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Figure 4.  An adult Forster’s Tern reaches
the bottom of a diving flight in defense of
its nest. Cook’s Bay, Lake Simcoe, York R.M.,
19 June 2010. 
Photo: Jennifer Howard
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Contents of this nest were not
checked to minimize disturbance to this
pair, although the presence of an adult
sitting on the nest, along with the very
aggressive defense of this nest site by the
adults (Figure 4), was most suggestive of
eggs or young being present. The third
nest we found (17T 620444 4894939
NAD83) was in similar habitat (Figure 5)
and contained two eggs and one recently
hatched young (Figure 6). Only one adult
was present at this nest and it showed lit-
tle agitation, leaving the nest only briefly,
and settling back on the nest contents
while we were still less than 10 m away
(Figure 7).

After we surveyed the eastern portion
of Cook’s Bay, we travelled over to the
areas of extensive cattail in the western
portion of Cook’s Bay, within Simcoe
County, near the mouth of the Holland
River. Although we did not make any
effort to penetrate the marsh there, in
order to minimize disturbance, we did
observe a minimum of 8 Forster’s Terns
flying over the area.

Based on the number of birds that
were found in different territories, our
observations suggest that there were pos-
sibly 20 or more pairs of Forster’s Terns
nesting in southern Cook’s Bay on Lake
Simcoe in 2010. Attempts to document
additional nests were not made in order
to keep disturbance to both Forster’s
Terns and Black Terns minimal. Howev-
er, we only covered about a third of the
suitable habitat that was present. An
exhaustive search of the entire extent of
suitable habitat would likely confirm an
even larger colony size.  

Breeding Status of Forster’s Tern 
in the Greater Toronto Area
The GTA is comprised of the City of
Toronto and the Regional Municipalities
of Halton, Peel, York and Durham and all
associated water boundaries (Coady and
Smith 2000). Prior to 1996, there was no
confirmed evidence of breeding for
Forster’s Tern within the GTA. Although
CWS surveys from 1996 to 1999 had
confirmed the nesting of Forster’s Tern in
southern Cook’s Bay on Lake Simcoe, it
was unclear until recently whether these
nests were located in Simcoe County or
York R.M. It is now clear that these nests
were located in York R.M. and therefore
represent the first confirmed breeding
evidence of Forster’s Tern in the Greater
Toronto Area. The Forster’s Tern nests
found in the York R.M. portion of Cook’s
Bay in 2010 have associated location
coordinates that certainly further confirm
that nesting has occurred in York R.M.
The all-time list of confirmed breeding
birds within the GTA now includes 199
species.

Moore et al. (2010) refer to “nests”
and “breeding” of Forster’s Tern from
four sites associated with the Lake Ont-
ario shoreline (Cootes Paradise in Hamil-
ton — 2 “nests”; Rouge Beach marsh in
Scarborough/Pickering —1 “nest”; French-
man’s Bay marsh in Pickering — 4
“nests”; and Whitby Harbour—3 “nests”)
based upon results of the 2001 decadal
survey of coastal Great Lakes wetlands
conducted by Bird Studies Canada in
conjunction with the second Ontario
Breeding Bird Atlas (Graham et al. 2002).
The methodology used to establish
“breeding” and “nests” via this survey was
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Figure 5. Nest of Forster’s Tern with adult sitting
on two eggs and one young, Cook’s Bay, Lake
Simcoe, York R.M., 19 June 2010. 
Photo: Jennifer Howard
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to divide the number of adult birds
observed at each location in the breeding
season by two, in order to infer the num-
ber of “nests” involved. No actual nests of
Forster’s Tern were ever observed or docu-
mented. This methodology might prove
reasonably accurate and convenient for
known and common colonial breeding
species, but for rare species at the periph-
ery of their range, this methodology is
very problematic. The four areas on Lake
Ontario where Forster’s Terns are listed as
“breeding” or “nesting” by Moore et al.
(2010), in fact, all involved what were
eventually shown to be quite doubtful
observations. 

To date, no Forster’s Terns have ever
been confirmed nesting in any of the
coastal marshes associated with Lake Ont-
ario. These four sites listed on Lake
Ontario as “nesting” sites for Forster’s
Terns were all rejected by the atlas Signifi-
cant Species Review Committee and were
not added to the distribution maps for
Forster’s Tern in the second atlas (Wese-
loh 2007). The main reasons that these
records were rejected were that: Forster’s
Terns had no nesting history at these
sites; observers failed to adequately docu-
ment that the birds involved were indeed
Forster’s Terns; some of the sites were
known nesting locations for Common 
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Figure 6.  Nest of Forster’s Tern with two eggs and one recently hatched young, Cook’s Bay, Lake Simcoe,
York R.M., 19 June 2010. Photo: Jennifer Howard
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Terns (Sterna hirundo) nesting at artifi-
cial nesting rafts; there was no suitable
Forster’s Tern habitat at three of the four
sites; and they were all intensively cov-
ered atlas squares and marshes where no
other observer subsequently saw any-
thing other than Common Terns. 

Conclusion
Forster’s Tern has been confirmed as nest-
ing in southern Cook’s Bay, Lake Simcoe
since at least 1996 (and possibly as early
as 1985). Nests of Forster’s Terns were
found in 1996 – 1999 and 2010 which
confirm breeding within the York R.M.
portion of the Greater Toronto Area.
This is the only location within the GTA
where Forster’s Tern is known to breed.
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Figure 7:  Nest of Forster’s Tern with only one adult present, Cook’s Bay, Lake Simcoe, York R.M., 
19 June 2010. Photo: Jennifer Howard 
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Black Bear charges at
American White 

Pelicans
By Misty Goodman

Figure 1. A group of American White Pelicans was charged
by a Black Bear on 25 July 2010 on Lake Nipigon.
Photo by Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources.
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While conducting a fisheries index netting program, on 25 July 2010,
on Lake Nipigon in Northwestern Ontario, I was fortunate to
witness an interesting event. American White Pelicans (Pele-
canus erythrorhynchos) (Figure 1) are quite numerous in this
area. A flock of about 30 birds was regularly observed from our
boat during our week-long netting survey. Pelicans sometimes
hunt communally for prey, which consists mostly of amphib-
ians and fish. One evening, after having their fill of fish, the pel-
icans settled onto the shoreline. Shortly after, I saw a lone black
bear (Ursus americanus ) come out from the trees and wander
along the shoreline, not far from the birds. Once the bear
noticed the flock, it made a beeline directly for them. The bear
quickly spooked the group of about 15 birds, who quickly
retreated into deeper water, while the charging bear plunged a
short distance into the water after them! It then made another 
charge at a second group of pelicans who were settled a 

little further along the shore. This group of birds also 
dispersed quickly.  

The bear then returned to the shore and hung around 
for a few moments, as if waiting for another group to 
materialize. When that did not happen, it continued  
ambling along its way. I have worked on Lake Nipigon

for the past nine years, but this is the first time 
I have encountered a bear apparently attempting  
to catch a pelican. Black bears will eat carrion, 

insects, fish, and they are also opportunistic predators, but 
the bulk of their diet is plant material.  
In Ontario, breeding American White Pelicans are found 

only in four places: Lake Nipigon, Lake of the Woods Provin-
cial Park, James Bay and in the Thunder Bay District on Lake
Superior. The number of breeding pairs of American White 
Pelicans in the Lake Nipigon and Lake of the Woods areas has
increased over the last 15 years. Nevertheless, they are still vul-
nerable to threats from high water levels, disturbance of nesting
sites by recreational boaters, and disease. The American White
Pelican is listed as threatened under Ontario's Endangered
Species Act, 2007, which protects the species and its habitat. 

Misty Goodman , Fisheries Technician  
Lake Nipigon Fisheries Assessment Unit, OMNR Northwest Science
and Information 5 Wadsworth Drive, Nipigon, ON.
E-mail: goodmanmisty@hotmail.com
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