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HELPFUL HINTS FOR NEW YORK LOON CENSUS OBSERVERS: 
 

 Help us minimize duplicate reports!  
Please contact accp@wcs.org to sign up for a Census lake to minimize duplicate observers reporting on 
the same lake. Each year, we have to exclude some reports from the Census analysis because they are a 
duplicate effort.  

 

 Report only on observations made during the Census hour from 8-9a.m.  
Observations conducted outside the Census hour must be excluded from the Census analysis, because they 
may reflect loons that were reported earlier on a different lake. 

 

 Try NOT to disturb the birds during your observations.  
It is very important to understand and interpret loon behaviors correctly so that you do not stress the birds 
accidentally. If they are constantly moving away from you, or tremoloing, yodeling, or penguin dancing, 
that indicates your presence may be upsetting the birds, and you should move away.  

 

 Remember your loon identification!  
ADULT LOONS: If a bird is black with a white checker-boarded back, it is an 
adult, even if it is small.  

 
LOON CHICKS: A loon chick has either black 
or brown down, and is less than 2/3 the adult 
size.  

 
IMMATURE LOONS: Immatures are fully feathered with light and dark 
gray feathers, and are 2/3 adult size or larger.  
 
Immature loons are NOT black and white, and they are not capable 
of flying until fall. If you are seeing a black and white loon, it is an 
adult, even if it is small.  

 
 

o MERGANSERS AND CORMORANTS: Please check your field guide to ensure you are seeing a loon! 
 

 Male mergansers can be black and white early in the breeding 
season. Female mergansers can also carry chicks on their back like 
loons.  
 

Mergansers often have many chicks – if you are seeing 
waterbirds with more than 2 chicks, it is probably a 
merganser, as  loons are only capable of hatching 2 (or on 
very rare occasions, 3) chicks. Unlike loons, mergansers can 
stand on land. 

 
 

 Cormorants can swim underwater like a loon, and can be mistaken 
for a loon if just the head is above water. However, they do have a 
different shape to the head and beak, and are capable of standing 
on rocks or logs, while loons cannot stand on land. 


