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Worrisome numbers
Many species of birds that forage on the wing for insects are in decline
At 4:54 a.m., as the marsh and
distant hillsides slowly become visible in the misty twilight, it takes
all the effort you can muster to
shake the cobwebs
from your head
and to focus on the
diverse birdsong
filling the air.
Wichety-wichetywichety! - “Common yellowthroat,”
I tell Jerry. Sweeswee-swee-tititiswee! “One yellow
warbler. No. Make
OUR
that two.”
CHANGING
Over three minSEASONS
utes of intense lisDrew Monkman tening, 12 species
make their presence known in the pre-dawn
cacophony. Others probably go
undetected with so much acoustic
overload. “There’s a winter wren,” I
yell out. “Add another
chippy...There’s a chickadee...ovenbird...robin...red-wing...song sparrow...chestnut-sided
warbler...wood-pewee...and add one
more veery.”
Evolution has been kind to us.
Not only has it made birds the most
vocal of all animals, but it has
resulted in different species having
different songs. Birds distinguish
and identify themselves by the
sounds they make. Each species —
and sometimes even individual
birds within species — sings with a
voice that is entirely unique. With
practice, we can learn these songs
and use them as a very accurate
tool of identification. Knowing the
songs also greatly enhances our
enjoyment of the natural world.
You quickly become extremely
aware of all the avian diversity
around you without even having to
look up!
Once migration has ended, a
male bird heard singing during the
breeding season usually signifies
the presence of a nesting pair. For
this reason, surveys of the abundance of breeding species are conducted every year at this time, but
primarily in June. The Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS) is a major information source for population
changes of terrestrial birds along
roadsides in North America.
Bird populations continue to be
subjected to numerous threats.
Probably the most serious and
widespread problems are habitat
loss and habitat fragmentation,
both on the breeding and overwintering grounds. To this list we can
also add collisions with windows,
predation by cats, land-use
changes, chemical contaminants
and, what is quickly becoming a
large-scale menace, climate change.
Against this backdrop, the BBS
closely monitors bird populations.
The data provide an index of population abundance that can be used
to estimate population trends and
the relative abundances of different
bird species. The results are used
to inform researchers and wildlife
managers of bird conservation priorities. The causes of the population changes can hopefully be identified and appropriate actions
taken to try to reverse them before
bird numbers reach critically low
levels. Grassland species, for example, have been of particular concern
for at least 10 years. Aerial for-
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A barn swallow (above) and a tree swallow (below). Swallows are still a common sight in the Kawarthas, but numbers are in
a serious decline. A veery (bottom photo) one of the most common birds on Drew Monkman’s Breeding Bird Survey route.

agers, too, are showing a steady
decline.
The BBS depends on the participation of volunteers who are able to
identify birds by song. Usually during the peak breeding season of the
first three weeks of June, they survey a 40-kilometre route determined by the Canadian Wildlife
Service. The routes are chosen randomly but are designed to sample a
range of habitats. Travelling by
car, participants start 30 minutes
before sunrise and make a total of
50 stops, .8 kilometres apart. A
three-minute count is conducted at
each stop, during which time the
observer identifies and counts all of
the birds heard — the vast majority — or seen. A volunteer records
the data. In order to produce comparable data from one year to the
next, it is important to stop in precisely the same spot each year and
to conduct the survey under suitable weather conditions. More than
3,000 routes in the continental U.S.
and Canada were completed in
2005. Of these, approximately 70
were done in Ontario.
Since 1996, I have been doing a
route that runs along County Road
46 from Lasswade, located east of
Apsley, to just north of Havelock. I
record roughly 70 different species
each year. I am pleased to say that
for the most part, the same species
seem to be present in roughly comparable numbers at the same locations along the route. Year in and
year out, the most common birds
are red-eyed vireos, ovenbirds and
veeries. Some other species that
consistently make strong showings
include blue jays, red-winged blackbirds, swamp sparrows, chestnutsided warblers, yellow-bellied sapsuckers, indigo buntings and common yellowthroats.
In addition to the birds, the
sounds and sights of many other
animals are part of the experience.
Each year we see snapping turtles
laying their eggs in the roadside
gravel, white-tailed deer grazing in

nearby meadows and porcupines
lumbering across the road. More
than anything else though, it is the
non-stop chorus of frog song that
typifies the route...mink frogs
sounding like horses’ hooves on
cobblestone, bullfrogs bellowing
their deep, bass “jug-o-rum”calls
and countless green frogs uttering
their short, throaty “boinks,” like
the pluck of loose banjo strings.
The same flowers are there to

greet us each year, as well: yellow
hawkweed, ox-eye daisy, Canada
anemone, blue flag, dogbane and, a
rare but beautiful roadside
denizen, the wood lily. This year,
we couldn’t get over the huge crop
of seeds on nearly all of the trees.
Abundant cones on the conifers
caught our attention as well.
Standing vertically on the twigs
like little soldiers, the fresh purple-coloured cones of the balsam fir

were particularly attractive.
Data gathered between 1994 and
2004 on Breeding Bird Surveys
indicate that several species of
aerial foragers (barn swallow, tree
swallow, northern rough-winged
swallow and common nighthawk)
are among those birds that are suffering the greatest decline in number. All of these species feed by
capturing insects as they fly. The
decline is especially serious in
western Canada and in the boreal
hardwood transition zone, a region
that encompasses northern Peterborough County. Aerial foragers
are also declining in many other
parts of the world although the
reasons for this are largely
unknown. There is some evidence
that increasing levels of exposure
to ultraviolet radiation, resulting
from the thinning of the ozone
layer, is proving lethal to the
aquatic life stages of some important aerial insects like midges.
There simply may not be as much
food for these birds as there once
was.
The whip-poor-will, an aerial forager that used to be a very familiar
sound throughout much of rural
Peterborough County and cottage
country, is also experiencing a
severe population decline across its
North American breeding range.
According to BBS data, the continental population of whip-poorwills declined by an average of 2.3
per cent per year from 1966 to
2004. Data gathered during the
Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas, a five
year intensive census of breeding
birds that scoured the entire
province, indicate that whip-poorwills may have declined by as
much as 45 per cent in 20 years.
The common nighthawk, too, is
experiencing a similar drop in
numbers. The nasal call of the
nighthawk used to be one of the
most common sounds of downtown
Peterborough on summer nights.
For the most part, its voice has
now fallen silent.
The golden-winged warbler is
another species of major concern.
The declining availability of shrubland habitat and the range expansion of the closely-related bluewinged warbler are among factors
thought to have contributed to its
decline.
As for species that are showing a
significant increase in number in
the two regions that include the
Kawarthas, we find turkey vulture, wild turkey, mourning dove
and common raven. All of these
species benefit from human activity.
Volunteer-based projects like the
Breeding Bird Survey are an
essential means of monitoring
what is happening to bird populations. Right now they are confirming what so many people have
noticed themselves — that the
many species that forage on the
wing for insects are suffering a
very worrisome downturn in numbers.
Drew Monkman is a Peterborough teacher and author of
Nature’s Year in the
Kawarthas. He can be reached
at dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Karl
Egressy is a Guelph nature photographer. To see more of his
work and to contact him, go to
www.kegressy.com.

Wikipedia most popular reference source
Sometimes a crazy idea
pedia which anyone in the
ends up becoming a truly
world can get in his or her
brilliant creation. That
native language. Five
pretty well describes the
years later, that offbeat
progress of an idea that
idea has gone beyond anyJimmy Wales had in 2001,
one’s wildest expectations
when he started the first
and is the most-used referencyclopedia entirely writence source in the world,
ten by volunteers.
and the Internet’s 20th
In order to make his idea
most-visited site. The encya reality, Wales turned to a
clopedia is available in
ONLINE
type of software dubbed
more than 40 languages,
Ray Saitz
Wiki, which would allow
with more than one million
anyone visiting the Internet
articles in English alone,
site to add an article, or completely all of them written by an army of
edit or delete any other existing
volunteers.
page. Despite dire predictions that
The main criticism of Wikipedia
the whole enterprise would end in
derives from its method of authora confusing mess of inaccurate and ship. How can anything written by
vandalized pages, Wales created
ordinary people even attempt to
Wikipedia
compete with an encyclopedia writ(http://en.wikipedia.org), and in so
ten by experts? The secret is in a
doing he redefined the concept of
process called peer review. Anyone
intellectual collaboration. It also
in the world can create an article,
tried to affirm the loftiest demobut if it contains errors, then somecratic ideal of the Internet that
one who knows the facts will corinformation could be freed from the rect the mistakes, or add some
oppressive control of governments
more information. This will evenand corporations.
tually lead to comprehensive artiWales originally envisioned
cles filled with the most up-to-date
Wikipedia as a free online encycloinformation. Vandalism and juve-

nile comments have made some
articles temporarily unusable, but
the process of peer review seems to
be working.
Wikipedia’s great strength is
derived from its very nature as an
Internet creation. Every article
usually has numerous links within
the text that point to other external sources of information or crossreference with other articles in
Wikipedia. Searching for a single
piece of information ultimately
leads to following links and discovering depths of knowledge that no
print source could ever attempt to
do. During the Asian tsunami of
2004, Wikipedia’s entry on
tsunamis was changing hourly as
people who had survived an actual
tsunami entered more information,
explanations, pictures, and videos.
The encyclopedia actually doubled
as a news source.
Jimmy Wales’s original undertaking has now become the nonprofit Wikimedia Foundation and
receives most of its money through
tax-deductible donations. The
foundation has initiated other free
wikis that range from a dictionary

to a collection of memorable quotations, and even Wikispecies
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikispecies), which is a collaborative
encyclopedia of life on the planet.
However, the wiki software is
freely available and has led to the
development of other websites, all
based on the wiki formula. Fluwiki
(www.fluwikie.com) is devoted to
preparing the world for an impending influenza epidemic and Wikitravel (http://wikitravel.org) is a
tremendous resource of all things
related to travelling, all of it written by travellers. However, for
sheer entertainment and creativity, my favourite of all of the new
wiki sites is WikiHow (www.wikihow.com), which aims to be the
largest collaborative how-to manual on the planet. There are thousands of articles on how to do
almost anything, such as making
balloon animals, breaking up with
a former loved one, seeing in the
dark, and making a lava lamp with
household ingredients. I found tons
of useful pieces of information on
how to do things I don’t think I’ll
ever do, but it was all so much fun

to read the articles. And, of course,
the really neat thing about the site
is that if you know how to do something useful, you can become a
published writer and a part of the
Internet by just submitting your
article.
Ray Saitz, a Peterborough
resident and teacher, writes a
weekly column on the Internet.
He can be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.

Tomorrow
Strawberry season has
arrived. Look for the story on
tomorrow’s Food page.

