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Quick facts about Lance
Birthplace: Wolfville, Nova Scotia 
Current residence: Guelph, Ontario with his wife and two sons 
Education: BSc at Dalhousie University, MSc at Acadia University, PhD at 
York University 
Previous job: Seven years as Head of Species Conservation and Research 
for Durrell’s Madagascar Programme.

Favourite hobby? I love watching hockey, so it’s great to be back in 
Canada! Canoeing is my favourite way of restoring my internal battery. 

Favourite holiday location? Difficult to choose but our best holiday 
ever was to Cairo where we saw Tutankhamun at the Egyptian Museum, 
visited the pyramids on camel back and went inside the centre of the 
great pyramid of Giza. I was able to go around dressed like Indiana Jones 
and fortunately my kids were still young enough to think that was cool.

Favourite animal? At the moment I have to say our Newfoundland dog 
Malala as she sits at my feet during most of my work days at home. We 
adopted her as a puppy when we were living in Madagascar, from the 
only NF dog family in the entire country and we brought her back to 
Canada with us. In terms of ‘non-pets’ it would be elephants as they instill 
a feeling of awe in me every time I’ve been lucky enough to see one.

Piece of gear you always take into the field? In the tropics it is a rain 
poncho and here in Canada it is mosquito repellant! In both places it is a 
copy J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings as one never knows when you will 
be delayed during field work and have time on your hands.

Canada’s 7th New Noah 
returns in new role
By Bridget Stutchbury

Q: Lance, you just celebrated the 20th anniversary since your experience as New Noah. Tell us about why, as a young 
biologist, you decided to apply to work on endangered species so far away from Canada? 

LW: I first started reading Gerald Durrell books and had been a member of the Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust since I was 
nine. As far back as I can remember I had dreamed of working for Durrell, saving endangered species from extinction. It was the 
Canada’s New Noah opportunity that opened doors for me and allowed my dream to come true. I was an undergrad at Dalhousie 
University when I first saw the advertisement for the program and I knew I had to apply or I would always regret it. So, the decision 
to apply to work overseas with endangered species was very much an emotional one stemming from my childhood dreams. I was 
thrilled when I was chosen for an interview. At that point I didn’t expect I had much of a chance of being chosen as a New Noah. 
I was excited just to have an opportunity to meet the other interview candidates, other young people that felt the same way I did 
about endangered species conservation. When I was told I had been chosen, it was a surreal moment of happiness that I will never 
forget. Looking back now it was one of the most significant and best decisions of my life.

Q: What was your background in field work before applying to be a New Noah? 

LW: I was fortunate to have been working on a range of contracts with different types of wildlife, as a field technician and 
biologist for the provincial wildlife division in Nova Scotia which also led to field work with the Canadian Wildlife Service in 
Newfoundland. I couldn’t believe that I was actually being paid to go out and visit wild places and work with animals in the field. 
This developed into a Master’s thesis at Acadia University where I researched the nesting ecology of common eider ducks, visiting 
breathtaking, isolated offshore islands and seabird colonies as part of my daily field work. I already had a fairly extensive amount 
of wildlife related work experience managing field teams in challenging isolated environments when I applied to be a New Noah. 
At the same time, I had just finished my MSc so I had a good mix of academic and practical experience, and along with just being 
open to adventure, this helped me enjoy the New Noah experience to the fullest.

Q: You seem to be drawn to recovery programs with birds, whether it’s the eastern loggerhead shrike in Canada, or the 
Ridgway’s hawk in Dominican Republic. What is it about bird conservation that pulls you in?

LW: I’ve been lucky again to have worked with a wide variety of animals from tortoises and turtles, lemurs and mongoose, so my 
work is not always limited to birds although it does seem that working with endangered birds has been a major career theme so far. 
In addition to loggerhead shrikes and Ridgway’s hawks I also volunteered with the kakapo and takahe projects in New Zealand, 
released California condors, carried out the first releases of echo parakeets in Mauritius, and managed the recovery program for the 
Madagascar pochard. In all cases there has also been a major theme around working with the most globally endangered of species, 
some of them down to just a handful of individuals on the very brink of extinction when I started working with them. 

Q: You’ve spent quite a bit of time abroad, with 
conservation organisations like the Durrell Wildlife 
Conservation Trust in Madagascar, the Mauritian Wildlife 
Foundation, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. What 
motivated you to return to Canada in 2016 and to rejoin 
Wildlife Preservation Canada?

LW: Wildlife Preservation Canada is really the only 
organisation here in Canada that has the same vision as some 
of these previous organisations I’ve worked with overseas 
where a recovery program integrates wild population research, 
conservation breeding and reintroductions across multiple 
projects across Canada. I followed the work over the years 
while I was away and admired how the projects remained very 
hands-on with a focus on developing methods for endangered 
species recovery. The ability to develop conservation 
techniques here that can then have a much wider North 
American and global impact is incredibly exciting. Once we 
figure out how best to recover migratory songbirds, or bumble 
bees, or temperate snakes, these are experiences that can be 
applied to other recovery projects across Canada and around 
the world. Another thing to keep in mind is that species 
recovery is a catalyst for restoring and protecting habitats 
and for engaging local communities – Wildlife Preservation 
Canada does a lot of that by default already. Even though 
we focus our message around species, it isn’t simply putting 
animals out there and leaving it at that. I enjoy working for an 
organisation that is part of a larger network of complementary 
organisations working together for a common goal.

Q: What challenges does Wildlife Preservation Canada still 
face, and what ideas do you have to overcome them? 

LW: We are very fortunate that Canadians in general care 
about wildlife. Most of us have grown up in areas with 
access to wild places and even within our cities there are 
opportunities to interact with urban wildlife. Canadians 
therefore see wildlife as part of our heritage and genuinely 
do not want species to disappear. We are also a very wealthy 
country by global standards and are fortunate to have resources 
that can be used to ensure that Canadian biodiversity does not 
decline. That being said, Canadians often don’t know which 
organisation they should turn to and if their support is even 
going to make a difference. This is both an opportunity and 
a challenge for Wildlife Preservation Canada. We need to get 
our message out to more Canadians so that people know we 
are an organization that has the unique skills and dedicated 
people to keep species from disappearing from our country.

Q: Lastly, if there is one extinct animal that you could bring 
back with the wave of a magic wand, what would it be?

LW: I don’t think I can choose just one. Even though there 
are some spectacular creatures that would be amazing to see, 
like the elephant bird from Madagascar or the Tasmanian 
tiger, I would want species back that have disappeared from 
the landscape around us here in North America. I wish I lived 
in a world that still had ivory-billed woodpeckers, great auks, 
passenger pigeons, Labrador ducks, and sea mink. If I had 
that magic wand I would bring back those species that we 
used to be able to see here not that long ago. I feel like the 
world around us is diminished because they are gone. There 
is a generational amnesia that happens where we forget what 
used to be here and will let a species disappear from our own 
backyard because it can still be found elsewhere and, while it is 
just my opinion, I think that is wrong, especially for a country 
as wealthy as Canada. We have to take a stand and say, ‘no 
more’. We can do that, and we are doing that, without magic. 
We are doing this with hard work, dedication, and a desire to 
make sure that no more species disappear on our watch.

This October, Wildlife Preservation Canada welcomed Lance Woolaver 
Jr. into the executive director role following the retirement of previous 
executive director Randal Heide. Lance may be new to this job, but 
he has a long history with Wildlife Preservation Canada, dating back 
to 1997 when he travelled to Mauritius for conservation training as 
Canada’s 7th New Noah.

Wildlife Preservation Canada president, Bridget Stutchbury, sat down 
with Lance to talk about the winding road that brought him to this 
point as executive director, and the path that he sees forward for the 
organization and endangered species in Canada.
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2017 and 2018 spring bumble bee collecting sites. Maps were generated 
by H. Tompkins and T. Harrison using ArcGIS® software by ESRI. © Esri

Left: Hayley Tompkins sets up a nest box site near Sudbury 
Ontario. Right: Ashton Sturm shows off her data collecting 
skills in Alberta. Photo credits: Sarah Johnson, Ashley Sarauer

Expanding to begin bridging gaps in Ontario bumble  
bee population surveys

Our Bumble Bee Recovery team in Ontario grew from one field crew 
into three dedicated crews of expert bumble bee surveyors in spring of 
2018, and this expansion allowed us to better capture the composition 
of bumble bee populations across more of the province. Nearly 100 
sites were surveyed this spring (up from 31 in 2017), and this increase 
in survey effort from previous years has resulted in an incredible 3,596 
spring bumble bee records for Ontario. The additional survey effort 
that having the extra field crews offers has allowed the team to better 
document rare and at-risk species, like our yellow-banded bumble bee 
(Bombus terricola) which our crews recorded over 100 times this spring 
(up from 37 in 2017). The expansion also meant that the team was 
able to locate and collect a whopping 54 yellow-banded queens for our 
conservation breeding program (up from 31 in 2017). The Bumble Bee 
Recovery team is now beginning to bridge long-standing gaps in spring 
bumble bee surveys, and is beginning to collect bumble bee records 
from more and more new sites along corridors between major sampling 
areas in Thunder Bay and Sudbury. 

By Genevieve Rowe

Buzzworthy news from the newly expanded 
Bumble Bee Recovery team

Native Pollinator Initiative

Our spring newsletter highlighted some of the new research avenues that the Bumble Bee Recovery 
team was embarking on in 2018, but what we didn’t highlight was how the expansion of the team 
itself was at the heart of getting all this amazing work accomplished.

Building on bumble bee nest box research in  
Ontario and expanding it within Alberta

In 2018, Hayley Tompkins, a Masters student at the University of Guelph 
(and a Bumble Bee Recovery team veteran), intensified the bumble bee 
nest box research that began in Ontario in 2017. Hayley’s research is 
aimed at developing a better understanding of the nesting biology of 
different bumble bee species, and at assessing the potential use of artificial 
domiciles as a monitoring tool for at-risk bumble bee species. With the 
larger crews out in the field, Hayley was able to install 560 nest boxes 
across Ontario (up from 210 in 2017). We were also able to expand 
the nest box research within Alberta, ultimately bringing Ashton Sturm 
on board as our Alberta Citizen Science Coordinator. Ashton has been 

Our new bumble bee crews 
have made a huge difference 

to our breeding program. 

But we need your help to 
buy field supplies to equip 
our dedicated “bumblers”. 

Donate just a few dollars 
today, and invest in the 
recovery of endangered 

bumble bees. 

Every little bit helps. 

HELP OUR 
BUMBLERS

actively involved in pollinator research and conservation projects since 
2013. She has been instrumental in expanding the citizen science program 
developed by Sarah Johnson at Glenbow Ranch Provincial Park, a park 
uniquely situated where the Rocky Mountain Foothills meet prairie 
grasslands. Over 50 people participated in a series of workshops designed 
to teach bumble bee identification and to help volunteers develop the skills 
they need in order to help collect data about these important pollinators. 
While the program may be in its infancy, two rare bumble bee species 
have now been confirmed within the park boundaries—our famous 
yellow-banded bumble bee, which is quite rare in southern Alberta, and 
the western bumble bee (Bombus occidentalis) a threatened species that has 
become a new species of concern for the Bumble Bee Recovery team. 

Extending more opportunity to Canada’s 
next generation of pollinator biologists

Addressing the crisis of species extinction is 
difficult but the Bumble Bee Recovery team is 
the right team for the job. It is no secret that 
young scientists struggle to gain experience in 
their field these days, and that this experience 
is vital to their professional development. The 
competition is fierce, but this usually means that 
some pretty creative, dynamic, and dedicated 
individuals are born out of the competition. 
One of Wildlife Preservation Canada’s missions 
is, and has always been, to be a part of building 
Canada’s conservation capacity by developing 
young scientists across the country. The Native 
Pollinator Initiative’s 2018 expansion of the 
Bumble Bee Recovery team provided valuable 
hands-on experience to one PhD candidate, two 
masters candidates, three undergraduate students, 
and three young professionals. This is quite an 
achievement as experience like this will continue 
to help the next generation of Canadian ecologists 
and conservation biologists conduct hands-on 

work to save endangered pollinators. The spring 
field season will be here before we know it, so 
watch our website for job postings for next year’s 
Bumble Bee Recovery crews in Ontario.

www.wildlifepreservation.ca/
donate

Top left: The Sudbury crew Liam and Sierra swap field stories with the Thunder 
Bay crew Aisa and Tiffani in Wawa, Ontario. Top right: Ryan, Galila and 
Genevieve from the southern Ontario crew. Bottom left: PhD candidate, Amanda 
Liczner, collects valuable habitat information for at-risk bumble bee species in 
Ontario. Photo credits: Liam Graham, Genevieve Rowe, Alex Filazzola

More buzzworthy 
news continued 

on page 9!

2017

2018
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Snake enclosures like the ones seen here may one 
day soon grace the shelves of Canada’s first dedicated 
Massasauga Conservation Breeding Program.  
Photo credit: Jonathan Choquette

One of the few remaining female eastern 
massasauga rattlesnakes in the Ojibway Prairie 
population, and the only one known to have 
birthed new individuals into the population 
over the last two years. A shrinking snake population

A Matter of Fact

capable of producing a reliable, adequate, and 
healthy supply of conservation-bred animals to 
rescue struggling Canadian populations of eastern 
massasauga rattlesnakes. Representatives from each 
group met recently in Orillia, Ontario to strategize 
on key details relating to the development of the 
conservation breeding colony, namely securing key 
federal permits and clearly identifying roles and 
contributions of each member. 

A mutual recognition of the importance of 
conserving this oft-maligned species was the glue 
that bonded the newly formed partnership, and 
the excitement about achieving this important 
milestone was felt around the table. Although still in 
the early stages, the development of the Massasauga 
Conservation Breeding Program is moving along 
quicker than all parties anticipated, and its eventual 
achievement holds great promise for the future of 
eastern massasaugas in Canada. 

If you would like to support the development of the 
Massasauga Conservation Breeding Program, please 
let us know. The recovery of the eastern massasaugas 
requires the help of many hands!

As Ontario’s only remaining 
venomous reptile, the eastern 
massasauga rattlesnake 
(Sistrurus catenatus) has faced 
widespread persecution, despite 
the fact that it poses little 
threat to public safety. In First 
Nations traditions, the eastern 
massasauga is the medicine 
keeper of the land — a reminder 
to tread lightly and to take only 
what we need.

Eastern massasauga rattlesnake habitat in Canada includes 
meadow, peat lands, shoreline habitats, wetlands, bedrock 
barrens and coniferous forests. Eastern massasaugas are usually 
associated with water and are generally found within 50 km of 
the Great Lakes. To thrive, these snakes need open patches where 
they can sun themselves and hibernation sites like burrows, rock 
crevices or tree root cavities that extend below the frost line.

Eastern massasaugas can be found from southern Illinois all the 
way north to the Great Lakes Basin. In Canada, they are limited to 
Ontario, where they live in two distinct groups along the Georgian 
Bay shoreline and in the Carolinian Region.

The Ojibway Prairie Complex and Greater Park Ecosystem 
(OPCGPE) in Ontario’s Windsor-LaSalle region is home to 
several reptile species threatened by urban development, habitat 
fragmentation and road mortality. The eastern massasaugas found 
here are isolated from other populations by over 300 km. 

Those of you who’ve been following Wildlife 
Preservation Canada’s recovery efforts for 
eastern massasauga rattlesnakes, be it as a 

dedicated fan or just a casual observer, know that 
the Ojibway Prairie population of this species is at 
the lowest size it’s been in decades. Basically, with a 
small population of fewer than 25 individuals, it is 
not considered viable; the incredibly small size of this 
population places it at very high risk of local extinction.

Local extinctions are worth preventing because of 
their collective impact. Eventually, the loss of a 
sufficient number of populations will cause an entire 
species to disappear. The Ojibway Prairie population 
represents the second-last remaining colony of eastern 
massasaugas within the Carolinian region of Canada. 
Its disappearance would mark a dramatic loss in the 
Canadian distribution, ecological variation, and genetic 
diversity of this species, and would bring us one step 
closer to losing eastern massasauga rattlesnakes from 
within our Canadian borders.

Rescuing the Ojibway Prairie population of rattlesnakes 
by supplementing it with new animals remains one of 
the last remaining options to keep the prairie-loving 
reptiles alive. One-off translocation events have failed 
in the past, therefore we need a sustained effort over 
many years to increase their chances of survival. A 
conservation breeding colony could theoretically 
produce a steady supply of snakes to bolster the wild 
populations. However, because massasaugas are rare 
and protected, sourcing snakes to establish a breeding 
colony poses many challenges. Luckily great problems 
often lead to great partnerships.

Wildlife Preservation Canada has joined forces with 
three amazing partners to devise a solution to this 
important conservation problem. The Toronto Zoo, 
Scales Nature Park, and Henvey Inlet First Nation, 
in partnership with our recovery team, are working 
together to develop the Massasauga Conservation 
Breeding Program. The goal of this program is to secure 
and maintain a conservation breeding population 

Conservation breeding to the rescue!
Ojibway Prairie Reptile Recovery

By Jonathan Choquette

As the only population 
in Canada to live 
in tallgrass prairie 
habitat, they represent 
an ecologically and 
genetically unique 
entity. Unfortunately, 
their range has 
plummeted 99% over 
the last 40 years, due 
to habitat destruction, 
road mortality, 
intentional killing and 
illegal collection for 
the pet trade. The 
population is now on 
the brink of extinction, 
with fewer than 25 
individuals remaining in 
the wild.

A schematic representation of the 
decline in distribution of the Ojibway 
Prairie population of eastern massasauga 
rattlesnakes from 1975 to 2015. 
Current distribution of the population is 
estimated to be as little as 14 hectares. 
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There is a short window of time for mating after the adults 
emerge from their chrysalis. This butterfly is fueling up on nectar.Caring for hundreds 

when every one counts

Fraser Valley Wetlands Recovery

Two Oregon spotted frogs are bound together in the 
amplexus position. An egg mass is shown beside them, 
containing hundreds of eggs. Photo credit: Andrea Gielens

The effort that goes into raising a child is amazing. 
Twins seems downright incredible. But what about 
the responsibility of raising hundreds of teeny turtle 

hatchlings, or thousands of helpless little tadpoles? That’s the 
job that our Fraser Valley Wetlands team undertakes every 
summer, in the hopes that each turtle or frog will one day 
grow into an adult that can breed on its own in the wild. 

The wetlands in the Fraser Valley of British Columbia provide 
habitat for some of the last remaining southern coastal 
populations of the western painted turtle (Chrysemys picta 
bellii). Our conservation breeding program collects turtle 
eggs from at-risk sites each spring and brings them back to 
the lab at the Greater Vancouver Zoo to raise up. This year 
we collected 328 wild eggs, of which 254 hatched. This was 
our highest count yet, and we had to purchase and set up 
additional tanks to house the little turtles. 

In a declining population, each individual matters. When 
the eggs hatch, every turtle is photographed showing their 
unique markings on their plastron (belly). Each turtle has an 
identification number and set of health records. You could say 
that our biologists are experts at record keeping by now! The 
turtles all over-winter together in tanks that are designed to 
simulate their natural habitat. 

Next spring we’ll release them in locations where western 
painted turtles would have occurred historically. These new 
populations of turtles are young and we have not seen any 
breeding yet, but we are hoping to observe nesting females as 
the populations age. Species recovery may be a slow process 
but we have a committed team that will continue monitoring 
for many years to come.

A big thank you goes out to all the donors who ‘adopted-
an-egg’ this summer. The proceeds from the campaign were 
greatly needed to purchase new equipment to house the 
surplus of turtles.

The Fraser Valley is also home to the Oregon spotted frog 
(Rana pretiosa), Canada’s most endangered amphibian. Over 
the 2017-18 winter, approximately 400 Oregon spotted frogs 
were held in our facility because they were not releasable size 
by the end of the summer. These retained animals thrived, and 
369 frogs were released into the wild this April, after being 
measured and micro-chipped.

Our conservation breeding team was also busy this spring 
playing matchmaker to over 60 adult males and females.  
Twenty-two egg masses were produced, yielding an astonishing 
14,000 eggs. Egg survival rates are low in frogs, and only 
2,300 frog eggs hatched. This still left our recovery team with 
lots of squirming tadpoles to care for over the spring. 

We estimate that it would take 5,000 new Oregon spotted 
frogs added to the wild population each year to see a change 
in the population. Our combined effort with the Vancouver 
Aquarium, which releases 2,000 each year, is getting close to 
our goal. We hope that with your continued support, and 
some changes in our techniques to improve fertility, we’ll be 
able to surpass that target within the next few years.

By Andrea Gielens

Each western painted turtle hatchling is given its own unique 
ID card with photo, code, and name. In declining populations 
every single turtle is important. Photo credit: Maja Hampson

For a lot of us, our interests and our passions are 
discovered in our early years through the experiences and 
opportunities that impact and interest us. Enthusiasm 

and curiosity help them to evolve naturally, and sometimes 
we seek to nurture them more formally through our studies. 
Wildlife Preservation Canada is always looking for ways to get 
our youth involved in science, and to give them opportunities 
to become invested in, and passionate about, conservation at 
an early age. The Bumble Bee Recovery team runs a number 
of citizen science and outreach programs across Ontario and in 
Alberta. Some of our most popular programs help equip young 
enthusiasts with the skills and confidence they need in order to 
survey for bumble bees, and in turn, to contribute important 
data to ongoing research projects. New in 2018, we involved 
close to 150 Grade 7 and 8 students in our Bumble Bee Nest 
Box Project. Students at Ontario schools in Elora, Guelph and 
Hamilton, and participants in a Backyard Bumble Bee Nest 
Box Project at Science North in Sudbury, constructed nest 

Discovering pollinators  
at an early age

Native Pollinator Initiative

By Hayley Tompkins

Young citizen scientists participating in nest box 
programs at Waverley Drive Public School in Guelph
Photo credit: Upper Grand District School Board

boxes that were installed at sites across the province in an effort 
to learn more about the nesting ecology of native bumble bees. 
It is our hope that by exposing young people to conservation, 
and giving them the opportunity to learn about pollinators, 
their decline, and ways they can help, we will have even 
more passionate and talented people contributing to saving 
endangered animals in years to come. Who knows, maybe one 
day you’ll be reading a newsletter from one of our amazing 
young scientists below! 

No love for the 
checkerspot

Native Pollinator Initiative

By  Andrea Gielens

For many critically rare species, conservation breeding 
is a key component for recovery. It seems like a simple 
process; mate adults, raise young, release adults back into 

the wild. But what happens when you can’t convince the adults 
to mate?

This was the case for our Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly 
program this summer. The Taylor’s checkerspot butterfly 
(Euphydryas editha taylori) is only found on the pacific coast 
of Canada, and is down to critically low numbers. Our team 
has a breeding facility at the Greater Vancouver Zoo, where 
we breed newly eclosed adults each spring to produce a fresh 
generation of caterpillars for release. 

This year we followed the same procedure as usual, with 40-
50 males and females to match up, but not a single female 
produced eggs. It was difficult to determine if the pickiness 
was on the part of the males or females, or if something else 
was influencing their behaviour. We have been in contact with 

experts at the Oregon Zoo who manage breeding programs 
for southern US populations of the checkerspot, and we will 
be adopting some new techniques to encourage breeding next 
spring. 

It wasn’t all bad news this summer. Since its discovery in 2005, 
it was thought that the last remaining Canadian population 
of Taylor’s checkerspots was found on Denman Island. This 
year, a second population was discovered on a private farm 
property on Vancouver Island. Unfortunately, it was too late 
in the season to capture adult butterflies for our conservation 
breeding program, but we are thrilled with the discovery 
of this new population and we hope to start work with this 
second group of checkerspots next spring.
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Amélie with a Mauritius fody that was banded for 
recovery research. Photo credit: Christelle Ferriere

Given that Ile aux Aigrettes conserves the last remaining 
fraction of Mauritian dry coastal forest, many of the 
species of plants and animals are rare and endangered. 
Species that were no longer on the island, but were 
still present on the main island of Mauritius, albeit 
often in very low numbers, were reintroduced during 
the restoration. The endemic plant community was re-
established. Endemic reptiles were reintroduced, such as 
Telfair’s skinks, Günther’s geckos and ornate day geckos. 
A species of tortoise from the Seychelles, the Aldabra 
giant tortoise, was introduced to replace the extinct 
Mauritian tortoises. Pink pigeons were reintroduced. 
And lastly, two populations of endemic passerines were 
re-established.

Most of my work centers on the island’s passerines. I 
work primarily with two listed species, the endangered 
Mauritius fody, and the critically endangered Mauritius 
olive white-eye. The two species were introduced 
onto the island to create sub-populations after each 
population declined to fewer than 100 pairs. To ensure 
the ongoing success of both species on the island 
they are supplementary fed, regularly monitored, and 
predators and disease are managed. 

I feel fortunate to be involved in all of these aspects 
of the Ile aux Aigrettes Passerines program and I am 
genuinely thrilled for the next six months on the island. 
I am grateful for this once in a lifetime opportunity to 
gain practical experience alongside species and habitat 
recovery teams working to save some of the most 
endangered species in the world.

Since 1990, the Canada’s New Noah program has given 
young biologists in Canada the opportunity of a lifetime. 
Each year, Wildlife Preservation Canada selects a graduate 
student from dozens of applicants across Canada for the 
single, coveted position on the tropical island of Mauritius 
in the western Indian Ocean. The program provides 
practical training and field experience in managing 
wildlife conservation programs and conserving endangered 
species. Amélie Roberto-Charron was selected to be the 
29th Canada’s New Noah and travelled to Mauritius in 
August to begin her adventure. 

Marvelous 
Mauritius

Canada’s New Noah

By Amélie Roberto-Charron

A look inside a shrike 
biologist’s toolkit

Eastern Loggerhead Shrike Recovery

Whenever we handle a bird, however, we measure a lot more 
than just the width of the leg. We collect as much data as 
we can from each bird, often using a set of digital calipers to 
get accurate measures of the length and width of leg bones, 
and bill height, width, and depth. Data goes into a federal 
government database, where all Canadian banders submit 
records for the birds they handle, creating a vast repository of 
bird measurements over time. Darwin would be pleased.

And now we get to the mundane. Did you know, for example, 
that my banding kit includes a full rainbow of Sharpie 
markers? We put colour bands on the birds so we can ID 
them in coming years, but colouring our bird’s feathers with 
Sharpies offers a much more visible, albeit temporary, way for 
our field teams to tell birds apart when they are being held in 
large cages at our field sites prior to release. There can be up to 
12 birds in a cage, so looking for “purple head” or “red breast” 
is much faster than looking for leg bands every time.   

The most mundane tool that we use may also be one of the 
most important: a toilet paper tube. Staple one end shut, poke 
some air holes, et voila, you have a perfect little shrike holder!  
Putting a bird in a tube can help to calm it while you take 
your measurements and apply bands, and it also quite handily 
removes the threat of bites, which is something not to be taken 
lightly when handling shrikes.  

Which brings us to the one last item that is of the utmost 
importance in any shrike banding kit: Bandaids. Lots and lots 
of Bandaids.  

There are many tools that are useful to a shrike biologist 
during the field season: a good pair of binoculars to 
spot birds in large tracts of open alvar or pastureland; 

a spotting scope to get a closer look at their legs to see any 
bands; and a saint-like level of patience while you watch a bird 
perching motionless, waiting for it to move, so you can see 
its bands or follow it to its nest, which you’re sure is around 
somewhere, if the bird would just move…

These are the tools that help you when you’re working 
on the observational side of the shrike recovery program. 
However, there’s a whole other kit that’s needed when you’re 
doing hands-on work with the birds, especially when getting 
conservation-bred shrikes ready for release, and these tools 
range from highly specialized to the surprisingly mundane.  

On the ‘highly specialized’ side, there are the tools that are 
needed to attach the metal bands to the birds, such as the 
special banding pliers that close the band tightly without 
threat of pinching a bird’s leg. We also use a special gauge to 
measure a bird’s leg to see what size of band it should wear. 
You want a band that is big enough to move freely, but not so 
big that it could slip over the foot and cause an injury, and the 
leg gauge is an invaluable tool to find the proper size.  

By Hazel Wheeler

Many Canadians wouldn’t be able to place Mauritius on a map, 
but most have likely heard of it. Mauritius is well known for its 
striking landscapes; bright green vegetation interspersed with 

sharp volcanic mountains, ringed by white sand beaches, turquoise water and 
a white-foamed reef. Those who haven’t heard of the Mauritian scenery have 
surely heard of the most renowned Mauritian species: the ill-fated dodo. This 
strange, flightless bird became extinct some three hundred years ago and has 
since become a symbol for species extinction and conservation.

The flora and fauna is what drew me to the volcanic island of Mauritius. For 
years, I learned both about the conservation successes and losses that took 
place on Mauritius, and dreamed of one day going to this island steeped in 
conservation history. As Canada’s 29th New Noah I finally had the chance. 
I received a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to learn first-hand about the 
conservation programs on Mauritius by working with the Mauritian Wildlife 
Foundation on Ile aux Aigrettes.

Ile aux Aigrettes is an islet some 800m off the coast of Mauritius. This 
coralline island was restored to recreate the last remnant of Mauritian dry 
coastal forest. Like much of Mauritius, the native forest of Ile aux Aigrettes 
was cleared and the introduction of exotic species of plants and animals 
devastated the endemic flora and fauna. However, through intensive 
conservation initiatives by the Mauritian Wildlife Foundation, the island 
has been restored to mimic what Mauritius would have looked like over 400 
years ago and in 1965 was designated a nature reserve.

Skill, precision, and a carefully stocked toolkit are necessities for 
shrike biologists in the field. Photo credit: VIncent Luk/Evermaven

One of the many spectacular viewpoints on Ile aux Aigrettes, just 
800m off the coast of Mauritius. Photo credit: Alice Leonard



You cannot begin to preserve any species 
of animal unless you preserve the habitat 

in which it dwells. Disturb or destroy 
that habitat and you will exterminate 

the species as surely as if you had shot it. 
So conservation means that we have to 

preserve forest and grassland, river  
and lake, even the sea itself. 

- Gerald Durrell 
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