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Figure 1: 10-km squares in which the Henslow's Sparrow was reported to the
Breeding Bird Atlas and the Ontario Rare Breeding Bird Program in
southern Ontario.
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information on the population trends
and status of Henslow's Sparrow in
Ontario and across North America,
the Committee on the Status of
Endangered Wildlife in Canada
(COSEWIC) designated the Henslow's
Sparrow as Endangered in Canada in
April, 1993. The species was formally
registered under the Ontario
Endangered Species Act in May of
1994 to give the species and its
habitat legal protection.

Recent surveys in Ontario

A thorough survey for Henslow's
Sparrows had not been conducted in
core breeding areas in Ontario since
Knapton (1986). In June of 1988,
1989 and 1990, ORBBP staff and
volunteers surveyed the southern
portion of Grey County and sections
of Dufferin County for Henslow's
Sparrows; two birds were found in
1988, one singing male was found in
1989, and no birds were found in
1990. Volunteers also surveyed north
Wellington for Henslow's Sparrows
during the ORBBP but no birds were
located. In 1989, a site with 10
territories was located in Haldimand-
Norfolk Regional Municipality, but
the colony was ‘‘abandoned
mysteriously’’ during the breeding
season (D. McRae, pers. comm.).

In 1992 and 1993, surveys for
Henslow's Sparrows were conducted
in various areas of southern and
eastern Ontario using census
techniques similar to Risley (1983)
and Knapton (1986). In the summer
of 1992, thirty 10-km squares in
which the species occurred during
the Atlas were surveyed. Squares
were located in Grey, Wellington,
Dufferin, Northumberland, Prince
Edward, Hastings, Frontenac,
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Lennox-Addington, Leeds-Grenville,
and Stormont-Dundas-Glengarry
Counties. Eighteen former Henslow's
Sparrow sites were visited in 1992,
but no Henslow's Sparrows were
located. Only three sites (Tuttles Hill,
Frontenac Co.; Arkell Hill,
Wellington Co.; and a site west of
Dundalk, Grey Co.) still had habitat
that was apparently suitable for the
species. Approximately 150 other
sites with suitable habitat or
potentially suitable habitat were
checked for Henslow's Sparrows in
1992. One singing male was found in
eastern Ontario on June 25 and 26,
well into the breeding season. The
bird was found in an old hayfield,
approximately 3 ha in size, that is
dominated by grasses (0.5 - 1 m in
height), but is beginning to be
invaded by shrubs.

In 1993, suitable sites were
checked for Henslow's Sparrows in
Prince Edward County, Amherst
Island, and Walpole Island by Ridout
and Austen (1993). Some historic sites
and suitable areas in Haldimand-
Norfolk and Niagara Regional
Municipalities were surveyed by
volunteers. Two sites near Sarnia
(Lambton County) were also checked
for Henslow's Sparrows: the Bunyan
location where a pair was present in
1984 (Knapton 1984, 1986), and the
Sarnia Airport where a singing male
was reported in 1985. In 1993,
Henslow's Sparrows were found only
at the site located in eastern Ontario
during the 1992 survey.

The results of the 1992 and 1993
surveys suggest that far fewer than 50
pairs (probably less than 10 pairs) are
breeding in the province. It is
possible that there are other active
Henslow’s Sparrow sites that remain
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undetected, but surveys by Risley
(1983), Knapton (1986), Austen and
Kubisz (1992}, and Ridout and Austen
(1993) all suggest that the Ontario
population of Henslow's Sparrow is
continuing to decline. Clearly,
Henslow's Sparrows are critically
imperilled in Ontario and worthy of
Endangered status.

Henslow’s Sparrow sightings

A Henslow's Sparrow sighting was
reported to Birders Journal in the
summer of 1992 (location unknown,
Henshaw and Kerr 1992), but
according to the reporter the site was
abandoned early in the summer. A
Henslow's Sparrow was also reported
singing at one of the first ten stops on
the Roblin Breeding Bird Survey
route in the Tweed area on 7 June
1992 (E. Hayakawa, pers. comm.,
1992). Ron Weir (pers. comm.)
estimated that there were about six
active Henslow's Sparrow sites in the
Kingston area in 1992: two sites in
each of Prince Edward, Lennox-
Addington, and Frontenac counties.
However, no birds were found by
ORBBP staff in the Kingston area in
1992, but these surveys were
restricted to fields near roadsides.

In 1993, Henslow's Sparrows
were reported during spring
migration at Long Point, Point Pelee,
Ambherst Island, Hockley Valley near
Orangeville (unconfirmed) and
Unionville, but were not known to
breed in these areas.

Population trends in North
America and adjacent states
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) results
from North America, eastern North
America, and the United States show
significant declines in Henslow's
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Sparrow populations from 1966 to
1988, with an average rate of decline
of 3.5 to 4.5% per year. Results from
BBS routes in Canada during the
period from 1967 to 1988 suggest a
decline in Henslow's Sparrow
numbers, but the species was not
reported on enough routes to
accurately determine a population
trend (B. Peterjohn, pers. comm.,
1991). The BBS is a roadside survey,
conducted annually in mid-June in
road-accessible areas across North
America.

In the majority of the
northeastern and northcentral United
States where Henslow's Sparrow has
been listed, the species is considered
of Special Concern or Endangered. It
is listed as Endangered in
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New
Jersey, Vermont, and Virginia
(proposed); Threatened in
Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, and
Iowa; of Special Concern in
Kentucky, Minnesota, New York,
Maryland, West Virginia, and
Wisconsin; and At Risk in
Pennsylvania (Hands et al. 1989;
Smith 1992). Henslow's Sparrow has
been listed as a ''migratory nongame
bird of management concern'’ in the
north-central region which includes
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan,
Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, and
Wisconsin (United States Fish and
Wildlife Service 1987). Butcher (1989)
labelled Henslow's Sparrow as one of
two species of management concern
in the United States that are in the
most danger of extinction.

Breeding Bird Atlas data from the
northeastern and northcentral United
States also confirm that Henslow's
Sparrow is a rare breeding bird. Ohio
is the only state listed that has



Henslow's Sparrows breeding in more
than 10% of the atlas blocks
surveyed, with birds reported in
18.5% of blocks surveyed.

Reasons for decline

Declines of Henslow's Sparrows in
the Northcentral and Midwest United
States appear to track loss of
grassland or old field habitats on the
breeding grounds (Knapton 1986;
Hands et al. 1989; McPeek 1991;
Smith 1992). Reasons for the decline
of Henslow's Sparrows in Canada are
unknown, but the loss of suitable
breeding habitat appears to be the
most likely limiting factor. Many of
the abandoned fields in which
Henslow's Sparrows formerly bred
have succeeded to shrub land or
forest, have been subjected to
changes in agricultural practices (e.g.
rowcrop production, corn planting,
continual use of fields with no fallow
periods, annual or more frequent
mowing, overgrazing, pesticide use,
etc.), or have been lost to industrial
and urban expansion.

Some sites still have apparently
suitable habitat for Henslow's
Sparrows, but birds are no longer
breeding there. For example, in Grey
County large areas (20-30 ha) of
apparently suitable habitat still exist
but no birds were found breeding in
the southern part of the county in
1990. Similar situations occur in other
counties such as Prince Edward,
Lennox-Addington, and Frontenac.
This suggests that other factors (e.g.
loss of wintering habitat, mortality
between breeding seasons, or
population losses due to small
numbers of individuals in isolated
locations) are also influencing the
Henslow's Sparrow population.
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Recovery Efforts

Although numbers of Henslow's
Sparrows in Ontario are very low at
present, there is still potential for the
species to recover in the province.
There are several active colonies
nearby in Michigan and New York
that may act as source populations,
and the species is still being seen in
spring migration at sites such as Long
Point and Point Pelee.

A national recovery plan for
Henslow's Sparrows is being drafted
by M. Austen and the Henslow's
Sparrow Recovery Team. The major
recovery actions recommended for
the species include: determination of
population status and distribution;
determination of the cause of the
species’ decline; determination of the
habitat requirements of the species
and the availability of that habitat
during the breeding and wintering
seasons; protection and management
of breeding habitat; and the
development of integrated grassland
management programs.

Recovery activities will be
concentrated in Ontario. Although
there are historical records for the
species in Quebec, the species has not
been reported breeding in the
province since 1968 (Knapton 1986)
and is not recorded on Quebec's list
of rare and threatened species. Due
to the small size of the population in
Ontario and the limited success of
recent survey efforts, emphasis will
now be placed on establishing and
managing a network of grassland
areas suitable for Henslow's Sparrows
and other grassland species.

Integrated Grassland Management
In the United States and Canada,
efforts are being made to protect
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major grassland remnants in national
parks, national grasslands, wildlife
refuges and nature reserves. The
protection of large grasslands appears
to have helped maintain some
Henslow's Sparrow populations in
Iowa (Drilling 1985 in Smith 1992),
Illinois (Herkert 1991) and Kansas
(Zimmerman 1988). Similar efforts
which maintain open, grassy fields in
agricultural areas or protect and
restore remnant tall grass prairie and
grassland habitats must be
undertaken in Ontario. This will
necessitate active management in
some areas (e.g. grazing, mowing, or
prescribed burns) to maintain and
enhance populations of grassland
species, including Henslow's
Sparrow.

This year, funding has been
sought from the Endangered Species
Recovery Fund, Canadian Wildlife
Services (Ontario Region), and the
Ontario Ministry of Natural
Resources to develop guidelines that
allow for an integrative management
program for Henslow's Sparrows and
other grassland species. A pilot site
management plan will be drawn up
for an area in eastern Haldimand-
Norfolk R.M., and will outline
activities that should be undertaken
to benefit grassland species that could
potentially breed in the area (e.g.
Short-eared Owl, Barn Owl, Northern
Harrier, Grasshopper Sparrow and
Henslow's Sparrow). Ideally, a
network of protected grassland areas
would be established in the province
for the benefit of grassland flora and
fauna.

How to locate Henslow’s Sparrows
1. Identify areas with suitable habitat.

Henslow's Sparrow is believed to
have originally been adapted to the
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tall grass prairie community (Knapton
1982). However, with the loss or
alteration of many grassland and
prairie habitats in North America this
species often inhabits pasture land
and hayfields (Knapton 1982; Hands
et al. 1989).

In Ontario, Henslow's Sparrows
occupy fairly specific habitats which
often include a high percent, and a
moderate to high density, of grass
cover; a thick mat of ground cover
from previous years' vegetation (i.e.
no gross disturbance to the vegetation
for a period of at least one year); a
height of dense vegetation of about
half a metre; no current disturbance
in the form of grazing livestock; and
a low-lying wet area (Knapton 1982,
1984, 1986; Peterson 1983; Risley
1983). Colonies have been located in
abandoned fields, ungrazed or lightly
grazed pasture, fallow hayfields with
high clover and alfalfa content, grassy
swales in open rolling farmland, wet
meadows, or infrequently mowed
fields with an abundance of dead
stalks from previous years’ growth
(Cuddy 1984). Despite this, the
species will occur in areas with
marginal habitat or areas that do not
correspond with “typical habitat
descriptions'’ for the species (M.
Cadman, pers comm.).

The minimum area required by
Henslow's Sparrows for breeding is
estimated at 30 ha (Peterson 1983;
Zimmerman 1988}, but minimum
area requirements are far from
proven and may not hold for all
regions. In Illinois, Henslow's
Sparrows have been documented as
being more sensitive to habitat
fragmentation than other grassland
species including Upland Sandpiper,
Savannah Sparrow, Bobolink,
Grasshopper Sparrow, Sedge Wren,



Eastern Meadowlark, and Dickcissel
(Herkert 1991).

2. Learn the "song”.

Henslow's Sparrows have a very
short, insect-like song ("'tslick’’) that
can be difficult to hear at a distance
when other grassland birds (e.g.
Bobolinks, Eastern Meadowlarks,
Savannah Sparrows, etc.) are singing.
Therefore, it is often best to listen for
the species’ song later in the evening
when other bird species have stopped
singing. On calm nights, Henslow's
Sparrows can be heard from 200 m or
more (Risley 1983). At a site in New
York, a singing male was heard from
a distance of 240 m in a field
occupied by singing Bobolinks,
Grasshopper Sparrows and Savannah
Sparrows on a calm night.

Henslow's Sparrows may be
found in association with other
grassland or wet meadow species
such as Northern Harrier, Ring-
necked Pheasant, Common Snipe,
Upland Sandpiper, Sedge Wren,
Bobolink, Horned Lark, Eastern
Meadowlark, Vesper Sparrow,
Grasshopper Sparrow, Swamp
Sparrow, and Savannah Sparrow.
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Early spring migration of waterbirds
in Severn Sound, Georgian Bay in 1992

Peter ]J. Ewins

Introduction

The use of wetland habitats by
waterfowl during spring migration
has been reasonably well documented
around the lower Great Lakes and
connecting channels (Boyd 1974;
Curtis et al. 1984). However, there is
little published information on
waterfow] migration around the
Canadian shorelines of Lake Huron,
and none for Georgian Bay (Dennis et
al. 1984). Many of the more extensive
wetlands, bays, and adjoining river
systems on the lower Great Lakes
support large numbers of staging
waterfowl in spring, and for some
areas the timing of migration has
been studied (Dennis and Chandler
1974; Dennis et al. 1984; Ross 1984;
R.W. Knapton, pers. comm.).

In early spring 1992 I had the
opportunity to census waterbird
species at regular intervals in parts of
Severn Sound, at the southeastern
end of Georgian Bay, Lake Huron.
Parts of Severn Sound have been
identified by the International Joint
Commission as one of 43 key Areas
of Concern around the Great Lakes,
mainly on account of degradation of
aquatic and shoreline habitats,
attributable largely to physical
development pressures and
eutrophication from agricultural run-
off and sewage discharges
(Anonymous 1988). Matchedash Bay,
at the head of Severn Sound, is an
extensive wetland of outstanding, but
not yet quantified, importance for
staging and breeding waterfowl

(Gartner Lee Limited 1990). It is
currently being purchased by the
Nature Conservancy, and is a key site
identified in the Lower Great Lakes-
St. Lawrence basin area as priority
habitat for waterfowl, within the
North American Waterfowl
Management Plan (United States Fish
and Wildlife Service and
Environment Canada 1986; Prince et
al. 1992).

This paper provides the first
documentation of the chronology and
numbers of waterbird species in
spring in some parts of Severn Sound
(including the western part of
Matchedash Bay), between late
March and mid April in 1992.

Methods

Observations were made within three
hours of sunrise on eight dates
between 25 March and 19 April 1992.
Birds were counted from seven
suitable vantage points overlooking
clearly defined areas of open water or
ice (Figure 1). Species were identified
with a telescope with 20x wide-angle
lens, and zoom lens to 45x
magnification. Counts were of
individual birds whenever possible,
but numbers in large, compact resting
groups, or active feeding flocks, were
estimated to the nearest 10-100 birds.
Ducks farther than approximately 1
km away were not usually identified
specifically. The vast majority of
unidentified birds were species of
diving duck, other than Mergansers
(Mergus spp.). All identifications,
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Figure 1: The location of census points and approximate areas within which

waterbirds were counted (shaded).

umbers refer to those given in

Table 1. Area 1 = Matchedash Bay (western parts); 2 = off Waubashene;
3 = Tug Channel - Sawdust Is.; 4 = Musky Bay; 5 = Macey's Bay;
6 = off Brandy's I.; 7 = off Picnic I.

counts and estimates were made by
me. Observations were discontinued
after 17 April, when open water
permitted birds to feed over large
areas of Severn Sound. However, an
additional count of Ospreys was
made on 19 April, since these birds
occurred at nest-sites within the
census areas.

Air temperatures were a few
degrees below zero during all counts
except those on 8 April (3° C) and 17
April (1-2° C). Winds were calm on
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17 April, moderate on 1 April (NW 40
km h1), and light (10-20 km h*!) on
other count dates. The % extent of
open water was estimated by eye.

Results and Discussion

Ice cover

At the end of March, the only area
having open water was area 3, at the
outflow of the Severn River at Port
Severn. Only a very small area of
water below the main dam remained



open throughout the winter. Some
open water areas extended out to the
Sawdust Islands (1 km south of the
Highway 69 bridge at Port Severn) by
early April, and by 10 April ice
covered only 30% of the area. The
next areas of open water to develop
were in Matchedash Bay and off
Waubashene (areas 1 and 2), and off
Picnic Island at Honey Harbour (area
7). Ice still covered 2 90% of areas
4-6 (northern shore of Severn Sound)
on 17 April (Table 1).

Ice melt was later in 1992 in
southeastern Georgian Bay than in
recent years, by up to two weeks in
Severn Sound survey areas checked
in both 1991 and 1992 (pers. obs.).

Bird numbers

Duck species comprised the bulk of
waterbirds in the census areas, from
66% of all birds seen on 25 March, to
over 98% after 8 April (Table 2).
Duck numbers were highly
significantly correlated with the
proportion of open water in each
census area (r? = 0.55, F, 5, = 37.6,
P = 0.0001; Table 1). Over 19,000
ducks were counted on 15 April
(greater numbers were present
outside the census areas), but after
that date so much open water was
present that birds became less
concentrated and more difficult to
census accurately from the shoreline.
Thus, the apparent reduction in duck
numbers on 17 April reflected
shifting distribution rather than fewer
birds in the overall area.

Areas 1-3 were by far the most
important of those censussed during
this period, supporting 89-100% of
the ducks counted on any date. When
ice finally began to melt in other
areas (eg. 6 and 7), ducks quickly
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moved in to feed. On each
observation date, ducks were engaged
in foraging, resting, and courtship
behaviour, usually in rather dense
aggregations. Also, flocks of up to
about 300 ducks were seen flying in a
general northerly direction high over
the census areas at times, and whilst
counts were being made in the
census areas, a few flocks took off
and headed north or northwest. Thus,
there was undoubtedly considerable
turn-over of birds between successive
count dates and so the total number
of individuals utilizing the area was
greater than indicated by the peak
counts in Table 2.

A total of 21 species was
recorded: 12 waterfowl species
(Scaup spp. included specific
identification only for Greater Scaup,
Aythya marila); three gulls; Pied-billed
Grebe (Podilymbus podiceps), Double-
crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax
auritus), Caspian Tern (Sterna caspia),
Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) (Table 1),
as well as Belted Kingfisher (Ceryle
alcyon, two birds in area 7 on 15
April), and Tree Swallow (Tachycineta
bicolor), one in area 4 on 5 April, plus
3800 hawking over areas 1-3 on 15
April. Two Pied-billed Grebes had
probably overwintered below the
dam at Port Severn.

Diving ducks were by far the
most numerous group, with Ring-
necked Duck (A. collaris), Common
Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula),
Bufflehead (B. albeola) and Common
Merganser (M. merganser) together
accounting for 2 80% of ducks
identified on any date (Table 2). The
maximum counts for Ring-necked
Duck, Common Goldeneye,
Bufflehead, Hooded Merganser
(Lophodytes cucullatus) and Common

VOLUME 12 NUMBER 2



70

Survey section number (see Figure 1)

Date 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
% open water
March 25 - - 5 - - - -
April 1 - - 30 - - - -
April 5 1 1 40 - - - 1
April 8 2 5 60 - 1 1 10
April 10 20 30 70 - 1 3 10
April 15 40 40 90 - 1 3 10
April 17 70 60 90 1 1 10 20
No. of ducks
March 25 - - 97 - - - -
April 1 - - 280 - - - -
April 5 32 43 665 - - - 47
April 8 339 1200 2552 - 10 44 30
April 10 3400 3213 3994 1 - 45 48
April 15 8840 807 7970 - - 1370 220
April 17 8000 2104 3146 8 - 1300 400

Table 1:

Percentage open water and number of ducks in each survey section of

Severn Sound, 25 March - 17 April 1992.

Merganser were all higher than those
recorded in spring 1992 from another
known site of wildfowl importance in
the Great Lakes - the Inner Bay at
Long Point, Lake Erie (R.W. Knapton,
pers. comm.). Clearly, the Severn
Sound numbers for these species
were even higher than indicated in
Table 2, since about 50% of the
diving ducks could not be identified
specifically after 5 April. Such large
spring staging concentrations of Ring-
necked Duck, Common Goldeneye
and Bufflehead are not seen on Lake
Erie (R.W. Knapton, pers. comm.), so
presumably these birds are coming
from wintering areas on Lake Ontario
or farther south.
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Species seen in good numbers
elsewhere in the lower Great Lakes
during early spring migration, but
which were notable by their absence
from Severn Sound include:
Oldsquaw (Clangula hyemalis), White-
winged Scoter (Melanitta fusca),
Canvasback (A. valisineria), Redhead
(A. americana), Tundra Swan (Cygnus
columbianus), Northern Pintail (Anas
acuta), and Green-winged Teal (A.
crecca). With the exception of Green-
winged Teal, these species were
found to be uncommon or rare spring
migrants in the Muskoka and Parry
Sound districts of Georgian Bay (Mills
1981), and in Matchedash Bay
(Gartner Lee Limited 1990). In



general, early spring numbers of
dabbling ducks in Severn Sound were
low compared to counts at other
lower Great Lakes sites, but diving
duck numbers were higher (Dennis
and Chandler 1974; Dennis et al.
1984; Prince et al. 1992; R.W.
Knapton, pers. comm.). I was unable
to extend counts into inner
Matchedash Bay, but the wetland
areas there appeared to offer much
more suitable shallow water feeding
conditions for dabbling ducks, so may
have supported considerable numbers
once free of ice. Clearly, on the basis
of these 1992 data, Severn Sound
appears to be one of the most
important spring staging areas for
diving ducks in the Great Lakes.

Chronology

There were considerable differences
among species in the timing of spring
build-ups in Severn Sound (Table 2).
Some Canada Geese and Herring
Gulls (Larus argentatus) were present
even when little open water was
available, whereas Double-crested
Cormorants, Caspian Terns, Ring-
billed Gulls (L. delawarensis) and
scaup species only appeared once
melt was well under way. Among the
diving ducks, numbers of Ring-
necked Duck, Common Goldeneye,
Bufflehead and Common Merganser
began to build up earlier than other
species. Dabbling duck numbers rose
steeply after 5 April, but were never
large. Very similar temporal trends
were seen amongst these waterfowl
species in counts made on the same
dates in 1992 at Lake Dalrymple and
Canal Lake, at the northwestern end
of the Kawartha Lakes complex,
about 70 km east of Severn Sound. At
these sites, the timing of ice melt was
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virtually identical to that in Severn
Sound, but total waterfowl numbers
never exceeded 500 individuals in
April 1992 (pers. obs.).

An aerial (rotor-winged) survey of
some of these Severn Sound census
areas on 11 April 1991 recorded
considerably lower numbers of
waterfowl than my ground counts in
mid April 1992 (R. Craig, pers.
comm.). However, in 1991 the birds
were dispersed over much wider
areas, since ice melt was up to two
weeks earlier than in 1992.
Systematic aerial counts along
transects, and/or ground and boat
counts of all open water areas, would
probably have revealed much higher
numbers in 1991. Further, a delayed
melt in 1992 may well have caused
an unusually concentrated passage of
waterfowl returning northwards in
April.

Along the Canadian shorelines of
Lake Erie and Lake Ontario,
extensive spring waterfowl surveys
from 1969 to 1973 revealed that
numbers of dabbling ducks, most
diving ducks, Canada Geese and
Tundra Swans peaked on 1 April and
declined thereafter (Dennis and
Chandler 1974). A more detailed,
regular census of waterfowl at Long
Point, Lake Erie, in 1992 found
similar relative patterns of spring
build-up of waterfowl species to those
seen in Severn Sound (i.e. Common
Goldeneye and Common Merganser
peaking earlier, followed by Ring-
necked duck, Bufflehead, scaup spp.,
Hooded Merganser, etc.), but the
increases occurred for virtually all
species about a month earlier than in
Severn Sound (R.W. Knapton, pers.
comm.).
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Herring Gulls were present in
small numbers throughout the period,
but increased from 8 April onwards.
An influx of Ring-billed Gulls and
Caspian Terns was noted on 13 April.
Double-crested Cormorant numbers
increased steeply from 8 April
onwards - perhaps mostly birds from
the South Watcher 1. colony, 35 km
to the northwest, in the open waters
of Georgian Bay. In 1991, cormorants
were seen at that colony from 4 April
onwards, and approximately 17% of
the total number of birds which
subsequently bred were present at
the colony in the middle part of the
day on 25 April. At eight occupied
Osprey nest-sites occurring within the
census areas, numbers built up
steadily from 8 April, until all sites
were occupied by at least one bird on
25 April. Solid ice cover around some
nests until mid April meant that some
Ospreys flew up to 12 km from their
nest to reach open water fishing
areas. This suggests that there was a
premium on early occupation of the
limited number of high quality nest-
platforms in the area.
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Recognizable Forms

Merlin

Ron Pittaway

Introduction
Three distinct forms of the Merlin
(Falco columbarius) breed in North
America: (1) Taiga Merlin (F. c.
columbarius), a medium dark bird of
the boreal forest (taiga is a Russian
word for boreal or northern forest);
(2) Richardson's Merlin (F. c.
richardsonii), a very pale bird of the
northern prairies and aspen

. parklands; and (3) Black Merlin (F. c.
suckleyi), a very dark bird of the West
Coast. See Figure 1 and Map 1. These
forms are also illustrated in Clark and
Wheeler (1987), Scott (1987) and
Peterson (1990). Note that the
illustrations in the latter are
mislabelled; from left to right they
should read suckleyi, columbarius, and
richardsonii. Also see the excellent
paintings by Paul Donahue, including
adult males and females of all three
forms, in the Fall 1987 issue of
American Birds 41: 369. In this note I
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discuss the taxonomy, occurrence,
and identification of the recognizable
forms of the Merlin in Ontario.

Taxonomy

The American Ornithologists’ Union
(1957) and Godfrey (1986) list four
subspecies of the Merlin as breeding
in North America: (1) F. c.
columbarius; (2) F. c. bendirei; (3) F. c.
richardsonii; (4) F. c. suckleyi. See
Godfrey (1986) for ranges of the
subspecies (races) and areas of
intergradation.

Many authorities do not recognize
bendirei (western taiga population) as
a valid subspecies because it is
similar to columbarius (eastern taiga
population) in phenotype
(appearance) and ecology (Swarth
1935, Taverner 1937, Rand 1946,
Temple 1972a, Beebe 1974, Palmer
1988, Sodhi et al. 1993). Here I follow
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Figure 1: Adul‘t male Merlins: F.c. suckleyi (top); F.c. riz:‘hardsonii (middle); and
F.c. columbarius (bottom). Drawing by Peter Burke.
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Temple (1972a) who concluded that
bendirei should be merged with
columbarius as one subspecies F. c.
columbarius because ''Phenotypically
no basis exists for separating the taiga
population geographically in the
manner the present subspecies
designations indicate. The clinal
nature of the geographic variation in
these populations makes it clear that
any attempts at dividing the taiga
populations will be arbitrary and not
reflect accurately either phenotypic
or phylogenetic differences...".

Swarth (1935) questioned the
validity of the subspecies suckleyi,
suggesting that it may be a dark
morph (phase) of columbarius
(bendirei). However, Temple (1972a)
concluded that ''Merlins breeding in
the coastal forest biome are markedly
different from those of the adjoining
taiga, and an exclusive range for this
phenotype is indicated’’.

Plumages, Molts and Ageing

The sexes of adult (definitive basic)
Merlins differ in coloration and size.
Males vary from pale blue-gray to
bluish black on the upperparts.
Females are brown-backed (light to
dark) with a hint of gray on the rump
and uppertail coverts, although this is
next to impossible to see in the field.
Males are on average noticeably
smaller than females.

Immature (juvenile) male and
female Merlins are brown-backed and
are normally inseparable from adult
females in the field. The full juvenile
plumage is worn from the time the
birds leave the nest until the next
spring when the gradual molt to adult
plumage begins.

Merlins (adults and year-old
juveniles) undergo one complete molt
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annually, extending from mid-April to
late September (Temple 1972b). After
a juvenile has completed its first
annual molt it is in adult plumage.
Fall migrants consist of adults and
juveniles in fresh plumage. By the
following summer, some birds
(especially juveniles) can become
quite faded.

Taiga Merlin (F. c. columbarius)
The Taiga or Boreal Merlin breeds
across the northern forests of Canada
and Alaska (Sodhi et al. 1993). See
Map 1. Taiga populations from
Manitoba westward are classified as
the subspecies F. c. bendirei by some
authorities. In Ontario, Taiga Merlins
breed from the tree line south
regularly to Manitoulin Island and
Algonquin Park (James 1991). Like
Richardson's Merlin on the prairies,
Taiga Merlins have adapted to
breeding in groves of spruce (Picea
spp.) in cities and towns such as
Thunder Bay (Escott 1986) and
Arnprior (Mike Runtz, pers. comm.).
Following the discontinued
widespread use of DDT, Taiga
Merlins have increased and migrants
are now seen more regularly in
southern Ontario (Duncan 1993) and
reports of wintering birds have also
increased in recent years.

In the Checklist of Recognizable
Ontario Bird Forms (Pittaway 1991}, I
listed the Eastern race (columbarius)
and the Bendire's race (bendirei) as
separate forms. I now believe that
many bendirei are inseparable from
columbarius (Temple 1972a, Palmer
1988). In a revision of the checklist I
will combine the two, and rename
the form as the Taiga Merlin (F. c.
columbarius) after Clark and Wheeler
(1987).
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1 columbarius
2 richardsonii
3 suckleyi

[

Map 1:

Richardson’s Merlin

(F. c. richardsonii)

The Richardson's or Prairie Merlin is
a very pale subspecies breeding on
the northern prairies and aspen
parklands (Godfrey 1986). See Map 1.
The population includes both resident
and migrant birds. This form was
named after Sir John Richardson,
Arctic explorer and naturalist, who
collected the first specimen near
Carlton, Saskatchewan, on 14 May

Breeding ranges of Merlin subspecies.

1827 (Bent 1938).

Richardson's Merlins have been
reported east to southern Ontario
(Wormington 1986, Palmer 1988),
and there is a report by George
Meyers of a male from Grimsby on 6
January 1989 that was accepted by
the Hamilton Bird Records
Committee (Dobos 1990). James
(1991) questioned Wormington's
(1986) sight record at Point Pelee
because ‘'There are a number of pale-
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