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About PEER

Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility
(PEER) is an association of resource managers,
scientists and biologists, law enforcement officials and
other government professionals committed to
upholding the public trust through responsible
management of the nation’s environment and
natural resources.

PEER advocates sustainable management of public
resources, promotes enforcement of environmental
protection laws, and seeks to be a catalyst for
supporting professional integrity and promoting
environmental ethics in government agencies.

PEER provides public employees committed to
ecologically responsible management with a credible
voice for expressing their concerns.

PEER’s objectives are to:

1. Organize a strong base of support among
employees with local, state and federal resource
management agencies;

2. Monitor land management and environmental
protection agencies;

3. Inform policymakers and the public about
substantive issues of concern to PEER members; and;

4. Defend and strengthen the legal rights of public
employees who speak out about issues of
environmental management. .

PEER recognizes the invaluable role that government
employees play as defenders of the environment and
stewards of our national resources. PEER supports
resource professionals who advocate environmental
protection in a responsible professional manner.

For more information PEER and other White Papers
that cover a variety of issues, contact:

Public Employees for
Environmental Responsibility (PEER)
2001 § Street, NW, Suite 570
Washington, DC 20009-1125
Phone: (202) 265-PEER
Fax: (202) 265-4192 ~

Email: info@peer.org
Web:www.peer.org
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Swan Dive

About This Report

This PEER white paper is a case study of how politics
rather than biplogy have come to dominate
migratory bird management decisions in the U.S.
Swan Dive was written by staff within the U.S. Fish
& wildlife Service who have become convinced that
their own Division of Migratory Bird Management
has, under intense pressure from Utah game officials,
decided to stake out a position that is contrary to
law, scientifically disingenuous, and pre-determined
to authorize harvest of trumpeter swans on a
permanent basis.

The authors decided to write this report after it
became clear that their careers would be threatened
for raising the concerns about hunting of migratory
trumpeters, Only when they determined that further
communication within their chain-of-command was
futile did they seek the assistance of PEER.

Swan Dive traces how the declining prospects for
the survival of Greater Yellowstone’s trumpeters
have intertwined with decisions by the Service's
Division of Migratory Bird Management that have
further imperiled this last native nesting population
of trumpeter swans in the lower 48 states. The
authors also make recommendations about what
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steps the Service should take to reverse the plight
of these swans,

While critical of Service decisions in opening a hunting
season that includes trumpeters, this report is not meant
to be anti-hunting. Several of the authors are themselves
avid hunters. Itisimportant to note that many waterfowl
hunters also do not support trumpeter swan hunts. The
issue is sustainability — whether a particular hunt is
compatible with the long-term survival of a significant
and highly vulnerable trumpeter swan population.

in order to avoid distracting from the message and
avoid the prospect of future retaliation, the authors
have chosen to remain anonymous. The authors also
believe that the facts presented herein speak for
themselves. The source materials for data presented
in this report are cited in the appendix.

PEER is proud to assist conscientious public servants who

have dedicated their careers to the protection of our
natural resources and to faithful execution of the laws.

Jeff Ruch
PEER Executive Director

3 Y



Table of Contents

1. EXECULIVE SUMIMAY ..ooiiiiriiriee e et a b b e e st b et b e etn s eae e saee s e e cnran 5
Il. The Decline of the TrUMPELEr SWAN .......c.eiiiiiiicecee ettt et s e e e e 8
lll. Tundras & Trumpeters: A Case of Mistaken Identity ..........coceeiiiiiiiiiii e, 11
IV. ATale of TWO CYGNELs ..ooouiiiiici i st s s et st s nrae 13
V. A Permanent Trurmpeter SEASON ........iiiiiiiiicc sttt ss st be st sn e s e s e 15
VI POTICAE SCIBNCE ..o ettt s e et e e s et s st e raee e e 19



Swan Dive

I. Executive Summary

“Some hunts take precedence

over the restoration effort.”

— Tom Aldrich, Utah State Waterfow!
Coordinator quoted in the
Salt Lake Tribune, January 6, 1990.

he above statement by Utah’s top waterfow!

official encapsulates the story of this white paper.
tn Swan Dive, employees of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (FWS) explain how their agency has been co-
opted and manipulated into authorizing legal harvest
of trumpeter swans from the last native nesting
population in the lower 48 states even though it faces
serious risks and has been petitioned for listing under
the Endangered Species Act.

Today, the restoration of America’s majestic, rare, and
largest waterfowl species is being held hostage in the
western U.S. by a poorly conceived and inadequately
analyzed hunt of its logk-alike relative, the tundra
swan. Hunted for their feathers and meat, trumpeter
swans were nearly driven to extinction in North
America by 1900. tn the lower 48 states, only a single
nesting population survived in Montana'’s Centennial
Valley and adjacent parts of the remote Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem in Wyoming and |daho.

Continuing Trumpeter Decline

This “Tri-State” Population is still the only native breeding
population of trumpeter swans in the lower 48 states.
Restoration flocks have been established in the Midwest,
where the species was totally extirpated, but they are an
amalgamation of captive-reared birds and their offspring,
drawn from mixtures of Alaskan and the Tri-State stock,
and have limited migratory potential. The only hope for
the continued survival of the species in the western 1.5,
is secure restoration of the Tri-State Population.

While trumpeters are not currently classified as

endangered or threatened under the Endangered
Species Act, they remain under special concern in
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most states and provinces, and a petition is currently
pending to list the Tri-State Population as threatened.

in order to increase their distribution and wean the
birds from their dependence on humans, in 1992 the
Service ended its supplemental winter feeding
program at the Red Rock Lakes Refuge in Montana,
Unfortunately, almost half of Tri-State trumpeters died
that winter when they failed to move to adequate
wintering sites. Winter mortality continued
throughout the 1990's, while the Service’s
commitment to monitor and resolve problems
steadily waned. According to FWS data, by 1995 the
Tri-state Population contained only 364 individuals,
down from highs close to 600 individuals in 1990.

The feeding program actually sustained a tenuous
“cushion” of “extra” birds that could be relocated to
new areas or that dispersed on their own to surrounding
habitats such as Yellowstone National Park. With the
end of the feeding prograrm and subsequent increased
winter mortality, those surplus birds are gone. As a result
of all these cumulative effects, the Tri-state Population is
at the lowest point that it has been at since the fate 1940%,
with a declining breeding base.

Case of Mistaken Identity

An additional factor in the trumpeters’ troubles is its
resemblance to the more plentiful tundra swan. The
major difference between the two is size; trumpeters
are substantially -larger than tundra swans. But size
differences are difficult to make out when a bird is in
flight, especially at a distance. For this reason,
trumpeter swans have become victims of tundra swan
hunting seasons, which several states in the West still
run. Utah, for example, has offered a hunting season
for tundra swan since 1962.

In states that allowed tundra swan hunting where the
trumpeter ranges overlapped, invariably trumpeters
became casualties. Although prosecutions were rare,
some state game managers argued that tundra swan
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hunters who accidentally shot trumpeters should not
be treated like criminals.

“Experimental” Trumpeter Hunts

In 1995, the Service, bowing to pressure from Utah state
officials, for the first time set a legal quota of trumpeters
that could be taken during tundra season. In effect, this
established a legal hunting season for the recovering
trumpeters. These trumpeter hunt guotas were
considered “experimental” and set to expire in 2000.

Scientists within FWS are concerned that even limited
trumpeter hunts discourage the birds from migrating
further south in the winter. ILis the migrating trumpeters
that are much more likely to be killed, and so the non-
rnigrating birds are artificially selected for survival. The
current lack of migration southward from Greater
Yellowstone has created a severe "bottleneck” as
increasing numbers of trumpeters arrive from Canadian
nesting areas and try to spend the winter, rather than
migrating further south to more suitable areas.

This bottleneck in eastern Idaho has caused the
dangerous concentration of most Tri-state and Canadian
trumpeters in an inadequate wintering area. This region,
along the Henry’s Fork of the Snake River, does not have
enough aquatic plants to provide winter food to support
the swans, except in unusually mild winters. The
trumpeters are also extremely vulnerable to severe
winter storms that freeze essential feeding areas.

The Utah hunts have put FWS at cross purposes. While
FWS concedes that the severely diminished winter
distribution of the surviving trumpeters is the
underlying cause of their continued vulnerability, the
Service has approved hunts of trumpeters right in
the path of their migration route southward from
tdaho. By its own estimate, the Service has spent over
$1 million dollars to increase migration of trumpeters,
mainly by transplanting trumpeters to less suitable
locations and in less logical directions than southward
into Utah. However, restoration of trumpeters to key
habitat in Utah, including the Bear River Migratory
Bird Refuge, has been blocked by swan hunt paolitics.
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Currently primary winter and breeding habitat of the Greater Yellowstone
Population, and potential nearby restoration areas.

A Wide Range: Trumpeter swans will winter throughout
the Rockies if they are left unmolested

FWS Takes a “Swan Dive”

The “experimental” Utah hunts expired in 2000.
Now FWS is poised to extend these hunts and make
trumpeter hunts in Montana and Nevada
permanent, despite growing questions about the
wisdom of this policy.

In its june 2001 Environmental Assessment (EA), the
Service's Division of Migratory Bird Management
issued a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSH,
meaning that in the “official” opinion of FWS, creating
a general swan hunt in portions of Utah, Montana
and Nevada that allows legal take of trumpeters will
have no significant impacts. This finding precludes
the more detailed analysis that a full Environmental
Impact Statement would provide.

Amazingly, the FONSI goes so far as to assert that
the proposed hunts are “not highly controversial,”
in spite of the fact that a dozen crganizations voiced
strong opinions against the hunts during the
comment period, and that at least three groups have
sued to stop the hunts.

The EA’s conclusions set aside historical literature and
established science, disregard records, and substitute
conjecture. The Service ignores and distorts a number
of long-accepted biological concepts, including:
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Swan Dive

» Migration Memory. Older swans “teach”
migration patterns to young swans by leading
them down traditional routes, returning in
summer to natal areas. The strong attachment to
the traditions of their parents makes trumpeters
slow to pioneer new areas and creates a behavioral
barrier to population interchange;

» Historic Range. Trumpeters occurred historically
in Utah and migration persisted at least until
the 1960s, when tundra swan hunting was
legalized; and

» Scientific Designation. The Tri-State Population
of trumpeters are distinct from Canadian
populations and have been surveyed, modeled
and managed separately since their discovery
over 80 years ago.

Body Count

When it authorized the general swan hunt in Utah,
the Service stated that it would close as soon as ten
trumpeter swans were killed. However, monitoring has
been so poor that trumpeter kills could not be
accurately or promptly detected. The Service failed
to require mandatory check stations, even on its
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National Wildlife Refuges, and hunters were able to
ignore check “requirements” without consequences.

In addition, the winter kill of swans that fail to migrate
out of Greater Yellowstone is continuing. The lack of
migration is further aggravated by the loss of the few
individual birds that migrate to their premature death
in Utah. Nonetheless, the Division of Migratory Bird
Management contends the loss of trumpeter swans
migrating southward from Greater Yellowstone is
insignificant and biologically acceptable.

After many comments calling for the withdrawal of
the EA for its shortcomings, the Service has signaled
that it stands by the FONSI conclusion and approved
the hunt. in so doing, the Service has unwisely taken
a regulation-setting process that has worked well
through the years to a new low.

The internal politics governing FWS now dictate that
continuation of a tundra swan hunting season takes
precedence over recovery of trumpeter swans in
Greater Yellowstone. The Service appears determined
to keep a hunting season for swans open at all costs,
even the potential loss of the Tri-state Population.
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II. The Decline of the Trumpeter Swan

H unted for their feathers and meat, trumpeter
swans were eliminated from most of North
America by 1900. In the lower 48 states only a single
nesting population survived in Montana’s Centennial
Valley and adjacent parts of the remote Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem in Idaho and Wyoming.
Protection came in 1918, with enactment of the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act that closed swan harvest,
but by then trumpeters were almost extinct.

Today, this “Tri-State” Population is the only
breeding population of trumpeter swans in the lower
48 states that has survived in its native habitat.
Restoration flocks that have been established in the
Midwest and Ontario, where the species was totally
extirpated, are an amalgamation of captive-reared
birds and their offspring, from mixtures of Alaskan
and Tri-State stock. The Tri-State trumpeters are a
historic native population with a decades-long
legacy of restoration and public concern.

in 1932, only about 70 trumpeters remained in
remote portions of Greater Yellowstone. Their key
nesting area in Montana’s Centennial Valiey was finally
afforded some protection with the creation of Red
Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge in 1935. The Tri-
State Population survived the harsh winter climate
due largely to an artificial feeding program at the
refuge from 1935-92, The feeding program probably
also benefited trumpeters that resided in Yellowstone
Park and adjacent areas of Idaho as well. Summer
breeding increased through the years in the high-
quality, relatively undisturbed wetlands of the region.

Winter feeding was also deliberately used to hold swans
at the Red Rock Lakes Refuge because during the early
decades, trumpeters that ventured from the security of
the refuge were often shot, and trumpeter swans were
too rare to lose to shooting. In 1992, the Service ended
the supplemental feeding program at the Red Rock
Lakes Refuge in an effort to wean the birds from their
dependence on humans and encourage their migration

AE

A Rare Bird: Prized for their meat and plumage, trumpeters were
hunted to near extinction by World War Il

to more suitable winter habitat. Unfortunately, nearly
half of the Tri-State trumpeters died that winter when
they failed to move to adequate wintering sites. Annual
winter mortality continued during the 1990’, as the
Service’s commitment to monitor and mitigate
problems steadily waned. According to FWS data, the
Tri-state Population was down to 364 individuals in
1995, from highs close to 600 individuals in 1990.

The feeding program had actually provided a tenuous
“cushion” of "extra” birds that could be relocated to
new areas or that dispersed on their own to surrounding
habitats such as Yellowstone National Park. With the
end of the feeding program and subsequent death of
numerous birds, those surplus birds are gone.

As a result of all these cumulative effects, the Tri-
state Population is now near the lowest point that
it has been since the iate 1940s, with a declining
breeding base. Since feeding ended, the swans
have not successfully re-established southward
migrations and winter-kill continues to take more
birds than anticipated.

The Migratory Imperative

Migration is key to the survival of healthy breeding
populations of trumpeters and is essential to secure

White Paper
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restoration of the Tri-State Population. Albert
Hochbaum (1955) provided a clear discussion of the
crucial roles of the transmission of migratory tradition
and pioneering by individuals and families,
particularly in trumpeter swans, in his landmark book
Travels and Traditions of Waterfowl. Based upon his
experimentation in Germany, E. Mayr (1952) also
wrote “There is little doubt that guidance by older,
experienced birds plays a decisive part in the
directional flying of such species.”

The Service itself helped write a book on migration
memory. In Migration of Birds (Lincoln 1979), the
Service contends that “The ‘pioneering spirit’ in
Canada geese, for example, is limited by their social
structure - the young travel to and from specific
breeding and wintering areas with their parents.” It
also described how swans travel in “family” groups
and that cygnets will learn migration pathways from
older birds:

“...[The] theory is sometimes advanced that
older and more experienced birds lead the
way and therefore show the route to their
younger companions. This explanation may
be acceptable for some species such as
geese, swans, and cranes because they stay
in family groups...”

Leading by Example: Individual trumpeters teach migratory behavior to the
next generation.
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Wyoming is using relocated swans and a captive
breeding effort to restore trumpeters to their historic
range. The Wyoming mode! is working largely
because Wyoming does not have a hunting season
on any swans and the portion of Utah directly to the
south is also closed to swan hunting. Swans that
develop survival strategies and move southward are
allowed to survive from one year to the next, passing
on their knowledge to progeny.

Migration of Trumpeter Swans in Utah
Records indicate that western trumpeter swans once
migrated to Utah and to wetlands as far as Texas and
California but the Service’s current management
approach ignores this evidence. Today, however, most
individuals in the Tri-State Population do not migrate.
The Utah Division of Wildlife Resources itself attests
to their historic occurrence in its Inventory of Sensitive
Species and Ecosystemns in Utah (1997), sponsored
in part by the Department of the Interior, the same
Department of Interior that oversees the Fish and
Wildlife Service. That Inventory concludes that the
trumpeter swan was formerly more common in Utah
but was “reduced to a rare winter visitor.” Utah’s
Inventory also reports that trumpeter swans likely
nested in Utah, and considers them “native and
natural, presence confident” in Box Elder County, the
county where the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge
(and the focus of the hunting
controversy) is located.

Archeological records from Indian
camps, confirmed specimens dating
back to 1892, and records during the
early 20th century, when the species
was near extinction confirm that
trumpeters occurred in Utah in the
recent past. An adult taken at Bear River
Refuge in November 1959 and others
reported in the early 1960’ show that
migration into Utah persisted at least
untii the start of the tundra swan hunt,
and summering trumpeters were
documented in Utah as late as 1969.
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During the late 1950's, noted ornithologists
including Albert Hochbaum, Clarence Cottam, and
Winston Banko warned the Service that opening a
tundra swan hunt in Utah would lead to the loss of
trumpeter swans in the state because trumpeters
are very difficult to distinguish from tundra swans.

The growing body of scientific studies shows that
trumpeter families had varied wintering traditions,
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but the migratory birds in the population were almost
entirely wiped out as they ventured further south,
and there was a strong selection for those that did
not migrate and wintered in the most remote portions
of Greater Yellowstone. The feeding program helped
reinfarce this differential survival, and this contributed
to the present lack of migration. The lack of migration
is further aggravated by the loss of the birds that
migrate to Utah and are shot.
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