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Groups oppose cormorant cull

Posted by Bob Boughner, Chatham Daily News

A coalition of wildlife protection and animal welfare supporters are demanding that a mass killing of double-crested cormorants on Middle Island in Lake Erie early next month be called off. 

Barry MacKay of Cormorant Defenders International (CDI) said the attack could force a significant proportion of birds to disperse to neighbouring islands in the Lake Erie archipelago. 

"That would generate additional public concern and antagonism to this already misunderstood and beleaguered bird species," MacKay, of Markham said, in a telephone interview. 

Middle Island is part of Point Pelee National Park. 

Stephen Woodley of Ottawa, chief eco-system scientist for Parks Canada, told The Chatham Daily News, in a telephone interview, the cull is absolutely necessary. 

He also said it will mark the first time Parks Canada has entered into a management program. 

Woodley said the intent is not to entirely eliminate the birds from the island, but to reduce their numbers to a level that is sustainable. 

"There are an estimated 4,000 to 5,000 cormorant nests on the island," he said. "We hope to reduce that number to between 400 and 500 nests." 

He said Parks Canada staff will carry out the cull, which will begin sometime in early April. 

"It is being carried out to preserve and protect the ecological integrity of the island," he said. "The number of cormorants nesting on the small island is hyper-abundant." 

Woodley said Middle Island is a special place, rich in Carolinian forest species, boasts a large number of species at risk and is an important stop-over for migrating butterflies.

"It's also an important bird area," he said. "Cormorants are at such a density they threaten the island." 

Woodley said the culling will involve nesting adult birds. 

"It will be a several day event using noise suppression guns," he said. 

MacKay said indications are the mass killing may begin as early as April 7. 

"We think the park is in violation of its own mandate," he said. "We have lawyers working on the case and are hoping we can have the cull shelved." 

He said a consultant's report, commissioned by Point Pelee National Park, indicated that disturbances on some islands may force the birds to disperse to uncolonized sites. 

The report, said MacKay, noted that preventing cormorants from becoming established is more efficient than trying to reduce their numbers once they are established at a site. 

He said the park's plan may force the birds to move to less attractive, probably inhabited islands where people would continue to be upset - "the birds don't have many options left." 

MacKay admitted there is a widespread, irrational hatred of cormorants. 

"Since culling on Middle Island may force the birds elsewhere, then even people who dislike them should be against the cull," MacKay said. 

He said the numbers of birds on Middle Island are already decreasing naturally and may continue to fall as long as they are left alone. 

"Culling may be counterproductive in the long term," he said. 

Ron Laidlaw, another CDI representative, said he believes the disturbance, including culling, nest bashing and egg oiling at High Bluff Island in Presqu'ile Provincial Park pushed some of the birds outward into other areas of eastern Ontario. 

"When they are forced to disperse, they face persecution in those new areas," he said. 

CDI is an international collective of wildlife protection, animal welfare and environmental organizations that celebrate the presence of cormorants, pelicans, gannets, loons and other fish-eating birds and acknowledge the role they play in the environment.

