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Ronnie d’Entremont

Leach’s Storm-Petrel
Océanite cul-blanc
Oceanodroma leucorhoa

The Leach’s Storm-Petrel seems an unlikely seabird, whether chortling and purring at night 
from underground nesting burrows, or bounding lightly over the waves in swallow-like 
flight, often feeding hundreds of kilometres from its home colony. And yet it is our most 
numerous breeding seabird.

This species nests throughout the northern hemisphere. In eastern North America, it 
ranges along the Atlantic coast from New England to central Labrador, with peak breeding 
numbers in NS, NB, Newfoundland, and Saint-Pierre et Miquelon. Storm-petrels nest coloni-
ally on wooded or grassy coastal islands that lack ground predators, burrowing into mossy 
peat below scrubby coniferous tuckamore or mixed shrubs. They access the colonies only at 
night, avoiding the attacks of predatory gulls.

Most confirmed atlas records are in colder waters along the Atlantic Coast of NS and 
Outer Bay of Fundy. Although the Leach’s Storm-Petrel was confirmed nesting in only 21 
squares, similar to the 24 in the first atlas, each colony supported hundreds or thousands of 
pairs. The lack of confirmed breeding at several traditional sites likely reflects the difficulty 
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in detecting breeding evidence on brief island visits, owing to storm-petrels’ noc-
turnal movements and hidden burrow entrances.

Current information from important storm-petrel colonies on Bon Portage and 
Country Islands in NS and Kent Island in NB suggests that populations have stabil-
ized or declined slightly. However, Bon Portage remains the Maritime provinces’ 
largest storm-petrel (and seabird) colony, with close to 50,000 pairs. Conservation 
concerns centre on threats to adult survival, including impacts of predators, poten-
tial effects of high mercury levels, and changes in food availability.

 — Richard D. Elliot

Leach’s Storm-Petrel

Ingrid Louise Pollet
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Glen Fox

Double-crested Cormorant
Cormoran à aigrettes
Phalacrocorax auritus

Known as crow duck or shag in the Maritimes, the Double-crested Cormorant is 
ubiquitous in coastal areas, nesting in trees or on the ground on islands and cliffs. 
It breeds along both coasts of North America, from the tropics to the Boreal Forest 
in the east and Arctic in the west, as well as along the Great Lakes, the St. Lawrence 
River, and western inland waters. Its habitat includes both freshwater and marine 
environments, such as prairie wetlands, boreal lakes, and coasts.

In the Maritimes, the species is found mainly in marine habitats of all coastal 
regions, with the greatest concentrations of squares along the Atlantic Coast and 
Bras d’Or Lake. Inland breeding records are primarily from the Saint John River in 
NB and large lakes in Western NS.

This species’ breeding distribution increased in PEI and northeastern NS, but 
not elsewhere. Its apparent spread into inland NB is probably an artifact of a 
change in methods between atlases, specifically a greater acceptance of fresh-
water habitats as suitable habitat. The probability of observation changed little 
in the Maritimes overall, but declines were noted along Cape Breton’s Atlantic 
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Coast and the Bras d’Or Lowlands. The BBS suggests that the species is increasing 
Canada-wide and throughout North America. The increase is likely due to greater 
protection against persecution by humans, bans on pesticides that formerly caused 
eggshell thinning and reproductive failure, and fisheries-induced increases in the 
species’ food supply.

 — Jennifer Doucette
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Double-crested Cormorant

Richard Watkins 
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 Shirley Gallant

Great Cormorant
Grand Cormoran
Phalacrocorax carbo

In the Maritimes, this cormorant is overshadowed by its more familiar cousin, the Double-
crested Cormorant, as the Great Cormorant tends to nest away from humans and is relatively 
uncommon. Globally, however, it is the most widespread cormorant species, occurring on most 
continents and ranging from the tropics to the Arctic. The Maritimes lie at the southern edge 
of the Great Cormorant’s North American breeding range, which follows the Atlantic coast 
from Greenland to the Gulf of Maine. In North America, the Great Cormorant is restricted 
to marine habitats, where it nests on coastal cliffs and islands, even though elsewhere on 
the globe it is more often associated with freshwater.

In the Maritimes, the species’ distribution is limited to small coastal islands and rocky 
cliffs along the coasts of mainland NS, Cape Breton, and PEI. The largest colonies reported, 
each with over 100 nests, were on Green Island and the Bird Islands in Cape Breton. Large 
colonies were also reported on the cliffs at Cape Tryon, PEI; along the Northumberland 
Strait; and on Jackies Island, off NS’s South Shore. Reports of individuals during the nesting 
season in NB hint of potential breeding in the Grand Manan Island area.
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While there was little change in the species’ overall distribution, colonies dis-
appeared from previously occupied squares and appeared in others, and breeding 
was documented in fewer squares overall. Like many colonial seabirds, cormorants 
commonly shift their colonies, often because a colony becomes saturated or is 
disturbed by humans or predators. This local variability makes overall population 
trends difficult to assess, and little change has been detected recently in the Great 
Cormorant populations of the northwest Atlantic.

 — Jennifer Doucette

Probability of Observation
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Great Cormorant

Sean Blaney
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Mark Peck

American Bittern
Butor d’Amérique 
Botaurus lentiginosus

Were it not for the distinctive “glunk-a-lunk” emanating from the cattails, the often motion-
less and nearly invisible American Bittern might go entirely unnoticed by passersby. The 
Maritimes are well within the latitudinal centre of this species’ continent-wide breeding 
range, which extends in a broad band from the Atlantic to the Rockies, as far north as Hudson 
Bay and as far south as the mid-Atlantic.

Throughout its range, the American Bittern uses a variety of wet and open habitats. In 
the Maritimes, it can be found in both freshwater and brackish marshes, including open 
water near bogs and fens, and seasonally flooded meadows. Upland grassland areas near 
wetlands are also frequently used.

Breeding is widespread across the Maritimes’ low-lying regions, where wetlands are most 
abundant, and virtually absent from the uplands and highlands. The species is most often 
detected in the extensive wetland complexes of the Grand Lake Lowlands, the Tantramar 
Marshes near the NB-NS border, and eastern PEI.

The probability of observing the American Bittern remained largely unchanged across 
the region, although longer-term BBS data suggest the species has declined here. One might 
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expect that the American Bittern, like a number of other marsh birds, would 
benefit from recently impounded freshwater wetlands in the Maritimes, but its 
population may be limited by other factors as well. The inferences that can be 
made from either the atlas or the BBS may be somewhat limited in that neither 
survey is ideal for capturing marsh bird trends.

 — Laurel Bernard
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American Bittern

Sean Blaney
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Paul Lagasi

Least Bittern
Petit Blongios
Ixobrychus exilis

The smallest of the herons, the Least Bittern is inconspicuous in its densely vegetated marsh 
habitat. This is a bird of low-lying areas of the Eastern Temperate Forests, with some small 
breeding populations scattered in North America’s southwest. The Maritimes are at the 
northeastern edge of the breeding range.

In the Maritimes, this species is closely associated with cattail marshes, so its distribution 
is limited mainly to cattail-dominated impoundments in the lowlands. Previously, it was 
confirmed as breeding at various sites in NB and at Amherst Point MBS in NS. For the second 
atlas, breeding was confirmed through a sighting of fledged young with an adult near the 
Madawaska River in northern NB. Four other observations of birds in marshes through the 
summer indicated probable breeding.

For the first atlas, three possible and two probable breeding records were obtained, with 
four in NB and one in NS. The number of records doubled for the second atlas, with nine in 
NB and one in NS. All but two of the breeding sites, Amherst Point MBS and Red Head Marsh 
(Hazen Creek) in Saint John, NB, changed between atlases. The species was first assessed 
by COSEWIC as Special Concern in 1988 and was re-examined and assessed as Threatened 
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in 2001 and 2009. The status of the Least Bittern in the Maritimes is difficult to 
determine, but its inaccessible breeding habitat and secretive behaviour suggest 
that the few atlas records reflect sparse, but regular, breeding in the Maritimes.

 — Scott Makepeace

Least Bittern

Kevin Connor
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Alan Madden

Great Blue Heron
Grand Héron
Ardea herodias

Ungainly on land, graceful on the wing, the Great Blue Heron in flight is the signature of wild 
beauty in the Maritimes. In the 19th century it was hunted for its plumes, used to heighten 
the allure of women’s hats.

The Great Blue Heron is widespread in marine and fresh waters across the continent 
south of the Boreal Forest, save only for the western mountains. In the Maritimes, it is 
heavily associated with coastal marshes, where fledged young prefer to feed, as well as 
bays, estuaries, barrier beach ponds, and mudflats, all of which support fish populations. 
However, this species uses all forms of freshwater wetlands, such as bogs, lakes, rivers, and 
open marshes, which similarly support fish as well as amphibian populations.

The Great Blue Heron is widely distributed across the Maritimes, most concentrated along 
the coast but also occurring inland wherever suitable habitat exists. It is most abundant 
on PEI, along the Northumberland coast and the Baie des Chaleurs, and in eastern Cape 
Breton. The distribution of sightings may not reflect the distribution of breeding, however, 
as this species can fly long distances to feed; some individuals may regularly fly across the 
Northumberland Strait to forage in shallow estuaries.
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Small reductions in the probability of observing this species outside of PEI con-
trast with BBS data, which suggest an increase in NB and a decline elsewhere. Atlas 
and BBS data are not necessarily comparable, however. In particular, a seeming 
increase in PEI numbers is an artifact of changing survey methodology.

 — Rosemary Curley
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Gail Bisson

Snowy Egret
Aigrette neigeuse
Egretta thula

The pristine white plumage of the Snowy Egret is an uncommon sight in the Maritimes. 
Most birds seen here are recorded during spring, presumably those overshooting their 
northward migration. Breeding season records of the Snowy Egret are rare, as the species 
is typically found in warmer eastern coastal regions north to Maine, or inland in southern 
wetland areas of the US.

For the second atlas there are two records of Snowy Egrets in suitable habitat, one each 
in extreme southern NB and NS. Intriguingly, both records are of more than one bird, and 
both are from sites near existing heron colonies. The NS record is from a square adjacent to 
the Bon Portage Island square where breeding by Snowy Egrets was recorded as probable for 
the first atlas, because several birds summered in a mixed heron colony. Despite several years 
of possible but undocumented nesting by the Snowy Egret in that region of the Maritimes, 
there appears to have been no further expansion of the species.

 — Dwayne Sabine
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Snowy Egret

John Chardine
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Mark Peck

Green Heron
Héron vert
Butorides virescens

Recorded as “Green-backed Heron” for the first atlas, the Green Heron is an uncom-
mon visitor to the Maritimes, with regular records occurring only within the past 
half century. Here, the Green Heron is at the northernmost extent of its breeding 
range, the bulk of which extends south throughout lowland and wetland areas in 
the Eastern Temperate Forests to the Gulf coast and Central America.

The Green Heron is a generalist in both habitat and food choices. Its main 
requirements are secluded nest sites in wetland thickets and nearby open water 
for feeding. The Maritime breeding records are limited primarily to the Saint John 
River Valley, with additional records from the Acadian Peninsula, Grand Manan 
Island, and PEI. In these areas, the species was found in small ponds or wetlands, 
often adjacent to larger marsh complexes, rivers, and woodlands. The species was 
also recorded in several NS squares, primarily in the Valley and Central Lowlands 
and Western NS, but these records were rejected as spring overshoots in unsuit-
able breeding habitat.
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While both atlases have a similar number of breeding records, the species 
occurred only twice in the same squares. This pattern is a likely result of the species’ 
being at the edge of its range, nesting solitarily in relatively inaccessible places, 
and having generalist habitat preferences. These characteristics also make the 
Green Heron hard to census. National BBS trends indicate some decline, but this 
species’ population trends, like those of other marsh birds, are not necessarily well 
captured through roadside surveys.

 — Laurel Bernard

Green Heron

John Chardine 
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Glen Fox

Black-crowned Night-Heron
Bihoreau gris
Nycticorax nycticorax

The Black-crowned Night-Heron is a rare sight to most Maritime birdwatchers. 
It often sleeps during the day, and viewing opportunities are restricted to areas 
near the relatively small number of nesting colonies.

This heron breeds on every continent except Antarctica and Australia. In North 
America it breeds across much of the US and in the Prairie Potholes, with the 
largest colonies often found in coastal areas, such as along the Great Lakes and 
Atlantic and Gulf coasts. The Black-crowned Night Heron reaches the northern 
limit of its range in the Maritimes and on the Gaspé Peninsula.

Throughout its range, foraging and nesting habitats are highly varied, from 
fresh- to saltwater and from cattails to cliffs. In the Maritimes, most of the colonies 
are coastal or on coastal islands, and thus, not surprisingly, the species is closely 
associated with habitats such as coastal marshes, oceans, beaches, mudflats, and 
fens. Given its generalist choice of habitats, colony site selection is likely tied to 
predator avoidance and the availability of good foraging areas.
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Here, the Black-crowned Night-Heron’s distribution is limited to a few colo-
nies: on the Acadian Peninsula and Miscou Island, along the Baie des Chaleurs 
and Upper Saint John River, and on islands near Grand Manan Island and off 
the southwest tip of NS. The largest recorded colony is on Miscou Island, near 
Lamèque, with just over 600 nests. Elsewhere, colonies are much smaller, ranging 
from a few nests to 30 (Heron Island, Baie des Chaleurs).

There were no great changes in distribution between the two atlases, with 
colonies staying in the same general areas. Heron colonies move once their guano 
has killed the trees they nest on, so the periodic migration of colonies to new 
nesting areas is expected. In general, North American populations are considered 
relatively stable.

 — Laurel Bernard

Black-crowned Night-Heron

Colin MacKinnon 
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Dan Busby

Turkey Vulture
Urubu à tête rouge
Cathartes aura

Catching a glimpse of a soaring Turkey Vulture was once a very rare event, but it is now 
almost routine in parts of the Maritimes. The Maritimes are at the northeastern edge of a 
breeding range that includes most of North America south of the Boreal Forest but excludes 
much of the Northwestern Forested Mountains and northern Great Plains.

Vultures are unique in that they feed almost entirely on dead animal remains, from 
road-killed raccoons to dead fish. They use a wide variety of sites for nesting but in the 
Maritimes seem to prefer rock-jumbled slopes below cliff faces, where they find cave-like 
settings for nest sites.

In NS, observations were mainly near the coast, mostly in the Annapolis Valley and 
adjacent Fundy Shore. In NB, occurrences were widespread in the Valley Lowlands, as well 
as along the Fundy Coast. Scattered records also came from PEI and other areas. Breeding 
was confirmed in six squares in NB, with probable breeding records in NS and PEI. The prob-
ability of observing the Turkey Vulture is highest in NB’s Valley Lowlands and along NS’s 
Fundy Shore. Both the number of records and probability of observation showed a dramatic 
increase from the first atlas, when the Turkey Vulture was recorded in only seven squares.
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Breeding was first confirmed for the Maritimes by the discovery of a nest with 
eggs at Ben Lomond, near Saint John, NB, in 1998. The results of the second atlas 
are further evidence of the continuing range expansion this species has undergone 
in the northeast over the last few decades. The reasons behind this range expan-
sion are unknown; however, no obstacles are apparent to the continued expansion 
of the Turkey Vulture in the Maritimes.

 — Scott Makepeace
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Turkey Vulture

Scott Makepeace
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John Chardine

Osprey
Balbuzard pêcheur
Pandion haliaetus

The feet-first plunge of an Osprey and its emergence with a fish is a familiar sight 
around our shallow coastal waters. The Osprey nests worldwide, wherever tall trees 
supply unimpaired views of clear interior or coastal waters with slow-moving fish. 
In North America, it breeds mainly in the Northern Forests, in the Northwestern 
Forested Mountains, and along both coasts.

In the Maritimes, this species is strongly associated with open-water habitats, 
such as rivers, lakes, ponds, estuaries, and saltwater bays. Thus its distribution is 
denser along coasts and major waterways, and sparser in uplands and highlands. 
The abundance of Osprey, too, peaks in areas with ample habitat: the Acadian 
Peninsula, the Saint John River Valley, central PEI, and the central Atlantic Coast 
of NS, where it is the provincial bird.

The distribution remained relatively unchanged, although the probability of 
observing an Osprey decreased in parts of the Maritimes, particularly in NB in the 

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   170 2015-10-14   4:51 PM



171

First Second Difference

1

0

1

-1

Probability of Observation

Osprey

Central Uplands and Highlands, as well as along the St. Croix River in the south-
west. Canada-wide, Osprey populations have increased since the 1970s, following 
the elimination of DDT and other agricultural insecticides, and are thought to be 
relatively stable.

 — Rosemary Curley
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John Chardine

Bald Eagle
Pygargue à tête blanche
Haliaeetus leucocephalus

The Bald Eagle is symbolic of wilderness, but it has proved itself remarkably adapt-
able to a wide range of habitats, including agricultural landscapes. Distributed 
throughout the Taiga, Boreal Forest, and Northwestern Forested Mountains, as 
well as patchily south to the Gulf coast, the species exploits aquatic and grassland 
habitats throughout the Maritimes. Here, it is most strongly associated with open-
water habitats, from freshwater rivers, lakes, and ponds to saltwater estuaries 
and bays.

The Bald Eagle is widespread across the Maritimes, with a greater concentra-
tion of records on PEI and throughout much of Cape Breton and mainland NS, 
except the Western region. In NB, most observations are from the Valley Lowlands, 
particularly along the Saint John River Valley, although the species occurs across 
the province. The probability of observing the Bald Eagle is greatest around Bras 
d’Or Lake, where preferred feeding and nesting habitat is most abundant.

This raptor is making a spectacular recovery from the effects of 19th-cen-
tury shooting and 20th-century DDT and other contaminants. While its overall 
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distribution throughout the Maritimes is largely unchanged, the probability of 
observation trended skyward in all three provinces, most notably on PEI, where 
the species has re-invaded the western half of the province, and in NS’s Valley and 
Central Lowlands.

The Bald Eagle is long-lived with a low reproductive rate; thus, survival rates 
of adults govern populations. Despite its recovery here and elsewhere, human-
caused mortalities still occur from hunting, trapping, electrocutions, collisions, 
and death from contaminants such as lead. A downturn in the Maritime livestock 
industry since 2000 has resulted in less dead stock to be scavenged, which may in 
turn have lowered winter survival, especially of juveniles. NB relisted the species 
as regionally endangered as of June 2013.

 — Rosemary Curley
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Gail Bisson

Northern Harrier
Busard Saint-Martin
Circus cyaneus

The Northern Harrier, readily identified by its white rump, long tail, dihedral wing 
profile, and slow, coursing flight, may justifiably be called the signature raptor of 
Maritime marshes, grasslands, and croplands. It occurs widely across the Maritime 
provinces, which lie at the eastern edge of a continental range that extends north 
to the tree line, south to the Mid-Atlantic Coast, and west through the northern 
Great Plains and the Rockies.

Preferred habitats of the Northern Harrier in the Maritimes include open areas, 
especially cultivated grasslands, shrublands, coastal aquatic habitats, and bogs. 
All these habitats provide good cover for this species’ ground nests, together 
with an abundant supply of small mammals as its prey. These habitat preferences 
correspond closely to the distribution of atlas observations, which are particularly 
concentrated where expanses of cultivated or managed grassland and wetland 
predominate, such as throughout PEI and in the lowlands of NB and NS, especially 
where those two provinces meet. Conversely, it is largely absent from forested 
areas and highlands.
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Overall, the Northern Harrier remains widespread despite its absence from 
several squares where it was previously observed. However, unlike other rap-
tors whose populations have increased recently, the probability of observing the 
Northern Harrier declined somewhat over much of the region. BBS trends for the 
Maritimes and Canada also indicate declines. The Northern Harrier’s decrease may 
reflect habitat deterioration from the adoption of more intensive agricultural 
methods.

 — Sandy Burnett
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Northern Harrier

Sean Blaney
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Phil Riebel

Sharp-shinned Hawk
Épervier brun
Accipiter striatus

The Sharp-shinned Hawk is most familiar as a feeder bird predator in winter; it is less fam-
iliar as a breeding species. Although the species is widespread — breeding across the Boreal 
Forest and western Taiga, as well as south through the forested mountains of the west and 
east — it is little studied and the least known of our North American hawks.

The Sharp-shinned Hawk is strongly associated with forest. In the Maritimes, it uses 
a wide variety of forest types and ages but prefers softwood and mixed forest, typically 
placing its nest in mature, dense softwood stands within the canopy. The species is well 
distributed throughout the Maritimes, with no substantial difference in the probability of 
observation between regions.

The distribution and probability of observing the Sharp-shinned Hawk showed little 
change from the first atlas to the second, though occupied squares increased by over a third 
throughout NS. Although regional trends are not available because of low detection rates, 
Canada-wide BBS and CBC results indicate that populations of this species have increased 
since the 1970s.
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Sharp-shinned Hawk populations still carry a burden of DDT (and its DDE 
metabolite), which is likely acquired in southern wintering areas. However, the 
effects of these pesticides and other factors on populations are not known, as 
there are few reliable trend data for this species.

 — Rosemary Curley
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Sharp-shinned Hawk

Danielle Fife
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Jim Richards

Cooper’s Hawk
Épervier de Cooper
Accipiter cooperii

This mid-sized accipiter, smaller than a Northern Goshawk but larger than a Sharp-shinned 
Hawk, is the “chicken hawk” of colonial times. The Cooper’s Hawk breeds across the contin-
ent south of the Boreal Forest; the Maritimes are at the very northeastern edge of its range.

This species is strongly associated with forest. In the Maritimes, it uses a wide variety of 
forest types and ages but prefers productive sites dominated by hardwood or mixed hard-
wood and softwood. Nests are typically placed in mature hardwood stands below the canopy.

Here, at the northern limit of its range, the Cooper’s Hawk is distributed sparingly, with 
a scattering of records across the region, the bulk in NB’s southern lowlands. Breeding 
was confirmed in three squares in NB and strongly suspected in one more. Most sightings 
were associated with older hardwood or mixed forests, consistent with the species’ habitat 
preferences.

This hawk’s Maritime range has expanded considerably in recent decades. For the first 
atlas, there were five records of unconfirmed breeding in NB, all in squares where the spe-
cies was not recorded for the second atlas, and southern Maine was still considered the 
northeastern limit of the breeding range. For the second atlas, records more than doubled, 
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breeding was confirmed, and the species was newly recorded in northern NB and 
NS. Moreover, given the species’ similarity to the Sharp-shinned Hawk and the wide 
separation between sightings, the Cooper’s Hawk may well have been present but 
undetected in intervening areas. In the future, Maritime birders might become 
more practised at distinguishing these two accipiters, if the population expansion 
that seems to be underway continues.

 — Rosemary Curley

Cooper’s Hawk

Sean Blaney
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