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Norfolk County a Hotbed for Species at Risk Work

Bernie Solymár, Biosphere Reserve Coordinator

Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation

As Norfolk residents we are fortunate to have a rich diversity of plants, animals and natural habitats right in our backyards – perhaps the most diverse in all of Canada! Sadly, the populations of many species are in decline because of habitat loss, pollution, disruptive land use and resource management activities, as well as the spread of invasive species. There are currently over 180 species at risk in Ontario, including mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, mussels, fish, insects and plants. Norfolk County has the highest number in Ontario – not necessarily a bad thing though as it indicates we still have sufficient habitat to support these species.

The year 2009 has turned out to be a very busy year for species at risk research and monitoring work in Norfolk County. The Ministry of Natural Resources, through the Species at Risk Stewardship Fund, has awarded project funding to nine local organizations including Bird Studies Canada, the Norfolk Land Stewardship Council, the Long Point Basin Land Trust, and the Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation. Each project involves monitoring, surveying, outreach, research and public education involving the numerous species at risk in our County. 

Fortunately, these organizations have found a pool of talented and keen students and technicians to conduct all the species at risk work, including work on Eastern Hog-nosed Snakes, Fowler’s Toads, Least Bitterns, American Badgers and various other species of plants, insects, fish, turtles and snakes, and birds. In recognition of their hard work and dedication I have high-lighted the efforts of 3 of these individuals below.
Crystal Robertson, Long Point Causeway Improvement Project

Crystal is a graduate from Sir Sanford Fleming College, and is currently contracted by the Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation as the Wildlife Biologist for the Long Point Causeway Improvement Project. She has been involved with Species at Risk reptiles for about 10 years, taking part in various volunteer opportunities across Ontario. Some of these projects she has worked on include radio tracking and marking of Spotted Turtles; population surveys for Blue Racers and Fox Snakes; and herpeto-faunal summaries in various locations. Crystal has worked with the Nature Conservancy of Canada, leading an Eastern Hog-nosed Snake project, and the Upper Thames River Conservation Authority, researching the Eastern Spiny Softshell Turtle. 
Public outreach and education about reptiles has been a part of Crystal’s life since she was 14, trying to inform others about the animals she works so hard to protect. Her current work is looking at the road mortality along the Long Point Causeway, especially how it pertains to the survival of Species at Risk turtle and snake populations in the area. The toll that vehicles take on turtles, especially reproductive adults, can be significant and have very negative impacts on the local population. The Causeway (now officially known as the David Stone Parkway) has been touted as the fifth deadliest road for reptiles in North America. Conserving the biodiversity of Big Creek Marsh and the Inner Bay is something everyone wants – biologists, naturalists and the community-at-large. 

You can usually see Crystal in her bright orange vest walking along the sides of the Causeway checking for animals that have been hit on the road. One thing she has noticed is that more and more people are slowing for turtles and even getting out of their vehicles to carefully move turtles off the road. 

Danielle Ethier, Ontario Badger Recovery Project

Danielle is a Lambton County native who received her undergraduate degree in Ecology from the University of Guelph. She is currently working on her M.Sc. at Trent University in the Environmental and Life Sciences Department. Her focus is the endangered Ontario badger, which will form the basis for her thesis work, and will set the foundation for future M.Sc. research candidates.

There are four main parts to Danielle’s research program:

1. Wildlife forensics - By determining the “chemical signatures” in a  badger’s claw and comparing them to chemical signatures in the local soils, we can determine what kind of habitat an individual was living in and moving through during the time the claw was grown. Claws will be collected for analysis from badgers killed on roads, mounted badgers, and museum specimens. Soil sampling is also being done this summerand will be used to map the “chemical signatures” across the badger’s southern Ontario range.

2. Radio-telemetry – In an exciting development Danielle successfully captured a female badger and outfitted her with a radio-transmitter to track her movement and habitat selection over the course of the year. She and her crew have been tracking the activity of the female, with her 2 kits, for the last two weeks. This information will provide important insight on badger movement.

3. Genetics – Hairs collected from “hair-snag stations” set at suspected badger burrows will be used to determine the genetic fingerprint of individual badgers. This will give us a better idea of 
the population size, movement, and the extent of any possible inbreeding of badgers living in Ontario.

4. Public Awareness - Reported sightings of badgers will be used to identify areas of current badger activity. This will help the team develop an updated distribution map, and also to identify key areas for hair-snagging and live-trapping efforts. Any public sightings of badgers or suspected badger burrows can be reported to Danielle at info@ontariobadgers.com or by calling toll-free 1-877-715-9299 

Teija Kovanen-Stewardson, Backus Woods Ecological Inventory Project

Teija received her B.Sc. in Global Resource Systems from the University of British Columbia. She has been contracted by EarthTramper Consulting Inc. (the author’s company) to conduct insect surveys in Backus Woods as part of a larger ecological inventory that includes vegetation and breeding bird surveys as well.

For the last month Teija has been enduring swarms of mosquitoes and deer flies, and dodging poison ivy, to record the species of butterflies, dragonflies, damselflies, tiger beetles and ground beetles that make Backus Woods and the Backus Heritage Conservation Area their home. In the past insect collectors (formally known as “entomologists”) netted and trapped insects, killed them, pinned them and added them to her collections. Our approach has been quite different – although we do net some specimens, we identify them and release them again. As well, we are using close-up digital photography to identify different species of insects. Teija is a professional wedding photographer and her photographic lenses and keen eye for detail is providing the project with an excellent library of high-quality pictures of Backus Woods insect inhabitants.

The last ecological survey of Backus Woods was conducted in 1985-86, more than 20 years ago. Much has changed in 20 years – the Woods have matured, trees have grown to shade most of the understory and the small wooded ponds found especially in the north tract. This has forced Teija to do most of her monitoring for butterflies and dragonfliues along the sunny 4th concession and along the pond in Backus Heritage C.A. It will be interseting to see what species are no longer around and what new species we’ll find.

Bernie Solymár is the Coordinator for the Long Point World Biosphere Reserve Foundation, representing one of 15 UNESCO-designated biosphere reserves in Canada.  The foundations mission is “dedicated to conserving biodiversity, promoting sustainable communities, and partnering in research, monitoring, outreach and education”.

