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Ducks  

Mallard 

Anas platyrhynchos  

 
Identification: Mallards are large ducks (50-62 cm long) with 

rounded heads and wide, flat beaks. Males have iridescent green 

heads and bright yellow bills. Females and juveniles are mottled 

brown with orange-and-brown bills. This is likely the easiest duck 

to see and identify at Big Lake. When asked what a duck says, most 

people say “quack”. That is the Mallard’s call. 
Behaviour: Mallards are dabbling ducks. They feed in the water by 

dipping forward and grazing on underwater plants. They almost 

never dive out of sight like many other duck species. They are 

normally associated with shallow water areas like ponds and 

marshes. 
Location: They are easy to find at Big Lake from April to 

November. Some are found alongside the Poole Wetland 

boardwalk. Here, they seem almost tame. Looking over the lake and 

Sturgeon River from the BLESS Platform, some of the closest 

ducks will likely be Mallards. Once in November, over 1,000 were 

recorded by a visiting birder to the area. 
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Northern Pintail 

Anas acuta  

 

Identification:  Northern Pintail (50-75 cm.) adults are not alike. 

The males are quite elegant with their long, pointed tails. Females 

are a plain brownish gray. In flight, the long neck and pointed tail 

give the feeling of a fast projectile streaking overhead. 
Behaviour:  When on the water, Pintails do not dive to feed like 

some ducks. Like Mallards, they are dabbling ducks, well-suited 

to the shallow waters of the Big Lake area. To feed, they simply 

tip forward and reach with their heads and beaks below the surface 

to grasp plants and other edibles. 

Location: The best time to find the Northern Pintail at Big Lake 

is in April as they migrate north. Standing on the BLESS 

Platform, treat yourself to large flocks flying overhead. If some 

have landed, they will be scattered out over the open water in front 

of you. The next best time is when they migrate south in late 

September and October. They are seldom seen in June, July and 

August. 
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Gadwall 

Mareca strepera  

 

Identification: Gadwall (45-55 cm.) are about the same size as 

Mallards. Like many of the dabbling ducks, the brown females are 

hard to tell apart from other species. The males, when breeding in 

the spring, are recognizable by their gray colour and black hind 

ends. In flight, the identifier is a white wing patch. 
Behaviour: Gadwall often feed along with other dabbling ducks, 

tipping forward to feed on submerged vegetation without diving. If 

food is out-of-reach, they have learned some of the diving skills 

perfected by true divers and will disappear for short times 

underwater. Not many nest around Big Lake. They seem to prefer 

smaller sloughs elsewhere. 

Location: Around Big Lake, look for them mainly from April 

through June and then September through November. Few are seen 

through the summer. Look for them especially in Nadeau Pond 

next to Ray Gibbon Drive. 
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American Wigeon 

Mareca americana  

 
Identification: American Wigeon (48–53 cm.) are slightly 

smaller than a Mallard. In breeding season, the male has a white 

crown and a dark-green patch extending back from the eye. The 

females are basically brown but their sides (flanks) have a slightly 

reddish or rusty look. 

Behaviour: An interesting thing happens in early summer. They 

moult and lose their breeding plumage. Males change colour and 

look a lot like females. They even become flightless for a short 

time. During moult, males and females live separate lives. Males 

hang out with other males. Females tend their eggs and then their 

chicks into the fall. 
Location: Around the Big Lake area, look for them from April 

through November with few in the summer months. Daily counts 

of over 200 in April attest to some high numbers here during 

migration. 
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Northern Shoveler 

Spatula clypeata  

 
Identification: Northern Shovelers (45–52 cm.) have a long bill, 

wider at the tip. This is their unique feature. Males are easiest to 

identify in the spring when in breeding plumage. Females are a 

drab, mottled brown like most other female dabblers. Check their 

bills to properly identify them. You may need binoculars when 

identifying ducks at a distance. 

Behaviour: Northern Shovelers feed by dabbling for plant food. 

They are seen swinging their bills from side to side. Their highly 

specialized bill is able to strain out tiny aquatic animal lifeforms 

from the pond water. 
Location: Look for them from April through November. Attempt 

to get good views out over the east bay of Big Lake from the 

BLESS Platform. They are often present as mated pairs. The 

spring and fall migrations are the best times. A single day high 

count in April yielded around 500 birds. 
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Blue-winged Teal 

Spatula discors  

 
Identification: Blue-winged Teal (38–40 cm.) are easiest to 

identify in the spring in their breeding plumage. A few things are 

notable for identification. Blue-winged Teal are relatively small 

ducks. Breeding males have a white crescent behind the bill and 

a small white flank patch in front of a black rear. Hidden, except 

when flying, is a shoulder patch of blue feathers for both males 

and females. 

Behaviour: Their habits are like other dabbling ducks. They are 

often seen around the edges of ponds under or close to emergent 

vegetation, choosing a concealed spot from which to forage or 

rest. 
Location: This species tends to arrive a little later than many 

other ducks in the spring migration. Expect them by the end of 

April. They are observed through the summer usually close to the 

shore. Identification gradually gets more difficult through the 

summer. Even experts have a hard time in the fall when males, 

females and juveniles all look very similar. 
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Green-winged Teal 

Anas crecca  

  
Identification: A few features distinguish Green-winged Teal (33-

38 cm.) from Blue-winged Teal. Adult males have grayish bodies 

with a white vertical stripe from the water to the shoulder. Their 

heads are cinnamon with a wide green swoop from the eye to the 

back of the head. Females are drab brown. Adults have green wing 

patches hidden when not in flight. 

Behaviour: These birds spend much of their time in shallow water, 

‘tipping up’ to reach food on the bottom. In flight, they travel fast 

with rapid wing beats. They like to travel in small flocks often 

moving swiftly in tight formation over a slough or wetland. 
Location: Around Big Lake, they are amongst the first returning 

migrants with good numbers possible in April. Although sporadic 

in the summer, some are likely around, just hard to find. In fall, look 

for them in open water resting and feeding or taking a migration 

nap along the shore. 
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Canvasback 

Aythya valisineria  

  
Identification: Male and female Canvasback (45–55 cm.) sport 

much different colours. Breeding males have a rusty red head and 

neck and a white body. Females are tan to brown overall. Their head 

shapes are unique with a long sloping forehead and a large beak. 

Behaviour: These are diving ducks that will slip under the water 

for long periods, finally appearing elsewhere. They feed on 

vegetation and other water life at the bottom of lakes and ponds. In 

migration, they often travel in groups, resting on larger water bodies 

farther from shore. 
Location: Peak times to see Canvasbacks are April, May, 

September and October. When they land far out on the east bay of 

Big Lake, they may be amongst a dozen other waterfowl species. 

On those occasions, binoculars or a birding scope are necessary to 

view them well. Late in April a number of years ago, a local birder 

surprisingly saw around 400, a record. Usually expect single digit 

numbers. 
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Redhead 

Aythya americana  

 
Identification: Redheads (45–57 cm.) are diving ducks with a 

smoothly rounded head and a moderately large bill. Their head 

shape distinguishes them from Canvasbacks despite some 

similarities in colour. At a distance, use binoculars to identify. 

Behaviour: In migration, look for redheads in large numbers, often 

with other species including Canvasback, Scaup, Wigeon and 

Goldeneye. They usually dive for their food although they use 

shallower water more often than some diving ducks and may feed 

by ‘tipping up’ like a dabbler on occasion. 
Location: Redheads are similar to Canvasbacks in their time to 

appear in the east bay of Big Lake. Both species seem to prefer large 

bodies of water over smaller ones, in migration. Redheads may come 

closer to shore for easier spotting. Come early in the morning before 

too many people create a commotion. If disturbed, these and many 

other species will head to the far side of the lake or leave all together 

to get on with their migration. 
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Ring-necked Duck 

Aythya collaris  

  
Identification: Ring-necked Ducks (40-45 cm. long) are smaller 

than Mallards. They are similar to Lesser Scaup but the males have 

a black back and a white crescent extending up from the sides in 

front of the wing. This white crescent or bar is a good identifier 

from a distance. Also of note, they have a slightly peaked head and 

a white ring on the male’s bill. Beware of confusion with the 

Lesser Scaup. 

Behaviour: Ring-necks are often seen in larger bodies of water 

such as the east bay of Big Lake. As mentioned, they associate with 

Scaup and various other waterfowl during migration. Their 

numbers tend to be relatively smaller than most of the other species 

they are seen with so you may have to pick them out of the crowd. 
Location: They are reported from April through October, the first 

birds appearing with other waterfowl when the ice melts. The 

BLESS Platform is probably the best location to view them. Good 

binoculars and a lot of patience may be necessary to pick them out 

of the bonanza of migratory birds. 
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Lesser Scaup 

Aythya affinis  

  
Identification: Lesser Scaup (38-45 cm.) male and female adults 

differ in colour. Like many ducks, the females are brown. The males 

are basically black and white with gray backs. In flight, you should 

notice a white wing stripe. Another species which looks nearly the 

same is the Greater Scaup but they are slightly larger and seldom 

seen at Big Lake. 

Behaviour: Look for ducks that are diving to reach food. Lesser 

Scaup are divers and often mix with other diving ducks. This is 

especially true where food is plentiful. During migration, they can 

appear in very large numbers scattered over a large area. 
Location: Expect them from April through October. They represent 

a good portion of the ducks present right into July. Expect to see a 

few on any visit. They may even show up in the small pools 

alongside the boardwalk. Occasionally, numbers counted in April 

have exceeded 400 but these are record numbers. To see and identify 

10 or more is a more likely expectation on a visit during migration. 

  



21 
 

Common Goldeneye 

Bucephala clangula  

 
Identification: Common Goldeneye (43-51 cm.) are medium-

sized ducks with large heads and short necks. The large white spot 

between ‘golden’ or yellow eye and bill is distinctive for males. 

They are fast fliers and often fly just over the water surface. Their 

wings make a distinctive whistling sound in flight. 

Behaviour: These are diving ducks. They tend to forage in flocks 

and dive simultaneously. Breeding males perform a comical 

‘dance’ in which they throw their heads back with their bills 

pointed skyward. They normally dive in shallow water less than 

four metres deep. They seek a variety of foods including aquatic 

insects, crustaceans and seeds. Unlike most ducks, they nest in 

holes in trees or stumps in forest areas close to bodies of water. 
Location: One of the first ducks to arrive in April or sooner, they 

can be viewed best from the BLESS Platform. Unfortunately, 

they often are at some distance and mixed in with other species. 

Because they are numerous, they should be a species to count on 

seeing during migration. 
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Bufflehead 

Bucephala albeola  

 
Identification: Buffleheads (33-38 cm.) are compact ducks with 

large, rounded heads and short, wide bills. Males can be spotted 

easily due to a white patch that wraps around the back of their 

heads. Females and first-year males are gray-brown overall with a 

white cheek patch. In flight, you can identify Buffleheads by noting 

their small size, fast wingbeats, and an interesting pattern of rocking 

side-to-side as they fly. 

Behaviour: Buffleheads dive underwater to catch aquatic 

invertebrates like water boatmen, mayfly, damselfly larvae, snails 

and sometimes small fish. They nest in tree cavities, usually 

abandoned woodpecker holes. 
Location: Look for them from late May through November. 

Observing from the BLESS Platform is likely the best bet. They 

may be mixed in with other species when seen at some distance. A 

single day high count in April yielded a remarkable 100 birds. 

Under normal conditions hope for a couple or more. 
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Hooded Merganser 

Lophodytes cucullatus  

 
Identification: Hooded Mergansers (43–50 cm.) are small ducks 

with a thin bill and a fan-shaped, collapsible crest that makes the 

head look oversized. The black head of the male has a large white 

patch which varies in size as the crest is raised or lowered. 

Females and immatures are gray and brown. 

Behaviour: Hooded Mergansers dive to catch aquatic insects, 

crayfish and small fish. Males court females by expanding their 

white, sail-like crests and making very low, gravelly calls. 

Hooded Mergansers fly distinctly, with shallow, very rapid 

wingbeats. 
Location: They are only occasionally seen at Big Lake and 

mainly in late March or April along with the hordes of other spring 

migratory waterfowl. Viewing from the BLESS Platform is best. 

Good binoculars or a birding scope are likely required to 

distinguish them from other species at a distance. Some sightings 

are possible up to November. 
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Common Merganser 

Mergus merganser  

 
Identification: Common Mergansers are large (58–68 cm.) diving 

ducks with sleek bodies. Breeding males have a very dark green 

head, a thin red bill and mostly white body. Females in the spring 

have rusty brown heads and gray bodies. 

Behaviour: In the spring, early arriving Common Mergansers may 

swim in groups along the edge of melting ice diving beneath the ice 

in search of small fish. They move underwater with speed and 

agility to catch minnows in their toothed bills. They swallow their 

catches whole, head first. 
Location: You might get lucky and see a Common Merganser in 

April while peering out across Big Lake from the BLESS Platform. 

There is a remote chance again in the fall. They have been recorded 

nearly every month through to November when ‘freeze up’ forces 

waterfowl south. 
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Ruddy Duck 

Oxyura jamaicensis  

  
Identification: These are small, compact ducks (38-43 cm.) with 

stout, scoop-shaped bills, and long, stiff tails they often hold 

upward. Male Ruddy Ducks have a blackish cap that contrasts 

with bright white cheeks, a blue bill and reddish body. Females 

and first-year males are brownish. 

Behaviour: Ruddy Ducks dive to feed on aquatic invertebrates, 

especially midge larvae. Interestingly, they feed most actively at 

night and are often seen sleeping during the day, head tucked 

under a wing and tail sticking up. 

Location: A few Ruddy Ducks often end up in the pools 

alongside the Poole Wetland boardwalk. This can happen from 

April through October. If you see them there in May, you might 

be treated to the courtship display of a male. Its bobbing head 

display includes tapping sounds as it beats its chest with its bill. It 

ends with a belch-like call. This behaviour looks comical except 

to other Ruddy Ducks. 
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Geese & Swans  

Canada Goose 
Branta canadensis  

 
Identification: Canada Geese are big (60–100 cm.) waterfowl with 

long necks, large bodies, large webbed feet, and wide bills. Males 

and females are similar looking. Their white ‘chinstrap’ is a good 

identifier. Their call is a “honk”. 

Behaviour: Canada Geese feed by dabbling in the water or grazing 

in fields. They especially appreciate the high-quality grass on golf 

courses. Mated pairs take their parenting roles seriously and stick 

with their young as they mature. They lay usually 4 to 9 eggs each 

breeding season. Little parades of goslings are a common sight on 

golf courses. 
Location: Canada Geese are among the first waterfowl to return 

after winter and are usually first seen on the ice at Big Lake in 

March. When migrating, they typically fly over in broken ‘V’ 

formations often making their presence known with their loud, 

resonant honks. You can count on seeing them in the warmer 

months except perhaps in July and August when they are tending 

their goslings, often in hiding. 
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Snow Goose 

Anser coerulescens  

 
Identification: Snow Geese (63–75 cm.) are white-bodied with 

black wing tips that are barely visible on the ground but noticeable 

in flight. They are medium-sized geese with hefty bills and long, 

thick necks. Occasionally you can see a dark-coloured Snow 

Goose called a “Blue Goose”. They are not very numerous. 

Behaviour: Snow Geese may travel in the company of other 

geese but pure flocks of snow geese can number in the thousands. 

In the fall, flocks land in harvested grain fields to eat whatever 

waste seed they find. Flocks will also take overnight stops on 

water bodies large enough to accommodate their numbers. They 

fly in unorganized, wavy lines. 
Location: They are typically seen high above, migrating over Big 

Lake. They have been recorded in April and late September and 

October. The largest numbers have been in the fall while going 

south. One thousand birds were once reported in a day in 

September. 
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Greater White-fronted Goose 

Anser albifrons  

 
Identification: Male and female Greater White-fronted Geese (65–

75 cm.) look alike. Adults have grayish brown back, head, neck and 

wings. A white band around the face, at the base of the bill, gives the 

bird its name. Their bright orange legs are conspicuous when seen 

amongst other geese. 

Behaviour: These are arctic migrants that spend hardly any time at 

Big Lake. In spring, most just fly over Big Lake spending less than a 

minute airborne on their long trip north towards tundra breeding 

grounds. Some may land and extend their time in the area to rest for 

a while, especially if winds are unfavourable. 
Location: They nest in the arctic so, like Snow Geese and Tundra 

Swans, we expect to see them at Big Lake for just over three months 

of the year. April, September and October are the best times. 

Checking out the “V-shaped” flocks overhead, listen for a high-

pitched yelping call easily distinguished from the deep honks of 

Canada Geese. 
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Trumpeter Swan 

Cygnus buccinator  

 
Identification: Trumpeter Swans (140–165 cm. long) are 

immense waterfowl with heavy bodies and long necks typically 

held straight both on the water and in flight. The large bill slopes 

gradually down from the forehead. Its voice is deep. One is 

reminded of a horn or trumpet. 

Behaviour:  In the fall, they will likely be seen in family groups 

where two adults are accompanied by two or three dark gray 

juveniles. Trumpeter Swans were on the verge of extinction just 

over 100 years ago. Birds in Alberta were under threat and only 

through major conservation efforts to protect nesting areas have 

the birds made a comeback. 

Location: Viewing from the BLESS Platform in October or 

November is likely the best time and place to see both Trumpeter 

and Tundra Swans. If you hear them, identification is easy. 

Probably for safety reasons, they normally land and feed along the 

far shore of Big Lake. A scope is useful to see birds this far away. 
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Tundra Swan 

Cygnus columbianus  

 
Identification: Tundra Swans (120–140 cm.) are similar to 

Trumpeter Swans in appearance. The presence of a small yellow spot 

(eye-drop) at the base of the bill is unique. The bill is smaller and not 

as straight as that of a Trumpeter Swan. The slightly smaller Tundra 

Swan may tend to keep its neck a bit curved when paddling about on 

the water surface. These are all subtle differences, hard to pick out. 

Behaviour: Swans of both species have similar behaviour. They tip 

up to forage in the manner of dabbling ducks but with their long necks 

they reach the food items in deeper water. The slow, powerful beating 

of the wings in flight gives rise to a faint whistling sound. In the air, 

they fly with their necks outstretched. 
Location: Viewing from the BLESS Platform using a birding scope 

is probably the best way to properly identify these swans. Even when 

seen at a distance across the lake with binoculars, the large size and 

very long necks suggests swans. The question becomes, “Which 

species, Tundra or Trumpeter?” 
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Coot & Sora  

American Coot 

Fulica americana  

 
Identification: American Coots (35-40 cm.) are plump, duck-like 

birds with a rounded head and a sloping bill. They are not ducks but 

are related to cranes. Coots are dark-gray to black birds with a 

bright-white bill and forehead. Legs are yellow-green with large 

feet having large lobed toes. 

Behaviour: Coots eat plants and animals. They dive to tear at roots 

and submerged plants but they also seek crustaceans and aquatic 

insects. On shorelines, they will snack on insects, snails or even 

dead fish they find. They are awkward, clumsy fliers. They require 

long running takeoffs to get airborne. 
Location: They can be found close to shore in nearly any marshy 

area. They arrive as soon as open water appears in March or April. 

American Coots are a fixture of Big Lake and all the waterbodies 

nearby. The BLESS Platform offers the best viewing spot. They 

are the one species which is nearly always to be found. Largest 

numbers are seen in April, May, October and November. 
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Sora 

Porzana carolina  

 
Identification: Soras (20-23 cm.) are small, secretive, marsh birds 

with a triangular body shape, and a deep rear end. They have short 

tails, often held upright while walking, showing white underneath. 

They have a short, yellow bill and a black face. Male and female 

look the same. 

Behaviour: Soras are omnivores, eating seeds, insects and snails 

amongst other things. They are more often heard than seen. Their 

call is unique and loud. It has been described as a long, high, 

squealing whinny that slowly descends in pitch. 
Location: Expect this bird to be present in the Poole Wetland every 

summer often from May through August. Listen for the call. It takes 

a patient and skilled eye to see one walking the edges of the cattails. 

Some people have recorded five or more in a single visit. It is likely 

most will be heard and not seen. To identify one is a treat. 
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Grebes, Pelican & Herons 

Eared Grebe 

Podiceps nigricollis  

 
Identification: Eared Grebes (30–35 cm.) are small water birds 

about the size of a small duck.  In the spring, they have a black body 

and head with golden ear tufts. Their side feathers are rusty red. 

Adults look alike. After moulting, their non-breeding plumage is 

gray, black and white. They are hard to distinguish from Horned 

Grebes in the fall after moulting. 

Behaviour: They are excellent divers and pursue prey underwater 

eating mostly fish as well as crustaceans and aquatic insects. Eared 

Grebes tend to nest in colonies and when water levels are right, Big 

Lake has been the site of such colonies. A colony could in include 

as many as 100 or more nests so when present there will be lots of 

Eared Grebes around. 

Location: Viewing from the BLESS Platform during the spring 

migration would likely be the best time to see them. It is also the 

best time to identify them. An existing early May count of around 

500 birds shows what is possible at the height of migration. 
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Horned Grebe 

Podiceps auritus  

 
Identification: Horned Grebes (33-38 cm.)  are the size of a small 

duck like a teal. Unmistakable in summer, the plumage of both 

male and female includes a black head, chestnut necks and sides, 

scarlet eyes and a small black bill tipped with white. They ride 

high in the water. The ‘horns’ are yellowish patches of feathers 

behind the eyes. In the fall, after they have moulted, they are hard 

to tell apart from Eared Grebes. 

Behaviour: Horned Grebes build a floating nest of aquatic plants 

often anchored to reeds. Usually two eggs are laid, and the striped 

young are sometimes carried on the adult’s back for warmth and 

a rest. 
Location: Viewing larger numbers of Horned Grebes is best in 

late April or May from the BLESS Platform. Some of these birds 

will nest locally, so they could show up during any summer visit 

especially if you locate a nest. They do not nest in colonies so they 

are rarely seen in large numbers in the summer. 
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Pied-billed Grebe 

Podilymbus podiceps  

 
Identification: Pied-billed Grebes (30-33 cm.) are small, chunky, 

swimming birds. They have compact bodies with relatively large, 

blocky heads and virtually no tail. While breeding, the thick bill is 

whitish with a black band. Juveniles have striped faces. 

Behaviour: Pied-billed Grebes can adjust their buoyancy by 

compressing their feathers and sinking until only the upper half of 

the head remains above water. Like other grebes, they pick up 

insects from the water surface or dive to get tadpoles, shrimp, 

aquatic insects and other invertebrates. They seem to be more 

secretive than other grebes. They do not tolerate other mated pairs 

in the vicinity of their nests. They can be aggressive with birds they 

perceive as competition. 
Location: Pied-billed Grebes can be seen any time from April 

through October but never are they abundant. A recent high local 

count was nine in August. Any vantage point overlooking water 

may bring one of these birds into view. 
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Red-necked Grebe 

Podiceps grisegena  

 
Identification: Red-necked Grebes are large (45–50 cm.) 

waterfowl. Male and female look alike. In breeding plumage, the 

head has a black cap, very pale gray cheeks and throat, a rusty red 

neck, dark gray back and flanks. Mated pairs make loud raucous 

calls which are hard to ignore. 

Behaviour: Like all grebes, they are good swimmers. They respond 

to danger by diving. They dive for fish or pick insects off vegetation. 

Once paired, they build a nest usually close to shore. Nests are 

floating masses of vegetation anchored to reeds. Once eggs are laid, 

the adults share incubation duties. They can be aggressive in their 

defence of the territory they claim or to protect their nest. 
Location: During spring migration, numbers upwards of 10 or 20 

have been seen across Big Lake from the BLESS Platform. Most 

move on to find mates and nesting sites elsewhere. A few stay. A 

small slough or storm-water pond will likely only feature one pair. 
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American White Pelican 

Pelecanus erythrorhynchos  

  
Identification: American White Pelicans are huge waterbirds (1.5–

1.8 m.) with very broad wings, a long neck, and a massive bill. 

Adults are snowy white with black flight feathers visible only when 

the wings are spread. The bill is yellow, long and flattened, with a 

short horny crest during the breeding season. 

Behaviour: American White Pelicans nest on islands to avoid 

predators, but not on Big Lake. Egg incubation and chick-rearing 

takes nearly three months to complete. Adults and juveniles feed in 

groups dipping their beaks into the water to catch fish and other 

aquatic organisms. They are superb soaring birds despite being 

among the heaviest flying birds in the world. 

Location: They are uncommonly seen from April through early 

September at Big Lake. In August, on at least one occasion, 

surprisingly, over 30 birds were counted. When viewed at an 

extreme distance without binoculars, they could be mistaken for 

swans, so look carefully. Best vantage point is the BLESS 

Platform. 
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Great Blue Heron 

Ardea herodias  

  
Identification: Great Blue Herons (105–130 cm.) appear blue-

gray from a distance. They are the largest of the herons with long 

legs and neck and a thick, dagger-like bill. When flying, they curl 

their neck into an “S” shape. In flight, their wings are broad and 

their legs trail well beyond the tail. 

Behaviour: Great Blue Herons wade slowly or stand statue-like, 

stalking prey in shallow water. Watch for the lightning-fast thrust 

of the neck and head as they stab a fish. Breeding birds gather in 

colonies or to build nests high up in the tops of deciduous trees. A 

site like this is called a heronry. 

Location: The BLESS Platform is probably the best viewpoint 

to see these magnificent birds. There are no heronries immediately 

close by so birds seen here have travelled from somewhere else to 

feed at Big Lake. Despite their size, they are well-camouflaged so 

look carefully along the shore. It is easier to spot them in flight. 

They are present from April to October. 

   



39 
 

Black-crowned Night 

Heron 

Nycticorax nycticorax 
 

  
Identification: Black-crowned Night Heron (58–70 cm.)  adults are 

light-gray birds. They have a neatly defined black back, crown and 

bills. Immatures are brown and look a lot like bitterns. They have 

thick necks, large heads and heavy, pointed bills. In flight, they fold 

their head back against their shoulders. 

Behaviour: Black-crowned Night Herons often spend their days 

perched on tree limbs or concealed amongst shrub branches, unlike 

bitterns. They forage in the evening and at night either in water, on 

mudflats or on dry land. They enjoy frogs and insects. They are 

social birds that tend to roost and nest in groups. They forage on 

their own. 
Location: These birds are never easy to find. There are likely a few 

nesting groups around Big Lake each year, but they may still go 

unnoticed because they are inactive in the daytime. With some luck, 

you might spot one along the edge of the marsh or river, basking in 

the warm sunshine. 
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American Bittern 

Botaurus lentiginosus  

  
Identification: American Bittern (60-75 cm.) are best known for 

their dagger-like bill, which is long, straight and sharply pointed. 

When seen in the cattails, rushes or grasses of a marsh, their long 

necks and bodies blend perfectly to look like a stick pointing upward. 

Behaviour: Bitterns are truly birds of the marsh. Their camouflage is 

so great, they blend in perfectly making it hard to distinguish them 

even in full view. They skulk about very secretively in search of a 

meal which could be a mouse, a frog, an insect or a fish. They rarely 

venture into open water making it hard for birders to locate them. 

Fortunately, it has a unique call that could be described in the 

following manner, “pump erlunk, pump erlunk, pump erlunk”. This 

sound is unmistakable. 
Location: They can be found close to shore in nearly any marshy 

area. They arrive in late April and are gone by mid-October. The 

BLESS Platform offers good views of the edge of the river. The 

Poole Wetland is perhaps the most likely area to see one. 
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Gulls & Terns  

Ring-billed Gull 

Larus delawarensis  

 
Identification: Ring-billed Gull adults (45–50 cm.) have a pale 

gray back and wings, with a white head, body and tail. The wingtips 

are spotted white. They have yellow bills, legs and eyes. There is a 

conspicuous black band around their bills, thus their name.  During 

their first two years, they are motley brown with pink bills and legs. 

Behaviour: These sociable gulls often fly overhead in large 

numbers. They are strong, nimble flyers and opportunistic feeders. 

They can circle and hover acrobatically looking for food. They are 

scavengers and are always alert to human food waste. They often 

hang out in urban areas. They prefer to nest on islands where their 

ground nests are safe from predators. 

Location:  From May to November, expect to find these gulls at Big 

Lake. Counts may vary but migration times yield the record 

numbers. Around 700 were once recorded in late April. On a 

summer walk here, spotting one or two of these gulls is the norm. 
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California Gull 

Larus californicus  

  
Identification: California Gulls (51–58 cm.) are often confused 

with Ring-billed Gulls. They are of similar size and colour. Look 

for these differences. Their back and wings are a medium dark gray, 

darker than ring-bills. They have dark iris eyes not yellow as in the 

ring-bills. There is a red dot on the under part of the bill next to the 

black ring. The legs are yellow-green. Immature gulls take up to 

four years to mature into adult plumage. Identification is difficult. 

Use bird call software like Merlin  on your phone for call 

identification. 

Behaviour: The behaviour of California Gulls is very similar to 

Ring-billed Gulls. The two species can often be seen together even 

in their nesting colonies. 
Location: Around Big Lake, look for California Gulls from April 

through September but in fewer numbers than Ring-billed Gulls 

normally. These gulls are usually seen in flight when they are 

hardest to identify and tell apart. Gulls are difficult, even for the 

experts. 
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American Herring Gull 

Larus smithsonianus  

 
Identification: Adult American Herring Gulls (58–66 cm. long) are 

difficult to separate from California and Ring-billed Gulls, but they 

are larger. Look for pink legs, which is perhaps the easiest feature 

to look for, and the absence of black on the bill. They are pale gray 

over their backs and wings. Young birds are dark brownish. 

Behaviour: These birds are primarily scavengers. They often feed 

by winging and gliding slowly along the shoreline of lakes seeking 

dead fish. They will eat berries, insects, even mice but during 

nesting season they also take eggs and the young of other birds. 

They are island nesters and occasionally they share an island with 

other gulls. 

Location: Relatively few American Herring Gulls are seen at Big 

Lake. Those that turn up are usually spotted in April as part of the 

migration of birds heading north. Observe them best from the 

BLESS Platform. A maximum of 30 were seen on one occasion in 

April. Normally spotting one or two would be good luck. 
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Franklin’s Gull 

Leucophaeus pipixcan  

 
Identification: Adult Franklin’s Gulls (35–38 cm.) have an ashy 

gray back, white underparts and a black head in breeding season. 

They look similar to the Bonapart’s Gull except they have red bills 

and black legs as breeding adults. The immatures and first year 

birds are with brownish wings and variable head markings. 

Behaviour: The Franklin’s Gull is our most beneficial gull. They 

eat grasshoppers and various insect larvae turned up by the farmer’s 

plow. They twist and turn in the evening sky like swallows as they 

pick off gnats and mayflies and other emerging insects. 

Significantly, they can create large floating-nest colonies. 
Location: If the water level is high enough, these gulls often create 

a large colony of floating nests on the west end or bay of Big Lake. 

They arrive in April and can be seen in large numbers through the 

summer. As many as 1,000 birds in May have been reported. These 

birds are one of the reasons Big Lake has been named an Important 

Bird Area. 
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Bonaparte’s Gull 

Chroicocephalus 

philadelphia 
 

  
Identification: The adult Bonapart’s Gull (33– 35 cm.) is similar in 

size and colour to the Franklin’s Gull but adults have black beaks 

and pink legs. Colouration varies with age. Immature and first year 

birds have brownish wings and variable head markings. Look for a 

black “ear-spot” in the fall. 

Behaviour: Bonapart’s Gulls are unusual as they nest high in 

evergreens. They travel north beyond Big Lake towards the boreal 

forest searching for treed edges of bogs, marshes, ponds, or islands. 

These gulls have a varied diet including insects, fish, crustaceans 

and frogs amongst other things. 
Location: These gulls appear in relatively small numbers in late 

April and May as they migrate north. They have not been reported 

in July. Their peak appearance at Big Lake is in September and 

October when they are in their winter plumage. Fall observations 

from the BLESS Platform may reveal lots of immatures sitting 

perky on the water picking off insects. They are migrating south at 

this time. 
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Forster’s Tern 

Sterna forsteri  

  
Identification: Forster’s Terns (35–38 cm.) are the size of a small 

gull. Spring adults have black caps and light gray upperparts, short 

red legs and an orange bill, tipped with black. Their wings appear 

narrow and pointed and they have a long, forked tail. They can be 

confused with the similar-looking Common Tern which is not often 

recorded at Big Lake at least by birders who can tell the two species 

apart. 
Behaviour:  This species breeds often in colonies in marshes. It 

nests on floating rushes or muskrat houses and lays three or more 

eggs. Like other terns, it is fiercely defensive of its nest and young. 

The Forster’s tern normally feeds by plunge-diving for fish, but will 

also capture flying insects in its breeding marshes. 

Location: At Big Lake, these terns do not appear in large numbers 

but on a lucky day you might see one or two over the lake, river or 

ponds flying back and forth attempting to spot minnows. Largest 

numbers have been recorded in July. 
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Black Tern 

Chlidonias niger  

  
Identification: Black Tern adults (23-25 cm.) are distinctive in their 

spring plumage. All adults have black heads, bills, necks and body 

underparts. Their backs and wings are slate gray. The tail is just 

slightly forked. After the summer moult, the adults acquire more gray 

and white feathers like juvenile birds. They are swift fliers. 

Behaviour: Black Terns nest in colonies in marshes and sloughs. The 

nests are a raft of reeds and grasses floating in shallow water or on 

wet hummocks. Colonies are fiercely defended from intruders. The 

adults attack unwanted visitors by aerial swoops mixed with 

deafening alarm calls. Their diet is made up of damselflies, 

mosquitoes and other insects but not fish. 
Location: They can be seen from mid-May through to the end of 

August. They have been recorded most often in June and July. They 

often nest in some of the Big Lake marshes but lake levels strongly 

determine how appealing the area is one year to the next. Look for 

them in the Poole Wetland. 
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Shorebirds & Groundbirds 

Greater Yellowlegs 
Tringa melanoleuca  

  
Identification: Greater Yellowlegs (33–38 cm.) are an elegant, 

long, yellow-legged shorebird. It has a long, thin bill which is very 

useful in distinguishing it from the similar-looking Lesser 

Yellowlegs. The Greater Yellowlegs’ bill has a slight upward curve 

and is about a third longer than the head. Their flight calls are 

distinct, three or four loud, ringing notes. It sounds like ‘klee-klee-

klee”. 

Behaviour: These birds forage along the shore, sometimes using 

their bills to stir up the water. They mainly eat insects, but also 

crustaceans and worms. They nod their heads as they walk. They 

pick food from the surface not by probing. Breeding occurs in more 

northern forested regions so their time at Big Lake is only migratory. 
Location: They are typically seen along the very edge of the water. 

They are wary of people. Look for them where there is some muddy 

shoreline. They could be seen in April or May but most likely in 

September and October. 
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Lesser Yellowlegs 

Tringa flavipes  

 
Identification: Lesser Yellowlegs (25-28 cm.) are smaller than Greater 

Yellowlegs. Their bill is shorter (visually about the same length as the 

head), is straight, and uniformly dark. Their legs are also yellow. The 

breast is streaked and the flanks are finely marked with short bars. 

These two species are often confused. Their calls are not as loud as 

those of the Greater and usually only one or two notes. The Lesser 

Yellowlegs call is a “quu-quu” or “too-too” (whistled in pairs). 

Behaviour:  These birds forage in shallow water, sometimes using their 

bill to stir up the water in search of food. They mainly eat insects, small 

fish and crustaceans but will take small fish and tadpoles. Their nesting 

grounds are further north which means they aren’t usually present at 

Big Lake during July and August. 

Location: Both species of yellowlegs are often seen together along 

muddy shores especially during fall migration. The best months are in 

May and then from August through September. 
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Long-billed Dowitcher 

Limnodromus 

scolopaceus 
 

  
Identification:  Long-billed Dowitchers (28–32 cm.)  are fairly 

large shorebirds with yellowish legs and long, straight bills. The 

body is dark brown on top and reddish underneath. The tail has a 

black and white barred pattern. The winter plumages of both the 

adults and the juveniles are largely gray. 

Behaviour: Long-billed Dowitchers forage by probing in shallow 

water or in wet mud. They probe with deliberate vertical jabs. Their 

long bills have sensitive tips that can be used to grasp worms in the 

mud. As shorebirds, they are not very wary allowing an observer 

closer views than most shorebirds. When they are alarmed, an entire 

flock will rise and take off in a panic, quickly seeking out a new 

feeding area. 

Location: These birds appear at Big Lake in small numbers because 

normally there is not a large amount of muddy shoreline. The lower 

water levels and wider shorelines in the fall mean more are seen in 

the September and October period during the fall migration. 
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Wilson’s Snipe 

Gall inago del icata  

  
Identification: Wilson’s Snipes (27–29 cm.) are a secretive 

shorebird, an extremely long bill for its body size. Adults are alike. 

They are very stocky, short-winged and short-legged. They are 

brown with a bold striped back. Their flight is fast and twisting. 

Behaviour: They use their long bill, which is flexible at the tip, to 

probe in wet ground for worms. These are a staple item in its diet. 

They will stand motionless if approached, relying on its camouflage 

to hide. If alarmed, they rise suddenly and depart in an erratic escape 

flight. In the spring, the most unusual behaviour involves special 

high circling courtship flights. These are done over the nesting area. 

Their tail feathers make a winnowing “who-who-who-who” sound 

whenever the birds spiral down. 

Location: Wilson’s Snipes regularly nest in the Poole Wetland and 

around Big Lake. They are first noticed in late April and then are 

often noted in May and June. Some also turn up as migrants passing 

though in September and October. You will likely hear them before 

you see them. 
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Spotted Sandpiper 

Actitis macularia  

  
Identification: Spotted Sandpipers (18-20 cm.) in breeding 

plumage are heavily spotted on their breasts and bellies. Their legs 

are yellow-orange and their slender bills are black tipped. Their call 

is a sharp and repeating “wheat-wheat-wheat-wheat-wheatò. In the 

fall they lose their spots. 

Behaviour: This bird has an interesting habit of continually 

teetering, a rocking motion. When it decides to leave one spot along 

the shore to go to another, it will burst from the ground and head out 

over the water. It flies with a stiff-winged flutter unique to this 

species. They often call as they fly. 

Location: A pair of Spotted Sandpipers might be expected 

anywhere along the shore of Nadeau Pond from May through 

August. A lucky birder once recorded eight Spotted Sandpipers on 

a day in July. 
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Killdeer 

Charadrius vociferus  

  
¶ Identification: Killdeer (25–28 cm.) have the round head, large 

eyes, and the shortest bill of all plovers. They are especially slender 

and lanky with a long, pointed tail and long wings. The white chest 

is barred with two black bands. The brown face is marked with black 

and white patches. They are easily identified by their shrill cries of 

“kill -dee” or “kill -dee-dee”. 

Behaviour: Killdeer spend their time walking or running ahead a 

few steps, stopping to look around, and running on again. When 

disturbed they break into flight and circle overhead, calling 

repeatedly. If you approach an occupied nest, the female will try to 

lead you away by faking a broken-wing. It’s called “the broken-

wing trick” by those who have seen it. 

Location: Look for Killdeer on open ground with low vegetation 

including fields, sandbars, mudflats, and lawns. This species is one 

of the least water-associated of all shorebirds. Around Big Lake they 

are usually recorded between April and August. Look for them 

along shorelines. 
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American Avocet 

Recurvirostra americana  

  
Identification: American Avocets (40–48 cm.) are large, beautiful 

shorebirds. They have long pale blue legs, long necks, and a long, 

upturned bill. Avocets have black and white wings and tail, creamy 

underside and a rusty to peach-coloured neck and head. The beak is 

black. They can be vocal with a high, sharp “kweep kweep” call. 

Behaviour: American Avocets are interesting to watch. They are 

often seen striding through shallow water sweeping their bills side 

to side to catch aquatic insects. They are quite able to swim if they 

get beyond their depths. At times, they probe the mud for food. 

Several pairs may nest close together on a sand bar or island forming 

a mini-colony. They have a preference for the company of their own 

species. 

Location: Avocets are a somewhat infrequent visitor to Big Lake. 

They can occasionally be seen in the shallow waters close to shore. 

Big Lake is close to the northern extent of their range. Late April 

and May are the most likely months to see these shorebirds. 
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Ruffed Grouse 

Bonasa umbellus  

¶   

¶ Identification: Ruffed Grouse (40–46 cm.) are ground birds with a 

triangular crest and a long, fan-shaped tail. They have short legs. 

They are patterned with dark bars and spots on either a reddish-

brown or grayish background. Dark bars down the side of the neck 

widen on the belly. The tail is finely barred, with one wide, black 

band near the tip. 

Behaviour: Ruffed Grouse live in deciduous and mixed wood 

forests. They forage on the forest floor for seeds and insects. 

Displaying males make a deep, airy drumming sound by beating 

their wings while standing on a log. In summer, look for females 

with broods of chicks. In winter, they diet on leaf buds picked from 

the branches of poplar, willow and small shrubs. They rely heavily 

on their camouflage to avoid being seen. 

Location: The forested areas of the provincial park are where one 

will find these birds. Keep an eye out while walking the trails. They 

can be seen any time of the year but due to their rather low numbers, 

the chance of an encounter is small. 
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Hawks, Eagle, Osprey, Falcons & Owl 

Red-tailed Hawk 

Buteo jamaicensis  

  
Identification: Red-tailed Hawks (50–60 cm.) are relatively large 

hawks. They have broad, rounded wings and a short, wide tail. Three 

features are notable: a red tail; a dark band across the abdomen 

(birders call it the ‘belly band’); and soaring with wings held in a 

slight dihedral (not flat). Their colouration, unfortunately, can vary 

widely. That makes identification difficult at times. 

Behaviour: They soar above open fields, slowly turning circles 

searching for dinner below. They also perch high atop trees, eyes 

fixed on the ground to catch the movements of prey like a mouse or 

a rabbit. They build large stick nests high in deciduous trees. 

Location: They are regularly seen at Big Lake from the beginning 

of April through to mid-October. Probably one or two birds make a 

visit daily. A soaring bird may spend just a brief amount of time 

above you and then be gone. For the bird watcher, occasional looks 

aloft are important to catch sight of these birds. Check the tops of 

trees around the Poole Wetland for hawks taking a rest. 
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Northern Harrier 

Circus hudsonius  

  
Identification: Northern Harriers (46–56 cm. long) are slender 

hawks with long wings and long tails. Males are gray above and 

whitish below. Females and immatures are brown, with black bands 

on the tail. A white rump patch is an excellent field mark. They often 

fly with their wings held in a ‘V' shape (dihedral). 

Behaviour: These birds are often seen over marshes. Damp meadows 

yield voles, frogs and insects as meals. In open prairie, away from 

water, grasshoppers, crickets, mice and ground squirrels are on the 

menu. Hunting follows a pattern. It starts with slow flapping and then 

gliding a metre or two above the ground. When something is spotted, 

there is a sudden swerve and then they plummet onto a target. With 

any luck, more often than not, dinner is served. 

Location: Definitely keep an eye out for these birds from mid-April 

through May (when they are heading north). From mid-August to 

early November, they are seen going south. Once in October, a lucky 

birder reported three. One at a time is the norm. They are not often 

reported in June or July around the Poole Wetland. 
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Swainson’s Hawk 

Buteo swainsoni  

  
Identification: Swainson’s Hawks (45–55 cm.) have fairly broad 

wings and short tails. Generally, these birds are light-bellied with a 

dark reddish chest and brown upperparts. There is a fair bit of colour 

variation. The best feature for identification is viewed from below, 

under the bird soaring. The back edges of the wings are dark. That 

feature is important for identification. Significant as well, is their 

dihedral ‘V’ shaped soaring wings. 

Behaviour: These hawks are most common in prairie-like habitat. 

Red-tailed Hawks are more woodland birds. The food preferences 

offered by their habitat of choice are mice, ground squirrels and 

young hares. They have been known to pick up carrion from 

roadsides. Mated pairs have nested in the St. Albert area in the past, 

so summer sightings are possible. 

Location: There are records of Swainson’s Hawk sightings every 

month from April through September in the area. To see one soaring 

requires being in the right place at the right time. They perch on tall 

poles, often surveying for their next meal. 
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Bald Eagle 

Haliaeetus leucocephalus  

  
Identification: Bald Eagles (76–95 cm.) have a heavy body, large 

head, and a massive hooked bill. Adults have white heads and tails. 

They have brown, almost black, bodies and wings. Their bills are 

yellow. Immature birds are completely brownish with a mottling of 

white in varying amounts for over three years as they mature. The 

only raptor close in size are Golden Eagles which have golden-brown 

feathers around the back of the neck. 

Behaviour: Bald Eagles eat mainly fish, but also hunt mammals, 

gulls, and waterfowl. They scavenge meals by harassing other birds 

and eating carrion. When soaring, a Bald Eagle holds its broad wings 

flat (not in a dihedral ‘V’ like a vulture). You can find Bald Eagles 

soaring high in the sky, flapping low over treetops with slow 

wingbeats, or perched in trees, or on the ground. 

Location: They have been recorded at Big Lake any month from 

March to November. They nest in tall trees near water. A nest on the 

far side of the east bay of Big Lake has been observed from the 

BLESS Platform using a birding scope. 
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Osprey 
Pandion haliaetus  

  
Identification: Ospreys are very large (53–60 cm.) and have been 

referred to as fish hawks. Ospreys are brown above and white 

below. Their bodies are slender, with long, narrow wings. Their legs 

are long with massive talons and serrated scales on their feet to hold 

slippery fish. 

Behaviour: They fly with a marked kink in their wings, making an 

‘M’ shape when seen from below. Ospreys live solely on fish they 

capture live. They search for fish by flying on steady wingbeats 

circling high above relatively shallow water. They often hover 

briefly before taking the plunge, feet first, to grab a fish. They build 

conspicuous stick nests placed in the open on poles, dead trees or 

towers. 

Location: They have been seen from mid-April through early 

September. Locally, they have nested in the Riel area of St. Albert 

on tall, man-made towers. Good views may be had off the BLESS 

Platform. They are sometimes seen with fish as they head back to 

their nest site. Check the tops of towers for nests or birds. 

  



61 
 

Merlin 

Falco columbarius  

  
Identification: Merlins (28-33 Cm.) are small falcons with 

powerful builds. They have sharply pointed wings, a broad chest, 

and a medium length, banded tail. Adult males are slaty or dark 

gray. Females and immatures are browner. Their “ki-ki-ki-ki-ki” call 

is unforgettable. 

Behaviour: These birds are energetic predators. They patrol 

shorelines and open areas looking for flying prey including small 

birds and even dragonflies. They fly with power. They make quick 

wingbeats, pausing to glide only rarely. They also spend long 

periods perched in open areas, enjoying the view, yes, but always 

scanning for the next meal. 

Location: This bird is seen only occasionally in the park 

environment. Birds have nested locally in St. Albert in tall spruce 

trees but most of their hunting likely takes place within city 

neighbourhoods. Small birds like sparrows fit the bill for food. 

August through September may be the best times to locate them at 

Big Lake in and around the park. 
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Great Horned Owl 

Bubo virginianus  

  
Identification: Great Horned Owls (50-60 cm.) are thick-bodied 

owls with two feathered ‘ear’ tufts that look like little horns. The 

wings are broad and rounded. Hearing their call is perhaps the best 

way to identify them. Their call is a “hoot-a-hoot; whoo-whoo” 

Behaviour: Great Horned Owls are nocturnal, meaning active at 

night. You may catch sight of them moving at dusk. More often 

they are accidently discovered sitting on a tree limb, sleeping. They 

fly with stiff, deep beats of their rounded wings. Their call is a deep, 

stuttering series of four to five hoots. If disturbed during the day, 

their large bodies quickly and gracefully exit through the forest and 

are gone. 

Location: In daylight, the most likely resting location for one of 

these birds would be in the dense, mixed wood or conifer forest 

areas of the park. Needless to say, they blend in well and chances 

are exceedingly low of finding one. If you ever do come across an 

owl in daytime slumber, please maintain your distance. Don’t 

disturb them. They need their sleep. It’s the wise thing to do. 
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Woodpeckers & Flycatchers 

Downy Woodpecker 

Dryobates pubescens  

  

Identification: Downy Woodpeckers (16-18 cm.) are our smallest 

woodpeckers. They are black and white. Males have a small red head 

patch. Females are similar but no red is present. Bill length is 

important. It is about half, or less-than-half, the thickness of the head. 

Their “kikikikikikikikiki” call is loud. It starts slow, speeds up and then 

goes down in pitch at the end. Repeat, the downy call goes down. 

That is, “down” as in Downy. 

Behaviour: When flying across an open space, their flight is 

undulating. It looks to be flying over large waves. They are noisiest 

in the spring. They do high-speed drumming on dead tree branches 

to amplify sound, either to find a mate or claim a territory. When 

chiselling into wood, the beat is very fast relative to other 

woodpeckers. 

Location: The Downy Woodpecker is a bird of the forest. Walk the 

Moose Trail and keep an ear out for their tapping sounds. It is a good 

way to find any woodpecker. They do not migrate so expect to see 

them any month of the year. 

  



64 
 

Hairy Woodpecker 

Dryobates villosus  

  

Identification: Hairy Woodpeckers (22-26 cm.) are a medium-

sized woodpecker with a straight, chisel-like bill. Bill length is more 

than half the thickness of the head. They have stiff tail feathers to 

lean against when climbing tree trunks. The red patch on the head 

denotes a male. The call is a strong ‘peek’’ louder and higher in 

pitch than the Downy. These two woodpeckers are easily confused 

so check body size and bill length carefully. 

Behaviour: Hairy Woodpeckers, like other woodpeckers, can sense 

the presence of dormant wood boring insects under tree bark. Their 

chisel-like bill expertly removes bark and wood to help locate 

larvae. Their slender, pointed, long tongue can explore insect 

tunnels and withdraw larvae from well below the surface of the tree. 

Location: As with the other woodpeckers, the forest is the home of 

Hairy Woodpeckers. Birds in the open are simply heading to 

another tree somewhere else. Walk the Moose Trail and keep an 

ear out for drumming and calls. These birds are less common than 

their smaller look-alikes. They are here year-round. 
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Pileated Woodpecker 

Dryocopus pileatus  

  

Identification: Pileated Woodpeckers (41-49 cm.) are amazing. They 

are as large as a crow with a long neck and a triangular red crest. Males 

have a faint red stripe on the cheek. They are really striking to see. In 

flight, the wings are broad and the flight is undulating. Even their calls 

are amazing. A loud “keek-keek-keek-keek” fills the forest like no other 

bird, except the Northern Flicker. 

Behaviour: Pileated Woodpeckers chisel out large rectangular-shaped 

holes in rotten wood to get at carpenter ants and other insects. The heavy 

chopping sound of a foraging bird carries through the forest. The slow 

pace and heavy hammering are only possible from a large bird. Tall, 

dead, standing trees and snags offer suitable nesting sites and favourite 

places for dining out. 

Location: These birds are full-time residents. They live in the forests 

edging Big Lake and they probably travel from grove to grove in search 

of trees to provide their needs. They are not particularly numerous. 

There is no guarantee of finding them but travel the forest trails long 

enough and they will find you. It will be worth it. 
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Northern Flicker 

Colaptes auratus  

  

Identification: Northern Flickers (31-34 cm.) are woodpeckers. 

They have a large slightly down-curved bill, and long tails that taper 

to a point. They are brownish overall with a clear white rump patch. 

The undersides of the wings and tail are usually yellow. The brown 

plumage is patterned with black spots, bars, and crescents. They 

have a loud noisy call similar to a Pileated Woodpecker. 

Behaviour: These birds feed in the trees but they spend lots of time 

on the ground as well. Ants are a delicacy, lapped up using a long 

tongue. Beetles, caterpillars and worms are also taken from the 

ground. Late in the summer, saskatoon and other berries are added 

to the diet. Like other woodpeckers they can hammer out a 

resounding noise with rapid fire hammering on a hollow stump or 

dead branch. 

Location: These birds are mainly seen from April to October in the 

area forests. In the winter, most birds of the species make their way 

south but more and more, it seems, some birds stay behind perhaps 

aided by bird-loving providers of bird seed. 
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Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 

Sphyrapicus varius  

  

Identification: Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers (20-23 cm.) are fairly 

small woodpeckers. They are black and white with boldly 

patterned faces. Both sexes have red foreheads. Males also have 

red throats. For a firm identification, look for a long, wide white 

stripe along the folded wing. The drumming sound made by this 

bird on a tree has a distinct pattern. It starts with a burst of about 

five rapid taps followed by a gradual slowing that ends with double 

taps. No other woodpecker has learned this drum beat. 

Behaviour: They feed at ‘sap wells’, a neat row of shallow holes 

they drill into the bark of trees like the white birch. The sugary sap, 

along with any trapped insects, provides a great source of energy 

and nutrition. Wild fruit, berries, seeds and insects round out their 

diet. These birds migrate to avoid our harsh winters. 

Location: The best time to find them is likely in May when they 

are moving north through the forests. A few pairs may persist over 

the summer months and nest here. They have been reported from 

May through October. 
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Alder Flycatcher 
Empidonax alnorum  

   

Identification: Alder Flycatchers (13-14 cm.) are members of a 

bird family that are all similar and difficult to identify, even for 

experts. In size, they are like a chickadee. They are olive-green 

above with dark wings and tail. Underneath they are whitish. 

Nothing about their colour is striking but fortunately their call is! 

Many people think they are calling “free-beer”. Whatever the 

translation, they are heard clearly from far away. 
Behaviour: These birds gravitate towards willow birch thickets 

and moist areas where alder shrubs, bushes and saplings provide 

dense foliage. Here is where they nest. From an outer branch of a 

shrub, they dash out to catch a flying insect and then return to a 

preferred perch to await the next morsel. 
Location: The Alder Flycatcher has been recorded in the Big Lake 

area from late May to early September. They are dependent on 

flying insects to survive, so they migrate south in the fall. It is the 

fate of all flycatchers that when winter strikes, their food source 

disappears so south they must go. 
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Least Flycatcher 
Empidonax minimus  

  

Identification: Least Flycatchers (13-14 cm.) have features 

similar to other flycatchers. Their wings have wing bars and they 

are olive-green above with wings and tail dark. Underneath they 

are whitish. Fortunately, their calls are clearly unique and once 

learned, they are easy to identify. The call to learn is either “che-

bec che-bec” or “Que-bec Que-bec”. 
Behaviour: The habitat for they birds is aspen forests or alder and 

willow thickets. It is considered by some to be the noisiest and 

most pugnacious small bird in the aspen forest and is often fairly 

abundant locally. 
Location: The forest trails created in the Lois Hole Centennial 

Provincial Park will bring you in contact with these birds from 

May to September. They are not shy. On the contrary, they are 

pretty conspicuous in their actions. You must search them out 

always attentive to their call. Their camouflage colour matches 

their surroundings which is the problem seeing them. 
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Eastern Phoebe 
Sayornis phoebe  

  

Identification: Eastern Phoebes (16-18 cm.) are brownish-gray 

above and off-white below, with a dusky wash to the sides of the 

breast. Like most small flycatchers, they have short, thin bills for 

catching insects. When perched, these birds wag their tails up and 

down frequently. Be sure to look for this habit. They make a 

“phoebe” call to help with identification. 
Behaviour: Eastern Phoebes are active, making short flights to 

capture insects, often returning to the same perch. This behaviour 

is called hawking. They favour open woods and woodland edges. 

Phoebes often breed around buildings or bridges on which they 

construct their nests protected by an eave or ledge. 
Location: There are two peak times for observing Eastern Phoebes 

in the wooded areas near Big Lake. One is May and the other is 

August. This may indicate the absence of suitable nesting sites in 

the park area otherwise you would expect more sightings in June 

and July. 
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Eastern Kingbird 
Tyrannus tyrannus  

  

Identification: Eastern Kingbirds (20-22 cm.) are slightly smaller 

than a robin. Sexes are alike. Their crisp black and white plumage 

forms a dapper image like a bird in a tuxedo. Basically, it is black 

above and white below with a narrow terminal white band on the tail. 

Standing stately, they are indeed king and queen-like. 

Behaviour: These birds perch in the open atop trees or along utility 

lines or fences. Like other flycatchers, they are visual hunters, flying 

out from perches to snatch airborne insects. Kingbirds have a regal 

attitude and valiantly defend their territories against bigger foes like 

crows and hawks driving them away in David vs Goliath fashion. 

Location: Eastern Kingbirds have been located in the trees and fields 

next to Big Lake from mid-May to mid-September. They may be 

present only in small numbers but they are easily located on exposed 

perches from which they hawk for insects. For best results, check 

trees and shrubs two to six metres in height along forest edges. 
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Shrike, Vireos & Corvids 

Northern Shrike 
Lanius borealis  

 

Identification: Northern Shrikes (23-29 cm.) have black wings 

and tail and pale-gray upperparts. They sport a black mask which 

gives it a villainous look. This look goes along with its 

menacingly-hooked bill tip, similar to that of a hawk or eagle. 
Behaviour: Northern Shrikes have a well-deserved reputation as 

carnivores. In warm weather, they eat lots of insects. In the cold 

seasons, with no insects around, they rely on small birds, shrews, 

mice and voles. They hover over a target then plummet to the 

kill. Prey are carried to bushes to be hung on twigs or thorns and 

consumed for dinner. Look for them perched high atop shrubs 

where they scan for their next meal. For winter, most head south 

but a small few remain locally. 
Location: On a lucky day in the winter, one of these birds could 

be perched along the edge of the Poole Wetland. Unfortunately, 

most Northern Shrikes are merely transients passing through in 

early April heading north to their breeding areas and then again 

in October migrating back south. 
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Red-eyed Vireo 

Vireo olivaceus  

  

Identification: Red-eyed Vireos (13-16 cm.) are olive-green above 

and clean white below. They have a gray crown and a white eyebrow 

stripe bordered above and below by dark lines. Adults have red eyes 

that appear dark from a distance. Sexes are alike. Fortunately for the 

bird watcher, males sing continuously through the day. If they can’t 

be seen, they should still be heard. They sing, “here-I-am, can-you-

see-me, look-up, high-up, tree-top”. 

Behaviour: This vireo forages in deciduous tree canopies where they 

can be difficult to find among the green leaves. They move slowly 

and methodically, carefully scanning leaves above and below for their 

favoured caterpillar prey. Sadly, Red-eyed Vireo nests are frequently 

parasitized by Brown-headed Cowbirds. 

Location: These are forest birds so the deciduous trees of the park 

are where you will likely locate them. A summer walk along park 

trails from late May until late August should bring you in range of 

their song. The problem is, could you recognize it? 
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Warbling Vireo 
Vireo gilvus  

 

Identification: Warbling Vireos (13-15 cm.) are small, olive-

green birds, and are considered to be one of the dullest and most 

nondescript forest birds. They are a hard bird to identify, but there 

is hope. A few features are notable. It has a white eyebrow, no wing 

bars, olive-gray above and light white below. Its song is of high-

ranking quality. The song is a complex, run-on warble. The last 

note is always rising. 
Behaviour: As with other vireos, its source of food is the sum total 

of the insects found on vegetation in the forest. It moves about 

from limb to limb, branch to branch, searching for whatever the 

forest restaurant is serving for the day. It migrates south for the 

winter like nearly all insect-eating birds. 
Location: Warbling Vireos can be found in the deciduous aspen 

forest areas of the park from May into September. In the fall they 

stop singing, so, the best time to locate them is in the breeding and 

nesting period of May and June. 
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Blue Jay 

Cyanocitta cristata  

  

Identification: Blue Jays (28-32 cm.) are large, crested and of course 

partly blue. Males and females look alike. They are white underneath, 

various shades of blue, black, and white above. Other than when 

nesting, they are seen to be bold, noisy and easily identifiable. One 

call you can not miss is “jay ï jay”! 

Behaviour: Blue Jays are the sentinels of the woods and raise the 

alarm with their “jay” calls when an invader is spotted. They will raise 

havoc if an owl is discovered. When nesting, they become quiet, 

secretive and hard to locate. They do not wish to draw attention to 

themselves or their nests. As good parents, they bring insects, 

caterpillars and worms to feed their young. In the fall and winter, they 

stuff food in a throat pouch to carry and cache the food elsewhere. 

Hidden food helps sustain them over the winter. 

Location: Blue Jays stay with us through the cold months adding 

their colourful presence to the snowy season. They have been 

recorded most often from August to December. 
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Black-billed Magpie 

Pica hudsonia  

  

Identification: Black-billed Magpies (46-56 cm.) are grand birds. 

Their over-sized tails are amazing. Their unique shape, with that 

extra-long tail, makes them easy to identify even at a long distance. 

Sexes look alike at all ages. 

Behaviour: Black-billed Magpies are both social and intelligent. 

They eat fruits, grains, insects, small animals and lots more. This is 

one of the reasons why they are so successful. They are scavengers. 

Large numbers may gather at the site of a road kill. An appropriate 

name for a flock of magpies is “a mischief”. They flap steadily in 

flight and use their very long tails to make quick turns. Their nest 

is hidden within a large, domed structure in trees. The tangled twig 

dome has one or two secret entrances. This twig mass protects the 

nest and eggs from rival species like crows. 

Location: Black-billed Magpies are year-round residents. They 

seldom spend time in the marshes and hardly ever in the winter. The 

forest-edge environment is a better area to locate them or simply in 

the middle of a field. Listen for their raucous calls. 
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American Crow 

Corvus brachyrhyncos  

  

Identification: American Crows (45-52 cm.) are a large, long-

legged bird with a heavy, straight bill. In flight, the wings are 

fairly broad and rounded. The tail is rounded or squared-off at 

the end.  Their call is a high pitch “caw”. They can be confused 

with Common Ravens, but the latter are larger, with thicker bills 

and a wedge-shaped tail. 

Behaviour: Crows are social birds, often forming large flocks 

just before migrating south. Inquisitive and mischievous, crows 

are good problem-solvers, but also problem-creators. They raid 

garbage cans. They steal food intended for a pet. They definitely 

create problems for other birds in a marsh. The threat they 

present to red-winged blackbirds while nesting in the Poole 

Wetland is significant. Many an egg has met a sad fate by the 

beak of a crow. 

Location: Around Big Lake, crows are seen in fields and forests 

always willing to scavenge. They are certainly seen from the 

BLESS Platform flying over the lake or river. A good time to 

locate them locally is any day from mid-March to late October. 
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Common Raven 

Corvus corax  

  

Identification: Common Ravens (60-68 cm.) are BIG. They have 

thick necks and over-sized beaks. If seen flying, look for a wedge-

shaped tail. They are often confused with crows. Their calls vary 

widely but the deep, guttural “craww-craww” and “quork quork” are 

memorable. Their calls are loud. This enables long-distant 

communication between birds and a chance for you to identify them. 

Behaviour:  Ravens are bigger and not as social as crows. They are 

often seen alone or in pairs except at food sources. A dead animal can 

act like a magnet potentially attracting many of these scavengers. 

There are various names to describe a flock or group of ravens but a 

“rave of ravens” has a good ring to it. In flight, they are buoyant and 

graceful, alternating between soaring, gliding, and slow powerful 

wing beats. 

Location:  Locate Common Ravens from the BLESS Platform. 

They occur in any month. Any large, all-black bird seen from 

December into February is likely a Common Raven. 
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Swallows, Chickadee & Wrens 

Barn Swallow 

Hirundo rustica  

  

Identification: Barn Swallows (15–19 cm.) have a steely-blue back, 

wings, and tail, and rufous-brown underparts. Males are more boldly 

coloured than females. When perched, they appear cone-shaped with 

broad shoulders that taper to long, pointed wings. The tail is fork-

shaped in flight so look for it carefully. 

Behaviour: Barn Swallows feed on the wing, snagging insects from 

just above the ground or water to heights of 30 metres or more. They 

fly with fluid wingbeats in bursts of straight flight. They can then 

glide or execute a quick, tight turn and dive. They are fast, acrobatic 

flyers. They are flying insect-eating machines. They often nest on 

structures like barns, thus their name. 

Location: You are nearly guaranteed of locating these birds along the 

Poole Wetland boardwalk from early May to early September. They 

have been nesting underneath this structure for many years. When 

you walk the boardwalk in the summer, you may be walking within 

centimeters of the young birds sitting in the nests below. Tread softly. 
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Bank Swallow 

Riparia riparia  

  

Identification: Bank Swallows (12–14 cm.) are relatively small 

swallows. They are brown above, white below with a narrow brown 

band on the breast. The tail is notched or forked slightly and the 

wings are pointed. 

Behaviour: These swallows catch insects, like mosquitoes and 

flies, while flying rapidly, often making sudden turns. This 

behaviour is called hawking for insects. These swallows do their 

mid-air feeding in mixed flocks with other swallows in early May 

before nesting. In late summer, after nesting, they may once again 

join in with other swallows. They nest in colonies in holes in banks 

or steep cliffs normally alongside rivers. 

Location: Bank swallows have been recorded at Big Lake every 

month from May to early September. They are normally seen in 

small numbers. They may be hard to identify because they move so 

quickly. Some large numbers have been seen in late August. 

Emerging aquatic insects are often the draw. Late summer flocks 

should contain many juveniles. 
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Cliff Swallow 

Petrochelidon pyrrhonota  

  

Identification: Cliff Swallows (12–15 cm.), when seen flying, have 

a square tail, a dark throat, and a rusty rump. These three features 

make them unique compared to other local swallows. On closer 

inspection of a perched bird, they have rusty cheeks and a small white 

forehead patch. 

Behaviour: Cliff Swallows build mud nests on cliff ledges or under 

bridges. They are colonial with many nests in the same area. They 

roll mud into balls with their beaks and fly with these building 

materials to their nesting location. They press each mud pellet into 

place gradually forming a gourd-shaped nest which strengthens as it 

dries. 

Location: These birds have nested under the Ray Gibbon bridge over 

the Sturgeon River. Birds seen at the Poole Wetland in July likely 

come from there. May to September is the expected time to witness 

this species. Early or late in this period they will likely be part of 

mixed swallow flocks. An estimate of over 100 birds was once made 

on a day in July. 
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Tree Swallow 

Tachycineta bicolor  

  

Identification: Tree Swallows (13–16 cm.) have pointed wings and 

short, slightly-notched tails. Adult males are dark-bluish above and 

white below with dark wings. Females are duller with more brown 

in their upperparts. Juveniles are completely gray-brown above. 

Behaviour: Tree Swallows feed on small, aerial insects that they 

catch in their mouths during acrobatic flight. Tree Swallows breed 

in open habitats such as fields and wetlands, usually adjacent to 

water. They nest in artificial nest boxes as well as tree cavities. After 

breeding, Tree Swallows gather in large flocks to migrate south for 

the winter. 

Location: These swallows are common swallows around Big Lake. 

They have been encouraged to nest here with nesting boxes 

provided near the Poole Wetland. They, along with Barn Swallows, 

are very easy to find from May through August. A few arrive in 

April and some are still migrating through in September. 
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Black-capped Chickadee 

Poecile atricapillus  

  

Identification: Black-capped Chickadees (12-14 cm.) are a well-

known bird. A short neck and a large head give it a rather spherical 

shape. The cap and bib are black. Their continuous, distinctive, chirpy 

calls are likely the most common bird sounds in winter when in a 

forest. 

Behaviour: Black-capped Chickadees seldom remain still. 

Chickadees may be found in any habitat that has trees or woody 

shrubs. They range out into weedy fields and cattail marshes, on 

occasion, searching for food. They frequently nest in birch, willow or 

alder tree trunk cavities. They can excavate holes themselves if the 

wood is dead, soft and decaying. 

Location: They are resident at Big Lake all year long. In winter, their 

ever-present daily searching for food keeps them in the spotlight. 

They are often seen at the entrance to the Poole Wetland boardwalk. 

At any time of the year, locate them along the park forest trails. 
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 Northern House Wren 
Troglodytes aedon  

 

Identification: House Wrens (11-13 cm.) are small and compact, 

with a flat head and fairly long, curved beak. They are short-

winged, often keeping their short tail pointing up. Their plumage 

is subdued brown overall with darker barring on the wings and tail. 

Their call is a smooth, long-lasting bubbly warble. 

Behaviour: These birds are energetic, just like their songs. House 

Wrens hop quickly through tangles and low branches and 

frequently pause to deliver cheerful trilling songs. They are at 

home in open forests, forest edges, and areas with scattered grass 

and trees. They use abandoned woodpecker holes for nesting. 

Location: House Wrens will be found along the forest trails of the 

park from May through to late September before they migrate away 

to escape the winter. 
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Marsh Wren 

Cistothorus palustris  

  

¶ Identification: Marsh Wrens (11-14 cm.) are a small, stocky, bird. 

Adults have brown upperparts, a light brown belly with their throat 

and breast white. They have a dark cap with a white line over the 

eyes. They have a short, thin bill. Their song sounds like an old 

sewing machine. It sounds like “zig-zig-zig-zig-zig-zig”. 

Behaviour: These birds forage actively in cattail marshes. They 

prefer to remain hidden deep in the vegetation. They mainly eat 

insects, but also spiders, snails and likely most tiny things that move. 

The males often defend their territory calling from the cattail tops. 

It’s only when they occasionally perch atop a plant, that you can see 

them clearly. Characteristic of wrens, they often hold their tails erect. 

Location: Marsh Wrens can normally be heard and seen in the marsh 

areas around Big Lake. This means there should be at least a few pairs 

nesting in the Poole Wetland. Look for them from May through 

September. 
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Robin & Catbird  

American Robin 

Turdus migratorius  

  

Identification: American Robins (24-27 cm.) are fairly large 

songbirds and one of our most familiar summer birds. They are gray-

brown with warm orange underparts and dark heads. Compared with 

males, females have paler heads that contrast less with the gray back. 

Juveniles are speckle-breasted. Their cheery spring call has been 

described as a “chirrup”. 

Behaviour: American Robins are not secretive like many of the 

brown thrushes. In the spring, they find high places to perch 

scanning the areas they will establish as territories. They build nests 

of weeds and straw bound in mud and lined with fine grass. 

Earthworms are one of their noted delicacies. 

Location: They are seen regularly in the park from April through 

October. Checking the forest edge may be the best bet to find one 

during the summer months. The most remarkable record of robin 

sightings occurred in early April one year when a migrating flock of 

over 400 were counted around the BLESS Platform. Six birders 

shared in this awesome experience. 
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Gray Catbird 

Drumetella carolinensis  

 

Identification: Gray Catbirds (21-24 cm.) are a dark gray bird 

overall with a black cap and black tail. They have a chestnut 

coloured undertail but this is hard to see. Sexes are alike. Their 

“meow” call sounds like a mewing cat. Some of its calls, often 

repeated in pairs, mimic other birds. 

Behaviour: These birds prefer a hidden existence in the tangle of 

underbrush along the riparian shoreline. Within the shadows of 

thick foliage, they are hard to see. They forage from the ground for 

beetles, ants, caterpillars and other insects. They protect their nests 

vigorously from cowbird invaders, a problem for birds nesting in 

shrubs. 

Location: Gray Catbirds are usually associated with willow, alder 

and similar shrubs as found around the Poole Wetland. Look for 

them from mid-May to mid-September. In the fall, keep an eye out 

for these birds when along the forest edge or while walking along 

the Moose Trail. 
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Waxwings, Warblers & Nuthatches 

Cedar Waxwing 
Bombycilla cedrorum  

  

Identification: The Cedar Waxwing (16–18 cm.) is a medium-sized, 

sleek-looking bird with a crest. They are pale brown on the head and 

chest with soft gray on the wings. The face has a narrow black mask. 

The belly is pale yellow, and the tail is gray with a bright yellow tip. 

The undertail coverts are white which distinguishes them from 

Bohemian Waxwings. Seen up close, their feathering is exquisite. 

Behaviour: Cedar Waxwings prefer open deciduous woods. They 

are late nesters often incubating eggs in July. This means the summer 

berry crop is ripe at a time when the young are growing quickly. 

They are social birds and are often seen in small flocks feeding 

together. 

Location: Cedar Waxwings are reported by visitors to the Big Lake 

area from mid-May through to late September. In the fall, the trees 

lining the Poole Wetland are often visited by these birds. They perch 

high to observe the movement of insects rising from the vegetation 

or marsh. 
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Bohemian Waxwing 
Bombycilla garrulus  

  

Identification: Bohemian Waxwings (19 -22 cm.) have features 

shared with other waxwings, brown plumage, conspicuous crest and 

a yellow-tipped tail. They differ from Cedar Waxwings in their 

slightly greater size, grayish belly and chestnut-coloured undertail 

coverts. Their low-pitched trills create a soft background noise when 

a large flock is close by. Their calls are one more way to identify 

them. 

Behaviour: The most significant behaviour of these birds is their 

invasion in late fall or winter months in search of mountain ash and 

other berries. The flocks can be huge and the activity around a berry-

laden tree can be frenzied. 

Location: The woodlands around Big Lake do not have as many 

berry crops as these birds can find close by in St. Albert. Some birds 

are seen occasionally, though, because flocks naturally move about. 

Most reporting near Big Lake by birders is in March and April near 

the end of their winter visit. 
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Orange-crowned Warbler 

 Leiothlypis celata  

  

Identification: Orange-crowned Warblers (12–14 cm.) are small 

songbirds as are all the warblers. Unfortunately, they are very 

difficult for even an expert birder to identify. They lack features like 

colour patches, wing bars or eye rings. Basically, they are greenish or 

olive-coloured. Dullness is dominant. The one warbler they might be 

mistaken for is the Tennessee Warbler. The speck of orange feathers 

on the crown are hidden, so no help there. Their song is a weak, 

monotone trill which does not carry far, adding to the identification 

woes of the birder. 

Behaviour: Orange-crowned Warblers forage in dense shrubbery 

and low trees. They tend to be quiet and unobtrusive, although their 

low foraging habits can help you spot them. They often give a high, 

faint contact call while foraging. 

Location: Three months, May, August and September find them in 

the forested edge of Big Lake. Look for them when walking forest 

trails in these months. 
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Yellow Warbler 

Setophaga petechia  

  

Identification: Yellow Warblers (12–13 cm.) are very small, 

boldly-yellow birds. Males are a bright yellow with reddish streaks 

on the underparts. The females and immatures aren’t as bright, and 

lack the streaking. This is perhaps the easiest warbler to identify in 

spring breeding plumage. 

Behaviour: Look for these birds near the tops of tall shrubs and 

small trees. They forage restlessly, with quick hops along branches 

to glean caterpillars and other insects. Their nests are commonly 

parasitized by cowbirds. Yellow warblers, unlike many other 

species, can recognize foreign eggs and will abandon the nest or 

build a new one on top of the old eggs in an attempt to foil the 

cowbird imposter. 

Location: These birds arrive early in May and are present through 

the summer until early September. They are the most common of 

the nesting warblers in the Big Lake area and are a very important 

summer resident of the area forests. 
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Yellow-rumped Warbler 

Setophaga coronata  

  

Identification: Yellow-rumped Warblers (13–16 cm.) have a key 

identifier, a yellow patch on the rump (the area between back and tail). 

There are two forms of this species. One is the Myrtle with a white 

throat and the other is the Audubon’s with a yellow throat. Breeding 

males have a yellow crown-patch and yellow on the sides. Adult 

females are similar but duller. Fall adults and young are dull brown 

and gray but a yellow rump patch is still distinct. 

Behaviour: Yellow-rumped Warblers typically forage for insects in 

the outer tree canopies at various heights. They are active and you 

will often see them sally out to catch insects in mid-air, sometimes on 

long flights. Beetles, flies, wasps, plant lice and caterpillars are part 

of their diet. They may also eat berries. 

Location: Through May, August and September, this warbler is 

likely to be the most common warbler seen. Forest paths or trails 

through shrubs and thickets are the best places to locate them, 

especially in the morning. The early birder gets the bird. 
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Tennessee Warbler 

Oreothlypis peregrina  

  

Identification: Tennessee Warbler (11–13 cm.) are comparable in 

size to a chickadee. Like the Orange-crowned Warbler, it lacks 

colour patches. Identification is hard. A breeding male is white 

below and greyish-green above. Check for a strong black line 

through the eye. In the fall, young and adults have greenish heads 

and a yellow wash underneath except for white under the tail. Their 

song is distinctive in three loud parts, each part repeats three or four 

times. You hear “ten-ten-ten - tenna-tenna-tennna ï seeseeesee”. 

Behaviour: This warbler, like most others, is nervous and quick 

while foraging. It creeps along branches and is found at all levels. 

It is solitary while nesting, but forms mixed flocks after breeding. 

In the boreal forest, this warbler specializes in eating the spruce 

budworm. Its population goes up and down with fluctuations in the 

populations of the budworm. 

Location: Look for it as it migrates through the Big Lake area 

shrubs and forests in May, August and September. Locating one, 

without hearing its call, may be difficult. 
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Common Yellowthroat 

Geothlypis trichas  

  

Identification: Common Yellowthroats (11–14 cm.) are seldom 

seen, especially by novice birders. It takes a keen eye to spot one in 

the marsh. Males are impressive despite being tiny. Their black mask 

across the face is rimmed with a white stripe at the back and yellow 

down the throat. A white belly and under-tail contrasts with a 

brownish-olive top side. The females are drab in comparison without 

a mask. Their three-part song is an invitation to identify them. The 

call sounds like “whichety ï whichety ï whichety”. 

Behaviour: This warbler is a creature of the marsh. It is a bit 

secretive but the main reason it goes unnoticed is that it likes 

overgrown shrub and bushy areas of willow or alder. Here they tend 

to stay close to the moist ground where stems and leaves obstruct a 

person’s view. The male’s calls are loud and clear when on territory. 

Location: You should find them from May through mid-September. 

The Poole Wetland has a number of these birds nesting each year. 

As a result, they often are listed by skilled birders who recognize 

their calls. 
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Red-breasted Nuthatch 

Sitta canadensis  

 

Identification: Red-breasted Nuthatches (10–12 cm.) are tiny. 

Male and female look similar. They are compact, blue-gray birds. 

Males have rich rusty underparts. Female underparts are a light red 

wash. Their heads have a black cap and a black stripe through the 

eye with white eyebrow and cheeks. They have a long, pointed 

beak, almost no neck and short tails. They have a noisy nasal call. 

Mnemonic: ñyank ï yank ïyank ï yankò 

Behaviour: Red-breasted Nuthatches move quickly over spruce 

tree trunks probing for food in crevices and under flakes of bark. 

They creep up, down, and sideways without a problem. Flight is 

short and bouncy. They are cavity nesters. They either make their 

own nest hole or use an abandoned woodpecker cavity. 

Location: These familiar birds of the forest are nearly always 

associated with spruce trees in the Big Lake area. They are present 

year-round and because of their loud calls, make their presence 

known when you are walking forest trails. The call of White-

breasted Nuthatches is very similar. 
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White-breasted Nuthatch 

Sitta carolinensis  

 

Identification: White-breasted Nuthatches (13-16 cm.) are the 

larger of our two nuthatches. They have a large head and almost no 

neck. The tail is very short, and the long, narrow bill is straight or 

slightly upturned. Sexes are alike. They are gray-blue on the back, 

with a frosty white face and underparts. 

Behaviour: They are agile birds that creep along trunks and large 

branches, probing into bark cracks and furrows with their straight, 

pointed bills. Like other nuthatches, they often turn sideways and 

upside down on vertical surfaces as they forage. They nest in tree 

cavities often reusing woodpecker holes. 

Location: White-breasted Nuthatches are birds of mature woods 

and woodland edges. They’re particularly associated with 

deciduous stands as found in parts of Lois Hole Centennial 

Provincial Park. They can be located throughout the year but are 

probably most evident in the winter months when they are seen 

actively searching for food. Use the Merlin app to identify their 

call. 
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Sparrows & Finches 

American Tree Sparrow 

Spizelloides arborea  

  

Identification: American Tree Sparrows (14-16 cm.) are small, 

round-headed birds with fairly small bills and long, thin tails. Like 

other sparrows they are basically brown. You might notice a small 

rusty cap on their slightly greyish head. The best identifier is a dark 

smudge or spot in the center of their un-streaked breast. The Clay-

coloured Sparrow looks similar but without the smudge. 
Behaviour: These little birds migrate through Alberta going to and 

from the Artic where they breed. When passing through, small 

flocks of American Tree Sparrows hop about on the ground, 

searching for grass and weed seeds. They also like the protection of 

shrub branches and foliage. Individuals may perch in the open atop 

goldenrod stalks or shrubs, or on low tree branches. 
Location: Look for small flocks of American Tree Sparrows in 

March-April and in September-October. They have consistently 

visited the shrubs along the edge of the Poole Wetland near the 

entrance to the boardwalk. 
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Chipping Sparrow 

Spizella passerine  

  

Identification: Chipping Sparrows (13-15 cm.) are what birders call, 

an “LBB” which means “little brown bird”. Sparrows are 

frustratingly called LBB’s because they are hard to tell apart. The key 

feature of this little guy is its bright rusty crown. It has a plain greyish 

breast and belly, no spot. 

Behaviour: Chipping Sparrows feed on the ground, take cover in 

shrubs, and sing from the tops of small trees (often evergreens). 

You’ll often see loose groups of them flitting up from open ground. 

When singing, they cling to high outer limbs. On the ground they hop 

or run through grasses searching for seeds. 

Location: These birds can be seen from May through September in 

the Big Lake area. In a lengthy bird walk one May, a record number 

of 25 Chipping Sparrows was seen by a lucky birder. These birds 

won’t be limited to any one area so walking the forest edge or the 

park forest trails could yield a number of sightings. 
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Clay-Colored Sparrow 

Spizella pallida  

  

Identification: Clay-colored Sparrows (13-14 cm.) are petite, trim 

sparrows with a small bill, slender body, and a fairly long, notched 

tail. Their colour is described as pale, tan-and-gray overall. The best 

or easiest identifier is its very distinctive song, an insect-like, 

repeated, flat buzz. Their call is a “buzzzzz ï buzzzz”. 

Behaviour: Clay-colored Sparrows typically forage low in shrubs, 

or on the ground within close reach of shrubby cover. They forage 

for food in the form of low vegetation seeds. They also eat 

grasshoppers and other insects that are found. Males sing from near 

the tops of low shrubs or from tall grasses or weeds. 

Location: These birds are present from the beginning of May 

through the end of September in the Big Lake area. Look for them 

in tall grassy areas especially along the edge of the forest or in 

shrubby areas. You will likely hear them before seeing them so 

listen closely for what sounds like an insect. 
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Savannah Sparrow 

Passerculus sandwichensis  

  

Identification: Savannah Sparrows (13-15 cm.) have the typical 

sparrow problem. They are hard to identify. The one feature that is 

fairly clear is a small yellow patch (lore spot) on the face in front 

and above the eye. Over all, it is simply dull brown with a streaked 

breast. Another good identifier is its loud call which put to words 

might be ñtips tips tips ta-ta-ta-toddaaaaaayò 

Behaviour: Savannah Sparrows eat seeds on or near the ground, 

either alone or in small flocks. They often avoid a threat by running 

swiftly across the ground and through the grass. If flushed, they 

will fly up, flare their short tails, and circle around to land some 

metres away. Their choices of habitat are weedy fields, marsh 

edges and moist meadows. 

Location: The locations noted above are met around Big Lake in 

many areas. As a result, Savanna Sparrows are commonly present 

from late April through July with dwindling numbers from August 

through September. When these sparrows stop calling, it’s harder 

to identify them. 
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Song Sparrow 

Melospiza melodia  

  

Identification: Song Sparrows (15-18 cm.) are a bit bigger than 

many of the other local sparrows. The tail is long and rounded. 

Overall, it is coarsely patterned with gray and brown. Look for a 

broad, dark mustache and heavy breast streaking that surrounds a 

central chest spot. Its song is a series of pleasant melodies the envy 

of most birds. It has been described as two or three repeated notes 

followed by a beautiful warble. 

Behaviour: Song Sparrows flit through dense, low vegetation or 

low branches, occasionally moving onto open ground after food. In 

the forest, they will scratch among dead leaves to find insects, grubs 

and seeds. They will feed in open areas for grass and weed seeds. 

Male Song Sparrows sing from exposed perches such as small trees. 

They usually nest on the ground. 

Location: Around Big Lake, look for Song Sparrows in nearly any 

open habitat, including marsh edges and forest margins. They are 

here from April through October. 
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White-crowned Sparrow 

Zonotrichia leucophrys  

  

Identification: White-crowned Sparrows (17-19 cm.) are large 

amongst sparrows. They have an orange-pink bill and a long tail. 

Overall, White-crowned Sparrows are a plain, pale-gray bird, the 

male has very bold black-and-white stripes on the head. They are 

similar to White-throated Sparrows but they do not have the yellow 

on their face. 

Behaviour: One behaviour we get a chance to see is the way they 

forage in forests. They scratch at the ground with feet and claws, in 

similar fashion to Song Sparrows, to expose insects and seeds. Look 

for them low at the edges of brushy habitat, hopping on the ground or 

on branches usually below waist level. They travel in migration as 

small groups often with other sparrow species. 

Location: White-crowned Sparrows appear in this area only during 

two periods each year, basically May and September. At those times, 

these birds are migrating through. Best sightings are likely when 

walking the park forested trails, like Moose Trail. 
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White-throated Sparrow 

Zonotrichia albicollis  

 

Identification: White-throated Sparrows (16-18 cm.) are a large, 

full-bodied sparrow similar in a number of ways to the White-

crowned Sparrow. The significant difference is the yellow spot seen 

between the eye and the bill. The head is black-and-white-striped. 

They have a bright, white bib throat. Many non-birders have heard 

their patriotic Canadian call which sounds like “dear sweet Canada 

Canada Canadaò. 

Behaviour: White-throated Sparrows stay close to the ground, 

scratching through leaves in search of food, often in small flocks. 

You may see them low in bushes as well, particularly in spring 

when they eat fresh buds. White-throated Sparrows sing their 

distinctive songs frequently, sometimes late into the evening. 

Location: They can be found around Big Lake from late April to 

late October. Greatest numbers are encountered in the forests in 

September when, at times, they seem to be everywhere. 
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Lincoln’s Sparrow 
Melospiza lincolnii  

  

Identification: Lincoln’s Sparrows (14-15 cm.) are indeed another 

“little brown bird” but in the world of similar-looking sparrows, they 

are a nice find. Their breasts are streaked, usually with a small dark 

spot in the centre. If you look hard, you may notice it sometimes 

displays a peaked crown befitting its dapper image. Add to that a song 

that is full of pleasant surprises, like a trill and a warble, and you have 

a bird well worth finding. 

Behaviour: These sparrows are an important occupant of shrubby, 

moist areas which abound around Big Lake. These areas may be 

flooded in the spring and are often vegetated by willow, alder and 

other moisture-loving plants. Here they nest, raise four to five young 

and defend their nests vigorously. They seem a bit secretive except 

when defending their territories. 

Location: Big Lake provides some perfect locations for Lincoln’s 

Sparrows to thrive and many do. Seek out shrubby conditions such 

as around the Poole Wetland and you will find these birds between 

early May through to October. 
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Swamp Sparrow 
Melospiza georgiana  

 

Identification: Swamp Sparrows (13-15 cm.) are probably best 

identified by their song. It’s been described as a loud, metallic-

sounding trill, one note repeated about 15 times in under three 

seconds. Visually, it’s a little brown bird with a red cap and rufous 

wings. It could easily be mistaken for a few other sparrows. 

Behaviour: Swamp Sparrows have been referred to as a marsh 

skulker. They seem determined to remain invisible while many of 

its marsh neighbours, like blackbirds, are flaunting their presence. 

Preferring wet woodland habitats, they spend much of their time 

foraging on the ground in search of insect meals. Beetles, 

grasshoppers and caterpillars are part of its diet as are seeds. 

Location: A high count of six Swamp Sparrows has occurred in the 

Poole Wetland area but that is a rare event. Count yourself lucky 

to hear one or two on any visit. To see one takes luck and patience. 

Look and listen hard, anytime from May through September. 
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LeConte’s Sparrow 

Ammospiza leconteii  

  

Identification: LeConte’s Sparrow (11.5-13.5 cm.) seems to be a bird 

that only bird enthusiasts know actually exists. Two facts help 

conceal its existence. They are hard to see and hard to hear! A bird 

identification app like Merlin  can pick up the sound perhaps better 

than your ears. What is heard is a quick, faint “buzz” like that of an 

insect. If a male is caught singing in the spring, you might get to see 

a buff-orange face, a light orange-streaked breast and mottled brown 

upperparts. 

Behaviour: They enjoy a range of habitats but open spaces involving 

grasses or sedges seem to be quite important. In such areas they build 

nests on the ground or in a shrub. They forage on the ground 

secretively. Their foraging normally goes unseen. They find seeds 

and various insects, spiders and other eatable movables. 
Location:  The grassy meadow east of the Poole Wetland next to 

Coyote Trail has been a reliable place to find one or two of these 

sparrows for at least a portion of the summer. 
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Dark-eyed Junco 

Junco hyemalis  

  

Identification: Dark-eyed Juncos (14-16 cm.) in our region are the 

slate-colored form. There are variations in color across North 

America. The common birds here are slate-gray above with white 

bellies. They have a pink bill and white outer tail feathers that 

periodically flash in flight. Their call is a long, dry trill often 

confused with a Chipping Sparrow. 

Behaviour: These are birds of the ground. They hop around the 

bases of trees and shrubs in forests or venture out onto lawns 

looking for fallen seeds. You’ll often hear their high chip notes, 

given almost absent-mindedly while foraging. They scratch the 

ground to find insects but they also get seeds and berries. 

Location: Dark-eyed Juncos are found occasionally in the forest 

area of the park nearly any time of the year. They are most 

abundant in September and October when many of the birds are in 

migration mode heading south. Fortunately, a few will remain to 

be luckily seen in the winter. 
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House Finch 

Haemorhous mexicanus  

  

Identification: House Finch (13-15 cm.) females very much 

resemble a sparrow. The male on the other hand is fairly colourful. 

Look for reddish-orange plumage on the forehead, breast and rump 

of males. You may also notice two pale wing bars. Their song is 

quite refreshing, especially in late winter when most birds are not 

singing at all. The song is described as a warble lasting about three 

seconds, the last note rising. 

Behaviour: Like other finches, their main interest is finding seeds 

for breakfast, lunch and dinner either on the ground or attached to 

vegetation. They are attracted to bird feeders in winter. 

Location: House Finchs have been reported in the park area of Big 

Lake from April to the end of September. They are seen in the local 

residential areas of St. Albert all year long. The presence of bird 

feeders in the city is likely the reason for their apparent absence in 

the park in the winter months. 
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American Goldfinch 

Spinus tristis  

  

Identification: American Goldfinch (11-14 cm.) males are a 

shockingly yellow bird. They are a small finch with a short, conical 

bill and a small head, long wings, and a short, notched tail. Adult 

males are mostly very bright yellow with a black forehead and wings 

with white above and beneath the tail. Adult females are duller yellow 

beneath, olive above. 

Behaviour: These are active and acrobatic little finches that cling to 

weeds when feeding. Goldfinches fly with a bouncy, undulating 

pattern and often call in flight, drawing attention to themselves. They 

are attracted to weedy fields where plants such thistles provide seeds. 

Nesting occurs a little later than many other birds, in June. This means 

that seeds from dandelions and other weeds are available to feed the 

nestlings when they hatch. 

Location: American Goldfinchs have been recorded from mid-May 

through to October around Big Lake. The most likely time is August 

and September when adults and juveniles may be seen in small flocks 

feeding. 
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Pine Siskin 

Spinus pinus  

  

Identification: Pine Siskins (11-13 cm.) have sharp, pointed bills 

and short, notched tails. They are sparrow-like, basically brown 

with very streaky breasts. They have subtle yellow edgings on their 

wings and tails. In flight, look for their forked tails and pointed 

wingtips. To recognize their voice, listen for a long, accelerating, 

rising-in-pitch call “zzzweeeeeeeettò. 

Behaviour: Pine Siskins cling to branch tips of pines and other 

conifers, sometimes hanging upside down to pick at seeds below 

them. Although Pine Siskins prefer coniferous or mixed coniferous 

and deciduous forests with open canopies, they will also forage in 

weedy fields or scrubby thickets. They are gregarious, foraging in 

tight flocks and twittering incessantly to each other. 

Location: Pine Siskins have only been seen sporadically in the 

forests next to Big Lake from March to October most years. A small 

flock of high-flying small birds in winter is worth a second look. 

Normally one would be thinking either siskin or redpoll. 
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Redpoll 

Aconthis flammea  

  

Identification: Redpolls (13-15 cm.) are tiny winter birds that have a 

small red cap and a black face and throat. Males have breasts that are 

a pink wash usually with some light steaking on their flanks. Adults 

have little yellow bills, a plump body and a notched tail. Their song 

is described as a twittering series of trills. 

Behaviour: These birds are in constant need of food for energy and 

survival when they are present in the winter months. They travel in 

large or small flocks in their constant search for food. The catkin 

seeds hanging on white birch trees are a favourite food. Besides 

working the tops of shrubs, they will glean fallen seeds from the snow 

or ground surface. 

Location: Expect to find Redpolls some time between November and 

March, in most years. Their numbers may vary widely from year to 

year or month to month. The park forest trails that go near white birch 

trees may be good places to locate them. Try Moose Trail in winter. 
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Blackbirds, Oriole & Others 

Red-winged Blackbird 

Agelaius phoeniceus  

  

Identification: Red-winged Blackbird (20-25 cm.) males are hard 

to mistake. They are glossy black with red-and-yellow shoulder 

patches. Females are much plainer, being streaked underneath, dark 

brownish overall, and they show a whitish eyebrow. 

Behaviour: Male Red-winged Blackbirds do everything they can 

to get noticed. They sit on high perches and belt out their “conk-la-

reeò song, all day long. Females stay under cover, skulking through 

cattails for food and quietly weaving together their nests. The 

females are perfectly camouflaged to incubate eggs, undetected. 

They forage on a wide range of items in the marsh including seeds, 

invertebrates on the ground, insects in flight or berries on shrubs. 

Location: Expect Red-winged Blackbirds in the Poole Wetland 

from the beginning of April through to September. They are 

summer residents. In October and November, migrants from further 

north may also be seen passing through the marsh. 

  



113 
 

Brewer’s Blackbird 

Euphagus cyanocephalus  

  

Identification: Brewer’s Blackbirds (20-25 cm.) have a fairly long 

tail, a round head and a long beak. Males are glossy black all over 

with some iridescent green on the body and dark purplish-blue on 

the head. They have a yellow eye. Females are plainer brown, 

darkest on the wings and tail, with a dark eye. Immature birds are 

light-brown versions of the females. 

Behaviour: Brewer’s Blackbirds feed on open ground. Their long 

legs give them a halting walk, head jerking with each step almost 

like that of a chicken. They eat nearly anything, from bugs and seeds 

to the eggs and the young of other species. In flocks on the wing, 

Brewer’s Blackbirds undulate, rising and falling as they fly. 

Location: They have been recorded in rather small numbers from 

April through August in the Big Lake area. A number in excess of 

40 birds was counted in early May. Like other blackbirds, they 

migrate in flocks. Look for them along shorelines or open areas 

gleaning insects and seeds from the ground. 
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Yellow-headed Blackbird 

Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus  

  

Identification: Yellow-headed Blackbirds (22-28 cm.) are fairly 

large blackbirds. Males are striking with bright yellow heads and 

chests and black bodies with white wing patches. Females and 

immatures are brown instead of black, with duller yellow heads. 

Their calls are not musical at all. They make loud, metallic- grating 

sounds similar to a rusty gate opening. 

Behaviour: These birds breed and roost in freshwater wetlands 

with dense, emergent vegetation such as cattails. They may share 

these areas with Red-winged Blackbirds but they tend to dominate 

and may force the smaller red-wings to the edges of the marsh area. 

They typically eat insects and aquatic invertebrates. 

Location: The Poole Wetland has been a site for nesting Yellow-

headed Blackbirds in the past but they don’t necessarily breed there 

every year. Remarkably, over 100 birds were once reported in 

August. Normally, you would expect to see them in the months 

from April to late August. 
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Brown-headed Cowbird 

Molothrus ater  

  

Identification: Brown-headed Cowbirds (18-21 cm.) are small 

blackbirds with black eyes and relatively short tails. Males have a 

glossy black plumage and a rich brown head. Females are plain 

brown, lightest on the head and underparts. Bill shape is unlike other 

blackbirds being stout and finch-like. 

Behaviour: Brown-headed Cowbirds feed on the ground but 

occasionally on the backs of cows which is how they got their name. 

They capture flies and other insects disturbed by grazing animals. 

Females prowl woodlands and forest edges in search of other birds’ 

nests in which to lay their eggs. Warblers and sparrows are prime 

targets for these parasitic birds. 

Location: They are seen most often in the Big Lake area in May and 

June but to a lesser degree in July and August. Cowbirds are found in 

many open habitats, such as fields, pastures, meadows, and forest 

edges. A record number of 20 was recorded in mid-August in the park 

area. Normally expect one or two, if any. 
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Common Grackle 

Quiscalus quiscula  

 

Identification: Common Grackles (28-34 cm.) are large 

blackbirds with long legs and long, keeled tails. Males are slightly 

larger than females. Males look black at a distance, but up close 

their glossy purple heads contrast with bronzy-iridescent bodies. 

Females are less glossy. They both have golden eyes. The harsh 

call of these birds is “swaaaaack”. 

Behaviour: In the fall, Common Grackles often come together in 

large flocks, flying or foraging on wet meadows, shorelines and in 

urban areas. They will mix with other blackbirds. They strut on 

their long legs, pecking for food rather than scratching. They seek 

out insects, earthworms, seeds and fruit. They will eat bird eggs if 

they can find them. When resting, they sit atop trees or on 

telephone lines, keeping up a raucous chatter. 

Location: They have been recorded in the Poole Wetland from 

April through September, May being the best month. A record 

number of 40 was recorded in early May. 
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Baltimore Oriole 

Icterus galbula  

  

Identification: Baltimore Oriole (18-21 cm.) adult males are 

flame-orange underneath with a black head, back and wings. There 

is one white bar on their wings. Females and immature males have 

olive-brown upperparts with dull orange underparts. They belong 

to the blackbird family of birds. Their long, pointed bills provide 

evidence of this relationship. 

Behaviour: Baltimore Orioles are often heard and not seen despite 

their beautiful colours. They feed high in trees, searching leaves 

and small branches for insects, flowers, and fruit. You may have a 

better chance to spot them lower down, plucking fruit from vines 

and bushes. Watch for the male’s slow, fluttering flights between 

tree tops and listen for their characteristic “winkò or chatter calls. 

Location: These birds have been found in the vicinity of the Poole 

Wetland and the park forest trails between May and late August. 

A hanging pouch nest was once discovered in an aspen tree near 

the end of the boardwalk. 
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European Starling 

Sturna vulgaris  

 

Identification: European Starlings (19-22 cm.) in their spring 

plumage are blackish with slightly iridescent feathers. At breeding 

time, they have a yellow beak. In the fall, adults develop intricately 

spotted breasts. Juveniles are a drab grey-brown overall. In the air, 

they appear black with short tails and pointed, triangular wings. 

Behaviour: These birds were introduced from Europe. Their 

appetite for insects, invertebrates and berries are considered 

favourable attributes but their choice for nesting sites brings them 

into conflict with a large number of species. They aggressively take 

over cavities from other birds including woodpeckers and bluebirds. 

Location: These birds are occasionally found both along the park 

trails area and in the Poole Wetland between April and October. 
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Rock Pigeon 

Columba livia  

 

Identification: Rock Pigeons (30-35 cm.) are highly variable in 

colour. They are relatively small-headed and large-bodied. In flight, 

they are not speedsters, nor are they particularly acrobatic. They do 

hold their wings in a distinct ‘V’ while gliding. On take-off, their 

wings make a clapping sound, a peculiarity not shared with many 

bird species. 

Behaviour: These are typically birds of urban environments or rural 

agricultural structures such as barns and silos. They are non-

migratory and must be close to food sources that will sustain them 

through the cold of an Alberta winter. They nest on ledges of 

bridges, buildings and barns and feed on the ground finding waste 

grain, seed, fruits and occasionally insects. Many birders unfairly 

view them simply as food for Peregrine Falcons. 

Location: Rock Pigeons can often be seen in flight near the borders 

of Big Lake. Records note their presence mainly from April through 

October. Although not seen at Big Lake in the winter months, they 

still thrive locally in St. Albert. 
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3. GUIDANCE PAGES TO HELP YOU 
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A. STAR RATINGS 
 

Every species presented in this guide has been given a value 

called a ‘star rating’. Easy species are given one star. It is 

highly likely when you visit at the right time of year, that 

you will encounter some, perhaps many, one star species. 

There are five levels of difficulty into which 200 species in 

this guide have been categorized. The stars tell you how 

hard a species will be to find and identify on a one-hour 

walk in search of birds at a good time of year when the 

weather is favourable. 
 

 
One star – highly likely 

 
Two stars – likely 

 
Three stars – possible 

 
Four stars – unlikely 

 
Five stars – highly unlikely 

 

Improving your chances …  

a) time (more time searching is always better)  

b) binoculars (give you a much better chance) 

c) morning (other times are fine, often fewer birds 

though) 

d) weather (rain and wind make it harder to see and hear) 

e) month (May to September - warm months are best 
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B. FIRST VISIT PLANS 
 

1. Before coming to the area, flip through the book 

and find the 10 one-star species. These are the 

easiest species to find. 

2. Bring a friend. More eyes are helpful. 

3. Bring a pencil and paper to record what you see.  

4. HAVE FUN - Record points for each species seen 

based on their Star Rating. A Mallard is worth one, 

but a Bald Eagle is two! Rarer species are more. 

 

A ONE-HOUR-ONLY VISIT 
 

Walk to the Poole Wetland from the parking lot. Slow 

walk the boardwalk. Take 15 minutes to reach the end. Add 

birds to your list as you go. Tally your points. Go on to the 

BLESS Platform. Stay 10 to 15 minutes. Check lake and 

river. Record new species. Return to the parking lot 

walking the edge of Nadeau Pond to complete a walking 

loop using Coyote Trail. 

 

A ONE-HOUR EXTENSION 
 

With more time, head south into the forest and along park 

trails like Poplar Trail or Moose Trail. Watch your time 

and start to head back after 30 minutes. Record and tally. 
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C. BECOME A BETTER BIRDER 
 

1. Use Binoculars: Your eyes need help when birds are at 

a distance. 

 

2. Identification Help: Download an app on your phone 

called the Merlin Bird ID by Cornell Lab. It is free. In 

the app, download the Canada: West ‘Bird Pack’. 

When you are outside and hear a bird, turn on the 

Merlin app to SOUND and it will identify birds heard. 

 

3. Maintain your Checklists: Download on your phone 

eBird from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. It will tell 

you where to go birding (‘hotspots’). It will tell you 

what birds have been seen there lately. For instance, 

there is a ‘hotspot’ for the Poole Wetland and another 

for the BLESS Platform. 

 

4. Find a Birding Buddy or Two: It’s fun to bird with 

others. Extra eyes and ears can look and listen in 

different places. 

 

5. Set Goals and Break Records: Give yourself a score 

after every walk. 
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D. GLOSSARY 
 

Carnivores: animals that eat other animals. 

 

Cache: a place where animals store food in a hidden 

location for consumption later.  

 

Dabbling ducks: a group of waterfowl that feed primarily 

at the water’s surface by tipping forward and grazing on 

plants or organisms below the surface.  

 

Diving ducks: a group of waterfowl that feed by diving 

beneath the water surface to find food like fish, plants or 

invertebrates. 

 

Drumming: is a term for the pecking behaviour of 

woodpeckers in which they rapidly hammer their beaks 

against resonant objects. The term also applies to the unique 

behaviour of male Ruddy Ducks which move their heads 

and necks to make noises with their beaks as part of their 

courtship of females. 

 

Hawking: is a feeding strategy in birds involving catching 

flying insects in the air. The term usually refers to a 

technique of flying from a perch to snatch an insect in flight 

and returning to await the next insect. 
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Merlin: is a small falcon but it is also the name of a free 

app for phone installation that assists in the identification 

of different bird species. The app identifies birds from 

photos or sound recordings. The app works offline, so you 

can identify birds you hear no matter where you are. 

 

Mnemonic: a pattern of letters, words or ideas to help 

remember something. In birding, made-up words that 

sound like the calls of birds are called mnemonics. 

 

Moult or moulting: is the loss of feathers usually in the 

summer and their replacement with new feathers to help 

birds maintain their plumage. 

 

Nocturnal: is an adjective to describe animals including 

birds, like most owls, that are active at night and sleep 

during the day. 

 

Omnivores: are animals that eat both plants and other 

animals including insects. Many bird species are 

omnivorous. 

 

Plunge-diving: is the act of diving into water from a height 

by birds like gannets in the ocean or terns in lakes. 
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Probing: is behaviour where beaks are inserted into cracks, 

crevices or the soft ground. Some shorebirds, like snipe, are 

noted for probing with long, thin bills that are inserted into 

mud to find worms in particular. The head moves up and 

down like a sewing machine when shorebirds are probing. 

 

Tree canopy: is the layer of branches and leaves that cover 

the ground when viewed from above. 

 

Undertail coverts: are small feathers that cover the base of 

a bird’s tail feathers on the underside of the body. 

 

Warble: is a bird song involving a succession of constantly 

changing notes sung softly.  
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4. Photography Credits 
 

The superb photos used in this guide were provided by many excellent 

photographers. BLESS sincerely appreciates their generosity.  

 

Dave Conlin: American Avocet(R), Common Goldeneye, Northern 

Pintail, Ruddy Duck(L), Tundra Swan(L), Sora, Horned Grebe, Pied-

billed Grebe, Black-crowned Night Heron(L), Spotted Sandpiper(R), 

Northern Harrier(R), Osprey(R), Great Horned Owl(L), Yellow-bellied 

Sapsucker(L), White-breasted Nuthatch, American Goldfinch(L), 

Mallard(R) American Bittern (R), American Coot, Lesser Yellowlegs(R) 

 

Dave Burkhart: American White Pelican(L) 

 

Alan Hingston: Ruddy Duck(R) 

 

Heather Howard: Northern Shoveler, Redhead, Canada Goose(L), 

Eared Grebe(L), Red-necked Grebe, American Bittern(L), Franklin’s 

Gull(L), Killdeer(R), Common Raven(R), American Robin (L), Gray 

Catbird, American Goldfinch(R), Red-winged Blackbird(L,R), Brown-

headed Cowbird(L), Common Grackle(L) 

 

Carol Johnson: Merlin(L), Yellow-bellied Sapsucker(R), Downy 

Woodpecker(R), Tree Swallow(L, R), American Crow(R) 

 

Bob Lane: Long-billed Dowitcher(L) 

 

Gaylene Lazar: American Wigeon, American Avocet(L), Killdeer(L), 

Red-tailed Hawk(L,R), Northern Harrier(L), Bald Eagle(L,R), Alder 

Flycatcher(R), Red-eyed Vireo(R), Barn Swallow(L,R), Bank 

Swallow(L,R), Cliff Swallow(L,R), American Robin(R), Orange-

crowned Warbler(R), Yellow Warbler(L,R), Tennessee Warbler(R), 

Song Sparrow(R) 
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Tim Osborne: Great Blue Heron (L), Yellow-headed Blackbird (R) 

 

Nick Parayko: Great Horned Owl(R), Cedar Waxwing(L), Eared 

Grebe(R), American White Pelican(R), Wilson’s Snipe(L), Eastern 

Kingbird(R), Blue Jay(L), Common Raven(R), Tennessee warbler(L), 

Savanna Sparrow(L), Song Sparrow(L), White-crowned Sparrow(L), 

Brewer’s Blackbird(L), Baltimore Oriole(R), Black Tern(R) 

 

Aubrey Robson: Canada Goose(R), Greater White-fronted Goose(R), 

Trumpeter Swan, Great Blue Heron(R), Swainson’s Hawk(R), Downy 

Woodpecker(L), Hairy Woodpecker (L), Northern Flicker(R), Least 

Flycatcher(L), Northern Shrike(L), Red-eyed Vireo(L), Warbling Vireo, 

N. House Wren, Marsh Wren, Orange-crowned Warbler(R), Yellow-

rumped Warbler (L,R), Common Yellowthroat(L), Red-breasted 

Nuthatch, Savanna Sparrow(R), Lincoln’s Sparrow(L), Dark-eyed 

Junco(R), House Finch (L,R), Yellow-headed Blackbird(L), Baltimore 

Oriole(L) 

 

All About Birds: Common Grackle(R) 

 

Wikimedia Commons: Canvasback(L,R), Bufflehead(L,R), Ring-

billed Gull(L), California Gull(L,R), Bonapart’s Gull(L), Herring Gull 

(L), Forster’s Tern(L), White-throated Sparrow, Green-Winged Teal(R), 

Hooded Merganser (Footwarrior:https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ 

File:Hooded_Merganser_pair.JPG), Common Merganser(Bergt 

Nyman), American Crow(L) (NikkyPA1), Common Yellowthroat(R) 

Rhododendrites: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Common_yellowthroat_in_Quogue_(84327).jpg), Least Flycatcher: 

Mdf, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=807331 

 

BLESS Archives: All Other Photos 
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5. Your Checklist Records 
 

The rest of this Guide Book is for you to record when you 

see a new bird species. Over 200 species of birds have been 

reported around Big Lake. 

 

The star value for each species is given in the first column. 

The fourth column asks “WHERE?” so write in Poole 

Wetland, Poplar Trail, Big Lake East Bay, Sturgeon River 

or Nadeau Pond, wherever specifically you saw the species.  

The fifth column is for the “DATE”. Write in 

day/month/year as shown below. 

 

STAR 

NO. 
SPECIES 

GOT 

IT! 
WHERE EXACTLY? DATE? 

2 
Blue Jay  Poplar trail 5/6/26 

1 Black-billed Magpie  Parking lot 10/5/26 

1 
American Crow  Moose Trail 23/8/26 

2 Common Raven  Platform 5/5/26 

1 Black-capped 

Chickadee 
 Boardwalk entry 15/7/26 
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Checklist 
 

STAR 
NO. 

SPECIES 
GOT 
IT! 

WHERE EXACTLY? DATE? 

4 Snow Goose    

5 Ross’s Goose    

3 Gr. White-fronted Goose    

5 Cackling Goose    

1 Canada Goose    

3 Trumpeter Swan    

2 Tundra Swan    

5 Wood Duck    

2 Blue-winged Teal    

5 Cinnamon Teal    

2 Northern Shoveler    

2 Gadwall    

5 Eurasian Wigeon    

2 American Wigeon    

1  Mallard    

3 Northern Pintail    

3 Green-winged Teal    

4 Canvasback    

4 Redhead    
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4 Ring-necked Duck    

5 Greater Scaup    

2 Lesser Scaup    

5 Surf Scoter    

5 White-winged Scoter    

2 Bufflehead    

2 Common Goldeneye    

5 Barrow’s Goldeneye    

4 Hooded Merganser    

4 Common Merganser    

5 Red-Breasted Merganser    

3 Ruddy Duck    

5 Ruffed Grouse    

5 Gray Partridge    

4 Rock Pigeon    

5 Eurasian Collared-dove    

5 Mourning Dove    

5 Common Nighthawk    

5 Virginia Rail    

3 Sora    

1 American Coot    

5 Sandhill Crane    
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5 Black-necked Stilt    

4 American Avocet    

5 Black-bellied Plover    

3 Killdeer    

5 Semipalmated Plover    

5 Whimbrel    

5 Hudsonian Godwit    

5 Marbled Godwit    

5 Short-billed Dowitcher    

5 Long-billed Dowitcher    

4 Wilson’s Snipe    

5 Wilson’s Phalarope    

4 Spotted Sandpiper    

5 Solitary Sandpiper    

4 Lesser Yellowlegs    

5 Willet    

4 Greater Yellowlegs    

5 Stilt Sandpiper    

5 Baird’s Sandpiper    

5 Least Sandpiper    

5 Pectoral Sandpiper    

5 Semipalmated Sandpiper    
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5 Parasitic Jaeger    

5 Bonaparte's Gull    

2 Franklin's Gull    

5 Short-billed Gull    

1 Ring-billed Gull    

4 American Herring Gull    

5 Glaucous Gull    

2 California Gull    

5 Caspian Tern    

3 Black Tern    

4 Forster's Tern    

5 Common Tern    

3 Pied-billed Grebe    

3 Horned Grebe    

3 Red-necked Grebe    

3 Eared Grebe    

5 Western Grebe    

5 Common Loon    

5 Double-crested Cormorant    

5 White-faced Ibis    

5 American Bittern    

5 Black-crowned Night 

Heron 
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2 Greater Blue Heron    

3 American White Pelican    

5 Turkey Vulture    

2 Osprey    

5 Golden Eagle    

5 Sharp-shinned Hawk    

5 Cooper’s Hawk    

5 American Goshawk    

2 Northern Harrier    

2 Bald Eagle    

5 Broad-winged Hawk    

3 Swainson’s Hawk    

2 Red-tailed Hawk    

5 Rough-legged Hawk    

5 Snowy Owl    

5 Great Horned Owl    

5 Long-eared Owl    

5 Short-eared Owl    

5 Northern Saw-whet Owl    

5 Belted Kingfisher    

4 Yellow-belled Sapsucker    

5 Black-backed 

Woodpecker 
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2 Downy Woodpecker    

3 Hairy Woodpecker    

4 Pileated Woodpecker    

3 Northern Flicker    

5 American Kestrel    

4 Merlin    

5 Peregrin Falcon    

5 Prairie Falcon    

5 Olive-sided Flycatcher    

5 Western Wood-pewee    

4 Alder Flycatcher    

2 Least Flycatcher    

5 Eastern Phoebe    

3 Eastern Kingbird    

5 Philadelphia Vireo    

5 Warbling Vireo    

3 Red-eyed Vireo    

5 Northern Shrike    

2 Blue Jay    

1 Black-billed Magpie    

1 American Crow    

2 Common Raven    
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1 Black-capped Chickadee    

5 Boreal Chickadee    

5 Horned Lark    

4 Bank Swallow    

1 Tree Swallow    

5 Purple Martin    

5 N. Rough-winged 

Swallow 
   

1 Barn Swallow    

3 Cliff Swallow    

5 Ruby-crowned Kinglet    

5 Golden-crowned Kinglet    

2 White-breasted Nuthatch    

2 Red-breasted Nuthatch    

3 Northern House Wren    

5 Winter Wren    

5 Sedge Wren    

2 Marsh Wren    

2 European Starling    

3 Gray Catbird    

5 Townsend’s Solitaire    

5 Gray-cheeked Thrush    

5 Swainson’s Thrush    
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5 Hermit Thrush    

2 American Robin    

4 Bohemian Waxwing    

3 Cedar Waxwing    

5 House Sparrow    

5 American Pipit    

5 Pine Grosbeak    

4 House Finch    

5 Purple Finch    

4 Redpoll    

5 Red Crossbill    

5 White-winged Crossbill    

5 Pine Siskin    

4 American Goldfinch    

5 Lapland Longspur    

5 Snow Bunting    

3 Chipping Sparrow    

3 Clay-coloured Sparrow    

5 Lark Sparrow    

3 American Tree Sparrow    

5 Fox Sparrow    

2 Dark-eyed Junco    
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3 White-crowned Sparrow    

5 Harris’s Sparrow    

3 White-throated Sparrow    

5 Vesper Sparrow    

4 LeConte’s Sparrow    

5 Nelson’s Sparrow    

2 Savannah Sparrow    

2 Song Sparrow    

4 Lincoln’s Sparrow    

4 Swamp Sparrow    

2 Yellow-headed Blackbird    

5 Western Meadowlark    

3 Baltimore Oriole    

1 Red-winged Blackbird    

4 Brown-headed Blackbird    

5 Rusty Blackbird    

4 Brewer’s Blackbird    

3 Common Grackle    

5 Ovenbird    

5 Northern Waterthrush    

5 Black-and-white Warbler    

4 Tennessee Warbler    
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4 Orange-crowned Warbler    

5 Nashville Warbler    

5 Mourning Warbler    

3 Common Yellowthroat    

5 American Redstart    

2 Yellow Warbler    

5 Blackpoll Warbler    

5 Palm Warbler    

2 Yellow-rumped Warbler    

5 Canada Warbler    

5 Wilson’s Warbler    

5 Western Tanager    

5 Rose-breasted Grosbeak    

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

 
  



140 
 

  



141 
 

 

 

Produced by Big Lake 

Environment Support Society 

P.O. Box 65053 

St. Albert, Ab T8N 5Y3 

 

bless-env.ca 

 
For information contact 

board@bless-env.ca 
 

All proceeds go to BLESS programs. 

 

Printed by grants from: 

Arrow Utilities 

 
JBJ McDonald Family Fund 

 
© Big Lake Environment Support Society 2025 

 

Printed by 
College Copy Shop 

10221 – 109 St. 

Edmonton, Alberta T5J 1N2 

  



142 
 

 


