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The Atlantic Brant and Eelgrass (zbstera marina)

~in James Bay; a preliminary report.

I. Atlantic Brant-in James Bay

The migration of Atlénfic brant (Branfa'bern-
iclé:hrota) through Jameé Bay remaihs la%gely unstudied.v
Earlier workers in  the region suggested a northwest to sogth—'
east movement of the brant through James Bay in fall, and‘fhe'“
reverse for spring, with concentrafions off northwést and:'
southeast Akimiski Island, Struttonllslands, and.iﬁ thg
protected bay on the east shore of Charlton Is1and (Smith,

- 1943) . | |

A. Bourget and S. Curtis.ofvthe Cénédian Wiidiife |

- Service and H._Lumsaen of the'Ontarid Minisfry‘of,Naturai
Resburces eﬁcountered brant at the above ibcations ih’the

fall of 1972, as well as at other 1§cations on_bbth sides‘.

of James Bay. Figuresiéne and two‘indicatevconcéntrations

of brant encountered during‘coastai.surveys.in the fall 6f
1972, Survey flights on October 4Vaﬁd'12 were speéifically
flown to assess Brant numbers thus Sightingé were_ndt incident-

al to snow‘goose censusing. As in 1971 (Lumsden, 1971)
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largest concentration of Brantsgweré'foﬁnd along the North-
west end of Akimiski Islaﬂé and]off Pisquanisﬁ"ﬁt{ and Norfh
Bluff Shoal. |

On May 18, 1972 a total of 250 brahts were. seen
at the southern end of‘James é;y, mostly:near the mouth of
.thevMooseg.Harricana;.and_Missiéicabi rivers. Lumsdéni(peré.
comm.) says thét‘in late'May branf'afe often seen migrating
low over the water of such rivers as thé Fort-éeorge, East-
main; Ruperts, Broadback, Nottaway, Missisicabi, Hafriéanéw
-and occasibnéllyvthé Moose. This has-been frequently referred
to by earlier‘observers_in James Bay and’sugge§ts the branfs
utilize the rivers from the east énd southeast‘asvaids iﬁ
navigation.

Brant numbers are difficult to estimate becausé
éf‘their'dark:tolour, small sizé, tendencf to fly in rather
tightly bunched,fldckg énd,their evasiveness with respect
ﬁo-aircraft. vThéy offen tlush at greaf diﬁtance; from.thé
aircraft and in somefc;ées considerable time ‘was spent
searchingAfor} and chasing; flocké that‘ohe of.tﬁé ob-
servers had noticed'at-abdistanceﬂ

In 1972, as in past years,Abrént.seen along tﬁe
Ontario coast of James Bay were off the fips éf the ?oints
or, if not near the points, off shore beyond the low tide

line. Their tendency to stay off shore probably accounts

wn



for the low numbers-killed by hunter57

Hunting records from organized féll goose huhtiné
camps along James Bay show that very few'Branf are killed;‘
Salisbury (1972) has reported that in thevperioa from Au-
gust 1971 to August 1972 indians at-Fort Gedrge killed én
estimated 918 brants (328 killed by‘indianS in intef&ie@ed
sample); This seems on the high Side'when compared with
othér reports Qf brant hunting and may be due_t§ a ﬁiéﬁnderF'
staﬁding as to species identificatibn; 1(F6r.example, in H
‘explaiﬁihg his tébulated data Saliébufy states fhat hé hég
lumped snow geese and blue geese with'Canada geesé under tﬁé
heading ”geeée”'and yet there is a lisfihg of 2240_”Qaviés”i.
killed). If 1000 odd brant are harvested by Eort George |
Indians alone, it underscor¢s our‘need for more data re—g
ga?ding this specieS'in James‘Bay.

The winter counts Qf branf off the New Jersey
coast indicate.a steady decline in numbers over the paét:
thréé years. In:addition;;the»taunts4for the winter 1972-
1973 show only about one juvenile bird ﬁér 1000‘adu1ts.

The summer of 1972 was a disastrous one for most arctic .
breeding waterfowl speciés; especially féf brént.' Surﬁeys.
.of Jamés Bay, primarily aimed_af re¢ording the numbers and
distribution of brant, are ﬁlaﬁned by the Caﬁadian Wild-
life Service for late May - éarly June 1973. Potenﬁiél
hydro impa¢£ on this threatened Species'must be.evaluated

in advance and prevented:




!
II. Eelgrass, Zostera marina, a major food source for
)

Atlantic Brant:

'Eélgrass, Zostera marina,. 1is a very importaﬁf fo§d
fo;fgrént, and ig.alsofheAQily utilized_bf Canéda geéée;
The;distribufidnfof eg}graés in James Bay isflérgeiy:unknowh
but.it seemstékbe'chiefly confined to“variousvbays oﬁ‘the
Quebéé«coast,iénd to Charlton and Akimiski islands (f;gure'
twoj; Mchy.(lé70), has;feportédrfhat it'is.fdundiin-la-'
goons,‘bays;.andvestuaries wvhere thé diiution.éffect.is‘low;
Silt.ladén river water ha§ a strong'dilution effe§£ in Ruj'
pert Bay and élong the Ontario coést:from East Poiht_td,Até
tawapiskat. - |

Smithl(l943) reported'finding eelgraés‘iﬁ ther
~clear and quite saline waters qf'the east‘coast:of Jémes-
Bay, and thatbﬁone‘was‘found 6n the south’coasﬁ weét of
Mesékonén poigt}"Sﬁitﬁﬂf1944)'statéd'that‘onathe west 
coastreelgréss;is appafenfif confined to the southeastern
tip of Akiﬁiski Isiana,aAd,aioﬁg_north Akimiski. From -
these two centers of distribufion drift collects from
North Point té the Swan Rivér. fhe large concentration
of brant in the Pisquamish and North Point areas are

apparently feeding largely on this drifted eelgréss.




A good deal of eelgrass was found driftgd éshére and
vfloaging on the water near.Pisquamish Point on Oct. 12,
1972,

While geese along the coast may be directly:
,affeéted byvthé'proposédiQuebeC_hydro projeét, thefejére
"also possibilities for subtle effects of far fangiﬁg»éonf
seqﬁence. Temperature'éf Salinityﬂéhanges may directly
affeﬁt the growth and survival of eelgrass or may ihdir;
ect1y afféct this food base (and hence tﬂe waterfoﬁl)
through the increase 05 §ome paras%te_of_diseasé; 'fﬂé
. ) . W the E3Sown .
evidence ié_strong_to suggest that éelgrass suffered consid- .
erable destruction from the myxomycete Labyrinthula sp.
(Renn, 1936j:  Iﬁvéddition, as dilution increaées (due_fb'
increased output from the. La Grande fiver) eelgrass will
undoubtedly suffef. As eelgréss forms an:important pa?t
of fhe Base forbmény food chains this would inaeed disfupf
the ecology of the area. |

It is reébmhended that the Depértment ofvEnviron¥.v
ment investigate the distributibn'of eelgrass iﬁ;James
Ba&, particularly along the Quebec coast near:Fort George.
" This could perhaps beét be accompliéhed by means éf aerial |

infrared photogfaphy in late August or éarly September.
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