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The breeding common loon populations are monitored where they occur in the National Parks
in the Atlantic Region (Kejimkujik. Cape Breton Highlands, Fundy, Terra Nova, Gros Morne)
and in the Experimental Ponds Area, ~100 km west of Terra Nova National Park in New-
foundland. The monitoring effort goes back to 1982 in Kejimkujik National Park while it com-
menced in 1997 in Terra Nova, Gros Morne National Parks. The lakes range from oligotrophic
to ultra-oligotrophic. Overall, the adult population remained stable, with considerable year to
year variation in reproductive success. Nutrients (phosphorus) through fish production con-
trolled the lake size that is required to breeding success. In oligotophic lakes > 40 ha were re-
quired to support a chick to fledging while in ultra-oligotrophic lakes >120 ha or several
smaller lakes were needed as a territory to raise chicks. Smaller lakes < 20 ha or less, close to
the sea or to large lakes, where adults could fly to feed were able to support chicks to fledging
(Fundy, Terra Nova). In spite of the great abundance of lakes of different sizes, breeding loons
were observed only in one lake in Gros Morne National Park in Western Newfoundland. A
mountain range on the Eastern boundary of the park prevents loons from moving in from the
Atlantic side of Newfoundland.
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INTRODUCTION

With the completion of the aquatic resource inventories in the national parks
in the Atlantic Region of Canada in the 1970’s, a sound background was estab-
lished of the limnological conditions (Fig. 1), (KEREKES et al. 1995, KEREKES &
SCHWINGHAMER 2002). That made possible the investigation of waterbird popula-
tions in a limnological context in the Atlantic national parks. An intensive study of
waterbird populations began in Kejimkujik National Park within the context of the
national acid precipitation program in 1988 (KEREKES 1989). Encouraged by the
findings of this program, investigations of the common loon were extended to
other national parks (Kejimkujik. Cape Breton Highlands, Fundy, Terra Nova, Gros
Morne) as well as in the Experimental Ponds Area, ~100 km West of Terra Nova Na-
tional Park in Newfoundland).
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The intensity of the surveillance of the study lakes during the breading sea-
son is given by KEREKES et al. 1996, CLAY et al. 2004 and HOPE 2006.

Kejimkujik National Park

The common loon (Gavia immer) is a prominent waterbird inhabiting most
of the 40 oligotrophic lakes within Kejimkujik National Park (KNP), Nova Scotia,
Canada (KEREKES 1995). From 1988 to 1995, the Canadian Wildlife Service car-
ried out a common loon population study of park lakes, and determined a resident
loon population of 39 pairs on 25 lakes (KEREKES et al. 1996). Loons utilized lakes
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Fig. 1. Location of national parks supporting common loon populations in the Atlantic Region of
Canada



of 20 ha or more and usually bred successfully on lakes averaging 40 ha or greater
in area (KEREKES 1990, KEREKES et al.1994). Lakes in the 80–120 ha range may
support two breeding pairs and lakes >120 ha support more. It was estimated that
about 40 ha are required to produce enough fish to support two adult loons and a
chick to fledging in those lakes. A common loon monitoring program 18 of the
more accessible lakes, described in the loon population study, was initiated in 1996
(HOPE 2006). The number of adult loons remained stable during the last 18 years
(KEREKES et al. 2008). All suitable habitats (lakes) are occupied by adult loons in-
cluding marginal sites (<40 ha). Loons from the smaller lakes fly regularly to the
larger lakes to feed. A large number of young non-breeding loons spend their sum-
mers in the ocean. The relative closeness to the seacoast (~40 or 60 km in two di-
rections) ensures that all suitable territory, when they become vacant, including
marginal ones, are soon filled in the spring migration. This may give an explana-
tion of the low ratio (0.32) of loon chick/territorial pair in Kejimkujik compared to
other more continental populations (>0.5) distant from the sea (KEREKES et al.
1994).

Cape Breton Highlands National Park

The park has a large number of lakes but only two lakes, Warren (89.8 ha)
(oligotrophic) and Freshwater (42.2 ha) (oligo-mezotrophic) are of sufficient size
to support loon chicks regularly to fledging (KEREKES 1983).

Fundy National Park

One small lake, Wolfe (22 ha), support loon chicks regularly to fledging. The
adult loons fly away regularly to larger lakes outside the park and to the sea for
feeding (CLAY et al. 2004).

Terra Nova National Park

In Terra Nova National Park several larger lakes, all close to the sea are not
occupied by resident loons (KEREKES et al. 2000). One large lake (173 ha) regu-
larly produces chicks which soon became victims of predation by Black backed
gulls breading on the same lake. Two smaller lakes (28 ha & 20 ha) however occa-
sionally support breeding loons. These lakes are both close to the sea where the
adults can feed regularly.
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Experimental ponds area

The Experimental Ponds Area is located ~100 km west of Terra Nova Na-
tional Park in Newfoundland. Three oligotrophic lakes were fertilized for several
years in an fisheries research study. The year after the first fertilization, loons be-
gan to produce chicks for five years on a previously unoccupied lake (25.7 ha).
They utilized the additional fish production resulted from the fertilization (KERE-
KES et al. 2000, KNOECHEL et al. 2000). After fertilization stopped, the lake was
abandoned by the breeding loons. KEREKES et al. (2000) found that in the general
area, because of the low rate of fish production, the loons depended on larger lakes
(>140 ha) or several smaller lakes for a breeding territory.

Gros Morne National Park

The park has a great abundance of lakes yet only one lake has a record of
breeding success by loons. Apparently the mountain range on the Eastern bound-
ary with a tundra like environment poses a sufficient barrier to prevent loons from
moving in from the Atlantic side of Newfoundland.

CONCLUSION

Common loon populations occur in five national parks in the Atlantic region
where suitable habitat exists. Nutrients (phosphorus) through fish production de-
termines the minimum size of the lake required to support successful raising the
young to fledging (KEREKES 1990, 2002). The density of the breeding loons de-
clines toward the North as the growing season shortens with a declining fish pro-
duction (KEREKES et al. 2000).
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