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Lead poisoning of swans on rise 

TRUMPETER SWANS  

Barry Gray/The Hamilton Spectator  
Trumpeter swans at LaSalle Park in Burlington. The swans face dangers from eating lead 

weights used by fishermen along coastal areas. 

As many as two trumpeter swans have died from lead poisoning in the LaSalle Park area in 

recent months, part of a growing wave of swan deaths being attributed to decreasing Great Lakes 

water levels.  

Related Stories 

Burlington bird lovers fear the end...  

Trumpeter swans, once feared extinct in Ontario, swallow stones and pebbles to help with 

digestion. But sometimes the birds inadvertently ingest fishing weights or lead shotgun pellets, 

slowly poisoning the birds until they die.  

“It’s a long, painful, slow, terrible death,” says Beverly Kingdon, a volunteer with the Ontario 

Trumpeter Swan Restoration Group who has been tagging and studying the swans at LaSalle 

Park since the early 1990s. “It’s a very cruel way for a bird to die.”  

The group says a wintering swan at LaSalle Park died in December. It was ill and taken to a 

veterinarian where it died. Later tests showed the trumpeter swan had ingested lead shot and died 

from lead poisoning. It’s believed the swan consumed the lead in northern Ontario as part of a 

previous summer’s migration. 

 

MORE: Swans' deaths by poisoning linked to lower water in lakes  

The second death, discovered in recent weeks, involved a signet found dead near Woodland 

Cemetery. It’s suspected of having lead poisoning, but there wasn’t enough of the carcass to 

analyze.  

Those deaths, along with four other known trumpeter swan deaths from lead poisoning since last 

June, are leading officials to believe that lower water levels are at least partly responsible. 

(During the same period of time last year, there were two deaths from lead poisoning, including 

one at LaSalle Park.)  

“The swans are getting into areas that they didn’t get into before because the water would have 

been too deep,” says Kingdon.  

http://www.thespec.com/news-story/2194883-burlington-bird-lovers-fear-the-end-of-swan-lake/
http://www.thespec.com/news/ontario/article/910974--swans-deaths-by-poisoning-linked-to-lower-water-in-lakes


Lead shot has been illegal since the late 1990s. But it’s believed there is still a lot of it lingering 

around in marsh areas from before the ban went into effect.  

The swans spend their summers in northern Ontario, often in marsh areas where duck hunting 

traditionally takes place. It’s thought these areas — which are experiencing declining water 

levels — are exposing the birds to the lead.  

Trumpeter swans spend October to April in Hamilton Harbour, mostly around LaSalle Park. Last 

year, nearly 200 of the spectacular birds spent the winter there, making the park one of the best 

places in the province to view the birds.  

Kingdon says after efforts at various locations in the province, the birds suddenly appeared on 

their own at LaSalle Park in the early 1990s, where the wintering population has been growing 

since then.  

This brought out enthusiastic volunteers, including Kingdon and her husband, Ray, and they 

have been watching over, tagging and studying the birds ever since.  

On Friday, Bev Kingdon said she counted four remaining trumpeter swans at LaSalle Park with 

the rest of the winter population having flown north for the summer.  

Trumpeter swans  

Five confirmed trumpeter swan deaths from lead poisoning in Ontario  

1 LaSalle Park (1 unconfirmed)  

2 in Waubaushene  

1 Port McNichol (near Midland)  

1 St. George  

— Ontario Trumpeter Swan Restoration Group  

Trumpeter Swan  

 •  Is one of the heaviest birds native to North America, reaching up to 30 pounds.  

 •  The wingspan ranges from 75 to 100 inches.  

 • The plumage of an adult trumpeter swan is all white with a large wedge-shaped black bill that 

sometimes has salmon-pink colouration. Legs are usually grey-pink.  

 •  They eat mostly aquatic plants.  



 •  For information about Ontario Trumpeter Swan Restoration Group, contact 

bev.ki@sympatico.ca  
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