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Shuswap Naturalist Club Newsletter 
October 2021 

 

Announcements –  

 

(a) Our October meeting is a special meeting with Harry Crosby, president of BC Nature, as our guest. It 

will take place on Thursday, the 7th at the Okanagan College starting at 6 p.m. We hope to see many 

of you there. Harry will be leading our discussion, so bring your thoughts and questions.  
 

(b) Long-time member Eric Grayston passed away last year, three weeks short of his 103rd birthday. In 

2018, we presented our club award/bursary in honour of his 100th birthday. This is the award we give 

annually to a third-year student in Environmental Studies at Thompson Rivers University. Eric’s family 

wanted to acknowledge the club’s importance to their father, and has sent a cheque for $1000 for our 

award/bursary fund. (This fund is with and is administered by the Shuswap Community Association.) 
 

 

 Azolla Mexicana Fern 
 

   A large mass of red algae in the pond on Christmas Island was reported at our September meeting. It 
was later identified as Azolla mexicana fern.  
 

   This is a tiny floating aquatic fern found in wetlands 
and marshes. It occurs as far south as Peru and as far 
north as Salmon Arm. It is a fairly rare occurrence and 
usually shows itself after a warm summer.   
 

   There are only ten recorded places where this fern 
has been found in BC. The Shuswap area claims three 
of these sightings – the Salmon Arm Bay, near the 
mouth of the Salmon River and a pond east of 
Sicamous. The others have occurred in the Okanagan 
and Kamloops areas.                                                       

          Azolla Mexicana on Christmas Island (2013 photo)                

 
Woody nightshade weed-pull - Janet Aitken reports 
 

   We had a successful pull of 17 very big bags!! Barb, one of our new volunteers, fell in a beaver trench 
and ended up totally wet. We were able to have a good laugh as she was not injured and was a terrific 
sport about it all.                                                                                      The ‘clean’ crew upon arrival.        
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Nest Boxes on the Foreshore – Summer 2021 
- Report from Di Wittner 

 

    Cleaning out bird boxes is usually a delightful enterprise. Sure, there are big spiders that leap at you in 
their attempt to escape and layers of bacteria and parasites that blow up your nose and into your eyes, 
but the downside is more than compensated for by the pleasure of finding nest after nest of successful 
broods. That’s why we do it, right? 

 

    The summer of 2021, however, will go down as one of despair for the swallows on our foreshore. Lack 
of food (aerial insects) was probably the leading cause of nest failure. Smoke, heat, and vandalism were 
likely factors as well. Box after box showed nests in various states of use, just not carried through to 
successful rearing of young. This is particularly unfortunate because the occupancy rate was the highest 
yet, at 96%! (Last year, the occupancy rate was 71%.) Sadly, most nests were abandoned, some before 
the eggs were laid, some with unhatched eggs, and others with skeletonized young who never saw the 
sun. One new box, paid for and installed by Judy Murray, was stolen at Peter Janninck Park. 

 

     Fortunately, chickadees were not affected. This supports ‘available food’ as being the leading factor for 
the swallows since chickadees don’t rely on aerial insects but would have had the same environmental 
conditions. They raised six broods, our highest chickadee total yet. This is doubly remarkable as two of 
their nests were targeted by the vandal in May, with several eggs and young destroyed. 

 

    Ducks started nests in two boxes but then abandoned them for reasons unknown. One duck box 
contained a very large wasp nest which has subsequently been removed.  

 

    Swallows, on the other hand, raised just 24 broods. This is approximately half last year’s success rate, 
even though the occupancy rate was much higher. We can only hope they’ll try again next year in similar 
numbers. 

 

    On a positive note, we’ve replaced old and/or vandalized posts, adding ten new 4x4s. Patrick Shea at 
MakerSpace, along with a group of volunteers, built forty new boxes, thirteen of which will replace boxes 
damaged by vandalism and five that will replace old boxes in disrepair. SABNES has a plan to use some of 
the remaining boxes to create a bluebird trail. The rest will remain in storage, as insurance against future 
needs. 

 

   Two new duck boxes will be added to the pond area of Christmas Island. If anyone is interested in 
building one, please let Di know. She has building materials and plans to share. 

 
 

Tree Planting at Blackburn Park – now completed.  
 

   “It was perfect weather for planting trees,” said Joyce (rain). Thank you to Joyce, Hanne, Pat H., 
Monique, Dave and Keith for this. Thanks to all who helped with this, our club’s 50th Anniversary project. 
 
 

A Tadpole Invasion  
- a note from Monique Pharand  

 

   I am also a member of NANS, Northern Amphibians Naturalists Society – BC Nature. Our president Norma 
Kerby shared this incredible video about migrating tadpoles in a northern lake. You can see a similar effect 
at Ross Lake, a Provincial Park east of New Hazelton. Normally July is the best time to see thousands of 
tadpoles moving along the shoreline of the lake. Such a good year for toads with all of the warmth.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5S-lZtE1J6M 
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Project FeederWatch: a Citizen Science opportunity  
- Gillian Richardson  

 

   Do you watch birds at feeders in your yard? Would you like your observations to 
contribute to the scientific research of bird populations? Project FeederWatch—a 
joint research and education project of Cornell Lab of Ornithology (US) and Birds 
Canada—is a simple and fun way to do both. Joining online at birdscanada.org for 
a donation ($25, or more if you wish) lets you participate in the FeederWatch 
program (and other Birds Canada initiatives). 

 

   You’ll get a handbook with complete instructions about the counting protocol, a 
huge double-sided poster of Western/Eastern feeder birds to help with identification, a sample tally sheet 
and tons of information about feeders, creating a safe feeding environment, and even monitoring birds 
for common diseases. 

 

   Then it’s simply a matter of choosing a count site (a portion of your yard), picking two convenient 
consecutive days and times per week, and counting the largest number of each species you see at one 
time. Reporting is simple at the website using the FeederWatch ID number you’ll be given to log in. 

 

   During this past winter of COVID restrictions, I decided to sign up 
for FeederWatch again (having done it years ago) and add a little 
more fun to my birding. The usual characters—Black-capped and 
Mountain Chickadees, Pine Siskins, American Goldfinches, House 
Finches, Red-breasted Nuthatches and Song Sparrows were the 
most frequent visitors. A Ruffed Grouse that has shown up in our 
yard for years put in regular appearances. But the most excitement 
came with the arrival of a Sharp-shinned Hawk. On those occasions, 
the small birds scattered and all went quiet for a while...so I hoped 
it didn’t come on my count days! Birds Canada offers interesting 
information about bird depredation and displacement behaviours 
at feeders. So much more to learn about this hobby! Well, it looks 
like we may be hanging around home most of this winter, too. 

 

   Why not make your contribution to Citizen Science this fall and winter? FeederWatch generally runs 
from November to April. By the way, Cornell Lab of Ornithology is a fantastic resource for all kinds of bird-
related topics. Check it out at About the Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

 
 

 

 Can you help me identify these?   
         

From Gillian –  
Walking in Shuswap 
Lake Provincial Park, 
we found this huge 
mushroom. It was as 
big as my hand!   

 
  

I am calling it a Fried 
Egg mushroom.  
 
 

Photo from Dawn McDonald –  
My guess is Wolf Spider. 
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Enjoying Nature  
- a story shared by Joyce Henderson 

 

   I talked to the woman who lives on Marine Park Drive beside the eagles’ nest. Three young were 
successfully raised. She said it was hilarious watching them learn to fly. Take off was good, flying was so-
so, landing was a disaster. She watched one eaglet landing on a dead branch. He promptly lost his balance 
and landed in the marsh. Eaglet number two had a successful landing. Number three came along, landed 
on the dead branch, and knocked number two off. One landed on the railing on their balcony, promptly 
lost his balance and landed on the floor beside where they were sitting. The eaglet was not concerned by 
how close they were. After ten or so minutes he was able to take off to carry on the “learning to land” 
scenario. 
 
 

Harlequin Ducks  

- as experienced by Fern Fennel 
 

   On the August long weekend, I was camping with 
some friends along-side the Ashnola River near 
Keremeos. It was a very hot sweltering day with some 
light wild fire haze in the air. I was sitting in my camp 
chair on the edge of the river which was quite low but 
still had some swift current areas across from me. I 
saw a small flock of some kind of river ducks which 
soon swam right past me allowing to get many photos. 
At first, I thought they were buffleheads, someone 
else said Coots, but in consolation with two Facebook 
bird groups I discovered that they were Harlequin 
Ducks!  
 
 

   Harlequin Ducks are classified as a sea duck and are 
most commonly seen on the Pacific coast near 
Vancouver Island. This past winter while down in 
Parksville, I saw quite a few just a short distance from 
shore. The males are very striking with bold markings 
in blue-grey, rust-brown with black and white bars. 
The females are a dull brown with whitish face 
markings. In spring pairs will migrate into the interior 
of BC and nest beside swift mountain streams. These 
ducks are monogamous but the male leaves as soon 
as the female nests, which are usually in rocky 
crevasses beside the stream or river. They 
apparently feed on blackfly and mayfly larvae in 
mountain rivers. I never expected to see this 
gorgeous and intriguing bird in both its winter and 

summer habitat considering its uniqueness. What a treat nature has in store for us if we sit and observe 
with attentiveness.  
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Salmon Arm NatureKids 

- Molly Cooperman, club leader and TARSS board member 
 

BC Rivers Day 2021: 
 

   Since 1980 people all over the province have celebrated their local waterway with some kind of event. 
This celebration was started by the Outdoor Recreation Council of BC (ORCBC).  

 

   This year, due to COVID, the Salmon Arm NatureKids club decided to keep it small and not publicize 
which resulted in a close and committed group. Our membership is still small so we teamed up with both 
the Shuswap 4H club and Kamloops NatureKids club. The Adams River Salmon Society (TARSS) was 
enthusiastic to support our efforts to plant trees and learn about salmon at Tsútswecw Provincial Park. 
 

   The day began with a delivery of healthy trees (variety of 
species) which TARSS purchased at a great price from our local 
arborist, Maarten Albricht. (Here with Be Mai Boonyo). 
 

   Next, we gathered and played a Salmon Lifecycle game. We 
had a discussion about why we should plant trees. There were 
lots of good ideas from NatureKids members including providing 
homes for animals. Then, we were fortunate to have several 
volunteers from Interfor to give a demonstration and a 
description of the best ways to plant trees. Interfor donated 200 
hundred conifer plugs for the event. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

   Everyone was eager and enthusiastic to get planting! 
Children and parents loved digging and giving the (sometimes 
named) trees a new home. It all came together thanks to 
dedicated TARSS volunteers and the relationships built with 
BC Parks. Stewardship in the making! 
 

(Melissa Harborne, Grizzly, and Ashley Dahl, Interfor staff) 
 

A link to our new Salmon toolkit with the NatureKids BC 

Salmon project:  
 https://www.naturekidsbc.ca/be-a-naturekid/stewardship- 

citizen-science/supporting-salmon/ 
 

 
A couple of the Salmon 

Arm and Kamloops 
NatureKids club 

members. 
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The Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus)  

by Roger Beardmore 
 

   During my past several peregrinations (sorry!) around the foreshore of Salmon Arm Bay, I have been 
fortunate to encounter one or more Peregrine Falcons. This past week (September 20-27) I have seen 
at least one adult and one juvenile bird, that may be the local birds known to nest on the Sunnybrae 
cliffs, across the bay from Salmon Arm. They will often use the dead tops of the cottonwood trees near 
the bay as perches to scan for a meal, or they will sit out on the mudflats on a short perch, or even 
directly on the mud, to consume their latest captive! 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
   As with most raptors, the female is larger (15-20%) and heavier (40-50%) than the male, with fewer and 
broader barring in the chest. The uniform blue-grey wings and back are typical in both sexes, as is the dark 
head with distinct (variable width) teardrop extending below the eye.  
 

Migration 
 

   Peregrines are migratory, but the patterns of migration are highly variable. Some arctic breeders will 
migrate all the way to Argentina, but more southerly breeders don’t appear to move so far1. Some 
populations are considered resident and sedentary, meaning they stick around their breeding territory for 
the entire year. Peregrines have a high degree of nest fidelity, so it is likely our local peregrines will return 
again next year to raise a new generation of avian missiles to bomb the ducks and shorebirds of the bay! 

Peregrines on patrol 
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Peregrine Falcon scattering a 

group of American Wigeons. 
 
 

   On a few lucky occasions I have seen 
the Peregrines swooping down and 
chasing ducks on the water, or 
scattering a group of shorebirds 
foraging along the shoreline of the 
lake. I have yet to see a “kill” in Salmon 
Arm, but I did see a Peregrine stoop 
down and take a Bufflehead right out 

of the water near Victoria. The evidence of their success here is clear from the number of feather piles 
strewn about the mudflats. 

 
 

 Kill” sites on the mudflats of Salmon Arm Bay 
 

Distribution 
 

   The Peregrine Falcon has a global distribution, and as a result, has been given names for 75 subspecies. 
However, many of these are apparently based on flimsy grounds and eBird Birds of the World only 
recognizes 19 subspecies, with 3 in North America. Our birds in Salmon Arm are likely part of the 
F.p.anatum subspecies, which occupies all of North American south of the tundra to north Mexico.  
 

   Notwithstanding that Peregrines are one of the most widely distributed birds in the world, (see map 
below), and their relatively large size, they are not easily seen. They typically go about their business either 
at very high speed, or perch unobtrusively in inconspicuous sites to rest or digest their prey. 

 

 

 

 

Orange: Breeding 

Purple: Year-round 

Blue: Non-Breeding 

 

Distribution of the Peregrine Falcon 
 



 

8 

 

Diet 
 

   As one might expect from this wide distribution, dietary composition varies greatly among regions, 
habitats, seasons, and even individual bird’s age and preferences!2. It is estimated that for North America, 
Peregrines take over 400 species of birds as prey, and worldwide that number probably exceeds 2000 
species3! And that doesn’t include bats and other small mammals, occasionally fish, insects and small 
reptiles. 

 

   Peregrines will take small songbirds when available, and seem quite adapted to capturing pigeons and 
doves throughout their range. In North America, peregrines are especially known for taking waterfowl 
and are locally know as “Duck Hawks” in some regions. They have also been recorded taking smaller 
raptors such as Kestrels, Merlin and Sharp-shinned Hawk! In turn, Peregrines may be killed at their nest 
sites by large avian predators such as eagles, gyrfalcons, or Great Horned owls. Nest site characteristics 
vary widely, though typically cliffs with suitable nest ledges are preferred. They will also nest in trees, man 
made structures (platforms, bridges, tall buildings), and even on the ground. Ground nests may be ravaged 
by bears, wolves, foxes, wolverines etc. Like many species in the natural world, its a ”live by the sword, 
die by the sword” kind of existence! 

 

Pesticides/Contaminants 
 

   It is by now well known that massive use of organochlorine pesticides (DDT) from the late 1940’s to the 
early 1970’s (for agriculture forestry and human disease control) resulted in bioaccumulation of toxic 
residues in prey species, with a disastrous effect on falcons. The most significant sub-lethal effect was 
reproductive malfunction resulting in abnormally thin eggshells, and subsequent population declines from 
the 1950’s through the 1970’s4. With the abandonment of this practice, populations began to recover in 
the 1980’s, and today Peregrine Falcons have achieved a conservation status of “Least Concern”.  

 

   I hope you get a chance to observe one of these truly magnificent birds of prey during your next visit to 
the bay! 

 

Reference: 1,2,3,4 Birds of the World, Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) 
 

Photographs: All photographs by Roger Beardmore – taken in Salmon Arm Bay.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


