Bicknell’s Thrush
Grive de Bicknell
Catharus bicknelli

Paul Lagasi

Seldom heard and rarely seen, the Bicknell’s Thrush embodies the reclusive temperament of Catharus thrushes. This combined with its low and declining population
and its preference for inhospitable habitats makes the Bicknell’s Thrush the ultimate Maritime birding challenge.
The Bicknell’s Thrush was considered a subspecies of the Gray-cheeked Thrush
until 1995, shortly after the first atlas was published. In the first atlas Gray-cheeked
Thrushes were considered to have been C. minimus bicknelli, as only that subspecies was known to occur in this region in the 1980s.
The Maritimes are at the northeastern limit of the species’ range, which stretches across isolated hill- and mountaintops from the Cape Breton Highlands and
Gaspé Peninsula to the Appalachian and Catskill mountains. An early successional
balsam fir specialist of high elevations, in the Maritimes the Bicknell’s Thrush prefers young, thick stands of fir and spruce regenerating after clear-cuts or natural
disturbances such as wind throw, insect damage, and fire. Dense krummholz forest
is also used in some coastal areas.
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In the Maritimes, as elsewhere, the species’ distribution is highly restricted,
with peak observations in the NB and Cape Breton highlands. The Bicknell’s
Thrush’s distribution and probability of observation have declined since the first
atlas, when scattered records were also obtained from the Bras d’Or Lowlands,
NS Uplands, and NB Central Uplands. Some of these birds may have been Graycheeked Thrush, particularly in light of the recent genetic confirmation of this
species in NS. Nonetheless, declines appear real, especially given the increased
effort to survey this species during the second atlas period. The HELP also shows
declines, most clearly in the NB Highlands.
All these results led COSEWIC to assess the species as Threatened in 2009.
Reasons for the decline are unknown but likely include habitat loss on the
Caribbean wintering grounds, breeding habitat changes from climate change,
and forest management practices, such as pre-commercial thinning in regenerating forest.
— Becky Whittam

Becky Stewart
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Swainson’s Thrush
Grive à dos olive
Catharus ustulatus

The dreamy song of the Swainson’s Thrush rewards those Maritimers who venture away
from human settlement and into the region’s abundant spruce-fir forests. The Maritimes
and Newfoundland represent the easternmost edge of the Swainson’s Thrush’s range, which
extends westward across the continent’s boreal and mixed-wood forests, and southward
into areas of high elevation in both eastern and western North America.
Often considered a species of mature, closed forest, results here indicate that the
Swainson’s Thrush generally prefers balsam fir and spruce forest of a variety of ages and
treatments, including plantations, thinned forest, and even regenerating clear-cuts, although
it can also be found in shade-tolerant hardwood, particularly on PEI. It does, however, clearly
avoid human habitation. The species is widespread and abundant throughout the Maritimes,
although abundance is highest in NB’s Highlands and Central and Northern uplands — not
surprising given the more boreal nature of the forest in these regions.
The probability of observing the Swainson’s Thrush increased dramatically in parts of
the Maritimes, particularly NB’s Valley Lowlands, Western NS, and the Northumberland
Lowlands, but declined in others, such as NS’s Valley and Central Lowlands. The BBS indicates
Paul Mansz
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long-term declines in our region, but this may be because the Maritime BBS does
not adequately sample high-elevation habitat where the Swainson’s Thrush is
most abundant. Like the atlas, the HELP, which targets high-elevation habitats,
indicates increases for this thrush in the highlands of NB and NS from 2002 to 2012,
and the OBBA also found increases in Ontario’s Northern Shield. Nationally, the
species appears to be stable.
— Becky Whittam
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Hermit Thrush
Grive solitaire
Catharus guttatus

Merv Cormier

A hermit in all respects except voice, the Hermit Thrush enhances many a Maritime
woodlot with its evocative song. When glimpsed, the reddish tail flicking up and
down — often in synchrony with the bird’s call — provides a good identification
clue. The Maritimes approach the mid-eastern extent of the Hermit Thrush’s range,
which stretches west across the northern hardwood and boreal regions of the
continent, and south through the coniferous Rocky Mountains and Sierra Nevada.
A true forest generalist, the Hermit Thrush makes its home in a variety of
coniferous and mixed forests. In the Maritimes it shows some preference for
open forests — including conifer plantations, pre-commercially thinned coniferous woods, and forested wetlands — and also tends to be found near openings,
such as clear-cuts and bogs. Because these habitats are plentiful, the species is
both widespread and abundant. Abundance is highest in the lowland and coastal
regions of NB and NS, especially in NB’s Eastern Lowlands with its preponderance
of wetlands and bogs.

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

394

Hermit Thrush

While the Hermit Thrush was widespread in both atlas periods, the probability
of observation increased across much of the Maritimes, particularly in NB’s Valley
Lowlands, Cape Breton’s Highlands and Taiga, and eastern PEI. BBS results suggest
the population is increasing both regionally and nationally. As a short-distance
migrant that winters in the US, the species has fewer conservation concerns than
other thrushes wintering farther south.
— Becky Whittam
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Wood Thrush
Grive des bois
Hylocichla mustelina

The lyrical song of the Wood Thrush, already a rare treat in the Maritimes, may soon be lost
here as this large, heavily spotted thrush declines across much of its range. An inhabitant of
North America’s Eastern Temperate Forests, in the Maritimes the Wood Thrush is restricted
largely to forests dominated by older deciduous trees, especially poplar and red maple. The
species’ slight preference for immature spruce and sapling pin cherry, ash, and alder may
stem from its need for a shrubby understorey to nest in.
In the Maritimes, the Wood Thrush is neither widespread nor abundant, with most observations occurring in areas characterized by southern plants and hardwood forest such as
NB’s Grand Lake and Valley lowlands and the NS Uplands, where sugar maple–beech forest
lines the ridges of the Cobequid Mountains. The probability of observing the Wood Thrush
is low throughout the Maritimes and has declined since the first atlas. The BBS also indicates
declines in NB since 1970, to the point where the species is very rarely detected on survey
routes here. Range-wide declines led COSEWIC to assess the Wood Thrush as Threatened
in 2012. Declines may be attributed partly to loss and fragmentation of hardwood forest in
NB as well as to changes in the species’ wintering habitat in Central America.
Dan Busby

— Becky Whittam
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Sean Blaney
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American Robin
Merle d’Amérique
Turdus migratorius

The American Robin, with its proud upright stance and bright rufous breast, is one of the
most familiar birds in the Maritimes. Nesting in gardens and foraging on lawns in plain sight,
the robin is favoured by atlassers for the ease with which breeding can be confirmed. The
Maritimes are but a small portion of its broad range, extending across all of North America,
from the tree line to central Mexico. In the Maritimes, the American Robin is most strongly
associated with human-occupied areas, agricultural fields, and travel routes, but it can also
be found (albeit less commonly) in forests, where breeding is less easily confirmed.
The Maritimes’ most widespread species, the American Robin was recorded in every
region and nearly every square, with breeding confirmed in the majority of squares where
the bird was found. Abundance is highest in lowlands, areas with human settlement, and
agricultural areas, most notably on PEI, throughout much of NS’s lowlands, and along the
Upper Saint John River Valley.
Overall, the probability of observation remained largely unchanged. Long-term BBS
trends show the species as generally stable. As Erskine (1992) noted, “Robins should be
around for as long as we are” — if not longer still.
John Chardine

— Becky Whittam
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Gray Catbird
Moqueur chat
Dumetella carolinensis

Our most common mimid, the Gray Catbird has an unmistakable call that draws birders to
shrubby thickets in search of this skulky species. The Maritimes represent the northeastern
limit of the Gray Catbird’s breeding range, which stretches west to the Rockies and south
to just short of the Gulf coast.
A bird of shrubby early successional and edge habitats, in the Maritimes the Gray Catbird
shows a strong preference for human-occupied landscapes, as well as alder stands bordering
roads, grasslands, wetlands, and waterways. It tends to avoid conifer-dominated and managed forests.
The Gray Catbird is widely distributed across the Maritimes but is especially concentrated
in coastal and lowland regions. It is particularly abundant in NB’s Grand Lake and Valley
lowlands, with other high-density areas along parts of NS’s southern Atlantic Coast and in
the Northumberland Lowlands. It is largely absent from conifer-dominated highlands and
the mature forests of Western NS.
Overall, distribution changed little between atlases, but the probability of observation
declined across much of the region, particularly in NB’s Eastern Lowlands and southern
Glen Fox
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Valley Lowlands. This finding is consistent with declines detected by the BBS in
our region. The species appears to be decreasing more here than elsewhere in
Canada, perhaps as edge habitats, such as hedgerows and windbreaks, are lost
to more intensive agricultural practices.
— Allison Manthorne
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Northern Mockingbird
Moqueur polyglotte
Mimus polyglottos

This symbol of the sultry southern states has only a toehold here in the bracing
Maritimes. Its distribution fills the US and Mexico, but only just edges into Canada.
Across its range, the Northern Mockingbird is found in a wide range of agricultural
and settled open habitats with scattered shrubs and small trees. When atlassers
described the habitat near their sightings, there was usually a human residence
of some sort and shrubs. Habitat analyses also show some association with small
deciduous trees such as pin cherry, mountain ash, and alder, as well as regenerating
spruce and mature poplar, reflecting the species’ preference for second-growth
habitats.
The Northern Mockingbird’s sinuous distribution in our region tends to follow coasts and river valleys where such habitats are found, with the bulk of the
John Chardine
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records coming from the lowlands of southeastern NB. The species’ overall distribution here is largely unchanged. Data on probability of observation are too
scant to be of use, but the breeding evidence map clearly shows that the species
is absent from several squares where it was previously detected. In contrast, while
BBS data are ambiguous, in part owing to small sample sizes, the OBBA shows a
decisive increase.
Why the species should decrease here in particular is unclear. Elsewhere, the
mockingbird’s susceptibility to large die-backs in severe winters has often halted
its northward spread. Our recent winters have been mild and seem to have helped
the bird in Ontario, but much depends on the timing of cold snaps and storms.
— Andy Horn
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Brown Thrasher
Moqueur roux
Toxostoma rufum

Like its close relative the Northern Mockingbird, this largely southern species only
barely edges into the Maritimes. Most of the breeding range is south and west of
our region, throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests and the northern, wetter
portions of the Great Plains. The few birds that do occur here are hard to miss,
thanks to the male’s loud, continuous song, often belted out when the trees are
still bare.
The Brown Thrasher is a bird of shrubby habitats, such as early successional
edges. Its distribution in the Maritimes is largely restricted to lowlands characterized by deciduous vegetation and mild microclimates. Most observations were in
NB’s Valley Lowlands, where these habitats prevail.
Dan Busby
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The Brown Thrasher’s distribution increased slightly between atlases. The
species newly appeared on PEI and in the Northumberland Lowlands, and more
squares elsewhere reported the species as well. Records were too scarce to compare
the probability of observation between regions or atlases.
BBS data show a decrease across the species’ range since the 1970s, and the
OBBA shows a strong decrease in Ontario. Maturation of habitat in the east and
consolidation of farmland (which reduces edges) in the west may account for local
population declines. Whether such factors are at work here is unclear.
— Andy Horn
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European Starling
Étourneau sansonnet
Sturnus vulgaris

John Chardine

The European Starling was introduced from Europe to North America around 1890,
and by 1960 it had spread across the continent south of the tree line, occurring
primarily in and near human settlements and agricultural areas.
The starling nests mainly in buildings and other man-made structures or in
tree holes, but it forages in areas where short grass allows easy walking. Habitat
analyses show strong associations with human-occupied areas and cultivated
grasslands. Closed forests are unacceptable, but small farms in forested regions
sometimes hold a few pairs.
The starling breeds widely in the Maritimes but is absent in areas where towns
or villages are sparse, notably in the forested highlands and uplands of NB, in
northern Cape Breton, and in southwestern NS. Agriculture here is restricted by
climate and soils to a few areas, so the starling, though widespread, is less abundant in the Maritimes than in regions with more open, arable land (where flocks
of thousands are regular). The species is notably abundant on PEI and in NS’s
Valley and Central Lowlands, both areas with ample settlements and farmlands.
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Distributional changes in NB and PEI seem minor, and better coverage may
account for the filled gaps in eastern NS. The probability of observation decreased
across much of the European Starling’s NB range, particularly in the Valley Lowlands
and Central Uplands, and the BBS, too, shows a decrease in the Maritimes. The
factors affecting starling numbers are not obvious but may relate to changes in
the types of urban and rural habitats available.
— A. J. Erskine
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Cedar Waxwing
Jaseur d’Amérique
Bombycilla cedrorum

John Chardine

The Cedar Waxwing is a common species in the Maritimes, often observed in small
flocks and easily recognized by its high-pitched “bzeee” call. Although it eats
insects, this species relies heavily on fruits, which is why it breeds later than most
species: chick rearing is timed to coincide with abundant ripe fruits. The Cedar
Waxwing’s breeding range extends from coast to coast, from Newfoundland
and the Maritimes west throughout the southern Boreal Forest and the northern
Eastern Temperate Forests, Great Plains, and Rockies.
Nesting habitat is typically open forests or shrublands that provide fruits and
insects in quantity, and includes forest edges, roadsides, old fields, and riparian
habitats. In the Maritimes, such habitats are widespread, and thus the Cedar
Waxwing is also widespread here. Abundance is higher in the lowlands, where
preferred habitat is likely more extensive.
The species’ distribution is unchanged, but its probability of observation
increased throughout much of NS and PEI. In NB, there was little change, except in
the Northern Uplands and central Highlands, where the probability of observation
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declined. BBS data show positive long-term trends in the Maritimes since 1970.
Population fluctuations may relate at least partly to habitat changes and/or to
changes in the timing of fruiting or abundance of fruiting trees and shrubs in
some urban and rural areas.
— Benoit Laliberté
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Ovenbird
Paruline couronnée
Seiurus aurocapilla

The crescendo of the Ovenbird’s song is familiar to many Maritimers. Indeed, this species is
widely distributed across much of North America, primarily east of the Rockies, throughout
the northern half of the Eastern Temperate Forests and Great Plains. In the Maritimes, it is
typically associated with mid-aged to mature deciduous stands, especially those with poplar
and shade-tolerant species. It can occasionally occur in younger habitats, however, and can
persist to some degree in partially harvested forest stands. Thus it is found in every ecoregion,
with the largest concentrations in Western NS, the NS Uplands, and NB’s Valley Lowlands.
Despite some local declines, most notably on the Acadian Peninsula, the Ovenbird’s
probability of observation generally increased, particularly in eastern mainland NS. Newly
occupied squares are scattered throughout the region, with the exception of NB’s Valley
Lowlands, the NB-NS border region, and PEI, where most squares were occupied in both
atlases. Conversely, BBS data suggest a decrease in NB over the same period, although trends
elsewhere in the Maritimes and Canada overall appear stable.
The area of old forest here has declined between atlases, especially in NB, which may
account for local declines. The species can tolerate moderate harvesting, at least within
Merv Cormier

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

410

Ovenbird

large forest blocks. However, the density of territories declines as the intensity
of forestry increases, so the mere presence of the species may mislead us about
its actual status.
— Marc-André Villard
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Northern
Waterthrush
Paruline des ruisseaux
Parkensia noveboracensis

Gail Bisson

The Northern Waterthrush is among the largest of the Maritime wood-warblers.
As alluded to by its name, it behaves much like a thrush, nesting and feeding
on the ground. As a result, the species is more often heard than seen, spending
most of its time foraging for aquatic insects along streams, wetlands, and lakes.
The majority of its breeding range is in Canada, throughout all forested and
taiga regions. Farther south, it occurs primarily at high elevations, along the
Appalachians in the east and the Rockies in the west. The Maritimes lie at the
eastern centre of its range, where northern and southern forests meet. Here,
the species is associated with freshwater and forested wetlands, as well as lakes,
rivers, and ponds, particularly those adjacent to overmature cedar or older hemlock, spruce, and fir.
The Northern Waterthrush is relatively widespread throughout the Maritimes,
although scarcer on PEI, in Western NS, and in the Bras d’Or Lowlands. Densities
are generally highest along rivers and streams at higher elevations, where cooler
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climates and coniferous forest dominate, such as in NB’s central highlands and
uplands. Other high-density areas occur where wetlands are diverse and abundant.
There was little change in the overall distribution of this species between
atlases, but the probability of observation decreased across much of eastern and
northern NB. In NS and on PEI relatively little change occurred. BBS data similarly
indicate declines in NB but a stable or increasing trend in NS and PEI. Decreases
in NB are troubling and may indicate a decline in the species’ preferred wetland
types or the loss of older forests.
— Mike Peckford
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Black-and-white Warbler
Paruline noir et blanc
Mniotilta varia

Dan Busby

The boldly streaked Black-and-white Warbler forages like a nuthatch, using its
slightly down-curved bill to probe under the bark of tree trunks and large branches.
Its breeding range extends across Canada’s forests from Newfoundland to the
Rockies,and south throughout much of the Eastern Temperate Forests.
In the Maritimes the Black-and-white Warbler is found in a variety of deciduous and mixed forests and is often associated with wetter habitats, such as fens,
bogs, and forested wetlands. It also uses young regenerating forest and partially
harvested areas. A varied forest structure, with trees of mixed age and height, is
likely important for this species.
Across the Maritimes, the species is widely and evenly distributed, except for a
few gaps in NB’s highland and upland areas. It is most abundant in regions with
a high diversity of wetlands and extensive mixed and relatively complex forests,
such as in Western NS and NB’s southern Valley and Grand Lake lowlands. Other
high-density areas occur throughout the NS Uplands’ deciduous and mixed forests.
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The Black-and-white Warbler was newly detected in several squares, and the
probability of observation generally increased, particularly in NB’s Valley Lowlands
and Northern Uplands, as well as on PEI. Elsewhere, the probability of observation remained relatively stable, except for decreases in parts of NS’s lowlands and
NB’s northwestern Highlands. The BBS similarly shows stable or increasing trends
in NB but declines in NS and PEI. However, both atlases and BBS data report different, sometimes conflicting, trends across this species’ range, as is perhaps to be
expected for a species with relatively complex and somewhat ephemeral habitat
requirements.
— Mike Peckford
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Tennessee Warbler
Paruline obscure
Oreothlypis peregrina

Dan Busby

The Tennessee Warbler is more easily identified by its loud, staccato, three-part
song than by its plain, unremarkable plumage. Despite its name, the Maritimes
are at the southernmost extent of its breeding range, which primarily extends
through the Boreal Forest and Taiga. It is a known spruce budworm specialist and
can be very abundant in conifer forests during budworm outbreak years. During
the second atlas period, it was associated with shrubby forested wetlands dominated by young spruce, balsam fir, and tamarack within a landscape of older conifer
forests or younger hardwoods.
The Tennessee Warbler is widely distributed across the Maritimes, but abundance is highest in areas dominated by conifers adapted to cool temperatures and
short growing seasons. These include NB’s uplands and Fundy Coast, NS’s Atlantic
Coast, and western PEI. Abundance is also high where peat bogs are common,
such as in NB’s Eastern Lowlands.
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While this species’ overall distribution changed little, its probability of observation greatly declined throughout the Maritimes. The BBS also shows declines.
Tennessee Warbler numbers were likely quite high during the first atlas period as
a result of the spruce budworm outbreak in the mid-1970s to mid-1980s. Current
numbers may be more typical for populations during periods without outbreaks.
— Greg Campbell
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Nashville Warbler
Paruline à joues grises
Oreothlypis ruficapilla

Any walk along the edges of a mixed-wood cutover or a forested wetland in the Maritimes
has a very good chance of turning up at least one Nashville Warbler. The species occurs from
the Maritimes west through the Boreal Hardwood Transition and Softwood Shield, with a
separate subspecies west of the Rockies. In the Maritimes, the Nashville Warbler is most
strongly associated with mixed-age conifers and managed forests, such as plantations and
forests after pre-commercial thinning. It is also associated with forested wetlands, such as
bog margins.
Widespread throughout the Maritimes, the Nashville Warbler is more abundant in NB,
particularly in the Highlands, the Eastern Lowlands, and the southwest corner of the Valley
Lowlands. The intensive timber harvesting in the Highlands in recent decades has created
many second-growth stands and likely increased the amount of Nashville Warbler habitat.
The presence of open-canopy forests in the poorly drained areas of NB’s Eastern Lowlands
and southwestern Valley Lowlands may explain the high abundance of the species in these
regions.

Dan Busby
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The probability of observing the Nashville Warbler was much greater during
the second atlas period, albeit with some local exceptions, especially in NS. BBS
results similarly show a decrease in NS and PEI since 1970 but stable or increasing
trends in NB and the species’ eastern breeding range as a whole, perhaps thanks
to this warbler’s general tolerance of forest management.
— Greg Campbell
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