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PREFACE 
 
Albertans are fortunate to share their province with a variety of wild species. Most plant and animal 
populations are healthy and secure. A small number, however, are either naturally rare or imperilled 
because of human activities. Recovery plans establish a basis for cooperation among government, 
industry, conservation groups, landowners and other stakeholders to ensure these species and 
populations are restored or maintained for future generations. 
 
Alberta’s commitment to the Accord for the Protection of Species at Risk and to the National 
Framework for the Conservation of Species at Risk, combined with requirements established under 
Alberta’s Wildlife Act and the federal Species at Risk Act, has resulted in the development of a 
provincial recovery program. The overall goal of the recovery program is to restore species 
identified as Threatened or Endangered to viable, naturally self-sustaining populations within 
Alberta. The policy document Alberta’s Strategy for the Management of Species at Risk (2009-
2014) provides a broader program context for recovery activities.  
 
Alberta species at risk recovery plans are prepared under the supervision of the Species at Risk 
Program, Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development. Recovery plans are 
prepared by recovery teams composed of a variety of stakeholders including conservation 
organizations, First Nations, industry, landowners, resource users, universities, government 
agencies and others. Membership is by invitation from the Director of Wildlife Management, and 
includes representation from a diversity of interests unique to each species and circumstance. 
Conservation and management of these species is ongoing during preparation of the recovery plan.  
 
Recovery plans are provided by the recovery team as advice to the Minister responsible for fish and 
wildlife management (the Minister) and to all Albertans. Alberta’s Endangered Species 
Conservation Committee reviews draft recovery plans and provides recommendations to the 
Minister. In addition, an opportunity for review by the public is provided. Plans accepted and 
approved for implementation by the Minister are published as a government recovery plan.  Such 
approved plans are a summary of the Department’s commitment to work with involved 
stakeholders to coordinate and implement the conservation actions necessary to restore or maintain 
Threatened and Endangered species. 
 
Recovery plans include three main sections: background information which highlights the species’ 
biology, population trends, and threats; a recovery section that outlines goals, objectives, and 
strategies to address threats; and an action plan that delineates prioritized actions required to 
maintain or restore the Threatened or Endangered species. These plans are “living” documents that 
are revised as conditions change or circumstances warrant. Each approved recovery plan undergoes 
an annual review by which progress of implementation is evaluated. Implementation of each 
recovery plan is subject to the availability of resources from both within and outside government. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The trumpeter swan (Cygnus buccinator) is the largest of all North American waterfowl.  Three 
distinct groups exist: the Pacific Coast population, the Rocky Mountain population, and the Interior 
population.  Trumpeter swans that breed in Alberta comprise 30% of the Rocky Mountain 
population, which has demonstrated population growth and range expansion in recent years.  Most 
(92%) of the swans that breed in Alberta (year 2010 survey) are concentrated in the northwestern 
part of the province.  Less than 20% of the North American range of trumpeter swans is found in 
Alberta.  The species is currently designated as Threatened under the provincial Wildlife Act but is 
considered to be Not at Risk overall in Canada by the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada. A review of the species status in Alberta is targeted for late 2013.  
 
In Alberta, trumpeter swans occupy larger wetlands in the Aspen Parkland, Boreal, and Lower 
Foothills ecoregions, primarily in the vicinities of High Level, Peace River, High Prairie, Grande 
Prairie, Lac La Biche, Edson, Whitecourt, Elk Island National Park, and Pincher Creek.  Since 
1985, six major surveys, part of the North American International Trumpeter Swan Survey, have 
been conducted. Surveys show an increasing trend in population, with a maximum of 2 821 
individuals noted in 2010. Surveys also suggest an expansion in occupied waterbodies since 1995. 
 
Main limiting factors for Alberta trumpeter swans include a shortage of natural quality winter 
habitat in the United States, wetland drainage and alteration in the Aspen Parkland ecoregion, 
human-caused disturbance of breeding pairs during the breeding season, and swan collisions with 
power lines. The magnitude and implications of accidental shooting of trumpeter swans is poorly 
known and requires more investigation, particularly in the case of unmeasured mortality where 
trumpeter swans travel through jurisdictions that permit hunting of tundra swans (C. columbianus). 
 
In September 2001, the Minister of Environment and Sustainable Resource Development accepted 
the Endangered Species Conservation Committee’s recommendation to reconfirm the trumpeter 
swan as Threatened in Alberta, based on a very small breeding population (<1 000), limited winter 
habitat, and concerns about whether or not population recovery would continue.  Shortly thereafter, 
formal recovery actions were initiated with the formation of a multi-stakeholder recovery team 
whose primary functions were to advise the Minister on matters relating to trumpeter swan 
conservation, and develop a recovery plan. The resulting  Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Plan 
2005-2010 emphasized the importance of strengthening government land-use management on 
Crown land to protect nesting pairs, ensuring no loss of populations or breeding habitat as a result 
of human development activities on Crown land, and conserving habitat on or adjacent to private 
land through habitat conservation initiatives. 
 
This updated version, the Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Plan 2012-2017, represents a 
continuation and refinement of conservation efforts for trumpeter swans in Alberta. The goals and 
objectives of this plan will be achieved through the implementation of specific actions outlined in 
five strategic areas: (1) population conservation and management; (2) habitat conservation and 
management; (3) information and outreach; (4) research and monitoring; (5) resourcing and (6) plan 
management and administration.  It is expected that the ongoing implementation of activities to 
maintain the current breeding population of trumpeter swans, combined with stakeholder 
cooperation and commitment, will allow for the long-term persistence of this species in Alberta.  
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Provincial and National Status 
 

The trumpeter swan (Cygnus buccinator) was first listed as Endangered under Alberta’s Wildlife 
Act in 1987, and that designation was modified to Threatened in 1997.  In September 2001, on 
recommendation from the Endangered Species Conservation Committee (ESCC), the Minister of 
Environment and Sustainable Resource Development (AESRD) approved maintaining the 
Threatened status for the trumpeter swan in Schedule 6 of the Wildlife Regulation (AR 143/97).  
This status designation was based on Alberta’s limited population (less than 1 000 mature 
individuals), continued dependence of the breeding population on habitats which are vulnerable 
to human disturbance and land use activities, and continued concern about limited winter habitat 
(Fish and Wildlife Division 2004). The Minister also endorsed the Initial Conservation Action 
Statement prepared by the ESCC which specified that a recovery plan should be developed in 
order to set goals, objectives, strategies, and management actions necessary to guide the recovery 
of this species.   Pending the development and implementation of the recovery plan, the ESCC 
also recommended implementing policy regulations and management actions necessary to ensure 
the protection of all current trumpeter swan populations. An update of the detailed status report 
for trumpeter swans in Alberta is currently underway. A review of the species status is targeted 
for late 2013.  
 
Nationally, the trumpeter swan was downlisted from Vulnerable to Not at Risk in 1996 by the 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC 2011). 
 

 
1.2 Recovery Team 

 
The Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Team was established in April 2003 by the Minister of 
Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, and receives operational guidance and 
approval from the Director of Wildlife Management.  The team’s primary responsibility is to 
facilitate the conservation and recovery of the species in Alberta.  It provides expert advice to the 
Minister (or his delegate) on all matters relating to the management of trumpeter swans in 
Alberta.  The team is also responsible for writing, updating, and guiding the implementation of 
the provincial recovery plan.  The team does not normally implement the planned actions 
directly, although team members and the organizations they represent will participate in many of 
the planned activities.  The team will encourage and facilitate the involvement of all interested 
parties in the recovery of trumpeter swans in the province when possible, and will periodically 
report on the progress of the recovery program. 
 
Key parties involved in trumpeter swan management and conservation, and in land and resource 
management that can affect trumpeter swans, are represented on the recovery team, including: 
Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, Ducks Unlimited Canada, 
Environment Canada (Canadian Wildlife Service), Parks Canada, The Trumpeter Swan Society, 
Federation of Alberta Naturalists, Alberta Energy and Utilities Board, Department of Energy, 
County of Grande Prairie, University of Alberta, Nature Conservancy of Canada, and a citizen at 
large.  
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2.0  SPECIES BIOLOGY 
 

2.1 Breeding Biology 
 

The trumpeter swan is the largest species of native North American waterfowl with an average 
adult weight of 12 kg for males and 10 kg for females (Mitchell 1994).  As adults, trumpeter 
swans are entirely white except for a black bill and feet and are recognizable by their distinctive 
trumpeting call.  Three breeding populations are recognized: Pacific Coast, Rocky Mountain and 
Interior, which represent 58%, 21% and 21% of the estimated world population of 46 225 
trumpeter swans, respectively (Groves 2012).  The Rocky Mountain population encompasses 
two groups believed to be independent of each other: (1) birds that breed in Canada (eastern 
Yukon, south-western Northwest Territories, north-eastern British Columbia, and Alberta) and 
winter in the United States, and birds that both breed and winter in the United States (Montana, 
Wyoming, Idaho, Nevada, and Oregon) (Dubovsky 2003).  All three North American 
populations are increasing in numbers and expanding their ranges (Groves 2012).   

 
Trumpeter swans generally begin arriving in Alberta in early April (Hills 1996a; LaMontagne et 
al. 2003a;) and initiate breeding territories in mid-April to early May (James 2000).  Territorial 
defence is rigorous and generally only one pair will occupy a breeding lake.  Nest building or 
repair of previous sites (usually muskrat houses, beaver houses, small islands, or platforms of 
vegetation) by the pair may begin in late April or early May (Mitchell 1994; James 2000).  
Clutches of 1-9, but generally 4-6 eggs (Mitchell 1994) are laid, and incubation, usually initiated 
by the female prior to clutch completion, lasts 32-37 days.  Pairs are not known to re-nest in the 
wild (Mitchell 1994).  Hatching occurs late May or through June and rarely into July.  The 
disadvantage of a late hatch is the potential for unsuccessful fledging prior to ice closure or 
migratory departure of the parents as it takes 90 – 122 days for young swans to fledge (Mitchell 
1994).  The family stays together during the first migration south to the wintering areas.  
Juveniles may return with the adults to the summer range, but they are driven from the territorial 
lake when parents initiate breeding (G. Beyersbergen, pers. comm.; R. Kaye, pers. comm.). 
 
First breeding may occur at 2-3 years, but is typically at age 4-7 years. As well, paired birds 2-4 
years old may select and inhabit a wetland for several years prior to actual nest initiation and 
breeding (Mitchell 1994).  There is strong fidelity to breeding and wintering ranges (Mitchell 
1994;).  Survival rate differs by age, year, and location, but wild trumpeter swans have been 
recorded to live for more than 24 years (Mitchell 1994).   
 
For most Alberta swans, migration occurs along the east slope of the Rocky Mountains and 
foothills; Elk Island National Park area and Lac La Biche area swans migrate through central 
Alberta (G. Beyersbergen, pers. comm.).  Certain lakes or wetlands are repeatedly used by 
trumpeter swans during spring and fall migrations (Hills 1996a; LaMontagne et al. 2001, 
2003a).. 
 
Dispersal of immature trumpeter swans is not well studied.  Young swans have been observed 
returning to Elk Island National Park in their first year but in subsequent years the number 
returning appears to decline, possibly indicating dispersal to other areas.   
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2.2 Habitat Requirements 
 
Wetland size, depth, extent of littoral zone, and amount of emergent and submergent vegetation 
are key determinants of site use for breeding and migration (Holton 1982).  Breeding trumpeter 
swans select wetland habitats that contain adequate room for take-off, accessible forage, shallow 
depths (<1 m), stable water levels, unpolluted fresh water, emergent vegetation, potentially 
suitable nesting structures, and low human disturbance (Mitchell 1994).  Habitats supplying high 
abundance of invertebrates and aquatic plants typically have the highest swan production 
(Lockman et al. 1987; Squires 1991).  Nests are rarely located in upland areas, but are typically 
found near shore, on islands, or on muskrat or beaver lodges (Hansen et al. 1971; Brechtel 1982). 
Important foods for trumpeter swans include the stems, roots and shoots of horsetail (Equisetum 
spp.), pondweeds (Potamogeton spp.), sedges (Carex spp.) and other vegetative materials 
(Holton 1982; Grant 1991; LaMontagne et al. 2003b).  Swans may consume up to 9 kg of plant 
material per day and food limitation may be one reason that swans defend breeding wetlands 
(Brechtel 1982; Holton 1982). 
 
Trumpeter swans rely heavily on certain wetlands (often not the same wetlands used during the 
breeding season) during staging, migration, and moulting in order to meet their high nutritional 
demands (LaMontagne et al. 2003b).  Migrating trumpeter swans typically use the same 
wetlands every year as stopover sites.  Key migration wetlands in the Grande Prairie area include 
Bear, Clairmont, LaGlace, Jones, Buffalo, Gummer, Valhalla, McNeil, Wilkin, Whitam, Sinclair, 
Lowe, Saskatoon and Preston lakes.  In the Calgary area, key migration wetlands include: 
Jumping Pound wetlands, East Cochrane Lake, Sibbald Flats and Sibbald Flat East ponds, Pile of 
Bones Creek, and Frank Lake (R. Arbuckle, pers. comm.; G. Beyersbergen, pers. comm.; P. 
Young, pers. comm.). The migration wetlands in southern Alberta are not used for breeding by 
trumpeter swans (Hills 1996a, 1996b).  There are other major staging lakes in Alberta utilized by 
both tundra and trumpeter swans, but efforts to quantify the numbers of the latter have not been 
extensive. 
 

2.3 Population Size, Distribution, and Trends in Alberta         
 
Historically, trumpeter swans were found throughout Alberta and broadly in North America.  
Commercial hunting in the 19th century and destruction of breeding and wintering habitat 
reduced their numbers and restricted their distribution to the tristate area of northwestern 
Wyoming, eastern Idaho, and southwestern Montana in the United States, and to a small, isolated 
pocket of birds breeding in the Grande Prairie area.  By the early 1900s, the global population 
was on the brink of extinction (James 2000).  Today, due largely to implementation of the 
Migratory Birds Convention Act, hunting regulations, reintroduction programs, intensive habitat 
management, and natural population growth, trumpeter swan populations are increasing across 
much of their range in North America.  Trumpeter swans are found in parts of the Boreal, Aspen 
Parkland, and Lower Foothills ecoregions in Alberta.  However, most of the Alberta trumpeter 
swan population breeds in the Peace Region of northwestern Alberta, principally in the areas of 
Grande Prairie, Manning, and Utikuma Lake (Strong and Leggat 1992; James 2000; Alberta 
Trumpeter Swan Recovery Team 2006; Beyersbergen 2007). Figure 1 shows the records of 
trumpeter swan sightings in Alberta from 1985 to 2010. 
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Figure 1.  Records of breeding and non-breeding pairs of trumpeter swans in Alberta, 1985-2010. The map 

presents only the records for the quinquennial swan surveys starting in 1985.  Data were obtained 
from the Fisheries and Wildlife Management Information System maintained by Alberta 
Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, AESRD wildlife biologists, and from Parks 
Canada.  

  
 
 
In Alberta, trumpeter swan distribution and population size have been monitored, primarily in 
the Grande Prairie area, since 1953. Broad-range surveys across Alberta were initiated in 1985 as 
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part of a North American range-wide survey to define the world population status of the species 
(Shandruk 1986; James and James 2001; Beyersbergen 2007).  In Alberta, complete counts were 
attempted based on known swan distribution.  Since that first North American survey effort, 
surveys have been conducted across the trumpeter swan range every five years.  
 
With the exception of swans nesting in the western United States, trumpeter swan population 
size and distribution are believed to be increasing across their range, including in Alberta 
(Appendices 1-6; Hawkings et al. 2002, Beyersbergen 2007; Canadian Wildlife Service 
Waterfowl Committee 2011).  The Canadian component of the Rocky Mountain trumpeter swan 
population increased dramatically between 1974 and 1995, increasing from 18% in 1974, to 51% 
in 1980, to 67% in 1990, and to 85% in 1995 (The Trumpeter Swan Society 1996).  In 2010, the 
Canadian portion of the Rocky Mountain population was estimated at 10 550 ± 1 631 (95% CI 
and 4 150 swans observed; Canadian Wildlife Service Waterfowl Committee 2011). This 
estimate is up 123% from 4 718 in 2005. 
 
The steady expansion in survey search area in Alberta since 1985 may account for some of the 
estimated population size increase and range expansion (Table 1; AESRD, unpubl.data; 
Shandruk 1991; Beyersbergen and Shandruk 1993; Norton and Beyersbergen 2000; James and 
James 2001).  However, the change in survey area came in response to range expansion 
perceived by provincial biologists based on anecdotal observations and local/regional surveys 
between quinquennial North American surveys.  Furthermore, a comparison of similar areas 
surveyed in Alberta from 1995 to 2010 shows a distinct increase in population and number of 
occupied lakes (Table 2). 
 
In 2010, the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) underwent a national review of their avian 
monitoring programs.  As a result of this review, a new method based on a stratified random 
sampling design was developed to survey Rocky Mountain population trumpeter swans across 
their range in Canada (Smith 2010a, 2010b).  The survey used 1:50,000 national topographic 
maps as sample units.  Based on the results of the 2005 survey and input from provincial 
biologists, 234 map units were identified as trumpeter swan range in Alberta.  The map units 
were stratified based on an analysis of the 2005 survey which distributed 42, 66, and 126 maps in 
the high (11+ swans), medium (1-10 swans), and low (0 swans) strata, respectively.  Of these, a 
total of 73 maps distributed as 40 high, 19 medium, and 14 low map units were randomly 
selected and surveyed (Figure 2).  Given that nearly all (40 out of 42) high density map units 
were flown, and despite this change in method, the 2010 survey area was very similar to areas 
surveyed from 1995 to 2005 (Figure 2 and Appendices 5 and 6). The 2010 data presented in 
Tables 1 and 2 are of actual swans observed (AESRD, unpubl. data). Based on these survey data, 
the provincial estimate for trumpeter swans in 2010 was 4 667 +/- 794 (including single adults, 
groups of sub-adults, breeding adults and cygnets) (CWS unpubl. data). 
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Table 1. Counts of trumpeter swans (white swans and cygnets) in Alberta, 1985-2010. 
 

Survey Year 
 

Total Swans Observed % Change in Total Population 
from Previous Survey 

1985 373 First Total Survey 
1990 457 +22.5 
1995 792 +73.5 
2000 995 +25.5 
2005 1 682 +69.0 
2010 2 821 +67.5 

AESRD unpubl.data, Parks Canada unpubl. data, Shandruk 1991, Beyersbergen 2007, Beyersbergen et al. 1993, 
Norton and Beyersbergen 2000, James and James 2001.  
 
Provincially, seven groups of trumpeter swans have been labelled by geographic location for 
administrative purposes.  Based on the 2010 survey results, the greatest number of swans was 
observed at Grande Prairie-Valleyview followed by Peace River-High Level, Utikuma-Peerless, 
Edson-Whitecourt, Elk Island National Park-Beaver Hills, Cardston-Waterton-Pincher Creek, 
and Lac La Biche (Table 2 and Figure 2). 
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Table 2. Comparison of trumpeter swan survey areas in Alberta, 1995-2010. 

 
Survey Area Year Occupied 

Waterbodies 
Adults Cygnets No. Broods Total 

Swans 
Grande Prairie-
Valleyview 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

99 
134 
2291 
383 

392 
404 
703 
1153 

141 
204 
310 
574 

41 
60 
96 

155 

533 
608 

1013 
1727 

Peace River-
High Level-
Utikuma-
Peerless 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

66 
68 
159 
241 

132 
148 
346 
501 

67 
64 

203 
362 

25 
21 
57 
99 

199 
212 
549 
863 

Edson-
Whitecourt 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

9 
15 
21 
39 

18 
29 
46 
85 

10 
3 

21 
56 

4 
2 
7 

16 

28 
32 
67 
141 

Elk Island 
National Park-
Beaver Hills 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

4 
4 

11 
14 

11 
8 

22 
29 

0 
5 

10 
25 

0 
2 
3 
6 

11 
13 
32 
54 

Cardston-
Waterton-
Pincher Creek 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

6 
10 
12 
8 

21 
27 
20 
24 

0 
10 
8 

12 

0 
4 
2 
3 

21 
37 
28 
36 

Lac La Biche 1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

n/a 
5 
3² 
0 

n/a 
9 
4² 
0 

n/a 
0 
0 
0 

n/a 
0 
0 
0 

n/a 
9 
4² 
0 

TOTAL 
 

1995 
2000 
2005 
2010 

184 
231 
432 
685 

574 
616 

1 137 
1 792 

218 
286 
552 

1 029 

70 
89 

165 
279 

792 
902 

1 689 
2 821 

1The number of occupied waterbodies in 2005 and 2010 for Grande Prairie-Valleyview is approximate. 
AESRD unpubl.data; Parks Canada unpubl. data; Shandruk 1991; Beyersbergen et al. 1993; Norton and 
Beyersbergen 2000; James and James 2001.  
² The exact location of the observed swans is not available.
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Figure 2.  Locations of breeding and non-breeding trumpeter swan pairs observed in Alberta during breeding 

surveys in 2010. The map also displays the survey blocks by strata. 
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Based on a number of factors (e.g., spring weather, water levels, body condition), only a portion 
of any trumpeter swan population breeds each year.  The proportion of breeding individuals in 
trumpeter swan populations has been estimated for Montana and Alaska as 20-30% (Mitchell 
1994).  Surveys conducted in the fall identify total adults (white birds) as well as cygnet and 
brood numbers.  However, the proportion of adults that did not breed or experienced breeding 
failure cannot be identified by this method.  In the absence of an intensive spring survey effort, 
the number of breeding individuals in Alberta can be extrapolated using the Montana and Alaska 
estimates, or by estimating from the number of broods counted during a survey.  In 2005 and 
2010, using the proportion method, minimum estimates of breeding individuals in Alberta ranged 
from 227 to 341 and 358 to 538 (20% and 30% of 1 137 and 1 792 adult birds), respectively, 
while the brood count method (165 and 279 broods) produces a minimum estimate of 330 and 
558 breeding individuals, respectively.  If the latter estimate is reliable, the proportion of 
breeding birds in the Alberta population appears to be towards the higher end of the spectrum 
compared to populations found in Montana and Alaska.  
 
The mean number of cygnets per breeding pair (pre-fledging) has steadily increased in Alberta as 
observed during the last five broad-range surveys.  An average of 3.69 cygnets/brood were 
observed in 2010 (AESRD, unpubl. data), compared to 3.36 in 2005 (Beyersbergen 2007), 3.34 
in 2000 (James 2000), 3.17 in 1995 (The Trumpeter Swan Society 1996), and 2.97 in 1990 (Lien 
1990; Beyersbergen and Shandruk 1993).  Breeding flocks in the United States subpopulation of 
the Rocky Mountain population typically show much lower cygnet recruitment (mean 0.99 
cygnets fledged/pair) (Mitchell 1994). 
 

 
 

3.0 LIMITING FACTORS 
 

3.1 Habitat Loss  
 
3.1.1 Breeding and Migrating Sites 
 
Trumpeter swans depend upon specific aquatic habitats for breeding and during migration. Loss 
or reduction in quality of breeding and migration habitat may be a limiting factor for trumpeter 
swans in Alberta.  Breeding habitat in the Aspen Parkland ecoregion, and more recently on the 
boreal fringe, has been lost due to wetland drainage, water diversion projects, and increased 
human use of shoreline areas that typically accompany agricultural and industrial activities and 
country residential and urban expansion (Shandruk 1984; R. Arbuckle, pers. comm.).  Permanent 
loss of emergent vegetation and development along shoreline edges appear to be key factors in 
reduced breeding success at lakes near Grande Prairie (Holton 1982). Recently, pressures 
adjacent to trumpeter swan wetlands have been particularly high within the County of Grande 
Prairie due to high levels of agricultural, industrial, and residential development (D. Hervieux, 
pers. comm.; R. Arbuckle, pers. comm.). Wetland margins on lakes surrounded by privately 
owned lands used primarily for agricultural and recreational purposes typically show intensive 
human and livestock utilization.  These habitats are often impacted by cultivation, hay 
production, and intensive grazing (Brechtel 1982). 
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Continued loss of wetland habitats used by non-breeding and migrating trumpeter swans is also a 
concern in Alberta.  Migration stopover sites in southern Alberta are critical in that they allow 
swans to build energy reserves required for successful migration and breeding (LaMontagne et 
al. 2001).  Extensive surveys of staging trumpeter swans in the Jumping Pound Creek area west 
of Calgary indicate that wetlands in this area are major migration stopover sites; however, the 
extent of their future use by trumpeter swans may be limited by intensive grazing of shorelines, 
deteriorating water quality, and permanent wetland alteration (Hills 1996a). 
 
Loss or degradation of trumpeter swan migration wetlands may result in decreased productivity 
and limit future population expansion. Trumpeter swans must arrive on the breeding grounds 
with sufficient energy reserves in order to successfully hatch and raise young (Banko 1960; 
Mitchell 1994).  Trumpeter swans exhibit a stepwise migration, utilizing key wetlands for resting 
and feeding (Mitchell 1994).  Swans that cannot attain sufficient body condition due to poor 
wetland quality or limited migration sites are likely to experience lower productivity when 
breeding and may experience lower rates of survival during the migration and wintering periods 
(Mitchell 1994). 

 
3.2 Sensory Disturbance of Swans 

 
Trumpeter swans are very sensitive to loud vehicle traffic (e.g., industrial trucks, low level 
aircraft flight, boating) and other intrusions on or near wetlands (Holton 1982; Hensen and Grant 
1991). High levels of human-caused disturbance can make lakes or wetlands unsuitable as 
trumpeter swan habitat. One study in Alaska demonstrated a negative effect of transportation 
infrastructure on trumpeter swan nesting lake occupancy (Schmidt et al. 2009). 
 
Disturbance at breeding wetlands may cause nest loss, clutch failure or cygnet loss because of 
disrupted feeding behaviour, chilling of the eggs or young, or increased susceptibility of eggs 
and young to predation following extended absence of the female from the nest (Page 1976; 
Rean 1976; Ellison and Cleary 1978; Shea 1979).  Since trumpeter swans will not re-nest, loss of 
the clutch results in loss of the entire annual breeding production for a breeding pair (Hensen and 
Grant 1991).  In the case of severe and repeated disturbance, trumpeter swans may permanently 
abandon a breeding wetland (Brechtel 1982). 
 
In the Grande Prairie area, increased rural residential subdivisions near breeding wetlands have 
resulted in more intensive all-terrain vehicle traffic and other disturbances along shoreline areas 
(R. Arbuckle, pers. comm.).  This increase in disturbance has led to abandonment on some 
historical breeding wetlands such has Wembley Lake, where trumpeter swans have not nested 
since the 1960s  (AESRD, Fish and Wildlife Division, unpubl. reports, Brechtel 1982). The 
effect of disturbance was further demonstrated on Saskatoon Lake, where trumpeter swans 
returned to nest in 2010 for the first time in decades, after low water levels precluded boating 
activity. Recent trumpeter swan breeding activity at Crystal Lake within the City of Grande 
Prairie has produced young; however there has been high mortality of cygnets (R. Arbuckle, 
pers. comm.).  Disturbance from industrial development also has the potential to negatively 
affect trumpeter swans.  Repeated disturbance over time from human activity at industrial sites 
near breeding wetlands, or episodes of intensive disturbance during key staging periods (for 
example, seismic testing or water withdrawal on or near wetlands) may result in reduced use or 
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abandonment by swans (R. Arbuckle, pers. comm.).  Human disturbance that results from use of 
access roads created for industrial development may also result in negative consequences for 
swans (Shandruk 1984).     
 
Disturbance that results in reduced foraging and resting behaviour, and swan movement out of 
migration wetlands, has been recorded at sites in southern Alberta (Hills 1996a).  Swans will 
congregate on key wetlands in larger flocks during these times.  These wetlands are usually not 
the same wetlands used during the breeding season, yet provide important food and rest 
opportunities for migrating swans (Hills 1996a).   
 

 
3.3 Water Management 

 
3.3.1 Water Quantity 
 
Large water level fluctuations can limit swan production in Alberta.  Very high water levels may 
flood out nests while wetlands that have dried up or been reduced in size may cause a temporary 
or permanent loss of breeding habitat (Brechtel 1982).  As land use intensifies in the settled area 
of the province, so does demand for water.  In particular, increasing demand for water for 
livestock production and irrigation may cause water levels to decline in natural wetlands 
important to swans (M. Heckbert, pers. comm.).  Human use of water that leads to decreased 
abundance of, or impeded access to, emergent and submergent vegetation may result in loss of 
breeding habitat. 
 
Various industries use water from natural water bodies within trumpeter swan range.  
Withdrawal of large volumes of water for use by the oil and gas sector is a concern.  The current 
allocation and permitting process for industrial water use in Alberta’s Green Area may result in 
loss of wetland habitats important to trumpeter swans, particularly if significant or repeated 
withdrawals occur from a single wetland (a permit is not required for withdrawal of up to            
5 000 m³ per disposition holder) (A. Wagner, pers. comm.).  Other potential industrial water 
users include sand and gravel operations and pipeline hydrostatic testing. 
 
Flooding of industrial infrastructure such as roads and well sites by beavers is common in many 
areas of the province.  Removal of beaver dams or installation of culverts that drain or lower 
water levels of wetlands may result in loss of trumpeter swan habitat.   

 
3.3.2 Water Quality 
 
Trumpeter swans rely on abundant supplies of fresh water, high quality food, and nest building 
materials (Mitchell 1994).  Pollution, siltation and other detrimental factors may impair the 
quality of the aquatic ecosystems used by swans, thus limiting production and maintenance of 
body condition. 

 



 

3.4 Mortality 
 
3.4.1 Power Lines 
 
Electrocution and other injuries from collisions with power lines are believed to be the most 
significant causes of mortality for adult trumpeter swans in Alberta.  The Grande Prairie area 
appears to have the highest recorded number of mortalities with as many as 6-10 confirmed cases 
each year. Other trumpeter swan mortalities have been reported in the Pincher Creek and 
Cardston areas (AESRD, Fish and Wildlife Division occurrence reports 1998-2010). It is likely 
that additional occurrences are not reported to AESRD, and most cases likely remain undetected 
due to rapid scavenging of carcasses and occurrence in remote locations.  Analysis of occurrence 
reports for the Grande Prairie and Valleyview areas between 1998-2010 shows that known cases 
occur in the spring and fall, corresponding to migration periods, and that there are sites where 
multiple mortalities have been observed.  Ongoing record keeping of the height and number of 
wires at mortality sites indicates that single-wire lines servicing well sites and rural residences 
appear responsible for most trumpeter swan mortalities (M. Russell pers. comm.)  Some 
mitigation through power line routing and placement of line markers near trumpeter swan 
wetlands has occurred in the Grande Prairie area. A recent power line burial project at a key 
staging wetland near Cochrane was completed in 2010 (M. Heckbert, pers.comm.). 
 
3.4.2 Predation/Disease/Parasites 
 
Predation of all ages of trumpeter swans by mammalian and avian species occurs, but is not 
considered to be a major source of mortality (Brechtel 1982; Mitchell 1994).  Coyote predation is 
a suspected cause of cygnet mortality in Elk Island National Park (G. Beyersbergen, pers. 
comm.).   Mortality from a variety of causes is highest during the first year (Banko 1960; 
Brechtel 1982; Lockman et al. 1987; Bart et al. 1991), however survival rates increase in 
subsequent years and are quite high (Turner and Mackay 1981; Anderson et al. 1986; Lockman 
et al. 1987; Lockman 1990; Bart et al. 1991).  Survival rates in the Grande Prairie area have been 
documented as 42.9% from fledging to one year, while survival from one to two years of age 
was 70.9% and from two to three years of age was 82.4% (Turner and Mackay 1981). 
 
Trumpeter swans are subject to a variety of diseases and body parasites however, diseases and 
parasites alone are not believed to be major sources of mortality (Mitchell 1994).  Nasal leech 
occurrences in wintering birds can be a direct cause of death for cygnets and can contribute to 
poor adult body condition that increases vulnerability to severe winter weather (Drewien and 
Bouffard 1994).  Bennett et al. (1981) found that blood parasites were present in Grande Prairie 
trumpeter swans, but levels were unlikely to limit population growth.  The impacts of the recent 
emergence of the mosquito-borne West Nile virus are not well understood for most waterfowl, 
but are not expected to be significant for trumpeter swans (M. Pybus, pers. comm.). 
 
3.4.3 Human-Caused Mortality 
 
Levels of poaching of trumpeter swans are not well known in Alberta; however, this factor is not 
believed to limit the species’ population growth.  Illegal killing of swans does occur (AESRD, 
unpubl. data). The accidental shooting of migrating trumpeter swans likely occurs in jurisdictions 
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that permit hunting of tundra swans.  Currently, tundra swans can be hunted legally in Alaska, 
Montana, Nevada, North Dakota, North Carolina, South Dakota, Utah, and Virginia (R. Shea, 
pers. comm.). 
 

3.5 Other Limiting Factors 
 

3.5.1 Weather 
 
Severe weather events can play a role in limiting local trumpeter swan populations.  High or low 
water levels can limit annual production (Brechtel 1982) and intensive weather events can kill or 
injure swans.  Late spring snowstorms can limit production of young swans (G. Beyersbergen, 
pers. comm.).  High levels of swan mortality can also occur on the winter ranges.  This occurred 
in 1984 (McKelvey et al. 1985) when the Snake River froze in the Wyoming/Idaho area. In 
recent years, however, trumpeter swans have shifted their winter feeding patterns in eastern 
Idaho, taking advantage of waste field potatoes and grain. This change in behaviour may be 
attributed to learned behaviour as well as to the increasing frequency of mild winters on the 
winter range. These new food sources bode well for improving overall winter body condition of 
trumpeter swans and are likely contributing to the population increases observed on the breeding 
grounds. 
 
 

 
4.0  KNOWLEDGE GAPS AND RESEARCH PRIORITIES 

 
It is desirable to increase the understanding of some key items in order to achieve trumpeter 
swan recovery. Partners of the recovery plan are encouraged to pursue the following areas of 
research: 
 
● Develop predictive techniques at landscape scales that help to identify potentially suitable 

breeding habitat.  This will provide opportunity to maintain and manage future breeding 
sites in order to provide for population expansion. 
 

● Evaluate the effects of predation and human-caused mortality at the population level, 
with specific focus on the impact of power lines on swan mortality.  Investigation and use 
of mitigation that reduces mortality of breeding trumpeter swans from power line 
collisions will result in increased survival of breeding swans and increased populations of 
trumpeter swans. 

 
 
 

5.0  RECENT RECOVERY AND CONSERVATION EFFORTS 
 

The successful reintroduction of trumpeter swans to Elk Island National Park resulted from a 
transplant program that ran from 1987 to 2001.  Families of trumpeter swans consisting of mated 
pairs with young were transplanted from the core breeding flock near Grande Prairie to Elk 
Island National Park. Since trumpeter swans are most likely to return to areas where they learn to 
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fly, these reintroduction efforts resulted in the successful establishment of breeding trumpeter 
swans in Elk Island National Park and the surrounding Beaver Hills area (Table 2, Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Trumpeter swan population size and production in Elk Island National Park and the Beaver 
Hills, Alberta, 1987-2011 (Elk Island National Park, unpubl. data 2011).  

 
Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development has developed guidelines 
(Appendix 7) which provide options for mitigation and planning approaches to guide industrial 
and grazing activities in the vicinity of trumpeter swan breeding sites.  These guidelines 
recommend industrial and grazing practices that will minimize the effects of new developments 
on trumpeter swans.  The guidelines are implemented by Alberta Environment and Sustainable 
Resource Development through the industrial and agricultural disposition permitting process. 
 
Closure of hiking trails and boating on a breeding lake within Police Outpost Provincial Park has 
served to limit disturbance to trumpeter swans during the breeding season.  Within Saskatoon 
Island Provincial Park, closure of Little Lake to boating has also helped to maintain successful 
breeding activity at the lake.  However, at Saskatoon Lake within Saskatoon Island Provincial 
Park, closure of several bays to power boating has not resulted in a substantial return of staging 
trumpeter swans to the lake. 
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Historical attempts to mitigate collisions with power lines have been made through the 
placement of markers on a major power transmission line at Henderson Lake and Flyingshot 
Marsh near Grande Prairie. In 2010, in cooperation with a landowner, an opportunity arose for 
AESRD to partner with FortisAlberta on a power line burial project to help mitigate swan and 
other bird collisions on a particular wetland near Cochrane. The wetland was a well-known 
trumpeter swan staging area, and the existing overhead power line ran straight through it. Due to 
its location and type (single-wire, which have been noted as being the most detrimental; M. 
Heckbert, pers. comm.), it posed a very high risk to swans and other waterfowl that utilized the 
area. To help reduce the risk of bird collisions, FortisAlberta designed a plan to have a portion 
(400 m) of the existing overhead power line relocated and buried along the road to the 
landowner’s farm instead of remaining through the wetland, and another 400 m of power line 
was marked with bird diverters to make the power line more visible to birds (M. Heckbert, pers. 
comm.).   
 
Several conservation and management initiatives relating to public information and outreach 
have been accomplished in recent years, including: 
 

 Development of a display poster for use at public gatherings, focusing on the biology of 
trumpeter swans, landowner stewardship, and threats to swans; 

 Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, in partnership with Alberta 
Tourism, Parks and Recreation - Parks Division and several non-government 
organizations, continues to be active in providing a display and staff to help with the 
annual Trumpeter Swan Festival held in Grande Prairie (Saskatoon Island Provincial 
Park) in April each year;  

 Trumpeter swans are the focus of the Grade 5 wetland education program offered by 
Saskatoon Island Provincial Park  Over 75% of the grade 5 students in the Grande Prairie 
region participate annually; and 

 Production and distribution of a landowner stewardship brochure; the brochure was 
distributed to hundreds of landowners in the greater Grande Prairie area and will soon be 
made available to the public online on the Alberta Species at Risk Program website.  

 
Alberta’s system of protective notations for Crown land, whereby important wildlife values are 
identified and development activities are restricted in proximity to those values, is an important 
habitat conservation tool that has proven effective for breeding trumpeter swans over time. To 
date, 84 195 acres (34 072 ha) of trumpeter swan habitat has been registered with a protective 
notation. Additionally, application for approval of another 156 287 acres (63 247 ha) of 
protective notation has been made in recent years. 
 
Furthermore, permanent securement of 2 549 acres (1 031 ha) of important trumpeter swan 
habitat has been achieved between 2000 and 2010 through the cooperative efforts of 
conservation organizations such as Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC), Alberta Fish and Game 
Association (AFGA), Nature Conservancy Canada (NCC), and the Alberta Conservation 
Association (ACA). Table 3 identifies the locations of these sites. 
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Table 3. Location and size of trumpeter swan habitat secured by participating conservation organizations. 
 

Location Size Conservation Group 
Driftwood Marsh 435 acres (176 ha) DUC 
Sydorko Property 160 acres (65 ha) DUC 
Island Lakes 288 acres (116 ha) AFGA/DUC/NCC 
Sherwood Park 160 acres (65 ha) AFGA/ACA/DUC 
Pydde Property 76 acres (31 ha) DUC 
Cameron Development 80 acres (32 ha) ACA 
Golden Ranches 1 350 acres (546 ha) ACA/AFGA/DUC/ 

 
From 1989 to 1999, 2 270 acres (919 ha) of trumpeter swan wetland habitat were purchased by 
Ducks Unlimited Canada and 239 acres (97 ha) were purchased by the Alberta Fish and Game 
Association.  Additional trumpeter swan habitat securement has been achieved by conservation 
organizations in Alberta in the form of registered caveats and easements. 
 
 

 
6.0  RECOVERY STRATEGY 

 
The following statements describe the overall vision for this recovery plan and the guiding 
principles that are necessary for success. 
 

 
6.1 Biological and Technical Feasibility of Recovery 

 
There is good potential for recovery of trumpeter swans in Alberta for the following reasons: 
 

1. The Alberta trumpeter swan population has shown continued positive population growth 
and range expansion over the last 25 years (1985-2010) with pioneering flocks 
established outside of the core breeding area at Grande Prairie, in other areas of northern 
Alberta, in the Beaver Hills, and in Elk Island National Park. 

2. While additional breeding habitat in the range of other flocks in Alberta appears to be 
limited, wetlands in northern Alberta provide most of the known breeding sites and 
production of young, and there appears to be additional wetlands in northern Alberta that 
are suitable for breeding that are not currently utilized (Hawkings et al. 2002; M. 
Heckbert, pers. comm.; G. Beyersbergen, pers. comm.).   

3. Based on estimates of breeding individuals, which have increased with each successive 
survey, the Alberta trumpeter swan population continues to demonstrate strong 
productive capacity.  

4. The Canadian portion of the Rocky Mountain population of trumpeter swans is 
experiencing similar increasing population and distribution trends outside of Alberta. 

 
Recovery and conservation will be aided by: 
 

 Availability of proper routing and mitigation techniques to reduce power line related 
mortality of trumpeter swans. 
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 Continued active management of crown land breeding and migration habitat through 
proactive land-use planning and application of land-use guidelines.   

 Development and implementation of stewardship practices of private land breeding and 
migration habitat through application of development setbacks and best management 
practices. 

 
Some limiting factors are related to human-caused disturbances and loss of habitat, which 
provides opportunities to reduce the potential for negative effects. 
 

 
6.2 Guiding Principles 

 
It is important to acknowledge that there are a number of factors affecting trumpeter swan 
recovery that are beyond the control of the Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Team and this 
recovery plan.  For example, because of the migratory nature of trumpeter swans, the policies 
and actions of numerous governments and land users across its range will influence the success 
of recovery efforts.  Regardless, it is the recovery team’s belief, and a primary guiding principle, 
that actions taken in Alberta are necessary to achieve trumpeter swan recovery.  The team is 
convinced that recovery of the trumpeter swan is both possible and desirable. 
 
The recovery and management of trumpeter swans in Alberta must be guided by the following 
additional principles: 
 

● The loss of habitat and individual swans is undesirable and preventable. 
● Recovery actions will embrace an ecosystem or holistic approach to management. 
● A cooperative approach with landowners, industry, other land users, various levels of 

government, and other agencies is essential.  This includes shared stewardship, 
compatible land use, and local commitment to management initiatives. 

● Communication and cooperation across provincial and other jurisdictions is important. 
● Management actions will employ tools resulting in the most immediate benefit to 

trumpeter swans and will be based on the best information available.  Implementation, 
however, will not be delayed because of a lack of specific supporting information. 

● Landowners will not bear all of the costs associated with maintaining or enhancing 
trumpeter swan habitat or other recovery measures. 

● Recovery actions will be focused on maintaining breeding and staging habitat.  Loss of 
habitat is likely to limit population recovery. 

● The recovery process will be flexible; specific actions will be revisited and altered to 
ultimately improve the outcome. 

 
 

6.3 Recovery Goal 
 

The goal of this recovery plan is to achieve a self-sustaining trumpeter swan population, well-
distributed throughout suitable habitat within Alberta, such that the trumpeter swan is eventually 
removed from the list of provincially Threatened species. 
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6.4 Recovery Objectives 
 

These objectives direct the strategies and actions during the five-year lifespan of this recovery 
plan: 

 
1. Maintain or increase current trumpeter swan breeding population size and distribution 

within Alberta in the areas covered by recent trumpeter swan surveys. 
2. Achieve a well-distributed population of breeding trumpeter swans across Alberta 

that demonstrates: a) range expansion relative to historical range in the Parkland, 
Lower Foothills, and Boreal ecoregions, and b) increasing numbers of breeding pairs 
as a result of population growth. 

 
 

6.5 Strategies for Recovery 
 

The following section describes six strategic areas that will be pursued concurrently to achieve 
the recovery goals and objectives. These strategies provide context for the recovery actions listed 
later in this document.  
 
6.5.1 Population Conservation and Management 
 
Includes actions to reduce swan mortality, provide protection from undue sensory disturbance, 
and facilitate trumpeter swan range expansion. 
 
6.5.2 Habitat Conservation and Management 
 

 Includes habitat securement, protection, and management, as well as cooperative stewardship, 
for both current and potential habitat. 
 
6.5.3 Information and Outreach 
 
Includes actions necessary to increase awareness of trumpeter swan conservation requirements. 
Actions are designed to increase communication between agencies and affected stakeholders 
responsible for the implementation of recovery actions, as well as communication between 
agencies and the general public. 
  
6.5.4 Research and Monitoring 
 
Includes population and distribution monitoring, and research that evaluates management 
actions. 
 
6.5.5 Resourcing 
 
Includes actions necessary to identify and secure logistical, financial, and in-kind support 
required to implement conservation and recovery actions outlined in the plan. 
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6.5.6 Plan Management and Administration 
 
Includes coordination, implementation, and evaluation of recovery actions. 

 
 
 

7.0 ACTION PLAN 
 

7.1 Population Conservation and Management 
 
1.  Increase the trumpeter swan breeding population to 10 pairs in the Beaver Hills.  The Elk 

Island National Park Trumpeter Swan transplant program aspects are complete. Focus on 
monitoring the increasing breeding population. 

 
2. Improve understanding of occupied breeding habitat in Alberta through analysis of expanded 

surveys in 2015. 
 
3. Develop predictive models to assess probable breeding sites across suitable areas in Alberta, 

based on key habitat requirements. This will improve habitat management for future breeding 
sites. 

 
4. Identify power line strike locations in the Counties of Grande Prairie, Pincher Creek, and 

Cardston; apply power line burial and other mitigation techniques at mortality sites; and 
assess the effectiveness of mitigation techniques in order to reduce future trumpeter swan 
mortality.  

  
5. Implement a referral system to the AESRD for all power line developments within the 

Counties of Grande Prairie, Cardston, and Pincher Creek and the Municipal District of Rocky 
View. 

 
6. Implement effective public activity closures on breeding lakes within Provincial Parks and 

Protected Areas. 
 
 

7.2 Habitat Conservation and Management 
 
1. Assess effectiveness and extent of application of current land-use guidelines and modify as 

required. 
 
2. Continue to implement effective land-use guidelines for trumpeter swan breeding and staging 

wetlands located on public land. 
 
3. Place protective notations on public lands located around and near all known trumpeter swan 

breeding wetlands. 
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4. Through the Energy Resources Conservation Board and the Alberta Utilities Commission, 

develop and implement land-use guidelines for oil and gas activities and associated 
infrastructure in order to provide habitat protection, reduce collisions with power lines, and 
minimize sensory disturbance at trumpeter swan breeding and staging wetlands on or adjacent 
to private land. 

 
5. Establish and implement, in cooperation with municipalities, land-use zones and appropriate 

development setbacks around breeding and staging wetlands in the Counties of Grande 
Prairie, Cardston, and Pincher Creek and the Municipal District of Rocky View.  

 
6. Provide updated breeding and staging wetland locations to provincial land, water, and mineral 

resource managers to facilitate referral to the AESRD and advance planning and management 
of industrial activity and water management.  This will help assure conservation of habitat for 
breeding and staging. 

 
7. Conserve habitat on trumpeter swan breeding and staging wetlands through stewardship 

initiatives, conservation easements, or other habitat securement activities, together with all 
levels of government, non-government agencies and groups, and private individuals. 

 
8. Use beaver-proof water levellers or other water control structures on trumpeter swan wetlands 

that have adjacent human infrastructure that is prone to flooding. This will provide for water 
level stability to the benefit of trumpeter swans while helping to protect human infrastructure. 

 
 

7.3 Information and Outreach 
 
1.  Promote trumpeter swan population management, conservation, and habitat awareness 

through continued delivery of landowner brochures and extension initiatives, continued 
delivery of educational programming to Grade 5 students in the Grande Prairie area, 
organization and delivery of the Grande Prairie Trumpeter Swan Festival, and through 
utilization of other information programs and opportunities (e.g., Friends of Saskatoon Island, 
Elk Island National Park, Friends of Elk Island Society). 

 
 

7.4 Research and Monitoring 
 
1. Complete annual surveys of trumpeter swans in the Beaver Hills to monitor populations and   

habitat use and evaluate success of the transplant program.  
 
2. Complete the Alberta portion of the international breeding trumpeter swan survey in 2015 in 

order to estimate population size and evaluate the success of recovery actions.   
 

3. Evaluate the effects of predation and human-caused mortality at the population level, with 
specific focus on the impact of power lines on swan mortality. 
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4. Evaluate the effectiveness of power line collision mitigation on reducing swan mortality. 
 

 
7.5 Resourcing 

 
1. Government agencies, non-government organizations, and researchers will periodically 

approach other government, non-government organizations, industry, universities, and 
landholders to participate in, partner with or fund, trumpeter swan recovery initiatives. 

 
 

7.6 Plan Management and Administration 
 

1. Convene the Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Team on an as-needed basis and, with 
permission of the team chair, circulate results of these meetings to interested persons.  

 
2. Monitor, assess, and annually report on the progress of implementation of the recovery plan 

actions and develop new recovery actions when needed.  
 
3. Enter accumulated trumpeter swan data into the Fisheries and Wildlife Management 

Information System (FWMIS) database. 
 



 

8.0 TIMETABLE FOR IMPLEMENTATION AND SCHEDULE OF COSTS 
 
Table 4 provides a timeline for implementation of activities identified by the recovery team as being important to the conservation of 
trumpeter swans in Alberta, and the estimated costs associated with their implementation.  It is anticipated that a variety of agencies 
will participate in the funding and implementation of these activities.  Costs are not provided for activities that are part of the daily 
operations of the identified agencies. Costs associated with team members’ expenses to attend recovery team meetings are not 
included in the table, but represent valued and necessary contributions associated with implementation of the recovery plan.  
 
Table 4. Implementation schedule for recovery actions for trumpeter swans.  

Cost estimate (thousands/year) 

Plan Section Lead Agency1 2012-13 2013-14 
 

2014-15 2015-16 
 

2016-
17 

 

Total 

7.1 Population Management       
7.1.1 Monitor breeding populations in Beaver Hills EINP 5 5 5 5 5 25 
7.1.2 Analyses of 2015 surveys U of A/AESRD IK IK - - - - 
7.1.3 Develop predictive model of breeding sites U of A/AESRD IK IK - - - - 
7.1.4 Power line mitigation implementation & 
assessment 

Various 
5 5 5 5 5 25 

7.1.5 Development of power line referral system AUC/CGP/MDRV/AESRD  IK IK - -  
7.1.6 Public activity closures on breeding lakes TPR IK IK IK IK IK - 
  10 10 10 10 10 50 
7.2 Habitat Management       
7.2.1 Assess current land-use guidelines AESRD/FWD IK IK - - - - 
7.2.2  Implement land-use guidelines on public land AESRD IK IK IK IK IK - 
7.2.3 Apply PNTs on public land on/near breeding 
wetlands 

AESRD 
IK IK IK IK IK - 

7.2.4 Develop & implement land-use guidelines for oil 
& gas activities and infrastructure 

ERCB/AESRD 
IK IK IK IK IK - 

7.2.5 Establish land-use zones & development setbacks CGP/MDRV/AESRD       
7.2.6 Distribute breeding & staging wetland locations  AE/AESRD IK IK IK IK IK - 
7.2.7 Conserve breeding & staging locations ACA/AESRD/DUC/NCC 111 30 30 0 0 171 
7.2.8 Stabilize water through control structures Various 10 10 10 10 10 50 
  121 40 40 10 10 221 
7.3 Information and Outreach       
7.3.1Brochures, educational programming, and other 
outreach initiatives 

TPR/AESRD/FSI/FEIS 
11 11 11 11 11 55 

  11 11 11 11 11 55 
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7.4 Research       
7.4.1 Annual surveys in the Beaver Hills EINP 8 8 8 8 8 40 
7.4.2 International breeding trumpeter swan survey 2015 EC/AESRD - - - 125 - 125 
7.4.3 Evaluate population-level impacts of predation and 
power line mortality 

AESRD/U of A 
20 20 20 20 20 100 

7.4.4  Evaluate effectiveness of power line mitigation AESRD/Various 5 5 IK IK IK 10 
  33 33 28 153 28 275 
7.5 Resourcing       
7.5.1 Funding of various recovery initiatives Various - - - - - - 
  0 0 0 0 0 0 
7.6 Plan Management/Admin.       
7.6.1 Recovery team meetings AESRD - - - - - - 
7.6.2 Monitor, assess, and report on progress AESRD IK IK IK IK IK - 
7.6.3 Submit trumpeter swan data to FWMIS AESRD IK IK IK IK IK - 
  0 0 0 0 0 0 

 TOTAL 150 69 69 164 39 491 
IK- all time costs of provincial and federal government staff for coordination and delivery are ‘in-kind’ contributions. 
1 AESRD-Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development; AE - Alberta Energy; AUC – Alberta Utilities Commission; DUC - Ducks Unlimited Canada; ERCB – 
Energy Resources and Conservation Board; NCC- Nature Conservancy Canada; TPR- Alberta Tourism, Parks & Recreation; EC – Environment Canada (Canadian Wildlife 
Service); EINP- Elk Island National Park; FSI- Friends of Saskatoon Island; CWS- Canadian Wildlife Service; ACA- Alberta Conservation Association; U of A-University of 
Alberta; CGP- County of Grande Prairie; MDRV- Municipal District of Rocky View; FEIS- Friends of Elk Island Society. 

 



 

9.0  SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS 
 
The trumpeter swan is a focal species for those promoting wetland and waterfowl conservation in 
Alberta and North America, and the species and its habitat possess high social values. Trumpeter 
swans are the focus of a growing annual festival in the Grande Prairie area, and are of high 
profile in other parts of Alberta to tourists and conservationists alike.  The reintroduction 
program at Elk Island National Park has resulted in a considerable increase in the profile of swan 
conservation initiatives in Alberta and this program is supported financially by the Friends of Elk 
Island Society. The Trumpeter Swan Society also serves to promote trumpeter swan 
conservation, education, and research throughout North America. 
 
An important guiding principle of the Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Plan 2012-2017 is that 
conservation and management efforts will incorporate a cooperative approach with stakeholders 
to ensure that recovery initiatives for this species are compatible, to the extent possible, with 
sustainable land uses that support economic activity (see Section 6.3). The recovery plan strives 
to minimize the negative implications to Albertans that may result from efforts to recover 
trumpeter swan populations.  At a local level, potential economic costs affecting landholders or 
land users may include restrictions on land use activities, or on timing of these activities. 
Additionally, it is anticipated that there will be economic costs associated with mitigation 
activities for power lines; however, these costs may be offset by a reduction of power outages 
that often ensue from collisions.  On the other hand, protection and improvements to trumpeter 
swan habitat may yield economic benefits for landowners and leaseholders through improved 
water quality and increased productivity of their lands.  In addition, conservation and 
stewardship of habitat for trumpeter swan benefits a variety of other wildlife species and may 
increase biodiversity in these areas, to the benefit of all Albertans. 
 
 
 

10.0 PLAN EVALUATION AND AMENDMENT 
 
The life of this plan is five years.  The Alberta Trumpeter Swan Recovery Team will meet and 
conduct a review of activities to monitor the implementation of the plan and to determine the 
effectiveness of recovery actions as necessary.  A report on the results of these reviews will be 
submitted to the Director of Wildlife Management.  Recovery plans are considered to be “living” 
documents and recovery actions can be amended during these reviews, as new information 
becomes available, as conditions change, or as circumstances warrant.  At the end of five years, 
the recovery team will review the overall accomplishments of the plan, discuss amendments to 
management strategies and actions, and redraft a new plan to be implemented over the next five-
year period. 
 
   
 

11.0 MULTIPLE SPECIES AND RELATED RECOVERY STRATEGIES 
 

No conflicts with recovery actions for other species were identified. 
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13.0  APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 1985. 

 
Footnote 1: Trumpeter swan re-introduction program in Elk Island National Park began in 1987. 
Footnote 2: Three non-breeding trumpeter swan pairs were observed in the Waterton-Cardston-Pincher Creek survey 
area in 1985. However, exact location data could not be found. 



 

Appendix 2. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 1990. 
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Appendix 3. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 1995. 
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Appendix 4. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 2000. 
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             Appendix 5. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 2005. 
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                         Appendix 6. Trumpeter swan breeding locations – 2010. 
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Appendix 7. Recommended Land-Use Guidelines for Trumpeter Swan Habitat 
 
http://srd.alberta.ca/FishWildlife/WildlifeLandUseGuidelines/documents/WildlifeLandUse-
TrumpeterSwanWaterbodies-Oct30-2010.pdf 
 
Rationale for Special Protection of Trumpeter Swan Habitat 
 
Trumpeter swans breed on lakes and marshes scattered mainly across the Aspen Parkland and 
Boreal Ecoregions of Alberta.   Most are concentrated in the North West Boreal Region, west of 
Grande Prairie, where their distribution is gradually increasing. The species formerly bred 
throughout Alberta, but was thought to have been extirpated by the early 1900s, at which time it 
was thought to be close to extinction across its range.   
 
Today, trumpeter swans are listed as a Threatened species under Alberta’s Wildlife Act, and as 
such are afforded protection against hunting and the destruction of nests. The population of 
trumpeter swans in Alberta is increasing, but is still very small (fewer than 1 000 breeding 
individuals). There are still concerns about whether the recovery will continue, as well as 
concerns about the security of the wintering habitat of the Alberta birds.  Populations do not 
appear to establish themselves easily in new wintering habitat. Therefore, as long as wintering 
habitat is limited, the risk of regional extinction for trumpeter swans in Alberta will not be 
reduced by immigration from neighbouring populations. Accidental hunting and power line 
collisions are also threats. 
 
Trumpeter swans are sensitive to human disturbance, and human activity in breeding areas may 
decrease survival of eggs or cygnets. Trumpeter swans that are disturbed repeatedly may not nest 
or may abandon an existing nest. Therefore, the breeding population continues to depend on 
current management practices and habitat protection. For further information on trumpeter 
swans, please see Alberta’s Threatened Wildlife: 
 
http://srd.alberta.ca/FishWildlife/WildSpecies/Birds/Waterfowl/TrumpeterSwan.aspx  and  
 
Alberta Detailed Status Reports: 
 
http://srd.alberta.ca/fishwildlife/SpeciesAtRisk/DetailedStatus/documents/swan.pdf 
 
In an effort to continue the recovery of trumpeter swans, industrial land-use guidelines must 
reflect the sensitive nature of this species. These guidelines serve three primary purposes: 
 
a) To protect the long-term integrity and productivity of trumpeter swan breeding habitat; 
 
b) To avoid industrial disturbance to trumpeter swans during nesting and rearing of cygnets; 

and, 
 
c) To minimize the access created near swan lakes to reduce the potential for secondary 

disturbance of trumpeter swans from recreational use. 
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Land-Use Guidelines 
 
The Fish & Wildlife Division of Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development 
recommends the following conditions be applied to activities near trumpeter swan habitat 
through the land-use permit system: 
 
All Activities: 
 April 1 to Sept. 30, no activity within 800 m of the high water mark of identified lakes or 

water bodies. 
 
 April 1 to Sept. 30, no direct flights over identified lakes or water bodies. 
 
 No long-term development (roads, wells, pipelines, power lines, etc.) within 500 m of the 

high water mark on identified lakes or water bodies. 
 
Geophysical: 
 Conventional clearing of new lines must terminate 800 m from the high water mark of 

identified lakes or water bodies. 
 
 Low impact seismic (LIS) lines must terminate 500 m from the high water mark of identified 

lakes or water bodies. 
 
 Heliportable and/or hand-cut lines (up to 2.5 m wide) must terminate 100 m from the high 

water mark of identified lakes or water bodies. 
 
 A survey line of sight (0.5 m) is permitted from 100 m up to the water body. 
 
 Reuse of existing lines is permitted, however, no re-clearing or disturbance of vegetation is 

permitted beyond the line widths listed above. 
 
 No shot holes where water or ice exists or on dry lakes (air/mud guns only). 
 
Livestock Grazing: 
 No new grazing leases issued around identified lakes or water bodies. 
 
 No range improvement within 500 m of the high water mark on identified lakes or water 

bodies. 
 
Timber Harvesting: 
No timber harvesting within 200 m of high water mark on identified lakes or water bodies.  
Establishment of a special management zone for timber harvesting between 200 m and 500 m 
from high water mark, with a detailed plan, is required.  
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