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Hi Everyone,

We are in the depths of winter, no doubt about it. But February is a turning 
point in the winter. Although the early part of the month can be as frigid as any 
time in the winter, the Sun is getting higher in the sky with each passing day, 
resulting in longer days. By the end of this month we are usually seeing our first 
spring migrants and it is maple syrup time. 

I am unofficially calling this the “owl issue” as I have several owl photographs 
within. There are no articles on owls, just the photos, hence the unofficial tag. 
I had not intended all these owl photos initially, but once I selected the cover 
photo (always a tough photo to find as to the subject suitability, dimensions, and 
quality) the rest just fell in line as there have been a spate of good owl sightings 
and concomitant photos lately. And of course owls are so endearing to naturalists 
and lay-people alike.

Which brings me to another point that has been a hot topic recently about 
broadcasting owl locations. It has been widely accepted in the recent past that 
you do not disclose owl locations other than a few exceptions; a Snowy Owl 
at the tip of a pier might be an exception. The reason for the non-disclosure 
is to protect the owls ostensibly from over-zealous photographers. However, 
for many of these owls it has resulted in a loosely controlled word-of-mouth 
broadcasting of the location. “I can tell you where there is a roosting ‘----- 
Owl’ but you can’t tell anyone else”. This all came to crescendo in December 
when a Burrowing Owl was found at Tommy Thompson Park (Leslie Street 
Spit) and only a privileged few were given the notification and “allowed” to see 
it. Of course it is impossible for these things to remain secret in the birding 
community, and bad blood erupted when many keen local Toronto birders who 
were not told about the bird - in their own backyard - found out about it.  You 
can imagine what would happen if out-of-town birders found a great rarity in 
Hamilton and told their friends but not Hamilton birders.

A whole in-depth article could be written about this but that is all I will say on 
the matter. However, a solution needs to be found to be fair for all.

From the Editor

Bill Lamond
Editor

126  WELO Results November 2021

Long-eared Owl at Brant 
Conservation Area - 28 
December 2021 - photo 

Sarah Lamond.
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Next HNC Monthly Meeting

Hamilton Naturalists’ Club
News and Updates

Due to the on-going pandemic, the HNC is not having 
its normal Monthly Meetings. Instead the “virtual” 
meetings will continue. We are hoping to start in-person 
meetings as soon as we can but it is looking unlikely for a 
couple more months...at least. A link to join the February 
webinar will be provided in the President’s Message in 
February and on the HNC website:

7 February at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Peter Rasberry
Topic: Gaia – A Photographic Celebration of Flora 
and Fauna.

Gaia was the Greek earth goddess, or Mother Earth, who 
in mythology gave birth to the Mountains, Sea and Sky. 
Gaia is also Dr. James Lovelock’s theory of the Earth as a 
self-sustaining organism. This presentation is a slideshow 
of flora and fauna celebrating the beauty, complexity and 
diversity of some of the many species we share the planet 
with, and their roles in sustaining the balance of life.

Peter Rasberry is retired following a 38 year career in 
Outdoor and Environmental Education. As a hobby 
photographer, he is excited to share his deep connection 
to Nature through some of his images and experiences. 
Peter’s photographs have appeared in the Canadian 
Wildlife Federation’s Canadian Wildlife, and children’s 
Wild magazines. They have also been on exhibit at 
Environment Canada’s Biosphere Museum in Montreal 
for the United Nations International Year of Biodiversity 
(2010).

Next BSG Webinar Meeting
28 February at 7:30 p.m.
Speaker: Scott Weidensaul 

Topic: Caught in the SNOWstorm.

The winter of 2013-14 saw the largest invasion of Snowy Owls 
into the eastern United States in perhaps a century -- and 
marked an unprecedented opportunity to learn more about 
these mysterious Arctic hunters. Author and researcher Scott 
Weidensaul will share the story of 
Project SNOWstorm -- how a huge, 
collaborative research effort focused 
on Snowy Owls came together in 
a few frantic weeks, funded with 
the help of people from around the 
world, and how, eight years later, 
continues to make discoveries and 
unexpected insights into the life and 
ecology of this great white raptor. 
Scott Weidensaul is the author of 
more than two dozen books on 
natural history, including the Pulitzer Prize finalist “Living 
on the Wind” and his latest, the New York Times bestseller 
“A World on the Wing.” Weidensaul is a contributing 
editor for Audubon, a columnist for Bird Watcher’s Digest 
and writes for a variety of other publications, including 
Living Bird. He is a Fellow of the American Ornithological 
Society and an active field researcher, studying Northern 
Saw-whet Owl migration for more than two decades, as 
well as winter hummingbirds, bird migration in Alaska, 
and the winter movements of Snowy Owls through Project 
SNOWstorm, which he co-founded.

Letters to the editor are always welcomed and will be 
duly published. If you have something to say, positive or 
negative, send it in. We want your feedback on the journal 
or any other aspect of the HNC and its activities.

Scott Weidensaul.
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On the Cover: Eastern Screech Owl
Eastern Screech Owls are fairly common owls and 
often will inhabit our own backyards. Bird feeders 
attract mice as well as birds, and the mice attract the 
owls for an easy meal. Occasionally this species will 
even breed in well-treed urban areas. This particular 
owl was photographed by Cathy Monrow outside of 
her window on Kent Crescent in Burlington on 14 
December 2021. From Cathy: The last two nights I’ve 
had a Screech Owl in my backyard. I only know he is 
there as my Fire Finch must see him out the window 
and does a warning cry. I plan on putting the finches 
to bed earlier tonight so the owl doesn’t come looking.  
Each night I ran outside to check and found the owl. 
One quick picture each night and I went back inside.  
The second night he was really close to the back of the 
house when I turned on the light.

Species of the Month: Northern Saw-whet 
Owl (Aegolius acadicus) 
Family: Strigidae (Typical Owls)

Identification: This tiny owl is our most endearing owl. 
It has many field-marks to distinguish it from the similar 
Boreal Owl. The stippled (not spotted) forehead is a real 
giveaway.

Habitat: It generally breeds in dense coniferous or mixed 
woods, often bottomlands. In winter, it can be found almost 
anywhere, often roosting in small Eastern White Cedars or 
Eastern White Pines.

Range: This species nests in a belt across the south portion 
of the Boreal Forest into the mixed forests of Ontario and 
the eastern Canada and the adjacent US. It also ranges 
southwards in the mountains of the western US. It breeds 
sporadically in the HSA, but it is likely a more common 
breeder as it is hard to detect. 

The Photo: This photo was taken at Fifty Point C.A. on 2 
January 2022 by Cody Bassindale.
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Canal Park
by JOANNA CHAPMAN

CANAL PARK is the smallest park owned by 
the Hamilton Conservation Authority. The park 
is bounded by Cootes Drive on the south side 
and King Street East on the other. There is lots of 
free parking just off King Street East, close to the 
Urquhart Butterfly Garden.

Although small, the park attracts an amazing 
array of wildlife because it sits on the Desjardins 
Canal, and forms part of the Cootes to Escarpment 
EcoPark System. There is a large viewing platform 
and visitors are always rewarded with a clear view 
of the many duck species, grebes and herons plus 
the occasional beaver.

The Winter Photo Contest (see back cover) continues until the end of February, and Canal Park is a great spot to 
find interesting subjects, as illustrated here by Mark Williams.

American Wigeon at Canal Park - 28 December 2021 - photo Mark Williams.

Pied-billed Grebe at Canal Park - 27 December 2021 - photo Mark 
Williams.

Cooper’s Hawk at Canal Park - 28 December 2021 - photo Mark Williams.

Belted Kingfisher at Canal Park - 28 December 2021 - 
photo Mark Williams.
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Book Review: The Universe in Your Hand - A Journey 
Through Space, Time, and Beyond - Christophe Galfard

by LOUISE UNITT
HAVE YOU EVER MARVELLED at the vastness of 
space and yearned to penetrate its mysteries? Unless you 
have a background in astronomy or nuclear physics, you may 
have despaired of finding explanations that are intelligible to 
a layperson.

When Christophe Galfard pitched The Universe in Your 
Hand to a publisher, he proposed to write “an easy-to-read 
pop-science book about everything that is known about our 
universe from before the Big Bang up to today.” A tall order!

As a theoretical physicist who completed his graduate studies 
under Stephen Hawking, the author can lay claim to top-
notch credentials. My concern, however, was whether his 
book would live up to Galfard’s “easy-to-read” aspirations.

Early indications seemed promising. In accessible language, 
Galfard explains such things as why stars shine, how different 
kinds of atoms came into being, and when and why our sun 
will die (in five billion years, having run out of fuel).

Despite its apparent emptiness, outer space is neither empty 
nor static, but rather a “moving and changing geometrical 
object.” Eager to have us experience it for ourselves, the 
author launches us on an imaginary voyage into the distant 
past. In a mission that outshines modern space tourism by 
orders of magnitude, readers, “shaped as an ethereal you,” 
are situated at the heart of the action. Our goal? To discover 
the origin of space and time, no less!

A stellar travel guide, Galfard delivers a running commentary 
on the passing cosmic scene. Skirting the former ninth 
planet, we are invited to ponder the fate of “poor Pluto,” 
demoted to dwarf planet status in 2006. Regular updates 
keep us abreast of time elapsed—measured in billions of 
years—since we began our odyssey.

As we approach the outer edge of the solar system, we learn 
that only one “human-made object” has preceded us—the 
Voyager 1 space probe, which entered interstellar space in 
2012. (Voyager 2 would exit our solar system in 2018, three 
years after The Universe in Your Hand was published.)

An already exhilarating adventure takes on an element of 
drama when we narrowly avoid being sucked into a black 
hole. Stephen Hawking’s assurance that “whatever falls in is 
not doomed to stay inside forever” would be small comfort 
had we not made good our escape.

Our virtual flight comes to a screeching halt at the end of 

the visible universe. At 13.8 
billion years from home, it is 
“the furthest place our telescopes 
can see.” In a poetic turn of 
phrase, scientists refer to it as the 
“surface of last scattering.” And 
what of the invisible universe? Is 
it infinite? No one knows.

Whereas in school we were 
taught to view gravity as a force, 
Galfard frames it as “a landscape 
of curves and hills and slopes.” 
Intergalactic distances are on the increase as the “fabric” 
between galaxies continues to stretch. Galfard compares the 
phenomenon to “poppy seeds in a cake in the oven or dots 
on the surface of an inflating balloon.” In 1998, the scientific 
community was “shocked” to realize that, “after more than 
eight billion years of normal behaviour,” the universe’s rate 
of expansion began to accelerate about 5 billion years ago. 
More recent findings indicate that it is expanding beyond all 
expectation.

And yet, even though the visible universe “has always 
contained all the energy it still has today,” the Big Bang 
theory tells us that at one time it had no size at all, in space 
or in time. (So absurd was the theory considered in some 
quarters that British scientist Fred Hoyle coined its name in 
a spirit of mockery!)

In a bid to familiarize readers with quantum field theory, i.e., 
“the world of fundamental matter and light,” Galfard once 
again positions the reader front and centre. Shrunk down to 
a “mini-you,” we find ourselves observing an atom of gold 
from an intimate perspective—the inside.

Quantum laws simply don’t apply on the human scale. 
Only in the quantum world, where “whatever can happen 
happens,” is it possible to change the course of an electron by 
observing it. Quantum particles are “sneaky little fellows,” 
and if their “weird properties” make no sense to you, you are 
in good company. According to Nobel Prize laureate Richard 
Feynman, “I think I can safely say that nobody understands 
quantum mechanics.” Not to worry, says Galfard: “It actually 
doesn’t matter whether you understand it or not, it just is the 
way nature works.” To further complicate matters, “Einstein’s 
theory of general relativity and quantum field theory are at 
odds.” In fact, “just trying to think about it should make 

Louise Unitt.



116    FEBRUARY  2022

your brain melt.”

Austrian physicist Erwin Schrödinger devised a thought 
experiment to bring quantum effects to our scale, consisting of 
a cat in a box. Is it alive? “Maybe yes, maybe no.” Or perhaps it 
is “neither dead or alive, but dead and alive.”

Galfard goes on to tackle equally knotty concepts, often 
accompanied by baffling terms. We encounter quarks (a type 
of subatomic particle), gluons (they glue quarks together) 
and branes (the most impressive of four types of parallel 
universes). As for string theory, Galfard cautions that it is 
“strictly theoretical.” In case our brains aren’t grappling with 
enough already, we’re informed that, contrary to what we 
might imagine, “black holes are the polar opposite of empty: 
they are what happens when there is too much matter and 
energy in too small a space.”

Even top scientific minds are uncertain about many things. As 
the author cheerfully concedes, “we do not even really know 
what our universe is made of.” Dark matter permeates the 
universe but is invisible to us because it does not interact with 
light. “It is not matter. It is not antimatter. It is something else. 
No one knows what.”

Dark energy, meanwhile, is a “rather puzzling” energy. It 
makes up 23 per cent of the energetic content of our universe, 
while dark matter makes up 72 percent. The matter we know, 
including light, makes up a mere five percent!

Not surprisingly, the question of extraterrestrial life crops 
up. Technology is on the horizon with the capacity to detect 
biological activity in a remote planet’s atmosphere. (The 
recently launched James Webb Space Telescope will gaze at 
distant rocky planets in search of “biosignature gases” that 
could indicate the presence of life.) The author shares the 
opinion of Carl Sagan, who famously said: “The universe is 
a pretty big place. If it’s just us, seems like an awful waste of 
space.” Galfard is confident that “direct or indirect signs of 
extraterrestrial life will be found within the next two decades 
or so.”

The author’s playful tone lends a welcome note of levity to 
weighty content. His parallel career as a writer of children’s 
books may account for occasional flashes of sheer whimsy, 
at times to the point of absurdity. Zaniest of all is a recurring 
motif featuring a succession of vases (each uglier than the last), 
gifts from an elderly aunt in Australia. Bouts of comic relief 
afford the reader a refreshing break from sober scientific fact.

A skilled communicator, Galfard gamely strives to render 
complex ideas intelligible. Because I lack a scientific turn of 
mind, his best efforts often fell short, leaving me with faint 
glimmers of comprehension. While I found the material at 
times impenetrable, Galfard’s jaunty, conversational style 
charmed me enough to persevere. From liftoff to landfall, The 
Universe in Your Hand is a stimulating ride.

The Universe in your Hand - A Journey through Space, Time and 
Beyond  --- Christophe Galfard, Flatiron Books, New York, NY. 386 
pages.
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Studies of Grassland Birds in Halton
by WILLIAM MCILVEEN
WITHIN THE LAST 60 YEARS, it has become 
increasingly obvious that certain groups of birds are suffering 
population declines. A few summary reports are listed in the 
reference list below (Blancher et al., North American Bird 
Conservation Initiative, Rosenberg et al., Stanton et al.). 
Similar trends have been identified in Canada, U.S.A. and 
Europe. The first bird group that attracted concern was forest 
interior birds. Then declines in the numbers of shorebirds 
and grassland species became more topical. In more recent 
times, the focus has turned to the declines among aerial 
insectivores. The present study was initiated around the 
time that declines in populations of the grassland birds 
were the emerging concern. At that time, it was decided that 
the situation regarding grassland species in Halton Region 
warranted attention. The following report is a summary of 
the observations made during that survey.

Survey Methods
In order to assess the grassland bird concerns in Halton, a 
set of study sites was established in 1991. The 25 sites were 
set up to cover rural Halton on a grid of 5 X 5 starting points 
evenly distributed across the area (Figure 2). Using these 
locations as the starting points, the area was searched to 
locate the nearest suitable site at which a monitoring station 
might be established. To be acceptable, such sites had to then 
be current grassland (hay or pasture), had to have an area 
of between two to four hectares, and had to be visible from 
a roadside monitoring position. Overall, the sites selected 
appeared to be quite appropriate for supporting breeding 
grassland species at that time.

After the sites were selected, 
monitoring was conducted at 
each site annually from 1992 
to 2001 and again in 2015. 
Monitoring was carried out 
once per year about mid-June. 
Observations were carried out 
for approximately 10 minutes 
during each visit. Slightly 
longer periods were used to 
ensure that birds were not 
being overlooked on a few 
occasions. The species and 
numbers of birds seen or heard on the site were recorded. 
Separate tallies were maintained for the open field and for 
the hedgerow surrounding that field but the latter data 
are not reported here. In addition to the bird counts, the 
cropping practice being used in the field was noted. All sites 
were photographed in 2013, an example, Site 18 opposite.

Results
The monitoring produced a large number of observations. 
To make the number of data points manageable for the 
present report, only the data for the birds using the actual 
grasslands are summarized. In total, 50 different species 
were encountered at least once. The majority of these were 
noted on only a few occasions, as flying over the site, or as 
having an incidental type visit to the grassland where they 
were encountered. Only the information relating to eleven 
species that are recognised as regularly utilizing grasslands 
are included in the rest of this report. 

Kyle (2016) classes 21 species as grassland species. 
Realistically, several of these cannot be expected to be 
encountered in our area due to their general rarity so we 
can exclude them from further consideration. Kyle lists 
seven species as common, and the observations from the 
present project would concur that they are common here. 
Kyle lists nine species as uncommon, and the present study 
found two of these – Bobolink and Eastern Meadowlark – 
to be reasonably abundant. Horned Lark, American Kestrel, 
Brown-headed Cowbird and Northern Harrier are listed as 
uncommon grassland species by Kyle but while they were 
noted a few times at the Halton sites, their frequency was far 
too low to draw any meaningful conclusions. By contrast, 
two of the more-common species found within this study 
were European Starling and Mourning Dove which were not 
even listed by Kyle. Overall, eleven species were found to be 
frequent enough to warrant inclusion in the data summary 
to follow.

William McIlveen - 12 April 
2016.

Typical grassland monitoring site in Halton, Site 18. 2013 - photo 
William McIlveen.
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Land Use Changes
It was not too surprising to see that some of the grasslands were 
changed to other uses over time, partially because of normal 
crop rotation practices. The land uses observed over time 

were placed in one of six categories as illustrated in the graph 
in Figure 2. The original use of all sites had been grassland in 
the form of hay or potentially a hay crop when the sites were 
chosen in 1991. The number of sites in every land-use class over 
the study period is tabulated in Table 1. In some years, some 
of the hay fields had been cut and harvested by the visit date. 
Cut and uncut hay are combined in the graph. Some sites were 
not used for hay production but remained as a grass pasture. 
Some pastures were left to progress to the old-field stage. The 
remaining land uses involved considerably more disturbance. 
Over time, grassland was converted to wheat, corn, or soybean 
fields. These are grouped under the heading of ‘crop’ as they all 
had a similar low-level of attraction for birds. In some instances, 
the fields were fallow at the time of the monitoring visit. The 
final category was noted as ‘housing’. This included conversion 
of the field to suburban homes with a storm-water pond or to a 
commercial site. Such new land uses represent a permanent loss 
of grassland. 

The graph clearly indicates that the proportion of grassland 
sites declined over the study period although there was a small 
increase in 1999. That too started to diminish in subsequent 
years. We can conclude that at least half of the original grassland 
area (hay or pasture) had disappeared by 2015.

Bird Numbers
The tallies of the eleven species of interest are included in Tables 
2 though 12. The values reported represent the total birds 
encountered across all sites that fall into each of the four site 
classes for grass. The cut and uncut hay data are kept separate. 
All of the sites for fallow, crops, and housing are combined in 
the ‘Non-grass’ category. The numbers need to be interpreted by 
comparing numbers of sites that existed in the respective and 

changing land use classes indicated in Table 1. 

Table 13 is a summary of the noted site-use by the eleven main 
bird species during the years of the study. The values reported 
are the mean numbers of each species within the indicated 
habitat type across the entire study period. This approach 
means that all values can be directly compared to each other. 
The table distinguishes between those species that traditionally 
breed in grasslands and those that may only feed over or within 
grasslands. The study sites are distinguished as sites with standing 
hay, sites where the hay was cut at the time of the assessment, 
sites that were being used as pasture or had advanced to an old-
field status. A value was calculated to reflect an average for all 
four sites dominated by grass to allow comparisons with non-
grass use (sites no longer covered by grass i.e., crops, fallow or 
housing). Overall averages were determined for all the species 
in each nesting class of birds. 

The most abundant species was European Starling across all 
species and land-use classes. This observation was driven by the 
fact that the species was seen in small flocks, likely enhanced by 
young birds that had fledged earlier in the breeding season. The 
second most abundant was Red-winged Blackbird. Killdeer was 
the least-often observed.

A comparison between hay fields that were cut versus those that 
were still uncut clearly shows that cutting reduced the numbers 
of all species. Mowing obviously reduced the desirability of the 
site for normal feeding and shelter and perhaps destroyed nests 
so that the birds had much less reason to remain at that location.

Generally, hay fields which would have a denser stand of grass 
were more attractive to the birds than were pastures or old-fields. 
In the grassland sites, nesting species were generally found in 
higher densities than species in the non-nesting group. Such 
a pattern is not unexpected. In the one case (pasture) where 
this general pattern did not hold true, the numbers of Starlings 
observed may have skewed the pattern. A comparison between 
each grassland or all grasslands combined clearly shows higher 
numbers of birds on grassy sites compared to the non-grass 

Figure 1. Map of grassland sites in Halton.

Figure 2. Changes in land use at grassland monitoring sites in 
Halton, 1991 to 2015.
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sites. The one exception to this is with the Killdeer which is 
known to nest in rather bare sites. 

Summary and Conclusions
Overall, the results from the study help confirm that grasslands 
are disappearing in Halton Region. Those grassy habitats get 
converted to other agricultural uses but also to anthropogenic 
applications. While the former changes have the potential to 
be reversed, the latter are permanent losses from grassland 
habitat. The disappearance of grassland within the time-
frame of the present study seems to be consistent with general 
observations made throughout Halton. In comparison with 
Ontario statistics, the Halton area in hay in 1957 was over 
49,000 acres. By 2006, the combined area for grass and alfalfa 
had declined to 16,266 acres, then to just 10,642 acres by 2016. 

The recent declines in area devoted to hay and silage corn in 
Halton can be readily attributed to the decline in numbers of 
cattle, particularly dairy cattle. From about 200 milk producing 
farms in 1962 (Williamson 1962), the number had dropped 
to only four producing farms in 2018. Some of the available 
space was taken up by more beef cattle but their numbers too 
have gone into decline. With fewer cattle, there is less need for 
hay and silage to feed them. Fewer cattle also leads to loss or 
deterioration of barns.

The sites monitored in Halton generally supported a normal 
grassland-bird fauna. Sites with a good cover of grass had the 
greatest abundance of grassland bird species. Harvesting the 
hay reduced the abundance of all species that can normally be 
expected on grassland sites.
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Gardening for Birds with Natasha Barlow
by MICHAEL ROWLANDS
THERE HAD BEEN many interesting birds seen in the 
previous few weeks in the Hamilton Study Area reported BSG 
Director Jackson Hudecki in his opening comments for the 
November webinar. Notables were a Harris’s Sparrow found 
in Dundas, Razorbills at Van Wagners Beach, and Red-headed 
Woodpeckers at Rock Chapel and in Aldershot. After a few 
other topical announcements, he introduced the evening’s 
guest speaker.

In 2019 Natasha Barlow graduated from the University of 
Waterloo’s Master of Environmental Studies program. Her field 
work was in northeast Wyoming where she studied how to 
conserve grassland and shrubland birds in an area dominated 
by oil and gas development. (Her November 2019 talk to our 
group about this research is summarized in the January 2020 
Wood Duck.) After joining Birds Canada in 2019 and serving 
as a Boreal Conservation Project Specialist for two years, she 
recently became an Ontario Projects Biologist and is now 
the project lead for Birds Canada’s new Gardening for Birds 
initiative. She believes that connecting us to the world of birds 
can spark a passion for creating wildlife habitat in our own 
backyards, facilitating a balance between human needs and 
habitat protection.

Natasha first gave us a quick summary of the mission statement 
of Birds Canada: to conserve wild birds through sound science, 
on-the-ground actions, innovative partnerships, public 
engagement, and science-based advocacy. This latest initiative 
came from a fellow co-worker who saw gardening as a way 
to restore wildlife-friendly habitat on a small scale in people’s 
yards.

The program is relevant to the Hamilton area because we are on 
a major bird migration route. Providing suitable surroundings 
for not only migrating birds in spring and fall but also resident 
birds year-round is a good way for us to help reverse global 
habitat loss. The three important elements that a garden can 
provide for birds are food, water, and shelter.

Food can be in the form of plants that provide edible seeds 
or keys, encourage insects and pollinators (to feed aerial 
insectivores), or produce fruit. Select native species whenever 
possible and have a variety of plants that provide the three 
elements throughout all the seasons. When looking to provide 
fruit for birds for example, Roundleaf Serviceberry provide 
berries in the spring/summer, Gray Dogwood in summer/fall, 
and American Mountain Ash in fall/winter. In the fall, when 
cleaning up your yard, leave plants that have seed heads or 
cones available for birds to find during the winter.

Incorporating a water feature 
such as a birdbath or pond 
into your garden is a great 
way to attract birds who wish 
to rehydrate or bathe. Ensure 
the water is kept clean and 
cool through the summer 
and ensure your birdbaths 
don’t become stalking 
grounds for cats! It also helps 
to plant moisture-loving 
herbs, shrubs, or trees around 
the water feature to emulate 
natural wetlands and provide 
shelter for visiting birds.

Plant from the bottom up – start with the floor, then the 
understory, and finally the canopy. Adding tasteful structures 
such as hollow logs, dust baths, or brush piles also provides 
diversity.

Natasha says to start with a plan. This is where the Birds Canada 
new on-line gardening resources come into play. Just go to the 
website https://birdgardens.ca/ and follow the steps!

When planning your garden, get to know the moisture levels, 
amount of shade, and type of soil you have in all parts of your 
proposed space. Draw a sketch and decide where you will have 
a water feature or a conifer patch, pollinator-friendly flowers, 
ground cover, etc.

Next, determine which “bird garden zone” you are in using 
the maps they have provided or enter your postal code into 
a selector. With the help of Kevin Kavanaugh, a gardener and 
ecologist, they have divided Canada into 22 bird garden zones 
based on a number of factors including climate, elevation, 
habitat type, etc. The zones also reflect regions where different 
groupings of birds reside, hardiness zones for plants, and 
ecoregions. Hamilton is in zone 16. If you are close to the 
boundary between two zones, you may be able to choose plants 
from both zones for your garden.

The main part of the resource is selecting the plants for your 
garden. As a starting point, watch the video (narrated by 
Natasha) as a tutorial on how to use the Plant Selector. This is an 
amazing database of 500 plant species that will help determine 
those that are most suitable for the conditions in each part 
of your planned garden. As you make selections about your 
garden zone, the sun, soil and moisture, etc. on the left side of 
the screen, the database automatically filters out unacceptable 

Bird Study Group Meeting Summary – 15 November 2021

Natasha Barlow.
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plants and displays only suitable plants for you to consider 
on the right side of the screen. Clicking on a plant’s picture 
gives you additional photos and extensive information about 
its characteristics. You can then select those you want to 
plant by clicking an “add” button to create a shopping cart or 
wish list. The website even has a feature allowing you to find 
nearby nurseries and seed retailers, visit their websites, and 
see their selections of native plants and seeds. An amazing 
fact is that you will see noticeable changes in your garden 
within one year, and she showed us before and after photos 
of a property to prove it!

There are numerous videos available on the site to help 
you with all aspects of your garden: Why garden for birds?, 
Attract birds year-round, Add diversity to your garden, 
Planning your bird garden, and Protect birds at home. There 
is also extensive written information on the garden zones 
and on each plant.

Natasha then spoke about other ways to help birds. She 
discouraged the use of glass or mirrors in gardens because 
these can confuse birds and cause collisions. Windows 
looking onto gardens should also be treated to discourage 
collisions. She mentioned that drawing patterns on the glass 
with a white, oil-based Sharpie or purchasing products that 
create a grid pattern on the exterior surface of the glass are 
effective methods to do this. Buying consumer products such 
as coffee and forestry products that are certified to be friendly 
to birds or sustainable also helps. Erecting artificial nesting 
and roosting boxes and birdfeeders provides shelter and 
food for birds. Finally, keeping cats indoors helps eliminate a 
major source of bird predation.

To end her formal comments, Natasha mentioned that 
Birds Canada has also set up a shopping site (https://www.
birdscanada.org/bird-friendly-holiday-giving-guide/) on 
which it is possible to order various gift items such as bird-
inspired yarn, Birds Canada calendars, Birds & Beans shade-
grown coffee, gift memberships to Project FeederWatch, 
bird-friendly window tape, and bird-inspired jewellery.

For the next twenty minutes, Natasha answered questions 
from viewers and our moderator, Jackson. When asked 
her opinion about signage at the Royal Botanical Gardens 
saying not to feed the wildlife, she agreed that it is best to 
“let Nature be” and definitely did not agree with baiting birds 
to bring them in closer for photographs. Someone suggested 
that if too many people feed wild birds, they could become 
dependent on handouts and end up starving when humans 
were not around. Asked for references to help someone plan 
a garden, Natasha recommended a book by Doug Tallamy 
entitled Bringing Nature Home: How You Can Sustain 
Wildlife with Native Plants.

When asked whether Birds Canada was also targeting 
businesses or municipalities with the Gardening for Birds 
initiative, she said they were focussing on residential 
properties because they collectively represent the largest 
area of monocultured lawns across the country. She did not 
suggest at any time that you should remove all exotic species 
from your existing yards, but starting small by adding a few 
native plants is a good plan.

Natasha had given us a power-packed, interesting presentation 
with lots of food for thought for next year’s gardens and the 
audience was extremely grateful. I can imagine that many of 
us will spend some of our cold winter nights exploring the 
Gardening for Birds website, dreaming and planning how 
to convert our lawns and gardens into more desirable bird 
habitats next spring!

Orange-crowned Warbler in a back-yard garden.
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Boreal Owl at Fifty Point C.A. - 1 January 2022 - photo Mike Waldhuber.

Snowy Owl at Hamilton - 14 January 2022 - photo James Lees.
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Local Conservation Authorities in Turmoil
Adapted from CATCH info@hamiltoncatch.org
AT LEAST TWO HAMILTON COUNCILLORS won’t 
be leading a local conservation authority board after the 
annual CA election cycle in February. Provincially-imposed 
new term limits are forcing Brenda Johnson to step down 
as head of the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority.

The Ford government has exempted the Hamilton CA from 
those rules. As a result its chair, Lloyd Ferguson, could 
obtain a fourth consecutive term. However Ferguson has 
come out on the losing end of some key HCA decisions in 
the last year, making his position increasingly tenuous.

That reached a peak at the board’s November meeting with 
the rejection of a policy change that would have allowed 
developers to destroy wetlands and other natural features 
in return for compensation. Ferguson had pushed for the 
offsetting policy and his comments contrasted sharply 
with the rest of the HCA board who all endorsed the staff 
recommendation.

Ferguson spoke last and made clear his disagreement 
with both staff and other board members. He said he was 
“disappointed” in the staff report because it didn’t allow for 
maximum development, and went on to warn that current 
wetland protection policies will hurt Hamilton’s economy.

“What I like about the offsetting policies is I like the jobs 
[and] number two I like the tax revenue,” the chair declared. 
“I was hoping to get staff onside for this and they decided 
not to, so it’s going to be difficult”.

In his comments, Ferguson repeatedly referenced the 
warehousing proposal which he supported that would have 
destroyed a wetland in the headwaters of Ancaster Creek. 
“Wetlands as we saw at 140 Garner Road don’t run nice and 
neatly down property lines. They go across as in the case 
of 140 Garner on an angle and make a lot of the property 
undevelopable, so ... by following the wetland contours it 
will make a lot of that land undevelopable.”

Ferguson won a vote in November 2020 that directed HCA 
staff to draft an offsetting policy requested by owners of 140 
Garner. Initially that was opposed by just two of the eleven 
member HCA board, but it’s been downhill ever since for 
the chair.

When staff presented a draft policy at the board’s April 
meeting there was a bitter clash over whether Ferguson 
was upholding conservation principles or thought the 
HCA should make jobs and development its priorities. In 
the same meeting it was announced that the 140 Garner 

owners were applying for a permit without waiting for the 
finalization of the offsetting policy.

That generated a storm of public opposition that by the 
June decision meeting included eight delegations including 
HNC representative Gord McNulty, and over 200 letters. 
After an hour and a half in secret session, the HCA board 
rejected the developers’ proposal to destroy the existing 
wetland and replace it with an artificial pond.

The 6000-word draft offsetting policy subsequently drew 
detailed comments from 300 people and organizations 
including the HNC. Virtually all opposed allowing wetlands 
and other natural features to be destroyed for compensation. 
And that led to the November meeting where Ferguson was 
left as the sole defender of an offsetting policy.

Ferguson suggested that opponents didn’t understand the 
benefits of offsetting and lamented that “it’s going to take a 
lot of educating and convincing to turn the public around.” 
Out of step with both his board and the public puts 
Ferguson’s continued role as chair of the HCA in question.

The 140 Garner Road developers have now launched an 
appeal of the permit denial to the Ontario Land Tribunal. 
It has also been revealed that the owner of 140 Garner is 
AIMCo, an Alberta government crown corporation, that 
purchased the land last year for $38 million.

AIMCo is also financing the controversial fracked gas 
pipeline that is being pushed across the unceded lands of 
the Wet’suwet’en. Opposition by the Indigenous inhabitants 
has led to several violent RCMP raids and the arrests of 
dozens of people including journalists.
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WELO (West End of Lake Ontario) IBA Survey Report for 
November 13, 2021 
by CHRIS MOTHERWELL
THANKS TO THOSE 28 counters who had a nice fall day 
temperature wise, with a high of 5oC, wind which dropped the 
temp by a few degrees and sunny for most areas. 14 of the 17 
count areas were covered. The winds did make it a bit trickier 
to count the bobbing and diving birds, though the overall low 
numbers (with one exception) made this task a tiny bit easier. 

The following report is based on November 2016 - 2021 data 
in eBird. With the species total (not including sp.) was 68, 
second highest for a count in November and the total number 
of individuals at 48,838, which is the highest for the month. 
The total number of birds for the count was mainly due to the 
37,599 Long-tailed Ducks, of which 30,500 were found in three 
neighbouring locations - the Millen, Dewitt and Fruitland 
Roads area in Stoney Creek and counted by Matt Mills, Jessica 
Banas and Gwyneth Govers. Although the distance between 
these three spots is only 1.6 km, there was very little movement 
between them, so the total remains. Counters reported that 
there were many more birds beyond identifiable range, so 
there were likely many more LTDUs to add to the total - it 
would be great to have a Zodiak! 

The table below show the relative numbers for other duck 
species that usually contribute to high count numbers.

We had two new additions to the count, a Parasitic Jaeger 
and a Laughing Gull. The Jaeger was found at Merritt Rd. in 
Beamsville by Jean Hampson, Bob Highcock, Carol Horvat 
and Doug Gillard, harassing a Herring Gull, while the 
Laughing Gull was found in St. Catharines (posted on eBird) 
and was added to the count by Kevin Empey. We also had two 
new month birds (first time found in November, though seen 
in other months before), one Cackling Goose and 95 Red-
winged Blackbirds. The occurrence of RWBL is likely due to 
the warmer temperatures for the beginning of this month. 
Other birds that were a bit late to leave here, were Wood Duck 
and American Coot, which have only appeared in two and 

three counts in November respectively. 
On the other end of the spectrum, only 
one American Tree Sparrow was found, 
maybe too soon for them this year or 
just not near the lake on count day.

The count produced a number of 
November highs: Black Scoter, Wood 
Duck, Common Merganser, Mourning 
Dove, Bald Eagle, American Crow, Dark-
eyed Junco, White-throated Sparrow, 
Northern Cardinal, and House Sparrow. 
Other notables were Horned Grebe with 17, second highest 
only because of the 71 found in Nov 2018; a lone Iceland Gull 
was found, as was one in Nov 2018; a Golden Eagle was seen 
by Kai Millyard in Sheldon Creek Park, Oakville, and is only 
the second sighting for the count. 

The following were also Count highs: Black Scoter, Long-
tailed Duck and White-throated Sparrow.  Some surprising 
lows for the month: Gadwall, Mallard, American Black Duck, 
Surf Scoter, Rock Pigeon, Great Black-backed Gull, Common 
Raven, Red-breasted Nuthatch, White-breasted Nuthatch, 
Snow Bunting (only 3rd time on the count, 2nd in Nov), and 
American Tree Sparrow. Again, some of these may be due to 
the warm temperatures, which means no ice on waterbodies 
surrounding the lake, as colder temperatures force waterfowl 
to the lake.

Misses for the month included mostly birds that have not been 
on the count often (two or more counts): American Wigeon, 
Canvasback, Lesser Scaup (3), King Eider (4), Harlequin Duck, 
Ruddy Duck (4), Brown Creeper, Winter Wren, Ruby-crowned 
Kinglet, Northern Mockingbird (4), American Pipit, Common 
Redpoll and Pine Warbler. The birds without brackets have 
been seen on only two counts. 

Interesting note: There have been 29 count days since the start. 
The total species count is now 141. 58 species have been on 
four counts or less and 27 of those were only on one count, 
while 24 species have been on all 29. 

Although the number of counters affects the number of birds 
and species, this month showed that weather, not surprisingly, 
had a much bigger effect. 

Species recorded on only one Count: Ross’s Goose, Greater 
White-fronted Goose, Blue-winged Teal, Barrow’s Goldeneye, 
Eared Grebe, Western Grebe, Parasitic Jaeger, Sandhill Crane, 

WELO Coordinator 
and compiler Chris 

Motherwell.
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WELO (West End of Lake Ontario) IBA Survey Report 
for December 11, 2021 
by CHRIS MOTHERWELL
THANKS TO THOSE 29 counters who braved the ominous 
forecast of pouring rain, high winds, though mild temperatures. 
Fortunately, the rains didn’t happen. With the temperatures in 
the mid-teens, the winds were gusty at times on most arts of 
the lake, though mild in the Niagara areas. This made counting 
ducks tricky and more time consuming. It was fairly quiet in 
the wooded areas also, not a lot of movement or sounds. 

The following report is based on December 2016 - 2021 data 
in eBird. Number of species was 54, tied for 2nd lowest, while 
the number of individuals was 40,451, which is the highest 
for December. Most areas reported low numbers and species, 
with the main exception - again - being Long-tailed Ducks. 
This month they totalled 29,844 (2nd highest for the count), 
approximately 8,000 less than November, yet made up 73% of 
the overall numbers, so there are likely many more beyond our 
counting range. It’s amazing to think with the two record setting 
months how many more are really in our area for the winter!

The table below shows the relative numbers for duck species 
that usually contribute to high count numbers.

Surf Scoter, White-winged Scoter and Common Goldeneye 
all have rising numbers in the last three years, while Long-
tailed Duck and Red-breasted Merganser have had roller-
coaster rides. Studies show that these duck species do eat the 

same types of food, though in some cases different sizes or 
different forms. LTDUs prefer the meat of Zebra and Quagga 
mussels, while COGOs eat the whole mussel (the meat can be 
extracted from the shell by waves pushing the mussels against 
rocks). Other food sources include Amphipoda (crustaceans), 
Chirononmidae (midges), Trichpotera (caddisflies), 
Gastropods, plant matter (tubers, miscellaneous vegetation 
and seeds), fish, fish eggs Decapoda (crayfish) and Isopoda 
(woodlice and their relatives). The abundance of these food 
sources will change and is likely the reason for the birds 
moving around. 

LTDUs use their wings underwater as they forage, while other 
species use only their legs, which gives the LTDUs an advantage 
and may be a reason why there are so many more of them.

It is interesting that the majority of the LTDUs were found in 
the Confederation Park areas. What keeps them there needs 
further study. 

Spotted Sandpiper, Laughing Gull, Little Gull, Lesser Black-
backed Gull, Forster’s Tern, Rough-legged Hawk, Eastern 
Screech-Owl, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Eastern Bluebird, 
Brown Thrasher, Gray Catbird, Red-eyed Vireo, Purple 
Finch, Pine Siskin, Swamp Sparrow, Rusty Blackbird, Palm 
Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler and Scarlet Tanager.

Counters: Jessica Banas, Sandra Biggar, Meghan Douglas, 

Kathy Ellis, Kevin Empey, Deena Errampalli, Luc Fazio, 
Debbie Garbe, Doug Gillard, Diane Green, Jean Hampson, 
Bob Highcock, Carol Horvat, Beth Jefferson, Margaret Kelch, 
Joyce Litster, Marvin Medelko, Jason Miller, Matt Mills, Kai 
Millyard, Chris Motherwell, Rob Palin, Nancy Smith, Roy 
Sorgenfrei, Mary Ellen Starodub, Don Synder, Joan Wallace, 
and Tony Zammit. 

Long-tailed Duck - one of many thousands in the WELO IBA during the 
fall and winter months - photo Barry Cherriere.
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There were no new species for the count, though Common 
Raven was added for the December species list. 

We had 12 highs this month: Redhead (305), Long-tailed Duck 
(29,607), Common Goldeneye (3,749), Ruddy Duck (51), Red-
throated Loon (3), Peregrine Falcon (3), Blue Jay (27), Carolina 
Wren (3), House Finch (18), Dark-eyed Junco (31) and House 
Sparrow (219). Common Goldeneye was also a count high. 
Ruddy Duck has increased its numbers for the last three 
seasons - looking forward to seeing their results are in the next 
December.

And there were ten lows for the month: Trumpeter Swan, 
Mallard, American Black Duck, Greater Scaup, Ring-billed 
Gull, Downy Woodpecker, Black-capped Chickadee, White-
breasted Nuthatch, Golden-crowned Kinglet and European 
Starling. Many of these are ‘common’ winter birds, so maybe 
the winds played a part in these numbers. There were no count 
lows.

Of note were Bonaparte’s Gull (9), Red-throated Loon (12), 
Rough-legged Hawk (2) and Golden-crowned Kinglet (12), 
as they all had their second appearance for this month (the 
number in brackets is for count appearances). For Rough-
legged Hawk, it is only the second time for the overall count, 

so it hasn’t been seen in any other month. For misses for the 
month, I only include birds that have been on two or more 
counts in a month, so this month there were 15 (number of 
counts for previous Decembers in brackets): Cackling Goose 
(2), Northern Shoveler (2), American Wigeon (3), Canvasback 
(2), Lesser Scaup (4), King Eider (3), Harlequin Duck (3), 
Horned Grebe (4), Great Horned Owl (2), Belted Kingfisher 
(2), Hairy Woodpecker (5 - 1st time missed in Dec), Tufted 
Titmouse (2), Red-breasted Nuthatch (4), Cedar Waxwing (2) 
and American Tree Sparrow (4). 

The following 11 birds have only been found once in December: 
Tundra Swan, Ring-necked Duck, Red-necked Grebe, Golden 
Eagle, Northern Harrier, Cooper’s Hawk, Pileated Woodpecker, 
Fish Crow, Common Raven, Winter Wren, Common Redpoll, 
White-crowned Sparrow and Pine Warbler, though have been 
seen in other months. 

Counters: Sandra Biggar, Simon Carter, Kathy Ellis, Kevin 
Empey, Deena Errampalli, Luc Fazio, Debbie Garbe, Doug 
Gillard, Gwyneth Govers, Diane Green, Jean Hampson, Bob 
Highcock, Carol Horvat, Beth Jefferson, Christina Kovacs, 
Sarah Labrie, Joyce Litster, Jason Miller, Kai Millyard, John 
David Moffatt, Chris Motherwell, Mary Beth Neibert, Sarah 
Richer, Nancy Smith, Roy Sorgenfrei, Don Synder, Liam 
Thorne, Joan Wallace and Tony Zammit.

Ducks on Lake Ontario - Redhead and Scaup - photo Barry Cherriere.

Common Raven at Aldershot - 4 April 2021 - photo Joanne Redwood.

Red-throated Loon at Van Wagners Beach - 8 November 2014 - photo 
James Barber.
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The Nature of Books
by BRUCE MACKENZIE
ALL OF US have been faced at some time with the dilemma  
of what to do with old books. Often it is because we have 
become friends with these books and the challenge of 
deciding their fate is troublesome.

I was lucky as a young boy for I was never in need of more 
books. With being the 6th child there were plenty in the house 
before I came along, and they kept coming. The library was 
robust and as I grew older it was waiting for me at whatever 
level I chose.

There was one particular set of books that were incredibly 
important to my foundation as a person, a naturalist and a 
reader, the Time Life Science and Nature Series published 
in the 1960’s. The books, volume by volume, came into the 
house about once a month or so. Now, before books became 
important to me, I inherited a sense of curiosity, a most 
precious gift and with it a learning disability. The Science 
Series and later the Nature Series drew me in. As they were 
written for a level above me when I first discovered them, I still 
enjoyed them for the photos, graphics and special highlights. 
But as I became a more competent reader, I was able to pick 
the books up time and time again and dig deeper into the text 
and this in turn helped me so much with my reading abilities.

Reading these books was not a chore, for to me they were my 
keys to many doorways. I wanted to read.

Today I am looking at these 
books which have been in 
my life for about 60 years. 
They might have a bit of a 
musty smell to them after 
moving between many houses 
and not all with the most 
waterproof basements. Will 
my grandchildren want them 
or has the internet replaced 
them? This is where I find another challenge. Website pages 
will never become like a friend. Every time you want to go 

back to a certain subject on 
the web it has changed or 
been replaced and there is 
always something else on 
the page to distract you. But 
to each of us with our own 
special books we all know 
how many times we have 
gone back to a particular 
volume to remind ourselves 
of what captured us.

I won’t throw them out. The 
next generation can if they 
so choose but I just hope 
some might see them as 
keys to their world.

Bruce Mackenzie from 
Earth Day Hometown 
Heroes website, 2017.

A sample page in the Time Life 
Nature Series Books.
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The Throwback | September 1975

HNC Moosonee trip, September 1975 - front row (L-R) - Kevin McLaughlin, Phil Walker, Alan 
Wormington, Bob Finlayson, Norm Chesterfield. Back Row - Trevor Trueman, Mark Jennings and 

Keith Burk - photo Dan McLaughlin.
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At the 2021 Ontario Nature Annual General Meeting the Conservation Award Winners were announced. The J.R. Dymond 
Public Service Award, that resulted in exceptional environmental achievement, was presented to Bruce Mackenzie for his 
work to restore the former Biggar Sewage Lagoons into the Grimsby Wetlands.
Bruce is proud to represent the HNC at the Grimsby Wetlands and would like to kindly thank Dennis Lewington, Gord 
McNulty and Bob Curry for their work in nominating him for this distinct honour. Bruce would also like to extend his 
appreciation to the donors to the Grimsby Wetlands. Their generosity has made this project possible.
Mr. Andre Willi, a Director of Ontario Nature presented Bruce with his award at the Grimsby Wetlands. Bruce received 
a framed photo, by Mr. Robert McCaw, of an Eastern Bluebird.
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Hamilton Conservation Authority Urquhart Butterfly Garden 

FOR FULL CONTEST DETAILS VISIT: urquhartbutterfly.com

Winter Photo Contest
Wed., December 1, 2021 to Mon., February 28, 2022

The Hamilton Conservation Authority 
and the Urquhart Butterfly Garden 
invite you to participate in a very 
special Winter 2021-22 Photo Contest. 

ENTRY CATEGORIES:  
1 - Birds & Other Wildlife (including insects)
2 - Natural Winter Scenes (including close-ups)

TWO AGE CATEGORIES:
Adult 18+  |  Youth Under 18

AWARDS:
First Prize Adult Categories - Annual Pass from 
Hamilton Conservation Authority

First Prize Youth Under 18 Categories - $50 Cash

AWARD ANNOUNCEMENT:
Winners will be anounced Wednesday, March 30.

JUDGES:
To be announced.

RULES:
• COVID regulations must be observed with regards to 

physical distancing (please stay 6 feet apart); masks 
should be worn when appropriate.

• PHOTOS MUST BE TAKEN from the paths of either 
the Urquhart Butterfly Garden or paths of Canal Park 
(including the deck).

• Photos are to be submitted without any digital editing, 
beyond cropping, adjustments of exposure, sharpness 
and minor colour correction.

• Enter up to 3 photographs per category (maximum 6).

• One Google Form entry per person (Submit all photos in 
one entry; do not enter multiple form submissions).

• Photos should be in high resolution jpg format, 
maximum size 10 MB each.

• Deadline: 11:59 p.m. February 28th, 2022 - no late 
submissions will be accepted.

• The Urquhart Butterfly Garden and Hamilton 
Conservation Authority reserve the right to use the 
photographs, with credit, on their websites or local news 
media, plus social media, to promote the respective 
properties. Images will remain the copyright of the 
photographer.

HOW TO ENTER: 
Visit urquhartbutterfly.com for full instructions.

Please note that we have a new process for entering, so it is 
very important to check out the new entry instructions. 

&

Urquhart Butterfly 
          Garden
      D U N D A S ,  O N T A R I O

conservationhamilton.ca urquhartbutterfly.com


