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We report the first observations of Barrow’s Goldeneyes south of the St. Lawrence estuary in typical breeding habitat during
the breeding season. Until recently, the confirmed breeding locations for the species in Eastern North America were all
located on the north shore of the Estuary and Gulf of St. Lawrence.

Key Words: Barrow’s Goldeneye, Bucephala islandica, Chic-Chocs Mountains, Gaspé Peninsula.

The presence of the Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucephala
islandica) in Eastern North America has been known
for more than a century (Coues 1903; Dionne 1906),
but little was known about this population until recent-
ly (Savard 1995; Savard and Dupuis 1999). For in-
stance, its breeding area was only defined in the early
1990’s (Robert et al. 2000a). Since then, the popula-
tion has been designated as “of special concern” by
the committee on the status of endangered wildlife in
Canada (COSEWIC 2001) and is now protected under
the federal Species at Risk Act. The Barrow’s Gold-
eneye breeds in the boreal forest along the north shore
of the St. Lawrence estuary and it has never been
reported breeding on the south shore. Degradation of
its breeding habitat was identified as a potential threat
on the population (Robert et al. 2000b*), but the actu-
al extent of the breeding range is largely unknown. Most
of our current knowledge of the delineation of Bar-
row’s Goldeneye’s breeding ground in Eastern North
America was provided by radio-tracking and aerial
and ground surveys (Robert et al. 2000a, 2002; SOS-
POP 2009). The breeding location data, although accu-
rate, are far from exhaustive. Also, there is still place
for fortuitous discoveries. We report here on the first
observations of Barrow’s Goldeneyes south of the St.
Lawrence estuary in typical breeding habitat during
the breeding season.

Results and Discussion

Two lakes in high altitude in the Chic-Chocs Moun-
tains, Lake Bardey (48°51'N; 66°42'W) and Lake Cole-
man (48°52'N; 66°42'W), were visited on 25 and 26
June and on 9 and 18 July 2009. On 25 June, an adult
male Barrow’s Goldeneye was observed on Lake
Bardey and an adult female was observed on Lake

Coleman. On Lake Bardey, the male was accidentally
flushed upon the observer’s approach and landed in the
middle of the lake. During the following ten minutes,
it exhibited an alarmed attitude and was repeatedly
seen calling, possibly suggesting the presence of anoth-
er undetected individual in the area. On Lake Coleman,
the female was engaged in preening activities during
most of the 70 minute period it was observed. On 26
June, the male was not detected on either lakes but a
female was observed roosting on the same outcrop on
the bank of Lake Coleman. The individuals were found
on different lakes located 300 m apart and were never
seen together. Therefore, there are no indications
whether the two individuals belonged to the same pair.
Observations were conducted within 200 m of the
birds in good light conditions with a Swarovski spot-
ting scope of 80 mm fit with a 20-60x eyepiece. The
male was in full breeding plumage and could not be
mistaken with any other species. The identification of
the female was ascertained afterwards by comparing
field notes with close-up photographs of adult and
juvenile female Barrow’s and Common Goldeneyes
(Bucephala clangula) archived at the Canadian Wild-
life Service. On 9 July, an adult female was observed
on Lake Bardey. On 18 July, no individuals were
detected on either lakes. Since the individuals were
not marked, we have no certitude whether our obser-
vations involved multiple females or repeatedly the
same one. These observations constitute the first rec-
ord of the presence of Barrow’s Goldeneyes in breed-
ing habitat during breeding season south of the St.
Lawrence estuary.

The mountain guides affiliated to the Auberge de
montagne des Chic-Chocs had noted the presence of
pairs and ducklings of unidentified goldeneyes on the
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exact same lakes repeatedly over the last few years (1.
Blouin, unpublished data), which suggests that Bar-
row’s Goldeneyes may have been nesting in this area
for at least a couple of breeding seasons. The envi-
ronment and features of lakes Bardey and Coleman fit
well the description of the breeding habitat of Barrow’s
Goldeneyes in Eastern North America (Robert et al.
2006): Lake Coleman is a headwater lake lying at an
altitude of 646 m and Lake Bardey is located 300 m
downstream from Lake Coleman and is approximately
25 m lower in altitude; they are connected to the local
watershed by a single stream cut by a 50 m high water-
fall which may have prevented the colonization of these
lakes by fish; both lakes are surrounded by steep slopes
and a large proportion of their bank consisted of out-
crops; they are free of riparian wetlands and no emer-
gent vegetation was apparent at the date of our visit;
and large snags are abundant in the landscape sur-
rounding the lakes.

In our opinion, the most plausible explanation for
the presence of the species in this area at this time of
year is nesting. Other potential explanations include
a migratory stop-over and a moult staging. But at the
time of year when the observations were made (June
and July), a migratory stop-over is very unlikely. Also,
male Barrow’s Goldeneyes moult in coastal environ-
ments and females moult on large lakes and both
sexes winter at sea (Robert et al. 2000b*). Therefore,
despite the lack of direct evidence of nesting, our
observations extend the probable breeding range of
the Eastern North American population of Barrow’s
Goldeneye to the Gaspé Peninsula. Our discovery also
indicates that the land use and natural resource man-
agement of the Chic-Chocs Mountains should take
into account the presence of this species at risk.

Acknowledgments

The authors thank Christian Marcotte who assisted
in the identification of the female Barrow’s Golden-
eye and Jean-Pierre L. Savard for helpful comments
for the interpretation of the observation. Luc Robi-
chaud and Dominique Gagnon from the Société des
établissements de plein air du Québec facilitated the
access to the area. Joél Béty, Leesia C. Marshall, Jean-
Pierre L. Savard, and Anthony J. Erskine commented

THE CANADIAN FIELD-NATURALIST

Vol. 124

early versions of the manuscript and Leesia C. Mar-
shall improved the English. The field expedition was
funded by the Comité pour I’établissement d’une aire
protégée dans les Chic-Chocs de la Réserve faunique
de Matane.

Documents Cited (marked * in text)

Robert, M., Benoit, R., and Savard, J.-P. L. 2000b.
COSEWIC status report on the eastern population of the
Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucephala islandica) in Canada.
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Cana-
da, Ottawa, Ontario.

Literature Cited

Committee on the status of endangered wildlife in Cana-
da. 2001. Canadian species at risk, May 2001. Environ-
ment Canada, Ottawa, Ontario.

Coues, E. 1903. Key to North American Birds. Dana Estes
and Company Boston, Massacusetts.

Dionne, C.-E. 1906. Les oiseaux de la province de Québec.
Dussault & Proulx, Québec. 414 pages.

Robert, M., R. Benoit, and J.-P. L. Savard, G. Fitzgerald,
and F. Morneau. 2000a. The breeding range of the Bar-
row’s Goldeneye in eastern North America. Wilson Bul-
letin 112: 1-7.

Robert, M., Drolet, B., and Savard, J.-P. L. 2008. Habitat
features associated with Barrow’s Goldeneye breeding in
Eastern Canada. The Wilson Journal of Ornithology 120:
320-330.

Savard, J.-P. L. 1995. Barrow’s Goldeneye. In The Breeding
Birds of Québec: Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Southern
Québec. Edited by J. Gauthier and Y. Aubry. Association
québécoise des groupes d’ornithologues (AQGO), The
Province of Québec Society for the Protection of Birds
(PQFPB), Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS), Québec
Region, Environment Canada.

Savard, J.-P. L., and P. Dupuis. 1999. A case for concern?
The eastern population of Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucepha-
la islandica). Pages 66-76 in Behaviour and ecology of
sea ducks. Edited by 1. Goudie, M. R. Petersen and G. J.
Robertson. Occasional Paper Number. 100, Canadian
Wildlife Service, Ottawa.

SOS-POP. 2009. Banque de données sur les oiseaux en péril
du Québec. Gérée par le Regroupement QuébecOiseaux
avec ’appui d’Environnement Canada, Service canadien
de la faune.

Received 6 April 2010
Accepted 7 June 2010



