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Most are aware that the cold, clean waters of the Rio Grande National Forest provide 

many places to fish, including for our own native Rio Grande Cutthroat Trout. But other native 

fish species reside here as well, including the Rio Grande Sucker. These fish are found primarily 

in the lower elevation streams and rivers of the valley, but a few populations exist on the Forest. 

There are just a handful of streams where the Rio Grande Sucker still remain, fighting off typical 

perils including habitat loss and competition with non-native species.  It is this time of year in the 

early spring, when Rio Grande Sucker begin to exhibit their amazing colors of red and gold in 

preparation for spawning season. In addition to changing colors, both females and especially 

males develop breeding tubercles. These tubercles are raised nodules on the scales that serve like 

body armor that the fish use in defense of territories. Suckers are the first group of fish to 

reproduce each spring in the hopes of getting a jump on the available resources needed to grow. 

The mouth of the Rio Grande Sucker has a well-developed cartilaginous ridge that is specifically 

adapted for scraping algae from rocks. Their diet includes this algae and associated aquatic 

insects. 

While suckers will sometimes take a fly or other bait and accidentally be caught be 

anglers, they are not typically considered sport fish. In fact, many consider suckers to be “trash 

fish” that compete with trout and other species that most anglers target. And while there are 

many locations where suckers can be found in the same habitat as trout, in almost all of these 

instances that species is the non-native White Sucker. Unlike the Rio Grande Sucker, the White 

Sucker do quite well in lakes and reservoirs and can compete with recreational populations of 

trout and the Rio Grande Sucker.  

There are several native species of suckers in the West, and, like the Rio Grande Sucker, 

most are rare or even endangered like the Razorback Sucker of the Colorado River. Both field 

and hatchery biologists work side by side to restore and monitor these populations. Even in the 

native fish conservation world, the Rio Grande Sucker is not as well-known as other fish, but 



biologists still work to conserve it by raising them in hatcheries like the Native Aquatic Species 

Restoration Facility in Alamosa and conducting surveys.  

Up until the 1990’s only two populations of Rio Grande Sucker were known in the San 

Luis Valley, including in Hot Creek near La Jara and McIntire Springs near the Conejos River. 

Unfortunately the population in McIntire Springs became extirpated (locally extinct), but another 

population was found in Crestone Creek on the Baca National Wildlife Refuge. In addition, 

multiple stockings have occurred since 1995 in the San Luis Valley including on the Rio Grande 

National Forest in places like Lake Fork of the Conejos River and Middle Fork Carnero Creek in 

the hopes of establishing additional populations. This work continues, and in 2018 a combination 

of federal, state, tribal, and private partners from Colorado and New Mexico signed an 

agreement to continue working on conservation of the Rio Grande Sucker in the hopes of 

restoring populations and preventing it from becoming a federally endangered species.  

Many of the habitat requirements for Rio Grande Sucker are the same for all fish: a clean 

plentiful water supply free of pollution and sedimentation. In fact, this is one of the primary 

goals for the Forest identified in the National Forest Reserve Act of 1891, which aims to protect 

water coming from Forest lands to support outdoor recreation, biological diversity, wildlife 

species and habitats, agricultural irrigation, flood control, municipal water supplies, and aquifer 

systems. By providing for all these shared benefits, we are in turn protecting native fish, 

including the Rio Grande Sucker. So if you’re out this early spring recreating near one of the 

many streams in the Forest, think of the water that provides many benefits to all, and of course 

keep an eye out for small, colorful fish - they might just be a Rio Grande Sucker! 

 

“A.C. McDougall of the Creede Mercantile Co. has laid off for the summer, in order that 

work will not interfere with his fishing.” – Creede Candle, June 10, 1922. 
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