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Pancake Breakfast and Carbyn Creek Wildlands Road Trip

When Jim Lange told me that on the first Saturday of each winter month there is a $10.00 All-you-can-eat Pancake
Breakfast at St. Phillip’s Anglican Church in Westlock, that was all the convincing I needed to suggest an ENC driving
tour in the area on December 7. As co-leader of the trip, Jim was quick to step up with an offer to have the bird feeders at
Lu Carbyn’s nature properties replenished, and Lu kindly offered to take us on a guided hike. First off, the breakfast was
fantastic: pancakes, sausage, bacon, and scrambled eggs had us all energized for the day. The only hiccup was a rural
crime when Steve’s third plate of bacon and sausage disappeared and he noticed Gerald Romanchuk and Denis Lavallee
looking a little too satisfied.

Note that for safety and logistics of getting everyone on the birds, it is important that folks car-pool to minimize the
number of vehicles. Our 16 participants really stepped up, with three or four passengers in each vehicle. From Westlock
we convoyed around some interesting Township and Range Roads, picking up a Bald Eagle, Goshawk, the first of six
Great Gray Owls, Canada Jay, Golden-crowned Kinglet, and Redpoll.

The guided hike at Lu’s property, recently donated to the Edmonton and Area Land Trust (https://www.ealt.ca/carbyn-
creek), added Northern Shrike, Pine Grosbeak, and White-winged Crossbill. Lu regaled us with a history of the changing
status of the land from settlement to the present day. Originally, this area was accessed only via cart-tracks and difficult
stream crossings, making it a remote trek indeed to get here! He noted that the natural springs heavily used by local
settlers for drinking water dried up when highway 801 was pushed through. Along the way, Jordan Lange and other
experts pointed out the winter tracks of a variety of mammals.

From Lu’s we did some further range roading on our way to Cross Lake Provincial Park and encountered a cooperative
Northern Hawk Owl, Ruffed Grouse, a not-often seen Spruce Grouse, and a tame Mule Deer pawing through the snow to
cat the grass below. We saw a total of 22 species of birds, and the day was capped off by an excellent supper at Boston
Pizza at Westmount Mall.

Steve Knight mor e photos on the next page...

Sleeping Northern Hawk Owl, photo by Lucia MacQuarrie Great Gray Owl, photo by Leanne Wyman

On the Cover
Northern Hawk Owl, Photo by Gerald Romanchuk
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Pancake Breakfast and Carbyn Creek Wildlands Road Trip

All photos by Steve Knight
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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!

LI
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The Gull Guide: North America
By Amar Ayyash, published by Princeton University Press, 2024

This very comprehensive guide on North American Gulls contains over 800 colour photographs, seven tables, and a one-
page colour chart identifying key features of 17 gull species. For those who visit the West Coast, Ayyash includes the
Olympic Gull and Cook’s Inlet Gull among other hybrids in the book. He also covers immature gulls, with numerous
photos illustrating moult patterns and every plumage phase from juvenile to breeding adult.

The first 58 pages are devoted to an introduction, taxonomy, and topography. Discussions of feather tracts are illustrated
with photos.

In addition to common and scientific names, body length, and wingspan, the species accounts provide descriptions of
feeding habits, behaviour, and nesting preference, as well as additional information about topics such as subspecies,
range, and migration.

The comprehensive identification sections discuss similar species, moults, and hybrids. Discussions of the Herring Gull
complex and Iceland Gull complex include wing illustrations useful for identification.

Amar Ayyash hosts the website http://mmw.anythinglarus.com. He also organizes the Illinois Ornithological Society’s
Annual Gull Frolic in the Lake Michigan area, which is the largest gull-watching event in the United States. His illustra-
tions and descriptions throughout the book make a difficult topic much easier to understand.

I highly recommend this awesome guide/reference book to those interested in gull identification.

Karen Lindsay

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

Thank you, Karen Lindsay




6 THE PARKLAND NATURALIST

President’s Message, Fall-Winter 2024

American Robin, photo by David Fielder
2024 Christmas Bird Count

Ann Carter, President

Hello, club members new and returning,

At the fall AGM, your executive members were pleased to report that the club is doing well! Our membership
is stable and we’ve recently added a fair number of new members. Finances are in great shape, so donations to
affiliated conservation and educational groups are under discussion. Thank you to our terrific treasurer, Sean
Evans, for his expertise.

On behalf of the club executive, I extend congratulations to our most recent award winners, Karen Lindsay and
Chris Rees. The awards and the work done by these generous people are described in this issue of our
magazine (p. 12).

It’s great that a couple of additional walk and trip leaders have come forward in answer to your requests for
more opportunities. Please consider leading one or two events yourself; go for a walk and take a few members
along — it’s a highly rewarding activity!

Local birders have commented on the larger than usual numbers of some owl species in the area this winter.
Look carefully when out in your neighbourhood, keeping in mind that owls are very sensitive to disturbance.
Owls startled from their perches are vulnerable to predation and exhaustion, so be kind; take a brief look, keep
your distance, and move on. We do not recommend doing targeted owl photography in urban areas, as the im-
pacts on the birds are often fatal.

All members are welcome to post on our NatureTalk discussion board! Ask any nature-related question, tell us
about your area of interest, connect with others who share a similar passion, ask for help with identification, or
describe what you’ve seen recently. We’re there to connect and share knowledge, and we’d like to hear from
you!

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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Executive
Elected Officers

Interim President — Ann Carter
Recording Secretary — Delores Steinlicht
Membership Secretary — John Jaworski
Treasurer — Sean Evans
Executive Director — Gerald Romanchuk
Executive Director — Jan Wijmenga

Executive Director — Hendrik Kruger

Membership

Download applications from the
ENC website or contact us at our
mailing address.

Membership Rates for 2024/2025

Household:  $40.00/year
Students: $20.00/year

Appointed
Board Members

Program
Indoor Program Director — vacant
Outdoor Program Director — Kimberly Fulton

Bird Studies — Karen Lindsay
Bug and Spider Studies — vacant

Plant Studies — Patsy Cotterill and Hubert Taube

Annual Events
Banquet/Picnic — Toby-Anne Reimer
EdrrTonton Christmas Bird Count — Ann Carter
Nature Appreciation Weekend — Gerald Romanchuk and
Toby-Anne Reimer
Communications

Communications Director — Ann Carter

Parkland Naturalist — Dawne Colwell

Group Representatives
Conservation — Hubert Taube

Edmonton and Area Land Trust — Hendrik Kruger

Our volunteers may be reached through the email enc.inquiries@gmail.com marked to their attention.
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A Very Sad Day at Cooking Lake

On August 31, 2024, I stood at the end of the Cooking Lake Airport former seaplane jetty and looked east across the
main lake basin. The basin appeared completely dry, just a brownish mudflat. Looking through my spotting scope I
could see some water in the far northeast quadrant and there was a strip of water in front of the former Sailing Club. Two
weeks earlier, at least a few inches of water had been visible in the basin.

Looking east from the airport jetty Looking north from the Sail Club

Collingwood ',
Cove

South
Cooking Lake "

COOKING, LAKE

(Google Maps, copied November 29, 2024)

Cooking Lake is located southeast of Edmonton, north of Highway 14, in the Beaver Hills Biosphere. Linnea Mae Bell
acknowledges “that many different nations have lived in and travelled through the Beaver Hills throughout the past mil-
lennia, including Nehiyawak (Cree), Tsuut’ina (Sarcee), Niitsitapi (Blackfoot), Nakota (Stoney), and Métis people. The
name ‘Cooking Lake’ is derived from the Nehiyawewin name for the lake, ‘the place where we cook,’ indicating its role
as a known stopping-place.” Cooking Lake was the recreation lake of choice for early Edmontonians, on a par with Syl-
van Lake and Wabamum Lake. Recreational uses of the lake began in the 1890s with the establishment of a hunting
club, and quickly expanded to include sailing, canoeing, and swimming. A group of prominent Edmontonians formed the
Koney Island Sporting Co. Ltd. in 1894 to develop a small island located in a bay on the west side of the lake. It was an
exclusive resort, complete with a log clubhouse nestled among the spruce trees.

On the south side of the lake, a resort that opened in 1898 slowly developed into the hamlet of South Cooking Lake,
complete with post office by 1906. Cooking Lake really took off as a summer lake destination in 1909 when the Grand
Trunk Pacific Line to Edmonton passed along its north shore. Day trippers came out from Edmonton on the morning
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train east, alighting at the small station of Cooking Lake. Part of the day’s fun was crossing the lake on the motor launch
that operated as a taxi to White Sand Beach on the south side of the lake. Church camps were held at the lake, and the
Young Women’s Christian Association had a bungalow at Military Point. By 1916 many Edmontonians had cabins at
Cooking Lake. A taxi service was available from the city, and motorists increasingly ventured out for the day. More fa-
cilities and accommodations were built on the lake shore. The Lakeview Pavillion was present from 1929 until 1995.
The seaplane base was built in 1935. The Van Es camp has been in place since 1941. The Edmonton Sailing Club used
the lake from 1923 until 1945. The South Cooking Lake Sailing Club began operating in 1988 but had moved to Hasting
Lake by 2007. Several campgrounds and Strathcona county recreation facilities have also been developed along the
south shore.

Map and photo circa 1912: Source: A Historical Look at Strathcona County (arcgis.com)

Water elevation data have been generated by both Environment Canada and Alberta Environment. The construction of
the Camrose canal in 1929 seems to be the major human impactor dooming the Miquelon-Ministik-Cooking-Hastings-
Beaverhill-North Saskatchewan watershed. Two efforts were made to have water pumped from the North Saskatchewan
River to stabilize the lake level, in the 1970s and again around 2005, but nothing materialized. Alberta Historical Places
notes that “the summer of 2007 brought a record low-water level stranding the lake’s piers and cabins.” In the fall of
2020, a citizen volunteer SCL. Watershed Research Project was formed in collaboration with Assistant Professor Greg
King from the University of Alberta’s Augustana Campus, in Camrose. The stated intent of the project was to examine
the decline of water levels at Cooking Lake. In 2024, I thought there might be a spark of hope for the lake in the form of
reasonable rainfall in May and June. In late June the water in the lake was reaching well into the shoreline vegetation of
2023. Unfortunately, any water that was in the lake evaporated during the hot weather in July and August.

Figure 1. Change in Depth (m) - Cooking Lake-South Basin 1978 - 2022
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Source: Boyd, M., King, G., & Quackenbush, K. 2022. Cooking Lake — The Disappearing Lake. SCL Watershed
Research Project, South Cooking Lake Community League.
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Every dark cloud has a silver lining; for birders this took the form of shorebirds. As the water level fell, the mud flats
expanded and provided excellent habitat. When I scoped the lake in the early part of August or July, I was surprised to
see many large groups of shorebirds out in the middle of the main basin. Once the lake dried up, I realized just how shal-
low the water had been across the whole basin. A total of 24 shorebird species was reported to eBird for July through
September. Highlight species were Buff-breasted Sandpiper, Ruddy Turnstone, Red Knott, Dunlin, Sanderling, and
American Golden Plover.

What will the future bring for the lake? Will we get more precipitation to refill the basins, or will the dry lakebed become
more cattle pasture? For a detailed assessment of this, please see “Is there a future for Cooking Lake?” at http://
southcookinglake.com/water shed-resear ch-project. Ken Quakenbush of the SCL Watershed Research Project wrote in
2022, “The recommend path forward is to implement the engineered solution proposed in an extensive 1977 Stantec Re-
port. Water pumped from the North Saskatchewan River at Devon could be delivered to Miquelon, Ministik and South
Cooking Lakes.”

American Avocet Buff-breasted Sandpiper

American Golden Plover Sanderling
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Baird’s Sandpiper Least Sandpiper

Chris Rees
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Editorial Notes

Our Edmonton Nature Club offers a lot of outdoor activities in winter: city walks, field trips, the Winter Bird Count, and
the Christmas Bird Count. The cover story for this issue features the Pancake Breakfast and Carbyn Creek Wildlands
Road Tour on December 7, led by Jim Lange and Steve Knight. The back cover highlights the ENC City Walks that are
held throughout the year, most often led by Wayne Oakes.

Vivek Dabral stepped up to organize the 2024/2025 Edmonton Winter Bird Count, which takes place during December,
January, and February. The Winter Count birding circle for Edmonton is approximately 160 km in diameter. The map
can be found on the ENC website and is posted by Vivek on ENCnaturetalk@groups.io.

Congratulations to Karen Lindsay and Chris Rees, who have been awarded the Robert Turner Appreciation Award (see
page 12).

Judy Johnson (copy editor) and myself (editor) of The Parkland Naturalist wish to thank the writers and photographers
who contribute to our magazine. Happy New Year to everyone!

Dawne Colwell

The deadline for submissions to the January—April 2025 issue is March 30, 2025. Please email articles and photos to
Dawne Colwell at colwelld@shaw.ca
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Celebrating Our Volunteers

Robert Turner Appreciation Awards

The Robert Turner Appreciation Award is presented to a member of the Edmonton Nature Club who has made
significant contributions to the Club in multiple ways, providing their expertise and guidance by creating/organizing/
leading for at least 5 years.

Karen Lindsay joined the Edmonton Birding Club in 1984, before it
merged with the Natural History Club in 2004 to become the Edmonton
Nature Club. Over the past many years, she has been making significant
contributions to the Club in multiple ways.

Karen has been volunteering with the ENC for over 10 years as the Bird
Study leader. She actively seeks and books speakers and also has created
her own excellent presentations. Her attention to detail in organizing
these learning opportunities ensures that club members look forward to
bird studies, which are always well attended. As a contributor to club
publications, Karen provides material for the website and writes “The
Armchair Naturalist” column for our magazine.

In 2020 Karen was elected to the position of executive director. She
communicates thoughtfully on topics of club management and has
helped the club to successfully pivot to online presentations in response
to the challenges of a pandemic.

Karen is very deserving of this recognition for her leadership and dedica-
tion to the club!

Karen Lindsay Congratulations, Karen!

We'd like to recognize Chris Rees for his contributions. As an
Executive Director, Chris has cheerfully attended board meetings
to help guide the club since 2017. His encouragement to new vol-
unteers is appreciated!

Our magazine readers find his articles interesting and enjoy the
addition of his excellent photographs. In the past, Chris has acted
as a Field Trip Coordinator and has led many excursions.

Recently Chris has provided outreach in the form of live interviews
on local media, speaking on the topic of the joy of being out in na-
ture for bird watching. We look forward to hearing more from him!

Thank you, Chris!

Chris Rees
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Conservation Corner

Seems I have plenty to rant about these days, as biodiver-
sity preservation seems to make little headway in the cha-
otic world of human society.

Green-washing?

In a recent Birds Canada report it was stated that there
has been a 67% decline in grassland birds in the country
since 1970. When a spokesperson was asked on the radio
what people could do to help birds, the answers were:
keep cats indoors and reduce light pollution. Now, I un-
derstand that conservation organizations want to help
their financial supporters do and feel something positive,
but really, are these actions going to save grassland
birds? The problem is much more systemic than that: it’s
the way our society is organized, with perpetual popula-
tion increase in pursuit of perpetual economic growth or
national power-building. Isn’t it green-washing to pretend
otherwise? Is there likely to be much grassland habitat
left in Alberta, for instance, when its human population
reaches the politically targeted 10 million? Conservation
organizations may not dare to speak frankly, but natural-
ists can.

13

Green blindness: a conspiracy of silence!

How many of you are aware that the international biodi-
versity conference, COP 16, took place in Cali, Colom-
bia, from October 21 to November 1? (According to the
Birds Canada website the regional municipality of Cali is
home to more bird species than in all of Canada.) At this
conference Canada had to present its National Biodiversi-
ty Strategy and Action Plan up until 2030 (the 2030 Na-
ture Strategy). The only publicity I heard or saw about
this conference was an interview on fungi on CBC radio
and an op-ed by the local chapter of CPAWS in the
Edmonton Journal. Did anyone hear anything else? With
this kind of media obliviousness, how can the public be
expected to support changes that favour biodiversity?

Patsy Cotterill

Chestnut-collared Longspur, photo by Dawne Colwell



14

THE PARKLAND NATURALIST

Decline and Death of Acheson Field Pond

In the May—August and September—December, 2013,
issues of The Parkland Naturalist I wrote at length under
the title “My Pond” about a small (less than one hectare)
pond in a sandy field in the County of Parkland’s Ache-
son Industrial Area. I have now been visiting it for over
20 years and it has had the sword of Damocles hanging
over its head for many of them, ever since I contacted
Parkland County about preserving it and it refused. (The
County, did, however, preserve a much deeper pond to
the southwest, the so-called “sinkhole pond” surrounded
by steep, forested banks.) My pleas that the “field pond”
was different and special fell on deaf ears. The sword has
finally fallen: Acheson Field Pond was destroyed this
September.

Acheson Field Pond on May 7, 2014. Photo by P. Cotterill.

Unlike human death, which is usually attended with cere-
mony and recognition of loss through grief, the death of
flora and fauna typically goes unnoticed. Moreover, peo-
ple usually leave behind successors to carry on the gener-
ations, but when habitat is lost, there can be no succes-
sors. Continued habitat loss leads to the extinction of
species.

The field pond provided a natural pollinator garden on July
17, 2013. Photo by J. Teare.

A Semi-Permanent Shallow Open Water Wetland

According to the Alberta Wetland Classification System,
Acheson Field Pond could be classified as Semi-
Permanent Shallow Open Water tending towards Season-
al Marsh. Typically, in a season with normal precipita-
tion, it would have open water present in spring (May),
and a bare shoreline before vegetation starts to re-grow.
By mid-July open water would still be present in the cen-
tre of the pond, with tall vegetation emerging above the
water and dense bands of peripheral vegetation. By Au-
gust no open water would be visible amid a dense cover
of aquatic and riparian plants. The pond’s gradually ele-
vated shoreline, with levels of water saturation decreas-
ing centrifugally, allowed an approximate zonation of
vegetation, with aquatic species with floating leaves in
the centre and a progression of riparian plants increasing-
ly less tolerant of waterlogging towards the edge. I be-
lieve that the manner of cultivation of the field had some-
thing to do with the pond’s original biodiversity. By
ploughing as close to the pond’s periphery as he could
safely operate a tractor, the farmer extended the shoreline
outwards, keeping it clear of taller perennial vegetation,
including farm-field weeds. In one year (2009) it was so
dry that the farmer ploughed right through the pond and
later was not able to harvest his potato crop, ploughing it
under in a haze of dust. Given the resilience of the seed
bank, the typical suite of pond species returned with nor-
mal precipitation.

Significance of Muddy Shores for Diversity

Expanses and pockets of mud, both around the periphery
and within the taller vegetation, were conducive to the
growth of low annual plants such as spring water-
starwort, clammy hedge-hyssop, harsh popcornflower
and (one year) American waterwort. These are all locally
rare species and had likely arrived from further south in
the province via waterfowl, which probably attests to the
importance of open water for connectivity and the surviv-
al of an otherwise isolated flora facing a “sink™ fate. As
annuals, they rely on open mud for their seeds to germi-
nate and often vary in population size from year to year.
Another sprawling mud plant, three-petalled bedstraw,
has always been abundant, as it has the advantage of a
perennial habit.

The importance for wetland diversity of open muddy
shores, and the fluctuating water levels necessary to
maintain them, became even clearer this year when we
had the opportunity to visit a wetland on the Enoch Na-
tion Reserve Lands in late July. It is an artificially created
wetland surrounded by steep banks, but the basin con-
tained open water frequented by waterfowl at the time of
our visit. Its extensive mud flats were densely populated
with northern arrowhead and the rare clammy hedge-
hyssop and other wetland species found at Acheson.
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Natural precipitation was evidently supplemented by a
culvert draining the area to the north.

Acheson Field Pond on August 18, 2024, about a month
before its demise. Note the presence of willows, develop-
ment to the north, and lack of cultivation of the field. Photo
by P. Cotterill.

The Chronology of Decline

Although the field pond’s death was sudden, and immedi-
ately preceded by a precipitous decline, it had in fact
been changing, and declining, for some years. Sometime
after 2015 the farmer suddenly stopped ploughing the
western and northwestern edges of the pond, and willows
from the adjacent road allowance quickly established,
along with a plethora of moisture-loving perennial spe-
cies both native and weedy. I watched the development
of a thicket of well-spaced, tall willows with some alarm.
Willows are native, but wetlands surrounded by a willow
fringe, and with zones of tall sedges known as emergent
plants closer to the water, are common in Central Park-
land and don’t have the same floral composition as my
shallow open water wetland. The willows would likely be
sucking up water that could contribute to the later general
desiccation of the pond and the absence of persistent
summer mudflats.

By 2013, although the pond was still in its heyday, with
2012 and 2013 being two successive wet years, I noted
the first clump of common cattail, another unwelcome
sign. With its strong rhizomes, cattails form extensive
patches, monocultures that reduce the extent of open wa-
ter and biodiversity. To see how exclusive cattails can
become, take a look at Big Lake or Beaverhill Lake.

Northern water-plantain (Alisma triviale), is a semi-aquatic
plant, formerly abundant at Acheson Field Pond. Photo by
P. Cotterill, taken on 24 July 2022 at Acheson Field Pond.
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Pale smartweed (Persicaria lapathifolia), shore of Lily Lake,
Sturgeon County. 2009-08-20. Photo by P. Cotterill.

The Last Years

Unfortunately, I don’t have a complete photo record of
the pond over the years, having lost images in a computer
crash, but a quick chronology over the last four years will
give some idea of the succession of changes. The year
2020 was a good one in terms of water, with open water
still present not only on July 16 but also on September
19. In early July of 2021, however, the pond was dry,
filled with what looked like a “field” of pale smartweed.
The patches of cattail were notably more numerous, and
linear bands of the tall emergents, northern beaked sedge
and awned sedge, had made their appearance, another
bad omen of change. Usually surrounding open water in
bands, these rhizomatous sedges can form completely
consolidated sedge meadows when water levels fall. I
also noted that there were no frogs or froglets, no dragon-
flies or mosquitoes and, of course, no waterfowl as in
some previous years, although a Red-winged Blackbird
was checking out the cattails.

In 2022 things were looking up again in terms of open
water, which was still present by late July, with good rep-
resentation of aquatic vegetation, and I could find my
rare plants, clammy hedge-hyssop and popcornflower. By
early October, the pond area was completely covered
with vegetation, but that was to be expected.

In 2023 the picture changed again. On May 21, the pond
was completely dry and lush green with vegetation. Inter-
estingly, the emergent sedges (which had failed to fruit
the previous year) and the cattails showed no signs of
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life. On July 5 again there was no open water and the
northern periphery was a wasteland of moisture-loving
weeds, with field sow-thistle, Canada thistle, and white
cockle, all perennial weeds difficult to shift once estab-
lished, as well as annual scentless chamomile. The dread-
ed non-native reed canarygrass had established itself with
several clumps. The soil was evidently so dry that the
cattails and sedges were dead.

Other signs that the pond was rapidly turning into a
marsh was the presence of three species of dock, and the
grass foxtail barley, characteristic of wetlands that are
filling in. It was possible to cross the wetland in runners
without getting a trace of moisture on them. Needless to
say, the aquatic species dependent on open water had dis-
appeared. Another visit on September 22 revealed ex-
panded populations of Canada thistle and lots of late-
season annual weeds in the amaranth family. Native grass
species such as fowl bluegrass and rough bentgrass,
which would otherwise be confined to the drier periphery
of the pond, had taken centre stage, and all appearance of
zonation was lost. The colonizing species yellow cress
was running rampant now that its competitors were gone.

Harsh popcornflower (Plagiobothrys scouleri var.
hispidula) can form extensive mats on muddy shores.
Photo by P. Cotterill at Acheson Field Pond, June 11, 2022.

Clammy hedge-hyssop (Gratiola neglecta). Photo by
P. Cotterill at Acheson Field Pond on July 16, 2022.
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Last-ditch Rescue Attempts

With the writing on the wall, the field pond as we knew it
showing signs of fundamental, irreversible change, on
November 16, 2023, wetland ecologist and Alberta Na-
tive Plant Council (ANPC) president Kristen Andersen
joined us on an emergency visit. Her opinion was that if
the desiccation was due to natural causes such as de-
creased precipitation, the pond could possibly be saved
with funding to restore and conserve it. However, if the
drying was caused by anthropogenic water diversion that
modified the field pond’s water budget and eliminated
hydrologic inputs, then opportunities are limited. This
would be considered an indirect wetland impact that re-
quires Water Act approval. If there is no such approval in
place, this could be considered a noncompliance under
the Water Act, and trigger corrective actions, although
there was slim chance of such an appeal’s success. Our
explorations of the surrounding area suggested that the
changes were most likely due to nearby development. As
we left, we gloomily watched a backhoe operator
installing a culvert to divert water into the sinkhole pond,
which previously contributed drainage to the field pond!

Death and Destruction

Unfortunately, I was not able to visit the pond until Au-
gust 18 this year, owing to transportation problems. I
could see at once that the pond was doomed. It was noth-
ing but a weedy depression, a moist wasteland hollow
such as you might see anywhere. Nevertheless, following
the advice of two ANPC wetland experts, Kristen Ander-
sen and Kristyn Mayner, in early September I reported
the field pond’s situation as a “water incident” to the Dig-
ital Regulatory Assurance System (DRAS) of the Alberta
government, providing geographic information and re-
questing an investigation. The government’s response
was relatively quick and final. An approval “to perma-
nently disturb wetlands for the purpose of commercial
development” (note the euphemism) was issued under the
Water Act to a developer on July 23. A fee of
approximately $103,000 (no doubt a drop in the bucket of
the profits the developer expects to make) had been paid
and would be “allocated to the Wetland Replacement
Fund for replacement of a wetland of a similar size and in
the same watershed.”

The Acheson plant was likely American waterwort (Elatine
americana), listed in the Canadensys Vascan database as
doubtfully present in Alberta. Unfortunately, it did not per-
sist. The importance of open water which then recedes to
leave mud flats, for the survival of annual plants, cannot be
overstressed. Photo by J. Teare, July 17, 2013.
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Inadequacy of Regulations and Replacement

An environmental impact assessment had been done by a
consulting firm in April 2024, long after the pond had
begun its terminal decline from altered hydrology due to
nearby developments. However, even if the pond had not
been so impacted, the EIA was conducted prior to spring
snowmelt and runoff and before vegetation grew, so it
could have provided no information on the plant compo-
sition of the pond. It seems we have not got past the era
of doing EIAs at ecologically inappropriate times and
assuming everything is fine. But, of course, the Water Act
regulations are designed to preserve hydrology, not
species.

By the time I received the government’s response on
October 3, Acheson field pond had already been bull-
dozed! There was no opportunity to collect seeds this
year, or for salvage of transplants, or for removal of sub-
soil in the hopes of rescuing some of the seed bank.

In terms of replacement, my reaction was: but, but, but...
not all wetlands are created equal! The chances that a
wetland with a similar floral composition would be creat-
ed on similar sandy soil with a similar Devon sand dune
topography, seem remote. I should note that we had tried
a transplant operation in 2019, moving some plants to a
dugout in Bunchberry Meadows Conservation Area; the
results were not especially successful. I had tried trans-
planting harsh popcornflower into pots of garden soil a
couple of times but the plants died off completely in the
fall and stubbornly refused to produce germinable seeds
in their new milieu. Lesson repeated: conservation is al-
ways better than restoration!

Water smartweed (Persicaria amphibia), a perennial spe-
cies, comes in two varieties: an aquatic one (var. stipu-
lacea, above) with hairless, glossy leaves that are often
seen floating on water or stranded on mud, and var. emer-
sa, hairy, with short-hairy flower stalks and longer flower
spikes, that thrives amidst marsh vegetation. Photo by J.
Teare, July 17, 2013.
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Other Implications?

The loss of Acheson Field Pond raises a number of other
issues. How significant was the loss of the plant popula-
tions? Many of our parkland species have a wide distribu-
tion across Canada or at least in the West; we have no
endemics. Perhaps the three rarely found annuals, harsh
popcornflower, clammy hedge-hyssop, and American
waterwort, had made a serendipitous, accidental appear-
ance and it was okay because their more southern distri-
bution was still intact. Or was this a real threat to their
range extension?

Was the field pond an anomaly in that its maintenance
was helped by agriculture? Were there more such ponds
in farmers’ fields that we don’t know about? Shouldn’t
we know?

If the Acheson area had not been developed at all, what
would the natural vegetation cover have been? Likely
jack pine woodland, in which case the dune hollows
would probably have had a different kind of wetland
within them.

For me, personally, the death of the pond may prove to be
less painful than the dread of having to witness its de-
cline; I am not in the habit of visiting graves. But as a
final lesson, its loss can be taken as a classic, depressing
example of why nature is everywhere in trouble.

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 because of people’s demand for products, nor
with Parkland County, which must develop its industrial
area to fund municipal services for its growing number of
residents. The fault lies with population growth, and the
solution is to stem it. Canada’s rampant immigration poli-
cies are particularly harmful for the natural environment
because as a wealthy country we have huge ecological
footprints as individuals. Naturalists must speak out to
expose the relationship of population to loss of biodiver-
sity.

Patsy Cotterill

Long-root smartweed (P. amphibia var. emersa, above)
increased in abundance as the pond dried, while flanged
smartweed (var. stipulacea) declined. Photo by P. Cotterill,
August 18, 2024.
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Studying Bird Migration at Beaverhill Bird Observatory:
A New MOTUS Era

Beaverhill bird Observatory, thanks to the support of individu-
als and groups such as the Edmonton Nature Club, is enjoying
a new era of tracking bird movements with the MOTUS wild-
life tracking system. In the past two years, we have detected
Bank Swallows from Alaska, White-throated Sparrows from
Prince George, and a Swainson’s Thrush from Costa Rica pass-
ing by Beaverhill Lake. While our initial focus was on using
the system to track birds from BBO to learn about their move-
ments, the rapidly growing installation of MOTUS towers has
meant we are communally benefitting from the shared data.

This global MOTUS program employs tiny nanotag transmit-
ters, all with the same frequency detected by standard receivers
on towers. The “ping” of the transmitters has a serial number
encoded. The MOTUS receiver stations decode the number and
transmit it to a central computer at Birds Canada, with all data
available on a website.

The Edmonton Nature Club was key to our MOTUS project,
through its ongoing support of BBO. ENC helped to fund the
erection of our 80 ft. communication tower and installation of
the MOTUS antennae and hardware. More recently, the ENC
sponsored 9 nanotags at $300 each. BBO members sponsored
another 91 tags, which allowed us to undertake a major project
to learn more about the iconic small and mighty Northern Saw-

whet Owl (NSWO) and a Long-eared Owl (LEOW). Here is
their story. Northern Saw-whet Owl with MOTUS tag antenna
visible at bottom left, photo by Sian Ford

MOTUS Nanotags were first deployed on NSWO in 2014, with 16 projects now recorded for the species. However,
early results were often disappointing; as with many new technologies employed, there was a learning curve. All the pro-
jects reviewed on the MOTUS website appeared to show that few owls were detected after they were released. An obvi-
ous concern was the attachment method used by these early projects, a leg harness with the tag sitting on the rump of the
owl. The leg harness comprised two pieces of elastic fabric holding the tag over the owl’s rump. I suspect that with a
strong raptor beak designed for cutting, the owls were able to cut through the elastic and lose the tag. I have no proof, but
didn’t want to use our tags with a lower chance of results.

Satellite transmitters are routinely placed on raptors as a backpack, a style I had experience with, so I set out to design a
smaller version, using attachment hoops to hold the transmitter on the back. After trials and searches for materials, we
were able to deploy the first nanotag on a saw-whet at BBO on September 16, 2023. With help from Jana Teefy, Helen
Trefry, Nicolette DeVries, and Jerry Toll, we developed improvements that made the attachment process faster with a
new fabric tape called Spectra. After I attached 15 tags, Jana was trained to take over, and her 18 years of experience as a
veterinarian technician showed. She knew what a needle driver was and how to use it quickly. She reduced the attach-
ment time from 15 minutes to 7 minutes, and the sewing was much neater. We have now attached 2 tags on Long-eared
Owls and 98 tags on Saw-whet Owls (though one tag isn’t working).

We assumed that owls that we caught were passing through and would be gone from the Beaverhill Natural Area within
a day or two. The nanotags tell a different story. Two tags hold the record for staying within 15 km of BBO’s MOTUS
tower (our detection radius) for over 3 months into the winter. Other owls remained for a week to month before heading
elsewhere. After the nesting season, adults moult some wing feathers, and both adults and young moult their body feath-
ers. In September, most owls are still moulting body feathers and the occasional adult is still regrowing wing feathers. In
October, the body moults are complete. The owls are fatter, presumably ready for migration. Trapping the owls allows us
to document the progress of their moult and condition. Others migrated quickly and the movements offer an interesting
story on what happens after BBO releases all those banded owls!
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Migration is the exciting part of the story. Bird banding tells us that most owls migrate southeast, across the prairies into
eastern US and Canada. BUT, and it is a big but, most owl banding stations are located to the east of us. Very few band-
ing stations are south and west of us. And that is where the first owls went. Of the 48 owls tagged in September and
October 2023, two travelled southwest to Sylvan Lake. The next owl was detected on the shore of Koocanusa Lake, 500
km southwest of BBO on the BC—-Montana border. This owl went further south and was detected by a tower just south
of Missoula, Montana, a few days later. Two others were detected in Montana: one south of Waterton Lake National
Park and the second in northeast Montana. Thus, five owls were detected away from BBO in the first month of the pro-
ject in September 2023, and none had flown east as predicted by bird band recoveries.

One spectacular flight was an owl that had been undetected for over a month. On November 16, 2023, at 11:49 pm MST
it was near Snake Butte, Montana, southeast of us and southeast of Havre, Montana. It was detected for only 6 minutes
by the Snake Butte tower, indicating that it was flying past the tower quickly. Thirty (30!) minutes later it was 61 km
further east. After 4 minutes it went to the next tower 23 km southeast. Then it was detected by a fourth tower 42 km
away with an estimated speed of 48 kph. In total from 11:55 pm to 1:49 am, it was detected by four stations that are 126
km apart in about 114 minutes, an average of 66 kph. That owl was on a mission. A 35 kph wind was reported at Coutts
at midnight at ground level, and the 35 kph following wind would have been a factor in its rapid flight. I surmise that the
wind was stronger at higher elevation, but don’t know whether that is true, nor do I know the elevation of the flying owl.
So we are left to be amazed by this rapid flight, 126 km in under 2 hours. We can only wonder how many hours it flew
that night. Remember that darkness lasts over 12 hours in mid-November. Without the North American MOTUS web,
we would not have these records.

In the autumn of 2023, 9 Saw-whets were detected south of BBO in Alberta, Montana, Idaho, and Washington. The owls
crossed the US border between November 4 and 20, which helps to define the timing of the later stages of their autumn
migration.

Map 1. MOTUS detections of over 25 owls that were tagged at BBO in autumn 2023 and 2024. The green lines are the south-bound
tracks in 2023, the yellow lines are spring records, and the white lines are the tracks from autumn 2024. The number 6 near
Pigeon Lake represents 6 owls that have been detected by the MOTUS station on the north shore.

In the spring of 2024, the first returning NSWO detection was on March 8, when it flew past a MOTUS station near
Vancouver! Three more owls in three weeks were detected in Montana, Idaho, and Washington. On March 11, an owl
was reported by the MOTUS station in McNary National Wildlife Refuge in central Washington state, the same station
that reported it in November. On the same day, an owl was detected at Teller Refuge in Montana. On April 2, an owl
that had been detected in October at Sylvan Lake was detected in southern BC at Newgate. Can we assume that it
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wintered south of there and was now on its return migration north? In total, 7 owls were detected between March 8 and
April 14, presumably headed north. We can roughly define their winter as December 1 to March 1, three months, then
spring migration in March thru mid-April.

Jana Teefy and BBO staff tagged two female owls in June 2024 at BBO, and one is still there at the end of November.
This female is likely the one that raised 5 young in a box in the natural area.

In September and October 2024, Jana attached another 49 tags to Saw-whets and the detections are shown on the map in
white. While the general direction is south, as in the autumn of 2023, curiously, the general trend is east of south rather
than west of south. I can’t explain the difference between years in the general migratory change of direction. The recent
tracks show an owl well into North Dakota and another way south in Nebraska. In addition, 2 owls were detected just
south of Saskatoon. To add to the mystery, 6 owls went almost due west, passing past a new tower on the north shore of
Pigeon Lake. Why did 6 go due west, while yet the others went southeast? The mysteries deepen.

None of our owls have been detected by the dense grid of MOTUS stations in eastern Canada and the US, yet we know
some have gone there from our past bird band recoveries. The lack of records in eastern North America is a mystery. The
tags are programmed to last 24 months; optimistically, we can expect more information by 2026 that might provide more
light on these.

Jana also tagged two Long-eared Owls, and one took us on a trail south. An owl that was tagged on September 22, 2024,
was detected by two MOTUS towers in western North Dakota on October 6, 923 km southeast of BBO in 13 days.
These two towers are 120 km apart and the owl covered the distance in 3 hours and 41 minutes which is an average of 32
kph. The first tower is southeast of BBO. However, the second tower is south of the first, indicating that the owl was
changing direction. Indeed, when it passed by a tower in southeast Colorado it was due south of the North Dakota tow-
ers. On this leg of its migration, it flew 925 km in 12 days, similar to the time and distance it travelled when it left BBO.
The average is 74 km per day; not as fast as the short leg in North Dakota. Possibly it stopped to feed and rest on these
longer legs of migration.

Although we haven’t heard from the second Long-eared Owl; we hope it will pass by a MOTUS tower in the next two
years. Our success with the first owl, however, leads to a new project. We propose to get 20 tags for Long-eared Owls in
2025. We don’t know how many long-ears we will trap, but we want to be ready to track as many as possible. If you
want to sponsor a tag for a Long-eared Owl, it is not too early: you can make a donation and name your owl at
www.beaverhillbirds.com.

Canada
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Long-eared Owl,
photo by Jana Teefy

Map 2. Track of Long-eared Owl 59430 from BBO to Colorado in autumn 2024
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Our project generated a great deal of interest across North America and interest in MOTUS in Alberta. | have given talks
to the Western Bird Banding Association, Edmonton Nature Club, North Saskatchewan River Valley Association, the
Calgary Bird Banding Society, and an international audience organized by the manufacturer, LOTEK. I have sent in-
structions about how to attach the tags in a backpack on owls to colleagues in Canada and the US as interest continues to
grow.

I again thank the Edmonton Nature Club for its ongoing support of the Beaverhill Bird Observatory, and I thank the oth-
er 91 BBO members who sponsored the MOTUS nanotags. Comments on this article by Helen Trefry and Jana Teefy
improved it — thank you. Stay tuned for future updates and visit www.beaverhillbirds.com to learn more and to join BBO
($10 for life membership).

Geoff Holroyd, Chair, Beaverhill Bird Observatory

Naming the “ENC 9” Nano-tagged Owls

Check where the “ENC 9” nano-tagged owls have travelled!

Thank-you to everyone who participated in finding names for the nine owls wearing nano-tags that were sponsored by
the ENC for tracking owl movements in support of bird research!

The names for the sponsored owls, chosen by ENC members by popular vote, are listed below, followed by each owl’s
tag number:

Echo 181 Blink 184 See Saw 187
Luna 182 Sawyer 185 Arthur 188
Opal 183 Wesley 186 Ollie 189

Scan the QR code with your cell phone camera to go onto the BBO’s MOTUS page for the Northern Saw-whet Owl
study and tracking website to see where each of the “ENC 9” owls has journeyed!

You can also find out where the other owls have travelled, but beware, it can be addicting to follow these little creatures
of the night with a simple click of your mouse! Enjoy!

Karen Lindsay
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Outdoor Program, July—November, 2024

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

Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

The walk on July 9 was one of the warmest this year, with a temperature of 20°C at 7:30 a.m. Four participants met and
headed north to the North Saskatchewan River. Two additional participants joined in just before they got to the river and
an additional two joined in at Steel Ball Pond, for a total group of nine!

Steel Ball Pond was very alive with American Wigeons, Common Goldeneyes, Canada Geese, Barn and Cliff Swallows,
Mallards, Red-winged Blackbirds, Song Sparrows, and Soras. The group headed south back down the trails from
here. The total for bird species identified on this walk was 30!

Red-winged Blackbird, photo by Wayne Oakes

ENC City Walk — Delores Steinlicht

On July 17, seven people went for a walk around the
Heritage Wetlands Park, just off Foxhaven Drive in
Sherwood Park. The air was already quite warm at
8:30 a.m., with not even a light breeze. As they waited
for everyone to arrive, they could hear Red-winged
Backbirds calling, American Crows, and a Northern
Flicker.

Purple Martins were circling overhead and occupied
two houses along the path (although one had a male
House Sparrow perched near an opening). As walkers
made their way back to the main pond, they found a
shady vantage point to view a Forester’s Tern. The
walk and company were delightful despite the heat.
They wrapped up early, with a bird count of 25 spe-
cies.

Song Sparrow, photo by Ted Hogg
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Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

Wayne participated in this walk with one new member of
the Edmonton Nature Club, starting out on a cool morn-
ing on July 27. They saw a fascinating amount of flora,
including Strawberry Blite (Beetberry). This is a native
species that blooms throughout the summer months right
into the fall freeze-up. The berries of this plant are report-
ed to have been used by various First Nations peoples as
a very effective red dye.

At Steel Ball Pond there were several Mallards, Red-
winged Blackbirds, Song Sparrows, Barn Swallows, and
Cliff Swallows in the immediate area. The birds were
rather quiet, with 27 species identified.

ENC Ravencrest Nature Walk — Vince Cottrell

On the morning of August 22, eleven birders walked the
Ravencrest Trail by the North Saskatchewan River looking
for fall migrants. With a smoke level of 7 and overcast
weather, they saw few birds in the beginning. After check-
ing the hilltop spot, they went further west and spotted 3
Bald Eagles and 8 American White Pelicans on the riv-

er. During the second hour they turned east, where they
finally found a concentration of warblers. In all, 32 species
were recorded!

Yellow Warbler, photo by Faye Smith

Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

Tuesday, September 10, was an absolutely beautiful morning for an Edmonton Nature Club 360 Degree Nature Walk.
The early morning temperature was a little on the cooler side at just 7°C. They got underway 8:50 with 8 participants
and headed downstream to the mouth of Whitemud Creek, where Wayne was able to show the group a small cluster of
the bird’s nest fungus. The activity on both the north and south sides of Whitemud Creek Bridge was pretty good, with
various sparrows and warblers, robins and Cedar Waxwings, chipmunks, and squirrels. Steel Ball Pond was pretty quiet
with a few Canada Geese, Mallards, and Common Goldeneyes. They had a good look at various species of both native
plants and introduced species: large thyme, Missouri goldenrod, common tall sunflower, goat’s-beard, and butter-and-
eggs, to name a few. In total 29 bird species were identified.

Common Goldeneye juvenile, photo by Wayne Oakes
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Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

The walk on Saturday, September 28, started off a little on the cool side with three participants, and three additional
folks joined the group later for a total of seven. As they walked down toward the North Saskatchewan River, Wayne
was able to point out and describe the various berry- and seed-producing plants that help to feed a lot of our migratory
bird species, those that have yet to arrive, and the species that are here year round. These food sources included bur oak,
chokecherry, green ash, highbush cranberry, and red osier dogwood. Also present along this portion of the walk are a lot
of snowberries. Although these berries are not eaten by anything, they are neat looking plants, grow well, and help to
protect soils from aspects of erosion.

Down near the mouth of Whitemud Creek we were treated to quite an array of bird activity: White-throated Sparrows
foraging in the low-level shrubs, Mallards swimming in the creek, Ring-billed Gulls flying along the river, and Puple
Finch feeding on green ash seeds. Just when we thought it couldn't get much better, a juvenile Great Blue Heron flew in
and landed just a stone’s throw to the north of Whitemud Creek Bridge 301. The array of changing leaf colours on the
far side of the North Saskatchewan River was just stunning. In total, 27 bird species were identified.

American Robin, photo by Wayne Oakes
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Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

Tuesday, October 8, provided another spectacular day for an Edmonton Nature Club walk along the maintained trails of
Whitemud Creek North. Four participants departed from the Alfred Savage Centre just after 9:30, heading north down
the creek to the North Saskatchewan River.

The changing leaf colours were fantastic (see back cover). As they proceeded, Wayne pointed out and discussed the var-
ious fruit- and seed-bearing shrubs and trees along the way and discussed the birds and animals one might expect to see
feeding on chokecherries, red osier dogwood, bur oak, green ash, Manitoba maple, and others. Steel Ball Pond was very
quiet, so they took a few moments to walk under the Quesnell Bridge, as several participants were curious about the dif-
ferences between a Barn Swallow nest and the nest of a Cliff Swallow. Lastly, they spotted a clump of rosy conk fungi
before heading back. A total of 30 bird species was identified.

Green-wing Teal juvenile, photo by Wayne Oakes

Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

October 26 brought another wonderful morning for a walk along the maintained trails of Whitemud Creek North. Four
participants met and started the walk at 9:20 a.m. and a fifth joined later on.

The vast majority of summer and fall bird migrators had left. The group headed downstream towards the North Sas-
katchewan River, observing and discussing plant species, including red osier dogwood, chokecherry, paper birch, white
spruce, and green ash, which contribute to the diets of our fall bird population. Three wasp nests were noted. A male, and
then a female Downy Woodpecker were observed plucking red osier dogwood berries and driving them into cracks in
the bark of an old-growth balsam poplar tree. In all, 18 bird species were identified.

Yellow shafter Northern Flicker adult male,

photo by Wayne Oakes House Finch adult male, photo by Wayne Oakes
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Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

Another walk was completed on Tuesday, November 5, along the maintained trails of Whitemud Creek North with one
participant. The morning started off a little bleak, with a temperature. of 3°C and periods of light, wet snow. That was
short-lived, as the skies cleared, revealing another beautiful morning to behold in our wonderful river valley.

As we started past kihcihkaw aski, three coyotes were observed running across the open, maintained field area, believed
to have been an adult female and two juveniles, pups from this year.

Down by Whitemud Creek Bridge 301 a nice cluster of House Finches was moving between piles of dark-oiled sunflow-
er seeds and green ash seeds. This was a nice mix of adult females and males, along with juvenile females and males.
Common buckthorn was easy to pick out, as it is one of the last of our shrubs or small trees to experience leaf colour
changes. In total, 17 bird species were identified.

Blue Jay adult, photo by Wayne Oakes
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Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk — Wayne Oakes

On November 23, the final 360 Degree Nature Walk of 2024 was memorable in more ways than one. It felt like we got
more snow this morning than all of last winter. The morning started off with rather heavy snowfall at a starting tempera-
ture of —13°C. Despite the weather conditions, five participants attended yet another beautiful walk in this diverse por-
tion of our wonderful river valley.

We headed directly up the trail when they arrived, as most had a limited amount of time to spend before they had to
leave. This was a great decision: the deeper we walked into the woodlands, the prettier it got. I was able to point out an
array of features highlighting the area's vast biodiversity, and we identified 11 species of birds along the way.

White-throated Sparrow, photo by Wayne Oakes

Kimberly Fulton, Outdoor Program Director



Whitemud Creek North 360 Degree Nature Walk, October 8, 2024

Fall scenery along Whitemud Creek, photo by Wayne Oakes




