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Now, a lot of what I do, or sort of my main focus, is creating productive space for species at risk in 
Pinery. 
I hope that what I can do today is convince you that, of all the threats that face wild birds today, 
habitat loss is by far the most pressing, and that by taking on a project like the Habitat Stewardship 
Program , we understand that we are really trying to do what’s best for the birds in our area. 
However, I’d like to also convince you of the seriousness of what we need to do, even though Pinery is 
a protected area, there is still much we must do to make sure it can continue to support species at risk. 
While I go through this presentation today, I want you all to think about what changes could be made 
in what you do, what you buy, how you may manage your property – and think about the impact that 
might have on the birds in our area. 
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- Field notes of A.W. Schorger

Because it can be so easy to forget the kind of influence small but cumulative actions can have. 
Its in our nature to believe somethings are certain, but the past provides many examples to prove why 
we shouldn’t.
The best example of this are the Passenger Pigeons that were once so numerous in our area that they 
would actually block the sun with their passage.
This account describes the movement of Passenger Pigeons along Lake Huron around Goderich 
sometime, likely in the spring of 1829. Flocks of these birds were that were so massive and would fly 
so low that the birds could be effectively hunted with not only pistols and rifles, but simply with very 
long poles. 
This species, one that was synonymous with plenty and arguably the most abundant bird species on 
the continent at one point, was brought to extinction in part by active exploitation. The cumulative 
acts of people at the time, whether in the form of unmanaged hunting or the protection of grain crops 
ultimately resulted In the extirpation of this species from the province in the early 1890’s and it’s 
global extinction soon after in 1914. 
However, widespread habitat loss also played a part in the Passenger Pigeon's demise and continues 
to threaten to our bird species today. 
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In our part of the world, we are no strangers to habitat loss through land use change.
Much of our region was forested pre-European settlement, likely covered in a mixed of old growth 
forests, coastal dunes, savanna, meadows, and prairie.
But of course, very little of that pristine environment persists today. The colour of the landscape has 
transitioned from a forest green to, and I actually took a clip of this image and fed it into a program 
that returns the colour and it suggested, “soybean”, in all but a few fragmented parcels of natural 
area. 
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In Pinery, this rare strip of green along the Lake Huron coast – we can perhaps, begin to appreciate 
what this area once looked like. 
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The park and the surrounding forested areas represent the unique biodiversity that our area once 
hosted, and how close we came to losing even this.
The same sandy soil which supports Pinery’s diverse ecological community is ultimately what saved 
the park from complete development. 
Though, the soil is adept at growing poison ivy, it was deemed unsuitable for growing field crops, and 
given the farming priorities of the early European settlers of the area, the area of the park was left 
intact. 
However, much of the surrounding area provides some of the best farmland in Lambton County 
especially the former Thedford Bog after the completion of the Ausable Cut. This expansive wetland 
was drained, leaving an unknowable impact on the species that lived in the area.
It is a testament however to how far we’ve come though, as we now realize that an area saved simply 
because it was seen as invaluable is in fact one of the most important and unique stretches of land 
globally.
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Significance of Carolinian Forest
Firstly, Pinery houses some of the most northernly sections of the Carolinian Forest. Stretching from 
here down to the Carolinas, this forest is dominated by broad-leafed trees - largely oaks - but also very 
characteristic species not well represented across the province including tulip trees and sassafras. 
The Carolinian covers only one quarter of a percent of Canada’s area but houses more species at risk 
than any other area of the country. Nearly 50% of federally listed species at risk are found here.
It is also the most developed region of Ontario, not only does it hold much of the best and most fertile 
farmland, but it also houses a quarter of Canada’s population. 
As we’ve seen, very few of these extensive wooded areas remain, forest cover has been reduced to 
less than 11% and wetland in the area has been reduced to 5%. 
Much has become fragmented into smaller woodlots in agriculturally unsuitable areas that are not 
large enough to provide the space needed for species at risk. 
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Significance of The Oak Savanna
In addition to the Carolinian Forest, Pinery is also home to the Oak Savanna. The Savanna is an open 
habitat characterized by scattered oak trees and an understory dominated by grasses, forbs and small 
shrub. 
Savanna like this, used to cover over 11 million hectares of North America which is roughly the size of 
Virginia, or to be a good Canadian, twice the size of Nova Scotia. Now only 1% of this globally 
significant habitat remains.
Given the open nature of savanna, it’s not surprising that this habitat has the highest ratio of 
conversion vs. protection of any terrestrial landscape. Containing few trees naturally, savanna was 
quickly turned to farmland. Only very small fragments remain in our area today, largely on the 
coastlines of Lake Erie and Lake Huron. 
Savannas fall within the successional continuum between grassland and forest and require some 
disturbance to be maintained. 
Periodic fires are an important source of this disturbance, and the suppression of fire has limited the 
potential recovery of the Savanna in our area.  Also, remediation efforts often focus only on creating 
forest, ignoring important intermediaries like the Savanna. 
Combined, existing Savannas are threatened by development, and the creation of new Savanna is 
exceedingly rare. 
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ENDANGERED THREATENED SPECIAL CONCERN

Habitat and Species at Risk
Land use change in the area ultimately leaves little space for birds that rely on the Carolinian Forest, 
the Oak Savanna, and the wetlands and other features present within. 
As a result, many local species have been classified as species at risk and continue to persist here 
where limited stretches of suitable habitat remain. 
The species at risk classification spans from Special Concern for a species like the Bald Eagle, whose 
population may decline in the future considering existing threats. 
A Threatened classification suggests that the species is likely to become endangered without help and 
Eastern Whip-poor-will falls into this category. 
One step up (or down) is Endangered, which as in the case of the Red-headed woodpecker indicates a 
species is facing imminent extirpation from the province.
No matter the classification, all Species at risk highlight the threats posed to birds in our region and 
represent the fate that may befall other species if we don’t actively help their recovery. 
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You may think that part of the reason Pinery has so many species at risk is since we are in the far south 
of Canada. 
Though this is true in part, many of these species are at risk across their range and declining across all 
populations.
However, decline often starts from the outside in, and Pinery sits at the frontline. 
Given the unique position of Pinery in protecting some of Canada’s most imperiled birds, a review of  
some of their stories is valuable to understanding the threats these species face.
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Red-headed Woodpecker
Melanerpes erythrocephalus

Red-headed Woodpecker
So, let’s start with a species near and dear to my own work at Pinery – the Red-headed woodpecker.
Sometimes described as a “flying checkerboard”, the Red-headed Woodpecker is a blue jay sized 
woodpecker with white body plumage and wing patches and black on its back, wings, and tail. An 
entirely crimson red head gives this species its name. Both sexes of this species seen here are visually 
indistinguishable.
This woodpecker often winters in the United States, moving to locations where it can find sufficient 
acorns and beechnuts to eat. A few of these birds will stay the winter in our local woodlands if there 
are an adequate supplies of nuts.
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This search for food is part of what makes this species unique. 
It’s very opportunistic, it feeds largely on insects, reportedly up to 600 per hour are captured on the 
wing during the summer and it transitions into a diet that is comprised mostly of hard seeds and nuts 
to sustain itself through the winter. 
Woodpecker togues are strange, and far beyond the scope of this presentation. But just so you 
understand how weird, most woodpecker tongues are actually barbed and used for impaling wood 
boring insect larva. But the tongue of the red-headed woodpecker is actually kind of hairy, which 
possibly reflects its very diverse diet.  
It’s also 1 of only 4 woodpecker species that commonly stores food, and only woodpecker known to 
cover this stored food with pieces of wood or bark. 
Like most other woodpeckers though, Red-headeds are primary excavators, which create cavities for 
animals like bats, flying squirrels, tree frogs and other species of birds.
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This species is regarded as a signal of the health of the oak savanna. In fact, in a comparative study of 
space use by a community of birds, the Red-headed woodpecker is the only species where its 
abundance is significantly higher in Savanna. 
These savannas offer both open spaces for foraging but also large dead oaks, that are needed for 
nesting and perching. 
However, we’ve seen that the Oak Savanna is incredibly limited, and with the loss of habitat in our 
area, Red-headeds are in trouble. So much so in fact that the species has been recently reclassified as 
Endangered in Ontario. 

12



Troubles
This species has always been prone to population fluctuations, the population increased due the death 
of chestnuts and elms that provided nesting space in the early 20th century and declined as these 
trees inevitably fell and were not replaced. 
The decline of mast trees by vectored pathogens like beech bark disease and oak wilt have also taken 
their toll and may limit the species ability to feed itself through the winter. 
Some other issues this species faces includes: 
The removal of snags (another term for dead standing trees), fewer new snags and oak savanna due to 
fire suppression, increased road mortality, and competition for nesting space with introduced species. 
As a result, what were seeing now is a measurable range contraction, with Red-headeds retreating 
towards the core of their range, an area where declines are also being documented. 
In Ontario, the Red-headed Woodpecker population has declined by 60% over the last twenty years 
and appears steady. 
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Successes 
However, there are some ways we may be able to combat this decline locally. 
Red-headed woodpeckers are well known opportunists for nesting sites, reports from the plains 
suggest they will use hydro poles, fenceposts, and even the hubs of old spoked wooden wheels as 
nesting sites.
Elsewhere however, Red-headeds are notorious for refusing nestboxes, but perhaps that is just a 
failure in design or even location?
Part of our Habitat Stewardship Program here in the park is to try and design nestboxes that 
woodpeckers will use and lift them into trees at a height that woodpeckers typically nest at.
We haven’t had much success so far – which suggests that perhaps our best tact is to focus on the 
creation of habitat outright.
The most effective way to so this is through the use of prescribed burns which will keep our Savanna 
healthy. We hope that by setting these fires we may continue to provide the space Red-headeds need 
to breed in Pinery. 
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Future
This population appears stable within the park and young like this on the left are still hatching each 
year, but this species will soon be under even more pressure from new threats. 
Climate change will be increasingly hazardous for this species. Red-bellied woodpeckers, pictured on 
the right, are functionally similar and immigrating into our area from the South and compete for 
remaining nest sites. 
The spread of tree diseases most notably Oak Wilt present the greatest looming threat to the survival 
of Red-headed Woodpeckers. Though we may actually see a short-term increase in the population, the 
spread of tree disease ultimately limits the nesting opportunities for woodpeckers as the trees 
inevitably fall down.  
The absence of this species during the last few winters in the area shows how closely linked the 
presence of this species is to the health of the oak savanna which may no longer provide enough seed 
crop.
There is hope though, Red-headeds are adaptable, we just have to find ways to accommodate them. 
Local open spaces like golf courses can partly sustain this species if dead trees are permitted to stay 
standing.
Clearly this species has shown resiliency to changes over time and suggests if given the chance, it may 
be able to rebound quickly again. However, some species at risk require a more hands-on approach. 
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Wild Turkey
Meleagris gallopavo

Wild Turkey
It’s hard to believe now that in a review of local species at risk we would discuss the Wild turkey.
At 20-30 pounds and four feet tall, this is North America largest native Galliform, or chicken-like bird. 
Toms like this one here put on fantastic displays during the breeding season.
Often a pair of males will travel together during breeding, typically an older Tom and a young 
inexperienced Jake whose purpose is to actually make the Tom look better to Hens by direct 
comparison.
After breeding, Hens may have as many as 4-17 offspring per year, who are mobile from birth and 
follow her around until they are able to fend for themselves.
Turkeys can fly, though they are not great at it, and I've been spooked by many crashing their way 
through the forest. 
These birds and their characteristic gobbles are common throughout Pinery, but years ago that was 
not the case. 
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Troubles
The Wild turkey was completed extirpated from Ontario in 1909 largely due to the loss of woodland 
habitat and through unregulated hunting.
The last of these original Ontarian turkeys was seen near Aurora, and for more than seventy years the 
woodlands of Ontario were completely devoid of gobbles. 
In 1984, OMNR lead the reintroduction of turkeys into Ontario, bringing in seventy-four birds from 
Michigan and Missouri. Since then, there have been many more reintroductions.
In total, approximately forty-four hundred wild turkeys were released at 275 sites across the province 
as part of the release program. Three years after the initial reintroduction, the first legal turkey hunt 
was launched.
Reintroduction of the turkey was halted in 2005 as we recognized that the population was not only self 
sustaining, but actually increasing. 
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Successes
Due to the clearing of land for agriculture, it’s possible that the range of turkey in the province is now 
larger than it was historically. Crops provide a source of food at a such level that may support a 
potentially unnatural density of turkeys.
Also, milder climate conditions may also promote the range expansion of this species, some winter 
mortality has been documented in more northernly regions of the province but not enough to offset 
the population increase. 
As of 2007, the provincial turkey population estimate was 70,000 turkeys and thanks to closely 
monitored turkey hunts, it’s been increasing ever since, 
that being said, the Wild Turkey is no longer a species at risk. 
This is especially good news in Pinery, as turkeys are a primary predator of ticks, and may eat upwards 
of 200 a day. 
The successful reintroduction of the turkey is hailed as one of the greatest conservation success stories 
and the future of the turkey in our area seems stable without any further intervention.
Most species at risk though have more specific habitat needs, aren’t easily moved from place to place, 
or have deeply understudied and unknown biology. 
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Eastern Whip-poor-will
Antrostomus vociferus

Eastern Whip-poor-will

One great example is the Eastern Whip-poor-will. You’d be forgiven for never seeing this species 
before, it’s a jay sized bird with a relatively stout bill and long wings. Only males, like this one here are 
marked with white on their neck, wings, and tail. Most active around dawn and dusk, Whip-poor-wills 
feed exclusively on insects, mainly large moths including sphinx and silkworm moths. You may be 
familiar with this species characteristically loud and low frequency “WHIPpooraWHeel” vocalization 
which may be repeated throughout moonlit nights.  I’ve also heard them make soft, almost chicken 
like clucks, especially if found during the day. I’ve found this species throughout Pinery, especially in 
open and often shrubless sandy areas of the oak savanna.  It seems to really only avoid places that are 
dominated by dense stands of coniferous trees, mostly in the park's north end.  You may be thinking 
though – Justin, you just said we don’t know much about this species – but it sounds like we actually 
know quite a bit. 
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Troubles
Well, we do, and we don’t, we know what the threats are to this species for instance, but we really 
don’t know their relative importance. 
Like many species at risk, the threats facing the Eastern Whip-poor-will are many.
We know that food availability is important of course, and the decline of insects and insect habitat is 
certainly a concern. 
Broad-spectrum insecticides for instance if haphazardly or irresponsibly applied can suppress insect 
populations. 
Wetlands are important foraging habitat for the Eastern Whip-poor-will and host an abundance of 
insect prey. As these wetlands are drained or the land changed, the insects that were once available 
are inaccessible to Whip-poor-wills. 
Open habitats including the Oak Savanna are also important foraging spaces but are also primary 
nesting habitat for Eastern Whip-poor-wills. As I mentioned before, without proper maintenance, 
Savanna will be degraded and eventually become dense with vegetation making it unsuitable for 
Whip-poor-wills. 
Also of concern is this species’ ability to bounce back from such declines. This species lays only one 
clutch of two eggs per year in Ontario, meaning for a Whip-poor-will pair to successfully grow the 
population, they must survive to reproduce twice. This may be difficult given increasing road mortality 
and the threat posed by feral cats, especially in our densely populated region. 
Now, for the greatest unknowns. Many of the values I’ve given you so far to describe the population 
trends of these species at risk come from the Breeding Bird Survey, which has difficulty monitoring 
birds that are mostly active at night.
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Successes
But advances in acoustic monitoring and dedicated nighttime roadside surveys are now being used to 
monitor these species.
As part of the Habitat Stewardship Program, we have been using both techniques to measure local 
changes in the park’s Whip-poor-will population.
This is how we now know both where all the Eastern Whip-poor-will in the park are and can also 
model the population status of Whip-poor-wills over time. 
This year's population modelling has actually shown a small decline from years past, but overall, the 
park’s Whip-poor-will population has been growing steadily over the last decade by about 3% per year.
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Successes
The results of the Eastern Whip-poor-will survey indicated that the areas dominated by pines are 
where we’re observing point level Whip-poor-will declines.
With this kind of fine scale monitoring, we can pinpoint ideal locations for stewardship projects. Here 
for example are some pines, that used to be growing around the Group Camps.
Earlier this fall, Ethan, pictured here, cleared out a lot of the pines that were choking out the Oak 
Savanna, on the right you can see the results of his work. We’re hopeful that these stewardship 
actions spaced out at specific locations through the park will create the space Whip-poor-will need to 
successfully breed year over year. 
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Future
For all the success we’ve seen within the park however, the story outside is much more ominous. 
This roadside data from across the province indicates that the population of Whip-poor-will may be 
declining by as much 5.5% per year, with declines most apparent in the south.
Due to this decline, the Eastern Whip-poor-will is currently classified as a Threatened species in 
Ontario
Eastern Whip-poor-wills used to cover this entire region of the province, but now as you can see, they 
are limited to a few remaining areas
Pinery is one of those holdouts for Whip-poor-will in our area and may a unique role to play in the 
species recovery locally.
The park may act as a source population and if surrounding habitat is restored and could permit 
Eastern Whip-poor-will local settlement and range expansion outside the park.
What’s important to note here the value of accurate population monitoring, without this some 
stewardship actions may be unwarranted
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Hooded Warbler
Setophaga citrina

Hooded Warbler

Take the Hooded Warbler for example. This is a larger than average warbler with bright yellow below 
and drab olive above. Males like this one, have a completely black namesake hood whereas the hood 
of females is present but incomplete. Their relatively long tail is marked with two white spots which 
can be seen when the bird is aggravated or foraging for insects. It is most often found in dense 
deciduous forests often in areas with prevalent spicebush, sassafras, and viburnum. This species is a 
regular breeder across the park’s south end particularly at Nipissing Trail and is occasionally seen at 
Riverside Trail. Though we know much about this species activity now, it’s remained a mystery until 
relatively recentlyThe first Ontario Hooded Warbler specimen was collected in in the late 1870’s 
meaning it escaped documentation in our area for a while, relatively speaking. Originally believed to 
be a one-off vagrant, it was speculated that this species was a summer resident in the early 1930’s. As 
of 1988, Hooded warblers were known to breed across many southern counties of Ontario, with the 
highest densities in Norfolk and Haldimand. In this same year, 4-5 pairs are believed to have been 
breeding in Lambton County. 
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Troubles
Hooded Warblers are often a victim of nest parasitism by Brown-headed Cowbirds, an obligate brood 
parasite that lays it’s eggs in other songbird’s nest to be raised by that host species. 
Cowbirds spread to Ontario with the clearing of the land for agriculture sometime in the 1870’s and 
have been an issue for the naïve species of the Carolinian Forest ever since. 
It’s likely that this brood parasitism combined with habitat fragmentation had some impact on the 
breeding population of this species. 
However, the greatest difficulty that faced this species appeared to be artificial and a lack of 
monitoring or understanding what was really going on in the population is what initially lead to its 
classification as a species at risk. 
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Successes
Though very little was known about this species at the outset, what we know now paints a much 
different picture. 
Southern Ontario represents the northern end of the Hooded Warbler’s range, meaning that at any 
time it was likely rare in the province. 
It’s very possible that what we have actually observed is just the gradual settlement of the species in 
the province as we now know the population is increasing not only in Ontario, but elsewhere such as 
New York which may be acting as a possible source population for this species.
And this is not surprising - although preferring larger tracts of forest, Hooded Warblers will occupy any 
patch of developing shrubby forest. 
As of 2012 this species is no longer a Species At Risk in Ontario
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Future
The northward expansion of Hooded Warblers may be due in part to climate change, as conditions up 
here become more similar to those further south, the move up north just makes sense
In our region, this species will probably continue to expand its range. It first appeared infrequently in 
Pinery years ago and may still require some larger tracts of forests to maintain this species in the 
future.
As a migrant however, much like the Eastern Whip-poor-will, there is a whole other life these birds live 
that we must consider. It may sound strange, but these are really tropical species that are only 
stopping in at Pinery, and most of their lives are spent outside our region. 
In protecting species at risk, we must consider issues at both ends of their route.
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Cerulean Warbler
Setophaga cerulea

Cerulean Warbler 
Consider the Cerulean warbler, a smallish warbler found at the very tops of the tallest deciduous trees.
The males of this species are a unique, almost metallic blue colour, with dark markings in theirs face, 
chest, and wings. 
Females are comparatively drab but still marked with blue-green patches. 
Associated with the large oaks, tulips trees, and hickories in southern Ontario, this species core range 
in the province is in around the Kingston, and Frontenac County. 
However, Pinery and our surrounding areas represent remaining holdouts outside of this core range.
The core range supports an estimated breeding 500 pairs, whereas our local subpopulation which 

includes the park’s warblers, supports an additional 80 pairs. 
This species has always been rare and localized in our area of the province, but now is largely 
restricted to the remaining tracts of forest within Pinery, the Lambton County Heritage Forest, and 
sections of the ausable river valley that are still forested.
It’s association to rivers is well documented, and the Cerulean warbler is an important indicator 
species of wet old growth forest and river health throughout it’s range in the Midwest. 
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Troubles
This remaining distribution of Cerulean Warblers in our area reflects its greatest threat, again habitat 
loss. 
This species is highly sensitive to fragmentation - scattered woodlots remaining on farmland is of no 
value to this species.
As a result, the Cerulean Warbler is currently in one of the most dramatic declines of all warbler 
species, though dropping fast, this species is currently Threatened in Ontario. 
Significant declines have been reported across North America, not just in Ontario but also in the 
species’ core range where the decline is even more drastic. 
The fact that the decline persists within the core suggests that the entire species is unlikely to recover 
without help.
The most distressing issue however and often overlooked is habitat loss in this species’ wintering 
range. 
Unlike the other species we’ve reviewed, this species is a long-distance migrant that winters in the 
Andean foothills.
The foothills are one of the most intensely logged areas of South America, and it's likely that many of 
the Cerulean Warblers that leave the park in the fall will not return in the spring. 
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Future
It’s future in the province is uncertain and unfortunately, not much is happening, 
There is funding available for the creation of habitat (including through the Habitat Stewardship 
Program) and Birds Canada has committed to a more targeted monitoring program to develop 
effective best management practices, but the biggest issue remains unchecked. 
There is very little we can do to make a sweeping effective change for this species, our only option is to 
encourage reproductive success locally and hopefully offset the annual decline.
Interestingly the vegetative structure of Pinery could provide a unique role in the recovery of this 
species, 
Male Cerulean Warblers may rely on late leafing trees like bitternut hickory and oaks as singing posts. 
Singing from late leafing trees means that Cerulean Warblers are still able to feed on early emerging 
caterpillars while their songs carry further through the forest, potentially securing a mate earlier and 
nesting before leaf out provides cover to hide their offspring.
Given the unbroken stretch of Oak Savanna and the proximity to the channel, Pinery may ultimately 
provide a final refugia for Cerulean Warblers in our region. 
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Bald Eagle
Haliaeetus leucocephalus

Bald Eagle
However, one species that has finally solidified its place in our region in the Bald Eagle. 
This is a large raptor with very broad wings, so broad in fact that I often like to call them flying 
rectangles.
Adults have dark brown bodies, white heads and tails with bright yellow talons and bills. 
Juvenile birds are mottled brown with varying amounts of white streaking, it takes four years for these 
immature birds to gain their adult plumage. 
This species is associated with water and is often found near lakes, rivers and streams and largely 
avoids developed areas. They feed mostly on fish or on scavenged carrion. 
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Troubles
The decline of eagles came in two distinct parts, the first came with the clearing of the land by 
European colonists in the early 1800’s who removed wetlands and directly targeted eagles which were 
believed to attack livestock.
In the early 20th century, the Bald Eagle population was still quite dense at the lake Erie shoreline, 
with a nest estimated every mile between Port Stanley and Point Peele. However, their numbers were 
declining quickly. 
By 1930 Long Point was the only dependable location to see them and by 1960 there may have been 
three pairs remaining in southwestern Ontario. 
The cause of this second decline was DDT an organochoride insecticide that accumulated in the 
environment. The compound was ingested by fish that were ultimately consumed by eagles. 
DDT accumulation greatly impacted the reproductive success of these raptors by softening the shells 
of their eggs. By 1970, the estimated recruitment in Ontario or new offspring produced by the 
population, was approximately 10 individuals per year.
After the banning of DDT, the population of Eagles in southern Ontario began to rebound, though 
slowly at first. 
As recently as 1991, OMNR reported only 11 active eagle nests in southwestern Ontario
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Successes
But now Eagles have largely rebounded as they can now raise their offspring successfully. 
Currently the Bald Eagle is a species of special concern in Ontario.
We’ve seen a fourfold increase in the Eagle population, the majority of this increase has been around 
lake Huron and Erie, but also in the north of the province. 
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Future
The future looks great for the Bald Eagle, but I think that the most important part of it’s future may 
rest in the protection of other species at risk
The story of the Bald Eagle provides a potential roadmap that can guide us in effectively protecting 
species impacted by chemical pollution
Species like the Peregrine Falcon, that were also heavily impacted by the effects of DDT are starting to 
bounce back in a very similar way.
They are also currently classified as a species of special concern in the province, largely because they 
are adapting to urban environments and man-made habitats that we can easily provide. 
Other species at risk including the barn and bank swallows, both of which are threatened in the 
province, are facing similar chemical threats in the form of neonicotinoids which can negatively impact 
insect populations. 
For these species however, the recovery is not as straight forward. 
Like the Eastern Whip-poor-will, insect producing habitats are also disappearing. 
Perhaps what the Bald Eagle shows best is how quickly a species can recover if it’s preferred habitat is 
left largely intact. 
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Summary
And that’s what it’s about, habitat and it’s importance in our area. 
What I’ve shown you here is a sampling of conservation successes and failures in our area, and the 
common theme through each is that, generally species that still have habitat are the ones that will 
persist. 
And additionally, what I’ve given is a skewed sample, we need to realize is that successes are often 
few, and many local species are experiencing precipitous declines.
Habitat is the most important component of species conservation, as it protects not only one species –
but an entire community of interconnected species. 
But most critically - All species are impacted by habitat loss of some kind. 
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What have we learned from the past
Let me just add this one caveat though - Land use change can cut both ways.
We are seeing some short-term benefits for some species, for example the expansion of farmland 
brought in open country birds like Eastern Bluebird, Savannah Sparrows, and Horned Larks. 
And the secondary growth of forest has brought in or expanded the ranges of some species like the 
Hooded Warbler and the Blue-winged Warbler, while also bringing in species that may have negative 
effects like the brown-headed cowbird.
And artificial wetlands like sewage lagoons offer important stopover and breeding locations to 
facilitate species expansion in the province as is the case of Wilson’s Phalarope and Marsh Wren
But being effective stewards of the environment means maintaining the ecological integrity of our 
area, and we’ll need to work hard to make that happen. 
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The Habitat Stewardship Program
And that’s what we are trying to do with the Habitat Stewardship Program, we’re trying to address the 
threat of habitat loss directly through research-based stewardship.
Here are some of the figures I generated during my analyses of the targeted surveys we conducted 
this year for Red-headed Woodpecker and Eastern Whip-poor-will respectively.
For the red-headed woodpecker, apart from this map I made that illustrates the species range in the 
park, I also had surveyors collect point level habitat measures. We now know through this analysis that 
both canopy openness and the density of snags at a location are important predictors of use by Red-
headed woodpeckers. Using this information, we may be able to identify new areas to search for 
woodpeckers or create better woodpecker habitat in the future.
As I mentioned before, the Eastern-whip-poor-will survey revealed that the population of whip-poor-
will in the park was most likely stable, or slightly increasing at 3% per year. 
All of this information comes from the heart of this project - acoustic monitoring. 
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The Habitat Stewardship Program
I went back to what I know best of course and brought it to Pinery. 
The acoustic recorders create the sound files that I can use to detect all the vocal species in the park 
and create range maps and models based on their occurrence.
This has been the guide for our stewardship activities which are concurrently underway.
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The Habitat Stewardship Program
As I mentioned in part before, we are using a variety of direct stewardship techniques to create space 
for species at risk here in Pinery.
Prescribed burning is an important part of our project and required to maintain a healthy Oak 
Savanna, we hope to do some more burning next year in strategic locations across the park.
In areas where we can’t burn, we plan on creating habitat for red-headed woodpeckers though our 
nestbox experiments and create foraging areas for woodpeckers and nesting opportunities for Eastern 
whip-poor-will by clearing the unnaturally dense pines from the oak savanna.
Combined, we hope to measure a net increase in these species at risk over the next year of 
surveillance.
But I hope that this presentation has shown you the significance of habitat creation and maintenance, 
and its importance not only in the park, but outside the park as well. 
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What can 
you do?
Support the Friends 
(done)

Be a good steward

Education

So let me just end this by sharing some actions that will positively effect our local species at risk:
1 – support the friends, great you’re here and you’re doing it
2- be a good steward. 
For landowners, you could try to make space for species at risk on your property. Keep that dead 
standing tree so woodpeckers can nest in it, be responsible with chemical sprays you might use, plant 
a native garden, remove invasive plants. 
Even if you don’t own land, we can all make everyday conscientious choices that will help maintain 
habitat for species at risk over time. 
And 3 – Education, it’s important to seek out information so that you can make informed decisions 
that protect birds. But also, share it, take what you may have learned today and tell someone about it. 
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Pinery shows us not only what was once here in our area, but it should also inspire us to pursue what 
could be.
Together, we can choose to make space for our species at risk, those that have persisted through 
millennia but are now at risk due to the choices we’ve made in the past.
This is our chance to be effective stewards of the land, though these species maybe here today –
tomorrow is uncertain without dedicated individuals willing to make a difference for our species at 
risk. 
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Thanks to:

Friends of Pinery Park
All of you! 
Thank you for being a member and supporting our work!

Ontario Parks 
To those who had an active role in the Habitat Stewardship Program

Environment and Climate Change Canada
Financial support for habitat stewardship initiatives across Canada

Sources: 
Austen, M.J.W., M.D. Cadman, and R.D. James. 1994. Ontario Birds at Risk Status and Conservation Needs. Federation of Ontario Naturalists and Long Point Bird Observatory.

Cadman, M.D., D.A. Sutherland, G.G. Beck, D. Lepage, and A.R. Couturier (eds). 2007. Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, 2001-2005. Bird Studies Canada, Environment Canada, Ontario Field Orithologists, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, and Ontario Nature. 

Alistair MacKenzie Kathryn Harrison      Nicole Benn         Kathleen Houlahan Chayer
Amy Hall                         Megan Loucks           Rachel Bosley Kate Ward                        
Sarah Fencott Ethan Quenneville   Erin Postenka Arius Ransome               
Nicole Guthrie                Rosie Heffernan       Jamie Nelson       Jared Sanders               
Kristen Diemer               Taryn Lourie             Tanya Berkers Erika Boody

Thank you everyone who could attend today and our course to all members of the friends for your 
continued support in protecting the ecological integrity of Pinery Provincial park. It is through your 
continued support that we can make a difference for all the species discussed, here either directly or 
indirectly. 
To the Discovery and Resource Management Team at Pinery Provincial Park, whether it was helping on 
the Red-headed woodpecker survey, whip-poor-will roadside surveys, deploying ARU’s, putting up 
nest boxes, cutting down pine trees, removing invasives, or just being fun and supportive thank you.
And a thanks as well to Environment and Climate change Canada for their financial support in this 
project, many of the ARU’s and equipment needed to clear pines and invasive plants were purchased 
using these funds.
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Here today: 
A Review of the Avian Species at 

Risk of Pinery and Area

Justin Johnson, MSc
Habitat Stewardship Technician -

Friends of Pinery Park 

43


