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Kudos to YFBTA for Program 
YFBTA member Rob Wilson 

 
YFBTA has engaged the services of a 
post-secondary student for the months of May, June, 
July and August.  I spoke with Sara 
Belontz, the Summer Program Facilitator about her 
work.  Sara believes this to be an important 
program.  Work in four schools serves to teach 
children at a young age about nature and 
environmental concepts.  “It sparks an interest”, said 
Sara.  “It may instill in students a desire to live a 
sustainable life style”. “It introduces them to the 
possibility of enjoying nature”. I asked Sara if she 
believes that the program is successful.  “Yes.  It is 
working.  I base this upon responses I am getting 
from teachers, students and parents.  Students with 
whom I worked in 2014 have told me about visiting 
parks with their families,  looking for creatures that 
they learned about in my programs.  
 
They remembered things that I had taught last year”. 
My programs emphasize an experiencing of nature.     

“We might hike.  We might examine animal skulls.  
We might “dip” in pond water, capturing 
invertebrates”. 
 
“Experiencing excites the students”, said Sara. 
“Teachers have told me that their students were 
excited all day while waiting for their turn to do an 
activity with me.” 
 
I asked Sara to provide some examples of 
successful activities.  Sara recalls a partnering with 
the Yorkton Film Festival.  “I had a very good 
response from the Yorkdale Central School 
students.” 
 
“Working with four different schools allows 
YFBTA to reach out to more students.  The 
students in Calder School were very excited”.  
“Students in Saltcoats School came to the 
Leflay Trail as part of a year-end event. 
 
They found signs of beaver activity - evidence of 
nature.   



Page 2 

July  2015  Issue  2 

Out and about with YFBTA 
YFBTA member Gerri Knudsen 

 

The Nature Sask. Spring Meet was soon to be 
hosted by YFBTA. A busy co-ordinating 
committee, with many sub-committees, was 
planning each part of the event. One tour was 
being led by Arden Bradford, Ron Knudsen and 
Paula and Morley Maier. The route was planned 
on paper, but how would it work in real time? So, 
early in June on a fine morning, starting at 8:30 
a.m. – just like the planned big bus tour, a few 
members met at Bradford’s to test the tour. Their 
yard site was full of bird songs and sightings.  

 

Photo:  YFBTA member  Don Weidl 

We could hear and see the Meadowlarks on fence 
posts, the Cliff Swallows had a their mud tunnel 
house on the Bradford’s house, the Barn and Tree 
swallows where flying overhead, and the Snipe was 
whooping away nearby. 
  
We walked to the nearby dirt road and were pleased 

to see Blue Winged Teal, many other ducks, the 

Killdeer trying to divert us from her nest and a Sora 

Rail calling in the ditch.  Then we heard a Common 

Yellow Throat. We looked and looked for that little 

bird and he finally showed himself and we all had a 

good look at it. It’s called a “Common” Yellowthroat 

but it’s not commonly easily seen in my opinion. 

 

Common Yellowthroat 

Parkland Valley, Sport, Culture & Recreation District 

One student located a bird’s nest.  Some students 
told me at the end of the day that their 
favourite experience was discovery of a Western 
Red Lily.” 
 
I inquired about activities planned for August.  “I will 
be offering programs to Day Cares and to seniors’ 
groups.  I expect to be working with the Yorkton 
Public Library and with the Society for the 
Involvement of Good Neigbours.  I will also be 
working with the Family Resource Center, as I did 
last year. 
 
The Family Resource Center (FRC) deserves a few 
words.  They are funded by the Ministry of 
Education.  They provide resources, free of charge, 
for families with early years’ children.  Children learn 
through play with their families.  This collaboration of 
YFBTA with the FRC appears to be an excellent “fit”. 
 
Another organization that Sara will work with, the 
Newcomer Centre in Yorkton, also deserves further 
mention.  This organization is supported federally by 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada and provincially 
by the Ministry of Economy.  The Yorkton Newcomer 
Welcome Centre is organizing a social activity 
(planned for August 7) for the International Women 
of Yorkton and Area.  The Newcomer Centre is 
partnering with the YFBTA to provide an opportunity 
for folks to learn about nature. 
 
Sara has plans for two “Nature Exploration 
Days” (July 28 and Aug.13).  Participants must 
register as a family and must have a vehicle.  Sara’s 
program includes a trip to Sarcan to learn of the 
importance  of re-cycling.  There will be an 
examination of carbon foot-prints followed by lunch, 
a walk at the Ecological Ravine in Yorkton and a 
nature scavenger hunt.  This is open to the public. 
YFBTA members are especially encouraged to 
attend one of these programs. 
 
A suggestion for you if you live in the YFBTA region:  
how about supporting Sara and her Nature 
Exploration Initiative by joining her? 
 
Kudos to YFBTA for the Summer Program Facilitator 
Program. 
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Once there was an owl that needed some 
assistance. 
 
In early November, 2014, Jill Higgins was taking an 
autumn stroll with her little dog at Rochon Sands 
Provincial Park in central Alberta. Near the path that 
follows along the south shore of Buffalo Lake, she 
came upon the ghostly figure of a Snowy Owl in 
distress. Though it flapped its wings as hard as it 
could, the owl was unable to lift off the ground more 
than three feet, and would fall back into the waist-
high yellow grasses. 
 
Being a high-tech young lady, Jill promptly took 
telephone video footage of the owl's efforts and 
called for advice. 
 
With the video as proof that the owl would not likely 
survive on it's own, Jill's parents, Jennifer and Mark 
Higgins, and a friend, Claudia Lipski, arrived with 
leather gloves, a  blanket and a cloth-lined 
cardboard box.  
 
The capture was very straight forward; throw the 
blanket over the owl, extricate it and place it in the 
dark confines of the box.  Though at first the owl in 
the box seemed 'light as a feather', the rescuers 
took turns carrying it back to the vehicles. Within 
minutes, the Snowy Owl was on its way to Red Deer 
to be relayed to the Medicine River Wildlife Centre 
near Raven, AB. There, an assessment was made.  
 
The snowy owl was found to be emaciated, likely 
due to having suffered a concussion and not being 
able to hunt on its own.  After twenty-five days of 
care, the Snowy Owl was deemed healthy and a  
release was organized at the same location where 
the owl was found.   
 
November 24 saw a small group cheering silently for 
the Snowy Owl as it left the hands of Wildlife 
Rehabilitator, Judy Boyd.  This time, flapping wings 
powerfully, the Snowy Owl lifted off and 
disappeared into the snow covered trees. 

Can Humans Rehabilitate Birds?  
 Owl Say! 

Photo:  Submitted by Claudia Lipski 

KEY Chevrolet Cadillac Buick GMC.  Inc.  Yorkton Canora 

Preparing Dessert — two good and two bad 
YFBTA member  Janet Scholtz 

Desserts are either good or bad—the one I prepared 
for the YFBTA provided both good and bad. 
 
I chose a layered cherry dessert.  It needed to cool 
quickly.  I decided that it could be “plunked” (as in 
making a hole) in a large pan filled with snow. 
 
The hot pan bottom sitting upon the cold snow 
quickly “iced”.   The dessert skied down a barely 
noticeable slope, raced across the cupboard then 
flipped upside down behind my feet! 
 
This was bad-should I scrape the mess and garbage 
it?  No.  I crawled around on the floor with a spatula 
re-panning and patting the goop in place. 
 
One good thing-the floor had become cleaner. 
 
I packed up my dessert and raced to my destination, 
Saltcoats, to prove to the YFBTA that I had indeed 
made a dessert for the Sunday Dessert Theatre. 
 
The second bad?  I warned the kitchen workers to 
NOT serve it because it had had a bad experience 
(one slice was served anyway). 
 
A second good thing—my next donation will be 
“store bought”. 
P.S.  I took what was left home.  With my family 
none the wiser, I served it.   Delicious! 

Submitted by Jill Higgins 



3. Trim Around the Edges 
  
One of the issues that many people struggle with is 
the messy look that a yard can have if it’s left to 
naturalize or has been planted to lots of bird-
attracting plants. However, some recent research by 
Joan Nassauer at the University of Michigan has 
found a clever solution to that problem. It’s known as 
‘messy ecosystems; orderly frames’. It seems that if 
you allow a part of your yard to grow wild, but trim 
carefully around the edge - say with one strip of 
grass that is regularly mowed – people understand 
that you’re caring for the ecosystem and they find it 
much more acceptable. So although it has little to do 
directly with water, whatever you do in your yard, 
frame it with an orderly edge.  
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YFBTA thanks  Saskatchewan Lotteries Community Grant Fund 

Newsletters for you in 2015? 
 
YFBTA sends Issue 1 to all of the 2014 members 
who have provided us with contact information.  If 
you are choosing to NOT RENEW or if you have 
FORGOTTEN to renew (or if we do not have con-
tact information), that would have been the last 
newsletter that you received.  Please consider 
supporting our work by taking a 2015 membership.  
Together our advocacy is stronger and our voices 
are louder. 

Consider Going with the Flow 
YFBTA member Robert Brown 

Almost every year it seems that there are water 
issues in Saskatchewan. Some years there’s too 
little rain and other years too much. While we can’t 
do anything to control the weather, there are some 
simple things you can do to manage the water on 
your property and make your yard more attractive to 
birds at the same time.  
 
1.  Create a Swale 
 
The first thing to remember about managing water is 
that you always need positive drainage away from 
your house. Make sure that any water that arrives on 
or near the house will flow away from the house. If 
your downspout goes into the storm sewer, 
disconnect it and have the water run into a rain 
barrel with an overflow that runs away from the 
house. Once you have the water moving away from 
the house create a shallow swale that will direct 
the water to flow where you want it to flow. It can be 
designed to look like a dry streambed, or the bottom 
of the swale can be planted to flowering plants that 
are attractive to birds and slow water flow. Swales 
look more natural if they take the meandering form 
of a stream. If you have heavy soil you might want to 
bury a perforated pipe along the bottom of the swale 
to encourage more water to infiltrate and replenish 
your water table.  
 
2. Make a Rain Garden 

 
Have the swale direct water into a depression or 
rain garden. You can estimate how much volume a 
rain garden should hold by taking a typical rainfall 
(say 1”) and multiplying it by the area of your roof 
plus the area of your yard that will drain into the rain 
garden. For rainfalls greater than 1” you’ll need an 
outlet for the water to overflow and move on to a 
creek or slough where it would have naturally gone. 
Plant flowering plants in the rain-garden that can 
withstand periodic flooding. Rain gardens look more 
natural if they take the nearly circular form of a 
typical prairie slough. Rain gardens should be at 
least 10 to 15’ from your house, and 30 to 40’ from 
any septic system.  

We have not yet learned to visualize the earth 
spaces in which we live as Living Spaces, as vital 
surrounding systems that sustain us.  Yet when 
these Living Spaces are endangered so are we. 
 
Taken from: 
“Home Place:  Essays on Ecology” 1990 by Stan Rowe 

Website:   yfbta.com 
 

Are you interested? 
 
 Current information 
 Loon Initiatives Committee:  2015 report 
 Writers’ Corner 
 2014 Christmas Bird Counts 
 Members’ Photo Gallery 
 Previously Published YFBTA newsletters 



Page 5 

July   2015  Issue 2 

In Tribute           
John Senkiw:  March 29, 1943-January 12, 2015 

YFBTA member Kathy Morrell 

  
John the Birder 

 
What brought a man like John Senkiw to the world of 
birding?  Was it the birds’ soaring flight?  Was it the 
variety of their song? Was it their colour, the glistening 
black of the raven, the flitting yellow of the warbler? Truly, 
it was all of these things, for John lived an appreciation of 
nature and a curiosity that made him, at the same time, 
both student and teacher. 
 
John’s interest in birds began as a child.  His mother, 
Vera, talked about the arrival of birds in spring.  At Larisa 
Country School, the teacher and students noted the 
arrival date of various birds on the school calendar.  It 
was all a part of the science curriculum.  From that 
beginning, John and a friend formed a birding group of 
two.  One day, John saw a set of binoculars advertised on 
the back page of a comic book.  Just what I need, he 
decided.  He ordered the field glasses and although they 
had only a magnification of three, they made a big differ-
ence in spotting birds and making identifications.   
 
In grade seven or eight, John’s parents challenged their 
son to obtain the highest marks in his class.  When he 
met the challenge, they asked what he wanted.  “A copy 
of Birds of Canada,” came the reply.  Over time, the book 
was so well-used that it required rebinding some forty 
years later. 
 
Larisa Country School gave way to boarding life at 
Mohyla Institute and enrollment at Nutana Collegiate in 
Saskatoon. Following high school, John completed a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Education and later a Master’s in 
Educational Administration. He married Connie Babij and 
the couple had four children.  John taught at Wishart 
School and later became principal at Foam Lake.  
Through these busy times, he and Connie continued to 
learn.  They installed feeders, bird houses and a fountain. 
With food, water and shelter, what more could a bird 
possibly want? 
 
At this same time, John developed his skills with a 
camera, taking pictures of the family and vacation sites, a 
skill he would transfer later to bird photography. 
 
Once the children “had flown the nest”, the birding life 
became a greater interest, a passion really.  The field 
glasses went everywhere – on a trip to Ukraine and to the 
couple’s wintering range along the Rio Grande in Texas.   

 
 

Photo:  Connie Senkiw 

YFBTA thanks the Painted Hand Casino   Yorkton, Saskatchewan 

 

In 2008, John started to write a birding column for the 
Foam Lake Review.  Local people were interested.  John 
would often receive phone calls, asking him to identify a 
particular bird.  People would stop him on the street to 
talk and share their sightings.  About the same time, 
John’s son-in-law started a blog site for him.  His columns 
then appeared not only in the newspaper but on the web, 
too.  Both contained excellent photos he had taken 
himself.  John, the student, was becoming teacher as 
well.  
  
As people became more aware of his interest in birds, 
they asked him to speak at various gatherings.  To make 
his presentations, he learned to do Power Point.  His 
continuing pursuit of learning stood him in good stead.  
 
Today the Senkiw garden includes chokecherries, pin 
cherries, saskatoons and haskaps or honey berries; 
apple, crabapple and plum trees – all there for family use 
but more importantly as bird food. On one feeder, 
sections of an orange are left to attract the orioles.   There 
are plants for bees and butterflies, too. 
 
But more important than that legacy garden was John’s 
website.  There he recorded his love affair with nature 
and birds.  It is certainly worth a visit: 
 

                      www.JohnTheBirder.com 
 
We at the YFBTA have been proud to welcome a birder 
like John Senkiw to our organization.  This tribute is an 
abbreviated account of all that John has contributed to his 
community.  He will be missed.   



Editor’s Note:  I received a note from YFBTA 
member Stewart Rooke: 
 
“I saw a male Wood Duck and his mate when I 
looked out my bedroom window this morning. 
Interesting watching them fly from tree to tree”. 
 
As Stewart’s accompanying photo was 
compromised by the early morning light.  I prevailed 
upon one of our members for a sharper image to 
accompany Stewart’s note.   

Page 6 

July  2015   Issue 2 

Will you consider helping? 
 

Interested in: 
 
Writing?                      
Editing? 
Formatting? 
Seeking contributors? 

 

Contact  Rob Wilson 

If you have internet access, you can, if you wish, 
receive email messages from YFBTA.  You can also 
receive an electronic copy of the 2015 newsletters 
upon request. 
 
Internet communication with members is not without 
glitches.  Unless contacted we have no way of 
knowing if you are receiving electronic items.  If you 
want the emails and you suspect that you are not 
receiving them, please contact YFBTA 
(see bottom of page 8). 

Noteworthy Bird Sighting 
Submitted by Darryl Stevenson 

Photo:  Submitted by Darryl Stevenson 

This Red-headed Woodpecker was sighted at 
Burgis Beach, Good Spirit Lake, Sask. in June 
2014. It was originally noticed foraging on the 
ground under our bird feeder in our yard, which 
was not typical of our regular woodpecker visitors. 
Once identified as the Red-headed Woodpecker 
our research found that it was very uncommon for 
this area. 
 
They commonly live in pine savannahs and other 
open forests. Also open pine, tree rows in 
agricultural area, standing timber in beaver 
swamps and other wetlands all attract the 
Red-headed Woodpecker. This bird is one of only 
four North American woodpeckers known to store 
food and is the only one known to cover its stored 
food with wood or bark. 
 
This woodpecker hides insects in cracks in wood, 
under bark, in fence posts, and under roof 
shingles. Grasshoppers are regularly stored alive, 
but wedged into crevices so tightly that they 
cannot escape. The Red-headed Woodpecker's 
diet consists of one third insects and two thirds 
plant material. They are one of the most skillful 
insect catchers among the North American 
woodpeckers. 
 
For nesting, the Red-headed Woodpecker uses 
natural cavities in dead trees or dead parts of 
trees. They usually lay 3 to 10 pure white eggs, 
brooding once or twice per season. 
 
 

Photo:  YFBTA member Don Weidl 
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Young Readers’ Corner 

Barb’s Birding Bus 
Submitted by Chelte Young grade 8 student  

At Saltcoats School 

Photo:  YFBTA member Rob Wilson 

An Update:  Sara Belontz 
YFBTA President Martin Phillips 

Bus riding to most might seem like a boring task, but to 
the kids on Barb Ford’s bus… well, let’s just say she 
keeps us on our toes. This spring, as we rode to and from 
school, we saw many different plants, birds and other 
creatures that not only reminded us of how amazing 
nature is, but that spring had finally come. Besides the 
usual snakes, gophers and skunks, we saw Turkey 
Vultures, Goldfinches (Canaries), a Blue Heron, 
Redwing Blackbirds and Coots in the sloughs. Barb even 
saw a herd of 5 moose. We “awed” over the cute baby 
ducklings as they crossed the road, and shushed the 
quacky, loud kid at the back of the bus named Ben. We 
saw foxes, coyotes, deer and lots of cats near Katya’s 
house, as well as Lady’s Slippers and wild roses. 
Last year, we saw baby foxes playing in the ditch near 
their den, reminding us of how cute things are when 
they’re little. Chelte brought a little bottle fed lamb on the 
bus for kids to pet, and we enjoyed seeing the young 
calves out in the fields. The list goes on, but we’re 
reminded of how amazing nature is and how important it 
is to respect it. Although Barb has been birding with the 
kids on her bus for 10 years now, she still has her bird 
book sitting beside her… just in case.  
We would like to wish everyone a happy summer!!!   

One of the major initiatives of the YFBTA is our Summer 
Program Facilitator initiative. I recently spoke to Sara, our 
summer student, inquiring about the progress of her 
summer programming. 
 
Sara has worked in four schools interacting with 
students from kindergarten to grade eight.. She has been 
working with principals, teachers, and students in the 
Saltcoats, Dr Brass, Calder and Churchbridge schools.  
 
Thank you to Stephen Farquharson, principal of Saltcoats 
School, for co-ordinating these activities. Sara has 
involved students in nature walks, pond dipping, weather 
lessons, plant identification, and bird and insect 
identification. She emphasizes “living a greener lifestyle” 
and promotes environmental stewardship. Students love 
being out of doors, walking a trail, magnifying glasses in 
hand.  
 
Sara works with other organized groups. Most 
recently  the Yorkton Film Festival (leading students from 
Dr. Brass and Yorkdale Central schools on the Ecological 
Ravine Trail) and Nature Saskatchewan (Sara partook as 
YFBTA hosted the Spring Meet). 
 
Sara has major plans for the summer months as well. She 
is reaching out to SIGN in Yorkton as well as the New 
Comers Center. She plans to work with Seniors in Salt-
coats and Churchbridge as well as Day Cares in the area. 
She is involved with programming at the Public 
Library in Yorkton. She would like to do some day 
programming involving parents with their children. Sara is 
extremely enthusiastic about the program she will be do-
ing in conjunction with the Family Resource 
Center in Yorkton over a period of the first two weeks of 
August. 
 
YFBTA’s Summer Program is costly.  It would not be 
viable were it not for grants received from the Painted 
Hand Community Development Corporation, 
Saskatchewan Lotteries Community Grant Fund and the 
Parkland Valley Sport, Cultural  and Recreation District. 
Thank you Key Chev. Olds for providing a car and thank 
you Ingrid and Stan Stumph for providing a residence for 
Sara.  

Thank you YFBTA members for participation in the fundraising initiatives. Without all of the above, we would 
not be able to speak to our youth who will, after all, be the guardians of our environment in the years to come. 
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Having a Ball  
YFBTA member Jack Dawes 

Photo:  YFBTA member Rob Wilson 

When Indian Jones of “Raiders of the Lost Ark” fame 
finally locates the ‘lost ark’ – what does he say? He 
says, “Snakes – why did it have to be snakes?”  I 
love that scene, and I can’t see the movie enough 
times just because of it .Yes life is about overcoming 
‘snakes’ in whatever form they come – Indy of 
course eventually defeats the snakes and the Nazis 
and gets the beautiful girl too! (Whereas I have done 
only the latter!). 
 
In our society why is there such a dichotomy of 
views about snakes? Good question, says Dr Ray 
Poulin of the Royal Saskatchewan museum – in 
Preeceville May 20, to  talk about snakes in 
Saskatchewan for the Kelsey Ecological Society.  
Earlier that day school kids in Preeceville and 
Sturgis eagerly surrounded Poulin and an assistant 
who had come to show and tell about snakes – live 
snakes! 
 
In a nice piece of timing, that same fine May day, 
Rob “BirdMan” Wilson of Saltcoats escorted me to 
observe the spring “coming out” of thousands of 
snakes – just north of the town of Pelly, along the 
upper lip of the Swan River valley. 
 
An astounding sight for the first-timer – as we 
guessed maybe a thousand snakes clumped and 
slid all round us – perhaps in a 30 meter-wide circle? 
It is of course, a life-sustaining mating routine for the 
snakes – males being driven to females by a 
powerful pheromone – they have no choice! 

The experience left us wondering about the 
vulnerability of this hibernaculum and its Red-sided 
Garter Snake occupants, not open just to natural 
predators, but also to us. Located in grounds 
designated as a National Historic Site,  it is 
accessible from a well-worn path at the end of a 
well-used road. But… 
 
In his presentation at Preeceville that May night, Ray 
Poulin described five species of Saskatchewan 
snakes and illustrated for sure how their lives are 
complicated, and sometimes threatened by our 
alterations to the natural landscape. For us it begs 
the question – does the Pelly hibernaculum deserve 
some sort of protective measures? 
 
For another account of a visit to the Pelly site see: 
 
 http://www.producer.com/2013/04/go-snake-seeing-
at-historic-saskatchewan-site/ 

 

 

Garter Snake Mating Ball 

mailto:marwal@sasktel.net
mailto:marwal@sasktel.net

