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• News about Increases in
Burrowing Owl Numbers

• Off-site watering – Good for
Owls and Cows

• You asked for it:  Information
on Sharpe Tailed Grouse

• Loggerhead Shrikes: Why OGC
is interested

• The mysteries and miracles of
bird migration

HOW ARE BURROWING OWLS DOING?
Good news from the 2004 census
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Websites:

For more information on off-site watering, check
out Alberta Agriculture’s site: www.agric.gov.ab.ca

For more informtaion on migration:
http://www.zoosociety.org/Conservation/BWB-
ASF/Libraay/BirdMigrationFacts.php

COMING THIS SPRING: New OGC website!

Thanks to Our Partners
2004-2005

Financial supporters

• Government of Canada, Habitat Stewardship Program
for Species at Risk

• National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (USA) 
• Alberta Conservation Association
• Alberta Ecotrust Foundation
• Endangered Species Recovery Fund
• Alberta Fish and Game  Association

In-Kind Contributors

• OGC Members
• Alberta Fish and Game Association
• Science Alberta Foundation
• Rockyview Raptor Rehabilitation Centre
• Medicine Hat Interpretive Centre
• National Burrowing Owl Recovery Team Members
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• OGC field staff are hard at work finding new 

members, compiling and delivering management plans

and natural resource inventories, and getting 

equipment and maps ready for spring/summer.

• Office staff are in the midst of writing funding

applications for next year, reporting to this years 

funders, planning and organizing open houses 

(information sessions on stewardship at a location near

you … stay tuned for details!),  and developing fact

sheets to complement the Conservation Toolbox. 

• The education crate, “Burrowing Owls and Cows”,

continues to be sent to schools all across Alberta –

educating kids about the positive relationships between

ranching and burrowing owls.

On a related note:  soon, we will also be sending our

new bumper stickers your way (see images below).  We

hope you like it! 

For over 13 years members of Operation
Grassland Community have participated
in an annual survey of their land for
burrowing owls.  This continued 
important and generous contribution
from our membership has allowed us to
monitor change in population numbers
of this endangered species.  

Members surveyed include only those
who have had, or continue to have 
burrowing owls on their land.  In 2004,
53 adult pairs were reported – not an
insignificant increase over the 31.4 pairs
in 2003, and the 23.8 pairs reported 
in 2002!!  

Why are numbers increasing?  It is
thought that some of this increase is due
to better than average food availability
for the owls in recent years.  A similar
result has been seen in the past, where
we see more owls on the breeding
ground in the year following a good
food year.  If the food supply then
returns to average, or below average, we
see the number of pairs declining again.

What does this increase mean for the
owls?  We will need to continue 
monitoring the owls to see if their 
numbers continue to climb 

(or perhaps stabilize).  We will need to
remain cautious.  We have a long way to
go to return to numbers we saw as
recently as 14 years ago:  In the early
90’s, a whopping 242 pairs were 
reported by OGC members.   

(Interestingly, OGC’s sister program in
Saskatchewan (Operation Burrowing
Owl), has reported similar increases 
(70 pairs in 2002, 86 pairs in 2003, 
and 98 pairs in 2004)).

Sharp Tailed Grouse

Biology, Status, and
Management 
By Scott Stevens

Farmers and Ranches across the prairies are faced with
many conservation issues, from oil and gas development to
species at risk. Regardless, one thing has become clear to
me—all have a deep and abiding respect for the land. Of
the people I have met with, many have shown concern for
the status of Sharp-tailed Grouse. With a few exceptions in
the northern portion of the Special Areas, most landowners
across Alberta’s prairies are reporting a decline in numbers
and several have stopped hunting them for this reason.

The Government of Alberta includes Sharp-tailed Grouse
on the Yellow A list—sensitive species not currently
believed to be at risk but that may require special 
management because of concern for their long-term
declines. It appears that populations in Canada, particularly
in southern Alberta and Saskatchewan, declined 
substantially through the 1970’s, followed by a more 
gradual decline to present day. This decline is thought to be
due to loss of habitat, including the conversion of native
prairie to cropland, herbicide and pesticide use, 
encroachment of trees, and in some areas excessive grazing.
Change and/or loss of habitat may be linked to the decline
in at least two ways: 1) hens may choose not to use an area
because the habitat no longer suits their needs, 
(2) predation rates may increase as a function of changed
habitat, which reduces the population growth rate. 

In the prairie region, Sharp-tailed Grouse require a large
acreage of a grassland-shrubland mosaic. Normally 
inconspicuous, the Sharp-tailed Grouse becomes highly 
visible and noisy for a short period in the spring when birds
congregate at traditional dancing grounds (leks). There the

males perform a courtship dance and hens are attracted to
the dancing grounds where breeding occurs. Females then
nest within a mile of the lek, primarily in native grasses and
shrubs but also in cultivated stubble and hay lands. After
their eggs hatch, females will take their brood to open
grassy areas, feeding on insects (e.g., grasshoppers) and
some vegetation. In November, sharp-tailed grouse flock
together to spend the winter in large groups, feeding mainly
on buds from woody species, berries (particularly 
buffaloberry) and grain.

Numerous studies emphasize the importance of sizable
acreages of natural grass-shrub vegetation during the 
reproductive period of Sharp-tailed Grouse. Beneficial range
management practices for this bird include rest rotational,
deferred rotational, short duration and time controlled 
grazing regimes. In essence, the goal in Sharp-tailed 
Grouse management is to control livestock grazing in a way
that encourages residual vegetation cover over the winter
(and of course this is beneficial to the range too!). This
cover would then be available for nesting and brooding the
following spring. 

Tame hay lands are also sometimes selected for nesting and
to a lesser degree for brood rearing. Haying not only
destroys nests, but the removal of cover also increases 
predation by hawks. These losses can be greatly reduced 
by delaying mowing until the second week of July (when
most chicks are old enough to fly), and by leaving small
strips uncut (providing cover for chicks fleeing on the
ground). Further, small strips of mature grain provide win-
ter feed as well.

That this species is still present , and its declines less severe
than several decades ago, is probably due in large part to
the good stewardship practices of Alberta’s land managers.
Sometimes, it takes only small adjustments in management
to make significant impacts on a species survival.

before the snow melts
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Bird migration

a phenomenal example of
flight and fitness
By Karen jepp

When temperatures begin to drop and day length decreases I
watch with envy as migratory birds begin their journeys south for
the winter.  Migration seems like the perfect answer to avoid the
cold winters in North America.  However, surprisingly, there are
migratory birds that can tolerate our cold temperatures. 

So why bother with migrating if these birds could survive the 
cold of our winters?  Birds migrate to avoid times and places 
where food and other resources are scarce.  Migratory birds will
head south when temperatures in Canada no longer sustain a
viable food source.  

Why not avoid the long journey back to Canada in the spring and
just stay in the south?  Birds return to their breeding grounds to
take advantage of seasonally abundant food.  Many migratory birds
feed on flying insects, caterpillars, and fruits & nectar, which are
plentiful during our spring and summer.  Breeding grounds in
Canada provide abundant, protein-rich foods, longer daylight
hours, and large areas for birds to feed.  Combined, these 
factors increase the chances of successfully raising more young.

Off-site Watering: Good
for cows and burrowing
owls
BY OPERATION GRASSLAND 
COMMUNITY

Cows and Burrowing Owls and have something in common:
they are healthier if they have access to clean water and 
ample food.  

In fact, boosting water quality can increase cattle productivity
by up to 20 percent. For the owls, improved water quality (and
improved riparian health) can also equate with increased 
productivity. This is because healthy riparian areas have a high
abundance of the owls’ favorite foods: voles and mice.  One
method of providing this clean water is off-site watering.  

Off-site watering is a cost-effective method of preventing 
livestock from directly accessing surface water sources.
Allowing direct access to surface water sources has led to a
number of significant environmental problems (e.g., 
deterioration in water quality, loss of riparian habitat and
vegetation) and economic impacts (e.g., increased exposure
of livestock to water-transmitted diseases, increased 
incidence of foot rot and leg injuries).  Direct access to 
surface water often means that pasture utilization is also 
sub-optimal.  Manure is concentrated at the water source,
rather than providing nutrients throughout the pasture,
and there is significant overgrazing near the water source.

Off-site watering can change this negative pattern of 
pasture use.  Whether the method is by pump or gravity,
off-site watering discourages cattle from trampling and
over-grazing riparian vegetation and dirtying the water
source. The result is clean water and improved forage.  

In turn, these healthy riparian areas provide Burrowing
Owls with critical foraging habitat.  Burrowing owls are
known to utilize these areas heavily, as the lush riparian
vegetation ensures adequate populations of small 
mammals – their most important food source.  In fact,
direct links have been made between how many young owl
pairs are able to raise and fledge successfully and the 
quality and quantity of food available.  In turn, the more
young owls raised in a single year is thought to have 
positive effects on the number of owls returning the 
following year to breed.   

The positive relationships between owls and cows are far
reaching.  We already knew that owls prefer to nest in areas
that are grazed, as shorter grass means a better view of
predators.  Owls also rely on cows for their manure – using
it to line their nest tunnels and chambers (this is thought
to absorb carbon dioxide, making the air more breathable,
and attracts beetles, a food source for the owls).  Now we
also know that both owls and cows benefit from lush
growth associated with healthy riparian areas.  Improved
forage and improved productivity for both!  
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Launched in 2004, OGC worked with 15 landowners to
develop Loggerhead Shrike Management Plans on their
lands.  These voluntary plans provide detailed information
on how specific land-uses can be of benefit to nesting
shrikes, and how landowners can make simple changes in
their land management decisions to improve shrike 
habitats without negatively affecting their income. 

If you have shrikes nesting on your land, and are 
interested in having a Loggerhead Shrike Management
Plan done, let us know!!  Our contact info is on the back
page of this newsletter.

Migration requires large amounts of energy to fly great dis-
tances, over difficult terrain, and some birds will fly for
thousands of kilometers without actually stopping to eat.
The tiny Ruby-throated Hummingbird weighing only
about as much as a penny makes the long journey across the
Gulf of Mexico from the Yucatán Peninsula to southern
Canada.  In the spring Swainson's Hawks will fly 170
km/day from Argentina to the Canadian prairies, an amaz-
ing one-way distance of up to 7,500 km.

Migration routes and wintering grounds for many bird
species (including our Burrowing Owls!) remain unclear to
researchers.  It is hoped that by identifying migratory
routes, breeding and wintering grounds conservation efforts
will increase throughout the world.

Interesting Facts:

• Birds that migrate, generally have more pointed
wings than non-migratory birds to minimize 
air resistance.

• Birds have tiny grains of a mineral called 
magnetite just above their nostrils. This 
mineral may help them to navigate using the Earth's
magnetic field, which tells the bird what direction is
true north. 

• The Arctic Tern makes an annual round-trip of about
30,000 kilometres from the Arctic breeding grounds
to the Antarctic seas.

Pilot projects in 2004:

loggerhead shrike 
census & management
plans

Loggerhead Shrike Census.   

Thanks to the help of OGC members, OGC conducted 
it’s first annual Loggerhead Shrike Census in 2004. OGC
members reported 74.6 pairs of shrikes nesting on 
their lands.  

Why are we interested in shrike numbers?  The prairie 
population of Loggerhead Shrikes is classified as
“threatened” by the Committee on the Status of Endangered
Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC). However, the population
in Alberta appears to be stable and perhaps even increasing
in number.  OGC members can help us determine whether
this bird needs our help.

The loggerhead shrike is a medium-sized songbird.  It is
grey above and white below with a characteristic black mask
running through the eyes.  Although they are songbirds,
loggerhead shrikes have hooked beaks with tooth-like 
structures which allow them to prey on mice, voles, juvenile
ground squirrels, horned larks, vesper sparrows and lark
buntings in addition to insects and other invertebrates.
Lacking strong talons, the loggerhead shrike, or “butcher
bird”, impales its prey on thorns of trees or on barbed 
wire fence.

Loggerhead Shrike Management Plans.

The loss of suitable shrike habitat is cause for concern in
Alberta.  Loggerhead Shrikes nest in dense shrubs like
thorny buffaloberry, willow, caragana, Manitoba maple and
poplar.  However, shrikes hunt for their prey in open 
grassland areas.  As land managers, we can maintain suitable
habitat within abandoned farmsteads, shelterbelts, roadsides
and railway rights-of-way adjacent to open grassland areas as
nesting and hunting areas for shrikes.


