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The Wi ld  S ide

Superbird

It’s a bird. It’s a plane. It’s a pelican! With an enormous wingspan of up to 9 

and one half feet, the American white pelican could almost be confused with an 

airplane. 

     

Of the eight species of pelicans in the world, the white pelican occurring in 

the Great Plains and mountain west is our largest and dwarfs the other na-

tive and strictly coastal brown pelican. Unlike brown pelicans, white pelicans 

don’t plunge from the air dive-bombing for food but rather practice coopera-

tive fishing. More buoyant and shier than the brown pelican, the whites’ hol-

low bones and giant air-sacs float him 

higher in the water. Working in groups, 

they first corral the fish in the shallows 

sometimes beating their wings against 

the water and herding them in a line or 

u-shaped formation. They then tighten 

the noose and scoop them up along with 

over three gallons of water. Lowering 

their “gular pouches”, the water drains 

and they throw their heads back with a 

simultaneous gulp. Traveling as much as 

one hundred miles per day, aquatic ver-

tebrates and amphibians such as crayfish 

and salamanders are also taken, adding 

to the 4 lbs. of sustenance required daily. 

White pelicans are inland birds during 

the breeding season but winter along 

the Pacific and Gulf coasts. Like so many 

other birds, populations took a major hit 

during the twentieth century but since 

the late 60’s their numbers seem to be 

recovering and possibly increasing. New breeding colonies have been established 

and in places like Chase Lake, North Dakota, the thirty thousand pelicans that 

can be seen there represent one quarter of the population. Last year however, 

they experienced a total nest failure. This may be due to cooler than normal 

temperatures resulting in the pelicans’ prey staying in deeper water. Even in good 

years only one chick will fledge as the strongest one out-eats the other and forces 

the weakened chick from the nest.

In outward appearance, the sexes of the white pelican are identical. Predomi-

nantly white with black primary and outer secondary feathers, their short legs 

are orange and their bill a yellowish-orange. During mating season they develop 

a crest on the back of the head and a protuberance on their upper bill in the way 

of a fibrous plate or “nuptial tubercle.” Also known as a “centerboard”, I don’t 

see how it could possibly stabilize  their flight or dipping efforts and obviously is 

an unlikely attractant (only to another pelican!). Their irises are of deep amber 

color now and will lighten after the breeding season concludes. The chalky-white 

eggs are laid and the “centerboard” falls away within one month. The parents 

will alternate days on the nest while the other one forages.

Found locally, your best bet for viewing American white pelicans is to frequent 

a large reservoir. In Colorado, some of the reservoirs and lakes that I’ve seen 

the pelicans include: Steamboat Lake, Stagecoach Reservoir, Spinney Mountain 

Reservoir, and Elevenmile Reservoir. Another great place to see them is at Shad-

ow Mountain Reservoir. Next to the Pine Beach Picnic Area on the mudflats 

there are always dozens. An added bonus at this location is an abundance of red-

winged blackbirds and ospreys.

With cautiously optimistic news about recovery numbers afoot, the next time a 

shadow appears above your head it may not be an airplane or Superman but an 

American white pelican.  

by  Dave  G ibson

Dave Gibson is a photographer & writer focusing on the natural world around 
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