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What’s flying
around….
Editorial: Value of Biodiversity is Undetermined
In Saskatchewan many life-forms and the habitats
upon which they depend are treated as though they
have little value. An exception to this statement is
the great value that we place upon agricultural
biodiversity. An example of this is value placed upon
various agricultural crop varieties and the conditions
required for their successful harvest and sale. These
are organisms and habitats that are essential to or
are an enhancement to agriculture’s bottom line.
Candice Savage superbly captures the essence of
the value of native biodiversity and habitats
unchanged by human activity. Sighting a Peregrine
Falcon in Saskatoon inspired Candice to write the
following:
“Yet quick…comes a rush of delight. As I walk
home through the quiet streets, I realize that
something has changed in me, not so much through
glimpsing the Peregrine as through the simple act of
watching for it. It is as if I, and not just the morning,
have now been filled with fresh clear light. To be out
-of-doors at sunrise with every sense alert, attuned
to the slightest movement, to the cut of every wing.
To hear the bird song from the bushes, the
woodpecker drumming on a nearby stump – that in
itself has been worth something.

It has shaken me out of the numbness of my
everyday consciousness”.
Scarlet Tananger: Maier Farm YFBTA region
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The value of agriculture and the complexities of
farm management are well understood especially
when considered from a dollar perspective. The
monies involved are referred to as capital. The
value of biodiversity and the value of required
habitats less directly connected to agricultural are
considered but without dollar figures. Many
people acknowledge there is value, but unlike fiscal
capital, the values of natural resources are
considered to be natural capital.
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Governments tend to not respond quickly when
asked to act on behalf of threatened species and
habitats. If fiscal values accompanied discussions
of our natural resources, I believe we would treat
the issues of diminishing species and habitats
more seriously and that we would urge more
immediate government action. Consider the speed
and effectiveness of data collection, report
preparation and stakeholder meetings evident in
the wake of China’s announcement that it will no
longer purchase Canadian Canola. Producers and
governments, both provincial and federal, are to be
commended for the speed with which they created
acceptable strategies and implemented
recommended actions.

After a process of careful consideration and data
collection, we may conclude that these same
resources are literally priceless.
Sadly, the great cost of failing to place value on
currently threatened species and habitats will be
borne largely by future generations.

It is time to determine! As Saskatchewan’s Minister
of Education, Gordon Wyatt (March 28 interview
CBC radio), stated, “Sometimes the government
needs to look a little closer at these things”.
How did Dave photograph the bird?

A similar sense of importance and urgency does
not exist when considering continued rapid loss of
those species and habitats that have little impact
on producer net incomes.
Producers communicated quickly and effectively
with the politicians. One cannot point a finger at
governments for lack of action if those
governments have not received messages of
concern and requests for leadership from
taxpayers and citizens who wish to speak out on
behalf of nature.
If fiscal values were integral to discussions relating
to values of natural resources (natural capital),
the discussions would generate greater attention.
Greater attention would result in increased citizen
communication with various levels of government.
Governments always respond to “ground swells”
that carry public opinion forward.
Collectively we, to date, have failed to develop and
implement actions needed to determine the current
state of threatened species and habitats. Following
such an assessment would come an urgent need
for actions to provide biodiversity conservation in
our province.

As preludes to stake-holder meetings we are not
applying best management practices of
monitoring, recording and reporting. We are
treating many of our province’s natural resources
as worthless. They are treated as worth less than
dollar-valued resources.
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Submitted by YFBTA member Dave Romanuck

70% decline
Brewer’s Blackbird (Euphagus cyanocephalus)
The Brewer’s Blackbird is an adaptable species
inhabiting a wide range of human-modified and
natural open habitats from central Ontario to the
west coast. Although far more common today than
in pre-settlement times, results from the Breeding
Bird Survey show that populations are now over
70% lower than they were in 1970.
Reasons for the decrease are not well understood.

June 2019 Issue 2

Canora Osprey

YFBTA member Moht Nahanrac

It is time for an update on the Canora Osprey. This
is not about a professional hockey team residing in
Canora, Sask. The Canora Osprey are a family of
raptors that for several years have been setting up
residences on property utilized by the Canora Water
Treatment Plant located a few kilometres East of
Canora along the banks of the Assiniboine River.
The osprey, specifically the Western Osprey
(Pandion haliaetus, also commonly referred to as
the Sea Hawk, the River Hawk and the Fish Hawk),
is a fish-eating bird of prey with a cosmopolitan
range. It is a large raptor, reaching more than 60 cm
in length with a 180 cm wing-span. It is brown on
the upperparts and predominantly greyish on the
head and underparts.

Letter to the Editor
I recently ordered and read the book illustrated
below. It has a few chapters that are difficult to
read but if you love nature, life and wildlife and if
you have a gram of compassion this book is a
must-read.

I recommend this book for its educational content.
A cautionary note: it may anger you.
YFBTA member Bob Holtkamp

An osprey tolerates a variety of habitats, nesting
within locations near a body of water that provides
an adequate food supply. Ospreys are found on all
continents except Antarctica however, in South
America Ospreys occur only as a non-breeding
migrants.
An osprey’s diet is comprised mostly of fish.
Ospreys possess specialized physical
characteristics. They also exhibit unique
behaviours. These attributes assist with hunting and
in the catching of prey. These features are
responsible for the singular genus and family names
(Pandion and Pandionidae respectively) that have
been assigned to ospreys.
Three subspecies are usually recognized; one of
the former subspecies, cristatus has recently been
given full species status. It is now referred to as the
Eastern Osprey. Despite its propensity to nest near
water, the osprey is not classed as a Sea Eagle.
The Canora nest remains active. In mid-July of
2018 Oney and Moht paid the osprey family a visit.
The ospreys were happy to see us.
We observed two young in the large nest. One of
the parents kept a watchful eye from a nearby tree.
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Some Interesting Sightings
First week in January, 2019: Usually see this bird
at daylight and then again in mid-afternoon. After
checking bird field guides, I think that it is a
Brewer’s Blackbird.
Vern Brown of Yorkton

Editor’s note: YFBTA member, Gloria Rathgeber, of
Yorkton reported a Grackle in her yard Feb. 21, 2019.
Perhaps these sightings were of the same bird with
different determinations of identity? These are unusual
sightings, given the time of year and the severity of the
weather during the two months.

April 3, 2019: A pair of Piliated Woodpeckers

spotted in Saltcoats by YFBTA members Stewart and
Heather Torrie.
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Dipping for Aquatic Invertebrates

YFBTA ‘s Summer Programmer, Talia Fawcett

Hello! My name is Talia Fawcett. I am the Summer
Program Facilitator who presently works for the
YFBTA during the months of May through August.
Following is a little of my history. In April I completed
the second year of the Elementary Education
Program at the University of Regina. I worked
during the previous five summers at Kenosee Lake
Bible Camp. This camp instilled within me a passion
for teaching and working with children, especially in
the out-of-doors. I believe that children learn best
when they are having fun, when they are exploring
and when they are problem-solving.
Because of these beliefs I am excited to think about
the work that I will do. I intend to create explorative
and educational activities. These should lead
students to enhance their understandings of the
environment. This will lead participants into
challenging discussions of conservation and of
stewardship of land.

The students were impressed with the Caddisfly
larvae. This was because these larvae surround
themselves with debris from the bottom, fashioning
a sort of house which they carry with them as a
means of camouflage. They appear in the water as
moving sticks. Their crafted “armour” is held
together by means of a silky material that they
secrete.

All in all, it has been an incredible experience to
explore and learn alongside the students. I look
forward to more teaching and learning in schools.
During July and August I will be doing programs
with various organizations in the Yorkton area. I
invite you to share ideas and/or suggestions with
me (yellowheadflywaybirding@gmail.com).
Saltcoats Students Pond Dipping: Anderson Lake

I have already seen this happen while working with
students of the Saltcoats School. Friday, May 17,
with the help of the Wilsons, I carried out a ponddipping activity for the grade 6/7 and grade 7/8
school classes. I provided some “critters” and the
students attempted to capture additional ones along
the shoreline of Anderson Lake in Rob and Joan’s
beautiful backyard. We studied many species of
aquatic invertebrates.
Some favourites are the larval form of the
Predacious Diving Beetle, a dragonfly nymph (found
by one of the grade six students) and some
Caddisfly larvae. The Predacious Diving beetle is
sometimes referred to as a Water Tiger - probably
the most vicious predator in the water.
Dragonfly nymphs grow from eggs to nymphs in the
water. When ready, they climb out of the water,
attach to various structures and then literally climb
out of their exoskeletons. Shortly thereafter, they
morph into adult dragonflies.
Photo : Talia Fawcett
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Sharpen up on Sharp-tailed Grouse
Brandon Burda

Picture this; it’s early spring in Saskatchewan, the
sun has only just risen, and an amazing natural
spectacle is about to begin. Gobbles, coos and
rattles cut through the morning calm. The sounds
mark the gathering of a provincial icon, the Sharptailed Grouse. The sounds are emitted by male
birds that gather on traditional dancing grounds
known as “leks”. Here, they call and strut in hopes
of attracting passing females. Leks are typically
found on small hills or ridges in areas containing
short grass (which helps to enhance views of
“dancing” males). These displays begin
approximately one hour prior to sunrise and may
last until approximately two hours after. As the
males begin to dance they inflate small air sacs on
either side of their necks, which flash a brilliant
purple, along with the yellow coxcombs or
“eyebrows” above their eyes. With outstretched
wings the males pound their feet on the ground and
rattle their tail feathers, which flex upward during
these displays. Dominant males will hold central
positions on a lek. Possession of these spaces is
most likely to result in attraction of potential mates
and ultimately to successful breeding.
Sharp-tailed Grouse are more than just the
provincial bird of Saskatchewan, they are a natural
curiosity and an important gamebird hunted
throughout the province. As a hunted species, their
conservation and management is very important in
order to protect and sustain the population.
The recently updated “Upland Gamebird
Management Plan” for Saskatchewan outlines two
key foci for the research that is needed to
enhance understanding of grouse and how they
may be properly managed . The initial task is to
locate Sharp-tailed Grouse habitat. A second task
is to determine how grouse populations change
over time. Analysis of the potential effect of
weather upon annual populations is paramount to
the study. Since 2017 I have been a member of a
team of field technicians conducting surveys to
locate leks.
Study of these matters as part of my Master’s
Research Program (University of Regina) will
generate important data.

Page 5

Leks are often considered the center of the Sharptailed Grouse breeding complex, both as the site
where the breeding occurs, and also as the point
from which females will disperse to nest. On
average, female grouse travel less than 1 km to find
a nesting site (some may travel up to 2 km)
rendering the habitat surrounding a lek critical to
sustainable grouse population management.
Dancing Sharp-tail Grouse

Photo: Brandon Burda

Typical nesting habitat of Sharp-tailed Grouse are
areas with tall residual grasses and/or shrubs
(Alberta studies reveal that ideal areas are those
with 10% or greater shrub cover). Shrubs, providing
shelter and food, are essential to winter survival of
grouse.
I’ve been able to map promising habitat areas
which may be sustaining Sharp-tailed Grouse
populations.
Preliminary results reveal two factors which
successfully predict lek locations. One is a high
proportion of grassland (Native/Tame/or Hay). A
second is the presence of both light topography
(small hills/ridges) and a high proportion of shrubs
within a 2 km radius of the grasslands.
Sharp-tailed Grouse populations are known to be
cyclical-some years they “boom” and other years
they “bust”.

YFBTA thanks the Painted Hand Community
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To add to this, weather between years will have
either beneficial or detrimental effects on grouse
populations.

Cranberries for Christmas
YFBTA member Morley Maier

The next steps of my project include creating and
testing a population model which attempts to
predict populations. The model will be based on
historical counts and weather conditions. I expect
that weather in the late spring/ early summer will
show the greatest effect on a subsequent year’s
population. Although adult grouse are hardy birds,
newly-hatched chicks are highly susceptible to
spring weather conditions (cold and damp).

You may recall a bitterly cold Christmas Season of
2018. The temperatures were in the
minus 30's during the day and much colder at
night. On my way back to the house following
afternoon chores I noticed a Bohemian Waxwing
feeding on the native cranberries in our yard. I got
my camera and watched and photographed this
busy, beautiful bird as it consumed more berries
than I would have thought possible.

Development of more efficient predictive models
for grouse populations will inform determinations
of “bag limits” and quotas with regard to hunting of
grouse in Saskatchewan.

I wish now that I had stayed longer and observed
more closely. I would be seeing this bird again.

Are you interested in helping with research into
Sharp-tailed Grouse in the province? Download
the “Saskatchewan Wildlife Survey” app (also
known as the CWMS SK app) onto a smartphone
and use it to record locations of leks. Whether you
are an environmentalist, an avid outdoorsman, or a
citizen wanting to take action of behalf of native
wildlife, you can support the lek initiative.
I urge you to further educate yourself about Sharptailed Grouse. Observe them, enjoy them and
appreciate them.

Crown Land Sold Since 2008

(taken from the Blue Jay Spring 2019 Volume 77.1; p. 26)

Over the past ten years, the Saskatchewan government
has sold 989,925 acres of Crown Land. With no
provincial monitoring system in place, the government
does not know how much native prairie has been sold or
cultivated as a result of these sales. The trend is set to
continue. Projected revenue in the Saskatchewan
provincial budget from Crown land sales for 2018-2019
is $63.9 million or, using the program average 127 800
acres. Numbers supplied by Government of Saskatchewan

Here are some of the data from some of those years:
2017-2018: 67 000 acres; 2016-2017: no figure given
2015-2016: 65 000 acres; 2014-2015: 32 000 acres
2013-2014: 71 000 acres; 2012-2013: 92 000 acres
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Submitted by YFBTA member Morley Maier

My son and his family arrived just at dark the same
evening. There was the usual excitement of having
the grandchildren home for a visit. Following the
hugs and kisses my son returned to their vehicle to
get their luggage. He returned with several bags in
one hand and a waxwing in the other.
The waxwing had been sitting on our deck and
couldn't or wouldn't fly. It had a cluster of 8 or 10
Cranberries frozen to its feet. We could tell that the
berries had passed through the bird, however they
must have taken a quick trip because they still
looked very much like cranberries.
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We thawed and removed the berries, had a nice visit
with our feathered friend and then took it back
outdoors. It seemed fine and flew off into the night.
There is always an explanation for the weird and
wonderful things that nature has to offer. Myrna
Pearman is the biologist and site manager of the
Ellis Bird Farm at Lacombe, Alberta. In her book
“Beauty Everywhere” she describes waxwings as
“gorgeous gluttons.” She explains, “They gobble up
whole pieces of fruit and will continue to gorge until
they are unable to fly. They will also eat until their
entire digestive system (literally from beak to butt) is
packed with food.”

Today, hardly more than a quarter of a century later, the
landscape is barely recognizable; the sloughs...have all
but disappeared and with them the wild things that
flourished there.
To the pioneer settler, the wilderness appeared
boundless and inexhaustible but after a brief orgy of
cutting, burning and plowing, we have already reached
the last frontier…
Black-throated Green Warbler
Photographed in Texas

I guess we can assume that once it gets to this point
the next berry in may push one out onto the feet and
that if he bird continues to eat, it may end up with a
frozen “foot-cluster”. That cluster may need to be
removed by some nice people.

I know that waxwings have been known to eat
fermented fruit and then while drunk, attempt to fly,
often with a bad outcome. We didn't hear a thud
following the release of our bird and so we think it
was not under the influence.
In defense of our waxwing: I remind the reader that
cranberries and alcohol at Christmas are things that
many of us enjoy, sometimes to excess, and
sometimes to our detriment. I, however, won't be
casting the first stone or in this case “pit.”

Photo: submitted by YFBTA member Cathy Brown
Photo credit: Cathy’s neighbour, Susan Brown

The Last Mountain Bird Observatory (LMBO)
A Voice from the Past

(Taken from The Isabel Priestly Legacy; p.26)

In 1951-1952, Lloyd Carmichael, editor of The Blue
Jay ,asked directors of the Saskatchewan Natural
History Society to contribute to an upcoming
publication. Consider the following submission (author
unknown) :
When I was a young lad it was part of my daily chores,
during the summer, to bring the cows in from the open
range for the evening milking. Often it involved tedious
wandering through miles of wilderness, but what made a
lasting impression on my mind were the seemingly
endless chains of sloughs and streams that stretched
from horizon to horizon, and the variety and multitude
of wildlife in the vicinity.
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(Taken from Birds of Saskatchewan; p.28)

LMBO opened in 1989 under the direction of Alan
R. Smith. From then until 2016, over 86 000 birds
of 116 species had been banded during spring and
fall migration.
In recent years banding has been supplemented or
superseded by technologies such as stable isotope
analysis, geolocators, and radio telemetry.
Try to Not Pass this Gas
As a greenhouse gas, methane is 84 times more potent than
carbon dioxide over a 20-year frame. Leading scientists say
methane alone is responsible for 25 percent of observed
changes to the global climate
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Young Readers’ Corner

YFBTA member Eddie Baron
A Birding Workshop
Would you like to be a more active birder? Well, on
April16 in Yorkton there was a Beginner Bird
Identification Workshop. At this workshop, a
member of the Saskatchewan Breeding Bird
Atlas came and instructed people on the many
ways on how to get into birding, and how to
identify different species through identification (ID)
basics: size, shape, and colour. For example, say
you see a bird. You can estimate that is about the
size of a sparrow. Now you have narrowed it down
to a few birds in your area. Now you can also take
into account the shape. Is it roughly shaped like a
sparrow? Lastly, you can look at the bird’s colours,
and further narrow it down to one bird. Does it have
a grey belly, and a striped brown and black back? If
so, you have narrowed it down to one bird - the
House Sparrow. Now you know how to apply your
knowledge to identifying birds.

The Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas is
designed to keep track of the bird species and
where they are spotted around Saskatchewan.
This survey goes from 2017- 2021, so if you saw a
certain species in your backyard last year, you can
still submit your information at their website,
sk.birdatlas.ca. The goal of the group is to keep
track of bird species and changes in their
populations to make sure that there are healthy
numbers of birds. I learned a lot from the beginner
workshop, and had a lot of fun there. Maybe you
can attend a bird workshop sometime in the future!

Next, we were asked to identify a bird that was
shown to us. I had a bird book, so it helped me look
at the possibilities of what bird it might be. On some
rounds of the game, we were shown a picture for
only a split second, and then it went away. That
was when we really had to apply our skills of the ID
basics to find out what bird or what bird family it
was in. Now I will talk about how to get involved in
birding. Getting involved in birding is easy! All you
have to do is get a bird book, and start looking for
the local bird species around you! You can even
make a checklist of birds you have found in your
career of birdwatching.
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Page 8

Newsletter Submissions:
Rob Wilson (editor)
Box 329 Saltcoats, SK.
S0A 3R0
Phone (306) 744-8140
rjwilson@sasktel.net

