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Gail Bisson

Common Tern
Sterne pierregarin
Sterna hirundo

The first tern to arrive in our waters in spring and the last to leave in fall, the Common 
Tern breeds in most temperate and subarctic regions of the northern hemisphere. In North 
America, it breeds primarily along the Atlantic coast from Newfoundland to the southern 
US, and inland across the Boreal Forest and northern Great Plains. South of this core range, 
it breeds patchily along the Great Lakes and Saint Lawrence River to the Maritimes, where 
its inland and coastal distributions meet.

The Common Tern nests near freshwater or saltwater, usually on islands but also in habi-
tats such as sandy barrier beaches or vegetated dunes. When natural sites are not available, 
this species can adapt to artificial nesting structures, such as derelict piers and barges, dredge 
spoil islands, breakwaters, and floating rafts. Sites with some vegetation, offering cover to 
newly hatched chicks, are preferred. The species is often displaced from preferred nesting 
islands by large gulls, which establish their nests even earlier.

In the Maritimes, most Common Terns nest in colonies on coastal islands, but some nest 
inland on islets in freshwater lakes, where they tend to be less colonial. Thus coastal colonies 
are distributed along all of our shores, except the Inner Bay of Fundy, and inland records 
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are especially prevalent in areas with large bodies of water, including the Grand 
Lake Lowlands, Lower Saint John River Valley, and Bras d’Or Lowlands, as well as 
Western NS.

No major changes in distribution were captured between the two atlases, 
although the species was newly detected in several large lakes in NB’s Central 
Uplands. Some known nesting sites were unoccupied during both atlas periods 
but occupied in between. This pattern is typical of many colonial species that may 
change colony locations from year to year.

 — Julie McKnight
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Glen Fox

Arctic Tern
Sterne arctique
Sterna paradisaea

Arguably our most graceful tern, and famous for one of the longest annual migra-
tions of any animal, the Arctic Tern nears the southernmost reach of its breeding 
range in the Maritimes. Its circumpolar breeding range extends across the inland 
marshes and tundra lakes of North America’s Arctic, and down the Atlantic coast 
to New England.

In the Maritimes, as elsewhere in the south of its range, colonies are typically 
established on small rocky islands or coastal gravel beaches with no vegetation 
or sparse, low herbaceous vegetation. Colonies are predominantly along NS’s 
Atlantic Coast and on Machias Seal Island, NB, with additional records from NB’s 
northeastern coast and PEI. The Arctic Tern’s distribution pattern likely reflects the 
availability of preferred nesting habitat and access to preferred feeding grounds, 
which are often offshore in deep water. Thus, the Arctic Tern’s distribution is more 
strictly coastal than the Common Tern’s.

Overall, no substantial changes in distribution were captured by the second 
atlas, apart from the absence of confirmed breeding on PEI. Some islands occupied 
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between atlas periods were not occupied during either period, a typical pattern 
for colonial species, especially terns. However, substantial changes in abundance 
have been documented outside of this atlas. In particular, the Machias Seal Island 
colony, previously the largest colony in North America with up to 2,000 pairs, suf-
fered complete breeding failures yearly, beginning in 2004. The dramatic decline 
in reproductive success coincided with a declining proportion of herring in the 
chicks’ diet. Today, only a handful of Arctic Terns attempt, and fail, to nest each 
year on Machias Seal Island. Such setbacks are cause for concern, but unfortunately 
the species’ habit of shifting colony locations, together with the remoteness of 
much of its breeding range, makes it difficult to monitor.

 — Julie McKnight
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John Chardine

Common Murre
Guillemot marmette
Uria aalge

Once breeding along much of the Maritime coast, the Common Murre was regionally extir-
pated by hunting and egging by 1925. Recolonization was first confirmed in 1973, when an 
adult with a half-grown chick was observed at The Whistle, Grand Manan Island, NB.

This species nests in colonies on coastal cliffs and rocky islands in boreal and low Arctic 
waters of both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Although an abundant breeder in neighbour-
ing eastern Québec and Newfoundland and Labrador, the Common Murre remains scarce 
in the Maritimes, the southern limit of its range in eastern North America.

The species was recorded nesting only in the Outer Bay of Fundy, in small mixed colonies 
with Razorbills and puffins on Machias Seal Island and Yellow Murr Ledge. Here murres nest 
huddled together directly on and under bare, flat rocks above the splash zone. Murres were 
confirmed at both sites during the first atlas period, and earlier tenuous breeding attempts 
have led to small established colonies, where steady supplies of small fish and invertebrates 
support these and other seabirds.

Common Murre populations in Canada vary locally but appear stable overall. Although 
the re-establishment of Bay of Fundy colonies reflects reduced human persecution, 
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population recovery now appears limited by gull predation. Researchers at the 
University of NB have monitored the persistence of the Common Murre at Machias 
Seal Island, where up to 250 adults were present in 2006, representing approxi-
mately 100 nests, although most eggs were eventually taken by large gulls. Murres 
now nest successfully only under large rocks. Readily available food supplies and 
nesting sites suggest that numbers could increase if predation were lower.

 — Richard D. Elliot

Common Murre

Tony Enfield
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Glen Fox

Razorbill
Petit Pingouin
Alca torda

This elegant seabird, seen perched on nesting islands in its classy black-and-white feathered 
tuxedo with its head held jauntily in the air, has increased its toehold as a breeding bird in 
the Maritimes since the first atlas.

The Razorbill is a colonial seabird characteristic of the cold boreal and subarctic North 
Atlantic, with the bulk of its breeding range in northern Europe. Its North American distribu-
tion is centred on Newfoundland and Labrador, reaching its southern extent in the Maritimes 
and extreme northern New England. The Razorbill usually nests scattered amongst other 
seabirds, often breeding with puffins under boulder scree or on exposed rocky ledges with 
cliff-nesting birds.

During the second atlas period, the Razorbill likely bred in 14 squares, of which 8 showed 
confirmed breeding. All squares with breeding evidence are within the cold-water portions 
of the coastal Maritimes but outside the warmer waters of PEI and the Inner Bay of Fundy. 
This represents a marked increase in the species’ Maritime breeding distribution, up from 
one probable and four confirmed records for the first atlas. Razorbills have both expanded 
within areas where recorded previously, such as in eastern Cape Breton, and colonized new 
areas, such as the Baie des Chaleurs and extreme southwestern NS.
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Annual monitoring of breeding seabirds at Machias Seal Island by researchers 
at the University of NB documented the increase in nesting Razorbills through 
the atlas period, from about 700 pairs in 2001 to 1,700 pairs in 2012. Increasing 
Razorbill numbers are consistent with overall trends for the North Atlantic and 
likely reflect reduced human disturbance and continued availability of key forage 
fish species.

 — Richard D. Elliot

Razorbill

Laura McFarlane Tranquilla

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   247 2015-10-14   4:49 PM



248

Breeding Evidence

Possible

Probable

Con�rmed

Found in second atlas only

Found in �rst atlas only

Glen Fox

Black Guillemot
Guillemot à miroir
Cepphus grylle

Black Guillemots, or sea pigeons, are often detected by their bold fluttering dis-
plays on the sea below their nest sites, where the flashes of white wing patches 
and red feet and mouth linings are highlighted by thin whistling calls.

This species nests singly or in dispersed clusters along both sides of the North 
Atlantic. It occurs in cool boreal and subarctic waters influenced by the Labrador 
Current, from coastal Maine to the eastern Canadian Arctic, as well as in Britain, 
in northern Europe, and across the circumpolar subarctic. Nests in the Maritimes 
are generally in cracks and rock-filled fissures on seaward-facing cliffs, with nest 
sites in rusty sandstone or darker granites often highlighted by white fecal stains.

The Black Guillemot is relatively widespread in Maritime coastal regions, pri-
marily along NS’s Atlantic Coast, but also in the Bay of Fundy and on PEI, with a 
few colonies in the Baie des Chaleurs. It is largely absent from the mainland side 
of the Northumberland Strait, where there are few rocky cliffs. The larger docu-
mented colonies are on the Bird Islands of Cape Breton, where over 800 individuals 
were recorded, and on Grand Manan and nearby islands, which have well-known, 
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established colonies. Elsewhere, reported colonies were smaller, with anywhere 
from 2 to 20 active nests reported.

The number of squares in which the Black Guillemot was detected more than 
doubled over the first atlas. Most new locations were on Digby Neck, along the 
Atlantic Coast of NS, and along the eastern side of the Northumberland Strait, 
suggesting that populations have generally increased in most coastal areas of 
NS and PEI. Numbers of guillemots are likely limited by availability of suitable 
undisturbed nest sites, while food availability and gull predation may be less of a 
constraint than for colonial seabirds.

 — Richard D. Elliot
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Black Guillemot

Danielle Fife
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Denis Doucet

Atlantic Puffin
Macareux moine
Fratercula arctica

Easily recognized with its brightly coloured bill and comical upright stance, the Atlantic 
Puffin nests in burrows under turf and boulders in only a few scattered coastal locations. 
Colonies in the Maritimes are generally smaller than those in the Newfoundland core of the 
species’ western Atlantic range, which extends from several small colonies in the northern 
Gulf of Maine to the low Arctic.

The Atlantic Puffin excavates and reuses burrows tunnelled into boulder scree or grassy 
slopes of island colonies, often among concentrations of other colonial seabirds. The species 
was recorded in a number of coastal squares, most at known traditional nesting sites. These 
include Machias Seal Island in NB, Pearl and Ram islands and Green Rock off NS’s southwest-
ern shore, and the Bird Islands in Cape Breton. Possible nesting was also recorded on small 
islands on the eastern shore of NS.

These locations have not changed appreciably between atlases, suggesting that avail-
ability of undisturbed nest sites or food, especially herring, may limit puffin distribution in 
the Maritimes. The presence of large gulls that harass adults, steal food intended for chicks, 
and prey on eggs and young fledglings is the major deterrent in most areas.

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   250 2015-10-14   4:49 PM



251

Regular monitoring of the Atlantic Puffin on Machias Seal Island, by research-
ers at the University of NB, confirms that this colony continues as the stronghold 
within the wider group of nesting islands in the Gulf of Maine. Repeated counts 
since 2000 consistently found over 10,000 burrows, 68–80% of which are occupied 
by nesting puffins each year.

 — Richard D. Elliot

Atlantic Puffin

Tony Enfield
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John Chardine

Rock Pigeon
Pigeon biset
Columba livia

Perhaps the most urban species in our region, the Rock Pigeon is often ignored as 
a domestic bird, and some breeding occurrences may have passed unrecorded in 
one or both atlases. Originally wild in Eurasia, the pigeon was domesticated long 
before being introduced to North America, where it is now found continent-wide 
in association with human habitations in or near cultivated lands, breeding as far 
north as the southern Boreal Forest and northern Pacific coast.

The Rock Pigeon originally nested on cliffs but now nests mainly on tall build-
ings and under bridge decks. It forages in various field habitats as well as in urban 
areas such as streets, sidewalks, and vacant lots. Thus the pigeon’s distribution in 
the Maritimes closely matches the distribution of cities, towns, and larger farms. 
It is found mainly in the lowlands of NB and NS and on PEI.

The species’ distribution may have expanded slightly, at least in Cape Breton. 
Elsewhere, there was little change, either in distribution or in the probability of 
observation. The BBS indicates an increasing trend for the Maritimes and a stable 
trend Canada-wide. The Rock Pigeon is almost the only species in Canada that has 
consistently increased in response to urbanization.

 — A. J. Erskine
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Cliff Sandeson

Mourning Dove
Tourterelle triste
Zenaida macroura

The Mourning Dove’s distinctive shape and mournful call are much more familiar now than 
during the first atlas period. Although the species became widespread in the Maritimes 
only in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Mourning Dove now breeds across all of North 
America south of the Boreal Forest.

This species nests mainly in open tree stands but is most easily detected when it perches 
on roadside wires. Habitat analyses show it to be a backyard bird associated primarily with 
human-occupied sites, agricultural areas, shrublands, and scrubby forests. Thus its Maritime 
range omits major areas of coniferous forest, such as the Central Uplands of NB, the high-
land regions, and the more remote portions of Western and Eastern NS. In contrast, it is 
especially abundant in settled regions near urban centres, particularly near Halifax and 
along the Lower Saint John River Valley, and in the agricultural lands of PEI and the Valley 
and Central Lowlands of NS.

The Mourning Dove has expanded across most ecoregions, especially in areas of urban 
settlement and farming, filling in many small gaps from the first atlas. This expansion is also 
reflected in a greatly increased probability of observation, particularly in NS and PEI, and 
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is consistent with BBS trends, which have similarly shown substantial increases in 
our region in recent decades. Bird feeders allowed for the species’ recent adapta-
tion to overwintering here, and early nesting (starting in April) allows for several 
broods each year. This is one of the more successful recent bird immigrants to the 
Maritimes, thanks to the species’ use of urban residential areas as well as farms 
and disturbed woods.

 — A. J. Erskine
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David Speiser

Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Coulicou à bec jaune
Coccyzus americanus

A folk tale purports that this cuckoo’s call signals an approaching storm, but 
Maritimers haven’t had many opportunities to test the so-called rain crow’s predic-
tions. And while its recent appearance may not tell us much about the weather, it 
does signal a new, somewhat erratic, northeastern range expansion. In Canada, 
the Yellow-billed Cuckoo occurs primarily around the Lower Great Lakes and in 
the St. Lawrence River Valley, but the bulk of its range is farther south, through 
the Eastern Temperate Forests and Great Plains. In the northeast, it breeds in 
deciduous woodlands, often near clearings with dense, scrubby thickets, usually 
close to water.

During the second atlas period, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo was found in several 
somewhat scattered locations in NB’s Valley Lowlands and Western NS. It was 
recorded in typical habitats, including hardwood and mixed woodlands, sometimes 
near abandoned pasture and always near water.
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Like its black-billed counterpart, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo is a nomadic and 
irruptive breeder, nesting in response to caterpillar and insect outbreaks. Over 
the course of the atlas, its distribution and nesting dates varied from year to year, 
and 10 of the 13 records are from two seasons (2006 and 2010).

For the first atlas, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo was recorded in only one NS square. 
Whether the small increase documented here constitutes a permanent expansion 
is unclear, especially since the BBS has documented declines outside of Canada, 
across its more southern range. In general, interpreting cuckoo population trends 
is difficult because of frequent local extinctions and recolonizations in response 
to food resources.

 — Rebecca Stewart

Yellow-billed Cuckoo

Sean Blaney
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Merv Cormier

Black-billed Cuckoo
Coulicou à bec noir
Coccyzus erythropthalmus

Inconspicuous and often still, this species’ giveaway is its haunting call. Although largely 
sympatric with its yellow-billed counterpart, the Black-billed Cuckoo is the more northern 
of the cuckoos, breeding from the northern half of the Eastern Temperate Forests to the 
southern edge of the Boreal Forest and west to the Great Plains. In the Maritimes, it is associ-
ated with sapling deciduous trees, often near shrublands or water. In NS, it may have some 
preference for burned and cutover areas.

The Black-billed Cuckoo is broadly, but sparsely, distributed across much of the region. 
It was detected primarily in the lowlands and is virtually absent from conifer-dominat-
ed uplands and highlands. While the species is not especially abundant anywhere, it was 
detected somewhat more readily in NB’s Valley Lowlands, an area with many wetlands and 
shrubby habitats. However, this species’ distribution and abundance probably reflect food 
availability rather than habitat preferences. The Black-billed Cuckoo is nomadic, shows little 
site fidelity, and initiates nesting in response to caterpillar and insect abundance. Similarly, 
local changes in occurrence likely reflect the species’ nomadic nature, rather than long-term 
change.
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There was little change in the species’ probability of observation. However, 
the BBS shows a declining trend in NB in the last several decades, albeit with sev-
eral marked peaks in the early 1970s, early 1980s, and mid-1990s, all followed by 
declines. Given the Black-billed Cuckoo’s potential for erratic population fluctua-
tions, it may be unwise to draw any conclusions from population trends measured 
over a relatively short time period, such as between atlases.

 — Rebecca Stewart

Probability of Observation

First Second Difference

1

0

1

-1

Black-billed Cuckoo

Beck Stewart
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Dan Busby

Eastern Screech-Owl
Petit-duc maculé
Megascops asio

An Eastern Screech-Owl nest, a cryptozoologist’s dream, still eludes naturalists within the 
Maritimes. In 1992, Anthony J. Erskine challenged atlas readers and birdwatchers to confirm 
breeding for the Eastern Screech-Owl in the Maritimes. Unfortunately, we were not suc-
cessful this time.

Perhaps the lack of breeding confirmation is not surprising. The Maritimes are north 
of the species’ typical breeding range, which includes the Eastern Temperate Forests and 
much of the Great Plains. This very adaptable bird is comfortable in urban, suburban, and 
wilderness settings, with no preference for any forest type (or for forest at all), though it 
does avoid boreal woods. This owl, like all of North America’s small owls, is a cavity nester.

Records were obtained from six squares, two more than in the first atlas. Most were from 
NB’s southern Valley and Grand Lake lowlands. Although not confirmed as breeding, at least 
one individual appeared to defend a territory: it was heard calling from a small woodlot 
adjacent to an open field several times in April 2010.

The Eastern Screech-Owl’s Maritime distribution has not changed appreciably since the 
first atlas. Given that this is not a difficult bird to detect when present and that it is able to 
exploit many habitats, the few records from both atlases suggest that the Eastern Screech-
Owl remains a rare member of the Maritime avifauna.

 — Randy Lauff
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Eastern Screech-Owl

Stephen Stephen 
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Mark Peck

Great Horned Owl
Grand-duc d’Amérique
Bubo virginianus

The Great Horned Owl is best known to the general public as the stereotypical owl. Its power 
and prowess are even greater than its large size suggests; it is capable of downing snowshoe 
hare and porcupine. A cosmopolitan bird of the New World, the Great Horned Owl ranges 
from the southern tip of South America to the northern tree line. Throughout, it occupies 
almost every habitat type. As long as there is a pre-existing large stick nest in a sufficiently 
large tree, an abandoned cavity, or a cliff ledge, this owl can breed.

In the Maritimes, the species is found in woods of all types, and it is widespread and 
fairly evenly distributed, albeit with somewhat fewer detections in NB’s Valley Lowlands 
and Central Uplands and in Western NS. The probability of observing the Great Horned Owl 
appears to be greatest on western PEI and in the NS Uplands.

The Great Horned Owl was newly detected in many squares during the second atlas 
period, particularly in NB’s Eastern Lowlands, but it was also absent from many squares 
where it was detected for the first atlas. Despite the inclusion of the NOS data, which ought 
to have increased detections, the number of squares with detections and the probability 
of observation were largely unchanged, except for moderate declines in the Cape Breton 
Highlands, Western NS, and parts of PEI. The NOS has shown annual declines since 2002 in 
NB, particularly on private land, but no change on PEI or in mainland NS.

 — Randy Lauff
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Dan Busby

Barred Owl
Chouette rayée
Strix varia

For a bird that relies on large cavities for nesting, the Barred Owl is quite common in the 
Maritimes. It readily takes to nest boxes (big ones!), as several dedicated birders across the 
Maritimes have repeatedly shown. Its enthusiastic “who cooks for you” is among the most 
easily learned of all owl calls.

This owl is found throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests, as well as across the Boreal 
Forest to the Marine West Coast Forest; the Maritimes are at the northeastern extent of 
its range. The Barred Owl uses many forest types across its range but requires large trees 
for nesting. Although this does not restrict it to old growth, stands must be at least par-
tially mature. In the Maritimes, the species generally favours forest dominated by mature 
deciduous trees, including spruce-fir-deciduous mixes, where cavities are often found in 
hardwood trees.

The Barred Owl is widespread across the Maritimes, found in all regions. There were 
notably fewer detections in the NB and Cape Breton highlands, as well as parts of central 
NB, likely because these areas have fewer large trees to accommodate nesting. The species 
appears to be most readily detected in areas with large tracts of mature deciduous and 
mixed forest, such as Western NS and the NS Uplands.
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Although its distribution was largely unchanged, the Barred Owl was detected 
in many more squares and the probability of observation increased across much 
of the region, particularly in NB’s lowlands, eastern PEI, and the Northumberland 
Lowlands. There appeared to be some decrease in Western NS, potentially because 
forest harvesting has recently increased in that region. As with other owl species, 
increasing trends may be partly inflated by the inclusion of NOS data, but that 
survey also shows substantial increases since 2001. Similar increases have been 
detected in Ontario and may relate to the maturation of forest in parts of this 
species’ range.

 — Randy Lauff
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Barred Owl

Becky Stewart
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Mark Peck

Long-eared Owl
Hibou moyen-duc
Asio otus

The Long-eared Owl is a medium-sized, highly cryptic owl with a sombre, one-note hoot. 
Unlike its near relative the Short-eared Owl, this owl is strictly nocturnal and prefers an 
already-made stick nest for brood rearing. The species is found in small numbers throughout 
the forested areas of the Maritimes, the northeastern extent of its North American range. 
Its range extends westward across the continent.

The Long-eared Owl nests in many woodland types. In NB, it is associated with immature 
tamarack, as well as older birch and poplar, near aquatic habitats like fens and beaver ponds. 
In NS, the species is most strongly associated with older spruce. However, the sample size 
for this species’ habitat analyses was small.

The Long-eared Owl is evenly but sparsely distributed across the region. Several records 
are from the lowlands, where wetter habitats and tamarack are available, but there are 
many other records throughout the Maritimes. The species avoids highlands but not uplands.

This owl showed notable increases in records along the Atlantic Coast and in the Bras 
d’Or Lowlands and mainland NS. It was also detected in more squares on PEI than in the first 
atlas. As with most owls, the NOS contributed several additional records. Still, the Long-eared 
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Owl remains relatively uncommon in comparison with other owl species, and there 
was no discernible change in the probability of observation. Smaller-scale, square-
specific changes may reflect the species’ small population and low nest-site fidelity, 
combined with continual and rapid changes in forest habitats.

 — Randy Lauff
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Long-eared Owl

Stephen Stephen

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   267 2015-10-14   4:51 PM



268

Breeding Evidence

Possible

Probable

Con�rmed

Found in second atlas only

Found in �rst atlas only

Merv Cormier

Short-eared Owl
Hibou des marais
Asio flammeus

The Short-eared Owl is a crepuscular, ground-nesting open-habitat specialist and 
breeds in a variety of open habitats across North America, from the eastern Mixed 
Wood Plains to the Great Plains and North American Deserts and as far north as 
the Tundra. The Maritimes approach the southeastern edge of its breeding range; 
the species was never common here.

In the Maritimes, the Short-eared Owl is strongly associated with shrublands, 
which include open, tundra-like barrens, uncultivated grasslands, and areas used 
for military exercises. Atlassers described finding owls in open, grassy fields associ-
ated with marshlands or other wet areas, often adjacent to woodlands.

Across the Maritimes, the Short-eared Owl is sparsely distributed, with clusters 
of sightings in the lowlands around the Tantramar Marshes and CFB Gagetown, as 
well as the northern Valley Lowlands of NB. Other records were mostly scattered 
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along the Atlantic Coast and on PEI, including one nest with young on Peggy 
Island, off NS’s southwestern shore.

There was little change in the species’ distribution. Across Canada and in the 
Prairie Potholes, the core of its breeding range, the species has declined since 1970, 
although trends have stabilized recently. Agriculture can be both a boon and a 
bust for this species. The creation of fields, and especially their abandonment and 
succession into more complex open habitat, generates appropriate hunting and 
nesting sites. However, farm machinery may destroy nests, and pesticide use is 
detrimental, effects that likely explain why the species is not associated with cul-
tivated grasslands in the Maritimes. As a result of the species’ declines, COSEWIC 
assessed the Short-eared Owl as a species of Special Concern in 2008.

 — Randy Lauff

Short-eared Owl

John Chardine 
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