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Where do the Loggerhead Shrikes that breed in Ontario spend the winter?  
The answer, for now, is that we aren’t entirely sure! But ongoing research 
efforts focusing on this question put us ever closer to finding this critical 

piece of the puzzle.

Understanding the entire annual cycle of an endangered species is crucial for its recovery, 
and the act of migration makes this difficult.  Problems associated with wintering habitat 
and survival may be causes for the species decline. For those birds that do survive and 
return to breed, conditions experienced on wintering grounds can impact their reproduc-
tive success. The Eastern Loggerhead Shrike Recovery Team has deemed the identification 
of wintering areas as one of the highest priority activities over the next three years.

Data from the banding program and genetic and stable isotope analysis indicate that 
southern agricultural areas in Arkansas, Mississippi, Texas, Tennessee and Florida are the 
most likely places to target our search, although further analysis is required. However 
these still represent large areas and further work is needed to identify the specific locations 
where Ontario-breeding shrikes choose to spend their winter.

New advances in technology hold great promise for help-
ing to find these elusive wintering grounds.  This year, 49 
young shrikes released from the field breeding program 
were fitted with geolocators.  These devices have only 
recently become small enough to put on songbirds of this 
size.  In contrast to radiotelemetry, geolocators do not emit 
a signal but act as a data logger, continuously recording 
light levels which can be translated into migration routes 
and wintering locations. The catch is that birds need to 
return and be re-captured in order to get this informa-
tion off of the device.  Given the return rates seen to date 
with our captive young, we are confident that this can be 
achieved.  And so we wait with bated breath, crossed fin-
gers (and toes), until next spring!

Eastern Loggerhead Shrike sporting a geolocator backpack

by Jessica Steiner
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About the Project

In May of 2003, Wildlife Preservation Canada signed a 
Conservation Agreement with Environment Canada - Ontario 
Region, making WPC responsible for coordinating and imple-
menting the recovery action plan of the Eastern Loggerhead 
Shrike in Ontario.

For More Information

To learn more about the recovery action plan, email <info@
shrike.ca> or visit <www.shrike.ca>. You can also contact 
Wildlife Preservation Canada toll-free at 1-800-956-6608 or 
via email at <admin@wildlifepreservation.ca> or by writing to 
RR#5, 5420 Highway 6 N., Guelph, ON  N1H 6J2.

Project Partners

Bird Studies Canada • Environment Canada • Coochiching 
Conservancy • Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources • Cana-
dian Association of Zoos and Aquariums • Toronto Zoo • Wildlife 
Preservation Canada • Over 250 Ontario Landowners • Numer-
ous Local Naturalist Groups • and more to come!

the grassland bird survey

Volunteers have always been an essential part 
of the Eastern Loggerhead Shrike (ELOSH) 
Recovery Program.  From building cages for 

the captive program, housing staff and running fundrais-
ing events, to surveying for shrikes in the core breeding 
areas, volunteers provide incredible support.  In Napa-
nee, an Adopt-a-Site program has had local naturalists 
and birders out searching for shrikes since 2004 and 
a similar program was initiated in the Carden area in 
2009.

This year, in addition to establishing the Carden Adopt-
a-Site program, the volunteer survey effort was expanded 
to encompass more areas, include more volunteers and 
surveys for more species.  The Grassland Bird Survey 
(GBS) pilot project was developed and coordinated by 
Wildlife Preservation Canada, the Canadian Wildlife 
Service, and Bird Studies Canada, with the participation 
of a total of 66 volunteers.  In Ontario, grassland birds 
have been declining more rapidly than any other group 
of birds.  The intent of the 2009 GBS was not only to 
survey shrike habitat but to begin looking at linkages 
between shrikes and other grassland bird species.

The top 10 most abundant species encountered across 
all six regions (Carden, Napanee, Smiths Falls, Pem-
broke, Grey-Bruce Counties, and Manitoulin Island) 
included European Starling (100%), Red-winged Black-
bird (90%), Song Sparrow (70%), American Crow 
(67%), American Robin (65%), Eastern Meadowlark 
(63%), Savannah Sparrow (52%), Bobolink (43%), 
American Goldfinch (32%) and Common Grackle 
(29%).  Eight species at risk, including ELOSH, were 
targeted in the survey protocol.  Only two of these, 
Eastern Loggerhead Shrike and Golden-winged Warbler, 
were observed at any of the survey locations.  Northern 

Bobwhite, Barn Owl, Short-eared Owl, Common 
Nighthawk, Red-headed Woodpecker and Henslow’s 
Sparrow were not observed at any of the stations.

Very few shrikes were observed by volunteers, and while 
this may not be encouraging in terms of the status of 
ELOSH, it provides a wealth of information on the 
historic breeding areas of shrikes, the species currently 
occupying these areas, and confirmation that Carden and 
Napanee remain the only significant breeding grounds of 
ELOSH in Ontario.

If funding allows, the recovery team will undertake a 
similar survey in 2010 with the hopes of increasing the 
survey coverage further throughout  southern Ontario.

Bobolink, Upland Sandpiper and Tree sparrow

by Zoe Lebrun-Southcott
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wild population hits seven year high

The numbers are in, and the news is good. A 
total of 31 wild pairs and 81 young were con-
firmed across the province, the highest num-

bers on record for the past 7 years.

We saw 18 pairs and 52 young on the Carden Plain, the 
largest population recorded here, while Napanee num-
bers held steady at 9 pairs and 25 young. Perhaps most 
exciting, several pairs were spotted in new areas: two in 
Fenelon Falls, southeast of Carden, and two in Grey/
Bruce at the bottom of the Bruce Peninsula.

Bernie Range was one of the people who reported a pair 
in Grey/Bruce. When he and his wife bought their prop-
erty not far from Wiarton five years ago, they knew the 
abandoned farm was potential shrike territory. In April, 
they got the proof: a pair of black-masked birds in the 
meadow outside the dining room window.

Watching the pair became a daily ritual for the Ranges. 
They saw the parents scouting out nesting sites and then 
collecting clumps of dog hair to line the nest. Come 
June, they spotted the young - “little puffballs” - in the 
hawthorns and, later, a youngster learning to fly.

The news of the endangered birds created quite a buzz 
amongst the neighbours, who could recall when shrikes 
were a common sight 20 or 30 years ago. “We’re going 
to get them keen on it too and start looking for the 
birds,” Range says. He and his wife have also begun 
habitat stewardship work to make their property even 
more shrike-friendly.

Meanwhile, a dozen kilometres away, Joe Johnson came 
across a pair absorbed in their courtship. As he watched, 
they proceeded to mate. “Amazing!” he says. 

The keen birder kept an eye on the birds over the 
months that followed. On one occasion he watched the 

pair successfully fend off attacking Blue Jays. Another 
time, he spotted one parent bringing back a snake to 
feed the nestlings. By late June, at least three young had 
fledged.

“It certainly was pretty satisfying to have the nest suc-
ceed,” says Johnson.

Queen’s University researcher Amy Chabot banded both 
pairs, along with most of the other adults in the wild 
population. Four turned out to be captive-bred Ontario 
birds that had been released in previous years. Two were 
2008 females released from Dyer’s Bay, one was a 2007 
female, and one was a 2006 male released from Carden 
- the first three-year-old captive-bred bird found in the 
wild. 

“It was especially good to see one of the Dyer’s Bay release 
birds return to breed on the Bruce Peninsula,” says WPC 
Species Recovery Biologist Jessica Steiner. “It shows the 
potential of the release program in that area.”

An exciting find was a 2008 release bird from Quebec 
spotted in Carden - the first shrike to return from the 
five-year-old release program in Outaouais.

“Overall, it was an excellent year for wild shrikes, and 
seeing them in new areas was the icing on the cake,” says 
Steiner. “A big thank you to everyone who watched out 
for shrikes and reported their sightings.”

by Julie Stauffer

The 2009 Wild Population: By the Numbers 	 			
															Confirmed    Captive Release         Confirmed
       Pairs         Birds AmongPairs      Young
Carden	 	 18	 3	(2006;	07;	08)		 52
Napanee	 9	 -	 	 	 25
Grey/Bruce	 2	 1	(2008)	 	 4
Smiths	Falls						1												-																																					0
Renfrew	 1												-																																					-

Total	 	 31	 4	 	 	 81
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Volunteers at Ingersoll facility distributing donated gravel

news and notes
Celebrating the Season
More than 220 guests turned out this year to celebrate 
the season’s successes at our annual Landowner and Vol-
unteer appreciation dinners. Four local landowners were 
awarded with gold pins to recognize their involvement 
in shrike recovery.  As the majority of shrikes breed 
on private lands, recovery would be virtually impossible 
without the dedicated support of landowners and volun-
teers. 

Strong numbers released, again! 
The field breeding program maintained its momentum 
this year with another productive season. 20 pairs pro-
duced 94 young for release, and an additional 7 were 
retained for the captive population.  This is the 4th year 

in a row the program has produced over 100 young, the 

majority being released to the wild.  This year 4 birds 
previously released from the program returned to breed-
ing grounds.  One of these was released in 2006, the first 
time we’ve seen a 3-year-old bird return.   The goal now 
is to improve techniques further.  Experimentation with 
alternative methods, such as releases of bonded pairs or 
family groups, will allow us to determine the best ways 
to rear and release shrikes in order to maximize both 
their survival and rate of return to breeding grounds.

Colour bands 
The goal of any colour banding program is to ensure that 
birds can be individually identified in the field using a 
spotting scope, an easier and less invasive process than 
trapping birds to read their metal ID’s.  Shrikes pose 
a challenge, as with their sharp beaks they can often 
remove their colour bands, typically made of plastic.  
This makes it more difficult to determine important 
information on the structure and dynamics of the popu-
lation, and how these change over time.  After much 

consultation, this year wild adults and captive young 
received a unique 4-colour combination of double-
overlapping bands, a design successfully used on simi-
lar birds.  Captive birds wearing a geolocator received 
simply a red colour band over silver ID on the left leg.  
Success will be measured as birds return in 2010 and 
field staff try to decipher band combinations.  Please 
remember to report any of your shrike sightings to Wild-
life Preservation Canada, and be sure to tell us about any 
bands seen.

Gravel Generosity
Thanks to the generosity of local aggregate companies, 
two important projects were completed this year.  Duf-
ferin Aggregates donated 200 tonnes of crusher gravel, 
allowing us to re-grade the roadway into our Carden 
field site; providing easy access to the site not only for 
staff activities, but also for transfers of captive birds and 
public tours. Oxford Sand & Gravel Limited donated 
over 21 tonnes of pea gravel to our Ingersoll Wintering 
Facility to change the groundcover in wintering enclo-
sures to combat the parasite Capillaria which lives in soil 
and sometimes afflicts birds at this facility. Thanks also 
to the eight volunteers who spent a laborious day in the 
heat shovelling gravel. 

by Jessica Steiner
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