Gyrfalcon
Falco rusticolus

Rob Florkiewicz

Characteristics and Range The northern-dwelling Gyrfalcon is
the largest falcon in the world. It breeds mostly along the Arctic
coasts of North America, Europe and Asia (Booms et al. 2008).
Over its range, its colour varies from white through silver-grey to
almost black; silver-grey is the most common morph in British
Columbia. It nests on cliff ledges at sites that are often used for
decades and where considerable amounts of guano can
accumulate. Ptarmigan provide the Gyrfalcon's main prey in
British Columbia and productivity appears dependent on
ptarmigan numbers. Large size and hunting prowess make the
Gyrfalcon a popular bird with falconers, who breed and train
them to hunt waterfowl and other game birds.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Most Gyrfalcons breed
along the Arctic coast; however, a few breed in the northwest
portion of the Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince of British
Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990). Within this ecoprovince,
sightings have occurred during the breeding season as far south
as the Spatsizi River and as far east as Toad River, suggesting that
the breeding range might be more widespread than is currently
known. A past breeding season observation of a Gyrfalcon in the
northern foothills of the Rocky Mountains (Chutter et al. 1992)
raises the possibility that the species may occasionally attempt to
breed in northeastern British Columbia, but there are no Atlasperiod records from this region. The Gyrfalcon is a migratory
species and occurs over more of the province during migration
and in winter, particularly along the southwest coast, where it
can be seen in open habitats around populated areas in the lower
Fraser River valley and southeast Vancouver Island.
Annual breeding season surveys have been conducted for the
population in the southwest corner of the Yukon since 1983
(Mossop and Munro 1990). This population extends into the
extreme northwest corner of British Columbia, and in years when
British Columbia Wildlife Branch biologists participated in the

surveys, this area was included. Eight eyries are known from this
part of the province; however, while up to 7 of these eyries have
been deemed occupied in a single year, no more than 3 have been
productive at the same time. Based on these data and other
sightings, the British Columbia Wildlife Branch estimates the
breeding population in the province to be fewer than 20 pairs
(Chutter 2008).
In British Columbia, the Gyrfalcon nests on cliff ledges on
mountains in alpine areas, usually adjacent to rivers or lakes.
Occasionally, it nests on cliffs of river banks and in abandoned
Golden Eagle nests.
Conservation and Recommendations Whilst the Gyrfalcon is
designated as Not at Risk nationally by COSEWIC, it is Blue-listed
in British Columbia due to its small known breeding population
(British Columbia Ministry of Environment 2014). Capture of
migrating ﬁrst year birds for falconry is allowed under permit but
is extremely limited; annual harvest varies from zero to three
birds. Only experienced resident falconers are permitted to
capture wild Gyrfalcons; export of wild birds is not allowed.
Discovery of new eyries is extremely difﬁcult due to the
remoteness of their locations; however, once located they can be
protected and surveyed because of strong ﬁdelity to nest sites.
Therefore, observations of potential breeding sites should be
reported to the British Columbia Conservation Data Centre to
enable further assessment.
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Peregrine Falcon
Falco peregrinus

Don Doyle/British Columbia Wildlife Branch

British Columbia's interior.
Characteristics and Range Arguably the most recognized raptor
in the world, this black-helmeted, crow-sized falcon is the fastest
living creature on the planet having been recorded stooping at
over 320 km per hour. It was once known as the "duck hawk" as it
often hunts birds over wetlands and is capable of taking species
as large as ducks. Three subspecies occur in British Columbia, but
only two breed here, the large, dark, resident coastal F. p. pealei,
and the smaller, migratory, inland F. p. anatum ; the Arcticbreeding F. p. tundrius is a rare migrant (Campbell et al. 1990).
The Peregrine Falcon has a cosmopolitan distribution, occurring
on all continents other than Antarctica.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Most coastal birds nest
on Haida Gwaii, the Scott Islands and northern Vancouver Island;
lower numbers breed on other offshore islands, along the
mainland coast, and farther south on Vancouver Island. The
inland subspecies has recovered from believed extirpation, and
now occurs in small numbers throughout much of the interior
and along the Fraser River to the coast (Chutter 2011). The Strait
of Georgia-Gulf Islands area is a zone of intergrade where
unpublished DNA evidence shows the two subspecies interbreed.
In 2010, standardized surveys conducted every ﬁve years by the
British Columbia Wildlife Branch in conjunction with the national
Canada-wide survey found 154 occupied sites in British Columbia,
the most since surveys began in the 1960s. Of these, 118 were of
the coastal subspecies, 17 of the interior subspecies, and 19 were
from the intergrade zone (Chutter 2011). Atlas surveyors found
probable or conﬁrmed breeding in some additional 10-km
squares, mostly in southern British Columbia, and mostly in areas
covered by the ﬁve-year provincial surveys. It is not known how
many of these represent new sites, alternate sites, or birds
observed away from their eyries, but undoubtedly some represent
additional sites to the 2010 provincial survey. Of particular note
was the discovery of an active eyrie on the Interior Plateau, which
extends the conﬁrmed breeding range signiﬁcantly north in

Peregrine Falcons nest on cliff ledges, usually beside water, either
along the coast, or beside larger rivers, lakes, and wetlands. They
occasionally nest in abandoned Bald Eagle nests on offshore
islands and on bridges in the Greater Vancouver area; to-date,
none have been found nesting on high-rise buildings, as occurs in
some other jurisdictions.
Conservation and Recommendations The rapid decline of the
Peregrine Falcon over most of their cosmopolitan range from the
1950s-1970s spearheaded the global movement against DDT and
other pesticides. In British Columbia, the coastal subspecies did
not suffer declines, but the interior subspecies was considered
extirpated by the 1970s. Both F. p. anatum and F. p. tundrius
were designated as nationally Endangered by COSEWIC in 1978.
Subsequent population recovery through reintroductions and
natural productivity increases resulted in down-listing to Special
Concern (COSEWIC 2007).
In British Columbia, the coastal subspecies remains Blue-listed
because of its small population, and the interior subspecies
remains Red-listed as numbers are still low. Limited capture of
migrating ﬁrst year coastal birds for falconry re-opened in 2008,
but to-date, none have been taken. Only experienced resident
falconers are permitted to capture wild Peregrine Falcons; export
of wild birds is not allowed. Continuation of the ﬁve-year survey
program and periodic review of each subspecies conservation
status is recommended.
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Prairie Falcon
Falco mexicanus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Prairie Falcon is a crow-sized
raptor, similar in size and appearance to the Peregrine Falcon, but
sandier-coloured with a narrower "moustache", and a diagnostic
dark triangular patch on its underside where the wings join the
body. It primarily preys on medium-sized mammals such as
ground squirrels and birds such as larks. The Prairie Falcon
breeds across drier regions of western North America (Steenhof
1998).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, it is
a rare breeder in the Southern and Central Interior ecoprovinces.
If conﬁrmed, an outlying observation by atlassers of Prairie
Falcons possibly breeding near Burns Lake would extend its
known breeding range considerably farther north. Prairie Falcons
are sometimes observed in the Kootenays, particularly in the fall,
but breeding has yet to be conﬁrmed.
The Prairie Falcon population in British Columbia is at an
all-time low. Historic reports suggest that 87 potential nest sites
were known in the province, though some of these are
questionable and there are no data on how many may have been
active in a single year (Cooper and Beauchesne 2004). In the late
1990s and early 2000s, various surveys for Prairie Falcons were
conducted resulting in estimates of 10-20 breeding pairs across
its provincial range. In 2010, a provincial survey of known and
historic Prairie Falcon breeding sites found only 3 occupied, all in
the Cariboo (Hobbs 2010), and atlassers found no additional
pairs. One of the longest and best known Prairie Falcon sites in
the South Okanagan is now occupied by Peregrine Falcons.
The Prairie Falcon nests on cliffs, either within cavities or on
ledges, in open, arid grassland habitats in the southern and

central interior of British Columbia. Nests are located near water,
usually adjacent to rivers.
Conservation and Recommendations Loss, alienation and
fragmentation of foraging habitats through urbanization,
changing agricultural practices, and forest encroachment are
likely the major causes of the declining population in British
Columbia; reduction in abundance of ground squirrels is also
likely a major factor (Cooper and Beauchesne 2004). There also
seems to be a connection to Peregrine Falcon. When peregrine
numbers dropped during the DDT era, breeding Prairie Falcons
were more common in the province; however, the recovery of the
peregrine in the interior seems to have come at the expense of the
Prairie Falcon, as several known sites of the latter are now
occupied by peregrines. It is unknown whether the peregrine
outcompetes Prairie Falcon, or simply takes over abandoned sites.
Continuing to include Prairie Falcon surveys during the
standardized ﬁve-year surveys for the Peregrine Falcon is
recommended, along with encouraging annual surveys of
remaining known sites by biologists and naturalists. All evidence
of breeding should be submitted to the British Columbia
Conservation Data Centre.
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Yellow Rail
Coturnicops noveboracensis

John Conkin

Characteristics and Range This small, secretive marsh bird is
rarely seen, but imitation of the male's distinctive "tic-tic,
tic-tic-tic" call will occasionally bring a response. The Yellow Rail
breeds locally across a broad range spanning the central Boreal
Forest, Great Lakes and northern Prairie regiona, from the
Atlantic Coast to the Rocky Mountain foothills (Bookhout 1995).
Northeastern British Columbia is near the northwestern limit of
its breeding range, but some birds are known to breed west of the
Rockies. The species winters in the Southern Coastal Plain region
of the southeastern United States.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Atlas reports of the
Yellow Rail were largely conﬁned to the Boreal Plains
Ecoprovince, with single isolated site records from the Southern
Rocky Mountain Trench and Chilcotin Plateau respectively. The
species was probably not well-sampled by atlassing efforts,
owing to its secretive nature, nocturnal habits, and generally
remote breeding habitat. Nevertheless, the Atlas has signiﬁcantly
improved our understanding of Yellow Rail distribution in the
province, since it was previously described as "hypothetical" by
Campbell et al. (1990), with a postscript of one record from the
Boreal Plains. Increased observer effort seems the most probable
explanation for the change in known distribution, and additional
effort may reveal more surprises in the future.
The majority of the 13 squares where the species was recorded
had only one general location where rails were found, but most
of these locations had multiple records (within and between
years). Thus, based on the current knowledge of distribution, the
total population of Yellow Rail breeding in the province is quite
small; probably fewer than 100 pairs.
The Yellow Rail seems to have fairly particular requirements for
breeding habitat. It prefers open, sedge (Carex species)dominated marshes with little or no standing water. Annual

ﬂuctuations in water level can inﬂuence whether a particular
marsh is occupied; larger marshes tend to be occupied more
consistently, possibly because territories can be shifted to account
for current conditions.
Conservation and Recommendations Atlas data resulted in a
reduced provincial risk status from critically imperiled to
imperiled. Yellow Rail's COSEWIC Special Concern listing is due
to a relatively small population size, compressed wintering range,
ongoing threats to breeding and wintering wetland habitats, and
evidence for local declines in several parts of its breeding range
(COSEWIC 2009). Many of the consistently occupied marshes in
British Columbia are potentially under threat from draining,
ﬂooding, cattle trampling, and oil and gas development. Yellow
Rail is also listed as a 'Category of Species at Risk' under the
British Columbia Forest and Range Practices Act and the Oil and
Gas Activities Act. This latter designation allows areas of
important habitat to be protected from forestry and oil and gas
industrial activity. No protection has been enacted to date.
Additional surveys in potential breeding habitat, particularly in
northeastern British Columbia, will help determine the true range
of the species in the province and will contribute to a better
understanding of population size for the species across Canada.
Consistently occupied wetlands in British Columbia should be
protected where possible.
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Virginia Rail
Rallus limicola

Len Jellicoe

place.
Characteristics and Range Patience or luck is required to see
the secretive Virginia Rail, a bird of thick marshes that is far more
often heard giving its nasal territorial calls and grunting duets
than it is seen. A traditional birders' technique for quickly
assessing the species' presence is to give a single loud hand clap
at the edge of suitable habitat; if a bird is present, it will often
respond by calling. It is well adapted to manoeuvring through
dense tall stems in having a laterally compressed body, ﬂexible
vertebrae, and special feathers on its forehead that do not wear
down from constant abrasion (Conway 1995). A medium-distance
migrant, the Virginia Rail breeds in wetlands across North
America from the southern boreal in the east through the Great
Lakes and Prairies to the major drainage basins of the west. It
winters along Paciﬁc, Atlantic and Gulf coasts and across
northern Mexico, and there are resident populations in parts of
South America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Virginia Rail is quite widespread in wetlands across the centralsouthern interior and the southwest of the province, especially in
the Georgia Depression, the Okanagan and Nicola valleys, and
interior plateaus. The Atlas mapped a slightly wider provincial
distribution than was known when The Birds of British Columbia
was published in 1990, including more records on the western
Chilcotin and Interior Plateaus, in the Southern Rocky Mountain
Trench and the Peace River lowlands. This may be due to wider
survey coverage, but each of these regions has traditionally been
well covered by birders, and Campbell et al. (1990) considered it
a very rare summer visitor to the west Kootenay and ChilcotinCariboo region, so a genuine range expansion may be taking

It occurs in low numbers, reﬂected in the low Probability of
Observation values even in the areas where it is most reliably
found: the Chilcotin Plateau and valley ﬂoor wetlands of the
Fraser, Thompson, Okanagan and Lillooet rivers. Too few data
were collected to draw conclusions about abundance, because the
Atlas randomised point counts did not capture a sufﬁcient
proportion of the localised wetland habitats of this difﬁcultto-detect bird.
Favoured breeding habitat is freshwater marshes with tall
emergent vegetation, especially Cattail (Typha latifolia), and
bulrush (Scirpus), reed (Phragmites) or sedge (Cyperaceae) species.
Flooded ﬁelds and brackish marshes will also be used (Campbell
et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Atlas results hint at
an expanding Virginia Rail range in British Columbia; continued
data collection through programs such as eBird and future
atlases will help clarify the situation. It is potentially vulnerable
to drought periods and projected long-term drying through
climate change (e.g., Hamann and Wang 2006).
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Sora
Porzana carolina

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range This secretive rail is far more often
heard than seen, but the patience required to wait for a Sora to
emerge from concealing vegetation is richly rewarded by a rather
stunning bird with a bright yellow bill, black face, soft grey neck
and ﬂashing white undertail. Soras frequently call around dusk
and after dark, so late evening listening searches of potentially
suitable habitat in early summer are an effective way of assessing
its presence. Soras breed across much of the Boreal Forest, the
Great Lakes, the Prairies and through most western basins of
North America, and migrate quite long distances to winter in
suitable wetland habitats along Paciﬁc, Atlantic and Gulf coasts
through Central America and the Caribbean to northern South
America (Melvin and Gibbs 2012).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Sora occurs widely
at low to middle elevations through much of interior British
Columbia east of the Coast Mountains and in the Georgia
Depression, including the northeastern plains. The Atlas mapped
a similar provincial distribution to The Birds of British Columbia
published in 1990, indicating no change in overall range, but
some ﬁlling-in of distribution gaps, especially in the Peace River
lowlands, in the Lillooet River drainage, across the Interior
Plateau and in the Rocky Mountain Trench.

likely areas to ﬁnd the species. The Sora is common enough that
randomised point counts are an adequate sampling technique
(which is not the case with other rails). Point count data show the
highest abundances occur in the Central Interior and more locally
in the Southern Interior, at elevations between 250 and 500 m
(valley ﬂoor wetlands). Abundance is slightly lower in the Boreal
and Taiga Plains ecoprovinces.
It uses a wide variety of wetland types, both freshwater and
brackish, ephemeral and permanent, from marshes, lakes, ﬂooded
ﬁelds and willow scrub to drainage ditches and sewage lagoons,
usually with tall emergent vegetation, especially Cattail (Typha
latifolia), and bulrush (Scirpus), reed (Phragmites) or sedge
(Cyperaceae) species.
Conservation and Recommendations Sora populations are
stable across much of the species range, including in British
Columbia. The primary concern is maintenance of a network of
wetlands throughout the migratory and wintering ranges;
wetland habitat loss and modiﬁcation especially along migratory
routes in the United States is a concern. It is also hunted quite
extensively, but the population-level impact of hunting is not
well studied (Melvin and Gibbs 2012).

Peter J. A. Davidson
The most extensive areas of higher Probability of Observation
match the densest clusters of distribution, on the plateaus of the
Central Interior ecoprovince and across the Peace River lowlands.
More local high PObs values occur in the valley systems of the
Southern Interior and Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces,
and the PObs model also highlights an expanse covering the Fort
Nelson River lowlands in the Taiga Plains as one of the most
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American Coot
Fulica americana

Mark Habdas

Characteristics and Range The American Coot is the most
aquatic and least secretive of the North American rails. Easily
recognised by its slaty-black plumage and contrasting white bill
and narrow forehead "shield", this coot is a familiar wetland bird
across North America. American Coots are generally short to
medium-distance migrants, with a range spanning the Prairies,
Great Basin and Great Lakes regions south to Central America
(Brisbin and Mowbray 2002); they are mainly freshwater birds,
but some will use brackish and saltwater habitats, especially in
winter.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The centres of American
Coot breeding distribution are the lower elevation wetlands of
central-southern and northeastern British Columbia. This
distribution remains much as it was when The Birds of British
Columbia was published in 1990, except that the Atlas did not
record any observations in the far north, where the species
historically bred in the Liard and Fort Nelson River basin.
American Coots overwinter and migrate through British Columbia
in quite large numbers, so care was taken with assessing possible
breeding records in late spring.

elevation range, within which these three areas lie, supported
highest abundance, although point counts are not the best
method for sampling the localised wetland habitats preferred by
coots.
The American Coot nests in a variety of wetland types, especially
lakes and ponds but also creeks, streams, sloughs, drainage
channels and sewage lagoons, almost always with stands of tall
emergent vegetation. Cattails (Typha latifolia), bulrush (Scirpus),
reed (Phragmites) or sedge (Cyperaceae) species are favoured for
siting and constructing nests (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The American Coot's
population in British Columbia appears to be stable. It is
potentially vulnerable to drought periods and projected
long-term drying through climate change (e.g., Hamann and
Wang 2006). Hunting pressure is now low, and the long-term
population trend across its range is moderately increasing,
having recovered from the population crash through wetland loss
and hunting in the early 20th Century (Brisbin and Mowbray
2002).

Peter J. A. Davidson
The American Coot is not particularly numerous as a breeding
bird in British Columbia, reﬂected in the relatively low
Probability of Observation values, which highlight the lower
elevation Fraser Plateau and Thompson-Nicola drainage
wetlands, and the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench wetland
system as the most likely places to ﬁnd it. The 500-750 m
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Sandhill Crane
Grus canadensis

North and South Photography

Characteristics and Range Sandhill Cranes are one of the most
dramatic and delightful birds whose spectacular migrations and
prehistoric rolling call have delighted people for centuries. They
are marvelous harbingers of spring as they stream overhead
through British Columbia's interior valleys and north along the
coast, calling through the night, a reminder that winter is
nearing its end. After arriving on their traditional nesting
grounds, they feed calmly before pairs disperse to breed. Sandhill
Cranes can be residents or long-distance migrants within North
America. The cultural signiﬁcance of Sandhill Cranes is
highlighted by one Haida interpretation for the name Delkatla,
meaning 'place of cranes dancing'; Delkatla Wildlife Sanctuary in
Haida Gwaii is one of their traditional breeding grounds.
Three migratory subspecies likely occur in British Columbia. For
conservation and management purposes, they are divided into
separate populations that follow traditional migratory routes: the
Paciﬁc Population that migrates up and down the Paciﬁc Coast is
comprised of Lesser Sandhill Cranes (G. c. canadensis); the Central
Valley Population is mostly comprised of the interior Greater
Sandhill Crane (G. c. tabida) that breed from California north to
British Columbia (where it breeds in the interior, lower Fraser
Valley and northern Vancouver Island); and the Mid-Continent
Population that migrates across the Paciﬁc, Central and
Mississippi ﬂyways, occurring locally in northeastern British
Columbia. The Mid-Continent Population was believed to
comprise a mixture of Lessers, Greaters and Canadian Sandhill
Cranes (G. c. rowani), but recent genetic work has questioned the
validity of the latter in this population (CFWMGBTC 2006, Gerber
et al. 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Sandhill Cranes are
quite widespread in central, northeastern and some coastal
regions of the province, and along the length of British
Columbia's Rocky Mountain Trench. Atlas evidence supports the
distribution known when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990 and as predicted in Gebauer (2004), except for

the Skeena and Nass river basins where no breeding birds were
observed during the Atlas surveys. The Central Interior (especially
the wetland-studded Cariboo Plateau), Taiga Plains, Boreal
Plains, and Coast and Mountain ecoprovinces all showed quite
extensive areas where this crane is most likely to be found.
The areas of highest abundance of breeding Sandhill Cranes in
British Columbia are Haida Gwaii and adjacent mainland areas.
They are more widespread but at a lower abundance on the
Central Interior plateaus and the Peace and Fort Nelson river
lowlands.
Sandhill Cranes nest near river estuaries and low-lying coastal
wetlands, and in the interior at low-mid elevations in undisturbed
wet grasslands, freshwater bogs, marshes, meadows, muskeg and
wet tundra.
Conservation and Recommendations While there were
conservation concerns for some populations in the past, Sandhill
Crane populations in North America have increased greatly since
the 1970s, including in British Columbia; as such the species is
no longer considered at risk in the province, as was the case until
recently. Habitat alteration, including wetland loss and
development projects, and human disturbance remain local
threats; being reliant on selected breeding, staging and winter
sites adds to the crane's intrinsic vulnerability. Standard surveys
of core breeding areas are still needed to better determine the
subspecies numbers and nesting sites in the province (Gebauer
2004).
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American Golden-Plover
Pluvialis dominica

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range Renowned as a long-distant migrant,
the American Golden-Plover breeds chieﬂy in the Arctic biome, on
the tundra from Bafﬁn Island to western Alaska, and winters in
South America. Until 1993, it was considered a subspecies of the
Lesser Golden-Plover, which was split into the American GoldenPlover (Pluvialis dominica) and the Paciﬁc Golden-Plover
(Pluvialis fulva) (Johnson and Connors 2010). The latter species
breeds in western Alaska and eastern Siberia, and winters
primarily on tropical Paciﬁc islands. The American Golden-Plover
is a rare spring and autumn migrant and localized breeder in the
province (Campbell et al. 1990, British Columbia Conservation
Data Centre 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas provided
breeding evidence in two widely separated areas, one in the
Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince, and the other in the
Central Interior Ecoprovince. These included the ﬁrst conﬁrmed
breeding (ﬂedged young) on the Itcha Range in the Chilcotin, the
farthest south the species is known to breed across its entire
range (Johnson and Connors 2010). The Birds of British Columbia
reports the only conﬁrmed breeding was on the Spatzizi Plateau
in 1959 (six pairs, some with downy young), with possible
breeding there in 1976, and on the Itcha Range in 1986. Most
conﬁrmed and possible Atlas breeding locations were in high
alpine areas. These difﬁcult-to-access habitats were
understandably lightly covered by the Atlas, and the species
might have a more widespread breeding distribution in the high
plateaus of north and central British Columbia than the data
suggest.
The British Columbia population comprises a tiny proportion of
the global population (estimated at >300,000 birds), most of
which breeds in arctic, boreal and alpine areas of Alaska and
northern Canada (Andres et al. 2012). There are insufﬁcient data
to show any trends in the British Columbia breeding population.

Intensive surveys in Alaska revealed that the population there was
larger than previously expected (Andres et al. 2012). The same
might be true for British Columbia, but the overall paucity of
sightings suggests that this is a rare and perhaps irregular
breeder in the province.
Breeding birds are found on sparsely-vegetated, well-drained,
rocky slopes (Johnson and Connors 2010); in British Columbia
these habitats are primarily found in high alpine tundra (typically
>1,500 m). The locations of the Atlas possible or probable
breeding records indicate use of relatively barren high hilltops,
close to ponds and >1 km from contiguous forests.
Conservation and Recommendations The American Golden
Plover is a Blue-listed species in British Columbia, due to a small
breeding population. Although considered a "Species of High
Concern" in the 2001-2004 Canadian and United States Shorebird
Conservation Plans, new data from across the species' range
suggests that the population is larger than expected and
relatively stable (Clay et al. 2010, Andres et al. 2012). High
alpine tundras where this species might nest in British Columbia
generally face few immediate threats, although their future
extent might be reduced due to forest and shrub encroachment in
warming climates. Continued searching of suitable alpine and
tundra habitats in northern and central British Columbia should
provide better information on the status and numbers of this
species.

Alan E. Burger
Recommended citation: Burger, A.E. 2015. American GoldenPlover 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=AGPL&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Semipalmated Plover
Charadrius semipalmatus

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range This attractive little plover is a
long-distant migrant, travelling thousands of kilometres from its
southern wintering grounds to breed in arctic and boreal regions
from northwest Alaska to Newfoundland (Nol and Blanken 2014).
The very similar Common Ringed Plover (C. hiaticula) is a sister
species occupying a similar niche in Eurasia. Semipalmated
Plovers disperse widely to winter on both the Atlantic and Paciﬁc
coasts, mainly from California and Virginia south along much of
the Central and South American coast, and also on offshore
islands such as the Bahamas, West Indies and Galapagos (Nol and
Blanken 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Evidence of breeding is
restricted to the Coast and Mountains, Central Interior and
Northern Boreal Mountains ecoprovinces, with one record of
possible breeding in the Sub-boreal Interior Ecoprovince. The
Atlas data closely match the breeding records in The Birds of
British Columbia published in 1990, speciﬁcally with conﬁrmed
breeding in the mountains of northwestern British Columbia, on
the Chilcotin Plateau, and on Haida Gwaii (centred on the same
locations identiﬁed in The Birds of British Columbia: Sandspit,
mouth of Tlell River and near Massett). The total population
breeding on Haida Gwaii is estimated to be 100 pairs (Nol and
Blanken 2014). Irregular breeding at Iona Island in the Fraser
River delta reported up to 1990 (Campbell et al. 1990, Campbell
2015) was not conﬁrmed in 2008-2012. Atlas data were
insufﬁcient to analyse the Probability of Observation. In British
Columbia, this species is much less common as a breeder than as
a migrant, both on the coast and in the interior (Campbell et al.
1990, Campbell 2004).

Nesting in British Columbia occurs in two distinct landscapes:
close to sea level on sand dunes or gravel and often among drift
logs, or at higher elevations (above 500 m) close to water in
gravelly substrates (Campbell et al. 1990, Campbell 2004). Nests
are simple scrapes sometimes lined with grasses, seaweeds, shells
or stones and are often placed near larger rocks, logs or other
objects (Campbell et al. 1990, Nol and Blanken 2014).
Conservation and Recommendations The species is not
considered to be at risk, but breeding sites along ocean shores
might be subjected to disturbance and nest destruction from
humans, dogs and off-road vehicles. Based on surveys at major
wintering grounds the continental population is around 200,000
birds; numbers might have increased slightly from 1974 through
2009 but are now regarded as stable (Andres et al. 2012, Nol and
Blanken 2014). Population limitation is poorly understood, but
appears to be due to winter mortality and perhaps restricted
breeding opportunities in some areas (Nol and Blanken 2014).
Breeders tend to have high ﬁdelity to their nesting sites (Nol and
Blanken 2014); continued monitoring at the known breeding sites
should therefore provide good information on population trends
in the province.
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Killdeer
Charadrius vociferus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Killdeer is probably the
shorebird best known to the general public. This loud and
conspicuous plover seems equally at home nesting on wilderness
gravel bars or in human-modiﬁed habitats such as cropland, golf
courses, and even building sites that support its insectivorous
diet. The breeding range extends across most of North America
south of northern boreal regions; there are also breeding
populations in the Caribbean and at disjunct locations in South
America (Jackson and Jackson 2000). Killdeer breeding in the
British Columbia interior migrate south or to the coast, whereas
Killdeer are present year-round on the British Columbia coast
(Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas probably
covered the breeding distribution of Killdeer well, given their
conspicuous nature and afﬁnity for human-modiﬁed habitats. The
Atlas breeding records match those collated by Campbell et al.
(1990) quite closely. Most Killdeer breed in the southern third of
the province, with concentrations in the Georgia Depression and
lowland areas in the Central Interior, Southern Interior and
Southern Interior Mountains Ecoprovinces. In general this mirrors
the distribution of agriculture and human habitation.
Despite its conspicuousness, Killdeer is not an abundant species
in British Columbia and in most areas was recorded on less than
1% of point counts. Areas of high Probability of Observation
match the distribution of conﬁrmed or probable breeding records,
although the highest concentrations away from the Chilcotin
Plateau (e.g., south and east Vancouver Island, and the lower
Fraser and Okanagan valleys) are not as clearly evident on the
map because of the narrow habitat zones the species occupies.

Killdeer abundance is highest below 500 m elevation. Abundance
is slightly higher in the Georgia Depression than in other
ecoprovinces, although point count sample sizes are small.
Killdeer typically nest on gravelly substrates, often near a water
source, and generally where there is sparse or low vegetation
cover (Campbell et al. 1990, Jackson and Jackson 2000). Killdeer
in British Columbia Breed in a wide range of biogeoclimatic
zones, but because most of their nesting is in open, sparselyvegetated or modiﬁed habitats, these ecozones do not provide a
reliable description of their micro-habitat use.
Conservation and Recommendations Killdeer, with an
estimated population of two million in North America, is
probably more common now than in historical times because of
habitat changes by humans, but there is evidence of recent
declines in parts of its range, including Canada (Jackson and
Jackson 2000, Andres et al. 2012). The species is considered to
have a secure population globally, in Canada, and in British
Columbia. Pesticides, nest destruction by lawnmowers and other
agricultural equipment, and mortality from collisions with
vehicles are currently the greatest threats (Jackson and Jackson
2000).
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Black Oystercatcher
Haematopus bachmani

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range Instantly recognizable in appearance
and behaviour, the Black Oystercatcher is a conspicuous
year-round resident of British Columbia seashores. The species is
endemic to the west coast of North America, where it is widely
distributed from Baja California to the western Aleutian Islands
(Andres and Falxa 2014). This large shorebird patrols intertidal
habitats, using its long, bright red bill to pry open mussels and
dislodge limpets from rocks. Breeding pairs hold and defend
exclusive territories, making a nest scrape in suitable habitat just
above the high tide line. In winter, the species gathers in ﬂocks
that can number hundreds of individuals.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Black Oystercatcher
is widespread along the British Columbia coast, with clusters of
conﬁrmed breeding records throughout the Salish Sea, around
much of Haida Gwaii, and within the Paciﬁc Rim National Park
on the west coast of Vancouver Island. There is no indication that
the distribution has changed appreciably since The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990. Partially migratory, the
population in northern British Columbia is joined outside the
breeding season by individuals from Alaska (Johnson et al. 2010).
If present, the Black Oystercatcher is not easily overlooked on
surveys because of its large size, unmistakable appearance, and
its generally noisy nature. However, much of the species' breeding
range in British Columbia is remote and inaccessible. The
Probability of Observation model highlights Aristazabel Island
and adjacent coastline, where there are few Atlas records, as an
area of potential importance; this overlaps with the Moore and
Byers Islands Important Bird Area, designated for its globally
important population of Black Oystercatchers (IBA Canada 2015).
When The Birds of British Columbia was published, the
population was estimated at 1,000-2,000 breeding pairs

(Campbell et al. 1990); recent surveys (2005-2006) in the Salish
Sea (Golumbia et al. 2009), and in Gwaii Haanas National Park
Reserve by biologists with Parks Canada and Environment
Canada, suggest that there has been little change in numbers
since the 1980s.
Exclusively marine, the Black Oystercatcher is a year-round
resident of rocky intertidal ecosystems. A top predator in these
systems, it favours areas where dense mussel beds occur. Its
breeding habitat includes gently-sloping gravel or rocky
shorelines of sites ranging from large, forested islands down to
small, bare rocky islets, along both inner and outer coasts.
Conservation and Recommendations The Black Oystercatcher,
like other species of oystercatcher, is a good indicator of the
relative health of coastal ecosystems. While breeding, it is
generally unable to coexist with land predators such as rats,
raccoons and mink, all of which have been introduced to some
islands in British Columbia It is also susceptible to human
disturbance and to oil spills. Black Oystercatcher nesting sites in
the Salish Sea are largely protected, either through conservationfocused management, or restricted public access (Golumbia et al.
2009). British Columbia Supports >20% of the global population,
so has a moderate global responsibility for its conservation
(Environment Canada 2011).

Mark Hipfner
Recommended citation: Hipfner, M. 2015. Black Oystercatcher

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=BLOY&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Black-necked Stilt
Himantopus mexicanus

Jared Hobbs

Characteristics and Range The Black-necked Stilt is a
conspicuous and easily recognized shorebird with striking black
and white plumage and long red legs. It was previously known
mostly as a rare spring vagrant to British Columbia, but since
1990 it has occurred more frequently and now breeds
occasionally. The Black-necked Stilt is widespread but patchily
distributed across North, Central, and South America (Robinson et
al. 1999). Its breeding range in North America is expanding to the
north. Since 1977, breeding has been reported from British
Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario (Gratto-Trevor et
al. 2011; Environment Canada 2011).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Prior to the Atlas, the
Black-necked Stilt was known to have bred in only three locations
in British Columbia. A pair nested successfully at T'Kumloops
Marsh in the Thompson Valley in 2002 and again in 2004, and
single pairs nested unsuccessfully at Alki Lake in the Okanagan
Valley in 2005 (British Columbia Conservation Data Centre 2005,
Tomlinson 2005) and the north end of Osoyoos Lake in 2006
(Cecile 2007). The Atlas yielded breeding evidence from three
locations. Breeding was conﬁrmed only on the Saanich Peninsula,
where two pairs nested successfully at two adjacent sites in 2012,
ﬂedging three and four chicks per pair. Probable breeding was
recorded in the Southern Rocky Mountain Trench (a pair at
Elizabeth Lake in 2008 and again in 2012), and possible breeding
was recorded in the Chilcotin (one bird in suitable breeding
habitat). Given that this is a conspicuous and readily-identiﬁed
bird that forages in open ponds, the paucity of records is
considered an accurate measure of its rarity and occasional
breeding in the province. Since the Atlas surveys, a pair bred
successfully at Alki Lake again in 2014.
The North American population is increasing in parts of its range,

including an expansion into southern Canada (Andres et al.
2012). Most records of the Black-necked Stilt in British Columbia
are of one or two birds, with high counts of 13-19 birds on rare
occasions (Campbell et al. 1990; British Columbia Conservation
Data Centre 2005). There are only six nesting attempts known for
British Columbia (see above). The Atlas conﬁrms that the Blacknecked Stilt is a rare spring vagrant and occasional nesting
species in the province.
The Black-necked Stilt forages in shallow freshwater ponds,
ﬂooded ﬁelds, and temporary pools; taking crustaceans, insects,
and occasionally small ﬁsh or amphibians. It is often found in the
same water bodies as the American Avocet. Most records in
British Columbia before and during the Atlas were from warm
southern lowlands, with fewer sightings at higher elevations such
as in the Chilcotin region.
Conservation and Recommendations If the increasing North
American trend continues, we should expect more frequent
occurrence and breeding in British Columbia. The breeding
locations known for British Columbia have each been used only
once or twice. Consequently, it is premature to suggest
management options, although management of Alki and Robert
lakes in Kelowna to enhance breeding by the American Avocet
(see that species account) might also encourage breeding by the
Black-necked Stilt.
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American Avocet
Recurvirostra americana

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range With its long upswept bill and
striking plumage, the American Avocet is immediately
recognizable. Usually found in shallow freshwater ponds, avocets
use their long beaks to sweep through the water to capture
crustaceans and aquatic insects. The American Avocet is a
relatively common, breeding, summer visitor to the Prairie
Potholes and the Great Plains, wintering in the United States
Southern Coastal Plains, Mexico and parts of Central America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The American Avocet is
a rare summer visitor and localized breeder in British Columbia.
The Atlas showed sparse and irregular breeding in three broad
areas of the province: the Peace River Lowlands, the Rocky
Mountain Trench, and the grasslands extending from the
Okanagan through the Douglas Lake Plateau to the southern
Cariboo and eastern Chilcotin. This expands on the general
pattern in The Birds of British Columbia published in 1990,
although, unlike in the 1980s (Gebauer 1999), no avocets were
recorded breeding on the southern coast during the Atlas period.
Only four sites have had repeated breeding in more than one year,
and neighbouring Alki and Robert lakes in the Okanagan are the
only sites to have repeated breeding in more than 2 years
(Gebauer 1999). Given the conspicuousness of this species, the
Atlas data probably reﬂect accurately its sporadic and localized
breeding in the province.
Small numbers have been regular in British Columbia since the
1960s (Campbell et al. 1990; Gebauer 1999). Atlas data suggest
that breeding in British Columbia is perhaps more common than
in the past. Gebauer (1999) showed 11 records, some with

multiple nests, at seven sites over 30 years, 1968-1998. The Atlas
conﬁrmed breeding at six locations and recorded probable
breeding in another three. Breeding numbers remain low. The
highest number recorded by the Atlas was 10 nests at Alki Lake in
2012, compared to a peak of 19 active nests reported there in
1997 (Gebauer 1999).
In British Columbia, the American Avocet is found in
low-elevation areas with warm to hot summers. It forages in
shallow (<25 cm deep), usually alkaline, freshwater ponds with
high seasonal productivity of freshwater zooplankton and aquatic
insects. Nests are usually located close to these foraging sites.
Conservation and Recommendations The American Avocet is
currently on the British Columbia Blue List because of its small
population. On the Canadian Prairies, the species is a regular
breeder with a relatively stable population (Gratto-Trevor et al.
2011). Breeding in British Columbia is likely limited by the
availability of suitable nesting habitat, but nest predation and
human disturbance of nesting colonies are also likely to be
important factors. Continued annual monitoring at Alki and
nearby Robert lakes is needed to determine how this tenuous
breeding population can be protected and allowed to expand.
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Spotted Sandpiper
Actitis macularius

Mike Yip

Characteristics and Range With its ventrally-spotted breeding
plumage, bobbing and teetering motion along the water's edge,
and stiff-winged, stuttering wing-beats, the Spotted Sandpiper is
easily recognized. It is the most widespread breeding sandpiper in
North America and also across British Columbia, and can be
found on a wide variety of marine and freshwater shorelines. A
closely-related sister species, the Common Sandpiper (Actitis
hypoleucos), ﬁlls a similar ecological niche in Eurasia. Unlike
most birds, female Spotted Sandpipers are larger than males and
take the leading role in breeding: they arrive at breeding grounds
before the males, defend territories, attract males with displays
and will sometimes mate with more than one male in a season
(Reed et al. 2013).
Breeding occurs across much of North America, from the arctic
treeline to the southern United States (Reed et al. 2013). Spotted
Sandpipers tend to migrate south of the breeding range (although
a few remain in breeding areas) to winter across a huge range
from the southern United States through Central America, much
of South America and islands in the West Indies, Bahamas and
Galapagos. It is widespread and fairly common as a breeder and
migrant in British Columbia, and a few sometimes overwinter
around the shores of the Salish Sea (Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat There is evidence of
breeding throughout most of British Columbia, with
concentrations in the southern third of the province, the central
plateau and the Boreal Plains ecoregion. Campbell et al. (1990)
show a similar breeding distribution and there is no evidence of
major changes since the 1980s. As an indication of the species
adaptability and generalized habitat use, atlassing reports
breeding from sea level to above 2,100 m and spread fairly
uniformly across numerous biogeoclimatic zones. The Probability
of Observation and abundance based on point count data are

fairly uniform across the province, except for low values in the
highest mountain areas and in parts of the coastal islands.
The Spotted Sandpiper nests along marine and freshwater shores
in a wide variety of habitats. Key requisites for nesting territories
appear to be shoreline (for foraging, drinking, bathing and
displaying), semi-open habitat for nesting and patches of dense
vegetation for brood cover (Reed et al. 2013). Areas safe from
predators, such as wide open beach areas or islands in lakes,
rivers or ocean, are often preferred. The nest is a cup or hollow
lined with grass and other material, typically next to or under
shading vegetation and within 100 m of the water's edge
(Campbell et al. 1990, Reed et al. 2013).
Conservation and Recommendations Different population
indicators give highly variable and sometimes contradictory
numbers and trends. The global population is considered to be
stable at around 660,000 birds (Andres et al. 2012). However, the
Breeding Bird Survey suggests that Spotted Sandpiper numbers
have decreased since 1970 across much of the range, including
parts of Canada, although it appears stable in British Columbia;
the cause of this decline is not known (Environment Canada
2011, Reed et al. 2013). With data from hundreds of locations,
the 2008-2012 Atlas provides a strong quantitative baseline to
track future changes in the distribution and abundance of
Spotted Sandpiper in the province.
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Solitary Sandpiper
Tringa solitaria

Alan Burger

Characteristics and Range The Solitary Sandpiper is unique
among North American shorebirds in nesting in trees, using old
nests of larger passerines such as the American Robin. True to its
name, the species breeds in widely-dispersed locations and
migrates singly or in small groups. Due to its solitary and
generally retiring nature - although breeding birds can react
noisily to territory intrusions - it is often overlooked, and little is
known about its breeding and life history (Campbell et al. 1990,
Moskoff 2011). The species breeds in boreal and high-elevation
forests in Canada and Alaska, and winters in the tropics from
northern Mexico south through much of South America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Atlas results
conﬁrm the picture shown by Campbell et al. (1990) of breeding
sites scattered in low densities through much of British Columbia,
excepting the coastal regions, with concentrations on the
Chilcotin Plateau, and Peace and Fort Nelson river lowlands. The
Atlas data show many more breeding records and a much wider
breeding distribution in British Columbia than was known when
The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, probably
due to increased search effort in more remote areas where this
species often breeds.
The Solitary Sandpiper is an uncommon and widely dispersed
breeder in British Columbia, even in the areas of greatest
concentration. The Probability of Observation model indicates
that it is most easily found in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince,
somewhat contrary to the distribution of conﬁrmed breeding
records and abundance information from point counts, which
suggest the bird is more common in the Central Interior and
Northern Boreal Mountains ecoprovinces. The Atlas data extend
the breeding season elevation range of the species above and

below the 550 m - 1,700 m in Campbell et al. (1990), with
highest abundance on point counts in the 1,500-1,750 m range,
and appreciable numbers also in the 250-750 m range. Low
sampling effort at higher elevations and in the relatively
inaccessible breeding habitats of northwestern British Columbia
May have underestimated abundance there.
The Atlas data conﬁrmed the use of boreal and high-elevation
bogs, muskegs and forest bordering small ponds as breeding sites,
dominated by spruce (Picea), willow (Salix) and birch (Betula)
species. Solitary Sandpipers forage for aquatic invertebrates
along the edges of small water bodies (Moskoff 2011).
Conservation and Recommendations Due to its sparse
distribution, often inconspicuous behaviour and solitary nature,
little is known about population numbers or trends, but habitat
loss (at breeding, migration or wintering sites) is not believed to
have had a signiﬁcant population impact; however, loss of boreal
forests from recent logging might impact nesting habitat
(Moskoff 2011, Andres et al. 2012). The Solitary Sandpiper is
considered to have a secure population globally and in Canada,
and it is considered not at risk in the province. The Atlas surveys
have expanded its known breeding range in the British Columbia,
and set a valuable, if somewhat incomplete, baseline for future
population monitoring.
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Wandering Tattler
Tringa incana

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range The "tattling" breeding season alarm
call for which this shorebird is partly named is unknown to most
British Columbia birders, who typically only encounter the
species on rocky shores during migration. The principal breeding
range of the Wandering Tattler is centred on the montane-tundra
of the Northwestern Interior Forest BCR, with a smaller
population in western Siberia. The remote nature of its tundra
breeding range, coupled with widespread "wandering" to its
winter range throughout the Paciﬁc Rim (in northern and
southern hemispheres), make it one of the least known shorebirds
in North America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Wandering Tattler
reaches the southern extent of its breeding range in the Northern
Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince of extreme northwestern British
Columbia The westernmost and lowest elevation (down to 900 m)
Atlas records are from the Chilkat Pass, and the easternmost, and
highest elevation (up to 1,630 m) records are from east of Dease
Lake. Breeding was conﬁrmed in two locations, both in the YukonStikine Highlands, with probable breeding recorded in two
additional locations in the Dease Lake region.
Atlas survey effort was limited above 900 m in the likely British
Columbia range of Wandering Tattler (Northern Boreal Mountains
and northern Coast and Mountains Ecoprovinces). Extensive

potentially suitable habitat exists across this range, so the
Wandering Tattler could be more widespread than the localised
spread of Atlas records may suggest. The Birds of British
Columbia maps Wandering Tattler's summer distribution across a
similar area to Atlas records, and include a possible breeding
location a little farther south, at Gnat Lakes.
Atlas records of Wandering Tattler are all from dwarf shrub
upland and montane tundra with watercourses, within
landscapes shaped by glacial events, mostly within the
Northwestern Interior Forest Bird Conservation Region. This is the
bird's preferred habitat across its North American breeding range
(Gill et al. 2002).
Conservation and Recommendations Further surveys in dwarf
shrub and tundra habitats at appropriate altitudes within British
Columbia are recommended to improve knowledge of this
species' provincial conservation status.
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Greater Yellowlegs
Tringa melanoleuca

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range With its tall, slender build, long
yellow legs and distinctive call, the Greater Yellowlegs is easily
separated from other shorebirds, except the smaller but similarlooking Lesser Yellowlegs. Although the Lesser Yellowlegs has a
larger continental population (Andres et al. 2012), in British
Columbia the Greater Yellowlegs is more often seen and has a
larger breeding population (Campbell et al. 1990, Atlas data).
Breeding occurs in boreal and coastal wetlands from western
Alaska to the Atlantic Coast, with sparse and irregular breeding
to the north and south of this band (Elphick and Tibbits 1998).
The Greater Yellowlegs winters across a huge range covering both
Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts (south from British Columbia and New
York, respectively) and inland in the southern United States and
Mexico, with some going to South America and to offshore
islands (Elphick and Tibbits 1998).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The core breeding area
remains the central plateau of the Sub-boreal Interior and
Central Interior ecoprovinces, as indicated by The Birds of British
Columbia published in 1990. Atlassing, however, reveals
conﬁrmed or probable breeding in all other ecoprovinces, except
the Georgia Depression, whereas Campbell et al. (1990) reported
no conﬁrmed breeding north of 55°N and only unconﬁrmed
breeding records from coastal areas. The Atlas data therefore
indicate an expansion of the breeding range of the Greater
Yellowlegs in British Columbia since the 1980s in many
directions, relative to the central core. Since the Atlas, Chutter
(2016) reported breeding in 2014 by at least 17 pairs near the
northern tip of Vancouver Island. The Probability of Observation
maps correspond well with the breeding distribution, showing
core areas in the central plateau and in the Taiga Plains
Ecoprovince.

As suggested by its extensive continental range (Elphick and
Tibbits 1998), the Greater Yellowlegs is clearly an adaptable
species, although strongly associated with boggy microhabitats.
Breeding in British Columbia is conﬁrmed in many ecoprovinces
and from sea level to over 1,750 m. The Atlas data show highest
breeding abundance from 500 to 1,500 m and in boreal or
sub-boreal biogeoclimatic zones dominated by White Spruce
(Picea glauca), Black Spruce (Picea mariana) and pine (Pinus)
species. Nests are typically simple scrapes or depressions, sparsely
lined with bits of vegetation, in boggy or muskeg habitat with
low conifers (often < 2 m tall) and near the wetlands in which the
adults and chicks feed (Campbell et al. 1990, Elphick and Tibbits
1998).
Conservation and Recommendations The species is considered
to be not at risk. The global population is estimated at 137,000
birds; information on trends is sparse but migration counts
suggest a slight long-term increase and a currently stable
population (Andres et al. 2012). There is localized loss of breeding
range habitat due to drainage of wetlands, and it is possibly
limited by habitat conditions at wintering sites (Elphick and
Tibbits 1998). Future atlassing will show whether the expansion
of the breeding range in the province stabilizes or continues to
change.
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Lesser Yellowlegs
Tringa ﬂavipes

Carlo Giovanella

Characteristics and Range This slim, elegant shorebird breeds
only in North America, in boreal regions from western Alaska to
James Bay (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). Northern British Columbia
is on the southern edge of its breeding range, but it is a common
migrant through the province. It winters from the Southern
Coastal Plains of the United States through South America, with
the highest concentrations in northern South America, especially
Surinam.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Lesser Yellowlegs nest
north of 55°N in British Columbia, mostly in the Taiga and Boreal
Plains, and northwestern Northern Boreal Mountains
ecoprovinces. The Atlas distribution matches that shown by
Campbell et al. (1990), but also reveals new evidence of nesting
south of 55°N, on the Fraser and Chilcotin Plateaus. These
southern sites represent an expansion of the species' known
range, likely the result of increased sampling effort. Nesting
distribution may be more widespread than indicated in the
Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince, because these relatively
inaccessible highlands could not be fully sampled by the Atlas.
Even within areas of relative concentration, the Lesser Yellowlegs
is an uncommon, low density breeder in British Columbia. The
highest Probabilities of Observation generally match
concentrations of conﬁrmed and probable breeding records,
except in the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince where Pobs values are
higher than the breeding evidence suggests. The highest
abundance is in the 1,250-1,500 m elevation range, somewhat
higher than Campbell et al. (1990) reported (750-1,200 m), but
atlassing also shows moderate relative abundance at
mid-elevations (250-1,250 m), based on small sample sizes.
The Atlas data indicate a strong preference for nesting in higher
elevation, boreal biogeoclimatic zones dominated by spruce

(Picea) and pine (Pinus) species. Lesser Yellowlegs tend to nest
near shallow water-bodies in semi-open coniferous woodlands
including bogs, muskeg and meadows (Campbell et al. 1990;
Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). Nests tend to be made in drier parts
of their nesting habitat but the birds feed and raise their chicks
along the shores of ponds, lakes and wet marshes, taking aquatic
and shoreline insects, crustaceans, worms, spiders and small ﬁsh
(Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014).
Conservation and Recommendations Atlas data show the
Lesser Yellowlegs as a more abundant and widespread breeder
within British Columbia than previously indicated (Campbell et
al. 1990). This might simply reﬂect increased sampling effort in
the more northerly and higher mountainous areas. The species is
considered to have a secure population globally and in Canada.
Population monitoring data are sparse, but there have been
signiﬁcant population declines in some migratory stopovers in
eastern North America and in some wintering areas (Andres et al.
2012; Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). The greatest threats to the
species are on its migration and wintering grounds: hunting in
the Caribbean and South America and, to a lesser extent, high
levels of organochlorines and selenium (Tibbitts and Moskoff
2014). Atlas data provide a valuable baseline for future
monitoring of breeding numbers and distribution in British
Columbia.
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Upland Sandpiper
Bartramia longicauda

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range For prairie residents, the crypticallycoloured, dove-headed Upland Sandpiper perched on a fence post
is a common sight, and its long, whistling call is a familiar
sound. It is a quintessential grassland species and, unusually for a
shorebird, shows no afﬁnity for wet areas. The core of the Upland
Sandpiper's breeding range is in the northern and central Great
Plains. It is sparsely distributed eastward through the Great Lakes
to the Atlantic Coast where remnant grasslands or other suitable
habitats exist. Separate isolated populations exist farther west to
Alaska (Houston et al. 2011). It is a very long-distance migrant,
spending the winter in central South America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Upland Sandpiper is
found primarily in the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince in northeastern
British Columbia There was one record from the Chilcotin
Plateau, which probably represents a very small but persistent
population, since the species has been reported from that general
area several times in recent decades (e.g. Hooper 1997). Upland
Sandpiper was also reported in successive years from a single
10-km square along the Liard River in the Northern Boreal
Mountains. Whether this represents a southern extension of the
far northwest breeding area or is merely an isolated occurrence is
unknown. Interestingly, there are no Atlas records from the Fort
Nelson lowlands, East Kootenay, or Okanagan areas where they
have been found or suspected to nest in the past (Campbell et al.
1990, Ramsay and Cannings 2003).

In the Boreal Plains, natural grasslands and prairie habitat are
limited to tiny fragments on un-farmable slopes. Upland
Sandpipers have adapted fairly well to the agricultural landscape
that now dominates the area. Hayﬁelds and lightly-grazed
pasture land provide suitable habitat. The birds may occasionally
use crop ﬁelds, but nesting success is likely poor, as a result of
multiple equipment passes for tilling, seeding, and spraying. In
the Chilcotin area, Upland Sandpipers were found in lightly
grazed natural grassland habitat (Hooper 1997).
Conservation and Recommendations Once tremendously
common in prairie landscapes, the Upland Sandpiper also spread
into newly created agricultural land as forests were cleared by
settlers. Populations were decimated by hunting in the late
1800s, from which they never fully recovered. Ultimately, the
more signiﬁcant impact was the loss of breeding habitat through
plowing and cultivation of natural prairie grassland (Houston et
al. 2011). Breeding Bird Survey data indicate a long-term decline,
and the Upland Sandpiper is Red-listed in British Columbia
because of its very small population here. Although agricultural
development is the primary threat to habitat in the bird's core
grassland range, light agriculture in the form of hayﬁelds and
livestock pasture can create habitat. There is probably more
suitable habitat in northeastern British Columbia now than at
any time in the past. However, this land is privately-owned, and
land-use decisions are driven by tradition and market forces.

Mark Phinney
The Upland Sandpiper is a rare and sparsely distributed bird in
British Columbia, illustrated by the low Probabilities of
Observation in the Peace River lowlands, its core range in the
province. It can easily be overlooked, and is probably slightly
more widespread than the Atlas data suggest. Ramsay and
Cannings (2003) estimated the British Columbia Population to
number 50-1,000 individuals.
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Long-billed Curlew
Numenius americanus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Long-billed Curlew is North
America's largest shorebird, with an extraordinarily long bill
adapted for extracting worms from grasslands and pastures, and
shrimp and crabs from tidal ﬂats. It is one our earlier-returning,
shorter-distance migrants. Its aerial displays, mournful yodelling
song, and rich cinnamon plumage brighten early spring days
across the Prairie, Great Basin and inter-montane valley regions
of western North America. It winters along the Paciﬁc Coast and
the southern plains south to Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula. Over the
past 150 years, the Long-billed Curlew population in North
America has declined and its range has contracted, initially
driven by harvest for consumption, and then by agricultural
intensiﬁcation and urban expansion (Dugger and Dugger 2002).
However, in British Columbia, it is a different story: the curlew
has actually been expanding across the province over that time
period.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, its
breeding range is restricted to valley ﬂoors and open grasslands
of the central-southern interior. The Atlas documented an
apparent northward and westward range expansion since The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, with new
clusters of breeding season records along the Fraser River in the
Rocky Mountain Trench, around the Fraser-Nechako river
conﬂuence west to Burns Lake, and on the western Chilcotin
Plateau. Local increases are apparent along the middle Fraser
River also, e.g. near the Fraser-Bridge river conﬂuence, but the
Atlas records show fewer breeding season locations in the North
Okanagan and Shuswap regions, suggesting a local decline there.
The centre of abundance remains in the Fraser Plateau region of
the Central Interior Ecoprovince, highlighted by the most
extensive high Probability of Observation values, and suggested
by the small sample of point counts. The Southern Interior

Mountains (Creston Valley and Robson Valley sections of the
Rocky Mountain Trench) and Sub-boreal Interior (Fraser-Nechako
region) ecoprovinces support less extensive but similarly high
Pobs values.
The Long-billed Curlew nests in shorter vegetation, preferring
open grassland with few trees and lower densities of tall grasses
and shrubs, e.g., sagebrush (Artemisia species) (Dugger and
Dugger 2002). Locally, however, it also nests in crops; recent work
in Alberta reported high use of a cropland-dominated landscape
nearby to native grassland (Devries et al. 2010). During the Atlas
survey period, nests were not found in crops, but curlews were
observed displaying and with ﬂedged young in Alfalfa (Medicago
sativa) and hay ﬁelds adjacent to native grassland or shrubland;
Campbell et al. (1990) note that wetter areas and hayﬁelds are
used for chick rearing.
Conservation and Recommendations The species has been
listed as Special Concern by COSEWIC since 1992 and the federal
Species at Risk Act since 2005, primarily due to range
contractions, small population size, and ongoing concerns about
habitat loss and degradation on both breeding and wintering
grounds (Environment Canada 2013). The apparent range
expansion in British Columbia is encouraging, and should
continue to be monitored. The use of cropland as a breeding
habitat in British Columbia should be a research priority.
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Hudsonian Godwit
Limosa haemastica

Ron Ridout

Characteristics and Range This remarkable, long-distance
migratory shorebird uses fewer sites through the course of its
annual cycle than most other migratory species. It breeds in three
widely-segregated areas of subarctic North America: southwest
Hudson and James bays; the Mackenzie and Anderson river deltas;
and pockets of wetland habitats in Alaska. It stages at very fewer
stopover sites in spring and fall, and makes nonstop ﬂights of
several thousand kilometres to overwinter in three main areas of
coastal mudﬂat in southern South America (Walker et al. 2011).
Its global population is estimated at only 50,000-70,000 birds
(Senner 2010).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Hudsonian Godwit
is a very localized and rare breeder in British Columbia: one
documented breeding record and three observations of pairs,
during the 1960s, 1980s and 1990s, indicates a tiny population
occurs in the Chilkat Pass area of the Haines Triangle (Campbell
et al. 1990; Walker et al. 2011). The species was not recorded
during the Atlas despite survey effort in and around this same
area.
In British Columbia and adjacent Alaska, it breeds in boggy,

muskeg and wet grassy habitats including sedge (Carex)
meadows admixed with shrubs, dwarf trees and ponds, at or near
treeline (Campbell et al. 1990, Walker et al. 2011).
Conservation and Recommendations Birders are strongly
encouraged to more extensively explore and survey the Haines
Triangle and adjacent regions of far northwestern British
Columbia, to clarify the breeding status of Hudsonian Godwit and
several other species recently proven or thought to breed in this
ecosystem complex that is rather unique within British Columbia.
Its small population means that any advances in breeding
location knowledge could be helpful to the conservation of the
species (Senner 2010).

Peter J.A. Davidson
Recommended citation: Davidson, P.J.A. 2015. Hudsonian
Godwit 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=HUGO&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Least Sandpiper
Calidris minutilla

Cameron Eckhert

Characteristics and Range The Least Sandpiper has the
broadest and southernmost breeding distribution of all the
Nearctic Calidris sandpipers (Nebel and Cooper 2008). It mainly
nests across northern North America in the subarctic and
northern boreal and in coastal and dune systems at the southern
extreme of its range on the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts (Nebel and
Cooper 2008). British Columbian birdwatchers may not
immediately think of it as a nesting species in the province; it is
encountered by most observers in the province at stopover sites
on its long-distance migration from the arctic and subarctic to
southern North, Central and South America. Migrants are usually
loosely associated with their more numerous congener, the
Western Sandpiper (C. mauri).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The principal breeding
range of the Least Sandpiper in British Columbia is alpine tundra
in the Northwestern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince, from the far
north-western tundra and sedge-shrub meadows of the Chilkat
Pass to the Spatzizi Plateau, and an isolated part of Graham
Island, Haida Gwaii. Atlas expeditions conﬁrmed breeding further
south than noted when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990, reaching the southernmost extent of its
western breeding range in the Central Interior Ecoprovince, where
it is likely a localized breeder. The easternmost and highest
elevation records (up to 1,630 m) were from the Omineca
Mountains. The westernmost and lowest elevation (down to
900 m) records came from the Chilkat Pass area.
There were insufﬁcient data to model the Probability of
Observation. Atlas survey effort was limited in alpine tundra and
high elevation wet meadows in central and northern British
Columbia. Extensive, suitable habitat potentially exists across
this range, and therefore it could be more widespread than the

scattered spread of Atlas records indicates. Atlas records of Least
Sandpiper came from shrub upland, alpine tundra and wet
meadow habitats. The small, disjunct nesting population on the
north shores of Graham Island, Haida Gwaii nests near sea level
in damp open areas between Delkatla and Skonun Point.
Conservation and Recommendations Prior to tidal restoration
to Delkatla Wildlife Sanctuary, Haida Gwaii, in 1995, the area
was home to one of the larger southerly nesting populations in
North America with over 100 nesting pairs (Nebel and Cooper
2008). Since tidal inundation however, numbers have undergone
a sharp decline. Conservation of remaining suitable habitat on
Graham Island, Haida Gwaii is important to protect this
population. Climate change projections for British Columbia
suggest a substantial decrease in alpine habitats favoured by
Least Sandpiper over the next century (Hamann and Wang 2006);
long-term changes throughout the breeding and wintering
grounds may place this and other arctic shorebirds under
considerable pressure, which could negate any short-term beneﬁt
of possible increases in both survival and productivity under a
milder climate (Meltofte et al. 2007). Further surveys at
appropriate elevations in British Columbia's shrub upland and
tundra habitats would improve knowledge of the Least
Sandpiper's provincial range.
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Baird's Sandpiper
Calidris bairdii

Cameron Eckhert

Characteristics and Range For most British Columbian birders,
experience with the Baird's Sandpiper is limited to encounters
with juveniles during fall migration; only relatively recently was
it learned that Baird's Sandpipers breed in the province. The
breeding range spans the High Arctic from northeast Siberia
across Canada to western Greenland, and some mountain ranges
slightly farther south (Moskoff and Montgomerie 2002, Dement'ev
and Gladkov 1951). The long-distance migration in this species is
unusual, with young of the year dispersing widely across the
continent and adults migrating very quickly down the cordilleras,
stopping mostly at high elevation sites. Wintering is mostly in
southwest South America, both along the coast and up to
4,000 m in the Chilean Andes (Moskoff and Montgomerie 2002).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Van Damme (2007)
reviewed the records suggestive of breeding in British Columbia,
which date back to the 1970's. The ﬁrst conﬁrmed breeding was a
newly hatched chick in July 1996 in muskeg habitat in the Haines
Triangle (Campbell et al. 2001). Moskoff and Montgomerie 2002
fail to map this area, and it is not shown on maps in any popular
ﬁeld guide. Van Damme (2007) also notes ﬁnding at least three
pairs of Baird's Sandpipers at Kelsall Lake, including a pair with
4 chicks and another pair at Kusawak Lake with a single chick.
All of these records are within the Northern Boreal Mountains
Ecoprovince.
The sole record during the Atlas period is of a bird ﬂight singing
over the sparsely vegetated terminal moraine that forms the edge
of a glacial lake at the Netland Glacier, by the Alsek River, 85 km
west of the previously documented breeding areas in the Haines

Triangle. Flight singing in this species is described in Miller et al.
(1988). This record, in the Southern Alaska Mountains
Ecoprovince, was relatively late in the breeding season (17 July
2010); clutch completion as late as 21 July has been noted
elsewhere in the species range (Moskoff and Montgomerie 2002).
Habitats used for breeding in North America vary widely,
including dry tundra, wet muskeg, alpine slopes and terraces, on
moist and drier ground, bare and vegetated, often in matrices
(Myers et al. 1982, Moskoff and Montgomerie 2002). The species
uses areas that are free of snow early in the season (Parmelee et
al. 1967). Given the large area in which the species breeds and
movement of chicks soon after hatching, regional and temporal
differences in habitat use are likely. In British Columbia, Van
Damme (2007) found chicks in muskeg habitats.
Conservation and Recommendations The Haines Triangle area
of British Columbia is poorly known and has some of them most
recent breeding bird discoveries in the province. Species such as
Baird's Sandpiper, Parasitic Jaeger and perhaps others appear to
be breeding there in isolated populations far from the majority of
these species' ranges. A more complete picture of the avifauna of
this unusual part of the province is needed.
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Short-billed Dowitcher
Limnodromus griseus

Cameron Eckhert

Characteristics and Range Separating basic and especially
alternate plumages of Short-billed and Long-billed Dowitchers
poses one of the most challenging bird identiﬁcation problems
for birders, and the ofﬁcial recognition that two species occur in
North America was not made until 1950. Only the Short-billed
Dowitcher breeds in British Columbia, one of three disjunct areas
of North America where it nests: the coast and mountains of
northwest British Columbia and southern Alaska; the Boreal
Forest-Taiga interface from northern Manitoba to Alberta; and
muskegs from Labrador westward to the coast of James and
Hudson Bays. Each of these three areas has a different subspecies;
L. g. caurinus breeds in British Columbia (Jehl et al. 2001). The
species winters along the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts from about
40°N south through Central America on both coasts and down
the Paciﬁc Coast to Peru.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Short-billed Dowitchers
have been documented breeding in two areas of the province; the
extreme northwest corner in the Haines Triangle, and on northern
Haida Gwaii (Campbell et al. 1990). Breeding has not been
documented in the Peace River area, despite suggestions by
Godfrey (1986) that they probably breed there, or statements that
they do breed in eastern British Columbia (e.g. Semenchuk 1992).
Nests of this species are "about the hardest of all shorebirds to
ﬁnd" (Rowan 1927), as the species sits very tight on a nest, even if
disturbed. Not surprisingly then, Short-billed Dowitchers possible
Atlas breeding evidence only comes from a single 10-km square,

in the far northwestern Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince.
There are no Atlas records from the Delkatla Wildlife Sanctuary
on Haida Gwaii. A small breeding population was discovered
there in 1984 (Campbell et al. 1990), however the species
apparently hasn't nested there for many years, possibly as a result
of the restoration in 1994 to allow tidal inﬂux into the marsh
where it formerly nested (Hearne 2015).
Breeding habitat is characterized as "wet, boggy muskeg" in the
subalpine of the Haines Triangle and a "brackish estuarine marsh
with sphagnum, sedges and rushes" on Haida Gwaii (Campbell et
al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The status of Short-billed
Dowitcher in the province is poorly understood. The avifauna of
the Haines Triangle should be systematically surveyed for this and
several other species. Breeding of the subspecies L. g. hendersonii
is possible as it breeds relatively close to British Columbia in the
Peace River area of Alberta (Federation of Alberta Naturalists
2007).
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Wilson's Snipe
Gallinago delicata

Jared Hobbs

Characteristics and Range The Wilson's Snipe is one of North
America's most numerous shorebirds, but cryptic plumage and
generally elusive behaviour combine to make it a difﬁcult bird to
see. In the breeding season, it performs a unique, spectacular
territorial ﬂight, giving away its presence with a rather haunting
winnowing sound, made by the rapid vibration of its outer tail
feathers as it dives through the air. It breeds across taiga, boreal,
prairie and western montane regions of North America, migrating
medium to long distances south to winter across the southern
half of the continent, Central and northern South America.
Always associated with wet or damp habitats, it is named for its
long bill (snipe is derived from "snite", an old form of the word
snout), which has sensory pits near the tip to detect prey when
probing in mud (Mueller 1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Wilson's Snipe is
widely distributed across northern and interior British Columbia
east of the Coast Mountains, and more sparsely distributed in
lowland coastal regions. Its range across the province has not
changed since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, but the Atlas surveys have greatly ﬁlled in the known
breeding season distribution.
The Probability of Observation model indicates the most likely
places to ﬁnd it are on the wetland-studded plateaus of the
Central and Sub-Boreal Interior ecoprovinces, and in the Fort
Nelson and Liard river lowlands of the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince.
However, abundance data from point counts indicate that
abundance is relatively even across most regions, being slightly

higher in the Central Interior (especially in the Sub-Boreal
Pine-Spruce biogeoclimatic zone) and Northern Boreal
Mountains. This is similar to the pattern noted in Campbell et al.
(1990), who considered it most numerous in the central and
southern interior, noting that it was widespread across the
northern Boreal Forest. Snipe are most common between 500 and
1,250 m, the elevation range of their favoured interior plateaus
and northeastern lowlands.
Snipe require damp or waterlogged soils to feed. They prefer open
or light shrubby bog, fen and wet meadow or ﬂooded grassland
habitats with sedges (Cyperaceae) and rushes (Juncaceae), usually
avoiding marshes with taller, broader-leaved vegetation. The vast
majority of records came from two biogeoclimatic zones,
Sub-Boreal Spruce and Boreal White and Black Spruce, which
both support abundant suitable habitat.
Conservation and Recommendations Population trends for the
Wilson's Snipe are largely stable, and there are no major
conservation concerns. There is still some limited hunting
pressure, but much less than in the past, so this has at most a
very local effect (Environment Canada 2011).
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Wilson's Phalarope
Phalaropus tricolor

H. Loney Dickson

Characteristics and Range The Wilson's Phalarope is the largest
of three species of phalarope, all of which exhibit dramatic
reversed sexual dimorphism, the female being larger and more
colourful than the male, and playing the lead role in courtship,
with the male providing all of the parental care. The Wilson's
Phalarope breeds across the interior of central-western North
America from southeast Alaska and the Boreal Taiga Plains in the
north-west, east to the Great Lakes and south to the southern
Great Plains and Sierra Nevada. It is a very long-distance
migrant, wintering in western and southern South America
(Colwell and Jehl 1994).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Although The Birds of
British Columbia noted a northward range expansion during the
20th Century within British Columbia, and a range expansion was
also noted in Alaska-Yukon (Colwell and Jehl 1994), Atlas data
suggest a stabilization of that expansion rather than a continuing
increase. The Atlas results tended to reconﬁrm breeding at
previously known locations. The Atlas recorded possible breeding
in the Georgia Depression, with multiple females chasing males;
this courtship behavior is known to occur at migration stopovers.
However, historically, breeding did occur at the Iona Island
sewage ponds in the Fraser River delta (Campbell et al. 1990).
Best-known to British Columbian birders who visit shallow
interior wetlands, the Wilson's Phalarope is nowhere an abundant
bird provincially. This is reﬂected in the low Probabilities of
Observation in even the areas of most likely occurrence. The

highest probability of ﬁnding the species was along the lower
sections of the Chilcotin and Thompson valleys. The Birds of
British Columbia noted the centre of breeding abundance to be in
the southern Okanagan, which may no longer be the case. Most
Atlas records consisted of small groups of birds (up to three pairs
per site).
The Wilson's Phalarope is a bird of shallow freshwater wetlands,
ﬂooded ﬁelds, and wet sedge meadows. It accepts some humanaltered habitats, often nesting along the outer edges of lightly
used paths, dikes and lanes next to wetlands, and in sewage
farms with shallow ponds.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no major
conservation concerns for this species in the province or more
widely in Canada, where it shows a stable long-term population
trend (Environment Canada 2011). Future atlassing will help
clarify whether the range expansion during the 20th Century has
stabilized. Further surveys might target the far northwest of
British Columbia, adjacent to the recently established population
in southeast Alaska.
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Red-necked Phalarope
Phalaropus lobatus

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range The Red-necked Phalarope is a
fascinating shorebird in that it lives as a pelagic seabird for up to
9 months of the year. It is the smallest phalarope, and as in other
phalarope species, the brightly coloured, polyandrous females
ﬁght ferociously over the males, which provide all the parental
care. Whilst feeding, Red-necked Phalaropes spin erratically to
stir up food, which they then lift from the surface of the water
(Rubega et al. 2000). Unfortunately for most bird watchers in
North America, many of these interesting facts are not
observable. It has a circumpolar breeding distribution, with most
North American birds nesting in the arctic and taiga hinterlands
across the far north beyond most human habitation, and spends
the non-breeding season out to sea, especially off the western
coast of South America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Red-necked
Phalarope reaches the southern edge of its breeding range in
British Columbia's Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince. The
main cluster of Atlas records came from the Haines Triangle in
the Tatshenshini Basin of far northwestern British Columbia, in
the same area as the only previously conﬁrmed British Columbia
nesting locations (Campbell et al. 1990). Atlas surveys conﬁrmed
breeding farther east, of ﬂedged young with adults on a small
lake in the Tuya Range of the Cassiar Mountains, which may
represent the southernmost breeding record in the province, and
recorded adults in potentially suitable breeding habitat in
Tatlatui and Spatzizi Plateau Wilderness provincial parks. Like
many shorebirds that end their northbound migration in May or
June and start their southbound migration in June or July, there is

a chance of encountering this phalarope anywhere in the province
during the spring and summer months, but these latter records
along the northern border of the Sub-Boreal Interior Ecoprovince
are a plausible potential southern limit of the breeding range.
Red-necked Phalaropes nest in wet subalpine sedge (Carex) and
willow (Salix) clumps near small water bodies. Atlas survey effort
in alpine tundra and high elevation wet meadows in central and
northern British Columbia was limited. Extensive, potentially
suitable Red-necked Phalarope breeding habitat exists across this
range, and therefore the bird could be more widespread than the
sparsely scattered spread of Atlas records suggests.
Conservation and Recommendations It is Blue-listed in British
Columbia due to its small population and breeding range here.
Elsewhere, there is some conservation concern. Globally, at least
some populations are declining (BirdLife International 2015), and
a Maritimes Canada stopover site that hosted some two million
phalaropes in the 1970-80s no longer hosts the species; the
reasons for this are not understood, although local breeding
declines have been noted (Brown et al. 2010).
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Black-legged Kittiwake
Rissa tridactyla

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The noise from a kittiwake colony
tells you how the bird got its name. It's harsh, scratchy
"kitty-waake kitty-waake" belies the bird's dainty aspect as it falls
away from its cliff nest in a graceful dive. Kittiwakes pick food
from the sea surface and occasionally plunge-dive after prey,
especially when feeding in a merry mob of murres, murrelets,
auklets, and shearwaters. The Black-legged Kittiwake has a
circumpolar distribution in the northern hemisphere; in North
America it breeds on High Arctic islands and on Paciﬁc and
Atlantic coasts (Hatch et al. 2009). There are two subspecies,
R. t. tridactyla of Arctic and Atlantic basins, and R. t. pollicaris in
the Paciﬁc. Non-breeding birds frequent British Columbia's outer
coast, even in summer. Thousands feed in, and migrate through,
Dixon Entrance and Hecate Strait.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Although no Blacklegged Kittiwake breeding records have been published for British
Columbia, two and a half decades of observations at Holland
Rock, off the Skeena River in Chatham Sound, conﬁrmed nesting
as far back as 1997, and possible breeding well before then (M.E.
Hearne pers. obs.). This is the only known nesting site for the
subspecies R. t. pollicaris in Canada. Kittiwakes are colonial
nesters and once they establish a suitable site they return to it
each year. Their nearest nesting neighbours are in southeast
Alaska (USFWS 2006).

During the Atlas surveys, upwards of 120 adults were seen
annually; in 2012, 135 adults and 65 nests were counted on 27
May, and on 14 June, 238 adults and 18 nests were counted.
Holland Rock is a small, rocky islet on a shallow bank with a
vertical cliff face on the northwest side. The cement foundations
of a destroyed lighthouse there developed a series of horizontal
cracks extending into a large cliff-face ﬁssure along which the
birds make nests of mud, grass and cedar sprigs.
Conservation and Recommendations The global Black-legged
Kittiwake population is very large, and is considered not at risk
(BirdLife International 2014). It is encouraging that the only
colony of the subspecies R. t. pollicaris in Canada is gradually
increasing; it should continue to be regularly monitored. There is
a risk that invasive predatory mammals (especially Raccoons
Procyon lotor and rats Rattus species) could colonize, either from
the mainland or passing vessels; invasive alien mammals are a
threat to many seabird breeding colonies in this region (IBA
Canada 2015). There is an increasing risk of spills from the
expanding major Port of Prince Rupert. Holland Rock and its
kittiwake colony should be considered in all impact assessments
for industrial, transportation and offshore wind energy
development in the area. Holland Rock should be considered for
protection and/or conservation management.

Marguerita (Margo) E. Hearne
In July 1993, about 40 individuals were counted on Holland Rock;
subsequent visits and observations from the BC Ferries route
between Skidegate and Prince Rupert indicate that the
population has been increasing. On June 23, 1997, one egg was
found in one of three occupied nests located, and on June 19,
2002, there were twenty-three occupied nests, six with one egg.

Recommended citation: Hearne, M.E. 2015. Black-legged
Kittiwake 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=BLKI&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Bonaparte's Gull
Chroicocephalus philadelphia

Christian Artuso

province, which may support breeding Bonaparte's Gulls.
Characteristics and Range The Bonaparte's Gull is a dainty,
black-headed gull that avoids landﬁlls and urban handouts,
instead picking invertebrates and small ﬁsh from at or near water
surfaces. Occasionally it soars to catch swarming aerial insects. It
may be most conspicuous in spring when it occurs in ﬂocks of
thousands along the southwest coast or in much smaller ﬂocks
during its concentrated spring migration along river valleys to
the interior of the province in late April and early May. It is small,
agile, and tern-like, vocalizing a harsh "yeerrr". It breeds only in
North America, nesting in wetlands across most of the northern
forest biomes and wintering along the Paciﬁc and Atlantic coasts.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Bonaparte's Gull
breeds as single pairs or in small loose colonies across British
Columbia's interior north of about 51°N. With the exception of
adding two conﬁrmed breeding records in the western Boreal
Plains, The Atlas indicates no change in the pattern of
distribution since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990: nesting occurs at widely scattered locations across
northern British Columbia, locally in the Taiga and Boreal Plains,
and south through the Fraser Basin to Bridge Lake on the Cariboo
Plateau. The largest colony reported numbered 11 nests, in the
Fort Nelson River lowlands.

The Bonaparte's Gull prefers wooded islands for nesting. It
usually nests in conifers, but avoids dense conifer stands,
selecting trees from which it can command a view and keep a
lookout for potential predators. The nest is almost always placed
4-6 m high, and is usually very hard to spot (Burger and Gochfeld
2002). Adults will swoop and call at intruders to the nesting area.
Atlas records show that the Bonaparte's Gull is most abundant in
Sub-boreal Pine and Spruce, Sub-Boreal Spruce and Boreal White
and Black Spruce biogeoclimatic zones between 700 and 1,500 m
elevation.
Conservation and Recommendations In British Columbia, as in
other parts of its boreal breeding range, it is difﬁcult to obtain
accurate population estimates and trends because of the
Bonaparte's Gull's dispersed nesting pattern and because of the
current inaccessibility of a large part of its potential breeding
habitat. More study of this relatively poorly known species is
needed. Canada bears a high responsibility for this species'
conservation since such a high percentage of the world's
Bonaparte's Gulls breed within Canada's political boundaries
(Environment Canada 2011).

Chris R. Siddle
The centres of its provincial abundance are the plateaus of the
Central Interior and Sub-Boreal Interior, and northern parts of the
Taiga Plains, Northern Boreal Mountains, and to a lesser extent
the Boreal Plains ecoprovinces. No major changes in abundance
appear to have occurred since The Birds of British Columbia was
published. Both Campbell et al. (1990) and the Atlas highlight
the inaccessibility of a huge area in the north-central part of the
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Franklin's Gull
Leucophaeus pipixcan

Nick Saunders

Characteristics and Range The Franklin's Gull is a relatively
common visitor to the northern Prairies. Colonies breed in large
marshes and numbers can ﬂuctuate dramatically depending on
local water conditions. The majority of the breeding range is in
Canada, where the population was estimated at more than
500,000 birds in 2007. The Franklin's Gull is one of only two
species of North American gull that migrate south of the equator;
it winters primarily along the west coast of South America
(Burger and Gochfeld 2009).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat During the ﬁrst half of
the 20th Century the Franklin's Gull was considered a casual
visitor to British Columbia, but numbers increased steadily and by
the 1980s it had become common in the northeast (Siddle 2010),
especially the Peace River lowlands. This trend was coincident
with a general westward range expansion (Burger and Gochfeld
2009). Despite courtship behaviour occurring within apparently
suitable habitat, there is no evidence that the species has actually
nested in the Peace River area (Phinney 1998), however, Campbell
et al. (2001) report a nesting record from Kotcho Lake in the
Taiga Plains in 1984. There are Atlas breeding season records
from ﬁfteen 10-km squares, all but one in the Peace River region,
but no evidence of breeding (all records are coded X, so do not
appear on the distribution map). The other record, of two birds,
perhaps a pair, is from Mulvaney Lake on the Nechako Plateau.
The Franklin's Gull is known to nest in the Parkland Natural
Region of adjacent Alberta (Federation of Alberta Naturalists
2007). The unconﬁrmed assumption is that birds seen in nearby

British Columbia are part of this population. It is not clear
whether they are non-breeding wanderers, or breeding birds that
commute between nesting sites in Alberta and feeding sites in
British Columbia.
The Franklin's Gull uses a variety of habitats in northeastern
British Columbia: large, open water lakes, marshes, ploughed
ﬁelds, parking lots and garbage dumps. Large ﬂocks are often
seen circling high in the air, only their distinctive call betraying
their presence. Flocks may also be seen at lower altitude, in rapid,
direct ﬂight to and from the nesting colonies in adjacent Alberta.
Conservation and Recommendations Although no breeding
evidence is documented for the Atlas period, it would be useful to
know whether the Taiga Plains nesting site is still active, and to
clarify the breeding status of the thousands of birds that visit the
Peace River lowlands every year: are they active breeders
commuting to and from the Alberta colonies, or simply
non-breeding wanderers? Given the species' recent range
expansion and the availability of apparently suitable habitat in
northeastern British Columbia, the Franklin's Gull may yet
become an established breeder in the province.

Mark Phinney
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Mew Gull
Larus canus

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Mew Gull is familiar to British
Columbia birders as the smallest and most delicate of the whiteheaded gulls. It is most commonly encountered outside the
breeding season in coastal areas and agricultural lowlands where
it forages for a variety of prey, from ﬁsh spawn to earth worms. It
has an almost circumpolar range, occurring across Europe and
Asia. In North America, it is restricted as a breeder to the
northwest, and winters along the Paciﬁc Coast south to Baja
(Moskoff and Bevier 2002). Like many other gulls, it is usually a
colonial breeder, but is the only white-headed gull to regularly
nest in trees.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat As a breeder, the Mew
Gull is conﬁned to western and northern parts of the province,
where it is sparsely distributed. The Atlas results conﬁrmed Mew
Gulls nesting on Haida Gwaii for the ﬁrst time. Most Atlas records
were of possible breeding (i.e., birds in suitable habitat during the
breeding season). Away from Vancouver Island, fewer conﬁrmed
breeding sites were found during Atlas surveys than were mapped
in Campbell et al. (1990), although it is unlikely that any real
decline in breeding locations has taken place. Rather, the
remoteness of known and potential breeding sites limited access
by volunteers during the ﬁve-year Atlas timeframe. Some
previously known breeding sites may have been vacated (e.g., in
the lower Fraser Valley at Harrison Lake and in the extreme
northeast of the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince), but with the exception
of the expansion to Haida Gwaii, there has been little range
change since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990.

The Mew Gull is an uncommon breeding species, and during the
Atlas was only found in single pairs or very small colonies of up
to 10 birds (4 nests) in the Georgia Depression, Coast and
Mountains, and Northern Boreal Mountains ecoprovinces.
Probability of Observation values are generally quite low, in part
due to the local and isolated nature of small colonies and ﬂocks
(the largest reported totaled 28 birds) in the extensive and
complex wetland systems of coastal and northern British
Columbia Highest Pobs values are in coastal fjords, and in the
Alsek and Tatshenshini river watersheds in the Southern Alaska
Mountains Ecoprovince in the far northwest.
The Mew Gull nests in both saltwater and freshwater
environments. Along the coast it prefers rocky and treed islets in
lakes and sheltered inshore waters. In the interior it nests in and
around marshes and other wetlands, including muskeg and
subalpine ponds. And in the far northwest, nests on open gravel
bars along actively eroding and braided river channels.
Conservation and Recommendations The Mew Gull is not
considered at risk in any part of its range. More extensive surveys
of wetland habitats will help to clarify its status in northern parts
of the province and the Coast Mountains.
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Ring-billed Gull
Larus delawarensis

John Reynolds

Characteristics and Range One of the smallest of the whiteheaded gulls, the Ring-billed Gull breeds widely on freshwater
lakes across North America from the western cordilleras east
across the Boreal Forest and Prairie biomes. Between 1850 and
1920 this species was almost wiped out by a combination of
direct persecution for its feathers and eggs and by loss of
breeding habitat due to human settlement. However, during the
1960s and 1970s it began a population "explosion" which
continues in some areas today. In western North America the
Ring-billed Gull has expanded its breeding population due to the
advent of agriculture, the creation of reservoirs, and the
proliferation of garbage dumps (Pollet et al. 2012). The
Ring-billed Gull was formerly an uncommon transient across
southern British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990), but it
established itself as a breeding species in the interior in the
1960s, and is now a common gull across southern parts of the
province, quick to exploit garbage and human handouts at school
yards, parks, and fast food outlets, and has thus become a
familiar urban bird.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The ﬁrst Ring-billed
Gull colony was documented in 1968 on Whiskey (Grant) Island
on Okanagan Lake (Cannings et al. 1987). The second colony was
discovered on Ellis Island on Fraser Lake in 1985 (Campbell et al.
1990). In 1989 a third colony appeared on Shuswap Lake's
Christmas Island at Salmon Arm (Howie 2015), and colonies have
been established more recently at Osoyoos in the South
Okanagan and Dawson Creek in the Peace River lowlands.
Atlas results show that the Ring-billed Gull has continued to
spread as a breeding species in the interior. In the Sub-Boreal
Interior Ecoprovince, probable breeding was detected at Stuart
Lake, but breeding was not conﬁrmed at the nearby Fraser Lake

colony, although birds were present. In the Southern Interior
Ecoprovince, the Shuswap Lake colony numbers between 300 and
1,000 pairs depending upon seasonal water levels (Hilary 2015).
Numbers were not counted at the Whiskey (Grant) Island colony.
The Osoyoos colony numbered as many as 81 pairs in 1996, but is
now estimated at only 41-50 pairs with no room for expansion
due to construction at the Osoyoos sewage lagoons (Brown 2015).
The Dawson Creek colony in the Boreal Plains Ecoprovince
numbers no more than 6 nests, built on log booms at a city
reservoir (Phinney 2015).
The Ring-billed Gull frequents human settlements with garbage
dumps, beaches, grassy parks, school playgrounds and playing
ﬁelds, fast food restaurants and parking lots near such
establishments. It beneﬁts from agriculture, foraging in crop
ﬁelds for insects, worms, and mice. It requires small islands and
isolated shores of wetlands for breeding.
Conservation and Recommendations Currently the status of the
Ring-billed Gull in British Columbia is considered secure or even
improving and is not of conservation concern. Breeding colonies
can be hard to ﬁnd; many of the 10-km squares with possible
breeding likely reﬂect records of birds in potentially suitable
habitat, but are worth follow-up visits in future years to
document any continuation of the expansion.

Chris R. Siddle
Recommended citation: Siddle, C.R. 2015. Ring-billed Gull 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=RBGU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Western Gull
Larus occidentalis

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Western Gull is among the
largest of North America's gulls but has a breeding range
restricted to the Paciﬁc Coast of the United States and numbers
only about 40,000 pairs (Pierotti and Annett 1995). It hybridizes
frequently with the Glaucous-winged Gull, particularly in the
northern part of the Western Gull's range, producing offspring
often intermediate in appearance between the two species (Wahl
et al. 2005).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Western Gull occurs
mainly as an uncommon migrant and winter visitor to
southwestern coastal British Columbia, more scarcely north to
Haida Gwaii and inland as far the eastern limit of the lower
Fraser Valley. Campbell et al. (1990) detailed rare instances of
mixed pairs of Western and Glaucous-winged Gulls breeding in
Glaucous-winged Gull colonies around the southern end of
Vancouver Island, but concluded that pure Western Gull pairs
were undocumented and so excluded it as a breeding species in
British Columbia The Atlas did not record any pure Western Gull
pairs, or individuals hybridizing with Glaucous-winged Gulls,

despite observers being alert to the possibility, and knowing how
to distinguish pure Western Gulls from hybrids (Martell 2009).
In its breeding range south of British Columbia, the Western Gull
nests on rocky islands, offshore rocks, and isolated piers. The
species forages at beaches, garbage dumps, over offshore waters,
and even inland on ploughed ﬁelds.
Conservation and Recommendations The Western Gull is not of
conservation concern in British Columbia, but detailed study of
Glaucous-winged Gull colonies would clarify if and how
frequently Western Gulls attempt to breed in the province.
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California Gull
Larus californicus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The California Gull is a highly
colonial, inland-breeding gull that rarely hybridizes with other
white-headed gulls. It breeds wherever it can ﬁnd suitable
wetland habitat in the Prairies and adjacent Boreal Forest, and
some of North America's western basins. There are 70+ colonies
numbering 200,000-300,000 birds (the largest exceeding 20,000
birds) in the Canadian Prairies and Boreal Forest of Alberta and
Saskatchewan (Environment Canada 2011), but only very small
numbers breed in British Columbia. However, thousands migrate
through British Columbia to winter along the Paciﬁc Coast, often
offshore (Winkler 1996).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In spite of being an
abundant migrant and highly local winter visitor along the coast
and in the interior, the species breeds in very small numbers at
only two conﬁrmed British Columbian locations.

Osoyoos sewage lagoons (Brown 2015). Atlassers found two other
sites with ﬂocks, including adults in breeding plumage and
juvenile birds in potential breeding habitat in early-mid summer,
on Lillooet and Harrison lakes.
California Gulls require colony sites to be free from land
predators. Islands, promontories and fenced reservoirs secure
from predators attract potential breeders in lowland situations.
Conservation and Recommendations Although the California
Gull is considered to have experienced large increases in
abundance since about 1970, the species is Blue-Listed as a
breeding species in British Columbia, due to the very small
numbers of both breeding pairs and breeding locations. The Atlas
reports of probable breeding on Lillooet and Harrison lakes
should be investigated for conﬁrmation with early summer visits.

Chris R. Siddle
The ﬁrst British Columbian breeding was discovered when a pair
nested amid Ring-billed Gulls on Whiskey (Grant) Island at the
north end of Okanagan Lake in 1972. The number of nesting pairs
had increased to 17 pairs in 1986 (Campbell et al. 1990), but
numbers were not counted at this colony during the Atlas due to
access restrictions. The Atlas added a second colony with 4-5
nesting pairs, also amid a colony of Ring-billed Gulls, at the
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Herring Gull
Larus argentatus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Herring Gull is among the
largest gulls to occur regularly in British Columbia. Its global
range spans much of the Northern Hemisphere. In North America,
it breeds across the continent in the boreal, arctic and Great
Lakes regions, and south to the mid-Atlantic Coast states, and
winters along most of both Paciﬁc and Atlantic coastlines into
the Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean, and inland at unfrozen lakes,
especially around landﬁlls. It is a very familiar species in eastern
North America but is somewhat more local in the west, including
British Columbia, especially as a breeding species. Unusually for a
gull, it was nearly extirpated from North America in the 19th
Century by plumage hunters and egg collectors. It has since
recovered through protection, and may now be more numerous
than historically, possibly assisted by abundant food in human
refuse (Pierotti and Good 1994).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Herring Gull breeds
mostly on lakes and rivers across northern and central parts of
British Columbia. The Atlas reconﬁrmed clusters of breeding in
northwestern British Columbia, across the central plateau regions
and sparingly at sites in the south-central interior, and detected
probable breeding at locations like Kotcho Lake and the Liard
River in the far north where breeding was known when The Birds
of British Columbia was published in 1990. The Herring Gull may
be expanding its breeding range within the province, since the

Atlas records breeding for the ﬁrst time in three regions: the north
coast near Prince Rupert, west Williston Lake in the Peace River
watershed, and the Thompson River drainage.
The Herring Gull nests singly or in compact colonies safe from
predation on rocky islets, headlands, boulders, and forested islets
on lakes. Other gull species, American White Pelicans, and Arctic
Terns may also nest in the same colonies (Campbell et al. 1990).
The only large colony reported during the Atlas (approximately
80 nests) is on the Chilcotin Plateau; just ﬁve other colonies of
3-6 nests were reported. The Herring Gull prefers lakes and rivers
with sheltered, predator-free nest sites and nearby foraging
habitat in a wide variety of biogeoclimatic zones.
Conservation and Recommendations At present the Herring
Gull is not of conservation concern in British Columbia. It would
be desirable to inventory all nesting sites within the province to
establish a baseline for population studies.

Chris R. Siddle
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Glaucous-winged Gull
Larus glaucescens

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Glaucous-winged Gull is a large
white-headed gull endemic to the northwestern coast of North
America. As year-round residents, they are widespread and
common from the Bering Sea to the Columbia River in northern
Oregon; some winter as far south as Baja California. Adults have
a white head, neck, breast, and tail with a uniform light grey
mantle and wingtips. This gull is a familiar sight in many coastal
cities and towns along the northeast Paciﬁc Coast. Glaucouswinged Gulls hybridize with Western, Herring, and to the north of
British Columbia, Glaucous Gulls (L. hyperboreus) (Williamson et
al. 1963, Merilees 1974, Bell 1996). Resulting hybrids have quite
a variable appearance and can be challenging to identify.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Glaucous-winged Gulls
are widespread breeders along the entire coast of British
Columbia. Breeding Glaucous-winged Gulls are generally absent
from the interior, except for one location in the Southern Interior
Ecoprovince, where a few pairs of Glaucous-winged Gulls have
nested annually on Grant Island (Whiskey Island) in Okanagan
Lake since at least 2003 (Cecile 2015). Compared with
information published in The Birds of British Columbia in 1990,
no major shifts in distribution are apparent from the Atlas.
This gull breeds singly, and in small and large colonies on
offshore islands. The Probability of Observation model closely
matches the distribution, indicating that rocky coastlines with
numerous islets and mainland inlets are the most important
breeding areas. Approximately 75 colonies were reported during
the Atlas with 11 of those colonies having more than 30 active
nests. The two largest colonies are in the Strait of Georgia:
Mandarte Island had 1,892 nests in 2009, and Mitlenatch Island
had 1,152 nests in 2010 (Blight 2014); the third largest colony is
on the north coast, on Dundas Island, where about 400 nests
were counted in 2010. Some island colonies used by Glaucouswinged Gulls are remote and difﬁcult to access, especially on the

central coast and around Haida Gwaii, therefore not all known
colonies were surveyed during the Atlas.
Glaucous-winged Gulls typically choose natural sites to nest, but
in some areas including southeastern Vancouver Island and the
Fraser River delta, they have begun nesting on breakwaters, and
on the roofs of waterfront buildings. Generally an inshore water
species, Glaucous-winged Gulls can be found in nearly every
habitat type in coastal British Columbia, from pelagic offshore
waters to beaches and rocky coastlines, mudﬂats, estuaries, and
the deltas of rivers and streams.
Conservation and Recommendations Based on a review of
historical breeding data, numbers of nesting Glaucous-winged
Gulls in the southern Strait of Georgia peaked during the 1980s
and have been declining steadily since then (Blight et al. 2015).
Winter survey data from several monitoring programs in the
Salish Sea also indicate ongoing, long-term declines (Crewe et al.
2012, Anderson et al. 2009, Bower 2009). Studies have
documented a signiﬁcant decline in egg size and clutch size for
Glaucous-winged Gulls, which may reﬂect changes in the
availability of high quality marine prey (Blight 2011). The
decreases may also be linked to greater disturbance and
predation by increasing numbers of Bald Eagles, habitat impacts,
or other factors. Many Glaucous-winged Gull breeding colonies in
British Columbia are within protected areas (e.g., Mitlenatch
Island Ecological Reserve).

Karen L. Barry
Recommended citation: Barry, K.L. 2015. Glaucous-winged Gull

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=GWGU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Caspian Tern
Hydroprogne caspia

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range The largest tern in the world, the
Caspian Tern is characterized by a white head with black cap,
bright orange-red bill, gray wings with blackish tips, and a white
belly and tail. It also has a distinctive raucous call that is
frequently used to identify it well before it is seen. It has a
widespread, albeit discontinuous, breeding distribution, and is
found on all continents except Antarctica (Cuthbert and Wires
1999). In North America, colonies are scattered along the Paciﬁc,
Atlantic, and Gulf coasts, the Great Lakes, the Prairie provinces,
and the interior western United States. Increases in numbers and
distribution across North America since the early 1900s have
been attributed to human-created habitats (e.g., artiﬁcial islands
and platforms), and protection of both individual birds and
breeding colonies (Price et al. 1995, Gill and Mewaldt 1983).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Prior to the Atlas
surveys, the Caspian Tern had only been conﬁrmed breeding in
the province once- in 1984, a pair nested on a sandbar at Roberts
Bank and successfully raised at least one young (Campbell et al.
1990). Atlas surveys yielded breeding evidence in 11 squares from
the Peace River to the Saanich Peninsula. Breeding was conﬁrmed
at one site, the ﬁrst nesting colony in British Columbia, on the
metal roof of a building in the Fraser River delta. Several hundred
individuals and up to nine eggs were observed; however,
ultimately the colony failed due to Glaucous-winged Gull
predation. Probable breeding was detected on the Saanich
Peninsula and in the Squamish River delta, and possible breeding
behavior was noted in eight other squares. Due to the
conspicuous nature of this species, the lack of conﬁrmed and
other breeding records likely reﬂects its true status in the
province.
Increasing populations along the Paciﬁc Coast have resulted in

this species frequently being observed in the Fraser River delta in
large numbers, including birds engaged in courtship and mating.
As this has been the only area of conﬁrmed nesting in the
province, it should be watched for nesting in the future.
Nesting habitat for Caspian Terns typically consists of open,
sparsely vegetated areas adjacent to water, frequently in colonies
of other gull and tern species (Cuthbert and Wires 1999).
Artiﬁcially created sites where natural habitats are unavailable or
have been lost are often successful (Cuthbert and Wires 1999). A
variety of substrates may be used; however, sand and gravel are
the most commonly used (Quinn and Sirdevan 1998).
Conservation and Recommendations A growing North
American population, combined with colony displacement from
areas in Washington and Oregon, increase the likelihood that this
species will nest again in the province. Management plans for the
Columbia River estuary population were aimed at reducing
predation of at-risk salmon populations through dispersing
Caspian Terns to a number of smaller colonies (Shuford and Craig
2002). The results of this program are already visible as several of
the birds present at the Richmond colony were banded at the
colony on East Sand Island, Oregon (Suzuki 2015). Protection of
future nesting colonies from disturbance will be beneﬁcial;
however, egg predation and harassment from Glaucous-winged
Gulls may continue to be problematic to successful breeding.
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Black Tern
Chlidonias niger

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range Quoted here in part, Bent (1921)
provides the most evocative description of this graceful,
freshwater tern: "a restless waif of the air, ﬂitting about hither
and thither with a wayward, desultory ﬂight, light and buoyant
as a butterﬂy...". The Black Tern breeds in colonies in productive
wetlands at temperate latitudes across Europe, Central Asia and
North America, migrating south to winter along the tropical
coasts of Africa and Central and South America. In North America
the core breeding range of the Black Tern is the Canadian Prairies,
but extends north to the Boreal Forest, east to the Great Lakes,
west to the Cascade Mountains, and south to the Sierra Nevada
and southern Rocky Mountains (Heath et al. 2009).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat During the Atlas, Black
Terns were conﬁrmed breeding east of the Coast Mountains in
areas of the lower Thompson, Peace, Fort Nelson, and Fraser river
drainages with higher densities of wetlands. Breeding is much as
depicted when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, except that during the Atlas period no breeding or
suspected breeding was noted for the Georgia Depression, where
it was a rare and local breeder in the early 1960s (Campbell et al.
1990).
The highest probability of observing Black Terns roughly matches
the clusters of conﬁrmed breeding records, in patches in the
Central Interior, Sub-boreal Interior and Boreal and Taiga Plains
ecoprovinces. Observers are more than twice as likely to ﬁnd terns
in these areas as in any other ecoprovince. Breeding was noted
between 400 and 1,400 m, but 60% of the observations appear to
be clustered in the range of 600-800 m elevation. Most colonies
were very small (fewer than 15 adult birds or less than 5 nests).
Six colonies with 15 or more nests or 30 or more adults were

recorded: three in the Cariboo, two in the Peace River lowlands
and one in the Fort Nelson River lowlands.
The preferred breeding habitats are shallow, freshwater marshes,
ponds and lakes with emergent aquatic vegetation. These
wetlands are usually in open, forested habitats and sometimes
grasslands. Nests are ﬂoating and placed within vegetation such
as Cattail (Typha latifolia) or bulrush (Scirpus) species. Suitable
wetlands occurred in a range of different biogeoclimatic zones;
wetland productivity is a better indicator of Black Tern suitability
than biogeoclimatic zone.
Conservation and Recommendations Although Black Terns are
considered not at risk in Canada or British Columbia
(Environment Canada 2011), and British Columbia's global
responsibility for conservation stewardship is low, Breeding Bird
Survey data for Canada indicate a long-term decreasing trend,
Atlas observations suggested a reduction in range in British
Columbia, and Gerson (1987) recommended a status of
threatened for Canada. Fluctuating breeding numbers and a
continued sense that overall numbers have declined in British
Columbia suggest the need to further document the distribution,
breeding success and trends in the province. Conservation of
wetlands in mitigation of climate change impacts should beneﬁt
Black Terns.
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Common Tern
Sterna hirundo

Ron Ridout

Characteristics and Range This long-distance migrant has a
cosmopolitan global distribution, being found on every continent
except Antarctica. In North America, the Common Tern breeds
across much of the boreal, prairie and Great Lakes regions, and
along the Atlantic Coast, reaching the western limit of its range
just east of British Columbia (Nisbet 2002). That range generally
appears to be stable, but the population has ﬂuctuated. At the
turn of the 20th Century, Common Tern feathers were highly
sought after in fashion, driving a precipitous decline in eastern
populations. Protection under the Migratory Bird Conservation Act
led to a population rebound, but now some Atlantic Coast
breeding populations are failing to produce any young because of
dietary switches brought on by changes in available high-quality
food (Gaston et al. 2009).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The species is a regular
passage migrant through parts of the province, but there are no
breeding records from British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990).
All records reported to the Atlas are considered to relate to
migrants. However, the species recently bred within 100 km of

the province, along the Hay River in Alberta (Federation of
Alberta Naturalists 2007), suggesting that the Common Tern
could breed in the adjacent, remote and poorly surveyed far
northeastern part of British Columbia. It nests on freshwater and
marine islands.
Conservation and Recommendations Bird distribution and
abundance in northeastern part of the Taiga Plains in British
Columbia remains rather poorly known. Surveys and birding visit
to wetlands in this region would enhance current knowledge of
many species, including several listed as at-risk in British
Columbia.
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Arctic Tern
Sterna paradisaea

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range With annual migration ﬂights from
the Arctic to the Antarctic and back, individual Arctic Terns likely
experience more hours of daylight in a year than almost any
other species on the planet. The Arctic Tern has a circumpolar
breeding distribution covering the Arctic and sub-Arctic regions
of North America, Europe, and Asia. In North America it breeds
throughout the tundra, and along the Atlantic coast as far south
as Cape Cod (Hatch 2002) and in the west on inland lakes south
to northwestern British Columbia, and isolated coastal sites in the
Salish Sea (Manuwal et al. 1979, Mlodinow et al. 2006).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia it
breeds mostly in the northwestern portion of the province
(Southern Alaska Mountains, Northern Boreal Mountains and
northern parts of the Coast and Mountains ecoprovinces) with
isolated breeding by single pairs in the Central Interior and
Georgia Depression ecoprovinces during the atlas period. In
British Columbia, breeding records are mostly of single pairs, and
occasionally, very small colonies of less than ten pairs (Campbell
et al. 1990, D.F. Fraser personal observation).
The Atlas and Campbell et al. (2009) expand the known breeding
area across a larger portion of northern British Columbia from
that known when The Birds of British Columbia was published in

1990. Breeding in the central interior was ﬁrst documented in
2009, but likely occurred since 2006 (Campbell et al. 2009). The
breeding pair in the Georgia Depression was ﬁrst documented
during the Atlas period.
Breeding occurs from sea level to above treeline (1,500 m). The
highest Probabilities of Observation are in the extreme northwest
of the province, along the river systems that drain into the Paciﬁc
Ocean, with a lower likelihood of ﬁnding the species on higher
altitude lakes in the Omineca-Cassiar Mountains farther east.
Conservation and Recommendations The majority of this
species population in British Columbia is in remote, freshwater
areas that experience few threats, so there are no major
provincial conservation concerns. Some marine-foraging Arctic
and Atlantic Canada colonies are showing declines or being
abandoned (Environment Canada 2011).
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Forster's Tern
Sterna forsteri

Brent Wellander

Characteristics and Range Forster's Tern is the smallest and
palest of the three white Sterna terns found in British Columbia.
It is a short to medium distance migrant, almost entirely
restricted to North America for both breeding and wintering.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Forster's Tern is a
relatively recent addition to the breeding bird fauna of British
Columbia with the ﬁrst breeding noted in 1980 (Goossen et al.
1982), although it was likely present since 1974 (Campbell et al.
1990). Forster's Tern breeds only in the south-east portion of the
province, on two adjacent freshwater bodies, Duck and Leach
Lakes in the Kootenay River valley. This population is disjunct
from the rest of the breeding population. Non-breeders have been
found in summer in southern and northeastern British Columbia.
During the Atlas period there was one additional location
identiﬁed in the upper Columbia River valley with breeding
evidence given as "possible". There may be additional
undiscovered breeding populations in British Columbia, but if so
they are likely remote or small. The single breeding location is
consistent with the information on this species in The Birds of
British Columbia published in 1990, suggesting that Forster's Tern
has undergone little or no change in its British Columbia range
over the past 20 years.
There have been up to 12 nesting pairs on the two adjacent lakes,
with up to 46 adults present (Campbell et al. 2008). During the

Atlas period breeding was not conﬁrmed but considered probable.
There was one count of 30 made on June 24, 2008.
Forster's Terns in British Columbia nest on mats of vegetation in
marshy, vegetated areas on lake edges, and feed out in open
water. This is typical for other breeding locations (McNicholl et
al. 2001). Campbell et al. (2008) indicate that colonization of the
Duck Lake site is likely due to active management of water levels,
which creates suitable habitat. The habitat there is inﬂuenced by
a system of dykes and pumps that work to manage the wetlands
for drought and ﬂood cycles aiming to enhance wildlife
production by encouraging emergent vegetation.
Conservation and Recommendations This species is likely
dependent on active management of water levels in the Creston
Valley to maintain suitable habitat for this nesting. The impact of
changes in water management on breeding success and numbers
should be monitored.

Leah Ramsay and David F. Fraser
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Parasitic Jaeger
Stercorarius parasiticus

Cameron Eckert

Characteristics and Range Most British Columbian birders know
this species as a migrant, and a spectacular, high speed pursuer
of terns and gulls. An agile ﬂier, with falcon-like wings and long
central tail feathers, it makes most of its living by
kleptoparasitism, the act of stealing food from other birds. The
victims drop their prey or regurgitate stomach contents in favour
of reduced weight and increased speed and agility. The Parasitic
Jaeger is a circumpolar breeder and most birds spend the boreal
winter at sea in the tropics and southern hemisphere (Wiley and
Lee 1999).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Parasitic Jaeger breeds exclusively in the extreme northwest of
the Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince and the adjacent
Southern Alaska Mountains Ecoprovince. It has been suspected to
breed in British Columbia on the Tatshenshini and Alsek Rivers
since the 1980s, but rugged terrain and inaccessibility delayed
the conﬁrmation until the Atlas period (Fraser in prep.). The Alsek
and Taku Rivers are known to have unusual bird faunas, more
closely aligned with those of the Arctic than the surrounding area
(Johnson et al. 2008). The breeding population of Parasitic Jaeger
along the Alsek River of British Columbia and Alaska appears to
be isolated from the main breeding grounds at higher latitudes.
Dark morph birds outnumber light morph birds in the British
Columbia breeding area.
The area known to be used by Parasitic Jaegers during the
breeding season is relatively small, and the entire breeding
population in British Columbia is likely fewer than 50 pairs. The
species may be semi-colonial in British Columbia; one location
was suspected of having 7 nesting birds on it, and another had 2
pairs exhibiting behaviour suggestive of breeding.
The species nests on gravel bars in the broad, glacial, outwash

plain of the Alsek River close to the Alaska border. It appears to
be heavily reliant on kleptoparasitising breeding Arctic Terns and
Mew Gulls also nesting on gravel bars in this area. Jaegers in this
area have also been seen harassing other species for food,
including Common Raven, Bald Eagle and Black-billed Magpie.
Conservation and Recommendations The breeding populations
of Parasitic Jaeger, Mew Gull and Arctic Tern in this area are
dependent on the success of salmon runs in the Alsek River. In
years with poor salmon recruitment, breeding gulls and terns fail
to raise chicks and leave the area. In addition, years with heavy
ﬂooding during the nesting season can erode gravel bars so that
nests are destroyed or chicks drown before ﬂedging. In very heavy
ﬂood years, the Alsek River can completely ﬁll the valley bottom,
eliminating breeding habitat entirely. Climate change is rapidly
melting the St. Elias Iceﬁelds and likely contributing to increased
ﬂood events.
Salmon management efforts that involve joint management
between Canada, the United States and local First Nations need
to continue and be effective.
This portion of the province is poorly inventoried and there are at
least four species which breed nearby in Alaska or the Yukon that
could be nesting in suitable habitat in British Columbia's Haines
Triangle: Surfbird, Aleutian Tern, Kittlitz's Murrelet, and Northern
Wheatear.
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Common Murre
Uria aalge

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range Although uncommon as a breeding
species in British Columbia, the Common Murre is one of the most
widespread and abundant seabirds in the Northern Hemisphere
(Ainley et al. 2014). This dark, heavy-set seabird labours to get
airborne from the ocean's surface, and must ﬂap with short, rapid
beats to remain aloft. However, it is in its element underwater,
where it uses its smallish wings to help propel it to depths of up
to 100 m in pursuit of small ﬁsh. Highly social and with a wide
behavioural repertoire, the Common Murre breeds on ﬂat-topped
rocks and bare cliff ledges at densities that can exceed ﬁfty pairs
per square metre. It can be encountered year-round in
continental shelf waters almost anywhere off the British
Columbia coast.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common Murre is
known to have bred at only six sites in British Columbia, only two
of which supported hundreds (Kerouard Islands) or thousands
(Triangle Island) of breeding pairs (Hipfner 2005). Breeding has
also been reported at Sartine Island, 15 km east of Triangle
Island, and at three sites along the southwest coast of Vancouver
Island (one or more of which might have been used between
2008 and 2012). The paucity of breeding sites in British Columbia
could reﬂect a shortage of suitable habitat, and the inability of
this open-nesting species to cope with disturbance by Bald
Eagles.
This alcid is common on the water, but breeding sites are remote
and inaccessible. The colony of several thousand breeding pairs at
Triangle Island, the outermost of the Scott Islands, is active, and
observed every year by Canadian Wildlife Service biologists.
Observations are not made every year at the Kerouard Islands, at

the southern tip of Haida Gwaii, where 200-300 pairs breed.
Eagle disturbance severely impacts colony attendance at Triangle
Island (Hipfner et al. 2011), probably does so at the Kerouard
Islands as well, and may be a reason why potentially suitable
breeding sites are not colonised.
The Common Murre is present in all seasons in productive,
continental-shelf waters off the British Columbia coast. It breeds
exclusively on remote islands, using cliff ledges or ﬂat-topped
rocks on headlands that provide direct access to the ocean.
Conservation and Recommendations The main breeding
colonies in British Columbia are well protected: Triangle and
Sartine islands are provincial Ecological Reserves and part of the
Proposed Scott Islands Marine National Wildlife Area; the
Kerouard Islands are part of the Gwaii Haanas National Park
Reserve and Haida Heritage Site. The Common Murre is the most
frequent bird victim of by-catch in commercial net ﬁsheries
operating along the British Columbia coast (Smith and Morgan
2005), and is the species most frequently found oiled on beached
bird surveys here (Hamel et al. 2009). Most of the mortality
probably involves individuals that originate from the larger
breeding colonies to the south (Washington) and north (Alaska).
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Thick-billed Murre
Uria lomvia

Mark Hipfner

Characteristics and Range The Thick-billed Murre is one of the
most numerous seabirds in the Northern Hemisphere. It is also
among the deepest diving of all birds, regularly descending more
than 100 m below sea level in search of its ﬁsh prey (Gaston and
Hipfner 2000). It has a circumpolar distribution, breeding in
colonies chieﬂy in arctic and subarctic regions, and wintering a
little farther south; it reaches the southern limit of its Paciﬁc
Ocean distribution in British Columbia, where it was ﬁrst
discovered 1980. Two adults in the large Common Murre colony
on Triangle Island increased to 70 adults there in 1982,
representing an 800 km southward extension of the species'
known breeding range (Vallee and Cannings 1983).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat This alcid breeds
sporadically on Triangle Island, but is not known to breed
anywhere else in British Columbia. It was not observed on
Triangle Island during the Atlas despite observer effort, but single
birds seen in 2013 and 2014 (but not 2015), in the same location
it is known to have bred previously, continue the longer-term

pattern of intermittent presence. Like the Common Murre, it
breeds exclusively on remote islands, using cliff ledges or
ﬂat-topped rocks on headlands that provide direct access to the
ocean (Gaston and Hipfner 2000); there are very few possible
locations the species could nest in British Columbia away from
Triangle Island.
Conservation and Recommendations Visitors to Common Murre
colonies in British Columbia should scrutinize them for Thickbilled Murres, which may occasionally attempt to breed in British
Columbia away from Triangle Island.
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Pigeon Guillemot
Cepphus columba

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range A widely distributed North Paciﬁc
auk, the Pigeon Guillemot is a common, year-round resident of
rocky shorelines and nearshore waters along the British Columbia
coast. Its global breeding range extends from central California
to northern Alaska, and west through the Aleutian Islands to Asia
(Ewins 1993). This medium-sized, highly vocal, crevice-nesting
species is unmistakable in breeding plumage, with its all-black
body, bright red legs and mouth lining, and distinctive white
wing patches.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Pigeon Guillemot
breeds in generally small, loose colonies on rocky islets and
islands virtually anywhere along the British Columbia coastline
(Campbell et al. 1990). There is little to indicate that the
distribution of the species changed appreciably between
publication of The Birds of British Columbia in 1990 and the
Atlas.

The Pigeon Guillemot occupies rocky shorelines and headlands
that offer suitable habitat for nesting and are close to areas that
supply good inshore feeding opportunities for its generalist diet
of benthic ﬁsh and invertebrates. It nests in small crevices in rock
and log piles, talus slopes, and on cliffs (Gaston and Jones 1998),
and locally in man-made structures such as wharves (Davidson et
coll. 2010). It forages mainly over reefs and shoals in shallow,
protected inshore waters.
Conservation and Recommendations Pigeon Guillemots are
vulnerable to human disturbance, oiling at sea, ﬁsheries
operations, and introduced mammalian predators. In British
Columbia, mercury levels were found to be high in this species
relative to other seabirds (Noble and Elliott 1986). Breeding
population trend data are scant and unreliable, but non-breeding
populations in the Georgia Depression Ecoprovince and wider
Salish Sea are increasing (Crewe et al. 2012, Vilchis et al. 2015).

Mark Hipfner
The Probability of Observation model shows the Pigeon Guillemot
is most likely to be encountered in more sheltered coastal waters
of Haida Gwaii, the central and north coasts, where most of the
larger breeding populations have been documented (IBA Canada
2015). The largest colonies documented by the Atlas surveys
(150-400 birds) were around Dundas Island in Chatham Sound;
colonies of at least 40 nests or 100 birds were noted in the Salish
Sea on Mitlenatch Island, Mandarte Island and Race Rocks.
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Marbled Murrelet
Brachyramphus marmoratus

Glenn Bartley

prospecting for a nest site (Nelson 1997).
Characteristics and Range The Marbled Murrelet is unusual
among alcids and temperate seabirds in nesting in trees, for
which its mottled breeding plumage provides camouﬂage. This
was one of the last bird species in North America to have its nest
described; nests are typically widely dispersed in coastal forests
and high in the canopy of very large conifers (Nelson 1997).
Adults visit nests primarily in dark twilight adding to the
difﬁculties of locating nests. Restricted to western North America,
the species breeds from the Aleutian Islands to central California;
the bulk of the population breeds in Alaska and British Columbia
(Nelson 1997, Piatt et al. 2007, COSEWIC 2012). Wintering birds
are found throughout the breeding range and south to northern
Mexico.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Marbled Murrelet
breeds in coastal areas of the Georgia Depression and Coast and
Mountains ecoprovinces, typically within 30 km of the sea, with a
few nests up to 80 km inland (Nelson 1997, Burger 2002). The
Atlas breeding distribution includes many of the known
concentrations of the species based on at-sea and radar surveys
(Burger 2002, Piatt et al. 2007, COSEWIC 2012), although some
concentrations in remote areas were missed (e.g., northern Haida
Gwaii, parts of the central and north coast, and western
Vancouver Island).
Eighteen of the 26 conﬁrmed breeding reports involved adults
carrying food, and 7 involved ﬂedged young; in both situations
the nest sites might have been in different 10-km squares because
adults routinely commute tens of kilometres from foraging to
nest sites (Hull et al. 2001) and newly-ﬂedged juveniles move
similar distances within the ﬁrst few days of ﬂedging (Lougheed
2001). One "conﬁrmed" breeding record was based on adults
leaving or entering a presumed nest site on San Juan Ridge on
southwest Vancouver Island. This site warrants closer
investigation because such behaviour at a tree is not necessarily
conﬁrmation of an active nest; the bird might have been

The Probability of Observation mapping generally matches the
breeding evidence data, but shows low values around known
concentrations along southwestern Vancouver Island and eastern
Haida Gwaii. Overall, neither the Atlas breeding evidence nor the
Probability of Observation maps provide entirely reliable
indicators of Marbled Murrelet breeding distribution; dedicated
at-sea and radar surveys remain the preferred methods for
estimating population sizes, distribution and trends.
Atlassing reported most Marbled Murrelets below 250 m
elevation with a few up to 750 m, but many nests in British
Columbia have been found above 250 m, with some above
1,000 m (Burger 2002, COSEWIC 2012). The Atlas data show the
highest abundance in the Coastal Western Hemlock
biogeoclimatic zone, which matches the known distribution of
nesting (Burger 2002, COSEWIC 2012).
Conservation and Recommendations The British Columbia
population is estimated as 72,600-125,600 birds, about one
quarter of the global population (COSEWIC 2012). Old-growth
forest loss and fragmentation are considered the greatest threats
to the species and higher breeding numbers are consistently
correlated with accessible areas of suitable forest habitat (Burger
and Waterhouse 2009). Other potential threats include oil spills,
ﬁsheries bycatch, boat disturbance and changes to marine habitat
and prey stocks (COSEWIC 2012).
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Ancient Murrelet
Synthliboramphus antiquus

Jared Hobbs

Characteristics and Range The Ancient Murrelet can be
considered "the" seabird of the Haida Gwaii archipelago, where
an estimated 50% of the global population breeds. Its breeding
range spans the temperate North Paciﬁc Ocean, from Haida Gwaii
north and west through the Aleutian Islands and south to Korea,
and it winters in coastal and offshore waters in the same general
areas, south to about 40°N (Gaston and Shoji 2010). This small,
nocturnal, burrow-nesting species possesses a diverse vocal
repertoire, and is unusual in that its two precocial offspring go to
sea, accompanied by their parents, just two days after hatching in
the nest.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Ancient Murrelet is only known to breed in colonies scattered
throughout Haida Gwaii, although small numbers may breed
elsewhere. The species forages mainly along the outer edge of the
continental shelf in summer, and is seldom seen from land due to
the remoteness of its breeding range.
It is locally abundant on Haida Gwaii, where 11 island groups
designated as Important Bird Areas support breeding colonies
(IBA Canada 2015). However, outside of Gwaii Haanas National
Park Reserve and Haida Heritage Site, and Langara Island, few
breeding colonies were surveyed during the Atlas period because
they are located mainly on remote islands that are unlikely to
have human visitors.
The Ancient Murrelet is quite ﬂexible in its choice of breeding
habitat on Haida Gwaii (Major et al. 2012). The species usually
digs its nesting burrow under live tree roots, fallen trees, or

stumps, but will also use natural cavities. Burrow density tends to
be lower than in other auks (Gaston and Shoji 2010).
Conservation and Recommendations British Columbia has a
very high global responsibility for Ancient Murrelet conservation.
Black Rats (Rattus rattus), Norway Rats (R. norvegicus) and
Raccoons (Procyon lotor) introduced to Haida Gwaii have seriously
impacted Ancient Murrelets throughout the archipelago. The
colony at Langara Island, for example, which may have been the
largest in the world, was decimated due to unintentional rat
introductions from ﬁshing operations (Bertram 1995). Effective
rat and Raccoon control at colonies, notably at Langara Island,
has been shown to increase Ancient Murrelet abundance, and is a
conservation priority at many sites (e.g., Regehr et al. 2007).
Ancient Murrelets are also vulnerable to oiling at sea and to
human disturbance (e.g., logging of colony sites). The
combination of these threats led to the species' Special Concern
designation under the Species at Risk Act (Environment Canada
2011). Investigating linkages between breeding populations on
Haida Gwaii and wintering populations in waters off Vancouver
Island, including the Strait of Juan de Fuca and the inner Salish
Sea, would assist management efforts.

Mark Hipfner
Recommended citation: Hipfner, M. 2015. Ancient Murrelet 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=ANMU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Cassin's Auklet
Ptychoramphus aleuticus

Katie Studholme

Characteristics and Range The Cassin's Auklet is the most
abundant breeding seabird in British Columbia - the province
supports an estimated 70% of the global population. It breeds
from Baja California to the western Aleutians (Ainley et al. 2011);
in winter, the bulk of the population moves down the Paciﬁc
Coast, residing along and offshore from the continental shelf
south to Baja. A small, colonial, nocturnal and zooplanktivorous
auk, this grey-and-white seabird usually nests in burrows it
excavates in deep soil, though it will also nest in rock crevices
and under logs. Silent during the day, breeding colonies are noisy
places at night: Cassin's Auklet calls have been compared to a
creaking, rusty gate, a squealing pig, and collectively, to a frog
pond in full chorus.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding colonies are
widely distributed on islands in continental shelf waters from the
west coast of Vancouver Island to the Haida Gwaii archipelago,
with small numbers off the central coast (Rodway 1991). The
largest colonies in the world, consisting of hundreds of thousands
of pairs, are on the outer Scott Islands. The species is common on
the sea off British Columbia's coasts during summer, even
seaward of the continental shelf.

islands, under canopy and in the open, and mainly on steep
vegetated slopes. At Triangle Island, the largest colony in B.C, the
Cassin's Auklet breeds at highest density in areas covered by
Tufted Hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa), while avoiding areas
covered by Salmonberry (Rubus spectabilis) (Vermeer et al. 1979).
It forages in deep ocean water, both on and seaward of the
continental shelf break.
Conservation and Recommendations Cassin's Auklet is
vulnerable to introduced mammalian predators; several colonies
in British Columbia have been exterminated by rats (Rattus
species), Raccoons (Procyon lotor) and American Mink (Neovison
vison) that were either introduced accidentally to the islands as
ship's stowaways, or intentionally for the fur trade. It may be
vulnerable to future effects of climate change, as breeding
success and adult survival rates are reduced during warm-water
events such as El Niño (Morrison et al. 2011). Loss of breeding
habitat as a result of vegetation changes (loss of Tufted Hairgrass
and increases in Salmonberry Rubus spectabilis cover) on major
colonies is also a concern (Hipfner et al. 2010). These issues led
the species to be listed by COSEWIC as Special Concern
(COSEWIC 2014).
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Breeding islands are scattered and remote and, outside of Gwaii
Haanas National Park Reserve and Haida Heritage Site, unlikely to
have human visitors. There are 15 island groups designated as
Important Bird Areas in British Columbia that support breeding
colonies of Cassin's Auklets (IBA Canada 2015); however, due to
their remoteness, very few were visited during the Atlas period.
The Cassin's Auklet breeds both on forested and non-forested

Recommended citation: Hipfner, M. 2015. Cassin's Auklet 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=CAAU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Rhinoceros Auklet
Cerorhinca monocerata

Alan Burger

known colonies were identiﬁed as possible breeders.
Characteristics and Range The Rhinoceros Auklet breeds across
the temperate North Paciﬁc, from California to Japan, with an
estimated 50% of the global population breeding on islands in
British Columbia (Gaston and Deschesne 1996). Winter
distribution is poorly described, although a southerly movement
is generally apparent. This medium-sized, nocturnal, burrownesting auk, more closely related to the pufﬁns than the auklets,
is named for the prominent "horn" that develops on top of its bill
during the breeding season. A generalist feeder with mouth parts
adapted for catching and holding invertebrates and ﬁsh, it
pursues prey using its smallish wings for underwater propulsion.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding colonies occur
in continental-shelf waters from the Salish Sea, along the west
coast of Vancouver Island, and north to Haida Gwaii. Abundance
peaks adjacent to the Central and North coasts (Campbell et al.
1990), with the largest colonies found at Pine and Storm islands
in southern Queen Charlotte Sound. The species can be
encountered in marine waters virtually anywhere off the British
Columbia coast during the breeding season.
Breeding colonies are located mainly on remote islands that are
unlikely to have human visitors. There are 8 island groups
designated as Important Bird Areas in British Columbia that
support breeding colonies of Rhinoceros Auklets (IBA Canada
2015); few were visited during the Atlas period, due to their
remoteness. Birds are commonly encountered on the water in the
vicinity of and even away from colonies; birds encountered in
10-km squares that included potential breeding habitat but no

The Rhinoceros Auklet breeds both on forested and non-forested
islands, either under canopy or in the open. It digs nesting
burrows that can be several metres long in deep, vegetated soil.
The species forages mainly over the continental shelf, often in
multi-species assemblages preying on sand lance and herring
schools, and only rarely seaward of the shelf break.
Conservation and Recommendations British Columbia has a
high global responsibility for conserving the Rhinoceros Auklet;
all major colonies are afforded a high level protection in
provincial ecological reserves, national parks, or conservancies. It
is among the bird species most commonly caught in salmon
gill-nets set off the British Columbia coast (Smith and Morgan
2005). Vulnerable to introduced predators, several colonies in
British Columbia have been exterminated by Raccoons (Procyon
lotor) and American Mink (Mustela vison); invasive alien predator
control efforts at infected and at-risk colonies should continue.
This is a sentinel species for monitoring long-term trends in
marine contaminants in British Columbia (Elliott and Elliot
2013).
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Horned Pufﬁn
Fratercula corniculata

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range Widely distributed in subarctic and
North Paciﬁc Ocean waters off the coasts of Alaska and eastern
Asia, the Horned Pufﬁn reaches the southern limits of its breeding
range in British Columbia (Piatt and Kitaysky 2002). It spends the
winter in deep waters of the central North Paciﬁc. Like all pufﬁns,
the Horned Pufﬁn is striking and unmistakable. It is a generalist
feeder that forages mainly in deep oceanic waters far from shore
and nests in rock crevices on remote islands (Piatt and Kitaysky
2002).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat There is only one
conﬁrmed British Columbia breeding record for Horned Pufﬁn, at
S'Gang Gwaay, off the southwest corner of Haida Gwaii, although
small numbers probably have bred at several other sites along
the coast (Campbell et al. 1990). During the Atlas years, breeding
evidence was obtained at three sites: Cape St. James and the
Kerouard Islands, both at the south end of the Haida Gwaii
archipelago, and Triangle Island where appreciable numbers
(tens) occur in all years in suitable nesting habitat and are
regularly seen delivering ﬁsh to probable nests (rock crevices high
up on steep cliffs).
This is a rare species at any time in the temperate waters off the
British Columbia coast. Breeding colonies throughout the species'

range are generally located on remote islands that are unlikely to
have human visitors. There are just 3 island groups designated as
Important Bird Areas in British Columbia that support breeding
Horned Pufﬁns (IBA Canada 2015).
For nesting, the Horned Pufﬁn uses crevices in talus slopes, on
cliffs (as at Triangle Island), and amid beach boulders, on remote,
rocky islands.
Conservation and Recommendations Throughout its range, the
Horned Pufﬁn is potentially vulnerable to human disturbance,
oiling at sea, ﬁsheries operations, and introduced predators;
especially rats (Rattus species) and Raccoons (Procyon lotor)
which have decimated some British Columbia seabird colonies.
Relative to most other auks, a relatively high proportion (37%) of
individual Horned Pufﬁns had plastic particles in stomachs in
Alaskan waters in the late 1980s (Robards et al. 1995).
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Tufted Pufﬁn
Fratercula cirrhata

Catherine Jardine

Characteristics and Range The most oceanic of the alcids, and
arguably the most beautiful, the Tufted Pufﬁn is a large, diurnal,
burrow-nesting auk, named for the long, wispy, golden plumes
that drape down the back and sides of its neck. Not abundant as
a breeder in British Columbia, the species has an expansive range
across the North Paciﬁc Ocean, breeding from California north to
the Chukchi Sea in the Arctic and west to Japan (Piatt and
Kitaysky 2002). Like all pufﬁns, it is a generalist feeder, with a
massive bill, brilliant orange during the breeding season,
designed to catch and hold ﬁsh and larger invertebrates.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Breeding has been
recorded at a total of 31 sites in British Columbia, all on remote
islands concentrated off the northwest end of Vancouver Island
and the south end of Haida Gwaii (Campbell et al. 1990). The
largest aggregation is located at Triangle Island, where some
25,000 pairs breed. Highly pelagic, during the breeding season it
generally forages at low density over deep water, often seaward of
the continental shelf.

It nests in the open on the steep, vegetated slopes of remote,
rocky islands in areas that offer direct access to the sea. The
Tufted Pufﬁn digs a nesting burrow that can be several metres
long in deep soil.
Conservation and Recommendations A long-lived species, the
survival rates of adult Tufted Pufﬁns are largely insensitive to the
year-to-year environmental variation that strongly affects
production of offspring (Morrison et al. 2011). Because few
offspring are produced in warm-water years, the species may over
the long term be vulnerable to widely predicted future climatic
changes. The main colonies in British Columbia are well
protected under the Anne Vallée Ecological Reserve (Triangle
Island) and the Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve and Haida
Heritage Site. Threats on the breeding grounds include invasive
alien predators, chieﬂy Black Rats (Rattus rattus), Norway Rats
(R. norvegicus) and Raccoons (Procyon lotor) that have seriously
impacted seabird colonies throughout the Haida Gwaii
archipelago and eastern Scott Islands.

Mark Hipfner
Unmistakable in breeding plumage, the Tufted Pufﬁn is not an
abundant species away from Triangle Island at any time in British
Columbia, and is not commonly seen in inshore waters. It is not
easily covered on surveys, because all breeding colonies are
located on remote islands that are unlikely to have human
visitors. Very few of the known breeding colonies were visited
during the Atlas survey period.
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Rock Pigeon
Columba livia

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Rock Pigeon was one of the ﬁrst
birds to be domesticated and introduced to places outside its
ancestral range by humans, about 5,000 years ago. Native to
parts of Europe, north Africa, the Middle East, western and
southern Asia, domestic birds ﬁrst entered North America in the
early 17th Century, with European settlers arriving on the Atlantic
Coast. It rapidly became feral and spread across most of the
continent south of the Boreal Forest, closely associated with
human habitation, especially towns and cities. There are few
major human settlements worldwide that do not now support
feral populations (Lowther and Johnston 2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The distribution during
the Atlas remained largely unchanged from when The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990. Most Atlas records are
associated with settlements in the south. The Atlas does not
record breeding farther north than the Peace River basin, 300 km
farther south than noted in Campbell et al. (1990).
The Probability of Observation model highlights the lower Fraser
and Thompson valleys as the areas where the species was most
likely to be found. These PObs results match areas of highest
abundance on point counts, suggesting that the localised centre
of abundance in Vancouver noted by Campbell et al. (1990) has
spread to a wider area of the lower Fraser Valley, Georgia

Depression and adjacent parts of the Coast and Mountains and
Southern Interior ecoprovinces. The bird's tendency to form large
ﬂocks generates high variation around average abundance values.
Rock Doves breed singly or in colonies, largely on man-made
structures, in a variety of human-modiﬁed habitats, including
urban centres that support few other breeding birds. Occasionally
nests are found in natural habitats, including crevices on cliff
faces (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The British Columbian
population of this exotic, adaptable species appears to be stable
based on Breeding Bird Survey results. It is widely considered a
pest, but few studies have been conducted on feral populations in
North America so evidence of a negative impact on native species
and the natural environment is scant; management actions have
mostly involved control programs and usually prove ineffective
(Lowther and Johnston 2014).
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Band-tailed Pigeon
Patagioenas fasciata

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range North America's largest native
pigeon, this bird has long been a focus of managed sport and
market hunting. Low harvest limits and hunting closures across
large parts of its range have not, however, halted a widespread,
long-term decline. The Band-tailed Pigeon is found in moister
forests along the Paciﬁc Coast from the Alaska Panhandle to Baja,
and in drier montane forests from the Sierra Nevada to South
America (Keppie and Braun 2000). It is a partial migrant; some of
the North Paciﬁc (including British Columbian) birds migrate to
California, but others now overwinter in the mild southwestern
corner of British Columbia, having once been summer visitors
only (Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Atlas records showed
the species to be similarly widespread in coastal regions as was
known when The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1990, but more sparsely distributed in the interior. Here, Atlas
records are restricted to areas west of the Fraser River and the
western slope of the Cascade Mountains. These results suggest
that the slow eastward expansion noted by Campbell et al. (1990)
has reversed, but the slow northward expansion could still be
occurring.
The core of the provincial population remains in the Georgia
Depression and adjacent southern Coast and Mountains
ecoprovinces, with the main clusters in distribution, highest
Probability of Observation values, and highest abundance on
point counts. Band-tailed Pigeons are most common below
elevations of 250 m, and in the Coastal Western Hemlock and
Coastal Douglas-ﬁr biogeoclimatic zones. The bird's tendency to

form large ﬂocks means there is a lot of variation around average
abundance values.
The species uses a variety of conifer and mixed deciduous forests
with an understorey of fruiting shrubs, and has adapted to
suburban and agricultural environments with sufﬁcient tree
cover, where grains and exotic fruiting shrubs supplement natural
sources of food. It regularly uses mineral sites and gritting areas
to supplement sodium (Sanders and Jarvis 2000) and possibly
calcium required during the breeding season.
Conservation and Recommendations The large decrease in the
Band-tailed Pigeon population prompted its Special Concern
status under the Species at Risk Act. Despite low harvest levels in
Canada since the 1990s, that decline appears to be continuing. It
is dependent on isolated mineral sites mainly located on private
property and largely unprotected, so disturbance at these sites
may be impacting its ability to acquire essential minerals
(COSEWIC 2008); in Oregon, mineral site use is signiﬁcantly
higher in landscapes with higher forest cover and conservation
stewardship (Overton et al. 2006). Logging may negatively affect
habitat structure by creating dense second-growth forests with
few berry-producing shrubs (COSEWIC 2008).
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Eurasian Collared-Dove
Streptopelia decaocto

Pam Laing

Characteristics and Range The repetitive and sometimes
incessant cooing of the Eurasian Collared-Dove is rapidly
becoming a familiar sound to the North American public. Its
native range may once have been restricted to South Asia, but by
natural dispersal and/or human introduction, the species
expanded dramatically across Europe and Asia through the
1900s. In North America, Eurasian Collared-Doves were ﬁrst
released in the mid-1970s on the Bahamas, since when the
species has quickly spread across most of the southern and
central part of the continent (Romagosa 2012). It has now
colonised or occurred in all Canadian provinces and territories,
and coastal Alaska, invariably associated with human habitation.
It is largely resident across its native and introduced range, but is
capable of short- to medium-distance dispersal.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat At the start of the Atlas
in 2008, there was a well-established population in the
Similkameen Valley (perhaps present since the early 1980s),
numerous scattered records in the southern interior and along the
coast north to Haida Gwaii, and odd records in the interior farther
north (Syroteuk 2008). By 2012, records were truly widespread
across central and southern British Columbia, with breeding
conﬁrmed as far north as Stuart Lake, and probable breeding
recorded as far north as Atlin Lake and the Liard River. Breeding
commences in February and continues into at least October in the
Fraser River delta. Such a wide breeding window for a multibrooded bird may partly explain its rapid range expansion.
Probability of Observation modelling shows only a low to
moderate likelihood of encountering the species, primarily in
lower elevation areas of the Georgia Depression and Southern

Interior ecoprovinces. Atlas point counts show that local
abundance also peaks in these areas.
Atlas records come from a wide variety of habitats, but most if
not all records are associated with human habitation: small
settlements on remote coastal inlets, villages and suburban
areas, and even city centres where sufﬁcient tall trees provide
roosting and nesting sites. The proliﬁc expansion of the Eurasian
Collared-Dove in North America is most strongly associated with
suburban development, and secondarily agricultural areas
(Bonter et al. 2010).
Conservation and Recommendations The Eurasian
Collared-Dove is among the most successful alien-invasive
vertebrate species. Its impact on native species requires further
investigation, but it has been suggested that the Eurasian
Collared-Dove exerts foraging dominance over the native
Mourning Dove in habitats where they overlap (Poling and
Hayslette 2006). It shares parasites with Mourning Doves and
other species, and can carry viruses and infections that can cause
mortality in native species (Bean et al. 2005, Beckett et al. 2007).
As an alien species, it has no provincial conservation status
designation; it is hunted in some U.S. states, which may reduce or
regulate local populations in rural areas.
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Mourning Dove
Zenaida macroura

Pam Laing

Characteristics and Range One of North America's most
common and best-known birds, the Mourning Dove is resident
across large parts of its North and Central American range, but
populations at more northerly latitudes (including much of
British Columbia) migrate south short distances to avoid the cold
winters. Its soft, mournful song is a part of the soundscape of
summers in backyards across the United States and southern
Canada; it is widely recognised by authors and song-writers, and
is one of the most heavily hunted of all the world's birds (Otis et
al. 2008). Mourning Doves are short-lived (the average adult
lifespan is just one year), but can breed several times each year, a
strategy which allows the population to sustain managed
hunting without detriment.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Several local changes in
distribution are apparent in the two decades since The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990. Atlas surveys recorded
no observations in coastal regions or the Coast Mountains north
of central Vancouver Island where there are local clusters of
historical records. There were no or very few Atlas records from
the Cascade Mountains, the north Thompson drainage and the
Cariboo Plateau where this dove was previously more widespread,
but Atlas surveys found it more widely distributed across the
Chilcotin Plateau than depicted in Campbell et al. (1990).
The Mourning Dove is most common in the Southern Interior
ecoprovince, where Ponderosa Pine and Interior Douglas-ﬁr
biogeoclimatic zones support the highest abundance, between
250 and 750 m elevation. The centre of abundance when The
Birds of British Columbia was published was the Okanagan
Valley. Atlas Probability of Observation modelling suggests the

lower Thompson and middle Fraser valley ﬂoors may also be
important, and the Atlas extended the known breeding season
elevation use in British Columbia from 880 m up to 1,230 m.
Mourning Doves are habitat generalists that use a variety of
human-modiﬁed and natural habitats, including mature gardens
in urban and suburban environments, agricultural landscapes of
all types from orchards to rural rangeland, and native open
woodlands with grassy understoreys and deciduous riparian
groves. Local populations may be sustained year-round by regular
supplementary feeding with grains, especially at cattle feedlots
and also backyard feeders.
Conservation and Recommendations Mourning Dove
populations are generally faring well continentally, but in British
Columbia a long-term decline is apparent from Breeding Bird
Survey data, which is borne out by comparing Atlas ﬁndings with
The Birds of British Columbia. The Atlas network did not ﬁnd
Mourning Doves in several areas that have recently been
colonised by the invasive Eurasian Collared-Dove. This possible
link deserves further investigation, because it has been suggested
that Eurasian Collared-Doves exert foraging dominance over
Mourning Doves in habitats where they overlap (Poling and
Hayslette 2006).
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Barn Owl
Tyto alba

Soﬁ Hindmarch

Characteristics and Range With its heart-shaped face and
hissing screeches, the Barn Owl is different enough from typical
owls to be placed in a separate family, the Tytonidae. It is also
distinctive in ﬂight, golden-buff above and whitish or buff below.
Barn Owls feed on a wide variety of prey but prefer smaller
rodents when available, e.g., voles (Microtus species), and will
breed year-round if prey populations are high. It has one of the
broadest ranges of any bird, found on every continent except
Antarctica, thriving wherever winter snowfall is absent or
minimal.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia,
Barn Owls are primarily found at low elevations in the Georgia
Depression ecoprovince, but are also locally found in valley
bottoms of the Southern Interior (of the Fraser River at Lilloet,
and along the south Okanagan River) and Southern Interior
Mountains (along the Kootenay River at Creston). The species is a
relatively new arrival in the province; the ﬁrst breeding record
came from the Fraser River delta in 1941 (Campbell et al. 1990).
Barn Owls spread throughout the Georgia Depression over the
next 50 years but there were no breeding records from the
Interior of the province when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990. The Atlas has added breeding records from
three areas in the southern valleys of the interior as noted above.
The British Columbia Barn Owl population was estimated at
250-1,000 individuals in 2010, but is most likely to be near the
lower end of that estimate (250-500) (COSEWIC 2010).
Hindmarch (2010) studied the population in the Fraser River
delta municipalities of Surrey and Delta where about half of the

Barn Owls of British Columbia are found and estimated the
breeding population there to be just under 200 birds.
Barn Owls forage over old ﬁelds, pastures, hayﬁelds, grassy
marshes, grasslands, and roadsides, concentrating on sites where
prey species are abundant. Nests are almost always in barns, old
buildings or other covered structures (e.g., bridges), hollow trees,
large nest boxes or other suitable cavities.
Conservation and Recommendations Barn Owl populations
have apparently declined in British Columbia since the early
1980s (COSEWIC 2010) despite the few pairs that have expanded
the species' range into the interior. The species was assessed by
COSEWIC as Threatened (COSEWIC 2010) and is listed under the
federal Species at Risk Act as Special Concern (Species at Risk
Public Registry 2015). Threats to the species in British Columbia
are primarily loss of foraging habitat due to changes in
agricultural practices and loss of nesting sites as old, open barns
are replaced by modern, closed structures (COSEWIC 2010). Barn
Owl distribution is also inﬂuenced by highway location and use;
occupied sites are more likely to persist where trafﬁc use is lower
and kilometres of highway are fewer (Hindmarch et al. 2012).
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Flammulated Owl
Psiloscops ﬂammeolus

Chris Charlesworth

Characteristics and Range The Flammulated Owl is a tiny,
insectivorous owl found in drier montane coniferous forests from
southern British Columbia south through the mountains of
western North America to Nicaragua. Its small size, cryptic
coloration, and soft, ventriloqual "boo-boot" calls make it difﬁcult
to detect, and much of what we know about its biology has been
elucidated only in the last 25 years. It is highly migratory over
most of its breeding range, wintering in the pine forests of Mexico
and Central America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Flammulated Owls
breed in mid-elevation forests in the drier valleys of the Southern
Interior, Central Interior, and Southern Interior Mountains
ecoprovinces. Within those regions they are usually found in the
Interior Douglas-ﬁr biogeoclimatic zone, with scattered reports
from localized appropriate habitat in the Ponderosa Pine,
Bunchgrass, and Interior Cedar-Hemlock zones. In British
Columbia, Flammulated Owls are generally found at elevations
between 500 and 1,000 m. The distribution mapped by the Atlas
adds to the range reported in The Birds of British Columbia
published in 1990, particularly in the dry forests along the Fraser
River and adjacent valleys in the eastern ﬂanks of the Coast
Mountains, but this represents increased effort rather than an
actual range extension.
Atlas data do not provide enough information for population
estimates, meaningful Probability of Observation ﬁgures, or
abundance in various regions; the British Columbia population
has been estimated at 1,200-2,000 breeding birds (COSEWIC
2010).

Throughout its range, the species is found in drier coniferous and
mixed forests characterized by Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga
menziesii), Ponderosa Pine (Pinus ponderosa), Trembling Aspen
(Populus tremuloides) and oaks (Quercus species) (Linkhart and
Mccallum 2013); habitat use in British Columbia is similar but
without the emphasis on aspen or oak. It rarely uses pure pine
forests in British Columbia, preferring older, open Douglas-ﬁr
forests with scattered veteran Ponderosa Pines (COSEWIC 2010).
The Flammulated Owl nests in tree cavities excavated by
woodpeckers, particularly those made by Northern Flickers, but it
readily uses artiﬁcial nest boxes as well.
Conservation and Recommendations The Flammulated Owl is
strongly associated with older forests because of its requirement
for woodpecker cavities in large dead or dying trees for nesting,
and forest openings for foraging. There are concerns that forest
harvest, pine beetle epidemics and catastrophic forest ﬁres have
all negatively impacted habitat quality for this species in recent
decades, and consequently it is listed as a species of Special
Concern in the federal Species at Risk Act, and Blue-listed in
British Columbia (COSEWIC 2010). Continued monitoring through
nocturnal owl surveys and future Atlas projects will be important
to assess the status of this small owl.
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Western Screech-Owl
Megascops kennicottii

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Western Screech-Owl is a
smallish owl that calls with repeated hollow whistles, not
screeches. Its larger size and yellow eyes set it apart from the
Flammulated Owl. A generalist predator, it feeds on almost any
small animal. The species is resident from the coast of southern
Alaska and the valleys of the southern interior of British Columbia
south in mountainous western North America to central Mexico.
It was formerly considered conspeciﬁc with the Eastern
Screech-Owl, but different vocalizations and subtly different
physical characteristics resulted in the recognition of two distinct
species. There are two subspecies in British Columbia:
M. k. kennicottii on the coast (brownish grey, occasionally very
reddish brown) and the somewhat larger M. k. macfarlanei
(distinctly greyish) in valleys of southern British Columbia east of
the Coast and Cascade mountains.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Western Screech-Owls
are found below about 1,000 m in forests along the coast in the
Georgia Depression and Coast and Mountains ecoprovinces
(except Haida Gwaii) and in the valleys of the Southern Interior
and Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. They are found in
both the Coastal Douglas-ﬁr and Coastal Western Hemlock
biogeoclimatic zones on the coast; interior birds are found in the
Bunchgrass, Ponderosa Pine, Interior Douglas-ﬁr and Interior
Cedar-Hemlock zones. The Atlas indicates a broader distribution
in the interior (particularly along the Fraser River and adjacent
valleys near Lillooet, the southern portions of the Kootenay and
Columbia valleys, and the Flathead River valley) and a
contraction of range on the coast (particularly in the lower Fraser
River valley and southeastern Vancouver Island) when compared
with the distribution shown in The Birds of British Columbia
published in 1990. For the interior range, this reﬂects the
signiﬁcant increase in inventory effort for the interior subspecies
in the past decade, while the change on the coast probably
reﬂects a real decrease there since the 1990s.

Most Atlas data came from targeted surveys in certain areas, so it
is difﬁcult to assess the abundance of the species across the
province. The interior population is estimated to be 350-500
adult birds, while that on the coast is thought to number less
than 10,000 adults (COSEWIC 2012).
Western Screech-Owls use a wide variety of wooded and forested
habitats, but clearly favour riparian woodlands over most of their
range (Cannings and Angell 2001). On the British Columbia coast,
territories are often centred on stream courses lined with Bigleaf
Maple (Acer macrophyllum ), while in the interior, screech-owls
are strongly tied to riparian woodlands dominated by Black
Cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa), Water Birch (Betula
occidentalis) and Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides).
Conservation and Recommendations The small population of
the interior subspecies and historic loss of riparian habitat led to
it being listed as Endangered under the federal Species at Risk
Act; subsequent inventory effort greatly increased the known
range and population there, resulting in a down-listing to
Threatened (COSEWIC 2012). South coastal populations have
decreased dramatically since the 1990s, perhaps as a result of
predation by the expanding Barred Owl; that subspecies was
initially listed as Special Concern under the Species at Risk Act;
but was uplisted to Threatened because of those population
declines (COSEWIC 2012). Continued inventory of screech-owls is
needed, especially on the central and northern coast where the
species is poorly known.
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Great Horned Owl
Bubo virginianus

Dusty Veideman

Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990. The Great
Characteristics and Range The Great Horned Owl is one of the
most widespread owl species in British Columbia; the mellow
"hooo-hoo-hoo-HOOO-hoo" duets of paired birds are a common
sound of late winter evenings across most of the province. It is
also the most massive owl that breeds in British Columbia;
females can weigh over 2 kg. Its large size makes it relatively
easy to identify; the Long-eared Owl is smaller and more slender
with "ear" tufts located more centrally on the head, the Great
Gray Owl is larger in length and wingspan but lighter in weight,
and lacks "ear" tufts. It is a very adaptable species, found in
almost all terrestrial habitats from the Boreal Forest of North
America south to northern Central America, thence mostly at
higher elevations through South America to Tierra del Fuego. All
populations are resident, although long-distance dispersal,
especially of young birds, is common.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Great Horned Owls
breed at all elevations below alpine tundra throughout British
Columbia except Haida Gwaii. There are no obvious
concentrations of population based on the Probability of
Observation model, though the Southern Interior, Boreal Plains,
Georgia Depression and Central Interior ecoprovinces have the
highest PObs values. There is a clearer preference for some of the
drier biogeoclimatic zones (Ponderosa Pine, Bunchgrass, Coastal
Douglas-ﬁr, Interior Douglas-ﬁr) based on PObs values. This likely
reﬂects on the Great Horned Owls preference for open woodland
habitats (Artuso et al. 2014).
There does not seem to be a signiﬁcant change in range since The

Horned Owl is not well monitored because of its nocturnal
habitats. Canadian Breeding Bird Survey data show little change
in population over the past 40 years, but these data have low
reliability. This is a long-lived species, and many pairs do not
breed in years of low prey populations, primarily those of their
main prey, the Snowshoe Hare (Lepus americanus) and are
difﬁcult to detect during those periods.
Like all owls, Great Horned Owls do not build their own nests. In
British Columbia they primarily use old stick nests built by crows
and Common Ravens, larger hawks, Great Blue Herons and other
larger birds; the nests are located either in trees, on cliff ledges,
or on man-made structures such as bridges.
Conservation and Recommendations The Great Horned Owl is
relatively common and very adaptable for a large raptor, often
breeding in suburban or even urban habitats, so at present there
is no conservation concern for the species. Continued monitoring
through nocturnal owl surveys and future atlas projects will be
important for tracking the population status and where require
the management of this common owl.
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Northern Hawk Owl
Surnia ulula

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Northern Hawk Owl breeds in
the circumpolar boreal forests and southern taiga from Alaska to
the Atlantic Coast and from Siberia to Scandinavia. It is
distinctive among owls for its diurnal behaviour, and morphology
resembling an Accipiter hawk with a long tapered tail and
relatively pointed wings. It is generally a non-migratory species
except during severe winters and periods of decreased prey
availability when it may irregularly wander (irrupt) farther south,
much to the delight of local birdwatchers. In the mountains of
British Columbia and the west it may also be an altitudinal
migrant.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Hawk Owl
ranges throughout the interior of British Columbia, including the
western ﬂanks of the Coast and Cascade Mountains. It nests
locally in mountains and on plateaus chieﬂy in central and
northern British Columbia, but is not common anywhere. The
Atlas shows a similar range to the The Birds of British Columbia
published in 1990, but did not record any observations from the
western half of the Northern Boreal Mountains. There is no reason
to believe they are no longer there, but rather this low density
bird simply wasn't recorded in this remote, rather inaccessible
region with a paucity of observers. Their ﬂedged young are noisy
and adults like to perch atop prominent snags, so they are not
inconspicuous when breeding. They are also very nomadic,
nesting in areas with high prey density for a year or more before
moving on, so do not necessarily occupy their full breeding range
each year.
There were not enough data to develop abundance calculations
or a Probability of Observation model. The species clearly

remains an uncommon resident of the northern interior, and a
local and rare resident at higher elevations in the southern
interior (Campbell et al. 1990). It nests in broken tops of trees and
woodpecker holes in moderately open coniferous and mixed
forests, of spruce (Picea) species, Subalpine Fir (Abies lasiocarpa),
and Mountain Hemlock (Tsuga mertensiana) (Campbell et al.
1990), and marshes near logging or forest ﬁre openings (Duncan
and Duncan 2014). Few nests are found and most conﬁrmed
breeding records are of ﬂedged young. There was one rather
anomalous Southern Interior nest record from the hot, dry valley
of the Fraser River north of Lytton in the Ponderosa Pine
biogeoclimatic zone, where it was most unexpected (Routley
2012).
Conservation and Recommendations It is a solitary, diurnal
species and so not well surveyed by either the Breeding Bird
Survey or the Nocturnal Owl Survey. It is generally considered not
at risk in Canada, and much of its breeding range is outside of
commercial timber harvest areas (Duncan and Duncan 2014). It
is quite tolerant of human presence; open patches created in
forests by industry may improve hunting, but may also reduce
nesting habitat.
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Northern Pygmy-Owl
Glaucidium gnoma

Dusty Veideman

Characteristics and Range Its diminutive size and diurnal
habitats make the Northern Pygmy-Owl unique among the owl
fauna of British Columbia. Despite its size, it is a ﬁerce predator
on birds and small mammals, often taking prey larger than itself.
It is easily recognized by its round owl face, small size and
relatively long tail. A pair of spots on the back of the head
mimics large eyes, perhaps leading other birds to think that it is
keeping an eye on them even when looking away. A calling
pygmy-owl will often attract a large, agitated ﬂock of small
birds; this mobbing effect has led to the practice of many birders
to whistle like a pygmy-owl while in a quiet forest, thus bringing
out many chickadees, nuthatches and other small birds that
might have otherwise gone unseen. The Northern Pygmy-Owl is
resident in the western cordilleras of North America from
southeastern Alaska and northwestern British Columbia south to
Central America. There is no evidence of latitudinal migration but
individuals often descend to valley bottoms in winter.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Northern Pygmy-Owls
are found throughout the forests of British Columbia, except
absent from Haida Gwaii and the Taiga Plains. The overall
distribution is very similar to that reported by The Birds of British
Columbia in 1990. The cluster of reports on northern Vancouver
Island comes from targeted surveys, and may account for the
higher Probability of Observation there. The data are too sparse
to reveal details of altitudinal or habitat preferences; the species

is found in all forest types within its British Columbia range, but
generally prefers more open forests (Holt and Peterson 2000).
Population density is almost surely lower in the northern half of
the province. The lack of records from valley bottoms in the Lower
Mainland is probably a result of forest clearing and urbanization
in that area.
Pygmy-owls feed on a wide variety of small prey, especially small
rodents and songbirds, and nest in tree cavities excavated by
woodpeckers (Campbell et al. 1990, Holt and Peterson 2000).
Conservation and Recommendations The Blue-listed
subspecies G. g. swarthi is endemic to Vancouver Island. Breeding
Bird Survey results suggest that Northern Pygmy-Owl
populations have declined in Canada since 1973, but data are
few, so there is low conﬁdence in this trend calculation. Logging
practices that remove snags from the landscape can exclude
pygmy-owls from those areas because of the owls' need for
woodpecker cavities for nesting (Holt and Peterson 2000).
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Burrowing Owl
Athene cunicularia

Jared Hobbs

Characteristics and Range The Burrowing Owl is a small,
long-legged owl with yellow eyes, white eyebrows and a white
throat, which is active during the day when it is often seen
perched on the ground or on fence posts. It preys mainly on small
mammals (mostly voles) and large insects (mostly grasshoppers
and beetles); however, it also takes small birds, amphibians and
reptiles. It occurs in the Prairie, Great Basin and Southwest
regions of North America, on the Florida peninsula and into parts
of the Caribbean, and patchily south to Tierra del Fuego at the
southern tip of South America (Poulin et al. 2011).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, it is
a rare breeder at reintroduction sites in the Thompson, Nicola and
Okanagan Valleys. Atlas surveyors conﬁrmed that breeding
continues at these sites, and also observed possible breeding
evidence near Cache Creek and in the East Kootenays. Historically,
a few bred in the Lower Mainland, from where it is now
extirpated (Campbell et al. 1990b).
Over the past three decades, the Burrowing Owl population in
Canada has declined from an estimate of over 3,000 pairs to
fewer than 800 pairs, most of which are in the Prairies (
Environment Canada 2012). British Columbia Species Explorer
(British Columbia Ministry of Environment 2014) gives a current
British Columbia population estimate of 1-50 birds based on a
COSEWIC (2006) estimate of 9 known wild birds.
The Burrowing Owl breeds semi-colonially in dry, open,
grasslands, plains, and deserts. It nests in abandoned
underground burrows of ground squirrels, prairie dogs, marmots,
and other fossorial animals, and in man-made burrows. In British
Columbia, it is primarily restricted to the Bunchgrass
biogeoclimatic zone in the Southern Interior Ecoprovince (British
Columbia Ministry of Environment 2014).

Conservation and Recommendations Designated Endangered
nationally under the Species at Risk Act, and Red-listed
provincially, the Burrowing Owl is also one of only four species to
be designated as Endangered under the British Columbia Wildlife
Act. Within Canada, this owl occupies only 36% of its former
range; threats include loss and fragmentation of habitat,
decreased prey and increased predation, environmental
contaminants, collisions with vehicles, and loss of fossorial
mammals (Environment Canada 2012). British Columbia's
population was considered extirpated in the late 1970s and a
reintroduction program was initiated in 1983. This began with
translocations from Washington, but evolved into a captivebreeding release program from 1992 onwards (Blood and Low
1998). In recent years, around 100 captive-bred birds have been
released to artiﬁcial burrows each spring; many stay to breed,
with up to 261 wild-bred young being produced and banded
annually. While some birds remain and overwinter, and several
birds return to breed in subsequent years, the provincial
population is not yet considered self-sustaining (Environment
Canada 2012).
Captive-breeding release programs should be continued and
expanded in suitable habitats. Further searches could be made of
locations near Cache Creek and in the East Kootenay where
possible breeding evidence was observed by atlassers. All
evidence of breeding away from release sites should be submitted
to the British Columbia Conservation Data Centre.
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Spotted Owl
Strix occidentalis

Jared Hobbs

Characteristics and Range The Spotted Owl is a medium-sized,
dark brown, dark-eyed owl with white spots on its body, head and
neck, and no ear tufts. It is similar in appearance to the Barred
Owl, but is darker overall and slightly smaller. It preys mostly on
wood-rats, ﬂying squirrels and deer mice, although other animals
of similar size are taken occasionally. The Spotted Owl is resident
across a patchy range spanning western and central-southern
North America, and comprises three distinct subspecies. Only the
Northern Spotted Owl (S. o. caurina) is found in British Columbia;
from here its range extends southward to northwestern California
(Gutiérrez et al. 1995).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, it
only occurs in the extreme southwest mainland corner of the
province (Chutter et al. 2004). Even within this restricted range,
its distribution has contracted substantially over the last 100
years.
Based on habitat and survey data extrapolations, it has been
estimated that potentially 500 pairs existed in British Columbia
prior to European settlement; fewer than 100 pairs were still
present in 1991 and fewer than 33 pairs remained by 2003
(Chutter et al. 2004). Currently, the Spotted Owl population in
British Columbia is dangerously close to extirpation with very few
individuals being detected during annual surveys. Atlassers
located one probable breeding pair during the Atlas period,
although the site was already known to Recovery Team biologists.
In British Columbia, the Spotted Owl occurs only in mature and

old-growth coniferous forests, mostly within the Coastal Western
Hemlock and Interior Douglas-ﬁr biogeoclimatic zones of the
Coast and Mountains Ecoprovince; a few occur in the extreme
southern portion of the Central Interior Ecoprovince (Chutter et
al. 2004). Nests are usually in broken tree-tops ("chimneys") and
cavities of large trees.
Conservation and Recommendations Loss and fragmentation of
old-growth forest habitat and competition from Barred Owls are
considered the primary threats, and the reasons for its national
and provincial listing (COSEWIC 2008). A captive-breeding
program was initiated by the province in 2007. Combining release
of captive-bred birds with habitat protection and recruitment,
and limited management of Barred Owls to exclude them from
Spotted Owl breeding sites, the recovery goal is to re-establish
250 mature birds in the wild in British Columbia (Chutter et al.
2004).
All sightings of Spotted Owls, along with any evidence of
breeding, should be submitted to the British Columbia
Conservation Data Centre.
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Barred Owl
Strix varia

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The Barred Owl is one of the most
conspicuous members of its family in British Columbia, easily
detected by its loud, raucous "Who cooks for you?!" calls. This
mid-sized, dark-eyed, "earless" owl is most similar to the very rare
Spotted Owl, but can be visually distinguished by its vertical
brown belly stripes and grey-brown cast to the body plumage. It
is resident throughout eastern North America east of the Great
Plains and north to the southern fringes of the boreal forests,
across the parklands and southern boreal forests north of the
Great Plains, and throughout the forests of the western cordilleras
from northern British Columbia south to northern California.
There are isolated populations in the Mexican Sierra Madre.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Barred Owls are new
arrivals in British Columbia; the ﬁrst record was from the Liard
River in 1943 (Munro and Cowan 1947). Since then, the species
has spread south throughout the province, and is now found
throughout British Columbia except for Haida Gwaii. A paucity of
records from the Northern Boreal Mountains and Taiga Plains
suggest low and localized populations there. The provincial
distribution has not changed signiﬁcantly since The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990, although the Atlas ﬁlled
in gaps in the northern Coast Mountains, western Vancouver
Island and the southeastern corner of the province.
The Probability of Observation model suggests that it is easiest to
ﬁnd in the Georgia Depression ecoprovince. Barred Owls nest in
coniferous and mixed forests, including Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga
mertensiana), Western Hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla), spruce
(Picea), Western Larch (Larix occidentalis) and Black Cottonwood

(Populus trichocarpa), often near water (Campbell et al. 1990).
Nests are usually in large natural tree cavities or the tops of
broken tree stubs (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations The Barred Owl expanded
its range dramatically in the past century, moving across the top
of the Great Plains and ﬁlling much of the western cordilleras of
North America (Mazur and James 2000). The cause of this
expansion is unknown; suggested reasons are anthropogenic and
include ﬁre suppression in boreal forests, increasing age of forest
and size of trees (for nests), and riparian forest establishment and
shelterbelt planting in the northern Great Plains. In southwestern
British Columbia it encountered the Spotted Owl, and
competition with that species has exacerbated the Spotted Owl's
already difﬁcult situation. The two species have hybridized in
British Columbia. Predation by the Barred Owl has also been
implicated in the sudden population crash of Western
Screech-Owl in the Georgia Depression (COSEWIC 2012). In some
parts of its range, the Barred Owl is a species of concern because
of its preference for mature forests (Mazur and James 2000), but
its recent expansion history in the western cordilleras strongly
suggests that it is not at risk in British Columbia.
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Great Gray Owl
Strix nebulosa

Alan E. Burger

Characteristics and Range The Great Gray Owl is the largest
owl in British Columbia in linear dimensions (the Great Horned
and Snowy owls are heavier); its huge, dinner-plate face and
white bow-tie are distinctive. The large facial discs act as very
sensitive external ears; Great Grays can locate and capture voles
under a deep snow pack or pocket-gophers just below the surface
of the ground. These are birds of the world's vast boreal forests, in
North America occurring from Alaska to the Great Lakes and
south in the western cordilleras to northern California and
northwestern Wyoming (Bull and Duncan 1993).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Great Gray Owl is
resident throughout the interior of British Columbia; during the
Atlas it was found in in only one square in the Coast and
Mountains ecoprovince (on the western edge of the Chilcotin
Plateau) and was totally absent from the Georgia Depression. The
distribution of Atlas sightings was very similar to those reported
in The Birds of British Columbia when published in 1990,
although the Atlas ﬁlled in gaps in the Northern Boreal
Mountains ecoprovince. It is generally found at mid-elevations,
from 500 m to 1250 m. Sightings were too few to generate a
Probability of Observation model or make abundance
comparisons.
Great Gray Owls breed in coniferous and mixed forests, usually

near openings such as marshes, muskegs, meadows or pasture
(Campbell et al. 1990). Forest types include Douglas-ﬁr
(Pseudotsuga menziesii), Trembling Aspen (Populus trichocarpa,
Lodgepole Pine (Pinus contorta), Western Larch (Larix
occidentalis) and spruce (Picea) species. Nests are usually placed
in old hawk nests or on witch's broom clumps in spruce trees
(Campbell et al. 1990). Primary prey species are voles (Microtus,
Clethrionomys species) and pocket gophers (Thomomys
talpoides).
Conservation and Recommendations The Great Gray Owl
population in Canada is considered stable overall, with periodic
ﬂuctuations that track prey abundance (Environment Canada
2011). The primary threat to its habitat is clearcut logging, which
removes roosting and nesting habitat, and often provides few or
no perches for hunting (Bull and Duncan 1993).
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Long-eared Owl
Asio otus

Peter Candido

Characteristics and Range Although it is fairly common in
some areas of southern British Columbia, the Long-eared Owl is
not often seen because of its nocturnal habits, highly cryptic
coloration, and penchant for roosting in very dense vegetation. Its
long "ear" tufts help break up its silhouette so that it blends in
with its twiggy hideaways. Birders who venture out at night in
the spring might hear the hollow single hoots of males, or
perhaps the loud "Smack!" of a territorial wing-clap overhead.
Long-eared Owls are found in temperate forests and woodlands
around the Northern Hemisphere, with isolated populations in
Africa, the Canary Islands and the Azores. In North America they
breed in the western cordillera (generally east of the coast ranges)
from northern British Columbia south to the Mexican border, and
across the southern Boreal Forest and northern Great Plains to
the Great Lakes and east to the Atlantic Coast.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia the
Long-eared Owl breeds in the interior from the Boreal Plains and
Sub-Boreal Interior ecoprovinces south. There was one report of
possible breeding from the Georgia Depression ecoprovince in the
Squamish Valley. The Atlas indicates a possible expansion of the
species' range in British Columbia, with a cluster of conﬁrmed
breeding records in the Boreal Plains, something not shown in
The Birds of British Columbia when published in 1990. Data are
insufﬁcient to develop a Probability of Observation model or
calculate abundance, but Long-eared Owls are likely much more

abundant in the southern parts of British Columbia than in the
central and northern regions.
Long-eared Owls forage over grasslands, meadows, pastures and
marshes at low to moderate elevations, but roost and nest in
thickets, copses and adjacent forest patches (Marks et al. 1994).
Nests are almost always old nests of crows, magpies or hawks.
Small mammals, especially voles (Microtus species), make up the
bulk of prey items, with some small birds taken as well (Hooper
and Nyhof 1986).
Conservation and Recommendations Christmas Bird Count and
migration monitoring data suggest a moderate decline in
Long-eared Owl populations in Canada; there are no speciﬁc
trend data for British Columbia (Environment Canada 2011).
Habitat loss and degradation, particularly grassland and meadow
foraging areas and riparian woodlands for nesting and roosting, is
considered the most likely cause for these declines (Marks et al.
1994).
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Short-eared Owl
Asio ﬂammeus

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The crepuscular hunting times of the
Short-eared Owl and its habit of foraging over open pastures
make it one of the most often-seen owls in British Columbia. Its
buoyant ﬂight and big head are distinctive, so it is relatively
easily recognized from a distance from the harriers and other
hawks that might be hunting on the morning and evening shift. It
is one of the most widely distributed owls in the world, found
throughout much of North America, Eurasia, and a number of
oceanic islands. In North America it breeds in most suitable open
habitats from the low Arctic south to the northern United States
as well as many Caribbean islands.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat Short-eared Owl breeds
locally in suitable habitat throughout British Columbia, although
it is absent as a breeder from much of the coast outside the Lower
Mainland. The distribution shown by Atlas data is very similar to
that reported in The Birds of British Columbia in 1990. Atlas data
are too few to generate a Probability of Observation model and
calculate abundance model.
Short-eared Owls are birds of open country, foraging and nesting
in old pastures, hayﬁelds, grasslands, bogs and marsh edges
(Campbell et al. 1990, Wiggins et al. 2006). Nests are placed

directly on the ground in clumps of high grass or occasionally in
shrubby thickets. In British Columbia, breeding usually occurs at
elevations below 1,000 m (Campbell et al. 1990).
Conservation and Recommendations Data from the Breeding
Bird Survey and the Christmas Bird Count indicate that the
Short-eared Owl has suffered a large decrease in population in
Canada since 1970; the most likely cause for this decline is the
loss and degradation of their breeding and foraging habitats
(Environment Canada 2011, Wiggins et al. 2006). The Fraser River
delta is the main wintering area for the species in British
Columbia; Christmas Bird Count results showed an approximate
three-fold decrease in numbers there between 1972 and 1987
(Campbell et al. 1990).
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Boreal Owl
Aegolius funereus

Christian Artuso

Characteristics and Range The Boreal Owl is a rather enigmatic
species in North America, and until the 1980s was considered a
rare bird of northern boreal forests across the continent with
isolated outposts in the Rocky Mountains. With better access to
high elevations and increased interest in nocturnal birding, it is
now known to be a widespread resident of subalpine forests as far
south as New Mexico. It more or less replaces its smaller
congener, the Northern Saw-whet Owl, at higher elevations and
latitudes; the two species can be distinguished by the spotted
crown and charcoal cheeks of the Boreal Owl versus the striped
crown and brownish cheeks of the Saw-whet. The staccato
whistles of the Boreal Owl's territorial call are more similar to the
sound of winnowing snipe than they are to the monotonous toots
of the Saw-whet.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Boreal Owl is
resident in suitable habitats throughout the British Columbian
interior west to the eastern edges of the Coast Mountains, but is
absent as a breeder from the Georgia Depression and Coast and
Mountains ecoprovinces. The general pattern of distribution is
similar to that known when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990. The Probability of Observation model
indicates that it is easiest to ﬁnd in the Northern Boreal
Mountains ecoprovince.
In British Columbia, Boreal Owls generally breed in older stands
of spruce (Picea species) and Subalpine Fir (Abies lasiocarpa),
often in association with Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides)

or Lodgepole Pine (Pinus contorta) (Campbell et al. 1990,
Hayward and Hayward 1993). They nest in tree cavities, usually
those built by Pileated Woodpeckers or Northern Flickers, but will
readily use nest boxes as well (Hayward and Hayward 1993). In
the southern third of British Columbia, breeding territories are
generally above 1,500 m elevation; this limit drops with
increasing latitude so that in the northern half of the province,
Boreal Owls can be found down into valley bottoms.
Conservation and Recommendations Boreal Owl populations
are considered secure in British Columbia and across Canada, but
there are no suitable data to assess population trends with any
precision (Environment Canada 2011). Clearcut logging almost
certainly reduces habitat availability, since it removes nesting
sites, roosting habitat and lowers population of preferred prey
(Hayward and Hayward 1993). Nest boxes can be used to enhance
sites where snags have been lost through forest harvest.
Nocturnal owl surveys will become important sources of
information on the population status of this species as the
datasets they generate attain a suitably long time series.
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Northern Saw-whet Owl
Aegolius acadicus

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range Although it is likely the commonest
raptor in much of southern Canada and the northern United
States, the Northern Saw-whet Owl is rarely seen unless
speciﬁcally sought after. This small, "earless" owl roosts through
the day in dense vegetation and comes out to hunt only when
night has truly fallen. On the spring breeding grounds, however,
territorial males are easily detected through their whistled songs,
the monotonous notes repeated about twice a second for long
periods. The species breeds across the temperate and southern
boreal forests of Canada and southern Alaska south in the
Appalachians to North Carolina and in the mountains of western
North America to southern Mexico. It is a partial, short-distance
migrant, with many birds leaving northern breeding grounds in
the Boreal Forest to winter in southern Canada and south
irregularly throughout much of the United States. There are two
subspecies recognized, A. a. brooksi on Haida Gwaii (buffy below
with higher-pitched song notes) and A. a. acadicus (whitish
ground colour below) throughout the rest of the range
(Rasmussen et al. 2008).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Northern Saw-whet
Owl is found in all forested habitats in British Columbia south of
57°N; farther north there are a few localized records from the
Northern Boreal Mountains Ecoprovince around Atlin Lake, but
there are no records from the Taiga Plains Ecoprovince. The
distribution of Atlas records is very similar to that reported in The
Birds of British Columbia in 1990. The number of Atlas
observations is too small to provide meaningful information on
the abundance of this owl by region or in biogeoclimatic zones.
The population of the Haida Gwaii subspecies is estimated to be
1,900 birds (COSEWIC 2006).
The Northern Saw-whet Owl breeds in all woodland and forest

habitats in British Columbia but prefers older forests with
openings for foraging, patches of dense vegetation for roosting,
large trees for song perches and abundant cavities for nesting
(Cannings 1987, Gill and Cannings 1997). It is commonest at low
to moderate elevations (up to 1,300 m); in higher and more
northern forests dominated by Engelmann or White spruces
(Picea engelmannii and Picea glauca) it is largely replaced by the
closely related Boreal Owl. It nests in tree cavities, usually those
excavated by Northern Flickers or Pileated Woodpeckers, but will
readily use suitable nest boxes as well. It captures a wide variety
of small mammals and birds, but over most of its range feeds
primarily on deer mice (Peromyscus species). On Haida Gwaii, it
often forages for invertebrates in the intertidal zone, especially in
winter (Rasmussen et al. 2008).
Conservation and Recommendations The distinctive subspecies
of the Northern Saw-whet Owl on Haida Gwaii is listed as
Threatened in the federal Species at Risk Act because of its
restricted range and reliance on old-growth forests (COSEWIC
2006). Clear-cut logging practices with short rotations are almost
surely negatively affecting populations of this owl across its
range (Rasmussen et al. 2008); long-term monitoring programs
such as the Nocturnal Owl Survey and further atlassing efforts
are needed to properly assess this impact.
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Common Nighthawk
Chordeiles minor

Christopher Di Corrado

Characteristics and Range The Common Nighthawk is the most
widespread nightjar in North America, with its breeding range
extending across the continent from the Boreal Forest south to
Central America (Brigham et al. 2011). It winters in the lowlands
of central South America. It is a crepuscular aerial insectivore
that forages by pursuing insects on the wing, sometimes in large
ﬂocks, across a wide variety of habitats, including wetlands,
forests, and even well-lit streets (Brigham et al. 2011, Brigham
and Fenton 1991). It is one of the latest spring migrants to British
Columbia, often arriving in early June. Males perform aerial
displays with shallow dives that create a "boom" sound as air
rushes through their primaries (Campbell et al. 1990).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common
Nighthawk is a breeding visitor across most of British Columbia,
absent only from the outer central coast, Haida Gwaii, and alpine
areas. Most Atlas detections are concentrated within the southern
half of the province, along the east side of Vancouver Island and
southwest mainland coast, and in southern interior valleys. Fewer
records came from the central and northern portions of the
province, with the exception of the Peace River valley, which
supports a dense cluster. This distribution is largely unchanged
since the late 1980s (Campbell et al. 1990).
The most extensive, high Probability of Observation values are in
the valley systems of the Southern Interior, Central Interior and
Southern Interior Mountains ecoprovinces, where highest
abundances were also recorded on the small sample of point
counts. Campbell et al. (1990) noted its centre of abundance to
cover this portion of the province, plus Vancouver Island. During
the Atlas, the likelihood of ﬁnding the species was lower in the
Georgia Depression and Boreal Plains ecoprovinces despite these
areas supporting dense clusters of records. Across the southern
interior, the highest Pobs and abundance values overlap with
Interior Douglas-ﬁr, Ponderosa Pine and Bunchgrass

biogeoclimatic zones, principally between 400 and 1000 m
elevation.
Common Nighthawks require open areas for nesting habitat,
which may include grasslands, rock outcrops, burns, recently
logged areas, gravel roads, and coastal sand dunes (Brigham et
al. 2011, COSEWIC 2007). Gravel roof tops in urban areas were
formerly used as nesting sites, however, availability of this habitat
has declined rapidly as housing practices have changed and the
species is now absent from many urban areas (Brigham et al.
2011).
Conservation and Recommendations Formally common across
much of British Columbia (Campbell et al. 2006) and Canada, the
Common Nighthawk is listed as Threatened in Canada under the
Species at Risk Act, due to declines of up to 80% on the Breeding
Bird Survey between 1968 and 2005 (COSEWIC 2007). The
Breeding Bird Survey, however, provides only moderately reliable
population indices because of the temporal mismatch between
survey period and display period, and the lack of coverage across
more remote areas (Rich et al. 2004). Monitoring programs
tailored to this species and Common Poorwill have recently been
established to better assess status and distribution (Noble and
Knight 2015). Additional work is still required to investigate
potential causes of the declines, particularly to determine the
roles that pesticides or habitat destruction may have (Brigham et
al. 2011, COSEWIC 2007).
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Common Poorwill
Phalaenoptilus nuttallii

Ian Routley

Characteristics and Range The Common Poorwill is a nocturnal
nightjar, with relatively little known about its biology. It is,
however, unique in being the only species of bird known to
hibernate (Woods and Brigham 2004). Most calling birds are
detected on moonlit nights (Noble and Knight 2015, Brigham and
Barclay 1992). It usually forages from the ground, often from
gravel roads or a low perch, from which it sallies upward to catch
ﬂying insects (Brigham and Barclay 1992). The Common Poorwill
breeds across open and dry wooded areas of western North
America, from the southern Canadian Prairies and Great Basin
regions to central Mexico. Little is known about its migration; in
winter it is known only from the southern part of its breeding
range, where wintering birds can remain in hibernation for up to
90% of days (Woods et al. 2005).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Common Poorwill's
breeding season distribution is restricted to a few dry valleys
across the Central Interior, Southern Interior, and Southern
Interior Mountain ecoprovinces. The breeding distribution shown
in the Atlas is similar to the overall distribution when the The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, with
midsummer occurrence conﬁrmed for the ﬁrst time by the Atlas
surveys in the Nicola and Middle Fraser valleys of the Central
Interior Ecoprovince. The increase may be a result of increased
coverage and knowledge of their behaviour and habitat
preferences, instead of a real increase in the breeding range.
The Probability of Observation model predicated that Common
Poorwill is most likely to occur in the Southern Rocky Mountain
Trench, and the Okanagan, Fraser, and Kettle valleys, but even in
these areas PObs values are very restricted and generally low.
Due to its nocturnal nature, the Common Poorwill was detected

too infrequently on point counts to draw conclusions about
abundance across the province. All point count detections were
within the Ponderosa Pine, Bunchgrass, and Interior Douglas-ﬁr
biogeoclimatic zones, and between 500 and 900 m elevation,
similar to what was reported in Campbell et al. (1990).
This species is closely tied to dry open habitats associated with
Ponderosa Pine (Pinus ponderosa), Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga
menziesii), and adjacent native grassland ecosystems, between
330 and 1,000 m elevation (Woods et al. 2005, Hardy et al. 1998,
Campbell et al. 1990). Its presence is frequently associated with
microhabitat features such as rocky outcrops, steep slopes,
patches of shrubby vegetation, and scattered Ponderosa Pine and
Douglas-ﬁr (Hardy et al. 1998).
Conservation and Recommendations The status of this species
in Canada is relatively unknown, due to its poor coverage by the
Breeding Bird Survey; it was assessed by COSEWIC in 1993 as
Data Deﬁcient (Environment Canada 2011). Little is known about
the complete range extent, population trend, productivity, or
survival in British Columbia, data needed to inform conservation
programs. Specialized surveys are required to monitor this
species, and these should focus on creating long-term population
trends, determining the complete range extent in the province,
annual productivity, and survival.
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Black Swift
Cypseloides niger

Terry Gray

Characteristics and Range The Black Swift is the largest swift
found in British Columbia and one of the least-studied bird
species in the province. It is identiﬁed from the other two swift
species by its large, all dark body, longer, broader wings, and
more direct ﬂight pattern interspersed with gliding. It is a
wide-ranging species, with individuals during the breeding
season occurring up to 40 km, and potentially 120 km, from the
nest site. Black Swifts are found during the breeding season from
southeastern Alaska, across the mountains of western North
America, south to Central America and the Caribbean (Lowther
and Collins 2002). Their wintering grounds were unknown until
birds were recently discovered in the northwest Amazon basin
(Beason et al. 2012).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat During the Atlas period,
this species was detected in mountainous areas north to the
Stikine and Peace rivers, but was absent from the Haida Gwaii
archipelago and the far north. The distribution has not changed
greatly since The Birds of British Columbia was published in
1997; the Atlas notes more records in the northern Rocky
Mountains, potentially due to increased coverage, and fewer
records in drier valleys in the Southern Interior. In British
Columbia the species occurs from sea level up to 2,600 m
(Campbell et al. 1997); however, the Atlas surveys recorded them
only as high as approximately 1,800 m.

Of the few nests that have been found in the province, including
during the Atlas, the majority have been located behind
waterfalls, on ledges of steep rock faces, on cliffs, and in caves
and canyons. Many observations of birds were made close to the
coast, but no nest sites were reported from marine environments,
although the species does nest on coastal cliffs in California
(Lowther and Collins 2002). It is thought that the moist, dark, and
inaccessible environment found behind mountain waterfalls or on
sea cliffs or caves is a critical habitat feature for this species
(Chantler and Driessens 2000).
Conservation and Recommendations Black Swift has shown a
suspected large, long-term decrease in Canada based on BBS
results of low reliability; at the time of writing its status was
being reviewed by COSEWIC as one of several aerial insectivores
showing widespread declines (NABCI-Canada 2012), and in 2015
it was added to the Blue List by the British Columbia
Conservation Data Centre. The province of British Columbia has a
moderate responsibility for its global conservation due to the
large portion of the global population breeding here. Little is
known about the population size, actual nesting sites, survival,
dispersal, or other basics of the ecology of this species with which
to inform conservation. Future studies should aim to monitor
existing nest sites, and identify new ones, to determine their
annual usage and productivity.
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abundance.
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Vaux's Swift
Chaetura vauxi

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The fast-ﬂying, agile Vaux's
(pronounced "vox's") Swift often impresses observers as it dashes
above riparian groves or darts swiftly over pond surfaces
snatching its insect prey. Nesting and communal roosting occur
primarily in large, hollow trees, but occasionally chimneys are
used as the Chimney Swift does in eastern North America. The
Vaux's Swift is a migrant, breeding in western mountain ranges
from southwest Alaska to central California, and wintering in
southern Mexico and Central America, where there is also a
resident population.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Vaux's Swift is
widespread across southern British Columbia, extending north
along the length of the Coast Mountains to the St. Elias
Mountains in the far northwest, and the Northern Rocky Mountain
Trench and foothills. Most observations were made south of about
52°N. Although breeding was probable as far north as the
Tatshenshini Basin, the most northerly conﬁrmed breeding was in
the Stikine River drainage. This distribution is similar to when
The Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, but more
conﬁrmed nesting sites were found during the Atlas surveys.
The probability of observing a Vaux's Swift is highest in the Coast
and Mountains, Georgia Depression, and Southern Interior
Mountains ecoprovinces. Observations were made from sea level
in the Coast and Mountains Ecoprovince to about 1,300 m in the
Southern Interior Mountains Ecoprovince, but it is most common
between 250 and 500 m elevation, possibly coinciding with
favoured nesting areas. The highest PObs and abundance values
were all in the hemlock-dominated biogeoclimatic zones, where
the swifts are attracted by large, hollow Western Redcedars
(Thuja plicata).

Vaux's Swifts occupy heavily-forested as well as open portions of
the preferred biogeoclimatic zones, with larger, hollow trees for
nesting and roosting being typical features in late seral-stage
habitats. Woodpecker cavities in live or dead trees of 0.5-1.1 m
basal diameter are typical (Bull and Collins 2007). Black
Cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa), Western Redcedar, Ponderosa
Pine (Pinus ponderosa), Douglas-ﬁr (Psuedotsuga menziesii),
Grand Fir (Abies grandis) and Bigleaf Maple (Acer macrophyllum )
trees can commonly attain the necessary size and provide the
requisite cavities. Roost trees may be several kilometres from nest
trees. Of 13 nests found in British Columbia before the Atlas, 8
were in chimneys in urban areas (Campbell et al. 1990). Ponds,
open areas, and stream corridors within forested zones provide
foraging sites, but swifts also forage at varying heights above the
forest canopy.
Conservation and Recommendations Vaux's Swift is not
considered of conservation concern in British Columbia. The
province's global responsibility for conservation is considered low
and Breeding Bird Survey data, although scant, suggest no clear
long-term trend (Environment Canada 2011). Retention of older
stands and cavity-bearing veteran nest trees should be part of
forest harvesting plans. Retention of suitable anthropogenic
structures such as unused chimneys would be useful in some
urban areas.
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White-throated Swift
Aeronautes saxatalis

Glenn Bartley

Characteristics and Range The White-throated Swift lives up to
its "swift" epithet, streaking across the clear blue skies of interior
valleys, dashing at high speeds into nesting crevices in massive
rock bluffs. It is usually ﬁrst detected by its loud, chattering calls,
and when seen identiﬁcation can be conﬁrmed by the white
throat and swept-back, sickle-shaped wings that distinguish it
from the Violet-green Swallows it often keeps company with. This
swift breeds from drier valleys in the southern interior of British
Columbia and south through the Mexican Sierra Madre, and
winters from the southwestern deserts of the United States
through northern Central America.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The White-throated
Swift breeds from the Chilcotin and Clearwater rivers south
through the Central Interior, Southern Interior and Southern
Interior Mountains ecoprovinces. Within those regions, it is found
in the Bunchgrass, Ponderosa Pine, Interior Douglas-ﬁr and
Interior Cedar-Hemlock biogeoclimatic zones. The distribution
found during the Atlas project is similar to that known when The
Birds of British Columbia was published in 1990, except that the
Atlas documents a northern range expansion up the North
Thompson River into the Clearwater River drainage, a breeding
site in the Slocan Valley, and a slightly more expanded range up
the Chilcotin River valley. Atlas records range up to 1,250 m
elevation, but most are below 750 m.
The provincial population of White-throated Swifts is unknown,
although Richardson (2000) estimated the Okanagan Valley
breeding population (arguably a good proportion of the

provincial population, as suggested by the Probability of
Observation model) to be approximately 750 birds. The species is
a relatively new arrival in British Columbia; it was ﬁrst recorded
in 1907 at Vaseux Lake and has spread north slowly but
continually since then (Cannings et al. 1987, Campbell et al.
1990).
White-throated Swifts are closely associated with rock and silt
cliffs with suitable crevices for nesting; aerial foraging occurs
over a variety of habitats near these features (Ryan and Collins
2000).
Conservation and Recommendations An expanding range over
the last century indicated that the species was secure, however,
recent declines for a suite of aerial insectivores, including this
species in British Columbia, resulted in the White-throated Swift
being placed on the British Columbia Blue List in 2015.
Richardson (2000) investigated the impact that rock-climbers
might have on the breeding success of the species at popular
climbing sites in the Okanagan Valley and found no adverse
effects. The swifts' breeding cliffs are by their very nature rather
free from other threats of habitat loss.
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Ruby-throated Hummingbird
Archilochus colubris

Christian Artuso

Characteristics and Range The Ruby-throated Hummingbird
has the largest breeding range of any North American
hummingbird, occupying deciduous and mixed wood forests from
the Atlantic coast to the western and northern fringes of the
Great Plains. Northeastern British Columbia represents the
westernmost limit of the breeding range for this species, which
winters primarily in southern Mexico and Central America
(Weidensaul et al. 2013). Although this hummingbird is very
familiar to even casual observers in the eastern half of the
continent, spotting a Ruby-throated Hummingbird in British
Columbia is a rare and special event.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Ruby-throated
Hummingbird is almost entirely conﬁned to the Boreal Plains
Ecoprovince, with a nearby record from the Sub-boreal Interior
Ecoprovince and an isolated record from the Taiga Plains
Ecoprovince. The species was probably not well-sampled by
atlassing efforts. The bird's diminutive size, reluctance to remain
still, and similarity to other hummingbirds make a positive
identiﬁcation difﬁcult. Most records were from feeding stations
where repeated observation made identiﬁcation possible. The
Atlas has signiﬁcantly improved our understanding of the
distribution of this species within the province. When The Birds of
British Columbia was published in 1990, it was considered a
'casual' visitor to the south coast and 'accidental' in the Peace
River lowlands, and more recently a 'very rare summer visitant' to
the Dawson Creek area with no evidence of breeding (Phinney
1998). Increased observer effort and awareness are the most
probable explanation for the apparent change in distribution, and
the species may well be more widespread than is indicated here.
Few of the ﬁfteen 10-km squares from which the species was
recorded across the province had multiple records, and all of
these were restricted to known feeder locations. The true
population of the Ruby-throated Hummingbird in British

Columbia remains unknown, as does any trend in numbers. It is
undoubtedly more common and widespread than reﬂected in the
Atlas data, but challenges with detection and identiﬁcation,
combined with a seemingly broad habitat preference, prevent any
meaningful population estimate.
The habitats this hummingbird uses in British Columbia are
similar to those it frequents elsewhere in its range: forest edges
and openings, backyards and gardens, stream sides and around
small lakes; potentially anywhere that has a mixture of trees and
ﬂowering plants. It seems to avoid deep coniferous forests and
higher elevations.
Conservation and Recommendations The Ruby-throated
Hummingbird is Blue-listed in British Columbia, based on its
general scarcity and restricted range in the province. Breeding
Bird Survey results from the rest of Canada reliably show an
ongoing, large increase (Environment Canada 2011). There are no
obvious habitat-related concerns that would negatively affect the
population in British Columbia, although land changes and
developments may improve or diminish suitability on a local
level. Ruby-throated Hummingbirds may suffer competitive
exclusion from Rufous and Calliope hummingbirds which have
spread into northeastern British Columbia in recent decades.
Public outreach may elicit more records of this species; people
with hummingbird feeders are often aware of the different species
that are attracted, but most apparently do not recognize the
signiﬁcance of having a "ruby-throat" in their yard.

Mark Phinney
Recommended citation: Phinney, M. 2015. Ruby-throated
Hummingbird 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=RTHU&lang=en [15 Jun 2016]

Black-chinned Hummingbird
Archilochus alexandri

Tania Simpson

Characteristics and Range At ﬁrst glance, the Black-chinned
Hummingbird may seem oddly misnamed; especially when the
sun catches a bright violet band across the adult male's gorget. It
is the chin and upper throat area that is "velvety black" (Baltosser
and Russel 2000). The breeding range extends through western
North America from the central highlands of Mexico to its
northern limit in southern British Columbia (Baltosser and Russel
2000). Most Black-chinned Hummingbirds overwinter along the
southwestern Paciﬁc coast of Mexico.
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Black-chinned
Hummingbird has been expanding its range in British Columbia
since it was ﬁrst recorded in the early 1900s (Munro and Cowan
1947, Campbell et al. 1990). The Atlas results document a
continuation of this expansion, from the population core in the
Okanagan and Similkameen valleys of the Southern Interior
Ecoprovince, into the Shuswap, Thompson-Nicola, Creston Valley,
and Southern Rocky Mountain Trench areas; with scattered
possible breeding records in the Cariboo-Chilcotin region of the
Central Interior Ecoprovince. This northern expansion has
continued since the Atlas survey period, as conﬁrmed by banding
records (A. Moran pers. obs.). It is probably most easily detected
at feeders and may have been overlooked in some Atlas squares.
The Probability of Observation data closely matched the
distribution noted above, suggesting that the Southern Interior
Mountains and Southern Interior ecoprovinces now share the core
of the provincial population. Too few data were collected on point
counts to draw ﬁrm conclusions on abundance. Most records were
from the Interior Douglas-ﬁr Biogeoclimatic Zone from 250 to

1,000 m. The Pobs model indicated there was a similar likelihood
of ﬁnding the species in the Bunchgrass and Ponderosa Pine
biogeoclimatic zones also, neither of which had many records.
The Black-chinned Hummingbird usually nests in deciduous trees
and shrubs. In British Columbia, it is most often found at low-mid
elevations in areas with riparian woodland, human habitation, or
orchards. Farther south, this hummingbird is found in a wide
range of habitats, from urban to natural or disturbed landscapes,
in semi-arid or desert areas near water, as well as in riparian
areas and open woodland. One study suggests nests clustered in
close proximity to Accipiter nests enjoy higher reproductive
success from reduced predation (Greeney and Wethington 2009).
Conservation and Recommendations There are no conservation
concerns for the Black-chinned Hummingbird given its long-term
range expansion (British Columbia Conservation Data Centre
2014). Population trends and distribution should continue to be
monitored via banding (Finlay 2007). Birders are encouraged to
document the expanding range of the species, especially records
indicating breeding, by reporting sightings through programs like
eBird.
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Anna's Hummingbird
Calypte anna

Jess Findlay

Characteristics and Range The noisy, adaptive, and highly
visible Anna's Hummingbird has become a common sight and
sound in the southwest corner of British Columbia. Since the
1930s, it has expanded north and east from a range that was
previously restricted to coastal California, likely assisted by an
increase in non-native ﬂowering plants and sugar-water feeders
(Clark and Russell 2012). It arrived in British Columbia in the
1940s, but breeding has only been known here since 1986
(Barnard and Campbell 2007). It is one of British Columbia's
earliest breeding birds, starting to nest-build in mid-winter.
Females can quickly re-nest (Scarfe and Finlay 2001), some
females initiating second nests while young are still in the ﬁrst
nests, and sometimes taking and reusing nesting material from
occupied nests (Moran pers. Obs.); one female has been recorded
making four consecutive overlapping nests in one season (Pittman
2014).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Anna's
Hummingbird is a resident in the southwest of the province, but
may make local movements. Since the publication of The Birds of
British Columbia, the breeding range of the species has expanded
in coastal British Columbia to include the entire lower Fraser
Valley, the southern Gulf Islands and southern and eastern
Vancouver Island, with occasional records during the breeding
season north to the mouth of the Stikine River. In the interior, the
Atlas conﬁrmed breeding in the Similkameen watershed and
documented records in the Shuswap and the Okanagan, but with
no conﬁrmed breeding in those areas.
The centre of Anna's Hummingbird abundance is the Georgia
Depression Ecoprovince, but even here Probability of Observation
values were low to moderate, and it was recorded on <0.1% of
point counts, mostly at low elevations in the Douglas-ﬁr
biogeoclimatic zone.

The Anna's Hummingbird is most commonly found in open
habitats associated with humans. It is particularly successful in
urban areas, obtaining nectar from native and non-native ﬂowers
in gardens and parks. It uses and defends feeders, and also uses
sapsucker wells for early morning and late evening feeding. It
hawks for small ﬂying prey, even in winter months in urban areas,
where warmer conditions may contribute to an elevated supply of
insects. The female is often observed collecting calcium salts,
needed for breeding, from exposed sources in the urban
environment, such as the grouting on buildings and paving
stones. The Anna's Hummingbird generally builds
well-camouﬂaged nests in deciduous shrubs and trees, but will
also use conifers such as Douglas-ﬁr (Pseudotsuga menziesii).
Nests may also be located in garden plants beside houses or even
on raised man-made ﬁxtures such as wind chimes. Nests are
commonly 1-3 m above the ground, although some nests are
higher, including re-used Rufous Hummingbird nests (Barnard
and Campbell 2007).
Conservation and Recommendations The Anna's hummingbird
population in British Columbia is increasing, secure, and not
considered a conservation concern. The British Columbia
Responsibility Score may increase as the proportion of the global
population in British Columbia increases. Monitoring of
population trends and range expansion should continue via
Christmas Bird Counts, banding programs and eBird records.
Research into fecundity and seasonal movements is required.
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Calliope Hummingbird
Selasphorus calliope

Laure Wilson Neish

Characteristics and Range The Calliope Hummingbird,
weighing less than a Canadian nickel, is the smallest bird in
North America. It is also the smallest long distance migrant in
the world (Calder and Calder 1994). It overwinters on the Paciﬁc
Slope of Mexico and its breeding range extends from the Sierra
Nevada through drier montane valleys and slopes to British
Columbia's Boreal Plains Ecoprovince, which means that some
British Columbian Calliopes are travelling over 9,000 km
annually (Calder and Calder 1994). There can still be snow on the
ground and sub-zero overnight temperatures when it arrives in
British Columbia. Males sometimes congregate in dispersed leks,
with individuals in nearby territories able to hear and see the
displays of neighbours (Hutto 2014), and females can overlap two
nests at the same time with a second nest initiated while there
are still young in the ﬁrst nest (Batchelder et al. 2012).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Calliope
Hummingbird breeds throughout much of the interior, as far
north as the Bulkley Valley in the west and the Peace River in the
east. The Atlas records documented breeding further north and
east than was known when The Birds of British Columbia was
published in 1990, but the overall range of the species remains
much the same. The Atlas surveys did not record it breeding on
the coast, although one conﬁrmed and one suspected record of
breeding exists for Vancouver Island (Campbell et al. 1990).
Atlas Probability of Observation and point count data indicate
that the population reaches its highest abundance in the warmer
valleys of the Southern Interior Ecoprovince, with other interior
valleys (e.g., Columbia and Kootenay) supporting moderately high
PObs values. Within these areas, highest abundance is in
Ponderosa Pine and Interior Douglas-ﬁr biogeoclimatic zones, and
below 500 m elevation. The Atlas records highlighted a more

restricted area of moderate abundance and higher PObs values
between 670 and 1,250 m in the Sub-boreal Spruce
Biogeoclimatic Zone of the northern Central Interior Ecoprovince.
This is a lower elevation than the species inhabits in the Sierra
Nevada of California, but within the elevation ranges observed
elsewhere (Calder and Calder 1994).
Calliope Hummingbirds frequent shrubland, open forest and
openings in canopies created by timber harvest or ﬁre. Their nests
are often found at the edges of mixed conifer forest and beside
streams. Calliope Hummingbirds make frequent use of sap from
sapsucker wells and trunk injuries, especially in birch trees.
Conservation and Recommendations There are no major
conservation concerns for the species, which shows a stable trend
and has undergone a moderate long-term population increase
(Environment Canada 2011). Population trends should continue
to be monitored by the Breeding Bird Survey and banding (Finlay
2007). Many of the research topics proposed by Calder and Calder
(1994) still remain unexplored, including the possibility of using
British Columbia populations to explore questions of constraints
of small size on long distance migration and survival at the
northern edge of a migrant's range, and associated research to
assess the impact of landscape and climate change on the
distribution and breeding success of Calliope Hummingbirds.
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Broad-tailed Hummingbird
Selasphorus platycercus

Len Jellicoe

Characteristics and Range During the breeding season, male
Broad-tailed Hummingbirds are often heard before they are seen,
because they produce a high-pitched modulated trill while they
ﬂy, which is the result of having a modiﬁed 10th primary feather.
The Broad-tailed Hummingbird breeds in the central and
southern Rocky Mountains and at higher elevations from the
southern Great Basin south to Guatemala. Then northernmost
breeding location is are at least 300 km south of British Columbia
in Montana (Montana Natural Heritage Program 2015), and it
may have bred farther west in eastern Oregon and Idaho, but
there are no recent nest records there, and no northward range
expansion is being reported (Camﬁeld et al. 2013).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat In British Columbia, the
Broad-tailed Hummingbird is regarded as an accidental or
vagrant species, ﬁrst recorded in the province in 1997 (Campbell
et al. 2001). An Atlas participant found one individual in late
June in the Kootenay River valley in the Southern Interior

Mountains Ecoprovince. One other record from the Atlas period,
submitted to eBird, is also from the Southern Interior Mountains:
a female near the Blaeberry River in the upper Columbia River
catchment. There is no evidence of breeding for this species in
British Columbia, hence the Atlas records are coded X and do not
appear on the distribution map.
Conservation and Recommendations Records should continue
to be submitted to programs like eBird and periodically evaluated
for any change in this species status.
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Rufous Hummingbird
Selasphorus rufus

Alan Burger

Characteristics and Range For many British Columbians, the
arrival of the Rufous Hummingbird is a much-anticipated sign of
spring. This hummingbird performs the longest migration in the
world measured as distance travelled relative to body length,
from its wintering range in Mexico and the Gulf States, to
breeding grounds in the Northern Paciﬁc Rainforest east to the
Northern Rockies (Healy and Calder 2006). Along the way, it
maintains astonishing temporal and site ﬁdelity; banders often
capture the same individual, at the same feeder, on the same
date, year after year. Some individuals have been re-caught
multiple times over a period of eight years (A. Moran personal
observation).
Distribution, Abundance, and Habitat The Rufous
Hummingbird is found over most of the province. Although its
distribution has not changed greatly since The Birds of British
Columbia was published in 1990, the Atlas recorded more
northerly conﬁrmations of breeding, supporting the conclusions
of Phinney (1998) and Siddle (2010) that the species' range in
northeast British Columbia is expanding. Local distribution of the
population is in constant ﬂux over the course of the breeding
season. Males arrive ﬁrst, from mid- to late March on the south
coast, to mid-May in the interior. Most females arrive about two
weeks after the males and immediately commence breeding.
Males then move to higher elevations from early June and
females follow from early July (in the interior, these dates are
off-set by at least a month). Juveniles disperse from late June. This
complex pattern results in many 10-km squares having a possible
breeding evidence code.
The Probability of Observation model, combined with abundance
data from point counts, show that the Georgia Depression and
Coast and Mountains ecoprovinces support the centre of
provincial abundance. Point counts indicate that the species is
most common at elevations below 250 m, and in Coastal

Douglas-ﬁr and Coastal Western Hemlock biogeoclimatic zones.
In the interior there appears to be a slightly stronger association
with Interior Cedar-Hemlock than other biogeoclimatic zones.
Arrival on the coast is timed closely with the blooming of
Red-ﬂowering Currant (Ribes sanguineum ) and Salmonberry
(Rubus spectabilis), and resources provided by the heather family
(Ericaceae), including Arbutus (Arbutus menziesii). A wide variety
of ﬂowering plants provide nectar, from Saskatoon (Amelanchier
alnifolia) to alpine specialists, such as honeysuckles (Lonicera),
columbines (Aquilegia), paintbrushes (Castilleja) and Penstemon
species. Sapsucker wells can be important food sources, and the
Rufous Hummingbird also feeds on small ﬂying insects. Females
require a calcium source for breeding, so nesting sites are usually
located near areas where ash or exposed calcium salts may be
obtained. The female generally nests in conifers such as Western
Redcedar (Thuja plicata) and Douglas-ﬁr (Psuedotsuga menziesii),
but will occasionally nest near the crown of deciduous trees.
Nests from previous years are sometimes reused.
Conservation and Recommendations There has been a large
decrease in Rufous Hummingbird populations since the 1970s,
which is not well understood (Healy and Calder 2006,
Environment Canada 2011). Monitoring of population trends
throughout British Columbia should continue via the Breeding
Bird Survey and banding. Research should be undertaken to
assess the effects of landscape change on population distribution
and breeding success.
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