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WINTER NEWSLETTER 2020
Atlas Update
As we settle into the post-holiday portion of winter and reflect on atlassing seasons past,
it’s been encouraging to watch the Atlas effort ‘snowball’ and grow over the past three
years. It is a testament to the hard work of everyone involved. We recently cracked
218,000 on breeding records while logging over 11,000 hours of survey effort and
surpassing 9,000 point counts! Data continue to trickle in and we also await an influx of
data from the 2019 bioacoustics effort, so these numbers will continue to grow as we lead
up to the start of the 2020 atlassing season...which begins soon with owl surveys.
A substantial effort was realized in northern Saskatchewan in 2019 by atlas staff,
volunteers, and colleagues at Environment and Climate Change Canada which led to some
exciting finds. Notably, a pair of Pacific Loons were observed and photographed on a small
lake near Scott’s Lake, the first indication that this species might be nesting within the
borders of the province. A singleton Pacific Loon was also observed on a pond near Camsell
Portage, along the north shore of Lake Athabasca. A Red-throated Loon was seen moving
off a nest just a few hundred meters south of the Northwest Territories border near Scott’s
Lake, and an unfamiliar call on the Porcupine River trip led to an observation of a fledging
Northern Shrike being fed by a parent, both representing the first confirmed breeding
records for these species for the atlas! Along the Churchill River, an Eastern Whip-poor-will
was heard singing by a group of volunteers from Ontario which fittingly included one of
Canada’s experts on the species, the second record for the atlas.
Further south, an American Woodcock was observed displaying over a period of five
weeks in Prince Albert National Park by multiple observers, and three others were
observed along the border with Manitoba in the Porcupine forest. A number of Wild
Turkeys were reported in the extreme southeast, along with a report from Alan Smith in
Avonlea, an increase from the two observations adjacent to the Manitoba border in 2017.
Red-headed Woodpecker sightings also increased this year to 8 observations, up from a
single record reported to the atlas in 2018 to include one confirmed breeding record of
adults feeding a pair of young.
Planning is underway for the 2020 atlassing season and in addition to deploying atlas
technicians in the boreal forest, this year a dedicated point count crew will supplement the
volunteer effort in the south. The southern crew’s efforts will be focussed in large part on
the western portion of the province, adding much-needed effort in places showing large
coverage gaps. With a dedicated point count crew helping in the south it will become
increasingly important to communicate plans with Regional Coordinators. Until then, we
hope that you enjoy all that early-season birding has to offer!

Progress to date
Checklists

15,542

Registered Participants

446

Atlas squares with data

2,218

Records

218,227

Breeding species
Hours of atlassing

270
11,073

Point counts

8,302

Bio-acoustic point
counts

1,210

Current as of February 12, 2020

Don’t delay, enter
your data today!
A publication of
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The Year of the Sun Chasers
With only two field seasons left to go before the project wraps up, there
remains much ground to cover to complete the atlas. The western regions of
the province are especially in need of attention, so this summer we encourage
you to become a sun chaser: get out of bed early, do some point counts and
general atlassing...and perhaps head west to chase the setting sun!

ECCC summer student Sarah Hnytka paddles
to get to point counts in the far north.
LeeAnn Latremouille

An American Coot sitting on a nest —AE
Fran Kerbs

The 2019 Atlas Crew: Kiel Drake, Kelly Courtney, Samantha Musgrave, Enid Cummings, Janine
McManus, Sara Yeomans, LeeAnn Latremouille, Laura Stewart
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Regional Coordinator
Meeting 2019
In November, Regional Coordinators and atlas staff
gathered together for a weekend to review progress
and enjoy some camaraderie. These folks are among
our most dedicated and hardworking volunteers, the
opportunity for everyone to connect and share stories
is always warmly-anticipated. In 2019, Laurie Koepke
joined the team taking over coordination duties for
Region 3. At the meeting, Stan Shadick, already a cocoordinator for Region 10, offered to add Region 9 to
his list of duties!
A big thank you to all of our Regional Coordinators!

Regional Coordinator meeting 2019. Back row: Laurie Koepke, Bert Dalziel,
Brett Quiring, Harold Fisher, John Patterson. Front row: Sarah Ludlow,
Kristen Martin, Chris Harris, Ryan Dudragne, Dan Sawatzky, Stan Shadick.

Progress Maps
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Supporter Recognition
Saskatchewan’s north is dominated by an expanse of remote forest and lakes, and only
a few roads, all makings for a challenging environment for travel and work. Add to this
seasonal time constraints for when it is best to collect data, limited hours daily during
which to conduct point counts, the inevitable vagaries of a work schedule affected by
poor weather, and it quickly becomes clear that ambitious plans require many helping
hands in order to realise success in this setting. It is with much gratitude that we express
our thanks to the industry partners who have assisted in advancing the Atlas efforts
throughout the north.

An autonomous recording unit retrieved by
Weyerhaeuser has suffered some animal damage
to one of the microphones - part of the normal
‘wear and tear’ associated with using bioacoustic
recorders.

In the commercial forest region of the province, Weyerhaeuser and Tolko Industries
have helped to achieve current coverage by providing financial support aiding the hiring
of summer field crews, and they have also enlisted staff to lend a hand afield.
Weyerhaeuser, having had the experience of using Atlas data in other regions to help
with their forest management plans, was first to assist, but Tolko quickly got involved.
Both companies have tasked staff members and summer students with deploying and
moving autonomous recorder units, taking them into portions of their areas of
operation to help collect recordings that ultimately are listened to and produce point
count data. At times, Weyerhaeuser has been able to arrange the recorder deployments
to take advantage of helicopter flights to portions of the forest that are virtually
inaccessible via land travel.
In the far north where ‘remote’ tends to further increase already challenging logistics
Orano has continued to provide support beyond the initial Atlas surveys of their area of
operation near McClean Lakes. Orano has helped to ensure Atlas personnel make timely
travel offering seats on their scheduled flights to the northern communities which serve
as the launch points for remote work requiring expedition planning. Cameco has also
joined in helping to provide both planned visits and also last-minute accommodation for
Atlas personnel when plans went awry on Wollaston Lake due to late-season ice-off.
This assistance with logistics has helped the Atlas to make the most of a short northern
survey season and has provided folks with some much needed respite from the
elements.
For each year of the Atlas, SaskPower and SaskEnergy have offered consistent support.
Donations such as these help to cover some of the Atlas operating expenses, from
fieldwork to community engagement. Donations to the Atlas help cover the costs of
bringing Bird Identification Workshops and How to Atlas Workshops to communities
throughout the province, as well as expenses of some of the fieldwork conducted in
remote regions.

Orano environment crew member Dalton Dyck
assists in the winter deployment of autonomous
recorders. These recorders were deployed in the
winter to capture early nesting owls and
amphibians in addition to breeding birds.

We still work toward achieving the Atlas fundraising goal to ensure we meet the
provincial survey coverage goals. If your organization would like to become a part of the
Saskatchewan Atlas story, there are many ways to make contributions to the project. Inkind support like seats on flights to northern communities, temporary accommodations
at work sites/camps, equipment used by the project (e.g. bioacoustic recorders, use of
watercraft or snow mobile), staff/summer student time moving recorders, floatplane or
helicopter time to access remote areas, or simple cash donations are all welcomed. All
such help garners permanent recognition on the Atlas webpage.
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Winter and Early Spring Atlassing
Itching to get a head start on the 2020 atlas season? Owl surveys and stick nest
spotting are two productive and fun ways to bide your time.

Nocturnal Owl Surveys
The atlas team has taken on coordination of NOS and the season for surveys is nearly
upon us! We would like to encourage atlassers to consider joining the survey as the NOS
data will be incorporated into the Atlas database. Many owls are missed later in the
year because their peak vocalization time does not align well with the summer atlassing
effort. The Nocturnal Owl Survey is a great way to fight those late-winter doldrums and
get an early jump on the atlassing season!
The Saskatchewan Nocturnal Owl Survey is a road-based survey conducted once
annually between 15 March and 30 April. Surveyors head out on a calm night between
a half hour after sunset and midnight to listen for owls on routes which are 10 stations
in length. At each station, observers listen carefully for exactly 2 minutes, recording any
owls detected. Existing owl survey routes are distributed in various locations across the
province and protocols are developed to create new routes if none exist in your area.
Existing routes can be viewed here, with available routes shown in yellow.

Great Horned Owl - Nick Saunders

The SK Nocturnal Owl Survey has its own NatureCounts portal, where you can register,
download guidelines and survey forms, and enter data. Please contact the Atlas Office
to sign up for a route or to discuss the creation of a new survey route.
Grab a friend, and some hot chocolate and cookies, and head out on a nighttime
adventure in search of owls!
Results from 27 Nocturnal Owl Survey routes run
during the 2019 survey period.
Species

Detections

Barred Owl

5

Great Gray Owl

1

Great Horned Owl
Long-eared Owl
Northern Saw-whet Owl
Total

34
6
7
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Stick Nest Spotting

An active Red-tailed Hawk nest is still visible
shortly after leaf-out on May 12—AE
Fran Kerbs

One benefit of winter time is the distinct lack of leaves on the trees, making visible a
plethora of stick nests used by raptors, owls, and corvids which are otherwise obscured
by leaves when most atlassing occurs. Consider taking a drive any time between now and
leaf-out to plot the locations of stick nests. Armed with a spotting scope you may be able
to spot a bird as early as March, or you could return in the summer time to carefully check
if the nest is active. Old stick nests often get reused, sometimes by a different species
than the builder. With this in mind it is worth checking on a known nest location in
subsequent years to see if a new occupant has taken over the lease.
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Winter Skills-building Activities
A long winter spent without birding can leave even the most experienced birder
feeling a bit rusty come springtime, so take advantage of the months ahead to get
yourself ready for spring. Below are some suggestions for resources and activities
to maintain and build your birding skills during the ‘off-season’.

Get Outside and go Bird Watching
Brave the winter weather and get out for a bird walk this winter. Whether you’re
joining a Christmas Bird Count or striking out on your own, birding at this time of
year offers the opportunity to see northern specialties such as Pine Grosbeaks,
Bohemian Waxwings, and Crossbills. Keep an eye out for birds sunning themselves
at the tops of trees or hanging around a bird feeder. Dress warm, bring a friend,
and enjoy the winter!

eBird Photo and Sound Quiz: Free
Quiz yourself with this fun eBird tool. Select a location and date of your
choosing and eBird will generate a 20-species quiz of birds you may
encounter. The quiz is made up of photos or sounds submitted to the
Macaulay Library, and in exchange eBird asks that you rate each photo or
sound clip.

Dendroica Quiz: Free
This interactive website was developed to help people improve
their skills at identifying birds by sight or sound. Use the quiz
function to test yourself based on songs, photos, or both at
once. Register online to develop your own custom lists of
species for study and quiz purposes or simply use the guest
version.

Larkwire iPhone or Web-based app
This iPhone or web-based app makes a game of learning to identify birds by ear. Buy song
packs based on your needs and location. Choose to study different species groups and
challenge yourself with different levels of difficulty.

Atlas Breeding Evidence Code Quiz
Do you know how to properly code breeding behaviours during your atlassing excursions? Test
your knowledge against our Breeding Evidence Code Quiz! How would you code an American
Crow seen carrying food in its bill in May, or a House Wren carrying small twigs into a nest box?
Learn how to code those and many more situations by taking the quiz.
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Bird Identification Workshops

2020 Workshop Locations

When we first began toying with the idea of bird identification workshops we
weren’t sure what to anticipate for attendance. We were blown away by the
response and at times we were scrambling to find larger rooms as the numbers of
registrations kept climbing. With the addition of a few more workshops near years’
end we surpassed the 1000 mark for attendance in 2019! A grand total of 1076
attendees took time to come out and learn more about birds – a humbling surprise
to the Atlas Office.

Beginner

It is evident there is an appetite for learning about birds and with this in mind we
will continue offering workshops in 2020. It will be a busy training season leading
up to the atlassing season; presently we have 10 workshops spread out over 15
days already on the books and many more are being planned. Keep an eye out on
our Upcoming Events and Facebook pages as we post details about each.
Bringing bird identification workshops to audiences across the province has been
an incredibly rewarding experience for everyone involved. For many of us, part of
the magic of birdwatching is sharing that passion and the little bits of birding
wisdom we’ve acquired, and hopefully igniting the spark of interest in another
person. Getting to chat with folks after a workshop is energizing to say the least.
Many workshop attendees have gone on to be atlassers in their own right, some of
whom are at the very beginning of their birding journey while other more
experienced birders were drawn to the event and subsequently learned about the
project.

Shellbrook - January 2
Saskatoon - February 18
Llyodminster - February 28
Wainwright, AB - March 6
Saskatoon - March 26
Arcola - April 27
Ogema - April 28

Intermediate
Battlefords - Feb. 29 & March 7
Saskatoon - April 1, 8, 15, 22

Advanced
Saskatoon - May 7, 14

If you would like to help organize a workshop in your community, please reach out
and contact the Atlas Office.
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Notes from the Field
Kayville, July of 2019, Atlas square 13UDR90
by Fran Kerbs

Of the summer of 2019, my favourite BBA two days were in the Big Muddy Region 3's
priority square 13UDR90 East of Kayville, with a rolly-polly pothole landscape. From
my camper I took the shorter and more scenic route through Lumsden, then straight
South 122 km. That meant I lucked out on seeing Pronghorn which were looking
rough in their shedding season, and deer. General atlassing was a given on the way
down, after having spotted Red-tailed Hawks, and a family of Magpies which were in
the same spot two days later. Shortly after that, a Northern Harrier scarfed down its
lunch in a nearby field, and stopping for that meant I caught a Baird's Sparrow
singing, the video of both can be found here.
I continued general atlassing when I reached the square at 13:30, noting what point
count locations were not going to be driveable for the next morning, and enjoyed the
slow pace. Highlights were watching three Spotted Sandpipers crossing the grid from
one prairie pothole to the next (see the video here) and finding a pair of Marbled
Godwits just east of the NCC Missouri Coteau Natural Area, Key West 8 property. It
was a thrill to see Red-necked Phalaropes along with Wilson’s Phalaropes, even if it
meant that no breeding code would be entered for the northern breeding Rednecked Phalaropes. I spotted a fawn hiding under its mother and a skunk also
wandered by this quiet square. By 6:30 the day finished with a zoom in for a quick
photograph a Swainson's Hawk feeding young in the nest, followed by a pair of large
jack rabbits in a field.
Overnight was a bit of a heart-pounding adventure! After obtaining permission to
park overnight in the driveway at a vacant homestead, I was asleep in the back of the
van with the side windows open inches from my head, when a herd of what I'm
guessing were deer deciding to SQUISH between the van and the side of the house!
No doubt they were used to using this route, and my vehicle was probably as much a
surprise to them as it was to me to awaken to hear the slow steady but very loud
sound of wiry fur sliding alongside the fenders and open window! The clip clop of
hooves accompanied that.
My 4:27 start for point counts the next morning stopped me in my tracks for a
spectacular sunrise. The day's pace kept me going getting in the points in good time,
but I did have to slow for two Gray Partridge who ran straight down the middle of the
road for a few minutes, then curved left onto the next road (my destination) and
again had to wait them out - they definitely thought they owned the road! My last
welcome distractions were a young moose and family of 6 coyotes. Before heading
home, I atlassed my way out of the square and was treated to a Pied-billed Grebe
photobombing a duck family. This was a wonderfully quiet square, having seen only
two vehicles pass in the two days, and one person in Kayville.
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Notes from the Field: Archives
A paddle up Tulibee Brook, July 2017
by Kristen Martin, Co-coordinator for Region 8
Every summer, my husband Jared and I (and sometimes our twins,
Rowan and Teal), head up to the boreal forest at the beginning of July for some
canoeing, fishing, and to conduct the Hanson Lake Road and JayJay Lake Breeding Bird
Surveys. Of course, now that the atlas is in full swing, we had to incorporate some bird
atlassing into this past summer’s trip as well!
One sunny morning, we put our canoe in the water at Tulibee Brook, heading south of
highway 106. The meandering creek took us through some beautiful forest and marsh
habitat. The birds provided the soundtrack: we heard Magnolia, Tennessee, Yellow,
Nashville, and Bay-breasted Warblers, Red-eyed Vireo, and the lovely, tinkling sound
of the Winter Wren. When the creek snaked through the marsh, we encountered Redwinged Blackbirds, Song Sparrows, Soras, and two dozen Swamp Sparrows. We saw
broods of Red-necked Grebe and Common Goldeneye, confirming breeding for those
species. When we reached the end of Tulibee Brook, we found ourselves at Big Stone
Lake, which, as the name suggests, is a large lake with rocks jutting out of the water
close to shore. While we weren’t planning on paddling around the lake, some terns
foraging near one of the big rocks caught our attention. We were not close enough to
identify the terns, even with the scope, so we decided to paddle over to the rock. Of
course, by this time the wind had picked up, so paddling was no easy feat! When we
One of the Common Tern nests found by Kristen and Jared
(pictured above) on their paddle trip.
finally got close to the rock, we were excited to find that the terns, which we identified
as Common Terns, were nesting on the rock! We counted 17 adults, and 9 nests. We
left the terns and paddled over to the shore for a picnic lunch, then paddled back up Tulibee Brook to where we had put our canoe in the water
that morning. All in all, we tallied 31 species on our atlas checklist that morning, as well as a memorable canoeing experience. We are already
looking forward to next summer, when we can explore and atlas some new areas in Region 15!

Canada Day Surprise
by Annie McLeod, with Joel Cherry in Regina
On Canada Day 2017, while visiting the west block of Grasslands National Park, we were fortunate enough to be able to obtain an audio recording
of a rare breeding bird for Saskatchewan.
Having driven the Ecotour route to observe the Burrowing Owls and Black-tailed Prairie Dogs, we decided to venture south on a less-travelled
road toward the United States border. On the way, we were happy to locate two Loggerhead Shrike nests with young, but the most exciting part
of this journey was discovered at the Borderlands Lookout, located within three kilometres of the border between the U.S. and Canada.
As we observed the desolate, grassy landscape of valleys and buttes at the lookout, we heard Vesper and Clay-coloured Sparrows, a Spotted
Towhee, and a Common Yellowthroat singing in the afternoon heat. We also observed a Northern Harrier making numerous passes o ver the
valley, calling constantly. Then, after a few minutes, we heard the distinctive accelerating series of soft whistles (teew tew tew
tewtewtetetetetetitititititi) of a Field Sparrow!
We looked at each other immediately with wide eyes and both knew what we were hearing. After listening to the bird sing several more times,
but not being able to locate it for a visual I.D., we attempted to get a recording. This was not easy on a windy day with only a cellphone as a
recording device, but after numerous tries we got a short but clear audio clip.
Hearing this Field Sparrow was a very nice surprise and a highlight of the trip. What a pleasure to be able to share this account with the
Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas!

99

Tax Receipts for Atlassing
Expenses

Fundraising Reminder

Bird s Canada is able to offer tax receipts
for donations through a ‘cheque
exchange’ via cheque, electronic money
transfer, or credit card. Volunteer
participants can record their mileage
and keep receipts for other expenses
(e.g. food, accommodation), complete
an application form, and mail it along
with a cheque to the Atlas Office.
Applications must be received by 1
December for the year in which
expenses occurred. Visit the Atlas Travel
Support page on the website for the
new 2020 forms and further details.

We express our gratitude to our
supporters as we head into the exciting
part of the year for the Saskatchewan Breeding Bird Atlas. Without
the generous contributions of our supporters and volunteers, this
project would not be possible.

Contact us
306-249-2894
1-844-369-2894 (toll-free)
skatlas@birdscanada.org
sk.birdatlas.ca

A Breeding Bird Atlas requires considerable financial and logistical
support and we greatly appreciate the contributions made by the
members of both the public and private sector. Fundraising for the
project is an ongoing effort, and we still need help covering the bills
to ensure that coverage targets are met, especially in northern
portions of the province where logistics pose additional challenges.
Donations of any size by businesses and individuals are welcomed, so
please consider joining our proud list of supporters today!

Veuillez contacter le Bureau de l'Atlas si vous souhaitez recevoir ce document en français.

Supporters

Partner Organizations

Banner photo: Danica Hogan
Silhouettes based on photos by: May Haga
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