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Yellow-banded bumble bees (Bombus 
terricola) used to be one of  the most 
common bumble bee species in Canada, 
ranging from the east to the west coast 
and north into the territories. In fact, 
50-60% of  their entire global range 
occurs here. While they remain abundant 
in some northern parts of  their range, 
they have recently declined by at least 
34% in southern areas, including 
southern Ontario. Causes for their 
decline remain unclear, but because a 
similarly mysterious collapse has pushed 
a closely-related cousin, the rusty-patched 
bumble bee, to the brink of  extinction, 
it was evident to us that hands-on 
intervention to develop effective 
conservation techniques and support 
research into the cause of  the decline was 
justified.

Since 2014, Wildlife Preservation Canada has led 
the initiation and development of  a conservation 
breeding program for B. terricola – the first of  its kind 
in Canada. Despite many challenges in the first few 
years of  the program, this year we reached incredible 
new heights, and achieved many of  our initial goals! 
In the first year of  the program, no new bumble 
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bees were produced from our captive queens. In the 
second year of  the program, only new workers and 
a single male bee were produced. However, in 2016, 
from the 40 B. terricola queens that were collected 
in the spring, 36 laid eggs, 22 produced workers, 16 
produced males, and 4 new second-generation queens 
were produced! The results of  this year’s conservation 
breeding program were a huge achievement for our 
Native Pollinator Initiative. 

The goal of  any conservation breeding program is 
the eventual release of  captive bred individuals to 
supplement declining populations, but these programs 
also offer unique opportunities to study declining 

~continued on page 5~

by Sarah Johnson and  
Hayley TompkinsBumble Bee Breeding

This yellow-banded bumble bee 
queen is on her way to a home 
in our conservation breeding 
program.
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WILDLIFE PRESERVATION CANADA

If  there’s one thing I’ve learned since joining the board 
of  Wildlife Preservation Canada, it’s that bringing a 
species back from the brink of  extinction takes time.  
The reintroduction of  the swift fox to Canada began 
over twenty years ago.  Even though it went well, it’s only 
now that the swift fox is secure enough to come off  our 
priority list.

That’s why our board is always looking several years out.  Earlier this fall, we 
met to map out a new vision for 2021.  Our Conservation Committee, led by 
renowned wildlife expert Dr. Bridget Stutchbury, believes we need to grow by 
at least fifty percent over the next five years in order to stave off  the growing 
threat of  extinction in Canada.  Our efforts will be concentrated on three 
general groups of  animals which are collectively at the greatest risk.

No group of  species faces greater risk than our reptiles and amphibians.  From 
the massasauga rattlesnake in Ontario to the Oregon spotted frog in British 
Columbia, we are already working with many of  them.  Although the work is 
going well, none of  these species will be “saved” five years from now.  It takes 
longer than that for most turtles simply to reach sexual maturity!  But still, there 
is reason to be excited. A reintroduction of  the Pacific pond turtle, last seen in 
Canada in 1959, is looking like a real possibility.  With your support we could be 
seeing releases into the wild by 2021.

Our native pollinators are another concern.  Insects have never received as 
much attention as iconic animals like the polar bear, but to lose them puts the 
very foundation of  our ecosystem at risk.  We’ve begun conservation breeding 
of  the yellow-banded bumble bee and Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly, but five 
years from now these programs need to be larger and we need to be working 
with more species.

And then there are the birds.  While some are doing well, others are not.  None 
are in more trouble than our migratory grassland birds.  You’ve enabled us to 
prevent the likely extinction of  the eastern loggerhead shrike, but to restore 
it to health will require further action to reduce migratory losses.  With your 
support, we will launch a new, international migratory life-cycle research and 
recovery program, focusing first on the eastern loggerhead shrike and then 
expanding to other grassland birds.

I hope this vision excites you as much as it excites me.  Canada’s most 
endangered animals don’t just need your fleeting attention in the moment - they 
need you for the long haul.  Thanks for staying the course!

Stephanie McLarty

Letter from the President
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Eastern Loggerhead Shrike

Wild Population Bounces Back

The summer of  2016 was a very good one for 
Canada’s critically endangered eastern loggerhead 
shrikes.  After plunging to an all-time low of  just 
11 breeding pairs in 2015, the wild population 
rebounded significantly.  This year, 19 wild pairs 
successfully fledged 59 young birds, double last year’s 
number.  Love must have been in the air, as part 
of  this success came from the number of  single, 
unpaired birds dropping from 13 in 2015 to only 5 in 
2016.  

Things also went extremely well for our conservation 
breeding program.  For the first time since 2006, 
and only the third time since conservation breeding 
began, we were able to release over 100 young 
shrike to supplement the wild population.  In total, 
the conservation breeding population produced 
124 young birds, of  which 19 were retained to 
supplement the breeding population and 105 were 
released.  This leaves the captive population with 
75 “breeders”, plus 10 non-breeders and “retirees”.  
Most of  these older or non-breeding birds are 
continuing to help the cause by serving as education 
birds at partner facilities such as the Toronto Zoo, 
Mountsberg Raptor Centre, and Nashville Zoo.     

Ten of  the young birds released this year are wearing 
radio transmitters which will allow them to be picked 
up by the new Motus Wildlife Tracking System.  

Motus is a rapidly-expanding network of  fixed 
antenna arrays extending from southern Ontario 
to the Maritimes, down the U.S. eastern seaboard, 
and along the Gulf  Coast.  A line of  towers across 
southern Indiana is also strategically placed to capture 
migrants following a more inland route.  

Although we’re not entirely sure where our migrans 
subspecies shrike spend the winter, we’ve had a few 
confirmed sightings in eastern seaboard states such 
as Delaware and Virginia, plus there’s also some 
evidence of  their possible presence along the north 
coast of  the Gulf  of  Mexico. Learning more about 
their wintering grounds and preferred migratory 
routes is a critical next step in their recovery.  Data 
collected over many years shows that their survival 
and breeding success while in Ontario is generally 
fairly good.  An extremely low migratory return rate, 
however, is plaguing the population and holding back 
recovery efforts.  

We are now working with a rapidly-growing number 
of  U.S. partners to figure out how to address this 
problem.  This migratory life-cycle research effort, 
funded primarily by Environment Canada and the 
Patrick Hodgson Family Foundation in 2016, will 
become an increasingly important component of  the 
recovery plan going forward.  



Wildlife Preservation Canada - 4 - 

British Columbia Burrowing Owls

With data from Lauren Meads 
Burrowing Owl Conservation Society
Operations Manager  
The burrowing owls arrived back from 
migration this year in good numbers with 
a general upward trend since the program 
began in 2000. To put that in real 
numbers, we’re talking about 50 returning 
owls in 2015 with slightly less this year at 
40, and of  these 40 owls, 30 have been 
positively identified as from the captive 
breeding program.

This year 53 owls were released. It’s 
exciting to note that from this release 160 
young wild born owls were banded. That’s 
a remarkable 3 owlets produced per owl 
released, the best results to date. 

A new banding technique will be 
implemented on returning owls next 
year to assist in identifying wild born owls from 
captive bred owls, and field observations have notably 
improved with the installation of  several wildlife 
cameras.

We have new sites! Work with the Upper Nicola Band 
and the development of  a new burrow site in the 
Merritt area got lots of  media attention this year. The 
first site was dug in the fall of  2015 with 3 owl pairs 
released. The positive outcome - 9 wild-born owls 
and a returning female have been accounted for. Work 
continues in 2017.

A great relationship has been also established with the 
Penticton Indian Band. Plans include a burrow site 
to be dug this fall, with a planned release in 2017. An 
additional site is proposed for next year.

Lauren is pleased. “Both the Upper Nicola and 
Penticton bands are excited to be working with 
us.” It would appear to be equally satisfying for the 
burrowing owls. 

The possibility of  access to more sites for owl 
releases is part of  the Douglas Lake Ranch taking on 
custodianship of  an existing site in the Nicola Valley.  
Thanks Douglas Lake Ranch!

Building relationships means that burrow digs this 
fall at the Nature Conservancy of  Canada’s South 
Okanagan Sage and Sparrow location, and at another 
NCC site in the Nicola Valley at Napier Lake, will add 
important connectivity. More connectivity among sites 
is anticipated to boost recovery success.

It will be interesting to see if  the owls prefer the 
old-style smaller nest chambers or the larger ones 
that are being introduced at recent burrow digs. 
A larger nest chamber, rodent-proofed with wire 
mesh underneath, is being tested at both Nature 
Conservancy locations.

Cross border owl migration studies equal road 
trip! Lauren and Field Tech, Lia McKinnon visited 
Umatilla, Oregon where burrows have been built for 

Continued Success!

~ continued on page 7 ~
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Volunteer Dianne 
Bersea releasing 

burrowing owl. This 
season’s results 
suggest a good 

burrowing owl recovery 
story for 2017. 

By Dianne Bersea
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species up close and personal, especially those that 
are difficult to study in the wild. The increased 
success of  this year’s program allowed us to conduct 
important additional research to gain insight into the 
decline of  B. terricola. One experiment, in which some 
worker bees were fed regular pollen and others were 
fed pesticide-laced pollen, will be used to test how 
pesticide exposure might affect ovary development 
and reproduction in female bumble bees. 

Though this year’s program has been such a success 
story, it still had its share of  challenges. One of  the 
biggest difficulties was finding enough B. terricola 
queens in the spring to bring into the lab for rearing. 
Early spring search efforts across Ontario left our 
research team discouraged, as bumble bee densities 
were extraordinarily low this year. However, through 
perseverance, our team was able to collect double 
the number of  queens across Ontario compared 
to previous years! Another challenge we faced this 
year was moving the program to a different location. 
This was the first year that the captive colonies were 
kept at York University, and issues of  climate and 
temperature control in the breeding room needed 
to be addressed. One of  the more interesting 
experiences our technicians had was “bee-proofing” 
the lab, to prevent bumble bee escapees. One night, 
our researchers were in the lab transferring some 

spring-caught queens into their new homes, and one 
sneaky queen was able to escape! We searched high 
and low for several hours, but couldn’t locate her. 
Luckily, when our technician arrived the next day, he 
was able to spot the fugitive queen and returned her 
safely to her home. She decided she wanted one more 
night out, and she got it!

Through all the ups and downs, we are exceptionally 
proud of  the success that our research team has 
achieved in this breakthrough season. We are 
looking forward to waking up our first generation of  
captive-bred queens after their winter hibernation, 
as we continue to get closer to our ultimate 
goal of  supplementing declining populations of  
yellow-banded bumble bees in the wild.

B.  terricola colony at the 
bumblebee breeding facility 
at York University. Note the 
workers, queen, eggs and 

nectar pots. 

Breeding Bumblebees, continued from page 1

Our Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly program is in its first year at the Greater 
Vancouver Zoo location since 100 caterpillars were transferred here from 

Denman Island in March. These caterpillars produced 85 butterflies, 
which in turn produced 1100 eggs. These eggs hatched 500 

caterpillars of which 480 entered diapause, which is like caterpillar 
hibernation, in mid-August. These caterpillars will stay in 

diapause, not eating or moving and webbed up safely in 
their small containers until they awake in the spring. A 

subset of these animals will be retained for breeding 
more butterflies in 2017 and the rest will be released as 
caterpillars to the restored and historical habitat back 
on Denman Island.

Taylor’s Checkerspot Update
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Now that Gerald has left us, it’s 
nice to imagine him enjoying his 
troop of  kakapo where ever he is.  
But it’s even nicer to know that a 
few kakapo are still with us, and 
to see how his life’s work lives on, 
in the form of  the organizations he founded: the 
Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust in the U.K., 
and Wildlife Presevation Canada.

Have you ever thought about the legacy you’ll 
leave after you’re gone?  Most people donate 
to charities while they’re alive, but only a small 
percentage think to name charities in their wills.  
Yet even a small share of  your estate can make 
a huge difference for the last few survivors of  a 
species as they struggle to stave off  extinction.  

It’s easy to include or add Wildlife Preservation 
Canada as a beneficiary in your will.  You can 
leave either a fixed dollar amount or a share of  
the estate.  Even better, a planned gift can often 
provide tax advantages for you and your loved 
ones.  Your estate planner will be familiar with all 
the options and should know what arrangement is 
best for your situation.

You can be assured that Wildlife Preservation 
Canada will make the most of  your contribution 
to the fight against extinction.  We’ve helped 

“If naturalists go to 
heaven (about which 
there is considerable 
ecclesiastical doubt), I 
hope I will be furnished 
with a troop of kakapo to 
amuse me in the even-
ing instead of television.”

Our founder,
Gerald Durrell

bring the swift fox back to Canada, prevented the 
extinction of  the eastern loggerhead shrike, and 
trained dozens of  present and future conservation 
leaders in Canada and around the world.  And, to 
ensure the wise use of  legacy gifts as a foundation 
to build on, we have adopted a policy that bequests 
of  over $10,000 are to be spent over a period of  
at least five years, rather  than entirely in the year 
received. 

If  you haven’t already done so, please consider 
naming Wildlife Preservation Canada as a 
beneficiary in  your will today.  If  you would like 
to designate your gift for a specific purpose, please 
contact our Executive Director, Randal Heide, to 
discuss it in complete confidence at 1-800-956-6608 
or email randal@wildlifepreservation.ca. 

Leave a Legacy
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British Columbia Fraser Valley Wetlands

Growing Turtles, Frogs & Butterflies
Fraser Valley’s wetlands are home to a great number of  
species, many of  which are at risk. With our partners 
at the Greater Vancouver Zoo, we are conducting 
conservation programs for two of  these species: 
Oregon spotted frog and western painted turtle. This 
time of  year is exciting as we get to see results of  our 
work over the busy spring and summer period and 
prepare and strategize for the next season. 

Western painted turtles are beginning their hibernation. 
To protect the turtles from drastic temperature 
fluctuations that may occur in their outside 
enclosures, they are kept in bins in moist soil in the 
fridge from mid-October or March.  

The opposite is true for the 183 young turtle 
hatchlings in our headstarting program. The eggs 
were from our captive breeding program or were 
gathered from wild salvaged nests, one being a nest 
salvaged from a female that was stuck and killed 
by a car. The hatchlings emerged from their eggs 
July-August and will be kept awake and feeding - 
getting a headstart - over their first winter.  

Fall also keeps us busy marking and releasing our 
headstarted juvenile Oregon spotted frogs to our 
restored sites.  Due to cold temperatures this spring 
and summer, most tadpoles did not metamorphose 
until August, if  at all. By the time marking 
happened, only 20% of  our frogs had reached 

releasable size. The remaining tadpoles and small 
frogs will be kept indoors in large tanks to allow 
them to feed and grow and will be released next 
year. 

We released our 128 head started turtles from 2015, 
and boy were they ready to go! Our releases this year 
occurred at 5 locations to bolster these populations. 
At one of  these locations we monitored 10 egg 
masses produced by frogs released in previous years 
- a great indication of  population sustainability! 

Lead Biologist Andrea 
Gielens releasing 
Oregon spotted frog 
hatchlings to restored 
habitat. 

wild owls. They also helped trap, band and monitor 
these owls for a Global Owl Project that includes 
GPS monitoring. It’s hoped that this cross border 
collaboration can contribute to solving the mystery 
of  what happens to the owls on migration.

Biggest thrill from the Umatilla trip? Here’s the 
word from Lauren. “One of  our 2014 South 
Okanagan born owls has been breeding with 
Umatilla males both in 2015 and 2016. We’re so 
happy about that!”

BC Burrowing Owls (continued from page 4)
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Project Update

Maritime Swallows
The four species of swallows found in Canada’s Maritime provinces — bank, cliff, tree and 
barn swallows — have suffered serious declines since the 1970’s. In the case of bank swal-
lows, populations have plummeted an astounding 98 per cent. Former Canada’s New Noah 
Tara Imlay and her team have been investigating the causes of the drastic 
declines. Since 2013, the team has:

 •  monitored over 1,200 swallow nests 
 •  banded over 2,000 nestling and juveniles
 •  collected over 200 daily samples of insect abundance 
 •  tagged 44 adult bank swallows with readio-transmitters
 •  retrieved 14 geolocators deployed on adult swallows

The data collected will help us to understand why steep declines 
in swallow populations are occurring, giving us the informa-
tion we need to make conservation plans. It also has 
broad implications for the conservation and recovery 
of other aerial insectivores across North America.
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