Scoters. During waterbird surveys in the vicinity
of Chatham Sound in the late 1970s Martin (1980)
estimated a population of about 300,000 scoters
(almost exclusively Surf Scoters) in Big Bay near
Prince Rupert on 16 and 17 April 1975. A “similar
but slightly smaller population” was seen in Kitkatla
Inlet on 11 and 12 May 1977. Martin (1980) also
mentioned that “Surf Scoters congregate in large
numbers in areas where [Paciﬁc] herring spawn,
apparently after spawning has taken place”.
More recently, Savard and Kaiser (1982)
reported an aggregation of 30,000 Surf Scoters in the
vicinity of Billie Bay, 5 km east of the community
of Kitkatla, in May 1979. Disturbances at traditional
spring staging areas, from industrial and shipping
activities, wind generator developments, and lowﬂying helicopters, all have the potential to disrupt
Surf Scoters, and other concentrations of marine
birds during a narrow window of time when they
are resting and feeding during spring migration each
year.
My observations in 2006 demonstrate that
the north mainland coast continues to provide an
important habitat for staging Surf Scoters during
spring migration.
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On 23 April 2005, Don noted a Song Sparrow
(Melospiza melodia) carrying a big beakful of insects
as it ﬂitted from reed to reed beside the Alouette River
in Maple Ridge, British Columbia. We watched the
adult ﬂy from one small stalk to another, apparently
focused on a patch of brambles. It hopped into the
brambles and soon emerged without food, ﬂying to
a nearby tree where it wiped its bill. It was a sureﬁre
indicator that she had just fed her young.
A short search of the bramble patch revealed
a delicate nest of reed stems that contained three
young about ﬁve days old. The nest was only two
feet above the ground, attached ﬁrmly to bramble
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stems, and well hidden among the grasses and reeds.
The parents were watched sneaking into the nest
with food through the backside of the bramble patch
but they always left the site from the left side of the
nest.
On 24 April we set up a blind to take some
photographs. Don noticed the adults were feeding
their young tiny, silvery ﬁsh. After observing this a
few times, we realized what a unique opportunity we
had because we knew from pervious ﬁeld work that
Song Sparrows feed mainly on seeds and insects. The
ﬁsh were fry of the Chum Salmon (Oncorhynchus
keta) which were common in the brackish waters of
the Alouette River nearby. We speculated that the
Song Sparrows were hunting for them in small pools
along the river’s edge as the tide receded. The fry
were estimated at 25-30 mm long.
Don set out to follow the Song Sparrows with his
binoculars as they foraged along the river. He saw

them hopping about small pockets of water quite
frequently but never witnessed them catching a ﬁsh.
Over the next few hours the parent sparrows still
continued to feed their nestlings salmon fry. Adults
were never observed eating fry.
On 25 April the feathered nestlings were still
being fed salmon fry (Figure 1). The inventive Song
Sparrows we discovered had found a way to combine
opportunity with ingenuity and take advantage of
a wonderful food source. It was a tremendously
rewarding experience. The only other passerine in
our area that is known to feed ﬁsh to its young is the
American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus).
During the breeding season, the Song Sparrow
feeds primarily on insects and other small invertebrates
and less frequently on seeds and fruit that are the
main component of the bird’s nonbreeding diet (Judd
1901, Aldrich 1984). The only other reference in
the technical literature to Song Sparrows feeding on

Figure 1. Nestling Song Sparrows being fed a Chum Salmon fry by a parent. Alouette River at Maple Ridge,
BC. 25 April 2005 (Damon Calderwood). BC Photo 3571.
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Atlas of Breeding Birds of Alberta.
Don, who retired from the air photo business in
2003, lives in Maple Ridge. He co-authored ‘The Art
of Photographing North American Birds” in 1984
with Isidor Jeklin. His hobby company is called
Waite Bird Photos Inc. and his web site is www.
globalbirdphotos.com.

ﬁsh is from the Mississippi River in Illinois where
Gizzard Shad (Dorosoma cepedianum), 8-10 mm
long, were eaten during the winter period (Southern
1966).
In British Columbia, other breeding season foods,
all recorded from a seabird colony on Mandarte
Island, included spiders, beetles, grubs, ﬂies,
caterpillars, dipterans, leaf-rollers, serphid larvae,
aphids, and craneﬂies (Tompa 1964). Arcese et al.
(2002) also noted that early in the breeding season
female Song Sparrows fed on feces of Glaucouswinged Gull (Larus glaucescens).
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Wildlife Aﬁeld is fast-becoming a leading
natural history and ecology-based journal in
British Columbia. We are currently accepting
manuscripts for Feature Articles and Notes for
volume 5:1 to be published in autumn 2008, and
for volume 5:2 to be published in early spring
2009.
Submission guidelines and subsmission
deadlines are available on our website: www.
wildlifebc.org
We are always looking for Letters and
Correspondence to appear in BC Round-up.
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FORSTER’S TERN INFO NEEDED
The Featured Species scheduled for
publication in Wildlife Aﬁeld 5:2 (spring 2009)
is Forster’s Tern. If you have any observations or
photographs that you would like to contribute to
this comprehensive species proﬁle, please contact
us through our website at www.wildlifebc.org
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