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Spruce Grouse picking gravel under an oil field pump jack, 
all photos by Chris Rees 
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Spruce Grouse habitat near Cynthia. 
Source: Google Maps 

A Quest for Perfection 

All About Birds describes the Spruce Grouse as “a dapper 
species of evergreen forests in northern and western 
North America.” 

Audubon Field Guide describes the preferred habit for 
Spruce Grouse “as conifer forest, pines, and muskeg. Al-
most always in conifer forest but not necessarily in 
spruce. Prime habitat includes burned areas grown up to 
dense stands of jack pine or lodgepole pine, also forests 
of spruce, subalpine fir, hemlock, with dense under-
growth. Also, on blueberry barrens. During dispersal in 
fall sometimes found in deciduous woods.” Audubon 
Field Guide further notes most individuals are permanent 
residents, but some move short distances (less than 16 
kilometres) between summer and winter territories. “This 
‘migration’ is accomplished on foot. Females are more 
likely to move than males and tend to go further.” 

The Spruce Grouse is found across Canada in the north-
ern boreal forests. It is listed in All About Birds as a spe-
cies of least concern. In 2020, the Spruce Grouse was 
listed as Secure in the Alberta wild species general status 
listing. In Alberta, the Alberta Conservation Association 
(ACA) conducted surveys to determine the stability of 
the Spruce Grouse population, as some were concerned 
that the population was dropping. The results are pub-
lished in two reports (2021–2022 and 2022–2023) on the 
ACA webpage and are essentially split based on hunter 
success data and a trapper questionnaire data.  

I first encountered Spruce Grouse as a gamebird hunter. 
We primarily hunted Ruffed Grouse, but we would occa-
sionally find a darker, smaller Spruce Grouse. After one 
or two tries at eating a Spruce Grouse, we decided that it 
was not an edible species! One of the areas known by 
hunters for Spruce Grouse was south of Chip Lake down 
towards Cynthia and Lodgepole. 

Historically, many local birders have sought to maximize 
their Alberta sightings. The recent series of events such 
as Covid, higher gas prices, and concerns about carbon 
footprint has resulted in many birders staying closer to 
home. The growth in popularity of eBird has given Ed-
monton birders a more clearly demarcated area in which 
to focus their efforts: the Edmonton Region. Fortunately, 
although a long drive, Cynthia and Lodgepole do fall in 
the Edmonton eBird Region. This provides Edmonton 
birders the potential to find Spruce Grouse in their home 
region. 

eBird Edmonton Region. Source: 
Google maps/Edmonton Nature Club 

On the Cover 

Male Spruce Grouse displaying, Photo by Chris Rees  
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Female Spruce Grouse, Cynthia, December 15, 2023 

My first forays into the Cynthia area looking to find and photograph Spruce Grouse were in 2020. On October 26, 2020, 
as I was turning to head home, I decided to take one last look up Range Road 92. I was pleased to find three male Spruce 
Grouse feeding in the gravel beneath an oil field pump jack. Two birds flew off as I approached, but one continued to 
pick up gravel and provided an opportunity for photographs. See photos on inside cover, page 2. 
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On Monday, April 8, the moon was in position between the sun and the earth. The Edmonton area experienced a partial 
solar eclipse because the moon covered only part of the sun, while areas of eastern Canada experienced a total solar 
eclipse when the moon covered the sun entirely.  

Special eye protection is required to view an eclipse to prevent permanent loss of vision. Delores viewed the eclipse 
through her camera lens with a solar filter.  

The next total solar eclipse that will be visible in large parts of Canada will occur on August 22–23, 2044. It can be seen 
in Edmonton, Calgary, Banff, Grande Prairie, Lethbridge, and parts of northeastern British Columbia. If 2044 is too far 
away, try March 30, 2033, in the westernmost part of Alaska, including Nome, and Utqiaġvik (formerly known as Bar-
row) in the north. 

Karen Lindsay 

Eclipse at 12:57 on April 8, 2024. Nikon P950 in lunar mode with a solar filter. Photo by Delores Steinlicht. 

Solar Eclipse 
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President’s Message 

Ann Carter, Interim President 

Hello everyone! For the next little while I will be filling in for Brian.  

This year marks the 20th anniversary of the Edmonton Nature Club, which 
was formed when the Edmonton Bird Club (founded in 1949) and Edmonton 
Natural History Club (founded in 1959) merged to become the Edmonton Nature 
Club in 2004. 

Volunteer Spotlight 

Dawne Colwell became editor of The Parkland Naturalist in 2012, and she 
continues to produce a magazine that members look forward to reading. The last 
issue was a refreshing burst of colour in mid-winter! A huge thank-you to Dawne 
and her team for this ongoing work! 
 
Kimberly Fulton joined our volunteers last fall. She is doing a great job of sched-
uling walks for you, thanks to the folks who offer to lead walks and share their 
favourite locations. Thank you to everyone involved! 

 
We need additional volunteers to help with Zoom presentations and fill executive positions. Could you be one of them? 

Supporting Conservation and Research 

The views, comments and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the respective contributors concerned only. They do not necessarily 
reflect the views or positions of the editor, the Edmonton Nature Club (ENC), its executive or any other representatives or agents.  
The ENC is not responsible for, and disclaims any liability for, the content expressed in The Parkland Naturalist by contributors. The information 
set forth in this publication has been obtained or derived from sources believed by the ENC to be reliable. However, the ENC does not make any 
representation or warranty, express or implied, as to the accuracy or completeness of the information. 

Thanks to the continuing generosity of club members, the ENC Endowment Fund for Land Conservation and Steward-
ship is now about $30,000. This fund pays out an annual amount to the Edmonton and Area Land Trust (EALT). 
EALT has secured 17 natural areas in the Edmonton region, most of which are open to the public. 

Recently we provided funding to the Beaverhill Bird Observatory (BBO) Motus program to assist in purchasing a   
mobile receiver for tracking birds away from the observatory in regions such as local ravines and natural areas. The   
Motus Wildlife Tracking System is a global research network using coordinated radio telemetry to facilitate research and 
education on the ecology and conservation of small migratory wildlife species such as birds, bats, and insects. 

Upcoming Events 

Our volunteers are starting the process to bring back Nature Appreciation Weekend at Miquelon Provincial Park for 
campers and day trippers. We’re also considering some picnics and other opportunities for members to mingle.    
  
Ann Carter, Interim President 
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 Download applications from the 
ENC website or contact us at our 

mailing address. 

Membership Rates for 2023/2024 

Household: 
Students: 

$40.00/year 
$20.00/year 

Membership 

 
 

Appointed 
Board Members 

 
Program 

 
Indoor Program Director –  Amber Williams  

 
Outdoor Program Director – Kimberly Fulton  

 
     Bird Studies – Karen Lindsay  

 
Bug and Spider Studies – vacant 

 
Plant Studies – Patsy Cotterill and Hubert Taube  

 
 

Annual Events 
 

Banquet – Toby-Anne Reimer 
 

Edmonton Christmas Bird Count – Ann Carter  
 

Nature Appreciation Weekend – Gerald Romanchuk 
 
 

Communications 
 

Communications Director – Ann Carter  
 

Parkland Naturalist and Publications – Dawne Colwell  
 
 

Group Representatives 
 

Conservation – Hubert Taube 
 

Edmonton and Area Land Trust – Hendrik Kruger 
 

 
 

Executive 

Elected Officers  
  

President – Brian Stephens  
 

Recording Secretary – Delores Steinlicht 
 

Membership Secretary – John Jaworski 
 

Treasurer – Sean Evans 
 

Executive Director – Gerald Romanchuk 
 

Executive Director – Karen Lindsay 
  

Executive Director – Chris Rees  
 

Executive Director – Hendrik Kruger 
 

The Parkland Naturalist 
 is published by the Edmonton Nature Club. 

Box 1111, Edmonton, AB T5J 2M1      
 http://www.edmontonnatureclub.org 

Our volunteers may be reached through the email enc.inquiries@gmail.com marked to their attention.  
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I can’t say for sure when the idea hatched, but once I 
thought of it, I realized it was one of the best ideas I’ve 
had! It wasn’t an easy sell to convince my family that we 
needed a wildlife pond in the middle of our backyard, but 
now they love it as much as I do.  

In the winter of 2023, I started researching what it would 
take to do this. I had long envied other people’s water 
features. But I had also heard that it was a lot more work 
and ongoing financial investment than they had thought it 
would be, with costs like startup and close-down fees and 
water for draining and refilling (not to mention the huge 
cost of the initial installation).  

I contacted a company that installs ponds and when the 
quote arrived my jaw hit the floor. It was for a 6 x 4 foot 
pond with a 6 foot long “creek” with running water. It 
also included features I didn’t want, like LED lights. For 
this modest undertaking the price tag was $16,000! Not 
only could I not justify spending this amount, I also real-
ized that it was not what I was looking for. I didn’t want 
a waterfall, moving water, or lights. And most of all, the 
thought of machine digging terrified me because I didn’t 
want to damage any tree roots.  

So, I started researching alternatives, watching many vid-
eos and reading many articles. Most were from the UK, 
where having a small wildlife pond is much more com-
mon. Finally, I found a landscaper in England who in-
stalls wildlife ponds in many of his projects. This is ex-
actly what I was looking for: small, but with a big impact. 
This approach involves no running water or filtration sys-
tem. Instead, the ponds are cleaned entirely by plants and 
animals.  

I waited in anticipation for the ground in my back yard to 
thaw. Here is what the yard looked like before I started 
the project: 

 

A Wonderful Wildlife Pond 

I’ve said it before, but it’s worth saying again: everything 
I do in my backyard is fully supported by my family. 
They carried supplies, dug dirt, hauled boulders, and 
worked very hard! The first task was to figure out exactly 
where to put the pond. My original idea to put it next to 
the apple tree was immediately squashed because of its 
many close-to-the-surface roots. I settled on the next 
closest spot, and we began to remove the grass (since our 
yard is over seventy years old, there are actually more 
weeds than grass). And underneath is very dense and 
hard clay. I was very grateful for such strong kids and 
husband! In the original pond area I decided to create a 
“woodland” native plant garden. 

Once the turf was removed, we had to decide where to 
put the centre well. We got lucky on our first attempt and 
missed all the tree roots! After the shape was dug out, we 
added the liner, sand, and gravel.  
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The ponds I had seen online were not quite decorative 
enough for my taste, so we dragged a bunch of boulders 
from our garden beds to place around the circumference. 
We then added some logs, driftwood, and smaller rocks. 
Since it was only the first week of April, I had to wait a 
while to buy pond plants. Without plants to clean the 
pond, it got gross very quickly. I had to drain and refill it 
several times because the birds thought it was the best 
bird bath ever! You can see some raised areas around the 
perimeter of the pond; those are bog garden shelves. 

I soon learned that our local water contains chloramine, 
not chlorine, which doesn’t readily evaporate. So, when I 
was first draining and refilling with hose water, I applied 
an additive to eliminate it. But after I added the pond 
plants, I could drain the pond and refill it with water from 
my rain barrels. I also used this water to top it up during 
summer dry spells. 

One of the biggest challenges in having a natural pond is 
maintaining water quality. I used plants in the pond to 
clean it and plants on the water surface to provide shade 
to minimize algae. But every time I introduced a new 
plant, the water became a bit cloudy for a few days until 
the water cleared up again like a pleasant cup of tea. And 
even though I had washed the sand and gravel before put-
ting them in the hole, they initially made the water too 
alkaline. Adding some vinegar quickly restored the wa-
ter’s pH balance, however.  

But these were all minor hiccups. In the end, it was defi-
nitely worth the effort. The pond added a whole new aes-
thetic dimension to our yard, and its water, plants, and 
sheltered spaces attracted some exciting wildlife and my 
foremost goal, new insects. The first unique visitor to 
check it out was a Townsend’s Solitaire, which I had 
never had in my yard before. The pond was also a favour-
ite with all our native sparrows and warblers. And just 
when I was feeling disappointed that it hadn’t attracted a 
mallard, we got a surprise visit from a Sora! 

Sora 
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That said, if I could go back in time I would change three 
things. First, I wish I had done this years ago. Second, I 
would make it bigger. The size and shape were dictated 
by tree roots, but I think I could have made it a bit larger. 
Third, next fall I will cover it with mesh to keep out as 
many leaves out as possible. The water can only handle 
so much organic matter, so I have spent every thawed day 
this spring removing leaves and spruce needles from the 
surface. It’s a lot of work! Ideally, a pond would be 
where leaves couldn’t fall into it, but there is no such 
space in my yard. 

 

All photos by Melissa Penney 

Our little pond is now one year old, and I can’t wait to 
see how it will mature this year. I added several garden 
beds of native flowers and shrubs around it, and on this 
year on March 27 I saw that the Marsh Marigolds, 
planted in one of the bog gardens in the pond, survived 
and are sending up shoots of green. The whole purpose of 
the pond was never to be a giant bird bath, but instead to 
add a natural element to further mimic what our native 
birds would have in their habitat and to also attract new 
types of insects to my yard.  People might be alarmed at 
the idea of standing water because of mosquitoes, but 
because there were so many predators in the water we 
had no mosquito issues at all. Just in case, when summer 
really got going, I did add Mosquito Dunks to the pond. 
They also work wonders for houseplants if you have fun-
gus gnats! We love our pond so much and are looking 
forward to warm weather and seeing what new wildlife 
comes to enjoy it with us. 

Melissa Penney 

Blackpoll Warblers 
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Outdoor Program, March 2024 

City walks enable members to explore local parks and learn about the wildlife that may be present in these urban       
habitats. Field trips offer members opportunities to explore areas outside the city.  
 
Full reports of the following walks and field trips are available on the ENC Nature Talk                  
(ENCnaturetalk@groups.io | Home) and can be filtered by a hashtag (#tripreport). 

Whitemud Creek North 360-Degree Nature Walk – 
Wayne Oakes 

On March 05, Wayne set out on his own in –16 ºC 
weather with a moderate snowfall and had an enjoyable 
time! He saw 15 species of birds, a Red Squirrel, and two 
species of Wild Rose, among other observations. 

Whitemud Creek North 360-Degree Nature Walk – 
Wayne Oakes 

On March 23, three participants and Wayne started the 
walk at 9:30 a.m. from the Alfred Savage Centre parking 
area. It was –16 ºC and snowing lightly. They encoun-
tered 17 bird species and at least 10 other 360-degree ob-
servations. The group spent some time observing Paper 
(White) Birch where Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers drill 
holes into live trees in search of sap.  

White-breasted Nuthatch, 
 photo by Wayne Oakes 

Paper Birch, holes drilled by Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, 
photo by Wayne Oakes 

Goldbar Park – Delores Steinlicht 

On March 27, twelve members made their way 
towards the discharge outflow from the water 
treatment plant at 9:30 on a beautiful sunny 
morning. The trails were passable with a few 
icy areas (cleats weren’t necessary). They spot-
ted 16 different bird species, including Cana-
dian Geese and Common Goldeneyes, and a 
Snowshoe Hare. They were also lucky to ob-
serve a male and female Downy Woodpecker 
interacting near a potential nesting site. The 
female drummed for a bit, the male flew in, 
and then they both flew away. 

Kimberly Fulton, Outdoor Program Director 
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Eager: The Surprising, Secret Life of Beavers and Why They 
Matter, by Ben Goldfarb, published by Chelsea Green Pub-
lishing, 2018. 

The Beaver Manifesto, by Glynnis Hood, published by Rocky 
Mountain Books, 2011.  

Armchair Naturalist 

This is place where club members review books about natural history they found particularly rewarding. Some of the 
recommended books may be borrowed from the Edmonton Public Library (EPL). To check on the availability of books 
at EPL in printed and electronic formats, go to epl.ca and click on “Search.” Curl up with one of the recommended 
books and escape into the wonderful world of nature! 

This month it’s all about the busy beavers , which 
we’ll soon see emerging from their winter homes to 
search for food and repair their dams and lodges. 
Geoff Holroyd has been busy as a beaver reading 
the great books that he is sharing below. 

Photo by Karen Lindsay  

Beavers are landscape architects that shaped many parts of North America, Europe, and Asia. Although there are two 
different species of beavers, they share the need to build safe houses in water, which often leads them to build dams to 
contain water deep enough so the entrances to their lodges are below the ice in winter. These two books discuss at length 
the ecological impacts and benefits of beavers related to water storage, soils, and the dependent wildlife during the 
“Castorocene.”  

To stay warm, beavers have very dense underfur, which became fashionable in Europe and a motivation for the explora-
tion of North America. Trapping beavers for their pelts led to their near-extirpation in the 19th century. 

The return of beavers into a North America modified by European explorers and settlers has led to many controversies. 
Eager describes the efforts of many individuals and focused organizations to reintroduce beavers on the landscapes of 
the western United States and elsewhere. Even though beavers provide many benefits in flood control, water retention, 
and habitat improvements, they often face opposition from government agencies and misinformed landowners. I saw that 
personally here in Beaver County, east of Edmonton. In the wet summer of 2020, dams were blown and beavers trapped 
to get water off the landscape, yet in the very dry summer of 2021 a county councillor called for the construction of dams 
to retain water for livestock and irrigation. The beaver can help find the middle ground for free, with a bit of careful 
management.   

Enter Glynnis Hood, a professor at the Augustana campus of the University of Alberta. Her local studies demonstrated 
the huge impact of beavers on the landscapes of central Alberta. In 2002, Elk Island National Park had 60% more open 
water than in 1950 thanks to beavers that had been reintroduced into the park from Banff National Park. Beaver ponds 
also support sedges, one of the key winter foods of the local bison herds.  
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Where I live in Beaver County, the flooding of land by beavers raises the ire of some landowners. Dr. Hood successfully 
installed pond levellers in a number of beaver dams to maintain the water levels at the desired height and prevent un-
wanted flooding. Despite the success of levellers, Beaver County did not continue the project and instead reverted to 
bounties for beaver tails, $25 each, with a budget of up to $10,000. This is a personal example of the stories in both these 
books about misunderstanding and mismanaging beavers around the world. 

As Hood states, our streams suffer from “beaver deficit disorder,” a shortage of ponds that hold back water from spring 
floods and summer storms to the benefit of local wildlife and adjacent humans. Goldfarb discusses many efforts to reme-
diate the water management issues using beavers, including Beaver Deceivers, Beaver Dam Analogues, and BRAT, the 
Beaver Restoration Assessment Tool.  I recommend both books: start with The Beaver Manifesto to whet your appetite, 
then read Eager for more detailed examples of the importance of beavers not only for water management, but also for 
their benefits to a wide variety of wildlife throughout the food chains.  

This older gem tells the story of a beaver colony that the author 
watched for four years. Many biology studies today are done 
with remote cameras and audio recording devices. While valu-
able, these studies miss interactions between animals and with 
their environment. Animal behaviour should be observed over 
time by patient observers, and this is what Ms. Ryden accom-
plishes in her eloquent story of four generations of beavers un-
der the tutelage of the original pair. I learned about beaver com-
munication, overwinter strategies. and the tweezer-like hind 
claw. This book is well worth tracking down at a used-book 
store and curling up with in your favourite chair. 

Recommendations by Geoff Holroyd 

Lily Pond: Four Years with a Family of Beavers,  
by Hope Ryden, published by William Morrow and Company, 1989. 

Photo by Karen Lindsay  

I am looking for more reviews of good nature books to share! To suggest a book review, go to the ENC website, click on 
“Member Entrance,” and log in using the password you received with your membership. Use “Contact us!” to provide 
your submission, e.g., in the “Comment” section write “Parkland Naturalist book review,” describe the book you’d like 
to recommend, click “Submit,” and I will get in touch with you.  

Thank you. Karen Lindsay  
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Personal Reflections, in Memoriam  
 
After working as a geologist for many years (BSc, Brandon 
University), Cam Finlay completed a Master of Science 
degree on the ecology of Purple Martins at Elk Island Na-
tional Park, where he was hired as the first park naturalist. 
He was then recruited by John Janzen of the City of Ed-
monton to develop Fort Edmonton and the city archives. 
Later, he started the John Janzen Nature Centre, which 
reached (and no doubt influenced) tens of thousands of peo-
ple, especially school-aged kids, over the decades. He and 
Joy, his wife of 66 years, wrote a weekly column about 
backyard nature for the Edmonton Journal. They were ac-
tive in both the Edmonton Bird Club and the Edmonton 
Natural History Club before they merged to form the Ed-
monton Nature Club. 

My first interactions with Cam were when I was a biologist 
in Banff, and he was writing A Bird-Finding Guide to Can-
ada (Hurtig Press, 1984, 2000). This was a massive project 
resulting in a very detailed 400-page book. Cam was pleas-
ant, but relentless, as he obtained information from us 
about birds seen in Banff and Jasper. The multitude of 
sources in that book speaks to his diverse contacts across 
the county and the tenacity required to complete such a 
massive, pre-internet project. 

When I moved to Edmonton and saw that the Christmas 
Bird Count was a relatively low-profile event, I knew I had 
to recruit Cam to increase participation. He chaired an or-
ganizing committee that met at 7:00 a.m. at his downtown 
office for one hour regularly before the counts, starting in 
1986. Why 7:00 a.m.? He said no one had a scheduled 
meeting that early in the morning, so they had no excuse 
not to attend. His strategy worked, and in 1987 Edmonton 
hosted the largest number of participants in a Christmas 
Bird Count in the world, 1,288 people, a record that still 
stands today! He secured prizes, including a trip for two to 
New Zealand for a contest that ran in the Edmonton Jour-
nal. Margaret Atwood was the Honorary Count Marshall 
for one year.  

Cam called me in 1986. He was off to Ottawa to meet with 
Federal Environment Minister Tom McMillan on behalf of 
Nature Canada, and did I have any issues with the Canadian 
Wildlife Service that I wanted to air with my minister! 
Turns out I had just had a call from a frustrated colleague in 
Saskatchewan who was trying to get local CWS manage-
ment to celebrate the centennial of Wildlife Conservation in 
Canada because the Last Mountain Lake Wildlife Sanctu-
ary, the first in Canada, would be 100 in 1987. Parks Can-
ada had just hosted a national celebration of the first Na-
tional Park, Banff, in 1985. Cam took the message to     

Ottawa and the end result was indeed a National Celebra-
tion of Wildlife Conservation in 1987 led by Joy and 
Cam with funding from Nature Canada and Environment 
Canada! 

He mentored many swallow and bluebird banders, creat-
ing a legacy that continues with a strong banding commu-
nity in central Alberta. He also encouraged many people 
to erect Purple Martin boxes following his MSc thesis on 
the ecology of Purple Martins in Elk Island National 
Park. He cleverly leveraged provincial funds to produce 
thousands of Tree Swallow and Bluebird nest boxes by 
combining funds from Alberta Fish and Wildlife with 
construction projects at workshops for people with dis-
abilities. Some of these boxes started the 40+ year moni-
toring program at Beaverhill Bird Observatory.  

Before he retired, Cam was inducted into the City of Ed-
monton’s Hall of Fame; he received the Canadian Nature 
Federation’s highest award, the Douglas H. Pimlott 
Award; and he was awarded the Edmonton Natural His-
tory Club’s Conservation Award. He helped with the es-
tablishment of the Beaverhill Bird Observatory. Some of 
the songbird banders originally trained by Cam moved 
their efforts to the BBO. When the Snow Goose Festival 
was proposed, he and the John Janzen Nature Centre be-
came key partners in its success.  

When Cam and Joy moved to Victoria, he did not stop. 
Alarmed by the scarcity of Purple Martins in the coastal 
shoreline, he organized volunteers to install nest boxes on 
pier pilings, the traditional nest site of the coastal sub-
species that is now relatively common. Then he turned 
his attention to hummingbirds, first Rufous, then Anna’s 
and others. I was there when he first banded Rufous in 
his yard, and we were able to publish a scientific article 
on the amount of syrup that Rufous devoured in a day 
(1/50 cup per Rufous per day). His network of humming-
bird banders now extends across British Columbia and is 
coordinated by Rocky Point Bird Observatory.  

“How can I help you?” was Cam’s typical response 
whenever I phoned him. He was always curious about 
what the call was about, what ideas we were going to dis-
cuss and how he could help. I miss those conversations. 
Cam was an a person who accomplished much, and in-
spired others to accomplish more. He passed away in De-
cember 2023 in Victoria, BC, at the age of 92. 

Geoff Holroyd, with contributions by Gerry Lunn 

 

Cam Finlay 
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There are three words that remind me about Cam: cata-
lyst, generous, and loquacious! Cam could talk your ear 
off about something that he was passionate about, gener-
ally all things nature. And when he was being inter-
viewed by local media, particularly on radio, he made it 
very difficult for the reporter to cut him off! I kept that in 
mind when I had non-controversial topics for which I was 
being interviewed in my later career as a media spokes-
person. Being a catalyst who got things done and con-
nected all the right people, at the right time, and in a way 
that made it hard for you to say No, Cam was a dynamic 
force in the city and provincial natural history field.  

A generous spirit, Cam made a significant contribution to 
my ability to stay employed as a biologist in the mid- to 
late-1980s. Many Alberta wildlife consultants ended up 
being forced to change careers when the bottom fell out 

on the price of oil in the early 1980s. I kept going as a 
freelance biologist on piecemeal contracts and nonprofit 
projects for a number of years; some of the most interest-
ing work was for Cam, specifically for the City of Ed-
monton and the John Janzen Nature Centre. One of the 
most satisfying projects was a comprehensive survey of 
natural areas throughout the city at a time when Edmon-
ton corporate management didn’t really seem to be that 
interested or aware of the environmental assets present in 
our city. Cam was ahead of his time with his sponsorship 
of the work that I was able to do. I learned a lot through 
the opportunities that Cam opened up for me and was 
pleased to see it led to more sophisticated mapping by 
professional consultants. This mapping was used at the 
start of the Edmonton and Area Land Trust. 

Dave Ealey 

Cam and Joy Finlay, September 2009 Cam Finlay, July 1982 

Photos by Warren Finlay 

Editorial Notes 

In the President’s Message, Ann Carter made some nice comments about our magazine. The Parkland Naturalist is produced 
by our copyeditor, Judy Johnson, and myself. Other volunteers help us: Janice Hurlburt posts the issues to the ENC website, 
John Jaworski prepares mail-out labels and tells us how many copies to print, and Alan Hingston mails the printed copies. It 
takes teamwork to publish a magazine, but we couldn’t do any of it without the thoughtful and talented ENC authors and   
photographers who submit their stories and pictures! Thank you all. 

The deadline for submissions to the May–August issue is July 31, 2024. Please email articles and photos to Dawne Colwell at 
colwelld@shaw.ca. 

 Dawne Colwell, Editor 

The Edmonton Journal published Cam Finlay’s online obituary on January 12, 2024. It is available at https://
edmontonjournal.remembering.ca/obituary/james-finlay-1089255549. 
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 Common Loon, photo by Gerald Romanchuk 

Canadian Lakes Loon Survey 

The Canadian Lakes Loon Survey is a Birds Canada Citi-
zen Science Program that has monitored Common Loon 
chick hatch and survival in Ontario since 1981 and across 
Canada since 1991. Members of the Edmonton Nature 
Club can participate in this project by observing 
Common Loons on Alberta lakes. By collecting data on 
breeding pairs of loons, you will contribute to the 
population data base by determining whether they were 
successful in raising chicks. The data collected also 
serves as an indicator of the health of Alberta lakes. 
 
This citizen science project does not involve a huge 
amount of time; the minimum requirement is to make 
three visits to your lake and fill out a survey form for 
each visit. The first visit is in June, to establish whether 
there are loons on the lake exhibiting paired behaviour 
and nesting activity. The second visit is in July, to deter-
mine whether the loons were successful in hatching 
chicks. The third visit is in August, to find out how many 
chicks survived long enough to fledge.  
 
The survey site provides information on how to do the 
survey, a training video, and photos and drawings of 
adult loons and chicks. Volunteers do not have to be 
highly skilled in bird identification; you just need to be 
able to distinguish a loon from other waterfowl such as 
mergansers, cormorants, and ducks. If you are unsure, 
you can always join an Edmonton Nature Club outing to 
a lake where these birds can be seen and identified for 
you. As a member of the ENC, you can also post photos 
to the ENC Nature Talk website for assistance in identi-
fying the birds in your photos. Of course, the Loon Sur-
vey site also provides assistance. The survey forms in-
clude drawings of loon adults and chicks; the latter draw-
ings serve as a guide to the age of the chicks you may see 
during July and August visits. 

So, if you like to visit a lake as part of your recreational 
activities or have a cabin by a lake, and there are Com-
mon Loons there, this would be a great way to add to the 
data base on the loon population in Canada and North 
America and contribute to the efforts to conserve this 
species.  
 
How do you pick a lake to survey? The Survey Program 
has a data base of lakes they would like to get loon data 
on and will assist you, if needed, in picking a lake from 
there to do the survey on. 
 
If you might be interested in participating in this survey, 
please go to the link below to find out more:  https://
www.birdscanada.org/bird-science/canadian-lakes-loon-
survey. 
 
You may want to read or reread the excellent article and 
photos in “Loon Lore” by Ludo Bogaert in the 2018 May
–August issue of The Parkland Naturalist, which you can 
find on the ENC website by logging in to the Member 
Entrance and clicking on Parkland Naturalist Magazine 
Library. Ludo’s article includes photos of a loon on a nest 
and loons with chicks in the water. Challenge yourself to 
see if you can age the chicks by using a photo key you 
can find when you follow the link above to the Volunteer 
position description for Canadian Lakes Loon Survey 
Participant page and scroll to the bottom of the page for 
the photos of loon chicks at various ages. See another 
good link for aging the chicks at https://loon.org/about-
the-common-loon/loon-chick-development/. 
 
Good Birding!! 
 

Karen Lindsay 
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Sign in Whitemud Park North. Photo by Wayne Oakes, 
March 18, 2024. 

Conservation Corner 

All Quiet on the Edmonton Front?  

I have little to report on the local conservation scene. The 
City of Edmonton’s River Valley Planning Moderniza-
tion project was set to have concluded with Phase 4, 
“Confirm our Ribbon,” in the winter of 2023, but there is 
nothing up-to-date on the website. It is interesting that 
most website FAQs (frequently asked questions) relate to 
protected areas along the trails, a theme that was contro-
versial during the last set of public consultations.  

development here was the passing of a new provincial 
law forbidding the federal and municipal government to 
proceed with the NUP without the sanction of the Prov-
ince. The Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society is con-
demning this bill, interpreting it as an attempt to block a 
NUP for Edmonton. For more information on CPAWS’ 
statement, see https://cpawsnab.org/all-news/private-bill-
204-impact-on-national-urban-park-alberta/.  

Two pieces of good news: the North Saskatchewan River 
has now been declared a Heritage River, and Edmonton 
and Area Land Trust has announced the opening of a new 
property, peatlands at Sundew Conservation Land in 
Westlock County. We look forward to exploring it.  

Now for some news that does not make for comfortable 
reading, indicating as it does humans’ fraught relation-
ship with the natural world. Pests are created when we 
make an abundance of food available to animals; then we 
persecute them for following their natural instincts.  

Strychnine and Sodium Monofluoroacetate 
(Compound 1080)  

On March 6, 2024, Health Canada’s Pest Management 
Regulatory Agency (PMRA) announced updates regard-
ing two poisons used to kill predators. It will ban the use 
of strychnine, which is great news: it will, however, con-
tinue to allow the use of sodium monofluoroacetate, al-
beit with greater restrictions on its use.  

Strychnine is used now mainly to kill wolves, coyotes, 
and black bears through poisoned meat baits “to protect 
livestock, vulnerable wildlife [such as woodland cari-
bou], and people from predators.” (Not sure how many 
people are threatened by wolves and coyotes, but still.) It 
has also been used to kill skunks to reduce the threat of 
rabies, although there hasn’t been an outbreak in 30 
years. If you want the graphic details of death from 
strychnine poisoning, the Animal Protection Party of 
Canada can supply them!  

The decision to ban it was based on the finding that more 
strychnine appeared to have been used than could be ac-
counted for by retrieved poisoned carcasses, hence the 
safety of non-target animals and the protection of biodi-
versity could not be guaranteed. The PMRA is suggesting 
alternative measures of control, some benign, such as 
educating the public, fencing, improving wildlife habit 
for vulnerable wildlife, and vaccinating skunks, and some 
less benign, such as trapping, shooting, and using sodium 
monofluoroacetate as a last resort.  

City staff in the Parks and Road Services division con-
tinue to work on the Naturalization, Restoration and Rec-
lamation Plan (NRRP), on which they have promised a 
couple of documents, a policy statement for public con-
sumption, and a handbook for operatives. I am sceptical. 
Naturalization is a landscaping model that involves ceas-
ing mowing and other intensive management treatments 
and deploying vegetation that best suits this hands-off 
model, native or non-native; in other words, a vegetation 
cover that will grow without much looking after. Restora-
tion, at the other extreme, means the complete re-creation 
of a lost or degraded natural ecosystem with reference to 
its original composition, something the City has little ex-
perience in. (Even with an amalgam of all three method-
ologies in practice, it is unlikely there will be any signifi-
cant increase in or maintenance of native biodiversity.)  

We have heard nothing on the progress of Big Island Pro-
vincial Park, with its tripartite City-Province-Indigenous 
management, apparently now “open” while yet inaccessi-
ble to the public.  

Consultations are ongoing on the new National Urban 
Park but, again, the public remains in the dark. The big 
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With regard to sodium monofluoroacetate, the decision was made to continue its use, but with more risk reduction meas-
ures in place. These include making sure that people know how to use it properly and how to properly dispose of car-
casses. Again, canids are prime targets as predators and, again, alternative methods of control are recommended. In the 
U.S., sodium monofluoroacetate is used in livestock collars.  

Moral High Ground and “Humaneness”?  

With its decision to ban strychnine, Canada appears to have achieved some moral high ground, as strychnine is still reg-
istered for use in some OECD countries such as the U.S. and Australia. However, make no mistake, the PMRA is ada-
mant that despite, or perhaps because of, concerns prominently expressed during public consultations in 2018, 
“humaneness” was not a factor in the assessment of the poisons. The reason: “Currently, there are no internationally rec-
ognized science-based ways to assess the humaneness of pesticides and there is no new information to support develop-
ing an assessment.”  

Compound 1080 and New Zealand’s Awful Dilemma 

I first became acquainted with sodium monofluoroacetate (Compound 1080) during a holiday in New Zealand, the coun-
try that, according to Wikipedia, accounts for 80% of its use globally. I was astonished to see all the notifications of its 
use, and the baited traps containing it set along trails in so many of the national parks, reserves, and other conservation 
lands. New Zealand has a terrible problem with non-native species such as brushtail possums (native to Australia but not 
New Zealand), rats, and stoats that decimate native birds. Compound 1080 is extremely toxic to mammals but New Zea-
land has only two native mammals, two species of bat. Aerial application can knock back enough possums and rats to 
allow the birds a window for breeding.  

The use of Compound 1080 is contentious, but receives solid support from authorities, including the NZ Department of 
Conservation and the Animal Health Board (possums are also vectors of bovine TV). Research is being done on more 
humane and efficient methods of extermination: I did see reference to an electrical device that could be affixed to trees 
causing instant electrocution of any arboreal creature that made contact with the bait. New Zealand’s preoccupation with 
its problems with invasives is a frequent subject for interpretive displays in museums, national parks, and reserves, an 
initiative which probably serves to increase acceptance of control measures, including the aerial spraying of extensive 
tracts of non-native vegetation. 

Interpretive sign along walking trail, South Island, New  Zealand. Photo by Patsy Cotterill, October 7, 2016. 
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Notification of pesticide use in Abel Tasman National Park, South Island, New Zealand. Photo by Patsy Cotterill, 
October 31, 2016. 

Strong fencing, double gates, and pesticides are used to keep native fauna safe within Orokonui Ecosanctuary near Dune-
din, South Island, New Zealand. Photo by Patsy Cotterill, October 18, 2016. 

Canada’s Commercial Seal Hunt 

Given the huge moral problem of having to kill animals simply because they are the victims of human activity and hu-
man error, why compound it with commercial hunting? March marks the start of the commercial seal hunt off the shores 
of Newfoundland and Labrador and the Gulf of St. Lawrence. It is legal to club or shoot to death harp and hooded seals 
more than 15 days old. Imagine it! Another cause of harp seal death is by drowning; due to climate change the ice is now 
melting before the pups can learn to swim! The commercial seal hunt cannot be justified on economic, social, or ethical 
grounds, and it engenders national and international disapprobation. Humaneness seems to mean killing without causing 
undue pain and suffering. But in this case, why kill at all?  

Patsy Cotterill Photos by Patsy Cotterill 
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The first sighting of a Gyrfalcon in the Walker Yard was 
on February 12, 1993, and over the years at least four or 
five different individuals have been sighted at the Grain 
Terminal. At least one of these was an immature gray 
morph bird and all the rest except one were gray morph 
adults.  

One of these adults had a short tail feather, so the birders 
named it “Notch Tail.” This bird was banded, and with so 
many photographers on site, they were able to get clear 
photos of the leg band. By comparing the various photos, 
they were able to record all the numbers on the band. 
When this information was passed on to some of the local 
raptor banders, a big surprise was revealed. One of the 
banders had banded the bird several years prior in the 
Fort Saskatchewan area. 

The one falcon which was not a typical gray morph was 
one that in bright sunlight appeared almost white. White 
morph birds are from Greenland and the northern Que-
bec/Labrador region. This bird is listed as a light gray 
intermediate form, likely from the area around Nome, 
Alaska. Unlike the other Gyrfalcons that were in Edmon-
ton, it did not hunt around the Alberta Grain Terminal 
very often. On some occasions it was possible to see two 
Gyrfalcons and at least one Prairie Falcon at the terminal 
at the same time, although they had totally different hunt-
ing strategies. While the Gyrfalcons would make numer-
ous passes around the building in hopes of catching a 
Rock Pigeon, the Prairie had a different idea. They would 
just perch on some metal brackets that were supporting 
metal ducts, usually around two-thirds of the way up on 
the south face of the Grain Terminal. 

Once the falcons either left the site or perched, the pi-
geons also sat down and relaxed on window ledges di-
rectly below the perched falcons. When a falcon felt the 
time was right, it would launch off into a near vertical 
stoop and then swing back up into the oncoming flock of 
pigeons, trying to grab them from below. The Prairie 
would often feed on the kill on-site, although I did see 
one carry a pigeon to the northwest, past Dunvegan hous-
ing district. Sometimes rail traffic or vehicle traffic com-
ing into the businesses would force a falcon to abandon 
its kill. In instances such as these the falcon simply made 
another capture. I personally observed the same Prairie 
make three kills one after the other when the first ones 
were abandoned. 

One interesting observation of the Prairie hunting success 
came late one afternoon as I was nearing the end of my 
shift in the forklift. I sighted the falcon coming in from 
the east down the railyard and as the Shop switch crews 

Falcons at the CN Rail Walker Yard and Alberta Grain Terminal 

Observations from the Forklift, 1993–2000 

were also finishing, there was no rail movement on the 
track next to the Car Shop. I drove my forklift out clear 
of the shop where I could see the Grain Terminal 2 km to 
the west. With the aid of small binoculars, I was able to 
follow the falcon in flight as it headed west. It was only a 
few minutes before all the pigeons at the Grain Terminal 
reacted and went into a tight defense bundle. The Prairie 
Falcon blasted through the centre of the flock, emerged 
out the other side carrying a pigeon, and never even 
slowed down! 

At first everyone thought there was only a single Prairie 
Falcon at the Grain Terminal until photos revealed there 
were at least two different birds, based on their markings. 
Edger T. Jones was taking many photos of the Prairie Fal-
con action and realized there were two birds when he re-
viewed his photos. With the Gyrfalcons, photographers 
were able to document the same thing when they com-
pared photos. Not all the photographers were at the site at 
the same time or same day. 

While I was fortunate to live just across the tracks from 
the viewing area, I also had the luxury of being able to 
watch some of the action from the comfort of the living 
room sofa. Now how many people in the regions where 
Gyrfalcons are present in winter can make that claim? 

One fascinating observation that I made of the two falcon 
species occurred one very cold morning with sunny clear 
skies and temperatures below –30 ºC. It was cold enough 
to produce ice fog. Around 11:00 a.m., I was watching 
from home and had put on yellow-tinted sunglasses due 
to the bright sky. The sun was just coming out from be-
hind the AGT. The Prairie Falcon made a pass from the 
north just clear of the west side of the building and near 
the top. As the falcon was highlighted by the sun and the 
ice fog, I observed wind vortex contrails visible behind 
each wing. Approximately 20–30 minutes later I saw one 
of the Gyrfalcons fly past on the same flight path. This 
time there was no contrail behind the wings. Weather 
conditions had not changed, so the only difference could 
have been the two species’ wing shapes or flight speeds. 
This is not something that could be duplicated or studied 
– just an interesting observation. 

Falcons took the captured pigeons to different locations. 
The Gyrfalcon hunting at the AGT often took prey over 
to the roof of the adjacent cookie factory and fed on it 
there. The Prairie sometimes used this site, but not while 
a Gyrfalcon was there, as the prey would have been sto-
len. The Prairie usually fed on the wooden platform that 
encircled the antenna on top of the AGT. When the Gyr-
falcons were hunting over the rail yard at either the Car 
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 Shop or the 107 Street and Yellowhead Trail location, 
they always carried pigeons out into the middle of the 
former City Centre Airport grounds. This was a strategy 
to avoid being attacked by the ever-present Ravens that 
had learned to associate food with falcons and tried to 
pirate their prey. 

These same Ravens were very capable of capturing and 
killing healthy Rock Pigeons (witnessed by several CN 
employees and my personal observations in the railyard). 
Unfortunately, they don’t possess the talons or hooked 
bill of the falcons, so the killing was not quick and clean. 

With all the various Prairie Falcons and Gyrfalcons hunt-
ing over the railyard, I had a front row seat – when I was 
not watching one of two pairs of Red Foxes that were 
always present in winter. Many birders came to the AGT 
with high hopes of adding a Gyrfalcon to their Life List. 
Some got lucky, while others would find that “The bird 
was just here,” or “You should have seen the action yes-
terday – it was fantastic.” Nothing like rubbing salt in the 
wound. Other birders might show up and see a falcon 
come in and make a capture immediately. 

During the winter that Dick Dekker and I were doing an 
extensive study on the hunting success of the two falcons, 
a birder from Pittsburg, Pennsylvania, was visiting some-
one in Edmonton over Christmas and somehow heard 
about the Gyrfalcons. (There was no eBird then.) I was 
still the contact person for the former Edmonton Bird 
Club. The fellow called and asked if the birds were still in 
Edmonton. I indicated they were and gave him informa-
tion about the best time to come, and how to find the 
Grain Terminal in relation to where he was staying. I 
never thought to ask his name, or how he found out about 
the falcons. While Dick and I sat in the vehicle waiting 
for action, this visiting birder showed up. He asked Dick 
if there was any sign of the bird. As luck would have it, 
the Gyrfalcon had made a kill just seconds before the fel-
low arrived. The falcon had the bird on the ground imme-
diately west of the AGT. The fellow got out of his vehi-
cle, took a quick photo, and told me it was a lifer. We 
never heard from him again. Meanwhile, some of the lo-
cal birders had been trying for months to see the action. 

The white Gyrfalcon was the only one that roosted on the 
AGT. Where the rest of the Gyrfalcons and Prairie Fal-
cons spent the night remains unknown. The white bird 
was usually on the roost on the north side of the AGT by 
4:00–4:30 p.m. and did not move until early morning, 
despite being exposed to NW winds and overnight tem-
peratures of –20 ºC or lower on some occasions. Only 
once was I aware that bird had moved from its normal 
roost site sometime in the middle of the night. Of note 
was that for several years prior to the falcons showing up, 
a pair of Ravens successfully nested on the north side of 

the Grain Terminal where this white Gyr chose to roost. 

Due to the overhead light above the bird, I was able to 
monitor its activity for 24 hours if I was home. In the pre-
dawn hours, usually around 6:00 a.m., the bird would 
wake up and stretch a leg and wing and then do some 
preening. From there she would move off the ladder onto 
the railing surrounding the staircase landing. Once in this 
position she was close to launch time, and was normally 
gone from the AGT between 6:20 and 6:45 a.m., which 
was half an hour before sunrise. On one occasion she re-
turned to the roost at 11:20 a.m. and did not move until 
the next morning. On another occasion she was on the 
roost at 1:00 p.m. and stayed until dark, when she left and 
did not return. 

Of all the falcon activity and kills at the AGT over the 
years, my most memorable sighting was watching the 
white Gyr return to the roost site for the evening. This 
was on Dec. 6, 1998, a bright sunny day. She flew in, 
landing on top of the antenna (her favourite perch). Mo-
ments later she launched to the south in rapid pursuit of a 
lone flying pigeon. I was following the pair and expect-
ing the falcon to overtake this pigeon in minutes. How-
ever, she broke off the chase (likely not hungry) and re-
turned to the roof of the AGT before taking off to the 
west, only to return a few minutes later in a fast glide. 
This time she landed on the antenna for a few minutes 
and then decided it was time to roost for the night. When 
on the antenna she was already facing north and just 
launched off into a fast steep descent, dropping to about 
halfway up the height of the silos. When she was clear of 
the building, she made a hard-right banking turn and let 
her speed carry her right to the ladder. This was incredi-
ble to watch, as while perched on the antenna the ladder/
roost site is not visible until the bird is around the north 
side. There was no flapping at any time and no missed 
approach. Obviously, the bird had the site programmed 
into her memory just like a GPS.  

The Bald Eagles that now fly back and forth past the 
AGT are a relatively new event. In all the years prior to 
the falcons I observed only two Bald Eagles over the 
railyard in winter and both were migrants. Bald Eagles 
are now nesting at Big Lake, and perhaps they do not mi-
grate. Eagles are often perched on buildings or light stan-
dards at the CN Bissell Yard (156 Street to 170 Street) 
and are constantly flying back and forth down Yellow-
head Trail, but do not land on the Grain Terminal. 

An immature American Goshawk was also hunting pi-
geons at the AGT along with the falcons, and late one 
fall, a dark-morph Rough-legged Hawk was trying to 
capture pigeons from the building. 

Jim Lange 
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Long-time natural history buffs know that Jim Lange, 
author of the preceding Gyrfalcon article, was once our 
long-serving club president and field trip coordinator. Jim 
originally joined the Edmonton Natural History Club in 
1979 and the Edmonton Bird Club in 1980, and is still 
very active in wildlife today, serving as land manager for 
Lu Carbyn’s wonderful Cross Lake nature properties and 
working on an Alberta wildlife viewing promotion for the 
Westlock/Rochester areas. Jim was president of the Ed-
monton Bird Club for more than a decade and was for a 
period of several years president of the Natural History 
Club at the same time. He was a guiding force in the 
merger of the two former clubs into our Edmonton Na-
ture Club. The club recognized Jim’s contributions by 
presenting him with the ENC’s Robert Turner Apprecia-
tion Award in 1990 and 2005, and the Great Gray Owl 
Award in 2016. 

For long periods of time Jim was the Field Trip Coordi-
nator for both the Edmonton Natural History Club and 
the Edmonton Bird Club, which meant that he was our 
leader on many of the trips either club was hosting. 
Lanky, long-legged Jim was known for the fast pace of 

Jim Lange 

his hikes. Everyone knew we had to keep pace, even if it 
meant going straight up the mountain at Cadomin! I viv-
idly recall a winter hike with Jim out to French Point at 
Cross Lake Provincial Park. When we came across a pile 
of feathers smack dab in the centre of the trail, Jim bent 
down, extracted a single feather, held it up, and ex-
claimed, “It was a Ruffed Grouse and it was killed by an 
owl.” I have often been amazed that anyone could know 
so much about bird lore and mammal tracking. 

Jim is generous of spirit, and always willing to help oth-
ers. On the first ten field trips I went on – before I learned 
to prepare for any possible weather – I’d often have to 
ask if Jim had “that heavy red coat in his trunk that I 
could borrow.” Riding with Jim was always a pleasure, 
whether we were discussing the finer details of Harlan’s 
Hawk plumage or raptor behaviour. Jim also seems to 
have a detailed map of Alberta’s wildlife areas built into 
his head, which comes in handy because he remains a 
driving force behind the Snow Goose Festival. Jim’s keen 
observation skills led to the discovery of Gyrfalcons in 
our city. 

Steve Knight 

Jim receiving the Great Gray Owl Award  from Gerald Romanchuk in 2016, photo by Steve Knight 
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Gyrfalcon roosting on AGT March 1997, photo by Jim Lange 

Hardy Pletz holds an intermediate Gyrfalcon at AGT March 13, 2000, photo by Gordon Court 

Further information on the CBC 2016 story regarding the gyrfalcon can be found at: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/
edmonton/edmonton-rail-yard-becomes-roost-for-rare-falcons-1.3389863. 



 

Gyrfalcon, photos by Gerald Romanchuk 


