Boreal Owl
Nyctale de Tengmalm
Aegolius funereus

The Boreal Owl is a small, enigmatic owl, absent from most birders’ life lists. This absence is
largely due to its northern distribution, far from population centres, and to the difficulty of
accessing its breeding sites during the still-snowy late winter when courtship commences. In
addition, not only is its call quieter than that of other owls, but males largely stop vocalizing
once nesting starts, making this cavity nester harder to find. Until 2004, no nests had been
found in the Maritimes since the 1920s and 1930s, when Robie Tufts found the first series
on the Grand Manan island group.
The Boreal Owl’s broader range is circumboreal; in Canada it is found throughout the
Boreal Forest, Taiga, and Northwestern Forested Mountains. In the Maritimes, the species
approaches its southern breeding limit. As its name suggests, this owl favours boreal forests
for breeding.
In the Maritimes, the Boreal Owl is sparsely distributed, found primarily in the boreal-like
habitats of the highlands and along the coast. The second atlas also includes a historically
interesting record from Grand Manan Island — the site of the first Maritime nesting records.

Glen Fox
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Boreal Owl

During the first atlas period, there were fewer detections of this species, largely
from the Eastern Lowlands of NB and the Cape Breton Highlands, and all from
squares near the coast. Most records indicated probable breeding but none were
confirmed. In contrast, the second atlas reports one confirmed nest from the
extreme north of the Cape Breton Highlands, one of only two squares with records
from both atlases.
Undoubtedly, the NOS contributed to many of the current records, most of
which are listed as possible. And, unlike records in the first atlas, several are inland.
Changes in the number and distribution of records are almost certainly related
to increased effort.
— Randy Lauff

Matthew Vickruck
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Northern Saw-whet Owl
Petite Nyctale
Aegolius acadicus

Although known to aboriginal people prior to contact, the Northern Saw-whet Owl was
revealed to Europeans by a specimen found here in the Maritimes, hence its species epithet, acadicus. It is our smallest owl and, being a cavity nester, is not often seen by people
unless they actively pursue it. This exclusively North American owl breeds across the Boreal
Forest and Boreal Hardwood Transition, as well as south through the western mountains. Its
widespread range reflects its use of a variety of forests, although it avoids regions of pure
conifers, such as taiga. In the Maritimes, this species can be found in many kinds of forest
and may prefer areas where a variety of forest types and ages occur together.
The Northern Saw-whet Owl is widespread and fairly evenly distributed across the
Maritimes, although somewhat less common in the centre of NB’s Valley Lowlands and
along NS’s Fundy Shore. The probability of observing the species is greatest in NB’s Northern
Uplands and on eastern PEI. Similarly, the NB NOS indicates that the Northern Saw-whet Owl
is most abundant in NB’s highland and upland regions, with other, smaller concentrations
in the southern lowlands.

John Chardine
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Although many squares have breeding records, few were confirmed, reflecting this bird’s concealed nesting and post-fledging behaviour. The species was
detected in more squares than during the first atlas period, and the probability of
observation increased across the region, particularly in NB’s Northern Uplands and
eastern PEI. The NOS results show similar increases on mainland NS but relatively
stable trends, despite cyclical ups and downs, in NB and on PEI.
— Randy Lauff

John Chardine
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Common Nighthawk
Engoulevent d’Amérique
Chordeiles minor

Roy LaPointe

The Common Nighthawk’s nasal “peent” call was once a common sound of our
summer nights, but now it is rarely heard. The species is still widespread, breeding throughout North America south of the Arctic. It uses a wide variety of open
and semi-open habitats, ranging from clear-cuts to urban rooftops, as long as
there are gravel or littered substrates for nesting and open areas for foraging.
In the Maritimes, too, its varied habitat associations include open areas such as
regenerating forests and some types of wetlands.
Thus the nighthawk is broadly and evenly distributed here, absent only from
the Cape Breton Highlands and much of PEI. The probability of observing the
Common Nighthawk is greatest in NS’s Eastern and Western ecoregions and
throughout central NB, primarily in areas managed for timber harvest.
This broad distribution changed little between atlases, but the probability
of observation decreased overall, most strikingly in NB’s Eastern and Grand Lake
lowlands. That trend is consistent with declining BBS trends for most of North
America. Indeed, because of such declines, the Common Nighthawk was assessed
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as Threatened by COSEWIC in 2007, joining several other aerial insectivore species
whose recent declines are alarming.
The causes of the nighthawk’s decrease are as mysterious as the causes of
aerial insectivore declines in general. Speculated factors include pesticide use, a
decrease in the sorts of nest sites that gravelled rooftops provide, regrowth of
open habitats, and collisions with vehicles. This motley variety of suggestions in
itself shows how little we know about a once frequent and now disappearing
sound of our summer nights.
— Andy Horn

Sean Blaney
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Chuck-will’s-widow
Engoulevent de Caroline
Antrostomus carolinensis

Graham Williams

The second atlas presents the Maritimes’ first breeding record of this close relative of the Eastern Whip-poor-will. The Chuck-will’s-widow breeds mainly in the
deciduous, pine, and mixed forests of the southern Eastern Temperate Forests.
Individuals have long been recorded well north and west of that range, however,
and since the late 1900s reports of extralimital breeding have increased, reaching
the Great Lakes and northeastern US.
The Chuck-will’s-widow’s habitat needs are similar to the Eastern Whip-poorwill’s, although it tends to occur in drier, more open locations. During the second
atlas period, it was found in a young oak-pine forest between a suburban Halifax
neighbourhood and a well-forested lake. A male had been calling there on late
spring and early summer evenings from 2004 to 2009. In 2010, simultaneous sightings and calls confirmed that at least two birds were present, including a female
and possibly a young bird.
Like other crepuscular species, the Chuck-will’s-widow is extremely hard to
confirm as a breeding species, but its distinctive song, sounding like a scrambled
Eastern Whip-poor-will’s song and just as loud, is hard to miss. Like other aerial
insectivores, the species appears to be in decline across much of its range, but it
is nonetheless worth listening for, just in case it ever breeds here again.
— Andy Horn
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Barn Swallow (Stu Tingley)

Aerial Insectivore declines
Among the most dramatic population
declines shown in the second atlas are
those of the aerial insectivores: insecteating birds that forage on the wing. The
Common Nighthawk, the Eastern Whippoor-will, the Chimney Swift, all the
swallows, and several flycatchers have
declined here and across North America,
especially in the northeast.

Why the declines?
Hypotheses start with the food that
defines them — the flying insects that
these birds eat. These insects might have
declined because of pesticide use, climate
change, or other causes. Also, the insects
might be harder for the birds to find as
open areas become reforested or farms
become less fly-ridden. Alternatively, the insects might
still be readily available, but at times that don’t suit the
birds—a mismatch of just a few days can have a dramatic effect on the energy budget of birds that pursue
their food so actively.
Other hypotheses are more specific to subsets of
aerial insectivores that share common features. For
example, species that forage while continuously on
the wing (known as “coursers”) — nighthawks, swifts,
and swallows — are particularly reliant on weather
conditions that create layers of air that trap their
food into rich patches. The frequency of these conditions might be shifting with a changing climate.
Another shared trait of several of these species is
the tendency to nest on human-made structures:
Common Nighthawks on gravel roofs, Chimney Swifts
in unlined chimneys, and Barn Swallows in open barns,
for example. Such species might lose their nest sites
as roofs are tarred, chimneys are lined, and barns are
sealed.
Clues from the atlas
The second atlas helped document this group’s
decline, so it might help to reveal the causes, too.
One pattern consistent with findings from elsewhere
is that the declines are not localized. The probability
of observation maps show declines wherever these
species occur, not just where farming practices, building codes, or other localized threats might apply. This
pattern suggests that the declines are related to something happening at a broader scale.

Another clue is that not all aerial insectivores have
declined. Some salliers — species that wait and “sally”
from perches to catch insects — such as the Eastern
Phoebe, are doing well, while others, such as the
Eastern Kingbird, are plummeting. Overall, coursers
are declining the most. But trends vary even for these
species: the Tree Swallow is declining only slightly; the
Bank Swallow is disappearing rapidly.

Where do we go from here?
Solving the mystery of these declines is a top priority for ornithologists worldwide. The challenges are
daunting, however. The population ecology of flying insect prey, which is an essential clue, is poorly
understood and poorly monitored. The ecology of
the birds themselves is well studied but only in the
breeding season. Most of these species travel as far as
Central or South America to overwinter, and studies
suggest that the farther a species goes, the bigger its
decline. Tracking these birds throughout the year is
challenging, however, especially because birds that
are so lightweight and reliant on maneuverability take
poorly to tracking devices.
In the end, the most valuable tool in solving the
mystery might be birders, such as those who contributed to the atlas, who are familiar with these species’
numbers, nesting places, and foraging habitats. The
declines have been steepest in the northeast, including the Maritimes, which makes our region particularly
well suited to help understand this disturbing trend
among our landbirds.
—Andy Horn
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Eastern Whip-poor-will
Engoulevent bois-pourri
Antrostomus vociferus

The song of the Eastern Whip-poor-will is a familiar night sound throughout much
of North America but not the Maritimes, where this species’ distribution has always
been restricted. Our region is the very northeast corner of a breeding range that
extends south of the Boreal Forest and west to the Great Plains.
Here, as elsewhere in its range, the Eastern Whip-poor-will nests in deciduous
and mixed forests that have little understorey and have nearby open areas for
foraging. Such habitat is typical of the main areas where the species is found: the
Valley and Grand Lake lowlands of NB, the Miramichi River Valley, and Western NS.
The distribution is somewhat contracted compared to the first atlas, which not
only had more records in the areas listed above but also had more records scattered throughout the Maritimes. The probability of observation, too, declined,
John Chardine
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albeit only marginally given the scant detections in either atlas. Declines reported
throughout the Eastern Whip-poor-will’s Canadian breeding range led COSEWIC
to assess this species as Threatened in 2009.
So far, the causes of this bird’s decrease are as mysterious as they are for the
other declining aerial insectivores — perhaps even more so for this cryptic crepuscular and nocturnal species. The suggested causes, ranging from loss of forests to
collisions with vehicles, certainly harm birds locally, but no one knows whether
they affect the population as a whole.
— Andy Horn
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Chimney Swift
Martinet ramoneur
Chaetura pelagica

Maritime birders are familiar with the Chimney Swift’s unique habit of gathering over old
neighbourhoods at dusk, plunging down open chimneys to rest overnight. The Maritime
provinces and Gaspé Peninsula form the easternmost border of the species’ range, which
extends from here across the Boreal Hardwood Transition to the Great Plains and south to
the Gulf of Mexico. In the Maritimes, the Chimney Swift breeds in every region except on PEI.
Most often observed in settled areas, the Chimney Swift uses open chimneys and other
human-built structures for roosting and nesting. The species is also associated with forests
containing very large trees, such as shade-tolerant hardwood and pine forests, particularly
where traditional roost and nest sites (large, hollow portions of trees) still occur, even though
such areas have been greatly reduced by forest harvesting.
In the Maritimes, the Chimney Swift is widely distributed, but it is most often detected in
predominantly forested regions, such as NB’s Northern Uplands and Western NS. It appears
to be least abundant in coastal and highland regions, where large, hollow trees are scarce.
Although its distribution changed little between atlases, the Chimney Swift is now
absent from many squares where it was previously detected, and its overall probability of
Mike Veltri
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observation decreased across the Maritimes. The BBS has detected range-wide
declines, including in the Maritimes, leading COSEWIC to designate this species as
Threatened in 2007. Declines likely reflect decreases in habitat availability in both
urban and forested areas, declines in insect prey, and increases in the frequency
and severity of adverse weather events during migration.
— Allison Manthorne

Becky Stewart
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Ruby-throated Hummingbird
Colibri à gorge rubis
Archilochus colubris

John Chardine

Its sparkling iridescence, impressive speed and agility, and impossibly tiny size make the
Ruby-throated Hummingbird one of our most well-known and loved birds. It is the only
hummingbird species that is regularly observed in the Maritimes and breeds here. The species is found throughout the Northern Forests and Eastern Temperate Forests, in a wide
variety of woodland and similar habitats, from forest edges and openings to orchards and
residential gardens.
In the Maritimes, it is associated with human-occupied areas, agricultural grasslands,
and barelands at a local scale, and mature deciduous forests at a landscape scale, generally
avoiding coniferous forest. These preferred breeding habitats are found throughout much
of the region but less so in the highlands, where records are particularly sparse. In general,
the Ruby-throated Hummingbird is widespread, with centres of abundance throughout
the region’s lowlands, particularly in urban and rural areas with milder climes and, usually,
deciduous or mixed forests.
The species’ overall pattern of distribution remained the same, but the probability of
observation increased substantially, especially across NS, in NB’s southeastern lowlands, and
on PEI. BBS and OBBA data also show that the Ruby-throated Hummingbird is increasing,
although the causes of the increase are unknown.
— Cindy E. J. Cartwright
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Belted Kingfisher
Martin-pêcheur d’Amérique
Megaceryle alcyon

John Chardine

The only kingfisher to breed in Canada, the Belted Kingfisher has a loud rattle
often heard seconds before the bird is seen flying over a body of water. This species
breeds throughout much of the continent, north of the dry southwest and south
of the tree line. It is strongly associated with open waters such as rivers, streams,
ponds, lakes, and coastal and freshwater wetlands, where it preys on small fish.
Locally, the Belted Kingfisher’s distribution and abundance depend on the
availability of nesting sites: earthen banks where nesting burrows can be excavated. Such habitats are found throughout the Maritimes, which explains the
species’ widespread distribution here. However, the quality of breeding sites is
also related to prey availability and water clarity. The kingfisher is most readily
detected in habitats like those surrounding Cape Breton’s Bras d’Or Lake, where
numerous channels, bays, and rivers with high vertical banks provide ideal foraging and nesting habitat. High detection rates are also seen on PEI and along
the Northumberland coast of NB, where similar habitat conditions, particularly
sheltered bays and channels, are found.
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Belted Kingfisher

The species’ distribution is largely unchanged, but the probability of observation increased slightly overall, especially in NS, with localized increases and
decreases elsewhere. The earthen banks upon which the Belted Kingfisher relies
are created and destroyed by erosion, and thus nesting locations are ephemeral
by nature. Human activities such as sand and gravel pit digging also create and
destroy nest sites and could also explain local changes in the bird’s distribution and
abundance. BBS data show slight declining trends for the Maritimes but a steeper
Canada-wide decrease since 1970. The abundant coasts and sheltered waterways
of the Maritime region may buffer the species from declining more steeply here.
— Benoit Laliberté
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Red-headed Woodpecker
Pic à tête rouge
Melanerpes erythrocephalus

Dan Busby

Our region’s most eye-catching woodpecker earned a place in the second atlas on the strength
of just two birds, seen at one location over a mere three days. Usually this species occurs
only as a vagrant in the Maritimes, although it breeds regularly just south of the region
throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests and much of the Great Plains.
The Red-headed Woodpecker breeds in or near deciduous open woods that have dead
trees or limbs for nesting and, usually, mast-bearing trees such as beech or oak. Open areas
are essential for this species’ peculiar habit of flycatching, which is what the two individuals
reported here were doing most of the time they were in sight. They were near suitable
breeding habitat along a wooded river, occasionally interacting as if they were a mated pair.
Males and females of this species look so much alike, however, that the breeding evidence
for these sightings was conservatively coded as “possible” rather than “probable.”
The first atlas reported only four records of this species, which has declined throughout
its range, perhaps mainly because of declines in the beech and oak it uses for winter food
and the dead trees it uses for nesting and roosting. The Red-headed Woodpecker was a
confirmed, albeit rare, breeder in NB as late as the late 19th century and in Maine into the
20th, but it now breeds regularly no closer than Vermont and Massachusetts. COSEWIC
assessed it as Threatened in Canada in 2007.
— Andy Horn
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Red-bellied Woodpecker
Pic à ventre roux
Melanerpes carolinus

Dan Busby

Striking, noisy, and rare, the Red-bellied Woodpecker has upgraded its Maritime status from
casual visitor to confirmed breeder in just a few years. Most published range maps show
this species as restricted to those portions of the Eastern Temperate Forests and eastern
Great Plains that are well south of this region. But in recent years, pioneering individuals
have appeared more often and now sometimes nest as far north as southern Ontario and
the Maritimes.
The Red-bellied Woodpecker’s preferred habitat is hardwood and pine forest, but as
long as its need for mature snags for nest sites is met, it is adaptable to a wide range of
habitats. Sightings during the atlas period were widespread, although breeding evidence
was entered for only five squares at scattered locations. Reported habitats included at least
some mature deciduous trees and in many cases were near human residences. A pair that
frequented a Halifax backyard throughout the spring and summer of 2006 produced the
region’s first certain evidence of breeding, a fledgling sighted that August.
The species’ appearance in the second atlas, sharply contrasting with its absence in the
first, is certainly consistent with its range-wide increase and northward spread, documented
in both the BBS and OBBA. These trends are likely attributable to warmer winters, bird feeders, and/or maturing forests, combined with this bird’s generally tolerant tastes in habitat.
— Andy Horn
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Yellow-bellied Sapsucker
Pic maculé
Sphyrapicus varius

Phil Riebel

The Yellow-bellied Sapsucker’s irregular drumming is often heard in spring and early summer,
and the bird is more vocal than most other woodpeckers, so it is frequently encountered.
It is also well known for its habit of drinking from “sap wells,” although it can also glean,
peck, and drill like other woodpeckers. Its breeding range spans west across the Boreal Forest
into the western Taiga. The species is most frequent in mature, shade-tolerant hardwoods,
somewhat preferring poplar, maple, and oak, and it is relatively tolerant of partial timber
harvesting.
In the Maritime provinces, the Yellow-bellied Sapsucker is nearly ubiquitous, being absent
or uncommon only in coastal areas. It is most abundant in areas that are rich in hardwoods:
the Valley and Grand Lake lowlands and the Central Uplands of NB.
This woodpecker appears to have filled in its distribution in each province, and perhaps
expanded slightly in NS, between the two atlases. Overall, there was little change in its
probability of observation, but locally there were increases in some areas, such as PEI and
the NS Uplands, and decreases in others, such as NB’s northwestern Highlands and southern
Valley Lowlands. BBS trends show an increase nationally over the same period. The relative
tolerance of the sapsucker to moderate forest management may partly reflect its flexibility
in selection of foraging and nesting substrates.
— Marc-André Villard and Roy LaPointe
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Downy Woodpecker
Pic mineur
Picoides pubescens

The familiar Downy Woodpecker is present throughout the year across North America south
of the Taiga and north of the southwestern deserts. In comparison to other woodpeckers,
this species prefers more open, younger forests with at least some deciduous vegetation,
but habitat analyses show no especially strong associations. In southern Ontario, the Downy
Woodpecker can nest successfully in partially harvested hardwood stands, as long as densities of dead or dying trees are high enough, a finding that may apply to the Maritimes as
well. This woodpecker is a weak excavator, usually building its nest in well-decayed trees
and stubs, which may explain why relatively few of its cavities are reused by other species
of birds or mammals.
The Downy Woodpecker’s generalist habitat preferences, together with its considerable
tolerance of humans, no doubt explain why it is so frequently detected across the Maritime
provinces. Nonetheless, it is slightly less widely distributed than the closely related Hairy
Woodpecker. Its greater reliance on deciduous vegetation is reflected in its peak areas of
detection: the hardwood-dominated areas of NS’s lowlands and NB’s Valley Lowlands.

Cliff Sandeson
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Downy Woodpecker

The Downy Woodpecker’s probability of observation remained relatively similar
over much of the region but with some decline along NB’s Saint John River Valley
and with moderate increases elsewhere, such as in NS’s Central Lowlands. The BBS
shows stable trends for the Maritimes between 2002 and 2012, but that is relative
to the species’ substantial longer-term increases since the 1970s.
— Marc-André Villard
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Hairy Woodpecker
Pic chevelu
Picoides villosus

This is one of our most common woodpeckers, second only to the Northern Flicker in terms
of the number of atlas squares occupied. The Hairy Woodpecker is an important producer
of tree cavities used by other species of birds and mammals. It is a resident all across North
America south of the tree line and north of the southwestern deserts, as well as on high
peaks of Mexico and Central America.
A forest generalist, this species is present across the Maritime provinces in a wide range
of forest types. Habitat analyses show no particularly strong and consistent associations,
apart from an overall tendency to prefer mixed-age and mixed-species forests. Such forests are frequent where the species is most abundant, in the Valley Lowlands of NB and in
Western and Eastern NS.
The probability of observing this species increased, consistent with positive trends seen
in the BBS. The increase may reflect the expansion of second-growth forest. In southern
Ontario, the Hairy Woodpecker can nest successfully in partially harvested hardwood stands,
as long as densities of dead or dying trees are high enough, a finding that seems to apply
to the Maritime provinces as well.
John Chardine

— Marc-André Villard
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American Three-toed Woodpecker
Pic à dos rayé
Picoides dorsalis

The American Three-toed Woodpecker breeds farther north than any other species of its
family. It is a resident of the Boreal Forest, ranging from the northern tree line through the
continent’s Northern Forests and Northwestern Forested Mountains. The Maritimes approach
the southern extent of its range, which continues through the northern Appalachians.
In the Maritime provinces, nesting habitat tends to include black spruce and cleared
areas, often near bogs. The American Three-toed Woodpecker is most often found in old
spruce-fir forests typical of the NB Highlands, where the majority of confirmed breeding
attempts were reported. Breeding was also reported from locations scattered across several
other regions, except southernmost NB and NS.
The American Three-toed Woodpecker appears to have contracted its range between
atlas periods, most obviously at the northern tip of Cape Breton and in NB’s Valley Lowlands.
The steady decline in old forest may account for the trend observed in NB, whereas forest
degradation associated with a high density of moose may play a role in Cape Breton.
This species depends largely on dying trees that are invaded by bark beetles. It can nest
successfully in dead trees left standing in clear-cuts, provided that old forest is not far away.
Jim Richards
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American Three-toed Woodpecker

Older forest provides foraging substrates and, especially during winter, critical
cover. Such dependence on locally variable habitat features and the near absence
of extensive forest fires may explain why these woodpeckers can decrease here,
despite increasing BBS trends for Canada as a whole.
— Marc-André Villard

Mary E.J. Sabine
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Black-backed Woodpecker
Pic à dos noir
Picoides arcticus

Larger and more widespread than the closely related American Three-toed Woodpecker,
the Black-backed Woodpecker is a resident of the boreal and hemiboreal Northern Forests
and Northwestern Forested Mountains. The southernmost extent of its range in the east is
just beyond the Maritimes, in the northern Appalachians.
In the Maritime provinces, the species is uncommon but is most frequently observed in
the old spruce-fir or jack pine forests of the NB Highlands and Eastern NS.
The probability of observing the Black-backed Woodpecker declined in northern NB and
in the Cape Breton Taiga and Highlands, but the species’ distribution remained stable overall.
Declines may reflect steady loss of old forest in NB, along with forest degradation in Cape
Breton, resulting in part from high moose densities. The Black-backed Woodpecker shows
potential to adapt to forestry. Like the American Three-toed Woodpecker, it can nest successfully in dead trees left standing in clear-cuts, provided they are not far from old, uncut
forest, which provides cover and foraging opportunities.
— Marc-André Villard and Roy LaPointe
Samuel Denault
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Samuel Denault
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Northern Flicker
Pic flamboyant
Colaptes auratus

John Chardine

Not only is the Northern Flicker our commonest woodpecker, but it also rates
among the top ten commonest of all species in both the first and the second atlas.
It breeds throughout North America south of the tree line, missing only from
some of the southernmost deserts. Not surprisingly, it breeds in a wide range
of habitats that have open areas with some trees, including trees in which it can
excavate nest holes.
In the Maritimes, the Northern Flicker is a generalist of mixed-age forest, such
as clear-cuts, plantations, cultivated shrublands (e.g., fruit orchards), and forested
wetlands. It shows no especially strong association with any particular tree species, at least none that is consistent across the region. Indeed, the species is found
everywhere, although it is particularly abundant in the lowlands of NB and NS
and on PEI, areas characterized by the savannah-like habitat this species prefers.
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This woodpecker’s distribution did not change. Its probability of observation
remained similar overall, save for some declines, primarily through central NB,
and marginal increases, such as in eastern Cape Breton. Similarly, BBS trends are
relatively stable for the region, despite declines elsewhere. If the Northern Flicker
is decreasing elsewhere because of competition for nest holes with starlings or
loss of snags to forestry, as some have suggested, perhaps those factors are not
at play in our region.
— Andy Horn
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