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What's flying
around....

Come Mr. Tally Man
- Rob Wilson -

A current tally of the natural resources of Saskatchewan
may be down. “Another One Bites the Dust” — part of
the chorus of a “Queen” song - may soon apply to one
of Saskatchewan’s most impressive bird species.

We may have one fewer species living in our province.
The Greater Sage-Grouse (numbers have declined 60 -
90 percent in the past thirty years) has not, for a variety
of reasons, been counted or monitored on provincial
lands since 2009. It is entirely possible that it no longer
reproduces in Saskatchewan (See “What’s Flying
Around”: Issue 2; 2011). In terms of disappearance or
near-disappearance, The Greater Sage- Grouse follows
a path toward extirpation previously travelled in this
province by The Greater Prairie- Chicken.

Perhaps you share a concern for additional species
which appear to have been driven from this region?
( eg. Sprague’s Pipit; Le Conte’s Sparrow, Upland
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Sandpiper, Marbled Godwit)? We know where the oil,
the gas, the potash, and the diamonds are, but where in
our region are these birds?

Are you aware that these species once frequented
native prairie lands environing Yorkton? | suspect that
the young students of today are ignorant of the fact that
these species are, or were, an integral part of their
natural heritage. It is my conjecture that these species
are also an integral part of their natural legacy.

We understand that in order to survive, all creatures
require space. We instruct children about the
importance of habitat. We are aware that most of the
natural habitat that once existed in this region is altered
to an extent that many of the species that lived on
unbroken prairie have “‘gone somewhere else”. We
understand and accept that “the prairie” is in today’s
world, required by humans for human uses.

Will we/should we allow a progression (loss of native
prairie ecosystem plants) to continue to the extent that
additional species disappear from our region (eg.
Meadowlark, Bobolink, Piping Plover)? Consider this: If
you should choose to observe/study/photograph/paint or
contemplate a Leopard Frog (endangered) or Barn
Swallow (threatened) only to discover that the species of
interest has “gone somewhere else” - has been
extirpated - from this region, will it matter?

Yes.

The Dalai Lama said, “I believe all suffering is caused by
ignorance”. It can be comfortable to be ignorant, or to
phrase it more kindly, to be unaware. On occasion
ignorance may be convenient. Ignorance may obviate
an imperative to act. | believe that we as community
have a moral imperative to be informed about the state
of our local natural resources. This obligation resides
because it is only humans that can advocate for non-
human life-forms.



L April 2012 Issue 1

One way to increase awareness of our natural
resources is to take a census — or to tally. We need to
know what has been lost. We need to know what is
threatened. We need to know what remains. We need
to discuss and plan to prevent poor decisions about our
natural resources.

Decisions relating to land development impact mightily
in our region. At present we may be taking our natural
resources for granted.

It is time to take a look. It is time to count, to record and
to report. It time to tally. This is one way to become
informed. With accurate and up-to-date information to
guide us, let’s have a discussion.

The time has come to pay attention. It is time to place
value on our local natural resources. | think we owe
this to children. We may be squandering a natural
legacy that rightfully is theirs (eg. spring chorusing of
frogs on prairie ponds). Is it not poignant that students
of St. Michael’'s School, choosing to enjoy a Burrowing
Owl (see article in newsletter), must import one from
Moose Jaw? | suggest that it is poignant, knowing that
only a few years ago, Burrowing Owls nested in our
region and if one made the effort, could be
“experienced” locally.

If you are a member of some level of government, |
urge you to initiate a conversation about monitoring —
counting, recording and reporting. If you are not a
member of a governing body, will you please mention
these ideas to some elected representative? How
about making this editorial available to someone who
may be willing to speak out? You could ask her/him to
“take a look”.

In the words of Harry Belafonte, “Come Mr. Tally Man”.
“‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,

committed citizens can change the world. Indeed it is
the only thing that ever has.”: Margaret Mead.

YFBTA Spring Symposium

The following few pages are an introduction to the guest
speakers who will be at the YFBTA Spring Symposium
being held April 28th, 2012 in Saltcoats, SK.
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Moose On The Loose
- Kenn & Nancy Wood -

Jerry Haigh, a retired wildlife veterinarian, author and
storyteller, has recently published a book, “Of Moose &
Men : A Glasgow Vet In Canada “(www.jerryhaigh.com)
detailing his Canadian wildlife research and biology of
the largest cervid in the world. Jerry will be a speaker at
the YFBTA meeting in Saltcoats in April. He has a few
theories to share with you as to why our moose
population is moving southward into the prairie region.
The size, habitat, and docile nature of the moose are
just a few of the reasons why his career was such an
incredible adventure.

His initial wildlife pursuits were purely accidental. He
was born in Kenya, raised as an army brat in several
countries, and educated in the British Isles. He moved
back to Kenya within days of graduating from veterinary
school in Glasgow, Scotland to play tennis while
working as an intern at the Nairobi veterinary school. A
giraffe with footrot and a constipated rhino were two of
the cases that sparked his interest in a wildlife specialty.
In1975 an ad in the British Veterinary Journal led to a
33 year career as wildlife specialist at the Western
College of Veterinary Medicine in Saskatoon. Within
weeks of his arrival, he participated in a government
operation to collar moose. Research on a wide range of
species followed during his career but cervidae
remained his main focus. He is well known amongst his
peers as a pioneer in the chemical restraint of wildlife.
His reputation as an animated speaker with an obvious
passion for his work will make his presentation a
memorable occasion.

Jerry Haigh
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Tracking The Ghosts
- Kathy Morrell -

The Assiniboine River was high the summer of 2010, a
torrent of brown water rushing across the Parkland from
Sturgis to Kamsack, turning and twisting in its course
towards the Red River. Downstream from the bridge
across Highway #9 the water gurgled over the ford,
stones across a stream usually shallow by mid-summer.
From the road you could see the mound of earth and
debris, in the middle of Ben Hudye’s field, all that was
left of Carlton House, the outpost built by Hudson Bay
Company fur traders in 1795. It was actually more log
cabin than anything else — just enough to house the men
and store the goods needed to trade for the prized
beaver pelts.

The North West Company, never to be outdone, set up
shop that same year just downstream, but their
headquarters was no simple shack. It was a full-fledged
fort complete with stockade, bastions, a bunkhouse, and
a company store. The voyageurs built the structure on a
plain that edged along the Assiniboine. The land
provided space for a garden, a field of hay, pasture for
the horses and a camp site for the Indians when they
came to trade.

Cecil At The Roman Baths

Once complete, the two fur trading establishments were
so close that when it came time to share a cup of tea or
brandy, the men were just a holler away.

Today, the story of the forts is largely unknown, our
history overtaken by the tales of settlement and the
breaking of the land. But long before the arrival of the
pioneers, there were the canoes, the muskets, the
beaver pelts, and the tipis outside the forts of the
Assiniboine.
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Cecil Machnee, Canora resident, has studied that
history. He has hiked the shores of the Assiniboine
looking for the forts, searching out the artifacts that give
proof to their existence. At the YFBTA Symposium,
track the ghosts with Cecil as he tells our history; our
tales of the fur trade that opened up our country to the
explorer and the map maker.

Plant Conservation
- Kathy Morrell -

Sarah Vinge is a Habitat Stewardship Coordinator at
Nature Saskatchewan for Rare Plant Rescue, one of
the Stewards of Saskatchewan programs. She has
been with Nature Saskatchewan for four years and has
enjoyed spending that time working with landowners for
prairie conservation.

When she's not conducting field work she enjoys
camping and spending time in her yard gardening with
native plants. She has a B.Sc. in Environmental
Biology and a diploma in Natural Resource
Technology. She lives in Regina with her husband and
their dog, Ellie.

Sarah will be talking about rare plant conservation in
Saskatchewan. She will touch on topics including rare
species in the Saltcoats area, how rare plant searches
and monitoring are conducted and what happens to the
information that is collected, and how the Rare Plant
Rescue program works with landowners to conserve
habitat for rare plants.

Sarah in the Athabasca Sand Dunes
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He Who Cries Wolf
- Paul Paquet -

Paul is an Adjunct Professor in Environmental Design at
the University of Calgary and Environment, an Adjunct
Professor in Department of Environment and
Geography at the University of Manitoba, and Honorary
Research Associate in the Department of Biology at
University of New Brunswick, where he supervises
graduate student research. He is an internationally
recognized authority on mammalian carnivores,
especially wolves, with research experience in several
regions of the world. He worked as a biologist for the
Canadian Wildlife Service for many years. Now, he is
Senior Scientist with Raincoast Conservation
Foundation, an international consultant, and lecturer.
He has been conducting field research on wolves and
other large mammalian carnivores since 1972, with an
enduring interest in applied ecology and environmental
philosophy. Paul has published more than 200
scholarly and popular articles on the ecology,
behaviour, and conservation of large carnivores, as well
as three books on wolves. He is a member of several
governments, industry, and NGO advisory committees
concerned with the conservation of biodiversity. His
current research focuses on conservation of large
carnivores and the effects of human activities on their
survival. Paul received his undergraduate degree in
philosophy from Santa Clara University and his PhD in
zoology from University of Alberta.

Paul During A Leisure Moment

Kelsey Ecological Society Hosts Fall Meet

The Kelsey Ecological Society will be hosting Nature
Saskatchewan’s Fall Meet on September 28-29, 2012.
Preeceville, the headwaters of the Assiniboine River,
lies approximately one hour north of Yorkton, in the
transition between the Aspen Parkland and the Boreal
Forest. There are several lakes and wetlands in the
immediate vicinity, which support a large variety of
migrating ducks and geese. The event has been
scheduled to occur near the full moon on September
30, with an opportunity for star-filled walks along quiet
trails.

Registration will begin on Friday afternoon (September
28), followed by a social hour and presentation.
Saturday field trips (September 29), amid golden fall
colours, are still being organized. A sumptuous banquet
is planned for Saturday evening, followed by the Board
meeting on Sunday morning (September 30).

Local accommodations include motels, campgrounds
and a Bed & Breakfast. Space will be limited, so it is
best to make your reservations early. We look forward
to welcoming you to Preeceville, and hope that you
mark your calendars now.

For more information please contact Michael Pitt,
President and Meeting Chair at 306.547.2008;
mpitt755@gmail.com

Something To “Grouse” About
- Martin Phillips -

| recently talked with Mr. Lynn Oliphant of Saskatoon
about the condition of the grouse population in North
America, particularly the Sharp-tailed Grouse. Lynn is a
professor emeritus with the University of Saskatoon. He
taught in the Western College of veterinary medicine for
nearly three decades. Lynn has lead field classes for
graduate students to the Sonoran desert and Costa
Rica. He has received many awards for his work in
conservation including The Canadian Geographic
award in Sustainability for his work on the Craik
Sustainable Living Project. Lynn has also directed the
Saskatchewan Co-operative Falcon Project, a project
which has resulted in the release of more than 500
Peregrine Falcons in Canada and the midwest United
States.
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We discussed three species of grouse: the Sharp-tailed
Grouse, our provincial bird, the Ruffed Grouse and the
Sage Grouse. The Sharp-tailed Grouse, a grassland
and parkland species, mostly resides throughout
Southern Saskatchewan where there is suitable habitat.
The Sharp-tailed Grouse, like other prairie grouse, has
a mating system where males dance on a dancing
ground or “lek” in order to attract females. The females
choose the nesting site which is usually un-grazed
native prairie and usually lay 8-12 eggs. They hatch and
rear the young alone. The Ruffed Grouse is our most
common forest grouse, although we also have the
Spruce grouse and even the Ptarmigan in the far north.
The third species, the Sage Grouse, is now restricted to
a small area in southwest Saskatchewan and is well on
its way to extirpation in Canada (there is a significant
population in the U.S.). The Hungarian Partridge (not a
grouse and a species that is not indigenous to the
prairies) population seems to be in better shape than
the grouse population.

You may have noticed that the Sharp-tailed Grouse
(often called Prairie Chicken although the true Prairie
Chicken was extirpated from Saskatchewan a few
decades ago) is not seen as often as it used to be. Mr.
Oliphant notes that no one really knows the actual
number of Sharp-tailed Grouse living in Saskatchewan.
The Wildlife Branch of SERM has stopped conducting
surveys in order to set bag limits for the hunting season.

Sharp-tailed Grouse
Photo Credit: Martin Phillips
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However, they discontinued this practice in the late 90’s
so at this point accurate information is limited. Surveys
done by Jim Wedgewood in the Saskatoon area in the
late 90’s showed a reduction in the number of leks - 97
to 33, as well as a reduction in the number of dancing
males between 1970 and 1990. It is Mr Olipant’s
opinion that there has been a serious decline in the
population at least in the Saskatoon area. If the
observations of our local bird group are to be believed
that decline includes Yorkton and surrounding area.

Our first thought might be that predators, or over
hunting is the root of the problem, but that doesn’t seem
to be the case. Mr. Oliphant tells me that the biggest
problem is the destruction of habitat. There just isn't
enough native cover available for the birds and what is
available is fast disappearing. Furthermore, weather,
particularly in the spring, can have a significant short
term impact on the population. Young grouse chicks
need insects to eat and the chicks are very susceptible
to being chilled. Thus, cool wet weather during the
breeding season has an adverse effect on the
population.

What can be done? Mr. Oliphant suggested that
incentives could be designed to encourage local land
owners to preserve habitat. Also, the North American
Grouse Partnership was formed in 1999 to address the
problem of declining grouse populations. The
organization ( which has been minimally active in
Canada but plans to change this are in the works ) has
a regular publication and a web site
WwWw.grousepartners.org <http://
www.grousepartners.org/ and would welcome anyone
who is interested in joining. Locally volunteers could
visit previously-known leks and resurvey sites in order
to see if populations are still active (see letter to the
editor - grouse partners - for more information on how
you can become involved). Based on this information,
steps could be undertaken to prevent further losses of
this interesting prairie bird along with many other
species that depend upon the prairie ecosystem.

YFBTA Members Win Prestigious Award
- Cindy Smith -

The Phillips Farm, operated by YFBTA members Martin
and Fred Phillips, is winner of the 2012 Saskatchewan
Soil Conservation Association’s Farm Family award.
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The award is based on two factors. The first of these is
conservation farming. On the Phillips farm, Zero Tillage,
a seeding practice which seeds crops directly into standing
crop stubble, has been practiced for many years. The
brothers credit their parents and their uncle for support
given when this new and unproven (in the minds of many)
practice was suggested by these young farmers to their
older partners. “Zero till” was a cutting edge practice. As
a result of adopting this practice, the Phillips farm was
seen as a “front runner” by some but it was also viewed
skeptically by others. The older generation shouldered the
task of defending the practices selected by Martin and
Fred.

“We made our share of mistakes but we learned from
them. We tried to not make the same mistake twice. In
1981, severe winds caused us to consider and adopt zero
till and to examine other soil conservation practices,” said
Fred Phillips.

The two brothers have also incorporated winter wheat into
their crop rotation plans. Winter wheat protects soill,
makes efficient use of moisture, reduces erosion which is
sometimes caused by spring runoff, and supports
biodiversity by providing benefits to a variety of fauna.

When asked if other forms of conservation are part of the
farm operation, Fred Phillips indicated a number of
things. The brothers make a point of not encroaching on
ditches or road allowances, a practice not followed by all
farmers. They have intentionally left some arable acres
untouched. Some patches are left to sustain populations
of Lady’s Slippers and Western Red Lilies. Other areas
with aspen bluffs are left to sustain wildlife such as
ungulates and raptors. These kinds of areas also provide
important corridors along which wolves, moose and bears
travel. The brothers realize that some prairie patches,
shrubs and wild fruit trees are necessary to sustain small
populations of ground-nesting birds such as Sharp-tailed
Grouse and Gray Partridges through sometimes tough
winter months. These creatures and others are welcome,
now and in the future, on the Phillips’ farm.

The second factor, resulting in the Phillips farm being
chosen as the award winner, is advocacy. It is one thing
for farmers to adopt certain practices but it is entirely
another to “go public” and to advocate on behalf of the
practice. It takes courage and confidence to promote a
controversial practice among your peers. Fred Phillips
held a membership in The Saskatchewan Soil
Conservation Association (S.S.C.A.) for more than a
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dozen years. During that time he served two full terms as
a board member of S.S.C.A. He also served as an R.M.
councilor, all the while promoting the association’s soil
conservation messages. It was this advocacy that caught
the eye of Ducks Unlimited, the sponsor of the S.S.C.A.
award. Over the years the Phillips’ farm practices became
very well known to the local Ducks Unlimited staff.

Fred was invited to receive the award on behalf of the
Phillips’ Farm. The presentation was made in Saskatoon
at the Annual Saskatchewan Soil Conservation
Conference on January 10, 2012. When accepting the
award, Fred credited his parents, his uncle, the Martin
Phillips family and his own family for the work and the
support that culminated in this honour bestowed upon
Phillips’ Farm.

“If an award is going to our farm, it belongs to all the family
members who have been on the land since 1938. |
wouldn’t be where | am today without each and every one
of them, so this is definitely a family farm award”, said
Fred.

Letter To Editor: Lynn Oliphant

| have just sent in my membership to your amazing Association
and look forward to receiving more news of your activities. |
thoroughly enjoyed speaking at one of your meetings a number
of years back on birds of prey and was totally surprised by the
numbers of people attending and their commitment to action.

| have a specific request to make of your members regarding
information on our provincial bird, the Sharp-tailed Grouse. |
recently read with dismay about the continued decline of the
Sage Grouse in Saskatchewan and Alberta in Nature Views (the
newsletter of Nature Saskatchewan) which looks like it will soon
be extirpated from Canada in spite of recovery plans and
emergency summit meetings. All prairie grouse have or are
experiencing major declines including the Sharp-tail. We live in
the very centre of this birds range and | feel now is the time to
take action to protect the native habitat it depends upon along
with a host of other prairie birds. A small group of us plan to
resurvey areas this summer in as many areas of the province as
possible and are looking for volunteers who would be willing to
visit former dancing grounds that have not been surveyed since
the 1990's. We are also interested in any information regarding
historic or presently active dancing grounds that your members
might know of. People can contact me by phone 306-374-1068
or e-mail <lynn.oliphant@usask.ca> if they have information or
would like to spend a couple of beautiful mornings in April
looking for grouse dancing grounds.

Thank you.


mailto:lynn.oliphant@usask.ca
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Young Readers Corner

As part of the YFBTA mission statement, we encourage
and support young people to become more
knowledgeable in birds and wildlife. With the support of
schools and their staff such as Grade 3 teacher Kim
Lucyk, we are able to share young students
perspectives on these subjects. The following are
submissions made by two of Ms. Lucyk’s students,
Alexa Haider and Andrew Ross, after a visit by George,
the Burrowing Owl.
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Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation in
Saskatchewan
- Beatriz Preito & Yeen Ten -

The Greater Sage-Grouse is a year-round resident of
the western Great Plains of North America. Its
distribution is closely related to sagebrush habitat as
they depend on it for food and cover. Presently, they
can be found in 11 states in northwest United States,
southeastern Alberta and southwest Saskatchewan.
The need to manage and conserve Greater Sage-
Grouse populations has been recognized in
Saskatchewan since the 1930s. Hunting the species
was prohibited as their distribution and abundance
became limited in our province.

The low numbers detected during breeding ground (lek)
surveys in recent years and the long-term downward
trend of its numbers in Canada give reasons for
concern. In 1987, the Province of Saskatchewan listed
Greater Sage-Grouse as Threatened, and since then
annual lek counts have been conducted with varying
success, dependent on weather. In 1997, the Canadian
population was first assessed as Threatened by the
independent Committee on the Status of Endangered
Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC), formed by scientists,
Aboriginal people and government. It was later listed
as Endangered under the federal Species at Risk Act in
2004. Based on COSEWIC'’s last assessment in 2008,
from 1988 to 2006 the total Canadian population has
declined by 88 per cent during the period from 1988.

Although it is clear that populations have declined over
the long term, a better understanding of the current
status of Greater Sage-Grouse populations and habitat
in Saskatchewan is needed to guide appropriate actions
for conservation in the province. The Saskatchewan
Ministry of Environment is in the process of developing
an updated Conservation Plan for Greater Sage-Grouse
in the province.

As part of the development of this plan, we are
conducting a population assessment for the species in
the spring of 2012. The survey is currently being
organized with the collaboration of Parks Canada and
Nature Saskatchewan and the participation of a wide
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variety of organizations and volunteers: Canadian
Wildlife Service, Saskatchewan W.ildlife Federation,
Ministry of Tourism, Parks, Culture and Sport, Nature
Conservancy, SIAST and landowners. The survey will
involve ground counts of males on leks, and will include
an aerial survey for historical leks and potential
sagebrush habitat that are not easily accessible on the
ground.

¢
="
‘ .

E

Baschak, L. © MOE

Greater Sage Grouse

Because the peak male attendance on active leks lasts
less than a month, and there is an extremely limited
daily period of activity, the surveys are complex and
labour intensive. The Ministry of Environment’s revised
plan is intended to ensure that a Greater Sage-Grouse
population persists in Saskatchewan, so future
generations can still enjoy the sight of this iconic prairie
species.
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The Last Word

As | put the final touches on this Newsletter, | think
about what lies ahead. What lies ahead for spring
weather, what lies ahead for the YFBTA and it's
members this year, and what lies ahead as we combine
all of the above.

Just recently, | had the opportunity to attend my first
YFBTA meeting. Not just any meeting, but the Annual
General Meeting of the Yellowhead Flyway Birding Trail
Association. Along with the meeting, there came along
many formal introductions that were perhaps, long
overdue.

| encourage each and every member, reader and
supporter of the YFBTA to take the time to consider
attending one of the meetings or events and renewing
your membership. Your opportunity is near as the
YFBTA Spring Symposium will be held on April 18th in
Saltcoats.

It is understandable that all of us have priorities and
schedules that limit our ability to attend all or most
functions of the YFBTA, however as spring arrives, |
leave you with one thought: The trees will send out new
leaves, some trees will bear fruit, the flowers will bloom,
and the birds will again sing their songs - Please take
the time to enjoy these precious gifts and when possible
share these and your friendship with the rest of us.

Sincerely,

Marcel Pelletier

Memberships and Renewals

Martha Karau

Phone (306) 896 2660

Box 403 Churchbridge, SK SOA 0MO
marwal @sasktel.net
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