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SECTION 1. SPECIES DESCRIPTION 
Physical Characteristics and Ecology 
The Crystal Darter (Crystallaria asprella) is one of the largest species in the Family Percidae. It 
can reach a body length of 15 centimeters (6 inches). Crystal Darters are slender-bodied and light 
brown in color, with a side-to-side compressed head, three to five broad dusky saddles across 
their backs (the first saddle originating in front of the pectoral fin), and a distinctly forked tail. 
(Citations: Smith 1979; Page 1983; Page and Burr 2011). 
The darter inhabits clear to slightly turbid streams with clean sand / gravel substrates and 
moderately swift flowing currents. Individuals often bury themselves in sand with only their eyes 
protruding from the substrate (Citations: George et al. 1996; Ross 2001; Boschung and Mayden 
2004). 
Sexual maturity for the Crystal Darter is reached at the age of one year. Spawning presumably 
begins when water temperatures reach 12-15°C (53-59°F), at which females will slightly bury 
themselves in the rocky-sandy substrates. After copulation, the fertilized eggs are strongly 
adhesive and attach to sand and gravel. Fecundity for Crystal Darters is 106-576 eggs. (Citations: 
George et al. 1996; Boschung and Mayden 2004). 
 
 
SECTION 2. QUALITATIVE CONSERVATION STATUS ASSESSMENTS 
Crystal Darter conservation status has been synthesized at multiple spatial scales using 
qualitative assessment frameworks (Table 1). 
 
 
Table 1. Global, regional, subregional, and state conservation status of the Crystal Darter 
(Crystallaria asprella). 

Assessment Crystal Darter 
Global Rank (G-rank)1 G3 (globally vulnerable) 
Midwest Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need2 

SGNC 

Subregional Rank (S-rank)3 S1 (critically imperiled) 
Federal Conservation Status  None 
Illinois Conservation Status4 Endangered 

1. NatureServe (2022) 
2. Terwillger Consulting (2021) 
3. Feng et al. (2021). Assessment conducted using data through 2018. 
4. Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board (2020) 
           
 
Jelks et al. (2011) listed the Crystal Darter as “Vulnerable” due to destruction, modification, or 
reduction of habitat. The global conservation rank for the Crystal Darter is G3, globally 
vulnerable (NatureServe 2022) and the species is a Midwest Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need, receiving a “High” rating from Terwillger Consulting (2021). The subregional 
conservation rank for the Crystal Darter is S1 – critically imperiled (Feng et al. 2021). The 
Crystal Darter is ranked S1 in eight states, S2 in two states, S3 in one state, and SX in one state 



(Figure 1). The Crystal Darter was considered extirpated in Illinois until six individuals were 
discovered in a 450 mile stretch of the Mississippi River between 1998-2015, after which the 
species was considered state-endangered in Illinois (Smith 1979; Stewart et al. 2005; Tiemann et 
al. 2015; Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board 2015, 2020).  
 

 
Figure 1. Subnational ranks (i.e., S-ranks) for the Crystal Darter (Crystallaria asprella) 
(NatureServe 2022). 
 
 
SECTION 3. DISTRIBUTION 
North American Range 
The historical range for the Crystal Darter is as reported from NatureServe (2022):  

“The historical range included the Mississippi River basin, from Wisconsin 
(Becker 1983) and southwestern Minnesota and the Wabash River, Indiana, south 
to southeastern Oklahoma (Miller and Robison 2004), northern Louisiana, 
southern Mississippi (Ross 2001), Gulf Slope in the Escambia, Mobile Basin, 
Pascagoula, and Pearl River drainages, Florida, Alabama, and Mississippi (Ross 
2001, Boschung and Mayden 2004, Page and Burr 2011). The species is now 
absent from much of the former range, including almost all of the northeastern 
portion of the range in Indiana and Illinois (Smith 1979), and it has apparently 
disappeared from much of the upper Mississippi River basin. It is rare in 
Wisconsin (Becker 1983), Minnesota, Iowa, and Missouri (Pflieger 1997).” 

 

 



Illinois Distribution 
The type locality of the Crystal Darter is “rocky tributary, Mississippi River, Hancock County, 
Illinois” which suggests somewhere near Warsaw, Illinois. In addition to this location, additional 
locations have been reported from the Mississippi River between Cordova, Illinois to Dubuque, 
Iowa, as well as near the mouth of the  near St Louis, Missouri,  

, Jackson County, Illinois, and , Alexander County, Illinois; the 
Rock River at Cleveland, Erie, and Milan, Illinois; the Little Wabash River at Effingham, Illinois 
and the Wabash River near Vincennes, Indiana (Smith 1979; Bowler 2001; Stewart et al. 2005; 
Tiemann et al. 2015; Table 2; Figure 2). However, only 18 individuals have been recorded in 
Illinois or border waters (e.g., Mississippi River in Iowa and Missouri) since 1900 (Table 2).  
 
 
SECTION 4. ABUNDANCE 
Meaningful estimates of Crystal Darter abundance are difficult given the rarity of records and 
lack of supporting information that facilitates calculation of abundance measures. Like other 
darters, the Crystal Darter lacks a swim bladder and does no recruit to traditional standardized 
sampling methods like electrofishing. Most long-term monitoring programs do not include 
targeted, specialized gear (e.g., trawling) that would increase the chances of capturing the Crystal 
Darter (Stewart et al. 2005; Herzog et al. 2009). Methods used during surveys that capture 
Crystal Darters vary among time periods and collecting entity, therefore, evaluation of temporal 
trends in abundance also is difficult. 
 
Reported abundance per record is either one or two individuals (Table 2). Estimates of density or 
abundance per standardized sample unit are not possible with available information.  
 
 
 
SECTION 5. POPULATION VIABILITY  
Population Delineation 
No estimates of dispersal or recruitment are available for the Crystal Darter. No more than two 
individuals have been reported for any EOR (Table 2). Therefore, its population estimations 
cannot be calculated. However, because of its sporadic encounters in three areas (e.g., near 
Bellevue, IA / Jo Daviess County; near Cordova, IL / Rock Island County; and near Cape 
Girardeau, MO / Jackson and Alexander counties; Table 2; Figure 3), it seems likely that the 
Crystal Darter has small, yet viable and persistent populations in some areas of the Mississippi 
River along the Illinois border. 
 
Element Occurrence Ranks 
The Illinois Department of Natural Resources Natural Heritage database identifies 13 EOs for 
the Crystal Darter (Table 2 – column 1), of which only seven have not been reconfirmed since 
pre-1901. Of the remaining six, only two – EO IDs 9 (near Cordova, IL) and 14 (near Bellevue, 
IA) – have continuous reportings (Table 2). While the species went undetected for more than a 
century, there have been 16 EOR reportings since 1998 (Table 2; Figure 4). Given the infrequent 
encounters, EOR grading is not possible for the Crystal Darter. 
 



 
Figure 2. Distribution of the Crystal Darter (Crystallaria asprella) in Illinois based upon 
element occurrence record (EOR). Data were provided by both the Illinois and Iowa 
Departments of Natural Resources. Black balloons are those records collected prior to 1901 
and red balloons are those records collected since 1998 (no data exist between 1901-1998). 







 
Figure 4. Number of Crystal Darter (Crystallaria asprella) element occur record (EOR) reportings since 1998. Data were 
provided by both the Illinois and Iowa Departments of Natural Resources. 
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