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Ready, set, Atlas! 
By Becky Stewart, Atlas Coordinator 
 
Down south many of our feathered friends 
are loading up on their fat stores, stretching 
their wings and exchanging their drab winter 
plumage for a flashier, summer look.  They 
are oblivious to the hundreds of atlassers 
anxiously awaiting their return.  Across the 
Maritimes binoculars are being dusted off, 
identification guides perused, maps studied 
and GPS batteries replaced.  The second 
Atlas season is finally here! (And there’s no 
time to wait – some species have already 
started breeding…see page 2 for details). 
 
Last year, 550 volunteers spent 8,300 hours 
atlassing in 881 squares.  To date, 34,194 
individual bird records have been submitted 
to the online database.  CONGRATULATIONS 

ON AN ABSOLUTELY INCREDIBLE FIRST 
FIELD SEASON!  The number of volunteers, 
field hours and records have all surpassed 
that of the first year of the first Atlas.   
 
Check out the summaries and maps online: 
www.mba-aom.ca.   You can query the 
database to pull up summaries for any 
square, region or the whole of the 
Maritimes.  The species and effort maps 
allow you to compare between the first and 
second atlas and you can click on any 
individual square to obtain species 
summaries, PDF maps and much more for 
that square.   
 
So with such a great start, what’s on tap for 
2007? More atlassing! Our primary goal 
over the next few years is to spend at least 

 
Clickable maps are now available online. 
 
20 hours atlassing in all 450 priority squares 
(that’s 1 of every 4 atlas squares) to ensure 
even and adequate coverage across the 
Maritimes and to allow comparison with the 
first atlas. While this might seem 
overwhelming, the task requires 9000 
atlassing hours and you already spent 8,300  

 
continued on page 2… 
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 hours in the field. So, if you have already 
finished your square and want to keep 
atlassing, consider taking on another square 
or helping out a fellow atlasser with his or 
her square.   And if you know a great birder 
who isn’t participating or someone who is 
eager to learn more about birds and their 
habitats, encourage them to join the effort.  
Training workshops and square “bashes” 
will be happening throughout the Maritimes 
this spring (details on page 12). 
 

Early Season Atlassing  
By Scott Makepeace, Atlas Steering Committee 
 
Do you know the location of an Osprey, 
Raven, crow or hawk nest from last year or 
years past?  If you do then you have the 
basis for some productive, fun and 
challenging early season atlassing. 
 
While most bird species are attempting to 
lay eggs and raise young between late May 
and August, there are a number of species 
that nest earlier in the year…some much 
earlier.  These early nesters belong to a wide 
variety of groups—from shorebirds and 
waterfowl (including Black Ducks and 
Canada Geese) to owls, jays, raptors, and 
doves. 
 
The key to successfully atlassing for these 
early breeders is no different from atlassing 
at other times of the year: know the breeding 
biology of the species you’re after and the 
locations where you are likely to find that 
species in your square.  This means knowing 
when and where nests are placed, and any 
behaviours that may indicate breeding.  
Especially important is understanding what 
habitats are used by that species. 
 
Learning where and what to look for is 
challenging but here are some good sources 
of information:  Investigate Colin Harrison's 
“A Field Guide to the Nests, Eggs and 

Nestlings of North American Birds” and Hal 
Harrison’s “A Field Guide to Bird Nests”.  
For more general natural history information 
try “The Birds of North America” series 
(although this series can be somewhat 
technical), or, A.C. Bent’s “Life Histories of 
North American Birds” online at 
http://birdsbybent.com.  Bent’s series 
provides a lot of good information on 
behaviour, nesting habits, habitats and hints 
to help observe breeding evidence. It can 
also be found in used book stores, often at 
very reasonable prices. 
 

 
Northern Saw-whet Owl, photo by Denis Doucet 
 
The biggest influence on successful 
atlassing for early breeding species is just 
getting out into your square.  Simply being 
observant and aware of indications of 
breeding will result in interesting 
observations, from calling Goshawks and 
Woodcock, to nest building Mourning 
Doves in March, to Great Horned Owls 
sitting on nests when the temperature is well 
below zero and a storm is approaching. 
Plus, getting out into your atlas square early 
in the year has definite advantages!  For the 
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larger, early nesting raptors, crows and 
ravens, their nests are more conspicuous 
because of the lack of green vegetation.  As 
well, many of these species reuse nests from 
previous years so it can be productive to 
check old stick nests.  This is especially true 
for Great Horned Owl, Bald Eagle, Northern 
Goshawk, Raven, Crow, Red-tailed hawk 
and Red-shouldered Hawk. 
 
Some species, like Brown Creeper and Pine 
Warbler, are simply easier to hear and see in 
April and early May when there are fewer 
birds and bird songs.  Brown Creepers 
become very vocal by mid April while Pine 
Warblers are back and vocal by early May.  
Both of these species have unspectacular 
(but very pleasing) songs which are easier to 
hear and identify without a lot of 
background noise. 
 
With all of this in mind, check out the table 
listing species that nest early in the year (the 
atlas web site has a complete breeding dates 
chart available) and get out atlassing.  You 
will add breeding records to the data for 
your square and will find that early season 
atlassing can be rewarding and fascinating.  
 
Table 1. Early Maritime Breeders. 
MONTH SPECIES 
February Great Horned Owl 

Red Crossbill 
White-winged Crossbill 

March Bald Eagle 
American Woodcock 
Herring Gull 
Greater Black-backed Gull 
Mourning Dove 
Barred Owl 
Common Raven 

 
 
 

 

Breeding Evidence –“X” 
vs. “H” and other coding 
conundrums 
By Becky Stewart, Atlas Coordinator 
 
When you see a Yellow Warbler perched on 
a dogwood tree, the code “H” is an obvious 
choice.  However, when you see a Herring 
Gull fly overhead or a Great Blue Heron 
walk along the beach the choice may not be 
obvious.   
 
When deciding to use “X” or “H” ask 
yourself: 
 
1. Is the species in, or adjacent to, its 

appropriate breeding habitat? 
2. Is it within this species’ breeding 

season? (Check the breeding dates on the 
website http://www.mba-
aom.ca/english/breeding_dates.pdf) 

3. Is this species a colonial species and/or 
one that travels long distances to gather 
food? 

 

Table 1  continued… 

April Wood Duck 
American Black Duck 
Common Goldeneye 
Common Merganser 
Ruffed Grouse 
Double-crested Cormorant 
Great Cormorant 
Great Blue Heron 
Long-eared Owl 
Short-eared Owl 
Northern Saw-whet Owl 
Pileated Woodpecker 
Gray Jay 
American Crow 
Brown Creeper 
European Starling 
Pine Siskin 
House Sparrow 
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If the bird you are observing is in 
appropriate habitat during its breeding 
season and is not a colonial nester or long 
distance forager then “H” is the appropriate 
code.  If it is a colonial species but it nests 
singly reasonably often – e.g. Great Blue 
Heron– then “H” is appropriate.  Exercise 
caution with long distance foragers.  Turkey 
Vultures forage considerable distances from 
their nests so if the bird is flying high over 
the square it should be recorded as an “X”. 
 
You should also consider whether the bird is 
a migrant.  This may be a problem early or 
late in the season when spring and fall 
migration overlaps with early or late 
breeders.   A good way to determine if the 
bird should be “X” or “H” is to examine the 
checklist for your region (http://www.mba-
aom.ca/jsp/codes.jsp?lang=en&pg=region)
— is the bird an expected breeder?  If it is 
not, “X” may be more appropriate. It may 
also be worthwhile to spend some additional 
time watching that particular bird for any 
other evidence of breeding and/or return to 
the site at a later date to see if that individual 
is still there (“T’). 
 
Another code that can sometimes cause 
confusion is “FY” – how to distinguish 
between a fledgling and a mobile juvenile?  
“FY” should only be used for birds that have 
recently left the nest.  Recently fledged 
young can often be seen in family groups 
with adult parents.  Fledged young will also 
often be seen or heard begging for food.  If 
you observe these behaviours, “FY” is the 
appropriate code to use.  Fledged young may 
also still have a baby gape (yellow mouth 
colouration) and white downy feathers 
visible on their belly—but be wary, some 
birds maintain their baby gape for several 
months.  So if a bird is all alone, able to 
forage by itself and there are no signs of 
parents, it is more appropriate to use “H”.  

 
Common Yellowthroat, photo by Pat Edmond 
 
For many birds, particularly flycatchers, 
warblers, sparrows and thrushes, the most 
efficient way to confirm breeding is to 
watch for birds carrying food (“CF”) from 
late June to mid-July.  During this time, 
adults tend to be particularly responsive to 
“pishing” as nests or fledged young are 
often nearby. 
 
If you are unsure about whether a code is 
appropriate for any given species please 
check the “Questionable Code” document 
now available on the Atlas website. 
 

Rare Birds and their 
Forms 
By Becky Stewart and John Chardine, Atlas 
Steering Committee 
 
By now most of you have either encountered 
the red [Rare/colonial] flag that appears 
when you enter breeding evidence for a rare 
species, or you have been contacted by your 
Regional Coordinator and asked to provide 
additional information for certain records.  
 
First, OUR MISTAKE —some Maritimes 
Rare species are missing the “†” notation, 
following their name, on the Breeding 
Evidence form and some non-rare species 
have a “†” following their name and they 
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shouldn’t .  We’re sorry for any confusion 
this may have caused when entering data.  
Also, a few species have been newly 
designated as rare (e.g., Common 
Nighthawk).  A complete list of Maritimes 
Rare species is included on page 13.  Please 
update your breeding evidence forms. 
 
Second, if the Atlas office heard one 
comment this year, it was about the number 
of rare forms required. You’ll be pleased to 
know that, from now on, for Bald Eagles 
and Turkey Vultures forms are only 
required when breeding is confirmed. 
However, we’re not off the hook for the rest 
of the rare species. 
 
How did the Atlas decide which species to 
list as rare? For some species, like the Least 
Bittern, the reason is obvious: it is federally 
designated as “Threatened” and few of us 
see this species on a regular basis. However, 
there are other rare species for which the 
reason behind the designation is less 
obvious.  
 
Take the Rusty Blackbird, for example. Why 
fill out a rare bird form for a species that’s 
may seem common in your area?  This 
species was recently designated as a 
“Species of Special Concern” by COSEWIC 
(the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada).  COSEWIC reports  
suggest that Rusty Blackbirds are 
undergoing a severe population decline 
possibly as a result of localized habitat loss 
or mortality on the wintering grounds.  
There are no Rusty Blackbird monitoring 
programs in place and no strong scientific 
evidence linking possible population 
declines to habitat changes.  By 
documenting Rusty Blackbird breeding 
evidence in a rare bird form that includes 
GPS or mapping coordinates, we can 
determine: 1) whether the extent of the 
Rusty Blackbird’s  breeding range has 

declined, 2) the extent of the decline, and 3) 
if these declines are related to changing 
land-use patterns and/or other habitat 
changes since the first Atlas.  Thus, filling 
out rare bird forms, even for a species that 
may seem “common” in your area, is 
important because in doing so you are 
providing data vital to the conservation of 
these species and their habitats. 
 

 
Warbling Vireo, photo by Roy LaPointe 
 
Maritime rare species are not the only birds 
that need additional documentation. Several 
species may be considered “regionally” rare.  
Species are designated as regionally rare 
either by the Atlas Committee or by your 
Regional Coordinator. These species may be 
of conservation concern or simply have few 
records in your area. Either way, detailed 
records will be important for determining 
the current status and distribution of these 
species.  So when atlassing on PEI, you’ll 
need to fill out a rare bird form for a 
breeding Blackpoll Warbler, but in Cape 
Breton filling out an additional form for 
Blackpolls isn’t necessary.  For a complete 
list of both Maritimes and regionally rare 
birds for your atlas region obtain a Region 
Checklist from the Atlas website www.mba-
aom.ca/jsp/codes.jsp?lang=en&pg=region or 
ask your Regional Coordinator for a copy 
(regionally rare species are indicated by ‡ 
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following their name). Check this list before 
you go in the field or when you return. By 
filling out a rare bird form immediately (i.e., 
before sighting details are forgotten), you 
are ensuring that the Atlas is reaching its full 
conservation potential. 
 

Surveying for Colonial 
Birds  
By John Chardine, Alex Bond and Becky Stewart 
 
Some of the most abundant of our breeding 
birds are colonial. Colonies are places where 
breeding birds nest in synchrony, in close 
proximity to one another. They are often 
noisy, smelly places, usually situated on 
offshore islands or isolated mainland sites in 
the case of waterbirds. Some landbirds, such 
as Chimney Swift, Cliff and Bank swallows, 
also breed colonially. Colonial waterbirds 
include the classic seabirds – petrels, 
cormorants and Northern Gannet, gulls and 
terns, as well as Great Blue Heron, Black-
crowned Night-Heron, and Common Eider. 
It’s worth mentioning that not all colonial 
species have to nest in colonies. Species 
such as Great Blue Heron, Herring Gull, 
Great Black-backed Gull, Black Tern, 
Common/Arctic Tern and even the Northern 
Gannet will nest on their own, although this 
is rare. Colonial nesting species are 
indicated on the breeding evidence form 
with the symbol §. 
 
The unique breeding biology of colonial 
species makes the application of Atlas 
breeding evidence rules difficult. Unlike 
many forest birds, colonial birds have small 
territories in the immediate vicinity of their 
nests. These territories have no food 
resources so colonial nesters have to spend 
time outside their territories, feeding or 
gathering food for their offspring. In the 
case of seabirds, feeding areas can be many 
kilometers away from the breeding colony. 

Note too that many waterbirds take a long 
time to mature and breed (usually about 3 
years but can be up to 11 or more years for 
Northern Fulmars!). Therefore, a waterbird 
in the summer near suitable breeding habitat 
may just be a young, pre-breeding individual 
and not evidence of breeding per se. Some 
species, like gulls, moult through successive 
immature plumages through the pre-
breeding period so you have a hint in this 
case about the breeding status of the bird. 
Other waterbirds moult into full adult 
plumage well in advance (up to years) 
before actually breeding for the first time. 
 

 
Artic Tern, photo by Alex Bond 
 
When looking for breeding evidence, many 
codes, used for other, non-colonial species, 
are not applicable. Because many colonial 
waterbirds forage at great distances from 
their nesting sites, a foraging colonial bird 
observed in the breeding season cannot 
necessarily be “attached” to a particular 
square. Plus, foraging distances vary 
between species. If you see a Black 
Guillemot or cormorant in the summer 
months, there may be a colony close by, 
whereas a Leach’s Storm-Petrel seen out at 
sea may be hundreds of kilometers away 
from the colony. In all of these cases, “X” is 
likely the most appropriate code unless 
additional breeding evidence is sought out.  
For most colonial species “H” is only 
appropriate if they are seen in the colony (in 
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which case you can likely determine a 
higher level of breeding evidence, such as 
“NE” or “NY”). For colonial species that do 
occasionally nest alone, the use of “H” is 
appropriate if you observe these species in 
or adjacent to, suitable breeding habitat.  
 
Other codes that typically don’t apply to 
colonial species include: S, T, and P. Many 
waterbirds have identical sexes, so 
discerning male from female is impossible. 
Males do not “sing” in the same way as 
many land birds although they do have calls 
that they use at the nest. Both sexes sound 
alike. Codes that are most appropriate for 
colonial species include: D, V, DD, NU, FY, 
AE, NE and NY. 
 

 
Razorbill, photo by Alex Bond 
 
What about CF? Colonial waterbirds fall 
into two categories in this regard. Some 
carry food in their bill (e.g., terns, auks), 
others swallow their food and regurgitate at 
the nest (e.g., herons, gulls). Common 
Eiders do not carry food to the nest as the 
chicks are precocial.  Individuals of some 
species (e.g., Common Murre, Common and 
Arctic terns) carry “show fish” with which 
they attempt to gain access to the colony, a 
nest site, or a potential mate. For species-
specific information on appropriate codes 
for colonial nesters check the questionable 
code document on the atlas website. 
 

Colonies are so important for conservation 
that many are owned and protected by 
groups such as the Nature Trust of New 
Brunswick, Environment Canada, Parks 
Canada, and provincial wildlife agencies. 
Some are protected as Migratory Bird 
Sanctuaries, or under provincial 
designations, so be sure to get permission 
from the appropriate agency before 
surveying. 
 
The most important thing to keep in mind 
when surveying for colonial species is that 
colonies are very sensitive places where you 
can do a lot of damage if you are not 
extremely careful. Eggs and nests of 
colonial species are often cryptic and so 
there is a real danger of stepping on eggs. Be 
particularly aware of tern nests which can be 
very hard to see. Never walk backwards in a 
bird colony! Many species are sensitive to 
disturbance and will temporarily abandon 
their eggs or chicks leaving them vulnerable 
to predation from gulls. Chicks of ground 
nesters are mobile and will move long 
distances from their nests if disturbed. Visits 
to colonies that have large mobile gull or 
tern chicks should be avoided. Take great 
care when walking over puffin or other 
burrows. If the ground is bare it means the 
substrate in unconsolidated with vegetation 
and therefore very fragile. You could easily 
step through into the burrow and destroy the 
egg and nest. Burrow/crevice nesters such as 
Atlantic Puffins and Razorbills are very 
sensitive to disturbance at the nest when 
they have eggs. Resist the temptation to feel 
around inside a burrow for eggs because the 
parents will likely desert. 
 
Your safety is also important. Colonies are 
often remote so a lot of careful planning is 
required to safely make a visit. Gulls and 
terns aggressively attack any intruders 
(regardless of their intentions!), so be 
protect yourself, especially your head! A 
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floppy hat with a pom-pom on top works 
well, or a thin stick held above the head. 
Gull colonies (particularly Ring-billed Gull) 
are noisy, so noisy in fact that ear protection 
is recommended.   
 
If you locate a colony, be sure to record the 
colony location, the number of nests (if 
possible), and the number of adults present 
on a Rare/Colonial Species Form.  
 

Memories and 
Mishaps—Atlassers’ 
Stories from the Field 
 

Atlas Misadventures  
By Roy LaPointe, Regional Coordinator, NB 
 
On July 12, 2006, I was atlassing alone 
some 30 kilometres east of St.Leonard, NB 
when I came to a block of mature black 
spruce that looked like nice habitat for a 
Black-backed or Three-toed woodpecker. I 
switched to rubber boots, put my already 
wet leather boots on the back bumper to dry 
in the sun and walked down the soggy 
unused road and a little ways into the woods 
but found only warblers and vireos. 
I continued on my planned circular route 
which took me to the Salmon River. Here 
the road became nothing more than an ATV 
trail. I turned the truck around and heard a 
snap. A red battery indicator was flashing on 
the dashboard and I got that sinking feeling. 
I shut off the engine, popped the hood and 
found the long serpentine fanbelt dangling 
over a radiator hose. 
 
In the near 30 degree heat I was going 
nowhere in the truck. I pulled out my maps 
and looked for the shortest route to a camp 
that I knew was hosting a Children’s 
Summer Camp. It was 10.4 km away and I 
made it in just under 2 hours. Remember 

those boots on the bumper? Yes, I forgot 
them there and they kindly fell off along the 
way. Needless to say my feet weren’t too 
comfortable by the time I reached the camp. 
My obliging mechanic and I retrieved the 
truck and boots later that evening. 
 

 
Ruffed Grouse Photo by Pat Edmond 
 
Five days later, I returned to the camp to 
give the children a talk on birding and take 
them on a little field trip. That evening I was 
supposed to return and take them owling so 
on the way home I took a couple of small 
detours to check for appropriate habitat. I 
spotted a Red-tailed Hawk perched over the 
second road and stopped to see if I could 
find a nest. No luck. As I tried to leave my 
luck took a turn for the worse. A dead 
battery meant I was afoot again but this time 
with proper boots and only 4.5 km to camp. 
With the temperature again near the 30 
degree mark and absolutely no shade or 
breeze, I made it to camp in 50 minutes but 
in worse shape than the previous time. This 
episode ended like as the first. 
 
Needless to say, I learned a few things 
through these mishaps that I’d like to share 
with other atlassers who are planning trips 
into the backwoods. I’m no mechanic but 
here are a few items to check before you go: 

·  check the battery condition, 
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·  check the fanbelt condition and carry 
spares if you can replace them 
yourself, 

·  check tire condition and pressure 
including that of the oft-forgotten 
spare,  

·  top up fluid levels and carry spare 
water or coolant mixture in case of 
overheating 

 
Plus, don’t forget to… 

·  tell someone where you are going 
and when you expect to return 

·  travel with others if possible 
 
To meet your own needs in case of 
breakdown, carry extra food, beverages and 
clothing. A sleeping bag or blanket can also 
be handy as temperatures can plummet at 
night. A cell-phone is very handy if you will 
be within the coverage area -- I wasn’t. A 
GPS unit is also a great tool to pinpoint your 
exact location but not much good if you 
leave your maps behind and it doesn’t 
replace a compass. 
 
Above all else when in the woods, keep your 
brain in gear at all times. Those big logging 
trucks are a real hazard and won’t take too 
kindly to a birder lollygagging down the 
middle of a logging road. Be safe and enjoy 
the atlassing experience. 
 
Backyard Surprise 
Par Jocelyn Veillette, Atlasser 
 
Hello, my name is Jocelyn Veillette and, for 
the first time this summer, I participated in 
the wonderful adventure bird discovery.  
Having a young child at home, a busy work 
schedule and little bird watching experience, 
my time was limited.  But one day after 
taking care of the dish washing, diapers, 
etc., I dressed myself like a perfect 
ornithologist: hat, binoculars, book and all 
the documents—ready to jump in my car 

and get out into the field.  I kissed my lovely 
wife to thank her for giving me some time 
off.  She gave me a little smile and told me 
that I still needed to put out the trash.  A 
little disappointed, I sighed at losing a few 
more minutes of my rare and precious spare 
time.  In the end, I relented and took the 
trash around to the garbage bin at the side of 
the house, right next to a cedar tree, just as a 
Chipping Sparrow came in to the same tree 
to feed its young.  All summer long, on my 
Maritimes species list, I just had my name 
and the highest breeding evidence code I 
had was for this species and that was it—just 
my name and that species were on the list.  
The moral here is two-fold but I’ll limit 
myself to the one concerning the birds.  The 
wonder that is nature is omnipresent all 
around us; we just have to keep our eyes 
open. 
 

Staying home pays off 
By Roy LaPointe, Regional Coordinator, NB 
 
I woke up early on the June 29, 2006 under 
what looked like a promising day. The 
forecast was good so I decided to go do a 
little atlassing. My wife, Charlotte, had more 
pressing things do to so opted not to join me. 
 
I left home at 6 a.m. headed for priority 
square 19FN02, about 20 km due east of 
town. After a little more than 8 hours of 
atlassing I had breeding evidence for 56 
species but nothing spectacular. Quite 
content, I headed back home and to find my 
driveway full of cars with two more parked 
out on the street. I parked on the street and 
walked into the house to find it full birders.  
 
The first sound that rang excitedly in my 
ears was "Guess what Charlotte found?" I 
figured it must have been a bird of some sort 
but with all the possibilities, I didn’t even 
venture a guess (though I did think of saying 
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Pink Flamingo). Charlotte beamingly said 
"White-winged Dove". 
 
"Alright!" I exclaimed then asked if 
everyone had seen it. Most hadn’t. One of 
the ladies asked if I could try calling it. 
Within minutes I was set up at a back 
window overlooking the feeder station. The 
playback lasted some 30 seconds and as 
soon as it ended, a dove came flying at high 
speed directly at the window, veering off 
just a few feet away and apparently landing 
on the roof. A few minutes later it flew 
down to a small tree where everyone got a 
good look and chance to positively identify 
the bird. 
 

 
White-winged Dove, photo by Roy LaPointe 
 
It stayed in the area two more days, 
frequently singing. We managed to get 
several photos and some video despite rainy 
weather throughout most of its stay. On one 
occasion the dove, perched on a feeder 
support, started pivoting its wings slightly at 
the shoulder while gazing at a Rock Pigeon 
on the ground below. It then adopted the 
display position shown on the photo.   
 
Although, this sighting cannot be considered 
as breeding evidence since the bird was well 
out of its range, it goes to show you really 
don’t have to go far to get a good find!! 
 

How to Detect and 
Document “Species at 
Risk” 
By Richard Elliot,  Chair of Atlas Steering Committee 
 
Many birders are attracted to Atlassing 
because their bird-watching can contribute 
to conservation.  Atlassers have a chance to 
collect valuable information about birds 
listed as “species at risk”, because we’ll be 
searching many areas of the Maritimes 
rarely or never visited by knowledgeable 
birders or biologists.  We’ll focus on six 
species listed nationally as Threatened or of 
Special Concern - Harlequin Duck, Least 
Bittern, Yellow Rail, Short-eared Owl, 
Bicknell’s Thrush and Rusty Blackbird.   
 
As well as being rare or uncommon, some of 
these species are difficult to detect or 
identify.  Atlassers may be unsure about 
their habits and habitats, and how to assess 
their breeding status.  This information is 
found in our new Guide for Atlassing 
Species at Risk, which is being distributed to 
all Atlassers. 
 
We encourage you to make special efforts to 
search for these six species, but be sure to 
avoid disturbing the birds.  Following the 
Birding Code of Ethics from our Atlas web-
site usually ensures that Atlassers have little 
impact on the birds being surveyed.  
However, because populations of species at 
risk are already low or declining, we must 
be especially careful not to approach their 
nests or broods at close range, or to publicly 
identify their nest locations.   
 
Begin by checking the maps in the guide to 
see whether these species were detected in 
or near your square during the first Atlas.  If 
so, or if their preferred breeding habitat 
occurs in your square, check out the tips on 
timing, habitat use and vocalisations, to help 
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detect birds that might be nesting there.  
Tips are also provided on interpreting the 
birds’ behaviour to help with the second 
challenge, trying to confirm breeding and 
assigning the appropriate breeding code. 
 

 
Least Bittern, photo by Brian Small 
 
Atlassers can also use playbacks to help 
detect Least Bittern, Yellow Rail, Bicknell’s 
Thrush or Rusty Blackbird, using CDs 
available from the Atlas office.  Playback 
should be used carefully by experienced 
birders, closely following protocols in the 
guide.  
 
Complete a rare/colonial species form if you 
encounter birds of these species, including 
specific location information.  If you’d like 
help verifying your observations, contact 
your regional coordinator or the atlas 
coordinator.  As well, please let us know 
immediately if you encounter Harlequins, 
Least Bitterns or Yellow Rails.  Because 
there are only a few recent breeding records 
of these birds in the Maritimes, biologists 
may follow up on your observations to 
collect additional information. 
 

With careful planning and fieldwork, 
atlassing for species at risk can be extremely 
rewarding.  You may be able to identify 
areas of importance for these species, 
document whether breeding numbers have 
changed over the past twenty years, and help 
in their recovery. 
 

Atlassing for the 
impatient 
By Dr. Andrew Horn, Atlas Steering Committee 
 
Longer ago than I care to admit, I did a 
square for an atlas project near where I was 
going to college. Back then, I had lots of 
energy but little patience, so I was always 
after tips for confirming more species in less 
time. The tips I picked up seem even more 
useful now that I have a bit more patience 
but much, much less energy: 
 
1. Let common species take care of 
themselves. Concentrate on the species that 
are harder to find or to confirm. Birds such 
as chickadees, crows, and song sparrows 
usually take care of themselves; you're 
bound to encounter their fledglings, or see 
them with food, while you're out confirming 
birds that are harder to track down. 
 

2. Visit each of your habitats in May and 
June to figure out what's around. Most 
birds go quiet after that, so that's the time to 
get your shopping list of birds to confirm 
later. Plus birds are more recognizable then; 
a fledgling Yellow-rumped Warbler in 
August will be less mystifying if you saw its 
bright dad in June. Again, concentrate on the 
harder to find species. Visiting that big 
cattail marsh when rails and bitterns might 
be calling won't hurt your near certainty of 
eventually running into a Red-winged 
Blackbird there. 
 

3. Return with your shopping list in July. 
Fledglings are everywhere then. In the same 
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time that you might have spent in June 
waiting for one Yellow Warbler to take an 
incubation break, a little pishing and 
feathered confirmations of various species 
will be flopping all around you. 
 
4. Be hopeful. If you don’t search for Black-
backed Woodpeckers and Lincoln’s 
Sparrows in that little spruce bog beside the 
housing development then you are never 
going to find them there (based on a true 
story).   
 
Despite these tips, don't try too hard to be 
efficient. Take care with identifications, not 
least because that Red-eyed Vireo might be 
a Philadelphia after all. Likewise, despite tip 
#1, resist confirming species you just know 
must be breeding in your square. It might 
just be that crows or song sparrows actually 
aren't nesting in your square, and that's 
valuable data. Not to mention it's more 
satisfying to be sure. 
 
But above all, take the time you need to be 
safe. If I learned one thing impatiently 
racing through the woods last year, it was 
that my knees ain't what they used to be.  
 

 
Barn Swallow nestling, photo by Becky Stewart 

Upcoming Workshops, 
Trips and Training 
Sessions* 
 
May 12, Region 7, Woodstock, NB, hosted 
by the Meduxnekeag River Association, 
contact: Becky Stewart 
atlasmaritimes@gmail.com  
 
May 23, Region 13, Evening Workshop in 
Moncton, contact Ron Arsenault 
atlasmaritimes13@gmail.com 
 
May 26-27, Region 22, Liscomb Mills, NS, 
hosted by the NS Bird Society, all welcome, 
contact Suzanne Borkowski 
atlasmaritimes20@gmail.com 
 
June 2, Region 13, contact Ron Arsenault 
atlasmaritimes13@gmail.com 
 
June 3, Region 12, contact Richard 
Blaquiere, atlasmaritimes12@gmail.com 
 
June 9, Region 26, Ingonish Birding 
Workshop, Cape Breton Highlands NP, 
hosted by the NS Bird Society, contact Fritz 
McEvoy atlasmaritimes26@gmail.com 
 
June 9, Region 6, Contact Pam Watters, 
atlasmaritimes6@gmail.com 
 
June 16, Region 14, Cape Tormentine 
Square Bash, contact Ramsey Hart 
atlasmaritimes14@gmail.com 
 
June 16, Region 17, contact Paul Gould 
atlasmaritimes17@gmail.com 
 
June 23, Region 24, New Waterford 
Square Bash, Meet at 7:00 am at the Tim 
Hortons on Plummer Ave., contact David 
Harris HARRISDL@gov.ns.ca 
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June 23-24, Region 15, Moose Island 
Trip,  contact harrisda@gov.ns.ca or 
atlasmaritimes@gmail.com space is limited 
 
* More training sessions to be scheduled… 

Maritimes Rare List 
Below is a complete list of all Maritimes 
Rare species that require a rare bird form.  
Species that appear on the Atlas Breeding 
Evidence form are bolded.  Please update 
your breeding evidence forms accordingly.  
 
Table 2.  Maritimes Rare species. 
Gadwall 
Redhead 
Greater Scaup 
Harlequin Duck 
Ruddy Duck 
Chukar 
Willow Ptarmigan 
Sharp-tailed Grouse 
Wild Turkey 
Helmeted Guineafowl 
Northern Bobwhite 
Least Bittern 
Green Heron 
Black-crowned Night-Heron 
Glossy Ibis 
Turkey Vulture 
Bald Eagle 
Cooper's Hawk 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Peregrine Falcon 
Yellow Rail 
Virginia Rail 
Common Moorhen 
American Coot 
Sandhill Crane 
Semipalmated Plover 
Piping Plover 
American Oystercatcher 

Greater Yellowlegs 
Solitary Sandpiper 
Upland Sandpiper 
Least Sandpiper 
Wilson's Phalarope 
Laughing Gull 
Roseate Tern 
Northern Hawk Owl 
Long-eared Owl 
Short-eared Owl 
Boreal Owl 
Common Nighthawk 
Chimney Swift 
Red-headed Woodpecker 
American Three-toed Woodpecker 
Willow Flycatcher 
Loggerhead Shrike 
Warbling Vireo 
Horned Lark 
Northern Rough-winged Swallow 
Carolina Wren 
House Wren 
Sedge Wren 
Marsh Wren 
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 
Eastern Bluebird 
Bicknell's Thrush 
Wood Thrush 
Northern Mockingbird 
Brown Thrasher 
Pine Warbler 
Scarlet Tanager 
Field Sparrow 
Vesper Sparrow 
Ipswich Sparrow 
Eastern Meadowlark 
Rusty Blackbird 
House Finch 
Red Crossbill 

 



 14 

About the Atlas 
 
The Maritimes Breeding Bird Atlas is a joint project of Bird Studies Canada, the Canadian 
Wildlife Service, Environment Canada, the provincial governments of New Brunswick, Nova 
Scotia and Prince Edward Island as well as the New Brunswick Federation of Naturalists,  the 
Nova Scotia Bird Society, and hundreds of volunteer bird watchers.  The project will determine 
the distribution, abundance and status of all birds breeding in the three Maritime provinces.  The 
Maritimes have been divided into 1682, 10 x 10 km squares which volunteers systematically 
survey for evidence of breeding birds.  For more information, or to join the Atlas effort, please 
visit our website www.mba-aom.ca or call toll free 1-866-528-5275 (1-866-5ATLAS5). 
 
In 2007-2008 the Atlas is sponsored by: 
 

   

 
  

 
The Government of Canada Habitat 

Stewardship Program for Species at Risk   

  
 

 
                                                                                       
 
 
 

 


