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Maine's loon population may have stopped growing. 

The number of adult �O�R�R�Q�V in the southern half of the state has remained 
virtually the same for the past three years, ending a 20-year period of slow 
and steady growth, Maine Audubon's annual summer count shows. 

It's not clear if the population growth has peaked or just paused, or 
whether the numbers are cause for concern. 

Susan Gallo, a Maine Audubon wildlife biologist, said the three-year trend 
announced Monday raises questions about the availability of habitat and 
whether shoreline development and pollution are affecting the state's �O�R�R�Q 
population. 

The number of chicks declined for the second straight year, although that 
is not unusual or troubling because the chick population has always 
fluctuated, Gallo said. 

Based on the count in July, Maine Audubon estimated there are 2,558 
adult �O�R�R�Q�V and 208 chicks in the southern half of the state. 

There are no recent figures for the northern half, where the �O�R�R�Q count is 
less intensive and periodic aerial surveys of lakes and ponds provide the 
best snapshot. 

An army of volunteers - more than 1,000 this year - surveys lakes and 
ponds one morning each July to help monitor the population of what many 
consider a state icon. Seeing �O�R�R�Q�V and hearing their distinctive cry is for 
many an important part of the lure of Maine's lakes and ponds. 

"It's certainly a bird that grabs attention," Gallo said. 

Biologists also focus on �O�R�R�Q�V because, as predators, they provide a good 
indication of the health of their environment. Mercury that contaminates a 
lake will build up in fish and affect the behavior and reproduction of �O�R�R�Q�V 
that eat them, for example. 



"It's very high on the food chain and pretty susceptible to environmental 
contaminants," said Tom Hodgman, a biologist with the Maine 
Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. 

The annual count started 20 years ago after lakeside residents grew 
concerned about an apparent decline in the number of �O�R�R�Q�V. It is now a 
fundamental part of the state's strategy for protecting �O�R�R�Q�V from such 
threats as shoreline development, lead poisoning, pollution and boats. 

In 2000, the Maine Legislature banned lead sinkers weighing a half-ounce 
or less because research showed �O�R�R�Q�V were eating them and suffering lead 
poisoning. 

The halt in population growth could provide an early signal that �O�R�R�Q�V are 
under new pressure from sprawl or pollution. Or it could simply indicate 
that the population has reached its natural peak. A nesting �O�R�R�Q needs a 
living area of about 100 acres on average, Gallo said. 

"There's certainly a question out there about habitat - how much habitat 
there is and whether it is full. Some people have speculated there isn't 
room," she said. "It probably is a combination of multiple factors." 

Gallo said Audubon wants to look deeper into the amount of habitat to try 
to find out if the population has reached its natural capacity. Biologists 
also would like to get a better idea of how many of the state's �O�R�R�Q�V are 
breeding, and how many are so-called rogue birds that compete for habitat 
but don't contribute to population growth. 

If the past increase was actually a reflection of rogue �O�R�R�Q�V rather than 
breeding �O�R�R�Q�V, that would partially explain why the number of chicks has 
never really increased in 20 years, instead vacillating between 100 and 500 
each summer. 

The results of the latest annual census may show a real shift, but are not 
cause for alarm, Hodgman said. 

"It's been a general feeling amongst folks who work with �O�R�R�Q�V that there 
is an abundance of �O�R�R�Q�V and shortage of territories," he said. "You're 
seeing the first indications probably that things are starting to level off." 
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Maine has the largest �O�R�R�Q population in New England. 

The common �O�R�R�Q, Gavia immer, is a diver, swimming under water to 
depths of more than 90 feet to snap up fish with a dagger-like beak. 

The birds are highly territorial. They prefer secluded lakes and marshes 
and seek out vast areas of quiet, undeveloped lake shore to build their 
nests at the water's edge. 

�/ �R�R�Q�V begin breeding after they are 7 years old, and they can live 25 to 30 
years. 

A nesting pair may hatch out only two chicks a year, and odds are good 
that either or both will die within the first few weeks. 

Although not endangered,the �O�R�R�Q is vulnerable to an array of threats: 
mercury in the fish they eat; ingestion of lead sinkers; speeding boats; and 
people who approach too closely to nests, scaring the birds off and causing 
the eggs to cool. 

In winter, when lakes freeze, �O�R�R�Q�V use the New England coast as their 
winter feeding grounds.  
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