Razorback sucker

(Xyrauchen texanus)—Endangered

Description

Adultrazorbacksuckersmay
reachlengthsof over2feetand
weigh uptol0pounds. Thisfish
hasalargeheadsomewhat
compressed. Thehead constitutes
uptoonefourthof thetotal
length.Itseyesaresmalland
longitudinally oval. Ithasalarge
mouth,anddistinctivehumpon
itsback. Thedorsal (back)finis
longandlow,andithasalarge,
powerful caudal (taiD)fin. The
fish’suppersurfaceisadullslate
color,itsbelly is white,and its
throatisyellow.

Distribution and Habitat

Therazorback sucker wasonce
widely distributed throughoutthe
largeriver portionsof the Colo-
radoRiveranditstributaries. In
theupper basin it was presentin
theGreenRivertoGreenRiver,
Wyoming,intheColoradoRiver
tobelow Rifle,Colorado,andin
thelowerreachesof themajor
tributariessuchasthe Yampaand
GunnisonRivers.
Presentdistributionin theupper
basinismuch thesameasit was
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inthe past,except thatitis
generallyabsentfromFlaming
GorgeReservoirandthecold
tailwatersbelow thedamdownto
themouthof the YampaRiver.
Habitatswhicharestillimportant
fortherazorbacksuckerinclude
thefollowingriversegments:

GreenRiver—confluencewith
Yampatoconfluencewith
ColoradoRiver.

YampaRiver—Lily,Colorado,to
confluencewithGreenRiver.

WhiteRiver—immediatevicinityof
theconfluence with the Green
River.

ColoradoRiver—Rifle,Colorado,
toLakePowell

GunnisonRiver—Delta,Colorado,
toconfluence withColorado
River.

Razorback suckersaregenerally
foundinbackwaterareasorareas
of veryslow current. Theyhave
been collected in faster water,and
somehaveconsideredthem
inhabitantsof themainchannels.
Youngareseldom collected, but
probably seek out eddies, pools,
and other slow water near shore.
Intheupper ColoradoRiverbasin,

therazorback isrestricted tothe
lowerzoneandthelower portions
of theintermediatezone. They
areseldom foundinlarger
tributariesandhaveneverbeen
reportedfromsmallerstreams.
Forexample,theyarefoundonly
inthelower YampaRiver, well
below theupstream limitof
Coloradosquawfish. Therazor-
back suckerappearstogrow well
in warmreservoirs,but though
spawninghasbeen observed,no
successfulreproductionisknown
fromreservoirs.

Life History

Spawninghasbeenobserved
several timesin thelower basin
reservoirsalongshorelineswhere
waveaction causescurrents.
Spawningoccurredin Marchat
water temperaturesof 60-68
degreesFE Duringspawning male
breedingcolorationisblack toa
pointaboutlinchbelow the
lateralline, withabrilliantorange
extendingventrally fromthis
point.

Initsnatural habitat,therazor-
back isabottom feeder,sucking
upplantandanimal material
along withmud. Inreservoirsand
perhapsattimesinriverine
situations,plankton (especially
crustaceans)are consumed. It
appearsthattherazorback can
feedonthebottomandinthe
openwater. Thedietof larval
suckersisnot known. However,
larvalfishfedadietof strained
beef liver, baby food,and zoop-
lanktonunderartificial propaga-
tionconditionsat Willow Beach
NationalFishHatchery exhibited
goodgrowth.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline
Razorback suckerswereabundant

duringthelate1800’sand early
1900'sand were harvestedasa
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commercialspeciesinlarge
quantities. Theseharvestscontrib-
utedtolong-term population
declines. However,beginningin
theearly partof the20® century,a
moreprecipitousdeclineappearsto
havebegun.Changesinstream
flowand water temperatures,direct
lossof habitatduetoinundationby
reservoirs,blockageof migration
routesand theintroductionof non-
nativefishspeciesareprimarily
responsible for thedeclineof the
razorback sucker. Today the
razorback suckerisrarein collec-
tionsinall butavery few locations.
Evidenceof reproductionislacking
insomeareaswhereit wasprevi-
ouslycommon.

Recovery Efforts

Therazorback sucker waslisted as
anendangeredspeciesby the US.
Fishand WildlifeServicein1991
TheColoradoRiverSystem Endan-
geredFishRecovery Program
agreement,signedinJanuary 1988,
includesfivebasicstepstoaidin
therecovery of thisand other
ColoradoRiversystem fishspecies.
Thesestepsinclude:

1. Provisionof instreamflows

2. Habitatdevelopmentand
maintenance

3. Nativefishstocking

4. Managementof non-nativefish
speciesandsport fishing

5. Research,monitoring anddata
management

Thegoal of thisprogramisto
maintainand protectself-sustaining
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habitat tosustain these populations.
Thisprogramshouldbebeneficial
tootherendangered fishspecies
sharingthishabitat,including
bonytail chub,Coloradosquawfish,
andhumpback chub.

LaRivers,Ira.1994.Fishesand fisheriesof Nevada. University of
NevadaPress,Reno,Nevada.

US.Departmentof Interior. 1977. An Evaluation of theStatus, Life
HistoryandHabitat Requirementsof endangeredand Threatened
Fishesof the Upper ColoradoRiver System. Biological Services
Program, Fishand WildlifeService,US.Departmentof the Interior.
FWS/OBS-77/62.184 pp.

“Razorback Sucker (Xyrauchen texanus).” AZGFSport Fish Descrip-
tion <httpy,/ /wwwgf stateazus/frames/fishwild/sporfibbhtm>(5
May 1998).

“Xyrauchen texanusRazorback sucker.” Biological Resources Re-
searchCenter.<http//wwwbrrcunredu/data/fish/xyratexahtml>
(5May1998).

38 Endangered and Threatened Animals of Utah



