Canada Goose
Branta canadensis

Mark Habdas

Characteristics and Range The Canada Goose is a familiar and
widespread goose with a black head and neck, white cheek
patches, light tan to cream breast, and brown back. It breeds as
isolated pairs or in localized aggregations over an extremely wide
range of habitats across North America from arctic tundra south
through northern and temperate forests and grasslands to about
35°N, and in western Greenland. It winters from southeast Alaska
and southern Canada south to northern Mexico and the West
Indies. It is introduced and established in many other parts of the
world (Mowbray et al. 2002).
Three subspecies of Canada Goose breed in British Columbia and
another migrates through the province (Mowbray et al. 2002).
The Western Canada Goose (B. c. mofﬁtti) breeds in grasslands
and parklands in the British Columbia interior and winters south
to California and northern Mexico. The Vancouver Canada Goose
(B. c. fulva) is a coastal resident from southwest Alaska to
northern Vancouver Island (Dawe and Stewart 2010). The Lesser
Canada Goose (B. c. parvipes) breeds in northern British
Columbia, and the Dusky Canada Goose (B. c. occidentalis)
migrates through the province.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Canada Goose is a
widespread, lower elevation nester across the southern two-thirds
of British Columbia. During the 1940s, it was mainly a migrant
and summer visitor; however, over the past 40+ years, large
resident populations have established locally (Campbell et al.
1990; Dawe and Stewart 2010). The majority of the resident
population is concentrated in urban and suburban areas of
southern British Columbia. These resident populations are from
introductions of mixed subspecies and are multi-race hybrids
(Campbell et al. 1990; Dawe and Stewart 2010).
The most extensive areas of high Probability of Observation are in
the Central Interior and Georgia Depression ecoprovinces, but the
maximum Pobs values are in coastal and valley bottom areas of

the Coast and Mountains Ecoprovince. Pobs values are generally
lower in the northern ecoprovinces, perhaps because of the
reduced inﬂuence of introduced populations. Abundance is higher
below 500 m compared to higher elevations but point counts are
not the best technique for assessing abundance of waterfowl.
Canada Goose populations in coastal and interior British
Columbia have more than doubled since 1970 (NABCI-Canada
2012).
The Canada Goose is one of the most adaptable of waterfowl and
nests in a wide variety of habitats, from forest to open grasslands,
and rugged terrain to ﬂat plains, as long as there is permanent
water nearby. It often nests in large raptor (eagle and osprey)
nests, on other natural platforms, and on man-made structures.
Conservation and Recommendations Many re-established and
introduced populations have lost their migratory habit and
become year-round residents (Mowbray et al. 2002), causing
nuisance problems in agricultural and suburban areas and
conﬂict with native species and habitats. Signiﬁcant, negative
changes to marsh vegetation have been documented on
Vancouver Island (Dawe et al. 2011; Dawe et al. 2015). Programs
designed to manage existing populations and limit further
population growth and range expansion are needed.
Little is known of the distribution and abundance of the
Vancouver Canada Goose and potential interactions with the
expanding populations of the resident Canada Goose. Studies are
needed to assess the status of this subspecies.
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Mute Swan
Cygnus olor

Ian Routley

2012).
Characteristics and Range This majestic, non-native, white
swan with its long, S-curved neck and orange-and-black,
knobbed bill is well known in British Columbia. In its native
range it breeds across northern and central Eurasia and winters
from northern Africa to Korea (Johnsgard 2010). It is introduced
and locally established in North America, South Africa, New
Zealand, Australia, and Japan. From the mid-1800s through the
early 1900s, Mute Swans were imported to many areas of North
America as an adornment to city parks and large estates, and for
zoos and aviculture collections (Ciaranca et al. 1997). Many
individuals escaped or were released and have established
resident populations along the Atlantic Coast of the United
States, in the Great Lakes region and in the Paciﬁc Northwest.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Mute Swan was
introduced to Victoria in 1889 and the 1930s and became
established by the early 1950s with subsequent dispersal to
southern Vancouver Island, the Gulf Islands, and the Fraser Valley
(Campbell et al. 1990). Its current distribution is centered in the
southern Georgia Depression Ecoprovince, similar to that reported
in The Birds of British Columbia.
The Mute Swan is uncommon in the Georgia Depression
Ecoprovince; the Atlas records showed only nine records of
conﬁrmed breeding. Mute Swan numbers around the Strait of
Georgia have been relatively stable since 1999 (Crewe et al.

The Mute Swan nests in coastal ponds and estuaries, and inland
ponds and creeks, in rural and urban areas.
Conservation and Recommendations Since being introduced
into North America, the Mute Swan has increased greatly in
numbers, to the extent that it is considered to be an invasive
species in most parts of its North American range, including
British Columbia It is capable of causing signiﬁcant conﬂict with
human activities and harm to native ecosystems, such as
overgrazing aquatic vegetation and displacing native waterfowl
(Ciaranca et al. 1997). Hybrids with the Trumpeter Swan have
occurred on Vancouver Island. Because of conﬂicts with native
species and ecosystems, as well as the human economy the range
expansion of the Mute Swan should be discouraged. Close watch
should be kept on its displacement of native waterfowl species
and its effects on wetland habitats.
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Trumpeter Swan
Cygnus buccinator

H. Loney Dickson

Characteristics and Range The Trumpeter Swan is recognizable
by its large size, all-white plumage, and characteristic
'trumpeting' call. The Trumpeter Swan breeds widely throughout
western North America in three discrete populations: the Paciﬁc
Coast, Rocky Mountain and Interior populations. The Rocky
Mountain and Paciﬁc populations breed in British Columbia.
Although it was formerly abundant and geographically
widespread, its numbers and distribution were greatly reduced
through hunting by settlers for their own use and for the swan
skin trade. Only 69 individuals were known to exist in 1935,
although unrecorded ﬂocks also inhabited parts of Alaska and
Canada. Its recovery has been a conservation success story, as it
has continued to increase and expand its range since the ﬁrst
range-wide survey in 1968 (Mitchell and Eichholz 2010).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Trumpeter Swan is
most widespread across northeastern British Columbia, and is a
more locally distributed breeder across north and northwestern
parts of the province. It is also present on the Interior Plateau and
in the Rocky Mountain Trench. The Atlas surveys conﬁrmed
breeding along the Stikine River, a region where it was not
reported when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990. The breeding ranges of both Paciﬁc Coast and Rocky
Mountain populations in British Columbia are becoming larger.
The Atlas also adds considerably to the conﬁrmed and probable
breeding locations in British Columbia (cf. Campbell et al. 1990).
Most nesting is below about 1,000 m.
The greatest Probability of Observation is in the Petitot River
drainage in far northeastern British Columbia, in the Taiga Plains

Ecoprovince. Away from here, and the Liard River drainage and
Haines Triangle in the Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince,
there is a low to very low chance of ﬁnding the species. Too few
Atlas data are available to draw ﬁrm conclusions on abundance.
In 2010, the Paciﬁc Coast population in western Yukon and
northwestern British Columbia. Was estimated at 1,443
individuals, and the Canadian portion of the Rocky Mountain
population was estimated at 8,950 individuals (CWS Waterfowl
Committee 2012, Groves 2012).
Trumpeter Swan nests in remote, northern, freshwater marshes,
ponds, and lakes that have emergent vegetation and are free from
disturbance. These speciﬁc factors are more important
determinants of breeding than broader habitat categories.
Conservation and Recommendations The Trumpeter Swan is
often considered a classic conservation success; the species has
responded well to most conservation and management actions
and continues to increase in numbers and distribution (Mitchell
and Eichholz 2010). Continuing efforts are needed to manage for
potential conﬂicts with agriculture and for disturbance by human
activities.
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Wood Duck
Aix sponsa

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range The male Wood Duck is one of the
most ornately-plumaged waterfowl in the world, but it can also
be one of the least conspicuous. Its native range is restricted to
North America, where it is a resident and partial migrant in
wooded areas of the continent from southern Canada to the
Caribbean; introduced populations exist in other parts of the
world. The Wood Duck's slender body and large eyes are
adaptations to woodland habitats and the tree cavities that it
uses for nesting. Its inconspicuous habits contributed to a fear
among many ornithologists that it would go extinct during the
20th Century as a result of urban expansion, habitat loss and
overharvesting. Effective management under the Migratory Bird
Convention Act enabled the population to quickly rebound, and it
continues to fare well today (Hepp and Bellrose 2013).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat This duck breeds most
widely in the wooded valleys and ﬂoodplains of southern British
Columbia. The range expansion in British Columbia noted during
the 1980s (Hepp and Bellrose 2013) has continued northwards to
the north end of the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench, the
Nechako Plateau, and to the Skeena and probably the Nass rivers.
Birds have been breeding along the Skeena River since the early
1990s (Stockner 2013). The Atlas also conﬁrmed breeding,
perhaps for the ﬁrst time, on northern Vancouver Island.
The concentration of breeding records throughout the Georgia
Depression ecoprovince is reﬁned by the Probability of

Observation model, which highlights the lower Fraser River valley
as the centre of abundance, as was the case 35 years ago
(Campbell et al. 1990). Similarly high Pobs values along the
Squamish and upper Lillooet rivers, and stretches of the
Columbia and Kootenay rivers indicate these valley systems are
also important for the species. Most breeding is at elevations
below 500 m.
Favoured breeding habitat is riparian or mature deciduous
woodland adjacent to a variety of freshwater and brackish
wetlands, especially sloughs and slow-ﬂowing rivers. The Wood
Duck is a secondary cavity-nester that chooses Pileated
Woodpecker holes for nesting, and readily uses artiﬁcial nest
boxes.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns. In several parts of British Columbia, populations have
established or grown substantially through nest box programs
(Campbell et al. 1990). Maintenance of nest boxes is therefore
important to Wood Duck populations in some areas.
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Gadwall
Anas strepera

Ron Ridout

Characteristics and Range This subtly elegant dabbling duck
has undergone a more dramatic 20th Century expansion of its
global range across North America, Europe and Asia, than almost
any other species of waterfowl. In North America, this has
occurred through natural expansion and numerous introductions.
Here, its core breeding range remains the Prairie Pothole region,
from where it migrates south to winter mainly around the Gulf
Coast of the United States (Leschack et al. 1997). Breeding now
occurs from the Alaska Peninsula and western basins through the
Great Lakes to the Atlantic Coast, and wintering occurs across
most of southern North America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding is rather
clustered in relatively discrete areas of southern, central and
northeast British Columbia: the lower Fraser, Thompson-Nicola
and Okanagan, Chilcotin and Peace rivers. The range expansion of
the 20th Century noted by Campbell et al. (1990) appears to have
continued slowly: breeding now extends to the western Chilcotin
Plateau, the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench, and is more
extensive in the Peace River lowlands and Central and Southern
Interior ecoprovinces.

The Gadwall is not especially numerous as a breeding bird in
British Columbia. The Probability of Observation model suggests
that the Thompson River and Fraser-Chilcotin river junction areas
may be of elevated provincial importance. Breeding occurs
between sea level and 1,100 m.
A range of wetland habitat types are used for breeding, with
freshwater and brackish marshes generally preferred, and lakes,
wet grassland, farmland ditches and sewage lagoons also used.
Nests are usually situated in tall vegetation, often on islands, and
very well concealed (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns for the Gadwall. Continued monitoring will help clarify
the degree to which it is expanding its range in British Columbia.

Peter J.A. Davidson
Recommended citation: Davidson, P.J.A. 2015. Gadwall in
Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage, and C.M.
Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of British
Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=GADW&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

American Wigeon
Anas americana

Mark Habdas

Characteristics and Range The American Wigeon differs from
most other dabbling ducks in having a short, narrow bill, similar
to that of a goose, an adaptation to grazing both terrestrial and
submerged aquatic plants (Mini et al. 2014). Its range is largely
restricted to North America. The American Wigeon is one of the
most northerly breeding dabblers, with the bulk of the
population nesting in tundra, boreal and prairie regions,
migrating short to medium distances to winter along Paciﬁc and
Atlantic coasts and across the southern part of the continent as
far south as the Caribbean and Central America. The southwest
British Columbian coast supports the highest wintering densities
of the species (Mini et al. 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The American Wigeon is
a relatively widespread breeding bird in British Columbia east of
the Coast Mountains, and locally in the Georgia Depression
ecoprovince. This distribution does not appear to have changed
since The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990.
The Probability of Observation model shows the main
concentrations are on the Chilcotin and Cariboo plateaus and in
the Thompson River drainage of the Central and Southern Interior
ecoprovinces, and in the Peace River lowlands of the Boreal Plains
Ecoprovince, the same centres of abundance noted by Campbell
et al. (1990). Mini et al. (2014) note that northeast British
Columbia and neighbouring boreal Alberta supports some of the
highest breeding densities across the bird's entire range. Breeding
occurs at elevations from sea level to about 1,200 m; the small

sample of Atlas point counts, a poor method for assessing
abundance of this duck, suggests that it may be most numerous
between 250 and 500 m.
Preferred breeding habitat is invariably close to wetlands of
various types, including rivers, lakes, sloughs and marshes. Nests
are hard to ﬁnd because they are usually well concealed by
vegetation, and often situated away from open water, including
in brushy habitats (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no major
conservation concerns for American Wigeon, with the continental
population trend being largely stable over the past 50 years,
although the recently established North American Waterfowl
Management Plan goal of 3 million birds has only been exceeded
once since 1980 (Zimpfer et al. 2013). There has been a shift in
centres of abundance with recent large increases in Alaska
balancing substantial decreases in the Prairies (Mini et al. 2014),
but Atlas data suggest that British Columbia is not a major part
of that northwesterly shift.
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American Black Duck
Anas rubripes

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range This dark-plumaged, large dabbler
has long been a favourite with hunters across its core range,
which spans much of eastern North America, east of the Prairies
and the Mississippi River. As a consequence, its population is one
of the best-studied and most intensively managed of all the
wildfowl. At one time it was the most abundant duck in eastern
North America (Longcore et al. 2000). It is rare and very local in
western North America, restricted to isolated populations on the
Prairies and in the far west.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Very small numbers
were introduced to south-western British Columbia and
Washington during the 1960s and 1970s (Campbell et al. 1990 ).
The only Atlas records came from the lower Nanaimo River valley
on Vancouver Island, where several pairs that included pure
American Black Ducks were observed in 2011. Continued
breeding was conﬁrmed by the presence of ﬂedged young in the
company of an adult female on July 31st. These birds represent
the remnants of a long-established population released in this
area in the late 1970s ( Campbell et al. 1990 ).
The population in British Columbia very likely numbers fewer
than 50 birds. The number of seemingly pure American Black
Duck appears to have dropped dramatically since 2006, as a
result of genetic swamping through hybridisation with Mallards.

The lack of Atlas period records from the rest of the province
suggests that the other introduced populations, and previously
known escapees from aviculturalists in the Fraser Valley, have
almost or entirely died out.
During the breeding season in the Nanaimo River valley area, it
frequents freshwater lakes and ponds, sloughs and marshes
within an agricultural and wooded landscape.
Conservation and Recommendations Management of the
species is largely conﬁned to its population centre in eastern
North America, where it is the focus of the only single species
Joint Venture conservation program on the continent (the
American Black Duck Joint Venture). There are no current
conservation efforts for the species in British Columbia, and its
alien status here means conservation of the few remaining
introduced birds in British Columbia is not a priority.

Peter J.A. Davidson
Recommended citation: Davidson, P.J.A. 2015. American Black
Duck in Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage,
and C.M. Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of
British Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=ABDU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Mallard
Anas platyrhynchos

Dusty Veideman

Characteristics and Range The Mallard is the ancestor of nearly
all domestic duck breeds, and the most familiar duck to the
public worldwide having been introduced to many urban
settings. It is also the most common duck across its native global
range, which spans much of the northern hemisphere (Drilling et
al. 2002). In North America it is a resident and short- to mediumdistance migrant, breeding across northern and central parts of
the continent and wintering as far south as northern Mexico.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Mallard is a
widespread breeding bird in British Columbia, with distinct
clusters of breeding in the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince, the
Chilcotin-Cariboo and Thompson-Nicola-Okanagan wetland
systems, the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench and the Peace River
lowlands. This distribution has not changed appreciably since
The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990. At that
time, the centre of abundance was the Chilcotin-Cariboo in the
Central Interior Ecoprovince. Atlas Probability of Observation and
abundance data suggest that the Georgia Depression and
adjacent coastal fjords in the Coast and Mountains ecoprovinces
are now of similar importance. The Mallard occurs over a wide
elevation range, but is most abundant below 500 m.
The Mallard is at home in all types of freshwater wetlands, from
artiﬁcial urban ponds to remote natural lakes and slower-ﬂowing

watercourses. It nests in a wide variety of habitats from
woodlands to Cattail (Typha latifolia) marshes to the fringes of
pools in busy city parks, usually situating its nest on the ground,
a platform, or near the base of a tree, and concealing the nest
with vegetation. The Mallard has an unusually long nesting
season, which can extend from February to November on British
Columbia's south coast (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no major
conservation concerns in British Columbia for this adaptable and
resilient duck. Its preference for low elevation wetlands may
result in increased vulnerability for interior breeders, if wetlands
in dry interior regions become smaller in size and fewer in
number through projected climate change (Bunnell et al. 2013).
It is the single most important game duck in British Columbia;
here and elsewhere, hunting is effectively managed (Campbell et
al. 1990, Drilling et al. 2002).
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Blue-winged Teal
Anas discors

Tania Simpson

Characteristics and Range The male of this small dabbling
duck, with a large blue patch on the upper wing and a grayish
head with large white crescent in front of eye, is easily
recognised. It breeds over a large portion of North America south
of the treeline from Alaska to the central Atlantic coast south to
the Gulf Coast (Johnsgard 2010, Rohwer et al. 2002). Highest
breeding densities occur in the mixed-grass prairie and parklands
of central North America. A long-distance migrant, it winters
from extreme southern United States south throughout Central
America and the Caribbean, and throughout much of South
America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Blue-winged Teal is
a common migrant and summer visitor in the British Columbia
interior and southern inner coast (Campbell et al. 1990); during
the Atlas period it was most widespread in the central-southern
interior and the northeast, with a localised cluster of records in
the lower Fraser Valley. The Atlas results conﬁrmed breeding
along the Stikine River, a region where it was not reported in The
Birds of British Columbia; this was likely due to increased effort.
Most nesting is below about 1,250 m.
The highest Probabilities of Observation are across the extensive
plateau wetland and lake complexes of the Central Interior

Ecoprovince; and in the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince, which is the
westernmost extension of the highly productive Great Plains
breeding area. Too few data were collected to make Atlas-based
inferences on abundance, but the PObs values are probably an
accurate indicator of the pattern of abundance.
The Blue-winged Teal's preferred breeding habitats are shallow
marshes, sloughs, and wetlands in prairie grasslands and
short-grass plains, with some coastal nesting in wet meadows
near tidal ponds or creeks.
Conservation and Recommendations There are insufﬁcient data
to show any trends in the British Columbia breeding population,
but it is one of the freshwater wetland birds that has beneﬁtted
from wetland conservation management (NABCI-Canada 2012),
and there are no overall conservation concerns for this
continentally abundant species.
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Cinnamon Teal
Anas cyanoptera

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The male of this small, trim
dabbling duck, with a bright blue patch on the upper wing and
bright cinnamon or chestnut plumage on head and body, stands
out among other ducks. It is a locally uncommon to abundant
breeder in wetland areas of western North America from southern
Canada through the highlands of Mexico and throughout much of
South America (Gammonley 2012). A short- to intermediatedistance migrant, it winters from its southern breeding range
through Mexico; seasonal movements in South America are
poorly known.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Cinnamon Teal
breeds across central and southern British Columbia east of the
Coast Mountains. The Atlas surveys have expanded the conﬁrmed
and probable breeding distribution northward from that recorded
in The Birds of British Columbia published in 1990. Bunnell et al.
(2013a) reported signiﬁcant range shifts northward in the British
Columbia interior from the 1960s to the1990s. Most nesting is
below about 1,250 m.
Probabilities of Observation are generally low everywhere,
reﬂecting the fact that this is one of the least abundant dabbling
ducks in the province (Campbell et al. 1990). Highest Pobs values

are in the Thompson valley of the Southern Interior Ecoprovince
and the Fraser Plateau area of the Central Interior Ecoprovince.
The long-term population trends in North America, including
British Columbia, remain poorly known (Gammonley 2012).
The Cinnamon Teal nests in freshwater (including highly
alkaline), seasonal and semi-permanent wetlands including large
marsh systems, natural basins, reservoirs, sluggish streams,
ditches, and stock ponds. Nests are often located in grassy areas
and island nesting is common.
Conservation and Recommendations There are few
conservation concerns for this species, although it may be
affected if, as predicted, small wetlands in the dry interior regions
become smaller in size and fewer in number due to climate
change (Bunnell et al. 2013b).
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Northern Shoveler
Anas clypeata

Tania Simpson

Characteristics and Range This medium-sized dabbling duck is
easily recognized with its elongate, spatulate bill, ideally suited
for straining small swimming crustaceans from the water. The
Northern Shoveler breeds across much of the Northern
Hemisphere. In the Nearctic, it breeds throughout much of
western North America and locally to the Maritimes, and winters
over large areas of North and Central America and the Caribbean
(Dubowy 1996). In the Palearctic, it breeds across northern
Eurasia and winters from its breeding range south to Africa and
south-east Asia.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Shoveler
breeds at scattered sites in the southern Georgia Depression
Ecoprovince, the central-southern interior and the Peace River
lowlands. The Atlas surveys recorded a breeding distribution
similar to that in The Birds of British Columbia published in
1990, but Bunnell et al. (2013) report signiﬁcant range shifts
northward in the British Columbia interior from the 1960s to the
1990s.
The highest mean Probabilities of Observation were found in the
Boreal Plains Ecoprovince, followed by the Central Interior and
Southern Interior ecoprovinces. The densest cluster of breeding

records, however, was found along the middle Fraser River and
adjacent Fraser Plateau in the Central Interior Ecoprovince, and in
the Thompson Valley in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince. Too
few data were collected on point counts to draw any conclusions
on abundance; randomized point counts generally don't sample
the wetland habitats of the Northern Shoveler very well.
The Northern Shoveler prefers margins of open, shallow and
muddy wetlands with abundant submergent vegetation and
nearby grasslands or rangelands for nesting.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no overall
conservation concerns for this species. Continued monitoring will
help clarify the degree to which it is expanding its range in the
province.
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Northern Pintail
Anas acuta

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range This stately, medium-sized duck,
with its long pointed tail, stands out in a crowd of other dabbling
ducks. The Northern Pintail is found throughout the Northern
Hemisphere. In North America, it breeds across the continent in
northern forests and prairie wetlands and winters from the Paciﬁc
Northwest to Mexico and the Caribbean (Clark et al. 2014). In the
Palearctic, it breeds across Eurasia and winters from its breeding
range south to Africa, south-east Asia and Paciﬁc Islands.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat During the Atlas, the
Northern Pintail bred at scattered locations throughout northern,
northeastern and interior British Columbia and locally in the
southwestern lowlands. Bunnell et al. (2013) reported a
signiﬁcant range shift northward in the British Columbia interior
from the 1960s to the 1990s. The Atlas supports a continuing
northward range shift since The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990.

The Northern Pintail typically nests in open country with shallow,
seasonal, or intermittent wetlands and low vegetation. Its
strongest broad habitat association based on Probability of
Observation modelling is with the Boreal White and Black Spruce
biogeoclimatic zone.
Conservation and Recommendations There are insufﬁcient data
to show any trends in the British Columbia province-wide
breeding population, but the Northern Pintail population in
North America was in steep decline until the mid-1990s
(NABCI-US 2014). The Northern Pintail population in North
America continues to be low despite substantially improved
wetland habitat conditions, suggesting that new conservation
approaches are needed (Miller and Duncan 1999). Further surveys
in far northern British Columbia would help clarify its
distribution and abundance in areas where the Atlas predicts
highest Probabilities of Observation.

Art Martell
The most extensive areas of higher Probability of Observation are
in the Northern Boreal Mountains, Boreal Plains, Taiga Plains and
far northern Coast and Mountains ecoprovinces, but even in these
areas, the maximum Pobs values are rather low, reﬂecting the
species' sparsely distributed, small numbers. Too few Atlas point
count data are available to draw any ﬁrm conclusions on
abundance, and point counts do not capture the restricted
wetland habitat of the Northern Pintail well.
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Green-winged Teal
Anas crecca

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The Green-winged Teal is North
America's smallest dabbling duck. The male's cinnamon head
with an iridescent green crescent running through the eye makes
it easily recognizable. There are three recognized subspecies:
A. c. carolinensis in North America, A. c. crecca in Eurasia, and
A. c. nimia resident on the Aleutian Islands. In North America, it
breeds from treeline to the Great Lakes and central Great Plains,
and winters from coastal Paciﬁc Northwest to central Mexico and
the Caribbean. In the Palearctic, it breeds across northern Eurasia
and winters south to northern Africa and southern Asia (Johnson
1995).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Green-winged Teal
breeds throughout the interior of British Columbia and at a few
locations on the coast. The Atlas records showed a breeding
distribution similar to that in The Birds of British Columbia
published in 1990, with most nesting below about 1,250 m.
The highest Probabilities of Observation were in the Boreal Plains
and the Taiga Plains ecoprovinces, with the former matching the
densest cluster of breeding records, while the latter had far fewer
records. Too few data were collected on point counts to draw any

conclusions on abundance; randomized point counts generally
don't sample the wetland habitats of Green-winged Teal very
well.
The Green-winged Teal nests in grassy, brushy or lightly-wooded
uplands near fresh water marshes or beaver ponds.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no overall
conservation concerns for this species. Populations of the Greenwinged Teal have doubled over the last three decades in the
western Boreal Forest, which includes northeastern British
Columbia Shifts in aquatic food webs due to climate change may
be favouring generalist species such as the Green-winged Teal
(NABCI-Canada 2012).
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Canvasback
Aythya valisineria

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range Large and elegant, the Canvasback is
conspicuous on the open water, but when breeding in dense
wetland vegetation it is secretive and easily overlooked. Found
only in North America, breeding is centred on aspen parklands of
southwest Canada, but many also breed in prairie-pothole regions
and, in increasing numbers, in boreal forests of northwest Canada
and central Alaska (Mowbray 2002). Most Canvasbacks winter in
California, but some in the United States southern interior,
Mississippi drainage, and Atlantic and Paciﬁc coasts, including
southern British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990, Mowbray 2002).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding in British
Columbia is concentrated in the Central Interior, Southern Interior
and Boreal Plains ecoprovinces, with a few in other interior
regions, especially the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench. The
Atlas breeding distribution data match quite closely those
published in The Birds of British Columbia in 1990, except that
the Atlas data show more widespread breeding in the Southern
Interior Mountains. There were insufﬁcient data to plot
Probability of Observation or assess abundance and elevation
distributions, but, based on breeding evidence, the species breeds
most often in the 500 to 1500 m elevation range, as reported by
Campbell et al. (1990).
Most Canvasback nests are built on the water in dense emergent
vegetation, e.g., Cattail (Typha latifolia), bulrush (Scirpus) and
reed (Phragmites) species, and bordering permanent or
semi-permanent lakes and large ponds (Campbell et al. 1990,

Mowbray 2002). Savard et al. (1994) found that ponds used by
Canvasback around Riske Creek in British Columbia tended to be
larger, deeper, and had fewer surrounding trees than unused
wetlands. Canvasbacks are omnivorous, taking a wide range of
aquatic plants and invertebrates, mainly by diving in water 0.5-2
m deep (Mowbray 2002).
Conservation and Recommendations Across the continent,
populations of breeding Canvasbacks ﬂuctuate annually. Counts
prior to 1960 were low and of concern (Mowbray 2002), but have
increased since the 1960s, especially in the Canadian Prairies
(Fast et al. 2011, CWS Waterfowl Committee 2013). Due to its
preference for deeper, but productive water-bodies, Canvasbacks
are susceptible to drought and will delay or forgo breeding if
water levels are too low (Mowbray 2002). In the interior of British
Columbia the species might therefore be affected by climate
change if breeding areas experience warmer and drier conditions.
The atlas data will therefore be valuable to track future trends in
the core breeding areas and document changes in breeding
distribution.
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Redhead
Aythya americana

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range Sometimes confused with the
slightly larger Canvasback, the Redhead is the more common
breeder of the two species in British Columbia. Although females
generally make their own nests, they have the distinction of
regularly laying eggs in the nests of other Redheads or those of
other species, especially their close relative the Canvasback.
Restricted to North America, the Redhead breeds mainly in prairie
potholes and marshes in southwestern Canada and western
United States, with scattered disjunct populations elsewhere
(Woodin and Michot 2002). Wintering birds are concentrated in
coastal wetlands of the Gulf of Mexico, but can be found across
much of much of western North America north to southern
British Columbia.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding of Redhead is
concentrated in the Central Interior, Southern Interior, Southern
Interior Mountains and Boreal Plains ecoprovinces, with a few
records in other interior regions. The Probability of Observation
map shows a similar pattern. Redhead breeding is concentrated
in the 500-1,500 m elevation range. The geographical breeding
distribution and elevation range from the Atlas closely match
those in The Birds of British Columbia, suggesting no major
change in distribution since the 1980s.
Redheads are highly ﬂexible in diet, foraging methods and
habitat (Woodin and Michot 2002). While breeding they eat
aquatic invertebrates (mainly insects and snails) and the tubers,

seeds and other parts of aquatic plants. They feed by diving,
upending or taking food at the surface, in a wide range of aquatic
habitats, generally 1-3 m deep. Females build nests over water in
dense emergent vegetation, e.g., Cattail (Typha latifolia), or
bulrush (Scirpus) species, usually close to open deeper water.
Around Riske Creek in British Columbia, Savard et al. (1994)
found no strong indicators of habitat preferences by breeding
Redheads, apart from avoidance of the shallower ponds.
Conservation and Recommendations With a widespread and
large population, the Redhead is not considered to be at risk.
Although widely ﬂuctuating, the continental population of the
Redhead is generally above half a million breeding birds (Woodin
and Michot 2002) and has averaged over 1 million birds since
2007 (CWS Waterfowl Committee 2013). There has also been
some range expansion (e.g., into Alaska) during this period
(Woodin and Michot 2002). The Atlas data will be useful for
tracking changes in abundance or distribution of this apparently
adaptable species in British Columbia.
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Ring-necked Duck
Aythya collaris

Alan Burger

Characteristics and Range This peaked-crowned species is one
of the most adaptable of the diving ducks and can be found
breeding in a wide range of freshwater habitats. The Ring-necked
Duck breeds in the boreal and prairie biomes across North
America, and winters on the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts, the
Caribbean, and inland across the southern United States and
Mexico (Roy et al. 2012).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas showed
evidence of breeding in most parts of British Columbia except the
central and northern coasts, Haida Gwaii, and western Vancouver
Island. In general this distribution is similar to that shown by
Campbell et al. (1990), except that the Atlas conﬁrmed breeding
in the northwest (from the Skeena River north to Atlin) and
showed more breeding records in the northeast. These differences
might reﬂect increased numbers and distribution in British
Columbia, given that the species' breeding range expanded into
the Yukon and Alaska since the 1980s (Roy et al. 2012). The Atlas
showed slightly fewer breeding sites on Vancouver Island than
when The Birds of British Columbia was published, but this may
simply be a reﬂection of the longer time period for records used
in the latter publication.
The Probability of Observation map generally matched the
distribution of breeding records, with the most extensive areas of
highest PObs values on the mid-elevation interior plateaus, but
also showed high PObs values in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince.
Although widespread and reported from all eight ecoprovinces in
British Columbia, the Ring-necked Duck is not a common breeder

here, and too few data were collected to draw ﬁrm conclusions on
abundance. Like most waterfowl, the abundance of the
Ring-necked Duck is not well sampled with randomized point
counts.
Ring-necked Ducks were reported from 11 biogeoclimatic zones,
but wetland characteristics are more important than ecozone
types in determining breeding distribution. Breeding pairs prefer
shallow (often <1.5 m deep) freshwater marshes, ponds and lakes,
especially in wooded areas (Campbell et al. 1990, Roy et al.
2012). These water bodies typically have emergent or ﬂoating
vegetation. Nests are in ﬂooded or ﬂoating vegetation, often in
dense sedges, or on the ground in vegetation a few metres from
the water body.
Conservation and Recommendations The continental breeding
population of the Ring-necked Duck has increased substantially
since the 1960s and is now consistently above 1 million birds
(Fast et al. 2011, CWS Waterfowl Committee 2013). Its breeding
range expanded to the east and northwest during this time (Roy
et al. 2012). Repeated atlassing in future years will document any
future changes in range and relative densities in the province.
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Greater Scaup
Aythya marila

Laure Wilson Neish

2012, Canadian Wildlife Service Waterfowl Committee 2013).
Characteristics and Range The Greater Scaup has a Holarctic
distribution, with most breeding in North America conﬁned to
high latitudes in Alaska and northern Canada. It is well known as
an abundant winter visitor to coastal British Columbia, and a
common migrant and locally common winter visitor in the
interior. Breeding has not been conﬁrmed in this province, but
there is tantalizing evidence that it might breed in the far
northwest. Confusion with the Lesser Scaup, which is far more
common in North America (including in British Columbia), has
reduced the reliability of population data and trends, and even
breeding records of the Greater Scaup (Kessel et al. 2002, Barclay
2012).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Sightings of Greater
Scaup during the breeding season are scattered across the
province, but breeding has not been conﬁrmed to date (Campbell
et al. 1990, Kessel et al. 2002, British Columbia Conservation
Data Centre 2014). Evidence of likely breeding from Atlas data is
conﬁned to the Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince in the far
northwest, where probable breeding (pairs in suitable habitat or
displaying) was reported in four locations in the Atlin to Dease
Lake region. Other records of possible breeding in these regions
are less convincing and merely involved birds in suitable habitat.
If this species does breed in British Columbia it seems certain that
the breeding population is small, likely under 50 pairs. The North
American populations of both scaup species (they are censused
together, but most are Lesser Scaup) generally show long term
declines (1970-2005) but some increases since 2005 (Barclay

Greater Scaup typically nest in tundra-like, largely treeless
vegetation, in grassy edges of relatively shallow (1-2 m) lakes and
ponds or sheltered bays of larger lakes (Kessel et al. 2002). In
British Columbia such habitat is most likely to be found in alpine
areas in the Northwestern Interior Forest Bird Conservation
Region.
Conservation and Recommendations The species is not thought
to be a conservation concern in British Columbia. Barclay (2012)
cites major declines in North America as a reason to consider
reviewing its conservation status. High female mortality is a
signiﬁcant reason for declining populations, and other likely
factors at estuarine wintering grounds include pollution, human
disturbance, and declining food (Kessel et al. 2002, Barclay
2012).
It would be exciting to add this species as a conﬁrmed breeder in
the province, and birders, biologists and naturalists visiting the
northwest corner of British Columbia are encouraged to search for
evidence of breeding by Greater Scaup.
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Lesser Scaup
Aythya afﬁnis

Alan Burger

Characteristics and Range It takes a practiced eye to separate
the Lesser Scaup, male or female, from its close relative the
Greater Scaup. This similarity not only frustrates many birders
but leads to reduced information on the population size, trends
and distributions of the two species; many census counts simply
combine the scaup species. Across its range, the Lesser Scaup is
generally more common than the Greater Scaup. Restricted to
North America, the breeding range of the Lesser Scaup spans the
Boreal Forest east to the Great Lakes, the northern Prairies, and
the Great Basin (Austin et al. 1998). Many Lesser Scaup winter
around the Gulf of Mexico, but large numbers also winter along
the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts, and on ice-free waters in the
continental interior.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Lesser Scaup is a
widespread breeder in the province, unlike its close relative the
Greater Scaup which has not been conﬁrmed to breed here. The
distribution of Lesser Scaup breeding records from the Atlas
surveys match those in Campbell et al. (1990) quite closely,
suggesting there has been no appreciable change in distribution.
The main clusters of nesting occur across the Chilcotin and
Cariboo plateaus into the Thompson River drainage, in the Peace
River lowlands, and in the northwest Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince. Although this species is common during winter in
coastal regions, it does not breed there; two Atlas records along
the Skeena River valley probably represent late migrating birds.

abundance occurs in the 500-1,500 m range, although the Atlas
sample size for abundance analysis was small, and the Lesser
Scaup is not well sampled by randomized point counts because of
its localized wetland occurrence.
Most Lesser Scaup were found breeding in the Interior Douglas-ﬁr
and Boreal White and Black Spruce biogeoclimatic zones.
Wetland characteristics are the most important determinants of
breeding. Nests are usually in vegetation close to favoured
foraging areas in semi-permanent or permanent ponds, marshes,
and small lakes (Campbell et al. 1990, Austin et al. 1998). Lesser
Scaup often nest on islands, sometimes in loose aggregations.
Conservation and Recommendations The Lesser Scaup is
considered the most abundant diving duck in North America with
over 5 million birds in past years (Austin et al. 1998). Since the
1970s, counts of scaup (the two species cannot be differentiated
in aerial surveys) show signiﬁcant declines across the breeding
range, although there has been some recovery since 2004 (Fast et
al. 2011, CWS Waterfowl Committee 2013). Declines appear to be
due to reduced breeding recruitment, possibly linked to increased
drought conditions, wildﬁres, logging of boreal forests, and acid
rain, but contamination from winter food might also affect body
condition and hence breeding success (Austin et al. 1998). Future
Atlas surveys in British Columbia will therefore be valuable in
tracking changes in scaup breeding distribution and densities.

Alan E. Burger
The most extensive area of high Probability of Observation match
the distribution cluster across the Central Interior and Southern
Interior ecoprovinces. The PObs modelling also predicts high
PObs values in the upper Stikine River catchment, an area poorly
sampled by Atlas surveyors due to its remoteness. The elevation
range conﬁrms that given by Campbell et al. (1990): highest
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Harlequin Duck
Histrionicus histrionicus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Harlequin Duck is renowned for
the striking plumage of the male and for its tolerance of
turbulent water: it favours fast-ﬂowing mountain streams for
breeding and rocky-cobble seashores during the rest of the year.
In North America there are two disjunct populations, the eastern
(Atlantic) and western (Paciﬁc); the latter population is much
larger (Robertson and Goudie 1999, Sea Duck Joint Venture 2004).
The species also breeds in Greenland, Iceland, eastern Russia and
Japan. In western North America the Harlequin Duck breeds
primarily in mountainous country from Alaska to the southern
Rocky Mountains, and winters along the Paciﬁc Coast from the
Aleutian Islands to California. British Columbia likely supports
12,000-15,000 wintering birds (Rodway et al. 2003), which breed
within the province and in bordering provinces and states
(Campbell et al. 1990, Robertson and Goudie 1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas shows
breeding concentrations in parts of the Coast and Mountains,
Southern Interior and Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces,
with a few scattered breeding records elsewhere. Breeding
evidence was found from 250 to 1,500 m in elevation. In general
these distribution patterns are similar to those reported by The
Birds of British Columbia in 1990, although the data there
indicate use of higher elevations. The highest Probabilities of
Observation were in the mainland portion of the Coast and
Mountains Ecoprovince north of the Strait of Georgia, likely due
to greater search effort there during the Atlas project.
Detection of Harlequin Ducks on the breeding grounds is
hampered by the rapid disappearance of the conspicuous males,
which return to the coast to moult in late May or early June, and
the secretive behaviour of females on relatively inaccessible
streams. Few nests have been located in British Columbia
(Campbell et al. 1990) and only one nest in the Atlas effort, on
southern Vancouver Island. Conﬁrmation of breeding is primarily

reports of females with ducklings. Mapping and monitoring
breeding of this species is therefore difﬁcult, unless focused on
the speciﬁc breeding habitats.
When breeding, the Harlequin Duck selects fast-ﬂowing rivers or
streams in riparian, subalpine, or coastal habitats, often choosing
reaches with small islands or gravel and sand bars offering
quieter backwaters for loaﬁng and raising ducklings (Robertson
and Goudie 1999). Lakes, offshore islands and mainland coasts
are less often used. On the breeding grounds, aquatic insect
larvae and ﬁsh eggs are the primary foods.
Conservation and Recommendations The western Canadian
(Paciﬁc) population of Harlequin Duck is not considered to be at
risk. Recent research in British Columbia suggests that adult
survival is high and production of young birds is sufﬁcient to
maintain a stable population (CWS Waterfowl Committee 2013,
Rodway et al. 2015). Potential threats affecting Harlequin Ducks
at breeding sites in British Columbia include degradation of
riverine habitats by logging, mining and power projects, and
disturbance from white-water rafting, ﬁshing and other
recreational activities (Robertson and Goudie 1999). The
introduction of sport ﬁsh, e.g., trout (Salmoninae) into rivers used
by the Harlequin Duck can lead to reductions in availability of
aquatic insect prey (LeBourdais et al. 2009). Breeding locations
identiﬁed by the Atlas can be monitored to check for impacts of
these human activities.
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Surf Scoter
Melanitta perspicillata

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range The Surf Scoter is a familiar sight in
winter when over half a million birds congregate along the
British Columbia coast, but only a handful of these remain to
breed in the province. It breeds and winters almost exclusively in
North America (fewer than 100 pairs breed in northeastern
Russia; BirdLife International 2014). The bulk of the population
breeds in boreal regions from western Alaska to Labrador (Savard
et al. 1998). Despite its abundance, relatively little is known
about its breeding biology.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia,
breeding has been conﬁrmed only in the Peace River district
(British Columbia Conservation Data Centre 2014), where The
Birds of British Columbia reported seven breeding records prior to
1990. The ﬁve years of atlassing produced no conﬁrmed breeding
records, but the species was reported from 10 locations within
the Boreal Plains and Taiga Plains ecoprovinces, corresponding to
the known breeding range. Two locations had probable breeding
(pairs). Surf Scoters were also reported in four locations in the far
northwest: a pair at one site indicated probable breeding, the
other three had possible breeding evidence. The data are too
sparse to reliably show changes to the breeding range within the
province, but the failure to conﬁrm breeding may correspond to
the disturbing decline of this species in much of North America
(Savard et al. 1998, BirdLife International 2014).
Data in Campbell et al. (1990) and the Atlas database suggest a
breeding population of fewer than 100 pairs in the province; it is

unlikely that a major breeding concentration has been
overlooked.
The Surf Scoter breeds on small bodies of fresh water in boreal
forests or tundra, where it feeds chieﬂy on mollusks, insects,
crustaceans, worms, and plant material, captured by diving
(Savard et al. 1998, BirdLife International 2014).
Conservation and Recommendations Population declines in
most parts of the species range have been reported for several
decades, especially among birds that winter on the Paciﬁc Coast,
although the causes for these declines are not clear (Savard et al.
1998; BirdLife International 2014). British Columbia supports an
insigniﬁcant portion of the global breeding population, but it is a
major wintering ground, and research to determine causes of the
population decline must include this province. The species is the
focus of intensive research on the wintering grounds by the
Canadian Wildlife Service and Centre for Wildlife Ecology, Simon
Fraser University, and other Sea Duck Joint Venture partners
across North America.
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White-winged Scoter
Melanitta fusca

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range Both sexes of the White-winged
Scoter show the distinctive white secondary feathers which give
the species, the largest of the scoters, its name. It breeds mainly
in the Canadian Prairies and western boreal to interior Alaska
(Brown and Frederickson 1997, Sea Duck Joint Venture 2015). It
also breeds across northern Eurasia; some authorities regard the
North American (M. f. deglandi), Asian (M. f. stejnegeri) and
European (M. f. fusca) subspecies as separate species (BirdLife
International 2015). North American birds overwinter on both
Atlantic and Paciﬁc coasts. Common along the British Columbia
coast in winter, relatively few remain in the province to breed.
Birds ﬁtted with satellite tags while wintering in British Columbia
dispersed widely across northwestern Canada to breed (Sea Duck
Joint Venture 2015).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding occurs only in
the interior, with sparse clusters in the Boreal Plains and Central
Interior ecoprovinces. Atlas data are insufﬁcient to model
Probabilities of Observation. Atlassing yielded only one conﬁrmed
record of breeding (ﬂedged young on 30 July 2009 in the upper
Liard River watershed). Because this is a late-migrating species
and pairing may occur before or during migration (Brown and
Frederickson 1997), some pairs noted here as probable breeders
might have been en route to breeding grounds outside the
province. Campbell et al. (1990) reported at least 90 conﬁrmed
breeding records (88 broods and two nests). Although the years of
coverage in these two data sets are not comparable, the search
effort during the Atlas was sufﬁcient to provide matching
numbers of conﬁrmed breeding if the population was stable. In
summary, although the breeding range in British Columbia has
not changed much since the 1980s, the breeding population in
the province might have declined.
White-winged Scoter nests are typically hard to ﬁnd, often

located far from water (sometimes more than 100 m) and well
hidden beneath thick shrubby, thorny or herbaceous vegetation
(Brown and Frederickson 1997, Saﬁne and Lindberg 2008).
Nesting occurs at freshwater lakes and permanent ponds, with
highest densities at lakes with islands and bordering dense
shrubby vegetation offering nest sites (Traylor et al. 2004).
Conservation and Recommendations Given the paucity of
conﬁrmed or probable breeding in 2008-2012 despite
considerable effort, the estimate of 17,000 breeding birds in
British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990) needs to be re-assessed.
The evidence suggests a far smaller breeding population,
probably well below 10,000 birds. Continental abundance of
White-winged Scoters has declined over the past four decades,
based on aerial surveys covering most of the breeding range,
although these surveys combine scoter species making rigorous
analysis impossible (Fast et al. 2011, CWS Waterfowl Committee
2013, Sea Duck Joint Venture 2015). These data show some
recovery of scoter numbers in the 2000s. Causes of declines are
not known but might be factors that affect adult survival or
breeding productivity (Brown and Frederickson 1997, BirdLife
International 2015). Future atlassing and repeated surveys
focused on conﬁrmed, probable and possible sites identiﬁed in
the Atlas will give valuable information on population trends in
the province.
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Long-tailed Duck
Clangula hyemalis

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range This charismatic, northern sea duck
has a circumpolar distribution, breeding in tundra and taiga
regions of North America, Europe and Asia, and migrating to cold
and temperate seas and coasts to overwinter. In North America,
the Long-tailed Duck breeds across arctic and sub-arctic parts of
the continent, but is familiar to most birdwatchers on its
wintering grounds along the north Paciﬁc and north Atlantic
coasts, and on the Great Lakes. Long-tailed Ducks can dive to
60 m, deeper than any other duck, and are unique among
waterfowl in having three different plumages per year (basic,
supplemental, and alternate), which means that their appearance
is almost continuously changing between spring and fall
(Robertson and Savard 2002).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Long-tailed Duck is
a very scarce breeder in British Columbia. There are just three
conﬁrmed breeding records, all in the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince, two on the Stikine-Yukon Plateau at Blackﬂy Lake
and Log Cabin (Campbell et al. 1990), and one on Mulvaney Lake
west of the Spatsizi Plateau in the Cassiar Mountains (MacLeod et
al. 2007). Pairs in potential breeding habitats in mid-June at
three different Northern Boreal Mountains locations constitute
the only possible Atlas breeding evidence. Campbell et al. (1990)
present many more records across northern British Columbia with
a similar level of possible breeding evidence.

All conﬁrmed breeding in British Columbia is near subalpine
lakes, likely in wetland, shrub or krummholz habitats (MacLeod et
al. 2007). It seems likely that the species is an occasional breeder
in the northern mountains and plateaus of British Columbia, but
the remote, inaccessible nature of this range and preferred
habitats mean that ﬁnding breeding evidence is very challenging.
Conservation and Recommendations Declines in wintering
areas in North America are suggested by several authors (e.g.,
Crewe et al. 2012), and a drastic decline in northern Europe's
Baltic Sea has led to the species being listed as globally
Vulnerable (BirdLife International 2015). More information on
population trends, delineation, dynamics and ecology are
required for arctic Canada breeding populations (Sea Duck Joint
Venture 2015). In remote northern British Columbia, birders are
encouraged to search suitable habitat in mid-late summer for
more breeding evidence of this and other species.
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Bufﬂehead
Bucephala albeola

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Bufﬂehead is the smallest diving
duck in North America. Unlike most cavity-nesting ducks that
generally use larger nest holes excavated by the Pileated
Woodpecker, the Bufﬂehead almost exclusively uses smaller
Northern Flicker holes for nesting (Gauthier 2014). In contrast to
most ducks, Bufﬂehead pairs are typically monogamous and can
be relatively long-lived, surviving up to 18 years in the wild
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2014). The Bufﬂehead breeds
throughout the Boreal Forest and south in higher elevation forests
to the Cascade and northern Rocky mountains, but is mostly
absent from areas along either coast. It winters in protected
coastal waters and inland across the southern half of the
continent, including the entire British Columbia coast and on
open water in the southern interior (Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Bufﬂehead breeds
throughout the province, except for coastal areas and most of the
Coast Mountains Ecoprovince. Campbell et al. (1990) showed
breeding records for Vancouver Island and the lower Fraser Valley,
but Atlas work recorded no conﬁrmed breeding for these areas.
The areas with the most extensive high Probability of Observation
for Bufﬂeheads are the lowland and mid-elevation plateau
regions of the Taiga Plains, Boreal Plans and Central Interior
ecoprovinces. Additional areas with high PObs values are the
Rocky Mountain Trench portion of the Southern Interior
Mountains Ecoprovince, and the lower Thompson drainage of the
Southern Interior Ecoprovince. Abundance was highest in the
Central Interior Ecoprovince, and at lower (250-500 m)
elevations. However, this is based on a relatively small sample of
randomized point counts that did not comprehensively sample
the Bufﬂehead's wetland habitat, which is concentrated in the

Boreal White and Black Spruce, Sub-boreal Pine-Spruce, and
Interior Douglas-ﬁr biogeclimatic zones.
In British Columbia, the Bufﬂehead nests primarily on lakes and
occasionally on rivers, sloughs and ponds in aspen parkland,
interior coniferous forests, and farmlands (Campbell et al. 1990).
Most nests are built in abandoned Northern Flicker nest holes,
mainly in Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides), Douglas-ﬁr
(Pseudotsuga menziesii), and pine (Pinus) trees. Areas with
highest Bufﬂehead Pobs values generally match high Northern
Flicker Pobs values. The majority of nests are located near
wetland edges, but some may be up to 200 m from water.
Bufﬂeheads will use nest boxes, but not as readily as other cavitynesting duck species. Interestingly, natural nest cavity entrances
used by Bufﬂehead tend not to face towards the water (Gauthier
2014).
Conservation and Recommendations Bufﬂehead populations
are increasing both in British Columbia and across Canada based
on Breeding Bird Survey data (Environment Canada 2014). Nest
holes created by the Northern Flicker are generally more common
across the landscape than larger Pileated Woodpecker nest
cavities used by larger cavity-nesting duck species; so nest sites
are not usually a limiting factor.
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Common Goldeneye
Bucephala clangula

Chris Charlesworth

Characteristics and Range The Common Goldeneye is one of the
ﬁrst diving ducks to arrive in the interior in spring and the last to
migrate south in fall. Often considered a harbinger of spring, the
distinctive whistling noise of its wings in ﬂight has given it the
nickname of "whistler", and announces its arrival at the ﬁrst
patches of open water at ice break-up. It breeds mostly
throughout forested areas across northern North America and
northern Eurasia; it winters on coasts and large inland freshwater
bodies, in North America as far south as northern Mexico (Eadie
et al. 1995). In British Columbia, it generally winters along
nearshore coastal areas and will winter as far north as open
water permits in the interior (Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common Goldeneye
breeds throughout British Columbia except for Haida Gwaii where
breeding is suspected, but not conﬁrmed. There are few nesting
records in coastal areas. Breeding was not known from Vancouver
Island when The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990,
but is conﬁrmed during the Atlas at two locations and probable
in two others. Atlas work shows that the similar Barrow's
Goldeneye is generally a more frequently encountered breeder in
the interior, except in the Peace River lowlands and the Southern
Rocky Mountain Trench. The Probability of Observation model
conﬁrms that these two areas, in the Boreal Plains and Southern
Interior Mountains ecoprovinces, are areas where the Common
Goldeneye is more likely to be found.
In British Columbia, Common Goldeneye nests in mature, wooded

margins along lakes, rivers, ﬂoodplains, sloughs, ponds and
creeks (Campbell et al. 1990). Lakes with poor productivity and
without ﬁsh are often selected. Common Goldeneye nests in old
Pileated Woodpecker nest holes, nest boxes, and natural cavities
often found in mature Black Cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa)
and Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga menziesii). In British Columbia, all
nests were within 90 m of the water's edge (Campbell et al.
1990), but they are known to breed up to 1.3 km away from
water (Eadie et al. 1995).
Conservation and Recommendations Commercial logging of
mature and older forests near waterbodies likely impacts the
amount and quality of Common Goldeneye nesting habitat.
Additionally, ﬁrewood collection that targets standing dead trees
that may have potential nesting cavities may also impact local
breeding habitat. The impacts of the recent Mountain Pine Beetle
(Dendroctonus ponderosae) infestation and the subsequent
harvesting of infected mature stands should be studied to
determine if there are any negative impacts on local Common
Goldeneye breeding populations.
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Barrow's Goldeneye
Bucephala islandica

Alan Burger

Characteristics and Range British Columbia supports about
60% of the world population of breeding and wintering Barrow's
Goldeneye (Eadie et al. 2000). Elsewhere, breeding populations
occur across the western mountain ranges of North America with
small isolated populations in Atlantic coastal areas of Quebec
and Labrador. In British Columbia, the majority of the population
winters in nearshore coastal waters: the Salish Sea is particularly
important, as is Prince William Sound in Alaska. Recent satellite
tracking studies have shown that after breeding, most male
Barrow's Goldeneyes move to speciﬁc lakes in northern Alberta
and the Northwest Territories to moult (Hogan et al. 2011).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Barrow's Goldeneye
breeds throughout British Columbia, but its core breeding range
occurs in the parkland areas of the Southern and Central Interior
Ecoprovinces. Few nesting records occur in coastal areas. Atlas
work conﬁrms breeding on Vancouver Island and Haida Gwaii
that was only suspected when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990.
The Probability of Observation model and small point count data
sample indicates that of the two goldeneyes, Barrow's is more
abundant and is found over a wider elevation range, and conﬁrm
that the centre of the provincial population remains in aspen
parkland and the interior dry belt of central British Columbia in
the Central Interior and Southern Interior Ecoprovinces (Eadie et
al. 2000, Campbell et al. 1990). The Pobs model also highlights
an extensive area across the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince with a moderate likelihood of ﬁnding the bird. This
area is more extensive than was indicated in Campbell et al.
(1990).
The Barrow's Goldeneye prefers nesting in association with small
alkaline and freshwater lakes and ponds in aspen parkland, open
Ponderosa Pine (Pinus ponderosa) forests and agricultural areas,

as well as occasionally in subalpine forests and alpine meadows
(Campbell et al. 1990). Lakes with ﬁsh are generally avoided, as
ﬁsh compete with the duck for food and larger ﬁsh may even prey
upon ducklings. The Barrow's Goldeneye nests in both natural
cavities and nest boxes. Natural cavities include Pileated
Woodpecker and enlarged Northern Flicker nest holes that are
typically located in large, mature trees within 200 m of the
water's edge, but can be up to 2 km from water (Eadie et al.
2000).
Conservation and Recommendations British Columbia has
responsibility for managing the majority of Barrow's Goldeneye
breeding and wintering habitat since it has such a large portion
of the species' world population, estimated to be less than
200,000 individuals (Eadie et al. 2000). Forestry activities in
British Columbia typically target mature and older forest stands
that contain larger trees with potential nest cavities and thus
likely reduce the amount of nesting habitat. Current provincial
forestry regulations only require up to a 50 m buffer of forested
habitat to be retained around potential nesting lakes and ponds
(Province of British Columbia 2002), potentially isolating suitable
nesting habitat and perhaps increasing susceptibility to greater
predation. Studies investigating the potential impacts of the
current Mountain Pine Beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae)
infestation and the subsequent large-scale salvage of affected
mature stands on Barrow's Goldeneye nesting habitat would
inform management of the species.
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Hooded Merganser
Lophodytes cucullatus

Dan Shervill

al. (1990), with highest Probability of Observation in the Georgia
Characteristics and Range This smallest of three North
American mergansers, the Hooded Merganser, with its ﬂashy
white, fan-shaped crest bordered by black, and buffy sides with
black and white vertical stripes, is one of our most attractive
waterfowl. It is the only merganser restricted to North America,
where it breeds throughout the forested east and Paciﬁc
Northwest, generally avoiding prairie grasslands and western
deserts, and is most common in forested regions around the Great
Lakes. It winters throughout much of the breeding range and
south to Mexico in the west and the Gulf Coast in the east
(Dugger et al. 2009, Johnsgard 2010).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas showed the
Hooded Merganser to be a widespread breeder across the
southern two-thirds of British Columbia, its distribution rather
abruptly bounded by 57°N, although breeding has been recorded
in Alaska (Dugger et al. 2009) suggesting the species may occur
farther north in this province. The Atlas conﬁrmed breeding on
northern Vancouver Island, along the Central Coast and, most
notably, in the Peace River lowlands, regions where it was not
reported when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, suggesting a slight westward and northward range
expansion. Most nesting was below about 750 m.
The species was generally uncommon, as noted by Campbell et

Depression, Central Interior and Southern Interior Mountains
ecoprovinces, in lower elevation valley systems providing
favourable habitat. The Hooded Merganser populations in coastal
and interior British Columbia Have more than doubled since 1970
(NABCI-Canada 2012).
The Hooded Merganser is closely tied to forested wetland systems
and prefers to nest in densely wooded streams or small wetlands
where there is little human disturbance or activity; older forests
are preferred. It uses both freshwater and brackish sites with
wooded shorelines for cavity nests in both live and dead trees;
man-made nest boxes are also used.
Conservation and Recommendations Given how well it is doing
in British Columbia and across Canada, based on Breeding Bird
Survey and other monitoring results, there are no overall
conservation concerns for this species.
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Common Merganser
Mergus merganser

Tania Simpson

Characteristics and Range The Common Merganser, a large,
ﬁsh-eating duck with a long, pointed and serrated bill, is a
familiar sight on rivers, lakes and near-shore coastal waters. This
widespread and largest species of merganser breeds throughout
temperate forested habitats of the Northern Hemisphere
(Johnsgard 2010). In North America, it breeds in boreal forest,
montane forest and aspen parkland from treeline south to the
Great Lakes (Pearce et al. 2015). A short-distance migrant, it
winters on both fresh and salt water from its southern breeding
range to northern Mexico and the mid-Atlantic coast.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common Merganser
is a widespread year-round resident in British Columbia wherever
lakes or rivers don't freeze over in winter, particularly in coastal
regions and the central-southern interior; it is only absent in
extremely mountainous areas (Campbell et al. 1990). It occupies
a wide elevation range, but most nesting is below about 750 m.
The most extensive areas of highest Probability of Observation are
in the Coast and Mountains and Georgia Depression ecoprovinces,
including Haida Gwaii. Atlas point count data indicate these
ecoprovinces and the Southern Interior and Southern Interior
Mountains ecoprovinces support the core of the provincial
population, with highest abundance occurring below about
500 m elevation. Size and trends of populations in North America

are not reliably known (aerial surveys of breeding birds often do
not differentiate between Common and Red-breasted mergansers,
and large portions of their range are not surveyed).
Large lakes and rivers bordered by conifers or mixed forests
mature enough to provide suitable tree cavities are preferred
nesting habitat; most records and highest abundances on Atlas
point counts were in conifer-dominated biogeoclimatic zones. The
Common Merganser nests in any suitable cavity in live or dead
trees, as well as crevices in rock or silt cliffs.
Conservation and Recommendations Perhaps the most
important factor limiting Common Merganser populations is the
availability of nest cavities; logging can have a detrimental effect
by removing larger trees suitable for nesting. Elevated levels of
industrial contaminants have been recorded in the Common
Merganser in coastal British Columbia (Elliott and Martin 1989)
and can affect their health (Pearce et al. 2015).
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Red-breasted Merganser
Mergus serrator

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range This medium-sized, ﬁsh-eating duck
with its long, shaggy crest is familiar on British Columbia coasts
in winter. The Red-breasted Merganser has a wide distribution in
boreal forest and tundra of the Northern Hemisphere. In North
America, it breeds across the Low Arctic tundra and the Boreal
Forest, and winters mostly on salt water south to the Paciﬁc Coast
of Mexico and the Gulf Coast. In the Palearctic, it breeds across
northern Eurasia and winters south to the Mediterranean Sea and
Taiwan (Craik et al. 2015).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Campbell et al. (1990)
note that the Red-breasted Merganser "breeds only near Atlin
Lake and on islands in Masset Inlet". The Atlas surveys expanded
the conﬁrmed and probable breeding distribution to additional
locations in the Coast and Mountains and Northern Boreal
Mountains ecoprovinces, and to new locations (Takla Narrows and
Stuart Lake) in the Sub-Boreal Interior Ecoprovince. However, the
Red-breasted Merganser remains a scarce nester in British
Columbia; the Atlas records included only seven records of
conﬁrmed breeding. Most nesting is below about 750 m
elevation.
Most observations during the Atlas surveys were in the Atlin Lake

area in the far north and the Masset Inlet area on Haida Gwaii.
Most records of conﬁrmed breeding were in the Northern Boreal
Mountains Ecoprovince. Size and trends of populations in North
America are not reliably known (aerial surveys of breeding birds
often do not differentiate between Common and Red-breasted
mergansers, and large portions of their range are not surveyed).
The Red-breasted Merganser is a semi-colonial nester in a variety
of habitats close to water, including forested river banks, marsh
edges, lake shores, rocky islets, coastal islands, and vegetated
sandy shores.
Conservation and Recommendations There are few
conservation concerns for this species in British Columbia. Nests
near water in low-lying coastal areas, however, may be
vulnerable to ongoing sea-level rise (Craik et al. 2015).
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Ruddy Duck
Oxyura jamaicensis

Glenn Dreger

Characteristics and Range With its colourful plumage, cocked
stiff tail, and unique bubbling display, the male Ruddy Duck is
one of our most attractive and charismatic waterfowl. Females
have the distinction of laying the largest eggs, relative to their
body size, of all waterfowl. The breeding range extends across
much of western North America, with the greatest concentrations
in the prairie pothole region (Brua 2002), and isolated
populations as far south as Central America and the Caribbean.
Most Ruddy Ducks spend the winter along the Paciﬁc and
Atlantic coasts, or inland across the southern half of the
continent. The Georgia Depression Ecoprovince is a
frequently-used wintering area.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The breeding
distribution shown by Atlas data conﬁrms that there has been
little change since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990; most breeding records came from the Central and Southern
Interior ecoprovinces, with reasonable numbers also in the Boreal
Plains and Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. These data
are probably a good measure of the breeding distribution of the
Ruddy Duck in British Columbia, given the species' fairly
conspicuous nature.
The Probability of Observation values match the breeding
distribution closely, highlighting the Fraser Plateau and
Thompson River drainage as the most likely places to ﬁnd Ruddy
Ducks, followed by the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench and
Peace River lowlands. Most Ruddy Ducks are found in the
350-1,250 m elevation range, but too few Atlas point count data
were collected to draw conclusions on abundance, and
randomized point counts generally don't sample the localized
wetland habitat of Ruddy Ducks very well.

Wetland characteristics are more important determinants of
Ruddy Duck breeding than biogeoclimatic zones. Ruddy Ducks
feed and breed within a range of wetland types, but typically
those that are semi-permanent or permanent, provide water
depths >1.5 m, and have extensive cattail (Typha) species or other
emergent vegetation (Brua 2002, Campbell et al. 1990). Around
Riske Creek on the Chilcotin Plateau, Savard et al. (1994) found
that ponds used by Ruddy Ducks were larger, deeper, and had
fewer trees surrounding the wetland than unused ponds. Turbidity
and water chemistry had minor effects on pond use. Aquatic
invertebrates taken from the muddy bottom substrate, especially
midge larvae (Chironomidae), are the principle food items (Brua
2002).
Conservation and Recommendations The Ruddy Duck has a
large and secure North American population, which shows a
long-term increase on the Prairies (Brua 2002, Fast et al. 2011).
Because it tends to nest in more permanent water bodies, the
Ruddy Duck is less susceptible to ﬂuctuating water levels than
most waterfowl. Hunting pressure is low. The greatest threats are
drainage of breeding and wintering wetland habitats (Brua 2002).
Preservation of potholes in the prairies has beneﬁtted this species.
The Atlas data provide a good baseline for future population
monitoring in the province.
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Chukar
Alectoris chukar

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Chukar is a strikingly-patterned
game bird, introduced from Asia for sport, and has become a
favourite target for upland game bird hunters across its western
North American range. With a greyish-brown body, bold black eye
stripe curving down to its breast, and strong barring on its ﬂanks,
it can hardly be confused with any other British Columbian bird.
The Chukar was repeatedly, and largely unsuccessfully,
introduced into British Columbia until the provincial Game Board
(Campbell et al. 1990) brought birds and eggs from Oregon and
Washington respectively. By 1955 population sizes had grown to
the point where a hunting season was feasible, and massive
harvests from the 1960s to mid-1980s apparently drastically
reduced the population size. Small local populations often
become established for short periods of time after introduction by
hunters looking to train their bird dogs, although these
populations seldom last more than a few years.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The centre of
distribution of the Chukar in British Columbia is the Okanagan
and Thompson-Nicola watersheds, where it is nowhere common.
In these regions the Chukar is primarily found at elevations
between 250 and 500 m elevation, though some are found to
1,250 m elevation. There has been little change in Chukar
distribution since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, with perhaps a few more nests found, and small
populations on Vancouver Island disappearing more or less
entirely.
This species prefers areas away from the most intensive
crop-based agriculture, including rocky cliffs, mountainsides, and

grasslands (Christensen 1996), and in British Columbia tends to
choose habitat dominated by Bluebunch Wheatgrass
(Pseudoroegneria spicata), sagebrush (Artemesia) species, and
Rubber Rabbit-brush (Ericameria nauseosa), with lots of rocky
areas nearby. Chukars nest on the ground, under cover of shrubs,
or away from vegetation where there is enough cover provided by
piles of rocks. The chicks are precocial, and leave the nest soon
after hatching.
Conservation and Recommendations The Chukar is an
introduced bird that, according to Christmas Bird Count data,
appears to have maintained its population since 1970
(Environment Canada 2011). Remarkably, more than 20 million
were harvested in the western United States over the period
1947-1995 (Christensen 1996). In British Columbia, however,
hunting pressure was much lower: from a high of 22,000
harvested in 1960 the number fell to 565 by 1985 (Campbell et
al. 1990). With preservation of rocky and dry grassland and
wooded areas within its range, and appropriate management of
hunting, this species is likely to thrive where it has been
introduced, perhaps limited occasionally by winter snow and
temperatures.
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Gray Partridge
Perdix perdix

H. Loney Dickson

Characteristics and Range The Gray Partridge is a game bird
often found in close association with people in farming
communities. Perhaps as a consequence, it is frequently
introduced outside its native range spanning much of Eurasia,
and now breeds across a wide swath of the Prairie and western
biomes of North America, with small outlier populations as far
east as agricultural regions of north-eastern North America
(Carroll 1993).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Gray Partridges were
introduced into the Lower Mainland, the Saanich Peninsula and
Gulf Islands, parts of the Chilcotin Plateau, and the Fraser
Plateau (Campbell et al. 1990); all of those populations died out
between the 1930s and early 1970s. Successful introductions into
eastern Washington resulted in a population becoming
established in the Okanagan and Kettle Valleys by the 1920s.
That population has persisted, though in recent decades numbers
have been relatively low. When The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990 most recent records were from agricultural
habitats in the Vernon area, but that population has apparently
died out. The current centre of distribution appears to be the
native grasslands of the south Okanagan, the only region it was
conﬁrmed to breed in during the Atlas. It was also recorded by
the Atlas in the Peace River lowlands of the Boreal Plains
Ecoprovince.
Campbell et al. (1990) note that historically the highest numbers
were found in the north Okanagan. During the Atlas, it was
nowhere common, and breeding was conﬁrmed only in the south
Okanagan. The Gray Partridge is a bird that often becomes well
known where it is found, and therefore Atlas estimates of

breeding success in restricted locations should be reasonably
accurate. Changes in abundance and distribution over time may
be related to loss of small populations; or changes in farming
practices that may lead to decreases in cover like hedgerows,
early mowing of crops like alfalfa and grains, or increased use of
pesticides (Campbell et al. 1990; Carroll 1993).
During the Atlas, the Gray Partridge was found in grasslands,
suburban/parkland interfaces, and agricultural regions with
nearby cover. These are the habitats this species prefers
throughout North America, where it does best in a mixed
agricultural setting with cereal crops and nearby cover. It may
exploit roadsides, ditches, and hedgerows, and prefers the
proximity of some cover, especially during the winter (Carroll
1993). In regions throughout North America where agriculture
has intensiﬁed and associated cover has declined, populations of
the Gray Partridge have suffered (Carroll 1993).
Conservation and Recommendations As a locally distributed,
introduced game bird which has failed in several introduction
areas, there appear to be no conservation concerns; the primary
reason for considering a management strategy is driven by
hunting interest.
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Ring-necked Pheasant
Phasianus colchicus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Ring-necked Pheasant is a large,
beautiful game bird native to Asia and introduced to many parts
of the world, including central North America, where it has been
especially successful in establishing populations in agricultural
regions dominated by hay and grain production (Giudice and
Ratti 2001). Most individuals in British Columbia originated in
China, with a smaller number imported from England, where it is
also introduced (Campbell et al. 1990). The male is a striking bird
with a green hooded head, red eye patch, white neck ring, and
colourful streaked body. The female is a lovely tan-coloured bird,
ﬂecked with darker brown throughout. Neither sex is likely to be
confused with any other North American bird in the habitats
where it occurs. Even the male's explosive, bugling cackle, often
heard from cover at the edge of a ﬁeld, is virtually unmistakable.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Ring-necked Pheasant is distributed throughout much of the
Georgia Depression and the Okanagan Valley, and isolated
patches in other valleys in the southern and central interior. This
distribution is largely consistent with the range known when The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, although some
local populations have apparently been extirpated since then,
including along the Thompson River.
The Probability of Observation model indicates that it more likely
to be encountered locally in the valley ﬂoors of the Okanagan,
Kettle and Columbia rivers and at the Fraser-Chilcotin river
conﬂuence than in the agricultural areas of the Georgia

Depression. The species has reportedly declined most strongly in
coastal British Columbia (Environment Canada 2014).
It inhabits grassy habitats associated with small-scale
agriculture, grasslands, wetland fringes and forest edges at lower
elevations, chieﬂy below 500 m, feeding primarily on seeds
including cultivated grains of all types, and a variety of
vegetative matter and invertebrate prey when breeding (Giudice
and Ratti 2001).
Conservation and Recommendations In the parts of its range
that are characterized by small farms, multiple crop types, and
livestock, populations are generally stable or even increasing.
Declines may occur due to intensiﬁcation of agriculture, primarily
through the loss of diverse edge habitats, and secondarily
through impacts from pesticides, and also wetland habitat loss
and degradation (Giudice and Ratti 2001). Conversion of farmland
to suburban housing may also lead to Ring-necked Pheasant
populations being extirpated. Each of these habitat changes
occurs in the Ring-necked Pheasant's provincial range, and may
explain local declines.
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Silver Pheasant
Lophura nycthemera

Christian Artuso

Characteristics and Range The native range of Silver Pheasant
is conﬁned to Southeast Asia and parts of China, where it inhabits
hill and montane, mainly evergreen forests (BirdLife International
2015). The stunning plumage of the male in particular has led to
its popularity around the world as a cage bird and zoo exhibit. In
the early 1970s, a bankrupt zoo in Nanaimo released about a
dozen Silver Pheasants into nearby forest. By 2004, they had
spread at least 10 km north, 6 km west, and 16 km south of their
original release point, and become an apparently self-sustaining
population (Monty 2004). This may be the only feral population
of this species in North America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Adults with recently
ﬂedged young observed in June and July of 2010 and 2011
conﬁrm that the species continues to sustain a population in two
10-km squares, around and to the east of Brannen Lake between
Nanaimo and Lantzville. The Silver Pheasants in this area breed

in Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga menziesii), and Arbutus (Arbutus
menziesii) forests on drier south-facing hillsides.
Conservation and Recommendations As an alien species, the
Silver Pheasant has no provincial status designation. Continued
monitoring and reporting of observations to programs like eBird
could help establish whether Silver Pheasant should be treated
like other introduced exotic species, e.g. the Ring-necked
Pheasant.

Peter J.A. Davidson
Recommended citation: Davidson, P.J.A. 2015. Silver Pheasant

in Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage, and
C.M. Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of British
Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=SIPH&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Indian Peafowl
Pavo cristatus

Toad Hollow Photography

Characteristics and Range Indian (or Blue) Peafowl is one of the
world's most beautiful birds and undoubtedly one of the most
recognized. It is native to the Indian Subcontinent, but is held in
captivity all around the world and often allowed to range free. In
North America, there are established, self-sustaining populations
in Florida, California and on Hawaii (Kannan and James 1998).
Campbell et al. (1990) considered this species "hypothetical" in
British Columbia, documenting two populations that were
accidentally established in the province. It is still unclear if the
species is living unassisted in the province, although a brood
raised successfully during the Atlas period, at the summit of
Mount Work on the Saanich Peninsula of Vancouver Island,
indicates that it may be able to reproduce unaided in southwest
British Columbia. Free ranging, domestic birds likely mix with
feral birds, making it difﬁcult to assess the true population status
of this species in the province.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Sidney Island
population mentioned in The Birds of British Columbia is still
present, but the Langford population appears to have been
extirpated by direct control. Field work for the Atlas found
apparently feral populations in the East Sooke area and on the
Saanich Peninsula. The East Sooke birds are known to have been
present since 1998 or earlier (Anon. 2003) and are apparently
spreading. Resorts and rental properties from East Sooke to
Shirley advertise "wild peacocks" as an attraction. Peafowl are
large, messy, and noisy, and can be garden pests. They are
regarded by some as nuisance birds. The populations persist
despite local ad hoc trapping and relocation efforts and lethal
control (Daigle 2014, Anon. 2003). It is possible that other
populations are established in British Columbia But went
unreported by Atlas participants since the species is not regarded
as a wild bird in the province (e.g., Cannings 2014).

No abundance estimate is available, but the population is small
and likely below 150 mature adults.
Indian Peafowl use a mixture of suburban, rural, agricultural and
natural habitats on southern Vancouver Island and the Gulf
Islands.
Conservation and Recommendations This is an alien species
that has shown the ability to establish itself in a wide variety of
habitats in other parts of the world. The impact of the species on
local ecosystems is not known, but the species consumes seeds,
insects and reptiles and carries a number of avian diseases
(Kannan and James 1998). If the species persists or expands, their
impact should be studied. Note that Hill (1990) and Galusha and
Redd (1992) studied a feral population on Protection Island,
Washington State, relatively close to populations in British
Columbia.
Populations should be monitored and controlled if the species
appears to increase in numbers or expand their range. California
has public education campaigns to discourage peafowl
establishment in areas where they are likely to become nuisance
birds, which may have application to British Columbia. Kannan
and James (1998) point out that virtually nothing is known about
the species ecology in its introduced range, and provide a list of
potential research topics.
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Ruffed Grouse
Bonasa umbellus

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range The Ruffed Grouse is a cryptic,
medium-sized game bird, although the males become
conspicuous during the breeding season through their spectacular
drumming behavior. This territorial and courtship display
involves the male standing on a structure that provides good
sound resonance (usually an old log), raising its crest and black
shoulder "ruffs", and beating its wings (slowly at ﬁrst, then very
rapidly into a crescendo) to generate the drumming sound. The
Ruffed Grouse is restricted to North America, where it is resident
throughout the boreal forest region and some wooded hill ranges
farther south (Rusch et al. 2000).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Ruffed Grouse is
widespread in suitable habitat throughout the province except on
Haida Gwaii and other islands off British Columbia's north coast.
This range has changed little since The Birds of British Columbia
was published in 1990; however, the Atlas surveys have expanded
conﬁrmed breeding in the northwest of the province and along
the upper reaches of the Fraser River. The Ruffed Grouse may be
more widespread in mainland British Columbia's north and
central coast regions than the relatively restricted Atlas survey
coverage suggests, and may occur on some islands off the north
coast that are close to the mainland.
High Probability of Observation values are most extensive across
the plateaus of the Sub-Boreal Interior and Central Interior
ecoprovinces; point counts conﬁrm that this area also supports
the highest abundance, hence the core of British Columbia's
population. Other important areas highlighted by the PObs
model and abundance data are northern Vancouver Island; the
Columbia, Kootenay, Peace and Stikine river drainages; and the
Liard Plateau. The Ruffed Grouse is found across a wide
altitudinal range, but occurs at highest abundance between 750
and 1,250 m.

Across North America, the Ruffed Grouse is most common in early
successional forests dominated by aspen and poplar (Populus)
species (Rusch et al. 2000). As such, it is fairly common in several
biogeoclimatic zones where these tree species are common, but
most abundant in Sub-Boreal Pine-Spruce in the Central Interior
Ecoprovince. Throughout the province, the Ruffed Grouse nests on
the ground in forested habitat, usually with a deciduous
component, and usually near water. Nests in British Columbia are
mostly found at the base of trees; under bushes, shrubs or ferns;
and under or next to fallen logs (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Ruffed Grouse is not
at risk in British Columbia, and is considered secure across its
entire range (British Columbia Ministry of Environment 2014).
British Columbia is afforded a low responsibility for its
conservation, although a recent estimate suggests that the
province supports about 28% (just over 5 million birds) of the
global population (Partners in Flight Science Committee 2013). It
is the most popularly hunted upland game bird in British
Columbia, accounting for 50-60% of the annual upland game
bird harvest; annual harvests over the past 10 years have ranged
from 65,000 to 123,000 birds (British Columbia Ministry of
Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations 2014). Permanent
loss of riparian forests to development is likely the major concern
for this species; inundation from large scale hydroelectric projects
can also cause loss of suitable riparian habitat until a new
riparian corridor develops.
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Spruce Grouse
Falcipennis canadensis

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The Spruce Grouse is a mediumsized, stocky game bird that is considerably smaller than Sooty or
Dusky Grouse with which it often shares habitat in British
Columbia. It is one of the quietest of all game birds; even the
territorial wing-clap display of the male is limited to two sharp
claps unlike the proliﬁc display of the Ruffed Grouse. It is
restricted to North America, where it is resident in boreal
coniferous forests, extending south into the Cascade and northern
Rocky Mountains. It is a coniferous forest specialist with a diet
consisting mostly of pine or spruce needles. The Spruce Grouse
has undergone many taxonomic changes in the past century and
its taxonomy is still under debate. Boag and Schroeder (1992)
believe it is currently comprised of two distinct subspecies
F. c. canadensis and F. c. franklinii, although they acknowledge
that previously the latter was considered a separate species
known as Franklin's Grouse.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Both subspecies breed in
British Columbia. F. c. canadensis occupies boreal forests in the
north, while F. c. franklinii occupies montane forests in the
southern two-thirds of the province (Campbell et al. 1990). The
Atlas conﬁrms the Spruce Grouse to be a widespread breeder
throughout much of British Columbia, east of the Coast Range
Mountains. It may have been under-recorded by the Atlas due to
its cryptic appearance and nature.
Atlas data show the highest Probability of Observation is in the
Northern Boreal and Sub-Boreal Interior ecoprovinces,
particularly east of Atlin Lake, and to a lesser extent the Skeena
and Omineca Mountains. The Spruce Grouse occupies a wide
altitudinal range, and is known to occur as high as 2,500 m

(Campbell et al. 1990). Its secretive nature resulted in too few
point count data being collected to indicate any clear elevation
preferences, and Atlas survey effort above 1,750 m was limited
because of access challenges in many areas.
The Spruce Grouse nests on the ground in coniferous forests
throughout its range, usually (but not always) with a spruce
(Picea species) component. This was borne out by Atlas Pobs
modelling, which indicated highest values in the spruceassociated biogeoclimatic zones. Nests in British Columbia are
mostly found at the bases of coniferous trees, shrubs, stumps or
fence posts (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Spruce Grouse is not
at risk in British Columbia, and is considered secure across its
entire range (British Columbia Ministry of Environment 2014). It
is the second-most popular hunted upland game bird in British
Columbia, accounting for 25-30% of the annual upland game
bird harvest; annual harvests over the past 10 years have ranged
from 32,000 to 58,000 birds (FLNRO 2014).
It is recommended that consideration be given to genetic
research to help resolve the taxonomy issues.
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Willow Ptarmigan
Lagopus lagopus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Willow Ptarmigan, the largest
and most numerous of the three species of ptarmigan, is a
characteristic resident of arctic, subarctic, and subalpine tundra
throughout the Northern Hemisphere. Plumage of both sexes
varies similarly throughout the year such that it blends with
dominant colours of the surrounding environment. All ptarmigan
have feathered feet that improve their ability to walk in snow. In
North America, it breeds in arctic, subarctic, and subalpine
tundra across the continent and southward in alpine tundra in
western Canada (Hannon et al. 1998). It also breeds across
Eurasia on tundra, moors, heaths, and bogs within arctic,
subarctic, and boreal zones and southward marginally into
temperate areas. It is an altitudinal and short-distance migrant;
some populations move short distances south of the breeding
range in winter.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Willow Ptarmigan
breeds in mountains and high plateaus in the northern half of
British Columbia, particularly in the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince, and at scattered locations in the Sub-Boreal Interior
and Central Interior ecoprovinces fringing the interior plateaus.
The Atlas surveys found this ptarmigan at 870-1,410 m in the
Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince, but at higher elevations
(1,730-2,160 m) farther south in the Central Interior Ecoprovince.
The distribution from the Atlas records is similar to that reported
by Campbell et al. (1990).
The mean Probability of Observation was highest in the Northern
Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince, followed by the Sub-Boreal
Interior and Central Interior ecoprovinces. Numbers of breeding

individuals ﬂuctuate annually and vary geographically; periods
between cyclic peaks range from 10 to 11 years in British
Columbia (Hannon et al. 1998).
The Willow Ptarmigan prefers to breed in subalpine and alpine
habitats, normally just above treeline, especially low, moist areas
and shrubby habitats where willow or birch shrubs are abundant;
it avoids dry, rocky areas. Most Atlas records are in the SpruceWillow-Birch and Boreal Altai Fescue Alpine biogeoclimatic
zones.
Conservation and Recommendations The long-term trend in
population numbers appears to be stable, but monitoring data
are sparse. The Willow Ptarmigan faces threats from direct and
indirect effects of disturbances such as industrial developments
and recreational activities. Threats from development may be
locally signiﬁcant but are unlikely to result in widespread
declines if the majority of the range remains remote and
undeveloped (Environment Canada 2011, Hannon et al. 1998).
Climate change is a concern for ptarmigan, but the potential
effects are unclear; range may be lost in some areas because of
change in treeline, but an increase in the abundance of shrub
habitats may be a beneﬁt in other areas.

Art Martell
Recommended citation: Martell, A. 2015. Willow Ptarmigan in
Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage, and C.M.
Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of British
Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=WIPT&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Rock Ptarmigan
Lagopus muta

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range Easily recognised as a ptarmigan in
either its white winter or mottled summer plumage, the Rock
Ptarmigan is rarely seen except by those who visit extreme arctic
and alpine environments. It is the only bird species in which all
populations spend their entire life cycle in inhospitably cold and
windswept tundra regions around the northern hemisphere,
retreating only from the northernmost regions during the long
period of winter darkness (Montgomerie and Holder 2008). The
Rock Ptarmigan is a widespread resident in Arctic tundra across
northern North America, and south in isolated populations in
alpine tundra to British Columbia, and in heathlands to
Newfoundland. In the Palearctic it is resident in Arctic and alpine
tundra regions across Eurasia.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Rock Ptarmigan is a
locally rare to uncommon resident in mountains in northern and
western British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990). The Atlas
surveyors found a similar, generally sparse distribution, with a
cluster of records on the Stikine Plateau. The Atlas records
showed breeding only north of about 52°N, but survey effort was
low in the alpine due to difﬁculty of access. Campbell et al.
(1990) reported breeding farther south in the Coast Mountains.
Most breeding is from about 1,000-2,000 m.
The Atlas records included the Rock Ptarmigan in only forty
10-km squares, primarily in the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince, and breeding was conﬁrmed in only ten squares. The
Probability of Observation model expands on the distribution,

indicating the highest likelihood of ﬁnding this ptarmigan is on
the Stikine and Yukon plateaus, and in the Cassiar and
northernmost Rocky mountains. The scarcity of this species and
its remote high-elevation habitat contributed to the low
frequency of observation. Information is insufﬁcient for a reliable
assessment of changes in breeding abundance since 1970
(Environment Canada 2011).
The Rock Ptarmigan prefers well-drained, hummocky Arctic and
alpine tundra with rocky ridges, high elevation plateaus, open
alpine meadows, and barren and rocky slopes. Where Rock and
White-tailed ptarmigan co-exist, the former selects lower alpine
meadows and the latter favours steep, rocky slopes (Martin and
Wiebe 2004).
Conservation and Recommendations Because of its
high-elevation and high-latitude distribution, the Rock Ptarmigan
faces few anthropogenic threats (Environment Canada 2011).
However, like the other two species of ptarmigan, the Rock
Ptarmigan is sensitive to disturbance and the potential effects of
climate change.
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White-tailed Ptarmigan
Lagopus leucura

Jess Findlay

vegetation near snowﬁelds and streams, and willow-dominated
plant communities.

Characteristics and Range This smallest of the three ptarmigan
that occur in North America, it is also distinguishable from the
others in ﬂight by its distinctive white tail feathers. The Whitetailed Ptarmigan is found only in alpine habitats of western
North America, where it is resident from Alaska and Yukon south
through the mountains of British Columbia, including patchily
through the southern Rocky Mountains (Braun et al. 1993). The
isolated subspecies L. l. saxatilis is endemic to Vancouver Island
(Campbell et al. 1990, Braun et al. 1993).

Conservation and Recommendations The Province of British
Columbia has a high global responsibility for the conservation of
White-tailed Ptarmigan because the province constitutes a large
portion of the species range. Climate change may negatively
affect the White-tailed Ptarmigan nesting habitat if treelines
continue to rise, but little is known of the species' population
trends (NABCI-Canada 2012).

Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The White-tailed
Ptarmigan has the widest distribution of all ptarmigan in British
Columbia and is a rare to common resident throughout
mountainous regions (Campbell et al. 1990). It is much more
widespread in the southern half of British Columbia than the
other two species of ptarmigan, with clusters of records in the
East and West Kootenay ranges, and the Cascade, southern Coast
and Vancouver Island mountains. Breeding is from 1,280-1,450 m
on Vancouver Island and from 1,830-2,650 m in the interior
(Campbell et al. 1990).

The subspecies L. l. saxatilis is Blue-listed in British Columbia,
due to its small population size and its local distribution within a
restricted range (British Columbia Conservation Data Centre
2014); it is limited to higher elevations (above 820 m) on
Vancouver Island. It is vulnerable to population extinction
processes (Martin et al. 2000) and its habitat is threatened by
recreational conﬂicts, air and ground-based pollutants, forest
harvesting, and climate change (Martin and Forbes 2001, 2004).
Some speciﬁc management recommendations for L. l. saxatilis
are presented by Martin and Forbes (2004).

Three ecoprovinces support separate extensive areas of higher
Probability of Observation: the Northern Boreal Mountains, the
Coast and Mountains, and the Southern Interior Mountains. The
highest PObs values are in the three alpine and, in coastal
regions, the Mountain Hemlock biogeoclimatic zones.
The White-tailed Ptarmigan is strictly alpine, breeding at or
above timberline and preferring rocky areas, krummholz, moist
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Dusky Grouse
Dendragapus obscurus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Dusky Grouse was formerly
considered conspeciﬁc with the Sooty Grouse, the two taxa
together forming the Blue Grouse (Dendragapus obscurus).
Mitochondrial DNA analyses, combined with behavioural and
habitat differences indicate they are best treated as separate
species (Barrowclough et al. 2004). They are very similar in
appearance, but Dusky tends to be lighter and more greyish
compared to Sooty, with displaying males showing a deep red
neck sac and all-black tail feathers. The Dusky Grouse occurs
immediately east of the range of the Sooty Grouse, in interior
mountains, plateaus, and basins of western North America, from
central Yukon to hill ranges south of the Rocky Mountains
(Zwickell and Bendell 2005).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Dusky Grouse is
relatively widespread in southern interior British Columbia but
more sparsely distributed farther north. The western limit of its
distribution narrowly overlaps with that of Sooty Grouse along
the eastern downslopes of the southern Coast Mountains and
along upper reaches of large rivers like the Skeena that penetrate
the coastal mountain ranges farther north.
The Probability of Observation model shows that it is not an easy
bird to ﬁnd anywhere. It is probably under-recorded, since the
deep, low hooting call of the male Dusky Grouse is very difﬁcult
to hear, and usually delivered in early spring. The centre of
breeding appears unchanged since The Birds of British Columbia
was published in 1990: south of 52°N in the Southern Interior
Ecoprovince including the Chilcotin Plateau, and secondarily the
Southern Interior Mountains Ecoprovince, mainly in the Interior

Douglas-ﬁr and Engelmann Spruce-Subalpine Fir biogeoclimatic
zones. Dusky Grouse breeds at higher elevations than Sooty
Grouse, with many observations in the 1,500-2,250 m range,
although breeding from 500-1,250 m is not uncommon.
Dusky Grouse use a variety of coniferous forest habitats and even
sagebrush (Artemisia species) grasslands for breeding. Nests are
placed in small depressions on the ground, and lined with dry
vegetation. As in all grouse, young leave the nest very soon after
hatching to forage in family groups with the female.
Conservation and Recommendations The conservation status of
Dusky Grouse in British Columbia is not clear, but British
Columbia's global responsibility for the species is high. Breeding
Bird Survey data suggest a possible decline in the Great Basin
(Environment Canada 2014), but are insufﬁcient to produce a
meaningful trend. Like all grouse in North America, the Dusky
Grouse is a popular gamebird, and is hunted across its range in
British Columbia, although hunting appears to present little
threat to the persistence of the species (Zwickell and Bendell
2005). As with the Sooty Grouse, further study would improve our
understanding of the provincial population, not least because
their recent split means species-speciﬁc data are lacking.
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Sooty Grouse
Dendragapus fuliginosus

John Reynolds

Characteristics and Range The Sooty Grouse was formerly
considered conspeciﬁc with the Dusky Grouse, the two taxa
together forming the Blue Grouse (Dendragapus obscurus).
Mitochondrial DNA analyses combined with behavioural and
habitat differences (Barrowclough et al. 2004) indicate that they
are best treated as separate species. Sooty and Dusky Grouse are
very similar in appearance, the Sooty tending to be darker, with
males showing a yellow skin patch in display and a distinct grey
band across the tip of the black tail. This similarity presents a
challenge with mapping their precise distributions. The Sooty
Grouse's restricted range spans forested portions of the Coast and
Cascade mountains, and the Sierra Nevada, from southeastern
Alaska to northern California.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Sooty Grouse is
widespread in the Coast and Mountains and Georgia Depression
ecoprovinces. The distribution appears unchanged since The Birds
of British Columbia was published in 1990. Sooty and Dusky
grouse were then lumped as Blue Grouse, so precise comparison
is not possible for areas where the two may overlap along the
eastern downslopes of the southern Coast Mountains and along
large rivers like the Skeena that penetrate the coast ranges
farther north.
The Probability of Observation model suggests that Sooty Grouse
are present throughout much of the Coast and Mountains
ecoprovince. Point counts indicate that it is most common below
750 m elevation, and the core of the provincial population is in
the Western Hemlock biogeoclimatic zone, although several other
forested and subalpine biogeoclimatic zones support similar local

abundance. A well-developed herb, shrub, and grass layer is often
present in the highest quality forest habitat (Zwickell and Bendell
2005).
Nests are placed in small depressions on the ground, and lined
with dry vegetation, though little effort is put into making a
signiﬁcant nest lining. As in all grouse, hatchlings leave the nest
very soon after hatching to forage in family groups with the
female.
Conservation and Recommendations Breeding Bird Survey data
do suggest a population decline since 1970 in British Columbia
(Environment Canada 2014). Some concern may be warranted,
but identifying a reason or reasons for the decline is difﬁcult due
to large-scale land-use change in western North America over the
past half century. The Sooty Grouse is a popular gamebird,
hunted across its range in British Columbia at apparently very
low levels (Zwickell and Bendell 2005). Local populations have
been extirpated in areas of the Georgia Depression, where urban
development has removed forest habitat and likely led to declines
in habitat quality from over-abundant herbivores, as has occurred
locally in parts of the United States (Zwickell and Bendell 2005).
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Sharp-tailed Grouse
Tympanuchus phasianellus

H. Loney Dickson

Characteristics and Range The Sharp-tailed Grouse is a
cryptically coloured, medium-sized game bird with yellowish
combs over its eyes, best known for the elaborate dancing
displays of the males. It is the only extant grouse species in
British Columbia that exhibits lekking behaviour. During the
breeding season, males gather together at traditional locations
(leks) where they attempt to attract mates by performing a
foot-stomping, dance display while inﬂating the purple air sacs
on either side of their throats. It is found only in North America,
where it is resident in and around suitable open breeding habitat
in the northwest boreal forest south through the Prairie, Great
Lakes and Great Basin regions. It now occupies a much reduced
range compared to the early 1900s (Connelly et al. 1998).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Three of the seven
subspecies occur in the province: the Alaskan subspecies
(T. p. caurus) in the northwest corner of the Northern Boreal
Mountains Ecoprovince around Tagish Lake; the Plains subspecies
(T. p. jamesi) in the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince; and the Columbian
subspecies (T. p. columbianus) in the Sub-Boreal Interior, Central
and Southern Interior ecoprovinces (Leupin 2003). The Sharptailed Grouse also occurs in the Fort Nelson River catchment of
the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince, but it is not known which
subspecies occurs there. Historically, the Columbian subspecies
was more widespread, but many populations are now believed
extirpated; reports in the East Kootenays in the mid-2000s
suggest that remnants remain, or re-colonisation may have
occurred from the United States (Leupin and Chutter 2007). The
Atlas found breeding evidence in all of these areas except the
Northern Boreal Mountains and Southern Interior Mountains
ecoprovinces.
Even within known areas of occurrence, Probabilities of
Observation are low, reﬂecting the localised, patchy nature of its
distribution, and early breeding season timing of lekking when
Sharp-tailed Grouse are most conspicuous but fewer atlassers
were conducting surveys. Based on provincial survey data, Leupin
and Chutter (2007) estimated the Columbian subspecies
population in British Columbia to be between 8,500 and 14,000
birds; the population sizes of the northern subspecies are
unknown (Leupin 2003).

The Sharp-tailed Grouse uses open areas juxtaposed with shrubby
areas and/or parkland. In the Southern Interior Ecoprovince, this
is provided mostly by grassland habitats in the Bunchgrass
biogeoclimatic zone. In some areas, especially in the Central
Interior Ecoprovince, they have adapted well to ephemeral
cut-over habitat. In the boreal forests of northern British
Columbia, aspen parklands, swamps, meadows and burns are
preferred. Leks occur in very open, short-grass habitats, while
nests are placed on the ground in surrounding areas with more
cover.
Conservation and Recommendations Neither the species nor
any subspecies is considered at risk in Canada, and the proportion
of the global population in British Columbia is very small
(Partners in Flight Science Committee 2013). In British Columbia,
the species as a whole is considered not at risk (British Columbia
Ministry of Environment 2014). However, the Columbian
subspecies is Blue-listed due to declining populations across its
range and regional extirpations in southern British Columbia
likely caused by loss and fragmentation of grassland habitat
(Leupin and Chutter 2007). Whilst some habitat loss has occurred
in British Columbia, the majority has occurred in the United
States, reducing Sharp-tailed Grouse to 10% of its former range,
such that British Columbia now holds one of the largest
remaining populations of the Columbian subspecies. The province
has contributed birds from ephemeral cut-over habitats to
recovery efforts in the United States.
It is recommended to continue and expand existing British
Columbia Wildlife Branch lek surveys to include potential
additional areas identiﬁed by the Atlas project, and to initiate
research to identify the subspecies occurring in the Fort Nelson
River catchment area.
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Wild Turkey
Meleagris gallopavo

Allistair Fraser

Characteristics and Range The Wild Turkey is the world's
heaviest gallinaceous bird with adult males reaching weights of
over 10 kg. Its large size, long legs and neck, featherless head,
wattle, and beard make it easily distinguishable from other birds
in its range. During the day turkeys spend most of their time on
the ground, often in large ﬂocks; at night they ﬂy into trees to
roost. The Wild Turkey is native only to southwestern and eastern
North America, but has been successfully introduced for hunting
to many other parts of the United States and Canada, Europe, and
New Zealand (McRoberts et al. 2014). The Wild Turkeys in British
Columbia are of the subspecies M. g. merriami (Campbell et al.
1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Following attempts at
introduction to British Columbia in 1910, and expansion into
British Columbia from populations introduced to neighbouring
U.S. states in the 1960's, the Wild Turkey was largely restricted to
the southern Kootenays, with smaller populations in the
Okanagan region and on southeastern Vancouver Island
(Campbell et al. 1990). Since The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990, the Wild Turkey has expanded its range and
now occurs throughout the valleys of the East and West Kootenay
and southeast Okanagan regions. Whilst atlassers did not report
sightings from southern Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands,
the continued existence there of remnant populations from past
(and possibly recent) introductions was evidenced by observations
made by and reported to provincial biologists (M. Chutter pers.
Obs.). An outlying, conﬁrmed breeding observation in the Peace
River lowlands is the result of a local introduction initiative by
turkey hunting enthusiasts.
The Wild Turkey population in British Columbia was estimated to

be 4,000-5,000 birds in 2004 (Wahl 2004). It has likely increased
since then, having expanded extensively northwards in the
Kootenays, and west to the edge of the south Okanagan Valley.
The highest Probability of Observation values are in the major
valley systems in the south of the Southern Interior and Southern
Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. Too few records are available
from point counts to indicate any patterns of abundance.
The Wild Turkey prefers open mature forested areas. Nesting and
summer habitats include scattered forest openings, agricultural
ﬁelds and grazing ranges. Turkeys nest on the ground, often at the
base of trees, in areas that provide some form of horizontal cover.
Conservation and Recommendations As an alien species, the
Wild Turkey has no provincial status designation. Due to
agricultural depredation complaints and potential competition
with native upland game birds, the British Columbia Wildlife
Branch has ceased all introductions and translocations to Crown
land; however, captive-bred Wild Turkeys can still be released on
private lands for hunting or agricultural purposes. Open hunting
seasons exist in the Kootenay and Okanagan regions. The Province
of British Columbia should continue to monitor the spread of
Wild Turkeys in the province, and consider research into potential
competition with native species.
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Mountain Quail
Oreortyx pictus

Khanh Tran

Characteristics and Range The Mountain Quail is a secretive
inhabitant of dense shrub and forest habitats in hill and
mountain ranges along the Paciﬁc Coast, and in the western
Great Basin of North America. The northern limit of its native
range is clouded by numerous introductions, but may have been
the Columbia River in the Coast and Cascade mountains
(Gutiérrez and Delehanty 1999). It was introduced to the lower
Fraser River valley and southern Vancouver Island in British
Columbia in the late 1800s, but only established a small
breeding population on the southern tip of Vancouver Island
(Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The last breeding record
for British Columbia was in the early 1970s; there were just four
records between that time and the publication of The Birds of

British Columbia in 1990. No records during the Atlas and only
two eBird records from the 1970s suggest that the species is now
extirpated from British Columbia.
Conservation and Recommendations The failure of previously
introduced populations to sustain themselves should dissuade
any further attempts to introduce the bird to British Columbia.
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California Quail
Callipepla californica

Chris Charlesworth

Characteristics and Range The California Quail is a beautiful,
small gamebird characterized by a steel-grey body, six feathers
(in the male) that form a crest, and a scaled nape and belly. It
was introduced to coastal and southern interior British Columbia
between 1860 and 1912, from its restricted native range in
western North America spanning the southern Great Basin to Baja
California (Campbell et al. 1990). Its characteristic, strident
"put-way-doo" call is a common sound in areas characterized by
small farms and suburban yards with nearby cover. It is resident,
and forms coveys that occasionally include 100 or more birds, but
more frequently less than 30, which can be seen running through
gardens and hedgerows in search of seeds and bugs that make up
much of the California Quail's diet.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The California Quail is
largely restricted to two main breeding areas in British Columbia:
southeastern Vancouver Island in the Georgia Depression
Ecoprovince, and the Okanagan and Kettle valleys in the
Southern Interior Ecoprovince. The Atlas ﬁlled distribution gaps
in these two regions, and also demonstrated range contractions
since The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, most
notably the apparent loss of the Fraser Valley population. The
isolated breeding populations on the southern Cariboo Plateau
and northern Vancouver Island may be introduced and not
self-sustaining.
The species is similarly abundant in the interior as it is on the

coast, clearly preferring the Ponderosa Pine and Bunchgrass
biogeoclimatic zones in the former and the Coastal Douglas-ﬁr
biogeoclimatic zone in the latter. Breeding populations are
generally found below 750 m, and most common from 250-500
m, although some may breed as high as 1,250 m.
In its restricted range, it is a common inhabitant of mixed
agricultural and suburban areas that provide extensive cover for
foraging, nesting, and roosting, and where supplementary feeding
is widespread. The California Quail also uses more natural
habitats, including riparian, grassland, and savannah-like
deciduous and open coniferous habitats.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns for this introduced species. Overall in British Columbia,
the California Quail appears to show a population increase since
the 1970s (Environment Canada 2014), driven primarily by
interior populations, with the coastal population doing less well.
The reasons for the apparent local interior increases and coastal
declines are unknown.
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Northern Bobwhite
Colinus virginianus

Brent Wellander

immigrations from Idaho.
Characteristics and Range Most British Columbians birders
would be startled to spot this social quail, as it is essentially
non-migratory, with a native range spanning southeast North
America, well east of the Continental Divide. This handsome bird
has a brown and tan back, a chestnut body speckled with white, a
small crest, and a white throat, forehead, and superciliary stripe.
It is one of the most economically valuable gamebirds in North
America and has been introduced to many countries worldwide,
usually unsuccessfully (Brennan et al. 2014). In North America,
local introductions to Washington and Idaho afford the rare
possibility that the bird may be observed in the extreme south of
British Columbia.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Bobwhite
was only recorded in one 10-km square during the Atlas period,
in the Creston Valley in the West Kootenay in 2008, 2011, and
2012. A covey of two males and ten females were reported in
2011, and two males and seven females in 2012. No young have
been recorded in the last few decades anywhere in British
Columbia. It is uncertain if these are from local releases or
southern immigration.
Attempts at introducing the Northern Bobwhite for hunting or
aesthetics occurred across southern British Columbia between the
early 1900s and the 1970s (Campbell et al. 1990); none was
successful over the long-term. It is known to have bred in three
locations in southern British Columbia into the 1980s, including
the Creston Valley (Campbell et al. 1990), suspected

Perhaps the closest potential source population to the Creston
Valley is in northern Idaho, where the Northern Bobwhite was
introduced in the 1880s to agricultural areas of the Boise Valley,
and is now suspected to be a rare breeder, known to overwinter in
the pan-handle of northern Idaho (Idahobirds 2013). Within their
range, Northern Bobwhite can be found year-round in early
successional habitats, agricultural ﬁelds, grassland, open
woodland areas, roadsides, and wood edges (Brennan et al. 2014).
Conservation and Recommendations As an introduced species
in British Columbia the Northern Bobwhite is listed as "exotic"
and is not of management concern. Native populations are at risk
of becoming extirpated in Canada (Cadman et al. 2007), and it is
listed as endangered by COSEWIC in Canada due to steep
declines in southern Ontario, probably due to grassland habitat
loss and agricultural ﬁeld management, yet it is still hunted by
the millions in the United States. Populations at the northern
edge of its range, and perhaps previous introductions to British
Columbia, are routinely decimated by harsh winters.
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Red-throated Loon
Gavia stellata

North and South Photography

Characteristics and Range The Red-throated Loon is a bird of
wild, remote places. It nests on small inland lakes and its "kwak,
kwak, kwak, kwak" call as it ﬂies overhead indicates that it has
returned to its seasonal nesting site. Its sleek shape and red
throat make it one of the most attractive members of the loon
family. Interestingly, the Red-throated Loon doesn't feed where it
nests, but either ﬂies to the ocean or to a larger lake to feed. It
breeds widely across boreal and arctic areas of North America
and Eurasia; winters along the Paciﬁc, Atlantic, and Gulf coasts of
North America, and the coasts of Europe (including the
Mediterranean Sea) and eastern Asia (Barr et al. 2000). It feeds
close to shore in winter, preferably in sheltered bays or lagoons.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Red-throated Loon
is a coastal and alpine tundra-breeding bird in British Columbia,
nesting mainly in the many small bog lakes and tarns on Haida
Gwaii and along the mainland and northern Vancouver Island
coasts, from Bute Inlet north. It is more sparsely distributed
farther north, in the Nass Basin, and on higher elevation lakes in
the Omineca and Cassiar mountains and the Stikine-Yukon
Plateau. This coincides with the distribution pattern noted when
The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990.

in the past, but these remote areas were not accessed during the
Atlas surveys. The work of Reimchen and Douglas on Haida Gwaii
throughout the 1970's and 1980's estimated the population of
breeding Red-throated Loons in the archipelago to be between
784 and 892 pairs (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no major
conservation concerns. The Red-throated Loon is secretive,
sensitive to human disturbance from recreational activities and
shoreline development, and will desert sites if there is too much
human activity; it lays only 1-2 eggs in a short nesting season
and may not re-lay if the eggs or chicks are lost, but if left
undisturbed it will return to its home site every year. It is also
sensitive to water level ﬂuctuations during unusually wet or dry
summers, vulnerable to coastal oil spills, and is highly sensitive
to disturbance from coastal wind farms (wind turbines) (BirdLife
International 2015). With the potential growth of onshore and
offshore developments along the British Columbia coast and
recreational (including eco-tourism) encroachment into
undisturbed areas, it is important to determine the nesting sites
for these uncommon birds and implement appropriate
conservation management actions.

Marguerita (Margo) E. Hearne
The Probability of Observation map highlights the most likely
places to ﬁnd this loon are where its preferred habitat (muskeg
bog ponds, marshes and coastal ponds) occurs in the Coast and
Mountains Ecoprovince, and lesser chances of ﬁnding it across the
western part of the Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince,
where it prefers tundra lakes. The high PObs values noted in the
north and west of Haida Gwaii coincide with where birds nested
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Paciﬁc Loon
Gavia paciﬁca

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range The Paciﬁc Loon is morphologically
very similar to the Arctic Loon (G. arctica, also known as the
Black-throated Diver) of Eurasia with which it was once
considered conspeciﬁc. The Paciﬁc is the most abundant loon in
North America and is strictly marine during the winter (Russell
2002). Breeding birds leave their arctic and subarctic nesting
lakes to winter along the Paciﬁc Coast as far south as Mexico's
Baja Peninsula. The breeding distribution includes a large part of
far northern North America, stretching from eastern Siberia to
Hudson Bay's eastern coast. In breeding plumage, Paciﬁc Loons
are easily recognized by their distinctive silvery-grey head and
hind neck, black throat, and vertical black-and-white stripes on
the sides of the neck.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas revealed only
a handful of records, mostly in the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince, which closely match the range when The Birds of
British Columbia was published, suggesting there has been little
change in distribution since 1990. Access constraints and the
remoteness of this bird's distribution may have resulted in it
being under-recorded by the Atlas. An intriguing active nest
record came from Squawkbird Lake at 1,550 m in the Omineca
Mountains, which at approximately 55°N is one of British
Columbia's southernmost breeding records. The species has
probably been using this site "for years", but it is unknown if the
lake, which is thought to contain no ﬁsh and only a healthy
population of freshwater shrimp (Gammarus) species, is named
for the territorial duets of its long-resident Paciﬁc Loons

(Vinnedge 2012). Prior to the Atlas, Burton (2006) found a
pre-ﬂedged chick on Embryo Lake, slightly south of Squawkbird
Lake.
These loons tend to nest on ponds and small lakes less than
40 ha in area (Campbell et al. 1990), but some Atlas records were
of birds on very large lakes. Paciﬁc Loon distribution, and their
choice of lakes, may be inﬂuenced by the presence of the larger
and dominant Common Loon, which may compete for optimal
breeding territories (Russell 2002). Owing to the low number of
detections in British Columbia, there were insufﬁcient data to
evaluate abundance, population trends and habitat relationships.
Conservation and Recommendations Paciﬁc Loons are not
presently at risk in British Columbia or in their primary range. As
with other subarctic and arctic birds, climate change may
negatively impact breeding populations. On the coastal wintering
grounds, these loons are susceptible to mortality from oil spills
(Murphy et al. 1997), and by-catch in ﬁshing nets (Hamel et al.
2009).
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Common Loon
Gavia immer

North and South Photography

Characteristics and Range The Common Loon is a ﬁtting
symbol for Canada, the nation which sustains roughly 95% of its
breeding population (Tozer et al. 2013a). Its echoing yodel is a
soundtrack of the fresh, clean water bodies from coast to coast to
coast where it spends the breeding season. It is equally
widespread throughout British Columbia during summer, when
its territorial duets serenade campers at lonely lakes. After the
breeding season, it vacates interior lakes to overwinter along the
Paciﬁc Coast. The Common Loon's breeding range encompasses
forested lakes across Canada and the northern tier of the United
States, and extends eastward to Greenland and Iceland; eastern
birds overwinter along the northwest and northeast Atlantic
coasts (Evers et al. 2010).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common Loon
breeds throughout British Columbia; the greatest concentration of
records is across the lake-ﬁlled plateaus between the Coast
Mountains and the Rocky Mountains, where it is found most
commonly between 750 and 1,250 m elevation.
As vocal as the Common Loon is, its localised wetland habitat is
not best surveyed by randomised point counts. Atlas point counts
found highest abundance in parts of the Central Interior and
Southern Interior, and locally in the Coast and Mountains and
Northern Boreal Mountains ecoprovinces. The Probability of
Observation model seems to reafﬁrm this, highlighting the
high-density wetlands on the Cariboo, Chilcotin, Interior, and also
the Stikine-Yukon plateaus as some of the most likely places to
ﬁnd the species. This pattern is similar to Campbell et al. (1990),
who noted "the Thompson-Okanagan and Fraser plateaus, and

the Fraser Basin region appear to be the centre of abundance,"
covering parts of Southern Interior, Central Interior and
Sub-Boreal Interior ecoprovinces, respectively.
Conservation and Recommendations The Canadian Breeding
Bird Survey shows an increasing long-term trend, but a stable
trend in British Columbia (Environment Canada 2014). However,
reproductive success is declining, and whilst it is currently higher
in southwestern Canada, it is declining more steeply in the
southwest than in the southeast, according to Bird Studies
Canada's Canadian Lakes Loon Survey (Tozer et al. 2013b), a
concern worthy of further investigation. Adult loons are
long-lived, so a lag time is expected before lower reproductive
success manifests as a decline in the breeding population (Tozer
et al. 2013b). The list of potential threats is long, including
habitat alteration and loss, disturbance, ﬁshing practises, and
pollution. Both individual loons and the overall population
appear resilient to many of these threats (Evers et al. 2010). Many
studies suggest mercury and acid precipitation are among the
most important factors limiting reproductive success of Common
Loons in southern Canada (Tozer et al. 2013b).
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Pied-billed Grebe
Podilymbus podiceps

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range Few who explore our wetlands have
not enjoyed the grunts and barkings of this cryptic grebe from
deep within the reeds of British Columbia's marshes, ponds, and
lakes. Although often hidden amongst the vegetation during the
breeding season, its thick white bill with a black band makes
identiﬁcation easy when seen. The Pied-billed Grebe's widespread
distribution spans the southern Boreal Forest from British
Columbia to the Atlantic and south through much of North,
Central and parts of South America and the Caribbean. Northern
breeding populations migrate short to medium distances to
winter in coastal and more southerly regions (Muller and Storer
1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Pied-billed Grebe is
a widely-distributed breeder in the southern half of the province
but restricted to areas east of the Rocky Mountains in the north.
The breeding distribution during the Atlas survey period was very
similar to when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, but the Atlas records conﬁrmed breeding farther northwest
than was previously known, in the Liard River basin of the
Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince.
The probability of observing a Pied-billed Grebe is generally low,
with highest values in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince followed
closely by the Georgia Depression, Taiga Plains and Central
Interior ecoprovinces, corresponding with the main clusters of
breeding records. Most breeding in the interior is in valley bottom
and lower plateau wetlands between 500 and 1,250 m elevation.
The highest abundance based on point counts was found in the
Southern Interior Mountains Ecoprovince, in the wetlands of the
Southern Rocky Mountain Trench; however, randomised point
counts do not sample the restricted wetland habitats of this

grebe well. Campbell et al. (1990) note the centre of breeding
abundance was across the southern interior, which the Atlas data
shows is still the case.
Pied-billed Grebes nest on freshwater ponds or lake margins on
ﬂoating platforms placed atop the water in depths varying from
20 cm to 2 m. Nests are generally attached to emergent
vegetation such as bulrush (Scirpus) species or Cattail (Typha
latifolia). Nests have also been found amongst water lilies
(Nuphar) species and attached to shrubs. Often, the nest site is in
the open surrounded by dense patches of vegetation (Campbell et
al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations Pied-billed Grebes are not
of conservation concern in British Columbia and are generally
considered to be stable over the long-term (Environment Canada
2011). As with many species, maintaining healthy, productive
wetlands for reproduction is key to the survival of this grebe,
particularly the remaining uncompromised valley bottom
wetlands in the southern interior. Populations may ﬂuctuate over
periods of years and, in some drier parts of the province, the
availability of wetlands during drier years may inﬂuence grebe
numbers. The inﬂuence of aquatic recreation and power boats on
breeding lakes should be monitored for possible wave action and
disturbance impacts on nests.
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Horned Grebe
Podiceps auritus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The striking combination of rusty
neck, dark head and golden plumes or "horns" makes the Horned
Grebe perhaps the most visually attractive of all the grebes in
breeding plumage. It has a circumpolar distribution, breeding in
northern wetlands of both Eurasia, where its English name is
Slavonian Grebe, and North America, where it is widely
distributed from the Prairies and central Boreal Forest west to
Alaska. North American birds winter along the Paciﬁc Coast from
the Aleutian Islands south to Baja California, as well as the
Atlantic Coast and in some inland areas (Stedman 2000).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Horned Grebes are
conﬁrmed breeders in sparsely distributed clusters east of the
Coast Mountains with notable gaps through the Sub-boreal
Interior and Northern Boreal Mountains ecoprovinces. Clusters of
conﬁrmed and probable breeding were in the Peace River
lowlands, the Cariboo, and across the Thompson-Nicola plateau.
Elevation data were limited, but ranged from about 450-900 m
in the interior down to 150 m along the Skeena valley in the
Coast Mountains. This breeding distribution is similar to that
shown when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, except that fewer records and less nesting evidence were
found during the Atlas surveys on the plateaux and in the valleys
of the Southern Interior and Southern Interior Mountains
ecoprovinces.

during the nesting season in southern British Columbia, possibly
suggesting a reduced distribution across southernmost parts of
the province, and/or reﬂecting that Atlas surveys of sites where
the species breeds irregularly were limited or coincided with lean
years.
Nesting occurs on small ponds, sloughs and river backwaters in
both forested and open environments. Nesting wetlands support a
variety of vegetation including Cattail (Typha latifolia), bulrush
(Scirpus), sedge (Cyperaceae), rush (Juncaceae), water milfoil
(Myriophyllum ), pondweed (Potamogeton), and muskgrass (Chara)
species (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Horned Grebe has
recently been listed by COSEWIC (2009) as Special Concern due
to ongoing, range-wide, long-term declines, which sparse
Breeding Bird Survey data suggest may be steeper in British
Columbia than elsewhere. Threats include loss of wetlands during
droughts, degradation of wetland breeding sites, and increasing
nest predators (chieﬂy on the Prairies). Conservation and
maintenance of healthy wetlands for breeding must be an
essential part of any conservation strategies for this species.
Targeted surveys should be undertaken for this species in British
Columbia to better understand its status, habitat requirements,
and responses to change on the edge of its main range.

Rick Howie
The Probability of Observation for Horned Grebes is low
everywhere, but highest in the Peace River lowlands of the Boreal
Plains Ecoprovince. The PObs values for the Taiga Plains and
Central Interior ecoprovinces were similar but dropped
signiﬁcantly for the more southerly ecoprovinces. This is
consistent with recent challenges in trying to ﬁnd Horned Grebes
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Red-necked Grebe
Podiceps grisegena

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The loud, raucous calls and distinct
rusty neck of this normally solitary nester are familiar to people
who live near lakes throughout much of British Columbia's
interior. Occasionally, loose colonies are observed. The species'
breeding distribution is circumpolar at northern temperate
latitudes. In North America, it spans the Boreal Forest from the
Alaska Ranges to the Great Lakes, the northern Rocky Mountains,
and the northern Great Plains. North American breeders chieﬂy
winter along the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts and on the Great
Lakes (Stout and Nuechterlein 1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding distribution is
relatively widespread across central and southern areas east of
the Coast Mountains, and rather sparse across the north, except in
the Peace River lowlands where it is more widespread. The
breeding range during the Atlas appears to be much the same as
when The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990.
Atlas data indicate that this grebe is nowhere common, but
Probability of Observation modelling suggest that it is most likely
to be found in the Central Interior, southern Sub-boreal Interior,
and northern extremes of the Northern Boreal Mountains and
Taiga Plains ecoprovinces, and in a narrow zone in the Southern
Rocky Mountain Trench. During the Atlas, the Red-necked Grebe
appeared to be less frequently found in the far south-central
portions of the province than indicated in Campbell et al. (1990).

This wetland species is not well sampled by point counts, and too
few data were collected to draw ﬁrm conclusions about
abundance.
Preferred breeding habitats include shallow, freshwater lakes
with ample open water to facilitate take-off (a 50-60 m running
taxi distance is normal in windless conditions; Stout and
Nuechterlein 1999). Nests may be anchored to either emergent or
submergent vegetation and may be sheltered within plants or
exposed on open water. These ﬁner scale wetland characteristics
are more important determinants of breeding than broad habitat
types.
Conservation and Recommendations The Red-necked Grebe is
not a bird of provincial or national conservation concern.
Breeding populations may have declined in southern portions of
the province. More intensive surveys and comparison with
historical data (e.g. Campbell et al. 1990) for these areas is
recommended.
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Eared Grebe
Podiceps nigricollis

Jess Findlay

of previous colony locations, or actual declines.
Characteristics and Range This small grebe is a familiar
summer visitor and colonial breeder in shallow lakes and ponds
of British Columbia's south-central interior. It is the most
abundant grebe in North America and indeed the world, and its
distinctive, crested head in breeding plumage allows for easy
identiﬁcation. The North American breeding distribution occupies
the Rocky Mountain and Great Plains regions and, locally, the
Mexican Sierra Madre. Major wintering areas are in the Gulf of
California, the Salton Sea, and Baja California. Outside North
America, two subspecies breed widely from Europe south and
east across Asia and Africa. The Eared Grebe is unique among
birds in spending up to 10 months of the year ﬂightless, and
going through multiple changes in body mass of about 100%
through the course of each year. It is closely associated with
highly saline environments, and immediately after breeding,
most of the North American population congregates on either
Mono Lake, California, or Great Salt Lake, Utah, to feed on the
abundant brine shrimp and alkali ﬂies at those sites (Cullen et al.
1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding of the Eared
Grebe in British Columbia is very patchy, and mainly restricted to
valleys, basins and upland plateau landscapes of the Central,
Southern Interior and Boreal Plains Ecoprovinces, and the
southernmost part of the Rocky Mountain Trench. Possible nesting
was also recorded during the Atlas in the Fort Nelson River
lowlands. This range is much as was known when The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990, but the Atlas did not
conﬁrm breeding in the South Okanagan or the West Kootenay
(Campbell et al. 1990). The general distribution coincided with
warmer, drier portions of the province where high rates of
evapotranspiration produce the saline wetlands preferred by
Eared Grebes. The low number of observations in the Southern
Interior Ecoprovince may represent insufﬁcient observer coverage

The maximum Probability of Observation is in the ChilcotinCariboo Basin and on the Cariboo Plateau in the Central Interior
Ecoprovince, where the Pobs model indicates Eared Grebes are
three times more likely to be found compared to the next most
likely area, the Peace River lowlands of the Boreal Plains
Ecoprovince. Most colonies are small, numbering <30 adults, but
one colony of 100 adults was recorded in the Chilcotin, and the
largest, containing 400 adults, was in the Peace River lowlands.
Largest colonies occur in the 400-675 m elevation range.
Preferred habitats include shallow, freshwater marshes, ponds
and lakes with emergent vegetation and an abundance of
macroinvertebrates. Ponds with higher pH and phosphorous
levels are preferred in some areas of central British Columbia
(Savard et al. 1994). Nests are often placed within emergent
vegetation (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Eared Grebe was
moved to the British Columbia Blue List in 2015 because of
concern over declining populations. Maintenance of a variety of
suitable wetlands in the general area of known colonies is
important to allow colony movements to occur when conditions
dictate. More research to understand colony ﬂuctuations and
movements is a priority.
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Western Grebe
Aechmophorus occidentalis

Brent Wellander

sufﬁcient abundance of prey species.
Characteristics and Range The spectacular courtship "dances"
of the Western Grebe, the largest grebe in the province, make it
an attractive species for public viewing. Endemic to North
America, two subspecies are recognized: A. o. occidentalis breeds
locally across the Great Basin, Northern Rockies, and Prairie
Biomes; and south through the western Great Plains and
Southern Rockies. A. o. phemeralis is resident on the Mexican
Plateau. The Western Grebe interbreeds with the Clark's Grebe;
the two were considered the same species until the 1980s
(LaPorte et al. 2013). The Western Grebe winters along the coast
from southwestern British Columbia to Baja California.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat It is a local breeder and
common spring and fall migrant across the southern interior of
the province. The breeding distribution has contracted slightly
since The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, with
the Kootenay Lake colony no longer present. Breeding during the
Atlas was conﬁrmed at Salmon Arm Bay on Shuswap Lake, and at
Duck and Leach lakes in the Kootenay River valley. Breeding was
suspected at the Okanagan Lake colony but was not conﬁrmed
due to access issues. The Atlas also recorded possible breeding in
northeast British Columbia in the Peace River lowlands. Apart
from the uncertain status of the Okanagan Lake colony, Atlas
surveys fairly represent the breeding distribution of this grebe.
Mixed pairs of Western and Clark's grebes have been seen
regularly on Shuswap and Duck lakes since 1982 (Campbell et al.
2009).
The centre of breeding abundance is the Southern Interior
Ecoprovince. It is difﬁcult to compare recent count data with The
Birds of British Columbia, but it seems that the Salmon Arm Bay
colony has increased and consistently remains the largest, while
the Okanagan Lake and Duck/Leach lakes' colonies have
decreased. The localized breeding abundance and distribution
reﬂects the limited combination of suitable nesting habitat and

Nesting occurs amongst Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris
arundinacea), cattails (Typha species), or over submerged water
milfoils (Myriophyllum species) on freshwater lakes with large
areas of open water bordered by emergent vegetation. Birds will
occasionally nest amongst ﬂooded willows (Salix species).
Emergent plants are used to anchor the nests, but if they are not
available, submerged plants growing close to the water's surface
may be used.
Conservation and Recommendations The species has been
Red-listed in British Columbia since 1992. It was assessed as
Special Concern nationally by COSEWIC in 2014, and is expected
to be listed as such under the federal Species at Risk Act.
Reductions of 50-90% have been reported for populations
wintering in the Salish Sea region, but increases have been
reported for wintering populations in coastal California, leading
to speculation that numbers have generally shifted southwards
(LaPorte et al. 2013).
Continued monitoring of colony reproductive success is an
important part of understanding the breeding ecology of this
species in British Columbia. The presence of migrants must be
distinguished when doing early season colony counts. Habitat-use
dynamics and threats from predators such as gulls or recreational
boating should be documented.
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Clark's Grebe
Aechmophorus clarkii

Lynda J Goff

Characteristics and Range The rarest grebe in the province, the
Clark's Grebe was considered to be a colour morph of the Western
Grebe until the 1980s. DNA analysis conﬁrmed that the Clark's
Grebe tends to mate more frequently with its conspeciﬁcs than
with the Western Grebe, and mixed pairings or observed hybrids
were rare across the range (LaPorte et al. 2013). The range of the
Clark's Grebe extends from its northern limit in southern British
Columbia patchily south through the western and Prairie biomes
to the Mexican Plateau. Two subspecies are recognized, A. c.
transitionalis occupies the more northerly part of the range and
A. c. clarkii is restricted to the south. A. c. transitionalis primarily
winters along the coasts of Baja California (LaPorte et al. 2013).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat This grebe is a rare
summer breeder conﬁned to the Southern Interior and Southern
Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. Atlas records indicate that there
have been no distributional changes since The Birds of British
Columbia was published in 1990. Breeding during the Atlas
period was conﬁrmed in three different years at the Western
Grebe colony in Salmon Arm Bay on Shuswap Lake, and possible
breeding was recorded on Duck Lake in the Kootenay Valley. The
only other potential breeding site in British Columbia, the small
Western Grebe colony at the north end of Okanagan Lake, was not
checked thoroughly during the Atlas period because of access
difﬁculties, but it has had no history of Clark's Grebe occupancy
and it is unlikely that the species breeds there.
Observations in British Columbia ranged from one to six birds
during the breeding season with the foreshore of Salmon Arm Bay
being the most consistent and likely location for observations.
Atlas records appear to fairly reﬂect the frequency of breeding,

which may be annual. Mixed pairs have been reported on Duck
and Shuswap lakes since 1982 (Campbell et al. 2001). One or two
mixed species pairs have been observed annually in the Western
Grebe colony at Salmon Arm over the same period and up to
three apparently pure pairs have also been seen there (Dahl
2008-2013). Breeding was ﬁrst conﬁrmed in the province at the
Salmon Arm colony in 1996 (Campbell et al. 2009).
Nesting occurs on freshwater lakes with large areas of open water
bordered by emergent vegetation. Nests are found amongst Reed
Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea), cattails (Typha species), or
over submerged water milfoils (Myriophyllum species). Emergent
plants are used to anchor the nests but if they are not available,
submerged plants growing close to the water's surface may be
used.
Conservation and Recommendations This species is Red-listed
in British Columbia because of its small population size and very
restricted breeding range. Western Grebe colonies should be
carefully scrutinized each year to determine the presence and
breeding status of Clark's Grebe and the frequency of mixed
versus pure pairs. Observers should look for evidence of hybrids
and hybrid fertility. Conservation initiatives to protect Western
Grebe colonies will be appropriate for the Clark's Grebe.
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Northern Fulmar
Fulmarus glacialis

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range Among the longest lived of all
species of birds, with some individuals exceeding 50 years of age,
the Northern Fulmar has a wide circumpolar breeding
distribution (Hatch and Nettleship 1998). It is abundant in
Alaska, but exceedingly rare as a breeding species in British
Columbia The Northern Fulmar is a medium-sized species of
"tube-nose" bird that exhibits two distinct colour morphs: one
white with grey mantle, the other uniformly dark grey. Of the
two, the grey morph is more commonly observed off the British
Columbia coast. Highly oceanic, the species is a generalist,
surface-feeding seabird that often trails ﬁshing boats in order to
feed on offal.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Fulmar is
known to have bred at only one site in British Columbia: Triangle
Island in the Scott Islands archipelago, where a few pairs appear
to breed in most or perhaps all years (Campbell et al. 1990). In
contrast, the species is abundant and widespread in offshore
waters along the British Columbia coast in spring and fall. During
the Atlas project, the species appeared to breed successfully in at
least two years, 2008 and 2009, in a location out of direct sight
from accessible observation points.
The Northern Fulmar is extremely rare as a breeding species in
British Columbia, where there is little suitable breeding habitat

(precipitous sea cliffs with vegetated portions) in close proximity
to productive offshore waters. Throughout its range in the Paciﬁc
Ocean, breeding colonies are located on remote islands that are
unlikely to have human visitors (Hatch and Nettleship 1998).
Just a few pairs of Northern Fulmars, less than ﬁve, breed on the
steep cliffs of Pufﬁn Rock, a small islet that connects to Triangle
Island at low tide (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The only known breeding
colony in the province is well protected, and is so small that it is
of no conservation importance. The incidence and amount of
plastic particles found in stomachs of Northern Fulmars across
the eastern North Paciﬁc were among the highest reported
anywhere in the world. Plastic ingestion has increased
dramatically over a 40 year period, warranting close monitoring
(Avery-Gomm et al. 2012).

Mark Hipfner
Recommended citation: Hipfner, M. 2015. Northern Fulmar in
Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage, and C.M.
Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of British
Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=NOFU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel
Oceanodroma furcata

Mike Yip

Characteristics and Range The Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel is an
abundant "tube-nosed" seabird restricted to the North Paciﬁc
Ocean (Dee Boersma and Silva 2001). It breeds from California to
the Aleutian Islands, and along the northeast coast of Asia.
Approximately 180,000 pairs breed on colonies scattered along
the British Columbia coast (Campbell et al. 1990) where they feed
on nektonic zooplankton and ﬁsh. Outside the breeding season, it
disperses southwards across the North Paciﬁc Ocean. The
breeding presence of this small, nondescript, grey, burrow-nesting
seabird is most often detected by the raspy, or screechy, 3-5 note
call it gives while in ﬂight on nocturnal visits to the colony.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Despite the paucity of
records reported by Atlas surveyors, the Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel
is widely distributed in British Columbia, with breeding colonies
scattered along the west coast of Vancouver Island, in the Haida
Gwaii archipelago, and in Queen Charlotte Sound and Queen
Charlotte Strait (Campbell et al. 1990). Immediately prior to and
during the Atlas survey period, at-sea surveys by the Raincoast
Conservation Foundation indicated the species remains
widespread and common during the breeding season in British
Columbia's continental shelf waters (Harvey and Fox 2013).
Locally abundant in British Columbia in summer, the Fork-tailed
Storm-Petrel can easily be overlooked on non-targeted surveys
because it breeds on remote islands, is active at the colony only
at night, and nests in subterranean burrows. There are 13 island
groups designated as Important Bird Areas in British Columbia

that support breeding colonies of the Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel
(IBA Canada 2015); very few were visited during the Atlas period,
due to their remoteness.
In British Columbia, the Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel nests both in the
open and under the forest canopy on remote islands. Breeding
sites are always covered in shrubs or grasses (Campbell et al.
1990). The species can use a natural cavity for nesting, but more
commonly digs a burrow, often beneath roots and logs (Vermeer
et al. 1988).
Conservation and Recommendations Very little information
exists on population size and trends for the Fork-tailed StormPetrel in British Columbia, but the main colonies hereare within
protected areas. The species is vulnerable to marine
contaminants and pollutants including plastic particles, as well
as oiling. Introduced predators (chieﬂy Black Rats Rattus rattus,
Norway Rats R. norvegicus and Raccoons Procyon lotor) have
greatly reduced some breeding colonies in British Columbia and
threaten others (IBA Canada 2015).
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Leach's Storm-Petrel
Oceanodroma leucorhoa

Ron d'Entremont

(IBA Canada 2015), but few were visited during the Atlas.
Characteristics and Range The Leach's Storm-Petrel is the most
widely distributed "tube-nosed" seabird in the Northern
Hemisphere, with large breeding populations in both the North
Atlantic and North Paciﬁc oceans (Huntington et al. 1996). Most
disperse far offshore outside the breeding season, mainly to
tropical waters. The presence of this small, dark-grey-to-black,
burrow-nesting seabird is most often detected by the
unmistakable "chatter call" it gives while in ﬂight on its
nocturnal visits to the colony.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Leach's StormPetrel is widely distributed in British Columbia, with breeding
colonies scattered along the west coast of Vancouver Island, in
the Haida Gwaii archipelago, and in Queen Charlotte Sound and
Queen Charlotte Strait (Campbell et al. 1990). Highly oceanic, it
forages over deep water along and seaward of the continental
shelf, feeding on zooplankton and other small marine organisms.
Approximately half a million pairs breed on colonies scattered
widely along the British Columbia coast. However, Leach's StormPetrel can easily be overlooked on non-targeted surveys because it
breeds on remote islands, is active on the colony only at night,
and nests in subterranean burrows. Twelve island groups
designated as Important Bird Areas support breeding colonies

In British Columbia, the Leach's Storm-Petrel nests both in the
open and more commonly under forest canopy (Campbell et al.
1990). The species uses a natural cavity for nesting, but more
commonly digs a burrow, generally avoiding roots and logs
(Vermeer et al. 1988). It ranges widely over the open sea to forage
during the breeding season.
Conservation and Recommendations Very little information
exists on population size and trends for the Leach's Storm-Petrel
in British Columbia The species may be vulnerable to introduced
predators, especially rats (Rattus species) and Raccoons (Procyon
lotor), which have decimated some British Columbia seabird
colonies. Marine contaminants and pollutants including plastic
particles, and oiling may also have negative effects.
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American White Pelican
Pelecanus erythrorhynchos

H. Loney Dickson

Characteristics and Range American White Pelicans are
noteworthy for their graceful ﬂight, large size, white plumage,
and enormous pouched bill. The species breeds in scattered,
larger wetlands in western and southern North America, and
winters in the United States Southern Coastal Plains and coastal
California through Mexico and Central America (Knopf and Evans
2004).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia,
American White Pelicans are only known to breed in the Central
Interior Ecoprovince on islands in Stum and Puntzi lakes, with
foraging occurring on shallow lakes in the surrounding area.
During the Atlas period, breeding was only recorded from Stum
Lake, although birds were seen in two other 10-km squares in the
Central Interior Ecoprovince, including on Puntzi Lake. Munro and
Cowan (1947) reported unconﬁrmed breeding activity at
Charlotte, Puntze (sic) and Tzenaicut lakes, although Paul (1959)
indicated that there was no proof of breeding at these locations.
In 2013, the year after the Atlas ﬁeld seasons, breeding was
conﬁrmed for the ﬁrst time at Puntzi Lake, with photographs
taken of ﬂightless young on the lake. Breeding was also observed
in 2014 on Puntzi Lake, but only after the ﬁrst nesting attempts
at Stum Lake had failed (Steciw 2015).
The population estimate for British Columbia is 1,100-1,200
birds, and the estimate for the number of breeding pairs is
300-500 (Steciw 2015). American White Pelicans are prone to
deserting nests because of human disturbance (literature
reviewed in Knopf and Evans 2004) and this has been shown to be
an issue for the British Columbia population (Bunnell et al. 1981,
Campbell et al. 1990). In addition to human disturbance, other

disturbances appear to be detrimental as well. In two years
during the Atlas period, nest abandonment at Stum Lake was
attributed to the presence of a Woodchuck Marmota monax on a
breeding island (Steciw 2015).
Conservation and Recommendations The American White
Pelican is on the British Columbia Red List and is one of only
three species listed as Endangered under the British Columbia
Wildlife Act, due to its small, extremely localised, and vulnerable
breeding population. Stum Lake and 19 surrounding foraging
lakes used by the pelicans are protected under the British
Columbia Park Act and the British Columbia Forest and Range
Protection Act respectively. Similar protection is required at the
Puntzi Lake breeding location. Despite the protections afforded
the pelicans by the province, wholesale nest abandonment has
occurred frequently, likely due to some form of disturbance.
Camera monitoring during the breeding season may help
determine the cause. American White Pelicans may be nesting in
other areas in the province where there are islands in shallow
lakes, and birders are encouraged to report nesting observations.
Care should be taken not to disturb nesting birds; approaching
closely is not advised.
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Brandt's Cormorant
Phalacrocorax penicillatus

Catherine Jardine

obtaining reliable census data.
Characteristics and Range Brandt's Cormorant is a
medium-sized cormorant that inhabits coastal marine and
estuarine waters of the California Current upwelling system, and
reaches the northern limits of its breeding range in British
Columbia Individuals disperse widely in winter, from Baja
California to the Gulf of Alaska. Identiﬁed by its blue gular pouch,
the species often forages in association with kelp beds, feeding on
surface- to bottom-dwelling ﬁsh (Wallace and Wallace 1998).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia,
Brandt's Cormorant is known to have bred at only a handful of
sites around Vancouver Island (Campbell et al. 1990). Breeding
was not conﬁrmed anywhere during the Atlas survey period, but
in 2013, the species was recorded breeding on Mandarte Island in
the southern Gulf Islands (Carter et al. 2014), where ﬂocks were
recorded in August and September during the Atlas surveys
(Davidson et al. 2010).
Cormorants as a group are notoriously difﬁcult to census because
breeding colonies can be small, they are often located on remote
islands, and their locations can shift from one year to the next. In
the case of Brandt's Cormorants, the very small and ephemeral
breeding population in British Columbia adds to the difﬁculty of

Brandt's Cormorants use both inshore marine and estuarine
waters. At breeding colonies in British Columbia, the Brandt's
Cormorant nests on the shoulders or tops of rocky islands, and
often in protected sites on the leeward side of an island
(Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The species is Red-Listed
by the province on account of its small breeding population.
Recent surveys suggest that Brandt's Cormorant has declined as a
breeding species in British Columbia in recent years, with
relatively few conﬁrmed breeding records (Carter et al. 2014). The
species is potentially vulnerable to oil spills and entanglement in
ﬁshing nets, as well as disturbance and predation from Bald
Eagles (Hipfner et al. 2012).
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Double-crested Cormorant
Phalacrocorax auritus

Ron Ridout

Characteristics and Range The Double-crested Cormorant is a
large, conspicuous and gregarious waterbird that forms breeding
colonies along both Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts of North America,
and in freshwater wetlands from the Great Lakes to the Great
Plains and Great Basin. It winters along North American coasts
and in the United States' Southern Coastal Plains (Dorr et al.
2014). Two subspecies likely occur in British Columbia (Dorst and
Mougin 1979, Watson et al. 1991), P. a. albociliatus along the
coast and possibly P. a. auritus in the interior (Dorr et al. 2014).
The location of P. a. albociliatus colonies is quite ﬂuid within its
southern British Columbia to Baja California and inland range
(Anderson et al. 2004).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia the
Double-crested Cormorant is conﬁned to the south coast and two
recently discovered colonies at interior lakes. Ten coastal colonies
were recorded during the Atlas, all in the Gulf Islands and
Vancouver Harbour areas of the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince.
The largest colony was on Mandarte Island (548 pairs), followed
by Mitlenatch Island (327 pairs). Nesting was also recorded on
Gabriola Cliffs (75 pairs), Galiano Cliffs (48 pairs), Tent Island (34
pairs), Arbutus Island (22 pairs), North Pender Island (6 pairs),
Christie Rock (numbers not reported), and by Vancouver's Iron
Workers Memorial Bridge (93 pairs) and beneath Granville Street
Bridge (numbers not reported). Changing occupation of nest sites
since records began in 1959 is a feature of Double-crested
Cormorant breeding biology: the change is most apparent on
Mitlenatch Island: 10 pairs ﬁrst nested there in 1993, increasing
to 70 pairs by 2000 (Moul and Gebauer 2002) and 327 pairs
during the Atlas period.
In the interior, nesting occurs at two widely separated breeding
colonies: Leach Lake in the Kootenay River valley, where breeding

was ﬁrst recorded in 2003, and increased to about 100 pairs by
2008; and Stum Lake in the Cariboo, where breeding was ﬁrst
recorded in 1993 (Moul and Gebauer 2002), and increased to at
least 25 nests in 2008. An Atlas sighting of two cormorants
during the breeding season at Swan Lake in the Peace River
lowlands suggests nesting nearby.
Double-crested Cormorant nest sites in British Columbia include
bare rock, trees, pilings, bridges, and hydro-electric towers. On
the coast this species often associates with other seabirds
requiring similar nesting habitats, and perhaps beneﬁts from
early warning of approaching danger. Coastal cormorants
associate with Glaucous-winged Gulls, Pelagic Cormorants and
Pigeon Guillemots. Double-crested Cormorant colonies in the
interior are associated with Great Blue Herons and American
White Pelicans.
Conservation and Recommendations Anderson et al. (2004)
recommend that the coastal subspecies P. a. albociliatus be
managed separately from other Double-crested Cormorants. They
suggest that the coastal subspecies relocates colonies in response
to local food supplies. Another factor might be disturbance and
predatory attacks from Bald Eagles (Sullivan 1998, Van Damme
and Colonel 2007). Maintaining and monitoring known suitable
nesting sites to account for the propensity to relocate would
allow for, and improve understanding of population mobility.
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Pelagic Cormorant
Phalacrocorax pelagicus

Catherine Jardine

one, at Triangle Island, exceeded 300 pairs (Rodway et al. 2011).
Characteristics and Range The Pelagic Cormorant is the
smallest, most abundant, and most widely distributed of the
three species of cormorants that breed along the British Columbia
coast. A year-round resident of British Columbia's inshore waters,
this species breeds from Baja California in the south to the
Chukchi Sea in the north and across the North Paciﬁc to southern
China (Hobson 2013). A cliff-nesting, foot-propelled diver, it feeds
in shallow water on bottom-dwelling invertebrates and ﬁsh. The
Pelagic Cormorant can be encountered throughout the year in
inshore waters virtually anywhere off the British Columbia coast.
Two subspecies occur in British Columbia: P. p. pelagicus, which
breeds on Haida Gwaii, and P. p. resplendens, which breeds
throughout the rest of the province.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding colonies are
widely distributed wherever suitable cliff habitat is found. The
Atlas results show the centre of the species' breeding distribution
in British Columbia continues to be the Strait of Georgia and
along the west coast of Vancouver Island. However, comparison of
Atlas results with earlier surveys (Campbell et al. 1990) suggests
that the number of breeding colonies in British Columbia has
declined, notably in Haida Gwaii. Breeding was not conﬁrmed at
Solander Island, a remote site off the northwestern coast of
Vancouver Island, which supported over 400 breeding pairs in
1976 (Campbell et al. 1990).
Cormorants are notoriously difﬁcult to census, because unlike
most colonial seabirds, breeding colonies can be very small (a few
pairs), often on remote islands, and their locations can shift from
one year to the next. Breeding colonies consisting of a few to
several hundred pairs were recorded during the Atlas surveys. The
largest colonies were located at Mandarte Island, Mitlenatch
Island, and Burrard Inlet Second Narrows Bridge (all >200 birds);

The Pelagic Cormorant is restricted to shallow, inshore waters in
all seasons. Nests are constructed on steep cliff faces, and
sometimes out of sight in large caves or crevasses, on vegetated
or rocky islands. Vulnerable to disturbance and predation from
Bald Eagles, Pelagic Cormorants often gain protection from
eagles by nesting in association with Peregrine Falcons which
aggressively defend their territories from the eagles. Large
numbers breed under bridges in Vancouver, probably because
these structures afford a degree of protection from eagles (Hipfner
et al. 2012).
Conservation and Recommendations Recent surveys during the
breeding season suggest that the species has declined in the core
of its British Columbia range. The Pelagic Cormorant is
potentially vulnerable to oil spills, entanglement in ﬁshing nets,
and marine contaminants (Harris et al. 2005). It is also
vulnerable to disturbance from humans (Chatwin et al. 2013),
and especially Bald Eagles, which predate adult and nestling
cormorants and also facilitate predation of cormorant nests by
other species (gulls, corvids) by forcing adults to temporarily
abandon nests (Hipfner et al. 2012). The subspecies P. p. pelagicus
is Red-Listed by the province; conﬁrming whether declines have
occurred, and investigating where the breeding colonies of this
subspecies disperse to in winter would assist management efforts.
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American Bittern
Botaurus lentiginosus

John Reynolds

Characteristics and Range The American Bittern's habit of
hiding in dense reeds, coupled with its cryptic, striped plumage
that blends in with marsh vegetation makes observing the species
a challenge. American Bitterns breed in vegetated wetlands from
Paciﬁc to Atlantic coasts, from the Boreal Forest in the north to
the southern Great Plains in the south. They migrate moderate
distances to winter in coastal areas from southwestern British
Columbia in the west and the Southern Coastal Plain of the
Atlantic states in the east, south through Mexico to Central
America (Lowther et al. 2009).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat American Bitterns have
a wide but rather sparse breeding distribution in the province.
They occur in all ecoprovinces except for the Coast and
Mountains, Northern Boreal Mountains and Southern Alaska
Mountains. Nests and young of this species are very difﬁcult to
ﬁnd, so conﬁrmed breeding was documented in only one 10-km
square. Campbell et al. (1990) note that "There have been a
number of observations of American Bittern from Vancouver
Island, the East Kootenay, and the Peace River lowlands that
suggest breeding in these areas. To date, however, nests with eggs
or young have not been recorded". This situation has not changed
and breeding remains to be conﬁrmed in these areas.

was recorded most frequently on point counts. Randomised point
counts are not the best technique for sampling this bird's
localised wetland habitat. It may be more common than Atlas
records suggest. All interior Atlas records are from 440-1,140 m
in elevation.
American Bitterns breed in both freshwater habitats including
sloughs, marshes, shallow portions of lakes and brackish
wetlands, always with tall emergent vegetation. Campbell et al.
(1990) indicate breeding in British Columbia has also occurred in
dry ﬁelds.
Conservation and Recommendations The American Bittern
appears to be declining and retracting its breeding and wintering
ranges northward (Lowther et al. 2009). Loss of wetland habitats
appears to be the major driver of this decline. Cooper et al. (2003)
list a number of recommendations for conservation of American
Bitterns in British Columbia, including protection of wetland sites
from water loss and drawdown during the nesting season,
maintaining larger wetland complexes and protection of
wetlands by purchase, conservation agreements, and creating
Wildlife Habitat Features for this species under the British
Columbia Forest and Range Practices Act.

David F. Fraser
They are found at low densities and have a very low Probability of
Observation wherever they occur; in some regions where the
species occurs, there is a less than 10% likelihood of ﬁnding it
after 20 hours of effort. The core of the provincial population
appears to be on the wetland-studded plateaus of the Central
Interior and Sub-Boreal Interior ecoprovinces. Here, the species
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Least Bittern
Ixobrychus exilis

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range Weighing less than a Mourning
Dove, the Least Bittern is the smallest member of the heron
family. The species is secretive and inconspicuous with a habit of
running through dense vegetation and freezing in an upright
position in the same manner as the larger American Bittern. Its
distribution in western North America is fragmented with isolated
breeding populations in the Klamath and Malheur basins of
Oregon, the Central Valley and Modoc Plateau of California, and
the Colorado River drainage. It is far more widespread in eastern
North America where it is found breeding from the Great Lakes
and eastern Great Plains south to the Gulf of Mexico and into
Central America; populations in northern areas migrate south in
winter to avoid prolonged frosts (Poole et al. 2009).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Campbell et al. (1990)
regarded the Least Bittern as a casual summer visitor to British
Columbia, citing only two records. That status has not changed.
The Atlas recorded a single bird on territory at a location in the
Southern Interior Mountains Ecoprovince. The bird called

repeatedly over a period of several weeks from the same location
at a large wetland on private land. Despite knowledge that it was
in the area, it was only glimpsed once (Ohanjanian 2015).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no
recommendations for conservation as the species occurs only as a
casual visitor. However, birders in British Columbia should be
aware that this species has been found in the province in the past
and that it is probable, given the cryptic nature of the species and
difﬁculty of access to the habitats that the species uses, that some
Least Bitterns in British Columbia have been overlooked.
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Great Blue Heron
Ardea herodias

John Gordon

Characteristics and Range The Great Blue Heron ranges across
most of North America from southern Canada south into northern
Mexico, inhabiting a broad variety of habitats. Herons often wade
along seashores and in marshes, lakes, and rivers in search of ﬁsh
prey, but they also forage in grasslands and farm ﬁelds for
rodents and other prey (Vennesland and Butler 2011). They
typically nest in tall trees, primarily in quiet woodlands, but also
sometimes in busy urban areas.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Two subspecies occur, A.

h. herodias in the interior and A. h. fannini along the coast
(Vennesland and Butler 2011). The coastal subspecies breeds from
Puget Sound to southern Alaska (Butler 1997); the interior
subspecies is widespread across southern Canada and the
northern United States (Vennesland and Butler 2011). Atlas
ﬁndings for the interior subspecies largely concur with The Birds
of British Columbia and Gebauer and Moul (2001), with most
herons nesting in the southern third of the province. Probable and
possible Atlas nesting records farther north match locations
where Campbell et al. (1990) reported herons during the breeding
season. Sightings of possible breeding herons in the northeast
likely originate from nesting colonies in northern Alberta
(Semenchuk 1992).
Atlas results indicate a larger range for the coastal subspecies
compared to when The Birds of British Columbia was published.
Campbell et al. (1990) reported most nesting in the Georgia
Depression Ecoprovince, which is still the case, with a few
isolated pairs on the north coast and northern Haida Gwaii.
Atlassers ﬁlled many gaps in this distribution, including northern
Vancouver Island and central and southern Haida Gwaii. This
apparent range expansion likely reﬂects improved coverage by
the Atlas.
The average Probability of Observation of the coastal subspecies
in the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince was approximately three
times higher than in any other ecoprovince. This ﬁnding is

reﬂected in the most recent surveys of the coastal subspecies
(COSEWIC 2008), which suggested there were about 200 herons
on Haida Gwaii, 900 on the mainland coast and 3,600 around the
Strait of Georgia and lower Fraser Valley. There are no recent
wide-ranging colony surveys in the interior. Gebauer and Moul
(2001) estimated 300 to 700 birds at fewer than 50 nesting
locations within the three southern ecoprovinces.
In coastal and interior British Columbia, the Great Blue Heron
nests mostly in colonies in tall trees; less frequently in small trees
and shrubs. A few nest as single pairs, particularly outside the
Georgia Depression.
Conservation and Recommendations The Great Blue Heron is
an iconic species for wetland conservation programs. The coastal
subspecies, listed as Special Concern under the federal Species at
Risk Act, appears to be in slow decline (Vennesland and Butler
2011). Breeding herons require foraging areas with an abundance
of small ﬁsh near forested nesting habitat. Colony locations are
dynamic, so in addition to protecting current nesting locations
from disturbance, additional forested habitat within 10 km of
foraging areas also needs to be available for future nesting. The
mapping and protection of current and alternate nesting
habitats, stewardship and education programs (e.g., for
landowners of colony locations), research on population dynamics
and predator ecology, and restoration of highly impacted
environments (e.g., deforested farmlands), will be important to
facilitate effective management of populations of the coastal
subspecies.
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Green Heron
Butorides virescens

Mark Habdas

Characteristics and Range The Green Heron is a small, shortlegged and stocky-necked heron of North and Central America. It
breeds across eastern parts of the continent and along the Paciﬁc
Coast into far northern South America and the Caribbean. The
subspecies inhabiting British Columbia, B. v. anthonyi, is one of at
least four in North America; intra- and inter-speciﬁc relationships
of the Green Heron have been described as something of a
taxonomic yo-yo (Davis and Kushlan 1994). The Green Heron was
ﬁrst reported in this province in 1953; by the 1990s it had spread
along the east coast of Vancouver Island and the lower Fraser
River valley, with a few scattered sightings elsewhere in southern
British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990). Green Herons are
present year-round in extreme southwestern British Columbia.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Green Heron is largely restricted to the Georgia Depression
Ecoprovince. This distribution has not changed greatly from when
The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990. Occasional
occurrence away from the Georgia Depression, as noted by
Campbell et al. (1990) continues; during the Atlas there was a
single record from the Columbia River valley. At least 31
locations were reported during the Atlas project with some level
of breeding evidence.
The Green Heron is nowhere abundant in the province. Too few
data are available to generate a Probability of Observation model
or make any abundance inferences, other than the species

remains relatively scarce as a breeder in British Columbia. Only
six nests had been found by 1990 (Campbell et al. 1990). Six
were found during the Atlas; however, most breeding
conﬁrmations were from ﬂedged young. Green Herons occur
largely at low elevations, below 250 m.
This heron breeds along riparian edges of slow moving rivers,
streams, ponds and sloughs, including in stands of Red Alder
(Alnus rubra). It appears to be tolerant of at least some habitat
degradation and disturbance based on successful nesting
attempts that ﬂedged several young adjacent to industrial sidings
in Metro Vancouver.
Conservation and Recommendations The Green Heron is
Blue-listed by the British Columbia Conservation Data Centre
because of moderate threats to wetland habitats from
development in the Georgia Depression. However, the species is
considered to be resilient and tolerant of human disturbance, and
of no conservation concern continentally (Sauer et al. 2014).
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Black-crowned Night-Heron
Nycticorax nycticorax

Christian Artuso

Characteristics and Range The Black-crowned Night Heron is
the most widespread heron in the world. Some populations are
migratory and others sedentary. In North America, the species
occurs across central and southern regions, north to the Canadian
Prairies (Hothem et al. 2010). Most northern breeders migrate
south to overwinter, but some birds remain quite far north,
including in the Fraser River delta, where British Columbian
birders are familiar with the species because small numbers have
overwintered annually since 1982 at the Reifel Migratory Bird
Sanctuary (Campbell et al. 1990). The species is largely
crepuscular and nocturnal, so can be hard to ﬁnd by day because
it spends much if its time roosting motionless.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat There are two British
Columbian breeding records, both from Reifel Migratory Bird
Sanctuary on Westham Island in the Fraser River delta, in 1973
and 1975 (Campbell et al. 1990).
During the Atlas, two breeding season records were noted, both in
July, one in 2008 and one in 2010, in the Fraser River delta, but
away from Westham Island. One was in dense riparian habitat
near the conﬂuence of Como Creek and the Fraser River, a
location which also supported a pair of breeding Green Herons.
Subsequently, this site was intensively cleared of invasive plant
species, and in 2009 neither Green nor Black-crowned Night
herons were re-observed. The other Atlas observation was of a
bird ﬂying over potentially suitable habitat near the Nikomekl

River. On Westham Island, potential breeding habitat at Reifel
Migratory Bird Sanctuary and adjacent Alaksen National Wildlife
Area was extensively searched during the Atlas, but no adult
night-herons were found outside of their normal August to April
overwintering period.
Black-crowned Night-Herons make stick platform nests in trees,
usually in colonies. The nearest known colonies to southwest
British Columbia are in the Columbia River valley of Washington
(British Columbia Waterfowl Society 2014). Preferred nesting
habitat in this part of the range is wetlands or brackish sloughs
surrounded by tall willow (Salix), alder (Alnus) and birch (Betula)
tree species (British Columbia Conservation Data Centre 2015).
Conservation and Recommendations Continued searches of
suitable riparian habitat in the Fraser River delta may yield
further breeding season records. Loss of potentially suitable
riparian habitat to urban and agricultural development is an
ongoing issue.
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Turkey Vulture
Cathartes aura

Glenn Dreger

Characteristics and Range This adaptable scavenger has highly
developed olfactory senses that enable it to detect carcasses
beneath a closed tree canopy (Kirk and Mossam 1998). The genus
name Cathartes means "puriﬁer", or ecological cleaner. The Turkey
Vulture is the most widely distributed vulture in the Americas,
reaching the northern limit of its range in British Columbia and
other parts of southern Canada. Some populations are resident,
but the northern breeders are long-distance migrants that follow
traditional routes to overwinter in Central and South America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Turkey Vulture's
distribution is widespread across the southern quarter of British
Columbia south of 51°N, locally extending farther north along
the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench (to 53°N), across the Cariboo
Plateau, and to an isolated patch on the western Chilcotin
Plateau. Since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, several valley systems have been colonised or more widely
occupied, including the Lillooet, middle Fraser, Thompson-Nicola,
Okanagan, Columbia and Kootenay rivers. This is part of a
long-term, North America-wide northward range expansion (Kirk
and Mossam 1998); Campbell et al. (2005) map the expansion in
British Columbia, including pre-Atlas records to 55°N. The
paucity of conﬁrmed and even probable Atlas breeding records
reﬂects this species secretive breeding behaviour, remote nest site
choice, and the fact that it ranges widely in search of food. Less
than 300 pairs are estimated to breed in British Columbia
Campbell et al. (2005); breeding has yet to be conﬁrmed farther
north than Shuswap Lake, as noted in Campbell et al. (1990).
The Probability of Observation model and the small number of

positive detections on point counts indicate that the centres of
abundance are southern and eastern Vancouver Island and the
Gulf Islands in the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince, and
secondarily the Okanagan and Thompson river catchments in the
Southern Interior Ecoprovince and southern sections of the
Columbia and Kootenay river catchments in the Southern Interior
Mountains Ecoprovince. Turkey Vultures prefer drier
biogeoclimatic zones and lower elevations (below 750 m), but
occur as high as 1,250 m on interior plateaus.
Breeding habitat is usually more remote and little disturbed
rocky or closed-canopy forest habitats. Nests are situated on the
ground, in caves, crevices in cliffs and other rocky locations, or in
boulder piles, under fallen logs, or other shelter structures in
forest locations (Campbell et al. 2005).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns for this species, which is increasing across the northern
part of its range, likely as a result of some combination of
reductions in organochlorine and lead contamination in the
environment, increasing deer populations, and increases in
carrion along expanding and increasingly busy road networks
(Peck 2007, Environment Canada 2011).
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Osprey
Pandion haliaetus

Chris Charlesworth

Characteristics and Range The Osprey is one of the most
widespread and most-studied raptors on Earth, found on every
continent except Antarctica. In North America it breeds across the
Boreal Forest, Great Lakes and western cordillera regions from
western Alaska to the Atlantic Coast, and patchily farther south
especially along the coasts. Most birds migrate to the Gulf Coast,
the Paciﬁc Coast of Mexico, or to Central and South America to
overwinter, but some coastal birds are resident. It is the only
North American raptor that feeds almost exclusively on live ﬁsh.
It is a very adaptable bird, which readily uses fresh and saltwater
environments, has variable migration strategies, and unlike many
raptors, it is very tolerant of human activity near its nests (Poole
et al. 2002).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Osprey breeds
widely across much of British Columbia, but is absent from Haida
Gwaii and the far northeast. The main clusters of distribution are
along the larger river systems of the interior and southwest coast,
especially the lower Fraser, Okanagan, Thompson, Nicola and
Columbia river systems, and both the Southern and Northern
Rocky Mountain Trench, especially around Williston Lake. The
distribution has expanded somewhat across the north since The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, most noticeably
in the Northern Rocky Mountain Trench around Williston Lake.

at the time was considered one of the highest breeding densities
in the world. Ospreys nest over a relatively wide elevation range,
but are most common between 250 and 500 m.
Ospreys traditionally use natural nest sites, usually in treetops,
cliffs and on rocky ledges. In recent decades many have shifted to
using a wide variety of artiﬁcial nest sites, in particular
communications towers and utility line poles, and purpose-built
Osprey platforms. Nests are usually in relatively close proximity
to open, often shallow, water that supports a plentiful supply of
ﬁsh; sites up to 4 km, exceptionally 10-20 km from water may be
used where it is energetically feasible (Campbell et al. 1990,
Poole et al. 2002).
Conservation and Recommendations The Osprey is a
conservation success story. Like many raptors, it declined steeply
during the mid-1900s due to the effects of organochlorine
pesticides, but rebounded quickly, with populations across North
America increasing markedly since the 1970s as a result of the
reduction of toxic contaminants and the proliferation of artiﬁcial
nest structures (Environment Canada 2011). Monitoring Osprey
populations is a useful indicator of the persistence of toxic
contaminants and the relative health of aquatic ecosystems
throughout the species range (Elliott et al. 2000, 2007).

Peter J.A. Davidson
The Probability of Observation model and Atlas point counts
suggest that it is most numerous around Williston Lake in the
Sub-Boreal Interior Ecoprovince, along the Thompson River
system in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince, and along the
Kootenay and Columbia river systems in the Southern Interior
Mountains Ecoprovince. Campbell et al. (1990) noted that the
latter rivers supported the centre of provincial abundance, which
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Bald Eagle
Haliaeetus leucocephalus

Tania Simpson

Characteristics and Range The Bald Eagle is a large, powerful
North American raptor that has undergone dramatic population
ﬂuctuations over the past two centuries. Once abundant, it
declined during the 1900s initially through hunting and then
pesticides, primarily DDT, lowering reproductive output. Today,
the Bald Eagle is a conservation success story, with populations
recovering across the continent; it now breeds as far south as the
Florida Keys in the east and Baja California in the west. The Bald
Eagle is versatile in its prey choice, which may have assisted the
population recovery; it takes a wide range of ﬁsh, birds, mammals
and reptiles, and also scavenges prey or pirates food from other
species. On the Paciﬁc Coast, Bald Eagles are now consuming
more birds, such as gulls and waterfowl (Hayward et al. 2010,
Vermeer and Morgan 1989, White et al. 2011), and locally even
refuse (Elliott et al. 2006), perhaps in response to competition for
ﬁsh prey.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Bald Eagle is widely
distributed throughout British Columbia, especially along the
coast, and in inland regions with extensive, treed river and
lakeshore habitats. The Atlas ﬁlls distribution gaps in the north,
especially around Williston Lake, compared with The Birds of
British Columbia published in 1990. Highest Probabilities of
Observation are in the Coast and Mountains and Georgia
Depression ecoprovinces, and far northwestern rivers draining into
the Paciﬁc Ocean, with point count data indicating that local
abundance is highest in the Coast and Mountains Ecoprovince.
The Probability of Observation model corresponds well with Bald
Eagle distribution, showing moderate to high Pobs values along
major rivers, lakes and reservoirs in southern and central interior
regions, and Williston Lake in the Sub-Boreal Interior
Ecoprovince. Point count data indicate that local abundance in
the interior is much lower than along the coast. Most Bald Eagles
breed below 500 m elevation.

The Bald Eagle is primarily associated with aquatic habitats,
especially estuaries and fjords along the coast, and rivers, lakes,
and reservoirs with forested shorelines or cliffs in the interior.
Eagles mate for life, and build their nests near the tops of large
trees, which they typically use and enlarge each year. There may
be one or more alternate nests within a breeding territory. In
treeless regions, nests may be located on cliffs or the ground.
Although susceptible to human disturbance, Bald Eagles nest in
urban and suburban areas when sufﬁciently large nest trees are
present; in Vancouver, the number of active Bald Eagle nests
increased from 5 to 16 from 2004-2009, with 12 active nests
recorded in 2013 (Straker 2013).
Conservation and Recommendations Data from raptor
migration studies suggest the western North America population
has been stable since the late 1990s (Farmer et al. 2008),
although winter surveys indicate a slight declining trend in the
southern Strait of Georgia (Crewe et al. 2012). The population in
British Columbia may be re-establishing an equilibrium level
after a strong recovery period over the last two decades. Whilst
there are no population level concerns, individual Bald Eagles
may be vulnerable to threats such as pesticides, collisions with
power lines, oil spills, loss of shoreline nesting, perching,
roosting, and associated aquatic foraging habitat to human
development, disturbance, ﬁshing gear entanglement, and
reduction in high quality ﬁsh prey (Fraser et al. 1985, 1996).

Karen L. Barry
Recommended citation: Barry, K.L. 2015. Bald Eagle in
Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage, and C.M.
Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of British
Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=BAEA&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Northern Harrier
Circus cyaneus

John Tschopp

Characteristics and Range The Northern Harrier's range spans
most of North America and Eurasia; some authors consider the
Eurasian population to be a separate species (Smith et al. 2011).
In North America, it breeds mainly in the Boreal Forest. It is
known to many birders by its large white rump patch and
dihedral ﬂight pattern as it forages low over open ﬁelds in search
of small mammals and birds. It is quite distinct amongst diurnal
raptors in having an owl-shaped facial disc and sexually
dimorphic adult plumages, the male being largely greyish, and
the female largely brownish. It is the only hawk in British
Columbia that regularly nests on the ground.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Campbell et al. (1990)
noted that the Northern Harrier breeds in open areas up to 1,010
m, mostly in the lower Fraser River valley and interior British
Columbia east of the Coast Mountains, with occasional records
from Vancouver Island north to the Yukon border, but no
conﬁrmed breeding records from the extreme northwestern,
northeastern and southeastern corners of the province. The Atlas
expands on this distribution, with probable breeding from
extreme northwestern British Columbia near the headwaters of
the Tatshenshini River, and conﬁrmed breeding in extreme
northeastern British Columbia and in southeast British Columbia
along the Columbia River valley, north to the headwaters of the
Fraser River.
The Atlas Probability of Observation models map the most
extensive, higher Pobs values in the Central Interior, Boreal Plains

and Taiga Plains ecoprovinces. The large areas of grassland and
range habitat in these ecoprovinces are a likely reason why they
support the bulk of the breeding population in British Columbia.
The Northern Harrier nests on the ground mostly in open, marshy
areas, but occasionally in drier ﬁelds and open burns; most nests
in British Columbia have been found in wet or dry Cattail (Typha
latifolia) marshes (Campbell et al. 1990). The Atlas found the
Northern Harrier at elevations ranging from sea level on the
south coast to 1,760 m in the Central Interior Ecoprovince.
Sample sizes from point counts were low but suggest that there is
little difference in abundance across this broad altitudinal range.
Conservation and Recommendations Whilst the Northern
Harrier is not a species of conservation concern in British
Columbia, ground nests close to centres of human population or
on agricultural lands are susceptible to disturbance, destruction
and predation from humans, their activities and their domestic
pets. Where feasible, consideration should be given to erecting
fencing exclosures or signage around known nests to protect
them from accidental destruction and disturbance.
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Sharp-shinned Hawk
Accipiter striatus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Sharp-shinned Hawk, or
"Sharpy" as many birders refer to it, is the smallest of the North
American hawks, and exhibits the most extreme sexual
dimorphism of all of the continent's raptors. On average, the
males are little more than half the size of the females (Bildstein
and Meyer 2000). The species breeds across the Boreal Forest
from Paciﬁc to Atlantic coasts, and south in forested hill and
mountain ranges to Mexico's Sierra Madre. It is a medium- to
long-distance migrant, wintering in lowlands and across the
southern two-thirds of North America into Central America.
Sharp-shinned Hawks are very inconspicuous when breeding; they
are more frequently seen on migration when individuals
congregate along traditional migratory corridors, which in British
Columbia include mountain ridgelines and coastal promontories.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Sharp-shinned
Hawk is widespread across the entire province during the
breeding season, but conﬁrmed and even probable evidence of
breeding is rather scant because of the bird's inconspicuous
behaviour and more remote, least disturbed habitat choice. The
distribution has not changed since The Birds of British Columbia
was published in 1990, but the Atlas did conﬁrm breeding on
Haida Gwaii, perhaps for the ﬁrst time.
The species is nowhere numerous in British Columbia. The
Probability of Observation model suggests it is more likely to be

encountered in the Boreal-Taiga Plains, and Northern Rocky
Mountain Trench from the Interior Plateau to the Liard River
catchment, than elsewhere. Too few data were collected to draw
any conclusions on abundance.
It chooses extensive stands of deciduous, mixed and coniferous
forest to nest in, often close to water, and across a wide elevation
range, breeding at lower elevations in coastal regions than in the
interior (Campbell et al. 1990). Breeding is usually timed to
coincide with the peak abundance of songbirds, the Sharpshinned Hawk's primary prey (Bildstein and Meyer 2000).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns for this raptor, which has rebounded from
organochlorine pesticide-driven declines in the early-mid 20th
Century, and undergone large population increases since the
1970s based on Breeding Bird Survey and Christmas Bird Count
data (Environment Canada 2011).

Peter J.A. Davidson
Recommended citation: Davidson, P.J.A. 2015. Sharp-shinned
Hawk in Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R. Couturier, D. Lepage,
and C.M. Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of
British Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies Canada. Delta, B.C.
http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=SSHA&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Cooper's Hawk
Accipiter cooperii

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range This medium-sized raptor is
well-adapted to the wooded environments it inhabits with
powerful, short, rounded wings and a long tail that enable it to
steer and manoeuvre through clumps of trees. It is generally
inconspicuous except in the mature suburban neighbourhoods
that it has successfully colonised because they provide plentiful
wooded-edge habitats and small bird and mammal prey supplies.
Its range spans the continent south of the Boreal Forest to the
forested hills of Mexico. Some northern populations migrate short
to medium distances. Along with many other raptors, it suffered
declines during the mid-20th Century as a result of pesticide
accumulations and persecution, but has recovered and is now
thriving (Curtis et al. 2006).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat It breeds rather patchily
across southern and central British Columbia, the main clusters of
breeding season distribution being in the Georgia Depression and
the Southern Interior ecoprovinces. It has expanded its provincial
range north and northwest from the known range when The Birds
of British Columbia was published was published in 1990;
breeding is now conﬁrmed at several locations in the Peace River
lowlands, with numerous possible breeding occurrences across
the Interior and Nechako plateaus as far northwest as the Skeena
Valley.
The Probability of Observation is low everywhere, and too few
data are available to draw any conclusions on abundance.

Slightly higher PObs values in the lower Fraser Valley, southeast
Vancouver Island, and the Okanagan and Thomspon valleys
indicate that these are the most likely areas to ﬁnd this hawk.
It inhabits a wide variety of wooded habitats, including pure
coniferous forest (especially with a Douglas-ﬁr Pseudotsuga
menziesii component), mixed deciduous woodlands, Trembling
Aspen (Populus tremuloides) and Red Alder (Alnus rubra) stands,
small woodlots and strips of riparian woodland (Campbell et al.
1990). It also readily adapts to suburban areas with mature trees,
and is tolerant of habitat fragmentation and disturbance.
Conservation and Recommendations Although Cooper's Hawks
naturally occur at relatively low densities, there are no major
conservation concerns. Populations have rebounded from the
mid-1900s decline, and are now faring well in most parts of the
continent, including British Columbia. The apparent range
expansion in the province should continue to be tracked through
programs like eBird, and future atlas efforts.
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Northern Goshawk
Accipiter gentilis

Hein de Vries

Characteristics and Range Often only glimpsed as it ﬂies across
a road or river, the Northern Goshawk is a widespread, but
irregularly seen forest raptor, and the largest of the 3 Accipiter
species in the province. It is a fairly secretive breeder, although it
can be extremely aggressive when young chicks are in the nest
(Squires and Reynolds 1997). It has a Holarctic distribution,
occurring throughout northern Eurasia, and in North America it
breeds throughout the Boreal Forest and forested regions of the
western mountains west south to Mexico. Most birds are resident,
but some move south or to lower elevations during winter. There
are two subspecies in British Columbia: A. g. laingi breeds in the
coastal rainforests west of the Coast Mountains, while
A. g. atricapillus breeds throughout the interior.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Goshawk
is widespread and breeds throughout most forested regions of
British Columbia. Conﬁrmed breeding on Haida Gwaii and in
many coastal areas is due to recent surveys by the forest industry
and the province, ﬁlling a large distribution gap since 1990 when
The Birds of British Columbia was published. It occurs at low
densities and easily goes undetected, which contributes to the
lack of nesting records in some of the more remote areas of the
province where it surely breeds.
Atlas Probability of Observation data show very little variation in
the likelihood of ﬁnding this species across the province; the few
areas with slightly higher PObs values coincide with areas of
targeted survey effort for the species.
The Northern Goshawk prefers to breed in mature and old forests,
particularly coniferous stands, but will also readily use Trembling
Aspen (Populus tremuloides) groves, willow (Salix) thickets and
mixed-wood forests (Squires and Reynolds 1997). Nesting habitat

selection may be based on forest stand structure and intactness
rather than on stand age or tree species composition. In coastal
areas, drier coniferous forests tend to be preferred (Campbell et
al. 1990; COSEWIC 2013).
Conservation and Recommendations The coastal subspecies is
designated as Threatened (COSEWIC 2013), while the interior
subspecies is not considered to be at risk. In British Columbia, the
Northern Goshawk, particularly the coastal subspecies, has been
much studied in recent years in its preferred nesting habitat of
mature and old forests as these forest types are under pressure
from commercial forestry activities. Adaptive management
strategies aimed at modifying logging practices to reduce their
impacts on nesting habitat have been adopted in some areas; the
success of these strategies is yet to be determined (NGRT 2008).
The continued monitoring of known nesting territories of the
coastal subspecies is an important step for tracking population
health and determining potential forestry impacts. Populations
on Haida Gwaii are considered the most imperiled and represent
the most genetically distinct sub-group of the coastal subspecies
and should receive the highest management and conservation
efforts (NGRT 2008; COSEWIC 2013). Short rotation times
between harvests will continue to challenge this species,
especially in coastal ecosystems (COSEWIC 2013).

Paul Chytyk and David F. Fraser
Recommended citation: Chytyk P. and Fraser D.F. 2015.
Northern Goshawk in Davidson, P.J.A., R.J. Cannings, A.R.
Couturier, D. Lepage, and C.M. Di Corrado (eds.). The Atlas of the
Breeding Birds of British Columbia, 2008-2012. Bird Studies
Canada. Delta, B.C. http://www.birdatlas.bc.ca/accounts
/speciesaccount.jsp?sp=NOGO&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Broad-winged Hawk
Buteo platypterus

Christian Artuso

suggest an increasing trend.
Characteristics and Range This crow-sized hawk is British
Columbia's smallest Buteo. It is primarily a bird of forested
landscapes, where it can be seen around edges and openings
watching for the reptiles, amphibians, small mammals, birds,
and insects on which it preys. A perched hawk may be easily
overlooked, but upon taking ﬂight, the boldly-patterned blackand-white barred tail of an adult is distinctive. A high-pitched
"pit-seeee" call may be given, especially near the nest site. The
Broad-winged Hawk breeds in temperate and southern boreal
forests across eastern North America, westward in a narrow band
north of the Great Plains to the Rocky Mountain foothills. It
migrates in ﬂocks to its winter range from Mexico's Paciﬁc Slope
to central South America (Goodrich et al. 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Within British Columbia,
it is found primarily east of the Rocky Mountains, in the Boreal
and Taiga Plains. However, a signiﬁcant number of records - and
conﬁrmation of breeding - were also reported from the
Sub-Boreal Interior and Southern Interior Mountains
ecoprovinces. This represents a clear westward range expansion
in recent decades (Campbell et al. 1990).
Although the Broad-winged Hawk is well known for congregating
in large kettles during migration, it is surprisingly secretive on
the breeding grounds, and the Probability of Observation is very
low even in areas with clusters of breeding records, in the central
and northeastern parts of the province in White and Black Spruce
and Sub-Boreal Spruce biogeoclimatic zones, at elevations
between 300 and 900 m. This hawk's sparse distribution and
preference for forested habitats prevent an accurate population
estimate, but in 2005 there were likely fewer than 250 breeding
birds in the province (Manning and Cooper 2005). Atlas data

In British Columbia, the Broad-winged Hawk is found primarily in
mature deciduous and mixed wood forests, particularly stands
containing Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides), similar to
habitat occupied throughout its range. Stand edges and openings
are used for hunting, often with water bodies nearby.
Conservation and Recommendations The Broad-winged Hawk
is not at risk in Canada, and Breeding Bird Survey data suggest a
slightly increasing population trend across the country including
the Boreal Taiga Plains. Nevertheless, it is Blue-Listed in British
Columbia, primarily due to the low numbers and restricted range
in the province. In neighbouring Alberta it is considered
'Sensitive' to human activities or natural events (AESRD 2012). Its
requirement for mature forest stands inevitably clashes with
industrial and agricultural development in forested landscapes,
and potential nesting habitat is lost every year. However, this
species is seemingly more tolerant of partial forest clearing than
other woodland hawks, and may accept some man-made
openings in the breeding territory (Goodrich et al. 2014). Due to
their rarity, known nesting locations should be protected as
practical, and monitored for continued use and tolerance of
human activity and habitat alteration.
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Swainson's Hawk
Buteo swainsoni

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range The Swainson's Hawk is famous for
its long distance migration from the Prairies to the grasslands of
southern South America - the longest migration of any Buteo
hawk (Bechard et al. 2010). It is also well known amongst birders
for the difﬁculty of identifying dark morph individuals. Most
Swainson's Hawks breed throughout the Great Plains and Great
Basin, south to northern Mexico; a few breed in isolated areas of
British Columbia, and likely as far north as Yukon (Sinclair et al.
2003), Alaska (Gabrielson and Lincoln 1959) and Northwest
Territories (Bechard et al. 2010).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Conﬁrmed, Atlas-period
breeding of Swainson's Hawks is almost entirely restricted to the
Southern Interior Ecoprovince. Campbell et al. 1990 also
documented a small isolated breeding population in the Bulkley
Valley. Atlasers found the species in the Bulkley Valley but failed
to conﬁrm breeding there. Swainson's Hawks appear to have
expanded their range into the Boreal Plains and Sub-Boreal
Interior ecoprovinces since The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990. While there is only possible breeding evidence
in these new areas, the species was documented breeding in the
Peace River lowlands just before the Atlas period, and likely bred
in the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince during the Atlas (Phinney 2015).
Probable breeding in one square in each of the Coast Mountains,
Central Interior and Sub-Boreal Interior suggests the species may
be a very rare breeder over a larger part of the province than was
previously believed.
The highest Probability of Observation is in the grasslands of the
Thompson-Nicola valleys of the Southern Interior Ecoprovince.
Conﬁrmed breeding was restricted to lower elevation grasslands
and agricultural habitats. A number of observations in alpine
areas (Di Corrado 2015) likely represents dispersal by

non-breeders or post-breeders. Most point count records and the
highest abundances are found in the Bunchgrass, Ponderosa Pine
and Interior Douglas-ﬁr biogeoclimatic zones.
Conservation and Recommendations Historically Swanson's
Hawk was a much more abundant species in British Columbia
(Campbell et al. 1990, Siddle 1994), and some areas of the
province where the species formerly bred are no longer used. Its
small, declining population is the reason it is Red-Listed in British
Columbia. However, Atlas data suggest a recent modest range
expansion into other areas of the province. Birders are encouraged
to look for Swainson's Hawks and document breeding, including
in northern British Columbia (and the Yukon, Northwest
Territiories and Alaska) and at higher elevations. Dark morph
Buteos should be carefully scrutinized and photo-documented
wherever they occur. Despite adapting to agricultural landscapes
in some areas of North America, declines are continuing, in part
due to declines in primary prey (Richardson's Ground Squirrel
Spermophilus richardsonii) on the breeding grounds, and in part
due to periodic highly toxic pesticide ingestion on the wintering
areas in Argentina (Bechard et al. 2010). Best management
practises for development around raptor nests have been
produced by the province (British Columbia Ministry of
Environment 2013).
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Red-tailed Hawk
Buteo jamaicensis

Mike Yip

Characteristics and Range The Red-tailed Hawk is one of the
most common birds of prey in British Columbia, and has one of
the most recognizable calls of any bird: a high-pitched scream
that has become a symbol of rural and wilderness areas. The
"red-tail" is a large hawk, both a sit-and-wait ambush predator
that perches on roadside light standards, fence posts, or trees;
and a soaring hunter that is a familiar sight ﬂoating on thermals
above open areas. Its range includes virtually all of North
America south of the treeline (Preston and Beane 2009). Across
the northern part of this range, including much of British
Columbia, it is a breeding visitor, migrating short distances south
to overwinter. Three of the twelve subspecies occur in British
Columbia: the distinctive dark Harlan's Hawk B. j. harlani, which
breeds in the far north and is considered by some to be a distinct
species; B. j. alascensis of coastal regions; and the most
widespread, B. j. calurus of the interior.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Red-tailed Hawks are
widespread across southern, central and northeastern British
Columbia, but more sparsely distributed in coastal and northern
regions. The range has not changed appreciably since The Birds
of British Columbia was published, but the Atlas surveys have
ﬁlled many breeding season distribution gaps, especially in
central-northern regions of the province. The densest clusters of
records are in the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince, the dry
interior, the valleys of southeastern British Columbia, the more
open areas of the central interior, and the Peace River lowlands.
The highest Probability of Observation for Red-tailed Hawks is in
the Boreal and Taiga Plains, Southern Interior, and Southern
Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. Atlas point count data, however,
suggest PObs values are not a consistent proxy for abundance of
Red-tailed Hawks, with low abundance on point counts across the

Boreal and Taiga Plains ecoprovinces. Highest abundance was in
the Southern Interior, Southern Interior Mountains, and Central
Interior ecoprovinces, a change from Campbell et al. (1990) who
considered it to reach its highest breeding density in the Fraser
Lowlands. It is least common as a breeder in regions like Haida
Gwaii, Vancouver Island, and the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince.
The Red-tailed Hawk appears to be slightly more common at
lower elevation (250-500 m, corresponding to the altitude of
valley ﬂoors in the southern interior), although it breeds across a
wide elevation range in many habitats.
Conservation and Recommendations Red-tailed Hawk
populations in British Columbia and Canada have shown a
healthy long-term increase as indicated by Breeding Bird Survey
data (Environment Canada 2014). This is another species that has
beneﬁted from land clearing across North America over the last
200 years, clearing that created a mix of open grassland (for
hunting) and nearby woodlands (for nesting). Some Red-tailed
Hawks have even adapted to breed in suburban and urban
environments (Preston and Beane 2009), and often successfully
overwinter in these areas. Threats may include lead poisoning
due to ingestion of shot when feeding on carrion, pesticide use in
agricultural regions, and collisions with high-voltage
transmission lines.
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Ferruginous Hawk
Buteo regalis

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range The Ferruginous Hawk breeds in the
open grassland prairie, shrub steppe, and desert regions of
western North America, and winters in the arid southwest into
northern Mexico's Sierra Madre. This powerful and regal Buteo is
the largest North American hawk. Its large size, broad wings,
colourful plumage of white underparts and rufous back and legs,
and its distinct, dihedral ﬂying pattern, should make it stand out
to any observer. In British Columbia it is a very rare summer
visitor. Most birds are postulated to be migrant overshoots from
the Great Basin population or from the Prairies (Toochin 2014). Of
its primary prey, jackrabbit (Lepus), prairie dog (Cynomys), and
ground squirrel (Spermophilus) species (Bechard and Schmutz
1995), only the ground squirrels are found in British Columbia.
The lack of a prey base and the rarity of open grassland habitat in
British Columbia suggest that the province does not provide
much suitable habitat for breeding Ferruginous Hawks.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Historically in British
Columbia, the Ferruginous Hawk was a very rare breeder on the
Thompson Plateau in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince, where it
has only been conﬁrmed to breed twice (Campbell et al. 1990;
Toochin 2014). The only Atlas record came from the west side of
the Thompson Plateau in 2010. There were other sightings during
the Atlas data collection years (2008-2012), but most were
outside of the breeding period (Toochin 2014). In 2013, one or
two birds were observed near the 2010 Atlas observation location
(Baines 2013).

It most often nests in trees and shrubs, and also cliffs, utility
structures, and rocky outcrops (Bechard and Schmutz 1995). This
hawk also nests in artiﬁcial, purpose-built nest structures erected
throughout its present and former range in an effort to increase
reproductive success.
Conservation and Recommendations The Ferruginous Hawk is
considered a vagrant in British Columbia. It is a native grassland
specialist, so the loss of that habitat through changing
agricultural practices and, to a lesser extent, urbanization, has
resulted in a large decrease in Ferruginous Hawk populations
across the Prairies, with almost 50% of its historical range lost in
the Canadian Prairies (COSEWIC 2008). Climate change
projections (e.g., Hamann and Wang 2006) suggest an increasing
trend for potentially suitable grassland habitat in southern
British Columbia. Sightings in or near grasslands should be
investigated for possible breeders, and any occurrence or breeding
evidence should be submitted to relevant monitoring and species
at risk data repositories like eBird and the British Columbia
Conservation Data Centre.
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Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetos

John Gordon

biogeoclimatic zones.
Characteristics and Range The Golden Eagle is a magniﬁcent
bird of prey. With a length of close to a metre and wings that
span well over 2 metres, it is one of our largest raptors. One is
unlikely to forget the sight of this enormous bird deftly turning
and weaving to pluck a Yellow-bellied Marmot (Marmota
ﬂaviventris) from a rocky outcrop, or cruising along a cliff side
looking for kid Mountain Goats (Oreamnos americanus). It occurs
across the Holarctic, spanning Europe, Asia, North Africa, and
North America, where its range is largely conﬁned to the west.
Most of the Golden Eagles that breed in northern British
Columbia winter further south across western North America, but
some, especially in southern parts of the province, are year-round
residents.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Golden Eagle is
widespread but quite sparsely distributed through most of the
province except on Haida Gwaii (where it has not been found to
breed), with clusters of probable or conﬁrmed breeding along the
middle Fraser River and in the rain shadow of the southern Coast
Mountains, in the East Kootenay, the South Okanagan, and in the
Haines Triangle area in the far northwest. Its distribution in
British Columbia appears not to have changed much since The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990. Generally
associated with more remote areas, breeding also occurs close to
human population centres.
The Golden Eagle is not as numerous as the Bald Eagle across
most of British Columbia, except in some mountainous regions.
Higher Probabilities of Observation match the clusters of
distribution, with highest PObs values in the Southern Interior
Mountains. Too few data were collected to draw conclusions
about abundance. It is found across a wide elevation range from
sea level to 2,010 m, but the PObs values suggest that it is most
likely to be encountered in the alpine and subalpine

The habitats occupied by the Golden Eagle vary widely, but
typically included more open habitats including grassland (for
hunting) surrounded by mountainous regions with subalpine and
alpine habitats, and cliffs used for nesting.
Conservation and Recommendations In most of North America,
the Golden Eagle is stable or increasing in population
(Environment Canada 2014). Unlike many raptors, its primary
diet of mid-sized mammals associated with non-agricultural
habitats minimized the effects of pesticides like DDT. Instead, it
suffered signiﬁcant losses due to persecution from humans,
especially in locations where it was suspected of preying on
domestic sheep (Kochert et al. 2002). Reductions in humancaused mortalities have helped populations recover. Across
Canada its population appears to have increased somewhat in the
last 40 years, though data are sparse and based only on
populations that have been monitored in Alberta (Environment
Canada 2014). There are few data speciﬁc to British Columbia
and therefore no provincial trend can be determined with
conﬁdence. Golden Eagle numbers are likely to remain healthy as
long as extensive, wild mountain and grassland areas are
available in British Columbia. Preserving habitat for its prey,
especially within 3 km of nest sites, has been recommended as a
management tool (Kochert et al. 2002), as has reducing
disturbance near nest sites.
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American Kestrel
Falco sparverius

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The American Kestrel, a brightlycoloured small falcon, not much bigger than a Steller's Jay, is
perhaps North America's most common bird of prey. The plumage
of the male is a lovely mixture of oranges, rusts, buffs and blues;
the female is less strikingly coloured. The American Kestrel
breeds across a wide swath of North America from the northern
edge of the Boreal Forest southwards through Central and most
of South America (Smallwood and Bird 2002). Most northern
breeders migrate to the southern half of North America to
overwinter.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
American Kestrel is widespread across the central-southern
interior and the northeast, but more sparsely distributed in
coastal regions and the northwest. This distribution has not
changed greatly from when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990.
The Probability of Observation model reﬁnes the picture of
distribution, highlighting the Okanagan, Thompson-Nicola and
middle Fraser valleys as the most likely areas to ﬁnd the
American Kestrel, with extensive moderately high PObs values
through the Peace, Fort Nelson and Liard river lowlands, and in
the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench. Atlas point counts indicate
the bird is most common in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince,
and that abundance decreases gradually with increasing latitude.
American Kestrels are most common at mid-elevations, between
250 and 1,250 m, and in the Ponderosa Pine, Interior Douglas-ﬁr
and Bunchgrass biogeoclimatic zones.
The species prefers to breed in or close to grassy habitats that

support a plentiful supply of its invertebrate prey, like
grasshoppers, though it will occasionally take small vertebrates.
It is a secondary cavity nester, preferring to nest in a woodpeckerexcavated treehole, or perhaps in a crevice in a cliff or even a
building. It frequently uses nest boxes, especially in places that
have seen much human modiﬁcation including removal of
potential nesting sites (i.e., old trees and snags).
Conservation and Recommendations The American Kestrel is
one of many open-area species that likely beneﬁted from land
clearance in the 19th and early 20th centuries, but has
subsequently declined where cleared land has reverted to forest.
It is still regarded as North America's most common raptor, but
Breeding Bird Survey data show signiﬁcant long-term declines
across Canada and in British Columbia (Environment Canada
2014). The reasons for the decline are not well known
(Environment Canada 2011), but the trend toward more intensive
industrial agriculture may be reducing habitat quality, including
nest site and prey availability (Smallwood and Bird 2002),
particularly on wintering grounds. Despite declines in the north,
this species has maintained a stable population across its overall
range in North and South America.
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the Central Interior.
Characteristics and Range The Merlin is a small falcon of
forested areas with openings, which tends to call frequently with
a loud, shrill "kee kee kee" around the nest, and is consequently
often easily observed in breeding habitat. The Merlin was
formerly called the Pigeon Hawk because it can resemble a
pigeon in ﬂight. It is sexually dimorphic like most raptors, with
the brown female larger than the slaty-blue male. The Merlin
breeds throughout the northern forests and prairie habitats of
Europe, Asia and North America, generally migrating short to
medium distances south to winter. Two of 3 North American
sub-species breed in British Columbia: the darker "Black Merlin"
(F. c. suckleyi) is largely resident in the more humid Paciﬁc
Northwest regions and the paler, migratory "Boreal" or "Taiga
Merlin" ( F. c. columbarius) breeds in the drier interior (Warkentin
et al. 2005).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas survey results
demonstrate that the Merlin occupies a similarly large breeding
distribution now to that known when The Birds of British
Columbia was published in 1990, but with more extensive
breeding season records particularly in the north. These latter
records are likely due to the greater survey effort during the
period of the Atlas.
The Merlin is nowhere numerous in British Columbia, but the
higher Probability of Observation values are on the plateaus of
the Sub-Boreal Interior and Central Interior ecoprovinces, in the
Peace and Fort Nelson river lowlands in the Boreal Plains and
Taiga Plains ecoprovinces, and along the major river valleys of the
Southern Interior and Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces.
The Merlin is a bird of low to mid-elevations, and most frequently
encountered below 750 m, although it breeds up to 1500 m in

In British Columbia, the Merlin breeds in many coniferous and
deciduous forest types with nearby water and open spaces,
including urban areas. The high breeding frequency in urban
areas is a recent phenomenon and represents a signiﬁcant change
in the province over the last 40 years (Cannings 2015). Nests are
typically in coniferous trees such as spruces (Picea), pines (Pinus),
and Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga menziesii), and uncommonly in
deciduous trees such as poplar (Populus) species. Merlins usually
use the abandoned nests of other bird species such as crows,
ravens, magpies, or hawks, but occasionally will nest in large
cavities excavated by Pileated Woodpeckers, or on cliffs
(Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Merlin has recovered
from the pesticide-related declines that impacted birds of prey
across North America in much of the middle and latter parts of
the 20th Century, and Breeding Bird Survey data in British
Columbia and Canada show a strongly increasing population
trend since 1970 (Environment Canada 2014). While the Merlin
may continue to be susceptible to environmental contaminants
such as pesticides and the loss of large trees in some nesting
habitats, its recent population increases in urban areas suggest
that it will likely continue to persist with healthy populations.
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