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CRAIG BIHRLE

By Dennis Scarnecchia and Brian Stephens

North Dakota’s western landscape is drained  Many of the species are uniquely adapted to
etwork of small streams inhabited by withstand the naturally harsh conditions here, and
-~ complex communities of fish and other they remain important remnants of the increas-

8 ‘ life. ingly rare, undomesticated North Dakota.
file most such streams, whether continuously The badlands, a symbol of western North
8 or intermittent, only contain fish too small  Dakota, were carved between 600 and 700 thou-
est anglers, their value lies elsewhere. sand years ago when glaciers diverted the path of
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The Cannonball River (top), a rolling prairie stre

am. Bear Creek (center)

in western North Dakota. A look at Bear Creek (for right) in western

North Dakota.

the Little Missouri River. This diver-
sion caused the river to occupy a
shorter, steeper path, leading to the
eroded landscape of the badlands
today. At the end of the last ice age,
between 12,500 and 10,000 years
ago, rolling prairies replaced the for-
ests that covered much of the region
prior to glaciation as the climate
became drier and more temperate.
In the past 150 years, the area has
changed from open, uninterrupted
expanses of grasslands grazed only
by bison and other native animals,
into farms, ranches, town

railroads, scoria roads and hig

The hillslopes
and have little vey rote
ing them from further erasion. Many
badlands streams have wide, shal-
low channels and many become
dry, except for pools during low flow
periods of late summer,

Rolling prairie streams are located
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in more upland areas, farther from
larger waters such as the Little Mis-
souri River, and drain undulating
plains and gentle slopes. They have
more vegetation along their banks,
such as grasses and woody shrubs,
and more aquatic plants than the
badland streams. Their channels are
more stable and trench-like, carry
less sediment than badland streams,
and typically have stream bottoms
of sand and silt. They are also less
likely than badlands streams to dry
up in late summer,

Fish surveys of both types of

~ streams over the past few decades,

‘Sponsored by the U. S. Forest

- Service, have found differences

in‘habitat between the two stream
types that result in very different
communities of fish species. In fact,
the two stream types often have only
20 percent of their fish species in
common.

Badlands streams often contain
plains minnows and flathead chubs.
The plains minnow is especially
suited to use turbid, shallow, sand-
filled channels, Plains minnows

e

require some strong current during
some portions of their life cycle, and-

typical badland streams are subjecg =

to sudden, drastic spring run-off

ment.

The flathead chub, a North Dakof
Game and Fish Department Spe- &
cies of Conservation Priority, also 3
prefers turbid flowing waters, with
moderate to strong currents. Both §
species have distinct physiological
adaptations to turbid habitats, sucht
as reduced emphasis on sight feed
ing and greater émphasis on senss
ing their food in‘other ways, such a
smell and taste. Flathead chubs af
equipped with abundant taste bud
on the snout, pectoral fins and wi
kers (barbels), which allow them
detect food nonvisually in the turbi@
fluctuating flows of badland strea

Both species have the ability to

moving around seasonally to make '_
the most out of their unpredictable

environment. As a result, sometimes -4

the inhabitants of a stream are the
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events that would favor this require £
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species pest able to recolonizg and
re-establish populations following

drought.
Rolling prairie streams are com-

monly inhabited by species such

as brook sticklebacks, fathead min-
nows, white suckers and creek chubs.
Atthough sometimes found in both
stream types, the brook §QCHeb§ck
prefers cold, clear o sligh ét_urbnd

sill waters, with mode ) (

tures, turbiditi !
oxygen, but th
with silty, still

pecies, which is
i rolling prairie

prefers quiet waters laden with woody
debris, detritus or silt, and is often
associated with beaver ponds. Their
preference for cool, clear, stand-

ing water habitats off of main chan-

nels, usually containing cool springs, .

aquatic plants, and lacki
predator fishes, accoul
overall scarc

for thei

greater in larger, deeper pools.
Throughout the Northern Plains,
pools provide critical habitat for many
fish species during low flow periods.
Maintaining water in badland and
rolling prairie streams is critical for




