
 

 

 
 

 
GUIDE FOR ATLASSERS 

 

  

  

  

  
 
 

BRITISH COLUMBIA  BREEDING BIRD ATLAS 
5421 ROBERTSON ROAD 

DELTA, BRITISH COLUMBIA 
V4K 3N2 

1-877-592-8527 
www.birdatlas.bc.ca  

bcbirdatlas@bsc-eoc.org 
 

March 2009 



 

 

The British Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas is a conservation partnership involving 
Bird Studies Canada, Environment Canada-Canadian Wildlife Service, BC 
Ministry of Environment, nature organisations, private companies, and citizens. 
 
 
We extend our sincere thanks to the volunteers of British Columbia Breeding Bird 
Atlas.  The foundation of this project is the enthusiasm of our volunteer atlassers 
who collectively spend thousands of hours documenting evidence on breeding 
birds in British Columbia. Without their contribution, a project of this magnitude 
would not be possible.   
 
Thanks to our sponsors: 
 

   

 
 

 

  

   

 

 
 

 
BC Ministry of 
Environment 
Conservation   
Data Centre   

  Special Contributors:   

 
      

       

 
     

 

       
 
 
 
 



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  
 

OVERVIEW......................................................................................................................................................1 
WHY COUNT BIRDS?.....................................................................................................................................2 
SCOPE ............................................................................................................................................................2 
GETTING STARTED .......................................................................................................................................3 

Registration forms........................................................................................................................................3 
Obtaining materials ......................................................................................................................................3 

SQUARE SUMMARY SHEETS .......................................................................................................................4 
MAPS...............................................................................................................................................................4 
COLLECTING ATLAS DATA ...........................................................................................................................4 

When to Atlas...............................................................................................................................................4 
HOW SHOULD I ALLOCATE MY EFFORT?...................................................................................................5 

How many species should I look for?...........................................................................................................5 
Partial Squares/ Priority Squares ................................................................................................................5 

SUBMITTING DATA ........................................................................................................................................6 
About scannable data forms ........................................................................................................................6 

DATA FORMS .................................................................................................................................................6 
Breeding Evidence...........................................................................................................................................6 
1.) Breeding Evidence Form ............................................................................................................................6 

1st visit................................................................................................................................................8 
Recording breeding evidence ..........................................................................................................10 
Strengthening the evidence for breeding .........................................................................................11 
Abundance Estimates......................................................................................................................11 
Notes/other observers .....................................................................................................................12 

2.) Casual Observations Form .......................................................................................................................13 
3.) Rare or Colonial Species Form.................................................................................................................13 

Colonial Species ..............................................................................................................................13 
Rare Species ...................................................................................................................................15 

DETERMING UTM EASTINGS AND NORTHINGS.......................................................................................15 
Using a GPS ..............................................................................................................................................16 
Using a Map...............................................................................................................................................16 
Using the internet.......................................................................................................................................17 
Atlassing at the edge..................................................................................................................................17 

ATLASSING IN REMOTE AREAS.................................................................................................................18 
COVERAGE PRIORITY: IN WHAT ORDER SHOULD I DO THINGS? .........................................................18 
SURVEYING PUBLIC AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ......................................................................................19 
SAFETY.........................................................................................................................................................19 
NEST RECORDS .........................................................................................................................................20 
POINT COUNTS............................................................................................................................................20 

What is a Point Count? ..............................................................................................................................20 
How many Point Counts should I do, and where should I do them? ..........................................................21 
Off-road Point Counts ................................................................................................................................22 
Off-road Point Counts in squares with poor road access ...........................................................................22 
How to do a Point Count ............................................................................................................................22 

How to record habitat for off-road Point Counts...............................................................................25 
When to do Point Counts .................................................................................................................25 

APPENDIX A: ATLAS REGIONS...................................................................................................................28 
APPENDIX B: ATLAS REGIONAL COORDINATORS...................................................................................29 
APPENDIX C: SPECIES 4-LETTER CODES ................................................................................................30 
APPENDIX D: THE BEAUFORT WIND SCALE ............................................................................................32 
APPENDIX E: SOME EXAMPLES OF BREEDING CODES .........................................................................32 
APPENDIX F: LEARNING MATERIALS ........................................................................................................33 
APPENDIX G:  THE ETHICS OF BIRDING...................................................................................................34 
APPENDIX H:  DATA AND MAP OWNERSHIP AND INJURY LIABILITY.....................................................36 
SOME KEY ATLAS POINTS..........................................................................................................................37 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 

    

1 

OVERVIEW 
 
Welcome to the British Columbia 
Breeding Bird Atlas! The goal of the 
Atlas is to provide an up-to-date 
assessment of the distribution, relative 
abundance and status of the birds that 
breed in B.C. Field work is scheduled to 
run from 2008-2012.  
 
The basic framework for the British 
Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas (herein 
referred to as “Atlas”) consists of 
dividing the province into 10 x10-km 
squares (100 square kilometres) based 
on the Universal Transverse Mercator 
(UTM) grid. Atlassers are asked to 
survey selected squares to find and 
record evidence of breeding for as many 
species as possible. If any rare or 
colonial species are found, additional 
details are requested so they can be 
entered into the rare breeding bird data 
base. Atlassers can complete data 
forms for any nests found (optional), 
especially for nests that can be visited 
multiple times (to estimate nesting 
success) or for poorly known species. In 
addition, those Atlassers who are willing 
and able are asked to carry out a series 
of point counts in each square, to help 
estimate the relative abundance of 
species.  

British Columbia has been divided into 
41 regions, each with a Regional 
Coordinator (RC) who organises 
volunteers and provides information and 
support. Details on regional boundaries 
and RCs are provided in Appendices A 
and B of this guide and on the Atlas 
website www.birdatlas.bc.ca  
 
Data can be submitted either online via 
the website, or by hard copy on 
scannable forms to the RC. The website 
can also be used to download maps of 
each square, and will present details of 
data from the Atlas as results become 
available.  
 
This guide contains the details on how 
to collect data for the Atlas. Don’t be 
intimidated by what may seem like a 
complicated process. Reading through 
the manual should clarify things for you. 
It really isn’t complicated once you 
begin. Thousands of people around the 
world are taking part in similar ventures 
and having a great time! Your RC or the 
Atlas staff are pleased to help with any 
problems you may encounter.  
 
 

 

 
 
Thank you very much for your participation in the B ritish Columbia Breeding Bird 
Atlas! Good luck, have fun, and ask your friends to  get involved!  

Anyone can participate!! Anywhere in the Province!!  
 
Observers of all skill levels can make valuable contributions to the Atlas. Typically 
during bird atlas projects, many new birders get involved and developed their skills 
over the project’s five years. It is not necessary to take on an entire square; you can 
help out in a square, and/or participate as a “casual observer”, submitting records 
from anywhere in British Columbia. We ask that you submit only records for which 
you are 100% certain. Help is provided at Atlas workshops or on our website 
(www.birdatlas.bc.ca). 
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WHY COUNT BIRDS? 
 
The Atlas will contribute significantly to 
our understanding of bird status and 
distribution in the province, and can be 
used for numerous conservation, 
education, and research purposes. The 
objectives of the Atlas are to: 
1. Provide detailed maps of each 

species’ current distribution; 
2. Collect data to map the relative 

abundance of each species, and 
provide a baseline for comparison 
with future projects; 

3. Compile extensive data on the 
breeding locations and status of rare 
species; 

4. Produce a published book and 
electronic database available for 
research and conservation 
purposes. 

 
In terms of its scientific merit, the Atlas 
project will also: 
1. Provide information useful in 

assessing the conservation needs of 
bird species. 

2. Serve as reference information for 
environmental impact assessments. 

3. Help select species which may serve 
as indicators of changing 
environmental quality. 

4. Help determine the relative value of 
individual parks and other protected 
areas for maintaining biodiversity. 

 
SCOPE  
 
For the purpose of the project, British 
Columbia has been divided into 10 x 10-
km “squares” (equal to 100 square 
kilometres) nested in 100 x 100-km 
“blocks” (Figure 1). Our goal is to 
provide adequate coverage of every 
accessible 10 x10-km square in British 
Columbia. We will designate “priority 
squares” to ensure we achieve a 

minimal level of coverage of surveying 
across BC. 
 
The 10 x 10-km squares have been 
grouped into 41 regions (Appendix A). 
Each region has a Regional Coordinator 
(RC) and most of your involvement with 
the project will be through your RC. A 
list of RCs is provided in Appendix B 
and on the website.  
 
What do volunteers do? Volunteer Atlas 
participants (or “Atlassers”) are asked to 
spend time in at least one 10 x 10-km 
square, listing bird species present and 
recording breeding evidence. You also 
have the option of collecting data 
through point count surveys, which 
requires proficiency in identifying birds 
by songs and calls. The Atlas will be the 
summation of the information collected 
from such squares over a five-year 
period.  
 
Atlassers often comment on the 
satisfaction of gaining intimate 
knowledge of the birds and habitats in 
their assigned squares, and may gain 
insight into bird behaviour and 
communities. The thorough coverage of 
squares required by atlassing may also 
reveal the presence of rare species, or 
changes to breeding ranges that would 
otherwise go undetected. 
 
You don’t have to  sign up for a whole 
square, and we can take any records 
you have in any area of BC! Atlassers 
can take responsibility for covering one 
or more particular squares, but are also 
encouraged to provide data from any 
other squares, even if visited only 
briefly. The Atlas is a team effort, and 
squares are not the property of any one 
atlasser. The goal is to obtain good data 
from all over, so the more data we get, 
the better the end product will be!



 

    

3 

  

 
 
GETTING STARTED 
 
Registration forms 
 
To register and receive an Atlasser Kit 
go to www.birdatlas.bc.ca or call us at 1-
877-592 8527 (toll free). You will be 
given a unique Atlasser number that you 
will use each time you record data, 
access materials or enter data on the 
website (if you enter data online). 
 
Obtaining materials 
 
Atlassing will be greatly simplified by 
keeping in touch with your Regional 
Coordinator (RC). Your RC can: 

 
1. Provide more information on the 

project, and suggest ways in which 
you can contribute, given your skills 
and the time you have available. 

 
2. Direct you to squares which have 

not been assigned, or in which 
additional help is needed.  

 
3. Provide you with an Atlasser’s Kit 

containing:  
• Map of your square(s)* 
• Atlasser Guide* (this guide) 
• Breeding Evidence Forms*  
• Point Count Data Forms (optional 

participation)* 

Figure 1.  Atlas zones, two-letter block codes, and 10 x10-km squares (numbers) of the British 
Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas.  See Appendix A for a list of region names. 
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• Rare/Colonial Species Forms (for 
use if needed)* 

• Casual Observation Forms* 
• ID sign for your car* 
Available online: 
• Square Summary Sheets* 
• Nest Data Cards (optional 

participation)* 
• Coding Card (for breeding codes, 

habitats and 4-letter species codes)* 
 

(* also available for download on the 
Atlas website.) You can also contact us 
by phone and we will gladly send you 
more. Atlassers may need the following 
in the field:  
• Atlasser’s kit 
• Pencil (pen) and eraser 
• Binoculars and compass 
• Global Positioning System (GPS) – 

optional 
• bird field guide – optional 
• Insect headnet/ repellent 
 
SQUARE SUMMARY SHEETS 
 
The Square Summary Sheets will 
provide Atlassers with the following 
information on their square: 
• The list of expected species for the 

region and highest evidence found 
• Number of road-side vs. off-road 

point counts 
• Habitat breakdown to proportionately 

survey represented habitats 
• Basic Regional Summary 
• www.birdatlas.bc.ca/bcdata/squareinfo.jsp  
 
MAPS 
 
You will receive a map of your assigned 
10 x 10-km square(s) and a map of your 
Atlas region. If you wish to use other 
topographic maps, please use the more 
recent editions, which have the North 
American Datum 83 (NAD 83) grid. The 
NAD is always provided on topographic 
maps, usually in small print at the 
bottom of the map. Please note that 

NAD83 topographic maps may not be 
available for all areas of British 
Columbia, and some maps may be very 
outdated. Such problems can be 
overcome by using only the Atlas 
square map when atlassing. 
 
Your square code is a six-digit code 
determined by UTM Zone  (7 through 
11), Block  (two-letter code) and Square 
(Figure 1), the numeric code associated 
with your individual 10 x 10-km square.  
This number will be found on your 
square maps.   
 
If your square crosses a border into an 
adjacent state or province, you should 
cover only habitat in British Columbia. 
 
 
COLLECTING ATLAS DATA 
 
It is best to familiarise yourself with the 
square by looking at your square map 
and noting the different habitat types 
before making bird observations. You 
can obtain adequate coverage faster 
by sampling all of the different 
habitats in proportion to their 
coverage in the square rather than by 
trying to cover the entire area of your 
square.   
 
When to Atlas 

 
Due to British Columbia’s great variation 
in climate, topography and latitude, 
atlassing visits should be carried out 
primarily during the main breeding 
seasons: Coastal (March to mid-
August); Southern Interior (April to mid 
August); Northern Interior and Northeast 
(May to mid-August). Atlassing may be 
conducted for other species that fall 
outside the main breeding seasons 
(e.g., February-March for owls, 
crossbills, Gray Jays, nutcrackers.) We 
encourage you to make dusk, dawn, 
and night visits for species more active 
at these times. Breeding in alpine areas 
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for the same species may occur two 
weeks later than their low-altitude 
counterparts. More details on how to 
look for the more elusive species will be 
provided in an Atlas newsletter and on 
the website.  
 
HOW SHOULD I ALLOCATE 
MY EFFORT? 
 
A visit to any 10 x 10-km square by an 
experienced observer in mid-June will 
likely yield around 30 to 50 species 
during the first few hours of observation. 
From then on, the number of additional 
species discovered during more hours 
of observation drops off quickly. 
 
Experience from other Canadian atlases 
showed that experienced observers 
found approximately 75% of the species 
in a square in about 16-20 hours - but 
100% of the species were not found in 
even 200 hours. 
  
We have therefore set the minimum 
effort for “adequate” coverage at 20 
hours per square over the 5 years  
(i.e., 20 hours in one year or 4 
hours/year.)  This, however, is the 
minimum number of hours that should 
be spent surveying a square. Once a 
square has been adequately surveyed it 
does not need to be surveys again. 
 
If you do not know bird songs well, or 
travel within your square is difficult, you 
will need more time to cover the square 
adequately. It is important that you 
obtain a very high percentage of 
expected species, and ensure that all 
habitats within the square are properly 
covered. If you decide to conduct 
point counts you can include that 
time in your total hours of coverage .  
 
A number of squares could be surveyed 
by one Atlasser over the 5 years of the 
project, or even in one season. Please 

consider covering a different square 
each year if you have already 
adequately covered one.  Your RC, the 
website, and newsletter will provide you 
with information on which squares are 
yet to be covered. There will be much 
help needed to complete squares in 
remote areas of BC. 
 
How many species should I look for? 
 
The number of species breeding in a 
square varies considerably, depending 
upon the variety and extent of habitats, 
region, and altitude. As this is the first 
Atlas, it is difficult to determine the 
number of species in a square; it could 
be as high as 100 or as low as 50. 
 
Partial Squares  
 
Some squares have relatively little land 
in them to be atlassed, such as those 
largely comprised of water or on the 
boarders. However, unless the available 
land area  (including islands) is less than 
10% of a square, you should spend the 
full minimum of 20 hours atlassing the 
square. If the available land area is less 
than 10% of the square, you can reduce 
the number of hours, as long as all 
habitat types in the area are covered. 
Be sure to note that the square is a 
partial square, and record the size (% of 
a full square) of the area available for 
atlassing in the “Notes” section of the 
data form. 
 
Priority squares  
 
Priority squares will be allocated in 
regions of anticipated poor coverage to 
help adequately cover a variety of 
habitats. Priority squares will also be 
allocated in more populated regions to 
help disburse coverage. By atlassing in 
the priority squares we ensure that we 
meet a minimal level of coverage across 
BC.  
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SUBMITTING DATA 
 
There are two options for submitting 
data to the Atlas:  
 
1. Enter your data online via the 

website by January 31  the following 
year. Even if you plan to enter your 
data online, we recommend that you 
use the computer scannable forms 
provided to record your field data. 
The forms closely resemble the data 
entry website, so it will be easier to 
input data from the form than directly 
from your notebook.  

 
To enter data online, see the 
instructions on the website.  If enter 
data on-line, you DO NOT need to 
submit the paper data forms, but you 
should keep them for reference. 
 

OR 
 
2. Submit your completed scannable 

data forms to your RC. Completed 
data forms should be sent to RCs by 
August 31  each year.  

  
About scannable data forms 
 
The Atlas data forms are designed to be 
scanned and read by computer.  
Computers are obviously not as good at 
reading handwriting as people.   
 
On the version to be submitted, use a 
dark pencil, or pen, and write neatly 
and clearly with all numbers 
completely inside the boxes (without 
touching the edges please!).  Use 
block capitals, with one character per 
space.  Atlas staff will review input to 
ensure that the computer has correctly 
read all data, but your care in recording 
will greatly reduce Atlas errors, staff 
workload, and costs. 
 

It is best to have a “field” and “record” 
copy of each form. It is best to use 
pencil for field forms to facilitate erasing. 
At home, transcribe your field form onto 
a clean “record” version to be submitted 
for scanning.  
 
Don’t forget to include your Atlasser 
number, the square number, the year, 
and visit and other required information. 
 
DATA FORMS 
 
Breeding Evidence 
 
One of your main objectives as an 
Atlasser is to obtain the strongest 
evidence of breeding for as many 
species as possible within your 
square(s). There are four levels of 
evidence:  
1. Observed (no indication of breeding) 
2. Possible breeding 
3. Probable breeding 
4. Confirmed breeding 
 
These levels of evidence will be used on 
all forms and are explained in Table 1. 
 
1.  BREEDING EVIDENCE 
FORM 
 
Each Atlasser will receive scannable 
Breeding Evidence Data Forms for each 
assigned square, and additional forms 
for observations outside assigned 
squares. Additional forms can be 
downloaded from the website 
(www.birdatlas.bc.ca) or obtained from 
the RC. 
 
An example of a completed data form is 
shown in Figure 2. Breeding evidence 
should be recorded in pencil on the field 
form, because you may need to modify 
it if you find a more confident level of 
breeding evidence. 
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Table 1.  Breeding codes to be used on the data forms. See Appendix E for examples of use. 

CODE BREEDING EVIDENCE (listed in increasing confid ence level) 
 

OBSERVED 
 

 X Species observed/heard during its breeding season but in non-breeding habitat (no 
evidence of breeding). Presumed migrants should not be recorded.  Note that this 
code is rarely used as birds tend to occupy nesting habitat during the breeding 
season.          
    

POSSIBLE BREEDING (least confidence) 
 

 H Species observed during its breeding season in suitable nesting habitat .   
 S Singing  male present, or breeding calls heard, during its breeding season in suitable 

nesting habitat.  
            

PROBABLE BREEDING 
 

M Multiple  singing males (7 or more) found during one visit within the same square, 
during the breeding period in suitable nesting habitat.  Most species listed as (M) can 
be upgraded during other visits.  Use with caution to avoid counting migrants.  

 P Pair  observed during their breeding season in suitable nesting habitat.   
 T Permanent territory  presumed through registration of territorial song, or the 

occurrence of an adult bird, at the same place, in breeding habitat, on at least two 
days, one week or more apart, during its breeding season. Use discretion when 
using this code. "T" is not to be used for colonial birds, or for species that might 
forage or loaf a long distance from their nesting site e.g. kingfisher, Turkey Vulture, 
and male waterfowl.   

 D Courtship or display  between a male and female or 2 males, including courtship 
feeding or copulation.   

 V Adult visiting  probable nest site.   
 A Agitated  behaviour or anxiety calls of an adult.  
 B Brood  patch on adult female or cloacal protuberance on adult male.   
 N Nest -building or excavation of nest hole (woodpeckers and wrens). Both groups may 

build dummy or roosting nests so nest-building alone is not enough to confirm 
breeding.          
   

CONFIRMED BREEDING (most confidence) 
 

 NB Nest  building  (by all except wrens and woodpeckers) or adult carrying nesting 
material 

 DD Distraction  display  or injury feigning.  
 NU Used  nest  or egg shell found (occupied or laid within the period of the study).  
 FY Recently fledged young (altricial) or downy (precocial) young, incapable of 

sustained flight or restricted to nesting area by dependence on adults  
 AE Adults  leaving or entering  nest site in circumstances indicating occupied nest but 

contents unknown (including birds on nest and entering nest cavities.) 
 FS Adult carrying faecal  sac . 
 CF Adult carrying  food  for young.    
 NE Nest  containing eggs .  
 NY Nest  with young  seen or heard.        
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There are separate breeding evidence 
forms for four general breeding areas 
of BC: Southern Interior (regions 1-
10, 12, 25-28) Coastal (11, 13-24, 34-
36), Northern Interior (29-33, 37-39), 
and Northeast (40, 41). Your RC will 
supply you with the appropriate form for 
your region. If you find any species that 
are not listed on the form, there is space 
at the end of the list to write those in 
(you should complete a Rare/Colonial 
Species Form for each of the species 
you write in.) 
 
After your last visit to the square each 
year, all information from the “field” form 
should be transcribed onto a clean 
“record” form. The “record” form is the 
form that will be submitted to your RC, if 
you are not entering data online. 
Note that the record form that you 
send in at the end of each breeding 
season should have the information 
for ONE BREEDING SEASON only . 
 
You may also want to complete a third 
“master” copy of this form to keep from 
one year to the next, so you can see 
what species still need to be found and 
can track your progress (these data can 
also be obtained from the website, once 
your data have been submitted and 
entered). Your personally-retained copy 
of the "master" form may contain data 
from several years. 
 
At the top of each data form, fill in the 
square identification  (zone, block and 
square), the region number  and the 
year . Fill in your name and Atlasser 
number  as well as those of any 
additional Atlassers who worked with 
you in the square (use the 'Notes' 
section if more than two people worked 
with you). Please ask any other 
Atlassers working with you to register, 
so that we can include their names in 
the acknowledgements, and include 
them on the mailing list if they would like 
to receive newsletters.  

 
Make sure that you record the date of 
each visit in the appropriate columns, 
along with the start time.  Please 
record these at the beginning  of each 
visit to the field, so you don't forget.  
Record time using a 24-hour clock (e.g., 
1445 instead of 2:45 PM), and round to 
the nearest 15 minutes.  
 
“Party Hours” are calculated for each 
visit by adding the number of hours that 
each party spends actively birding in the 
square (a party is either an individual or 
a group). For example, if two people are 
atlassing together for four hours, and 
they then split up to different areas of 
the square for the next two hours, the 
total entered in the column headed 
“Party Hours” is 8.  
• (1 party x 4 hrs)+(2 parties x 2 

hrs)=8.  
 
If more than 10 visits are made to the 
square, please list the visit number, start 
time, end time, and party hours in the 
Notes section of the data form, or on a 
separate sheet of paper to be sent in 
with your data form. 
 
Do not report time spent in the square 
that is spent on activities other than 
atlassing, even though you may happen 
to record a few bird species at the same 
time. For example, if you were driving to 
work through your square  and saw a 
Tree Swallow enter a nesting hole, you 
would enter the casual observation on 
the breeding evidence form (using 
“zero” under the 1st Visit column) but 
would not fill out date, start time, end 
time, or Party Hours (i.e. don’t consider 
it a “Visit” on your form).  
 

1st Visit Column 
 
The 1st Visit column is where you 
record which visit  you first  observed 
breeding evidence for that species 
(anything more certain than an ‘X’).   
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Figure 2.  Example of a completed Breeding Evidence form  (select panels from front and back of form)
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For example, if you observed a Red-
eyed Vireo building a nest on your third 
visit to your square (and had no 
evidence of breeding on visits 1 and 2), 
then you would place a “3” in this 
column.  
 
If you first record the species as a 
casual observation (e.g. while driving 
through the square, or looking out the 
window), record the “1st Visit” number as 
'0', using pencil. If you later see the 
species during a regular atlassing visit, 
then change this to the appropriate visit 
number. This is the only time you can 
change the “1st Visit” number 
 
DO NOT change the visit number if 
you later find an increased level of 
breeding evidence as it wouldn’t be 
the first time you observed the 
species while atlassing. 
 
With this information, we can estimate 
how fast the species list grows with 
increasing effort. We do not expect 
everybody to find all of the species in 
each square, and these data will allow 
us to compare squares with different 
amounts of effort. This will be important 
for comparison with future projects. 
  
Please record the visit numbers for 
all observations on the same day that 
you first record the species, 
preferably while you are still in the 
field.  If you wait even one or two days, it 
becomes much harder to remember 
which species was recorded on which 
day.  
 
When visiting the square in 
subsequent years, start a new form.  
Simply enter the number of the visit 
(starting again at 1 each year) on which 
each of these species is reported.  
 

Recording breeding evidence 
 
Remember: Do not record birds you 
suspect are migrating! Only record birds 
you suspect are breeding in your area! 
 
There are several categories of 
breeding evidence within each breeding 
level (Table 1). You should familiarise 
yourself with the codes, categories and 
levels because you will be using the 
codes on the data form. The codes are 
listed in order of breeding evidence, 
from lowest confidence to highest . If 
you have doubts about the appropriate 
code for a particular observation, ask 
your RC or call or email the Atlas office. 
 
The four columns following the “1st Visit” 
column are those in which you record 
the breeding evidence codes.  Each of 
the four columns is used to record a 
code from a different level of evidence.  
 
The first column, headed “Ob.”  (for 
species Observed ) is used to record the 
code “X” only (for an observation of a 
species with no evidence of breeding).  
For example, if you observe a species 
that is unlikely to nest in that square due 
to lack of suitable nesting habitat (e.g., 
foraging gulls or herons you would put 
an “X” in the column headed “Ob.” next 
to the name of that species.  Probable 
migrants should not be recorded, e.g., 
shorebirds that normally breed in tundra 
areas summering in marshes or on a 
mud flat - only record species detected 
in their migration period if you observe a 
higher level of breeding evidence.  
 
The next column, headed “Po.” , is 
where you enter a one-letter code from 
the “Possible Breeding ” level of 
breeding evidence. If you observe a 
Marsh Wren in a wetland, you would 
record the code “H” next to the Marsh 
Wren, in the column headed “Po”.  
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The next column, headed “Pr.” , is 
where you enter a one-letter code from 
the “Probable Breeding ” level of 
breeding evidence. If you are being 
scolded by an agitated Song Sparrow, 
you would record the code “A” in the 
column headed “Pr.”, next to Song 
Sparrow. 
 
The next column is headed “Conf. ”, and 
is two spaces wide so that you can 
record a two-letter code from the 
“Confirmed Breeding ” level of breeding 
evidence. If, for example, you see a 
Killdeer feigning injury in your square, 
you would record the code “DD”, next to 
Killdeer (for Distraction Display); you 
would record “CF” for a robin carrying 
food. 
 
Be sure to assign the birds to only one 
square even if they move to an adjacent 
square.  Generally, as a rule, you should 
assign them to the square where you 
first detected them. If you later find the 
nest in the other square, you should 
report your record in that square instead 
(you may need Casual Observation 
Forms). An important thing to remember 
is that you should try to not report the 
same individual birds or broods in 2 
different squares. (see pg 15-18 to 
determine your location) 
 

Strengthening the evidence for 
breeding 

 
While looking for new, unrecorded 
species over the next 5-years, you 
should also look for stronger breeding 
evidence for previously recorded 
species. For example, on your first visit 
to a square, you may observe a singing 
Song Sparrow in suitable habitat, which 
you record as “S” under Possible. If you 
observe this bird singing in the same 
location on several subsequent 
occasions during the breeding season, 
you would now have 'Probable' 
evidence, and enter “T” in the Pr 

column. (Do not  erase the “S” already 
recorded in the Possible column.) If later 
you were to find a Song Sparrow nest 
with young in it, you would fill in “NY” in 
the column headed “Conf.” Remember: 
Do not change the 1 st visit column.  
You have thus upgraded the Song 
Sparrow from "Possible" to “Probable” to 
the “Confirmed” level of breeding 
evidence!  You could even fill out a 
“nest-record” card (see pg. 20 for 
details). 
 
You should attempt to obtain 
probable or confirmed breeding 
evidence for as many species as 
possible, especially those that are 
unusual in your region. A species 
needs to be confirmed as breeding 
only once  in the five years of the 
Atlas for any square. 
 
You should also try to upgrade within a 
Breeding Evidence level. The categories 
within each level of breeding evidence 
are listed in order of their importance. 
For example, if you had evidence for a 
“T” (for territory) for Chipping Sparrow 
and then found a Chipping Sparrow 
displaying to another, you would 
upgrade the evidence by erasing “T” 
and filling in “D” (for courtship display) 
next to Chipping Sparrow. Make sure 
that your data form shows the 
highest breeding evidence observed 
for each species.  
 
While it is sometimes easier to obtain 
confirmed breeding records late in the 
season by observing adults carrying 
food or seeing fledged young, it is 
important to do most atlassing early in 
the season, especially in early-mid 
June, because many more species are 
singing and easier to find at that time. 
 

Abundance Estimates 
 
While regular atlassing gives us 
information on where our bird species 
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are breeding, it does not tell us how 
many are breeding in each location.  
This can be achieved by estimating the 
abundance of each species for your 
square(s). You will notice an “Abund” 
column on your breeding evidence form, 
to the right of the breeding evidence 
columns. This column is used to provide 
a rough estimate of the number of 
breeding pairs  of the species thought 
to be in the square (from your field 
observation and the amount of suitable 
habitat). These estimates are coded as 
follows (put the index number in the 
“Abund” column that corresponds with 
the appropriate estimated abundance 
range): 
 
Index   Pair Abundance  
0   0 
1   1 
2   2-10 
3   11-100 
4   101-1000 
5   1001-10,000 
 
For example: You go to a lake in your 
square and you find a pair of loons. You 
know your square has two other similar 
size lakes with similar habitat, so you 
may estimate the abundance in your 
square to be 3 pair. Because 2-10 pairs 
may live in your square, you would write 
“2” in the “Abund” column. 
OR:   
You see a lone singing male, but no 
female (i.e., you have no evidence of a 
breeding pair. You would write 0 in this 
column since only one individual bird 
was observed. 
OR: 
If you find a pair of Winter Wrens in your 
square and you see that approximately 
50% of the habitat is represented by 
suitable forest, you may estimate the 
abundance in your square to be 11-100 
pairs. That means that 11-100 pairs may 
breed in your square, and you would 
write “3” in the “Abund” column. 
 

These estimates should only be 
provided once you have completed a 
reasonable assessment of the square 
(e.g., after 20 hours of coverage). 
Remember: 
• They do not need to be provided 

every year for all species. If you 
provide multiple estimates among 
years in the same square, only your 
most recent estimate will be used. 

• Do not record the actual number 
of birds you see – you must 
extrapolate for the appropriate 
amount of habitat in your WHOLE 
square.  

 
The Atlas staff realizes that this estimate 
can sometimes be difficult so just do 
your best.   
 

Notes/other observers 
 
A space has been left on the data form 
in which you can enter additional 
information relevant to the atlassing of 
the square, such as extra visits, 
reference to supplemental data forms 
submitted, factors affecting the quality of 
data collected, or records from other 
observers. Here are some examples of 
relevant comments: 
 
• Rare/Colonial Species Report form 

was sent to RC re Brewer’s Sparrow 
in this square. 

• 13 visits were made to this square. 
Details of the final 3 visits are 
recorded on the enclosed sheet of 
paper. 

• Heavy fog encountered on 3 of the 4 
visits to this square, severely limiting 
observation. 

• Data on this form do not represent 
all habitat types – lakes were not 
visited though there were several of 
them in the square. 

• David Peterson provided the record 
of confirmed Wilson’s Warbler nest 
with young (NY). 
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2.  CASUAL OBSERVATIONS 
FORM 
 
If you observe breeding evidence for a 
species in another square or in 
another part of BC , you may complete 
a Casual Observation Form (Figure 3: 
then enter it via the website or send it to 
the Atlas office). However, if you spend 
significant time atlassing in someone 
else’s square, consider completing the 
Breeding Evidence Form. This will 
ensure we have a complete record of 
atlassing effort in that square for 
comparison to future projects.  
 

Figure 3.  Example of a completed 
Casual Observation Card. 
 
Please always provide the complete 
square number on each row of the 
Casual Observation Form. UTM 
coordinates are optional. Note that you 
can use the same casual form to report 
species from different squares within the 
same year. If you used a GPS and do 
not know in what square you were, you 
can use the conversion tool available on 
the website to find out your square 
number. 
 
3.  RARE (†)(¤) OR COLONIAL 
(§) SPECIES FORM 
 
We are making special efforts to 
document the occurrence of species 
that are considered rare in the province. 
Provincially rare and colonial species 
are indentified in Appendix C and on the 

Breeding Evidence Data Form.  The 
same data form  is used for Rare or 
Colonial Species. You are asked to 
complete a Rare/Colonial Species 
Form for all records of rare and 
colonial birds.  
 
Forms will be scanned into the computer 
and read by RCs and the Atlas’ Rare 
Species committee, so please write 
neatly in pencil or pen!  
 
Please report the locations, (using UTM 
coordinates) and fill in a circle (under 
Atlasser name) to indicate whether you 
used a GPS unit (use the NAD83 
datum) , a map, or the web to determine 
the coordinates.   

 
Colonial Species § 
 
Colonial species are marked with §.  
Only complete the BASIC section of the 
form if you have seen Confirmed 
Breeding Evidence (see Table 1 for 
acceptable codes) 
 
Report only birds at their colonies.   
Do not complete the form for colonial 
birds seen away from their colonies.   
 
If you find more than one site for a 
particular rare or colonial species in a 
10-km square, you can document all of 
them on the same form.  There is space 
in the table to report 6 sites. If you find 
more than 6 sites in the square, simply 
list the relevant information for each 
additional site in the “Additional 
Comments” section on the back of the 
form. For colonial species, you do not 
need to complete the “Full Species 
Description” portion of the form. 
 
Colonial species are sensitive to 
disturbance at the colony, so you should 
estimate the number of nests from a 
distance without entering the colony.
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Figure 4. An example of a completed Rare/Colonial Species Report Form. Note: the same form can be used for more than one occurrence of a species 
within the square. The “Description” sections are required only for rare species (†), and only for the first site of each rare species in the square. 
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Check with your RC to see if any special 
effort has already been planned to 
record colonial species in your square.  
 
Rare Species (†, ¤ or ‡) 
 
† = Provincially rare, FULL 
documentation required 
¤ = Provincially rare, BASIC 
documentation required 
‡ = Regionally Rare Species, BASIC 
documentation required 
 
If you find ANY breeding evidence for 
a rare species, please contact your 
RC. The RC might help in verifying the 
sighting or in completing the data form.  
 
Provincially rare species are marked 
with † or ¤ . Only species marked with † 
require FULL documentation (both 
sides). For a FULL  documentation, 
complete written description and sketch 
a map of the location, stating as 
precisely as possible the exact location 
of the observation and how to reach the 
spot again. Only BASIC  documentation 
(top of page) is required for species 
marked with ¤. See Figure 4 to view the 
Basic and Full Documentation sections. 
If you see any fledglings  include the 
number in the description or comment 
section. 
 
Please also document any breeding 
evidence for: 
• any species not  listed on your 

Square Summary Sheet or Breeding 
Evidence Data Form, or  

• for any provincially or regionally rare 
species.   

 
Regionally rare species (‡) must also be 
documented on this form. They are not 
designated on the list in Appendix C, but 
rather are listed on square summary 
sheets. Regionally rare species are 
species that are regular in some part of 
the province, but have been designated 
by the Regional Coordinators and the 

Atlas Office as requiring additional 
information because they may be rare or 
out of range in a given region. Please 
provide always provide at least BASIC 
documentation for Regionally Rare 
Species. 
 
In order to protect species at risk, 
any sensitive information, such as 
the precise locations of species at 
risk, should be kept strictly 
confidential by the Atlasser and their 
RC.  
 
If you are particularly concerned about 
protecting information for a rare or 
colonial species you have found, contact 
the Atlas Coordinator at the Atlas office 
(1-877-592-8527), to discuss the 
situation and determine how to proceed.  
 
DETERMING UTM EASTINGS 
AND NORTHINGS  
 
For regular atlassing you need not worry 
about recording UTM coordinates.  
However, if you find breeding evidence 
(Table 1) for a rare species  or a 
colony , you will need to record UTM 
Eastings and Northings, which are 
coordinates on a worldwide grid system.  
Similarly if you are performing off-road  
point counts you will need to record the 
UTM coordinates (off-road point counts 
are discussed later in this guide). There 
are several ways to determine the UTM 
of a location, by using a GPS or web 
mapping tools, for example. 
 
When entering your data online 
 
The Rare/Colonial Species form online 
has an option that allows you to use 
GoogleMaps to find the location of your 
location within a square. In the 
Observation details section, for each 
row, there is a blue button . Clicking on 
the button opens up a new popup 
window that should show you the 
boundary of your current square in red. 
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The red marker within the square 
indicate the position of the coordinates 
you wish to determine. To move the 
marker, you must drag the map to place 
the marker on top of your location (click 
anywhere on the map, maintain the 
button down and move your mouse). 
Once you are satisfied with the position 
of the marker, simply click “transfer” and 
the UTM coordinates should be copied 
to your data form. 
 
In addition to moving the map, you can 
also zoom in or zoom out to a different 
scale, and change the map layers to 
display satellite imagery, road layers or 
topo map layers for instance. Satellite 
imagery is not available in high 
resolution everywhere, particularly in 
remote areas. In those areas, it may be 
preferable to use the ”Canada topo” 
layer. 
 
If you have more coordinates in the 
same square, you can simply click 
another blue button to find the location 
of more sites. 
 
Using a GPS to determine UTM 
 
If you have a GPS unit, record the UTM 
location while you are on site.  Make 
sure you set the device to NAD83 
datum (usually under navigation setup 
or something similar).  Using any other 
datum will most likely provide incorrect 
(and therefore unusable) coordinates. 
This makes future analyses of bird-
habitat relationships very difficult.  
Please read your GPS owner’s manual 
for more instruction on how to set the 
datum. When you take a GPS reading, 
please record the first 2 digits of the 
Zone (a value between 7 and 11 in 
British Columbia), as well as all 6 digits 
of the Easting and all 7 digits of 

Northing . (If your GPS unit gives you 7 
digits for Easting, do not record the 
initial “0”.)  
  
Tip: to remember which is Easting vs. 
Northing – Easting is a shorter word and 
smaller number; Northing is a longer  
word and larger UTM number. 
 
Using a map to determine UTM 
 
See Figure 5 for an example of how to 
determine the UTM Eastings and 
Northings for a location from a map. The 
1-km and 500m “Northings” (shown 
along the left border of the map) 
increase towards the top of the map.  
One-km and 500m “Eastings” are shown 
along the bottom of the map and they 
increase left to right. The 1-km 
designations always end in “000”, and 
500m designations end in “500”. There 
are 100m “tick” marks between the 
500m and 1-km grid lines, which are not 
numbered.  If they were, they would end 
in “100”, “200”, “300”, “400”, and “600” 
to “900”.  
 
To determine the appropriate 100m 
Easting for a location, place a ruler 
vertically across the map to determine 
which 100m tick mark on the bottom of 
the map is closest to the location. 
Record the 6 digit Easting of that 100m 
tick mark.   
 
To determine the appropriate 100m 
Northing, place the ruler horizontally 
across the map in the same manner.  
Record the 7 digit number.   
 
If you do not have a GPS unit, mark 
your location on the map as accurately 
as possible while in the field, and 
determine the UTM coordinates later. 
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Using the internet to determine UTM 
 
GoogleMaps can also be used to 
determine UTM coordinates.  Visit the 
atlas website and select “Data and 
Maps” on the menu banner: 
• select “Geographic Conversion.”  
• Click “Find coordinates on 

GoogleMaps”  
• Here you can look at a map or 

satellite images. Double click on any 
area to zoom in. Single click and 
hold to drag the map around. 

• Click “Transfer” and “Perform 
Conversion.” You now have the 
UTM coordinates (and square #) 
displayed. 

 
 
 
 

Atlassing at the edge of a square 
  
Atlassing very close to the boundary of 
a square may be challenging. You may 
find it difficult to know exactly in which 
square you are at all times.  
 
Tip: if you have a GPS unit, set it to 
display coordinates in UTM format 
(NAD83). If you already know in which 
100km block you are (e.g. 08PJ), you 
can quickly determine the last 2 digits of 
the square number by reading the 5th 
number from the right of the easting 
and northing.   
Example: you are in block 08PJ, and 
your GPS reads Easting=681345, 
Northing=6324561, you can immediately 
determine that you are in square 
08PJ82  

Continue next page 

Figure 5. Part of a 10 x 10-km Atlas square map. The black spot is at Easting 
292500 and Northing 5521000.  The station “1” is approximately at Easting 294800 
and Northing 5523100.  
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Make sure you read the Easting before 
the Northing, which you can remember 
with the rule that an Easting is always 
smaller than a Northing. 
 
Although this will not work on every 
GPS model, the location may be 
conveniently displayed like this, so you 
can know at a glance that you are in 
square 82. You should be able to find a 
similar shortcut for your own model: 
 
LOCATION 
08 T 0681345 mE 
UTM  6324561 mN 
 
 
ATLASSING IN REMOTE 
AREAS 
 
In remote and inaccessible areas within 
each region, data should be recorded on 
a 10 x 10-km square basis whenever 
possible. In the unlikely event you 
cannot pinpoint some of your sightings 
to a 10 x 10-km square, a data form for 
the 100 x 100-km block can be 
completed. To do this, enter only the 
zone and block codes in the Breeding 
Evidence Form, e.g., 09UD 
 
The 100 x 100-km blocks provide a vast 
area to cover, necessitating detailed 
planning prior to a visit. Habitats of 
interest may be much farther apart, bird 
life more thinly distributed, and travel 
conditions more primitive, all 
necessitating a far longer period of 
atlassing in order to obtain adequate 
coverage. 
 
Prescribed targets for adequate 
coverage are set for each region.  They 
vary from 2% of squares per region (2 
squares per 100 squares) in remote 
areas to 100% coverage in heavily 
populated areas. Your RC will be able to 
provide you with information on the 
target level of coverage in your region. 

These are the minimal criteria for 
adequate coverage. However, we hope 
to collect considerably more data in 
most blocks – particularly those with 
road access. The more data, the better 
because so little is known of bird 
distribution and abundance in remote 
areas.  
 
To best represent the birds in a block, 
survey locations must be carefully 
selected to include the greatest variety 
of habitats present. This increases the 
likelihood of finding those species with 
specific habitat requirements.   
 
 
BREEDING EVIDENCE 
COVERAGE PRIORITY: IN 
WHAT ORDER SHOULD I DO 
THINGS? 
 
Since we are asking Atlassers to carry 
out several tasks, we provide the 
following guidance on the priority to be 
placed on each activity: 
1. Find breeding evidence for as many 

species as possible in your 
square(s), covering all major habitat 
types. 

2. Upgrade breeding evidence for as 
many species as possible from 
Possible to Probable to Confirmed 
Breeding.  

3. Once you have confirmed breeding 
for almost all the species expected 
for your square, please consider 
starting a new square. 

4. Complete point counts (optional) 
 
 
SURVEYING ON PUBLIC AND 
PRIVATE PROPERTY 
 
Most landowners will be interested in 
the Atlas and will be cooperative. You 
should always ask permission from the 
landowner to enter private property. In 
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most cases, permission to enter onto 
the property will be granted. When 
possible, provide landowners with the 
Private Property Pamphlet (available 
from the atlas office or online) and 
encourage landowners to call the Atlas 
office or visit the website if they would 
like further information. Remember that 
access during the early morning should 
be arranged ahead of time. 

Please follow all relevant regulations on 
public land. Keep your vehicle on 
established roads, and camp only as 
permitted. Not all areas are open to the 
general public, and special 
arrangements may be needed to get 
you through locked gates.  

Your Atlasser Kit also contains a sign to 
put on the dash of your car. It states that 
you are collecting data for the Atlas and 
gives contact information for the Atlas 
office, in case people have further 
questions. 
 
SAFETY 
 
It is important that atlassing be fun, but 
safety comes first.  Every participant is 
responsible for his/her own safety.  For 
example, be sure to inform people of 
where you will be atlassing each day 
especially if you work alone, or off-road.  
Tell someone of the area you plan to 
work in, the time you expect to return, 
and how to contact you (a cell phone is 
useful where you can get service). Extra 
care is needed when working alone in 
remote areas, surveying off-road and on 
active logging roads.  If working on 
active logging road, drive cautiously, 
with your lights on and yield to logging 
trucks.  Be aware of hazards on 
deactivated logging roads such as 
cross-ditches.  Taking along a less 
experienced birder can be a valuable 
learning experience for them and a 
safety precaution for you.  Always carry 
a safety kit in your back-pack, with items 
such as: 

• compass and topographical map of 
your square 

• first aid kit 
• bear spray 
• waterproof lighter or waterproof 

matches 
• pocket knife 
• small flashlight with batteries 
• pencil and paper 
• signalling device (whistle or mirror) 
• extra high energy snacks (e.g. 

granola bars, dried fruit or chocolate) 
• extra fresh water 
• emergency “space blanket” 
• mosquito repellent or head net 
• sun protection (sunscreen, 

sunglasses, hat) 
• GPS unit and cell phone (emergency 

#), if you have them. 
 

It is important to know how to navigate 
with your map and compass (and GPS if 
you have one) prior to going off-road.  
Marking the car as a waypoint in your 
GPS is always a good idea prior to 
entering the woods. Courses are 
available on orienteering and wilderness 
safety - check your local community 
college or outdoor clubs. 
 
Bears and cougars occur throughout 
much of BC.  You may wish to contact 
the local Ministry of Environment office 
for advice, or visit British Columbia 
Conservation Foundation’s BearAware 
Program website available at: 
http://www.bearaware.bc.ca/bears/ 
Information on cougars can be found at: 
http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/document
s/cougsf.htm  
 
Also be aware of other wildlife, including 
wolves and large ungulates (e.g., moose 
and elk).  It is best to provide all wild 
animals with ample space, and be 
especially careful around any animals 
with young. 
Remember that atlassing season is also 
bug season, so always go prepared.  
When travelling in dry grasslands, be 
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aware of ticks which can carry Lyme 
disease.  Always check your body and 
head for ticks and have someone 
remove them quickly if any are found.  
For information on Lyme disease see: 
http://www.bchealthguide.org/healthfiles/
hfile01.stm 
 
West Nile Virus hasn’t occurred in BC 
yet and is a low threat.  Applying a 
mosquito repellent to areas of exposed 
skin is an excellent way to prevent 
mosquito bites.  Caution should still be 
taken before handling sick or dead 
birds.  For more on West Nile Virus, 
see: 
http://www.bchealthguide.org/healthfiles/
hfile88.stm  
 
 
 
NEST RECORDS 
 

Information about the nests of birds is 
useful for studies of breeding success, 
nesting biology and breeding 
distribution. Such studies are 
complementary to the objectives of the 
Atlas, but are beyond our scope. If you 
find a nest, we encourage you submit 
your data. Contact the Atlas office for 
more information.   

For convenience, we provide a data 
entry form within the online data entry 
section of the Breeding Bird Atlas web 
site.  

 
If you use care and judgement a brief 
nest examination is not likely to cause 
any harm or lead to nest desertion.  The 
value of any nest record is greatly 
enhanced by the knowledge of nest 
contents and by repeat visits, if possible. 
 
Multiple-visit information for all species 
is extremely valuable as it allows 
researchers to track breeding success.  
Information on poorly known or rare 
species is also requested.  Observations 

of confirmed breeding evidence after the 
nest period (e.g. a brood of ducklings 
with a female) may also be recorded.  
 
Avoid disturbing birds! 
 

Most birds are protected by federal and 
provincial statutes. Treat the birds and 
their habitat with respect and caution. 
Excessive disturbance may cause the 
adults to abandon the nest, especially 
early in incubation. Lingering around a 
nest too long or disturbing the area 
around it may betray it to predators. 
Playing taped recordings of certain 
species can elicit responses and 
generate critical information quickly, but 
use the tape judiciously, switching it off 
as soon as a response gives you the 
data you need. Under no circumstances 
harass any species. Stay alert to avoid 
trampling nests and be very careful in 
delicate habitats. Remember that this 
project is about gathering data to help 
bird conservation and we should all act 
accordingly when surveying for birds. 

See Appendix G on the Ethics of 
Birding. 

 
 
 
 
 
POINT COUNTS 
 
What is a point count? 
 
Regular atlassing gives the distribution 
of British Columbian breeding birds (i.e., 
where they are breeding). Our 
abundance estimates (page 11) give a 
rough measure of how many birds are in 
each place. Another, more precise way 
of estimating abundance involves using 
your ears and eyes in a point count 
survey.   
 
Doing a point count survey is as simple 
as standing in one pre-determined place 
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(usually on a roadside) for five minutes 
and recording all the birds that you hear 
or see. The more difficult part is learning 
the songs and calls of birds to be 
capable of doing a point count. The 
majority of birds are usually heard rather 
than seen during the breeding season, 
especially in forested sites, so people 
who do point counts need to know the 
songs of most landbird species in their 
square.  
 
Since many people are not experienced 
in identification by songs, doing point 
counts is completely optional for 
Atlassers . However, we encourage all 
Atlassers who know most British 
Columbian birds by song and call to try 
doing at least a few. Even if you couldn’t 
do them in the first year of the Atlas, you 
may find that with study of bird songs 
and more time in the field, you will be 
able to do point counts before the end of 
the Atlas period of five years. If you 
cannot identify a bird during the point 
count, please spend a moment to 
identify after the count period is over. If 
you still find that you don't know more 
than two birds per point count, we ask 
that you not submit your data and 
continue learning. Appendix F lists some 
training materials that may help you on 
your way to becoming a top-notch point 
counter! The best way to learn is to go 
out in the field with somebody who 
knows their songs and calls and to learn 
from them.   
 
How many point counts should I do, 
and where should I do them? 
 
We are aiming to do at least 15 point 
counts per square over the five-year 
period. Inform your RC if you want to 
undertake point counts. If you try point 
counts and later find that you are not 
able for whatever reason, be sure to let 
your RC know right away so the point 
counts in the square can be reassigned. 
 

Once 15 point counts have been 
completed in your square and your 
square is adequately covered with 
regular atlassing (i.e., after 20 hrs), 
please consider helping out elsewhere 
in your region or in other regions with 
fewer Atlassers. Some RCs may be 
forming special teams of people to 
ensure that sufficient point counts are 
done in their region. If you’re interested 
in joining a team, let your RC know. 
 
Your square map shows up to 40 
randomly located points on roads  in 
your square, from which you choose the 
first 15 suitable points. However, in 
some cases, stations may be in other 
locations unsuited to point counts (e.g., 
busy or old road, noisy creek). You 
should eliminate these from 
consideration and add locations with 
higher numbers to make up your total.  
For example, if your initial set of points 
is 1-15, but stations 5 and 13 are 
unsuitable, add numbers 16 and 17 to 
make up your total to 15. Remember 
that some locations which are 
unsuitable for much of the day may be 
fine in the early morning, especially on 
weekends, before traffic noise builds.  
 
Although there are up to 40 point count 
locations marked on your map, it is 
important to follow the procedure given 
here to ensure that count stations are 
randomly distributed, and not biased 
towards especially productive habitats 
or a particular portion of the square.  
The extra stations on the maps are 
provided to ensure there are enough to 
replace unsuitable stations, and 
because some Atlassers may wish to do 
more than the minimum number.  If you 
decide to do extra stations, use the 
same procedure as above to choose 
them (e.g. if you decide to do 20 instead 
of 15, select stations 1-20 first and then 
replace as needed). 
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Once you have selected your stations, 
you can cover them in any sequence 
that seems efficient.   
 
It is not necessary to do all the point 
counts at once or in the same year. In 
fact, we would prefer to have them 
spread out between May 28 and July 
10 to record as many species as 
possible, as different species are 
detectable at different times.  
 
The ability to detect certain species can 
differ from person to person. Invite other 
point-counters to do point counts in your 
square and do counts in neighbouring 
squares, or in squares that need more 
attention. Contact your RC or consult 
the website to find out which squares 
need help.   
 
Off-road point counts: squares with 
road access 
 
To find the minimum number of off-road 
counts needed in your square, see the 
Square Summary Sheets online. Many 
off-road counts are to be done in forest 
interior habitat (i.e., at least 100m from 
the edge of the woodland.) In a few 
squares with large amounts of other 
habitat (e.g., alpine, or grassland), you 
may do some off-road point counts in 
those other habitats. 
Within each specified habitat, you 
choose the location of the off-road point 
counts. Please select these locations 
ahead of time so you are not tempted to 
put in a station simply because there is 
an interesting bird in a particular spot. 
You could preselect the approximate 
location for your point count on your 
map, or could decide to walk a 
preselected distance from a landmark 
that you can easily recognize (e.g., 
150m down the path from the edge of 
the forest). 

Try to spread off-road stations around 
the square. There can be more than one 
station in a single forested area, but 
make sure all points are at least 300 m 
apart. If you can’t access interior forest 
in the square, pick the largest woodland 
available and put the station(s) as far 
from the forest edge as possible. 
 
Off-road point counts: squares with 
little or no road access 
 
In squares with little or no road access, 
you will be provided with information on 
the proportion of the square made up by 
each major habitat (e.g., 75% wet 
lowland forest, 25% boreal/subalpine 
forest). You should attempt to spread 
point counts throughout the square as 
access allows, and should try to sample 
the habitats proportionately to their 
availability (e.g. 75% of point counts in 
forest if 75% of the square is forested). 
You can ignore habitats making up less 
than 10% of the square. We recognize, 
of course, that limitations of access may 
make it impossible to follow these 
guidelines. It is more important to 
complete the target number of point 
counts than it is to sample all habitats 
and portions of the square, but do try to 
meet the sampling goals to the extent 
feasible. 
 
How to do a point count 

Before heading into the field, be sure 
you have point count forms (Figure 6. 
The point count forms will be read by 
computer, so they have to be filled in 
neatly. It is best to transcribe data from 
your field form to a clean form that will 
be submitted for scanning. You can also 
enter the data directly from the field form 
via the website. Initially these forms may 
seem awkward to use in the field, but 
they help remind you of the data that 
must be recorded, and will save a lot of 
time in not having to write species 
names into a field notebook. If you use a 
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notebook, be certain to record date, 
time, point location, and habitat  (for 
off-road points) as we cannot process 
your data without them.  
 
Once you arrive at your point count 
station, make sure the weather is 
suitable (see When to do point counts). 
For designated roadside point counts, 
record the point-count number from your 
square map. Double check that you are 
as close as possible to the location 
marked on the map. For off-road point 
counts, record the UTM coordinates and 
habitat type or mark the location on your 
map as closely as possible for later 
look-up of the UTM coordinates. 
 
The point count consists of standing 
quietly at a specific point and counting 
all birds seen and heard during a 5-
minute period. Wait about a minute after 
arrival at the location for the birds to 
settle down to your presence. During the 
point count you should turn occasionally 
to look in all directions, but should stand 
at the same spot throughout the count. 
The 5-minute period should be adhered 
to exactly (to the second). We 
recommend using a digital watch or a 
timer that can be set to beep after 5 
minutes. A watch with a second hand is 
less satisfactory because it requires 
frequent checking, which distracts from 
your birding, and you are more likely to 
exceed 5 minutes by mistake. Do not 
add ANY species discovered after 5 
minutes . Point counts are certain to 
miss a lot of species, and their absence 
is an indicator that those species may 
be relatively uncommon in your area. 
You may record other species after 5 
minutes on the casual observation or 
breeding evidence form. 
 
Near the top of the point count card, fill 
in “on road” circle and “designated 
number” for each point count along 

the predetermined road stops (i.e., 
numbers on the map).  
 
For “off-road” counts (e.g. in the 
forest or in the alpine), fill in the “off-
road” circle, and the complete UTM 
Easting and Northing coordinates .  
Fill in the appropriate circle beside “on-
road / off-road” to indicate how you 
determined UTMs (i.e., choose one; 
GPS, Map, or Web.) 
 
It is very important that you only 
enter a “designated number” on the 
point-count form if you completed 
your count at the designated location 
on your map. You are permitted to 
complete point counts in undesignated 
locations. Do not fill in the designated 
number if you did a point-count at 
station not assigned on your map . 
For any point count station that was not 
marked with a number on your map 
(including all off-road stations), you will 
have to provide UTM Eastings and 
Northings, precise to at least 100 m.  
Remember to complete the habitat 
section for off-road stations according to 
the appropriate codes. If you have 
access to a GPS unit, please enter the 
elevation of all point count stations. This 
is optional and will provide Regional 
Coordinators more information to better 
understand the locations of regional 
records. 
 
Under the ‘number’ column, record the 
numbers of every bird  you see or hear, 
even if it is very far away. However, if 
you suspect the same individual bird 
was seen or heard at more than one 
point-count station, do not record it at 
both. Record it only for the station at 
which it was first observed. Include 
fledged young and birds flying over the 
point count station, regardless of 
distance. This includes birds that you 
don’t think are breeding in the square.  
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Figure 6: An example of a completed point count dat a form 
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If you encounter a flock too large for 
counting all individuals, simply estimate 
the number in groups of 5, 10, or 25, 
depending on the size of the flock. 
 
Next to the ‘number’ column on the point 
count form you will see Br. Evid . Here 
you may record the highest level of 
breeding evidence you observed for that 
species during the point count. Usually 
this will just be “S” (singing male), but 
sometimes you will see other breeding 
evidence during a point count.   
 
Please enter only one digit in each 
space. You may record a maximum of 
99 birds per species at each point. If you 
saw 100 or more (e.g., a large flock flew 
by, or you were near a colony), or if you 
record any species that are not on the 
form, record these in the Additional 
Species section. Here you can write the 
number recorded under the ‘number’ 
column. Fill in the 4-letter code for these 
additional species. Otherwise, write in 
the full name, and fill in the code later. If 
you require space to add more species, 
please provide the details on a separate 
piece of paper to be sent in with the 
form.  
Before you leave the point-count 
station, be sure you have recorded all 
of the relevant information (location, 
date, start time, highest level of 
breeding evidence for each species)  
and, if you are doing an off-road station, 
record the habitat information (see 
Table 2 and 3). 
 
How to record habitat for off-road 
point counts 
 
Recording habitat descriptions for all off-
road point counts helps verify existing 
satellite data and highlights important 
bird features often undetected by 
satellite imagery. We use these habitat 
data to help explain bird patterns 
detected by atlassers. 
 

Please record dominant habitat classes 
(max 2 classes) with important bird 
features (Tables 2 and 3) on the point 
count form for all  off-road point counts. 
We strongly encourage recording 
habitat data for on-road point counts, 
but it is not mandatory. 
The habitat survey area includes a 
100m radius from where you are 
standing 
 
Dominant habitat classes should cover 
at least 25% of the surrounding area 
(excluding the road). The first character 
is a capital letter (Table 2), denoting the 
dominant habitat class (e.g., F for 
forest). The second character (number) 
provides further structural or species 
detail (e.g., 2 for coniferous). The 
subsequent small letters represent 
important bird features (e.g., s for snags 
or u for understory shrubs). The 
presents of up to 9 of these features can 
be recorded using the letter codes. 
 
When to do point counts 
 
Season:  Point counts should be done 
between June May 28th and July 10 th 
during the peak of the breeding season. 
Because different species breed on 
different schedules, you are encouraged 
to spread out point counts in each 
square. However, if you don’t have the 
luxury of doing so, it is acceptable to do 
all of them at once.  
 
Time of Day:  Point counts can be done 
anytime between a half hour before 
sunrise and 5 hours after sunrise. 
Sunrise is at about 4:30-5:00 am for 
most of BC in June (check your local 
newspaper or www.weatheroffice.gc.ca 
for exact times), or you can enter any 
square number on the “Data Conversion 
Tools” page of the Atlas web site (under 
the Data and Maps menu item). While it 
is best to do point counts at sunrise, it is 
not necessary that counts be done only 
in the very early morning. 
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Table 2: Habitat Codes used with Point Count Forms (Habitat within 100m radius): 
Class  is shown by letters, and subclass  is shown by numbers. 
A. Alpine 

1 Herb / Grass Meadow 

2 Shrub Meadow (not dominated by trees or herbs 
or rock, but substantial cover of low shrubs) 

3 Rock / Snow / Ice 

4 Subalpine (scattered trees or large shrubs) 

C.  Saltwater coastal sites 

1 Marine shore (salt water influence) 

2 Estuarine shore (fresh and salt water mix; e.g., at 
a river delta) 

D. Developed – Buildings, roads, etc .  

1 Sparse (< 50% of plot) ex.: suburban/ rural areas, 
city parks, gardens, backyards 
2 Dense (> 50% of plot) ex.: urban, paved, 
industrial, dense housing 
F. Forest 

1 Deciduous 

2 Coniferous 

3 Mixed (>20% of each)  

4 Recent clearcut (shrubs/trees < 3 m) 

 

5 Dead (>50%) 
G. Grassland, Agriculture and Shrubland 

1 Grassland / Old Field  

2 Shrubland 

3 Crop / Hayfield 

4 Orchard / Vineyard 

O. Open Water 

1 Pond/Small lake (<5 ha) 

2 Large Lake (>5 ha - >250m across if round) 

3 River (> 10m wide) 

4 Stream (< 10m wide) 

R.  Rock 

1 Cliff / Rock outcrop 

2 Scree / Boulder Slope 

3 Mine Spoil / Slag Heap / Quarry 
W.  Wetlands 

1 Sedge / Grass 

2 Reeds / Cattail 

3 Shrubs / Bog / Fen 

Table 3: Important Bird Features (See the website for photograph examples of IBFs) 

a  Aspen 
Copse 

Small cluster of aspen trees, often separated from other forest cover. Not extensive 
aspen forest 

b  Old burn Obviously burned forest with well-established tree regeneration (>3m tall) 

c  Cottonwood Large diameter (>80 cm diameter) Black Cottonwood trees present 

f  Old Forest Forest is old (relative to local average). Characterised by large trees, mix of species, 
canopy gaps 

g  Obviously 
Grazed 

Evidence suggests presence of grazing animals. Includes cropped grasses and shrubs, 
trails, dung, presence of livestock. Animals have had obvious affect on understory or 
grasslands 

i  Insect / 
Disease 

Numerous trees in obvious poor health due to defoliating insects or disease 
(leaves/needles sparse, thinning or discoloured; malformed trunks/branches). 

m  Mudflats Areas of exposed mud in aquatic habitat 

n  Nest Boxes / 
Platforms 

Nest boxes or nesting platforms for birds are present 

o  Garry Oak Garry Oak trees or Garry oak woodland present 

p Pine Beetle 
Infestation 

Extensive areas of conifers either dead (needles red/ gone) or dying (obvious pitch on 
trunk, bark scaled off) where other tree species are unaffected. 

r  Recent 
Burned 

Obviously recently burned forest with little or no tree regeneration (trees <3m tall) 

s  Snags Dead standing trees are present 

u  Understory 
Shrubs 

Forest has obvious shrub layer (1-4m tall) under the forest canopy 

v  Veteran 
Trees 

Presence of trees much older (and/or larger) than surrounding forest; a few trees much 
taller or much larger in diameter than the rest of the forest stand 

w Water Small area of water within another habitat class and less that 25% of area  

y  Young 
Forest 

Forest taller than 3m, including dense forests with complete canopy closure, but not yet 
'mature'. Varies by ecosystem, but stands typically have 'simple' structure and are 
between 15 and 40 years old 
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Examples:   
1.  Mixed, old forest, with thick shrub layer, veteran trees, cottonwood = F3cfuv 
 
2.  Grassland, with aspen copse and snags, grazed, very small pond= G1agsw 
 
3. Coastal estuary with mud flats and nest boxes/platforms = C2mn 
 

In the peak season of June and early July, 
most species are quite active until about 5 
hours after sunrise. Therefore, try to vary 
your start times. 
 
Weather:   Counts should not  be done if it 
is raining or misty, if there is thick fog, if it 
is unusually cold, or if winds are greater 
than 19 km/hr (i.e., greater than 3 on the 

Beaufort scale, which is enough to make 
small trees sway - see Appendix D for the 
Beaufort scale. Use your judgment. If you 
think your hearing is impeded by the wind 
or that bird activity is significantly reduced 
by weather, then try to return on a day with 
better weather. 
 

 
 
 
 
If you have any questions or need materials such as  forms, maps, or square summary 
sheets,  contact your Regional Coordinator or contact the A tlas office: 
 

1-877-592-8527 
bcbirdatlas@bsc-eoc.org 
 
 



 

    

28 

APPENDIX A: ATLAS REGIONS  
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APPENDIX B: ATLAS REGIONAL COORDINATORS  
This list will change over time. Check the Atlas website 
(www.birdatlas.bc.ca ) or contact the Atlas office for updates. 
 
1. Southern Trench   
Greg Ross 
birdatlasbc1@gmail.com  
250-489-2566  
 
2. Radium-Invermere  
Larry Halverson 
birdatlasbc2@gmail.com  
250-342-3305  
and Cam Gillies 
 
3. Creston   
Patricia Huet 
birdatlasbc3@gmail.com  
250-428-0644  
 
4. West Kootenay   
Gary Davidson 
birdatlasbc4@gmail.com  
250-265-4456  
 
5. South Okanagan-
Boundary 
Dick Cannings 
birdatlasbc5@gmail.com  
250-496-4049  
 
6. Central Okanagan  
Chris Charlesworth 
birdatlasbc6@gmail.com  
250-718-0335  
 
7. North Okanagan   
Candis Eikerman 
birdatlasbc7@gmail.com  
250-545-8996 
 
8. Princeton-Nicola   
Alan Burger 
birdatlasbc8@gmail.com  
250-378-2468  
 
9. Thompson   
Rick Howie 
birdatlasbc9@gmail.com  
250-578-7542  
 
10. Shuswap   
Ted Hillary 
birdatlasbc10@gmail.com 
250-832-4755  
 
11. Chilliwack-Hope   
Bob Thomas 
birdatlasbc11@gmail.com 
604-824-0203  

12. Lillooet-Lytton   
Ian Routley 
birdatlasbc12@gmail.com 
250-256-4062  
 
13. Central Fraser Valley 
John Vooys 
birdatlasbc13@gmail.com 
604-850-3757  
 
14. Pemberton   
Heather Baines 
birdatlasbc14@gmail.com 
604-938-1739  
 
15. Greater Vancouver  
George Clulow 
birdatlasbc15@gmail.com 
604-438-7639  
 
16. Squamish-Whistler  
Marcie Danielson 
birdatlasbc16@gmail.com 
604-898-9420  
 
17. Sunshine Coast   
Tony Greenfield 
birdatlasbc17@gmail.com 
604-885-5539  
 
18. Victoria-Southern 
Gulf Islands   
Ann Nightingale 
birdatlasbc18@gmail.com 
250-652-6450  
 
19. Nanaimo-Qualicum  
Steve Baillie 
birdatlasbc19@gmail.com 
250-754-5297  
 
20. Bamfield-Port Alberni   
Sandy McRuer 
birdatlasbc20@gmail.com 
250-723-7102  
 
21. Comox Valley-
Campbell River   
Art Martell 
birdatlasbc21@gmail.com 
250-334-2979  
 
22. Pacific Rim   
Rob Butler 
birdatlasbc22@gmail.com 
604-940-4672  

23. North Island  
Annemarie Koch 
birdatlasbc23@gmail.com 
250-973-6465  
 
24. Central Coast   
Rob Butler 
birdatlasbc24@gmail.com 
604-940-4672  
 
25. Chilcotin   
John Woods 
birdatlasbc25@gmail.com 
250-837-1847  
 
26. Cariboo   
Phil Ranson 
birdatlasbc26@gmail.com 
250-989-2622  
 
27. Revelstoke   
John Woods 
birdatlasbc27@gmail.com 
250-837-1847  
 
28. Golden   
Ellen Zimmerman 
birdatlasbc28@gmail.com 
250-348- 2225  
 
29. Robson Valley   
Elsie Stanley 
birdatlasbc29@gmail.com 
250-569-2596  
 
30. Prince George   
Sandra Kinsey 
birdatlasbc30@gmail.com 
250-963-8381  
 
31. Fraser Plateau   
Joanne Vinnedge 
birdatlasbc31@gmail.com 
250-996-7401  
 
32. Burns Lake   
Judy Kleger 
birdatlasbc32@gmail.com 
250-695-6585  
 
33. Bulkley Valley  
Rosamund Pojar 
birdatlasbc33@gmail.com 
250-847-9429  

34. Terrace   
Dianne Weismiller 
birdatlasbc34@gmail.com 
250-635-6984  
 
35. Prince Rupert   
Robin Weber 
birdatlasbc35@gmail.com 
250-627-1129  
 
36. Haida Gwaii   
Peter Hamel/ Margo 
Hearne 
birdatlasbc36@gmail.com 
250-626-3585 
 
37. Atlin   
Pam Sinclair 
birdatlasbc37@gmail.com 
867-667-4630  
 
38. Dease Lake   
Ted Murphy-Kelly 
birdatlasbc38@gmail.com 
867-456-7431  
 
39. Mackenzie   
Fraser Corbould 
birdatlasbc39@gmail.com 
250-964-9117  
 
40. Fort Nelson   
Jack Bowling 
birdatlasbc40@gmail.com 
250-963-7837  
 
41. Peace  
Mark Phinney 
birdatlasbc41@gmail.com 
250-782-3302

 
 



 

    

30 

APPENDIX C: SPECIES 4-LETTER CODES (†, ¤ = Prov. rare / § = Colonial) 
 

CAGO Canada Goose 

MUSW Mute Swan 

TRUS Trumpeter Swan 

WODU Wood Duck 

GADW Gadwall 

AMWI American Wigeon 

ABDU American Black Duck † 

MALL Mallard 

BWTE Blue-winged Teal 

CITE Cinnamon Teal 

NOSL Northern Shoveler 

NOPI Northern Pintail 

GWTE Green-winged Teal 

CANV Canvasback 

REDH Redhead 

RNDU Ring-necked Duck 

GRSC Greater Scaup † 

LESC Lesser Scaup 

HADU Harlequin Duck 

SUSC Surf Scoter 

WWSC White-winged Scoter 

LTDU Long-tailed Duck ¤ 

BUFF Bufflehead 

COGO Common Goldeneye 

BAGO Barrow's Goldeneye 

HOME Hooded Merganser 

COME Common Merganser 

RBME Red-breasted Merganser 

RUDU Ruddy Duck 

CHUK Chukar 

GRPA Gray Partridge 

RNPH Ring-necked Pheasant 

RUGR Ruffed Grouse 

SPGR Spruce Grouse 

WIPT Willow Ptarmigan 

ROPT Rock Ptarmigan 

WTPT White-tailed Ptarmigan 

DUGR Dusky Grouse 

SOGR Sooty Grouse 

STGR Sharp-tailed Grouse 

WITU Wild Turkey 

MOQU Mountain Quail 

CAQU California Quail 

NOBO Northern Bobwhite 

RTLO Red-throated Loon 

PALO Pacific Loon 

COLO Common Loon 

PBGR Pied-billed Grebe 

HOGR Horned Grebe 

RNGR Red-necked Grebe 

EAGR Eared Grebe § 

WEGR Western Grebe † § 

CLGR Clark's Grebe † § 

NOFU Northern Fulmar † § 

FTSP Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel § 

LSPE Leach's Storm-Petrel § 

AWPE American White Pelican † § 

BRCO Brandt's Cormorant † § 

DCCO Double-crested Cormorant § 

PECO Pelagic Cormorant § 

AMBI American Bittern ¤ 

GBHE Great Blue Heron § 

GRHE Green Heron ¤ 

BCNH Black-crowned Night-Heron † § 

TUVU Turkey Vulture 

OSPR Osprey 

BAEA Bald Eagle 

NOHA Northern Harrier 

SSHA Sharp-shinned Hawk 

COHA Cooper's Hawk 

NOGO Northern Goshawk 

BWHA Broad-winged Hawk 

SWHA Swainson's Hawk ¤ 

RTHA Red-tailed Hawk 

FEHA Ferruginous Hawk † 

GOEA Golden Eagle 

AMKE American Kestrel 

MERL Merlin 

GYRF Gyrfalcon ¤ 

PEFA Peregrine Falcon ¤ 

PRFA Prairie Falcon † 

YERA Yellow Rail † 

VIRA Virginia Rail 

SORA Sora 

AMCO American Coot 

SACR Sandhill Crane 

AGPL American Golden-Plover ¤ 

SEPL Semipalmated Plover 

KILL Killdeer 

BLOY Black Oystercatcher 

BNST Black-necked Stilt † 

AMAV American Avocet ¤ 

GRYE Greater Yellowlegs 

LEYE Lesser Yellowlegs 

SOSA Solitary Sandpiper 

WATA Wandering Tattler ¤ 

SPSA Spotted Sandpiper 

UPSA Upland Sandpiper † 

LBCU Long-billed Curlew 

HUGO Hudsonian Godwit † 

LESA Least Sandpiper 

BASA Baird's Sandpiper † 

SBDO Short-billed Dowitcher ¤ 

WISN Wilson's Snipe 

WIPH Wilson's Phalarope 

RNPL Red-necked Phalarope ¤ 

FRGU Franklin's Gull § 

BOGU Bonaparte's Gull § 

MEGU Mew Gull § 

RBGU Ring-billed Gull § 

CAGU California Gull † § 

HEGU Herring Gull § 

WEGU Western Gull † § 

GWGU Glaucous-winged Gull § 

BLKI Black-legged Kittiwake † § 

CATE Caspian Tern † § 

COTE Common Tern † § 

ARTE Arctic Tern § 

FOTE Forster's Tern † § 

BLTE Black Tern § 

COMU Common Murre † § 

TBMU Thick-billed Murre † § 

PIGU Pigeon Guillemot § 

MAMU Marbled Murrelet † 

ANMU Ancient Murrelet † § 

CAAU Cassin's Auklet † § 

RHAU Rhinoceros Auklet § 

HOPU Horned Puffin † § 

TUPU Tufted Puffin † § 

ROPI Rock Pigeon 

BTPI Band-tailed Pigeon 

ECDO Eurasian Collared-Dove ¤ 

MODO Mourning Dove 

YBCU Yellow-billed Cuckoo † 

BNOW Barn Owl 

FLOW Flammulated Owl ¤ 

WSOW Western Screech-Owl 

GHOW Great Horned Owl 

NHOW Northern Hawk Owl 

NPOW Northern Pygmy-Owl 

BUOW Burrowing Owl † § 

SPOW Spotted Owl † 

BDOW Barred Owl 

GGOW Great Gray Owl 
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LEOW Long-eared Owl 

SEOW Short-eared Owl 

BOOW Boreal Owl 

NSWO Northern Saw-whet Owl 

CONI Common Nighthawk 

COPO Common Poorwill 

BLSW Black Swift 

VASW Vaux's Swift 

WTSW White-throated Swift § 

RTHU Ruby-throated Hummingbird † 

BCHU Black-chinned Hummingbird 

ANHU Anna's Hummingbird 

CAHU Calliope Hummingbird 

RUHU Rufous Hummingbird 

BEKI Belted Kingfisher 

LEWO Lewis's Woodpecker ¤ 

WISA Williamson's Sapsucker ¤ 

YBSA Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 

RNSA Red-naped Sapsucker 

RBSA Red-breasted Sapsucker 

SAPS Unknown Sapsucker 

SAHY Sapsucker hybrid 

DOWO Downy Woodpecker 

HAWO Hairy Woodpecker 

WHWO White-headed Woodpecker † 

ATTW American Three-toed 
Woodpecker 

BBWO Black-backed Woodpecker 

NOFL Northern Flicker 

PIWO Pileated Woodpecker 

OSFL Olive-sided Flycatcher 

WWPE Western Wood-Pewee 

YBFL Yellow-bellied Flycatcher 

ALFL Alder Flycatcher 

WIFL Willow Flycatcher 

LEFL Least Flycatcher 

HAFL Hammond's Flycatcher 

GRFL Gray Flycatcher ¤ 

DUFL Dusky Flycatcher 

PSFL Pacific-slope Flycatcher 

COFL Cordilleran Flycatcher 

WEFL Cordilleran or Pacific-slope 
Flycatcher 

EAPH Eastern Phoebe 

SAPH Say's Phoebe 

WEKI Western Kingbird 

EAKI Eastern Kingbird 

NOSH Northern Shrike 

CAVI Cassin's Vireo 

BHVI Blue-headed Vireo 

HUVI Hutton's Vireo 

WAVI Warbling Vireo 

PHVI Philadelphia Vireo 

REVI Red-eyed Vireo 

GRJA Gray Jay 

STJA Steller's Jay 

BLJA Blue Jay 

CLNU Clark's Nutcracker 

BBMA Black-billed Magpie 

AMCR American Crow 

NOCR Northwestern Crow 

CROW American or Northwestern Crow 

CORA Common Raven 

SKLA Sky Lark ¤ 

HOLA Horned Lark 

PUMA Purple Martin 

TRSW Tree Swallow 

VGSW Violet-green Swallow 

NRWS Northern Rough-winged Swallow 

BKSW Bank Swallow 

CLSW Cliff Swallow 

BASW Barn Swallow 

BCCH Black-capped Chickadee 

MOCH Mountain Chickadee 

CBCH Chestnut-backed Chickadee 

BOCH Boreal Chickadee 

BUSH Bushtit 

RBNU Red-breasted Nuthatch 

WBNU White-breasted Nuthatch 

PYNU Pygmy Nuthatch 

BRCR Brown Creeper 

ROWR Rock Wren 

CAWR Canyon Wren 

BEWR Bewick's Wren 

HOWR House Wren 

WIWR Winter Wren 

MAWR Marsh Wren 

AMDI American Dipper 

GCKI Golden-crowned Kinglet 

RCKI Ruby-crowned Kinglet 

WEBL Western Bluebird 

MOBL Mountain Bluebird 

TOSO Townsend's Solitaire 

VEER Veery 

GCTH Gray-cheeked Thrush 

SWTH Swainson's Thrush 

HETH Hermit Thrush 

AMRO American Robin 

VATH Varied Thrush 

GRCA Gray Catbird 

NOMO Northern Mockingbird 

SATH Sage Thrasher ¤ 

EUST European Starling 

AMPI American Pipit 

SPPI Sprague's Pipit † 

BOWA Bohemian Waxwing 

CEWA Cedar Waxwing 

TEWA Tennessee Warbler 

OCWA Orange-crowned Warbler 

NAWA Nashville Warbler 

YEWA Yellow Warbler 

CSWA Chestnut-sided Warbler † 

MGNW Magnolia Warbler 

CMWA Cape May Warbler † 

YRWA Yellow-rumped Warbler 

BTGW Black-throated Gray Warbler 

BTNW Black-throated Green Warbler 

TOWA Townsend's Warbler 

PAWA Palm Warbler 

BAYW Bay-breasted Warbler † 

BKPW Blackpoll Warbler 

BAWW Black-and-white Warbler 

AMRE American Redstart 

OVEN Ovenbird 

NOWA Northern Waterthrush 

COWA Connecticut Warbler ¤ 

MOWA Mourning Warbler 

MACW MacGillivray's Warbler 

COYE Common Yellowthroat 

WIWA Wilson's Warbler 

CAWA Canada Warbler 

YBCH Yellow-breasted Chat ¤ 

WETA Western Tanager 

SPTO Spotted Towhee 

ATSP American Tree Sparrow 

CHSP Chipping Sparrow 

CCSP Clay-coloured Sparrow 

BRSP Brewer's Sparrow ¤ 

VESP Vesper Sparrow 

LASP Lark Sparrow ¤ 

SAVS Savannah Sparrow 

GRSP Grasshopper Sparrow † 

LCSP Le Conte's Sparrow 

NSTS Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow † 

FOSP Fox Sparrow 

SOSP Song Sparrow 

LISP Lincoln's Sparrow 

SWSP Swamp Sparrow 

WTSP White-throated Sparrow 

WCSP White-crowned Sparrow 

GCSP Golden-crowned Sparrow 
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DEJU Dark-eyed Junco 

SMLO Smith's Longspur ¤ 

SNBU Snow Bunting 

RBGR Rose-breasted Grosbeak 

BHGR Black-headed Grosbeak 

LZBU Lazuli Bunting 

INBU Indigo Bunting † 

BOBO Bobolink 

RWBL Red-winged Blackbird 

WEME Western Meadowlark 

YHBL Yellow-headed Blackbird § 

RUBL Rusty Blackbird 

BRBL Brewer's Blackbird 

COGR Common Grackle 

BHCO Brown-headed Cowbird 

BUOR Bullock's Oriole 

BAOR Baltimore Oriole 

GCRF Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch 

PIGR Pine Grosbeak 

PUFI Purple Finch 

CAFI Cassin's Finch 

HOFI House Finch 

RECR Red Crossbill 

WWCR White-winged Crossbill 

CORE Common Redpoll 

PISI Pine Siskin 

AMGO American Goldfinch 

EVGR Evening Grosbeak 

HOSP House Sparrow 

 
 
 
 

APPENDIX D: THE BEAUFORT WIND SCALE 
 
Force    Characteristics  

0 Calm < 2 km/h Smoke rises vertically 

1 2 – 6 km/h Wind direction show by smoke drift 

2 
Light 

7 – 12 km/h Wind felt on face, leaves rustle 

3 13 – 19 km/h Small branches move 

4 
Moderate 

20 – 30 km/h Small trees sway (don’t point count) 

5 Strong 31 – 40 km/h Large branches move (don’t point count) 

 
 
APPENDIX E: SOME EXAMPLES OF BREEDING CODES 

Below are some examples to serve as 
guidelines for using breeding evidence 
codes.  Don’t be afraid to use a Possible 
or Probable code just because a species 
has not previously been found breeding in 
your region.   
 
1. Common Loon in basic 
(winter/subadult) plumage spending the 
whole summer on a lake: Observed - X. 
 
2. Common Loon or ducks in 
alternate (breeding/adult) plumage 
spending the whole summer on a lake or 
other waters, but no song, display or 
broods: Possible - H  
 
3. Grouse heard drumming: Possible-
S. (Probable -T if heard on more than one 
date in the same place. Probable - D only 
if actual courtship and display are seen). 

 
4. Turkey Vulture or Black Swift 
observed flying over a wooded section; no 
cliffs nearby: Observed - X. 
 
5. Three rails heard in a marsh on a 
visit in early breeding season, but not on 
subsequent visits: Possible - S.  
 
6. Eight Winter Wrens heard singing 
during one morning survey throughout 
square:  Probable – M. 
 
7. Wilson’s Snipe “winnowing” flights, 
for three weeks, but then no further signs: 
Probable - T.  (Possible -S if seen or heard 
only once; Probable - D if actual courtship 
and display to females seen). 
 
8. Gulls frequenting dumps, ploughed 
fields, drive-ins, park, lakes, etc. 
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throughout summer in unsuitable breeding 
habitat: Observed - X. 
 
9. Woodpeckers drumming: Possible 
- S if heard in breeding season; Probable -
T if heard a week or more apart in same 
place.  
 
10. House Wren seen carrying nesting 
material: Probable - N. 
 
11. White-crowned Sparrow carrying 
nesting material:  Confirmed - NB. 

 
12. Female Common Yellowthroat flies 
into the same thicket and disappears on 
several occasions: Probable – V. 
 
13. Kingfisher entering cavity or vireo 
sitting on nest 4m high in tree, nest 
contents not visible: Confirmed – AE. 
 
Some examples were adapted from the 
New York State Breeding Bird Atlas 
Handbook for Workers, February 2000 

 
APPENDIX F: LEARNING MATERIALS 
 
CDs/ Software  
 
♦ “Beginners Guide to Bird Songs of  

North America” by John Neville and 
Mel Coulson 

♦ “Songbirds of the Northwest” Nature 
Sounds of British Columbia, 
Washington and Oregon” by Peter 
Ward and Ken Hall 

♦ Birds Of North America (Current 
Edition is Version 2.5) - Thayer Birding 
Software (Multimedia) 

♦ Stokes Field Guide To Bird Songs : 
Western Region (Four Compact Discs 
and 64-Page Booklet) 

♦ Birding by Ear, Guide to Bird Song 
Identification, Peterson Field Guides 

 
WEBSITES   
 
British Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas 
www.birdatlas.bc.ca   
Maritimes Breeding Bird Atlas 
www.mba-aom.ca   
Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas 
www.birdsontario.org   
 
Maps 
http://maps.nrcan.gc.ca/index_e.php 
http://www.learn-orienteering.org/old/ 
 
UTMs  
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/bcdata/atlastool
s.jsp?lang=en 

 
GPS 
http://www.garmin.com/aboutGPS/ 
http://www.trimble.com/gps/index.htm 
 
Bird Identification 
�A great intro site   
http://www.birding.com 
 
�The Song Tune-up, courtesy of the 
Virtual Birder 
http://www.virtualbirder.com/bbestu/index.
html 
 
�The Virtual Birder’s Song Matcher 
http://www.a2z4birders.com/4/matcher/ind
ex.html 
 
�Test yourself with the Patuxent Wildlife 
Center’s bird song quiz 
http://www.mbr-
pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/trend/birdquiz.html 
 
BIRDZILLA Internet birding site  
http://www.birdzilla.com 
 
Birding Resources 
Bird Studies Canada, Bird Links to the 
World-list of software and CDs 
http://www.bsc-eoc.org/links/links.jsp 
 
Birding in British Columbia 
 
Bird Studies Canada – British Columbia 
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http://www.bsc-
eoc.org/links/links.jsp?page=l_can_bc  
 
Birds of British Columbia  
http://www.thayerbirding.com/OurBirdsSpe
cies/pacificnw.htm 
 
Bird Studies Canada 
http://www.bsc-eoc.org/ 
 
British Columbia Nocturnal Owl Survey 
http://www.bsc-
eoc.org/regional/bcowls.html  
 
Birding in British Columbia – Forum, 
Articles, Reviews 
http://www.birding.bc.ca/  
 
Birding Sites in British Columbia 
http://www.camacdonald.com/birding/cabri
tishcolumbia.htm 
 
Good birding spots in BC 
 
http://birding.about.com/od/placesbritishcol
um/Where_to_Watch_Birds_British_Colu
mbia.htm 
 
BIRDING SOCIETIES AND NATURALIST 
CLUBS 

Lower Mainland  

Alouette Field Naturalists 
Bowen Nature Club 
Burke Mountain Naturalists 
Central Valley Naturalists (Mt. Lehman) 
Chilliwack Field Naturalists Club 
Delta Naturalists' Society 
Langley Field Naturalists Society 
Pender Harbour & District Wildlife Society 
Royal City Field Naturalists  
Squamish Environmental Conservation 
Society 
Sunshine Coast Natural History Society 
Vancouver Natural History Society 
Whistler Naturalists Society 
White Rock & Surrey Naturalists Society  

 

Vancouver Island 

Arrowsmith Naturalists (Parksville)  
Comox Valley Naturalists Society  
Cowichan Valley Naturalists' Society 
(Duncan) 
Mitlenatch Field Naturalists Society  
Mount Tolmie Conservacy Association  
Nanaimo Field Naturalists  
Nanoose Naturalist  
Pender Island Field Naturalists  
Rocky Point Bird Observatory Society  
Salt Spring Island Trail and Nature Club  
Victoria Natural History Society  

Thompson - Okanagan 

Central Okanagan Naturalists Club 
(Kelowna)  
Friends of Mt. Revelstoke & Glacier Field 
Naturalists (Revelstoke) 
Kamloops Naturalist Club  
Lillooet Naturalist Society 
North Okanagan Naturalists' Club (Vernon)  
North Shuswap Naturalist Club (Celista)  
Oliver-Osoyoos Naturalists  
Shuswap Naturalists Club (Salmon Arm)  
Similkameen Naturalist Club Cawston)  
South Okanagan Naturalist Club (Penticton)  
Vermillion Forks Field Naturalists (Princeton)  

Kootenay - Rockies 

Boundary Naturalists Association  
Rocky Mountain Naturalists (Cranbook) 
West Kootenay Naturalists' Association  

Northern BC & Yukon 

Bulkley Valley Naturalists (Smithers)  
Mackenzie Nature Observatory  
Prince George Naturalists Club  
Quesnel Naturalists  
Skeena Valley Naturalists  
Timberline Trail & Nature Club (Dawson 
Creek) 
Williams Lake Field Naturalists Society 

Yukon Bird Club  
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APPENDIX G:  THE ETHICS OF BIRDING 
 
Everyone who enjoys birds and birding 
must always respect wildlife, its 
environment, and the rights of others. The 
welfare of the birds and their environment 
comes first.  The following is a list of 
general principles regarding the ethics of 
birding, not all of which are relevant to this 
Atlas project. 
 
THE AMERICAN BIRDING ASSOCIATION 
PRINCIPLES OF BIRDING ETHICS 
 
1. Promote the welfare of birds and their 
environment. 
 
1(a) Support the protection of important bird 
habitat. 
 
1(b) To avoid stressing birds or exposing 
them to danger, exercise restraint and 
caution during observation, photography, 
sound recording, or filming. 
 
Limit the use of recordings and other 
methods of attracting birds, and never use 
such methods in heavily birded areas, or for 
attracting any species that is Threatened, 
Endangered, or of Special Concern, or is 
rare in your local area; 
 
Keep well back from nests and nesting 
colonies, roosts, display areas, and 
important feeding sites. In such sensitive 
areas, if there is a need for extended 
observation, photography, filming, or 
recording, try to use a blind or hide, and take 
advantage of natural cover. 
 
Use artificial light sparingly for filming or 
photography, especially for close-ups. 
 
1(c) Before advertising the presence of a 
rare bird, evaluate the potential for 
disturbance to the bird, its surroundings, and 
other people in the area, and proceed only if 
access can be controlled, disturbance 
minimized, and permission has been 
obtained from private land-owners. The sites 
of rare nesting birds should be divulged only 
to the proper conservation authorities. 
 

1(d) Stay on roads, trails, and paths where 
they exist; otherwise keep habitat 
disturbance to a minimum. 
 
2. Respect the law, and the rights of 
others. 
 
2(a) Follow all laws, rules, and regulations 
governing use of roads and public areas, 
both at home and abroad. 
 
2(b) Practice common courtesy in contacts 
with other people. Your exemplary behaviour 
will generate goodwill with birders and non-
birders alike. 
 
3. Ensure that feeders, nest structures, 
and other artificial bird environments are 
safe. 
 
3(a) Keep dispensers, water, and food 
clean, and free of decay or disease. It is 
important to feed birds continually during 
harsh weather. 
 
3(b) Maintain and clean nest structures 
regularly. 
 
3(c) If you are attracting birds to an area, 
ensure the birds are not exposed to 
predation from cats and other domestic 
animals, or dangers posed by artificial 
hazards. 
 
4. Group birding, whether organized or 
impromptu, requires special care. 
 
Each individual in the group, in addition 
to the obligations spelled out in Items #1 
and #2, has responsibilities as a Group 
Member. 
 
4(a) Respect the interests, rights, and skills 
of fellow birders, as well as people 
participating in other legitimate outdoor 
activities. Freely share your knowledge and 
experience, except where code 1(c) applies. 
Be especially helpful to beginning birders. 
 
4(b) If you witness unethical birding 
behaviour, assess the situation, and 



 

    

36 

intervene if you think it prudent. When 
interceding, inform the person(s) of the 
inappropriate action, and attempt, within 
reason, to have it stopped. If the behaviour 
continues, document it, and notify 
appropriate individuals or organizations. 
 
Group Leader Responsibilities [amateur 
and professional trips and tours]. 
 
4(c) Be an exemplary ethical role model for 
the group. Teach through word and 
example. 
 
4(d) Keep groups to a size that limits impact 
on the environment, and does not interfere 
with others using the same area. 
 
4(e) Ensure everyone in the group knows of 
and practises this code. 
 
4(f) Learn and inform the group of any 
special circumstances applicable to the 

areas being visited (e.g. no tape recorders 
allowed). 
 
4(g) Acknowledge that professional tour 
companies bear a special responsibility to 
place the welfare of birds and the benefits of 
public knowledge ahead of the company's 
commercial interests. Ideally, leaders should 
keep track of tour sightings, document 
unusual occurrences, and submit records to 
appropriate organizations. 
PLEASE FOLLOW THIS CODE AND 
DISTRIBUTE AND TEACH IT TO OTHERS 
 
The American Birding Association's Code of 
Birding Ethics may be freely reproduced for 
distribution/dissemination. Please 
acknowledge the role of ABA in developing 
and promoting this code with a  
link to the ABA website 
http://americanbirding.org. 
 Thank you. 

APPENDIX H:  DATA AND MAP OWNERSHIP AND ACCESIBILITY, 
AND INJURY LIABILITY 

 
Accessibility and Ownership  
 
The Atlas project provides free and easily 
accessible data and displays results using 
the latest internet technology.  Data 
collected and maps published as part of 
the British Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas 
are the property of the British Columbia 
Breeding Bird Atlas (and Atlas partners) 
and may not be reproduced for publication 
without the consent of the British Columbia 
Breeding Bird Atlas. Data submitted to the 
BC Breeding Bird Atlas will be peer-
reviewed by ornithological experts. The 
British Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas 
reserves the right to include or exclude 
data submitted to the project. Maps 
provided for the purpose of collecting Atlas 
data may not be used for any other 
purposes or for gathering information on 
private lands aside from British Columbia 
Breeding Bird Atlas data. 

 
Injury Liability 
 
As a volunteer participant in British 
Columbia Breeding Bird Atlas you are fully 
responsible for your own safety, and for 
your own personal insurance in case of 
injury. You are not considered an 
employee of British Columbia Breeding 
Bird Atlas, Bird Studies Canada, the 
Canadian Wildlife Service, or any of our 
partners or sponsors. Please exercise 
great caution and care in the field when 
collecting data. We are also not 
responsible for damage incurred to 
vehicles while atlassing. 
Atlassers may be responsible for damage 
to landowners' property, so please be 
respectful and exercise caution when 
treading on private land.  Be friendly and 
polite with landowners and remember that 
their permission is voluntary and that they 
are helping us all as the Atlas team to 
achieve Atlas coverage goals.
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This Guide for Atlassers was based on the Maritimes  Breeding Bird Atlas 
Guide for Atlassers and the Ontario Breeding Bird A tlas Guide for Participants.  
Many thanks to Bird Studies Canada, the Maritimes a nd Ontario Breeding Bird 
Atlases, and to British Columbia Breeding Bird Atla s Committees for help in its 
preparation. 
 
 
 
 
SOME KEY ATLAS POINTS 
 
1. Be safe!  Don’t take chances in the field and don’t atlas alone off-road.   

2. First priority: find breeding evidence for as many species as possible in the square. 

3. Try to visit all habitats in the square. 
 
4. Record all times, dates and number of hours you survey. 
 
5. If you know most of your local birds by song, try some point counts – any number would 

be useful.  Knowing bird songs also helps in regular atlassing.  
 
6. Second priority: upgrade sightings to the highest level of breeding evidence for as many 

species as possible. 
 
7. Check to make sure your data are complete, neat, and accurate before submitting them 

to your Regional Coordinator or entering them onto the website. 
 
8. Once you have adequate coverage of a square, please attempt to cover more than one 

square within the 5-year period.  
 
9. Consider atlassing when visiting different parts of BC! 
 
 
 
Call if you need help or materials! 1-877-592-8527 or bcbirdatlas@bsc-eoc.org or talk to your RC 
 

THANK-YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THE PROJECT 
 

 


