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Perhaps one of the fastest-growing new technologies, expanding by 50% over the past decade, 
solar photovoltaics (PV) are frequently considered one of the greenest energy sources, with 
high potential for generating fossil-free energy. PV systems use solar panels to convert solar 

energy into direct current electricity.  Small-scale or personal-use PV systems are very environmen-
tally friendly, as they can often be installed on rooftops and don’t require extra space.  To produce 
energy on a commercial scale, however, requires larger solar “farms”.  These farms generally have 
panels installed on motorized towers that track the sun, and they can be quite extensive, consisting 
of thousands of panels covering over 100 acres. 

This raises important concerns about the impact of solar farms on natural habitats.   For exam-
ple, research suggests that land-use changes resulting from solar farms could result in changes in 
the micro-climate, such as humidity levels, wind flow, temperature and rainfall distribution. The 
impact of this on soil and plants, and how it will ultimately affect carbon storage and cycling, 
which are tied into greenhouse gas emissions, are currently unknown.

Perhaps an unforeseen consequence of solar farms is the threat they pose to wildlife, particularly 
birds, due to the “Lake Effect”—the arrangement of solar panels can give the appearance of a 
smooth body of water, and birds attempting to land die as a result of the collision. This illusion also 
affects invertebrates, a concern both in its own right and because invertebrates are an important 
food source for many bird species, including the loggerhead shrike.   

And of course, there is the issue of habitat loss, since grasslands are often prime areas for solar farm 
development.  This is an issue of growing importance in Carden and Napanee—the only areas 
remaining in Ontario where the critically endangered loggerhead shrike still reliably breeds.  There 
are already a number of solar farms in these regions, with more proposals coming in each year. In 
2015 alone, ten solar farm proposals were submitted in the City of Kawartha Lakes (which includes 
Carden).  While policies dictate that solar farms be constructed in brownfields and low-quality 
agricultural lands, many of these farms are situated on or near existing shrike habitat, which is also 
important for many other grassland-nesting birds including other species-at-risk, such as bobolink 
and eastern meadowlark.  

With so few loggerhead shrikes left in Ontario, every piece of habitat is important.  Green energy 
is, of course, also important, but the issues we continue to see highlight that while solar is certainly 
an improvement over fossil fuel-based energy sources, we still have some work to do before this new 
energy source can sincerely be called “green” in all the ways it should be.  

by Leanne Grieves & Hazel Wheeler 
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Every year, a group of dedicated 
volunteers ventures out to the 
grasslands and alvars of Ontario 

to participate in the Adopt-A-Site 
program: a citizen-science program to 
locate loggerhead shrike, along with a 
suite of other grassland bird species, on 
their summer breeding grounds.  These 
volunteers play a very important role 
in loggerhead shrike recovery, as they 
expand the search effort well beyond 
the area that our summer biologists 
could reasonably cover.  When asked 
to supply some thoughts or experiences 
from their time volunteering with the 
Adopt-A-Site program, it’s no surprise 
that the response was overwhelming!  
Here are some snippets, from those for whom the natu-
ral world is clearly a passion.

“While having yet to find an Eastern Loggerhead Shrike on 

one of my Adopt-a-Site surveys, I’ve enjoyed participating 

in the program.  There is great value in collecting occur-

rence data on other species at risk and common grassland 

birds during the surveys.  This data is extremely vital to 

understanding the complex community dynamics that 

directly influence shrike abundance.” 

                                                     ~ Dan Choronowic 
   
“We were doing our first day of surveys this spring, just 

north of the town of Kirkfield.  I had my spotting scope 

out, scanning to the west looking for “shrikey” behav-

iour.  All of a sudden two northbound cars skidded to a 

stop on the east side of the road in a big cloud of dust, 

and out jumped eight photographers in full camo gear, 

prepared for who knows what!  They came running with 

their cameras and mega lenses in-hand, asking what I was 

looking at.  I knew if I told them I was looking for logger-

head shrikes they never would never have left, so I had to 

think fast!  Luckily there were bobolinks and meadowlarks 

singing, so I pointed out a particularly bright meadowlark, 

and the cameras started clicking!  About 5000 photos 

later they ran back to their cars and left as fast as they had 

arrived. Whew - what excitement!” 

            ~ Terry & Marion Whittam

“After my third year of my current multi-year, grassland 

bird census was completed, it was time to celebrate a job 

well done – Nothing! That is, Nothing if one only measures 

shrikes observed. Nothing for the third year.  Does Noth-

ing mean something?  

As a provincial biologist in a past life, conservation offi-

cers regularly questioned my requests for them to record 

all survey results, even if they didn’t see anything. As I 

explained, observing Nothing confirms they were at least 

stories from the field - the 
volunteer perspective



 
home on the range is also digital!

You can get all the latest loggerhead shrike news 
right in your inbox.  If you would like to receive 
this newsletter in an electronic format (PDF), 
rather than paper, please send an email to: 
admin@wildlifepreservation.ca.

In the subject line, write “Digital shrike news”.
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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 coordi-
nating and implementing the recovery program for the 
Eastern Loggerhead Shrike in Ontario.

Learn More   

Visit www.wildlifepreservation.ca. You can also con-
tact Wildlife Preservation Canada toll-free at 1-800-
956-6608 or via email admin@wildlifepreservation.ca 
or by writing to RR#5, 5420 Highway 6 N., Guelph, ON  
N1H 6J2.

Project Partners  

Wildlife Preservation Canada • Environment Canada 
• Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources • Couchich-
ing Conservancy • Mountsberg Conservation Area •  
Toronto Zoo • African Lion Safari • Canadian Associa-
tion of Zoos and Aquariums • Bird Studies Canada • 
The Nature Conservancy of Canada • Over 250 Ontario 
Landowners • Little Ray’s Nature Centre  • Numerous 
Local Naturalist Groups • and more to come!

out looking but the target wildlife species was not present 

during the moment of time that they made the survey. A 

different moment earlier or later may have produced dif-

ferent results. So Nothing was, in fact, something.” 
                        ~ Dan Mansell

“This summer I was at one of my favourite survey stops, 

where I see and hear a good variety of species; almost the 

whole gamut of grassland birds.  I was scoping the field 

and I found a pair of Sandhill Cranes doing their mating 

dance near what looked like a large rock.  The rock, how-

ever, turned into a wolf, and I hoped it hadn’t planned on a 

fresh crane dinner.  Thankfully, it turned tail, and I watched 

it lope off into a distance that even my lovely scope 

couldn’t make out.  Good stuff.” 
          ~ Linda Wells

“Looking for the loggerhead - It is the magic of a grassland 

field on a quiet back road.  Dozens of meadowlarks and 

bobolinks, a killdeer family in a busy driveway, an orchard 

oriole feeding young in the tangle on an old tree trunk, 

and an upland sandpiper family happy we did not find a 

loggerhead shrike today; not here.  We will be happy to 

participate again next season.” 
           ~ Joy Albrecht, Grey-Bruce

Feeling inspired?  Contact Hazel Wheeler, Species 
Recovery Biologist, for more information about how you 
can help with loggerhead shrike recovery in Ontario.  
Every little bit helps! 



Field staff check the fit of a radio tag on a young 
bird to be released in Napanee.

PAGE 4

home on the range ISSUE 23 FALL/WINTER 2015

motus & migration: using 
technology to track shrike

Despite the continued decline of loggerhead 
shrikes in Ontario, the 2015 field season left 
us here at Wildlife Preservation Canada with 

much to be excited about. We released 73 captive-bred 
shrikes into the wild, 22 of which were fitted with radio 
tags that will allow us to track them during migration. 
Tracking birds is a difficult process, but thankfully there 
are new developments in technology that can help make 
this important task easier.  

The Motus Wildlife Tracking System (www.motus-wts.
org) is a growing network of radio telemetry towers 
designed to detect animal movements. So far, the Motus 
network consists of nearly 300 receiving stations cov-
ering thousands of kilometres in Canada and the US, 
enabling researchers to gather information on tagged 
animals’ ecology and migratory patterns.

Figuring out where Ontario shrikes go and how they 
get there is a high priority for loggerhead shrike recov-
ery, since evidence suggests that the main challenges to 
survival occur during migration and on the wintering 
grounds. Since 2003, Wildlife Preservation Canada has 
been using various methods to collect data on Ontario 
shrike movements. This year, in light of the develop-
ment of Motus, we focused on using radio tags to track 
shrikes. 

One of the major benefits of radio tags is that birds do 
not have to be recaptured for data collection, which is 
required for some other types of tags. Each tagged bird 
has a unique signal that is automatically picked up by 
Motus, so we can collect real-time data on any bird that 
passes a tower. In fact, we have already collected data on 
the movements of six shrikes this fall! All were released 
from our Napanee field site (owned by the Nature Con-
servancy of Canada), and have travelled both east and 

by Leanne Grieves

west around the Great Lakes. Why did some shrikes take 
the long way around? Where will they end up? These are 
just two of the questions we hope to answer as more data 
are collected. 

The growing Motus network benefits more than just 
loggerhead shrike. At least 60 different projects are now 
tracking the movements of numerous species, including 
birds, bats and dragonflies. By determining where ani-
mals go and what habitats they use, data gathered from 
Motus can help researchers improve conservation efforts. 
By identifying priority habitat used during migration 
and performing site assessments, we can determine 
whether such habitats require restoration or environ-
mental protection. 

The Motus project was initiated by Bird Studies Canada in 
partnership with many funders, collaborators and landown-
ers across Canada and the U.S.
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