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Progress to date 
Checklists 21,827 

Registered Participants 465 

Atlas squares with data 2,584 

Records 288,882 

Breeding species 274 

Hours of atlassing 13,833 

Point counts 11,884 

Bio-acoustic point 1,305 

Hello Atlassers, 
 
We bring you this Atlas update with hopes that you’ve been enjoying 
the fabulous fall weather that we’ve had this year. It’s been a slow 
dropping of the leaves to contrast the past six month’s whirlwind of change and a season of 
Atlassing amid societal adjustments to a pandemic. You will recall in early spring the shutting 
down of the bird identification workshops in April and the closure of some bird monitoring 
programs like the Nocturnal Owl Survey and the Breeding Bird Survey as decisions were taken 
to try to protect the public amidst new circumstances without tons of knowledge. The biggest 
immediate effect on the Atlas was the closure of the workshops that were scheduled in 
communities throughout the province and adjusting the workshop materials to a shorter, online 
video format. As we learned a little bit more about threat mitigation, plans were made to re-
open Saskatchewan which provided the opportunity to have the Atlas operate during the 
summer of 2020. 
 
Delivery options were hindered with the timing of the decision to re-open and the restrictions 
on camping by people from out-of-province. Most notably this affected northern parts of the 
province and was due in part to much of the north not opening up until later in the summer, 
but primarily this was a result of not being able to adequately support northern field 
technicians who were to come from out of province amid the COVID restrictions, and from 
delivery partners not being able to deploy personnel afield until after the breeding season had 
passed. 
 
If you’ve been watching the coverage maps on the website then you might already be 
impressed with what was achieved for coverage this summer in the southern 14 regions. Some 
large gaps in coverage became much smaller and we are looking at great progress made 
towards the overall coverage goals in the south. There was a >75% increase in the number of 
point counts overall in the southern regions just this summer! While this was cause for 
celebration at the recent SK Atlas Steering Committee meeting, the sobering contrast of very 
little activity in the northern Regions 15 and 16 was also a subject of discussion. 
 
As planned the Atlas is to have a 5-year Field Operations stage from 2017-2021. We are 
currently sitting at about 50% of the coverage goal in the northern regions, and we had solid 
plans to complete that over the course of the final two summers of 2020 and 2021. These plans 
were derailed by the pandemic and the results have caused the Steering Committee to 
recommend adding another field season in 2022. A final decision on adding a sixth field season 
is still forthcoming because the project involves multiple partners and funding sources who are 
committed through 2021, but this is worthy of mention because people have already inquired 
about that prospect. We will offer more on this when decisions are made. 

 
We sign off sending our heartfelt thanks to all of you who got out Atlassing this 
summer collecting data across parts of the province. There were many adjustments 
that everybody had to make spending lockdown times at home with the shutting 
down of workplaces and other places that we gather and socialize. We hope that 
all of you found some respite from the concerns of the pandemic while exploring 
nature’s offerings near or afar. Thank you so much for all of your help. 

Current as of October 15, 2020 

A publication of 

Don’t delay, enter 

your data today! 
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Atlassing during a pandemic means being as self-sufficient as possible! 

LeeAnn Latremouille 

Important Project Dates 

28 May  Peak atlassing season and point counts begin. 

7 July  Point count season ends. 

15 August Peak atlassing season ends. 

Year-round  Data entry is open year-round. Data from 

past seasons are accepted! 

A plough wind ripped through the 

Saskatchewan Wildlife Federation’s Hannin 

Creek Camp at Candle Lake during an ARU 

retrieval trip.  

Kiel Drake 

A late nest of a Chestnut-collared Longspur 

found in mid-July near the Great Sandhills. 

LeeAnn Latremouille 
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Atlas Progress 

Coverage gaps in the southern 

regions of the province shrank in 

2020, a pleasant surprise given 

the uncertainty posed by the 

pandemic. Point count coverage 

increased markedly in the south 

with >3,400 entered to date! 

The general atlassing effort saw 

a bit of a decline reporting 2,315 

hrs, a reduction from 2,865 hrs 

in 2019. This is pretty amazing 

progress given travel restrictions 

and the overall adjustments to 

all aspects of society! 

Outside of in-person visits to the 

very southern parts of Region 

15, ‘northern coverage’ was only 

about 20 squares that had 

bioacoustic recorders deployed. 

This leaves much work ahead to 

achieve the northern coverage 

goals. Work has started already 

with  recorders deployed in 2 

squares for 2021. 

Many priority squares across the 

south need  shoring up on the 

general atlassing hours. This will 

be key to increasing breeding 

codes and finding rare species 

which are more often found 

while exploring than during 

roadside point counts. 

Opportunities abound to 

explore in priority squares 

across the province in 2021!  
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Species Highlights for 2020 

One of the most exciting finds of the 2020 atlassing season was no doubt the 

discovery of a nesting pair of Cordilleran Flycatchers in the West Block of the 

Cypress Hills Provincial Park; the first record of the species for the province! 

Calgary birder James Telford encountered the birds on July 4 and 5 and took 

several photos and sounds recordings. On July 10 Regional Coordinators, atlassers, 

and other birders made the trek to the park to re-sight and further documented 

the pair with audio recordings, video, and photographs. Identification of 

Cordilleran Flycatcher and the nearly identical Pacific-slope Flycatcher is a 

challenge; Cordilleran are told apart from the closely related Pacific-slope by voice 

alone and until 1989 the two were considered one species, the Western Flycatcher. 

It was a controversial split given the presence intermediate birds and more 

recently genetic evidence of hybridization. Stan Shadick very diligently poured over 

the audio recordings and compared them to reference material, seeking input from 

experts. The voice most closely matches that of Cordilleran Flycatchers and the 

species has been recorded as such, though it seems likely that the birds at Cypress 

and in nearby portions of the ranges are hybrids.  

Another first for the Atlas was made at Cypress Hills Interprovincial Park in early-

July when Ryan Dudragne spotted a second-year male Bullock’s Oriole attending to 

three recently fledged and partially downy young. While not unexpected, Bullock’s 

Oriole are a rare summer resident with only 4 previously confirmed reports of 

breeding in the province.  

Another exciting confirmation of breeding was made by Robin Bloom of the 

Canadian Wildlife Service and Barbara Bahnmann when they photographed a pair 

of Sage Thrashers carrying food. A landowner had reportedly heard one the 

previous year, so it was a treat for all to get confirmation of this rarity. Sage 

Thrashers are a sporadic breeder in the province and this record represents the 

second occurrence of the species for the project, having been heard singing by 

Ryan Dudrange at the outset of the project in 2017.  

Other notable observations include a Snowy Plover observed by Laurie Koepke at 

Reed Lake on July 12 and the numerous Yellow-breasted Chats found by Kiel Drake 

and Dominic Cormier along their paddle on the South Saskatchewan River (see 

pages 5-7 for the trip report), more chats were reported in 2020 (54) than in the 

previous 3 seasons combined (46) largely from this paddle trip.  
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Cordilleran Flycatcher—James Telford 

Sage Thrasher carrying food as it launches off a 

fencepost—Robin Bloom 

Cordilleran Flycatcher attending a nest with 

young—Ryan Dudragne 

Snowy Plover— Laurie Koepke 
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Red Deer/South Saskatchewan River – Empress, Alberta to Miry Bay, Saskatchewan 
By Kiel Drake 

 
These days were the highlight of the summer for me; a trip that has been 
on my ‘bucket list’ for a number of years, and turning it into an Atlas trip 
was the perfect thing to do in 2020! Of course when travelling via river 
your route is pretty much predetermined, but because of the underlying 
Atlas structure and coverage goals, we knew that we would pass through 
multiple squares and that some of these would be priority squares. So, 
we did a bit of planning in terms of trying to figure out roughly how far 
we would go and about where we might camp each day so that we 
would  be set up to begin each day with a coverage goal in mind. I enjoy 
outside time especially when there is a mission to achieve, and 04:00 hr 
wake-ups to break camp and getting on the water before 05:00 hr is 
certainly one way to get the day in gear. My travel companion is Dominic 
Cormier, an easy-going exceptional bird nerd; we traveled ~174 km in 
five days collecting data in 14 Atlas squares along the way. 
 
LeeAnn Latremouille (our logistics support), Dominic, and I departed 
from Saskatoon on 22 June travelling to Empress, Alberta, where we 
overnighted in accommodations volunteered by Keith Brady. After 
scouting our launch point at the nearby Empress Riverside Campground, 
we spent a beautiful summer evening at Keith’s place enjoying some 
burgers and beer and anticipating the early morning start. 
 
We arrived at the banks of the Red Deer River at first light the morning on June 23. The dawn chorus was distracting 
while double-checking to ensure that we had all the gear in all the right places. I pick up my head to see Dominic and 
LeeAnn heading off to check out the source of a sound that was not recently familiar. After a brief moment of going 
through the history of sounds encountered in our heads we were excited to realize that we were hearing a Yellow-
breasted Chat, the first of many on the trip, and a species that I last remember encountering in the late 1990s in 
California. Of course this was just warm up for real atlassing because we were still in Alberta by a couple hundred 
meters. 

 
We pushed off into the river at first light paddling into a beautiful 
sunrise with steam rising from the river. Within a couple of minutes of 
dipping our paddles we were into Saskatchewan hearing more chats, 
numerous Spotted Towhees, Ring-necked Pheasants and Western 
Wood-Pewees. During the first day we paddled 41 km soaking in the 
scenery and wildlife. I was amazed with the number of Bank Swallow 
colonies in the cut banks. One thing that I learned from this trip is that 
this portion of the South Saskatchewan River is a strong hold for some 
species of avian insectivores. You see swallows pretty much the entire 
time spent paddling. Most common were Bank Swallows and Tree 
Swallows, but we also spotted the odd Northern Rough-winged 
Swallow, Violet-green Swallows, and Barn Swallows. We detected 50+ 

species along the river in the first atlas square of the trip! Some first-day bird highlights included a Violet-green Swallow 
entering a nest cavity in a clay cliff, a couple of Rock Wrens, Eurasian Collared-Doves (another ‘blast from the past’ 
species to recall), and Lark Sparrows. We found a good camp spot on an island in atlas square 12UWB94. 
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We woke at 0400 hr on June 24, and after breaking down camp, started 
with a few point counts on the large island where we had stayed. This 
island was a mix of floodplain forest, ridged and troughed by floodwaters, 
and open areas sparse with grass; the evening before we had taken a short 
walk and kicked up several baby deer whose mothers were nearby. At first 
light the morning chorus on this island forest was primarily calling Western 
Wood-Pewees and Least Flycatchers. Eventually this was rounded out by a 
few more species, but it was an interesting two-species chorus to start.  
 
This is interesting country to explore, steep embankments on one side or 
the other rising from the river valley to the even bigger sky. It’s a 
mesmerizing landscape with an abundance of bird life. By now we’ve seen over a 
half dozen moose, many deer, a few beaver and more Bank Swallows than I have 
seen anywhere. At one spot we notice a foreclosure of Bank Swallows making a 
loud chatter while seeming to bounce into the bank. After taking a short video I 
inspected the spot where the swallows had been focused and I find the end of a 
Bull Snake poking out of some unfortunate bird’s dwelling. I felt bad for that bird, 
but found assurances knowing that plenty will remain seeing thousands of nesting 
swallows along the way. We paddled (float and steer) 25 km on the second day 
selecting a camp on an island just upstream from a priority square where we were 
going to point count the next morning. 
 

One nice thing about 0400 hr wake-ups is that you are guaranteed to 
see the sunrise, and on our third morning we had just the right 
amount of broken cloud cover such that the underside of the clouds lit 
up orange and pink, and the waters reflection of the sunrise washed 
the whole moment in colour. The river was swift making it easy to 
make distance while staying near to the shore to optimize the birding 
and I keep an open Rite in the Rain notebook on my lap jotting 
observations as they occur. We began the day stopping at intermittent 
points along the shoreline traversing perpendicular to the river to 
explore different habitats to collect point counts and checklists. The 
transition from the riparian forest to open prairie makes for interesting 
bird observation lists. 

 
The scenic view from the high ground fills one with a feeling that only the vast 
expanse provides. I flush a Common Nighthawk from a nest on one of my hikes; 
these guys are nesting minimalists placing their eggs in a small depressions atop a 
bit of moss and lichen. By the end of the days’ travel we are 100 km into our paddle 
and the river is beginning to slow down and the water is warmer. We seek 
afternoon shade and swim in the river to pass the hottest hours. Some of the days 
birding highlights include a singing Lazuli Bunting, a male Western Tanager (!), and 
some Pine Siskins. By now we have learned that some of the most commonly-
encountered species include the Brown Thrasher, Spotted Towhee, Gray Catbird, 
Cedar Waxwing, House Wren, Yellow Warbler, Western Meadowlark, American 
Goldfinch, Mourning Dove, and the ever present Spotted Sandpiper. Nearby our 
camp we found some interesting milkweeds getting ready to bloom, and during an 
evening walk on the prairie we see that the cacti are in full bloom. The fescue 
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prairie on the ridge is reminiscent of arctic tundra. The alignment makes sense 
when you think about how many months it sits under the snow. 
 
Day four started with early morning point counts and checklisting; travel was 
another short 25 km paddle stopping to camp just upriver from a priority 
square. While exploring the prairie doing point counts I had Western 
Meadowlark leave a nest, Brewer’s Blackbird carrying food, and near the 
prairie rim encountered an insect-like chorus of Grasshopper Sparrows. During 
the paddle we see several broods of Wood Ducks; they’re hard to miss when 
the hen engages in repeated distraction displays as you harmlessly float on by. 
Another thing I learn during this trip is that Cedar Waxwing will perch at the 
end of a branch and sally for insects much like a flycatcher or a kingbird. Our 
fourth night was spent on another treed island, the last accessible island of the 
trip. 
 
What ended up being a final Day 5 of the trip, 49 km of paddling river/lake, 
was planned to be Days 5 & 6, and potentially a part of Day 7. We went into 
this portion of the trip knowing that we had to base what we were going to do on the situation presented because it 
was uncertain that there would be good camp spots that were accessible. The river at this time of year is at peak flow 
and the recent start to drawdown had left much of the shoreline impassable with deep mud and silt. Retrospectively, 
this was a bit of a blessing in disguise because the mosquitoes along this portion of the trip were horrific! 
 

The day began with cloud cover thick enough to call overcast which didn’t seem to 
slow down any singing by the birds, but ended up being a blessing given that we 
found ourselves paddling the entire day in the almost nonexistent current for ~50 
km. We spent the morning doing some point counts and getting into some shrubland 
habitats that are most practical to access from the river. With the slower running 
water there were notably more ducks on this portion of river and also many more 
Song Sparrows singing along the shores. As the river transitions into Lake 
Diefenbaker there is emergent vegetation in portions of the channels and from these 
places we hear Sora, Pied-billed Grebe and other common marsh birds like Red-
winged and Yellow-headed Blackbirds. By far, the bird highlight of the day was a 
Common Tern nest that Dominic found on a river island.  
 
Over the last couple of kilometres it’s fitting that 
the last ‘birding distraction’ on this portion of the 
trip is a towering vertical clay embankment with 
many hundreds of Banks Swallow nests and the 
skyline alive with activity. I wonder for how many 
years in a row the swallows have used this very 
spot. The landscape gives way to the tameness of 
agricultural fields and the paddling requires even 
more work because the river current is stifled by 
the lake. The day is getting late and we are happy 
to spot our ride waiting along the shore. We reflect 
on the amazing trip on our ride home. I tell myself 
“we need to do that again!” 
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Partner Organizations  

8 
Banner photo: Danica Hogan 
Silhouettes based on photos by: May Haga 

Contact us 

306-249-2894 

1-844-369-2894 (toll-free) 

skatlas@birdscanada.org 

sk.birdatlas.ca 

Tax Receipts for Atlassing 

Expenses 
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. 

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

Supporters 

Fundraising Reminder 

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. 

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! 

http://sk.birdatlas.ca/atlas-travel-support/
http://sk.birdatlas.ca/atlas-travel-support/

