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birds are indebted to you 
for your continued support of such an 
important conservation project.

How have we completed so much? 
With a lot of dedicated volunteers. In 
February, the Atlas reached a mile-
stone and tipped the scales with our 
1000th participant, Peggy Sowden 
from Sayward, Vancouver Island. 
Atlassers in the Revelstoke region 
have pushed it ahead of the pack as 
the 1st region to reach its regional 
target of atlas coverage, though we  
still need alpine atlassing. There was a 
great boost of data from the Colum-
bia Watershed regions in south-
eastern BC due to help from funding 
provided by the Columbia Basin Trust 
and the Columbia Basin Fish & Wild-
life Compensation Program and staff 
support.

So what’s in store for 2010? As always, 
we are searching for funding and part-
nerships to help subsidize atlassers 
to reach remote and under-atlassed 
areas of BC. Hopefully we can lure you 
away from your comfortable home-
square to head north were there are 
less atlassers and more help is needed. 
We are bringing together the Atlas 
regional coordinators in early May 
to plan priorities  and opportunities 
in each region. We’re inviting all the 
Atlas partners, sponsors and support-
ers and of course, you the atlassers, to 

an evening gathering on Saturday, 
May 1st to learn about 
how the project has 

progressed. 

The next year should be exciting 
as we uncover more hidden and 
unknown locations of rare species. 

Like a fine wine, with age the Atlas is 
constantly improving. After every 

summer I watch the atlas data come in, 
like a hungry child in a Dickens novel, 
always wanting more. Will we have data 
from the north? Will we get enough point 
counts? I patiently look at the data slowly 
trickle in and send out reminders. With 
the last much appreciated surge of data 
entry before the deadline (and exten-
sion) we collected an astounding 91,000 
records and nearly 5000 point-counts 
were completed. That’s over 10,000 hours 
of field work in 2009 alone and does not 
include time spent in travel, data entry or 
with data review. What would that cost 
if we had to pay for it? At a modest rate 
of $20/hour, that would be $200,000 for 
skilled field work alone. One cannot appre-
ciate enough the value of your time and 
enthusiasm and it would be practically 
impossible to have paid staff to conduct 
such a project. The Atlas partners, govern-
ments, consultants, industry and BC’s 
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By the time you read this there 
will already be some young birds 
hatching in nests. Migrant swal-
lows, hummingbirds, and the first 
warblers are presently exciting 
atlassers to the prospects of 2010. 
A pair of White-headed Wood-
peckers has already been found 
in the S. Okanagan sighted after a 
protracted absence and specula-
tion to their whereabouts. 

Check out the “Atlasser Distribu-
tions” - people who are noting 
birds in every square they are 
in across the province. Then 
ponder Rob Butler’s article to 
get some ideas of what species 
you could look for. We’ll continue 
to make links with float plane 
owners, guides, and lodges to 
help atlassers reach those far off 
and unknown locations. Draw 
inspiration from the atlassing 
stories from Andrew Keaveney 
and Wendy and Malkolm Booth-
royd in Northern BC (no excuses 
not to take notes if Malkolm can 
do it while riding a bicycle!) Look 
at the lengths (and outfits) that 
Marcia Danielson and Heather 
Baines went to confirming swal-
low nests, and Ken Wright went 
to to get to “the point” (ouch!)

Looking for a place to atlas? Keep 
checking the Atlas website for 
funding possibilities. We`ll be 
prioritizing funds to remote areas 
and regions. The RC spotlight cuts 
across regions in central BC from 
east to west where the regional 
coordinators welcome help from 
some extra birders with a sense of 
adventure!

Christopher Di Corrado

continued `Third Season` Other Ways to Help While Atlassing...

MERLIN STUDY (photo: R.G. Clarke)

For the past four seasons, Bruce 
Haak, Idaho Dept. Fish and 

Game, has been studying the 
Merlins that winter in southwest 
Idaho. He’s observed numer-
ous Merlins of three subspecies 
and banded 60 individuals.  Most 
recently he began attaching 
coloured leg flags with engraved 
numerals. His study is to see if they 
glean visual recaptures of subject 
birds without having to re-trap 
them. Any atlassers who encoun-
ters banded or flagged Merlins 
in BC are encouraged to report 
the location to: bruce.haak@idfg.
idaho.gov  Take photos if possible 
and try to determine subspecies. 
Be careful not to disturb nest 

sights; use spotting scopes and binoculars from a distance. Look for a story in 
an upcoming issue of BC Birding (www.bcfo.ca/)

WANTED: RUSTY 
BLACKBIRDS

This “boreal oriole“ 
is not your typical 

blackbird. 
Depend-
ent upon 
boreal forest 
wetlands 
for nesting 
and south-
ern bottom-
land woods 
during the 
winter, 
the Rusty 
Blackbird has evidently undergone 
profound declines across its northern 
breeding grounds. Researches believe 
its dependence upon wooded wetlands makes it an excellent indicator of the 
health of these threatened ecosystems. Yet, critical information about its basic 
ecology and natural history are still unknown. We are hoping Atlassers can use 
their birding skills to help search the north for breeding Rusty Blackbird to help 
us understand their distributions and find significant breeding habitat. For 
more captivating information on Rusties check out: http://nationalzoo.si.edu/
SCBI/MigratoryBirds/Featured_Birds/default.cfm?bird=Rusty_Blackbird

www.allaboutbirds.org
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Breeding Bird Atlas by Bike
by Wendy Boothroyd (photos: Malkolm Boothroyd)

OK, we just passed into BC,” I said to my son, Malkolm Boothroyd. “You can 
start writing down our ID’s now.” 

Malkolm was cycling ahead of me on the Alaska Highway. Each time he needed 
to record a bird observation, he reached into the back pocket of his cycling 
jersey, pulled out a pencil and tiny notebook, let go of his handlebars and 
made shorthand notes. He never stopped pedalling. 

Malkolm cycled from Whitehorse to Ottawa during the summer of 2009. He 
was participating in a climate action project, “Pedal for the Planet”.  I accom-
panied him as far as Edmonton, for safety in numbers in bear country. We gath-
ered data for the BC Breeding Bird Atlas as we rode along; it was a welcome 
diversion as we counted down the kilometres in the Northern BC boreal forest. 

Travelling by bicycle, it is easy to hear birds. When you aren’t surrounded by engine noise, you notice the songs of Boreal 
Chickadees and Hammond’s Flycatchers. “Oh sweet Canada, Canada, Canada, Canada” told us exactly when we crossed 
into White-throated Sparrow range. On a bike, your pace is right for seeing birds. You can spot Yellow-rumped Warblers 
and Ruby-crowned Kinglets flitting through the willows. Once, a Solitary Sandpiper feigned a broken wing as we cycled 

past. One hot afternoon a Red-tailed Hawk screamed at us. It was circling above a tree, and through the rustling leaves 
we could see its nest, a tangle of sticks.  Twice, we discovered Barn Swallow nests under the eaves of highway lodges. We 
camped every night. An Evening Grosbeak fed several noisy fledglings high in a cottonwood above our tent in Pouce 
Coupé. One of Malkolm’s highlights was finding a Black-backed Woodpecker family in the campground at Fort Nelson: 
a life bird for him.

Our equipment was a single pair of binoculars. We had 
no GPS and no “bike computer” that gives a distance 
readout. In order to be able to place the birds we were 
identifying, we recorded the nearest kilometre mark-
ers, and landmarks such as creeks, lakes and crossroads. 
Entering our data onto the website was an adventure: 
in order to determine the correct 10 sq km squares we 
used a highway map, topo maps and Google Earth. 
Plus, there was the extra challenge of deciphering the 
chicken scratch that Malkolm had scribbled in that 
notebook. 
By the way, the bear count was five grizzlies, eleven 
black. 

Clay-colored Sparrow
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Dianne Weismiller: RC Terrace (34)

I started birding in the Terrace area 40 years ago when 
I found myself housebound with my young children 
during a very snowy winter and decided to set up a bird 
feeder outside our window.  We were surprised at the 
variety of feathered visitors we 
attracted and soon purchased 
our first Peterson’s field guide to 
help us identify them.  It wasn’t 
long before we were keeping a 
bird diary and taking part in the 
Christmas Bird Count.  Now I can 
look back on almost 35 years of 
gathering and reporting data 
for the Christmas Bird Count 
and Breeding Bird Surveys.  The 

Reto Riesen: RC Prince Rupert (35) 

My career as a naturalist probably started around age 
three or four, when my grandfather took me on walks back 
in Switzerland, telling me stories of hawks and teaching 
me to sit still so as to spot the rats at the local dump!

Those lessons stayed with me, and for many years I would 
watch birds without binoculars. Only while finishing my 
Ph.D. in chemistry – on pigments of halobacteria, another 

aspect of natural history – I got a chance to take a course 
in ornithology. Since then I birded (with a pair of binocu-
lars) wherever I went, from the Swiss Alps to the English 
coast, the Fraser and Squamish estuaries, and now the 
North Coast. Always fascinated by maps and surveys, I 
easily caught the atlassing bug. Fitting for an area with 
few “declared” birders, I still 
work on signing up new 
volunteers; they might get 
to places the rest of us have 
never heard of. At the same 
time, anybody who wants to 
come up and help is welcome.
BC birders won’t be aston-
ished that the name of Reto 
and Yuriko’s first daughter is 
Iona.

R e g i o n a l  C o o r d i n a t o r 
S p o t l i g h t ! 

Joanne Vinnedge: RC Fraser Plateau (31)

I first started birding in the late ‘70’s with Dave Fraser at 
UVic, and have packed around binoculars ever since.  In 
1981 I started coordinating a Christmas Bird Count in Fort 
St. James. Sandra Kinsey and Laird Law joined us in 1991 
when my daughter was a baby.  I wouldn’t say that I am the 
best birder, but I really like the way birding connects me to 
the land and my immediate surroundings.  I can’t help but 
travel around thinking “sandhill crane field” or “great grey 
owl corner.” 

The Atlas project has been great in that it makes me really 
stop and take careful note of what’s going on. Like the 
squabbling male alder flycatchers (in alder bushes, no 
less) across the road last spring.  And I like to think that 
I’ve managed to make a wee bit of difference in my small 

town and have opened some people’s eyes to the birds 
around them. I certainly field enough phone calls and 
questions in grocery store lineups! (“I saw this bird the 
other day…”)  Close friends have learned to make note 
of important field marks and pass on sightings. So when 
a Rose-breasted Grosbeak showed up last summer, the 

observer had made good notes. 
The atlas project is also helping 
to create some enthusiastic new 
birders in Fort St. James.  Barb 
and Peter Rooke have now retired 
to spending a good part of their 
spring birding locally. Even still, we 
are woefully short of keen eyes in 
the bush. I am planning trips and 
can help coordinate folks who may 
be willing to come north.

Elsie Stanley: RC Robson Valley (29)

I became captivated by birds as a teenager when two 
“older” ladies (probably in their 40’s!) took me on one of 
their bird walks one bright morning in central Alberta.  

The ducks-at-a-distance weren’t 
all that interesting to me, but a 
purple finch singing on a branch 
close by got my attention!  They 
showed me great horned owl 
pellets in the woods, introduced 
me to binoculars, and I was 
hooked. A kind employer helped 
me get a pair of “bins” of my own, 
and I’ve been an avid birder since. 
    In 1992 my daughter and I 
worked with a Columbia Basin 

continue next page... continue next page...
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Trust bird survey in the Robson Valley, and had a wonder-
ful summer, with a steep learning curve in identifying birds 
by song. Meeting our fearless leader at 3:15 every morning 
was a challenge, driving far and wide to the day’s duties, 
hiking through devil’s club, past steaming bear scat, being 
startled by moose and terrified by rustling-things-in-
the-woods, climbing steep places and scrambling down 
treacherous slopes....   Then, before we went wearily home, 
we stopped by the leader’s place to listen to recordings of 
bird song, trying to remember all we had heard and put 
a name to the unfamiliar songs. What a wonderful bird-
ing world it opened to us, as well as providing splendid 
memories of valleys and mountains seen from new places!
         More recently I was privileged to work with a Long-
Billed Curlew survey through the valley, with many more 
stories to remember and share. Breeding Bird Surveys, 
Nocturnal Owl Surveys, Christmas Bird Counts-- all add to 
the fun of year-round birding and enjoyment of nature.  Do 
look us up when you are through this way. I’d be delighted 
to go birding with you. 
[Elsie’s phone number is listed on the atlas page under 
“Regional Coordinators.”]

continued “Elsie Stanley”

most unusual sightings that I have recorded in the area 
are Brown Thrashers, Cattle Egrets, Leach’s Storm Petrel, 
Hooded Oriole, Calliope Hummingbird, and a Black 
Vulture at Kincolith.

For the past 3 years I have enjoyed regular Tuesday birding 
outings with friends.  We are well known for the lunches 
we share at our picnic table in various picturesque spots.  
We never fail to see something interesting or to learn 
something new.  Being RC for Region 34 has given me 
the opportunity to make new friends, explore new places, 
and learn new skills.   

Our region stretches from Princess Royal Island to the 
Salmon Glacier north of Stewart.  There are many remote 
areas which are accessible only by boat or air.  Others can 
be reached  by ATV’s or 4-wheel drive vehicles.  We would 
love to see adventurous atlassers visiting our beautiful 
part of the province to help gather data for the Atlas.

continued “Diane Weismiller”

Prince Rupert Report
by Reto Riesen, Prince Rupert (35)

Region 35, Prince Rupert, has its challenges. Like many 
regions it’s sparsely populated with few experienced 

birdwatchers. We had a slow start to data collection as 
much is accessible only by boat and/or bushwhacking or 
by air.

However, by now I’ve heard from those who saw Sandhill 
Cranes dancing in an inlet; or who came across ptarmigans 
on a local mountain; or had snapped a photo of a colourful 
bird at their feeder… it seems the North Coast has quite a 
few people who watch the birds, but do not think of them-
selves as birdwatchers. It takes time to convince them that 
their contribution is actually important, especially in this 
under-atlassed area. With time, these volunteers will hope-

fully start to add records of less 
extraordinary birds too! 
In the meantime, we try to 
increase the number of records 
in other ways. For example, the 
local college offered a 2nd year 
university credit course in bird 
biology last year. As part of the lab 
portion of the course, students 
had to become familiar with 

local birds by 
sight and sound 
and collect data 
as part of their 
lab assignments. 
We spent a day 
on a pelagic trip 
and many of the 
Marbled Murrelet 
records in our region are from that one trip.  The course 
will be running again this spring from May 19 to June 15. 
This time, lectures will be online and students have to be 
present in Prince Rupert only from June 5 to 13, allowing 
for lab work and excursions. If anybody would like more 
information, contact me or Northwest Community 
College. I tell everybody out there that you’re welcome to 
come and find yourself some birds up here! 

Last year the college students from the Applied Coastal 
Ecology (ACE) program succeeded in setting up a camera 
trained on a Great Blue Heron colony. We hope for a return 
of the herons by early April.  Get a preview of local avifauna 
here: http://www.nwcc.bc.ca/BlueHeron/Index.cfm

Richard Burke

Reto Riesen

Black-headed Grosbeak
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Atlassing for Northern 
Hawk-Owls is easier 

than you might think.  
These owls are day-time 
hunters and during the 
breeding season (which is 
similar to song birds) they 
can be extremely noisy, 
whether it is the adults 
calling to each other or 
the far carrying shrieking 
calls of young.  They nest 
in hollow trees, usually 
on top of thick snags and 
this is often where you’ll 
see them during the day, 
bobbing their tails and looking to and fro, pretending not 
to notice your invasion of their privacy.  Open spruce bogs 
or well-vegetated wetlands and clear cuts seem to be their 
favourite breeding sites and these produce the best nest-
ing logs.

Hiking in the mountains during late June through August 
can be a rewarding venture for atlassers looking for some 
of B.C.’s (and Canada’s) least seen birds.  Gray-crowned 
Rosy Finch, ptarmigan and falcon sightings would be 
welcomed with open arms by the atlassing staff as well as 

sightings of the 
more common 
Horned Larks 
and Amer-
ican Pipits.  If 
you are able 
to get out in 
May and brave 
the weather 
than that 
may be your 
best shot at 
actually seeing 

a ptarmigan against the melting snow, as they become 
mottled while molting into breeding plumage.  

Looking for Le Conte’s Sparrows in B.C. is actually very 
easy in both the Peace River and Fort Nelson districts.  
They prefer very low wet and sometimes shrubby vege-
tation and were anywhere from uncommon to abun-
dant along many country roads west of Fort St. John with 
over 50 records generated 
between myself and two 
other surveyors.  Nelson’s 
Sparrows and Yellow Rails 
are much rarer with similar 
habitats to that of some Le 
Conte’s Sparrows, but prefer 
expansive wet sedge if avail-
able.  Both Nelson’s Sparrow 
and Yellow Rail need better 
survey coverage during the 
atlas at a more appropriate 
time - our coverage in late 
May was clearly too early for 
these two species but perfect 
for Le Conte’s.

In extreme northern B.C. species like Smith’s Longspur, 
Snow Bunting, American Tree Sparrow and Northern Shrike 
barely make it south of the territories and Alaska but can 
be uncommon in some locales – perhaps even common? 
Only more hard work atlassing will tell us! Along with 
co-worker I stumbled upon a family of Northern Shrikes 
shrieking and 
sounding 
very unfamil-
iar to either 
of us.  It was 
a guessing 
game until 
one of them 
popped up 
out of a low 
bush with 
fresh blood 
on its bill.  We 
must have 
interrupted 
a feeding 
session.  Several of these birds were clearly young of the 
year but were quite large so it was a surprise to see them 
still chilling with the presumed parents.

White-tailed Ptarmigan (three young). 
North of Summit Lake, Stone Mtn. P.P., 
B.C. July.

Northern Shrike. South of Summit Lake, 
Stone Mtn. P.P., B.C. July.

A Photographic Journal of the Atlas Breeding Season in the North
by Andrew Keaveney, Atlasser (photos: Andrew Keaveney)

Northern Hawk-Owl. Fort 
Nelson, B.C. June. 

White-tailed Ptarmigan (Left-female. Right-male). 
Tumbler Ridge, B.C. May.

Le Conte’s Sparrow. North 
of Fort St. John’s, B.C. May 
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We joined the BCBBA last year with encouragement 
from our niece Jessi.  Once we had become members 

and received our information we noticed birds in much 
greater numbers than we even realized were out there in 
our landscape. I think it is more likely that we hadn’t been 
as alert to every flutter of wings until we signed up!   Every 
time we spotted a bird we stopped to see if we could spot 
courting, nesting or feeding behaviours, etc. Outside of 
atlas season we also saw birds we had never seen before, 
such as a winter flock of Snow Buntings gleaning the drive-
way alongside Grey-crowned Rosy Finches.

We have a good variety of visitors to our feeders at home 
and also have the good fortune of having a cabin at a lake. 
There is a nearby creek that opens up the ice early in the 

year before the 
lake itself has 
thawed. We have 
every variety 
of water bird 
imaginable set 
down in our open 
water mostly to 
rest it seems and 
meet up with 
others before 
taking off to final 
destinations. 
We even had a 
Marbled Murre-
let set down for a 
day in front of the 
cabin!

In May last year we went out on a beautiful warm spring 
day to find the hummingbirds had arrived.  We set out 
the feeders because none of the flowers were available 
yet.  The next morning we woke up to a 30cm of snow and 
one cranky Rufous.  A pair of eagles set down in a tree at 

Alert for Atlassing
by Kathy and Allen Bell, Prince George, BC (photos: Kathy and Allen Bell)

the water’s edge looking no happier than the cold little 
hummer.  We went home to find the snow had turned to 
rain and there at our back deck feeder was a group of very 
wet tanagers, not amused with the weather either! 
 Later in the summer we found we had two sets of nesting 
Northern Flickers in the trees around the cabin.  One nest 
held a single chick with a busy parent keeping a constant 
supply of food arriving.  The other nest was a super-busy 
place.  It wasn’t until photos were developed that we real-
ized the parent was working to keep four chicks fed. All of 
the baby birds had fledged when we arrived back at the 
cabin two weeks later. 

 
We photographed a female Hooded Merganser shep-
herding a flock of 15 chicks off our old dock.  A Spot-
ted Sandpiper raised two chicks under a tiny pine tree, 
protected by a wild rose bush and a Bufflehead raised her 
chicks using a nest box nailed to a tree along the bay from 
us.
Being part of the Atlas has meant that we watch the 
environment around us a lot more closely so we don’t miss 
something.  It keeps things interesting during the busy 
times of a bird’s year and is certainly lots of fun!
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In most parts of BC, most of the drivable road network 
consists of forest access roads, or logging roads if you 

prefer to call them that. These roads were built mainly as 
access routes for timber harvesting and reforestation, and 
secondarily for other activities such as mining, fire protec-
tion, and recreation (fishing, camping, etc.) In most areas, 
there are a number of main access roads called Forest 
Service Roads (FSRs) which are owned by the Province, 
although they may be maintained by industrial users. The 
Forest Service Roads in turn lead to a network of branch 
roads, built and owned by individual forestry companies, 
many of which have been abandoned or deactivated and 
are no longer drivable.

Atlas observers, in many if not most squares, will find that 
they need to drive on Forest Service Roads to reach key 
parts of their atlas squares. This is especially true for those 
observers doing point counts! However, the FSRs vary 
greatly in condition and drivability. A few FSRs are main-
tained regularly by the Province of BC; many of 
them are maintained by industrial users (usually 
when current timber harvesting or reforestation 
activities are taking place); and many of them 
receive no regular maintenance. Some of them 
are easily drivable by 2WD vehicles, others only 
by 4WD or high-clearance 2WD vehicles, and 
others have been closed or are not drivable at all. 

You can waste a lot of time in trying to reach a 
remote area, only to find that the access road has 
been closed by a major washout or bridge fail-
ure, or that what you thought was a 2WD road is 
really a 4WD road (and you have a 2WD vehicle!). 
Therefore, the following suggestions are offered 
on checking the current status of Forest Service 
Roads and other backroads in BC.

For a start, I would recommend the “Backroad 
Mapbook and Outdoor Recreation Guide” series, 
published by Mussio Ventures Ltd. For BC, a set of 6 of these 
mapbooks is needed to cover the entire province, but you 
may need only one if all your atlassing is in one area. These 
mapbooks are updated every few years, and the maps have 
gotten better in recent editions. (For southwestern BC— 
the “Thompson Okanagan BC” and “Vancouver Coast and 
Mountains” books--  the latest editions were published in 
2007.)  Forest Service Roads are usually labelled as such in 
these mapbooks, and therefore easily identified. The maps 
show backcountry roads with four thicknesses of lines, 
corresponding to amount of traffic and road condition. 
The thickest lines are “Main Roads”, which includes many 

FSRs; the next thickest  are “Active logging roads (2WD)”; 
the third thickest are “Logging Roads (2WD/4WD); and 
the thinnest are “Unclassified/4WD Roads”. In other words, 
the two road categories with the thickest lines can gener-
ally be assumed to be 2WD roads (as of 2007); the third 
category may be 2WD or 4WD (although many roads are 
marked on the map as 4WD only); and the thinnest lines 
will indicate 4WD roads. The locations of missing bridges 
and of gates (which may be locked most of the time) are 
also frequently shown.

However, an update every few years is not sufficient; road 
conditions can change several times during the year, even 
during the May to July season when most atlassers will be 
using them. For this, there is an online resource which is 
very helpful:  the Canadian Mountain Encyclopedia (www.
bivouac.com). This is a website mainly directed toward 
climbers and mountaineers, both in BC and other areas of 
Canada, but it includes information of many kinds which 

is useful to other outdoors people. One of the databases 
in this website is a listing of more than 1100 backroads in 
BC, with information on each which includes a schematic 
map, a general description, and at the bottom of the page, 
a series of “Bulletins” on the condition of the road, which 
can be updated by users of the website. Some of these 
“Bulletins” on frequently used road are updated several 
times a year, others much less frequently.

For example, suppose one wants information on the 
Nahatlatch River FSR near Boston Bar (which I visited last 
summer while doing some atlassing in that area). You can 

Checking the Status of Forest Access Roads 
By Wayne Weber - Atlas Technical Committee (photos: Anne Murray).
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bring up the page on the Nahatlatch River FSR by simply 
typing that name into the search box on the website’s 
home page, and clicking on the button. The general 
description of the road, plus the bulletins, indicate that 
this road is about 60 km long, and is drivable by 2WD 
vehicles to about km 49 (which is as far as I drove.) For this 
road, there are only 5 “Bulletins”, ranging in date from 2002 
to 2007, but many roads have bulletins updated through 
2009.

A couple of hints: first of all, many FSRs and other import-
ant backroads in non-mountainous parts of BC (e.g. the 
Cariboo, the Thompson Plateau) are not listed in www.
bivouac.com ,  because they are not used as access routes 
by mountain climbers. However, you will find that most 
currently drivable FSRs in mountainous parts of BC are in 
the database. Secondly, FSRs do not always appear under 
that name in www.bivouac.com.  For instance, the Murray 
Creek FSR near Spences Bridge, although labelled as such 
in the Backroad Mapbook, is simply called the “Murray 
Creek Road” in www.bivouac.com . Doing a search for 
“Murray Creek FSR” on Bivouac will bring up nothing, but 
searching for “Murray Creek Road” will bring up the correct 
page, and just entering “Murray Creek” will bring up a link 
to that page as well as several other related links.

In short, I have found that using the Bivouac website has 
often saved me a lot of time in determining which roads 
were still drivable, and whether they were suitable for 
2WD or 4WD vehicles. And in this mountainous province, 
where access to remote areas is a crucial issue, we need all 
the help we can get!

Finally, for truly up-to-date information on forest roads, 
the best source of information is the District Offices of the 
BC Ministry of Forests (MOF). There are about 30 of these 
covering all areas of the province. A list of District Offices 

is online at http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/mof/REGDIS.HTM  ; 
if you go to the website of any of the individual District 
Offices, the phone number and office address will be 
listed at the bottom of the homepage of the website. Staff 
at MOF offices will usually be able to tell you which roads 
are in active use by logging trucks, and may be able to 
give you up-to-date information on the condition of roads 
which have not seen industrial use for years. In the case of 
a road which does have current industrial use, you would 
be well advised to directly contact the forest company 
responsible for that road. Company staff will be able to tell 
you which days of the week and hours there are likely to 
be trucks on the road, and any specific hazards to watch 
out for. For any particular road, the MOF District Office can 
tell you which forest company is in charge of it, and can 
provide a contact phone number. It is the business of MOF 
to know this information, and to help ensure public safety 
by making the information available to anyone who plans 
to use forest roads.

In addition, the document “Forest Roads: Guide for Safe 
Travel” (available online at
http://www.sitesandtrailsbc.ca/documents/guide-for-
safe-travel.pdf  ) provides some very practical recommen-
dations for safely using forest roads, especially those with 
industrial traffic. 

I hope these few suggestions will help atlas observers in 
finding out the current condition and drivability of forest 
access roads, and in driving them safely--  a requirement 
for successfully covering atlas squares in most parts of BC!  
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to hear about any you find.  We also would like any records 
of Canada Geese. The coastal Canada Goose north of the 
Strait of Georgia nests in estuaries.

A hike into the highlands would be helpful to demark 
the distribution between Dusky and Sooty Grouse. Also, 
there are only two records of White-tailed Ptarmigan for 
Vancouver Island during the atlas period. We could use 
many more records. We have only a few records of Pine 
Grosbeak on Vancouver Island and Haida Gwaii.
The Semipalmated Plover once nested on Iona Island. Does 
it no longer? The Lazuli Bunting is a confirmed breeder 

in the lower mainland. Some of the riparian areas not 
regularly birded might turn up more or other unexpected 
species. George Clulow had a tantalising sighting of a 
Black-crowned Night-heron during the breeding season 
in Brunette River. You might want to see if you can find 
evidence of a breeding pair?

Southern Interior

Turkey Vultures are being seen more often now but we 
have only a few nest records in the atlas. They like to nest 
on cliff faces so hikers might watch the flights of vultures 
along ridges. Peregrine records from the interior especially 
are also wanting. Band-tailed Pigeon records are few for 
the interior. 
We have only three squares with breeding evidence for 
the Sage Thrasher and only a few records of Grasshopper 
Sparrow--can you find more? Blue Jays are being found in 
the Kootenays. We’d like to know the western boundary 
line for this species.
We finally have a record for the White-headed Woodpecker. 
Might there be more? Do they have a nest? 

continue next page....

Birder Swat Team
By Rob Butler (Atlas Scientist)

We know there are some very good birders with a 
knack for finding rare birds. If you are one of these 

people, we want to offer you a challenge to locate some of 
the province’s rare species and visit out of the way places. 
The challenge to get to off-the-beaten track could result in 
you being the first person to bird these areas. You might 
also make the first discovery of a species in BC.  
We might be able to assist you with some travel support 
if you agree to provide records to the atlas. The following 
list is not exhaustive and we would like to hear any 
suggestions from you where you might like to go birding.      

Coast

Most Red-throated Loons nest 
in tundra ponds in the Arctic 
but some also nest on coastal 
lakes in BC. If you see one on 
the ocean in summer, why 
not take a look on any nearby 
lakes to see if you can find 
some breeding evidence? The 
Ring-necked Duck has been 
reported from a few Vancouver 
Island lakes and it would be 
useful to confirm if they still nest there. While you are there, 
look for Barrow’s Goldeneye too – a few nests have been 
located so far. Do the Yellow-headed Blackbird and Eastern 
Kingbird nest on Vancouver Island? The American Redstart 
nests or singing males have been heard in the Squamish 
Valley and Bute Inlet suggesting it breeds in coastal valleys. 
You might like to check out the heads of inlets for this 
species.  Ruby-crowned Kinglet, Hermit Thrush and Fox 
Sparrow are three species that were known or suspected 
to nest at high elevation on Vancouver Island. It is possible 
that some might nest at low elevation in many other 
coastal locations outside the Georgia Basin. You could help 
confirm this notion. 

Many of our seabird islands have not been visited in years. 
Breeding records from coastal islands would be welcome. 
Remember that many colonies are protected and require 
permits to visit but you might get some evidence of 
breeding birds from the boat. The Western Gull hybridizes 
with the Glaucous-winged Gull in the extreme southwest 
corner of BC. Where is the boundary between Northwestern 
and America Crows? We have only one possible Western 
Gull nest record so far. Do any of those flocks of Caspian 
Terns nest in BC? Birds of BC reports nesting and there are 
lots of breeding pairs in Washington. Marbled Murrelet 
nests are notoriously difficult to find but we’d be very keen 

Allan Burger
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Central Interior

Does the Eurasian Wigeon breed in BC? Keep your eyes 
peeled. Upland Sandpiper has been recorded in one 
location in the Cariboo. Are there more pairs there? A 
Brewer’s Sparrow is reported from here. Are there more 
records?  Are they nesting?

Northwest

This is the place to find Long-tailed Duck, American 
Golden Plover, Red-necked Phalarope, Short-billed 
Dowitcher, Wandering Tattler, Arctic Tern. We have few or 
no records for these species so far. If you are on a rafting 
trip or visiting the region, please see if you can find them. 
Brewer’s (‘Timberline’) Sparrow nests here too. 

North

This is where we can expect to find Surf Scoter and 
Red-necked Phalaropes nesting. The only atlas record of a 
Smith’s Longspur was recorded here.  

Northeast

The Northeast is a birder’s paradise where many eastern 
species breeding ranges just penetrate British Columbia. We 
have no records for Sprague’s Pipit and many Neotropical 
warblers such as Cape May Warbler, Bay-breasted  Warbler, 
Palm Warbler, Canada Warbler, Ovenbird and Connecticut 
Warbler are probably more widespread than records 
suggest. Nelson’s Sparrow has been reported here too.

Tricks of the Trade: 
From the Home Page, how do I?

Enter a Rare-record form from a previous year?
•	 Firstly, you will need as minimum: 1) the DATE, 

2) LOCATION (you can get it by clicking the blue ball 
-  ),   3) BREEDING EVIDENCE, 4) # of BIRDS.

•	 Login under “online data entry.”
•	 Select the square you wish enter data and the present 

year.
•	 Click “Rare/Colonial” button.
•	 Select the species from a drop down list and click 

“Start New Form.”
•	 * In the YEAR box, change to the correct year.
•	 Complete the form and save. You will NOT be able to 

come back and modify the form.

Review completed forms?
•	 Login under “online data entry.”
•	 Under the “Browse Results” title, click “Your data 

forms.”
•	 There is a comment box where you can enter the 

required changes.
•	 When finished, click “Submit/ Send Corrections” and 

an email will be sent to the office.

Download point count locations to my GPS or Google  
Earth for viewing?
•	 Click on “Resources”, click “Predefined Point Counts”
•	 Enter the Square Name and click “Submit”
•	 You have 3 choices:
1) Download points as GPX file
•	 For download with newer USB cable and GPS 

software
2) Download points as Waypoints+ text file.
•	 For download with older GPS and COM cable
3) Download points as GoogleEarth (KML)
•	 For downloading points to Google Earth to view for 

planning purposes or see which have been complete.

View a Square Summary Sheet?
•	 Click on “Data and Maps.”
•	 Scroll down to Square Summary Sheets.
•	 Enter your Square number, click “Submit.”
•	 Then Click the blue “Download Square Summary 

Sheet for xx.”
•	 Click  “continuous page.” 

At the top you will find your Square and Regional 
Summary, the target number of point counts, and 
approximate time allocation by habitat. Of course you 
can see what everyone has entered into your square. 
Target the species that are missing!

Photo: Andrew Keaveney
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Atlassing Bliss in Churn Creek Protected Area
by Ken Wright, Atlasser (photos: Ken Wright)

In atlassing there are days when one struggles to obtain 
confirmed or even probable breeding status. Haven’t 

you gotten tired of writing “S” or even worse “H” beside the 
species code. Like anything in nature, there is a tremen-
dous variability in breeding behaviour from time to time 
and place to place. That said, it is seldom when one is 
constantly stumbling into nests and confirming breed-
ing, especially in grassland habitat. June 7, 2009 was one 
of those days when the atlassing constellations were all 
lined up.

The day started out at 05:00 with the irritating sound 
of my alarm clock. The dawn chorus that was in full tilt 
around my tent. I groggily dawned my warm clothes and 
walked over to the tent where my keen hiking partner was 
sleeping.  We were part of a party of 16 naturalists from 
Lillooet on an organized Mule-supported hiking weekend 
at the southern boundary of the spectacular Churn Creek 
Protected Area.  I downed a quick bowl of cereal, threw 
some food and water in my backpack and off I went to my 
first point count station while Rob collected himself. The 

point count beside camp was much better than expected 
with a tally of 9 species in an open Douglas-fir forest – off 
to a good start! We soon broke out of the forest into beauti-
ful, though steep grasslands. I’m sure Rob thought I was 
mad as I hurried him along from waypoint to waypoint to 
listen to birds for five minutes, but time flies by and we 
had to reach as many points as possible on our own power 
before that 10:00 am deadline. 

After descending the steep north-facing grasslands into 
Lone Cabin Creek, our pre-determined random point 
counts were conveniently located along an open bench 
with a well-worn animal trail. Two Lewis’s Woodpeck-
ers were hawking from a fir snag well upslope from our 
point count station, so we plodded up the steep slope 
only to watch them fly off with no apparent interest in the 
snag. We soon encountered the inevitable spot where we 
had to ford the creek. Fortunately, the flow was minimal, 
though the water temperature quickly numbed our bare 
feet. Boots back on, we hiked up through steep hoodoos 
and onto a sagebrush benchland where Rob flushed a 

roosting Common Nighthawk. Then we arrived at the 
ornithological goldmine—a small uninhabited ranch 
where the Lone Cabin grasslands give way to continu-
ous forest. The habitat diversity was astounding here 
and birds were everywhere. The point count revealed 
15 species, my highest this season! Then I had to find 
the nests I suspected during the point count. A Barn 
Swallow was appropriately nesting in one of the barns. 
And then the prize—a Say’s Phoebe nest just above 
eye level full big hungry mouths. 
Rob wondered if he could do some more relaxing 
birdwatching while I finished the point counts. So I 
left him at the ranch with the plan to meet upslope. 
Time was ticking and the end to point counts was 
near, so I decided to take a shortcut up to the next 
random station. Bad idea. I was scrambling up a steep 

continue next page...



Spring 2010, Vol. 4  •  13

Still not convinced that Atlas 
projects are important and 

haven’t entered data yet? Govern-
ments, partners, industry and 
thousands  of other volunteers 
involved coast to coast should 
convince you. 
Manitoba and Quebec start in 
2010. The Maritimes is down to 
their final season! Good luck!

slope of loose gravel and hard-packed mud. It became 
increasingly difficult until the crux when I had to use 
my hands. I quickly grasped the slope above me to find 
I had perfectly implanted a large prickly pear cacti into 
my hand. I decided I best finish getting up the slope and 
then deal with the cactus issue which I later referred to 
as prickly pear acupuncture. Pulling each needle out was 
an exercise in high pain tolerance. I continued upslope to 
the next station. Things were fairly quiet, but I managed to 
get a Mountain Bluebird on the count. I decided there was 
time for one more count before the 10:00 am stop time. So 
off I charged to the next and final waypoint; it was a rather 
steep slope and left me breathless. Once my cardiovascu-
lar system calmed down, I completed my last point count 
of the day. 

Downslope, a pair of kestrels and Lewis’s Woodpeckers 
caught my attention. Both species were perched adjacent 
to likely nest cavities in dead Ponderosa Pines. Unfortu-
nately, I couldn’t confirm these species from probable in 
the time I had. Rob and I continued upslope to a grassland 
plateau with hopes of getting further breeding evidence. 
The habitat looked ideal for Horned Larks, but things were 
pretty quiet bird-wise. So I pulled out my iPod and speak-
ers and played the said birds song. Not 2 minutes had 
passed and a male Horned Lark appeared to check out the 
new rival! 

We continued along the upper grassland bench and I 
nearly stepped on a Vesper Sparrow nest containing three 
naked hatchlings. Another great find. Now it was time to 
satisfy our appetites, so we braked for lunch on the edge 
of the plateau which afforded spectacular vistas of the 
Fraser River and the Empire Valley. We then began the 
long trudge home which involved descending 2500’ into 
Lone Cabin Creek and then regaining most of that altitude 
to arrive at our camp. It was a hot afternoon and we both 
dipped into the cold creek before making the final climb. 
What a day! 

When atlassing you never know where you`ll end up.

...Or you never know what you`ll find!

continue next page...

Peter Davidson

Peter Davidson
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During Ontario’s second Breeding Bird Atlas I had the 
good fortune to work as a paid atlasser within our 

most northerly road system.  It was quite the opportunity 
to study a suite of birds that we only regularly see during 
migration in southern Ontario.  It was also a unique oppor-
tunity to actually sit back, watch, and take notes on many 
of the more common birds and learn about their day-
to-day lives that we usually take for granted - observing 
nest-building, food caching, hunting and consuming prey 
items, sexual displays, and if we were lucky – the resulting 
actions! Thanks to Canada’s incredible network of atlas 
schemes going on now and in the near future, there are a 
lot of opportunities for Canadians to get to improve their 
knowledge of both migratory and resident birds.  Last year 
I had one such opportunity while employed for a biological 
consulting company.  Ongoing songbird surveys in the 
Fort Nelson and Peace River districts brought me to areas 
of Canada that I never knew existed.  These areas are vast 
and the roads that bisect them are few and far between.

Much of atlassing is done by listening to bird sound but 
there are plenty of other ways to contribute.  You DON’T 
need to be some musical genius to learn bird songs.  Like 
most things in life, it all comes down to the amount of time 
you put into learning.  I have worked with many young 
people who were on their first summer biology jobs with 
no prior birding experience and they learned the bird 
songs of a region in less than 2 weeks simply by going out 
almost every morning and listening with someone who 
knows the bird songs already.  One of the great aspects 
of northeastern B.C. that will attract atlassers from eastern 
North America is that it is remarkably “eastern” with respect 

All Dressed Up to go Atlassing
Marcia Danielson - Squamish/Whistler Regional Coordinator

On a sunny morning in June, Heather Baines (R.C. area #14) 
and I set out on our quest to confirm a nesting colony of 

Cliff Swallows at the B.C. Hydro Daisy Lake Dam site. We were 
met by Alexis Hall, the Natural Resource Specialist, and escorted 
on to the site to meet the Safety officer, where we listened to a 
twenty minute safety orientation. And then came the outfits... 
steel-toed boots, coveralls, “Hi-vis” vests, safety goggles and 
hard hats! Once on to the top of the dam, we did indeed find a 
small colony of 15-20 active Cliff Swallow nests under a structure 
cantilevered out from the top of the dam. Mission accomplished. 
The things we do to get our birds! In addition, we saw Barn Swal-
lows carrying nesting material under the top of the dam.
Another great day atlassing.

to bird life. Greater than 
80% of the species 
you will encounter are 
recognizable to anyone 
who knows eastern 
bird songs.  For resi-
dents of the province 
wishing to add to their 
bird list, a drive along 
the Alaska Highway 
between Fort St. John 
and Liard Hot Spring’s 
could last anywhere 
from a couple days to 
weeks - there really 
is that much to see!  Subarctic breeders like Northern 
Shrike and American Tree Sparrow are uncommon but 
very possible, while “eastern” warblers and boreal species 
are common residents of roadside forests. Rarer residents 
like Northern Hawk-Owl and Rusty Blackbird can also be 
found, but with a bit of luck.

If birding starts to wane in the mid-day, birders can switch 
to butterflying or botany.  You can contribute to worthy 
projects by turning in your records to the Canadian 
Museum of Nature in Ottawa or eFlora B.C. online. Black 
Bears, Stone Mountain Sheep, Moose, Caribou and Wood 
Bison are all common residents of the Alaska Highway, 
west of Fort Nelson and provide excellent opportunities 
for photography. There are some incredible landscapes 
up there with fantastic ‘in-your-face’ wildlife. I hope that 
you’ll be inspired to explore in the coming seasons.

I’m Retired and Have Nothing to Do... Well Look no Further!
by Andrew Keaveney (photos: Andrew Keaveney)
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While they may cause consternation to birders, the 
offspring produced when different species hybrid-

ize can be surprisingly useful in understanding how new 
species form. Hybrid zones - areas where these inter-
species hybrids are consistently found – are sometimes 
located in the narrow margins between the ranges of 
closely related species. They can be used to learn about the 
traits that keep species distinct … and those that might 
promote interbreeding. It is with this in mind that our lab 
at the University of British Columbia, under the direction of 
Darren Irwin, has between working with a fellow atlasser, 
Mark Phinney, to look at potential bird hybrid zones in the 
Peace region. This area is famous for birders in BC because 
it is the western extent for many eastern species that occur 
throughout the Boreal forest. For instance, Mark has been 
keeping track of MacGillivray’s and Mourning warblers 
for many years near his home in Dawson Creek. Already 
notoriously difficult to tell apart by eye, the differences in 
their song become almost indistinguishable where they 
occur together. Combining Mark’s field observations with 
some genetic sleuthing, we’ve recently shown that these 
two species are in fact hybridizing in a narrow area in the 
north. We’ve also found similar results for Townsend’s 
and Black-throated Green warblers, which is even more 
interesting given their very distinct plumage and singing 
patterns.
So why are these narrow hybrid zones stable and why 
haven’t these closely related species collapsed into a 
single, hybrid swarm? Why is it that we don’t just have a 
MacMourning warbler or a Black-throated Townsend’s 
warbler? This is something we don’t know for sure (and it 
may be that the species will collapse given enough time) 

but we have a few 
pet hypotheses 
why these hybrid 
zones might be 
hanging around. 
Most rely on 
the assump-
tion that the 
hybrids aren’t as 
well off as their 
parents – they 
are less ‘fit’ than 
a pure Mourn-
ing or MacGilli-
vray’s warber, 
say, and these 
hybrid zones are 
‘sinks’ between 
the two species. 
One reason the 
hybrids might 
be less fit could 
be because 
these species 
are adapted to 
the very differ-
ent habitats found on either side of the Rocky Mountains. 
For instance, Black-throated green warblers tend to nest in 
mixed wood and deciduous forests, compared Townsend’s 
which are happy in the spruce and fir dominated forests 
west of the Rockies … and that the hybrids between them 
just don’t like either! Another reason could be that the 

migration routes between the ‘pure’ species differ 
enough that when hybrids are formed between 
them their offspring have a rough go finding their 
way south. A number of classic experiments of birds 
raised in captivity have shown that migration orien-
tation and directionality are partially inherited traits 
and that hybrid offspring can have intermediate 
and potentially inferior routes.
There are surely many other potential explanations, 
but regardless of the mechanisms these are very 
exciting times and we are well on our way to testing 
some of these elusive hypotheses. Most importantly, 
the help that the BC Bird Atlas and the observations 
of the many dedicated volunteers have been, and 
will continue to be, important data for researchers 
interested in geographic variation, speciation and 
hybridization for many years to come!

Caught in the Middle: Atlassers in the Northeast Help Identify New Hybrid Zones
By David Toews, PhD Student - Biodiversity Research Centre, University of British Columbia
toews@zoology.ubc.ca (photos: David Toews)

Twins? No. Black-throated Green - 
(left) and Townsend’s (right) Warblers 
caught in the same net. Chetwynd, 
BC

Mark Phinney (RC - Peace) with a Black-throated Green Warbler
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Don’t like Computers??

You don’t have to enter your data on the 
internet!!

You may do it the old-fashion way and fill 
out paper forms and send them to your RCs 
to review.

PLEASE! 
Fill them out COMPLETELY (e.g. don’t forget 
the time in your square), print NEATLY, and 
use a DARK pen or pencil. 

Messy and incomplete forms take much 
more volunteer RC and staff time to check 
and process.

Call you RC for forms of the Atlas office:
1-877-592-8527

cartoon: Tom Godin
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