Boreal Chickadee
Mésange à tête brune
Poecile hudsonicus

Jeff Dyck

When you’re hiking in the Maritimes, there are signs that you are reaching higher
elevations: the temperature drops, the forest is gradually dominated by evergreen
conifers, and the chickadees accompanying you sing a more nasal “chick-a-de-dee.”
True to its name, the Boreal Chickadee is a resident of Canada’s boreal and taiga
forests. In the Maritimes, the southeast corner of its range, the species is strongly
associated with conifer forests, especially of overmature balsam fir and immature
spruce. Unlike its more familiar black-capped relative, the Boreal Chickadee avoids
human-occupied habitats.
Found throughout the Maritimes, the Boreal Chickadee is especially abundant
at higher elevations, such as the highlands and conifer-dominated uplands, where
cooler climes and boreal-like habitats dominate. Higher densities also occur along
parts of NS’s Atlantic Coast. Elsewhere it generally occurs much more sparingly,
except wherever older coniferous forests are found.
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The probability of observation of this species declined in much of mainland
NS and increased on western PEI but remained relatively similar elsewhere in the
region. This is broadly consistent with BBS data, which show a declining trend
overall for the Maritimes. Loss of mature conifer stands could be one reason for
the decline.
— Benoit Laliberté
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Tufted Titmouse
Mésange bicolore
Baeolophus bicolor

Bill Dix

In 2008, a Tufted Titmouse gathering dog fur for nesting material off a deck in
Saint Andrews, NB, provided the first breeding confirmation for the Maritimes.
The bulk of the Tufted Titmouse’s range is south of the Maritimes, throughout the
Eastern Temperate Forests, although there are a few regular breeding records in
southern Ontario and, increasingly, southern Québec. This bird’s range corresponds
to the extent of its preferred habitat: tall deciduous forest with a closed canopy.
However, the species can also be found in suburban areas, parks, and orchards,
where it nests and visits feeders.
There are only two records of the Tufted Titmouse in the Maritimes for the
second atlas, both in the southwestern corner of NB. In addition to the Saint
Andrews record, a singing male was reported in a nearby square in 2010. Inter
estingly, over the course of the atlas period, hatch-year Tufted Titmice were
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observed during fall migration on the same deck where breeding was confirmed
and at a nearby bird-banding station. Thus the species appears to breed, albeit
sparingly, north of its previously described range.
The first atlas showed only a single, probable breeding record, and NB remains
northeast of the typical range of this relatively new species for southern Canada.
Nonetheless, the Tufted Titmouse’s distribution expanded northward in the latter half of the past century, slowing only recently. The range expansion could
be related to climate change, conversion of agricultural lands to forest, and the
increase in bird feeders. It seems reasonable to expect that the Tufted Titmouse
will continue to expand northward in the future, potentially becoming more common in the Maritimes.
— Benoit Laliberté

363

Red-breasted Nuthatch
Sittelle à poitrine rousse
Sitta canadensis

John Chardine

This bird feeder acrobat is a common year-round resident of forests in our region.
The Maritimes are at the east-central edge of a large breeding range that, from
here, spans the Northern Forests to the west coast forests and extends south at
higher elevations in eastern and western North America.
Here, the Red-breasted Nuthatch is a widespread resident of forested areas,
associated during breeding with areas of mature softwood, especially when
dominated by spruce, fir, or pine. Areas of very young forest and non-forest are
avoided. The species is ubiquitous in all three provinces, and abundance is highest
in NB’s Northern and Central uplands and in Western NS.
The probability of observation increased across parts of the Maritimes, most
notably in NB’s Valley Lowlands and Northern Uplands, and on PEI. However,
decreases were seen in the NS Uplands, Northumberland Lowlands, Valley and
Central Lowlands, and Eastern NS. The BBS suggests populations are increasing,
both in our region and across Canada.
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Population increases defy casual explanation. The Red-breasted Nuthatch is an
old-forest species whose suitable habitat has certainly declined in the Maritimes in
recent decades. Populations are influenced by the availability of conifer seeds and
suitable snags for nesting. Bird feeders may also play a role by increasing winter
survival. It is unknown whether softwood seed production or the availability of
suitable snags and bird feeders has changed between atlases.
— Scott Makepeace
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White-breasted Nuthatch
Sittelle à poitrine blanche
Sitta carolinensis

Cliff Sandeson

The larger and less familiar of the Maritimes’ two nuthatches, the White-breasted
Nuthatch is a relatively rare resident of the region’s hardwood forests. The
Maritimes are at the northeastern edge of a large breeding range that includes
most of North America south of the Boreal Forest. Like other nuthatches, this
species spends most of its time foraging head-down on the trunks and limbs of
large trees.
During the breeding season, the White-breasted Nuthatch is associated with
areas of mature hardwood and mixed forest containing large trees, especially
when dominated by maples, yellow birch, hemlock, and pine. Areas of younger
forest and non-forest are avoided.
In the Maritimes, the White-breasted Nuthatch is widespread, occurring
throughout the region, but it is not abundant in most areas. However, highest
densities appear to be in Western NS and NB’s Valley Lowlands. The probability
of observation did not change substantially between atlas periods, except for
marginal increases, such as those in Western NS, and small declines in NB’s Central
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Uplands. Similarly, BBS trends in the Maritimes were roughly stable for this species.
However, it is noteworthy that the species all but disappeared from PEI.
A species of old forests with large trees, the White-breasted Nuthatch has
certainly lost suitable habitat in the Maritimes recently. The reasons for any
population increases are unclear, but increased abundance of roads and perhaps
atlassers’ increasing familiarity with the species’ calls may have contributed to
higher probabilities of observation in the second atlas. Winter severity may also
impact nuthatch numbers, and climate warming may benefit the species.
— Scott Makepeace

Sean Blaney
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Brown Creeper
Grimpereau brun
Certhia americana

Owing to its cryptic coloration and discreet habits, the Brown Creeper is one of our lesserknown forest birds. Nonetheless, it is widely distributed across North America. In the east,
it breeds from the Northern Forests south through the Boreal Hardwood Transition and
Appalachians. In the west, it breeds from the Marine West Coast Forest south through the
western mountains to the high elevations of Central America. In the Maritimes, as elsewhere,
the Brown Creeper is associated with older forest stands, both coniferous and deciduous.
Nests located far (>100 m) from the nearest road or opening have been shown to be most
successful.
The Brown Creeper is found in every Maritime ecoregion, but it is most readily detected
in Western NS. The species increased between atlases, with the number of occupied squares
nearly doubling and the probability of observation increasing moderately across much of
the region. Its expansion is particularly evident on western PEI, in the Eastern Lowlands of
NB, and throughout most of NS.
At least three phenomena may account for this positive trend: increased area of suitable
habitat, a greater ability of observers to detect this species, and increased winter survival
Jim Buescher
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as a result of climate warming or winter bird feeding. The area of old forest has
declined, but the Brown Creeper does occur in partially harvested stands, albeit
at lower densities.
— Marc-André Villard
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House Wren
Troglodyte familier
Troglodytes aedon

As its name suggests, this species is one of the most familiar and best-loved inhabitants of backyard nest boxes, although it is quite rare in the Maritimes. Its main
breeding range stretches west and south of us across North America, from the
Great Plains and Boreal Hardwood Transition south, stopping short of the southern plains and deserts, although several distinctive subspecies breed still farther
south. The subspecies of House Wren found in the Maritimes is a bird mainly of
forest edges and open woods, as well as residential areas that mimic these natural
habitats. Indeed, most sightings for the second atlas were in such residential areas,
often backyards with nest boxes.
The House Wren was found at widely scattered locations in NB and NS,
although reports were concentrated in the lowlands of NB, a region with plenty
Dan Busby
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of deciduous thickets and settled areas. The number of squares reporting this wren
more than doubled in the second atlas compared to the first, with new records
radiating north and east, so the species may be increasing here. In the first atlas
period, however, many potentially breeding birds may have been discounted as
spring overshoots, so the apparent increase may not indicate a real change. Across
the rest of the House Wren’s range, BBS data show roughly stable numbers, as
one would expect of a forest-edge species so adaptable to human settlement.
— Andy Horn
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Winter Wren
Troglodyte des forêts
Troglodytes hiemalis

The Winter Wren is probably best known for its extraordinary song, a long, rapid series of
cheery notes that it delivers with surprising strength for such a small bird. Its breeding range
coincides with the Northern Forests, from the Maritimes and Newfoundland west, and the
Appalachian Mountains. This species is closely associated with dead or dying woody material
near the ground, in the form of fallen trees and snags, upturned root masses, stumps, and
slash piles. These features are often found in very mature forest but are also found in clearcuts and wet forest.
The Winter Wren is widely distributed across the Maritimes, occurring in all regions. It is
most abundant in the conifer-dominated NB Highlands and Northern and Central uplands
as well as in the area around Spednic Lake in NB’s Valley Lowlands, where poorly drained
soils support a mix of conifer species, including eastern white cedar. Although this wren’s
distribution changed little between atlases, the probability of observation increased in
several regions, especially in NB’s Valley Lowlands and southern Central Uplands, as well as
throughout much of mainland NS. However, notable declines were seen throughout Cape
Breton’s uplands as well as NB’s Eastern Lowlands. The OBBA reported increases in Winter
Paul Lagasi
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Wren detectability, and BBS data indicate stable trends, but HELP data, gathered
from surveys where the species is most abundant, show localized declines in NB.
These conflicting patterns may stem partly from differences in survey methods.
Atlas participants can seek suitable habitat anywhere within a square, whereas BBS
and HELP participants must repeatedly sample a specific location, even if its habitat
has changed. In northern NB, along HELP routes, previously occupied plantations
and clear-cuts have aged considerably since the HELP began in 2002, with a corresponding loss of the woody debris left after cutting. As well, local and regional
short-term declines after severe winters make this species’ trends hard to assess.
— Greg Campbell
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Sedge Wren
Troglodyte à bec court
Cistothorus platensis

Dan Busby

The polygynous and somewhat colonial Sedge Wren has several populations scattered throughout the New World. Its main breeding range extends across the
southern Boreal Hardwood Transition, from east of the Great Lakes to the Prairie
Potholes and south to the Eastern Tall Grass Prairies. The North American population exhibits a bizarre nomadic lifestyle. In May and June it nests in the northern
and western portions of its range. The population then moves south and east,
where it nests again, in July and August. The Sedge Wren breeds in moist but
unflooded meadows dominated by tall sedges and other graminoids.
In the Maritimes, well east of the species’ core range, breeding evidence has
been documented during the first and second nesting periods. Both second-atlas
records are of a single male, presumably unpaired, singing in suitable habitat
during late May or early June: one in the Grand Lake Meadows, the other in
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a small sedge marsh on Digby Neck. During the first atlas period, three Sedge
Wrens were recorded, with dates ranging from early June to mid-July. Breeding
has been confirmed only once in the Maritimes: in August 2002 an agitated pair
was photographed attending two juveniles on Seal Island, off the southern tip
of mainland NS.
The Sedge Wren shows low site fidelity and breeds opportunistically throughout its range. This behavioural adaptation is suited to the ephemeral nature of
its preferred breeding habitat, which is sensitive to seasonal and annual variation
in rainfall. Unfortunately, this behaviour also makes population trends hard to
assess, especially in areas like the Maritimes, where the species’ presence is erratic.
— John Klymko

Margaret Campbell
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Marsh Wren
Troglodyte des marais
Cistothorus palustris

Stephen Stephen

The loud and distinctive song of the Marsh Wren is a familiar wetland sound
throughout much of North America, but in the Maritimes it can be heard at only
a few locations. The Marsh Wren’s large and patchy breeding range stretches
from northern portions of the Eastern Temperate Forests west to the Rockies, and
down both coasts. The Maritimes are well east of the species’ core breeding range.
True to its name, the Marsh Wren nests in a variety of fresh- and saltwater marshes with tall emergent vegetation, primarily at low elevations. In
the Maritimes, the species is found in freshwater marshes, typically waterfowl
impoundments and large, natural cattail marshes. These habitats are common
in the Saint John River Valley and the NB-NS border region. Despite the bird’s
overall scarcity, at least 50 individuals were detected, with multiple males singing
at several sites.
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In the second atlas period, the species occurred in more squares in the Saint
John River Valley, newly appeared in Western NS, and disappeared completely
from PEI. These differences may indicate a real change in distribution and abundance, or they may simply be due to chance. With the small number of records,
all that can be said with certainty is that the Marsh Wren remains a rare species
in the Maritimes.
— John Klymko

Julie Paquet
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Carolina Wren
Troglodyte de Caroline
Thryothorus ludovicianus

This bird’s low-pitched, rollicking song is so loud and exotic that the few individuals
that wander into our region are sure to be noticed. The Carolina Wren’s breeding
range covers most of the Eastern Temperate Forests, although until recently breeding north of the Appalachians was irregular at best. During the past few decades,
however, the species’ range has continued to expand northward, particularly along
the Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain and now into the Maritimes as well.
Throughout its range, the species nests in a wide variety of habitats that have
shrubs and are generally moist. Reported habitats for the scattered records here
in the Maritimes are all shrubby suburban areas; thus reports are not associated
with any particular ecoregion, although about half of them come from the Lower
Saint John River Valley and locations near Halifax.
Dan Busby
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The Carolina Wren is a new breeding species for the second atlas. Casual occurrences of the species in the past, hindsight now tells us, were the bellwether of
the breeding that we now see here. The species’ appearance here as a breeder is
part of an overall increase reflected in the OBBA and in BBS trends from the US.
While it’s too easy to attribute such range expansions to global warming, this
is one species for which the explanation may truly apply, although the creation of
shrubby habitat and an increase in bird feeders may have helped too. However,
the Carolina Wren’s northward spread is likely to be halting at best, as pioneer
individuals are hindered by unpredictably severe winters and late spring cold snaps.
— Andy Horn
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Golden-crowned Kinglet
Roitelet à couronne dorée
Regulus satrapa

Steeve Miousse

Any walk through mature Maritime woodlands reveals the tiny, high-energy
Golden-crowned Kinglet, with its flair for wing and tail flicking. Limited only by
the distribution of its preferred mixed and mature coniferous forests, it is found
throughout the Northern Forests, most of the western mountains, and along the
Pacific coast.
In the Maritimes, the Golden-crowned Kinglet prefers older spruce or fir forests, and it generally avoids human-occupied habitats and hardwood forest. The
species also uses older plantations. Thus, while it breeds throughout the Maritimes,
it is most abundant in NB, particularly the central regions from the Northern to
the Caledonia Uplands, where conifers dominate.
The Golden-crowned Kinglet’s distribution is unchanged, but its probability of observation increased dramatically across the Maritimes, most notably in
central NB and the Valley Lowlands. BBS results, too, show a long-term positive
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trend for the region as a whole, although there is some between-year variability.
Local trends across this bird’s range vary in response to winter weather, forest
harvesting, reforestation, and insect outbreaks, but overall its population appears
stable. Increases seen here likely relate to the increased availability of the species’
preferred habitat types.
— Roger Burrows
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Ruby-crowned Kinglet
Roitelet à couronne rubis
Regulus calendula

Merv Cormier

This tiny, active songbird’s surprisingly powerful song makes it one of our most
readily detected forest birds. The Ruby-crowned Kinglet breeds from here west and
north throughout the Boreal Forest and Taiga and south along the Northwestern
Forested Mountains.
Here, as elsewhere in its range, the Ruby-crowned Kinglet is associated with
conifers, especially spruce and fir. Aside from recent clear-cuts, it breeds in stands
of all ages, including plantations, thinned stands, and treed bogs. Thus, the species
is ubiquitous in the Maritimes, but highest abundance is reached where conifers,
many subject to forest management, dominate. In NS, this includes the Cape
Breton Taiga and Highlands through to Eastern NS and along the adjacent Atlantic
Coast. In NB, highest densities are in the Highlands and uplands, as well as the
Eastern Lowlands.
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While there was no change in its distribution, the probability of observing the
Ruby-crowned Kinglet declined across much of the region, save in NB’s southern
Central Uplands and NS’s Northumberland Lowlands. BBS results also suggest
declines, over the same time period and the longer term. Declines, from unknown
causes, have been reported elsewhere in the eastern part of this bird’s range.
— Roger Burrows
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Eastern Bluebird
Merlebleu de l’Est
Sialia sialis

Glen Fox

It’s said that the bluebird carries the sky on its back and the earth on its breast,
and this is certainly true in the Maritimes: the land of rich, red soil. Although the
Eastern Bluebird has never been common here, many people nevertheless recognize
it by its distinct appearance and cheerful song. The species breeds throughout the
Eastern Temperate Forests, and the Maritimes are at the extreme northeastern
edge of its breeding range.
Here, the Eastern Bluebird prefers open habitats typical of rural and agricultural areas, often where residents have erected bluebird boxes. In NB it is also
loosely associated with bogs and fens, and the species is most readily detected in
the Eastern Lowlands, particularly where its preferred combination of habitats
is most prevalent.
Although the probability of observing this species increased in NB’s Eastern
Lowlands, little change was detected elsewhere. At the same time, the species
underwent a distribution shift in NB: from a relatively even scattering of records across the province to a near blanket of occurrence in the rural parts of the
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Eastern Lowlands. The bluebird also expanded its distribution into Cape Breton
and southwestern NS.
Previously designated by COSEWIC as Special Concern in 1984, the Eastern
Bluebird population has recovered such that it was redesignated as Not at Risk in
1996. Its recovery is widely attributed to the success of man-made bluebird trails
and to warmer weather patterns across its range, although the increase here may
result from birds dispersing from increasing populations elsewhere in the range.
— Cindy E. J. Cartwright

Sean Blaney
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Veery
Grive fauve
Catharus fuscescens

Dan Busby

A shy bird of dense, shrubby woods, the Veery would be an overlooked member
of the Maritime avifauna were it not for its distinctive spiralling song and sharp
“veer” call. Inhabiting more southern forests than other Catharus thrushes, the
Veery’s range stretches from Newfoundland and the Maritimes south through
the Appalachians and west to the Rockies, following the hardwood-to-boreal
transition zones.
The Veery prefers damp areas dominated by tall shrubs or hardwood forest
with a dense understorey. In the Maritimes, the species is associated primarily with
young poplar and shrubby saplings and is often found near forested wetlands,
lakes, or rivers. A strong association with cultivated grasslands, shrublands, and
travel routes is likely the by-product of these habitats’ proximity to preferred early
successional and disturbed woods.
The Veery is relatively widespread throughout the region, except for highland
and coastal regions, where coniferous forest predominates. Abundance is greatest
in the Grand Lake and Valley lowlands of NB, especially along the Saint John River
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Valley, where wet deciduous forest is common. The probability of observing the
Veery declined in the Maritimes, especially in Western NS, throughout the Eastern
Lowlands, and in NB’s northwestern Highlands. The BBS also shows declines in NB.
These declines may be related to influences on the breeding grounds, such as forest harvesting or removal of understorey habitat by abundant deer populations
but are more likely related to rapid deforestation in southern Brazil, where the
species spends the winter.
— Becky Whittam
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Gray-cheeked Thrush
Grive à joues grises
Catharus minimus

A new breeding species for the Maritimes, the Gray-cheeked Thrush was found on three
coastal islands in NS in 2008. While listed as a breeder in the first atlas, Gray-cheeked Thrush
records were all classified as subspecies bicknelli, which was subsequently granted full species
status (Bicknell’s Thrush) in 1995. The Maritimes are south of the rest of the Gray-cheeked
Thrush’s breeding range, which extends across the Taiga from Newfoundland through the
northernmost Rocky Mountains to Alaska and even easternmost Siberia.
Confirmation that second-atlas records are indeed Gray-cheeked and not Bicknell’s Thrush
comes from analyses of genetics, song, and morphology. While breeding was not confirmed,
male Gray-cheeked Thrushes appeared to be on territory in breeding condition. Females
were not detected, although they may have been present. It is thus conceivable that a few
of the records from the first atlas represented true Gray-cheeked Thrush.
Because the Gray-cheeked Thrush is primarily a bird of the Boreal Forest and Taiga, atlas
records represent a possible breeding range expansion into more southern coastal habitats,
where scrubby conifers mimic boreal forest. In Newfoundland, where it is an uncommon
breeder, subspecies minimus occurs on coastal islands similar to those where it was found
Samuel Denault

Breeding Evidence
Possible
Probable
Confirmed
Found in second atlas only
Found in first atlas only

388

Gray-cheeked Thrush

in NS. NS birds may be males that stopped short on migration or may be part of a
small breeding population on Maritime coastal islands. C. m. minimus has declined
precipitously in Newfoundland since the 1970s, though causes are unclear at this
time. The subspecies is listed as Threatened under the Newfoundland Endangered
Species Act. It is thus critical to establish whether Maritime birds represent subspecies minimus or the more broadly distributed subspecies aliciae, and to clarify
their breeding status, reproductive success, and distribution.
— Becky Whittam

Definitive evidence for both Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked thrush on NS coastal islands
Until the second atlas project, there was thought to
be no overlap between the breeding ranges of the
Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked thrush. Only the Bicknell’s
Thrush was expected to be found nesting in the
Maritimes. However, on a 2006 expedition to St. Paul
Island, atlassers were uncertain if the birds they heard
were Bicknell’s or Gray-cheeked thrushes. Then, in
2010, atlassers heard what they thought were Graycheeked Thrushes singing on Harbour, Raspberry, and
White Head islands along NS’s Atlantic Coast during
a special coastal-island blitz. Research was clearly
required to determine which species was present on
these coastal islands.
In the field, the Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked thrush
can be separated by song: the Bicknell’s song rises
in frequency at the end; the Gray-cheeked’s song
descends. Size, particularly wing chord (the length
of a bird’s wing from the wrist joint to the tip of the
primaries), can also help differentiate the species.
Although there is some overlap, the Bicknell’s Thrush
is generally smaller than the Gray-cheeked Thrush.
Genetic testing is the most conclusive way to distinguish the species.
Researchers returned to St. Paul and Harbour
islands to capture thrushes for measurements and
blood sampling. They captured a total of six individual birds, all male: four on St. Paul Island and two on
Harbour Island. They also made song recordings on St.
Paul, Harbour, and White Head islands.
All methods of analysis indicated that the birds
on St. Paul Island were Bicknell’s Thrushes, whereas
those on Harbour Island were Gray-cheeked Thrushes.
The most definitive results came from DNA barcoding
work by Joel Ralston of the University at Albany, State

University of New York. He compared sequencing of
the CO1 gene from the six samples taken from NS birds
to GenBank samples of Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked
thrushes. All of the St. Paul birds were identical to the
GenBank Bicknell’s Thrushes; all of the Harbour Island
birds were identical to the GenBank Gray-cheeked
Thrushes.
Although this research confirmed that both the
Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked thrush are present in NS
during the breeding season, many unanswered questions remain:
1.

2.

3.

4.

Are historic island records of Catharus
thrushes both the Bicknell’s and Graycheeked thrush? (This question may never
be answered.)
Is the Gray-cheeked Thrush successfully
breeding in NS? (More study is required to
confirm its breeding status.)
Do the Bicknell’s and Gray-cheeked thrush
interbreed in NS? (The two species are much
closer in range than previously thought.)
What factors make an island suitable for
the Gray-cheeked Thrush but not for the
Bicknell’s Thrush, and vice versa? (Although
the habitat on the islands where these
species were found is quite similar, St. Paul
Island has a higher elevation and is closer
to known key breeding habitat for the
Bicknell’s Thrush.)

Perhaps the third atlas will contain the answers!
—Becky Whittam, Greg Campbell, and Kate Bredin
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