British Columbia’s Species at Risk
Student Fact Sheet
Our home province, British Columbia, is
also home to an amazing variety of plants
and animals living in an equally amazing
variety of ecosystems. This biological
diversity (or “biodiversity” for short) includes
everything from majestic humpback whales
and colourful sea stars in our coastal waters
to petite burrowing owls and elegant grasses
in the interior of the province.

What are species at risk?
As our human population grows, so do
the impacts of our actions and the demands
on ecosystems. As a direct or indirect result,
some populations of species are not able to
continue to grow and thrive. This can lead
to a drop in the numbers of individuals in a
population, the number of populations and/
or the size of the area where these species
are found. These “species at risk” may
decline to the point of being lost forever
from BC. Some of these species may live in
your community.
Learn about species at risk near you using
the BC Species and Ecosystems Explorer:

Barn owls (Art Wolfe)

Why do some species become at risk?
Many complex factors determine why
species are at risk. Some major factors
include:
•• Habitat loss, degradation and
fragmentation
•• Genetic and reproductive isolation
•• Limiting of natural events, such as fires,
that some species require as part of
their life cycle
•• Contamination of habitat
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BC has the richest biodiversity of all
the Canadian provinces and territories.
British Columbia is home to over 1,250
species of mammals, birds, fish, reptiles
and amphibians, as well as 4,500 marine
invertebrates, 35,000 insects and 3,190
vascular plants. Humans are an integral
component of these rich ecosystems –
indeed our very existence depends on
healthy, functioning ecosystems, as does
that of all organisms. Rich biodiversity is
essential to healthy ecosystems.

•• Overharvesting
•• Climate change
•• Disease
•• Alteration of habitat by invasive species

http://a100.gov.bc.ca/pub/eswp
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When human populations increase in
areas like cities, more space and resources
are required to support them. While most
species are able to take some stress, the
combination of factors that many species
face eventually leads to the declining health
of a population – sometimes leading to
the species being at risk of extirpation
(becoming locally extinct) or extinction.

at risk but where not enough information
supports listing, the number of species at
risk in BC is actually much higher than the
1,529 species currently red- and blue-listed
by the CDC. Instead, the number of species
at risk is approximately 1,900.

Protecting species at risk
Governments, organizations and
institutions have identified species that are
at risk in BC. Both the federal government
(through the Species at Risk Act) and the
provincial government (through the BC
Conservation Data Centre) track species
and ecosystems at risk in British Columbia.
BC has no stand-alone endangered species
act that provides legal protection to the full
range of BC’s at-risk biodiversity.
Of the two main pieces of legislation that
provide some level of legal protection, the
BC Wildlife Act has only four species listed,
while the Species at Risk Act (SARA) lists a
total of 228 species at risk. This represents
only 15 per cent of the 1,529 species
identified as at risk by the BC Conservation
Data Centre as of February 2015.

Grizzly bear (John E. Marriott)
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Some species at risk are well studied. But
for many others, information is lacking and not
enough is known about the species’ status,
threats, population size and distribution. As
a result, the species may not be listed. This
means the risk of the species disappearing
or becoming more severely threatened may
increase before society has a chance to
acknowledge and address the decline.
The “precautionary principle” denotes
a duty to prevent harm when it is within
our power to do so, even when all the
evidence is not in. If we apply this principle
and include those species that are probably

Monarch butterfly (Jim Flynn)
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Take Action
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As individuals as well as collectively, we can be active in ensuring the protection and
recovery of species and ecosystems at risk. Many of our daily actions have a direct
or indirect impact on species and their habitats. Become informed about species
at risk in your local area, and inquire about what you can do to help these species
directly. In addition, take action to ensure BC has laws to protect species at risk and the
critical habitat they need to survive and recover. You can contact organizations like the
Wilderness Committee or other environmental groups in your area to find out about
specific ways to get involved.

Garry oak ecosystem (Michael Wheatley)
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