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Perhaps my fondest memories 
in nature are those most 
unpredictable: the wonder 
of what you’ll stumble across 
as you ‘round the trail bend; 
which colours you’ll see flash 
as passerines pass through the 
shrubbery; or what you’ll next 
meet eyes with as you stop to 
gaze at painted flower meadows. 
These excite the passion of every 
naturalist. 

It was one of these chance 
moments during my latest 
camping trip to the Cypress Hills 
that brought me some of the most 
joy I’ve had over the summer. 
When I was sipping on my 
morning coffee, I was approached 

by a couple of unexpected guests 
- Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrels!

One of five ground squirrel 
species in the province, the 
Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel 
(Spermophilus tridecemlineatus) is 
found in open meadows and tall 
grass fields throughout southern 
and central Alberta. Aptly named, 
the Thirteen-lined Ground 
Squirrel often has thirteen distinct 
longitudinal lines with light spots 
across its back, allowing the 
little rodent to disappear into the 
breaks of light and shade created 
by tall foliage. At approximately 
half the size of the more familiar 
Richardson’s Ground Squirrel 
(Spermophilus richardsonii) or 

Editor’s Page
BY BROOK SKAGEN, ASSISTANT EDITOR

THE THIRTEEN-LINED GROUND SQUIRREL 

WAS ONCE KNOWN AS THE “LEOPARD 

SPERMOPHILE” DUE TO ITS STRIKING BACK 

MARKINGS. BROOK SKAGEN 2018

An Unexpected Guest 
“gopher” as we often call them, 
the Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel 
is the smallest of Alberta’s ground 
squirrels, though arguably the 
one with the most spunk; the 
species is the most predacious 
of ground squirrels, with 
insects, invertebrates, and even 
small birds, eggs, and rodents 
comprising as much as 50% of its 
yearly diet. 

It wasn’t my first time seeing the 
ground squirrel in the park, but I 
certainly had not expected to see 
the grass-dweller in the middle 
of a White Spruce-Lodgepole 
Pine forest! Nonetheless, there 
they were, happily munching on 
blades of grass and getting into 
the occasional scuffle over a juicy 
beetle. I inched towards the tent, 
eager to grab my camera, which 
just so happened to be at the 
opposite end of the campsite.

Unlike richardsonii burrows, 
tridecemlineatus burrows are not 
marked by mounds; openings are 
often covered by a clump of grass 
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INSIDE BACK COVER 
Bob and Cynthia Mutch were 
fortunate enough to discover 
a pair of Cooper’s Hawks 
nesting close to the center of 
town, on the escarpment on 
the Southeast Hill in Medicine 

Hat. They watched as the nestlings went from balls of 
fluff to eventually fledglings and leaving the safety of 
the nest. There were five young, though only four are 
seen in the photo.

Bob and Cynthia also had another sighting: “We had 
an enjoyable walk in the Cypress Hills yesterday and 
the day was made even more enjoyable when we 
were serenaded by a White-crowned Sparrow.” The 
Cypress Hills population of this species has a distinct 
accent, different from other White-crowned Sparrows. 

BACK COVER
Speaking of camouflage, it doesn’t get much 
better than the Short-horned Lizard (Phrynosoma 
hernandesi). Even close-up, the reptile seems to 
vanish in its prairie surroundings. Brook Skagen was 
fortunate to capture this individual on an August trip 
to the Manyberries area.

On the Covers:
FRONT COVER 
The Cochrane Ecological Institute rehabilitates more 
than cute and cuddly baby Black Bears…but they do 
make for endearing photographs! The story of the CEI 
is very interesting, as well. Read all about the Institute 
and much more in this issue’s Feature (in two parts); it 
starts on page 20. 

INSIDE FRONT COVER 
It is not often one can capture 
a single image of the highly 
secretive and cryptic coloured 
American Bittern; Myrna 
Pearman succeeded in taking 
many images. She also wrote 
a fascinating article about her 
sighting, beginning on page 13.

or shrubbery, with dug up soil 
spread evenly across the ground. 
Though areas of taller grass are 
preferred, the Thirteen-lined 
Ground Squirrel will maintain 
lanes to and from the burrow and 
throughout its 2-3 acre territory, 
facilitating the search for food 
and for cover if needed. The 
species is “loosely” colonial, often 
found in groups where there is 
suitable substrate, but in small 
numbers; 4-8 individuals per ha 
is considered a relatively high 
density for the species. 

The status of the species remains 
up in the air, given an Alberta 
General Status of “Undetermined’, 
due to insufficient data on the 
species to reliably evaluate 
its conservation standing. The 
General Status of a species is 
determined through assessing the 
abundance, distribution, trends, 
and habitat threats of a species 
or population. This leaves the 
species in a controversial position, 
for like the Richardson’s Ground 
Squirrel, it is often a species 
persecuted for foraging in crops 
and gardens and is listed under 
Agricultural Pests Act with no 
legislative protection, despite 
the inability to determine if the 
species is Secure.

Luckily, I was able to take some 
snapshots of the curious visitors 
nibbling on plantain before 
packing up my weekend home. 
As I loaded up my gear and 
reminisced over the weekend, I 
couldn’t help but smile, suddenly 
realizing who the real guest was. 

mailto:na%40naturealberta.ca?subject=
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THE MARKINGS OF THE THIRTEEN-LINED GROUND SQUIRREL 

ALLOW THE SMALL MAMMAL TO BLEND IN AGAINST A BACKDROP 

OF LEAF LITTER AND FOLIAGE. BROOK SKAGEN 2018

WITH WINTER APPROACHING, THIRTEEN-LINED GROUND SQUIRRELS PUT ON 

AN EXCESS OF FAT BY LATE SUMMER, RETREATING TO THEIR BURROWS BY 

OCTOBER. THEY UNDERGO TRUE HIBERNATION, WITH THEIR TEMPERATURE 

AND HEART RATE DRASTICALLY REDUCED. BROOK SKAGEN 2018
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Yearly precipitation for central Alberta recorded at 
the Edmonton International airport, where such 
data have been collected since 1883. The long-
tern annual mean of rain and snow is 454 mm, 
making the last two years well above average
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IN MAY 2017, THE WATER WAS ABOUT HALF A METRE DEEP AT THE END OF THE 

FENCE LINE. BRIAN GENEREUX

The article about Beaverhills Lake 
in the Spring 2018 Nature Alberta 
[“Observation of Water Levels in 
Beaverhill Lake in 2017”] ends on 
a positive note and concludes that 
the recent rise in water level is 
“leading to encouraging signs that 
the lake might be returning.”

Unfortunately, although its author 
writes on behalf of the Beaverhill 
Bird Observatory, her personal 
experience with the subject is 
short-term and her text contains 
a number of inaccuracies about 
the lake’s history including the 
statement that “the lake has 
been dry since 2005… (and) has 
remained dry until the BBO staff 
recorded the return of water in 
2016.” 

The water level of Beaverhills Lake in 2017

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

Having studied the interaction of 
shorebirds and falcons around 
this once world famous wetland 
since 1964, I have monitored the 
lake’s rise and fall each spring 
and summer. By September 2006 
the last remaining pool of water 
had dried up. However, the snow 
melt of 2007 was enough to 
inundate the former lake bed up 
to an estimated 40 percent of its 
former expanse. Unfortunately, 
these gains evaporated again in 
the drought years of 2008 and 
2009. Subsequently, some water 
flooded back in due to higher 
than average precipitation in the 
second decade of 21st century 
(See table).

The author of your article reported 
that the trails along Lister Lake were 
inundated by snow run-off in 2017. 
Flooding of these trails was routine in 
past years, usually forcing me to take 
my boots off to reach the Lister Lake 
weir. Sometimes, even rubber boots 
were not high enough to get there 
with dry feet.

Annual Precipitation in millimetres
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400
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Although the 2017 inflow from 
the lake’s watershed added to 
the previous year’s moderate 
gain and brought the lake level 
up another notch, it was not 
enough to restore this once 
huge but shallow sheet of 
prairie water. Checking out the 
situation in early June of 2018 
at Francis Point and looking 
north from a spot where the 
shore line used to be, all I saw 
was a distant horizon of marshy 
vegetation with here and there 
a glimmer of open water. Brian 
Genereux checked out the 
so-called Mundare Beach on 
the former east shore, where a 
fence line running into the lake 
represents a convenient point 
to gauge the height of spring 
flooding. 

Accompanied by avid 
Edmonton birder Chris Rees, 
I visited the Mundare Beach 
site again on August 2, 2018. 

The area had just received a 
good rain, although 2018 might 
turn out to be a fairly dry year 
again. As of August 1, 2018, 
the amount of precipitation 
recorded at the International 
Airport was 254 mm, as 
compared to 330 mm during 
the same time period in 2017. 

The author of your article was 
also wrong by claiming that the 
lake has been dry previously in 
the 1930s and 1950s. In those 
dry spells the mud flats indeed 
widened, but the lake did not 
dry up completely, and the 
recovery was fairly swift. Based 
on my conversations with local 
farmers, the 1950s drought 
ended abruptly in a very wet 
year when “it rained for three 
days, stopped for one day, then 
rained again for three days, 
on and on throughout that 
summer.” 

The best hope for a complete 
recovery of the lake, however 
temporary it may turn out to 
be, is deep snow. For example, 
in April of 1974 the winter’s 
snow had accumulated to fence 
post height. Its eventual melt 
caused the lake to rise by one 
metre, resulting in widespread 
inundation of surrounding farms 
and pastures.

The partial recovery of the past 
two years makes it all the more 
important that inflowing waters 
should not be dammed or 
diverted, either by surrounding 
farmers or by conservation 
agencies such as Ducks 
Unlimited. 

For more details on the lake’s 
history see:

Dekker D. 1998. Prairie Water 
-- Wildlife at Beaverhills Lake. 
University of Alberta Press, 
Edmonton AB. 

Dekker, D. The effect of water 
diversions and drought in the 
drying-up of Beaverhills Lake, 
a 140 square kilometre Ramsar 
Wetland in Central Alberta. 
Natural Areas Journal 34(3):346-
352, 2014. 

THEODORE (DICK) DEKKER

AUGUST 2, 2017. A FENCE LINE RUNNING WEST FROM THE FORMER MUNDARE BEACH ON THE 

EAST SIDE OF BEAVERHILLS LAKE ALLOWS A CLOSE APPROACH TO THE SHEET OF WATER THAT 

NOW PARTIALLY COVERS THE FORMERLY DRY LAKE BED. SIMILAR FLOODING OCCURRED IN 

2007 UNTIL THE SHALLOWS EVAPORATED AGAIN DURING THE DROUGHT YEARS OF 2008 AND 

2009. CHRIS REES
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First the smoke that has been 
filling the sky this summer 
throughout Alberta made me 
reflect on the terrible damage 
being done: ie, eradication of 
habitat and species, damage done 
to waterways and fisheries. Then 
the drought itself, the drying of 
soil and peat and forest floors. 
And of course, recognizing the toll 
taken by our farmers and ranchers 
in loss of crops and forage lands. 
Then the rapid melting of the ice 
fields… and so it went, on and 
on.

And then I opened an email from 
a friend who was celebrating 
the success of yet another 
summer of adventure along 
with colleagues and friends in 
her local nature club. “Engaging 
with friends in nature is such a 
relief…” she wrote. So true! Any 
activity, whether it be hiking 
through favourite natural spaces 
with colleagues of like mind 
or rescuing a wounded hawk, 
brings about a feeling of well-
being, a feeling of being part of 
the solution rather than part of 

the problem. Together we begin 
to explore “solutions.” What little 
bit we can do, no matter how 
insignificant it may seem, when 
multiplied with the intentions 
and efforts of others becomes 
significant indeed. 

My friend’s note went on to tell 
me about a collaborative effort 
made through Nature Alberta and 
Nature Kids to set up signage 
along a well-used and well-loved 
trail. This kind of collaboration 
is really something to celebrate 
as we build up a sense of 
community through our efforts. As 
I explore the posts on our Nature 
Alberta activity calendar and read 
about all the good work going on 
throughout the province between 
local clubs and their neighbours 
and between member clubs and 
affiliate clubs, I see possibilities 
of expanding our influence. 
Albertans are increasingly 
concerned about their natural 
environment and we can be there 
to help build the connections. 

We, at the Board level of Nature 
Alberta, will soon begin planning 

a series of celebrations as we near 
the 50th Anniversary since the 
founding of Federation of Alberta 
Naturalists, now known as Nature 
Alberta. In the coming year we’ll 
look to the future. Let’s determine 
together where we want to go as 
a network of dedicated naturalists 
and how we can involve and 
collaborate with other nature-
centred organizations. 

If you have thoughts or ideas 
about ways we might celebrate 
our successes of the past 50 
years, draw in new members 
representing a range of 
generations, and ensure that our 
favourite spaces and species last 
for the next 50, please speak to 
your local club representatives 
to the Nature Alberta Board or 
drop me a note to President@
naturealberta.ca. 

To tell the truth, I had a difficult time getting started on this column for the Nature Alberta 

Magazine. In fact, as I tried to plan, all I could think of was the series of calamities that 

seem to have hit our natural wild lands and favourite sites. 

BY LINDA HOWITT-TAYLOR

From a President’s 
Perspective…

F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T

Have a fine fall and 
happy trails - fall 

migration is almost here. 

mailto:President%40naturealberta.ca?subject=
mailto:President%40naturealberta.ca?subject=
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The Alberta government released 
a proposal on Aug 2nd to expand 
the Twin River Heritage Rangeland 
Natural Area in order to protect 
a significant piece of Alberta’s 
endangered grasslands. Alberta 
Wilderness Association (AWA) is 
relieved to finally see concrete 
steps towards protection of a critical 
piece of Alberta’s native grasslands, 
which has been on government 
books awaiting protection for years. 

AWA remains concerned about 
ongoing potential threats to 
this landscape from oil and gas 
exploration. “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 

Protection for Native Grasslands in Milk River Ridge

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

amphibian species considered ‘at 
risk’ or ‘may be at risk’,” said Cliff 
Wallis, a director with the AWA. 
“Alberta’s remaining large blocks 
of native grassland are essential 
for biodiversity conservation and 
safeguarding them from industry 
is needed if we are to achieve 
protected area targets in Alberta.”

The government launched a 30 
day consultation ending August 31 
on the proposal to reclassify and 
expand the Twin River Heritage 
Rangeland Natural Area by 
changing it to a Heritage Rangeland 
and adding 3173 hectares (7840 
acres) to the existing protected 
area. 

With less than 2% of Alberta’s 
grasslands currently protected, AWA 
is fully supportive of prioritizing 

the legal designation of important 
grasslands, such as these Milk River 
Ridge lands. Internationally agreed 
to Aichi Biodiversity Targets for the 
protection of our grasslands are set at 
a minimum of 17%.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
CLIFF WALLIS, ALBERTA WILDERNESS 
ASSOCIATION 403.607.1970

MILK RIVER RIDGE GRASSLAND. 

ALBERTA WILDERNESS ASSOCIATION 

Health Canada announced it was 
phasing out two of the more 
commonly used neonicotinoid 
pesticides. Unfortunately, it will 
take a proposed three-to-five year 
timeline to do so. 

Neonicotinoids contain neurotoxins 
that affect insect life. Concerns 
about impacts on pollinators, 
especially bees, has mobilized 
Canadians to stop the use of these 
chemicals.

Last year, the international body 
devoted to protecting global 
biodiversity, the International 
Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) released a review of 

Ban of Dangerous Neonicotinoid Pesticides…Sort of

FROM ALBERTA WILDERNESS ASSOCIATION EMAIL; AUG 3/18

over 1,100 peer-reviewed scientific 
studies, concluding there is no 
doubt neonicotinoids harm bees.

Health Canada’s own research found 
that impacts on aquatic insects, 
often vital to food webs - including 
fish and birds - are threatened 
by harmful levels of at least one 
of these chemicals found in the 
environment. And because insects 
are the most diverse known form 
of life on the planet, impacts on 
insects should raise alarm for global 
biodiversity. 

“The scientific evidence that these 
pesticides were hurting pollinators 
and aquatic life is overwhelming 

and alarming,” according to Sierra Club 
Canada Foundation National Program 
Director Gretchen Fitzgerald. This 
evidence is being taken seriously by 
Health Canada, and we applaud them 
for taking action. We are breathing a 
sigh of relief today but hope Health 
Canada will move quickly to make sure 
use is stopped sooner than their 2021 
deadline.”

The proposed ban assumes that Bayer 
and Syngenta are not successful in 
lobbying attempts to continue selling 
the poisons or attempt to skirt the ban 
by making minor changes to them, 
simply changing the name or using 
their vast wealth to persuade politicians 
to change their minds.



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

youtube.com/naturealberta

Nature Alberta &
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Nature Alberta NEWS
Thanks to Donors!
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Robert Synder
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Brook Skagen

AS MANY AS 5% OF THE GLOBAL 

POPULATION OF STILT SANDPIPER HAVE 

BEEN OBSERVED MIGRATING THROUGH THE 

KILLARNEY, DILLBERRY AND LEANE LAKES 

IBA. KEN ORICH 2017

Stilts, Dunes, and Wood-Warblers – An 
Unexpected Gathering

Alberta is a land of ecological diversity, comprised of many Natural Regions and 

Subregions, areas distinguished by climate and vegetation cover. 

Where these unique regions 
meet is often a place of stark 
contrast and wonder, teaming 
with diverse life: the subsiding 
of the Rocky Mountain slopes 
into the gently rolling foothills; 
the meeting of montane woods 
and fescue grasslands of the 
Cypress Hills; or the sandstone 
cliffs of Writing-on-Stone 
towering over the shrublands 
of the winding Milk River. 

These are but some examples 
of the unique and dramatic 
landscapes formed when 
differing ecosystems meet. 
There are few places in 
the province where native 
grasslands mingle with shifting 
sand dunes, cracked mudflats, 
twisted tree stands, and waving 
waters to create a diverse and 
flourishing landscape; the 

Killarney, Dillberry and Leane 
Lakes Important Bird Area 
(IBA) is one such place.

Located approximately 25 
km northeast of Provost AB, 
the Killarney, Dillberry and 
Leane Lakes IBA is a kame, 
sand dune and small alkali 
lake complex in eastern 
Alberta. The IBA encompasses 
over 50 km2 of native and 

Eyes on IBAs

modified grassland, shrubland, 
freshwater marsh and mud 
flat habitat, stretching over the 
Alberta-Saskatchewan border. 
The different lakes within the 
IBA create a mosaic of habitats 
utilized by avian wildlife: 
Killarney Lake, the largest of the 
three waterbodies at roughly 
4 km2, boasts a wide sand, silt 
and gravel shoreline; Dillberry 

BY BROOK SKAGEN
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Lake, at approximately half the 
size, primarily consists of sandy 
vegetated shoreline; while 
Leane Lake, the shallowest 
waterbody, is made up of 
mud flats, gravel bars, and 
alkali deposits. Water levels of 
all three lakes are known to 
drastically fluctuate with the 
seasons and between years. 
The IBA supports multiple 
land uses, with portions 
falling within grazing leases, 
the Killarney-Reflex Lakes 
Heritage Rangeland Natural 
Area, Dillberry Lake Provincial 
Park, and private land. A large 
portion of the IBA overlaps 

with an identified Western 
Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network site. 

The extensive mud flats and 
shoreline cover of the lakes 
provide excellent foraging and 
nesting opportunity for a wide 
array of shorebirds; as many 
as 19 shorebird species have 
been recorded in the area. 
Tens of thousands of migrating 
shorebirds pass through each 
spring, including some of the 
world’s highest concentrations 
of Stilt Sandpiper (Calidris 
himantopus), exploiting the 
rich food resources offered 

by the saline shores as the 
exhausted migrants replenish 
their energy in preparation for 
the breeding season. Many 
species stay to nest within the 
IBA, including one of Alberta’s 
densest breeding populations 
of the Endangered Piping 
Plover (Charadrius melodus), 
of which as many as 1% of the 
total prairie population have 
been observed nesting along the 
shore of Killarney Lake.

The IBA is not only a birder’s 
haven for its significant 
shorebird numbers; the 
patchwork of varying habitat 

THE HERMIT THRUSH, MOST OFTEN HEARD IN THE FORESTED LANDSCAPES OF THE BOREAL, IS COMMONLY FOUND WITHIN THE IBA. ITS RUFOUS 

TAIL DISTINGUISHES IT FROM THE SIMILAR SWAINSON’S THRUSH, WHICH IS MORE TYPICAL FOR THE REGION. KEN ORICH 2017
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types in the area supports 
an unusual mix of avian 
species, including those 
typical of the grassland (e.g. 
Lark Sparrow), parkland (e.g. 
Swamp Sparrow, Harris’s 
Sparrow), and boreal (e.g. 
Hermit Thrush, Ovenbird) 
natural regions. The lake 
complex also supports a rich 
diversity of non-avian species, 
with twenty-one mammalian 
species, including the Long-
tailed Weasel and White-tailed 
Jackrabbit documented in the 
area. The shallow waters of 
Killarney and Dillberry Lakes 
are home to the federally 
Threatened Leopard Frog, 
along with other Sensitive 
amphibians such as the Great 
Plains Toad.

The coming together of 
disparate habitat types within 
the Killarney, Dillberry, and 
Leane Lakes IBA provides a 
unique ecological experience 
to its visitors. A place 
where wood-warblers can 
be viewed to the backdrop 
of sand dunes, where the 
distinct phrases of a singing 
Lark Sparrow can be heard 
through the aspen trees, 
and where the chattering of 
shorebirds over ten thousand 
strong can be heard across 
the open plain, the IBA 
is filled with unexpected 
gatherings of flora and fauna 
representative of the tallest 
peaks, thickest stands, and 
flattest prairie. They need 
only await your discovery!

Happy Birding!

THE CHIPS AND TRILLS OF THE LARK SPARROW ARE A TRADEMARK SOUND OF 

THE OPEN PRAIRIE. VISITORS TO THE IBA HAVE THE UNIQUE OPPORTUNITY TO 

HEAR ITS SONG ALONGSIDE THE MELODIES OF WOOD-WARBLERS AND OTHER 

SPECIES NOT NORMALLY FOUND IN THE GRASSLANDS. KEN ORICH 2018
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American Bittern 

The first time I heard the distinctive pump-er-lunk call of an American Bittern was while 

canoeing many decades ago on a beautiful little lake west of Rimbey. 

Lucky for me, my canoeing 
partner, Fred Schutz, knew a 
lot about bitterns. He quietly 
regaled me with bittern stories 
and information while we scoured 
the shoreline cattails, eager to 
catch a glimpse of this elusive 
heron. Eventually, we found it - 
a streaked brown bird standing 
motionless in the cattails, its body 
stretched up and its beak pointed 

skyward. Its bright yellow eyes, 
wide and sparkling, glared directly 
at us. Standing as still as a marble 
statue, we realized that the bird 
had every confidence that it was 
invisible to us.

In the years since that enchanting 
encounter, I’ve been on the lookout 
for bitterns. However, my only 
sightings have been brief ones, 
usually of one flying away. 

Last summer, I finally lucked out. 
First, we encountered a young 
bittern at Elk Island National Park 
in early July. It remained obscured 
by cattails, but I was able to snap 
a few habitat photos. Then, a few 
weeks later, while kayaking the 
beautiful bay of Rochon Sands 
at Buffalo Lake, we encountered 
two bitterns. For about an hour, 
we watched these birds patrol the 

BY MYRNA PEARMAN

Myrna Pearman is the Biologist and Site Services Manager at Ellis Bird Farm (ellisbirdfarm.ca). She can be reached at mpearman@
ellisbirdfarm.ca. Myrna is a very well-known author, photographer, biologist and naturalist,

http://ellisbirdfarm.ca
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shallows right in front of us. It 
was truly a ringside seat! They 
would occasionally stretch their 
necks up as if perceiving some 
threat, but mostly they ignored 

us, concentrating their attention 
on the abundant schools of 
shoreline minnows. They would 
alternate between walking slowly 
and standing motionless, all the 

while staring intently into the 
water. Then zap, into the water 
they plunged to score a minnow. 
The fish would be gulped down 
despite a valiant but hopeless 
struggle. 

American Bitterns, like all herons, 
are found around wetlands. 
Although they are fairly common 
in Alberta, they are seldom 
encountered (as I can attest) 
because they spend most of their 
time well concealed in shoreline 
cattails and bulrushes. They are 
more often heard than seen, 
as they emit a deep booming 
pump-er-lunk call. This call is so 
distinctive that it has earned them 
the nickname “thunder pumper.”

Some of their more obvious 
physical adaptations include 
cryptic coloration, long legs and 
massive feet. They also have 
incredible eyes. Bright yellow in 
colour, their eyes have the unique 
ability to focus downward, an 
attribute which enables them to 
stare down into the water to look 
for fish, frogs and other prey. 
These moveable eyeballs also 
allow them to track activity that 
is taking place in front of them 
(such as intruding canoeists or 
kayakers), even when their neck 
is stretched upward. Although this 
trait gives them a cross-eyed and 
startled appearance, it serves them 
well as they skulk around in their 
watery world. 

The next time you’re out near 
or on a cattail-ringed wetland, 
be sure to listen and watch for 
these fascinating yet elusive wild 
neighbours. 
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Once, There Were Trout
Once there were Bull Trout in this stream. There 

were Cutthroat Trout too. Once the stream was clear 

and cold and overhung with willows. 

With patience and stealth, you 
could see the trout slowly sculling 
in the current. The white edge of 
their fins focused your attention 
on the drab, torpedo-shaped Bull 
Trout. Cutthroat Trout had an 
iridescent hue to them, so they 
flashed like liquid sunshine as they 
squirted for cover.

In hand, after a short fight on 
the end of a fly rod, you could 
smell the forest, the moss, leaves 
and other bits of detritus that 
reminded you of the magic of this 
place. The trout arched in your 
hand, a polished, muscular bit of 
torsional resistance to the air. On 
its sides were the dots and spots, 
the patterns of which displayed 
the beginnings of this creature – 
ancient, mysterious and dynamic.

But, we couldn’t connect the 
dots, from clean, cold water free 
of sediment to these trout, ones 
that had 12,000 years of struggle, 
survival and evolution imprinted in 
their DNA. The trout in the hand 
was older than the moment; it was 
as deep as time. The ancestors of 
this fish were born when the land 

was new. We ignored and paid 
no attention to the natural 
maps and mazes in front of 
us; to what those trout told us, 
how they were an indicator 

and integrator of their watersheds 
and, what we might have learned, 
as people dependent upon water, 
as were they.

Now, sadly, for this stream and 
many like it, these trout are gone. 
The losses include Athabasca 
Rainbows and Arctic Grayling. 
Instead of the freshness of spruce 
and the tang of alder, these 
watersheds reek of greed and 
gasoline. The trout cannot be put 
back, made whole, made right 
again. There is little left of these 
streams, into which they can be 
put back. Their absence has made 
the health of these streams seem 
less important and restoration less 
urgent. In those streams of the 
past, where trout lived, all was 
older than us, wiser and more 
capable of enduring. We could 
have, we should have done better.

In hindsight it is no mystery how 
so much of the cornucopia of 
native trout disappeared, declined 
and deteriorated over time. Elderly 
anglers I interviewed in 1993, 
with memories of fishing before 
World War II and one who could 
still recall the cool, curving world 
of trout before World War I, told 
me, regaled me, with a largely 
forgotten world of trout abundance 
and sizes. One Bull Trout so large 

it fed several hungry surveyors, 
with leftovers. Spawning runs of 
Bull Trout where none exist today. 
Cutthroat catches of several hooked 
per minute and tired casting arms. 
Stringers of trout, meters long.

But, the world they described was 
a foreign one. The watersheds 
were largely devoid of roads and 
what roads existed had little traffic, 
logging was selective and small 
scale, there were no dams and few 
diversions, oil and gas exploration 
and development was in a nascent 
state and there were, relatively 
speaking, few anglers. Mining was 
concentrated, mostly to one major 
watershed, where the spectre of 
future trout declines was evident.

My uncle was a coal miner in that 
watershed, the Crowsnest. He 
was also an angler, with a metal, 
telescoping rod strong enough to 
heave an anvil out of the water. 
My uncle didn’t play a trout, nor 
did he practice catch and release, 
but he did look down his nose 
at those that netted, speared and 
dynamited trout. I never heard him 
talk though about how the river 
would turn black with coal. Most 
people, including him, didn’t see, 
and couldn’t see the cost to trout of 
doing business. This tendency, to be 
perceptually blind to the effects of 
economic and recreational pursuits, 
haunts us still.

LORNE FITCH, P. BIOL.

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

BULL TROUT. GRAVEL.ORG

http://gravel.org
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But some, like the elderly anglers 
I interviewed, watched and 
were able to comment on the 
juggernaut of development and the 
progressive, cumulative shifts in 
essential trout habitat that eroded 
the distribution, abundance and 
sizes of trout they had experienced. 
They were clear on what had been 
lost, because they had seen it near 
its best.

Even so, before these anglers’ 
memories of aquatic exuberance, 
trout ranged far from the 
mountains, through the foothills 
and onto the plains. As good as 
their memories were, even those 
benchmarks were fluid. Many more 
shifts in perception would occur 
before trout hit the wall and there 
was a recognition of the magnitude 
of loss. And so it goes, every 
generation thinks it has the benefit 
of the best until the progressive 
and unnoticed erosion of the best 
turns it to dust.

We should not be confused about 
why native trout disappeared 
from some streams and declined 
in others. If confusion exists, it 
is about how to mount effective 
recovery efforts. We can use the 
predictive tools of science for 
guidance and choose the actions 
most relevant to a better outcome 
for trout. We can reach out to 
others who have confronted 
this dilemma earlier than us. 
From those experiences we can 
learn, avoid some of the pitfalls 
and blind alleys, and fast track 
other strategies. But, to avoid the 
chiming of the trout Doomsday 
clock, we must proceed with a 
sense of urgency.

Native trout aren’t all gone, not 
all are memories, tantalizing 

us from stories found in old 
books and captured, frozen in 
time, in fading black and white 
photographs. But, in our hearts 
we must admit they are now a 
fraction of past numbers and sizes 
with distributions constrained 
by our human footprints. They 
are at a tipping point. Of those 
that remain we talk of them as 
threatened, maybe endangered, so 
perhaps the labels of imperilment 
confer some greater sense of 
responsibility to them and their 
future.

River, forest, climate and time 
designed native trout. These 
are not simple ciphers, easily 
decoded, enumerated and 
categorized, but are sensations 
of a complex, intertwined and 
integrated system. The system has 
a pulse, a rhythm easily disrupted 
by the wheel, chainsaws, 
diversions and non-native species 
introductions. For the eventual 
survival of native trout, we must 
reduce those human actions that 
increase their living costs.

We can waste time apportioning 
blame or, we can collectively 
agree that allowing native trout 
to wink out while we debate 
is untenable. If we continue to 
do what we’ve always done, 
native trout will be gone. It is a 
predictable pathway, one that 
sage grouse and caribou are 
currently on. If we think time 
will change the outcome for 
native trout, we are delusional. 
Governments, industry, anglers, 
recreationalists and a host of 

others have been part of the 
problem; will everyone agree to 
be part of the solution?

Biologists are asking what 
elements are required to restore 
populations and what level of 
recovery will provide robust 
and self-sustaining populations. 
Politicians need to be asked 
whether recovery efforts are 
adequately resourced, especially 
to beat the rush to extirpation 
of some populations, in some 
streams and, is the political 
will present to stay the course 
of recovery, especially if it 
means slowing down the pace 
of economic development. 
Industry and other provincial 
government departments need 
to be asked if they have their 
collective shoulders to the wheel 
of recovery. 

We conservationists (including 
anglers) need to be asking if 
recovery efforts are proceeding in 
a timely way and what our role 
is to ensure recovery efforts are 
successful. We might ask if we are 
willing to temporarily exchange 
some of our fun for native fish. 
Albertans need to confront the 
reality that changes are necessary 
in the way public lands and 
resources are managed if we are 
to retain significant parts of our 
natural heritage.

How soon will the answers be 
provided? You tell me. Better yet - 
tell the trout.

CUTTHROAT TROUT. WIKIPEDIA

BULL TROUT. NATURESCRUSADERS.WORDPRESS.COM
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COMMON SNIPE. JIM BROHMAN

Common Snipe
(and its Unique Sound Generation)

Wildlife! Starring…

Snipe inhabit the margins of 
swamps and wet meadows of 
northern North America and 
northern Eurasia (1). Despite its 
widespread distribution these 
birds are rarely seen because of 

their shy nature, cryptic coloration 
and their habit of staying still 
near ground vegetation and 
only flushing at the last minute 
if approached (2). Your best 
chance of seeing this remarkable 

shorebird is to scan fence posts 
bordering wetlands or watching 
for the male’s stunning courtship 
flight pattern in spring and 
summer prior to the nesting 
season (3 (video)). 

BY JIM BROHMAN

The Common Snipe (Gallinago delicata the updated common name is now Wilson’s Snipe) 

is a small to medium sized, stocky, well camouflaged wading bird with a long straight bill 

and short legs. They have “massive” pectoral muscles that give the snipe the ability to take 

off explosively and perform “aerial acrobatics”! 



DIAGRAM 1
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The courtship display is usually 
crepuscular or given throughout 
moonlight nights (4). The flight 
pattern consists of a number 
of energy-demanding rapid 
ascents high above the wetland 
habitat and descents, where 
a “drumming” - also known 
as “winnowing” - sound is 
produced on the “power dives” 
performed for the female 
snipe below. Many authors 
describe the etiology of the 
“drumming” sound but fall short 
on describing the structural 
differences of the Common 
Snipe’s outer two tail feathers 
that produce this unique and 
intriguing sound (5,6,7). 

The purpose of this article is to 
bring to light the importance 
of non-vocal sound production 
in bird communication 
and highlight the structural 
differences in the snipe’s 
specialized feathers responsible 
for the eerie, and fascinating 
sound produced by the outer tail 
feathers.

COURTSHIP DISPLAYS

Courtship displays are used 
by birds to attract a mate 
for reproductive purposes, 
strengthen the pair bond 
and, in the case of the snipe, 
also to stake out a territory 

(8,9). Displays can be vocal 
(produced by the syrinx), 
or mechanical (also known 
as sonation). Sonation is the 
deliberate production of sounds 
by structures such as the bill 
(e.g. bill-clattering by storks), 
the wings (e.g. drumming 
by Ruffed Grouse), the feet 
(e.g. stomping by Sharp-tailed 
Grouse) and specialized feathers 
(e.g. the display flights of the 
American Woodcock, the Ana’s 
Hummingbird and snipe) (10). 
To understand how modified 
outer tail feathers produce 
the “drumming,” we must first 
look at the microstructure of 
unmodified contour feathers.

FEATHER STRUCTURE

From Diagram 1 (11), tail 
feathers consist of a central 
shaft and countless barbs that 
protrude from either side, 
forming a leading vane and a 
trailing vane. Vanes must be 
rigid and flexible and this is 

accomplished by a series of 
hooks (called barbules) that 
form a meshwork between the 
barbs and gives the vane its 
rigidity. The act of preening 
reconnects the barbules to the 
barbs and reestablishes rigidity 
needed for flight. 

According to the most recent 
scientific investigation, it is 
the modification of the above 
microstructure in the snipe’s 
2-outer tail feathers that 
produce the “drumming” sound 
(10). Through sophisticated 
research utilizing detached 
snipe tail feathers, high speed 
video analysis, sound recording, 
a wind tunnel and electron 
microscopy, the authors 
reported some important 
differences in the inner tail 
feathers and the 2-outer tail 
feathers of the snipe (10). As 
air rushes over the outstretched 
tail feathers (such as during 
a steep dive) held out at a 
wide angle, the rear trailing 
vein flutters “like a flag” in the 
wind producing an audible 
“drumming (12) (see diagram 2 
“D”). 

The intermittent “drumming” 
produced during the steep 
dives that we hear from the 
ground is thought to be due 

SNIPE INITIATING DIVE. PETER WOLOSHYN
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to the action of the wings 
periodically blocking the 
airflow (10). Normally in birds 
the rear vane does not flutter 
because the barbule to barbule 
connections form a rigid tail 
(12) (see diagram 2 “C”). 
However, in the snipe, there are 
two structural differences from 
the standard tail feather design 
that lead to the fluttering of the 
rear vane and sound production 
(12) (see diagram 2 “D”). There 
is a rearward curvature of the 
feather shaft and the barbs are 
held virtually parallel to the 
feather shaft acting like a hinge 
for the trailing vein to flex (see 
“D”).

The barbs on the outer 2-tail 
feathers are parallel to the 
long axis of the shaft and lack 
hooks (barbules) so act like a 
long hinge allowing the vane 
to flutter (12) (see “D”). Tests 
on adjacent tail feathers under 
the same testing conditions did 
not produce a similar sound so 
the researcher’s concluded that 
the outer 2-tail feathers are truly 
unique (10) (see “C”).

CONCLUSION

Sonation in birds likely plays an 
important role in communication 
and successful reproduction. The 
Common Snipe shows a unique, 
complicated and specialized 
feather structure responsible 
for the spectacular “drumming” 
sound in the mating period 
over wetlands. Through future 
research, other examples of 
sonation may be identified and 
studied. The sharing of these 
future research findings will 
only enhance our understanding 
of bird behavior and our 
appreciation of these marvelous 
creatures! 

Although not on the endangered 
list, the snipe’s numbers 
worldwide are declining overall 
due primarily to the drainage 
of their freshwater habitat (13). 
This destructive practice must be 
reversed if we hope to enjoy our 
wonderful wetland birds in the 
future!

DIAGRAM 2: PHOTOGRAPHS AND 

SIMPLIFIED DIAGRAMS OF INNER TAIL 

FEATHER (A, C) AND OUTER TAIL FEATHER 

(B, D) OF A SNIPE. THE SHADED AREA IN D 

INDICATES THE BASAL BLACK AREA OF THE 

OUTER TAIL FEATHER, AND THE DASHED 

LINE INDICATES THE SUGGESTED FLEXION 

LINE ALONG WHICH FLUTTER OCCURS.
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The CEI is a family founded, 
charitable organization devoted 
to its mandate. The CEI was 
founded in 1971 by Miles and 
Beryl Smeeton and is now run 
by their daughter, Clio Smeeton. 
Miles and Beryl Smeeton were 
internationally known sailors, 
mountaineers, and explorers.

The Smeetons initiated the Swift 
Fox reintroduction program 
in Canada in 1972, six years 
before the species was declared 
extirpated in Canada. All animals 
held at the CEI are destined for 
reintroduction. They are not 
maintained for public exhibit, 
trade, or sale. Over the 26 years of 
its existence the CEI has also been 
an integral part of the Canadian 
Wildlife Service’s Trumpeter Swan 
(Cygnus bucinnator) and Wood 

Bison (Bison bison athabascae) 
reintroduction programs, as 
well as playing a key role in the 
Canadian Swift Fox reintroduction 
program. 

The CEI is unique in that it holds 
the world’s longest established 
(1972), largest (20 pairs), and 
only captive breeding colony of 
Swift Fox. These animals are bred 
solely for reintroduction as part 
of the CEI’s ecosystem restoration 
program. Internationally, as 
species and habitat vanish, the 
concept of ecosystem restoration 
through the reintroduction of 
indigenous flora and fauna, 
is gaining greater and greater 
prominence. The preservation 
of habitat without those species, 
which made that habitat a viable 
whole, is a sterile exercise.

CRI welcomes Volunteers, Interns, and 
Students. We have had participants in 
our programs from over 20 countries 
and 30 universities and schools. For 
interns we have participatory learning 
experiences. For Volunteers we have 
places for individuals who just want 
the experience of caring for animals. 
For students from the Bachelor to Ph.D. 

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

Devoted to Preservation: 
Part 1: “Where Ideas Become Reality”
INFORMATION FROM THE CEI WEBSITE

The Cochrane Ecological Institute-Cochrane Wildlife Reserve Society (CEI, CRI) is devoted 

to the preservation of biodiversity through the conservation and breeding of endangered 

indigenous species, environmental impact evaluation, ecosystem restoration through the 

reintroduction of extirpated flora and fauna, rescue and rehabilitation and release of 

injured and orphaned wildlife, public education and field research, and the monitoring 

of habitat and species through the development of non-intrusive survey methods. As if that 

wasn’t enough, the institute also conducts volunteer outreach programs.

ALL PHOTOS NOT IDENTIFIED ARE SUPPLIED BY THE COCHRANE ECOLOGICAL INSTITUTE (CEI).
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level we offer guided research 
projects. All of our participants 
are housed on site at a small fee 
to cover utilities. Our selection 
process is rigorous, and you 
MUST contact us by email to 
begin the process. Please fill 
out and submit the on-line form 
and provide us with your name, 
education level, age, your length 
of stay and expectations for your 
stay at CRI. We will be back to 
you with a detailed outline of 
our expectations for interns and 
students and begin the selection 
process.

The CEI gives Powerpoint 
Presentations for Schools and 
Community Groups. These 
presentations are adapted for 
the audience and can be from 
20 minutes to an hour long. 
Presentations can be given at the 
CEI in the CEI Interpretive Centre, 
or the CEI will travel to the 
school, corporation, or community 
group’s chosen venue. Topics are 
extremely varied, ranging: from 
Swift Fox reintroduction to the 
different paradigms and realities 
working with the First Nations; 
from captive breeding as a tool 
for reintroduction to nocturnal 
Birds of Prey; from radio telemetry 
to the politics of ecosystem 
restoration; from employing legal 
mechanisms in restoration to 
Amphibians - are they vanishing? 
That’s only a partial list!

Meanwhile, Schools are invited to 
spend a day on a school field trip 
at CEI. These outings can be half 
or full days. For Half Day tours, 
the CEI Field Naturalist will take 
the school group on a guided 
tour of the facilities, followed by a 
slide show at the CEI Interpretive 
Centre. In the Full Day, Students 
will be introduced to the study 
of wildlife in depth. They will 

be given a seminar on Wildlife 
Conservation and Swift Fox 
reintroduction. 

SWIFT FOX REINTRODUCTION

Cochrane Ecological Institute’s 
Swift Fox Reintroduction programs 
began in 1972 under the direction 
of Beryl and Miles Smeeton. Since 
that time over 800 Swift Fox were 
reintroduced to the Canadian 
Prairie. This has resulted in the 
Species being downlisted by 
the Canadian Government from 
Extirpated to Endangered.

In 1998 the CEI was invited by the 
Blackfeet Tribal Fish and Wildlife 
Department, Browning, Montana 
to join in a partnership to start the 
first Swift Fox re-introduction in 
the USA on the Blackfeet Tribal 
Lands. Defenders of Wildlife also 
became partners in this project 
and the first Swift Foxes were 
released on Blackfeet land in 
the fall of 1998.This program 
continued until 2003.

The CEI was requested to design 
and implement a Swift Fox 

reintroduction program on Blood 
reserve lands in Alberta in 2003. This 
resulted in only a two-year program 
because of complications resulting 
from permitting problems and the 
new Species at Risk Act in Canada.

This Swift Fox reintroduction 
program has provided unique 
opportunities for interested 
volunteers, as well as undergraduate, 
graduate, and post-graduate students.

GIVE US A CALL?
You can give us a call and arrange a 
donation if you wish to lend a financial 
hand. You can donate the old-fashioned 
way – a Cheque and Letter. Cheque 
made out to: 
Cochrane Ecological Institute,  
PO Box 484, Cochrane AB T4C 1A7 
Canada

Or, you can give through Canada Helps.
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“Many species, such as bears, raccoons, 
adult skunks, coyotes, wolves, cougars, 
mountain goats, bighorn sheep and 
amphibians are restricted from possession 
and rehabilitation.” wrote the Honourable 
Shannon Phillips, Alberta’s Minister of 
the Environment on April 2nd, 2017. She 
was listing wild species prohibited by the 
government of Alberta from rescue, rearing 
and release. 

Since 1991, the successful rescue and 
return to the wild of injured and orphaned 
indigenous wildlife has been undertaken, 
at their own cost, by non-government 
organizations operating under Wildlife 
Rehabilitation permits issued by the 
government of Alberta.

In the 21st Century ever more stringent 
conditions were placed upon Alberta’s 
Wildlife Rehabilitation Permits until, by 
2018, orphaned fox (3 species), Pronghorn 
fawns, Elk calves, Bobcat kittens, Lynx 
kittens and Black Bear cubs could only be 
rescued if an AEP written and approved 
captive management protocol for those 
species was in place. But the AEP had 
not, by March 2018 when the Wildlife 
Rehabilitation Permits were issued, written 
captive management protocols for any of 
those species, so no wildlife rehabilitation 
centre in Alberta could rescue them (!). This 
is similar to a Municipal District permitting a 
landowner to build on his/her property only 
if a building code was in place but having 

Part 2: Wild Orphans
BY CLIO SMEETON 

Wild orphans are created most often by the impact of humanity on their environment: 

when their mothers are killed, should they also be killed?

Devoted to Preservation: 

ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
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no building code written and 
approved.

Despite considerable public 
pressure, nearly 400 paper 
petitions presented to the 
legislature by Dr. Swann of the 
Liberal Party and over 100,000 
signatures on an Internet Petition 
to end this policy it had not yet 
changed when the Minister wrote 
her letter. 

Fortunately, in April 2018, 
the government listened to its 
electorate and allowed the rescue 
of orphaned Black Bear cubs, 
by producing the hastily written 
DRAFT “Alberta Orphaned Black 
Bear Cub Rehabilitation Protocol”. 
This DRAFT Protocol means that 
Wildlife Rehabilitation facilities in 
Alberta who wish to rehabilitate 
and release Black Bear Cubs 
may do so at their own expense 
and as directed in the DRAFT 
Alberta Orphaned Black Bear 
Cub Rehabilitation Protocol. The 
Charity, Cochrane Ecological 
Institute is one of the few facilities 
in Alberta that can and will accept 
Black Bear Cubs starting this year. 
Currently we have two cubs, one 
from southern Alberta and one 
from Grande Cache. 

We would like to thank the 
province of Alberta for their work 
on their DRAFT Black Bear Cub 
Protocol and their acceptance of 
Black Bear Cub Rehabilitation as 
a positive Conservation Activity. 
Nevertheless, and despite 
widespread “messaging” put out 
by AEP in 2018, about changes 
(as of April 2018) to their Wildlife 
Response policy for orphaned 
Black Bear cubs, there has not, as 
yet, been a definite commitment 

from AEP to change their 
policy of killing orphaned 
Bighorn lambs, Mountain 
Goat kids, Cougar, Wolf and 
Coyote cubs, or – it should 
be noted – Grizzly Bear cubs. 
These and the orphans of other 
species remain on the Minister’s 
banned list, slated for death 
as they are “restricted from 
possession and rehabilitation”.

Of course, even for Black Bear 
cubs, not all is good news, 
because the Draft Alberta Black 
Bear Protocol demands that 
all cubs of the year are to be 
released in October, during the 
hunting season. Bear cubs of both 
species remain with their dam for 
their first two hibernations so to 
let eight-month old cubs go in 
an unfamiliar place where they 
don’t know of a safe den site, will 
probably mean they get killed by 
predators, as research has shown 
that this is a common cause of 
death for bear cubs in unsuitable 
hibernation sites.

The Cochrane Ecological Institute 
reared and released orphaned 
bear cubs from 1985 to 2012 and 
over this length of time have 
done post- release monitoring and 
learned a lot. The Institute has 
always released bear cubs at 24 to 
32 months of age, when they are 
larger and heavier than their age 
class in the wild. Releasing in the 
Fall means there is ample food 
but also means that the animals 
are released in the hunting 
season. Releasing in February, 
when the bears are in hibernation, 
using insulated hibernating 
boxes on skids, has proven more 
successful and less stressful for 
the bears. After consultation with 

government, we drive the sleeping 
cubs out to previously researched 
sites, skid the boxes into position, 
bank them with snow and 
branches, take the door off and 
bank the front with snow. The 
bears wake up from hibernation 
and dig out to find themselves 
in a new place but with their old 
familiar “cave/den”. Research 
has shown that using this release 
methodology the bears stay where 
they were released. 

The main drawback has been 
that by using this winter release 
methodology we lose some of 
our hibernating boxes – if, for 
example, the hibernating boxes 
have been put out on frozen 
muskeg, which has happened. 
At the Institute, when provided 
with the choice of digging a den 
or using an insulated hibernating 
box, the bears have taken the 
easiest route and used the boxes. 

BUT the WONDERFUL thing that 
this change of mind shows is 
that if ordinary Albertans show 
they care about wildlife the 
government does listen to them. 
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Community conservation: that is 
what Nature Alberta essentially is.

What did the Minister mean by 
“restricted from possession and 
rehabilitation”? A quick look at 
the Alberta Environment and 
Parks (AEP) website provided the 
answer. Posted there are the AEP’s 
2017 Wildlife Response Guidelines 
in a Table requiring the killing 
of orphans of those iconic and 
charismatic species listed by the 
Minister. 

The 2017 Wildlife Response 
Guidelines Table itself outlines, 
for adult animals only, a possible 
choice between euthanasia 
and relocation based upon the 
interpretation of “habituation”, 
“food conditioned”, “depredation”, 
“predation” and, for ungulates, 
“breeding”, as behaviours 
considered as threatening to 
humans. In addition, AEP had 
voiced their concerns about the 
possibility of disease transference 
from wild animals to humans or 

wildlife to domestic stock, or vice 
versa. 

Modern methods of captive 
management and modern 
veterinary care, coupled with the 
tracking of disease outbreaks such 
as rabies and chronic wasting 
disease, make these concerns 
minor. All Albertan wildlife 
rehabilitation facilities have to 
have access to veterinarians in 
order to obtain or annually renew 
a Wildlife Rehabilitation permit, 
veterinarians are the first line of 
defense against disease, and it is 
the province’s responsibility to 
track rabies and chronic wasting 
disease.

For orphaned Grizzly Bear 
cubs, Bighorn lambs, Mountain 
Goat kids, Cougar, Wolf and 
Coyote cubs the Table offers 
no other choice but death. Fifty 
years of experience of wildlife 
rehabilitation has demonstrated 
that non-threatening suckling 
orphaned mammals are most 
often brought in to wildlife 

rehabilitation facilities, seldom 
juveniles and never adult animals. 
The reasons put forward by AEP 
for their policy of killing orphans 
are the same reasons as those 
for adult animals: depredation, 
predation, habituation, risk to 
humans, even though suckling 
orphans do not exhibit behaviours 
that could under any circumstance 
be interpreted as threatening.

The reasons for this Alberta 
Environment and Parks, AEP, 
decision are obscure: in 2010 
when the policy came into 
effect, Alberta Environment 
and Sustainable Resource 
Development (AESRD), had 
no record of human/wildlife 
conflict occurrences as result of 
wildlife rescue, rehabilitation 
and release. Although there is 
a wealth of published and peer 
reviewed information on the post-
release behavior and successful 
integration of captive-raised 
indigenous wildlife returned to the 
wild, AESRD and now AEP does 

not appear to incorporate 
that information into 
their decision making. 
The successful return of 
wildlife adds to overall 
wild populations and, 
in fact, the federal and 
provincial governments 
and non-government 
agencies have been and 
are involved in captive-
breeding indigenous 
species for release as 
well as translocation and 
release programmes. 
These undeniable 
facts make the AEP’s 
decision to restrict 
or ban the rescue of 
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iconic indigenous wild species 
an extremely odd one. Is it one 
influenced by Alberta’s dark 
history of wildlife management?

How suitable for 21st century 
wildlife management is the AEP’s 
policy of killing the orphans 
of iconic indigenous species? 
Pre-European Contact Alberta 
once supported a rich and 
varied biological cornucopia of 
habitats and indigenous wildlife, 
a world of unimaginable plenty 
that was viewed by Alberta’s 
European settlers as an unending 
harvestable resource provided 
for their use alone. However, 
the past 150 years of settlement 
has markedly changed Canada’s 
landscape and demonstrated that 
the environmental management 
of the once incredible richness 
of the Settler’s “New World” has 
not been successful. Alberta 
and Canada’s administration of 
such plenty has resulted both 
in the careless and uncontrolled 

overharvesting of wildlife and the 
unwitting impact on wildlife of 
habitat transformation. 

Gone forever are the days when 
Mountain Caribou followed their 
ancient trails from Alberta into 
Montana, when our prairies were 
black from horizon to horizon 
with migrating Bison and Elk, 
and flocks of waxwings clouded 
the skies above the Athabasca 
River. Instead, industrial mining, 
logging, development, recreational 
facilities, and the injuries and 
mortality due to highways and 
railways as well as the mortalities 
associated with wildlife harvest 
(hunting and trapping), and 
depredation control have 
destroyed more than just those 
species listed by the Minister. 

These losses were helped on 
their way by Alberta’s 20th 
century government management 
programmes, some of which used 
indigenous species eradication as 
a method to control disease. In 

the Saskatchewan, Alberta and 
Montana rabies outbreak of 1952 
to 1954, Alberta was the only 
government to set up a 5,000 mile 
trap-line system employing 170 
men to trap, shoot, and poison 
over an 18 month period at least 
54,000 foxes, 105,000 Coyotes, 
5,000 Wolves, 9,850 Lynx, 3,440 
bears, 670 Skunks, and 64 Cougars 
These animals may have died 
unnecessarily, as in Saskatchewan, 
B.C. and Montana, whose 
governments inoculated domestic 
stock against the disease, rabies 
had vanished of its own accord by 
1953. The Alberta government’s 
wildlife depopulation programme 
was followed by a determination 
to keep the much-reduced 
populations of these species at 
low levels. 

Concurrent with the Alberta 
government’s 1952/54 wildlife 
trapping project, a massive 
government-run media awareness 
policy was instigated, including 
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an 8 minute long film showing 
a rabies infected child six hours 
before his agonizing death. These 
powerfully influential information 
meetings also provided strychnine 
and cyanide pellets to attendees 
free of charge and encouraged the 
shooting of wild foxes, Coyotes, 
Wolves, bear, Bobcat, Cougar and 
Lynx as a preventative measure 
regardless of their intrinsic and 
ecological value. 

History plays a powerful, if often 
unacknowledged, role in human 
behavior. Those species whose 
orphans currently face death 
or abandonment as a result of 
policies implemented in 2010 are 
the same as those that suffered 
through the government’s wildlife 
depopulation trapping and 
poisoning programme of 1952/53. 

Sadly, in the 21st century, 
Canada’s once ample biodiversity 
and wildlife populations are now 
in significant and internationally 
acknowledged decline. A 2017 
review of wildlife loss in Canada 
shows that over the 44 year period 
between 1970 and 2014, grassland 
bird populations fell by 69%, 
mammal populations by 43%, 
amphibian populations by 34% 
and fish populations by 20%. Over 
the past 150 years the extirpation 
of wild species can be directly 
linked to lack of proven data on 
their population numbers, and the 
population numbers of the wildlife 
species listed by the Minister are 
guesstimated at best. Should AEP, 
in 2018, be demanding the killing 
of orphaned Bighorn lambs, 
Mountain Goat kids, Cougar, Wolf 
and Coyote cubs, Grizzly Bear 
cubs and other species?

Killing healthy orphaned animals 
of any species also has Animal 
Welfare concerns associated with 
it. Canada’s judicial, industrial and 
recreational impact on wilderness 
has impoverished that vital 
source of food and shelter for all 
wildlife. This transformation of 
habitat has been shown to create 
orphans, cause individual adults 
either to fail to breed or to die, 
and both herds and individuals, 
to be unable to follow their 
historic and familiar migration 
routes. All these conditions are 
stressors on wildlife and have 
clear Animal Welfare aspects. 
Individual wild animals live and 
individuals die, individuals suffer, 
individuals give birth, individuals 
make up wildlife populations; 
yet from the current government 
wildlife management perspectives, 
because the government “takes a 
landscape view” to government, 
“the individual is unimportant” 
(pers.comm. AEP). 

Although the founders of North 
American conservation initially 
stressed the moral importance 
of conserving individuals as well 
as populations and habitat, that 
perspective has since changed. 
Wildlife has become a resource 
to be harvested, in the same way 
as minerals 
are mined, 
rivers are 
dammed 
and forests 
are logged 
off. Unlike 
minerals, 
trees or 
rivers, both 
wild and 
domestic 

animals are living sentient beings; 
nevertheless, there is a strange 
perceptual gap between Animal 
Welfare as applied to domestic 
stock and its application to 
wildlife. The Alberta Animal 
Protection Act (APA) illustrates this 
perfectly as at present it is only 
applicable to owned animals, and 
wildlife is not owned, except if it 
is on exhibit in a zoo.

As the concept of our 
environment, its wilderness 
and its wildlife as a resource to 
be harvested and used rather 
than cared for gained credence, 
there appears to have been no 
realization on behalf of wildlife 
managers that, like the successful 
management of domestic animals, 
for the long-term survival of 
our wildlife and its habitat the 
behavioural requirements of 
wildlife must be considered. 
The current environmental 
management methods allowing 
unsustainable harvests of wildlife 
and its concurrent Animal Welfare 
concerns, have also failed to 
control habitat transformation or 
pollution, failed to foresee and 
where possible prevent forest 
fires, or the arrival of invasive 
species and the causes of global 
warming and through these 



WhaleForce!
BY CLIO SMEETON 

Since 1986, we have been running an international cetacean survey from 
Alberta, called WhaleForce. We got the idea because it is needed and partly 
because my parents were such internationally well known “yachties” that 
I have good connections with the recreational, blue water and coastal 
cruising world. My father wrote 7 books on sailing which luckily coincided 
with the development of fibreglass boats. Fibreglass = inexpensive, so 
anyone who wanted to could sail away, and many did not know much 
about sailing so they liked his books on it!

Anyway, we started the WhaleForce cetacean survey based upon the 
protocols developed by the Nanaimo Biological Station for censusing Orca 
(killer whales) and then found that getting yachties to send (in the 20th 
Century, or e-mail in the 21st Century) information was like sweeping 
honey – in other words, really slow hard work! So, we got an old fishboat 
and for 3 months of the year we survey ourselves and bully any sailors we 
meet into joining us. Ken & I left for the North Atlantic on April 29 and 
returned on July 31. 

SUMMER 2018 27

failures has failed this Province 
and its people.

COMMUNITY BASED 
CONSERVATION COMING 

Be sure to set aside November 
9th – 10th. That’s when the 
workshop on developing a more 
inclusive approach to wilderness 
and wildlife management 
through teaching the concept of 
Community Based Conservation 
takes place. It will be showing 
how conservation actions can be 
designed with community interests 
in the forefront rather than the 
‘Top-Down’ approach now used.

Research has demonstrated 
that where Community Based 
Conservation has been used it 
is successful, but being such 
a new concept, Workshops in 
Community Based Conservation 
techniques are much needed.

The workshop will be led by Dr. 
Sian Waters, Barbary Macaque of 
the Awareness & Conservation 
(BMAC) (www.barbarymacaque.
org) and the University of 
Durham, U.K. and will be held 
at the Cochrane Ranchehouse 
in Cochrane AB in conjunction 
with the symposium Wilderness, 
Wildlife and Human Interaction 
- New Vision: Changing the 
Paradigm on November 10th.

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
CHECK THE SPRING ISSUE OF NATURE 
ALBERTA; GET IN TOUCH WITH THE 
COCHRANE RESEARCH INSTITUTE (CRI); 
OR CONTACT DR SIAN WATERS <SIAN@
BARBARYMACAQUE.ORG> AND KEN 
WEAGLE <KEN@CEINST.ORG>
CRI, with Dr. Waters, developed 
the concept of community-based 
conservation when we were doing 
the first Swift Fox release in the 

USA on the Blackfeet Tribal lands 
in Montana. That experience 
taught us a LOT! For example – 
law: the US Swift Fox conservation 
team (made up of State officials 
plus one Federal official) decided 
that all Swift Foxes held in Zoos 
would be castrated or spayed and 
there would be no reintroduction 
of the species in the USA. 

However, Blackfeet tribal land 
is not within State jurisdiction. 
The Blackfeet wanted the foxes 
released on their tribal lands, so 
the Tribe authorised it and we 
did it in partnership with them 
(1997 to 2004). Once we did it, 
Ted Turner was allowed to do it 
on his ranch in S. Dakota. This 
showed the importance of culture: 
the Blackfeet wanted the foxes 
because the species is culturally 
important to them – and working 

WITH the people of the Blackfoot 
Confederacy was proven to be 
an infinitely more successful 
reintroduction than the Canadian 
reintroduction. Dr Waters brought 
her experience of working with 
the Blackfoot Confederacy to 
Morocco and working with the 
indigenous peoples there.

DR. SIAN WATERS

http://www.barbarymacaque.org
http://www.barbarymacaque.org
mailto:sian%40barbarymacaque.org?subject=
mailto:sian%40barbarymacaque.org?subject=
mailto:ken%40ceinst.org?subject=
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Margot also writes a column for the Peace Country Sun, archived 
copies of which are available at www.peacecountrysun.com.

In many wetlands across the 
province you can find plants that 
get some of their nutrition by 
dining on insects. 

Most carnivorous plants are found 
in bogs and fens where low levels 
of nitrogen and other nutrients 
make survival more challenging. 
In order to supplement their diet, 
these plants have found many 
fascinating ways of capturing and 
digesting insects.

Alberta doesn’t have any 
carnivorous plants with snap 
traps like the Venus Fly-trap but 
we do have a somewhat similar 
group, the sundews, in the boreal 
forest. Sundews have widened 
leaf tips with sticky hairs that trap 
insects. The plant then absorbs 
released nutrients as the prey 
decays. Our sundews are very 
small with leaves only three to 
six centimetres long and one 

centimetre wide. 
A good place to 
look for these 
plants is on beds of 
sphagnum moss.

Another familiar but rare insect 
eating plant is the pitcher 
plant. This unusual plant has a 
cup-shaped trap, formed from 
modified leaves, that holds water 
and digestive juices. When an 
insect falls into the pitcher it can’t 
climb back out, so it drowns and 
decomposes to help feed the 
plant. 

Butterworts also use their leaves 
to catch insects. The sticky surface 
traps small prey and then acidic 
secretions dissolve the meal to 
release valuable nitrogen and 
other nutrients. Surprisingly, the 
same mosquitoes and flies that 
feed the butterwort also pollinate 
its purple flowers. 

Bladderworts use yet another 
strategy for capturing prey. This 
plant floats on the surface of the 
water and has small bladders 
located along the stem. When 
hairs at the mouth of the bladder 
are touched, water rushes in 
taking tiny invertebrates in with 
it. The door then shuts and the 
prey is digested. You can often 
find yellow bladderwort flowers 

When we hear the word predators, we usually 

think of large mammals with teeth, but there 

are also predators in the plant kingdom.

BY MARGOT HERVIEUX

Plant Predators
Up Close Naturally:

floating in shallow wetlands in 
early summer.

Most of us don’t consider muskegs 
good places for walks but they are 
the best spots to find carnivorous 
plants. The plants are rare 
and often small but worth the 
adventure of looking. 

NORTHERN 

PITCHER PLANT. 

ABMI BLOG

http://www.peacecountrysun.com


Theodore (Dick) Dekker
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Ever since growing up in Holland 
and spreading my wings as a 
birdwatcher, so to speak, my 
favourite species have been hawks 
and falcons, which represented 
all that was truly wild and natural 
in this most densily populated 
country. 

At that time, more than half a 
century ago, pesticide poisoning 
had already brought the Peregrine 
Falcon close to extinction in 
western Europe. Dreaming of a 
more pristine environment, I made 
the difficult decision to emigrate to 
Canada. Upon arriving in Calgary, 
in 1959, the first thing I wanted to 
find out was whether Peregrines 

were still breeding in this part of 
the world. 

In Holland I had befriended a 
skilled falconer who shared my 
passionate interest in wild nature. 
His kind of raptor specialists were 

generally the most knowledgeable 
about the local situation regarding 
Peregrines. In July of 1959, 
wishing to contact an Alberta 
falconer, I placed a personal 
advertisement in the Calgary 

The Supreme Predator – Part Four:
Watcher at the Nest Site
BY THEODORE (DICK) DEKKER

The hunting habits of nesting Peregrines vary from capturing songbirds near the ground, 

to pursuing gulls high in the sky, or grabbing baby ducklings from the water’s surface.

PERCHED ON THE CATWALK RAILING OF THE FORMER TRANSALTA 

POWERPLANT AT WABAMUN, ALBERTA, THIS FEMALE PEREGRINE 

SUCCESSFULLY RAISED FOUR YOUNG EACH YEAR. WITH HER MATE, 

WHICH ALSO ORIGINATED FROM A GOVERNMENT SPONSORED 

CAPTIVE-BREEDING PROGRAM, SHE FORMED A SUPERIOR HUNTING 

DUO THAT SHOWED THEIR FLEDGLINGS OF EITHER GENDER EXACTLY 

HOW AND WHAT KIND OF PREY TO CATCH. GORDON COURT
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Herald, which in those pre-
computer days was the standard 
avenue for that sort of inquiry. 

The ad produced two replies. 
The first call was from a hunter 
who did not like falconers at all. 
According to him, falconers could 
capture as many partridges as 
they wanted because there was 
no bag limit and no closed season 
for them. When I told him that 
I was a new immigrant and just 
wanted to see wild falcons, he 
was kind enough to invite me for 
a birdwatching tour west of the 
city. According to him, the Calgary 
region was not the right habitat 
for Peregines, but he was going 
to take me to a place where there 
were Prairie Falcons. 

Finding the nesting sites of 
falcons in wild country is easy. 
Their natural choice are rocky 
cliffs, visible from miles away. 
It explains why Peregrines have 
been so vulnerable in the past to 
people who wanted to shoot them 
or collect their eggs and young. 

HAWK HATERS AND FALCON 
AFICIONADOS 

Along a narrow, semi-open coulee 
north of Cochrane, we drove by 
several prominent stony outcrops, 
and as a sure sign of occupancy 
some were streaked with ‘white-
wash.’ At three locations one or 
more Prairie Falcons were flying 
around or perched on the rocks. 
The sight of these handsome 
falcons did not seem to please 
my guide very much, though. By 
way of explanation, he said that 
Peregrines were migratory and 
left the province by late summer, 
whereas Prairie Falcons stayed 

around all year and their common 
winter prey were partridges (or 
huns as he called them). He 
casually added a remark that was 
to haunt me the following year. 
One of his hunting buddies was 
a hawk hater, he said, and if that 
guy were to be told of the many 
falcons in this coulee, he might 
want to do something about it. 

In 1960, the Cochrane coulee 
became one of my birding 
hotspots, and all three cliffs were 
again occupied by Prairie Falcons. 
From the valley floor it was 
possible to see that there were 
chicks in the nesting cavities. But 
later that summer I came in for 
a shock. Except one, all of the 
adults had been shot. So were 
four newly fledged young, and at 
two sites the carcasses of juvenile 
falcons were lying on the nest 
ledge, either shot or starved to 
death. The hillside below the cliffs 
was littered with spent shotgun 
shells. 

I wrote a protest letter to the 
Calgary Herald, describing the 
carnage. There was no comment 
from anyone, except from 
the second person who had 
responded to the newspaper 
advertisement I had placed the 
previous year. 

His given name was Bill. Not a 
practicing falconer himself, he 
knew of two local people who 
had obtained Peregrines from 
nests along the Red Deer River, 
some 150 km north of Calgary. 
And Bill had personally been 
involved in taking nestlings from 
that river to be sent by air express 
to falconers in the USA. 

In the fall of 1959, Bill had 
introduced me to two Americans 
who had come to western Canada 
with six captive falcons that were 
supposed to be flown at grouse 
or partridges. Surprisingly, they 
admitted that none of their falcons 
was actually fit enough to be 
entered at game. The only birds 
their Peregrines had ever captured 
were pigeons released below the 
flying falcons. As to a request from 
these guys for more Peregrines 
from Alberta, Bill said to me in 
confidence that it would be like the 
proverbial pearls to the swine. 

To properly train a falcon is a 
demanding project, an everyday 
commitment. The majority of 
modern-day falconers lack the 
time and skill to do their captives 
justice. They are in fact little more 
than glorified petkeepers. But for 
the best of falcon aficionados, their 
hobby becomes a way of life. 

In the spring and summer of 1960, 
I spent a lot of my weekends along 
the Red Deer River scouting for 
nesting Peregrines. Approaching the 
scenic valley from the county roads, 
I parked the car and hiked long 
stretches of river bank to locate 
cliffs and rocky outcrops. At three 
locations, I discovered a pair of 
adult Peregrines. At two other sites 
there were Prairie Falcons. 

At all three Peregrine cliffs the nest 
ledge was in good view from across 
the river, which was lttle more 
than a hundred meters wide. On 
the opposite shore, in the partial 
shade of some trees or bushes, I sat 
down to observe the birds through 
binoculars. The big question was 
whether these beautiful falcons 
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were still breeding successfully 
and producing young. In addiion, 
I wanted to see how they hunted 
and what kind of prey they were 
bringing in to feed the nestlings. 

The first question could eventually 
be answered in the affirmative. All 
three pairs fledged healthy chicks. 
But my hope of seeing the adults 
hunt and catch prey ended in 
disappointment. It turned out that 
these falcons rarely if ever attacked 
birds flying over the river. While 
the female stayed on the nest, the 
adult male was usually perched 
on the cliff or a tree top. When 
he finally flew out over the partly 
wooded valley, I kept him in the 
binoculars for as long as possible. 
On clear days, he began to soar 
over the valley rim and sailed out 
over the agricultural plains beyond. 
But despite countless days of 
watching, I never saw more of his 
hunting habits than a distant dot 
stooping down and disappearing 
from view. 

After an hour or so, calling 
excitedly, the male would retum to 
the cliff. The female rose at once 
from the nest to meet him in the 
air and to take a small prey from 
his feet. From my low point of 
observation, most items could not 

be identified, except the odd Red-
winged Blackbird, Robin, Killdeer, 
or tern. 

When I reported my discoveries 
to Bill, he wanted to come along 
to see the nest sites himself and 
band the young falcons. On the 
appointed day, I was happy and 
proud to show him my precious 
discoveries. While I anchored the 
rope, Bill worked his way down 
to the nest ledge and succeeded 
in putting numbered leg bands on 
eleven chicks. 

The following year, again hiking 
the banks of the Red Deer River, 
I was pleased to see that pairs 
of Peregrines were back at 
several of the former nest sites. 
But that summer I did not have 
the opportunity to check on the 
production of young, because 
I left in May on an extended 
holiday to the Yukon. Exploring 
the Canadian wilderness was a 
dream come true for me. The 
adventure ended abruptly in 
September with a serious canoe 
accident on a remote stretch of 
the Big Salmon River. Having lost 
all my backcountry gear, I was 
grateful to get out of there with 
my life. 

AFTER ITS LOCAL EXTIRPATION IN THE LATE 1960S, THE PEREGRINE 

FALCON RETURNED TO BREED SUCCESSFULLY ALONG ALBERTA’S RED 

DEER RIVER DUE TO THE RELEASE OF CAPTIVE-BRED FALCONS BY 

ALBERTA ENVIRONMENT AND THE CANADIAN WILDLIFE SERVICE. 

GORDON COURT

Later that month I flew back to 
Holland. Three years later, upon 
returning to Alberta, I was looking 
forward to take up contact again 
with Bill, and I learned that he 
had obtained a new position as 
manager of the Alberta Game Farm 
near Edmonton. When I reached 
him on the phone, he at once 
recognized my voice and we very 
quickly got down to the subject 
of Peregrines. He then said, in his 
own words, that he had to admit to 
a dastardly thing. As part of his job, 
he had returned to the Red Deer 
River and robbed the Peregrine 
nests I had shown him in 1960. 
The juvenile falcons were sold 
to falconers in the United States. 
For the same purpose, and at the 
direction of the game farm’s owner, 
Bill said that he and his helpers had 
flown or boated down other rivers 
in northern Canada. (Both Bill and 
the owner of the Alberta Game 
Farm have passed away).

RETURN TO THE RIVER 

By the end of the 1960s, the 
Peregrine Falcon had disappeared 
as a breeding bird of central 
Alberta. Fortunately, northern 
populations survived. And exactly 
thirty years after I had the watched 
the last of them along the Red 
Deer River, there was again an 
adult pair of falcons on the very 
same cliff site as before. This 
happy event was the crowning 
success of an imaginative initiative 
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by falconers who had used their 
special knowledge and hands-
on expertise to take Peregrines 
from the wild and breed them in 
captivity with the ultimate goal 
of releasing their progeny into 
the wild. Due to their dedicated 
efforts, coupled with a reduction 
in the use of toxid cheminals such 
as DDT in North America, three or 
four pairs of Peregrines returned 
to their traditional breeding 
territories along the Red Deer 
River, despite serious nest site 
competition from Prairie Falcons. 

Alberta falconers also played a 
positive role in starting a breeding 
population of Peregrines at 
Wabamun Lake, 60 kilometres 
west of Edmonton. There, nest 
boxes were installed on the 
smokestacks of three powerplants 
around the lake. From 1998 
onwards, I spent many spring and 
summer days to watch a banded 
(and captive bred) pair of falcons 
at the former Wabamun plant until 
it was dismantled in 2004. Each 
year the pair successfully fledged 
three of four juveniles, which 
gave me a unique opportunity to 
observe the cooperative foraging 
habits of parent Peregrines and 
their brood. 

At the time, scientific opinion 
was divided as to the question of 
whether or not parent Peregrines 
actively taught their fledglings 
how to hunt, or conversely, 
whether the juveniles needed 
such instruction. The latter point 
was convincingly settled after 
numerous Peregrines had been 
let go from breeding facilities. As 
long as these youngsters were 
supplied with plenty of food 
for a period of several weeks 

after release, they proved quite 
capable of making it on their own. 
Nevertheless, my observations 
at Wabamun showed that parent 
falcons played a very big role, not 
only by providing their fledglings 
with adequate food, but also by 
showing them how to capture it 
themselves.

The Wabamun pair hunted prey of 
two size classes, varying from Ring-
billed Gulls to Cedar Waxwings. 
If the adults were accompanied 
by one or more of their fledged 
young, both parents demonstrated 
that they were aware of the 
different needs of the two genders. 
Roughly a third bigger than their 
male siblings, female falcons can 
tackle larger prey than males. To 
assist a female fledgling in catching 
a Franklin’s Gull, the adults would 
set the target up by making a close 
pass at the gull, sometimes striking 
it in the air or holding fast for a 
moment and letting it go again. If 
the juvenile fumbled the catch, the 
adult might provide the youngster 
with another chance. 

Male juveniles were coached in 
a similar way during cooperative 
hunts aimed at small passerines 
and shorebirds, although the 
parent’s help did not always 
turn out as intended. One day 
when two just-fledged males 
were chasing an erratic snipe, 
their father, soaring high above, 
interfered with a vertical stoop, 
hitting the snipe a deadly blow. 
The youngsters dived after the 
falling bird but were unable to 
secure it before it fell into reedy 
vegetation, lost to all. 

The adult pair also cooperated 
with each other. Setting out as a 

team, the male accompanied his 
mate but he stayed at a much 
higher altitude than his partner. 
If she began to chase a gull, the 
male came down in a terrifc stoop 
to hit or grab the prey, which 
he surrendered at once to the 
approaching female. 

Capable of extreme speed and 
agility, adult male Peregrines 
are not above lowly kills that 
one would not expect of these 
supreme flyers. For instance, one 
day the Wabamun male came 
down from his high perch on 
a smokestack to attack a family 
of Buffleheads swimming in a 
settling pond on the plant site. 
Hovering low over them for a 
second or two, the falcon’s aim 
was not the mother duck, but one 
of the tiny ducklings which he 
lifted from the water’s surface and 
carried back to the power plant. 

At a cliff breeding site on the Red 
Deer River I saw several times 
that the adult male scooped up 
young Cliff Swallows on their first 
feeble flight out of the clay nest 
cups attached lower down to the 
rock wall. The Peregrine collected 
these morsels with casual ease 
and sometimes he did not even 
pluck them, but deposited the tiny 
carcass on the nest ledge. Storing 
excess food or left-overs is normal 
for nesting falcons. 

HUNTING SEA BIRDS 

Another surprising discovery 
about the foraging habits of 
breeding Peregrines dates back 
to 1994, when the late Wayne 
Nelson -- a prominent Alberta 
falconer and Peregrine researcher 
-- invited me for a two-week stay 
on Langara Island, the extreme 
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northern outlier of the Haida 
Gwaii archipelago on the Pacific 
coast of British Columbia. [For 
a tribute to Wayne, by Stuart 
Houston, see the Spring 2016 
Nature Alberta. -- Ed] 

Wayne had monitored the Langara 
Peregrine population for many 
years, although the search for 
nest sites and banding the young 
had left him with little time to 
actually watch the falcons on 
the hunt. Ranging far and wide 
over the ocean, the main prey of 
these maritime Peregrines were 
small alcids, such as auklets and 
murrelets, which were intercepted 
when these sea divers flew to and 
from island nesting colonies. The 
falcons were believed to strike 
them a mortal blow in flight so 
that their prey fell down into the 
sea. Wayne had often watched 
Peregrines retrieve dead or 
wounded alcids from the water. 
But his assumption that they had 
been hit in flight proved to be 
wrong. 

In August of 1995, I returned to 
Langara accompanied by Ludo 
Bogaert, a birdwatcher friend from 
way back and a fellow immigrant 
from Holland. Our specific 
mission was to look at the hunting 
methods of these coastal falcons. 
Our observation point was a 
30-metre-high cliff by the Langara 
light house. 

The Peregrines that we saw 
in pursuit of flying auklets or 
murrelets just grabbed them in 
the air and carried them back to 
land. Much more often, though, 
the falcons’ tactic was quite 
different and aimed at swimming 
sea birds. Launching a surprise 

attack from a high coastal spruce, 
the falcons would descend to very 
low over the water and sail the 
final sixty or more metres with 
wings set, skimming the waves. If 
the targeted bird became aware of 
the danger in the nick of time, it 
could save its life by submerging 
in a flash, but if it failed to do so, 
the falcon struck the swimming 
bird a glancing blow from its 
talons. Rising steeply with spread 
wings to break its speed, the 
falcon then turned around and 
tried to grab the crippled alcid 
from the surface. This was a tricky 
manoeuvre, especially in a heavy 
ocean swell. Most of the time, the 
falcon had to try again and again 
before it succeeded in making 
contact with the thrashing diver. 

The details of our unique 
observations were subsequently 
published in the Journal of Raptor 
Research (1997; 31:381-383). My 
paper elicited an appreciative 
response from Dr. Tom Cade, the 
dean of American falconers, who 
had played a key role in initiating 
the captive breeding programs 
that have led to the return of this 
once endangered species. Tom 
had studied falcons in Alaska and 
sent me a personal email to say 
that my observations explained 
what he had seen wild Peregrines 
do in the Aleutian Islands of that 
northern state. 

A second interesting discovery at 
Langara was that the Peregrines 
were relentlessly shadowed and 
parasitized by Bald Eagles, which 
were locally ubiquitous. If a falcon 
needed to make more than two or 
three attempts to lift the wounded 
prey from the waves, a hurriedly 

approaching eagle would seize 
the struggling auklet or murrelet. 

Alcids weigh a little less than 
a pigeon, and the Langara 
Peregrines, which are among the 
largest subspecies in the world, 
had no trouble carrying their prey 
away from pursuing eagles as 
long as the falcon had a timely 
start and gained some altitude. 

Although the Dekker and 
Bogaert (1997) paper was cited 
in a comprehensive handbook 
published in 2013 (Peregrine 
Falcons of the World), its authors 
ignored our discovery and stuck 
to the inaccurate assumption that 
the Langara falcons were hitting 
their prey in flight so that they fell 
into the water, dead or wounded. 
The failure of the book’s authors 
to acknowledge our contrary 
findings was a disappointment to 
me, and again proves that David 
Suzuki was right when he wrote 
in one of his newspaper columns 
about the myth that scientists are 
always objective and open to new 
ideas. 

FOR MORE DETAILS ON THE ABOVE FIELD 
OBSERVATIONS, SEE DICK DEKKER’S 
BOOKS.
1999. Bolt from the Blue – Wild 

Peregrines on the Hunt. Hancock 
House Publishers. Surrey, BC, 
Canada; Blaine; WA, USA. 

2009. Hunting Tactics of Peregrines and 
Other Falcons. PhD dissertation, 
University of Wageningen, the 
Netherlands. Available in book form 
from Nature Canada bookstore or 
Hancock House Publishers, Surrey, 
BC, Canada; Blaine, WA, USA. 
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In response to anglers 
expressing an interest for 
a more diverse angling 
experience, Tiger Trout 
(Salmo trutta X Salvelinus 
fontinalis), a sterile hybrid 
species, have been produced 
within the provincial 
hatcheries to enhance 
Alberta’s recreational fisheries 
and establish monoculture 
destination fisheries. Tiger 
Trout are created using 
female Brown Trout eggs 
and male Brook Trout milt, 
creating a sterile hybrid sport 
fish. Hybrid fish are produced 
to increase growth, transfer 
desirable traits of two species 
into one, increase catch rates, 
or to provide an exciting 
new angling experience for 
recreational anglers. 

The objective of this study 
was to evaluate the success 
of the Tiger Trout program 

and gauge public response 
to the introduction of a new 
sport fish. A single access 
creel and social survey was 
conducted at Black Nugget 
Mine Pit Lake during the 
ice-fishing season of 2015-
2016. The lake is located 
approximately 15 minutes 
East of Tofield and 60 minutes 
East of Edmonton, Alberta. A 
five-point Likert-scale of (5) 
very satisfied, (4) satisfied, (3) 
neutral, (2) unsatisfied and (1) 
very unsatisfied was used to 
help assess angler satisfaction, 
regarding the newly created 
fishery. The average angler 
satisfaction was recorded as 
4 out of 5. The creel design, 
data collection, and statistical 
analysis was developed using 
the Angler Surveys in Alberta 
– Recommended Standard, 
estimating angling effort, catch 
and harvest rates and yield for 
Tiger Trout. 

Catch rate for Tiger Trout was 
estimated at 0.92 fish/hour. 
Anglers caught approximately 
9,651 Tiger Trout of which 
2,654 were harvested, and 
7,795 were released. An 
estimated 5% release mortality 
rate was applied and the 
associated yield for the 2015-
2016 ice fishing season was 
1,161 kg or 3,043 fish. 

Creel results were favorable 
suggesting that anglers were 
enthusiastic about the new 
fishery. Questioning anglers 
regarding their satisfaction 
provides a baseline for 
managers in the format of 
a straightforward response. 
Black Nugget Mine Pit Lake 
has the potential to increase 
tourism dollars and economic 
value to provincial stocking 
programs. New angling 
opportunities within the 
province have the potential to 

Tiger Trout Angling in Alberta:
Results from Black Nugget Mine Pit Creel Surveys
BY DOMINIQUE PRIMEAU

The Alberta Provincial Stocking program supplies approximately 240 lakes with 

hatchery-reared trout to provide recreational angling opportunities and to reduce 

angling pressure on natural fish populations. Rainbow Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), 

Cutthroat Trout (Oncorhynchus clarkii), Brown Trout (Salmo trutta), and Brook Trout 

(Salvelinus fontinalis) have been traditionally stocked within the province. 



A TIGER TROUT MALE (LEFT) AND FEMALE 

(RIGHT) AT 4 YEARS OLD. TIGER TROUT 

ARE RENOWNED FOR THEIR ANGLING 

AGGRESSIVENESS AND CHALLENGE, 

EXHIBITING DESIRABLE TRAITS OF BOTH 

PARENT SPECIES.
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entice anglers to explore and 
contribute to the economic 
expansion of Alberta’s 
fisheries. The economic value 
contributed from recreational 
angling per year is estimated 
at $100 million. The Tiger 
Trout program would fare 
well if managers consider the 
positive results from this initial 
study. Social questions have 
proved to be beneficial when 
gauging public response. 
Economic and social factors 
are crucial when considering 
the ultimate goals of the 

Tiger Trout program and the 
feasibility of cost versus gain. 
Providing a monoculture or 
destination fishery at a low 
rearing cost, which is socially 
acceptable to managers and 
public opinion, is achievable. 

Tiger Trout cost 
approximately $0.02 per fish, 
more than Rainbow Trout to 
rear in the provincial facilities. 
The provincial stocking goal 
is to produce between 30-50 
thousand Tiger Trout each 
year for stocking purposes. 

In the future, angler frequency 
is likely to escalate, and the 
development of the Tiger Trout 
program can contribute a larger 
movement towards improving 
recreational angling experiences 
and the establishment of 
destination fisheries. 
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Many seasoned counters 
returned again this year but 
there were also a few “newbie” 
participants who played a 
great team spirit role! Many 
thanks must go to our returning 
sponsor TransCanada Pipelines; 
we could not do this event 
without your terrific support.

BROOKS/LAKE NEWELL 
MAY SPECIES COUNT, MAY 
20/21, 2017

Tillebrook Provincial Park 
was again count HQ and we 
enjoyed the hospitality of 
the Brooks Royal Canadian 
Legion for our usual evening 
get together. We had over 30 
participants again this year 
and the customary ten zones. 
As usual, the zones were well 
scouted out prior to the long 
weekend and most roads were 
in very good shape with dry 
weather leading up to the 
weekend. Last year some areas 
were not accessible: Kinivie 
Marsh, Circle E, Tide Lake 
West and the Medicine Wheel 
Project west of Bow City. No 
such problems this year and a 
final bird tally of 156 was just 

below the 
average figure 
for this count. 
Weather 
conditions 
were good 
overall, and 
we did not 
experience 
any rain or 
excessive 
winds. Many 
oilfield sites 
were well 
maintained, 
access to 
them was 
good and I 
managed to 
find a few 
uncommon butterfly species in 
the native prairie grasslands.

Most of the reservoirs were well 
topped up but there were a 
few sloughs that were dried out 
and so we had to search hard 
for the “peeps” and especially 
the-ever expanding range of 
Black-necked Stilts. Eared 
Grebes were hard to find this 
year due to the poor slough 
conditions and it was the same 

story down in Milk River the 
week after Brooks. Varying water 
conditions, lack of suitable habitat 
play an important role in the final 
numbers I guess.

Highlights include the first 
recorded Cackling Goose, a lone 
Trumpeter Swan, 3 Burrowing 
Owls, 86 Western Grebes, 7 
Grasshopper Sparrows, 203 Red 
Knots. Low numbers included 
McCowan’s Longspurs (too 

The 2017 Grassland Tour
BY BOB PARSONS

Another very enthusiastic Tour again this year (our 19th?). There was great attendance at 

both counts with the customary representation from Medicine Hat, Lethbridge, Edmonton, 

Red Deer, Raymond and of course Calgary. 

WESTERN GREBE WITH CHICK. BIRDS CALGARY



SUMMER 2018 37

early?), Ring-necked Pheasant, 
Whimbrel (2) and quite a few 
warbler species. Missing species 
included Prairie Falcon, Pectoral 
Sandpiper, towhee, scoters and 
Black-capped Chickadee! Zone 
8 around Rolling Hills again 
was the top zone (100) and 
the local golf course there had 
a nice varied selection of fruit 
pies!

So all-in-all a very good count 
and all enjoyed the various 
stories told. The social aspect 
of this count is very special, 
and I have to thank Donna 
Wieckowski who made me 
feel very comfortable in the 
new 5th wheel they had just 
purchased. Nice wines flowed, 
great BBQing and as usual 
Arthur was up early and ready 
to beat his Shoveler count from 
previous years! Not saying that 
I rigged the zones, but I again 
managed to have the highest 
total. See you all there in 2018. 
Final results will be posted on 
the various club websites.

MILK RIVER/WRITING 
ON STONE MAY SPECIES 
COUNT MAY 27/28, 2017

Another great count right 
on the Montana border with 
great views of the Sweetgrass 
Mountains. I love this count 
and would not miss it for the 
world! Eleven participants 
and close to 130 species again 
this year which is average for 
this annual count. Varying 
habitats include coulees, native 
grasslands, protected natural 
areas, sagebrush areas, large 
lakes, sloughs, well maintained 
woodlots/acreages. Various 
Hutterite colonies and big 
corporate farming companies 
have transformed the landscape 
so we just kept driving to 
the next count area ahead, 
recording Vesper Sparrows, 
Horned Larks along the way!!

Weather conditions were 
good, roads in great shape 
but some wetland areas dried 
out. Coulees in great shape 
and Pakowki Lake water level 
very high which is not always 
a good thing…lack of suitable 
nesting habitat. Ken Orich 

from Lethbridge again did an 
amazing scout for us as well as 
counting the various coulees 
(Crow Indian, Etzikom, etc) as 
well as the wetland area close 
to the Hutterite colony just to 
the west of Pakowki. Highlight 
here was the first ever recorded 
Glossy Ibis in our western area 
(photograph in Winter 2018 
Nature Alberta). Ken kept us 
well-informed with text messages 
whilst his good friend Earle 
Couvert did a fine job counting 
around Coutts and the Milk River 
townsite. I do not think Earle 
needs a map, he seems to know 
his way around so well.

As usual, I counted the Verdigris, 
Bonaparte Lake area in the 
north west section. A keen 
westerly wind did not hamper 
my efforts and at the latter lake I 
counted high numbers of Avocet, 
Sanderling and Marbled Godwit/
Willet. Some peeps were spotted 
but too far away even with my 
scope. Love those sand bars 
and mudflats! This area is also 
good for Canvasback, Redhead 
and Ring-necked Duck. Whilst 
in the area, I came across an 
abandoned oilfield area which 
I thought was a disgrace so on 
return to Edmonton I called 

BLACK-NECKED STILT. ALLABOUTBIRDS.ORG

YELLOW-BREASTED CHAT. 

http://allaboutbirds.org


RUDDY DUCK. ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
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various govt. agencies and 
found the right person to talk 
too. I await developments 
eagerly.

Highlights include the Ibis 
as well as 2 Semipalmated 
Plovers, 10 eagles, 9 Spotted 
Towhee, 1304 Sanderling, 61 
Northern Harrier (a record), 
3 Yellow-breasted Chats. Low 
numbers included Ruddy 
Duck, Eared Grebe, Coot, 
Stilt Sandpiper, Marsh Wren. 
Missing species include Bittern, 
Pied-billed Grebe, Horned 

Thanks again to TransCanada Pipelines and all of the keen participants. 
See you all in 2018!

Grebe and a few others as 
a result of the varying water 
levels.

On the Sunday, I made my way 
across country to Pakowki Lake 
in search of the elusive Song 
Sparrow. Missed out this year, 
but Arthur told me he heard/
saw 3! I did see good numbers 
of Ferruginous Hawks however; 
it seems like they had a good 
breeding season this year by all 
accounts. Every year I visit one 
of the local Hutterite colonies, 

meeting up with Joe who likes 
my present of a bottle of red 
wine wrapped in a newspaper. 
My arrival in a dirty dusty 4x4 
always creates a lot of interest 
and it is a fun 30 minutes - 
never seem to leave without 
some sausage!



LEONIDS METEOR SHOWER: IF YOU TRACE 

THE PATH THAT THE METEORS TAKE, THEY 

SEEM TO ORIGINATE FROM A POINT IN 

THE CONSTELLATION OF LEO - HENCE THE 

NAME. THE BEAUTIFUL STREAKS WE SEE IN 

THE NIGHT SKY CAN ACTUALLY BE CAUSED 

BY PARTICLES AS SMALL AS A GRAIN OF 

SAND! THE COMETARY DEBRIS ENTERS 

OUR PLANET’S ATMOSPHERE AT SPEEDS OF 

UP TO 70 KILOMETRES PER SECOND. ROYAL 

MUSEUMS GREENWICH
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Fall (Sept to Nov) 2018
BY JOHN MCFAUL

Sun: Rise – Sept. 1 (6:43 MDT), Oct. 1 (7:35 MDT), Nov. 1 (8:35 MDT)
 Set – Sept. 1 (20:23 MDT), Oct. 1 (19:10 MDT), Nov. 1 (18:00 MDT)
 Daylight Savings Time ends Nov. 4th. 

Autumnal Equinox: September 22nd at 19:54 PM MDT

Moon: Full – Sept. 24, Oct. 24, Nov. 22  
New – Sept. 9, Oct. 8, Nov. 7 

Planets:  Mercury may be seen hugging the WSW horizon after sunset during the last 
few days of October and the first week of November. It lies just below Jupiter on 
October 27th. 

 Venus emerges from the Sun’s glare in the eastern, morning sky in November. 
As the month progresses it will appear higher in the sky before sunrise each 
day. 

 Mars can be seen low in the southern sky throughout the fall. As the months 
progress, it will get fainter and fainter as the distance from the earth increases 
from about 78 million kilometers in mid-September to about 137 million 
kilometers in mid-November. Watch for the moon nearby on Sept. 19, Oct. 17 
and November 15th. 

 Jupiter maybe seen low in the WSW in the evening sky during September and 
October. In November it will be too close to the sun to be seen. 

 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. The moon 
will be near on September 17, October 14 and Nov. 11. 

Meteor Shower: Orionids (October 21st, 10 -20 per hour) 
Leonids (Nov. 17th, 20 meteors per hour) 

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

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

E-VERSION » Individual*: $25/yr

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

 Less $5.00 for members of NA Clubs

* add $15/yr for hard copy of magazine

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

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

Celebrating our natural heritage!

Join Today!
Donations welcome!

Your support means  
a great deal to  

Nature Alberta and its 
conservation objectives.

On a hunting trip in Switzerland in 1941, 

George de Mestral unintentionally collected 

burrs in his clothes. When the engineer 

examined the seeds closely, he had a Eureka 

moment. De Mestral went on to develop the 

manyhooked nylon fabric Velcro. Unfortunately, 

de Mestral’s stroke of biological insight didn’t 

make him fantastically wealthy: by the time 

Velcro became the sticking stuff of daily living, 

his patent was expiring.

Fireflies gave Canadian researchers a bright 
idea for increasing the efficiency of LED lights. 

When fireflies glow, sharp, jagged microscales 

on the surface of the insect’s abdomen amplify 

the light. When the scientists built a similar 
structure on an LED light, the bulb’s brightness 

increased by 55 per cent and covered a 15 per 

cent wider angle of illumination. 

TRIVIA
Nature

http://www.naturealberta.ca


A COOPER’S HAWK, AND ITS NESTLINGS. 

SEE “ON THE COVERS”, PAGE 3. BOB MUTCH

A WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW 

POSES IN A SPRUCE TREE.  

SEE “ON THE COVERS”, PAGE 3.  

BOB MUTCH



SHORT-HORNED LIZARD; SEE “ON THE COVERS” PAGE 3. BROOK SKAGEN
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