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A. Recommendations: 
 

Recommendations: regarding the East Sister Island Preliminary 
Park Management Plan. 
 
The organizations presenting this submission believe that the Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources (Ministry) generally should take a “hands-off” 
approach to wildlife management on East Sister Island, allowing cormorants 
and other species to impact the environment and interact with each other as 
occurs in any dynamic, healthy ecosystem.    
 
We submit that the Ministry makes unclear and extremely biased 
statements against the cormorants, in many cases with little or no scientific 
justification.   
 
We submit that the Ministry uses the Statement of Environmental Values as 
a way of justifying lethal interventions against the cormorants.   
 
Finally, we assert that the Ministry staff shows bias against cormorants and 
provides little or no objectivity in their documents for public comment. 
 
Therefore we make the following recommendations: 
 
That the Minister directs his staff to: 

 
1. Withdraw the East Sister Island Preliminary Park 

Management Plan because of its bias against the 
cormorants; 

 
2. Stop using the Statement of Environmental Values as a 

way of justifying OMNR attacks on cormorant 
populations throughout Ontario and specifically on East 
Sister Island; 

 
3. Stop making scientifically dubious or indefensible 

allegations against cormorants and their relationship to 
the environment, including their alleged impact on “at 
risk” species, in order to build a case for greater 
management interventions, including culling; 

 
4. Acknowledge that Double-crested Cormorants are a 

native species based on the Wires, Cuthbert paper, 
titled, Historic Populations of the Double-crested 
Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus): Implications for 
conservation and management in the 21st Century 
Waterbirds 29(1): 9-37, 2006; 
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5. Acknowledge that there are debates about current and 

past carrying capacities for cormorants in Lake Erie; 
 
6. Stop blaming cormorants for impacting "at risk" species 

on East Sister Island; 
 
7. Implement a wildlife management programme for 

provincial parks based on an ecosystem approach, not 
on “good” verses “bad” species as is now the case; 

 
8. Promote provincial parks as evolving and dynamic 

ecosystems instead of managing them as green museums 
frozen in time, protecting “desirable” habitat and 
wildlife species for “certain aesthetic values”; and 

 
9. Make a clear statement now that if a cull is considered, 

MNR will not use “research” as an excuse to circumvent 
the proper EA consultation process. 

 
B. RATIONALE FOR THE RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Withdraw the East Sister Island Preliminary Park 
Management Plan because of its bias against the cormorants: 

 
Bias #1:  “Large numbers of double-crested cormorants use East Sister 
Island as a nesting and staging area.  The result is a detrimental impact 
upon the island’s significant vegetation and habitats.”  (East Sister Island 
Preliminary Management Plan, pg. 1) 
 
The Minister makes this statement as though the presence of cormorants 
on East Sister Island is negative and somehow aberrant, despite the fact 
that they are native to Ontario.   
 
This statement is cause for real concern because of the persistent attack 
against the cormorants by various factions.  The attack includes culls and 
other aggressive management actions on High Bluff Island and Gull 
Island, aggressive management actions on the North Shore, 
encouragement of land owner actions at Rice Lake and other colonies on 
private land.  The Minister has also raised concerns about the colonies in 
the upper St Lawrence, eastern Lake Ontario, Lake Huron and other 
smaller lakes throughout Ontario.  Now the Minister has added East 
Sister Island and the Lake Erie Archipelago as unacceptable for 
cormorants to nest.   The question that ought to be clearly answered by 
the Minister is what is his intent with regard to the cormorants?   
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In addition, the Minister acknowledges that there has been unauthorized 
access to the Island by boaters and “unauthorized camping in previous 
years” yet makes no attempt to quantify the number of times the Island 
has been accessed, nor at what time of year.   Nor has the Minister made 
any effort to determine the impact of human presence on the Island’s 
vegetation, the endangered species and colonial nesting birds. 
 
Bias #2:  “Double-crested cormorant numbers have significantly 
increased throughout the Great Lakes.  The number of cormorant nests 
on East Sister Island has increased from approximately six nests in 1981 
to an average of about 5100 nests over the last seven years (Weseloh).”  
(IBID pg 7) 
 
The Minister fails to explain why there were only 6 cormorant nests in 
1981 and 4764 (average) in 10 of the last 12 years where there were 
statistics.   The Minister neglects to point out that the number of 
cormorant nests remained fairly constant in the last 12 years.   
 
Further, the Minister infers that the cormorants are causing the decline 
of other colonial species such as the Great Blue Heron (GBHE), the 
Black-crowned Night-Heron (BCNH) and the Great Egrets (GREG).   
 
However, nest counts prior to the arrival of cormorants demonstrate 
huge fluctuations.  Between 1971 and 1988, the number of Great Blue 
Heron nests ranged from as low as 45 to as high as 500.   In 2004, when 
the cormorant nest counts were at their highest, the GBHE, BCNH and 
GREG numbers increased from the 2000/01 count of 55, 9 17 
respectively to 83, 38 and 32. (See Appendix 1, Nest Counts, East Sister 
Island) 
 
The Minister must present all the facts, including all the nest counts of 
all the colonial waterbird species nesting on East Sister Island to allow 
members of the public to draw more accurate conclusions. 
 
Bias #3:  “On East Sister Island, the birds prefer large trees, including 
Kentucky coffee-trees, an already threatened species in Ontario.” (IBID 
pg 7) 
 
The Minister reveals very little about the Kentucky coffee-trees located 
on East Sister Island, such as their number, their ages, condition and the 
level of protection afforded them under the Endangered Species Act and 
the Species At Risk Act.  As well, the Minister fails to explain why these 
trees are given greater protection then those of the same species on the 
mainland, or that the survival of the species in Ontario does not depend 
on the survival of those on East Sister Island.    
 

 5



According to notes from Brian Huis, Parks Planning Specialist, Ontario 
Parks, Southwestern Zone,  “As of September 2000, there were 24 extant 
element occurrences of Kentucky coffee-tree in the extreme 
southwestern portion of Ontario.  Native populations are known from 
Essex, Lambton, Middlesex, Oxford and Kent Counties (primarily within 
Eco-district 7E-1.)]”  (See Appendix #2, Notes from Brian Huis, 
September 2006). 
 
Despite the concern expressed by the Minister about the status of the 
Kentucky coffee-tree on East Sister Island, the Minister has developed no 
species recovery plan to date.  The tree is listed as Threatened under the 
Species at Risk in Ontario (SARO).  The tree is not protected under 
current provincial legislation as the act only protects species designated 
as Endangered, and not even all of those.   
 
As well, the species is not currently regulated under the federal 
Endangered Species Act. 
 
How is it possible for the Minister and his staff, who have failed to 
protect the “24 extant element occurances of Kentucky coffee-trees” in 
southwestern Ontario, to argue with any degree of credibility that the 36 
Kentucky coffee-trees on East Sister Island must be protected from the 
cormorants?     
 
Bias #4:  “Past and ongoing monitoring will examine the extent of 
impacts of cormorants on the island’s ecosystem and assist in 
determining whether specific management activities may be deemed 
necessary.” 
 
Why is the MNR focusing only on cormorants?  Why not monitor the 
impact of the herons on the Eastern Fox Snake (EFS) or the Lake Erie 
Water Snake (LEWS), since herons eat snakes and cormorants do not? 
 
Why does the plan assume that the presence of cormorants is negative?  
Is it not possible that the environment for Lake Erie Water Snake has 
improved with the presence of the cormorants because there are fewer 
predator herons?  Is it not possible that conditions have also improved 
for the Eastern Fox Snake because of the increase in dead trees and 
blow-downs and/or a possible increase in prey?   
 
Of course these questions are speculative but so are the assumptions 
presented in the preliminary plan.  It seems that both have equal validity 
and should be presented as such. 
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Bias #4:  The Ministry will “monitor double-crested cormorant 
populations and their impacts” but only monitor “populations of other 
colonial nesting bird species”. 
 
Why would the Minister assume that cormorants negatively impact East 
Sister Island while assuming that the other colonial nesting birds cause 
little or no impact on the Island? 
 
Bias #5:  “monitoring species at risk”. 
 
Is this being done because the Ministry is concerned that the cormorants 
are impacting negatively on the threatened and endangered snakes?  If 
so this should be stated clearly in the plan and scientific material should 
be presented to support the assertion. 
 
If the Minister is not monitoring the impacts of all the colonial nesting 
birds on the Island, how will the staff know whether the herons or gulls 
are impacting the snake populations? 
 
Bias #6:  “studying the impacts of cormorants on the nature reserve’s 
vegetation” 
 
In his notes to Animal Alliance, Brian Huis states, “Although all colonial 
waterbirds can have an effect on the vegetation within their colonies, it is 
the shear magnitude of the cormorant population that is believed to be 
causing the dramatic decline in vegetation at ESI. In colonies where 
cormorants are not nesting, the impact from other colonial species is 
very small in comparison to the impact by cormorants at ESI. The other 
species of colonial waterbirds were using East Sister Island for many 
years prior to colonization by cormorants, without the widespread 
habitat degradation that we are seeing now.” 
 
The question that remains unanswered by the Ministry is, put bluntly, so 
what?  Species impact their environment.  Environments change because 
of these impacts.  At some point in their evolution, islands like East 
Sister must have had no vegetation (see below).  Why after many 
thousands of years of change does the Minister want to freeze this tiny 
piece of land in this particular, or some earlier, slice of time? 
 
The MNR has never stated its cormorant population objectives.  These 
should be stated clearly in this Plan and the broader cormorant strategy. 
 
Finally, the Minister has never clearly stated where cormorant 
populations are acceptable and at what level.  We know they are not 
welcome on High Bluff Island, any island in the eastern end of Lake 
Ontario and the St Lawrence, the Lake Erie Islands, the North Channel 
and smaller lakes throughout southern Ontario.  So the question to the 
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Minister is where is it acceptable in Ontario for cormorants to nest, roost 
and fish?   
 
The Minister needs to clarify his position with regard to cormorants 
because his Ministry is playing a very dangerous game with regard its 
attack on these birds, a species that has a proven history of vulnerability.  

 
2. Stop using the Statement of Environmental Values as a 

way of justifying OMNR attacks on cormorant 
populations throughout Ontario and specifically on East 
Sister Island; 

 
There are four objectives of the Minister's Statement of Environmental 
Values (hereafter SEV).  The MNR and other wildlife management 
agencies attempt to use such statements to justify wildlife management 
techniques such as culls and other lethal interventions.   
 
In the East Sister Island Preliminary Plan (hereafter The Plan), the 
Minister states that the primary purpose of the EBR is “to protect, 
conserve and, where reasonable, restore the integrity of the 
environment.”  As the Minister states, “From the MNR’s perspective, the 
broad statement of purpose translates into four objectives in its SEV." 
 
Concern about Objective #1 which reads “to ensure the long-term 
health of ecosystems by protecting and conserving our valuable soil, 
aquatic resources, forest and wildlife resources, as well as their biological 
foundations.” (IBID, Pg 1)  
 
What does this objective mean?   Over the last ten or eleven thousand 
years the environment has changed dramatically, including “soil, aquatic 
resources, and forest and wildlife foundations.”  There is no “right” 
condition. “Soil, aquatic resources, wildlife and wildlife foundations” 
vary through time. 
 
The Minister ought not to use this first objective, as he has in the past, to 
argue that the cormorants are damaging the long-term health of the 
ecosystem and that aggressive and lethal management techniques are 
conserving wildlife resources. 
 
Concerns with Objective #2 which reads “to ensure the continuing 
availability of natural resources for the long-term benefit of the people of 
Ontario.”   
 
How is this possible when the only constant in nature is change?  The 
Minister and his staff seem to be in denial of this simple, 
incontrovertible, fact. 
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Change occurs at various rates with some habitats relatively unchanging 
over very long periods of time if protected from human interference 
while others tend to change relatively rapidly.  In southern Ontario, 
change is normally relatively rapid.  Allowing such natural forces to 
occur is no less in the interest of “the long-term benefit of the people of 
Ontario”, than thwarting them.  
 
Nonetheless, the Minister has used this objective to rationalize an 
aggressive management strategy against the cormorants.  The Minister 
ought to stop putting the argument that the system is out of balance 
resulting in skyrocketing cormorant populations and the need for 
aggressive action.  
 
In addition, the Minister displays an enormous bias in favour of the 
consumptive users of wildlife verses those who are non-consumptive.  
Killing cormorants “to ensure the continuing availability of natural 
resources” has no scientific merit and is merely a convenient excuse used 
by the Minister to satisfy the rabidly anti-cormorant angling and hunting 
organizations. 
 
Concerns with Objective #3: which reads “to protect natural heritage 
and biological features of provincial significance…”  
 
It is unclear what is meant by “biological” features and “provincial 
significance.”   These classifications have been used as an excuse to kill 
and aggressively manage cormorants despite the fact that the terms are 
not clearly defined and without scientific merit. 
 
Concerns with Objective #4 which reads “to protect human life, the 
resource base and physical property from the threats of forest fires, 
floods and erosions.” 
 
How is it possible to protect the physical property from erosion?  Erosion 
is natural, inevitable, and defines certain habitats.  Without flooding and 
erosion the very features that define our “natural” environment, from 
ravines to floodplains to drumlins to delta marshes, simply would not 
exist.  The laws of physics would have to be suspended to create such a 
situation, where erosion does not occur.    
 
In fact, the Minister is all too often required to enhance floods and 
erosion for other resource purposes, actions which are detrimental to the 
environment.  
 
Again, we request that the Minister stop using this objective to manage 
cormorants, as the Presqu’ile Provincial Park staff attempted to argue 
that cormorants were causing the erosion of High Bluff Island. 
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3. Stop making indefensible allegations against cormorants 
about their relationship to the environment, including their 
alleged impact on “at risk” species, in order to build a case for 
greater management interventions including culling; 

 
Statement #1:  “Large numbers of double-crested cormorants use East 
Sister Island as a nesting and staging area.  The result is a detrimental 
impact upon the island’s significant vegetation and habitats.”  (East 
Sister Island Preliminary Management Plan, pg1) 
 
This statement is judgmental and presupposes that the East Sister Island 
vegetation and habitats are static.  By what criteria is it decided that the 
impact is "detrimental"?  Is it detrimental because the Minister has 
decided that the Island habitat should not be altered in any way by the 
forces of nature, particularly cormorants? 
 
Statement #2:  "Species at risk will be protected consistent with the 
Endangered Species Act and regulations and in accordance with 
applicable policies.  Populations of species at risk and their habitats will 
be protected and opportunities for their recovery will be provided as 
directed in corresponding species and ecosystem recovery." (IBID pg 6) 
 
In the preliminary plan for East Sister Island, the Minister states that 
cormorants are impacting threatened and endangered species, yet the 
Minister has failed to provide any evidence that cormorants are in any 
way negatively impacting either the threatened Eastern Fox Snake or the 
endangered Lake Erie Water Snake. 
 
The cormorants are impacting the Kentucky coffee-trees but the extent 
of the impact is not revealed in the preliminary plan.   Nor is it revealed 
that the Kentucky coffee-tree is not protected as a threatened species 
under the Endangered Species Act and that the Minister has developed 
no recovery plan.  
 
However, our interpretation is that the Minister will propose the cull of 
cormorants on East Sister Island as an excuse to protect the 36 Kentucky 
coffee-trees on the island, even though the most important stands of 
these trees on the mainland receive no protection at all, except to the 
uncertain degree they may be protected if growing in areas where logging 
or tree cutting is not allowed.  (And even then, the experience at 
Presqu’ile, where the park’s single specimen of Pignut Hickory was killed 
by the MNR, was one of various acts undermining confidence in the 
sincerity of the MNR’s claims to protect biodiversity, even within 
provincial parks).   
 
Statement #3:  "Human presence may be particularly disturbing to 
nesting colonial water birds, especially heron species." 
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This statement is being made by the same Minister who allowed invasive 
and lethal activities to occur on High Bluff Island, including shooting, 
nest destruction by hosing and poles, construction, the use of ATVs all in 
a colony that had GBHE, BCNH and GREG and argued that there was no 
negative impact on the heron species! 
 
What kind of human disturbance on East Sister Island could possibly 
match the level of the disturbance imposed by the Minister on High 
Bluff?   The Minister is laying the ground work to implement a 
cormorant cull on East Sister Island.   He is doing so by using such 
objective as “ensur[ing] the long-term health of ecosystems by protecting 
and conserving our valuable soil, aquatic resources, forest and wildlife 
resources” to justify his actions.  
 
In fact, on High Bluff Island, the Minister violated his own Management 
Guidelines for the Protection of Heronries in Ontario (by Irene Bowman 
and Joanne Siderius, April 1984) which state that “activities or types of 
intrusion should be prohibited in the minimum buffer zone and colony 
proper during the sensitive breeding season including …all development, 
forest management and wildlife habitat management activities.”  The 
guidelines also require persons to “avoid all undue disturbances to both 
adult birds and young…” during courtship, pair formation, nest building 
or egg laying, incubation, while caring for unfledged young when it is 
very hot or very cold and so on".  
 
Human disturbance particularly aggressive management techniques and 
culling would "be particularly disturbing to nesting colonial water birds, 
especially heron species" 
 
Statement #4:  "However, control of particular wildlife species may be 
required for public safety, protection of property, and/or the 
perpetuation of natural values."  (IBID pg 6) 
  
What wildlife species will require control?  
 
Statement #5:  "…protective management of special concern, 
threatened and endangered species, particularly the Kentucky coffee-
tree" (IBID pg 7) 

 
4. Acknowledge that Double-crested cormorants are a 

native species based on the Wires, Cuthbert paper, 
titled, Historic Populations of the Double-crested 
cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus): Implications for 
conservation and management in the 21st Century, 
Waterbirds 29:(1): 9-37, 2006; 
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Various NGOs, and even the MNR, have variously implied that Double-
crested Cormorants are not native to the lower Great Lakes.  This is the 
kind of selective view of wildlife that we believe reflects, albeit possibly at 
a subconscious and non-intentional level, an overall wildlife 
management approach influenced by political, not scientific, 
considerations. 

 
While there were various kinds of observation and recordings of wildlife 
in North America prior to the 18th Century, it was not until the latter part 
of the 18th Century that trained observers began to critically examine 
most populations of North American avifauna.  But such observers were 
thinly spread and relatively few in number, and were not always ahead of 
or even abreast of the early waves of Europeans whose negative effect on 
some wildlife species was enormous.  (By “European” we do not exclude 
people also reaching North America from Asia and Africa.) 

 
By the time qualified field naturalists, observers and collectors arrived, 
many species were already greatly diminished, in many areas.  We 
believe that Ontario was one such area. 

 
The first comprehensive work on the birds of Ontario was accomplished 
only as late as 1886, when Thomas McIlwraith published a list of birds, 
and even that was only for species of the Hamilton region.    

 
The situation is further complicated by changes in geographic 
terminology.  For example, what is now “southern Ontario” was, prior to 
1791, included in the Province of Quebec.  Most of the “early” 
observations of birds in Ontario (often made by explorers and employees 
of the Hudson’s Bay Company) did not occur until well into the 19th 
Century, and later.  Most other serious ornithological work, particularly 
anything approaching organized avifaunal surveys, did not occur until 
into the 20th Century.  Populations of Ontario bird species prior to the 
20th Century are relatively little known.  As Wires and Cuthbert, 2006, 
state, “Prior to 1900, cormorants were widely distributed across North 
America, and occurred in all five of the hypothesized breeding zones.  
Approximately 80% of the locations shown [in Figure 1 of their paper] 
are documented breeding sites (i.e., have records of nests, eggs, or 
young)…Systematic surveys for bird were not formalized at most 
locations prior to the twentieth century…” 

 
Thus, on one hand, a paucity of records of the Double-crested 
Cormorants appearing or breeding in Ontario prior to the 20th Century 
has been interpreted by the Minister to mean that the species occurred in 
Ontario in relatively low numbers and did not breed here.  On the other 
hand, the Minister accepts even more impoverished records about 
whether Trumpeter Swans bred in Ontario to support the MNR-
sanctioned “re” introduction programme.  On a wider scale, strong 
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anecdotal evidence of massive numbers of Snow Geese even into the 
early 20th Century failed to convince wildlife managers that they were 
once more abundant than now, since it met management objectives to 
kill massive numbers.    

 
Until 2006 we could point to the fact that there were early records of 
Double-crested Cormorants breeding as far west as Alaska (at least as of 
1837, when it was first officially recorded there) to as far east as 
Newfoundland and Labrador (Audubon found the species there in the 
summer of 1833) to as far south as Florida (where Audubon was the first 
to describe the local race) and the West Indies, to Mexico and California 
(the race found there being described in 1884). 
 
And yet, we were supposed to believe that throughout that vast range, 
which did not start to become known by qualified observers, and then 
sparingly, until after its formal discovery by science in the 1830s, this 
aquatic, fish-eating species mostly or completely avoided the largest 
freshwater body in the world: the Great Lakes!   
 
It is important to remember that the species was unknown to science 
prior to 1831, and yet North American wildlife had been plundered by 
gunfire since the 1500s.  While the cormorant was not a traditional 
“game” animal shot for food, the same prejudices that apply now would 
have applied then, and the egging (collection of all eggs for food) was 
commonplace activity, especially on islands.  The double standard that 
seems so integral to wildlife management goals allows that Trumpeter 
Swan nested in Ontario in spite of a lack of proof, but, until recently, the 
Double-crested Cormorant was (and in the minds of many apparently 
still is) an invasive, alien species. 

 
As stated above, an important paper was recently published:  Historic 
Populations of the Double-crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus): 
Implications for Conservation and Management in the 21st Century, by 
Linda R. Wires and Francesca J. Cuthbert, Waterbirds 29(1): 9-37, 2006.  
Hereafter it will be referred to as Wires and Cuthbert, 2006.  This paper 
uses historic data and various other sources to counter the popularized 
opinion that Double-crested Cormorants currently exist at historically 
unprecedented numbers.   
 
Wires and Cuthbert, 2006, state: “Early records suggest Double-crested 
Cormorants were present in large numbers throughout much of their 
current range; colonies and flocks much larger than any known in the 
1990s were well documented.  However, numbers sharply declined 
through the late 1800s, as cormorants were greatly reduced and/or 
extirpated in many areas.” 

 

 13



They go on to say, “Comparison of historic and current records 
challenges the opinion that cormorants are currently overabundant, and 
suggests that perception of overabundance rests on socio-political rather 
than biological or ecological factors.” 

 
We agree.  Vivek Menon and David Lavigne (Attitudes, Values and 
Objectives: The Real Basis of Wildlife Conservation, in Gaining Ground: 
In Pursuit of Ecological Sustainability, IFAW & University of Limeric, D. 
Lavigne editor; 2006) point out that “Wildlife conservation and 
management is frequently thought of as a scientific undertaking that 
involves presenting previously unpublished facts in scientific 
journals…and using such information to inform management decisions.” 
 
They then go on to say, “It is our view, however, that virtually all 
conservation discussions and debates are largely shaped not by the 
“facts” of science, but rather by attitudes, values and objectives of 
individuals, or groups of individuals, in society.  The latter include 
communities, governments and their bureaucracies, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and transnational corporations, to name a few.” 
 
They say, “Science, of course, has a role to play in describing natural 
systems and figuring how they “work,” informing debates, providing a 
range of options for policy makers and managers and quantifying the 
risk associated with various options.  But at the end of the day, science 
cannot make the choice.  People do that, and they do it on the basis of 
their attitudes and values, and on the basis of the objectives that they 
have for nature and so-called natural resources.” 
 
We cannot know what the breeding population of any given species of 
bird was in any previous year, other than those years when it was 
accurately counted and the count recorded.  Looking at the situation 
more broadly, neither can we know with certitude what species bred 
there, and in what numbers, in the thousands of years between the 
formation of the islands, and the 19th and early to mid-20th Centuries, 
when early and relatively accurate examinations of fauna were being 
made by generally competent observers and collectors.  We can do some 
extrapolating, but only if we look at what evidence, if any, survives.   
 
It is certainly not an intelligent or sensible extrapolation to assume that 
because a species is currently rebounding from low numbers, that those 
low numbers were indicative of the status of that species prior to the 
arrival of early Europeans, or the later arrival of somewhat systematic 
and accurate observers.   
 
For reasons we have articulated above (essentially lack of early qualified 
observers recording data in region prior to the 20th Century) the history 
of the Double-crested Cormorants in the Great Lakes is poorly known.  
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Wires and Cuthbert (2006) state:  “The Great Lakes is the one area 
within the region [referring to the Interior Region, where elsewhere 
Double-crested Cormorant abundance was well documented in the 18th 
century] where status (e.g., breeder or migrant) and early history of the 
cormorant are not clear.”   
 
They point out that papers have been published suggesting that the 
cormorants have only recently “invaded” the Great Lakes, from west to 
east.  They go on to say, “However, records and other evidence indicate 
DCCOs [Double-crested Cormorants] were present in the area prior to 
the 20th century, suggesting that this portion of the cormorant’s range 
was occupied earlier than 1913, and possibly breeding.  These records 
and evidence…fall into the following categories: anecdotal, geographic 
place names, and general breeding distribution.” 
 
According to Wires and Cuthbert (2006), in 1891 a flock of migrating 
cormorants that was four miles long and one and a half miles wide was 
seen in Minnesota.  And while literally centuries of persecution had 
severely depressed the population by the end of the 19th Century, they 
note that as late as 1926, a flock estimated to contain anywhere from 
100,000 to a million individual birds was observed migrating up the 
Mississippi River.  As this giant flock passed one point, it was observed 
that, “at times it was impossible to see the sunset sky through the mass.”   
 
That description reminds the reader of similar, much earlier, 
descriptions of flocks of Passenger Pigeons, a species, now extinct, that 
once was by far the most abundant species on the continent, 
notwithstanding that even for it, with billions of birds seen, there are less 
than a handful of nest records for all of Ontario. 
 
We therefore do not think it is conceivable, accurate or objective to argue 
that cormorant numbers are now greater than they have ever been in 
pre-recorded time.  And it would be a staggering anomaly if these vast 
cohorts of Double-crested Cormorants that were, as we now know, more, 
not less, abundant overall in North America, were somehow absent as 
breeding species in the Great Lakes prior to intervention by Europeans – 
an intervention noteworthy for the vast destruction of species and 
populations of native fauna and flora.   
 
We should remember that such destruction includes the quite total 
elimination of the contiguous Carolinian softwood forest of southwestern 
Ontario (including most eastern prairie habitat), the extinction of the 
distinctive “heath hen” subspecies of the Greater Prairie-Chicken, the 
extirpation of the Canadian Lynx, Cougar and the Grey Wolf, the 
extinction of the eastern race of Elk, the extirpation of the Wild Turkey, 
the extinction of the Carolina Parakeet, and, most spectacularly, the 
extinction of the most abundant bird species in North America, the 
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Passenger Pigeon, totally gone by 1914 when the last known bird died, in 
a zoo.  Numerous other bird species that now occur in southwestern 
Ontario were driven to endangerment, particularly including various 
members of the heron family.   
 
It is hardly surprising that there are few authenticated early records of 
the Double-crested Cormorant (they were not likely to show up in 
archeological digs, although one did in the Niagara Peninsula, as they 
were not a food or a wampum source for aboriginal peoples, and their 
island and headland nesting sites were not conducive to preservation of 
sub-fossil remains.  In fact, the surprise is that there are any records and 
that somehow the species managed to survive.   
 
We know they are vulnerable – the largest colony recorded, the San 
Martin Island colony in the Sea of Cortez, held up to 1,800,00 birds, and 
yet was virtually eliminated by human disturbance and the introduction 
of livestock.  We know that there was ample human disturbance at East 
Sister Island, and we have archaeological evidence of the presence of 
livestock.   We also know that no less than 11 species of cormorant are to 
various degrees threatened, world wide, and of the 7 species originally 
native to North America, 1 is now extinct.  (del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A & 
Sargatal, J. eds (1992) Handbook of the Birds of the World. Vol. 1. Lynx 
Edicions, Barcelona).   
 
As to the question of how many of the breeding birds were in the Lower 
Great Lakes, we believe it would be impossible for there to have been few 
or none nesting on islands in pre-recorded time, unless the carrying 
capacity of the Lower Great Lakes had relatively quickly increased in the 
modern era from very low levels at the time of the arrival of Europeans. 
 
That is, of course, an absurdly unlikely possibility, as we will examine 
below. 
 
If we assume that the fish biomass of Lake Erie is not now substantially 
greater than it was in pre-recorded time (times before accurate records 
of either fish or avifauna were assembled by competent observers), it is 
safe to assume that cormorants, which nest on islands, nested on East 
Sister Island.  We believe that the evidence points to the fish biomass 
being more than it is now, not less, in pre-recorded time, as discussed 
below. 
 
Tracey et. al. 1971, state, with regard to East Sister Island, “Non-
consolidated deposits, including a rich organic soil, are thin on the north 
side becoming thicker in the south.” (Page 5).   
 
It seems at least likely, that pre-recorded nesting colonies of waterbirds, 
not excluding cormorants, contributed to that organic mass prior to 
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levels of persecution that, prior to the mid-19th Century, saw their 
reduction of various gulls and terns, and herons,  and the elimination of 
cormorants as breeding species, in Lake Erie.   
 
And yet, human nature dictates that first impressions form a subjective 
benchmark.  Since East Sister Island is relatively undisturbed by human 
activity, it is assumed to be “pristine” as it now is, or as it was when its 
various geographic, archaeological and ecological characteristics were 
first enumerated.  Thus, Tracey et. al. 1971 state, “This [East Sister] 
island may be considered to represent the former natural state of those 
other islands in this chain.” 
 
That would be true if the island were as it had been in times prior to the 
devastation of species whose activities influence the nature of the 
environment.  But we now know that is most unlikely.   
 
To the degree that such species, specifically colonial waterbirds, and 
particularly the Double-crested Cormorant, were persecuted, and 
reduced in numbers or utterly eliminated, the condition of East Sister 
Island as described in Tracey et. al. 1971 is clearly altered as a result of 
human interference. 
 
We fully realize that this is a hard concept to grasp, but we believe all 
relevant evidence, when viewed objectively, indicates several facts that 
should not be ignored. 
 
1:  Double-crested Cormorants were an abundant species throughout 

much of temperate and subtropical North America, prior to, and 
through the early stages of, European intervention. 

 
2:  The Great Lakes were located within the natural range of the species, 

and contained islands and fish, almost certainly more fish than are 
now present. 

 
3:  Cormorants nest on islands where there are fish. 
 
4:  Size of cormorant nesting colonies depend upon two major factors: 

space, and available food. 
 
5:  Where cormorants nest, guano deposits occur and soil is so greatly 

enriched that many species of flora do not gain hold, or do not 
survive or persist if they are present at the time of colonization. 

 
6:  Soil whose nitrogen content is too great to support tree growth will, if 

the nitrogen loading ceases, in time be able to do so, as the strength 
of the nutriment is diluted through decay of pioneering vegetation, 
rain and snow-melt and the addition of sands from wave action. 
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7:  Such soil is found on East Sister Island. 
 
We believe that the “natural” state of Great Lakes Islands is to host 
colonies of waterbirds, and that while the suite of species and their 
relative abundance will invariably change through time, as they always 
have, the changes that eliminated one such species, the Double-crested 
Cormorant, were anthropogenic in nature, not “natural”, and not 
resulting in a “pristine” island. 
 
We believe, therefore, that in order to fulfill the Plan, in which MNR 
states its objective is “to protect, conserve and, where reasonable, restore 
the integrity of the environment”, the nesting waterbirds on East Sister 
Island, particularly the Double-crested Cormorants as their numbers 
increase to former levels, absolutely must be protected.   
 
It is unfortunate that so much myth and misconception has been voiced 
about cormorants that such an action will now be difficult to “sell” 
politically, but the best time to start to correct a wrong is now.   
 
There are two caveats to our assertion that the Double-crested 
Cormorant and other waterbirds must be protected if the goal is truly to 
“restore the integrity of the environment” and we will discuss them now. 
 

5. Acknowledge that there are debates about current and 
past carrying capacities of Lake Erie, including the 
impact of alien and stocked non-native sport fish; 

 
It seems to be assumed that Lake Erie either has more fish available to 
cormorants now, than in times prior to the accurate recording of bird 
populations in the southern end of Lake Erie, or that the non-native fish 
species now there are in some fundamental way more supportive of 
cormorants than were the species found prior to thorough faunal 
investigations of the regions.  If true, it would indicate that there could 
now be more cormorants than in primal times, with the extra numbers 
resulting from anthropogenic, not “natural”, changes, as they affect the 
prey base upon which cormorants depend. 
 
We seriously doubt the former scenario, and would suggest that the 
burden of proof lies with those making the inference.  The reason we 
believe this is because in the last 200 years there has been enormous 
anthropogenic pressure placed upon native fish stocks in Lake Erie.  This 
led to wholesale devastation of fish stocks, peaking in the 1920s, when 
Erie, Pennsylvania was named “the Fresh Water Fishing Capital of the 
World”.   
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The modern and soon-to-be highly destructive commercial fishery began 
in the early 1800s, well before competent field ornithologists were 
documenting breeding cormorants on the Lake Erie Islands.  The nature 
of the islands at that time can only be guessed at, but there is no doubt 
that fisher folk would have felt free to destroy any species of wildlife seen 
as competitive for sought-after fish stocks, and no species of fish-eating 
bird is more reviled, and more easily wiped out, than cormorants.  There 
is also no doubt that East Sister Island was, if not briefly inhabited by 
people, at least used for activities inimical to cormorants’ survival: i.e. 
persecution of fish-eating birds by fishers and presence of livestock.   
 
Prior to the War of 1812, anything that could fairly be called commercial 
fishing in Lake Erie was absent or limited, to be sure, but by the mid-19th 
century it was becoming significant, and the fishing fleet grew from four 
boats in 1856 to fifty by 1884, with steam technology introduced in 1881.   
 
In 1885, the Whitefish fishery ceased any pretence of being sustainable, 
with the opening of a hatchery.  That did not, however, prevent serious 
declines in Lake Erie Whitefish by 1900. 
 
In one year, 1887, in one port, Erie, PA., nearly 7 million pounds of fish 
were landed, including 2,300,000 pounds of the “blue” Pike, a species 
(or colour morph of the Walleye – taxonomists vary in their opinion) 
that is now virtually, and probably quite, extinct, thanks to overfishing.   
 
By 1925 Lake Herring were very scarce. Sturgeon hung on to the 1950s, 
by which time they were quite rare, but of course by then not only the 
absence of fish, but the presence of DDT and its derivatives in the 
environment were further hazards to the recovery of cormorants. 
 
Even the once abundant Yellow Perch is now scarce compared to 
recorded numbers of earlier times. 
 
We have not had time to properly document the well-known decline in 
Lake Erie fish, and respectively suggest that such an endeavour is the job 
of the MNR.  One can not “restore” to “pristine” conditions an 
environment when those conditions are unknown.  But we do cite an 
internet source, http://www.brigniagara.org/fishing.htm for the 
summarizing statement that “Over-fishing devastated lake Erie’s fish 
population.  There were no limits on fish caches and fishing was done 
year-round.  Conservation practices were put into effect only after it was 
too late.” 
 
The loss of such commercially valued fish species as those named above 
does not necessarily mean a lack of fish for cormorants to eat, nor are we 
implying loss of cormorants due to lack of fish.  We believe, based on the 
evidence, that cormorants would have been wiped out by direct human 
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persecution on Lake Erie islands well before there were significant 
declines in the Lake Erie commercial fisheries, notwithstanding that 
there may well have been sufficient numbers of smaller fish species, 
some perhaps increasing numbers to fill niches vacated by declines in the 
commercial species.   
 
Our argument is that it is guesswork to assume (as we have been told by 
MNR staff in private conversation) that because of the introduction of 
non-native fish, particularly the Alewife, the carrying capacity of the 
Great Lakes has been significantly increased for cormorants over what it 
would have been earlier.   That is a possibility, but not a given.  We 
simply do not know. 
 
WHAT ABOUT NON-NATIVE FISH? 
 
It is true, as has been shown for the North Channel, Lake Huron, that the 
presence of the invasive Alewife has caused local enhancement of 
carrying capacity for cormorant nesting colonies.  This is because the 
spawning habits of Alewives, when they become most vulnerable to 
cormorant and other predation, coincides with the time when nesting 
cormorants are most in need of accessible fish biomass, due to the 
increased demands inherent to nesting, egg production and the rearing 
of young. 
 
To the degree that the Alewife is non-native, thus not part of the 
“pristine” environment, its presence is inimical to “restoring the integrity 
of the environment”,  and an increase in cormorants over what would 
have been possible in more primal times in the absence of the Alewife is 
a symptom of the loss of that “integrity of the environment”, not the 
cause.   
 
This produces a conundrum.  The Alewife may increase cormorants, as it 
were, but if the cormorant is a significant predator of the Alewife, and 
the Alewife is deleterious to the “integrity of the environment”, then the 
cormorants’ are working toward the literal goals of the MNR – 
restoration of the “pristine” environment and subsequent “ecological 
integrity” by removing invasive Alewives.  Total elimination of Alewives 
would bring us closer to the goal. 
 
That, of course, would never do, politically, especially as MNR 
paradoxically continues to stock the Great Lakes with various entirely 
alien, thus invasive, fish species, which in turn, not only deplete native 
fish stocks either through predation or through competition, but also 
depend largely on Alewives, a main food of the invasive and deliberately 
introduced Coho Salmon. 
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In a letter to the Minister of Natural Resources, dated August 9, 2006, 
we asked, “Will your Ministry intend to continue non-sustainable use 
that puts native fish at risk of disease and competition, with native 
predators [cormorants] blamed for any real or perceived decline in those 
fish?” 
 
In a letter dated September 20, 2006, the Minister replied, “With regard 
your last question, you can be assured that the Ministry of Natural 
Resources manages Ontario’s fisheries on the basis of optimizing 
benefits while protecting biodiversity and ensuring the sustainability of 
our natural resources.” 
 
We still wonder how a take of any given fish species can be regarded to 
be “sustainable” when it requires augmentation dependent upon human 
technology?  In specific ecosystems natural predators, like cormorants, 
have no need to breed and release the fish they eat.  That ability to take a 
percentage of the population without reducing the population 
represents, we suggest, true sustainable use.  While invasive fish species 
placed in the Great Lakes are, unfortunately, breeding in the wild, even 
they are not utilized sustainably, and worse, neither are several native 
species, such as the Lake Trout.  All are augmented by hatcheries.   
 
But we detect little sincerity in what the MNR claims to want.  Alewives, 
in fact, feed Coho Salmon in the Great Lakes. Since Coho Salmon are 
caught via licenses that put money into Ministry coffers, and cormorants 
do not, one can see who is expected to eat Alewives.  A native bird of no 
commercial value is not going to be allowed to eat Alewives at the 
expense of the food needs of salmon, an invasive fish of considerable 
commercial value.    
 
However, yet another factor enters these dynamics: global warming.  
Alewives are cold-water fish, and the recent massive die-off of Alewives 
in Lake Huron has been attributed to warmer waters.  This loss of 
Alewives has been deleterious to both native cormorants and invasive 
salmon.  That said, just how deleterious that loss of Alewives was to 
cormorants is not clearly understood, since the MNR measured nest 
numbers, not recruitment of young, in their studies in the North 
Channel. 
 
Be that as it may, if there is a decline in such a major food fish as the 
Alewife, and if the Alewife truly has increased the lake’s carrying capacity 
for cormorants beyond what it was prior to the 19th Century, cormorant 
numbers in waters affected inevitably will have reached their peak 
numbers coincident to maximum numbers of Alewives, and can now be 
expected to decline. 
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But, Round Gobies, another invasive species, have also entered the 
arena, and they, too, are deleterious to native fish and other wildlife.  It is 
possible that they may enhance carrying capacity for cormorants.  Gobies 
could, in effect, replace Alewives as a major food source for cormorants, 
and possibly for invasive salmon, as well.  On the other hand, gobies may 
be deleterious to cormorant and/or invasive salmon survival to the 
degree that toxins apparently bioaccumulate in Round Gobies, 
suggesting that far from increasing carrying capacity for their predators, 
they could do harm to those predators.   
 
In short, it is not clear that alien fish have significantly increased 
carrying capacity for cormorants in Lake Erie over what they were prior 
to the destruction wrought by the modern fishery, and even if they have, 
it is not clear that such increased carrying capacity will or can continue. 
 

6. Stop blaming cormorants for impacting "at risk" species 
on East Sister Island; 
 
Nature is not compartmentalized.  Bureaucratic responsibility is 
compartmentalized.  This makes it difficult for bureaucracies to protect 
the environment, and the proof of this is overwhelmingly displayed in 
the vast number of plants and animals that have become threatened or 
endangered or extinct since such bureaucracies were set up to conserve 
them.  Thus, we understand that much of our discussion of fish is 
obviously outside the ambit of the EBR.  The “administrative 
mechanism” by which conservation endeavours designed to fulfill the 
goals and objectives set out, are confined to the area within the park 
boundary as established under the Provincial Parks Act. 
 
We have demonstrated why we believe the best way to do this is to take a 
“hands-off” policy to the fauna and flora now found on East Sister Island, 
so that they may restore themselves to as close to “primal” conditions 
and “ecological integrity” as is possible, given that the world beyond the 
boundaries established under the Provincial Parks Act, from minor to 
cosmic, will invariably effect all species of fauna and flora who live part 
or all of the year within those boundaries. 
 
However, we have also agreed that protecting a species, subspecies or 
even a significant portion of a population of native fauna or flora should, 
in deference to the subjective values we hold, take precedence over the 
restoration of “ecological integrity.” 
 
There have been at least 37 species of “alien” plants on the island, not all 
of which are considered “invasive” (Brian Huis, personal 
communication, Sept. 18, 2006; hereafter “Huis, pers com”).  It appears 
that for plants, in order to be “invasive”, they must also be “alien”, 
meaning non-native to Ontario or perhaps to North America.  If, as 
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appears to be the case, cormorants can be “invasive”, the criteria here 
seem to be different – they may be native, but if they threaten another 
species of fauna or flora, they are also “invasive”.  Possibly a native plant 
that threatens another species of native flora (or fauna) would also be 
considered “invasive”; that is unclear. 
 
Huis, pers com, states, “The option of removal of non-native (alien) 
species and restoration of the island’s significant vegetation may be 
addressed in a future resource management plan.  Restoration could 
potentially involve the removal of a significant proportion of a species 
population, site preparation and seeding or planting of native plant 
stock, etc.” 
 
With respect, we find a non-too-subtle bias inherent to this view, a bias 
which is widespread and which we have sought to address throughout 
this document.   
 
Strictly speaking, no bird, mammal, reptile, amphibian, or plant is native 
to any island that emerges as a result of various geologic forces, such as 
isostatic rebound and lowering water levels, which could well account for 
the emergence of East Sister Island.   
 
On the other hand, a large range of fauna and flora may naturally occur 
on an island that is formed by rising water isolating a land mass (the 
subsequent island) from the mainland. 
 
East Sister Island’s origin is less clear, but according to Tracey et al, 1971, 
Lake Erie and its islands were formed by glaciations, including the 
retreat of glaciers, which would have left a barren landscape at the 
outset. 
 
When islands start out barren, as opposed to vegetated land masses that 
subsequently became separated from a mainland, the first pioneering 
fauna is, normally, colonial waterbirds.  Colonial waterbirds can be 
found on even very thinly vegetated, or virtually non-vegetated barren 
islands, sand bars, shoals or cliff-faces.  This is because many species of 
colonial  waterbirds do not require vegetation for food.  Even those 
requiring some vegetation for nests, can often access most or all of what 
they need from the mainland, from aquatic vegetation, from beach 
flotsam  and from early successional “pioneering” species that are among 
the first flora to establish on islands, some carried there in seed or spore 
form by birds. 
 
Similarly, newly-formed lakes do not commence fully inhabited by a 
large fish fauna, but rather, fish species enter via various routes, the 
species composition depending upon how isolated the lake is from 
various fish populations.  The immediately post-glacial Great Lakes were 
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not in any way isolated from various fish populations.  The water’s colder 
temperatures, and the relative paucity of both aquatic and shoreline 
vegetation would have reduced carrying capacity for many potential 
species of fish and other aquatic fauna that would have sustained 
colonial waterbirds, but colder water is more rich in oxygen than warmer 
water, and the Great Lakes cover an extremely vast region and it seems 
very likely that within the first thousand years of their formation the 
lakes would have been richly inhabited by fish species now considered 
“native”.   
 
There can be no reasonable doubt that early, pioneering bird species 
would have been the virtually the very first inhabitants of East Sister 
Island, and, along with other mobile fauna, including insects and 
pioneering plants, would have begun the process of adding organic 
values to the substrate.  There is no way of knowing which species those 
birds were, although species such as Great Blue Herons, Great Egrets 
and Black-crowned Night-Herons would be least likely prior to the 
establishment of trees, a process that would take a relatively long time, 
while species such as terns and gulls and possibly such species as 
Killdeer and Spotted Sandpipers, would have been among the earliest. 
 
It is inconceivable that Double-crested Cormorants, who were abundant, 
did not at some time in the more than nine thousand year span that East 
Sister Island existed before its flora and fauna were inventoried and 
recorded by competent naturalists, did not utilize the island. 
 
But Double-crested Cormorants are not currently a species of concern in 
southern Ontario.   
 
Meanwhile, as the work of University of Guelph soil ecologist, John 
Klironomos, and other experts in the U.S. and Germany, have shown, the 
clearly invasive (by any definition) Garlic Mustard, not only usurps 
native woodland ground cover, but releases chemicals into the soil that 
kills arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi that are essential to tree growth.  Not 
only does the Garlic Mustard kill trees outright, but the deleterious 
effects of the toxins it produces in the soil remain even after the plants 
are removed.  We believe that if the MNR were serious about protecting 
trees, and not finding reasons to eliminate cormorants, this grave 
development would garner greater attention than native cormorants. 
 
TREES: 
 
Among the flora that is of concern, the species that is most often 
mentioned is the Kentucky coffee-tree.  This is an abundant, wide-
ranging species in North America.  Currently the northern edge of its 
natural range is southern Ontario.  It is likely that it did not occur there 
during the time encompassed from the late 15th Century to sometime 
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around the early 19th Century, a period called The Little Ice Age, when 
temperatures in the Northern Hemisphere averaged very much lower 
than they are now.  Temperatures at that time would resemble those of 
areas currently north of the range of the Kentucky coffee-tree. 
 
As we have emphasized throughout this document, there were few or no 
competent faunal and floral recording at that time, nor where there 
climatologists and the instruments currently used to measure 
temperatures.  Thus geoscientists must depend on indirect indicators of 
pre-recorded temperature change.  Primary among such indicators are 
plant remains, since plant species are sensitive to temperature change.   
 
If we can put aside an anti-cormorant bias (discussed in an appendix, 
below) it seems likely that Carolinian species of flora are far more 
“invasive”, as “invasive” is described for fauna (but possibly not flora) by 
the MNR (Huis, pers com., see above).   
 
It also seems likely that flora, whether “colonizing” species native to the 
mainland, or “alien” species not native to North America, potentially 
have more impact on other flora, than do cormorants.   
 
In 1970 the Michigan Botanist published “Changes in the Vascular Flora 
of Seven Small Islands in Western Lake Erie (Duncan and Stuckey), that 
examined changes in vascular flora on seven islands near East Sister 
Island, and discovered that in the absence of cormorants there were 
major changes, with profound decreases in biodiversity clearly having 
nothing to do with cormorants, but influenced by other natural factors 
such as wave erosion, ice action, fluctuating water levels and the 
presence of bird species other than cormorants. 
 
Methodologies to prevent destruction of flora from other natural, non-
cormorant threats are not considered for East Sister, of course; only 
cormorants are of concern. 
 
Kentucky Coffee-trees take about 100 years to mature.  If we assume the 
Little Ice Age was inimical to coffee-tree growth (as indicated by the fact 
that it does no occur in areas where winters are colder than in extreme 
southern Ontario – it thus seems a safe assumption) and if we also 
assume that the Little Ice Age ended around the end of the 19th century, 
we have had time for about two full generations of Kentucky Coffee-trees 
growing on East Sister Island. 
 
By virtue of the fact that the Kentucky Coffee-tree is widely distributed, 
its survival overall does not depend upon what happens on East Sister 
Island, and its survival in Ontario can be affected by means no less “un-
natural” than any form of culling or control directed at a bird that 
belongs. 
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But more importantly, if there is serious will to “restore” the “ecological 
integrity” of East Sister Island, it must be conceded that in the unlikely 
event that cormorants nesting on the island would not simply reduce, 
but eliminate the possibility of any tree growth, then it must be 
considered that, had it not been for the elimination of breeding 
cormorants from the region, there may never have been Kentucky 
Coffee-trees on East Sister Island in the first place.  Their presence 
would be artifactual, derived from anthropocentric activity that led to the 
loss of the birds that “should” be there.   They were able to invade the 
island as a result of human interference. 
 
Wires and Cuthbert, 2006, clearly demonstrate that it is at least as 
logical, based on the evidence to hand, to assume that cormorants once 
nested on East Sister Island, as to assume that they never did.  The latter 
assumption entirely derives from a misconception that is proving hard to 
correct, and that misconception is that current numbers of Double-
crested Cormorants overall, and in the Lower Great Lakes most 
specifically, are unprecedented.   
 
The current explosive increase in cormorants is not some mystical 
phenomenon, nor (as we, ourselves, once thought) a natural range 
expansion such as that recorded for many other species of Ontario fauna, 
such as Northern Cardinals, Turkey Vultures or Great Egrets, but in fact, 
the rebound of a hitherto intentionally and unintentionally highly 
suppressed and vulnerable species.   
 
Furthermore, for cormorants to seriously threaten such Kentucky 
Coffee-trees and other “native” flora of concern on East Sister Island, 
including such woody vegetation as Red Cedar, Eastern Cottonwood, 
Trembling Aspen, various willows, Pignut Hickory, Shagbark Hickory, 
Chinquapin Oak, Common Hackberry, American Elm, Slippery elm, 
Rock Elm, White Mulberry, Red Mulberry, Black Cherry, Black Locust, 
Silver Maple, Black Maple, Sugar Maple, White Ash, Green and/or Red 
Ash, or other tree species on East Sister, they would have to expand 
across the whole island. 
 
Cormorant breeding colony size depends on three major factors. 
 
1:  Size of suitably protected space available for nesting (a large island 
can accommodate more birds than a small island); 
 
2:  Number of fish available to the birds within reasonably close 
proximity to the island (the caloric expenditure in finding and capturing 
fish for themselves and, as needed, for their young cannot exceed the 
caloric input from the prey; caloric output increases relative to distances 
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to prey until a point of diminishing returns is reached and breeding 
success ceases to be possible); 
 
3:  Lack of disturbance. 
 
If we look at the smallest colonies, we find them on small lakes and 
headlands and on small islands.  In Ontario, many of these probably 
consist of birds disturbed by MNR activities elsewhere, such as the 
massive shooting at High Bluff Island, Presqu’ile Provincial Park, 
specimen collecting and egg-oiling by MNR in North Channel, Lake 
Huron and illegal shooting by fishermen in various locations. 
 
These colonies are small because of the limited amount of space (Point 1, 
above), and because of the limited access to suitable prey (point 2), and 
disturbance, including legally sanctioned and illegal shooting (after 
young are hatched) by property owners or their agents. 
 
If we look at the largest known colony on the Pacific coast, the one that 
once occurred on San Martin Island, in the Sea of Cortez (see above), we 
find that the criterion 1 was met (a large island) and criterion 2 was met 
(an abundance of fish) and so was criterion 3 (isolation).  However, when 
two of the three criteria were no longer met (criterion 3 when the birds 
were harassed by human visitors, and criterion 2 when the region was 
vastly over-fished by the commercial fishery) the colony collapsed. 
 
Most colonies would obviously fall between these two extremes because 
of the varying degrees to which the criteria mentioned above are met. 
 
While tiny compared to St. Martin Island, East Sister Island is certainly 
big enough to accommodate a great many cormorants.  However, their 
numbers would be limited by Criterion 2 (amount of viable prey 
available), and number 3 (no matter how protected the park is, human 
disturbance is inevitable, not only when the birds are in the park, but 
when they are migrating or wintering in areas where they are 
persecuted.) 
 
The fact that the population of cormorants nesting on East Sister Island 
has levelled off (the highest number of nests found in 204, the only year 
that exceeded 6,000 – the number has been relatively steady since about 
1995) indicates to us that an equilibrium among these three criteria to 
determine colony size has been reached.  That has produced a number of 
nests far short of what would be required to eliminate tree cover, even if 
that were a concern.  We argue it is not a concern, if restoring “ecological 
integrity” is truly the goal, but we recognize the anti-cormorant bias that 
drives the exercise. 
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REPTILES:   
 
There are two snakes of particular concern to us all found on East Sister 
Island, the Eastern Fox Snake and the local subspecies of Northern 
Water Snake, the Lake Erie Water Snake, which may be a full species 
(see below).   
 
The Eastern Fox Snake is widely distributed, but, like Double-crested 
Cormorants, heavily persecuted, also as a result of myths, the primary 
being that such a large snake must be dangerous to humans.  The form 
found on East Sister is not endemic, and its survival will depend not on 
what happens on the island, but whether or not it can be protected on 
the mainland. 
 
That said, we share, as a subjective value, concern that the population on 
East Sister Island not be extirpated.   
 
Cormorants do not eat snakes.  Herons do.  Ironically, one of the 
rationales for killing so many cormorants at High Bluff Island, was to 
protect herons.  While we think it is idiotic to think cormorants seriously 
threaten herons overall, to the degree that cormorants are or may be a 
limiting factor on the number of herons (including egrets and night-
herons) on High Bluff Island, arguably they are helping to protect all 
snakes on the island from predation by herons. 
 
On the other hand, cormorants, to the degree that they deplete trees, 
might encourage gulls, which nest on bare ground and which are also 
potential predators of snakes.  Snakes are not as significant in gull diets 
as in heron diets, but gulls tend to appear in higher concentrations than 
herons in adjoining nesting habitats. 
 
No studies of the herons’ impact on snakes have been undertaken (Huis, 
Sept. 18, 2006, per comm.).  This fact similarly, in our opinion, reflects 
the bias that exists against cormorants.  There seems to be a tacit fear 
that they, and not herons (whose excrement also kills vegetation, albeit 
at a much slower rate presumably as a result of less concentrated 
numbers, but which, unlike cormorants, prey upon snakes) threaten the 
snakes. 
 
Of even greater concern is the Lake Erie Water Snake.  This is a taxon 
that would not have existed prior to the retreat of the last ice age and has 
evolved within relatively recent times.  At some time in the last ten 
thousand years the mainland Northern Water Snake reached the Lake 
Erie Island archipelago, possibly more than once.  This is hardly 
surprising for such a strong swimmer that, in primal times, was 
presumably quite abundant on the mainland.  But such crossings were 
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inherently hazardous.  And so, while there may have been some gene 
flow from the mainland, island snakes were isolated enough to allow 
some divergence.  What exists now is a distinct form, and since it can 
interbreed with the mainland form and produce viable young 
(intergrades) it may not qualify for its present full species status, but that 
is a moot point; it clearly is a distinct taxon at the subspecies level, at the 
least. 
 
Assuming, as seems more logical than the alternative view, that Double-
crested Cormorants inhabited East Sister Island prior to some point in 
the 19th Century, the post-glacial-era evolution of the Lake Erie Water 
Snake coincided with the presence of colonial waterbirds, including 
cormorants (which do not eat snakes) and gulls (which may do so) if not 
herons (which may or may not have been present but essentially are 
obligate herptile predators).   
 
There is no reason to think the current or even greater numbers of 
Double-crested Cormorants are inimical to the survival of remaining 
Lake Erie Water Snakes, and indeed, it may well be that the snakes 
benefit from the presence of these birds.  Snakes eat baby birds, and 
small rodents who also benefit from the organic material produced by a 
viable cormorant colony.  Small rodents are also prey to both Eastern 
Fox Snakes and Lake Erie Water Snakes.  
 

4. Implement a wildlife management programme for 
provincial parks based on an ecosystem approach, not 
on “good” verses “bad” species as is now the case. 

  
From first European contact with North America, well into the early 
decades of the 20th Century, there has been a tendency to divide animal 
species into “good” and “bad”.  “Good” animals were those who were 
consumed for food or clothing could be exploited for commercial 
purposes or attracted public interest because of beauty or other 
subjective values.  
 
“Bad” animals were those who competed with humans for resources and 
were generally thought to be expendable. Wolves ate deer, which were 
“good” animals, and so the MNR fed strychnine to wolves in Algonquin 
Provincial Park.  Northern Goshawks, competing with hunters for Ruffed 
Grouse, and trappers for Red Squirrels, were defined as “bad” birds.  The 
management approach at the time was to encourage their destruction.  
 
While knowledge of underlying ecological principles, population 
dynamics, predator-prey relationships and the functions of density 
dependent and density independent factors have surged ahead, 
regrettably little has changed in terms of wildlife management 
procedures.  Ministry staff apply similar strategies to Double-crested 
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Cormorants and other wild species such as Snow Geese, Canada geese 
and coyotes, to name a few. Their reasons for persecution may vary and 
the targeted species may be different but the management technique of 
demonizing the target species remains the same.  Cormorants are 
subjected to high levels of persecution from hunters, fishers and others.  
Cormorants have replaced hawks, owls and wolves as the “bad” animals.   
 
By deciding to aggressively and lethally manage the cormorant colony on 
East Sister Island, the Ministry has sided with a minority of wildlife 
consumptive interests who blame the cormorants to advance their own 
interests, or for whom cormorant colonies have less esthetic value than 
trees. 

 
5. Promote provincial parks as evolving and dynamic 

ecosystems instead of managing them as green museums 
frozen in time, protecting “desirable” habitat and 
wildlife species for “certain aesthetic values”. 

 
 Self explanatory 

 
6. Make a clear statement now that if a cull is considered, 

MNR will not use “research” as an excuse to circumvent 
the proper EA consultation process. 

 
 Self explanatory 

 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 

There are clear biological reasons for the presence of cormorants on East 
Sister Island.  The presence of any given species of fauna or flora native to the 
region, and the numbers of that species that occur at any point in history, is a 
direct function of the “carrying capacity” of that environment which varies 
enormously over time for any species of fauna or flora.   
 
The carrying capacity of a given environment is determined by a suite of 
factors that includes the species that occur there. 
 
An ecosystem that has “integrity”, as mandated by the SEV, is one where there 
is minimal human impact; where the carrying capacity for each species varies 
and may change over time; and where the presence of species impacts in 
various ways on other species. 
 
To say that the presence of a given species, in this case the Double-crested 
Cormorant, “has a detrimental impact” upon “habitats” is to deny the 
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relationships species have on each other in a complex ecosystem.  And to 
target one species above all others simply has no biological or scientific merit.  
 
Cormorants do not destroy habitat, they create a different habitat, as do 
beavers or fires or winter storms or the presence of large herbivores or 
geological phenomena…the list is endless.  To suggest that what wave action 
does is “right” and what cormorants do is “wrong”, is simply biased thinking. 

 
The East Sister Island Preliminary Plan states, "Nature reserves maintain 
ecological diversity and ensure the perpetuation of species, their communities 
and earth science features.”  This seems to imply that change caused by 
natural forces must not occur at East Sister Island.  And yet change is, to 
varying degrees, inevitable.   Public policy should not demand the impossible. 
  
On islands one obvious source of change has always been the wave action.  A 
natural science inventory (Tracey, A.G., I.D. Macdonald and T.J. Beechey. 
East Sister Island, Essex County, Ontario.  1971. A natural science inventory 
report. Unpublished report. Parks Branch, Ontario Department of Lands and 
Forests), hereafter “Tracey et. al. 1971”, refers to storm beaches and “wave 
tossed pebbles” along with geological characteristics of East Sister Island that 
derive from wave action, as well as the formation of Lake Erie and its islands 
as a result of glaciation. 
 
Wave action and wind are a function of nature and are part of the 
environment even though they can alter that environment, sometimes to 
profound degrees.  The Minister accepts these as “natural” changes. 
 
However, the Minister does not similarly regard plants and animals.  Both 
plants and animals are also a function of nature and they are also part of the 
environment even though they, too, can alter that environment, sometimes to 
profound degrees. 
 
East Sister Island is designated as a nature reserve and is “protected for 
educational purposes, as gene pools for research to benefit present and future 
generations and for their intrinsic values to society.” 
 
But what does that mean?  “Gene pools” are not static entities.  This is 
particularly true at the periphery of their range, or when they respond to 
naturally occurring forces through selective processes.  We ought to study 
what happens if those forces are allowed to unfold as they would free of 
human interference. 
 
We read further that, “Nature reserves maintain ecological diversity...”  Does 
this mean a diversity of species of fauna and flora that occur as a result of 
natural or of human imposed conditions?  Does this statement take into 
account that there are ecosystems that have greater species diversity and 
others that have less?  For example, a desert may be virtually devoid of fauna 
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and flora.  However, if it were to be cultivated, irrigated and otherwise 
interfered with, its “ecological diversity” would increase accordingly, but it 
would be managed.   
 
In deserts less devoid of life, such as the Sonora Desert of Arizona, effort is 
usually exercised by ecologists and conservationists to maintain the “pristine” 
aspect at the “expense” of increasing “ecological diversity”, understanding 
that on the broader scale, “ecological diversity” is best served by maintaining 
the “pristine” aspect of environments that may have little “ecological 
diversity” compared to what human action could achieve, but do maintain 
species dependent upon such environments.  This is the approach that should 
be taken with East Sister Island as we believe it is what is implied by the 
mandate. 
 
If it is possible for a bureaucracy to put itself in the position of the supporters 
of this document, we strongly urge doing so.  We are dedicated to the same 
goals as the MNR espouses, but practices with frustrating irregularity and 
inconsistencies.  We do not want species wiped out; we do cherish 
biodiversity; we oppose introduction of invasive species.  But when some of us 
sought, for example, to protect the fragile Jefferson’s Salamander population 
on the Oak Ridges Moraine from highway development, the MNR was not 
there for us, or the salamander.  Its status is no different than that of the 
Kentucky Coffee-tree or the Eastern Fox Snake, but protecting it in the 
absence of protecting the refuges where it is found is so much more difficult.  
There are the concerns some of us have addressed about the woodland 
caribou in Ontario, where at least there is a recovery strategy finally in place, 
but it does not prevent the current precipitous decline in the forest habitat 
essential to the recovery of the species. 
 
We view with dismay the cut-backs in support for MNR enforcement activity, 
when, according to Leah Casselman, president of the Ontario Public Services 
Union, as quoted by CNW on October 10, 2006, “It’s hard to believe, but in 
most districts Conservation Officers simply don’t have the funding to do 
regular patrols.”  She went on to say, “This year, our officers have spent more 
time parked at the office than at any time they can remember.”  A healthy 
economy has not translated into support for wildlife that derives from the 
good work of our Conservation Officers.  Meanwhile limited resources are 
squandered in a war against cormorants which will only satisfy the vociferous 
anti-cormorant lobby when Double-crested Cormorants are once more 
persecuted to the brink of extirpation, and exist in Ontario at numbers as low 
as when the species was, continent-wide, at its rarest. 
 
In the past MNR has, albeit on rare occasion, stood up to the pro-hunting and 
fishing lobby.   Too often it has compromised basic conservation principles, 
as, for example, when it has introduced invasive, alien wildlife into the 
environment to appease the fishing and hunting lobbies.  The cormorants are 
a special issue because the idea that they are somehow non-native has become 
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so fully entrenched, and that concept has often been repeated by the Minister 
while he is complacent about, for example, putting clearly invasive Ring-
necked Pheasants into south-western Ontario.  A species native to Asia, but 
not North America, can become “acclimatized” even though it is not self-
sustaining, while a species native to North America that is thoroughly self-
sustaining is somehow “invasive”>, according to the Minister’s apparent way 
of thinking. 
 
What is needed is a more objective, science-based way of thinking, of 
understanding that cormorants are native and that they do play an ecological 
role.  There are well over a hundred invasive species of fish or other aquatic 
fauna or flora in the Great Lakes, yes, but the Double-crested Cormorant is 
not one of them.  And none of the native species of lake fauna or flora has 
evolved in isolation from cormorants.  Neither have any of our native trees, 
reptiles or herons.   
 
Cormorants belong.  We should cherish their recovery from the brink, and we 
should acknowledge the role they play within the greater natural scheme of 
things.  What is needed is not a search for reasons to “control” them, but 
education of those who hate or fear or misunderstand them.   
 
We strongly urge that East Sister Island not be subjected to the horrific 
disturbance we have seen the MNR impose upon High Bluff Island, in 
Presqu’ile Provincial Park, but that it be protected as something as close to 
pristine wilderness as we can hope for in that region, with a compliment of 
ever-changing, evolving native flora and fauna that most certainly does 
include those numbers of Double-crested Cormorants that the environment 
sustains. 
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Appendix #1 - NESTING BIRDS AT EAST SISTER ISLAND 
 
1971  Great Blue Herons     150-175  
  Black-crowned Night-Herons   150-200  
 
1976/77 Great Blue Herons        45   
  Black-crowned Night-Herons    350   
  Great Egrets      10 

 
1980  Black-crowned Night Herons     500   
 
1988  Great Blue Herons       500   
  Black-crowned Night-Herons     20   
  Great Egrets       68   
  Herring Gulls       500   
  Double-crested Cormorants    1085  
 
1990  Double-crested Cormorants    1568  
  Black-crowned Night Herons    40   
 

1991  Great Blue Herons      248   
  Black-crowned Night Herons    106    
  Great Egrets       141   
  Double-crested Cormorants    no record  
 

 
2000/01 Great Blue Herons      55   
  Black-crowned Night-Herons    9   
  Great Egrets       17   
  Double-crested Cormorants    5332  
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2004  Great Blue Herons      83   
  Black-crowned Night Herons    38   
  Great Egrets        32   
  Double-crested Cormorants    6028  
 
Source: Canadian Wildlife Service and the Ontario Ministry of Natural 
Resources 
 

 
 

Appendix #2  
 

Notes from Brian Huis, Parks Planning Specialist,  
Ontario Parks, Southwest Zone – September 2006 

 
The material below was generated from questions asked by Animal Alliance (in black) 
and answered by Brian Huis (in red). 
 
Terms of Reference: 
 

• The Terms of Reference refer to 15 hectares for East Sister Island and a 
surrounding 38 hectare waterlot, which extends 122 metres from the high-water 
mark into Lake Erie.  Can you explain what this waterlot is and what are the 
management implications for this area? [The regulated “waterlot” is the Crown 
bed of Lake Erie.  The water column itself is under federal jurisdiction.  
Aside from protection of potential marine archaeological resources, there are 
no other specific management implications identified at this time.]  And what 
is meant by the statement that “the regulated nature reserve boundary is an 
administrative mechanism”?  [The “administrative mechanism” refers to the 
regulatory process by which the park boundary was established under the 
Provincial Parks Act.] 

• Where do we get a copy of the East Sister Island Provincial Nature Reserve 
Interim Management Statement? [A PDF copy was forwarded by e-mail on 
September 5, 2006.] 

• What is meant by “unauthorized access” to the island? [An example of 
“unauthorized access” would be access for the purpose of engaging in non-
permitted activities such as camping.] 

• What non-native (alien) species of plant and animal now inhabit the island?  
[There have been at least 37 species of alien plants recorded on the island (A 
Life Science Inventory and Evaluation of Six Natural Areas in the Erie Islands, 
Essex County, Ontario. Kamstra et al. 1995), but not all alien plants are 
considered invasive – which is the real issue with alien species. Some of the 
most serious invasive alien plants on the island are: garlic mustard, lamb’s 
quarters, Canada thistle, bull thistle, motherwort, purple loosestrife, white 
sweet clover, white mulberry, common mullein, common reed and black 
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locust.]  Will these species be removed from the island and is this is what is 
meant by “restoration of the island’s significant vegetation? [The option of 
removal of non-native (alien) species and restoration of the island’s 
significant vegetation may be addressed in a future resource management 
plan.  Restoration could potentially involve the removal of a significant 
proportion of a species population, site preparation and seeding or planting 
of native plant stock, etc.] 

• Can you explain what the ministry means by recreation and tourism contributions 
of East Sister Island when the ministry will restrict many activities? [As one 
example, sport fishing is permitted around the island and this activity 
contributes to the local tourist economy.] 

• Can you provide a copy of East Sister Island, Essex County, Ontario – A Natural 
Science Inventory Report? [A PDF copy was forwarded by e-mail on 
September 5, 2006.] 

 
East Sister Island Preliminary Park Management Plan: 
 

• On page 1 of the preliminary plan, the statement is made, “Large numbers of 
double-crested cormorants use East Sister Island as a nesting and staging area.  
The result is a detrimental impact upon the island’s significant vegetation and 
habitats.”  Can you provide the scientific documentation that allows this statement 
to be made?  [Annual nest counts for cormorants (and other colonial nesting 
species) have been done (almost) annually since 1979 (see table later in 
response) on the island. Studies on the impacts of cormorants on the island 
ecosystem have been ongoing for several years, the results of which are 
currently being synthesized. As these reports are in preliminary form and 
are not yet available for public inspection.] 

• How is "habitat" defined?  Specifically, does the term include conditions 
favourable to the nesting of cormorants, or to gulls and terns, or is it being used to 
define conditions not so significantly altered by a given species, such as the 
cormorants, as to cause the decline or loss of another species more highly valued?  
[“Habitat” is defined as “the place or environment where a plant or animal 
naturally or commonly lives and grows (Class Environmental Assessment for 
Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves, 2005).  The term recognizes that 
the island provides a variety of natural “habitats” for various species (plant 
and animal).  In the preliminary park management plan there is an emphasis 
on the protection of species at risk and their habitats.] 

• Under Goals on page 4, can you explain what “natural causes” the Ministry will 
protect East Sister Island from?  [“Natural causes” means causes produced by 
nature and unaffected by humans.  An example of a “natural cause” would 
be an invasive plant that became established by seed transported by wind, 
water or birds.] 

• How many Kentucky Coffee-trees are on East Sister Island?  What other islands 
in the area have these trees and what are their numbers?  [Tree stem counts have 
not been undertaken, but the species is considered relatively common in the 
western portion of the island and is represented in both the canopy and 
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understory.  Kentucky coffee-trees are also known to occur on North 
Harbour Island, Middle Island and at one location on Pelee Island.] 

• How old are these trees? [These trees have not been aged specifically, however, 
there are large, mature individuals that contribute significantly to the 
canopy, and there are young seedlings and saplings.] 

• Are they located elsewhere in the Eco-district and in southern Ontario?  [As of 
September 2000, there were 24 extant element occurrences of Kentucky 
coffee-tree in the extreme southwestern portion of Ontario.  Native 
populations are known from Essex, Lambton, Middlesex, Oxford and Kent 
Counties (primarily within Eco-district 7E-1.)] 

• Has the Ontario government developed a management plan for the protection of 
the Kentucky Coffee-tree which is listed as threatened in Canada?  [No recovery 
plan has been developed to date.]  Is it listed as threatened in Ontario under the 
endangered species act?  [The MNR status is Threatened as listed in the 
Species at Risk in Ontario (SARO) list. Since the current act only protects 
species designated as Endangered-regulated, this species is not currently 
regulated under the Endangered Species Act .]  What is its COSEWIC status? 
[This species has been designated as Threatened in Canada by COSEWIC 
(1992).] 

• What is the status of the other tree species on East Sister Island? What are their 
numbers and ages?  [Other tree species previously recorded on the island 
include:  red cedar, Eastern cottonwood, trembling aspen, willow species, 
pignut hickory, shagbark hickory, chinquapin oak, common hackberry, 
American elm, slippery elm, rock elm, white mulberry, red mulberry, black 
cherry, black locust, silver maple, black maple, sugar maple, white ash, and 
green/red ash.  Data on numbers and ages of these other tree species is not 
currently available. A summary of the Ecological Land Classification 
community types is currently being prepared for the island, which will list 
the predominant tree (and herbaceous species) in each community type.] 

• What is the mammal species, what are the 8 breeding bird species, the amphibian 
species and the butterfly species? [(A) Breeding birds: During the Ontario 
Breeding Bird Atlas (1981-85) eight breeding bird species were confirmed, 
two were probable, and four were possible breeders (however, the source 
document did not list the species nor differentiate between probable and 
confirmed species).  Species of probable and confirmed breeding birds listed 
for East Sister Island (Kamstra et al. 1995) include - double-crested 
cormorant, great blue heron, black-crowned night-heron, great egret, cattle 
egret, spotted sandpiper, herring gull, downy woodpecker, eastern wood-
pewee, eastern kingbird, tree swallow, barn swallow, American crow, 
Carolina wren, northern cardinal, indigo bunting; (B) Amphibians: bullfrog; 
(C) Butterflies: least skipper, Duke’s skipper, pearl crescent, question mark, 
comma butterfly, red admiral, red-spotted purple, viceroy, hackberry 
butterfly, monarch. (D) Mammals: raccoon, red fox.]   

• Are the threatened Eastern fox snake and the endangered Lake Erie water snake  
nationally or provincially threatened and endangered?  [The eastern foxsnake 
(EFS) is listed as both provincially and nationally Threatened. The Lake Erie 
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water snake (LEWS) is listed as both provincially and nationally Endangered 
and is also regulated under the Endangered Species Act.]  Since there has been 
periodic population monitoring, can you provide these figures for the last 10 to 15 
years?  [Some background:  Deb Jacobs, SAR Biologist MNR, has been 
monitoring snakes on East Sister Island (ESI) since 2001, and four snakes 
species have been found on the island:  LEWS, EFS as well as two species of 
not-at-risk snakes:  northern (or DeKay’s) brownsnake and eastern 
gartersnake (both striped and melanistic morphs).   She radiotracked a 
LEWS from 2001-2002 and two EFS from 2002-2003.  Population surveys 
have been undertaken from 2002-2006 with some preliminary work done in 
2001 as part of the radiotelemetry work.  Prior to this work, the previous 
information about LEWS on ESI came from Richard King’s work in the 
1980’s plus the occasional observation by other biologists (usually MNR or 
CWS staff) that have visited the site.  King’s population estimate for LEWS 
from the 1980’s was ~25 individuals, but this had a very large margin of 
error (from 0 up to a couple hundred).  Jacobs has not completed the full 
analysis of her data yet, but she states with confidence that there are more 
than 25 LEWS on ESI based on her minimum number known alive for the 
last few years.  Whether the population has actually increased in the last ~20 
years or if R. Kings results (which was based on fewer visits than Jacobs’ 
data) were just a low estimate within the error range, she is not sure yet.  
That said, she would strongly doubt that there are more than a couple 
hundred LEWS, which means that populations is likely not statistically 
significantly larger than it was before. At this point, since she has not 
completed her own analysis, and is not prepared to release her raw data and 
results, especially since she is still compiling search effort differences between 
the years (which strongly influences how the results each year should be 
interpreted).]  Also can you provide information about where these reptiles 
hibernate, what they eat, what their natural predators are in that eco-district and 
on the island? LEWS and EFS both hibernate on the island.  Known 
hibernation sites to date have all been underground and have either occurred 
in the cobble berm or in cracks / crevices in the bedrock.   LEWS eat a 
variety of fish and amphibians.  Since the introduction of round goby into 
Lake Erie in the 1990’s, the LEWS has shifted to a diet of predominantly 
gobies.  Since 2001, Deb Jacobs has never seen evidence of any amphibians 
on ESI, but the snakes still do occasionally get mudpuppies from Lake Erie.  
On ESI Deb Jacobs witnessed a snake regurgitate a large mudpuppy in 2003.  
EFS feed on birds’ eggs, young birds and perhaps on the few mice that live 
on the island. ESI does not harbour the full suite of mammalian predators 
that could be found elsewhere, but include fox and raccoon (for smaller 
snakes).  Bird predators include birds of prey, herons and gulls.  On all 
islands, it is likely that humans still pose the largest threat to all the snakes, 
either through road kill and habitat destruction (on inhabited islands) and 
through persecution (all islands).]   Can they travel to other islands? [LEWS 
are good swimmers and can swim between islands and back and forth from 
the mainland.  In fact, it is believed that the presence of strongly banded and 
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intermediate banded individuals in the entire population is maintained 
through immigration of northern watersnakes from the mainland.  That 
said, ESI is quite small and far removed from the other islands in the Erie 
archipelago, so in reality Deb Jacobs doesn’t imagine that there is actually 
that much movement to and from ESI except for perhaps to North Harbour 
Island.  North Harbour Island was only visited once or twice by R. King back 
in the 1980s, and the species was deemed extirpated from there – in any case, 
there is not much habitat left there.  There are also Eastern foxsnakes on 
ESI, and while elsewhere in their range they are known to be great 
swimmer’s, swimming long distances between islands, we have no evidence to 
say that ESI’s EFS leave the island (Source: Deb Jacobs, SAR Biologist, 
MNR, Chatham, 2006.] 

• Are you studying the impact of the heron species on the reptiles and amphibians 
as a food source and have there been any stomach content studies to determine 
whether the heron species are eating these other animals? [There are no studies 
being undertaken for these topics.] 

• What is the nest count over the last 10 to 15 years of GBHE, BCNH, GREG, 
DCCO, herring gulls? [Nest count data has been collected by the Canadian 
Wildlife Service over the past several decades on East Sister Island, 
primarily with the focus on cormorants; however, they have compiled data 
for the other species at various time periods, shown below. A table showing 
cormorant nest counts is also included. Counts of cormorant nests were done 
in all but four years since 1979.] 

 
 Year GBHE 

nests 
GREG 
nests 

BCNH 
nests 

1977 45 10 350
1991 248 141 106

1999-
2003 

12 17 9

2006 70 10 10
 
 
 

Year  DCCO    
nests 

1979 0 
1980 0 
1981 6 
1982 6 
1983 17 
1984 40 
1985 133 
1986 292 
1987 587 
1988 1086 
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1989 1253 
1990 1568 
1991 - 
1992 - 
1993 2770 
1994 2998 
1995 4141 
1996 - 
1997 4351 
1998 - 
1999 3435 
2000 5485 
2001 5332 
2002 4824 
2003 4221 
2004 6028 
2005 4690 
2006 5139 

 
• Why is the Ministry targeting just cormorants to “assess the effects”?  What about 

the effects of the other species? [Although all colonial waterbirds can have an 
effect on the vegetation within their colonies, it is the shear magnitude of the 
cormorant population that is believed to be causing the dramatic decline in 
vegetation at ESI. In colonies where cormorants are not nesting, the impact 
from other colonial species is very small in comparison to the impact by 
cormorants at ESI. The other species of colonial waterbirds were using East 
Sister Island for many years prior to colonization by cormorants, without the 
widespread habitat degradation that we are seeing now.] 

• Is the 4500 pairs of cormorants the highest ever nesting number on the island? 
[Highest nest count to date on East Sister Island was 6028 in 2004 (see table 
above). Since 2000, the nest count on East Sister Island has averaged about 
5100.  Note that due to an error discovered in the text of the preliminary 
park management plan, the following erratum was footnoted in the PDF 
document posted on the Ontario Parks’ website: “3The text was corrected on 
September 11, 2006 to reflect the number of double-crested cormorant nests 
specific to East Sister Island, as opposed to “islands in the western basin of 
Lake Erie”.”  The corrected text in Section 8.0 now reads, “The number of 
cormorant nests on East Sister Island has increased from approximately six 
nests in 1981 to an average of about 5100 nests over the last seven years.”] 

• Under the Research and monitoring section, who do you consider a ‘qualified 
individual contributing to the knowledge of natural and cultural history”? 
[“Qualification” is based on a number of factors, such as, previous 
experience and/or credentials of the researcher, quality of the research 
proposal, researcher’s ability to fulfill the conditions of the research 
application, etc.] 
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• Can you provide us with a copy of “Research Activities in Provincial Parks” and 
Ontario Parks’ Research and Information Strategy? [A PDF copy was 
forwarded by e-mail on September 5, 2006.] 

• Under Research and Monitoring priorities, most of the activities are monitoring.  
What are the research activities?  [The list of research and monitoring 
priorities are examples and is not intended to be comprehensive.  Other 
research and monitoring priorities (as yet undetermined) may be undertaken 
in future.]  Also why is this plan just studying the impacts of cormorants without 
studying the impacts of other species? [See the previous response to question 
about “Why is the Ministry targeting just cormorants to assess the effects.”] 

• Under Development Policies, what is meant by “sites altered by approved 
research or resource stewardship activities will be …”? [Examples of potential 
site alterations due to approved research or resource stewardship activities 
might include the footprint of a temporary shelter for researchers, an 
archaeological excavation, flagging tape tied to trees to delineate a plot for 
control invasive plants, etc.  The intent would be to have to have the impacts 
mitigated and for such altered sites to be rehabilitated to previous natural 
condition.] 
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