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Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) is a circumpolar
species that breeds in tundra and taiga habitats around the
world (Campbell et al. 1990; Robertson and Savard 2002).
Its breeding range includes most of coastal Greenland, Ice-
land, northern Scandinavia and northern Russia (Campbell
et al. 1990; Salomonsen 1990 and others listed in Robertson
and Savard 2002). In North America it breeds extensively
throughout the subarctic and arctic regions of Alaska and
northern Canada including the northern Yukon coast,
Nunavut, Baffin Island, and much of Northwest Territories,
northwestern Quebec, northern Labrador, northern Hudson’s
Bay and the Canadian Arctic Archipelago (Palmer 1976 and
others listed in Robertson and Savard 2002). Isolated breed-
ing records have also been reported across central Alaska
and the Yukon (Robertson and Savard 2002). In British
Columbia (B.C.), the only previous breeding records con-
sist of two reports from the northwest portion of the prov-
ince, one near Log Cabin and one at Blackfly Lake
(Campbell et al. 1990)  (Figure 1).

While conducting baseline inventory work in north cen-
tral B.C. during the summer of 2006 and 2007, we ob-
served Long-tailed Ducks breeding at Mulvaney Lake
(57o30’13" N, 126o59’39" W) near the Swannell Moun-
tain Range, approximately 40 km east of Spatsizi Plateau
Wilderness Park (Figure 1). We surveyed the Mulvaney
Lake system for waterfowl several times throughout the
2006 and 2007 field seasons by means of aerial surveys of
the entire lake from a helicopter, and/or ground surveys
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along portions of the shoreline. We also recorded inciden-
tal waterfowl observations made during invertebrate and
amphibian surveys at the lake.

On 24 June 2006, we conducted an aerial and ground-
based waterfowl survey of Mulvaney Lake and we observed
18 Long-tailed Ducks on the lake in pairs and small groups

Figure 1. Breeding locations of Long-tailed Duck in north-
ern British Columbia.
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of three to eight individuals. At that time the ducks were
conducting intensive courtship activities including male-
male chases, lateral head shaking, bill-tossing, porpoising,
rear end displays, and short flight displays, all with inten-
sive male vocalizations. On 15 July 2006, during dragonfly
surveys, we observed one female Long-tailed Duck with
six ducklings (Figure 2) at a small pond (<0.1ha) that was
100 m south of Mulvaney Lake. Approximately half an hour
was spent observing and photographing the ducks, which
spent most of that time on the water, swimming and feed-
ing. They departed the pond only once, heading into sedge
habitat on the north side of the pond. On 31 July 2006 we
observed seven Long-tailed Ducks, including three males
and one female with three ducklings, in the northern por-
tion of the lake during an aerial and ground-based water-
fowl survey. At this time the adults were well into moult
and were extremely shy, often hiding in overhanging shore-
line vegetation.

Between 31 July 2006 and 3 August 2006, we conducted
aerial and ground surveys at an additional 27 lakes within
60 km of Mulvaney Lake to assess the broader distribution
of Long-tailed Ducks in the region. We did not locate Long-
tailed Ducks at any of these sites, although most waterfowl
were moulting at this time and were secretive and difficult
to positively identify.

In July 2007, we conducted another round of aerial and
ground surveys at Mulvaney Lake and 11 nearby lakes. As
in 2006, Long-tailed Ducks were detected only at Mulvaney
Lake where we saw six males and one female. The female
was flushed out of thick subalpine fir krummholz along the

lakeshore and was presumably nesting. This location was
within 200 m of the 2006 sighting of ducklings.

Long-tailed ducks are highly variable in appearance
(Robertson and Savard 2002; Savard 2007). The female
observed with chicks on 15 July 2006 at Mulvaney Lake
had a definitive white streak extending across the eye and
back towards the ear; the neck was mostly white with the
exception of the lower neck. The head was brownish, the
wings and back were greyish brown, the breast was light
coloured and the tail and upper tail coverts were white. The
ducklings were dark brown on the crown, wings, back and
back of the neck. They had a large white cheek patch that
extended down the front of the neck to the breast and a small
white line above the eye (Figure 2).

Long-tailed Ducks are considered a “true arctic spe-
cies” with occasional occurrences in high-altitude areas
that offer similar lake and wetland habitat in alpine/
subalpine settings (Robertson and Savard 2002). In arctic
and subarctic habitats, Long-tailed Ducks nest in a depres-
sion on the ground, generally among grasses or dwarf wil-
lows located near ocean, lakes or ponds (Godfrey 1979).
According to Rare Birds of British Columbia (Fraser et al.
1999) breeding habitat in B.C. is expected to be similar to
that used farther north, probably within sparsely vegetated
subalpine tundra above the boreal forest. This description
is consistent with the three known occurrences of breed-
ing within B.C.

There are few details available on the previous two breed-
ing records for this species in B.C.. The first observation
was made on 1 September 1927 near Log Cabin, north of
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Figure 2. Long-tailed duck with
young, observed on 15 July 2006
at Mulvaney Lake, B.C.
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White Pass and approximately 80 km west of Atlin, B.C.
Several flying broods were noted and one flightless young
was taken (Brooks 1927). The author did not specify ex-
actly where the birds were found; he did, however, provide
a brief description of the general area: “[Log Cabin] lies at
the head of a wide valley, altitude about 3000 feet [923
m]…[this valley] is a waste of rocky ice-worn ridges inter-
spersed with shallow lakes and stretches of muskeg, the lat-
ter mostly covered with cotton grass. A good deal of stunted
balsam occurs together with some belts of larger timber,
mostly lodgepole pine, western hemlock and spruce”
(Brooks 1927:112). Based on this description of the area
and the local distribution of biogeoclimatic zones (B.C. MOF
2006), it is likely that these birds were breeding within the
Engelmann Spruce-Subalpine Fir biogeoclimatic zone, a
subalpine zone.

The second breeding record for Long-tailed Ducks in
B.C. occurred at Blackfly Lake between 17 July and 19 July
1989 where two broods of duckling were observed, one
containing four young, the other eight (W. Nixon, pers.
comm. in Campbell et al. 1990:336). Until now, this obser-
vation constituted the southern-most breeding record for the
province. Blackfly Lake is located approximately 100 km
northwest of Dease Lake at an elevation of 1279 m (B.C.
MOE 2007). It is situated within the Spruce-Willow Birch
(SWB) biogeoclimatic zone (B.C. MOF 2006) which is a
subalpine zone generally found at elevations between 600
m and 1400 m in the north-central portions of the province.
Lower-elevation SWB is forested, primarily by subalpine
fir (Abies lasiocarpa) and white spruce (Picea glauca), while

the higher elevations are dominated by scrub birch (Betula
glandulosa) and willow (Salix spp) (Banner et al.1993).

Mulvaney Lake (Figure 3) is located approximately 300
km southeast of Blackfly Lake (see Figure 1). It is found at
an elevation of 1464 m within a subalpine valley of the SWB
biogeoclimatic zone (B.C. MOF 2006). Mulvaney Lake is
72 ha in size with a maximum depth of 20.5 m and a mean
depth of 5 m. It is made up of two distinct sub-basins bi-
sected by a glacial moraine and is a non-fish bearing,
oligotrophic lake with a neutral pH (Klohn Crippen 2005).
The female and ducklings were first observed in one of two
ponds south of Mulvaney Lake, in an area composed pri-
marily of wet meadows and fens intersected by dry ridges.
The fens are very hummocky and are dominated by sedges,
while stunted subalpine fir dominates the ridges. The ponds
are shallow with silty/sandy bottoms and extensive detritus.
When sampled on 15 July 2006, the ponds had a pH of 6.9
and a temperature of 12.3 C.

The breeding chronology of Long-tailed Ducks in B.C.
is unknown. Our observations at Mulvaney Lake provide
an opportunity to estimate possible nesting and clutch dates
for this portion of their range. Within their primary range,
Long-tailed Ducks lay eggs from early June to late July de-
pending largely on ice break-up and snow melt (Robertson
and Savard 2002) and have an incubation period of 26 days
(Alison 1975). The ducklings observed on 15 July 2006 were
estimated to be less than one week old (Savard 2007), sug-
gesting nest initiation during the second week of June (11
June to 18 June) and hatching during the second week of
July (8 July to 14 July). The Blackfly Lake observation of
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Figure 3. Mulvaney Lake. The two
ponds in the left foreground are the
ponds in which the female Long-
tailed Duck with chicks was first
observed.
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young on 17 July also indicates a hatching date sometime
prior to mid-July. We believe that nesting and clutch dates
within northern B.C. generally fall within the earlier sec-
tion of the range identified in Robertson and Savard (2002).

The status of Long-tailed Duck in British Columbia is
currently designated as “Unknown” (B.C. CDC 2007) due
to limited knowledge concerning their occurrence and breed-
ing status within the province (Ramsay 2007). Subalpine/
alpine lake and wetland habitats similar to those observed
at Mulvaney Lake and presumably Blackfly Lake and Log
Cabin occur throughout the northern mountains area west
of the Rocky Mountain Trench. Based on the Mulvaney Lake
findings and those from northwestern B.C., it appears likely
that Long-tailed Ducks are at least occasional breeders in
other portions of the northern mountains of B.C. This pat-
tern of sporadic, isolated breeding is consistent with breed-
ing reports in Alaska and the Yukon that are also south of
the Long-tailed Duck’s primary breeding range (Robertson
and Savard 2002). More inventory and research would be
required to determine the exact distribution and breeding
status of the species within British Columbia.
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