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A Parliament of Owls 

Text and photos by Geoff Carpentier 

So why are they called a Parliament of Owls? According 

to le Nichoir website: “Owls are generally solitary, but 

when seen together the group is called a “parliament” as 

owls have long been considered to be of a wise 

disposition. In Greek mythology, the owl is the symbol 

for Athena, the goddess of wisdom.” Simply stated, 

politicians are presumed to be wise (oops better hold my 

tongue here LOL) so several politicians can form a 

Parliament … so there you have it! 

This winter has seen an unprecedented number of owls 

in North Durham and vicinity – Snowy, Long-eared, 

Northern 

Saw-whet, 

Eastern 

Screech and 

most notably 

Barred Owls 

have been 

showing up 

in 

remarkable numbers. The Barred seems to be 

everywhere – the number is difficult to estimate but I 

would think that close to 50 birds are involved based on 

the number of sightings I have heard about in February 

and early March! Three or four Snowies have also been 

present in Scugog. A Long-eared showed up on 

someone’s doorstep in Port Perry and a Screech Owl 

tried to live in someone’s dryer vent, while a diminutive 

Saw-whet was photographed in Uxbridge. So why this 

winter? The Snowy is a regular visitor that comes every 

year in low numbers so that’s not a surprise. The Barred 

nests here but not in the numbers we’re seeing so I 
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think we can safely say that many migrated here from further north as food was in short supply up 

there. The seed and berry crops in the north were poor this year so the mice likely suffered and 

hence the owls moved down here looking for dinner. The Long-eared is an irregular migrant and the 

Saw-whet occasionally overwinters so again not a surprise but nice to see. Unfortunately none of 

the rarer northern owls such as Great Gray, Northern Hawk-owl or Boreal showed up here, although 

at least 7 Hawk-owls wintered near Ottawa. 

Why are there so many rare birds this winter? 

Text and photos by Geoff Carpentier 

We used to have a simple mechanism to share sightings of rare birds – someone would call Harry 

Kerr in Toronto and he would tell some people who would tell some other people and so on … that 

was called a hotline or telephone tree. Then came listserves which reached many more people 

quickly via email. This morphed into other 

communication means such as WhatsApp 

and most recently Discord where 

sightings are shared instantaneously to 

hundreds of birders across the province. 

But that still meant that only those birds 

that were found by birders could be 

shared. Then along came Facebook. I’ve 

lost track of how many Facebook pages 

there are that share photos of birds in 

Ontario alone: Birds Ontario, Advanced 

Birding in Ontario, Learning About 

Ontario Birds, Ontario’s Nature and 

Wildlife Photographs, and on and on … 

As a result, many super rare birds have shown 

up in recent months that otherwise would 

never have been known to have occurred here. 

Last fall a Variegated Flycatcher (see photo 

above) from South America showed up in 

Whitby and was seen by hundreds. This winter 

near Ottawa a Rock Wren showed up, several 

Summer Tanagers (see photo to right) 

overwintered including one in York Region, a 

Black-headed Grosbeak came to a feeder near 

Wawa and a Scott’s Oriole was in Gray 

County. This is only a sampling of all the rare 

birds that have been found in Ontario in the 

past few months.  
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Ironically social media is responsible for many of them being reported. People share the photo of 

the “odd bird they’ve never seen before” or just want to show off a photo of a pretty bird and voila, 

someone sees it and tells a friend etc., until a birder is informed and reports it to the general birding 

community. We all say social media is a timewaster, but it does have its benefits. Many rare things, 

faunal and floral, have been found simply because someone is sharing their photos for interest or 

assistance in identifying them. What a great outcome!  

But coming back to the question – are there more rare birds this winter than normal? In the past I 

would say yes, but no, I believe they were always coming. Some were found but few were shared 

because this sharing medium was not available until recently. 

Focus on Nature 

Shagbark Hickory in North Durham 
 

Photos and text by James Kamstra 
 
While skiing in Walker Woods with my wife Lynda in early February, I caught sight of a tree with 
unusual strips of bark hanging erratically from the trunk.  I recognized it instantly as a Shagbark 
Hickory.  I had never seen one in North Durham before and frankly was quite surprised to see it 
here.  The tree grew next to the trail between a mature deciduous forest on one side and a Red Pine 
plantation on the other.  

 
Shagbark Hickory (Carya 
ovata) is essentially a 
southern or Carolinian 
species that is common in 
some portions of southern 
Ontario, but Durham is 
outside or at the very edge of 
its range.  With its distinctive 
scraggly bark, this species is 
easy to recognize for anyone 
who knows their trees.  There 
is no mistaking it from the 
related smooth-barked 
Bitternut Hickory which is 
fairly common locally.  I 
know of only one stand of 
Shagbark Hickory in Durham, 
in a woodlot near Grandview 
Street in the southeast part of 
Oshawa.  John Foster told me 

that he had counted about a dozen trees and several hundred seedlings when he surveyed that grove 
around the year 2000. 
 
Lynda posted the Walker Woods Shagbark record onto iNaturalist, and then I checked to see if 
anyone else had submitted observations of the species.  Amazingly someone had posted a Shagbark 
Hickory photo at the same location as I found it.  When I looked at the photo, it was not the same 

Shagbark Hickory in Walker Woods 

showing characteristic bark 
Some Sugar Maples have a rough bark that 

can be mistaken for a Shagbark Hickory, but 

it does not have hanging strips of bark 
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tree telling me there had to be more of them there.  The only other Shagbark Hickory photo shown 
anywhere in Durham Region on iNaturalist was at the Grandview location confirming their rarity in 
this part of the province. 
 
On February 26 I went back to Walker Woods to see if I could find any more of the distinctive 
trees.  In the vicinity of the first, I found three Shagbarks, a hopeful sign.  They were all about 15 m 
tall; 29, 20 and 18 cm diameter at breast height.  All trees were beside the trail within 20 m of each 
other, growing among Bitternut Hickory and Sugar Maple.  I estimated these trees to be between 30 
and 40 years of age.  I then wandered several hundred metres in all directions to see if any other 
Shagbarks could be found. I particularly wanted to find a big old tree - one that might be the mother 
of these trees.   
 

A Shagbark Hickory seed is a round nut that does not 
fall far from the tree.  Like walnuts, hickories are almost 
entirely dependent on squirrels to disperse their heavy 
seeds.  A squirrel can easily move a nut a few hundred 
metres before burying it, but the rodents are unlikely to 
carry it for a kilometre.  Consequently, parent trees 
cannot be too far away.  I could not find any other 
Shagbarks other than the three however.  The adjacent 
deciduous woodlot was co-dominated by Red Oak and 
Sugar Maple with at least half a dozen other tree species 
present, but none of the shaggy characters that I was 
looking for. 
 
Given the lack of any larger Shagbarks in the nearby 
surrounding forest and their general absence in the 
region, I surmise that the three trees in Walker Woods 
originated by someone who randomly planted nuts near 
the trail decades ago.  Perhaps they planted many more 
nuts but only those three were able to survive and attain 
tree size, but maybe I am wrong.  Maybe there is a 
mature grove of Shagbark Hickories somewhere in 
Walker Woods that no one has documented.  If you 
encounter it or a find a Shagbark Hickory anywhere in 
Durham Region please let me know about it. 

 

Bees in my Garden 

  

Bees in the Spring and Early Summer Garden 

Text and photos by Brenda Near 

There are a number of native bees that become active in the spring that you may find in your 

garden.  Bee identification is pretty tricky but given some time you can come to know a few by 

their genus or family.  I hope that studying local species will lead you to create more areas in your 

garden for these lovely creatures!  Here are 3 species you may encounter this spring and summer. 

Bitternut Hickory has a much smoother bark 
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If you have left some plant stems standing over the 

winter, now is the time to break some of them so 

that they have a jagged opening.  Leave about 8-10 

inches of the stem still standing and lay the broken 

bits on the ground.  If you are lucky you will 

witness small carpenter bees, Ceratina spp., family 

Apidae, excavating the pith from the stems to create 

space to build their nests.   Small carpenter bees 

emerge early in the spring and visit many of our 

native woodland plants such as bloodroot and 

hepatica. They are a relatively non-hairy bee with a 

shiny dark blue or green body and often have a 

small white mark on their face that makes them 

quite distinctive. They range in size from 3-15 mm.  I I 

I was fascinated to observe Ceratina spp. one spring 

excavating pith from Gray-headed Coneflower 

(Ratibida pinnata) stems in my garden last spring.  

Uncovered soil in your yard will attract ground 

nesting bees like Cellophane Bees, Colletes spp. 

They are one of the first bees to emerge in the 

spring.  Wander through your garden, looking 

closely at the soil and when you spy some movement, investigate.  You may have found a ground 

nesting bee! Take some time to observe the huge amount of work it takes for the female to 

construct her nest chamber which she lines with a cellophane-like mixture (hence this bee’s 

common name) made from saliva and a secretion from the Dufour 

gland. Her tongue is divided at the end much like a snake’s to 

assist with the spreading of the secretion which provides 

waterproofing and protection from pathogens for the eggs and 

larvae.  Colletes spp. are furry, small, 3-15 mm, with a heart-

shaped face and a 

striped abdomen.  

Once the female has 

laid her eggs, she 

closes the nest site 

with more soil and 

“sweeps” it clean so 

that the entrance cannot be spied by parasitic wasps or 

Cuckoo Bees.  Cellophane Bees are particularly 

attracted to native Nodding Onion, Allium cernuum.  

Digger Bees Anthophora spp. nest in rotting wood, 

pithy stems or in the ground.  They are a medium-

sized bee ranging in size from 9-15mm, quite hairy 

with a black abdomen with pale yellow bands. Males 
often have yellow markings on the face.  Since they 

have long tongues and are strong enough to push their 

way inside of flower tubes to avail themselves of the nectar and pollen, these bees often visit 

  Ceratina spp. excavating Gray      
-headed Coneflower stems 

Colletes spp. digging her nest 

Orange Tipped Wood Digger bee, Anthophora terminalis.  
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narrow tubular flowers such as Smooth/Foxglove Beardtongue (Penstemon digitalis), which 

blooms in May to June. Digger Bees move from flower to flower very quickly.  

 Another small bee that is easy to spot and identify is the 

Cuckoo Bee (Sphecodes spp.) in the family Halictidae (Sweat 

Bee family).  As their name suggests, these bees are 

kleptoparasites: the female lays her eggs in the nests of other 

bees and this species destroys the host’s eggs.  The Cuckoo 

Bee larvae will hatch and consume the pollen and nectar 

provisions provided for the host larvae.  These bees are hairless 

having no need to collect pollen since they do not provision a 

nest for their young.  Sphecodes spp. range in size from 3-13 

mm and are identifiable by their red abdomen with a black tip. 

For more information I highly recommend “Pollinators of 

Native Plants - Attract, Observe and Identify Pollinators and 

Beneficial Insects with Native Plants” by Heather Holm. The City of Toronto has a good book 

which is free to download: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/8eb7-Biodiversity-

BeesBook-Division-Planning-And-Development.pdf. 

To Plant or Not to Plant – That is the Question 

Text and photos by James Kamstra 
Photo of mixed forest by Geoff Carpentier 

 
Spring is the time of year when many members of the public like to do their thing for the 
environment and plant trees.  Every Boy Scout goes out for their annual day of digging holes and 
sticking seedlings into the ground.  Since southern Ontario was once mostly covered by forest, 
much of which was removed long ago, re-establishing some of that forest is a good thing.  The 
public perception is that the more trees that can be planted, the better for the environment. 
 
Certainly, trees are a very important part of the natural landscape.  They provide habitat for so 
many species of wildlife, prevent 
erosion, retain soil moisture, 
modify the water cycle, store 
carbon and are very interesting life 
forms in themselves.  Tree planting 
programs can make a meaningful 
contribution to these functions; 
however it is important to question 
whether the planting efforts are 
achieving their intended goals. 
 
Tree planting got started in a big 
way with the advent of the 
Conservation Authorities Act in 
1946.  After the widespread 
deforestation of southern Ontario 
through the 1800s, and droughts in 
the 1930s, major flooding became 

Sphecodes spp. 
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more frequent and severe soil erosion was apparent wherever there were denuded slopes.  Large 
scale planting programs were started to reinstate tree cover in order to alleviate those problems.  
Efforts were successful in halting erosion and in addition many marginal lands were abandoned to 
eventually grow back to natural forest. 
 
Tree planting continues to be widespread on public as well as private lands across the province.  
The vast majority of the plantations consist of conifers, particularly White Pine, Red Pine and 
White Spruce.  There is a reason for that. Deciduous seedlings do not survive nearly as well as the 
conifers.  They are more susceptible to drought and getting nibbled off by deer and mice. Conifers 
fare better. 
 
The conifers were mostly planted in straight rows, often covering large areas with a single species 
of the same age, resulting in a uniform structure.  This resulted in a monocultural stand of trees that 
supported a minimum of native diversity, even though the tree species may be native.  The conifers 
form a dense shade and the needles create an acidic soil that does not support much of a ground 
cover layer and these planted forests do not support much wildlife.  A handful of species can thrive 
there such as Red Squirrels, Red-breasted Nuthatches and Pine Sawflies but the overall diversity is 
low. 
 
The value of meadows has often been overlooked, perhaps because they are young vegetative 
communities that often develop on abandoned farmland.  We now know that meadows provide 
important habitat for a wide range of birds, butterflies, reptiles, wildflowers and others.  Truth is 
many plants and animals are dependent on the sunny conditions provided by meadows and light 
gaps.  The natural process of succession is for meadows to develop into shrublands, then to open 
woodland and eventually closed forest, with their own set of adapted wildlife at each stage.  Do we 
really need to accelerate that process?  The open country birds such as Eastern Bluebird, Bobolink, 
Eastern Meadowlark and Savanna Sparrow do not fare well with trees.  Formerly Long Sault 
Conservation Area contained rolling meadows with a path named “Bluebird Trail” because these 
birds were commonly seen there.  When an agency plants conifers in a meadow, the bluebirds will 
undoubtedly disappear in a few years.   
 
I also know of landowners 
proud to see Bobolinks nesting 
in their hayfields, but then they 
ended up planting these same 
fields to conifers, phasing out 
the lively songsters. 
 
I am somewhat leery about 
programs such as “50 Million 
Trees” with a mandate of 
sticking massive numbers of 
seedlings into the ground.  
These are noble causes with 
good intentions; however these 
plantings mostly end up being 
conifer plantations.  Industrial 
scale plantings will invariably 
be conifers planted in straight 
rows.  
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Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that tree planting is a bad thing; it all depends on the where and 
how.  Certainly, it is good for the public to relate to their environment and tree planting is a way for 
them to get personally invested.  However, the reason for planting must be clear. 
 
While erosion prevention was the initial impetus, one of the main reasons for planting trees now 
should be to counter the effect of non-native invasive plants.  Prior to the 1990s, it was not such a 
problem.  Now invasive woody plants often colonize and overwhelm old fields to the exclusion of 

the native trees and 
shrubs that should 
be there.  Such 
aggressive plants 
as Common 
Buckthorn, Glossy 
Buckthorn, 
Autumn Olive, 
Tatarian 
Honeysuckle, 
Norway Maple, 
Siberian Elm and 
other new ones 
often dominate the 
vegetation, 
preventing the 
natives from 
getting a foothold.  
Communities 
dominated by such 
plants become 
poor habitat that 
supports a limited 
variety of wildlife. 

 
Planting appropriate species will help ensure that native plants will at least form a significant 
component in the vegetation that develops.  Plantings can also help restore a forest in denuded areas 
where there is no adjacent forest that can provide a natural seed source for regeneration.  Plantings 
can also create variable patches of trees and shrubs to add diversity and variability in the landscape. 
 
When I was a cub leader some years ago I looked after the tree planting program, ordering the 
seedlings and coordinating the Scout Tree Day.  I changed the approach from my predecessor who 
arranged for the beavers, cubs and scouts to plant conifers in places that did not need planting.  
Instead I ordered a wide range of tree and shrub species, both deciduous and coniferous that were 
suitable for the soil conditions.   Consequently a wider range of species were being established, but 
I learned how the conifer survival far exceeded that of the deciduous plantings.  I also found that 
the public was willing to come out for tree planting for one day in the spring, but it was harder to 
get help to water the plants later in the growing season so this important step was neglected. 
 
If you are considering tree planting and providing habitat for a diverse range of native flora and 
fauna is one of your goals, then I suggest that you consider the following: 
 

 Only plant locally indigenous plants that are suitable for the soil moisture conditions 
 Do not plant in rows, mix them to mimic the way trees grow in nature 
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 Plant a mix of tree species, include both coniferous and deciduous  
 Plant a mix of shrub species among the trees  
 Water them immediately after planting, then again in late spring and summer of the first 

year, especially if there is an extended dry period 
 Plant in clusters leaving gaps in between to add variety and allow some natural plant 

colonization 
 If you have several fields to plant, leave some to meadow or plant at different stages 
 Consider not planting a field, let nature take its course if invasive plants are not a serious 

problem 
 Remember that diversity of species is reflected by diversity of terrain, ages, and plant 

structure 
 
Tree planting is meant to help nature.  It can, it just has to be done correctly. 

 

Fact or Fiction? 

Text by Dave Mudd and Cara Gregory 

Photos by Geoff Carpentier 

 

BEAVERS DON’T HIBERNATE 

ALL OWLS ARE NOCTURNAL, MEANING THEY ONLY HUNT AT NIGHT. 

What do you think?  Please see page 12 to find out if these statements are fact or fiction. 
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Nature Quiz 
Text and photos by Geoff Carpentier 

 

 

I am a fearless predator that obviously likes the 

water but I can also travel long distances 

overland to find a mate or food. I love winter 

sports as much as the next mammal btw! I hope 

we have fish for dinner tonight! 

 

What am I? 

 

 

 

Book Reviews 

 

By Geoff Carpentier 

European Breeding Bird Atlas 2. Verena Keller, Sergi Herrando, Petr Voříšek, Martí Franch, 

Marina Kipson, Pietro Milanesi, David Martí, Marc Anton, Alena Klvaňová, Mikhail V. Kalyakin, 

Hans-Günther Bauer & Ruud P.B. Foppen. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain. 2020. 90€. 967 pages, 

hardcover. ISBN: 978-84-16728-38-1. 

 

Hmm so why am I telling you about a book about European 

birds? For me nature follows no boundaries and my interest lies 

wherever I am globally. Whether I’m studying nature in Canada 

or abroad is irrelevant – my desire to learn is insatiable. The 

second reason – perhaps less personal but more compelling to 

you the reader is that Ontario’s third breeding bird atlas is now 

underway. This promises to produce data that will help shape 

our environmental plans for decades to come as we study the 

health of our avian populations.  

 

 

So this book, almost 1000 pages in length, deals with the results 

of studying nesting birds in over 11 million square kilometres 

and involving 120,000 naturalists. It is touted as being the 

largest biodiversity project ever completed globally. 556 

species are given complete coverage as they breed within the 
European envelope. An additional 60 species are given abbreviated coverage due to their rarity in 

the region. Each species is given two pages of coverage where subspecies, range, abundance, 

distribution, evidence of breeding, and a comparison with the results of the first atlas are described. 

Unfortunately, as we are experiencing here in North America, many species are declining due to 
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many factors – climate, the global disappearance of insects, habitat loss and the archaic hunting 

practices that persist in many jurisdictions, including glue sticks.  

 

There are many North American species covered in the book, such as several owls, alcids, gulls, 

swallows and ducks that can easily be related to what we know and call our own – even though 

their ranges are more global than we care to admit. So even if you just want to study these as you 

prepare for our atlas, the fact-packed reports will offer great insights into our nesting species. But I 

also found it interesting to explore species such as the Capercaillie that so far has eluded me, but 

now I know exactly where to look thanks to the abundance, breeding evidence and the ‘probability 

of finding them maps’ that are included for each species! 

 

The Dangerous Snakes of Africa. Stephen Spawls & Bill Branch. Princeton University Press, 

Princeton, New Jersey, 08540. Softcover 336 pages. $35.00US. ISBN13: 978-0-691-20792-6. 

 

In my travels as a tourist and a guide one of the things that I find 

lacking is a good book to describe the herptiles (i.e. reptiles and 

amphibians) once we leave North America. A smattering of these 

books exists but not many. Many of the ones that are out there have 

minimal detail and poorly thought out photos or paintings of these 

animals. I like this book as it is simple in design but fact-filled. Each 

species get ample treatment covering subjects such as identifying 

features, habitat preferences, behavioral notes, natural history details 

and distribution. One feature that I’ve not seen before is the section 

on medicinal significance – makes sense as many of these are highly 

venomous! There are excellent opening and closing chapters on 

avoiding snake bites and the consequences of not being vigilant. They 

are worth the read. Maps and myriad photos accompany the species 

accounts, making this a most useful book. I hope that they come out 

with a sequel on the rest of the reptiles and all of the amphibians of 

Africa. It would be a most welcome and much needed publication.  

 

 

Mammals of China. Compiled by Jose Luis Copete. Lynx Edicions, 

Barcelona, Spain. 2020. 28€. 160 pages, softcover. ISBN: 978-84-16728-26-8. 

 

This is the 3
rd

 volume (the Southern Cone of South America & South Asia 

preceded it) in an eight-volume offering by Lynx. These small format books 

show the mammals of the world by region. So now if you’re interested in only 

China you can buy this one volume.  

The format is similar to the previous two published volumes and equally 

concise. As in the other two volumes, this book is based on the “parent” volume 

of the Handbook of the Mammals of the World. Illustrated lavishly with 

gorgeous decriptive plates, each one shows 2-8 species with a range map for each, details of habitat 
and distinguishing features to help in identification. The paintings are spectacular and accurate. The 

maps are small but totally readable. This will be an asset to any traveler who can appreciate how rare 

good mammal books are for regions around the world outside of Africa, North America and Europe. 

The level of detail is amaizng for such a compact book. Did you know there are 77 species of shrew 
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in China? Well you do now – any every one gets treatment in this incredible book. Due to its small 

size and light weight this is the first mammal book I think I will pack if I’m going to China .. can’t 

wait for all the rest to be published so I can decide which one to take whereever I go!  

 

Fact or Fiction – Answers Revealed 

  
BEAVERS DON’T HIBERNATE 

This is FACT.  Beavers are active all winter long.  The two entrances/exits to a beaver lodge are 

under water, so when water freezes in the winter the beavers are trapped under the ice.  To remedy 

this problem, each fall the beavers create a food pile or cache in the water close to their lodge 

composed of branches and sticks from their favourite trees and shrubs.  They prefer trembling 

aspen, poplar, willow and birch.  The top layer of the food cache is visible above the ice and is 

composed of small branches that intercept the snow, providing an insulating cover that prevents the 

water from freezing in and around the stored food.  This top layer of less desirable food also helps 

to hold the preferred food of the beavers below the water’s surface.   

To protect themselves from predators entering 

the lodge during winter, they use their front 

paws to cover the lodge in mud, leaving an air 

intake at the top, which creates a concrete-like 

outer shell when the cold weather arrives. 

Beavers carry branches from their food cache 

into the feeding chamber of the lodge and eat 

the cambium layer of the bark during the winter 

months when the surface of the water is frozen.  

They will also eat the roots and stems of aquatic 

plants found under the ice, such as pond lilies 

and cattails.  During times when open water is present, beavers will come out onto the ice and snow 

and eat fresh bark from trees and shrubs close to the shore.  Having webbed feet, they are fast 

swimmers, but are not quick on land.  For that reason, beavers do not stray too far from the water’s 

edge.   

 

ALL OWLS ARE NOCTURNAL MEANING THEY ONLY HUNT AT NIGHT. 

This is FICTION.  Although most owls do hunt at night, some hunt by day and are known as 

diurnal. Diurnal owls in Ontario include: Snowy Owl, Great Grey Owl and Northern Hawk Owl. 

Occasionally even nocturnal owls will hunt by day, especially on dark, overcast, snowy days. 
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The 3rd Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas Quiz 
Fun with bird codes! 

By Geoff Carpentier & Brenda Near  

Have you registered for the 3
rd

 Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas yet? Here’s the link Ontario Breeding 

Bird Atlas (birdsontario.org).  

And here are some quick facts: 

 You do not need to be an expert to be part of the atlas adventure 

 There is no quota as to how many species you must find 

 You can report as little or as much as you want 

 You can work near your home or cottage and provide any level of evidence with which you 
feel comfortable 

 You do not have to take responsibility for a square and can focus only on your little patch if 
you wish 

 All data collected by you is valuable regardless of how much you offer 

 Your data will be blended with everyone else’s for your square so a bigger and more 

complete picture can be generated over time 

With the advent of social media, it seems everyone has a shortened way to say things (TTYL, LOL, 

OMG, ISO, etc.). It takes time to write out a bird’s name when you’re in the field so of necessity 

someone figured out that a four letter code for each species seen was quicker and easier. Many 

birders know this identification code when entering bird names on data forms or even in their own 

notes.  There is a standardized 4 letter code based on the common names of birds used mostly in 

North America. Internationally, another 6 letter code is often used in field research that is based on 

the scientific name of each bird and is more useful outside of North America where common names 

may differ.   

Known simply as alpha codes, Peter Pyle and David F. DeSante of the Institute for Bird 

Populations developed the list based on the 61
st
 supplement to the American Ornithological Union 

list of species. The four letter bird code is the easiest to learn as it uses letters from the bird’s 

common name.  For example a Veery would be VEER.  If the bird has a two part name like the 

American Robin, then the first 2 letters of the first name and the first 2 letters of the second name 

are used, thus AMRO for American Robin.  And so on.   

Here is a little quiz.  See how many alpha codes you can figure out - these are all birds seen on our 

last Christmas Bird count.  

BOWA CANG  MODO TRUS  HOFI  AMCR    

HOSP  PIWO  GCKI  DEJU  NSHR  RWBL

For a list of all the 4 letter alpha codes based on common names for all 2158 bird species in 

Canada, U.S, Mexico, the Caribbean and Central America visit:  Four-letter (English Name) and Six-
letter (Scientific Name) Alpha Codes (birdpop.org) 

https://www.birdsontario.org/
https://www.birdsontario.org/
https://www.birdpop.org/docs/misc/Alpha_codes_eng.pdf
https://www.birdpop.org/docs/misc/Alpha_codes_eng.pdf
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Nasty & Nice Nature News 
By Geoff Carpentier 

 

Canada: The pandemic will have even more far-reaching consequences as we struggle to dispose 

of billions of non-recyclable masks, gloves and other personal protective equipment discarded after 

use. In Canada alone it is anticipated we will use (and discard) 1.8 billion surgical masks, 490 

million pairs of surgical gloves, 91 million face shields and 4 million goggles! (Source: Post Media) 

 

Arizona: Scientists at the University of Arizona have an idea that may be worth considering. It 

seems far-fetched but we may eventually be living on the moon and why not take part of Earth with 

us? They are proposing that we collect samples of everything on Earth and preserve it for posterity. 

This would include seeds, eggs, embryos and spores of over 6.7 million species of animals and 

plants. The title of the project is catchy and self-descriptive: Lunar Pits and Lava Tubes for a 

Modern Ark. The goal is to collect these samples, freeze them cryogenically and store them 

underground in lava tubes on the moon. Although ambitious it may have merit. Stay tuned! 

(Source: Post Media) 

 

Washington, DC:   Newly elected President Joe Biden is determined to try to undo some of the 

environmental harm that President Trump caused during his tenure. Trump had weakened the 

Migratory Bird Treaty Act such that birds that had been protected for decades no longer were. 

President Trump removed opportunities to prosecute companies that “accidentally” killed birds. 

Although the standard of care necessary to protect birds has not yet been established, consensus on 

many important aspects has been reached. The petroleum industry in particular favoured Trump’s 

approach, but now is willing to work with Biden to afford protection to birds. Biden’s stance is 

welcome and necessary as hundreds of incidents occurred between 2010 and 2018 where millions 

of birds were “accidentally” killed. Oil pits, windows and wind turbines kill an estimated 460 

million to 1.4 billion birds annually in the USA – that’s about 20% of all the birds in the USA.  

Brazil: Tens of thousands of Saffron Finches are being taken from the wild every year to amuse 

local gamblers. These tiny songbirds are captured and sold to “ring runners” who force them to 

fight other male finches for sport. The sad part is that one of the fighters usually dies in the 

encounter. The little birds have small knives strapped to their legs and their beaks are sharpened to 

ensure they can inflict injury. To get them angry enough to fight, a tape of a male singing is played 

and the show begins!  

 

To make matters worse, Saffron Finches from other places in South America are being cross-bred 

with local ones to make a fiercer race. One of these finches can be bought for about $1.80 and a 

champion fighter can be worth up to $7300 USD. (Source: E360 Yale) 

Answers:  Bohemian Waxwing; Canada Goose; Trumpeter Swan; American Crow; 

Pileated Woodpecker; Dark- eyed Junco; Mourning Dove; House Finch; House Sparrow; 

Golden-crowned Kinglet; Northern Shrike; Red-winged Blackbird 
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Answers to Quiz 

 
Photos and text by Geoff Carpentier 

 

Well this was a fairly easy one – it 

is clearly a mammal as it has fur 

and binocular vision. It is aquatic 

or at least semi-aquatic and I 

already told you it likes fish. The 

possible predators in North 

Durham would include the two 

kinds of weasels, mink, otter and 

fisher, based on the cat-like face of 

this creature. 

 

All the weasels and allies are 

similar in shape and structure. The 

Long and Short-tailed Weasels, 

although they can swim are 

primarily terrestrial hunters that 

feed on small prey such as reptiles, 

birds and small mammals. They can catch fish but this is not a primary part of their diet. The mink 

is an effective swimmer and can catch aquatic critters with ease. Both of the weasels and the mink 

have more pointed faces that don’t look nearly as round as the animal pictured above. So that leaves 
us with fisher and otter. Again the fisher has a cat like face but it is primarily terrestrial and 

although the Fisher can swim, the structure of this animal is very different and certainly won’t dive 

for fish (despite their name LOL). There you have it - the River Otter.  

 

 Cages full of Saffron Finches Photo 

by Brazilian Institute of the 

Environment and Renewable Natural 

Resources (IBAMA) 
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Nature’s Pretty Side – Brush Wolf and Deer Mouse 

Photos by Geoff Carpentier 

 

 

 

These two species represent a major link in 

the food chain. The Deer Mouse eats seeds 

and nuts and is itself eaten by the Coyote 
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For more information about NDN 

Visit Us On  Facebook 

and our website 
www.northdurhamnature.com 
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