity: No Change 
Turbidity: Increasing 

Water Clarity  (x1) Good/Undetermined/ Mostly improving 

Watershed Stressor Index (x1) Fair 
In preparation ς status of fair assigned based on average basin-wide index of 
63/100 

Zooplankton Biomass (x2) Good/ Unchanging 
 
 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.3: Nearshore Zone and Reefs.  Blue shades depict regions of Lake Superior of the nearshore 
zone, with water depths of 15 to 80 metres.  Several reef locations are also identified.   
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Figure 2.4: Lake Trout and Lake Whitefish Spawning Areas.  Shaded areas denote current and historic 
spawning areas for these fishes.  The point data generally reflect more accurate locations of current 
spawning areas. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.3 Embayments and Inshore 
 

Description and Distribution 
Embayments and the inshore zone occur at 
depths of 0 to 15 metres.  Embayments are 
connected to Lake Superior, but have unique 
physical properties because they are partially 
protected by land from some of the physical 
dynamics that occur in Lake Superior. 
 
Inshore areas and embayments account for 
approximately 7% of the area of Lake 
Superior.  Major embayments include Black 
Bay, Nipigon Bay, Thunder Bay, Batchawana 
Bay, Keweenaw Bay and Chequamegon Bay 
(LSBP 2000) (Figure 2.5). 

 

 
Nipigon Bay is located along the northern coast of Lake 
Superior.  Embayments are warmer and shallower than most 
of the lake, and more susceptible to pollution.  Most of Lake 
{ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ !ǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŜƳōŀȅƳŜƴǘǎΦ 
Image: http://www.northshorerap.ca/ 

 
Embayments include natural bays and harbours, as well as estuaries (Gorman et al. 2010a; Gorman et al. 
2010b).  Although the combined size of inshore areas and embayments is small when compared to the 
overall size of Lake Superior, these habitats are critical for the fish abundance and diversity throughout 
Lake Superior, since these areas provide spawning and nursery habitat for many nearshore and offshore 
fish species (Gorman et al. 2010a; Gorman et al. 2010b).  Inshore areas are warmer and more productive 
and diverse than other lake zones.  Zooplankton concentrations reach their highest levels in inshore 
areas, especially in major embayments (LSBP 2000), and embayments often have communities of 
submerged aquatic plants.  Fish communities found in embayments are very diverse and include both 
warm-water and cool-water species, including Walleye, Smallmouth Bass (Micropterus dolomieu), 
Yellow Perch (Perca flavescens), Rock Bass (Ambloplites rupestris), Northern Pike (Esox lucius), Trout-
perch, Lake Sturgeon, Brook Trout, Ninespine Stickleback, Johnny Darter (Etheostoma nigrum), Emerald 
Shiner (Notropis atherinoides), Longnose Dace (Rhinichthys cataractae), Sand Shiner (Notropis 
stramineus), Black Bullhead (Ameiurus melas), Shorthead Redhorse (Moxostoma macrolepidotum)  and 
Silver Redhorse (Moxostoma anisurum) (Horns et al. 2003).  Some fish species, such as Longnose Dace, 
Rock Bass and Smallmouth Bass use the inshore habitats for all life stages (Gorman et al. 2010b; Pratt et 
al. 2010).  Recent reports on the inshore zone indicate that these fish communities are dominated by 
stable populations of native species (Gorman et al. 2010a).  
 
Nested Species and Habitat Targets
¶ Walleye 

¶ Lake Sturgeon 

¶ Brook Trout 

¶ Burbot 

¶ Cisco 

¶ Lake Whitefish 

¶ Round Whitefish 

¶ Ninespine Stickleback 

¶ Pygmy Whitefish 

¶ Longnose Sucker 

¶ White Sucker 

¶ Shorebirds 

¶ Waterfowl 

¶ Benthic macroinvertebrates 

¶ Aquatic plant communities 

¶ Native mussels 

¶ Forage fishes  

¶ Spawning habitat for some deepwater and 
nearshore fishes (e.g., Lake Whitefish and 
Lake Trout)
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Viability Assessment 
The overall health of the embayment and inshore ecosystem is άƎƻƻŘέ, although this assessment is 
approaching the threshold for άfairέ and there are several indicators that are fair or even poor (see 
Table 2.9).  The viability assessment is driven by the good health of Lake Trout (spawning habitat) and 
lower food chain species, and the adjacent coastal areas and watersheds.  Indicators of greatest concern 
include decreasing ice cover and aquatic invasive species which could impact this ecosystem.  The level 
of confidence is higher for the overall viability assessment because two-thirds of the indicators are 
available.  Regional variability is assigned a medium category as there is variation in the conditions 
between inshore and embayment areas, largely due to adjacent land use. 
 
Table 2.8: Overall Viability Assessment of Embayment and Inshore 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.00) 

CONFIDENCE HIGHER 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY MEDIUM 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 30/106.75 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 0 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 8 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 5 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 12 

 
Embayments, wetlands and tributaries have historically been the zones with the greatest habitat 
concerns, owing to their closer proximity to human populations and numerous associated stressors 
(Horns et al. 2003; Gorman et al. 2010b).  Many embayments and the inshore zones have been subject 
to environmental stresses which have impacted fish communities (e.g., removal of aquatic vegetation 
from Batchawana Bay affecting Yellow Perch, Smallmouth Bass and cyprinids; and mercury 
contamination from a pulp mill in Peninsula Harbor affecting all species) (Horns et al. 2003).  In many 
bays the loss of coastal wetlands has negatively affected species such as Yellow Perch, Walleye and 
Northern Pike (Horns et al. 2003).  A number of Areas of Concern (AOCs) in Lake Superior are located in 
embayments (See Threats section). 
  
Loss of habitat remains an issue in embayment areas (Horns et al. 2003).  In the larger nearshore zone 
there is probably sufficient habitat to achieve the fish community objectives; however for the 
embayment target there may not be sufficient suitable habitat remaining (Horns et al. 2003).  The 
embayment habitat of Lake Superior is subject to dredging, break walls, discharges from vessels and 
industry, and filling of wetlands (Horns et al. 2003).   
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Table 2.9: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Embayments and Inshore  
SOLEC Status and Trends for Lake Superior Indicators 
Indicator Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Aquatic Non-Native Species (x1) Poor/ Deteriorating 

Artificial Coastal Structures (x1) Good/ To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
Lake Superior has relatively few artificial coastal structures. 

Atmospheric Deposition (x1) Fair/ Improving (for PAHs, organochlorine pesticides, dioxins and furans) / 
Unchanging or slightly improving (for PCBs and mercury) 
Overall assessment only. 

Bacterial Loadings from Tributaries (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Bald Eagles (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Beach Advisories (x0.5) Good/ U.S.: Unchanging, Canada: Deteriorating 

Benthos (Freshwater Oligochaete) Diversity 
and Abundance (x2) 

Good/ Unchanging 
 

Botulism Outbreaks (x0.5) Undetermined/ No Change 

Cladophora (x0.5) Good/ Unchanging 

Contaminants in Waterbirds (x1) Good/ Improving 

Contaminants in Whole fish (x1) Fair/ Deteriorating 

Contamination in Sediment (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Diporeia (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Dreissenid Mussels (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Endocrine Disruption (x0.5) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Fish Consumption Restrictions (x0.5) Fair/ Undetermined 

Fish Disease Occurrences (x0.5) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Fish Habitat (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
See2006  LaMP report 
This indicator is being developed with the support of the Great Lakes Basin 
Fish Habitat Partnership. 

Forest Cover (x1) Component 1: Percent of forested lands within a watershed 
Good/ Improving 
Component 2: Percent of forested lands within riparian zones 
Good/ TDB 

Forest Disturbance (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Groundwater Quality (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Hardened Shorelines (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Ҕфл҈ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǊŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΦ 

Harmful Algal Blooms (x0.5) Good/ Undetermined 

Ice Duration (x1) Poor/ In preparation 
Overall, the spatial extent of Great Lakes ice cover has decreased by 71% in 
the past 40 years.  These changes have been significant on Lake Superior 
(Wang et al. 2012). 

Industrial Loadings (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Lake Sturgeon (x2) Fair/ Improving 

Lake Trout (x2) Good/ Improving 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover. 

Major Ions (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Municipal Wastewater Loadings (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Nutrients in Lakes (x1) Good/ Unchanging 

Phytoplankton (x2) Good/ Unchanging 

Precipitation Events (x1) Undetermined/ Increasing 
Overall assessment only. 

Preyfish Populations (x2) Fair/ Improving 

Sediment Coastal Nourishment (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
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Indicator Lake Superior  
Status and Trend 

Surface Water Temperature (x1) Undetermined/ Increasing 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Tributary Flashiness (x1) St. Louis River (Lake Superior Basin) 
Good/ Improving 

Walleye (x2) Fair/ Undetermined 

Water Chemistry  (x1) Specific Conductance: Increasing 
Total Chloride: No Change 
pH: No Change 
Total Alkalinity: No Change 
Turbidity: Increasing 

Water Clarity (x1) Undetermined/ Mostly improving 

Water Levels (x1) The level of Lake Superior has been below average on an annual basis since 
1998. 
TBD  

Watershed Stressor Index (x1) Fair 
In preparation ς status of fair assigned based on average basin-wide index 
of 63/100 

Zooplankton Biomass (x2) Good/ Unchanging 
 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.5: Embayments and Inshore.  Light blue shading depicts areas of inshore waters, with depths of 
0 to 15 metres.  The locations of several embayments are also shown.  Whitefish Bay (MI/ON) refers to 
the shallow waters along the southern coast of Lake Superior. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.4 Coastal Wetlands 
 

Description and Distribution 
Coastal wetlands include all wetlands within 
approximately 2 kilometres ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ 
coast, with an emphasis on wetlands that have 
historic and current hydrologic connectivity to 
the lake, and which are directly influenced by the 
lake. 
 
Coastal wetlands are a critical interface between 
the land and the lake, providing key ecological 
services such as water purification and habitat 
for waterfowl and fishes.  There are 26,626 
hectares of coastal wetlands documented from 
Lake Superior and they occur along 
approximately 10% of the coast (Ingram et al. 
2004)7 (Figure 2.6).  Mapping and estimates of 
the extent of coastal wetlands is incomplete in 
some areas (Rodriguez and Holmes 2009).   

 

 
The Kakagon-Bad River Sloughs located just east of 
Ashland WI have been described as the άEverglades of the 
northέ.  This 4,000+ ha wetland is owned by the Bad River 
Band of the Lake Superior Tribe of Chippewa Indians, and 
was designated as a Ramsar Wetland of International 
Significance in 2012. 
Image: www.wisconsinwetlands.org 

 
Coastal wetlands in Lake Superior have been found to have relatively unique vegetation types compared 
to the other Great Lake wetlands due to their higher latitude and the physical features of the lake (Sass 
et al. 2011).  The dominant form of wetlands in Lake Superior is barrier protected (>10,000 ha).  Other 
types of coastal wetlands in Lake Superior are: drowned rivermouth, protected embayment, delta and 
open embayment (Ingram et al. 2004). 
 
Coastal wetlands provide habitat for many fish, amphibian and reptile species at various life stages.  
Many bird species use coastal wetlands during breeding and migration (LSBP 2006a).  For Lake Superior, 
the status and trend for the wetland amphibians and wetland birds indicators are currently 
undetermined, as the coverage for these indicators is too sparse for analysis (Tozer 2011a; Tozer 2011b). 
Coastal wetlands also provide important ecological services for local communities. These functions 
include protecting shorelines from erosion, storage and cycling of nutrients entering the lake from 
tributaries, groundwater recharge and biological productivity (LSBP 2006a; Rodriguez and Holmes 2009).  
 
Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ All Coastal Wetland Types 

¶ Spawning and larval fish 

¶ Amphibians 

¶ Breeding and migratory birds 

¶ Invertebrates 

                                                           
7
 An additional 10,790 ha of coastal wetlands are located in St. Marys River (Ingram et al. 2004), approximately 670 
Ƙŀ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀǊŜŀΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 
project, those which are accessible to native fish may contribute to the health of Lake Superior by providing 
spawning and nursery habitat. Barriers to fish movement in the river, including rapids and the compensating gates, 
impact the availability of these wetlands for native fish species. 

http://www.wisconsinwetlands.org/
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Table 2.10: Overall Viability Assessment of Coastal Wetlands 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.23) 

CONFIDENCE LOWER 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY MEDIUM 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 10/35.5 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 0 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 1 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 0 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 13 

 

The overall health of coastal wetlands is άƎƻƻŘέ (see Table 2.10, 2.11).  The viability assessment is driven 
by the lack of artificial shorelines and structures, lack of terrestrial invasive species (including wetland 
species such as Common Reed [Phragmites australis]) and high amount of forest cover.  Many coastal 
wetlands in Lake Superior are also subject to relatively low levels of watershed development (Trebitz et 
al. 2011).  Indicators that rank lower are increasing water temperatures and lower lake levels, which are 
impacting the area of wetlands.  A lower level of confidence was assigned to this target because of the 
large number of indicators that are still under development.  A category of medium was assigned for the 
regional variability because regional differences in the condition of coastal wetlands have been 
documented; however, some indicators such as lake levels and water temperatures likely impact all 
coastal wetlands.  Coastal wetland plant communities in Lake Superior are generally ranked ŀǎ άgoodέ 
condition, however there exists degradation around major areas (Albert and Sass 2011).  Wetlands are 
one of the more impacted zones of Lake Superior, especially in areas near cities (Gorman et al. 2010b).   
 
A ranking of 15 Lake Superior coastal wetlands using a water quality index calculated using 12 water 
quality parameters led to an overall classification of άgoodέ (Seilheimer and Chow-Fraser 2007, p. 159).  
Individually, the wetlands ranked from moderately degraded (the lowest ranking given to a Lake 
Superior wetland) to excellent (the highest ranking given to a Lake Superior wetland, and the highest 
possible ranking). None of the 15 Lake Superior coastal wetlands ranked were classified as highly 
degraded or very degraded using this water quality index (Seilheimer and Chow-Fraser 2007).  
 
Many of the factors related to coastal wetlands are inextricably linked to watersheds, tributaries, 
embayments and the inshore zone.  The many stressors which contribute to the loss and degradation of 
wetlands include shoreline modification, invasive species, adjacent land use, and excessive sediment 
and nutrient flow from watersheds (Ingram et al. 2004).  Additionally, coastal wetland habitat is 
expected to be lost as a result of climate change (Gorman et al. 2010b).  Healthy, densely vegetated 
coastal wetlands in western Lake Superior were found to provide native fishes with a refuge from 
competition with the non-native Ruffe (Gymnocephalus cernua) (Brazner et al. 1998 as cited in Sass et 
al. 2011), and degradation of coastal wetlands could allow Ruffe to increase in that region (Sass et al. 
2011).  
 
A number of initiatives to monitor, protect and restore coastal wetland habitat exist.  These include the 
protection and restoration of over 5,000 acres of coastal and inland wetland communities in Wisconsin 
through the Lake Superior Coastal Wetland Initiative.  Other initiatives include the development of a 
long-term monitoring program for coastal wetlands by the Great Lakes Coastal Wetland Consortium and 
the Great Lakes Environmental Indicators (GLEI) research project, which developed indicators for 
ecological condition and causes of degradation for coastal and wetland habitat of Lake Superior 
(Gorman et al. 2010b; Great Lakes Coastal Wetlands Consortium 2008).  
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Table 2.11: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Coastal Wetlands 
SOLEC Status and Trends for Lake Superior Indicators 
Indicator Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Artificial Coastal Structures (x1) Good/ To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
Lake Superior has relatively few artificial coastal structures. 

Coastal Stress Index (x1) Good 
Developed for this report 

Coastal Wetland Amphibians (x2) Undetermined/ Undetermined 

Coastal Wetland Bird Communities 
(x2) 

Undetermined/ Undetermined 

Coastal Wetland Fish Communities (x2) Not assessed/ Undetermined 

Coastal Wetland Invertebrates (x2) Not assessed 
Undetermined 

Coastal Wetland Landscape Extent and 
Composition (x1) 

To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Coastal Wetland Plants (x2) Mixed/ Undetermined 

Fish Habitat (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
See 2006  LaMP report (LSBP 2006a) 
This indicator is being developed with the support of the Great Lakes Basin Fish 
Habitat Partnership. 

Forest Cover (x1) Component 1: Percent of forested lands within a watershed 
Good/ Improving 
Component 2: Percent of forested lands within riparian zones 
Good/ TDB 

Groundwater Quality (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Hardened Shorelines (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Ҕфл҈ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǊŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΦ 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover. 

Surface Water Temperature (x1) Undetermined/ Increasing 

Terrestrial Non-Native Species (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Lake Superior coastal areas have relatively few invasive plants, including Common 
Reed. 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Tributary Flashiness (x1) St. Louis River (Lake Superior Basin) 
Good/ Improving 

Water Levels (x1) The level of Lake Superior has been below average on an annual basis since 1998. 
TBD  

Watershed Stressor Index (x1) Fair 
In preparation ς status of fair assigned based on average basin-wide index of 
63/100 

 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.6: Coastal Wetlands.  Purple shading depicts coastal wetlands of Lake Superior that intersect 
the shore.  Pink shading depicts coastal wetlands within 2 kilometres of the shore, and green shading 
depicts coastal wetlands greater than 2 kilometres from the shore.  
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.5 Islands 
 

Description and Distribution 
Islands include all land masses within Lake 
Superior that are surrounded by water, 
including both natural and artificial islands. 
 
There are 2,591 documented islands from Lake 
Superior (Figure 2.7) with a total coastline of 
over 2,400 kilometres.  Most islands are less 
than one hectare.  The three largest islands 
(Isle Royale, St. Ignace Island, and Michipicoten 
Island) comprise more than half the total island 
area (LSBP 2006a; Henson et al. 2010).  Lake 
Superior has many of the largest and most 
isolated islands on the Great Lakes.  Several 
offshore islands support unique plant and 
animal communities. 

 

 
Caribou Island, located in the eastern part of Lake Superior, 
is the most isolated freshwater island in the world.  In some 
early maps it is labelled άLǎƭŜ of the DƻƭŘŜƴ {ŀƴŘǎέΦ 

 
Along the northern shore of Lake Superior the Precambrian islands are largely composed of basalt and 
granite, while the islands along the southern shore are Precambrian and Cambrian sandstones (Henson 
et al. 2010).  Shifting islands of unconsolidated sediments also form in Lake Superior as the result of 
cobbles accumulating on reefs (Henson et al. 2010).  Some Lake Superior islands provide unique 
opportunities to study population and predator-prey dynamics, such as the Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) and 
Moose (Alces americanus) study that has been ongoing on Isle Royale since 1958, and the population 
crashes of Woodland Caribou that have occurred on some northern islands. 
 
The islands of Lake Superior provide habitats which are distinct from mainland sites (LSBP 2006a) and 
contribute to basinwide biodiversity, particularly for colonial nesting waterbirds (Figure 2.8).  The 
numbers and composition of some waterbird colonies have been changing due to increasing numbers of 
some gulls, which may be linked to changes in land use.  Populations of some waterbird colonies have 
also been decreasing due to recovery and increased predation by Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus).  Many Lake Superior islands are also important sites for fish spawning and nursery areas, 
arctic and alpine disjuncts, neotropical migrant songbirds and endemic plants, among other features 
(Cuthbert et al. 2008).  Over 60 islands and island complexes have been identified as significant sites for 
biodiversity conservation including Pie Island, St. Ignace Island, Ile Parisienne, Patterson Island and Isle 
Royale (Henson et al. 2010) (Figure 2.9). 
 

Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ Migratory birds and stopover habitat 

¶ Colonial nesting waterbirds 

¶ Arctic-alpine disjunct communities and plants 

¶ Landbirds (songbirds and raptors) 

¶ Shorebirds 

¶ Waterfowl 

¶ Aerial migrants (e.g., migratory insects, bats) 

¶ Ring-billed Gull (Larus delawarensis) 

¶ Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) 

¶ Common Tern (Sterna hirundo) 

¶ Caspian Tern (Hydroprogne caspia) 

¶ American White Pelican 
¶ Unique plant and animal communities (e.g., 

populations of Beaver (Castor canadensis) and 
Woodland Caribou in predator-free 
environments)  
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Table 2.12: Overall Viability Assessment of Islands 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.5) 

CONFIDENCE HIGHER 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY MEDIUM 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 8/28 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 1 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 1 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 0 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 1 

 

The overall health of islands is άƎƻƻŘέ (see Table 2.12, 2.13).  This is consistent with Henson et al. (2010), 
who report that most Lake Superior islands are in natural cover and have few threats.  Changes in ice 
cover and rising air temperatures could be impacting some island species and habitats.  A higher level of 
confidence was assigned to this target.  While there are only a few SOLEC indicators, the report by 
Henson et al. (2010) ranked the condition of every island and island complex in Lake Superior and 
reported overall good condition.  Regional variability is ranked as medium.  While the overall health of 
islands is good, some islands are known to be more developed.  
 
aŀƴȅ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ islands did not have any threats documented in the assessment by Henson et 
al. (2010), including most of the islands along the north shore.  Threats that were documented included 
limited buildings for recreation (i.e., cottages, hunting and fishing cabins) and lighthouses.  Madeline 
Island (part of the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore) and Barker Island and Hog Island (near Duluth) 
are the most developed islands in Lake Superior. 
 
{ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ŀǊŜ protected by various parks and 
protected area designations.  These include islands within the Lake Superior National Marine 
Conservation Area, Isle Royale National Park, Michipicoten Island Provincial Park, Slate Islands Provincial 
Park and Sleeping Giant Provincial Park (Henson et al. 2010). The Apostle Islands National Lakeshore 
protects 21 islands along the south shore of Lake Superior (National Parks Service 2013).  
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Table 2.13: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Islands 
Indicator Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Air Temperature (x1) Fair/ Undetermined 
Increasing 
Overall assessment only. 

Artificial Coastal Structures (x1) Good/ To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
Lake Superior has relatively few artificial coastal structures. 

Contaminants in Waterbirds (x1) Good/ Improving 

Hardened Shorelines (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Ҕфл҈ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǊŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΦ 

Ice Duration (x1) Poor/ In preparation 
Overall, the spatial extent of Great Lakes ice cover has decreased by 71% in the past 
40 years.  These changes have been significant on Lake Superior (Wang et al. 2012). 

Island Condition Class (x2) Good 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover. 

Terrestrial Non-Native Species (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Lake Superior coastal areas have relatively few invasive plants, including Common 
Reed. 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.7 Lake Superior Islands.  The orange shading depicts islands and island complexes from Lake 
Superior (from Henson et al. 2010).  
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Figure 2.8: Colonial Nesting Waterbirds.  The yellow dots depict colonial waterbird nesting sites.  Data 
from Environment Canada and Linda Wires (University of Minnesota). 
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Figure 2.9: Islands with Higher Biodiversity Values.  The red shading depicts priority islands.  The orange 
shading depicts other islands (from Henson et al. 2010).  Priority islands are those islands or island 
complexes identified through an ecologically-based analysis as the highest priority for conservation 
action. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.6 Coastal Terrestrial Habitats 
 

Description and Distribution 
Coastal terrestrial habitats extend from 
the shoreline up to 2 kilometres inland or 
to the extent of the delineated Great Lake 
coastal communities.  
 
[ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ 
rocky shores and cliffs (50%) with cobble 
beaches (14%) and sand beaches (10%) 
(Figure 2.10).  Coastal terrestrial habitats 
also include sand dunes, raised cobble 
beaches and coastal forests.  The vast size 
of Lake Superior creates a microclimate, 
directly influencing the habitats and 
species found within this coastal area 
(Horns et al. 2003).  

 

 
Lake Superior has a wide variety of coastal types including this 
sand beach and shoreline cliff at Lake Superior Provincial Park in 
Ontario.  This habitat diversity is reflected in the wildlife of the 
region.  The southern and northwestern shores of Lake Superior 
have some of the highest species richness in North America for 
breeding birds (LSBP 2006a). 
Image: Courtesy Ethan Meleg, with permission. 

 
The coastal band of Lake Superior includes globally rare ecosystems along with endemic and disjunct 
species, which contribute to the high regional species diversity (Kraus and White 2009).  Unique species 
and habitats found in the coastal terrestrial environment include arctic-alpine disjuncts and coastal 
forests.  Coastal forests are influenced by their proximity to the cold waters, constant winds and other 
micro-climate factors of the lake.  Some communities include ǎǘǳƴǘŜŘ άƪǊǳƳƘƻƭǘȊέ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ 
with a high abundance of mosses and lichens.  These coastal forests support migrating songbirds and a 
coastal herd of Woodland Caribou.  A summary of documented coastal terrestrial species and habitats is 
provided in Appendix C. 
 
Relatively large numbers of migratory birds follow the eastern and western shores during migration.  
Migratory raptors prefer to migrate around Lake Superior as opposed to over water, and tend to 
concentrate in coastal areas (LSBP 2006a).  The Keweenaw Peninsula is especially favoured by migrating 
species.  On the south shore, nine sites have been identified as potential Important Bird Areas, many for 
their migration staging and stopover characteristics (LSBP 2006a) (Figure 2.11a), but almost any coastal 
areas likely provide high quality stop-over habitat (Figure 2.11b).  It is believed that large numbers of 
migratory bats use the coast as a migratory route, but migratory movements of bats are poorly 
understood in the Lake Superior region (Kruger and Peterson 2008).  
 
Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ Sand beaches and dunes 

¶ Cobble beaches 

¶ Shoreline cliffs  

¶ Rocky shores 

¶ Bluffs 

¶ Arctic-alpine disjunct 
species 

¶ Coastal forests  

¶ Lake Huron Tansy 
(Tanacetum bipinnatum) 

¶ IƻǳƎƘǘƻƴΩǎ Goldenrod 
(Oligoneuron houghtonii) 

¶ Dune Thistle (Cirsium 
pitcheri) 

¶ Piping Plover (Charadrius 
melodus) 

¶ Peregrine Falcon (Falco 
peregrinus) 

¶ Bald Eagle 

¶ Woodland Caribou  

¶ Wide-ranging mammals 
(e.g., Lynx [Lynx 
canadensis]) 

¶ Endemic coastal insects  
and migratory insects 

¶ Landbirds (songbirds and 
raptors) 

¶ Shorebirds, waterfowl 
and waterbirds 

¶ Migratory bats 
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Table 2.14: Overall Viability Assessment of Coastal Terrestrial Habitats 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT GOOD (3.21) 

CONFIDENCE MEDIUM 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY HIGHER 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 7/22.5 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 0 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 0 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 0 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 5 

 
 

The overall viability for the Coastal Terrestrial Habitats target is ranked as άƎƻƻŘέ (see Table 2.14, 2.15).  
All the indicators are ranked as good, except for air temperature.  A medium level of confidence was 
assigned to this target.  While many SOLEC indicators are not available, the Coastal Stress Index analysis 
completed for this project indicates that coastal condition is good in most regions of the lake.  Regional 
variability is ranked as higher.  While the overall health of the coastal terrestrial target is good, the 
Coastal Stress Index analysis illustrates that there are regions that are more impacted, such as the 
coastal areas of Thunder Bay and Duluth.  The coastal areas of Isle Royale, Black Bay Peninsula, 
Michipicoten Island and Pukaskwa National Park area are the least disturbed coastal areas in Lake 
Superior, and probably represent the last remaining true wilderness coasts on the Great Lakes. 
 
Approximately 26.8҈ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ 
habitat types.  For example, high quality occurrences of the Great Lakes forested dunes, barrens and 
swales vegetation communities are protected in Apostle Islands National Lakeshore.  Effective 
management plans are needed to help identify and mitigate threats to coastal terrestrial habitats in 
protected areas (Kraus and White 2009).  
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Table 2.15: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Coastal Terrestrial Habitats 
Indicator Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Air Temperature (x1) Fair/ Undetermined 
Increasing 
Overall assessment only. 

Artificial Coastal Structures (x1)  Good/ To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
Lake Superior has relatively few artificial coastal structures. 

Bald Eagles (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Coastal Stress Index (x1) Good 
Developed for this report 

Forest Cover (x1) Component 1: Percent of forested lands within a watershed 
Good/ Improving  
Component 2: Percent of forested lands within riparian zones 
Good/ TDB 

Forest Disturbance (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Hardened Shorelines (x1) Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
>90% of Lake {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǊŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΦ 

Piping Plover (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Terrestrial Non-Native Species 
(x1) 

Good 
Undetermined/Undetermined 
Lake Superior coastal areas have relatively few invasive plants, including Common Reed. 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Watershed Stressor Index (x1) Fair 
In preparation ς status of fair assigned based on average basin-wide index of 63/100 

 
 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.10: Major Coastal Terrestrial Systems.  The shading depicts different major coastal types.  
Purple shading represents sand beaches, orange shading represents coarse beaches and green shading 
represents rocky shores or bluffs.  
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Figure 2.11a-b: Migratory Birds.  Coastal areas are critical for migrating landbirds, shorebirds and waterfowl.   
 
Figure 2.11a Important Bird Areas.  This figure depicts Important Bird Areas (IBAs) for the basin; no IBAs 
have been identified on the Ontario coast of Lake Superior. 
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Figure 2.11b Landbird Stopover Sites.  This partial analysis for Lake Superior indicates the degree of habitat 
suitability for landbird stopover sites.  The red shading indicates areas of very high habitat suitability.  Habitat 
suitability declines as the shading moves from red to dark green (based on model developed by Dave Ewert 
of The Nature Conservancy).  While this mapping has not been completed for the entire basin, higher habitat 
suitability is clearly associated with any coastal area with natural cover. 
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Lake Superior Biodiversity Conservation Target 
2.7 Tributaries and Watersheds 
 

Description and Distribution 
Tributaries include all rivers, streams and inland 
lakes that flow into Lake Superior and their 
associated watersheds (Figure 2.12). 
 
There are 25 tertiary (HUC-6) and 1,546 
quaternary (HUC-8) watersheds in the Lake 
Superior basin.  Lakes, rivers and streams in the 
basin are influenced by land use, which can 
affect water quality in Lake Superior.  Native Lake 
Superior fishes that migrate to and depend on 
tributaries as part of their natural life cycle are 
nested targets of the tributary and watershed 
target.   

 

 
Lake Superior supports Brook Trout.  These unique fishes 
migrate between the nearshore waters and tributaries of 
Lake Superior. 
Image: http://www.fws.gov/Midwest/Fisheries 

 
Tributaries and watersheds are critical componŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ aquatic ecosystem.  They provide 
important habitats for fish and wildlife, and transport nutrients and sediments into embayments and the 
nearshore.  The estimated 1,500+ tributaries of Lake Superior vary from large rivers (including the 
Nipigon, St. Louis, Kaministiquia and Pic rivers) to intermittent streams (LSBP 2006a), and provide 
approximately 3,300 km of tributary habitat to migratory fishes (Horns et al. 2003; LSBP 2006a).  The 
total drainage area of the tertiary watersheds is over 209,000 km2.  
 
Migratory fishes are a key group nested in this target and include Lake Superior fishes that use 
tributaries for part of their natural life cycle, usually for spawning, but sometimes for foraging or refugia 
(e.g., thermal, predation).  While many migratory fishes spawn almost exclusively in rivers, some spawn 
in both lake and riverine habitats (including Lake Trout and Lake Whitefish on occasion).  Key migratory 
fishes that use Lake Superior and its tributaries are Lake Sturgeon, Walleye, Brook Trout, suckers and 
many species of minnows (Horns et al. 2003).  Figure 2.13 depicts historic and current riverine spawning 
habitats used by Lake Sturgeon. 
 
Nested Species and Habitat Targets 
¶ Nutrient and sediment 

processes 

¶ Watershed characteristics 
and health  

¶ Migratory fishes 

¶ Lake Sturgeon 

¶ Brook Trout  

¶ River spawning Lake Trout 

¶ White Sucker 

¶ Longnose Sucker 

¶ Silver Redhorse 

¶ Shorthead Redhorse 

¶ Walleye 

¶ Northern Wild Rice
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Table 2.16: Overall Viability Assessment of Tributaries and Watersheds 
OVERALL VIABILITY ASSESSMENT FAIR (2.69) 

CONFIDENCE HIGHER 

REGIONAL VARIABILITY HIGHER 

Number of Indicators/ Total Score 11/35 

Number of Lake Superior Indicators Used 0 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x2) 2 

Number of Weighted Indicators (x0.5) 0 

Number of Potential SOLEC Indicators in Development 9 

 
The overall viability for the Tributaries and Watersheds target is assessed as άŦŀƛǊέ.  A higher level of 
confidence was assigned to this target because there are a larger number of SOLEC indicators, and many 
indicators apply to this target across its range (e.g., Walleye).  In addition, the Watershed Stress Index 
(GLEI 2013) provides a regional snapshot of the condition of Lake Superior watersheds.  While the 
northern part of the basin generally has fewer stresses, other regions are experiencing higher levels of 
stress.  Regional variability was also assigned a category of higher because of clear differences in the 
health of different watersheds. 
 
Tributaries have been identified as the most vulnerable component of the Lake Superior aquatic 
ecosystem (LSBP 2006a).  Issues impacting the health of tributary habitats are hydroelectric facilities, 
barrier dams, water crossings, loss of wetlands, land-use practices, exotic species, inappropriate or 
poorly managed timber harvesting, mining, agricultural practices, urban development, industrial 
effluents and sedimentation (LSBP 2006a).  Historically, a number of factors contributed to the 
degradation of tributaries, including woody debris from sawmill operations and dams that blocked and 
changed flows.  In addition, logging caused erosion, sedimentation and more variable flows.  Agriculture 
and mining also contributed to degradation in some tributary streams (Horns et al. 2003).  Horns et al. 
(2003) noted that habitat protection and restoration in Lake Superior is especially needed in tributary, 
embayment and nearshore habitats.  
 
Fishes that use tributaries are more likely to be limited by habitat quantity and quality (Horns et al. 
2003; Gorman et al. 2010b).  Brook Trout previously inhabited at least 118 tributaries of Lake Superior ς 
today only a few remote streams support viable populations, including those on Isle Royale (Horns et al. 
2003).  Historical records indicate that there were 21 tributaries where Lake Sturgeon spawned (Lake 
Superior Lake Sturgeon Work Group 2012, unpublished data).  Due to pollution, direct and indirect 
fishing mortality, hydroelectric dams, industrial developments and other factors, Lake Sturgeon now 
occur in only half of these historic sites, and few of the Lake Superior Lake Sturgeon populations are self-
sustaining (Lake Superior Lake Sturgeon Work Group 2012, unpublished data), as defined in the Lake 
Sturgeon Rehabilitation Plan for Lake Superior (Auer 2003).  Habitat degradation and fishing-induced 
mortality have also affected Walleye in every major bay and tributary in Lake Superior, and remain 
impediments to achieving goals for Walleye populations (Horns et al. 2003).  Similarly, the recovery of 
Brook Trout populations cannot be achieved without the restoration and protection of tributary habitat 
(Horns et al. 2003).  Arctic Grayling (Thymallus arcticus) was once present in the tributaries of Lake 
Superior; it is now extirpated from the entire watershed (Horns et al. 2003).  
 
Further adding to the complexity of tributary habitat management is that several non-indigenous 
species of salmon and trout use tributary habitat for reproduction and development.  The non-
indigenous, naturalized species are managed for sustainability if they are compatible with the native fish 
community objectives (Horns et al. 2003).   
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Table 2.17: Ecosystem Indicators for the Health of Tributaries and Watersheds 
Indicator Lake Superior  

Status and Trend 

Aquatic Habitat Connectivity (x1) Fair/ Improving 

Aquatic Non-Native Species (x1) Poor/ Deteriorating 

Baseflow due to Groundwater Discharge 
(x1) 

Fair/ Undetermined 
Overall assessment only. 

Coastal Wetland Fish Communities (x2) Not assessed/ Undetermined 

Fish Habitat (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 
See2006  LaMP report (LSBP 2006a) 
This indicator is being developed with the support of the Great Lakes Basin 
Fish Habitat Partnership. 

Forest Cover (x1) Component 1: Percent of forested lands within a watershed 
Good/ Improving  
Component 2: Percent of forested lands within riparian zones 
Good/ TDB 

Forest Disturbance (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Groundwater Quality (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Inland Water Quality Index (x1) Good/ Undetermined 

Lake Sturgeon (x2) Fair/ Improving or Undetermined 

Land Cover (x1) Good/ In preparation 
Land cover in the Lake Superior basin is dominated by natural cover. 

Nutrients in Tributaries (x1)  To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Pesticides in Tributaries (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Sea Lamprey (x1) Fair/ Improving 

Sediment Coastal Nourishment (x1) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Terrestrial Non-Native Species (x1) Good/ Undetermined/Undetermined 
Lake Superior coastal areas have relatively few invasive plants, including 
Common Reed. 

Threatened Species (x2) To be developed for SOLEC 2016 

Tributary Flashiness (x1) St. Louis River (Lake Superior Basin) 
Good/ Improving 

Walleye (x2) Fair/ Undetermined 

Watershed Stressor Index (x1) Fair 
In preparation ς status of fair assigned based on average basin-wide index of 
63/100 

 
Viability Rankings of SOLEC Indicators 

Very Good Ecologically desirable status; requires little intervention for maintenance 

Good Within acceptable range of variation; may require some intervention for maintenance. 

Fair Outside of the range of acceptable variation and requires management.  If unchecked, the biodiversity target may be 
vulnerable to serious degradation. 

Poor Allowing the biodiversity target to remain in this condition for an extended period will make restoration or preventing 
extirpation practically impossible. 
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Figure 2.12: Tributaries.  Depicts the rivers, streams and lakes of the Lake Superior watershed.  
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Figure 2.13: Lake Sturgeon Spawning Rivers.  The shaded circles depict the population information for 
Lake Sturgeon.  The left half of the circle shows the population status and the right half of the circle 
depicts population trajectory.  There is some uncertainty if the Harmony and Stokely Rivers ever 
supported spawning sturgeon as both rivers are shallow and flashy.  This identification may have been 
perpetuated in the literature and because of a naming error in the chart for this area that calls the 
Chippewa River the Harmony.  This map includes new information on Lake Sturgeon populations from 
the Lake Superior Lake Sturgeon Work Group and the Anishinabek/Ontario Fisheries Resource Centre 
(Ecclestone 2013). 
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3.0 Issues Impacting the Health of Lake Superior 
Threats to Lake Superior were assessed based on their potential impact to the biodiversity targets over 
the next ten years.  A list of draft threats was developed from previous biodiversity conservation 
strategies (Lake Ontario Biodiversity Strategy Working Group 2009; Franks Taylor et al. 2010; Pearsall, 
Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, Chu et al. 2012; Pearsall, Carton de Grammont, Cavalieri, Doran et al. 
2012), regional and local plans, reports from SOLEC and the Lake Superior LAMP.  The initial threat 
ranking was reviewed by the project Steering Committee and then updated based on expert review 
comments. 
  
This information was assessed using the CAP process.  It was entered into Miradi which calculates threat 
ratings using a rule-based system that combines Scope, Severity and Irreversibility criteria (Box 3.1).  It 
then produces an overall threat-to-target rank and calculates ratings for threats across all targets and 
overall threat ratings for each target.  This is the same method that was used to rank threats for the 
recent biodiversity conservation strategies for the other Great Lakes. 
 
The overall threat rank for Lake Superior is high (Table 3.1).  This is driven by a high rating for climate 
change, aquatic invasive species and dams and barriers.  These threats rank the highest because they 
impact many targets over a wide area and, in some cases, are very difficult to reverse.  These high 
ranking threats generally reflect SOLEC pressure indicators that are poor and declining including climate 
change (i.e., ice duration) and aquatic invasive species.  Climate changes and aquatic invasive species are 
also based on predictions of future impacts (vs. dams and barriers which reflects a current condition 
that will also largely exist in the future), and have a higher degree of uncertainty around scope and 
severity. 
 
The biodiversity conservation targets with the highest threat ratings are: nearshore zones and reefs, 
inshore and embayments, coastal wetlands and tributaries and watersheds.  These systems generally 
have the most threats including invasive species, climate change and dams and barriers.  The other 
biodiversity conservation targets have a medium threat rating.  All of the threats that are ranked high 
and medium are detailed in this section.  Appendix E provides more detail on the threat rankings, 
including how scope, severity and irreversibility of each threats was applied to each target. 
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Box 3.1: Direct threats rating criteria used in the CAP process 

   
 
  

Scope - Most commonly defined spatially as the proportion of the target that can reasonably be expected to be 
affected by the threat within ten years given the continuation of current circumstances and trends.   
For ecosystems and ecological communities, measured as the proportion of the target's occurrence.   
For species, measured as the proportion of the target's population. 

¶ Very High: The threat is likely to be pervasive in its scope, affecting the target across all or most (71-100%) of 
its occurrence/population. 

¶ High: The threat is likely to be widespread in its scope, affecting the target across much (31-70%) of its 
occurrence/population. 

¶ Medium: The threat is likely to be restricted in its scope, affecting the target across some (11-30%) of its 
occurrence/population. 

¶ Low: The threat is likely to be very narrow in its scope, affecting the target across a small proportion (1-10%) 
of its occurrence/population. 

 
Severity - Within the scope, the level of damage to the target from the threat that can reasonably be expected given 
the continuation of current circumstances and trends.   
For ecosystems and ecological communities, typically measured as the degree of destruction or degradation of the 
target within the scope.   
For species, usually measured as the degree of reduction of the target population within the scope. 

¶ Very High: Within the scope, the threat is likely to destroy or eliminate the target, or reduce its population by 
71-100% within ten years or three generations. 

¶ High: Within the scope, the threat is likely to seriously degrade/reduce the target or reduce its population by 
31-70% within ten years or three generations. 

¶ Medium: Within the scope, the threat is likely to moderately degrade/reduce the target or reduce its 
population by 11-30% within ten years or three generations. 

¶ Low: Within the scope, the threat is likely to only slightly degrade/reduce the target or reduce its population 
by 1-10% within ten years or three generations. 

 
Irreversibility (Permanence) - The degree to which the effects of a threat can be reversed and the target affected by 
the threat restored. 

¶ Very High: The effects of the threat cannot be reversed and it is very unlikely the target can be restored, 
and/or it would take more than 100 years to achieve this (e.g., wetlands converted to a shopping center). 

¶ High: The effects of the threat can technically be reversed and the target restored, but it is not practically 
affordable and/or it would take 21-100 years to achieve this (e.g., wetland converted to agriculture). 

¶ Medium: The effects of the threat can be reversed and the target restored with a reasonable commitment of 
resources and/or within 6-20 years (e.g., ditching and draining of wetland). 

¶ Low: The effects of the threat are easily reversible and the target can be easily restored at a relatively low 
cost and/or within 0-5 years (e.g., off-road vehicles trespassing in wetland). 
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Table 3.1 Summary of Biodiversity Conservation Threat Rankings for Lake Superior 

Threats \  Targets Embayments 
and Inshore 

Nearshore 
Zone and 

Reefs 

Islands Deepwater 
and Offshore 

Waters 

Coastal 
Wetlands 

Tributaries 
and 

Watersheds 

Coastal 
Terrestrial 
Habitats  

Summary 
Threat 
Rating 

Aquatic Invasive 
Species 

High High  High High High  High 

Climate Change High Medium High Medium High Medium High High 

Dams and 
Barriers 

High High   Low High  High 

Atmospheric 
Deposition 

Medium Medium  Medium Medium   Medium 

Coastal 
Development 

High Medium Medium  Medium  Medium Medium 

Incompatible 
Forestry 

     Medium Medium Medium 

Mining Medium Medium Low  Low High Low Medium 

Non-point 
Source Pollution 

Medium Medium   Medium Medium  Medium 

Terrestrial 
Invasive Species 

  Medium  Medium Medium Medium Medium 

Incompatible 
Fisheries 
Management 

Low Medium  Low    Low 

Oil Spills from 
Shipping and 
Refining 

Low Low Low  Low Low Low Low 

Point Source 
Pollution 

Medium Low  Low Low Low  Low 

Wind Energy 
Development 

Low Low    Low Low Low 

Summary Target 
Ratings: 

High High Medium Medium High High Medium High 

 
Very High The threat is likely to destroy or eliminate the biodiversity target. 

High The threat is likely to seriously degrade the biodiversity target. 

Medium The threat is likely to moderately degrade the biodiversity target. 

Low The threat is likely to only slightly impair the biodiversity target. 
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.1 Aquatic Invasive Species 
 

Overall Rating: HIGH 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Deepwater and Offshore Waters (High) 

¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (High) 

¶ Embayments and Inshore (High) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (High) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (High) 

 
Aquatic invasive species (AIS) were identified as a high 
threat to the biodiversity of Lake Superior because they 
impact many of the targets throughout most of their 
range, can seriously degrade habitats and are difficult 
to reverse.  Once aquatic invasive species are 
established and abundant, ecosystems are likely to 
experience instability and unpredictability, and a loss of 
biotic community diversity (Horns et al. 2003).   

 

 
Zebra Mussels (Dreissena polymorpha) and Quagga 
Mussels (Dreissena bugensis) are only found in some 
areas of Lake Superior, including in the harbors of Duluth 
and Thunder Bay.  There is a risk that aquatic invasive 
species may spread to other embayments. 
Image: http://www.portofthunderbay.com 

 
In the Lake Superior watershed, 97 non-native aquatic species have been found, including fish species, 
aquatic invertebrates, diseases and parasites, algae and plants (Minnesota Sea Grant 2012a). A further 
53 species have been identified as άwatch-list speciesέ for the Great Lakes basin (United States 
Geological Survey [USGS] 2012) (see Appendix D).  Of the five Great Lakes, Lake Superior has the highest 
ratio of non-native to native fish species (Environment Canada [EC] and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency [US EPA] 2005), with a ratio of 20 non-native species to 68 native species (Minnesota 
Sea Grant 2012b).  When non-native species become established in an ecosystem, spreading widely and 
causing harm, they are considered invasive (Lake Superior Work Group 2010).  Due to Lake SuperiƻǊΩǎ 
low temperature and productivity, non-native species do not reproduce and spread as quickly as in 
other Great Lakes.  Lake Superior still has the fewest overall number of aquatic invasive species of any of 
the Great Lakes (Dupre 2011).  
 
The mechanisms or pathways for introduction of aquatic invasive species are varied (Lake Superior Work 
Group 2010).  Most non-indigenous species were introduced through unintentional release or in the 
ballast water of ships (Horns et al. 2003; LSBP 2006a). Lake Superior receives a disproportionate amount 
of deballasting activities, which could serve to facilitate introductions of aquatic invasive species 
(Grigorovich et al. 2003).  Salmon and some species of trout were introduced for sport fishing and to 
control Rainbow Smelt (Horns et al. 2003; Minnesota Sea Grant 2012b).  In some cases, the introduction 
mechanism for non-native species is not entirely clear.  Viral Hemorrhagic Septicemia (VHS, 
Novihabdovirus sp.) is believed to have been introduced by commercial ships or recreational boats from 
the lower Great Lakes (Lake Superior Work Group 2010).  
 
Lake Superior is the only lake to have an aquatic invasive species prevention plan.  Efforts to reduce the 
introduction of new aquatic invasive species into the Great Lakes appear to be reducing the rate of 
invasions and no new species have been recorded since 2006.  Future impacts of aquatic invasive 
species in Lake Superior may occur from extant species moving to new locations.  Further spread could 
be facilitated by climate change resulting in warmer water temperatures and increased recreational use. 
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One of the most serious aquatic invasive species to have become established in Lake Superior is Sea 
Lamprey.  Sea Lamprey have significantly altered the fish community, and the combined cost of 
suppression efforts and the economic effect on fisheries ranges into the hundreds of millions of dollars 
(Horns et al. 2003).  Sea Lamprey are currently managed in the basin through the application of 
lampricide in key rivers where they spawn.  Existing dams and barriers also prevent Sea Lamprey from 
accessing some spawning areas.  The ecosystem effects of more recently introduced species including 
Ruffe and Round Goby (Neogobius melanostomus) are not fully known. For a number of non-native 
fishes (including Ruffe, Alewife [Alosa pseudoharengus], and Fourspine Stickleback [Apeltes quadracus]) 
the period from 2001 to 2005 recorded stable or declining population trends (Pratt et al. 2010).   
 
Asian carps (Bighead Carp [Hypophthalmichthys nobilis], Silver Carp [Hypophthalmichthys molitrix], 
Grass Carp [Ctenopharyngodon idella] and Black Carp [Mylopharyngodon piceus]) have been identified 
as one of the most serious potential invaders to the Great Lakes ecosystem.  The risk of Asian carp 
invasion and establishment in Lake Superior is rated as moderate in the next ten years (Cudmore et al. 
2012).  Modelling predicts that if the entry point of Asian carp into the Great Lakes is through the 
Chicago canal, then very few individuals would make it to Lake Superior in 20 years.  Those that do 
migrate into the lake would likely become established in the northern embayments, including Black Bay 
and Thunder Bay and the St. Louis estuary.  If Asian carp became established in western Lake Superior 
(through the release of live fish), they are likely to remain in the estuary, but would also likely start to 
move into nearshore and inshore waters at Black Bay, Thunder Bay and the Keweenaw Peninsula 
(Cudmore et al. 2012). 
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.2 Climate Change 
 

Overall Rating: HIGH 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Deepwater and Offshore Waters (Medium) 

¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (Medium) 

¶ Embayments and Inshore (High) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (High) 

¶ Islands (High) 

¶ Coastal Terrestrial Habitats (High) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (Medium) 

 
Climate change was identified as a high threat to 
the biodiversity of Lake Superior over the next 
ten years because it impacts all of the targets 
throughout their range, will likely have moderate 
impacts and the effects cannot be reversed. 

 
While water temperatures are increasing across the Great 
Lakes, Lake Superior may be the most impacted (GLEAM 
2012, Allan et al. 2013) 
Image: http://www.greatlakesmapping.org 

 
The Lake Superior Ecosystem Climate Change Adaptation Draft Plan (LSECCAP Draft) (LSBP 2012a) 
identifies a number of projected changes to the regional climate and effects to ecosystems.  Expected 
changes to climate include: 1) an increase in air temperatures by 3 to 4.5oC by the end of the 21st 
century, 2) a slight increase in annual precipitation, with seasonal shifts in amounts, 3) an increase in 
annual average water temperatures of 5 to 7oC throughout the 21st century, 4) a continued decrease in 
the extent and duration of ice cover through the 21st century, 5) increased wind speeds, 6) an expected 
decrease in water levels similar to the decreases seen during the past 20 years and, 7) an earlier onset of 
spring and summer and an increased growing season (LSBP 2012a).  Evidence suggests that some of 
these changes are already underway, including increases in open-water summer temperatures and 
changes in lake stratification, and reductions in winter ice cover (Austin and Colman 2008). 
 
The projected changes to climate are expected to alter the physical, chemical and biological aspects of 
Lake Superior (LSBP 2012a).  Coastal wetlands could shrink, negatively impacting fish and wildlife 
populations.  Lower water levels would be favourable to the invasive Common Reed, while higher water 
temperatures may favour aquatic invasive species such as Sea Lamprey (LSBP 2012a).  Deciduous forests 
may shift northward due to warmer air temperatures and changes in precipitation.  Forest pests may 
also spread widely due to higher air temperatures (LSBP 2012a).  Disjunct and boreal species that are 
dependent on cooler temperatures and microclimates may experience a reduction in suitable habitat 
due to increased air temperature and lower lake water levels (LSBP 2012a).  Shorelines may be more 
vulnerable to erosion, due to lower water levels and higher wave energy.  Warmer waters would impact 
a number of species, from altering the plankton communities with potential implications for the entire 
food web, to creating conditions that are unfavourable to coldwater fish communities.  Climate change 
may also cause increased concentrations of toxic pollutants through increased precipitation, or the 
exposure of previously submerged toxic sediments through lower water levels (LSBP 2012a).  Water 
quality changes that could be brought about by climate change include lower dissolved oxygen levels 
due to warmer waters and an increased duration of summer stratification and an increase in algal 
blooms (LSBP 2012a).  Climate change could also alter human uses and potential impacts on the lake.  
Longer shipping and boating seasons could increase the risk for introduction of aquatic invasive species.   
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.3 Dams and Barriers 
 

Overall Rating: HIGH 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (High) 

¶ Embayments and Inshore (High) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (Low) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (High) 
 
Dams and barriers were identified as a high threat 
to the biodiversity of Lake Superior because they 
impact many of the aquatic targets throughout most 
of their range and can seriously degrade habitats for 
migratory fishes.  The impacts of any dams and 
barriers can however, be reasonably reversed. 

 

 
Options to improve fish passage at the Camp 43 dam 
on the Black Sturgeon River are currently being 
explored by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. 
Image: Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 

 
Dams and barriers disrupt connectivity for aquatic (and sometimes terrestrial) organisms and the 
movement of woody debris, sediment and nutrients.  Dams and barriers include structures like dams, 
weirs and poorly installed road-stream crossings.  When improperly installed, culverts can become 
άǇŜǊŎƘŜŘέΣ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ ǘƻ ŦƛǎƘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǳǇǎǘǊŜŀƳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ ƘŜŀŘǿŀǘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
smaller streams.  Over 23,600 dams and potential barriers have been documented from the Lake 
Superior watershed (Januchowski-Hartley et al. 2013) (Figure 3.1). 
 
Dams are identified as one of the principal stresses to aquatic habitat in Lake Superior because they can 
prevent some migratory fishes from reaching spawning grounds in tributary streams and are considered 
an impediment to the fish community objective for tributary spawning Lake Sturgeon (Horns et al. 
2003). Dams are major contributing factors to population collapses of some Lake Superior fish stocks.  
For example, the Black Sturgeon Dam on the Black Sturgeon River is thought to be partially responsible 
for the Black Bay Walleye population collapse in 1966, and for the inability of this population to recover.  
Although the spawning and nursery habitat still exists, it is inaccessible (Gorman et al. 2010b).  
 
Many dams in the basin are now more than 50 years old and are deteriorating.  Faced with aging 
infrastructure and the availability of funding for habitat restoration projects, the removal of dams and 
barriers has been increasing (Kraus 2011).  In some cases the impacts of dams and barriers can be 
reduced without complete removal.  The Nipigon River Water Management Plan has resulted in a more 
natural cycle of river flow in the Nipigon River watershed (LSBP 2008).  
 
Most new dams will have fewer impacts than existing, legacy dams.  In Ontario, land uses on crown land, 
including hydropower, are governed by land use designations.  Where land use designations permit the 
potential development of hydropower, proposals for development are considered on a site specific basis 
through environmental assessment processes.  These processes are designed to assess potential impacts 
to the environment, including aquatic species and habitat, as well as identify any appropriate avoidance 
and mitigation measures. 
 
Dam removal is a complex issue in the Great Lakes.  While dams prevent migratory fishes from accessing 
tributary habitats, they also prevent Sea Lamprey from accessing spawning areas, and some dams and 
barriers may need to be used as management tools to limit the spread of aquatic invasive species. 
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Figure 3.1: Dams & barriers in the Lake Superior Basin.  Red dots depict documented dam locations.  
Smaller dots are road-stream crossings.  Some of these crossings may present a barrier to migratory 
fishes (e.g., at sites with perched culverts).  These crossings need to be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
Data from Januchowski-Hartley et al. (2013). 
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.4 Atmospheric Deposition 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Deepwater and Offshore Waters (Medium) 

¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (Medium) 

¶ Embayments and Inshore (Medium) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (Medium) 
 
Atmospheric deposition was identified as a medium 
threat to the biodiversity of Lake Superior because it 
impacts many of the aquatic targets throughout their 
range.  While actions to reduce emissions will need to 
occur at a scale beyond the basin, recent studies have 
shown that aquatic ecosystems can recover quickly once 
inputs such as mercury are reduced. 

 

 
Coal-fired power plants are a major source of 
mercury deposition.  In 2013, Canada and the 
U.S. signed the Minamata Convention on 
Mercury to reduce emissions. 
Image: http://sierraclubgreatlakes.blogspot.ca 

 
Atmospheric deposition is the primary means through which a number of persistent bioaccumulative 
toxic chemicals enter the Lake Superior basin (LSBP 2000).  Atmospheric deposition is identified as a 
principal stressor to the aquatic community of Lake Superior resulting in some degradation to all habitat 
zones (LSBP 2006a).  Chemicals from atmospheric deposition affect the lake in the form of contaminated 
offshore waters, sediments, and fish and waterbirds. 
 
Mercury is one of the most serious chemicals that enters the lake through atmospheric deposition.  
Coal-fired power plants are the largest source of mercury air emissions (Integrated Atmospheric 
Deposition Network [IADN] Steering Committee 2011).  While the levels of mercury and other persistent 
bioaccumulative toxic chemicals in the air are lowest over Lake Superior, the large surface area allows 
for atmospheric deposition to be a large source of chemical input (IADN Steering Committee 2011).  The 
Lake Superior ecosystem also has unique physical, thermal and biological characteristics which retain 
chemical contaminants, including cold waters and a long retention period (LSBP 2012b), and unique 
microbial food web (Guildford et al. 2008). 
 
While there has been a decrease in the release of several chemical contaminants over the past 30 years, 
a consistent decline in these chemicals in Lake Superior sediments has not been observed.  Since the 
first measurements of PCBs (Polychlorinated Biphenyls), DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane) and 
mercury were taken in the 1960s they have only declined slightly (Gewurtz et al. 2008 as cited in LSBP 
2012b).  Despite an 80% reduction in mercury discharges and emissions in the Lake Superior basin from 
1990 to 2010, mercury levels in fish are increasing and are higher than in any other Great Lake (LSBP 
2012b), resulting in some advisories against fish consumption (LSBP 2012b, IADN Steering Committee 
2011).  Atmospheric deposition of nutrients such as nitrogen also has the potential to change the 
productivity of some ecosystems, and may be linked to the spread of Common Reed (Rickey and 
Anderson 2004).  The atmospheric deposition of chemicals of emerging concern has been identified as 
an additional potential stressor for the Great Lakes.  Efforts to determine chemicals of emerging concern 
are underway and brominated flame retardants have emerged as one key group (IADN Steering 
Committee 2011).  
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.5 Coastal Development 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (Medium) 

¶ Embayments and Inshore (High) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (Medium) 

¶ Islands (Medium) 

¶ Coastal Terrestrial Habitats (Medium) 

 
Coastal development was identified as a medium 
threat to the biodiversity of Lake Superior because 
it impacts many of the coastal and aquatic targets 
in a limited part of their range.  Where 
incompatible development does occur it can 
seriously degrade habitats and is very difficult to 
mitigate or reverse. 

 

 
Coastal development and shoreline changes can remove 
and fragment habitats and disrupt coastal processes. 
Image: neebing.estatesincanada.com 

 
Coastal development included roads, residential, commercial and industrial development, in addition to 
shoreline structures such as rip rap, bulkheads, jetties, groins, piers, gabions and seawalls.  Coastal 
development directly destroys habitats, including the loss of coastal forests and beaches and the filling 
of wetlands.  Fragmentation of habitats reduces the capacity of coastal species to migrate along the 
shoreline.  Loss of wetlands in numerous sites around Lake Superior has negatively impacted Yellow 
Perch, and in some locations Walleye, Northern Pike, and other species have also been affected (Horns 
et al. 2003).  Modifications to and development of shorelines may even facilitate invasions by aquatic 
invasive species by disrupting populations of native species (Meadows et al. 2005).  
 
Shoreline structures and hardening can constrain shifts of coastal habitats in response to changes in lake 
levels.  Structures that are constructed to protect shoreline properties can also alter sediment transport 
processes along the coast and impact beaches and wetlands.  In parts of Lake Superior, beaches have 
been lost through the installation of jetties, breakwater and hardened shorelines which capture sand 
up-current (Kraus and White 2009).  Artificial shorelines replace natural habitat, such as coastal 
wetlands, and are often found near the mouths of larger rivers, where urban areas are located (LSBP 
2006a).   
 
Artificial structures presently account for less than five percent of the Lake Superior shoreline (Figure 
3.2), and Lake SuperiorΩǎ ǎƘƻǊŜƭƛƴŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ compared to other Great Lakes 
(LSBP 2006a).  However, while Lake Superior has many areas of public ownership and protected areas 
along significant stretches of shoreline, the shoreline is becoming increasingly developed (LSBP 2006a).  
Areas of human habitation are already concentrated in estuaries and embayments (Figure 3.3).   
 
In urban communities, reclamation of former industrial lands for public waterfront access, or restoration 
of green space along the shore is a positive shoreline trend that may continue with reduced industrial 
demand for shoreline (LSBP 2006a).   
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Figure 3.2: Artificial Shoreline.  Red areas depict artificial shoreline.  
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Figure 3.3: Housing density along the Lake Superior coast.  Concentrations of red (dots) denote areas 
with higher levels of coastal development.   
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.6 Incompatible Forestry 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Coastal Terrestrial Habitats 

(Medium) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds 
(Medium) 
 

Incompatible forestry was identified as 
a medium threat to the biodiversity of 
Lake Superior because it impacts 
coastal habitats and watersheds in part 
of their range and can moderately 
degrade these habitats. However, it is 
possible to reverse the impacts. 

 

 
aƻǎǘ ƻŦ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭȅ.  
Incompatible forestry can result in habitat loss and degradation to 
tributaries. 
Image: landsalelistings.com 

 
Forestry is one of the three principal industries of the Lake Superior basin, along with mining and 
tourism (National Wildlife Federation [NWF] 1993 as cited in LSBP 2006a).  Incompatible forestry 
includes practices that result in significant soil exposure or compaction, which leads to increased 
sedimentation and runoff into tributaries.  This can result in sedimentation of fish spawning grounds and 
an increase in nutrients to nearshore waters (see Section 3.8).  Examples of incompatible forestry 
include large clearcuts, significant forest clearing in or near riparian areas, excessive soil disturbance 
through heavy equipment operation or dragging of logs on slopes or in riparian areas, and poorly 
designed stream crossings.   
 
A number of forestry practices have historically been incompatible, and have consequently degraded 
fish habitat.  Log drives, the logging of stream banks, and erosion from stream crossings are problems 
that have occurred in all of the major Lake Superior watersheds in Ontario (LSBP 2006a).  
 
In the Ontario portion of the Lake Superior basin, 75% of land ownership is Crown Land, and 
administration of forestry is through the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources  and Forestry (OMNRF).  
Sustainable forest licenses are used to ensure sustainable management of commercial forestry, reducing 
practices of incompatible forestry (LSBP 2006a).  In the U.S. portion of the basin, 47% of forests are 
owned by various levels of government; public involvement in planning is being more integrated at all 
levels (LSBP 2006a).  Many of the public and a growing numbers of private lands are currently certified 
for sustainable forestry practices.  Under these practices, timber harvesting is designed to mimic natural 
disturbances, retain wildlife habitat features and protect riparian areas (LSBP 2006a).   
 
A recent analysis of land use change in the basin detected a decrease in the amount of coniferous forest 
and a corresponding increase in deciduous and mixed forest that is likely related to forestry practices 
(Hollenhorst et al. 2011).  Fire suppression in the basin may also have some impact on nutrient flows 
into Lake Superior (S. Greenwood, pers. comm., 2013).   
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.7 Mining 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Embayments and Inshore (Medium) 

¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (Medium) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (Low) 

¶ Islands (Low) 

¶ Coastal Terrestrial Habitats (Low) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (High) 
 
Mining was identified as a medium threat to the 
biodiversity of Lake Superior because it impacts 
many of the targets in a limited part of their range, 
but can have major impacts that cannot be easily 
reversed.  The impacts of new mines will likely not be 
as severe as historic mines due to better 
environmental regulations, but the number of mining 
applications in the basin is growing rapidly. 

 

 
 
The 15 km

2
 Hull-Rust Mahoning Iron Mine near 

Hibbing MN at the headwaters of the St. Louis River. 
Image: http://www.superiorforum.org 

 
Mining remains a major land use in the Lake Superior basin, and interest in mining is increasing (LSBP 
2006a).  Mining activities in the Lake Superior basin have extracted gold, silver, copper, platinum, 
palladium, nickel, zinc, diamond, lead, iron-ore and taconite, as well as quarried brownstone (LSBP 
2006a; Kerfoot et al. 2009).  Many of these operations are open-pit mines (Kerfoot et al. 2009).   
 
Mines in the Lake Superior basin were at one time global leaders in the production of silver and copper 
(LSBP 2006a). The Keweenaw Peninsula area in Michigan was the second largest global copper producer 
for over 75 years (Kerfoot et al. 2012), and Minnesota still produces 75% of the iron ore in the United 
States (LSBP 2006a).  In addition to these existing mines, there has been a recent increase in exploration 
and claims in the basin.  A recent map by the Lake Superior Ad Hoc Mining Committee (2011) shows the 
locations of operating mines, sites of mineral exploration, and areas of mineral leases and mining claims 
(Figure 3.4).  Aggregate quarries have also been proposed along the Ontario coast, and an increase in 
ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ άwƛƴƎ ƻŦ CƛǊŜέ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎƳŜƭǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 
on Lake Superior. Many Lake Superior watersheds are shown to have mining activity and a number of 
mineral leases and mining claims extend to coastal areas (Figure 3.4). 
 
Mining can contribute to impaired water quality, especially in the nearshore, embayments and 
tributaries (Horns et al. 2003).  In areas of Minnesota and Michigan, the nearshore habitat has been 
locally degraded due to the discharge of mine chemicals and tailings (Horns et al. 2003).  Mining 
sediments in the nearshore, embayments and river mouths may cover and degrade spawning habitats 
(Chiriboga and Mattes 2008; Kerfoot et al. 2012).  Mining can also result in direct habitat impacts to 
coastal species and habitats, and degradation of tributaries. 
 
Some early mining operations (e.g., on the Keweenaw Peninsula) discharged tailings directly into Lake 
Superior (Kerfoot et al. 2009).  Some evidence from Keweenaw Bay suggests that while metal 
concentrations are declining and recovery is occurring, the continued erosion of tailing piles into Lake 
Superior contributes metals to the nearshore areas (Kerfoot et al. 2009).   
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Mine wastes from historical iron mining in the Lake Superior basin have remained potential sources for 
contaminants and environmental impairments, decades after the closure of mine operations (LSBF 
2011).  Some Lake Superior Areas of Concern (AOCs), including Deer Lake (MI) (delisted as an AOC in 
2014) and Torch Lake (MI), were listed as AOCs due to the negative effects of mining activities (LSBP 
2008).  Despite the closure of some of these mines over 50 years ago, adverse environmental effects are 
still evident.  It is estimated that it may be 800 years before concentrations of copper in water and 
sediment at Torch Lake return to background conditions (Kerfoot et al. 2009).  
 
Mining is closely linked to mercury emissions.  In 2010, although the total mercury emissions declined 
from 2005 levels (from 333 kg/yr to 261 kg/yr), mining and metals production still accounted for 63% of 
the mercury emissions.  Taconite mining (a form of iron) accounted for 98.5% of the mercury emissions 
from mining (LSBP 2012b).  Existing taconite mining and new or expanded mining are identified as 
emissions sources which present reduction challenges (LSBP 2008, 2012b).  aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ Ǝoals 
for Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDL) of mercury emissions cannot be met without reductions from 
the mining sector (LSBP 2008).  
 
¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ŀƛǊ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ 
Regulatory Framework for Air Emissions (LSBP 2008).  The historic release of harmful emissions 
continues to impact some regions in the basin.  The processing of iron ore in Wawa from 1939 to 1998 
caused a plume containing sulfur and arsenic to be released, which in turn deforested an area 40 km 
away and large enough to be seen on satellite surveys (Kerfoot et al. 2009).  However, the closure of 
mining facilities does lead to reductions in chemical outputs.  Many of the reductions of nine Zero 
Discharge Demonstration Program (ZDDP) chemicals between 1990 and 2000 were primarily the result 
of the closure of two mining facilities in Michigan and Ontario (LSBP 2006b).  
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Figure 3.4: Mining in the Lake Superior Basin 
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.8 Non-point Source Pollution 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Embayments and Inshore (Medium) 

¶ Nearshore Zone and Reefs (Medium) 

¶ Coastal Wetlands (Medium) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (Medium) 
 
Non-point source pollution was identified as 
a medium threat to the biodiversity of Lake 
Superior because it impacts four of the 
targets in part of their range, and can have 
moderate impacts that can be reversed with 
reasonable commitment. 
 

 

 
Heavy rains in June 2012 resulted in significant run-off into the 
western part of Lake Superior. 
Image: NOAA; http://www.seagrant.umn.edu 

 
Non-point source pollution results from diffuse movement of rainwater and snowmelt across the 
landscape into surface waters.  As water moves across the landscape, nutrients, sediment, and other 
pollutants are dissolved or suspended by the water and carried into tributaries and the waters of Lake 
Superior.  This form of pollution cannot be traced to a specific point.  It contains sediment, chemical or 
nutrient contaminants that exceed natural baseline levels and, as a result, degrades water quality and 
associated biological communities.  Human activities such as agriculture, urban development and 
forestry have increased water runoff and the amount of pollutants in runoff.  Phosphorus and sediments 
are the most serious non-point source pollutants in Lake Superior, and are generally only an issue in 
embayments that have high levels of watershed development.  Phosphorus runoff is considered one of 
the most important drivers of eutrophication and the proliferation of nuisance algae because 
phosphorus often limits algal growth in freshwater ecosystems.  Sediments exported from rivers cause 
turbidity, which can interfere with aquatic plant growth and prey location by visual predators, and alter 
benthic habitat conditions. 
 
Non-point source pollution from atmospheric deposition is treated separately in this report. 
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Lake Superior Threats to Biodiversity Heath 
3.9 Terrestrial Invasive Species 
 

Overall Rating: MEDIUM 
Biodiversity Targets Impacted: 
¶ Coastal Wetlands (Medium) 

¶ Islands (Medium) 

¶ Coastal Terrestrial Habitats (Medium) 

¶ Tributaries and Watersheds (Medium) 
 
Terrestrial invasive species were identified as a 
medium threat to the biodiversity of Lake Superior 
because they impact all of the terrestrial and wetland 
targets in part of their range, and can have moderate 
to severe impacts that can be reversed with 
reasonable commitment. 

 

 
Common Reed is spreading in the southern Great 
Lakes and has scattered occurrences along the Lake 
Superior coast including the Bayview Beach-Sioux 
River Slough, WI and Batchawana Bay, ON. 
Image: http://www.torontozoo.com/ 

 
Terrestrial invasive species could directly impact coastal habitats by displacing native species and 
altering the composition and function of these ecosystems.  Compared to the other Great Lakes, 
terrestrial invasive species are rare in the Lake Superior basin (see Appendix D), presenting an 
opportunity for early detection and eradication before they become problematic.   
 
Common Reed8 is one of the most serious coastal invaders in other regions of the Great Lakes.  It is 
distributed sporadically along the southern shore of Lake Superior, as well as on Isle Royale (Michigan 
Tech Research Institute [MTRI] no date; Midwest Invasive Species Information Network [MISIN] 2013).  
It is also found in scattered occurrences in Ontario (Invasives Tracking System 2012), and in the coastal 
marshes of Batchawana Island (Noble 1982b as cited in Henson et al. 2010).  Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum 
salicaria) is identified as another high impact invasive species (Liva 2011).  In Ontario, Purple Loosestrife 
is now found in several locations in the basin (Invading Tracking System 2012).  It is also found at 
numerous locations throughout Wisconsin, Minnesota and Michigan (MISIN 2013; Great Lakes Early 
Detection Network [GLEDN] 2012).  Other terrestrial invasive species are Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus 
cathartica), Honeysuckle (Lonicera sp.) and Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata) (Liva 2011).  Exotic 
buckthorns (Common Buckthorn and Glossy False Buckthorn [Frangula alnus]) are established in Duluth 
(MN), Michigan and Wisconsin, but not in the Ontario portion of the basin.  Tatarian Honeysuckle 
(Lonicera tatarica) is established in Duluth (MN), Michigan, and near settlements in Ontario.  Garlic 
Mustard is known to occur in the Lake Superior basin, and has it has been verified in Wisconsin, as well 
as a number of locations in counties in Michigan (MISIN 2013).  Leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula) is 
widespread in the basin, but restricted to roadsides and disturbed sites (LSBP 2006a).  Spotted Star-
thistle (or Spotted Knapweed [Centaurea biebersteinii]) is known from Isle Royale and Grand Sable 
Dunes in Michigan and in northern Wisconsin.  It has also been reported to be in the east side of the 
Lake Superior basin in Ontario (LSBP 2006a).  Other non-native ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ [ŀƪŜ {ǳǇŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ 
watersheds  include the Gypsy Moth (Lymantria dispar) and the Emerald Ash Borer (Agrilus planipennis), 
which has been found in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan (LSBP 2008) as well as in Sault Ste. Marie 
Ontario (Canadian Food Inspection Agency [CFIA] 2012).  Recent reported locations of a number of 
invasive species in the U.S. portion of the Lake Superior basin can be viewed using the Midwest Invasive 

                                                           
8
 Common Reed is also treated as an aquatic invasive species (AIS) by some agencies and in some reports because 

it often occurs in wetlands. 
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Species Information Network mapping tool (MISIN 2013).  Figure 3.5 depicts the location of some 
invasive species along the coast. 
 
The Lake Superior Aquatic Invasive Species Complete Prevention Plan recognizes that the same methods 
recommended to prevent the spread of AIS can be used as tools to prevent the spread of terrestrial 
invasive species (Lake Superior Work Group 2010).   
 
 
 
Figure 3.5: Coastal Terrestrial Invasive Species.  The red dots depict tracked invasive species from 
various state and provincial databases.  Common Reed is shown in orange.  These databases are not 
complete and there are projects to improve tracking and mapping of terrestrial invasive species in many 
regions of Lake Superior.  Note that the Ontario database includes aquatic species (i.e., locations in the 
lake).
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3.10 Other Threats and Emerging Issues 
Several lower ranking threats were identified in the assessment.  These threats generally have limited 
scope and/or severity, or there is some information that their intensity could increase in the future.  
Some of these threats may be very important regional issues, but generally have limited lakewide 
impacts to the health of biodiversity compared to the other threats that have been identified. 
 
Point Source Pollution 
Point source industrial effluents and waste have been major habitat stressors in Lake Superior (Horns et 
al. 2003), and the legacy of this pollution still impacts biodiversity in some areas.  Remediation of these 
polluted sites in the Great Lakes has been a major focus of the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement.  In 
Lake Superior, eight Areas of Concern (AOCs) have been identified: Thunder Bay, Nipigon Bay, Jackfish 
Bay (Area of Concern in Recovery), Peninsula Harbour, St. Marys River, Deer Lake (delisted in 2014), 
Torch Lake and the lower St. Louis River (Figure 3.6). 
 
The Ontario Ministry of the Environment uses 37 streams to monitor and assess the impacts of point 
source pollution, including the mouths of major tributaries (LSBP 2006a).  
 
Figure 3.6: Lake Superior Areas of Concern. 

 
 
  






































































































