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High water levels keep l
avian botulism at bay Z
The following guest commentary
was writien by Caroline Keson,
water resource specialist at Tip
ot the Min Watershed Council.

hile the
Great
Lakes'
high water
levels are

a bane to beach-lovers and
riparian property owners,
they are a boon for birds.
High water levels and cool
lake temperatures reduce
the production of a natu-
rally-occurring toxin called
botulinum. Botulinum is
a neurotoxin that makes
its way from algae to water
fowl, causing paralysis, and
eventually death, along the
way. The illness is called
borulism. If you've seen a
dead bird on a Great Lakes
beach, it is likely to have
died from it.

So where does this toxin
come from? The botulinum
toxin is produced by the
bacterium Clostridium bot-
ulinum. The small bacteri-
um is first eaten by mussels
and larval macroinverte-
brates, like midSes, which
are then eaten byfish. Once
the bacterium accumulates
in fish, they can experience
harmful effects, such as a
loss of equilibrium, erratic
swimming, or uncontrolla-
ble floating near the water's
surface.

These fish become eary
targets for birds, who are
in turn affected. Avian
b&rlism was flrst docu-
mented in the Great Lakes
in the I960s, and since
then occasional waves of
bird die-offs are common
during periods of warmer
water and lower water levels.
Recent outbreaks occurred
in 2012 and 2016 throughout
the Great Lakes, signifying
lake ecosystem disruptions,
likely due to pollution and
invasive species.

Finding dead birds along a
Great Lake is no small task-
Lake Michigan alone has
a shoreline of l,600 miles.
There are multiple programs
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pets away.

coordinated along Lake
Michigan and throughout
the rest ofthe Great Lakes to
monitor avian botulism.

Many ofthem focus
on citizen scientists who
extend their beach-going
season into November to
look for birds. Tip of the
Mitt Watershed Council
has coordinated a program
in Emmet and Charlevoix
counties since 20I1, with
volunteers clocking in al-
most 1,000 miles.

This fall, high water levels
made it hard for volunteers
to monitor beaches - some
even had to resort to wear-
ing waders or kayaking! The
absence of beaches reduced
collection points for washed
up birds, so volunteers
focused on coves and bays
that were "hot spots" in
previous years.

In total, Watershed
Council volunteers walked
120 miles of Lake Michigan
shoreline in their search. 66
birds were found, similar to
the same monitoring period
in 2013. The mortality dou-' '

bled over last year's count
of3l birds, but this is not
as concerning compared to
2012 when 900 birds were
documented. Common
loons made up the major-
ity of dead birds, followed
by white -winged scoters.
ofthe 66 birds found, I0
were sent to the Michigan
Department ofNatural
Resources to test whether
avian botulism was the
cause ofdeath. Test results
are pending.

The Watershed Council's
data is used to estimate total
lake Michigan mortalities

and predictions for next
year. Botulism outbreaks
throughout the Great Lakes
are mapped using the
Wildlife Health Informa-
tion Sharing Partnership
(WHISPers), which can be
viewed at https://whispers.
usgs.gov/home.

Much ofwhat we know
about botulism comes
from research conducted
at Sleeping Bear Dunes
National Lakeshore, a hot-
bed for botulism because
of its pock-marked bays.
Depressions in the lake bed
concentrate algae, ripening
the conditions for botulism
production in so-called
"death holes." Researchers .

have found that the main
pathway for botulism to
enter the food chain is from
round gobies eating zebra
musselswho eat and live in
dead algae, mainly a stringy
green variety called Clado-
phora. Deep diving birds
who feed on round gobies,
such as common loons, are
subsequently more likely to
get avian botulism. Other
birds tend to feed in shal-
lower waters, where Clado-
phora doesnt produce as
much botulism.

Botulism can make hu-
mans, pets, and wildlife sick
if theycome into co act
with an infected bird. Ifyou
frnd a dead bird, you should
leave it alone and keep
pets away. Wearing gloves,
birds can be disposed ofby
eithbr buryln$ bird3 frot b" "
the water line or collecting
them in a trash bag and
placing them in a trash can
or dumpster.

Ihankyou to our volun-
teers - your datacollection
and disposal ofbirds is a
much-appreciated public
service! Long-time vol-
unteers find their walks
rewarding, especially if they
love the beach or are pas-
sionate about birds. Ifyou
are considering becoming a
volunteer or are interested
in more information, con-
tact Caroline Keson at (231)

347-1181, extension.l I 11.


