Boreal Forests:
for the birds

A wellspring of life
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Boreal bird species
numbers decline

P

opulations of 40 species of boreal-nesting land birds
have suffered in recent years, according to a recent
report by Bird Studies Canada. Connecticut warblers,
boreal chickadees and even the seemingly ubiquitous
white-throated Sparrows have all shown significant
declines. The report also suggests populations have
dropped for several other boreal-dependent species as
well as for many birds that nest both in the boreal region
and elsewhere.
Rusty blackbirds are the most affected. Seventy
percent of all rusty blackbirds nest in Canada’s boreal
forest. Their population, meanwhile, has seen an annual
drop of more than 10 percent in recent years.
The reasons for these declines are unclear. Boreal
birds with faltering populations represent species with
different habits and habitats, from omnivorous residents
to insectivorous neotropical migrants. Root causes of the
problem, therefore, are likely to be numerous and varied.
Nevertheless, as industrial development continues to
affect the boreal forest, these falling numbers should give
us pause. 
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Quick facts about
birds in the boreal

Some bird species nesting in the boreal forest are in decline, in part due to
industrial development that have decimated their natural habitat.

 Two out of every three Canadian warblers, thrushes,
sparrows, flycatchers, woodpeckers, hawks and other landliving birds nest in the boreal forest region. For 40 boreal
species, the region is the summer home to more than half
of their global populations.
 Most boreal birds are migratory. While many
chickadees, finches, jays, woodpeckers and owls stay
behind, about five billion other land birds and millions of
waterbirds leave the boreal forest every autumn. About
three billion land birds – after winter mortality – return
again in the spring. Short-distance
migrants settle for slightly more hospitable winters, mainly in the United States.
The many Neotropical migrants, meanwhile, seek a balmier alternative in
South or Central America.
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Source: The Importance of Canada’s Boreal Forest to Landbirds,
Peter Blancher, Bird Studies Canada, published by Canadian Boreal
Initiative and Boreal Songbird Initiative, 2003.

group is often higher in the boreal forest than
in adjacent landscapes to the south.
 As many as 107 species of ducks, grebes,
geese, shorebirds and other waterbirds can
be found living in, or stopping by, the boreal
region’s numerous clear lakes and wetlands.
About 40 percent of all the continent’s
breeding waterfowl nest in the western
boreal forest alone.

 Wood warblers, sparrows and
thrushes arrive in the boreal forest
by the millions to take advantage of
the plentiful summertime food.
Birds that live in – and rely on – the
forest account for almost 50
percent of all boreal bird species.
Warblers, thrushes and sparrows
make up 22 of the 25 most common boreal land birds.
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s many as five billion land-living birds migrate from
the boreal forest each autumn. About one billion of
these birds winter in the United States, including many
boreal sparrows. Mexico, Colombia and Brazil, meanwhile,
each host more than 100 million boreal migrants through
the non-breeding season. These and other Central and
South American countries are the preferred winter homes
for many boreal-nesting warblers and flycatchers. More than
1,400 leg-band recoveries link the boreal forest homes of
individual banded birds with the places they have been
found in the south. While some birds banded in Canada’s
boreal forest have turned up as far south as Argentina
(mainly hawks and falcons), the bands of most boreal birds
are recovered in southern Canada and central and eastern
United States.

The future is uncertain
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anada’s boreal wilderness is among the world’s last great unspoiled forests –
50 percent larger than the remaining intact Amazon rain forest. The boreal
forest is a global ecological treasure and home to many natural wonders, including
a large supply of the world’s fresh water and among the largest populations of
wolves and woodland caribou.
It is also, unfortunately, a place with an uncertain future. Industry, always
Logging and other industrial development
looking for new resource opportunities, has set its sights northward. Logging, oil
threaten the boreal’s wildlife, such as
and gas, mining exploration, hydroelectric power and even farming see their
woodland caribou (top centre), the blackfuture in the rugged woods of boreal Canada. Many of these players are already at
throated green warbler (top right) and the
pine grosbeak (below right).
work there, and our boreal birds are suffering. A recent report to the North
American Free Trade Agreement Commission for Environmental Cooperation
suggests that as many as 85,000 migratory bird nests were destroyed in 2001 by logging in Ontario alone.
For the sake of bird life across North America, we need to
recognize the importance of boreal Canada as a continental nesting
ground. As governments and industry draw up plans for further
development in this region, we need to ensure large areas are
protected and that sustainable resource development practices are
in place. 

