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Introduction

In 1978, the Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute (SOEI) initiated
the LoonWatch program in response to concerns that the population
of loons in Wisconsin was declining. As part of the program,
LoonWatch began a citizen component to track loons called the
Annual Lake Monitoring Program (ALMP). Volunteers known as
Loon Rangers collect information on loon territorial occupancy,
describe reproductive outcomes, and map nesting and nursery site
locations. 1n 1978 about 25 volunteers participated. Today we
receive over 300 monitoring forms annually. The goals of this
monitoring project are:

«Collect long-term data on self-selected lakes in Wisconsin on the
occupancy and reproduction of common loons.

«ldentify critical habitat for loon nesting and chick rearing through
identification of nest and nursery sites on a lake map.

*Educate Rangers about loon conservation and have them leverage
this message into their communities

The lakes in this study are self selected, which does not allow for
loon populations assessment. LoonWatch works with the
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) to conduct a
loon population estimates every five years.

In 2007, the WDNR Northwoods Loon Protection Program (NLPP)
was in need of long term monitoring for the Wisconsin Loon
Population Model research. This model provides a matrix for
making predictions about future loon populations based on multiple
stressors that may impact breeding success and adult mortality.
These stressors include mercury exposure, habitat alteration, and
increased human disturbance

Without funding to hire WDNR staff to do the monitoring, they
implemented the Wisconsin Loon Citizen Scientist network.
Citizens collect the data necessary (annual growth rate, adult
survival, fecundity, juvenile recruitment) to annually update the
Wisconsin Loon Population Model. Lakes are selected at random to
insure an unbiased sample.
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After chick rearing is complete and during migration, loons form groups known as rafts. Rafts of loons hunt more efficiency, have refuge from
predators, and one can speculate that they enjoy the socialization.

As a result of the 2007 Wisconsin Citizen-based Monitoring Partnership Program, LoonWatch has joined a raft with other citizen-based monitoring
projects, and has seen similar benefits such as access to larger pools of volunteers, safer data storage, and a stronger social network. While still
awaiting data from the 2008 monitoring season, we anticipate better analysis and management opportunities for Wisconsin waters based on the efforts
to raft up with other monitoring programs.

Conclusions

One of the major flaws of the Annual Lakes Monitoring
Program was that data could only be accessed through
LoonWatch . As of August first, 25 Loon Rangers (12%)
were entering data into the SWIMS program. In the past,
annual reports would be turned in once the loons left at the end
of summer. Having live data throughout the summer can have
many benefits, such as alerting scientists who are doing
banding to when chicks are born. Further cross-over to other
programs such as the W1 Citizen Lake Monitoring Network
will be more accessible to volunteers who report in SWIMS.

The trai s held jointly with the NNLP and LoonWatch
engaged sixty-one participants. Participants were educated
about the two loon monitoring programs in Wisconsin and
were schooled in both program protocols. During a verbal
feedback session, participants had very positive remarks and
indicated that they would like to return to a session such as this
in the future.

The Annual Lakes Monitoring Program is more appropriately
titled a citizen-based monitoring program rather than a citizen
science program. Education and environmental literacy of
those involved is prioritized. With the help of a 2008 WI
Citizen-based Monitoring grant, LoonWatch will work with a
qualified biostatistician to determine ways of adding scientific
rigor to the project to also make important contributions to the
science of loon protection.

Methods

The LoonWatch ALMP solicits volunteer reports of season-long
loon activity on lakes where citizens live or visit frequently. In
spring, volunteers have the option of attending a Loon Ranger
educational workshop. Each volunteer receives a loon ranger
packet which includes a lake monitoring form and instructions.
After the loons leave in the fall, the data forms are returned and
during November-February the previous summer's data is entered
and analyzed. The number of times lakes are monitored throughout
the loon breeding season varies for each volunteer.

In 2007 LoonWatch and the Northwoods Loon Protection Program
were awarded a grant from the Wisconsin Citizen-based
Monitoring Partnership Program. While the two programs are
looking for different results from loon monitoring, they are
collecting similar information. By taking a more integrated
approach, these programs:

*Held two trainings at maximum capacity

«Created mandatory cross-over (all Loon Citizen Scientists are
required to participate in Annual Lake Monitoring Program)

«Centralized all Wisconsin loon data on the Surface Water
Integrated Monitoring System (SWIMS) database

«Increased volunteer enrollment in both programs

Results
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Figure 1: Summary of Annual Lakes Monitoring Program Data 1978-2007
Monitoring forms have changed in past years to obtain more or different information: 1978-1985, 1986-1994, 1995-2005, and 2006-present.

While our numbers don’t tell us a lot about loon population dynamics, they do show the long history of engagement with loon monitoring . Almost 40
Rangers have been with the program 15 years or more.
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