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What’s flying
around….
Share The Land
Editorial By Rob Wilson
I count myself among those who do not want protected
lands to be transferred to private interests. I refer to
former Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration
(PFRA) lands. It is my fervent hope that governments
will decide to utilize some of these lands as part of a
needed native prairie conservation effort. The federal
government could provide funds to support a
conservation effort. The provincial government could
provide a forum to discuss conservation, as well as
some dollars. Municipal governments could provide
advocacy to encourage potential provincial government
actions. Organizations and individuals with a passion
for the protection of such lands can express their
concern to all levels of government, corporations and
businesses, and to neighbours.
A vast prairie ecosystem that initially drew settlers to
our province had to be “broken”, fragmented and
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Black-backed Woodpecker
Photo Credit: Rob Wilson
irrevocably transformed to permit the growth and
development of the society that we enjoy today. Sadly,
as citizens within the YFBTA region, we have so far
neglected to organize stake-holder discussions about the
future of what remains of unbroken prairie ecosystems. I
suggest that prairie heritage and prairie legacy are topics
for an overdue forum where such questions could be
addressed.
We currently have a not-to-be-missed opportunity to
organize such stake-holder meetings to discuss heritage
and legacy. Political decisions normally focus upon short
-term, economic matters deemed more “pressing” than
considerations of heritage and legacy, considerations
demanding long-term planning.
Conservation begins with an inventory of what remains.
A determination of the “state” of what remains follows. If
we are to preserve, in perpetuity, plans for sustainability
must be developed. Monitoring, recording, reporting,
managing and enforcing are requisites. I advocate for
the development of conservation-based, land-use
policies.
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A current and continuing decline in populations of plant
and animal species (leading, in some cases, to
extirpation) marches at a slow but steady pace
seemingly “off the radar” for most of us. It is surprising
that we fail to act even as our scientists document a
disappearance of some life forms from our province.
We are ready to discuss the economic worth of a
football stadium, a pipeline or regulations to promote
development. We are not as ready to consider the
economic worth of nature (natural capital). By way of
example, is it not strange that we have yet to formulate
a long-term comprehensive plan to inventory, monitor,
report and protect the surface and ground water of our
region?
With approximately a million acres of PFRA lands at
stake, it is time to consider these matters. It is important
to replace former federal protection of native prairie,
within PFRA lands, with enhanced provincial protection.
I advocate for public, multi-stakeholder meetings to
investigate a wonderful opportunity to preserve and
protect, in perpetuity, living museums of prairie
ecosystem. Some of the former PFRA lands could
become prairie provincial parks.
Why parks? The land could be shared, not only among
humans but between humans and other life forms.
Parks are monitored and managed by trained staff
(current pasture managers would be ideal candidates
as managers or manager-partners of newly created
parks). Parks provide sites for research and study. Most
importantly parks provide carefully regulated areas
which members of the public may access with
acceptance of limited and managed risk. A huge
downside to privatization is a reduction in public access.
Parks are highly effective connectors among essential
wildlife corridors, as are the waterways that, in some
cases, exist within. It should be possible to manage the
lands in ways that control necessary grazing (and
perhaps burning) in designated locales while
simultaneously permitting controlled and monitored
public access to other locales (restricted access). Parks
could provide needed sites for research.
Registration & poster for the 2013 YFBTA
Symposium can be found on our website!
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Frequent publically-accessible reports would provide
critical monitoring, reporting and enforcement
information that is not likely to be available if the PFRA
lands pass into private hands.
Valuation, protection and preservation of our natural
capital will result when a sufficient number of voters
speak out, creating a “critical mass”. Conversations
which may result in action, about PFRA lands are in
vogue. An organization referred to as The Prairie
Conservation Action Plan (PCAP) is discussing the
value of ecological goods and services (EGS). I
understand that currently considerations of EGS are
treated as “externalities” (actual value not placed on
them) in financial documents. There is some evidence
that we are beginning to think about the natural capital
of our province and that we are moving toward actually
placing a fiscal value on aspects of nature that have
formerly been “taken for granted”.
Let’s seize an opportunity to establish an example of a
sustainable native prairie ecosystem in our region for all
to enjoy. Dedicating some PFRA land as a prairie park
could be one way to share the land.

Chicken Little
Leanne Buchinski
The morning of Sunday, July 8, dawned wet and dreary.
I looked out into my backyard garden to see a little wet
white ball of fluff sitting next to a row of lettuce. This
white ball looked somewhat like an albino robin. A
zoomed-in photograph revealed a bird that had fuzzy
down, a black colored ring at the base of its neck, a
long beak and a long pair of feet. What kind of
feathered creature could this be? It walked through the
mud to shelter from the rain under a small spruce tree
in the same area of the garden. Obviously this baby
bird could not fly.
A phone call to a friend, a scan through several of her
bird books and a Google search solved the mystery.
We had a baby collared dove in our backyard. The
Google search listed possible dietary fare for the bird.
We only had unsalted sunflower seeds in the cupboard.
My husband, Brian, ground a handful of the seeds and
went out to scatter some near the feet of the bird. The
white ball of fuzz devoured the seeds. A unique
relationship was formed that day as the bird remained
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with us all summer long until mid September.
By the end of the first week the fuzzy ball of white feathers had
begun to grow stronger and mature. He was able to flit and fly
about two feet off the ground. By the end of the second week
he was able to perch on the lower branches of our birch tree.
Sand colored feathers soon replaced the white down. A closer
look revealed two crooked “toes” and a beak that was slightly
off center. It was obvious that some creature had dropped his
breakfast into our backyard that Sunday morning.
My husband daily fed and left fresh water for his new friend.
By the end of the third week, Chicken Little, as one of my
students had dubbed him, began leaving the safe confines of
our fenced yard for the night.
He was always back for
breakfast by the time my husband left for work the next
morning. Chicken Little would spend the entire day in our
birch tree or sunning himself on the fence, dine again around
supper time and leave before the sun set. This pattern
continued the rest of the summer. He never brought any
friends home and when the sparrows and chickadees would
encroach on his plate Chicken Little would show his assertive

Late during the afternoon of September 22 Chicken Little bid
us farewell. We were both digging carrots with Chicken Little
observing us from his favorite branch in the birch tree as he
usually did
when
we
were
in
the
backyard.
Uncharacteristically he flew directly over our heads and sat
on the fence for a few moments before leaving our yard for
good. The following day the wind stripped the birch tree of
all its leaves.
Now, I sheepishly admit that neither my husband nor I were
bird watchers, lovers, or even “likers” for that matter, before
this little fellow entered our lives. We were surprised to find
ourselves getting up early on a day off or rushing home so we
could feed Chicken Little on time. His absence in the birch
tree was keenly felt after his departure. We are hopeful that
he will return this spring.

Update on Sage Grouse on Provincial
Lands in Saskatchewan
Beatrice Prieto
The Saskatchewan government continues to move forward in
helping to preserve Greater Sage Grouse habitat in the
province as part of the implementation of the Saskatchewan
Conservation Plan (Weiss and Prieto, 2012).
As part of the Conservation Plan, the Ministry of Environment
has identified oil and gas wells intended for reclamation
within Sage-Grouse habitat. The plan has improved internal
processes to make sure actions like reclamation of wells are
done first in important habitat for this species. The Ministry of
Environment has partnered with the federal government to
develop an Action Plan for the “South of the Divide Initiative”,
which includes Sage-Grouse distribution areas. The ministry
is building tools to help identify processes that will improve
the review of development projects.

Collared Dove
Photo Credit: Leanne Buchinski
nature.
When we would approach his dish Chicken Little
would immediately fly down to meet us. He did not mind us
being in close proximity nor being petted on his tail when he
was eating.
As the leaves began to turn color we began to ponder the
implications of providing food for Chicken Little all summer
long. I teased my husband that he would have to build a
deluxe birdhouse and Chicken Little would have to take
residency in our basement when the snowflakes began to fly.
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The ministry is also planning for a pilot project for SageGrouse habitat that will facilitate habitat conservation and
enhancement on provincial and private land. This pilot
project with local stakeholders is intended to ensure longterm on the ground benefits for Sage-Grouse. The ministry
continues to work with neighbouring jurisdictions (i.e. Alberta
and Montana) to consider new recovery initiatives consistent
across borders.
The ministry is planning spring 2013 surveys to re-visit sites
where evidence of the birds was found last year. This year
the focus will be on trying different methods to maximize the
detection of birds in the target habitat area.
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YFBTA Symposium: Past and Present
Kathy Morrell

Phoenix.
Co-authored with Bonnie Lawrence, Prairie
Phoenix describes in photo and text Saskatchewan’s floral
emblem, the Western Red Lily.

By my count, this is the seventh year the YFBTA has
organized a “full- fledged” Birding Symposium. Yes, seven
years – it seems unbelievable.
The event actually had its origins at the 2005 Annual General
Meeting when members decided that dull business did not
correspond to the culture of those who call themselves
birders. Birders are, after all, social creatures who like to
flock together to talk and learn more about the avian world.
And so was hatched the idea of an AGM that included a
speaker and a good meal. As a result of this idea, the
YFBTA invited Alan Smith as the group’s first guest speaker.
This year, Alan Smith is back, evidence of the new all over
again. His presentation is entitled Birding by Ear. Smith is a
firm believer that learning to identify birds by ear is important,
especially, he says, in the northern forests of Saskatchewan.
There, the birds hide out in the trees, where the only way to
make an identification is by song.
If you think you know the name, Alan Smith, you’re probably
right. Smith is the man of the Christmas Bird Count, the one
to whom we send our bird statistics after a day in the winter
cold. He worked for the Canadian Wildlife Service for more
than 30 years. He is the author of the Atlas of Saskatchewan
Birds and a founding member and supporter of the Last
Mountain Bird Observatory. He is a meticulous scientist and
a committed naturalist.

Alan Smith
The second speaker at the 2013 Symposium who fits our
category of the new all over again is Anna Leighton. Leighton
came to Yorkton in 2005 to promote her book, Prairie
Page 4

Anna Leighton
This year, Leighton’s presentation will tell the story of John
Richardson and his travels through the North with the
Franklin Expedition. In his journals, Richardson documented
the plants the Cree used in their daily lives and described
how the First Nations people saved the explorer and his party
from starvation. Leighton’s presentation mingles the botany
of the scientist and the history of two cultures in the North
American wilderness. It promises to be a captivating story.

Merle Massie
Merle Massie is an environmental historian.
What an
intriguing and different combination – the environment and
the history of the province. And yet, we in the YFBTA know
it’s a fit. In this third presentation, Massie will add to the

This page is sponsored by Cherrydale Golf and Campground.
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YFBTA’s expanded cultural focus with her presentation on
the 1930s migration of farmers from southern Saskatchewan
to the north where the area was less severely impacted by
drought.
Lorne Scott is a Saskatchewan farmer and environmental
activist. His talk, the fourth at the 2013 Symposium, will
focus on two areas of concern to conservationists: the
transfer of the federal government’s responsibility for land
management of the PFRA pastures to the province and the
closure of the PFRA Tree Nursery at Indian Head.
Environmentalists see the pastures and the nursery (as they
exist presently) as tremendously advantageous to the
protection of grasslands habitat and wildlife.

In 1991, Scott was elected as MLA for the Constituency of
Indian Head.
He was later appointed Minister of the
Environment and Resource Management. During his political
career, his work pushed forward two important initiatives: the
addition of 1.5 million acres of Crown land to the Wildlife
Habitat Protection Act and measures to preserve critical
natural areas in all of Saskatchewan’s eco-regions.
Scott has won numerous awards for his work in conservation
and for the environment. Those credentials will bring to his
presentation the credibility needed for a controversial topic.
Scott’s language is civil; his approach is persuasive – two
essential components given an issue that has received such
a lot of media attention in the past year.

Shirley Jowsey and Joyce Anaka at 2007 YFBTA
Symposium held in Esterhazy, Saskatchewan

Lorne Scott
Scott brings a life time of commitment to the presentation he
will give. His interest in nature began at the age of fifteen
when he built and erected bluebird houses along the
roadways near his home town of Indian Head. He has been a
leader in numerous environmental and wildlife organizations:
Nature Saskatchewan, the Saskatchewan Wildlife Federation
and the Whooping Crane Conservation Association. He was
the chairperson of the Stop Rafferty-Alameda Project. That
group took the federal government to court and won a ground
-breaking decision that forced the federal government to
follow the required legislation for environmental assessment.
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Lynn Oliphant at 2008 YFBTA Symposium held in
Saltcoats, Saskatchewan
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Remembering Ella Smith
Michael Pitt

Red Crossbills
Jim Huziak

We were all saddened to learn that Ella Smith left this world
at the Regina General Hospital on September 23rd, 2012.
Ella loved the natural world, and was a member and strong
supporter of Preeceville’s Kelsey Ecological Society. With her
husband Jim, Ella enjoyed the outdoors and spent much time
hunting, fishing and hiking, first from a camper trailer, then
later at their cabin at Fishing Lake. Jim and Ella eventually
purchased recreational land north of Endeavour, which they
named the ‘Hind Quarters.’ This beautiful property often
served as headquarters for family gatherings and tours for
friends and fellow outdoor enthusiasts. Ella and her
optimistic, generous personality will be greatly missed.

Every once in a while a surprise guest visits one's birdfeeder;
on January 16th of this year, it was a small family of Red
Crossbills, a species I can't say I've seen here before. WhiteWinged Crossbills showed up in the recent Christmas Bird
Count, and a single Red Crossbill was mentioned as seen in
the Togo area, so they do appear to be around.

White-winged Crossbills
Paula Maier

Our striped sunflower feeder appeared to be the main attractor. No more than three separate birds appeared at any given time, at least one female and two or more males. The
males had a profusion of yellowish-green colouration mixed
in; I'm not familiar enough with the species to know if these
were maybe juveniles, but at this time of the year, they were
probably simply adult males having some fun confounding my
meagre identification skills. Apparently they can be quite creative in their colouration.

We had first-time visitors to our feeder this winter. A small
flock of white-winged crossbills were noted for a day or two.
These are very attractive birds. The males are pinkish-red
with dark tail and wings and bold white stripes on the wings.
The female body color is a most interesting olive to greenyellow color with the same wing and tail pattern. What is
most amazing is the crossed bills of these birds which they
use to extract spruce and tamarack seeds. They were
proficient at shelling sunflower seeds and seemed quite tame
when I approached.

Red Crossbill
Photo Credit: Jim Huziak
For those unfamiliar with crossbills, these finches are usually
found in more northern areas and along higher elevations in
the west where coniferous forests persist.
They are born with a straight bill which takes on its twisted
shape a few weeks after birth; the bills are particularly suited
to prying open conifer cones to allow access to the seeds.
White-winged Crossbill
Photo Credit: Darryl Stevenson
Crossbills never stay long in one spot and were soon gone
from the yard. They were a welcome sight that brightened the
cloudy winter day.
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Crossbills will drift further south if their regular food sources
become scarce.
Great newsletter so far… I must not
forget to register for the Symposium!

YFBTA Would Like To Thank The RBC Blue Water Project For Their Support
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Observations and Reflections
of a Bird Watcher
Olga Brygider
My family and I have been “Birdwatching” for about 30 years
and have had the pleasure and privilege of seeing many species of birds during those years.
We keep a journal. Each spring and summer as the migrating birds show up we document the date and the species. Amazingly, some arrive on almost the same date and in
almost the same order each year. This, of course, depends
on how early or how late the spring.
Can you imagine our excitement on seeing new species –
especially those well out of their range and not normally seen
in the Saltcoats, Saskatchewan area in which we
live? These include: Brown Creepers, Eastern Towhees,
Indigo Buntings, Red-headed Woodpeckers, Red-bellied
Woodpeckers, Eastern Bluebirds (2010 a pair nested in our
yard and produced two fledglings) and Orchard Orioles.
One morning in May of 1994 my husband, Walter, and I
awoke to a chorus of bird calls and songs. It seemed that all
nearby birds had gathered to serenade us. We quickly set up
our tape recorder. We poked a microphone out the bedroom
window and recorded for an hour.
Later we counted 26 bird calls or songs as we reviewed the
tape. These calls ranged from the harsh caws of crows, the
dulcet notes of the Rose-breasted Grosbeak to the gentle
warbling of the wrens. What a treat! We haven’t had a repeat of that wonderful experience.
Sadly over the years we notice a marked drop in the number
of migrating birds – spring and fall. In our earliest records the
number of species ranged between 80 to 110. In 2012 we
recorded 78 species. We know that birds change their routes
as they search for food but we missed many of the warblers
that regularly stopped here during the peak of the migration.
Have you noticed that even the once-plentiful Meadowlarks
seem to have become scarce? Our family often wonders
what it will be like to never again hear their beautiful flute-like
notes floating over the prairies.
We hope, before it’s too late, that more people will learn to
appreciate the beauty of birds and that they will come to understand the necessary part that they play in our ecosystem. We hope that more people will join in efforts to protect
our environment so that we, as well as the birds, may flourish.

Brown Creeper
Photo Credit: Don Weidl
Dates of some special sightings: Red-bellied Woodpecker
(1974), Eastern Bluebirds (1997), Western Tanager (1999),
Brown Creepets and Northern Shrike (2000), Brown Creeper
(2001), Indigo Bunting, Rufus-sided Towhee, and Snowy Owl
(2003), Red-headed Woodpecker, Orchard Oriole, Solitary
Vireo and Indigo Bunting (2004). Eastern Towhee (2005).
Note: The Rufus-sided Towhee is now referred to as the
Eastern Towhee and the Solitary Vireo is now referred to as
the Blue-headed Vireo.

Candace Savage: Celebrated Book
Writer and YFBTA Member
Kathy Morrell
Her name has appeared in the newspapers and in the honourable mentions of the news from the Saskatchewan Writers’ Guild. Her work as a writer has been celebrated over the
decades but I remember Candace Savage best as the presenter who talked about crows at one of our Birding Symposiums. She also read from her fascinating book, Crows: Encounters with the Wise Guys of the Avian World.
I have come to meet this gifted and humourous writer on
many occasions. I met her just last week as my grand
daughter poured over the photos in her book, Animals and
their Young. Little Sarah marveled at what she called the
kitties and the puppies – the young of the lynx, the fox, the
coyote and the wolf. For an inquisitive four-year-old, the
book made a wonderful introduction to the world of Nature.
I studied another of Candace’s books, Our Nell: A Scrapbook
Biography of Nellie L. McClung, as I wrote a play about the
great suffragist and member of the Famous Five.

TD Canada Trust Friends Of The Environment Helps Support This Newsletter
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It seems at every turn that one of her books finds its way from
my book shelves to the table beside my reading chair
Today, I braved the cold to pick up a copy of Geography of
Blood: Unearthing Memory from a Prairie Landscape. A
documentation of the natural and human history of
southwestern Saskatchewan where Candace sometimes
lives, the book has won the $60,000 Hilary Weston Writers’
Trust Prize for Nonfiction and has been short listed for the BC
National Award for Canadian Non-fiction.
As I write this little article in praise of the writing of Candace
Savage, Saskatchewan writer and YFBTA member, it seems
as if that book with its red cover is calling me to delve into its
pages and discover once again a world I did not know
existed. I invite everyone to read this latest of Candace’s
books. Perhaps then, we can get together at the Birding
Symposium for a little informal book chat.

Muskrats —Ty Jacobs
Muskrats are very cool animals. They can do a lot of stuff.
They build their own houses out of cattails and weeds. They
also sometimes move into abandoned beaver houses.
Muskrats live in marshes, ponds, dugouts, rivers, lakes and
sloughs. They can stay under water for 15 minutes or more
and can swim under water 295 feet deep. Female muskrats
can have up to 5 litters a year. There can be 10 muskrats in
each litter. They can grow up to 12 inches and over and can
weigh up to 39 oz. Their predators are eagles, racoons, bull
frogs, red fox, owls, and snakes. They eat cattails,
arrowheads, and duckweeds and take all of their food to a
feeder house. My brother and some friends from
Churchbridge hunt muskrats. People can get $8 to $10
dollars for a muskrat hide. We use 110 calibers and colony
traps. Muskrats are wild animals so be cautious. They are
very interesting animals but can be very dangerous when

Young Readers’ Corner
Burrowing Owls—Gregor Farquharson
Have you ever wondered about burrowing owls? I sure have.
The burrowing owl is also called Ground Owl, Prairie Owl,
Rattle Snake Owl, and Hill Owl. The burrowing Owl has no
ear tufts, white eyebrows, yellow eyes, and long legs. The
size is 21.6 cm, the wingspan is 50.8-61 cm, and the weight
is 170.1-214 g. They are active at dawn, but sometimes at
night. Burrowing owls eat large arthropods, mainly beetles,
and grasshoppers for a diet. They also eat mice, rats and
gophers. They are found in open dry grasslands. The
burrowing owls don’t dig their own burrows. They depend on
other animals such as gophers and badgers. The burrowing
owls are endangered. The main problem is habitat loss. I
hope you learned about burrowing owls, and I hope they
don’t go extinct.

Partial Albinism: Female Pine Grossbeak
Photo Credit: Mardell Mack
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