November 2019

Issue 3

Yellowhead Flyway Birding Trail Association Inc.

What’s flying
around….
Editorial: Ember to Flame

In an address to adults willing to listen Greta stated,

There is a flicker of flame fluttering. Talk of
environmental efforts is transforming into action.
Below are some examples of talk. YFBTA continues
to discuss “connecting youth to nature”. A Saltcoats
citizen, Walter Farquharson, has been talking about
remembering and re-committing to Arbour Day (the
YFBTA has also talked about supporting an Arbour
Day initiative). The Town of Saltcoats held a public
meeting at which there was much talk about the
possibility of designating the Saltcoats community as
an Eco-Museum.
Conversations are like embers. Embers warm and
glow and sometimes transform to flame. YFBTA’s
Gerri Knudsen (Page 2) describes an ember, at
McDonald School in Stockholm, that kindles when
students utilize an outdoor classroom.

My musings about embers, flames and needed
environmental actions have been perfectly captured
by young Swedish activist, Greta Thunberg.
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“I know you’re trying but just not hard
enough...Youth are saying to everyone in power,
you need to do much, much more at every level”.
taken from an article by Ella Nilsen, reporting on
Greta’s address to U.S. Senate Democrats Sept.
17, 2019. (ella.nilsen@vox.com)

We have recently witnessed hundreds of thousands
of young people requesting, begging and
demanding that those in power take immediate
actions to conserve the natural world. I commend
adults in our YFBTA region who are providing
opportunities for youth to discuss and to act to
conserve and to enhance local spaces with an eye
to providing and/or conserving local habitats for a
variety of species.

The Town of Saltcoats Beautification Committee
has partnered with Saltcoats students in a project
intended to maintain and sustain the town’s
Arboretum.
Opportunities for youth to act for nature are planned
for October 17. These activities or projects have
been conceived within a mathematical framework.
Students will spend part of the school day in the
outdoors working on projects that involve real-life
math challenges. Some of these projects can result
in actions to foster awareness and/or conservation
of plants and animals.
Students around the world are boycotting classes to
protest lack of action on environmental issues. It is
gratifying to see, locally, adults providing
opportunities for students to take actions intended
to contribute to community and to nature all the
while learning in outdoor settings.
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Kudos to all those who are involved as supporters
of this school initiative. Kudos to all those who
provide a puff of air to encourage the embers.
Kudos to the flames that flicker in the YFBTA
region.

We looked through the resource room – a cute
barn shaped building right by the outdoor classroom. Nearby was the chicken pen, a garden, an
orchard and fenced area for miniature goats which
Melissa brings from her farm some days.
We then hiked up and over a big hill toward the
school to see the greenhouse, raised garden beds,
outdoor study and meditation area.

Connecting Youth with the out-of-doors
YFBTA member Gerri Knudsen

YFBTA members from Springside and Saltcoats
joined summer student, Talia Fawcett, for a tour of
the outdoor classrooms on the lovely evening of
August. 19th, 2019.
Talia had worked a few days in May and June at
Macdonald School and was so impressed by the
outdoor classroom that she wanted to set up a tour
for our members. The principal, Melissa Johanson,
was our main guide. She had a bonfire going in their
on-site fire pit in the main outdoor area and, as we
marvelled at all the stone and cement work done to
create a mini amphitheatre space, Melissa
explained the history and working projects of the
area. We then walked the trails in the natural bush,
where some features were marked with signs that
the students had composed.
Stockholm School Tour Members

It was a very informative experience and we thank
Talia and Principal Melissa for giving us a tour to
see what was possible to help school children
connect with the outdoor world.

The Wisdom of Donald Hooper
Taken from signage on a hiking trail
In Greenwater Provincial Park

“The well-being of every species needs to be
continuously monitored with much caution and
care.”

Have you received 2019 Issues #1 and #2?
2019 members should have received Issue #1 and
Issue #2. If you have not received these two issues,
please contact YFBTA to enable a correction. Three
issues are a benefit of membership for 2019.
Please consider supporting our ongoing initiatives
with a renewal for 2020.
Memberships may serve as Christmas gifts. A
membership is a great way to engage an interested
person in initiatives aimed at increasing awareness
of nature. Memberships are an important source of
funding for our flagship program (The Summer
Program Facilitator Initiative) specifically designed to
connect youth to nature.

Photo : YFBTA member Gerri Knudsen
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The volunteer work of YFBTA is enhanced by your
support. Your voice on behalf of nature makes the
YFBTA voice LOUDER.
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When Loons Gather
Brian Collins

After the morning breakfast stop, they fly off. Is this
behavior unusual? Are they gathering to socialize?

I was paddling on a small lake a respectable
distance from the only breeding pair of loons. Their
chick, a downy fuzz ball, spent much of its time
swimming with its parents, rousing and flapping its
tiny, unfeathered wings and taking tiny aquatic
offerings from gentle bills. Peace, comfort, and
tranquility were a guarantee for the loon family.
Suddenly, with a flurry of wings, I became witness to
a breeding pair of loons participating in one of these
social gatherings. The mated pair started the
morning in solitude, alone with their chick. By the
time the sun had risen just above the trees, they
“parked” their precious loon chick in a weedy bay,
departed the lake, and seemed to round up loons
from adjacent lakes with flight tremolo calls.
Soon, the air was filled with calling loons in all
directions. Splashing down in various parts of the
small lake, the adults began swimming toward each
other until they had made their circle. The square
dance continued for some time, the mated male
occasionally driving others off with aggressive
splashing and chasing. Within an hour, only the pair
remained, and they quickly reunited with their chick
and had the lake to themselves once again.
Each and every time I witness one of these morning
social gatherings, I feel more honoured to observe
the event, and I learn something new. Paradoxically,
the more information I gain through observation, the
less I feel that I know what is really going on. One
thing is certain: Loons thrive on social contact.
Brian Collins enjoys photographing loons from a
respectful distance. On several occasions, though,
rafts of socializing loons have actually followed his
canoe! To view more of Brian’s wildlife photography,
visit www.imagesinnaturallight.com.
Barb, from Minnesota, sent a question to Brian:

Q At our cabin in northern Minnesota, we normally
have only one pair of loons that nest on the lake.
However, early on most summer mornings in 2011,
we noticed eight to 10 loons gathering together on
the lake for an hour or so, diving and swimming. We
call it “The Loon Breakfast Club.”
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A In summer, many loons begin each morning by
flying to a rendezvous lake to participate in some
social bonding, like you have observed. For those
who haven’t witnessed it, a loon social
gathering is an impressive event. As loons arrive,
first flying past for a quick assessment and then
gliding in silently, fellow sharp-eyed birds on the
water greet them with an excited “hoot,” a
salutation given nearly an octave higher than the
usual contact call. With toes dangling and body
held upright, each loon comes in on a high-speed
landing that starts with the tips of their feet
dragging in the water and ends in a chest-first
splashdown.
Coming to rest, each loon begins to seek out
others, and they all begin to congregate into a
loose raft of loons. In the skies above, other loons
call in a hurried tremolo, signaling their intent to
land and join the group, which settles into a
routine that looks much like a dance.
The whole raft then swims about in a sort of
slowly turning “square dance,” bills turned
downward, red eyes looking in toward the middle
of the circle. When one loon dives, the rest swim
nervously, plunging faces underwater to track the
diver’s progress. With poetry, grace and perhaps
a dose of mistrust, the swimming circle erupts
suddenly with loons splashing, chasing, dipping,
diving and calling wildly.
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A rogue loon suddenly erupts on the waves,
pursuing the tail of another, and the two chase
each other. Sometimes they pursue one another
tirelessly over the water, wings churning froth in a
competitive breaststroke until one bird is
driven away from the group. Other times, the
loons diffuse tension with an assortment of
intense behaviors on splayed wings, rising
powerfully from the water and calling.
Scientists have suggested a number of
hypotheses for these social gatherings,
including the possibility that the loons are
preparing for fall migration. However, the
apparent reasons for loon groups are often
inconsistent. Maybe the “square dance”
behavior represents a sort of aquatic chicken
coop, a tussle for pecking order. Perhaps it
involves a bit of play and learning, important
skill-building behavior in the animal kingdom. It is
even possible that the birds are already working
on settling next year’s mating-season.
- YFBTA member, Barb Elsasser, contacted Doug
Welykholowa, chairperson of the Loon Initiatives
Committee, asking about loons congregating on
Madge Lake. Doug conducted some research and
found the material published above. The
information was taken from a the magazine
Cabin Life (cabinlife.com).

Collaboration Needed

Taken from Green & White USASK Spring 2019
“Our work with NASA satellites has revealed that

the high-and-low latitude regions of the world are
getting wetter and that the mid-latitude regions in
between are getting dryer.
We have also identified that over half of the world’s
major groundwater aquifers are being
rapidly depleted as a result of being over pumped
to support irrigated agriculture. This puts food
production, as well as water security, at
considerable risk.”

- Hydrologist Dr. Jay Famiglietti, article in Nature
May 2018

Extreme flooding and drought are becoming more
intense. All hope isn’t lost, though. International
collaborations may yet save the day. Famiglietti
said water plays a unique role in bringing people
together.
“Shared water bodies are of mutual interest across
political boundaries. Within countries, provinces
and states collaborations among governments,
Universities, civil society and the private sector will
be essential to build cooperative networks and
regional resilience.”
Editor’s note

From the Editor
While preparing Issue 3, in the magazine Canadian
Cattlemen, I discovered the writings of
Steve Kenyon of Busby, Alberta. Steve and his
daughters write articles.
Check out : Shoo Fly Guy!: https://
www.canadiancattlemen.ca/2019/09/07/shoo-fly-guy/
Check out: https://
www.canadiancattlemen.ca/2019/09/30/just-anotherweed-hugger/

Check out: https://
www.canadiancattlemen.ca/2018/08/30/dung-beetlesmake-the-best-employees-2
Note: Easier to manage ‘one-click’ links are available
on our web site at www.yfbta.com .
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The Government of Saskatchewan’s
“A Made-in-Saskatchewan Climate Change Strategy”
document is entitled “Prairie Resilience”. May one
assume that Dr. Famigliett’s “essential” ingredient,
collaboration, will be part of the strategy?
Perhaps YFBTA will be viewed by the government as a
stakeholder...or collaborator? Perhaps YFBTA will be
invited to collaborate with provincial policy makers as
resilience strategies are determined?

Fourth Annual Meeting of the Sask. Natural Society 1952

“Threads of concern continued to preoccupy the Society.
Frank Baines, an old-timer from Saltcoats, told of bird
species that he had seen disappear since he came west in 1883
and warned that conservation measures would be necessary to
save the Sharp-tailed Grouse and the rare Pinnated Grouse”.
Greater Prairie Chicken is a second common name for this
now-extirpated grouse.

City of Yorkton Community Grant
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Celebration of Young Writers

A Trusting Red-breasted Nuthatch

This newsletter celebrates the continuing interest of
students of Saltcoats School in many facets of
nature. The newsletter group has collected four
examples from previously published issues of the
school newspaper (done by Grades Five and Six
students), The Gazette.

Bald Eagles
Jefferson Solis

Did you know that if a feather falls off a Bald Eagle’s
wing another feather will fall from the other wing to
keep balance? Today, I’m going to tell you about
Bald Eagles. I’m going to tell you about their
physical features, where they live, and what they
eat.
Bald Eagles have white heads and tails. They have
dark brown bodies and wings. Their legs and bills
are bright yellow. Immature birds have mostly dark
tails. Their brown wings and bodies are white in
varying amounts. Young women birds attain adult
plumage in about five years.
The Bald Eagles are found throughout most of North
America, from Alaska to Canada and Northern
Mexico. About half of the world’s 70 000 Bald
Eagles live in Alaska. The rest of the Bald Eagles
can be found in British Columbia with a population
of about 20 000.
Their prey would include waterfowl and small
mammals like squirrels, Prairie Dogs, raccoons, and
rabbits. Bald Eagles are opportunistic predators
meaning that bald eagles hunt for living prey. They
will also steal food from other animals.
I have written about Bald Eagles including their
physical features, where they live, and what they
eat. I hope you enjoyed learning about these birds.
What’s Flying Around: Newsletter Group Volunteers
Editors: Rob Wilson; Marcus Phillips; Michelle Easton
Distribution: Monique Smith; Jim McCallum; Jace
McCallum
Technical Consulting: Jim Huziak
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Submitted by Facebook friend Peter Baran

About Nocturnal Animals
Gabe Nabozniak-Wog

Have you ever seen a raccoon? They are grey in
colour and 40-70 cm in length and are 23 to 30 cm
tall at the shoulders. They weigh about 3.5 kg. The
yeat birds, snakes, frogs, eggs, nuts, seeds, and
fish. They live in forests and make scuffling noises
when they move. They are active at night when
they hunt.
Bats are black-brown in colour and are about 3-5
inches long. They weigh about 10 to 16 grams.
They eat fruit, nectar, blood, and small animals.
They live in pastures, woodlands, and near
water. They make clicks and chirping noises and
sleep in the day.
Snowy Owls are white with black dots on them.
They are 63 to 73 cm long and weigh about 2 kg.
They eat small rodents and hares. They make
hoots and screeching noises. When they hunt they
sit on posts or trees to look for their prey with their
big eyes.

YFBTA thanks the Painted Hand Community
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About Robins
Tristan Kostelnyk

Robins can be seen throughout North
America along with bluebirds and nightingales. The
robin is part of the Thrush family. They can be
found in gardens, on lawns and in parks. Most
robins fly south for the winter.

The American Robin is about 10 inches (25 cm)
long. It has an orange or dull reddish breast and
belly. The robins head is black and the upper parts
are dark grey. Females and young males are paler
than adult males. The robin is graceful. Males are
more brightly coloured than females.
Their nests are usually built a few meters from the
ground in trees or bushes. The nest is a large
structure of grass, twigs, small stems, and around a
cup full of mud lined with finer grasses.

The robin is an important bird for our area and is a
welcome sight after a long winter.

Life on My Land

Shaunte Shannacappo

The way the cold, lonely wind whistles through
the tall grass and back at me gives me the chills.
It’s so quiet and peaceful you can’t help but to
listen some more. In the summer when the
golden sun is focusing on your face, drops of
sweat dribble down your face, The heat is like a
desert, but with trees and meadows.
I paint many vivid snapshots of memories in my
mind. When I get there I can smell different
varieties of distinct wildflowers. I can hear all of
the gracious birds chirping merrily when they are
soaring through the wind. I can feel the sharp,
prickly grass on my toes as they peek through my
flip-flops.
Standing there in the field, the outdoors, is so
quiet I can hear my heart pounding in my
chest......, thunk thunk thunk. My heart doesn’t
want to leave.
I stand there thinking about all the nature that I’m
smothered in. I am unable to breathe because
I’m so overwhelmed by it all. I can’t even
remember reality. This place is like a vivid dream
only better. The night sky strikes without you
knowing and the stars stare at me in a rare,
unexplained way. From the beautiful meadows to
the striking night sky Rolling River First Nation is
an escape from reality.

2000 Dead Crows

Submitted by YFBTA member Howard Derksen

Illustration: Hannah Sears

Flashback to 1954

It was the Blue Jay that took the first positive step in the
preparation of the Sociey’s case for the protection of birds of
prey, with articles and notes on hawks and owls, reporting
interesting behaviour and occurrences and an implied protest
against “the needless and wanton destruction of our
beneficial hawks.” The Editor was blunt: “We think it is
high time that the Saskatchewan Natural History Society
pressed for the introduction of legislation for the protection
of all hawks and owls”. The Isabel Priestly Legacy; p. 31
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Recently, the RCMP found 2,000 dead crows on
New Brunswick highways. These discoveries led to
a concern that the crows may have died from
Avian Flu. A pathologist was able to determine that
the deaths were NOT due to flu. Evidence pointed
to vehicular collisons as the cause of all crow
deaths.
Mysteriously, paint of various colours was found on
beaks and claws. Further analysis revealed that
98% of the crows had been struck by motor bikes.
An ornithological behaviorist was asked to assist.
Subsequent to observing that when crows eat
road-kill they always have at least one crow as a
look-out to warn of approaching vehicles, the
pathologist, after further experimentation, delivered
a conclusion — while all of the crows could verbalize
“cah”, no crow could verbalize “bike”.
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Saltcoats School Math Day
YFBTA member Saltcoats School

Parents and community members were invited to
assist Saltcoats School students in learning math and
science skills outdoors!
On October 17, student and volunteer teams rotated
through 17 stations, measuring and creating designs to
improve the school yard. At one station, teams were
tasked with planting bushes beside the school in order to
provide snakes a safe home and travelling opportunity.
To accomplish this, students had to:
1. determine the shape of the area that they
were going to plant the bushes in
2. estimate and measure the length and width
3. determine shape’s perimeter and area
4. identify the number of bushes to be planted
5. calculate the cost of the project.
Thank you to all supporting community members, to the
Yellowhead Flyway Birding Trail Association, to the
Town of Saltcoats Council, to parents, to Saltcoats
School staff and to the excited students who worked
diligently within their respective stations.
Many math and science skills were learned and
practiced during the afternoon.

Endangered Ecosystems in the World

Excerpts from essay written by Trevor Herriot for The
Nature of Things to accompany documentary aired
September 27, 2019

As the documentary about the northern Great
Plains unfolds, it becomes clear that all of this
life - from bacteria enriching the soils underfoot to
songbirds voicing the skies overhead – is at risk.
Some generous and out-of-date estimates say that
Canada has roughly 25 percent of its native prairie
grassland remaining, the rest of it lost to row-crop
agriculture, though urban sprawl is responsible for
a small portion of the damage too. Those who
would like to resist restrictions on plowing will
insist that no one plows much prairie anymore, but
the data shows otherwise: its been reported that
from 1990 to 2015, Saskatchewan alone lost more
than 3.3 million acres (1 335 462 hectares) of
native grassland. In the U.S., the Nature
Conservancy estimates that over the past two and
a half decades the nation has lost 25 million acres
of grassland…
While Canada has, in recent years, taken
important steps to protect 12 per cent of boreal
forest, the nation’s grasslands have seen
protection stripped away over the same period,
with the closure of the federal Community
Pastures Program, which, until 2012, protected
920 000 hectares of land…
Today, according to Nature Canada, less than one
per cent of the native grassland in Saskatchewan
and Alberta enjoys any official protection. It’s little
wonder that the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature declared temperate
grasslands to be the least protected and most
endangered ecosystem on the planet.

Article and photo submitted by Noel Budz on behalf of
Saltcoats School and Good Spirit School Division

Grassland Conversion Effect on Drinking Water
Taken from Prairie Conservation Action Plan
December 2018 Volume 10 Issue 12
Intact grasslands are important for protecting source
water areas for downstream communities. Recent
studies indicate that communities are spending
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of dollars to
counteract the impact of increased sediment and
nutrient loading.
Page 7

If we fail to grant grassland places the same value
as we assign to alpine, coastal or forested
landscapes, it’s partly because we assume it is as
easy to restore as it is to destroy. In fact, the
complex plant and soil biota communities in
old-growth prairie are among the most difficult
natural habitats to restore.
Once prairie is plowed, whether it’s seeded to
tame hay or left to re-vegetate, the land quickly
becomes colonized by a few dominant European
grasses in a simplified ecosystem unsuitable for all
but the most adaptive prairie wildlife species.
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Foresters and Breeding Birds
Michael LeBlanc

As a forester I like to think that I see the forest for
the trees and vice versa. But what about hearing
the forest? That, I can say, I had forgotten about
until now. I’ll explain.
In the spring of 2017, we were invited to support the
Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas Project which
was beginning year one of a five year study.
Weyerhaeuser, the company I work for, agreed to
support the project with a significant cash
contribution to be split over the first two years of the
project. Locally, we were asked if we could also
support the on-the-ground work by providing maps
and information about the areas where field surveys
would take place. We were also asked if we would
be able to use our staff and summer-interns to set
out and later retrieve autonomous recording units
(ARUs).
ARUs are much like trail cameras except they
record sound instead of images. The Bird Atlas, as
part of their study design, sets out ARUs in a grid
pattern in specific forest habitats during the
breeding season and records bird songs. These
recordings, when placed in the ears of a skilled
birder, can then provide information about the
species of birds using a habitat, when they are
using it and begins to help determine populations.
The challenge is setting out these ARUs in places
far from the nearest road or trail. Later one heads
out to retrieve them, with knowledge of the bugs
and mud that stand between you and each ARU.
Enter foresters. In 2017 we contributed 225 staff
hours setting out and retrieving ARUs in three atlas
squares, a total of 54 units.

These units are set up in places requiring the use of
ATVs, helicopter drops and some long days of hiking to
effect retrieval of the devices
May and June of 2018 saw about the same contribution
in terms of time and effort. When the summer of 2019
approached, we knew we were not going to be providing
additional cash funding but opted again to support the
project with our in-kind efforts.
Retrieval of an ARU

Photo: Lee Hicks

It was a very successful summer that saw us
support the project in four different atlas squares – all the
effort resulting in more data about which birds are present
in which habitats and the times they are using them.
From a company perspective, the project will help us build
our understanding of the birds using the forests that we
use to run our business. We believe that this will help
inform our forest management decisions and contribute to
the overall sustainability of the forest, our business and
the communities we live and work in.
From my perspective, the project has been about hearing
the forest (again). Often, I have been focused on the
trees, how big, how much and how do I access them.
When working on the bird atlas project, the focus was on
the birds. Hearing all the different bird songs and calls
reminded me of why I got into the field of resource
management in the first place. It was an opportunity to be
outside, to stop and listen, and to be a part of something
bigger.
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