
Mute Swans –Beautiful Invaders 
What are they?  
Mute swans are large birds. In fact, they are the largest kind of waterfowl, or birds that 
spend most of their time living on or near the water.  

What do they look like?  
Adult mute swans are covered with white feathers. They have an orange bill. When the 
young birds (called cygnets) are born, they are a mottled brown. Their bills are gray. As 
they grow, their feathers eventually become white.  
These swans swim with their necks held in an S-shaped curve, their beaks pointed 
downwards.  
Where can you find them? 
Mute swans are generally found in the Bay’s shallow waters and wetlands.  

How do they behave? 
Mute swans got their name because they were mute, or silent. But they really aren’t mute at all. They will hiss and snort when they are 
threatened. Perhaps they got this name because they were generally quieter than other swans.  

Male mute swans can be very aggressive, especially when trying to protect their nests and their young. They arch their backs and 
spread their wings, charging at anyone or anything that gets near.  

Because they are so large, mute swans have to “run” and flap their wings very fast along the water’s surface in order to take off. Once 
they are flying, they can reach speeds of 50 or 55 miles per hour. In order to land, mute swans use their feet to “water-ski” before finally 
coming to rest in the water.  

Many people think swans find one and only one partner during their lifetime. That is not true, however. People have seen swans with up 
to four different partners in different mating seasons.  

What do they eat?  
These swans eat by sticking their heads and neck underwater, looking for water plants, insects, and snails. They will also eat tiny 
amounts of gravel. This helps them digest their food.  

However, mute swans prefer to eat plants. In fact, scientists estimate that they eat over 9 million (9,000,000) pounds of submerged 
aquatic vegetation each year.  

What eats them?  
Adult mute swans have few predators, unless they are very old or sick. Raccoons and other wetland creatures will eat swan eggs and 
hatchlings (swans just out of their eggs).  

Creature Feature 
Mute swans are not native to the Chesapeake region. They were first brought into 
this country in the 19th century because people admired the way they looked.  

In the Chesapeake region, their numbers have steadily risen. In the 1950s, 
observers reported only 5 swans in the whole state. In 2002, 4,156 swans were 
counted. That’s about 4,000 more swans than observers counted in 1986. Their 
growing numbers have created two major problems for the Chesapeake Bay region 
and its creatures.  
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First of all, these swans compete for nesting space and food sources with the native tundra swan that have always spent their winters in 
the Bay. Recently, the numbers of tundra swans in the region have dropped. Scientists are now trying to find out if there is a connection 
between mute swan aggression and the lowered number of tundra swans.  

Secondly, mute swans also eat tremendous amounts of submerged aquatic vegetation. Since these underwater Bay grasses are 
already threatened by other problems, the swans’ diet places an even greater strain on these limited resources.  

These two factors have alarmed many people in the state. The Department of Natural Resources, along with some federal agencies, 
has worked to control the numbers of mute swans. They remove some birds and addle (remove from the nest or oil) their eggs. They 
are also trying to educate everyone about the dangers of bringing these and other non-native creatures into the Chesapeake 
ecosystem. 
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