




















6reat Gray Owl Observations 2004-2005

Ron Pittaway

The fall and winter of 2004-2005 were notable for the largest
irruption ever recorded of Great Gray Owls (Strix nebulosa)
in North America, including southern Ontario. The flight
followed a probable large hatch in 2003 (based on number of
second year birds), and widespread vole crash causing al-
most no reproduction in 2004, similar to the “nearly conti-
nent-wide” irruption of 1995-1996 (Nero 2003). Here I dis-
cuss selected observations and ideas from watching more
than 100 individual owls; many
were seen on numerous occasions.

Origin of Flight: Most Great Gray
Owls seen in southern Ontario
likely originated from north of the
Canadian Shield in the Hudson Bay
Lowland of Ontario. The first re-
ports on Ontbirds of irrupting Great
Grays were in late September 2004
from Marc Johnson of Hearst in
northeastern Ontario, suggesting
that the flight came mainly from the
Hudson Bay Lowland, which is
about 110 km north of Hearst. I
postulate that much of the forested
Canadian (Precambrian) Shield is
unsuitable for breeding because
Great Grays prefer semi-open low-
lands with a grass/sedge ground
cover supporting Meadow Voles
(Microtus pennsylvanicus). On the
Shield’s contoured landscape, low-
land breeding habitat is often con-
fined, linear, fragmented and
widely scattered compared to the
extensive interspersion of forests
and barrens in the Hudson Bay
Lowland. This is discussed further
under the next heading.

Breeding Range Mystery: Why do

range maps show the Great Gray Owl breeding mainly west
of James Bay and the Ontario-Quebec boundary? See maps
in any field guide. A few breed in western Quebec (Morneau
1996), but for no obvious reason they are absent as breeders
from most of Quebec, all of Newfoundland and Labrador,
the Maritime Provinces and Maine. Why? Suitable breeding
habitat may be limited by topography and precipitation be-
cause (1) most of boreal Eastern Canada is mountainous Ca-
nadian Shield and Appalachian Mountains with restricted
lowland breeding habitat; and (2) the greater amount of pre-
cipitation in Eastern Canada, both in summer and winter, has
broad-scale effects on vegetation structure (Michel Gosselin,
pers. comm.).

Figure 1: Typical plumage of Great Gray Owl in Toronto,
Ontario, 29 December 2004. Compare with melanistic
(darker) individual in Figure 2. Note the plump short-
tailed Meadow Vole in its claws. Photo by Jean Iron.

Prey Species: The Meadow Vole of open grassy habitats is
the chief prey in much of the Great Gray’s range (Brunton
and Pittaway 1971, Bull and Duncan 1993). The Meadow
Vole is called “field mouse” by most people. Voles differ
from typical mice by their blunt noses, small eyes, short ears
and particularly by their short tails (Banfield 1974). Voles,
unlike nocturnal mice, are active both day and night, but
seem to be most active around dawn and dusk. The Red-
backed Vole (Clethrionomys gap-
peri) is a much less frequent prey
because of its forest habitat.

High Vole Populations: Great
Gray Owls concentrated in areas
with high populations of Meadow
Voles such as Ottawa, Peterbor-
ough, Simcoe County and Durham
Region. How do Great Grays lo-
cate these areas? They possibly can
visually detect vole urine and fe-
ces, which are visible in the ultra-
violet light spectrum, allowing
them to find high numbers of
voles. This ability has been shown
experimentally for Eurasian Kes-
trels and Rough-legged Hawks
(Viitala et al. 1995) and is worth
investigating for nomadic owls.

Dull-tipped Talons: The literature
often mentions ‘“razor-sharp” and
“needle-sharp” talons. However, I
was surprised when examining
road-killed birds and specimens
that some had dull-tipped talons as
if filed down. One road-killed
bird’s claws were so blunt-tipped it
was as if they had been trimmed
with cat nail clippers. I suspect this
wear resulted from the Great
Gray’s habit of spending considerable amounts of time on
frozen ground and hard snow cover. Stressed birds may be
more susceptible to heavy wear.

Diurnal and Nocturnal: When Great Gray Owls arrived
hungry in the south, they hunted during the day. After sev-
eral weeks of regaining weight, they gradually became less
diurnal, particularly at midday. For example, on 26-27 Feb-
ruary 2005, sunrise was about 6:59 a.m. and by 8:00 a.m. the
five birds hunting the fields along Halls Road in Whitby
(Durham Region) went to roost for the day in a thick mix-
ture of spruce, cedar and hardwoods on the east side of the
road. They did not leave the woods to hunt the fields again
until after 5:00 p.m. Sunset was about 6:02 p.m. The owls
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apparently hunted into the night as the moon was a full and
light reflected off the snow, but they were probably inactive
around midnight. As Great Grays became less diurnal and
more crepuscular and nocturnal in late February and March,
the best times to see them were dawn to early morning and
late afternoon to dark. Winter activity periods were similar to
those first reported by Godfrey (1967), Pittaway and Brunton
(1969), Brunton and Pittaway (1971).

Luminous White Bowtie: Godfrey (1967) said that the nar-
row band of silvery white feathers on the foreneck just under
the facial disk “may well be functional.” This white bowtie
(but not its black knot) is luminescent to humans in dim light
and probably easily seen by owls at night. The American
Woodcock, another crepuscular and
nocturnal bird, shows luminescent
silvery white undertail coverts dur-
ing spring strutting  displays
(personal observations). The large
white tail sides of male Whip-poor-
wills and pale patches on other
goatsuckers also are probably func-
tional in low light. Much remains to
be learned about visual communica-
tion in night birds.

Interactions with Great Horned
Owls: It is overstated that Great
Horned Owls kill adult Great Gray
Owls because this happens only
“occasionally”. In fact, Bull and
Duncan (1993) stated that Great
Gray Owls “share habitat” with
Great Horned Owls and defend the
vicinity of the nest site from them.
The Great Gray Owls that spent
January to March 2005 on the Les-
lie Street Spit in Toronto and along
Halls Road in Whitby were in close
contact with Great Horned Owls
without an incident.

Hunting by Sound and Sight: This
past winter I often heard people say
that Great Gray Owls hunt by
sound, suggesting that they hunt
only by ear. Voles usually stay un-
der the snow so are detected by ear, but Great Grays also are
excellent visual hunters.

Head or Feet First Dives? Great Grays give the illusion of
diving face first into the snow to catch prey, but just before
hitting the snow they switch to feet first. The feet are folded
like a fist which helps them break through a snow crust.

Melanism: Great Gray Owls exhibit varying degrees of
melanism. Compare a typical individual in Figure 1 with the
darker bird in Figure 2. A bird along Halls Road in Whitby
in January and February 2005 was intermediate between the
two birds pictured here. An almost black individual was pho-
tographed last fall in Minnesota.
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Figure 2: Melanistic (darker) Great Gray Owl near
Newmarket, Ontario, 19 February 1996. Compare with
typical bird in Figure 1. Note darker plumage, dark area
between eyes, and larger “black knot” of white bowtie.
Photo by Albert Kuhnigk.

Concealment Posture: Greats Gray Owls rarely use a
sleeked upright “dead snag” posture in reaction to humans
that is typical of Long-eared Owls and to varying degrees in
other owls. However, one bird that roosted by day in a large
roadside spruce displayed a moderately sleeked posture and
further concealed itself by perching close to the tree’s trunk.

Human Disturbance: Some people expressed concern that
Great Gray Owls were being disturbed by people getting too
close to the owls. Peer pressure and gentle reminders kept
most enthusiastic people at a reasonable distance from the
owls. Actual problems were minor compared to the tremen-
dous conservation and education benefits gained by those
people, especially youngsters, who saw this exciting owl for
the first time. The real mortality
factor was collisions with vehicles.
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More Relative Abundance Maps

Andrew Couturier
Bird Studies Canada and Atlas Point Count Committee Member

Sitting down? You will want to be when you hear
about the phenomenal effort birders are making with
the Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas. Ontario’s atlas par-
ticipants have amassed more than 47,000 point counts
during the first four years of the project. With one
field season remaining, it is entirely possible that this
figure will climb to an incredible 60,000 by project’s
end. This impressive contribution is being carried out
above and beyond the core work of the first Ontario
Atlas, which was a precedent-setting volunteer effort
in its own right. Ontario Atlas participants can indeed
be very proud of their achievements to date. This final
year of the project represents an opportunity to fill
gaps in coverage, thus making the maps in the future
Atlas publication as robust and accurate as possible.
Point count data are being used to create maps of
relative abundance for many breeding birds of On-
tario. See Figure 2 on opposite page for some draft
examples. While the overall goal of the Atlas is to
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have 25 point counts per square, the Atlas Point Count
Committee has determined that for the purposes of
creating maps of relative abundance, squares should
have a minimum of 10 point counts conducted. Any and
all data collected will be useful for some purpose, but for
mapping relative abundance, 10 points is the minimum.
Squares achieving this minimum level of points so far are
illustrated in Figure 1. As you can see from the map, we
are well on our way to meeting this target in almost all of
southern Ontario and in many parts of the road-accessible
north.

The relative abundance maps, based on the point
counts, can give quite a different picture than the breeding
evidence maps. In the examples provided in Figure 2, no-
tice how the Savannah Sparrow, though widely distrib-
uted across the province according to the Breeding Evi-
dence map, shows its highest relative abundance along the
Hudson Bay coast. Although the Breeding Evidence maps
show that the Nashville Warbler is widespread in the
southern Canadian Shield, the relative abundance map
shows that it is most common in the Boreal Forest.

Once complete, the point count dataset will be the sin-
gle most important bird monitoring database in the prov-
ince, and will be mined by conservation scientists, stu-
dents, planners, and others for decades to come. Point
count locations can be revisited 20 years from now during
the third Ontario Atlas to determine if the population cen-
tres of birds have shifted as a result of land use pressures,
climate change, or other stressors. By being involved in
this effort, you are making an important contribution to
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Figure 1. Atlas squares with at least 10 point counts.

the understanding of bird populations, their distribution
and abundance, and ultimately to their conservation.

Thanks to everyone who has contributed point counts
to the Atlas. You are helping us get the big picture!

Savannah Sparrow carrying food to young at Windmill
Ranch on the Carden Alvar on 3 July 2004. Photo by
Jean Iron.
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Figure 2. Draft breeding evidence and relative abundance maps for three example species. Note the
radically different impression produced by the abundance maps as compared to the breeding evidence maps.
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Publication of the Atlas

Al Sandilands
Chair, Atlas Publication Committee

Planning for the new atlas has been underway since 2002
when the Publication Committee was struck. Since 2003,
the committee has met regularly to discuss what the con-
tents of the Atlas will be and what it should look like.

From the beginning, it was recognized that the format
and content of the first Atlas was excellent. So that was
our starting place and the objective was to see how we
could make it even better.

One of the first decisions concerned species that occur
only in northern Ontario. In the first Atlas, these were
relegated to the back of the book and had shorter species
accounts than those breeding in the south. In the second
Atlas, northern species will be given equal weight and
will appear in taxonomic order. Some of these species are
very interesting and Ontario supports a significant portion
of the global breeding population of certain species.

The contents of the book will be very similar to the
first Atlas. There will be an introduction followed by a
chapter on the biogeography of Ontario, a summary of
how the fieldwork was undertaken and the results were
analyzed, an overview of the results, and, of course, the
species accounts. The second atlas will be slightly longer
than the first, with approximately 700 pages.

For the most part, content of the species accounts will
be similar to the first Atlas, but with two major additions.
The completion of the second Atlas gives us the opportu-
nity to compare the distribution of species now to the
early 1980s. Each species account will have a section that
discusses trends in distribution and abundance.

Atlassers have completed thousands of point counts
during the second Atlas. This allows us to determine rela-
tive abundance of species within their range. A prelimi-
nary review of the abundance maps reveals many very
interesting patterns. Whereas the first Atlas mapped only
the distribution of species, this Atlas will map distribution
and abundance.

Not only will most species have two maps (for distri-
bution and abundance), but coloured photographs of each
species will be included. For most, there will also be a
photograph of the habitat, or other features relevant to the
species. In the last Atlas Newsletter, Nicole Kopysh iden-
tified the types of photos that we would like to receive
from atlassers. If you have photos that may be suitable for
publication in the Atlas, I urge you to contact the Atlas
office.

Select species will have four-page species accounts.
These are species that are of special interest, have much
known about them, have significantly changed in distri-
bution or abundance, or are Species at Risk.
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Organization of production of the Atlas is well ad-
vanced. Many people have volunteered to write species
accounts, and most species have a tentative author for
their account. Finalization of authors will occur in late
summer or early autumn. By September 2006, the Signifi-
cant Species Committee will have finalized all records
submitted on Rare Species/Colonial forms and the data-
base will be completed and made available to authors.
About a month later, the final maps will be made avail-
able to authors.

Authors will submit their first drafts of species ac-
counts in late 2006 to February 2007. Final editing will
occur from February to April 2007. Eleven editors will
review the first drafts of the species accounts. These edi-
tors are: waterfowl, Ken Abraham (with assistance from
Ken Ross); colonials and waterbirds, Chip Weseloh; rap-
tors, Ted Armstrong; shorebirds, Erica Nol; other non-
passerines, Al Sandilands; goatsuckers to flycatchers, Ron
Tozer; shrikes to wrens, Bill Crins; kinglets to waxwings,
Lyle Friesen; warblers, Don Sutherland; emberizids, car-
dinals, and finches, Jim Rising; and blackbirds, Mike
Cadman. Final editing will be complete by April 2007 and
proofs will be finalized in August 2007. Publication of the
Atlas is scheduled for September 2007.

As an example, the distribution and abundance maps
for the Savannah Sparrow are presented on page 11 in
Figure 2. To do them full justice, imagine that the two
maps take up an entire page, and that they are in colour.

The Publication Committee is committed to producing
a very high quality book that will reflect the dedication of
all the volunteers that collected the information that made
it possible. Thanks to all of you for your hard work and
effort!

Young Horned Lark on 19 June 2003 north of the Swan
River along the coast of James Bay. Photo by Mark
Peck.
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Late Season Atlassing
Mike Cadman

July and early August are key times for atlassing, espe-
cially in this final year of the Atlas.

Most birds, in particular neotropical migrants, are
most active singing and nest building in late May and
early June, so that’s the best time to maximize your spe-
cies count and find elusive birds. But some birds breed
later than other species, and quite a few others have more
than one brood or will re-nest following an unsuccessful
first nesting attempt, so may still be involved in rearing
young through much of July and into August. So when it
comes to confirming breeding, late season is the way to
go. And, as this is your last chance to record breeding
evidence during this atlas, we’re hoping atlassers will
keep on atlassing into the later part of summer. You can
obtain guidelines for breeding season dates for each spe-
cies in your area from Atlas Regional/Square Summary
Sheets on the Atlas web page:

http://www.birdsontario.org/atlas/viewresults.jsp
Armed with this information, you’re all set to make some
late season visits.

Atlassing in July and August is different from earlier
in the year. Instead of the relatively frenzied activity of
June, when every minute counts, atlassing in July and
August is more relaxed, contemplative, and compara-
tively bug free! Song is much diminished, but that is am-
ply compensated for by the increased visibility of both
adults and young. Family groups are everywhere, espe-
cially in open habitats, wetlands and forest edges. The
young are large enough that they make a lot of noise de-
manding food, and that can make the confirming of
breeding relatively simple. There’s special delight in tip-
toeing through the scrub trying to find a noisy young bird,
then waiting to see who arrives to feed it.

Pishing works especially well when birds have young.
Late in the season, birds will often pop up with food in
their bill when you pish. Carrying food for young is a
confirmed breeding category for the atlas. Some ground-
or low-nesting species will break into a distraction dis-
play if you happen to pish near their nest or young. I’ve
had Chestnut-sided and Black-and-white Warblers do
elaborate broken wing-type displays right around my feet.

Confirming breeding for a species in a square is
hugely satisfying. You’re proving that the species actu-
ally does breed in that square, which makes the record of
greater significance. At the same time, it’s challenging
and enjoyable. The challenge is fairly obvious in that
birds still go to some lengths to make it hard for you to
see them well, especially the young, and the young are
cryptic and often difficult to identify on their own. But
the enjoyment of taking the extra time to watch and as-
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sess the behaviour of the birds as they feed and protect
their young connects you to the birds in a way that other
birding doesn’t.

Of course, caution is required, especially in August,
because some species migrate early and birds may appear
in your square though they bred hundreds of kilometers
further north. If the species isn’t known to breed in your
area, and you haven’t previously recorded breeding evi-
dence in the square, then it’s safest not to record that spe-
cies if you find it in August. If you find compelling evi-
dence that the bird did actually breed in that square, re-
cord what you find.

The general rule is that you should stick closely to the
atlas codes. FY stands for Fledged Young, but to be
safely counted for the atlas, the Fledged Young should be
incapable of sustained flight. In the case of birds such as
swallows, which often line up along wires, if you find one
or two family groups (with visibly young birds — some
downy feathers, etc.) of Barn Swallows adjacent to a
barn, it’s safe to count them as FY. But by the time large
groups of swallows start to gather, they may well be mi-
grating birds, so it would be best not to count them as FY.

So have fun in this final field season of the atlas and
keep going as long as you can. You can have a well de-
served rest later!

Sandhill Crane chick on 16 June 2003 north of
the Swan River along the coast of James Bay.
Photo by Mark Peck.
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2004 FINANCIAL STATEMENT
Balance Sheet 31 December 2004

ASSETS LIABILITIES

2004 2003 2004 2003
Cash in Bank $12,033 $17,468 Deferred Membership Dues $17,288 $13,490
RBC T-Bill (Mutual Funds) 0 37,602  Members' Equity
Ontario Savings Bonds 45,000 0  Balance beginning of Year 45,446 37,542
Convention Deposit 450 500  Net Income for Year (232) 7,904
Accounts Receivable 4,424 3,366 Balance end of Year 45,214 45,446
Accrued Interest 595 0
TOTAL $62,502 $58,936 TOTAL $62,502 $58,936

INCOME and EXPENSE STATEMENT
Year Ended 31 December 2004

INCOME EXPENSES
2004 2003 2004 2003
Membership Dues $24,330 $22,710  Printing and Mailing
Donations 6,873 6,418 - Journal Ontario Birds $24,006 $21,224
Annual Convention (Net) (575) 998 - Newsletter OFO News 7,840 5,870
Baillie Birdathon 2,647 2,792 Liability Insurance 2,095 2,090
Advertisements 8,050 7,825 Field Trips 1,315 2,334
Sale of Merchandise 2,770 2,441 Purchase of Merchandise 1,444 796
Interest 872 731 Administration 5,012 2,820
Sale of Publications 349 282 Awards 574 134
GST Rebate 3,349 2,725  Stationery and Printing 4,578 2,511
OFO Website and Ontbirds 1,033 649
Equipment Laser Printer 0 590
Donation (Thickson's
Woods Land Trust) 1,000 0
Total Expenses 48,897 39,018
Net Income for Year 232 7.904
TOTAL $48,665 $46,922 TOTAL $48,665 $46,922
Ukt ) SK .
Christopher J,Esc#tl Eileen B. Bedgan
President Treasurer

| have examined the 2004 Financial Statements of Ontario Field Ornithologists and reviewed supporting documentation and
information supplied by the Treasurer to the extent | deemed necessary.

In my opinion, these Financial Statements accurately reflect the financial position of the organization as at December 31,
2004 and the results of its operations for the year then ended.

Donald E. Burton, Auditor
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OFO is a registered charity. Donors receive a tax receipt for donations
over $10. Donations are an important source of revenue for OFO. They
support our publications, Ontario Birds in colour and OFO News, Ont-
birds, the OFO website, field trips, and other services to birders. We are
grateful to the following members for their generosity in 2004.
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John Geale
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Jeanne Halet-Syms
Robert & Linda Hansen
Ross Harris
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Theo Hofmann

The Hazel Bradley Investment Corp
David Hussell (Gift-Thunder Bay
Bird Observatory)

Ross James

Colin D. Jones

Ian Jeffrey

Janet Kellan

Ivars Kops

Robert Kortright

Terry Land

Mary LeFeuvre

Joyce Lechasseur

Dan Lee

Dennis and Gwen Lewington
Anthony Lisanti

Don Lloyd

Jess MacKenzie & Ernest Tate
Barbara & Andrew Malcolm
Barbara & Bill Mann
Raymond Marentette

David Martin

James McAllister

Jon McCracken

Elizabeth McFarlane
Sheldon McGregor

Vicki McKay & Brett Groves
Elizabeth Mihalj

John Miles

Anatol & Kasandra Monid
Frank Morley

Thomas S. Parsons

Jean & Doug Paton

Richard Pope

Paul D. Pratt

Rayfield Pye

George Redburn

James D. Rising

Chris Risley

Michael Runtz

Robert Sachs

Allan Sandilands

Leola & Keith Sealy
Malcolm & Meredith Silver
Paul & Anna-Marie Smith
Rosemary Smith

Anne & Marvin Smout
John Sparling

Annette Van Niejenhuis
George Stirrett-Wood
David Sutton

David & Laura Wang

Peter Webb

Charles Whitelaw

Glen Wood

Irene Woods

Valerie Jacobs & Doug Woods
Terry Wurdemann

Kenneth Wyllie

Arlene & Dennis Young

In Memory

OFO received special donations in fond memory of John Poon.
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Future OFO Field Trips

Dave Milsom, Coordinator
Phone: 905-857-2235
Email: milsomdave@hotmail.com
Check trip details on the OFO website: www.ofo.ca

August 6 (Saturday) Rock Point Provincial Park and East-
ern Lake Erie Shore

Leader: Willie D’Anna. Meet 8 a.m. at entrance to Rock Point
Provincial Park near entry kiosk. Park entrance fee.

Directions: From the west on Highway 3, drive into Dunnville.
Where Highway 3 curves left, continue straight on Main Street,
staying along the river. When you reach the bridge that crosses
the river, do not cross the bridge but continue straight onto
County Road 3 eastbound. Go through Stromness and turn right
onto Rymer Road, about 8 km from the bridge in Dunnville.
Take the first left onto Downy Road. At next intersection turn
right. Park entrance comes up shortly on your left. From the
east on Highway 3, drive into Dunnville and turn left onto
Inman Road. Turn right onto the next road, Mumby Road. Fol-
low this to County Road 3 and turn left. Follow directions from
bridge in Dunnville above. Shorebirds and early fall migrants.

August 14 (Sunday) Durham Region and Lake Ontario
Marshes

Leader: Rayfield Pye. Meet 7:30 a.m. at Lynde Shores Con-
servation Area parking lot on Victoria Street in Whitby. Exit
Hwy 401 at Brock Street (Exit 410). Turn left (south) onto
Brock Street. Turn right (west) onto Victoria. Continue 2.5 km
to Lynde Shores Conservation Area on the south side. Visits to
Cranberry Marsh, Oshawa Second Marsh, Corner Marsh and
Frenchman’s Bay. Early fall migrant warblers, vireos, flycatch-
ers, shorebirds and butterflies.

August 21 (Sunday) Palgrave, Tottenham, Schomberg
Leader: Dave Milsom. Meet 8 a.m. on Patterson Sideroad just
off County Road 50 in Palgrave to visit Palgrave Conservation
Area, Tottenham area sod farms and the Schomberg sewage
lagoons. Early fall migrants and shorebirds.

September 18 (Sunday) Presqu’ile Provincial Park
Leaders: Don and Ian Shanahan. Meet 8 a.m. at Owen Point
Trail (formerly Beach 4) parking lot. Park entrance fee. Fall
migrants, shorebirds, hawks.

October 8 (Saturday) Hamilton, Burlington and Vicinity
Leader: Tom Thomas. Meet 8:00 a.m. in Hutch’s Restaurant
parking lot at Van Wagners Beach on Lake Ontario in Hamil-
ton. From Niagara on QEW, exit Centennial Parkway, turn left
onto North Service Road and follow to Van Wagners Beach
Road. Continue to Hutch’s Restaurant. From Toronto on QEW,
exit Woodward Avenue, turn right at lights, then right at next
lights, go under bridge, turn right onto Van Wagners Beach
Road, and continue to Hutch’s Restaurant. Jaegers, gulls, shore-
birds, fall migrants.

October 22 (Saturday) Hawk CIiff and Area.

Leaders: Pete Read and Ian Platt. Meet 9:30 a.m. From Hwy
401 interchange 177, take Hwy 4 south through west St. Tho-
mas until it becomes Sunset Drive. Continue about 8 km to
Union. Turn east onto County Road 27, Sparta Line Road. Go
east one road, about 3 km, to County Road 22 (Fairview Road).
Head south. The second road south is County Road 24, (Dexter
Line) and you will meet a stop sign. Looking south you will see
the sign for Hawk Cliff. Continue south on the dirt road to lake.
Park along road allowance. Hawks, waterfowl, gulls and late
migrants.
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Turkey Population Catapulting

Ron Pittaway

The Eastern Wild Turkey (Meleagris gallopavo silvestris) was
extirpated from southern Ontario about 1902 (Clarke 1948). The
current successful reintroduction program began in 1984. Now
the population is catapulting beyond all expectations. In 2000
there were 35,000 Wild Turkeys in Ontario (Bellamy 2000). By
2005 the population had more than doubled to over 80,000 birds
despite an estimated hunter kill of 8,245 in 2004 (MNR Fact
Sheet). Turkeys continue to increase and spread. What might be
the effects?

Northern Range Limit: Historically turkeys occurred mainly in
southwestern Ontario (Clarke 1948). They are now common well
north of their former range in parts of central and eastern Ontario
with records north to Algonquin Park. An isolated population
near Sudbury survives in winter primarily on clovers, asters,
goldenrods and the fertile fronds of Sensitive Fern (Nguyen et al.
2004), indicating that turkeys can continue to spread northward.

Do Turkeys Eat Ground Nesting Birds? Turkeys are omnivores
and opportunists (Eaton 1992). I recently watched a flock of tur-
keys, lined up side-by-side, advancing across a field. They
scratched the ground like chickens, pecking and eating plants,
invertebrates, and probably small vertebrates. Declining ground
nesting birds are vulnerable to cats, foxes, raccoons, skunks,
squirrels, crows, and possibly to increasing numbers of turkeys.

Farm Pest: One reason for the increasing populations of turkeys
is agricultural crops. Some farmers are complaining that turkeys
are eating and damaging crops. The problem will worsen.

Urban Areas: Turkeys are spreading into conservation areas and
large urban green spaces as in Ottawa. They may even spread to
Toronto’s ravines, High Park and the Toronto Islands. Turkeys
will wander into neighbourhoods, particularly in winter, looking
for bird feeders. Their droppings are a nuisance (Bennett 1994).

Road Hazard: A few years ago my car almost hit a low flying
adult male turkey and I have seen several road-killed turkeys.

Because of a turkey’s large size and weight, collisions could
cause serious accidents, injuries and loss of lives.

Species At Risk: In sensitive areas such as Pelee Island in Lake
Erie, naturalists fear that large turkey populations could affect
salamanders, a regular food item of turkeys (Eaton 1992).
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