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Introduction 

Cormorants are found around most waters of 
the earth. These large, black diving birds nest 
near shallow waters with abundant fish, either 
on islets, cliff ledges or in trees. Van Tets (1965) 
distinguished two groups of cormorants: 1) 
birds which breed both by inland waters and on 
coasts; 2) birds which are exclusively marine. 
Only species of the first group occupy eastern 
North America. Here the range of the large 
species of the eastern hemisphere. Phalacrocorax 
carbo. referred to successively in North Ameri­
can publications as the Common. European, or 
Great Cormorant, meets that of its smaller North 
American relative P. auritus, the Double-crested 
Cormorant. This paper refers to these as carbo 
and auritus. respectively. The account is largelv 
restricted to the cormorants of the Atlantic 
Provinces and adjacent coasts of Quebec, with 
particular reference to carbo. Auritus received 
intensive study in eastern North America 30 -40 
years ago I Lewis. 1929: Mendall. 1936). but 
information on carbo is sketchy (cf. Townsend, 
in Bent. 1922: Palmer, 1962). Observers, due to 
inexperience or distance, often confuse these 
two cormorant species, and their relative and 
absolute numbers have changed greatly during 
the past 150 years. This paper summarizes the 
historical records of numbers and distribution, 
and presents some details on breeding biology 
and reproductive success of carbo in eastern 
Canada, as a baseline against which to measure 
future changes. 
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Problems 
in identification 

Distribution and 
numbers 

When adult carbo and auritus are seen side by 
side, the two species are easily distinguished. 
Carbo, represented in North America by its 
largest subspecies, is much larger, averaging 
15 cm (6 in.) longer than auritus. Palmer 
(1962) gave no weights for North American 
carbo: the adult male carbo that I examined 
weighed 3,850 gm (8.4 lb.) and Audubon (1840) 
weighed an adult male of 3,400 gm (7.5 lb.), 
against 1,670-2,100 gm (3.7-4.6 lb.) lor auritus. 
In carbo the gular (throat) pouch is yellow 
edged with white feathers; in auritus it is 
orange. From January to June, breeding carbo 
have white patches on each flank, not found in 
auritus. When present, these patches distinguish 
the species unequivocally. The fully grown non-
breeding birds which hang around the colonies 
are less surely identified except by size. Both 
year-old birds and flying young-of-the-year, in 
both species, show light areas on the underside. 
Most field guides suggest that the greater extent 
of light areas on the underside, in carbo, is dis­
tinctive. But this is based on comparisons of 
winter specimens, and may not be fully reliable 
in the field either for summer subadults or for 
well grown juveniles. At a distance, and espec­
ially from July to December, most must simply 
be called "cormorants". 

The preconceived ideas of some observers pre­
sent other problems. Many visitors who have not 
seen carbo elsewhere assume all cormorants they 
see are auritus, unless they see the white head 
and flank markings of carbo. Difficulty in reach­
ing good vantage points for viewing the birds at 
close range compounds the problem. Some ob­
servers, on their first visits to this area, have 
reported both auritus in localities where all other 
evidence suggests that only carbo breeds. On my 
first visit to a carbo colony, on August 10.1957, 
I saw young cormorants with the field guide charac­
teristics of both species, but all were the same size. 

Cormorants were abundant when Europeans first 
visited North America, although carbo and auritus 
were not distinguished in early accounts. Various 
travelers, including Champlain (cited in Lewis, 
1929), found them common and collected the 
birds or their eggs for food. On the New England 
coast, cormorants as breeding species were elim­
inated by the nineteenth century (Gross, 1944). 
Collecting of murre eggs for New York and 
Boston markets began on the Labrador coast1 

before 1833. Probably most sea birds in New 
England and the Maritimes (nearer to the 
markets) had by then been decimated. Nuttall 
(1834; cited by Townsend, in Bent, 1922) stated 
that carbo bred near Boston, Massachusetts, and 
Audubon heard of breeding around Grand Ma-
nan Island, New Brunswick, but their accounts 
may have been based on former records or relict 
populations. Audubon apparently met carbo 
as a breeding bird only in 1833 on the Gulf 
north shore, where both species still nested in 
thousands. Bryant in 1860 and Stearns in 1881 
also wrote of thousands of breeding cormorants, 
hut Frazar in 1884 found only a few hundreds 
(in Townsend and Allen, 1907). Audubon's pre­
diction that "in less than half a century these 
wonderful nurseries will be entirely destroyed" 
was ominously accurate. Vandalism by local 
fishermen, as claimed by Austin (1932), rather 
than disturbance by "eggers", may have elim­
inated the cormorants breeding on the outer coast 
of Labrador2 , but there too they were gone soon 
after 1900. Kumlien reported carbo breeding at 
Cumberland Sound, Baffin Island, in the 1870's, 
but Hantzsch saw only one bird in 1908-10, and 
none have been seen since (Soper, 1928), 
although breeding still occurs in west Greenland. 

1 Labrador Coast is the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, termed 
"Gulf north shore" hereafter in this paper. 

-Tile outer coast of Labrador was called "Newfoundland Labrador", 
by early writers. 
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