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Merv Cormier

Warbling Vireo
Viréo mélodieux
Vireo gilvus

The rapid warbling song of the Warbling Vireo is easily mistaken for the song of 
the Purple Finch. However, this vireo’s almost exclusive use of riparian habitats 
limits the opportunities to confuse its song with that of the more ubiquitous 
Purple Finch. The Warbling Vireo breeds across much of the continent, although 
in the east it is found primarily in the northern half of the Eastern Temperate 
Forests. It is present only sparingly in the Maritimes, the eastern extremity of its 
breeding range.

The Warbling Vireo’s propensity for riparian habitats across its range holds true 
in the Maritimes, where the species is strongly associated with mature riparian and 
floodplain forests. Although there are records for all three provinces, including 
the first breeding record for PEI, the species is most often detected in the Saint 
John River Valley, where suitable riparian forest is readily available. Away from 
major river valleys it is rarely encountered.

There appears to have been a slight decline in the probability of observation 
in the thoroughly atlassed Upper Saint John River Valley, but elsewhere records 
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are too few to discern any clear trends for this species. In other parts of Canada, 
the Warbling Vireo’s populations may be levelling off after a long-term increase. 
Possible causes of that increase are greater forest-edge habitats as a result of 
regeneration of abandoned farmland, anthropogenic opening of closed-canopy 
forests, and maturation of urban and suburban trees.

 — John Klymko
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Sean Blaney
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Dan Busby

Philadelphia Vireo
Viréo de Philadelphie
Vireo philadelphicus

Spend some time in northern NB and you’ll soon be familiar with the Philadelphia 
Vireo, as it is common in the edge and regenerating habitats created by the area’s 
intensive forestry activity. Recognizing its song will take practice; it is very similar 
to that of the more abundant Red-eyed Vireo. The most northern of the vireos, 
the Philadelphia Vireo has a breeding range almost exclusively in Canada, extend-
ing from the Maritimes and Newfoundland across the Boreal Forest and Boreal 
Hardwood Transition to the Rockies.

Typically described as a bird of early successional forests and woodland edges, 
in the Maritimes the Philadelphia Vireo is a deciduous forest generalist associated 
with a variety of stand types, including those that have been partially harvested 
or thinned. The species is broadly but sparsely distributed across our region, with 
the bulk of observations in northern NB. It is most abundant in NB’s Central and 
Northern uplands and adjacent highlands, an area with much forest cover and 
forestry activity.

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   332 2015-10-14   4:48 PM



333

First Second Difference

1

0

1

-1

Probability of Observation

Philadelphia Vireo

While its overall distribution changed little between atlases, the probability of 
observation increased substantially in the regions where the species is abundant. 
The intensive timber harvesting that northern NB has been subject to in recent 
decades is the likely reason for the species’ increase there. Harvesting creates for-
est edges and openings that quickly develop dense understoreys and regrowth, 
resulting in an abundance of ideal Philadelphia Vireo habitat.

 — John Klymko
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John Chardine

Red-eyed Vireo
Viréo aux yeux rouges
Vireo olivaceus

One of the most common woodland songbirds in the Maritimes, the Red-eyed 
Vireo has a persistent song that emanates from a variety of forest types on even 
the hottest summer afternoons. This species is the world’s most widespread vireo. 
Its North American breeding range extends from the Maritimes and Newfoundland 
across the Boreal Forest and south throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests.

The Red-eyed Vireo is a deciduous forest generalist. In the Maritimes, it has 
a slight preference for older, shady hardwood- and poplar-dominated forests, 
but it tolerates a variety of woodlands, as evidenced by its presence in nearly 
every atlas square. Densities are highest where hardwood forests are abundant, 
particularly in NB’s Valley Lowlands, on PEI, and in the NS Uplands and surround-
ing lowlands. Densities are lowest in NB’s central Highlands, in the Cape Breton 
Taiga, and along parts of the Atlantic Coast, likely because deciduous forests are 
scarce in these regions.

There was no change in distribution between atlases, but the probability of 
observation increased substantially in NB’s Valley and Grand Lake lowlands, the 
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Cape Breton Highlands, and the Annapolis Valley. The BBS recorded similar increas-
es in the Maritimes, as did the OBBA in Ontario, where it has been suggested that 
the replacement of conifers with birch and aspen after a clear-cut may explain 
the observed increases. Whether this explanation applies here is unclear, as the 
Red-eyed Vireo responds to a number of factors, the importance of which varies 
across the range.

 — John Klymko
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Dan Busby

Gray Jay
Mésangeai du Canada
Perisoreus canadensis

Also known as moose bird, Canada jay, or whisky jack, the Gray Jay is well known to Maritime 
hikers, hunters, and foresters as a bird of our coniferous backwoods. This inquisitive, omniv-
orous bird is attracted to handouts from camps and quick to investigate a hunter’s kill. The 
Gray Jay is a permanent resident from the Maritimes west and north across the Boreal Forest, 
Taiga, and Rockies. In contrast to the Blue Jay, the Gray Jay prefers older coniferous, often 
spruce-fir, forests.

Atlas records are throughout the Maritimes but sparsest on PEI, where they are limited to 
the eastern tip of the island. The Gray Jay is most readily detected in NB’s central Highlands 
and surrounding uplands, as well as in the Eastern Lowlands — regions where boreal-like 
coniferous forests dominate the landscape. As Gray Jays are among our earliest breeders, 
nest building by mid-March with many broods fledged by late May, breeding was often 
confirmed by observations of sooty-grey fledglings following their parents. Their movements 
meant jays were either absent from point counts or recorded as a family group, resulting in 
a patchy distribution of records.
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Because of the species’ low overall density and patchy distribution of family 
groups, there were many squares where jays were recorded for only one atlas. The 
probability of observing the Gray Jay declined substantially between atlases, espe-
cially in the Cape Breton Highlands and Taiga. Local population indices are highly 
variable between years, but BBS trends from the Maritime region as a whole show 
declines between atlases and over the longer term. Conservation concerns include 
impacts on Gray Jay habitats of changing climates and intensive forest harvesting.

 — Richard D. Elliot
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Cliff Sandeson

Blue Jay
Geai bleu
Cyanocitta cristata

Gaudy and raucous, bold and gregarious, the Blue Jay is familiar across the Maritimes 
throughout the year, although its secretive habits while nesting, often in coniferous trees, 
can make breeding difficult to confirm. The species is found in deciduous and mixed woods 
throughout the Boreal Forest, Great Plains, and Eastern Temperate Forests, and it is a 
widespread resident throughout the Maritimes. Here, it shows no strong affinity for any 
habitat type but some association with human-occupied areas, travel routes, shrublands, 
and regenerating conifers such as tamarack, spruce, and hemlock.

Despite its cautious nesting behaviour, the Blue Jay was detected in almost all squares 
and confirmed as breeding in half of those. It reaches its highest density in agricultural areas 
and urban landscapes, especially in the Valley Lowlands of NB, the lowlands and central 
portions of NS, and throughout PEI, where it is the provincial bird.

The Blue Jay’s overall distribution and probability of observation are largely unchanged. 
BBS results indicate that Blue Jay numbers have increased since 1970 in most of Canada, 
including NS and PEI, although, similar to the atlas, little change was detected on NB 
routes during that time period. Small changes and localized distributional shifts are likely 
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attributable to the adaptable Blue Jay’s response to urbanization, as it is increas-
ingly attracted to winter bird feeders, and to agricultural and some forestry 
practices that create open, park-like nesting areas.

 — Richard D. Elliot
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Ralph Eldridge

American Crow
Corneille d’Amérique
Corvus brachyrhynchos

The opportunistic and intelligent American Crow is familiar to all Maritimers, 
whether it is scavenging on roadsides or seashores, travelling as part of a noisy 
family group, or carrying twigs to build its stick nest.

The American Crow is common from the Boreal Forest south to the northern 
edge of the North American Deserts, wherever there are nesting and roosting 
trees close to open ground for foraging. In the Maritimes, most crows were record-
ed close to human settlement in urban areas, parks, and cultivated farmlands and 
along our coasts and shorelines, with lower encounter rates in most forest types.

This conspicuous, raucous bird was easily detected when present and was 
recorded in most squares throughout the Maritimes, albeit more sparsely in 
Western NS and the highlands. Records are concentrated where woodland and 
agricultural areas are interspersed, particularly throughout the region’s lowlands, 
where the species reaches peak densities.

Trends in the probability of observation varied across the region, with increases 
in some areas, most notably in the Highlands of northwestern NB and in Western 
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NS, and decreases in others, such as central NB. BBS results show an increase in 
American Crow numbers overall for the region, which may reflect both reduced 
human persecution and increased food availability from agricultural and urban 
sources.

 — Richard D. Elliot
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John Chardine

Common Raven
Grand Corbeau
Corvus corax

Although considered a retiring bird of remote backwoods in most of Canada, where its rag-
ged calls symbolize the wilderness, the Common Raven is found throughout the Maritimes, 
even near farms and rural communities. Large territories spread breeding birds out at low 
density, although they congregate in larger winter flocks.

The Common Raven is one of the world’s most widespread species, found in remote bor-
eal woodlands, taiga, and low Arctic areas of four continents. In North America, it ranges 
across the Northern Forests to the Arctic, stretching south through the forested mountains 
and deserts to Mexico in the west and along the higher Appalachians in the east.

The Common Raven uses virtually all terrestrial habitats available in the Maritimes, from 
farmland mosaics to rugged coastal islands. Thus it breeds throughout the region but abun-
dance is highest in moderately settled and agriculturally dominated lowlands, including the 
NB-NS border area, the Northumberland Bras d’Or Lowlands, the Upper Saint John River 
Valley, and PEI. This pattern of distribution and abundance is similar to that of the American 
Crow, although crows nest at densities about five times those of ravens.
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Atlas data suggest that the species’ distribution and probability of observation 
in the Maritimes remained relatively constant, except in central NB, where some 
decline was seen. These results agree well with BBS trends, which show a relatively 
stable trend for NS and PEI but a long-term decline for NB, despite increases in 
Canada as a whole. Increases over the past century are largely attributable to 
reduced persecution of these intelligent birds. The reasons for the declines in NB 
are unclear.

 — Richard D. Elliot
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Glen Fox

Horned Lark
Alouette hausse-col
Eremophila alpestris

Shakespeare’s “Hark! hark! the lark” originally called attention to the Eurasian 
Skylark, but in North America it might well have applied to the Horned Lark, 
announcing its arrival in earliest spring with a unique aerial song — a tinkle of tiny 
bells high over snowy fields. The Horned Lark is a circumpolar species breeding 
on tundra, prairie, and near-desert lands throughout North America, from the 
Tundra to central Mexico. Its reliance on short-cropped, sparse terrain is reflected 
in its virtual absence from the Boreal Forest, Pacific rainforest, and southeastern 
coastal plains.

The Horned Lark bred in the Maritimes only after forests were cleared for farm-
ing in the early 1900s. Potato fields and overgrazed pastures were early habitats 
here. Regional declines began even before our first atlas and have continued 
through the second atlas period. The few that now breed here are found on 
coastal barrens and pastures in northeastern NB, in scattered agricultural areas, 
and in similarly suitable locales, such as airports. BBS data also show a steady 
decline both here and throughout central and western Canada, where the greater 
proportion of the Canadian population breeds.
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The likely causes of this species’ overall decline in the Maritimes include more 
intensive agriculture, pesticide use on potato fields, and abandonment of coastal 
pastures, which allows grass to grow too long for the species to forage. Mowing 
for hay, the bane of other grassland-nesting birds, has less effect on the Horned 
Lark, whose young fly before haying begins.

 — A. J. Erskine
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Ilija Dukovski

Purple Martin
Hirondelle noire
Progne subis

Elaborate Purple Martin apartment boxes are a familiar sight in suburban and rural areas 
of southern NB and western NS. Maritimers, like people across eastern North America, 
welcome a chattering colony of Purple Martins, hoping the birds will help eliminate biting 
insects from yards and gardens.

The Purple Martin breeds throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests, southernmost 
Boreal Forest, and eastern edge of the Great Plains, as well as in disjunct areas in the 
southwestern mountains and along the Pacific coast. The Maritimes lie at the extreme 
northeastern edge of the species’ range.

Availability of nest sites strongly determines Purple Martin distribution. Much of the 
eastern population is now found where nest boxes are provided, and the species occupies 
a wide variety of habitats near human settlements. In the Maritimes, most records are also 
adjacent to water, although data were too scarce for habitat analysis.

The Purple Martin occurs primarily in the Grand Lake Lowlands, with a few new coastal 
records in NS. The species’ distribution and probability of observation declined markedly, 
with a drastic reduction in the number of squares where it was previously detected.
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BBS data suggest declines in the eastern part of the Purple Martin’s range, 
though a stable population recently in Canada overall. At the edge of its range 
here in the Maritimes, the species is vulnerable to the effects of cold, damp spring 
weather on its aerial-insect food supply. This vulnerability, together with the 
same factors that may be contributing to range-wide declines of aerial foragers 
in general, make the species’ future here seem tenuous indeed.

 — Kate Bredin
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Andrew Couturier

Tree Swallow
Hirondelle bicolore
Tachycineta bicolor

Dapper and elegant, with their iridescent blue-green backs and crisp white underparts, 
Tree Swallows twittering overhead epitomize gentle spring evenings in the Maritimes. Our 
region lies at the eastern edge of this species’ range, which extends from the tree line south 
to the North American deserts and plains.

The Tree Swallow typically breeds in nest boxes or natural tree cavities in open areas near 
water, over which it forages for flying insects. In the Maritimes, it occurs in open habitats, 
whether natural, such as marshes, lakes, bogs, and ponds, or artificial, such as agricultural 
fields and dyked wetlands, as long as nest cavities are close by. The Tree Swallow is wide-
spread throughout the Maritimes, but it is especially abundant in lowland areas, most 
notably NB’s Eastern and Grand Lake lowlands and NS’s Valley and Central Lowlands, as well 
as eastern Cape Breton and PEI. It is less abundant in the heavily forested upland areas of 
northern and central NB and the Cape Breton Highlands.

The probability of observing the Tree Swallow has declined since the first atlas, particu-
larly in NB, consistent with BBS data showing declines in the Maritimes and across Canada. 
Declines have also been reported by long-term nest box monitoring studies conducted in 
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NB and NS. As with other aerial foragers, the causes of these declines remain 
unclear. A decrease in aerial-insect populations from landscape changes, use of 
toxic chemicals, and climate change is among the suggested factors.

 — Kate Bredin
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Dan Busby

Northern Rough-winged Swallow
Hirondelle à ailes hérissées
Stelgidopteryx serripennis

First listed as a Maritime breeder in 1969, the Northern Rough-winged Swallow 
is still so rare here that it could have been overlooked by atlassers who were not 
familiar with it. It is often mistaken for the Bank Swallow; it breeds in similar habi-
tats and sometimes nests in burrows at the periphery of Bank Swallow colonies.

The Northern Rough-winged Swallow breeds across North America south of 
the Boreal Forest, extending just northeastward into the Maritimes. It typically 
nests in sandy banks along coastal cliffs or rivers or in anthropogenic habitats 
such as gravel pits or crevices in buildings, with open, often aquatic, foraging 
areas nearby. Although it reportedly can dig burrows, it mainly uses old Belted 
Kingfisher, Bank Swallow, or mammal burrows.
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There are just six records for the second atlas, all from expert birders probably 
familiar with the Northern Rough-winged Swallow’s call. All records occur on 
watercourses and most are along the Saint John River. A new record from Cape 
Breton extends the species’ range to the northeast.

The distribution of records shifted slightly eastward — a larger proportion of 
the nine first-atlas records occurred along the Bay of Fundy — but atlas sample 
sizes are too small to truly gauge distributional change or population trends. The 
BBS shows a decline Canada-wide, so the species’ presence in the Maritimes may 
be vulnerable.

 — Kate Bredin

Northern Rough-winged Swallow
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Paul Lagasi

Bank Swallow
Hirondelle de rivage
Riparia riparia

The gently rasping flight calls, smaller size, and dark breast band make the Bank Swallow 
easy to identify amid a mixed flock of foraging swallows. Our region lies at the eastern edge 
of this holarctic species’ North American range, which encompasses all areas south of the 
tree line, east of the Rockies, and north of the southern deserts and plains.

The Bank Swallow nests in sandy banks and cliffs along watercourses and coastlines, but 
it will also take advantage of man-made habitats, such as gravel pits, roadsides, or sand piles. 
Nest sites require vertical banks where adults can dig nest burrows and are always close to 
open areas where the birds can forage. In the Maritimes, the species is strongly associated 
with coastal habitats such as beaches and dunes and with other open foraging areas, such 
as cultivated grasslands, barelands, and bogs. The Bank Swallow is found mainly on PEI and 
in other lowland regions, primarily along sheltered shorelines and rivers. It is most abundant 
along the alluvial shorelines and open areas of PEI and the Northumberland Strait.

The Bank Swallow’s distribution in the Maritimes has shrunk markedly since the first atlas. 
Correspondingly, the probability of observation declined strongly, a trend also shown by 
BBS data over the same period. As with other aerial insectivores, reasons for the declines are 
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unknown; however, one regional factor particular to this species may be the loss 
of nesting habitat, owing both to coastal development and to shoreline erosion 
from increasingly severe storms. In 2012, COSEWIC assessed the Bank Swallow as 
Threatened.

 — Kate Bredin
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John Chardine

Cliff Swallow
Hirondelle à front blanc
Petrochelidon pyrrhonota

On a historical scale, the Cliff Swallow may well be a relative newcomer to this region. It 
expanded eastward from the cliff faces of western North America as people filled the land-
scape with new nesting substrates, such as buildings and bridges. The Maritimes form the 
northeastern edge of this species’ distribution, which now spans most of the continent from 
Alaska and the eastern Taiga south into central Mexico.

Cliff Swallows require open areas for foraging, overhung vertical surfaces for nest sites, 
and sources of mud for nest material. In the Maritimes, the species is most strongly asso-
ciated with cultivated grasslands as well as human-occupied sites, indicative of its more 
recent reliance on rural and agricultural areas for nesting and foraging. The Cliff Swallow 
is usually found where these habitats are prevalent, particularly in the lowlands of NB and 
throughout much of NS, but it is extirpated from PEI and absent from the heavily forested 
areas of NB, Western NS, and the Cape Breton Highlands. Colonies are small, usually from 2 
to 50 nests, and located primarily on rural buildings such as barns, outbuildings, and older 
houses. The Cliff Swallow is most readily detected in NS’s Northumberland Lowlands and 
NB’s southern lowlands.
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The Cliff Swallow’s distribution in the Maritimes contracted throughout, and 
the probability of observation clearly declined, a trend corroborated by BBS data. 
As with other aerial insectivores, the factors causing observed declines are unclear.

 — Kate Bredin
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Dan Busby

Barn Swallow
Hirondelle rustique
Hirundo rustica

The Barn Swallow has been long associated with human habitation in North 
America, even before European settlement. Its tendency to nest and raise young 
on barns, bridges, camps, and cottages, often at eye level, has endeared this bird 
to our predominantly rural and suburban Maritime population. The species spans 
temperate and subarctic regions of the northern hemisphere; the Maritimes are 
near the eastern edge of its range in North America, which extends west through 
the Boreal Forest and south through central Mexico.

For breeding, the Barn Swallow requires a shelf or vertical substrate for placing 
its nest, typically found on buildings; a source of mud for nest building; and an 
open area for foraging on flying insects. Atlas habitat analyses correspondingly 
show a strong association with cultivated grasslands, human-occupied areas, and 
travel routes, with nearby aquatic habitats such as lakes, ponds, rivers, marshes, 
and bogs.

In the Maritimes, the Barn Swallow occurs mostly in agricultural areas close 
to aquatic habitats, particularly the Grand Lake Lowlands and NS’s Valley and 
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Central Lowlands. In contrast, it is virtually absent from the region’s densely for-
ested highlands.

The Barn Swallow was once much more abundant over a larger portion of the 
Maritimes, but it has now retreated to mainland agricultural areas. The probability 
of observing this species declined dramatically across the region, consistent with 
BBS data that also show a strong decrease here over the same period. Declines 
in Canada, mirrored across most of the continent but especially in the east, led 
COSEWIC to assess the species as Threatened in 2011. Causes of the decline are 
unclear, as they are for other declining aerial insectivores.

 — Kate Bredin
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John Chardine

Black-capped Chickadee
Mésange a tête noire
Poecile atricapillus

The Black-capped Chickadee is one of North America’s most familiar bird species, 
a tame and regular visitor to feeders that is easily identified by birdwatchers and 
non-birdwatchers alike. No wonder it is NB’s provincial bird.

The species’ range spans from coast to coast, west from the Maritimes through 
the Boreal Forest, and south through the northern half of the Eastern Temperate 
Forests, Great Plains, and Rockies. Across its range, this chickadee prefers decidu-
ous forests (especially poplar and birch for nesting cavities), but it can be found in a 
large variety of habitats, from conifer forests to urbanized areas. In the Maritimes, 
it is particularly associated with human-occupied habitats and immature deciduous 
forest and also somewhat with older hemlock, pine, and spruce forests.

The Black-capped Chickadee is evenly distributed across the Maritimes, 
observed in most squares, and is one of the atlas’s most detected species. It is 
generally most abundant in the lowlands, especially southwestern NS, the Valley 
and Central Lowlands, PEI, and the Saint John River Valley. It is less abundant at 
higher elevations and in boreal-like regions, such as the highlands and Cape Breton 

12-30_SPECIES_PRF4_FORSIGNOFF.indd   358 2015-10-14   4:50 PM



359

First Second Difference

1

0

1

-1

Probability of Observation

Black-capped Chickadee

Taiga. It is interesting to compare the relative abundance map of the Black-capped 
Chickadee with that of its close relative, the Boreal Chickadee. Although there is 
some overlap, the Black-capped Chickadee reaches its lowest densities where the 
Boreal Chickadee reaches its highest densities, such as in the fir and spruce forests 
more typical of northern latitudes and higher elevations.

Overall, the Black-capped Chickadee’s distribution did not change, although 
the probability of observation increased, consistent with positive BBS trends in 
eastern portions of the species’ range.

 — Benoit Laliberté
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