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Big cats, meet big birds
Already high, local biodiversity boosted by vultures and cranes, bobcats and lynx

P

eterborough County and the
Kawarthas enjoy one of the highest levels of biodiversity in Ontario. The
mix of Canadian Shield country, Great
Lakes–St. Lawrence Lowlands, and
numerous lakes and rivers makes for a
rich assortment of habitat types and
ecosystems – hence the diversity in
everything from fungi and orchids to
damselflies and weasels. This week I’d
like to take a closer look at the two most
visible animals groups, namely birds
and mammals.

BIRDS
There are approximately 10,000
species of birds worldwide, of which
653 have been found in Canada. More
than 450 species have been observed in
Ontario, nearly three-quarters of the
Canadian total. Of these, more than 300
have been recorded in Peterborough
County, including approximately 160
breeding species. Thirty-two species are
present in significant numbers all year
round. The rest are migratory.
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OURCHANGING
SEASONS
Five species are exotics, meaning
they have been introduced to North
America from another part of the world:
the house sparrow, European starling,
rock pigeon, mute swan, and ringnecked pheasant. The only local species
to have gone extinct is the passenger
pigeon. Over the course of a year, an
experienced birder might see as many
as 20 species of ducks, three grebes, 14
raptors (hawks, eagles and falcons), 15
sandpipers and plovers, five gulls, three
terns, 10 owls, two cuckoos, eight woodpeckers, six swallows, eight flycatchers,
five wrens, six thrushes, five vireos, 27
warblers, and 30 sparrows and finches –
to name just some of the better known
bird families represented here. Over the
course of just one day at the height of
spring migration in May, it’s quite possible to see more than 120 species, if
you cover both the northern and southern sections of the county.
In the southern part of Peterborough
County, hooded warblers, screech owls
and, with luck, a red-headed woodpecker, are species to be expected during a day’s birding. Drive north up onto
the Canadian Shield, however, and
white-throated sparrows, olive-sided
flycatchers, and magnolia warblers will
have you convinced you’re actually in
Algonquin Park. The 10 species you
would most likely record in northern
Peterborough County are (in order of
probability): red-eyed vireo, blackcapped chickadee, white-throated sparrow, chestnut-sided warbler, American
robin, ovenbird, common yellowthroat,
blue jay, veery, and song sparrow. In
the south your most abundant species
would be: American robin, song sparrow, American crow, common grackle,
red-winged blackbird, American
goldfinch, chipping sparrow, blue jay,
tree swallow, and northern flicker.
There have been considerable
changes in local bird populations over
the past 20 years. Some of the species
showing the greatest increases locally
are Canada goose, house finch, turkey
vulture, wild turkey, merlin, eastern
bluebird, sandhill crane, bald eagle,
Cooper’s hawk, trumpeter swan, double-crested cormorant, and common
raven. The most precipitous decreases
belong to common nighthawk, chimney
swift, bank swallow, blue-winged teal,
red-headed woodpecker, barn swallow,

A bobcat, like the one seen
above, was reportedly trapped
north of Havelock in 2008 and
the large cats seem to be on the
increase across Southern
Ontario in general.
The magnolia warbler (left) is
moving down into the northern
part of Peterborough County
from its more traditional home
in the Algonquin Park area.
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cliff swallow, whip-poor-will, purple
martin, tree swallow, and olive-sided
flycatcher.
The majority of the species in decline
are “aerial foragers” that catch their
food on the wing. Their decline in
Peterborough County and Ontario in
general is mirrored very closely by similar declines across most of North
America. Many entomologists fear that
aerial insects, including pollinators
such as bees, wasps, butterflies, and
moths, are decreasing in number, most
likely as a result of man-made changes
in the environment.
One of the good news stories of the
last 20 years is the increase in raptors.
This is partly due to the reduction in
DDT and its derivatives in the environment. Bald eagles have probably benefitted the most from the DDT ban.
Some species, such as Cooper’s hawk
and merlin, have now become quite
common right in the City of
Peterborough.
Most of our resident species, such as
the house finch and mourning dove,
have increased in number over the past
20 years. It is also interesting to note
that big, heavy birds are doing well.
This group includes species such as
wild turkey, sandhill crane, turkey vulture, and double-crested cormorant. Of

our short-distance migrants (species
such as the American robin that winter
primarily in the U.S.), substantially
more have increased than decreased.
As for long-distance migrants (species
that winter in the Caribbean, Mexico,
and Central and South America), the
news is not so good since many more
have decreased than increased. Aerial
foragers fall into this group of migrants.
We are also recording an increasing
number of “vagrant” species that are
outside their expected range. Many of
these vagrants are dispersing northward
from warm, dry life zones of the southern U.S. Among them is the whitewinged dove, one of which made an
appearance in Peterborough last summer. Others that we may see here in the
future include black-bellied whistling
duck, Mississippi kite and cave swallow.

MAMMALS
Of the more than 5,000 species of
mammals known worldwide, 218 are
found in Canada. Ontario is home to 81
of these. Fifty-five species have been
recorded in Peterborough County. As in
the case of birds, some species are
restricted to the northern Shield country, while others are found only in the
more agricultural lands of the south.
There are still large gaps in our knowl-

edge of the county’s mammals, especially with regard to shrews, moles,
mice, and bats. According to Don
Sutherland of the Natural Heritage
Information Centre here in
Peterborough, all three forest bats (eastern red, hoary, and silver-haired)
undoubtedly occur in the county during
at least part of the year but have yet to
be reported.
Some of our more common species
include short-tailed shrew, star-nosed
mole, big brown bat, little brown myotis
(formerly little brown bat), eastern cottontail, snowshoe hare, European hare,
eastern chipmunk, groundhog, gray
squirrel, red squirrel, northern flying
squirrel, southern flying squirrel,
American beaver, deer mouse, whitefooted mouse, muskrat, meadow vole,
Norway rat, house mouse, American
porcupine, coyote, Eastern wolf (see
below), red fox, American black bear,
raccoon, fisher, ermine, American
mink, striped skunk, river otter, whitetailed deer, and moose. Our three exotic
species are the house mouse, Norway
rat, and European hare.
Opossum sightings have increased
over the past couple of decades, if only
very gradually. There have also been an
increased number of reports of
American black bear. More bears are

also being seen in the southern half of
the county including Peterborough.
River otters also seem to have increased
in and around the city, particularly
along the Otonabee River and Jackson
Creek. This seems consistent with a
general increase and expanded range of
otters in southwestern Ontario.
Anecdotal evidence would also seem
to show an increase in moose numbers.
I regularly hear of moose being seen in
areas such as Sandy Lake (south of
Lasswade), Haultain, Northey’s Bay
Road, and Pencil Lake, to name a few.
There even seems to be a trend towards
increased bobcat numbers in southern
Ontario. Locally, there was a report of
an animal being trapped in December
2008 near Oak Lake, north of Havelock.
It is also likely that a small number of
lynx can still be found in the extreme
northern parts of the county.
The fisher, a member of the weasel
family, has certainly increased, too.
Fishers were completely wiped out
from much of southern Ontario prior to
the 1950s because of trapping and habitat destruction. However, it now
appears that small refuges of this
species did remain. Our local animals
may very well have originated from a
remnant population that managed to
persist in the Bancroft area. The
increase in fishers is probably responsible for what appears to be a decrease in
porcupines, their preferred prey of fishers. This can be seen in the lower incidence of road-killed porcupines.
Porcupine numbers have decreased
elsewhere in southern Ontario, as well.
Wolves in Peterborough County are
represented by the widespread coyote or
brush wolf (Canis latrans) and the eastern wolf (Canis lycaon) whose taxonomy
remains somewhat unclear.
Peterborough County lies at the interface
between the ranges of these two species.
Eastern North American wolves have
long been recognized as distinct from
both coyotes and gray wolves (Canis
lupus). This has led to questions regarding the origins and taxonomic status of
these wolves. For a long time, many considered them to be a gray wolf subspecies. Although debate persists, recent
molecular studies suggest that the eastern wolf is not a gray wolf subspecies, nor
the result of gray wolf/coyote hybridization. Prior to the eastward spread of coyotes in the late 1800s, eastern wolves
were most likely a totally distinct species
onto themselves. This wolf has now been
given the name Canis lycaon. Now, however, interbreeding with coyotes is complicating the picture and reducing the
distinctiveness of the eastern wolf. Wolflike animals seen in northern
Peterborough County are probably closer
to true eastern wolves than to coyotes,
although they undoubtedly contain some
coyote genes. Sightings south of the
Shield are most likely coyotes.
Finally, a word about cougars. At this
point, it’s still unclear whether reports
sightings are of released or escaped pet
cougars or of wild animals that are
recolonizing their former eastern North
America territory.
(Note: The Natural Heritage
Information Centre was incorrectly
referred to as the Natural History
Information Centre in my Feb. 11 column.)
Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature's Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Visit his website and see past columns at www.drewmonkman.com.
Karl Egressy is a Guelph nature photographer. To see more of his work and
to contact him, go to www.kegressy.com.

Reader tips help find treasure in tangle of the Web
T

he Internet is a fascinating
place in a virtual sense, but
it’s so vast that keeping abreast
of things can be difficult.

Ray Saitz

ONLINE
That’s why I like it when a reader’s email asks a question or
makes a comment that leads me
to a website or service that I didn’t know about, or maybe never
even thought about. Rather
than keep my discoveries to
myself, I’ll share some of them
with you.
Back in the early days of the

Internet it seemed that every
company was giving away software. Things change and so did
the Internet’s economy; these
days software is usually only free
to use for a trial period. That’s
why a site such as Giveaway of
the Day (www.giveawayoftheday.com) is so different. Every
day the site offers a piece of
retail software at no charge. You
can download a fully functional
program for free with no spyware or irritating advertising.
Each day’s offering is only available until midnight and then it’s
gone, so I check the site during a
spare moment every day. I don’t
always find something useful,
but occasionally I get lucky such
as when for free I got the $40
Easeus Partition Magic Pro and
the Data Recovery Wizard that
usually sells for $70.

In one month last year about
147 million people in the U.S.
watched an average of 101
videos each at Youtube
(http://tinyurl.com/ra7r8d). Yet
despite Youtube’s popularity a
common complaint is that most
of the videos are marginally
interesting, amateurish affairs
with poor quality. In contrast,
Vimeo (http://vimeo.com) is a
feast for weary eyes where really
creative people upload quality
videos that are a delight to
watch. Many of the submissions
are in high definition and truly
artistic. Visit and see what happens when a site caters to high
standards in online video.
Having your computer taken
over by someone on another
computer in a distant location
would seem to be among everyone’s worst "big brother" night-

mares. Yet, there can be significant benefits to someone getting
remote access to another computer. A reader wanted to know
how her son in western Canada
could help her set up Skype and
the solution was the free and
remarkable program called
Teamviewer (www.teamviewer.com). There are several
varieties of this software but the
result is brilliant and pretty easy
to set up. For instance, if I
installed the free Teamviewer
software on my computer, you
could go to the Teamviewer website and click on a link, tell me
the resulting numeric code by
email or phone, and in an instant
I would be able to see your
screen, use the mouse and keyboard, make changes to your settings and help you out of a problem. One of the very useful fea-

tures is that I could transfer files
such as documents or photos
between our computers. For
security purposes, when you
moved your mouse the connection would be severed. The possibilities for remote assistance
are too numerous to count, and
it’s all free.
For less than $100 you could
buy a printer that also scans and
faxes. If you have a separate
scanner and printer and only
occasionally need to send a fax
you can use your computer.
Windows XP and Windows 7
include a nifty fax utility. You
can find detailed instructions on
the Internet for installing, configuring and using the fax software in XP (http://tinyurl.com/24csp) and Win 7
(http://tinyurl.com/ygw8zwq).
However, another reason to dis-

like Windows Vista is that the fax
utility was left out of the Home
versions and you’ll have to
download a free program such
as Impact Color Fax Lite
(www.blackice.com/impColorFa
xLite.htm) or pay about $20 for
Essential Fax (www.essentialfax.com) or Snappy Fax
(www.snappysoftware.com). As
an alternative you could pay a
monthly fee to MyFax
(http://www.myfax.com) or NetFax (http://www.net-fax.net)
and send and receive faxes over
the Internet via your e-mail.
Once again, thanks for the
informative questions and comments.
Ray Saitz, a Peterborough resident and teacher, writes a weekly
column on the Internet. He can
be reached at rayser3@cogeco.ca.

