Shuswap Naturalist Club Newsletter
November 2021
It seems like everyone you talk to these days will mention how beautiful this Autumn has been. It
appears that when the covid lockdown made a great hole in people’s lives, nature came rushing in to fill
that void. Noticing this has been a positive outcome. Simon Barnes, in an article in Nature’s Home, writes
“Nature isn’t just a bonus. We can now see it as the necessity it is, not just for our health and sanity but
for the future of the world.”
It is exciting to announce that the club will be holding its first regular indoor meeting since March 2020.
The meeting will take place at the Salmon Arm College on Tuesday, November 9th starting at 7pm. All
members attending will need to be fully vaccinated, and we will be following all the college’s covid
protocols, wearing masks, checking vaccination passports, etc.
We will be able to have a coffee/tea break after the meeting itself and then be treated to our first
presentation in twenty months. How wonderful! (Remember to again bring your own coffee cups.)

Flying Squirrels, Saw Whets and Bears, Oh My!
(Secrets revealed by hidden wildlife cameras.)
November 9th Presentation
After twenty years of using
motion-sensor cameras, Di has
amassed photos and short videos
she will share with the club on
November 9th.

A Tour of a Regenerative Farm, just outside Sorrento
-

a note from Janet Pattinson

Gillian and I participated in this outing organized by the Kamloops Naturalist Club and thoroughly
enjoyed the beautiful day, the vistas and interesting discussion about organic farming/regenerative
agriculture/food security as well as conservation projects. One of the participants was a rancher from the
Kamloops area who has also bought property in the Notch Hill area and moving over in the coming month.
It would be good to keep in touch with their farming activities that are good for the natural world.
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Nest Boxes News
-

Di Wittner reports

Though the swallows are gone for the winter, they’re
never far from my thoughts as I prepare for next Spring.
Public outcry in response to the vandalism of April and
May 2021 resulted in a flood of donations to SABNES for
security cameras as well as replacement of damaged
boxes and broken posts.
With Janet’s and Mitch’s help – not to mention
welcome donations from Home Hardware - we
purchased 11 new 4x4s to replace all the rotting fence
posts that had formerly held nest boxes. The vandal
broke some of the old fence posts off at the ground;
others had become wobbly and too low, making them easily accessible to human hands. Sadly, over the
course of this project, EVERY nest box that could be reached without a ladder has either been stolen or
damaged so all the low ones have to go. This means a lot of ladder hauling during maintenance and data
collection which generates funny questions from passersby, plus a longer forearm at day’s end. I’ve even
been likened to a troll when I come up out of the long grass, dirty and covered in spider webs! Mitch and
I dug holes for the new posts, including two new locations on Christmas Island and another near the Raven
end of the trail. Three of the previous box locations were either too vulnerable or didn’t attract birds so I
moved them to what I hope are better locations.
Looking at the stats, I’m estimating we can increase the total number of boxes within a year or two –
perhaps aim for an even 100 - but for now replacement and/or repair are the first priorities. Despite a
dismal summer with very few successful nests, all boxes but TWO showed nest building activity. This is an
increase over previous years and bodes well for future nesting seasons.
Does anyone know who Arnold Chaddock is? Someone by that name – who clearly possessed excellent
carpentry skills - built a number of boxes in the year 2000 then signed their interiors. These older boxes
have been neglected, partly because the design makes them difficult to clean out, so I thought, while I
was down at the foreshore working, I would recover as many as I could. A few were damaged beyond
repair but I took several home and have refurbished them. Two more remain far out in the marshlands
where I can’t go without sinking in mud up to my armpits but I’m going to try to reach them in the winter
if the ground freezes. (Makes me wonder how anyone took care of them ‘back in the day’.) If I do happen
to sink in the mud, I might start to look like a real troll after all!
Forty brand new boxes made by MakerSpace wait patiently in my garage. Just over a quarter of them
are painted and ready for numbering. In total, eleven of the MakerSpace boxes will replace old, damaged,
or stolen ones. Some of the extra will go into a bluebird trail. The rest will be stored until needed. When
out walking on the foreshore or in Peter Janninck Park, if you see posts without a nest box attached, it’s
because there’s no point in putting the new ones up until the spring. Probably best if they’re not exposed
to the elements or to miscreants until necessary, though I’m sure there will be a lot of disappointed spiders
in the meantime!
When spring arrives, there will be 85 songbird boxes available and 6 duck boxes for a total of 91, which
will be a slight increase from 2021. I also plan to build a nest box for Barn Owls over the winter. Some of
you have told me there used to be a pair nesting in PJ Park. Wouldn’t it be cool if we could attract them
again in the near future?
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Looking at the Birds of the Bay
-

by Fish Biologist Colin Spence

A pair of Bald Eagles with a lot to say.

These shots were all taken near the wharf during
daily outings with my dog. Alfie limits what I can do
and where I can go, so these pictures simply illustrate
what you folks already know – this area has much to
offer, even to those who don’t venture far from the
beaten path.
As a fish biologist, I also want to share some
thoughts I’ve had regarding the similarities between
fish and birds. For starters, they share many physical
similarities: scales on fish and feathers on birds, fins
on fish and wings on birds, brighter colours among
mature individuals in both groups during the
breeding season, and movement by flying in air vs. water (loons do both!). Another key similarity is the
importance of insects in their diets of both groups. I remember doing fish counts with a mask and snorkel
when I first started work and seeing large numbers of young salmon swimming around energetically,
feeding on aquatic invertebrates as they drifted by. Stopping under a bridge for a breather, I looked up
and there were the birds, flying around energetically feeding voraciously on the same invertebrates in the
air after they emerged as adults from the water below. The similarity was striking.
Next year I hope to try for a collection of loon
shots. I see them regularly at very close range
while fishing local small lakes; e.g., White and
Skmana. If you’re catching fish, they don’t
hesitate to pay you a visit that borders on
breaking the COVID social distance guideline! I’ve
had them swim right under the boat on a few
occasions.

Norther Harrier
I’m a camera greenhorn and looking forward to
learning more about the craft from other group
members who have shared some great shots in
previous newsletters. I geared up a bit last year and
switched camera brands. Fool that I am, I sent my
telephoto away for a mount conversion right at the
start of the pandemic – big mistake! Six months later I
got my lens back. In the meantime, I kept active
shooting macros of bees and other small critters
which I will share in the future.

Great Blue Heron
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Gardom Lake Stewardship Society Update
-

Liz Winter

In the spring of 2021, we created our second turtle nesting site at the
Musgrave Road Wetland (thanks to Mounce Construction Ltd. and Baird
Bros Ltd. and all of our volunteers). With the winter snow providing
compaction of the turtle nesting site, hopefully, the turtles will be nesting
there in the 2022. Our first turtle nesting site, on the Carson/Murray
property (established in 2020), was well used by the turtles in 2021. On
one visit to the site there were at least 12 visible nests and a turtle peeking
at us just off shore (seeming to be waiting for us to leave).
We were very fortunate to have the BC Wildlife Federation (BCWF)
Wetlands Workforce come out to the wetland four times during the
summer of 2021. On their first visit they installed a trail cam, water level
staff gauge and four plywood (24’x24’) observation stations placed flat on
the ground (in order to see which insect, amphibians and reptiles move in
under the plywood on their next visits). During their second visit they
made observations and monitored water levels, amphibians, insects, birds,
etc. As well they had a videographer on their team and video interview
clips were made for their website. Visit number three resulted in the
gathering and placement of basking logs for the turtles at the wetland. The
photo shows people power at work moving the basking logs into position.
Last but not least, they came back for visit number four this fall and
completely overhauled the islands in the wetland. They removed 300kg of
invasive plants, removed and replaced the surface soil and planted native Nootka roses, Red Osier and
willow cuttings, and installed mesh to protect the new plantings. They brought so much enthusiasm and
made a huge positive impact. All of us have been inspired by their presence. Many thanks to the BCWF
Wetlands Workforce team.
The unusual heat in June, wildfire smoke and drought conditions (ie, climate change) resulted in the
cancelling of our annual Canada day thistle pull. These factors likely adversely impacted wildlife species
as well. 2021 was a hard year for the swallows using the nest boxes at the Musgrave Road Wetland. When
we cleaned out the nests this fall our findings suggest that only one or two of the nests may have fledged
young. There was evidence that the heat dome we experienced in June resulted in multiple nest failures
due to high temperatures inside the nest boxes. We plan on moving them to the more treed side of the
wetland this winter in an attempt to provide them with more shade.
Please join us at our upcoming AGM:
Where: Deep Creek Community
Hall located on Deep Creek Road
(intersection/Schoolhouse Road)
When: Wednesday, November 10th
at 1:30pm
Guest Speaker: Eleanor Marshall,
speaking on behalf of the Mallory
Ridge Advocacy Group
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Visit to Swan Lake Nature Reserve
-

Fern Fennel
I was recently at the south end of Swan Lake and checked out a new viewing tower at Swan Lake Nature
Reserve. The tower has some good bird and nature info and even a viewing scope secured to the top
railing. I hope it doesn’t get vandalized. It’s a nice 1.7 km loop from parking lot to a hill side, the tower
and along the marsh. I saw two gorgeous harrier hawks, a red tail hawk and some ducks and geese in the
lake. A nice addition by the North Okanagan Nature Club.

Blast from the Past
Here is a piece from the
Shuswap Sun, January 16, 1997.
In the following two years
there was an influx of new
members. The club started to
have the nature walks Barb was
wishing for in ’99, even adding
fall outings.
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White Pelicans in the Bay
- Fern Fennel shares
One sunny day at the beginning of October, I
was lucky enough to see a small squadron of
pelicans feeding in the shallow water just off
Christmas Island. White Pelicans, if in shallow
water, swim in small groups to corral their prey,
which usually comprise of small fish. The
pelicans have been feeding and resting here at
the lake after their summer breeding and
nesting at Stum Lake in the South Chilcotin.
These White Pelicans are on their southern
migration to southern California, Baja or Coast
Mexico and possibly as far a Panama.

The gigantic trees along the
Eagle River Nature Trail (with Pat Danforth)

Dawn McDonald photos
Organ Woodsia Fern

Barn Owl, found in a local vegetable garden.
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American White Pelican (Pelecanus erythrorhyncos)
by Roger Beardmore
It’s the last day of October 2021. It looks like our few remaining “resident” pelicans have finally hit the
road sky for their wintering grounds in Southern California, or the Pacific Coast of Mexico. We have had
the great good fortune of having these magnificent birds with us in Salmon Arm Bay for most of the
summer, and in greater numbers than we have seen in recent years. Since early August of this year, we
have had from 60 to over 100 pelicans plying the waters of the bay, moving back and forth from Christmas
Island to the river mouth, with an occasional stop by the wharf to thrill us locals and the tourists alike!

Purple: Year-round
Yellow: Migration
Orange: Breeding
Blue: Non-Breeding
Distribution of the American White Pelican

One of the largest birds in North America, American White Pelicans can weigh up to 20 pounds and have
a wingspan of up to 9 feet. They are easy to spot due to their large size, conspicuous white and black
colouration, enormous orange/yellow bills and their graceful flight patterns.

Breeding and Migration
Pelicans breed across central and western North America, but, with some exceptions, those populations
breeding west of the Rocky Mountains migrate south to California or the west coast of Mexico. Those
breeding east of the Rocky Mountains migrate south and east to the Gulf of Mexico. In BC, historically,
there has only been one breeding colony of Pelicans at Stum Lake in the Chilcotin, 70 km west of Williams
Lake. Recently, a second colony has been recorded only 65 km further west at Puntzi Lake (J. Woods, Pers.
Com.). Females lay two eggs, but only one chick per nest usually survives, due to a behaviour known as
siblicide (where one older/larger sibling kills the other). The chicks are helpless at birth, but by 2-3 weeks
are ready to leave the nest and form into groups called crèches. Parents separate to forage but return to
feed them or protect them from predators.
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The fact that the Salmon Arm Bay pelicans spent so much of the summer here, suggests that these are
probably non-breeding birds that have found a good spot to forage and rest while gaining maturity. It may
take several seasons to reach sexual maturity, and pelicans are known to live up to 23 years in the wild.

Note: in breeding season, bill and legs bright orange,
laterally flattened “horn” on upper mandible.

Diet and Behaviour
The American White Pelican is piscivorous (fish-eating), feeding on the surface looking for fish that live
in shallow water. Their diet includes carp, perch, catfish, chub, suckers and salmon fry when available.
They do not dive like their cousins, the Brown Pelican, preferring to forage on the surface using
coordinated aggregations with synchronized bill-dipping to maximize capture success! They are highly
gregarious, typically forming groups when migrating, nesting, resting or foraging!
They migrate diurnally in flocks up to more than a hundred, using thermals to save energy, and forming
large “V’s” for further advantage. They have fully webbed feet and are strong swimmers. Pairs perform
circling aerial courtship flights, and strutting, bowing and jabbing displays at nest sites.
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Threats and Conservation Status
Pelicans are sensitive to natural and human disturbance which can affect nesting success. A common
natural cause of colony abandonment is fluctuating water levels. Lower water levels may make it easier
for land predators to access nest sites, or nests may be inundated by higher water levels. At some nesting
colonies, power boats, low-flying aircraft and disturbance from human/pet encroachment have caused
serious loss and even colony abandonment.
However, the continental population of American White Pelicans has rebounded significantly in the last
50 years, according to the North American Breeding Bird Survey. According to Birdlife International, this
species has a conservation rating of Least Concern. While that is good news, continued efforts will be
required to protect this highly sensitive species from disturbance and habitat destruction that continues
throughout its continental range.

References:
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/American_White_Pelican/lifehistory
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-atrisk/brochures/american_white_pelican.pdf
https://birdsoftheworld.org/bow/species/amwpel/1.0/introduction
Photos: All photos by Roger Beardmore at Salmon Arm Bay (2020, 2021)
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