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Backus Woods, owned by the Long Point Region Conservation Authority (LPRCA), is a truly unique and wonderful place. Known as a Carolinian forest, it is a place where northern species, like the Pileated Woodpecker and White Pine, mingle with more southern species, like the Yellow-Billed Cuckoo and Southern Flying Squirrel - species which are at their most northern range limit in southern Canada. Intermingled with Carolinian plant species, such as Flowering Dogwood, Sweet Chestnut, Sassafras, Basswood, Black Gum and Butternut, are stands of Red Oak, Red Maple, and White Pine and stands of Beech and Sugar Maple. Tulip trees standing 30 metres (100 feet) tower over the forest, while 400-year-old Black Gum trees can be found in the swamps of Backus. Backus Woods offers a complexity of habitats and a diversity of plants and animals considered to be amongst the highest in Canada.

In 1985 a management plan was developed for Backus Woods following an extensive inventory of all the plants and animals that live there. The management plan recommended a “hands off” approach for a large portion of the 422 hectare woods to allow it to return to an “old growth” forest. The plan also recommended that after 20 years the inventory of plants and animals should be repeated to look at how the make-up of Backus Woods has changed.

In 2009 my company received permission from the LPRCA, and funding from the Ministry of Natural Resources’ Species at Risk Fund, to conduct an ecological inventory of all the vegetation, birds, butterflies and dragonflies in Backus Woods. Helping us were LPRCA forestry technician Debbie Thain, and her crew, who located all the old quadrants (squares) used for the 1985 inventory by finding old stakes and recording the locations using hand-held GPS units. Tom Bradstreet of the Nature Conservancy of Canada identified all the tree species in the plots, and noted botanist Bill Draper inventoried all the woodland plants, including ferns and wildflowers.  Jon McCracken and Stu MacKenzie of Bird Studies Canada inventoried the breeding birds, and my student, Teija, and I surveyed the butterflies and dragonflies. A true team effort!
Our findings were exciting! In 1985 a total of 543 species of plants were recorded. In 2009 we found an additional 12 species. This was interesting as some people has expected species richness to decrease as the woods were allowed to mature and less sunlight penetrated the forest floor.  We think that most of the increased plant richness is probably from “edge species” that have gradually moved in from the borders of the woods. 

We did see dramatic decreases in 2 “at risk” species – American Chestnut, all but wiped out by a disease called Chestnut Blight, and Flowering Dogwood (our County’s floral emblem) due to invasion by an exotic disease called Dogwood Anthracnose. On the plus side, populations of Butternut, Broad Beech Fern, Tulip Tree and Puttyroot either stayed the same or increased. In total we detected 19 plant species considered “at risk” or “rare”.
A total of 81 species of breeding birds were recorded in Backus Woods – an increase of 6 species from the last inventory in 1985. Numbers of some woodland species, like Wood Thrush, Veery, and Ruffed Grouse have decreased, while others, like Rose-breasted Grosbeak and Red-bellied Woodpecker have increased. Notably absent were any reports of Barred Owls or Whip-poor-wills. Backus Woods supports more species-ar-risk birds than any other forest in southern Ontario. Breeding records in 2009 also included Red-headed Woodpecker, Hooded Warbler, Prothonatory Warbler and Lousiana Waterthrush.

To survey butterflies and dragonflies we had to find open, sunny areas and ponds where these insects live – not an easy thing in the dense and shaded Backus Woods. So, we concentrated our efforts along the 3rd and 4th Concession, and at the mill pond on the Backus Heritage Conservation Area, just south of Backus Woods. We identified 31 species of butterflies and 23 species of dragonflies and damselflies. Some of the rare species we encountered were the Giant Swallowtail and Tawny Emperor butterflies, and the Lilypad Clubtail, a dragonfly. Monarch caterpillars and butterflies, now considered a species of “special concern” by the provincial government, were abundant in sunny areas where their host plant, milkweed, was plentiful.
We are thrilled with the results of our inventory. The number of species of plants, birds and insects continues to be amongst the highest in the province – and quite possibly in all of Canada. Backus Woods truly is the crown jewel of Norfolk County! 
For 2010 we’ve applied for further funding to complete the Backus Woods inventory – this time the amphibians, reptiles, mammals, and some other insect families, will be surveyed. We are excited to get started and see what other treasures Backus Woods holds.

