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Gail Bisson

Pileated Woodpecker
Grand Pic
Dryocopus pileatus

Whether it’s the surprising laughing call, thundering drumming on a nearby tree, or bright 
red head and moustache, the Pileated Woodpecker is one of the most memorable birds of 
Maritime forests. Its range extends south throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests, and 
west through the Boreal Forest into the Northwestern Forested Mountains.

A bird mainly of mature forest, here the Pileated Woodpecker is associated with a wide 
variety of tree species as long as large dead and dying trees containing carpenter ants and 
wood-boring beetles are present. Thus, if these features are abundant enough to meet its 
needs, the species may show some tolerance of habitats managed for timber harvest.

The species is well distributed throughout the Maritimes, apart from PEI. The probability 
of observation is highest in areas where mature forest abounds, such as Western NS. The 
Pileated Woodpecker expanded its overall distribution, and despite some local declines, 
such as in Cape Breton, its probability of observation increased over much of the region, 
particularly in Western NS and in NB’s Eastern Lowlands. This pattern is consistent with 
positive long-term BBS trends for the Maritimes. These increases, also reflected in range 
expansions, are likely the result of many factors impacting both the birds and their habitat. 
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Pileated Woodpecker

In northwestern NB, American beech is preferred over all other foraging substrates. 
This woodpecker may thus have benefited from the bark disease affecting beech 
throughout the Maritimes.

 — Peter Bush
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Dan Busby

American Kestrel
Crécerelle d’Amérique 
Falco sparverius

Whether perched on roadside telephone wires or hovering in the breeze above a grassy field 
in search of prey, the robin-sized American Kestrel is the common falcon of open country-
side in the Maritimes. Its range extends from the boreal regions of North America to the 
southern tip of South America.

Good habitat for grassland insects and small field rodents, together with suitable nest-
ing cavities in trees, are key to its presence in the Maritimes and throughout the Americas. 
Thus reported observations here tend to be concentrated near cultivated grasslands and 
immature shade-tolerant hardwoods. The kestrel is widely distributed throughout the region, 
more sparsely in Western NS and along the Atlantic Coast, where its habitat is scarcer. It is 
most often detected in the agricultural fields of NB’s northern Valley Lowlands and Central 
Uplands, as well as on PEI, where a successful nest box program is ongoing.

The first atlas mentioned that the number of American Kestrels appeared to have dimin-
ished from historic levels. More recently, that trend has continued, with a decrease in the 
probability of observation throughout much of the Maritimes, especially in NB’s Valley 
Lowlands and the Cape Breton Highlands. BBS data similarly indicate declines across Canada, 
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and potentially in NB, since the 1970s, although NS and PEI trends appear stable. 
The reasons for these declines are unknown, although habitat changes, such as 
agriculture intensification and the promotion of softwood forests, may be influ-
ential factors locally.

 — Sandy Burnett
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Becky Stewart
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Ralph Eldridge

Merlin
Faucon émerillon
Falco columbarius

A rapid, high-pitched “kee-kee-kee” call signals the presence of a Merlin, as the 
small, fast-flying falcon makes a dramatic mid-air food pass to a mate or fledged 
young. Otherwise, the species is inconspicuous in the mixed woodlands and sub-
urban areas of the Maritimes where it lays its eggs in abandoned hawk or crow 
nests.

The Maritime provinces mark the southeastern edge of the Merlin’s breeding 
range, which extends throughout the Boreal Forest, Taiga, and northern Great 
Plains. The Merlin nests close to open spaces such as communities, lakes, rivers, and 
seacoasts where it can hunt the songbirds and shorebirds that make up its prey. 
Atlas habitat analyses show associations with burned areas, bogs, fens, roads, and 
human-occupied areas. The Merlin is now widespread throughout the Maritimes, 
with detections relatively evenly distributed across all provinces and regions.

The Merlin was considered to be relatively rare in the Maritimes until the 
early 1980s, but the first atlas documented a marked increase in abundance. 
This increase continues in the second atlas, with the bird’s distribution filling in 
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throughout the region and its probability of observation increasing slightly in 
every province. BBS data also indicate a general upward trend in the Maritimes 
and across Canada. A gradual reduction in the negative effects of DDT on Merlin 
reproductive success is likely contributing to this steady, long-term population 
increase.

 — Sandy Burnett
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Sean Blaney
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John Chardine

Peregrine Falcon
Faucon pèlerin
Falco peregrinus

In recent decades, no bird species has experienced a more dramatic recovery than the 
Peregrine Falcon. Long famed for the speed and power of its predatory attacks on other 
birds, it originally enjoyed worldwide distribution and ranged throughout North America, 
from the Arctic to Mexico. Though never common in the Maritimes, it was virtually extir-
pated by the mid-1960s, its reproductive success disrupted by bioaccumulation of DDT and 
other pesticides.

Its current distribution reflects a remarkable comeback thanks to a ban on DDT and to 
extensive management efforts for the species. It is found primarily along NB’s Fundy Coast, 
which provides all the essentials: appropriate nesting habitat on shoreline cliff faces and an 
abundance of migrating shorebirds as a ready prey source during brooding and fledging. 
A nest on the Saint John Harbour Bridge and another atop an office building in downtown 
Moncton attest to the fact that Peregrines adapt well to urban environments, where the 
Rock Pigeon is a preferred prey species.

In the 1980s the Peregrine Falcon became the focus of a major captive breeding and 
re-introduction program. Release sites along the Bay of Fundy such as Fundy National Park 
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and Cape d’Or, NS, had preferred habitat of nesting cliffs facing open hunting 
areas. The first atlas reported on the progress of this initiative, and since then, the 
trend has been steadily upward. The breeding evidence map in the second atlas 
reveals confirmed breeding in 25 squares, probable in 5, and possible in 11 more, 
marking a regional range expansion to much of the Fundy Coast and extending 
inland along tidal rivers and into the surrounding uplands. Records have tripled 
from the first atlas, which reported three confirmed records and eight others, all 
but one along the northern coast of the Bay of Fundy.

The history of the bird’s COSEWIC assessments also reflects this population 
increase: subspecies anatum was designated as Endangered in 1978, Threatened 
in 1999, and Special Concern in 2007.

 — Sandy Burnett

Peregrine Falcon

John Chardine 
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Dan Busby

Olive-sided Flycatcher
Moucherolle à côtés olive
Contopus cooperi

One of the largest Maritime flycatchers, the Olive-sided Flycatcher is known for its loud 
“quick-three-beers” song that rings out over a kilometre from the bird’s perch atop a tall 
snag. From the Maritimes and Newfoundland, its range extends west across the Boreal Forest 
and Taiga and south throughout the Northwestern Forested Mountains.

In the Maritimes, this flycatcher is typically found in moist, mixed coniferous forest with 
both mature and regenerating components, adjacent to shrubby forested wetlands, bogs, 
fens, beaver ponds, or clear-cuts. Although widely distributed throughout the Maritimes, the 
species is scarcer in western PEI and NB’s Valley and Eastern lowlands, and most abundant in 
NB’s Central Uplands and northwestern Highlands, Cape Breton’s uplands, and Western NS.

The distribution of the Olive-sided Flycatcher changed little between atlases, but the 
probability of observation decreased across much of NB and parts of NS. In some areas of NS, 
however, the probability of observation increased, notably in the uplands. BBS data show 
declines nationally, with declines for the Maritimes especially steep in NB, and in 2007 the 
Olive-sided Flycatcher was assessed as Threatened by COSEWIC.
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Olive-sided Flycatcher

Factors causing its decline are unknown but may include changes in habitat and 
in insect populations, on both breeding and wintering grounds. In the Maritimes, 
forest harvesting practices may play a role as clear-cuts, which mimic open bog 
habitats that the Olive-sided Flycatcher readily occupies, could be population 
sinks, drawing individuals into less productive habitats where breeding success 
is reduced. Further investigation is needed to compare the species’ reproductive 
success in natural versus managed habitats.

 — Mike Peckford
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Glen Fox

Eastern Wood-Pewee
Pioui de l’Est
Contopus virens

Named for its song, the Eastern Wood-Pewee is also known for its distinctive feeding behav-
iour — flying from a canopy perch to snag an insect in mid-air then returning to that same 
perch to await the next feeding opportunity. The Maritimes represent the northeastern 
limit of this bird’s breeding range, which extends across the Boreal Hardwood Transition 
and south throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests.

Across its range, the Eastern Wood-Pewee is found in deciduous and mixed forests, 
usually associated with forest clearings and edges. In the Maritimes it is found in older, pre-
dominantly deciduous forests, often mixed with mature hemlock or pine. It also shows some 
preference for riparian forests, especially in NB, and avoids young coniferous and managed 
forests as well as human-occupied areas.

The Eastern Wood-Pewee is widespread throughout the Maritimes but absent from areas 
where fir and black spruce dominate, such as the highlands and Cape Breton Taiga. Nowhere 
is it especially abundant, but larger concentrations are found in Western NS and the Valley 
and Central Lowlands of NS, as well as along the Saint John River Valley and Northumberland 
Strait — all regions with southern-like climes and mature deciduous forests.
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Eastern Wood-Pewee

While the species’ distribution changed little between atlases, its probability 
of observation decreased throughout much of its Maritime range, particularly in 
southern NB and in Cape Breton’s uplands. BBS data indicate similar declines in 
the Maritimes and across Canada. Persistent declines across the Eastern Wood-
Pewee’s range led COSEWIC to assess it as Special Concern in 2012. The reasons for 
the declines are unknown, but exacerbating effects on the breeding grounds may 
include heavy browsing by white-tailed deer, forest harvesting, and the promotion 
of softwood stands and younger forests. Changes in insect availability and habitat 
loss on the wintering grounds have also likely played a role.

 — Mike Peckford
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Dan Busby

Yellow-bellied Flycatcher
Moucherolle à ventre jaune
Empidonax flaviventris

The yellowest and most elusive of the eastern flycatchers, the Yellow-bellied Flycatcher 
often goes unnoticed, as it arrives here late in May, utters its understated song, and then 
fades from sight again in late summer. This most boreal of our Empidonax species breeds 
from the Atlantic provinces west across the Northern Forests into the northern Rockies and 
western Taiga, with scattered populations south down the Appalachians.

An inhabitant of dense, cool, shady spruce and fir forests, here the species tends to prefer 
younger forests, including plantations and thinned stands. It is also associated with poorly 
drained areas, such as bogs and fens. Thus it is found in every region of the Maritimes, with 
areas of highest abundance centred on NB’s Eastern Lowlands, the Cape Breton Highlands, 
and the boundary between Eastern NS and the NS Uplands, all areas where coniferous for-
est and bogs or fens are prevalent.

The distribution of the Yellow-bellied Flycatcher is largely unchanged. However, there 
were large declines in the probability of observation throughout most of NB’s uplands and 
highlands as well as the Eastern Lowlands. In contrast, there were substantial increases 
elsewhere, particularly in the Cape Breton Highlands and NB’s Valley Lowlands. BBS results 
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Yellow-bellied Flycatcher

indicate recent declines in the Maritimes, but roadside surveys may not adequately 
sample this quiet, wet-forest species. In general, this species and its population 
trends are poorly understood. Nonetheless, like most other flycatchers, it does 
appear to be faring much better than aerial insectivores that forage entirely on 
the wing, such as swifts, swallows, and nightjars.

 — Roger Burrows
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Dan Busby

Alder Flycatcher
Moucherolle des aulnes
Empidonax alnorum

The emphatic song of the Alder Flycatcher is one of the most common roadside sounds of 
the Maritimes, indicating clearly that migration is over and breeding has begun. From the 
Maritimes, the Alder Flycatcher’s breeding range extends down the Appalachians and across 
the continent’s Northern Forests, stretching as far north as the tree line in the west.

A bird of wet, shrubby habitats, in the Maritimes this species prefers alder thickets or 
other regenerating or sapling trees that border wetlands or grow in disturbed areas, includ-
ing clearings and roadsides. The Alder Flycatcher prefers more open habitats than most 
other empids. Since poorly drained and disturbed habitats are abundant throughout the 
Maritimes, the Alder Flycatcher, too, is ubiquitous and abundant, except in the more mature 
forests of Western NS.

Many small distributional gaps were filled between atlases. The probability of observing 
the Alder Flycatcher also increased throughout much of the Maritimes, particularly in NB’s 
highlands and uplands and the northern half of the Valley Lowlands, as well as in Western 
NS and along NS’s Fundy Coast. Increases may reflect expanded early successional habitat as 
a result of forestry activities in some areas, e.g., in northern NB. However, BBS results suggest 
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Alder Flycatcher

stable or slightly declining numbers over the same period, both in the Maritimes 
and elsewhere. The reasons for these conflicting trends are unclear, but, since the 
BBS is a long-established roadside survey, the declines detected may reflect habitat 
succession along survey routes rather than real population changes.

 — Roger Burrows
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Willow Flycatcher
Moucherolle des saules
Empidonax traillii

Local knowledge and a good ear are required to find this uncommon flycatcher, 
which is distinguished almost exclusively by its liquid calls and first-syllable-accented 
song. The Maritimes represent the extreme northeastern limit of the species’ 
breeding range, which extends west from the New England Coast and St. Lawrence 
Plain through to the Great Plains. Disjunct populations breed in the southern 
Rockies and deserts.

The Willow Flycatcher prefers drier, lower, and more open shrubland than the 
closely related Alder Flycatcher. As its name suggests, it will also seek out willows 
where available. In the Maritimes, it shows a strong positive association with the 
shrubby abandoned farmlands along the Saint John River, where it was detected 
in several squares. Other records were scattered in similar habitat throughout 
NB’s lowlands, on western PEI, in the Annapolis Valley, and in lowlands along 
NS’s coasts.
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The Willow Flycatcher is still scarce and the probability of observation remains 
low, with no apparent change between atlases. Nonetheless, its distribution 
appears to have increased since the first atlas, especially in NS and northern NB, 
where the species was newly recorded in several squares. Although it is threatened 
by habitat degradation and other factors elsewhere in its range, for now this fly-
catcher appears at least stable in our region. With luck, the species will remain a 
treat, if an uncommon one, for Maritime birders.

 — Roger Burrows
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Least Flycatcher
Moucherolle tchébec
Empidonax minimus

Our smallest flycatcher gave atlassers the dubious pleasure of distinguishing its emphatic 
“chebek!” from the Yellow-bellied Flycatcher’s liquid “chelec.” The Maritimes represent the 
easternmost portion of the species’ range, which extends south through the Appalachians 
and west across the Northern Forests to the western Taiga and northern Rocky Mountains.

The Least Flycatcher breeds in varied forest habitats but usually in fairly dense areas 
with closed canopies. In the Maritimes, it prefers mature deciduous, pine, and sometimes 
hemlock forest, though it may also be found along the edges of bogs and lakes. It breeds 
throughout the region, although abundance is highest in the older mixed forests of northern 
NB, the pine forests of NB’s Eastern Lowlands, and, especially, the extensive mature forests 
of Western NS.

The Least Flycatcher’s distribution did not change, but its probability of observation 
increased across much of the Maritimes, particularly in NS. Nonetheless, a few marginal, 
localized declines were seen, most notably in NB’s Northern Uplands. BBS data show long-
term declines in our region and across Canada. Reasons for these apparently conflicting 
results are unclear.

 — Roger Burrows
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Eastern Phoebe
Moucherolle phébi
Sayornis phoebe

For many naturalists in eastern North America, and for an increasing number here in the 
Maritimes, a bridge over a gurgling stream brings to mind the phoebe, incessantly repeating 
its name. The Maritimes form the northeast edge of the Eastern Phoebe’s range, which, 
from here, extends west across the Boreal Forest to the western Taiga and south through 
most of the Eastern Temperate Forests.

The Eastern Phoebe is usually found near water or wetlands with available niches, such as 
rock ledges, building eaves, or bridge struts for nest sites. Habitat analyses show clear posi-
tive associations with human-occupied areas, cultivated grassland, travel routes, and lakes, 
ponds, and rivers but an avoidance of areas subject to forestry. Thus, in the Maritimes, the 
species is largely restricted to the poorly drained, densely inhabited, and shrubby lowlands 
of NS and NB. Breeding has never been confirmed on PEI. The probability of observation 
is highest in NB’s Valley and Grand Lake lowlands, no doubt because these are the areas 
with suitable habitat that are nearest to the bird’s main breeding range to the southwest.

The phoebe’s distribution appears largely unchanged between atlas periods, apart from 
perhaps shifting slightly northward. Its probability of observation increased across much of 
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Eastern Phoebe

NB’s lowlands, particularly where the species is most abundant. BBS data suggest 
a long-term increase in the Maritimes but a decline in Canada overall. For this 
species, trends are often conflicting and erratic across regions and time scales, 
perhaps in response to die-offs in severe weather in winter and early spring, as 
well as localized loss of nesting sites. At the moment, however, the Eastern Phoebe 
may be an exception to the general decline among aerial insectivores in our region 
and so it is a species well worth monitoring.

 — Andy Horn
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Great Crested Flycatcher
Tyran huppé
Myiarchus crinitus

The Great Crested Flycatcher, the only cavity nester among Maritime flycatchers, 
is one of the loudest birds of the deciduous forest, with its rising “queerp” call 
readily drawing the attention of birders. The Maritimes are at the northeastern 
margin of its breeding range, which spans the Boreal Hardwood Transition and 
Eastern Temperate Forests and extends into the western Taiga.

In the Maritimes, as elsewhere, the Great Crested Flycatcher is associated with 
deciduous forest, especially richer areas with large trees for cavity nesting along 
lakes and watercourses. The probability of observing the species is highest in the 
Grand Lake and Valley lowlands of southern NB, with much sparser occurrence 
and few breeding confirmations through NB’s Eastern Lowlands and in Western 
NS. The species reaches the very eastern edge of its range in the Maritimes, being 
almost absent on PEI and completely absent from Cape Breton.

The species’ distribution contracted and its probability of observation declined, 
in spite of a long-term increase suggested by BBS results for NB, but consistent 
with declines suggested by BBS data from elsewhere in the Maritimes and across 
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the continent. The causes of these declines are unclear. In the Maritimes, loss of 
breeding habitat to forestry may have some impact, but the species appears to 
tolerate greater forest fragmentation in more intensively agricultural landscapes 
farther south and west. There is speculation but no direct evidence that reduced 
insect availability is affecting breeding success in this and other declining aerial 
insectivores. Reduced survival because of habitat loss in its wintering range may 
also be contributing to range contraction within the Maritimes and elsewhere.

 — Sean Blaney
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Province of Nova Scotia
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Eastern Kingbird
Tyran tritri
Tyrannus tyrannus

The Eastern Kingbird is the most conspicuous flycatcher known to Maritime birdwatchers, 
mainly because of its large size, distinctive white-tipped tail, and habit of perching on fence 
posts in open areas. The Maritimes are within the eastern part of its breeding range, which 
extends throughout the Boreal Forest to the Rockies and south throughout the Great Plains 
and Eastern Temperate Forests.

The Eastern Kingbird prefers open habitats with scattered shrubs and trees, often 
along woodland edges and typically near water, where it breeds in higher densities. In the 
Maritimes it is strongly associated with cultivated grasslands and freshwater marshes, as 
well as bogs, lakes, rivers, and ponds. The species occurs throughout the region but is most 
often encountered in lowland areas that have large, open wetlands, especially the Valley 
Lowlands along NB’s Upper Saint John River Valley.

While the Eastern Kingbird’s distribution changed little between atlases, its probability 
of observation decreased substantially across the Maritimes, most noticeably in NB’s uplands 
and on PEI. National and Maritime BBS trends similarly indicate declines over several decades. 
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As with many aerial insectivores, the factors causing declines are unknown, but 
they may include decreases in the abundance of flying insect prey on the breeding 
grounds and various threats during migration and wintering.

 — Mike Peckford
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Shirley Gallant 
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Merv Cormier

Yellow-throated Vireo
Viréo à gorge jaune
Vireo flavifrons

The slow, buzzy song of this distinctive vireo is rarely heard in the Maritimes. 
Indeed, prior to the second atlas the nearest confirmed breeding was in south-
eastern Maine, although a handful of summer sightings from NB and NS included 
at least some apparently territorial males. The Maritimes are at the northeast-
ern limit of the species’ breeding range, which extends throughout the Eastern 
Temperate Forests.

The Yellow-throated Vireo typically breeds in mature deciduous and mixed for-
est near forest edges and canopy openings. In the Maritimes, it is found primarily 
in older deciduous forests associated with floodplains, such as along the southern 
Saint John River Valley or in other wet forests. While some records likely repre-
sent unmated males, they also indicate that breeding may occur sparingly in the 
Maritimes, particularly along the Saint John River Valley. An adult with fledged 
young on PEI provided the first confirmed Maritime breeding record.
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Yellow-throated Vireo

The species’ occurrence in the second atlas may indicate a northward and/or 
eastward expansion, reflected in an increasing BBS trend in the US. In Canada, the 
BBS trend has been inconsistent, but the OBBA documented a similar northward 
expansion in Ontario.

 — John Klymko

Merv Cormier
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James Clifford

Blue-headed Vireo
Viréo à tête bleue
Vireo solitarius

The first vireo to return to the Maritimes in the spring, the Blue-headed Vireo is 
heard singing by early May each year. Recorded as “Solitary Vireo” for the first 
atlas, a taxonomic split has since recognized three vireo species, one of which, 
with the Blue-headed moniker, breeds in the Maritimes. The Maritimes lie at the 
northeastern corner of the species’ breeding range, which includes the Appalachian 
Mountains and much of Canada’s boreal and southern transition zones.

The Blue-headed Vireo is a habitat generalist, occurring in a variety of mixed 
and coniferous forests. It shows some preference for older stands though it can 
be found in mixed-age woods. Given its tolerance of many forest types, the Blue-
headed Vireo is widespread in the Maritimes, found in every region and detected 
in nearly every square. Areas of highest abundance are large, intact tracts of for-
est, such as in Western NS.
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The probability of observation increased throughout much of the Maritimes, 
particularly in the Valley and Grand Lake lowlands as well as on PEI and in several 
parts of NS. The BBS and the OBBA have documented similar increases. Maturation 
of forest in the southern US portion of the Blue-headed Vireo’s wintering grounds 
is a possible cause of this increase.

 — John Klymko
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