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Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks at Bayfront Park on 13 July 2016. These ducks, found by Eric Holden, were a first for
Hamilton. See story on page 9 - photo Josh Vandermuelen.
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Renew Your Membership !

Please remember that our membership year runs from September 1st through August 31st. It is
important to renew as soon as possible for the 2016-2017 year to ensure you do not miss any
issues of the Wood Duck. If you have not renewed by the beginning of November, then unfortunately the
November issue will be your last. Renewals can be made electronically through PayPal via our website,
www.hamiltonnature.org by mail, or in person at any of our monthly meetings.
A critically important part of our mandate is to help preserve the natural environment and we do this by
being a strong voice for nature at various government levels. In order for our Club to exert real
pressure on such issues, it is very important to demonstrate that we represent a large and dedicated group
of local citizens. To that end we need you! Your membership in our Club and your donations give us
the clout and the resources to provide strong and valued representation.

Thank you for your continued support!
Maggie Sims, HNC President
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The Loggerhead Shrike Captive Breeding Program at
Mountsberg Raptor Centre with Sandra Davey
By Michael Rowlands

A

t the March meeting of the Bird Study Group, emcee Bruce
Mackenzie first made a number of announcements then
introduced the evening’s guest speaker, Sandra Davey, the Raptor
Centre Lead at the Mountsberg Conservation Area. Working
with birds, mostly raptors, since the age of 18, she has been
at Mountsberg for 14 years. As the Raptor Centre Lead, she is
responsible for the care of the collection of 30 native birds of prey
as well as 13 Eastern Loggerhead Shrikes. She also develops and
oversees all public and school programs. Many of our members
will know her from the Hamilton Community Peregrine Project,
in which she has been involved for many years and has served as
the Falconwatch Coordinator twice. The whimsical title of her
presentation was “Is the Butcher Bird on the Chopping Block?”

Sandra first told us that the Eastern Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius
ludovicianus migrans) is a predatory songbird that impales its
prey on natural thorns or man-made fence barbs. It can then
tear apart an insect, small mammal, reptile, amphibian, or small
songbird with its beak since it does not have strong grasping feet.
It’s a silvery-gray medium-sized bird with a thick, hooked black
bill and a distinctive black mask and is slightly smaller than the
Northern Shrike with a fuller mask, which extends across its
forehead. Its preferred habitats are fields, pastures, and alvars
with short grass and scattered low trees and shrubs for impaling
and nesting. Ontario is its last stronghold in eastern Canada, with
the largest populations at Kirkfield in the Carden Plain and on
the Napanee Limestone Plain. It hunts from low, exposed perches
but can also hover like a raptor.
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The species is at risk mainly
because of habitat loss and
fragmentation. The conversion
of pastures and hayfields to crop
fields has meant the removal of
hedgerows, shrubs and trees that
are essential to the shrike’s lifestyle.
Because these birds often perch on
roadside fences and utility lines,
mortality from vehicle collisions
is also a factor. Pesticide use and
mortality during migration or on
their wintering grounds are further
causes for concern. The Loggerhead
Shrike was listed as endangered in
Canada in 1991 and a Recovery Sandra Davey, March 2016 photo Mike Rowlands.
Team was formed in 1992, a year
when only 52 breeding pairs were surveyed in Ontario. After
the population in the wild was estimated at only 18 pairs in 1997,
43 nestlings were taken from the wild over the next two years to
start a captive breeding population. The field breeding and release
program was established in 2001. The wild population continues
to shrink, with only 11 pairs and 13 unpaired birds located in the
wild in 2015, and only 29 fledglings produced.
In 2003 Environment Canada asked Wildlife Prevention Canada
(WPC) to lead the recovery efforts by conducting annual surveys
and population monitoring and to start a captive breeding
The Wood Duck - September, 2016

and release program. Their activities have included working
with landowners to protect and enhance habitat, conducting
genetic studies, banding and tracking shrikes with radio tags
and geolocators, and liaison with US counterpart organizations
to establish North America-wide recovery efforts (there may be
fewer than 100 pairs in eastern North America now). WPC and
its partners (the Mountsberg Conservation Area, the Toronto Zoo,
African Lion Safari, Little Ray’s Reptile Zoo, and the Canadian
Wildlife Service) collectively have 79 captive birds in the program:
54 breeding birds, seven retired breeders, 15 young retained
for breeding, and three education birds. Since its inception, the
program has released over 885 juveniles, of which more than 25
have returned to breed with wild birds and successfully raise young.

were released and one returned in 2015. In 2015, 30 of 35 young
were released. Each year, Sandra’s site has consistently increased
its production, produced the most fledglings per pair, and had
the lowest mortality of all three facilities. This happened in spite
of a weasel predating nine adults over a 9-day period during the
winter of 2015 before the weasel was trapped, and a fledgling
being killed by one of its parents in late summer 2015.
Before release of the birds to the wild, they are banded and
transported in special cardboard containers to Carden and kept in
outdoor pens there until they are deemed ready– they must first be
able to kill a live mouse before they will be released to the wild.

In 2015, eight captive-bred birds were confirmed as returning to
Ontario: two released in 2013 (hatched at Mountsberg, released
in Napanee), and six released in 2014 (four from Carden, one
from Mountsberg, one from the Toronto Zoo, all released at
Carden). Four of them bred and four remained single. Four had
geolocators: three from birds released in 2014 and one in 2013.
The 2013 bird moved to the south shore of Lake Ontario and then
had some lateral movements east and west. Data from the 2014
geolocators is still being analyzed. Of all the Loggerhead Shrikes
in Ontario in 2015, 23% were confirmed as captive-bred birds.
At Mountsberg Conservation Area, the shrike breeding facility
was built at a cost of about $120,000 in 2011 with funding
provided by the Conservation Halton Foundation and is offlimits to the public. It holds 12 singles or six pairs of shrikes
in divided quarters that each include an inner shelter and an
outdoor flight area. Cedar and hawthorn perches are provided as
well as barbed wire on which to mount their prey and three nest
cups per bird (six per pair). Pairs are kept together only during
breeding season; shrikes are not social during the rest of the year!
The shrikes prefer hair and fur to line their nest cups and spend
15-18 days incubating eggs, and 16-20 days feeding the young in
the nest until they fledge. Sometimes a pair will have a second
clutch of eggs in a single season. Under a special federal permit,
Mountsberg was allowed to select one chick at seven days of age,
which Sandra has raised by hand as an educational bird. This is
Pierce, now three years old, who is used in the Raptor Encounter
Project at the Mountsberg Raptor Centre.
The birds are visited twice a day to be checked and fed. Feeding
these special birds costs about $8000 per year, Sandra explained,
which is also funded by the Conservation Halton Foundation.
They receive mealworms, crickets, mice and superworms (larvae
of darkling beetles that are larger than mealworms and popular
for feeding pet reptiles) as food. The heating bills are also high at
the facility during winter as they must leave doors to the outer
pens open unless the temperature plunges below -15° C.
There is a friendly competition among the Mountsberg, African
Lion Safari and Toronto Zoo breeding sites to see which facility
has the lowest mortality rate each year. The successes of the
Mountsberg facility have been small but increasing with time. In
2012, eight young were released and three returned to Ontario
the next year. In 2013, 24 of 28 young were released and three
returned – one in 2014, two in 2015. In 2014, 25 of 29 young
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Unbanded Loggerhead Shrike at Carden Alvar, 19 June 2015 - photo Jean Iron.

There is uncertainty for the future of the release program
because Environment Canada has ended its funding while the
project partners have committed for only three more years. The
low numbers of wild pairs in Ontario despite the release of 885
shrikes during the 14 years of the program are likely reasons
for the funding cutbacks. One remaining goal of the project is
to try to determine where the birds are going and why so few
come back to Ontario. Are they dying during their migrations or
simply deciding to stay elsewhere where the habitat is better? It’s
hoped that data from six tagged birds from 2015 being tracked
on the Motus network will help answer those questions. Ideally
they want to have 80 breeding birds in the program, so they are
still seeking additional partners to come aboard. More captive
breeding with subsequent release from facilities rather than in
the field is the main priority; population monitoring and habitat
stewardship are secondary priorities.
Sadly many conservation efforts are now operated on a triage
basis and focus on species that are most likely to survive or
are considered more ecologically important or evolutionarily
distinct. Sandra decries against this thinking and believes it’s
important to save the Loggerhead Shrike in Ontario for the sake
of biodiversity. The facility and expertise are there at Mountsberg
so she feels the recovery project should be maintained. From the
heartfelt response to her talk from our audience, it appears that
most of us hope for her sake that it is!
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Biking and Birding on the Hamilton-Brantford Rail Trail – July 6 2016
by Dave Moffatt

O

n the evening of July 6, in the middle of one of our many heat
waves this summer, four birders joined me for two hours
on the Hamilton-Brantford Rail Trail from Copetown to west of
Jerseyville. Although starting temperatures were 30oC, thanks to
a big cloud bank and light breeze, we had a very pleasant and
fairly birdy 15 km ride.

a singing Mourning Warbler near the
Summit Station interpretive site (km
12) on the trail. Our trip list is included
in the table below.

Birds that were noticeably absent included
a Northern Mockingbird that had been
Because of severe drought conditions this year and a recent reliable year round for many years,
but appears to have
change in land use away from livestock, mixed
Species List
perished
following Dave Moffatt from the
grains and hay, to huge fields of soy and maize,
American Crow
web.
two consecutive severe
conditions for birding along this corridor have
American Goldfinch
winters in 2014 and
deteriorated somewhat in the past few years.
American Redstart
2015, Swamp Sparrows that have always been
However, hedgerows, fields and woodlots still
American Robin
offer a range of habitats that can attract a diverse
Baltimore Oriole
collection of birds.
Barn Swallow

Eastern Kingbirds, 24 July 2016, Grass Lake –
photo Sarah Lamond.

Highlights of the trip included numerous
Horned Larks, including juveniles, Grasshopper
Sparrows including juveniles (both between
km 19 and km 20 where drought had turned
soy fields into dusty wastelands), a pair of
Eastern Kingbirds feeding four fledglings, and a

Downy Woodpecker, 7 May 2016, Point Pelee –
photo Sarah Lamond.

Black-capped Chickadee
Blue Jay
Brown Thrasher
Brown-headed Cowbird
Cedar Waxwing
Chipping Sparrow
Common Yellowthroat
Common Grackle
Downy Woodpecker
Eastern Kingbird
European Starling
Grasshopper Sparrow
Gray Catbird
Hairy Woodpecker
Horned Lark
House Sparrow
House Wren
Indigo Bunting
Killdeer
Mourning Dove
Northern Cardinal
Northern Flicker
Northern Rough-winged Swallow
Red-eyed Vireo
Red-winged Blackbird
Ring-billed Gull
Savannah Sparrow
Song Sparrow
Tree Swallow
Turkey Vulture
Wood Duck
Wood Thrush
Yellow Warbler

significant colony of singing Wood Thrushes in a small woodlot
near Jerseyville where I had not seen them before. Trip total was
39 species. An additional eight species were identified while
scouting on an earlier evening, including Eastern Bluebird, a
Warbling Vireo (unexpected in this parched environment) and
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Savannah Sparrow, 24 July 2016, Townsend Sewage
Lagoons – photo Sarah Lamond.

regular in one small marsh, and a number of
woodlot species such as Eastern Wood-Pewee
and Red-bellied Woodpecker that would typically
be evident.
Many thanks to Marion Fletcher, Wayne
Bullock and George and Jean Sims for their
fellowship, participation, and keen eyes and
ears, as well as their willingness to brave the
heat. We agreed that we would like to see
several birding and biking outings scheduled
for next year, so watch the events calendar.

As well, I would like to challenge young and
young-at-heart members who are keen birders
to try keeping a species list for 2017 of birds seen
from a bicycle! It’s a great way to reduce your
environmental impact while pursuing your
hobby, developing your fitness, and honing
your identification skills. It’s amazing how
many tiny details of flight pattern, vocalization and behaviour
one can learn to notice and identify when the birds are flashing
across a bike path or whizzing by at 20 kph!
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The Bruce Beckons: Ontario Nature’s 85th Annual Gathering
by Gord McNulty

F

irst-time sightings of Smallmouth Bass engaged in spawning
and hatching and an Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake made
an impression at the 85th Annual Gathering of Ontario Nature at
the Evergreen Resort on the Bruce Peninsula June 3-5.
To the surprise of my wife, Angie, and HNC colleague Alf Senior, a
group of Smallmouth Bass were clearly visible around a dock adjacent
to the shoreline of the resort, in the pristine Red Bay of Lake Huron.
The male bass, prepared to drive away intruders, were restless as they
surrounded the nest and continuously guarded the eggs.
We were fortunate to watch this underwater scene as part of
a pontoon boat tour of the Red Bay String Islands, hosted by
Evergreen owners Debbie and Mike Bennett. A Bald Eagle at its nest
was a highlight. The islands are important nesting sites for Great
Blue Heron and Ring-billed Gull. Great Egrets were seen as well.

some space. The presence
of rattlesnakes on the
Bruce Peninsula, eastern
Georgian Bay, Wainfleet
Bog and the Ojibway
Prairie Complex in Essex
County is a reflection Gord McNulty from ON Nature, Winter
2015 - photo Nicole Chamula.
of the health of natural
habitats that remain in Ontario.
For more information, consult the Eastern Massasauga
Rattlesnake Recovery Team at www.massasauga.ca

The Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake is Ontario’s only venomous
snake. It is found on the eastern Georgian Bay shoreline. Image
from Canadian Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake Recovery Team
brochure -photo Bob Johnson.
A male Smallmouth Bass guards its nest with eggs near a dock at the
Evergreen Resort in the pristine Red Bay of Lake Huron, 8 June 2016 photo Gord McNulty.

We hoped to see a Massasauga Rattlesnake during a field trip the
next day to the 67-hectare Bruce Alvar Nature Reserve, on the
Upper Bruce Peninsula on the northwest corner of Highway 6
and Dyer’s Bay Road. It features rock barrens, or alvar pavements,
that have little or no brush cover and no tree cover. It provides
prime habitat for the Massasauga Rattlesnake.
Trip leaders Erin Mallon, Conservation Biologist with Ontario
Nature who lives in Hamilton, and Tricia Stinnissen of Parks
Canada, relied on their expertise to spot a Massasauga lying in
a crevice. What a thrill to see one of these reclusive creatures up
close, even if it wasn’t moving.
Erin and Tricia noted that although the Massasauga is venomous,
it is rather shy and would prefer to avoid humans, often hiding
to avoid detection. It has a stout body, in contrast to most of
Ontario’s snakes, which are quite slender. The adult length is 47
to 76 cm. Its most notable feature, the blunt rattle at the end
of the tail, consists of horny segments that produce a buzzing
sound when the tail is vibrated. The rattle gains a new segment
each time the snake sheds.

The Bruce Alvar Nature Reserve was purchased by Ontario
Nature in 1993 with funding through a generous bequest from
Catherine S. Wishart. It has two vegetarian communities that
gently grade into each other: the rock barrens dominated by a
ground cover of moss and herbaceous plants such as the rare
Lakeside Daisy and semi-open coniferous forests dominated by
Jack Pine.
Everyone is welcome to the Bruce Alvar Nature Reserve, but it is
critical that visitors stay on the marked trail. The rock barrens
are extremely vulnerable to foot traffic. The trail includes a “dry
land” boardwalk and a small platform overlooking a portion of
the alvar pavements.
The highly successful convention also featured a keynote
presentation by Dr. Laurence Packer, professor of biology at
York University, who spoke about the importance of bees: their
ecology, behavior and conservation.

As Erin and Tricia noted, rattlesnakes are an important part of
Ontario’s natural heritage and it is essential that they be given
The Wood Duck - September, 2016
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Too Many Communities Left out of Greenbelt Plan
by Beatrice Ekoko

N

inety per cent of Ontarians support a bigger, stronger
Greenbelt — a nearly two million acre swath of protected
farmland and natural heritage systems around the country’s
fastest growing region, the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH).
It is expected that we will gain 100,000 people a year until 2041.

So when the province’s proposed amendments to the Greenbelt Plan
came out in May — along with the three other land-use plans under
a co-ordinated review — I felt relief. Nothing terrible was being
proposed, in fact, there is a modest recommendation to grow the
Greenbelt (with Hamilton and Niagara getting two pieces added)
totalling 15,000 acres of land and the province is working on a
consultation policy as to how to grow the Greenbelt further.
The province plans to identify and map key hydrological areas
beyond the Greenbelt, and extend natural heritage, water
resources and agricultural systems protections into the GGH.
Public land along 21 urban river valleys that feed into Lake
Ontario and seven coastal wetlands are being proposed for
addition to this world-class greenbelt. Disappointingly, Hamilton
was not offered urban river valleys of our own to be included in
the mix (aside from Fifty Creek).
It is however, a big let down that many communities have been
left out of the proposal for an expanded Greenbelt — leaving
them vulnerable to existing and future growth pressures and
putting massive stress on clean water supplies.
The Greenbelt Plan tells municipalities where they can’t grow. The
Growth Plan says where and how they can. The Growth Plan helps to
preserve the Greenbelt. Together, these plans aim to work holistically
toward our shared prosperity across the various sectors.
While the Greenbelt Plan has some proposed changes, it is the
Growth Plan that will see significant amendments.
For smarter growth to happen, the Growth Plan is proposing
higher intensification targets from 40 per cent to 60 per cent and
raising density on new developments from 50 to 80 people and
jobs per hectare. More growth will be directed to the existing
urban areas and transit. There will be a welcomed focus on
integrated planning of all kinds: Infrastructure (transportation,
waste), energy and watershed planning, and identification of
natural heritage and agriculture and water resource systems in
the settlement areas. As well, municipalities will be required to
provide data to be used to monitor plan implementation. Finally,
a strong, underlying theme is climate change, and this runs
throughout the plan.
In all this, let’s not lose sight of the fact that more than enough
land has already been set aside to accommodate future growth
forecasts in the GGH. Neptis Foundation, executive director,
Marcy Burchfield explains that there are 107,100 hectares of land
already designated for development both from the employment
and the residential side until 2031.
“Our research shows that we can build new communities on
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land that is not already urbanized
and intensify our existing communities
and still not need to go into the
Greenbelt,” Marcy says.
The Growth Plan could definitely be
stronger. There are major concerns
that need to be addressed. For
example, there are no municipal hard
urban boundaries and the worry is that
Beatrice Ekoko
with settlement area expansions, the
risk is that municipalities could apply to have their boundaries
expanded every five years, rather than the province leading a
process every 10 years when reviewing the plans.
With the Neptis Foundation, “the Growth Plan is only as
good as its implementation.” Historically, the first phase of the
plan (2006) was “plagued with problems including appeals of
municipal official plans to the Ontario Municipal Board, many
of which remain unresolved to this day” because the province
abdicated its role as a regional planner.
Basically, the province did not monitor the implementation of its
own plan, nor did it provide guidance or support to municipalities
that needed it. What’s more, that 107,100 hectares of land I
mentioned? It has been allocated for future urbanization at lower
intensification and density targets and in the context of less
ambitious policies than those being proposed today. Not great.
Thankfully, the province, working to harmonize the four landuse plans and make them better (no small feat) is still seeking
input on said plans, up until September 30 (now extended - Ed.).
Groups such as the local nonprofit, Environment Hamilton, have
planned public workshops to support individuals in preparing
comments.
They are also a member of #GrowOurGB — a collaborative
of more than 120 groups and organizations that have recently
launched a campaign asking the province to expand the
Greenbelt to include a comprehensive protected “Bluebelt”
of vulnerable water supplies (including key headwater
features, groundwater recharge areas, headwaters and surface
water features) in Simcoe, Wellington, Waterloo, Brant and
Northumberland — the idea being that watersheds should be
the bases of any planning.
Their campaign asks the province to ensure complete mapping
of these systems is quickly undertaken for the entire Greater
Golden Horseshoe, and for the most significant and vulnerable
water systems to be protected permanently by growing our
Greenbelt.
The campaign is encouraging members of the public to submit
comments to the province at growourgreenbelt.ca/action.
Reprinted from the Hamilton Spectator, 17 July 2016
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Black-bellied Whistling-Duck — New to the Hamilton Study Area
by Eric Holden

T

he late morning of July 13 2016 was quickly turning into
another very hot and humid day. It was this hot and humid
weather that was to help me find a small flock of five Black-bellied
Whistling-Ducks, a first record for the Hamilton Study Area.
It is very common for me to take public transit into Hamilton
and then walk back home after my business is completed. My
walk home takes me along the trail at Bayfront Park to the stairs
at the High Level bridge and from there home. This particular
day already being very hot early in the morning, for the first time
ever I decided to use one of the Sobi bike-share bikes to shorten
my time out in the heat. On my walks home I don’t walk the
trail that goes around Bayfront Park as the walk is already long
enough without it, but on that day being on a bike, I decided to
go that route and see what might be around. As this particular
trip into Hamilton was for business and not for birding I had
neither my binoculars nor camera with me.

my phone so I could blow the picture
up for a better look as I still was not
very close to the birds. I knew I also
didn’t want to flush them. Another
important item I was without was my
reading glasses, so trying to post the
sighting onto my phone wasn’t going
to happen either.
I had to drop the Sobi bike off at
Princess Point as it is the last drop off
point on the route home. Even in the
rising temperatures, I double-timed Eric Holden at Point Pelee,
3 May 2014 - photo Kevin
the last few kilometers of my walk
McLaughlin.
home. By the time I made it home I had
to quickly drink some water, do a quick search online to confirm
my thoughts, and then post the sighting to the Hamilton birding
group. I grabbed the appropriate tools for the job and drove back
to Bayfront Park to see if the birds were still there. Luckily, as the
ducks were likely tired from a long flight, they were back sleeping
on the beach in nearly the same spot. Then, another post to the
Hamilton Birding Group confirming they were still here.
I really had no idea at the time that this species was new for the
Hamilton Study Area or even a very rare visitor to Ontario. I
later learned that there were only five OBRC accepted records
with three of the five occurring in 2010 :

Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks at Bayfront Park, Hamilton - a new species
for the birding area, 13 July 2016 - photo Bonnie Kinder.

As I rode around the corner – and still some distance from the
beach – I spotted some birds sleeping on the sand right at the
water’s edge. As with all birds I see the process of identifying
these birds started immediately. Being on the bike at the time,
the distance between myself and these mystery birds was closing
quickly as was realm of possible species. With the birds lying
down sleeping, and with the distance and the time of year, I first
thought they would be one of our larger shorebirds. Nope, not
shorebirds, but ducks. Now already at the point of passing by
these sleeping ducks, I had now gone through all the common
and not so common duck species and I still had no idea what
they were.
Now having stopped and abandoned the bike in the grass, I
started to get closer to these sleeping ducks as I had to know what
they were. Finally as I got a little closer, a couple of them stood
up and that’s when I realized what they might be. Even though
I have seen Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks several times before
while traveling in Central America, I still wanted to be sure that’s
what they were as I am not familiar with all the other rare ducks
that they also might have been. I tried to snap a picture with
The Wood Duck - September, 2016

9,
1,
13,
10,
1,

Rayside-Balfour, Greater Sudbury – 17 June to 7 July, 1993
Kingsville, Essex County – 12 May, 1994
Tiny Marsh, Simcoe County – 2 to 4 of May, 2010
Windsor, Essex County – 15 May, 2010
Milford, Prince Edward County – 13 July to 23 August, 2010

So I was more than a little surprised when emails and texts started
to come in with congratulations on the find and numbers of birders
started to show up to see these very rare visitors. Unfortunately they
only were seen on the one day before moving on.

The beach at Bayfront Park, with the Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks
ignoring the warnings - photo Josh Vandermeulen.
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Early Migration for New Birders
by Barry Coombs

S

ixteen birders gathered at the Valley Inn the morning of 23
April 2016 for a Hamilton Naturalists’ Club outing geared
to beginner birders. Several claimed beginner status and quite
a few experienced birders were able to help out with spotting
and sharing their experience. A total of 53 species were observed
with a few highlights.

the Valley Inn.
Two Broad-winged Hawks flew over
Valley Inn at the end of the outing and
brought our raptor species total to six.
Four swallows were observed including
Barry Coombs from his
a single Bank Swallow.
Nary a warbler was seen or heard.

website, http://www.
barrycoombs.ca/

Some real excitement was caused when a Blanding’s Turtle
was seen and photographed on a log just off the South Pasture
lookout. This turtle was a lifer for several participants.

Immature Blanding’s Turtle in South Pasture Swamp, Hendrie Valley.
This species is quite rare in the Hamilton area but fortunately a
population continues to exist here. The fact that it is a young turtle is
encouraging.
Male Hooded Merganser (top photo) and Blue-winged Teal were just
two of the duck species observed on the Barry Coombs hike.

A Blue-headed Vireo, almost certainly the one reported by Peter
Thoem, was seen by all and photographed by many. This bird has
extensive yellow on it’s undertail coverts, vent and lower belly.

Thanks go to Rob Porter who coordinates outings for the Club
and spotted lots of goodies today. Also, thanks to Dave Smitley
who came all the way from East Lansing, Michigan and found
the vireo today.
All wildlife photos by Joanne
Redwood on 23 April 2016 in
Hendrie Valley.

A Northern Rough-winged Swallow posed for photographs.

Three Blue-winged Teal, two drakes and a hen, continue to
occupy the valley.
A Great Egret flew over deep in the valley, heading away from
Page 10

Male Red-bellied Woodpecker in
Hendrie Valley.

The Wood Duck - September, 2016

Sheraton Hamilton Peregrines – Ancaster Takes to the Skies
by Michael Street

A

fter a successful 2015 season, with two young female Peregrines
successfully fledged, the new Sheraton Hamilton adults, male
Ossie and female Lily, nested early in 2016. Lily laid the first egg of
the season on March 20. This was inferred from her actions because
the adults had again made the nest scrape in the east end of the
ledge, which blocks part of the view of our cameras.
On Friday, April 30, we got our first glimpse of a chick being
fed. Over the next week, as the chick moved around, three
additional eggs appeared on camera. Unfortunately, while the
chick progressed nicely, the other eggs did not. By May 20 it
was clear that there would only be one chick this year. On May
25, with the help of volunteer climbers, the chick was brought
into the Sheraton to be weighed and banded by the Ministry of
Natural Resources & Forestry representative. Tipping the scale at
a hefty 953 grams, the obvious female was named Ancaster, after
the first settlement (1792) in the area.
Ancaster continued to grow into her dark flight feathers, and
after a relatively short practice period, took to the air for the first
time at 09:30 on June 15, a spectacular flight that within a few
minutes took her to the top of the Stelco building and then over to

by Gord McNulty

the Fairclough building. With
close support from her parents,
and carefully monitored by the
Falconwatch Coordinators and
Volunteers, Ancaster never
looked back. By June 26 she
had flown to all the buildings
in the Sheraton area, taken
lengthy flights and caught her
first meal. Falconwatch 2016
was over.

“Ancaster” - 26 June 2016 - from

Falconwatch webcam.
From 1995-2016 inclusive a
total of fifty-nine (59) chicks have been fledged from the
Sheraton; fifty-five (55) were hatched in the nest and four (4)
were foster chicks placed there due to partial or complete egg
failure. If you would like to know more about Falconwatch or
are interested in volunteering, please email or call Mike Street at
mikestreet1@gmail.com or 905-648-3737.

A Land Protection Celebration

J

en Baker, HNC Land Trust Program Co-Ordinator, was
among the speakers as the acquisition of two new Greenbelt
properties in the Pleasant View
area of Dundas for the Cootes
to Escarpment EcoPark System
was formally celebrated on
June 25. The restoration and
permanent protection of the
lands, totalling 96 acres, will
help establish a contiguous
ecological corridor between
Cootes Paradise and the Niagara
Escarpment.

the Nigel Charlong Community Centre, “None of us could have
done this alone. We’re one big partnership working together.”

Warren Beacham, a member
of the HNC Sanctuary Land
Trust committee, presented
a cheque for $1,225 from
the Dundas Conservers to
the Conservation Halton
Foundation to help secure the
new properties. Attendees
then boarded a bus to visit
the sites. One property, near
York Road and Old Guelph
The HNC is among 10 local
Road, features a deep valley
government and non-profit
into Long Pond of Cootes
organizations
that
have
Paradise and Conservation
partnered to establish the
Halton plans to restore forest
EcoPark System as an impressive
and wetland habitat. For the
Jen Baker made a presentation at the Cootes to Escarpment Land
program to protect a rich and
second property, near York
Protection Celebration June 25 - photo Gord McNulty.
diverse heritage of almost 4,700
Road and Valley Road, the
acres of natural lands in the heavily urbanized HamiltonRoyal Botanical Gardens plans to encourage meadow habitat
Burlington region. As Jen noted, during brief presentations at
for birds such as Bobolink and Meadowlark.
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IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOUT HNC HIKES All of our leaders are volunteers who enjoy sharing their knowledge
and time. The HNC assumes no responsibility for injuries of any kind sustained by anyone as a result of participating
in any of these activities. Please assess your own ability to participate. Hikes are sometimes cancelled or rescheduled.
You are advised to check the HNC website (www.hamiltonnature.org) before setting out, to ensure that the hike has
not been rescheduled. Generally, pets on hikes are discouraged as they startle wildlife, damage nests, and interfere
with the enjoyment of others. Contact the leader before bringing your pet and for other questions. We also publicize
Royal Botanical Gardens hikes and events. Most RBG programs require pre-registration one week prior. There is
a charge for these activities except for the Sunday Get Back To Nature Walks. For information on RBG hikes: Liz
Rabishaw, Public Program Bookings, RBG, 905-527-1158 (1-800-694-4769) ext. 270. programs@rbg.ca www.rbg.ca
One Saturday of the Month, September to May, 10 a.m. to noon, Jr. Naturalists’ Club at RBG Nature Centre. For 7 to 13 year olds.
Since the club formed in 1986, it has given children learning experiences that generate life-long respect and appreciation for nature.
Pre-registration required. Fee: $100/child.
1 September (Thursday) 1 to 4 p.m. RBG - Forest Bathing Walk at RBG Centre. Shinrin-Yoku, therapeutic 3 hour, very slow, 2.5 km
nature walk. Trail includes hills, sitting breaks. Led by Ben Porchuck, head of Canadian Chapter of Association of Nature and Forest
Therapy. Pre-registration required. Fee: $45.
4 September (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Hendrie Valley, meet
at Cherry Hill Gate parking Lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.

10 September (Saturday) 9:30 a.m. RBG - Fall Wildflower Walk at RBG Nature Centre, Arboretum location. Dress for the
weather; intermediate hiking level. Pre-registration required. Adult Education program. Fee: $15.
11 September (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Princess
Point, meet at the parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.
12 September (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Monthly Meeting. Biomimicry: Learning from nature’s designs. Speaker Richard Aaron
will enlighten us about Biomimicry. This is an exciting new discipline that looks to nature for ideas and inspiration. Please see page
21 for further details. Richard Aaron is a naturalist, writer and educator. At the RBG HQ, Plains Road W., Burlington.
15-16 September (Thursday & Friday) 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. RBG - Asters and Goldenrods at RBG. Learn to identify Ontario’s
asters and goldenrods, learn terminology, practice keying. Pre-registration required. Fee: $275 (call for student rate).
17 September (Saturday) 9:30 a.m. RBG - Fall Wildflower Walk at RBG Berry Tract location, meet at Valley Road and Paterson
Road junction. Dress for the weather; intermediate hiking level. Pre-registration required. Adult Education program. Fee: $15.
18 September (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes
North Shore, meet at the Nature Centre, Arboretum location, Old Guelph Road. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update
Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404
19 September (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Bird Study Group meeting. Ontario birding 1895 to 1944. Peter Thoem will share
selected images and notes from a 1905 Bird Guide by Chester A Reed. The presentation includes old handwritten notes on
Ontario sightings of Whooping Crane, Loggerhead Shrike and European Starling among many others. Burlington Seniors’ Centre,
2285 New Street, Burlington.

24 September (Saturday) 10:00 a.m. - 3:00 p.m. HNC - Late Butterflies and Odonates. We will start at the small parking lot on
the north side of Safari Road at 911-sign #1535 between Valens and Westover Roads. We will explore the Beverly Swamp here and
then move to Valens C.A. for lunch and bathrooms. Late in the season, but there can still be several butterfly and dragonfly species
on the wing, but we look at every aspect of natural history too, birds, plants, other insects, whatever. A seasonal “last hurrah” for
some of us. Call leader Bill Lamond at 519-756-9546 or better still bill-lamond@hotmail.com.
24 September (Saturday) 9:30 a.m. RBG - Fall Wildflower Walk at RBG Rock Chapel location, meet in the parking lot. Dress for
the weather; intermediate hiking level. Pre-registration required. Adult Education program. Fee: $15.
25 September (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes South Shore,
meet at the Aviary parking lot, Oak Knoll Drive, Hamilton. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404
29 September (Thursday), 1 to 4 p.m. RBG - Forest Bathing Walk at RBG Centre. Shinrin-Yoku, therapeutic 3 hour, very slow, 2.5
km nature walk. Trail includes hills, sitting breaks. Led by Ben Porchuck, head of Canadian Chapter of Association of Nature and
Forest Therapy. Pre-registration required. Fee: $45.
Page 12
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One Saturday of the Month, September to May, 10 a.m. to noon, Jr. Naturalists’ Club at RBG Nature Centre. For 7 to 13 year olds.
Since the club formed in 1986, it has given children learning experiences that generate life-long respect and appreciation for nature.
Pre-registration required. Fee: $100/child.
1 October (Saturday) 10 a.m. to noon. RBG - Coffee Tasting and Songbirds at RBG Centre. Learn about coffee and bird-friendly
beans. Coffee cultivation and the impact on eco-systems. Pre-registration required. Fee: $35.
2 October (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m., Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Hendrie Valley, meet
at Cherry Hill Gate parking Lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.
9 October (Thanksgiving Weekend Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG -Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations
welcome). Princess Point, meet at the parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404
12 October (Wednesday) 1 to 4 p.m. RBG - Forest Bathing Walk at RBG Centre. Shinrin-Yoku, therapeutic 3 hour, very slow, 2.5
km nature walk. Trail includes hills, sitting breaks. Led by Ben Porchuck, head of Canadian Chapter of Association of Nature and
Forest Therapy. Pre-registration required. Fee: $45.
15 October (Saturday) HNC - Annual Fall Work Party at Spooky Hollow is scheduled for Saturday. Rain date Sunday, October
16th. We will be meeting at The Egg and I Restaurant, corner of Rymal and Wilson streets, behind the Tim Hortons, west end of
Ancaster, at 7:30 a.m. for breakfast. We will arriving at Spooky around 10 a.m. We will be doing trail and general maintenance
work. This event involves moderate to heavy physical activity. Please wear appropriate clothes. Bring a lunch. If you have
questions or need more information, please contact Warren Beacham at 905-627-3343.
15 October (Saturday) 9:30 a.m. OR 11:30 a.m. start times. RBG - PANORAMA CHALLENGE COURSE at RBG Nature Centre,
Arboretum location. A wild and fun obstacle course combining teamwork, family strength, and participation. Pre-registration
required. Fee includes food ticket: $35 per adults, $25 per child (3 years and under $0). Children under 8 must be accompanied
by an adult.
16 October (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m., Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes North Shore,
meet at the Nature Centre, Arboretum location, Old Guelph Road. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-5271158 ext. 404.
17 October (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Monthly Meeting. Cooper’s Hawk and Blanding’s Turtle - Who were Cooper and Blanding?
Who named them? Why were their names given to these species? Do they have other species named for them? The answers can be
enlightening and amusing. After a quick overview of the binomial naming system, we will spotlight the people behind the names,
other species named for them and any connection between these people. Speaker Chris Motherwell is a teacher, naturalist and
photographer. Studying nature has been his passion since early days in suburban Montréal, patrolling local woods in search of Bluespotted Salamanders and Eastern Milk Snakes, or finding Mudpuppies and crayfish in the back river. After learning backyard birds
in his teens, he has participated in Christmas Bird Counts since 1988 in Algonquin and Rondeau Parks, Toronto, Brantford, Hamilton
and Victoria, Saanich, Sooke and Duncan, BC. He was an avid contributor to the former Ontario Herpetofaunal Summary, the Ontario
Mammal Atlas, and the Canadian Ladybeetle survey. He has been collecting named species for his database for over 10 years.
Chris Motherwell is the speaker. At the RBG HQ, Plains Road W., Burlington.
19 October (Wednesday) 1 to 4 p.m. RBG - Forest Bathing Walk at RBG Centre. Shinrin-Yoku, therapeutic 3 hour, very slow, 2.5
km nature walk. Trail includes hills, sitting breaks. Led by Ben Porchuck, head of Canadian Chapter of Association of Nature and
Forest Therapy. Pre-registration required. Fee: $45.
23 October (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Cootes South
Shore, meet at the Aviary parking lot, Oak Knoll Drive, Hamilton. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-5271158 ext. 404.
24 October (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - BSG Meeting. Sandy Darling will give a talk about his birding trip to Australia. Burlington
Seniors’ Centre, 2285 New Street, Burlington.
30 October (Sunday) 2 to 3:30 p.m. RBG - Get Back to Nature Walk. Free RBG Nature hike (donations welcome). Rock Chapel, meet at
parking lot. If the weather is inclement, call Program Update Line 905-527-1158 ext. 404.
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Fascinating Fungus
by Joanne Di Maio

F

ebruary speaker, Van Waffle, took us on a photographic tour
through the ecological realm of fungi. Van is a freelance
journalist living in Waterloo. I came across Van’s articles in the
magazine Edible Toronto and was impressed with his photos of
Cootes Paradise in winter (No. 26, Winter 2013/14) and images
from mushroom collecting in Muskoka (No. 29, Fall 2014).

Van has recently been interested in the subject of mycorrhizal
fungi and their important symbiotic relationship with plants.
Some of this interest was spurred by his friendship with artist
Lorraine Roy, who has been creating artwork related to this topic.
Coincidentally, Lorraine spoke at the March 2014 meeting about
her work (see Roots and Rocks – From Darkness to Light in the
September 2014 issue of the Wood Duck http://hamiltonnature.
org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/WD-volume-68-01.pdf).
Van’s talk covered the role of fungi in the health of woodlands and
also discussed his experience foraging for edible mushrooms. He
began by explaining the evolutionary importance of fungi. Some
500 million years ago, there were no plants or animals on land.
Some of the first living things that began colonizing land were
fungi and algae. These organisms are able to extract nutrients
from rocks, breaking them down to create soil, which in turn
allowed plants to emerge from the sea. Some 400 million years
ago, simple plants like mosses and liverworts could be found, as
well as the first land animals. At this time, one could also find
Prototaxites, a one metre wide eight metre tall organism thought
to be a giant fungus.
Although it may appear harder
to find giant fungus now,
mushrooms can be larger than
we expect. That’s because fungi
are spread through the forest
floor by thread-like hyphae.
Van mentioned a mushroom in
Oregon, which is 5.6 km wide,
an average of one metre deep
and the size of 1,665 football Comb Tooth (Hiericium coralloides)
- from the web.
fields. Related to the Honey
Mushroom, this 2,400-year-old fungus is spreading through the
forest, killing trees as it grows. It is the largest living thing known.
Getting food from their environment is an important characteristic
of fungi today. They cannot perform photosynthesis, which sets
them apart from plants. Whether it’s mold on a piece of bread or
mushroom living on a decomposing log, Van pointed out that
fungi live in their food. The vast majority are microscopic, living in
soil, on healthy plants, skin, and inside animals. The characteristics
that set fungi apart from other biological kingdoms is that they are
the only organism that has both glucans and chitin. Glucans are
carbohydrates found in plants that make them harder to digest.
Chitin lends the tough but pliable quality to the shells of insects
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and crustaceans. Fungi move
by growing larger, but they also
have spores, which allow them
to travel through air or water.
Van shared with us some
of his photos of forest
mushrooms, describing them Van Waffle from his twitter account.
as the ambassadors of the
kingdom of fungi. Although they spend most of their lives hidden,
mushrooms emerge at certain times when conditions are right.
The mushroom we see is the fungus’ sex organ which allows them
to shed spores and reproduce. As
Van remarked, mushrooms like
to show off the part that we tend
to keep hidden. The best time to
see a mushroom is in the spring
or fall when the weather is cool
and wet. Collecting a mushroom
is not likely to cause harm
because most of the organism
is underground. However, it’s
best to treat them with the same
respect as you would any living
Black Trumpet (Craterellus
thing. If the fungus is rare, don’t
cornucopioides) - from the web. pick it. Leaving the mushroom
will give it the chance to reproduce.
Van went on to give a brief overview of collecting edible
mushrooms. For those of you who
have participated in foraging for
edible wild mushrooms, you will
know it can be a very enjoyable and
rewarding experience. Van’s key
caution was to know what you are
eating before you eat it. There are
some deadly poisonous mushrooms.
Do not eat any wild mushrooms
until you have experience beside
an expert forager and always take a
good field guide with you. It is illegal
Black Elfin Saddle (Helvella
to pick mushrooms in Provincial or
lacunosa) - from the web.
National Parks or protected areas.
Permission is required on private property or First Nations land.
Foraging is allowed on Crown Land and provincial forests, but
not for commercial purposes. It is important to always leave
some mushrooms to reproduce. Van shared fabulous photos of a
variety of edible mushrooms he’s encountered including Oyster,
Hedgehog, Chanterelles, Black Trumpets, Boletes, Comb Tooth,
Black Elfin Saddle, Morels, Dryad’s Saddle and Puffballs.
Van went on to discuss other important ways that fungi affect life
on Earth. Grouped with other decomposers, like earthworms,
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fungi provide essential nutrients
for plants and other primary
producers. As such, they provide
the foundation for the food chains
in ecosystems. Fungi commonly
form symbiotic relationships
with plants, animals and other
fungi. These relationships can
be parasitic (one benefits, one
is harmed), commensal (one
benefits, one is unaffected), or
mutualistic (both benefit). Van
gave examples of each of these
relationships.
Golden Chanterelle (Cantharellus
cibarius) - from the web.

Some parasitic fungi can have
significant economic impacts, like ergot of rye and corn smut.
They exploit the host plant without destroying it outright, by
destroying part of the host’s fruiting body. In a commensal
relationship, the fungus gains some advantage from its host
without having a positive
or negative impact. One
example
is
our
gut
microflora, most of which are
bacteria, but a lot are yeast
(single celled fungi). Until
recently, these microbes
were considered commensal,
living freely off nutrients
without affecting us. This
view is beginning to change,
which Van addressed a bit
Common Morels (Morchella esculenta) later in his talk. In mutualistic
- from the web.
relationships,
the
two
organisms eat together as friends. Van pointed to lichens as a
great example. Lichens are fungi and algae living together. The
algae photosynthesizes, and shares this energy with the fungus.
The fungus extracts nutrients from rocks, and provides shelter
for the algae. This partnership allows both organisms to thrive
in harsh, barren conditions.
A particularly interesting kind
of mutualistic relationship is
that of mycorrhizae. Found in
90% of all plant species, these
are fungi that grow on or in the
roots of plants. Mycorrhizae
send hyphae through the soil,
greatly extending the reach of
a plant’s roots, and absorbing
nutrients the plant could not
access by itself. In exchange,
the fungi receive sugar from
the plant. What’s even more
Goldstalk Bolete (Boletus ornatiopes) fascinating, the mycorrhizae
- from the web.
are capable of sharing
nutrients and moisture with more than one plant, extending
their reach many metres. Van likened it to the internet, but
The Wood Duck - September, 2016

Dryad’s Saddle (Polyporus squamosus) - from the web.

instead of information, nutrition is carried through the
network. Mycorrhizae allow plants to communicate with each
other, with large trees serving as the hubs. Trees with access to
the most sunlight produce a lot of sugar. Some of this can be
transferred to saplings, other tree
species, or herbaceous plants via
the mycorrhizae. This mutualistic
relationship allows woodland forests
to be more fertile and biodiverse.
This relationship also exists in
agriculture, with some important
commercial crops, like corn, and
cover crops, like soybeans and
winter wheat, forming mycorrhizal
relationships.
More mysterious than mycorrhizae
are fungi called endophytes, which
live between and inside the cells of
plants. Found in all plant species, it
Oyster Mushroom (Pleurotus is not clear what is their role. It is
ostreatus) - from the web. possible they may be important for
nutrient acquisition, helping a plant
to tolerate environmental stress (e.g., drought), and enhancing
resistance to pests – anti-anxiety drugs for plants!
Van returned to the relationship between humans and fungi.
The body is composed of 1013 cells, but contains 10 times that
many independent microbial cells, including bacteria and
fungi. These cells can play a role in both causing and preventing
infection, aiding digestion, supporting the immune system, and
may prevent diseases such as celiac disease and obesity. It’s an
interesting way to look at ourselves – as human superorganisms
– each of us a whole community of organisms dependent on one
another for survival. Van extended this thinking to ecological
systems. Hyphae are the lifelines connecting organisms through
the soil. Their important role, while poorly understood, is
mysterious and fascinating. Where does one plant begin and
where does it become part of something bigger? Where do we
begin and where do we become part of something bigger?
Van ended his talk with more beautiful photos of mushrooms,
offering us another opportunity to appreciate these important
organisms.
Page 15

Member Profile - Brandon Holden
by Gerten Basom

B

randon Holden’s love of birding began in a rather unique
way. At the early age of 2 or 3, he was inclined to scribble
in field guides, running a pen over and over the images of birds.
It was just natural then, that the tradition of hiking with his
parents would lead him to other bird watching discoveries, such
as the “finding” of Beamer Memorial Conservation Area on the
Niagara Escarpment above Grimsby. At the age of 10 Brandon
became smitten with raptors. “Can we go there next weekend”,
became his plaintive cry to his
parents, who more than willingly
obliged each and every weekend!
The die was cast. While his mother
enjoyed the lookout trails, father,
mother and son all enjoyed birding
from the tower during March, April
and May. A few short years later,
Brandon began to participate in the
hawk counts. He discovered that
hawk watching is a distinct form of
bird watching whose methods and
techniques in identification are quite
Peregrine Falcon at Niagara
unique. Deciphering a Red-tailed
Falls, June ca. 2008 Hawk from a Red-shouldered Hawk Brandon’s favorite species in flight has its own methodology. photo Brandon Holden.
While watching for raptors at Beamer, Brandon was introduced
to other birds below the tower, near the feeders and on the
ground. Brandon likens it to an “aha moment” when it registered
that there were birds other than raptors. A whole world opened
up to him as he was introduced to songbirds. During grades 7
and 8 things progressed with outings to Ruthven Park when
he began to band birds. In grade 9, his first trip to Point Pelee
occurred and each year since has seen him return for the
migration. Brandon is quick to acknowledge the support he has
received from both of his parents. Without their willingness to
drive him to all of the significant birding areas during peak and
non-peak birding times – in all weather conditions – he would
not be where he is today.
Brandon’s first camera was purchased with the help of his parents,
Eric and Sue. In 2003, digital cameras were still somewhat
unknown as they were coming onto the nature photography
scene. It was with his new Canon EOS-10D DSLR that he began
to take his first shots, getting amazing results. Those results
would convince other skeptical birders that this form of camera
was in fact the way to go. Hooked on birding and into his teens,
Brandon took things to a new level. This was quite apparent with
the awarding of the Ross Thompson Trophy to him in 2002. From
time to time, he would find himself outside of the classroom,
skipping classes, to participate in the migration process. Formal
schooling just wasn’t covering the area of interest in which he
was completely absorbed. With competitive swimming being
another part of his daily discipline, Brandon credits his height
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and physical fitness as a
deterrent from being teased
about his obsessive interest.
He had quickly become
known as a birder among
his schoolmates and no Brandon Holden at the Tip of Point
one seriously challenged Pelee, 15 May 2014 - photo Kevin
McLaughlin.
this rather quirky obsession.
Brandon recalls that he knew of very few young birders at this
time and he felt somewhat isolated in his age group, although
he was very heavily supported by adult birders who readily
encouraged him. Learning from the birding community also
played a major part, from such Hamilton birders as Barry
Cherriere, Tom Thomas and Kevin McLaughlin. Brandon says
that he got a lot of good advice from other birders as well, who
suggested he stay on course with birding. Which he has done
to become one of the top birders in the province, carrying on
that fine tradition of the Hamilton-area producing some of the
best field ornithologists in the province, from the likes of George
North, Bob Curry, Alan Wormington, Mark Jennings, Kevin
McLaughlin and Rob Dobos. Fine company indeed.
As high school ended, Brandon found himself heading in the
direction of his father’s footsteps as he enrolled in a program
for firefighting. The school also happened to be located in the
best bird watching area from Lake Huron to Point Pelee. What
transpired next was a set of coincidences when a then girlfriend
introduced him to Val and Paul, at Wild Birds Unlimited in
Guelph. Val quickly realized that Brandon was a specialized
birder throughout various discussions at a “Christmas Party in
July”. As a terrestrial wildlife team leader for Stantec, Val was

Ontario’s only record of Black-tailed Gull at Port Burwell, 28
September 2009 - photo Brandon Holden.

impressed and soon offered him a short-term contract (without
an interview), for a position conducting migratory bird surveys.
The rest is history. Brandon has travelled cross country, at times
logging 60 hour weeks in the field over the last decade, becoming
a full time employee of Stantec in the role of terrestrial ecologist.
It was a natural fit. Government assessments require identifying
ecological habitats and with wind farms coming into the picture
at their very early onset, there was a real need for specialists
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in the field. Wolfe Island and
Amherst Island are some of the
many areas that Brandon has
enjoyed, both during work and
during off time. His unofficial
agreement with Stantec is that
he will work overtime in other
periods in order to reap the Black Swift at Point Pelee, 17 May
rewards of key periods in May 2009 - photo Brandon Holden.
when he heads to the Pelee
region to get his “birding fill”. Another location that he has been
able to frequent in his personal time is the James Bay coast, both
on his own as well as with other birding friends. Getting there
is no simple task. It involves a drive to Cochrane, a train ride
to Moosonee by way of the Polar Bear Express, a taxi ride to
the airport and a charter helicopter to Netitishi Point on James
Bay. Well worth the inconvenience! And when he gets to these
locations he puts his excellent birding skills to work. He is wellknown across the province for finding exceptional rarities. He
found Ontario’s only record ever of a Black-tailed Gull on 28
September 2009 at Port Burwell. Also, in 2009, he along with dad
Eric, found one of the few records ever of Black Swift in Ontario
at Point Pelee on May 17. In Hamilton, Brandon found the first
Neotropic Cormorant for the Hamilton Study Area and was duly
awarded the Hamilton Bird of the Year Award for that sighting
in 2013.
Brandon was elected to the Ontario Birds Record Committee for
a period of 6 to 7 years as he chaired, then acted as secretary
and again as chairperson. The final reports were always exciting
to read as a kid he says and it seemed like a natural fit to take
on these roles in adulthood. Brandon’s blog has also sprung up
(www.blog.peregrineprints.com) out of the need to share his

Lightening strike over Lake Ontario at Stoney Creek, August 2014 - photo
Brandon Holden.

interest in birds. His favorite bird? The Peregrine Falcon. Its
speed makes it one of the fastest creatures and one cannot help
but be drawn to it, he says. “Besides, they like to goof off a lot”,
he grins.
Photography has played a huge role in his life and has shifted his
perspective on how he sees birds. At 16, the camera allowed him
to document rare or interesting birds when he was not always
certain that more experienced birders believed in his sightings.
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Over time, Brandon has come to realize that the still shots
which capture a bird in a fixed image are not always true to the
nature of the bird. Birds in their natural habitat seem to hold
his interest more and more these days. At first he didn’t quite
understand the shift in perspective but now relates it to realizing
that habitat is, naturally, the key to a bird’s existence. And that
part of the photo he insists should be included. Photography,
he says, gives him a strong sense of accomplishment. And so it
should, as his photographs are often stunning. One need only
look at his bird photos on his website to see that he is one of the
top photographers in Ontario. Meteorology is yet another area
of interest to him. “It goes hand in hand with birding”, he says.
He was interested to watch the relationship between birding and
meteorology from his highrise condo on the 17th floor in
Stoney Creek, to see what the
weather was going to bring
in. When you read Brandon’s
blog you can appreciate just
how much weather interests
him as there are often entire
entries devoted to how
weather patterns affect what
rare birds can show up. Wood
Duck readers will remember
his two excellent recent Silvery Blue in the morning dew, June
2014 - photo Brandon Holden.
articles about this subject,
“Reverse Engineering an Historical Birding Event” (Wood Duck
2014 Vol:68 page 55) and “Comparison of the Great Appalachian
Storm (1950) and Post-tropical Hurricane Sandy (2012) Surface
Analysis” (Wood Duck 2015, Vol:68 page 179).
Weather patterns shift rapidly over the lake and many a bird has
been blown into his view finder when he has paid close attention
to the quick changes in patterns. Overlooking the lake from the
condo often changed a working day into a birding day within
a short period of time, something that subscribers to Hamilton
Birds will well know.
This summer Brandon moved from that condo to his first house.
He shares it with Pearl, his young daughter, who has already had
her first visits to Pelee. His life partner also shares an avid interest
in birding and is far more skilled than she admits, Brandon says
proudly. But it’s up to Pearl as to whether she decides this is an
area she might wish to pursue, despite the fact the she is catching
on rather quickly. He feels that the freedom his parents allowed
him in choosing his own direction and then supporting it was
the key to him finding his own career path. From his backyard,
new birding opportunities have already sprung up. Sightings
of Osprey, Bald Eagle, Cedar Waxwings, Baltimore Orioles,
Catbirds and much more, have been common events this
summer. A nearby woodlot houses Great Crested Flycatchers
and House Wrens. “It’s definitely a shift from birding from the
condo, but the advantage is that Pearl now has a yard to view the
world from and that is a solid start” says Brandon.
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2016 Duck Count Summary Sunday January 10/2016
By George Naylor

T

he Lake Ontario Midwinter Waterfowl Census, locally
known as “The Duck Count”, took place Sunday January 10,
2016. Having been the co-ordinator of this Count for almost 25
years, I’ve learned that the thing that stays the same is the fact
that it’s never the same from year to year. We’ve had years where
you could participate in your shirtsleeves, and other years you’re
looking to get rescued by Sgt. Preston of the Yukon, dogsled and
all. We’ve had years where Burlington Bay and Lake Ontario have
frozen over, and years where there is no ice anywhere!
Cold conditions, where there is lots of ice tend to drive the
dabbling ducks away, but also tend to concentrate the waterfowl
that remain, particularly diving ducks. Conversely, warm
conditions spread the birds out, but also increase species
diversity, keeping birds that might normally be down south in
our area.
This year was different again; above freezing conditions, with
rain, and a west/southwest wind that brought – fog! Misty, foggy

Species Totals for 2016
Canada Goose 1209
Mute Swan 148
Trumpeter Swan 126
Tundra Swan 30
Wood Duck 1
Gadwall 47
American Black Duck 140
Mallard 1285
Mallard x Black 5
Northern Shoveler 55
Green-winged Teal 8
Canvasback 181
Redhead 64
Ring-necked Duck 127
Greater Scaup 4256
Lesser Scaup 69
King Eider 4
Surf Scoter 55
White-winged Scoter 2720
Black Scoter 13
Long-tailed Duck (Oldsquaw) 6536
Bufflehead 336
Common Goldeneye 3375
Hooded Merganser 38
Common Merganser 32
Red-breasted Merganser 292
Ruddy Duck 275
Common Loon 1
Red-necked Grebe 2
Double-crested Cormorant 40
American Coot 145
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conditions are probably the
worst situation, because
you can’t count what you
can’t see! This is especially
so with the diving ducks
that are usually offshore in
deeper water. There were
no black clouds of Longtailed Ducks, and no scads
of scoters to the horizon
this year!

George Naylor and Rhondda James at
Point Pelee, 6 May 2014 - photo Kevin
McLaughlin.

The dabbling ducks that inhabit the shallower, inshore areas were
slightly better represented on the 2016 census. The most obvious
“miss” of the 2016 count was the Northern Pintail. Pintail have
been present most years in the Hamilton area. The male and
female Harlequin Ducks that were seen before and after the
count in the Fruitland Road to Fifty Road section of the Lake
Ontario shoreline were missed on Count day as well. Despite
these weather conditions, the Hamilton area managed to come
up with the only Wood Duck, Northern Shoveler, and King Eider
for the entire Lake Ontario region.
The other bird “missing in action” this year was the Bald Eagle.
The HNC, along with the other areas doing this waterfowl census
have been asked by the Ministry of Natural Resources to monitor
the wintering Bald Eagle population at the same time, and this is
the first year we’ve been “eagleless” since we’ve been asked to keep
track of them. As an example, we had 11 Bald Eagles last year.
The species total reached 30 in 2016, which is equal to our total
species average over the years, and will probably be enough to
retain Hamilton’s reputation of having the highest species diversity
of all the reporting areas on Lake Ontario. We’ve been tied twice by
the Kingston area during the years of my involvement, but never
beaten. However, the number that is most affected by the adverse
weather is the “individuals of species” totals, which are substantially
down from previous years. Some species totals were reduced by
80%. We know they were still in our area, they just weren’t visible
on Count day. These adverse weather conditions and their effects
were prevalent throughout the entirety of Lake Ontario..
So much for the bad news, because there’s always good news.
This year, the good news was the introduction of some new
blood on the Duck Count. A couple of long-time participants
couldn’t help this year, so I reached out for assistance, and as
usual the Hamilton birding community came through. I’d like to
thank Len Manning and Rob Porter for volunteering. I’d also like
to thank Caleb and Peter Scholtens for helping out, and bringing
along their friends Giovanni Campanelli, Ishiro Fernando, and
Alessandra and Jeanette Wilcox.
Thanks to all participants, old and new!
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Two Local High School Students to Receive $500.00 Scholarships

O

n Thursday July 7, 10:00 a.m. at Peninsula Ridge Estates
Winery and Restaurant, two local students will be presented
with scholarships for $500.00.
The scholarships to post-secondary schools have been made
available by the generosity of Peninsula Ridge Estates Winery
and Restaurant, and the Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch.
The winning students, Eric Geenan and Zakhar Husak, both of
Hamilton, participated in the scholarship programme offered by
the NPH at the Beamer Memorial Conservation Area in Grimsby
at the Hawkwatch located there this spring.
Zakhar is finishing Grade 10 and is home schooled. Eric is
completing Grade 12 at Cardinal Newman Catholic High School
and will be starting at McMaster University in the fall to study
Life Sciences. Zakhar will be receiving his scholarship upon his
future completion of Grade 12 and upon his acceptance at a postsecondary school. The scholarship programme was available to
students in the Hamilton and Niagara area.
The students in the scholarship programme had to complete
three phases. First, a submission essay was required showing the
students interest in observing the hawk migration at the Beamer
Conservation Area in Grimsby followed by a minimum of 15
hours at the Hawkwatch observing and learning about migrating
hawks, eagles, ospreys and vultures while with official counters.
Upon completion of the observation period the students were
required to submit an essay on their work and interest in the
significance of the Hawkwatch.
Originally the NPH offered one $500.00 scholarship but Mr.
Norm Beal, President of the Peninsula Ridge Estates Winery and
Restaurant offered to sponsor the full scholarship. Upon scoring
the students work the NPH found that the top two students
were of equal caliber and were both worthy of a scholarship. The
NPH then complemented Peninsula Ridge’s donation by offering
another $500.00 scholarship.
Mr. Bruce Mackenzie, a director with the NPH stated “The
committee was extremely pleased with the contribution and
expertise of Eric’s and Zakar’s work at the Hawkwatch. They
doubled the number of hours required at Beamer this spring
and really showed their interest in studying hawk ecology.
The generous contribution from Peninsula Ridge Winery is so
important to the further contribution of this citizen science
project and helping out with the future of these young students
of science.”

Back Row from left: John Stevens, Glenn Barnett and Bruce Mackenzie
- Directors of the Hawkwatch. Front Row from left: Eric Geenen Scholarship winner, Norm Beal - President Peninsula Ridge Estates
Winery and Restaurant, and Zakhar Husak - Scholarship winner photo Sandy Darling.

5600 King St., Beamsville, is situated right under the spring hawk
migration corridor along the beautiful Niagara Escarpment.
The Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch has just completed its
42nd year of observing migrating hawks, eagles, vultures and
ospreys at the Beamer Memorial Conservation Area this spring.
Each spring members of the Hawkwatch count and record the
migrating raptors passing through Niagara from March 1st
until May 15 from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. every day. On average
approximately 15,000 migrating raptors are counted from 16
different species. The data is submitted to the Hawk Migration
Association of North America. The data is used for scientific
research and developing policies for protection of raptors.
For information contact: Bruce Mackenzie, Special Projects
Director. 905-643-4526 kintail52@gmail.com
I would like to add that Peninsula Ridge Estates Winery and
Restaurant have just released a new vintage called Falcon’s Nest,
a Pinot Noir, 2013. This VQA wine has been aged in French Oak
barrels for the last 24 months.
At the scholarship presentation on Thursday morning, Mr.
Norm Beal stated that “Peninsula Ridge Estates Winery will
be donating $1.00 from the sale of every bottle to the Niagara
Peninsula Hawkwatch to further support the citizen science that
the hawkwatch members carry out at the Beamer Memorial
Conservation Area with their spring hawkwatch.” - Bruce
Mackenzie.

Mr. Norm Beal, President of Peninsula Ridge stated “Peninsula
Ridge is proud to be a contributor to such a worthy cause.
Connecting today’s youth with our unique and local ecology is
extremely important if we are to ensure long term sustainability
of our natural environment”.
The Peninsula Ridge Estates Winery and Restaurant, located at
The Wood Duck - September, 2016
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Hamilton - First-ever Monarch Awards for the Cultivation of
Pollinator-friendly, Sustainable Gardens: Winner announced!
by Beatrice Ekoko

H

amilton’s first-ever Monarch Awards competition has a
winner! Kirkendall resident, and former HNC President,
Glenn Barrett has received the 2016 Monarch Award recognizing
gardens and gardeners in Hamilton for their contribution to a
biodiverse, sustainable environment.
“Out of concern for declining insect populations, especially
Monarch butterflies and bees, we decided to recognize people
who garden sustainably, and create habitat in their yards for
pollinator species and wildlife in general,”
says Bev Wagar, one of the organizers for
this initiative. “We want to promote the
validity of gardens that are created to be
beautiful, functional and beneficial but fall
under a non-traditional aesthetic.”
The organizing committee for the awards
includes staff from the Pollinator Paradise
Project (Environment Hamilton and
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club) along with
volunteers from the Royal Botanical
Gardens and the Crown Point Garden Club.

for applications beyond the range we
set out at the start of the initiative.
That is, although it’s mostly volunteer
powered, we want to include even
more wards next year. The interest is
there.”
Barrett and his partner Kim both
have a deep awareness of local Monarch Award winner
c o n s e r v a t i o n Glenn Barrett - photo from
issues, Barrett Worldwide Quest website.
works for Environment Canada and Kim
at Conservation Halton. “It’s fabulous that
there is now an award to recognize that
there are gardens pleasing to the eye and
beneficial to nature. I hope it continues!”
says Glenn.

The judging team included: Sean James,
owner of Fern Ridge Landscaping & EcoGlenn and Kim Barrett’s garden - photo Glenn consulting; Jodi Healy, Gardens Manager
Barrett.
at Royal Botanical Gardens; and Master
The idea for an “alternative” garden awards program has quickly Gardener Lyn Hanna-Folkes, expert in public naturalization
gained momentum and more than 50 residents submitted projects. The judges participated in evaluating the applications
and visited the finalists’ gardens.
applications for the “alternative” garden awards program.
“We are thrilled by the number of applications submitted
in this our first year,” says Jen Baker, Coordinator for the
Pollinator Paradise Project. “We plan to extend the invitation

Runners-up were Peter Queck (Kirkendall) and Amy Taylor
(Crown Point).

A couple of “really big” moths. Readers will note that I like to publish photos of the big moths that inhabit our area. I am definitely a moth
aficionado. However, whenever someone comes upon one of these “not uncommon” species for the first time, they always have the same reaction
— wow! The moth on the left is a Polyphemus Moth at Brant Park, Brantford, 9 July 2016 - photo Jackie Cowper. On the right is a Cercropia Moth
in Waterdown at a shopping mall, 1 June 2016 - photo Nicole Serena.
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Double-crested Cormorants
by June Hitchcox

D

ouble-crested Cormorants are one of several
different cormorants – Great, Brandt’s,
Pelagic, Neotropic. They, and the smaller
Neotropic Cormorant, are the only ones that
live both inland and along the ocean. They nest
from James Bay south through the U.S.A. In
Doug Sadler’s 1982 book, Our Heritage of Birds
he states that the Peterborough area has recorded
12 sightings up to that time, in Spring, Summer and Fall.
What has prompted this article is that many people have
been seeing hundreds of black birds, in long, long lines
(sometimes in wedge formation), just off the shores of
Oakville on Lake Ontario flying barely above the water
– they have been wondering what they are. Well, they
are Double-crested Cormorants. They fly by my Bronte
apartment toward Toronto in the morning and back in
the afternoon toward Hamilton – they are nesting in large
numbers on the rocks at Hamilton Harbour. They eat fish
so there must be a source to the east. They are big - about
the size of a goose in flight: 30” – 35” long with a wingspread of 52”, although the goose has a much bigger body.
Adults are black except for bare orange skin around the

eyes, down to and including their neck pouch
which is where they put the fish that they
catch just prior to consuming it. By fluttering
the pouch in hot weather, evaporative heat
loss occurs much more quickly which helps to
cool the birds. Their legs are set back to help
them swim quickly – but that makes it difficult
to walk on land. When flying, they hold their
necks in a slight kink just behind the head. They make no
sound when flying. When swimming, the bill is slanted
upward and they are often submerged up to the neck. They
dive for food with a leaping entry not a dive from the air.
Their feathers are not terribly waterproof so you often see
one on an open perch, standing with wings out, facing into
the wind, to dry them.
They are interesting birds but are controversial. They
nest in colonies and their weight and acidic droppings
eventually kill the trees. The smell is terrible as well, and
a cottage nearby would not be pleasant. However, they are
part of Nature and in the long run, Nature usually balances
everything out. Seeing them fly in such massive numbers in
the last month has been quite a sight.

At the 12 September (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Monthly Meeting
Biomimicry: Learning from Nature’s Designs
Speaker: Richard Aaron

Biomimicry, from the Greek words bios (life) and mimesis (imitation), is an exciting new discipline that looks to nature
for ideas and inspiration. Discover how 3.8 billion years of “research & development” is inspiring scientists, engineers,
architects and others to develop everything from gecko-like adhesive tape to echolocating canes for the blind. Richard
Aaron is a naturalist, writer and educator. He got his start 30 years ago, when he hauled a wildflower field guide around
with him on a 4,000 mile bicycle trip he did with a friend. Today he is interested in many aspects of natural history,
with a particular emphasis on plants, fungi, slime moulds, dragonflies & damselflies, and biomimicry. Richard enjoys
sharing his knowledge with others. Over the years, he has done walks, talks and workshops for more than 75 different
organizations, ranging from naturalist clubs to nature festivals to academic institutions, and has also worked as a park
naturalist at Algonquin Provincial Park. He is particularly proud of the multi-day mushroom workshops he teaches each
fall at Queen’s University Biological Station. His website is at http://natureknowledge.weebly.com. At the RBG HQ, Plains
Road W., Burlington.

At the 19 September (Monday) 7:30 p.m. HNC - Bird Study Group Meeting
Ontario Birding 1895 to 1944
Speaker: Peter Thoem

Peter Thoem will share selected images and notes from a 1905 Bird Guide by Chester A Reed. The presentation includes old
handwritten notes on Ontario sightings of Whooping Crane, Loggerhead Shrike and European Starling among many others.
Peter Thoem is a long-time active member of the HNC. His most recent contributions are his many fine fern articles in the
last issue of the Wood Duck. You can follow his birding exploits on his blog, “My Bird of the Day”. He is a former Burlington
City Councillor and a current RBG Board member. At the Burlington Seniors’ Centre, 2285 New Street, Burlington.
The Wood Duck - September, 2016
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U.S. Green Sea Turtles Recovering

H

appy news for U.S. Green Sea Turtles in both the Atlantic
and Pacific oceans: Their recovery has prompted the
National Marine Fisheries Service and Fish and Wildlife
Service to downgrade the animals’ status from “endangered” to
“threatened.” Green Sea Turtles of Florida and the Pacific coast
of Mexico are no longer considered “endangered,” US officials
said, hailing decades of conservation work for saving the longimperiled creatures.
Breeding populations on the beaches of Florida and the west
coast of Mexico are now described as “threatened” and still merit
protection under the Endangered Species Act, but do not face
an imminent risk of extinction, the US Fish and Wildlife Service
said. In Florida alone, there are some 2,250 nesting females
counted on beaches each year, up from only a handful in 1978
when the breeding populations were first listed as endangered,
an FWS spokesman said.
As part of the change, the US FWS and the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries divided Green
Sea Turtles (Chelonia mydas) globally into 11 distinct population
segments, “allowing for tailored conservation approaches for
each population,” the agencies said in a statement. That leaves
three populations of Green Sea Turtles worldwide that are
considered endangered and at the highest risk of disappearing
from the planet — those that live in the Mediterranean Sea as
well as the Central South Pacific and Central West Pacific Ocean.

The changes were initially proposed last year and made final last
April after officials reviewed the scientific data and an outpouring
of more than 900 public comments. “Successful conservation and
management efforts developed in Florida and along the Pacific
coast of Mexico are a roadmap for further recovery strategies
of Green Sea Turtle populations around the world,” said Eileen

Sobeck, assistant NOAA administrator for fisheries.
Sea turtles have long faced a host of threats, from beach
development that destroyed their nesting habitat, to pollution,
to fishing nets that entangled them. Successful measures have
included protection of nesting beaches, reduction of bycatch in
fisheries and prohibitions on the direct harvest of sea turtles,
NOAA said. Officials at NOAA estimate that there are currently
571,220 nesting female Green Sea Turtles around the world.
Most of the world’s populations of Green Sea Turtles are listed
as “threatened.”
The largest population, including more than 167,000 females,
lives in the North Atlantic. By contrast, among the endangered
populations, between 404 and 992 are believed to live in the
Mediterranean, and just over 9,000 in the Central West and
Central South Pacific, a spokeswoman for NOAA said.
The agencies emphasized that growing threats from climate
change and sea-level rise mean that sea turtles remain at risk and
continue to need the Endangered Species Act’s protections. Also,
while the powerful protections of the Act have helped U.S. Green
Sea Turtles, populations in the Mediterranean, South Pacific
and western Pacific – which don’t benefit from those protections
– continue to struggle and are still in danger of extinction.
“The undeniable recovery of most green sea turtle populations
creates a hopeful spot in our changing oceans,” said the Center
for Biological Diversity’s Catherine Kilduff. “Sea turtles capture
our imaginations, improbably crossing oceans for most of their
lives before loyally coming ashore to build nests on the beach.
The knowledge that green sea turtles can overcome illegal harvest,
plastic pollution and warming waters testifies to their resilience.”
Article reprinted from Endangered Earth Online, 14 April 2016.

Wild European Bison Return to Europe after a Century

E

uropean Bison went extinct in the wild in 1919, but now a
few thousand are back, grazing in a handful of countries.
The first four of a group of 11 animals – Europe’s largest living
land mammal – were reintroduced into state forest land in the
Netherlands in April of this year. The Dutch government hopes
the carefully bred and selected animals – three bulls and eight
cows – will multiply. Fenced inside an area of about 1,500
hectares in the southeastern province of Noord-Brabant, the
European Bison (Bison bonasus) herd will eventually serve as a
breeding stock to supply the efforts to “rewild” other parts of
the continent, says Frans Schepers, the managing director of
the Netherlands-based nonprofit Rewilding Europe. The group
oversees breeding of the bison, based on animals that lived on in
zoos after they were wiped out in the wild.

This latest project marks the second reintroduction of European Bison
into the Netherlands, with the first taking place in the Kraansvlak
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Naure Reserve in the province of Noord-Holland in 2007.
This species has been selected for such rewilding efforts because
of the important role it plays in establishing the ecosystem of
Europe’s forests and plains, Schepers notes. “rewilding is not just
about putting animals back,” says Schepers. “It’s about allowing
natural processes to take over as much as possible.” Bison serve
important roles in cropping and fertilizing grasses, which then
become food for deer and many other animals. Bison also serve
as an important food source for wolves and other predators and
for vultures when they die. That’s why Rewilding Europe and
other partners have been slowly introducing bison into pockets
of Europe over the past few years. Out of about 5,000 of the
animals left in the continent, about 3,500 now live in wild or
semi-wild places. The largest herds are in Poland and Romania,
but scientists hope they can gain footholds in other areas. As
of now, there are more Black Rhinoceros in Africa than wild
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European Bison in Europe.
Other keystone species being similarly targeted for reintroduction
include beavers, which shape wetlands, Red Deer and wild horses,
which shape forests and plains; or even the extinct Aurochs, the
wild precursors to modern domestic cattle.
To Schepers, such efforts are not about bringing back the past.
“Our point of reference is oriented toward the future,” he says.
“People have influenced nature, so what we look for are key species
that used to be in the area that can shape this new landscape in the
modern context.” To “bring back” Aurochs, scientists have been
back-breeding old lines of domestic cattle. Aurochs went extinct
in the mid-1600s, so there are many accurate drawings of what
the animals looked like, as well as physical remains. By taking
cattle that are most genetically similar to Aurochs and breeding
them for traits that are more like their ancestors, scientists are
getting animals “that look like the original”, says Schepers.
Such projects could be sustainably supported by jobs in tourism
and natural products, as well as through government protection,
Schepers hopes. Still, challenges remain. The populations of
many animals being reintroduced were so devastated that not

a lot of genetic diversity remains. Scientists are working hard to
maximize what they have by careful pairings and management,
but the animals still may prove to be susceptible to diseases and
other problems of inbreeding. And as predators like wolves
and bears slowly return to the continent, clashes with people
are likely to increase. At the same time, the fact that people are
increasingly moving to cities has meant more land is opening
up in the countryside, ripe for rewilding. That’s as long as the
neighbours don’t object too much, as ranchers occasionally do
around Yellowstone National Park when wolves or bison stray
onto their land in the U.S.
With only about 1% of the continents land currently in a state of
wilderness, rewilding Europe and other partners have their work
cut out. The good news, they say, is that they don’t have to achieve
pristine wilderness to be successful. Any step toward something
more natural is better than the more degraded landscape that
came before.
Article reprinted from Focus on Wildlife website, 9 April 2016.

Silver-bordered Fritillary, 20 July 2016, Lennon Road - photo Bonnie Kinder.
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Centennial Celebrations Committee
With the approach of our centenary, we need to start planning
how to celebrate this significant achievement. To that end, we need
to bring together a small committee to spearhead the organization
of such events. If you, or someone you know, would like to volunteer
for this, please send a note to our President, Maggie Sims, either by
mail to the Club’s address or by email directly to Maggie indicating
your interest (maggie.sims@cogeco.ca).

Goldened-winged Warbler male at Fifty Point Conservation Area on 4 May 2016 - photo Richard Poort.
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