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Rain in 2005:  What all
this Wetness Means for
Burrowing Owls

The rains and flooding that Southern Alberta experienced
in June were too much for some of Alberta's burrowing
owls. Several nests failed entirely resulting in death of all 
the young, and in some cases, one or both of the adult 
parents. Other nests saw a severe reduction in the number
of surviving young.  

For some, the entire nest was submerged (and at a 
time when young are still too small to move from their 
underground nest chamber). For others, the nest was on
high ground, but successive days of rain, with little respite,
means that adults are not able to forage for food, and their
young then die of starvation.

Why can't owls successfully hunt in the rain? Often it is
their prey that becomes inactive during rainfall events, so
that even if the owls were able to hunt, there would be 
little to hunt for. Regardless, because owls hunt primarily
through hearing, the sound of wind and rain would obscure
the sounds made by moving prey. Also, during particularly
heavy rain events, it can be difficult for the owls to fly.

How significant an impact can too much rain have on
numbers of young produced in a given year? In years 
that rains were severe, the average number of owl young
produced per nest was 3. Contrast this with years that 
rainfall was more average: the average number of young
produced per nest in these years was 5.  

In the past, burrowing owl numbers were high enough to
buffer the low years. With the continued land stewardship
efforts of land managers like you, owl populations may one
day move back to those healthy numbers. Until then, lets
hope we don't have too much (or too little) of the wet stuff!

(note: Researchers are in the midst of determining 
# young/nest for Summer 2005.)

Biologists working 
to help conserve 
northern leopard frog
populations in Alberta

KRIS KENDELL (ALBERTA
CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION)

For many Albertans, the Northern Leopard Frog is quite
possibly the most familiar of Alberta's amphibian species.
Historically, the Northern Leopard Frog was a common 
and frequently encountered frog throughout much of its
expansive North American range. More recently, the 
leopard frog's fame has also been accredited to its imperiled
status in many jurisdictions, such as Alberta, where the
species has suffered dramatic declines over much of its
range. The mysterious disappearance of this species from
many historical habitats has resulted in much media 
attention over recent years, not to mention many 
conversations amongst naturalists and landowners who 
reminisce about their childhood when they captured 
leopard frogs and raised their tadpoles.

Since 1991 the leopard frog has been considered to be 
an “At Risk” species in Alberta and was designated as
“Threatened” under Alberta's Wildlife Act in 1996.  
The commercial harvest and general collection of leopard
frogs in Alberta is now illegal. Over the last 15 years 
considerable effort has been expended trying to locate 
leopard frogs in Alberta to better understand their status.
Results from past survey efforts for the species indicated
that the leopard frog primarily occurs in a handful of 
isolated and fragmented sites along the lower reaches of a 

small number of drainages in southern Alberta. Although
little studied, the decline in Alberta does not appear to be
part of a natural cycle. Habitat loss is arguably the most
pervasive threat to leopard frog populations in Alberta.
Decreased water quality as a result of chemical pollution
may also be a key limiting factor for leopard frogs. The
decline of the leopard frog in Alberta may also be a result 
of the combined effects of several factors, or less obvious
factors such as disease, drought and climate change.

In efforts to recover the leopard frog in Alberta, the 
Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division explored the feasibility
of reintroducing leopard frogs into formerly occupied 
habitats. With the information gathered, the Alberta
Conservation Association and the Alberta Fish and Wildlife
Division initiated a reintroduction project in 1999 at the
Raven Brood Trout Station, near Caroline, Alberta. Since
the projects inception, a number of released leopard frogs
have been observed at the Caroline release site, representing
the first occurrence of leopard frogs in that area in more
than 50 years!  Recently, a Northern Leopard Frog Recovery
Team, lead by Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division, has 
been formed and a Recovery Plan for the species has 
been drafted.

Conserving biodiversity is essential to the health of the 
natural heritage of our province, as well as the planet. 
The Northern Leopard Frog is a valuable part of our 
local biodiversity and is an example of the variety of life
around us that enriches the quality of our lives in many
ways that are often not easy to quantify. Biologists leading
the recovery of the leopard frog in Alberta hope the public
can help contribute information on the location of leopard
frog populations in the province to assist with the 
conservation of this species.

For more information on the Northern Leopard Frog
Recovery Program, or on how to submit a leopard frog
sighting report, please contact Kris Kendell (Alberta
Conservation Association): 780-422-4764 /
kris.kendell@gov.ab.ca

Thank-you for making my job 
the best ever!

For just over 3 years now I have been
fortunate enough to work on two great
Habitat Stewardship Programs, run by
the Alberta Fish and Game Association.
Delivering the Parkland Stewardship
Program and Operation Grassland
Community has been a great balance
between using my wildlife and ecology
background and being able to practice
my “gift of gab”. I have thoroughly
enjoyed all of the kitchen table visits
with farmers and ranchers like you.  
I feel it is a great privilege to be 
warmly welcomed into your homes 
and onto your lands to hear about your
achievements and the challenges you
and your family face while trying to 
be stewards in today's prairie landscape.

Having traveled on every highway
throughout southern Alberta over the
past few summers, I have gained a great 
respect for the living you are making in
all corners of the province, and have
been lucky enough to see much of the
wildlife that call the grasslands home 
as well. Again, thank-you for the 
opportunity to meet with you and 
talk about everything from Burrowing
Owls to horses! I truly believe that 
stewardship is an essential tool in 
preserving native grasslands and rare
species, and I am comforted by the fact
that many of you have been doing it for
years and will continue into perpetuity.
Sincerely, Lindsay Tomyn
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KARA ROWAN - OGC’S 
NEW PROGRAM
COORDINATOR

Recently I started with the Alberta Fish and
Game Association, replacing Lindsay Tomyn
as Program Coordinator for the Operation
Grassland Community Program.  

I'm a born and raised Saskatchewan girl! I
grew up in the small community of Grayson
(near Melville/Yorkton area) - just south of
the rich, black chernozems! My parents are

grain farmers, passed down from previous generations, and my
mom is a wildlife/nature artist. I believe this is where my love of
the prairies all began, growing up in a family which valued the
land and all its creatures. 

Previously, I worked with the Saskatchewan Wetland
Conservation Association in the Big Muddy Valley, performing
rangeland assessments and piping plover surveys. I've also worked
with the Nature Conservancy discussing conservation easements
with landowners and performing natural resource inventories 
throughout Alberta. Most recently, I left Golder Associates Ltd. 
in Calgary, where I worked as an ecologist in the Boreal forest 
on Oilsand development projects, performing rare plant surveys,
amphibian surveys, and wildlife surveys. The boreal forest was 
very new to me, and has very different and unique species. The
opportunities and experiences I encountered working in the 
north was wonderful, however  I grew weary of fighting off black
flies and trying to stay afloat the fens and bogs, and decided the
mosquitoes weren't as big and nasty on the prairies and pursued
this position!  

My love of the prairies has brought me back to what I truly 
enjoy, working in a prairie landscape and meeting all the 
wonderful landowners who understand the value and 
complexities of the prairie ecosystem. I hope that my experience 
as a Saskatchewan farm girl will help me better understand your
needs as a landowner, and the complexities you face on a day to
day basis. I look forward to meeting you throughout the season
and hope I can provide you with an array of knowledge and 
information. I can be reached by email at owllady@telus.net
or call me at 403-554-0514.

François blouin– ogc’s
New Program manager

It is with great excitement and enthusiasm that I join
Operation Grassland Community in promoting habitat 
stewardship and sustainable agriculture through the 
program's activities and initiatives. 

Conservation, species at risk, habitat stewardship, and 
cooperation have been words in my vocabulary ever since I 
left the school bench nine years ago. Since that time, I have
had the opportunity to work both within and outside the
Government on biodiversity conservation on the prairies. 
This experience has given me a chance to see both sides of 
the “coin” and to get a better understanding and appreciation
of the challenges that each side faces in carrying out their 
conservation objectives. All in all, my interactions with
landowners, the down-to-earth people that are making the 
difference out there on the land, have certainly been the 
most rewarding.

Last year, while conducting research on burrowing owls for 
the Canadian Wildlife Service, I had the opportunity to
meet Lindsay Tomyn from OGC; A very enthusiastic and
cheerful woman who was clearly passionate about her
work. Although I knew of OGC, she gave me a very
informative run through of all the activities and initiatives
that were carried out by the program. Little did I know
that I was going to find myself in her shoes the following
year after her move to British Columbia. I know that she
was very appreciated by all the OGC members and I'm
sure will be missed. I would like to take this opportunity 
to wish her the best in her new endeavours and thank her
for all the training she provided me and support that she
still offers me.

In my new duties, I hope to share my experience and
knowledge with you in protecting or enhancing wildlife
habitat on the prairies. In addition, I hope to learn from
those of you who have made their operation sustainable
and wildlife friendly and to share this knowledge with 
others that could also benefit from it. If you would like 
to discuss some of the issues that relate to protecting or
enhancing wildlife habitat while minimizing or improving
the impact on your operations or any other aspect of the
program please give me a call at (403) 331-0627. I will do
my best to find an answer for you and provide the tools
you need to achieve your objectives. I have met some of
you and spoken to others over the phone, but look 
forward to meeting you all at some point in time.

Sincerely,
François Blouin
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Other Interesting Facts:

• Active mainly at night, black widow spiders are 
timid and solitary, exhibiting social activity only 
when they mate. 

• Generally, black widow spiders are not aggressive; 
however, if her web is disturbed, or if she is 
accidentally trapped in clothing or shoes, she may bite.

• A common misconception is that female's eat the
male's after mating - this rarely occurs. 

• These spiders are cannibalistic, however. Females 
lay 25-250 eggs but only 1-12 young survive the 
incubation period due to cannibalism.  

• Currently, scientists are investigating the possibility of
using black widow spider venom as an environmentally
safe insecticide. 

• Drugs derived from spider venom could potentially 
save heart attack victims by immediately affecting
blood vessels which would allow blood flow.

Peepers and 24-hr 
video: Technology 
& Conservation of
Burrowing Owls

Researchers have technology on their side when 
it comes to finding out more about the secret 
lives of Burrowing Owls. Using two types of camera 
systems, they are finding out more with less effort!

Because their nests are underground and at the 
end of burrows that may vary from 1 to 6 metres 
in length, it has proven very difficult to track key 
factors in the breeding success of adult pairs 
(including egg-laying and hatching, and most 
importantly why some nests succeeded, while 
others failed). In Saskatchewan, many nests, 
tunnels and all, have been dug up and replaced 
with an Artificial Nest Box system: effective, 
but very labour intensive! Now, thanks to an 
underground video camera system aptly named 
a 'peeper', biologists in Alberta are able to 
quickly assess the health of a nest, with very little 
disturbance. Using a 'virtual reality' mask attached
to a small infra-red camera on the end of a long
cable, researchers are able to quickly maneuver 
the tiny camera down the length of the tunnel 
to the nest chamber, recording all the information 
necessary to assess the health of the nest.

Once the young are old enough to come to the 
surface to be fed by their parents, the next 
challenge has proven to be getting an accurate 
gauge on their numbers, as well as other key 
factors influencing their ultimate survival to 
adult-hood. In the past, researchers have relied 
on the sit-and-wait approach: positioning 
themselves at a distance, and watching a nest 
through a scope (sometimes for hours!). Now,
thanks to a hidden camera like those used in 

security systems, biologists are able to tape a 
nest for 24 hours. Owl activity, and number 
of young are easily assessed by viewing the tapes 
in fast-forward.

These technological advances in Burrowing Owl
research not only save time, but have significantly
improved the accuracy of monitoring.

Black Widow Spiders

BY KARA ROWAN

When I headed into the field the first week of June to visit
some burrowing owl nest sites, I came across something 
surprising in one of the burrows - a black widow spider
hanging upside down on her silken web with her red 
hourglass glowing in the bright June sun! I had never 
seen a black widow before, and knew very little about 
them - I was intrigued.  

Did you know that black widow spiders are the most 
venomous spider in North America?!  But just how 
dangerous are they? The venom of the black widow is 15
times more toxic than the prairie rattlesnake! Luckily, only 
a minute amount is injected when bitten, so black widows
are very rarely fatal (<1%). The bite of a black widow is 
surprisingly not painful and may go unnoticed. Symptoms
include abdominal pain, muscle pain, and profuse sweating. 

Found in the United States, all four deserts of the American 
southwest, Canada, Mexico, the West Indies, and South
America these spiders are shiny, coal black in color, have
long slender legs and a round abdomen. Approximately 
1-1.5 inches long, it is only the female who wears that 
characteristic red hourglass mark on her underside. It is also
only the female that is venomous. In contrast, the males are
not venomous, are less that half the length of the female,
and can be identified by four pairs of red and white stripes
along the sides of their abdomen. Black widows can be
found in old woodpiles, rubble, hollow stumps and rodent
burrows (and burrowing owl burrows!).

Black widow spiders keep insect populations under control
and consume grasshoppers, locusts and mosquitoes, as well
as species that defoliate plants and trees including beetles
and caterpillars. These tiny spiders have a “comb foot”
which consists of a row of curved bristles on their hind legs,
which is used for flinging silk over its prey. Once trapped,
black widows then kill their prey by biting them, mashing
their prey with its “teeth”, then pouring a digestive enzyme
on their prey and sucking up the resulting food. The 
digestion process occurs outside the spider's body.  
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