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Executive Summary  
 

In 2021 MREAC was supported by the Atlantic Salmon Conservation Foundation to prepare an 

Atlantic Salmon conservation strategy on the Black River, tributary to Miramichi Inner Bay.   

MREAC staff and volunteers completed significant environmental monitoring and habitat 

assessment during the open water season of 2021 to contribute to the strategy.  Little historic 

data was available on this watershed. Interviews with local recreational fishers were conducted 

when possible.  

 

Based on available data, visual observations, river monitoring and communication with river 

stakeholders, the Black River does not appear to have habitat characteristics required to sustain a 

significant Atlantic salmon production. Limiting factors to Atlantic salmon production, where 

possible, should be addressed. Some natural limiting factors will be unsurmountable.  Future 

efforts should concentrate on maintaining the existing ecological values that sustain the existing 

stock of Atlantic salmon and other indigenous fish species. This and other comparable sized 

tributaries in eastern New Brunswick should be assessed further to determine the actual size of 

the annual spawning population. Resource protection should be enhanced as human resources 

allow.  
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1.0 Introduction 

A Black River drainage basin conservation strategy was supported and completed by MREAC in 

2021.   Based on limited available survey data, recent monitoring efforts, other research and 

opportunistic interviews, we herein present the Black River Atlantic salmon conservation 

strategy.  

The Black River sub-watershed covers an area of 277.4 km².  It is known to have an Atlantic 

salmon population, but little is known about the size or sustainability of this population.  It is not 

included among the scheduled rivers that limit angling to fly fishing during the annual fishing 

season.  

 

Figure 1 Black River Watershed 
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On the approximate 36-kilometre length of the main branch, 17 kilometres were travelled by 

canoe. Two one kilometer reaches, one on the Black River, main branch, and the other on the 

Little Black River were surveyed, applying the detailed fish habitat assessment protocol. Five 

temperature loggers were deployed at widely distributed locations, including locations on three 

tributary streams. Four of these five were successfully recovered and provide a four-month long 

temperature profile from each site. An electrofishing site was surveyed along a riffle reach of 

Sturgeon Creek. (Figure 12). This has contributed to the habitat assessment and to the overall 

conservation strategy.  

 

The Miramichi River watershed with her many tributaries remains an important refuge for 

Atlantic salmon in New Brunswick, Canada. The Black River is among some orphan waterways 

within the much larger Miramichi drainage basin in the sense that it has not been adopted into 

the big picture of Miramichi River Atlantic salmon management. As such, relatively little is 

known about the level of salmon angling and the river’s potential in producing Atlantic salmon. 

In 2021, with ASCF support, MREAC undertook the preparation of this Atlantic salmon 

conservation strategy on the Black River to bring it into the Miramichi family. Temperature 

monitoring, field surveys, habitat assessment, electro-fishing and opportunistic interviews were 

completed in 2021 to contribute to this strategy.  A redd count on the Black River was not 

possible due to the dark colouration of the water that seriously limits visibility. The river name is 

appropriate. This 2021 work on the Black River cannot determine the current level of Atlantic 

salmon production. The report does consider the rivers limiting factors, approaches to sustain the 

existing level of salmon production, and the prospect of enhancing that production.  

  

In discussions with recreational fishers, with New Brunswick Department of Energy and 

Resource Development staff and as confirmed by electrofishing, Black River does have resident 

Atlantic salmon. One trout fisherman complained about salmon parr persistent in stealing his 

trout bait.   

 

Trout were the target species to the few local fishers we encountered on the freshwater reaches of 

the river.  Sea trout fishing and Striped bass are the recreational fishing target on the Black River 

estuary.  Like other rivers of this scale in eastern New Brunswick the Black has a fall run of 
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spawning salmon. The relatively few camps and cottages on the Black River suggest the limited 

level of appeal to recreational angling.   

 

During field surveys approximately 17 kms of the approximately 36 km length of Black River, 

main branch, was covered by canoe.  Habitat assessment reaches and water quality sampling was 

completed by wading.   

 

 

Figure 2 Black River Headwaters 
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Figure 3 Black River - Middle Reach 

 

2.0 Conservation Strategy Objectives for Atlantic Salmon on the Bay 

du Vin River  
 

1. To maintain the ecological and recreational fishing values that the Black River 

currently possesses.  

2. To conserve and protect existing recreational Atlantic salmon stocks and their 

habitat. 

3. To maintain and ensure access to existing recreational fishing opportunities and 

experiences. 

4. To contribute to existing environmental knowledge and tap into the existing 

traditional knowledge through monitoring and interviews of recreational fishers, 

respectively. 
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5. To promote the cooperation and support of residents, landowners, recreational 

users, and other interested parties to support effective management of the 

recreational fisheries resources.  

6. To promote equity and fairness for all users in the application of management 

measures for the recreational fisheries. 

7. To present a long-term strategy to conserve and maintain recreational fishes and 

their habitat. 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Black River - Estuary 
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3.0 River Setting and Access 
The Black River drainage basin lies in Northeastern New Brunswick and covers 277.4 km² (Figure 

1). The basin contains the main branch Black River and an appropriately named tributary, Little 

Black River.  Several named smaller tributary streams are included in the basin. Wells Brook and 

Sturgeon Creek were selected as monitoring streams to supplement the temperature monitoring 

data base.  The basin runs in a southwest to northeast direction and empties into the Miramichi 

Inner Bay.   

 

There is a close to even mix of crown and private lands on the Black River.  In the lower reach, 

east of Hwy 11, private ownership is predominant.  Crown land predominates west of Highway 

11. Most of the public land is managed under lease to Chaleur Forest Products Ltd. (Figure 5). 

The Black River estuary extends for 8 kilometers before discharging into Miramichi Inner Bay. 

Along the tidal waters the shoreline is more developed with several year-round residents and 

farmlands. Some commercial fishing occurs along the estuary.  

 

4.0 Physical Setting and Climate 
In 2021 conditions were wetter and cooler than the record-breaking drought and heat of 2020.  

Climate Normals (1971-2000) show a mean July temperature of 19.2°C and a mean January 

temperature of -10.7°C. The mean annual precipitation is 1,115 mm and the drainage basin 

receives an annual 1993.4 total hours of sunshine (Environment Canada, 2013).  

 

The past decade has shown that summer temperatures are on the rise, and this is in keeping with 

the expected climate change scenario.  The rainfall amounts have been more erratic but have tended 

to be drier.  

 

The Black River drainage basin is part of the Eastern Lowlands Ecoregion (Figure 6).  

This makes the Black a low gradient river with an average drop of approximtely 1.4  meters per 

kilometer.  
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Figure 5 Black River Forest Tenure 
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Figure 6 Black River within New Brunswick Ecoregions 

 

5.0 Geology  
The bedrock geology of the Black River drainage basin is typical to that of the eastern lowlands 

ecoregion which is generally composed of grey sandstone and red mudstone. The stratum is 

dating to the Carboniferous (Pennsylvanian) geologic era (Figure 7) (NBDNR, 2009). Exposed 

bedrock is a prominent feature of stretches of the river bottom with little other surficial material 

as a cover.        
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The surficial geology of the Black River drainage basin is primarily composed of silt, sand, gravel, 

rubble, loamy lodgement till, and minor ablation till. The organic sediments found in bogs or fens 

are typically 1 to 5 meters thick.  

 

 

Figure 7 Black River Geology 

 

6.0 Land Cover and Land Use 
The predominant land cover within the Black River drainage basin is forest at 64.7%. Forestry is 

the main economic activity on the watershed and has the greatest anthropogenic impact on the 

watershed. Most of the forest harvesting is industrial scale work by Chaleur Forest Products Ltd. 

as the lease holder of the crown lands.  Harvesting on private woodlots is also common.  Forestry 

is followed by other activities as shown in Figure 8.   
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Wetlands comprise 14.6% of the landscape and are concentrated toward the headwaters but are 

otherwise widely distributed   These areas lack good substrate for spawning with alder choked, 

slow moving, organic rich river bottom. Drainage from the wetlands is also proven quite acidic 

and dark colored due to tannins and the humic acid generated in this environment.  

This high proportion of wetland also has a significant impact on water quality and by extension 

reduces the quality of fish habitat. One peat bog in the headwaters is situated on the divide, 

adjacent to the Napan River watershed.  Peat harvesting is operated by Sun Gro Horticulture 

Canada Ltd.  Most of the agricultural lands (3.7%) are concentrated along the tidal waters or near 

the Northumberland Strait. 

 

There is no active tracking of the level of recreational fishing activity and no resource data 

available on Atlantic salmon (Pers Comm: Mr. Bernie Dubee, provincial fish biologist {retired} 

and Rod McEasheron, NBDERD).  One particularly active angler on the Black River was 

encountered and willing to offer local insights.   
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         Figure 8 - Black River Watershed - Land Cover and Land Use 
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7.0 Beaver Dams 
Based on available maps, much of the headwaters on the Black River appear accessible to 

Atlantic salmon spawning.  However, the road access to these headwaters is limited and beaver 

activity may be more of a factor than realized.  Additionally, the topography, land type (i.e. 

wetlands) and physical factors (i.e. water quality) suggest poor Atlantic salmon spawning and 

rearing habitat in the headwaters.  Beaver dams were not a prominent feature on the lower 

reaches of the Black River or Little Black, but lack of accessibility may again be a factor.  No 

other impoundments or barriers that would impede spawning were encountered in 2021.  

8.0 Habitat Assessment 
Considerable effort was applied to assess habitat conditions.  The detailed results of these efforts 

are found in the appendices.  These include an electrofishing report by R.A Currie Limited 

(Appendix 1). In 2016 a site on the Black River was assessed using the Canadian Aquatic 

Biomonitoring Network or CABIN (Appendix 2). Four of five temperature loggers disbursed 

through the watershed were successfully retrieved and these results displayed in Appendix 3. 

Appendix 4 contains the field sheets of a provincially and federally accepted protocol, the 

DNR&E / DFO – New Brunswick Stream Habitat Inventory.  Finally, habitat conditions as 

reflected in a general chemistry of river water are found in Appendix 5.   

 

The two stream habitat surveys were completed on the main branch of the Black River and on 

the Little Black River (Figure 12). These reaches were chosen based on their accessibility and 

distribution and offer representative sections of these waterways. Both reaches covered a 

distance of one kilometer. The results showed in-stream physical conditions conducive to rearing 

Atlantic salmon. The DNR&E / DFO – New Brunswick S field forms (Appendix 5) indicate that 

the overall physical characteristics show favorable conditions in the number and depth of pools, 

available shade, potential cover with woody debris, bank stability, and vegetation along banks.  

Outstanding however is the dark colour of the water in “Black River”.  Fish biologist Rod Currie 

suggests that this may be a significant problem for fish foraging when visibility is poor (see 

Appendix 1).  
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 The water temperatures at the four logger sites indicate that the temperature reached or exceeded 

a 23°C salmonid thermal stress level at all sites. The temperatures at the upper logger, main 

branch was the warmest and Sturgeon Creek was the coolest.  A composite display of these 

logger results in shown in Figure 13.  The four temperature logger graphs are shown in Appendix 

4. High temperatures are now common on most tributaries of the Miramichi watershed. Extended 

periods of these stress level temperatures are of greatest concern.  As a fall run river, adult 

salmon are not at risk.  Resident juvenile salmon will seek out cold water pools to wait out these 

conditions.  The temperature profiles extend for over four months with deployment of loggers in 

the spring and extraction in the fall.  The Black River with a smaller and shallow watercourse 

will get warmer quicker during the hot days and get colder quicker when the ambient 

temperature drops. Warm and shallow conditions relegate the Black River to a fall run river.  

 

 

Figure 9 Fish Habitat Assessment 
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The electrofishing site was fished by Mr. Rod Currie, fish biologist, on September 21 (Figure 

12).  Rod was supported by Kate Currie, one MREAC staff, and two student volunteers (NBCC-

Miramichi).  The results, were disappointing and produced only juvenile salmon fry.  These 

salmon fry were undersized for their age based on the time of sampling.  Rod’s full report, 

“Results of Fish Population Survey on Sturgeon Creek September 20, 2021” is included as 

Appendix 1. The author, Rod Currie, makes an informed comment on the status of Atlantic 

salmon on the creek as follows: 

 

“It is believed that the quality of the water was less than optimal for ideal fish production. 

The dark, tea coloured water indicates an abundance of tannins and humic compounds 

which usually indicates acidic water. The reduced visibility in the dark water also likely 

impacts the feeding efficiency of fish that depend on sight to find food items.” (pg. 4). 

 

Also noteworthy, the CABIN protocol as applied in 2016, indicated a strong diversity of 

macroinvertebrates but low abundance,  

 

The major economic activities in the watershed, lumber harvesting, a peat production operation 

and limited agriculture production do not appear to pose any significant threat to fish habitat. 

Poaching on the river was identified as an issue by a recreational fisherman.  
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Figure 10 Electrofishing Team - Sturgeon Creek 

 

9.0 Water Quality     
Water quality monitoring on the Black River in 2021 indicated that most parameters show 

conditions are acceptable to support fish populations, including Atlantic salmon.  Appendix 6 

shows the general chemistry results taken in 2021.  The general chemistry sample was processed 

by the RPC Laboratory (Fredericton).  These results were compared to the Canadian Council of 

Ministers of the Environment’s (CCME) Water Quality Guidelines for the Protection of Aquatic 

Life. No issues were noted.  

 

Water temperature, however, is a water quality issue that has increasingly become a limiting factor 

for Atlantic salmon on the Black River, and elsewhere.  As a smaller scale shallow river, water 

temperatures, especially those in recent years, have resulted in temperatures above the stress 

threshold of salmonids.  River management on the Miramichi main branches use a sustained 
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threshold above 20°C as a trigger for the “warm water protocol”.  Twenty-eight of the better-

known Miramichi pools were closed to fishing later in the summer of 2021 due to the hot weather 

conditions that directly impact water temperatures. Water quantity is another limiting factor, and 

between water temperature and water quantity the Atlantic salmon spawning run on the Black 

River is limited to more favorable conditions in the fall.  

 

Dissolved oxygen levels have been acceptable in repeated monitoring over multiple visits during 

2021. The river’s pH values are generally withing an acceptable range but tend toward being 

acidic. The wetlands, mostly bog and fen, are acidic environments and drainage from these would 

contribute to this supressed pH.  The dark colour of “Black River” is felt to be a significant limiting 

factor.  The electrofishing report (Appendix 1) suggested that as trout and Atlantic salmon depend 

on sight to forage, the poor visibility is likely an issue.  

 

Sedimentation issues appear to be minimal. Some river fording sites were noted in the spring river 

reconnaissance but none seemed to contribute significant sediment to the watercourse.  There is 

no delta at the river mouth to suggest the river deposits large amounts of sediment.   

 

 

Recommendation:  The Black River should be included in a comprehensive monitoring 

program of water temperature in eastern New Brunswick rivers to monitor long-term 

trends with the intent of providing special protection of colder water streams and pools as 

fish refuges.   

Recommendation:  Monitoring of the Black River Hwy 11 site for pH levels should 

continue annually in late winter and spring.  
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Figure 11 Black River Fording Site 
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Figure 12 Black Rive Temperature Logger Sites / Habitat Assessment Reaches
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The following Figure 11 represents a water temperatures composite from the four Black River 

watershed sites from 2021 monitoring.  (Profiles from each of the individual sites is presented in 

Appendix 4).  The data loggers were deployed for 19 to 20 weeks from May to September 2021 

to capture the warmest summer days and fish angling season.  The smaller waterways, Sturgeon 

Brook and Wells Brook contained the cooler conditions while the wider river sites on the Black 

River main branch were warmer.  The warmest was found at the upper Black River site about 

midway in the watershed.  

 

10.0 Land Tenure 
 

A review of private land holdings along the Black River (GeoNB) show some sizable freehold 

properties that exceed 25 acres.  These properties are concentrated toward the east end of the 

watershed and the tidal waters near the river mouth.  Navigating the river revealed no lumbering 

that cause sedimentation or significantly removed canopy cover.  The risks remain among these 

properties for poor management of these woodlots that could lead to siltation and increased 

heating of the waterway.  By working with the Northumberland Woodlot Owners Association, 

best management practices on these properties can be promoted.  

 

Recommendation: Strategies to promote the use of best management practices among 

private woodlot owners should be promoted through the woodlot owners’ association.  

 

Recommendation:  Strategies to promote shoreline protection and river stewardship 

should include full time residents along with camp and cottage owners.  
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Figure 13 Temperature Loggers -  Composite of Four Sites
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11.0 Conclusion 
The Black River is a relatively small, intact waterway with an extant Atlantic salmon population. 

The watercourse is protected in part by its relatively low profile, small scale, and remoteness 

amid the higher profile tributaries on the Miramichi. Atlantic salmon apparently receive limited 

attention from recreational fishers.  The threat of poaching was flagged as an issue but its impact 

is unknown.  The limited fishing pressure on this waterway suggest the Atlantic salmon stock, 

albeit small, is not in peril.   

MREAC monitoring and research on the Black River in 2021 was important to the development 

of this strategy as little historic information was available on this waterway. 

Climate change impacts, as they increase, will be problematic on this waterway. Already 

suffering high temperatures during the peak of summer, the habitat for juvenile salmon seems 

limited at best and will not likely improve in face of warming conditions. Apart from 

temperature, the water clarity and somewhat suppressed pH level are the other environmental 

parameters that limit fish production.   

 

Industrial forestry, as the major industrial use on the Black River and most of New Brunswick, 

continues to be blamed for the “flashy” nature of quickly raising and quickly falling water levels, 

with negative impacts on salmon habitat conditions.  Despite forestry, the largely intact riparian 

zone and relatively narrow channel on the Black River allows for good shading.   

The waterfront properties that have camps, cottages or full-time residents are relatively few.   

 

Based on the data analyzed, visual observations recorded, and personal communications with 

landowners and stakeholders, the Black River does not appear to have significant production of 

Atlantic salmon.  However, the current limited pressure from recreational fishers suggest that the 

existing salmon stock is currently secure.  Increasing impacts from a warming climate suggest the 

future of a sustainable salmon stock on the Black River, over the long term, is in question. In the 

interim, finding ways to implement the recommendations from this conservation strategy will 

stabilize the Atlantic salmon stock over the shorter term.  
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All this considered, the future of Atlantic salmon on Miramichi waterways, including the Black 

River, seems more likely to be determined by far reaching global factors than local limiting 

conditions.  

 

12.0 Summary of Recommendations  
 

Recommendation:  The Black River should be included in a comprehensive monitoring 

program of water temperature in eastern New Brunswick rivers to monitor long-term trends with 

the intent of providing special protection of colder water streams and pools as fish refuges.   

Recommendation:  Monitoring of the Black River Hwy 11 site for pH levels should continue 

annually in late winter and spring.  

Recommendation:  The CABIN protocol site on the Black River should be included in a regular 

monitoring by ECCC to track the ecological condition of the macroinvertebrate population on 

this waterway. 

Recommendation:  Strategies to promote the use of best management practices among private 

woodlot owners should be promoted. 

Recommendation:  Strategies to promote shoreline protection and river stewardship should 

include full time residents along with camp and cottage owners.  

Recommendation:  When feasible. the Black River (and other smaller waterways) should be 

assessed using ‘Aris Sonar Population Tracking’ to determine the actual size of annual spawning 

population.  
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Appendix 1 – Electrofishing Report by R.A Currie Ltd.  
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Appendix 2 – CABIN Protocol Assessment – Black River  

  

As developed by Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC), the Canadian Aquatic 

Biomonitoring Network (CABIN) protocol is now a nationally applied technique for assessing 

the biological condition of freshwater systems.  The Miramichi River Environmental Assessment 

Committee (MREAC) has been engaged in this protocol since 2004 and the Miramichi 

watershed has 28 established reference and test sites that are found on major tributaries within 

the drainage basin.  As part of a larger Atlantic Canada wide project - the Atlantic CABIN 

Collaborative 2015 - this protocol was implemented at the Black River (BLK-DS) site on 

October 14, 2015. 

 

The Reference Condition Approach (RCA) assessment and running of the Atlantic Reference 

Model (ARM) allowed for a comparison of the “Observed vs. Expected” benthic 

macroinvertebrate community at the BLK-DS CABIN site.   

 

The RCA Model Assessment – Observed vs. Expected Richness results for site BLK-DS is 

illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1: RCA Assessment Using ARM for Site BLK-DS 
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Note: MREAC was trained by EC staff on how to extract habitat variables using QGIS and 

GRASS computer software program/plugin, and how to format the CABIN benthic data set in 

order to run ARM in GenGIS and R computer software program/plugin. 

 

The RCA model assessment of taxa observed (what is there) vs. expected (what should be there) 

richness (number of taxa at family level) for site BLK-DS indicates that it is in the “Good” range 

and that it is not divergent from normal. 

 

Illustrated in Figure 2 is the taxonomic composition of the benthic macroinvertebrate 

community, and it also examines the proportion of non-tolerant to pollution taxa 

[Ephemeroptera, Plecoptera, and Trichoptera (EPT)] to tolerant to pollution taxa (Diptera).  

 

 
Taxonomic Composition & EPT vs. Diptera for Site BLK-DS 

 

 

 

At site BLK-DS, the benthic macroinvertebrate taxa appear somewhat in proportion, but slightly 

favouring the Ephemeroptera taxon.  The higher EPT percentage seems to indicate a good 

aquatic environment favouring the non-tolerant to pollution taxa. 

 

The BLK-DS CABIN site richness and abundance, as illustrated in Figure 3 and Figure 4, were 

also calculated directly from the taxonomic data/counts.  The results were compared to the 

“Normal Range” as determined from the 25th to 75th percentiles.  
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Richness Assessment for Site BLK-DS 

 

  

Abundance Assessment for Site BLK-DS 
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As calculated directly from the taxonomic data/counts, the richness result for site BLK-DS 

indicates that is just above the normal range and has a slightly elevated taxa richness. 

 

For total taxa abundance, site BLK-DS was below the normal range.  This could be the result of 

a low macroinvertebrate biomass productivity in the river. 

 

Recommendation: In order to get a more accurate picture of the number of taxa families 

commonly present at site BLK-DS, and given that this site is below the “Normal Range” in 

taxa abundance, further periodic sampling and analysis of the benthic macroinvertebrates 

community is suggested. 

The benthic macroinvertebrate sampled in applying the Canadian Biomonitoring Network 

(CABIN) protocol show that the EPT (bug families) and Total Taxa Richness on the Black River 

show a reference quality site. This is based on the benthic community at the collection site just 

downstream of the Hwy 11bridge, sampled in 2016. 
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Appendix 3 – Temperature Profiles from Four Watershed Sites  
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Appendix 4 – Fish Habitat Assessment Field Sheets (Black and Little Black Rivers) 
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Appendix 5 – Black River Water Chemistry Results 2021 
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