
THANKS to ALL our 467 registered atlassers, we have achieved great things in year one. 
We also thank all those individuals and organizations whose support made the Atlas’s 
inaugural year possible (see back page).  THANK YOU & HAPPY HOLIDAYS!
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Gray Jays present a special challenge 
for atlassers because they are very early 
nesters, with nest building often 
underway by late February. The peak 
fledging period in Manitoba is around 

late April to early May. Breeding evidence can be 
obtained from the presence of territorial pairs or 
trios (see below) in February and March, or by birds 
carrying nesting material. Beware, however, that 
some Gray Jays continue to visit bird feeders outside 
nesting areas until April. By June, young of the year 
are mobile and special care is needed when 
confirming breeding on the basis of family parties.

Gray Jays almost invariably produce two young each 
year.  Assuming both young survive, the family unit 
remains together in the general vicinity of the nest 
until June. Immediately after fledging, the young are 
still fed by the parents.  After a time, the parents no 
longer feed the young, although the young will 
continue to beg.  They do continue to provide other 
care, such as protection from predators, however, 
and the family unit persists for quite some period.  
Eventually, one young bird begins to dominate and 
haze the other. The parents do not participate in the 
hazing, nor do they interfere. Ultimately, the hazed 
young bird departs the natal territory and seeks out 
adults with no accompanying young of their own. 

The long association of parents and young may 
continue into the following year, with the previous 
year’s offspring assisting with procuring food, hence 
two or more sightings of an adult-plumaged trio with 
obvious close ties in late winter is evidence of a 
local breeding territory (T). The situation is 
complicated by birds with adopted young, which 
have a much briefer family association.  

If you see a family group with two young, it can be 
considered to be confirmed breeding (FY—fledged 
young) for the square. Even if you only see one 
young with adults, you may still be able to classify it 
as FY if one of the following applies:

1.  You see the parents feeding it.
2.  It has a short stub-tail (recent fledging).
3.  You see the group prior to June 15.

If you see a single young bird but the above points 
do not apply, it is best to use the code H. Special 
thanks to Dan Strickland, who has done long-term 
studies of Gray Jays in Ontario, and Peter Taylor for 
their insight!

Immature Gray Jay
(above) & immature  

harassing adult (below)  by Peter Taylor

Gray Jays: Life History & Atlas Tips by Robert Parsons



Foraging Distance & Breeding Codes By Bob Shettler

2010 was a learning year for most of us 
involved in the Atlas so it is not 
surprising that it generated some 
interesting questions. I felt I was not 

very consistent in the codes that I used for some 
groups that forage long distances from their nest 
sites. I realized that if I wasn’t consistent, then what 
kind of consistency could we expect as a group? 
This article offers guidelines on which codes to use 
for several species after consulting with the Bird of 
North America accounts. The two codes of concern 
are X – Species observed during its breeding season, 
but not in suitable habitat and H – Species observed 
in suitable habitat during its breeding season.

American White Pelicans prefer to nest on 
permanent islands in freshwater lakes or temporary 
islands in shallower wetlands. Research shows that 
breeding pelicans often travel 50 km and on 
occasion 100+ km to forage. So, when you see a 
pelican in a square, you need to ask if there is a lake 
or marsh capable of supporting breeding pelicans in 
the square. If the answer is no, then the observation 
should be marked with a code X. If there is a large 
lake with islands or suitable wetland habitat, then 
the observation could be marked H. If subsequent 
investigation finds breeding evidence on those 
islands or in those marshes, then the breeding 
evidence code can be upgraded accordingly. This 
obviously applies to all the species discussed here.

Double-crested Cormorants are similar to pelicans 
but seem to be much more flexible in their nesting 
habitats. Cormorants can nest on small rocky or 
sandy islands, bridges, ship wrecks, abandoned 
docks, emergent vegetation in marshes and in trees 
over water (see Lorelie Mitchell’s article below). 
They typically forage less than 10 km from the 
breeding site but have been known to travel over 60 
km. If there are no lakes, rivers, or large marshes in 
the square, an X should be used. If there are suitable 
bodies of water then an H code could be used.

Turkey Vultures prefer partly forested habitat with 
rock outcrops, fallen trees, or abandoned buildings 
for nesting. Their home range is hugely variable but 
they seem to prefer open areas for foraging. They 
roost communally but nest in isolation. Because of 
variability in nesting habitat, coding is difficult to 
standardize. If your square consists of mostly open, 
non-forested land, without abandoned buildings, 
consider coding as X. If there is some forested land 
or possible nesting sites then H is appropriate.

Great Blue Herons are colonial nesters that prefer 
nest sites in mature woodlots near water. They tend 
to nest near the tops of mature trees but can also nest 
on the ground, in bushes, or on artificial structures. 
Their feeding sites are usually within 3 km of the 
nest site; however, some breeding adults can forage 
up to 30 km away. If you spot a heron in your 
square, ask yourself if there are mature woodlots 
with a water component to them close by. If so, code 
as H; otherwise err on the side of caution and use X.

Herring Gulls prefer nesting on islands but can nest 
on rooftops and grassy hummocks. They are 
generally colonial nesters but will nest individually. 
They can forage up to 100 km from the breeding 
colony but more typically they forage within 20 km. 
If there is no large lake in your square, code as X. 

Ring-billed Gulls tend to nest colonially on low 
elevation islands and peninsulas in freshwater lakes, 
large rivers, and reservoirs. They will also nest on 
roof tops. Colonies tend to be within twenty miles of 
urban centers with a population >1000 people. Farm 
land and landfill sites are important sources of food. 
They disperse from nesting colonies in mid-July and 
August and so care must be exercised when 
reporting Ring-bills in this timeframe. If there is no 
large water body in your square, it is safest to use X. 

Although many factors can influence what breeding 
code you use, I hope this article helps you decide 
what breeding code to use for these species and to 
achieve consistency in coding.



By Carrie Braden

Like many of you, I run annual Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) 
routes. Many BBS routes are in locations with little atlas 
coverage so this is a great opportunity to expand your BBS data 
to be more meaningful for the atlas.

Our BBS data will be incorporated into the atlas automatically 
but the breeding evidence will be at low levels (S or H). By 
making notes on your field sheets you can increase the breeding 
evidence for some species. For example, at your first stop you 
see two Savannah Sparrows chasing each other. This merits a 
code of D, probable breeding. Make a note in the box beside the 
number of birds for that stop. Perhaps you see an American

Atlassing & the Breeding Bird Survey
Supporting The Atlas

Above all, the Atlas values the gift of 
time that you donated in 2010. We 
simply cannot replace your effort and 
to us your time, skill and knowledge 
are the greatest donations of all. 
However, we also need to raise funds. 
So if you know someone who would 
like to participate, but who cannot 
give their time, why not suggest they 
make a small gift by clicking on the 
donate button on the atlas website.

Robin on a nest (AE, confirmed) between stops. It doesn’t count for the BBS  
but we would love to know about it. You can even visit your BBS route at least
one week later.  Any species still singing at the same stop can be upgraded to T.

Entering breeding evidence can be a little tricky because a BBS route can cover 
anywhere between 4 and 7 atlas squares. There are different ways to find out in
which squares your BBS stops lie. I used Google Earth to draw a line where my 
BBS was & overlaid the atlas squares (available on atlas website). I could work 
out where my stops were by looking at features & counting half miles. Another option is to use the GPS data 
given in our BBS kit with the conversion tool on the atlas website. In the Data and Maps menu you will find 
Geographic conversions. Select “Grid coordinates (NAD 83)” & enter the UTM coordinates of your BBS 
stop location. This will tell you which atlas square your BBS stop is in. For example my Westbourne BBS 
starts at UTM 14 Easting 529442 Northing 5553039. When I enter the coordinates into the system it tells me 
the stop is in 14NA25. You can enter all 50 points this way but there is a trick to make things quicker. The 
5th number from the right (ten thousands spot) of the UTM coordinates tells you the last two numbers of the 
atlas square. For example the second stop of my Westbourne BBS is 528584, 5552707. The 5th number from 
the right of the easting is “2” and of the northing is “5”, hence this point is in square “25”. The UTM zone is 
14 and the map on page 4 of the Guide For Atlassers shows this is in block NA, hence the square is 14NA25. 
This also works if you are atlassing with a GPS set to UTMs and you want to know what square you are in.

Once you know where your points are, it’s time to enter your data into the atlas database. In this case it’s 
easiest to enter them in as a breeding evidence form. You can enter them in as casual observations if you 
want but it takes more time to enter each species individually. Plus by using a breeding evidence form you 
can enter the time you were actually there. I found I was in each square for a little over an hour. To enter 
species data I could combine information from the stops that were found in the square and then enter the 
highest overall breeding evidence. For example I had 2 stops that had singing (S) Black-billed Cuckoos.  
While I was at one stop, two flew out of the woods chasing one another (D). So for that particular square I 
entered the code D.  Another place to increase the breeding evidence is to the letter M for multiple. On my 
BBS I often have 1 or 2 Song Sparrows singing at each stop.  If I add up the number of Song Sparrows 
singing in that square, there are often 7 or more which means I can enter them as M.

So keep all this in mind next year when you are doing your Breeding Bird Survey!

Katharine Schulz



From the Field

REGIONAL SUMMARY (as of December 15th 2010)

Region 1: 217 (of 258) squares have data entered – 206 species with breeding evidence (≥ possible)
Region 2: 106 (of 201) squares  – 161 species
Region 3: 105 (of 140) squares – 181 species
Region 4: 81 (of 151) squares – 181 species
Region 5: 62 (of 145) squares – 180 species
Region 6: 124 (of 280) squares – 192 species
Region 7: 212 (of 434) squares – 194 species
Region 8: 66 (of 302) squares   – 148 species
Region 9: 53 (of 380) squares   – 129 species
Region 10:  2 (of 881) squares – 2 species
Region 11: 42 (of 1176) squares  – 105 species
Region 12: 12 (of 960) squares  – 82 species
Region 13: 0 (of 775) squares  – 0 species
Region 14: 9 (of 882) squares  – 93 species

The message is still clear, we need help in the north next year!

A Trip to Gods Lake. By Lisa and Todd Mahon

June 28, 2010 – After an early morning flight from Edmonton, an approximately 2 hour flight to Gods 
Lake, and a 45 minute boat ride—we finally arrived at Canada’s Gods Lake Lodge at the East end of Gods 
Lake in Northeast Manitoba.  A sandy beach fronts the main lodge and small cabins, a former Hudson’s 
Bay Company Post.  We meet the owners, Lynn and Lee Holden and get settled into our cabin (former 
HBC warehouse).  The setting is beautiful and peaceful.  

We set out early the next morning to bird in a large shallow wetland just north of the lodge. Through the 
early morning mist, we see adult and juvenile Sandhill Crane and hear many birds including Common 
Loon, Olive-sided Flycatcher, Red-eyed Vireo, Boreal Chickadee, Hermit Thrush, and Fox Sparrows.

Each day we travel from the lodge by boat to pre-scouted areas where we enter a survey square and walk 
long transects that bisect as many of the target habitat types as possible.  Within each target habitat type, 
we attempt to conduct the appropriate number of point counts.  This is our first visit to the boreal shield and 
it is fabulous (we have spent most of our careers working in western temperate, sub-boreal and boreal 
forests). The lake is clear and calm and surrounded by a rocky shoreline that meets large contiguous 
forested and unforested wetlands.  These are no roads, no industrial activity, and few signs of human 
activity.  We are lucky enough to have close-contact observations of countless Palm, Tennessee, Orange-
crowned, Yellow-rumped, and Magnolia Warblers. We stop to watch foraging Blackpoll and Nashville 
Warblers. The shrub and grass dominated wetlands are home to many sparrows including Fox, Chipping, 
Clay-colored, Swamp, Savannah, and Le Conte’s.  On one of our long forays into the forest we find 2 
begging juvenile Sharp-shinned Hawks.  On our last evening, we again take a canoe ride deep into the 
wetlands and hear calling Red-necked and Pied-billed Grebes and Black Terns.  We greatly enjoyed our 
trip to NE Manitoba and hope to return again to bird in this amazing region. 

Arctic Tern chick        
by Diann Elliott

Lisa at work. Photo by Todd Mahon



Birding Locally
Winnipeg families: Eastern Screech-Owls (can you spot all four 
young?) and young Cooper’s Hawks by Kevin Kodak 

By Kevin Kodak

There’s something about birds of prey that have had me spellbound 
for pretty much my entire life, but it wasn’t until I picked up a digital 
SLR camera that things really got going for me. Weekends bugging
my wife to partake in my hobby and drive for hours down barely-
there gravel roads searching out the elusive hawks and owls I love so 
much in –20°C weather, heading out to Gimli to catch the osprey, or 
yelling “stop the car” on the highway as we blew past a Red-tail 
sitting on a pole. I love my birds of prey, and I love my wife, but 
that’s not the point of this story.  The point is, you need not travel far, 
or go through great personal struggle, balancing that love of birds and 
the impending divorce. No my friends, you don’t have to go far at all. 

In and around Winnipeg there are literally hundreds of easily 
accessible locations for bird watching.  I’m not saying you should 
never head out of town, or that you’ll find an elusive rail in the ditch 
by Red River College, but there are things to see: FortWhyte Alive, 
Assiniboine Forest, St. Vital Park, the list goes on. This is my story, 
and the story of two families I had the pleasure of watching this year.

I had heard that a neighbour had seen an owl of some sort at a city 
cemetery last year.  I live close by, and started walking through at 
least once a week in hopes I may find this bird. Nuthatches, 
chickadees, warblers in the spring and fall, brown creepers, the area is
a veritable treasure trove in the inner city. Alas, all of my searching 
produced not one sign of the owl, but I did manage to locate a pair of Cooper’s Hawks. More on this in a bit.

Being in there so often I got to know the maintenance crew and became privy to all sorts of info on what’d been 
spotted. One day, one of the workers grabbed me as I entered the park, told me to jump in his golf cart, and took me 
right to a nesting female Eastern Screech-Owl. I searched high and low for a few weeks for the male, before arranging 
a meeting with Christian Artuso. I learned more from him in 10 minutes than in months of reading. Step one, look on 
the ground first for signs, and then look in the tree. Two days later I managed to locate and photograph the male. About 
6 weeks later, I managed to photograph the 4 newly fledged fuzzy chicks. Thanks Christian!!

The Cooper’s hawks were a treat as well. They took up residence in a tree, about 40 feet up, on the other side of the 
cemetery from the owls. I grew fascinated with these birds, photographing the adults often, and watching the nest for 
signs of new life. I was in there so often, there were times I went in and couldn’t find the birds, and I’d whistle, or 
cough, and one would come and land 20 feet away, or screech out a greeting. The willingness of these birds afforded 
me an amazing opportunity to capture some remarkable photos, and after weeks of patiently waiting, my diligence paid 
off. The young had fledged. I spent hours watching them clumsily swoop from one branch to another, getting stronger 
and more agile day by day. I was there on a day the parents were flying back and forth, feeding three of the four 
fledglings, when the one that was being overlooked, swooped down about 20 feet from me and snatched up a red 
squirrel. I managed to pull my camera up and snap a few shots of her with what I assume to be her first kill. She sat on 
a branch close to me, not far off the ground screeching out her victory.

I realize that there are many reasons for those long drives out of town to find the elusive birds, and I’m still going to 
work on turning my wife into a rabid birder, but there is a great amount of life right here at home to watch when there’s 
just no way your wife is leaving the house. Anyway, happy birding to all….and if you happen to see a rather large, 
long haired, ZZ Top bearded guy with a long camera lens pointed up a tree, my name’s Kevin, come on over and say 
hey! Just do it quietly…I may have that lifer within reach…



Cormorant Surprise

Rosalie and I set off before 6am for Square 
14MV87, the one I have named Grund, as the 
heritage church by that name is in the square. Just 
as we reached Hola School Road (named for the 
country school, now derelict, where we took grades 
1 - 8), we saw a young bull elk standing in canola. 
A couple of raccoons came out of the field too. We 
thought of checking for turkey vultures in the old 
school but we decided we’d better get to the points 
that needed to be done. At point 7, we found many 
Bank Swallows swooping about us. We presumed 
they had come from the nearby Christopherson
Gravel Pit where there are nest holes.

We went on to point 8, and heard a gutteral sound I 
did not recognize. It turned out to be a colony of 
Double-crested Cormorants in dead trees on the 
north side of Bardarson Lake. The lake borders 
between what used to be the Bardarson family farm 
and our father's farm, an area we used to run 
through as children years ago. The cormorants had 
at least six nests that I could see. Water levels in 
the lake are higher than they were when we were 
young. The trees on the north side have been 
inundated with water and drowned, leaving a good 
site of trees standing in water for the cormorants to 
rent as homes. It is the first time I have found 
cormorant nests in the Glenboro/Baldur area.

WILDERNESS ATLASSING ANYONE?

We’re heading north! In 2011, the Atlas will make a concerted effort to get good coverage of parts of 
central and northern Manitoba without road access. We are currently seeking in-kind assistance from 
lodges and outfitters and various other organizations to help us to plan a series of atlassing expeditions, 
some fly-in, some boat-access, in the summer of 2011. If you have wilderness experience, or canoe-
camping experience and might enjoy a remote atlassing expedition, please contact Bonnie Charter at 945-
7758 or toll-free at 1-800-214-6497 (ask to be put through to the Breeding Bird Atlas). If you have 
contacts in the north, or a canoe you could lend us, or if you think you might be able to help us access 
remote parts of Manitoba, please get in touch!  We now have several “Song Meters” with powerful 
recording equipment so we can even send these with less experienced birders who travel into wilderness 
areas to make recordings (we transcribe the data later). In 2011, the big challenge begins!  

Atlas Tip:  DON’T APPROACH NESTS 

Remember, an AE code confirms breeding. If 
you know or suspect a nest is near, don’t disturb 
nesting birds! It is best to observe from a 
distance or, if necessary, vacate the area, rather 
than causing stress & putting the nest at risk!

Atlas crew working hard until dusk.  Photo: Ricardo Ibarra

By Lorelie Mitchell

When we finished the counts we wanted to do in 
14MV87 we carried on into Square 14MV97. We 
spent about another hour and then headed back to 
Glenboro, point counts done for 2010. 

C. Artuso



The Big Picture Take a look! Here is where we are at in 2010!



Photo Crop

Top to bottom:   Common Tern (NY)  by Lisa Mahon, Arctic Tern eggs (NE) by Diann Elliott, Horned Grebe (NE) 
by Ed Bouvier, Eastern Bluebird (AE)  by Jake Hiebert, Scarlet Tanager (S) by Ryan Porteous, and Eastern Kingbird 
nestlings (NY) by David Bruinsma (see  www.birdatlas.mb.ca for details).

FAQ:  In 2011, do you start numbering your visits 
from where you left off last year or do you 
start all over again?

With each new year, please start a new breeding evidence 
form and number your first visit as one. You can use the 
square summary sheet to track which species to focus on 
and the highest breeding code recorded to date.

More photos from the summer of 2010…



Top to bottom:  Two views of an Orchard Oriole nest (NU) found by Margaret Yorke & Millie Reid, fledgling Gray 
Jay (FY) by Peter Taylor on May 28 (2008, to show plumage features, see article on page 1), American Woodcock 
(FY) by Garry Budyk, Wilson’s Snipe (FY) by Robert Sinclair, Willet (H) by Ricardo Ibarra, and Spotted Sandpiper 
chick (FY) by Deanna Dodgson (www.birdatlas.mb.ca).

CONTACT INFORMATION

Christian Artuso (Atlas Coordinator),   Bonnie Chartier (Assistant Coordinator)
The Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas
24-200 Saulteaux Cr, Winnipeg, MB R3J 3W3
Tel:       204-945-6816  or 945-7758  Toll-free:  1-800-214-6497 Fax: 204-945-3077
Email:  cartuso@birdscanada.org or  mbatlas@bsc-eoc.org



THANKS to ALL our 461 registered atlassers, we have achieved great things in year one. We also thank 
all those individuals and organizations who offered financial and in-kind support, that made the Atlas’s 
inaugural year possible. THANK YOU to the: 

Atlas Partners and Funders:

THANK YOU TO ALL OUR VOLUNTEERS:

2010 ATLAS STATS   (as of December 15th 2010)
Registered Atlassers: 467
General Atlassing: 4558 hours in 1091 squares 
Point Counts: 3720 point counts in 291 squares 
# Species: 269 =   225 confirmed, 29 probable, 15 possible (6 observed only)

Atlas Supporters:


