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Edmonton’s City Bird

Six birds were nominated to represent our city: the Northern Saw-whet Owl, Boreal Chickadee, Blue Jay, Black-billed
Magpie, Downy Woodpecker, and Red-breasted Nuthatch. In the initial vote, the following finalists were selected.

Blue Jay

The Blue Jay is one of Edmonton's prettiest year-round bird species. Their colours remain consistent throughout all sea-
sons, with most females and males nearly indistinguishable. They are masters of colour and camouflage, as their feath-
ers are actually melanin or brown in colour and are not blue. This results from a special ability to absorb the full colour
spectrum, only reflecting blue tones that we are able to see and photograph. These birds have an incredible ability to
recognize and remember human faces — treat them nicely and you may in fact have a friend for life; treat them badly
and you might end up enduring repeating scorn or mocking. The Blue Jay mates for life, which in the wild typically
amounts to just over 7 years, with the oldest recorded specimen living to be 17 years and 6 months old. A female lived
in captivity for just over 26 years, but these are wild creatures and should be free to live free. Masters of mimicry, they
can expertly copy the vocalizations of the Red-tailed Hawk, Copper’s Hawk, and Sharp-shinned Hawk, along with
many other bird species and inanimate things. Most of the unusual, odd, or just plain weird sounds one might hear walk-
ing in the woodlands will be coming from a nearby and incredibly beautiful Blue Jay.

Wayne Oakes

Boreal Chickadee

As far as bird species go, the boreal chickadee is nothing if not pleasant. With its warm brown tones, soft wheezy call,
and introverted demeanor compared to that of its black-capped cousin, the Boreal Chickadee is subtle but still a joy to
encounter. While relatively uncommon in and around Edmonton, with a bit of hard searching this bird of the north-

ern forests (which, recall, Edmonton sits at the southern edge of) can still be encountered in the city. You've got to ad-
mire the toughness of such a small bird that lives year-round in a place where the low temperatures of winter are a daily
threat for several months out of the year. With determination and gusto, the Boreal Chickadee spends most of its winter
days looking for and consuming food to power its hot-burning metabolism in order to keep warm. Not only that, but it
will also store seeds in bark crevices to eat when nothing else is available. With its unassuming but good-natured atti-
tude, hardy survivorship, and strong work ethic, the Boreal Chickadee would make a wonderful representative for our
great northern city.

Nick Carter for John Acorn

Black-billed Magpie

The Black-billed Magpie might not make itself easy to love, but seen as an intelligent survivor, you’ve got to respect it.
Magpies are smart and opportunistic, feeding on anything from fruit and insects to carrion, as well as smaller birds and
mammals. This, along with its raucous call and pushy behaviour, makes the species contemptible in the eyes of some
folks. But in many ways the magpie is among the most human of birds — our species can’t claim innocence of the sins
that we’re so eager to scold the magpie for. And despite how jaded we as Albertans have become to the look of the
magpie, to fresh eyes it’s beautiful. Birders from outside western Canada often marvel at that long tail and iridescent
plumage. Indeed, the magpie is a distinctly western bird. For thousands of years it has thrived while living alongside
humans, from scavenging off bison kills on the prairies millennia ago to picking through our leftovers in the suburbs.
Over recent years the Black-billed Magpie has become culturally embraced by Edmontonians — seen in murals, business
names, and other artworks around our city, which is not only the political but also the academic and artistic capital of
Alberta. The hardiness, intelligence, and take-no-guff attitude of this species makes it a real avian embodiment of the
spirit of Edmonton.

Nick Carter

The Edmonton City Bird has not yet been announced.

On the Cover
Black-billed Magpie, photo by Wayne Oakes
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President’s Message, Winter—Spring 2025

Ann Carter, President

Congratulations to Janice Hurlburt, recently recognized
for her many volunteer contributions to the club. The
letter of nomination detailing some of her efforts is in-
cluded in this issue. Janice continues her good work and
most recently has been building your newsletters and
other email notices.

Members have been enthusiastically joining group
walks and field trips in hopes of seeing owls. Leaders
have been able to get those folks into the right habitat at
the right time, but as with all birding, weather and luck
are also factors. Owls are usually few and far between,
but we appreciate those “bonus” birds such as Snow
Buntings along the way! It’s always a great learning
experience, as the leaders generously share their
knowledge with all participants.

In the fall issue I mentioned that the club is in a strong
financial position, allowing us to support local nature
conservation. We placed additional money into the
Edmonton Nature Club Endowment for Land Conserva-
tion and Stewardship. This fund pools donations, both
large and small, to help preserve local natural areas
through the Edmonton and Area Land Trust (EALT).
The fund is held and managed by the Edmonton Com-
munity Foundation. The club also provided funding for
some Beaverhill Bird Observatory (BBO) projects and
programs, including the Young Ornithologists Work-
shop.

Bee-mimic Beetle Trichiotinus assimilis,
Photo by Ann Carter

I’ve been giving some thought to summer projects and
located the clip-on macro lens for my phone camera. A
couple of years ago [ used it to view tiny natural forms
up close. I found the beauty fascinating and even up-
loaded a few critter sightings to iNaturalist! The iNat
community responded by eventually identifying most
of them for me.

I encourage everyone to spend time outdoors and feel
free to share your observations and activities with other
club members. Find our online discussion page at
NatureTalk.

Copy the links below into your browser for more
information.

Edmonton and Area Land Trust: https://
www.ealt.ca/about-us

Beaverhill Bird Observatory: https://
beaverhillbirds.com/

Young Ornithologist Workshop: https://
beaverhillbirds.com/programs/young-ornithologist-
workshop/

iNaturalist: https://www.inaturalist.org/

ENC NatureTalk: https://groups.io/g/
ENChnaturetalk/

Ann Carter, President

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.
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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!

oNE N %

AN ALASKAN ODYSSEY
50T ANNIVERSARY EDITION

One

A Al K

Man's Wilderness

A N O D

BYS
from the fournals & photogra,
DICK PROENNEKE >
Foreword by NICK OFFERMAN

One Man’s Wilderness: An Alaskan Odyssey
By Sam Keith and Richard Proenneke, Alaska Northwest Books, 2003 edition and 50™ anniversary edition (2018)

This book is based on the journals and photography of Richard (Dick) Proenneke, who retreated to the wilderness of
Twin Lakes, now in Lake Clark National Park, to build a home for himself there. The book was first published in 1973
by Sam Keith, a close friend who visited Dick at his cabin. It received the U.S. National Outdoor Book award in 1999.
Dick made a living in Alaska primarily through his skills as a diesel mechanic, heavy equipment operator, and salmon
fisherman. He also worked for the Fish and Wildlife Service, all of which allowed him to save for his retirement in the
Alaskan wilderness, pursuing his passion for nature and the outdoors and living off the land.

In 1968, at the age of 51, Dick chose a location for his home 175 miles from Anchorage, across the mountains to Twin
Lakes. There he built a cabin among the trees overlooking a lake and mountains and accessible only by float plane. One
Man’s Wilderness covers Dick’s early years at his cabin, primarily the period from 1967 to 1973. Compiled by Sam
Keith from Dick’s daily journal entries, it describes how he built the cabin and lived there through all the seasons of the
years. From his first days, you will be captivated by this “one man’s wilderness”! The cabin is now an Alaska National
Park Service historic site with a nearby campground for visitors.

Dick Proenneke was truly “Alone in the Wilderness,” which is the title of a DVD featuring his own photography, docu-

menting the construction of his cabin and tools as well as his adventures on the land. Dick left his cabin at Twin Lakes,
where he had lived for 31 years, at the age of 81. His ashes were scattered on nearby Proenneke’s Peak.

Highly recommended by Karen Lindsay
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The Courage of Birds: And the Often Surprising Ways They Survive Winter
By Pete Dunne, with illustrations by David Allen Sibley, published by Powell’s Books, 2024

THE COURAGE
OF BIRDS

And the Often Surprising Ways

They Survive Winter This book is about how birds from different habitats have adapted to
living in various winter conditions in order to survive. The author,
Pete Dunne, is an award-winning birder and acclaimed writer whose
name you may recognize, and the illustrations are by renowned artist
and birder David Sibley. A winning combination for this topic! The
book also includes a discussion of the impact of the changing climate
conditions on birds. This book is for anyone interested in birds,
whether you are a serious birder or simply a backyard observer.

PE T]LE DUNNE Recommended by Karen Lindsay

WITH ILLUSTR!

DAVID ALLEN SIBLEY

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

Editorial Notes

In October, residents of Edmonton and the surrounding area had an opportunity to vote for one of six nominees for our
city’s official bird. During the first round of voting, the Downy Woodpecker, Red-breasted Nuthatch, and Northern Saw-
whet Owl were eliminated, leaving the Black-billed Magpie, Blue Jay, and Boreal Chickadee as choices in the final
round. According to Nick Carter with Nature Alberta, the Black-billed Magpie is slightly in the lead in the polls, but the
City has not yet announced the winner (cover story).

Our President Ann Carter has good news about the club’s financial position and projects our club supports (page 4).

We want to congratulate Janice Hurlburt, who received the Chickadee Award for her dedication and many contributions
to our club (page 8). Thank you, Janice!

Jack DeHaas, a long-time member of the Edmonton Nature Club, passed away in December 2024. He will be
remembered fondly by all who knew him (page 9). We have republished an article by Pauline DeHaas describing why
she and Jack decided to join the club many years ago (page 10).

Chris Rees contributed two articles on owls to this issue — the Northern Hawk Owl (page 12) and Great Gray Owl
(page 28). His photos are stunning!

Kimberly Fulton, our ENC Outdoor Program Director, reports on city walks and field trips from January 18 to April 9
(page 18).

Patsy Cotterill provides tips for determining the sex of Aspens (page 22) in addition to her Conservation Corner column
(page 21). Nathan Binnema wrote us to express his views on Patsy’s article “Decline and Death of Acheson Field
Pond” (September—December, 2024); Patsy replies to Nathan in “Something to Think About...” (page 20).

Dawne Colwell

The deadline for submissions to the May—August 2025 issue is July 31, 2025. Please email articles and photos to Dawne
Colwell at colwelld@shaw.ca




Celebrating Our Volunteers

Janice Hurlburt, photo by Tim Hurlburt

The Chickadee Award

A Chickadee Award is presented to any club member
the current executive wishes to acknowledge for their
ongoing contributions.

THE PARKLAND NATURALIST

As the Outdoor Program co-ordinator from 2013 to 2016,
Janice Hurlburt organized 42 walks and field trips. Dur-
ing Covid, she shared program responsiblities with Chris
Rees for a year and a half, managing registrations for club
members when participant numbers and trip locations were
limited. As Outdoor Program co-ordinator, she attended
many executive meetings.

Janice developed a web page for the Snow Goose

Chase, along with Ann Carter. She helped with the migra-
tion of the club website to the current platform and contin-
ues to do minor updates as needed. Her photos have ap-
peared on the websites, in The Parkland Naturalist, and in
club communications. Janice also posts the PN on our web-
site for members to view.

Janice has written interesting articles for The Parkland Nat-
uralist, illustrated with her excellent photos. For the Indoor
Program, she entertained us with an account of her grizzly
bear adventure. Her contributions to the Bird Studies group
include a program on Peregrine Falcon FledgeWatch activi-
ties and several sessions on identifying bird species seen
here in winter, offered in preparation for the Edmonton
Christmas Bird Count.

She participated in the Christmas Bird Counts for Edmon-
ton, Opal, Elk Island, and Wabamun for several years; did
the May Species Bird Count in Brooks one year; and took
part in numerous ENC field trips.

Janice has always been ready to help out when needed; for
example, she emceed the ENC annual banquet when Toby-
Anne Reimer was unable to make it.

Our club has benefitted from Janice’s capable and generous
contributions over many years.

Congratulations, Janice!

Adult peregrine falcon in Edmonton which had been rescued as a fledgling 8 years earlier by the Edmonton Peregrine

FledgeWatch team. Photo by Janice Hurlburt.
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Jack DeHaas, 1950-2024
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Jack DeHaas, photo by Heather DeHaas

After a long bout with cancer, Jack DeHaas, surrounded by family, died on December 26, 2024. He was a man of deep
faith who fought his cancer with courage and dignity. He will be sorely missed by all who knew him.

I first met Jack through our shared passion for birding. His yard in East Fairhaven was legendary for the birds he attract-
ed in winter with all his feeders. I enjoyed many a St. Albert Christmas Bird Count with Jack, often being invited into his
home to warm up and to share a bowl of hot soup. Dan Stoker, Alan Hingston, and I had a standing open invitation to
wander through his property to enjoy the birds that visited there.

While healthy, Jack was an active ENC member, joining in many field trips and attending the monthly meetings at Kings
College. Even as his health deteriorated and he couldn’t walk great distances, Jack would still drive out with Pauline in
search of new birds. On April 29, 2020, he reported a pair of Long-tailed Ducks feeding in the ponds along the Yellow-
head Trail near Jennifer Heil Way and within hours every birder in the Edmonton area swarmed to enjoy these gorgeous
birds. Jack loved to share his finds and took joy in so many birders seeing this Edmonton area lifer.

When some young birders asked me who Jack DeHaas was, I told them he was a gentle, kind, and caring man who loved
his family and life in equal measure. Rest in peace, Jack. Your legacy lives on!

Percy Zalasky
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The Day | Became a Birder and Joined the Club

The following article written by Pauline DeHaas was first published in the Autumn-Winter 2010 issue of The Parkland
Naturalist.

N Jack, my husband, wanted to join the Edmonton

| Nature Club. He had always been interested in
birds. He was raised in the Fraser Valley, his par-
| ents loved nature, and his dad even wrote a col-
umn on birds in a small local paper. Our mar-
riage had been blessed with seven precious chil-
dren who now had all flown the coop, and we
were empty nesters. Dr. Benjamin Spock’s books
had been replaced by Sibley’s. All sorts of other
birding books and binoculars had permanent
spots on the kitchen table. Our huge family gro-
cery bills had been replaced by equally huge
birdseed bills (no pun intended). My father-in-

¥ law had been a member of the Vancouver Nature
pZeell Club, and Jack felt it was now time for us to join
& a local group.

I, however, am a bit shy, and after years of chas-
ing after kids and monitoring their every activity,
I wasn’t so sure that [ wanted to start doing the
same with birds. Joining a club with all sorts of

| knowledgeable types, I also wasn’t so sure about.
% Would we fit in? Would everyone or even any-
one like us? I hardly knew anything about birds,
but I was willing to give it a try because we had
met Peter Demulder a few times when he was

% doing the Christmas Bird Count. Peter was
friendly, he could speak Dutch and so could we,
our last names both started with De (wow, maybe
we were even family?). Peter knew a ton about

i birds and yet could talk to beginner birders like
me. So, on the basis having met Peter Demulder,
I agreed to consider joining the club.

Our first nature club meeting was in a classroom
setting at NAIT, and the topic was comparing
Tundra and Trumpeter Swans. Peter Demulder

! was very welcoming, and invited us to sit near
him, a gesture I really appreciated. The speaker
had brought in a stuffed example of each swan.
Jack was soon finding it all very interesting,

: whereas I was just looking around wondering if
we were going to ﬁt in. After a whlle I started to relax and listen to the speaker and even thought of a question. I asked,
“What does a swan sound like?” Instantly, there erupted the most incredibly loud and clear Trumpeter Swan call, and it
was so close and so unexpected that it probably cut ten years off my life...and it was coming from Peter!

When my heart rate returned a bit to normal, I said to him, “Do you do that often?” and he said, “Only when I’m asked,”
and I said, “Do it again,” and he did. I am sure he could produce that sound better than the swan could. In fact, it was so
real that [ actually peeked under his chair to see if perhaps he’d birthed a little swan right then and there! The rest of the
club just smiled and continued on, as they had obviously heard Peter honk before — but for me, I didn’t hear another
word that the speaker said. | kept thinking of this talent beside me. How did he learn to do that? Was there such a thing
as “Swan Singing School”? Was he married? Did he practice in front of his wife, and did she say, “Now, Peter, I think
you should be a half octave lower and stretch your neck a bit.”

Were swans Peter’s favourite bird? Did everyone in the club have a favourite bird, and were they required to mimic the
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sound of it...like the big guy over there, what if
he loved hummingbirds? Could he flap his arms
and make hummingbird noises? And that tiny
British-looking lady over there, she looks like a
perfect little Saw-whet Owl! So, while Jack was |
taking in the whole talk on the miracles of migrat- [§
ing and mating, molting, and morphing, I just sat [§§#
there worrying about what kind of bird I’d have to W
be. I just knew our kids would insist that having
delivered seven of them, I would be a perfect
stork. How could I find out what a stork sounded
like?

The next meeting was at the Provincial Museum
and the topic was “Turkey Vultures.” I was all
enthusiastic to go, as [ was dying to see who in
the audience would pop up gobbling! The meet-
ings at the museum start with coffee in the foyer.
We were just standing there when Percy Zalasky
and Alan Hingston came up and kindly introduced themselves. Jack told them, “I have two American Goldfinches and a
White-throated Sparrow at my place.” Now because it was winter and these birds normally fly south, this was an unusual
claim. So when Jack reported it to them, I could see Percy and Alan looking intently at my man and doing a sort of visu-
al MRI, and I could just see them thinking, “Is there birdy knowledge in that brain? Could this be true? It would look
pretty good on our monthly list!”

The very next day, who should arrive but Percy and Alan, and, sure enough, they saw the rare little sparrow and it indeed
was the White-throated — hurrah for Jack. I was proud! The next day, Dan Stoker was also along. [ saw them in the back-
yard and announced to Jack, “Honey, the three wise men have arrived!” That day they missed the sparrow, but together
they saw the goldfinches, which aren’t gold in winter, and a little tricky to identify in an area where they shouldn’t be
wintering, but again Jack had it right and I was very proud! Well, a few days later, it was my turn: the day I would feel
like maybe I could be a birder. I came home from shopping and birder Dan was in the yard. “Have you seen my hus-
band’s little sparrow yet?” I asked. “No,” said Dan, “and I’ve been here three times looking and looking for it.”

“Oh, it’s right there,” I said, waving my hand toward the hedge, not even looking that way (instead, I was admiring his
jacket, thinking, “If we join, I’ll get to buy gortex!”) “No,” Dan said patiently as he looked through his binoculars,
“those are juncos.” Again not even glancing towards the hedge (I didn’t need to, by this time I knew the habits of that
little bird), I answered, “Yes, of course, the juncos. The little sparrow you are looking for is beside them on the right!”
And you know what...he was there! And of course he was there! He’d been there 99% of the time, all winter, only play-
ing hide-and-seek when birders came looking.

Anyways, Dan was very happy and impressed, and, truth be told, I was very happy, as I felt I’d impressed one of the
wise men and even more, [ was so extremely proud of that little sparrow for being in exactly the right place at the right
time! It was just like a happy-parenting moment! Kids can sometimes make their parents look like inept idiots, but much
more often they do exactly the right thing at the right time and fill us with pride and joy. That crazy little bird did that for
me...I felt like its mother! And that’s when I decided that sure, we could join the nature club and fit right in!

Pauline DeHaas

Photos provided by Pauline DeHaas
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Some Observations of Winter Hawk Owls

The winter of 2024-2025 was an owl enthusiast’s dream. Great Gray Owls were everywhere and in large numbers, espe-
cially around Opal. Several Boreal Owls were reported. There were not many Snowy Owls, but there were enough
Northern Hawk Owls to catch my interest.

My first long-term experience with a winter Northern Hawk Owl (NHOW) was in 2014. On January 1, I spotted a hawk
owl east of Sherwood Park along Township Road 530 at Range Road 220. I would stop every so often to watch the owl,
hoping for photographs, but the owl spent most of its time high in the poplar trees, out of camera range. My most memo-
rable observation was one day in early March. When I stopped to look at the owl, it took flight, dropping low and cruis-
ing to the southwest. I watched through my binoculars and saw that it was headed towards a vole on the surface of the
snow about half a kilometre away. The owl scooped up the vole and came straight back and perched in the top of a pop-
lar tree. After remaining in the same area for two and a half months, it disappeared in mid-March. This started me think-
ing about the possibility that Northern Hawk Owls might select winter ranges.

Northern Hawk Owl in Sherwood Park, November 25, 2024.

On November 19, 2024, I sighted a Northern Hawk Owl in Sherwood Park along Range Road 233. It was hunting the
pathways alongside the road and an old Sherwood Park Golf Course fairway. I tried to stop every other day to watch and
see if it was hunting successfully. I did not see it catch anything, although there were many mouse and vole tracks along
the walkways bordering the road. The photo shows the owl has blood on its beak. My last sighting of this owl was on
December 1, 2024. It had stayed in the area for 13 days.

My next encounter was on December 20, 2024, when I sighted a Northern Hawk Owl along Range Road 211 just south
of Township Road 562. This owl was moving around hunting and flew to an area along Township Road 562. It made
several flights out over the grasses to the north, hovering and dropping to the ground once, but I did not see it catch any-
thing. Finally, it dropped from the telephone wire, skimmed across the field just above ground level, going north. It
pulled up at about a 60-degree pitch and landed in the top of a spruce tree half a kilometre away. I returned to the area on
January 7, 2025. The owl was hunting from the power lines along its primary hunting spot. It flew out over the wetland
and hovered but didn’t drop to catch a vole. It moved around to several other perches, but I didn’t see it catch anything.
My next visit was on January 19, 2025. The owl was in a tree west of Range Road 211, but I had only an hour to watch
and it didn’t move from that location. I saw another Northern Hawk Owl about half a kilometre to the southwest.
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Hover, listen and/or watch for prey.

Scoop the prey.
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Find a convenient perch. Eat or stash?

Swallow the meal whole.
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Find a good place to stash a vole.

January 31, 2025, was a very interesting day. As I drove up, the owl flew from the wires along 562 and hovered on the
north side of the road. It returned to the wires but immediately dropped to the ditch, then returned to the wires to eat the
vole it had caught. Over the next hour, the owl was actively hunting along 562, constantly looking around. Several times
it flew out to hover or land on a fence post. It caught three voles, but instead of eating them, it was stashing them. The
first time I realized what the owl was doing, it flew low into a patch of trees with the vole in its feet. Looking around, it
landed on a vertical fallen tree, cached the vole in it, and returned to the wire. The owl then moved to a new location on
the northeast corner of the intersection of TR562 and RR211. It resumed actively hunting, catching two more voles and
each time disappearing low into the trees before returning to the wires. The wind was blowing a lot of fresh snow
around, so the owl was hunting primarily by sound.

Northern Hawk Owl’s primary hunting area on Road 562. Satellite view of area from Google maps.
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On February 7, 2025, I could not locate the owl initially. After checking the normal locations, I found it on the top of a
spruce tree in the small woodlot in the northwest quadrant of the TR562/RR211 intersection. After about 15 minutes, the
owl did a fluttering spiral down to the base of the tree and caught a vole. It flew to a branch about three quarters of the
way up a poplar tree and ate the vole. It remained there for an hour, looking around beneath the trees, before moving to
the top of a thin poplar. After a few minutes, it flew to the farmyard to the southwest. I had a chance to talk to the owner
of the farm, who said the owl sometimes hung around their yard. After the owl flew away, a squirrel started to chatter in
the spruce trees in the small woodlot. I wondered if the owl had been hunting the squirrel.

On February 8, the owl was at the top of a poplar on the north side of TR562 overlooking its primary hunting area. For
the next 30 minutes it sat preening and looking around. It was a cold but clear and windless day. The sun had some
warmth, and [ wondered if the owl was simply enjoying the sunshine.

On February 13, the owl was on the top of a dead spruce in what I call its secondary hunting area south of RR211 and
west of TR562. After 5 minutes it moved to a poplar tree and then another. Then I heard him singing!

Over the next 15 minutes he sang four times. After singing, the owl flew westward, caught a vole, and ate it before retun-
ing to the tall poplar. He moved around a couple of times and though he was actively looking around, he did not capture
any more voles. | had heard the soft trilling call of Northern Hawk Owls before. Near Opal on February 8, 2023, we wit-
nessed a male singing and displaying on a broken-off tree. After a few minutes the female came to the stump, but the
male immediately flew off.

The owl was in the top of a spruce tree in the woodlot north of the pump jacks on February 20. It sat for a few minutes
before flying to the top of a poplar tree just north of 562. It preened and looked around and sang three refrains before
making a foray over some willows and landing on a power pole on the east side of the road into the pump jacks. When it
flew over to the power line a little further east, I saw a Long-tailed Weasel moving across the snow-covered wetland.
The owl ignored the weasel until it crossed the road to the pump jacks. At that point the owl made a pass over the weasel
and landed low in the woodlot where I had seen it stash a vole in a fallen tree two weeks ago. The weasel checked out
the tree — looking to steal the owl’s stashed voles? The owl was bobbing and weaving while watching the weasel, ap-
pearing quite agitated. When the weasel disappeared, the owl flew up to the power lines on the south side of 562. After a
few minutes, it flew back to a spruce top close to where I first saw it.

Weasel checking for the owl’s stashed voles. Watching the weasel.
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On February 27, I could not locate the hawk owl initially. After about 30 minutes, I returned and found it at the top of a
poplar tree on the southwest corner of the intersection. The owl immediately flew off to the southwest into the Astotin
Natural Area and I lost sight of it behind the small hills. March 7 was a sad day, as I could not locate the owl] at all.

The northern Hawk Owl is a bird of the northern forests and muskegs. It is generally considered a species of least con-
cern, mainly due to the remoteness of its range. It is an irruptive species; on a semi-regular basis it moves southward
from its normal range. The Northern Hawk Owl behaviours I have described are typical winter behaviours, based on
information presented in on-line sources such as All About Birds (Cornell Lab of Ornithology), Guide to North Ameri-
can Birds (Audubon), American Bird Conservancy, and Wikipedia. Perhaps the only behaviour not mentioned in these
sources, but common in this area, is the owls’ propensity to hunt from power poles and power lines, at least in the early
part of winter. Even if the owl behaviours I observed have been documented in the references, it is always very reward-
ing to see them in the field, for yourself.

Chris Rees

Northern Hawk Owl range map. Source:

https://abcbirds.org/bird/northern-hawk-owl/ REmR R 2L SREnelny (Mg £res,

Through a Photoshop composite, a male Northern Hawk Owl displays and sings to a female.

All photos by Chris Rees
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Outdoor Program, January—April, 2025

City walks enable ENC 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 NatureTalk (ENCnaturetalk@groups.io | Home) and can be filtered by a hashtag
(#tripreport).

ENC Thorhild Owl Field Trip — Daniel Koehn

On Saturday January 18, 27 ENC members met north of Edmonton at 8:30 a.m.
for a field trip up to the Thorhild/Opal area to look for Great Gray and Northern
Hawk Owls. It was a beautiful day, despite the chilly weather of —30°C at certain
times. They stopped in Thorhild for lunch before continuing on. One group was
birding for almost 7 hours, driving nearly 150 km! In total, they saw about 18
Great Gray Owls and 4 Northern Hawk Owls; very respectable numbers!

Opal Owl Prowl — David Grinevitch

At noon on Saturday March 8, 13 club members left Edmonton and headed north
to Opal. There has been a known irruption of Great Gray Owls in this area. With
the Opal area having developed such a reputation over the winter (even interna-
tionally!), the stakes were high.

After a disappointing morning they encountered a small flock of starlings before
the first exciting discovery of the day, a Northern Hawk Owl! The group then
headed into Thorhild for a quick break before heading even further north to the
area between Mapova and Tawatinaw Natural Area. Over the next 2% hours, they
found 8 Great Gray Owls!

Great Gray Owl,
In the last hour before sunset, they headed back south to Opal and found the final photo by Jim Dennett

2 Great Grays. They were there all along, they just only chose to reveal them-
selves at dusk!

Grumpy’s Not So Grumpy Big Owl Day — Gerald Romanchuck }
Early Saturday morning on March 15, 7 members set out from St. Albert with the &

goal of finding as many owl species as they could in one day. They started at the

Interpretive Trail at Big Lake hoping for a bit of a long shot — a Short-eared Owl —

but didn’t see any. They headed north to Legal for a Snowy Owl. Nothing was

there, so they had to settle for an “illegal” one at Egg Lake.

On to the Opal area, where a Hawk Owl that was scouted the night before was f /
right where it was supposed to be. They turned onto the oilfield roads southwest '
of Cynthia to spot a Pygmy Owl. Things were looking bleak when finally the owl
was heard tooting. It took some searching, but they found the bird and got a rea-
sonable look before taking a dinner break in Drayton Valley. They rounded out
the trip in the Genesee area, where they heard one distant Barred Owl that called
once.

Opal Owl Prowl — David Grinevitch

On Sunday, March 16, 8 members left Edmonton at 7 a.m. to get to Opal for
dawn. It was cloudy, and windier than hoped for, but they were optimistic. Things
were looking great when a member spotted a Northern Hawk Owl. Unfortunately,

they spent the remainder of the trip not finding more owls! Northern Hawk Owl,
photo by Hank Tan
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They did have some exciting experiences, though. In the morning they encountered the largest flock of Snow Buntings
the group had ever seen — easily 1000+ birds swarmed over the road in front of them. They also saw an adult Goshawk
that bombed the road in front of them and flew across the road to a field before gaining altitude and soaring away.

The list for the day included 14 species of birds, so it was a worthwhile trip after all!

ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

The first ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk of 2025 hap-
pened on March 23, with eight participants ranging in
age from juvenile to just over 80! It was a sunny —7°C
start that ended at at +6°C! Wayne spotted a Giant
Canada Goose in his pre-walk scouting.

At the parking area they started looking at Balsam
Poplars, Trembling Aspens, and Pussy Willows. At
this time of year the Balsam Poplars are only display-
ing swollen leaf buds. Heading north toward the North
Saskatchewan River, a large group of six Downy
Woodpeckers were in a territorial mating squabble.
The area also had a number of Pine Siskins, several
Dark-eyed Juncos, and both Red-breasted and White-
breasted Nuthatches foraging on the old-growth Bal-
sam Poplars.

Just as they started to walk past kihcihkaw aski, they

Least Chipmunk, photo by Wayne Oakes were treated with the appearance of the very first
sighting of a Least Chipmunk this 2025 spring season!
In total, 18 bird species were identified.

ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

Six participants and Wayne set out on
April 9 for a 360-Degree Nature Walk. It
was a beautiful sunny 5°C when they start-
ed, and the temperature soared to about
17°C by the time they finished. A Bald Ea-
gle flew over as they took a good look at
some of the trees and shrubs around the
Alfred Savage Centre. Heading north to-
wards the North Saskatchewan River they
discussed various aspects of vegetation and
were greeted by several hungry Red Squir-
rels. A second Bald Eagle flew overhead!

As the group arrived at the mouth of
Whitemud Creek, where it empties into the
North Saskatchewan River, a pair of Trum-
peter Swans landed directly in front of
them and swam around briefly before tak-
ing flight again. Because of all the activity
at this spot they spent a fair amount of time
there before heading to Steel Ball Pond.

From there they crossed over Fox Drive and

headed upstream on the west side of
Whitemud Creek down to Whitemud Creek Black-backed Woodpecker (female), photo by Wayne Oakes

Bridge #282.

Kimberly Fulton, Outdoor Program Director
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Something to Think About ...

We all have opinions on various topics. Nathan Binnema recently wrote to express his response to an article published in
the September—December, 2024 issue of The Parkland Naturalist, “Decline and Death of Acheson Pond Field Pond,” by
Patsy Cotterill. Nathan asked us to publish his letter in the next issue. As editor, I decided to publish his email and to ask
Patsy for her response to his email. Dawne Colwell

Letter from Nathan Binnema

Patsy Cotterill wrote a fascinating article for the September—December issue of The Parkland Naturalist magazine called
“The Decline and Death of Acheson Field Pond.” Most of the article gave a detailed chronology of the transformations
of the pond over the course of her 20 years of visiting it, and it included a quite touching paragraph on how we don’t rec-
ognize the death of flora and fauna through ceremony and grief. The last paragraph, however, took a turn for the rhetori-
cal, and it was a rhetoric I found questionable. I quote the paragraph below:

“Bottom line: development is caused by an ever-increasing human population and the social and political paradigms and
cultures behind this. In this case, the fault lies not with the developer, who finds investing in development profitable be-
cause of people’s demand for products, nor with Parkland County, which must develop its industrial area to fund munici-
pal services for its growing number of residents. The fault lies with population growth, and the solution is to stem it.
Canada’s rampant immigration policies are particularly harmful for the natural environment because as a wealthy coun-
try we have huge ecological footprints as individuals. Naturalists must speak out to expose the relationship of population
to loss of biodiversity.”

Patsy’s solution to ecological degradation seems to be to stem population growth by restricting immigration.

Firstly, restrictive immigration policies enacted at the national level will not stem population growth as a global phenom-
enon, so it does not constitute a rational or effective response to population growth, even assuming human population
growth may be considered as the root cause of ecological harm.

Secondly, (and more importantly) if citizens of rich countries like Canada have high ecological footprints, surely the in-
telligent response to this would be for Canadians to learn to live a different way, not to externalize the harmful effects of
our behaviour by putting up more barriers to restrict the mobility of people who usually have very good reasons to move.
In fact, if immigrants come from poorer countries, they may have a lot to teach us about how to live well with less, thus
reducing our ecological footprint.

Reply from Patsy Cotterill

Nathan’s objections to statements in my Acheson pond article seem to stem from my opposition to immigration. I am not
against all immigration into Canada, just to its use as a deliberate instrument of economic policy to continuously increase
the size of the country in the name of growth in GDP, a positive feedback loop that is harmful to the natural environment
and is ultimately unsustainable for humans.

That the Age of Extinction and the fact that human numbers on the planet have never been higher (8-plus billion) coin-
cide is not a coincidence: they are causally linked.

Reducing human population globally will make for a sustainable planet (for future human as well as non-human genera-
tions) and less human conflict and suffering. It will also make reaching our environmental targets more feasible, e.g.,
30% of land/sea set aside from human activity by 2030 (currently unreachable), or as Alberta conservationist Harvey
Locke proposes, 50% (of Earth) allocated to nature.

Naturalists are in a good position to spread this message to a general public whose views count in a democracy.
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Conservation Corner

Grizzly Bears. The March issue of albertaviews magazine is largely dedicated to environmental topics, and almost none
relate good news. In her essay, “Problem Grizzly or Problem Politics? Alberta’s New Bear Hunt,” Trina Moyles reports
that although the hunt has been suspended for two decades, changes in regulations were made on June 16, 2024, that
allow the public to hunt “problem” bears. This ostensibly is an effort to reduce human-bear conflicts, which include
killing of livestock (even though it appears that the livestock is often already dead when the bear finds it). Grizzly bears
are a threatened species under the Alberta Wildlife Act of 2020, with their numbers estimated at fewer than a thousand.
Considering there are 4,370,000 humans in the province compared to fewer than 1,000 grizzly bears, shouldn’t it be
people who are making the sacrifice? (Link to albertaviews: https://albertaviews.ca/)

The move has been castigated by wildlife biologists and conservationists as overtly political, the result of hunting and
outfitting associations’ lobbying of Todd Loewen, Minister of Forestry and Parks, himself a farmer and owner of an out-
fitting company. Interestingly, the Edmonton Journal recently reported that an auction of special hunting licences in
Utah which allowed Americans to kill moose, elk, and mule deer in Alberta brought in $350,000 US to Alberta govern-
ment coffers, and elsewhere in the U.S. permission for a bighorn sheep hunt in Alberta netted $400,000 US. The govern-
ment noted that the total, $923,000 CAD, would be put towards “conservation projects.” Like killing wolves, part of the
government's official strategy to save caribou?

Further, a news release on March 12 suggested that the government is interested in significantly promoting hunting in
Alberta, no doubt to better the fortunes of the hunting/outfitting industry and keep constituents happy.

Wolverines. Wolverines are also estimated to number less than a thousand breeding animals. Yet trapping limits have
recently been relaxed for wolverines, along with lynx, fisher, and river otter, Cathy Ellis reports in Rocky Mountain
Outlook, November 4, 2024. A rationale given for this is that trapping will help determine the conservation status of
wolverines, which are currently “data-deficient.” Well, if wolverines are numerous, they’ll probably show up more in
traps, and if they are scarce, then fewer will be caught, but is this any way to conduct a scientific census and protect a
potentially threatened species? (Link to Nature Alberta article “Wolverines: The latest victims of Unsound Policy,” by
Richard Schneider: https://online.fliphtml5.com/olrxh/tobe/#p=1)

albertaviews editor Tadzio Richards observes that cougars (also a threatened species) can be hunted in the Cypress
Hills. Two other articles, by Sid Marty and Ted Morton, shed light on the dodgy politics of mining in the province. Can
we conclude that Alberta’s environmental ministries are more about making money from Alberta’s wildlife and land-
scapes than protecting them?

Patsy Cotterill

Grizzly Bear, photo by Janice Hurlburt
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Trembling Aspen — the All-Canadian Tree that Heralds the Spring!

Trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides) is more Canadian than maples: it occurs in a wide swath all across Canada from
sea to sea to sea. Its congener, balsam poplar (Populus balsamifera) has a similar but narrower distribution, being virtual-
ly absent from far western Canada. It is replaced in B.C. and elsewhere in western North America by a very similar spe-
cies, black cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa).

Aspen, so common it is invisible?

So aspen is as common as dirt, and just as highly disregarded, at least by the general public. When I was travelling to
work by bus I used to play a little game. Because aspen forms clones of genetically uniform stems, whole stands of trees
are in flower at the same time. Often the dangling catkins, particularly of the male trees, swaying in unison in the wind,
create an eye-catching blizzard of grey. As the bus passed a stand of aspen in this condition, usually about mid-April, I
would check to see if any of the passengers were looking up and noticing. Invariably, they were not — and this was before
the days of cell phones! The tall, slender, white stems of well grown aspen can rival the aesthetics of any of our other
trees. In the public’s defence, the tender green flush of new leaves in the spring or the yellow swaths of senescing aspens
in Edmonton’s river valley in the fall usually do garner some accolades.

Aspen stem with young foliage, Edmonton, Female catkins just emerging from the buds, March 23, 2024.
May 20, 2023. Photo by Wayne Oakes.

Aspen has, however, been well studied by plant scientists and foresters on account of its wide geographic range, ecologi-
cal importance, and commercial value. Moreover, botanically-minded naturalists, suffering from the floristic drought of
winter, are particularly keen to welcome it as the earliest tree to flower in the spring.

Flowering in male and female aspen

This article was first drafted about this time last year, a response to a conversation on ENC’s NatureTalk initiated by
Wayne Oakes’ posted image above. A delay in publication put it well out of sync with aspen’s flowering time, and it was
abandoned. But with the right season again approaching, it seemed worthwhile to resurrect the article and take advantage
of Jiri Novak’s close-ups of dissected catkins. Jiri spent some time carefully studying the sequence of flowering and
fruiting in aspen in the spring of 2022.

In the course of the NatureTalk discussion, the following three questions, all about aspen sex, surfaced. (The sexes are
separate in poplars, and also in willows, fellow catkin-bearing members of the willow family, Salicaceae, a phenomenon
known in the plant world as dioecy.)
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1. Can male and female trees be distinguished by their flower buds before they are in flower?
2. Are there more male trees than female trees?

3. Do male trees flower earlier (in the season, and in age) and more abundantly than female trees?
1. Can male and female trees be distinguished by their flower buds?

The answer to question 1, according to Elisabeth Beaubien, the PlantWatch guru, whose major research has been ob-
serving the timing of flowering in a variety of Canadian species, is yes. She derived her information initially from Barb
Thomas, poplar researcher and adjunct professor at the University of Alberta, who says that male trees can be distin-
guished because they have larger, rounder buds clustered at the ends of twigs, whereas female trees have smaller buds
that are more spaced out along the twigs. I tested this with some random observations this spring. Surprisingly, the ma-
jority of the twigs I collected initially from various locations and popped in water to open up turned out to be males, the
same being true for catkins I examined on the tree, suggesting that male clones are more abundant than females. The
female buds do indeed seem smaller than the male buds, but they appear similarly clustered at the top of the twigs.

Male catkins beginning to elongate, April 11, 2010. Female catkins, April 11, 2010. The dates on the photos
indicate typical flowering times for the two sexes in the
Edmonton area.
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Being a lazy botanist, I generally wait until the respective aspen genitalia are well exposed in fully emerged catkins be-
fore assigning sex. That said, even catkins that are barely protruding from their shiny protective brown bud scales and
are at the fuzzy gray stage can be pulled apart and examined with a hand lens to determine gender. The tiny male flowers
(50-65 per catkin), packed along the axis of the catkin, each contain about 10 tiny stamens. The anthers are attached on
little stalks to a miniature green plate called a disc, subtended by a dark brown bract fringed with long white hairs that
provide insulation. The anther sacs look like minute red balls before they open.

In the female flowers the disc becomes a filmy green sheath almost wholly enclosing the pistil, which consists of a pear-
shaped green ovary with a “neck” that is tipped by branched red stigmas. The male flowers are easier to interpret in the
immature stages. Salicaceae expert Jiri Novak has a rule of thumb: if it doesn’t have “balls,” it’s female! The pink to
crimson colour of both the stamens and stigmas as they approach maturity tempts one to interpret this as some form of
exhibitionism, but it is probably more to do with protection. The colour is due to anthocyanin, a pigment produced when
a plant is subject to the stresses of high light intensity and cold temperatures.

Male flowers of aspen crowded on a catkin still partially A cross-section through a female catkin. The green parts
contained within the bud. The crimson anthers are attached are the ovaries within the sheath-like discs; the dark purple
to green saucer-like discs. They have been likened to jam blobs are over-mature stigmas. Photo by Jiri Novak,

or punnets of raspberries. Each flower has an adjoining April 9, 2024.

hairy, dark-green bract for insulation and protection. Photo
by Jiri Novak, April 1, 2024.

Catkins emerging from the bud lengthen quickly in response to heat, even before the anthers open (anthesis) and the
stigmas are receptive to pollen. It is then easy to see the differences between the sexes. With a little experience it is even
possible to sex the tree from a distance. The grey male catkins are long and pendent and sway in the wind; the female
catkins are shorter, tighter, and less wind-mobile. Researchers with the appropriate tools don’t even have to wait until a
tree reaches sexual maturity to determine its gender; they can investigate the genetic markers for sex present on chromo-
some 19. Incidentally, in examining some female catkins, I came across one flower that had a single stamen alongside
the female parts. Even aspen (and willows) are not always binary!

After flowering, the male catkins with their spent anthers wither, fall off the tree, and are recycled into the soil biomass.
In contrast, the female catkins go from strength to strength, becoming conspicuous pendent green chains as the ovaries
develop into small green capsules containing the pollinated seeds. A tuft of white hairs attached to each seed aids in
wind dispersal. Providing flowers are not killed by a late frost, seed production can be copious, resulting in the drifts of
“poplar fluff” that can often be seen alongside trails and sidewalks. Balsam poplars also contribute significantly to this
snow-in-summer effect.
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2. Are there more male trees than female trees?

In answer to question 2, both the literature and local sources seem to agree that there are more male than female trees, in
a ratio of roughly 70 to 30 or, more broadly, 3 to 1. This would make strategic sense, given that pollen, widely scattered
by the wind and therefore likely to suffer high wastage, would need to be in greater quantities to get the pollination job
done, compared to the static females. If female catkins were more numerous on the trees, this could mean that flower
production per tree could be equivalent, but this does not appear to be the case.

3. Do male trees flower earlier and more abundantly than female trees?

Regarding question 3, the general opinion seems to be that male aspens flower earlier in the spring than female aspens.
The common botanical phenomenon, whereby stamens ripen before stigmas and are often withered by the time the stig-
mas mature, is called protandry. Along with its opposite (protogyny), it serves to promote cross-pollination in plants. So,
it would seem feasible that male aspens follow the commoner rule and come into flower first. However, protandry would
seem to be less important in species in which the sexes are separate and the opposite sex may be far away. There obvi-
ously must be some overlap in flowering time among clones of the sexes for pollination to occur. I would also suggest
that, because male flowering is showier than female flowering, the synchrony of the latter may get overlooked.
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Developing fruit, on day 18 after observations Ripe capsules on a fruiting catkin before dehiscence, May 30, 2022.
began, May 4, 2022. Photos by Jiri Novak.
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Dispersing seeds, Edmonton, May 27, 2024. Aspen stand at Shirley Lake trailhead, Elk Island National
Park, May 20, 2011.

Are there other differences between male and female clones besides reproductive ones?

Apparently female clones show denser growth, with more stems per unit area than male clones in which trees are fewer
but taller. Ruffed grouse, which feed extensively on buds in winter and depend on stands 30—50 years old in different
successional stages, apparently prefer male buds, possibly because they pack a bigger protein punch.

How has aspen become so popular (excuse the pun)?

Despite abundant seed production, in modern circumstances aspen rarely reproduces by seed. It spreads by suckers,
shoots that arise from a horizontal root being the norm. The suckers form a genetically identical clone, and individual
clones can be distinguished as a mosaic in forests by differences in height, timing of leaf break and senescence, and oth-
er characteristics. High seed production is adaptive for a pioneering tree such as aspen, equipped to germinate on denud-
ed landscapes. Aspen seed, which lacks a store of nourishment, needs bare ground with a continuous supply of moisture
for quick germination and rooting. These conditions rarely exist today in our heavily vegetated or urbanized landscapes.
I do, however, see seedlings establishing in plant pots of bare soil I have left in the garden, and I have seen aspen seed-
lings flourishing in a peaty hollow in a sand dune area in the north.

As a colonizing tree, an early-succession species, aspen spread extensively from refugia following the retreat of glaciers
during glaciations, when open habitats would have been ubiquitous. Seed establishment would, of course, have enabled
it to move greater distances into ice-free terrain at faster rates than by clonal expansion. There is evidence that its range
has retracted since earlier post-glacial times and of course in central and northern Alberta much aspen forest has been
replaced by agriculture and settlement.

More to know and celebrate about aspen

In addition to the excitement it generates as an icon of spring, aspen is a good subject for other field observations. As a
widespread keystone forest species, it is prone to attack by a variety of insects and fungi, the former supporting a food
web of special value to birds. Birds and mammals feed on aspen buds, leaves, bark, and twigs.
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Within a radius of 100 km around Edmonton, a number of provincial Natural Areas protect well-grown aspen either

as pure stands or mixed with balsam poplar, birch, and white spruce, in remnants now often surrounded by a sea of
agriculture. These forests support diverse ecosystems with understories of native shrubs, herbaceous plants, and fungi.
Unfortunately, in the City of Edmonton, the patches are much less diverse, and often have a significant understory of
non-native smooth brome grass. Small, they have a greater extent of “edge,” which exposes the trees to wounding by
wind and animals, and hence to disease, with ugly scarring of their trunks and abnormal growth. Particular culprits are
the poplar borer beetle (Saperda calcarata) and Hypoxylon canker. Aspen stands deteriorate with age, and the City does
not manage wild trees. In the absence of fire or clear-cutting to promote sucker growth, there is little opportunity for re-
generation. My fear is that such stands, once referred to by a City councillor as “just a bunch of scrub poplar” make an
easy excuse for urban development.

Perhaps, given our new-found uptick in patriotism, we need an annual festival to celebrate the many facets of aspen. We
share the species with our southern neighbour, and the genus Populus as a whole is widely distributed in the northern
hemisphere, so we are not being exclusive, but aspen remains a quintessentially Canadian tree!

4
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Aspen serpentine leaf miner, Pyllocnistis populiella, on aspen leaves in Mount Robson National Park, July 18, 2011.
The adult is a bluish moth. Aspen is host to a number of insects that eat its leaves. The tree's full name is trembling
aspen, so-called because the leaves have flattened leaf stalks that allow them to twist in the wind. The small triangu-
lar leaves have hard cuticles that reduce the loss of water by transpiration.

All photos were taken by Patsy Cotterill in the Edmonton river valley, unless otherwise noted.

Reference

Peterson E. B., & N. M. Peterson. 1992. Ecology, management and use of aspen and balsam poplar in the Prairie Prov-
inces, Canada. Special Report 1. Forestry Canada, Northwest Region, Northern Forestry Centre, Edmonton.
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Another Great (Gray) Winter
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Great Gray Owls (GGOW) are part of the Edmonton Nature Club’s DNA. They have always been one of the primary
species sought after by club members. The GGOW is an irruptive species. Although irruption years are hard to predict,
everyone remembers them! Irruptions occur when large numbers of a species move beyond their normal range. Interrup-
tions may be triggered by lower than normal food availability or higher than normal population numbers. A previous
irruptive year was documented in The Parkland Naturalist (Chris Rees, January—April 2021). T hope future members will
continue this practice so a good picture of the GGOW irruptions can be captured.

Quite literally, this past winter, GGOWSs were everywhere in the Edmonton area. The first reports of significant numbers
started in October. Throughout the winter sightings were reported all through the Edmonton region, as shown by the
eBird map below. Since Great Gray Owls are a sensitive species in eBird, the map grid will only allow one to drill down
to 20-kilometre squares. The maps, however, do show where owls were reported and the percentage of reports that
showed GGOW in 2024/25 versus the same time period for 2023/24. The owls were especially common in the Opal ar-
ea. The Opal Christmas Bird Count (CBC) set a Canadian record of forty GGOWs, thanks to David Grinevitch acting as
the compiler. GGOWs were even reported in urban settings in west Edmonton and Heritage Lakes in St. Albert. Photos
of the big owls sitting on deck railings and hunting the stormwater ponds in the Kinglet/Hawks Ridge/Trumpeter subdi-
visions of Edmonton were circulated on a neighborhood Facebook page. ENC members were also able to participate in
several “owl prowl” road trips that allowed some members to record “lifer” sightings.

My own sightings occurred in the following areas and events: Thorhild area, Opel area, Opal Chistmas Bird Count, Half
Moon Lake (Strathcona County), Ardrossan, Bruderheim Natural Areas, Wabamum Christmas Bird Count, Cynthia area,
and Fort Chipewyan area. My high count for a day was 13. Others shared their sightings in the areas of Deville, St. Al-
bert area, Spruce Grove, Elk Island National Park, and Northeast Edmonton. It is almost impossible to predict how long
a GGOW will stay in an area. For example, the owl I saw around Ardrossan stayed only two days, while in the Bruder-
heim natural areas 4 GGOWs were reported on November 20, 2024, and up to 4 four owls were regularly observed
through December 2024 and January 2025. My last sighting of a GGOW was on February 13, 2025.



January-April 2025 29

The following frequency map shows where GGOWs were reported on complete checklists within the greater Edmonton
area, this winter, measured by percent of checklists reporting the species. For comparison, the GGOW frequency map for
the non-irruptive winter in 2023/2024 is also shown.

Great Gray Owl irruption winter in the Greater Edmonton area, October 2024 to March 2025
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Great Gray Owl non-irruption winter in the Greater Edmonton area October, 2023 to March 2024
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Note: The two graphics on thispage arein
colour on the website version of this issue of
the PN.

These graphics on the printed PN are grey-
scale images; the darker sguaresindicate
the most frequent sightings.

Source: eBird data extraction for October 2023 to March 2024



30

THE PARKLAND NATURALIST




January-April 2025 31

Other areas of North America also experienced an irruption year in 2024/2025. The next maps show GGWO data in
northern United States, with a focus on northern Minnesota in particular.

Great Gray Owl irruption winter in the northern United Great Gray Owl non-irruption winter in the northern United
States and Minnesota, October 2024 to March 2025 States and Minnesota, October 2023 to March 2024

All maps sourced from eBird
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All photos by Chris Rees



Great Gray Owl, photo by Chris Rees




