
The Common Loon
Let’s learn about Loons!

Loons are the magnificent birds that live on lakes and oceans and are known for the myriad 
of beautiful calls. But their population is decreasing due in large part to human activities.



Why are Loons at risk?

• Canary in the coal mine, top of the food chain. If something is 
wrong in the lake the loons will be one of the first to show that 
something is wrong.

• Some human activities that negatively affect loons are: Poison by 
lead.

• Mercury, and DDT have been found in their eggs.

• Loons are caught accidentally by commercial fishing nets. 

• Motorboat activity can disturb loons nesting sites. 

• The Loon population is being harmed by human activities 
including pollution and disturbances. 



Lead is Poison to a Loon

• Lead fishing tackle is a leading cause of loon 
fatalities. 

• Loons ingest lead most commonly by eating fish 
that contain a lead tackle. 

• Then this piece of lead will erode inside the loon 
and over a couple of weeks work its way into the 
loon’s blood stream poisoning and killing the loon. 

• Lead fishing weights and tackle were banned in NH 
in 2016. According to the loon preservation 
committee 49% of loon deaths from 1989 to 2011 
were due to the loon ingesting lead fishing tackle.



Loons Nest Close to 
Shore

• This can make them vulnerable. 

• On water they are streamlined and 
powerful swimmers.

• On land they are awkward and clumsy. 

• Animals on land love a nice juicy egg 
and the loon’s nest is an easy target. 



What do their nests 
look like?

• A mound of mud and plants collected 
from the lake.

• The nests are usually a little under two 
feet wide.

• Loons build their nests and lay their 
eggs in early summer.

• Conservationists, in an effort to protect 
the loons, create these floating 
platforms that are ideal for nesting 
loons.

• Can you guess why these platforms are 
helpful? 



Territory

• Loons are very territorial. They care 
more about their land than their mates.

• Loons will harm or kill other loons even 
chicks that enter their territory.

• Loons are believed to mate after they 
are 6 or 7 years old. Loons have mates, 
they often stay together for around 5 
years.



What They Eat

• A loon's diet consists mainly of fish. 

• Yellow perch is the fish most commonly eaten by loons.

• Sun fish is another favorite of the loon.

• If they can’t find enough fish they will eat: leaches, 
crustaceans, and snails.

• Loons are excellent divers and can maneuver extremely well 
in the water. 

• Their heavy bones and strong flipper feet near the back of 
their bodies allow them to propel themselves forcefully 
through the water.



Loon Eggs

• Loons lay from 1 to 3 eggs a year. 

• And are incubated by both the mother and the 
father for 26-30 days.

• Dark with brown splotches camouflage well.



Loon Chicks

• They are born with soft downy feathers 
that keep them warm.

• They nestle into their parent’s feathers 
to keep warm and dry.

• They ride around on their parent’s 
backs.



Loon calls and actions. What do they mean?

• If a loon is wiggling their foot in the air it 
is believed to mean they are cooling off.

• Lifting their bodies upright and flapping 
their wings means they are territorial and 
defending themselves.

• When a loon feels threatened it will make 
a tremolo sound. When they fly they also 
make this noise.

• Yodeling is a noise male loons use to 
define their territory.

• The hoot is used to commutate between 
chicks and parents

• The wail is the one that is most 
commonly heard.



Loons can not be kept 
in captivity
• Loons can not survive for 

extended periods of time in 
captivity is.

• When kept captive loons get 
nervous and a type of bacteria 
begins to develop in their gut. 

• They can not survive this for more 
than several weeks.

• Why would people want to keep
loons captive?



Where do They Live

• Loons migrate every year to the oceans
but they spend their summers and falls in 
lakes and ponds.

• Bodies of water (lakes) that have islands 
and coves provide a good habitat for 
loons because they provide protection 
from predators and plenty of areas for 
nesting.



Where do they go in 
the winter?

• Many of them live along the coast of the ocean but some live in 
inland 

• Some loons spend the winter in large reservoirs, or rivers with 
slow moving water.



Relatives

• Can you guess the closest relative of the 
loon?



The Penguin

• They are the closest living relative of the 
penguin.

• For how long do you think Loons can hold 
their breath underwater?



Things that you can do to help protect the loon population of New Hampshire are…

• Keep your distance from loons

• Don’t go near their nests

• And the most important don’t use lead 
fishing tackle or weights!

• What are some other things you can 
think of that would help the NH loon
population?



What is begin done to 
help the Loons?

• The Loon Preservation Committee
• The Squam Lake loon initiative.
• Loon conservation workers and environmentalists are working to 

increase the loon population.
• One of the many ways they are doing this is by putting loon nesting 

rafts out into the water so that loons can have a safe and protected 
place to lay their eggs away from shore.

• By spreading awareness of proper conduct around loons.
• By spreading the word that lead fishing tackle should not be used. 
• Banding loons to learn more about them as a species.
• Rescuing loons that have been hurt or are sick.
• All in the hope that the Squam lake loon population will be healthy 

and stable.



Fun facts about loons

• Loons have solid bones. This lets them shoot 
through the water and dive deep to find food. 

• They have been known to dive down to 250 
feet.

• Loons need 100 to 600 feet of open water to 
gain enough momentum to fly.

• Loons can fly at seventy five miles an hour.
• Loons have been known to live as long as 25 

years.
• Their red eyes help them see under water.
• They eat pebbles off of the lake floor. These 

pebbles sit in their gizzards and help them to 
digest the fish they eat.



Loon Activity: Create your own Loon

• Supplies: White paper, watercolors, black 
construction paper, oil pastels (or crayons), 
scissors, glue.

• First create a background with paint, marker, 
crayons, paper or anything else you can think 
of!

• Second, cut out the shape of a loon from your 
construction paper. You can trace the 
silhouette of a loon!

• Third, decorate your loon. Draw or glue the 
details on.

• That’s it. Now go outside and remember keep 
exploring!



Sources

• https://loon.org/lpc-work/squam-lake-study/

• https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/birds/commonloon.html#:~:text=The%
20bones%20of%20most%20birds,for%20up%20to%20five%20minute
s.
• https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Common_Loon/lifehistory
• https://www.adkloon.org/loon-reproduction
• https://creativefamilyfun.net/travels-with-charlie-loons-and-lakes-of/
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