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LASKEEK BAY CONSERVATION SOCIETY 
 

The Laskeek Bay Conservation Society is a  volunteer group based in the Queen Charlotte 

Islands. The society is committed to increasing the appreciation and understanding of the natural 

environment through: 

 

sensitive biological research that is not harmful to wildlife or its natural habitat 

 

interpretation and educational opportunities for residents of and visitors to the Queen 

Charlotte Islands 

 

Since 1990, the Society has operated a field research station at  East Limestone Island and is 

carrying out a diverse long term monitoring, research and interpretation programme in the 

surrounding islands and waters of Laskeek Bay. We actively involve volunteers from our island 

communities, many other locations in British Columbia, as well as from overseas. For further 

information contact: 

    

 

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society 

Box 867, Queen Charlotte City, British Columbia, Canada  V0T 1S0 

Phone/fax (250) 559-2345; E-mail  <laskeek@island.net>  
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BACKGROUND  
 

The goals and objectives of the Society are: 
 
1. To undertake and support research and long term monitoring of wildlife 

populations of the marine and terrestrial ecosystems of Haida Gwaii, especially 
the Laskeek Bay area. 

 
2. To provide opportunities for non-scientists, especially students and local 

residents of Haida Gwaii, to participate as volunteers in our field programs, and 
to offer training to impart necessary field research skills.  

 
3. To promote better understanding of the marine and terrestrial ecosystems of 

Haida Gwaii, especially the Laskeek Bay area, by providing information to 
youth, local residents, and to the public in general in the form of publications, 
meetings, and exhibits.  

 
4. To promote the conservation of native species and to develop public awareness 

of the changes caused by introduced species to Haida Gwaii.  
 
5. To support and assist other programs aimed at providing better knowledge, 

management and conservation of ecosystems on Haida Gwaii. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

In July 1998, the Laskeek Bay Conservation Society completed 9 years of volunteer field work in 

the Haida Gwaii archipelago. Based at a field camp on East Limestone Island, and concentrating 

mainly within the Laskeek Bay area, the Society’s programme includes biological monitoring and 

research, interpretation for visitors, and learning opportunities for students and volunteers.  

 

The scientific work of the Society is carried out in collaboration with several researchers who 

have ongoing interests in the ecology and conservation of Haida Gwaii. The research programme 

is directed by a Scientific Advisory Committee that works closely with the Society’s Board of 

Directors to develop research that is relevant to the conservation needs of Haida Gwaii and 

consistent with the goals of the Society. Research activities include marine bird and marine 

mammals population monitoring, studies of intertidal invertebrates, plants, and forest birds. In 

addition, the Society is a participant in the Research Group on Introduced Species, an umbrella 

organization devoted to studies of exotic species in Haida Gwaii and their impact on indigenous 

ecosystems. This research focuses especially on the impact of introduced mammals, including 

deer, raccoons and squirrels on island ecosystems.  

  

The overall aim of the Society’s research programme is to provide long term information on the 

biology and ecology of Haida Gwaii ecosystems. Ongoing monitoring, using simple standardized 

techniques that allow year-to-year comparisons to be made, and allowing the direct participation 

of volunteers, is the cornerstone of the Society’s approach. By monitoring a variety of indicator 

species in ocean, inter-tidal and terrestrial ecosystems, we can obtain an overall measure of their 

health.  Because marine waters may be subject to cyclical or directional changes operating at the 

scale of decades, such observations become most valuable when they are tracked consistently 

over many years.  Such long term monitoring is becoming increasingly pertinent in the context of 

global climate change. 
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REPORT ON SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES BASED AT THE LASKEE K BAY 
CONSERVATION SOCIETY FIELD CAMP IN 1998  

 

Joanna Smith 

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society, Box 867, Queen Charlotte B.C. V0T 1S0 

 

ABSTRACT 

Field work based at the Laskeek Bay Conservation Society field camp on East Limestone Island 

was carried out from 3 April - 10 July 1998. Ancient Murrelets were affected by the intense El 

Niño event that coincided with the breeding season, having their worst breeding success on 

record.  Glaucous-winged Gulls continued to increase in Laskeek Bay - mostly at the Lost 

Islands. More Marbled Murrelets were counted on surveys than in any year since 1993. 

Collaborative research with the Research Group on Introduced Species involved studies of 

squirrels and deer on East Limestone Island. 

Ancient Murrelets 

Ancient Murrelets (Synthliboramphus antiquus) are 

provincially BLUE-listed primarily due to threats 

from introduced predators and oil spills.  The Council 

on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 

(COSEWIC) has designated the Ancient Murrelet as 

VULNERABLE indicating that declining populations 

may become endangered unless the factors 

responsible for the decline are addressed. Haida 

Gwaii contains about half of the world’s Ancient 

Murrelet breeding population, and some colonies 

within the archipelago are at risk because of 

introduced rats and raccoons. Our long-term 

monitoring will aid in answering questions related to 

lifetime reproductive success and adult and chick 

survival. 

Adult Banding 

Adult Ancient Murrelet survivorship is measured 

from year to year with a banding programme during 

the breeding season.  We use a large knock-down net 

in three locations, two on the east side of the island  

and one on the north.  Adults were caught from 27 

March to 12 April, 1998 and then from 17 May to 4 

June, when breeding was almost over;  banding is 

halted in April to minimise disturbance during egg 

laying.  The total number of murrelets caught over 13 

nights was 296, slightly less than last year (Table 1; 

excluded from the table are 39 birds caught more than 

once). 

 Studies on Reef Island between 1984-1989 

found that Ancient Murrelets typically return to the 

colony at 2-3 years of age, begin breeding at 3-4 

years, and will generally breed each year thereafter.  

Therefore, adults that were banded as breeders on 

East Limestone Island in 1989, and retrapped in 1998 

(2) were probably at least 12 years old.  Among 

retrapped adults banded as chicks, 40 percent of those 

2-3 years old, and 83 percent of those seven years or 
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older, were breeding.  No chicks banded in 1993 have 

been recovered (a raccoon was present on E. 

Limestone I.) and only a few have been seen from 

1991 and 1992 (El Niño years). 

 

 

 
Table 1.  Distribution of breeding and non-breeding adult Ancient Murrelets caught in 1998, 
with a comparison to 1997 totals.  Birds were considered breeders if they were caught before 15 
April, caught after May 1 with a brood patch greater than 19mm across, or if they were in 
burrows with eggs or chicks.  Breeding status was unknown if birds were caught between 15 - 30 
April or later with brood patches 10 - 19mm across. 
 
 
  < 15 

April 
mid-

season 
after 1 May, 1998 TOTAL 

 
compare  

to  
  Breeder Unknown Non-breeder Unknown Breeder 1998 1997 
NEW Net Ñ 32 0 102 12 16 162 201 
 Burrow 0 0 0 0 5 5 8 
         
RETRAP Net 79 1 18 3 19 120 118 
 Burrow 0 0 0 0 9 9 13 
         
TOTAL  111 1 120 15 49 296 340 
         
Ñ includes birds caught on the ground 
 
 
Table 2.  The number of Ancient Murrelet adults caught in 1997 and 1998 that were banded in  
previous years either as adults or chicks, with numbers of breeders indicated in parentheses. 
 

  1997  1998 
YEAR 

BANDED 
Total  

recaptured 
No. banded 
as ADULTS 

No. banded 
as CHICKS 

Total 
recaptured 

No. banded 
as ADULTS 

No. banded 
as CHICKS 

1989 7 (6) 7 (6) none banded 3 (2) 3 (2) none banded 
1990 14 (14) 12 (12) 2 (2) 13 (12) 10 (10) 3 (2) 
1991 13 (13) 12 (12) 1 (1) 7 (7) 6 (6) 1 (1) 
1992 13 (12) 12 (11) 1 (1) 5 (4) 5 (4) 0 
1993 7 (7) 7 (7) 0 7 (6) 7 (6) 0 
1994 14 (8) 7 (5) 7 (3) 8 (8) 6 (6) 2 (2) 
1995 9 (5) 7 (5) 2 (0) 11 (9) 9 (8) 2 (1) 
1996 54 (51) 54 (51) 0 40 (36) 37 (35) 3 (1) 
1997    32 (23) 32 (23) 0 
1998       

TOTAL 131 (116) 119 (109) 13 (7) 126 (107) 115 (100) 11 (7) 
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Chick Banding 

In 1998, the usual system of  plastic funnels was used 

to catch Ancient Murrelet chicks on their way to sea.  

Most of the chicks were banded with black, spray-

painted stainless steel bands but for the first time, we 

also tried green, plastic bands at the end of the 

season.  Funnels were monitored from 7 May - 23 

June, and both the start and end (first night with 0 

chicks) of chick departures were determined.  The 

first chicks appeared on 11 May, peaked on 20 May 

with 55 chicks, and stopped on 22 June (Table 3).  

Chicks departed for  43 nights this year, the greatest 

spread in departures since 1995. 

 To compare chick numbers 

between years, the number of chicks 

that departed between 2300 and 0200 

was used because there have been 

three different protocols for chick 

capture (Table 4).  The average number 

of chicks trapped between 1990 and 

1997 was 567 (± 93), thus, the number 

of chicks trapped in 1998 was slightly 

lower than in previous years. 

Burrow Monitoring 

Twigs were set up inside the entrance of previously 

monitored burrows on 5 April.  The first eggs 

appeared on 7 April and the last one was found on 16 

May (Table 5).  Seventeen burrows were occupied 

this year and slightly greater than 50 percent of 

breeding pairs fledged one or two chicks.  We saw a 

high rate of nest abandonment this year, almost half 

of all breeding pairs, and all eggs laid after 30 April 

(n=4) were deserted. 
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We recaptured seven adults that had occupied a 

burrow previously, banded five new adults and found 

two murrelets that had been banded as chicks - a total 

of 14 marked birds in burrows.  Four birds moved 

burrows (three females and one male) and two 

breeding pairs successfully fledged two chicks for the 

sixth and ninth year running.  We managed to get six 

recordings from departing murrelet families and both 

adults were known in three cases. 

 

 
Table 3.  A comparison of 1997 and 1998 

chick departures for the period 23.00-02.30. 

 
Variable 1997 1998 

Date monitoring started 8 May 7 May 
Date monitoring ended 12 June 23 June 
No. of total days 35 48 
First night of chicks  11 May 11 May 
Peak date (Peak No.) 24 May 

(41) 
 20 May 

(55) 
Last night of chicks 11 June 22 June 
No. days with chicks 31 43 
Number of chicks banded 527 495* 

   
·  includes 53 chicks that were banded with green, 

non-numbered bands. 
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Table 4.  Number of chicks caught in funnels, 1990-1998, with three different sampling 
protocols 
 
Protocol Year Total chicks Chicks 2300 

to 0200 
Chicks after 

0200 hrs 
Comments 

      
2300-0200 + 1990 873 751 122  
2300-0200 + 1991 562 459 103 raccoon present 
2300-0200 + 1992 674 610 64 El Niño year 
2300-0200 + 1993 653 567 86 raccoon present 
2300-0200 + 1994 618 570 48  
2300-0200 + 1995 617 540 77  
2300-0200 1996 672D 588 0  
2300-0230 1997 527 456 71  
2300-0230 1998 495 440 55 El Niño year 
TOTALS  5691 4981 710  
D Total number extrapolated by y = x ¸  0.875 
 
 
 
Table 5.  Occupancy and fledging success of Ancient Murrelet burrows on East Limestone Island  
 
 1996 1997 1998 
Original burrows monitored 89 72 62 
New burrows found 2 16 12 
Potentially useable burrows 74  56  64                           
Burrows occupied (% occupancy) 28 (38 %) 21 (38 %) 17 (27 %) 
Fledge 2 chicks 22 (93 %) 14 (71 %) 6  (52 %) 
Fledge 1 chick  4  1  3 
Nest abandonment - 1 egg 2 6 6 
Nest abandonment - 2 egg 0 0 2 
    
 
 

Gathering Ground Counts 

Gathering ground counts were made 

from 18 April to 16 June, using a 

spotting scope in the same place as 

other years.  Mean (±SE) monthly 

counts for April, May and June were: 
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34  (± 19; n=12), 57 (± 13; n=28), and 

22 (± 6; n=13), respectively.  The 

highest count for each month was: 

102 on 27 April, 206 on 12 May and 84 

on 8 June.  Five evenings were 

missed due to weather or other camp 

activities.  

Marine surveys  

Surveys for marine birds and mammals in Laskeek 

Bay were continued as part of our monitoring efforts 

for the provincial Wildlife Management Area.  

During these surveys, we count seabirds along 

established transects and seals and sealions at 

seasonal haul-outs. 

Seabird Surveys 

In 1998, we completed seven inshore surveys and six 

additional offshore surveys east into Hecate Strait.  

Two inshore and offshore surveys were done from 8 

April to 8 June, usually at 10 day intervals.  During 

two of our sea surveys, adult and chick Ancient 

Murrelets were seen on the waters near Reef Island, 

and on one occasion, an adult was seen feeding two 

chicks. 

 Seventeen species of birds were counted:  

six auks, four gulls, two loons and ducks,  and one 

species each of shearwater, phalarope, storm-petrel 

and cormorant. Steller’s Sea Lions (Eumetopias 

jubatus) and Harbour Seals (Phoca vitulina) were 

seen on each transect, and we occasionally saw a 

Minke Whale or Harbour Porpoise. 

  All bird counts are summarised, but we pay 

particular attention to the Marbled Murrelet because 

it is provincially Red-listed and designated as  

THREATENED in Canada by COSEWIC.  On 

transects that have been completed each year (i.e. 

excluding the new ones into Cumshewa Inlet), 

Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) 

numbers peaked on 16 June (666 birds), the most 

since 1993 (183 - 1997;  492 - 1996;  275 - 1995;  

635 - 1994;  1686 - 1993). 

Marine Mammal Surveys 

Marine mammal watches were conducted from the 

usual location on Lookout Point.  Thirty-one watches 

between 14 April and 6 July  resulted in 26.5 hours of 

observation, a 75% increase over last years effort. 

 Non-breeding Steller’s Sea Lions were 

counted at the Skedans and Reef Island haul-outs.  

From the beginning of April to early May , sea lions 

were primarily found at the Skedans Islands and 

reached a maximum on 6 May with 72 animals.  From 

mid-May onward, most of the sea lions were found on 

the rocks SE of Reef Island.  Peak numbers were 

more than double those counted last year:  735 on 26 

May, 1998 versus 300 on 18 June, 1997. 

 Orcas, or killer whales (Orcinus orca), were 

seen in Laskeek Bay on three occasions.  The pods 

were photographed each time so that Graeme Ellis, a 

whale biologist at the Pacific Biological Station, 

could possibly identify individuals. 

Black Oystercatchers 

Black Oystercatchers (Haematopus bachmani) were 

late in nesting this year and many adults were still on 

eggs when we closed the camp for the season.  We 
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surveyed nests from 6 - 22 June and found eggs or 

empty nests at most of the established nest sites on 

the Skedans Islands, Cumshewa Island, Lost Islands 

and Limestone Island.  Two chicks were banded on 

Low Island and one on Reef Island, near the camp. 

Glaucous-winged Gulls 

Glaucous-winged Gull (Larus glaucescens) nests 

were counted at five islands from 9 - 22 June and 329 

nests contained 1-3 eggs: a record since our counts 

began in 1992.  More gulls were found nesting on the 

Lost Islands again this year, with a corresponding 

decline at Kingsway Rock (Table 6). 

 
 
Table 6.   Glaucous -winged Gull colonies in Laskeek Bay, counted during 1993-98.   

Totals do not include Cumshewa Island because it was added in 1994. 
 
Colony 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 
Lost Islands 120 140 165 145 175 226 293 
Kingsway Rock 94 79 82 56 46 36 22 
Skedans Islands 18 20 12 11 1 8 5 
Low Island 1 4 2 1 6 0 9 
TOTAL 233 234 261  213  228 270 329 
        
Cumshewa Island - - 7 4 2 6 2 

 

 

Terrestrial plants and animals  

Songbird Banding and Species Counts 

Monitoring breeding songbird populations was a 

major project at East Limestone Island this year, a 

collaboration with the Research Group on Introduced 

Species (RGIS).  We banded birds on East Limestone 

and Vertical Point, using aluminum and colour band 

combinations.  The main intention of the trapping was 

to see what proportion of the birds were juveniles, as 

this provides a measure of reproductive success of the 

local population.  On East Limestone Island, seven 

nets were set up near the freshwater spring, in 

previously used mist net lanes, and birds were banded 

from 11 May to 2 July, with a break from 17 May - 2 

June because birds were incubating eggs.  Banding on 

Vertical Point was shared with the research crew on 

Reef Island, and nine nets were monitored from 20 

June  - 4 July.  We caught 269 birds from 12 species 

on East Limestone and 64 birds from 14 species on 

Vertical Point.  The analysis of this data will be 

performed by Dr. Jean-Louis Martin, and his student 

Georges Yau, at the Centre National de la Recherche 

Scientifique, in France. 

 A daily checklist of birds resulted in 74 

species this year, with the daily maxima on  27 April 

with 38 species. Peregrine Falcons (Falco 

peregrinus) raised at least two chicks at their nest on 

the south cliffs and the Sharp-shinned Hawks had 

another successful brood from their nest along the 



 

 

8 

main trail.  Two Fork-tailed Storm-Petrels pairs were 

found breeding on Cassin’s Tower and we heard 

Cassin’s Auklets (Ptychoramphus aleuticus) on 

several nights, saw evidence of nesting, but no auklet 

chicks were found on the colony.  Northern Saw-whet 

Owls (Aegolius acadicus) were heard in April and 

May, on both the north and east side of the island. 

Cavity nesting birds 

On East Limestone Island, Red-Breasted Sapsuckers 

continue to be the most common cavity nester but 

four other cavity nesting species were found this year.  

In total, we found 13 sapsucker nests, plus three 

Chestnut-backed Chickadee, two Brown Creeper, one 

Hairy Woodpecker and one Northern Flicker nest.  

The sapsuckers started to excavate nests on 11 April, 

the first chicks appeared on 25 May and chicks 

fledged from 13 - 23 June.  With the observations 

from chick rearing and departure, we may be able to 

work backwards to determine egg laying dates and 

incubation times. 

 

Introduced Animals 

Sitka Black-tailed Deer 

At the beginning of the field season, Gwenaël 

Vourc’h, a Masters of Science student from the 

University of Montpellier, France, and her field 

assistant Gillian Austin, conducted 31 days of 

research on Limestone and Louise islands, to examine 

whether deer prefer to feed on local or mainland salal 

Gaultheria shallon and western red cedar Thuja 

plicata.  They placed mainland cedar saplings and 

salal branches among island-grown cedar and salal, in 

areas accessible to deer, to see whether they would 

show a preference for local vegetation.  Samples of 

mainland and island-grown vegetation were analysed 

to determine whether the plants had any chemicals in 

them that would make them less palatable for deer.   

Later in the season, the Society collaborated with the 

RGIS to construct three 15m x 15m exclosures near 

to the main trail on East Limestone Island, to 

demonstrate the recovery of the forest understory in 

the absence of deer browsing. 

 

Ten squirrel surveys were performed between 15 May 

- 28 June, as part of an ongoing programme to 

quantify their distribution.  In total, 24 squirrels were 

seen on the surveys, but only four were within the 

20m radius study plots;  observations of squirrels 

increased over the season.  As in previous years, most 

squirrels were on the Main Trail. 

 A single, midnight, spotlight survey was 

done to scan the shores of Limestone and Louise 

Islands for raccoons.  One raccoon was seen on 

Vertical Point but it was not removed because we 

could not obtain the appropriate permit. 

Plant  Inventory 

Some of the plants on East Limestone Island are of 

local significance because they are only associated 

with limestone bedrock, a substrate most 

conspicuously present on East and West Limestone 

Islands and alpine areas on Haida Gwaii.  This year, 

we found a few more populations of some of the less 

common plants, usually on inaccessible cliffs.  A new 

species was found this year that has not been recorded 
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for Haida Gwaii, Chimaphila menziesii., and the 

species has been added to the Ministry of 

Environment’s plant database.  Many species 

appeared more abundant this year, probably because 

deer browsing levels were lower than last year.  The 

number of plants inventoried for East Limestone 

Island (including some mosses and lichens) currently 

totals 120.  
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ABSTRACT. -- In 1998, one of the strongest El Niño - Southern Oscillation events ever 
recorded affected sea conditions throughout the northeast Pacific. To assess the effects of the 
1998 El Niño on seabirds in Haida Gwaii (Queen Charlotte Islands), we examined long-term 
monitoring data relating to Ancient Murrelets in the Laskeek Bay area: East Limestone Island 
(1990 - 1998) and Reef Island (1984-89, 1995, 1997). For the first time in eleven years of 
reproductive studies, half of the breeders deserted their eggs. Breeding success fell by 43 percent 
from a mean of 1.54 chicks/burrow over 1988-97 to 0.88 chicks/burrow in 1988. Adults weighed 
at the end of incubation were found to be lighter than in previous years. Although chick 
departures began at the usual date, the spread was greater than normal, despite fewer chicks 
produced. There was no difference in egg volume but chick departure mass has declined among 
years. We suggest that El Niño induced oceanic conditions caused reduced breeding success in 
Ancient Murrelets, the effect being more marked than for any event since at least 1988. 
 

Introduction 

In the last twenty years, six El Niño - Southern 

Oscillation (ENSO) events have affected British 

Columbia waters: two strong events (1982-83, and 

1997-98) and three weaker events (1986-87, 1991-92, 

1994) (Freeland 1998).  Generally, strong ENSO 

events occur only every decade, with intervals 

sometimes up to 20 years (Duffy 1993). 

 Changes in aspects of reproductive biology 

are the best way to monitor the impact of ENSO 

events on seabird populations, as these can be 

observed at the breeding site: breeding success, body 

condition and chick mass all provide indirect links 

between sea conditions and breeding seabirds.  As 

strong ENSO events are infrequent, long term studies 

are needed to assess their effects on seabirds. In 

British Columbia, the longest running, continuous 

data base for auks has been obtained in Haida Gwaii. 

Studies of Ancient Murrelets (Synthliboramphus 

antiquus ) by the Canadian Wildlife Service (1984-

89) and the Laskeek Bay Conservation Society 
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(1990-98) provide an up to 15-year database on 

various aspects of Ancient Murrelet breeding biology.  

 Ancient Murrelets are colonial burrow 

nesters.  Two eggs are laid each year, the chicks leave 

the colony with the parents 1-3 days after hatching 

and return to breed in 2-3 years (Gaston 1992).  

Adults may live as long as 17 years (AJG 

unpublished data). Adults primarily feed on larger 

zooplankton (Euphausia pacifica and Thysanoessa 

spinifera ), as well as pacific sandlance (Ammodytes 

hexapterus), capelin (Mallotus villosus) and walleye 

pollock (Theragra chalcogramma) (Sealy 1975, 

DeGange and Sanger 1986, Vermeer et al, 1987). 

 This paper presents the results of breeding 

biology monitoring for Ancient Murrelets in Laskeek 

Bay over the past 15 years, highlighting differences 

between the 1998 breeding season and previous 

years. Many of these differences presumably relate to 

the effects of the 1997-98 El Niño. 

 

Methods 

Information reported here was obtained on Reef and 

East Limestone Islands, Haida Gwaii.  Aspects of 

Ancient Murrelet biology were studied on Reef Island 

in 1984-89, 1995 and 1997, and on East Limestone 

Island in 1990-1998. 

 The date that Ancient Murrelets laid their 

first egg was recorded in 1984, 1985, 1988 and 1989 

(Reef Island) and 1991-1998 (East Limestone Island).  

The results from each year were summarised as the 

median date of laying and a comparison among years 

made using mean laying date. Egg volume indices (L 

x B2) were obtained for 14 years (1984-89 and 1991-

98). Mass of adults in burrows was measured in 11 

years with a 300g or 500g Pesola scale (+0.5g) when 

the chicks had hatched (i.e. just prior to departure). 

Plastic fences were used on Reef (1988-89) 

and East Limestone Islands (1990-98) to intercept 

chicks departing the colony and guide them to 

catching sites near the shore (Gaston et al. 1990).  

Fences were placed in exactly the same sites each 

year and chick captures monitored from 7 May until 

the first night when no chicks were caught. Data were 

analysed using captures between 2300 - 0230 each 

night.  Chicks were banded and weighed to the 

nearest 0.5g, with 50g Pesola scales: median dates of 

chick departures were determined, as well as the 

spread of departure dates.  

 Four variables were measured by systematic 

observations of Ancient Murrelet burrows: 

reproductive success, median date of laying of the 

first egg, egg volume, and adult body mass at chick 

hatching.  On both islands, study burrows were 

numbered and knock-down sticks were placed in 

burrow entrances from early April. Displacement of 

sticks, indicating burrow visits, was noted daily; 

where burrows had been entered they were checked 

for the laying of the first egg.  After the first egg was 

found, temperature probes were used to monitor 

incubation without disturbing the breeders (Gaston 

1992). Contents of the burrow were examined after 

30 days and once the chicks hatched, both chicks and 

adults were banded and weighed. 
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Table 1. Reproductive success and desertions at Reef and East Limestone Islands, 1984-1998. 
 
 

 Year Breeding  Pairs with 
>0 chicks 

Chicks 
fledged 

Percent  
Reprod. 
Success 

 

Chicks 
departing / 

pair 

Chicks 
departing / 
successful 

pair 

Deserted 
without 

incubation 
(%) 

Total 
desertions 

(%) 

Location          
Reef 1984 51      6 (11.8)  

 1985 63      6 (9.5)  
 1986         
 1987 47      13 (28)  
 1988 41 31 60 75.6 1.46 1.9 8 (20) 10 (24) 
 1989 50 44 80 88.0 1.60 1.8 5 (10) 6 (12) 
                      
          

E. Limestone 1991 29 25 47 86.2 1.62 1.9 0 (0) 4 (14) 
 1992 27 22 42 81.5 1.56 1.9 2 (7) 5 (19) 
 1993 29 25 47 86.2 1.62 1.9 3 (10) 4 (14) 
 1994 26 22 41 84.6 1.58 1.9 2 (8) 4 (15) 
 1995 28 21 40 75.0 1.43 1.9 0 (0) 7 (25) 
 1996 28 26 47 92.9 1.68 1.8 1 (4) 2 (7) 
 1997 21 16 29 76.2 1.38 1.8 1 (5) 5 (24) 
 1998 17 9 15 52.9 0.88 1.7 5 (30) 8 (47) 

 
 

 
Reproductive success data (number of chicks 

fledged per burrow [nesting pair]) were available for 

11 colony-years.  The breeding success in 1998 was 

compared to a 3-year mean in the late 1980s (Reef 

Island: 1987-89) and a 7-yr.  mean in the 1990s (ELI: 

1991-97). 

Basic descriptive statistics were calculated 

for all variables and a one-way ANOVA used to test 

for differences between years (a= 0.05). When 

significant differences were found, a multiple 

comparisons test (e.g. Tukey, Newman-Keuls) was 

used to examine inter-year differences. 

 

Results 

In 1998, an unprecedented number of Ancient 

Murrelets abandoned nesting attempts on East 

Limestone Island.  Of the 17 pairs found in the 

monitored burrows, 47% deserted their nest (Table 

1).  In 1998, breeding success dropped from the 

normal of about 80% to 53 % - a 34% decline;  

numbers of chicks per burrow dropped 43 % from a 

7-yr. average of 1.55 chicks/burrow to 0.88 

chicks/burrow.  Another indication of stress within 

the breeding population was the large  numbers of 

nests that were abandoned without incubation (i.e. 

after the first egg; 30%). The next highest rate of 

desertion without incubation also was found during 

an ENSO year - 1987 (28%). There was significant 

inter-year variation in mean laying date of first eggs 

(ANOVA, df = 228, P=0.005) but  differences 

between years were inconclusive (Tukey test).  

Laying in 1998 was later than any year in the 1990s, 
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except for 1997, but 3 out of 4 years in the 1980s 

were later (Table 2).  

The median date of chick departures (date 

by which 50% had departed) was generally earlier in 

the 1990s than in the 1980s, but this trend was 

reversed in 1997, when the median date of departures 

was the latest since 1989 (Table 3). In 1998, median 

departures were earlier than in 1997, but late in 

comparison with the rest of the 1990s. However, the 

departure period was much more prolonged, with 

chicks continuing to depart up to 22 June (Figure 1). 

In most years, departures continued for about 30 

days, but in 1998, departures were spread over 43 

days. The midpoint of departures (1 June) was the 

latest recorded for Laskeek Bay. 

Egg volume did not vary among years, 

although mean egg volume indices were generally 

larger in the 1980s than in the 1990s, except for the 

unusually late year of 1984 (Table 4). However, chick 

mass at departure (based on a larger sample size than 

for eggs) did differ significantly among years at East 

Limestone Island (ANOVA, df = 8, p<0.001) and has 

declined over time (r12 = -0.713, P < 0.05), dropping 

from an average of 28.0 g in 1984 to 26.4 g in 1998 

(Figure 2). Chick mass at Reef and East Limestone 

Islands in 1995 and 1997 were very similar, 

suggesting that the change from the 1980s to 1990s 

was not related to inter-island differences, but to 

changes in environmental conditions affecting both 

colonies.  

Mass of adult Ancient Murrelets at chick 

hatching was lightest in 1987 (Reef), 1993 and 1998 

(East Limestone Island ), with mass being lowest in 

1998 (Table 3). However, differences among years 

were not significant. 
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Figure 1. Earliest, latest and median dates of chick departures at Reef Island (1985-89) and East 
Limestone Island (1990 onwards). 
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Table 2. Timing of breeding;  mean and median date of first eggs laid by Ancient Murrelets 
 

Area Year Date of  
first egg (April) 

Mean date 
(1 April = 1) 

Median date 
(1 April = 1) 

N 

      
Reef I. 1984 16 23 22 25 
 1985 5 16 13 32 
 1986     
 1987     
 1988 4 17 16 53 
 1989 3 20 19 49 
      
E. Limestone I.  1991 2 12 12 16 
 1992 10 15 13 23 
 1993 10 13 11 28 
 1994 6 13 11 26 
 1995 3 15 12 27 
 1996 7 15 11 27 
 1997 7 20 21 21 
 1998 5 16 15 17 

 
 
Table 3. Median and midpoint of chick departure dates. 
 
Area Year Median chick 

departures 
(1May = 1) 

N Midpoint of 
departures 
1May = 1) 

Begin date End date 

Reef I. 1984 29*     
 1985 24 311 24 15-May 15-Jun 
 1986 27 722 28 11-May 14-Jun 
 1987 23 937 26 8-May 9-Jun 
 1988 27 987 27 12-May 11-Jun 
 1989 26 895 26 9-May 11-Jun 
 1995 22 1224 26 10-May 11-Jun 
 1997 26 1279 26 11-May 10-Jun 
       

E. Limestone I.  1990 23 865 29 12-May 15-Jun 
 1991 23 562 24 9-May 7-Jun 
 1992 22 665 23 12-May 3-Jun 
 1993 20 655 29 10-May 17-Jun 
 1994 21 559 24 7-May 9-Jun 
 1995 22 621 26 10-May 11-Jun 
 1996 21 589 26 11-May 9-Jun 
 1997 26 527 27 11-May 11-Jun 
 1998 24 495 32 11-May 22-Jun 

* estimated from date of laying  
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Table 4. Egg volume indices (length x breadth2). 
 
 

 
Area 

Year Mean volume index 
cm3 

S.E. Range N 

      
Reef I. 1984 81.54 1.2 26 30 

 1985 85.71 1.2 27 30 
 1986 83.68 0.74 28 51 
 1987 85.21 1.06 28 37 
 1988 83.43 0.92 48 56 
 1989 85.8 1.39  52 
      

E. Limestone I.  1991 85.24 1.07 19 25 
 1992 82.99 1.96 41 23 
 1993 83.3 1.52 28 28 
 1994 84.89 1.14 20 25 
 1995 84.69 1.09 20 28 
 1996 83.99 1.35 27 28 
 1997 83.09 1.32 27 20 
 1998 83.46 0.93 16 17 

 
 

Figure 2. Mean mass of chicks at departure and regression of mass on year: colonies combined. 
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Discussion 
 

Warmer than average surface waters coincided with 

unusually high nest failure of Ancient Murrelets at 

Limestone Island in 1998).  Elsewhere in British 

Columbia,  Cassin’s Auklets (Ptychoramphus 

aleuticus) on Triangle Island experienced similar 

declines in reproductive success (Bertram pers. 

comm.), although those breeding at Frederick Island, 

on the West coast of Haida Gwaii, did not (A. 

Harfenist pers. comm.). In Barkley and Clayoquot 

Sounds, reduced numbers of Marbled Murrelets were 

seen at sea (Burger pers. comm.).   

Previous strong ENSO events have been 

shown to cause significant declines in seabird 

populations in lower latitudes, e.g. Galapagos 

Penguins (Boersma 1978), but few studies have 

examined the effects on seabirds breeding in northern 

latitudes.  More recently, an increase in breeding 

failures and adult mortality prompted an examination 

of ENSO related events to seabird populations in the 

Pacific Northwest.  In Washington, warm water 

anomalies in the 1980s coincided with a sharp decline 

in two Cormorant species (Phalacrocorax  

penicillatus and P. auritus) and was partly 

responsible for colony abandonment in breeding 

Common Murres (Uria  aalge) (Wilson 1991).  

Similarly, the mass mortality of Common Murres in 

Alaska in 1993 was partly attributed to ENSO 

induced changes in food supply, resulting in 

starvation (Piatt and Van Pelt 1997). The prolonged 

El Niño event of 1992-95 affected offshore food 

supplies and seabird populations from California to 

Alaska, resulting in the loss of more than 100,000 

murres (Piatt and Van Pelt 1997).  

In Haida Gwaii and off Vancouver Island, 

warm water anomalies persisted from winter 1997 to 

spring 1998 (Freeland 1998) - both prior to and 

during the 1998 breeding season of Ancient 

Murrelets.  While Ancient Murrelet prey availability 

data is unavailable , herbivorous zooplankton, like 

euphausiids, rely on phytoplankton that graze on cold, 

nutrient rich water (Mackas and Galbraith 1992).  

Adult Ancient Murrelets may have arrived to breed in 

early 1998 in poor body condition as a result of warm 

water conditions in their wintering areas.  The large 

number of desertions after the first egg (26% of 

breeding pairs, 63% of all desertions ) may reflect 

this pre-breeding condition. Food also may have been 

difficult to find near the colony, resulting in 

additional desertions after incubation began.  Chick 

mass was significantly lower in 1998 than all other 

years except 1992 and 1995, possibly a reflection of 

yolk quality and pre-breeding condition (Sealy 1975). 

While it is attractive to settle on El Niño as 

the main cause of breeding failure, local and other 

large scale processes would play additional roles.  On 

the eastern side of the archipelago, at Limestone and 

Reef Islands, the primary factor to affect the 

availability of zooplankton to seabirds is tidal fronts 

(Perry and Waddell 1997). Fronts present boundaries 

of vertically well-mixed and vertically stratified 

water, which serve to accumulate zooplankton (Perry 

and Waddell 1997).  In the summer, there is weak 

upwelling in this region and in the winter, 

downwelling in Queen Charlotte Sound creates a 

nearly uniform water density (Crawford 1997).  Haida 

Gwaii lies in an oceanic transition zone between the 
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Vancouver Island “upwelling zone” and the Alaskan 

Gyre (Thomson 1981), with strong wind-induced 

upwelling along the shelf in the winter.  On a larger 

scale, the Pacific Basin is extremely responsive to 

global climate change and since the 1950s, surface 

water temperatures in Haida Gwaii and along the 

eastern Pacific are warmer than average  (Crawford 

1997). 

In 14 colony-years of study, approximately 

80 percent of monitored Ancient Murrelet pairs have 

successfully hatched, on average, 1.46 chicks per 

year.  Two moderate ENSO events occurred during 

this period without any significant impact on 

reproductive success.  The sharp fall in the number of 

successful pairs in 1998 may be the result of several 

factors, but warm surface water from a strong El Niño 

event  probably played a major role. 
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OBSERVATIONS OF ANCIENT MURRELET FAMILIES AT-SEA IN  1998 
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The 1998 breeding season of Ancient Murrelets fell 

on the tail of one of the strongest El Niño events in 

almost two decades.  In Haida Gwaii, elevated sea-

surface temperatures influenced the breeding success 

of Ancient Murrelets (Smith et al. 1999, this volume), 

and may have affected their ability to provision 

themselves and their chicks at sea. In previous years, 

few families have been seen close to shore during the 

day. Here, we describe several observations of family 

parties in Laskeek Bay, and elsewhere in Gwaii 

Haanas, made during the summer of 1998.  

In 1998, Ancient Murrelet family groups 

were sighted on five occasions.  South of our study 

area, in Skincuttle Inlet, Brian Falconer, on s/v Maple 

Leaf, reported seeing ‘about a thousand’ Ancient 

Murrelets near Swan Island at about 11:00 h on 28 

May.  Small flocks dove in unison, in a line.  A few 

chicks were sighted and one group of 3 chicks 

followed one adult.  When their boat approached, all 

3 chicks remained close to the one adult.  A few days 

later, during our standard offshore surveys, CDF saw 

five groups of 2 adults and 2 chicks over a period of 

20 min.. The families were spotted on 31 May, 

between the NE (52°57’45”N; 131°21’08”W) and SE 

(52°52’45”N;  131°21’08”W) waypoints. 

On the next offshore survey, 5 June, CDF saw three 

more families (two of  2 adults and 2 chicks; one of 2 

adults and 1 chick over a 30 min. period, while 

traveling westward between the NE and Skedans 

waypoint (52°57’45”N; 131°32’54”W). Closer to 

shore, on 14 June, R. Kelly (pers. comm.) saw one 

family of 2 adults with 1 chick (greater than 1 week 

old), between Reef and Low Islands.  Several other 

adults with chicks were also present. 

Lastly, JLS saw a family of 1adult and 2 

chicks on 16 June at 0935, feeding within 30m of 

shore on the southwest side of Low Island. The 

family was observed for about 10 minutes. The lone 

adult dove repeatedly for food, disappearing for  5-15 

s at a time.  Two half-grown chicks remained on the 

surface and vocalised with “peeps” until the adult 

reappeared.   The chicks swam slowly back and forth 

in the vicinity of the diving adult.  When the adult 

surfaced, it gave a “chirrup” call if the chicks were 

not immediately seen. With an incredible burst of 

speed, a chick hydroplaned to the adult and took food 

out of its bill; the second chick waited nearby.   

The food was very small and appeared to be 

fish or large zooplankton.  The adult continued to 

dive, even with our boat present,  successfully 
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bringing up a bill load of food each time.  It always 

made a brief call on the surface if chicks were more 

than 2-5 m distant, or facing away.  Jones et al. 

(1987) also observed that chicks remained close to 

the adults, responding to adult calls by moving closer. 

Pigeon Guillemots were present near the chicks, as 

well as other adult Ancient Murrelets. The sea was 

relatively calm (<1m) behind the island and winds 

north at 5 knots; SST at 1m depth was 13.2°C. 

In comparison to previous years, this is an 

increase in the number of adult-chick pairs seen at 

sea.  Their proximity to the islands may indicate a 

change in prey availability and thus foraging 

locations, as a result of El Niño. There have been  

few observations of Ancient Murrelet adult-chick 

behaviour at sea (Gaston 1992) and this may be the 

first observation in British Columbia of adults feeding 

chicks.  
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Table 1.  Summary of observations of Ancient Murrelet families at sea. 
 
Date Location Description Notes Obs. 
     
28 May 1998 Skincuttle Inlet 1AD + 3CH & several 2AD 

+2CH 
swimming BF 

31 May 1998 NE - SE 5 families (2AD + 2CH) swimming CDF 
05 June 1998 NE - Skedans 2AD + 1CH & 2 families 

(2AD + 2CH) 
swimming CDF 

14 June 1998 Reef - Low Is. 3 families (2AD + 1CH) swimming RK 
16 June 1998 Low Island 1AD + 2CH feeding JLS 
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ABSTRACT 

Ancient Murrelet populations have been monitored since the 1980s at several colonies in Haida 

Gwaii, their only breeding area in Canada. Monitoring has involved repeated counts of burrows 

in fixed monitoring plots, repeat censuses of entire colonies, and monitoring of chick departures 

from fixed areas of certain colonies. Censuses and monitoring indices indicate that colonies 

affected by introduced raccoons, or rats, have declined, sometimes quite rapidly; all colonies 

unaffected by introduced predators have been stable or increased over the same period. 

 
 
Introduction 

Many of the small forested islands of the Haida Gwaii 

(Queen Charlotte Islands) archipelago in British 

Columbia support nesting colonies of the Ancient 

Murrelet (Synthliboramphus antiquus). This small 

alcid constructs burrows under fallen logs, tree roots 

and stumps in the coastal Sitka spruce, Western 

redcedar  and Western hemlock forests. Two eggs are 

laid in a shallow nest cup, loosely lined with leaves 

and twigs, at the end of the tunnel. The chicks are 

precocial, leaving the burrow at two days of age and 

making their way over downed trees and cliffs to the 

rocky shores where they swim out to reunite with 

their parents on the ocean. They are never fed in the 

burrow. 

Approximately half a million Ancient 

Murrelets nest on 31 islands in Haida Gwaii. The 17 

colonies along the east coast of Moresby Island, 

mostly within Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve, 

support an estimated 44% of the breeding population, 

while the 4 colonies on the west coast of Graham 

Island house nearly half (49%). The remaining 7% 

nest in 10 colonies on the remote and rugged west 

coast of Moresby Island.  British Columbia,  the only 

location where they breed in Canada, supports 

approximately half of the currently know world 

breeding population. Predation by rats (Rattus spp.) 

and raccoons (Procyon lotor), both introduced to 

Haida Gwaii since the arrival of Europeans, threaten 

the breeding colonies of many seabirds in the islands. 
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The Ancient Murrelet is designated by COSEWIC as 

Vulnerable in Canada due to recent population 

declines. The declines seem to be almost entirely the 

result of introduced predators (Gaston 1994). 

Seabird colony surveys conducted along the 

B.C. coast during the mid 1970’s by the B.C. 

Provincial Museum identified colony sites and 

provided rough population sizes of breeding birds. 

These could be used to detect large scale changes in 

nesting distribution and population size. Between 

1980 and 1986, the Canadian Wildlife Service 

conducted an inventory of nesting seabirds in Haida 

Gwaii, the goal of which was to establish a baseline 

estimate of nesting seabird populations that could be 

used to monitor future population trends and to 

identify current and potential threats (Rodway et al. 

1988, Rodway 1991). In this paper, we summarise the 

results from subsequent monitoring and evaluate the 

current status of the species. 

 

Methods 

Inventory censuses of burrow nesting Ancient 

Murrelets involved counting the number of nesting 

burrows within sample plots along transects 

distributed systematically throughout the colony. 

Extrapolating the average density of burrows within 

these plots over the extent of the colony gave an 

estimate of the total number of burrows within the 

colony. Adjusting for the percentage of burrows in 

which breeding occurred provided an estimate of the 

breeding population in that particular year (Rodway 

et al. 1988).  

To repeat the census for all the colonies of 

burrow nesting seabirds in Haida Gwaii would be 

expensive and time consuming.  As an alternative, 

representative monitoring plots were permanently 

marked  and mapped out on three of the large 

colonies of Ancient Murrelets that lie within Gwaii 

Haanas National Park Reserve (Ramsay, George and 

Rankine islands - Figure 1). Repeat counts of the 

burrows within these plots should provide a trend in 

the breeding population on those colonies. To date, 

only George and Ramsay islands have been revisited.  

In addition to repeat visits to islands with 

permanent monitoring plots, repeat censuses have 

been carried out at several other colonies since the 

initial censuses in the 1980’s. Moreover, for two 

small colonies in Laskeek Bay, on the northern edge 

of the breeding range in eastern Haida Gwaii, annual 

indices of numbers of chicks departing from the 

colony have been obtained annually or periodically 

since 1986 (Reef Island) and 1990 (East Limestone 

Island). The latter island has been monitored by the 

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society, a local volunteer 

organization. Indices have been based on numbers of 

chicks captured in permanent ‘funnels’, operated 

nightly throughout the departure period, that intercept 

chicks on their way to the sea and direct them to a 

small number of banding stations near the shore, 

where they are counted, banded and then released to 

the sea (Gaston et al. 1988). 

 

Results 

Changes in breeding population and monitoring 

indices suggest a wide range of trends among island 

populations, from  -23% per annum at Helgesen 

Island) to +9.5% at Lihou Island (Table 1). All 

estimates for colonies without introduced predators 
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suggest increases in the breeding population ranging 

from 2.6 - 9.5% annually. However, changes at 

colonies where rats and raccoons have been or still 

are present were all negative, with annual rates of 

decrease ranging from 1 - 23%. The greatest losses 

took place at Langara Island, where approximately 

half of the 80,000+ pairs present in 1981 had gone by 

1993: evidence of heavy predation by Norway Rats 

(Rattus norvegicus) on Ancient Murrelet adults and 

eggs was found in both years. This colony may have 

supported as many as 200,000 breeding pairs earlier 

in the century. 

Other islands where decreases occurred were 

Helgesen and East Limestone islands, both of which 

are affected by raccoons, and Dodge Point, Lyell 

Island, where Ship Rats (Rattus rattus) were abundant 

in the colony area in 1992. At Helgesen Island and 

Dodge Point, as well as at Langara Island, the 

decrease in numbers of Ancient Murrelets has been 

accompanied by a sharp contraction in the area of the 

colony. A similar contraction in area was observed 

for a colony on Kunghit Island, which diminished 

from 44 to 11 ha between 1986 and 1993. Although 

no census was carried out in 1986, the contraction in 

colony area suggests a big decrease in population. 

Rats are present on the island. 

Trends based on colony censuses at Reef 

and East Limestone islands were very similar to those 

based on annual monitoring of chick departures at the 

same colonies, suggesting approximately a 40% 

increase between 1985 and 1995 at Reef Island and 

approximately 25% decrease between 1989 and 1995 

at East Limestone Island (Figure 2).  

 

Discussion 

Following the decline in the seabird populations 

breeding on Langara Island, a rat eradication 

program, led by Gary Kaiser of CWS Pacific and 

Yukon Region and Rowley Taylor, a New Zealand rat 

extermination expert, was carried out in 1995. The 

eradication was successful and, as of 1998, there was 

no evidence of rats on the island. It is hoped that, 

barring a reintroduction of rats, the breeding 

population of Ancient Murrelets will begin to expand, 

as well as the other species of seabirds that once 

nested there. Unfortunately, the other islands with 

Ancient Murrelet colonies where there are rats 

(Kunghit, Lyell) are very large and eradication does 

not appear a realistic prospect at present: these 

colonies may disappear soon. 

Unlike rats, raccoons are able to cross 

stretches of open water and hence threaten many 

seabird colonies in Haida Gwaii. However, most 

islands affected by raccoons are less than 0.6 km 

from potential source areas, suggesting that 

colonization of islands further offshore is infrequent. 

This means that about half the Ancient Murrelet 

colonies in Haida Gwaii are vulnerable to invasion by 

raccoons. In addition to East Limestone Island and 

Helgesen Island, referred to above, burrow nesting 

auks have disappeared altogether from several small 

islands invaded by raccoons.  

At East Limestone Island and on adjacent 

coasts of nearby Louise Island, raccoons were 

controlled by shooting in 1992 (BC Ministry of 

Environment) and have been culled periodically since 

then. This probably accounts for the apparent 

stabilization of the Ancient Murrelet population on 
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East Limestone Island since 1992. In addition, a 

collaborative agreement between the Canadian 

Wildlife Service, Parks Canada, the Laskeek Bay 

Conservation Society and the BC Ministry of 

Environment, Lands and Parks has set up a scheme 

for annual monitoring of colony islands believed to 

be vulnerable to raccoons. If raccoons are detected 

appropriate eradication measures are taken. At 

Helgesen Island a campaign of shooting between 

1993-1997 led to the elimination of raccoons by 

1997. We hope that the Ancient Murrelet population, 

along with other burrow nesting auks (Rhinoceros 

Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata, Cassin’s Auklet 

Ptychoramphus aleuticus) will recover in due course. 

The impact of introduced predators on 

breeding population of Ancient Murrelets and other 

nesting seabirds can be swift and devastating, as seen 

at Langara Island (rats) and Helgesen Island 

(raccoons). Removal of these predators from the 

entire Haida Gwaii archipelago is not likely to be 

feasible, so it is imperative that they are prevented 

from gaining access to the offshore islands that 

support nesting seabirds. This will require continuing 

vigilance on the part of the agencies responsible.  

The active support of amateur naturalists, 

especially boaters and kayakers, who can reach 

otherwise inaccessible islands, can be very valuable. 

The Laskeek Bay Conservation Society, in 

collaboration with the Haida Gwaii Museum, has 

done much to educate residents and visitors in Haida 

Gwaii about the menace to native seabirds posed by 

rats and raccoons. An unusual degree of participation 

and collaboration has developed among government 

and public on this issue and, given the current 

consensus, the prospects for maintaining populations 

of Ancient Murrelets appear much better than they 

did 10 years ago. This is especially welcome, as the 

Haida Gwaii population of this species represents 

such a large proportion of the world population. 
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Table 1. Census and monitoring of Ancient Murrelet populations in Haida Gwaii. 

 

Colony 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 88 89 91 92 93 95 96 97 98 Annual  

change  

Colony census                  

  Reef I*      7845       10465    +2.9% 

  E. Limest. I.*    2376     2850    2122    -1.0% 

  Dodge Pt., Lyell I.   10656        8332      -2.25% 

  George I.      11614        17384   +3.7% 

  Langara I.*  82650      63150    41220     -6.6% 

  Frederick I. 68407               70321 +0.2% 

  Helgesen I.       6804     1139     -23% 

  Lihou I.       6452     12140     +9.5% 

  Kunghit I.+       44.2     11.1     -18% 

Monitoring plots                  

  Ramsay I.*     206      252      +2.6% 

  George I.*      258    327    367   +3.3% 

·  * Counts or estimates of burrows: other figures are breeding population estimates, except (+), colony area in ha; numbers for Frederick Island are 
provisional, pending reanalysis of colony area 

·  All estimates suggest increases ranging from 0.2-9.5% annually except where there are/were rats (Langara, Lyell, Kunghit), or raccoons (East 
Limestone, Helgesen)
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COUNTS OF GLAUCOUS-WINGED GULLS BREEDING IN  
LASKEEK BAY 

 
Joanna L. Smith 

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society, Box 867 Queen Charlotte, B.C. V0T 1S0 
 
 

Along the coast of British Columbia, Glaucous-

winged Gulls (Larus glaucescens) are abundant, 

widespread breeders (Campbell et al. 1990). They are 

colonial nesters, preferring sites on small, offshore 

islands without trees; gulls will also nest singly in 

places. Over the last 50 years, the population of 

Glaucous-winged Gulls in B.C. has increased 3.5 

times, increasing and expanding into new habitats, 

often near urban environments (Vermeer 1992). 

Since 1992, Laskeek Bay Conservation 

Society has censused Glaucous-winged Gulls colonies 

in northern Laskeek Bay, Skedans Bay and the mouth 

of Cumshewa Inlet.  Comparison with an earlier 

survey by Rodway (1988) suggests that the breeding 

population has increased 60 percent, from 206 to 329 

nesting pairs in 13 years (approximately 4% per year, 

Table 1).  The increase has occurred mainly at the 

Lost Island colony, which has grown by 1.5 times in 

seven years (Fig. 1).  The Kingsway Rock colony 

initially experienced a +113% increase between 

1986-1992, but has declined in all subsequent years; 

If the trend continues at Kingsway Rock, this colony 

will have few or no active nests in a few years. The 

reasons for the increase are not known. 
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Table 1.   Counts of active Glaucous-winged Gull nests at colonies in Laskeek Bay, 1992-98.   
Totals do not include Cumshewa Island because it was added only in 1994. 

 

Colony 1986 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Lost Islands 75 120 140 165 145 175 226 293 

Kingsway Rock 43 94 79 82 56 46 36 22 

Skedan’s Islands 49 18 20 12 11 1 8 5 

Low Island 39 1 4 2 1 6 0 9 

TOTAL 206 233 234 261  213  228 270 329 

Cumshewa Island - - - 7 4 2 6 2 

         

1986 data - from Rodway 1988 
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FIRST RECORD OF MENZIES’ PIPSISSEWA, CHIMAPHILA MENZIESII , 

ON HAIDA GWAII  

 
Joanna Smith   

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society, Box 867, Queen Charlotte City, B.C., V0T 1S0 
jlsmith@intergate.bc.ca 

 
and 

 
Isabel Buttler  

Dept. of Geography, University of Victoria, V8W 3N5 
eib@uvic.ca 

 
 
On June 18, 1998, Chimaphila menziesii (Menzies’ 

pipsissewa) was found blooming alongside a well 

traveled path on East Limestone Island.  The 12 cm 

tall plant bore two delicate, pink and white flowers 

that were initially bell-shaped but became more 

saucer-like upon opening, exposing bright yellow, 

stamens covered with pollen.  In 1997, seven tiny 

shrub-like plants displaying waxy, toothed leaves 

arranged alternately on a woody stem were found 

growing in a permanent vegetation plot. They were 

tentatively identified as Vaccinium alaskense (Smith 

and Buttler 1998). We can now correctly assign those 

plants to C. menziesii, bringing the total number of 

individuals detected on the island to eight. 

Where found on East Limestone Island, C. 

menziesii was growing on a thick bed of the mosses 

Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus and Hylocomium 

splendens, beneath Sitka spruce, Picea sitchensis, and 

western hemlock, Tsuga heterophylla. Given the 

ubiquitous nature of its habitat, it is likely that 

Menzies’ pipsissewa might be growing on other 

islands of the archipelago.  

Plants on East Limestone Island suffer from 

the effects of browsing by introduced Sitka black-

tailed deer (Odocoileus hemionus sitchensis). 

Chimaphilla menziesii probably was overlooked in 

previous years,  not only due to its diminutive stature, 

but also perhaps because it was browsed before it 

could bloom. This is the first known record of C.  

menziesii on Haida Gwaii (J. Pojar and G. Douglas 

pers. comm.). 
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ORCA SIGHTINGS IN LASKEEK BAY: 
 NEW INFORMATION ON TRANSIENT AND NORTHERN RESIDENT S 

 
Joanna Smith 
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and  
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Each year, Laskeek Bay Conservation Society staff 

attempt to photograph Orcas (Orcinus orca) so that 

they can be individually identified by whale biologists 

in British Columbia.  The results from this field 

season’s efforts clearly demonstrate that forays in the 

boat, to obtain identification photographs, can yield 

interesting results! 

In 1998, there were four encounters with 

Orcas in Laskeek Bay.  Orcas and other marine 

mammals are usually spotted from the eastern side of 

Limestone Island and every attempt is made to follow 

the whales in the boat,  to take pictures of individuals 

and of the pod.  Photo identification of individuals 

helps to contribute information on range, breeding 

status, and seasonal occurrence.  

The first encounter, on 23 February, was 

during a trip to Reef Island, before the Limestone 

camp opened.  The northern resident pod I15 was 

spotted, providing new information on its 

winter/spring distribution. On 8 April, four transients 

were seen traveling east of Low Island.   One of the 

transients was a newborn calf of T121, a female not 

seen to produce offspring previously. The third 

encounter was on 10 May when five transients were 

seen between Skedans and Low Island, traveling 

north. The light was too low for the photography to 

be successful. 

The most interesting encounter was on 13 

June.  Nine individuals were seen from the look-out, 

initially traveling south. The pod then circled towards 

South Low Island and performed a variety of 

behaviours:  spy-hopping, tail-lobbing, and 

breaching.  Two whales were previously known only 

from encounters in S.E. Alaska, the other three 

animals had not been assigned to a population.  To be 

classified as a transient, an animal must be seen 

associating with other known transients, use the 

transient vocal dialect, or be determined to be a 

transient using genetic techniques.  In this case, T170, 

T171 and T172 were observed traveling with known 

transients, allowing for them to be catalogued as such.  

In the past, there have been several other sightings of 

these three animals (Ellis, unpubl. data) but this was 

an important encounter. 



 

 

31 

 

Acknowledgements 

We gratefully acknowledge the assistance of the 

following individuals:  Tarmo Poldmaa, Charlie 

Cornwallis, Luke Hyatt, Severn Cullis-Suzuki,  

 

Margot Hessing-Lewis, Kristin McMann, Sue 

Harvey, Stephane Hautier and  Jennifer Wissink.  

Film and camera were kindly loaned to the Society by 

Graeme Ellis.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laskeek Bay Conservation Society 
Box 867, Queen Charlotte City, British Columbia, Canada  V0T 1S0 

Phone/fax (250) 559-2345; E-mail  <laskeek@qcislands.net>  
 


