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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION  
 

The birds in our local area delight visitors. Bald Eagles, Great Blue Herons, Black Oyster 
Catchers are confident, distinctly skilled, and all scavenge and hunt before our very eyes.  
Belted Kingfishers chatter, Common Murre dive beneath the waters surface creating trails 

behind them like underwater jet planes as they ruthlessly attack a frightened school of 
fish (ball of bait). 

 
Bird watching is a must on the south end of Vancouver Island, where Bald Eagles are 

abundant, and Auklets, Guillemots, Black Oystercatchers and Common Murre are just a 
few of what you may encounter along the way. Both Juan de Fuca and Haro Straights are 

the "Pacific Flyway" for many different species of bird. 
 

Our creative & passionate Marine Naturalists are eager to share with you an intimate and 
unlimited resource right here in our very own backyard. 

 
In the event you are unable to join us here in Victoria, It is our great pleasure that we 

offer to you the most comprehensive marine bird guide in the industry. From the comfort 
of your own home you may experience the bio-diversity of one of our marine adventures. 

Come with us as we visit our friends and extended family in their own habitats! 

 
Thank you for being a part of the Eagle Wing Tours adventure… 

…enjoy! 
 

Inspiring conservation of our marine environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 

PHONE: (250) 384-8008 
FAX: (250) 381-8190 

TOLL FREE: 1-800-708-9488 
EMAIL: whales @ eaglewingtours.com 

WEB: www.eaglewingtours.com 
 

This publication may not be copied, duplicated or transmitted in whole or part, by any means whatsoever unless 
prior written permission is obtained from Eagle Wing Tours Ltd. This publication may only be downloaded and 

printed for an individual’s educational benefit. 

RAPTORSRAPTORS  

1) BALD EAGLEBALD EAGLE: Haliaeetus leucocephalus  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
The adult bald eagle is a striking dark brownish 
black bird with a white head and tail. Juvenile 
birds are a mottled brown with white blotches. 
They do not obtain the full distinctive plumage 
of the adults until they are four or five years old. 
Bills, legs, and feet are a deep yellow. Bald 
Eagles are not bald. They got the name from an 
old English word "balde" meaning white (white-
headed) 
Size: Second in size only to California condors 
(Gymnogyps californianus) and about the same size as golden eagles (Aquila chrysaetos), bald 
eagles dwarf most other North American raptors. Their wingspans range from six and a half to 
seven and a half feet, while body length varies from about three to three and a half feet. Bald 
eagles weigh from six to eight pounds. Females are larger (9-11 lbs) than males and have a 
slightly longer wingspan.  
Length: 27-30+ inches (larger the farther north they are found)  
Wingspan: Male: about 6 1/2 feet; Female: about 7 feet  
Weight: Male: 9 lb.; Female: 12.8 lb.  
 
LLLiiifffeee   SSSpppaaannn   
Bald eagles have lived up to 48 years in zoos, although their life span in the wild is likely an 
average of between 21-25 years. 

 

DDDiiissstttrrriiibbbuuutttiiiooonnn   
Bald eagles occur from Baja California and Florida north to Newfoundland, Alaska, and in 
particular the Pacific Northwest area. Within this area, they are nearly always found near water, 
along rivers, lakes, or the seacoast and coastal marshes, reservoirs, and large lakes. They also pass 
over mountains and plains during migration. The northern and interior populations may migrate 
to open water in the winter months. 



Bald eagles breed in much of Alaska (where they are most common), Canada, the Pacific 
Northwest, along the East Coast, the Mississippi River, and the Gulf Coast, around the Great 
Lakes, and in other areas with sufficient water and wildlife. The birds winter along the coasts and 
across the U.S. Some reach northwestern Mexico.  
Although unique to North America, the bald eagle's closest relatives live in other parts of the 
world. These include the African fish-eagle (Haliaeetus vocifer) of sub-Saharan Africa and the 
white-tailed sea-eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla) of Eurasia.  
 

RRRaaappptttooorrr   FFFeeeaaatttuuurrreeesss   
Bald eagles are apex predators and are top of the ‘Bird’ food chain. They have several adaptations 
that fit them for that role. They have excellent eyesight and the frontal setting of their eyes gives 
them excellent binocular vision as well as peripheral vision. Eagles, and other hawks, have a two 
fovea in each eye...two centres of focus on the retina. The "regular" one is for focusing on the 
horizontal plane. The other is higher on the retina and concentrates focus toward the ground. The 
birds not only see and process two images, one from each eye, as do most animals with eyes on 
the sides of their heads, but they also process two more images from below themselves... four 
things at once. That explains why a perched bird will sometimes turn its head completely upside 
down when looking skyward. The ground-image fovea is then looking up. 
The eagle has a strong, hooked beak with which it tears food (fishing eagles have some of the 
most powerful beaks in the world). Its talons are extra-large (3-4 inches) and grooved underneath, 

and the foot pads are rough, almost spiculate (needle-like), for increased 
grasping ability, vital when the prey is a large slippery fish. Bald eagles 
prefer fish, which they often capture by swooping down and snatching 
them from the water's surface. Another successful technique is to wade in 
the shallow water catching fish with the bill. They also take birds, 
especially waterfowl, and occasional mammals. They utilize feeding, day 
roost and night roost perches, and there is a definite dominance hierarchy 
for their use. Two adults sitting in close proximity will almost certainly 
be a pair. When hunting a raft of water birds, they will often pendulum 
over the group. This works well to intimidate the members of the raft, 
often sending one or more into panic, making them an easy mark.   

In addition to eating other animals such as ducks, muskrats, and sometimes turtles, they eat 
carrion willingly, and are notorious for robbing osprey of their catches. Eagles will wait on a 
favourite perch for an osprey to return to its nest with a fish in its talons for its own young, then 
harasses the smaller raptor until it is forced to drop its prey for the eagle to retrieve. 
 
BBBeeehhhaaavvviiiooouuurrr   
Bald eagles spend hours perched in trees overlooking water, their keen eyes alert for feeding 
opportunities. When not fishing, they sometimes steal food from ospreys, pursue injured or 
healthy waterfowl, or settle in for a meal of road-kill or fish chopped up in Turbines at dams. 
 

RRReeeppprrroooddduuuccctttiiiooonnn      
A pair of Bald Eagles will remain together for each nesting season as long as both are alive. They 
engage in various greeting and courtship flights, the most spectacular of which consists of locking 
talons in midair and descending for several hundred feet in a series of spiralling somersaults. 
Copulation occurs on branches or other secure perches and is preceded by tail pumping and wing 
flapping displays by the male.  
Eagles construct their nests near water in tall trees or on cliffs using large sticks. The nest is lined 
with twigs, grasses and other soft materials. Each year, a pair works together to build a large stick 



nest high in a tree or on a cliff. Sometimes a pair reuses the same nest for years. In Florida, bald 
eagles nest almost year round; they begin nesting from March to May in other areas (Pacific 
Northwest). Since these nests are used year after year, they may become very large.  A part of 
their courtship ritual is adding material to the nest every year (January-March) so they can 
increase in size over a period of time. The largest nest in the Pacific Northwest measured 15 feet 
(5M) across by 21 feet (7m) deep weighing approximately 5000lbs (1500kgs). One could easily 
place a small  compact car in the nest and it would be in proportion (relative size). 
Bald eagles lay two, occasionally three, eggs that are incubated by both parents. The parents take 
turns for 34 to 36 days sitting upon and protecting the eggs. Often only one chick survives, but if 
food is plentiful they may rear two or occasionally three. Young birds fledge (fly out of the nest) 
after 12 weeks and remain with the parents for 3-6 months afterward.  
Incubation: Both parents incubate the eggs. Incubation lasts 34 to 36 days 
Fledge: 70 to 98 days 
CCCooonnnssseeerrrvvvaaatttiiiooonnn   
When the bald eagle was adopted as the United States national symbol in 1782, there were 
between 25,000 and 75,000 birds nesting in the lower 48 states. Illegal shooting, habitat 
destruction, lead poisoning, and the catastrophic effects of DDT contamination in their prey base 
reduced eagle numbers to a mere 417 pairs by 1963. Legal protection began with the Bald Eagle 

Protection Act of 1940 and continued with the Endangered Species 
Preservation Act of 1966 and the 1978 listing under the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973. The single-most important regulation affecting 
bald eagle recovery may have been the banning of DDT for most uses in 
the United States in 1972.  
In 1995 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service down-listed bald eagles from 
endangered to threatened in most of the United States. They were never 
listed in Alaska, and had already been listed as threatened in Michigan, 
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Oregon, and Washington. In the 17 years since 
they were declared endangered in most of the country, bald eagles have 
undergone a strong increase in numbers and an expansion in range. 

Private organizations, state, and federal agencies counted 4,450 occupied nesting territories, a ten-
fold increase from the 1963 low.  
Though the recovery has been spectacular, bald eagles remain threatened by illegal shooting and 
loss of habitat due to wetland drainage and human occupation of waterfront areas. Lead poisoning 
from shot ingested when feeding on carrion was a major problem prior to the phasing out of lead 
shot for waterfowl hunting in 1991. Large quantities of lead remain in the environment. Over the 
winter of 1994-95, 29 bald eagles died in Arkansas and nine died in Wisconsin from an unknown 
toxic agent. In the past 15 years the National Wildlife Health Research Centre has diagnosed 
more than 100 cases of poisoning in bald eagles. Many of these cases are believed to be 
intentional poisonings through illegal use of pesticides and other restricted chemicals such as 
strychnine. DDT breakdown residues remain in the environment and continue to cause 
reproductive problems for eagles in many parts of the country. The DDT directly affects the Bald 
Eagle egg.  The toxins cause a thinning of the egg shells: as thin as paper.  So that when the 
parents take turns incubating the eggs, the eggs will actual crush and break under the weight of 
the adults. This therefore results in a very high mortality of unhatched eggs. 

2) OSPREYOSPREY: Pandion haliaetus  



DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
The osprey has a whitish body, very long wings in proportion to its body and osprey frequently 
fly with their wings in an "M" configuration. They are dark brown on the back with a white body. 
There are dark patches at the carpal joints on the underside of the wings. There is a distinctive 
dark eye strip. Osprey can be mistaken for gulls. 
Length: 23 inches (53-61 cm) 
Wingspan: 63 inches (1.4-1.8 meters)  
Weight: 3.5 lb 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Lakes, rivers, and seacoasts. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
2-4 white, pink, or buff eggs, blotched with brown, in a bulky mass of sticks and debris placed in 
a tree, on a telephone pole, on rocks, or on flat ground. Osprey  makes their nests in trees, atop 
power poles and on Osprey platforms near bodies of water. 
Nest: Tree or platform  
Usually lay 3 eggs (can be 2-4) 
Incubation: Both parents incubate the eggs. Incubation lasts 32 to 43 days 
Fledge: 48 to 59 days 
 

RRRaaannngggeee      
 The Osprey breeds from Alaska, north-central Canada, and Newfoundland south to Arizona and 
New Mexico; also along the Gulf Coast and on the Atlantic Coast south to Florida. It winters 
regularly in North America north to the Gulf Coast and California. Osprey can be found in many 
places word wide. In North America they are mainly migrants.  
 

VVVoooiiiccceee         
 Loud musical chirping. 
 

DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
Ospreys search for fish by flying and hovering over the water, watching the surface below. When 
prey is sighted, an Osprey dives steeply, its talons outspread, and splashes into the water. It 
quickly resurfaces and, if it has made a catch, flies off, adjusting the fish in its claws so that the 
head is pointed forward. Ospreys declined drastically because of pesticides during the 1950s and 
1960s, but since then they have made a comeback and are 
nesting again in areas from which they had disappeared. 
Osprey  primarily eats fish but also will enjoy eating rodents, 
birds, small vertebrates and crustaceans.  

3) PEREGRINE FALCONPEREGRINE FALCON:: falco 
peregrinus 

NNNaaammmeeesss   &&&   TTTeeerrrmmmiiinnnooolllooogggyyy   
The genus name Falco comes from the Latin falx, which 
means sickle-shaped.  It is often assumed that this refers to 



the shape of a falcon’s wings in flight, but others believe that it was meant to describe the shape 
of their talons or beaks.   
The species name peregrinus is derived from the Latin word meaning wandering, from which the 
word "pilgrim" also originates.  It refers to the Peregrine’s habit of not only making long 
migrations, but also of dispersing widely from their birth site to find nesting territories.   
Both males and females are commonly called falcons, although falconers refer to males as tiercels 
and only females as falcons.  Chicks are called eyases, and the nest site is called an eyrie (also 
spelled aerie). 
 

HHHooowww   tttooo   rrreeecccooogggnnniiizzzeee   aaa   FFFaaalllcccooonnn   
Falcons belong to a group of birds known as raptors, or birds of prey.  The majority of these birds 
share some basic characteristics, most notably that they have large strong feet and sharp talons for 
holding on to their prey, and sharp hooked bills for tearing at flesh.  They also often have 
excellent eyesight, and most are highly skilled fliers.  
Their long, pointed wings, and their medium to long but generally narrow tails can distinguish 
falcons.  As a result, they have quick and powerful wing beats and are much more agile than other 
raptors, but on the other hand they cannot soar as well as species with broader wings.  Falcons are 
also unique among raptors in that they have a notched beak (which looks like a little tooth on the 
upper mandible) that they use to help them sever the spinal column of their prey. 
Behaviourally, falcons differ from other raptors in a few ways.  Most notably, they do not build 
their own nests. Rather, they use tree cavities, rock ledges, or stick nests built by other raptors.  
Also, when excited, falcons typically bob their heads and pump their tails up and down.  Other 
raptors may also move their tail when excited, but tend to wag it from side to side instead. 
 

RRRaaannngggeee   
While Peregrines are rare, they are remarkably widespread. In fact, the Peregrine has a more 
extensive natural global range than most other birds.  Peregrines can be found on every continent 
except Antarctica.  Presently, the breeding range is restricted to most of Canada, Alaska, the 
western states, and scattered sites in the eastern United States. 
 

MMMiiigggrrraaatttiiiooonnn   
Unlike many raptors, which avoid crossing large bodies of water, Peregrines have often been seen 
far out at sea, catching and eating seabirds while on the wing, and even resting at times on ships.   
Studies on a few individuals from Canada and Greenland have suggested that Peregrines spend 
roughly one month flying south, and another month coming back north in the spring.  On average, 
they leave their breeding grounds in September and return in March.  Northern nesting birds 
typically leave earlier and come back later, while birds which breed further south may linger on 
their breeding territories longer and return sooner.  Many of the urban Peregrines (city dwellers) 
in eastern North America have now chosen to not migrate at all anymore - they just stay in their 
breeding territory all year long.  This is presumably because unlike in traditional natural nesting 
areas, the food supply in cities is reliable throughout the year, and thus there is no need for the 
Peregrines to migrate. 
 
CCCooouuurrrtttssshhhiiippp   BBBeeehhhaaavvviiiooouuurrr   
Peregrines generally mate for life, but will readily accept a new partner if their mate dies.  
Migratory pairs may separate for the winter, while resident Peregrines generally maintain pair-
bonds throughout the year.  In either case, most Peregrines go through courtship rituals every 
spring.  Males court the females with aerobatic flights and repeated calls.  Courtship feeding is 
often observed, where the male will catch prey and present it to the female. This strengthens the 



pair bond, and also gives the female the extra nutritional boost she needs to lay healthy eggs, 
since she is too heavy to hunt efficiently on her own just prior to laying the eggs. 
Although pairs commonly stay together for many years, the relationship between couples often 
appears to be not too friendly.  Females are normally dominant over males, and can be quite 
aggressive toward their partners.  Often they will take food from the male, or chase him away 
from the nest.  For his part, the male often approaches his mate cautiously and bows in 
submission to her. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   BBBeeehhhaaavvviiiooouuurrr   
Once the pair bond has been established, the next priority is to select a nest site.  The male 
chooses several potential nest sites, and shows these to the female.  She then decides which one 
of these she likes the best, and that becomes the nest.  In some cases, pairs will alternate between 
two or three closely spaced nests over a period of several years, but more often a pair will use the 
same nest again and again, provided that they nest there successfully. 
 
EEEggggggsss      
Peregrine eggs range from creamy pink to reddish-brown in colour, and are 53 mm (2.1") long 
(slightly smaller than chicken eggs).  An average nest contains three or four eggs.  Young pairs 
often only have two eggs in their first breeding season, and then increase to three or four eggs in 
subsequent years.  Some Peregrines regularly produce five eggs, and rarely as many as seven.  
The demands of feeding hungry growing chicks makes it difficult for a pair to successfully raise 
more than four chicks, although if food is plentiful they can sometimes manage to feed five.  The 
eggs are usually laid every other day, and are left mostly unattended until the last or second-last 
egg has been laid, at which point incubation begins. 
 

IIInnncccuuubbbaaatttiiiooonnn   
For Peregrines, incubation usually lasts 33 to 35 days from 
the date the last egg was laid (or the second last, if that is 
when incubation began).  The eggs generally hatch on 
successive days, but occasionally two hatch on the same 
day, or a day or two passes between hatching.  During the 
incubation period, the eggs are rarely left uncovered for 
more than a minute or two, although on very warm days 
the adults may stay off them for somewhat longer periods. 
Typically the female sits on the eggs throughout the night, 
and also for much of the day.  The male takes over for 
several short shifts through the day so that the female can 
get away and hunt for herself.  As a result, the female 
usually does about three quarters of the incubation herself, 
while the male contributes the rest.  In the last couple of 
days before hatching the female often becomes reluctant to leave the nest, and chases the male 
away if he offers to take over incubation. 
 

CCChhhiiiccckkksss   
Peregrine chicks grow up very rapidly.  By the time they are six weeks old they have already 
grown to full adult size, and are starting to fly.  As the chicks develop, the parents allow them to 
become increasingly independent, and each week the appearance and behaviour of the chick’s 
changes noticeably:  
 



FFFllleeedddgggiiinnnggg   
There is a great deal of variation in the time at which Peregrine chicks leave the nest for their first 
flight.  On rare occasions they take off as early as 33 days after hatching, while others linger for 
over 50 days.  The majority, however, leave between 38 and 45 days.  Females generally stay in 
the nest longer, because they are heavier and need longer to develop and strengthen the flight 
muscles needed to carry them safely.  In the days before fledging, the chicks often spend hours on 
end perched looking over the edge, and flapping their wings, but seem to not be able to get up the 
nerve to go.  Often the parents seem to try to encourage their young ones to take off, by flying 
past the nest carrying food in their talons, and by withholding food from the chicks for most of 
the day. 
 
LLLooonnngggeeevvviiitttyyy   
Some studies suggest that Peregrines have an average life expectancy of only 4 to 5 years, while 
others indicate that the range is as high as 10 to 12 years. Captive birds frequently live even 
longer, and there are also records of a few wild birds, which have nested for as many as 17 
consecutive years. 
Although some Peregrines have been known to breed when only one year old, they are generally 
considered to be mature at two years of age.  Females will typically continue to lay eggs once a 
year until they die.  The only time that a female would lay more than one clutch of eggs in a year 
is if the first eggs are lost or damaged before hatching or the chicks die in their first few days. 
 

FFFooooooddd   &&&   HHHuuunnntttiiinnnggg   
Peregrines generally hunt by diving on their prey from great heights. They fold their wings to 
their sides and go into a stoop (dive straight down), attaining speeds of up to 320 km/h (200 
miles/h). They are the fastest living creatures on the planet, next to humans in airplanes or race 
cars.  It was long thought that Peregrines hit their prey in midair with their feet clenched like a fist 
in order to knock out their victim.  However, it has been discovered that they keep all of their toes 
fully extended, and strike either with their talons or with the back of their forelegs.  The impact is 
usually forceful enough to kill the prey instantly, and the Peregrine either stoops down to catch it 
as it tumbles, or picks it up off the ground where it lands.  In cases where the initial blow was not 
enough to kill the prey, Peregrines usually bite the neck of the victim to finish it off. 
Peregrines have extremely good eyesight, even in poor light, and often do much of their hunting 
at dawn and dusk, while remaining at rest during the heat of the day. 
Peregrines, as well as many other predatory species, can eat large quantities of food in one sitting, 
which is to their advantage because they never know when they will get their next meal.  
Peregrines can, in one sitting, eat a meal weighing as much as one quarter of their own weight.  
Additional food is usually stored in caches to be returned to at a later time when fresh food is 
scarce.  A typical Peregrine family (2 adults and 3 young) eats roughly 225 kilograms (500 
pounds) of food per year. 
 

PPPrrreeeyyy   ooofff   ccchhhoooiiiccceee   
  Most Peregrines eat birds almost exclusively, although fledglings are often observed chasing 
after and catching large flying insects such as dragonflies. While on migration, many Peregrines 
hunt primarily shorebirds.  
In natural areas, Peregrines often nest near wetlands. As a result, their diet consists largely of 
ducks, grebes, rails and a variety of wetland songbirds such as blackbirds. In urban areas, the 
Peregrines take advantage of the abundance of city birds such as pigeons, starlings, and sparrows. 



4) GOLDEN EAGLESGOLDEN EAGLES  Aquila 
chrysaetos  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
Golden Eagles are called Golden because of the gold 
coloured feathers at the nape of their necks. In 
addition to their coloration they can be identified by 
their feathered legs and a 6 foot (2m) wingspan. 
Length: 30 inches 
Wingspan: 79 inches 
Weight: 10 pounds (Females are larger than the 
males) 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
They nest in trees or on cliffs, cave floors or sometimes inside a cavity in a giant sequoia tree.  
Nest: Tree 
Usually lay 2 eggs (can be 1-4) 
Incubation: Both parents incubate the eggs. Incubation lasts 43 to 45 days  
Fledge: 66 to 75 days 
 

RRRaaannngggeee      
Golden Eagles are mainly seen in the western part of North America but can be found in much of 
the world. In Northern America there are year round populations in many of the western states. 
Around the Pacific Northwest they are not nearly as common as the Bald Eagle and other raptors.  
Primarily you can find them more inland away from the coastal areas, because of a very strong 
Bald Eagle presence. 
 

DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
Golden Eagles are true hunters weighing about 10 pounds. They eat jackrabbits and other small 
mammals. When other prey is not available they have also been known to kill coyotes, fox, and 
eat carrion. The Golden Eagle is so strong that they have been known to carry one and one half 
times their own body weight, in flight. 
 

5) TURKEY VULTURETURKEY VULTURE Cathartes aura  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
Turkey vultures are large blackish brown birds. The 
flight feathers are a silvery gray. Turkey vultures have 
nearly featherless heads. The adult turkey vulture has a 
red head while the juvenile has a black head. 
Length: 26 inches 
Wingspan: 67 inches 
Weight: 4 lb 
Usually lay 2 eggs (can be 1-3) 
Incubation: Both parents incubate the eggs. Incubation lasts 38 to 41 days 
Fledge: 66 to 88 days 
 



BBBaaalllddd   HHHeeeaaaddd   
There is an important purpose to the vulture's bald head.  When the vulture is eating carrion, it 
must often stick its head inside the carcass to reach the meat.  A feathery head would capture 
unwanted pieces of the vulture's meal, along with all the bacteria it hosts. The Latin name, 
Cathartes aura, means "Golden purifier". Turkey Vultures are immune to botulism and other 
organisms in carrion that would kill other animals. Turkey Vultures also destroy anthrax bacteria 
or hog cholera virus as it passes through their digestive tracts, thus helping to contain these 
diseases.  After mealtime, the turkey vulture perches in the heat of the sun.  Here, whatever has 
managed to cling to the few bits of fuzz on their head will be baked off once and for all.  
 

DDDiiieeettt///FFFeeeeeedddiiinnnggg   
The turkey vulture, contrary to popular belief, does not feed strictly on carrion.  This bird enjoys 
plant matter as well, including shoreline vegetation, pumpkin, and bits of other crops.  The turkey 
vulture soars above the ground for most of the day, searching for food with its excellent eyesight 
and highly developed sense of smell.  The beak and talons of this vulture are the weakest of all 
the other vulture species.  For this reason, the bird will not even catch small prey like his cousin 
the black vulture.  Turkey vultures can often be seen along roadsides, cleaning up road kill, or 
near rivers, feasting on washed-up fish, another of their favourite foods.  
 

LLLeeegggsss   
The turkey vulture often directs its urine right onto its legs.  This serves two very important 
purposes.  In the summertime, wetting the legs cools the vulture, as the urine evaporates.  (The 
vulture cannot sweat like us).  In addition, this urine contains strong acids from the vulture's 
digestive system, which kill any bacteria that may remain on the bird's legs from stepping in its 
meal. 
 

WWWhhhyyy   ttthhheeeyyy   VVVooommmiiittt   
The turkey vulture has few natural predators.  Its primary form of defence is vomiting.  The birds 
do not "projectile vomit," as many would claim.  They simply cough up a lump of semi-digested 
meat.  This foul smelling substance deters most creatures intent on raiding a vulture nest.  It will 
also sting if the offending animal is close enough to get the vomit in its face or eyes.  In some 
cases, the vulture must rid its crop of a heavy, undigested meal in order to lift off and flee from a 
potential predator. 
 

FFFllliiiggghhhttt      
The turkey vulture is one of the most skilled gliders among 
the North American birds.  It migrates across the continents 
with minimal energy output.  Vultures launch themselves 
from their perches only after the morning air has warmed.  
Then, they circle upward, searching for pockets of rising 
warm air, or thermals.  Once they have secured a thermal, 
they allow it to carry them upward in rising circles.  When 
they reach the top of the thermal, they dive across the sky at speeds near 60 miles per hour, losing 
altitude until they reach another thermal.  All this is done without the necessity to flap.  In fact, 
the turkey vulture can glide for over 6 hours at a time without flapping a wing! 



 
SSSeeennnssseee   ooofff   SSSmmmeeellllll   
The turkey vulture is one of the only birds in North America with a sense of smell.  This vulture 
relies both on its keen eyesight and powerful nose to search out food. 
 

NNNeeessstttsss   
The turkey vulture nests on the ground and in caves.  It does not construct a traditional "nest," 
but rather scratches out an indentation in the soil.  Vulture nests are often found in abandoned 
barns and sheds, which provide safe hiding places similar to a cave of hollowed log. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

DIVING BIRDS:DIVING BIRDS:   

FFFoooooottt   ppprrrooopppeeelllllleeeddd   dddiiivvviiinnnggg   bbbiiirrrdddsss……… 

1) 1) DOUBLE CRESTED CORMORANTDOUBLE CRESTED CORMORANT:: Phalacrocorax auritus 

GGGeeennneeerrraaalll   IIInnnfffooorrrmmmaaatttiiiooonnn   aaabbbooouuuttt   cccooorrrmmmooorrraaannntttsss   
 Cormorants have an amazing ability to achieve extreme depths beneath the waters surface when 
foraging for food.  Most waterfowl have a great deal of protection from the cold water thanks to 
plumage that contains oil which sheds the water across the surface of the feathers rather than 
soaking it up like a sponge.  Well, it is a combination of having dense bones, muscular skeletal 
structure and the absorption of water, which allows the cormorant to increase body weight and 

reduce buoyancy. This enables them to be 
efficient hunters under water.  Some 
records indicate that these birds can dive 
to depths of 210 feet (70m). After a dive 
the cormorant must ‘dry off’.  They can be 
observed standing on a rock or log with 
their wings stretched out from side to side 
drying themselves off like clothes on a 
clothesline in a summer breeze. 
In some parts of the world cormorants 
have been raised and trained to fish for 
their owners because of there skilled 
hunting abilities. (areas in Asia)  

 



DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
 These are by far the largest and easiest to identify of the cormorants in the Pacific Northwest 
area. They are approximately 30-35” tall (76-89 cm). They are a solidly built black cormorant 
with an orange/yellow throat patch and very long neck. As the bird swims you may notice a long 
hooked bill that tilts upward. Adults have short white tufts of feathers over each eye during the 
breeding season. Young birds however, are browner, with a whitish or buffy looking breast, upper 
belly, and neck. In flight, the neck shows a slight crook or kink, which is not seen in the similar 
Brandt's Cormorant, or Pelagic Cormorant. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt    
The Double Crested Cormorant can be found near lakes, rivers, swamps, and in the coastal areas 
seen relaxing on islands and islets. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
  The clutch size for this species is 3-5 chalky, pale blue-green eggs in a well-made platform of 
sticks and seaweed, (condominium-like structure) placed in a tree or on a cliff or rocky island. 
Sometimes these nests become mammoth structures of nearly 3-5’ high (1-1.5m). On the west 
coast they primarily nest in very large colonies.  
 
RRRaaannngggeee      
 They breed locally  from Alaska, Manitoba, and Newfoundland south to Mexico and Bahamas. 
They winter mainly on the coast, north to Alaska and to southern New England. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee      
Deep guttural grunts. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 In the East, except in the Northeast in winter and along the Gulf Coast, the Double-crested is the 
only cormorant likely to be seen. In the West, it is the only cormorant that nests commonly in the 
interior. Along the Pacific coast, where it nests on cliffs, it is usually outnumbered by Brandt's 
Cormorant. It takes some practice to pick out the crook in the neck of a Double-crested, but once 
this field mark is spotted, distinguishing the two is easy. Double-crested Cormorants often take 
shortcuts over land, whereas both Brandt's and the smaller Pelagic nearly always fly over water 
(avoiding land masses). Despite years of persecution by fishermen who viewed it as a competitor, 
the species is currently increasing in number and expanding its range. Like geese, cormorants 
migrate in large arcs or in wedge-shaped flocks, but are silent when flying. The word "cormorant" 
is derived, through French, from the Latin corvus marinus, or "sea crow." 

2) PELAGIC CORMORANTPELAGIC CORMORANT:  Phalacrocorax 
pelagicus 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
These are the smallest and most delicate of the Pacific 
cormorants 25-30" (64-76 cm). They are a Glossy black, with a 
dark bill, long, slender neck, which is held out straight in flight, 
head no wider than neck, and a red throat patch. Breeding birds 
have a bold white spot on each flank. At close range 2 crests, 



fore and aft, are visible. The immature birds are dark brown, with same proportions as adults. 
Other coastal cormorants are bulkier, with a slower wing-beat. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
  The Pelagic Cormorant can be found near the coastal areas seen relaxing on cliff faces or rocky 
islands and islets 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
The clutch size for this species is 3-7 chalky bluish eggs in a nest of seaweed, feathers, guano and 
other debris. Nests are used year after year and may grow quite large. The nests are often located 
on steep cliffs and rocky islands. They can be found building a nest that has a shape, which is 
similar to a sconch shell shaped light affixed to the side of a wall.  When these graceful creatures 
wish to take flight from their nest, because of very large muscles in their pelvic area (forward 
centre of gravity), they must drop out of the nest backwards then turn mid air and twist around in 
order to fly away from the rocky wall. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from the Bering Sea south to the northern Baja in California. It Winters south from 
southern Alaska.  
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Groaning and hissing calls around breeding colonies. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 The Pelagic Cormorant feeds mainly on fish, which it pursues both close to shore and far out at 
sea. It also takes crabs and other crustaceans. To catch this prey it dives deeply; birds have been 
taken in fishing nets at depths of 210 feet (70 meters). This species' small size enables it to spring 
directly from the water, rather than paddling along the surface as other cormorants do. 

3) BRANDT’S CORMORANTBRANDT’S CORMORANT: Phalacrocorax penicillatus  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
A solidly built cormorant, thick-necked and large-
headed, black with little gloss, 33-35" (84-89 cm). 
Breeding birds have bright cobalt-blue throat 
patches bordered with yellow, and slender white 
plumes on face and back. Young birds are duller 
and buff coloured on the breast. Double-crested 
Cormorants are similar, but fly with more of a 
crook in its neck and has a conspicuous orange 
throat pouch. Pelagic is smaller and more slender, 
with smaller head; adult has white flank patches. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Coastal or offshore rocks and waters near shore. 
 



NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
The clutch size for this species is 3-6 chalky bluish eggs in a large nest of seaweed or other 
debris. They Nest in colonies on cliffs and rocky islands. 
 

RRRaaannngggeee   
Resident along Pacific Coast from south-eastern Alaska south to Baja California. 
 

VVVoooiiiccceee   
Croaks and grunts. 
   

DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Brandt's Cormorants are less frequently seen in the Pacific Northwest. Often they gather in 
flocks of several hundred and fly to feeding grounds in long straggling lines. This species and the 
Pelagic Cormorant frequently nest on the same cliffs, with Brandt's forming colonies on level 
ground at the top of the cliff and the Pelagic choosing inaccessible ledges. Nest robbing by 
Western Gulls is such a serious problem that nests are rarely left unguarded. 

4) COMMON LOONCOMMON LOON ::  Gavia immer 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
28-36" (71-91 cm). A large, heavy-bodied loon with 
a thick, pointed, usually black or dark gray bill held 
horizontally. In breeding plumage, head and neck 
black with white bands on neck; back black with 
white spots. In winter, crown, hind neck, and upper 
parts dark greyish; throat and underparts white. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Nests on forested lakes and rivers; winters mainly on coastal bays and ocean. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
2 olive-brown or greenish, lightly spotted eggs in a bulky mass of vegetation near water's edge, 
usually on an island. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
Breeds from Aleutian Islands, Alaska, and northern Canada south to California, Montana, and 
Massachusetts. Winters along Great Lakes, Gulf Coast, and Atlantic and Pacific coasts. Also 
breeds in Greenland and Iceland. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Best-known call a loud, wailing laugh, also a mournful yodelled oo-AH-ho with middle note 
higher, and a loud ringing kee-a-ree, kee-a-ree with middle note lower. Often calls at night and 
sometimes on migration. 
 



DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
Its call can be described as "one of the wildest and most striking of all the wilderness sounds, a 
strange, sad, mournful, unearthly cry, half laughing, half wailing." Expert divers, loons have eyes 
that can focus both in air and under water and nearly solid bones that make them heavier than 
many other birds; they are able to concentrate oxygen in their leg muscles to sustain them during 
the strenuous paddling that can take them as far as 200 feet (60 meters) below the surface. Their 
principal food is fish, but they also eat shellfish, frogs, and aquatic insects. In recent decades, acid 
rain has sterilized many lakes where these birds formerly bred, and their numbers are declining. 
Few people are unmoved by the haunting calls of the loon, one of the best-known and most loved 
symbols of the northern woods. The Common Loon is found in every corner of British Columbia, 
and is synonymous with the wilderness and outdoor adventure. 
 
The breeding distribution of the Common Loon is spread throughout the province, wherever there 
are freshwater lakes for nesting and feeding. 
Loons are well-known victims of acid rain poisoning in eastern lakes, but this has not been so 
serious a problem in this province. Pressures from human development, however, have pushed 
them out of some of their historical breeding areas in the south. 
The Common Loon is a big, heavy bird. It is adapted to a life in the water, with its webbed feet 
placed well back on its body, for efficient propulsion and streamlining. But this very adaptation 
makes the bird extremely vulnerable on land, because it cannot lift its body to walk normally. Not 
surprisingly, almost all loon nests are located within about one meter of the water's edge. Most 
consist of mounds of aquatic vegetation. 
When the two young are hatched, they soon make for the water, where they are watched closely 
by the adults. Sometimes, they will seek cover on an adult's back, or under a wing; a baby loon is 
a welcome meal for a large fish. 
The adults feed the young small fish and other aquatic prey. The young begin attempting to fish 
for themselves, too, but are sometimes stymied by the buoyancy of their downy bodies. 
Loons feed by looking below the surface for prey, and then diving to pursue it. Their diet is 
mainly fish, most of which are smaller than fifteen centimetres.  
When autumn sets in, the loons move south to winter where there is open water; takeoff for loons 
is a laborious manoeuvre, and they cannot take off from land, or ice-covered lakes. On the coast, 
where there are fewer breeding birds, many loons spend the winter, abandoning the white-
spangled summer plumage for drab grey winter plumage. 
On a heaving, grey November sea, they look very different, but still quite at home. Also different, 
though, is their silence. Through the long months of a West Coast winter, nary a call will be 
heard. But as the days lengthen, the plumage of the loons begins to brighten, and from within 
comes the first stirrings of those amazing calls. Before long they will be gone and will head back 
to the lakes to raise another generation of loons. 

5) PACIFIC LOONPACIFIC LOON: Gavia pacifica 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
24" (61 cm): Is a small loon with a straight, slender 
bill. In breeding plumage, the head is a pale gray; 
neck and back black with white stripes; throat black 
with purple reflections. In winter plumage, blackish 
above, white below; often shows thin "chin strap." 
 



HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on lakes and ponds in tundra and northern forests; winters on coastal bays and inlets and 
on the ocean. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 spotted olive-brown eggs, usually in a slight depression lined with aquatic vegetation 
(sometimes on bare ground) at edge of water. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Alaska east to Hudson Bay, and south to northern British Columbia, Manitoba, and 
Ontario. Winters chiefly along Pacific Coast; very rare in north-eastern United States. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A harsh kok-kok-kok-kok; wailing notes on breeding grounds. 
 
SSSiiimmmiiilllaaarrr   SSSpppeeeccciiieeesss   
 Red-throated Loon in winter is paler, with less contrast between dark crown and hind-neck and 
white throat, and a seemingly upturned bill. Common Loon is larger, with stouter bill. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
Until recently thought to be a form of the Old World's Arctic Loon (Gavia arctica), the Pacific 
Loon is well named, for nearly all of these birds winter along the Pacific Coast. In the east, it is 
the rarest and least known of the three loons found there. More social than other loons, this 
species frequently gathers in large flocks. On the northern breeding grounds adults often fly many 
miles between their nesting ponds and suitable feeding areas. It usually feeds closer to shore than 
other loons; its diet consists mainly of fish, but on the breeding grounds it also takes crustaceans. 

6) REDRED--THROATED LOONTHROATED LOON: Gavia stellata  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 24-27" (61-69 cm): Is a small loon seldom seen 
far from salt water. In breeding plumage, has gray 
head and neck, rusty throat, black back spotted 
with white. In winter, similar to Common Loon 
but smaller, paler, with bill thinner and seemingly 
upturned. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Coastal and tundra ponds during summer; large lakes, bays, estuaries, and ocean in migration and 
winter. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 brownish-olive, usually spotted eggs in a nest of aquatic vegetation floating in or beside the 
water. 
 



RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds in Aleutian Islands, Alaska, and Canadian Arctic south to British Columbia, northern 
Manitoba, and Newfoundland. Winters south along Pacific Coast to southern California and along 
Gulf Coast and both coasts of Florida.  
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Call, rarely sounded away from breeding grounds, is a series of high-pitched wails and shrieks. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 The attractive breeding plumage of this loon is seldom seen in temperate latitudes, because the 
birds molt just before they depart for their nesting grounds. While not as social as Pacific Loons, 
wintering Red-throated Loons may gather in large numbers where food is abundant. They are 
common on salt water of all depths but frequently forage in shallow bays and estuaries rather than 
far out at sea. Because their legs are located so far back, loons have difficulty walking on land 
and are rarely found far from water. Most loons must paddle furiously across the surface of the 
water before becoming airborne, but the small Red-throated can practically spring directly into 
the air from land, a useful ability on its tundra breeding grounds. The birds are extremely 
vulnerable to oil pollution; many have been killed along both coasts as a result of recent oil spills. 

7) WESTERN GREBE: Aechmophorus occidentalis  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 22-29" (56-74 cm). Is a large slender grebe with 
a long neck. Blackish above with black of cap 
extending below eyes; white below and on front 
of neck. Bill long, slender, and greenish yellow. 
Long white wing stripe shows in flight. See 
Clark's Grebe. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on large lakes with tules or rushes; 
winters mainly on shallow coastal bays and estuaries. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
3 or 4 bluish-white eggs, stained brown or buff, on a floating nest anchored to reeds. Nests in 
dense, noisy colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from British Columbia, Saskatchewan, and Minnesota south to southern California; 
sparsely in Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado. Winters along Pacific Coast from south-eastern 
Alaska to California, on Gulf Coast of Louisiana and Texas, and on large river systems in West. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A rolling kr-r-rick, kr-r-rick! sounded most often on breeding grounds but sometimes heard in 
winter. 



 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
The mating display of the Western Grebe is spectacular, with both members of a pair paddling 
vigorously and churning across the surface of the water in an upright posture. Sometimes many 
pairs in a colony display simultaneously. During migration Western Grebes fly in loose flocks but 
spread out to feed during the day. On their coastal wintering grounds these birds often fall victim 
to oil spills and to insecticides that accumulate in their food, build up in their bodies, and reduce 
their breeding success. 

8) HORNED GREBEHORNED GREBE: Podiceps 
auritus 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
12-15" (30-38 cm). Small, slender-necked, with 
short, sharply pointed bill. In breeding plumage, 
body dark, with rufous neck and flanks; head 
blackish, with conspicuous buff ear tufts. In winter, 
upper parts dark; chin and fore neck white. The most 
common saltwater grebe in the East. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Breeds on marshes and lakes; winters mainly on salt water, but also on lakes and rivers where the 
water does not freeze. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
4-7 bluish-white eggs, stained buff, on nest of floating vegetation anchored to marsh plants. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Alaska and northern Canada south to Washington and Oregon, Dakotas, and 
northern Great Lakes, and rarely to Wisconsin. Winters in Aleutians and south along Pacific 
Coast to southern California, and along Atlantic and Gulf coasts to Texas. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Usually silent. On breeding grounds a variety of croaks, shrieks, and chatters. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
These grebes are only occasionally seen in flight; once on the wintering grounds they seldom fly, 
and they migrate almost entirely at night. Like other grebes, the young can swim and dive 
immediately after hatching but are often seen riding on the parents' backs. And like other grebes, 
the Horned Grebe swallows large numbers of its own feathers, which lodge in the stomach and 
prevent fish bones from passing into the intestines. Even newly hatched young eat feathers, taking 
those of their parents. Birds of fresh water during the nesting season, Horned Grebes migrate to 
salt water for the winter, and therefore are thought of as saltwater birds, but some can be found on 
open water in the interior of California and other western states. 



9) RED-NECKED GREBE: Podiceps grisegena  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
18-20" (46-51 cm). A slender bird and, in the East, 
the largest regularly occurring grebe. In breeding 
plumage, has rufous neck, black cap, whitish 
cheeks, and long, pointed yellowish bill. In winter, 
mainly gray, with paler cheeks, pale (not 
necessarily yellow) bill. In flight, distinguished 
from loons by its smaller size and white wing 
patches. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Ponds and lakes in summer; large lakes, coastal bays, and estuaries in winter and migration. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 4 or 5 bluish-white eggs, stained brown, on a floating mass of dead reeds and grass in reedy  
lakes. Rarely nests in colonies. 
RRRaaannngggeee   
Breeds from Alaska and northern Canada south to Oregon, Idaho, Ontario, and southern 
Minnesota; rarely east to southern Quebec. Winters south along coasts to southern California and 
Georgia, rarely to Florida. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Usually silent. On breeding grounds, a variety of squeaks, growls, and wailing calls. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Highly aquatic, grebes can swim with only their heads above water, concealing them in low pond 
vegetation. The young, handsomely striped in black and white, are often seen riding on the 
parents' backs. Like loons, grebes are expert divers, propelling themselves with their lobed toes as 
they pursue fish, crustaceans, and aquatic insects. 

10) EARED GREBEEARED GREBE: Podiceps nigricollis  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
 12-14" (30-36 cm). A small, slender-necked, 
slender-billed grebe. In breeding plumage, black 
head and back; golden ear tufts; black crest. In 
winter plumage, dark gray above, white below; 
neck dusky. Similar in winter to Horned Grebe, 
but chunkier, and bill appears slightly upturned, 
sides of face smudged with gray, whitish patch 
behind ear. 
 



HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Marshy lakes and ponds; open bays and ocean in winter. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 3-5 bluish-white eggs, stained brown, laid on a floating mass of vegetation in a marsh. Usually 
nests in dense colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from British Columbia, southern Manitoba, and Dakotas south to California and New 
Mexico. Winters on Pacific, Gulf, and Atlantic (rare) coasts, occasionally on open water in 
interior Southwest and Texas. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 On breeding grounds, frog-like cheeping notes. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 In the fall most Eared Grebes migrate south-westward to the Pacific, but the species also winters 
on open water in the Southwest and as far east as Texas and a few turn up each year on the East 
Coast. Unlike the Horned Grebe, which supplements its diet with small fish, the Eared Grebe 
feeds almost exclusively on aquatic insects and small crustaceans. These birds are highly 
gregarious, not only nesting in large, dense, and noisy colonies but also assembling in large flocks 
in winter. 

11) PIEDPIED--BILLED GREBEBILLED GREBE: Podilymbus podiceps 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
12-15" (30-38 cm). Pigeon-sized. A stocky, 
uniformly brownish water bird, with stout 
whitish bill that has black ring around it 
during breeding season. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Marshes, ponds; salt water in winter if 
freshwater habitats freeze. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
5-7 whitish eggs, stained brown, in a well-hidden floating mass of dead marsh vegetation 
anchored to adjacent plants. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
Breeds from British Columbia, southern Mackenzie, and Nova Scotia southward. Winters in 
southern states or wherever water remains open. 
 



VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A series of hollow cuckoo-like notes, cow-cow-cow-cow, cow, cow, cowp, cowp, cowp, that 
slows down at the end; various clucking sounds. 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 On ponds and marshes where it breeds, the Pied-billed Grebe advertises its presence with loud, 
barking calls. It eats small fish, crustaceans, and aquatic insects but is especially fond of crayfish, 
which it crushes easily with its stout bill. When alarmed, this grebe often sinks slowly into the 
water, resurfacing out of sight among the reeds. But it can also dive with amazing speed, a habit 
that has earned it the nickname "Hell-diver." It is also called the "Dabchick" in some areas. It is 
the most common nesting grebe in the East. 

WingWing--propelled diving propelled diving 
birds…birds…  

1) COMMON MURRECOMMON MURRE::  Uria aalge 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
17" (43 cm). Crow-sized. Head and upper parts 
brownish black, white below; long pointed bill. 
Winter birds have extensive white on the face, with a dark line behind the eye. See Thick-billed 
Murre. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Rocky coasts. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
1 blue-green egg, with black marks, on a bare rock ledge. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds along Arctic and sub arctic coasts south to central California and Gulf of Saint Lawrence. 
Winters south to southern California and Massachusetts. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Purring or murmuring, hence the name "murre." Also a guttural croak and higher-pitched bleat. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 The murres, like all alcids, use their wings for swimming and diving, and seem to fly through the 
water. This species is more abundant on the Pacific Coast of the United States than on the 
Atlantic, where it is outnumbered by the Thick-billed Murre. In the Arctic, however, it nests in 
huge colonies, with incubating birds standing side by side on long narrow ledges. When half 
grown, young murres jump 30 to 50 feet (9 to 15 meters) into the sea, and accompany their 
parents, first swimming, then flying, often for hundreds of miles to their wintering areas. Apart 
from having their nests plundered for the eggs, murres of the Pacific Coast have long been safe 
from human intrusion, but oil spills now pose a threat to whole colonies. 



Can you imagine a seabird that can dive almost the length of a football field straight down below 
the surface of the sea; travels up to 6000 km a year in migration, covering up to 1000 km of that 
distance by swimming; leaps from cliffs up to 500 m high with half-grown wings at three weeks 
of age; can live up to 25 years of age? This extraordinary bird is a murre. Approximately 4,100 
pairs of birds breed at Triangle Island's colony. Murres are not very good fliers. Because their 
wings are smaller than those of any other flying bird of their size, murres have to flap very fast to 
take off, taxiing across the surface of the water and often bouncing off the tops of waves before 
getting airborne. They are fast fliers, once airborne, travelling at about 75 km/h. To support all 
this flapping, murres have very large breast muscles, which contribute a quarter of their body 
weight of about 1 kg, making them meaty birds for the dining table. 
Murres have been recovered drowned in fishing nets set as deep as 180 m, and dives of 100 m 
appear to be common. It is difficult to think of a bird diving to such depths where the pressure is 
so great and to imagine how it finds its food in the darkness there. 
Their single eggs are laid mostly from mid June to mid July directly on bare rocks or soil on cliff 
ledges. Common Murres reach breeding age 5-7 years. An egg may be dislodged from a narrow 
ledge, especially if birds are disturbed and fly off in panic. When an egg is lost, a second may be 
laid after about two weeks. Occasionally, if two eggs are lost in quick succession, a third may be 
laid, but this is the most the female is able to produce in one season. A chick hatched from a late 
egg may not have time to grow to fledging before the short summer ends. To keep the egg warm, 
the bird tucks it under its feathers against the bare skin of the "brood patch" on the lower belly. 
 
 
 
 
 

2) PIGEON GUILLEMOTPIGEON GUILLEMOT:  
Cepphus columba 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
12-14" (30-36 cm). Pigeon-sized. In breeding 
plumage, black with large white wing patch 
interrupted by 2 black stripes. In winter, head and 
upper parts lighten slightly, giving dusky mottled 
effect; underparts are white with buff-coloured 
barring on flanks and dusky wing linings. In all 
seasons, feet and bill lining brilliant red. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Rocky coasts. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 1 or 2 whitish or greenish, dark-spotted eggs in a crevice or burrow. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds on coasts and islands from southern Alaska south to southern California. Winters far 
offshore. 
 



VVVoooiiiccceee   
High thin whistles and squeaks 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Pigeon Guillemots appear to be the least social of all the alcids. Where coastal cliffs allow only 
one nesting cavity, only one pair will occupy it. Elsewhere, territories are laid out like beads on a 
string. These birds feed by diving, taking mostly small fish. This is a rather comical bird. Having 
extremely large bright red feet, it often has a very difficult time acquiring flight…running along 
the surface of the water before achieving ‘airborne’ status. 

3) RHINOCEROS AUKLETRHINOCEROS AUKLET: Cerorhinca monocerata 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
 14 1/2-15 1/2" (37-39 cm). A pigeon-sized 
seabird. Dark above with lighter gray throat and 
breast, white underparts. Slender pale yellow bill, 
white eye. In breeding plumage, short upright 
"horn" at base of bill, with white drooping 
"whiskers" at either side; white plume above eye. 
Immatures dark gray above, light below with 
duller, smaller bill and dark eye. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Feeds on fish offshore; digs deep burrows in grassy or timbered headlands. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 1 white egg, often spotted, in a burrow. Nests in colonies, sometimes in large numbers. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Aleutians south to central California. Winters off breeding grounds and south to 
southern California. Also in Asia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Low growling notes. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Auklet is a misnomer, since this bird is not a close relative of the small, plankton-feeding alcids 
called auklets but is actually related to the more brightly coloured, parrot-billed puffins. 
Rhinoceros Auklets feed on the open sea during the day but may be seen at sunset in summer 
among inlets and islands. They swim and bob with a beak full of fish, waiting for nightfall before 
venturing ashore to feed their young. The breeding colony on Triangle Island has a significant 
population with approximately 41,700 breeding pairs. The eggs are incubated for 39 to 45 days 
after which the egg hatches. When the chick is between 38-60 days old it will leave the nest 
(fledge). Rhinoceros Auklets begin to breed when they are 3-5 years old. Their nests are very 
long underground burrows (20 feet). Around the Pacific Northwest these birds leave their nests at 
first light to avoid predation and fly up into Haro / Juan de Fuca Straits to feed all day.  Now, 



once and a while we have the pleasure of coming across some Rhino’s who clearly have to much 
food in their bellies.  When they make that valiant attempt of trying to gain flight, often what you 
will see is them awkwardly skipping across the waters surface like a stone. 
 

4) CASSIN’S AUKLETCASSIN’S AUKLET  : Ptychoramphus aleuticus  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 8-9" (20-23 cm). A dark, stocky, robin-sized 
seabird. Slate-gray above, lighter gray below, 
white belly. Eyes dark brown during first year, 
lightening to white in breeding adults. Stubby bill 
has white spot at base of each side of lower 
mandible. No seasonal change in plumage. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Open ocean. Nests on sea cliffs and isolated 
headlands. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 1 white egg, usually placed in a burrow but also in a cavity among rocks. Nests in colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Aleutians to central Baja California. Winters in waters off southern part of breeding 
range. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Weak croaking calls given at night. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Adult Cassin's Auklets take 24-hour watches while incubating the chick. During the nesting 
season they grow a pouch under the tongue and fill it with food. These island birds fly to sea long 
before dawn to avoid being pursued and devoured by Western Gulls. They feed on shrimp by day 
and approach the colony only after dark. Most seabirds abandon the nest site as soon as the young 
fledge, but on California's Farallon Islands, Cassin's Auklets remain longer. From December to 
March birds occupy the island so densely that vacated burrows are immediately taken over by 
others. It is believed that this "housing shortage" compels the auklets to defend their burrows year 
round. 

5) TUFTED PUFFINTUFTED PUFFIN: Fratercula cirrhata  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 14 1/2-15 1/2" (37-39 cm). A pigeon-sized puffin, 
mostly seen sitting upright on a sea cliff. In 
breeding plumage, stubby body black, face white, 
down-curved yellowish tufts hang behind eyes, 



and parrot-like bill enlarged, bright orange-red. In winter, coloured bill plates molt and bill is 
smaller and duller, face turns dusky, and tufts disappear. Immatures dusky above, light gray 
below, with small bill. In flight, the large, webbed red feet are conspicuous. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Nests on vertical sea cliffs, in colonies or singly. Feeds at sea. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 1 white egg, often spotted, in a burrow on an island or coastal cliff. Nests in colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from northern Alaska south to northern California. Winters at sea off breeding grounds. 
Also in Asia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Silent except for occasional growling notes uttered around the nest site. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 In most mixed seabird colonies a strict social order prevails within and between species. Each 
seems to have adapted to a specific niche, which includes occupying the terrain in a manner most 
suited to it. This reduces competition between species but sharpens it within each species. The 
Tufted Puffin has adapted a burrowing strategy for nesting. It typically digs a tunnel from 2 to 9 
feet (.5 to 3 meters) into a turf-covered slope, then lays its single egg at the end of the burrow. 
Many other alcids place their eggs on cliff ledges. The breeding colony on Triangle Island has 
B.C.'s largest population with 26,000 breeding pairs. Puffins are sometimes referred to as the "sea 
parrots." And can live for up to thirty years. The puffins live together in a very large group called 
a "raft". It takes five years for puffins to mature and breed. Where soil conditions permit, puffins 
can tunnel eight feet or more underground when excavating a burrow. Puffins usually return to 
the same burrow and nest with the same mate year after year. The female lays only one egg a 
year, and both parents take turns incubating the egg and feeding the puffling. When the baby 
pufflings leave the puffinries, they will not touch land again for two years. The adult puffins can 
be eaten by Orcas or hawks. Puffins can dive at least 80 feet deep. A puffin can fly about 40 miles 
an hour, and will beat its wings about 300 to 400 times a minute. Unfortunately they are quite rare 
around the Pacific Northwest. They have high populations around the Cape Scott area (northern 
tip of Vancouver Island). 
 

6) MARBLED MURRELETMARBLED MURRELET: Brachyramphus marmoratus 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 9 1/2-10" (24-25 cm). A chubby, robin-sized 
seabird, with very short neck and tail. In summer, 
brown above, marbled with light brown and gray 
below. In winter, black above, white below, with 
white wing patch and incomplete white collar. 
 
EEEnnndddaaannngggeeerrreeeddd   SSStttaaatttuuusss   



 The subspecies of the Marbled Murrelet that lives in North America, Brachyramphus 
marmoratus marmoratus, is on the U.S. Endangered Species List. It is classified as threatened in 
California, Oregon, and Washington. The main threats to this species have come from the timber 
industry, which has cut down perhaps 90 percent of the old-growth forests the murrelet nests in. 
The species currently continues to decline, while timber interests still log the old-growth forests, 
assuming the birds will simply nest elsewhere. Murrelets belong to a family of birds that maintain 
a strong fidelity to historical nesting areas; it is not known whether murrelets will move to 
another area if their particular stand of trees is destroyed. Oregon's Department of Forestry has 
proposed a long-term logging plan that calls for culling some but not all trees in old-growth 
forests; many environmentalists think disturbing the ecosystem in this way could be the end for 
this species in Oregon. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds in coastal rain forests; inshore waters at other times. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 1 olive or yellowish egg, spotted with brown, black, and lavender, in a platform of moss placed 
high in a forest tree. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Aleutians Islands south to central California. A few winter along breeding coasts, 
but main wintering area unknown. Also in Asia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A plaintive keer, keer, keer. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 The nest of this bird was discovered fairly recently. Most alcids use burrows or ledges on coastal 
cliffs, but Marbled Murrelets, burdened with fish, have been observed taking off from the sea at 
twilight and disappearing inland. Some weeks later feathered young appear, bobbing on the 
water. The first clues to their nesting habits were found in Siberia in 1963 by an ornithologist who 
reported a nest in a huge tree. In 1974 a nest was discovered in a Douglas fir in the Santa Cruz 
Mountains of California, about 135 feet (41 meters) above the ground. It is now assumed that 
these birds nest high up in trees, sometimes several miles from the sea. On the water Marbled 
Murrelets move about in small groups; they dive for fish and other aquatic animals. 

7) ANCIENT MURRELETANCIENT MURRELET: Synthliboramphus antiquus  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 9 1/2-10 1/2" (24-27 cm). A quail-sized seabird. 
Black head, gray back, white below, white 
plume over eye, small white-barred area at side 
of neck. White bill. In winter, wide white area 
on throat and face, back solid slate-gray; similar 
Marbled Murrelet has white patch on flanks, 
dark bill. 
 



HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Open ocean; nests on oceanic islets with enough soil for a burrow, often under heavy timber. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 brown to green eggs, spotted with brown and lavender, in a burrow dug by the adults. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds on offshore islets of North Pacific and mainland shores south to central British Columbia. 
Winters south to southern California. Also in Asia.  
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Low, shrill whistling notes. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
The German ornithologist who first described this bird thought its white plumes similar to an old 
man's white locks; hence its Latin name antiquus, from which its English name is derived. By 
moving to and from land at twilight, these birds avoid most predators, with the exception of 
Peregrine Falcons. Ancient Murrelets are not strong flyers, and after heavy storms, which may 
carry them as far inland as the Great Lakes, masses of dead bodies sometimes wash ashore on the 
Pacific Coast. 

8) HARLEQUIN DUCKHARLEQUIN DUCK:  Histrionicus histrionicus 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 14-20" (36-51 cm). A small dark duck. Male is blue-
gray (appearing black at a distance), with chestnut 
flanks and distinctive white patches on head and body. 
Female is dusky brown with 2 or 3 whitish patches on 
sides of face. In flight, this species lacks large white 
patches on wings. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Swift-moving streams in summer; rocky, wave-lashed coasts and jetties in winter. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 6-8 pale buff or cream-coloured eggs in a mass of down concealed in a crevice in rocks along a 
stream. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Alaska and Yukon south to Wyoming and Sierra Nevada of California, and from 
southern Baffin Island south to Labrador and Gaspe Peninsula. Winters along coasts south to 
central California and Long Island. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A mouse-like squeak and various low whistles. 



 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 During breeding season, the Harlequin Duck is a bird of swift mountain streams, where it catches 
the nymphs of stoneflies, caddisflies, and other aquatic insects. In the fall the birds move to the 
coast, the preferred habitat where they thrive in rough water of a different kind, riding the surf in 
toward rocky cliffs, and wrenching mussels, chitons, barnacles, and other attached animals from 
the surface and diving for crabs and other crustaceans. 
 

9) WHITEWHITE--WINGED SCOTERWINGED SCOTER: (Melanitta fusca)  
 
DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 19-24" (48-61 cm). Male black with bold white wing patches, white crescents around eyes, and 
yellow bill with black knob at base. Females are dull brown, with 2 whitish facial spots and white 
wing patches. 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on large lakes; winters mainly on the ocean 
and on large coastal bays, but a few remain on lakes 
in the interior. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 5-17 buff or pink eggs in a hollow lined with sticks 
and down, under a bush, or in a crevice near water, 
often on an island in a lake. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds in Alaska and much of western and central Canada. Winters along coasts, from Alaska 
south to California and from Newfoundland south to Carolinas, rarely to Florida and Texas. Also 
in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Soft whistles and guttural croaks. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
During migration, long irregular lines consisting of thousands of White-winged Scoters move 
southward, just offshore and only a few feet above the waves. The most abundant and widespread 
of the three scoters-there are over a million in North America-this species feeds chiefly on 
mollusks, which it collects from mussel beds at depths of 15 to 40 feet (5 to 12 meters). These 
birds also feed on crabs, starfish, sea urchins, and some fish. Sociable birds, they gather in large 
flocks or rafts, both to feed and to sleep at night. Like all birds that dive and rest on the sea, they 
are vulnerable to oil spills. 

10) SURF SCOTERSURF SCOTER: Melanitta 
perspicillata  



DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 17-21" (43-53 cm). Male black with white patches on crown and nape. Bill colourful, swollen at 
base, bearing large black spot. Female brownish black, with 2 whitish patches on cheek. Both 
sexes lack white wing patch. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on northern lakes; winters almost entirely on the ocean and in large coastal bays. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 5-8 pinkish-buff eggs in a down-lined depression hidden under bushes or in marsh vegetation, 
not necessarily near water. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds in Alaska and across northern Canada to Labrador. Winters mainly along coasts, from 
Alaska south to California and from Newfoundland south to Florida and rarely to Texas. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A low guttural croaking. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
The so-called "Skunk-head" is the only one of the three scoters confined to the New World, and is 
the most common scoter on the Pacific Coast in winter, where it sometimes feeds quite close to 
rocky headlands and in shallow inlets. These birds are similar in their habits to the other scoters 
but are more often seen diving for mollusks and crustaceans along the line of breaking surf. The 
bold white patches on the male's head are used in displays; a bird may threaten a rival simply by 
turning its head and presenting its white nape. These scoters depart for breeding grounds in early 
spring, but a few, usually young males, may spend their second summer on wintering grounds. 
 

11) HOODED MERGANSER: Mergus cucullatus  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 16-19" (41-48 cm). A small duck with a slender 
pointed bill. Male has white, fan-shaped, black-
bordered crest, blackish body with dull rusty 
flanks, and white breast with 2 black stripes 
down side. Female is dull gray-brown, with 
warmer brown head and crest. Both sexes show 
white wing patch in flight.  
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on wooded ponds, lakes, and rivers; winters in coastal marshes and inlets. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
8-12 white eggs in a down-lined cup in a natural tree cavity or sometimes in a fallen hollow log. 



   

RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from southern Alaska south to Oregon and Montana, and from Manitoba and Nova Scotia 
south to Arkansas and northern Alabama. Winters near coast from British Columbia south to 
California and from New England south to Florida and Texas. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
Hoarse grunts and chatters. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
The smallest of our mergansers, Hooded are most often seen along rivers and in estuaries during 
the fall and winter. They are usually found in pairs or in flocks of up to a dozen; when startled, 
they are among the fastest-flying of our ducks. Males perform a beautiful courtship display and, 
once mated, swim energetically around the female in further ritual displays. Hooded feed chiefly 
on small fish, which they pursue in long, rapid, underwater dives, but also take small frogs, 
newts, tadpoles, and aquatic insects. 

12) 12) COMMON MERGANSERCOMMON MERGANSER::   Mergus merganser  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 22-27" (56-69 cm). Male has flashing white 
sides, green head, white breast, and long, thin 
red bill. Female has gray body and sides; 
reddish-brown crested head sharply set off from 
white throat. Red-breasted Merganser is similar, 
but male has gray sides, white neck ring, and 
rust-coloured breast; female has reddish-brown 
head that blends into gray of neck. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on wooded rivers and ponds; winters mainly on lakes and rivers, occasionally on salt 
water 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 9-12 pale buff or ivory eggs in a down-lined tree cavity or sometimes on the ground or in an 
abandoned hawk's nest. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds across Canada from eastern Alaska, Manitoba, and Newfoundland south in mountains to 
California, northern New Mexico, Great Lakes, and northern New England. Winters south to 
northern Mexico, Gulf Coast states, and Georgia (rarely farther). Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Low rasping croaks. 
 



DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Although preferring to feed on lakes, Common Mergansers are often driven to rivers by cold 
weather; there they are found in flocks of 10 to 20 birds, all facing upstream and diving in pursuit 
of fish. The narrow bill, with a hooked upper mandible and fine, saw-like teeth along the edges, is 
specialized to catch slippery fish. Pairs are formed in late winter, and until then one is likely to 
find flocks composed entirely of males or of females. 

13) RED-BRESTED MERGANSER:  

                            Mergus serrator 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 19-26" (48-66 cm). Male has green head with wispy crest, 
gray sides, white neck ring, and rusty breast. Female greyish, with reddish-brown head shading 
gradually into gray of neck. Both sexes are crested and have red bills. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on wooded lakes and tundra ponds; winters mainly on salt water. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg      
8-10 olive-buff eggs in a down-lined depression concealed under a bush or in a brush pile. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds in Alaska and across northern Canada to Newfoundland and south to Great Lakes. 
Winters chiefly along coasts from Alaska south to California, from Maritime Provinces south to 
Florida, and along Gulf Coast. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Usually silent; various croaking and grunting notes during courtship. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn      
The Red-breasted Merganser breeds farther north than its relatives and is also the most common 
winter merganser on salt water, especially where rocky coves provide good fishing. Like the other 
two species, it lives mainly on fish, which it captures in swift underwater dives, aided by its long 
pointed bill lined with sharp, tooth-like projections. Often found searching for food alone, these 
birds also gather in large flocks where fish are abundant. 
 
 

SHOREBIRDS:SHOREBIRDS:   
 

1) BLACK OYSTERCATCHER: 
Haematopus bachmani 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   



 17-17 1/2" (43-44 cm). A large stocky shorebird, black with a long, stout, red bill. American 
Oystercatcher (Haematopus palliatus), boldly patterned in black and white, breeds in Baja 
California and is a casual visitor to California. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Rocky seacoasts. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 or 3 olive-buff eggs, with brownish-black blotches, among pebbles in a shallow rocky 
depression or in a hollow on a beach. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Resident from Aleutian Islands southward along Pacific Coast to Baja California. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A whistled wheeee-whee-whee-whee. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 The Black Oystercatcher is only rarely found on sandy beaches--the normal habitat of the 
American Oystercatcher--but favours rocky coasts. It can be hard to see against a background of 
wet, seaweed-encrusted rocks and usually forages alone or in small groups. It feeds on a variety 
of marine life, specializing in creatures that cling to rocks below the high-tide line. The 
Oystercatchers long beak is used to pry limpets and chitons off the rocks during low tide. In 
addition they enjoy eating mussels. They very cleverly severe the abductor muscle on the back of 
the shellfish allowing them to extract the meat. 

2) GREAT BLUE HERON: Ardea herodias  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
39-52" (99-132 cm). W. 5'10" (1.8 m). A 
common large, mainly greyish heron with 
a pale or yellowish bill. Often mistaken 
for a Sand hill Crane, but flies with its 
neck folded, not extended like that of a 
crane. In southern Florida an all-white 
form, "Great White Heron," differs from 
Great Egret in being larger, with greenish-
yellow rather than black legs. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Lakes, ponds, rivers, and marshes. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 3-7 pale greenish-blue eggs placed on a shallow platform of sticks lined with finer material, 
usually in a tree but sometimes on the ground or concealed in a reed bed. Nests in colonies. 



 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds locally from coastal Alaska, 
south-central Canada, and Nova Scotia 
south to Mexico and West Indies. Winters 
as far north as southern Alaska, central 
United States, and southern New England. 
Also in Galapagos Islands. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee      
 A harsh squawk. 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 An adaptable bird whose large size enables it to feed on a variety of prey-from large fish and 
frogs to mice, small birds, and insects-the Great Blue has one of the widest ranges of any North 
American heron. This wide choice of food enables it to remain farther north during the winter 
than other species, wherever there is open water, although such lingering birds may fall victim to 
severe weather. Most Great Blues nest in colonies in tall trees; their presence is often unsuspected 
until the leaves fall and the groups of saucer-shaped nests are exposed to view. In late summer 
young herons disperse widely and may be encountered at small ponds, in mountain waters, or 
even in backyard pools-wherever fish are plentiful. 

3) RED-NECKED PHALAROPE:   Phalaropus lobatu  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 7" (18 cm). A sparrow-sized swimming shorebird with a 
conspicuous wing stripe. Breeding adults have dark head and 
back, white chin and belly separated by chestnut upper breast 
and sides of neck. Females more boldly patterned than males. In 
winter, darker above, with dark line through eye and usually 
with dark crown, and entirely white below. Bill thin. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds on tundra pools; visits open ocean, beaches, flats, and 
lake and river shores during migration. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 4 olive eggs, spotted with brown, in a slight hollow on the 
ground in marshy tundra. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee      
Breeds in Alaska and across northern Canada. Migrates along both coasts, more rarely in interior, 
and winters mainly at sea in Southern Hemisphere. Also in Old World. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee      
A sharp twit or whit. 
 



DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn      
Among Phalaropes, the female has brighter plumage, and the male incubates the eggs and cares 
for the young. Red-necked Phalaropes, like Red Phalaropes but unlike other shorebirds, prefer to 
swim rather than wade, a habit that enables them to spend the winter on the high seas, although 
on occasion they wade in pools and feed on mudflats with many other shorebirds. They float 
buoyantly, picking small creatures from the surface of the water with rapid jabs of the bill, often 
while swimming in circles or spinning around to stir up the water with their lobed toes. 
 
 
 
 

4) BLACK TURNSTONE: Arenaria 
melanocephala  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 9" (23 cm). Resembles Ruddy Turnstone in 
general patterns. In breeding plumage, black upper 
parts, head, and breast; large white spot in front of 
eye and white line above eye; fine white spotting 
from nape across side of breast; white belly. In 
winter plumage, dusky black with unstreaked 
white belly. Legs dark. Bill short and slightly 
upturned. In flight, shows a black and white 
pattern. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Breeds in marshy coastal tundra; seaweed-covered rocky shores in fall and winter. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 4 yellowish-olive eggs, with darker olive and brown markings, in an unlined depression on an 
open, pebbly ridge or a gravel bar in wet tundra. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
Breeds on western and southern coasts of Alaska. Winters all along West Coast from Alaska 
south to Baja California and Sonora, Mexico. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A grating rattle similar to that of Ruddy Turnstone. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Unlike the Ruddy Turnstone, a more widespread species, the Black Turnstone is partial to rocky 
coasts. Turnstones are aggressive; a wintering 
bird that has found a good foraging spot will 
hotly defend it against other turnstones. 
 



5) SANDERLING: Calidris alba  
 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 8" (20 cm). A starling-sized shorebird with conspicuous white wing stripe. Summer adults have 
rufous head and breast, white belly. In winter, rufous areas replaced by pale gray, and birds look 
almost white. Bill and legs black. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt      
Breeds on tundra; winters on ocean beaches, sandbars, mudflats, and lake and river shores. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 4 olive eggs, spotted with brown, placed in a hollow on the ground lined with grasses and 
lichens. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds in high Arctic tundra from Alaska eastward to Baffin Island. Winters along coasts from 
British Columbia and Massachusetts southward to southern South America. Also in Eurasia. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
 A sharp kip. Conversational chatter while feeding. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 One of the most widespread of all shorebirds, the Sanderling turns up on almost every beach in 
the world. As a wave comes roaring in, the birds run up on the beach just ahead of the breaker, 
then sprint after the retreating water to feed on the tiny crustaceans and mollusks left exposed. 

6) GLAUCUS-WINGED GULL: Larus glaucescens 

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
 24-27" (61-69 cm). A large white gull with 
pearly gray mantle and wings. Gray primaries 
show a white "window" near tip of each 
feather; bill yellow with red spot on lower 
mandible; eyes light brown or silvery; feet 
pink. In winter, red spot on bill becomes a 
diffuse black; head and nape look dusky. 
Juvenile similar to Western Gull juvenile, but 
much paler. First-year birds gray-brown 
overall, with wing tips same colour as mantle. 
Black bill; dark eyes and feet. Second-year 
birds acquire more gray and are generally paler.  
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
 Rocky or sandy beaches, harbours, dumps; open ocean. 
 



NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 or 3 light olive-brown eggs, with dark speckles, in a grass or seaweed nest placed in a 
depression on remote islets or headlands. Nests in colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Resident from Aleutians and western and southern coasts of Alaska south to north-western 
Washington. Winters south along coast to southern California. 
 
VVVoooiiiccceee   
A raucous series of similar notes on one pitch; also soft ga-ga notes when an intruder approaches. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 Very rare away from salt water. Like other large gulls, this species feeds mainly along the shore. 
Over water it picks up edibles such as dead or dying fish and squid; on the beach it feeds on dead 
seabirds, seals, whales, starfish, clams, and mussels. In harbours and towns it scavenges garbage. 
One banded female was observed to make daily trips from her nest to a garbage dump about 40 
miles (65 kilometres) away. 
 
**other species common to the Victoria area are: California, Herring, Western, Heerman’s, Mew, 
and Bonaparte’s Gulls. (total of 13 different species that are present at varying times of the year). 
There is also extensive interbreeding amongst the different species and this tends to result in 
difficult identification of the gulls. 

7) BELTED KINGFISHER: Ceryle alcyon  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn   
 13" (33 cm). A pigeon-sized bird, blue-gray 
above, white below, with bushy crest, 
dagger-like bill. Male has blue-gray breast 
band; female similar, but also has chestnut 
belly band. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Rivers, lakes, and saltwater estuaries. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
5-8 white eggs in an unlined chamber at the end of a tunnel up to 8' (2.5 m) long, dug in a sand or 
gravel bank. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Breeds from Alaska eastward across southern Canada and south throughout most of United 
States. Winters on Pacific Coast north to south-eastern Alaska, and throughout South north to 
Great Lakes and along Atlantic Coast to New England. 
 

VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Loud, penetrating rattle, given on the wing and when perched. 



 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
 While searching for fish, the familiar Belted Kingfisher perches conspicuously on a limb over a 
river or lake. On sighting a fish it flies from its post and hovers like a tern over the water before 
plunging after its prey. In addition, it may eat crabs, crayfish, salamanders, lizards, mice, and 
insects. Often a kingfisher patrols a regular beat along a stream or lakeshore, stopping at favourite 
exposed perches along the way. When flying from one perch to another, often a good distance 
apart, it utters its loud rattling call. 
 
 

8) BROWN PELICAN: Pelecanus 
occidentalis  

DDDeeessscccrrriiippptttiiiooonnn      
45-54" (1.1-1.4 m). W. 7'6" (2.3 m). A very 
large, stocky bird with a dark brown body and 
a long flat bill. The only non-white pelican in 
the world. Head whitish in adults, with dark 
brown on hind neck during breeding season. 
Young birds have dark brown head and 
whitish bellies. 
 
EEEnnndddaaannngggeeerrreeeddd   SSStttaaatttuuusss   
The Brown Pelican is on the U.S. Endangered Species List. It is classified as endangered in 
California, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oregon, Texas, and Washington. Populations along the U.S. 
Atlantic coast and in Florida and Alabama are no longer considered endangered. Both species of 
pelicans are sensitive to chemical pollutants absorbed from the fish they eat. Historically, the 
worst of these has been DDT, which affects calcium metabolism, resulting in thin-shelled eggs 
that break when moved by the incubating bird. (DDT was also responsible for the decline of the 
Bald Eagle and the Peregrine Falcon.) Because of its more limited, exclusively coastal range, the 
Brown Pelican suffered more acutely than its relative, the White Pelican, and its numbers crashed 
in the 1960s. But after the banning of many pesticides, these familiar birds are staging a 
comeback, and are even quite common in some East Coast locales. 
 
HHHaaabbbiiitttaaattt   
Sandy coastal beaches and lagoons, waterfronts and pilings, and rocky cliffs. 
 
NNNeeessstttiiinnnggg   
 2 or 3 chalky white eggs in a nest of sticks, straw, or other debris, usually on a rocky island near 
the coast. Nests in colonies. 
 
RRRaaannngggeee   
 Resident of Pacific Coast from southern California south to Chile, dispersing northward as far as 
southern British Columbia after nesting season. Also on Atlantic Coast from North Carolina 
south to Venezuela. 
 



VVVoooiiiccceee   
 Usually silent, but utters low grunts on nesting grounds. 
 
DDDiiissscccuuussssssiiiooonnn   
These social colonial birds fly in single file low over the water; on sighting prey they plunge with 
wings half-folded, from heights of up to 50 feet (15 meters), surfacing to drain water from their 
bills before swallowing the fish. Unlike its larger white relative, the Brown Pelican seldom soars. 
Around waterfronts and marinas individual birds become quite tame, taking fish offered them by 
humans.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This guide has been researched, compiled and created by Brett Soberg, lead 
captain/naturalist & co-owner of Eagle Wing Tours Ltd. 

It is my hope that the information contained within this guide effects people in such a 
way that they become infected with the same enthusiasm about wildlife that I possess.  
One small step at a time towards personal & educational growth which hopefully some 

day will lead to global awareness…beauty of diverse life. 
 

Brett David Soberg 
 

THE ENDTHE END  


