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Introduction:

Sea ducks are the least understood group of waterfowl in North America. At the time of the
signing of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan in 1986, most sea duck populations
were thought to be at least stable and no special considerations were given to sea ducks. Since
that time, the eastern population of Harlequin duck has been listed as endangered in Canada and
Spectacled eiders and the Alaskan breeding population of Steller’s Eider have been listed as
threatened in the United States.

Increasing concerns over perceived population declines led the Atlantic Flyway Council to
request a sea duck joint venture in the mid 1990’s. New information gathered with Exxon Valdez
funding in Alaska heightened concern for sea ducks on the Pacific coast. On behalf of the
Canadian Wildlife Service, the US Fish and Wildlife Service and the US Geological Survey, a
concept paper for a sea duck joint venture was drafted in November 1997. The existing data
indicated declines in 10 of the 15 species of Mergini commonly known as sea ducks. Based on
the presentation of that paper, the North American Plan Committee approved the formation of the
Sea Duck Joint Venture in November 1998.

Because the paucity of information is the main limiting factor to the conservation of sea ducks,
the compilation of objective status and trend data for each species or population and the
identification of critical information gaps became the first tasks of the SDJV. This document
summarizes the most basic management information available in a series of species status reports
that are intended to be starting points for the SDJV science program. For the purposes of the Sea
Duck Joint Venture the status reports concentrate on the level of knowledge as of the year 2000
for the following aspects of North American sea ducks:

Population Delineation

Distribution

Abundance

Population Trends

Harvest

Management and Conservation Concern

Nineteen status reports have been produced to cover the 15 species of the Tribe Mergini which
breed in North America. A report on the Hooded Merganser is currently in preparation. The
Common Eider has long been recognized to include 4 distinct races (Pacific, Hudson Bay,
Northern and Southern) and both the Barrow’s Goldeneye and Harlequin Duck appear to have
distinct eastern and western populations. Other species of sea ducks, notably Long-tailed Ducks
and Scoters may very well have distinct populations but too little is presently known to delineate
separate population units.
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

Common Eider - Pacific Race
(Somateria mollissima v- nigra)

Population Delineation:
The Pacific Common Eider is one of six genetically distinct subspecies.

Distribution

Breeding Range
The Pacific race breeds from Victoria Island and Kent Peninsula, Northwest Territories, Canada,

west along the Beaufort Sea and Chukchi Sea coasts of Alaska and Siberia to Cape Vankarem and
Chaun Bay and south along the Bering Sea coast to the Alaska Peninsula, Aleutian, Commander
and Kuril Islands and the Kodiak Archipelago. Extralimital breeding of the Pacific Eider extends
to Ayan on the Sea of Okhotsk and Sitka and Glacier Bay in southeast Alaska (Palmer 1976,
Bellrose 1980).

Migration Routes

The presence or absence of open water appears to be one of the most important factors regulating
spring migratory movements of Pacific Eiders (Schamel 1974). Migrants leave the Bering Sea in
late March or April. Their route to breeding areas follows the ice edge or shore leads, but many
migrate farther offshore. Eiders frequently fly low across points of land that project into the sea.
One of the best-known passes is at Point Barrow, Alaska (Suydam et al. 1997). The peak of
spring migration at Point Barrow is about 7 June for Pacific Eiders. There is a continual
westward movement of eiders from breeding areas in the western Canadian Arctic from early July
until November that follows the same general paths as spring migration.

Staging areas
Not well documented. Up to 22,000 Pacific Eiders have been counted in the nearshore waters of

Bristol Bay, Alaska, during spring migration surveys. Minor staging areas include areas offshore
of the Platinum/Goodnews Bay area, the southern portion of Etolin Strait, the south side of
Nunivak Island, and the Hazen Bay/Hooper Bay area.

Molting Areas
Pacific Eiders in the arctic are known to make extensive molt migrations, presumably to western

Alaska or the Bering or Chukchi Seas, although specific molting areas are not well known
(Johnson and Herter 1989, Barry 1986).

Wintering Grounds

Pacific Eiders may overwinter in the Arctic Ocean but most are believed to winter from the
Bering Sea pack ice south to the Aleutian Islands (Byrd 1992), the Kodiak Archipelago (Larned
and Zwiefelhofer 1995), Cook Inlet in Alaska (Gabrielson and Lincoln 1959), and in Russia south
to the Kuril Islands (Gizenko 1955, Kistchinski 1973). South of Kodiak Island, Pacific Eiders
are seen infrequently. Pacific Eiders are inadequately monitored throughout their range.




Abundance

Breeding Grounds

The majority of Pacific Eiders probably nest in Western Canada, mostly in Amundsen Gulf,
Dolphin and Union Strait, Coronation Gulf, and Queen Maud Gulf. A crude estimate of the size
of the Canadian breeding population, calculated as the number passing Point Barrow in spring
minus the estimated breeding population of the Alaska Beaufort Sea, is 68,000 Pacific Eiders.
The most recent spring survey, in 1994, estimated that about 71,000 Pacific Eiders passed Point
Barrow, and occasional ground surveys since 1980 suggest that up to 3,000 Pacific Eiders nest on
Alaska’s Beaufort Sea barrier islands (Johnson and Herter 1989). An aerial survey of islands and
lagoons along the Arctic Coastal Plain and barrier islands in the Alaska Beaufort Sea coast was
conducted during summer 1999 and generally corresponded with ground surveys over the past 2
decades.

An estimated 16,000 - 24,000 Pacific Eiders were estimated breeding on the west coast of Alaska
north of the Yukon Delta in 1992 and 1993 (Larned et al. 1992). Most of these were on the
Seward Peninsula. The nesting population on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta has been estimated
by ground plot searches since 1986 and by aerial survey since 1988. About 5, 000 Pacific Eiders
have nested there in recent years and an estimated 10,000 - 15,000 in the Aleutian Islands. The
Saint Lawrence Island breeding population has been estimated at about 3,500 birds (Fay 1961)
while approximately 200 nest in the Kodiak Archipelago (D. Zwiefelhofer, pers. comm.). A
minimum of 22,000 Pacific Eiders inhabited the Arctic coast of Eastern Russia in 1993 (W.
Eldridge, pers. comm.), although this estimate was not adjusted for visibility bias and the true
figure may be 3-4 times greater.

Staging Areas
No Data

Molting Areas
Large flocks reportedly molt in northwest Alaska in the vicinity of Point Lay, Icy Cape, and Cape

Lisburne (Johnson and Herter 1989), but numbers are unknown.

Wintering Grounds
No comprehensive surveys or estimates of wintering populations have been made.

Population Trends
Lack of comprehensive nesting surveys and standardized survey methods along the Arctic coast
and in Canada hinders the interpretation of regional population trend data.

Birds that summer east of Barrow, Alaska have been monitored sporadically through spring and
fall migration watches at Point Barrow. Spring counts suggest that numbers of Pacific Eiders
nesting in northern Alaska and the western Canadian arctic may have declined by 56% from
156,100 in 1976 to 72,600 birds in 1996 (Suydam et al. 2000), although the counts may be
subject to certain biases (Suydam et al. 1997) and should be viewed with caution.

The Pacific Eider has declined severely as a breeding species in western Alaska since the late
1950s (Hodges et al. 1996) and probably in the Russian Far East since the early 1970s (Goudie et
al. 1994). Eiders counted on the continental waterfowl breeding survey, primarily Spectacled
Eiders and Pacific Eiders, have exhibited a sharp decline as a group in western Alaska with



numbers falling over 90% on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta (Stehn et al. 1993, Hodges et al.
1996). King and Lensink (1971) proposed a possible summer population of 75,000 Pacific Eiders
in Alaska based on averages from the continental survey, 1957-70, with an estimated 51,000 on
the principal breeding ground on the coast of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. An estimated 5,000
breeding Pacific Eider were present on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta in 1996-99 (Bowman et al.
1999) suggesting a dramatic overall decline may have occurred over the past two decades. Data
from nest surveys and aerial breeding bird surveys since 1986 and 1988, respectively, indicate a
stable or slightly increasing Pacific Eider population on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta.

Pacific Eiders nesting throughout the Aleutian Islands declined as a result of the introduction of
foxes but their numbers later recovered on some islands with the removal of foxes (Byrd 1992,
Bailey 1993). Although an uncommon breeder along the Alaska Peninsula, Pacific Eiders may
have declined sharply there (Gill et al. 1981).

Pacific Eiders are a locally important subsistence species for Native peoples in Alaska and
Canada. An estimated 2,475 Pacific Eiders are taken in northwestern Canada and in northern and
western Alaska annually, including both subsistence and sport harvest (Fabijan et al. 1997). Most
harvested birds are adults taken during spring and molt/fall migrations (Paige and Wolfe 1997).
Sport harvest of Beaufort Sea eiders is minimal because eiders inhabit remote areas largely
inaccessible to sport hunters (R. Suydam, pers. comm.).

Because of the species’ propensity to nest colonially in the Beaufort Sea, Pacific Eider eggs are
more susceptible to subsistence egging than those of other eider species, but no data exist on the
magnitude of take (R. Suydam, pers. comm.). An average of 410 Pacific Eiders were reported
taken annually on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta from 1987-97.

Management and Conservation Concerns

Eiders are particularly vulnerable to oil spills because they congregate in large, dense, flocks
during winter, molting, and migration. High concentrations of nesting Pacific Eiders on several
islands in the Beaufort Sea may be particularly vulnerable to impacts from offshore oil
development, which is increasing in the area. Johnson et al. (1987) found that Pacific Eiders
nesting on Thetis Island in the Beaufort Sea were tolerant of industrial activity, mainly helicopter
overflights.

There is circumstantial evidence suggesting an inverse relationship between Pacific Eider and
sea otter abundance in the Aleutians. Periodic surveys over the past 20 years indicated that
Pacific Eiders have decreased where sea otters increased, and vice versa (D. Irons, pers. comm.);
sea otters are currently declining. The mechanism for this relationship is unclear, but may
involve competition for invertebrate food.
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

Common Eider Duck — Hudson Bay Race

(Somateria mollissima sedentaria)

Population Delineation

The Hudson Bay Eider spends its entire annual cycle in Hudson Bay. This race of Common
Eider is characterized by its bill morphology and large body size when compared to the Northern
Common Eider, S. m. borealis (Mendall 1986). S. m. sedentaria overlaps breeding range with S.
m. borealis on Southampton Island (a more northerly range than previously reported; Abraham
and Finney 1986), and limited inter-breeding occurs there (Gilchrist unpub.).

Distribution

Breeding Range

The Hudson Bay race of Common Eider breeds on the east and west coasts of Hudson and James
Bay, and on the Belcher, Sleeper, and Ottawa Islands. The majority of the population is thought
to breed in eastern Hudson Bay (Nakashima and Murray 1988). Small numbers also breed on
Coats, Southampton, and Mansel Islands in northern Hudson Bay (Gilchrist, unpub.). Recent
surveys (1999) of eiders nesting in Digges Sound at the northeastern tip of Quebec, and along the
south coast of Baffin Island were found to be of the Northern Race (Hipfner et al. submitted,
Gilchrist unpub.). These findings suggest that S. m. sedentaria eiders occur farther north along
the west coast of Hudson Bay than they do along the east coast.

Migration Routes

Very little known. However, recent reviews of banding (Gilchrist et al., in prep.) and
morphological data (Robertson et al. submitted) suggest that populations along the east and west
coats of Hudson Bay may be geographically distinct. No birds banded in west Hudson Bay have
ever been recovered in eastern Hudson Bay, despite the fact that significant hunting takes place
there. Along the Québec coastline eiders are seen moving southward in fall and northwards in
spring (Nakashima and Murray 1988).

Spring and Fall Staging Areas

In spring, S. m. sedentaria eiders stage near colonies in late May and first visit colonies in early
June. Timing of colony attendance is often determined by when ice bridges break up between
nesting islands and mainland coasts, preventing Arctic Foxes from visiting colonies. Nothing is
known about fall staging.

Molting Areas

For eiders nesting in the Belcher Islands, local molting and brood-rearing areas have been
identified through consultations with local Inuit and through limited boat-based surveys
(Nakashima and Murray 1988). Molting areas in other parts of the breeding range have yet to be
discovered. Large flocks of eiders seen near Fox Island 35 km east of Churchill in late July and
August are likely to be molting males (Cooke et al. 1975, G. Robertson pers. com.)

Winter Range
Large concentrations are known to over-winter in the Belcher Islands (Freeman 1970, Gilchrist
and Robertson 2000). Other winter concentrations likely exist, but their size and location remain



unknown. Given the obvious requirement for consistent areas of open water, possible wintering
sites for Hudson Bay Eiders include the Nastapoka Islands, the Roes Welcome Sound polynya
west of Southampton Island, and possibly coastal leads between the communities of Whale Cove
and Arviat, Nunavut (F. Cooke and G. Robertson, pers. com.)

Abundance

Breeding Grounds

The entire Hudson Bay population was crudely estimated to be in the order of 45 000 birds in
1986 (Reed and Erskine 1986). A revised estimate by Nakashima and Murray (1988) placed the
number of eiders at 83 000 birds in eastern Hudson Bay alone.

Staging Areas
Nothing known.

Molting Areas
Nothing known.

Wintering Grounds

Nothing known.

Population Trends

Little information. Extensive surveys of breeding colonies (>400 islands in 5 regions) in the
Belcher Islands archipelago in 1997 (a key breeding area), indicate that the resident breeding
population had declined by 75% since the late 1980s (Robertson and Gilchrist 1998). Historical
data exists for colonies in the Nastapoka Islands along the west coast of Quebec, but repeat
surveys have not been initiated there. The number of Common Eiders nesting at river estuaries
along the Hudson Bay coast of Manitoba has remained stable since the 1980s (G. Robertson, pers.
com.)

Harvest

Hudson Bay eiders are harvested throughout their range during the breeding season; particularly
during winter in the Belcher Islands when they are concentrated at polynyas. The annual harvest
of eiders by residents in the Belcher Islands alone, was estimated to be 6000 birds in 1986 (Reed
1986). Egging and down collection occurs throughout the range during the breeding season, but
to an unknown extent. Harvest data from Inuit communities in the Belcher Islands and along the
west coast of Hudson Bay are now being collected monthly as part of the Nunavut Wildlife
Harvest Study. The data are urgently needed, and are forthcoming. However, Harvest Study data
should be interpreted cautiously and viewed as a ‘harvest index’ rather than an absolute measure
of the number of birds killed annually.

Management and Conservation Concerns

Despite the fact that aboriginal subsistence hunters harvest this eider population (adults, egging,
and down collection) throughout the year (Wein et al. 1996), there is little information regarding
population trends and harvest levels. Harvest and population surveys have recently been initiated
in selected areas to address this lack. There are also concerns that polynyas that occur near the
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Belcher Islands (a key wintering area for eiders), are now freezing in winter. This apparently
resulted in mass die-offs of common eiders in the winter of 1991 (Robertson and Gilchrist 1998).
The frequency and magnitude of these die-offs, and their impact on the Hudson Bay eider
population, is unknown (Gilchrist and Robertson 2000). Ecological studies examining the winter
ecology and habitat use of polynyas in the Belcher Islands have been initiated. Repeat surveys
and banding in other parts of the breeding range in Hudson Bay are urgently needed to assess
whether declines detected in the Belcher Islands have occurred elsewhere across the breeding
range (e.g. Nastapoka Islands along the west coast of Quebec).
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

Common Eider Duck — Northern Race
(Somateria mollissima borealis)

Population Delineation

The northern eider is a migratory subspecies of Common Eider found in the eastern Canadian
Arctic, Labrador and Greenland (Abraham and Finney 1986). The northwestern boundary of its
range has not been accurately delimited. The area from Queen Maud Gulf north through eastern
Victoria Island to eastern Melville Island is generally regarded as the transition zone between
borealis and v-nigra. In northern Hudson Bay, it overlaps with the Hudson Bay sub-species of
Common Eider, S. m. sedentaria. Limited inter-breeding of S. m. borealis and S. m. sedentaria
occurs at a colony on Southampton Island (Gilchrist, unpub.). During breeding, it overlaps with
S. m. dresseri at approximately 54°N latitude along the Labrador coast (Mendell 1980).

Distribution

Breeding Range

This subspecies typically breeds on small islands in the Arctic Archipelago of the eastern
Canadian Arctic, with the majority of the population nesting along coasts of Hudson Strait and
southeast Baffin Island (Abraham and Finney 1986). Key breeding areas include northern
Labrador (north of 54 °N latitude), Ungava Bay, southern Baffin Island, Frobisher Bay and
Cumberland Sound in southeast Baftin Island, Southampton Island, the western part of Foxe
Basin, and a few high Arctic islands in Jones Sound located between Devon and Ellesmere
Islands. All high Arctic colonies are located near permanent areas of open water.

Migration Routes

The migration for borealis is not well documented and the molting areas are poorly known.

Large movements of eiders, likely birds that winter along the north coast of the Gulf of St.
Lawrence, move north along the south coast of Labrador (62 000 birds; Gilliland, unpbl. data),
and arrive in Hudson Strait (MacLaren Marix, unpbl. rept.) and Ungava (Nakashima 1986) during
the first half of May. There is little information on migration for the portion of the population
that over-winters in southwestern Greenland, but it must take place in early May. Male eiders
leave the breeding grounds for molting areas soon after breeding (McKinney 1961, Milne 1963).
The timing and migratory routes used by borealis between the breeding, molting and wintering
areas have not been documented.

Spring and Fall Staging Areas

Little information. Large numbers of eiders move along the coast of Labrador in spring (above)
and accumulate in Hudson Strait and Ungava Bay prior to breeding (MacLaren Marix, unpbl.
rept., Nakashima 1986); no information exists for the Frobisher Bay or Cumberland Sound, but
they have ice-free areas during the winter and are likely important spring staging areas. No
information on fall staging areas.

Molting Areas

The molt migration for borealis is not well documented and the molting areas are poorly known.
Salomonsen (1968) and Palmer (1976) thought that the majority of Canadian breeding borealis
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migrated to southwestern Greenland to molt; however, reports from Inuit hunters establish certain
regions of Ungava Bay as molting areas (Nakashima 1986). Recent observations of large rafts of
male molting Common Eiders along the south coast of the Meta Incognita Peninsula of Baffin
Island in 1999 (D. Kay, pers. com.) provide further evidence that historical observations of eiders
along the south coast of Baffin Island (Soper 1946, MacPherson and McLaren 1959) and
southeastern Baffin Island (MacLaren Atlantic unpb. rept., MacLaren Marix, unpbl. rept.) may
represent important molting areas for this subspecies. Little is known about molting locations of
females, although many must molt near their nesting areas.

Winter Range

In Canada, S. m. borealis winters as far north as open water persists in Newfoundland, south to
the north shore and Gulf of St. Lawrence, the Maritime Provinces of Canada, and part of Maine
(Palmer 1976). This distribution was confirmed by a recent review of band recovery data
(Gilchrist et al., in prep.). In Greenland, Common Eiders winter along coasts and inland fiords
from Disco Bay south (i.e. from the northern margin of open water south; F. Merkel, pers. com.).
Many of the eiders that winter in Greenland breed in Canada. Two thirds of the recoveries of
eider ducks banded on Southampton Island, Canada, since 1996 occurred in Greenland (Gilchrist
et al., in prep.). This indicates that significant proportions of eiders breeding at even low Arctic
sites in Canada winter in Greenland.

Abundance

Breeding Grounds

In Canada, estimates of S. m. borealis populations breeding in the Canadian Arctic include 100
000 birds in Ungava Bay, 50 000 birds along the south coast of Baffin Island, 20 000 birds along
the Labrador coast, and 2000 birds on islands in Jones Sound (Abraham and Finney 1986). These
figures must be underestimates (Abraham and Finney 1986). Extensive areas of potentially
suitable habitat in Frobisher Bay, Cumberland Sound, Foxe Basin, and islands in the high Arctic
have never been surveyed. Thus, the estimate of approximately 200 000 breeding S. m. borealis
eiders in Canada needs to be revised (Abraham and Finney 1986), particularly given recent
findings of winter surveys in Greenland (see below). Recent colony surveys in north and west
Greenland suggest that only 40 000 birds nest in Greenland (F. Merkel, pers. com.); this is several
orders of magnitude less than historical populations.

Staging Areas
Nothing known.

Molting Areas
Nothing known.

Wintering Grounds

Surveys indicate that 50-80 000 eiders winter in Newfoundland (Gilliland, pers. com.) and about
100 000 eiders winter along the north shore and Gulf of St. Lawrence, Québec. Data on birds
collected from hunters suggest that 65% (Gilliland unpbl. data) of the eiders wintering in
Newfoundland and greater than 50% of the eiders wintering along the north shore and Gulf of St.
Lawrence (Reed et al. 1986) are S. m. borealis; few of the eiders that winter in the Maritimes (R.
Milton and P. Hicklin, pers. comm) and the New England States are S. m. borealis (Krohn et al.
1992). In Greenland, recent surveys of wintering eider populations conducted by the Greenland
Institute of Nature estimate approximately 400 000-500 000 S. m. borealis eiders. Given that the
Greenland breeding population is estimated to be only 40 000 birds, large numbers of eiders that
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breed in Canada must over-winter in southwest Greenland (confirming the earlier views of
Salomonsen 1968).

Population Trends

Little information. In Canada, key breeding areas in the Arctic that were surveyed in the mid
1980’s (e.g. Ungava Bay, Chapdelaine et al. 1986) have not been re-surveyed, so population
trend data do not exist. Other important breeding areas in the Arctic have never been surveyed.
Recent repeated surveys of six small S. m. borealis colonies in Digges Sound (north eastern
Quebec) found that the regional breeding population had increased since the early 1980s.
Interpretation of these findings is problematic because these colonies occur near an aboriginal
settlement. The increases detected may simply reflect changes in local harvest practices, rather
than population increases of S. m. borealis on a broad geographical scale (Hipfner ef al.
submitted). Many S. m. borealis colonies along the west coast of Greenland have been
completely extirpated in recent decades. The entire Greenland breeding population is now
estimated to be only 40 000 birds (Boertman and Mosbech pers. com.; F. Merkel, pers. com.).

Harvest

Little information. This eider population is harvested during the breeding season by aboriginal
subsistence hunters who take adults, eggs and down, and in winter in Greenland and
Newfoundland. In the early 1980s, approximately 14 000 birds were taken annually by aboriginal
hunters in the eastern Canadian Arctic (Reed and Erskine 1986). The mean annual harvest in
eastern Canada was estimated to be 9154 birds in Labrador and Newfoundland (NHS 1989-98,
unpbl. data); however, there are serious biases in the estimation of kill of sea ducks by the NHS
(Wendt and Silieff 1986). Recent special sea duck harvest surveys in Newfoundland and
Labrador place the annual harvest of eiders at about 24 000 birds (Collins and Lévesque, unpbl.
rept). The greatest harvest of northern common eiders likely occurs in southwest Greenland
where eiders over-winter near communities. In 1996 alone, at least 100 000 common eiders were
taken in southwest Greenland as part of market and subsistence hunts (Greenland Department of
Fisheries and Hunting, unpbl. data). It is unknown whether these harvest levels are sustainable.
Egging and down collection also occurs throughout the range during the breeding season,
particularly in Frobisher Bay and Hudson Strait, Canada (Cooch 1965, Gilchrist, pers. 0bs.)

Management and Conservation Concerns

Northern eiders are subjected to heavy subsistence and sport harvest throughout their breeding,
staging and wintering areas (Wendt and Silief 1986, Christensen 1999), and are vulnerable to
catastrophic events during molt, winter and migration (e.g., oil spills). In addition, climate
change models predict that the eastern Arctic ecosystems in which these populations reside may
be heavily impacted by global warming. Currently, reliable data on northern eider population
status do not exist. The primary threats to the S. m .borealis subspecies include, 1) over-harvest
particularly in Greenland and Newfoundland, 2) disturbance to eiders at breeding colonies due to
down harvest (Cooch 1965), 3) bio-accumulation of contaminants from their environment
(Wayland et al. submitted) and 4) possible displacement from foraging areas in winter by
developing mussel-culture industry in Newfoundland (Burnett et al. unpb. rept.)
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

Common Eider — Southern Race
(Somateria mollissima dresseri)

Population Delineation

The southern race of the Common Eider extends occurs from southern Labrador to Massachusetts
(Mendall 1980, Chapdelaine et al 1986, Lock 1986, Goudie 1988, Corr et al 1989, Krohn et al
1992). Intergrades of S. m . dresseri with S. m. borealis to the north occurs from about 53° N to
55°30' N latitude with the highest prevalence centered on Groswater Bay at approximately 54° N
latitude (Mendall 1980).

Distribution

Breeding Range

The Southern race breeds from southern Labrador (Mendall 1980, Lock 1986) south through
Newfoundland (Goudie 1986) and along the Quebec North Shore and St. Lawrence estuary
(Chapdelaine et al 1986). Colonies also occur along the Atlantic and Bay of Fundy coasts of
Nova Scotia (Erskine and Smith 1986, Lock 1986, Austin-Smith et al 1987, 1991, Milton
unpublished data), Fundy coast of New Brunswick (Erskine and Smith 1986, Lock 1986,
Mawhinney et al 1999) and coast of Maine (Mendall 1968, Corr et al 1989, Krohn et al 1992).
Small but increasing numbers are breeding in Massachusetts (Corr et al 1989, Heusmann pers.
comm) having been introduced in the mid- 1970s (Stanton 1977, 1989)

Migration Routes

The migration for S. m.dresseri is not well documented and likely overlaps with S. m. borealis or
Northern Common Eider, which co-winter along the north coast of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and
move north along the south coast of Labrador (see report on S .m. borealis). Eider from the St.
Lawrence estuary migrate directly overland (25%) or by a coastal route (75%) through the gulf
crossing the Isthmus of Chignecto to wintering areas off southwestern Nova Scotia and New
England (Reed 1975, Gauthier et al 1976, Erskine and Smith 1986). An additional movement of
birds follows the coast to the Strait of Canso, along the Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia to Cape
Sable and then direct across the Gulf of Maine to New England (Erskine and Smith 1986, Barrow
and Hicklin 1996). Nova Scotia S. m. dresseri move south along the coast and across the Gulf of
Maine in September through early October. The peak movement of northern dresseri takes place
during the latter half of November (Erskine and Smith 1986, Hicklin and Barrow 1996). Spring
migrants from wintering areas off New England generally move through New Brunswick and
Nova Scotia in early April following the coast up the Strait of Canso, or across the Chignecto
Isthmus (Erskine and Smith 1986, G. R. Milton unpubl. data) to arrive in the St. Lawrence
estuary by late April (Gauthier et al 1976). There is only limited information about an overland
spring migration route to the St. Lawrence estuary (Gauthier et al 1976). By early May only local
breeders are evident (Erskine and Smith 1986, G. R. Milton unpubl. data).

Spring and Fall Staging Areas Nothing known.
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Molting Areas

The molt migration for dresseri is not well documented although some molting areas have been
reported. Palmer (1976) documented some northern movement of molting adult males. Milton
(unpubl data) has documented large rafts of molting male dresseri numbering between 30,000
and 40,000 birds in the early 1990s along the south coast of Nova Scotia. Numbers begin to
increase in late June and birds remain through August. Similarly Corr et al (1989) identified a
predominantly male molt migration of Maine eider during August and September with flocks in
excess of 10,000 birds at several sites. Recently, eider molting areas have been identified along
the north shore of the St. Lawrence estuary and gulf, but the subspecies composition of birds
found there has not been determined (J.-P.L. Savard, pers. comm.). Although these rafts probably
include non-breeding males, only 1.1% of 911 birds captured during three years (1997-1999) of
banding off Nova Scotia were female. Captured birds were exclusively of the dresseri
subspecies. Little is known about molting locations of females, although many must molt near
their nesting areas.

Winter Range

S. m. dresseri winters along the Quebec North shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and estuary
south through Newfoundland and along the Atlantic and Bay of Fundy coasts of Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick to Massachusetts with small numbers occasionally reported off Rhode Island
(Bourget et al 1986, Erskine and Smith 1986, Krohn et al 1992). Band recovery locations for
Common Eider shown in Caithamer et al (2000) provides information on migratory and wintering
affinities of dresseri from regional populations described by Reed and Erskine (1986). Those
wintering in the Gulf probably originate from colonies along south-central Labrador, the Gulf and
St. Lawrence estuary (Reed et al 1986). The New England, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia
coasts receive wintering birds from all areas further north. Newfoundland winters birds from
southern Labrador and the Gulf while its birds are sedentary or winter from Nova Scotia south to
Massachusetts (S. Gilliland, pers. comm). Adult female and male dresseri banded in Nova Scotia
are sedentary or undertake short movements southward along the coast or across the Gulf of
Maine to Maine and Massachusetts (Erskine and Smith 1986, G. R. Milton unpubl data). Birds
from colonies in New Brunswick and Maine are relatively sedentary, with their wintering range
extending into Massachusetts (Reed 1989)

Abundance

Breeding Grounds

Recent surveys suggest that the breeding population of S. m. dresseri is approximately 95,000
pairs. Approximately 7,300 pairs occur in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (Chapdelaine 1995), 18,500
pairs in the St. Lawrence estuary (Chapdelaine et al 1986), and 3,200 and 18,200 pairs in
Newfoundland and Labrador south of 54° 30" N latitude respectively (Gilliland, pers. comm.). An
additional 10,000-12,000 pairs occur in Nova Scotia (Milton pers. comm) 8,000-10,000 pairs in
New Brunswick (Mawhinney et al 1999), 28,000 - 29,000 pairs in Maine (Krohn et al. 1992,
Allen 2000) and 100-200 pairs in Massachusetts (Burrel pers. comm).

Staging Areas
Nothing known.

Molting Areas
See above
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Wintering Grounds

Surveys indicate that 50-80,000 eiders winter in Newfoundland (S. Gilliland, pers. com.) and
about 155,000 eiders winter along the north shore and Gulf of St. Lawrence (Bourget et al 1986).
Data on birds collected from hunters suggest that 30-35% of the eiders wintering in
Newfoundland are dresseri (Gilliland unpbl. data), and 43% and 20% of the eiders wintering
along the north shore and Gulf of St. Lawrence (Reed et al. 1986) are dresseri and borealis-
dresseri intergrades respectively. Numbers of dresseri wintering (1980-1988) along the New
England coast average approximately 139,000 (Krohn et al 1992: Table 1) but with high
interannual variation.. Averaging 11,000, interannual variation is also high for numbers of
Common Eider surveyed (late January - early February:1992-2000) in Nova Scotia, (G.R. Milton,
unpubl. data). Winter surveys along New Brunswick’s Bay of Fundy coast report approximately
2,500 birds (S. Bowes, pers. comm). An examination of harvested birds indicates few borealis
winter in Nova Scotia (G. R. Milton, unpubl. data) or New Brunswick (P. Hicklin pers. comm.)
and reflects the situation in Maine (Mendall 1980).

Population Trends

Subpopulations of dresseri appear to be stable or have shown a slight increase in New Brunswick
through the 1990s (Erskine and Smith 1986, Mawhinney et al 1999). Colony surveys in Nova
Scotia up to the mid-1990s (G.R. Milton unpubl. data) indicate an increase over the population
estimate of Erskine and Smith (1986). Recent declines observed in monitored colonies are
believed to be only in part related to the proportion of the population that may defer breeding in
some years (Coulson 1984) . The sub-population is stable in the St. Lawrence estuary
(Chapdelaine et al. 1986, Reed 1990, but see Bédard 1995), increasing in Newfoundland and
southern Labrador (S. G. Gilliland, pers. comm.) and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (Chapdelaine
1995), and possibly stable in Maine, (Krohn et al. 1992, Allen 2000). Population indices (Mid-
Winter Inventory, Christmas bird Count, and Sea Duck Survey) of Common Eider reveal
increasing or stable numbers in the Atlantic flyway during 1955-97 (Caithamer et al 2000).

Harvest

The level of harvest of Common Eider is estimated by federal agencies in Canada and the United
States although serious biases exist in the estimate of the kill of sea ducks (Wendt and Silieff
1986); and precision diminishes for species such as sea ducks, which are not well represented in
the harvest sample (Geissler 1990). Harvest of Common Eider in the US Atlantic Flyway
(principally dresseri, see Mendall 1980) increased approximately 7.5% per year during 1961-96
although the rate of increase has probably diminished since about 1975 (Caithamer et al 2000).
Total Common Eider harvest in the Atlantic Flyway (Canada and US) averaged approximately
50,000 birds during 1974-97, with the proportional harvest attributed to each country varying
considerably with no discernible pattern (Caithamer et al 2000).

Management and Conservation Concerns

Common Eider are k-strategists and have limited capacity to compensate for hunting mortality
through increased recruitment or survival outside of the hunting season (Patterson 1979,
Krementz et al 1996). Increasing populations for S. m. dresseri (see above) coincide with a
constant annual survival rate estimated to be 0.873 " 0.016 (se) using recovery data (1977-92) for
adult females banded in eastern North America (Krementz et al 1996). Mawhinney et al (1999)
report higher fledging success (12% vs. 6%) in an area of active gull control. Increasing avian
predator populations, particularly Great Black-backed and Herring Gulls, may begin to exert a
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negative impact on eider populations, especially recruitment of young. The proportion of
immatures in the US Atlantic Flyway harvest of Common Eider suggests a long-term decline in
recruitment (Caithamer et al 2000). At 6% fledging success, recruitment to the population is less
than 10% and may be insufficient to offset the 13% mortality among dresseri adult females if
continued (Mawhinney et al 1999). The population impact will be magnified if survival rates
decrease because of increased harvest..
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

King Eider

(Somateria spectabilis)
Population Delineation

King Eiders that nest in North America come from two geographically separate wintering areas
on either side of the continent. Scant data on migratory patterns obtained from banding and
telemetry indicate that a fundamental distinction might exist between King Eiders breeding in
eastern and western arctic Canada (Salomonsen 1968; Dickson et al. 1997). However, it is
unknown how rigid this migratory tendency is, and thus whether there are genetically distinct
populations of King Eiders in North America.

Distribution

Breeding Range

The King Eider has a circumpolar breeding distribution including Russia, Alaska, Canada and
Greenland. In Alaska, it nests primarily on the Arctic Coastal Plain (Anonymous 1999). In
western Canada the majority nest on Banks and Victoria islands with lower densities occurring on
mainland tundra (Barry 1986; Dickson et al. 1997). In eastern arctic Canada, the breeding range
extends from the High Arctic Islands to lower Hudson Bay, but the prime nesting areas are likely
on Boothia Peninsula and along the coasts of Foxe Basin including Southampton Island
(Abraham and Finney 1986).

Migration Routes

Migration routes in spring are primarily offshore and hence not well defined. King Eiders
wintering west of the continent presumably pass through the Bering Strait, across the Chukchi
Sea past Point Barrow then eastward across the Beaufort Sea (Barry 1986). Eastern arctic eiders
travel north along both the west coast of Greenland, and the east coasts of Labrador and Baffin
Island (Abraham and Finney 1986). On both sides of the continent, migration starts in early April,
but most of the birds do not arrive on their breeding grounds until mid-June (Anonymous 1999;
Cotter et al. 1997; L. Dickson pers. comm.).

Males depart nesting areas on Banks and Victoria islands in the last week of June (Cotter et al.
1997; Dickson et al. 1999). Westward migration is again offshore likely following the open
water lead system across the Beaufort Sea to molting areas primarily in the Bering Sea. Some
females molt at nesting areas, but the majority depart 4-5 weeks later following the same general
route and arriving on molting areas in late August and early September. Movement through the
Bering Sea from molting to wintering areas in late fall is generally nearshore along both the
Russian and Alaskan coasts.

Males in the eastern arctic depart nesting areas in late June to mid July (Abraham and Finney
1986). Eastward migration follows Lancaster Sound, traverses central Baffin Island and Hudson
Strait and then crosses Baffin Bay or Davis Strait to Greenland (Mosbech and Boertmann 1999).
Peak arrival of males on molting areas off Greenland occurs in early August, whereas peak arrival
of females is in late August (Frimer 1994).
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Spring and Fall Staging Areas

Spring staging areas in the Bering Sea are not well known (with the exception of Kvichak Bay,
Alaska) since the birds tend to migrate off shore (Larned 1998; Anonymous 1999). Once they
reach the southeastern Beaufort Sea in mid to late May, they stage in an open water lead off the
west coast of Banks Island and to a lesser extent in a polynya off Cape Bathurst (Alexander et al.
1997). Preliminary data suggest Cape Bathurst is a key staging area for males during molt
migration (Dickson et al. 1998).

Spring staging areas for eastern King Eiders are not well known, although they are presumably
using the network of polynyas and leads that occur there each spring (Abraham and Finney 1986).
Little is also known about the location of key staging areas during molt and winter migration in
the east.

Molting Areas

Western arctic King Eiders molt primarily in the Bering Sea, and to a lesser extent in the Chukchi
Sea (Kistchinski 1973; Dickson et al. 1999). Recent satellite telemetry has identified several key
molting areas in the Bering Sea for North American breeders: off the south and east coasts of
Chukotsk Peninsula, south of St. Lawrence Island and north Bristol Bay (Dickson et al. 1999).
Likely most eastern King Eiders molt off central west Greenland, but an unknown number remain
in eastern arctic Canada to molt (Salomonsen 1968; Mosbech and Boertmann 1999).

Winter Range

King Eiders winter in polynyas in the Bering Sea: most notably the one off the southeast coast of
Chukotsk Peninsula, but also polynyas associated with offshore islands such as St. Matthew
Island (Kistchinski 1973; Anonymous 1999; Dickson et al. 1999). They also winter off the
Aleutian Islands and Alaska Peninsula, south to Kodiak Archipelago, and off Kamchatka
Peninsula. Eastern arctic eiders winter off Newfoundland and Labrador, although a large portion
of the population is thought to winter off west Greenland (Abraham and Finney 1986).

Abundance

Based on a systematic count of eiders flying past Point Barrow during spring migration in 1996,
an estimated 370 000 King Eiders nest in northern Alaska and western arctic Canada ( Suydam et
al. 2000). An additional 100 000 or more eiders that winter in the Bering Sea and North Pacific
nest in Russia (Goudie et al. 1994). Aerial surveys for eider breeding populations conducted in
the past decade along the Arctic Coastal Plain of Alaska averaged 12 000 King Eiders (Larned
and Balogh 1997). This suggests that about 350 000 of the Pacific wintering population nest in
western arctic Canada. There is no reliable estimate of the number of King Eiders nesting in
eastern arctic Canada, although this nesting population is thought to be smaller (Abraham and
Finney 1986; Bellrose 1980).

Population Trends

Counts of King Eiders flying past Point Barrow, Alaska during spring migration indicate that the
population nesting in northern Alaska and western arctic Canada declined by over 50% between
1976 and 1996 (Suydam et al.2000). Aerial surveys for breeding populations conducted for three
years in the early 1990’s in the western Canadian Arctic also suggest a substantial decline since
1960 (Dickson et al. 1997). In northern Alaska, two different sets of aerial surveys for breeding
populations both indicate a stable population during the 1990°s (King and Brackney 1997; Larned
and Balogh 1997). There is little information on the population status of King Eiders nesting in
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eastern arctic Canada, other than regional declines reported on Melville Peninsula and Boothia
Peninsula (Gratto-Trevor, C,L., V.H. Johnston and S.T. Pepper 1998). However, surveys of King
Eiders molting off central west Greenland suggest present numbers are only half of what they
were in the 1950s (Mosbech and Boertmann 1999).

Harvest

An estimated 20 000 King Eider (i.e., 5.1% of the 1994 population) are harvested annually in
Alaska and western arctic Canada (Fabijan et al. 1997). The take is primarily by subsistence
hunters (>97% of harvest), with few taken by sport hunters (Fabijan et al. 1997). These figures
do not include the unknown harvest along the Russian coast where a substantial proportion of
North American breeding eiders molt and winter (Dickson et al. 1999). Eiders that nest in eastern
arctic Canada are hunted there by both subsistence hunters and sport hunters. An additional, 10
000 to 20 000 King Eiders are harvested by commercial and subsistence hunters in Greenland
during the molt (G. Gilchrist, pers. comm.). It is unknown whether harvest levels in either the
east or west are sustainable.

Management and Conservation Concerns

A lack of data, including knowledge of key breeding, staging, molting and wintering sites,
precludes assessment of population size and trends in eastern arctic Canada. Although more is
known about the abundance and distribution of western arctic King Eiders, insufficient data
preclude determining the cause of their recent decline. Information is needed on annual survival
and productivity rates, including how factors such as harvest levels, contaminants, oil spills and
ice conditions affect these rates. We also need to resolve whether there is more than one distinct
breeding population in North America.
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Sea Duck Joint Venture — Species Status Review

Spectacled Eider

(Somateria fischeri)

Population Delineation

The three known, genetically distinct, breeding populations of Spectacled Eiders are currently
found on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, the North Slope of Alaska, and the Arctic coast of eastern
Russia.

Distribution

Breeding Range
The vast majority of Spectacled Eiders breed in Russia from the northern Chukotka Peninsula

west to the Lena River Delta, on Wrangel Island, and Novosibirski Islands (Kistchinski 1973). In
Alaska, the species nests on the Arctic Coastal Plain of Alaska at least as far east as the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge and on the outer coastal fringe of the Yukon Kuskokwim Delta.
Historically, Spectacled Eiders were reported breeding discontinuously from the Nushagak
Peninsula, Alaska, north to Barrow and east nearly to the Yukon Territory (Johnson and Herter
1989, Garner and Reynolds 1986, Dau and Kistchinski 1977). Nesting was also reported on St.
Lawrence Island, Alaska as recently as 1997 (Fay and Cade 1959, S. Stephensen, pers. comm.).

Migration Routes

Migration routes in spring and fall are not well known but are most likely direct routes between
breeding sites and molting and wintering areas (Petersen et al. 1995). The arrival of Spectacled
Eiders on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta from the northwest in spring may be evidence of direct
routes (McCaffery et al. 1998, Dau and Kistchinski 1977).

Spring and Fall Staging Areas

Presumably, Spectacled Eiders use the same areas in spring as they do during molt in fall. They
gradually move to wintering areas from molting areas and no distinct intermediate staging areas
are known. Concentrations have been observed off Point Lay and Ledyard Bay in northwestern
Alaska in spring.

Molting Areas
Major molting areas in Alaska are offshore waters in Ledyard Bay and eastern Norton Sound, and

Peard Bay (Larned et al. 1995¢, Laing and Platte 1994, Larned and McCaffery 1993). In Russia,
known molting areas include Mechigmenskiya Bay and the Indigirka-Kolyma Delta region (
Larned et al. 1995a, 1995b, Kistchinski 1973).

Winter Range
The only known wintering area for any population is in offshore waters south of St. Lawrence

Island, where birds concentrate in open leads in the ice. Spectacled Eiders are inadequately
monitored throughout their range.

Abundance

Breeding Grounds
Based on nest surveys, about 8,000 birds breed on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta (Bowman et al.
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1998). Current minimum estimated populations (based on aerial surveys and uncorrected for
incomplete detection) are 9,500 along the North slope (Larned et al. 1999). A minimum of
146,000 Spectacled Eiders (uncorrected for detection) was estimated during a one-time aerial
survey of arctic Russia from 1992-1994 (W. Eldridge, pers. comm.).

Staging Areas
No numbers available.

Molting Areas
Larned et al. (1995a) estimated about 41,000 Spectacled Eiders were molting at Mechigmenskiya

Bay, Russia, on 21-22 August, 1994, and 56,000 eiders on 5 September, 1995. Up to 4,000 eiders
molt in eastern Norton Sound, several hundred molt at Peard Bay, and the highest estimate for
Ledyard Bay was 33,192 on 21 September 1995 (Larned et al. 1995c, Laing and Platte 1994).

Wintering Grounds

Aerial surveys conducted in the northern Bering Sea from 1995-98 yielded estimates ranging
from 148,000 to 375,000 (Larned and Tiplady 1999). This is believed to represent the worldwide
population of Spectacled Eiders.

Population Trends

The NAWBPS and other more recent surveys indicate that numbers of Spectacled Eiders
breeding on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta dropped by about 94% from about 48,000 pairs in the
1970s to <5,000 by 1992 (Ely et al. 1994, Stehn et al. 1993). The Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta
breeding population continued to decline by 9-14% per year through 1992 although surveys
suggest the population now stands at about 8,000 birds and has stabilized or increased slightly
from 1992-1999 (Bowman et al. 1999, Eldridge et al. 1999). Surveys on the North Slope of
Alaska suggest a fairly stable trend from 1993-1999 (Larned et al. 1999). Nothing is known
about Spectacled Eider population trends in Russia due to the lack of systematic surveys.

Harvest

Spectacled Eiders are largely inaccessible to most hunters during fall and winter, and harvest is
generally low. Sport hunting of Spectacled Eiders has been prohibited since 1991 and no
Spectacled Eider wings have been received in the federal Parts Collection Survey. Recent
Alaska subsistence harvest surveys indicate that about 150 Spectacled Eiders were taken at
Wainwright, and a maximum of 50 were taken at Barrow in 1988 (Braund 1989a, 1989b). A few
have been taken on St. Lawrence Island. Average reported subsistence harvest on the
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta from 1987-97 was 233 Spectacled Eiders (Wentworth 1998).

Management and Conservation Concerns

In May 1993 the Spectacled Eider was listed as a threatened species under the Endangered
species Act of 1973. The primary reason for listing Spectacled Eiders was their rapid decline on
the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta breeding grounds (Federal Register 58(88):27474-27480).
Predation, lead poisoning from ingested lead shotgun pellets, and spring and summer subsistence
harvest may have contributed to this trend (Wentworth 1998, Flint and Grand 1997, Franson et al.
1995b). Studies on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta have shown that lead shot may continue to be
available to waterfowl for many years, even after the use of lead shot is curtailed (Flint 1998).
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Elements that are known to be toxic to waterfowl (cadmium, copper, lead, selenium, and zinc)
have been found at high concentrations in Spectacled Eiders relative to other species; of these,
only lead has been directly associated with eider deaths (Franson et al. 1995a, J. Stout, pers.
comm.). The exposure risk of Spectacled Eiders to petroleum-related compounds is unknown, but
may be less than from other contaminants. Organochlorine compounds have only been found in
Spectacled Eiders at concentrations well below toxic thresholds for other waterfowl (J. Stout,
pers. comm.).

Predation by gulls, jaegers, arctic foxes and red foxes probably lowers survival of Spectacled
Eider eggs and ducklings throughout the species’ range. Nest success at one study area on the
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, more than doubled after Mew Gulls (Larus canus) were culled (J.
Grand, pers. comm.). No remains of Spectacled Eider ducklings were found in the stomachs of
434 Glaucous Gulls (Larus hyperboreus) sampled on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta in 1994,
suggesting that Glaucous Gull predation on Spectacled Eider ducklings is insignificant there
(Bowman et al. 1997).

Because most of the worldwide Spectacled Eider population gathers during winter in a small area
of the Bering Sea, they may be particularly vulnerable to human disturbance (direct or indirect),
environmental contamination or, possibly, shifts in prey base due to long term climatic changes.
Similarly, the large concentrations of molting Spectacled Eiders at Mechigmenan Bay, Russia,
may be vulnerable to disturbance and environmental degradation (Larned et al. 1995¢).
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