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Environmental stress on the Whistling Swan

W I L L I A M  W.  H.  G U N N

In N orth  A m erica, W histling Swans Cygnus 
c. columbianus num ber abou t 100,000 
birds. They breed across th e  A rctic from 
A laska to  Baffin Island ; on the w inter 
range, they are  separated  into tw o fairly- 
evenly divided populations residing a con
tinen t apart, on the  Pacific and A tlantic 
coasts.

My com m ents in this p ap er refer to  the 
A tlan tic  popu la tion  because it has been 
studied in m ore detail, b u t there  is reason 
to  believe th a t sim ilar circum stances exist 
for th e  Pacific population .

On the  A tlan tic  seaboard , the eastern 
popu la tion  of abou t 50,000 W histling 
Swans w inters largely in C hesapeake Bay 
bu t, o f late, they have been appearing in 
increasing num bers as far sou th  as Back 
Bay, V irginia, and  th e  coastal m arshes of 
N orth  and South C arolina.

Beginning in M arch, th e ir  spring 
m igration  takes them  northw estw ard  across 
the continen t som e 3 ,000-4 ,000  miles 
(5 ,000-6 ,500  km) to  th e  breeding range. As 
one follows them  on th is long trek , accom 
plished in 3 m onths, it becom es m ore and 
m ore evident th a t they are  faced w ith in
creasing stress from  actual o r po ten tia l 
ecological dam age of a serious na tu re  at 
bo th  ends o f the ir range and  a t every m ajor 
stopping po in t in betw een.

Chesapeake Bay

T he heavy traffic o f tankers and o ther 
shipping in the narrow  confines o f C hesa
peake Bay m ake oil po llu tion  o f the Bay a 
continuous th rea t. N eighbouring D elaw are 
Bay, occasionally  visited by swans, recently 
suffered a  serious oil po llu tion  incident. 
Oil slicks o f a m inor na tu re  are  p robably  a 
chronic condition  on C hesapeake Bay but, 
in add ition , m assive industria l and m uni
cipal pollu tion  pours in to  th e  Bay from  the 
Susquehanna and Po tom ac R ivers and 
from  the g ian t Bethlehem  Steel p lan t on the 
Bay.

W histling Swans frequent the  sm all in 
lets and m arshy reaches to  ob tain  their 
basic diet o f aqua tic  and  sub-aquatic  
vegetation . H ow  well th is vegeta tion  is 
standing up to  severe w ater po llu tion  and 
shoreline developm ent is a p rob lem  th a t 
is being actively studied.

Lake Erie and Lake St Clair

W hen the spring m igration  from  C hesa
peake Bay begins in M arch, the first m ajor 
stop-over is 400-500  m iles (650-800  km) 
to  th e  north-w est, in the m arshes o f Lake 
E rie and L ake St C lair. Som e b irds carry on 
to  Shiaw assee N ational Refuge and  Sagi
naw  Bay in M ichigan.

T he extensive po llu tion  of L ake Erie is 
now  a m atte r o f in te rna tiona l concern. 
M ore and m ore heavy industry  continues to 
tak e  up space along its shoreline on bo th  
sides o f the border. M any o f its m arshes 
have been destroyed or seriously depleted. 
As a haven fo r m igrating sw ans, it can now  
support only a  few thousand  a t a  tim e.

Lake St C lair still has extensive m arshes, 
particu larly  along the eastern  shore, in 
C anada. The m uch publicized discharge of 
m ercury  from  a chem ical p lan t in to  the St. 
C lair R iver is p robably  o f  less concern to 
swans than  th e  effluent from  oil refineries, 
po lym er p lants, and m unicipal sources. To 
w hat extent th e  quality  and  quantity  of 
swan food has been affected in recent years 
is no t know n.

W ithin the past 5 years, sw ans have deve
loped th e  hab it o f flying from  the St Clair 
m arshes daily to  glean corn  from  agricul
tu ra l land. Between 5 M arch and 5 A pril 
a t least h a lf o f th e  eastern  popu la tion  of 
W histling Swans visits a  4-m ile by 5-mile 
(6-5 by 8-0 km) a rea  o f corn fields east o f 
Lake St C lair. W hether this developm ent 
is to  exploit a newly found  food source or 
w hether it has been m ade necessary by 
deterio ra tion  o f th e  m arsh  vegetation in 
Lake St C lair is an im p o rtan t m atte r we 
should hasten  to investigate.

The sloughs of North Dakota

By late  M arch or early A pril, the  swans are 
heading for th e ir next m ajo r stop-over, on 
the plains o f N orth  D ako ta , fully 850 miles 
(1,370 km) to  the  w est-northw est. There, 
the countryside used to  be do tted  w ith 
sloughs and potholes. In  recent years, the 
trend  tow ards increasing m echanization 
and  large holdings in w heat-farm ing oper
ations has b rough t abou t accelerated  d ra in 
ing o f these w aters. Even large lakes, such
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as R ush L ake, a m ajo r swan assem bly area, 
a re  being d ra ined  by diverting th e  w ater 
in to  the Pem bina R iver, in C anada.

T he breeding h ab ita t fo r ducks has been 
perm anently  reduced bu t, except for Rush 
Lake, sw ans are  less seriously h it because 
the ir spring stop-over lasts only about a 
m onth— early A pril to  early M ay— and at 
th a t tim e o f the year th e  accum ulation  o f 
snow  m elt usually  lasts until a fter the swans 
leave. M ost o f th e  m arsh land  is gone, how 
ever, and swans are  frequenting standing 
w ater in the  fields, again gleaning for grains, 
m ostly w heat.

The Athabaska Delta

In late A pril and  early M ay, th e  W histling 
Swans m ake the ir next long jum p, 900 miles 
(1,450 km) northw est across the C anadian  
province o f  Saskatchew an. T he only m ajor 
stop-over a rea  we have located  is in th e  con
fluence o f w aters abou t the delta  o f the 
A thabaska  R iver w here it flows into Lake 
A thabaska . N earby , th e  Slave R iver form s 
th e  ou tle t from  th e  Lake, and th e  Peace 
R iver, descending from  British C olum bia, 
flows into the Slave. This was an unusually 
rich a rea  o f  w etlands, exceptionally  well 
suited to  swans as a  staging area. U nfortun
ately , a  few years ago a large pow er dam  
was com pleted  fa r upstream  on  the Peace 
R iver, in British C olum bia. W ith w ater now  
held behind the dam , th e  spring run-off no 
longer floods th e  w etlands, and th e  rich 
shallow  feeding grounds o f Lake C laire and 
o th er sm aller lakes now  virtually  dry  up in 
years o f low run-off. M uch concern has 
been show n in A lberta  abou t the  effect o f 
the d rastic  change in w ater flow on Indians, 
m uskrats and ducks, bu t no one has yet 
considered th e  p ligh t o f  the W histling 
Swans, w hich now  m ust largely frequent the 
open w aters o f L ake A thabaska, w here 
p lan t food is relatively scarce.

The Mackenzie Delta

From  th e  A thabaska  D elta, the m ain mig
ra tion  rou te  o f th e  swans continues n o rth 
w est ano ther 950 miles (1,530 km) to  the 
M ackenzie D elta, w hich lies w ithin the 
b reeding range. This constitu tes th e  last 
staging a rea  before  dispersal to  the b reed
ing territo ries as soon as w eather perm its— 
usually abou t th e  end of M ay and  early 
June.

As yet, th e  sw ans a re  relatively undis
tu rbed , bu t the  D elta  is now  a centre o f

exploration  fo r fossil fuels underlying the 
D elta itself. It is criss-crossed w ith seismic 
lines and do tted  with drilling rigs—p a rt
icularly on the  ou ter reaches o f th e  delta 
w hich constitu te  a favoured nesting area. 
Oil and gas have been discovered there  in 
fairly sizeable quantities, and  th e  s ta rt o f 
p roduction  appears close a t hand. A m ajor 
oil spill will be a continuous th rea t for years 
to  com e, and w hat is perhaps m ore im por
tan t, hum an and  m echanical d is tu rbance on 
an unpreceden ted  scale is virtually  a cer
tain ty .

The Arctic coast

As the snow  m elts in la te  May and early 
June, the sw ans spread ou t east and  west 
across the  tu n d ra , each p a ir taking up a 
sizeable te rrito ry , usually centred  ab o u t a 
sm all lake o r ta rn , and  m any nesting w ithin 
sight o f th e  coast. T here  is safety in this 
iso lation  bu t for one new developm ent— 
the skidoo o r snow m obile. The sale o f ski- 
doos is being pushed hard  and Eskim os 
have taken  en thusiastically  to  them . They 
m ake extended travel possible th rough  the 
spring, and  I suspect th a t, as a result, the  
hunting  pressu re  on wild anim als has in
creased by a fac to r alm ost as great as when 
th e  rifle was first in troduced . T he principles 
o f  conservation  do no t com e easily to  the 
Eskim o nor, fo r th a t m atter, to  his fellow 
whites in th e  A rctic. F o r the Eskim o, the 
b ird  in the hand  continues to  be be tte r than  
tw o on th e  tu n d ra , and  swans are  no excep
tion  to  th e  ru le. T he snow m obile m akes it 
possible to  cover long d istances along the 
coast, and  sw ans m ake a large and tem pt
ing target.

T he m elting o f  th e  snow  and ice a t least 
brings iso lation  to  nesting sw ans— except 
fo r d is tu rbance  from  low-flying p lanes and 
helicopters hurry ing  back  and fo rth  on er
rands o f exploration  and research . The 
swans are  left to  contend w ith the m ore 
trad itiona l p rob lem s o f  a w ilderness exis
tence, bu t these  m ust no t be  m inim ized. 
T he schedule fo r th e  b reeding season is very 
tight indeed, and  a delayed spring o r early 
w inter storm  may keep successful rep ro 
duction  to  a low  figure. Sum m er is only too 
short, and , even in an  ‘average’ year, m any 
young cygnets are  overtaken  by w inter 
before  they have the streng th  to  fly out.

T he long re tu rn  rou te  sou theast to  C hesa
peake Bay closely retraces th e  spring mig
ra tion  ro u te—a  band  ab o u t 100 miles (160 
km ) w ide draw n diagonally  across the 
continen t. M uch the sam e problem s have to
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be faced, w ith the added  com plication  o f  a 
hunting  season now  in troduced  in a  few 
states and under consideration  by others.

If  we wish to  m aintain  th e ir num bers in 
th e  vicinity o f p resen t levels, it is essential 
to  begin now  to  establish th e  inform ation 
needed fo r intelligent m anagem ent o f  this 
resource. T he place to  s ta rt, in my opinion, 
is w ith a study o f food habits, and  a de te r
m ination o f  the  p roductiv ity  o f  relevant 
p lan t and anim al food sources in th e  w in ter
ing and  staging areas.

I th ink  it is tru e  to  say th a t anyone who 
takes th e  troub le  to  becom e closely 
acquain ted  w ith these b irds soon acquires a 
g reat respect and adm ira tion  for them . 
They are  tru ly  one o f th e  noblest o f our 
b irds. They have g reat adaptab ility , bu t 
they will need all o f  it in th e  years to  come.
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