
European Paper Wasps Found 
in BMN’s Bird Boxes  
By Victoria Otton

Something interesting is happening 
to some of BMN’s bird nest boxes. They 
are being occupied by a species that is a 
relatively new arrival in BC: the European 
paper wasp Polistes dominula, formerly 
called P. dominulus (see Fig. 1). This wasp 
is native to Europe, Asia and North Africa, 
and was somehow introduced to the 
northeastern USA in the 1970s. In BC, it was 
first recorded in Saanich in 2003!  Because 
BMN began collecting information on the 
success or failure of our nest boxes at about 
that same time (in 2004), we possess what 
may be a unique database that captures the 
arrival of this species in our area and its 
spread over the past several years. 

Looking back through this database, the 
spring of 2008 had the first observation of 
what may have been European paper wasps 
in BMN nest boxes (thank you, faithful 
volunteer recorders!) was in three boxes at 
Colony Farm. They were recorded as “yellow 
jackets”. The following spring (2009), we 
recorded eleven boxes at Colony Farm with 
over-wintering paper wasps and we have 
photographic evidence that these were 
indeed P. dominula. The number of boxes 
with this species was thirteen in 2010, and 
nineteen in 2011. The presence of wasps 
(unidentified species) has been noted at the 
three other locations of our bird boxes over 
the years, but the numbers are low (0 to 7 
boxes at Oliver Road, Minnekhada Park or 
Widgeon). This past spring, the series of 
swallow boxes near the Metro Vancouver 
employees’ trailer at Colony Farm were 
particularly heavily ‘infested’, with eleven 
of these 16 boxes (70%) having wasps and 
their nests present. European paper wasps 
build umbrella-shaped nests that, in the case 
of nest boxes, are hung from the ceilings 
or upper walls of the box. The cells of the 

wasp nest are open, not enclosed in a paper envelope. Like other 
paper wasps, P. dominula build their nests in sheltered spots but 

they tend to choose man-made structures 
such as eaves and voids in buildings. It is 
speculated2 that this may account for the 
rapid spread of this species in urban and 
suburban areas. At Colony Farm, you can  
get a very good view of masses of P. 
dominula nests under the eaves of the small 
electrical shed near the Metro Vancouver 
employees’ trailer (see Fig. 2). 

What do P. dominula look like?
The European paper wasp is smaller 

and differently-coloured (yellow and black) 
than native paper wasps, and superficially 
resembles a yellow jacket. If you are able to 
get a good look, there are three features that 
will help in their identification:
(i)  The antennae are almost entirely bright 
orange except for the bit nearest the head, 
which is black on the upper (dorsal) portion. 
The biggest segment of the antenna is called 
the flagellum, and is made up of many units 
called flagellomeres. According to the key 
provided by a University of Alberta website2, 
the “flagellum is almost entirely bright 
orange (excluding black dorsal streak in 
basal 3/4 of flagellomere I)”. From what I’ve 
read so far, orange antennae are considered 
diagnostic of the European paper wasp; our 
other wasps all have dark antennae.
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From Top: European paper wasp on nest. Photo by M. Stefiuk, 
Kanaka Education & Environmental Partnership Society.

Mass of paper wasp nests under eaves of electrical shed at 
Colony Farm.  Photo by H. Maguire.

The pair of small yellow spots on the back, immediately behind 
the head help identify this as P. dominula.  Photo by V. Otton.



(ii)  The dorsal side of the body section immediately behind the head 
has a pair of yellow spots. I find this very distinctive (see Fig. 3); to 
me, this section of the wasp’s back looks like the eyes of a pixie-
faced girl peering out between middle-parted hair. This portion 
of the thorax is called the scutum, meaning “little shield”. Again, 
according to the U of Alberta site, the “scutum is black, with a pair 
of yellow spots in anterior half; the spots exceptionally absent”.

(iii)  The middle portion of the wasp’s face is a large yellow spot with 
an irregular black spot near the middle (Fig. 1). This yellow spot 
(called the clypeus) is below the forehead (frons) and above the 
upper lip (labrum). The U of Alberta site reports that the “clypeus is 
yellow, with or without black central spot(s)”.

Are the wasps deterring birds from nesting?
To try to answer this question, the following analysis focused 

on the 16 swallow boxes near the Metro Vancouver employees’ 
trailer at Colony Farm. The reason for selecting only these boxes is 
that they are now our most highly wasp-infested boxes, possibly 
due to their proximity to the dense mass of wasp nests under the 
eaves of the nearby electrical shed. For this analysis, there are two 
endpoints. First, the presence or absence of wasp(s) and/or a wasp 
nest recorded during nest box cleaning in the spring of 2011. (The 
wasps are slow and sleepy at this time of year, and present no threat 
whatsoever). Second, the success or failure of the box for swallows. 
This endpoint is also unmistakable because successful swallow boxes 
contain a distinctive nest lined with duck feathers. 

The results of the analysis (see Table) clearly show that if a bird box 
has wasps present, it is far less likely to have housed a successful 
swallow nest (only 1 box had both a wasp and a successful nest, 
compared with 8 boxes with wasps that had no nests). Similarly, if a 
bird box contains a successful swallow nest, it is more likely not to 
also have wasps. (Of the 5 boxes with successful swallow nest, 4 of 
these had no wasps). 

The BIG question is what effect is the spread of P. dominula wasps 
having on birds that use natural nest cavities?   

Table showing the distribution (expressed as the number of boxes) 
of wasps and swallows in the 16 BMN swallow boxes near the Metro 
Vancouver employees’ trailer at Colony Farm (Spring 2011)

wasps wasps no wasps

# of boxes with successful swallow nests 1 4

# of boxes with no bird nests 8 3
	
What are we doing?

When Kiyoshi Takahashi first heard reports of these wasps in 
our nest boxes, he immediately began exploring ways to keep them 
out. Various websites of bluebird nest box builders in Ontario and 
elsewhere3 describe methods they’ve tried to stop European paper 
wasps from nesting in their boxes. The aim is to prevent the wasps 
from being able to stick their nests to the wood ceiling. In the 
following article, Kiyoshi describes a technique that he has developed, 
and his experiment to test if it works. 

Conclusion
P. dominula are here in our region and appear to be spreading. We 

may inadvertently be aiding their population increase by providing such 
attractive nesting sites as our bird boxes, but these wasps are nesting 
elsewhere too. For example, the wasp and nest pictured in Fig. 1 was 
found in 2007 under a cliff on Thorne Hill near Kanaka Creek, Maple 
Ridge. Also, Kiyoshi looked through his file of insect photographs taken 
in his garden over the years, and he photographed a European paper 
wasp there (he lives near the Riverview Lands) in 2005. 

Over the coming summer, keep your eyes open for these wasps 
around your homes and gardens, and let me know where you spot 
them. I’ll compile a ‘Wasp Watch’ and we can get some idea of the 
distribution of this species and track any changes over the coming 
years. Just look for wasps with bright orange antennae!  
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European Paper Wasps vs. 
Bird Nest Boxes By Kiyoshi Takahashi

Although paper wasps are in many ways human allies because they 
help to control insect pests in the garden, they are starting to cause 
some problems in our bird boxes. Every year during the springtime 
nest box cleaning, we find not only paper wasp nests, but also 
cobwebs in most of our unsuccessful bird boxes. It is not known if 
these insects were able to make their home in the box because no 
birds were there, or if the bird did not accept the box because the 
wasps and/or spiders were there first. By looking closely inside the 
box, I suspect that the birds did not take over the box because they 
saw the insects already inside. The European paper wasp is known in 
Eastern North America to invade bird boxes in March, just before bird 
nesting starts, and they do so more aggressively than native wasps. 

I did some on-line research for methods to prevent wasps from 
nest building in bird boxes. Ideally, whatever method is chosen 
would also prevent spiders from occupying our bird boxes. The 
plan is not to kill the wasps and spiders (using insecticides is out 
of the question), but rather to discourage them from nesting. Many 
sources suggest treating the upper inside of the bird box with candle 
wax or unscented bar soap, the idea being that wasps use saliva 
to make their nests adhere to the upper corners or ceiling of a bird 
box and the soap or candle wax prevents the nest from sticking. But 
applying such hard, solid materials to the upper reaches of a small 

pre-constructed bird 
box is not easy to 
do. Furthermore, 
yearly applications 
would likely be 
requiredA due to the 
rather superficial 
application. I carried 
some experiments 
to solve the issue.

1. (A pair of experimental 
(waxed) and control swallow 
boxes installed on the 
electrical shed near the Metro 
Vancouver employees’ trailer 
at Colony Farm. Photo by K. 
Takahashi.

2. A pair of experimental 
(waxed) and control swallow 
boxes installed on one of the 
farm buildings at Minnekhada. 
Photo by K. Takahashi.page 2



After some trial-and-error, and under considerable pressure to find 
a solution in the few days before the swallows arrived here, the only 
sure way I found to coat the wood ceiling was to apply the wax to the 
lumber before the box was assembled. This was not quite as simple 
as it sounds, however. All the panels of nest boxes must be glued with 
silicone caulking to keep the boxes tight and dry. Thus, all joint lines 
had to be protected from the wax by covering them with tape before 
the wax was applied. After taping this glue line, the upper 3 inches of 
the inner surface of each pre-cut piece of lumber as well as entire roof 
were pre-heated with a heat gun and rubbed with wax, then heated 
again to melt the wax and let it penetrate into the wood. Then the tape 
was removed to expose the gluing space, and the box was built in the 
normal way. This is how the experiment boxes, marked as “EXP” were 
prepared. I constructed exactly the same box without the wax treatment 
to serve as the control box (marked as “CONT”). After consulting MV 
Parks, a pair of EXP and CONT boxes are now installed side-by-side at 
Colony Farm and in the Minnekhada Park Farm area. If anyone happens 
to be at these sites, please observe any bird (or wasp) activities in these 
boxes and send me a note to let me know what you saw.  

Announcements
Spring is definitely in the air and isn’t it delightful! We have many 

outdoor events planned so you won’t lack for opportunities to enjoy 
nature in the Tri-Cities during a wonderful time of the year! 

Thursday, April 14 in the evening:  Appreciation Dinner for 
Dave Palidwor. Dave, formerly with the Parks Department at the 
City of Coquitlam, is no longer working for the City. To express our 
appreciation for all that Dave has accomplished for stream protection 
and other environmental issues over the years, local environmental 
stewards are hosting a dinner for him. We anticipate a few BMN 
members will attend.

Saturday, April 16 from 11am-3 pm:  Celebrate Earth Day (which 
is really April 22) with the Wildlife Rescue Association of BC at their 
annual event at the rowing pavillion at Burnaby Lake Regional Park. 
While BMN won’t attend this year, the Colony Farm Park Association 
will be there with the BMN children’s puzzles.

Saturday, April 16:  BMN Raptor Counts at Colony Farm. If you 
wish to help with these counts, please contact BMN member, Lee 
Harding (604-469-6795), who has agreed to organize counts on the 
3rd Saturday of every month. The Nature Vancouver raptor counts 
have been discontinued but we wish to continue collecting data at 
Colony Farm so this has now become a BMN event.

Sunday, April 17 at 1 pm:  Riverview Magnolia Walk. Join the 
Riverview Horticultural Centre Society for their annual Magnolia 
Walk on the Riverview Hospital grounds. Meet on the uphill side of 
the Henry Esson Young building. Follow Holly Drive, the main road 
through the site, turn uphill at Oak Crescent and then right to park. 
Signs and a flag person will direct you to the site.

Tuesday, April 19 at 7:15 pm:  BMN Education-Conservation 
Committee meeting at Elaine’s.

April 22:  Earth Day. This year, Earth Day falls on Good Friday so 
most events will be held at alternative times.

 Saturday, April 23. Join Larry Cowan and members of Nature 
Vancouver for a morning birding tour of DeBoville Slough and 
Minnekhada Park. Target species include Sandhill Crane and Green 
Heron. Meet Larry at 8:45 am at the intersection of Victoria and 
Cedar Drives in NE Coquitlam. Some vehicles will be positioned at 
Minnekhada for the return trip. Contact Larry at 604-465-1402.

Tuesday, April 26 at 7:15 pm:  BMN Executive meeting at Anne’s.

Friday, April 29:  Deadline for nominations for the City of 
Coquitlam’s Environmental Awards for groups or individuals both 
youth and adult. See the City website for details.

Saturday, April 30:  BMN Hike to Mosquito Creek Cascades  On this 
moderate hike we will visit the relatively little-known Mosquito Creek 
Cascades, which, at this time of year, become one long whitewater 
torrent. We will begin by hiking a scenic portion of the popular Baden-
Powell Trail, and our climb up the east side of Mosquito Creek will 
give us opportunity to see a few remnant old-growth fir and cedar 
trees. Roundtrip distance is 8 km (5 mi) with an elevation gain of 320 
m (1050 ft). Please note that despite the modest statistics, there are 
a couple of steep sections, one along the Baden-Powell Trail, and a 
second at the start of the route up Mosquito Creek. Carpool from the 
Eagle Ridge Field parking lot, off Runnel Drive, between Lansdowne and 
Falcon, at 8:00 am. Return 3:30 pm. For more information contact Ian 
(604-939-4039) or Mark (604-552-0727). 

Saturday, April 30 from 9 am – noon:  Knotweed removal at 
DeBoville Slough. Join the Friends of DeBoville Slough and BMN 
members for the first knotweed removal at DeBoville Slough for 2011. 
The impact of several years of previous weeding efforts are now quite 
obvious…volunteers are winning the battle with this invasive plant 
species!  For more information see www.fodbs.org.

Saturday, April 30:  Deadline to submit comments to BC Hydro’s 
Integrated Resource Plan. Check their website for details. Your input 
is being solicited with regard to how strongly you support BC Hydro’s 
conservation initiatives, how much you want electricity to come from 
private power producers, Site C, etc.,  and whether or not you support 
a proactive planning approach to new transmission lines that could 
benefit private power producers. BMN will submit comments.

Sunday, May 1 at 1 pm:  Natural Heritage Walk at Riverview. 
Join Don Gillespie for his first public walk with a new theme at 
Riverview – one that will focus on the site’s significant history and 
its environmental attributes. Don will have photos available to help 
people visualize the site as it has evolved through a century of 
providing mental health care. Learning about Riverview’s past might 
help you to visualize its future.

Monday, May 2:  Voting Day for a New Federal Government. With 
so many issues on the plate, it is hard to focus solely on environmental 
concerns during this election campaign. Nonetheless, will Canada ever 
have effective endangered species legislation?  How soon might we 
expect a green energy plan to lead us into a more sustainable future?  
Are you concerned that last November, the unelected Senate voted 
down a Climate Change Act, sponsored by the NDP, and passed by the 
House of Commons?   On election day, please vote for the candidate of 
your choice. Democracy works best when we all participate.

Saturday, May 7 from 11am – 3 pm:  It’s time for the annual 
Fingerling Festival hosted by the Port Moody Ecological Society at 
their Noons Creek Hatchery and the Port Moody Skating Arena. BMN 
will attend with our displays and children’s activities where we expect 
to be joined by about 40 other community groups. Children’s singers, 
Bobs and Lolo, will be back by popular demand. Families will have an 
opportunity to release young chum salmon into Noons Creek.

Tuesday, May 10 at 7:30 pm:  BMN Monthly Meeting. Guest 
speaker will be Dave Hancock on the Bald Eagles of BC. Hancock 
has not only published books about eagles but he has also installed 
webcams at several of their nests so that people can monitor activity 
at these nests from their home computer. Over the years, Hancock 
has collected much interesting data and many wonderful stories 
about Bald Eagles. Don’t miss this last indoor BMN meeting at the 
church until next September.
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Saturday, May 14 from 1-4 pm:  Celebrate International Migratory 
Bird Day at Colony Farm. The Colony Farm Park Association will host 
their annual event which includes community garden tours (1:30 pm), 
an opportunity for children to plant a pot and tour displays including 
one from the Vancouver Avian Research Centre which conducts 
bird banding at Colony Farm. At 3 pm, BMN volunteers will lead 
birding walks through Colony Farm to enjoy some of the migratory 
songbirds. Typically, this walk is held just a few days before the Lazuli 
Buntings arrive. However, Bunting walks will be held on June 4 at 
9 am and 3 pm to provide an opportunity to view these spectacular 
birds at Colony Farm.

 

Education-Conservation 
Report By Elaine Golds

Heron Walks at Colony Farm
With much thanks to all our volunteers, we once again had very 

enjoyable public nature walks for the great blue herons at Colony 
Farm. For the first walk on March 19, the herons were congregating 
at the wetland on the Port Coquitlam side of the River. Many were 
perched on the swallow boxes we had only recently cleaned. We 
saw almost 40 herons in total and had about 65 participants on the 
walk. The weather was a little windy and chilly but most people came 
prepared with warm clothes. Jude encouraged a group of Langley 
Field Naturalists to attend and Al brought along a group of people he 
had signed up through Wild Birds Unlimited.

By the time of the March 27 walk, the herons had moved to their 
nesting site at the mouth of the Coquitlam River in the Wildlife 
Management Area (WMA). The day before, Bruce and I had done a 
quick check on their location and were delighted to count 74 herons 
either on the log booms directly across from the beach of the WMA 
or roosting together on the trees close to the nest site. However, by 
the next day, the herons had all moved over to the heronry and we 
could see only a few roosting close to the Coquitlam River. We had 
delightful spring weather as well as great views of red-tailed hawks 
and eagles so the 81 people who attended enjoyed the walk despite 
limited opportunities to see herons. A couple of the groups did have a 
chance to see about 40 herons fly into the air when they were disturbed 
on their nests, possibly by a bald eagle. The group led by Dave, which 
missed these herons, got to see migrating mountain bluebirds later 
on their walk. Our participants included quite a few people who were 
visiting Colony Farm for the first time.

We had wonderful leaders – Jude and Al Grass, Larry Cowan, 
Dave Schutz - and super “assistants” Liz Thunstrom, Norma and Don 
Gillespie, Hilary Maguire, Dave Richardson, Mike Griffin and Carole 
Edwards. Everyone made an effort to interact with attendees and chat 
with them about Colony Farm. I really appreciate what a great job all 
these people do to help others better appreciate and understand Colony 
Farm. We are really blessed to have such dedicated volunteers.

Riverview Hospital
I hope that everyone was able to read in the Coquitlam Now the 

comments made by Mike Farnworth, one of our local MLAs and a 
candidate for provincial NDP leader. If elected Premier, Farnworth 
promised to enhance Riverview Hospital and protect its land and tree 
collection. Furthermore, he said Riverview should not be considered 
for private development and that the downsizing of Riverview 
Hospital has compounded the province’s failure to adequately provide 
treatment for mental health care. He emphasized that the lands 
should remain publicly owned and the hospital should continue to 
serve as a centre for mental health services. Sounds great to me!!

Other Updates
It’s good to see both Port Coquitlam and Coquitlam make slow 

moves towards banning the use of cosmetic pesticides. Port 
Coquitlam Councillors are discussing this and Coquitlam has set up 
an Environment Committee to advise them on this and other issues. 
I know we had a very worthy BMN member apply to be on this 
Committee so I hope that his application is successful.	 On behalf 
of BMN, I recently attended two meetings on solid waste hosted by 
Metro Vancouver. The most surprising aspect of their solid waste plan 
is that it has yet to be adopted by the provincial government despite 
it being submitted to them early last fall. I also think Metro Vancouver 
needs to be doing quite a bit more analysis of the composting of 
food wastes   To date, MV staff seem to be happy passing this issue 
off to private industry to solve but, frankly, I feel, as we scale up the 
process, some scientific analysis and evaluation is needed to ensure 
we don’t make mistakes adopting the wrong technology.

I also attended a BC Hydro workshop regarding their integrated 
resource management plan. Critical issues for meeting future 
electricity needs in BC include possibly building the Site C dam on the 
Peace River or purchasing more expensive and intermittent electricity 
from private power producers. I find neither of these options to be 
truly sustainable. Background information and a comment form are 
available on their website. I plan to submit comments on behalf of 
BMN by their April 30 deadline.

The Divinely Dancing Birds  
of Nebraska By Elaine Golds

Between the two heron walks at Colony Farm, I skipped town for a 
few days to join other Nature Vancouver members for a birding trip 
to Nebraska in late March. Why, you might ask, just as our glorious 
spring weather was making its final approach to coastal BC, would 
anyone travel to a place still in the grip of winter?  The answer is this 
trip presented an opportunity to see some of the greatest wildlife 
spectacles in North America.

Viewing Sandhill Cranes as they stage on the Platte River in 
Nebraska has always been on my wish list. Every spring, migrating 
cranes from most of North America gather there to feed for a few 
weeks before moving on to nesting sites over more northern parts of 
the continent. This congregation of cranes, the largest in the world, 
is truly a sight to behold. Try to image almost a half million cranes 
concentrated together, calling out in their ceaseless, almost purring 
way to each other when foraging in the fields or filling the skies each 
day at dawn and dusk when they take flight to and from their nightly 
roosts on the Platte River. I had just come from Colony Farm where 
a gathering of 40 herons had solicited appreciative awes. Yet, here 
we were in Nebraska gazing at field after field replete with hundreds 
of Sandhill Cranes, sometimes dancing in their most elegant fashion, 
but more often busy feeding throughout the day on the corn left 

behind from last fall’s harvest.     
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Great Blue Heron at Colony Farm. 
Photo by Chris Liske



For me, the highlight was watching the seemingly endless flocks of 
cranes descending in front of a glowing sunset on to the shallow Platte 
where they could roost safely throughout the night. The sky was filled 
with their calls, much louder than when they were foraging in the fields. 
Above me, in all directions, the sky overflowed with cranes. In the 
English language, we speak, generically, of a flock of birds but there are 
also more specific words such as kettle of hawks, a covey of quail, a 
skein of geese or a scold of jays. The term for cranes is “a siege” – and 
that is most fitting for what we saw above the Platte River – sieges of 
cranes so numerous it seemed impossible they could all find places to 
roost on the Platte. One can’t help but feel that the world is a serenely 
beautiful place after sharing a sunset with so many Sandhill Cranes.

But, of course, not all is well, even in what seems to be crane 
paradise. The highly braided Platte River, described by pioneers on the 
Oregon Trail, as a river a mile wide and an inch deep, is now dewatered 
and channelized. Over 70% of its flows have already been diverted for 
irrigation and the farmers want more. With banks stabilized, riparian 
forests are filling in the open sandbars which cranes need for roosting 
at night. On the plus side, leftovers from the corn harvest provide 
a substitute food for the plentiful invertebrates once found in the 
River. There is now a program in place to keep the growth of some 
riparian vegetation under control. After years of discussion, there is a 
contentious Platte River Recovery Plan in place which allows increased 
flows at critical times to ensure vital wetland habitat will be maintained. 

We saw far more than just Sandhill Cranes on our trip which was 
guided by Rick Wright who knows this area very well. Nebraska is a 
fascinating state, in part, because eastern birds meet their western 
counterparts. For example, on our trip, we saw both western and 
eastern meadowlarks on the same day. Along the bluffs of the Missouri 
River, the eastern boundary of Nebraska, riparian forests provide 
habitat for the spectacular red-headed woodpecker as well as the 
red-bellied and many other interesting birds. However, the other major 
reason we had joined this trip was to view grouse and prairie chicken 
dancing on their leks.

To see these birds perform their mating dances, we had to travel 
to the Sand Hills region of Nebraska, the largest dune field in North 
America and, possibly, the largest area of stabilized dunes in the world. 
Soon after the last ice age, winds blew in sand from glacier-scoured 
plains and dry lake beds. Over time, prairie grasses took root and the 
dunes, up to 300 feet high, became stabilized. The grasses which grow 
here form a unique group of species evolved to hold the shifting sands 
in place; these include sand bluestem and blowout grass which can 
develop rhizomes up to 40 feet in length to quickly colonize patches 
of bare sand. This area, although ill-suited for farming with its rolling 
hills and erodible soils, is ideal ranching country and now provides rare 
habitat for a number of prairie birds.

To view grouse performing on their leks, we had to be there at 
dawn or dusk. Unless their area is disturbed, birds use the same 
lekking site for many years. Our tour guide had developed a highly 
successful system whereby he parks an old school bus beside a lek 
which the birds learn to ignore just like any farm implement left in 
the field. We were driven in another school bus which docked with 
the parked vehicle so that we could transfer without stepping on the 
ground to avoid disturbing any gathering birds. Of course, we had to 
arrive well before the dancing was underway and sit quietly in freezing 
temperatures waiting for the performances to begin. The parked school 
bus had seats adjusted so that we all had good views of the birds 
which, in some cases, were only a few feet away. At dusk, we were 
taken to see Greater Prairie-chicken dance. March is still a little early for 
mating on the leks but the males were already gathering, booming and 
attempting to attract females with dances in which two males face each 
other, puff up their feathers and strut their stuff. It was truly an 

amazing sight!  The prairie chicken lek had only males present in March 
but about two dozen were present with several pairs of them choosing 
to dance. Without females present, the dances were over quickly, but 
then the males regroup and dance again. Well before dawn on the next 
day, we were taken to a Sharp-tailed Grouse lek. Once these males lift 
their tails, lower their heads, stamp their feet and start to dance, it is easy 
to see how they get their name. It was truly one of the most fascinating 
prairie dawns I have experienced with the sights and sounds of booming, 
clicking grouse backed up a melodious chorus of western meadowlarks.

While this tour provided an opportunity for Bruce and me to also 
view dozens of other birds with a very knowledgeable guide and keen 
birders from Nature Vancouver, it would be quite possible to enjoy 
the area without the benefit of a guided tour. Along the Missouri River 
in Bellevue, on the outskirts of Omaha, the Fontenelle Forest offers a 
lovely nature interpretive centre and extensive trails on the bluffs and 
floodplain. To view cranes, we stayed in Kearney. Along this stretch 
of the Platte, cranes feeding in fields are easy to view by car or by 
standing on various bridges at dawn and dusk. Two nature interpretive 
centers, the Audubon Sanctuary (www.rowesanctuary.org) and the 
Nebraska Nature Centre (www.nebraskanature.org) provide excellent 
displays and information. For history buffs, a small interpretive center 
at Fort Kearny (which also has trails to the river) has information on 
the Oregon Trail. To visit the leks, we stayed in Mullen with Mitch at 
his Sandhills Motel who offers a great package which includes an 
overnight room plus two tours to the leks and also arranges for a 
restaurant in Mullen to stay open long enough to serve late suppers 
and breakfasts (www.sandhillsmotel.com). Time-wise, the last week of 
March is probably optimal to be sure of seeing Sandhill Cranes before 
they move north and also have good views of grouse dancing on the 
leks which continues through April. Remember also, support from your 
ecotourism dollar can be a good way to ensure habitat protection for 
these spectacular birds. 

BMN in the News
It’s always great to see BMN mentioned in the news. I know that 

when our family receives reports from The Nature Trust or Wildlife 
Rescue, I am always pleased to see BMN listed as one of their 
supporters. More recently, a large ad for BC Parks, “Running on 
Empty”, appeared in the Globe and Mail and the Times Colonist. 
BC Parks turn 100 years old this year but are struggling with 
much reduced funding. It was good to see BMN’s name listed 
among others, including John Cashore, former Minister of the 
Environment, Vicky Husband, the Sierra Club, Ecojustice and many 
others. Victoria has printed a copy of the ad and we will have it up 

for display at upcoming meetings and community events.  
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Sharp-tailed Grouse confrontation. photo by B. Brandhorst



Nature and Feeder Watch
By Rozanne Thomson

On March 28th I received the following from Norma Gillespie: “We 
know it’s not an unusual sighting any longer but Don spotted a very 
healthy looking bobcat approx. 7m up in an old Walnut tree at Finnie’s 
garden. We had one of our friends, who is a resident at the hospital 
along with us and it made her day, and she told us so over and over!   
It made our day as well”. 

I – Rozanne – have never seen a bobcat, but I hope their numbers 
are increasing. 

Norma goes on to add: “We’ve had the ‘hummers’ checking out our 
Red Currant bushes during the last week of March. Blossoms are not 
quite open.”

Victoria reported excitedly that hummers (Rufous Hummingbirds) 
had landed at her place on March 26th, which was the same date they 
turned up at her place last year. 

I – Rozanne – can add another spring return:  This past week we 
noticed a Black-capped Chickadee pulling hard on a piece of burlap 
with loose ends which was lying on the deck. The BCCH worked away 
till it had several strings pulled loose and stuffed in its mouth. At my 
home, the nest box is outside against the study wall. On April 2nd we 
started to hear little rustling noises inside our house opposite the next 
box outside. They will be bringing in moss, thread, strands like burlap, 
hairs from many creatures, spider webs for stickum. Obviously home 
is being set up. We are pleased to have occupants here for the third 
separate year and wish them a happy fledging again this year. 

To submit sightings or thoughts, contact me at 604-421-5292, 
fax 604-521-5294, or email me at Rozanne_Thomson@shaw.ca. 
Thanks for your contributions; you are the ones who make this 
column interesting. 

Young Naturalists Club
By Anthony (11) and William (8) Taylor 

Flying Squirrels at Minnekhada Park    
On March 5 we went to Minnekhada Park hoping to see flying 

squirrels. They don’t actually fly, because they don’t have wings. They 
glide because they have big flaps of skin on the sides of their bodies. 
They are nocturnal so we don’t see them as often as we do the other 
grey squirrels (which are often black) and Douglas squirrels. They 
have huge eyes which help them see when it’s dark. We have been 
lucky because every time we go to Minnekhada Park to watch 

the nest box cleaning we see the flying squirrels. The one year we 
couldn’t go they didn’t see any!

When we arrived, there was a black-tailed deer looking out over 
the parking lot and she was quite calm and let us take her picture. 
The adults put out nest boxes for the birds and the hike was to clean 
them and see if any of them had been used. Some had not, but lots 
were full of moss and some had feathers and even paper from wasps’ 
nests which showed that chickadees or wood ducks or squirrels had 
nested there. The squirrels make a little cavity in the shavings and the 
moss, but the birds just leave a little scoop.

At the marsh we saw Canada geese and a common merganser 
(which swims along with his head in the water looking for food). We 
spotted an eagle and some green-winged teals and there were lots of 
flying bugs, too, but they weren’t mosquitoes because they didn’t bite.

We went up into the higher part of the forest where we had seen 
flying squirrels before. Kiyoshi climbed up the ladder and tapped 
on a nest box and a little flying squirrel face popped out to see who 
was knocking. He didn’t fly – he just went back inside. Further on 
down the trail, there was another box with lots of moss inside. Ian 
climbed up, but somehow the box tumbled onto the ground. They 
lifted it up very carefully and under it was another flying squirrel 
who ran away in fear. They put the box back very carefully. Once we 
were gone, the scaredy squirrel will go back and tidy things up. It 
was a great morning. 

 

Drawing  
by Emily 

Reilhan (8)

Young naturalists and their families visited Amsterdam 
Greenhouses and Garden Centre for their Native Pitt Meadows 
with Mike, the leader of the tour. We enjoyed the tour after 
learning about native plants in his workshop. Many thanks go to 
him and the centre for having the YNC group.  photo by N. Nakaya

We saw them again!  A flying squirrel in the nestbox hole. photo by Anthony Taylor
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Nest box Report – Spring 2011
By Victoria Otton

This report on our nest boxes will be abbreviated due to space 
limitations this month in the newsletter. The success rates of our 
boxes were much the same as previous years (with the exception 
of the subset of swallow boxes at Colony Farm that have been 
taken over by European paper wasps). The year-by-year results are 
tabulated below:

BMN’s Bird Nest Boxes – a year by year account of their use

Year of Cleaning	 % of boxes used	 # of boxes examined
	 Colony Farm		
	 2011	 55%	 58
	 - 2010	 67%	 48
	 - 2009	 42%	 52
	 - 2008	 55%	 51
	 - 2007	 43%	 53
	 - 2006	 24%	 34
	 - 2005	 79%	 34
	 - 2004	 62%	 34

	 Widgeon		
	 2011	 approx 75%	 not counted *
	 - 2010	 74%	 115
	 - 2009	 76%	 102
	 - 2008	 58%	 113
	 - 2007	 63%	 116
	 - 2006	 61%	 129
	 - 2005	 58%	 155
	 - 2004	 47%	 149

	 Oliver Road		
	 2011	 74%	 46
	 - 2010	 80%	 45
	 - 2009	 79%	 39
	 - 2008	 52%	 31
	 - 2007	 54%	 48
	 - 2006	 --	 --
	 - 2005	 60%	 20

	 Minnekhada		
	 2011	 54%	 35
	 - 2010	 48%	 33
	 - 2009	 54%	 39
	 - 2008	 47%	 49
	 - 2007	 52%	 46
	 - 2006	 39%	 44
	 - 2005	 43%	 68
	 - 2004	 44%	 54

	 DeBoville Slough
	 2011	 50	 22
	 - 2010	 57	 23
	 - 2009	 60	 20
* Weather too bad to keep a record of the results

Equally important to record are the many volunteers who showed 
up this spring to lend a hand (and sometimes a ladder):  

Rob Bertrand, Alison Burton, Carole Edwards, Liesel Elliott, Don 
Gillespie, Barb Gillespie, Elaine Golds, David Graham, Hilary Maguire, 
Linda Matuska, Ian McArthur, Geordie Milne, David Mounteney, Dave 
Richardson, Jeff Rudd, Christina Saremba, John Saremba, Linda 
Saunders, Heather Scott, Drake Stephens, Kiyoshi Takahashi, Bev 
Temp, Abagail Yardley, and Pam Zevit.     hanks to all of you!  

Looking Back:  
Excerpts from past April 
newsletters By Anne Holt

From April 2000   
 “Nominations Galore”   By Elaine Golds
...The City of Port Coquitlam has a wonderful way of acknowledging 
their volunteers by giving out annual awards at a special council 
meeting. Past winners have included BMN members Doug Bennie 
and Susan Mewhort. This year, for the first time, the awards will be 
assigned categories, one of which will be “Environment”. For the first 
environmental award, BMN has nominated Mike Griffin, one of our 
past presidents, our Christmas-bird -counter-supremo and a long 
time member of PoCo’s environment committee.
     Also, we were very flattered to learn that the City of Port Coquitlam 
has decided to nominate the Burke Mountain Naturalists in the 
category of “Community or Non-profit Organization” and the Hyde 
Creek Streamkeepers for the “Excellence in Stewardship” category....

Also from April 2000      
“Frog Watch”  By Elaine Golds
...The following week, a BMN group (accompanied by some members 
of the Scott Creek streamkeepers) hunted for eggs in the wetlands 
along the west side of the Coquitlam River north of Shaughnessy 
St. It was my first excursion into this beautiful area, which has been 
threatened with development in the recent past. We found several egg 
masses in the silty, skunk cabbage type wetlands beside the trail. We 
weren’t sure what species they might be. The smaller egg masses 
looked like those of tree frogs but others left us guessing.
    It is certainly easy to understand why amphibian populations are so 
vulnerable to disturbance. Once their eggs are laid, they must be left 
undisturbed for several weeks to develop. However, they are not hard 
to find and are a tasty, nutritious treat for hungry raccoons and other 
predators. Once the eggs hatch, the young tadpoles and larvae face a 
myriad of other threats. ...
 
 From April 2001     
 “BMN Hikes for 2001”  By Ian McArthur and Mark Johnston
Burke Mountain Summit - (Sat. Aug. 25 2001)  This moderate to 
difficult hike is a must for keen hikers in the Tri-Cities. We will travel 
on old logging roads through splendid second growth as well as 
experience the old growth of Burke Mountain. We will hear some of 
the history while enjoying the many waterfalls along this trail. Once 
most of our elevation is gained, we enter the ‘lake district’ where the 
many lakes beckon the hardy for a cool dip. The elevation gain is 880 
metres (2880 ft.) and a20km. (12.5 mi.) return distance.
 
Also from April 2001      
“Nature- Feeder Watch” Compiled by Rozanne Thomson
...And speaking of surprises, David Mounteney had one on March 26. 
He writes; “We were out for a short walk today at Deboville Slough 
in Coquitlam and came across a cougar 30 feet up in a tree about 30 
meters from the dyke. Another walker indicated that it had been treed 
by a couple of coyotes. I couldn’t verify this but it did appear to be 
watching the area immediately below the tree. The tree was not overly 
substantial but the cougar looked quite comfortable. Unfortunately, 
we only had limited time so I hadn’t brought my binoculars and 
camera - isn’t that always the way! Judging by its size and the fact 
that the tree was able to support it, I think it must have been fairly 
young (1 or 2 years ?) “
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The Burke Mountain Naturalists was formed in January 1989 and is a 
member club of BC Nature (formerly Federation of BC Naturalists)  
BMN is a registered non-profit Society with charitable income status.

Our objectives are: 
•  to promote the enjoyment of nature 
•  to foster an interest in, and an appreciation of,  our environment 
•  to promote the accessibility and maintenance of natural areas, 	
   particularly local areas 
•  to actively pursue the conservation & preservation of the  
   natural world

President: Ian McArthur (604.939.4039) imcart@telus.net 

VP: Elaine Golds (604.937.3483 Tel & Fax) egolds@sfu.ca
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Barbara Sherman (604.939.6511) barb23@gmail.com
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Saremba (604 945-0318), Hilary Maguire (604.469.5805), Mark 
Johnston (604.552.0727) and Rozanne Thomson (604.421.5292) 
BC Nature Directors: 
Elaine Golds (604.937.3483 Tel & Fax) egolds@sfu.ca
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Carole Edwards 
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Natural History Brochures: Miller Park Ravine, DeBoville Slough 
Riverview Lands, Coquitlam River Corridor 
Bird Brochures: Minnekhada Reg. Park and Area DeBoville Slough, 
Como Lake, The Herons of Colony Farm
Plant Brochures: Colony Farm, DeBoville Slough 
Wildlife Inventory of the Shoreline Park System, by Christine 
Hanrahan et al, 1994, 121 pages, available at the Port Moody Library
Our Backyard Wilderness, A Park Proposal, by Mark Haddock, 1992, 
23pgs. plus Appendices, available at Coquitlam Poirier Library
The Riverview Hospital Site: “Respecting Its Past, Realizing Its Future”, 
by Elaine Golds, Victoria Otton and Lori Austin (2004), 26 pages 
available on our website www.bmn.bc.ca

This newsletter is printed on Genesis paper, 100% post-consumer 
fibre, is ecologo, processed chlorine-free and FSC recycled 
certified and is manufactured in Canada using biogas energy

Membership Form
Burke Mountain Naturalists Membership

	 ❑ Individual Membership ($25.00/year)

	 ❑ Family Membership, including children ($30.00/year)  
	      (Please include all first names and indicate which are children.) 

	 ❑ Group Membership ($30.00/year)

Membership information: Members receive ten monthly newsletters  
that cover BMN activities, local issues and events. Membership also 
includes the BC Nature quarterly magazine, Nature BC. BMN is a 
registered non-profit society with charitable income status.

And also from April 2001      
 “Swallow Nest Box Cleaning”    By Kiyoshi Takahashi
Minako and I finally managed to get out to clean nest boxes on Oliver 
Rd. on Sunday, March 17. Weather was freezing crisp but beautiful 
sunny day and occasionally we enjoyed looking at Burke Mountain 
and Golden Ears while cleaning the boxes. The old bedding materials 
in the boxes were frozen and hard to clean out, though, We were 
there just in time, as the Tree Swallows are back now - we saw two 
flying overhead. ...... Furthermore, four boxes toward the west end of 
Oliver Rd. were used by either squirrels or voles. When we see fresh 
bedding materials of either Sycamore leaves for squirrel or moss 
for vole, we left the boxes as were. Interesting fact was that all four 
boxes were used by swallows in the summer, then these mammals 
took over the boxes, as they had swallow nests at the bottom of their 
nests. ..... . 
 
 From April 2003     
“Announcements “page
April 30: The provincial government has extended their deadline to 
submit comments on their working forest proposal (maybe they were 
getting only negative ones and want to allow more time for support 
to develop). This is a disturbing plan to turn over 45 million hectares 
(i.e. half of our province) to multinational forest companies. Our 
provincial crown forests belong to all of us - in addition to being a 
source of timber, they provide critical habitat for wildlife, lands for 
public recreation and the opportunities to harvest other products 
such as mushrooms. The public, not corporate interests, should 
control our forests. 

The DEADLINE for the next BMN Newsletter is April 30th, 2011.

How Wildlife Will Benefit 
from BMN’s Donation

Wildlife Rescue Association (WRA), have written to say 
thank you for our $850 donation, informing us the money 
“will go towards an indoor brooder for young ducklings, a 
new catch-pole for mammals, plus bird banding equipment 
and training to help WRA contribute more to the monitoring 
of rehabilitated birds after their release back to the wild”.

 Our donation will be acknowledged in both an upcoming 
edition of WRA’s newsletter To The Rescue, and on their 
website, www.wildliferescue.ca.


