
When American ornithologist Frank
Chapman asked birders to go out at Christ-
mas and count the birds in their home
towns, little did he know that his suggestion
would lead to the largest organized birding
event in the world. Today, Christmas Bird
Counts (CBCs) are held in more than 1,800
localities across Canada, the U.S. and Latin
America. There are two counts in the
Kawarthas, one centred in Peterborough

and a second near Petro-
glyphs Provincial Park.
Over the course of a single
calendar day, groups of
birders do their best to
count all of the birds within
a circle measuring 24 kilo-
metres in diameter. By car,
foot and ski, they are out
from before dawn until
nightfall, making sure all of
the roads and different
habitat types in the circle
are covered.  

These counts provide
valuable information on the
relative abundance and dis-
tribution of bird species,

and constitute the world’s largest and oldest
database on bird populations. For example,
CBC results show a very significant
increase in the number of merlins, a small
falcon, both in magnitude and geographical
extent. Although this species is not present
in our area in winter, it has become a regu-
lar breeder in the Kawarthas, with several
pairs nesting right in Peterborough. On the
other hand, CBC data show birds such as
evening grosbeaks and purple finches to be
in decline. Our two local CBCs reflect this
tendency as well, although grosbeak num-
bers on the Petroglyph count  were up this
year. The decline may be related to a
decrease in spruce budworm infestations.
Both of these species are known to feed
heavily upon budworms. 

This year, the 54th  annual Peterborough
CBC was held on Sunday, Dec. 18. A total of
52 species and 10,555 individual birds were
recorded, which is fairly average for this
count. The five most common birds of the
day were black-capped chickadee (1,457),
snow bunting (1,152), rock pigeon (1,129),
mallard (1,124) and  European starling
(871). 

Three species showed up in record num-
bers this year, namely mallard ducks and
both red breasted and white-breasted
nuthatches. However, the most noteworthy
bird of the day was a northern mockingbird,
observed in Terraview Heights, just north of
the zoo. This species is quite rare in Peter-
borough County, although its range does
seem to be slowly expanding northward.
Other birds of note included five red-winged
blackbirds, 103 pine grosbeaks and 336
bohemian waxwings. This is turning out to
be an excellent year for the latter two
species. Wild turkeys, too, figured promi-
nently in the count, with 58 birds tallied.
Turkeys appear to be more common than
ever in our area. The mourning dove popu-
lation also seems to be expanding, with
almost twice the average number recorded
this year. 

As you may have noticed, the number of
American robins around Peterborough is
down this winter, although we still man-
aged to find nearly 100. The walkway
between Weller Street and St. Peter’s High
School and the trail running from Hilliard
to Cumberland are usually good places to
find them.

Peterborough CBC results 
(The first number is the number counted

this year, while the number in brackets is
the  average number over the past 10 years.
CW indicates a bird seen during the count
week, but not on the count day.)

Great blue heron CW (1), Canada goose
147 (738),  black duck 1 (7), mallard 1,124

(572), common goldeneye 28 (57), hooded
merganser 3 (2),  common merganser 3 (22),
red-breasted merganser 1 (0), bald eagle
CW (0), sharp-shinned hawk 3 (3), Cooper’s
hawk 4 (2), Northern Goshawk 1 (1) , red-
tailed hawk 34 (28), rough-legged hawk CW
(1), American kestrel 2 (3), ruffed grouse 14
(10), wild turkey 58 (16),  ring-billed gull 34
(124), herring gull 316 (506),  greater black-
backed gull 5 (12), rock pigeon 1,129 (880),
mourning dove 748 (444), eastern screech
owl 1 (0),  great horned owl 4 (5), downy
woodpecker 45 (37), hairy woodpecker 32
(29), pileated woodpecker 7 (5), northern
flicker 1 (1), horned lark 13 (4), blue jay 403
(231), American crow 341 (292), common
raven 1 (1), black-capped chickadee 1,457
(1,043), red-breasted nuthatch 21 (7), white-
breasted nuthatch 92 (46), brown creeper 7
(5), golden-crowned kinglet 7 (6), American
robin 93 (151), northern mockingbird 1 (0),
bohemian waxwing 336 (312), cedar
waxwing 60 (129),  northern shrike 8 (6),
European starling 871 (1,260),  northern
cardinal 104 (59), American tree sparrow
514 (260), dark-eyed junco 267 (127), snow
bunting 1,152 (401), red-winged blackbird 5
(1), pine grosbeak 103 (31), purple finch 1
(6), house finch 116 (167), common redpoll
20 (218), pine siskin 5 (5), American
goldfinch 334 (274), house sparrow 476
(262). Total birds 10,555 (8,855), Total
species 52 (51).

The 20th annual Petroglyph CBC was
held on Jan. 3, 2006. Twenty-four birders in

six parties scoured the area between Apsley
and Lasswade south to Stoney Lake. A total
of 35 species and 2,624 individual  birds
were recorded. The five most common birds
of the day were black-capped chickadee
(928), blue jay (653), evening grosbeak
(196), common redpoll (122) and white
breasted nuthatch  (114).  

The number of evening grosbeaks record-
ed was quite encouraging, since this species
is in serious decline in eastern North Amer-
ica. During the 1980s and early ’90s howev-
er, we would routinely observe more than
400 grosbeaks. As for blue jays, this year’s
total  was a record high, and three times
greater than the 10-year average. Most of
the blue jays were found in woodlands as
opposed to feeders. Despite predictions to
the contrary made earlier this fall, there is
obviously sufficient wild food such as acorns
to tide the birds over for the winter. It is
also possible that the acorn crop further
north was poor, therefore forcing large num-
bers of jays southward into our area. The
star  of the Petroglyph count, the bald eagle,
was once again present in average numbers.

Petroglyphs CBC results
Bald eagle 6 (5), sharp-shinned hawk 1

(0), rough-legged hawk 1 (0),  ruffed grouse
14 (30), wild turkey 1 (1), rock pigeon 71
(40),  mourning dove 17 (12), barred owl 3
(3), downy woodpecker 23 (28), hairy wood-
pecker 46 (55), black-backed woodpecker 1
(2), pileated woodpecker 16 (16), grey jay 9

(6), blue jay 653 (288), American crow 8 (4),
common raven 121 (119), black-capped
chickadee 928 (1079), red-breasted nuthatch
68 (186), white-breasted nuthatch 114 (74),
brown creeper 8 (25), golden-crowned
kinglet 10 (44), bohemian waxwing 2 (8),
northern shrike 2 (2), European starling 10
(58), American tree sparrow 13 (54), dark-
eyed junco 1 (24), snow bunting 7 (29), pine
grosbeak 5 (16),  red crossbill 2 (7),  common
redpoll 122 (170), pine siskin 12 (80), Amer-
ican goldfinch 107 (213), evening grosbeak
196 (104), house sparrow 25 (16). Total
birds 2.624 (2911). Total species 35 (35).

What to watch for this week 
This weekend’s full moon is worth some

special attention. In early winter, the moon
rides higher in the sky than at any other
season of the year. At midnight, it passes
almost directly overhead. Coupled with the
reflective quality of the snow, moonlit win-
ter nights shine with an unforgettable bril-
liance and are a great time for a late
evening walk or ski. 

Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature’s Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Terry Carpen-
ter is an award-winning local nature
photographer. Go to
www3.sympatico.ca/terrycarpenter/ to
see more of his photographs and to con-
tact him.

I’m thinking of throwing
away my VCR. Once upon a
time it was the backbone of
my home entertainment
system and got a lot of use
taping television programs
or playing movies. But now
the DVD is presiding over
the death of video tape.
VCRs are being replaced by
the next generation of DVD
recorders, and the major
film studios have
announced that they will
stop distributing new movie
releases on video tape by the end of
this year.  The move to DVD, and
the maturing of the Internet, will
also mean that you may change
your whole method of even getting
a movie to watch.

The usual routine of renting a
movie has been burned into every-
one’s psyche. It usually involves
trying to get to the video rental
place while a copy of a popular
movie is still available.  Then you
pay the clerk, take the movie
home, and drive all the way back

the next day to return it. If
you keep it too long you
have to pay late fees,
although some stores have
discontinued late fees. If
you want an old or obscure
movie, you might be driv-
ing to numerous stores in
what could be a fruitless
quest.

Online DVD rentals hold
the promise of ending this
whole routine, although
the promise is still a work
in process. All you do is log

in to the rental site, search or
browse through a massive selection
of videos, make up a list of the
ones you want, and the online
rental outlet mails them to you a
few at a time. The advantages of
the system are immediately obvi-
ous. The online outlet needs no dis-
play space and can store tens of
thousands of DVDs in a ware-
house.  Every video has an online
description and critical reviews,
and you can find out immediately
if that copy of Klute or The Mal-

tese Falcon is available on DVD.  A
DVD will fit in an envelope and the
online store pays all of the ship-
ping both ways. You do not need to
drive anywhere and there is no
time limit on how long you can
keep a video, since you only get a
replacement when the DVD is
returned.

What’s the down side? The first
annoyance is that you are dealing
with the mail system, which means
that there can be big delays
between the company sending you
a video, your watching it, return-
ing it, and then receiving the
replacement. Secondly, you get
each movie in no particular order,
and often on a Monday or Tuesday.
Therefore, you may have to watch
whatever you get on a weeknight,
or keep it hanging around until the
weekend.

The major online rental compa-
nies in Canada that I know about
are Zip.ca of Ottawa (www.zip.ca),
Dvdhype (www.dvdhype.com) from
Montreal, and Cinemail (www.
cinemail.ca) in Winnipeg. They all

have a basic plan of four DVDs out
at a time for about $25 per month.
One strange quirk is that if you
really want a movie at Zip, you can
pay an extra $4 to get it sent right
away, which destroys any cost
advantage of the online rental
scheme. Another irritant is that a
two-disc set counts as two selec-
tions. Zip also handles Rogers
online rentals, and is undoubtedly
the largest site, with more than
40,000 titles in stock in many cate-
gories such as foreign language,
recent releases, musicals, and so
forth.  I’ve been using it for several
months and have watched many
old and well-loved favourites and
live concert films that are simply
not available for rent anywhere in
town. One disk arrived snapped in
half,  but otherwise I get about
eight to 10 movies a month and
they go back and forth without
incident. If renting videos online
sounds interesting, every site
offers a two-week free trial period.

Ray Saitz, a Peterborough

resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.
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Tomorrow
The humble origins of

French cuisine. Look for the
story on tomorrow’s Food
page.

On both the Peterborough and
Petroglyphs Christmas bird
counts, the number of pileated
woodpeckers seen or heard this
year was slightly above aver-
age. The pileated is about the
size of a crow.
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Doing the math
Bird counts constitute
the world’s largest
and oldest database
on bird populations

Terry Carpenter, special to The Examiner


