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Welcome 2015 

 

A newsletter to celebrate our collective achievements and to 

continue to harness the power of citizen-science in Manitoba. 

     

 NEWSLETTER Volume 6,   

 Issue 1 – Spring 2015 

Over the next year or two, we will reviewing and 

analysing atlas data and will have more to report to 

you soon on early results and on the road to 

publication.  We will keep you abreast of  progress 

through this newsletter and bring your hard earned 

data to life! In the interim, we dedicate this issue of 

the newsletter to other surveys that atlassers may 

like to participate in in 2015 and beyond.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As we gear up for spring, here are a few events you 

may be interested in (others to be announced): 
 

March 15: Nocturnal Owl Surveys begin 

March 16:  Nature Manitoba AGM includes a 

 presentation on the atlas! 

April 11: La Rivière Raptor Festival 

May 9: International Migratory Bird Day 

 at Oak Hammock Marsh includes a 

 presentation on the Important Bird 

 Area program 

May 14: Birding by Ear at FortWhyte Alive 

May 21:  Birding by Ear at FortWhyte Alive 

Walking 

the walk! 

Photo cutouts  

by C. Artuso 
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We are working hard to close off the database in 

the near future so we can begin analysis. If you 

have any outstanding data from the last five years 

or know of anyone who has records of breeding 

birds, please get in touch as soon as possible.   We 

also have some detail checking to do and may be in 

touch to ask for details about sightings of interest. 
 

Please also keep sending us your photos and stories 

for the newsletter and elsewhere.  

Last Call for Data! 

Don’t forget to have some fun when the sun goes 

down… Nocturnal Owl Surveys begin soon 

(Northern Hawk Owl by C. Artuso). 
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Thanks to over 1,050 registered atlassers, we have 

amassed a truly phenomenal dataset that will 

greatly increase our knowledge of Manitoba’s 

birds. Thank you all! Please keep in touch for 

opportunities to participate in different ways in 

Phase 2 of the project!  



What We Achieved! 

  CONGRATULATIONS! 
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*   So it turns out that 100% as the target for Region 3 was unrealistic as practical constraints left a few squares 

unfinished (86% is stellar nonetheless). There may be some unreported hours that will help even further.   

Even before the atlas began, a team of organisers met at Delta in 

2009 for a two-day planning meeting. One of the many tasks we 

completed was defining atlas objectives in terms of target coverage 

by region. We set ourselves some rather lofty goals that would 

require a Herculean effort to ensue coverage in all parts of the 

province. As you can see from the table below, we eventually got 

there, although it took just about every ounce of energy we could 

muster! The result is surely the most holistic and comprehensive 

biological survey ever completed in Manitoba… What can we say 

but 

Reg Sqs data Sqs @ 10 hr Sqs @ 15 PC Sqs Complete % Complete Target Result 

1 257 248 245 245 100% 65% Exceeded 

2 194 153 189 153 87% 65% Exceeded 

3 139 116 137 114 86% 100% * 

4 132 113 113 108 76% 35% Exceeded 

5 114 78 86 76 62% 35% Exceeded 

6 208 162 174 160 64% 35% Exceeded 

7 369 172 212 142 35% 35% Met 

8 191 77 114 70 27% 25% Exceeded 

9 149 55 98 55 20% 20% Met 

10 269 87 168 67 9% 4% Exceeded 

11 358 92 249 83 7% 4% Exceeded 

12 147 37 98 34 4% 4% Met 

13 95 34 51 27 4% 4% Met 

14 269 101 168 95 12% 7% Exceeded 

ALL 2,891 1,525 2,102 1,429 22% 17% Exceeded 



Christmas Bird Count for Kids  
by Joanne Smith 
 

It is often said that “one thing leads to another”.  And the 

Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas has proven to be one of 

those things. Four years ago, the Hodgson CBC 

(Christmas Bird Count) was born.  While the CBC has 

been taking place in different communities in North 

America since 1900, it wasn’t until Christmas 2011 that a 

count was held in Hodgson.  It had five participants.  The 

2014 Hodgson CBC had 18 participants!  The CBC has 

been a great way to bring an awareness of birds to our 

area but an equally great way, perhaps even better, has 

been the CBC4Kids (Christmas Bird Count for Kids). 
 

While the adult CBC’s involve thousands of adult 

volunteers who count birds for one day in a designated 

area, the CBC4Kids usually takes only a few hours.  Data 

from the adult CBC’s and the CBC4Kids is used to show 

the abundance and distribution of the different bird 

species and how they have changed over time. Volunteers 

participating in both the CBC and the CBC4Kids are 

considered “citizen scientists”.   
 

On December 15th, 2014 a second annual Fisher Branch 

Grade Four CBC4Kids was held at the Fisher Branch 

Early Years School. Twenty -four students and four 

adults participated.  The session began with a slide show 

which explained some of the birds that might be seen 

during the count. It also showed the different colors 

between males and females in some species.  In addition, 

there was some discussion on how songs and calls could 

help identify species.  This classroom session was then 

followed by a brief explanation on the care of binoculars.   
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Immediately after the slide show and talk, everyone headed 

outside.  They walked to different areas in town for an 

hour and counted all the birds that they saw and heard.  

They ended up with a total of 36 birds and six different 

species. The highlight was a Mallard hen feeding in the 

creek.  It took a while for all the students to see her as she 

blended well with the frozen mud bank and dead grass. 

This bird provided a lesson in camouflage!   
 

On December 19th, the second annual Marble Ridge 

CBC4Kids was held at Marble Ridge Colony School.  A 

total of 24 students and three adults participated and a 

similar format was followed. While the bird numbers were 

down from the previous year, the count was still a success 

with 16 birds and four different species. There were two 

highlights for these students.  Everyone knew there should 

have been dozens of Rock Pigeons near the granaries, but 

the pigeons had different ideas on the day.  However, after 

a search, one pigeon provided a brief showing. Even the 

adults were happy to see that lonely pigeon.  The second 

highlight was learning the identity of a bird which had 

been found dead a few days earlier.  A few boys had seen 

the bird but didn’t know what species.  Even though our 

allotted time was up, they insisted that we see this bird.  So 

off we went in search of the mystery bird. Of course we 

couldn’t add this lifeless bird to our count but they were 

happy to learn its identity, a European Starling.  These bird 

sightings were then followed by hotdogs and hot chocolate 

provided at the school and more discussion on birds and 

their sounds.  It was amazing how interested some children 

were to see the different birds in the iBird Pro app and to 

hear the different calls and songs that some of them made. 

Despite it being the last day of school before the Christmas 

break, many of them weren’t quite ready to leave.  Even 

though the last bell had gone and they were dismissed, they 

hung around and continued to ask questions!   
 

Both the Fisher Branch and the Marble Ridge CBC4Kids 

were a great success.  From hidden Mallards to elusive 

pigeons, these young citizen scientists were able to collect 

valuable bird data, submit it to eBird Canada and then have 

it shared in the CBC4Kids National Database.  Who would 

have thought that the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas would 

have lead to a CBC, two CBC4Kids and a group of 

enthusiastic citizen scientists in the North Interlake area!  

Thanks Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas! 

 

CBC4Kids artwork 

Photo: J. Smith 
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  Photo:  Paul Lawson 



Volunteering with the Nature Conservancy of Canada                                         

by Cary Hamel 
 

The Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) is the nation's 

leading land conservation organisation, working to 

protect our most important natural areas and the species 

they sustain. Since 1962, NCC and its partners have 

helped to protect more than 2.7 million acres, coast to 

coast. In Manitoba, we have conserved almost 60,000 

acres (24,300 hectares). With a roster of scientific experts 

as staff, partners and volunteers, NCC uses sound 

conservation science to direct its resources to the places 

they are most needed.  In Manitoba, NCC focuses its 

work in key geographic areas to protect habitat for 

Species At Risk and the landscapes that define our 

province. 
 

One of NCC’s greatest assets is that of our partners, such 

as the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas (BBA) and our 

involvement on the steering committee.  Together we 

have been able to achieve work that NCC would be hard-

pressed to complete alone.  In 2014, NCC contracted the 

BBA to conduct detailed avian surveys of several of our 

properties. They identified 152 species on 16 NCC 

properties across four natural areas – Oak Lake Sandhills 

and Wetlands, Riding Mountain, Tall Grass Prairie and 

Whitemouth River Watershed.  All properties surveyed 

supported rare species, Species At Risk or both. 
 

NCC Manitoba employs a multi-species planning and 

management approach to the stewardship of natural areas, 

which takes into account the long-term recovery of 

species at risk, including birds such as Red-headed 

Woodpecker, Yellow Rail, and Bobolink.   
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NCC strives to incorporate the best available science into 

management activities such as grazing, haying, prescribed 

fire and invasive species control, sometimes through the 

direct support of research.  Studies, such as an ongoing 

University of Manitoba project examining the nesting 

success of grassland endemic songbirds in light of various 

land management and land cover alternatives, are key to 

informing conservation activities. 
 

Recently, NCC has been working with Christian Artuso 

and the BBA on developing a pilot project for a systematic, 

landscape-scale avian monitoring program that will engage 

volunteers across southern Manitoba. The project will be 

piloted in the Riding Mountain and Tall Grass Prairie 

Natural Areas in the summer of 2015 and, if successful, 

expanded into other natural areas in following years.  

Survey locations will include a range of landscapes, from 

the wet prairies of south east Manitoba to the mixed-wood 

forests of the boreal transition. 
 

In addition, NCC is running a number of volunteer events 

throughout the spring and summer, including two 

nocturnal surveys for owls in late March. For more 

information on working with the NCC on these and other 

exciting events, please email us at 

manitoba@natureconservancy.ca or call us at 1-866-

683-6934.  We’d love to work together!  

 

LEARN MORE: 

Visit:   www.natureconservancy.ca/mb  

Follow us on Twitter:   twitter.com/NCC_CNC  

Become a fan on Facebook:   

www.facebook.com/natureconservancy.ca 

 Common Yellowthroat on NCC property near Oak Lake (photo by Stacey Carnochan) 



Manitoba’s Important Bird Area (IBA) program 

by Tim Poole 
 

What are IBA’s? 

Important Bird Areas (IBAs) are places with lots of birds. 

Simple. In fact the populations of birds within each IBA 

is, or has been, significant, either at a global, continental 

or national scale. IBAs are not just Canadian; there are 

12,000 of them across the world, representing the largest 

global network of important sites for biodiversity.  To 

achieve IBA status, each candidate site has been assessed 

against standard criteria from Birdlife International. For 

some sites in Manitoba this might mean that they provide 

habitat for significant but small populations of a globally 

threatened species like the Piping Plover or that they hold 

significant assemblages of migrating waterfowl or 

shorebirds.  Take Douglas Marsh for example. There 

were estimated to be 500 pairs of Yellow Rail present in 

1995, an impressive 11.6% of the total global population 

of this species. Therefore Douglas Marsh meets the 

criteria based on the population of a single species. At 

Whitewater Lake spring shorebird counts are as high as 

23,068 birds and total waterfowl counts exceed 250,000 

birds, making the site globally significant. These figures 

are impressive and yet worrying at the same time: How 

many Yellow Rails are currently breeding at Douglas 

Marsh? Are there still 250,000 waterfowl at Whitewater 

Lake? Do we know?  What is the current state of the 

habitats? Has land-use changed since 1995?  Whitewater 

Lake and Douglas Marsh have some formal protection 

but what about the 78% of IBAs with none?  The 

Manitoba IBA Program seeks to provide answers to these 

questions by engaging volunteers. We need your help! 
 

Caretakers 

Across Canada there are a number of IBA Caretakers, 

including 3 in Manitoba. The role of a Caretaker is to 

monitor birds, assess habitats, document changes and 
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build community awareness around one particular site. A 

Caretaker could be an individual, a group of like-minded 

friends or a local bird watching club or community group. 

The minimum commitment is 15 hours per year to cover 3 

visits (spring migration, summer breeding, fall migration), 

although caretakers may wish to go the extra mile. If you 

wish to become a caretaker but do not have the time or 

resource to cover the entire site, then why not become a 

caretaker for a smaller subsection? Sites without a current 

caretaker includes well known birding spots as Delta 

Marsh, Whitewater Lake, Oak Lake/Plum Lakes, Langruth 

and Churchill. Plenty of opportunities then!  
 

Roving Birders 

If caretaking a particular IBA is not your style, you can 

still help in various ways. This year we are rolling out our 

roving recorder program. It is very simple. If you are 

planning a trip to an IBA, you are already halfway to 

becoming a Roving Recorder. By the end of May we will 

be adding maps to our website of many of the more 

accessible IBAs. Each map will contain a specific 

monitoring area making data recording simpler. We will 

make monitoring forms available. All you have to do is 

record all the birds you encounter in each subarea. All IBA 

data should be recorded on eBird (see p 8 – 9) which will 

upload automatically into the IBA system. If you do not 

wish to enter data on eBird we will even do it for you! 
 

What next? 

By volunteering with the program, you are not only taking 

part in grassroots conservation but joining a network of 

people globally committed to conservation of our best 

sites. Our IBAs are amongst the best and most treasured 

birding spots in Manitoba and we can keep them that way! 

 

 At Whitewater Lake IBA (photo by BevSawchuk) 
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We can send volunteer packages by mail or you can 

download them from http://importantbirdareasmb.ca. 

These provide information, a volunteer job description and 

even a brief introduction to using eBird for IBA. Contact 

Tim Poole at iba@naturemaniotba.ca or 204-943-9029.  
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Manitoba CSI – Chimney Swift Sleuths Wanted                           

by Barb Stewart 

Thereafter, MCSI monitors Chimney Swifts by counting 

entries and exits of birds at various chimneys to distinguish 

nest versus roost sites, monitor nesting events, and estimate 

breeding success. New active sites are being identified 

through our program too. In 2014, Chimney Swift sleuths 

found 2 new chimneys in Selkirk, 1 in Wasagaming, and 5 

in Winnipeg. With the opportunistic discovery of Chimney 

Swifts at the Visitor Centre in Riding Mountain comes the 

lure of “roving” to find natural tree cavity users nearby.  
 

Once associated with old growth forests and large diameter 

hollow trees, Chimney Swifts are urban dwellers now. 

Prime Chimney Swift habitat includes unlined, open, old 

brick chimneys with rough interior surfaces. Look for 

structures with a minimum diameter of 14” (minimum size 

to accommodate outstretched wings) or ~ 3 X 3 bricks, on 

old structures such as homes, churches, and post offices. 

Watch for low level aerial activity of small numbers of 

birds during the daytime – this indicates that nest sites are 

close by. An ideal nest site will be close to feeding areas 

which support many airborne insects, usually within 2 km 

of water. During the roosting hour  (½ hour prior to ½ hour 

after sunset), watch for increasing numbers of Chimney 

Swifts swirling around a chimney before they drop into 

their nighttime resting place. In 2014, the Assiniboine 

School in Winnipeg hosted over 100 swifts for a night—a 

remarkable sight as the flock funnelled into the chimney.  
 

While locating swifts may seem a daunting exercise, 

incredible rewards are possible. Last summer, we visited 

Goderich, ON, with birding friends. We were assured that 

no Chimney Swifts had been found in town by our hosts, 

local bird club members, and by the owner of the local 

wild bird supply store. Before we parked our vehicle, my 

husband chirped “there they are!” from the back seat. 

Three Chimney Swifts were making break neck flights 

around the town square, sometimes mixed in with Purple 

Martins. After a leisurely mid-day reconnaissance for 

candidate chimneys, we returned to the town square at 

dusk. By nightfall, a Chimney Swift quietly dropping into 

a smaller nest site in a private home and a roost of >150 

swifts using a larger chimney at a church had been 

identified! Clearly, Chimney Swifts are to be discovered if 

an appropriate effort is made to look for them. 

 

Chimney Swift composite photo by C. Artuso 
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“Is this my golden opportunity for shameless recruitment?” 

After being approached to write an article for the “Life 

After the Atlas” themed newsletter, I reflected upon how 

involving yourself with Manitoba Chimney Swift Initiative 

(MCSI) programs could help fill a post-atlas void! 
 

The challenges of Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas tasks 

have been considerable. Dedicating yourselves to 5 years 

of enumerating breeding birds consumed a huge amount of 

time. Add in other factors such as some imposing terrain, 

changeable field conditions, and hordes of summer winged 

warriors – mosquitoes – to contend with and you all have a 

reason to take a big bow for your achievements.   
 

Through your efforts, the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas 

database has improved our knowledge of the distribution 

of Chimney Swifts. Chimney Swifts were documented in 

36 atlas survey squares. Nearly all sightings were in towns 

or suburbs and new sites were identified e.g., a nest 

chimney in the St. Norbert neighbourhood, Winnipeg, was  

identified in 2014. However, there still is much to learn 

about Chimney Swifts in Manitoba, where the birds are at 

the northern periphery of their range.  
 

Many options exist to help. One would be to advance 

Chimney Swift observations to the highest breeding 

evidence category = “confirmed breeding”. The 

identification of specific nesting sites facilitates the 

restoration and repair of deteriorating chimneys. You can 

become involved in two monitoring programs. In 2015, 

MCSI monitors will be supporting the third consecutive 

year of a national roost monitoring program and collecting 

the ninth season of provincial monitoring data.  
 

To start the season, we help organize volunteers for The 

Four Night National Roost Monitoring Program on May 

20, 24, 28 and June 2 (in Manitoba we add June 6). This 

tracks spring arrival and dispersal of migrating swifts and 

records peak counts for subsequent trend analysis. 
 

C. Artuso 
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Manitoba CSI continued 
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Sleuthing conditions do not have to be rugged or time 

consuming for you. Walking about historic areas of towns 

to find old brick chimneys is a leisurely activity. If you 

prefer a sit-stay approach, monitoring Chimney Swifts can 

be downright comfortable once your neck muscles are 

strengthened. Positioned in a favourite chair, MCSI 

monitors make a 1-1.5 hour commitment to stare at a 

chimney rim and record entries and exits. Nest site status is 

confirmed by daytime use outside of the roosting hour, so 

an extra half hour of observations preceding the roost can 

determine if a site is being used for breeding purposes. 

Chimney Swifts will arrive in Manitoba in mid to late-

May, depending on weather conditions, and depart in mid 

to late-August. In between, breeding pairs will be active at 

nest sites and non-breeding juveniles/adults will gather.  

 

Your continued efforts to quest for and monitor Chimney 

Swifts in Manitoba would be appreciated. Chimney Swifts 

are listed as a Threatened species (COSEWIC, 2007) and 

habitat loss is associated with the significant decline in 

their populations. Once active roost and nest sites are 

identified, MCSI can move forward with habitat 

stewardship projects thereby ensuring structurally sound, 

open chimneys remain for the birds. There is a range of 

involvement for you to choose from. You can head off on 

field expeditions to locate elusive natural cavity dwellers 

or rove into suspected Chimney Swift territory to find new 

urban sites. We can match you up with known sites that 

need “eyes” for a few hours of monitoring. Significant 

efforts are required to secure a future for Chimney Swifts 

in Manitoba and you can help us achieve that goal. We 

would welcome your participation in any of our initiatives!  

Here is how you can reach us for more information: 
 

  mbchimneyswift@gmail.com  Barb Stewart provides monitoring information and 

replies to   general inquiries on behalf of the steering committee   
 

  mcsi.outreach@gmail.com  Tim Poole is the MCSI Habitat Stewardship and Outreach 

 Coordinator. Tim time-shares with the Important Bird Areas program 
 

  http://mbchimneyswift.ca Frank Machovec is the webmaster for the two MCSI information

   

  http://swift-notes.blogspot.ca and resource websites.  

eBird 
In 2015, we wish to increase our monitoring in 

Manitoba's 38 Important Bird Areas (IBAs). We 

hope that some atlassers will take on a regular 

census route at least once or twice a year in an 

IBA near home. The national IBA program has 

devised a way to use eBird (www.ebird.ca) to 

record these monitoring efforts. Christian will be 

presenting on this on May 9th at Oak Hammock 

Marsh for International Migratory Birds Day. 

Since not all atlassers are familiar with eBird,  

we asked Mike Burrell of  Bird Studies Canada 

to give an introduction to this great tool (below). 

 

is based on the hypothesis that everyday observations from 

birders of all skill levels, can make a huge difference to our 

understanding of bird distribution, abundance, and, 

ultimately conservation. After seeing how your hard work 

on the Atlas made such a big contribution to our 

understanding of Manitoba Birds, this hypothesis probably 

doesn’t seem too far-fetched. Think of eBird as year-

round, worldwide bird atlassing (continued on next page). 

So what is eBird?  

eBird is an online bird checklist program started in 2002  

by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Bird Studies Canada 

has coordinated the project in Canada since 2006 and it has 

grown like crazy in the last several years across Canada, 

North America, and the world. It’s a simple idea to make 

citizen science appealing to birders. The premise of eBird 
Figure 1: An excerpt from the Manitoba bar chart   

(frequency by month) 



    1. 
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  2. 

but a big part of its success has been the incentives – the 

more you put into eBird the more you get out of it. Every 

record you put into eBird gets added to the database and 

helps complete bar charts (Figure 1) and real-time species 

maps (Figure 2) but also pads your personal stats. When 

you sign up for eBird all sorts of stats are just a click away 

– you can find your life list, year list, or month list for 

virtually any location, census division (eBird calls them 

counties), province, or country, or pull up all your records 

of a particular species. If you’re the competitive sort, you 

can see how you stack up against other eBirders on the 

eBird “Top 100”. Even better than all the customized stats, 

eBird has built all sorts of data exploration tools that are 

really amazing for finding birds, especially when travelling 

to new areas – check out the Hotspot Explorer, Location 

Explorer, or the new “eBird targets” tool (Figure 3) that 

will tell you what new species you are likely to see 

anywhere in the world! 

 Figure 2: Lapland Longspur reports near Winnipeg 
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eBird continued 

 

What’s in it for me? 

eBird has been very successful partly because of its broad 

appeal and flexibility (anyone can do it any time, anywhere) 

Figure 3:  Mike Burel’s most likely target species if 

 he were to go to Australia 

Check it out! 

So what are you waiting for, you don’t even have to wait 

until the breeding season to start eBirding and getting rid 

of your atlassing withdrawal symptoms! Go to 

www.ebird.ca and sign up today! If you are eBirding in 

an Important Bird Area (IBA), you can select the “eBird 

Canada protocol” (under the “other” options for type of 

checklist you are submitting), which helps us keep even 

better track of significant concentrations in our IBAs and 

helps keep the IBA Canada website 

(http://ibacanada.ca) up to date.  

How does eBird work? 

Part of the beauty of eBird comes from its simplicity – the 

basics are straightforward but you can also dive into the 

depths of eBird data exploration. At its heart, eBird is an 

online bird checklist repository: you go out birding (in 

your backyard, your favourite park, or anywhere) and then 

give eBird a few pieces of information including where 

you were, when you were there, what you were doing, and 

what you saw. Some of the power of eBird is that every 

time you tell eBird where you were, it links that location 

with coordinates, so the whole database of millions of 

observations are all tied to a place on the earth and can be 

infinitely analyzed with all sorts of other information 

related to that spot in the world. The easiest way to tell 

eBird where you were is to use the “find it on a map” 

option – this will pop open a Google Map and you just 

zoom in and click the point on the map where you were. 

You can also enter the coordinates directly if you know 

those. Once you have mapped a location, eBird will save it 

in your list of locations so you don’t have to do that ever 

again. Entering your checklist has lots of options – you can 

keep it simple and just enter one or two “highlight” 

species, or you can enter the entire list of what you 

observed. There’s also space for entering all sorts of 

comments and, of course, breeding evidence codes! Some 

time around June of 2015, you’ll also be able to directly 

upload your photos to attach to a particular record. 



THANK YOU to ALL Atlassers, Funders & Supporters  

Especially, thank you to... YOU! 


