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Now that spring has arrived, WPC biologists are starting to think about diets 
- shrike diets, that is. We want to know what the wild birds are eating and, most 
importantly, whether the supply of prey plays a role in where they decide to set 

up nests.

“Currently, most of what we know about diet in Ontario is anecdotal,” explains WPC 
Species Recovery Biologist Jessica Steiner. While we’ve seen captive birds impaling the 
wild prey that makes its way into their enclosures and we’ve come across impaled mice 
and crickets in the wild, we have very little hard data on diet.

So this year, when our biologists are out monitoring wild shrikes, they’ll also be looking 
for so-called “larder” trees. Much like you keep a supply of food in the fridge or cup-
board, shrikes stash any extra prey they catch on thorny trees or barbed wire.

Steiner points out that caching and impaling prey is a behaviour that’s unique to shrikes.

While not all pairs seem to do it every year, looking at these larder trees should give us 
some important insights. 

We’ll be observing what shrikes are stashing, where they’re stashing it and how frequently 
they’re adding or taking from their supply throughout the season. 

If the larder tree is a safe distance from the nesting shrikes, we’ll take a close-up look to 
identify exactly which species they’re feeding on.

We’ll also be keeping our eyes peeled for shrike pellets. Like all raptors, shrikes regurgitate 
the indigestible bits of their meals. Analyzing these pellets in the lab will give us a good 
picture of shrike diets.

This year’s preliminary study will focus on figuring out the most effective monitoring 
techniques, laying the groundwork for a larger study in the future. Ultimately, our goal 
is to find out whether changes in the type and quantity of prey available in shrike habitat 
are contributing to the drop in shrike numbers and, if so, how we can address it.

“Is it a factor in habitat quality that 
we need to take into account?” asks 
Steiner. “Are there habitat management 
techniques that would increase prey 
availability?” With a little luck, we’ll be 
discovering the answers in the coming 
years.

by Julie Stauffer

Shrike eyes prey caught and impaled on 
a thorn.



PAGE 2

home on the range issue 12 spring/summer 2010

About the Project
In May of 2003, Wildlife Preservation Canada signed a Con-
servation 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 
• Numerous Local Naturalist Groups • and more to come!

matchmaker matchmaker by Julie Stauffer

John Carnio’s job description could read part match-
maker and part genealogist.

As an Endangered Species Biologist for the Cana-
dian Association of Zoos and Aquariums, he serves as 
studbook keeper for the shrike recovery program. That 
means it’s his responsibility to decide which birds to 
breed with which each spring and, come summer, rec-
ommend which of the young can be released to the wild.

Unlike typical breeders, Carnio is not trying to select 
for specific traits when he pairs up birds. “Our goal here 
is to allow selection to occur in the wild, not in captiv-
ity,” he explains. Instead, he tries to maintain as much 
genetic diversity as possible by keeping an eye on two 
key measures. 

One is the inbreeding coefficient. “The more closely 
related you are, the greater the chance that some of the 
genes in your makeup and in your mate’s makeup come 
from a common ancestor,” he says. That in turn increases 
the risk that a bird will inherit two copies of an undesir-
able recessive gene, so Carnio keeps inbreeding coeffi-
cients as low as possible.

The other measure is mean kinship value, which reflects 
how many relatives a bird has in the population. By 
making sure that all the captive shrikes have similar kin-
ship values, Carnio prevents the descendents of one or 
two founding birds from dominating while other found-
ers are under-represented. 

But Carnio’s matchmaking isn’t simply by the numbers. 
He takes into account the preferences and behaviours of 
each bird reported by WPC staff, along with breeding 
history. And because the captive population is divided 
among several sites, he also tries to avoid pairing up one 

bird in Ontario with a mate hundreds of kilometres 
away in Quebec.

So far, the shrike captive-breeding program is on target 
to meet the original goal of preserving 90 per cent of 
the genetic diversity of the founding birds for 25 years. 
Today, 13 years after the program was first established, 
genetic diversity sits at 97 
per cent, while enough 
young are produced that 
more than a hundred 
can be released into the 
wild each year.

John Carnio, 
Endangered Species 
Biologist
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successful solar farm outcome

Some stories have happy endings. Take the example 
of the First Light solar farm in Napanee. As active 
shrike habitat, the property should never have 

been sold for development. So when SunEdison Canada, 
together with Skypower Corp., bought the site with the 
aim of installing 30 megawatts of photovoltaic panels, 
alarm bells rang for shrike supporters.

Fortunately, Wildlife Preservation Canada was able to 
negotiate a shrike-friendly deal with both companies and 
the Ministry of Natural Resources, which is responsible 
for protecting endangered species and their habitats in 
Ontario.

The first step was reducing the scope of the project to 
10 MW and shifting the panel site to the southern half 
of property, away from the open areas where shrike have 
nested in the past. Many local people also appreciated 
the move, which kept the panels hidden from public 
view.

During the construction phase that wrapped up last 
fall, SunEdison worked closely with Wildlife Preserva-
tion Canada to disturb the shrikes as little as possible. 
“They did everything they needed to,” says WPC’s Kurt 
Hennige, who monitored the property several times a 
week during the breeding season. “We had a really good 
relationship with the people from SunEdison.”

In 2009, a pair of shrike returned to the property, nest-
ing near the new access road. To minimize impact on the 
pair, the company put up snow fencing along a portion 
of the road to prevent ATVs from going near the nest 
tree, built speed bumps and strictly enforced a 25 km/hr 
speed limit.  

First Light project engineer Ben Kahane recounts what 
happened to a municipal inspector caught driving too 

fast. “Our construction manager Mike Henderson 
actually booted him off the site,” he says. “He told him, 
‘Hey, listen. We have our shrike experts around here, and 
we’re not going to get in hot water with the Ministry of 
Natural Resources just because you’re in a hurry.’” 

To improve conditions further for the endangered bird, 
the company installed several dozen perches and strung 
up barbed wire where shrikes could stash their prey. 

SunEdison’s efforts proved effective. The pair successfully 
fledged five young, and Hennige even spotted two of the 
youngsters hunting along the side of the access road. 

With construction now complete and the solar panels 
now up and running, there should be little to disturb the 
shrike in the future. “It will probably be back in the next 
mating season,” Kahane predicts. “It’s really the shrike’s 
property now.”

Hennige worries that some of the other solar developers 
flocking to Napanee’s flat, open limestone alvar won’t 
be so accommodating. But in the case of the First Light 
project at least, a collaborative attitude has allowed 
shrikes and solar farms to co-exist.

by Julie Stauffer

Young shrike at the solar farm.
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introducing erica lagios:      
carden biologist

Spring is always an exciting 
time of year; the snow melts, 
temperatures rise, and sight-

ings of Eastern Loggerhead Shrikes 
are already being reported in the 
Carden Alvar. The birds aren’t the 
only ones destined for a summer 
in Carden though. I too will be 
making my way to these crucial 
breeding grounds to monitor the 
wild population and supervise the 
captive breeding and release program 
at the Carden site. As this year’s field biologist, I am 
delighted to join WPC and take part in the important 
shrike recovery effort. 

With the early return of the shrikes comes an early 
start to the monitoring season. I am looking forward to 
spending the spring and summer monitoring wild pairs 
and discovering all the wonders of the Carden Alvar. 
From watching the wildflowers bloom to following juve-
nile shrikes, I know there will be lots to see and do.

Following an endangered species is not an entirely new 
experience for me. I have tracked Golden-cheeked War-
blers in Texas through dense juniper forests with one eye 
on their small yellow forms, the other on the lookout for 
rattlesnakes. Roaming vast stretches of land in the heart 
of Central Texas was not always easy, but finding warbler 
pairs teaching their young the skills they need to survive 
made it all worthwhile. I have no doubt I’ll experience 
the same sense of satisfaction as I watch shrike pairs suc-
cessfully raise their young here on the Plain. 

With 52 young raised by local wild pairs, and 69 juve-
niles released from Carden’s captive breeding program 

in 2009, there has been con-
tinuing success in this area. As 
shrikes begin to return from 
their wintering grounds, I am 
hoping to spot a few of last year’s 
captive release birds among the 
group. Aided by unique colour 
band combinations on all captive 
releases and a number of adult 
wild birds, I will be intensely  
looking for birds wearing Red 
over Silver bands on their left leg 
- the combination that denotes 

birds released with geolocators in 2009.  Initiated last 
year, this study saw geolocators harnessed to 49 birds 
released from field breeding sites. Information recorded 
by the geolocator will help determine where Ontario 
shrikes spend their winters, filling a current gap in 
our knowledge of their annual cycle. With three cap-
tive release birds returning last summer, finding one is 
entirely possible. But I’m keeping my fingers crossed just 
in case!

With the start of the field season quickly approach-
ing, I’m looking forward to a productive and successful 
summer. Contributing to this success will be two captive 
technicians, a field assistant, and of course all of the local 
landowners without whose support this program would 
not be possible. The technicians will be responsible for 
the daily care and monitoring of the captive shrikes, 
while the field assistant will be out helping to moni-
tor wild pairs. Together we will stay in a small cabin 
throughout the summer, working hard to help ensure 
these masked hunters of the Plain remain for generations 
to come.

by Erica Lagios

Erica, WPC’s Carden biologist, with a pine 
siskin.


