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Every Effort Helps,
No Matter the Size
CONSERVATION EFFORTS ARE more important than ever, as species across 
the globe struggle against changing climate, habitat, and legislation. In this is-
sue of The Wood Duck, we can find inspiration in the stories of citizen scientists 
working to make a difference in their communities.

CAROLYN ZANCHETTA shares how Trees Please Hamilton has been helping 
to bring tree diversity to the Hamilton area, working with citizens to increase 
the tree canopy. BRUCE MACKENZIE celebrates the amazing work of Gwen and 
Dennis Lewington, who have fledged thousands of birds since 1986. PETER 
THOEM recounts a heart-wrenching encounter with a Trumpeter Swan and how 
environmental impacts can be long-lasting and wide-ranging. MICHAEL ROW-
LANDS recaps the September Bird Study Group meeting about Bird-Friendly 
Cities, a Nature Canada project to save bird lives.

DOUG WARD’S photo essay shows how getting out into nature can be an in-
terest that spawns other interests, like photography. Whether in big or small 
ways, we want to know how you’ve interacted with nature this year. Send us a 
nature photo you’ve taken in 2020 and we’ll publish it in the January 2021 issue 
of The Wood Duck. Please send submissions to woodduck@hamiltonnature.org 
by November 15, 2020.

Happy adventuring!

From the Editor

Andrea MacLeod
Editor in Chief

Volunteers learn about air particulate with Trees Please (Photo: Carolyn Zanchetta)

The Wood Duck is the official publication of the 
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club and is produced by 
members of the Club. Opinions expressed in 
The Wood Duck are those of the author and do 
not necessarily reflect those of the Editor or the 
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club.
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Welcoming Our New 
Membership Director

Hamilton
Naturalists’ Club 
News & Updates

Status of Monthly Meetings, 
Bird Study Group, In-Person 
Events, and Sanctuaries

CLAIRE BENNETT has joined the Board as Membership Di-
rector and we are so pleased to have her with us. If you have 
any questions about your HNC membership, contact Claire at 
membership@hamiltonnature.org.

MONTHLY GENERAL MEETINGS are continuing to be held 
online only. For the meeting link, visit our website:
hamiltonnature.org/activities/monthly-meetings

BIRD STUDY GROUP will continue to meet online only. For 
the meeting link, visit our website:
hamiltonnature.org/birding/bird-study-group

IN-PERSON EVENTS remain on hold for the time being. We 
are looking at the possibility of limited participation events 
in the next few months. A survey will soon be made available 
so you can let us know your comfort level with in-person 
events. Look for it on our website in the coming months.

ALL SANCTUARIES remain closed to HNC members and the 
public, until further notice. 

For up-to-date information about any of the above, please 
visit our website at hamiltonnature.org 

Hamilton
Naturalists’
Club

Dear Editors,
I read with interest the article “Eastern Spiny Softshell 

on the Grand River in Brantford” by Bill Lamond in the Oc-
tober 2020 issue of The Wood Duck (Vol. 74, No. 2, pp. 38) 
regarding a recent sighting of this species. The author com-
ments on his previous sighting of this species at Valley Inn 
in the west end of Hamilton harbour in August 1984, and 
states, “I do not believe that one has been seen in the Ham-
ilton area since that time.” I knew that this was incorrect, as 
there had been several sightings of Eastern Spiny Softshell 
near that location after that year, documented in the pub-
lication: Hamilton Natural Areas Inventory Project 3rd Edi-
tion, Species Checklist Document. 2014. Schwetz, Nicholas, 
ed. Hamilton Conservation Authority, as follows:

“In the summer of 1996 an individual was seen at the Co-
otes Paradise fishway and another, possibly the same indi-
vidual, was captured at the fishway in 1997 (B. Pomfret pers. 
comm.). In 1999, this species was seen by reliable observers 
on two occasions at Valley Inn at the mouth of Grindstone 
Creek (McIlveen in Canadian Wildlife Service 1999 and Do-
bos 1999) … According to the OMNR, the species was last 
observed approximately 250 m north of the opening of the 
Desjardins Canal into Cootes Paradise and/or in Carroll’s 
Bay (Hamilton Harbour) on June 10, 2003.”

One of the 1999 sightings referenced above was by myself 
on July 8 at Valley Inn. The turtle was basking on a log in the 
middle of the “elbow” near the mouth of Grindstone Creek 
along with several Northern Map Turtles. Map Turtles were 
very regularly seen at this spot in those years, as there were 
many good basking logs in an exposed mudflat area (when 
water levels were lower). This was just prior to the construc-
tion of the Christmas tree berm that now encloses a pond at 
this site for the purpose of wetland restoration when these 
logs and other debris were “cleaned up”. Since then, I have 
not seen Map Turtles basking at this location.
—Rob Dobos

Letter to the Editor
Send letters to the editor to woodduck@hamiltonnature.org

It’s HNC Membership Renewal Time!
Renew yours today: hamiltonnature.org/about-us/membership
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Species of the Month:
Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe)

Order: Passeriformes

Identification: Appearance much like a small thrush, 
with long legs and a short tail with a white rump. Typically 
seen in non-breeding plumage, showing buffy colouration 
on breast and belly, and a faint mask.

Habitat: Seldom seen in southern Ontario. Preferred hab-
itats are generally similar to those found on the breeding 
grounds, namely open fields.

Range: A wide-ranging migrant, breeding in the Canadi-
an arctic and wintering in Africa.

The Photo: Jean Iron snapped this shot on September 
26, 2020 in Maryhill, Ontario.
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On the Cover:
Sandhill Crane (Antigone canadensis)
Order: Gruiformes

Identification: Tall gray to rusty gray bird with a promi-
nent red crown. Sometimes confused with great blue her-
on, but readily differentiated by a straight neck, coloura-
tion, and gregarious nature. 

Habitat: Typically found in open areas such as bogs and 
grassy fields or wetlands.

Range: Widespread throughout North America, with 
breeding dispersed across a large portion of Ontario, the 
western provinces, and the territories. 

The Photo: Andrew Mactavish took this photo at Long 
Point, Ontario.

Have a suggestion for a cover shot? Let us know at 
woodduck@hamiltonnature.org
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Juby Lee measures the diameter of a tree. 
(Photo: Carolyn Zanchetta)
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IN THE HEAT of August, a group of masked volunteers 
combed the Homeside neighbourhood in Hamilton, identify-
ing and measuring as many street and park trees as they could 
find. Another pair of citizen scientists held air monitors and 
a GPS unit, mapping out every street from Main past Bar-
ton, Kenilworth through to Strathearne. This is Trees Please, 
a project of the Hamilton Naturalists’ Club and Environment 
Hamilton. It began in 2016, aiming to conduct urban tree 
inventories and air quality monitoring with the community. 
The citizen science project invites everyone to learn about the 
trees in their neighbourhoods as well as where there are air 
quality challenges to facilitate 
planting the right tree in the 
right place. 

Now in our fifth year and 
eighth neighbourhood, Trees 
Please has assessed over 7,250 
urban trees and has contribut-
ed to the planting of over 4,250 
trees across the city, through 
public tree plantings on city 
property and parks, planting 
at several schools, and give-
aways to residents. 

Despite COVID-19 protocols and restricted registration 
in 2020, Trees Please brought out the citizen scientists inter-
ested in learning more about their trees and local air quality. 
Since lockdown began, we have noticed just how much we all 
value our greenspaces as sanctuaries within the city, and this 
renewed appreciation has been apparent throughout the 2020 
season. It was one of our most engaged years yet, with about 
40 volunteers signing up for a few limited spaces each session.

These citizen scientists were trained on our data collection 
protocols, learning how to use the clinometer to measure tree 
heights, wrapping their arms around each trunk assessing the 
diameter, squinting up at the thick foliage, looking for signs 
of poor health or stress. This information was collected in 
iTree Eco, a free software application that assesses the ecosys-

tem services provided by our urban forest and attaches dollar 
values to these often overlooked but critical services.

We gathered information on 451 trees of over 60 species, 
the most common of which were mature Norway Maple, Aus-
trian Pine, and Littleleaf Linden. None of these are native to 
Hamilton, but can still be found in nurseries. (Norway Ma-
ple is an invasive species no longer planted by the City.) The 
younger trees we measured were of a greater variety of spe-
cies, with many more interesting Carolinian choices, such as 
Tulip Tree and Sweetgum.

Trees around our homes provide many benefits to the city, 
our neighbourhoods, and to 
our health and well-being. 
Trees mitigate urban heat is-
land effects and keep us cool 
in the summer, filter pol-
lutants from our air, reduce 
pressure on our stormwater 
management systems, make 
urban residents healthier, 
and enhance biodiversity in 
our city. These 451 invento-
ried trees store about 124.2 
metric tons of carbon and 

remove 133.2 metric tons/year of pollution annually, a service 
valued at $195,000 per year. They produce 6.7 metric tons of 
oxygen per year and the structural value of these trees is over 
one million dollars. 

This year in Homeside, we saw wide, empty boulevards 
and heard from residents about how these streets were once 
full of trees arching over the roads. This tells us that the diver-
sity of trees in the neighbourhood must have been low, and 
this is confirmed by the monopoly currently held by Norway 
Maples. The danger of this lack of diversity is a critical urban 
forestry lesson learned from Dutch Elm Disease, the Ameri-
can Chestnut Blight, and the Emerald Ash Borer. Streets, once 
uniformly lined with one species, were vulnerable to major 
disruption, and the streets lost all their trees at once. In these 

Let’s Get Growing
Learning about and planting trees with the Trees Please Project
by CAROLYN ZANCHETTA

The best time to plant 
a tree was 20 years 
ago. The second best 

time is now.
—Chinese Proverb
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areas, we let residents know about the City’s Free Street Tree 
Program. These days, as these trees are replaced by the For-
estry Division, it is no longer with just one species. We know 
now that there is strength and resilience in diversity.

Hamilton is presently developing an Urban Forest Strat-
egy to ensure the health of our collective trees into the fu-
ture. Hamilton’s tree canopy covers around 21 per cent of 
our urban boundary. We hope that the new target will be an 
optimistically ambitious 40 per cent, which urban foresters 
recommend as an ideal coverage to maximize economic, eco-
logical, and social benefits provided by trees.

Increasing our tree canopy to 40 per cent will not be easy 
and will not happen on its own, nor will it solely be accom-
plished by the City’s Forestry Division, or Parks, or the con-
servation authorities, or non-profits. We need a community 
effort. Around 60 per cent of the tree canopy and space avail-
able in our city for planting trees is private property. 

To help get more native trees planted in the city, Trees 
Please has given away nearly 1,000 trees to residents since 
2016. In 2020, we held our biggest giveaway yet thanks to the 
TD Green Spaces Program of the Arbor Day Foundation and 
TD Bank, and gave away an incredible 600 trees throughout 
the city. Our pick up day was on October 3, 2020 and Hamil-
tonians were ready and excited to plant.

Trees Please also hosts community tree plantings in part-
nership with the City of Hamilton’s Forestry Division. This 
autumn, we planted 225 trees at Windermere Basin with the 
help of 20 hard-working volunteers. We have planted more 
than 2,600 trees together over the span of eight of these com-
munity plantings since 2016.

You can help. Get involved with Trees Please Hamilton 
(ENVIRONMENTHAMILTON.ORG/TREES_PLEASE), whether 
through a community tree planting or with inventory in a new 
neighbourhood next summer. Most importantly, plant a tree at 
home. Take advantage of the City’s Free Street Tree Program 
for the city allotment at the front of your property, and request 
a native species from their list of options to help contribute to 
Hamilton’s healthy biodiversity. The greatest potential for grow-
ing the urban forest exists in our own yards.

The success and accomplishments of the Trees Please 
Project would not be possible without our volunteers and 
funders. The project was gratefully supported in 2020 by 
Clean Air Hamilton and the Hamilton Community Founda-
tion. Thanks to all our wonderful citizen scientists for con-
tributing valuable data and to the tree planters who help out 
with our community plantings every spring and fall. And 
across the city, thanks to all those who will plant a tree from 
our free giveaways. Let’s get growing, Hamilton.

1

2
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1. Hamilton tree giveaway
(Photo: Shelly Cameron, snapd Hamilton)

2. Jeff planting a tree (Photo: Carolyn Zanchetta)

3. Volunteers in Homeside (Photo: CZ)
4. Community tree planting (Photo: CZ)
5. Author Carolyn Zanchetta

6. Community planting thanks to funding 
from the TD Green Space Program (Photo: CZ) 
7. Happy planters picking up their tree! (Photo: CZ)

3
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I HAVE ALWAYS had a camera of one form 
or another, beginning with a Kodak Brownie 
in the 1960s. In the 1970s, I got a Canon SLR 
and learned how to develop film.

A friend of mine always carried a Peterson 
bird guide when going for walks and I didn’t 
really “get it” until going to Newfoundland 
in 2015 and seeing the Puffins on Elliston 
Island. There were several birders there with 
large lenses on tripods and I asked to see their 
pictures and was amazed. I got my own refer-
ence book and have been taking bird pictures 
since then.

Last summer, I attended a seminar on 
butterflies at Urquhart Garden in Hamilton. 
Since then, I enjoy visiting local conservation 
areas in the summer searching for butterflies 
when the birding activity drops off.

My wife and I now enjoy taking nature va-
cations in the winter with recent destinations 
to Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Panama.

Capturing 
Nature

PHOTO ESSAY

photos and text by DOUG WARD

1 2

8

5
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7

1. Eastern Tailed Blue (Everes comyntas)

2. Long Dash Skipper (Polites mystic)

3. Red Spotted Purple (Limenitis arthemis astyanax)

4. American Lady (Vanessa virginiensis)

5. Bronze Copper (Lycaena hyllus)

6. Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta)

7. Northern Broken-Dash (Wallengrenia egeremet)

8. Little Glassywing (Pompeius verna)

9. Silvery Blue (Glaucopsyche lygdamus)

3

6

9

4
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IT IS SOMEWHAT of a shame that we will not be together to cele-
brate with Gwen and Dennis Lewington receiving two wonderful 
awards that they have received this year for their work with Eastern 
Bluebirds over the last 35 years. They received their awards from 
the Huron Fringe Birding Festival and the Ontario Eastern Blue-
bird Society. Due to COVID-19, the awards were not presented at 
the respective groups’ Annual Meetings. 

To help the Lewingtons celebrate their accomplishments we 
want to highlight, in The Wood Duck, what led up to their awards.

You might say it started 54 years ago when Gwen and Dennis 
met at their workplace, Appleford Paper Products. A year later, 
in 1957, they were married. It took awhile before their vows were 

complete, it seems, for they did not take an interest in birding un-
til around 1980. There was a special moment that started their ro-
mance with birds. Some call it a ‘spark bird’. A Pileated Woodpeck-
er landed on a tree outside their kitchen window at their cottage on 
the Sauble River. After that they bought a field guide and inquired 
about the HNC when they returned to their home in Stoney Creek. 
From there some special people showed them the rest of the way 
to the world of birding. Hazel Broker, who has introduced so many 
people to the HNC, brought them in under her wing and they soon 
fledged to be two of the first people to join the Bird Study Group 
under the tutelage of Bruce Duncan, another stalwart of the HNC. 
From the beginning of the Bird Study Group it is doubtful if Den-

A Pileated Woodpecker 
Started It All! 
by BRUCE MACKENZIE

George Coker bird house design (Photo: Rob Porter)
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nis and Gwen ever missed a meeting. Then along came George 
Coker, of his own Bluebird fame, and in 1986 he gave the Lewing-
tons four Bluebird boxes. They fledged eight Bluebirds in their first 
year’s attempt. They had earned their wings. 

Since 1986, the Lewingtons have maintained a Bluebird nesting 
box programme inland from their cottage on the southern Bruce 
Peninsula. After just five years their box numbers grew to 100. Even 
today they still operate 80 boxes. It takes them about four hours to 
check the boxes every two weeks from May until the end of August.

George, generous to a fault, supplied all of the boxes (of the 
“George Coker” design) to the Lewingtons. This year, 2020, saw 
Dennis and Gwen fledge their 3,050th Eastern Bluebird from their 
boxes. This is a remarkable achievement. 

Last December at the Bird Study Group we celebrated their 
birthdays together, Dennis’ 85th and Gwen’s 90th. They did not 
start birding until they were about 50 but they have certainly made 
up for lost time with their birding across North America ever 
since. And they have enjoyed every minute. If there is a recipe for a 
long-lasting happy marriage it seems to be his and hers binoculars.

The Lewingtons have not only been extremely generous with 
their commitment to the Eastern Bluebirds, they have also been 
oh-so-generous to the next generations with a donation of the Sau-
ble Dunes Nature Reserve to Ontario Nature. This 127 acre pristine 
example of dunes and wetlands was celebrated at the opening of 
the reserve on May 22, 2016. (Full details are in the 2016 Summer 
Issue of The Wood Duck.)

In addition to their Bluebirds they estimate they have also 
fledged over 5,000 Tree Swallows from their nest box trail. To add 
to the mixture they have also seen Great Crested Flycatchers, Black-
capped Chickadees, and House Wrens benefit from their boxes. 

The Huron Fringe Birding Festival has awarded Dennis and 
Gwen the 2020 Norah Toth Award. The Norah Toth Award is pre-
sented annually to a person(s) who has made a significant differ-
ence by involving people in the Huron Fringe Birding Festival or 
other local nature activities. In addition to the Lewingtons’ exten-
sive work with providing for Bluebirds, their contribution to the 
recovery of Piping Plovers at Sauble Beach was also noted.

Prior to this the Lewingtons received a Conservation Award 
from the Owen Sound Naturalists’ Club in 2013 for their work with 
Bluebirds in the Sauble area.

On August 26, 2020, Mr. Bill Read, President of the Ontario 
Eastern Bluebird Society (OEBS), presented to Dennis and Gwen 
the 2019 OEBS Conservation Award. The Lewingtons find them-
selves in an impressive crowd of birders with receiving these two 
awards. Job well done! 

Hopefully you may see the Lewingtons out and about birding. 
Please congratulate them on their well-deserved awards and thank 
them for their efforts.

Gwen and Dennis Lewington (Photo: Michael Rowlands)

Tree Swallows (Photo: Dulcey Lima, Unsplash)
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CHRIS MOTHERWELL, THE current President of the Hamilton 
Naturalists’ Club (HNC), opened the September virtual meeting 
(a Zoom webinar) of the Bird Study Group (BSG) by introduc-
ing the new BSG Director, Jackson Hudecki, who made several 
announcements. He first thanked Bruce Mackenzie, the outgo-
ing director, for his years of BSG service and informed us that 
Bruce has become the Vice-Chair and Grimsby representative 
on the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority. We wish him 
well in his new capacity and know he will be a great addition to 
that organization! Jackson is the former Director-at-Large for 
the HNC and is employed as Special Programs Coordinator at 
the Royal Botanical Gardens. He is active in the Hamilton/Burl-
ington birding community and helped start the StrathCardinals 
Facebook page (FACEBOOK.COM/GROUPS/691975264950354) 
and the Not Just a Birding Club (RBG.CA/EVENTS/NOT-JUST-A-
BIRDING-CLUB-5). If you have suggestions of topics or speakers 
for BSG meetings, please contact Jackson at birdstudygroup@
hamiltonnature.org.

Next, Jackson let us know that our meetings will continue to 
be virtual until 2021 but will have a similar format to the previous 
live meetings (i.e., introductions and announcements first, fol-
lowed by a guest presentation lasting 40 to 60 minutes, and then 
a question and answer period).

Liam Thorne, the winner of the 2019 Robert Curry Award for 
the youth under 18 who had seen the most species of birds in 
the Hamilton Study Area (Liam documented 195!), then joined 
Jackson remotely for a brief discussion of a forthcoming birda-
thon in which he is involved. Liam’s group, the HBO Harriers 
(Colleen Reilly, Laurie Stacey, Cody Bassindale, and Liam, who 
are all involved with the Haldimand Bird Observatory) will see 
how many different bird species they can tally in a 24-hour peri-
od (planned for Saturday, September 26) to raise funds to support 
the Great Canadian Birdathon. Donors can pledge a flat amount 

or an amount per species at BIT.LY/2H9zofq. If you identify your-
self as an HNC supporter, a portion of all funds raised is returned 
to the Club at the end of the 2020 Birdathon, so please support 
this worthy cause.

After a few more announcements about local birding re-
sources (best to visit HAMILTONNATURE.ORG for these) and 
recent bird sightings, Jackson introduced our guest speaker for 
the evening, Aly Hyder Ali, who is the Urban Nature Organizer 
at the Ottawa headquarters of Nature Canada, one of the oldest 
nature conservation charities in Canada. Aly graduated from a 
joint degree/diploma program at Peterborough’s Sir Sandford 
Fleming College and Trent University and holds a Bachelor of 
Science in Environmental Sciences and a diploma as an Ecolog-
ical Restoration Technician. His topic was a new initiative called 
Bird-Friendly City.

Aly first explained that Nature Canada (NC), now in its 81st 
year, is a voice for nature at the national level and is dedicated 
to connecting Canadians with nature in both rural and urban 
settings. It has a strong history of supporting the protection of 
birds and he described a number of campaigns NC has taken to 
increase awareness, mitigate threats, and protect natural habitats 
under the general umbrella of the Save Bird Lives program.

Save Our Swallows works with over 1000 farmers and rural 
residents to provide stewardship for aerial insectivores, one of the 
groups of birds most affected by habitat loss and other factors, 
according to the State of Canada’s Birds 2019 report and another 
study (Decline of the North American Avifauna, Sauer et al., Sci-
ence, Oct 2019, pp. 120-124). It is estimated that 2.9 billion North 
American birds have been lost in the last 50 years! The Save Our 
Swallows campaign has monitored and protected post-breeding 
swallow roosts (where thousands of swallows may congregate 
nightly), identified and conserved Purple Martin breeding habitat 
in Ontario’s Essex county, supported the study of Purple Martin 

Bird-Friendly City:
A Nature Canada Initiative
Aly Hyder Ali shares how Nature Canada is helping save bird lives
by MICHAEL ROWLANDS

MEETING RECAP: BIRD STUDY GROUP
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migration with MOTUS tags used by 
researchers at the University of Mani-
toba, and conserved swallow popula-
tions on farms by providing swallow 
houses and day-long workshops on 
beneficial management practices.

World Migratory Bird Day is cele-
brated annually in May and provides 
resources, tool kits, funding, and 
guidance to groups to hold events to 
celebrate birds, raise awareness, and 
mobilize the public to protect birds. 
In pre-COVID-19 days, NC attend-
ed the Children’s Festival in Ottawa 
to promote this campaign but, these 
days, they are working remotely with 
about 20 partner organizations to 
distribute educational resources and 
share activities electronically.

Nature Canada has been a partner 
with various Cree Nations in western 
Quebec to support the Cree Govern-
ment’s Challenge initiative to identify and establish new protected 
areas for birds and species at risk on the eastern shores of James 
Bay. In 2019, NC’s Naturalist Director, Ted Cheskey, travelled to 
James Bay to do eight days of survey work and identify species at 
risk and important habitats. In these pandemic times, NC’s sup-
port is being provided from a distance to local people who are 
continuing the active field work.

Keep Cats Safe and Save Bird Lives is an educational campaign 
to raise awareness and to mitigate the risks of outdoor cats—to 
both cats and birds! Outdoor cats are at risk of contracting dis-
eases or parasites, being in accidents with vehicles, getting lost 
or stolen, fighting with wildlife or other cats, or being poisoned. 
Birds are at risk of being predated by cats, to the tune of 100 to 
350 million bird deaths annually in Canada! NC supports a coa-
lition of environmental and animal welfare organizations across 
Canada with over 120 partners. They aim to educate cat owners, 
provide tips on how to transition cats from outdoors to indoors, 
and pressure municipal officials to implement bylaws.

For nearly a year, the new Bird-Friendly City campaign has in-
volved consultations with some national, regional, and municipal 
groups to address the 30 per cent bird population decline in the 
last 50 years caused by habitat loss, window collisions, cat preda-
tion, pesticide use, and insect declines. Aly claimed that the sci-
entific studies have provided us with sufficient data, so the time 
to act is now in order to create safer urban environments in which 
bird populations can thrive. Under new funding from Environ-

ment Canada and Climate Change in 2019, the Bird-Friendly 
City program was conceived. It plans to create cities and towns 
across Canada that address and mitigate key threats to birds, re-
store natural habitat so native bird populations can prosper, and 
through outreach and education, encourage their residents to de-
velop new behaviours that celebrate and help birds, and to moni-
tor their populations (citizen science).

In each city, a local coalition or Bird Team will have members 
not only from birding or naturalist groups but also from envi-
ronmental, business, educational, and municipal organizations, 
as well as community groups and individual residents. NC will 
provide national support in the form of resources, structured 
templates, small grants, collaboration on funding applications, 
publicity, strategy development, and more.

One template would be the flexible Bird-Friendly Action List. 
This is a list of suggested actions to positively impact urban bird 
populations in three categories: threat reduction (nine possible 
actions), habitat protection, restoration, and climate resiliency 
(eight possible actions), and community outreach and education 
(10 possible actions). Members of each Bird Team would choose 
only those actions they felt would have the greatest impact in 
their community.

While the program expects to target about 15 cities, its ini-
tial focus is on the following lead cities: Peterborough, Hamilton/
Burlington, Calgary, Guelph, and Vancouver. Once a coalition is 

Nature Canada’s Bird-Friendly City initiative aims to reduce the number of human-related threats to birds, such 
as roaming cats, pesticide use, and glass treatment on buildings with large windows. (Image: © Nature Canada)

CONTINUED ON PAGE 17
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The Trumpeter Swan’s Plight
by PETER THOEM

THIS STORY STARTS in early December 2019 as we three 
birding friends made our way along Royal Botanical Gardens’ 
Grindstone Marshes Trail. It’s that wide, once-a-paved-road that 
lies below the Laking Garden and follows Grindstone Creek up 
Hendrie Valley. We were on a birding hike—more casual than 
serious—and our conversations all over the place. 

Where the trail passes under Plains Road, we noticed a Trum-
peter Swan walking purposefully towards us on the frozen river. 
So incongruous! It should have been in open water with others 
of its kind, not walking alone on ice. Hardly had our attention 
turned to other socio-avian topics than the swan was crouching 
on the trail beside us, clearly unafraid of us and pointedly there 
with a purpose. It bore two yellow, plastic wing tags, the size of 
the palm of your hand, identifying it as K18. We could only think 
that K18 was expecting food. But unlike the many who walk 
these trails feeding the chickadees, nuthatches, and squirrels, we 

had nothing suitable to offer (although one of my companions 
shared fragments of her granola bar).

A moment to set the stage may be helpful. Trumpeter Swans 
used to be well established in Ontario but, following the arrival 
of Europeans, over-hunting eliminated them. However, since the 
mid-1980s the species has responded well to reintroduction ef-
forts and is now a common winter bird found in flocks and small 
groups along sheltered stretches of western Lake Ontario. The 
hundreds that over-winter in and around LaSalle Marina have 
a fan club of just about everyone who walks the waterside trails. 

In April, most Trumpeters leave for somewhat less urban 
breeding grounds, but unlike the Tundra Swan, its lookalike 
cousin that heads to sub-Arctic tundra margins to breed, Trum-
peter Swans find nesting sites in the marshy margins of lakes, 
rivers, and quiet backwaters in central-southern Ontario. 

Sweetly engaging though our meeting with K18 may have 
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seemed, everything about it was wrong: it was not on open wa-
ter with other swans; it was begging for food; evidently hungry; 
possibly starving; and apparently habituated to humans. And es-
pecially disturbing, those two plastic wing-tags were encrusted 
with inch-thick wedges of ice. What does it serve to encumber a 
wild bird this way?

Each year, as part of the reintroduction programme, as many 
as possible young Trumpeter Swans are captured and fitted with 
leg bands and yellow wing-tags. I assume the tags make it easy for 
researchers to track who’s who and where. I find this wing-tag-
ging offensive for several reasons but know that those who do 
it will eloquently claim and explain that it causes no harm and 
plays a role in efforts to save the species. Perhaps so.

Puzzled and feeling anxious for K18, we continued on our 
way but called a friend at the Royal Botanical Gardens and asked 
him to help if he could. He mused that K18 may be suffering lead 
poisoning. “There’s been a lot of it,” he said and effectively put 
into motion a rescue attempt later that day. 

A couple of subsequent and self-explanatory emails and texts 
take the story forward.

Word came back: “So K18 has lead poisoning. We are going 
to try treatment. It is a good bet that he picked it up in the spring 
because he usually goes north, but didn’t this year. He was seen 
in Cootes Paradise during the summer.”

A follow-up check with the veterinarian brother of one of us 
disclosed the following: “Oral ingestion of lead pellets is often 
fatal since so much is absorbed into the bloodstream, and con-
tinues to be absorbed as long as the pellet is in the GI tract. If 
they can remove the pellet(s) the bird might be OK, but you’d 
have to take radiographs to know if they were in the stomach or 
intestine, and removal from the intestine would require surgery, 
and even passing a stomach tube to try to get anything from the 

stomach would require general anesthesia, which is likely pro-
hibitively expensive for wildlife. The most humane thing to do 
is likely euthanasia. Birds that get shotgun pellets in their soft 
tissues often do well because absorption is so much slower. It’s 
sad that it continues to happen, and only because gun lobbies 
prefer lead which is soft, compared to steel pellets which damage 
gun barrels.”

There is so much that is disquieting in that brief, brother-
ly analysis. Where do you suppose K18 picked up lead shot? It 
could be any hunting area, past or present, for whenever you see 
a swan (or duck or goose for that matter) foraging below the wa-
ter surface or on soggy wetlands, there’s a chance it’s ingesting 
lead pellets. Cornell Labs’ excellent website, Birds of the World, 
notes, “Lead shot and sinkers are ingested directly from bottom 
sediments while feeding, or when searching for grit. Lead shot 
(and possibly fishing sinkers) continues to be a serious local 
problem despite being banned for waterfowl hunting for decades 
… Lead poisoning may kill Trumpeter Swans as young as 3 wks. 
old. … the Trumpeter Swan is unusually sensitive to lead poison-
ing. Treatment of some lead-poisoned individuals is possible.” 

A little bit more research showed that lead shot has been 
banned for hunting in Canada and the U.S., but a current ban 
does not take yesterday’s lead out of the environment. Those old 
lead pellets all fell to ground. The Canadian Veterinary Medicine 
Association’s website provides more and disturbing information 
about lead contamination and its effect on wildlife.

We’re not sure who was more distressed by our sad encounter 
with what is normally a majestic bird and one whose obvious 
strength suggests giving it wide berth when passing. Poor K18’s 
future looked grim. 

To submit an opinion piece, contact woodduck@hamiltonnature.org

formed in each city, an initial workshop coordinated by NC will 
allow the members to jointly identify bird-friendly action items 
currently in place, and then to prioritize five action items from 
the Bird-Friendly Action List to address in their city. A campaign 
strategy with goals, timelines, milestones, roles, and responsi-
bilities would then be developed. For the Hamilton/Burlington 
coalition, at least eight organizational representatives agreed to 
attend a workshop in early October to start this process.

Individuals can participate in the Bird-Friendly City campaign 
by volunteering for and supporting their local Bird Team when it 
is formed. You can also engage your friends and neighbours in the 
community and reach out to your local municipal representatives.

In ending the formal part of his talk, Aly listed the many ways 

that everyone can champion birds in general: support your lo-
cal nature organizations, participate in community science, keep 
your cats indoors, treat your windows to minimize bird collisions, 
plant native flowers and bushes, and let your local government 
representatives know where change is needed.

The rest of the meeting was devoted to Aly’s responses to a 
handful of questions submitted by the audience members, which 
he answered very clearly and capably. For example, when asked 
how people would know what headway was being made in each 
Bird-Friendly City, he noted that a webpage will be created by 
NC around Thanksgiving to give progress reports. It was a good 
meeting to start our 34th season and an excellent presentation by 
Aly! The BSG’s first virtual meeting came off without any serious 
glitches and we thank all those who were able to attend.

BIRD-FRIENDLY CITY, CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15
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The Throwback | 1960

Pat Chalk (left) and Lois Crockett (right) look 
at a jumping mouse during an HNC nature 

weekend at Rondeau Provincial Park. 



Throughout 2020, we’ve found new ways to appreciate the great outdoors, 
often from a window, backyard, or computer screen.

The January 2021 issue of The Wood Duck will be highlighting how we can 
connect with nature during tumultuous times. 

We’re looking for photos with captions or brief stories (max. 150 words) 
that capture how you experienced nature in 2020.

Send submissions or questions to woodduck@hamiltonnature.org

Deadline: November 15, 2020

HAVE YOUR NATURE 
PHOTO FEATURED IN 

THE WOOD DUCK!

Photo: Tyler Mullins



YOU CAN HELP 
PROTECT THE 
NATURAL WORLD
Donor support is the key to ensuring we 
can continue to build on a century of 
protecting nature for future generations.

Your gift helps nature grow.

Learn more about how donation funds are 
used and how to donate to the HNC at
hamiltonnature.org/support-us/donations
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