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Large and conspicuous with unmistakable calls, the 
Common Loon is a familiar inhabitant of our lakes. It is 
also a well-known indicator of healthy aquatic ecosystems 
because it sits at the top of the food chain, where it 
sometimes receives high concentrations of pollutants from 
the fish and other creatures that it eats. Where pollution is  
a problem, loons generally raise fewer chicks as a result. 

Loons On Our Lakes

About Loons

The Common Loon is the only loon species that nests on 
interior lakes in southern B.C. In the water it is extremely 
fast and agile, but on land it can only shuffle along on its 
belly for very short distances because its legs are so far back 
on its body. The Common Loon feeds opportunistically on 
a variety of fish, often taking advantage of the temporary 
abundance of a particular species. When given the choice, 
it prefers to feed on species in the Sunfish family (rather 
than species in the Salmon family such as trout). Despite 
eating mostly fish, it also eats crustaceans, frogs, snails, and 
aquatic insects. Loons stay underwater for an average of 40 
seconds, but can stay down for two or three minutes, and 
dive to depths of at least 30 m. 

Because they are heavy birds with relatively small wings, 
loons require long “runways” for take-off (200 m or more). 
Once aloft, they climb slowly, circling if necessary to gain 
height. At cruising altitude they travel surprisingly quickly.

Loons build nests adjacent to the water’s edge. Typically 
nests are low mounds of vegetation. Nests and eggs are 
vulnerable to large water level changes and big waves, 
which can flood the nest and its contents.

Conservation

The Common Loon can be affected by human activities. 
Lake pollution due to airborne mercury and the harmful 
components of acid rain can reduce the number of chicks 
produced over large areas. Even loons in some of the most 
remote lakes in B.C. are vulnerable to these pollutants when 
they are carried over long distances. (See more at: www.
birdscanada.org/volunteer/clls/resources/CLLSsummary.pdf)

Locally, nesting loons can be adversely affected by:

▶	 shoreline development, which sometimes destroys 
nesting sites;

▶	 changing water levels, with rising water sometimes 
flooding nests and falling water sometimes leaving  
nests too far from the shore for access by the parents; 

▶	 waves generated by power boats, which can 
swamp nests; 

▶	 disturbance by people, which can separate small chicks 
from their protective parents, leaving the chicks open to 
predation by ravens and gulls.

Just-hatched chicks are black, fluffy, tiny, and appear in 
southern B.C. in May and June. They can swim and dive 
right away, although their downy feathers are so full of 
air that they tend to bob back up after only a few seconds 
beneath the surface. For the first two weeks or so, they 
sometimes ride on their parents backs to keep warm and 
conserve energy. When about two weeks old, the black 
plumage is replaced by a downy brown coat, and when 
about four weeks old, the grey plumage that they will wear 
until they become adults starts to appear. When they are 
about 10 or 11 weeks old, they begin to learn to fly. 

Chicks

Nesting

Quietly drifting across the lake while casting a line can 
provide great opportunities for watching loons, and they 
may come quite close. However, loons sometimes try to 
catch hooked bait fish, which can end unfavourably for the 
loons. Please be considerate and take necessary steps to 
prevent loons from learning that fishing lines can be a source 
of food, such as refraining from feeding loons and fishing 
elsewhere when loons show interest in your line. Also, please 
be sure to dispose of unwanted fishing line carefully, because 
if it gets left in the lake or along the shore, loons and other 
wild creatures sometimes become lethally entangled. 

Please help us take care of our loons by 
allowing them to decide how closely we can 
approach. It is especially important that we 
leave plenty of space around loon nests and 
around parents with chicks. By watching their 
body language and listening to their calls, we 
will not only be entertained and impressed 
by this magnificent bird, but we will also 
get to know when we may have approached 
too closely. Please see the other side of this 
brochure for more information on loon body 
language and what it can tell us. 

Fishing

Language

Permission from The Loon Preservation Committee (New 
Hampshire), to use their excellent illustrations of loon body-
language (p.2) is gratefully acknowledged. 

The Canadian Lakes Loon Survey is a national Citizen 
Science monitoring program of Bird Studies Canada.  
Learn more at birdscanada.org/loons.

Common Loons normally “wail” when they wish to reunite 
with other loons. Males “yodel” while defending their 
territories. The “tremolo” call — which sounds like crazy 
laughter — is given in response to a threat. If you hear a 
tremolo, you may be too close. 
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NABCI Canada

The North American Bird 
Conservation Initiative (NABCI) 
was launched in 1999 in 

Canada, the United States and Mexico, to coordinate 
bird conservation throughout the continent. NABCI’s 
vision is that populations and habitats of North 
America’s birds are protected, restored and enhanced 
through coordinated efforts at international, national, 
regional and local levels, guided by sound science and 
effective management.  

NABCI is designed to increase the effectiveness 
of existing and new programs, foster greater 
international cooperation and enhance coordination 
within countries, among governments, environmental 
non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) and 
private sector organizations. NABCI functions 
both through in-country implementation and by 
tri-national cooperation to deliver comprehensive bird 
conservation in North America.

NABCI Canada’s goal is to deliver the full 
spectrum of bird conservation in Canada, through 
regionally-based, biologically-driven, landscape-
oriented partnerships. The NABCI Canada Council 
membership is comprised of federal, territorial 
and provincial governments, ENGOs (Bird Studies 
Canada, Ducks Unlimited Canada, Nature Canada, 
Nature Conservancy Canada and Wildlife Habitat 
Canada), private sector organizations (Canadian 
Cattlemen’s Association, Canadian Electricity 
Association, Forest Products Association of Canada 
and Mining Association of Canada), representatives 
from Canada’s Habitat Joint Ventures (Eastern, 
Prairie, Canadian Intermountain and Pacific Coast)  
and Canada’s four bird initiatives (Canadian  
Shorebird Conservation Plan, Partners in Flight, 
North American Waterfowl Management Plan 
and Wings Over Water).
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  Relaxed loons                        Concerned loons                  Stressed loons 

When loons feel 
threatened  
while on the 
nest, they will 
put their heads 
down.  This posi-
tion indicates 
the loon may 
flush from the          

nest and leave the eggs to overheat, chill, or 
be taken by a predator. 

 If you see a loon on a nest with its head 
down, please back away!  

A nervous loon 
will often raise 
the feathers on its 
forehead to give 
this “squared-off” 
look.   

This loon is 
watching a possi-
ble threat while 
trying to appear 
inconspicuous. 

 

If you see a loon in these positions, 
please back away and allow the loon to 
resume its normal behavior. 

This loon is aware of a 
potential threat and is 
stretching its neck to 
evaluate the situation.   

Flapping their 
wings is a nor-
mal part of 
preening and 
bathing for 
loons. 

Loons also flap their wings to send warning 
signals to an approaching threat. 

Boaters who see this behavior not associat-
ed with preening or bathing should back 
away from the loon. 

up in the water with its wings either 
spread out or clasped against its body 
and rapidly paddling its feet in the water. 

If a boat is too 
close, a loon may 
call and/or 
perform a dis-
traction display 
called a “penguin 
dance”—rearing 

If you see this display, please leave the 
area! 

 

Any vocalization given when you are 
close to or approaching a loon can 
indicate distress.  Please back away! 

Loons may show stress in subtle ways.  Be 
alert for changes in head and neck posture 
that may tell you a loon is feeling threatened.   

This loon is calm 
and able to carry 
out normal 
behaviors to care 
for itself and its 
family. 

Enjoy watching loons in these positions! 

A relaxed loon
(holding its head 
up while on the 
nest) is able to 
incubate and 
hatch its eggs 
successfully. 


