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COASTAL AND MARINE BIRDS OF THE ARCTIC

Ecological significance

Marine birds are found around the globe, from the poles
to the tropics, where they live at the interface between
air, land, sea, and ice. The harsh conditions that marine
birds find in these environments have caused unique
adaptations in their physiology and morphology and
require enormous flexibility in life-history strategies.
Despite the diversity of their diets, marine birds are
generally top consumers in marine food webs. They are
useful and effective indicators of Arctic marine eco-
system health—revealing shifts in marine food webs,
changes in prey distributions, and the accumulation of
contaminants—they play an increasingly important role
in the assessments of marine health, habitat conserva-
tion, and marine spatial planning exercises.

Cultural significance

In general, birds have a broad cultural significance
in the Arctic, often considered important harbingers of
spring, and are heavily featured in Indigenous folklore
and arts. Migratory birds also offer a fresh source of
meat and eggs after a long, harsh northern winter, and
the skins, bones, and down of marine birds are also used
in clothing, as tools, and for ceremonial purposes. The
subsistence harvest of marine birds and their eggs has
deep roots in the Canadian Arctic, being a long-stand-

ing tradition by both Indigenous peoples and European
settlers. These days, most marine bird species are pro-
tected from harvest by non-Indigenous hunters across
Canada, except for a few waterfowl species (eiders,
scoters) and murres specifically in Newfoundland and
Labrador. Indigenous hunters harvest coastal and ma-
rine birds and their eggs wherever they are available,
but most often in and around communities located
close to large seabird colonies.

Conservation concerns

Many marine bird species are considered threat-
ened or endangered at both global and continental
scales. In fact, marine birds are more threatened glob-
ally than are other groups of birds, and their status has
deteriorated faster over recent decades. Some of the
evolutionary traits that make marine birds well suited
to harsh environments also make them vulnerable to
extinction.

Around the world, marine birds face multiple eco-
logical and environmental stressors, including habitat
loss and alteration, disturbance, hunting, interactions
with commercial fisheries, oil spills, persistent pollut-
ants, ocean acidification, and other issues associated
with climate change. Many of these pressures are cur-
rently evident across the Arctic region.
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This simplified food web shows the movement of energy through key Arctic coastal and marine bird species. The overlapping network of food chains shows how

each species is interconnected.

Major concerns

With climate change influencing the Arctic faster than
any other region of the globe, rapid changes are affecting Arc-
tic-breeding birds in a number of ways, including the degradation
or loss of specific habitats, mismatches in breeding or staging
with the timing and availability of ephemeral food resources,
and increased occurrence of extreme weather conditions. The
associated drastic long-term decline in the extent of annual sea
ice may allow year-round shipping and an increase in industrial
development for natural resource extraction. Developments of
this kind can exacerbate the direct impact of climate change on
marine birds, by increasing environmental disturbance, habitat
loss, pollution, and other problems.

Gaps in current knowledge

Evaluating the conservation status and trends of bird popula-
tions is difficult at the best of times, but gathering reliable data on
the abundance and distribution of marine birds at sea is an enor-
mously challenging exercise, especially across an area as vast
and remote as the Canadian Arctic. More studies using
remote tracking methods, including drones,
to follow local foraging movements as
well as annual migrations of marine
birds around or to and from the
Arctic are essential to filling this
critical information gap and in
identifying important breeding,
foraging, and stopover areas,
as well as migration corridors
and flyways.

Left to right: Eider ducklings hatching; Common Eider ducks diving for food. (photos: Joel Heath)

Rationale for selected species

Seven distinct marine bird species or species groups are
highlighted in this section. These species/groups were specifi-
cally selected based on a number of important factors, including
their cultural, ecological, and conservation significance, as well
as the availability of recent and reliable spatial data for the Arctic
region. These species also span a broad range of trophic levels,
including herbivores (geese), invertivores (shorebirds), benthi-
vores (eiders, scoters), planktivores (Long-Tailed Duck, Northern
Fulmar), piscivores (loons, murres), and scavengers (lvory Gull).

For further reading, see p. 108.
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ARCTIC-BREEDING GEESE

Snow Goose, Ross’s Goose, and Brant

Natural history

The three species included here all breed exclusively in
the Arctic. Two subspecies of Snow Goose are recog-
nized in North America—the mid-continent and western
populations, known as the Lesser Snow Goose (Chen
caerulescens), and the eastern population, known as
the Greater Snow Goose (Chen atlantica). Both Snow
Geese and Ross’s Geese have two colour morphs: the
more common white morph and the less common blue
morph. Blue morph Ross’s Geese are rare and thought
to be the result of hybridization with blue morph Snow
Geese. Two subspecies of Brant are also present in
North America—the eastern population, known as the
Atlantic Brant (Branta hrota), and western population,
known as the Black Brant (Branta nigricans).

All three goose species have similar behavioural
and ecological traits. All are rapidly maturing (two to
four years), large-bodied birds with relatively high re-
productive rates and low juvenile survival. In Canada,
all three species nest in coastal tundra habitats. Brant
are more coastal throughout the year compared to
the other two species. Brant nest in saltmarshes and
around coastal ponds, estuarine deltas, and braided
river valleys, and they winter near intertidal mudflats
with extensive eelgrass beds. Snow and Ross’s Geese
typically nest further from the coast in drier tundra ar-
eas and sedge meadows. Historically, Snow and Ross’s
Geese wintered in coastal marshes, butin the mid-1950s

their winter distribution shifted to open agricultural
habitats in the southern and central US in response to
changing cultivation practices. All three species are all
highly gregarious throughout the year. Snow and Ross’s
Geese nest together in extremely large, dense colonies,
and form massive aggregations outside of the breeding
season.

Distribution

All three species of geese are broadly distributed
across the Canadian Arctic during the breeding season
with the exception of Ross’s Geese, which are concen-
trated in the Queen Maud Gulf region. Snow and Ross’s
Geese use all four continental flyways during migration
and are broadly distributed across the US and Mexico
during winter months. The winter distribution of Brant
is divided between the Pacific and Atlantic coasts of
North America. Prior to fall migration, all three species
of geese use specific post-breeding sites to moult their
wing and body feathers, during which individuals are
flightless for several weeks. Snow Geese and Brant also
use specific stopover sites during migration, with large
numbers of individuals stopping in Hudson Bay and
James Bay in spring and fall.

Importance to Inuit
Geese in general are an important part of Inuit
subsistence harvesting across the Canadian Arctic, and

Table 1:

The global and national
conservation status and
continental conservation
needs of selected geese.

Snow Goose
(C. caerulecens)

Global Conservation Status' LEAST CONCERN

Ross’s Goose , Brant
(C. rossii) (B. bernicla)

LEAST CONCERN LEAST CONCERN

HIGH
Continental Conservation Needs? ABOVE OBJECTIVE ABOVE OBJECTIVE (ATLANTIC -
MODERATELY LOW)

Canada Conservation Status
(wildspecies)3

SECURE

SECURE SECURE

'IUCN 2015, 2North American Waterfowl Management Plan 2004, 3CESCC 2011.

Snow goose pair stand near chicks in the nest.
(photo: Sergey Gorshkov)

Snow, Ross’s, and Brant Geese are harvested where they are locally
available. Adult birds are hunted for meat, eggs are collected for food
in early summer, and goose down is used as insulation in winter cloth-
ing. All three goose species are also targeted by sport hunters across
North America. Sport hunting harvest pressure varies by species and
location, and has varied over time. Annual regulations are intended to
maintain populations at target levels described in the North American
Waterfowl Management Plan 2012.

Conservation concerns
None of these three goose species are considered to be of con-
servation concern at the global or continental level (see Table). Snow
Goose and Ross’s Goose numbers have increased dramatically since
the 1960s in response to improved winter forage and reduced hunting
pressure. Collectively, these “light” geese are now considered over-
abundant and a management concern because of the extensive and
prolonged habitat degradation they can cause. An expanded
harvest season and increased bag limits were recently
introduced to reduce numbers of light geese, which
have been effective for the eastern population, but
the mid-continent population has continued to
expand. Numbers of Brant have declined since
broad-scale winter surveys were initiated in the
1960s. Currently, winter populations appear
stable or gradually increasing, whereas some
breeding populations have declined or fluctu-
ate markedly perhaps, in part, because sport
hunting appears to affect annual mortality.

There are numerous impacts to these
geese on their Arctic breeding grounds, in-
cluding degradation of Snow and Ross’s Goose
breeding habitats due to overpopulation, and
a mismatch in breeding phenology (seasonal
cycles) and high-quality forage due to the earlier
arrival of breeders. Predation on tundra-breeding
birds, including geese, can be extreme in years fol-
lowing lemming population crashes when predators,

particularly Arctic Foxes, switch to alternative prey sources. Rates of
Polar Bear nest predation have also increased in response to a longer
ice-free summer and more time being spent on land. Lead poisoning
can also be an issue for many waterbirds. Although lead shot was
banned for waterfowl hunting in 1999, geese and other waterbirds can
still ingest old, spent lead shot while foraging.

Gaps in current knowledge

Arctic geese, and Snow Geese in particular, are well studied
compared to other Arctic-breeding birds. However, knowledge gaps
important to conserving Arctic habitats do remain. Chief among
these gaps are the long-term impacts of overabundant light geese
on tundra ecosystems and whether vegetation recovery rates and
trajectories will limit local habitat availability or suitability for geese
and other species in the future. Factors supporting overpopulation,
estimates of carrying capacity, and potential limiting factors also
require further study. Because hunting regulations do not
distinguish between Snow and Ross’s Geese, contin-
ued on-the-ground monitoring is needed to ensure
one species is not disproportionately impacted
by the expanded harvest. For Brant, discrep-
ancies between local breeding population
trends and population estimates from annu-
al mid-winter surveys need to be resolved
to prevent local extirpations. Additional
demographic and ecological information
is also needed from a greater number
of colonies across the breeding range.
Additional information is also needed on
threats to migration and wintering habi-
¥ tats, and on linkages between wintering
and Arctic breeding areas and the potential

for cross-seasonal effects on demography.

Harvesting goose and Brant eggs. (photo: Trevor Taylor)
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SNOW GOOSE DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic

Information System. ] O aphic C of UNESCO. A

17/02/2016. http://www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) (2016). Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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ROSS’S GOOSE DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Accessed:
17/02/2016. http://www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) (2016). Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.

The occurrence points on these maps show the location of captured
specimens from historical museum records, literature records, and
in-field surveys. Areas of sparse points may reflect either a lack of

data or an absence of birds. Designated Sites are important bird areas
and key habitat sites; these are recognized areas that support larger
numbers of individuals of one or more species during one or more
periods of the year and can include aggregation areas, colonies, nesting,
feeding, brood rearing, molting, staging, migration or wintering.

BRANT DATA SOURCES

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al (2008). Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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ARCTIC-BREEDING SEA DUCKS—1
Common Eider, King Eider, and Long-tailed Duck

Natural history

There are 15 species of sea ducks in North America.
This includes three Arctic-breeding subspecies of Com-
mon Eider (Somateria mollissima)—the Northern race
(Somateria borealis), the Hudson Bay race (Somateria
sedentaria), and the Pacific race (Somateria v-nigra).
The Common Eider is the largest duck in North America,
more than twice the size of the Long-tailed Duck (Clan-
gula hyemalis). The King Eider (S. spectabilis) is approx-
imately halfway between the other two species in body
size. This range of body sizes corresponds to their range
of life-history strategies. On average, Common Eiders
live approximate twice as long as Long-tailed Ducks
(7.4 years vs. 3.1 years), take longer to achieve sexual
maturity (three vs. two years of age), and lay fewer eggs
per clutch (three to five vs. seven to eight). Information
on juvenile survival is limited, but is generally assumed
to be low for all three species.

These three species have relatively similar be-
havioural and ecological traits. All have circumpolar
breeding distributions and are widespread across Arctic
and sub-Arctic coastal and marine habitats in Canada
during the breeding period. Each is highly gregarious
in winter, often forming mixed flocks, but they vary in
their degree of sociality during the breeding season.
Common Eiders nest in dense colonies, mostly on small
marine islands, and form large aggregations in inshore
bays or polynyas (open water enclosed by sea ice) out-
side of the breeding season. This colonial habit means
Common Eiders are relatively easy to monitor during

the breeding season. King Eiders are loosely colonial
and may nest among Common Eiders, in small groups
of themselves on islands, or widely dispersed across
coastal tundra. Long-tailed Ducks occasionally nest in
small loose clusters, but more often they are widely dis-
persed or solitary nesters among small ponds in coastal
wetland areas. Because King Eiders and Long-tailed
Ducks are more dispersed and, subsequently, more
difficult to locate and to monitor during the breeding
season, population sizes are estimated from wintering
surveys.

Distribution

All three species divide between Pacific and Atlan-
tic coastal waters during winter months. On the west
coast, Common Eiders winter in southern Alaska and
around the Aleutian Islands. On the east coast, they
winter in coastal areas of Atlantic Canada and the north-
eastern United States as far south as Chesapeake Bay,
and along the southern coast of Greenland. The Hudson
Bay population (sedentaria) winters in marine waters
around the Belcher Islands in southeastern Hudson Bay.
King Eiders and Long-tailed Ducks have a winter range
similar to Common Eiders. King Eiders are more likely
to use areas further offshore, and Long-tailed Ducks
extend considerably further south on the Pacific coast,
as far as northern Oregon. Long-tailed Ducks also reg-
ularly winter in all five Great Lakes, and are often found
in large concentrations (tens to hundreds of thousands)
in coastal waters of the mid-Atlantic region of the US.

Table 1:

The global and national
conservation status and
continental conservation
priority of selected sea ducks.

Common Eider
(S mollissima)

Canada Conservatlon Status

King Eider
(S. spectabilis)

NEAR THREATENED LEAST THREATENED VULNERABLE

Long-tailed Duck
(C. hyemalis)

’IUCN 2015, 2North American Waterfowl Management Plan 2004, 3CESCC 2011.

A female Common Eider feeding on urchins and bivalves -

beneath sea ice. (photo: Jo_el Heath) —= 5=

Common and King Eiders feed largely on benthic (bottom-dwelling)
invertebrates year-round, such as mussels and urchins, but may also
take other aquatic invertebrates. King Eiders will also forage on plant
material in breeding areas. Long-tailed Ducks have a more varied
diet, including larval and adult insects and crustaceans. In all three,
incubating females rely on internal resources during incubation, only
leaving their nest occasionally to drink.

Importance to Inuit
Sea ducks, particularly eiders, are heavily harvested for subsis-
tence purposes across the Canadian Arctic; their eggs are collected
for food in early summer, and their nest down is collected commercially
in some areas. Common Eiders are the most commonly hunted marine
bird in Nunavut, with some Inuit communities relying heavily on this
species for much of the year (e.g., Sanikiluag, in the Belcher Islands).
Eider harvests are assessed annually in harvest survey questionnaires.
These either are mailed to recreational hunters with their permits
(although this method captures only a portion of
the harvest because Indigenous residents
are not required to purchase a permit) or
are voluntary community-based efforts.
Eiders are also hunted for sport in Atlan-
tic Canada and New England, and Ca-
nadian Arctic breeders are also heavily
hunted for subsistence in Greenland.

Conservation concerns
Of these three species, the

Common Eider is listed as the highest
conservation concern globally (“near
threatened”; see Table) and is the highest
conservation priority continentally (“high”).
In Canada, King Eiders are considered “sen-
sitive” whereas Common Eiders and Long-tailed

Ducks are considered Secure.

Threats to sea ducks on their Arctic breeding grounds are many,
including high levels of predation on eggs and young, subsistence
harvest, and degradation of breeding habitat from mining and oil and
gas exploration and development. Contaminants are a major issue for
sea ducks globally, with these species generally having elevated levels
of heavy metals that are likely picked up on their wintering grounds.
Outbreaks of infectious diseases have been observed in the southern
ranges of these sea ducks, which lead to major, episodic winter die-
offs. Avian cholera has also recently affected Common Eiders breeding
in the Arctic, where it has had a devastating effect in some colonies.
In their wintering areas, the major issues likely vary for each species,
but include exposure to contaminants, marine pollution (oil spills), and
offshore development. Traditional knowledge has also identified de-
clines in the resident Common Eider population in Hudson Bay, which
was later verified by surveys during the breeding period. Causes for
the decline are unknown but are suspected to be driven by changes in
wintering sea ice conditions, linked, in part, to hydroelectric
development on the coast.

Gaps in current knowledge
In general, the largest unknowns for
these three sea ducks are the potential
impacts of climate change, which may
exacerbate existing threats. There are
still considerable gaps in knowledge of
demographics and aspects of habitat
use, such as brood-rearing areas.

Common Eider eggs in a down nest. (photo: Sheila Enfield)
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COMMON EIDER DATA SOURCES - KITIKMEOT

- Environment and Climate Change Canada -
Canadian Wildlife Service. 2008. Common Eider
Survey Data: 1995, 2006, 2007, 2008. " l i

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI,
Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.

COMMON EIDER DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Interg O phi ission of UNESCO. A
17/02/2016. http://www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016. Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Colony Data: A etal. 1988; A and F 1988; Cornish and Dickson, 1997;
Environment and Climate Change Canada. 2016. Common Eider Surveys, 1965-2016; Falardeau, FG.,
Rail, J.-F., Savard, J.-P.L. 2003. Breeding survey of Common Eiders along the west coast of Ungava
Bay, in summer 2000, and a supplement on other nesting aquatic birds. Canadian Wildlife Service,
Quebec Region; Johnson and Ward, 1985; Kay et al., 2006; Ward, 1979.

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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KING EIDER DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from
the Ocean Biogeographic Information System. Intergovernmental
O aphic C ission of UNESCO. A :17/02/2016. http://
www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016.
Retrieved from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species
distribution maps of the world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and
NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of
Canada Database. Port Rowan, Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://
www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key Habitat Sites
for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016).
Environment and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key
migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in the Northwest Territories and
Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for
migratory birds in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Occasional
Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute,
Natural Earth.
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LONG-TAILED DUCK DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from
the Ocean Biogeographic Information System. Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Accessed: 17/02/2016. http://
www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) 2016.
Retrieved from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species
distribution maps of the world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK
and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of
Canada Database. Port Rowan, Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://
www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key Habitat Sites
for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016).
Environment and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al (2008).
Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in the Northwest Territories
and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for
migratory birds in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Occasional
Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute,
Natural Earth.
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ARCTIC-BREEDING SEA DUCKS—2
White-winged Scoter, Surf Scoter, and Black Scoter

Natural history
There are four species of scoter in the world, three of
which breed in Canada’s sub-Arctic and Arctic regions.
Scoters are distinctive, heavy-bodied sea ducks. White-
winged Scoters (Melanitta fusca) are the largest, with
males weighing up to 2 kg. Black Scoters (M. americana)
are approximately half the size of White-winged Sco-
ters, and Surf Scoters (M. perspicillata) are intermediate
in size. Scoters begin breeding at two years of age, and
lay eight to nine eggs per clutch. Information on adult
survival is limited, but is generally assumed to be rela-
tively high (10 or more years) for all three species.
Scoters have similar behavioural and ecological
traits, and all are relatively widespread across sub-Arc-
tic and lower Arctic Canada during the breeding period.
White-winged Scoters have a circumpolar breeding dis-
tribution and, in North America, breed in prairie regions
of central Canada and interior British Columbia. Surf
Scoters are confined to North America during breeding,
although stray birds are fairly common in northwest Eu-
rope. The Black Scoter has recently been split form the
Common Scoter (M. nigra) in Europe; its breeding range
is also largely confined to North America with a small
population in eastern Russia. Black Scoters are com-
monly thought to breed in two distinct populations. The
eastern population extends from western Hudson Bay
to Labrador with the majority of the population concen-
trated in northern Quebec. The western population ex-

Table 1:
The global and national
conservation status and

continental conservation White-winged Scoter
priority of scoters. (M. fusca)

Global Conservation Status' LEAST CONCERN

Continental Conservation Needs? MODERATELY HIGH

Canada Conservation Status
(wildspecies)3 SECURE

tends west from the Mackenzie Delta in the Northwest
Territories, through coastal and parts of central Alaska.
More recent telemetry and survey data indicate the
breeding range of Black Scoters also includes tundra
habitats west of Hudson Bay, suggesting eastern and
western breeding populations may not be disjunct. Sco-
ters are highly gregarious in winter, often forming large
mixed flocks, but they vary in their degree of sociality
during the breeding season. White-winged Scoters can
nest in relatively high densities, mostly on small islands,
and sometimes among nesting gulls and terns. Surf and
Black Scoters are more dispersed during breeding and
nest solitarily close to ponds and wetlands.

Distribution

All three scoter species divide between east and
west coastal waters of North America during winter
months, with eastern breeders migrating to the Atlantic
coast and western breeders migrating to the Pacific
coast. On the Pacific coast, all three species range from
the Aleutian Islands to as far south as the Baja California
peninsula. On the Atlantic coast, all three species of
scoters range from Atlantic Canada south to the Gulf
of Mexico, with small numbers remaining on the Great
Lakes each year. Scoters often winter in large concen-
trations, sometimes in mixed-species flocks. In coastal
waters of the mid-Atlantic region of the US, for example,
they often form flocks of tens of thousands of birds, par-

Black Scoter
(M. americana)

Surf Scoter
(M. perspicillata)

LEAST CONCERN NEAR THREATENED

MODERATELY HIGH MODERATELY HIGH

SECURE SECURE

'IUCN 2015, 2North American Waterfowl Management Plan 2004, 3CESCC 2011.

A large raft of Surf Scoters. (photo: Paul Colangelo)

ticularly in and around Chesapeake Bay. The largest aggregations tend
to be found in areas with the highest density and biomass of benthic
prey (macroinvertebrates).

Importance to Inuit

Like other sea ducks, scoters are harvested for subsistence
purposes across the Canadian Arctic, and their eggs are occasionally
collected for food in early summer. The non-breeding sport harvest is
much larger and, in recent years, 40,000-50,000 scoters have been
harvested annually in the eastern US alone.

Conservation concerns

Globally, the Black Scoter is listed as the highest conservation
concern (“near threatened”), while the White-winged and Surf Scoter
are listed as “least concern.” All three, however, have the same conser-

vation priority continentally (“moderately high”), and are considered
“secure” in Canada (see Table).

Potential threats to scoters on their Arctic breeding grounds are
many, including predation on eggs and young, subsistence harvest,
and degradation of breeding habitat from mining and oil and gas
exploration and development. Scoters generally exhibit elevated
levels of contaminants that are likely accumulated from invertebrate
prey on their wintering grounds. White-winged and Surf Scoters are
attracted to aquaculture sites, where they may affect the commercial
harvest of cultured mussels, opening the potential for conflicts in
some areas. Since they have similar wintering distributions, threats
during non-breeding are also likely similar for each species, including
exposure to contaminants, marine pollution (oil spills), disturbance by
vessels, and offshore development. In Europe, scoters were found to
be displaced by offshore wind farms for a number of years after con-
struction, but eventually returning to the area. The cumulative impact
of multiple offshore wind developments is unknown, however.

Gaps in current knowledge
There are many unknowns for scoters in the Canadian Arctic,
including population size and trend, population dynamics, population
ecology, and the effects of human harvests. In addition, little is
known about the potential effects of climate change, such as drying
of wetland tundra breeding habitat, which may exacerbate existing
threats. Gaining an improved understanding of population sizes

& and trends is a primary conservation and management priority for

sea duck species, including all three scoters.

Male Surf Scoter eating bivalves. (photo: Nigel Tate)



Documented Occurrence
Breeding Range
Breeding Range (Probable)

| @ Designated Sites

WHITE-WINGED SCOTER DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic Information System. Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Web. http://www.iobis.org (consulted on 2016/02/17); GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information
Facility) 2016. Retrieved from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: Consortium Gauthier & Guillemette - G.R.E.B.E. 19990. Complexe Grande-Baleine. Avant-projet Phase II. Etude de I'avifaune
et du castor : écologie des Macreuses a bec jaune (Melanitta nigra) et a front blanc (M. persplclllata) en période de reproduction sur le
territoire du complexe Grande-Baleine. Rapport final présenté a Hydro-Québec, vice-pré: Saint- Québec,
58 p.; Consortium Gauthier & Guillemette - G.R.E.B.E. 1992. Complexe Grande-Baleine. Avant-| pra]et Phase Il. Etude de I'avifaune et du
castor : aire de reproduction des macreuses dans la péninsule Québec-Labrador. Rapport présenté a Hydro-Québec, vice-présidence
Environnement, Montréal, Québec, 35 p.; Consortium Gauthier & Guillemette - G.R.E.B.E. 1993. Complexe Grande-Baleine. Avant-projet
Phase Il. Etude de I'avifaune et du castor description et utilisation de I'habitat d’élevage des macreuses a I'été 1990. Rapport présenté
@ Hydro-Québec, vice-présit Saint- Québec, 54 p.; Benoit, R., A. Reed, R. Lalumiére et G. Morissette.

1991. Utilisation par la sauvagine des habitats cétiers de la baie of Many Islands, baie James. Rapport présenté au Service écologique,
Direction Ingénierie et Environnement, Société d'énergie de la Baie James, 62 p.; Benoit, R., A. Reed et R. Lalumiére. 1992. Utilisation par la
sauvagine des habitats cétiers de la c6te nord-est de la baie James, été 1991. Rapport présenté au Service écologie, Direction Ingénierie et
Environnement, Société d’énergie de la Baie James, 62 p.; Benoit, R., R. Lalumiére et A. Reed. 1993. Etude de la sauvagine sur la céte-est de
la baie James - 1992. Société d’énergie de la Baie James, 91 p. ;Benoit, R., A. Reed et R. Lalumiére. 1994. Etude de la sauvagine sur la céte
nord-est de la baie James - 1993. Rapport présenté au Service écologie, Direction Ingénierie et Environnement, Société d’énergie de la
Baie James, 113 p.; Benoit, R., R. Lalumiére et A. Reed. 1996. Etude sur la Bernache cravant et la Macreuse a ailes blanches (céte nord-est
de la baie James - 1995). Rapport présenté au Service écologie, Société d’énergie de la Baie James, 55 p.; Savard, J.-P.L. 1977. Etude de

la faune avienne dans les bassins de la Grande riviére de la Baleine et de la Petite riviére de la Baleine (été 1976). Rapport pour Hydro-
Québec, Direction de I'Environnement. GB-BIOP-ECO-77-3. Eco-Recherches Ltée, Pointe-Claire, Québec, 132 p. Environment and Climate
Change Canada - Quebec Region. 2014. Breeding Scoter Survey. Unpublished data; Environment and Climate Change Canada - Quebec
Region. 2010. Satellite telemetry work. Unpublished data. Environment and Climate Change Canada - Quebec Region. 2012. Satellite
telemetry work. Unpublished data.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan, Ontario: Bird Studies Canada.
http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area
(Revised May 2016). Environment and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in the
Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service; Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key
marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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SURF SCOTER DATA SOURCES
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@ Designated Sites

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Web. http://www.
iobis.org (consulted on 2016/02/17); GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016. Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the

world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,

Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key

Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment

and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in

the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;

Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the

Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.

The occurrence points on these maps show the location of captured
specimens from historical museum records, literature records, and
in-field surveys. Areas of sparse points may reflect either a lack of

data or an absence of birds. Designated Sites are important bird areas
and key habitat sites; these are recognized areas that support larger
numbers of individuals of one or more species during one or more
periods of the year and can include aggregation areas, colonies, nesting,
feeding, brood rearing, molting, staging, migration or wintering.

BLACK SCOTER DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global blodlversrty indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
ion System. Interg, I O aphic C ission of UNESCO. Web. http://www.
iobis.org (consulted on 2016/02/17); GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016. Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/
- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.; Sea Duck Joint
Venture. 2017. Black Scoter Range Map. https://seaduckjv.org/meet-the-sea-ducks/black-scoter/
Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.
- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.




ARCTIC-BREEDING LOONS
Red-throated Loon, Yellow-billed Loon, and Pacific Loon

Natural history

Loons are slow-maturing, relatively large-bodied birds
with high adult survival and low reproductive rates. All
five loon species (family Gaviidae) are present in North
America, and all breed within the Arctic region. Three
of these species, however, are primarily dependent on
the Canadian Arctic to provide the majority of their
continental breeding grounds—the Red-throated Loon
(Gavia stellata), Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii), and
Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica). All three species nest on
freshwater or brackish ponds in low-lying coastal and
inland tundra areas. Red-throated Loons forage almost
exclusively in marine waters, while the other loon spe-
cies forage in their breeding territory, if large enough to
sustain suitably sized fish for both adults and young, or
on surrounding lakes.

Distribution

During the breeding period, Red-throated and Yel-
low-billed Loons are broadly distributed across much of
the circumpolar North, whereas Pacific Loons are found
primarily in the Canadian Arctic, Alaska, and northern
Siberia. Because loon breeding territories are widely
distributed across this vast landscape, they are relative-
ly difficult to count and to monitor, compared to highly
colonial species. During the non-breeding period, all
three species of loons that rely on the Canadian Arctic
are found in coastal marine waters. Red-throated Loons

divide between the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans in win-
ter. On migration, birds wintering on the Atlantic coast
stage in Hudson Bay before passing through James Bay
and the Great Lakes on their way south. Yellow-billed
Loons breeding in the central and western Canadian
Arctic and Alaska winter along both northern Pacific
coasts as far south as northern California in the eastern
Pacific and the Yellow Sea in the western Pacific. Pa-
cific Loons winter along the eastern Pacific coast from
Alaska to Mexico.

Importance to Inuit

Across the Canadian Arctic, all loon species are
occasionally harvested for subsistence purposes, and
their eggs may be collected for food in early summer,
although they are not a major focus of hunting. His-
torically, at least in some Arctic regions, loon feathers,
bones, and skins were used for ceremonial purposes
(e.g. Yellow-billed Loons in Alaska), and loons also com-
monly appear in carvings, other crafts, and traditional
stories, suggesting a strong spiritual connection with
Indigenous peoples.

Conservation concerns

The Yellow-billed Loon is listed as high conser-
vation concern globally (“near threatened”), whereas
the Red-throated and the Pacific Loon are considered
secure (“least concern”; see Table 1). In Canada, the

Table 1:
The global and continental Red-throated Loon
conservation status of loons. (G. stellata)

LEAST CONCERN NEAR THREATENED LEAST CONCERN

Contlnental Conservation Needs? HIGH CONCERN

,Lyf

Yellow-billed Loon Pacific Loon
(G. adamsii) ' (G. pacifica)

HIGH CONCERN MODERATE CONCERN

LOW CONCERN INFO. LACKING INFO. LACKING

:'IUCN 2015, 2N. Am. Waterbird Conservation Plan, Kushlan et al. 2002, 3Milko et al. 2003,
1 4CESCC 2011.

Yellow-billed Loon is considered “secure” or data deficient. The
Red-throated and the Yellow-billed Loon are listed as “birds of conser-
vation concern” by the US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Loons are vulnerable to coastal oil spills in both their breeding
and wintering areas, and this could worsen with a potential increase
in shipping traffic in the Arctic. Other threats to these species on their
Arctic breeding grounds include subsistence harvest, bycatch in sub-
sistence fisheries, breeding habitat degradation and disturbance from
mining and oil and gas exploration and development, contaminants,
and other effects of climate change. In their wintering areas, the major
issues likely vary for each species, but include bycatch in commercial
fisheries, contaminants, and offshore wind energy development. Some
or all of these threats to loons could be exacerbated by the impacts of
climate change, such as changes in prey availability.

Gaps in current knowledge

There is little to no information on the current survival or harvest
rates for these species across their ranges in the Canadian Arctic.
Distributional information is limited spatially and temporally, and based
largely on local Indigenous knowledge, historical sightings, and expert
opinion. There have been no broad-scale systematic surveys targeted
at these species; thus reliable information on distributions and popu-
lation sizes and trends is lacking. The long-term continental data that
exists suggests little change in Pacific Loon and Red-throated Loon
populations and a moderate decrease in Yellow-billed Loons. Some
satellite tracking of Yellow-billed and Red-throated Loons has taken
place in recent years in western Canada and the United States.

Above: Pacific Loon and chick. (photo: Michael S. Quinton)

Top left: Loons commonly appear in carvings, other crafts, and traditional stories,
suggesting a strong spiritual connection with Indigenous peoples. (print: Mayoreak

Ashoona, Tuulirjuaq [Great Big Loon], 2009 Stonecut & Stencil, 102.3 x 74 cm,

reproduced with the permission of Dorset Fine Arts)

Top right: Incubating adult Red-throated Loon. (photo: Wayne Lynch)
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RED-THROATED LOON DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Accessed:

17/02/2016. http://www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) 2016. Retrieved from:

http://www.gbif.org/
Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.D
Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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Designated Sites

YELLOW-BILLED LOON DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Web. http://www.
iobis.org (consulted on 2016/02/17); GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) 2016. Retrieved
from: http://www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.

- Designated Sites: Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the
Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment and Climate Change Canada.; Latour,
P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut
(3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service; Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key

il ok - # marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper
j y e 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

N - Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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B My The occurrence points on these maps show the location of captured
specimens from historical museum records, literature records, and
in-field surveys. Areas of sparse points may reflect either a lack of
data or an absence of birds. Designated Sites are important bird areas
and key habitat sites; these are recognized areas that support larger
numbers of individuals of one or more species during one or more
periods of the year and can include aggregation areas, colonies, nesting,
feeding, brood rearing, molting, staging, migration or wintering.

PACIFIC LOON DATA SOURCES

- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean Biogeographic
Information System. Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO. Accessed:
17/02/2016. http://www.iobis.org; GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) 2016. Retrieved from:
http://www.gbif.org/
- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.
- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
i 1 Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Dﬂﬂ.lmﬂﬂtﬂd GC-EI.ITTE“CE i, T 2 v Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
- Tom . - el L & ' d ! ¥y and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
ik Brﬂﬁd'ln‘g Rangt : - R L the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
] s - ;. ¥’ - & 3 - Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Dgsignated Sites = : = = 2 Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.
k A - Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.
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ARCTIC-BREEDING SEABIRDS
Northern Fulmar, Ivory Gull, and Thick-billed Murre

Natural history

Most seabird species are slow-maturing, relatively
large-bodied birds, with high adult survival and low
reproductive rates. The three species included here are
all very different in behavioural and ecological traits, but
all are highly reliant on the Arctic. All three species are
colonial, and nest in remote areas, mostly on sheer cliffs
close to productive Arctic waters, especially polynyas,
which are important foraging areas. Fulmars and murres
have a few very large Arctic nesting colonies (more than
10,000 birds) that are well known in Canada, and it is
relatively straightforward to monitor these sites. Con-
versely, Ivory Gulls (Pagophila eburnea) nest in small
colonies (fewer than 60 birds) in extremely remote
habitats as disparate as flat gravel barrens, well inland,
or the rugged faces of nunataks (bare rock on cliffs or
mountains), which makes them difficult to locate and
monitor.

Distribution

All three exhibit a circumpolar distribution, and
in Canada are most commonly found in the eastern
Arctic. Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) colonies
are generally distributed up the eastern side of Baffin
Island to the Lancaster Sound and Jones Sound area.
A few small colonies (fewer than 80 birds) also exist in
Newfoundland and Labrador. Thick-Billed Murre (Uria

o
o
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lomvia) colonies are largely found in northern Hudson
Bay and the Hudson Strait, and northern Baffin Bay and
Lancaster and Jones Sounds. Both of these species are
also found in large colonies in Alaska. In North America,
however, Ivory Gulls nest exclusively in northern Nun-
avut, particularly around the Lancaster Sound region.

In terms of annual movements, Ivory Gulls are
fairly distinct again, remaining further north and closer
to pack ice year-round, while Northern Fulmars and
Thick-Billed Murres move to more southerly, open wa-
ters. Northern Fulmars breeding in the Canadian High
Arctic generally migrate out to the Labrador Sea and
the northwest Atlantic Ocean via Baffin Bay and the
Davis Strait. Thick-Billed Murres also migrate through
Baffin Bay and the Hudson Strait to the Davis Strait, on
their way to more inshore areas and bays around New-
foundland and Labrador, with smaller numbers along
the coast of southwest Greenland, and south along the
US coast as far as the mid-Atlantic region.

Importance to Inuit

Seabirds and their eggs are harvested across the
circumpolar North. Although Northern Fulmars are har-
vested in some northern nations (e.g. the Faroe Islands),
they are rarely taken in the Canadian Arctic. The Thick-
Billed Murre is the most frequently harvested seabird
in the Canadian North, and its eggs are collected for
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Table 1: %

The global and continental
conservation status of
selected seabirds.

Northern Fulmar
(F. glacialis)

LEAST CONCERN NEAR THREATENED LEAST CONCERN

lvoryGull ™= = Thick-billed Murre
(P. eburnea) (U. lomvia)

MODERATE CONCERN MODERATE CONCERN MODERATE CONCERN

NOT c”ggiNTLY AT HIGH CONCERN MODERATE CONCERN

GElEh °°“s°:¥va“t:;'; :;a::; SENSITIVE AT RISK SECURE

5 'IUCN 2015, 2N. Am. Waterbird Conservation Plan, Kushlan et al. 2002, 3Milko et al. 2003,
§ 4CESCC 2011.

Adult Ivory Gull bathing on the Arctic pack ice.
(photo: Philip Mugridge)

Above left: Thick-billed Murres on an ice floe (photo: Design Pics Inc). Above right: Northern Fulmar gliding above sea water. (photo: Arterra Picture Library)

food in early summer at easily accessible colonies (e.g. Digges Sound).
Thick-Billed and Common Murres (Uria aalge) are also heavily harvest-
ed off the coast of Newfoundland and Labrador in winter, with up to
200,000 birds taken there each year, mostly (around 95%) Thick-Billed
Murres. Despite being legally protected, lvory Gulls are still harvested
in small numbers in northwest Greenland and the Canadian Arctic,
although probably only opportunistically.

Conservation concerns

All three of these seabird species, emblematic of the Canadian
Arctic, are considered to be “of conservation concern” continentally
(see Table 1). The Ivory Gull is also listed as “high conservation con-
cern” globally (“near threatened”). Surveys in the Canadian Arctic in
2002-11 suggested that the number of Ivory Gulls declined about 80%
in just 20 years, and traditional knowledge suggests that declines may
extend over a longer time period than this. Long-term monitoring of
a limited number of Thick-Billed Murre colonies suggests population
trends have remained relatively stable overall. The Northern Fulmar
population at Prince Leopold Island, however, appears to have de-
clined over time.

The drastic decline in Ivory Gulls in recent years has yet to be fully
explained, although environmental contaminants, particularly mercu-
ry, may play an important role. Murres and fulmars are also subject to
contaminant loading, especially of pollutants associated with plastics.

A colony of murres on the sea cliffs of Coats
Island, Nunavut. (photo: Jennifer Provencher)

Gaps in current knowledge

Population trends and breeding success of fulmars and murres
are generally well known, though some colonies in Nunavut have not
been surveyed since the 1970s. The breeding distribution and success
of Ivory Gulls are less well understood. The foraging distributions of
breeding birds, moult times, migration routes, and non-breeding habi-
tat use, as well as their demographic and/or energetic consequences,
are considerably less well understood for all three species. The poten-
tial impacts of climate change, including the loss of sea ice, changes in
prey distributions, and increasing disturbances in the marine environ-
ment are the largest unknowns for these Arctic seabirds.
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The occurrence points on these maps show the location of captured
specimens from historical museum records, literature records, and
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Red Knot and Red Phalarope

SN rNatgg Natural history | |
BIRDS Shorebirds are among the world’s greatest migrants,

with many species breeding in the Arctic and wintering
in the fertile lowlands of the southern hemisphere, as
- SeaDucks far south as Tierra del Fuego on the southernmost tip
- Loons of South America. Forty-nine species of shorebirds are
- Seabirds recorded as regularly occurring or breeding in Canada.
= Shorebirds For 15 species that are wholly confined to the North
American Arctic and sub-Arctic regions during breed-
ing, Canada provides over 75% of their continental
range. Therefore, Canada has a significant responsibili-
ty for conservation of Arctic-breeding shorebirds.

Arctic-breeding shorebirds encompass a diverse
group of species with a broad range of behavioural,
ecological, and life-history characteristics. They largely
forage on terrestrial and aquatic invertebrates, and
seeds/berries or other plant material, and use a variety
of habitats—from wetlands and estuaries, brackish and
freshwater ponds, marshes and boggy areas, to dry up-
land tundra. Species range in mass from under 40 g to
over 400 g, usually initiate breeding at one to two years
old, lay three to four eggs each season, and can easily
live up 10 or more years.

- Geese

Distribution

Where suitable habitat is available, Arctic-breeding
shorebirds are broadly distributed across the sub-Arc-
tic, Low Arctic, and High Arctic regions of Canada.

ARCTIC-BREEDING SHOREBIRDS

During migration, Arctic-breeding shorebirds use mul-
tiple flyways to spread widely across the globe, usually
stopping at a few critical coastal wetland foraging sites
en route. Shorebirds depend on these specific stopover
sites to refuel along their migration routes, with large
numbers of Canadian Arctic breeders passing through
James Bay in spring and fall. The Western Hemisphere
Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN) exists to identify
and conserve a system of key sites for migratory shore-
birds across the Americas. To date, they have identified
seven important sites in southern Canada, and one has
been nominated in James Bay.

Conservation concerns

Globally, 44% of shorebird populations have de-
clined over the last few decades. Although a number of
factors are likely responsible for these declines, habitat
loss in the non-breeding season and disturbance at
breeding areas and critical stopover sites are believed
to play important roles in these general trends. Overall,
shorebirds are not an important part of the subsistence
harvest across the Canadian Arctic, although adults of
the largest species, such as godwits and curlews, are
probably taken opportunistically.

Few Arctic-breeding shorebirds are considered to
be of high conservation concern globally, probably due
to their vast breeding ranges and often large popula-
tions. At the continental level, however, the situation is

Table 1:

The global and national
conservation status and
continental conservation needs Red Knot
of selected shorebirds. (C. canutus)

Global Conservation Status' NEAR THREATENED

Canada Conservation Status
(wildspecies)*

AT RISK

Red Phalarope
(P. fulicarius)

LEAST CONCERN

SECURE

E’IUCN 2015, 2Canadian Shorebird Conservation Plan, Donaldson
ietal 2000,2U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan, Brown et al. 2001,

{4CESCC 2011.

Two Red Phalaropes float on the surface of the Arctic Ocean. (photo: Ralph Lee Hopkinsk)

quite different, with many species considered to be of moderate to
high conservation concern (see Table 1). The Red Knot (Calidris canu-
tus), for example, has the highest conservation profile due to a drastic
and well-documented decline in the subspecies rufa, related to the
availability of prey at a major stopover site in Delaware Bay. A wide-
spread, and potentially just as drastic, decline in the Red Phalarope
(Phalaropus fulicarius) is less well understood. Red Phalaropes use of
offshore marine habitats during the non-breeding season, but their
resource requirements and potential threats during this period are not
known.

Since the 1990s, the Program for Regional and International
Shorebird Monitoring (PRISM) has coordinated breeding surveys for
shorebirds across the continent, including in the Arctic, to improve our
understanding of population trends and distributions. The current de-
clining trends observed in many shorebirds are of particular concern
because their populations are often slow to recover, due to low repro-
ductive rates, and, in the event of nest failure, little oppor-
tunity for re-nesting during the short Arctic summer.
Being dependent on shallow water habitats during
breeding, staging, and wintering, shorebirds are
highly vulnerable to warming temperatures,
and breed in the Arctic where the onset of
climate change is expected to be most
rapid. Many northern-breeding species
are already showing impacts of climate
change, as their arrival dates shift ear-
lier in the season. Shorebirds have the
added vulnerability of being heavily
dependent on a few critical stopover
sites, where they gather in very large
numbers. The sudden loss of even one of
these sites, due to natural or human-in-
duced disruptions, could have far-reaching
effects on their populations.

Predation on tundra-breeding birds, including shorebirds, can be
extreme in years following lemming population crashes when preda-
tors, particularly Arctic Foxes, switch to alternative prey sources. Loss
or degradation of breeding or foraging habitat is a common issue for
Arctic-breeding shorebirds—sometimes caused by overabundant
foragers, such as Snow Geese. Arctic-breeding shorebirds are also at
risk from a range of environmental contaminants, particularly mercury
contamination, as recent studies indicate mercury deposition and
rates of methylation are increasing in Arctic habitats. Over the past
century, elevated mercury deposition has led to large increases in mer-
cury exposure for Arctic wildlife, particularly in aquatic ecosystems,
with some shorebirds exceeding thresholds that have been shown to
reduce reproductive success in other small avian invertivores.

/ Red Knot perched on the tundra.
(photo: All Canada Photos)
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- Documented Occurrence: GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016. Retrieved from: http://
www.gbif.org/

- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution maps of the
world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington, USA.; Canadian Wildlife
Service. 2016.

- Designated Sites: Bird Studies Canada. 2015. Important Bird Areas of Canada Database. Port Rowan,
Ontario: Bird Studies Canada. http://www.ibacanada.org; Canadian Wildlife Service. 2016. Key
Habitat Sites for Migratory Birds in the Nunavut Settlement Area (Revised May 2016). Environment
and Climate Change Canada.; Latour, P.B. et al. 2008. Key migratory bird terrestrial habitat sites in
the Northwest Territories and Nunavut (3rd Ed.). Occasional Paper 114. Canadian Wildlife Service;
Mallory, M.L. and A.J. Fontaine. 2004. Key marine habitat sites for migratory birds in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Occasional Paper 109. Canadian Wildlife Service.

- Basemap Data: Atlas of Canada 1:1M, ESRI, Flanders Marine Institute, Natural Earth.

The occurrence points on these maps show the location of captured specimens
from historical museum records, literature records, and in-field surveys. Areas of
sparse points may reflect either a lack of data or an absence of birds. Designated
Sites are important bird areas and key habitat sites; these are recognized

areas that support larger numbers of individuals of one or more species during
one or more periods of the year and can include aggregation areas, colonies,
nesting, feeding, brood rearing, molting, staging, migration or wintering.

DATA SOURCES
- Documented Occurrence: OBIS. 2016. Global biodiversity indices from the Ocean
Biogeographic Information System. Interg o] ‘aphic C issi

of UNESCO. Web. http://www.iobis.org (consulted on 2016/02/17); GBIF (Global
Biodiversity Information Facility). 2016. Retrieved from: http://www.gbif.org/
- Range Data: BirdLife International and NatureServe. 2015. Bird species distribution
maps of the world. BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK and NatureServe, Arlington,
USA.; Canadian Wildlife Service, 2016.
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