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Editorial 
Welcome to the 16th issue of the Swan Specialist Newsletter (Swan News 16), for 2020/21. For those readers 

who are unfamiliar with the Newsletter, it is one of the methods used by the Wetlands International / International 

Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Swan Specialist Group (SSG) to keep its members, and other interested 

readers, informed about swan research, management and conservation around the planet. It allows readers to 

find out who is doing what, where, why and how. It provides insights, ideas, and contacts for those working on 

similar topics. In addition to the annual Newsletter, please also visit the SSG website at https://swansg.org for 

news, announcements, project updates and other information. If you have information on any projects you are 

working on, news you would like to share or know of forthcoming events of interest to the swan community, please 

do send it to the website coordinator for uploading to the website. 

Obviously the global coronavirus pandemic in 2020, continuing into 2021, has made it a very challenging time 

for everyone, everywhere. Covid 19 considerations affect our very lives and living conditions, and force difficult 

decisions about fieldwork, research, teaching and every other activity. (This is the first year in 45 years that I have 

not personally conducted any field work.) As biologists we understand, perhaps better than most, the seriousness 

of the pandemic, and the importance of human behaviour in minimising its impacts. I hope that all of you, your 

family and friends, have escaped serious consequences, and that you all remain healthy throughout the 

remainder of the pandemic. Be smart, and stay safe. 

With that in mind, we were very fortunate that many SSG members were able to continue their studies, and also 

found time to contribute to this Newsletter. We have a collection of Research Project updates, Papers, News and 

Recent Literature. Unfortunately we also have notices of Colin Pennycuick and Richard Malecki having passed 

away. 

As always, the Newsletter would not be possible without your contributions, and the assistance of many friends 

and colleagues. My unbounded gratitude to Eileen Rees, who as always has been instrumental in ensuring that 

this Newsletter actually gets published. I also received very significant assistance from Martina Shannon, Ashley 

Stolp and Jeff Snyder, all of Western Oregon University. My sincere thanks to you to all.  

Please remember to send me any updates, papers or other contributions for Swan News No. 17, at any time. 

We are always happy to receive any contributions from anyone. In addition please plan to give a presentation at 

the combined 7th International Swan Symposium & 26th Trumpeter Swan Society Swan Conference in 

October 2022. Further details are provided in the Announcement below. Please also send me any constructive 

feedback, positive or negative. The only way to know if the Newsletter is meeting its objectives is to hear from the 

readers. 

Best wishes to you all. Stay healthy, and enjoy the rest of the Newsletter. 

 

Carl D. Mitchell 
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Announcement 
 

7th International Swan Symposium &  
26th Trumpeter Swan Society Swan Conference 

to be held at the  
Snow King Resort in Jackson, Wyoming, USA  

24 – 27 October 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following previous international symposia of the Wetlands International/IUCN-SSC Swan Specialist Group – 

held at Slimbridge (UK, 1971), Sapporo (Japan, 1980), Oxford (UK, 1989), Virginia (USA 2001), Easton, Maryland 

(USA 2014), and Tartu (Estonia, 2018) – we are delighted to announce that a joint 7th International Swan 

Symposium and 26th Trumpeter Swan Society Swan Conference will be held at the Snow King Resort, Jackson, 

Wyoming on 24 – 27 October 2022. This symposium is hosted by The Trumpeter Swan Society and the Ricketts 

Conservation Foundation, in partnership with the IUCN-SSC Swan Specialist Group.  

The programme is still in development, but will include a 1-day mid-conference excursion. Delegates are also 

able to visit the National Parks independently before and after the conference, with further information on options 

to be provided later on this year. 

Further information regarding registration and the submission of abstracts will be given in the Second 

Announcement, in mid-December 2021, which will be circulated by email. Details, including registration 

information, will also be provided on The Trumpeter Swan Society website (www.trumpeterswansociety.org) at 

that time. 

Meanwhile please note the following dates in your diaries: 

 

Second Announcement: 15 December 2021 

Call for abstracts: 15 December 2021 

Deadline for abstract submissions: 15 March 2022 

Confirmation of oral and poster presentations: 15 May 2022 

Deadline for early bird registration: 31 July 2022 

Deadline for final registration: 12 September 2022 

7th International Swan Symposium and 26th Trumpeter Swan Society Conference (all-day meetings with  

mid-conference excursion): 24–27 October 2022 inclusive 

 

We are already looking forward to seeing you in October 2022! 

 

The Organising Committee 
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The migration routes and main sites used by 

migratory waterbirds have been studied in Europe and 

North America since the mid-20th century, leading to 

the identification of discrete populations which form the 

basis for internationally coordinated conservation and 

management of these species. Until recently, however, 

there was a lack of comparable information about 

migratory Anatidae populations in Far East Asia, 

despite long-term monitoring programmes and some 

knowledge of migration routes based on Japanese 

satellite tracking (Cao et al. 2020). Tracking of 10 

large-bodied Anatidae therefore was undertaken as a 

collaborative programme involving inter alia Chinese, 

Japanese, Korean, Mongolian and Russian 

researchers from 2014 onwards, and the results 

published in as a Special Issue of the Wildfowl journal 

in November 2020. The papers combined the new 

telemetry data with winter counts and expert 

knowledge, to update maps of the extent of breeding 

and wintering areas, and to define the flyways that 

connect them. Critical stopover sites were also 

described, to provide a basis for their more effective 

future conservation. 

Three swan species native to East Asia – Whooper 

Swans Cygnus cygnus, Bewick’s Swan C. columbianus  
bewickii and Mute Swan C. olor – were all included in 

the study, and the results provided valuable novel 

information on their distribution and movements. 

Bewick’s Swan tracking data described two distinctive 

flyways for birds in the East Asia population: (1) the 

East Asian continental flyway, with birds breeding from 

Yamal Peninsula to the Svyatoy Nos Cape wintering in 

China, and (2) the West Pacific flyway, taken by swans 

which swans bred between the Indigirka River and 

Chaun Delta, which wintered in Japan (Fig. 1, from 

Fang et al. 2020). There was marked between-year 

variation in population-level Bewick’s Swan count data 

recorded during the 21st century, reflecting incomplete 

Research projects and updates 

Tracking swans in the East Asian flyway 

Lei Cao, Anthony D. Fox & Eileen C. Rees

Figure 1. Migration routes for Bewick’s Swan tracked along the East Asian continental flyway (black 
dashed line), and (2) the West Pacific flyway (red dashed line) in East Asia (from Fang et al. 2020). 
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coverage in some years. Numbers in the East Asia 

population were however most recently put at  

c. 65,000 birds following extensive wintering survey 

coverage in 2019–2020, compared to c. 81,000 in the 

early 2000s when coverage was less extensive, 

indicative of a population decline during the past two 

decades (Fang et al. 2020). 

Whooper Swan tracking focussed on birds which 

spend the summer in western Mongolia and results 

indicated that the swans’ summer distribution extended 

further than had previously been recorded, with three 

new wintering areas (in Xinjiang, Qinghai-Gansu and 

Beijing) identified for the species in China (Ao et al. 
2020). The East Asian Whooper Swan population was 

estimated to number 57,690 individuals, generating a 

new 1% threshold of 577 birds for determining sites of 

international importance for the species in the region, 

with eight located in China, six in South Korea and 14 

in Japan. Migration duration, stopover duration, the 

number of stopover sites and migration legs were 

significantly greater in spring than in autumn, whilst 

migration speed was slower in spring than in autumn. 

Assessment of the habitats frequented found seasonal 

variation in the proportion of time that the swans spent 

on arable crops, pasture, wetlands and open water  

(Ao et al. 2020). 

The Mute Swan study was less comprehensive, but 

telemetry data and resightings of birds fitted with neck-

collars confirmed that the species winters along the 

coast of eastern China and on the Korean Peninsula, 

Figure 2. Migrations recorded for individual Whooper Swans in East Asia: (A) birds summered in Mongolia and wintered in 
China/South Korea; (B) birds summered in Far East Russia and wintered in Japan (from Ao et al. 2020). White solid lines = 
individuals from the Chinese-wintering population; black solid lines = individuals from the South Korean-wintering population, 
all of which summered in Mongolia (Ao et al. 2020). Orange dotted lines = representative (synthesised) migration routes, and 
orange shaded areas = representative summering/stopover/wintering areas for 47 tracked birds that summered in Russia and 
wintered in Japan (from Shimada et al. 2014). 

and spends the summer along the Selenga River 

(Russia), central Mongolia and in Inner Mongolia 

(China). It is widespread but relatively scarce and 

scattered in East Asia, and although Mute Swans 

wintering in Korean Peninsula apparently originate 

from summering areas in Inner Mongolia and the Amur 

Region, further study is required before potential 

flyways can be confirmed (Meng et al. 2020). The 

sedentary introduced Mute Swan population in Japan 

does however appear to be isolated from those 

elsewhere. 

Further information on these studies, and also on 

other species included in this initiative, are available 

online through the journal’s website at 

http://wildfowl.wwt.org.uk.  
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Whooper catching in Mongolia (photo: Otgonbayar Tsend/WSCC of Mongolia).
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Trumpeter Swans Cygnus buccinator were 

widespread throughout North America prior to 

colonisation of the continent by Europeans during 

the 19th century. By the first half of the 20th century, 

however, a combination of commercial and 

subsistence hunting, and also habitat loss, had 

reduced the species to just a few thousand birds in 

the Pacific Coast Population. More recently, the 

Interior Population of Trumpeter Swans has 

increased dramatically, in both population size and 

distribution, following the development of re-

introduction and conservation programmes in the 

1960s and 1970s. 

Although Trumpeter Swans currently breed 

throughout most of the western Great Lakes 

region, there is relatively little recent information 

about their ecology beyond estimates of 

population size, trends and distribution, hindering 

conservation decision-making. We are therefore 

marking a sample of Interior Population Trumpeter 

Swans with GPS-GSM transmitters, in the first 

range-wide assessment of their movements post 

reintroduction. Transmitters record high-resolution, 

high frequency location and related data, and 

transmit those data through cellular phone 

networks, which will allow us to: 

• Evaluate year-round swan movements, 

including determining the locations where swans 

spend the winter, and the timing and duration of 

their movements. 

• Determine whether and where Trumpeter Swans 

make moult migrations. 

• Evaluate the Trumpeter Swans’ year-round habitat 

use and selection patterns. 

• Estimate annual survival rates for Trumpeter 

Swans, if sample sizes are adequate and their 

fates (i.e., mortality events) can be determined. 

After initial project onset, additional funding sources 

and partner collaborations allowed us to expand the 

scope of the project to include the following research 

objectives: 

• Quantify extent of gene flow among Interior 

Population Trumpeter Swans, their overall genetic 

diversity, and genetic differentiation from source 

populations. 

• Evaluate the association between migratory 

behaviour and genetic divergence of different 

groups of Trumpeter Swans. 

• Quantify concentrations of lead in Interior 

Population Trumpeter Swans and assess potential 

sub-lethal effects of lead exposure on migration 

and annual movements. 

Increasing the scope of the project will allow us to 

integrate movement (GPS telemetry), physiological 

(lead concentrations), and genetic information to 

provide a more holistic evaluation of the Interior 

Population in addition to a comprehensive assessment 

of migration patterns and annual movements. 

Fieldwork began in the summer of 2019 and will 

continue through 2021. We GPS-banded and collected 

genetic samples from 96 swans in Minnesota, 

Michigan, Manitoba, Iowa, Wisconsin and Ohio as of 

2020. Seventeen additional bands will be deployed in 

A post-reintroduction assessment of the Interior Population of 
Trumpeter Swans 

David W. Wolfson & Randall T. Knapik 

Trumpeter Swan with USFWS leg-ring and GSM neck-band (photo: 
David Wolfson)
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Arkansas, Iowa, Wisconsin and Ohio during 2021,  

to bring the overall total to 113 marked swans. 

Preliminary results from the 19 swans marked in  

2019 suggest that most swans do not engage in  

long-distance migration and that there may be a 

relationship between latitude and the extent of 

southern migration during the winter. Location data  

will be archived and is available to the public via a 

website that summarizes Trumpeter Swan 

movements and habitat use 

(https://trumpeterswan.netlify.app). 

We thank the following project collaborators: 

Minnesota Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research 

Unit, University of Minnesota, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, 

Three Rivers Park District, The Trumpeter Swan 

Society, Michigan Department of Natural Resources, 

USDA Wildlife Services, Wisconsin Department of 

Natural Resources, Great Lakes Indian Fish and 

Wildlife Commission, Iowa Department of Natural 

Resources, Ohio Department of Natural Resources, 

Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, Canadian 

Wildlife Service and the Manitoba Wildlife and 

Fisheries Branch. 

Trumpeter Swan in flight. (photo: Brett Blocker).

Trumpeter Swan in triumph display (by Margaret Smith)
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Populations of Trumpeter Swans Cygnus buccinator 
have fluctuated dramatically over the past century.  

Today, numbers of this species are fairly high, although 

recovery of swans has been inconsistent across their 

range. In particular, recovery of populations of swans 

in and around the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem 

(GYE) has lagged behind that in other areas. This lag 

has resulted in the birds becoming of conservation 

concern in the region, particularly given that the take 

by hunters of swans near the GYE (where swans may 

migrate or winter) is not assessed. It is therefore 

important to obtain not only a better understanding of 

the movements and demography of swans in the GYE 

region, but also of the number of swans taken during 

the hunting season each year. This project aims to 

address those needs.  

The study proposes to use two tools to study 

Trumpeter Swan movements, as a first step within a 

framework with the overall aim of understanding the 

potential demographic consequences of anthropogenic 

stressors on their populations. Our research will be 

structured as follows: 

Firstly, to describe the swans’ movements, we will 

use modern wildlife tracking tools in order to follow 

individual birds, especially those from the GYE area. 

Research will focus especially on understanding 

migratory pathways and the degree of migratory 

connectivity. We seek to collaborate with a number of 

ongoing projects in the GYE area in each of which a 

small number of swans has been tracked. By 

aggregating these data, and then using additional 

funds to deploy units in regions from which swans 

have not been tracked, we aim to build a collaborative 

effort to delineate the migratory strategies of this small 

population.  

Additionally, we will analyse the stable hydrogen 

isotope ratios in feathers from swans taken during the 

hunting season, to identify the origins of each bird. 

Although geolocation via hydrogen isotopes is not as 

precise as that recorded by GPS telemetry, this 

technique has an advantage in that it can be 

performed retrospectively (i.e., it can provide origin 

information for a dead animal) and, because it is much 

cheaper than telemetry, it can gain data from many 

more individuals. Furthermore, sample collection for 

these analyses can be done by anyone capable of 

plucking a swan feather. As such, we propose to work 

with states to request that a few feathers from each 

swan taken be sent to us in self-addressed, stamped, 

envelopes that we hope to provide when hunters are 

sent their licenses. Isotope data will also be combined 

with the telemetry data to refine the precision of 

isotope-derived geolocation. 

Understanding both the lagging population recovery 

and the potential impacts of hunting on GYE 

Trumpeter Swans requires population modelling. Our 

team has recently developed a conceptual framework 

to integrate isotope- and telemetry-derived movement 

data with population models to improve use of models 

for understanding the population-level consequences 

of anthropogenic stressors. We propose to apply this 

framework to describe the consequences of hunting 

and other stressors on swans, to provide guidance on 

population management, and to answer questions 

about allowable take. 

Movements and demography of Trumpeter Swans in the 
northern US Rocky Mountains 

Todd E. Katzner

Trumpeter Swans with cygnets at Silver Lake (by Jeff Snyder)
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In February 2020 a major survey was undertaken in 

the Volga Delta, Russia, aiming to assess the numbers 

of different swan species in the region. This survey 

was organised under the quintennial International 

Swan Census and contributes significantly towards our 

understanding of the swan populations around the 

Caspian Sea. The team flew over 1,500 km in the 

Volga Delta and surrounding lakes, surveying a total 

area of 725.5km2. Photos of swans in groups were 

taken to allow more accurate counting, identification 

and age determination. 

In total the counters reported 225,532 swans 

(19,318 juveniles) and it was possible to identify  

c. 42% to species level. Of these, by far the most 

common were the Whooper Swans (78.8%) with 

substantial numbers of Mute Swans (20.9%) and far 

fewer Bewick’s Swans (0.3%). Thanks to simultaneous 

counting efforts in other countries and Russian 

regions, it is clear that by far the largest concentrations 

of swans around the Caspian Sea are wintering in the 

Volga Delta. This may be exacerbated by increasingly 

warmer winters in the region. During the winter of 

2019/2020, the shallow waters of the Volga Delta  

froze for only a short period in November and again 

briefly towards the end of February. Surveys like this 

one are increasingly important to understand how 

waterbirds are responding to the rapidly changing 

climate dynamics around the Caspian Sea, which 

provides important information for conservation  

efforts. 
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International Swan Census reports major numbers in the  
Volga Delta 

Sonia Rozenfeld & Tom Langendoen 

Whoopers Swans seen in flight, during the aerial survey of the north Caspian region in February 2020. (photo: Sonia Rozenfeld).
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Whooper Swan family seen during the aerial survey of the north Caspian region, February 2020. 
(photo: Sonia Rozenfeld). 

Whooper Swan landing on snow-covered lake in Finland (by Juha Soininen-WWT)
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Two different marking methods are being used to 

estimate the survival of adult and juvenile Bewick’s 

Swans Cygnus columbianus bewickii on the West 

Pacific Flyway. Here, in the easternmost part of their 

breeding range, the swans nest on tundra habitat 

between the Indigirka River in the West (150o E) and 

Koluchin Bay in the East (175o W), and migrate to 

wintering sites primarily in Japan (Fang et al. 2020).  

A total of 234 swans were caught and marked on the 

Chaun River delta, Chukotka, Russia (68o N, 170o E)  

in summers 2016–2020: 155 adults, 64 cygnets  

and 15 birds not aged (Figures 1a,b). Twenty-three  

of the offspring were equipped with Ornitela GPS/ 

GSM trackers (white neck-bands) and red leg-rings, 

and 36 were colour-marked just with red leg-rings.  

Of the adults, 118 birds were fitted with trackers  

and red leg-rings, 23 birds were marked with red  

neck-bands, and 26 birds were marked with red  

leg-rings only.  

Of the 181 birds marked in 2016–2019, 81 have 

been resighted to date, and we encourage Japanese 

colleagues and birding clubs to continue reporting 

marked swans in future winters. Survival and 

resighting probabilities will be estimated for different 

age groups and different types of marker. To avoid bias 

resulting from the fate of tracked individuals being 

ascertained more frequently, only visual observations 

at either wintering grounds (Japan) or breeding 

grounds (Chaun River delta) will be used for estimating 

the demographic rates.  

Plastic trackers started to fall off swans in their 

third year. Some birds therefore can now be 

identified only by their leg-rings, and we expect  

that re-sightings of these individuals might be 

underestimated compared to swans with their  

red or white neck-bands (with trackers) still in  

place. We therefore request that Japanese bird-

watchers pay special attention to the legs of swans, 

to increase the number of reports of birds with  

leg-rings only. 
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Figures 1a,b. Bewick’s Swans caught for banding in Chuckotka, 
Russia. (photo: Daria Barykina). 

Colour marking of Bewick’s Swans on the West Pacific  
Flyway 

Diana Solovyeva
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The Russian is arctic one of the world’s last 

great wilderness landscapes. During the dark 

winter months the sun rarely rises, temperatures 

fall to -40oC and the tundra is covered with ice 

and snow. With the snow melt in May and early 

June, however, the tundra is revealed in all its 

glory, with its myriad of pools and waterway 

networks brimming with aquatic vegetation and 

insects, which sustain millions of waterbirds 

during the breeding season, making it one of the 

richest habitats on earth. Many migratory 

wildfowl, including Bewick’s Swans, therefore 

make long flights to spend the summer in these 

remote areas, until they’re driven south again by 

the arrival of the arctic winter. 

Whilst since early 2020 people many parts of 

the world have been focussed on addressing the 

global Covid-19 pandemic, and extreme weather 

conditions in some areas, the birds continue to follow 

their annual migratory and breeding cycles. Threats 

also continue to be the same, with predators such as 

the Arctic Fox posing a danger particularly to newly-

hatched cygnets, and illegal hunting continuing to be a 

problem for the species. The collaborative “Swan 

Champions Project” being undertaken by 

conservationists in Russia and the UK, with a view to 

reducing illegal hunting of the species in this region, 

therefore continued unabated, despite greater 

challenges in communicating under lockdown 

restrictions. A key part of the project is the 

dissemination information to hunters on the ecology 

and protected status of Bewick’s Swans in NW 

European Russia, where the birds spend much of the 

year. Thousands of leaflets were again distributed to 

hunters, to provide a visual guide of the protected and 

huntable birds in the area, information about penalties 

incurred for breaking the law, a map of the no hunting 

zones, plus instructions on how to report ring sightings. 

Posters were also put up at key locations such as 

hunting huts, airports and community centres. A 

successful 2-week tour of the Travelling Swan 

Exhibition took place in February 2020, reaching four 

remote communities in the 

Nenets Autonomous Okrug 

region, and with 40 nature talks 

and 15 master classes conducted  

before the pandemic set in. 

More recently, “virtual” 

meetings of the Swan 

Champions have continued 

online, and the initiative 

extended to Arkhangelsk, which 

is an important staging area for 

the swans particularly in spring 

but also during the autumn 

migration. Plans are afoot to 

develop a visual guide that can 

be downloaded onto phones. 

Bewick’s Swans on the NW European tundra during the global 
lockdown: “Swan Champions” project update 

Julia Newth

Poster of huntable species of wildfowl, which is being displayed at key 
locations in the Nenetskiy Okrug. (photo: the Department of Natural 
Resources, Nar’Yan-Mar, Russia). 

Swan Champion Co-ordinator Andrey Vokuev checks the leaflet distributed to hunters. 
(photo: Jury Tyulyubaev).
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Work is also underway to create a 1 hour film, using 

footage from a film crew who visited the region and 

spent time talking to communities to understand their 

relationship with the swans and their importance in 

local culture and folklore. The film, scheduled for 

completion this winter, will be circulated in the Russian 

arctic and more widely once conditions allow. Overall, 

the “Swan Champion Project” not only brings together 

key influencers (scientists, hunters, indigenous 

leaders, young people, teachers and local 

businesses), to convey the message that Bewick’s 

Swans are protected and should not be hunted, but we 

feel could be a powerful model for rolling out to other 

areas across the flyway where hunting is an issue. 

Andrey Vokuev in his mask delivering the leaflets and 
posters to the Department of Natural Resources. (photo: 
Andrey Vokuev). 

Tundra hut in the Nenetskiy Zapovednik. (photo: Ben Sadd).  

Children in Nes’ learning about swans and wetlands. (photo: Nenetskiy Nature Reserve 
(Zapovednik), Nar’Yan Mar, Russia). 
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In the weekend of 12/13 December 2020 the Swan 

Specialist Group held a coordinated age count of 

Bewick’s Swans Cygnus columbianus bewickii across 

Europe, to determine how many cygnets had hatched 

and migrated successfully during the year. In total, 

9,197 Bewick’s Swans were aged, similar to the 

numbers included in the December 2019 age count, 

when over 9,000 birds were checked to calculate the 

proportion of juveniles and brood sizes in the wintering 

flocks (Fig. 1). The average percentage of cygnets 

recorded was 6.6% and 8.3% in 2019 and 2020 

respectively. Sample sizes were really good in both 

years, with c. 50% of the population checked in these 

two winters. The mean brood size in 2020 was 1.86, 

almost the same as in 2019. 

The Northwest European population of Bewick’s 

Swans has been declining since the mid-1990s. To try 

to understand the reasons for this decrease, it is 

important to know what the population structure might 

be, and to analyse the consequences of any changes 

over time. We therefore hold coordinated age counts in 

the swans’ main wintering areas each year, to assess 

The Big Brood Count 2020! 
Results of the international age and brood assessment for Bewick’s Swans in winter 
2020/21  

Wim Tijsen & Kees Koffijberg

Figure 1. Percentage of cygnets recorded in the Northwest European Bewick’s Swan 
population in early winter, 2011–2020.  

annual breeding success for the population as a 

whole. More countries along the flyway have become 

involved in recent winters, as climate change has 

brought warmer weather conditions, resulting in the 

birds remaining further east (Nuijten et al. 2020). 

Traditionally important wintering areas such as the  

UK and the Netherlands therefore are of lesser 

importance nowadays, whereas increasing numbers  

of Bewick’s Swans remain in Poland into mid-winter, 

where previously many of the waterbodies used as 

feeding and/or roosting sites became frozen in 

December. Germany has taken the lead when it  

comes to wintering numbers in recent years, and  

long-held norms are changing rapidly, for instance  

with the swans no longer migrating to Britain, and 

particularly to Ireland, in the numbers that they  

used to. 
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Schleswig-Holstein has held up to a third of the 

Northwest European population of Bewick’s Swans 

Cygnus columbianus bewickii, which has declined in 

numbers at the population level (Beekman et al. 2019). 

The Ornithological Working Group of Schleswig-

Holstein and Hamburg therefore has initiated an 

intensive monitoring programme for Bewick’s Swans 

wintering and staging in the region. This has described 

increasing mid-winter numbers and longer duration of 

stay by the swans in winters 2016/2017 and 2017/2018,  

with the birds also arriving earlier in spring from 

wintering sites in more western parts of Europe (Augst 

et al. 2019). 

In winter 2019/2020, a further 10 censuses were 

made of Bewick’s Swans in Schleswig-Holstein, by up 

to 37 observers (Table 1). Here in Schleswig-Holstein 

we have a lot of Bewick’s Swans occurring over a wide 

area, but only few people to count them. Nine counting 

units where the swans regularly feed cover nearly 10% 

of the land area of Schleswig-Holstein, but there are 

large areas between the counting units not completely 

coverable by observers. 

For me, as the coordinator of the censuses, it 

therefore was very helpful to receive information from 

Peter de Vries of the Netherlands Institute of Ecology 

(NIOO) on the locations of some swans fitted with 

GPS-bands, just before four censuses when swans 

were moving into the area. For example, the individual 

marked with a white GPS-collar 230E was in an area 

not planned for coverage during the census, so I was 

able to ask the observer to extend the survey to this 

new area. She did so, and found white 230E (Fig. 1) 

together with other Bewick’s Swans. 

Similarly helpful were the GPS-positions from the 

Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust (WWT) tracking website, 

which enabled us to find new roost sites for the swans 

named “Hope”, “Elroy”, and “Leho”, and thus clarify the 

feeding areas for a number of Bewick’s Swans which 

roost at night in the brackish Beltringharder Koog on 

the North Sea coast. They flew up to 39 km from their 

roost, to spend the day within the planned counting 

units.  

Bewick’s Swans numbers from mid-December 2019 

to mid-February 2020 were higher than ever at 

Papers 

Bewick’s Swans wintering 2019/2020 in Schleswig-Holstein/ 
northern Germany 

Hans-Joachim Augst

Table 1. Census data and results. SH = numbers of Bewick’s Swans counted in Schleswig-
Holstein; Cygnets = percentage of cygnets among Bewick’s Swans aged in the wintering 
flocks; Feeding habitat = percentage of birds on the two most important habitats for the 
species; Sighting of marked birds = numbers of individuals with leg-rings and/or neck-collars 
seen in the region at the time of the census. 
 

 

Census      SH                   Cygnets     Feeding habitat             Sighting of      Observers 

                                                                                                      marked 

                                                              Grassland      Maize      birds 

 

No.              Date                No.              %                     %             %                      No.         No. 
 
1.                16/11/2019        177            5.5                  13          79                      4           27 
2.                14/12/2019      1,633           6.2                  12          64                      4           35 
3.                11/01/2020      3,686           5.9                  49          33                      7           37 
4.                15/02/2020      5,976           5.5                  91           8                     27           36 
5.                22/02/2020      6,274           5.5                  93           3                     34           31 
6.                29/02/2020      6,720           5.7                  95           3                     40           35 
7.                07/03/2020      6,031           6.1                  98           0                     38           33 
8.                14/03/2020      1,461           9.7                  99           0                      8           31 
9.                21/03/2020        568           11.3                 100           0                      6           19 
10.              28/03/2020        299           14.7                 100           0                      2            5 
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comparable times in Schleswig-Holstein (in bold font 

in Table 1, including the international census on  

11 January 2020), because of their earlier arrival 

(Augst et al. 2019). The maximum count during winter 

2019/20 was of 6,720 birds on 29 February 2020, the 

fifth highest peak count for the region since 1992. 

Peak numbers in the previous two years however were 

considerably higher, at 8,364 and 7,851 swans in 

2017/2018 and 2018/2019 respectively. 

The percentage of cygnets recorded in the wintering 

flocks was nearly constant up until the end of February 

2020, before rising in March (Fig. 2). This percentage 

is far below the level required to offset annual mortality 

rates (Wood et al. 2016). 

As in previous years, Bewick’s Swans in the study 

area fed mainly on maize stubble in autumn and early 

winter. Then, from mid-January until their departure in 

spring, their main food was grass swards (Fig. 3). 

Winter cereals and oilseed rape are not often selected 

(and therefore not mentioned in Table 1) in this part of 

the swans’ wintering range.  

Some changes in the swans’ use of roost sites were 

noted during 2019/20. Heavy rainfall in January and 

February flooded small (1,000 – 5,000 m²) and shallow 

(≤ 0,5 m) depressions in grasslands and croplands, 

resulting in many swans using these new areas of 

floodwater to roost at night (Fig. 4). The number of 

roost sites available therefore increased, but the 

number of swans using their traditional roosts (peat 

bogs, lakes, ponds and dammed rivers) declined, at 

least whilst the floodwater persisted. 

Figure 1. Bewick’s Swan “white 230E” with leg-ring and 
neck-band (including a GPS transmitter) at Goldenbeck,  
just outside a scheduled counting unit, in a flooded 
depression on cropland on 22/02/2020 (photo: Katrin 
Fabricius). 

Figure 2. An adult and cygnet Bewick’s Swan at  
Meggerkoog on 17/03/2020. Cygnets become whiter (less 
grey) as the winter progresses, though the yellow part of  
the beak is still lighter that that of adult birds (photo:  
Hans-Joachim Augst). 

Figure 3. Bewick’s Swans feeding on grassland in Meggerkoog during 17/03/2020. This is the centre of 
the “Eider-Treene-Sorge-Lowland”, designated as a Special Protected Area under the EU Birds 
Directive (photo: Hans-Joachim Augst). 
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Overall, with the eastward shift in the Northwest 

European population of Bewick’s Swans in recent 

years (Beekman et al. 2019), associated with warmer 

winters (Nuijten et al. 2020), this study provides 

valuable information on the swans’ use of sites in an 

area of increasing importance for the species. 
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Figure 4. Bewick’s Swan roost site in an flooded grassland depression during rain on 29/02/2020 
(photo: Hans-Joachim Augst). 

Bewicks Swans at the Eider Treene Sorge Lowlands, Schleswig-Holstein (by Hans-Joachim Augst)
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The Black-necked Swan Cygnus melancoryphus is 

an aquatic herbivorous bird, native of the southern tip 

of South America. Faeces collected from 152 swans 

during six dates between 2012 and 2017 at the Río 

Cruces wetland, a Ramsar site in south-central Chile 

(ca. 39˚S; Fig. 1), were examined under the 

microscope (micro-histological analysis), to test the 

hypothesis that the swans’ consumption of food is 

related to macrophyte cover within the wetland. 

Results of the faecal analyses showed that dietary 

items were composed of six macrophyte species 

representing four life forms. However, remains of just 

the submerged Egeria densa and Potamogeton 
pusillus, as well as those of the floating Potamogeton 
lucens, were always present in the examined faeces. 

The pattern of macrophyte occurrence in the swans’ 

faeces correlated positively with the spatial cover of 

those macrophytes, inferred from analysis of remote 

sensing data. Since the swans consume macrophytes 

in accordance with their abundance, it is argued that 

food items consumed by Black-necked Swans can be 

used as proxy to monitor spatio-temporal variability in 

the cover of those plants along coastal wetlands, 

where C. melancoryphus used to live as a permanent 

resident. Moreover, the close relationship found in this 

study between the swans’ food and macrophyte cover 

highlights the need to preserve shallow-bottomed 

lakes, since these provide the habitat where most of 

aquatic macrophytes – the primary food source for 

swans in Chilean wetlands – flourish. 

The full paper (Velásquez et al. 2019) is available 

online, and can be read on the PLOS ONE website at 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226331 
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Dietary habits of the Black-necked Swan Cygnus 
melancoryphus in a Ramsar wetland of southern Chile 

Carlos Velásquez & Eduardo Jaramillo 

Figure 2. Frequency of occurrence of different plant species 
in the swans’ faeces, in relation to the area of macrophyte 
cover at the site. 

Figure 1. Location of the Río Cruces study area in Chile, and cell structure for 
vegetation from swan faeces inspected under a microscope. 
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Studies of waterbird assemblages have often 

documented aggression by swans towards other 

waterbirds, including other swans (Johnsgard 1965; 

Tingay 1974; Figure 1). These aggressive behaviours 

have led to conservation and management issues 

related to the potential impacts of swans on other 

waterbirds; for example, in parts of the Russian Arctic, 

concerns of local hunters regarding the impacts of 

swans on other waterbirds have been identified as a 

motivation for the illegal persecution of Bewick’s Swans  

Cygnus columbianus bewickii (Newth et al. in press). 

Yet, there is surprisingly little field data available to tell 

us which species swans interact aggressively with and 

how frequently such interactions occur. We recently 

published a paper that cast new light on aggression 

amongst swans and waterbirds (Wood et al. 2020). 

To provide this much-needed evidence, we used the 

live-streaming webcams at WWT Slimbridge (SW 

England) and WWT Caerlaverock (SW Scotland) to 

undertake behavioural observations of aggression 

to/from swans and other waterbirds in winters 

2018/2019 and 2019/2020 (Figure 2). Both Bewick’s 

Swans and Mute Swans Cygnus olor were present at 

Slimbridge, while Mute Swans and Whooper Swans 

Cygnus cygnus occurred at Caerlaverock. We used all 

occurrence sampling to identify all of the aggressive 

interactions between conspecific or heterospecific 

individuals, and 10-minute focal observations to record 

the total time spent by swans specifically on 

aggressive interactions with other swans. Our aim was 

to compare whether the proportion of intraspecific 

aggressive interactions of each species differed from 

parity (i.e. 0.5, which would have indicated equal 

numbers of intraspecific and interspecific interactions). 

We also used zero-inflated generalized linear mixed 

effects models (ZIGLMMs) to assess between-

individual variation in the total time spent by swans on 

aggressive interactions with other swans. 

New tools for old problems: using webcams to study swan 
aggression 

Kevin A. Wood, Phoebe Ham, Jake Scales, Eleanor Wyeth & Paul E. Rose

Figure 1. Bewick’s Swans engaged in an aggressive interaction at a wintering site in southwest England. (photo: Graham Hann/WWT). 
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The data from our webcam 

observations at the two wintering 

sites showed that all three swan 

species were most frequently 

aggressive towards, and 

received most aggression from, 

their conspecifics (Figure 3). 

Indeed, for 13 out of the 14 focal 

waterbird species that we were 

able to collect data on, the 

majority of aggressive 

behavioural interactions were 

given by, and received from, 

conspecifics. The proportion of 

aggressive interactions directed 

by swans towards their 

conspecifics ranged from 0.589 

among Bewick’s Swans up to 0.801 among Whooper 

Swans. Similarly, the proportion of aggressive 

interactions received by swans from their conspecifics 

ranged from 0.623 for Whooper Swans up to 0.912 

among Mute Swans. Our focal observations showed 

that Whooper Swans and Bewick’s Swans spent 

approximately 2.3% and 0.2% of their total time-activity 

budgets, respectively, on aggression with other swans. 

The time spent in aggressive interactions with other 

swans was best-explained by the number of other 

swans present for Whooper Swans, and an interactive 

effect of time of day and winter of observation for 

Bewick’s Swans.  

While the majority of swan aggression was directed 

towards, and received from, other swans, we also 

observed some aggression by the three swan species 

towards 9 of the 11 smaller waterbird species: Canada 

Geese Branta canadensis, Common Moorhen 

Gallinula chloropus, Eurasian Coot Fulica atra, 

Eurasian Teal Anas crecca, Greylag Geese Anser 

anser, gull species Larus spp., Northern Mallard Anas 
platyrhynchos, Northern Pintail Anas acuta, and Tufted 

Duck Aythya fuligula. All of these species, with the sole 

exception of the gulls, were also recorded giving 

aggression towards at least one of the swan species. 

Our study illustrates how detailed behavioural 

investigations can help to improve our understanding 

of the prevalence of aggressive interactions within and 

between species. Whilst swans do exhibit some 

aggression towards smaller waterbirds, the majority of 

aggression by swans is directed towards other swans. 

Similarly, previous research on Mute Swans by 

Włodarczyk and Minias (2015) also found that the 

majority of aggressive behaviours were directed 

towards conspecifics. Aggression focused on 

conspecifics likely reflects greater overlap in resource 

use, and hence higher potential for competition, 

between individuals of the same species.  

Aside from our findings regarding swan behaviour, 

more generally our study provides an example of how 

Figure 2. A screenshot showing an example of the live-streaming webcam footage 
used in our study. 

Figure 3. The proportions (± 95% binomial CIs) of intraspecific and interspecific aggressive interactions, directed 
towards or received from, other individuals. 



24 | Swan News | ISSUE NO 16 | NOVEMBER 2021

behaviour can be studied using data collected 

remotely via live-streaming webcams. Such remote 

data collection offers several advantages to swan 

researchers, including less disturbance to the birds 

(once the camera has been installed), lower 

environmental costs (i.e. carbon footprint) due to not 

having to undertake visits to study sites, greater 

accessibility of research to scientists who cannot 

physically travel to study sites (either due to logistical 

difficulties or disability), and the facilitation of citizen 

science programmes. Given these advantages, we 

expect that remote data collection methods will 

become increasingly popular with researchers, 

especially with Covid-19 currently limiting opportunities 

to visit study sites in person. 
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Bewick's Swans in flight (by James Lees, WWT)
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Waterfowl can cause substantial reductions in the 

standing crop of vegetation, which may have 

ecological consequences. Using data on water levels, 

Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus distribution, lotus 

coverage and dissolved oxygen, we derived the 

relationship between waterfowl density and ecological 

conditions. The water level in Lake Izunuma-

Uchinuma, northern Japan, in the winter of 2016/17 

was 26cm lower than average to control reed 

community. The highest recorded number of Whooper 

Swans in the lake from November to February came to 

6,461 individuals, more than double that of usual 

years. Analysis of images from monitoring cameras 

showed that swans were mainly distributed along the 

shoreline (Fig. 1, 2). Where the water depth was 

shallow enough, the swans dug into the lake bottom in 

the shallow water, feeding on lotus roots (Fig. 3). The 

density of Whooper Swans in 2016/17 significantly 

increased than that in 2015/16 in sections 1 to 3 close 

to the shoreline (Fig. 2 bottom). Area of open water of 

2016/17 in subsequent summer was more than 80% in 

sections 1 to 3 (Fig. 1, Fig. 2 top). Lotus vegetation 

disappeared from areas where the water depth was 

0.74m or less, although lotus had occurred in these 

areas in normal winters when the water depth was an 

average of 1.0m. As a result of foraging by swans, 

64.4ha of lotus vegetation were eliminated, leaving 

Ecological consequences of Whooper Swans feeding in  
below-average water levels at Lake Izunuma-Uchinuma, 
Miyagi Prefecture, Japan 

Tetsuo Shimada

Figure 2. Numbers of Whooper Swans counted at Lake 
Izunuma in winters 2015/16 and 2016/17. Values from 1–5 
on the x-axis indicate sections of the study site; the y-axis 
gives the average number of swans observed in each 
section; n = the number of observations. 

Figure 1. Aerial views of Lake Izunuma-Uchinuma, taken 
from a plane by monitoring cameras operated by the Ministry 
of the Environment. Numbers indicate the study site 
sections. 
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open water. The dissolved oxygen of the lake water 

increased in the new open-water areas created by 

swans, probably due to enhanced water circulation 

(Fig. 4, 5). Foraging activity of swans affected the 

Figure 5. Ortho image of Lake Izunuma in September 2017 
(top) and distribution maps of dissolved oxygen 
concentration in September 2016 (middle) and 2017 
(bottom). The blue-green area in the centre of the lake 
represents lotus vegetation, and the black area represents 
open water. White lines and adjacent numbers indicate water 
depth. The thick dashed line in the centre indicates the area 
covered by the monitoring camera. The three areas 
surrounded by red dotted lines indicate the areas where lotus 
vegetation disappeared in 2017, leaving open water. Open 
circles indicate sampling points for measuring dissolved 
oxygen. 

Figure 3. Group of Whooper Swans at the shoreline of Lake 
Izunuma (top). Arrows indicate the feeding behaviour of the 
swans. A Whooper Swan eating a lotus root (bottom). 
(photos: Hiromi Kano). 

Figure 4. Correlation of the ratio of open water with the 
concentration of dissolved oxygen in Lake Izunuma, in 
September 2017. 

extent of lotus vegetation, causing a change in the 

water quality of the lake. 
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The 2019 swan hunting season opened on 5th 

October 5 and was scheduled to run until 8th 

December, but the season was closed after the 

twentieth Trumpeter Swan was harvested. Previously, 

the limit for Trumpeter Swan harvest in Utah was set at 

10 swans, but that number was increased to 20 this 

year. “There was a higher number of Trumpeter Swans 

harvested this year because there were more 

migrating through Utah than in previous years,” Utah 

Division of Wildlife Resources migratory game bird 

program coordinator Blair Stringham said. “We also 

increased the number of swan permits in Utah from 

2,000 to 2,700 this year, which meant more hunters 

were targeting swans than in past years.” 

Utah’s swan hunt requires a permit, which is only 

available through a hunt drawing. Hunters with a 

permit can legally take one Trumpeter or Tundra Swan; 

however, hunters are discouraged from harvesting 

Trumpeter Swans. Utah is one of only nine states in 

the U.S. that allows hunting for swans. Due to the low 

population size of Trumpeter Swans in the Greater 

Yellowstone area, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

sets an annual harvest quota for the number of 

Trumpeter Swans that can be harvested in Utah. 

“There was a really high harvest of Trumpeter Swans 

this year, and while all the permit holders may not have 

harvested a swan, we appreciate their understanding 

in helping to protect the Trumpeter Swan population,” 

Stringham said. 

Hunters who harvested any species of swan are 

required to check in the bird at a DWR office or the 

Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge office within 72 

hours of harvest. 

Hunters who didn’t harvest a swan before the 

season was closed will not be refunded the permit fee 

or have their preference points reinstated. 

 
(The article below is based on a 2019 letter from Todd 
Sanders, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in response to 
the News Release above. It has been edited by 
permission of Todd Sanders, and reviewed for 
accuracy by Todd Sanders The Editor of SSG News 
No. 16 is responsible for any errors that remain. Ed.) 
 

I am surprised by the unusual take of Trumpeter 

Swans in Utah in 2019.  But this take is within 

conservatively calculated limits for sustainability and 

within limits to achieve objectives for both Tundra and 

Starting on Saturday 7th December 2019, hunters 
were prohibited from killing any swan in Utah.

News Items 

Utah’s Swan Hunt (News Release and Article) 

Todd Sanders 

(The News Release is included to put the article that follows in perspective. Please note that these date from late 
2019. They do underscore the debate about swan hunting in the US. Ed.) 

 

 

UTAH DIVISION OF WILDLIFE  

RESOURCES NEWS RELEASE,  

6th December 2019:  

“Utah’s swan hunt closes early after  

harvest limit for Trumpeter Swans met”. 

Salt Lake City — The swan hunting season  

was closed in Utah two days early,  

after the federal quota of 20 Trumpeter Swans  

was met on Dec. 6. 
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Trumpeter Swans. We manage take at the population 

level, but I understand that nobody wants to lose a 

project or range expansion Trumpeter Swan.  

We can reflect on the 20 Trumpeter Swans taken in 

Utah in 2019 from at least three perspectives. First, 

was this within calculated limits (and regulations) to 

balance objectives for sustainable Tundra and 

Trumpeter Swan management? Second, was the take 

of 20 Trumpeter Swans an anomaly?  And third, can 

we further evaluate the potential impact of taking as 

many as 30 Trumpeter Swans a year? 

Limits and Regulation 

The take of up to 20 Trumpeter Swans in Utah 

was consistent with the conservatively calculated 

acceptable limits and regulations. However, take at this 

level can result in an early closed season to guard 

against any additional take.  

The swan season in Utah closed Saturday, Dec 7th, 

two days before the scheduled end of the season 

(Sunday) because the 20-bird Trumpeter Swan quota 

was reached Friday afternoon. Hunters in Utah were 

notified via e-mail and informed via press release (see 

above) consistent with the FWS-UT 2019 

Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) on the subject. 

The relevant part of the MOA says: “Utah must 

ensure adequate provisions are in place to result in a 

prompt (within 48 hours) season closure should the 

annual Trumpeter Swan harvest quota in Utah be 

reached.”  Utah effectively closed the season on 

Friday late afternoon the day the quota was reached. 

The quota system worked as expected, and Utah 

was effective at meeting the intent of the regulations 

and MOA. The regulations and system in place 

effectively closed the swan season before take 

exceeded a conservative level calculated to be 

sustainable and consistent with the management 

objectives for both Tundra and Trumpeter Swans. No 

Trumpeter Swans are known to have been taken after 

the early season closure. 

Anomaly 

The Trumpeter Swan season has not closed 

prematurely in any state in the Pacific Flyway prior to 

this year and since the season was established in 

1995 (during 24 years). So the 2019 season was a first 

in this regard. The average number of Trumpeter 

Swans harvested per year in Utah during 1995  

through 2018 was 2.3 (range 0–7) swans. Since  

1997, the maximum number of Trumpeter Swans 

reported harvested in Utah was 5 per year. The  

quota is based on reported harvested swans, and the 

quota was adjusted downward in 2000 during the 

experimental season period from 15 to 10 swans to 

account for crippling loss (c. 16%) and possibly failure 

to report. 

In Utah, the Trumpeter Swan quota was increased 

from 10 to 20 swans in 2019, based on a white paper 

assessment to rebalance swan management 

objectives and account for changes in swan 

abundance that have occurred since the regulations 

were initially established in 1995.  Also, the number of 

swan hunting permits was restored from 2,000 back to 

2,750, and there was a slight increase in the swan 

hunting area, mostly for boundary clarification. 

The unusual number of Trumpeter Swans harvested 

this year was attributed to unusual weather, migration 

and numbers of Trumpeter Swans in Utah, and may 

also be related to the increased number of permits.  

I don’t believe that any or many Trumpeter Swans 

were harvested in the new hunt area (based on the 

last report I have from Utah). This year was clearly an 

anomaly for Trumpeter Swan harvest, and appears to 

be unrelated to season framework changes to a large 

extent. 

Although within limits (20 birds annually in Utah), it is 

my strong hope that Trumpeter Swan harvest will 

return to more normal levels and the season would not 

close prematurely. The quota is intended to prevent 

take above conservative limits. Ideally, the Trumpeter 

Swan harvest would remain low, and the quota would 

only become a factor in those rare and unusual years, 

as in 2019.  Time will tell if the average Trumpeter 

Swan harvest of 2.3 swans in Utah during 1995–2018 

Trumpeter Swan coming in to land (by Margaret Smith)
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inclusive will increase and approach anything near  

20 swans per year. 

The white paper demonstrated that the 20 

Trumpeter Swans per year in Utah is sustainable, 

consistent with swan management objectives, and 

conservative because: 1) it assumed this harvest level 

is achieved each year, 2) available Trumpeter Swan 

abundance estimates under represent total Trumpeter 

Swan abundance, 3) a recovery factor of 0.5 was 

incorporated which effectively cuts the maximum 

allowable harvest in half in the interest of taking a 

conservative approach in managing harvest of a 

species of concern, and 4) it assumed that all 

Trumpeter Swan harvest is from the US-breeding 

segment of the Rocky Mountain Population (RMP), 

which is more likely to be 6% or about two Trumpeter 

Swans per year. 

We do have annual crippling and reporting 

information from hunters.  We know that the average 

reported crippling rate in Utah since 1995 is 16% and 

that reporting rates have averaged at 93% since 2001 

in Utah. Failure to report is a violation and has future 

license and financial penalties. Contacts with those 

that failed to report indicated these are persons that 

opted not to hunt. All this is taken into account when 

we report hunter activity and harvest.  We don’t know 

about unreported take, but all indications are this is 

near zero, and failure to report is against the law; Utah 

enforces this regulation by FWS-UT MOA. There is no 

evidence of unreported take in Utah from hunter 

surveys or law enforcement activity, so we assume 

that unreported take is low and inconsequential. 

Impacts 

Although the annual take of up to 20 Trumpeter 

Swans was determined to be sustainable and 

consistent with swan management objectives at 

the population level, we certainly don’t want to undo or 

impede any Trumpeter Swan restoration progress or 

rebuilding of essential migratory patterns. 

I think the number of Trumpeter Swans in Utah was 

in the thousands during winter 2019, whereas usually 

hundreds or maybe c. 1,000 birds occur. Reports from 

hunters and agency personnel were of unusual 

numbers of Trumpeter Swans during this winter, with 

many saying that they were commonly seen. Normally, 

Trumpeter Swans are relatively rare compared to 

Tundra Swans, which peak at c. 32,000 individuals in 

Utah during mid-November. Most Trumpeter Swans 

are to the north of the open swan hunting region, in the 

Logan and Bear River area. We do know that there 

were no reports of marked Trumpeter Swans (apparent 

project birds) harvested in Utah, at least in 2019. 

The State of Utah counted swans weekly during the 

winter, from 1993 until at least 2017, but as the counts 

were by aerial survey unfortunately species 

identification was not possible. A ground count would 

be ineffective at assessing total Trumpeter Swan 

numbers in Utah, given their distribution, the 

geographic area, and turnover as the birds pass 

through the State. Swans start arriving in Utah in  

mid-October and most/all depart by late November or 

December. There may however be additional data 

available via eBird or the Christmas Bird Count. 

I think the central question is: what is the origin of 

Trumpeter Swans taken in the Pacific Flyway? We 

currently assume all birds harvested are from the  

US-breeding segment of the RMP, but this may be only 

6% of the Trumpeter Swan harvest given the relative 

size of each population segment in the RMP. It would 

be beneficial to test this idea. I am currently working on 

a proposal and trying to secure funding to conduct a 

genetic, or more likely isotope, analysis of samples 

from harvested swans to ascertain their origin. (See 
Project Update by T. Katzner, Ed.). I am not sure how 

else we can conclusively evaluate the impact of 

mortality on migratory routes. 

There may be some funds available for this special 

project in late January, so that is my target. We do 

have some tissue samples from harvested Trumpeter 

Swans in Nevada and Utah, and I think that everybody 

would be willing to collect samples if we have a plan to 

use them. 

Post script 

Since this letter, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

has established an interagency agreement with the 

U.S. Geological Survey to evaluate Trumpeter Swan 

(Rocky Mountain Population) demography and 

movements in 2020 and 2021. The study is a 

cooperative effort with the states in the Pacific Flyway, 

The Trumpeter Swan Society, Wyoming Wetlands 

Society, and other organisations and individuals in the 

swan management community. Also, the 2020 swan 

hunting season in Utah was closed 16 days early, after 

the federal quota of 20 Trumpeter Swans was met on 

27th November. This was the second consecutive year 

that the swan hunt had to be closed early. The season 

in Utah is planned to run from 2nd October through to 

12th December in 2021. 
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formal revocation of the January 7 rule, the Service 
returns to implementing the MBTA as prohibiting 
incidental take and applying enforcement discretion, 
consistent with judicial precedent and long-standing 
agency practice prior to 2017. This final rule goes into 
effect on December 3, 2021. 

The Service also published the final economic 
documents, the Final Regulatory Flexibility Analysis 
and Final Revised Regulatory Impact Analysis, 
following public comments. 

In addition, the Service published a Final Record of 
Decision in compliance with the National 
Environmental Policy Act. The Record of Decision now 
states that the Service will implement Alternative B, the 
Environmentally Preferred Alternative, revoking the 
January 7 regulation and beginning a new process to 
promulgate a regulation that defines the scope of the 
MBTA’s prohibitions to include actions that incidentally 
take migratory birds. 

The Service also issued a Director’s Order to 
provide instruction to Service employees, including 
expectations for conducting Service activities and 
prioritizing our law enforcement activities. This 
Director’s Order goes into effect on December 3, 2021. 

In addition, the Service simultaneously published an 
Advanced Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (ANPR) 
announcing the intent to solicit public comments and 
information as we consider developing proposed 
regulations to authorize the incidental take of migratory 
birds.” 

In February 2021, The IUCN-SSC Swan Specialist 

Group joined other conservation agencies and non-

government organisations in writing to the Acting 

Secretary for the US Department of the Interior, to 

express concern about the ‘‘MBTA Rule’’, whereby 

former President Trump’s administration aimed to 

redefine the scope of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act 

(MBTA) so that it protected birds only if a business or 

individual intentionally injures or kills birds protected by 

the MBTA. We were particularly concerned that the 

proposed change has the potential to reduce very 

significantly the effectiveness of the MBTA for 

conserving migratory birds in North America (noting 

that Trumpeter Swans recovered from near-extinction 

following protection under the MBTA), and that it would 

also affect relationships with treaty partners. 

We are now pleased to report that the 

representations were successful, and that the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service has published a final rule 
revoking the 7th January 2021 regulation. The Service 

has thus returned to implementing the MBTA as 

prohibiting incidental take and applying enforcement 

discretion, consistent with long-standing agency 

practice prior to 2017. 

The most recent information, as provided on the 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service website 

(https://www.fws.gov/regulations/mbta/) is as follows: 

“On October 4, 2021, the Service published a final 
rule revoking the January 7, 2021, regulation that 
limited the scope of the MBTA. With this final and 

Biden administration revokes the “MBTA Rule” introduced by 
the Trump government 

EU countries choose health over poison in historic vote to ban 
lead shot in wetlands 

A huge leap towards ending the suffering of millions 

of waterbirds from lead poisoning has been taken 

following a momentous vote to ban lead shot in and 

around wetlands. 

The vote was made by EU Committee REACH, set 

up to specifically deal with chemical hazards. A total of 

18 countries, which made up 90% of the votes, voted 

in support of the ban for a greener, healthier future for 

the environment, wildlife and people. 

This is a result that conservation charities have 

campaigned long and hard for, by developing a 

substantial body of evidence to alert hunters, 

policymakers and the public to the deadly effects of 

lead, and working tirelessly for international policy 

change. Dr Julia Newth of the Wildfowl & Wetlands 

Trust (WWT) said: 

“The toxic legacy of lead is profound - more than 
20,000 tonnes of mainly lead shot lands in the very 
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places where migratory waterbirds of the European 
flyways feed and breed every year, claiming the lives 
of a million waterbirds and causing ill health in three 
million more. Human health is put at risk when game 
meat shot with lead is consumed and hunters have 
been living with the uncomfortable perception that they 
are poisoners. This historic vote has shown that in a 
modern society it is no longer acceptable for a minority 
of people to continue to release poisons which kill our 
collective natural heritage and impact our health 
through the food that we eat.” 

Campaigner and Research Fellow at WWT, Dr Ruth 

Cromie, added: “It remains to be seen how the UK 

government will respond but this is the beginning of 
the end of lead ammunition and the start of a healthier, 
greener future for Europe’s wildlife and people. After 
decades of pollution and suffering, lead ammunition 
may finally be consigned to history.” 

Support for the proposed ban was broad and came 

from many parts of civil society - hunters, scientists, 

EU Ministers, conservation NGOs and the wider public. 

The proposal will now go to the European Parliament  

for ratification before becoming law within the EU.  

 

(Source: https://www.wwt.org.uk/our-work/ 

projects/tackling-lead-ammunition-poisoning/). 

 

Florida city sells swans after Queen’s gift leads to 
overpopulation 

October 2020 

A Florida city is selling dozens of its beloved swans 

to the public, after birds donated by Queen Elizabeth II 

in 1957 led to overpopulation. The swans have lived in 

Lakeland, Florida, since at least 1923, according to the 

city, but by 1953 had all been eaten by alligators or 

fallen prey to dogs. A Lakeland woman who was living 

in England at the time wrote to the Queen to ask for a 

gift of swans. The given pair bred, and now 36 Mute 

Swans are being sold. “It’ll be hard to say goodbye,” 

Parks and Recreation Supervisor Steve Platt – who is 

known as “The Swanfather” – told the Lakeland Ledger 

newspaper. 

The swans all live around Lake Morton in Lakeland, 

a city of 112,000 people about 35 miles east of Tampa. 

The city, which has a swan as its symbol, did a 

“wellness check” on their entire flock prior to the sale. 

It is charging $400 per swan and buyers, who were 

chosen via a raffle, were contacted on Friday to 

arrange for pick up. 

There have been other swan sales held previously, 

in 2014 and 2011. Anyone who lives near a fresh body 

of water is welcome to apply for the lottery, officials 

added. Proceeds of the sale will go towards their 

$10,000 (£7,700) annual feeding budget. 

What is the history of the swans? 

According to historians, a woman who was living in 

England while her husband was stationed there for the 

US Air Force, wrote to Buckingham Palace asking the 

Queen for a donation from her royal flock. 

She agreed, as long as the Floridians raised the 

$300 to capture and safely import the breeding pair. 

While awaiting transport, a barge sank in London’s 

Thames River, covering the pair in oil and delaying 

their journey. After they were cleaned off, they were 

successfully delivered to Lakeland on 9 February 

1957. But within a week, the pair had gone missing, 

triggering a frantic helicopter search before they were 

safely rediscovered. 
Photograph: Mute Swans being rounded up by Steve Platt, 
“The Swanfather”, for their ‘wellness check’. 
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Mute Swans in Britain are, by prerogative right, the 

property of the monarchy, but ownership rights may be 

granted to British subjects by the Crown. Such 

ownership was commonly granted to landowners up 

until the 16th century, but the only bodies still exercising 

their rights today are the Vintners’ Company and the 

Dyers’ Company in the City of London. One of the 

Queen’s royal titles – in addition to Head of the 

Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith and 

Commander in Chief of the British Armed Forces –  

is Seigneur of the Swans. 

 

(Source: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-

canada-54572788). 
Photograph: The city of Lakeland uses a swan as its official 
logo. 

Photograph: In addition to the Mute Swans, Black Swans also reside at Lake Morton

Rusty Whooper Swans in Schleswig-Holstein, German (by Hans-Joachim Augst)



Swan News | ISSUE NO 16 | NOVEMBER 2021 | 33

Colin Pennycuick, who died on 9 December 2019 at 

the age of 86 years, was a leading figure in avian 

biology whose passion for flying informed his 

pioneering research into avian flight for over five 

decades. His innovative studies, which famously 

included developing the use of wind tunnels for 

studying flight performance, led to him describing key 

principles underlying the mechanics of flight in bats 

and birds. He was also an expert on their navigation, 

with own enthusiasm for piloting light aircraft (pursued 

in his student days) providing him with fresh insights 

into the constraints encountered by the birds during 

their daily movements and longer distance migrations. 

A keen birdwatcher since childhood, whilst still an 

undergraduate he joined a goose-ringing expedition to 

Spitsbergen. The results were published in Seventh 

Annual Report of the Wildfowl Trust (now the Wildfowl 

& Wetlands Trust; WWT). He moved on to Peterhouse, 

Cambridge for a PhD study on muscle physiology, and 

as a post-doctoral fellow at Cambridge he studied the 

navigation of the Common Pigeon Columba livia, 

before moving to become a lecturer in the Zoology 

Department at Bristol University. During his initial 

(1964–68) stint in Bristol, Colin used the university’s 

first computer to design and build a wind tunnel, which 

he famously hung in a stairwell in the Zoology Building 

then trained Pigeons to fly within it. His observations 

led to his adapting the existing aerodynamic theory for 

helicopters to birds, using the results of his wind tunnel 

experiments to derive a quantitatively 

accurate mechanical model of bird 

flight, which was published in a 

landmark paper in the Journal of 

Experimental Biology. During this 

period, he also used the wind tunnel 

to estimate basic properties for birds 

in steady gliding flight, with 

information gained about wing lift and 

drag from the body and wings leading 

to his classic ‘momentum jet’ model of 

flapping flight mechanics, and to 

addressing the key point of how the 

mechanical power required to fly 

varies with airspeed. A second 

seminal paper on this theory appeared in Ibis in 1969, 

describing its significance for the flight of birds of 

different sizes and with varying migration ranges. Colin 

concluded at the time that there is an upper limit to the 

body mass at which birds are capable of flight and 

migration, with larger birds more limited by the amount 

of body fat which they can carry as fuel, which reduces 

their range, but they can economise by soaring. 

In 1968 Colin moved to East Africa, where he was 

seconded to Nairobi University for 3 years and first 

acquired his own aircraft (a Piper Cruiser). There he 

used his wind tunnel to study gliding flight in the 

Egyptian Fruit Bat Rousettus aegyptiacus. This was 

followed by 2 years in the Serengeti National Park as 

Deputy Director of the research station, at which time 

he flew a powered glider with pelicans Pelecanus spp., 

storks Ciconia spp. and vultures Gyps spp. and 

discovered that soaring birds are able to travel across 

vast areas with little effort, using currents of rising air 

to gain height, then gliding to the base of the next 

thermal. 

In preparation for his return to Bristol in 1973, he 

adapted his Piper Cruiser for long-distance flight and 

made a ‘stepping-stone’ migration back to the UK, 

calling in at Addis Ababa, Cairo and Crete en route. 

This time he remained in Bristol until 1983, using the 

Piper to track migrating cranes Grus grus in southern 

Sweden and also developing the ‘ornithodolite’, a 

portable instrument which recorded in real-time onto a 

In Memoriam 

Colin James Pennycuick (1933–2019) 
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computer the azimuth, elevation and range of birds in 

flight. This he used in South Georgia to measure glide 

patterns for albatrosses Diomedea spp. and Phoebetria  

spp. to determine how the wind and waves of the 

Antarctic Ocean powered their flight thus shedding 

light on gust-soaring phenomena in the species. 

In 1983 Colin moved to the US as the Maytag Chair 

of Ornithology at Miami University where he continued 

his studies of flight performance, using the 

ornithodolite to study Frigate Bird Fregata spp. flight 

and the wind tunnel to refine his flight mechanics 

model. Here he developed his ‘Flight’ software, which 

he made readily available to other researchers, and his 

book ‘Bird Flight Performance, a Practical Calculation 

Manual’ was published in 1989. He collaborated on 

several projects with the Patuxent Research Centre, 

including developing bird-borne transmitters that could 

send data via the Argos satellite system, and recording 

basic flight characteristics data for several falconry-

trained raptors and wild Sage Grouse Centrocercus 
urophasianus to test the effects of radio-tagging on 

avian flight. On returning to Europe in 1992, he again 

made an inter-continental flight in his own aircraft, this 

time a Cessna 182, flying via Greenland and Iceland 

back to Bristol.  

Following his return to the UK, several new projects 

commenced, with Colin making regular visits to Lund 

University (where a new wind tunnel was inaugurated 

by King Carl XVI of Sweden), and also collaborating 

with the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust (WWT) in tracking 

Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus migration between 

Britain and Iceland. This was of particular interest to 

Colin, because the species was deemed to be at the 

upper limits for making the long-distance overseas 

flight. His VW campervan became a familiar sight in 

Lund and at Whooper Swan catch sites in Iceland. 

Always generous with his time, Colin mentored a 

number of undergraduate and PhD students who 

went on to be highly successful in their fields. He 

also took trouble to ensure that the results of his 

somewhat technical research was made accessible 

and understandable to a wider audience, including 

joining the WWT/BBC/Nenetskiy State Nature Reserve 

expedition to ring Bewick’s Swans Cygnus 
columbianus bewickii in the Russian arctic in 2003, an 

expedition which included tracking Bewick’s Swans 

fitted with satellite tags for BBC Radio 4’s ‘Migration’ 

programme. 

Colin’s was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 

1990 for his innovative work on the flight of birds and 

bats, and was made Honorary Companion of the Royal 

Aeronautical Society in 1994. In 1996 he was also 

awarded an honorary doctorate by Lund University.  

His publications, including the textbook Modelling the 
Flying Bird (2008) and his ‘Flight’ software models  

on the mechanics of flapping and gliding flight and 

long-distance migration, set out the principles of 

aeronautical engineering and how they may be 

adapted for exploring bird flight. These remain 

valuable tools for current and future generations of 

researchers, who continue studies to develop our 

understanding avian flight. 

 

(Extracted from an obituary in Ibis 162: 607–608, 

which can be read in full at https://onlinelibrary. 
wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/ibi.12822).  

Whooper Swan landing on snow-covered lake in Finland (by Juha Soininen-WWT)
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Richard A. “Rich” Malecki, age 73, died on October 

14 while fishing at his favourite spot, Elk Lake in 

Montrose, PA. Over the past year, he had been dealing 

with lymphoma, lung cancer and a failing heart. Rich 

was an avid outdoorsman, and he frequently told his 

wife that he really hoped that when he died it would be 

while doing something he enjoyed like hunting, fishing, 

cutting wood or driving his tractor. The woodshed was 

full, the tractor was in the shop, and he had yet to 

prepare for deer season or obtain his waterfowl 

license. If fate was going to intervene that day, fishing 

was the only option. 

Born in Utica, NY, Rich held an Associates’ Degree 

in math and science from Mohawk Valley Community 

College, a Bachelor of Science in wildlife management 

from Cornell University, and a Master of Science in 

wildlife ecology and a Doctorate in wildlife science 

from the University of Missouri. Rich had an illustrious 

career as a wildlife biologist working for the USFWS 

(now USGS) New York Cooperative Fish and Wildlife 

Research Unit, retiring in 2017. He was stationed at 

Cornell University and held an appointment on the 

faculty. Rich specialised in conducting research 

programmes for waterfowl and wetlands. He made 

significant contributions to our knowledge about the 

biology and management of Canada Geese, Mallards, 

Tundra Swans and other assorted species. He loved 

working with graduate students and had a profound 

impact on the careers of many. 

Rich overcame numerous health challenges during 

his lifetime, and firmly believed the only reason 

he lived as long as he did was because science and 

medical research always came up with innovative 

treatments just in the nick of time to keep him around. 

He survived Hodgkins lymphoma when in his early 

twenties because the doctor that was treating him 

suggested he try a recently developed treatment called 

chemotherapy. Rich wished to be cremated and have 

his ashes spread in a marsh that had fond memories 

for him and reflected his love of the outdoors.  

Richard A. Malecki (1947–2020)
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Božić (Đurđević), B., Vućićević, I., Polaček, V., Vasković, N., 
Petrović, T., Marko Pajić, M., & Aleksić-Kovačevic, S. 
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