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COULEE CHOIR

Carried by the brisk bitter breeze 
of the prairie night, a howling 
hymn echoes through a dreaming 
city from the valley below. I lay 
awake listening to the exuberant 
song of yips and yowls that marks 
the peak of night; the coulee choir 
has begun.

Though not the most peaceful of 
ensembles, the nightly ritual of 
caroling Coyotes is an experience 
I look forward to with each day’s 
end. Like the appearance of Ursa 
major, Ursa minor, and the moon, 

the wild serenade has become 
a fixture of the night, never to 
miss a show. I couldn’t help but 
wonder why.

The Coyote is one of North 
America’s most widespread 
species; cunning and guile have 
contributed to its success – able to 
adapt to the challenges imposed 
by an ever-changing environment. 
With its range now expanding 
as far as South America, the 
many sources of anthropogenic 
disturbance across the landscape 
have yet to hinder this omnivore’s 

expansion. Forming strong 
family packs from the spring 
birth of pups until their fall 
independence, communication 
is a key tool for the family’s 
survival.

It turns out their vocalizations 
vary as much in their meaning 
as they do in sound. Like a 
Killdeer’s infamous “broken wing 
display”, adult Coyotes may 
become vocal if an unwanted 
guest presents itself too close 
to the den in an attempt to 
lure the threat away. The 

Editor’s Page
BY BROOK SKAGEN (ASSISTANT EDITOR)

COYOTE. RICK PRICE
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INSIDE BACK COVER 
Sharp-tailed Grouse are fairly 
common throughout the lower 
half of Alberta outside of the 
mountains, mainly because the 
habitat requirements of the 
species are somewhat general 

compared to most grouse. And the males are great dancers! If you ever get an 
opportunity to watch the mating dance at a traditional lek, go for it. Ellen Bouma 
(mother of Debbie Godkin) got lovely photos of “Sharpies.” For Debbie’s story of 
these visitors to their farm, see page 35.

The Alberta Institute for Wildlife Conservation, like similar organizations and 
facilities, does a fantastic job rehabilitating wildlife and educating the public. 
The dedication of their staff cannot be underestimated. Of course, not all their 
“patients” are as cute and fuzzy as this Great Horned Owl nestling! See the story, 
page 30.

BACK COVER
It has been a long-time coming and the story isn’t 
over yet. But the protection of the Castle Wilderness 
Area is finally on the horizon. What a beautiful and 
amazing area the Castle is, as this photo by Loren Seitz 
dramatically shows. Loren is a student at the Lethbridge 
College. See the story in the “Issues” section, page 6.

On the Covers:
FRONT COVER 
There seems to be no end to exciting surprises in the natural 
world. The staff at the Ellis Bird Farm were treated to a 
fascinating nature experience in the form of a mother Red 
Squirrel and her batch of kittens. The moral of the story? 
Always keep your camera close at hand! See the Feature 
Story, page 24. 

INSIDE FRONT COVER 
John Warden has written 
numerous articles for Nature 
Alberta concentrating on “Nature 
Photography in Alberta” – always 
thoughtful and showing a different 
side to nature appreciation. His 

photos have been lovely, as the three in this edition illustrate. This will be John’s last 
column, as he has moved to B.C. where I’m sure he will continue with his writing and 
photography. We’re going to miss John. Read his last column, starting on page 16.

“A poster fledgling for endangered species recovery, the Piping Plover is a familiar 
bird to many Albertans, though spotting one along sandy shorelines is a rare 
occurrence,” writes Brook Skagen in her IBA article (see the story on page 20). One 
of the major reasons for Important Bird Areas is to protect species like the Piping 
Plover that are threatened or endangered.

“song dogs” also use sound to 
communicate spatial positioning 
and social status with one another. 
Vocalizations are also used along 
with scent as a means of territorial 
marking, and many sounds are 
not yet fully understood.

As they patrol the coulee cliffs 
and fields near my home in search 
of food, by nightfall the often-
separated family must reunite, 
obstructed by kilometers of pitch 
darkness. It is then that the chorus 
ensues. A series of yaps and 
howls sends a crucial message: 
“I’m here, where are you?” The 
voices erupt, an exuberant 
series of “over here” coupled 
with, “we’re a happy family, and 
this is our home” to deter any 
trespassers. The harmonious 
chant of their rendezvous 
rumbles from the river’s edge 
towards my windowsill, as if 
to say “goodnight”. The mantra 
resonates in the air for just a few 
short minutes, yet I can never stay 
awake long enough for an encore.

Sources:

http://news.psu.edu/
story/141205/2007/01/15/research/
probing-question-why-do-coyotes-
howl 

http://animals.nationalgeographic.
com/animals/mammals/coyote/

EDITOR’S PAGE cont’d…
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The Honourable Catherine 
McKenna (Liberal, Member of 
Parliament for Ottawa Centre) 
has been named the new federal 
Minister of Environment and 
Climate Change. The name 
change is the adding of “and 
Climate Change” to the ministry.

Catherine McKenna is the former 
Executive Director of a non-
profit organization that engages 
emerging Canadian leaders 
in public policy discussions. 
Prior to that, she co-founded 
and was executive director of 
the Canadian Lawyers Abroad 
charitable organization. Catherine 
has practiced law at leading firms 
in both Canada and Indonesia, 
focusing on international trade, 
competition, investment and 
constitutional issues. She teaches 
at the University of Toronto’s 
Munk School of Global Affairs and 
is a board member at the Trudeau 
Centre for Peace and Conflict 
Studies.

Although it has no funding in 
place for 2016, the Cumulative 
Environmental Management 
Association (CEMA) has voted to 
continue operating. Aboriginal and 
non-governmental stakeholders 
voted against disbanding, industry 
voted in favour of disbanding 
and the provincial government 

abstained. Dissolution would have 
required 75% approval.

Based out of Fort McMurray, CEMA 
will continue operating for the 
remainder of the year. However, 
industry – which funds almost all of 
CEMA’s $5 million annual budget 
– has made it clear that it does not 
wish to continue its support. 

The Alberta government has 
already indicated that it would not 
cover the budget shortfall, though, 
as Alberta Environment and Parks 
Minister Shannon Phillips said: “At 
the end of the day, we made our 
preference known that we want to 
see their best work carry forward.”

New Federal Ministers and Names

CEMA Update

A L B E R T A  I S S U E S  I N  B R I E F

While active internationally, Catherine 
remains a particularly active member 
of her local community. She is the past 
Vice-President of the Glebe Community 
Association and has served as a board 
member of the Elizabeth Fry Society of 
Ottawa and the Good Morning Creative Arts 
and Preschool.

The Honourable Hunter Tootoo (Liberal, 
Member of Parliament for Nunavut) is the 
new Minister of Fisheries, Oceans and the 
Canadian Coast Guard. The name change is 
the adding of “and Canadian Coast Guard” 
to the ministry.

Hunter Tootoo was born in Rankin Inlet and 
has spent his career serving the community 
he loves. First elected as the MLA for Iqaluit 
Centre in 1999, Hunter served 
its residents for fourteen 
years and was the Speaker 
of the Legislative Assembly 
until 2013. Hunter has a 
deep understanding of the 
challenges facing Nunavut, 
having held numerous cabinet 
positions as well as extensive 
experience in government 
administration.

INFORMATION FROM “FORT MCMURRAY TODAY”; THURS SEPT 24TH 2015

CATHERINE MCKENNA. 

GOVERNMENT OF CANADA WEBSITE

HUNTER TOOTOO.  

GOVERNMENT OF CANADA WEBSITE

Passionate about supporting 
local business and sport, 
Hunter previously served on 
the Northwest Territories Co-op 
Business Development Board 
and the Sport North Board of 
Directors. In his downtime, he 
enjoys watching hockey, hunting 
and is an avid competitive curler.



FALL 2015 5

It is with great pleasure I 
advise you that the Beaver Hills 
Biosphere Reserve Initiative (BHI) 
has received a recent phone call 
from Dominique Potvin, Canadian 
Commission for UNESCO, 
notifying us that the Beaver Hills 
Biosphere Reserve nomination 
has officially been forwarded to 
UNESCO’s Secretariat in Paris 
for further consideration by the 
international committees of the 
Man and Biosphere Programme. 
The approval of the nomination 
by the Canadian Man and 
Biosphere Committee and the 
subsequent confirmation by 
the Canadian Commission was 
gratifying confirmation of our 
commitment over many years to 
prepare and submit an acceptable 
nomination.

The Cadomin and Wapiabi caves 
will remain closed for another 
five years to keep bat populations 
healthy and prevent the spread of 
White-nose Syndrome. Since 2010, 
the caves have been closed to the 
public. The Alberta government is 
extending this closure in order to 
protect this critical hibernation site 
for bats.

“Bats play an important role 
in maintaining balance in our 
environment. While White-
nose Syndrome has not yet 
reached Alberta, data shows 

the disease is making its way 
westward across the country. 
These closures help protect 
our sensitive bat population by 
reducing the risk of exposure to 
disease.”

- Shannon Phillips, Minister of 
Environment and Parks

Government will assess the risk 
to the province’s bat population 
again in five years, or earlier if 
there is definitive evidence to 
support re-opening or limited use 
of the caves.

I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank all members 
of the BHI and express sincere 
thanks and appreciation for the 
ongoing assistance, advice, and 
encouragement during this process 
of preparing the Beaver Hills 
Biosphere Reserve nomination. 
In particular I would like to 
convey our gratitude to Dr. Guy 
Swinnerton for guiding us along 
this journey and to all the behind 
the scenes handlers that kept 
the process on track and moving 
forward.

Because of the 4th World Congress 
of Biosphere Reserves being held 
in Lima Peru March 14th-17th 2016, 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
natural-sciences/environment/
ecological-sciences/4th-world-
congress/ we have been advised 

new biosphere reserves may be 
announced at this time. 

Obviously the BHI is cautiously 
optimistic that the International 
Co-ordinating Council for 
Biosphere Reserves will announce 
the designation of a Beaver Hills 
Biosphere next March, adequate 
reviewing time still remains critical.

As the BHI is in the process of 
developing its business plan for 
2016-2019 we can take into account 
with a little more confidence that 
while addressing local issues and 
interests we can hopefully make a 
significant contribution to the global 
network of biosphere reserves and 
the Man and Biosphere Programme 
over the years ahead.

Beaver Hills Biosphere Reserve Update

Cadomin and Wapiabi Caves Closures Extended
AB GOVERNMENT NEWS RELEASE, NOV 06, 2015 

BY GLEN LAWRENCE, CHAIR; OCTOBER 15TH

BROWN BAT. ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
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On September 4th it was 
announced that the Alberta 
Government would move forward 
on the legal protection of the 
Castle Wilderness area under 
the Provincial Parks Act by both 
expanding a pre-existing Wildland 
Park and establishing a new 
Provincial Park in the region. The 
monumental decision is just one 
of many steps towards protecting 
a network of ecologically diverse 
areas along the eastern slopes of 
Alberta’s Rocky Mountains, so that 
the province’s water resources, 
biodiversity, and recreational 
opportunities may be enhanced.

Comprised of nearly 104,000 
hectares of forests, grasslands, 
mountains and foothills, the 
Castle area is part of the Crown 
of the Continent, connecting 
the mountains of southwestern 
Alberta with those of British 
Columbia and Montana. The 
majestic landscape is vital to both 
the ecological and social richness 
of the area, providing important 
ecosystem functions and holding a 
deep cultural significance to First 
Nations. 

In a recent press release, Minister 
of Environment and Parks 
Shannon Phillips states: 

“Protecting the Castle is 
critically important for the 
biodiversity and water quality 
of this entire region. Under 
Parks’ legislation, and with the 
input of all Albertans, we will 

permanently protect this special 
place for future generations to 
enjoy as we transition the land 
to support good local jobs in 
tourism and recreation.”

The monumental step in 
environmental protection has 
given environmentalists and 
outdoor enthusiasts a cause for 
celebration, but the news was also 
met with its fair share of concerns. 

Environmental advocacy groups such 
as The Alberta Wilderness Association 
(AWA) were instrumental in the Castle’s 
protection, a cause for which they 
have diligently lobbied for nearly 50 
years. Although thrilled about the new 
announcement, the AWA and various 
groups and stakeholders are worried 
of any discrepancies between the 
protection that’s been promised and 
the protection the Castle needs. Open 
to public consultation for the first 

Protecting a Legacy: 
The Castle Wilderness 
Area Protection Plan
BY BROOK SKAGEN

CASTLE FALLS. LOREN SEITZ
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30 days following the project’s 
announcement, many concerns 
regarding the plan’s obscurities 
were raised. A project as large in 
scope as the Castle area plan is not 
without its fair share of obstacles. 
Here’s a brief look at some of 
the challenges and criticisms 
concerned parties have addressed:

RESTORING THE WILDERNESS

Disturbance from previous 
forestry, mineral, and oil and 
gas developments must be fully 
reclaimed and restored back to 
the native state of the land to 
achieve full protection, a massive 
undertaking which could take 
years or even decades.

SECURING OUR WATER

Headwaters in the Castle must be 
secured and disturbance to these 
areas limited in order to ensure the 
sustainability and quality of water 
for downstream communities. 
Water is a crucial component of 
ecosystem functioning and health.

PROTECTING NATIVE SPECIES 
& CONTROLLING INVASIVES

The Castle provides habitat 
for a wide diversity of native 
flora and fauna. With invasive 
species becoming an ever-
growing concern, prevention 
and eradication measures must 
be implemented to protect the 
region’s unique biodiversity.

LIVESTOCK GRAZING

With many grazing 
leases currently 
implemented, the 
plan will honor 
current grazing 
agreements, as well 
as allow for new 
grazing opportunities 
where deemed 
suitable. Whether 
or not there will be 
changes to stocking 
rates or locations is 
not yet known, but 
are likely needed 
to pursue the full 
protection of the 
ecologically sensitive 
area.

HUNTING IN THE CASTLE

Not new to Alberta Parks, hunting 
is currently used as an elk 
management tool in the isolated 
Cypress Hills Interprovincial Park. 
A shift in policy will allow for 
hunting in both the new Provincial 
Park and Wildland Provincial Park. 
With the current norm being the 
allowance of hunting in Wildland 
parks and prohibition in Provincial 
Parks, hunting will likely be a topic 

STRIPED CORAL-ROOT ORCHID, WHICH 

GROWS UNDER CONDITIONS THAT THE 

CASTLE PROVIDES. LOREN SEITZ

A NATIVE LUPINE SPECIES, COMMON TO THE 

AREA. LOREN SEITZ

CCWC HAS BEEN WORKING ON BUILDING 

AN INTERPRETIVE KIOSK IN THE CASTLE FOR 

SEVERAL YEARS. CCWC

A SPECTACULAR SCENE IN THE CASTLE VALLEY!  

ALBERTAWILDERNESS.CA/NIGEL DOUGLAS

http://albertawilderness.ca
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of hot debate. Whether or not 
First Nations will be given access 
to the land for hunting is also 
unknown, though current land 
access is already very limited in 
the south, and Treaty Rights must 
be honored.

TOURISM & RECREATION

Promoting the area as an outdoor 
destination will draw Albertans 
and out-of-province visitors alike 
to the majesty of the Castle, 
and facilities are required to 
accommodate increasing visitor 
volume and interests. Tourist 
infrastructure will be limited to 
the Provincial Park, while facilities 
for low-impact activities such as 
backpacking and equestrian use 
may be placed in the Wildland. 
OHV use and random camping 
will continue to be permitted in 
designated areas of the parks and 
should be stringently enforced 
to prevent watershed and habitat 
degradation. 

INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT

The plan aims to terminate 
commercial forestry, as well as 
place a prohibition on surface 
rights access for any new oil 
and gas developments, though 
pre-existing leases will be 
honoured. No new tenures for 
mineral extraction will be sold, 
and existing mineral leases are 
to be cancelled. Though this 

GORDON PETERSEN

The October 2015 edition of AWA’s Wildlands Advocate has an excellent article 
highlighting the work of well-known wilderness defender and Castle-Crown 
Wilderness Coalition veteran Gordon Peterson. The article is titled “Gordon 
Petersen: Voice for the Castle River Wildland”; the entire edition can be 
downloaded at www.albertawilderness.ca.

protects the Castle from new 
developments, it is unknown 
what effects the honoured 
developments will have on the 
protection plan or vice versa.

ENFORCEMENT

The various land uses must 
be monitored, managed and 
enforced with diligence in order 
to ensure public safety and 
ecological integrity.

THE BIG PICTURE

Despite these concerns, parties 
can agree on the social and 
ecological importance of the 
Castle area. Its protection will 
ensure the continued stewardship 
of our wild lands for present and 
upcoming generations to enjoy, 
provide economic opportunities, 
and safeguard precious 
headwaters which countless 
Albertans rely on, as they remain 
pristine for future generations. 
Park management planning is 
scheduled for 2016, during which 
tourism and recreational facilities 
and services will be determined 
for both parks. The process 
will allow for public input on 
the future management of the 
social and ecological values 
of the parks, so that they may 
be preserved and enjoyed for 
generations.

“We are thrilled to see the 
long-held vision of protecting 

the Castle Wilderness become 
a reality,” says Sean Nichols, 
AWA Conservation Specialist. “It 
is significant that the provincial 
government kept their commitment 
and made such a forward-thinking 
decision for the benefit of all 
Albertans, now and in the future.”

Sources:

Alberta Wilderness Association. 2015. Castle 
Wilderness Protection - Significant 

 Conservation Achievement Celebrated 
(Press Release). Retrieved from: 
http://albertawilderness.ca/archive/
biodiversity-archive/2015-09-04-
awa-news-release-castle-wilderness-
protection-significant 

Government of Alberta. 2015. Province to 
fully protect Castle area (Press Release). 
Retrieved from: http://alberta.ca/
release.cfm?xID=38482FA615015-

A6AF-C4F5-E44F02DA5A2DC0B8 

Alberta Environment and Parks. 2015. 
Enhancing the Protection of the Castle: 
Information on the Planned 

 Changes to Land Designations 
(Information Brochure). Retrieved 
from: http://www.albertaparks.
ca/media/6369189/castle-
publication_20150902.pdf

CCWC FACEBOOK PAGE
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http://albertawilderness.ca/archive/biodiversity-archive/2015-09-04-awa-news-release-castle-wilderness-protection-significant
http://albertawilderness.ca/archive/biodiversity-archive/2015-09-04-awa-news-release-castle-wilderness-protection-significant
http://albertawilderness.ca/archive/biodiversity-archive/2015-09-04-awa-news-release-castle-wilderness-protection-significant
http://alberta.ca/release.cfm?xID=38482FA615015-A6AF-C4F5-E44F02DA5A2DC0B8
http://alberta.ca/release.cfm?xID=38482FA615015-A6AF-C4F5-E44F02DA5A2DC0B8
http://alberta.ca/release.cfm?xID=38482FA615015-A6AF-C4F5-E44F02DA5A2DC0B8
http://www.albertaparks.ca/media/6369189/castle-publication_20150902.pdf
http://www.albertaparks.ca/media/6369189/castle-publication_20150902.pdf
http://www.albertaparks.ca/media/6369189/castle-publication_20150902.pdf
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This beautiful bird feeding 
guide will help you attract more 
species to your yard and help 
you learn about our remarkable 
avian neighbours! Whether you 
are just getting started or have 
been feeding backyard birds for 
many years, this book will teach, 
entertain and delight!

This book is an updated and 
revised version of Myrna’s very 
popular Winter Bird Feeding: 
An Alberta Guide. Expanded to 
include all four seasons, it contains 
a wealth of information about 
how to attract and enjoy backyard 
birds throughout the year. It is 
beautifully illustrated with line 

drawings by Alberta artist, Gary 
Ross, as well as photographs that 
have been generously contributed 
by photographers from across the 
Canadian Prairies. 

Backyard Bird Feeding can be 
purchased from: Ellis Bird Farm 
store on site or online (http://
www.ellisbirdfarm.ca/store/
c1/Featured_Products.html); all 
Peavey Marts in Alberta and other 
sellers of bird feeding supplies; 
Nature Centres; select bookstores, 
including the Wildbird General 
Store in Edmonton, as well as 
other locations. Or contact us 
at info@ellisbirdfarm.ca for 

wholesale purchasing information. 
All proceeds of the book will go 
to the education, conservation and 
research efforts at Ellis Bird Farm.

Myrna Pearman. Publisher: Ellis Bird 
Farm Ltd. (2015). 116 Pages; $24.95 (Can). 
Soft Cover/Perfect Bound. 

Backyard Bird Feeding: 
An Alberta Guide

B O O K  R E V I E W

PHOTO CONTEST 
And the winner of the Member Photo of the 
Year is: Howard Trofanenko for his image of a 
Grizzly after a spring rain. The photo will grace 
the front cover of the 2016 Nature Canada 
Nature Calendar. Nature Canada received over 
6000 breathtaking entries.

See more at: http://naturecanada.ca/news/
blog/and-the-winning-nature-photo-
is/#sthash.OZA8ridh.dpuf

http://www.ellisbirdfarm.ca/store/c1/Featured_Products.html
http://www.ellisbirdfarm.ca/store/c1/Featured_Products.html
http://www.ellisbirdfarm.ca/store/c1/Featured_Products.html
mailto:info%40ellisbirdfarm.ca?subject=
http://naturecanada.ca/news/blog/and-the-winning-nature-photo-is/#sthash.OZA8ridh.dpuf
http://naturecanada.ca/news/blog/and-the-winning-nature-photo-is/#sthash.OZA8ridh.dpuf
http://naturecanada.ca/news/blog/and-the-winning-nature-photo-is/#sthash.OZA8ridh.dpuf


Nature Alberta wants you to know 
that Nature Alberta has its own 
YouTube channel now. All kinds 
of “good stuff” is there for you to 
view. Visit:

youtube.com/naturealberta

Nature Alberta &
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Nature Alberta NEWS

At the November 7th Board 
meeting and AGM, the following 
Board of Directors was elected 
and ratified. The current 
President’s term had expired 
in accordance with Bylaws. It 
has yet to be determined as 
to whom would step into the 
President position. Within the 
next few months, the Board will 

be looking to select an Acting 
President for future ratification. In 
the meantime, the Past-President, 
Vice-President and executive will 
coordinate those functions as 
necessary.

We welcome our new Board 
Members and wish them all 
an enjoyable, productive, and 
satisfying term with the Nature 
Alberta Board. A much deserved 
thank-you to those directors 
who have stepped down from 
executive positions after serving 
for over 3 years: Christine Brown 
as Treasurer, Linda Howitt-
Taylor as Vice-President, and Ted 
Hindmarch as President. All will 
remain with the Board. We also 
thank Lu Carbyn for his 8 years on 
the Board as the Edmonton Nature 
Club rep, and he will remain 
an active committee member 
as one of our two Endangered 
Species Conservation Committee 
representatives. 

2016 Board: Executive

PRESIDENT – TBA

VICE-PRES – Brian Joubert

SECRETARY – Claudia Lipski

TREASURER – Cale Bentley

PAST PRESIDENT – Ted Hindmarch

2016 Board: Appointed Directors

1. Linda Howitt-Taylor (RE-APPOINTMENT)

2. Christine Brown (RE-APPOINTMENT)

3. Joseph Hnatiuk (RE-APPOINTMENT)

4. Brian Joubert (APPOINTMENT)

5. Cale Bentley (APPOINTMENT)

6. Dale Serink (APPOINTMENT)

7. Ted Hindmarch – ADDITIONAL 

APPOINTED DIRECTOR AS PAST 

PRESIDENT

2016 Board:  
Corporate Club Directors

ALBERTA NATIVE PLANT COUNCIL –  
Kim MacKenzie (new)

EDMONTON NATURE CLUB –  
Kerri Charest (new)

GRASSLANDS NATURALISTS –  
ºMichael O’Shea

BUFFALO LAKE NATURALISTS –  
Claudia Lipski

FRIENDS OF ELK ISLAND –  
Liz Watts

NATURE CALGARY –  
Wayne/Joan Walker

LAC LA BICHE BIRDING SOCIETY –  
Will Brooke (new)

LETHBRIDGE NATURALIST SOCIETY – 
Lloyd Bennett

PEACE PARK NATURALISTS –  
Margot Hervieux

RED DEER NATURALISTS –  
Tony Blake

Nature Alberta Board for 2016
BY TED HINDMARCH

http://youtube.com/naturealberta
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Nature Alberta Awards Announced

LORAN L. GOULDEN 
MEMORIAL AWARD 

Named for respected Alberta 
naturalist, Loran L. Goulden, 
this award is presented annually 
to an exceptional individual 
in recognition of his or her 
outstanding contributions to 
natural history in Alberta. The 
award recognizes both specific 
and long-term aggregate 
contributions to any field of 
Alberta natural history. Recipients’ 
accomplishments follow the 
example set by Loran L. Goulden 
to foster amateur natural 
history study, contribute to our 
knowledge of Alberta natural 
history, support conservation of 
Alberta’s natural heritage, show 
leadership and be willing to share 
one’s knowledge. 

2015 RECIPIENT – John Acorn

John Acorn is an internationally 
known scientist, author and 
broadcaster whose career has 
been marked with creativity and 
a passion for science. As research 
associate at the Royal Tyrrell 
Museum of Paleontology and 
the E.H. Strickland Entomology 
Museum, and instructor at the 
University of Alberta, Acorn 
continually goes beyond his 
professional commitments and 
generously gives his time to 
promote the field. 

As the host and creative force 
behind the popular TV series 

Acorn, the Nature Nut, he 
has educated and entertained 
audiences worldwide. His award 
winning TV series consisted of 
88 episodes including insects, 
birds, butterflies, beetles, spiders, 
scorpions, fish, invertebrates, 
lizards, mammals, reptiles, 
amphibians, plants, pets, marine 
creatures, and dinosaurs. As 
a best-selling author, he has 
had a huge impact on amateur 
entomology, and his field guides 
have earned him numerous 
awards. 

Passionate about nature and 
science and generous with 
his time, John has made, and 
continues to make, learning about 
nature fun for audiences of all 
ages by sharing his extensive 
knowledge and contagious and 
enthusiastic interest in all living 
things.

FRANK AND ALICE HARPER 
MEMORIAL AWARD 

There are many “unsung heroes” 
among the naturalist community. 
They are the role models 
who give whole-heartedly of 
themselves in carrying out the 
duties associated with keeping 
Alberta’s nature clubs on track, 
active, organized and able to 
provide the services that are basic 
to Clubs’ continued existence. 
Frank and Alice Harper were 
two long-time naturalists, with 

the Lethbridge Naturalists Society, 
who exemplified those admirable 
qualities we associate with “unsung 
heroes”. This award, named in their 
honour, recognizes an individual’s 
unassuming commitment and service 
to a local nature club, and their 
efforts to support the betterment, 
efficiency, administration, operation 
and fulfillment of the club’s 
mandate. 

2015 RECIPIENT – John McFaul 

For more than thirty years, John 
McFaul has been, and continues 
to be, a valued member of Nature 
Calgary’s Board of Directors. John’s 
tenure on the board has included 
three years as Vice-President and 
he has also served as Program 
Manager for most of that time. In 
this capacity he has organized nearly 
three hundred talented speakers for 
the club’s highly anticipated monthly 
meetings at which speakers cover a 
wide range of timely and sometimes 
controversial topics. 

His lengthy tenure with Nature 
Calgary makes him the “go to 
person” for background knowledge 
and history of the society. John 
unselfishly gives his time to 
represent Nature Calgary at local 
meetings and functions with 
respect to local environmental and 
wildlife issues, and enthusiastically 
participates in Nature Calgary’s 
activities including coordinating bird 
counts, leading field trips and other 
year-round outdoor excursions. 

These deserving individuals received their awards at Nature 

Alberta’s 45th Anniversary Gala and Awards Banquet on 

November 7 in Edmonton.
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Over the years, John has 
contributed to writing and 
publishing several books and 
field guides, his spectacular 
photographs have been featured 
on CFNS fundraising note cards 
and he has written many articles 
promoting a variety of nature 
activities. He also writes a regular 
column, “Starry Nights,” for 
Nature Alberta magazine.

HONOURARY LIFE MEMBER 

From time to time, Nature 
Alberta honours outstanding 
naturalists or conservationists 
who have made substantial, life-
long contributions to Alberta’s 
naturalist community through 
their commitment to and 
volunteer efforts in support of 
Nature Alberta. In recognition 
of their long-time efforts 
and significant impact, these 
individuals are made Honourary 
Life Members of Nature Alberta. 

2015 RECIPIENT – Dennis Baresco 

For more than twenty-five 
years, Dennis has worked 
with amazing persistence, in 
the face of many difficulties, 
to further conservation goals, 
in particular, promoting wider 
understanding of the lands, 
waters and wildlife – the natural 
history – of southeastern Alberta. 
His unquenchable sense of 
humour and his easy-going, 
down-to-earth style, together 
with his writing skills, and the 
intelligence and thoughtfulness 
he brings to the table, have 
enabled him to reach out and 
form effective partnerships with 
many groups and individuals of 
diverse perspectives, both rural 
and urban. 

Dennis has spent significant 
volunteer hours serving on boards 
and committees, developing and 
implementing impactful interpretive 
outreach and extension programs, 
conducting breeding bird surveys 
and compiling bird records, co-
authoring various publications and 
much more. In his time as President 
and while on the Board, he worked 
hard to bring Nature Alberta and 
other provincial ENGOs together, 
he chaired many committees, and 
was Nature Alberta’s representative 
on the Canadian Nature Network’s 
Alternate Energy Committee. He 
has worked on industrial wind 
farm issues and their impacts on 
prairie landscapes, and provided 
Nature Alberta input on Alberta 
Parks’ policy for the Cypress Hills 
Management Area. He chaired 
Nature Alberta’s publications 
committee, and since 2008, he has 
been the Editor of Nature Alberta 
magazine.

Dennis’ long-standing contribution 
to conservation of the land 
that he knows and loves has 
been outstanding, and he is an 
inspiration to others. 

VOLUNTEER AWARD 

Each year, Nature Alberta 
recognizes individuals for their 
commitment to volunteerism, and 
for making important contributions 
that support their local club, Nature 
Alberta, or other initiatives that 
benefit Alberta’s natural heritage.

2015 RECIPIENTS – Jordan Brown 
and Michael Rowell 

Over the past three years, Jordan 
Brown and Michael Rowell have 
volunteered considerable time 
to update and maintain Nature 

Alberta’s IT infrastructure. This 
includes office set-up for the 
internet line, establishing a firewall 
and an office shared file directory, 
installing a main server and back 
system, 13 desktop computer 
stations, computer software, Gmail 
accounts and other hardware and 
software. 

Additionally, Jordan reached out 
to his company when they were 
upgrading their IT equipment, 
resulting in the donation of about 
a dozen new desk top computers 
with associated monitors, 
keyboards, and mouses. Michael 
took on the task of building a new 
server to ensure a backup system 
is in place. Throughout this time, 
Jordan and Michael have also made 
themselves available to Nature 
Alberta to do routine backups, to 
trouble shoot problems, and to help 
start documenting processes so 
that future Nature Alberta staff and 
volunteers can manage this system. 

With this improvement to the 
infrastructure, and with the 
continued volunteerism of Jordan 
and Michael, Nature Alberta was 
able to function without paid IT 
staff. This has resulted in significant 
savings to the organization.

YOUTH AWARD

New for 2015, Nature Alberta has 
established the Youth Award to 
recognize the efforts of young 
individuals who are active 
participants in and members of their 
local nature club or affiliate club. 
Youth Award recipients demonstrate 
a passion and appreciation for, 
and clearly enjoy Alberta’s natural 
history through their participation 
in regular club activities. Their 
keen interest in learning about 



A beautiful photo of “Treneville-on-Red-Deer” graced the back cover of the Summer edition of 
Nature Alberta. A short write-up in “On the Covers” (Summer, page 3) explained the photo. The goof? 
While the write-up correctly identified the photographer as Brian Peters, the back cover 
said it was Sharif Galal. It should have said Brian Peters.

Your Editor apologies to Brian for missing this in the proof reading. Meanwhile, Brian continues to post some superb 
images on his Facebook page; one of his more recent: “Sunset Pass, Pinto Lake, Cataract Creek to Icefields.” If you like 
excellent photography (on a diversity of subjects, not just nature), I strongly suggest friending Brian on Facebook.
- DENNIS BARESCO (THE EDITOR WHO GOOFED!)

YOUR EDITOR GOOFED!
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Alberta’s natural resources and 
natural elements of Alberta’s wild 
environment makes them role 
models that inspire other young 
naturalists. 

2015 RECIPIENT – David Grinevitch 

David Grinevitch is a keen birder 
who, at a young age, knows his 
bird IDs very well. He attends as 
many of the Edmonton Nature 
Club field trips as his highly 

supportive parents are able to 
attend. A focused young man, 
David is either watching to be the 
first to spot a bird or concentrating 
on catching a grasshopper. 

He has been very excited to 
see many live birds and learns 
intently from the expert birders 
leading the trips. He often goes 
into what others in the club 
have affectionately called the 

“David squat” – crouching down, 
binoculars in hand, so he can 
better settle into the world he 
observes through his binoculars. 
When looking through those 
lenses he is completely immersed 
in what he is seeing, and if he 
continues to follow his passion 
for birds he will soon become an 
expert in his own right.

The Vermilion River Naturalists 
Club (VRNC) will be changing 
from a Nature Alberta Corporate 
Club to Affiliate membership status. 
With dwindling membership, it 
was becoming increasingly difficult 
to get Club leaders, as well as 
no one to commit to the task 
of representing the Club on the 
Nature Alberta Board. Charlotte 
Wasylik took on the role of 
President of VRNC at the Club’s 
first meeting in October in order 
to keep the organization going. 
Charlotte is the dynamic birder and 
naturalist who runs the excellent 
blog, Prairie Birder Blog: http://
prairiebirder.com; she also has 
a Facebook page: https://www.
facebook.com/prairiebirderblog/.

On 21 Oct, Nature Alberta 
President Ted Hindmarch attended 
the Canadian Parks and Wilderness 
Society’s (CPAWS) “Launch of 
the Conservation Blueprint 
for Northern Alberta” http://
cpawsnab.org/events/cpaws-
conservation-presentation-night. 
Copies are available through 
CPAWS Northern Alberta.

Nature Alberta was acknowledged 
as one of the contributors to this 
effort through our participation in 
the Northern Alberta Conservation 
Area working group which was 
a part of the blueprint process. 
Nature Alberta thanks Lu Carbyn 
for representing Nature Alberta on 
the working group.

The document prioritizes areas 
for protected areas planning 
within Northern Alberta’s Land 
Use Planning Regions that have 
yet to be completed. It documents 
the science and GIS methodology 
used. The process identified 
6 areas that are designated as 
the Highest Priority areas for 
Conservation: (1) Bitscho – 
Cameron Hills; (2) Chinchaga-
Cache Creek-Wolverine; (3) 
Kakwa – Little Smoky – Swan 
Hills; (4) Athabasca Rapids; (5) 
Bighorn Wildland; and (6) Beaver 
Hills – Parkland Dunes – Bodo 
Hills.

Changes for VRNC Conservation Blueprint for Northern Alberta

http://prairiebirder.com
http://prairiebirder.com
https://www.facebook.com/prairiebirderblog/
https://www.facebook.com/prairiebirderblog/
http://cpawsnab.org/events/cpaws-conservation-presentation-night
http://cpawsnab.org/events/cpaws-conservation-presentation-night
http://cpawsnab.org/events/cpaws-conservation-presentation-night
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I have spent much of these first few 
months trying to develop a better 
understanding of the organization 
and trying to gain clarity on many 
operational issues, including 
financial tracking. I am comfortable 
with the progress made to date on 
many of the proposed deliverables 
in current funding contracts and 
have been able to explore some 
new opportunities as a result of our 
network of partners. 

I feel that with the development 
of program plans for Bird 
Conservation, Living by Water and 
Nature Kids, we will be in a much 
stronger position to provide clear 
messaging and direct connections 
to our Strategic Plan. Staff have 
all embraced the planning 

Earlier this year, Nature Alberta contracted its administrative functions in 
a partnership with the Land Stewardship Centre (LSC) (see Nature Alberta, 
Summer 2015). LSC Executive Director Brian Ilnicki produced a detailed 
report highlighting the key accomplishments and strategic shifts in the 
operations of Nature Alberta in the four month period of May 1 to August 
31, 2015. Below is Brian’s summary from that report.

template and have remarked that 
it is valuable and, in some cases, 
overdue. My sense is that these 
plans will not only serve to assist 
with program implementation, 
but also provide clarity for better 
internal connections between 
programs and functions. A clear 
example of this is how the Nature 
Kids program can better utilize 
communications, link directly to 
citizen science/bird conservation 
initiatives and better promote 
Nature Alberta organizationally to 
NatureNight participants.

In general, whether attending 
meetings as the Land Stewardship 
Centre or the Nature Alberta 
Executive Director, the feedback 
from the partnership has been 

extremely positive. It is no secret that 
the ability for an organization to remain 
sustainable is about providing new 
and innovative approaches to program 
delivery and this partnership is being 
viewed externally as an example in 
innovation. I must commend the Nature 
Alberta Board on their willingness to 
test this new approach and for bearing 
with me and staff as we work through 
the early stages of implementation. 

As I have stated repeatedly, I don’t 
have a “How To” manual and we are 
really learning as we go. I appreciate 
all of your support, patience and advice 
as we advance the partnership and my 
goal continues to be to reduce the past 
operational burden on the Executive 
and Board.

-- BRIAN ILNICKI

Progress Report from Land Stewardship Centre

BRIAN ILNICKI, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

As only 1 of 2 student chapters of the 
Wildlife Society in Alberta, the rebirth 
of the Lethbridge College Wildlife 
Club is a significant move for the 
institution, providing members with 
unique first-hand opportunities in local 
conservation. The chapter, revived from a 
two year absence, aims to engage both 
college and university students in the 
conservation of local flora and fauna, 
as well as gain valuable experience 
and connections in the environmental 
field. “We are excited to provide 
Environmental Science Students with the 
opportunity to bring the skills they’ve 
learned in the classroom to the field”, 

says club President Jacey Fellman. “By 
expanding our skillset, we hope to get a 
head start in the industry”.

The group’s first official event took place 
on Halloween Day, during which club 
members and community volunteers 
built over thirty bat houses for use in 
the Alberta Community Bat Program, a 
citizen-science-based stewardship and 
conservation initiative. The boxes will 
be used throughout the province as a 
management tool for problematic bats in 
urban areas. Met with great excitement 
and anticipation, the event brought in 
over thirty participants of all ages to 

devote their time and effort to 
the cause. Members have already 
participated in numerous other 
events throughout Southern 
Alberta, such as working towards 
elk habitat enhancement near Waterton, 
the Hidden Creek Restoration Project 
headed by Trout Unlimited, the Alberta 
Conservation Association-led Taber 
Pheasant Festival, and Important Bird 
Area surveys for Nature Alberta.

You can follow the club on Facebook for 
more information on upcoming events 
and volunteer opportunities at: https://
www.facebook.com/lcwildlifesociety/ 

LETHBRIDGE COLLEGE WILDLIFE CLUB OFFICIALLY RE-RATIFIED BY BROOK SKAGEN

https://www.facebook.com/lcwildlifesociety/
https://www.facebook.com/lcwildlifesociety/
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FRANKLIN’S GULL. ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

In 2014, the most numerous 
species was Franklin’s Gull. 
Second was Red-winged Blackbird 
and third was Canada Goose. In 
2015, the most numerous species 
was again Franklin’s Gull with 
26,405. Second was Canada 
Goose with 13,349 and third 
was Red-winged Blackbird with 
10,249.

This year, 34 species were found 
in only one location around 
the province: Ross’s Goose, 
Semipalmated Plover, Hudsonian 
Godwit, and Red Knot at Brooks; 
Tundra Swan, Eurasian Wigeon, 
Surf Scoter, Peregrine Falcon, 
Band-tailed Pigeon, Red Crossbill, 
and White-winged Crossbill at 
Calgary; Buff-breasted Sandpiper, 
and Short-eared Owl at Milk 
River; Spruce Grouse, Rough-
legged Hawk, Pectoral Sandpiper, 
Boreal Owl, and Lapland 
Longspur at Fort McMurray; Wild 
Turkey, Vaux’s Swift, and Western 
Bluebird at Crowsnest Pass; 
Clark’s Grebe, and Bay-breasted 
Warbler at Taber/Vauxhall; 

Northern Goshawk at Waterton; 
Long-eared Owl, Black-backed 
Woodpecker, Sedge Wren, and 
Nashville Warbler at Cold Lake; 
Northern Hawk Owl, Northern 
Shrike, and Gray-crowned Rosy-
Finch at Bow Kan; Northern Saw-
whet Owl, and Common Redpoll 
at Central Alberta; Yellow-breasted 
Chat at Medicine Hat.

20 species were found in 2 
locations around the province: 
Snow Goose was seen at 
Lethbridge and Brooks; Trumpeter 
Swan, Dusky Grouse, and Pacific-
slope Flycatcher at Calgary and 
Waterton; Red-breasted Merganser 
at Calgary and Medicine Hat; 
Short-billed Dowitcher at Brooks 
and Fort McMurray; Ruddy 
Turnstone at Brooks and Cold 
Lake; Red-necked Phalarope at 
Brooks and Calgary; Virginia Rail, 
and Blackburnian Warbler at Cold 
Lake and Calgary; Philadelphia 
Vireo at Calgary and Fort 
McMurray; Steller’s Jay at Waterton 
and Crowsnest Pass; Gray-cheeked 
Thrush at Brooks and Taber/

Vauxhall; Cape May Warbler at Lac 
La Biche and Calgary; Black-throated 
Green Warbler at Cold Lake and Fort 
McMurray; Brewer’s Sparrow at Taber/
Vauxhall and Waterton; Grasshopper 
Sparrow at Taber/Vauxhall and 
Medicine Hat; Fox Sparrow at BowKan 
and Waterton; Rusty Blackbird at Lac 
La Biche and Fort McMurray; Cassin’s 
Finch at Crowsnest Pass and Waterton; 
Bullock’s Oriole at Milk River and 
Taber/Vauxhall.

Last year we had ten species in all 
areas. This year we had only one 
species in all areas: American Robin.

Last year fifteen species were found 
in all but one area, and eight species 
were found in all but two areas. This 
year nine species were found in all 
but one area: Canada Goose, Mallard, 
Blue-winged Teal, Bufflehead, Sora, 
American Crow, Tree Swallow, Barn 
Swallow, and Savannah Sparrow. 
This year seven species were found 
in all but two areas: Red-tailed Hawk, 
Killdeer, Black-billed Magpie, House 
Wren, European Starling, Chipping 
Sparrow and Red-winged Blackbird. 

For detailed information, go to: http://
naturealberta.ca/programs/citizen-
science-database/ 

The number of species went up this year: from 273 last 

year to 278 this year but the number of individual birds 

went down: 221,034 this year from 237, 010 last year. 

BY JUDY BOYD 

May Bird 
Species Count

2015

http://naturealberta.ca/programs/citizen-science-database/
http://naturealberta.ca/programs/citizen-science-database/
http://naturealberta.ca/programs/citizen-science-database/
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JOHN WARDEN

Set during World War Two and against the backdrop of a foggy Casablanca airport in 

French Morocco, Humphrey Bogart touches Ingrid Bergman’s face and utters one of the 

top ten movie quotes of all time, “Here’s looking at you, kid”. 

audience. After analyzing the 
paintings of several hundred 
portrait artists, Tyler is able to 
speak with some authority on the 
importance of this technique: 

“The details of the analyses 
make clear that the vertical 
centered eye principle is 
only one of many operating 
in portrait composition and 
should not be [considered] 
as an obligatory principle for 
portrait design, but rather, 
as a power locus that can be 
used to generate the sense of 
a penetrating consciousness in 
the [subject], if that is the artist’s 
intent.” 

Art critics have long been 
talking about the penetrating 
consciousness of Mona Lisa’s 
gaze, of how her eyes seem to 
follow you anywhere you move 
in the exhibition room. The 
position of her dominant eye at 

Here’s Looking at You
BY JOHN WARDEN

Close to Home:  
Nature Photography in Alberta

the center line of da Vinci’s canvas 
is perhaps one of the reasons. 
Although people were most 
often the subject of choice for 
renaissance portrait artists, their 
technique of a vertically centered 
dominant eye crosses genres and 
applies to wildlife photography as 
well. 

I was eye to eye with a young 
coyote one morning at Elk 
Island National Park. Capturing 
that sense of penetrating 
consciousness is definitely what 
I was hoping for when I pressed 
the shutter release on my camera. 
Sitting on the edge of the parkway 
watching some ducks dabbling 
in a nearby pond, I noticed the 
coyote approaching. He was nose 
to the ground, following a scent 
of some sort and wasn’t at all 
interested in me or the ducks. He 
passed within a few feet of me 
and as he did so, I got some nice 
close-up shots. 

At that point, the camera closes in 
on Bergman’s face, a three quarter 
profile, her teary left eye placed 
exactly on the vertical center line 
of the movie screen. 

The movie Casablanca was 
released in 1942, but the 
technique of placing a portrait 
subject’s dominant or closest 
eye on the vertical centre line 
originated hundreds of years 
earlier. Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa is an 
early example, but other master 
portrait artists like Botticelli, 
Titian, Rubens and Rembrandt, 
all used this same technique in 
their portraits. Christopher Tyler, 
a psycho-physicist and head of 
the Brain Imaging Center at the 
Smith-Kettlewell Eye Research 
Institute in San Francisco, 
explains that this was an intuitive 
technique of the master portrait 
artists purposely used to create a 
sense of engagement between the 
portrait subject and the painting’s 
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In after-shot editing, I placed the 
coyote’s dominant eye on the 
vertical centreline of my frame 
and then cropped the image for 
maximum effect. The coyote’s 
eyes are certainly the resulting 

centre of attention. Part shadow, 
part light, the coyote’s expression 
conveys a self-assured sneakiness. 
This is the coyote from the stories 
of the Cree and the Blackfoot, the 
shape shifter and trickster. This is 

also the coyote of Norse legends, 
Loki, the mischievous one, 
laughing to himself saying, “You 
didn’t think I’d come this close 
did you? Here we are, me looking 
at you.” 

“I WAS EYE TO EYE WITH A YOUNG COYOTE ONE MORNING AT ELK ISLAND NATIONAL PARK.” JOHN WARDEN
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Capturing the essence of a 
portrait subject and in doing so, 
telling its story, is the purpose of 
portraiture. Such opportunities 
abound for the wildlife 
photographer. My mountain 
goat portrait, photographed 
at the Kerkeslin Goat Lick 
on the Icefields Parkway, 
uses the same dominant eye 
centering technique. But here, 
the goat’s essence is of a soft 
thoughtfulness that speaks to 
the heart. This is da Vinci’s 
Mona Lisa in the tranquil guise 
of a young mountain goat.

My last example of this technique 
is a photograph from what was 
the Tangle Ridge View Point 
on the Icefields Parkway. You 
can’t stop there to see the goats 
anymore; the viewpoint has been 
replaced by Brewster’s Glacier 
Discovery Skywalk. Eight years 
ago though, there were goats 
there and this young one seemed 
to be trying to communicate with 
me. 

“What do you know about this 
skywalk thing?” he seemed to be 
saying to me.

Nothing good, I wanted to tell 
him. In the people world, ethical 
behaviour often means doing the 
right thing when no one else is 
watching - even when doing the 
wrong thing is legal. It seems to 
me they’re going to do the wrong 
thing here. 

And they did.

But, just as Humphrey Bogart and 
Ingrid Bergman would “always 
have Paris”, I’ll always have the 
look on the face of that young 
mountain goat from the time 
before the Skywalk. 

“…THIS YOUNG ONE SEEMED TO BE TRYING TO COMMUNICATE WITH ME.” JOHN WARDEN
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Thanks for spending some time with 
me, little goat. You got me thinking 
about what’s right and wrong and 
what’s ethical. Time for me to go now, 
but…Here’s looking at you - kid!
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MOUNTAIN GOAT AT THE KERKESLIN GOAT LICK ON THE ICEFIELDS PARKWAY. JOHN WARDEN

Check out John Warden’s updated website: www.jwardenphotography.com, with a new 
look and many photographs. Plus, also on the site are his past Nature Alberta articles. 

www.jwardenphotography.com

Having recently moved to Vancouver Island, this will be my 
last article for Nature Alberta. I’d like to thank my wife Debra 
for encouraging me over the years and patiently editing my 
writing. Also I extend my thanks to you the reader for taking 
the time to read my thoughts about nature photography close 
to home.

http://www.jwardenphotography.com
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A Piping-Hot Recovery
Among the first fall migrants to leave the province, the seasonal movement of shorebirds is 

synonymous with the coming of frost-tipped fields and fire-colored foliage. 

Though their stay only lasts as 
long as the pleasant weather, 
our province provides a diverse 
group of sandpipers, plovers, and 
long-legged waders with critically 
important breeding and feeding 
grounds, many of which have 
been designated as Important Bird 
Areas (IBAs). 

Since the program’s introduction 
in 1998, the Alberta IBA program 
has led to the recognition, 
protection, and enhancement of 
48 biologically-rich sites across the 
province. Adhering to stringent 
criteria set out by BirdLife 
International, our IBAs are more 
than birding hotspots, supporting 
nationally and globally significant 
bird concentrations, endangered 
or at-risk species, locally 
significant numbers of a species 
with an endemic breeding range, 
or any combination of the three. 
One species, both provincially 

and federally 
endangered, has 
accounted for the 
recognition of 
more IBAs than 

any other in the province, but its 
continued survival in the prairies 
now relies on the protection 
of the very sites it has aided 
to conserve: the Piping Plover 
(Charadrius melodus).

A “poster fledgling” for 
endangered species recovery, the 
Piping Plover is a familiar bird to 
many Albertans, though spotting 
one along sandy shorelines is 
a rare occurrence. Visiting the 
province for only a brief period 
from late April to early August, 
the plump little plover can be 
found scurrying along the sparsely 
vegetated beaches of hyper-
saline waters across the prairies. 
Significant 
numbers of 
breeding pairs 
recorded from 
the 1970s 
through 1990s 
at Chappice, 
Dillberry, 
Dowling, 
Handhills, 
Muriel, 

Eyes on IBAs
BY BROOK SKAGEN, NATURE ALBERTA IBA INTERN

Sounding, Little Fish, and Chain 
Lakes has aided in their designation 
as Canadian IBAs. However, it 
would appear that many of these 
sites have lost their plover charm. 

Shoreline degradation as a result 
of vegetation encroachment, cattle 
grazing, and recreational use 
has contributed to a plummeting 
population, with breeding pairs 
vanishing from areas once thought 
to be prime plover real estate. 
With cyclic populations at many 
IBAs becoming drastically low by 
the 2000s, immediate action was 
required to recover the struggling 
species.

PIPING PLOVER. CHRIS OLSEN
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Fortunately, conservation and 
stewardship groups including the 
Government of Alberta, Alberta 
Conservation Association, Ducks 
Unlimited Canada, Canadian 
Wildlife Service, the Nature 
Conservancy of Canada, and 
Alberta Beef Producers are jointly 
dedicated to the Piping Plover’s 
recovery. Formed in 2001, 
Alberta’s Piping Plover Recovery 
Team, along with various 
landowners and stakeholder 
groups, has enhanced nearly 60 
km of shoreline through the use 
of both temporary and permanent 
solutions such as vegetation 
removal and control, gravel 
spreading and fence installation, 
as part of Alberta’s Piping Plover 
Recovery Program. IBAs once 
ecologically compromised have 
undergone a transformation 
as part of the province-wide 
initiative.

Beaverhill, Handhills, Little Fish, 
and Muriel Lake IBAs have all 
received the plover treatment, 
with dozens of kilometers of 
fencing protecting hundreds of 
hectares of critically important 
shoreline nesting habitat. 
Approximately 95 ha of shoreline 
along Beaverhill Lake have been 

protected to this date, complete 
with a renewed grazing agreement 
to manage the timing and 
intensity of grazing on site. The 
installation of an off-site water 
pump, interpretive signage, and 
13km of fencing protecting 41 ha 
of nesting shoreline habitat have 
limited grazing disturbances along 

IBAS ALSO PROVIDE HABITAT FOR MANY OTHER, MORE COMMON SPECIES, SUCH AS THIS PHALAROPE AND KILLDEER. BROOK SKAGEN

SMALL WONDER THAT FINDING PIPING PLOVERS IS DIFFICULT; THE CHICK IN THIS PHOTO IS SO WELL 

CAMOUFLAGED THAT IT ALMOST DISAPPEARS. CHELSI HOMBAKER, U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
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the shoreline of Handhills Lake, 
known to support some of the 
largest Piping Plover populations 
recorded in the province. 

Management projects conducted 
as early as the 1990s have since 
been improved at Little Fish 
Lake, including cross fencing, 
interpretive signage, and seasonal 
grazing of vegetated shorelines 
during the late-summer and fall. 
Retreating waters at Muriel Lake 
have exposed gravel deposits 
ideal for plover nesting, and 
consequently a seasonal wildlife 
refuge has been established, 
protecting over 600 ha of newly 
emergent habitat. Active site 
monitoring, species inventory 
and landowner support have led 
to the continued success of the 
Recovery Program and its habitat 
enhancement efforts across the 
province. 

Once compromised by habitat loss 
and degradation, the provincial 
Piping Plover population has 
stabilized with the help of the 
Piping Plover Recovery Team, 
with a marked increase in birds 
recorded since initial habitat 
enhancement efforts were 
implemented. With the 2016 
International Piping Plover Census 
approaching this spring, birders, 
naturalists, and researchers alike 
are hopeful the numbers will 
show a continued trend towards 
the stable recovery of Alberta’s 
most iconic shorebird. 

We can all lend a hand in piping 
up for conservation. By visiting 
your local IBA and sharing your 
sightings, conservation groups can 
continue to collect data on the 
population trends of plovers and 
other crucial or at-risk species. 

Public stewardship and support is 
imperative to the future success of 
the hundreds of bird species with 
which we share the province. 

If you are fortunate enough to 
experience the rich diversity of 
flora and fauna that the many 
grassland and parkland IBAs 
have to offer, take a moment to 
think of the stubby little plover 
of the prairies. The preservation 
of the ecosystem you’ve come 
to adore could be thanks to the 
endangered bird scurrying along 
the shore! Happy Birding!
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I can’t help but smile at the playful antics of 
my neighborhood birds. The ruckus of Blue Jays 
foraging through cones, the cheery chatter of hidden 
chickadees and nuthatches from within the trees, the 
contemplative hopping of the neighborhood leucistic 
Magpie, and the flashes of color left by darting flickers 
perfectly compliment a hot cup of morning coffee. It 
is these small moments that first kindled my passion 
for the outdoors, and it is these very moments I hope 
we all experience. Luckily, with the annual Audubon 
Great Backyard Bird Count (GBBC) around the corner 
(February 12-15, 2016), anyone can. 

A free, fun, family-friendly event, the GBBC provides 
researchers a snapshot of global bird sightings 
from thousands of observation checklists, as well as 
provides website users with information on real-time 
and historical submissions for the event around the 
world. Launched in 1998, the event was the first 
web-based citizen science project to collect data on 
wild birds. The global initiative can provide valuable 
insight into the movement patterns of bird populations, 
as well as reveal the effects of weather, disease, and 
urbanization. 

Birding doesn’t have to mean dawn trips out to the 
backcountry, memorizing dozens of field guides, or 
capturing the perfect action shot of your favorite 
morning singers (though we all love to do those 
things). Birding is simply the ability to appreciate the 
many unique sites and sounds bird share, however 
you choose to experience them- birding is an art of 
enjoyment. And like all art forms, it must be tended to 
with a little inspiration from time to time to fuel the 
flame. You never know where nature will inspire you. 
It could be as red needles crunch beneath your feet 
surrounded by quiet pines, the feeling of cutting the 
glassy lake with your paddle, between the pages of 
your favorite book, or in the sincere actions of others. 
Sometimes it’s in your backyard. 

To learn more about the Great Backyard Bird Count, 
visit: http://gbbc.birdcount.org/.

THE ART OF BACKYARD BIRDING
BY BROOK SKAGEN

http://gbbc.birdcount.org/


ALL PHOTOS BY MYRNA PEARMAN

MYRNA PEARMAN

Pulling a 
kitten out of 

the box! 
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Ma Squirrel had, unbeknownst to 
us, taken up residence in a box 
right beside the Grain Elevator. 
She had raised her family with 
exceeding stealth, as none of us 
had noticed that this box – usually 

used by Tree Swallows – was now 
a squirrel nursery. 

Ma Squirrel had decided that, for 
reasons known only to her, this 
was THE hour of THE day to 
relocate her four youngsters to a 

new home somewhere in or on the far 
side of the Grain Elevator. Our staff 
watched her coax the first kitten out 
of the box, whereupon she snatched it 
and bounded away. 

The next three babies were far 
less cooperative. Ma Squirrel did 

On a warm summer morning last July, one of our Ellis Bird Farm (EBF) summer students 

breathlessly reported that she’d just watched a mother squirrel haul away one of her 

babies. 

F E A T U R E  A R T I C L E

Ma Squirrel 
at the Grain Elevator 
BY MYRNA PEARMAN



“Hurry up! 
Hurry up!”
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everything in her power to get 
them out of the box: she chattered 
orders from the roof; dove inside 
and tried to push them out; stuck 
her head in the hole and strained 
to pull them out; and waited 
outside so she could lunge at their 
necks when they dared peek out. 
Between bouts of yelling, pushing 
and pulling, she circled the box in 
desperate hope that some other 
escape route would magically 
appear. 

After watching her grow 
increasingly frustrated, we 
removed one side of the lid. Her 
babies had time only to blink in 
the sunshine before she seized 
one of them in her teeth and 
proceeded to whip it up into a 
ball and jam it under her chin. 

Within a few seconds, Ma – now 
burdened by heavy cargo – 
lumbered away. 

A couple of minutes later she 
was back. The remaining two 
kittens seemed to sense what 
violence lie ahead, so they tried 
to resist. But she lunged at the 
next one – first its back, then 
its throat, then finally its belly. 
Once again, holding it firmly 
with her teeth, she flipped 
out her arms and frenetically 
enfolded the now compliant 
kitten into a ball. With it finally 
wedged firmly under her chin, 
she scampered off again, this 
time struggling to keep her 
balance as she traversed the 
trees between the box and the 
elevator roof. 

The last remaining kitten tentatively 
explored around the open nest 
before Ma was back to grab it by its 
arm. A wrestling match ensued, with 
Ma finally winning and, once again, 
flipping the young one around until it 
was properly packaged. 

Perhaps she was fatigued by this 
time, or the kitten uncooperative. 
Whatever the cause, Ma suddenly lost 
her grip and the baby unfurled, then 
fell. On its way down, it instinctively 
grabbed a branch, where it hung 
tenuously until one of our staff gently 
returned it to the box. Ma wasn’t far 
away, and within seconds was back 
to finish her mission. She quickly 
rolled up the straggler and made her 
last journey to the roof. With a heavy 
thud she landed and, pitter patter, 
was gone. 



Waiting 
for Mom

The job 
became much 

easier with 
the roof off
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Ready  
to go!
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Hanging on – 
but not tight 

enough!

The dropped 
kitten instinctively 
grabbed a branch, 
where it hung on 

tenuously

NatureAlberta28
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Ray Cromie

MemoriamIn

We are sad to announce that Ray 
Cromie passed away the evening 
of Saturday, October 24th.

Ray was a long-time and very 
beloved member of the Edmonton 
Nature Club. He was a recipient 
of the club’s Edgar T. Jones 
Conservation Award and Nature 
Alberta’s 2014 Loren Goulden 
Award.

Ray was probably best known 
as an owl and raptor bander. He 
banded thousands of owls over 
the years. Many Edmonton-area 

birders were lucky to experience 
Ray’s generosity. Hundreds of us 
saw lifers of several hard-to-find 
owl species directly because of 
Ray’s guidance.

Ray was a tireless volunteer. He 
was always giving presentations 
to all sorts of groups. He led 
countless owling field trips for the 
ENC. The trips were always very 
popular. Folks got to get an up 
close look at the whole procedure 
of finding, catching, processing, 
and banding birds like 

Great Gray and Hawk Owls. His owl 
display at the club’s annual Snow 
Goose Chase was always a big hit 
with all the children.

But more importantly than any owls 
was the way Ray showed us, by 
shining example, how to be a great 
leader, mentor, and teacher. And 
how to be a good, generous person. 
And he did it all with an awesome 
and charming sense of humour.

Sincere condolences to Ray’s family 
and friends.

BY GERALD ROMANCHUK 
(AS REPORTED ON EDMONTON NATURE CLUB YAHOO GROUP SITE)

TED HINDMARCH PRESENTS RAY CROMIE (RIGHT) 

WITH THE 2014 LOREN GOULDEN AWARD. 

CHEYENNE KEAN LEMERY

The Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute’s (ABMI) NatureLynx app is 
coming soon. Get ready to bring out your intrepid explorer, your sharp-eyed 
photographer and your inner scientist... all you need is your mobile phone.

NatureLynx is a brand-new, citizen science tool currently in production by 
the ABMI. Available on mobile and desktop, NatureLynx acts as a central 
database for publicly-generated biodiversity data from Alberta, and supports 
sharing of that data through its mapping platform and other functions. 
Users upload biodiversity sightings, have their data verified by experts, and 
participate in “Missions” to learn about the natural world and participate in 
biodiversity-related research.

NatureLynx is also an outreach platform for existing citizen science initiatives, naturalist groups, and other not-for-profits, fostering 
increased engagement and supporting collaboration around everything biodiversity. For more information: http://www.naturelynx.ca/

SPOT. SNAP. POST!

http://www.naturelynx.ca/


ANIMALS BIG AND SMALL GET THE STAFF’S 

FULL ATTENTION! AIWC

THE AIWC PROPERTY. AIWC

NatureAlberta30

AIWC is accredited by the Alberta 
Veterinary Medical Association 
(ABVMA), and is a member 
of provincial, national, and 
international wildlife rehabilitation 
associations. Four staff members 
and over 100 active volunteers 
form an amazing team dedicated 
to serving our vision and mission.

Since our founding in 1993, AIWC 
has cared for over 250 different 
native wildlife species, with 
injuries ranging from vehicular 
collisions, electrocution, window 
strikes, chemical poisoning, cat/
dog attacks, and acts of deliberate 
cruelty inflicted by humans. 
Due to population growth and 
the expansion of urban areas, 
the number of human-wildlife 
encounters continues to grow.

As a charitable organization, AIWC 
operates on a relatively small and 
tight budget with the majority of 
financial support coming from 
members of the public. With 
the exception of casino funding, 
AIWC is not funded by the 
government.

Compared to other animal care 
professions, wildlife rehabilitation 
is a relatively new field of work 

and as such staff and 
volunteers at AIWC are often 
consulting with other centres 
and attending conferences 
to learn new and improved 
rehabilitation practices.

In 2015, AIWC actively began 
to “foster” nestling birds of 
prey that were admitted to 
our centre, to wild parents. 
Spearheading this project 
is Don James, a long-time 
volunteer at AIWC and local 
naturalist and professional 
forester.

Many nestling and fledgling birds 
of prey admitted are not truly 
orphaned or injured, instead 
they are “kidnapped” by well-
intentioned members of the 
public. The best option is to 
reunite young with their parents, 
but if the location where they 
were found is unknown, we turn 
to fostering. This is the next best 
option for birds of prey to be 
raised by their own species, in 
the wild where they belong.

Per breeding season, Great 
Horned Owl (GHOW) nestlings 
were the first to be admitted 
with the first nestling admitted 

Open 365 days a year, the Alberta Institute for Wildlife 

Conservation (AIWC) admits over 1600 patients to our 

wildlife hospital annually.

Saving Wildlife!

on April 20th, 2015. Unfortunately 
the first 5 GHOWS to be admitted 
could not be returned to where 
they were found for various 
reasons, i.e. location found 
unknown, both parents confirmed 
dead (electrocution) etc. 

Early in the season, Don James had 
undertaken the task of locating 
GHOW nests and monitored them, 
without causing disturbance to the 
adults or young. As such, he was 
ready to foster the young we had 
admitted, almost immediately, and 
5 of 13 immature GHOWS AIWC 
has admitted so far have been 
successfully fostered. 

As Swainson’s and Red-tailed 
Hawk young begin to be admitted 
to our centre, we will continue to 
reunite with their parents where 



A GREAT HORNED OWL NESTLING FOSTERED TO A NEW 

NEST BY DON JAMES. AIWC

TAKING WILDLIFE INTO THE CLASSROOM FOR HANDS-ON EXPERIENCES. AIWC

STAFF THOROUGHLY EXAMINE ONE OF THE MANY RAPTORS THEY RECEIVE EVERY YEAR.. AIWC
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possible and then foster with the 
assistance of Don.

For 2016 we want our fostering 
project to be even more of a 
success and to foster all immature 
birds of prey admitted that do 
not require long-term care at 
our facility. To do this, we need 
your help. We need the support 
and assistance of biologists in 
the Calgary and surrounding 
area to assist with: nest location 
and monitoring, returning young 
to their original location and/or 
fostering, monitoring progress of 
fostered chicks, and banding birds 
of prey.

This is a unique opportunity to 
not only support a non-profit 
organization, but to also provide 
much needed data to a new 
rehabilitation practice. In addition, 
it provides hands-on experience 
for biologists with native Alberta 
birds of prey.

Planning for fostering next 
year will begin in October and 
November, with the bulk of the 
work being done in spring and 
summer of 2016. We welcome you 
to contact us for more information 
regarding our fostering project, or 
wildlife rehabilitation in general. 
For more information, please 
contact:

Holly Duvall – Executive Director 
E: holly.duvall@aiwc.ca 
T: 403-946-2361 / 780-862-7888
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First Hand: A Dirt Wren?
In July this year, at Frank 
Lake, Alberta, I observed a 
newly fledged Marsh Wren 
flying from the bull rushes 
and planting itself into the 
rocky area, where there 
was some dusty earth, and 
having the bird equivalent 
of a roll in the dust. I 
assumed it was having 
a “bird bath” in the dirt 
to rid itself of parasites. 
(There was, however, not 
a lot of dirt.)

I don’t know if you are 
familiar with Frank Lake 
(which is just east of High 
River) but the bathing 
area was just before the 
wooden boardwalk that 
goes into the blind. The 
pathway is covered with 
thick rock and gravel.

I have included several photos of the youngster. 
Although, the bird may appear to be at some 
awkward angles, it was perfectly happy and 
would fly from dirt to rushes and back again. 
(No birds were injured during the taking of 
these photos!) Having googled the subject, 
I did manage to find another photographer 
in the United States who appears to have 
photographed the same behaviour. 

Is this indeed a happy wren having a dirt bath, 
making do with what was available? There is 
some irony in a “Marsh” Wren bathing in dirt.

No baiting is utilized in achieving any of the 
photographs. “The wait might be long in 
duration but the results well worth the time 
invested.” All photographs, unless otherwise 
indicated, were taken in Fish Creek Provincial 
Park, Calgary, Alberta.

BY INGHAM NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY INC.

Ingham Nature Photography Inc. - An opportunity to view wildlife as 
experienced by the photographer. Only basic developing has been used in 
the editing of the photography. http://www.inaturephoto.com/

http://www.inaturephoto.com/
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First Hand: Swimming Ospreys
I have been watching a family 
of Osprey these past couple of 
months (two adults and three 
juveniles). I will miss them when 
they migrate south.

In late August, the two eldest 
juveniles almost appeared to be 
playing “follow the leader” – 

BY INGHAM NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY INC.

VISIT OWEN!

soaring, doing the death dive and 
then pulling up at the last minute, 
with Mum chirping away (either 
giving instructions or perhaps 
warning, “Be careful or this will 
all end in tears”). Too rapid for 
photography but great spectator 
entertainment.

I have seen them deliberately fly into 
the water on numerous occasions, but 
this is the first opportunity I have had 
to photograph it close up. I assume 
it is all a part of Osprey learning and 
they do, indeed, seem to perform 
the breaststroke rather well! After the 
swim, they fly back to a perch where 
they dry out.
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Born to the Wild: Journals of a 
National Park Warden in the 
Canadian Rockies, is the story of 
former Park Warden Rob Kaye’s 
boyhood adventures growing up 
in Jasper National Park and his 
adult experiences as a warden 
patrolling the vast mountain 
wilderness that he called home. 
Kaye gives a vivid account of 
wardens’ lives in the park. He 
describes backcountry encounters 
with wolves, bears, bighorns, 
and other wildlife, as well as 
accounts of survival and tales of 
adversity. Kaye relates heartfelt 
and humorous stories about 
the backcountry wardens’ most 
trusted companions—the riding 
and pack horses that shared their 
high country travels.

The author’s passion for the 
preservation and protection of 
wilderness and wildlife is a theme 
that runs throughout the book. 
Kaye invites the reader to ponder 
the future of our national parks. 
In reflecting on his career with 
the Warden Service, he illustrates 
how the few remaining (and 

no longer pristine) wild spaces 
are threatened by over-use, 
commercial development, habitat 
loss, and climate change. 

“After reading this book, I was 
so jealous of Rob’s many years 
of adventures and encounters 
in such a gorgeous part of the 
world! I want to be a back 
country warden in Jasper 
National Park so I can roam 
the wilderness with my two 
horses and my dog watching 
over the park and the wildlife, 
and spend many an evening 
in my warden cabin with the 
kettle steaming on the stove and 
the horses grazing outside.... 
I want to experience living 
and working in the land of 
bears and Grizzlies and herds 
of Caribou and Moose, and 
Mountain Goats and Bighorn 
Sheep, and Beaver colonies and 
creeks teeming with trout…. 
But unfortunately, that lifestyle 
doesn’t exist anymore and the 
abundant wildlife populations 
have greatly dwindled, but Rob 
brings that amazing period of 

Rocky Mountain history to life, and in 
exquisite detail – the adventure, the 
danger, and the beauty of the Rocky 
Mountain wilderness.”

– Cathy Reed  
(www.cathyreedediting.com) who 
edited Rob’s book

For further information on Rob’s book, 
please refer to his website at: robkaye.ca.

Rob Kaye. Paperback: 347 pages. 
Publisher: Grey Wolf Books; First Edition 
(2015). ISBN-10: 0994051808; ISBN-13: 
978-0994051806

Born to the Wild
B O O K  R E V I E W

Nature Alberta is now accepting a limited 
number of advertisements for future issues. 
Ad rates vary from $35 (business card size) to 
$249 (full page), X2 for colour. 

Full details, including rates and sizes, 
are available at:

online: www.naturealberta.ca

email: na@naturealberta.ca

phone: (780) 427 – 8124

Advertising in Nature Alberta

http://www.cathyreedediting.com
http://robkaye.ca
http://www.naturealberta.ca 
mailto:na%40naturealberta.ca?subject=


THE REAL PRAIRIE CHICKENS

Greater Prairie-Chicken (Tympanuchus cupido) is listed as extirpated in Canada, including Alberta. While 
once very abundant (with a prairie breeding population estimated to be one million or more in 1900), 
massive conversion of native grassland to agriculture, plus over-grazing, was the main culprit, helped 
along by unsustainable over-hunting. As for the other prairie chicken species, Lesser Prairie-Chicken 
(Tympanuchus pallidicinctus), they are found only in the southern U.S. and are likely on their way to 
extirpation as well. 

ELLEN BOUMA

ELLEN BOUMA

THE REAL GREATER PRAIRIE CHICKEN.  
WIKIPEDIA

THE REAL GREATER PRAIRIE CHICKEN.  
WIKIPEDIA
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BY DEBBIE AND ALAN GODKIN

Nature Diary: 
Sharp-tailed Grouse
When I heard a Ruffed Grouse drumming down in the 

trees a few weeks back, I became nostalgic. 

Like many naturalists, Debbie and Alan Godkin, from Westlock AB, have numerous 
stories of their experiences with nature – stories they love to share with other 
naturalists in this “NATURE DIARY” series!

While growing up in northern 
Alberta in the late fifties, grouse 
were so abundant you had to 
shoo them out of the way, or 
trip over them while walking dirt 
roads. Back then, adults called 
every “chicken-sized bird” a 
Prairie Chicken, whether it was a 
Ruffed Grouse (Bonasa umbellus), 
Spruce Grouse (Falcipennes 
canadensis), or Sharp-tailed Grouse 
(Tympanuchus phasianellus). 
Thank goodness for field guides. 

By the eighties, sightings of these 
birds had dwindled dramatically. 
Spotting one in our field or yard 
was an exciting event. During the 
nineties, sightings of the Sharp-
tailed Grouse had become more 
frequent. On one occasion I’d even 
caught a ghostly glimpse of two 
Sharp-tailed Grouse on the ground 
below my feeder during a sobering 
storm with strong winds and 
swirling snow. The kind of storm 
you pray the power doesn’t go out. 

My Mom, who lived a mile away 
from us, was seeing grouse too 
and had developed a fondness for 
these birds that had once graced 
our dinner plates when times 
were hard on the homestead. She 
had also taken a slew of photos of 
them at her feeders. The grouse 
often showed up in her yard 
during the winter months. The 
more brutal the winter and deeper 
the snow, the more Sharp-tailed 
Grouse there were looking for 
handouts to supplement their diet 
of buds and berries, as were other 
overwintering birds. 

When she went outside in the 
morning to fill feeders with a 
mix of seeds, the grouse would 
emerge from beneath the snow, 
where they had burrowed in for 
the night to protect themselves 
from wind, cold and predators. 
After she filled the feeders and 
went back into the house they’d 
fly up onto the platform feeder 

which caused the competition to 
scatter. Black-capped Chickadees, 
Pine Grosbeaks and Common 
Redpolls quickly relocated and began 
eating spilled seed on the ground. 
Often when things quieted down, 
the songbirds would fly up onto the 
platform and feed at the feathered 
feet of the docile grouse. It was an 
entertaining sight and a great way to 
spend time with my Mom, enjoying 
nature.
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PHOTO 1. CHARLES BIRD

PHOTO 2. CHARLES BIRD

chloroplasts. These are joined 
together by a nucleus. In between 
the two Zygnema filaments 
(though barely noticeable in the 
photo) is a filament of Spirogyra. 
In this case, the cells are longer 
and each cell contains a long 
spiral chloroplast.

There are a number of species of 
each genus and, unfortunately, 
they can be named to species only 
when zygospores are present; 
none were found in the sample. 
Filamentous algae are known to 
be eaten by various ducks, fish 
and amphibians. Both of the 
above belong to the Kingdom 
Plantae, Division Chlorophyta and 
Family Zygnemataceae.

BY CHARLEY BIRD

Zygnema and Spirogyra, 
Two Common Filamentous 
Green Algae

Charley’s Nature Note:

I was walking along East Poplar Creek, NW of Winfield, 

Alberta, two days ago when I noticed green, hair-like 

filaments attached to rocks and streaming downstream in 

the current (Photo 1). 

Dr. Charles “Charley” Bird is a university professor, publisher of 300+ scholarly articles, long-time advocate 
for Alberta conservation issues, active with Federation of Alberta Naturalists (Nature Alberta) and in 
particular with his local group, Buffalo Lake Naturalists Society (a Nature Alberta Corporate Club). In 1978, 
he received Nature Alberta’s Loran Goulden Award. Charley’s interests and expertise are broad indeed, but 
especially butterflies and moths; he was the lead author for Alberta Butterflies, published in 1995.

Once again, more marvels of 
nature that we have around 
us. All we need to do is look. 
Useful sources of information on 
Zygnema and Spirogyra are the 
following:

Prescott, G.W. 1954. How to know 
the freshwater algae (a Kindle 
version is available for $1.25).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Spirogyra

http://www.microscopy-uk.org.
uk/mag/indexmag.html?

http://www.microscopy-uk.org.
uk/mag/artjun99/sdzyg.html

http://www.micrographia.com/
specbiol/alg/filamen/fila0100.htm

Curious to find out what they 
were, I collected a sample. It felt 
slimy. I then took it home where 
I made a slide preparation, and 
looked at it with a compound 
microscope. I then took 
photographs with my camera. 
Due to the artificial light, they 
have a darker cast than the actual 
sample which was of green 
filaments in clear water.

There were two kinds of 
filaments. In each case, cells were 
long and arranged end to end. On 
the left and right in Photo 2, you 
can see a green alga of the genus 
Zygnema. It is characterized by 
each cell having two stellate 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spirogyra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spirogyra
http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/indexmag.html?http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artjun99/sdzyg.html
http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/indexmag.html?http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artjun99/sdzyg.html
http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/indexmag.html?http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artjun99/sdzyg.html
http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/indexmag.html?http://www.microscopy-uk.org.uk/mag/artjun99/sdzyg.html
http://www.micrographia.com/specbiol/alg/filamen/fila0100.htm
http://www.micrographia.com/specbiol/alg/filamen/fila0100.htm


This article was originally published in the Sept 2015 “Red Deer River Naturalist” newsletter. Our thanks to Sally for allowing Nature 
Alberta to reprint this fascinating look at owls.
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GREAT HORNED OWL. SALLY STUART

Auditory 
Acuity of 
the Owl

Wildlife! Starring…

Half asleep yet fascinated, I started 
recording through the open 
window. Occasionally I heard 
the hooting of a Great Horned 
Owl (Bubo virginianus). Later 
when analysing the sounds in a 
sonogram, I realised the higher 
pitched screeching was the call of 
the young owl; despite it being 
late in the season, it was probably 
begging the parent for food. 

Owls are phenomenal. They are 
beautifully adapted in terms of 
structure and function. Most owl 
species, like the Great Horned, 
are dusk or night time hunters. 
How do they locate prey such 
as a running mouse in the dark, 
often in a wooded area? 

One solution is to listen carefully. 
Their major sensory adaption is 
their auditory acuity. Most birds 
are similar to humans and hear 
best in the range of 1-5 kHz; 
usually sensitivity decreases 

quickly at lower and 
higher frequencies. 
Owls are an 
exception as they 
are remarkably 
sensitive to sounds 
which would 
be inaudible to 
humans. Perhaps 
it is not surprising 
when you consider that the adult 
call although made up of a series 
of harmonics has a predominant 
frequency of about 0.4 kHz. 

As humans we use our two ears 
to locate sounds using differences 
in intensity of the sound and 
comparing the time the sound 
arrives at each ear. Many owls 
enhance this by features such 
as asymmetrical ears – one ear 
opening being lower than the 
other. The tube (auditory meatus) 
which leads from the opening 
into the middle ear is large and 

In the early hours of the morning in mid-

September, I was awakened by a cat-like 

screeching sound coming from the poplar trees 

at the front of the house. 

BY SALLY STUART

complex; again, differences in size 
and shape may be found between 
the 2 ears. 

Feathers also aid in hearing – 
although not perhaps as expected, as 
the large tufts of feathers on the head 
of the Great Horned which give it 
its name really have little to do with 
hearing. Instead when you examine 
the face, the ring of facial feathers 
around the eye known as the facial 
ruff, actually collects and helps direct 
the sound towards the ear opening. 
Finally, the “cochlear,” the part of 
the ear which converts sound waves 
into electrical messages to send to 
the brain, is enormous relative to the 
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size of the bird. It contains large 
numbers of sensory hair cells, 
again far more than you would 
expect for their size. 

Other senses are also well 
developed, particularly the 
eyes. The problems for the eye 
is obviously the low level of 
light available. Owls typically 
compensate for this by having 
enormous eyes, with very large 
pupils which allow a great deal 
of light to enter and stimulate 
the retina where the sensory 
cells are located. Furthermore, 
they have large numbers of the 
sensory cells called rods which 
respond to low light intensity 
and are responsible for black 
and white vision. Also, owls 
have a vascular membrane, the 
tapetum lucidum, behind the 
retina which reflects the light 

back through the retina 
to further stimulate these 
cells. All these adaptions 
help produce a much 
brighter image. 

If you are a predator it 
is an advantage to both 
hear well, yet minimise 
sound production. We all 
know how silently owls 
fly at night. Apparently 
their wings may produce 
an exceptionally low 
frequency sound. The owl 
achieves this by having specialised 
adaptions of their feathers, 
reducing air turbulence and the 
friction of overlapping feathers. 
According to Tim Birkhead, mice 
are relatively insensitive to lower 
frequency sounds, so it’s quite 
possible they would not be aware 
of the approaching predator! 

For their size, weighing in at about 1.5 
kgs, Great Horned Owls are incredible 
predators. Evolution has produced 
an animal with extraordinary sensory 
perceptions, particularly hearing. 
However, I am relieved not to have 
such auditory acuity. Stepping outside 
the door into the countryside at night 
and listening to the sounds of thousands 
of mice scurrying around would 
definitely be a sensory overload! 

LARGE EYES, “EARS” AND FACIAL DISC: ALL 

PART OF A GREAT HORNED OWL’S AUDITORY 

ADAPTATIONS. A. HOCKENBERRY
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Margot also writes a column for the Peace Country Sun, archived 
copies of which are available at www.peacecountrysun.com.

When we think of animals living 
underwater we usually think of fish. 
They absorb oxygen directly from 
the water using their blood-rich 
gills. Fish also have an air bladder 
which they use to adjust their 
buoyancy but fish that live in more 
stagnant water get extra oxygen 
by gulping air directly into their air 
bladder.

Tadpoles also have gills but 
adult frogs take in oxygen 
directly through their skin when 
underwater. Unfortunately, their 
thin skin also absorbs chemicals 
and other pollutants from the water 
or even bug spray or lotions from 
our hands. 

Aquatic insects have a variety of 
interesting adaptations to living 
under the waves. The “tails” on 
a damselfly nymph are actually 
external gills while dragonfly 

nymphs pump water 
into their back end 
where the oxygen is 
absorbed. If that water 
is pushed back out in a 
hurry it also provides jet 
propulsion. In contrast, 

diving beetles and 
water boatmen create 
their own diving bells 
by grabbing a bubble 
of air from the surface before each 
dive. 

Mammals, birds and reptiles simply 
hold their breath when they go 
under water and most can only 
stay down for two to five minutes. 
Beavers and muskrats, however, 
can stay under for over ten minutes 
and, not only can they close their 
ears and nostrils they also shut 
their lips behind their teeth so that 
they can hold onto food with their 
mouths closed.

The record for long dives is held by 
sea mammals like seals and whales. 
Sperm whales can stay under the 
surface for over two hours 
and dive to depths of more 
than 1500 metres. Weddell 
seals of the Antarctic can 
actively hunt under water 
for 90 minutes. All of these 
great divers have a number 
of special adaptations that 
allow them to accomplish 
this feat without harm.

No matter what the season, creatures that live in 

our lakes and rivers need oxygen just as much 

as those of us that spend our lives on land. Some 

animals simply hold their breath but there are all 

sorts of other unusual tricks. 

BY MARGOT HERVIEUX

The Tricks of Underwater 
“Breathing”

Up Close Naturally:

BLUE-TAILED DAMSELFLY (ISCHNURA ELEGANS) NYMPH, 

SHOWING THE THREE TAIL APPENDAGES. WIKIPEDIA

TADPOLES. BÖHRINGER FRIEDRICH/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

During the summer we also get a 
chance to watch diving birds like 
loons and grebes. They, too, hold 
their breath staying underwater for 
as long as 15 minutes though, when 
fishing, their average dives are less 
than a minute. 

Our rivers, lakes and wetlands are 
great places to find food and raise 
young and an incredible variety 
of creatures take advantage of this 
abundance. They come in all shapes 
and sizes and they have all made 
the most of their very different 
lifestyles by finding ways to breathe 
underwater.

http://www.peacecountrysun.com
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As it happens, local indigenous 
bees are the most efficient 
pollinators of all, so it makes 
perfect sense to give them all the 
help we can.

A group of gardeners from 
University of Alberta south 
campus first met in February 
2015 to discuss issues around 
pollination, companion planting 
and flowering perennials. 
Included in this group are: 
Hal Hopkins, with Green & 
Gold Community Garden (who 
has done most of the field 
research for this project), Morris 
Lemire with Edmonton Organic 
Gardeners Guild (EOGG), and 
Michael Granzow who is at 
Prairie Urban Farm. 

Our focus on native bees and 
their nesting habits grew out 
of Hal’s early work, our first 
meeting, and Sustainable Food 
Edmonton’s (SFE) bee log 
initiative of spring 2015. Since 
May 2015, we have monitored 
and collected data from six 
different kinds of nesting boxes, 
including SFE’s bee log. 

Bees are widely written about, 
more so than most other insects, 
but it is the introduced European 
honeybee that gets the lion’s 
share of attention. In second place 
are our domestic bumblebees, 
mainly because they are large 
and easily seen. In third place is 
the hybridized African bee, the 
so-called “killer” bee, because 
it is a story that the press has 
sensationalized. 

Way down the bee list are our 
native solitary bees. They are 
usually not noticed because they 
can look like small flies, wasps, 
or flying ants. Furthermore, unlike 
the three bees mentioned above, 
they don’t sting, so we tend to 
ignore them: no threat, no respect. 
But getting to know them, giving 
them a helping hand is one of the 
best things you can do for your 
garden. 

Many of our wild native bees 
are homebodies; they forage 
for pollen within a radius of 50 
meters to a few hundred meters, 
as opposed to honeybees, 
which forage out to a radius of 

several kilometers. This means if 
you provide local solitary bees 
with flowering plants during the 
growing season, along with nesting 
sites where their larva can over 
winter, they will stay very close 
to your garden and be there in 
the spring when you need them. 
By providing them with flowers 
and nests you can increase their 
numbers within the vicinity of your 
garden. And because they are very 
active pollinators, possibly visiting 
up to 1,875 blossoms a day, they 
are the quintessential gardener’s 
friends. Simply put, you can boost 
pollination, and therefore your crop 
yields, by encouraging solitary bees 
to visit your garden and to hang 
around.

Nesting habitat varies with different 
types of bees. Some are ground 
nesters like the burrowing sweat 
bee, or bumble bees, which use 
abandoned mice and snake holes. 
Others nest above ground in 
crevasses, rotten wood and hollow 
reeds. It is the above ground ones 
that we are after, such as the mason 
bees and leafcutter bees. 

Bees are essential to our gardens and to our food. Without bees to pollinate crops there 

would be less variety and fewer nutritional foods available. 

BY MORRIS LEMIRE AND HAL HOPKINS

Nesting Boxes 
for Native Bees in 
Edmonton

AN EXAMPLE OF A NESTING BOX SETUP. : 

WWW.GREENGOLDGARDEN.COM

http://www.greengoldgarden.com
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Their first task is to 
mate and then find 
a suitable hollow 
to start a nest. In 
the case of Mason 
bees these tunnels 
are separated into 
individual cells and 
sealed with mud, 
hence their name. 
Leafcutter bees use 
bits of cut leaf to 
line and section off 
the larger nesting 
space into these 
smaller cells. The 
female prepares the 
cell for her offspring 
by gathering and 
depositing pollen 
and nectar in the 
cell. When she has gathered a 
small wad she lays an egg on it. 
Then she walls off the cell and 
starts a new one. These cells 
are about two centimeters long, 
depending on the size of the bee. 
The total number of cells depends 
on the size of the cavity. 

When the egg hatches, the larva 
feeds on the stored wad of pollen 
and nectar. The next stage is 
pupation, then metamorphosis, 
resulting in a winged adult. The 
first egg deposited in the deep 
end of the cavity, where it is safer, 
is usually a female, followed by a 
series of males. The males emerge 
first, in succession, chewing their 
way out of their nesting cell, 
defending the nest and awaiting 
the female. Thus the cycle begins 
anew.

Building a nesting box for solitary 
bees is easy, fun and informative. 
The tricky bit is getting the 
diameter of the nesting holes just 

right and, of course, we’ll give 
you exact dimensions based on 
our trial and error. These are the 
details that most commercial bee 
houses get wrong, especially for 
the native bees in our area. One 
size does not fit all. Usually the 
holes are too large. We have tried 
them and the success rate was 
extremely low. 

There are two basic parts to a 
human built bee-nesting box, the 
outer housing, or at least a roof, 
and the material that you will put 
into it. These inserts, wooden 
blocks and/or plant tubes, contain 
the actual holes in which the bees 
will construct a cell, in which they 
lay one egg per cell. The actual 
box can be made from any scrap 
lumber, as long as it is untreated 
wood. In one case we used a 
wooden wine box. Ask your local 
fine wine shop if they will save 
you one. This exterior wall should 
be rain proof with an overhanging 

eave in the front. We recommend 
keeping the box on the small 
side, no larger than a wine box. 
The larger your housing the more 
material you will need to fill it, 
the heavier it will become and 
consequently, all the more difficult 
to mount securely. 

Locate your nesting box facing 
south; bees are cold blooded 
and use the sun for warmth. It is 
important to provide water close 
to the nest, as well as some fresh, 
soft mud; keep it moist. Make very 
sure your box is well anchored so 
that cats, crows and other curious 
creatures can’t jar the box, or 
worse, knock it off entirely. You 
must secure the nesting holes 
(blocks and tubes) by bundling 
them together and then tying the 
bundle to the floor or sidewall. 
Otherwise, magpies or squirrels 
will climb onto the box and fling 
out the nesting material just for 
the sheer fun of it. This can result 

BEE NESTING BOXES ARE CERTAINLY A CONVERSATION STARTER! EALT.CA

http://ealt.ca
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in the egg being knocked off the 
feeding wad. 

The native bees in question are 
very particular about the size of 
their nesting hole, preferring a 
snug fit. Since most of our local 
bees are small, we found that 
any diameter over 6.5mm, or a ¼ 
inch, was too large for the above 
ground, wild native bees in our 
area. As for length, the rule of 
thumb for holes under 6.5mm 
(¼“) in diameter is 50mm to about 
100mm (2“- 4“), or conveniently, 
the length of an average drill bit. 

The tubes we used from plant 
materials, such as lovage, dry 
rhubarb stalks, dried delphinium 
stalks and elderberry, were not 
nearly as effective as the smaller 
holes we drilled into wooden 
blocks. To be honest, we found 
that plant tubes were a lot of 
work. You have to harvest them, 
cut them, clean out the inside, all 
of which takes more time than 
you might think. For example, 
if you use elderberry, you will 
have to drill out the soft center 
and assure that the hole is clean 
and free of sharp barbs. Rhubarb, 
lovage and delphinium have 
a hollow core, but believe us 
when we say it’s not easy to find 
material with the small holes we 
will recommend. 

As for the actual wooden block, 
it can be a scrap end of 2 x 4, or 
a section of log. Avoid pressure 
treated lumber or anything soaked 
in creosote. It is faster and easier 
to drill the holes using a drill 
press, but if you don’t have one, 
a hand-held electric drill will do 
just fine. If you are using a hand 
held drill, space the holes wider 

apart to prevent any two holes 
from intersecting. Here’s a neat 
tip; use a paper template to space 
and mark where you will drill 
your holes. This makes it easier to 
drill them parallel to each other. 
Another important detail of these 
holes is that the entrance must be 
free of slivers.

This is the point in the project 
where attention to detail is crucial. 
Here’s what we know for sure. 
We drilled test blocks using every 
bit in Hal’s kit, from 1/16” to 3/8”, 
in 1/64” increments (1.5mm). 
The most popular series of holes 
used by the bees that we got 
in the test blocks were, 7/64” 
(2.5mm), 11/64” (5mm) and ¼” 
(6.5mm). The data from the other 
houses showed that the common 
drill sizes, 1/8” (3mm) and 3/16” 
(4mm), will suffice.

Obviously, the big advantage 
with the block method is that you 
get to choose the bit size right 
from the start. You can also use 
your drill kit for measuring the 
diameter of holes in natural stock. 
So while we would still suggest a 
mix between reed and block, our 
test results showed that local bees 
preferred the blocks by a ratio of 
10 to 1. 

Concerning the five different 
bees that used our test sites, 
we have identified two and 
are still working on identifying 
the remaining three. One that 
we believe we have possibly 
identified is an Osmia nigriventris, 
generally known as a mason 
bee. The other is Hylaeus sp., 
or a Yellow-faced bee. We are 
pretty sure that one of the yet 
unidentified bees is a leafcutter, 

Megachile sp., because it capped 
its nesting hole using leaf pieces. 
Hunting down these facts is - how 
best to put it? – entertaining. We 
wish you all the best. 

There are around 370 different 
species of native bees in Alberta, 
so it is very tricky to say exactly 
which ones are in which area. 
Therefore, we would caution 
that what is true for our area 
may not be true for another part 
of the greater Edmonton area or 
other parts of Alberta. We have 
seen some differences between 
Hal’s country site, 150 km west 
of Edmonton, and the gardens in 
the city on U of A’s south campus 
farm. Different habitat (vegetation, 
ground cover, soil and water) will 
attract different species of wild 
bees. With keen observation you 
will learn what is around after you 
put up your bee box. 

Indigenous bees, along with 
other pollinators, are in decline 
throughout North America. You 
can help protect indigenous 
populations by enhancing habitat, 
providing nesting opportunities, 
avoiding pesticides and creatively 
working with your local 
environment.

In summation, we don’t see 
nesting boxes for solitary bees 
as a substitute for companion 
planting or planting flowering 
perennials that bees love, such as 
dandelions, elderberry and chives. 
Rather they should be seen as 
contributing to a healthy garden, 
plant diversity and pollination in 
general.



Lorne Fitch is a Professional Biologist, a retired Fish and Wildlife Biologist 
and a past Adjunct Professor with the University of Calgary.
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Emerson wrote: “Let us be silent, 
that we may hear the whispers of 
the gods”. The motorized set either 
has not heard, or not understood 
the message, drowned out as it is in 
the screaming of fossil-fueled piston 
action. Perhaps the gods of off-
highway vehicle (OHV) users shout 
to make themselves understood.

Today, on a glorious autumn day, 
it is the gods of nature, the ones 
with soft, subtle voices, who are 
speaking. They remind me I am in 
a place named by the Blackfoot for 
the outline of trees on ridge tops, 
set against an improbably big sky 
at the edge of endless grassland. 
The Porcupine Hills must have 
appeared like an antidote to the 
grasslands where, at times, it seems 
there is nothing to lean your eyes 
on. 

I have the labyrinth of trails to 
myself, unlike the summer, and I 
find myself paying close attention 
to the stories engraved on this 
landscape. This thought pattern 
becomes a trap and instead of 
just looking, and enjoying the 
subtle shifts of emphasis, I start 

to ponder what I observe. 
Colin Fletcher, the voice of 
hikers says: “In beautiful 
places, thought can be an 
impediment to pleasure.”

But it’s too late for subtle 
appreciation as I try to 
make sense of the pair of 
women’s panties beside 
the trail and a few feet 
later a pair of men’s 
underwear. Modesty prevents me 
from providing further description 
of these underpinnings, especially 
size, but I will characterize both as 
“ample”. 

I’m not a competent enough 
tracker to read whether one set of 
underwear was meant as bait, or 
a signal; perhaps it was a case of 
one merely reacting to the other or 
a spontaneous gesture by both. I’m 
on a well-used OHV trail and, as 
the OHV people like to point out, 
this is a family sport. I just didn’t 
realize conception on trail-side 
was part of it, adding erection to 
the cycle of traction, compaction, 
erosion and sedimentation. Maybe 
OHV is an insider code for the 
“occasional horizontal, vertical” 
bop.

Maybe those of us who use our 
natural quads for backcountry 
travel are missing something. Do 
the vibrations, pounding, bouncing, 
tension, and torsion plus the 
harmonic engine whine induce a 
hypnotic state that excites passion 

and brings out naked, trailside lust? Is 
it mixed up in display, mud-gripper 
tires shooting up a rooster tail of dirt 
and rocks to indicate fitness to breed? 
Part must be the ability to explore 
new horizons by carving deep ruts up 
steep slopes. Prospective mates must 
discern this activity as an indication 
of superior foraging ability. Maybe 
it’s the rhythmic booming, farting 
exhaust, a primitive tribal drum call 
for an elaborate mating ceremony.

That’s what I’m thinking observing 
the spoor of the summer motor 
heads. But it is difficult to stalk the 
elusive OHV user to understand 
their rituals. Maybe these artifacts 
weren’t part of a mating ritual – the 
dance with no pants – but instead an 
alternative headgear to filter dust from 
a busy trail. All the trails I walk on 
are layered in dust – it puffs up under 
my boots. At speed, with a pack of 
quads or trail bikes, the scenery must 
be blotted out. I suppose you could 
experience something similar in an 
operating gravel pit, with the gravel 
crusher going full bore and all the 
fine dust being whipped into your 
face – as a bonus there are no trees to 
collide with when control is lost.

Golden yellow aspen leaves quietly rustle in the 

Porcupine Hills. The noise of summer motors no 

longer overwhelms the breath of wind caressing the 

ancient Douglas Firs. 

BY LORNE FITCH, P. BIOL.

Tracks and Spoor

AN ALBERTA WILDERNESS ASSOCIATION VOLUNTEER 

RESEARCHER WALKS PAST TRAIL EROSION AND DAMAGE 

CAUSED BY OFF-HIGHWAY-VEHICLES IN THE ALBERTA 

FOOTHILLS SOUTHWEST OF EDMONTON. SEAN NICHOLS/AWA
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The trails I walk are rutted, in 
some places ground down to 
bedrock. Spinning wheels have 
advanced the rate of geological 
weathering and speeded up 
erosion much beyond the natural 
scale. Again ignoring Colin 
Fletcher’s admonishment to stop 
thinking I do some cross sectional 
measurements of trail sections 
to see how far down motorized 
traffic has worn them. 

My back of the envelope 
calculations shock me. On nearly 
flat to moderate slopes, for every 
four paces, up to a half a ton 
of soil has eroded away. On 
steeper slopes approximately 
a ton of soil has slipped down 
slope, again every four paces. 
Occasional mini-Grand Canyons 
have formed on the very steep 
hillsides where water has finished 
the job begun by spinning tires. 
Down to bedrock and unnavigable 
by motorized contrivance, new 
trails now parallel these tank traps, 
hastening the eventual widening 
of the canyons. 

One of the trails extends from 
the road in the valley bottom to 
the ridge top, about 1.5 km. For 
a trail that rarely exceeds a meter 
in width something approximating 
300 tons of soil has eroded away. 
If this was farmland the rate of 
erosion would galvanize action…
to stop it. And this is just one of 
a myriad of trails crisscrossing the 
Porcupine Hills. 

Unknowingly, people driving on 
these trails have created a perfect 
storm of erosion in the Porcupine 
Hills. Every trail, every rut is a 
conduit, a straight-line feature that 
captures water from snowmelt 
and rainfall. These linear trails are 

an efficient 
interception 
and collection 
system, 
hastening the 
pour of water 
downslope. In 
their efficiency 
is the problem. 
To decrease 
erosion a 
watershed 
needs water to 
move slowly, 
at a constrained pace hindered 
and thwarted by vegetation. That 
way the speed of moving water, 
which creates the ability to erode, 
is reduced and more of it seeps into 
the soil creating a reservoir of water 
for drier periods. Like slow food we 
need slow runoff.

While testosterone charged riders 
test and vie with gravity on the 
hill slopes, they can never really 
win. Gravity is a formidable force, 
and the soil loosened by tires and 
aided by runoff waters finds its 
way downhill. Beneath me, in the 
valley bottom is Beaver Creek. One 
shouldn’t have to connect many 
dots to imagine where all the soil 
eroding from the trails is headed.

But, I suppose someone without 
enough sense to pick up their 
underwear from beside the trail 
probably hasn’t a grasp of the 
simplest principles of hydrology 
(like water runs downhill) or of 
erosion (bare soil, like a bare 
bottom, moves). Just because we 
have technology doesn’t imply we 
also have wisdom.

What should be a stream that 
babbles along over gravel with 
water clear enough to see the 
bottom, Beaver Creek now muddles 

through banks of mud . . . the result 
of former hill slopes brought low by 
incessant tire action. The creek, tiny at 
best, struggles with this undue load of 
sediment. It is equivalent to an incredibly 
long line of trucks with tandem loads 
of dirt toiling up to dump it all into the 
waters of Beaver Creek every year, year 
after year. 

Researchers have found sediment runoff 
from OHV activity to be two to twenty 
times higher than the natural rate from 
undisturbed ground, depending on slope, 
precipitation and intensity of vehicle use. 
Insidiously, cumulatively this sediment 
pours off bare slopes and down rutted 
trails past most of the passersby who are 
oblivious to the phenomena.

Imagine the reaction if you brought just 
one truck load of dirt up to Beaver Creek 
and dumped it into the water. You’d risk 
prosecution under a number of federal 
and provincial statutes. If someone from 
the Beaver Creek watershed group caught 
you there might be some old-fashioned 
western justice meted out – the type that 
involves no court rooms and no lawyers. 

I don’t actually think any of the ranchers 
of the Beaver Creek watershed group 
would engage in vigilante justice. But 
it must be frustrating, even infuriating 
to have worked for nearly a decade on 
restoration and improved management of 
their lands to look upstream and see the 

EXTENSIVE DAMAGE AS A 

RESULT OF OHV ACTIVITY. A. FORD/

ALBERTAWILDERNESS.CA

http://albertawilderness.ca
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public land, the Forest Reserve, 
treated so poorly. 

Aldo Leopold, the dean of 
ecologists observed, in 1924 that:

 “Often it is necessary for 
landowners along a creek to 
work out a unified plan, else 
there is danger that the lack 
of diligence of one owner will 
result merely in passing the 
trouble down the creek to his 
neighbors.” 

When the upstream owner is the 
Alberta government wouldn’t you 
think a stewardship ethic would 
be present and there would be 
attempts to manage land uses to 
prevent excessive erosion?

The Porcupine Hills are 
dangerously close to turning 
completely into a piston head 
race track and obstacle course 
with industrial overtones of 
petroleum development and 
clear-cut logging. It’s happened 
over time with the acquiescence 
of the land manager, the Alberta 
Forest Service. It’s classic benign 
neglect and before this landscape 
disappears completely in a pall of 
dust, is swallowed up by vehicle 
ruts and the streams become 
paved with mud, some reflection 
and rethinking are necessary.

The Porcupine Hills represent an 
island of undulating hills, a gentle 
landscape with frequent viewscapes 
to the prairie grasslands of the 
east and the mountains to the 
west. Although short of water the 
landscape lends itself to outdoor 
recreation; the walks are gentle, 
there are no mountains to fall off 
and the place is easy to access from 
several large population centers in 
close proximity. What the Porcupine 
Hills lack is a unifying plan for the 
future that provides basic direction. 
Without direction, the landscape 
will end up where it is currently 
headed – a wasteland of chronic 
abuse.

Like the couple responding to 
stimuli on trailside, leaving their 
underwear behind, OHV users have 
responded to a void in resource 
management in our Forest Reserves. 
This has proliferated beyond the 
capacity of the land to absorb such 
use. To paraphrase Aldo Leopold, 
roads and trails and OHVs are 
merely a case of the pig in the 
parlor. Leopold elaborated, in 1925:

“We now recognize that the pig is 
all right – for bacon, which we all 
eat. But there no doubt was a time, 
soon after the discovery that many 
pigs meant much bacon, when our 
ancestors assumed that because a 
pig was so useful an institution he 
should be welcomed at all times 
and places. And I suppose that 
the first ‘enthusiast’ who raised the 
question of limiting his distribution 
was construed to be uneconomic, 
visionary and anti-pig.” 

Like the metaphor of Leopold’s pigs 
we can have too many trails and too 
many OHVs on them.

Caring for the Porcupine Hills 
should take us back to the basics. 
First, we need to protect the 
watershed, a priority higher than 
any other. We can accomplish this 
by first restoring, then maintaining 
a healthy landscape, one that is 
resilient to erosion, traps moisture 
and is composed of native plants. 
That goes a major ways towards 
securing habitat for fish and wildlife, 
one of the key measuring sticks 
of landscape health. Caring means 
we have to reverse the syndrome 
of detachment and denial, where 
people who foul and despoil 
landscapes do not think their activity 
affects the natural world or anyone 
else.

As we secure the physical place we 
also need to secure a place for it 
in our minds, maybe in our hearts. 
We need old growth forest of the 
mind; a watershed of thought; 
an ecosystem of empathy; and, a 
landscape of understanding. In that 
place there needs to be respect and 
awareness for the natural world as 
well as a sense of limits. We can 
create that place, where there is 
peace and quiet as an antidote to 
our otherwise busy, noisy lives. 
There we might experience the 
natural world and all of its treasures, 
benefits and glories as will future 
generations of enlightened citizens. 
We will hear the whispers of the 
gods. And our footprint will be 
fleeting.

NOT EXACTLY THOREAU’S IDEA 

OF COMMUNING WITH NATURE. 

SIERRAFORESTLEGACY.ORG

ONE FISH, TWO FISH, NO FISH
The October 2015 edition of AWA’s Wildlands Advocate has an excellent article by Lorne Fitch entitled “One Fish, Two Fish, No fish: 
Alberta’s Fish Crisis.” It is well worth reading! The article, and the entire edition, can be download at www.albertawilderness.ca.

http://sierraforestlegacy.org
http://www.albertawilderness.ca
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As autumn gives way to winter 
the prominent constellation of 
the mighty hunter Orion begins 
to make its appearance. Its bright 
stars sparkle throughout the 
wintery night. Marking his left 
foot is the blue giant star Rigel. 
From near Rigel rises the mystical 
river Eridanus. It is marked by a 
ribbon of faint stars that trends 
to the west and then meanders 
down to disappear below our 
horizon. 

In Greek mythology Eridanus 
is associated with the story of 
Phaethon, the son of Helios who 
drove the sun chariot across 
the sky. One day Helios, after 
much badgering from his son, 
allowed Phaethon a chance to 
drive the chariot. He was quite 
reckless and drove it too high 
and too low, thus alternately 
freezing and scorching the earth. 
Eventually Zeus had to stop 
this destruction by hurling a 
thunderbolt at Phaethon which 
sent him crashing down into the 
river Eridanus. 

Phaethon’s sisters came to mourn 
his loss. As they stood by the 
river they were slowly turned 
to trees and their tears became 
amber. Eridanus is often thought 
to represent the river Po in Italy 
where amber was once traded.

Eridanus has also been associated 
with the hero Hercules. As the 
sixth task of his 12 labours he 

Starry Nights
Fall/Winter: November to January

was ordered to clean out the stables 
of king Augeas in one day. These 
stables housed 3000 cattle and had 
not been cleaned for years. Hercules 
managed to redirect the flow of two 
rivers to flush out the stables. 

Eridanus flows by the constellation 
Fornax – The Chemical Furnace 
(now known as The Furnace). It 
is visible just above the southern 
horizon during November and 

December. It was designated by the 
French astronomer Nicolas Louise de 
La Caille in 1756. He did this in honour 
of the French chemist Antoine Lavoisier 
who is considered by some as the father 
of modern chemistry. Of note it is in 
this constellation that the Hubble Space 
Telescope took the image known as the 
Hubble Ultra Deep Field. This image 
looks back 13 billion years and contains 
an estimated 10,000 galaxies.

BY JOHN MCFAUL

Sun: Rise – Nov.1 (07:33 MST), Dec. 1 (08:27 MST), Jan. 1 (08:50 MST)
 Set – Nov. 1 (17:01 MST), Dec. 1 (16:19 MST), Jan. 1 (16:25 MST) 
 Times are for Edmonton (Daylight Saving Time ends Nov. 1st).
 Winter Solstice occurs at 9:48 PM on Dec. 21.

Moon: Full – Nov. 25th, Dec. 25th, Jan. 23rd  
New – Nov. 11th, Dec. 11th, Jan. 9th 

Planets:  Mercury may be seen very low in the SE morning sky during the first few days of November. It 
becomes an evening object in the SW in late December and early January. Look for it about 50 
minutes after sunset about 5 degrees above the SW horizon.

 Venus will form a nice grouping with Mars and Jupiter in the morning sky through November 
and into early December. The moon will be close by on Nov. 11th. On December 7th the moon 
will pass in front (an occultation) of Venus at 9:17 AM. Venus will reappear about 10:29 AM. 
On January 8th Saturn will be very close to Venus. 

 Mars can be seen high in the south at sunrise from late November through January. The moon 
will be nearby on December 12th. During this time period it moves from the constellation Virgo 
into Libra. 

 Jupiter is to be found in the constellation Virgo. It rises in the eastern sky during the late 
hours and is high in the south by sunrise. The Moon passes close to Jupiter on December 31st. 
By the end of January it will be lower in the WSW sky at sunrise. 

 Saturn is a morning object in the south eastern sky. It is located just above the reddish star 
Antares which is the brightest star in the constellation Scorpius. Venus is quite close to Saturn 
on January 8th and 9th. 

Comet Catalina: Look for this comet in the eastern morning sky through December into early January. 
It will be close to Venus on December 7th. From then it will rise higher in the sky as the month 
progresses. It is predicted to be just bright enough to see without optical aid in very dark skies. 
Binoculars will be useful to see its tail.

Meteor Shower: Watch for the Leonids on November 17th, the Geminids on December 13th and the 
Quadrantids on Jan 3rd. The rate of meteors observed is for dark skies well away from city 
lights and with no Moon.

FEATURED CONSTELLATIONS: ERIDANUS AND FORNAX

CELESTIAL HAPPENINGS

C E L E S T I A L  H A P P E N I N G S
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IMAGE 1. CHARLES BIRD

IMAGE 2. CHARLES BIRD

numerous ridges and grooves that 
contain gray, powdery structures. 
The latter are called soredia and 
they occur in laminal soralia. The 
soredia are made up of fungal 
hyphae and algal cells. When 
the soredia come loose and are 
carried by wind they may land on 
the bark or branch of a tree, lodge 
there, then grow into what we see 
as the lichen.

Lichens are not parasites, drawing 
nutrients from the substrate. 
Instead, they are simply growing 
on the bark of the substrate. They 
absorb moisture from the air like a 
blotter. They also obtain nutrients 
from wind-born dust.

Parmelia sulcata is one of our 
commonest lichens and it is 
cosmopolitan in distribution. You 
can read more about the species 

BY CHARLEY BIRD

Hammered Shield Lichen 
(Parmelia sulcata)

Charley’s Nature Note:

When you are out hiking or tramping in the woods in the 

spring or summer, be on the watch for lichens growing on 

the trunks or branches of aspen and other deciduous trees, 

also on the branches of spruce. If you look closely, there are 

quite a few foliose and crustose species. 

Dr. Charles “Charley” Bird is a university professor, publisher of 300+ scholarly articles, long-time advocate 
for Alberta conservation issues, active with Federation of Alberta Naturalists (Nature Alberta) and in 
particular with his local group, Buffalo Lake Naturalists Society (a Nature Alberta Corporate Club). In 1978, 
he received Nature Alberta’s Loran Goulden Award. Charley’s interests and expertise are broad indeed, but 
especially butterflies and moths; he was the lead author for Alberta Butterflies, published in 1995.

at http://eol.org/pages/1032749/
overview. You can find 
additional images at http://www.
sharnoffphotos.com/lichensE/
parmelia_sulcata.html.

This is yet another example of 
the many fascinating species that 
we have. We just need to get 
outside, be observant, and have an 
inquisitive mind. They are also fun 
to photograph. If you want to see 
a list of the lichen species found at 
the J.J. Collett Natural Area, go to 
checklists on their website - http://
www.jjcollett.com/.

One of the most common and 
noticeable is Parmelia sulcata, the 
whitish to mineral gray, foliose 
lichen in the center of Image 1. A 
foliose lichen has leaf-like thalli 
that are loosely attached to the 
substrate.

Lichens are species that are 
actually made up of two separate 
species, a fungus and an alga. 
The fungus makes up the body 
that we can see, but if you section 
it and look at the cross section 
under a compound microscope 
you will see that, in this case, it 
encloses single-celled green algae. 
These belong to the algal genus 
Trebouxia.

In the close-up of Image 2, you 
can see that the upper surface 
and margins of the lobes have 

http://eol.org/pages/1032749/overview
http://eol.org/pages/1032749/overview
http://www.sharnoffphotos.com/lichensE/parmelia_sulcata.html
http://www.sharnoffphotos.com/lichensE/parmelia_sulcata.html
http://www.sharnoffphotos.com/lichensE/parmelia_sulcata.html
http://www.jjcollett.com/
http://www.jjcollett.com/
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Celebrating our natural heritage!

Join Today!
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Your support means  
a great deal to  

Nature Alberta and its 
conservation objectives.

Good Practices 
Guide Finalized
The Clean Air Strategic Alliance (CASA) has finalized its 
Good Practices Guide. The Good Practices Guide for Odour 
Management in Alberta explains some of the most common 
tools and practices used in assessing, preventing and managing 
odours. The guide brings together a wealth of information that 
industry, regulators and government can use to develop odour management plans or requirements.

The guide describes various odour management tools and the general situations and circumstances in which 
specific tools may be most effective. There are also templates, forms and other resources organizations can use 
or customize as part of their own odour management processes. 

Stated Robyn-Leigh Jacobsen, CASA Senior Manager, Program Planning & Delivery: “This is a fantastic 
accomplishment and will definitely go down in history as one of CASA’s important achievements!”

CASA was established in March 1994 as a new way to manage air quality in Alberta.

See more at: http://casahome.org/CurrentInitiatives.aspx

http://www.naturealberta.ca
http://casahome.org/CurrentInitiatives.aspx


SHARP-TAILED GROUSE; SEE THE STORY, PAGE 35. ELLEN BOUMA

A GREAT HORNED OWL NESTLING ON 
INTAKE, ABOUT TO BE EXAMINED BY 

AIWC STAFF. SEE THE STORY, PAGE 30. 
AIWC.CA

http://aiwc.ca


CASTLE FALLS IN THE NEW PROVINCIAL PARK; SEE THE STORY, PAGE 6. LOREN SEITZ
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