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Tracking the Migration of Monarch Butterflies from Alberta to Mexico

Tears rolled down my cheeks as | saw the millions of Monarch butterflies on oyamel fir trees in the high Sierra Madre
montane forests at 3,000 m in Michoacan, Mexico. The branches of the trees were bent over by the weight of butterflies
packed so closely that flying Monarchs had to search for landing sites. Many were in the air, softly flitting between trees
and to the ground, where they landed on wet soil and at the edge of small puddles to drink before returning to the trees to
sleep. This was a bonus side trip about 20 years ago while I was studying Burrowing Owls in central Mexico. Why the
tears?

As a teenager in the 1960s at Long Point Bird Observatory in Ontario, I had caught many Monarchs in order to attach
small paper stickers to the front edge of their wings. Each sticker had a unique number and a message: “Send to Zoology
University Toronto Canada,” where Dr. Frederick Urquhart was tracking Monarchs to find their wintering grounds. Now
I was standing at the site in Mexico that he and, by extension, the volunteers at Long Point, wanted to find 40 years ago.
An elderly gentleman was my guide, and I asked him about the Monarchs. According to local legend, the arriving Mon-
archs are the souls of the dead returning to Mexico for Dia de los Muertos, a celebration in early November to remember
and honour friends and family members who have died. Our guide had lived with Monarchs all his life. He knew where
they spent the winter but didn’t know where they went in the summer. Now the story was more complete.
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Map 1: Location of Monarch Butterflies in Alberta from 2012 to 2024
as reported on citizen science sites and compiled by Jasper June.
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Monarch adult female, photo by Jasper June

A Multigenerational Migration

Monarch caterpillars live almost exclusively on milkweed. Considering that most of the 125 species of milkweed occur
in Mexico, it is possible that the migration started when milkweed spread north with the retreat of the glaciers.

Monarchs’ northward migration takes two or more generations throughout the summer. It begins with over-wintering
Monarchs laying eggs in the southern United States. After the eggs hatch, the caterpillars feed on milkweed. Why milk-
weed? This plant contains toxic compounds, cardenolides, that are stored in the caterpillars’ bodies and passed on to the
adult butterflies. Birds and other predators that become sick after eating a Monarch will avoid them in the future.

When fully grown, the caterpillars transform into chrysalises. After emerging as adults, they fly north but live only two
to six weeks before they lay eggs and die. Another generation hatches and again flies north. In the autumn, the
“supergeneration” flies south to the Monarchs’ ancestral range to overwinter in central Mexico. After up to six months in
the cool mountains, they head north, travelling up to 130 km per day with a following wind and resting at night.

The Monarchs at Long Point that I tagged as a teenager travelled 3,000 km through the eastern forests. Our Alberta Mon-
archs have to travel at least 4,000 km across the dry Great Plains, or even further if they follow the mixed-grass prairies
and forests like many of our songbirds.

Monitoring Monarchs in Alberta

In 2023, Jasper June led a multidisciplinary research project monitoring Monarch butterflies and milkweed in central and
southern Alberta as a component of a master’s degree at Yorkville University. This study included a time series analysis
(a statistical technique used to evaluate data collected chronologically) and butterfly surveys. In addition, Jasper June
and Dr. Andrew Fuyarchuk identified milkweed patches, located caterpillars, and tagged butterflies. When they
documented the distribution of milkweed and Monarchs in Alberta, they found over 100 records of Monarchs over 12
years (see Map 1).

On the Cover
Monarch Butterfly, photo by Jasper June
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Noticing a lack of data on migrating Monarchs in Alberta, Jasper June created the Friends of the Pollinators Research
Lab (https://friendsofthepollinators.ca/), which works with local partners to plant milkweed and engage communities in
citizen science through accessible education.

Project Monarch and New Technologies

The Project Monarch Collaboration is a consortium of research organizations across North America and the Caribbean
that have joined a groundbreaking effort to track Monarch butterfly migration using cutting-edge radio transmitter tech-
nology.

Monarchs are large orange and black-and-white butterflies with a wingspan of 10 cm. They weigh less than a paperclip,
so how can we track them? Cellular Tracking Technologies (CTT) created a 60 milligram BluMorpho+ tag that is detect-
ed by any smartphone within 100 meters that has its Blue Tooth function turned on. Phone owners don’t know that they
are participating in the research, as the signal is transmitted directly to CTT’s computer. The tag has a solar panel but no
battery, so it transmits only in the daytime, which is fine. The butterflies don’t migrate at night. The 2025 results were
spectacular (see Map 2), tracking Monarchs from Ontario to Mexico.

2025-11-20

Map 2: from the animation of more than
500 Monarch butterflies tracked by the
collaboration this fall from across North
America. Credit: Sean Burcher — Cellular
Tracking Technologies and Cape May
Science and Arts Centre, adapted from
Birds Canada;
https://www.birdscanada.org/tracking-
monarch-butterflies-from-long-point-to-
mexico-with-new-motus-technology

The Beaverhill Bird Observatory and Jasper June will join the new continental project to track Monarchs and make our
data freely available (https://celltracktech.com/pages/project-monarch-collaboration-2025). Project Monarch has not yet
tagged any butterflies west of Manitoba, and Alberta is at the furthest northwest corner of the species’ distribution. As
climate warms, the Canadian prairies could become important habits for Monarchs. This project will document the route
and timing of their migration from Alberta to central Mexico and identify possible hazards in areas where their tags are
no longer detected. We will deploy 10 BluMorpho+ tags from Cellular Tracking Technologies with glue attachment on
Monarchs in the summer of 2026 in southern Alberta, following the protocol from Project Monarch and CTT Technolo-
gies.

Do YOU want to help? The tags with MOTUS registration and monthly cell service cost $250US each. Members of the
Beaverhill Bird Observatory have donated almost enough money to pay for 10 tags, but Jasper June needs travel funds to
find the butterflies this summer. You will receive a tax receipt for your contribution, and we will send you updates as we
discover more about this amazing insect. Donations may be made to https://www.beaverhillbirds.com/get-involved/
donate/.You also can help by planting milkweed to create more Monarch habitat and reporting patches of milkweed and
Monarch sightings on www.iNaturalist.org.

Geoff Holroyd, with Jasper June

Additional Resources

If you want to read more about the Monarchs’ migration, consult The Monarch Butterfly, by Frederick Urquhart
(University of Toronto Press, 1960) and The Monarch Butterfly Migration: Its Rise and Fall, by Monika Maeckle
(University of Oklahoma Press, 2024).

Photo, bottom right on page 5: Monarchs
drinking from the ground.
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Monarch Reserve in Michoacan, Mexico, January 28, 1999, photos by Geoff Holroyd
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President’s Message, Winter—Spring 2026

Grace Kwong, President Lunar Eclipse, March 3, 2026, photo by Albert Tsang

It has been a very exciting few months since the last edition of The Parkland Naturalist, with lots to learn and adapt to as
I become more comfortable as the president of the Edmonton Nature Club. To start off, this year’s Christmas Bird Count
had a lofty aim to increase our participation in order to hold on to our Word Record status. I am happy to announce that
with the promotional efforts of the Edmonton Nature Club, private donors, and the Wildbird General Store, we increased
our participation by 20%, and we hosted our first in-person potluck dinner since COVID at the Strathcona Community
Hall.

The in-person indoor speaker presentations also started up again for the first time since COVID. The first two speakers
were Melissa Penney and Gerald Romanchuk in the Whitemud Edmonton Public Library theater. Both sessions had
great turnouts at the library as well as streaming online through our Zoom, a first-time experiment that was made possi-
ble due to the dedication and hard work of Janice Hurlburt and Jan Wijmenga. For myself, it was nice to reconnect with
many members whom [ had lost touch with and hadn’t seen in a very long time. The rekindling of old friendships
brought about a sense of community within the club members, and many people expressed the same sentiment after both
sessions. We have speakers lined up for 2026/27 already, and we hope the ongoing collaboration with the library will
bring new members into our club.

We continue to have monthly virtual bird studies presentations catering to our keen birders, with travel encounters from
Hawaii to Scotland. The presentation on Trumpeter Swan conservation efforts also brought into light concerns over the
Alberta government’s potential plans to pass a bill permitting the hunting of Tundra Swans.

The Snowy Owl prowl led by Steve Knight, Gerald Romanchuk, and Denis Levallee was a highlight for our outdoor
events. We found 9 owls in total! It was great fun and the dinner afterwards at Pearl River topped off a wonderful day.
We also had city walks led by Wayne Oakes and Chris Doupe that brought us out of hibernation from our long Canadian
winters. In the coming months, with spring and summer rapidly approaching, many more outdoor activities will be lined
up, including the Snow Goose Chase and Nature Appreciation Weekend. Keep your eyes on the event calendar on our
website — I hope to see you all there!

Grace Kwong

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!

What an Owl Knows: The New Science of the World’'s Most Enigmatic Birds
By Jennifer Ackerman, published by Penguin Press, Penguin Random House, New York, 2023

This engaging book delves into the night and day
worlds of owls. Ackerman has traveled to many owl
projects and interviewed various researchers and con-

servationists, mostly in the United States, but also in
W H A I A | \| Canada, Brazil, and Europe. She relates the stories of

these people and the owls that they admire.

The book is written for the non-scientist who wants to
know more about our mostly night-loving birds. From
their origins about 100 million years ago, owls have
NN evolved numerous adaptations for hunting in the dark.
/ Silent flight, acute hearing, and intense night vision are
some of the attributes owls use to find food and, for

small owls, to avoid being eaten.

Ackerman combines descriptions of owl biology and
ecology with personal anecdotes from “owlers” who
have devoted themselves to studying this group of
birds. The chapter “An Owl in the Hand” delves into
insights into owl behaviour that can be learned only
from captive owls. Another chapter, “Half Bird, Half
Spirit,” indicates that throughout human history, owls
have been valued as guardians and guides or feared as
harbingers of doom and death.

This book is full of interesting anecdotes. For example,
during the mating season, male Saw-whet Owls call
throughout their territories at a rate of 112 toots per
minute from half an hour after sunset to half an hour
before sunrise. When a female arrives in a male’s terri-
\ tory, he increases the call rate to 260 toots per minute.

) And another example: snow refracts (bends) the sound
JENNIFER ACKERMAN of mice and voles on the ground. Great Gray Owls
know to fly directly over a rodent before plunging
feet-first to avoid missing the prey due to the
refraction of sound in snow.

The chapter “To Stay or to Go” considers the wide
variation in owl movements. For many songbirds, we know which ones head south in winter and which stay. Owls in
some species do both, making it difficult for us to learn about their movements. Some Long-eared Owls migrate. A
tagged owl from Beaverhill Bird Observatory flew to Colorado, but was it alone? We don’t know. In Montana, Denver
Holt monitors owls in a valley that has groups of Short-eared Owls every winter, up to 13 in one bush. In Serbia, 145
Short-eared Owls have been counted in a single tree, and 743 at one location in a single day. Why do owls in this species
cluster together, and what environmental conditions allow them to survive?
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I recommend this book to anyone who wants to know more about owls, which occur in all continents but Antarctica and
on many offshore islands. Free of jargon, the book is easy to read as you explore topics such as “What It’s Like to Be an
Owl” and “What It Takes to Make an Owl.” You will also get an appreciation of the owl researchers and conservation-
ists who have dedicated decades to this fascinating group of birds.

Recommended by Geoff Holroyd

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

Due to lack of space in the 2025 September—December issue of the Parkland Naturalist, we were unable to include
Editorial Notes. We want to congratulate Grace Kwong as our newly elected president. Grace has embraced this role
and become very involved in the club. Congratulations, Grace!

We also want to recognize Ann Carter’s contributions to the Edmonton Nature Club over many years. Ann has been
involved in the Edmonton Nature Club since April, 2012, when she volunteered as our trip coordinator. In the following
years, Ann was elected as an executive director, website coordinator, president, interim president, and president again.
She received the Robert Turner Volunteer Appreciation Award in 2019 for her many years of leadership and continues
to help guide our club as its Christmas Bird Count coordinator and communications director.

The Parkland Naturalist actually has two editors. As copy editor, Judy Johnson ensures that the articles you read are
clearly written and engaging, and proofreads each issue before it is published. Thank you, Judy, for your excellent
work! I would also like to thank Alan Hingston for picking up magazines from the printer and mailing them to sub-
scribers.

I also wish to thank Delores Steinlicht for her Outdoor Program reports and all the authors who contributed such
interesting and diverse nature articles and photographs for this issue. I’'m sure you will enjoy reading them.

Dawne Colwell, Editor

The deadline for submissions to the May—August 2026 issue is July 31, 2026. Please email articles and photos to Dawne
Colwell at colwelld@shaw.ca

Migrating Geese and Ducks, Laurier Park, April 2025
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Conservation Corner

Overstory and Understory in Alberta

Last year, Kevin Van Tighem published his latest book, Understory: An Ecologist’s
_ 1 0 Memoir of Loss and Hope (Rocky Mountain Books, 2025). He refers in it to situations
LIT["_I acrstory being “normal,” that is, what people know and are used to, perspectives confined to the
here and now. Conservationists are familiar with this phenomenon and call it shifting
AN ECOLOGIST’S baseline syndrome, whereby modern generations are unaware of the impoverished state
MEMOIR OF LOSS of nature (the new baseline) and think, if they think at all, that things have always been
AND HOPE this way. Prairies full of native species converted into large irrigated fields or housing
subdivisions, dammed rivers, plantations rather than natural forests, extirpated native
trout, silent songbirds, struggling caribou, crowded cities. Isn’t this just the norm?

On one level Understory is a straightforward narrative of a life, albeit told in Van
Tighem’s characteristic frank, free-thinking, and introspective style. Boy born into a
large Catholic family loves spending time in the outdoors fishing and hunting with the
male members of his family, develops a passion for nature, survives a rebellious teen-
age by virtue of this passion and the friends it engenders, goes to university to study
ecology, and then embarks on a long career in Canada’s western national parks. His
Kevin Van Tichem skills and experience range from solitary wildlife tracking in remote mountain reaches

2 to managing people and challenging conservation politics in high-level administration
in the national parks.

The shadowy, understory theme to the memoir is his misgivings about the world in which, as a nature-lover with a well-
developed conscience, he finds himself. Van Tighem has the perspective of the history of the pre-colonial past and the
changes he has witnessed in his own lifetime, not just in Alberta’s natural landscapes but in human values. He attributes
the disquieting new normal to a western worldview in which nature is seen as something other, to be exploited for pros-
perity; it is a get-rich-quick-at-all-costs entitlement mentality without regard for Alberta as home, a place to be loved and
revered and in which we intend to stay.

As a botanist | found one story he told particularly indicative of the conventional paradigm and disregard for natural eco-
systems. While living in Okotoks Van Tighem became appalled at the amount of natural grassland that was being de-
stroyed to accommodate suburban sprawl. Realizing also that as a resident of a new subdivision he was a culprit, he sal-
vaged some sods and created his own little prairie patch in his front garden. His neighbours were not impressed, and
when the family moved the new owner informed him cheerfully that she had replaced the patch with a regular flower
garden. Van Tighem owns to surprise at the extent of his grief at the loss — just another in the litany of losses that conser-
vationists experience.

Van Tighem blames science and technology as co-conspirators in the western exploitive paradigm, but here I think he
should have qualified this rather as use of science and technology. Analytic and reductive though scientific methodology
can be, I suspect that his training in conventional ecology helped enable him to make this statement: “Learning to see
landscape through the ecological processes that shape it and the patterns that result was a gift I value all my life.” Moreo-
ver, science, in revealing the origins of life, and our common genetic heritage, provides us with the most compelling un-
derstanding yet that we are part of nature.

In the final, most philosophical, chapter of the book, Van Tighem writes of loss and grief resulting from ““a darker kind
of mortality when the death that draws near is not just of one’s body, but of the best parts of a world that made one who
he is.” In searching for a better world in which he can feel at home, morally and spiritually, as well as physically, he con-
demns the superior attitudes of his missionary immigrant ancestors towards Indigenous peoples in their desire to propa-
gate western culture. He also rejects some of the tenets and practices of his family’s Catholicism, although not all of its
values. He turns to Indigenous cultures for a model of relationship with nature, befriending Indigenous people and learn-
ing the native names for common geographic landmarks, even though history precludes his being authentically at home
in those cultures. His quest for a place that is “home” is one that many people undertake in one form or another: people
who are Indigenous, immigrant, or simply ill at ease in the modern world!

To fully understand the changes that have taken place in Alberta and have caused the author grief, it is helpful to read
some of Van Tighem’s other works, particularly Home Range: Writings on Conservation and Restoration, published in
2000. Outdoorsman, scientist and independent thinker, Van Tighem is among Alberta’s best nature writers, his work
spanning books on both wildlife and ecology and numerous articles in outdoor, nature, and environmental magazines in
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which he often analyzes contemporary environmental politics. His considerable output expresses his belief that one way
to a better environment is through an ecologically literate public.

His memoir modestly does not detail his many contributions to conservation as a volunteer, and his run as an NDP can-
didate in the last provincial election is only mentioned briefly in the introduction to the book. That he was unsuccessful
speaks volumes about Alberta politics. I wonder how he would have gone about the Herculean task of achieving his ob-
jective: “Alberta public lands should be a living legacy for future generations — healthy forests and meadows yielding
clean water in streams full of native trout, where families find peace, inspiration and healthy outdoor exercise, and
wher e the best Alberta values are passed on from one generation to the next” (Alberta Views, April, 2018, p. 20). He
would certainly not be afraid of controversy: “Canada’s national parks were never meant for tourists... our national
parks have no legal mandate for international tourism. They exist solely to help Canadians better know, love and protect
our nation’s natural heritage.* (Alberta Views, March, 2019, p. 46). Imagine how well that sentiment would go down in
the halls of government at present!

Van Tighem may be silent in the Legislature, but he can still write and get published, and his search for something better
than “normal” will go on. These are dismal days for the environment, but he always concludes on a message of hope. In
Home Range he says, “Most of us, after all, love this place and mean to stay... And for all the losses ignorance and haste
have wrought, much of thisland’s original living wealth survives. It isn't too late.”

Patsy Cotterill

Oldman Gap in Kananaskis Country, with the Oldman River in the middle ground. The Oldman is one of Kevin Van Tighem’s
favourite rivers and he was active in the (unsuccessful) fight to stop the Oldman Dam (1987-1991), along with Cliff Wallis
and other environmentalists in Friends of the Oldman River. Photo by Patsy Cotterill
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Outdoor Program, February—April, 2026

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).

Snowy Owl Prowl — Steve Knight

This winter has been a poor owl year following the excellent 2024/25 winter that was one of the best ever for finding
owls in Alberta. With the dearth of Great Gray and Northern Hawk Owls in mind, the idea arose to check for Snowy
Owls a little further southeast than folks had been trying.

On February 21, we met at the Wildbird General Store to divide ourselves into carpools. Twenty-seven birders showed
up and we filled 7 cars. We drove about 410 km in temperatures that started at —28 °C and gradually warmed to —15 °C.

We took an indirect route (mostly gravel roads) towards Bittern Lake in hopes of seeing a Short-eared Owl (no luck) but
did see Gray Partridges (lots) and a large group of 16 Ring-necked Pheasants, which was a surprise (and a lifer for some
of the participants). A few early Horned Larks were spotted, as well as flocks of Snow Buntings (several hundred noted).
In total, we saw 10 Snowy Owls with a number of pure white males as well as darker females and juveniles. At the con-
clusion of the outing, we reconvened at the Wildbird General Store and had a great post-trip meal at the Pearl River
Restaurant.

Ring-necked Pheasant
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Snowy Owl, female or immature

e

Part of a flock of Snow Buntings Snowy Owl, male

All photos by Janice Hurlburt
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ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

By 9:30 a.m. on March 21, four participants had arrived for a nice sunny, 0 °C walk. We started off discussing one of
our most common plant families: Balsam Poplar — the largest; Trembling Aspen — the middle of the pack; and about 14
different species of Willow — the smallest members of this family of flora. We discussed pollination of those species,
which rely mostly on wind currents and insects.

As we headed north along Whitemud Creek, we were treated to a good variety of Black-capped Chickadees, both Red-
and White-breasted Nuthatches, House Finches, two Downy Woodpeckers, and Red Squirrels (lots of squirrels). Along
the North Saskatchewan River we observed Common Ravens, Canada Geese, Common Goldeneyes, and Mallards. The
light dusting of snow that accumulated overnight provided a nice array of animal tracks to explore: Coyote, Deer Mouse,
Meadow Vole, and Red Squirrel were most prevalent.

Steel Ball Pond was relatively quiet but as we returned to the creek, we noted the incredible build-up of broken ice cakes
and the extremely high water levels in the creek — spring break-up was in full force. We saw a magnificent adult Bald
Eagle soaring on the thermals over the woodlands. We looked at a variety of plant species including Beaked Hazelnut,
Woods Rose, Prickly Wild Rose, Red Elderberry, Siberian Crabapple, White Spruce, and others. Vocalizing birds in-
cluded Northern Flicker, Pileated Woodpecker, Hairy Woodpecker, Blue Jays, Black-billed Magpies, and Common
Ravens, along with a mixed chorus of Chickadees and Nuthatches. In total we were able to identify 20 different bird
species over the three-hour walk.

Bald Eagle, adult, riding the thermals
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White-breasted Nuthatch, adult male, foraging in the woodland

Downy Woodpecker, adult female, foraging black oiled sunflower seeds
All photos by Wayne Oakes
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ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

On April 7, the day started off at —1 °C with periods of heavy snowfall and gusty winds. One new participant braved the
weather. Fortunately, conditions improved considerably during the morning. We discussed the plant and bird diversity
along the creek and viewed gulls (Ring-billed and California) enjoying the weather squalls in the river. The river also had
Canada Geese, Mallards, lots of Common Goldeneyes, a lone male Common Merganser, a pair of Hooded Mergansers,
and several pairs of American Wigeons. The ice was starting to melt at Steel Ball Pond and a pair of Canada Geese and
Common Goldeneyes were checking out possible nesting sites.

As we continued along the creek, we spotted an adult Bald Eagle soaring over the valley. Chickadees, nuthatches, Pine
Siskins, and a Downy Woodpecker announced their presence. Soaring up high were several large groups of Bohemian

Waxwings. By the end of the walk, we had seen 23 bird species as well as a number of plant species lining the forested
walkway.

Black-capped Chickadee, adult, foraging in Common Goldeneyes, adult male and female
the woodlands coming in for a landing

Thinleaf Alder with new female seed catkins and new male pollen catkins along with female seed catkins from 2025
All photos by Wayne Oakes
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Downy Woodpecker
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Hermitage Park — Toby-Anne Reimer and Janos Kovacs

On April 12, eighteen of us gathered near the Groat Bridge in Emily
Murphy Park and proceeded to walk along the river towards the
newly-renovated Hawrelak Park. The trail was much icier than ex-
pected, so progress was quite slow. Birds were a little hard to find
(we blamed the noise from walking on the ice!) but we were able to
find Black-capped Chickadees, both Red-breasted and White-
breasted Nuthatches, and Pileated Woodpeckers, along with a few
Downy and a single Hairy Woodpecker. The river was open along
the banks and we saw Canada Geese, Mallards, Common Golden-
eyes, Common Merganser, and an assortment of Ring-billed Gulls
loafing along the ice. We also saw an adult Bald Eagle soaring above
the river.

We reached the park grounds with relief, as the paths were not icy
there. We explored the renovated grounds and found the changes to
be rather minimal around the Picnic Site 1 area. The bird feeders are
still present (but empty). By group consensus, we travelled on the
upper paths back to the Emily Murphy parking lot, as no one wanted
to attempt the icy paths again. We scored an American Tree Sparrow
just before leaving the park (thanks, Gerald!). In total, we saw 20
species.

Snowshoe Hare

Common Goldeneye

Kimberly Fulton, Outdoor Program Director

All photos by Jack Bawden

Outdoor Programs Reports by Delores Steinlicht
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Edmonton Peregrine Falcon FledgeWatch

Every summer, in mid-July, volunteers with the Edmonton Peregrine Falcon FledgeWatch monitor some peregrine nest-
ing boxes in the city. Ordinarily, the biggest concern during a FledgeWatch is the safety of the young birds when they
take their early flights. This past year there was the added concern that the adults would not survive due to Highly Patho-
genic Avian Influenza (HPAI), which broke out in 2022. Dr. Gordon Court, wildlife status biologist with Alberta Envi-
ronment and Parks, said that Alberta’s peregrine
population decreased by 30% following the avian
flu outbreak. So throughout last summer we also
checked to ensure that the adults were returning to
the nest boxes each day and that the young falcons
were being cared for.

The story of our FledgeWatch in 2025 was, in
part, the story of three generations of a peregrine
clan descended from a pair named Radisson and
Chase. Radisson nested at the University of Alber-
ta for 15 consecutive years, from 2008 to 2023.
Her partner Chase was with her for 10 of those
years (2012-2021), and they were a highly suc-
cessful breeding pair. After a long and productive
partnership, they did not return to Edmonton in
2024 and 2022, respectively. Radisson

Recap of the 2025 Edmonton Peregrine Falcon FledgeWatch

One of Radisson and Chase’s offspring became a parent himself in the city. E36, as he was banded, hatched at the Uni-
versity of Alberta nest box in 2020. Shortly after taking his first flight, he came to ground and was rescued by Fledge-
Watch volunteers. In 2022 we were excited to find that he had taken up residence at the West Edmonton nest box.

This past summer E36 and his partner hatched three female chicks. Two of them were removed at the time they were
banded, when they were just over 3 weeks old. The practice is for at least one young peregrine to be left in the nest to
maintain territorial pairs at the site. In 2025, FledgeWatch volunteers had a very short fledge-to-rescue experience.
Sometimes the watch can last a couple of weeks, but this time it was only three days long.

E36 in 2025 E36 in 2020
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On Day 1 the fledgling went out on the rungs in front
of the box.

Most fledglings spend several days exercising their
wings before attempting a flight, but on Day 2, I was
just getting out of my car to relieve Kimberly Fulton on
her FledgeWatch shift when she pointed up and said,
“Fledge! Fledge!” We watched as the fledgling flew
towards her parents on another building and then cir-
cled back to a third-story ledge nearby. This was per-
haps a little too early for her to go, before her flight
muscles were fully strengthened. She took several short
flights that day.

The fledgling perches outside the nest box.
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The adult female peregrine brings food to the fledgling on a building ledge.

On Day 3, she attempted to circle around the building to return to the nest box on the tenth floor. Unfortunately, she
bumped into the building halfway up and came to ground. FledgeWatch volunteers rescued her in the parking lot.

The fledgling is rescued in the parking lot. Photo by Elise Koehn.
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She was checked out by Patti Boyce, an on-call veterinary technician, and found to have no injuries. Dr. Court took her
out to the controlled release (hack) site west of Edmonton, where she was reunited with her two siblings. This year 11
fledglings were at the hack site, but in previous years there have been as many as 30. This includes captive-bred fledg-
lings as well as those removed from nest boxes or rescued.

The West Edmonton fledgling sisters reunited
Dr. Gord Court examines the fledgling before at the hack box. The fledgling on the right was
taking it to the hack site. rescued by the FledgeWatch team.
Photo by Dr. Court.

A fledged peregrine perches on atree at the hack site.
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No FledgeWatch was required at the University of Alberta nest box in 2025 because no eggs were produced. The first-
year female was too young, and the male insisted on using the nest box to stockpile his prey. At one point three
Franklin’s Gull carcasses were in there, leaving little room to maneuver. Normally, prey is stored on nearby building
ledges. It would have been a confusing introduction to nesting for the young female.

The Alberta Conservation Association transmitted webcam images of the University of Alberta nest box.

The Loss of Two Adult Falcons

Radisson and Chase’s grandson (E36’s son) was born in West Edmonton in 2022 and nested at Shell Scotford in 2025,
where he succumbed to avian flu. His death, captured on the ACA webcam, was very difficult to witness. The adult fe-
male was not affected, and the four chicks fledged successfully.

Radisson and Chase’s great-granddaughter was hatched at the Bell Tower in 2024. She took up residence at the Genesee
Generating Station in 2025 but died, likely of avian flu. Her partner fed and cared for their three chicks until they
fledged.

U of A Clinical Sciences

Raddison (female) (here 2008-2023)
Chase (male) (here 2012-2022)

v

West Edmonton
Son (adult male E36) Bell Tower
2025: 1 fledged & rescued; 2 removed 2025: 1 fledged & rescued; 3 removed
Shell Scotford Genesee
*Grandson (adult male E32) *Great granddaughter (adult female)
2025: 4 fledged 2025: 3 fledged

* Died, avian flu, 2025
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One More Rescue

Two peregrine fledglings were rescued in the city last summer. The second
one was from the nest box at the Bell Tower downtown. It ended up on the
pavement in front of Joey’s Restaurant with a small crowd of people watching
it. This fledgling was rescued by a member of the FledgeWatch team and
reunited with three siblings at the hack site.

A passerby at the Bell Tower Joey’s texted this photo to show that a fledgling
was on the pavement.

The Edmonton FledgeWatch is important because peregrines raise their chicks in unforgiving urban environments with
many perils (e.g., on tall buildings in densely populated areas with heavy traffic). Timely rescues are therefore crucial.
According to Dr. Court, “The survival rate of fledglings goes up from 20% to 80% at these urban nest boxes when the
FledgeWatch is in place.”

Members of the Edmonton Nature Club have been enthusiastic FledgeWatch volunteers.

David Grinevitch: “There is a lot of waiting, but when the fledgling is out on the rungs or when the parents are active,
it’s thrilling to watch. It’s definitely worthwhile to join the watch and help out when you can.”

Delores Seinlicht: “Spending time with the falcons is truly remarkable. You get to watch the family interact with each
other and the environment around you. There’s the excitement of thinking, is today the day she takes her first flight?”

Kimberly Fulton: “I thought the experience was so exciting! I couldn’t wait to get there every day and didn’t really want
to leave. | was also surprised by how quickly I became attached to the family. Seeing that baby fledge was the highlight
of my summer for sure.”

Kimberly Fulton and Lori Black keep a close watch on a fledgling near the
West Edmonton nest box.
All photos by Janice Hurlburt unless otherwise indicated.
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For additional information about the FledgeWatch, the following resources and activities are recommended.

Volunteer

e To participate in the 2026 FledgeWatch, contact Janice Hurlburt at janicehurlburt53@gmail.com. Ask Janice for
more information.

Watch

e Live ACA webcams: https://www.ab-conservation.com/wildlife-cameras/peregrine/. The first peregrine of 2026
arrived at the Bell Tower on March 30.

e CTV News 2025 clip at the hack site: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8dwT96hzZ8A.

e Janice Hurlburt’s ENC Zoom presentation on the FledgeWatch, found on the ENC YouTube channel: https://
www.youtube.com/@EdmontonNatureClub26.

Donate

The Edmonton FledgeWatch was established in 2008 by Bev and Peter Fullbrandt. Peter passed away this fall, but his
legacy of fledgling rescues remains as a testimony to his dedication to these falcons. The Peter Fullbrandt Memorial
Falcon Fund has been established in his honour. To donate, contact Janice Hurlburt at janicehurlburt53@gmail.com.

In Loving Memory of

Peter Fulllll)randt

DonattonsMay Be Made To: h
Peter Fullbrandt Memorial Falcon Fund

Janice Hurlburt
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The Northern Harrier

Just as the snow is melting and the meltwater ponds are forming, one of my favourite road trips is to the Bittern Lake
area in hopes of seeing a first-of-year male Northern Harrier gliding low over the fields or wetlands. Occasionally I luck
out and find a cooperative bird resting on a fence post. The Northern Harrier was previously called the Marsh Hawk,
which is an apt description, as its preferred habitat is marshes, wetlands, and grasslands.

Gray male, Namao area

Brown female: Bittern Lake area
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All About Birds provides the following summary of Northern Harrier behaviours, conservation status, and range map.
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Year-round Breeding Range map provided by
Migration Nonbreeding Birds of the World

In addition, All About Birds provides the following more detailed information on the conservation status.

Northern Harriers are fairly common, but their populations are declining. From 1966 to 2019, the North American
Breeding Bird Survey (https://pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/about) records a steady decline of over 1% per year, resulting in a
cumulative loss of about 34%. Partners in Flight estimates the global breeding population at 820,000 and rates them
11 out of 20 on the Continental Concern Score, indicating a species of relatively low conservation concern. Habitat
loss has contributed to reduced harrier populations as people have drained wetlands, developed land for large-scale
agriculture, and allowed old farmland to become reforested. The small mammals that harriers prey upon have been
reduced because of overgrazing, pesticides, and reduced shrub cover from crop field expansion. Because they eat
small mammals, Northern Harriers are susceptible to the effects of pesticide buildup as well as direct effects from
eating poisoned animals. In the mid-twentieth century their populations declined from contamination by DDT and
other organochlorine pesticides but rebounded after DDT restrictions went into effect in the 1970s. Northern
Harriers have been mostly safe from hunting because of their reputation for keeping mouse populations in check, but
they are still sometimes shot at communal winter roosts in Texas and the southeastern United States.

The decline in numbers in recent years shows in the Audubon Christmas Bird Count data as well.

Northern Harrier ro
Circus hudsonius USA and Canada >

Average count per CBC circle
~
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Source: Audubon Field Guide
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Northern Harriers are ground nesters. I have found nests in stubble fields, in long-grass pastures, in the shrubbery adja-
cent to a railway right of way, and on top of a muskrat house at Sandy Lake. Male Northern Harriers are known to be
polygamous. Males may have as many as five mates at once, though most have only one or two. The male provides
most of the food for the females and their offspring while the females are incubating the eggs and brooding the chicks.
The female joins in providing food once the young mature.

Male bringing a vole to a fledgling
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In the fall, immature birds are often quite numerous and can be found cruising the grasses and wetlands of Bittern Lake,
Cooking Lake, Egg (Manawan) Lake, Big Lake, and Big Hay Lake, as well as around areas such as the Fort Saskatche-
wan gravel pits, Murray Marsh, and the Bruderheim Natural Areas. You will often see them drop to the ground and
come up with a vole or small bird. At Cooking Lake, harriers have also been observed taking larger birds such as ducks
and gulls.

Most Northern Harriers winter in the south, outside the province, but each winter some are reported on eBird and on the
local Edmonton Nature Club Winter Bird List.

Chris Rees
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Male Northern Harrier showing characteristic white rump
All photos by Chris Rees



Juvenile Northern Harrier cruising the Fort Saskatchewan gravel pits
Photo by Chris Rees




