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Brook Skagen

DESPITE THEIR TERRESTRIAL ADVANCEMENTS, 

MODERN AMPHIBIANS ARE STILL TIED TO THE WATERS 

FROM WHICH THEIR ANCESTORS ROSE TO COMPLETE 

THEIR LIFE CYCLE, AS AMPHIBIANS LAY SHELL-LESS 

EGGS PRONE TO DESICCATION. BROOK SKAGEN 2017
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LITHOBATES SYLVATICUS: THE 
FROG OF THE ARCTIC CIRCLE

The first vertebrates truly capable 
of a terrestrial lifestyle, amphibians 
(group Lissamphibia) emerged from 
the waters of the late-Devonian 
era, approximately 350MYA (350 
million years ago). Since their first 
appearance in the fossil record, 
the wide radiation of amphibians 
has the group in nearly every 
corner of the globe. With 3 orders 
representing over 7000 species 
worldwide, the diversification of 
amphibians has led to extreme 
examples of physical and 
behavioural adaptations to their 
environments. 

Frogs and toads (order Anura) 
comprise approximately 85% of 
the world’s amphibian species. 
One such example of extreme 
adaptability can be found in the 
Wood Frog (Lithobates sylvaticus), 
one of Alberta’s most widespread 
anuran species. Adeptly named, 
the Wood Frog prefers wooded 
habitats along springs, streams, 
and wetlands of the boreal and 

parkland, utilizing even the smallest 
of ephemeral wetlands for breeding. 

Well adapted to the harsh Canadian 
climate, the Wood Frog is capable 
of living through periods of 
freezing, able to survive for weeks 
at a time in a frozen state. This 
is done through the creation and 
dispersal of glucose and urea, 
cryoprotective agents, to cells 
throughout the frog’s body. These 
compounds reduce the extent 
of ice crystallization and cell 
shrinkage within the tissue, while 
providing a means of metabolic 
energy. Because of this remarkable 
adaptation, the medium-sized frog 
is the only amphibian found north 
of the Arctic Circle.

Amphibians have long been 
regarded as effective indicators 
of environmental quality, as they 
rely on both aquatic and terrestrial 
landscapes throughout life. Their 
dependency and sensitivity to 
multiple habitats has resulted in a 
30% amphibian decline worldwide, 
many species with unknown cause. 
Habitat loss and the accumulation 
of biotoxins found in herbicides, 
pesticides, and other environmental 
pollutants in our waterways, are 
leading contributors of global 
amphibian decline. In Alberta, 
Wood Frogs are secure, and have 
been the subject of numerous 
habitat alteration studies to better 

understand the province’s amphibian 
decline. 

Wood Frog morphology and breeding 
success has been tied to various 
parameters, such as leaf litter type and 
density, water temperature and depth, 
precipitation and substrate material, 
among many others. Recent research 
suggests that civil stormwater pond 
design may be used to assist frog 
populations experiencing habitat loss in 
urban landscapes. A study conducted 
in Edmonton (Scheffers & Paszkowski, 
2015) found breeding Wood Frogs to 
produce fewer egg masses than their 
natural-pond counterparts; however, 
stormwater pond frogs were found 
to be larger, suggesting increased 
survivorship and future reproductive 
success. This was speculated to be as 
a result of stable water temperature, 
depth, or even substrate composition. 

Due to the complexity of the 
relationship amphibians hold with their 
environment, there is much we must 

Editor’s Page
BY BROOK SKAGEN (ASSISTANT EDITOR)

THE WOOD FROG IS ONE OF THREE “TRUE FROG” SPECIES IN ALBERTA, BEARING EXTENSIVELY-WEBBED HIND 

FEET. WOOD FROGS CAN BE FOUND IN A VARIETY OF COLOURS, FROM DARK GREEN-BROWN TO ORANGE-

RED, THOUGH THEY ALL BEAR A CHARACTERISTIC “MASK”. BROOK SKAGEN 2017
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INSIDE BACK COVER 
Geoff Holroyd and Nyctea 
Hazewinkel have a lot in 
common: they are both 
dedicated and passionate 
naturalists. True, they are 
separated by over half a 

century in age – and one is just starting while the other has a tremendous 
resume – but both have been recipients, along with Brook Skagen, Jim Lange 
and Ted Hindmarch, of Nature Alberta 2017 awards. See the story, page 14.

BACK COVER
Pileated Woodpeckers are the largest Piciformes in 
Alberta – and also the loudest! Sally Stuart was 
fortunate enough to watch a courting pair on her 
acreage which peaked her interest in all things 
“pileated” – including its similarity to the hopelessly 
sought-after Ivory-billed Woodpecker in south-eastern 
United States. Roger Kirchen photographed this 
male Pileated Woodpecker in William Hawrelak Park, 
Edmonton. See Sally’s article, page 19.

On the Covers:
FRONT COVER 
The present-day condition of Jasper’s Athabasca 
valley bottom along the lower Athabasca River is 
densely wooded, substantially different than it was 
historically. As Dick Dekker’s photo shows, the dense 
spruce woods and Wolf Willow bushes (aka Silver 
Berry) now choke formerly open montane meadow 
habitat between the encroaching spruces. The Feature 
Story, in two segments, starts on page 22. 

INSIDE FRONT COVER 
Brook Skagen continues her 
exploration of Alberta’s IBAs, 
this time the waters and 
shoreline of Sounding Lake. 
The lake supports “globally-
significant concentrations of 

shorebirds annually” – including those pictured here. The story is on page 28.

The Alberta section of the North American Bird Report is always of great 
interest, especially because it contains lots of photos – far more than we have 
room for here. But worry not, because you can always go to our website to read 
the full report and view all the photos! Story on page 11.

consider in protecting, creating and managing 
for amphibian habitats. By compensating for 
amphibian needs in urban wetland design, we 
may be able to provide critical breeding habitat 
throughout Alberta’s urban landscapes. 

The status of the Wood Frog and other Alberta 
amphibians is currently monitored through 
the Alberta Volunteer Amphibian Monitoring 
Program (AVAMP) and the Researching 
Amphibian Numbers in Alberta project (RANA). 

Sources:

Alberta Environment and Parks. 2014. Amphibians 
(webpage). Retrieved from: http://aep.alberta.ca/
fish-wildlife/wild-species/amphibians/default.aspx 

Alberta Environment and Parks. 2009. Frogs (webpage) 
Retrieved from: http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/
wild-species/amphibians/frogs/default.aspx 

Alberta Environment and Parks. 2009. Wood Frog 
(Rana sylvatica) (webpage). Retrieved from: http://
aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/wild-species/amphibians/
frogs/wood-frog.aspx 

Dahl TW et al. 2010. Devonian rise in atmospheric 
oxygen correlated to the radiations of terrestrial 
plants and large predatory fish. PNAS 107(42): 
17911-17915. Retrieved from: http://www.pnas.org/
content/107/42/17911.full 

Duellman T, Trueb L. 1986. Biology of Amphibians. 
JHU Press. Retrieved from: https://books.
google.ca/books/about/Biology_of_Amphibians.
html?id=CzxVvKmrtIgC&redir_esc=y 

Miami University. 2009. Wood Frog Freezing Survival 
(webpage). Department of Zoology. Retrieved from: 
https://www.units.miamioh.edu/cryolab/projects/
woodfrogfreezing.htm 

Ontario Nature. 2016. Wood Frog (Lythobates 
sylvatica) (webpage). Retrieved from: https://www.
ontarionature.org/protect/species/reptiles_and_
amphibians/wood_frog.php 

Scheffers BR, Paszkowski CA. 2016. Large body size 
for metamorphic wood frogs in urban stormwater 
wetlands. Urban Ecosystems (2016) 19:347-359. 

Stebbins RC, McGinnis SM. 2012. Field Guide to 
Amphibians and Reptiles of Calif. Revised 
Edition. University of California Press. Retrieved 
from: https://books.google.ca/books?id=MH-sY-
SNuvIC&pg=PA2&lpg

EDITOR’S PAGE cont’d…
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I recently received my first 
issue of Nature Alberta, and just 
wanted to mention how much 
I enjoyed Lorne Fitch’s piece 
AND the complete table for the 
solar eclipse times -- I’d been 
looking around for something 
like that, and this is the only 
place I found it.

Good show!

All the best.

BRUCE P. DANCIK FRSC,  
PROFESSOR EMERITUS  
DEPT. OF RENEWABLE RESOURCES, 
UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

We are faced with the imminent 
extinction of our Woodland 
Caribou (Rangifer tarandus 
caribou) herds in northwestern 
Alberta, all counting less 
than about 100 animals. It is 
disheartening that experts in 
wildlife management, Gilbert 
Proulx et al. (Nature Alberta 
46(3): 6-72016; 47(1): 4-11, 2017) 
and Stan Boutin (Nature Alberta 
46(4): 4-5, 2017), disagree about 
how the herds can be saved. 
The Alberta Little Smoky Caribou 
Draft Plan (www.aep.alberta.
ca), is a requirement of the 
federal SARA Species-at-Risk Act 

(www.naturecanada.ca), since 
the Woodland Caribou has been 
listed as threatened Canada-wide 
by COSEWIC Council on the 
Status of Endangered Wildlife in 
Canada (www.cosewic.gc.ca). 
Unfortunately, Alberta Premier 
Rachel Notley is asked to act 
upon conflicting advice.

All three subspecies/ecotypes of 
caribou/reindeer have declined, 
some herds by over 90%, although 
the Barren-ground Caribou still 
has herds several thousand strong, 
as communicated repeatedly by 
CARC (Canadian Arctic Resources 
Committee) (www.carc.ca). 

Historically, drastic population 
crashes and recoveries have been 
observed; but the world is rapidly 
changing now. The tragic stochastic 
extinction of the Banff herd of five 
animals in an avalanche in 2009 (Mo 
Sellman, Nature Alberta 46(4): 25-27) 
is likely the beginning of the ends 
of the other Woodland/Mountain 
Caribou herds, if the right action is 
not taken quickly. If our scientific 
knowledge of the caribou herds is 
insufficient at present, we should 
admit that, and use simultaneously 
several conservation strategies that 
have rescued other species from the 
brink.

Enjoyed Fitch and 
Solar Eclipse Times

Faced with Imminent Extinction of Woodland Caribou

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

Well-read Article
Our response [Killing Wolves and 
Farming Caribou, etc., Spring 
2017] to Stan Boutin’s letter 
[Winter 2017] was read by more 
scientists than the first open letter 
[Open Letter from Scientists and 
Scholars, etc., Fall 2016]. To this 
day [July 3], the paper was read 
by 407 scientists from around 
the world, i.e., universities and 
specialized groups.

It has been recommended for 
reading by three universities, 
and I was in the 4% of the most 
read scientists in academia.
edu (another scientific network) 
in the last 30 days. I also 
received several emails from 

scientists supporting our view, 
and from industry as well. 
One of the emails was from a 
forestry company from western 
Canada. I received many emails 
congratulating me about the 
quality and comprehensiveness 
of the paper. It has been tweeted, 
put on Facebook, and distributed 
in scientific circles.

The bottom line, this paper was 
a real success. It appears that our 
position should be considered by 
the Alberta Government – but this 
is another story! Thank you for 
allowing us to publish it in your 
Magazine.

DR. GILBERT PROULX, PHD, CWB 
DIRECTOR OF SCIENCE, ALPHA WILDLIFE RESEARCH & MANAGEMENT LTD.  
WWW.ALPHAWILDLIFE.CA

http://www.aep.alberta.ca
http://www.aep.alberta.ca
http://www.naturecanada.ca
http://www.cosewic.gc.ca
http://www.carc.ca
http://www.alphawildlife.ca
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Gilbert Proulx insists on the 
rigorous quantitative scientific 
approach, which no doubt would 
have the best longterm wildlife 
management outcomes. However, 
the small number of Little Smoky 
Caribou remaining, in fragmented 
and degraded habitats, elusive 
mobile predator populations, 
and other poorly constrained 
variables, make valid statistics-
based experiments too slow and 
too risky. Statistical tests are based 
on numerical correlations, which 
do not reveal cause and effect, 
unless we control all parameters. 
We need to help the remaining 
Woodland Caribou herds now, 
and there is no more time to 
lose. Stan Boutin’s team would 
likely agree that we need better 
scientific data longterm, but 
should not sacrifice the caribou’s 
survival.

At this time, we have only 
incomplete data on population 
sizes and dynamics of the 
caribou herds. Other ungulates 
appear to compete with caribou 
for predator-free space, and 
thus their populations should 
also be monitored. Likewise, 
the populations of predators, 
especially Wolves, are poorly 
known in the Little Smoky area. 
DNA sequencing of scats is a 
non-invasive new technique 
with high potential in tracking 
individuals. Wildlife experts 
correlate the caribou demise 
with intense human land use, 
logging, clear-cutting, forest 
fires, and insect pests. Habitat 
fragmentation results from seismic 
lines, access roads to oil and gas 
sites, and compacted snow trails, 
which Wolves use to access the 

lichen-rich muskeg refuges of 
the caribou. After a disturbance, 
lichen-covered barrens, peatlands, 
and Tamarack/Black Spruce 
muskegs need at least 80 years of 
secondary succession to recover, 
and thus the 6-year recovery plan 
of Proulx appears far too short. 

On the other hand, 50 years 
of Wolf culls, as suggested by 
Boutin, if not adjusted annually, 
will pass the top-down control 
of the ungulates by the predators 
to the grazer level, which will 
top-down destroy the vegetation 
that is normally under bottom-up 
competition control. I have seen 
dead forests, where desperate 
ungulates had stripped all bark 
from trees, and all herbs and 
grass were bitten down to the 
turf. With Gilbert Proulx, I would 
hope that strychnine-laced bait or 
neck snares were illegal by now 
(Canadian Council on Animal 
Care), because non-target species 
would suffer losses.

While regenerating the peatlands, 
muskegs, and barrens, and 
reconnecting them will take 
up to 80 years, depending on 
their levels of degradation, we 
need to keep the caribou alive. 
Captive breeding programs, 
combined with scientific studies 
in captivity, have been successful 
with Whooping Crane, Eastern 
Loggerhead Shrike, Vancouver 
Island Marmot, Black-footed 
Ferret, Swift Fox, Arabian Oryx, 
Addax Antelope, White Rhino, 
Giant Panda, Koala, Tasmanian 
Devil, and many other examples. 
Why can it not work for caribou? 
The unsupervised release of 
naive yearlings, as proposed by 
Boutin, does appear too risky, 

and I would agree with Proulx that a 
modification of the release procedure 
would be beneficial.

The industry will not make the 
million-dollar sacrifices that are 
required, if we cannot convince 
them that the Draft Plan will work. 
Longterm, the permafrost has 
melted, which is expected to dry 
the lichen-covered heath in summer. 
With global warming, the species 
composition of lichens, mosses, 
herbs and shrubs will change, and 
the habitats themselves will change. 
The nutritional value and toxin 
content of each species consumed 
by caribou will also vary with 
environmental stresses. This is where 
rigorous multidisciplinary scientific 
investigations and statistical analysis 
will help us identify the parameters 
required for the longterm survival of 
the Little Smoky Woodland Caribou 
herd.

The Action Plan has been approved 
in fall 2016, with Wolf cull and a 
large fenced enclosure as the major 
strategies. Let us hope that the Little 
Smoky Caribou herd will rebound, 
and that longterm survival will be 
more likely than under present 
conditions. To be successful though, 
the Action Plan will have to be 
modified to adapt to the challenges 
that lie ahead. 

ROBERT CUNY, PHD. (ZOOLOGY) 
INSTRUCTOR OF BIOLOGY, BIOCHEMISTRY, 
AND EARTH SCIENCES 
LAKELAND COLLEGE, 2602 - 59 AVENUE, 
LLOYDMINSTER, ALBERTA, T9V 3N7 
PHONE: 780-871-5766; EMAIL:  
ROBERT.CUNY@LAKELANDCOLLEGE.CA 

mailto:Robert.Cuny%40lakelandcollege.ca?subject=
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People join our organization 
because they have made a 
commitment to conservation, and 
they have an interest in nature. 
The expectation, therefore, is 
that we promote natural history, 
develop opportunities to learn 
more about nature, and to be 
an effective voice in promoting 
conservation of renewable natural 
resources within the province. 

We must have done something 
very well over the years, because 
in 2020 (a mere two and a 
half years from now), Nature 
Alberta (previously known as the 
Federation of Naturalists) will be 
celebrating its 50th anniversary. 
Let’s carry forward and build on 
what we have achieved so far. We 
strive to be an effective voice for 
wild Alberta, keeping Albertans up 
to date on provincial matters that 
impact the future of conservation 
in our province.

It was in 1970 that six natural 
history clubs joined together 
and became incorporated as 

a non–profit society. Today, 
membership has grown to include 
10 corporate clubs (expanded from 
the original 6, with changes) and 
about 30 Affiliate and Associate 
memberships with a total of about 
3,500 individuals. I soon will be 
extending an invitation to the 
fledging Devon Nature Club to join 
us if they so wish. 

One of our most pressing pre-
occupations is to be able to 
acquire enough funding in place to 
keep the organization afloat. Our 
funding to date has come from a 
variety of sources. Funds obtained 
cover internal costs and are 
managed by the Executive Director. 
Typically, these expenses include 
staff salaries, travel expenses, office 
overhead and operations, projects 
and programs, board and team 
meetings. A considerable time is 
spent by the staff in writing grant 
proposals and seeking other ways 
of finding monies. It is important to 
establish ways for securing a better 
financial foundation for the future. 

We are very grateful for the 
contributions that we have been 
receiving from individual members over 
time - especially some very generous 
ones very recently. People are willing 
to support us. It is time, therefore, that 
we set up an endowment fund. I have 
set up a committee to further develop 
that initiative. 

We also need to increase our direct 
individual membership. As a pilot 
project, we have made arrangements 
with the BBO (Beaverhill Bird 
Observatory) to provide all of their 
members in good standing with a free 
membership in Nature Alberta for one 
year. Thanks to the BBO Executive, 
that initiative is working very well. 
Within the next few months I will 
be seeking the Board of Directors 
approval to extend such an opportunity 
to members of all clubs. That simply 
means, individuals within the corporate 
structure of Nature Alberta (governed 
by its bylaws), will automatically 
receive direct membership privileges. 
This will apply only to members in 
good standing with their own clubs 

We, within the Board of Directors of Nature Alberta, are always challenged by three 

overwhelming issues – how can we serve our membership better, how can we increase our 

membership to promote our goals, and how can we acquire the necessary funding to fulfill 

our mandate? 

BY LU CARBYN

Challenges and 
Opportunities

F R O M  A  P R E S I D E N T ’ S  P E R S P E C T I V E
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AND (an important component) 
that they sign a waiver that 
conforms with anti-spam 
legislation. Then they will receive 
NA’s electronic version of the 
magazine, and any other info 
relevant information pertaining 

to Nature Alberta activities. There 
will be extra charges for hard 
copies. 

Finally, as your President, I will 
seek approval to install a Patron 
who will be chosen from a list of 

prominent Albertans. For many 
years we were privileged to have 
Dr. Grant McEwan as our patron. 
It is time that the position be 
filled again. There are many good 
candidates to draw from. 

18 days in the last 2 weeks of 
March, 2018 (exact dates under review/

pending availability of space in lodges); 

come visit this unique country in Southern 

Africa. Space limited to 10 participants. 

COST: pending number of participants 

and exchange rates; anticipated to be 

around $6,200CDN for all Namibia costs, 

excluding tips. Not including airfare.

Explore Namibia and enjoy its multitude of habitats and landscapes: 
African Highlands, Dunes & Desert, National Parks, Mountain Ranges & 
Plateaus and the skeleton scattered Atlantic Coastline. 

Encounter Namibia’s people and African Culture, and discover the rich 
pelagic bird life of the south Atlantic. 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!

NAMIBIA’S BIRDS: The avifauna of Namibia includes a total of 706 species, 
of which 1 is endemic, 14 are near endemic, 1 has been introduced by 
humans, and 35 are rare or accidental. 16 species are globally threatened.

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. 

FACILITATED BY NATURE ALBERTA

For more details contact: Alex Schimanski: travelsmart@iway.na

Bird Watching will be high a PRIORITY, BUT YOU WILL ALSO experience 
EXCELLENT WILDLIFE VIEWING AND Photographic OPPORTUNITIES.

NAMIBIA NATURE TOUR

mailto:travelsmart%40iway.na?subject=
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Canada has eight months to 
develop a detailed plan to 
improve the health of Wood 
Buffalo National Park or risk 
having the United Nations add 
it to a list of world heritage sites 
considered to be in danger.

Canada’s largest national park 
has been a world heritage site 
since 1983. In March, the United 
Nations Education, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization issued a 
report warning the park was at 
risk from industrial development 
and would be designated 
“in danger” if Canada didn’t 
implement 17 recommendations to 
save the park. Recommendations 
include improved staffing, better 
collaboration with Indigenous 

In an important decision made 
by Alberta Energy, years of 
perseverance and stewardship are 
on the verge of being lost. The 
Alberta Government has failed 
to take a vital step towards the 
legal protection of a significant 
part of Alberta’s foothills fescue 
grasslands. 

Located on the Milk River Ridge 
adjacent to the existing Twin River 
Heritage Rangeland, the lands are 
promised for protection under the 
government’s South Saskatchewan 
Regional Plan. Alberta Wilderness 
Association (AWA) has learned 
that Alberta Energy extended 
leases owned by Granite Oil 
Corp. allowing them to see 
their application to drill on this 

sensitive landscape go forward 
through the AER process. Wells 
on this landscape will disturb 
one of the only remaining intact 
native grasslands in Alberta and 
the decision to extend the leases 
threatens a landscape slated for 
protection. 

“We are disappointed the 
Government of Alberta failed to 
step up and deny extension of 
these leases leaving protection of 
this important landscape without 
any priority.” said Cliff Wallis, AWA 
Board Member. “Despite verbal 
commitments by Environment 
and Parks Minister Shannon 
Phillips and a South Saskatchewan 
Regional Plan that identified these 
sensitive landscapes to be legally 

protected as vital parts of our native 
grasslands, the Government of Alberta 
chose not to follow through and 
extended leases that expired on the 
14th of June 2017.” 

“Although native grasslands are only 
about five percent of Alberta’s land 
base, they support almost one half of 
the rare ecological communities, 40% 
of rare vascular plant species and 70% 
of mammal, bird, reptile and amphibian 
species considered ‘at risk’ or ‘may 
be at risk’,” said Wallis. “Alberta’s 
remaining large blocks of native 
grassland are extremely significant for 
biodiversity conservation. Safeguarding 
them from industrial activity is essential 
if we are to achieve the protected area 
targets in Alberta” 

partners on the park’s management, 
and a risk management review of 
oil sands tailing ponds, focused on 
the impact on the Peace-Athabasca 
delta.

UNESCO visited the park last 
fall following a complaint 
from the Mikisew Cree Nation 
in 2014, concerned with the 
impact oil sands development 
and hydroelectric dams were 
having. In a letter to Environment 
Minister Catherine McKenna this 
week, Melody Lepine, director of 
government and industry relations 
for the Mikisew Cree Nation, said 
the First Nation hasn’t been able 
to even get a single meeting with 
Parks Canada to start talking, nor 
could it get information on who at 

Parks Canada is working on the 
matter.

Canada has until February 2018 
to show its plan to meet those 
recommendations and another 
deadline of December 2018 to 
show progress on that plan.

Wood Buffalo National Park faces “in danger” status

Grasslands Conservation Commitment Absent 

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

AWA NEWS RELEASE JULY 7, 2017 

FROM WINDSPEAKER NEWS, JUNE 7, 2017

WOOD BUFFALO NATIONAL PARK IS HOME 
TO ONE OF THE WORLD’S LAST SELF-
REGULATING BISON HERDS AND IS THE 
ONLY REMAINING NESTING GROUND OF THE 
ENDANGERED WHOOPING CRANE. WOOD 

BUFFALO NATIONAL PARK 
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While viewing Sage-Grouse on a 
lek from some distance, a group of 
birders were approached by Joel 
Nicholson of Alberta Environment 
and Parks, who heads up the 
Alberta Sage-Grouse program. 
The birders were informed by Joel 
that the birding party could be 
charged under the Alberta Public 
Lands Act. That was on March 31, 
2017. Had they been at the site on 
April 1, they could have also been 
charged under provisions of the 
Emergency Protection Order that the 
government issued in 2013.

All birders should be aware that 
under existing laws birders could 
be charged for being near leks 
and should be aware of the law 
before going to view leks. Under 
no circumstances should people 
give the location of leks to others, 
particularly on social media.

On December 4 2013, the federal 
government published its long-
awaited Emergency Protection 
Order for Greater Sage-Grouse. The 
order came into effect on February 
18, 2014. The goal of the Emergency 

The Alberta government is taking 
action on whirling disease by opening 
Canada’s first laboratory exclusively 
dedicated to testing for and preventing 
the disease. The new facility is part of 
$9.3 million committed in Budget 2017 
to expedite testing as part of efforts 
to prevent the further spread of the 
parasite-related disease, which was 
discovered in the Oldman and Bow 
watersheds in the past year.

Additional funds from this year’s budget 
will go towards implementing Alberta’s 
whirling disease action plan. The 
three-pillared approach is focused on 
determining the extent of the disease 
and using education and mitigation to 
prevent it from spreading. Alberta will 
hire additional staff to work throughout 
the province, including a fish 
disease specialist, fisheries biologists, 
aquaculture specialists, and outreach 
and education staff.

In June of this year, the Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency (CFIA) declared 
the Red Deer River watershed infected 
with whirling disease. Whirling disease 
is not harmful to humans but can 
severely impact juvenile trout and 
whitefish, including vulnerable Bull and 
Westslope Cutthroat Trout populations. 
New declarations of whirling disease 
are not necessarily evidence the disease 
is currently spreading, but reason for 
increasing awareness of the need to 
clean, drain, and dry any equipment 
that comes into contact with water.

Viewing Sage-Grouse Could be Costly Whirling disease lab 
opens in Vegreville

Two high-priority inspection 
stations - at Dunmore and Coutts 
- have extended their hours for 24-
hour service, as well as extended 
the inspection season by several 
weeks in spring and fall, which 
began in March and will last until 
November. “Our boat inspectors 
are on the front lines of protecting 
Alberta’s beautiful lakes and 
waterways and drinking water,” 
says Shannon Phillips, Minister of 
Environment and Parks. “Because 
prevention is so important, we 
have one of the most robust and 
forward-looking aquatic invasive 
species programs in Canada.”

Watercraft Inspectors Intercepts Boats 
FROM ALBERTA.NEWS@GOV.AB.CA; MAY 12,2017

Any watercraft entering Alberta - 
whether motorized, non-motorized 
or commercially hauled - must stop 
at one of 11 highway inspection 
stations in the province. In 2016, 
19,028 watercraft were inspected 
entering the province. Seventeen 
tested positive for invasive mussels, 
up from 11 in 2015.

The 2017 season features more 
than 60 inspectors, three mussel-
sniffing dogs and two roving 
inspection crews that can move 
between local boat launches. 
Three boats have already been 
intercepted [as of May 12] carrying 
invasive mussels. 

Order was to “achieve the best 
protection for the Greater Sage-
Grouse, while minimizing impacts 
on landowners and agricultural 
producers.” The prohibitions 
contained in the order only apply 
to habitat on federal and provincial 
crown lands in southeastern 
Alberta and southwestern 
Saskatchewan. Among other things, 
the Order contains the following 
provision: “A person must not 
operate a facility, motor vehicle or 
machine that produces a noise that 
exceeds 45 dB(A) at any given time 
between 1.5 hours before sunset to 
1.5 hours after sunrise during the 
period beginning on April 1 and 
ending on May 30 of any given 
year” on identified federal and 
provincial lands. 

People should have a clear 
understanding of the laws before 
going to view a lek. Charges 
could be laid under a variety of 
statutes. The emergency order can 
be viewed here: http://laws-lois.
justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-
2013-202/page-1.html.

WHIRLING DISEASE LAB OPENS IN VEGREVILLE. 
GOV’T OF ALBERTA

http://alberta.news@gov.ab.ca
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2013-202/page-1.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2013-202/page-1.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/SOR-2013-202/page-1.html
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A new report in the Alberta 
Wildlife Status Report Series has 
been initiated—Status of the 
McCown’s Longspur (Calcarius 
mccownii) in Alberta. Alberta 
Wildlife Status Reports (http://aep.
alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-
risk/species-at-risk-publications-
web-resources/default.aspx) are 
published and distributed jointly by 
Alberta Conservation Association 

New Status Report
and Alberta Environment and 
Parks. 

These reports provide up-to-
date information that is used 
for assessing the status of the 
species in Alberta and managing 
their populations and habitats 
in the province. The first draft 
of this report was expected in 
early May 2017.

MCCOWN’S LONGSPUR. PINTEREST

A 2015 geolocator study provided the first 
direct evidence to support this, with four 
Blackpoll Warblers flying up to 2,770 km 
across the open ocean over two to three 
days. This is the longest non-stop flight 
over water conducted by a landbird of this 
size (the mass of a Blackpoll Warbler is about 
12 g).

But there’s much more to uncover about this species’ 
intriguing life history. It is hypothesized that before making 
that demanding transoceanic flight south, blackpolls first fly 
eastward across the entire continent – from breeding grounds in 
Alaska, all the way to the eastern seaboard! If this is correct, it’s truly 
remarkable. No other landbird of this size covers such a great distance on 
migration (a round trip of up to 20,000 km, or maybe even more). 

 

The Mighty 
Blackpoll!
BIRD STUDIES CANADA NEWS JULY 2017

http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-risk/species-at-risk-publications-web-resources/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-risk/species-at-risk-publications-web-resources/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-risk/species-at-risk-publications-web-resources/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/species-at-risk/species-at-risk-publications-web-resources/default.aspx
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EDITOR’S NOTE:
This is a summary of a longer report. For the full report, along with numerous and 
lovely photos, see the Nature Alberta website – www.naturealberta.ca. – or contact 
James Fox at fox.james.ed@gmail.com

In northeastern Alberta, 
temperatures in the fall were very 
mild, with several straight weeks 
of clear skies in the migratory 
period. There were some late 
migrants, but migration went 
quickly and seemed difficult to 
observe because of a lack of 
fallout events. 

August was a wet month for much 
of the province. The town of 
Westlock was inundated by rain 
water, and Edmonton and Calgary 
both suffered flash flooding 
multiple times. The Rockies 
experienced a massive snow 
storm (up to 30 cm) in September, 
but the snow didn’t last long. Most 
of Alberta still didn’t have much 
snow cover right into December. 
Central Alberta experienced 
one of the coldest Octobers in 
decades, followed by a mild and 
above average November. 

The fall migration season was 
pretty routine; numbers were 
average for most species. The 
early winter finch numbers 

through November seemed low 
and some of the irruptive species 
were still absent at the end of 
November. 

RARE & NOTABLE BIRD 
RECORDS 

A Red-throated Loon was 
observed by Bill Wilson on 
Glenmore Reservoir in Calgary 
on November 4th. A Yellow-
billed Loon was observed at Lake 
Wabamun by Connor Charchuk 
and Nick Parayko on October 
2nd. A Cattle Egret was observed 
and photographed by Kelly and 
Joan Kerr on November 7th at 
the Trilogy Gas 
Plant near Fox 
Creek. 

At least 4 
(potentially 
as many as 
6) Brants 
were seen & 
photographed 
at Frank 
Lake from 

November 1st to 19th by 
Greg Wagner (m.obs) [many 
observers]. Two Brants were 
observed and photographed by 
Malcolm and Joan MacDonald 
on November 20th at Seebe 
Dam, east of Exshaw (m.obs). 
The Brants observed at both 
locations were of the Pale-bellied 
(Eastern) subspecies. It’s quite 
a coincidence that two records 
of Pale-bellied Brants occurred 
only 100 km apart and only a day 
apart: perhaps the same birds?

An American Black Duck was 
observed twice over 2 weeks 

Over 600,000 hectares of wild land burned in Alberta in 2016, almost twice the five-year 

average. 

WRITTEN BY: JAMES FOX 

COMPILED BY: JAMES FOX, JOCELYN HUDON, JASON STRAKA, MICHAEL HARRISON, 

TEAM MEMBERS: YOUSIF ATTIA, DR. JOCELYN HUDON, COLTON PRINS, JASON STRAKA, MICHAEL SVEEN, GREG WAGNER. 
ADVISOR: JOCELYN HUDON.

North American Birds,  
Alberta Report Fall 2016 

AMERICAN BLACK DUCK. ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

http://www.naturealberta.ca
mailto:fox.james.ed%40gmail.com?subject=
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at Seebe Dam: October 30th 
by Christian and Neil Denton; 
and November 12th by Martin 
and Patricia Sharp. The first 
fall record for Black Scoters 
was on October 10th by 
John Thompson and Michael 
Harrison at Glenmore Reservoir 
in Calgary. Two more female 
Black Scoters were seen on 
Glenmore Reservoir by Richard 
Clarke on October 31st. A 
Harlequin Duck was observed 
for a week, November 12 – 19, 
in the boat harbor at Cold Lake. 
First observation was by Ted 
Hindmarch (m.obs). 

A Sharp-tailed Sandpiper was 
found by Gerald Romanchuk 
on October 10th at the south 
end of Coal Lake, just east of 
Wetaskiwin; it was observed by 
many over 2 days. The fall gull 
season was pretty productive 
in the Calgary area. Two Little 
Gulls were reported: by Terry 
Korolyk on October 26th at 
Chestermere Lake; and by 
Gerald Romanchuk and Martin 
Sharp at the north end of Coal 
Lake on October 1st (m.obs). 

Several Mew 
and Thayer’s 
Gulls were 
reported in 
the Calgary 
area during 
fall migration 
from early 
October to late 
November; 
both adults and 
juveniles were 
observed and photographed. 
There were 2 reports of Iceland 
Gulls in Calgary: the first was at 
Inglewood Golf Club by George 
Best and Wlad Franco-Valias 
on October 9th; and a second 
gull was observed by Michael 
Harrison at the Peigan Trail Gull 
Ponds and Dump on October 
15th. A Glaucous-winged Gull 
was also observed at the Peigan 
Gull Ponds by Michael Harrison 
on October 15th. 

Many Lesser Black-backed Gulls 
were observed in the Calgary 
area at several locations from 
September 5th to December 
3rd. Lesser Black-backed 
Gull records have increased 
considerably the last few years 
in the Calgary area. A Sabine’s 
Gull was observed at Maligne 
Lake, Jasper National Park 
on September 14th by James 
Boccia. A second Sabine’s Gull 
was found and photographed 
by Michael Harrison at Kitsim 
Reservoir, close to Brooks, on 
November 1st. It was found 
again on November 5th. This is 
the latest Sabine’s Gull record on 
file in Alberta. 

A Western Screech Owl was 
observed and photographed 
just southwest of Calgary on 
September 26th by Dianne and 
Bob Ramsay. The owl was seen 
intermittently from September 
into early November. This record 
is awaiting confirmation by the 
Alberta Bird Records Committee. 
An Anna’s Hummingbird 
was observed in Hinton from 
October 29th to November 
19th by Vicky Parker & Beth 
McCallum. The hummingbird 
was eventually caught and 
transferred to a rehab facility. 
It was transported back to 
southern British Columbia and 
released. 

A Northern Mockingbird was 
observed and photographed by 
Yousif Attia on August 28th east 
of Medicine Hat. A Blue-winged 
Warbler was observed over 2 
days, at the Inglewood Bird 
Sanctuary in Calgary, Alberta. 
It was first observed by John 
Riddell on September 6th and 
then again a day later by Steve 
Lane and Peter Kufeldt with the 
Calgary Bird Banding Society, 
who banded and photographed 
the warbler. This is only the 
third record of Blue-winged 
Warbler in Alberta and the first 

ANNA’S HUMMINGBIRD. BETH MACCALLUM

BLUE-WINGED WARBLER. 
PETER KUFELDT
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with supporting documentation. 
A Black-throated Blue Warbler 
was observed and photographed 
by Christian and Neil Denton in 
Canmore from September 23 – 
27. A late Bay-Breasted Warbler 
was photographed by Ken Orich 
on October 26th, in Park Lake 
Provincial Park near Lethbridge. 

There are three records of Smith 
Longspurs for the fall migration 
season. The first was seen on 
August 27th by Yousif Attia, 
close to Seven Persons. The 
second record was on October 
1st by Michael Sveen, southeast 
of Medicine Hat. The third 
record was on October 6th by 
Colton Prins also southeast of 
Medicine Hat. A Sage Thrasher 
was observed and photographed 
by Michelle Belanger on August 
9th at Lake Louise, Banff 
National Park. This is a notable 
record for the national park.

ABERRANT PLUMAGE 
RECORDS 

A number of interesting 
plumage variants were 
photographed. This interesting 
Shoveler (pictured) was 
photographed by Judy Boyd. A 
number of leucism cases have 
been photographed in Pileated 
Woodpeckers in the Edmonton 

NORTHERN SHOVELER. JUDY BOYD

PILEATED WOODPECKER. SHELLEY KOCH

area. This Pileated (pictured) has 
been seen many times over the 
past two years in Sherwood Park. 
Alberta has a large Black-billed 
Magpie population; Edmonton 
holds the Christmas Bird Count 
World Record for the most Black-
billed Magpies. There are several 
documented cases of leucism 
amongst the population. In 
these ghost magpies, the diluted 
plumage varies greatly, from 
slightly frosted to almost pure 
white. 

A few leucistic chickadees are 
flying around. A Black-capped 
Chickadee is missing its black cap 
and two Black-capped Chickadees 
were photographed a day apart 
in Whitemud Park in Edmonton 
by Wayne Oakes. A Red-breasted 

YELLOW-HEADED BLACKBIRD. KEN HAVARD

Nuthatch has been seen in Fish 
Creek Provincial Park for a couple 
of years. He is affectionately 
named Bob. A Cedar Waxwing 
was photographed on August 2nd 
in Calgary by Alicia Strelko and 
a Yellow-headed Blackbird was 
photographed by Ken Havard, in 
the Calgary area (pictured).
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Nature Alberta NEWS
Nature Alberta Awards for 2017
A series of Nature Alberta awards have been announced. The well-deserved winners this 

year are: 

The Loran Goulden Award is 
Nature Alberta’s highest award 
granted annually to an individual 
for exceptional, long term 
contributions in furthering the 
cause of nature conservation in 
Alberta. This year’s award goes to 
Geoff Holroyd for his more than 
fifty-year outstanding contribution 
to research, management and 
conservation of bird populations 
in Alberta and in Canada. 

Geoff had a remarkable career 
while he was a research scientist 
and administrator with the 
Canadian Wildlife Service, but 
his greatest achievements were 
in all of the extra work he did 
in conservation throughout his 
adult life. He was the founding 

co-chairman of the BBO 
(Beaverhill Bird Observatory) 
and developed a banding and 
monitoring program based on his 
previous experience gained while 
volunteering with the LPBO (Long 
Point Bird Observatory). He set 
up a course in Threatened Species 
at the University of Alberta and 
taught it for 4 years. For many 
years he headed up two national 
recovery teams, one on Burrowing 
Owls and the second on Peregrine 
Falcons, which he chaired from 
its start in 1987 to its end in 2012. 
It takes people skills and good 
judgment to be a chairman on 
such teams. He co-supervised 
twelve graduate student programs 
and had time to be chairman and 
executive member on a number 
of Natural History Clubs. He twice 
served on the FAN/Nature Alberta 
Board of Directors.

Geoff is known to be an 
opportunist—no one had a better 
knack in getting official support 
to roam around the world on 
research and ecotour adventures 
and using that information to 
further the cause of conservation. 
He would get radio-tracking 
equipment from various sources 
(including from his own personal 

savings) and put them on 
Peregrine Falcons, other raptors, 
various owls and Tree Swallows 
to monitor and publicize the 
most spectacular results, which 
ended up having a huge media 
following. This work greatly 
fostered citizen science in the 
province and beyond - all over 
North America.

From 1994 to 1998, Holroyd 
was a regular contributor to the 
CBC–Radio Wild Rose Country 
noon-hour program on province-
wide topics involving nature 
related issues. An overarching 
achievement, of huge impact in 
conservation, was his efforts in 
playing a major role in setting 
up the first Prairie Conservation 
workshop held in Edmonton 
in 1986. He contributed to 
the organizing of the first 10 
conferences and edited the 
proceedings of four conferences. 
These triennial workshops 
continue on until today and 
without the vision conceived in 
earlier years, would not have been 
possible over time. Geoff Holroyd 
is very deserving recipient of this 
year’s award. 

GEOFFREY HOLROYD: 2017 
LORAN GOULDEN AWARD 
WINNER
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Jim Lange is the recipient of this 
year’s Frank and Alice Harper 
Memorial Award. This award 
recognizes individuals with strong 
commitment and service to a local 
nature club. Jim is a “super star” in 
applying himself fully to whatever 
he does. He has been an active 
member with all 3 Edmonton-
based nature clubs over the years 
and has served on the executive, 
in various capacities, on two of 
these clubs. He was president of 
the Edmonton Bird Club for 26 
consecutive years. 

Jim Lange has been a volunteer 
field guide for the annual 
Beaverhill Snow Goose Chase (the 
Snow Goose Festival) from its start 
in 1992 (25-year involvement). 
His dedication to field work has 
been exemplary - especially in 
his yearly monitoring spring and 
fall eagle watching trips in central 
Alberta at a location known 
as Misty Ridge Ski Hill on the 
Athabasca River. Jim regularly has 
contributed to annual May Species 
Counts for the past 37 years in 
central Alberta. 

He has been involved with other 
long term monitoring studies 
such as bird atlasing, Common 
Loon Surveys for the Canadian 

Lakes Loon Survey Project on 
several lakes north of Cross Lake 
(at times requiring approx. 15-
17km return hikes on each trip), 
and assisted with the Native Plant 
Council in the development of 
the Management Plan for the 
Whitehorse Wildland Park at 
Cadomin near Edson. Jim was 
a director with FAN (Nature 
Alberta) for the Edmonton Bird 
Club and the Edmonton Natural 
History Club while serving on the 
executives on both of those clubs. 
Everything that Jim Lange has 
done over the years, was carried 
out by paying attention to getting 
the job done well, and always 
without any expectation of getting 
praise or rewards for it in return. 

BROOK SKAGEN: 2017 
VOLUNTEER AWARD WINNER

Brook Skagen took out her 
Nature Alberta membership in 
2013, and that same year became 
enthusiastically involved in 
promoting the Nature Alberta 
IBA program under an unpaid 
internship program. 

Over the past three years Brook 
has provided colourful articles 

highlighting many of our IBA 
sites through articles in the 
Nature Alberta magazine. 
In 2015, through both her 
magazine contributions and 
her interest in both nature and 
writing, Brook volunteered to 
sign on as Assistant Editor to 
our Nature Alberta magazine 
under the tutelage of our Editor. 

In Feb 2016, our editor suffered 
a stroke which severely 
incapacitated him and recovery 
has been slow. With the winter 
issue in only early stages of 
final preparation, Brook worked 
from her position in Lethbridge 
to meet with our Editor in the 
Medicine Hat hospital and 
to recover the magazine files 
and take it to production. 
She followed on with putting 
together the spring issue despite 
holding a job which took 
her into the field for lengthy 
periods. Although our Editor is 
now able to resume much of the 
editor function, Brook continues 
to assist with the magazine, and 
a plan to eventually take over 
the editor function.

Why is this individual deserving 
of this award? What sets this 
person apart from others? Editor 
work with our magazine is a 
volunteer effort that requires 
a high level of dedication and 
a high standard of work that 
is open to public scrutiny. Her 
contribution as Assistant Editor 
saved the early part of the 2016 
magazine production years. 
Brook’s volunteerism is to be 
greatly commended. She is 
highly deserving of recognition 
through our 2016 Volunteer 
Award.

JIM LANGE: 2017 FRANK 
AND ALICE HARPER AWARD 
WINNER
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NYCTEA HAZEWINKEL: 2017 
YOUTH/JUNIOR NATURALIST 
AWARD WINNER

an ideal environment for a born 
nature boy.

A peek into Nyctea’s room reveals 
feather mobiles, antler collections 
from his uncle’s fields, photos of 
wildlife and rocks, skeletons and 
bones saved from his grandparents’ 
farm, and shelves of nature books. 
Our table is filled daily with 
nature displays - from bouquets 
of wildflowers, leaves & weeds, to 
mini exhibits of seedpods, feathers 
and soil samples. Nyctea’s grandma 
recently saved a complete mouse 
skeleton and a gopher skull (with 
teeth) found in a wheat field.

Nyctea aspires to be a biologist, 
and has an excellent head start. 
He has an opportunity to explore 
and enjoy nature every day along 
the river valley and ‘hoodoos’ 
near our home in Dawson 
Park. Here we’ve seen coyotes, 
snowshoe hares, garter snakes, 
deer, beavers, muskrat, eagles, all 
manner of insects and crayfish. 
Nyctea contributes to the River 
Valley Clean-up each year and 
has just started a “Bug Club” with 
his school. Swimming in the river, 
skiing, skating, and time paddling 
(canoe, dragon boat youth club) 
near our home are also favourites. 
Nyctea’s favorite season is WINTER!

Our family has been a member of 
Nature Kids for the past 4+ years. 
We’ve loved the programming that 
is inter-generational and accessible 
and the passion that the leaders 
have for their work - the ability to 
bring learning alive. From forest 
walks, stories, birds, tree planting, 
butterflies, moths, bee homes, 
nature crafts, sky-gazing, and urban 
critters, we’re excited about it all. 
This winter we learned all about 
arctic animals and saw a narwal 

tusk and whale ‘teeth’ from the U 
of A archives.

Nyctea has been lucky enough to 
be part of the Tofield Snow Bird 
experiential education day for 
almost his whole life. He’s excited 
to have the chance to volunteer 
next year with a mentor on the 
wetlands walk. A highlight of 
our Alberta nature adventuring is 
seeing owls.

Some of Nyctea’s other favorite 
adventures include time on farms 
in Alberta, Devonian Gardens, 
dinosaur museum and Pipestone 
in Northern Alberta, camping, 
hiking, time with grandparents 
on a farm in Saskatchewan, wild 
berry picking, and discovering 
ocean life in BC. Best of all, 
though, is just being able to 
explore in the river valley right 
outside our door. Nyctea and 
his friend Winston had a unique 
opportunity for a “behind the 
scenes” tour of the Provincial 
Museum this year. For three hours, 
they were captivated by Peter 
Houley’s passion for the bug room 
and special archives. Both boys 
are eager to start volunteering at 
the new museum when they turn 
18.

Thank you for the opportunity 
to share our enthusiasm for 
nature, and to celebrate the daily 
excitement that Nyctea shares 
through his explorations.

TED HINDMARCH: 2017 
HONORARY LIFE MEMBER 
AWARD WINNER

We will have a writeup in the 
Fall edition of Nature Alberta 
telling why we have selected Ted 
Hindmarch for the Honourary Life 
Member Award.

In 2015, Nature Alberta established 
the Youth Award to recognize 
the efforts of aspiring young 
naturalists. Recipients demonstrate 
a passion and appreciation for 
and clearly enjoy Alberta’s natural 
history through their participation 
in regular club activities, and/or 
are active participants in Nature 
Alberta’s Nature Kids Programs. 
Their keen interest in learning 
about Alberta’s natural resources, 
and natural elements of Alberta’s 
wild environment, makes them 
role models for other young 
naturalists. To be considered for a 
Youth Award, individuals must be 
less than 18 years of age.

(This segment written by 
Zane Hamm, who grew up 
on a farm and is in adult 
education and community 
engagement at the University of 
Alberta. Award winner Nyctea 
Hazewinkel’s father, Roderick, is 
a paleolimnologist with Alberta 
Environment.)

Nyctea Hazewinkel is eight 
years old and goes to Riverdale 
School. This neighbourhood, the 
river valley, a massive garden, 
and school naturescape provide 

ZANE HAMM
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A Busy Summer!

As I write this update for the 
Summer Edition of the Nature 
Alberta magazine, it doesn’t feel 
like summer with temperatures 
hovering in single digits and 
wind and rain whipping past 
my window. However, summer 
is definitely upon us, and our 
staff have been busy delivering 
programming across the 
landscapes of Alberta.

Our Nature Kids program which 
targets kids ages 4 – 12 has grown 
to include seven active chapters 
throughout the province including 
Red Deer, St. Paul/Bonnyville, 
Edmonton, Calgary, Grande 
Prairie, Cold Lake, and Morinville. 

This summer, we attended 
many events including several 
International Migratory Bird Day 
events in Calgary, St. Albert, and 
Beaverhill Bird Observatory. 
We also attended the Root for 
Trees Fest at Hermitage Park in 
Edmonton, the Bluebird Festival 
and the Bug Jamboree at Ellis 
Bird Farm in Lacombe and also 

BY BRIAN ILNICKI, NATURE ALBERTA EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

the Picnic in the Park at the St. 
Albert Botanic Park, to name a 
few. Nature Kids hosted 6 Family 
Nature Nights in July and August 
at different parks across the City 
of Edmonton and in St. Albert. We 
also began to expand our Family 
Nature Nights series to our seven 
Chapters with a pollinator night 
hosted in Grande Prairie and 
several Tree Planting nights in 
our other Chapters. The Lakeland 
Nature Kids Chapter took their 
members on a canoe trip Explorer 
Day in a large 20-person voyageur 
canoe on Lac Bellevue while our 
Morinville Chapter put on a ropes 
course Explorer Day for their 
members at Birch Bay Ranch.

And if that wasn’t busy enough, 
we partnered with the Inglewood 
Bird Sanctuary to participate in 
the Doors Open event in the City 
of Calgary where we encouraged 
families to go out and explore what 
is in their NatureHood; we also 
partnered with the Peace Parkland 
Naturalists and the City of Grande 
Prairie in their Fall Fair where we 
hosted our Canada 150 BioBlitz. 

Overall, we have had a very busy 
summer and we look forward 

to the fun activities and events 
we have planned for the fall and 
winter!

Our Living by Water (LBW) 
program was not to be outdone! 
This past summer, LBW staff 
partnered with local watershed 
stewardship groups, municipalities 
and other organizations to provide 
presentations, resources and 
interactive hands-on-learning to 
residents from recreational lakes to 
urban storm water ponds. LBW staff 
conducted shoreline assessments at 
Wabamun Lake’s summer villages, 
completing the entire assessment 
of the lake which began in 2016. 
With the assessments completed, a 
lake level report will be developed 
which will summarize all the 
observations noted around the lake 
and will help to inform planning 
and shoreline rehabilitation 
programming for the lake. 

LBW staff also completed 
shoreline assessments at Lake 
Isle, in partnership with The Lake 
Isle, Lac Ste Anne Water Quality 
Management Society (LILSA), 
Parkland County, Lac Ste Anne 
County, and the Summer Villages 
of Silver Sands and South View. 
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Lake Isle in recent years has been 
facing the threat of flowering 
rush, a pervasive invasive species 
that will create a monoculture 
around the lake if left unmanaged. 
Shoreline assessments focused on 
making sure to identify any areas 
where flowering rush was present 
in case there were areas previously 
unidentified.

This summer we launched a 
shoreline naturalization incentive 
program at Wabamun Lake and 
Lake Isle that provided lakeshore 
residents with the necessary 
information to be able to implement 
a shoreline naturalization project. 
Our Shoreline Naturalization 
Technician worked with property 
owners to create individualized 
plans which included native 
species that will thrive along the 
shore, areas to be planted and 
the specifics of where each plant 

species should be planted. Plans 
also included information on other 
management changes that could 
be made near the shoreline to help 
increase the buffer area, and further 
protect fish and wildlife habitat.

With a busy summer behind us, 
we are looking forward to 2018 
to deliver our program at more 
lakes throughout the province. 
Staff will be focusing on building 
relationships with municipalities and 
stewardship groups at other Alberta 
lakes to implement the program, 
including completing more 
shoreline assessments, property 
consultations, and growing the 
shoreline naturalization program. 

As fall approaches we are not 
slowing down. Look for our 
planned online webinar series 
which will focus on the Important 
Bird Areas (IBA) program in Canada 

and specifically Alberta. This webinar 
series will provide an opportunity 
for IBA caretakers to showcase their 
local efforts and to learn about the 
valuable work that our conservation 
partners are undertaking to conserve 
and enhance these critical areas for 
birds and biodiversity. And finally, 
if you haven’t already done so, 
ensure that you are following us on 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and 
sign up for our regular e-News where 
you will be kept up to date on our 
many new and ongoing programming 
initiatives. 

In closing, the work that our staff 
and partners are undertaking is 
only one small part of what makes 
Nature Alberta such an exceptional 
organization. I am truly privileged to 
be able to work alongside so many 
committed staff and volunteers as 
we continue to grow our community 
connected by a love of nature. 
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Circling around the trunk of an 
Aspen Poplar tree, the dry sound 
of their unique, scaly reptilian feet 
and claws scraping against the 
bark, they were totally oblivious 
of me. Heads bobbing, bills 
waving, it was their incredible 
sound - carrying over a long 
distance and often described as an 
“awoick” call - which attracted my 
attention. At one point they left 
the tree, flew off across Cygnet 
Lake, and then returned still 
uttering their calls. 

As a biologist, I am always 
interested in linking structure to 
function. Woodpeckers (“pics” 
in French) belong to the group 
Piciformes; certain specialisations 
(as seen in the picture) such as 
zygodactylous feet, whereby 2 
toes point forwards and 2 point 
backwards, and stiff tail feathers 
obviously help them climb trees. 

Specialised tongues and sharp 
powerful bills evolved for feeding.

But what about sound production? 
Drumming is performed using the 
beak; it advertises territory, signals 

to attract mates and allows birds 
to communicate. Usually both 
male and females drum; trees are 
chosen based on quite specific 
resonant properties. To analyse 

In spring, woodpecker sounds abound: just outside the house a Downy Woodpecker is 

drumming high up in a tree. However, in the 18 years we have lived on our acreage, 

only once whilst walking through the woods in late March was I lucky enough to see 

the amazing breeding display of a male and female Pileated Woodpecker (Dryocopus 

pileatus). 

BY SALLY STUART

The Seasonal Sights and 
Sounds of Alberta:  
Piciformes Present and Past

PILEATED WOODPECKER. SALLY STUART
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the calls, I use a software tool 
“Raven” developed by Cornell 
University which transforms 
the audio sounds into a visual 
picture called a sonogram, 
showing time in seconds on the 
horizontal axis and frequency in 
kHz on the vertical axis. 

Although humans hear about 
the same range of frequencies 
as birds, we can’t differentiate 
individual sounds produced at 
intervals close to 0.1/s; hence 
we often miss the nuances 
of bird songs. The software 
allows you to slow the sound 
down; according to scientists 
this may be more realistic in 
terms of what birds actually 
hear. Looking at the sonogram 
of the Downy Woodpecker 
drumming, each bar indicates 
the beak hitting the tree. They 
drum at a fairly consistent rate 
of 15 drums per second, each 
drum lasting a few milliseconds 
but covering a large frequency 
range.

How do woodpeckers not 
suffer from concussion? It 
has been suggested that the 
structure of the skull may be 
somewhat unique and act 
mostly as a shock absorber. 
For example, the bone has a 
spongy structure, there is only 
a narrow space between the 
meningeal layers around the 
brain in which Cerebral Spinal 
Fluid (CSF) circulates, and the 
hyoid bone is unique. The small 
amount of CSF may reduce the 
way vibrations are transmitted 
- however, only if nervous 
tissue and CSF have the same 
density. In ourselves, as in the 
bird, the hyoid helps anchor the 

tongue, but in the woodpecker, 
it wraps around the skull in an 
elaborate fashion. However, as 
none of these adaptions (with 
the exception of the hyoid) 
are so very different from 
humans, it may simply be that 
woodpeckers tend to drum 
with their beak perpendicular 
to the tree. Perhaps it is the 
twisting force that causes 
human concussion. 

Besides the obvious drumming 
sounds, both male and female 
woodpeckers produce a variety 
of calls by vibrating membranes 
stretched across the syrinx 
while exhaling. Most are made 
to communicate long distance 
with their mates. In the case 
of the Pileated calls such as 
the “cuk” or “wuk” and “kek” 
can be for territorial assertion 
or used for agitation or alarm, 
whereas the “awoik” call is 
usually between birds during 
courtship. 

Sonograms for all these calls 
are somewhat similar, showing 
typical bands of harmonics. As 
can be seen from the sonogram 
of the “awoik” call, it typically 
starts at a frequency of 1 kHz, 
peaking at 10 kHz, each call 
lasting 130 milliseconds. The 
brighter the band the greater 
the intensity, the predominate 
frequencies are low, which 
helps the sounds carry a long 
distance. Also, when slowed 
down, it enables us to see how 
the frequency of the sound 
rises at the end of each call. 
These sounds are produced at 
about 4 per second, while the 
typical “cuk” or “wuk” call may 
be faster.

While teaching biology I am 
constantly reminded of the 
extinction of species due to 
presumed human activity. 
Excitement arose in 2004 when 
video captured in Arkansas 
allegedly showed the Ivory-
billed Woodpecker; however, 
it was exceptionally blurry 
and subsequent analysis by 
scientists showed that it was 
almost certainly a Pileated 
Woodpecker. Although never 
found in Alberta, it is similar 
to the Pileated but larger, with 
more white on the lower back 
and an exceptionally large, 
white, ivory bill. It was by all 
accounts a majestic looking 
bird. 

To help determine if this 
woodpecker is indeed still 
alive, Cornell has autonomous 
recording units in Arkansas 
searching for acoustic 
evidence. I was surprised to 
learn from the Cornell web 
site, “that only one set of 
recordings positively identified 
as ivory bill calls has ever 
been made”; this recording is 
from 1935 and is a mated pair 
at the nest in Louisiana. The 
Sonogram shows similarities to 
the Pileated calls, consisting of 
stacks of harmonics; however, 
the minimum and maximum 
frequencies were slightly 
lower. It seemed a remarkably 
quiet call for such a large bird; 
some have compared this more 
to the typical nuthatch call. 

Exploring the sounds further, 
I referred to the “Illustrated 
Natural History” by John G 
Wood published in 1872. A 
curate who devoted himself 
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to writing on natural history, 
the book had been given to 
a relative of my grandfather 
in 1878, then later passed 
on to me. The volume on 
birds has a wonderful, but 
bizarre passage about the 
Ivory-billed Woodpecker. 
Referring to someone called 
Wilson (presumably Alexandra 
Wilson a Victorian naturalist 
from Scotland who wrote a 
nine-volume work “American 
Ornithology”), Wood describes 
how he captured an Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker in North Carolina 
to study. What is so interesting 
is the following passage:

“It uttered a loudly reiterated 
and most piteous note, exactly 
resembling the violent crying 
of a young child, which 
terrified my horse so, as 
nearly to have cost me my 
life”. 

Later the bird attempted to 
escape by drilling through 
the plaster of the hotel wall, 
whereupon he tethered it to a 
mahogany table only to return 
and discover it had destroyed 
the table. After three days during 
which it would not eat, it sadly 
died. Furthermore, he reports 
that although not vocal on the 
wing they were very vocal as 
soon as they alighted on trees; 
this leads me to believe that like 
other woodpeckers Ivory-billed 
were quite vocal and if extant 
would be recorded. Alas I fear 
they are now extinct.

What does all this show? 
Sound can tell us much about 
a species, and continuous 
monitoring is an excellent 

DOWNY WOODPECKER DRUMMING SONOGRAM

way to determine the status 
of a species. Furthermore, 
naturalists and citizen scientists 
both past and present play a 
valuable role in helping collect 
scientific information about 
species. Birds like all species 
are vulnerable to habitat loss, 
and although not apparently yet 
at risk, Pileated Woodpeckers 
prefer large dead or dying 
trees to nest in, and require 
extensive amounts of land, 
with territories up to 200 acres 
(according to Donald and Lillian 
Stokes). While our neighbours 
might find it frustrating that we 
conserve many of our ancient 
trees, they provide excellent 
habitat for woodpeckers and 

in return they feed upon the 
insects and larvae. Let’s keep 
our population of Pileated 
Woodpeckers healthy to be 
enjoyed by all.
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Not everyone will agree, though, 
as to the entertainment value of 
doing the same thing over and 
over. For instance, in the words of 
one companion, my passion for 
observing the hunting tactics of 
Peregrine Falcons at Beaverhills 
Lake seemed to him as exciting 
as watching paint dry. But I think 
that my time was well spent. Since 
1965, I have accumulated the 
largest sample ever published of 
prey seen to be captured by wild 
Peregrines. Furthermore, over the 
long term, I witnessed the water 
level fluctuations of Beaverhills 
Lake until its sad demise in 2006, 
when this once famous wetland 
dried up completely (Dekker 
2009, 2014).

Another single-minded wildlife 
pursuit that has obsessed me over 
half a century was focussed on 
Wolves. In all seasons of the year, 

hoping to see Wolves, I camped 
in the backcountry of Jasper 
National Park. Established in 
1907, its 11,000 km2 of mountains 
and valleys were set aside to 
be preserved unimpaired in 
perpetuity, for future generation. 
But even here, major changes 
have taken place since 1965. In 
nature, little or nothing stays the 
same forever.

The remote Willow Creek district 
of the park, once a semi-open 
parkland, has become choked 
with willows and aspen poplars. 

Their foliage eventually obscured the 
scenery and blocked the view on the 
horse trail ahead, adding to my worries 
about suddenly coming face to face 
with a Grizzly Bear. Consequently, this 
formerly favourite valley has lost its 
appeal, and after some twenty years of 
frequent camping trips I stopped going 
there altogether. 

The reason for the drastic change 
in vegetation has been a source of 
wonder for years, until I realized that 
it began and ended with the wildlife 
inventory. Prior to the 1960s, Wolves 
had been poisoned in and around 

F E A T U R E  A R T I C L E  —  P A R T  O N E

From Jasper to Yellowstone 
BY DICK DEKKER, PHD., 
WILDLIFE ECOLOGIST

VIEW FROM THE WILLOW CREEK WARDEN STATION. 

THE MOUNTAINS IN THE BACKGROUND ARE PART 

OF THE STARLIGHT RANGE, WHICH FORMS THE 

NORTH BOUNDARY OF JASPER NATIONAL PARK. 

THE MONTANE MEADOW IN THE FOREGROUND IS 

DEVOID OF SPROUTING TREES DUE TO GRAZING 

PRESSURE FROM ELK AND HORSES. 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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the park, and in the absence 
of their main predators, the Elk 
herd had multiplied. Adding to 
the grazing pressure of Elk, the 
Willow Creek district was used 
as a winter pasture for dozens of 
horses owned by the park service 
and outfitters living in the Jasper 
region. Together, these hungry 
herbivores were not only keeping 
the grass short, but they also 
browsed the aspen and willows. 
By the end of winter, I was unable 
to find a single surviving sapling. 

A new phase in the ecological 
imbalance between plants and 
large mammals began after Wolf 
controls ended. During the 1970s 
and 1980s, taking advantage of 
the rich prey base, the Wolves 
came back with a vengeance, so 
to speak. Their numbers increased 
to the highest estimates ever 
recorded in the park, whereas Elk 
declined (Dekker et al 1995). 

Due to predation, coupled with 
a series of winters with record 
snowfalls and heavy hunting 
pressure along the park’s eastern 
boundary, the Elk herds dwindled, 

while the traditional practice 
of wintering horses in the park 
was terminated. The drop in the 
Elk population and the absence 
of horses led to a lessening of 
browsing pressure on the aspen 
trees in the valley. Copses of 
saplings began to survive the 
winter. Willows and bog birch 
expanded on the flats. 

The new growth of deciduous 
vegetation benefited a range of 
wild creatures including Beavers. 
Abandoned dams and lodges 
were rebuilt. Muskrats and trout 
came back to the ponds, and birds 
and bears took advantage of the 
berry bushes that were no longer 
destroyed by browsing Elk. This 
interconnectedness of plants and 
animals became the subject of an 
article published in the Alberta 
Naturalist and a chapter in my 
book ‘Wild Hunters’ (Dekker 
1985). 

In 2005, I was contacted by two 
forestry professors from Oregon. 
They had seen my paper in the 
Alberta Naturalist [the precursor 
to Nature Alberta] and asked for 

information about Willow Creek. 
They intended to duplicate my 
project there. Upon arrival, they 
analysed the age of the aspen trees 
by counting growth rings of the 
trunks and compared these time 
lines with the dates I had given 
of the big return of the Wolves 
and the collapse of the local Elk 
population. Some time later, I was 
approached by another scientist who 
also wanted to repeat my ecological 
observations at Willow Creek. In 
subsequent years, all three of these 
scientists conducted similar studies 
in Yellowstone National Park, but to 
my surprise and regret, they did not 
mention my Jasper publications. I 
see their failure to cite my work as a 
flagrant case of scientific dishonesty 
and a form of plagiarism. 

About 8,500 km2 in size, Yellowstone 
is smaller than Jasper, but its Elk 
population is ten times greater. As 
reported by long-term researcher Dr. 
Charles Kay, hungry Elk herds were 
destroying the aspen sprouts and 
nibbling the tree branches as high as 
they could reach. The hope was that 
their browsing pressure would ease 

PRIOR TO THE 1970S, ROUTINE POISONING CAMPAIGNS ON ADJACENT PROVINCIAL LANDS HAD PRACTICALLY EXTERMINATED JASPER PARK’S 

WOLF POPULATION. AFTER CONTROLS WERE LIFTED, THE PREDATORS CAME BACK WITH A VENGEANCE, SO TO SPEAK, TAKING ADVANTAGE OF 

A VERY LARGE PREY BASE. BRIAN GENEREUX
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after 1995, the year when Wolves 
were reintroduced to Yellowstone. 
Captured not far from Jasper’s 
east boundary, fifteen Wolves 
were transplanted successfully 
and multiplied. Based on my 
experience in Jasper, I predicted 
(1) that the Wolves would cull 
the Elk herd; (2) that aspen and 
willows would get a chance to 
rejuvenate; and (3) that habitat 
and food resources would be 
enriched for Beavers, fish, birds, 
and bears. 

In ensuing years, this is indeed 
what happened. In numerous 
reports and newspaper articles, 
the Wolves of Yellowstone 
became quite famous and were 
being celebrated as the keystone 
predators of the park. Their role 
in the interconnected food chain 
between plants and animals 
received a lot of publicity and 
was called a trophic cascade. An 
enthusiastic biologist even came 
up with the fanciful notion that 
Wolves were changing rivers. The 
way to explain this is that the 
reduced browsing pressure from 
Elk was expected to result in the 

regrowth of bushes along the river’s 
edge and thus reduce bank erosion. 

Since then, a number of Canadians 
who knew about my interest in 
Wolves but did not know that 
I had been first to describe the 
aspen-Elk-Wolf dynamics in Jasper 
National Park, excitedly approached 
me with questions like this: ‘Did 
you know that the Yellowstone 
Wolves are playing a key role 
in the regeneration of the park’s 
aspen poplars? And that they are 
improving the habitat for a range of 
other wildlife?’ 

I recently learned of an interesting 
update to the Yellowstone saga. 
Apparently, based on information 
reported by ecologist Charles 
Kay, the aspen and willows of 
northern Yellowstone have actually 
shown little regrowth. Although 
the park’s Elk herd has declined 
drastically, there is another factor 

in the equation here, namely a growing 
population of 5,000 Bison that are 
keeping the northern winter range heavily 
grazed and in places practically bald. 
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AFTER DECADES OF PROTECTION, THE ELK OF JASPER NATIONAL PARK WERE OVERPOPULATING 

THEIR RANGE, UNTIL THEY CRASHED IN THE 1970S, DUE TO A STEEP INCREASE IN WOLF NUMBERS, 

SUPERIMPOSED ON A SERIES OF WINTERS WITH RECORD SNOWFALLS. DICK DEKKER

IN THE PREDOMINANTLY CONIFEROUS WILLOW CREEK DISTRICT, ASPEN GROVES ONLY OCCUR 

HERE AND THERE. PRIOR TO THE 1970S, THEIR REJUVENATION WAS PREVENTED BECAUSE YOUNG 

GROWTH WAS EATEN BY ELK AND OUTFITTER HORSES WINTERING IN THE VALLEY. AFTER THE 

DECLINE OF THE LOCAL ELK POPULATION, ASPEN SUCKERS DEVELOPED INTO DENSE STANDS OF 

SAPLINGS. DICK DEKKER
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“…2011 FIRE THAT DEVASTATED PART OF THE ALBERTA TOWN OF SLAVE LAKE WAS KNOWN TO 

HAVE BEEN SET DELIBERATELY.” AB ENVIRONMENT AND PARKS

But I stopped going there in the 
early 1980s because the valley 
bottom had become overgrown 
with willows and aspen bushes, 
obscuring the view on the 
formerly semi-open meadows. 
Since then I changed my study 
area to the park’s main Athabasca 
valley, which is an important 
wintering range for Elk and a 
denning site for Wolves. Over 
time though, here too, more and 
more of the montane meadows 
have been invaded by Wolf 
Willows (aka Silver Berry), while 
spruce seedlings were sprouting 
in abundance on formerly grassy 
slopes. 

The obvious solution to restore 
open ground would be to burn 
the valley’s bottom lands. By 
setting ‘prescribed’ fires, the park’s 
warden service had already been 
successful in maintaining large 
openings in the midsection of the 
valley, halfway between the Jasper 
town site and the park’s east gate, 
but to start a burn farther down 
the Athabasca valley would be 
dangerous, for the predominantly 
westerly winds might push the fire 

out of control and onto private 
lands outside the park boundary. 
To avoid such risk, the fire crew 
had restricted its activities to 
copses of trees halfway up the 
mountain side on the east flank 
of the lower Athabasca valley, 
opposite from Jasper Lake and 
across the Yellowhead Highway. 

East of the river, spot fires were safely 
set until one day when the flames 
became unstoppable and engulfed all 
of the Rocky River drainage, finally 
dying down 45 km up the wooded 
valley. Some park staff now privately 
admit that burning the spruce 
covered mountain sides was a good 
thing anyway, because the fire had 

F E A T U R E  A R T I C L E  —  P A R T  T W O

Prescribed fires, 
Indian fires, and wildfires 
From 1965 onwards, in the hope of observing Wolves, I made several hiking trips each 

year to the remote Willow Creek district of Jasper National Park (See “From Jasper to 

Yellowstone”, page 22).



NatureAlberta26

rejuvenated the forest. The park 
office later sent out a press release 
to the effect that the Rocky River 
inferno had resulted in a fire 
guard that might eventually help 
protect the town of Hinton in the 
event that a run-away wildfire 
would ever blow out of control 
again during a period of drought 
and blustery Chinook winds. 

In the past, before Jasper Park’s 
establishment in 1907, the foothills 
and front ranges were routinely 
burned by First Nations people, 
who had their own reasons for 
doing so, mainly to improve and 
maintain open grassland habitat 
for big game, such as Elk and 
Bison, or to create a dead zone 
between hostile tribes. These early 
residents probably would not 
have agonized much about the 
path the flames might take. They 
just kept the fires burning. 

An early witness to that 
practice was David Thompson, 
purportedly the first European 
to travel through the Athabasca 
valley. In his 1811 journal, 
Thompson wrote that his journey 
between Rocky Mountain House 
and Jasper was often impeded 
by downed, blackened and still 
smouldering trees. In his words, 
the foothill forests were in a 
constant state of conflagration, 
resulting from wildfires repeatedly 
set by the natives of the region. 

Fire has been mankind’s ally 
and enemy for ages. A century 
or more ago, the early European 
settlers of the Alberta plains took 
a leaf from the natives and set fire 
to clear the land for agriculture. 
The plains between Calgary and 
Red Deer were kept treeless, and 

the mixed woods of the parklands 
east of Edmonton, including 
today’s Elk Island National Park, 
were burned year after year. 
When the fires died down over 
the winter season, they were 
started again the following spring. 
These incendiary practices of 
the early settlers are detailed in 
the historical literature of the 
province. 

An increasingly worrisome aspect 
of wildfires today is the fact that 
formerly closed woodlands have 
been opened up by acreage 
homes and hobby farms, which 
are now at risk of wildfires. In 
1999, as a proactive move, the 
province of Alberta introduced 
a program called FireSmart, 
which aims to thin out the 
woods and remove combustible 
debris around human habitation 
so as to reduce the potential 
for fire damage. Unfortunately, 
as reported in the April 2016 
Wildlands Advocate, published 
by the Alberta Wilderness 
Association, in some regions 
commercial timber companies are 
interpreting the FireSmart rules as 
an excuse to clearcut woodlands 
around town sites, such as 
Nordegg, much to the dismay of 
area residents. The misuse of fire 
has become a modern-day worry 
for people who live near or in 
wooded environs. 

Are most wildfires deliberately set 
by arsonists?

Press reports about wildfires, such 
as the infernos that destroyed 
part of the Alberta towns of 
Slave Lake and Fort McMurray, 
invariably evoke the spectre of 
global warming as a major factor 

in the frequency and size of wildfires. 
Human involvement in igniting them, 
either accidentally or deliberately, 
may be mentioned but is usually 
difficult to prove. 

During a camping trip to the Yukon, 
my eyes were opened to the 
shocking reality that most if not all 
wildfires in road-accessible regions 
are deliberately started by people. 
Along a forest trail I once watched a 
guy set the grassy ditch ablaze. He 
calmly walked back to his parked 
truck and drove off before I had a 
chance to read his license plate. By 
myself, I hurriedly went to work, 
swinging a leafy poplar branch to 
extinguish the flames. Upon reporting 
the incident to the local authorities, 
I was told that arson was a huge 
problem in the region. As soon as 
the weather turned hot and dry, 
particularly when strong winds were 
blowing, wildfires were routinely set 
by local persons who wanted to get 
hired as firefighters in return for three 
good meals a day, plus hourly wages 
and overtime pay. 

Apparently, some firebugs enjoy 
starting an inferno just for the thrill 
of watching the blaze spread. As 
reported in the Edmonton Journal 
of August 27, 2016, two bored 
volunteer firefighters in Nova Scotia 
were charged with 12 and 16 counts 
of arson, respectively. And in May 
of 2006, a 19-year old volunteer 
firefighter from Mayerthorpe, Alberta, 
faced 18 counts of setting brush fires 
and torching a wooden railway trestle 
near the town. 

According to the U.S. Volunteer 
Fire Council, there are an estimated 
one hundred arrests a year in North 
America for arson conducted by 
firefighters. The much-publicized 



SUMMER 2017 27

fires that have destroyed hundreds 
of expensive hillside homes in 
California over the past drought 
years are known or suspected 
to have been ignited by human 
firebugs.

In November of 2016, the 
international news media reported 
that the Israeli capital of Haifa 
was shrouded in smoke from fires 
set by arsonists during a period 
of very high winds that blew the 
flames down wooded ravines 
into the city. Always swift with 
reprisals, the Israelis rounded up 
and imprisoned 13 Palestinian 
suspects. In the words of prime 
minister Netanyahu, the fires 

were a terrorist act perpetrated 
by “elements with great hostility 
toward Israel.” 

The disastrous 2011 fire that 
devastated part of the Alberta 
town of Slave Lake was known 
to have been set deliberately, 
although the culprits were 
never identified. And the great 
fire that engulfed much of Fort 
McMurray last spring began 
under similar conditions, on 
a day when the weather was 
hot and dry and strong winds 
were blowing toward the town. 
Officials discovered that the fire 
got its start in a populated locality, 
while there were no reports of 

thunderstorms and lighting strikes, 
which are the natural cause of 
wildfires in wilderness settings. 

Who are these firebugs? Just 
hooligans? Or does what they do 
constitute a hate crime, committed 
by persons with a deeply felt grudge 
against industrial development and 
residential sprawl in what once was, 
not long ago, a near pristine boreal 
landscape?

In December 2016, the Canadian 
Press reported that Alberta had 
increased the maximum fine 
for arson to 100,000 dollars for 
individuals, and to one million for 
corporations whose activities led to 
wildfires. 

A RARE PHOTO TAKEN IN 1872 OF THE HUDSON’S BAY TRADING POST CALLED JASPER HOUSE, SITUATED IN THE LOWER ATHABASCA RIVER 

VALLEY. THE MOUNTAIN SIDES OF ROCHE RONDE WERE BARE DUE TO FOREST FIRES SET BY NATIVE PEOPLES. AFTER A CENTURY OF FIRE 

PREVENTION, THESE SLOPES ARE NOW COVERED WITH SPRUCES. PUBLIC ARCHIVES OF CANADA
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IN ALBERTA, THE ROUNDLEAF MONKEYFLOWER 

IS RESTRICTED TO HEALTHY RIPARIAN HABITATS 

WITHIN THE SOUNDING CREEK WATERSHED.  

JIM PISAROWICZ, 2007 (WIKIMEDIA) 

The Flourishing Flocks and 
Flowers of Sounding Lake
With an ever-growing demand for resources on the natural landscape, the human 

footprint has become increasingly prevalent, exponentially expanding over time. 

The anthropogenic disturbance of 
our natural lands remains a leading 
factor in the loss of biodiversity 
across the province, with over 27% 
of the province embedded under 
a human footprint. Though much 
of Alberta’s natural landscape has 
been lost to agriculture, forestry, 
industry and urbanization, pockets 
of abundant flora and fauna species 
untouched by human disturbance 
remain scattered throughout the 
province, some in the most unlikely 
of places.

Located approximately 23km 
southwest of Provost in southern 
Alberta, the Sounding Lake 
Important Bird and Biodiversity 
Area (IBA) encompasses 77 km2 
of native grassland, deciduous 
stands, saline lake, sand dunes, 
and mudflats. Encompassed within 
the Sounding Creek Watershed 
in the central parkland natural 

subregion, Sounding 
Lake is subject to 
variable water levels, 
relying on prairie 

groundwater and surface water 
runoff as sources of inflow. As the 
watershed is not glacier-fed, it is 
especially vulnerable to the flow 
of contaminants associated with 
industrial and agricultural runoff. 

The ephemeral waters and 
extensive shoreline of the IBA 
support globally-significant 
concentrations of shorebirds 
annually, and is a known breeding 
location of the nationally-
endangered Piping Plover. Stilt 
Sandpiper, Baird’s Sandpiper, Lesser 
Yellowlegs, and Sanderling have 
all been documented in global 
concentrations of 7%, 8%, 1.5% 
and 1% respectively, while 1.5% 
of the national American Avocet 
population have been observed. As 
the soil of the central parkland is 
highly fertile, agriculture dominates 
the landscape; only 5% of the 
subregion remains native, and less 
than 1% of the Sounding Creek 
watershed currently falls under 
protection. 

Alberta’s IBAs are not only 
characterized by an abundance of 
avian and other wildlife species, 

Eyes on IBAs

but may also be sites of extensive 
plant diversity and natural resource 
abundance. Despite the current state 
of the surrounding area, Sounding 
Lake is no exception, for one of the 
province’s rarest forb species can be 
found along its waters. 

The Roundleaf Monkeyflower 
(Mimulus glabratus Kunth), also 
known as the Smooth Monkeyflower, 
is a critically rare vascular plant in 
the province, possessing vibrant 
yellow and sparsely-spotted flowers. 
Though it is widespread throughout 
North America with seven named 
varieties, the wetland-obligate 

BY BROOK SKAGEN
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species is rare to western Canada, 
restricted to wet environments 
such as springs, streamsides and 
ephemeral pools. The creeping 
perennial is similar in appearance 
to the more common and 
widespread Yellow Monkeyflower 
(Mimulus glattatus DC), though 
glabatrus has smaller flowers and is 
less erect. The Sounding Lake IBA 
is the only documented location of 
the plant in Alberta.

The varying water levels of the 
Sounding Creek Watershed, 
including that of Sounding Lake, 
present unique challenges to the 
management of wildlife and their 
associated habitats. Meadows once 
dotted with pothole wetlands 
utilized by amphibians and 
waterfowl may rapidly vanish in 
periods of drought, while prairie 
runoff may engulf shoreline 
mudflats, gravel bars and other 
critical shorebird breeding 
habitats in the event of heavy 
precipitation events, the occurrence 
of which cannot be reliably 
predicted. For the Roundleaf 
Monkeyflower and other riparian 
species, such dramatic alterations 
may permanently influence the 
species’ success in the area. The 
implementation of effective land-

use management strategies is of 
utmost importance in mitigating the 
drastic landscape transformations 
associated with the Sounding Creek 
watershed, as the conversion of 
natural land continues to influence 
water movement across the 
landscape.

Though significant portions of 
Alberta’s natural areas have already 
been altered or fragmented, 
biologically-rich sites such as 
Alberta’s Important Bird and 
Biodiversity Areas remain, 
providing a network of habitats 
for our native flora and fauna 
species, as well as opportunities 
for all Albertans to enjoy them. As 
watershed health is the foundation 
on which biological diversity and 
social prosperity is built upon, 
it is imperative that current and 
future land use decisions reflect the 
importance of our remaining wild 
lands and water sources. Only then 
will the Sounding Creek and other 

IBAs continue 
to support 
flourishing flocks 
and flowers for 
generations to 
come. 
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Going to Bat
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It has been estimated that 
if we were to lose North 
America’s insectivorous 
bats, billions of dollars in 
agricultural productivity would 
be lost each year and an 

increased reliance on chemical 
insecticides would be required 
(Boyles, Cryan, McCracken, & 
Kunz, 2011). 

Threats to bat populations 
have increased substantially 

over the last decade, including 
habitat degradation, fatalities 
at wind energy facilities, 
and mortality associated 
with white-nose syndrome 
(WNS) (Fenton, 1997; Boyles 

Bats have often conjured up superstitions and images of frightening, fanged, fliers, yet 

little mention is ever made of the niche they fill in every ecosystem they inhabit. In reality, 

bats are not the ferocious blood-thirsty creatures of the night as they have been portrayed, 

but voracious marauders of nocturnal crop and forest pests.

BY ERIN LOW, DAVE CRITCHLEY, JOANNA BURGAR

for Bats in Alberta

(Erin Low is from the Alberta Community Bat Program, Wildlife Conservation Society Canada & Friends of Elk Island Society. Dave 
Critchley is the Senior Faculty Researcher and Instructor, NAIT Biological Sciences & Provincial BatCaver Coordinator. Joanna Burgar is 
a Postdoctoral Fellow - Environmental Studies, University of Victoria & Forest Resources Management, University of British Columbia.)

LITTLE BROWN MYOTIS. CORY OLSON
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et al., 2011). In Alberta, there 
are at least nine different 
species of bats, including six 
species that hibernate in the 
province, and three species 
that migrate to warmer climates 
to overwinter. Two of these 
hibernating species, the Little 
Brown Myotis and Northern 
Myotis, have recently been 
listed as Endangered under the 
Species at Risk Act because of 
high mortality associated with 
WNS. This disease has resulted 
in the death of millions of 
hibernating bats in eastern North 
America, along with catastrophic 

population declines in many of 
the affected regions (Blehert et 
al., 2009; Environment Canada, 
2015). 

Although WNS has not been 
detected in Alberta, it was 
found on two bats in 2016 
from Washington State, a 
jump of approximately 2,100 
kilometers from the previous 
westernmost regions (Sleeman, 
2016). Migratory bats are also 
facing high fatality rates due 
to the increasing number of 
wind energy facilities being 
constructed, with models 
predicting population declines 

by as much as 90% over the 
next 50 years (Frick et al., 
2017). Despite records of 
hibernating bats living up to 
at least 39 years, females have 
one pup annually, and not until 
their second or third summer 
(Hobson, 2014). 

Various research and outreach 
initiatives are currently being 
conducted throughout Alberta 
to promote good stewardship 
and try to guide management 
and recovery strategies for 
bats in the province. Raising 
awareness about bats is also 
crucial in order to dispel 

LONG-LEGGED MYOTIS CORY OLSON. CORY OLSON
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some of the misconceptions 
and myths plaguing these 
mammals. 

The Alberta Community Bat 
Program (ACBP) is a program 
of Wildlife Conservation 
Society Canada (WCS), 
developed in collaboration 
with Alberta Environment and 
Parks. The program aims to 
promote bat conservation and 
stewardship in communities 
by engaging the public using 
outreach and citizen science 
projects. The goal of the ACBP 
is to raise awareness about 
bats, help residents manage 
bats in buildings, and collect 
data required to monitor and 
better understand bats in the 
province. 

The ACBP is now entering their 
second year of a citizen science 
based project where the public 
is invited to submit reports 
on the locations of known 

bat roosts on their property. 
From these submissions, we 
are developing a long-term 
database that can be used for 
population monitoring and 
examining habitat use. The 
ACBP also recently released the 
“Alberta Guide for Managing 
Bats in Buildings,” which 
provides information to support 
bat roost stewardship in Alberta, 
as well as guidelines for 
minimizing harm to bat colonies 
that need to be excluded from 
buildings. For more information 
about reporting a roost, 
managing bats in buildings, or 
to find out about bats events 
throughout the province and 
become involved, please see 
www.albertabats.ca. 

In response to the 
unprecedented declines of 
bat populations across North 
America, initiatives have been 
developed to document bat 

populations and their response 
to the various threats they are 
facing. In 2014, the province 
began a pilot project to 
expand the North American 
Bat Monitoring Program 
(NABat) into Alberta to better 
understand provincial bat 
distributions and indices of 
abundance at multiple scales. 
Passive and mobile acoustic 
surveys were conducted in 
2015 and 2016; 12 sites were 
surveyed, ranging from the 
southern border all the way to 
Wood Buffalo National Park. 
Acoustic surveys have recorded 
nine bat species, including a 
possible additional species of 
Myotis, and three bat species 
groups. Approximately 15,000 
bat call sequences were 
recorded in both 2015 and 
2016, with one third of call 
sequences identified as Little 
Brown Myotis. 

EASTERN RED BAT. CORY OLSON

http://www.albertabats.ca
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In 2016, Hoary Bats comprised 
a further third of bat calls 
while a combined category 
of Big Brown Bats and Silver-
haired Bats was a third of bat 
calls in 2015. These findings 
have serious implications 
for the conservation and 
maintenance of Alberta’s bat 
populations with the increasing 
and emerging threats of wind 
energy development and WNS. 
As Alberta’s NABat program 
develops, please visit the Alberta 
Community Bat Program’s 
website: www.albertabats.ca/
NAbat for updates and how to 
get involved. 

BatCaver, another one of 
WCS Canada’s programs, is 
a partnership between bat 
researchers and cavers in 
western Canada to gain more 

insight into the use of 
caves and mines by bats, 
particularly in winter when 
they are most at risk of 
WNS. Prior to this program, 
little research has been 
undertaken regarding 
cave bat ecology in BC 
and Alberta. The goal of 
this program is to expand 
our knowledge by placing 
remote bat detectors and 
climate loggers in caves and 
mines and taking fungal 
samples, with the assistance 
of the caving community. 
With WNS spreading 
further west each year, it 
is imperative that we learn 
as much as we can about 
the wintering ecology of 
our cave bats to develop 
mitigation or prevention 
strategies. Nearly half of the 

western Canadian bats are 
thought to be vulnerable to 
WNS due to their tendency 
to hibernate in caves and 
mines. For more information 
about the BatCaver program 
and how you can become 
involved please see www.
batcaver.org. 

Other Alberta bat related 
events include the Friends 
of Elk Island Society 
(FEIS) receiving a grant 
in 2016 from the Alberta 
Conservation Association to 
host a bat house building 
workshop, set up two multi-
chambered bat houses, 
as well as purchase a bat 
echolocation detector that 

can be used to detect bats. 
The bat houses were set up 
at John Janzen Nature Centre 
in Edmonton and will be 
monitored in the coming years 
for occupancy. The FEIS will 
also be running guided walks 
with bat detectors for the 
public throughout the summer 
at Elk Island National Park and 
Miquelon Lake Provincial Park. 
For more information on bat 
walk dates please see www.
elkisland.ca. 

Overall, despite having a 
rather cryptic nature and 
tarnished reputation, bats play 
an essential and irreplaceable 
role in the integrity of an 
ecosystem. Bats are one 
of the main predators of 
nocturnal flying insects, and 
can consume their own body 

CLUSTER OF THREE LITTLE BROWN MYOTIS. CORY OLSON

THREE DIFFERENT STYLES OF BAT HOUSES, FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: ROCKET 

BOX, SINGLE-CHAMBER BAT HOUSE, AND MULTI-CHAMBER BAT HOUSE. 

GREG HORNE 

http://www.albertabats.ca/NAbat
http://www.albertabats.ca/NAbat
http://www.batcaver.org
http://www.batcaver.org
http://www.elkisland.ca
http://www.elkisland.ca
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weight in food on a nightly basis 
(Nagorsen & Brigham, 1993). 
Bats face a plethora of threats, 
but the different bat research and 
outreach initiatives occurring in 
the province have been met with 
support and enthusiasm from the 
community. As we are well into 
the insect abundant summer, we 
are eager to continue with these 
initiatives and welcome back our 
bats! 
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Chandler Robbins

MemoriamIn

Chandler Robbins, legendary 
ornithologist, had 60 years of 
public service as a scientist at 
Patuxent Wildlife Research Center. 
It is hard to put into words the 
extent of his contributions to 
bird conservation. In 1965, he 
came up with the idea of the 
BBS (Breeding Bird Survey) as 
a way to identify how songbird 
populations were changing at a 
continental level after a concerned 
citizen sent him a letter asking 
how American Robins were doing 
in North America. The BBS was 
launched in 1966. Now, over 50 
years later the BBS continues 
to bring scientists and birders 
together for bird conservation.

A prolific writer, Chan 
researched a variety of subjects 
in ornithology. His writings 

were not just on 
bird monitoring and 
census techniques 
but also on bird activity levels, 
on weather and bird migration, 
habitat fragmentation, DDT, 
neo-tropical migrants, book 
reviews, histories of birding 
activities in North America such 
as hawkwatching and a variety 
of other topics. You may be 
familiar with his 1966, Birds of 
North America: A Guide to Field 
Identifications. A Google Scholar 
search for author Chandler S 
Robbins produces an impressive 
bibliography of more than 100 
publications.

His passion for birds and 
education touched the lives of 
many people. Birding magazine 

had a tribute article in 2012 with 
interviews of some who had 
careers influenced by Chan.

Here are a few of the many 
memorial messages about 
Chan: Audubon, Ornithology 
Exchange, American Birding 
Association blog, USFWS Open 
Spaces blog, and Daily Kos. 
He will continue to be an 
inspiration to us all. A legend in 
the birding community, he will 
be greatly missed but his legacy 
will live on.

FROM BBS MEMO 2017

CHANDLER ROBBINS. ROBERT WRIGHT

JULY 17, 1918 – MARCH 20, 2017

We are preparing for the 2017 field season,  
working to make it a great season in memory of Chan.
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It was Monday evening, and the air 
outside was so calm and beautiful 
and silky-feeling…even though 
it was already after 8, I decided 
to hop on my bicycle and go for 
a little ride after a long day of 
working in the back yard. Well, 
what was supposed to be a short 
ride actually ended up being a 
much longer ride in nothing but a 
sleeveless shirt and cycling shorts; 
the air, as I said, was so calm and 
silky smooth - it felt like an August 
afternoon! 

Anyways, I ended up riding until 
well after dark, and making my 
way back from Red Deer and 
through Blackfalds, I rode south 
past the Boston Pizza on the north 
side of Blackfalds, and down 
the old C & E Trail to where the 
pavement ends. There I took the 
few hundred meters of gravel 
across to the 2A, and it was on 
that short stretch, at about 11pm, 
that I saw, up ahead, what at 
first appeared to be 2 large dogs 
at the edge of the newly seeded 
field on the right. As I approached 
however, these 2 animals crouched 
down and took on the easily 
recognizable size and shape of two 
Porcupines. I stopped and got off 
my bike to get my camera out, and 
was immediately mesmerized - not 
so much by what I was seeing, as 
by what I was hearing! 

In the dead quiet of the late 
hour, the sounds these two 
Porcupines were making as they 
communicated with one another 
were very striking! Meowing, 
whining, humming, almost 
musically to one another in a way 
that reminded me of the kinds of 
sounds we’re told whales use to 
communicate with one another, 
but of course on a smaller scale. I 
couldn’t get my camera out quickly 
enough to photograph the two 
of them together, and the female 
retreated into a burrow, which I 
discovered later was the end of a 
galvanized metal culvert, buried 
beneath the ground. (Besides 
which, the lighting was so poor, 
my photographs came out grainy 
and very poorly lit anyway.) 

The male stood up again several 
times, and I was amazed to see 
that, standing on his hind feet, and 
stretched out to his full height, 
he was probably about 3 ½ ft tall! 
The oddest shape though - with 
his thick coat of hair covering his 
head and upper body, and then 
below his waist, pretty much only 
his coat of quills, which were lying 
close against his body, so that he 
appeared to have a massive bulk 
of an upper body, and only a 
tiny, thin little lower body…most 
comical indeed! And his penis 
- fully extended, and squirting - 

whether urine or otherwise, I’m not 
sure…but I’m thinking urine…perhaps 
a sign of aggression…similar to what 
some ungulates do - like Elk? I’m not 
sure. But he was most assuredly a 
male! 

He circled the burrow opening this 
way and that, several times made 
to approach me, but never coming 
closer than about four feet before 
turning back to the burrow, and all 
the while making these most peculiar 
and striking sounds. And the female 
below communicating in return - her 
meowling being amplified by the echo 
effect inside the end of the culvert…
just so amazing to listen to!

After a few moments, he suddenly 
shambled off across the field, leaving 
the female alone in the burrow 
entrance. At that point, I was able to 
make my way around and look into 
the burrow. I could see her there, and 
took a photo of her - a poor one, but 
a photo nonetheless. Then I waited 
on the road above the burrow to see 
if she would come out, because I 
wondered whether she might have 
young ones in there with her. She did 
come out eventually, but only stayed 

I wanted to tell you about the most captivating encounter I had the other night [May 22] 

with a couple of Porcupines. 

BY NORMAN NOORDHOF

First Hand: Mesmerizing Porcupines

NOTE THE WET STREAK IN FRONT OF THE MALE PORCUPINE. NORMAN NOORDHOF



A PORCUPINE PEERS OUT OF THE CULVERT. NORMAN NOORDHOF
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right there at the entrance, looking 
up and around, and then tucking 
her nose back in, as if she might 
be checking on something that was 
still in there - and again, I couldn’t 
help wondering whether she had a 
couple of kits hidden in there.

I waited around for a bit longer, 
to see if she might allow them to 
emerge, (because I’ve never seen 
baby Porcupines before!) but the 
mosquitos were relentless, and 
before long I had to make the 
choice - either move on, or be 
eaten alive!

So in the end, I’m still not exactly 
sure what was going on. Were 
these two creatures courting? About 
to mate? Harbouring a couple of 
young? Or were they perhaps both 
males? Perhaps challenging one 
another? Not really sure…but again, 
the most intriguing thing of all was 
the sounds they were making. I’ve 
encountered a lot of Porcupines in 
my travels, but they’ve always been 
single, solitary animals, feeding by 
themselves, or shambling across 

a field of stubble, minding their 
own business. But here were two 
together! And the sounds they 
were making as they ‘talked’ to one 
another! Simply most intriguing! 
I suspect, possibly - a once in a 
lifetime experience for me.

So it was a late night indeed. On 
the move again, the mosquitos 
were not a problem at all, and I 
couldn’t help thinking that if I’d 
had a working light on my bicycle, 
I might well ride all through the 
night and put on 150 kms or so 
before dawn, just because…But I 
didn’t. I got home around midnight, 
showered, and called it a night. 
Those two Porcupines though - I 
bet they were just getting started 
with their night.

That happened on Monday night, 
and Thursday morning, at about 
8, as I was driving by that area in 
my van, I looked out across the 
field and saw those 2 creatures 
again in the same spot. They must 
have been just like the rest of 
us - happy to be out in the bright 

WHAT IS HE UP TO? NORMAN NOORDHOF

morning sunshine after the tumult of 
Wednesday’s storm. Not wanting to 
cause them undue stress, I didn’t turn 
towards them but simply carried on 
through the intersection a few hundred 
yards away. But seeing them there again 
has made me eager to take a late night 
bike ride past that spot again - perhaps 
this weekend if the weather’s nice.

In the meantime, here are the best 
photographs I made. As I mentioned 
in the blurb - the light at that hour 
was apparently very conducive to 
Porcupines being out, but not for taking 
photographs of them! 



CLIFF WALLIS
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Cloaked in a sensible woolly 
coat it, defies the extremes of its 
home. At best the plant stands 
only as tall as your fist. If you 
are searching the prairie sky for 
spring, you will miss it, since its 
ground-hugging nature requires 
a discerning and trained eye to 
locate it. It blooms early, sets seed 
quickly and retires to a quiescent 
existence for the rest of the year. 

Rodents, ground squirrels and 
hares the plant is named after 
may pilfer some of the seeds, an 
occasional cow may lop off a bit 
of the plant top, but the greatest 
danger comes from us, in the 
form of cultivation and gravel 
excavations.

It doesn’t ask for much, this 
diminutive plant, a little bit of 
soil amid the gravels from some 
long forgotten river bottom, now 
forming the top of the Del Bonita 
Plateau and the Milk River Ridge, 
in southwestern Alberta. Along 
the plateau rims of steep ridges, 
where the soil is the thinnest, 
the gravel most exposed, a place 
of near constant wind and little 
competition from other plants 
grows Hare-footed Locoweed 
(Oxytropis lagopus). 

Much of the 
place where it 
now lives was 
surrounded 
by, but not 
overwhelmed 
by, the ice of 
continental 
glaciers in the 
Pleistocene 
Epoch. 
Hare-footed 
Locoweed 
might well have 
watched the 
receding glaciers as it established 
a toehold in a new, raw world. 
It may well have welcomed the 
new tourists to a rapidly thawing 
land, in the form of now extinct 
bison, camels, horses, mastodons, 
mammoths and saber-tooth cats. 
First peoples would have traveled, 
camped and hunted within sight 
of the plant. Bison might have 
been stampeded off the steep 
ridge lines where it watched the 
carnage. 

It stood mute as much of the 
adjacent fescue grassland was 
plowed up, decades before we 
recognized the merits of intact 
grasslands and made fescue our 
provincial grass. The march of 

Amid the melting snow, a hardy survivor of storms and 

droughts and ice sheets pokes its tentative blossoms 

towards the prairie sky.

BY LORNE FITCH, P. BIOL.

Hare-Footed Locoweed

invasive plants, a legacy of cultivation, 
may have registered with Hare-footed 
Locoweed. 

But plants don’t wonder, don’t 
speculate and don’t pass judgement; 
they simply endure. The Hare-footed 
Locoweed has rolled each successive 
storm, every drought and both the 
vagaries and consistencies of its 
surroundings into its genetic memory 
bank. We can’t know what a plant feels 
and by conventional definition Hare-
footed Locoweeds are not sentient 
beings. But, it makes one wonder when 
the places they have arranged to live 
have such expansive, impressive views.

The stories a Hare-footed Locoweed 
could spin, if it had a mind to and 

Lorne Fitch is a Professional Biologist, a retired Fish and Wildlife Biologist and an Adjunct Professor with the University of Calgary.

HARE-FOOTED LOCOWEED. CHERYL BRADLEY
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a voice. Of course, it might be 
reticent to talk to us human 
youngsters, with our short tenure 
and no experience of surviving 
the long haul. Maybe we haven’t 
been around long enough to listen 
with intent. What would we have 
in common?

Somewhat fancifully, the fuzzy 
sepals were thought to resemble 
a hare or rabbit’s foot. The plant 
contains an alkaloid, a livestock 
poison, if too much is ingested. 
Alkaloid poisoning causes 
livestock to go “loco”, hence the 
name locoweed. As scattered 
as the plant is, a cow would 
have to be fatally diligent to do 
itself in from eating Hare-footed 
Locoweed.

There are no odes written to 
Hare-footed Locoweed, only 
a dusty tome on its status for 
some committee who will likely 

never see the plant. No one 
will ever gather a bouquet of its 
bluish/purple flowers, and that’s 
fine, since they are too small to 
attract attention. Bumble bees 
are attracted to the perfume of 
its blossoms but for the rest of 
us that subtle scent is lost to the 
unremitting wind. 

No flock of plant aficionados will 
travel to admire it and revel in the 
muted signals of spring. There is 
no evidence that the plant contains 
a cure for some debilitating 
disease, although the Blackfeet 
apparently chewed it to alleviate 
sore throats.

We might think it unimportant, 
just another non-descript plant 
with a strange Latin name. It’s the 
way we tend to treat all the non-
charismatic micro fauna and flora, 
of no particular interest, ignored 
and soon forgotten. Hare-footed 

Locoweed plucks no heart strings, 
except of those who know the world is 
made of many parts; those parts have 
purpose and are not superfluous. 

Maybe we can grasp, even in some 
fundamental way, that a Hare-footed 
Locoweed clinging to the edge of a 
coulee rim is a metaphor for our own 
dependence on one lonely orb in outer 
space.
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BIGHORN SHEEP. WIKIPEDIA

SUMMER 2017 41

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

The presence of antlers defines 
the deer family, which includes 
deer, Moose, Elk and caribou. 
Each spring soft, new bone grows 
under a layer of blood- and 
nerve-rich skin called velvet. The 
antlers harden in late summer and 
the animals go through a rather 
scraggly stage as they work to rub 
off the dried velvet. 

I am always amazed at how large 
antlers can grow in a single season. 
A healthy, mature bull Moose can 
grow a pair of paddles that are 
150 cm (5 feet) across and weigh 
as much as 50 kilos (110 pounds). 
Imagine trying to walk through the 
forest with that on your head.

Antlers are different from the horns 
of Bison, sheep and goats. Horns 
have a bone core covered by a 
keratin sheath; the same material 
that our hair and fingernails are 
made of. Horns are never shed and 
continue to grow over the life of 

the animal. The curled 
horn of an older Bighorn 
Sheep ram can reach 110 
cm (43 in) in length with 
a circumference at the 

base of 45 cm (18 in). Pronghorn 
Antelope of the southern prairies 
also have horns but theirs are 
forked and the keratin sheath is 
shed each year.

Only male deer, Moose and Elk 
have antlers and they use them to 
win dominance over other males 
and to show off to the females. 
After challenging the competition 
with various bellows and grunts, 
the males lock antlers in vigorous 
pushing matches to sort out who 
is strongest. 

Caribou males also use their large 
rack to compete for mates but 
for these northern animals the 
antlers also have a more practical 
purpose. The antlers are used 
to scrape snow off their winter 
food of ground lichens 
so females also grow 
a small set which they 
wear for eleven months 
of the year.

By mid-winter most 
animals will have 
lost their antlers with 
younger males keeping 

Fall is coming and for members of the deer family it’s 

all about the antlers. The rut will soon be starting and 

large antlers mean success as males compete for potential 

mates. 

BY MARGOT HERVIEUX

Antlers and Ungulates
Up Close Naturally:

theirs longer than the older, and 
larger, males. During that time keep 
your eyes open for an animal walking 
around with a distinctive head tilt 
as it waits for the second antler to 
drop. The fallen antlers are rich in 
calcium and are an important source 
of minerals for mice and other small 
mammals. It is rare to find an old 
specimen that doesn’t have some 
chew marks.

Antlers are striking to look at but 
they are also a significant investment 
for the animals that wear them. For 
members of the deer family, putting 
energy into growing all that new bone 
every year is definitely strategy meant 
for success.

http://www.peacecountrysun.com
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C L U B S  P A G E

The pride of the Kimiwan Lake 
Naturalists is the Interpretive 
Centre located along Highway 
#2 on the south side of the lake. 
The Centre, which opened in 
1992, is staffed from May until 
September. The Centre provides 
the starting point for an exciting 
and rewarding birding experience; 
it is fully operational and staffed 
with interpreters. Since 1993, the 
Interpretive Centre has received 
over 30,000 visitors! Activities 

which will benefit children are 
a high priority for us. We invite 
you to log your bird sightings in 
the Centre and chat with the staff 
about additional birding and other 
tourism opportunities in the area. 
Be sure to check out the gift shop, 
as well.

Kimiwan Lake stages high 
numbers of swans in the fall with 
both Tundra and Trumpeter Swans 
spending time at the lake. In 1999 
Kimiwan Lake was nominated 
and accepted as an Important 
Bird Area (IBA). Kimiwan Lake 
was identified as an IBA based 
on surveys which showed 
significant numbers of migrating 
Pectoral Sandpipers (5%-28% of 
the world population) and Long-
billed Dowitchers (12%-24% of 
the world population) used the 
lake as a migration stopover. 

Additionally, regular counts of waterfowl 
have shown that more than 26,000 birds 
each day during migration periods and 
5,000 to 20,000 birds per day during 
molting periods. The lake also supports 
larger numbers of Franklin’s Gulls (over 
5,000 non-breeding gulls) annually. 

The Kimiwan Lake Naturalists (formerly 
the Kimiwan Lake Wildlife and 
Preservation Society) identified that 
more current information on bird use 
was required in order to address habitat 
management issues and to provide 
updated information to visitors to the area. 

Our members vary from passive to 
very active members. Regardless of the 
amount of involvement you are seeking 
we would appreciate your membership. 
However, we do encourage members to 
become actively involved with the society, 
contributing to improving the Birdwalk 
and advocating for the multiple values 
found at Kimiwan Lake. 

The Kimiwan Lake Naturalists, based out of McLennan AB, strives to maintain the 

multiple values of Kimiwan Lake through education and interpretation, research 

and habitat enhancement activities. The Society operates an Interpretive Centre 

and extensive Birdwalk, located on the south shore of the lake. 

Kimiwan Lake Naturalists

THE PRIDE OF THE KIMIWAN LAKE 

NATURALISTS! KIMIWAN LAKE NATURALISTS

IT’S NOT JUST SWANS AND GEESE YOU WILL SEE, AS THIS NORTHERN 

HARRIER HUNTS ALONG THE SHORELINE. BIRD CANADA KIMIWAN LAKE BOARDWALK KIMIWAN LAKE NATURALISTS
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The fall is one of the best 
times for star gazing. The 
brilliant, chariot of the sun 
disappears earlier beneath the 
western horizon. Thus, the 
pale populace of stars becomes 
visible at a more convenient 
time. The bugs of summer are 
disappearing and the cold of 
winter has yet to dominate the 
evenings.

Heralding this change of 
seasons is the appearance of 
the Great Square of Pegasus 
representing the famous horse 
on which Perseus flew to his 
fateful rescue of the beautiful 
Andromeda. She had been 
reluctantly chained to the coast 
of ancient Ethiopia by her 
father King Cepheus to appease 
the sea monster Cetus. The 
appearance of Cetus was at 
the behest of the Nereids who 
were offended by the boastful 
Queen Cassiopeia who claimed 
that she was the most beautiful 
women of the area. 

Perseus managed to save 
Andromeda by turning Cetus to 
stone. This he did by showing 
it the head of the Medusa. 
He was rewarded for this 
heroic deed by King Cepheus 
who gave his blessing for 
the marriage of Perseus and 
Andromeda.

Starry Nights
Fall: September to November

The most notable celestial object 
that amateur astronomers seek 
out at this time of year is the great 
Andromeda Galaxy located in the 
constellation of Andromeda. In 
very dark skies it can be seen with 
the naked eye as a faint smudge 
of light about 25 degrees ENE of 
the NE corner of the square of 
Pegasus. It can be easily seen in a 
pair of binoculars. 

This galaxy is about 2.5 million 
light years from earth and is 

BY JOHN MCFAUL

Sun: Rise – Sept. 1 (6:43 MDT), Oct. 1 (7:36 MDT), Nov. 1 (8:34 MDT)
 Set – Sept. 1 (20:22 MDT), Oct. 1 (19:09 MDT), Nov. 1 (18:00 MDT) 
 Daylight Savings Time ends Nov. 5th.
 Autumnal Equinox: September 22nd at 14:01 PM MDT

Moon: Full – Sept.6, Oct.5, Nov.3  
New – Sept.19, Oct.19, Nov.18 

Planets:  Mercury is best seen from September 9th to 20th low in the ENE before sunrise. It lies 
close to Mars on the morning of September 16th and 17th. It may also be seen low in 
the western sky in the early evenings in November. 

 Venus is a bright light in the ESE morning sky through the fall months. On Oct 5th it will 
be quite close to Mars. Jupiter will be nearby on the morning of November 13th. 

 Mars appears low in the ENE morning sky in September. By November it will be 25 
degrees above the SE horizon. During this time period, it moves from Leo into the 
constellation Virgo. Watch for the moon near Mars on September 19th and October 
17th. 

 Jupiter may be seen low in the WSW in the evening sky during September. It then 
travels behind the sun to reappear in the morning sky by mid-November. 

 Saturn starts September in the evening sky above the southern horizon. Each evening it 
will be a bit lower in the sky and further to the South West. By the middle of November, 
it will be lost in the glare of the sun. The moon will be near on September 26th. It will be 
near Mercury on November 20th. 

Meteor Shower: Leonid meteor shower will occur on the evening of November 17th to the 
morning of the 18th.

The rate of meteors observed is for dark skies well away from city lights and with no Moon.

FEATURED CONSTELLATIONS: PERSEUS AND ANDROMEDA

CELESTIAL HAPPENINGS

C E L E S T I A L  H A P P E N I N G S

much larger than our Milky Way 
Galaxy. Upwards of 1 trillion stars 
populate this stellar city. Think 
of the innumerable planets that 
are found there and the many 
mysterious life forms that are 
looking our way and wondering if 
we exist. In time, we will be able 
to shake their appendages in a 
gesture of friendship as our galaxy 
and the Andromeda galaxy are 
predicted to merge in about 4.5 
billion years.
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READ MORE & TAKE THE PLEDGE @ WWW.CATSANDBIRDS.CA

http://www.naturealberta.ca
http://www.catsandbirds.ca


GEOFF HOLROYD DOES SOME WINTER 

HIKING; SEE STORY, PAGE 14. 

NYCTEA HAZEWINKEL (LEFT) AND A FRIEND; 

SEE STORY, PAGE 14.



PILEATED WOODPECKER; SEE THE STORY, PAGE 19. ROGER KIRCHEN
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