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T
he end of July brought very exciting times to the Carden shrike camp; arguably 

the most exciting day of our entire ! eld season:  Captive Release Day!  # is is 

the day that our captive-bred young shrikes are ! rst released into the wild, and I 

wasn’t quite prepared for the emotion that came along with it.  

# e day started early, as per usual, but rather than the team breaking after breakfast to 

attend to our separate tasks, some to feed and observe the captive birds, the others to go 

out and watch the wild birds, we all set out together in to the back ! eld where we keep 

our breeding enclosures.  A couple weeks earlier we had separated the young from their 

parents; a necessary move as all of our pairs were quick to start working on their second 

brood, and tensions can arise in family groups when ! rst broods grow up but continue to 
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Since its initiation in ����, the shrike fi eld breeding program has released more than 

!�� young birds to supplement the wild population.  These eff orts are currently help-

ing to stabilize the wild population while reasons for decline are investigated and 

managed; it is hoped that one day a full-scale reintroduction eff ort will see numbers 

in the wild increase to those seen historically, when shrike were a common sight 

on Ontario grasslands. The fi eld staff  who so diligently look after the captive birds 

each summer pour their enthusiasm into the work and have a vested interest in the 

outcome.  Here, Carden Biologist Hazel Wheeler recounts the mixed emotions of the 

team when releasing their charges at the end of the season.



PAGE 2

home on the range ISSUE 18 SPRING/SUMMER 2013

About the Project
In May of !""#, Wildlife Preservation Canada signed 

a Conservation Agreement with Environment 

Canada - Ontario Region, making WPC responsible 

for coordinating and implementing the recovery pro-

gram for the Eastern Loggerhead Shrike in Ontario.

For More Information                                                                     

To learn more about the recovery program visit 

www.wildlifepreservation.ca. You can also contact 

Wildlife Preservation Canada toll-free at $-%""-&'(-

(("% or via email admin@wildlifepreservation.ca or 

by writing to RR#', '*!" Highway ( N., Guelph, ON  

N$H (J!.

Project Partners              

Wildlife Preservation Canada • Environment Canada 

• Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources • Couchich-

ing Conservancy • Mountsberg Conservation Area •  

Toronto Zoo • African Lion Safari • Canadian Asso-

ciation of Zoos and Aquariums • Bird Studies Canada 

• Over !'" Ontario Landowners • Numerous Local 

Naturalist Groups • and more to come!

WHEN THE DOORS OPENED (continued from page 1)

demand adult care.  Imagine teenagers with wings and 

sharp beaks.

7 e birds slated for release had been living in their 

separate cages for approximately two weeks, over which 

time we’d banded them, a;  xed some with geolocators, 

and watched them closely to make sure they could hack 

it in the wild.  Were they feeding themselves?  Had they 

learned how to properly impale their mice?  Did they all 

look healthy and energetic?  A captive release program 

is only as good as the health of the released birds, after 

all.  Luckily we had a strong and plucky group of birds 

on site, so on this most auspicious morning, after setting 

some food out near the cages, we opened the doors, and 

we waited.  

We didn’t have to wait long, however, before the < rst 

bird < red out of the door that up until that day had 

only ever been a barrier to the outside world.  7 ere 

was something in the way this bird = ew when it passed 

the threshold though… Surprise?  Sudden uncertainty?  

It was just a few wing beats though; a couple hesitant 

metres before the bird adjusted to its new freedom and 

= ew o@  in to the surrounding foliage.

7 e departure of this < rst bird happened so fast though 

that there wasn’t much time to react.  It was those birds 

that took their time that really got the emotions up.  

More than once I gasped when a bird = ew around the 

cage and landed at the open door, as if considering its 

options, before = ying back in to the familiarity of the 

enclosure.  And there were others that = ew out, we 

celebrated, then they = ew back in.  Testing the waters, 

perhaps.  

Ultimately, of course, all the birds eventually left the 

cages, and we went to close the doors and clean out the 

food and water dishes that remained:  an act of the < nal-

ity of our dedicated care for this new group of young 

shrike.  It was an odd feeling, going in to the empty cage 

that just a few hours earlier had been full of = uttering 

and squawking young birds.  I missed them.  We were 

now empty-nesters. 

Of course we continued to care for them in some 

respects, putting out food to ease their transition to self-

su;  ciency if they hung around camp, which some did. 

Even as we packed up and left at the end of the season, 

there were still a few birds lingering, though they had all 

started showing more interest in wild prey than the food 

that we set out. It was all up to them from then on. 

Release day was certainly exciting, but also tinged with 

just a little bit of sadness to see our young birds go.  

With them, though, goes the possibility of a stronger 

wild population, and more birds breeding on their own 

in years to come.  Ultimately, it was a day < lled with 

hope.  
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HIDDEN LIFE OF SHRIKE: CAUGHT ON TAPE
Studying animal behaviour can prove challenging, 

especially when your subject is the secretive eastern log-

gerhead shrike. Daily, sta!  would attempt to cunningly 

spy on the pairs from a distance as they went about their 

business, but it is just about impossible to do so with-

out them spotting us " rst. As “perch and wait” preda-

tors, shrikes depend on their acute vision to " nd prey. 

However, captive birds often set their sights on their 

caretakers, making observing natural breeding behaviour 

almost impossible. # is year, we deployed small video 

cameras inside " eld enclosures in Carden to capture 

some of the more mysterious shrike activities.   # ese 

cameras were our secret eyes on the ground, allowing us 

to get a ring-side seat to their daily habits.  When man-

aging breeding birds, it’s very important to be as precise 

as possible when determining timing of di! erent repro-

ductive stages, like courtship, nest-building, egg-laying, 

incubation, and hatching. Knowing the exact dates when 

these stages begin allow us to time our activities so that 

they present the least possible disturbance to the birds. 

# e small video cameras that we used are an excellent 

tool for just such a purpose, and we managed to cap-

ture some great footage of the pairs and their young, 

including $ edglings learning to catch and impale prey 

on their own. If you think it’s exciting watching a bird 

from a distance through your binoculars, just wait until 

you get an up-close look at them taking prey from right 

inside their feeding corral! Visit the Wildlife Preservation 

Canada YouTube channel for a look at some of our best 

shrike clips from the season. 

by Stephanie Casutt
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SEASON UPDATE
Wild Population Monitoring

! is season, 19 active pairs of Loggerhead Shrike were 

con" rmed in the wild in Ontario: 12 in Carden and 7 

in Napanee. While this number is a slight increase from 

last year, the number of wild # edglings this seasons was 

markedly lower. In total, 32 wild # edglings were raised 

in Ontario –a signi" cant drop from the 79 # edglings 

observed last year. ! e cold snap experienced this spring 

seemed to challenge some of the nesting pairs, and at 

least two nests were abandoned. Fortunately, the weather 

warmed up, the pairs rebounded, and it wasn’t long 

before young started branching out of their nests. One 

pair in Carden double-brooded, bringing some sense of 

hope to the recovery team. Although there were no pairs 

con" rmed outside of the Carden and Napanee cores, a 

single bird was spotted in Grey-Bruce this season. 

In late September a single bird was con" rmed migrat-

ing through Grand Manan, Nova Scotia.  ! is was an 

exciting but mysterious report as there have been no 

reports of shrike in the Maritimes for decades, but it 

is unknown where the bird spent the summer months.  

Our network in the U.S. continues to keep their eyes 

peeled and provide vital clues about shrike migration 

behaviour between Ontario and their wintering grounds 

to the south. 

Captive Population

Captive breeding was quite successful this season, with 

87 # edglings produced across all the breeding facili-

ties, 58 of which were released in hopes they return 

to their summer breeding grounds in 2014 and aug-

ment this dangerously small population. A little under 

half of the total (23) came from the Carden " eld site, 

where six pairs were housed in breeding enclosures over 

the summer. ! e remaining 35 birds were released in 

Napanee. Initiated in 2012, the hacking program in 

Napanee is already showing early success: an astonishing 

16 % of the birds released at that site last year returned 

to Ontario this season; more than double what we’ve 

seen previously in the program and many times higher 

than what is typical for wild migratory songbirds. ! ese 

remarkable numbers show great promise for our release 

e$ orts in Napanee.

We continue to deploy geolocators on suitable captive-

reared birds, and this year saw 38 juveniles released with 

geolocators. When recovered in coming seasons, they 

will provide us with valuable information on the birds’ 

migration routes and wintering grounds: ! e missing 

piece in the puzzle of shrike declines! 

We want to thank all of our recovery partners, habitat 

stewards, and volunteers, who help make every season a 

success and whose contributions give hope that recovery 

is possible for this species.

by Stephanie Casutt


