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WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY

Estimates total loon population in WI
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Population Estimate of 
Adult Common Loons in Wisconsin
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Common Loon (Gavia immer)

Eagle River Airport
Jeff Weber
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¼ Mile Aquatic Runway

Eagle River Airport
Linda Grenzer



Breeding Range

Winter Range

Map: WILDSPACETM 2006.  WILDSPACETM : digital hemispheric range maps for the breeding birds of Canada.  
Canadian Wildlife Service, Ontario Region, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

Common Loon Range and Migration in 
North America
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Yodel

Eagle River Airport
Gregory Nelson
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Wail

Eagle River Airport
Ginger Gumm / Daniel Poleschook
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Tremolo

Eagle River Airport
Gregory Nelson
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In-flight Tremolo

Eagle River Airport
Ginger Gumm / Daniel Poleschook
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Hoot

Eagle River Airport
David RipponLoon Calls courtesy of Jay Mager
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Look Alike Species

Eagle River Airport

Common Merganser
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Western Grebe

Look Alike Species
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Double-crested
Cormorant

Eagle River Airport

Look Alike Species
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Look Alike Species
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Defensive Postures
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Defensive Postures
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Defensive Postures
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Loon Identification
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Loon Identification
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Loon Identification
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Loon Identification
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Equipment

• Make sure you are able to positively identify 
loons – adults and chicks.
• Low light and bright light conditions, wind, fog, 

and rain can make it difficult to see.
• Bring binoculars, your survey form and 

instructions, and a field guide.

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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1. Be careful – wear life vests if you use a boat.
2. Avoid disturbing the loons as you count them
3. Bring binoculars, spotting scope (if available), 

pencil, survey form, map, instructions, field guide
4. Remember to check and clean your boat and 

trailer of invasives. 

Equipment
WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Binoculars – How to Use Em’

1. Fit 2. Focus
Eyeglass Wearer Non-Eyeglass Wearer

Adjust interpupillary distance

Focus with your left eye by turning ring.

Then, focus with your right eye with diopter.

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY



Lake Location
• Make sure to survey 

the lake you signed up 
for!

• Confirmation email 
with link to DNR 
website/maps

• Surveying the wrong 
lake invalidates the 
data

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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WBIC Number

• WBIC (Water Body Identification 
Code)

• Unique number for every lake

• Helps differentiate lakes with the 
same name

• How many “Mud Lakes” are there 
in Wisconsin?

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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County Maps

• The following slide is an example of a county map 
with the locations of all WLPS lakes in that 
county.

• Be sure to visit your lake before the survey!

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY



Ashland County



Survey Method

FIGURE 1. Example of vantage 
points needed
to survey an irregularly shaped lake 
from land.                      

FIGURE 2. Example of boat 
route
needed to survey an 
irregularly shaped lake.                       

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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How to Survey

• Count total # of ADULTS 
and CHICKS

• This is the only data we 
need

• Be conservative in your 
count

• Do not count flyovers

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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• Fill out the form 
completely

• 0 is still important 
data!

• If you don’t see 
any, stick around.

How to Survey
WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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• Do NOT count loons that:
• Fly onto the lake
• Fly over the lake
• You can hear but not see

• DO count loons that:
• Take off from the lake

How to Survey

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Filling out the Survey Form

Fill the form out completely (don’t leave anything blank)

If you don’t see any loons, write ”0”

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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____       N/A Zero 0_ 

Five 5_   

Filling out the Survey Form

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Filling out the Survey Form

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY

Make note of weather conditions and 
method/equipment you used for survey
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Note how you 
accessed the lake for 
future reference.

Filling out the Survey Form

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Safety on the Water

USCG

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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• Survey date is July 18th, 
backup date is July 25th

• Only use alternate date 
if absolutely necessary

• If the weather’s bad 
when you get there, 
wait around for a while. 
It might clear up. 

Safety on the Water
WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Aquatic Invasive Species

• WI has invasive species such as EWM and 
zebra mussels

• Remove vegetation from boat after 
leaving the lake

• Wash boat when transporting to a 
different lake

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Surveying Respectfully

• Remember the 
200 foot rule

• Especially avoid 
getting too close 
to nests

• Watch for 
agitation/distress 
(tremolo, penguin 
dance)

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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After the Survey

• Make sure your form is filled out completely.

• Mark your survey route on the included map.

• Return form and map the first mailing day after the survey.

• Contact us if you didn’t complete the survey.

LoonWatch, 1411 Ellis Avenue, Ashland, WI 54806

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY



This is good habitat.  

Geez, I think I 
stepped in something

Which is the 
exotic !

Restore Your Shoreland

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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https://healthylakeswi.com/

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Build a Rain Garden and Utilize Rain Barrels

Project Location:
River Falls, WI

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Get the Lead Out and Properly Dispose of 
Fishing Line

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Reduce Your Energy Consumption 

• Walk or bike to 
work, store, 
errands

• Carpool
• Use public 

transportation
• Drive the posted 

speed limit

• Make sure your tires 
are properly inflated

• Purchase locally 
produced products

• Support alternative 
energy

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Educate Your Fellow Lake Users

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Be a Loon Ambassador!

Help protect loons 
by sharing what you 
learned and 
representing 
LoonWatch

Kittie Wilson

What Can Be Done to Protect Loons?
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Recap
• Go to your lake ahead of time

• Survey the correct lake

• Count total adults and chicks on the lake

• Positively identify individuals

• Do NOT count fly-overs 

• Fill out form completely with numerals (0, 2, etc.)

• Return form immediately after survey

WISCONSIN LOON POPULATION SURVEY
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Let’s take a 5 minute break.
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Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii)

Ryan Askren
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Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica)

Hank Krizman
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Arctic Loon (Gavia arctica)

PublicDomainImages.net
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Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata)

Ryan Askren
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Spring Migration Stopover Lakes

Eagle River Airport
Al Schwoegler
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Eagle River Airport

Migration
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Predators

Mark Armstrong
Boot Lake, Oconto County
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Predators
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Threats

• Loss of Habitat
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Past and Present 
Common Loon 

Breeding Range in 
North America

Current Range

Historical 
Southern Limit

McIntyre 1988

Threats
Loss of Habitat
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Meyer, M. 2005. Final Report: Evaluating the Impact of 
Multiple Stressors on Common Loon Population 
Demographics - An Integrated Laboratory and Field 
Approach.  EPA Grant Number: R829085 0
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Approximately 20% of necropsied loons succumbed to lead 
poisoning.

Fishing Tackle

Threats
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Human Disturbance

Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats

NOAA National 
Centers for 
Environmental 
Information 
State Climate 
Summaries:
Wisconsin
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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Climate Change

Emerging Threats
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The Loon Project

Emerging Threats

• From 1993 to 2019 the incidence of chicks reaching 5 
weeks of age has fallen 1.1% annually.

• In 2019, 5-week old chicks weighed 10.5% less than 
those in 1993.

• There are fewer two-chick broods.

• From 1993 to 1998, 53% of broods were single 
broods.  From 2014 to 2019, it jumped o 73%. 

• Decreasing floater population is leading to fewer 
territorial evictions.

• The threat of being evicted (from territory) is only 
20% to 25% chance of what is was 2 decades ago
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Big Wake Boats

Emerging Threats

In WI it is unlawful to:
• Chase, harass or disturb wildlife with your vessel.
• Operate a vessel within 100 feet of the shoreline, any dock, raft, pier or restricted 

area on any lake at greater than “slow, no wake speed”. 
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• An annual monitoring program.  Ideally, volunteers monitor 
once a week from ice-out to migration.  

• Volunteers collect productivity and phenology data: arrival 
date, floaters, territorial pairs, nesting pairs, # of nesting 
attempts, # chicks, # chicks surviving to 8 weeks.

• Volunteers can select the lake(s) they want to monitor.  

Photo by Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
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• Make sure you are able to positively identify 
loons – adults, chicks and juveniles.

• Low light and bright light conditions, wind, fog, 
and rain can make it difficult to see.

• Bring binoculars, your survey form and 
instructions, and a field guide.

Equipment
ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
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1. Be careful – wear life vests if you go in a boat or canoe
2. Try to avoid disturbing the loons as you count them
3. Bring binoculars, spotting scope (if available), pencil, 

monitoring form, map, instructions, field guide
4. Remember to check your boat (and boat trailer if applicable) 

for aquatic invasive species (esp plants) when removing it from 
the water.  We recommend washing your boat before 
transferring it to a different water body.

5. Have fun!

Equipment
ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
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Weekly lake surveys document presence of:

Territorial AdultsFloatersProportion NestingNest AttemptsClutch SizeNest SuccessChick Survival

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Territorial Pairs
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Territorial Pairs



Northland College / Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute / LoonWatch

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Intruders



Northland College / Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute / LoonWatch

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Intruders
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Intruders
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Territorial Dispute
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Intruders
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Intruders
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Loon Eggs
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Habitat
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Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
NOT Nesting Habitat
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Sandy Gillum

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Artificial Nesting Platform
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Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Defensive Postures
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Linda Grenzer

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Defensive Postures
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Behavior
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Behavior
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Behavior
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Nesting Behavior
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Chick Rearing
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Chick Rearing
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Chick Rearing
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ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM
Chick Rearing
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____       N/A Zero 0_ 

Five 5_   

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING PROGRAM



• READ THE 
INSTRUCTIONS

• Fill out completely

• WBIC # can be found on your 
lake map

• Find a lot of great information 
http://dnr.wi.gov/lakes/maps

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• If you are on your lake 
during migration, please fill 
out this page completely.

• If you are not on your lake 
during this time, do the 
best you can.  Possibly 
recruit lake resident 
neighbors to help you.

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• Survey Log
• Fill out one row for 

each time you 
observed loons on 
your lake

• Write the number of 
floaters, territorial 
pairs, nesting pairs, 
and chicks.  If zero, 
write “0”.

• At the end of the season, 
use the survey log to fill 
out the Loon Season 
Summary

Photo by Jon Okerstrom

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• Make sure your territory 
summary reflects your Loon 
Log

• Record 
• # of territories
• Give each territory a 

name

• Complete each step as it 
applies to your observations

Photo by Rich Floyd

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• Make sure your territory 
summary reflects your Loon 
Log

• Record 
• # of territories
• Give each territory a 

name

• Complete each step as it 
applies to your observations

Photo by Rich Floyd

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• Fill in your form 
completely.  Use your 
Loon Log to fill out the 
Season Summary.

• Lines left blank do not 
mean “0”, they mean no 
data

• Zero is important data too 
– we need the whole 
picture of what is 
happening out there.  

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



• Fill in your form 
completely.  Use your 
Loon Log to fill out the 
Season Summary.

• Lines left blank do not 
mean “0”, they mean no 
data

• Zero is important data too 
– we need the whole 
picture of what is 
happening out there.  

Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM



Filling out the Monitoring Form

ANNUAL LAKES MONITORING 
PROGRAM

Use the comments section 
to communicate 
observations and/or 
concerns you have that 
might effect loons.



Chick Phenology
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Late Summer
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Mid Fall



Late Fall



BECOME A LOON RANGER

The intensive nurturing, 
observation and protection 

provided to loons by volunteers 
across the continent is 

unprecedented…

Contact Erica LeMoine
loonwatch@northland.edu 

715-682-1220

What Loon Rangers are protecting 
is not just loons but a whole 

aesthetic: the loon, the forested 
shores, the clear cold water…

Terry Daulton
LoonWatch Coordinator 1990-1999


