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New Research Grant S
tudies Clim

ate Change 

Impact on Wisconsin Loons
 

 The Wisconsin Department of 

Natural Resources and partners at the US 

Geological Survey Water Center in Madi-

son and the US Geological Survey Upper 

Midwest Environmental Science Center 

in La Crosse will begin a research study 

this summer to investigate whether pre-

dicted changes in Northern Wisconsin 

climate will result in reduced nest habitat 

quality of Common Loons.  Loons typi-

cally select lakes for breeding that have 

good nesting habitat and relatively clear 

water.  Previous work has shown that 

loons are less likely to be found on lakes 

as the secchi disk reading decline.  

 USGS Hydrologists John Walker 

and Randy Hunt will model the potential 

impacts of future climate conditions on 

lakes within the Trout Lake watershed in 

Vilas County.  They will investigate 

whether changes in temperature and 

precipitation could lead to changes in 

lake water quality in the region.   WDNR 

Research Scientist Mike Meyer and USGS 

Research Scientist Kevin Kenow will be 

heading up crews that will be document-

ing loon use of lakes within the water-

shed and at the southern extent of their 

breeding range ñsouthern and central 

Wisconsin.   Specifically, the research 

crews will be identifying which lake fac-

tors (such as water clarity) nesting loons 

are looking for when setting up breeding 

territories.   They will then assess 

whether lake models predict these fac-

tors could change under future climate 

conditions, potentially reducing the 

amount of lakes suitable for loons in Wis-

consin.   

 The Wisconsin breeding loon 

population has shifted north over the past 

100 years, it is possible that reduced lake 

water quality is responsible for this 

range reduction.. Investigators will ex-

amine whether the water quality of south-

ern lakes abandoned by breeding loons 

is lower than northern lakes currently 

used by nesting loons.  By examining the 

current quality of  lakes once used by 

loons but are no longer, learning what 

lake factors loons  are currently select-

ing, and modeling the future condition of 

lakes in northern Wisconsin under a 

warming climate, scientists will assess 

how loons may fare as lake conditions 

change across the region.  Funding for 

this research project was received from 

the Wisconsin Focus on Energy Program.   

For more information, contact Mike 

Meyer at WDNR Rhinelander,  

Michael.Meyer@Wisconsin.gov  
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Surveillance of Botulism E Related Mortality in 

Waterbirds of the Wisconsin Great Lakes  

Sean Strom & Julie Langenberg, DVM, WDNR Wildlife Health Team; Mike 

Meyer, WDNR Science Services   

 Type E botulism has been 

implicated in waterbird die -offs on 

the Great Lakes since the 1960õs and 

has been responsible for the deaths 

of thousands of birds including com-

mon loons, gulls, mergansers and 

other migratory waterfowl. These 

mortality events have been increas-

ing in frequency, scale and scope - 

potentially related to the presence of 

non-indigenous aquatic species 

(quagga mussels and round gobies), 

low Great Lakes water levels, and 

excessive Cladophora (algae) 

growth.  

 This project aims to docu-

ment the scope and scale of such die -

offs in the Wisconsin Great Lakes 

region where Type E botulism has 

been previously documented. Spe-

cific objectives include: 1) Monitor 

the occurrence of waterbird mortali-

ties associated with botulism E out-

breaks along the Wisconsin shores of 

the Great Lakes via necropsy and 

diagnostic screening. 2) Understand 

the scale and scope of the botulism E 

outbreaks on Great Lakes migratory 

waterbirds in regards to species in-

volved, numbers impacted and locations 

of the outbreaks and identify populations 

which may be at risk. 3) Identify popula-

tions most at risk and estimate potential 

population impacts for certain species. 4) 

Establish a network of partners to assist 

with the monitoring of avian mortality 

events in Wisconsin and coordinate with 

other Great Lakes botulism E surveillance 

programs.  

 We will utilize active surveil-

lance, passive monitoring and diagnostic 

screening in order to understand the 

scale and scope of botulism E in the WI 

Great Lakes. We will stratify the survey 

approach; emphasizing areas deemed 

most at risk for botulism outbreaks. Sat-

ellite telemetry shows WI common loons 

utilize the Bot E risk regions in Great 

Lakes during fall migration.   Loon popu-

lations can be impacted by small 

changes in adult survival.  We will use 

reobservations of uniquely color -

banded loons (n=2400+ banded since 

1991), band recoveries, and Program 

Mark to compare WI adult common loon 

survival 1994 -2001 (92%, Mitro et al. J. 

Wildlife Manage 72(3):665ð673) to that 

measured 2002-2009 during the Bot E 

die -offs. 

 Funding for this research pro-

ject has been received from the Great 

Lakes Fish and Wildlife Restoration 

Grants Program.  For more information 

contact Sean Strom at Wisconsin DNR 

Madison.  

Sean.Strom@ Wisconsin.gov  

Lead Exposure in Wis-

consinõs Common Loon 

Population  

Sean Strom, WDNR Wildlife Health 

Team  

 

Between 2006 and 2008, 26 Common 

Loons were submitted to the WDNRõs 

Wildlife Health Program for necropsy. 

Approximately 30% of the dead loons 

submitted for necropsy were judged to 

have died from lead poisoning. Remnants 

of lead fishing tackle were recovered 

from the GI tracts of loons in all cases 

where lead toxicity was a major contribu-

tor to the cause of death. Based on our 

findings, itõs likely that loons ingest lead 

sinkers and jigs mistakenly along with the 

stones they ingest to aid their digestion of 

fish. The lead artifacts we have recovered 

from lead poisoned loons are similar in 

size to these stones. The proportion of 

lead poisoning among loon fatalities in 

Wisconsin is comparable to that ob-

served in Canada (26% ð30%) but is 

slightly lower than that of breeding loons 

in the New England states (44% ð52%). 

Our findings suggest that lead exposure 

is a major mortality factor for loons in 

Wisconsin. The Wildlife Health Program 

of the WDNR will continue to monitor lead 

related mortality in WI loons. Additional 

information regarding the impacts of lead 

on wildlife, including WI birds, can be 

found at:  

http://www.peregrinefund.org/

Lead_conference/2008PbConf_Proceedin

gs.htm 
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