July

2017

Issue 2
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What’s flying
around….
Catbird in Saltcoats: December 07, 2016

The Nature of the YFBTA
YFBTA is a vibrant grass-roots association
consisting of approximately 100 members. YFBTA
seeks means and ways to increase an awareness of
nature among those members. We frequently
benefit from contributions offered by friends and
supporters.
Most of our programs relate to education. We
provide programs as means to connect youth with
nature, as a benefit of membership and as a way to
gather like-minded folks who enjoy fellowship and
social opportunities. Our programs frequently lead
to partnerships. We are currently partnered with the
government of Saskatchewan through Duck
Mountain Provincial Park, with Nature
Saskatchewan and with the Madge Lake Cottage
Owners’ Association. Recently YFBTA partnered
with the City of Yorkton, the Meewasin Valley
Association and the Royal Museum of
Saskatchewan. It is likely that over the next few
years we will be working with the Saskatchewan
Breeding Bird Atlas Project.
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On occasion YFBTA advocates for nature as we do,
for example, within our Loon Initiatives Program
(LIP). As part of LIP we communicate with cabin
owners and other park visitors providing reminders
about ways that Madge Lake can be shared by
humans with Common Loons that raise chicks upon
the lake. This program benefits people and loons.
The practices of the LIP provide a much-needed
example of best management practices (BMPs) to
governments: municipal, provincial and federal.
BMPs call for monitoring followed by recording and
reporting of the observations. These actions create
data which are essential prerequisites to
assessment and subsequent actions.
With regard to LIP, initial monitoring of nesting
territories of Common Loons is conducted in June.
This monitoring is followed by further observations in
July when volunteers count the year’s crop of loon
chicks. Final observations in late August determine
the number of juveniles expected to attempt a first
migration. The data is compiled and reported to Bird
Studies Canada.
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YFBTA employs a Summer Program Facilitator
(SPF). Our employee is tasked with preparing and
delivering programs designed to connect youth to
nature within participating schools. This work is
conducted under the supervision of school principals
and classroom teachers. During July and August our
SPF, Eldon Breitkreitz, will be offering programs to
pre-organized groups, upon request. In 2016
YFBTA estimated that our SPF, Laura Blender,
reached over 1 000 people with her work in area
schools and with her July and August programs.
Data collection and reporting immerses YFBTA into
Citizen Science. In addition to the data collection in
the LIP program, YFBTA partners with a number of
individuals who lead Christmas Bird Counts. Some
of these folks share their data with YFBTA. That
data can be reviewed at www.yfbta.com. Some of
the count leaders also send their data to the
province (Alan Smith) and to the federal government
(Bird Studies Canada).
YFBTA works to build awareness and to educate
through this newsletter. You can read previous
newsletters on our website. You will not find all of
the 2016 newsletters. We provide our most recent
issues only to members-in-good-standing.
YFBTA is an affiliate member of the provincial
umbrella organization, Nature Saskatchewan.
Nature Saskatchewan’s motto is “Humanity in
harmony with nature”. YFBTA supports the work of
Nature Saskatchewan.
YFBTA is a vibrant grass-roots association that
provides opportunities to support “nature”.

Tree House Construction on Leflay Trail?
YFBTA member Rob Wilson

April 04, 2017 while walking along the Leflay Trail on
the east side of Anderson Lake I identified two
Pileated Woodpeckers. I was unable to observe
these birds sufficiently to determine the age or
intention of these noisy birds. I’m hoping.
Thank you Marcus Phillips for responding to my request
for assistance with our newsletters. Issue 1 (March 2017) is
a beneficiary of Mark’s advice and technological skills.
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Jubilated by Pileated
Submitted by YFBTA member Judy Anderson

February 23, 2017 Art Klause and I spotted a
Pileated Woodpecker in the trees in front of the
Klause house. What a memorable sight!
The Pileated Woodpecker is nearly the size of a
crow. It has a vibrant red crown. Black and white
stripes run along its face. What caught our attention
was a flash of red followed by very loud drumming.
This bird has a long powerful bill that can hit dead
trees with great speed, sending bark flying. If one
looks closely where a Pileated Woodpecker has
been hammering one might see a rectangular hole
(could be over 60 cm deep) created and utilized for
roosting and/or nesting.
Our friend was probably drilling holes looking for
wood boring insects, ants and/or beetle lava. In an
internet search we discovered some interesting
facts. These birds are one of the largest forest
dwelling birds in North America. They are
monogamous in nature. Only when a mate dies will
the survivor find a new partner.
This bird seemed aware of my presence and of that
of my barking dog. I was surprised. It was not
concerned. When I walked under the tree this
Pileated Woodpecker casually hopped to the
opposite side.
The bird remained beyond 30 minutes, frantically
working on a particular tree. What a perfect way to
spend a winter afternoon!

July

2017 Issue 2

Potholes and Pesticides
Michael Cavallaro

Saskatchewan – situated in the heart of the Prairie
Pothole Region (PPR) – is rich with freshwater
resources. The PPR is a vast area extending from
central Iowa to central Alberta containing millions of
glaciated depressions known as “potholes”. Due to
their biophysical features, pothole wetland
ecosystems provide a number of ecosystem
services such as high plant and animal biodiversity,
improved water quality, reduced flooding, and
carbon sequestration. There is also a significant
reliance on Prairie wetlands by species higher in the
food chain such as waterfowl, insectivorous birds,
amphibians, bats, and semi-aquatic rodents. Prairie
wetlands generate high invertebrate productivity
(abundance and biomass).

Several laboratory studies available in the primary
literature indicate aquatic insects are extremely
sensitive to neonicotinoid insecticide exposure,
especially under chronic (long-term) conditions.
The methods of neonicotinoid insecticide application
vary crop by crop, but are often applied as a seed
treatment (seed-coating). As a systemic insecticide,
the active ingredients will be absorbed and
assimilated into the plant tissue throughout growth
and development. This protects every part of the
plant during its growth phase.
A characteristic benthic macroinvertebrate sample found in
a Prairie wetland. There are several fly (Diptera), dragonfly
(Odonata), mayfly (Ephemeroptera) and snail (Gastropoda)
species pictured

Our lab hopes to continue communicating new
information from our work as it becomes available.
With the recent attention and concerns surrounding
neonicotinoid stress on aquatic ecosystems, the
importance and timely nature of this research cannot
be understated.

Among the insecticide compounds applied over vast
spatial scales are neonicotinoids. Neonicotinoids
are the newest class of broad-spectrum insecticides
and constitute some of the most heavily applied
insecticide compounds in the agricultural sector.
Neonicotinoid compounds are broadly applied
worldwide on a suite of crop types and recently,
have sparked an environmental movement due to
their links to declines in pollinators, insectivorous
birds, and aquatic insects.
Aquatic insects play a role in the transfer of energy
between aquatic and terrestrial environments,
supplying timely, abundant resources and
ecosystem services. These linkages are
paramount to numerous species which rely on
prairie wetlands. As mimics of nicotinic agonists,
neonicotinoids stimulate nicotinic acetylcholine
receptor reactions They are highly toxic to pest and
non-target insects alike. This mechanism of action
causes hyper-excitation of the insect’s nervous
system, followed by convulsions, paralysis and
death.
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Depending on the soil type and level of aeration,
neonicotinoids show substantial environmental
persistence and longevity in soils. Studies show,
nearly 90% of the active ingredient coated on seed
treatments remains in the soil with a half-life of over
10 years! These active ingredients occasionally will
run off the fields into adjacent wetlands. This can
occur several times throughout a growing season
depending on the seasonal precipitation.

KEY Chevrolet Cadillac Buick GMC. Inc. Yorkton Canora

July

2017 Issue 2

Due to the relatively flat landscape and fertile soils
found in Saskatchewan, the province features
intense agricultural development. Prairie wetlands
are a common feature across the landscape and are
frequently surrounded by cropped land. Wetlands in
agroecosystems are typically subjected to multiple
stressors such as eutrophication (high nutrient
input), sedimentation, invasive species, and
chemical drift. Roughly 80% of the total arable land
in Canada lies in the Prairies. The PPR landscape
overlaps with the most agriculturally productive
region of Canada, where more pesticides are
applied than any other region. Contamination by
insecticides and other agrochemicals remains one of
the most challenging global threats to the quality of
freshwater resources.

While most salamanders are similar to frogs and
toads and undergo a complete metamorphosis into
an adult form that is terrestrial, some are able to
become sexually mature in their larval aquatic stage.
Reading a bit more about neoteny, I found out that
salamanders living at higher altitudes or more
northerly latitudes often showed neoteny. Here in
Saskatchewan our Tiger Salamanders apparently
can remain in their larval aquatic form for several
years. This environment may provide them with a
better and more constant food source allowing them
to grow to a large size and even become capable of
reproduction. The large “weird fish” was undoubtedly
a neotenic Tiger Salamander.
A Neotenic Tiger Salamander

Editor’s Note
Michael is a Ph. D. Candidate at the School of
Environment and Sustainability at the University
of Saskatchewan
A Note Regarding Neotony
Submitted by Lynn Oliphant

A few years ago, my neighbour, Martin Wruck,
asked me to come over to take a look at a strange
“fish” he had caught. Martin had caught this weirdlooking beast while netting his trout pond in the fall.
It was a dark smooth-skinned salamander with large,
feathery gills. It looked like a Mudpuppy, a large
aquatic American salamander.
Photo: Lynn Oliphant

I knew the only salamander that was supposed to
live in Saskatchewan is the Tiger Salamander, but
this beast was larger than any I had ever seen. It
was almost a foot in length. Martin had earlier seen
one even larger. I have caught lots of larval Tiger
Salamanders here in Saskatchewan. They have
external gills and look a bit like a frog tadpole that
has begun to grow legs. This beast was much larger
in comparison.
I was aware that a totally aquatic salamander, called
the Axolotl, that lives in Mexico, was closely related
to our Tiger Salamander. They are considered to be
neotenic, a term that signifies the retention of
juvenile characteristics in an animal that is sexually
capable of reproduction.
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Here on the northern dry prairies we are amphibian
poor with only a handful of species compared to
further south and east. The Mudpuppy and Bluespotted Salamander are found in the south-eastern
corner of Manitoba but do not make it into
Saskatchewan.
Our Tiger Salamander used to be considered the
same species as the closely related Eastern Tiger
Salamander (Ambystoma tigrinum) but recently has
been given its own status as a separate species, the
Barred Tiger Salamander (Ambystoma mavortium).

City of Yorkton Community Grant
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Some salamander species such as the Mudpuppy
always remain in their larval form and never
metamorphose into a terrestrial adult form.
Salamanders in general retain more of an aquatic
form and never lose their broad tails like the frogs
and toads do. Some species, like the Eastern Newt,
metamorphose into a terrestrial form and then back
to an aquatic form as an adult. In the Newt the
terrestrial form is given a separate name “the Red
Eft” which can remain sexually immature for a few
years. They then transform back into an aquatic
adult form before reproducing, regaining their gills
and developing again the broader, finned tail for
swimming. I spent a year in New York state near
Ithaca many years ago and the wonderful deciduous
woods there were teeming with Red Efts. Obviously
the salamander family is very adaptable to a variety
of life histories.
Interestingly neoteny is not restricted to
salamanders. It is found in many species for a
variety of reasons. Although not as spectacular as
the retention of gills and an aquatic way of life, many
dog breeds have been selected to retain some of the
characteristics that are typical of puppies such as a
shortened muzzle. Even humans are considered to
show neoteny. Our shortened arms compared to
other adult apes for instance. These are all
considered to be examples of neoteny.
It would be interesting to know if there are many
places in Saskatchewan where Tiger Salamanders
show neoteny. Is it just in fairly large bodies of water
like the large, deep slough on Martin's land or can
they overwinter in shallow sloughs? Keep your eyes
open for very large aquatic salamanders.

Northern Saw-whet Owl Migration in Sask.
Submitted by Marten Stoffel

The Northern Saw-Whet Owl (NSWO) is the
smallest of the nocturnal owls in our province. It
inhabits the forested regions of the province where it
may select and occupy a cavity, produced by a
woodpecker, to nest. Most of the observations are
made by sound in early spring when their call can be
heard throughout these regions, but due to its size
and nocturnal lifestyle it will seldom be seen.
Banding records for these owls are incidental.

Photo: Marten Stoffel

Out of these records, there was a presumption of a
south east fly path movement along the forest fringe
during their fall migration. Some of those records
were from recaptures of banded owls, by fall
migration banding stations set up in eastern parts of
North America. Some of these stations have been in
operation for a number of years from late September
until early November. These stations have enjoyed
great success.
No NSWO fall migration banding stations were in
operation in Saskatchewan prior to 2003 when Dan
Zazelenchuck and I looked into the possibility of
catching owls in our own respective yards in
Saskatoon and Kyle.

Submitted by YFBTA member Howard Derksen
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The method of capture used: Several mist nets with
playback of the NSWO call in their midst. Dan, at
Kyle, was told not to expect anything because of his
location on the open prairies.

YFBTA thanks the Painted Hand Community Development Corp.
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Living just outside of Saskatoon and therefore in the
parklands, I had decent odds of catching at least
some. It was with great joy and surprise, that both of
us exceeded all expectations and were off to an
awesome start.
Now after 13 years and having more banding
stations open throughout the province, the question
arises, “What have we learned”? Harold Fischer of
the Prince Albert region, has the highest numbers
coming through each fall, being on the south fringe
of the Boreal Forrest ( 360 NSWO in 2016). My
numbers at the Saskatoon station are lower, being in
the Parklands (245 for 2016). But the interesting
numbers are from Dan Z. (145 NSWO in 2016) and
Jarred Clark (30? At Edenwold), which shows, a
certain number of owls flying straight south across
the open plains on their migration route. All of our
recaptures have shown, while there certainly is a SE
movement, that this fly path is not a true migration
route. With the dragnet of banding stations in
eastern North America, a greater number of our owls
should have been recaptured, going in that direction.
With the opening of stations in North and South
Dakota, more and more of our captured and banded
birds are recaptured there, showing, in my opinion, a
more random movement of these birds (not a
specific path).
As for all research projects, the saying “the more
you know the more questions you have”, is certainly
applicable for this project. One of the questions
would be; why are we catching mostly hatch year
birds, (Birds born in that summer), followed in
numbers, by second year birds? Are the older birds
staying year round on territory? Banding these
adorable little owls is an honour. It is also a great
opportunity for the public to observe (up close) a bird
species few people will ever see. If you have time,
visit one of the stations during the fall migration.
You will discover why we spend many sleepless
hours checking nets, getting fingers scratched,
educating young and old and ... loving it.

Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas
LeeAnn Latremouille and Keil Drake

This spring, wildlife enthusiasts in Saskatchewan are
setting their sights on the upcoming breeding season with a bit more anticipation than usual as we
embark on the largest citizen-science project ever
attempted in the province; the Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas.
A breeding bird atlas is a five-year province wide
effort to map the distribution and relative abundance
of breeding birds. Volunteer “atlassers” collect
observations of breeding birds in 10x10 km atlas
squares across the province during springs/
summers 2017-2021, creating a current snapshot of
the status of birds in Saskatchewan. Atlases help us
to understand large-scale changes in distribution
and abundance over time. Results from atlases are
used extensively for conservation planning,
environmental assessments, education and
ecotourism decision making.
Projects of this scale are possible only with the
dedicated effort of volunteer citizen scientists. Over
the next five years, atlas participants will seek to find
as many species as possible within atlas squares
across the province. While doing so, atlassers will
carefully look for and note behaviours that are
indicative of breeding. These behaviours range from
simply spotting the bird in its breeding habitat during
the breeding season, observing behaviors like adult
distraction displays or carrying food, or finding an
occupied nest.
This method, called “general atlassing”, produces
data that allows us to understand the current
breeding range of each species within the province.
In order to gain insight into the relative abundance of
birds, atlassers who well know local bird songs and
calls are encouraged to conduct point counts.
Point counts are five-minute bird surveys made early
in the morning at specific locations. Supporting
these atlassers are dedicated volunteer Regional
Coordinators who oversee the effort within each
region, providing crucial guidance and assistance to
an atlasser.

Community Initiatives Fund
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We encourage the membership of the Yellowhead
Flyway Birding Trail Association to become atlas
participants. Registration is easy through the atlas
website (sk.birdatlas.ca). The website contains
instructional materials, maps, and other materials.
The “Instructions for General Atlassing” is a quick
read providing directions on how to turn your birding
outings into data collection.

Young Readers’ Corner
Watercolour and poem: YFBTA member Isabelle Easton

Some intrepid atlassers have already begun to
document breeding behaviours for early-nesting
species, including Sharp-tailed Grouse, Greathorned Owls, Black-billed Magpies, and Whitewinged Crossbills. If you spot an early-nesting
species exhibiting breeding behaviours such as a
Black-billed Magpie carrying twigs for a nest, make
sure to note when and where the observation was
made and what breeding evidence was seen. Soon,
you will be able to submit this information to the
atlas through our web-based data entry portal.
The Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas is led by Bird
Studies Canada in partnership with Environment and
Climate Change Canada, the Saskatchewan
Ministry of Environment, the Nature Conservancy of
Canada, Nature Saskatchewan, and the
Saskatchewan Wildlife Federation.

B

Balancing on a Cranberry branch
as beautiful as can be, that’s me.

L

Loved I am by gardeners for my
Appetite for pesky bugs.

Clay-coloured Sparrow

U

Underneath my feathers
I keep my eggs toasty warm.

E

Elegant and light, my blue
tinged wings and tail.
You see me.

B

Bowl-shaped nest
Is the house I seek.

I

Insects are what I like to eat.

R

Right above the Prairie Sky
You’ll see me flying high.

D

Do you hear my Dawn song?
I sing, “chur-lee, chur-lee.

Photo: David Messner
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Bats are Our Friends
Submitted by YFBTA member Jace McCallum

A thank you to Shelby Bohn from the University of
Regina and the Science Centre, for an awesome bat
presentation in Preeceville. A second thanks to my
Grandpa for driving me there and for paying.
Bats are mammals and they are the only mammals
that can fly. People say-what about Flying Squirrels?
Flying Squirrels are really big cheaters! They can't
fly. Instead they glide from tree to tree using their
thin wings made of skin.
Did you know that bats are more closely genetically
related to killer whales than to mice? A name for a
bat wing is a Chiroptera. Did you know that bats are
not blind? They use echolocation instead of sight
because it is stronger. A myth is that bats get caught
in your hair. They can only get tangled up in your
hair if you are scaring them or they are cornered.
Did you know that bats are our friends? They
actually do more good than bad! Not only do they
eat thousands of insects but bats are also great
pollinators and help us very much.
Some bats eat fruit and some bats eat meat. Only a
very small amount of bats drink blood. But they only
drink animal’s blood and are not found in North
America.
Did you know that "White Nose Syndrome" is killing
tons of bats? You can tell bats have White Nose
Syndrome by looking at their noses and seeing if it is
white.

White Nose Syndrome is a fungus. We know it was
brought in from a foreign country although the
source is unknown. They can also catch rabies
which is a disease in the brain that makes you froth
at the mouth. It also affects other parts of your brain.
All bats are nocturnal. They sleep during the day
and are awake during the night.
Bats use the magnetic field around the earth as a
compass helping them to know where to where they
are.
Bats have babies during mid June. They have an
average of 2 babies and they can live a long time.
The average is 30 plus years! That is a lot for an
animal that small.
Another thing I want to talk about is how to handle a
bat. If you have a bat living somewhere near you (for
example in your garage) you should leave it alone
for a bit if it is not in your way and if it doesn't leave
you should call an animal service. If you are working
with bats at animal protection services you should
use gloves and if you are traveling with them put
them in a closed cloth bag that they can breath in.
People who handle bats have to get rabies shots.
A cool thing I got to see at the bat presentation was
a real live big brown bat that was eating mealworms
and drinking water out of an eye dropper.
The scientific name for a big Brown bat is Eptesicus
Viscus.
Editor’s Note:

An apology is extended to Mike Gollop. On page 1
of the October 2016 Issue, credit for the article on
wolves was incorrectly attributed to Hamilton Greenwood. Mike wrote the article. Hamilton supplied the
photo.
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