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A.
Recommendations:

Recommendations: regarding the Proposed Amendment of the Management Strategy for Double-crested Cormorants at Presqu’ile Provincial Park.

The organizations presenting this submission believe that the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (Ministry) should generally take a “hands off” approach to wildlife management in Presqu’ile Provincial Park, allowing cormorants and other species to impact the environment as occurs in any dynamic, healthy ecosystem.   

We specifically believe that the Ministry has failed to make the case for the slaughter of 6,000 cormorants on High Bluff Island.  Therefore we make the following recommendations:

That the Minister directs his staff to:

1.  Withdraw the major “amendment” as set out in the 2004 proposed amendment document because the rationale presented by the Ministry does not support such an extreme intervention as the slaughter of 6,000 cormorants;

2.
Stop making scientifically indefensible allegations against cormorants and their relationship to the environment in order to build a case for such an unprecedented mass slaughter;

3.
Implement a wildlife management programme for provincial parks based on an ecosystem approach, not on “good” verses “bad” species as is now the case; and

4.
Promote provincial parks as evolving and dynamic ecosystems instead of managing them as green museums frozen in time, protecting “desirable” habitat and wildlife species for “certain aesthetic values”.

B.
RATIONALE FOR THE RECOMMENDATIONS

The Ministry has failed to prove its case for the slaughter of 6,000 cormorants nesting on High Bluff Island, a bird sanctuary in Presqu’ile Provincial Park.  

The organizations submitting this report are opposed to a “good species”, “bad species” approach as practiced by the Ministry in its management of Double-crested Cormorants.  Although we oppose nest destruction, egg oiling and harassment, we believe that if the Ministry is to intervene it ought to take a non-lethal approach, recognizing that egg oiling kills embryo chicks before they are hatched. 
However, the Ministry wants to “up the ante” by killing 6,000 nesting cormorants in the bird-nesting sanctuary on High Bluff island in Presqu’ile Provincial Park.  We are unequivocally opposed to this scheme.  

We urge the Minister to examine this controversial strategy carefully.  We ask for his careful consideration because we believe his staff have failed to prove their case for the slaughter.  We believe the slaughter would undermine the ecological integrity of the park and it is horrifically destructive to the cormorants. Our submission will show that the Ministry does not have scientific or ecological justification for the cull as set out in the 2004 proposed “amendment” document and will call into question the Ministry’s tactic to avoid a public discussion on such a controversial and questionable strategy.

In summary:

1.
The proposed cull is not an “amendment” but a new management strategy and ought to undergo broader public review.

2.
There are no new conditions caused by the cormorants in the years 2000 to 2003 that were not already known and documented in the original management strategy.  The Ministry knew of the number of cormorants, number of nests and their “alleged” impact on the vegetation, other waterbird species and fish. Therefore there is no justification for such an extreme lethal intervention.

3.
The non-lethal strategy was first implemented in 2003 with insufficient time, less than one year, to evaluate its effectiveness.

4.
There is an absence of any scientific rationale for the cull of 6,000 cormorants including the fact that there are no species “at risk” impacted by the presence of the cormorants on the island, in the park or in the province, including other colonial and non-colonial waterbirds and other bird species.

5.
The cull is about placing a greater value on the High Bluff Island trees than on the cormorants who now inhabit the Island by claiming that the woodland is considered “significant due to the age of the trees, the uncommon species association and the rarity of mature forest on Lake Ontario islands (Blaney, 1997).”
6.
The Ministry demonizes the cormorants with questionable, inaccurate and unsubstantiated allegations to facilitate the massive cull and to justify a single species management approach in favour of the more “spectacular” birds – the “good” birds.

7.
The studies by the Ministry and other wildlife management organizations and waterfowl specialists refute the anti-cormorant allegations that lace the OMNR public relations documents.
8.
The cull is about aesthetics, keeping High Bluff Island green and “beautiful”, making it into a museum instead of part of an ecologically vibrant community.

C.
DOCUMENTATION FOR THE RATIONALE 

1.
The proposed cull is not an “amendment” but a new 


management strategy and ought to undergo broader public review.

We (the organizations presenting this brief) submit that:

· the Ministry staff are trying “pull a fast one” by tabling an “culling amendment” to the 2002 management plan when culling was rejected as a strategy.  The plan states:

The 2002 [approved] strategy focussed on High Bluff Island.  Although shooting was considered through the strategy, the selected approach involved other techniques and did not include shooting.  The strategy directed at cormorants…the removal nests … harassment of adult cormorants…and a limited program to oil the eggs laid in ground nests…”  (Proposed Amendment of the Management Strategy for Double-crested Cormorants at Presqu’ile Provincial Park, Section 2: Project Description, pg 2 - 3);

· the Ministry claims that “new” cormorant behaviours were discovered by staff who were implementing the non-lethal cormorant control programme on High Bluff Island in 2003, even though those behaviours are not clearly articulated in the 2003 annual cormorant management report and cormorant behaviour is well-known and well documented;  

· the Ministry would have the public believe that the “new” cormorant behaviours were so unexpected and so destructive that a massive slaughter of 6,000 cormorants must commence immediately to protect the vegetation on High Bluff Island; 

· the Ministry knew from years of experience that non-lethal wildlife management programmes such as egg oiling and nest destruction reduce populations over time and in fact were intending to implement a cull all along; and

· the Ministry wants to avoid public discussion about killing 6,000 cormorants by including a cull in the 2002 management strategy document, the very document that rejected culling as a management tool.

2.
There are no new conditions caused by the cormorants between 2000 and 2003 that were not already known and documented in the original park plan and management strategy.  The Ministry knew of the number of cormorants, number of nests and their “alleged” impact on the vegetation, other waterbird species and fish.

We submit that:

· the number of cormorants, their reproductive rate and longevity, nesting and feeding habits were known by Ministry staff before the approval of the 2002 cormorant management strategy, the same strategy that eliminated the cull as a management tool; and  

· The 2002 management strategy provides for a 4 year evaluation period, recognizing that a year is insufficient to determine the effectiveness of nest destruction, egg oiling and harassment.  As the original report states:

Action over a 4-year period (2003-2006) will be taken to limit the negative impacts that have been identified at the western woodland of High Bluff Island by preventing the nesting cormorants by destroying their nests.  The impacts of this action will be monitored (as described later in this document) before, during and following implementation of the management program.  Each year a review and evaluation will be completed and appropriate revisions to the management strategy will be made to ensure that the objective continues to be met.

3.
The non-lethal strategy, first implemented in 2003, provides insufficient time, less than one year, to evaluate its effectiveness.

We submit that:

· insufficient time has been given to evaluate the effects of the non-lethal management strategy, a position supported by authors J. Bedard, A. Nadeau and M. Lepage who stated,

Egg spraying spanned the entire 5-year period, during which 25,095 nests were treated with inert mineral oil.  As predicted by the model, spraying lowered the recruitment rate, but only after a 2-year lag. (Double-Crested Cormorant Culling in the St. Lawrence River Estuary: Results of a 5-Year Program, pg 1);
· the Ministry's own evaluation shows that in the initial year, there was a “62% decline in the number of nests that produced young in 2003” and the decline would have been even greater had the staff implemented the same non-lethal programme with the 3,707 nests in the eastern woodland.  To suggest a cull of such a magnitude again suggests that a cull was the Ministry’s preferred option; 

· the Ministry fails to say what number of breeding pairs of cormorants are acceptable on High Bluff Island, although a cull of 6,000 birds suggests the complete elimination of cormorants from this nesting sanctuary.  The proposed amendment document states:

The number of birds shot each year will depend on the number of active tree nests…For example, prior to the management program in 2003 there were 6,000 cormorant nests in trees on High Bluff Island.  Based on an average of one bird per nest this would result in a maximum of 6,000 birds, however experience indicates that this maximum will not be reached in any given year.  The number of birds shot each year will depend on operational and logistical challenges” (Proposed Amendment of the Management Strategy for Double-crested Cormorants at Presqu’ile Provincial Park, Section 7: Implementation Details, Page 17); and  
4.
There is an absence of any scientific rationale for the cull of 6,000 cormorants.

We submit that:

· High Bluff Island, where the cull is proposed, has no provincially at risk tree species;  

· there is not a single bird or other wildlife species whose existence, either provincially or within Presqu’ile Provincial Park, is seriously at risk as a result of cormorant population size; 

· with the exception of two plant species on High Bluff Island, all species, both plant and animal, found on the island are widely distributed throughout southern Ontario and the adjoining areas; and

· shooting 6,000 cormorants in a nesting sanctuary to keep High Bluff Island beautiful makes no ecological sense.

5.
The cull is about placing a greater value on the High Bush Island trees than on the cormorants who now inhabit the Island by claiming that the woodland is considered “significant due to the age of the trees, the uncommon species association and the rarity of mature forest on Lake Ontario islands (Blaney, 1997).”
We submit that:

· the Ministry provides no proof that the cormorant colony on High Bush Island will damage what are described as provincially significant species, the Bushy Cinquefoil and Smith’s Club-rush, nor has the Ministry considered either plant significant enough to place on the provincially “protected” species list; 
· the “Black” maple which is described by the Ministry as “regionally rare” is a widely distributed subspecies of the Sugar Maple.  The “Black” Maple is common in the bulk of its range, secure in Ontario and easily and widely cultivated;  

· such species as Red-osier Dogwood, Choke Cherry, Canada Bluegrass, Canada Goldenrod, Virginia Waterleaf, Cutleaf Toothwort, White Ash, White Cedar, and Crack Willow are variously abundant and widespread and can be found almost anywhere within the southern Ontario landscape where cleared land has been left fallow or where “edge conditions” prevail in either natural or disturbed landscape;

· the Ministry demonstrates an anti-cormorant bias because it has failed to consider the cormorant colony on High Bluff Island significant due to the size of the colony, the species association, and the rarity of cormorant colonies within provincial parks; and 

· even within Presqu’ile the Ministry continues to cut trees  to make paths, parking lots and increase campgrounds and although the 2000 park plan prohibits the planting of non-native trees, the park continues to house Scots Pine, Norway Spruce and Manitoba Maple.  

6.
The Ministry demonizes cormorants with inaccurate and inflammatory statements designed to justify a massive cull.
We submit that:

· the Ministry has failed to apply consistent, science-driven, conservation-oriented practices to the management of cormorants; 
· Ministry documents are riddled with statements about the “negative” impacts cormorants have on the environment while failing to present any scientific proof to substantiate such claims:  

The rapid increase and large population of double-crested cormorants has led to concerns among the public and within government about the potential effects of cormorants on a variety of natural resource values.  Potential effects include local reductions in fish stocks; risks to other wildlife and certain rare habitats; negative impacts on water quality and odour; and transmission of disease.   (MNR Communications Service Branch, PETERBOROUGH (7050 755 1357)

· there is no attempt to suggest that the impact of the cormorants may be positive, depending on what values are being applied;
· the Ministry provides no information about the impact of the cull on other colonial waterbirds.  Instead the Ministry demonizes the cormorants.  A letter from Jim Peets, Park Planner for the Ministry describes cormorant behaviour as aggressive and harassing.  He suggests that the “high abundance, presence and activity” of the cormorants likely caused the Red-tailed Hawk to abandon its nest.  The Ministry takes no responsibiltiy for the impact of the management strategy on the nesting colony other than a single reference in the 2003 annual cormorant management report which acknowledges that "fire pumps caused a high level of disturbance to non-target species…”;

· the Ministry is violating its own Management Guidelines for the Protection of Heronries in Ontario (by Irene Bowman and Joanne Siderius, April 1984) which state that “activities or types of intrusion should be prohibited in the minimum buffer zone and colony proper during the sensitive breeding season including …all development, forest management and wildlife habitat management activities.”  The guidelines also require persons to “avoid all undue disturbances to both adult birds and young…” during courtship, pair formation, nest building or egg laying, incubation, while caring for unfledged young when it is very hot or very cold and so on; 

· the Ministry fails to take into consideration the extensive interdependence of colonial waterbird populations; 

· the Ministry runs the risk of legitimizing the persecution of cormorants, just as the persecution of hawks and owls was an accepted practice in the early to mid 20th Century, which has been an uphill battle to reverse; and  

· by agreeing to destroy the High Bluff Island cormorant colony, with likely collateral damage to co-existing heron colonies, the Ministry seeks to maintain a “pretty” island by buckling to a minority of wildlife consumptive interests. 

7.
The studies by the Ministry and other wildlife management organizations and waterfowl specialists refute the inaccurate and unsubstantiated allegations that lace Ministry public relations documents.

We submit that:

· a substantial body of research calls into question the accuracy of the Ministry statements that cormorants: 

a.
reduce fish stocks; 

b.
put at risk other wildlife and certain rare habitats; 

c.
have negative impacts on water quality and odour; and 

d.
transmit disease.

Some of the research documents are highlighted below:

i)
International Association of Great Lakes Research:  According to the International Association of Great Lakes Research.”  (J. Great Lakes Res. 20(4):597-598, Internat. Assoc. Great Lakes Res., 1994:

Many studies worldwide have examined cormorant diets and virtually all have reached the same conclusion, that cormorants eat mainly fish species (usually those up to about 25 cm long) which are not exploited heavily by commercial or sport fisheries

ii)
St. Lawrence River Fisheries Discussion Paper:  Information for the paper titled, Double-crested Cormorants – are they cause for concern? was provided by the Lake Ontario Fisheries Management Unit, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and the New York State Department of Environment Conservation.  The following are excerpts from this paper:

Public concern has been expressed over the rapid increase in cormorant populations and their adverse effects on local fish populations.  There is a strong opinion among anglers that cormorants are depleting sport fish populations to the point of reducing angling opportunities.  A study of cormorant diets at the Strachan, McNair and Griswold Island colonies in the St. Lawrence River was conducted during 1999.  Panfish (primarily yellow perch, rock bass, pumpkinseed and bullhead) comprised 83% of the diet while forage fish (minnows, slimy sculpin, darters etc.) made up 13% of the diet.  Sportfish (Smallmouth Bass and Northern Pike) were a minor component of the cormorant diet making up 3%.

Fish studies in Ontario waters of eastern Lake Ontario do not show the same change in mortality of smallmouth bass coincident with the increase in cormorants, as was observed in New York waters.  Cool summer temperatures affecting the over-winter survival of young bass can explain declines in smallmouth bass numbers in Ontario waters of eastern Lake Ontario during the late 1980s and early 1990s.  Recent strong year-classes of smallmouth bass due to warm summers from 1995-1999 are beginning to result in increased smallmouth bass numbers in the Ontario waters of eastern Lake Ontario.

iii)
OMNR Cormorant Research and Monitoring:  The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources May 2000 Cormorant Research and Monitoring  paper includes the following statement:

No state or federal agency in the U.S. is known to have found definitive evidence that cormorants are causing significant negative impacts on fisheries, except on the aquaculture industry.

iv)
Cormorants in the vicinity of Presqu’ile Provincial Park and the Bay of Quinte:  A paper by P.A. Edwards and T.J. Stewart titled, Cormorants in the Vicinity of Presqu’ile Provincial Park and the Bay of Quinte made the following statement:

At present it has been concluded that the impact of cormorants on the fishery off western Lake Erie appears to be localized and minimal on a lake-wide scale.  In the Bay of Quinte (including West Lake) and in Lake Ontario, the observed localized impact cormorants are having on fish communities in close proximity to the Presqu’ile colony is not currently reflected in sites over 25 km from the colony (e.g. Belleville, Big Bay).

v)
Review of the Population Status and Management of 

Double-crested Cormorants in Ontario:  A paper by C. Korfanty, 

W.G Miyasaki, and J.L.Harcus, titled Review of the Population Status and Management of Double-crested Cormorants in Ontario found the following:

Impacts on Fish:  On Lake Ontario, less than 2 percent of the prey found in DCCO pellets are lake trout or salmon (Weseloh and Collier 1995).  Similarly, Ross and Johnson (1995) found that game fish, mainly small-mouth bass (1.3 percent) and salmonines (0.3 percent), made up only 1.6 percent of the diet of DCCO’s in the same lake.  DCCO’s in Lake Ontario fed primarily on alewife, centrarchids, yellow perch, white perch, trout-perch, and rainbow smelt, which are the most commonly identified species in the pellets and regurgitate of DCCOs

vi)
The Problems of Being Successful:  Managing Interactions Between Humans and Double-Crested Cormorants:  Douglas Siegel-Causey was the Keynote speaker at the most recent North American Double-crested Cormorant conference.  In his paper titled, The Problems of Being Successful:  Managing Interactions Between Humans and Double-Crested Cormorants, he states:

Bedard and colleagues (this volume) followed up their study first presented in 1995 (Bedard et al. 1995) with results showing that egg spraying and culling reduced the breeding population in the St. Lawrence River estuary from about 17,000 to 10,000 pairs in only 4 years.  These measures were quite effective at reducing numbers, but the authors were not convinced that they were practical given the investment needed in effort and resources balanced against the minimal economic impact of the cormorants on sport fisheries.

He concludes his paper by writing:

Human activities, not those of the cormorants, are the novel perturbation in this natural system. Putting esthetics aside, this means that the most effective resolution of human-cormorant conflicts will be in those contexts where the consequences of human activities…are managed rather than those of the birds themselves.

vii)
Double-crested Cormorant Impacts on Sport Fish: Literature Review, Agency Survey and Strategies:  A paper written by John L. Trapp, Stephen L Lewis and Diane M. Pence titled Double-crested Cormorant Impacts on Sport Fish: Literature Review, Agency Survey and Strategies discusses provisional strategies for reducing DCCO-human conflicts.  They include:
Impacts on Other Colonial Waterbirds:…Only if there were convincing evidence that a Federal- or state-listed endangered or threatened bird species, or regionally significant population, was being harmed by the actions of the DCCO’s could we recommend issuing a permit for DCCO control.

The same position was taken for dealing with the vegetative impacts by DCCOs.

viii)
A collaborative Canadian Wildlife Service, University of Minnesota, Department of Fisheries and Wildlife paper:  A collaborative Canadian Wildlife Service, University of Minnesota, Department of Fisheries and Wildlife paper titled, The Double-crested Cormorant [DCCO] in Eastern and Central North America: A Summary of Status and Selected Research (authored by L.R. Wires, F.J. Cuthbert, D.V. Weseloh and D.R. Trexel) highlighted the following research:

Diet and native fish populations: Trapp et al. (2000) and Wires et al. (2000) reviewed >40 DCCO diet studies.  These reviews indicated most sport and commercially valuable fish species do not contribute substantially to DCCO diet and/or are not negatively impacted by DCCOs, though there are exceptions. Most studies concluded DCCOs have minor effects on fish populations relative to sport and commercial fishing and other mortality factors.

Impacts to biodiversity: At roosts and breeding colonies, cormorants may impact vegetation through disposition of guano and stripping of leaves and small branches while building nests.  These changes are of greatest concern when they affect rare plant communities or private property.  However, impacts to vegetation have not been systematically investigated.  Impacts to other colonial waterbirds may occur through direct competition for nests and nest sites, but such impacts have not been documented through careful study.  Most impacts to other avian species appear to occur indirectly through habitat degradation by DCCOs.  While there is some evidence that DCCOs may displace other species (e.g. Moore et al 1995; Jarvie et al. 2000), no studies have clearly established DCCO impact on other birds at even a colony level scale.

ix)
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Final Environmental Impact Statement: Double-crested Cormorant Management in the United States (U.S. Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service in cooperation with U.S Department of Agriculture APHIS Services, 2003) is clear on the issue of soil and water contamination.  Citing earlier work, it states that

 “…there is no documentation of effects on humans caused by direct contamination from DCCO excrement, feathers or carcasses.  In 1999, testing by a New York State-accredited environmental laboratory (Chopra-Lee, Inc.) found no chemical contaminants in either of two residential groundwater wells near Little Galloo Island (home of a large DCCO colony in eastern Lake Ontario) that were sampled, although elevated bacterial counts were measured.”  

The Ministry cites no similar work with regard to Presqu’ile where, at any rate, cormorants would be less likely to contaminate ground water near human habitation than would other bird species.

8.
The cull is about aesthetics, keeping High Bluff Island green and “beautiful”, making it into a museum instead of part of an ecologically vibrant community.

We submit that:

· aesthetic values of trees are given greater weight than those of cormorants in both the 2002 and the 2004 documents.  Both quote a 1988 Canadian Wildlife Service report which comments on the presence of waterbirds colonies (cormorants not specified) on High Bluff Island and how they will “sooner or later have a negative impact on vegetational variety and beauty of the island.”;

· neither document considers the values of those who favour vibrant waterbird dynamics, with the interactions of life and death and the interdependencies of various species, to the slaughter of 6,000 individual birds and the artificial maintenance of habitat;

· change over time characterizes all ecosystems, and what is a loss to some species becomes a gain for others.  For example, forest fires which create habitat for many species of wildlife, such as Black-backed Woodpeckers, the endangered Kirtland’s Warblers and various other species of fauna and flora.  Many tree species, just as Jack Pines, are fire-dependent.  Beaver dams kill trees by flooding their root systems but make nesting sites for American Black Ducks, Common Goldeneye, Great Blue Herons, many fish, reptile, amphibian and vertebrate species and other fauna and flora.  Blowdowns create new vegetational growth accessible to deer and other herbivores and nesting sites for Chestnut-sided Warblers, Eastern Towhees and other avifauna evolved to live in second-growth and “edge” conditions within eastern North American temperate forest ecosystems.  The reduction or loss of certain tree species on High Bluff Island will allow other vegetation to establish.
Background

Coalition Comments on the Proposed Amendment 

of the Management Strategy for Double-crested Cormorants at Presqu’ile Provincial Park. 

“…everyone in Cape San Lucas hates cormorants.  They are the flies in a perfect ecological ointment.”  John Steinbeck, The Sea of Cortez, 1940.

A.
Preamble:

From first European contact with North America, well into the early decades of the 20th Century, there has been a tendency to divide animal species into “good” and “bad”.  “Good” animals were those who were consumed for food or clothing, could be exploited for commercial purposes or attracted public interest because of beauty. 

“Bad” animals were those who competed with humans for resources and were generally thought to be expendable. Wolves ate deer, which were “good” animals, and so the Ministry fed strychnine to wolves in Algonquin Provincial Park.  Northern Goshawks, competing with hunters for Ruffed Grouse, and trappers for Red Squirrels, were defined as “bad” birds.  The management approach at the time was to encourage their destruction. 

While knowledge of underlying ecological principles, population dynamics, predator-prey relationships and the functions of density dependent and density independent factors have surged ahead, regrettably little has changed in terms of wildlife management procedures.  Ministry staff apply similar strategies to Double-crested Cormorants and other wild species such as lesser snow geese, Canada geese and coyotes, to name a few. Their reasons for persecution may vary and the targeted species may be different but the management technique of demonizing the target species remains the same.  Cormorants are subjected to high levels of persecution from hunters, fishers and others.  Cormorants have replaced hawks, owls and wolves as the “bad” animals.  
By deciding to destroy the High Bluff island cormorant colony, with likely damage to co-existing heron colonies which the ministry is already blaming on the cormorants, the Ministry seeks to maintain a “pretty” island.  Once again the Ministry has sided with a minority of wildlife consumptive interests who blame the cormorants to advance their own interests, or for whom cormorant colonies have less esthetic value than trees.

B.
Comments on the Introduction

We can only speculate why the proposed amendment to cull 6,000 cormorants on high Bluff Island is being brought forward now.  Perhaps it is to satisfy the anti-cormorant lobby made up predominantly of sportsmen.  Perhaps it has been requested by the park managers.  

Whatever the motivating factor, someone in the Ministry has decided that egrets and herons are more desirable birds.  

Protection of their nesting sites is to be achieved through a mass slaughter, which will, according to the OMNR’s own literature, put those same egrets and herons at risk.  The endeavour creates the very disturbance that OMNR argues against.  

And in classic anti-cormorant style, the Ministry blames the cormorants for disturbing other birds in the colony and for causing those other birds to desert their nests during the time when Ministry staff were destroying cormorant nests.

C.
Comments on the Project Description

The report states, “Ontario Parks has completed an assessment on the impacts of Double-crested Cormorants at Presqu’ile Provincial Park.”  With respect, we submit that the Ministry has completed a study on the faulty assumption that cormorants negatively impact High Bluff Island and are generally a “problem” throughout southern Ontario.  And even then, the timeline involved is too brief to produce results of much validity.  

The Project Design begins with the assertion that the cormorants, alone, killed the trees on Gull Island without taking into account other natural forces.  Gull Island consists of flat limestone shelving that barely breaches current water levels, topped by varying degrees of sand and more enriched soil types, which, in turn, hosts a variety of native and non-native plant species.  Soil-building is typical of such islands affected by bird colony activity and by precipitation and lake water.  It is a highly volatile environment subject to storm-surges, winter ice-scouring and the impacts of animal activity.  The Ministry expresses its anti-cormorant bias by describing the impact of cormorants as “unnatural” and even “destructive”.

Second, Project Design is seriously flawed because it blames the destruction of vegetation on high Bluff Island entirely on the cormorants and does not acknowledge or address the vegetative damage caused by nitrogen-rich feces of herons and egrets and other colony birds such as gulls and terns. .

Third, the Project does not allow for the fact that the nitrogen load of tree nesting species such as herons and cormorants, or of ground nesting species such as terns and gulls, will, through time, alter the ecosystem by enriching soil composition.  There is a constant deposition of nourishing excrement, year after year, on Gull Island contributing to successional environmental change.  The Project fails to account for the impact the animals have on the ecological character of the environment, the very definition of the nature of a natural ecosystem. 

Fourth, the Project Design targets one species over the others.  The Ministry has yet to propose the removal of thousands of gulls and terns from Gull and/or High Bluff Islands even though the number of nests nears 100,000. Instead, the bias is against a recovering species, the Double-crested Cormorant.

Fifth, the Project fails to take into account that Gull and High Bluff Islands are designated nesting bird sanctuaries; such a significant intervention as the slaughter of 6,000 cormorants ought to be prohibited.

 D.
Project Study Area 

The report identifies the wooded areas of High Bluff Island as the major areas of concern as follows:

“Maintaining the woodland habitat is not possible without ensuring the survival of trees and shrubs themselves and maintaining the trees and shrubs on the islands (sic) is not possible without removing nesting cormorants from all areas of woody vegetation.”  

But, as aerial photographs show, most of the woods that once grew on High Bluff Island were cleared by farmers before the area was designated as a park.  It is possible that the tall trees were planted by the farmers as cultivars and did not “naturally occur”.

The management strategy is designed to maintain the park in a frozen state, providing the “good birds” with continued nesting habitat even though heron and cormorant colonies are transitory.  The goal of the strategy was “to provide other tree nesting colonial waterbirds such as Great Egrets, Great Blue Herons and Black-crowned Night Herons with continued nesting habitat at Presqu’ile Provincial Park.” even though the “good birds” are expanding their respective ranges in Ontario, with the Great Blue Heron nesting as far north as the James Bay watershed. Put another way, no consideration was given to the possibility that Presqu’ile is much more important to cormorants, overall, then to Great Egrets, Great Blue Herons and Black-crowned Night Herons.  

E.
AESTHETIC VALUES

Here, in the report, we come to what may be one of the excuses the Ministry is using to justify the cull of so many cormorants.  The document cites a 1988 Canadian Wildlife Service report to the effect that the presence of waterbird colonies (cormorants not specified) will “sooner or later have a negative impact on vegetational variety and beauty of the island.” 

The statement is subjective and biased and dismisses those who favour vibrant waterbird dynamics, with the interactions of life and death over the slaughter of 6,000 individual birds and the artificial maintenance of “habitat” based on one subjective opinion of what constitutes “variety and beauty”.  In dynamic, temperate ecosystems most habitat changes through time, and what is a loss to some species, in terms of carrying capacity, becomes a gain for others.  

F.
SOIL EROSION AND CONTAMINATIION

With reference to this section of the document, we submit that slaughtering cormorants will not prevent loss of mature trees, calling into question the argument about soil erosion.  In fact the Ministry, in the 2003 annual cormorant management report, describes the vegetation as follows:

The focus of the management program was in the western woodland due to its significant species association.  In this area, the most super-canopy trees have died or fallen over but the mid canopy and lower vegetation remains relatively intact. 

Ministry staff have blamed soil erosion on Gull Island entirely on the cormorants and failed to identify other factors such as the impact of feces from terns and gulls and even possible effects of winter and ice on the vegetation.  Cormorants impact vegetation as do the other colonial waterbirds

As well, the OMNR has failed to address the long-term contribution of guano to soil-production.  Guano, from piscivorous birds, is widely recognized as one of the most valued forms of naturally-occurring fertilizer in the world.  Bird colonies are rarely permanent and never unchanging, and the soil-building qualities of bird-colony activity enhance future prospects for plant growth.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Final Environmental Impact Statement: Double-crested Cormorant Management in the United States (U.S. Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service in cooperation with U.S Department of Agriculture APHIS Services, 2003) is clear on the issue of soil and water contamination.  Citing earlier work, it states that “…there is no documentation of effects on humans caused by direct contamination from DCCO excrement, feathers or carcasses.  In 1999, testing by a New York State-accredited environmental laboratory (Chopra-Lee, Inc.) found no chemical contaminants in either of two residential groundwater wells near Little Galloo Island (home of a large DCCO colony in eastern Lake Ontario) that were sampled, although elevated bacterial counts were measured.”  The Ministry cites no similar work with regard to Presqu’ile where, at any rate, cormorants would be less likely to contaminate ground water near human habitation than would other bird species.

G.
AQUATIC RESOURCES:

Any massive slaughter of any animal is likely to produce effects beneficial to recruitment levels of some species and deleterious to others.  The Ministry believes that reducing cormorant numbers will be beneficial to aquatic resources without providing any proof.  The 2004 amendment document states “…reducing cormorant numbers may have a positive effect on adjacent aquatic habitats (e.g. reductions in nutrient run-off into surrounding waters and reduced foraging pressure on local fish populations.)”

This will likely not be the case since feeding habits of nesting cormorants and herons are quite different.  For example, herons, whose numbers are magically expected to increase, are obligate inshore feeders theoretically putting pressure on nesting Bluegill Sunfish, other shore-hugging fish and even Walleyes, Smallmouth Bass and Yellow Perch as those fish species are mating and laying eggs in shallow waters.  The cormorants do not share this feeding habitat and therefore do not particularly impact these fish at this time. 

The view that cormorants negatively affect fish populations persists throughout ministry literature.  This view is not supported by the scientific literature.  And the vibrant presence of such obligate avian piscivores as cormorants, terns, Belted Kingfishers, grebes, loons, terns, mergansers and Ospreys hunting the waters around Presqu’ile are evidence of healthy fish populations and a healthier aquatic ecosystem.  
Impact of cormorants on fish:  It is estimated that cormorants in Lake Ontario consume 0.5% of the biomass within the lake.  If this predation could be shown in a graphic form, it would help dispel concerns about cormorants “eating all the fish”.  Such species as Yellow Perch, White Sucker, Nine-spined Stickleback, Burbot, Sculpin and Alewives form the bulk of that 0.5% of the biomass.  And yet the belief among the anti-cormorant lobbyists is that the contrived salmon fisheries have been destroyed by cormorants.  We have tried to indicate what this means with a simple schematic, below, where the figure “F” represents the number of fish and other organisms in Lake Ontario, and the figure “C” represents the number taken by cormorants:
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Within that figure, C, are mostly, as affirmed by literature searches sited, non-commercial, non-sporting and non-forage fish species.  What remains is what has prompted so much vitriol against cormorants by those who simply do not understand, and obviously don’t care, about basic principles of ecology and population dynamics.  

Irrational Anti-Cormorant Attitudes:  The Mediterranean Monk Seal is an endangered species, one of three species of Monk Seal, of which one is extinct, the other two endangered.  And yet there are fishermen in the Mediterranean lobbying for its “control” because of fears that it eats too many fish.  There are few species of fish-eating birds or mammals who have not been classified as “bad” and blamed for everything from an angler’s inability to land a tackle-busting wall-hanger of a coho salmon in Lake Ontario to collapses of major fisheries.  
Minke Whales are the last baleen whale to survive in any numbers reasonably similar to those found in primal times, and it is accused of eating so many forage fish that the larger Great Blue Whale, an endangered species, cannot survive.  The people making this accusation are whalers who, of course, want to “control” the Minke Whales.

Sea Otters are an endangered species in California, but there are still abalone fishermen who argue that Sea Otters take “too many” abalone and ought to be “controlled”.  In fact the only place where both Sea Otters and abalone are thriving are some outer islands under military control where human abalone fishermen are not allowed.

There are no Double-crested Cormorants in Europe, but that has not stopped the European Anglers Alliance from lobbying to be able to kill cormorants – a different species, the Great Cormorant, but for the same reasons.  

The hatred for cormorants has, in Canada, reached an irrational, frenzied crescendo.  They have been gunned down in large numbers, set on fire, clubbed, stomped on and blown apart.  People trying to present the other side of the argument have been intimidated by threats and vandalism.  And in return the Ministry and other wildlife management agencies continue to search for any evidence that would give credence to concerns, literally sifting through cormorant regurgitate in hopes of that tell tale shred of accusatory evidence.  

The irrational nature of this selective view of what nature “should” do was classically illustrated in a letter to the editor of The Toronto Star, published, on March 25th, last, as we were preparing this report.  The author, Doug Wright, explained how he used to live at Presqui’le, and how at one time the mainland was connected to High Bluff Island, then called The Bluff, by a sandbar that hosted a road that led to the farm on the island.  

“As children,” he writes, “we lived in the water and at the beach and camped at The Bluff many, many times.  The beach was clean, the water uncontaminated and The Bluff covered with beautiful trees and vegetation.”

No mats or rotting algae, no stickleback spines puncturing toddlers’ tiny feet, no floating masses of stinking dead Alewives – just a selective memory of a happy time minus any great numbers of colonial waterbirds.  And all this when DDT kept mosquitoes at bay, with no fears of those who survived carrying something called West Nile Virus, mothers could watch sun-browned toddlers play on the beach, without fear of future skin cancer therapies, and the eel fishermen in Presqu’ile Bay thought mercury was something found in thermometers or was a type of car.  A child would not think or care that the sleek salmon pulled from lake waters were first put there, and did not, in fact, belong.

As Mr. Wright puts it, “This was in spite of the fact that the smaller islands were nesting grounds for various species of gulls and the location on the route of a major migratory flyway.  This has all changed with the arrival of the cormorants.”

Of course it has not.  To the “various species of gulls”, then two, have been added a third, plus Common and Caspian Terns, plus herons and gulls during a period of 25 years when Mr. Wright was out of the province.

And so he returns, a quarter of a century later, and finds, to his dismay, that everything did not remain frozen in time, like a museum diorama, requiring only a little dusting and some moth balls, to be maintained.  Instead High Bluff Island “…looks like a war zone.”  

We all have our subjective values.  As one who camped on High Bluff Island before the cormorants, and has seen it after, I prefer the latter.  As bucolic and peaceful as High Bluff was, there are those of us who love the variety of nature and a seabird colony is a major attraction.  Tourists flock to see the great gannet colonies on both coasts of the North Atlantic; in Florida they go to see the cormorants, in Ontario, many of us do too.  The cormorants did not “destroy” High Bluff Island, they are part of it, a component of a dynamic ecosystem supposedly protected within our provincial park system.

Wright says, “An interesting note is that on our short trip from shore to the island we saw fish (salmon) in such abundance that it seemed that we could almost reach over and pull them in by hand.  It would appear that a prime target of the sport fisherman has survived.”  

One would think that would at least placate any concerns Wright might also have about cormorants eating too many fish, but no, for he goes on to say, “However, it is my understanding after speaking with local residents that the abundant cormorant population has affected the numbers of other local species of fish.  Gosport, a little community located on Brighton Bay is the home of many commercial fishermen, and has been for generations.  These people depend on ample fish populations for their livelihood.” 

This is typical of the lack of logic by which so many cormorant-haters function.  Given that Salmon eat smaller fish, and given that cormorants eat smaller fish, the admitted abundance of both salmon and cormorants mean a lot of smaller fish, since both salmon and cormorants are subject to the laws of physics that underlie density dependency.  I used to go out with the fishermen of Gosport, in the 1960s, and some who are no longer employed have lost jobs because of mercury contamination of the fish they once caught and sold.  Wright does not mention the increased pressures placed on commercial and sport fish stocks by demand from a greatly growing human population and by increases in technological developments, such as fish-finders, in aiding commercial and sport fisheries.  He doesn’t mention which fish the locals have told him have declined, and he neglects one of the most important influences on Lake Ontario to occur during this hiatus, the arrival of the Zebra Mussel. To a true cormorant-hater, none of that matters.

But “that” is the whole nature of the environment, and we would expect a different approach from the MNR, one not of seeking ways to justify the fears and concerns of the Doug Wrights of the world, but rather, of educating people to the nature of the ecological whole, of the way nature works, of our understanding of density dependency, environmental change, vegetational succession, natural range extensions and so on.  As so many thoughtful people have pointed out, the cormorants in our midst are indicators of things going right, of a level of correction that has led to an abundant and lively ecosystem of an increasing number of species and individuals interacting with a vigorous and increasingly healthy environment.

Appendix #1

Understanding Density Dependance

The Principle of Density-dependence:  It is important to address density dependent issues since the 2002 cormorant management strategy and the 2004 “major amendment” document do not. 

“Density-dependence” is the mechanism that regulates population sizes, a prime concern of the OMNR and of people who hate or fear cormorants.  As stated by Ian Newton, Institute of Terrestrial Ecology, in his book, Population Limitation in Birds, Academic Press Limited, 1998.

Because no population increases indefinitely and species only rarely become extinct, regulation can be assumed to occur, tending to keep numbers within restricted limits.  Any regulating factor that ends to cause numbers to increase when they are low and decrease when they are high can act in this way.  Potential regulating processes include competition for food and other resources, parasitism (or infectious disease) and predation, all of which could affect a greater proportion of individuals as their numbers rise.  Emigration might be a secondary factor, mitigating the effects of any of these.  Such factors contrast with density-independent factors, such as severe weather and other natural disasters, which can affect a large proportion of a population regardless of its size.  Density-independent factors tend to destabilize numbers, causing large and unpredictable fluctuations.

The shooting of some 6,000 birds is, of course, a density-independent population control factor, as is egg-oiling.  There is nothing “moderate” in attempting to destroy virtually all breeding birds nesting in part or all of a major colony.

One of the most popular tactics for demonizing a wildlife species is to raise the specter of unlimited, exponential growth.  However, such population growth ultimately peaks, and then levels off.  This has happened already for Double-crested Cormorants in undisturbed colonies.  

But many people have no idea of the factors involved in determining population growth and size.  The Ministry exploits this lack of knowledge shamelessly creating public fear and concern, in this case about cormorants.  

The Double-crested Cormorant population has been increasing as it is recovering from a precipitous decline largely caused by the widespread use of DDT.  The population may also be undergoing natural range expansion as a breeding species in the Great Lakes.  

Birds are highly mobile and range expansions and contractions are, within continental species, the norm, not the exception.  Many such avian range expansions within living memory in Ontario, include Cattle Egrets, Evening Grosbeaks, Little Gulls, House Finches, Gadwalls, Turkey Vultures and Double-crested Cormorants.  Black Vultures seem to be appearing with increased regularity as their range expands in the eastern U.S.  Typically growth curves tend to be steep until carrying-capacity, as determined by density-dependency, is reached.

As Newton, cited above, puts it:

When a species establishes itself in a new area, following an introduction or natural colonization, its numbers usually grow rapidly for several years and then level off, roughly following a logistic pattern.  The initial growth phase confirms the capacity for rapid increase, while the leveling off implies that the capacity for increase has been checked by factors that act most strongly at high density.  In nature, many populations appear to follow this general pattern, but often with fluctuations, because numbers are also influenced by density-independent factors.

Newton gives several examples of steep increases in populations of bird species followed by the inevitable “leveling off” under widely varying circumstances.  For example, in eastern Scotland, from 1973 to about 1987, the number of Atlantic Puffin burrows on part of the Isle of May underwent a dramatic increase from very few in 1973, to well over 2,000 by about 1984, at which point they leveled off.

He provides as another example, the Eurasian Avocet, which, at a wintering site in southwestern England, went from no birds in the 1940s, into a steep increase that peaked around the mid 1970s, at a flock size of around a hundred birds.  

And he provides another example with a long term study of the Brown-headed Cowbird wintering populations in the southeastern United States as based on Christmas bird-count data.  That population went from zero count areas recording cowbirds at the beginning of the 20th century, to some 80 count areas reporting them by about the 1970s, at which time the curve leveled off.

Ultimately density-dependency derives from the laws of physics and therefore have universal applicability.  Cormorants do not exist in isolation from those laws and as P.A. Edwards and T. J Stewart, say in their paper, Cormorants in the vicinity of Presqu’ile Provincial Park and the Bay of Quinte, “Cormorants like many other seabirds are colonial nesters.  The size of their colonies is regulated by density-dependent factors, particularly food supply during the breeding season.”  

A species can outpace its food supply, but, it cannot do so and continue to maintain a population increase or avoid its own decrease.  Of the 39 species of cormorant now distributed throughout numerous waterways and shorelines of every continent on earth, there is no instance of any cormorant wiping out any population of fish any time, anywhere, ever.  They are fish-dependent, so they cannot do so.

Demographic responses to reduced density.  Culling 6,000 cormorants from High Bluff Island may have the opposite desired affect.  As Newton (cited above) states, “Recovery of breeding numbers after a cull could result from increased reproduction or survival, or in the ratio of immigration to emigration, or from a lowering in the age of first breeding.”

Unbelievably, the OMNR has not even waited to measure the effects of the first year of the cormorant management plan at Presqu’ile.  This species takes about three years to reach sexual maturity, so it should have been assumed from the outset that the original endeavor to reduce nesting pairs would not produce a noticeable effect on numbers of breeding adults the following year

Certainly there are indications, based on studies cited earlier, that cormorant numbers will go down locally as a result of egg-oiling, thus achieving a short-term and resident population reduction.  

There are, in the literature, numerous examples of the failure of local culling to depress subsequent breeding populations.  For example, for one 20 year period four pairs of Merlins, a solitary nesting, territorial species, were shot in the same area of moorland in the UK, and thus not a single adult falcon was allowed to survive and not a single young Merlin was raised, there, for two decades.  And yet each year, four more pairs of Merlins would show up to try to nest. (Rowan, W. 1921-22. Observations on the breeding habits of the Merlin. Brt. Birds 15: 122-29, 194-202, 222-231, 246-253, cited in Newton.)

Similarly, in one 16 ha forest tract in the state of Maine, estimated to host some 148 territorial birds of mostly songbird species, all males, and a number of same-year replacement males, were shot.  Next spring the size and the species composition of the forest’s nesting bird population was virtually the same.  (Hensley, M.M. & Cope, J. B., 1951. Further data on removal and repopulation of the breeding birds in a spruce-fir forest community. Auk 68: 483-493, also cited in Newton.)

Appendix #2

REVIEW OF SPECIES  

For the sake of consistency, I will take much of my information from a single source:  del Hoyo, J. Elliott, A. & Sargatal, J. eds (1992) Handbook of the Birds of the World, Vol. 1. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, hereafter referred to as HBW.  

Colonial Water-bird species - Populations:

· Double-crested Cormorant:  Population size:  “Not globally threatened.  Severely affected in past by intense persecution and high levels of DDE and other pollutants, leading to population crash.  Legal protection of species and banning of DDT led to spectacular recovery throughout range…Campaign to control its numbers initiated in experimentally in Quebec at end of 1970s; if such campaigns stepped up, could lead to renewed decline.”

No population size is estimated, but recently the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service pegged the North American population (ie., the entire population save small numbers in Mexico and the West Indies) at about 2,000,000 birds; fewer birds than there are people in the single city of Toronto.

· Great Blue Heron:  Population size:  This is another Northern American endemic (also including the West Indies and Central America, but one with a far broader breeding range than is true of the Double-crested Cormorant).  HBW states:  “Common and apparently stable in N. America since 1930s…increasing in places, e.g. New York State 1964 – 1981, due to reafforestation (sic) and reduced levels of cultivation; at L. Michigan…”  Again there is no overall population size estimate, and the breeding range maps fails to accommodate current knowledge that colonies of Great Blue Heron occur as far north as the James Bay drainage. 

As a newcomer to the ranks of nesting colonial waterbirds on High Bluff Island, the numbers of Great Blue Heron nests are increasing nicely with the presence of cormorants.  The presence of a diverse vibrant waterbird nesting colony indicates a significant improvement in environmental integrity.

· Black-crowned Night-Heron:  This species is widely distributed throughout most of sub-alpine temperate North America, the West Indies, sub-alpine Central and much of South America, sub-alpine temperate Europe, parts of Africa, and most of sub-alpine temperate and tropical Asia and Malyasia.  According to HBW, it is “Common to locally abundant throughout most of its range…population of inland U.S.A may have decreased; local declines, especially in NE, during period 1940 – 1970, due to habitat destruction and pesticides.”  

Like the cormorant the night-heron “…has increased in second half of present century, after decline in 19th and earl 20th centuries…”, but most importantly, the numbers of Black-crowned Night-Herons has increased in southern Ontario, at the same time that cormorant numbers have increased, and, as the Ministry’s report, itself, says, “…the colony appears healthy.” 

The same types of concern were raised at Hamilton Harbour, Hamilton, Ontario, where Black-crowned Night-Herons co-nested with Double-crested Cormorants, and dire predictions were made that the loss of trees caused by the presence of nesting cormorants would result in loss of the night-herons.  But it didn’t happen.  The trees were lost, but the night-herons remained, nesting in shrubs and stubs left behind.  They are an adaptable species, more so than cormorants.

· Great Egret:  This species has the widest range of the four.  It is found throughout most of warmer temperate and all of sub-alpine subtropical and tropical North America, all of Central America and the West Indies, most of sub-alpine South America, through much of southern Europe, most of sub-alpine temperate central and southern Asia, much of Africa and most of the Indonesian region and all but the arid central region of Australia, plus New Zealand, Madagascar and various parts of Oceania.  

Significantly the Great Egret is currently expanding its breeding range in Ontario, including north along the shores of Lake Huron, and is becoming increasingly common in the lower Great Lakes.

HBW describes it as “…abundant in North America, with rapid recovery in Florida since ban on plume trade: in 1912, largest colony contained only 400 nests; by early 1930s, 80,000 birds in S. Florida…”  Significantly nest colony sizes of up to 27,000 birds have been found, albeit in more suitable habitat than any part of Ontario can provide, but in places that are within the range of the other two species!  Clearly Double-crested Cormorants, who co-inhabit many nesting colonies with herons and egrets, are not a limiting factor in egret population sizes overall.

Colonial Water-bird species – Habitat Preferences:

The presence of the cormorants on High Bluff is part of a suite of factors that attracts the herons and other colonial waterbirds, the herons arriving after the cormorants.  Habitat preferences for the four species may explain why herons and cormorants often nest together

· Double-crested Cormorants:  Cormorants like places isolated from ground predators because they often nest on the ground adjacent to deepwater fishing grounds.  They are sensitive to disturbance, so uninhabited islands and remote headlands tend to be chosen.  To cite HBW, again, the cormorant “…breeds on cliffs, reefs, and islands, both marine and inland, on lakes and rivers; also slopes, rocky outcrops, abandoned wharves, wrecked ships, often nests on trees (live or dead) on or over water.”  

In short, both Gull Island and High Bluff Island with a mixture of dead, dying and healthy trees, meet a relatively narrow range of needs for the Double-crested Cormorant.

Cormorant breeding colonies tend to include a relatively large number of nesting pairs but the colonies are in relatively few locations.  Other fish-eating species, including the Ardeids, tend to nest in smaller numbers, but the locations they can nest in are far more numerous.

· Great Blue Herons: HBW provides no particular account of breeding habitat for Great Blue Heron.  It states, “River and lake margins, wet meadows, marshes, swamps, fields, also mangroves and tidal mudflats, often far from water.”  This mimics the habitat description given for the species in The Herons Handbook, by James Hancock and James Kushlan, published by Harper & Row, New York, 1984:  “The Great Blue Heron is a bird of river and lake edges, as well as marshes and swamps.  It can feed on dry land but nests in trees, usually surrounded by water.”

Peck and James, cited above, with specific reference to nesting habitat in Ontario, say, “The great blue heron is a colonial species and usually nests in homogeneous or mixed heronries, but occasionally only singly.  In mixed heronries it is found with green heron, cattle egret, great egret, and black-crowned night heron.  Its preferred habitats are wet or dry wooded areas, sparsely treed islands, beaver ponds, and marshes.  The average size of 248 colonies was ca 49 nests.”

While Great Blue Herons can, according to the same source, nest in Ontario from 2 to 30 meters (6 to 100 feet) above ground, most nests were from 11 to 15 meters (35 to 50 feet) above the ground, again indicating a preference for mature trees.  

It is worth noting that the Green Heron is a common Ardeid species at Presqu’ile Provincial Park, but does not nest on High Bluff Island.  To the degree that Green Herons can co-exist in heronries with Great Blue Herons, obviously there is, as we say, habitat available in other parts of the park for Great Blue Herons.  

It is perhaps also worth noting that Great Blue Herons favour “sparsely treed islands” and beaver ponds.  The former describes High Bluff Island.  The latter usually consists of compromised trees that are dying or dead, because of their maturity and their flooded roots.

Thus the range of habitat preferences suitable for Great Blue Heron nesting colonies (or solitary nests) is much greater than that of the cormorant, and, more importantly, incorporates a great deal of habitat within both Presqui’le Provincial Parks boundaries, and surrounding countryside, a situation clearly not true with regard the cormorant.

· Black-crowned Night-Herons:  Regarding the Black-crowned Night-Heron, HBW says, “Habitat:  Extremely varied, using zones of fresh, brackish or salt water.  Particularly in areas with aquatic vegetation or on forested margins of shallow rivers, streams, lagoons, pools, ponds, lakes, swamps, marshes and mangroves.  Also frequents humanized zones, feeding in pastures, rice fields, reservoirs, canals and fish ponds.”  It also can breed in thick cover.  

James and Peck, referring only to Ontario, say, “Nesting habitats are wet or dry wooded areas, such as sparsely or heavily treed islands, wooded river banks, cattail marshes, and swamps…Nest trees were most often deciduous (14 spp) and occasionally coniferous (2 spp).” 

This species, like the Great Blue Heron, has more available breeding sites than Gull and High Bluff Island, since these herons nest on the ground, in reed beds, in bushes and shrubs, on cliffs and in tall trees.  It, and the Great Blue Heron, are in no way constrained to the islands.  Cormorant nesting sites in the Park are restricted to the islands.

· Great Egrets:  Finally, with regard the Great Egret, the species has a huge range of habitat in which to both feed and nest.  As HBW says, “Habitat:  All kinds of wetlands, both inland and along coast, including marshes, floodplains, river margins, lake shores, salt-pans, estuaries, coastal swamps, mangroves and mudflats…”  The species “Nests in reedbeds, bushes or trees, normally over water at height up to 50 m.”  

Vegetation maps of Presqu’ile, and better yet, on-site observation, indicates much suitable habitat for these three heron species going unused.  Because they essentially do not directly compete with cormorants for food, one can conclude that either the park’s food carrying capacity has been reached, or, as is more probable, they are utilizing optimal breeding habitat as identified by any of a suite of factors as their numbers increase overall.  We believe that significant among those factors is the presence of cormorants. 

All three species of Ardeid (herons, including bitterns and egrets) are colony nesters who nest both in mixed colonies, with other Ardieds, and with other non-Ardeid wading birds, and with cormorants, and in single-species colonies.  Assuming nothing is done, as we recommend, these species will interact with all other species as they always have in the absence of human interference.  

In Presqu’ile Provincial Park, the area to the east of the causeway, including “The Fingers”, provides feeding and nesting sites suitable to various Ardeids and are already utilized by at least three other Ardeid species: the American Bittern, Least Bittern and Green Heron, but is not suitable for cormorants.  Furthermore, the Ardeids are obligate shallow-water feeders, requiring shoreline habitat and marshes, wetlands and in some degree, particularly with regard Great Blue Herons, upland meadows, all of which are abundant within Presqu’ile Provincial Park and the surrounding landscape.  Most of this widespread habitat the herons do utilize or could utilize is not available for feeding by cormorants.  

Appendix #3

FISH AND LAKE ONTARIO

The Ministry, Canadian Wildlife Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and various literature searches all indicate that cormorants have little or no impact on commercial fish species, or on forage species eaten by those same fish.  However, there remains much unsubstantiated concern in Ministry literature and in the rhetoric of anglers and commercial fishers, that cormorants do have a significant negative impact on such fish stocks.

The original Lake Ontario ecosystem has been forever changed with the accidental and intentional additions of exotic flora and fauna, the discharge of toxic pollutants, siltation, the destruction of rivermouth marshes, climatic change and increasingly effective sport and commercial fishery activities.  As a result the lake has experienced great instability and amazingly rapid change as compared to what would be seen in a pristine situation.  There is always change, but rate of change is now vastly accelerated.

Native Salmon:

Lake Trout:  With regard one of our two native, Lake Ontario members of the salmon family, the Lake Trout, decline was primarily believed to be in response to the arrival, via the St. Lawrence Seaway, of the Sea Lamprey.  But other non-native Salmon were introduced into the Great Lakes, with continued lack of concern for their effects on the ecosystem, and their competition with smaller native fish species, overall.  Certainly self-sustaining Lake Trout populations were likely unable to compete with the placement of non-native salmon species.  The Pacific salmon, by virtue of fishery placement, were not subject to density-dependent factors influencing survival of wild living native fish species. 

Atlantic Salmon:  The species was wiped out early on by over-fishing and damming of breeding streams, and has been replaced by sea stocks introduced into Lake Ontario, where they now must compete with other salmon species.

Some non-native species:

Zebra Mussels:  Zebra Mussels, a notoriously invasive species, and Quagga, a less publicized invasive mussel species, are now found throughout Lake Ontario.  They are filter feeders and they consume plankton.  These species remove the light-absorbing plankton, rendering the water more clear in a way that can benefit fish-predators and significantly reduce the food base for forage fish of value both to commercial and sport fish species. 

Rainbow Smelt:  The Rainbow Smelt is also not a native fish to Lake Ontario.  Although anadromous in its primal state, the smelt, typical of any newly arrived species finding viable habitat, underwent a steep population increase following its original, intentional, introduction into the Great Lakes in the very early years of the 20th century.  Also typically it was originally considered to be a “nuisance” in that its numbers were so great to become entangled in fishing gear.  Ultimately, in 1948 a gillnet fishery were attempted in the Great Lakes, and ultimately the Great Lakes smelt fishery exceeded the indigenous Atlantic coastal fishery, with the Great Lakes fish deemed better tasting.  

Round Goby:  We cannot predict the end result of the arrival of the Round Goby.  This is another “accidental” introduction into Lake Ontario.  It is a species that can eat eggs and fry of native or other non-native fish species, and one with a potentially high recruitment and whose vulnerability to predation by other native or non-native species is unknown.  

White Perch:  White Perch, native to Atlantic coastal waters, were an “accidental” invader of the Great Lakes in 1950, through the Erie and Welland Canal systems.  They appear to have some “good fish” value to sport and commercial anglers and “bad fish” status as competitors with native walleyes.

Alewives:  Alewives might be considered a non-native species, or, like the cormorant, a species that has entered Lake Ontario via natural range expansion. Historically, Alewives were entirely anadromous, always returning to the sea after breeding in seabound freshwater systems.  There appears to be no solid evidence explaining the origin of the species in Lake Ontario, but as that origin, in the 19th century, corresponds with such human activities as canal building, an anthropogenic cause can be safely assumed.  (And ultimately the distinction between anthropogenic and “natural” causation can blur, at any rate.)  

Alewives, again in common with species entering viable new habitat, increased exponentially at a time when some native fish species of commercial or sport value – “good fish” were in decline.  In fact, the precipitous decline in Lake Ontario Atlantic Salmon was recorded mid-19th century, before the arrival of Alewives, with an early effort to transplant Atlantic Salmon in Lake Ontario as early as 1867, followed by serious stocking efforts of both the “native” Atlantic Salmon (albeit, of necessity, from anadromous stocks), and of non-native Chinook Salmon.  

The effort, which continues to the present, to placate commercial and sport fishers at the expense of native wildlife species was thus well underway.

A mainstay for the Alewife was the availability of vast numbers of Diporeia, a major food, with the Alewives, in turn, having become a major prey species for both “native” and introduced salmon.

Other Species:  Rusty Crayfish, Spiny Water fleas, Common Carp, Ruffes, and various aquatic plants are other invasive species in Lake Ontario whose impacts on fish species populations sizes is impossible to estimate.

Put and Take Fisheries – Non-Native Species: Primarily these were various put-and-take salmon species fisheries, including “re” introduction of Atlantic Salmon, the Chinook Salmon, the “Kokanee” Salmon and so on, all to placate commercial and sport fishers at whatever cost to our native species.  Selective processes (ie., smaller fish, requiring less food, seem more likely to survive, on average, than larger individuals within the same species requiring more food) currently seem to favour smaller salmon of those species that can self-sustain populations, and presumably other species, although it is too soon to say.  
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