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Snow Geese, Fort Saskatchewan gravel pits, October 2022 

Snow Goose, normal white morph Snow Goose, “blue” morph 

Photos by Chris Rees 
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Autumn Geese 

On the Cover 
Snow Geese, adult and juvenile, photo by Chris Rees 

In the spring, one of the great birding events in the Edmonton area is the Snow Goose Festival at Beaverhill Lake. The 
large flocks of Snow Geese are an awesome spectacle. In the autumn, over the last few years, large flocks of Snow 
Geese could be seen resting on ponds and lakes or feeding in harvested grain fields within the Edmonton e-Bird region – 
a much shorter drive for birders than the trip to Beaverhill or further east and south. My favourite pond is located on the 
east side of the Fox Run Golf Course, just a 15-minute drive from my home in Sherwood Park. Other hotspots include 
Big Lake by St. Albert, Manawan (Egg) Lake by Morinville, the gravel pits at Fort Saskatchewan, and the ponds on 
Range Road 212 north of Highway 15. This year, 2025, small flocks have also been observed on the pond in Habitat 
Acres near Ardrossan, on Boag Lake just east of Sherwood Park, and on ponds on the west side of St. Albert. And of 
course, flocks can often be seen flying over the city. 

The local Snow Goose is the Lesser Snow Goose sub-species, with the Greater Snow Goose being found in Quebec and 
on the east coast. The fall flocks are made up of many family groups with an abundance of grayer juveniles. 

Snow geese are the most highly visible species, but the four other continental goose species are also present in these lo-
cal areas: Greater White-fronted Goose, Ross’s Goose, Cackling Goose, and Canada Goose. Greater White-fronts tend to 
be the earliest autumn arrivals, starting to appear as early as the end of July. Ross’s Geese are the least common, but 
with careful scoping of the flocks of Snow Geese one can often find up to several of these smaller geese in the flocks, at 
least through until the end of September.  

Source: (eBird)  
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Greater White-fronted Goose Greater White-fronted Goose, adults and juveniles  

Ross’s Goose, white and “blue” morphs                     

Canada Goose and Cackling Goose  
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• IUCN Status: Least Concern 

• Population Status: The population of Snow Geese increased exponentially from 1970 (1 million birds) until 
2013 (19 million birds) and has declined since that time to 14 million in 2019. The mid-continent population is 
estimated to contain about 83 percent of the total at 12 million birds. The Wrangel Island population, in Russia,  
is estimated at 440,000, while the Greater Snow Goose subspecies is estimated at 1.4 million birds. 

The numbers of Snow Geese have increased dramatically in the past years. Ducks Unlimited reports that the population 
has grown from as low as 1,000 in the 1900s to a high of 19 million in 2013. The numbers are so high that the geese have 
been damaging their arctic nesting grounds and hunting limits have been increased to 50 birds per day with an unlimited 
possession limit. In addition, a spring hunting season has been added. 
 
All goose populations appear to be in good shape. Ducks Unlimited provides the following information for conservation 
status and population numbers for each goose species according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN). 

Snow Goose 

Greater White-fronted Goose 

• IUCN Status: Least Concern 

• Population Status: The population is stable to increasing throughout its range in North America. In North 
America three sub-populations occur: the Pacific Greater White-fronted Goose (A. a. sponsa) that numbers 
685,000 birds, the Western Greater White-fronted Goose (A. a. gambelli) estimated at 2,600,000, and the Tule 
Greater White-fronted Goose (A. a. elegasi) estimated at 8,000–13,000 birds. The entire population of White-
fronted Geese in North America has grown substantially in recent decades. 

Ross’s Goose 

• IUCN Status: Least Concern 

• Population Status: Recent estimates are 2.35 million birds and an increasing population. During the early 
1900s, the population was small and of conservation concern. In the early 1950s there were 2,000–3,000 Ross’s 
Geese, but by 2006 there were 1.3 million birds. 

Cackling Goose 

• IUCN Status: Least Concern 

• Population Status: The global population of Cackling Geese is estimated to be around 3,000,000, of which 
2,499,000 are B. h. hutchinsii, 205,000 are B. h. minima, 199,000 are B. h. leucopareia, and 59,000 are B. h. 
taverneri. Population trends suggest slight declines in recent years. 

Canada Goose 

• IUCN Status: Least Concern 

• Population Status: The global population of Canada Geese is estimated to be between 5,100,000 and 
6,200,000, which is probably conservative. Population trends and stability vary among subspecies, with some 
subspecies not well documented. Many subspecies and subpopulations overlap in winter and use breeding areas 
that are not easily surveyed, making it difficult to accurately estimate numbers by subspecies. 

Ducks Unlimited also provides breeding, migration, and non-breeding (wintering) maps (next page). 
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Migration Migration 

Breeding 

Non-breeding Non-breeding 

Breeding 

Migration 

Breeding 

Non-breeding 

Non-breeding (scarce) 

Migration 

Breeding 

Winter 
Winter (scarce) 

Rare Rare 

Note: these maps are in colour in the online version. 

Snow Goose                                    Ross’s Goose  

Greater White-fronted Goose                                   Cackling Goose  
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It is exciting to see all the arctic breeding geese passing 
through our local area in large numbers. If all the local birders 
check the flocks carefully, maybe, just maybe, we will find the 
much-sought-after mythical Brant. 

Chris Rees 

Brant, Parksville, B.C., February 2016 
All photos by Chris Rees 

• IUCN Status: Least Concern  

• Population Status: The global population of Brant 
is estimated to be 400,000 to 500,000. The North 
American population is estimated to be approxi-
mately 185,000  Pacific Brant and 180,000 Atlantic 
Brant.  

References 

Ducks Unlimited. (2025). Waterfowl ID, https://www.ducks.org/
hunting/waterfowl-id?type=goose  

Sibley Guides. (2007). Distinguishing Cackling and Canada Goose. 
https://www.sibleyguides.com/2007/07/identification-of-cackling-
and-canada-goose/ 
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President’s Message, Fall–Winter 2025 

I am excited to step into the role of president for the Edmonton Nature Club! My sincere thanks go to Ann Carter for her 
dedication and capable leadership as president. 

It is a privilege to be part of such an experienced and passionate group of volunteers who make this club what it is. I can-
not think of a worthier club, one that brings people together to share our love of nature, whether it is through walks, 
presentations, or just good company outdoors. 

This fall brought an unexpected surprise, the appearance of a juvenile Little Blue Heron near Edmonton! I do not know 
what is more of a rarity, the heron, or seeing Calgary birders flocking to a little pond in Westlock County. As the season 
continues, there is the potential of spectacular northern lights flooding our skies once again, as they did in 2024. With the 
11-year solar cycle maximum continuing into 2026, we can look forward to even more breathtaking skies! 
 
Following our Annual General Meeting, I am pleased to report that the club is thriving. We've welcomed new members, 
maintained a strong financial position, and continued to support local conservation efforts through the Edmonton and 
Area Land Trust and the Beaverhill Bird Observatory.  

We are currently working through the logistics to resume our indoor speaker programs, allowing members the opportuni-
ty to reconnect and socialize in person again, and enjoy presentations from talented and knowledgeable speakers. 

I hope to see many of you out enjoying our upcoming outings, presentations, and virtual events as we continue to explore 
and appreciate nature together. 

See you all there! 

Grace Kwong, 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. 

Grace Kwong, President 

Grace Kwong, President Little Blue Heron, photo by Grace Kwong 
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 Download applications from the 
ENC website or contact us at our 

mailing address. 

Membership Rates for 2025/2026 
Household: 
Students: 

$40.00/year 
$20.00/year 

Membership 

 
 

Appointed 
Board Members 

 
Program 

 
Indoor Program Director –  vacant  

 
Outdoor Program Director – Kimberly Fulton  

 
     Bird Studies – Karen Lindsay  

 
Bug and Spider Studies – vacant 

 
Plant Studies – vacant  

 
 

Annual Events 
 

Banquet/Picnic – Toby-Anne Reimer 
 

Edmonton Christmas Bird Count – Ann Carter  
 

Nature Appreciation Weekend – Gerald Romanchuk 
and Toby-Anne Reimer 

 
 

Communications 
 

Communications Director– Ann Carter  
 

Communications Assistant – Janice Hurlburt  
 

Parkland Naturalist – Dawne Colwell  
 
 

Group Representatives 
 

Edmonton and Area Land Trust – Hendrik Kruger 
 
 

 
 

Executive 
Elected Officers  

  
President – Grace Kwong  

 
Recording Secretary – Delores Steinlicht 

 
Membership Secretary – John Jaworski 

 
Treasurer – Sean Evans 

 
Executive Director – Gerald Romanchuk 

 
Executive Director – Jan Wijmenga 

  
Executive Director – Hendrik Kruger 

 
Executive Director – Vivek Dabral 

 
 

The deadline for submissions to the January–April 2026 issue is March 30, 2026. Please email articles and photos to 
Dawne Colwell at colwelld@shaw.ca 
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Celebrating Our Volunteers 

Gerald has led numerous nature walks and birding car trips (too many to 
count), during which he shared his birding and nature expertise, as well as his 
love of nature and his great sense of humour. This made for truly great trips! 
He has also brought new members into the ENC as a result. 

Gerald’s other contributions include: 

• editing the first issues of the ENC magazine, The Parkland Naturalist, and 
continuing to provide fascinating articles and great photos to the PN 

• use of his photos for various club publications and presentations 
• engaging in interviews with the media to promote interest in nature and the 

ENC 
• participating on the ENC talk forum: using his expertise to help members 

identify mammals, butterflies, insects, and especially birds, as well as shar-
ing his own sightings and photos 

• editing his awesome wildlife cams to post on the ENC forum his very best 
videos of animals and birds going about their daily lives in Alberta’s park-
lands and boreal forest, observations that are especially appreciated by 
members unable to venture out or explore these less accessible areas 

• entertaining us with his informative presentations, which always draw a 
large crowd! 

• lending a hand in the background where needed for other club activities, 
such as Indoor Program events and the checklist of birds for the Edmonton 
area 

• serving as a Zone Captain for the Edmonton Christmas Bird Count and 
helping to organize and lead a number of other zone Christmas Bird 
Counts, including those at Elk Island National Park, Opal, and               
Wabamun 

• Participating as a scout, guide, and organizer for the Snow Goose Festival 

While this is not a complete list of Gerald’s ENC contributions, it highlights 
his key activities. Gerald is very deserving of acknowledgement with our Great 
Gray Owl Outstanding Service Award! 

Gerald Romanchuk receives the Great Grey Owl Outstanding Service Award 

The Great Gray Owl award is a perfect match for Gerald 
Romanchuk’s contributions over many years through a 
variety of roles, originally with the Edmonton Bird Club, 
and later when the Bird Club and Natural History Club 
amalgamated in 2004 to become the Edmonton Nature 
Club. Gerald was the last president of the Edmonton Bird 
Club and served as interim president during the merger. 
Gerald has also served as a board member and notably as 
an Executive Director of the ENC since 2004. 

Hawrelak Park, November 17, 2013 

Elk Island Park Christmas Bird Count, December 26, 2012 

The Great Gray Owl Outstanding Service Award is given 
as special recognition to an Edmonton Nature Club mem-
ber who has provided a considerable number of years of 
outstanding dedication and service to the club. 
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Human Population and Biodiversity  

I have complained before about the reluctance of conservation biologists and naturalists to speak up about the connection 
between our currently unprecedently high global human population and the loss of biodiversity and general impoverish-
ment of nature. At the risk of becoming a strident bore, here I go again.  

From 1970 to 2020 the population of the world more than doubled, from 3.7 billion to 7.8 billion (8.2 billion today). For 
the same period, the World Wildlife Fund 2024 Living Planet Report estimated a 73% decline in the wildlife species as-
sessed. In 1986, scientists estimated that humanity was appropriating 40% of the net photosynthesis product of the world 
and approaching a 30% take from coastal marine environments. In a 2018 paper on world biomass distribution, it was 
estimated that 96% of the mass of all mammals on earth is made up of our human bodies and the animals we raise to eat. 
The mass of wild mammals is just 4%, A mind-boggling statistic if ever there was one! Edward O. Wilson, in his 1992 
book The Diversity of Life, concludes, “There is no way we can draw upon the resources of the planet to such a degree 
without drastically reducing the state of most other species.” 

A group of international scientists agrees, signing a recent series of Warnings to Humanity that our present dominance 
and consumption of planetary resources threaten to undermine our own future as well as that of countless other species, 
as we hurtle towards societal collapse in the next century. According to the 2019 report of the Intergovernmental Plat-
form on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, the current rate of extinctions is 10-100 times the rate of the average over 
the last 10 million years and the average rate of vertebrate loss over the last century could be up to 114 times higher than 
the background rate. The scientists call for urgent policies (not involving coercion) to reduce global populations to a sus-
tainable two to three billion.  

In doing some research for a talk to a group of conservation biology students at the University of Alberta, I came across 
some literature that confirms my impression that population has in recent decades become a taboo topic, ignored in a 
widespread conspiracy of silence. Martha Campbell and Kathleen Bedford, academics in the School of Public Health at 
the University of California at Berkeley, observe in a 2009 paper published in Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society B: Biological Sciences, that since the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD, or 
Cairo) the terms “family planning” and “population” have become politically incorrect, with the former being replaced 
by the vaguer, euphemistic term “reproductive health.” They state: “In the West, the shift in language that occurred in 
Cairo has persisted until now, as many young professionals and students on university campuses have been taught over 
the past 15 years that the connection between population growth and the environment is not an acceptable subject for 
discussion.”   

In the 1980s I subscribed to the Alberta-wide magazine of the Sustainable Population Society, SusPop, edited by an Ed-
montonian, and I believe similar publications existed elsewhere in Canada. They are long gone. I have been called out 
for using the term “overpopulation,” as if such a phenomenon could not possibly exist, so wonderful is the human spe-
cies! While immigration is getting a bad rap lately for the social problems it is causing, I have yet to hear a single com-
mentator on the media relate it to habitat and biodiversity loss.  

The population growth curve is anticipated to level off in the next century, owing to falling birth rates, and there is prob-
ably little we can do personally to slow the advent of “peak human” and hasten the decline in absolute numbers. We can, 
however, oppose encouragement of regional or national growth such as Canada’s Century Initiative, and we can advo-
cate for access to family planning.  We can speak out for a more equitable distribution of wealth globally, reducing the 
heavy ecological footprint of the rich by diverting these resources to the poor. We can argue that in the long-term, eco-
nomic growth is the anathema of prosperity because it is unsustainable. And we can take every opportunity to make the 
connection between human appropriation of natural resources and loss of biodiversity.  

We have a long way to go. More than 50 years after The Limits to Growth report was published by the Club of Rome in 
1972, predicting disaster if humanity did not change our ways, there is little evidence of a wholesale transformation in 
our activities that would mark the beginning of our journey.  

Patsy Cotterill 

Conservation Corner  
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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! 

The Rise and Fall of the Dinosaurs: A New History of a Lost World 
By Steve Brusatte, published by Harper Collins Publishers, New York, NY, 2018 

The Rise and Reign of Mammals: A New History from the Shadow of the Dinosaurs to Us  
By Steve Brusatte, published by Harper Collins Publishers, New York, NY, 2022 

As a teenager, I read about the movement of tectonic plates and dinosaurs, but I was mostly interested in birds. “How did 
they evolve from reptiles?” was an evolutionary question back when I went to university. More recently, evidence shows 
that birds are dinosaurs that survived the meteor/asteroid that struck earth 66 million years ago. After that, mammals 
dominated the planet, but where did they come from? What was their ancestor? The fossil record reveals our origins and 
the evolution of life on this planet. These two books eloquently answer many questions. 

These books lay out our planet’s history from Pangea, the original single continent on the planet, through continental 
drift and the rise of dinosaurs to the day, 66 million years ago (mya), which dramatically ended dinosaur domination of 
our biosphere. The evolution of vertebrates, movements of tectonic plates, and changing climates and sea levels are all 
described in fascinating prose as the reader surfs 300 million years of geology, fossils, and climate. The author, with  
first-hand knowledge of many recent paleontologists, shares anecdotes that leave readers feeling they know the main 
characters in the past 200 years of paleontology research. 

Dinosaurs evolved from reptiles roughly 230 mya in a hot climate due to high levels of carbon dioxide (sound familiar?). 
The hot temperatures created mega monsoons that covered the tropics, while vast deserts were starved for moisture. Im-
agine a salamander the size of a small car! Cold-blooded amphibians and reptiles in hot climates gave rise to the first 
dinosaurs, particularly in hot deserts, and the first mammals in the intermediate climates. Separated by different climates 
and deserts, the groups of organisms evolved in isolation before climates changed and continental drift changed every-
thing. 

The first mammals, called stem mammals, split from reptiles over 300 mya, with the first “real” animals appearing 200 
mya. What distinguished these ancestors from reptiles? The answer will interest your dentist. The key to mammal evolu-
tion was the development of molar teeth for grinding vegetation and meat. Reptiles and dinosaurs could tear off pieces of 
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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 

food, but not grind the food. Biting teeth overlapped to cut the food items, while molars evolved to come together to 
grind. Coincidentally the jaw hinge evolved to allow mammals to grind teeth sideways, not just cut up and down. This 
gave mammals an advantage in that they could obtain more nutrients more quickly from each mouthful of food.  

Although they were able to diversify, early mammals stayed small to avoid the carnivorous and dominant reptiles, which 
were dinosaurs. When the asteroid hit earth, mammals were perfectly placed to survive and prosper. Their faster metabo-
lism had allowed them to develop homothermic bodies, placental reproduction, and larger brains. Curiously, the multi-
boned jaw of our ancestors was reduced to one bone on each side which could bite and chew food. The other bones 
evolved into our ear bones to improve our hearing! An anecdote to impress your audiologist. 

Both books can bog down the reader in long terms and complex species names, but skip over that. We will never remem-
ber all the terms and fossil names. At least I didn’t. When you read these books, enjoy the main themes in our long and 
fascinating evolutionary history. 

And for me, an answer to the question: “Where did birds come from?” Birds are dinosaurs, 100%, dinosaurs that 
survived the end of the Cretaceous.  

I can’t recommend these books enough. I hope this author writes other books about the evolution of birds, insects, and 
plants. 

 

The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History 
By Elizabeth Kolbert, Picador, New York, 2014 

This personally researched and well written book won the Pulitzer Prize, which was all 
the recommendation I needed to read it. The author travelled the world to visit sites of 
past global extinctions and obtain first-hand knowledge from local researchers. She 
takes us through the five previous extinctions, what was lost and what caused the    
disruptions. Our current geologic era, the Anthropocene, is characterized by humans’ 
domination of the planet and changes to our oceans, atmosphere, and land. Climate 
change, ocean acidity, soil loss, and deforestation, particularly in the temperate and 
tropics, are a few of the major topics that are discussed in detail. The picture is bleak as 
the human population continues to increase, and humans today all want a secure life-
style. 

The author does provide a few examples of successful conservation efforts. The declines in frogs in the tropics are 
caused by chitrid fungi, but local efforts are captive-breeding frogs in hope of reintroducing them to the wild. “Alalas,” 
Hawaiian Crows, are extinct in the wild, but zoos are raising Alalas with the same goal in mind. These are just two of 
many species discussed in The Sixth Extinction. Edmonton readers may remember that the recovery of Peregrine Fal-
cons in Canada was due to the captive breeding facility at Wainwright, Alberta, from 1972 to 1996. 

However, these success stories are few compared to the scope of the planetary problems. Published in 2014, this wide-
ranging book summarizes research into the evolutionary past and critically appraises our current situation on Planet 
Earth at the beginning of the 21st century. It is easy to see why it was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. 

Recommended by Geoff Holroyd 



14                                                                                                                                                                                      THE PARKLAND NATURALIST                 

 

Outdoor Program, July–November, 2025 

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

ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

On July 27, a small group of participants had a wonderful stroll along the trails of Whitemud North. The morning started 
off with a brief period of light rain at 12ºC, with the sky soon clearing and the temperature rising nicely. We followed 
my usual route, heading north to the North Saskatchewan River, over to Steel Ball Pond, and south along the west side of 
Whitemud Creek heading upstream to Bridge 283 and returning back to the Alfred Savage Centre. 

As we were in the prime of summer nearly all of our grassland and woodland plant species were in spectacular form. We 
were able to identity well in excess of 70 different species (30 of those being birds). Highlights included seeing a Lesser 
Scaup with fledglings (the first sighting we’ve had in Steel Ball Pond) and a beautiful view of a slime mold. 

Bead-like Cottonwood Gall Aphid, on Tea-
leafed Willow. This large specimen was just loaded 
with galls, the first time we’ve seen these here. 

Lesser Scaup, adult female and four fledglings. This was first time 
we’ve seen baby Lesser Scaups in the area, situated in Steel Ball Pond. 

Honeycomb Coral Slime Mold (one of 31 species identified so far in 
Whitemud North). Photos by Wayne Oakes 
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ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

On September 10, six participants joined the walk along the maintained areas and trails of Whitemud North. We headed 
north along the east side of Whitemud Creek down to the North Saskatchewan River. We explored a treasure trove of 
various plant, insect, and bird species near the river and then headed to Steel Ball Pond. At the pond, we were delighted 
to observe an adult and three juvenile Soras. Additionally, we were able to identify Lincoln’s Sparrow, Song Sparrow, 
and Swamp Sparrow along with several insect and plant species. We continued on bridge 282 before calling it a day. 
Overall, we spent about three hours completing a one-kilometre loop. This was just a fantastic morning with a wonderful 
group of very engaged participants. 

Sora, juvenile, foraging in Steel Ball Pond 
Photos by Wayne Oakes 

Black Meadowhawk, adult male, foraging in the grasslands at 
Steel Ball Pond 

Coal Lake Medium Sit – Gerald Romanchuk 

On September 20, 14 participants met up at Coal Lake for a Medium Sit (rather than a Big Sit, which usually takes up 
the entire day and then some). The idea was to sit back and let the birds come to us. The weather may have been too 
pleasant, as we didn’t see a lot of raptors or gulls. But we did see or hear 51 species. 

Some highlights were a couple of Kingfishers who put on a great show hovering and buzzing around in front of us, a 
Northern Harrier that cruised nearby, a Broad-winged Hawk that flew across the lake and perched long enough for us to 
get it in the scope, and a lone Rusty Blackbird that was the first of the season for most of us. We sat around until 3:00 
p.m., when some of us headed over to Millet for a meal and refreshing beverages. And you won't believe it, but at the 
pub everyone found a seat! 

Some of the Medium Sit participants  Another photo for this field 
trip is on the next page. 
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ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

Nine participants gathered for the September 28 nature walk on a cool (8ºC) and somewhat dreary morning. We started 
off walking northward down the east side of Whitemud Creek to the North Saskatchewan River. As it was early fall, 
there were numerous plants, shrubs, and trees to point out and discuss. One of the most interesting finds of the morning 
was the small cluster of Field Bird’s Nest Fungus growing in the grasslands. These are one of the most unusual kinds of 
small fungi that can be found in the area. They really do look like very tiny birds’ nests, and most were still filled with 
eggs. 

The mid-level trees and shrubs were quite alive with Myrtle Yellow-rumped Warblers and a good mix of both tan and 
white morph White-throated Sparrows. There were two clusters of gulls on the river – most were Ring-billed (adult and 
juvenile) and several juvenile Bonaparte’s Gulls. At this time of year a lot of our summer migrators have already left, or 
have already passed through our area, and others are gathering for migration. In the end, we did find a total of 21 species 
of birds. 

Composite of Northern Harrier 
photos by Janice Hurlburt 

Field Bird's Nest Fungus growing in the grasslands 
near the mouth of Whitemud Creek 

Pileated Woodpecker, adult female, foraging in the 
woodlands at Whitemud Creek 

Photos by Wayne Oakes 
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 ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

We had another beautiful morning for our walk on October 8, with temperatures about 6ºC and mixed skies. Five parti-
cipants joined and we headed out just after 9:30 a.m. and were delighted when an adult Merlin landed along the parking 
area. We observed there were a lot of berries and seeds along the path and a good mix of American Robins, Black-
capped Chickadees, Cedar Waxwings, House Finches, Purple Finches, and both Red- and White-breasted Nuthatches 
foraging or simply joining in the activity. 

At the mouth of the creek, we saw a mix of Common Mergansers and Mallards with a good number of Ring-billed Gulls 
flying overhead and foraging on the far side of the North Saskatchewan River. Steel Ball Pond was very quiet, however. 
Heading up the west side of Whitemud Creek, we observed a Sharp-shinned Hawk blasting into the woodlands, likely 
pursuing a small songbird. An adult Bald Eagle was noted riding the thermals high over the valley.  

At Bridge 282 we had the best sighting of the morning: a male Varied Thrush. We spent many minutes watching as he 
contently sat nestled in an area of old dead White Spruce boughs and then started foraging among the dogwood berries. 
This is Wayne’s 205th species for Whitemud Creek. In all, we saw 26 bird species for the walk. 

Common Merganser, juvenile, foraging in Whitemud Creek Bur Oak, fall leaf colour changes 

Varied Thrush, adult male, foraging in the woodlands at Whitemud Creek 
Photos by Wayne Oakes 
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 Tundra Swans, photo by Steve Knight 

 
Let’s Sit Again in Coal Lake – Gerald Romanchuk 

On October 18, 19 participants met at Coal Lake for another sit. It was a nice sunny morning for a while, but then the 
north wind kicked up and we ended up seeking shelter at the bottom of the berm. Overall, we saw 38 bird species and a 
variety of waterfowl. There were flybys of Tundra Swans and Snow Geese (the geese dropped into the lake). Most 
shorebirds had already left the area, but we did see a Yellowlegs, Wilson’s Snipe, and Black-bellied Plover (flyover). In 
addition, we saw Norther Harriers, immature Bald Eagles, a probable Goshawk, and a Golden Eagle that eventually flew 
directly overhead. No buteos were seen. 

View of Coal Lake, photo by Ted Hogg 

Northern Harrier, photo by Ted Hogg Golden Eagle, photo by Steve Knight  
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Muskrat, adult foraging in Whitemud Creek Interior Sandbar Willow with a female seed catkin  
showing fall leaf colour change  

Black Knot Fungus growing on a Prickly Wild Rose 

ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

Four participants braved the wet, dreary, cool (6ºC) and rainy morning on October 26. In spite of the weather, we had a 
very enjoyable walk. As the rain slowly tapered off, we headed to Steel Ball Pond, where we watched a muskrat harvest-
ing food from the cattails.  

As the birds were not plentiful, our conversation moved to botanical topics, such as how a number of tree and shrub spe-
cies are either male or female and require both for fertilization. There were many examples along the way, including the 
Balsam Poplar, Trembling Aspen, and Willows. Some species have both male and female parts but are self-sterile such 
as Bur Oak, which was also along the trail. And some species are already producing both male and female catkins 
(Thinleaf Alder), which were easy to see and will be ready when spring comes. The Beaked Hazelnut produces male 
pollen catkins (forming in July) so they will also be ready for spring warmth. This shrub produces one of the earliest 
flowers in April – very tiny, bright red, star-shaped flowers that appear after the male pollen catkins are ready to release 
pollen. In total, we saw 16 species of birds on the walk. 

Bald Eagle, immature female about three years old 

Photos by Wayne Oakes 
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ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

Four participants joined the Wednesday, November 5, walk on a slightly dreary, cool morning (–5ºC). In spite of the 
weather, there was a lot of activity, with Black-capped Chickadees, Red- and White-breasted Nuthatches, House Finch-
es, and a couple of Purple Finches all foraging at the south end of Whitemud Creek. We also saw a lot of Ring-billed 
Gulls and several fairly large groups of female and male Mallards also content to still be here. We discussed the variety 
and diversity of food sources that are so necessary to attract and sustain the animals, birds, and insects that frequent our 
river valley areas. Nearly all of the summer season birds have gone, but we still saw 19 different species. 

Photos by Wayne Oakes 

House Finch, adult female 

Downy Woodpecker, adult male, foraging in the woodlands 
at Whitemud Creek 

House Finch, adult female, foraging in the woodlands at 
Whitemud Creek 



September–December 2025                                                                                                                                                                21  

 

 ENC 360-Degree Nature Walk – Wayne Oakes 

November 23 was a fine morning for the final ENC 360-Degree nature walk. Eleven participants gathered at 9:30 a.m. 
under partly cloudy skies and 2ºC temperatures. A light rain overnight made the trails a bit slippery. Highlights of the 
morning were watching a small flock of House Finches eating Green Ash seeds and exploring the plants and plant pests 
that are part of this ecosystem. We had close-up looks at Willow Pinecone Midge Galls, and Willow Beaked Midge 
Galls. Birding activity was light but we were able to see 16 different species, including a few Canada Geese and Mal-
lards that were still present.  

House Finch, adult male, foraging for Green Ash seeds in the woodlands 

Photos by Wayne Oakes 

Willow Pinecone  Midge Gall on a Starved Willow Bird nest, possibly constructed by a Black-capped Chickadee 
or Yellow Warbler 

Kimberly Fulton, Outdoor Program Director 
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In 2023, Edmonton held its 75th Christmas Bird Count (CBC). The first one was held in 1906, only 6 years after the very 
first CBCs scattered across eastern North America in 1900. Sidney S. S. Stansell conducted the first three Edmonton 
counts in 1906, 1907, and 1909. Subsequently, the count was held in 1939, 1945, and 1946. Since 1955, counts have 
been held every year, giving us 69 consecutive years of information about our wintering feathered friends. With 75 years 
of counts, we can identify at least four eras based on the number of participants. 
 

1906 to 1955: the earliest era, with fewer than 10 observers 

1956 to 1969: the growing city era, with fewer than 25 observers 

1970 to 1985: the middle era and expansion of the city footprint, with fewer than 100 observers 

1986 to the present: the modern era, with a peak of 1,288 observers during the Wildlife 87 celebration of wildlife     
   conservation in Canada 

In addition to participant numbers, the city environment has changed over the past century and consequently we can 
identify environmental eras that have affected our bird populations. 

Era 1 – Recovery from the Fur Trade 

The early six counts give us a glimpse of the winter birds in Edmonton and, by extension, central Alberta in the early 
1900s. In addition to the CBC records, we can benefit from Sidney Stansell’s Birds of Alberta, 1923, which was saved 
from obliteration and published by John Acorn, Fauve Blanchard, and Melanie Mullin. https://naturealberta.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2024/02/Stansells-Lost-List-Jan-2024.v2.pdf.   

Edmonton was a small city at the turn of the last century. Declared the capital of Alberta with a population of 8,350 peo-
ple in 1905, it occupied a small area, 21 square kilometres, on the North Saskatchewan River. 

To interpret the bird populations in our first CBC era we need to review what happened in the century preceding 1906. 
Fort Edmonton was moved to the Rossdale flats in 1802 and a photo shows a desolate landscape denuded of trees right to 
the water’s edge. The forest had been cut for building materials for the fort and all settlers’ buildings and for firewood to 
keep early residents warm in our 6-month winters. The fort was moved to gain access to trees, as well coal deposits in the 
river valley. Our current forest is a secondary forest, a regrowth of the ancient forest that was here prior to European set-
tlement. Between 1840 and 1880, coal replaced wood for home heating, although lumber was still needed for building.  

With that as background, we can assess the abundance of species that are dependent on tall trees and mature forests, i.e., 
the woodpeckers. Both Downy and Hairy Woodpeckers were seen in the earliest counts and continuously since. Downies 
appear to be more consistently abundant now than Hairies, which were always less abundant. Larger woodpeckers need 
larger trees for nesting and use their nesting cavities as winter refuges at night. Northern Flickers and Pileated Wood-
peckers were not reported until 1955. These two larger woodpeckers typically build cavities in trees over 40 cm in diam-
eter. I suggest that until 1955, large trees were sparse in the river valley. Both species have become more abundant since 
2000, now that our river and creek valley forests contain 100-year-old trees.  

The Northern Saw-whet Owl is a secondary cavity nester, which means that it needs an abandoned woodpecker hole for 
a nest and winter roost site. The first ones weren’t reported until 1976 and 1977, single birds each year. After 1986 a 
great effort was made to detect owls by playing the male’s spring call after dark in the ravines. Their number peaked at 
26 in 1993.  

Another influence on our earliest birds was the loss of the bison in North America. While Edmonton was being estab-
lished, the number of bison was reduced from 60 million to only 541 individuals by 1897. The huge herds of bison were 
hunted historically by plains grizzlies and wolves, as well as indigenous populations, but commercial “buffalo hunters” 
who slaughtered entire herds in order to sell pelts to furriers in New England and Europe were mainly responsible for the 
species’ precipitous decline.   

Magpies and ravens were common scavengers on the carcasses. With the disappearance of this ecosystem, the number of 
ravens and magpies would have fallen dramatically. Magpies were not reported on our Christmas Bird Count until 1938, 
with fewer than 10 per year until the 1955 count. Ravens were absent for even longer. Sidney Stansell saw one in 1906, 

Eras of the Edmonton Christmas Bird Count 
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but the next one wasn’t reported until 1984. A total of 100 wasn’t counted until 1997. They were virtually absent in the 
Edmonton area for almost a century. Magpies may be our first endangered species that has recovered by itself! 

Era 2 – Supplemental Food in a Growing City 

This era started after the Second World War with the introduction of Mountain Ash trees that provided winter food for 
Bohemian Waxwings, Robins, and other fruit-eaters, which in turn were food for Merlins, Sharp-shinned Hawks, and 
Cooper’s Hawks. The city grew rapidly in the next decades, initiating an era of backyard bird feeders that continues to-
day. Many species benefit from the thousands of bird feeders in the city. Birds that arrived and increased in numbers in 
the growing city included Red- and White-breasted Nuthatch, Pine Siskin, and Dark-eyed Junco. Purple Finches were 
never common but enjoyed feeders intermittently. 

Era 3 – Waterfowl Overwintering 

Another era started in 1956 with the opening of the Gold Bar Wastewater Treatment Plant. Previously, the North Sas-
katchewan River was frozen solid in winter. City of Edmonton Archives photos (EA-160-1047, EA-160-314) show over 
100 cars parked on the river ice as part of the Varsity Ski Club festivities in 1940. Climate change has reduced the thick-
ness of river ice, and the treatment plant at Goldbar opened the river for over-wintering waterfowl, soon followed by 
Bald Eagles eager for an easy meal.  

Era 4 – The Disappearance of Natural Habitats 

The fourth era is almost over, sadly. The disappearance of open fields in the count circle is almost complete. Sharp-tailed 
Grouse were last seen on our count in 2001, and the introduced Ring-necked Pheasant in 2006. Gray Partridges were 
once abundant but are found in decreasing numbers surviving on weed patches in industrial areas. Snow Buntings, 
Snowy Owls, and Short-eared Owls are rarely seen on count days. Ruffed Grouse are also rare even though their river 
valleys are still there. Coyotes may be too common for grouse to survive in the city any longer. Even Starlings are not 
common on count days – a high of 841 in 1994 versus none in 2023 and 4 in 2024.  

Era 5 – New Arrivals 

The next era has begun. New species are expanding their range and benefitting from feeders and milder winters due to 
climate change. House Finches are the most obvious new arrivals, their numbers expanding every year since 2001 and 
peaking at 1,708 in 2021. A Yellow-rumped Warbler was seen in 2020, and Lincoln’s Sparrows in 2019 and 2020, un-
likely over-wintering species. Will European Collared Dove be the next new species seen on our CBC? 

Erratic boreal species are less common than they were than 50 years ago, likely reflecting broad-scale changes in the bo-
real forest and climate change. Only two single Evening Grosbeaks have been seen on our count since 2012. The number 
of Pine Grosbeaks has declined since 2001, when 798 were seen. Fortunately, the Crossbills, Red and White-winged, 
still have peak years depending on the cone crop here and elsewhere.  

Lastly, two species have been relatively immune to the changes in eras, Blue Jays have occurred every year since 1938. 
Black-capped Chickadees hold the record as the only species seen in all counts since 1906. 

I thank Taylor Swift for inspiration for the theme of this article. The original talk was given on her birthday, December 
13, in 2024. I identify as a double “Swiftie” after spending 48 hours huddled over a microscope to identify prey remains 
in Black Swift droppings while listening to Taylor Swift’s songs.  

I also thank the thousands of birders who faithfully recorded birds on the 76 count days up to and including 2024, and 
the count compilers who submitted the species numbers to Audubon to create this timeless record of our winter birds. 
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 Geoff Holroyd, Edmonton Christmas Bird Count Historian 

Figure 3. Number of Black-capped Chickadees per party-hour 

Figure 2. Number of Black-billed Magpies per party-hour 

Figure 1. Total number of Pileated Woodpeckers each year 
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Erhard “Hardy” Pletz – Bird Bander Extraordinaire 

Hardy Pletz passed away in July, 2025, just after his 90th birthday, leaving a legacy of bird banding that is rarely reached. 
Hardy is one of the few banders who dared to tackle Snowy Owls. These owls were never in a hurry and Hardy never 
knew when they last ate. He would sit on a roadside a long distance from his trap for hours trying to outwait a Snowy 
Owl that blended into the white agricultural fields. Once the owl was caught, he had to remove it from the trap’s nooses 
without getting caught himself. Few of us dare to do this alone, or even at all. He took on many other large raptors – 
Gyrfalcons, Prairie Falcons, Ferruginous Hawks, Great-horned Owls, and Red-tailed Hawks, as well as smaller subjects 
such as Merlins and Saw-whet Owls.  

He conserved a piece of natural land along the Bigstone Creek southeast of Edmonton. While he did most of his trapping 
alone, he was always willing to host groups at his acreage, where he banded owls and maintained many bird boxes. He 
hosted many ENC evenings, showing the club members how cute Saw-whet Owls are. At morning gatherings of the pub-
lic at Beaverhill Bird Observatory, he often arrived with a recently caught local Red-tailed Hawk before it had started 
nesting. He would patiently show the hawk to the amazed audience, before returning the hawk to where he caught it.  

Hardy also spent time in southern Alberta working with nesting raptors. In addition to banding hawks in the nest, he did 
a lot of work installing nest baskets and maintaining nests for threatened Ferruginous Hawks. He would work with land-
owners to protect nest trees from grazing cattle, which can be hard on trees. 

He took detailed notes on the raptors’ age and sex and was able to advise world experts on how to interpret the moult 
pattern on large raptors. 

Years ago, I had a refurbished satellite transmitter from my studies of Peregrine Falcon migration. Hardy was eager to 
see where “his” raptors would go. We put a transmitter on a Snowy Owl that travelled into Saskatchewan, then north to 
near Victoria Island in the High Arctic. A Gyrfalcon trapped near Wabamun Lake flew to northern BC in less than four 
days, stayed all summer, then returned to Wabamun in less than four days. Its spring and autumn migrations are the 
shortest that I know about. Hardy retrapped this falcon and removed the transmitter so we could reuse it to follow anoth-
er raptor later. 

Hardy used his expertise to trap and relocate raptors at the Edmonton International Airport, where they pose a risk to 
aircraft. He trapped one Great Horned Owl in 2009 that he had originally banded as a nestling in 2002. The nestling was 
found on the ground near Coronation, Alberta, after its nest was blown down in a storm. After making sure the owlet was 
healthy enough to survive in the wild, Hardy placed it in a nest with similarly-aged young near Morinville. His recapture 
in 2009 showed that the technique of fostering young raptors into nests with similarly-aged young can be very success-
ful. He did this many times over his career, moving young raptors to safer nests. This story was published in The Blue 
Jay magazine in March 2010. 

When Hardy needed a break from large birds, he maintained bird boxes and banded nestling Tree Swallows, Mountain 
Bluebirds, and Purple Martins. He may hold the record for banding Purple Martin nestlings. Each summer he would 

Hardy Pletz banding a Saw-whet Owl in October, 2015 
Photo by Ann Carter 

ENC field trip at Hardy’s acreage, October 13, 2012 
Photo by Dawne Colwell 
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band 2,000 to 2,500 nestlings between Edmonton and Red Deer. In 2017 and 2018, Carolyn Cook and Geoff Holroyd 
teamed up with Glen Hvenegaard from the University of Alberta and Myrna Pearman, then with the Ellis Bird Farm, and 
trapped breeding martins that Hardy had banded in previous yours. He had banded so many that we could find the band-
ed breeders at colonies throughout central Alberta. With Hardy, we published an article titled “Age and sex influence of 
natal and breeding dispersal of Purple Martins” in Western Birds (volume 52, pages 296–319). Look it up – you will find 

it an interesting read.  

Hardy had a great sense of humour. He enjoyed a joke and 
would occasionally come up with a good prank to keep other 
birders on their toes. Once he asked another bander if he 
wanted to band a Sharp-shinned Hawk caught in his trap. 
When the bander uncovered the trap and saw a magpie, Har-
dy had a big chuckle. 

Hardy was a very-long-time nature club member, going back 
to the Edmonton Nature Club’s precursor, the Edmonton 
Bird Club. Club members were fortunate to have Hardy 
arrange for people to get an up-close look at some of the 
birds he captured for banding. If he knew a field trip was 
going on and he was in the area with a Snowy Owl, he was 
quick to give the trip leader a call  so he could show the owl 
to everyone. In 2013 the ENC honoured Hardy with the 
Edgar T. Jones Conservation Award for his dedication to 
conservation of the natural history of the Edmonton region.  

Hardy is survived by his wife of 67 years, Violet, who sup-
ported his many banding activities.  

Geoff Holroyd and Gerald Romanchuk 

Hardy Pletz banding Saw-whet Owl on October 13, 2012 
Photo by Dawne Colwell 

The Edmonton Nature Club (ENC) was a founding member of the Edmonton and Area Land Trust (EALT) in 2007. I 
have been the ENC representative on the board of EALT since 2017. I am also currently serving on the EALT board 
committees for Governance and Recruitment. 
 
By way of introduction: 

1. EALT’s mission is to conserve nature in the Edmonton area, engaging people and communities in land conservation 
and stewardship. 

2. EALT envisions a network of forests, river valleys, wetlands, lakes, and farmlands in Edmonton and area conserved 
as a legacy for future generations. 

3. In practice, as the region’s land trust, EALT secures and stewards land in the City of Edmonton and generally within 
a 150-km radius of the city, primarily through land donations and conservation easements. EALT stewards these  
special places with the tremendous support of volunteers, neighbours, and conservation partners. 

Currently, EALT has secured and stewards about 25 natural areas. These have grown from 22 a year ago (16 owned, 6 
conservation easements). Most of them are open to public to visit: see the EALT website at www.ealt.ca for a list of lo-
cations. 

The EALT website also contains a wealth of other information about volunteering in its activities, including the Citizen 
Science Program. I urge all of you to access it for the detailed information it contains. 

Most of you are familiar with EALT’s natural areas, and many ENC members are involved as volunteers in its activities. 
Closest to the city are Bunchberry Meadows, Glory Hills, Coates, Golden Ranches, and Larch Sanctuary. 

Edmonton and Area Land Trust Report for 2024/25 
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Do you want to donate or share land, or contribute to land stewardship costs? See the EALT webinar “Planning 
Your Conservation Legacy” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FyyXhJ3e4PI, which is intended for landowners 
interested in conserving their land with EALT. 

Are you a landowner looking for more information about leaving a conservation legacy by conserving your land for 
the future? Read “Planning your Conservation Legacy” on the EALT website. 

A few highlights and examples of recent EALT land securement, stewardship achievements, and activities over the past 
year follows. For details, go to the EALT website, select “About Us,” and read “Annual Reports.” 

 

Larch Sanctuary photo by Tim Peterson (free download) 

• Summer 2025: EALT achieved Conservation Excellence Certification from the Centre for Land Conservation, 
demonstrating our ongoing commitment to implementing best practices and striving for excellence in land con-
servation. 

• Finance and Administration: EALT closed out the final year of our 2020–2025 Strategic Plan and launched a 
2025/26–2029/30 Strategic Plan with a refreshed mission to protect land to conserve biodiversity and connect 
people to nature. Our endowments reached an astronomical level in 2025. 

• Edmonton Nature Club Funding: ENC again provided funding to EALT through the Edmonton Community 
Foundation (ECF) endowment fund in the past year. 

• Land Securement: We secured 232 acres across three new lands. 

• Environment and Climate Change Canada’s Nature Smart Climate Solutions Fund: The year 2024/25 was the 
third year of a 5-year grant supporting our goal to conserve 880 acres of ecologically valuable and carbon-rich 
land in the Edmonton region by 2027. In the first year (2022/23), EALT purchased 345 acres across the JBJ 
McDonald and Sundew conservation lands. In the second year (2023/24), EALT registered a 64-acre Conserva-
tion Easement on Wabamun Lake and purchased 160 acres of wetland and mixed wood forest in Lac Ste. Anne 
County. In the third year (2024/25), we purchased 137 acres of carbon-rich forest and wetlands adjacent to the 
160-acre Lac Ste. Anne property we acquired in 2023/24. 

• The year 2024/25 was also the second year of our grant from Environment and Climate Change Canada’s Na-
ture Smart Climate Solutions Fund to protect key wildlife corridors and habitat patches in Big Island/Woodbend 
and Devon Dunes in Parkland County. We secured 85 acres along the banks of the North Saskatchewan River, 
upstream from Alberta’s Big Island Provincial Park. In the spring, we purchased a 10-acre parcel of parkland 
habitat adjacent to our existing Devon Dunes conservation easement in Parkland County. 

• Stewardship: EALT volunteers and staff planted over 33,000 trees and shrubs, removed 2.9 km of barbed wire, 
and maintained 41 km of nature trails. In 2025 EALT also established an Indigenous Medicine Garden on the 
newly protected land along the North Saskatchewan River. 

• Volunteers and Outreach: We wel-
comed a record 470 volunteers, record-
ed over 4,800 volunteer hours, and 
logged 66 outreach events, information 
booths, presentations, and workshops. 
The ongoing maintenance program in-
cluded habitat restoration, signage, 
trails, and wildlife cameras. The citizen 
science program over the past year in-
cluded recruitment and training for spe-
cies monitoring and data collection on 
amphibians, bats, birds, loons, butter-
flies, and snakes. Our 169 volunteers 
contributed over 2,700 hours! 

Hendrik Kruger 
September 26, 2025 
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A Big Year in Alberta 
A big year is one of the most extreme forms of birding you can get yourself into. In case you haven’t watched the movie 
The Big Year, the challenge is to find as many bird species as you can in a particular region in a calendar year. The scale 
can be as large or small as you want, from global to even just your local patch. In 2025, I did a big year within the Ed-
monton eBird county and set a new record of 260 species.  

I hadn’t even considered doing a big year until late March and early April, when we had an explosion of Varied Thrush 
reports around the city and I found my first-ever Iceland Gull in Edmonton county at the Morinville landfill. Seeing 
those two rarities early opened my eyes to the possibility of a big year, and after realizing that life probably wouldn’t 
give me this opportunity again for a long time, I was all-in. My goal was to beat Percy Zalasky’s record of 246, set in 
2023, and reach 250 species. The rest of April proved to be a fantastic month. I found a Ferruginous Hawk and second 
Iceland Gull, and got Fox Sparrow, Wood Duck, Ross’s Goose, and Eurasian Wigeon. Final exams were out of the way, 
and I was sitting at 129 species going into May.  

May started with a bang and never slowed down. The first of the month was one of my most memorable birding days of 
the whole year. I was at Brazeau at sunrise, and as I rounded the corner of a remote oil road, I was shocked to see a fe-
male Spruce Grouse eating clover and picking grit 
right in front of me. A Varied Thrush was singing 
its eerie, drawn-out whistle, and after getting an 
American Three-toed Woodpecker nearby, another 
tricky species, I had found everything I’d come to 
see. It was only 8:30 a.m., so I decided to drive 
further west and check Brazeau Dam – the far 
southwest corner of the Edmonton county. Having 
never been there in spring, I had no idea what to 
expect. As the highway crested the ridge and the 
reservoir came into view, I was stunned. The water 
level and size of the lake were reduced to half what 
I would expect to see in the fall. Normally covered 
by water, vast rolling hills of fine sand with scat-
tered old tree stumps extended far from the forest’s 
edge. It felt surreal to walk on the dunes where 
wind had carved ripples into the sand on what was 
a perfectly clear, sunny, windless day. I had a view 
of the mountains in places. In terms of birds, I hit 
the jackpot. The highlights were four adult Short-
billed Gulls frolicking along the edge of a sheet of ice that was still covering water by the dam, and other arctic-bound 
migrants that I heard before I saw – Long-tailed Ducks, in the middle of the lake. Their calls are alien and unmistakable, 
and they hold a special place in my heart from my experience with them on Lake Superior. This day set the tone for the 
rest of the year.  

May was the month of shorebirds. I made eight trips to Murray Marsh and got just about every possible species, notably 
Dunlin, Whimbrel, Red Knot, White-rumped Sandpiper, American Golden-Plover, and Sanderling. Come the second 
week of May, songbird migration was on in full force. I saw an early Black-throated Green Warbler in St. Albert and a 
Harris’s Sparrow in Hermitage Park, both in their lovely breeding plumage. On a windy and rainy May 15, we had 
thrush fallout in the city. At Pylypow wetland, Swainson’s Thrushes were everywhere you looked, and among them 
were several Gray-cheeked Thrushes. On May 22, I followed a tip and saw a male Eastern Bluebird near Millet, singing 
its heart out and visiting a nest box.  

In the second half of May, I made six trips to Hastings Lake with one target in mind – Sabine’s Gull. As they had been 
seen annually at the lake in May since 2020, that seemed like the most reliable spot for them, and finding one in spring 
was a high priority because we rarely get them on fall migration. But on every trip I made, I left empty-handed. Despite 
my love for that hotspot, I felt pretty discouraged on those last few trips. The story finally took a turn when on May 27, I 
stopped at Pigeon Lake on the way home from unsuccessfully chasing a Brown Thrasher. I wasn’t expecting anything, 
but instantly upon pulling out my scope had a Sabine’s Gull in view. What a miracle! As I continued to scan the lake, I 
noticed more and more in the distance, their striking black and white wing pattern making them obvious from even 
kilometres out. I counted upwards of 70 by the end. The cherry on top, and a complete surprise, was an Arctic Tern 
perched on a boat lift not far offshore. That certainly made up for all my unsuccessful trips to Hastings, which amounted 
to over 20 hours spent scoping that lake.  

Female Spruce Grouse 
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By the end of May, I had 227 species in Edmonton county. June was pretty quiet, as I got only six new species, most 
notably Great Crested Flycatcher, Virginia Rail, Connecticut Warbler, and Great Egret. July, on the other hand, exceeded 
expectations. A Western Flycatcher in Pembina River Provincial Park, right on the western edge of Edmonton county, 
and two days later, a Spotted Towhee at Coal Lake, were both significant regional rarities found by Gerald Romanchuk 
that I was able to see. Later that same week, I found a Black-billed Cuckoo while staking out a Baird’s Sparrow, and on 
a trip to Malmo in the far southeast corner of Edmonton county, I found a Western Kingbird. Upland Sandpiper was also 
a target on that trip. I missed it then, but it wouldn’t matter because the following day, I received a call – four had been 
found together near Morinville and I was off in a flash.  

Late July was the lull before the storm, which is fall warbler migra-
tion – by far my favourite time of year. You have no idea what 
you’ll find in each mixed flock. You can find a great diversity of 
songbirds anywhere in the city, and although the best approach 
changes depending on the weather, you can have success in all con-
ditions. Your reward is often proportional to your effort. From Au-
gust 6 to September 8, I ventured out every single day to look for 
warblers, in both the morning and afternoon if I could. Over those 34 
days, I spent a total of 154 hours walking 80 kilometres throughout 
the city and found every single species of Alberta breeding warbler, 
except Blackburnian. If I had to pick a nemesis, that might be it. I 
broke Percy’s big year record of 246 with a Yellow-bellied Flycatch-
er in Hawrelak on August 9. On August 26, I found a Chestnut-sided 
Warbler in Patricia Ravine and achieved my goal of 250 species.  

September through to the end of the year was a lot slower. School had started up again, and there were very few possible 
species left for me to see. I picked up Winter Wren and Western Sandpiper in early September, and Parasitic Jaeger and 
Pacific Loon at the end of the month. In early October, I was privileged to visit a lady’s property southwest of Buck 
Lake, just within Edmonton county, where I got Northern Pygmy-Owl and Golden Eagle – two new species I missed the 
previous winter. A Red-throated Loon found on Isle Lake got me to 259, and finally, an epic chase for a Black Scoter at 
Buck Lake on November 1 put me at 260 species for the year.  

There are a few final things I want to mention. The high degree of connectivity in today’s world has transformed birding 
in recent years. eBird gives everyone access to a huge amount of knowledge and current information on finding birds. 
Social media platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp allow news and details of sightings to spread rapidly. I left 
much of this out above for the sake of being concise, but there were many birds I saw that I did not find myself. I simply 
drove to the known location and looked where someone else found the bird to see it for myself. I am indebted to many 
people because of that. While I think this is an immensely positive aspect of birding, it is important to acknowledge that 
bigger lists don’t necessarily mean someone is a “better” birder. That said, chasing rarities is crucial to a record-breaking 
big year. I found a high number of rarities myself, simply due to being out more, but I also immediately chased every 
new rarity found by someone else that I possibly could. That often meant dropping everything to leave at a moment’s 
notice, but it’s worth it because some birds, like the Black Scoter, are “one day wonders” – they’re present for only a day 
and never seen again.  

A few years ago, I was at a work bee at the Beaverhill Bird Observatory, glazing the cabins with a friend, and we talked 
about the importance of always being a birder, not a “lister.” List-
ing is birding with the purpose or motivation of building some 
kind of list. It often has an element of competition and implies the 
person only cares about seeing the bird to get another tick on their 
list for a bigger total. Big years are certainly driven by numbers 
and the goal is to get the biggest list. I’m both a birder and a lister, 
but I like to think I’m a lister in the way you should be. While the 
spark is just a rare bird that would add one to my list, I make the 
trip for the amazing and unusual experiences and brilliant memo-
ries that come along with it. It’s an adventure that I love. I found 
myself in so many new places this year where I wouldn’t have 
otherwise gone, and met many other birders I wouldn’t have oth-
erwise seen. My eBird isn't just a collection of lists, it's a collec-
tion of memories, and when I scroll through old lists, I'm remind-
ed of all these unique moments. I'm so grateful I get to do it all.  

David Grinevitch 

  

Brazeau Dam Reservoir in October  

Photos by David Grinevitch 

MacGillivray’s Warbler 
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  Remnant Grassland Communities Found within the City of Edmonton  
The Aspen Parkland Natural Region 

The Aspen Parkland in Alberta, with its arcing span from Calgary, northward to Edmonton, and eastward to Saskatche-
wan, is a truly unique natural region. Since the receding of the ice sheets, the Parkland represents the dynamic interface 
between the arid grasslands to the south and the vast boreal forest to the north. The Parkland is an ecological mosaic 
comprised of trembling-aspen-dominated groves, grasslands, and abundant wetlands that once defined the heart of the 
Canadian Prairies. Regrettably, this fascinating landscape has been profoundly diminished since European colonization 
due to conversion of land for purposes including agriculture, urbanization, mining, and draining of wetlands. Precious 
little remains of the grasslands once present in the Parkland, with only a handful of intact parcels left in the Edmonton 
area, such as the Gibbons Prairie, Nisku Prairie, and Fort Saskatchewan Prairie. Unfortunately, the integrity of these 
modest pockets of native grassland is constantly under threat from ATVs, litter, trampling, and invasion by non-native 
species such as thistles, agricultural grasses, alfalfa, and more. 

Native Grassland Remnants 
Despite the many factors contributing to the loss of the Parkland, and especially the grassland components therein, some 
grassland remnants have survived the test of time. Across Alberta, one can find many cases of steep, typically south-
facing slopes, often along ravines and rivers, where small areas of native grasslands have remained intact. The combina-
tion of localized hot and dry conditions combined with a harsh slope that is incompatible with human and agricultural 
uses has allowed native grassland communities to persist, even if just in tiny patches, along many rivers and ravines. 
Though less common in the Edmonton area, all it takes is a keen eye and a Google Maps satellite view to locate several 
small, steep river and ravine hillsides with probable grassland communities along the North Saskatchewan and Sturgeon 
Rivers and associated ravines. However, many of these sites have been heavily invaded by weeds and non-native agricul-
tural species such as smooth brome and alfalfa, becoming de facto hay fields, albeit too steep for haying. Furthermore, 
the lack of public land setback along rivers and the lack of government interest in preserving ecosystems along them has 
resulted in very limited protection for public access to such sites, which severely limits surveying and conservation ef-
forts. Permission from private property owners would be required to even investigate the ecological intactness of many 
of these sites, which is a significant hurdle to even preliminary conservation efforts. 

Degradation of Natural Areas in Urban Settings 
The City of Edmonton, now with over one million inhabitants, has experienced rapid growth in recent years. But along 
with such impressive growth come challenges, especially for natural spaces within the city. Several natural areas have 
been preserved to some extent within the City for biodiversity, drainage and erosion management, and outdoor recreation 
purposes. However, many significant ecological challenges arise with urban expansion and apply pressure to the ecologi-
cal integrity of natural areas. Ecological degradation of urban natural spaces can come in many forms, including develop-
ment of infrastructure (such as drainage systems, pipelines, cables, and paths), invasion of non-native species (such as 
noxious weeds, escaped garden and landscaping plants, or non-native agricultural species), accumulation of litter, or 
trampling by foot traffic, off-leash dogs, and cyclists. Given all these pressures, it can be challenging to find oneself in a 
fully intact native plant community in Edmonton’s natural areas. That said, within Edmonton’s natural spaces are many 
ravine and river valley hillsides that have not experienced a high level of degradation due to being incompatibly steep for 
infrastructure development and outdoor recreation. It is along these steep slopes that intact native plant communities may 
persist for decades, relatively untouched, even in the face of extensive urbanization all around. 

The Case of Kennedale Ravine 
Located in northeast Edmonton, running eastward from 50 Street to Hermitage Park, is Kennedale Ravine. Characterized 
by its steep banks, Kennedale Ravine drains rainfall and snowmelt from the adjoining neighbourhoods to a collection 
pond in Hermitage Park. A key part of Edmonton’s park system, this ravine’s series of walking trails offers a much-
needed source of nature-based relief to the community. Invasion by numerous non-native plant species, trampling by 
rogue recreationists, and litter are readily observable urban impacts in Kennedale Ravine, as is the case (to varying ex-
tents) in most natural areas within the city. That said, the overall aspen forest plant community is still recognizable and 
reasonably intact within Kennedale Ravine. 

One day, while I was conducting some late-night research on Google Maps and Google Earth, I observed some small 
areas of potential grassland remnants situated along the north slope of Kennedale ravine. On the satellite view, they ap-
pear as tan to light green spots along rivers and ravines and have a much “smoother” appearance than the surrounding 
forested areas. Upon further analysis, I identified no fewer than eight distinct areas of steep, south-facing slopes as candi-
date grassland remnants along Kennedale Ravine. All that was left was to put on my boots and find out for myself. 



September–December 2025                                                                                                                                                                31  

 

During spring, summer, and fall 2025, I visited each of these steep hillsides several times to identify the species present 
and get a sense of if, and to what extent, intact grassland communities were present. 

The results were spectacular. 

Three of the hillsides identified were found to be dominated by native grass species and have significant populations of 
native forbs typical of the steep and dry grasslands one would find in southern Alberta. To date, at least six native grass 
species have been documented on the Kennedale hillsides, and no less than 19 characteristic grassland plant species in 
total. 

One of the most exciting finds was scarlet bee-blossom, also known as scarlet gaura, Oenothera suffrutescens. Per histo-
rical records, the Edmonton area is the northernmost extent of this species in North America, now reconfirmed by the 
population found in Kennedale Ravine. According to herbarium records at the University of Alberta, this species, then 
known as Gaura coccinea, was found along the CNR tracks near the High Level Bridge by botanist William McCalla as 
early as 1918, was collected again by Fort Saskatchewan botanist Dr. George Turner in the same or a similar location in 
1940 and 1941, and was last collected there on a south-facing slope by Jane Lesson in 1982. Dr. Turner also collected 
specimens at the CNR yards near a grain elevator in Fort Saskatchewan in 1941, making that the northernmost 
collection. The association with railway tracks may be significant, suggesting how the plant arrived here from a southern 
Alberta location. My discovery of it in eastern Edmonton may indicate a different origin and suggests that the plant may 
be worth looking for in all suitable habitats along the North Saskatchewan or other rivers, namely steep, well-drained, 
south-facing river slopes. 

Several other charismatic native grassland wildflowers are also present in Kennedale, such as purple prairie-clover, 
rhombic-leaved sunflower, and prairie rose (distinct from our other two rose species, which are abundant in forests and 
meadows across most of the province). Although there are sporadic occurrences of typical grassland wildflowers in the 
Edmonton area, the Kennedale hillsides represent intact communities with an entire complement of native grassland spe-
cies – such communities are rare to come by here. The persistence of these remnant grassland communities is especially 
remarkable within an urban centre, after decades of human-caused disturbance and the ecosystem degradation that usual-
ly accompanies it. Although evidence of human impacts is not hard to find, including partial invasion by agricultural 
species such as smooth brome and alfalfa, the overall intactness and species richness in Kennedale’s remnant grasslands 
is a thrilling discovery, surviving decades of urbanization. 

Preserving Remnant Grasslands 
Given this exciting discovery, we may hope for more discoveries to follow along the North Saskatchewan River and 
Sturgeon River, and their ravines. Protecting the ecological communities in these areas starts with identifying where they 
are and determining whether they are truly native grassland communities or if invasion by weeds and agricultural species 
has converted them into quasi-hay fields. Once the community intactness has been determined, efforts to preserve grass-
land remnants can be pursued. Unsurprisingly, such efforts are primarily driven by passionate individuals acting in a 
voluntary capacity, for whom minimal resources are available for such advocacy. Furthermore, there is regrettably little 
leadership from governments and politicians these days to drive the changes required to protect natural ecosystems. 

For the City of Edmonton itself, the Ribbon of Green Strategic Plan lays out a system to classify and manage various 
lands within the river valley and ravine system. One such classification is the “Preservation – Ecosystem Protection” 
category designed to maximize protection of designated areas within the City’s natural spaces. Areas such as 
Kennedale’s remnant grasslands may warrant consideration under this type of protected class to preserve the unique and 
locally rare plant community present there. I communicated these exciting discoveries in Kennedale Ravine to the City 
of Edmonton’s Natural Areas Operations team for addition to their mapping system, and interpretive signage is being 
explored.  

The next time you are out for a summer walk along steep, south-facing slopes along rivers and ravines in the Parkland, 
keep your eyes peeled for evidence of native grassland plant species and consider uploading your photos to iNaturalist. 
Doing so helps document where unique ecological communities occur so that conservation efforts can be focused where 
it matters.  

Pictures of all the species present in the Kennedale grasslands can be freely viewed using the interactive map on iNatu-
ralist. 

Thank you to my Edmonton Native Plant Society and Alberta Native Plant Council colleagues who joined me in explor-
ing the Kennedale remnant grasslands.  

Kallum McDonald, MSc See photos on back cover, p. 32. 



 

Native Grassland Plant Species  

Steep south-facing grassland slopes along Kennedale ravine  
 Photos by Kallum McDonald  

 
Purple Prairie Clover  

(Dalea purpurea) 
Prairie Rose 

(Rosa arkansana) 
Scarlet Beeblossom 

(Oenothera suffrutescens) 

Blanketflower 
(Gaillardia aristata) 

Stiff Goldenrod 
(Solidago rigida) 

Blue Grama Grass 
(Bouteloua gracilis) 


