Birds of Ontario

Introduction

The purpose of this book is to summarize life history requirements of the nonpasserine birds of Ontario, from waterfowl
through cranes. An immense body of literature has been
published on the biology of birds, and knowledge of them
is steadily increasing.
In spite of the volume of information available, or perhaps
because of it, it is often difficult to find answers to seemingly
simple questions. In a province where habitat loss and fragmentation occur regularly in the south, and forestry practices
regularly change succession rates in the north, it is essential
to be able to predict the effects of these phenomena on birds
and other wildlife species. Most answers to biologists’ questions are in the literature, but often a prodigious effort is
required to find the appropriate references. Important life
history requirements, such as minimum patch sizes for areasensitive species, are frequently overlooked because information is not readily accessible.
Several treatises have been completed on the birds of
Ontario. These include works by McIlwraith (1886, 1894),
Nash (1908), Snyder (1951), and Speirs (1985) that discussed
all species known to have occurred in the province at these
times. The Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas (Cadman et al. 1987)
was a major work that summarized the distribution and status of breeding species during the period 1981-85, and the
second atlas (2001-2005) is currently underway. In this volume, “the atlas” refers to Cadman et al. (1987); occasionally
the second atlas, as yet unpublished, is referred to. Two annotated checklists of the birds of the province have been
completed. The original work by James et al. (1976) was updated by James (1991). Peck and James (1983, 1987) summarized the nidiology of breeding species. In addition, over
30 recent publications are available on the avifauna of specific regions. All of these have contributed greatly to the
knowledge of Ontario birds, but the emphasis of most of
them was on distribution, abundance, and dates of occurrence. General information on the biology of species was
presented by most authors, particularly by Peck and James
(1983, 1987), but no summary of the life history requirements
of the birds of Ontario has been compiled.
Life histories of birds are available. The most recent complete work on the birds of North America is The Birds of
North America, edited by Poole et al. (1992) and Poole and
Gill (1993-2002). Until these species accounts were published, the most definitive work was by Bent (1919-68),

whose monographs are still referenced frequently. Five volumes of the Handbook of North American Birds, edited by
Palmer (1962-88), were completed, covering loons through
diurnal raptors. In addition, Cramp (1983, 1985) and Cramp
and Simmons (1977, 1980) edited books on the life histories
of the birds of the western palearctic, and this series is now
complete.
These publications are invaluable. They provide essential
information on identification, behaviour, vocalizations,
nidiology, habitat, migration, and a variety of other topics.
Information on limiting factors is often lacking, however.
DeGraaf and Rudis (1986) and Verner and Boss (1980) compiled life history summaries of bird habitat requirements
that included some limiting factors, but these accounts are
very brief and do not adequately summarize the available
knowledge.
The lack of readily available current information concerning factors that may limit a species’ population convinced
me that this publication was required. There are many issues
that biologists and managers deal with consistently for which
there are no obvious answers. These include habitat fragmentation, loss, and isolation; parasitism and predation;
minimum habitat size requirements; water-level management in impoundments; human disturbance and urban
encroachment; and environmental contaminants.
When one reviews the literature, the microhabitat requirements of some species become evident. This could be important, for example, in impoundments that are managed
for waterfowl, but this applies to many situations. Water
levels maintained for waterfowl may be too deep for rails
but too shallow for coots and moorhens. Each species of
waterfowl has its own microhabitat requirements, which
may include density and height of vegetation in the nesting
area, size and type of food consumed, brood habitat, and
moulting areas. Management directed towards dabbling
ducks in general may favour some of these species but be
detrimental to others.

SCOPE AND SOURCES OF INFORMATION
This volume treats nonpasserines from waterfowl through
cranes that occur regularly in Ontario. Additional volumes
will deal with the remaining nonpasserines and the passerines. Only species that are normally part of the ecology of
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the province are included in the accounts. Vagrants and
extremely rare species are not discussed, as they are typically out of their normal range and habitat.
Three aspects of bird life histories are focused on: habitat
requirements, limiting factors, and status. Where applicable,
each species is discussed during the breeding season, migration, and winter. A more detailed explanation of the format
of the species accounts is given below.
Many topics typically considered in life history accounts
have been omitted. These include description and identification information, vocalizations, behaviour, parasites, and
predators. Occasionally, the latter three topics are discussed
if they have a direct bearing on habitat use, are a limiting
factor, or may affect the status of the species.
The information in the species accounts is derived almost
entirely from published data. All pertinent North American
literature has been consulted, as well as relevant data from
Eurasia and Scandinavia. The accounts also contain unpublished personal observations by the author and reviewers.

Figure 1A

FORMAT OF THE SPECIES ACCOUNTS
The order and nomenclature of the accounts follow the
seventh edition of the American Ornithologists’ Union
Check-list of North American Birds (1998) and corrections
and supplements to it (American Ornithologists’ Union
1999, 2000; Banks et al. 2002, 2003, 2004). Abbreviations
used in the text are explained in the Appendices; scientific
names of plant and wildlife taxa mentioned in the text are
also found in the Appendices.
Definitions of the extent of southern and northern Ontario
are identical to those presented by James (1991), and similar
to the delineation used in the Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas
(Cadman et al. 1987). The 47th parallel is used to distinguish
between northern and southern portions of the province.
Figures 1A and 1B show southern and northern Ontario,
along with municipal boundaries and most localities mentioned in the text. Figure 2 indicates the extent of the Deciduous Forest, Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Forest, Boreal
Forest, and Tundra; the southern limit of the Hudson Bay

Counties, regional municipalities, districts, urban centres, and other localities in southern Ontario.
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Figure 1B

Districts, urban centres, and other localities in northern Ontario.
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Figure 2

Physiographic and forest regions, and selected forest sections of Ontario.
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Lowland; the farming areas in the Clay Belt; and the southern
edge of the Canadian Shield.
The species accounts deal with three biological seasons:
breeding, migration, and winter. Due to the different “biological clocks” of various species, these seasons are only
loosely related to the human calendar. For example, February
is winter for most species, but breeding season for the Great
Horned Owl and migration period for the Horned Lark. For
each species, approximate dates of major life history events
have been identified. In many cases, different dates are relevant to northern and southern portions of the province. Ranges
of dates of occurrence are often presented, and extremes
are usually given along with periods of peak occurrence.
Winter species generally include only birds that normally
occur in the months of January and February. December birds
and those reported on Christmas Bird Counts are considered
late autumn species.
Not all species are present during all three biological
seasons. When a species is consistently absent in a season,
or very rare and sporadic, this season is not mentioned in
the species account. Breeding requirements are discussed
for all species that have nested even only occasionally in the
province.
The following sections describe topics that are usually
addressed during the three seasons. If no information is
presented, it is because I could not find any. Although I have
undoubtedly overlooked some publications, lack of discussion usually means that no information is available. In some
cases, where information is obviously lacking, this is stated.
Perhaps this will stimulate research.
I wrestled with how to present references in species accounts. One option was to list them at the end of the account,
but this would make it difficult for someone who was interested in looking up a reference for a particular topic. I therefore opted to include references for each paragraph. The
disadvantage of this is that it increases the length of species
accounts and may detract from readability. In some cases,
the list of references at the end of a paragraph is very long,
mostly on topics related to diet. When this occurs, I have
occasionally omitted general references such as Bent, Palmer,
and The Birds of North America that researchers would probably refer to anyway.
Breeding Season
Under habitat requirements, three topics are discussed in all
accounts: nesting habitat, a description of the nest and where
it is likely to be situated, and the territory and/or home range
size. Additional information that may be presented includes
homing to territories, brood habitat, moulting areas, staging

areas prior to migration, and special habitat requirements
such as dusting areas and need for water.
Under limiting factors, information is always provided on
the time of key events in the nesting period, the annual reproductive effort, mating systems, and diet. Topics related
to timing include when nesting is usually initiated, the egglaying interval and the time required to complete a clutch,
incubation period, fledging age, and period of dependence
on adults. Factors considered under reproductive effort are
number of broods raised, whether renesting occurs, and
clutch size. Topics included under mating systems include
age at first breeding, breeding periodicity if it does not always occur every year, whether or not the species is
monogamous, and mate fidelity. The discussion of diet emphasizes the breeding season. However, diet in other
seasons is occasionally included here if there are no significant differences between seasons or if the entire diet can be
summarized briefly. Besides descriptions of food items, information on food-size preferences may be presented, and it
is noted whether feeding territories are defended. Feeding
techniques and substrate are also described.
The section on breeding season limiting factors is frequently the most extensive portion of a species account. In
addition to the material that is always addressed, habitat
loss and fragmentation, human disturbance, environmental
contaminants, effects of water-level fluctuations, logging impacts, nest parasitism, water and air quality, nest-site
availability, and many other factors may be discussed. When
no additional information is provided, it is because there is
no evidence to suggest that adverse effects are occurring or
because no information is available.
For status, a historical perspective of changes since the
late 19th century to the present is given. In some instances,
the future status of species has been predicted. Occasionally, a distinction is made between status in the northern
and southern portions of the province.
For rare species, relatively accurate estimates of the
number of breeding pairs in the province are occasionally
given. These figures are usually based on the results of the
breeding bird atlas or specific studies. Definition of the status of more common species was more difficult: the
potential range of numbers calculated from atlas estimates
was usually so large that results were meaningless.
Abundance during the breeding season has been defined
slightly differently than for migration and winter. During the
breeding season, species maintain territories or home
ranges that disperse birds throughout suitable habitat. For
most species, territorial boundaries dissolve in other seasons, allowing concentrations of birds in preferred habitats.
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Abundance is admittedly difficult to define, and has been
done in several ways historically. The most frequently used
technique is based on how many breeding pairs could potentially be recorded daily. This definition works well for
common and abundant species that are readily observed
and use widespread habitats. Species that are difficult to
detect, have large territories, or have specialized habitat requirements may not be adequately defined by these criteria.
The abundance of species can be greatly affected by their
territory size and by availability of preferred habitats. Some
raptors have extremely large home ranges and would not be
plentiful even if the entire province were suitable habitat. For
example, the Peregrine Falcon, besides having large area requirements, is limited by the availability of nest sites such as
cliffs or skyscrapers. Thus, even under ideal conditions, it
would not be a common species in the province.
Even species that do not have specialized habitat requirements are limited by the abundance of their general habitat
needs. Southern Ontario species that nest in urban areas,
pastures, or old fields are likely to be more common than
those that require bogs, simply because the former habitats
are much more common.
Among species inhabiting a particular vegetation type,
there are usually generalists and specialists. This has been
well documented for forests but probably applies to wetlands
and grasslands also, and limited research supports this hypothesis. In forest habitats, the generalists are edge species
that occur around the periphery of woodlots and they often
use adjacent open habitats for foraging, displaying, or even
nesting. When openings are created in forests, these species
are able to exploit microhabitats within the woodlot. Specialists typically avoid edges or require specific microhabitats.
Thus, within any given forest, generalist species are more
abundant than specialists.
An attempt has been made to take all of the above factors
into account when assigning a status designation to a species. When one or more factors affect abundance, this is
usually stated under both limiting factors and status.
A reasonable estimate of abundance is whether the existing habitat is being used to its carrying capacity. A species
can be considered common to abundant if all suitable habitat is defended in nesting territories. Although there are some
obvious microhabitat preferences, Savannah, Grasshopper,
and Henslow’s sparrows occupy similar habitats and may
nest together in the same field. Based on their occupancy or
utilization of available habitat within their normal geographic
range, they would be classified as abundant, uncommon,
and rare, respectively.
With all of the caveats mentioned above, I have used a
combination of two techniques to define breeding abundance
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when actual numbers cannot be estimated: (1) amount of
available habitat used and (2) numbers of birds that could
be observed in a single day.
The usage of available habitat is difficult to determine for
many species because information on their requirements is
deficient. For those species for which an appropriate judgment could be made, I used the following definitions:
Abundant

Virtually all suitable habitat is incorporated
into a breeding territory or home range. It is
certain that the species will be observed in
suitable habitat.

Common

Almost all suitable habitat is incorporated
into a breeding territory or home range. It
is highly probable that the species will be
observed in suitable habitat.

Uncommon

Less than 50% of suitable habitat is used. It
is unlikely that the species will occur in any
given area, but it can usually be found by
searching several areas of suitable habitat.

Rare

Less than 10% of suitable habitat is used. It
is highly unlikely that the species will occur
in any given area. It is present in isolated
portions over a wide geographic range of
suitable habitat.

The numerical rating is identical to that used by James (1991).
These definitions are based on the number of birds that
could be observed during the breeding season away from
the periphery of the normal range. The definitions assume
that the observer is looking in appropriate habitat and concentrating on that species only.
The following two examples indicate how designations
of abundance have been tempered. The Savannah Sparrow
(Volume 4) is considered abundant. In a long day, beginning
slightly before dawn and ending at nightfall, one can probably find 500 birds of this species. Admittedly, it would not
be easy and the observer might not achieve this, depending
on the distance between suitable habitats and the amount
of time consumed by walking. On the other hand, if a single
suitable habitat patch 500 to 1,000 ha in area were visited,
500 birds could easily be recorded. The important factors
are that whenever suitable habitat is visited, birds will be
observed, and that suitable habitat is abundant.
The Semipalmated Sandpiper is considered common,
which means numerically that one should be able to see
between 25 and 500 birds in a day. This species nests only
along the Hudson Bay coast in the tundra zone. This area is
relatively inaccessible, but it is likely that 25 could be observed

with the aid of a helicopter. The fact that this species is a
widespread breeder in the available habitat lends credence
to the fact that it is common. Wherever one sets down in a
helicopter in suitable habitat, there is a moderate probability
of observing a Semipalmated Sandpiper.
Following are the numerical definitions of abundance:
Abundant

More than 500 can be seen in one day.

Common

Can always be found (well distributed). More
than 25 a day is usual, but seldom more than
500.

Uncommon

Can usually be found but numbers seen are
likely to be small (6 to 25 a day).

Rare

Usually seen singly (seldom more than 5)
and difficult to find on any particular outing
(unless a specific location is known).

James (1991) presented definitions of frequency based
on the rate of annual occurrence. In general, frequency has
not been a concern because I have focused on those species
that are of regular or occasional occurrence in the province.
Regular species are usually present every year, while occasional species occur most years and at least once a decade.
Vagrant species have been ignored in this work, except
for species that have been documented breeding in the
province. From a breeding perspective, the Horned Grebe,
Eared Grebe, Cattle Egret, and Snowy Egret could possibly
be considered vagrants, yet are included because breeding
has been confirmed.
Migration
In addition to habitat requirements, limiting factors, and
status, migration routes and timing are discussed for spring
and autumn. For species that have general northward and
southward movements over a broad front, no information
is provided on routes. Some species, however, have distinct
routes that may differ between spring and autumn. In these
cases, patterns and frequency movements throughout the
province are presented. This discussion is most relevant to
some species of waterfowl, diurnal raptors, and shorebirds.
Important staging areas are identified when these are relevant.
Approximate dates of migration are given for each species.
This usually includes extreme dates during which migrants
may be observed, as well as when the peak migration period
is. Dates are provided for different areas of the province when
they are available.
For most species, the discussion of habitat requirements
during migration is brief. Many species do not have very
specific needs during migration; others, however, are limited

by their microhabitat requirements. In these instances, more
detailed discussion is presented on features such as preferred forest types, water depths, wetland types, and other
environmental factors.
No limiting factors are apparent for some species during
migration. For others, degradation and loss of habitat, diet (if
significantly different from that during the breeding season),
territoriality, hunting, and other factors may be discussed.
For status, the numerical definitions of abundance presented in the section on breeding season are used.
Some species are year-round residents in the province. A
few of these exhibit some southward movement in autumn,
while others disperse from breeding grounds to intermediate
habitat before going to wintering areas. For resident species
that do not remain within the home range all year, habitat
requirements and limiting factors are discussed under the
heading of autumn. Spring is not treated as a season for
these species; most move directly from wintering areas to
breeding habitat.
Winter
The winter portion of the account for most species is brief,
and is frequently summarized in a few sentences. For a few
species, the winter season is significant, with very particular
habitat preferences. Limiting factors may include habitat
availability, snow depth and other weather variables, and
food. Winter status is defined numerically.
Mapping
A map is included for most species. For the breeding season,
the normal breeding range is shown and extralimital or marginal breeding areas may be indicated. For migration, major
flyways and staging areas are shown when these exist or are
known. Normal wintering areas and extralimital or marginal
wintering areas are depicted.
Extralimital habitat includes areas that are outside of the
species’ normal range, where the species may not occur
again. An example is the Snowy Egret breeding record for
Hamilton Harbour.
Marginal habitat is part of the range that is frequently
used but where the species occurs in much lower than normal density because habitat conditions are less than ideal.
For instance, many woodpecker species nest sparingly
throughout the Hudson Bay Lowland because most trees
are too small to support a nesting cavity.

FUTURE RESEARCH
The review of the literature has been extremely interesting
and insightful for me. I learned a lot along the way.
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A distinct evolution is apparent in the published literature.
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, papers were very
chatty. Most information was provided by naturalists, but
there were some excellent scientific papers. Until the mid20th century, many naturalists contributed long, detailed
accounts of aspects of life histories of birds. People took the
time to watch birds and their activities for extended periods.
One account of a single nesting was over 50 pages long.
Around the 1950s and 1960s, major ornithological journals
started to focus on more scientific papers, and fewer and
fewer naturalists’ observations were published. Currently,
major journals publish almost no naturalists’ papers; when
they do, these are typically notes describing something unusual. Another factor is that many naturalists now appear
more interested in rare species or abnormal behaviour as
opposed to the life history of common birds.
Another change is the length of time devoted to studies.
Many early studies lasted over one or several decades, such
as the work on raptors by Craighead and Craighead and on
woodpeckers by Kilham and by Lawrence. The current trend
is to spend one or two seasons on research and then publish
a paper.
Current research tends to focus on details of one specific
factor in the ecology of a species. These studies are invaluable,
but few comprehensive life history studies are completed.
In essence, ornithological literature has evolved from a
period when most knowledge was contributed by naturalists
and a few scientists, most of whom were also naturalists, to
the present, when most data are published by scientists. This
evolution has had positive and negative effects. On the positive side, many researchers focus on unknown or poorly
known life history requirements and contribute greatly to the
understanding of the ecology of individual species. On the
other hand, few detailed and long-term observations are reported any longer. Many classic studies were written prior to
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1950, and much information in them has not been verified
since. The best diet information for many species was collected in the 1920s and earlier, with many recent reports being
anecdotal. In fairness, one cannot simply shoot birds now
to see what they have been eating. Another problem is that
birders and naturalists may collect invaluable information
on common species, but few journals are likely to publish it.
One goal of this book is to stimulate further research.
I hope people will see where there are gaps in information
and will try to fill them. Like every work of this type, this book
will become out of date rapidly. I welcome that, because it
will mean that additional research is being undertaken. Some
of the information presented as facts here will be found to
be fallacies, but others have been demonstrated over and
over again to be true.
Birds change their habitat preferences and distributions
over time as well. When I first started birdwatching, I never
saw a Mourning Dove in the winter and crows were very rare;
Wild Turkeys did not occur in the province. Other species
appeared to adapt to human disturbance and habitat fragmentation, with the Pileated Woodpecker being a classic
example. My sense is that many species are adapting, whereas
others are not. The latter will become the species of conservation concern of the future. In the 1980s and 1990s, forest
birds susceptible to habitat fragmentation were the greatest
concern. Although many of them are still at risk, others have
adapted and their populations are starting to increase, and
conservation efforts are underway for many of them. Conversely, several species dependent upon grasslands are now
declining significantly. The status of many species will change
depending on how much habitat remains available to them
and how they adapt to changes.
I hope the information provided here will be kept upto-date either by an individual who takes on that task or by
several people who publish new findings.

