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A PEREGRINE FALCON ALIGHTS ON A CLIFF FACE; SEE THE BLURB IN “ON THE COVERS” AND THE 

FEATURE STORY ON PAGE 22. GORDON COURT
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feature article
The Supreme Predator: Hunting habits 
of Peregrine Falcons migrating through 
central Alberta



JOHN ACORN; SEE STORY PAGE 14. CHERYL KEE

Nature Alberta wishes 
everyone a peaceful and 
natural Christmas …
and all the best in the 
New Year!
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Brook Skagen

MOUNTAIN GOATS CAN BE PARTICULARLY 

CHALLENGING TO SPOT AMIDST THE SNOW-

DOTTED BACKDROP OF GLACIER NATIONAL PARK’S 

MOUNTAINSIDES. BROOK SKAGEN 2017
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IGNITING CONSERVATION 
THROUGH CITIZEN SCIENCE 

The force of fire may drastically 
alter our natural landscapes, leaving 
only remnants of the thick forests 
which once lay claim to the sooty 
terrain. A brief visit to Waterton 
Lakes National Park is all one needs 
to see the impact of an unforgiving 
flame, demonstrated by the recent 
Kenow fire. 

As we focus on healing from the 
burns, there is the unfortunate 
chance that our wildlife 
counterparts may become a lesser 
priority, as personnel struggle 
to return the park to a state of 
normalcy. However, just a little 
further south along the Rocky 
Mountains, lies a solution to 
balancing both human and wildlife 

interests as we are left with the 
aftermath of the Kenow fire.

Located just one hour south of the 
Waterton park gates, Montana’s 
neighbouring Glacier National Park 
is no stranger to the challenges of 
fire management; fires have swept 
through its valleys nearly every 
year of the park’s existence. As a 
substantial amount of the park’s 
resources and personnel are put 
towards managing these fires, the 
park has turned to citizen science, 
among other initiatives, in order to 
maintain their knowledge of the 
local wildlife. 

I had the fortunate opportunity 
to participate in Glacier National 
Park’s High Country Citizen Science 
Project this past September, during 
which I and fellow classmates 

assisted in locating Mountain Goats 
along the steep ridges of the park’s 
dramatic peaks. The 14km journey 
to our observation point wound us 
through the remnants of the Reynolds 
Creek fire, which engulfed over 4,000 
acres of mixed conifer forest in July of 
2015. I was surprised by the blanket of 
grass, forbs and shrubs which already 
covered the blackened forest floor, 
with fall foliage providing a beautiful 
contrast against the charcoal stumps 
which remained. 

Editor’s Page
BY BROOK SKAGEN, ASSISTANT EDITOR

WITHIN JUST 2 YEARS OF THE REYNOLDS CREEK 

FIRE, THE UNDERSTORY HAS ALREADY BEGUN TO 

REGENERATE, PROVIDING IMPORTANT EARLY-

SERAL HABITATS TO A VARIETY OF SPECIES.. 

BROOK SKAGEN 2017



Switch your subscription from hard copy to the full 
COLOUR e-version and get even GREATER enjoyment 
of Nature Alberta while REDUCING paper use.

Want to 
Switch?

Phone today: (780) 427.8124; or

Email us: na@naturealberta.ca or 
wildhavn@memlane.com
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INSIDE BACK COVER 
Red Squirrels need a strong 
dose of Vitamin C, so they 
store, along with cones, rose 
hips. Amazingly, a single 
rosehip contains up to 40 
times the amount of vitamin C 

found in an orange. Squirrels may not realize that, but they do know that the 
relatively tiny rosehip gives them a real burst of energy! 

The photo by Charley Bird was taken in a squirrel midden about eight 
kilometres northwest of Winfield AB. The second photo is by Linda McCloud-
Bondoc and is of rosehips in an urban setting – before squirrels got to them!

BACK COVER
George Scotter writes: “I added Ruppell’s 
Korhann because it is a rare bird and one most 
birders dream about seeing. The photo of a family 
of Ruppell’s Korhann is outstanding.” Indeed, 
that isn’t the only thing outstanding about his 
excursion to Africa, as a reading of his article will 

confirm. No, this isn’t about Alberta, a real rarity for our magazine. But 
it is about giving readers a rare opportunity to be one of only ten people 
to take part in this Nature Alberta-facilitated grand tour of the wilds of 
Namimbia! See the story, page 26.

On the Covers:
FRONT COVER 
It is difficult to say which bird in Alberta is the most 
exciting to see, but the Peregrine Falcon has to be 
among those considered. Certainly, Dr. Theodore 
(Dick) Dekker has spent considerable effort over 
his illustrious career observing the excitement this 
falcon generates. So has Gord Court, who worked 

ceaselessly on their nesting reintroduction and studied them in the wild 
where he took this superb photo. The Feature Story starts on page 22. 

INSIDE FRONT COVER 
What motivates John Acorn? Everything to do with 
nature! What’s more, he has the unique gift to be 
able to motivate – if not thrill – anyone he talks to. 
He is truly a brilliant and well-known “nature nut” 
which is one of the many reasons he was chosen 
as the newest Patron of our organization. Read all 

about John, on page 7 and on page 14.

We arrived at our observation point within a 
mountain clearing, providing an unobstructed 
view of the surrounding peaks. We focused our 
spotting scopes on the highest ledges, slowly 
scanning our way down the mountainsides. 
After countless “snow goat” and “rock goat” 
observations, a group of six Mountain Goats 
was finally spotted, traversing the highest ridge 
of the mountain peak. The thrill of observing 
Mountain Goats for the first time and against 
such a breath-taking backdrop will never leave 
me, nor will the beauty of the surrounding 
regrowth we hiked through. Though charred 
evidence of the flames which once blanketed 
the mountainside remained, the potential for 
the forest’s rebirth was apparent, as was the 
ability of wildlife to adapt. 

Fire is a natural shapeshifter of the land, 
creating a mosaic of habitats for various 
species. Though the flames of the Kenow 
Fire have led to dramatic changes, the dense 
forests, now consumed, are not forever lost. 
Perhaps through citizen science initiatives, like 
Glacier’s High-Country Citizen Science Project, 
we may be better able to monitor our flora and 
fauna as we all adjust to a changed Waterton, 
watching its comeback with every reaching 
sapling, sprouting flower, foraging sheep, and 
crossing salamander along the way. 

Sources:

NASA. 2015. Reynolds Creek Fire, Montana (webpage). 
Retrieved from: https://www.nasa.gov/image-
feature/goddard/reynolds-creek-fire-montana. 

National Park Service. 2014. Citizen Science in Glacier’s 
High Country: Mountain Goats, Pikas and Clark’s 
Nutcrackers (online publication). Retrieved from: 
https://www.nps.gov/glac/learn/nature/upload/
High-Country-Citizen-Science-2014_website.pdf 

National Park Service. 2016. Fire History (webpage). US 
Department of the Interior. Retrieved from: https://
www.nps.gov/glac/learn/nature/fire-history.htm 

EDITOR’S PAGE cont’d…
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[I]t’s been a beautiful summer 
hasn’t it. Lots of cycling for sure. 
I saw those Porcupines on more 
than one occasion - sometimes 
both of them, sometimes just one 
[see “First Hand: Mesmerizing 
Porcupines” Summer 2017]. In 
addition, lots of other field and 
forest friends: foxes, Coyotes, 
deer, hares…I didn’t see a Moose 
at all this summer, but just before 

Porcupines…and others!

L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R

we left on vacation I was treated 
to the sight of not one, not two, 
but three stately young princes…
three Mule Deer…three bucks 
with racks of antlers that seemed 
to me to be really well developed 
for late August. I was surprised. 
But pleased nonetheless. There’s 
nothing like a handsome buck on 
a ridge at sundown. He’s taken 
3 or 4 leaping bounds away 

from you, and there he stands…
tail towards you, head turned 
around 180 degrees…watching…
snorting…antlers silhouetted 
against the western sky. Beautiful 
indeed.

Thanks again Dennis. For all you 
do for our wild friends!

NORMAN NOORDHOF

YIKES! 
A DIKE!
BY 
DENNIS 
BARESCO

On Nov. 6th, your Editor wrote a letter to Jasper National 
Park, asking about a dike that was built within the park 
across the lower Snake Indian River. The dike, built last 

winter, was ostensibly to protect the CN 
railway from possible spring flooding. 

However, as I stated in the letter, “the 
dike cuts off a major elk wintering 
ground. Also, needless to say, the dike 
is a blight on the landscape and highly 
inappropriate for a national park.” The 

dike is a huge row of large plastic bags 
filled with stones and gravel. 

Steve Young, the park’s Public Relations 
and Communications Officer, responded 

the same day, stating: “The dike…was 
approved by Parks Canada as a temporary 

emergency measure due to a flood ice 
concern. Parks Canada is working with CN on a long 

term solution which uses the existing railway right of 
way while minimizing impact on Jasper National Park. 
Safety of both wildlife and the public will be paramount 
as a long term solution is sought.”

Given that a year has already passed, we will follow up 
in due course and see what has transpired. 
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Jim Uffelmann

MemoriamIn

Jim Uffelmann died on 
September 29, 2017 as a result of 
an accident while volunteering 
on a trail clearing project at one 
of his favourite areas in Alberta. 

Born on Nov 7, 1959, Jim was 
a healthy and strong 57-year-
old who thought nothing of 
jumping on his road bike and 
cycling 100 km. He lived his 
life on his terms. Jim carved out 
his own unique path to seek 
the things that nourished his 
spirit. His passion for skiing and 
pristine wilderness led him to 
the mountains. Jim was an active 
member of whatever community 
he lived, worked or played in. 

Jim had presence. He was one 
of those people that everyone 
knew. He was outspoken 
and passionate about many 

things but particularly how 
communities should work. He 
believed that everyone had 
a responsibility to look after 
themselves and be respectful of 
their surroundings. 

Jim believed that public spaces 
are shared spaces. Known 
as the “Dog Park Advocate”, 
Jim walked his trusted dog 
Lulu, often with her dog pals 
Blossom and Carbon, every day 
in Cochrane, Alberta along the 
beautiful Bow River. Jim fought 
long and hard to preserve 
the opportunity for dogs and 
people to connect in this shared 
space. 

Along with his advocacy legacy, 
Jim also leaves behind beautiful 
sporting event and wildlife 

images (he was an occasional 
contributor to Nature Alberta). 
In recent years, this long-time 
interest was parlayed into a 
part-time career. 

He leaves behind his partner 
Patricia McDonald, his 
father Fred Uffelmann, and 
his sisters Maris Uffelmann 
(Dean Connor) and Sarah 
Uffelmann (Irvan Yee) as well 
as his nieces and nephews. 
Jim was predeceased by his 
much-loved mother Phyllis 
Uffelmann (nee Anderson). 
He will also be greatly missed 
by Patricia’s mother, Jane 
McDonald. 

NOV 7, 1959 – SEPT 29, 2017

Donations in Jim’s honour can be directed  
to the Nature Conservancy Canada.

JIM UFFELMANN
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Nature Alberta NEWS
Honourary Life Member Award: 
Edmond (Ted) Hindmarch 
Raised on a farm in the Moose 
Mountain region of south-east 
Saskatchewan, Ted was engaged 
with nature at a young age. 
Following several years in Air 
Cadets he joined the military in 
1971 several months after his 
1970 high-school graduation. This 
resulted in a change in focus while 
he pursued his career and after 
1975 raising a family. In 1997 he 
arrived on military posting to Cold 
Lake, Alberta. After reading that 
Cold Lake and Jesse Lake were 
hotspots in the Alberta birding 
world, Ted found that his interest in 
birding was reawakened. 

In 2001, after becoming involved 
with posting on Albertabird, Ted 
was asked by the FAN provincial 
compiler to be the local coordinator 
for a Cold Lake May bird count. 
From that experience, the seeds 
were sown for the formation 
of a society that could keep 
involvement in annual counts going 
and to promote the enjoyment and 
preservation of the natural flora 
and fauna. In 2002 the Beaver River 
Naturalist Society was founded and 
was accepted as a FAN associate 
(now affiliate) member club. 
The group subsequently became 
involved with the FAN bird atlas 
project for the area, which earned 
him a FAN volunteer appreciation 
award in 2006. 

He has been active with the Beaver 
River Naturalists as President from 
2002-2005, and 2009 to present. In 
2006 Ted moved to the Gibbons 
area north of Edmonton and in 
Apr 2007 was elected an appointed 
board member of Nature Alberta. 
He was elected V/President in 2010 
and President in 2012, serving 3 ½ 
years until Nov 2015 after which he 
assumed the Past President position 
through to the present. In addition, 
he has performed the volunteer 
functions of Nature Alberta 
membership/magazine circulation 
coordinator since 2009 until the 
present. 

Ted was primary owner/moderator 
on the Albertabird yahoo group 
posting site from 2003 through 
2012. He has conducted both 
Breeding Bird Survey and Nocturnal 
Survey routes in the Cold Lake area 
since 2002, as well as being the 
coordinator for that area’s May Bird 
and Christmas Bird Count surveys. 
He has also participated in various 
bird counts across the province 
and spent several years scouting in 
the field for the ENC Snow Goose 
chase.

He represented Nature Alberta at 
Land Use Framework workshops, 
on the Beaverhill Biosphere 
working groups, and had also spent 
the last 3 years on the Cumulative 

Environmental Management Association 
board in Fort McMurray. 

Ted had a career in the military from 1971-
2012 and served in some more remote 
locations such as Inuvik and Alert NWT 
and Masset BC. He also served out of 
country with NORAD at Elmendorf AFB, 
Anchorage and with Canadian fighter 
support out of Aviano, Italy during the 
Balkan conflict. He joined as a Private 
and at the rank of Warrant Officer, 
commissioned to officer in 1988. Retiring 
from the Regular Forces as a Captain in 
May 2003, Ted had continued his military 
career as a Reservist, initially at Cold Lake 
and from 2006 at Edmonton Garrison. It 
was after his move to Edmonton that he 
began his increased involvement with 
Nature Alberta. Ted retired from military 
service in 2012 and devotes much of his 
time to naturalist projects. In 2006 he and 
Daphne, his wife of 39 years, had moved 
from Cold Lake to an acreage north 
of Gibbons AB. They have a son and 
daughter-in-law resident in Spruce Grove, 
who plan to move to the Gibbon’s area 
acreage when Ted and his wife relocate to 
the Okanagan in 2017.

TED HINDMARCH



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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JOHN ACORN WITH A COUPLE OF OUR GREAT YOUNG NATURALISTS, CHARLOTTE AND ANDREA, 

AT THE NATURE ALBERTA DISPLAY IN 2015. PRAIRIEBIRDER.COM

John Acorn:  
Our New Patron!
At the October 28th Board meeting, John 
Acorn was selected to be Nature Alberta’s 
new Patron – a position which Mr. Acorn 
graciously accepted. We are thrilled that 
John said “yes” and look forward to 
having him as part of the Nature Alberta 
family in the esteemed position of Patron. 

Our original Patron was the Honourable 
Grant McEwan, but we have been 
without one since his passing in June of 
2000. It is with great pleasure that we are 
able to announce John Acorn as our most 
honourable Patron. Welcome, John! For 
a glimpse at who he is (just in case you 
didn’t know), see page 14.

Message from the Executive Director

As we are well-along the 
remaining days of fall, I am 
reminded of the variety of seasons 
that we enjoy in Alberta and, with 
this, the changes that take place in 
Nature over time. 

Nature Alberta, like Nature herself, 
is not immune to change. It has 
been nearly three years since 
we embarked on an alternative 

BY BRIAN ILNICKI

management approach for the 
organization. During this time, 
we have changed and evolved, 
enhancing the foundation of the 
organization and how we operate, 
growing our core programs 
and boosting support for our 
membership. A key focus for 
Nature Alberta over this past year 
has been to better engage and 
support our corporate and affiliate 
clubs, institutional partners, and our 
individual and family members. It 
is critical that we not waver in the 
care of our membership, for it is 
only with your support that Nature 
Alberta can continue to be a strong 
voice for the greater appreciation 
and conservation of Alberta’s 
natural environment.

http://youtube.com/naturealberta
http://prairiebirder.com
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This past year, we also bid a 
fond farewell to a few staff 
members as they moved on to 
new careers, both within Alberta 
and internationally. While it 
isn’t easy to say good bye, I am 
buoyed by their commitment to 
environmental education and 
stewardship. I am glad that we 
were able to play a small part in 
their careers and contribute to 
their growth as professionals. 

Over the coming months, you 
will continue to see an enhanced 
commitment to further engaging 
with you – our valued members 

and volunteers. Our programming 
and our presence in Alberta 
communities relies on your 
constant feedback and support for 
our initiatives.

We are very active on social media 
and I invite you to follow Nature 
Alberta on Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and LinkedIn. Also, if 
you haven’t already done so, be 
sure to subscribe to our e-News. 
You’ll find all these links on our 
website: <naturealberta.ca>. If 
you are a club and want your 
events shared more broadly, send 
us a note with the details and 

we will post them to our online 
events calendar. Remember, we 
are committed to providing high 
quality services to our members 
and we are always looking for 
your input. You can always reach 
us at info@naturealberta.ca.

I count myself privileged to be 
able to contribute to all that 
Nature Alberta does, and to be 
able to interact with our network 
of dedicated volunteers and 
members. Through my work with 
Nature Alberta I truly feel part of 
this special community connected 
by a love of nature.

mailto:fox.james.ed%40gmail.com?subject=
http://naturealberta.ca
mailto:info%40naturealberta.ca?subject=
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EDITOR’S NOTE:
Great photos - and it’s certainly wise to watch it from the car! There is tremendous variance in the colouring 
of Grizzlies. As a general rule, they have darker legs; occasionally it extends into the rump, even enveloping 
the rump. The face, too, may occasionally have varying amounts of black in it. Your Grizzly is unusual to some 
extent, but only because the black part is so separated from the lighter part. Chances are it will stay relatively 
similar - key word “similar” - its whole life. 

Thanks for the “nature nugget”!

I was very lucky to catch a young 
Grizzly Bear late last month, feasting 
on berries. From its size, I believe it is 
a young bear, now on its own. It may 
even be a female but even from the 
safety of a car, I didn’t want to look 
that closely!

 The second thing that struck me was 
its colouring. These two photos have 
appeared in blogs on the website. You 
can see more definitely on the second 
one, the striking contrast between its 
legs, ears and eyes and its main body. 
At a glance, it appears to be wearing 
pyjamas. A late night sitting of the 
“Teddy Bear’s Picnic”?

I have done some research to see 
if this is just a transitional stage in 
a Grizzly Bear’s development or 
whether it is an unusual colouring 
that it will maintain as it ages. 
Unfortunately, I could not find 
anything definitive. Could you kindly 
provide some assistance? In either 
case, it was a lovely bear to watch 
as it happily packed away those 
berries (and no doubt, pounds) in 
preparation for hibernation, and thank 
you to Nature for giving me such an 
opportunity.

BY INGHAM NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY

Odd Coloured Grizzly?

INGHAM NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY

INGHAM NATURE PHOTOGRAPHY



THE BARROW’S GOLDENEYE CAN BE DIFFERENTIATED 

FROM THE SIMILAR COMMON GOLDENEYE BY THE 

EXTENT OF ITS WHITE FACIAL MARKINGS. 

KEN ORICH, 2016
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FEMALE BARROW’S GOLDENEYE OFTEN DO NOT BREED 

UNTIL 3 YEARS OF AGE; YOUNGER BIRDS MAY PROSPECT 

FOR NESTING SITES. KEN ORICH, 2013

Golden-eyed and Grounded
For many of us, we often think of a bird’s habitat in terms of breeding habitat, or the 

environment in which the bird resides throughout the breeding season. 

This is likely due to the 
dramatic changes in bird 
diversity experienced in Alberta 
with the changing of the 
seasons, as the vast majority 
of species are observed 
throughout the breeding 
months. However, many of our 
avian species rely on a mosaic 
of habitats throughout their 
lives. 

This is especially evident in 
waterfowl (F. Anatidae), with 
annual cycles of breeding, 
molting, staging (resting), and 
migration. Differing habitats 
are required throughout these 
events, as the needs of the 
birds change; it is therefore 
important that areas of critical 
habitat be identified for all 
stages of a species’ lifecycle. 
Many designated Important 
Bird and Biodiversity Areas 
(IBAs) throughout Alberta, 
such as Cardinal Lake, contain 
key habitats for waterfowl and 
various other avian species, 

not only for the spring and 
summer, but throughout their 
difficult fall journey. 

Located 20 km west of 
Peace River in northwestern 
Alberta, Cardinal Lake, known 
locally as Lac Cardinal, is 
a large shallow lake in the 
boreal transition zone. The 
landscape surrounding the 
lake is primarily dominated by 
agriculture, with freshwater 
marshes, deciduous forest, 
coniferous stands and 
modified grassland scattered 
throughout. As many as 
160 avian species may be 
observed 
within the IBA, 
with globally-
significant 
concentrations 
of migrating 
waterfowl 
passing through 
annually. The 
area has been 
designated as 

Eyes on IBAs

a key staging wetland by the 
North American Waterfowl 
Management Plan (NAWMP), 
providing crucial stopover 
habitat for thousands of fall 
migrants throughout their 
long voyages. The area has 
also been described as key 
molting habitat for thousands 
of Barrow’s Goldeneye 
(Bucephala islandica) 
annually, including birds from 
the intermountain region of 
British Columbia. 

Unlike most avian species, 
molting for waterfowl is a risky 
part of their lives. Waterfowl 
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undergo a simultaneous 
molt of all flight feathers in 
preparation of the exhausting 
fall migration flights. This 
phenomenon leaves them 
grounded, unable to fly for 
periods of 20 to 40 days; 
bird activity and body 
mass decrease as a result. 
The survival of these birds 
throughout this vulnerable 
period is influenced by the 
suitability of chosen habitat, as 
they are unable to leave once 
a molting site is selected. 

Shallow and productive 
lakes with extensive areas of 
submerged vegetation, like 
Cardinal Lake, are preferred. 
Periphyton, and other 
microbes that attached to 
aquatic plants, are the primary 
food source for various 
invertebrates, providing an 
abundant source of food for 
molting ducks. Nutrient-rich 
plant shoots provide crucial 
energy to geese and other 
more herbivorous species. 
The consumption of high-
protein and nutrient-rich foods 
fuels feather synthesis, and 
allows the birds to maintain 
energy reserves until flight 
is regained. Waterfowl have 
been noted to travel hundreds 
of kilometers in search of 
their traditional molting sites, 
passing numerous “suitable” 
waterbodies along the way. 
This behavior is indicative 
of the importance of these 
sites, and suggests that there 
are characteristics of molting 

habitats that we do not yet 
understand.

The preservation of various 
habitats across Alberta’s 
landscape is crucial to 
the continued success 
of waterfowl throughout 
western Canada. The many 
lakes, wetlands, reservoirs 
and marshes provide areas 
of key habitat not only 
for breeding, but through 
various stages of a bird’s life. 
This dependency on numerous 
habitat types is especially 
evident in waterfowl, such 
as the Barrow’s Goldeneye, 
which are flightless for long 
durations and therefore tied 
to their selected habitats. 
Through initiatives like the 
IBA program, important 
breeding, molting, staging and 
overwintering areas may be 
recognized, monitored, and 
protected, providing our birds 
and other wildlife with the best 
chance for success throughout 
every cycle of their lives. 
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THE OPEN WATERS OF LAC CARDINAL PROVIDE VARIOUS 
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PARKS, 2012

https://www.ibacanada.org/site.jsp?siteID=AB058
https://www.ibacanada.org/site.jsp?siteID=AB058
http://www.sfu.ca/biology/wildberg/papers/Hogan%20et%20al%202011.pdf
http://www.sfu.ca/biology/wildberg/papers/Hogan%20et%20al%202011.pdf
http://www.sfu.ca/biology/wildberg/papers/Hogan%20et%20al%202011.pdf
http://www.sfu.ca/biology/wildberg/papers/Hogan%20et%20al%202011.pdf
https://www.nwrc.usgs.gov/wdb/pub/wmh/13_4_4.pdf
https://www.nwrc.usgs.gov/wdb/pub/wmh/13_4_4.pdf
https://www.nwrc.usgs.gov/wdb/pub/wmh/13_4_4.pdf
http://summit.sfu.ca/item/7369
http://summit.sfu.ca/item/7369


NatureAlberta12

Our organization will soon be 
celebrating its 50th anniversary. 
Looking back, we have much 
to be proud of. What about 
the future? Recently, a highly 
respected biologist suggested 
that Nature Alberta might well 
be obsolete within our modern 
world, and certainly not meeting 
the needs of the younger 
generations. It gave me a pause 
and food for thought. Why do 
so few young people join well 
established, time honoured 
societies and organizations, 
such as ours? Not even students 
employed by Nature Alberta care 
to be part of the organization - 
when I approach them with a 

“fire in my belly pep talk” on 
“why they should join” they 
simply smile politely and (mostly) 
continue to ignore the challenge. 
How great are the generational 
differences? 

Do those of us, 50 years or older, 
have a different perspective 
on what nature is all about? I 
suspect we do – many in my 
generation spent more time 
directly connected with nature “in 
the raw” and less time exposed 
to virtual reality. In my own case, 
the only exposure to virtual reality 
came in the form of hard covered 
books (no soft covered ones in 
those days). As a youngster, I 
was a hunter (shooting doves 
at age 10 in the African veldt 
– trapping bobcats in the New 
Brunswick woods at age 14). No 
end of unique, direct and exciting 

first-hand experiences with the 
outdoors. 

It had a huge impact on me at 
the time and later shaped my 
professional and personal life. 
No wonder that many people in 
the modern world might have 
a different mindset if they are 
deprived of such experiences. 
Their lives are largely filtered 
through the electronic world. 
Nature can become an abstraction 
if there are fewer closeup 
experiences and contact with 
the real thing. At the click of 
a button it all appears in front 
of us on a screen. Old timers 
were figuratively prepared to 
throw their bodies “in front of 
bulldozers” to save a marsh. Now 
it is pretty pictures that catch our 
imagination, and there is little 
connection with those images 

BY LU CARBYN 

GENERATION 1

Connecting
with Nature

[This is the first of three articles discussing where the future might lie for naturalist 
organizations, from a “generation” perspective. The second will be by John Acorn, the 
third by Zac MacDonald.]
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and the habitats needed to keep 
ecosystems from being destroyed. 

Hard copy magazines, with 
scholarly articles, get ignored and 
short, snappy communication 
blips replace what once was a 
way of communicating. Nature 
Alberta’s membership has declined 
in recent years. Yet in 2017 NA 
had over 10,000 followers across 
social media platforms. It seems 
like we live in two solitudes – 
one generation clinging to the 
traditional (hard copy magazine 
or memberships), the other 
social media (Twitter, Facebook, 
Instagram, LinkedIn, etc.). Are 
there merits in combining the 
old (traditional) with the new 
(technology)? It likely will not 
happen because changes mean 
replacing the new with the old – 
not integrating one with the other. 
How about changing mind sets? It 
will be a difficult process. 

Recent observation proves my 
point. I was hiking through the 
bush with a 20+ year old university 
student. My objective was to show 
him the elements so important in 
my youth. You could tell he was 
not totally at ease in that setting 
– mosquitoes, heat and soggy 
wetlands, not the most agreeable 
setting for an urbanite with a 
digital mindset, who is not used 
to that environment. We stopped 
for a moment and looked at each 
other; as I was about to move on, 
he pulled out his iPhone and said: 
“I know you are on some kind of 
a mission, but when the hell [last 
word my insertion, based on the 
tone of voice and body language] 
can we get out of here?”

Let me take you to another 
setting. Jackie Parker City Park 

in Edmonton was bustling with 
activity: 200 excited/boisterous 
kids on a mission – Butterfly 
Extravaganza Day put on by 
Nature Alberta’s Nature Kids 
program. Two experts, Bruce 
Christensen and Zac Macdonald, 
were on hand to volunteer their 
time, as were a host of other 
helpers. It was so popular an 
event that the co –coordinator had 
to turn away families who did not 
make it in time for registration. 

I was excited about what I saw. 
Hopefully, out of this enthusiasm, 
energy and eagerness to learn, 
we can build on a community 
of people interested in nature; 
after all, our (Nature Alberta’s) 
mandate is “to be a strong voice 
for the greater appreciation of 
Alberta’s natural environment”. 
Realistically though, I think we 
cannot count on it. At least that 
is my prognosis. I believe that 

once these kids reach the age of 
12 or 13 years, most of them will 
be distracted and held hostage 
by modern conveniences such 
as computers, iPhones, robots, 
drones and whatever else comes 
along their way in the future. 
They will be sucked into a vortex 
of the abyss of a futuristic void 
– my pessimistic prognosis. To 
get them motivated to go into 
the “bush/nature” we need to 
resort to such electronic tricks as 
geo cashing or Pokémon games. 
What are the implications for 
the future? There are already 
signs that bird watching as a 
hobby is declining in North 
America - fewer younger recruits. 
That does not apply to bird 
photography, a booming business 
rapidly on the increase. My own 
observation in academia is that it 
is no longer as fashionable as it 
used to be to brand oneself as a 
“conservationist”. 

NATUREALBERTA.CA

http://naturealberta.ca
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It is a proven fact that, many 
conservation leaders in the 20th 
century credit their living with 
nature in childhood as the reasons 
for their ultimate commitment to 
the cause in later life. Will future 
generations produce more Rachel 
Carsons, Aldo Leopolds, E.O. 
Wilsons, Stan Rowes, or Douglas 
Pimlotts?

Some think that modern day 
children might be suffering from, 
what has been referred to as 
“Nature Deficit Disorder”. Why? 
The reason is that urbanization 
is rapidly intruding into the lives 
of most of humanity worldwide, 
which in turn means children 
in the developed world spend 
most of their time indoors with 
computers or at structured 
sporting venues. The average 
North American child, between 
the ages of eight and 18 years 
apparently spends as much as 
seven hours per day staring at 
screens. David Attenborough, the 
famous nature film commentator, 
stated that the young people of 
today know much more about 
critters in the rain forests than 
they do about nature around 
them. The impacts on human 
behavior, some psychologists 
believe, might indeed extend into 
other dimensions of their lives as 
well.

A disconnect with nature, might 
lead to more mental problems, 
aggression, attention deficit 
disorders, depression. There are 
indications that we may indeed 
even be changing in the way we 
relate to each other, communicate 
and make friends.

Yet despite the modern presence 
of digital technology, we do know 
that youngsters between the ages 
of four to eight, or maybe even up 
to 10 years old, have an absorbing 
interest in the creepy crawly 
things all around us – be that 
backyards (if these are not being 
swallowed up by zero lot houses) 
in city parks or in school yards. 

We need to find innovative ways 
to bridge that early fascination 
with nature into a lifelong 
connection with the natural world. 
All might not be lost, and I might 
well have to swallow my words 
about being “sucked into the 
abyss of a futuristic void” when 
it comes to nature appreciation. 
Luckily, we still have scholars 
who look at the world through 
different lenses than an old timer 
such as myself. 

In the next issue, we will have 
John Acorn (generation 2) and 
Zach Macdonald (generation 
3) give us ideas in their own 
words on the challenges and 
opportunities ahead. They are in a 
much better position than myself 
(generation 1) to explore such 
perspectives. 

JOHN ACORN 
(GENERATION 2) 

In 2005, John Acorn was granted 
the great honour, by the University 
of Alberta, of the Distinguished 
Alumni Award that recognizes 
truly outstanding accomplishments 
of living University of Alberta 
Alumni who have earned national 
and international prominence as a 
result of their achievements. John 
Acorn is now on the faculty at the 
University of Alberta.

John has an uncanny ability to 
excite, inspire and entertain. His 
speaking engagements range from 
entertaining birders at Songbird 
festivals, butterfly watchers at 
butterfly festivals and likely 
dinosaur fans, too, at such far 
flung locations as Alaska, San 
Diego, Tucson, Ohio, Florida, 
Texas and Tofield, Alberta.

He has been featured as an 
invited speaker, plenary speaker, 
and presenter at technical 
symposia and conferences, far 
too numerous to mention, but 
including: International Congress 
of Entomology, Entomological 
Society of North America, 
Canadian Society of Vertebrate 
Paleontology, and the Canadian 
Society of Ornithology. 

With such an illustrious career, it 
is therefore not surprising, that he 
has received many accolades and 
awards. John Acorn is an author 
of numerous books, but above 
all, he has an exceptional ability 
to connect with people that are 
interested in nature. 

ZAC MACDONALD 
(GENERATION 3)

Will be introduced by John Acorn. 
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INTRODUCTION

Bird song serves a utilitarian 
purpose, providing a critical 
means of communication 
between individuals for territorial 
establishment, mating selectivity, 
and social organization (Kroodsma 
& Byers 1991; Mountjoy & Lemon 
1991). Call playback is an effective 
technique which exploits this 
behavior, and is a commonly 
used tool in avian research. 
By simulating the presence 
of a nearby intruder with the 
broadcasting of conspecific (of the 
same species) or heterospecific 
(of differing species) calls, a 
response from the targeted species 
is elicited (GOA 2012). Despite its 
efficacy, the use of call playback 
in scientific research is regulated 
by animal care protocols and 
procedures, as its prolonged 
or improper use has long been 
assumed to adversely affect the 
behavior of targeted individuals. 

The use of call playback for 
non-scientific purposes has 
dramatically increased in recent 
years. As free applications 
and software across various 
devices have enhanced the 
accessibility of audio resources 
to members outside of the 
scientific community, many 
bird enthusiasts now use audio 
playback to flush out “hard to 
find” species. This tactic has 

become increasingly prevalent 
in bird touring companies 
worldwide, in order to enhance 
participant experience through 
maximizing group observations. 
Whether the technique holds 
merit in non-scientific applications 
has remained an ethically-
controversial debate amongst bird 
enthusiasts for decades. 

To conclude whether the use 
of bird call playback is truly an 
ethical debate, we must first 
empirically establish whether the 
technique is as detrimental to 
target birds as many have long 
assumed. This document aims 
to identify any effects of call 
playback on avian species through 
the summarization of documented 
scientific evidence from various 
sources, so as to facilitate the 
conversation through further 
literary discussion.

Effects of Call Playback on Avian 
Species Behavior

Though there are numerous 
studies which briefly infer on the 
implications of bird call playback 
on species physiology, behavior, 
survival, and reproductive 
success, there are currently no 
published reports which attempt 
to link these factors. The most 
substantial evidence linking 
simulated calls to changes in 
bird behavior is a recent study 

conducted by Harris and Haskell 
of Princeton University. The 
only peer-reviewed article to 
directly link call playback to 
changes in behavior of avian 
species, their findings strongly 
suggest that a birdwatcher’s 
simulated call may impose various 
limitations, as singing rate was 
found to significantly increase 
in the presence of simulated 
calls. Interestingly, repetitive call 
playback was not found to cause 
excess stress on the individuals, 
rather it led to habituation, with 
some birds establishing nests 
within the broadcast area. 

Studies with Nightingales and 
Zebra Finches have shown song 
amplitude to change with the 
presence of potential rivals in 
various species (Brumm 2004; 
Zollinger et al. 2011). Such 
responses to playback have been 
documented to solicit unwanted 
attention from predators, as noted 
in a study in southcentral Chile, 
during which accipiters were 
observed attacking responding 
passerines frequenting the 
forest edge (Sieving et al. 2000). 
However, more evidence on 
the predation cost of singing is 
needed (Brumm 2004). Mountjoy 
and Lemon have also noted an 
attraction between competing 
birds to conspecific calls, as was 
observed between male European 

BY BROOK SKAGEN

A Literary Exploration  
into the Effects of Avian Call Playback in 
Non-scientific Application 
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Starlings where nest sites were 
limited (Mountjoy & Lemon 1991). 
It is speculated, but unknown, if 
and what other species exhibit 
such behavior.

Speaker-replacement experiments 
have shown that conspecific 
songs can not only deter 
intruders from occupied territories 
(Kroodsma & Byers, 1991), 
but also prevent occupancy of 
empty territories, particularly in 
visually inconspicuous species 
(Nowicki et al. 1998). Playback of 
heterospecific songs has also been 
found to deter species in study 
areas where their ranges overlap. 
This behavior has been observed 
between Alder and Willow 
Flycatchers (Prescott DRC 1987), 
as well as Carolina and Black-
capped Chickadees (Focht nd). It 
is unknown what other species 
may experience similar effects, 
or what the dynamics of multi-
species responses would be, as 
there has been little investigation 
into such relationships.

Research into mate selectivity of 
female Black-capped Chickadees 
found the decisions of females to 
be influenced by male exposure 
to call playback. Females were 
more likely to brood extra-pair 
young when high-ranking males 
were frequently exposed to 
aggressive playback (Mennill et al. 
2003). Unfortunately, no studies 
directly linking call playback to 
reproductive success have ever 
been conducted, and the effects 
(if any) are therefore unknown. 

Physiology

Physiological consequences of 
mixed significance have been 
found to occur with increasing 

song amplitude. A marked 
increase in the metabolic cost of 
singing more loudly in response 
to call playback was observed in 
Zebra Finches by Zollinger et al., 
though the differences observed 
were negligible compared to 
background metabolism. Similar 
studies have found metabolic 
costs of increased amplitude 
to range from 0 to 9 times the 
basal rate (Zollinger et al. 2011; 
continued research is required to 
resolve such discrepancies. 

Significant increases in oxygen 
demand have been measured in 
periods following call playback, 
as well as in periods prior to 
responding, as observed in 
Oberweger & Goller’s study 
on Zebra Finches, Waterslager 
Canaries and European Starlings 
(Oberweger & Goller 2001). 
However, in the Zebra Finch study 
by Zollinger et al., no significant 

difference in oxygen demand 
between inactive and singing 
behaviors was observed in any 
of the study birds; it is therefore 
unclear whether or not increased 
oxygen demand is correlated to 
increased singing and energy 
expenditure in birds. 

Plasma testosterone concentrations 
have been found to increase 
during male-male encounters 
(Wingfield et al. 1987; Hau et 
al. 2008). Female hormones 
may also be affected by male 
calls, and therefore simulated 
calls (Kroodsma & Byers 1991; 
Mota & Depraz 2004), as male 
vocalization patterns in some 
species have been found to 
directly correlate with the various 
stages of female reproductive 
development. In breeding pairs 
of Northern Mockingbirds, 
males were found to sing at an 
increasing rate with each nesting 

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE. ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
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attempt, suggesting that male song 
may influence female initiation, 
though it is certainly not indicative 
of causation (Kroodsma & Byers 
1991). The complex relationship 
between male and female 
behavior and reproduction is 
still poorly understood, requiring 
further investigation across various 
taxa. 

Call Playback in Ecotourism

Rare, endemic, and hard to find 
species have been identified as 
key attractants for avitourists 
(Steven et al. 2014); as the 
demand for up close & prolonged 
bird encounters continues to rise, 
so does the pressure to lure such 
species into view (Smith 2005). 
Though avitourist operations of 
varying scales are known to use 
simulated calls during tours, the 
extent to which call playback is 
utilized throughout the industry 
is not known (Steven et al. 2014). 
There is no documented evidence 
relating the use of call playback 
to avitourism operation success or 
participant satisfaction. 

Recreational Use of Call Playback 

The perception that birdwatchers 
are environmentally conscientious 
is supported by Green & 
Jones, who asked birdwatchers 
if they would be willing to 
disturb a bird in order to make 
a positive identification, or if 
they would prefer to leave the 
bird unidentified. The majority 
reported that they would not be 
willing to impose any disturbance 
on the bird, with less than 10% 
viewing such practices for the 
purpose of identification as 
acceptable (Green & Jones, 2010). 

Still, bird watching by its very 
nature is known to disturb birds to 

some degree, as stated by David 
Sibley, though the effects of even 
regular birding activity on avian 
species has not been explored. 
There are also instances in which 
call playback imposes less of a 
disturbance on nearby birds than 
non-aided birding methods, as 
it reduces the need to directly 
enter and potentially damage bird 
habitat, particularly where birding 
groups are involved (Sibley 2011). 

DISCUSSION

Unfortunately, little is known 
about the effects of call playback 
on avian communities, as peer-
reviewed articles investigating 
such correlations are scarce and 
cover a disparate array of species. 
With little to no replication 
between these studies, there 
is a lack of reliable baseline 
information, particularly in the 
case of physiological effects, 
though similar behavioral 
responses have been noted across 
various taxa. Such trends and 
similarities may be attributed to 
various factors, or may in fact be 
indicative of direct causation; the 
answers remain unclear. 

Available research clearly 
illustrates change in avian 
behavior, metabolism, and 
endocrinology in the presence 
of simulated calls, though the 
underlying mechanisms are 
yet to be understood. As no 
research into the extent, duration 
and associated effects of call 
playback for use in avitourism 
and recreational settings has ever 
been conducted, it is not known 
how significant of an impact 
such activities bear on avian 
communities, and is therefore 

based on speculation. However, 
one would be wise to follow a 
precautionary approach, as lack of 
scientific evidence does not indicate a 
lack of urgency.
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If too much was removed from 
one piece, the other one required 
attention, to achieve “balance”. 
Eventually we would each get 
the same amount, although he 
had a head start on the share. 
This is where I first perceived the 
inequity of balance.

In discussions about development 
and the environment, those 
on the side of development 
always make the case we need 
a “balanced” approach, meaning 
the environment has to give so 
they can get their share. I have 
flashbacks to my brother dividing 
up scarce chocolate bars when I 
hear this dubious reasoning.

If the expression, balance, meant 
an equitable, or proportional 
sharing of resources, landscapes 
or chocolate, it would be easier 
to swallow. The reality is most 
of our landscapes and a majority 
of our natural resources have 

already been developed, 
changed, or in some way lost. 
If we have already converted 
80% of the natural world into 
some economic endeavour, 
it seems a bit of a stretch to 
achieve balance as we carve up 
the remaining 20%. We are not 
weighing two equal things.

The word balance is a 
changeling, depending on 
who is using it. When the off-
highway vehicle community use 
the word what they say is: “Yes, 
the environment is important, 
but we must find a balance.” 
What they mean is: “We want 
to continue to drive off road 
with a minimum of restriction”. 
Loggers say it’s important 
to balance protection of old 
growth forest against forest 
renewal through clear-cutting. 
What they really mean is, “keep 
the annual allowable cut high 

for better economic return.” 
The oil patch says we need a 
balanced approach on controls of 
greenhouse gas emissions because 
the proposed actions would cost 
too much. In other words, “action 
on climate change is aspirational 
and breathing is optional.” 

Without a starting point, a 
benchmark in time to measure 
from, trend analysis and a sense 
of thresholds and limits, balance 
is a meaningless term. Instead of 
giving us direction for resource 
management it sets the stage 
for continuing to divide up the 
spoils until the bits left are not 
worth fighting over. It avoids all 

BY LORNE FITCH, P. BIOL.

The Inequity of 
“Balance”

Lorne Fitch is a Professional Biologist, a retired Fish and Wildlife Biologist and an Adjunct Professor with the University of Calgary. 
lafitch@shaw.ca; 403 328-1245

My mother would give my older brother a 

chocolate bar, to be shared “equally” with 

me. He would break the bar in roughly half, 

then nibble off the extraneous edges so the 

halves were even.

GREENPLANETETHICS.COM
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that uncomfortable argument 
about resource depletion, loss 
of biodiversity and ecosystem 
failure and allows one to think 
the status quo can continue.

In planning we tend to ignore 
everything that happened 
prior to the plan and allocate 
resources based on what’s 
left. Institutional amnesia 
magically erases the existing 
development footprint 
allowing further division to 
be made, as we continually 
add to the imbalance of future 
development against protection. 
And, as the imbalance grows, 
we are further separated from 
the environment that sustains 
and provides for us.

Balance sounds appropriate, 
as any smooth-sounding 
word does, but it is a 
disingenuous term with much 
room for manipulation and 
misunderstanding. Balance is 
a word much used in public 
relations spin. The hidden 
meaning of balance seems to 
be excessive, unequal division 
and use of resources, not an 
equitable sharing, proportional 
use or restraint. Balance has to 
convey something more than 
two wolves and a sheep voting 
on what to have for dinner.

When the word balance is 
used, look for imbalance 
instead. Instead of acts of self-
restraint, “balancing” competing 
demands liberates us from the 
tough decisions of limits. Writer 
and conservationist Kevin van 
Tighem, obviously fed up with 
this word and how it is used 

has suggested a moratorium on 
its use.

Life balances itself on a 
precarious ledge; through our 
actions we can maintain it or 
propel it off the edge. In many 
cases, to restore ecosystem 
function and lost or declining 
biodiversity a drastic re-balance 
is necessary. That means rolling 
back the tide of development 
in a fine adjustment between 
giving and taking. Imagine 
the thorns and thistles of 
local resistance and business 
opposition to that idea of 
balance.

So, how much is enough? 
Ecologists, like the world–
renowned E. O. Wilson, have 
long called for “Nature needs 
half”. The rationale is we need 
to protect and maintain half 
of the landscape to maintain 
ecosystem functions, just 
to allow us to survive. Of 
course, much of the world’s 
biodiversity would ride our 
coattails on this one.

To this I suggest we use the 
term balance as you might 
for your bank account. Too 
many withdrawals, too many 
expenses and not enough 
income means we are going 
broke. Calculations from the 
WorldWatch Institute indicate 
the planet has available 
1.9 hectares of biologically 
productive land per person to 
supply resources and absorb 
wastes. Yet, the average 
person on earth already uses 
2.3 hectares worth. A report 
prepared by 1,360 scientists 
for the World Bank warns that 

about two-thirds of the natural 
machinery that supports life 
on Earth is being degraded by 
human pressure. Dr. Bill Rees 
calculates we in the western 
world are using the equivalent 
of something like two and half 
earths to meet our demands. 

One might think we have 
failed to balance our ecological 
cheque books. It is ironic that 
those most obsessed with 
the idea government needs 
to eliminate deficit spending 
in the economy continue to 
promote it in the environment.

Victor Hugo, the famous 19th 
century writer, remarked that, 

“To put everything in 
balance is good, to put 
everything in harmony is 
better.” 
Harmony implies restraint, 
stewardship and sustainability. 
To that end we have to decide 
between what we want and 
what we need; a gulf exists 
between these two points, in 
part due to the blind use of 
the word balance. We can fall 
into a deadly trap of thinking 
balance implies we need not 
concern ourselves with limits. 
The implication is we can 
carry on this ecological Ponzi 
scheme forever.

In the end it is the recognition 
we can’t have it all, only 
a little. If we’ve taken too 
much, some needs to be given 
back. Balance that against 
the prevailing use of the term 
“balance”.
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May Species 
Count 2017

In 2016, the 3 most numerous 
species were the Franklin’s Gull 
(17,698), Canada Goose (14,194), 
and Red-winged Blackbird 
(9,893). In 2017, the three most 
numerous species were again the 
Franklin’s Gull (29,431), Canada 
Goose (12,184), and Red-winged 
Blackbird (10,071).

This year, 15 species were found 
in only one location around the 
province: Ross’s Goose at Fort 
McMurray (count week bird); 
Wild Turkey at Crowsnest Pass; 
American Golden-Plover, Sedge 
Wren, Chestnut-sided Warbler 
at Cold Lake; Northern Pygmy 
Owl, Hammond’s Flycatcher, 
Nelson’s Sparrow at Calgary; 
Burrowing Owl, Harris’ Sparrow 
at Brooks; Long-eared Owl (count 
week bird) at Central Alberta; 
Black Swift at Medicine Hat; 
Gray-cheeked Thrush at Taber/
Vauxhall; Common Redpoll, Hoary 
Redpoll at Lac La Biche.

15 species were found in 2 
locations around the province: 
Cackling Goose was seen at 
Brooks and Central Alberta; 

Spruce Grouse and Red Crossbill 
at Calgary and Waterton; Pacific-
slope Flycatcher at Calgary and 
a count week bird at Waterton; 
Dusky Grouse and Red Crossbill 
at Crowsnest Pass and Waterton; 
Semipalmated Plover at Calgary 
and Milk River; Least Sandpiper 
at Brooks and Calgary; McCown’s 
Longspur at Brooks and Milk 
River; Palm Warbler as a count 
week bird at Cold Lake and 
at Fort McMurray; Canada 
Warbler at Cold Lake and Fort 
McMurray; Brewer’s Sparrow 
and Grasshopper Sparrow at 
Brooks and Taber/Vauxhall; Rusty 
Blackbird at Cold Lake and Lac 
La Biche; Pine Grosbeak at Lac La 
Biche and 
Waterton. 

Last year 
we had 11 
species in 
all areas. 
This year 
we had 
only 3 
species in 
all areas: 
Mallard, 

The number of species in the cumulative Alberta Bird 

Count went up this year: from 262 last year to 271 

this year. However, the number of individual birds 

went down: 204,036 last year to 185,676 this year. 

BY JUDY BOYD

Red-winged Blackbird and Brown-
headed Cowbird.

Last year 11 species were found in 
all but one area, and 12 species were 
found in all but two areas. This year 
10 species were found in all but 
one area: Canada Goose, Wilson’s 
Snipe, American Crow, Common 
Raven, Tree Swallow, American 
Robin, Common Yellowthroat, Yellow 
Warbler, Chipping Sparrow, and Clay-
coloured Sparrow. This year 5 species 
were found in all but two areas: 
Bufflehead, Black-billed Magpie, 
Barn Swallow, Song Sparrow, and 
American Goldfinch. 

There were four species this year that 
hadn’t been seen in Alberta (judging 
from the records dating back to 2006): 
Glossy Ibis, Thayer’s Gull, Black 
Swift, and Hoary Redpoll.

HARRIS’ SPARROW. 
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With a reputation as the fastest 
animal in the world, the Peregrine 
Falcon is said to pursue its prey 
high in the sky and strike it a 
violent blow from its talons that 
sends the victim tumbling down 
to the ground, either dead or 
mortally wounded. In similar 
terms the Peregrine’s hunting style 
is described in the literature on 
the species. But how often does 
an aerial hunt actually end in such 
a spectacular strike?

In his 1980 handbook The 
Peregrine Falcon, the British 
scientist Derek Ratcliffe 
claimed that the force of the 
strike is so great that the prey 
may be decapitated. In my 
experience, that conclusion 

is a misinterpretation of the 
common practice of prey-carrying 
Peregrines to deliver a coup-de-
grace to just-captured prey. In 
flight, the falcon bends its head 
down while briefly bringing its 
feet forward. With its strong 
bill, it then bites through the 
neck vertebrae of the prey. 
Decapitation may be postponed 
until the falcon has landed. If you 
happen to come across the freshly 
plucked remains of a gull or a 
shorebird, you generally find the 
head separate from the carcass. 

Classical aerial hunts like the 
above are typical for Peregrines 
that are flown by expert falconers. 
Released over open fields or 

moorland, these birds are trained 
to ‘wait on’ high overhead while 
the falconer and his helpers, 
assisted by dogs, try to flush a 
grouse or partridge out of the 
vegetation. The falcon then stoops 
down and attempts to strike the 
fleeing prey before it drops back 
into cover. 

There is, however, a big difference 
between the hunting habits of 
trained and wild Peregrines. The 
wild ones have to create their 
own opportunities, and they very 
seldom strike their prey in flight 
so that it plummets to earth, dead 
or wounded. The reason they 
don’t is that these prey would 
be lost if they fall into bushes 
or reeds. In the vast majority of 
some five hundred successful 
hunting flights that I have seen 
over half a century of watching, 
the falcons just seized the prey in 
their feet and carried it down to a 
convenient plucking post. 

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

The Supreme Predator
Hunting habits of Peregrine Falcons migrating 
through central Alberta 
BY THEODORE DEKKER, PHD.*, WILDLIFE ECOLOGIST

*EDITOR’S NOTE:
Readers will better remember “Theodore Dekker” as Dick 
Dekker. However, Theodore is his birth name, and he has 
decided to return to it, in part to avoid confusion with 
the number of scientists who are also known by the very 
common Dutch name, Dick Dekker.

After an initial period of exploring a wide variety of landscapes, I have become a stick-in-

the-mud-kind of naturalist, visiting the same places year after year after year. This rather 

dull, perhaps lazy attitude, has one positive side. It opens one’s eyes and mind to the subtle 

changes that are taking place in the natural world over time. 
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Ironically, the very first serious 
hunt that I saw did involve an 
aerial strike. It featured an adult 
female Peregrine pursuing a 
pigeon high in the sky. After 
two stoops that narrowly missed 
the target, she scored a hit that 
resulted in a burst of feathers, 
but the pigeon flew on and took 
shelter in a copse of birches. On 
the mossy ground under the trees, 
I presently found the pigeon dead 
with a large, bloody wound in the 

chest. That falcon’s strike looked 
like a clumsy attempt at seizing 
the prey.

My second observation of a 
successful hunt was very different. 
An adult male Peregrine took off 
from a high perch on a power 
pylon, flew down low over open 
meadows for some distance and 
seized a wigeon sitting in the wet 
grass. After a struggle, the falcon 
began to pluck the duck. 

Both of these sightings took place 
in Holland in the 1950s. In those 
days, Peregrine populations were 
in catastrophic decline in North 
America as well as in Europe, due 
to the lethal and sub-lethal effects of 
DDT and other toxic chemicals used 
in agriculture. 

My chances of observing Peregrines 
greatly improved after I moved to 
Edmonton. There too, the local 
breeding population had practically 

THANKS TO A CAPTIVE-REARING PROGRAM INITIATED BY THE CANADIAN WILDLIFE SERVICE IN COOPERATION WITH THE ALBERTA 

GOVERNMENT, PEREGRINE FALCONS HAVE RETURNED TO BREED IN CENTRAL ALBERTA. THIS TEN-YEAR OLD FEMALE IS LANDING AT A CLIFF 

NESTING SITE ALONG THE RED DEER RIVER. GORDON COURT
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died out, but northern falcons still 
came through on their migrations 
to and from arctic regions. A good 
place to spot them was Beaverhills 
Lake, in those days a fabled 
Mecca for birdwatchers. When I 
questioned some regular visitors, 
they appeared to know little about 
Peregrines, but a waterfowl hunter 
said that he had recenty seen a 
‘duck hawk’. “Flying very fast 
along the shore, he hit one duck 
after the other and just dropped 
them dead into the water.” With a 
look of contempt on his face, the 
man added that the falcon had not 
even made an attempt at picking 
up his kills.

In subsequent years, I learned that 
plunging down with a great splash 
is the instinctive reaction of ducks 
that are attacked by Peregrines 
over water. It might then indeed 
look as if they had been hit, but 
dropping down is just the routine 
way flying ducks have of evading 
the attack. On the other hand, 
flying ducks that are overtaken 
over land may be seized in the 
falcon’s feet. Grappled together, 
predator and prey fall to the 
ground. Ducks resting on land are 
as vulnerable as the proverbial 
sitting duck and may be grabbed 
point-blank. So are ducks 
swimming in shallow water that is 
not deep enough to dive. 

On a cold and windy May 
afternoon, I was standing in the 
lee of some willow bushes with a 
good view of the lake, hoping to 
see a Peregrine fly by. Scanning 
the shore through binoculars, I 
picked up a distant falcon, an 
immature female. At her approach, 
a number of ducks flushed from 
a wet pasture where the falcon 

suddenly dropped out of view 
between the sedges. Presently, 
alerted by the alarm behaviour of 
several passing crows, I suspected 
that a kill had been made there. 
Wearing rubber boots, I searched 
the flooded meadow, and when 
the falcon rose from the ground, 
I located the partially plucked 
carcass of a Gadwall duck, almost 
totally submerged in water.

Arctic Peregrines on spring 
migration pass through central 
Alberta from mid April to the 
end of May. Assuming that the 
early morning would be the best 
time to see them hunting, I used 
to start walking the shoreline 
pastures just after sunrise. When 
I spotted a Peregrine perched 
on a fence post, I sat down on a 
convenient field stone and kept 
the bird under observation in the 
hope that it would soon become 

active. But that could take most 
of the morning. After the sun had 
warmed the air temperature, the 
falcon spread its long wings in the 
leisurely, almost sensual way that 
is characteristic for the species, 
holding them fully extended for 
several seconds. When it jumped 
off the post, the falcon dropped 
down to just above the grass, and 
with quick sculling wingbeats 
climbed higher into the breeze. 
It then began to soar, drifting 
downwind and gaining altitude. 
Eventually, it flexed its wings 
at a sharp angle, resembling an 
arrowhead, and turned north in 
a long glide until it dissolved in 
the distance. Apparently, instead 
of hunting, these Peregrines had 
resumed their migration to arctic 
breeding grounds. 

During my early morning walks, 
it was not unusual to come across 

ADULT FEMALE PEREGRINE EATING A WIGEON. THE LATIN NAME OF THE CONTINENTAL 

CANADIAN SUBSPECIES IS FALCO PEREGRINUS ANATUM (ANAS DENOTES DUCK). THE 

COLLOQUIAL AMERICAN MONIKER IS ‘DUCK HAWK.’ PEREGRINES ARE INDEED FOND OF DUCK. 

THEY FIRST CONSUME THE FATTY SKIN OF THE NECK, THEN PART OF THE BREAST MUSCLE. 

MIGRATING FALCONS LEAVE THE REMAINS OF THE CARCASS IN THE FIELD, WHICH BENEFITS A 

HOST OF SCAVENGERS, INCLUDING CROWS, MAGPIES, GULLS, HARRIERS, AND OTHER HAWKS. JAN 

UILHOORN
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IMMATURE PEREGRINES ARE BROWN-BACKED AND DARKLY STREAKED ON CHEST AND BELLY. IN THE SUMMER OF THEIR SECOND YEAR, THEY 

MOLT INTO ADULT PLUMAGE WITH BARRED UNDERSIDES AND BLUISH-GREY BACKS. BRIAN GENEREUX

the plucked remains of ducks 
lying in the grass, but there was 
no telling at what time of day they 
might have been killed. Could it 
have been near dawn or perhaps 
the previous evening? 

To find out where migrating 
Peregrines spent the night, I 
kept an immature falcon under 
observation until well after 
sundown. It was perched on a 
fence post by the lake shore. At 
dusk, it suddenly took flight, flew 
low over the grass and made an 
upward swoop at a pair of ducks 
that were heading inland, clearly 

visible against the cloudless 
evening sky. The ducks evaded 
the attack and the hunting falcon 
flew on, disappearing from sight 
in the deepening dusk. 

On another day, also near 
sundown, I watched a Peregrine 
circling high over the lake 
shore until it suddenly stooped 
down and tackled a flying duck, 
both tumbling down to the 
ground. Trying to locate its kill, 
I involuntarily approached too 
closely, so that the falcon flushed 
and flew away. That evening I 

parked my stationwagon on the 
pasture and camped for the night. 
At the crack of dawn, I set up the 
telescope and saw that the falcon 
was back at the kill site. Its head 
movements indicated that it was 
feeding. 

The late timing of these 
observations should explain why 
I so seldom had seen falcons hunt 
in the early morning. Apparently, 
most of their foraging was done 
in the evening. These Peregrines 
entered the night with a well-filled 
crop and could take it easy the 
following morning.

For more details, please see Theodore “Dick” Dekker’s books on falcons:
Dekker, D. 1999. Bolt from the Blue. Wild Peregrines on the Hunt. Hancock House Publishers. Surrey, BC, Canada; Blaine; WA, USA. 
Dekker, D. 2009. Hunting Tactics of Peregrines and Other Falcons. PhD thesis, University of Wageningen, the Netherlands. Hancock 
House Publishers, Surrey, BC, Canada; Blaine, WA, USA. Also available from the Nature Alberta bookstore. 
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Jewels of Nature 
in Namibia

Bonnie was a technician in 
medical research, a recent retiree 
from the University of Alberta, and 
an experienced birder. Cheryl was 
a hospital pharmacist, a friend of 
Bonnie’s, and a backyard birder 
who was originally apprehensive 
about going on the trip. Would 
the country be safe? Would it 
be too hot? What would the 
accommodations be like? Could 
she leave her husband for so long? 
She never had before. 

Etta, a home economist who 
enjoyed seeing nature, but was 
not interested in being a bird 
checklister, was being dragged 
to Namibia by her husband, 
George. Gay, a realtor, was a 
knowledgeable naturalist. Joanne 
was a former coordinator of 
agricultural conferences at the 
University of Alberta. Although 

not an avid birder, she was 
looking forward to learning 
about the wildlife, the scenery, 
the people and the history. 
Joanne also has mobility issues 
and wondered how fully 
she could participate in the 
activities. 

George was a long-since retired 
biologist who had lost his 
hearing and his former interest 
in birding. Could the six come 
together as a group and enjoy 
wild Namibia? How would 
they deal with early morning 
departures; long days in the 
hot sun; late evening meetings; 
and less-traveled, bone-jarring 
roads? Would the colourful 
birds of Namibia renew 
George’s interest in birding?

After a two-day flight to 
Namibia, we were happy to 

spend an afternoon in Windhoek, 
the nation’s capital. Museum displays 
introduced us to the various ethnic 
groups that lived in one of the world’s 
most arid countries and also to the 
animals, birds, and plants sharing that 
environment. 

The trip started from Windhoek 
and traveled in a counter clockwise 
direction. That morning all six of us 
were transported to Midgard Country 
Estate, our first stop. Only a few 
kilometres out of the city we made 
a right turn on a steep gravel road. 
Towering above us on the hilltop was 

Four Albertans and two former Albertans committed to 

an 18-day natural history tour of Namibia last June. 

We were a rather eclectic group. 

GEORGE W. SCOTTER*

GIRAFFE. G. SCOTTER

*George W. Scotter was a research scientist and research director for the Canadian Wildlife Service for 30 years, based in Edmonton. He 
has received two prestigious awards; the J. B. Harkin Award from the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society and the Douglas H. Pimlott 
Award, Nature Canada’s highest honor for his contributions to conservation in Canada.

 Namibia is located in southwestern Africa immediately north of the country of South Africa.
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ROSY-FACED LOVEBIRD. G. SCOTTER

a giraffe, the world’s tallest land 
mammal. Although we were to 
see many more giraffes in the 
days ahead, it is the one I will 
always remember – my first view 
of a large mammal in Africa. A 
closer examination of the animal 
revealed that it had an injured 
back leg, not a favorable omen 
for its future in a land with many 
predators.

At Midgard, Bonnie, the only 
one with previous birding 
experience in Africa, helped 
identify a plethora of birds 
new to us including Rosy-faced 
Lovebird, Hamerkop, Blacksmith 
Lapwing, Laughing Dove and 
many others. We set out on the 
first game drive of the trip. In the 
twilight before dark, there was 
a chill in the air and we pulled 
our thin jackets close and spread 
blankets across our laps. The 
drive yielded Chacma Baboon, 
Common Warthog, Greater Kudu, 
and smaller antelope species. 
Before returning to the lodge, 
we stopped for the traditional 
“sundowner”, a drink in the bush 
at sunset.

The next morning our guide-
cum driver, Charles, a birding 

and natural history expert 
extraordinaire, joined us. 
After the first day of hiking 
and driving, we added 
more than 50 species of 
birds and 10 mammals to 
our checklist. So many 
new sightings in a single 
day - it was overload! One 
of the most interesting 
observations was a colony 
of Hyrax basking in the 
sun on a rocky cliff face. 
Hyraxes are thickset, furry 
mammals about 50 cm 
long and weighing about 
4 kg. They called out 
much of the day but once 
a Verreaux’s Eagle circled 
the mountain all was 
quiet. Charles told us that 
DNA studies suggest the 
little Hyrax is most closely 
related to elephants. 
Unbelievable! But scientists say it 
is so.

Early the next morning we took 
off northwards to the Waterberg 
Plateau Park and the Wilderness 
Reserve. After settling into the 
lodge, we explored its huge trees, 
bamboo and a fresh water spring. 
Then we hiked up a rough trail to 
see birds and to get a terrific view 

of the stunning red 
rock cliffs, rising 200 
m above the valley, to 
the Waterberg Plateau 
Park. Nature often 
decorates the rock 
walls with a variety of 
colorful lichens; more 
than 100 lichens are 
known to occur in 
the area. As well, we 
could see the valley 

and the edge of the plains of the 
famous Kalahari Desert. 

After lunch we drove for a 
short period over rough roads 
before meeting the trackers who 
would take us to see the White 
Rhinoceros, sometimes called the 
Square-lipped Rhinoceros. We 
had a wonderful opportunity to 
photograph and study two rhinos, 
both of imposing size, from a 
close distance. Both of them 
were busy grazing on grasses and 
forbs, an activity that can take 
half a day. They seemed to pay 
little attention to us. As huge as 
bulldozers, their massive bodies 
may be up to 4 m long, with a 
shoulder height of about 1.75 m 
and weighing 2,300 kg or more. 
But we were intruding on their 
privacy; it was their territory, 
not ours. Our time was up, but 
it was an experience not soon 
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to be forgotten. The foundation 
of the Wilderness Reserve was 
instrumental in resettling White 
Rhinoceros back into the area. It 
has also resettled other indigenous 
species to the area such as the 
Giraffe, Red Hartebeest, Blue 
Wildebeest, and Common Eland.

During our day at Waterberg we 
observed 38 species of birds and 
16 kinds of mammals. New bird 
sightings included Pearl-spotted 
Owlet, Ostrich, Swainson’s 
Spurfowl, Black-chested Snake-
Eagle, Southern Pale Chanting 
Goshawk, and Monteiro’s 
Hornbill. In addition to the 
White Rhinoceros, new mammals 
included Banded Mongoose, 
Plains Zebra, Red Hartebeest, 
Common Porcupine, and Damara 
Dik-dik. 

As we left the area we had a 
brief look at the site of the Battle 
of Waterberg (1904) where an 
estimated 60,000 to 100,000 
Herero, the nomadic inhabitants 
of the area, perished during and 
after the so-called battle with 
German troops. It is hard for some 
people to consider it a battle; 
canons and rifles against spears is 
more like genocide. Unfortunately, 
the treatment of the indigenous 
people there was not unlike that 
in North America and we must be 
careful in casting the first stone.

En route to Etosha National 
Park we visited the Cheetah 
Conservation Fund (CCF), one 
of several international agencies 
concerned with conservation in 
Namibia. Located near the base 
of the Waterberg Plateau east 
of Otjiwarongo, the Cheetah 
sanctuary provides forever homes 
for orphaned or injured Cheetahs 
that cannot survive on their 

own in the wild. In return, these 
Cheetahs serve as ambassadors 
for their species, helping people 
learn about this elusive cat, which 
is difficult to see in the wild. 
Being shy and afraid of humans 
is a survival trait, and their tan 
and black-spotted coats help them 
blend in with the scrubby, dusty 
savanna.

We arrived just in time for the daily 
feeding of the Cheetahs. After a healthy 
meal these animals were meowing 
and purring, not unlike the cat in your 
home. Becky, a recent graduate from 
the University of Calgary provided us 
with a detailed lecture on the biology, 
ecology, and genetics of this delicately 
built cat. The Cheetah’s slender body 
and long legs are built for speed, up to 
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110 km per hour. When running 
at full speed, the Cheetah’s stride 
between steps can be up to 7 m. 
Not unlike a rudder on a boat, 
its tail helps steer and turn in the 
desired direction. 

Most of the Cheetah population in 
Namibia live on farmlands. Goals 
of the CCF programmes include 
reducing human-wildlife conflicts, 
establishing sustainable livestock 
and wildlife management, and 
ensuring survival of Cheetahs 
over the long-term. An important 
way of doing so is to provide 
an additional source of income 
to local people from tourism so 
they have a reason to support 
conservation of Africa’s most 
endangered cat. A livestock guard 
dog programme, using Anatolian 
Shepherd and Kangal dogs that 
originated in Turkey, is also 
being developed to help protect 
livestock from predators, including 
Cheetahs.

Becky, our enthusiastic young 
guide and obviously a cat fancier, 
hopes to spend another year at 
CCF as a Cheetah keeper and to 
be a spokeswoman for the world’s 
fastest land animal. Unfortunately, 
fewer than 8,000 cheetahs are left 
in the wild. Unless the trend is 
reversed, the wild Cheetah could 
be gone in the next 15 to 20 
years. It’s heartbreaking to think 
that the species could be extinct 
within such a short time.

Next we stopped at a national 
monument for a quick peek 
at a meteorite located near 
Grootfontein. The Hoba meteorite, 
believed to be the largest “single 
piece” meteorite lying on the 
surface of the earth is estimated to 

weigh 60 tonnes and is composed 
of 84 % iron and 16 % nickel. 
The meteorite is about the size 
of a grand piano without legs. 
Scientists estimate it fell to earth 
about 80,000 years ago and may 
be as much as 190 to 400 million 
years old.

At Mokuti Lodge, after a leisurely 
dinner that featured a selection 
of kudu, zebra and Springbok 
game meats, we discussed the 
day’s activities and made plans 
for the next two days in Etosha 
National Park, one of the world’s 
largest and most famous wildlife 
sanctuaries. When the park was 
first proclaimed in 1907 it covered 
80,000 square km but it has been 
reduced to about 23,000 square 
km. The word ‘etosha’ means 
Great White Place referring to 
the pans that dominate much of 
the area. Salt crystals in the pans 
are glistening white under bright 
sunlight during the dry season. 

The heart of the park is the Etosha 
Pan which covers 5,000 square 
km, and is about 110 km long and 
60 km wide. These flat sediments 
over clay are dry for much of the 
year but life-saving water trickles 
out from underground springs 
to form pools. Internationally 
known for its herbivores and 
the predators that stalk them, 
Etosha National Park is home to 
about 65,000 large charismatic 
mammals such as Elephants, 
Giraffes, Rhinoceros, Eland, Kudu, 
Springbok, Burchell’s Zebras, 
Lions and Leopards. The total 
number of mammals exceeds 110 
species, along with 340 kinds of 
birds, and numerous amphibians, 
reptiles, and insects. Each plays an 

important role in the ecosystem of 
Etosha.

The next morning, we were up 
before five as our guide wanted 
us to be at the front of the traffic 
line when the gate opened to 
Etosha National Park. Shortly 
after arriving at one of his favorite 
areas, our guide spotted the 
head and impressive dark mane 
of a Lion resting near a hilltop. 
Lionesses are known to be more 
attracted to males with darker 
manes. Soon a dignified looking 
female emerged from the grass 
and appeared beside him. The 
magnificent male rose, and along 
with his mate, they slowly moved 
toward us. The animals were 
beautiful, strong and healthy. We 
could see the muscles moving 
in the male’s massive body, 
his huge paws, and his ochre-
coloured eyes. Was he coming 
towards us to show off his ‘fair 
lady’? Obviously, love was in the 
air and after giving us a view of 
the extremely close kind, the pair 
slowly moved off. 

Lions in Etosha know vehicles 
are harmless and we were not 
perceived as a threat or a meal. 
They paid us little notice. The 
Lions had more important things 
to do than to be camera fodder 
for a group of Canadians, but it 
was a close-up experience that 
will be hard to forget. 

We then turned our attention to a 
nearby waterhole, where a solitary 
African Elephant bull was drinking 
its fill of refreshing water. It had 
rather short, brittle looking tusks, 
like others we would see in future 
days. This results from a mineral 
deficiency in their forage and 
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water. Yet it has an advantage for 
them; they are less attractive to 
ivory poachers. 

After the elephant departed a 
number of Springbok timidly 
approached the water. Perhaps 
the smell of the Lions was still in 
the air. Finally, they took their first 
sip. They were soon joined by 
the Plains Zebra, Giraffe, Greater 
Kudu, Blue Wildebeest, and 
Black-faced Impala. Several birds, 
including a Tawny Eagle, Emerald 
Spotted Wood Dove, and Three-
banded Plover, took advantage 
of the water as well. Predators 
were not far behind. In the nearby 
vegetation Spotted Hyenas and 
Black-backed Jackals were hoping 
for an early morning breakfast.

The Giraffe’s long neck is useful 
in reaching lofty leaves but can 
have drawbacks when drinking. 
When a thirsty Giraffe takes a 
drink, it must spread its front 
legs to the sides, in an ungainly 
manner, and lower its head to 
the water’s surface. A new theory 
suggests the creature uses a 
plunger pump system to get the 
water up the neck. The lips form 
one valve and draws water into 
the mouth while the discharge 
stroke pushes it into the epiglottis. 
Each pump could send about 10 
ounces of water into the throat 
and a 25-second long drinking 
episode could involve as many as 
17 pumping cycles.

We moved to a second waterhole 
and the march of animals continued 
apace. Zebras were even more 
numerous than before. The juveniles 
were rambunctious and playfully 
circled the adults in a vigorous run 
over and over again. Such activities 
may help in preparing them for adult 
life and in building stamina to outrun 
the next predator. After all, Zebra 
meat is a favorite of Lions.

We spotted a Black Rhinoceros in an 
Acacia bushland browsing on shrubs. 
The ‘hooked’ lip of the Black Rhino 
is an adaptation for browsing shrubs 
while the ‘square’ lip of the White 
Rhino, which we had seen earlier, is 
an adaptation for grazing. For me, the 
jaw structure was a better identifying 
characteristic than the color difference 

BLACK RHINOCEROS. B. LOWEN
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which was hard for me to detect 
and could depend on where they 
wallowed and the type of soil 
present. The Black Rhino is also 
smaller than its white cousin. Both 
species of rhinos were hunted 
to near extinction at one time. 
The Black Rhino population has 
declined by about 87 percent 
since 1960. Once Africa boasted 
as many as 850,000 Black Rhinos, 
but by 2010 that number dwindled 
to an estimate of 4,880. Pushed 
to the precipice of extinction, the 
Black Rhino is listed as critically 
endangered by the International 
Union for the Conservation of 
Nature. Some rhinos are dehorned 
to reduce their value to poachers. 
The value of a rhino can be mind 
boggling. For example, in 2014 a 
permit to hunt a Black Rhinoceros 
sold for $ 350,000 which was used 
by the government of Namibia to 
fund anti-poaching efforts.

The bird list for the day was long 
including White-headed Vulture, 
immature Gabar Goshawk, Red-
necked Falcon, Red-crested 
Korhaan, Burchell’s Sandgrouse, 

Southern Red-billed 
Hornbill, and Zitting 
Cisticola. 

We were soon to learn 
that wildlife was not 
limited to national parks 
and reserves. On our way 
to the Khowarib Lodge 
the next afternoon we 
estimated we saw about 
250 large mammals of 
various species during 
an 80km drive that lasted 
about 2 hours. Where 
can you do that in North 
America?

The next day had the 
potential for something 
very special but success 
was a bit of a gamble. We joined 
Archie, from Khowarib Lodge 
and Safaris, in trying to find 
the endemic Desert Elephant, 
an iconic Namibian animal. A 
similar group the day before was 
unsuccessful. Archie has studied 
and worked with the herds of 
elephants for 30 years. In fact, 
he has given each elephant a 
name. Filled with anticipation, 

we lurched across a nearly dry 
riverbed. After hours of twisting 
and turning and spinning out in 
the sand, it looked like we were 
skunked as well. 

After a rest from the hot sun 
and dust from the drive, Archie 
spotted a male elephant and 
family that he recognized as 
friendly. Guessing on their 
travel route, Archie placed us 
with perfect timing into the best 
position for optimal viewing. 
Minutes after our arrival on a 
high bank above the riverbed, 
a huge male elephant, with ears 
flapping, appeared. He knew we 
were watching but he trusted that 
we meant no harm. He seemed 
to be at peace with our presence. 
He even circled and came closer, 
providing us an even better look. 
The senior matriarch and the 
youngsters were less cooperative. 
They stopped to rest in the shade 
and to enjoy a dust bath. These 
Desert Elephants travel long 
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distances in their search for water 
and forage and their location from 
day to day is not predictable. 
They have adapted to the dry 
conditions and only need to drink 
every third or fourth day. Whether 
or not the Desert Elephant is a 
different species or subspecies is 
debatable but their choice to live 
in a desert ecosystem is unique to 
Namibia and one other small area.

Other interesting mammals 
observed during the day were 
Chacma Baboons, African Buffalo, 
Oryx, and Springbok. Among 
the birds, Bare-cheeked Babbler 
and Mountain Wheatear were of 
special interest.

In addition to finding birds and 
animals, this day was to have four 
other features – a burnt mountain, 
organ pipes, rock engravings and 
paintings, and petrified trees. 
Burnt Mountain was only a little 
black hill. The color is due to the 
oxidation of iron and manganese 
ores. Organ Pipes, about a 
kilometre away in a small gorge, 
is an unusual rock formation 
with geometric columns of basalt, 
formed when lava cooled quickly. 
The columns run for about 100 m 
and are up to about 4 m in height. 
Neither site was of much interest 
to me and could have easily been 
bypassed to allow more time at 
the next two.

Twyfelfontein is one of two UNESCO 
World Heritage sites in Namibia. We 
were here to explore some of its 
2,000 ancient rock engravings and 
painting on about 200 sandstone 
panels. Some of the large panels 
contain animal motifs of Giraffes, 
Elephants, Zebras, Rhinoceros, 
Antelopes, Ostriches, and many 
others. One animal motif that stood 
out was a panel with a Lion with 
footpads twisted outward so they 
could be seen, as well as a footprint 
on the tip of the tail. Another panel 
depicted two Rhinoceros facing 
each other. One animal had a wide 
mouth like the grass-eating White 
Rhinoceros while the other had the 
narrower jaw of the shrub-eating 
Black Rhinoceros. Obviously, the 
ancient rock engravers and painters 
had an intimate knowledge of the 
animals they depicted. 

The artists must have traveled to 
the coastal area some distance to 
the west because seals and other 
marine life were also depicted in 
some panels. Other engravings 
and paintings are thought to have 
ceremonial significance. They are 
generally more abstract with motifs 
of dots, circles, and circular patterns. 
The San people, ancestors of the 
Damara people who live there today, 
are considered to be the artists. Some 
of the rock art is thought to be as 
much as 6,000 years old. 

Unlike rock art I have studied in 
Writing-on-Stone Provincial Park 
and in the western United States, 
the footprint of the animal is often 
included with its image. Foot and 
hand prints, supposedly of the artist, 
are often included as well.

The last stop of the day was at 
the Petrified Forest, a national 
monument, located about 50 km 
west of Khorixas. The enormous 
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fossilized trees trunks, measuring 
about 45 m long, are about 280 
million years old. The two trunks 
and many smaller specimens 
are believed to have washed 
down a river during one of the 
many ice ages on the Gondwana 
supercontinent. 

Because of these other activities, 
the checklist of birds and 
mammals for the day was 
short. Interesting birds included 
Augar Buzzard, Orange-
breasted Bushshrike, and Lark-
like Buntings. The Hartmann’s 
Mountain Zebra, with a rusty 
muzzle and belly without stripes, 
was easy to differentiate from its 
savannah dwelling cousin.

Bird viewing in the Erongo 
area was excellent. Many birds 
grace the rocky environment 
including the Monteiro’s Hornbill, 
Rock Runner, and Hartlaub’s 
Spurfowl. Some of the less 
common birds included African 

Scops-owl, Spotted Eagle-Owl, 
Violet Woodhoopoe, Bearded 
Woodpecker, Chestnut Weaver, 
White-tailed Shrike, Black-
crowned Tchagra, Black-faced 
Waxbill, Black-backed Puffback, 
Brubru, and Southern Ant-eating 
Chat. Our host at Camp Mara 
Lodge put out seeds for the birds 
each day. Rosy-faced Love Birds 
arrived by the dozens. Damara 
Red-billed Hornbills, African 
Red-eyed Bulbul, and Shaft-
tailed Whydahs were attracted 
to the seeds as well and we had 
a great opportunity to view and 
photograph them at close range.

Driving back to our lodging, 
a group of Springbok seemed 
to challenge us to a race. They 
floated in the air with a “stotting” 
jump - all four feet off the ground 
at once, head down, and back 
arched. It was poetry in motion - 
beautiful. Early Afrikaners called 
this pronking, meaning to show 

off or strut. Pronking may be a way of 
avoiding predators, a survival strategy. 
Perhaps they are saying, “We are very 
fit so don’t bother chasing us; look 
at some other place for your dinner.” 
The best jumpers are less desirable 
to predators and more attractive to 
prospective mates. But perhaps the 
Afrikaners were correct and they 
were just leaping for the joy of it. 
Regardless, for us it was a riveting 
highlight for the day.

A short distance from Camp Mara, we 
noted a family of Damara Dik-dik in 
a thicket of shrubs and grass. These 
are the smallest of the antelopes in 
Namibia, standing about 35 cm at the 
shoulder and weighing only 3 to 6 kg. 
The males are slightly smaller than the 
females, but only the rams have short 
horns. They pair bond for life.

Near the small town of Omaruru we 
watched a Green Tree Snake slither 
across the road in front of us, only the 

HARTMANN’S MOUNTAIN ZEBRA. G SCOTTER



NatureAlberta34

second snake seen during the trip. 
Perhaps the Snake-Eagles were 
doing their job too well!

On the dusty road to 
Swakopmund, we had a 
panoramic view of Spitzkoppe. 
This isolated mountain, often 
called an inselberg, is considered 
to be the “Matterhorn of Namibia” 
- but without the ice and snow. 
The steep granite peak rises 
abruptly from the surrounding 
plains to a height of more than 
1700 m. Smaller granite inselbergs 
with little vegetation are present 
in the region. Mount Erongo, the 
Brandberg Mountains, and the 
red sandstones of Waterberg are 
memorably scenic areas as well.

The next three days were spent 
in and around the beautiful 
coastal town of Swakopmund 
located on the Skeleton Coast, 
infamous for the many ships that 
ran aground, particularly in the 
early days of exploration. The first 
afternoon was used for shopping 
and sightseeing. Rather than 
joining the other ladies for coffee 
and pastries, Etta met a Damara 
woman and they exchanged their 
views of the world. This was one 
of our few interactions with the 
native cultures. Unfortunately, 
there was little provision in the 
agenda for meeting with some of 
the indigenous people of Namibia.

After a hearty breakfast the next 
morning we drove to Walvis 
Bay, where a natural deep-
water harbour is protected by 
the Pelican Point sand spit. The 
tidal lagoon is home to abundant 
birdlife, fishes, and sea mammals. 
The lagoon is one of Africa’s most 
important shorebird stopovers 
during migration and for that 
reason it has been designated as a 
Ramsar Convention site. 

We took part in a catamaran boat 
cruise and saw incredible numbers 
of Bottlenose Dolphins and 
Cape Fur Seals. The Heaviside’s 
Dolphin was much less common, 
at least on this day. Great White 
Pelicans, Black Oystercatchers, 
Cape Gulls, Sabine’s Gulls, and 
Hartlaub’s Gulls were all noted 
during the cruise. Over the three 
days in the Swakopmund area we 
noted White-breasted Cormorant, 
Cape Cormorant, and Crowned 
Cormorant as well as Lesser 
Flamingos, Grey Plover, and 
Curlew Sandpiper. We also looked 
for two extremely localized 
species – the Chestnut-banded 
Plover, Rüppell’s Korhaan and the 
Damara Tern, but found only the 
first two.

The next day we drove 
southwards through the world’s 
oldest desert, “Namib”, along the 
Kuiseb Pass to reach the Little 
Sossus Lodge. We certainly stayed 

in some interesting lodges during the 
tour! The individual “cabins” here 
were mostly built of stones. But more 
important, the chef was fabulous.

Charles wanted us at the Sossusvlei, 
part of the Namib-Naukluft National 
Park, the other World Heritage site 
in Namibia, as early as possible the 
next morning to make sure we were 
in the right place at the right time. 
The 60km road from the Sesriem gate 
entrance is a raceway to the towering, 
red sand dunes because the interplay 
of light, shadow and color are most 
striking close to sunrise, allowing for 
wonderful photographic opportunities. 
Those desert dunes, forming a narrow 
band along the coast, are regarded as 
the highest in the world, up to 600 m 
in height.

Climbing the dunes seemed like 
a good idea at the time. But after 
climbing a formidable sea of 
unconsolidated sand for about an 
hour, I was less certain. The pelting 
sand bit into my eyes, face and arms. 
Binoculars and cameras were used at 
their peril because of the fine-grained 
particles. The sand became deeper, 
the slope steeper, and the wind 
stronger as I climbed higher on the 
ever-shifting dune. After returning to 
the vehicle, I was told that this had 
only been a light breeze. When the 
wind blows a gale, vehicle windows 
and headlights can be pitted and the 
paint sandblasted off.

Sossusvlei is the name for the salt and 
clay pan surrounded by the sharp-
edged dunes. This pan is an almost 
circular, hard-surfaced depression. 
Some of the Dead Camel Thorn trees 
on the pan are over 800 years old. 
Decay is slow in the desert!

After some searching among the 
dunes, we found a much sought-after 
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bird, the near-endemic Dune Lark. 
Although often considered to be 
the only endemic bird in Namibia, 
it is found in neighboring southern 
Angola in small numbers. These 
ground dwellers have cryptic 
colouring to match that of the 
dunes. Dune Larks have evolved 
to subsist in one of the driest parts 
of the world and do not drink 
water but meet their moisture 
requirement by feeding on insects 
and seeds.

Nearby I noticed some large bare 
circular areas on the side hills. 
I asked Charles how they were 
formed. He indicated that a group 
of scientists from around the world 
recently excavated some of those 
circles but could not arrive at a 
unanimous agreement on how they 
were formed.

We stopped to see Sesriem Canyon, 
so named because early Afrikaners 

in need of water used six (“ses”) 
leather thongs and a bucket to 
reach the water below. The canyon 
begins with a slight cleft and then 
deepens on to a flattened plain. 
The shade in the canyon was a 
welcome relief from the sizzling 
heat. 

One of my lasting memories from 
the area will be that of a male 
Black-faced Oryx and his harem 
of ewes and their offspring with 
the red dunes as a backdrop. Oryx 
are easily identifiable by their 
distinctive tan, black and white 
facial markings; legs that are black 
on the top half with white below 
the knees and black patches on 
the shins; and a long tail with 
flowing black hair. Both sexes have 
permanent horns that are long, 
nearly straight, sharp pointed and 
up to 75 cm long. Oryx are prized 

for their meat and the horns are 
prized trophies for many hunters.

This desert dwelling animal has 
some special adaptations for survival 
in its harsh habitat. Oryx have a 
carotid rete in the nose, which cools 
the blood supplied to the brain 
and protects the brain from deadly 
temperatures. Body temperature is 
allowed to rise, eliminating the need 
to sweat and therefore the need for 
water. Some experts suggest that 
Oryx can survive without drinking 
water at any time during their lives.

The Namib Desert is not only the 
world’s oldest, but it is also home 
to the strangest plant on planet 
Earth, the Welwitchia mirabilis. The 
plant was named after Friedrich 
Welwitsch, an Austrian botanist 
and doctor, the first European to 
describe the plant. According to 
the Kew Royal Botanical Gardens, 
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Welwitsch was so overwhelmed by 
the plant he, “…could do nothing 
but kneel down and gaze at it, half 
in fear a touch should prove it a 
figment of the imagination.”

These slow-growing plants occur 
in scattered colonies, only consist 
of a root, a small stem, and two 
permanent leaves. The dark green, 
strap-like, leathery leaves grow 
continuously along the ground, 
reaching out for up to 4 m. The 
tallest plants are less than a 1.5 m 
tall. One plant known to be 45 
years old was only 15 cm long. 
They have a remarkable longevity 
and may live for thousands of 
years. The species is dioecious, 
with separate female and male 
plants bearing strobili. A brilliantly-
coloured orange insect is attracted 
by the ‘nectar’ on the strobili and 
feed on them. At one time it was 
thought to be important to fertilize 
the plant but that has proven to be 
wrong.

Welwitchia is endemic to Namibia 
and is confined to the gravel plains 
of the inner part of the desert, 
which on our visit had not received 
rain for five years. The main source 
of moisture is the nightly sea fog. 
Droplets of condensation which 
form on the leaves drip off to feed 
the roots.

Some people believe that the 
Namib Desert is the richest in the 
world in terms of diversity. We were 
told that as many as 500 species 
of beetles and a similar number of 
spider species are found there.

Not all of Namibia is a sun-
blistered desert like the Namib. 
We had travelled through arid 
steppes, dry-open semi desert, 
grassland savannahs, tree-dotted 
scrub savannahs, and ephemeral 

watercourses. Each ecosystem has 
its own characteristic plant species. 

Next morning, we began moving 
toward the Okapuka Ranch, 
which was to be our last stop. 
Our eagle-eyed Gay soon spotted 
Klipspringers, another member of 
the antelope family, perched on 
the top of rocks enjoying the heat 
from the first rays of morning sun. 
Klipspringer is an Afrikaans name 
meaning rock jumper (klip for rock 
and springer for jumper). Like our 
Mountain Goat, the Klipspringer is 
well adapted to its rugged, rocky 
habitat. Its hooves are downward 
pointing with a rubbery centre to 
help grip and a tough outer edge 
for strength and to help with agility 
on rock surfaces. Klipspringers are 
reported to form life-long pairs and 
to mark out a small territory, which 
the male fiercely defends. 

Not to be outdone, Charles caught 
sight of a mob of Meerkats. 
Meerkats are small carnivores, a 
member of the Mongoose family, 
feeding primarily on insects. Made 
popular in films, Meerkats can 
weigh up to 2.5 kg, with a body 
length of about 50 cm and a tail 
about 25 cm long. They are often 
seen standing on their rear legs, 
standing on guard for predators. 
Guards are posted to watch for 
predators while other members of 
the mob search for food. A Yellow 
Mongoose, which cohabits with 
Meerkats, was spotted among the 
mob.

Everywhere in the arid savannah 
we were driving though were 
monstrous nests on Acacia trees, 
and electrical and telephone 
poles. These community nests 
are built by Sociable Weavers and 
are used yearlong by as many as 

300 to 400 pairs of birds. The nests 
look like bales of hay draped over a 
tree or other tall structures. They are 
the largest structures created by birds 
and may be 6 m wide and 3 m tall. 
During the rainy season the nests can 
become waterlogged and the tree or 
other support can collapse from the 
weight. The thick nests buffer against 
cold temperatures at night and high 
temperatures during the day. These 
nests are used commensally by several 
other bird species.

Okapuka Ranch operates for people to 
observe the many animal and birds on 
their private property and for hunters 
as well. The large green lawn at the 
lodge lures dozens of antelopes and 
other game close for excellent viewing. 
An evening walk offered sightings of 
Ruppell’s Parrot, Freckled Nightjar, 
Red-faced Mouse Bird, Cardinal 
Woodpecker and Rufous-eared 
Warbler.

Etta and I had an unexpected surprise. 
We shared our room with a Rock 
Monitor Lizard which refused to leave. 
Even in the morning warmth it was 
reluctant about being forced outside. 
Thankfully it was only a small one!

It is said that all good things must 
come to an end, and for us on the 
next morning there was only time for 
a short walk before our departure. 
What a productive walk it was! A small 
trickle of water in an otherwise dry 
streambed attracted a host of birds. 
Within minutes we watched Common 
Scimitarbill, Acacia Pied Barbet, White-
tailed Shrike, Brown-crowned Tchagra, 
Burnt-necked Eremomela, Scarlet-
chested Sunbird, Marico Sunbird, and 
others partake of the water, giving new 
meaning to the saying, “Water is life.” 
These last-minute observations pushed 
our bird list to about 200 species, 
not too bad when you consider that 
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migratory birds were already in Europe for the 
nesting season.

Over the 18 days of the trip, I felt we became a 
coterie of six, helping each other with sightings, 
determining identifications, exchanging guide 
books, charging camera batteries and in other ways. 
Bonnie and Gay brought back hundreds of photos 
as memories of the tour. Cheryl was no longer 
apprehensive about travelling in Namibia; it was 
definitely the right decision. Etta was delighted that 
she had been dragged along. Joanne was a joy to 
have with us and with assistance from Charles and 
some help from the rest of us she did remarkably 
well. George’s interest in birding was rekindled.

The tour, aided by an outstanding guide and new 
friends, was an unforgettable experience! Namibia, 
a land of great diversity, contrasts and countless 
secrets, has been on my bucket list for years. It 
did not disappoint. The extraordinary abundance 
of wildlife is exceptional. How wildlife and plants 
have made remarkable adaptations to live in 
a harsh environment is fascinating. I celebrate 
Namibia for its untamed wildlife and the wild and 
wonderful places to be explored.

WELWITCHIA MIRABLIS. G SCOTTER

Explore Namibia, a unique country in southern 
Africa, and enjoy its multitude of habitats and 
landscapes, as Nature Alberta facilitates a  
19-day tour starting April 5th, 2018.
There is no doubt you will leap at the opportunity to visit 
Namibia after reading George Scotter’s wonderful and thrilling 
account of his trip. Discover the world’s biggest Meteorite 
Hoba, visit 20,000 BC rock art at the UNESCO world heritage 
“Twyfelfontein”, wander through the world’s oldest desert and 
climb the world’s highest dunes! Be fascinated by the diverse 
kaleidoscope of flora and fauna: birds, mammals, insects, 
plants, reptiles and scorpions, because they all form an integral 
part in the bigger picture that makes Namibia such a special 
destination. 

Bird Watching IS OUR PRIORITY, but YOU WILL ALSO 
experience EXCELLENT WILDLIFE VIEWING AND Photographic 
OPPORTUNITIES. But remember: space is limited to 10 
particpants!

FOR MORE DETAILS CONTACT:  
Alex Schimanski <travelsmart@iway.na>

mailto:travelsmart%40iway.na?subject=
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Since publication of its Eleventh 
Report (Hudon et al. 2014), the 
Alberta Bird Record Committee 
(hereafter the Committee) 
considered 21 records of species 
of extreme rarity (fewer than 3 
records) for the province. With 
this review, the Official List of the 
Birds of Alberta grows by 5 species: 
Broad-billed Hummingbird, Crested 
Caracara, Eastern Wood-Pewee, 
Lesser Goldfinch and Great-tailed 
Grackle. The provincial list now 
stands at 426 species.

Additions to the list since reaching 
the 400-species milestone come 
from a variety of biogeographical 
areas. Although a majority of 
species originate from the south 
(see below), species have also 
been added from the north (Rock 
Ptarmigan, Ivory Gull), the east 
(Purple Sandpiper, Eastern Wood-
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Pewee), even Eurasia (Black-
headed Gull, Siberian Accentor). 
Southern elements have come from 
both the east (American Woodcock, 
Red-bellied Woodpecker, White-
eyed Vireo, Yellow-throated Vireo, 
Prothonotary Warbler and Yellow-
throated Warbler) and the west 
(Broad-billed Hummingbird, Acorn 
Woodpecker, Caracara, Pinyon Jay, 
Pygmy Nuthatch, Lucy’s Warbler, 
Hermit Warbler Great-tailed Grackle 
and Lesser Goldfinch), or from 
either (Black Vulture, Common 
Gallinule and Least Tern), or the 
far south (Fork-tailed Flycatcher). 
Finally, some additions have 
resulted from the split of polytypic 
taxa (Pacific Wren, Cackling 
Goose).

The provincial list is also amended 
to bring it in line with the 55th, 
56th and 57th supplements to 

the AOU’s “Check-list of North 
American Birds” (Chesser et al. 
2014, 2015 and 2016) which have 
appeared since publication of the 
Committee’s Eleventh Report. These 
supplements include sweeping 
changes to the linear sequence 
of orders between Galliformes 
and Trogoniformes based on new 
information on their phylogenetic 
relationships, the creation of a new 
order (Cathartiformes) for New 
World vultures, a change in position 
of several families of passerines 
(Motacillidae, Prunellidae, Passeridae 
and Fringillidae), changes to the linear 
sequence of species in Columbidae, 
Vireonidae and Buteo, and generic 
reassignments of Sandhill Crane to 
Antigone and American Tree Sparrow 
to Spizelloides. Finally, Colibri 
thalassinus, formerly the Green 
Violetear, becomes the Mexican 
Violetear.

RECORDS ACCEPTED

Broad-billed Hummingbird (Cynanthus 
latirostris): Beaver Mines; 27 September 
2012; detailed field notes with illustration 
(Peter Sherrington) CODE 3 RECORD. First 
documented occurrence in the province.

Little Stint (Calidris minuta): Cooking Lake; 
27 September 2015; written report with 
4 images (Gerald Romanchuk). CODE 1 
RECORD.

Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus): 
Glenmore Reservoir, Calgary; 23 – 24 September 
2015; brief description posted on Yahoo! 
Albertabird discussion group (Andrew Slater), 
photos (Brian Elder [1], Ray Wershler [2] and 
Dennis Burns [1]). CODE 1 RECORD.

Flammulated Owl (Psiloscops flammeolus): one 
found dead near Nose Hill, Calgary; 19 October 
2016; 3 images of specimen, first buried then 
dug out (Karl Hentze); specimen donated to Royal 
Alberta Museum, to be prepared as a skeleton. 
CODE 1 RECORD.

Western Screech-Owl (Megascops 
kennicottii): Watertown town site, Waterton 
Lakes National Park; 18 June 2015; written 
report and recording on Xeno-Canto 
[http://www.xeno-canto.org/253190] (Ian 
Cruickshank); spectrographic analysis of 
tempo of call (Ross Lein). CODE 1 RECORD. 
On acreage in Foothills Co, south-west of 
Calgary; seen intermittently between mid-
September and early November 2016, and 
on 19 February 2017; written report with 
2 images (Diane & Bob Ramsay). CODE 1 
RECORD.

The authors are members of the Alberta Bird Record Committee, chaired by Jocelyn Hudon, Curator of Ornithology at The Royal Alberta Museum.

http://www.xeno-canto.org/253190
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RECORDS ACCEPTED…continued

Crested Caracara (Caracara 
cheriway): near turnoff to Snaring 
River Campground, Jasper National 
Park; 15 – 20 July 2015; written 
report with several images (Dale 
Wilde and Elaine Roberts); single 
images (Ann Carter, Malcolm 
& Joan McDonald) posted on 
Yahoo! Albertabird website. CODE 
1 RECORD. First documented 
occurrence in the province.

Eastern Wood Pewee (Contopus 
virens): near Cremona; 6 – 30 
June 2015; 1 image and recording 
(Malcolm McDonald); written reports 
with spectrograms of additional 
song recordings (Ross Lein & Val 
Haines). CODE 1 RECORD. First 
documented occurrence in the 
province.

White-eyed Vireo (Vireo griseus): near 
Beaverlodge; 17 – 19 July 2015; written report with 
brief description (Jeanne Smith, Joan Kerr) video 
recording on cell phone with vocalizations (Jeanne 
Smith) and spectrographic analysis of song on video 
(Ross Lein). CODE 1 RECORD.

Yellow-throated Vireo (Vireo flavifrons): 
migration monitoring station on Elkwater Lake, 
Cypress Hills Interprovincial Park; 28 September 
2014; photo of bird in hand (Colton Prins and Kim 
Wetten). CODE 1 RECORD.

Lesser Goldfinch (Spinus psaltria): Nacmine, E of 
Drumheller; 23- 27 April 2014; written report and 
several images (Jim McCabe), written reports (Ray 
Wershler, John Riddell, Val Haines and Ross Lein) 
and 2 images (Ray Wershler). CODE 1 RECORD. 
First documented occurrence in the province. 
In Cochrane; 15 May 2016; written report and 3 
images, 2 posted on Yahoo! Albertabird website 
(Linda Vick). CODE 1 RECORD.

Golden-winged Warbler 
(Vermivora chrysoptera): Griffiths 
Woods Park, Calgary; 26 July 2015; 
written report with several images 
(George Best). CODE 1 RECORD.

Great-tailed Grackle (Quiscalus 
mexicanus): farm in Hill Spring, S 
Alberta; 21 May – 6 June 2015, 
although may have been there earlier 
and stayed longer; written report 
with 6 images (Todd Boland) and 
several images (Nick Parayko [1], Brian 
Elder [1], Daniel Arndt [3], Gerald 
Romanchuk [2]) CODE 1 RECORD. 
First documented occurrence in the 
province.

IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED

Broad-tailed Hummingbird 
(Selasphorus platycercus): Beaver 
Mines; 11 September 2013; written 
report and detailed field notes with 
illustration (Peter Sherrington).

2 juvenile Long-toed Stints (Calidris 
subminuta): near Cowley; 6 August 
2014; written report with 3 images 
(Peter Sherrington).

Laughing Gull (Leucophaeus atricilla): 
Castle River Public Recreation Area, 
along the lower Castle River; 13 
August 2014; written report with 1 
image (Peter Sherrington).

Western Gull (Larus occidentalis): Centenary Park, 
Calgary; 4 April 2006; detailed description with 
image (Terry Korolyk). 

Eastern Wood Pewee (Contopus virens): near 
Park Lake Provincial Park; 13 June 2015; brief 
description of response to song of this species 
after having heard the bird (Neil Denton).

Eastern Meadowlark (Sturnella magna): 
acreage about 10 km W of Medicine Hat; 29 May 
- 1 June 2015; written report (Dan Schiebelbein, 
Ben Velner, Milton Spitzer, Robert Frew and Phil 

Horch) and 2 images posted online [at http://
danschiebelbeinnaturephotography.zenfolio.
com/p307993556 (Dan Schiebelbein)]. 
Cypress Hills Provincial Park; 8 and 
invalidated by brief description of appearance 
on Yahoo! Albertabird 27 June 2016; 
video at https://youtu.be/XVcu4FQ9ArUv 
(Michael Sveen), forum (Richard Klauke) and 
spectrographic analysis of song on video 
(Ross Lein).

HILL SPRING GREAT-TAILED 

GRACKLE. GERALD ROMANCHUK LESSER GOLDFINCH. JIM MCCABE

CRESTED CARACARA; SNARING RIVER, JASPER NATIONAL PARK. 

DALE WILDE

http://danschiebelbeinnaturephotography.zenfolio.com/p307993556
http://danschiebelbeinnaturephotography.zenfolio.com/p307993556
http://danschiebelbeinnaturephotography.zenfolio.com/p307993556
https://youtu.be/XVcu4FQ9ArUv


ACCEPTED, CODE 1. Records supported by material 
evidence, i.e. specimens, identifiable body parts, 
identifiable photographs or sound recordings, whose 
origin from within the borders of Alberta is in no 
doubt, that are accompanied by written reports of the 
circumstances of the observation.

ACCEPTED, CODE 2. Sight records (without supporting 
material evidence) by multiple observers that are 
supported by independent written descriptions that 
leave no doubt as to the species identity. A Code 1 or 2 
sighting must receive four favourable votes and no more 
than one dissenting vote to be accepted.

ACCEPTED, CODE 3. Sight records by one or more observers 
that are supported by a single written description that 

leaves no doubt as to species identity, and which receive 
five favourable votes and no dissenting vote. A Code 3 
is the minimum for inclusion in the official provincial list.
ACCEPTED, CODE 4. Sight records by single observers 
that receive four favourable votes and no more than 
one dissenting vote. For record adjudication purposes, 
such a record is acceptable, but does not pass the more 
stringent requirements for inclusion on the official 
provincial list. A list of species that have no higher than 
a Code 4 record may be published as an appendix to 
the official list.

IDENTIFICATION NOT ESTABLISHED. Records supported by 
material evidence or written descriptions that are not 
detailed enough to eliminate all other possibilities, or to 

support conclusively the identification of the species 
as presented. Placement in this category should in 
no way be interpreted as a reflection on the veracity 
of the observation, but should be looked upon as an 
encouragement to substantiate occurrence of the 
species in the province more fully.

ERROR IN IDENTIFICATION. Records where the 
documentation available to the committee runs 
counter to the stated identification, whether it 
identifies another species or not.

QUESTIONABLE ORIGIN. Records that concern species 
that are of questionable origin, possibly escapees, 
and whose wild status cannot be determined 
accurately.

THE CODE DEFINITIONS REPORTED ARE:
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Elaine Roberts, Jason Rogers, 
Gerald Romanchuk, Dan 
Schiebelbein, Peter Sherrington, 
Andrew Slater, Jeanne Smith, 
Milton Spitzer, Michael Sveen, 
Ben Velner, Linda Vick, Ray 
Wershler, Kin Wetten, and Dale 
Wilde.Wieckowski, Gus Yaki, 
Colin Young and Joe Zarowski.

CORRIGENDUM

The dates of observation of the Mexican (formerly Green) Violetear at Peter 
Lougheed Provincial Park in 1993 were recorded erroneously as 13 August 
- 18 December in the First Report of the Committee (Slater 1997). The dates 
should have been 13 August - 18 September. [The correct date appears in 
Howell et al. (2014).]
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by Bernd Brunner (Author), 
Jane Billinghurst (Translator)

Birdmania: A Remarkable Passion 
for Birds

B O O K  R E V I E W

There is no denying that many people are crazy for 
birds. Packed with intriguing facts and exquisite and 
rare artwork, Birdmania showcases an eclectic and 
fascinating selection of bird devotees who would do 
anything for their feathered friends.

In addition to well-known enthusiasts such as Aristotle, 
Charles Darwin, and Helen Macdonald, Brunner 
introduces readers to: Karl Russ, the pioneer of “bird 
rooms”, who had difficulty renting lodgings when 
landlords realized who he was; George Lupton, a 
wealthy Yorkshire lawyer, who commissioned the 
theft of uniquely patterned eggs every year for twenty 
years from the same unfortunate female Guillemot who 
never had a chance to raise a chick; George Archibald, 
who performed mating dances for an endangered 
Whooping Crane called Tex to encourage her to lay; 
and Mervyn Shorthouse, who posed as a wheelchair-
bound invalid to steal an estimated ten thousand eggs 
from the Natural History Museum in Tring.

As this book illustrates, people who love birds, 
whether they are amateurs or professionals, are as 
captivating and varied as the birds that give flight to 
their dreams.

“An exquisitely beautiful book…These stories 
about birds are ultimately reflections on the 
curious nature of humanity itself”
— HELEN MACDONALD, AUTHOR OF H IS FOR HAWK
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Project FeederWatch
and Have FUN Helping Birds

JOIN
Helping birds through Project FeederWatch is fun and easy. As 

a participant, you contribute to Citizen Science while learning 

more about birds. It can also strengthen your connection to 

nature, friends and family, and the FeederWatch community

Whether you’re already a dedicated birdwatcher or would like to 

give it a try, you can sign up for Project FeederWatch by calling 

1-888-448-2473 or visiting our website. The annual registration 

costs $35, which supports the project (free for members of Bird 

Studies Canada). Join today and receive a subscription to our 

BirdWatch Canada magazine, a poster of common feeder birds, 

a calendar, last season’s results, and access to online data tools. 

Bird Studies Canada and the Cornell Lab of Ornithology also 

share expert advice to help participants identify, understand, and 

look after feeder birds.

Participants in Project 
FeederWatch make a 
difference by collecting 
simple information 
about birds visiting 
feeders in winter. Over 
the past three decades, 
FeederWatchers have 
been helping scientists 
measure important 
changes in North 
America’s winter bird 
populations.

ARMSTRONG BIRD FOOD AND WILD BIRDS UNLIMITED ARE NATIONAL SPONSORS OF PROJECT FEEDERWATCH IN CANADA.

http://birdscanada.org/volunteer/pfw/
http://birdscanada.org/about/index.jsp?lang=EN&targetpg=birdwatch
http://birdscanada.org/volunteer/pfw/
http://birdscanada.org/volunteer/pfw/
http://armstrongbirdfood.com
http://wbu.com


ROCKY MOUNTAIN FIR. SOME PLATEAU INDIAN 

TRIBES DRANK OR WASHED IN A SUBALPINE 

FIR BOIL FOR PURIFICATION OR TO MAKE THEIR 

HAIR GROW [HUNN, 1990]. WIKIPEDIA
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Margot also writes a column for the Peace 
Country Sun, archived copies of which are 
available at www.peacecountrysun.com.

Needle-leaved or coniferous 
trees have been used to celebrate 
winter holidays for centuries 
because they stay green all winter. 
Trees that keep their leaves 
benefit by getting a head start on 
growth in the spring, but they 
must also be able to survive the 
cold and drying winds of winter. 

All plants lose water through their 
leaves and if the ground is frozen 
there is no way to replace critical 
moisture. Needles have a much 
smaller surface area than broad 
leaves as well as a waxy outer 
layer so evergreens lose much less 
water than trees like poplars. 

The shape of many conifers also 
helps them survive the weight of 
heavy snow. Rather than breaking, 
the fine branches droop under 
the weight allowing the snow to 
fall off. That thick growth also 
provides shelter for animals that 
stay through our harsh winters. 
Ravens, owls, and other birds 
roost against the trunk protected 
from wind and snow while 

Snowshoe Hares and deer bed 
down in the shallow snow at the 
bottom of the tree. 

Another well-known feature 
of conifers is their sticky sap. 
The sap smells nice to us, but it 
also plays an important role by 
protecting the tree from injury and 
invading insects. When a tree is 
attacked or damaged, it produces 
extra sap to seal 
the exposed 
wood or block 
the tunnels of 
pine beetles 
and other wood 
boring insects.

Some creatures 
actually use 
conifer sap 
to their own 
advantage. 
Red-breasted 
Nuthatches 
and some 
woodpeckers 
encourage the 
build-up of sap 

For many people, this is the season to bring a Christmas tree into the house. Spruce, pine 

and fir trees are not just holiday trees, they are an important part of the boreal forest.

BY MARGOT HERVIEUX

The “Christmas” Tree
Up Close Naturally:

around their nest holes to prevent 
predators like squirrels and snakes 
from entering. Historically, people 
have also used conifer pitch to dress 
sores and burns, seal canoes and 
baskets, and as chewing gum. 

If you have a live tree in your home 
for the holidays, or one out in 
the yard, take a closer look at the 
needles. There are three common 

http://www.peacecountrysun.com


ENGELMANN SPRUCE IS MOSTLY A HIGH-ALTITUDE MOUNTAIN 

TREE, GROWING AT 900 METRES (3,000 FT) TO 3,650 METRES 

(11,980 FT) ALTITUDE. WIKIPEDIA

IF YOU FLICKED 

THIS BRANCH OF A 

MALE LODGEPOLE 

PINE AND ITS 

POLLEN-SHEDDING 

CONE, YOU WOULD 

RELEASE A CLOUD 

OF YELLOW. 

ALISON DINWOODIE/

PLANTWATCH.

NATUREALBERTA.CA

NatureAlberta44

Nature Alberta

E-VERSION » Individual*: $25/yr

 Family*: $25/yr 
(includes NatureKids Program membership)

 Less $5.00 for members of NA Clubs

* add $15/yr for hard copy of magazine

MAIL TO:
Nature Alberta 
Attn: Membership 
11759 Groat Road 
Edmonton, AB 
T5M 3K6

Nature Alberta welcomes submissions of articles, photos, humour and other suitable material 
on Alberta’s natural history. Submission guidelines for articles and photos are available on the 
NA website at www.naturealberta.ca.

Celebrating our natural heritage!

Join Today!
Donations welcome!

Your support means  
a great deal to  

Nature Alberta and its 
conservation objectives.

groups of conifers and they can 
easily be identified by the shape 
of their needles. 

Pine trees have long, round 
needles that grow in clumps. Our 
native Lodgepole and Jack Pines 
have pairs of needles but many 
of the eastern and southern pines 
have needles that come in threes 
or fives.

Spruce needles are short and 
square in cross-section and the 
needles are scattered evenly over 
the branches. Fir trees also have 

individual needles, but 
they are flat. 

Whether growing around 
our homes or out in the 
woods, conifers are one 
of the dominant groups 
of trees in our northern 
forests. In addition to 
providing food and shelter 
for a multitude of species, 
their green branches 
remind us that winter 
doesn’t last forever.

http://plantwatch.naturealberta.ca
http://plantwatch.naturealberta.ca
http://www.naturealberta.ca


ROSE HIPS ARE DELICIOUS AND EXTRAORDINARILY 

HEALTHY; SEE “ON THE COVERS”, PAGE 3.

CHARLEY BIRD

LINDA MACCLEOD-BONDOC 



RUPPELL’S KORHAAN FAMILY; SEE “ON THE COVERS” PG 3 AND STORY PG 26. B. LOWEN
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