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Glen Fox

White-throated Sparrow
Bruant à gorge blanche
Zonotrichia albicollis

The White-throated Sparrow’s whistled “oh sweet Canada” is one of the Maritimes’ most 
familiar bird songs, even if many do not know the name of its singer. The species is found 
primarily across North America’s Taiga and Northern Forests. The Maritimes approach the 
southern edge of its breeding range.

This forest generalist shows no strong habitat associations in the Maritimes, apart from 
a slight preference for coniferous forests of all age classes, including managed stands such 
as clear-cuts and plantations. Correspondingly, the species breeds throughout this region, 
most abundantly in the industrial forests of central and northern NB.

There was little change in the probability of observation between atlases. However, the 
BBS indicates long-term declines in the Maritimes since the 1970s, and HELP data indicate 
substantial declines in NB between 2002 and 2011. As this species can be quite abundant in 
young regenerating areas, the BBS and especially HELP may be detecting declines as habi-
tats along the routes age. Factors that influence this species here are not well known, but it 
remains one of the most common and easily detected species in the Maritimes.
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White-throated Sparrow

Because of its generalist habitat preferences, particularly for the managed soft-
woods that are so prevalent here, one would expect the White-throated Sparrow 
to remain common in the Maritimes. The species’ reliance on variable habitats such 
as clear-cuts and burns, however, may result in variable and conflicting population 
trends across its range.

 — Brian Starzomski
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Cliff Sandeson

Dark-eyed Junco
Junco ardoisé
Junco hyemalis

The Dark-eyed Junco is one of the Maritimes’ most common nesting birds, and its 
incessant ringing trill is a consistent song in coniferous woods from April through 
July. However, many birdwatchers are more familiar with the Dark-eyed Junco 
outside the breeding season, during migration and winter, when the bird regu-
larly visits feeders.

The Maritimes are the eastern edge of a broad breeding range that extends 
across most forested areas in northern North America. The subspecies nesting in 
the Maritimes, J. h. hyemalis (Slate-colored Junco), nests from high elevations in 
the southern Appalachians to the tree line. Throughout its range, the Slate-colored 
Junco is found in many coniferous forest types of varied age and composition. 
In the Maritimes, the species shows some preference for black spruce and takes 
advantage of plantations.

Its preference for conifers is reflected in its widespread occurrence across the 
Maritimes, with large patches of high abundance in NS. In NB, highest densities 
are in the north, where softwood stands dominate.
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Overall, the probability of observation changed little between atlas periods, 
although there were localized changes, such as decreases in NB’s Eastern Lowlands 
along the Northumberland Strait, and increases on the Acadian Peninsula and PEI. 
In contrast, the BBS shows relatively substantial declines during the same time 
period. The reason for these conflicting trends is unclear.

 — Dave McCorquodale
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Dan Busby

Scarlet Tanager
Piranga écarlate
Piranga olivacea

Despite the male’s dazzling red breeding plumage, the Scarlet Tanager remains 
difficult to detect in dense forest cover and is largely unknown to most Maritimers. 
Our region represents an easterly extension of this species’ North American breed-
ing range, which spreads across the Boreal Hardwood Transition and through much 
of the Eastern Temperate Forests, except the Southern Coastal Plains.

The Scarlet Tanager prefers mature forest but does breed in many forest types. 
In the Maritimes, it prefers older, shade-tolerant hardwoods, but it also uses mixed 
stands that include younger hardwoods and older softwoods. Even where records 
are most concentrated — in NB’s Valley and Grand Lake lowlands, as well as the 
Central Uplands — it is a rare to locally uncommon breeder. Records are sparsely 
distributed elsewhere, including NB’s Eastern Lowlands, Western NS, and the 
Annapolis Valley.

Despite little change in distribution, the probability of observing this species 
has declined since the first atlas, most notably within what appears to be the 
previous core of its Maritime distribution. BBS trends vary across regions and 
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time periods, but Canada-wide BBS data do suggest some decline. The Scarlet 
Tanager is particularly sensitive to forest fragmentation so a minimum woodlot 
size is important for breeding success. Declines in hardwood forest in NB, mainly 
as a result of forest management practices, could negatively affect this species.

 — Roger Burrows
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Dwayne L. Sabine
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Merv Cormier

Northern Cardinal
Cardinal rouge
Cardinalis cardinalis

The bright red unmistakable Northern Cardinal is a favourite among Maritime 
feeder watchers, especially given its relative rarity. Whether and for how long it 
remains a “rarity” is uncertain, as its range has greatly expanded in recent years. 
The Maritimes are now the northeastern extreme of its breeding range, the bulk 
of which extends throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests and southwestern 
Great Plains.

In the Maritimes, the Northern Cardinal is distributed primarily along the 
Fundy and southern Atlantic coasts, stretching into adjacent inland lowlands, 
most extensively along the Lower Saint John River Valley. It appears to be most 
abundant in southwestern NS and the Annapolis Valley as well as at the mouth 
of the Saint John River — all areas where the species has been established longer. 
Increasingly mild winters, like those in the core of the species’ range, are typical 
in these regions. The species’ distribution is closely linked with human habitation, 
where feeders may facilitate overwintering and early spring arrival. In contrast, 
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the cardinal remains largely absent from the northerly uplands and highlands, 
where cooler climes with harsh winters are still typical.

The change in this species’ Maritime distribution is dramatic: from a few scat-
tered sightings in southwestern NS and NB to a northeastern expansion that led 
to the Northern Cardinal’s appearance in over 100 squares, including 2 on PEI. Not 
surprisingly, the probability of observation also increased in these areas. CBCs in 
the Maritimes similarly documented a tenfold increase since 1990. The species’ 
northern expansion in the Maritimes and elsewhere is likely linked to milder win-
ters and an increasing number of backyard feeders.

 — Sydney Bliss
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Dan Busby

Rose-breasted Grosbeak
Cardinal à poitrine rose
Pheucticus ludovicianus

What sounds like a sweet-singing American Robin in the hardwood canopy is startlingly 
distinct when seen: the male Rose-breasted Grosbeak with its black-and-white plumage 
and striking rosy breast patch. The Maritimes represent the most easterly part of this spe-
cies’ breeding range, which extends across the northern Eastern Temperate Forests and 
throughout the southern Boreal Forest into the western Taiga.

The Rose-breasted Grosbeak uses a wide range of deciduous and mixed habitats, but in 
the Maritimes it is associated mainly with older, as well as sapling, hardwood stands, and 
somewhat also with partially cut areas, marshes, and forested wetlands. Apart from hem-
lock, it generally avoids conifers, especially spruce, although it shows some association with 
young stands of other species in NS and PEI.

The species is distributed almost throughout the region although less so in conifer-
dominated regions. Abundance is highest in the Central Uplands and Valley and Grand Lake 
lowlands of NB, where hardwoods predominate.

The species retreated from many regions, particularly throughout NB and PEI. As well, the 
probability of observation declined substantially, a trend corroborated by BBS results, here 
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and elsewhere in the bird’s range. A reduction in the availability of mature hard-
wood stands is one possible reason for some of the declines observed here, but 
the factors that limit Rose-breasted Grosbeak populations are poorly understood.

 — Roger Burrows
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Samuel Denault

Indigo Bunting
Passerin indigo
Passerina cyanea

Elsewhere in North America this little blue gem, perched near a treetop and insistently 
doubling every note in its song, is as much a fixture of old-field habitat as hot sun and 
deerflies. Here, aside from a few regions of NB and scattered locations elsewhere, the 
Indigo Bunting is known mainly as an overshooting migrant. The Maritimes are at the very 
northeast corner of a range that spans deciduous and mixed forests throughout the Boreal 
Hardwood Transition, includes the eastern half of the Great Plains, and extends southward 
through the Eastern Temperate Forests.

The species is characteristic of a variety of shrubby and weedy habitats, which are often 
successional or associated with forest and field edges. Thus the Valley Lowlands, particularly 
right along the Saint John River, is the Indigo Bunting’s stronghold. Other locations are scat-
tered throughout the region, except in the uplands and highlands, where climates may be 
too severe for this mainly southern species.

Data on abundance and probability of observation for this species are sparse. Based 
on the breeding evidence maps, however, distribution and abundance may have increased 
since the first atlas. The increase in squares reporting the species is particularly noticeable 
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along the Saint John River, on PEI, and in Eastern NS, although a decline along 
the Miramichi also seems noteworthy.

Continent-wide BBS data for the Indigo Bunting suggest an increase in Canada 
but a decrease in North America overall since the 1970s, trends that may depend 
on the availability of shrubby and weedy habitat.

 — Andy Horn
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Bobolink
Goglu des prés
Dolichonyx oryzivorus

In Life Histories of North American Birds, Arthur Cleveland Bent described the Bobolink’s 
energetic song as a “bubbling delirium of ecstatic music,” and the male matches that flam-
boyance with a unique dark-below, light-above plumage. The species breeds from western 
Newfoundland and the Maritimes to the Rocky Mountains, extending along the southern 
edge of the Boreal Forest and northern parts of the Eastern Temperate Forests and Great 
Plains.

The Bobolink may be one of the most agriculture-dependent species in the Maritimes; 
habitat analyses confirm its strong preference for cultivated grassland. Correspondingly, 
abundance is highest in agricultural regions, including PEI and the lowlands of NB and NS, 
and lowest within heavily forested regions. Occurrence here prior to European land clearance 
may have been more limited. The Bobolink breeds in fen, floodplain, and upper saltmarsh 
meadows elsewhere in eastern North America and to a limited extent here as well.

Atlas data show little change in distribution but considerable loss in the number of 
squares in which the Bobolink was recorded and decreases in probability of observation 
across all three provinces. BBS data also show decreases across the species’ range. Causes 
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of these declines may include nest failure from increased early haying as well as 
persecution, insecticides, and habitat loss within the narrow wintering range in 
southern South America. Widespread declines led to COSEWIC’S 2010 assessment 
of the Bobolink as Threatened in Canada.

 — Sean Blaney
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John Chardine

Red-winged Blackbird
Carouge à epaulettes
Agelaius phoeniceus

The male’s distinct shoulder patch, combined with the species’ abundance in developed areas 
and its noisy disposition, makes the Red-winged Blackbird one of our most easily recognized 
and familiar birds. Common throughout most of North America south of the tree line, it is 
one of the continent’s most widespread and abundant species. The Red-winged Blackbird 
has benefited immensely from agricultural land clearing, and its Maritime distribution and 
abundance are largely owed to it. Across Canada it is found in a variety of wetland and 
open upland habitats. In the Maritimes it is associated primarily with freshwater marshes 
and cultivated grasslands.

Found across much of the Maritimes, the species reaches its highest concentrations in 
regions rich in wetlands and agricultural fields: the Grand Lake Lowlands, the Saint John 
River Valley, PEI, and NS’s Valley and Central Lowlands. Conversely, the species is largely 
absent from areas where open habitat and cattail marshes are scarce, such as NB’s Highlands 
and Western NS.

Indeed, since the first atlas, the Red-winged Blackbird has all but disappeared from the 
NB Highlands and parts of the surrounding uplands. The probability of observation declined 
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substantially in these areas as well as in NB’s Eastern Lowlands. Across NS there 
were marginal declines, such as those in the Bras d’Or Lowlands. Changes reflect 
overall population declines, indicated by the BBS for the Maritimes and for Canada 
as a whole. In the Maritimes, these population declines may reduce competition 
where preferred breeding habitat is abundant, thus concentrating birds there 
rather than in areas with less ideal habitat, such as the NB Highlands. Eradication 
programs where large winter roosts in the US are deemed an agricultural threat 
may largely account for this species’ decline.

 — John Klymko
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Dan Busby

Eastern Meadowlark
Sturnelle des prés
Sturnella magna

The rising and falling whistles of the Eastern Meadowlark’s song were never com-
mon sounds in Maritime fields, and they have become increasingly rare in recent 
years. The Maritimes represent the northeasternmost margin of this species’ range, 
which extends throughout the Boreal Hardwood Transition and Eastern Temperate 
Forests, south to Brazil, with a distinctive, disjunct subspecies in the grasslands of 
North America’s southern deserts.

In the Maritimes, where the species’ distribution is limited, breeding habitat 
includes a variety of grasslands that have some tree and shrub cover. The Eastern 
Meadowlark probably did not breed in our region before European land clear-
ance, and breeding in NS in particular has been sporadic in recent decades. For 
the second atlas confirmed breeding was limited to three squares in NB’s southern 
lowlands, and some possible and/or probable breeding records may represent 
unpaired males.
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The squares in which the species was detected for the second atlas represent 
less than half those documented for the first. The largest part of that decline 
came from the meadowlark’s nearly complete absence from the Saint John River 
Valley, where the largest concentration of records in the first atlas occurred. Major 
long-term declines throughout the Eastern Meadowlark’s range, attributed largely 
to urbanization, intensified agriculture, and severe winter mortality, resulted in 
the species’ 2011 COSEWIC assessment as Threatened in Canada. The first atlas 
noted that the Eastern Meadowlark could be easily lost as a breeding species in 
our region, and it appears increasingly likely that this may come to pass in the 
near future.

 — Sean Blaney

Eastern Meadowlark
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Samuel Denault

Rusty Blackbird
Quiscale rouilleux
Euphagus carolinus

Once a relatively common resident of beaver ponds and wet woods in the Maritimes 
and elsewhere, the Rusty Blackbird is unfortunately now better known for being 
one of North America’s most rapidly declining species. Its breeding range extends 
from Newfoundland and the Maritimes west across the Boreal Forest and Taiga. In 
the Maritimes, it is associated with forested wetlands and beaver ponds that are 
surrounded by regenerating coniferous and mixed forest. Regenerating clear-cuts 
and plantations are also used.

The species is widespread in the Maritimes, but its distribution is patchy, with 
many regions reporting the species in only a few squares. It appears to be most 
abundant in NB’s Central Uplands as well as the Cape Breton Highlands and Taiga, 
areas with relatively large expanses of peatlands, juniper barrens, and bogs.

However, the probability of observation has declined dramatically since the 
first atlas, mirroring declines throughout the species’ range. Rapid and substantial 
population declines led COSEWIC to assess the species as Special Concern in 2006. 
Known threats occur primarily on the wintering range and include conversion of 
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forests on the Mississippi Valley floodplain and blackbird control programs in the 
southeastern US. On the breeding grounds, long-term competition from other 
blackbirds and forest operations near wetlands (drawing birds into poorer qual-
ity breeding habitat) may impact Rusty Blackbird populations. As well, eastern 
populations, including those in the Maritimes, carry high levels of mercury, which 
may also be playing a role in their decline.

 — Greg Campbell
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John Chardine

Common Grackle
Quiscale bronzé
Quiscalus quiscula

The Common Grackle is a beautiful large blackbird, highlighted with iridescent blue and 
purple, that frequently breeds in suburban backyards. Because of its association with 
people, its nest may be the first that beginning birders find. The species expanded its range 
significantly in the 20th century, most likely because its preferred habitat, open areas with 
scattered trees, greatly increased. Today the Common Grackle breeds from Newfoundland 
and the Maritimes west through the Northern Forests and Eastern Temperate Forests to 
the Great Plains.

In the Maritimes, the Common Grackle is associated mainly with human-occupied habi-
tats but also with grasslands, travel routes, and the margins of freshwater marshes, lakes, 
rivers, and ponds. It is found throughout the region but is less likely to be encountered in 
the more remote Highlands and uplands of NB, Western NS, and northern Cape Breton. Like 
other species closely associated with humans and agriculture, the Common Grackle is most 
abundant in lowland ecoregions.

While the species’ distribution remained similar, its probability of observation declined 
throughout much of NB, particularly in highland and upland regions. Elsewhere the 

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   500 2015-10-14   4:53 PM



501

First Second Difference

1

0

1

-1

Probability of Observation

Common Grackle

probability of observation remained relatively similar, although BBS data sug-
gest declines across the Maritimes. After decreasing in the 1970s and 1980s, this 
species is slowly increasing in Canada as a whole. Nevertheless, large numbers 
are killed annually in the US, where the Common Grackle is considered a serious 
agricultural pest.

 — Brian Starzomski
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Dan Busby

Brown-headed Cowbird
Vacher à tête brune
Molothrus ater

This species is infamous for its brood parasitism: it lays its eggs in other birds’ nests, 
leaving the host parents to raise its young. Historically restricted to the Great Plains, 
this so-called buffalo bird specialized in feeding on insects stirred up by passing 
bison. More recently, as eastern forests were cleared for agriculture, Brown-
headed Cowbird populations exploded, and their spread is blamed (sometimes 
mistakenly) for the decline of many songbird species. Now the cowbird breeds 
in varied grassland habitats throughout most of North America, from the Boreal 
Forest south. The Maritimes are just south of the northeastern end of its range.

In the Maritimes, the species is found primarily in grassland-dominated areas, 
especially those with active livestock farming. Thus it breeds mainly in the lowland 
regions, and its distribution, like that of other grassland birds, closely follows rural 
and agricultural lands. It is most readily detected in NB’s Valley Lowlands, primarily 
along the Upper Saint John River Valley, as well as in the Annapolis Valley and on 
PEI, three areas where farms and fields are plentiful.
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The Brown-headed Cowbird was recorded much less frequently in the second 
atlas period. Both the probability of observation and the number of squares occu-
pied declined dramatically throughout its Maritime range. The BBS shows similar 
declines in this region, despite recently rebounding populations in some prairie 
areas. Declines here may be related to intensified agriculture, which degrades 
habitat for grassland birds that serve as host species for cowbird young, as well 
as to blackbird population control programs in the US.

 — Brian Starzomski
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Merv Cormier

Orchard Oriole
Oriole des vergers
Icterus spurius

A first for the Maritimes! This boldly patterned species of riparian areas and parklands was 
added to the list of confirmed breeders for the second atlas. Widely distributed across the 
Eastern Temperate Forests and throughout the Great Plains, the Orchard Oriole was previously 
restricted in Canada to southern Ontario’s Carolinian forest and the extreme southeastern 
prairies. Recently, the species has bred more widely, spreading east through the Lower Great 
Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain into Québec and now the Maritimes.

The Orchard Oriole typically nests in open, deciduous woodlands within riparian areas, 
floodplains, and marshes. It also occupies minimally disturbed landscapes, such as parklands, 
roadsides, and farms. The species was previously recorded as a vagrant, but in June 2009 a 
pair was found attending a nest containing three eggs in a young Manitoba maple along 
the Upper Saint John River Valley. One other record, of a singing male in a suburban area, 
also came from the Valley Lowlands.

The Orchard Oriole was not detected during the first atlas period, and the records pre-
sented here suggest the beginnings of a northeastern expansion. A handful of additional 
sightings from mainland NS, all males and most observed in late May, were likely migrants 
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that overshot their regular breeding range. Nevertheless, their appearance here 
may be further sign of a range expansion into the Maritimes. The Orchard Oriole 
has experienced overall declines across its US range, but its numbers have been 
increasing in Canada during the past few decades.

 — Kyle Wellband

Orchard Oriole

Kyle Wellband
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Dan Busby

Baltimore Oriole
Oriole de Baltimore
Icterus galbula

With its bright colours and easily recognized whistled song, the Baltimore Oriole 
is one of North America’s most familiar songbirds. In the Maritimes it remains a 
rare treat, though when it does breed here, its nest — a pouch woven of plant, 
animal, or synthetic fibres, usually hanging at the end of a branch — is distinctive 
and easy to find.

The Baltimore Oriole’s range extends from the Maritimes south and west 
through the Eastern Temperate Forests and Great Plains. The species has a clear 
preference for open deciduous forest, especially along water, but it is quite adapt-
able and also nests in urban areas.

This oriole’s preference for deciduous forest means that it reaches its northern 
distribution limit in the Maritimes, where it is patchily distributed. It appears to be 
mostly concentrated along waterways in the warmer lowlands, particularly along 
the Saint John and Annapolis river valleys, and is absent from the highland regions.

The species’ distribution in the Maritimes is largely unchanged but the prob-
ability of observation declined considerably. These results are consistent with 
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Canada-wide BBS data, which show marked decreases, especially since the 1980s. 
Declines likely relate to factors outside the Maritimes. The Baltimore Oriole is 
sensitive to pesticides, and on its wintering range it may also suffer from habitat 
loss and degradation, such as the removal of shade trees from coffee plantations.

 — Benoit Laliberté
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Samuel Denault

Pine Grosbeak
Durbec des sapins
Pinicola enucleator

An enigmatic bird of coniferous forests, the Pine Grosbeak is more frequently 
admired in winter during its periodic irruptions into settled areas to feed on fruits 
and buds than in summer, when it nests. The Maritimes are the southeastern 
periphery of the Pine Grosbeak’s North American breeding range, which extends 
from Newfoundland to western Alaska, across the Boreal Forest in the east and 
throughout the whole of the Taiga, with disjunct populations along the northern 
Pacific coast and Rockies.

Open coniferous woodlands, particularly younger stands containing immature 
hemlock, balsam fir, and sapling black spruce, are the species’ main breeding 
habitats in the Maritimes. Secondarily, some nest in older, shade-tolerant hard-
woods or take advantage of areas managed for timber harvest, such as thinned 
or partially harvested stands.

The Pine Grosbeak is fairly widespread in NS but sparsely distributed or absent 
throughout much of NB and PEI. The probability of observation is highest in the 
Cape Breton Highlands and Taiga and surrounding uplands, all areas with habitats 
like the Boreal Forest and Taiga in the core of the species’ range.
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The probability of observation decreased throughout the species’ Maritime 
range. It is noteworthy that, despite being previously confirmed there, the spe-
cies is now completely absent from PEI. The BBS, too, suggests declines in the 
Maritimes, albeit a stable trend for Canada as a whole, whereas the OBBA showed 
mixed trends in the probability of observation, with decreases in the south but 
increases in the north. For such a striking species, relatively little is known about 
breeding, populations, and seasonal movements.

 — Dave McCorquodale
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