Threats to common loons

Human intrusion on breeding lakes:


As early as 1931 it was suggested that human recreational activities on breeding lakes may have a contributing role in shrinking loon populations.  Common loon migration strategy (stopping at night on inland lakes to rest & feed) puts that at greater exposure to human development and anthropogenic habitat manipulation. Yet loons are extremely adaptable and there are reports of loons breeding successfully on lakes where human activity is high (up to 28 years in a row is documented).  One of the objectives of the Winter Loon Study is to shed light on some of these the pressures.

Shoreline development
Quiet bays, inlets and islands favored by loons for nesting are also favored by humans.  Vegetation removal, and substrate disturbance can cause direct displacement as well as increased erosion, affect water temperature, weed growth and water clarity, altering the prey base.  Loons need a wide array of prey to feed their young, caddis fly larva, crayfish, fingerlings and adult fish.  

Fragmentation and developed parcels favor an increase in nest marauders; raccoons, gulls, and corvoids.

Recreational use
Motor boats; in a 2000 study in New England, 39% of all loon mortalities were from motorboats (Miconi et al. 2000).  

Personal watercraft's shallow draft and high-speed allows them to enter nesting and rearing habitats separating adults from young and force adults to leave the nest (affecting incubation times and leaving the nest open to predators) and can cause washouts, inundating the nest and washing the eggs out as well as direct impact with nests or individual birds.

Non-motorized craft (canoes, kayaks) and anglers generally spend more time in potential nesting areas and can jeopardize incubation through flushing and separation.  Improper disposal of fishing gear and tackle can lead to entanglement and lead poisoning.

Commercial fishing
In a 1998 study from New Jersey to Cape Hatteras 21% of the mortalities, 503 individuals succumbed to gill nets (Forsell 1999).  The loss was greater for red-throated loons.  In 1994, Dr. David Evers, the principal investigator of the study, recorded 50 mortalities in one week and "shallow set" nets in Lake Superior.

Marine oil spills
Wintering populations are especially susceptible to marine oil spills as large groups of loons gather in near shore waters.  In 1989, 216, loon carcasses were recovered after the Exxon Valdez oil spill (Ford et al. 1996).  In 1996, off the coast of Rhode Island, 828,000 gallons of home heating oil was spilled, an estimated 400 common loons (NOAA et al.1999) were lost.  These numbers may not seem significant in the face of the overall population but; loons are at the top of the food chain, long-lived, exhibit delayed sexual maturity and low fecundity.  A breeding loon may have 20 productive years.  If this bird produces 1.5 fledged chicks per year, a pair has the potential to produce 30 additional members of the population.

Reservoir management
The creation of reservoirs for power generation has provided new, attractive breeding habitats for loons.  However, water fluctuation has a deleterious effect on nesting loons either inundating the nest or separating the nest from the water.  In many cases, managing entities have been forced to adopt hydrological regimes that minimize impact along with providing floating nest platforms.

Contaminants
Mercury-higher levels of methyl mercury occur on the East Coast and the Great Lakes.  However, some lakes in British Columbia and watersheds in California associated with mining activities have possibly caused higher than normal levels in western region loons.

Lead-causes systematic paralysis, headshake, gape, wing and eye droop, lethargy.  Since 1988 the toxic effects of lead are well documented and confirmed direct links between ingestion of lead fishing tackle and mortality (McIntyre 1988; McNicholl 1988; Ensor et al. 1992; Pokras and Chafel 1992; Franson et al. 1993; Pokras et al. 1993; Poppenga et al. 1993; Scheuhammer and Norris 1996; Miconi at all 2000; Franson et al. 2003; Sidor et al. 2003).  In New England, a 14 year study diagnosing the mortality in 522 common loons documented 44% of the breeding adults died from lead toxic doses (Sidor at all 2003).

The Winter Loon Study started testing for lead last season.  Result should be available later this winter.

Organic pollutants, DDT, DDE, PCBs and dieldrin
Few recent examinations of organic pollutants have been made while some of the substances have been found in scans on eggs they have rarely been measured in loon tissues.

Emaciation Syndrome
Scientists have surmised the emaciation syndrome is a regular mortality problem for wintering common loons (Forrester et al. 1997) and may be one of the greatest threats to the species.  Inclement, cold weather, heavy storms, increased turbidity/reduced foraging success, remegial molt, and migration may combine to cause increased metabolism of fat reserves and muscle tissue and remobilize contaminants stored there.  An estimated 13,000 loons died during such an event in late winter of 1983 (Forrester et al. 1997)

The Winter Loon Study is trying to find answers to what is affecting loon populations, to provide a basis for solutions.  As human population increases and development expands, the effects of our actions, good and bad will increase.  What is good for the common loon will ultimately be good for human beings.

