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Burrowing Owl Numbers
Increase in 2008!

Carolyn Gaudet, Nature Saskatchewan

For the first time since 2004, Operation Bur-
rowing Owl (OBO) participants reported an
increase in the number of owls nesting on
their land.During the 2008 annual census,
49 participants reported 73 pairs of owls,
which is an almost 29% increase from last
year’s census results (57 pairs reported by
35 landowners). Not only was there an in-
crease in owls reported, there was also an
increase in the number of participants who
reported owls. This indicates the owl popu-
lation may be increasing and dispersing to
new holes in pas-
tures that haven't
recently been in-
habited by owls. It
also suggests that
the conservation
and restoration of
prairie habitat by
our stewards is
beneficial to bur-
rowing owls. Let’s
keep it up! fH U]
Although this in- Burrowing owl (G. Holroyd,
crease is a positive Canadian Wildlife Service)
sign, the 73 pairs

reported this year still represent only 10%
of the burrowing owl population reported in

Continued on pg 6...
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Cattle Grazing and the
Piping Plover...A Love-Hate
Relationship!

Jennifer Banning & Michelle Yaskowich,
Nature Saskatchewan

What is a piping plover? It is a small
shoreline bird that nests and feeds on
sandy and gravelly beaches of fresh-
water lakes and alkaline water basins
of the prairies. In 1985, the Committee
on the Status of Endangered Wildlife
in Canada (COSEWIC) listed the pip-
ing plover as an endangered species.
Some threats to the plover include pre-
dation, habitat loss or degradation,
water management and extreme
weather. An international census of the
piping plover every five years since
1991 has shown that the population has
increased in the Northern Great Plains,
and by as much as 35%. Although the
population is still below the conserva-
tion goal, the increase may indicate that
on-the-ground stewardship actions
may be making a difference!

Piping plovers thrive in areas where
natural disturbance occurs as this helps
to keep the beaches and shorelines
open and sparsely vegetated — a key
characteristic of plover habitat. Graz-
ing is an example of natural distur-
bance. In Saskatchewan, the majority

Continued on pg 9...

Thank You To Our Stewards!

The Stewards of Saskatchewan newsletter is dedicated to you, our stewards.
Collectively, your individual actions to conserve species at risk on the prairie land-
scape have a big impact on those species’ survival. It is your appreciation for the
land that has already protected so much over the years, and your continued com-
mitment to help species at risk for the long-term is so very important in conserving

our unique prairie landscape. For this, we thank you, and we at Nature
Saskatchewan are proud to work alongside you.




Page 2 Stewards of Saskatchewan

Volume 7

Leafy Spurge: T ips on
Prevention and Control

Compiled by Sarah Vinge, Nature
Saskatchewan

Leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula) is an
invasive, noxious weed, introduced
from Europe. This weed spreads
rapidly and dominates habitat,
crowding out other plants where it
grows, and can quickly reduce for-
age in pastures. Its extremely long
vertical roots make use of moisture
deep in the soil, and horizontal roots
assist with its spread. It also grows
tall enough to shade out other veg-
etation. Because it is not native, leafy
spurge lacks natural predators and/
or diseases that would otherwise keep
it in check. Over 45,000 acres of Sas-
katchewan pasture and native prairie
are infested (SWA).

Once this plant establishes, itis nearly
impossible to eradicate, and so pre-
vention is the best way to combat its
spread. It can grow both from seed
and root fragments. To minimize the
potential for transporting seed, in-
fected areas should be avoided in July
and August when seeds are viable,
and cultivation of infected areas
should be avoided so plant fragments
aren't dragged into new areas. Avoid
transporting hay/gravel/soil from in-
fested areas, and clean vehicles and
equipment before leaving the area, so
as not to transport any seeds or roots.

Hairy prairie-clover, a plant species at risk, is
threatened by encroaching leafy spurge (S. Vinge)

If moving livestock from an infected
area to one that is clean, it is worth-
while to quarantine the animals for 3-
5 days.

It is best to prevent leafy spurge from
spreading, but what happens if you

Leafy spurge infestation (Candace
Neufeld)

' already have it on your land? Con-

tainment of the population to prevent
further spread is still important, es-
pecially if only a few plants or a small
patch is present. Small infestations

1 can spread up to 500 times faster
+ than large infestations (SWA). There

is no single treatment that will con-
trol this plant. Successful manage-
ment usually depends on using sev-
eral technigues in a multi-year plan.
Control plans are usually site specific
and may be carried out through com-
binations of herbicide application,
grazing by sheep and goats, appli-
cation of flea beetles, mowing and fire.
Seeds can survive in the soil for up to
8 years, so diligence in monitoring ar-
eas previously supporting plants
should continue for several years if
eradication is to be successful.

For more information on leafy spurge
and its control, contact Sask Ag and
Food (306) 933-5992, the Native Plant
Society of Saskatchewan (306) 668-
3940, or the Saskatchewan Water-
shed Authority (306) 787-0726.

Sarah Vinge, Habit at Stewardship Coordinator

I grew up in small town Saskatchewan, and was fortunate enough to have a
summer cottage where | spent my summers outdoors. | took an interest in
nature at a young age, and decided to pursue this interest in my post-sec-
ondary education with a Natural Resources Technology Diploma with Dis-
tinction and studies in Environmental Biology at the University of Regina.
The prairies have always been a part of who | am and the natural world
enriched my childhood, and so | wanted to work in conservation to make
sure the native prairie ecosystem would be present for future generations to
experience. | started out in wildlife conservation, but soon the fascinating
world of plants won me over. Now, with the Rare Plant Rescue position at
Nature Saskatchewan, | feel especially lucky both to be working in conserva-
tion for prairie plant species at risk, and also to be working with so many
great landowners who love the land as much as | do. | look forward to meet-
ing all of you and working together in the years ahead!

Big Changes at Nature
Saskatchewan

This year Nature Saskatchewan
welcomed three new habitat stew-
ardship coordinators: Sarah Vinge
(RPR), Carolyn Gaudet (OBO), and
Jennifer Banning (SFS, POS); and
said goodbye to past coordinators
Tara Sample (RPR) and Michelle
Yaskowich (SFS,POS). Andrea
Kotylak (OBO) is on maternity leave
until Sept. 2009, and Carolyn is fill-
ing her shoes until then. We are
happy to report the birth of Andrea
and Calvin’s son, Nathaniel Zigariah
Kotylak, on August 27, 2008, with
many congratulations to Andrea and
Calvin! We also congratulate Tara
(now Tara Freeman) and her hus-
band David on their recent marriage.
Tara is now working with ERIN Con-
sulting in Regina. Michelle has
parted with her beloved shrikes to
take on the position of Prairie Con-
servation Action Plan Manager, to
which we wish her all the best!
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Shrubs For Shrikes
Celebrates it s 5th Year!

Jennifer Banning, Nature
Saskatchewan

Michelle Yaskowich coordinated the
Shrubs For Shrikes (SFS) program
since it all began in 2003, which was
great for me, because as a summer
assistant this year, | was able to learn
from the best. In May, Michelle
promptly educated me about the
greatest bird on the planet and | soon
became just as excited about
loggerhead shrikes. | maybe didn’t
share her level of enthusiasm for the
impalement pictures (they were her
pride and joy), but | still think they are
very cool. Even though shrike
sightings were slow to come in at the
start, the 2008 season for SFS ended

as a success.

i T

Young shrikes in the nest (J. Banning)

We were welcomed into the homes
of 26 new landowners for visits this
summer, resulting in the continued
growth of the SFS program. Our
number of participants has reached
54, conserving a total of 5,788 acres
of prairie habitat. For our fifth annual

SFS census, 41 of the 47 participants
returned census cards reporting 20
pairs and 15 singles of loggerhead
shrikes on SFS sites.

We also had an incredible response
to the Hoot-line receiving 73 reports
of shrikes — a big jump from last
year's 51 calls. Most callers reported
seeing our advertisement in the
Western Producer or our posters in
post offices, validating our efforts to
increase awareness. Incoming calls
confirmed some hot spots for shrikes;
most calls were from around
Saskatoon, or in the southwest of the
province. During our staff travels, we
also had the most success in these
areas sighting 9 pairs, 22 singles, and
20 young shrikes on roadsides and
in cemeteries.

There were many highlights for me
this summer, from spotting
shrikes, to finding a com-
plete impaled mouse to
add to our photo collection,
to learning so much about
our prairie species. | also
enjoyed assisting with the
Canadian Wildlife Service
5-year loggerhead shrikes
surveys. My favorite
memories include finding a
shrike nest full of hungry
chicks, and hearing land-
owners’ stories about their
shrikes and how funny the
young ones are when
learning to fly. | am looking forward
to next summer when | getto do it all
over again!

Thank you to all our SFS participants,
and especially the 13 participants who
have stayed with the program from
the beginning, five years ago!

Congratulations to This

Year’s Census W inners!

Every year, Nature Saskatchewan rewards those OBO/SFS participants who
provide us with their census information — whether by census card, phone or
email — before July 15, by entering their name into a draw for a great prize.

This year’s winners are Raymond & Rosalie Cooper (OBO) of LaPorte, SK
and Ray Glasrud (SFS) of Shaunavon, SK. Congratulations!

Conservation Myths
Debunked

Myth #1: If | have species at risk
(SAR) on my land, the govern-
ment can take my land away.
Fact: Itis your land and, being
privately owned, the government
has no jurisdiction to take it away.
Never in Saskatchewan has any-
one had their land taken away
because it supported SAR. This
myth may have its roots in the
United States.

Myth #2: If | have SAR on my
land, conservation organizations
are going to come in and tell me
how to manage my operation and
what to do on my land.
Fact: If you have SAR on your
land, you are already doing
something right and we recom-
mend that you continue doing
what you have been doing. Con-
servation groups are here to help
by giving you recommendations
and suggestions on how you can
improve your operation and ben-
efit by co-existing with SAR.

Myth #3: If | have SAR on my
land, | have to fence them off.
Fact: Fencing is usually discour-
aged as it can draw unwanted
attention to the SAR, and restrict
the movement of wildlife. Many
SAR, including plants, require
some amount of disturbance,
such as grazing, for their survival;
therefore exclusion fencing is not
recommended.

Myth #4: If | have burrowing
owls on a pasture, then I'm not
allowed to graze the pasture
Fact: Burrowing owls thrive with
grazing! They need the grass
kept short to be able to watch for
predators, and they benefit from
using manure to line their bur-

rows.
Continued on pg 5...
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Rare Plant Rescue
Blooms in 2008

Sarah Vinge, Nature Saskatchewan

The Rare Plant Rescue program
continues to grow and as a result saw
a number of changes this season.
With 2008 came a new coordinator
to the program, as well as a search
crew that doubled in size from last
year. This season, we put new
search protocols into practice and
began a population monitoring
program — not an easy task when
dealing with some types of plants!
Annuals and biennials are especially
difficult to monitor, since they may not
come up at all in certain years if
conditions aren’t right, even if suitable
habitat is present. This does not
necessarily mean that the population
has disappeared, but we can't assess
the population without growing plants!
This apparent disappearing act
seemed to be true of the slender
mouse-ear cress populations this
season. It is likely, however, that
dormant seeds are lying in wait in the
soil and will sprout in future years,
making it extremely important that
suitable habitat is
conserved even if
plants aren’t present.

We found new occur-
rences of small-flow-
ered sand-verbena,
western spiderwort,
small lupine, hairy prai-
rie clover, buffalograss
and beaked annual
skeletonweed, making

Notes from the Field:
Uncovering Snake
Ecology in Southwest
Saskatchewan

Jessica Martino, Graduate Student,
University of Regina

The dry climate and extreme tempera-
tures in south-western Saskatchewan
create a distinct set of environmental
conditions in which two unique snake
species exist. The eastern yellow-bel-
lied racer is currently listed as a threat-
ened species in Canada. The conser-
vation status of bullsnakes is unknown
because only a small amount of re-
search has been done on bullsnake
populations in SK.

Eastern yellow-bellied racer (J. Martino)

this a very successful The RPR crew searches for buffalograss (S.Vinge)

year for our searches.

We also had the chance to catch up
with many of our participants — thank
you for welcoming us into your homes
and onto your land. If we missed you
in 2008 we hope to make it out to see
you this coming year!

We are excited to add two new
participants this year so far, bringing
the total RPR community to 69
landowners. The RPR program

would not be possible without your
support and conservation efforts, and
| would like to extend a very sincere
thank you to all of our stewards! I'd
also like to recognize my summer
assistants, Rebecca West (now
Magnus following an August
wedding), Lacey Weekes, and
Jennifer Rumancik, for their hard
work and enthusiasm this summer.

To determine if and why a species is
at risk, it is important to be familiar
with its ecology. Unfortunately, due to
the secretive nature of snakes, they
are difficult to study in the wild and
often little is known about their basic
biology. For this reason, much about
eastern yellow-bellied racer and
bullsnake populations in Canada re-
mains a mystery.

My research this summer used radio-
telemetry to gain a better understand-
ing of both racer and bullsnake biol-
ogy. When the snakes emerged from
hibernation in the spring, they were
trapped and implanted with radio-
transmitters. This allowed me to fol-
low 2 racers and 11 bullsnakes
throughout the course of the summer,
monitoring their movements on a
regular basis. Examining the habitat
selected by the snakes and the dis-
tances travelled throughout the sea-
son will reveal vital information about

Bullsnake (J. Martino)

their ecology and provide important di-
rection for their conservation. These
observations will tell us what type of
habitat needs to be conserved for the
racer’s recovery. So far it appears that
accessibility to cover, such as burrows
and sagebrush, may be essential.

Because racers and bullsnakes not
only share habitat but also hibernate
together, radio-tracking may also lead
us to undiscovered hibernacula and
previously unknown populations of
these species. Both species exhibit
fidelity to hibernaculum sites, there-
fore it is crucial to conserve these
sites in order for future generations

of snakes to thrive in Saskatchewan.
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Summer Activities: the
Native Plant Society of
Saskatchewan

Chet Neufeld, Native Plant Society of
Saskatchewan

workshops were held in Saskatoon,
Regina and Val Marie and attracted
more than 60 participants. Every
participant was encouraged to go and
search for rare plants in native habi-
tats and return reporting forms, re-
gardless of whether or not they found
any rare plants. Everyone who re-
turned a reporting form received $25
for the first form; NPSS members
were able to receive $25 per form for
up to three forms. To date, approxi-
mately 30 forms have been returned
and more come in every day. Sur-
veys have been completed in loca-
tions ranging from Hudson Bay to
Webb and have documented rare
plants such as small lupine (Lupinus
pusillus), closed gen-
tian (Gentiana
andrewsii) and
ram’s-head lady’s-
slipper (Cypripedium
arietinum).

The NPSS intro-
duced a new course
this year designed to
give professionals an
in-depth understand-
ing of the survey
techniques related to
rare plant surveys.
Its purpose is to try

Another summer has come and gone
again. My question is: what hap-
pened to it? | guess it’'s because we
were so busy with all of our summer
activities here at the Native Plant
Society of Saskatchewan (NPSS).
Once again, the NPSS held its rare
plant identification workshops, which
are designed to give people the skills
they need to look for provincially and
nationally rare plants, regardless of
their level of expertise. This year’s

Workshop participants get hands-on training in rare plant survey

X Continued on pg 8...
techniques (Chet Neufeld)

...continued from pg 3

More Conservation
Myths

Myth #5: If | report my SAR,
my information will be shared
with everyone and | will be
bothered by all kinds of people
wanting to come onto my land.
Fact: Nature Saskatchewan
does not share any information
reported without permission from
the landowner. Only with
permission, the information is
submitted to the Saskatchewan
Conservation Data Center.

Myth #6: Loggerhead shrikes
eat all of my cute songbirds.
Fact: Loggerhead shrikes do
eat songbirds, but birds are only
a minimal part of their diet. The
shrike’s main source of food is
insects (grasshoppers/beetles),
depending on the availability of
the prey. It takes less energy for
a shrike to catch an insect than
a bird.

Jennifer Banning, Habit at Stewardship Coordinator

| grew up on the prairies and was brought up in a family that always explored
the outdoors, allowing me to learn about nature at a young age. | quickly fell
in love with everything about it and that feeling has never left me. | continued
with this interest by receiving a Bachelor of Science degree in Biology from
the University of Saskatchewan and by doing quite a bit of volunteer work for
conservation, including spending two months in South Africa working at a
wildlife rehabilitation center and game reserve. It was an obvious choice for
me to carry on working in the field of conservation. After spending the sum-
mer of 2008 as an assistant, | am especially excited to be continuing on with
Nature Saskatchewan as the coordinator for Shrubs For Shrikes and Plovers
On Shore. | feel rewarded to be part of the conservation effort for our as-
tounding prairies and the species it supports, and | look forward to sharing
this feeling with all the landowners | will meet in the upcoming years. Do not
hesitate to call or email me if you have any questions or even if you just want
to say hello!

Mini-Glossary:
Species’ Status

Extinct: a wildlife species that no
longer exists.

Endangered: a wildlife species
that is facing imminent extirpa-
tion (no longer existing in
Canada) or extinction.

Threatened: a wildlife species
that is likely to become endan-
gered if nothing is done to re-
verse the factors leading to its
extirpation or extinction.

Special Concern: a wildlife spe-
cies that may become a threat-
ened or an endangered species
because of a combination of bio-
logical characteristics and iden-
tified threats.
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1987. Keep on conserving habitat,
OBO Stewards! Hopefully the in-
crease will continue in 2009 and on-
ward!

Andrea Kotylak coordinated OBO for
the last two years, and | started as
an EcoCanada intern in the spring to
assist her. | have assumed responsi-
bility for the program while Andrea is
on maternity leave. Andrea and | had
a successful summer visiting land-
owners across southern Sask. to dis-
cuss the program and potential fund-
ing opportunities. With 430 Operation
Burrowing Owl participants conserv-
ing just over 152,000 acres of habitat
for burrowing owls and other prairie
species, we are a force to be reck-
oned with in the conservation world.

We, at OBO, would like to thank our
stewards for maintaining and increas-
ing habitat for these endangered owls
and other prairie species. Even if owls
aren’t nesting on your land now, main-
taining suitable habitat provides nest-
ing sites for future years, as adults
move, young disperse, and the over-
all population could increase. Hope-
fully, this will allow more of you to have
the opportunity to report these comi-
cal little owls that are a pleasure to
see.

SOS Steward Profile:
Murray Helmer & Sheryl
Spencer

Sarah Vinge, Nature Saskatchewan

Murray Helmer and Sheryl
Spencer joined the Rare

Plant Rescue (RPR) pro-

gram this past season and

have been welcomed in the
Stewards of Saskatchewan

family. Murray was never

aware that his land near
Dundurn, SK supported a

hairy prairie-clover popula-

tion, but he didn’t need to have a plant
species at risk to convince him of the
importance of land conservation. He
and his family had already been ac-
tive stewards of the unique prairie
landscape surrounding the three-gen-
eration home built by his grandfather
and great-grandfather.

When RPR visited Murray and Sheryl
this summer, we were greeted with
enthusiasm and curiosity about the
possibility of having this rare plant on
the land. A search of suitable habitat
turned up a healthy population of hairy
prairie-clover, which suggests that the
Helmer family had long been caring
for this plant species through their
mindful land management plan, de-
spite being unaware of its presence.

Funds Available for Pasture Exp ansion Project s

~

Sketch by P. Geraghty

developments and 4.75 miles of fence.

Nature Saskatchewan offers a pasture expansion program to improve habitat for Burrowing
Owls, Loggerhead Shrikes and other grassland species. Habitat enhancement can take place
through reseeding cultivated land to pasture, fencing, shrub planting, and water development.
The landowner provides 50% of the project cost in the form of equipment and labour.

To be eligible for funds, an area must be:
- within 6 miles of sites that have reported Burrowing Owls

in the past 21 years, or Loggerhead Shrikes in the past 6

years, with priority given to closer areas with more recent

records of owls or shrikes

- close to existing pasture!

The sowing mix must exclude smooth brome grass, crested wheatgrass, quackgrass,
Kentucky bluegrass, timothy, reed canary grass, and sweet clover; alfalfa is limited to 10% of
the mix. Assistance is subject to available funds and landowner participation or contribution.
After March 2009, only native plants can be used in sowing mixes.

In 2007-08 we supported at least 16 projects, and we expect to support a similar number in
the 2008-09 fiscal year. So far this year we have helped seed over 2000 acres of perennial
grass on 15 sites across Saskatchewan. We've supported the construction of 5 water

We are pleased to support projects like this as they create a win-win situation for you, the
producer, and the environment. For more information, or to apply, contact Operation
Burrowing Owl at Nature Saskatchewan toll-free: 1-800-667-4668.

Sketch courtesy SWA

The land, which is characterized by

sandy soils and dune habitat, was

homesteaded by Murray’s grandfather

in the early 1900s. It was then passed

down to Murray’s father, Gordon, and

mother, Verna. Murray grew up on the
farm, and he later took over
management of the land
when his father passed
away in 2000.

In the past, his family had

kept about 20 head of cat-

tle on the land. They leased

about 320 acres, but given

the sandy soils there, the
land is sensitive to disturbance, so
stocking rates were kept low. Though
the couple has no future plans to raise
cattle, Murray and Sheryl hope to have
a couple of horses to pasture there in
the near future.

Conservation myths about having spe-
cies at risk abound, and Murray has
since run into some when telling oth-
ers a rare plants species was found
on his land. Helping to set the record
straight, however, he says, “I know that
these people (conservation organiza-
tions) don't take away private land -
they just want to understand the spe-
cies and keep track of it because it's
rare.” While he finds it unfortunate that
hairy prairie-clover is at risk, he is
proud to know that his family has done
right by the land to keep this plant from
disappearing.

Murray and Sheryl are stewards mak-
ing a stand as part of the larger con-
servation family that is helping to en-
sure that prairie landscapes endure.
Preventing the disappearance of na-
tive prairie and rare species is impor-
tant because, as Murray puts it so con-
cisely, “Once it's gone...it's gone.” In
turn, this remnant of native prairie
gives him a feeling of connection with
his past and the history of what has
always been on the land.

As long as Murray and Sheryl have a
say, hairy prairie-clover and all other
species supported on the Helmer land
will continue to have a home.
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Our Fledgling
Stewardship Program:
Plovers On Shore

Jennifer Banning, Nature Saskatchewan

In the spring of 2008, Nature Sas-
katchewan initiated Plovers On Shore
(POS) as another of our Stewards of
Saskatchewan programs to include a
focus on the endangered piping
plover. Plovers On Shore is working
with landowners to voluntarily con-
serve shoreline and wetland habitat,
increase awareness and education,
and monitor plover numbers at impor-
tant sites in Saskatchewan through
POS patrticipants. The goal is to work
with landowners to benefit both their
operations and the plover population.

During this first season to test-drive
the program, we contacted and vis-
ited landowners in areas that are
known to have habitat important to
piping plovers. This information was
gained through censuses that have
been conducted every five years since
1991 and most recently in 2006.
Thank you to all the landowners that
have helped with the censuses! We
concentrated on areas in the Missouri
Coteau including Lake Diefenbaker,
Reed Lake, Chaplin Lake, Old Wives
Lake, Lake of the Rivers, Willow
Bunch Lake, and some of the smaller
basins, although there are also other
shorelines in the province that sup-
port plovers.

With the early summer months being

so dry around Saskatchewan in 2008,
many basins were without water and
thus plovers wanting to nest avoided
them. This made it tough to convey
to landowners that there may be plov-
ers there in the future and to keep an
eye out for this little bird. One charac-
teristic about piping plovers that
makes them different from grassland
birds is that plovers are not site spe-
cific each year and will move around
to wherever there is water at a level
that does not eliminate the beach
area. Landowners we are approach-
ing with our POS program have land
that supports important plover habitat
(had plovers in at least two recent
years). Even if plovers did not come
around this year, it is likely that this
land will be significant in years ahead.
Therefore it is important to keep these
wetlands and shorelines intact for the
future.

We had good success this summer
in talking with many landowners about
the importance of shoreline and
wetland habitat and in having
sightings of piping plovers in these ar-
eas. Thank you to all those who took
time out of their busy day to spend
with us! Hopefully there is more where
that came from as we continue to es-
tablish the Plovers On Shore program!

If you would like more information on
our Stewards of Saskatchewan pro-
grams or Nature Saskatchewan or
would like to report a species at risk,
please call 1-800-667-4668.

Beneficial Management
Practices for
Burrowing Owls

Beneficial management practices
help increase a target species’
survival, and in doing so also
benefit many other grassland
species.

® maintain pastures that are
at least a quarter section in size,
and near other grasslands

® manage woody encroach-
ment in grasslands by mowing,
burning or manual removal

® graze pastures to keep a
mosaic of grass height s — bur-
rowing owls prefer shorter
grasses for nesting, and taller
grass provides habitat for their

prey

® leave narrow strips of vegeta-
tion unmowed in hay fields which
provides habit at for small mam-
mals and insect s that are food
for owls

® plow fields early in spring to
remove potential nest burrows in
crop fields. This encourages the
owls to nest in grassland pastures
and decreases the possibility of
nest destruction after nests are
established

® use zero-till seeding during
the owls’ nesting period (May-
June) to improve chances of nest
success if there are owls nesting
in cropland

® avoid use of pesticides . If
insect control is necessary, use
an insecticide with the lowest tox-
icity to non-target organisms and
avoid spraying within 600 m of owl
burrows. Pesticides reduce food
availability for owls, and when in-
gested cause fewer young owls
to survive to fledging
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and standardize the methods used for
rare plant surveys, as past search ef-
forts have varied so widely that it has
been almost impossible to compile
historical data for analysis. It was also
designed to align itself with the new
rare plant survey guidelines devel-
oped for surveys on federal lands.
We were extremely fortunate to get
Dr. Darcy Henderson to teach the
course, as he is the species-at-risk
Biologist for the Prairie and Northern
Region of Environment Canada/Ca-
nadian Wildlife Service, and the au-
thor of the guidelines. The course
was a 2 ¥ day format, including class-
room and field exercises. The course
was so popular that it was over-
booked and we had to turn some
away; participants came in from Sas-
katchewan, Alberta, Manitoba, and
even New Brunswick and Ontario! To
my knowledge, this is the only course
of its kind in Canada so it is some-
thing we are really proud of and would
like to hold again. | have no doubt
that the course would once again be
booked solid.

All of this success is not only good
for the NPSS, it also helps to protect
and preserve rare plants in their natu-
ral habitats. The more we know about
rare plants, the more we can do to
keep them from declining any further.
Once again, I'd like to thank Darcy
Henderson for delivering an excellent
survey techniques course, and to
Sarah Vinge for assisting with the
delivery of the rare plant identifica-
tion workshop in Regina.

If you would like to report a rare plant
sighting, go to the Saskatchewan
Conservation Data Centre (CDC) at
www.biodiversity.sk.ca and enter your
information. If you have any ques-
tions about rare plants or any pro-
grams that the NPSS delivers, please
contact Chet Neufeld at
info@npss.sk.ca or (306) 668-3940.

Following Your Gut
Instinct: Lessons Learned
at SBOIC

Janet Ng, Saskatchewan Burrowing
Owl Interpretive Center

“Keep an eye on Trooper, he'll steal
mice if he can.” Before Martha Mar-
tens took her maternity leave, she left
me with that sage advice. Trooper is
one of our two imprinted burrowing
owls and back then, | had only met
him as a well-behaved ambassador
owl.

Apparently, Trooper is pretty sneaky.
| learned this the hard way when | was
taking frozen mice out to feed our
captive rehabilitated burrowing owls.
| turned for just a moment to put the
extra mice back into the freezer.
When | glanced back, Trooper was
inside the bucket of mice. Busted!
Trooper flew from the bucket and in
his haste, dropped a mouse on his
way out. And another mouse. And
another mouse. He tried to steal
three mice at once!

When working with an imprinted owl
that thinks it is human, it is easy to
forget that it is still a burrowing owl
with burrowing owl instincts. Prior to
migration, many migratory birds try to
fatten up so that they will have en-
ergy reserves for their long demand-
ing migration. When Trooper saw an
unattended bucket of mice, he saw
his chance to
stock up. Like
Trooper and his
wild cousins, all
of our captive
burrowing owls
instinctively eat

more before
spring and fall mi-
gration.

During my time
here, | have
learned a lot
about caring for

ple, these owls have an internal clock
that is dictated by day length. Since
we keep our resident burrowing owls
inside during the winter, we have to
make sure that their internal clocks
are ready for spring and the breed-
ing season. To achieve this, we have
the lights inside their winter enclosure
set on a timer to mimic the sunrises
and sunsets of their wintering
grounds in Texas and Mexico. When
spring arrives, | change the timer
settings every week to correspond to
the latitude wherever burrowing owls
are migrating through. By keeping
their internal clocks as close to their
wild cousins as possible, we do not
end up with baby owls in December!

One of the most exciting aspects of
captive rearing is the nesting season.
Gale, a retired ambassador owl for
the past three years, spent his first
two years of retirement as a bach-
elor among the captive rehabilitated
population. We did not expect him
to breed because he was an im-
printed owl, but this summer he sur-
prised everyone by raising five owl-
ets with Zeus. Not only was he very
protective of his brood, Gale was al-
ways the first owl to steal mice to feed
his hungry owlets. His instinct still
reigns over his imprinting!

Here at the Saskatchewan Burrow-
ing Owl Interpretive Centre, we have
learned that a burrowing owl’s instinct
will always rule the roost!

captive burrowing Janet Ng, Director of SBOIC, introduces Trooper the ambassador owl

owls.

Like peo- to the Honourable John Baird, federal Minister of the Environment
(Environment Canada).
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of alkaline shores that plovers could
inhabit are bordered by agricultural
land. Grazing by cattle or other live-
stock can be beneficial as this helps
to keep the vegetation down; how-
ever, this can also be detrimental to
piping plover reproductive success
if it occurs during the nesting sea-
son.

attracts piping plovers. Though young
plovers may use some sparse
vegetation for shelter from the
elements or to escape from
predators, plovers naturally thrive on
open, gravel shorelines. Plovers
rarely inhabit densely vegetated
areas. Vegetation is thought to be a
deterrent making locomotion difficult,
and reducing the adults’ visibility to
watch for predators and
keep track of the young.
Grazing reduces vegetation
encroachment and can help
to maintain good plover
habitat. Keeping habitat
accessible and adequate for
nesting could make all the
difference for the piping
plover’s survival.

There are some simple
beneficial management
practices producers can do
to help the piping plover. It

An adult plover stands near a nest (D. Krughoff) is important to delay grazing

Piping plovers arrive back in
Saskatchewan by early May from
southern Texas and the Gulf of
Mexico to breed and remain here
until late July and early August, at
which time they migrate south.
Pasture that is adjacent to shorelines
with plover habitat and is intensively
grazed during these four months can
have a harsh effect on the plovers
and their reproduction. Livestock can
trample and destroy the fragile nests
that are spread across the beach
along the shoreline, disrupt normal
breeding behavior by causing stress
to the plovers, and cause pugs and
hummocks when going to the
shoreline to drink. Pugging and
hummocking is caused when the
small hooves of cattle sink into the
soft sand and clay of the shoreline
beaches creating a mosaic of holes
and mounds. Young plovers can fall
into these “pugs” and become
trapped, since they cannot yet fly.

But on the flip side, grazing is
necessary in maintaining habitat that

in pastures that are adjacent
to plover habitat until late July, and if
this is not possible then to install
alternative water sources to attract
cattle away from the basin. Also,
avoid draining wetlands with plover
habitat ... a practice beneficial to
plovers and your land since wetlands
mitigate the effects of floods and
droughts! After late July, most plovers
will be on migration and no longer at
the site so there is little chance for
young fatality. An alternative water
source located away from the
shoreline will provide the cattle with
water and reduce impact on plover
habitat and nests cause by their
crossing the beach. Funding from
conservation organizations is
available for the implementation of
alternative water sources.

Please feel free to contact us at
Nature Saskatchewan (1-800-667-
4668) if you have any questions or
would like more information on
plovers or alternative water source
funding.
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Notes from the Field: an
In-Depth S tudy of
Burrowing Owl Habit at
Enhancement

Holly Hennin, Graduate Student,
University of Regina

Saskatchewan burrowing owl
populations have been declining dra-
matically over the last few decades,
and this has largely been attributed
to the loss of prime burrowing owl
habitat. In an effort to create addi-
tional habitat for burrowing owls,
Nature Saskatchewan and the Sas-
katchewan Watershed Authority work
with landowners to convert cropland
into permanent cover (hay fields or
pastures). In 2008, we began an ex-
tensive study in south-eastern Sas-
katchewan to determine how crop
conversion sites are benefiting bur-
rowing owls. We compared conver-
sion sites to native prairie (expected
high quality burrowing owl habitat)
and cropland (expected poor quality
burrowing owl habitat). There were
four factors we tested as potential
benefits: nesting sites, potential nest-
ing sites, small mammal prey and
grasshopper prey. First, we surveyed
for the presence of burrowing owls
on each habitat type. We didn't find
any owls on the land we surveyed,
but we did find four new burrowing
owl nest sites in adjacent areas.

Next, we surveyed for the two main
prey items of burrowing owls: small
mammals and grasshoppers. We
caught small mammals using typical
household mousetraps. In total, we
caught 1326 individuals, including
deer mice, meadow voles, northern
grasshopper mice, house mice,
sagebrush voles, prairie shrews, thir-
teen-lined ground squirrels and red-
backed voles. This indicates that crop
conversions seem to support a high
abundance of small mammals. To
collect grasshoppers we used sweep
nets, a sturdy type of butterfly net.
We captured around 5000 grasshop-
pers that will be sorted by size to de-

Canadian W ildlife Service
2008 Field Season

Kathy St. Laurent, Wildlife Technician,
Canadian Wildlife Service

It was another busy and successful
field season searching for
loggerhead shrikes for the crew at
the Canadian Wildlife Service. A
small crew of two people spent the
summer primarily in the extreme
south-west corner of Saskatchewan
at the Nature Conservancy of Cana-
da’s Old Man on His Back Plateau
Prairie and Heritage Conservation
Area. An area north-south, from
Eastend to the United States border,
and east-west from Consul to Val
Marie, was surveyed intensively for
shrikes. Habitat patches were
mapped and identified to determine
occupancy rates. Seventy-three
pairs of shrikes were located in the
area.

The Frenchman River valley, from
Highway 37 to Huff Lake, through

the Val Marie Prairie Farm and Re-
habilitation Administration (PFRA)
was searched thoroughly for shrikes.
Surveys were primarily conducted on
foot and gave the crew a chance to
observe the shrikes in their natural
habitat of patchy thorny buffaloberry.
We found 44 pairs of shrikes and six
nests along the main drainage of the
river.

Most importantly, this year we under-
took the fifth sampling of the 32 sur-
vey routes in Saskatchewan. The
routes were established in 1987, and
have been re-sampled every five
years as a way to monitor trends in
the loggerhead shrike population
throughout the heart of its prairie
range. The routes are located from
the Manitoba border west to the Al-
berta border and as far north as
Saskatoon. Volunteers from the Min-
istry of Environment and Nature Sas-
katchewan helped to perform surveys
in their respective areas. Unfortu-
nately, shrike numbers have shown
a 60% decline since
the last survey in 2003
and the lowest num-
bers were observed
this year among all
years surveyed (see
figure).

If you have any
guestions about
Loggerhead Shrikes or
Species at Risk in
Canada, please log
onto the Species at
Risk Public Registry at
www.sararegistry.gc.ca.

termine if there is a sufficient prey
base on crop conversion sites to sup-
port owls.

Burrowing owls nest in abandoned
badger and Richardson’s ground
squirrel (gopher) burrows which are
characterized by large mounds of
dirt. We may be able to detect these
large mounds, and therefore poten-
tial nest burrows, from aerial photo-

graphs. In the spring of 2009, we will
use this technique to determine the
number of available nests for burrow-
ing owls across the three habitat
types. In the summer of 2009, we will
survey sites in south-western Sas-
katchewan to develop a more com-
plete understanding of the benefits
of crop conversions.
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Rockglen Area
Stewards

Particip ate in SOS
Conservation
Awareness Day

Sarah Vinge, Nature
Saskatchewan

On October 21, 2008,
Rockglen area stewards
and residents participated
in a Stewards of Saskatch- Participants engaged in learning about the next steps for
ewan (SOS) Conservationthe environmental farm plan (S.Vinge)

Awareness Day. The day started with
presentations on topics including in-
formation on Nature Saskatchewan
and SOS programs, next steps for
the Environmental Farm Plan, Fife
Lake, invasive weeds, beneficial
management practices for species at
risk, common conservation myths,
natural history of Rockglen, and fund-
ing for habitat enhancement. These
informative sessions sparked several
interesting discussions. A highlight
of the day was the appearance of
Trooper, a live burrowing owl.
Attendees were able to meet this am-
bassador owl from the Saskatchewan
Burrowing Owl Interpretive Centre,
and learn more about this endan-
gered owl species.

In the afternoon, everyone headed
out to a local site to learn about the
benefits of bale grazing from
Rockglen producer Warren Spagrud.
This ended the official part of the
Conservation Awareness Day. Afew
people stayed to take in the Effie
Mattson Nature Walk and Archaeo-
logical Centre where Dick Oakes

Local producer Warren Spagrud explains
the benefits of bale grazing (S.Vinge)

Loggerhead Shrikes in
Grasslands National Park

Allison Eva Henderson, M.Sc.

PhD student, University of
Saskatchewan

In 2002 and 2003, monitoring sur-
veys by Environment Canada (EC)
and Parks Canada staff detected
many loggerhead shrike pairs
breeding in and around the West
Block of Grasslands National Park
(GNP). In the West Block, the flu-
vial plain of the Frenchman River
offers shrikes optimal breeding
habitat. Its mosaic of tall shrubs
within a grassland matrix provides
breeding pairs with nesting
substrate and long sight lines to
forage. The amount of shrub cover
available here also appears opti-
mal and may play an important role
in determining the suitability of
shrike breeding habitat. Results of
EC vegetation structure research
suggest that a shrub cover of 5%
or less is optimal but in the form of
scattered small patches of shrub
(A. Didiuk pers. comm., 2008).

Survey efforts in the East Block of
GNP in 2004 revealed no
loggerhead shrike breeding activ-
ity. The East Block’s arid, eroded
landscape has small incised
drainages without extensive
floodplains supporting tall shrub
and therefore offers poor breed-
ing habitat.

Because of its abundance of opti-
mal breeding habitat for
loggerhead shrikes, the West
Block of GNP might be considered
for designation as critical habitat
necessary to support the survival
and recovery of the loggerhead
shrike prairie population in natural
grassland habitat.

For more information on
loggerhead shrike research in and
around GNP, please contact
Andrew Didiuk at the Canadian
Wildlife Service.
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Rare Plant Rescue,
Shrubs For Shrikes, and
Plovers On Shore

are programs of:

Nature Saskatchewan is a conser-
vation and cultural organization of
naturalists.

206 - 1860 Lorne Street
Regina, SK S4P 2L.7
Phone: 800-667-4668

or (306) 780-9273
Fax: (306) 780-9263
Email: info@naturesask.ca
Web: www.naturesask.ca

Our vision:
“Humanity in Harmony

with Nature”

For specific program information,
please contact the following:

Operation Burrowing Owl
Carolyn Gaudet,
Habitat Stewardship Coordinator

Ph: 800-667-4668 or
(306) 780-9833
Email: obo@naturesask.ca

Rare Plant Rescue
Sarah Vinge,
Habitat Stewardship Coordinator
Ph: 800-667-4668 or
(306) 780-9417
Email: rpr@naturesask.ca

Shrubs For Shrikes &
Plovers On Shore
Jennifer Banning,
Habitat Stewardship Coordinator
Ph: 800-667-4668 or
(306) 780-9832
Email: outreach@naturesask.ca

Conservation Easement s
Margaret Skeel, Manager of Natural
Heritage Programs
Ph: 800-667-4668 or
(306) 780-9270
Email: mskeel@naturesask.ca




