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UPDATE ON THE POPULATION STATUS OF THE DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT
(PHALACROCORAX AURITUS) IN WISCONSIN

By Sumner W. Matteson

SUMMARY

In 1984, a total of 1,905 pairs of double-crested cormorants nested in 18
colonies in 13 Wisconsin counties. Production was estimated at 10 colonies,
with an average of 1.95 young/pair. Thirty-nine percent (735) nested on
artificial nest platforms. A total of 794 platforms remain available for
nesting cormorants in May 1985.

The state's cormorant population continues to expand, and it appears that at
no time in this century has the population been as high or as widely
distributed as it is now. Factors limiting further expansion include nest
site availability, nest site competition from herring qull (Larus argentatus)
and bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), and possibly great horned owl (Bubo
virginianus) predation and chemical contamination.

Recommendations include: 1) conduct annual surveys to monitor nesting
populations, production of young and nesting habitat conditions, and to
determine 1imiting factors; 2) explore the feasibility of abatement techniques
where cormorants threaten commercial fishing operations; and 3) determine the
extent of chemical contamination in cormorants nesting on Green Bay.
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Current Status

Ground counts and aerial surveys revealed that the adult double-crested
cormorant population in Wisconsin reached 4,083 in 1984. A total of 1,904
nesting pairs occupied 17 colonies in 12 counties (Table 1). An additional
colony site was active but the number of nesting pairs unknown due to
disruption of nesting attempts by bald eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus); one
lone pair also nested. Including subadults, the statewide population may be
at or above 5,000 individuals.

Incomplete data were obtained for young production, but at Teast 2,760 young
were produced at 10 colony sites. At these 10 sites, 1,413 paris averaged
1.95 young/pair. Even if none of the remaining 8 colonies produced young, the
overall statewide young production would average 1.45 per pair--still
sufficient to maintain population stability (1-2 young/pair, Dunn 1975).

Between 1919 and 1966, there were a total of 17 cormorant colonies in 16
counties, but no more than seven colony sites were active during the same
year. Tangentially, in 1984 cormorants nested at (or were no more than

ca. 10 km from) seven of these 17 sites: Fish Lake WLA (adjacent to Crex
Meadows WLA, which was active from 1952-63, 1966, 1973-75); Trempealeau NWR
(adjacent to the “"old" Trempealeau Migratory Waterfowl Refuge, active in
1939); Berkhahn Flowage, Mead WLA (adjacent to Lac Du Bay, formerly
Wisconsin's largest and oldest known colony, 1939-66); Big Lake, Meadow Valley
WLA (adjacent to Necedah NWR, active 1957-63); Horicon NWR (active 1954-58 and
since 1979); Jack Island (ca. 9 km northeast of Hat Island, active 1954-56);
and Spider Island (active prior to 1962 and since 1980).

Cormorants continue to colonize new sites or shift between sites due to habiat
deterioration, interspecific competition (with bald eagles at one site), or
exploitation of favorable habitat. Colonies presently stable include those at
Fish, Gravel, Jack, and Spider islands in upper Green Bay, and Cat Island in
lower Green Bay; Gull Island in the Apostle Islands, Lake Superior; Berkhahn
and Teal flowages in the Mead Wildlife Area; and Trempealeau National Wildlife
Refuge in southwestern Buffalo County.

Incipient colonies in 1984 occurred at Eagle Island in the Apostle Islands,
Bayfield County, at Amsterdam Sloughs Wildlife Area in Burnett County, and at
the Miller Dam Flowage in Taylor County.
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Approximately 39% (735) of known active cormorant nests occurred on the
ground; the remainder occupied artiticial nest platforms, snags, or deciduous
trees.

Statewige, a total of 1,199 platforms were erected on poles at 13 locations
between 1974 and 1985 (Table 2). As of 1 May 1985 a total of 794 platforms
remain at 11 locations, and at 8 of these locations the condition of the
platforms is good or excellent. Double-crested cormorants nested on
approximately 64% (505) of these platforms in 1984.

Related to cormorant use of platforms, some DNR wildlife managers have
expressed an interest in erecting new or additional platforms, if funds became
available to do so. The “"wish 1ist" of locations and the number of platforms
mentioned include the following: Sportsman Lake - 15; CWCA - 15; Dike 17
complex in Jackson County - 30; Black Brook Flowage - 120; Grettum Flowage -
80; North Fork Flowage - 120; Phantom Flowage - 60; Sandhill WLA - 20; and
possibly Longtail Point in Green Bay - 75. At Horicon NWR there is a total of
approximately 25 nesting platforms currently in storage that the refuge would
like to donate to the DNR.

Although data on breeding numbers is scanty prior to the 1950's, it would
appear that at no time in this century has the cormorant breeding population
in Wisconsin been as high or as widely distributed as it is now.

Currently, the major factor limiting cormorant expansion is habitat
deterioration. Loss of nesting structures has already occurred at Grand River
Marsh WLA, Fish Lake WLA, and in the Cat Island chain due to decay, windy
conditions, or flooding and ice damage. To a far lesser degree, though
perhaps significant locally, colonization of ground nest habitat by herring
gulls may limit colony expansion at some sites, notably Gull Island in the
Apostle Islands, Lake Superior. Great horned owl predation may also prove to
be limiting at some sites. Still uncertain (and warranting research) is the
effect of microcontaminants and contaminants on nesting cormorants. Since the
ban on DDT, pollutants such as PCBs, HCBs, DDE, and others are suspected of
affecting cormorant reproductive success. In Green Bay in 1983 and 1984, some
cormorants and other colonial waterbirds exhibited gross physical
abnormalities such as crossed bills. Further study is necessary to identify
the contaminants and their effects and the contaminant sources involved.

Recommendations

1. Systematic ground and/or aerial population surveys at known and former
colony sites should occur annually to determine activity, colony size (and
changes in numbers of breeding birds from year to year), young production,
condition of nest habitat, and potential limiting factors.
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2. Where cormorants present a nuisance problem (or potential problem) to
localized commercial fisheries, the feasibility of using various abatement
techniques should be explored. Review of the literature and consultations
with WDNR fisheries personnel, the University of Wisconsin, and other
experts familiar with cormorant abatement techniques should occur.

3. Research to determine the extent of contamination of nesting cormorants
and their progeny in lower Green Bay should be supported. Monitoring of
the contaminant levels in Green Bay fish species that constitute the bulk
of the cormorant diet should take place periodically. Chemical analyses
and necropsies of deformed cormorant chicks and analyses of unhatched eggs
should be encouraged to continue.
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TABLE 1. 1984 POPULATION STATUS OF THE DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT IM WISCONSIN.

4+

Adult
Population Active Young
County Location Estimate Hests Produced”
Apostle Islands MNational Lakeshore
Ashland Gull Is. TSIN R1W 512 508 254 425
Bayfield "CEagle Is. TSIN R&W 531 B 4 0
Burnett Crex Meadows WLA T3ION RIBW 531 12" 0 Q
Burnett Fish Lake WLA T37N RISW 510,11 100* e ]
Burnett "Camsterdam Sloughs WLA T39N R17W 526 12 2] 0
Green Lake Grand River Marsh WLA T14N R1VE 55.6 136 &a WD
Green Bay
Brown Cat Is. T24M R2VE 57 128 g4 ND
Door Fish Is. T34N RIE S8 ab 23 22
Door Gravel Is. T32H R29E 515 1B 93 249
Door Jack Is. T3IIN RZTE 57 116 58 102
Door Spider Is. T32ZN R29E 533 122 361 157
Dodge Horicon NWR TI13N RI1SE 525,30 240 120 200
Monroe “%La Grange Flowage TI1BN R1W 514 3 1 KD
HcHMillan Flowage
Marathon McHillan West TZ2E6N R4E 5313-12 10 5 g
Mead WLA
Marathan Berkhahn Flowage TZ26M RBE 529 728 64 £59
Marathon Teal Flowage T26N R5E 523 130 65 135
Meadow Valley WLA
Juneau Big Lake TZON RZE 519 B 4 WO
Taylor "EMiller Dam Flowage TIIN RIW S14 e ik KO
Buffalo Trempealeau NWR 18N 10w 59 300 70 165
Vogt Lake
Crawford Ambrough Slough TBN R7TW 535 18 9 WO
1 nd P
1984 4 0B3 1,905 2,760
1983 1,934 1,695 2,813
1982 2.408 1,028 B8a2
1981 2,176 955 291
1980 1,638 819 B&7
1979 Bl 430 576
1978 697 345 301
1977 61 161 209
1976 307 128 121
197% 244 B85 a5
1974 213 a7 93
1973 132 66 -
EEY
1 - Incomplete data — at some sites no census of young occurred.

® - Combination of dike wash-out and usurpation of site by bald eagles disrupted nesting

attempts.

= No data.
- Hew nest

Rough estimate:

Incipient colony.

site.

cormorants from Fish Lake and Crex Meadows interchanged at random.
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