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FORWARD 

 

Birders and ornithologists are renowned for their continent-wide ‘citizen science’ programs which include the 

Christmas Bird Count, Breeding Bird Survey, Breeding Bird Atlas and more recently eBird.  Thanks to Rachel Carson’s 

famous Silent Spring book (1962) that detailed the severe effects of DDT on birds and wildlife, the incredible value 

and significance long term counts of bird diversity and abundance are firmly established.  Less well known, however, 

are the parallel efforts of individual citizens to document rapid biodiversity changes in their local neighbourhoods as 

what were once small towns are transformed into high density suburban developments. 

 

The Breeding Birds of Aurora systematically documents and maps the abundance of each bird species found 

over a five-year period (2007-2011).  David Tomlinson also compares bird diversity and abundance at select sites in 

1974 (predevelopment) versus 2006 (after development), revealing the disappearance of birds like the Virginia Rail, 

Red-shouldered Hawk, Ruffed Grouse, Great-horned Owl, Indigo Bunting and Bobolink.  

 

Birds are very sensitive indicators of environmental change, and wild bird populations are a reflection of the 

impacts people are having on the shared environment.  It is important for the general public and municipalities to 

understand what changes have taken place due to our alteration and destruction of natural habitat, and what that 

means for our community and general well-being.  Extensive research has shown that people, including children, are 

happier when they can experience nature on a daily basis as they go about their lives.  Ideally all local municipalities 

would engage citizen scientists and naturalists to map out the location of important wildlife habitats so that long term 

planning policies can better sustain a rich diversity of birds and other wildlife for all to enjoy. 

 

Bridget Stutchbury 

Professor, York University 
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OSPREY 
 

One pair nest in the 
south east corner of 

the town. 

RUBY-THROATED 
HUMMINGBIRD 

 

Most pairs were 
located in built up 

areas. 

VEERY 
 

One pair confined to 
moist woodland in 

south east corner of 
the town. 

BLACK-CAPPED 
CHICKADEE 

 

Nest all over the town 
except in recently 

constructed 
subdivisions. 
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Goal 
We are firm believers that the best approach to ensure the long term preservation of wildlife in Canada is for all 

local communities to work towards defining, plotting and protecting all critical wildlife habitat within their own 

municipal boundaries.  This can be achieved by utilizing the expertise of knowledgeable volunteer Field Naturalists 

and Citizen Scientist at little municipal expense.  This approach would result in all local municipalities becoming 

aware of the location of all important wildlife habitats in their jurisdiction so that they can develop long term policies 

to protect and manage their habitats. 

 

To assess the feasibility of this approach, we selected to plot and monitor the breeding bird population of the 

Town of Aurora as we had reliable early surveys of breeding birds and birds are recognized internationally as a 

reliable indicator of habitat richness and diversity.  While undertaking our various surveys we also made notes of 

mammals, amphibians and insects which we observed during our surveys. 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this report is to map as accurately as 

possible and document the present distribution and 

population densities of the breeding birds in Aurora 

mainly between 2007 and 2011 with some 

observations up to 2016, on known changes which 

have occurred since 1974 when the first documented 

details of the breeding population was recorded.  Also 

to recommend how citizens can work together to 

ensure long term protection and conservation of 

breeding birds and their habitats. 

Topography 

The Town of Aurora consists of 49 square 

kilometres and is situated 35 kilometres north of 

Toronto close to Highway 404.  The majority of the 

town is located on the Oak Ridge Moraine which also 

forms part of the Provincial Greenbelt.  The lands 

located on the moraine are generally undulating with a 

predominantly well drained, sandy, gravelly soil with 

the occasional pocket of clay soil.  Between the edge of 

the Moraine and Newmarket boundary, the land 

undulates more gently and the soil is predominantly 

clay with the occasional sandy pocket.  Several creeks 

and the East Holland River, which all flow into Lake 

Simcoe, dissect the town, often in deep wooded ravines.  

The location of these creeks and their adjoining flood 

plains has defined the pattern of the town’s open space 

and trail system and provide important wildlife 

corridors through the town.  Most of the more unusual, 

less common breeding bird populations in the urban 

areas are dependent on the existing habitats in these 

protected ravines. 

Climate 

Aurora has a typical southern Ontario climate with 

cold winters and hot occasionally very dry summers.  

Although, in the last decade, the winters have become 

milder.  Because the town is located on the north slope 

Town of Aurora location. 
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of the Moraine, its winters are marginally colder than 

south facing town of Richmond Hill and spring in Aurora 

tends to arrive one or two weeks later. 

Urban Expansion 

In 1974, Aurora was a small compact Ontario town 

with a population of 13,000, surrounded by a network 

of agricultural fields with scattered woodlots, 

interspersed by a network of small creeks which often 

flow along wooded ravines in a northern direction off 

the Oak Ridges Moraine toward Lake Simcoe. 

Most of the farmland was arable land which grew a 

variety of crops but mainly grains and corn.  Several of 

the farms had fairly extensive apple orchards or 

supported a herd of dairy or beef cattle, particularly 

where the woodland in the creek valleys had been felled 

and replaced with pasture and hayfields.  Major 

changes began to occur in the 1960s when several new 

subdivisions were built on the west side of Yonge Street.  

Since then, the town population has gradually 

increased to over 50,000 as housing and, to a lesser 

extent, industrial and commercial development has 

expanded and now covers most of the land west of 

Bayview Avenue. 

During the next decade, most of the northern 

portion of the town will be developed on both the 

northern and southern sides of Wellington Street East 

to accommodate a further 3,000 houses together with 

more industrial and commercial development. 

York Region’s long term population plan for Aurora 

is to eventually accommodate a population of 80,000.  

Most of this population increase will be accommodated 

by infilling the larger often well treed lots with 

townhouses or apartments in the older portions of the 

town. 

Eventually most of the land within the town 

boundary will be developed with the exception of seven 

square kilometres located on the Oak Ridges Moraine in 

the south east corner of the town.  Some low density 

estate residential development has already occurred in 

these squares and there are approved plans, which 

were opposed by the town but approved by the 

Ontario Municipal Board, for a new golf course with a 

large residential component. (Aurora already has five). 

These seven square kilometres (49 to 52 and 58 to 

60) contain some of Aurora's most important wetland 

and woodland habitat.  But as time goes by, pressure 

will increase to slowly infill these remaining rural 

squares with more development even though these 

lands are protected by the Oak Ridges Moraine Act.  If 

we are to ensure their long term survival no further 

development should be approved on these lands. 

Air photograph of Aurora in the 1960s. 

Urban expansion in north east Aurora 2015. 
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MAJOR HABITAT IN AURORA 

Urban Gardens 

These occupy most of the town’s total built up area 

and will be by far the most extensive habitat found in 

Aurora which generally represent similar habitats 

found in shrublands.  The range of shrubland birds 

which nest in gardens are not as extensive as the many 

species of birds which nest in natural shrubland, but 

urban gardens are still an important habitat which 

support very large populations of our more common 

birds. 

Woodlands 

Aurora has a few large woodlands including 

several ancient woodlands (Heritage Woodlands) which 

have never been clear felled or replanted since the last 

ice age.  These include several publicly owned woodlots 

including: Case Woodlot; McLeod Woodlot (Oak Ridge 

Moraine Land Trust); Vandorf Woodlot; Jim Spring's 

Woodlot (Ducks Unlimited); portions of Sheppard's Bush 

(Ontario Heritage Land Trust), and together with several 

extensive privately owned woodlots, are scattered 

through the rural area of the town.  Most of these 

woodlots are deciduous or mixed deciduous and 

coniferous, some with many old growth trees.  We have 

very few ancient coniferous woodland.  The largest is 

located on the north side of  Vandorf Sideroad east of 

Bayview Avenue, and a few small blocks are scattered 

along the cold water creeks which flow off the Oak 

Ridges Moraine.  A small block of mature hemlock 

woodland is also located west of Yonge Street and 

north of Ridge Road. 

Shrublands 

In Aurora, shrubland is generally areas of 

abandoned grassland, which are in the middle stages of 

ecological progression, which will eventually become 

woodland.  These are dominated by native shrubs and 

non-native European buckthorn often with a few 

scattered trees.  The most extensive area of shrubland 

is located on the east side of Bayview Avenue north of 

Vandorf Sideroad but there are many smaller areas 

scattered throughout the rural area of the town. 

This undulating farmland, north of Vandorf Sideroad and west 
of Leslie Street, on the protected portion of the moraine, 
attracts nesting bluebird. 

Present land use map of Aurora. 

Gardens will become the most extensive habitat in Aurora. This 
garden on Mendy’s Forest, most years, support a pair of 
American robin and house wren. 
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Grasslands 

Grassland is the most scarce of the major habitats 

we have in Aurora.  Most of our existing grassland 

consists of old abandoned pastures and hayfields which 

have now been invaded by goldenrod and fall asters 

because we no longer have any herds of cattle in the 

town, though a few fields are still grazed by horses.  

Since we commenced our survey in 2006 several 

existing hayfields have been plowed to grow arable 

crops or have been plowed prior to development to 

look for heritage artifacts. 

Arable Farmlands 

Most of the arable land in the town is most 

frequently sown with corn, winter wheat or soya. 

Occasionally killdeer or horned lark will nest on a 

fallow last year's cornfield if reseeding is delayed to 

grow late sown soya.  These generally nest successfully 

particularly if dry or cold weather delays germination 

or slows seed growth. 

Disturbed Grounds 

It is a valuable habitat, particularly when the topsoil 

is stripped and the site becomes dormant, sometimes 

for several years, before development commences 

which allows a thin scattered growth of stunted weeds 

to develop.  Even when surrounded by subdivision 

development, these sites support several of our less 

common breeding birds including: killdeer, spotted 

sandpiper, horned lark and savannah sparrow.  The 

town’s only pair of breeding mockingbird often forage 

in a large area of disturbed ground south of State Farm 

Way stormwater pond. 

Wetlands 

We have two provincially important wetlands in 

Aurora.  The 22 hectares McKenzie Marsh on the north 

side of St. John's Sideroad west of the railway tracks 

and the 70 hectares East Aurora Wetland Complex 

(part owned by Ducks Unlimited) which is mainly 

located in the Ivy Jay Community Nature Reserve north 

of Wellington Street East and east of Bayview Avenue 

but portions of this wetland extend south to 

This shrubland on the moraine, east of Bayview Avenue and 
Stone Road, has nesting field sparrow, black-billed cuckoo and 
occasionally orchard oriole. 

Hayfield south of St. John’s Sideroad and west of Bayview 
Avenue, soon to be developed, attracted vesper sparrow in 
spring but they always failed to stay and nest. 

Disturbed ground created by development is an important 
temporary habitat for killdeer, spotted sandpiper and bank 
swallow. Stronach Recreational Complex, Wellington Street 
East. 
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Bloomington Road and Highway 404 junction.  This 

includes a distinctive block of wet woodland located on 

both sides of the Canadian National Railway track in the 

south east corner of the Town.  Another small area of 

the wet woodland is located on the tipped land west of 

Leslie Street and north of Bloomington Road.  There are 

several other small wetlands, often adjoining farm 

ponds or in the flood plain of our many small creeks, 

which also provide important wetland habitats 

Stormwater Ponds 

The Ontario Government, in the late 1990s, came 

out with a study to assess the effects these ponds were 

having on wildlife and concluded that due to the buildup 

of toxins these ponds were not desirable habitat for 

wildlife.  Regardless of this conclusion in urban areas 

these ponds have become major wetland habitat and 

frequently support extensive communities of aquatic 

plants, invertebrates, fish, amphibians, reptiles, 

mammals and birds. 

In Aurora we have over 25 stormwater ponds and 

believe that rather than trying to design these ponds to 

discourage wildlife use, once the engineering design 

criterions have been met, these ponds should be 

designed and landscaped to recreate the many small 

wetlands lost during development.  The concerns of 

toxic buildup should be alleviated by regular monitoring 

and desilting every 15 to 20 years. 

Case Woodlot stormwater pond supports nesting mallard, 
Canada goose, swamp sparrow and several pairs of red-
winged blackbird. Henderson Drive. 

A single large stormwater pond is more beneficial to wildlife than several small stormwater ponds. Aurora Community Arboretum. 
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Habitat Protection 

It was fairly recent that changes to the town 

planning acts ensured the protection of our most 

important wetlands and woodlands, but this legal 

protection did not extend to creating sufficient buffer 

zones surrounding these habitats or to protecting 

important conifer plantations or upland areas of 

shrubland and grassland. 

The lack of sufficiently large, legally enforceable, 

buffer zones in new development has resulted in major 

declines in important bird species which are affected by 

noise or human visual disturbance even when their 

core habitats are protected.  The total lack of any legal 

protection in urban areas of important upland 

shrubland and grassland has resulted in major declines 

of shrubland birds, the local extinction of grassland 

birds and a reduction in coniferous bird species. 

It is possible to compensate some of these losses if 

public lands are available in wide river valleys with 

extensive flood plains.  In 2009 the Aurora Community 

Arboretum Committee proposed to reinstate over nine 

hectares of abandoned pasture at the northern end of 

the arboretum in the East Holland River Valley by 

removing most of the small trees which were planted by 

volunteers in the valley over the last few years.  The aim 

of this committee is to recreate the meadowland, which 

once occupied this location, to encourage colonization 

by meadowlark, bobolink, American kestrel and other 

grassland birds which originally nested in this area.  An 

extensive area of shrubland in the central area of the 

arboretum will also be protected and managed to 

encourage shrubland birds.   

Aurora Community Arboretum northern meadowland to be 
returned back to grassland by removing tree planting. 

Regenerating shrubland in the central section of the Aurora 
Community Arboretum to be retained and managed. 

Development along edge of woodland with no buffer zone. 
Sheppard's Bush. 
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ORGANIZATION AND 
METHODS 

Period 

We selected a five year period between 

2007 and 2011 to carry out a town wide 

survey of the breeding bird population.  

Casual records up to 2016 have also been 

included. 

Grid Squares 

The town was divided into 61 kilometre 

squares using Bloomington Road as the east 

west baseline and Highway 404 at its junction 

as the north south base line. Where partial 

squares occurred around the boundary of the 

town, only the birds seen in the Aurora portion 

of these squares were recorded. 

Coverage Goals and Recording Effort 

A minimum of two hours coverage of each square 

each year was our goal.  Most urban squares were 

visited each year but time spent in these squares was 

deliberately limited as we received casual reports from 

citizens living in these squares which supplemented our 

observations.  Most other squares exceeded this level of 

coverage by a various number of hours depending on 

access and the complexity of the habitats found within 

each square and the predictable number of possible 

breeding species. 

Surveying the Squares 

Most of the field work was carried out annually by 

the same observer between mid-April and mid-August 

generally during the day.  Casual visits were made by 

other observers particularly in the late evening and 

after dark in October and November and in spring 

using the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario tapes to 

survey owls and other nocturnal species. 

Records were also submitted by citizens 

particularly of garden birds on feeders or unusual birds 

(which were verified) seen during the breeding season 

in town or on properties in the rural portion of town. 

Requests were also made through letters in the 

local newspaper for information on specific birds.  This 

was very successful in the case of well known easily 

One kilometre square grid based on Bloomington Road and west side of 
Highway 404. 

Audubon Certified Westview Golf Course, south of Vandorf 
Sideroad and west and Highway 404. Most of the other four 
golf courses in Town were included in the survey. 

Mapping Aurora’s Breeding Bird Populations 
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identified birds like ruby-throated hummingbird, rough 

grouse and wild turkey. 

Access to Squares 

Most squares could be accessed easily and were 

thoroughly covered but four squares 31, 32, 47, 48 

contained large gated communities and golf course with 

restricted access which made detailed coverage of 

these squares difficult.  Compared to other squares, 

these were generally under recorded, particularly 

when confirming breeding success. 

Square Visits 

As a general rule, a different area in the square 

was visited at a different time on each occasion or the 

route taken was varied to cover as many of the 

different habitats within the square as possible. 

Observers could spend as much time as they wished on 

their visits as allowing unlimited time allows the 

observer to be more thorough.  All the birds seen 

indicating breeding behaviour were recorded.  

Population densities were calculated on the number of 

each species seen or recorded on all visits.  Some 

results were modified based on more detailed studies.  

Using the British Trust of Ornithologist Territory 

Mapping Method as a basis for their Common Bird 

Census, specific sites located within the town were 

surveyed. 

Data Collecting 

Pairs were used as a unit for breeding population. 

It was considered that a breeding pair consisted of a 

persistent singing male, a female exhibiting breeding 

behaviour, a pair of birds together of known or 

unknown sex or a family party.  This makes estimating 

the size of the breeding population more simple and 

helped eradicate the possibility of including juvenile 

birds or sub adults or groups of unmated birds.  Though 

some unmated males may sing for a good portion of the 

breeding season, where this was suspected, this was 

recorded as unlikely breeding species. 

Recording Breeding Evidence 

Instead of using the three codes: "possible", 

"probable" and "confirmed", found in the Atlas of the 

Breeding Birds of Ontario.  We modified the “probable” 

and “confirmed” into one code: “proven or considered 

likely”, and the “possible” code into “unlikely”.  Squares 

with a black dot indicating a bird's presence in the 

breeding season have been shaded when breeding is 

considered to be “proven or considered likely” and left 

unshaded when breeding was considered to be 

“unlikely”.  This approach was based on the coding used 

in the 2011 United Kingdom Norfolk Bird Atlas. 

 

Gated community made access to some squares difficult. 
Crossing Bridge Place. 

Most rural squares were visited three or more times annually. 
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Unlikely Breeding 

Included under this code are species observed in 

the breeding season on one occasion, in suitable 

nesting habitat, a singing unmated male, breeding calls 

heard in the breeding season, and short term breeding 

displays. 

Care was taken not to include migrating birds and 

nonbreeding summer visitors in this category.  On 

many occasions, turkey vulture were recorded but 

nesting could not be confirmed even though there are 

several roosting sites in Town.  Great blue heron were 

also regularly recorded by many citizens feeding on the 

towns wetlands, but the nearest heronry is located on 

the east side of Leslie Street in the town of Richmond 

Hill.  Caspian terns are also frequent summer visitors to 

McKenzie Marsh and the Nature Reserve but the 

nearest nesting colonies are 40 kilometres away. 

Proven or Considered Likely 

A pair observed in suitable breeding habitat in the 

breeding season, territorial behaviour, song or nesting 

activities at the same location at least a week or 

preferably more apart.  Courtship displays, visiting 

possible nest sites, agitated behaviour, nest building or 

hole excavation, distracting displays, used nest or egg 

shells found, recently fledged young, adults entering or 

leaving an occupied nest or nest hole, adults carrying 

food or faecal sack, nest containing eggs or young, nest 

with young seen or heard are all included in this code. 

Dot Size 

Dot size indicates the estimated number of pairs in 

each square; the larger the dot, the greater the number 

of nesting pairs.  This number varies according to how 

common or uncommon the species are in Aurora.  It 

should be noted that the number of breeding pairs in 

each square varies annually depending on the 

population density in a given year.  In 2004, 67 pairs of 

song sparrow nested in the Nature Reserve; in 2010 

only 35 pairs nested.  The average, over a 10 year 

period, was 44 pairs.  The lowest number represents a 

poor year and the higher a good year.  Most years, the 

population number are between the highest and lowest 

figures. 

Large Nesting Territories 

Some species, owls, hawks, herons and kingfisher 

nest in one square but forage widely in the adjoining 

squares.  Where this occurs the shaded square is 

where the nest was located (often indicated with a black 

star, the nest site and date) or where the birds were 

most frequently recorded. 

A dot in an adjoining unshaded square represents 

areas where foraging was recorded.  To ensure birds 

were not counted twice we used our best judgement 

Pair of wood duck in suitable habitat seen on more than one 
occasion several days apart would be recorded as considered 
likely. 

Killdeer damaged wing display to distract attention from young 
would be recorded as proven. 
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aided by Territory Mapping Method data to separate 

pairs. 

Some pairs foraged in Aurora but nested in the 

adjoining municipality.  Where this occurred regularly, 

they were included in our survey. 

Colonial Species 

Bank swallow and cliff swallow populations were 

calculated on the number of apparent occupied nests 

rather than the number of pairs observed. 

Population Estimates 

We have attempted to estimate the breeding 

population of each species found in Aurora and present 

them with some trepidation.  We hope they will be of 

some value to our Aurora citizen readers and some 

practical value to conservation.  The population figures 

are for breeding pairs but some modifications were 

made to some species like the red-winged blackbird, 

bobolink and wild turkey where a singing or displaying 

male may have more than one mate. 

 

CALCULATING BREEDING BIRD 
POPULATIONS 

A combination of methods were used to calculate 

the breeding population of each species based on the 

following methods. 

Common Bird Census, Territory Mapping 
Method. 

Once a week between mid-April and mid-August 

the selected study site is slowly walked between dawn 

and nine o’clock and occasionally in the evening; noting 

the location of every bird seen and marked on a map.  

The route is varied weekly to prevent always arriving 

at the same location at the same time.  At the end of the 

season the location of each bird seen is then recorded 

on a map for each individual species.  As these locations 

are plotted, clusters of records form, and it is generally 

possible to determine the number, location and extent 

of the nesting territories of every bird nesting on the 

study site.  The territorial arrival and departure dates of 

migratory birds was also recorded. 

Study Plots 

a) Over a 14 year period the population of the Nature 

Reserve has been surveyed annually using the 

territory mapping method. 

b) Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad has 

been surveyed annually from 2006-2014 using a 

modified version of this method. 

Part of a colony of over 20 pairs of cliff swallows on Don 
Hillock Drive. 

Farm track, east of Bayview Avenue and near Stone Road, part 
of a hunting territory of a pair of red-tailed hawk as a nest 
location was not recorded in this square. 
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c) A detailed survey using a modified version of this 

method in 2009 was used to assess the breeding 

bird populations in a typical 100, 50 and 5 year old 

subdivision.  

d) A survey of historic value was completed using this 

method in 1975 to survey the population of 

McKenzie Marsh and, again in 2000, following the 

completion of development around the marsh. 

e) A survey of historic value was completed in 1974 

using this method to survey the population of 

Sheppard's Bush. 

Square Kilometre Grid System 

Square Visits: all the birds seen on each regular or 

informal visit were recorded and the exact location of 

all unusual or scarce species were mapped annually.  

Where the visited areas did not cover the total square, 

pair numbers were calculated based on the percentage 

of the different habitats covered on the walked portion 

of the square together with the number of pairs 

estimated to have been found in areas of similar habitat 

that was located on air photographs but was not visited 

generally due to access difficulties. 

Use of the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 
Ontario 1985 and 2005 

The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario can be 

used as an aid to assessing local breeding bird 

populations.  By analysing the distribution of occupied 

ten kilometre squares in the 1985 Atlas of the Breeding 

Birds of Ontario, a study was completed in 2000 on the 

Breeding Bird Population of the Oak Ridges Moraine.  

This was achieved by extracting the distribution of each 

breeding bird on the moraine square by square.  Using 

the updated 2005 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, 

the same process was used to plot the changes in 

populations which had occurred since 1985. 

These atlases can be used in accessing which bird 

species are likely to be present or absent or what 

changes have occurred in the last 25 years in any 

municipality in southern Ontario.  In several cases, the 

squares may extend beyond the municipal boundaries 

but many of the volunteers who carried out these 

surveys could be contacted to locate the actual site 

Common Bird Census, field mapping May 9, 2004. Nature 
Reserve. 

Common Bird Census 2012. Song sparrow: data analysis using 
a different coloured pen to plot each months records. Nature 
Reserve. 
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where any more unusual birds were found.  These 

atlases are a valuable tool for any local group who wish 

to document the breeding birds in their municipality. 

Future Use of the Breeding Birds of 
Aurora 

This report lists in detail the number of nesting 

birds occupying each squares and the estimated 

number of breeding pairs of different species in each 

square during the study period.  Where records are 

available, it also records the earliest territorial annual 

arrival and latest departure date of migratory breeding 

birds and where known, populations trends over the 

last few years.  Using this report as a base if this study 

is repeated in 20 years and duplicating a similar 

method, it will be possible to accurately indicate the 

changes which have occurred in the breeding bird 

populations, which species have increased or 

decreased, which have remained stable in both Aurora's 

urban and rural areas, together, with any changes 

which have occurred in the territorial arrival and 

departure dates of summer migrants. 

Breeding Birds of the Oak Ridge Moraine 1985-2005 based on the two Atlases of the Breeding Birds of Ontario. 

Common bird census dawn survey. Nature Reserve. 
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MERLIN 
 

First nested in the 
town in 2008 and 

again in 2015. 

INDIGO BUNTING 
 

Does not nest in the 
built up areas but still 

nests in our rural 
areas. 

GREY CATBIRD 
 

Still nests in areas of 
protected scrubland in 

our built up areas. 

RED-WINGED 
BLACKBIRD 

 

A common wetland 
bird but numbers have 

declined in recent 
years. 
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2007 to 2016 species accounts 

BREEDING BIRDS OF 
AURORA 
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The Canada goose was expatriated during the early 

settlement of Ontario but was reintroduced in the 1960s by 

Bill Carrick with other aviculturists including Harry Lumsden 

and Darral Dennis who both worked for the Ontario Ministry 

of Natural Resources.  

Over the last 35 years, there has been a dramatic 

increase in the Canada goose population in Ontario.  This 

trend is also reflected in the Town of Aurora’s goose 

population. 

In 1975, the total population in Aurora was probably less 

than 5 pairs, which were confined to the Town’s larger 

wetlands.  Only one pair nested on McKenzie Marsh.  A 

second pair nested in the Nature Reserve with other single 

pairs on the larger water bodies in the rural portion of the 

town.  By the year 2000, McKenzie Marsh population had 

increased to 10 pairs. 

In 2001, 13 pairs were nesting in the Nature Reserve, 

which since then has varied between 6 to 13 pairs.  Most of 

the stormwater ponds in Aurora now support one or two 

pairs and many of the larger ponds on the five golf courses in 

Town support additional pairs.  These golf courses are 

particularly important in the successful rearing of goslings.  

Many geese which nest on ponds scattered throughout the 

Town move away soon after their eggs hatch, taking their 

broods onto the golf courses as they provide rich grazing 

opportunities. 

Although nest predation is high and raccoons destroy 

many nests not located on islands, the population is still 

increasing.  This is mainly due to the proliferation of 

stormwater ponds. 

The population should stabilize during the next 10 years 

when major developments are completed and additional 

stormwater ponds will no longer be needed.  The population 

may even decrease in the future when major brood feeding 

areas are lost as some of our existing golf courses are 

redeveloped for housing. 

CANADA GOOSE 

Grazing geese in the soon to be developed Club Link Golf 
Course. 

Branta canadensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs: 30-50 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

  

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-5 pairs 

 6-8 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Over a century ago, the trumpeter swan was annihilated 

in Ontario but a population survived in Western Canada.  In 

1982, Harry Lumsden, an Aurora resident, implemented an 

Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources program to re-

introduce this swan back into Ontario by releasing into the 

wild, Ontario bred cygnets raised by captive western birds. 

These cygnets were reared by several aviculturists and 

landowners who had a large fenced pond and were willing to 

look after a pair of donated trumpeter swans throughout the 

year.  If the pairs nested successfully, the cygnets would be 

donated to the restoration program.  The cygnets were 

caught in late summer before they could fly and were 

transferred to a large covered aviary at Fair Lake near Ayr, 

which contained a pool of spring water which did not freeze. 

When these cygnets reached two years old, they were 

released into large wetlands located between Burlington to 

the west, Prince Edward County to the east and North Bay to 

the north.  It was not until spring 2008 that a pair of wild 

trumpeters nested in the Town of Aurora, justifiably on one of 

Harry Lumsden’s ponds, where they successfully reared four 

cygnets. 

By 2014, it was estimated that the population in Ontario 

was about 1,000.  Aurora is a  good location to view wild 

trumpeter swans as five to seven immature swans have 

summered annually on our larger wetlands and stormwater 

ponds.  In January of 2015, over 100 including 40 cygnets 

wintered on a pond on the Stronach property.  To encourage 

these swans to stay and nest in Aurora when they become 

mature, which takes three to four years, breeding rafts have 

been constructed in the Town.  

It would be desirable if citizens with large ponds on their 

properties would also build nesting rafts as these provide the 

best protection from mammal nest predators. 

TRUMPETER SWAN 

Brood on a small pond Lumsden property Hillview Road. 

Cygnus buccinator 

Estimated Population  

Pairs: 
0-1 

Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2008 
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This is the most colourful of our native ducks and is our 

only duck which regularly perches in trees and nests in tree 

cavities.  In the 1800s, the wood duck was in danger of 

extinction.  Timely legal protection and the introduction of 

wood duck nesting boxes brought about a remarkable 

recovery and it is now one of our most common ducks. 

We did not record wood ducks on McKenzie Marsh in 

our 1975 survey, but two pairs were nesting there in 2000. 

Until recently, the last breeding pair recorded on the marsh 

was a female with ducklings on July 26, 2001.  We also did 

not record this duck nesting in the urbanized parts of Aurora. 

Between 2001 and 2007, the Nature Reserve supported 

one or two pairs annually.  They failed to nest between 2008 

and 2010.  In 2011 to 2014, one to three pairs nested, most 

years at least one pair successfully reared ducklings. 

In 2007, a female with eight ducklings were flushed from 

heavily wooded Weslie Creek close to Highway 404.  The 

highest concentration of nesting pairs was in 2007 in the 

southeast corner of the Town where four  females were 

observed, one with a brood of six ducklings.  Two were 

located in a wooded swamp by the Canadian National Railway 

track close to Highway 404, the other pairs were located in a 

polluted wooded swamp just west of the junction of Leslie 

Street and Bloomington Road. 

In 2012 during the analysis period of the survey, a brood 

of wood duck was again recorded on McKenzie Marsh and at 

a new location, a small stormwater pond at McKinley Gate in 

the urban northwest corner of Town. 

It might be possible to increase the Town’s wood duck 

population if nest boxes were located near stormwater ponds 

and on private property where there are areas of wet 

woodland close by. 

 

 

 

WOOD DUCK 

Nesting habitat, stormwater pond. Mckinley Gate. 

Aix sponsa 

Estimated Population  

Pairs: 4-8 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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In the 1930s, this was considered southern 

Ontario’s most common duck.  Since the 1950s its 

population has declined and the mallard population, 

which is now by far the most abundant duck in southern 

Ontario, has replaced it.  These two ducks are closely related 

and often interbreed.  Resulting ducklings generally resemble 

the mallard.  Although it is still a relatively common duck in 

eastern Canada, its population in our Lake Simcoe-Rideau 

region is considerably lower than it was in the 1970s.  This 

decline is reflected across Ontario resulting in it being 

declared a “species of concern” under the North American 

Water Fowl Management Plan. 

This decline is reflected in Aurora’s black duck 

population.  In 1975, three pairs were still nesting on 

McKenzie Marsh.  A pair was located in the marsh on the 

south side of the St. John’s Sideroad in a territory which 

extended to the north side of the road.  A second pair 

occupied the center of the of the marsh and the third pair was 

located north of the marsh close to the creek.  They also 

nested in the Nature Reserve, but by 2000, it could no longer 

be considered as a regular nesting species. 

 Our only recent record of a possible breeding pair was 

in 2004 in the Nature Reserve.  That year we experienced a 

particularly long cool spring and a late thaw in central and 

northern Ontario.  A pair of black duck were recorded 

between April 11 and May 5 in the central and northern 

ponds but breeding was not confirmed.  It is recognized as an 

early nesting duck so it is possible that they attempted to nest 

but more probable that the pairs migration was delayed by 

the inclement weather further north. 

Black duck are still occasionally recorded on McKenzie 

Marsh in the Nature Reserve and on the larger pond on the 

Moraine in spring and fall migration. 

 

 

AMERICAN BLACK DUCK 

Central pond. Nature Reserve. 

Anas rubripes 

Estimated Population  

Pairs: 0 Most Years 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Before the 1950s, mallards were almost unknown in 

southern Ontario but due to its tolerance of human 

disturbance and ability to nest successfully in urban 

conditions, it is by far our most common duck. 

In locations where they are not hunted, mallards are 

confiding birds and are the ancestors of our domestic ducks 

which in Aurora occasionally crossbreeds with mallards 

resulting in the occasional odd plumaged hybrid in our 

mallard population. 

In the past, most of Aurora’s mallards used to nest close 

to our larger wetlands.  In recent years, as the population has 

expanded, it has become increasingly common in our urban 

areas.  Pairs now nest around most of our stormwater ponds, 

golf course ponds, even in relatively small garden ponds and 

occasionally by swimming pools.  Nests may also be located a 

considerable distance from water.  Generally they are well 

hidden in long grass or dense low vegetation in naturalized 

parkland or neglected overgrown areas.  Occasionally they 

will nest in a flowerbed or some unusual artificial structure, 

like the pair which nested in 2007 in a concrete planter in the 

Aurora Shopping Center. 

Although the mallard population is generally expanding 

in Aurora, there is a considerable variation in the annual 

number of nesting mallards.  In 1975, there were seven pairs 

nesting on McKenzie Marsh.  By the year 2000, this had 

declined to four pairs.  At the Nature Reserve, five pairs nested 

in 2001, but only two pairs in 2002.  Since then the total 

number of breeding pairs slowly increased to 16 pairs in 

2009, then declined to ten pairs by 2014.  These population 

fluctuations are probably related to winter survival or to the 

outbreak of disease.  Many of our mallards may also winter in 

the Town as sometimes 60 or more fly every evening to roost 

in our only small spring fed pond near Banbury Court which 

does not freeze over.  Unfortunately this pond is under threat 

of being filled in as part of the Lake Simcoe Region 

Conservation Authority’s policy to eradicate online ponds. 

MALLARD 

Nest under clipped shrub by door. Mendy’s Forrest. 

Anas platyrhynchos 

Estimated Population  

Pairs: 60-100 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-5 pairs 

 6-10 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The blue-winged teal is a bird of open wetland habitat 

with few trees, preferring marshes, wet grassland, shallow 

vegetated ponds and slow flowing rivers. This duck is one of 

our latest nesting dabbler ducks and due to its more open 

habitat its broods are often more easily observed. 

Its numbers are generally considered to have decreased 

over the last 20 years.  This is due to habitat reduction caused 

by changes in farming methods including more intensive 

drainage of wetlands, and by increased urbanization in 

southern Ontario.  As this duck winters in South and Central 

America, its population decline could also be the result of the 

loss of wetlands in their wintering grounds. 

In the 1970s, blue-winged teal were regular breeding 

species on the larger Aurora wetlands.  In 1975, four pairs 

nested on McKenzie Marsh.  By 2000, following development 

around this wetland, this duck could no longer be considered 

a nesting species, though it is still occasionally recorded in 

spring and fall migration.  By the year 2000, it was also no 

longer nesting regularly in the Nature Reserve.  The last pair 

which possibly nested there was recorded in 2004. 

Due to this duck’s dislike of urbanization, it should now be 

considered that any future nesting in Aurora will not occur on 

the wetlands location in the built up areas of the Town but it 

may still nest in the rural wetlands located in the south east 

quadrant of the Town. 

Due to recent approval by the Ontario Municipal Board 

for a golf course with accompanying residential development 

in the area adjoining one of these wetlands and possible 

future residential infilling on this portion of the Oak Ridges 

Moraine, it is more than likely that the blue-winged teal will 

become a locally extinct breeding bird in the not too distant 

future. 

BLUE-WINGED TEAL 

Central Pond. Nature Reserve. 

Anas discors 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
O Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The hooded merganser is the smallest of our mergansers 

and is the only one which is found exclusively in North 

America.  It nests in holes in trees and is found mainly in 

secluded wood swamp, waterways and beaver ponds.  In the 

early 20th century, this merganser had not been confirmed as 

a nesting species in eastern Canada.  This might have been the 

result of it being overlooked due to its retiring secretive 

behavior which makes it difficult to locate in the nesting 

season. 

Between the 1985 and 2005 Atlases of the Breeding 

Birds of Ontario, the population increased significantly in our 

Lake Simcoe-Rideau region.  This could account for the 

record of a female hooded merganser being recorded in 

2011 in late May during their peak breeding period in a small 

polluted wooded swamp, containing many dead trees which 

was surrounded by tipped land located west of Leslie Street 

and just over a 100 metres north of the Bloomington Road.  

Although there was a considerable amount of noise 

generated by the heavy truck traffic using Bloomington Road, 

there was virtually no human disturbance as the tip is no 

longer in use. 

The hooded merganser only pair for a very short period 

and as soon as incubation begins, the male abandons the 

female so it was not unusual that the male was not recorded.  

We did not see the female visit a nest site and on subsequent 

visits later in June, there was no sight of the female which is 

also not unusual, as when she has young she is notoriously 

secretive and remains well hidden. 

The nest could have possibly been predated or the 

female may have abandoned the nest as the water level of the 

swamp declined in mid-June and much of the area of open 

water was covered with a dense, large blanket of algae. 

There are very few suitable habitats for this merganser 

in Aurora and due to the pollution in this particular wetland it 

is not likely that it will become a regular breeding bird. 

HOODED MERGANSER 

Wooded swamp near Bloomington Road. 

Lophodytes cucullatus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0-1 

Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2011 
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Although the ruffed grouse is widely distributed in 

southern Ontario, it is noticeably absent in intensely farmed 

areas and around major urban areas.  This grouse is found in 

a wide variety of forest types, particularly in deciduous 

forests with birch and aspen whose catkins provide important 

food supply in spring.  Ruffed grouse are difficult to locate 

unless they are accidentally flushed or if the males’ distinctive 

drumming sound is heard in early spring. 

In the 1970s, ruffed grouse could be found in most of 

Aurora’s woodlots located outside the built up areas.  Three 

pairs still nested in Sheppard’s Bush in 1974, but as 

development increased around the bush by the mid-1980s, 

they no longer nested there.  The last record of a ruffed 

grouse in Sheppard’s Bush was of a single migrant in 

September 2005. 

A pair of ruffed grouse nested annually in the area of 

deciduous upland forests in the center of the Nature Reserve 

until 2003 which at the time was still surrounded by farmland, 

although extensive development was occurring a kilometre 

away.  Since this date there has been no record of this grouse 

in the Nature Reserve. 

During our one kilometre square survey between 2007-

2011, only one ruffed grouse was recorded in the breeding 

season in the Town limits in an area of aspen parkland by 

Highway 404. 

In 2011, a citizen reported that ruffed grouse were 

nesting between 2000 and 2006 in an area of aspen parkland 

in the southwest corner of the Town, north of Ridge Road, but 

that he had not recorded them in recent years.  Unfortunately 

this area is scheduled for development in the near future. 

Approximately every ten years, ruffed grouse have 

regular population explosions.  When these occur, this bird 

occasionally appears in the fall in Aurora, on occasion in 

urban gardens.  These birds do not seem to stay to 

repopulate the vacant habitats within the Town. 

RUFFED GROUSE 

Soon to be developed aspen parkland. Ridge Road. 

Bonasa umbellus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Before settlement, wild turkey were considered to be 

common, but through habitat loss as forests were cut down to 

increase farmland, and over hunting decimated the 

population, the Ontario population was expatriated by 1905. 

Wild turkey were successfully reintroduced into Ontario 

in 1984 using wild birds caught in the eastern United States 

and released in southern Ontario, and has once again become 

a common and widespread game bird. 

One of the first wild turkeys reported in Aurora was in 

the garden of Merlin's Hollow on Centre Crescent in the early 

1990s.  A single bird was seen walking along the northern 

boundary from the direction of the Town of Aurora Works 

Department yard.  This was a tame bird which showed little 

fear of humans and might have been a released pen reared 

bird so it would not be considered as truly wild. 

The first turkey reported in the Nature Reserve was in 

2003 when a hen with four chicks was disturbed on the dam 

of the central pond.  Since then, a breeding group of wild 

turkeys consisting of a male with one or two females have 

been recorded most years in the Nature Reserve.  Breeding is 

promiscuous. The dominant male prevents other males from 

mating with his females. 

Wild turkey by this time were being reported throughout 

the rural areas in the Town, often in small flocks of five or 

more.  As development has increased in the northwest 

portion of the Town, the turkey population has moved to the 

south and is now mainly concentrated on the north side of 

Bloomington Road where three to five flocks of seven to 20 

turkeys are well established in wooded areas.  They are often 

reported foraging under bird feeders in areas of low density 

housing.  Occasionally a bird strays into the built up core but 

breeding has not been recorded in these areas even where 

extensive blocks of wooded ravines have been protected. 

WILD TURKEY 

Small flock north of Wellington Street East. 

Meleagrls gallopavo 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  4-6 Groups 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 male 

 2-3 males 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Ontario’s most common grebe inhabits wetlands which 

often have considerable cattail and emergent vegetation and 

areas of open water.  This grebe is very conspicuous early in 

the nesting season but becomes very secretive when 

incubation begins. 

In the 1970s most of the larger ponds in Aurora 

supported several pairs of pied-billed grebe.  In 1975, four 

pairs nested on McKenzie Marsh, and even following 

development around the marsh, three pairs still nested in 

2000.  In recent years, as development and traffic noise 

increased, breeding was not recorded in this wetland. 

A similar pattern occurred in the Nature Reserve.  Grebes 

did not breed in 2001-2002.  A single pair nested in 2003 and 

2004, which increased to two pairs in 2005 and 2006.  They 

have not bred since this date as development noise and 

activities increased in areas adjoining the 35 metre buffer 

zones. 

These reductions in Aurora’s population do not reflect 

the general changes to the grebe population as the Atlas of 

the Breeding Birds of Ontario 2001- 2005 records an 

increase of 35% in population in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau 

region between 1985 and 2005.  Between 2007 and 2014 it is 

unlikely that a single pair of this species nested in Aurora, 

although several were recorded during both the spring and 

fall migration at McKenzie Marsh, the Nature Reserve, and at 

the large stormwater pond in the Aurora Community 

Arboretum. 

In recent years, several large ornamental ponds have 

been constructed in Aurora which would have provided 

additional grebe habitat but these were constructed too deep 

to support aquatic vegetation and the edges are too 

manicured to support cattail.  In the future, it would be 

beneficial to wildlife if property owners planning new ponds 

or renovating old ponds were to grade them from 0.3 to 1.5 

metres deep as this range of depths are more favorable for 

waterfowl.  It is also beneficial if they are designed so they 

can be drained and periodically dried out which improves 

long term productivity. 

PIED-BILLED GREBE 

Central Pond. Nature Reserve. 

Podilymbus podiceps 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1-2 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Historically this heron was a rare bird in Ontario.  In 

1894, nesting was only recorded around Lake Erie.  By 1936 

it was regarded as an uncommon breeding bird in York 

Region. 

In 1985, the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario 

recognized the green heron as a widespread breeding bird in 

southern Ontario.  The second Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 

Ontario records that there was a significant decline in the 

Ontario population of this small heron between 1985 and 

2005, which included our Lake Simcoe-Rideau region. 

Green heron can occasionally be observed in Aurora 

during the nesting season feeding around the edges of some 

of our smaller stormwater ponds or in our larger wetlands.  

However, nesting activity is mainly confined to our few wood 

swamps and bushy wetlands. 

This heron probably nests annually in Aurora but may be 

absent in some years.  In 1975 it nested in a small patch of 

wet woodland at the northern end of McKenzie Marsh, but 

was not recorded as nesting there in 2000.  Pairs were also 

present in the Nature Reserve in 2002, 2008 and 2011 but 

nested somewhere south of the wetland.  They also nested in 

an area of wet woodland west of Monkman Court in 2007 

and in a wooded swamp by the Canadian National Railway 

track north of Bloomington Road in 2009. 

In 2011, a pair nested by a polluted wooded swamp west 

of the junction of Leslie Street and Bloomington Road.  The 

green heron does not seem to be affected by development or 

human disturbance when feeding but the nests are generally 

located in undisturbed areas away from development. 

GREEN HERON 

Wet woodland. west of Monkman Court. 

Butorides virescens 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-2 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2007 

2011 

2009 
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There was a major decline in the osprey population 

between 1940 and 1970 due to the extensive use of DDT 

which resulted in eggs with very thin shells which were easily 

broken by the incubating bird.  Since the use of DDT was 

banned in Ontario, the ospreys have made a dramatic 

recovery and the population has steadily increased over the 

last few years. 

Osprey prefer large shallow, relatively clear lakes for 

fishing and suitable nest sites close by, which we do not have 

in Aurora.  It thus came as a surprise when, in 2008, we 

received a phone call reporting that an osprey was nesting 

on the tall communications tower located in the junction of 

Bloomington Road and Highway 404, just inside the Town’s 

boundary with Richmond Hill. 

This pair of osprey reared two young and returned to 

the nest in 2009 when they reared one young.  They used the 

nest again in 2010 but this attempt failed.  In 2011 they 

successfully reared three young, and two young in 2012 and 

2014. 

In 2009 a second nest appeared on a communication 

tower in the neighbouring municipality of Whitchurch-

Stouffville, on the east side of Highway 404, just south of 

Bethesda Road.  They reared at least two young but the 

following winter the top of the tower was sadly modified to 

prevent any further nesting activities. 

Osprey are infrequently observed fishing in our ponds, 

so they must be getting their fish from the large kettle lakes on 

the Oak Ridges Moraine located to the south of Aurora, in 

Richmond Hill, and east of Aurora in Whitchurch-Stouffville. 

The long term success of our pair of osprey will depend 

to a great extent on the owners of the tower allowing the 

osprey to nest.  Also how well our neighbouring municipalities 

of Richmond Hill and particularly Whitchurch-Stouffville 

protect the water quality of their kettle lakes from water 

pollution created by increasing development. 

Communication Tower. Bloomington Road and Highway 404. 

Pandion haliaetus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1 Most Years 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2008 

OSPREY 

2015 
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Recently known as the marsh hawk, this hawk hunts in 

the open country avoiding woodlands, and unlike most hawks, 

nests on the ground, often in small isolated wetlands. 

It will breed in undisturbed wetland nesting habitat, 

providing there is a minimum of 30 hectares to as much as 

600 hectares of grass and marshland, where it can hunt for 

its prime prey the meadow vole.  The extent of the hunting 

area and the nesting density of this harrier is closely related 

to the density of the meadow vole populations. 

In the 1930s, this harrier was considered to be the most 

common and widely distributed hawk in Ontario.  In more 

recent times its population has declined. 

A pair of northern harriers are easily spotted in their 

nesting season as they hunt over open country.  The males 

are particularly conspicuous in early May as they dive and 

swoop over the desired nesting site to attract a female. 

We still have several wetlands areas in Aurora which 

would supply nesting cover.  However, most of the 

surrounding open grasslands and arable fields, which would 

have provided essential hunting habitat, is gradually being 

developed, particularly in the northeastern section of the 

Town. 

The area covered by the Oak Ridges Moraine to the 

southeast in the past provided suitable hunting habitat for 

pairs nesting in Aurora but agricultural activity has declined 

and most of the pasture and arable land in this area is slowly 

changing into old field shrub, then woodland. 

This hawk has always been an erratic breeder within the 

Town and surrounding countryside.  A pair nested 

successfully just outside of the Town’s boundary, rearing four 

young in the 1990s in the small wetland in an area of dense 

cattail which still exists just east of Snowball Corner on the 

north side of Wellington Street East.  Throughout the summer 

of 2005, a pair hunted regularly in the Nature Reserve but 

nested somewhere south of Wellington Street East. 

Nest near Snowball Corner. 

Circus cyaneus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

NORTHERN HARRIER 
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This is one of the smallest of our more common 

hawks, which is most frequently seen in spring and fall 

on migrating and occasionally in winter when it hunts 

small songbirds around bird feeders. 

During the period of the widespread use of DDT, this 

hawk’s population declined rapidly, and in 1972 it was listed 

as a species of concern.  Since the ban of the use of DDT it is 

population has rebounded to the extent that it is now 

considered to be a fairly common bird. 

In Aurora, the sharp-shinned hawk is a regular migrant 

and winter visitor but erratic breeding bird.  Although not 

recorded in the McKenzie Marsh survey in 1975, when 

populations were low, a pair was recorded in 2000, which 

hunted over the   but probably nested somewhere on the 

grounds of St. Andrews College on Yonge Street. 

While not recorded in the Nature Reserve between 2001 

and 2007, a pair nested successfully in a dense block of 

spruce and pine in the center of the Nature Reserve between 

2008 to 2011.  One of the fledglings still in down, was 

photographed there, however the nest site was not located. 

This pair of sharp-shinned hawks did not hunt in the 

developed area close to the nest location even when the 

house construction was completed and the song bird 

populations began to increase. 

Generally they are difficult to survey, during the over 50 

hours spent between dawn and dusk in the Nature Reserve 

each year, they were only recorded once or twice in each 

nesting season.  All the breeding confirmations were 

recorded in the short period of two weeks often in early July, 

when the young leave the nest and the adults become very 

vocal when they are threatened by an intruder. 

A confirmed nest was also reported in the Ministry of 

Natural Resources (Bloomington) Environmental Site 

Assessment / ESA (93) in 1996 in a pine plantation west of the 

Canadian National Railway tracks. 

Pine plantation. Nature Reserve. 

 Accipiter striatus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2008 / 2011 

1996 

SHARP-SHINNED HAWK 
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A hundred years ago this hawk was considered to be a 

scarce breeding bird in Ontario and was still considered rare 

in the late 1960s.  The first Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 

Ontario in 1985 recorded a scattered but fairly sizable 

population which had increased considerably by the second 

atlas in 2005.  In recent years, the Cooper’s hawk has 

adapted to urban conditions, and an increasing number nest 

in cities where it often breeds in greater densities than in 

wooded rural areas which were it`s preferred habitat. 

Cooper’s hawk is easily observed during their noisy 

courtships in late April but become quite secretive close to 

their nesting site.  Like the sharp-shinned hawk, they also 

become very noisy and aggressive when the young leave the 

nest in July. 

Cooper’s hawks were not recorded as a breeding bird or 

a regular winter visitor in Aurora in any of our early surveys.  

In recent years they have become regular winter visitors and 

have been reported annually since the late 1990s. 

Most years we failed to record a single breeding 

Cooper’s hawk in Aurora, but in the summer of 2007, we 

recorded a pair of these hawks on several occasions in the 

southwest, and a single bird in the southeast corners of the 

Town.  The pair in the southwest corner was seen the most 

frequently and it appeared that these had a nest somewhere 

within the Town boundary.  The second bird most likely had a 

nest in Richmond Hill south of Bloomington Road. 

In 2012, a pair was also recorded nesting in the 

northwest corner of the Town in the wooded ravine along the 

Willow Farm Trail network.  In 2014, a pair usurped a pair of 

red-shouldered hawks from a nest close to the Sheppard‘s 

Bush Mary Street car park and reared two young. 

Accipiter cooperii 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2014 

2012 

2007 

COOPER’S HAWK 

Nesting habitat south west corner of the town. 
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Once considered to be one of Ontario’s 

most common hawks, its numbers declined 

dramatically in the middle of the 20th century 

caused mainly by habitat destruction.  By 1972, it was 

considered to be a species of concern.  Since then it has 

gradually increased, mainly on the southern Shield.  This 

hawk nests in a broad range of forests types including upland 

forest but its preference is mature bottomland forest, wooded 

river valleys and flooded swamps. 

Red-shouldered hawk have a reputation of being faithful 

to their nesting sites and a pair used to nest annually in 

Sheppard’s Bush in the same block of semi mature Scots pine 

trees close to where the Mary Street car park is now located.  

In April of 1974, they were sitting on eggs in a nest built in 

one of these pines, when they were usurped by a barred owl 

which took over the nest, eventually rearing a brood of 

owlets. 

This pair nested in this location for two-three more 

years, then left and for over 20 years there were no records 

of red-shouldered hawk in Sheppard’s Bush.  In the early 

spring of 2005, a pair was recorded close to where they used 

to nest in the 1970s.  There were no further records until mid

-September, when a pair was seen with three very recently 

fledged young.  Within a week, one of the young was picked 

up dead.  A second young died about two weeks later, but the 

third young, which spent most of its time calling for a parent, 

remained until early October.  A pair return again in 2013 

and built a nest close to the Mary Street car park but deserted 

it when traffic activity in the car park increased.  They 

returned next year but were usurped by a pair of Cooper's 

hawk. 

RED-SHOULDERED HAWK 

Nesting location by Mary Street car park. 

Buteo lineatus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2013 
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This small hawk frequents dense extensive hardwood 

and mixed forest containing a wide range of both mature and 

young trees.  Its favorite hunting method is to sit quietly under 

the tree canopy then pounce on any amphibians, small 

mammals, insects and occasionally small birds.  This makes it 

difficult to observe unless it is disturbed and takes flight. 

Broad-winged hawks are most common in central 

Ontario on the Canadian Shield with a small isolated 

population in southern Ontario including on the Oak Ridges 

Moraine.  Large numbers, sometimes in flocks of 

several thousands, migrate along the shore of Lake 

Ontario on their way to their wintering grounds in 

South America. 

Although the broad-winged hawk is considered to be the 

most common hawk in North America, it is secretive when 

nesting and not a great deal is known about its breeding 

habits or territorial behavior. 

We were surprised when a pair of these birds nested in 

2004 in a section of the Vandorf Woodlot on the edge of the 

urban core close to the Nokiidaa Trail.  These were likely part 

of the Oak Ridges Moraine population.  The nest found on 

August 3, was in the main fork 15 metres high, in an American 

beech tree located 100 metres east of the trail. 

This pair reared three young, which left the nest on 

August 8  and remained close to the nest for about two weeks. 

A pair also nested in the same location in 2008.  This nest was 

not located but the young were recorded calling noisily for 

several days after they left the nest. 

This hawk is secretive when nesting and is not easy to 

survey accurately.  It is also not common on the Moraine, but 

the population has remained stable.  Although, over the last 20 

years, a significant decline of 5.3% was recorded on the Hawk 

Watch in Grimsby of the birds migrating to their wintering 

ground in South America. 

BROAD-WINGED HAWK 

Nesting location in the Vandorf Woodlot. 

Buteo platypterus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2004 
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In the 1900s, the red-tailed hawk only nested in 

scattered locations in southern Ontario and was far less 

common than the red-shouldered hawk.  The red-tailed hawk 

numbers increased and the red-shouldered hawk’s numbers 

decreased as forests were cut down to create open farmland. 

This large hawk is now by far the most common bird of 

prey found in Aurora, where it can often be seen along 

roadways sitting on top of a hydro pole, hunting in both 

summer and winter.  The network of small woodlots and 

forest patches interspersed with open fields and shrubby 

edges, which dominate the landscape in the rural parts of the 

Town provide ideal habitat for this hawk.  Our red-tailed 

hawks do not nest in our urban area. 

In 1975, a pair nested on McKenzie Marsh and in 2000, a 

pair nested in a large willow tree behind Hadley Grange and 

reared three young.  A pair also nested in a large bur oak tree 

in the Aurora Community Arboretum in the year before the 

baseball diamond was built.  This pair also successfully reared 

young.  Both of these pairs no longer nest as the surrounding 

farmland is now completely covered with housing and 

industrial development. 

This situation will also arise in the north east corner of 

the town to the pair nesting in the Nature Reserve or in the 

woodland north of State Farm Way.  In future, the 

surrounding farmland will be developed and result in the loss 

of one more breeding pair in the next 12 to 15 years. 

The overall population in the south of the Town has been 

remarkably stable over the same period of time at two to 

three pairs.  There should be no further loss of breeding pairs 

unless extensive development is approved on the Oak Ridges 

Moraine or in the areas of farmland designated as Greenbelt 

in the surrounding municipalities which form part of their 

hunting grounds. 

Nest location in a white pine on Vandorf Sideroad, west of 
Leslie Street. 

Buteo jamaicensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  3-5 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2011 

2011 

2007 

2006 

2011 

2006 

RED-TAILED HAWK 
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Our smallest falcon, which used to be a common sight 

perched in open areas on poles and fence posts along many 

rural roads, has become much less common over much of 

North America in the last 20 years.  This decline is reflected in 

many farmland and grassland birds.  Providing there is 

enough open land to support hunting, the American kestrel 

will tolerate human disturbance. 

During the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, a pair of 

kestrel nested in the East Holland River Valley just north of the 

woodlot.  A pair also nested in a dead elm tree in the central 

area of McKenzie Marsh in 1975.  Kestrels, at that time, were 

relatively common birds in rural Aurora.  By the year 2000, 

they no longer nested on McKenzie Marsh or near 

Sheppard’s Bush.  They also have not nested in the Nature 

Reserve although they visit on migration.  A single bird was 

recorded on several occasions in the summer of 2006 in the 

open valley lands on the east side of Bayview Avenue close to 

Stone Road which may have had a nest. 

In the spring of 2007, three kestrel nest boxes were 

erected by volunteers and Town staff on hydro poles in the 

Aurora Community Arboretum.  A pair of kestrel used the box 

south west of Berkshire Drive, rearing five young in 2008 and 

three young in 2009.  Unfortunately the box was struck by 

lightning later that summer and the replacement box has not 

been used since. 

In June 2012, a kestrel was reported entering the Town’s 

Environmental Services Department’s salt barn on Scanlon 

Court by a staff member.  On investigation, a pair was found 

nesting in the barn which reared three young they also 

nested in 2013 rearing two young. 

We could likely encourage more kestrels to nest if 

additional nest boxes were erected in our more extensive 

areas of publicly owned park land and on private properties 

in rural areas. 

Salt barn on Scanlon Court. 

Falco sparverius 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2012 / 2013 

 2008 / 2009 

AMERICAN KESTREL 
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This small falcon was originally known as the pigeon 

hawk for its pigeon like flight.  For most of the 20th century it 

was only recorded in southern Ontario as a regular migrant.  

It was becoming a common breeding bird in northern Ontario 

until, in the 1950s and 1960s, its numbers were decimated by 

the use of DDT. 

Between the two breeding birds atlases, the merlin 

recovered from the effects of DDT and its numbers expanded 

rapidly in central Ontario, and in the last few years, it has 

gradually begun to expand its population into southern 

Ontario. 

Merlin are now increasingly nesting in urban areas with 

mature tree cover as these areas provide abundant prey in 

the form of sparrows and small song birds, and safe nesting 

sites. 

The first merlin nest in Aurora and York Region was 

found on June 30, 2008 at the north end of Williamson 

Terrace.  A female merlin was observed in a clump of pine 

trees plucking a recently caught chipping sparrow.  At first it 

was considered to be an immature nonbreeding bird, but it 

soon flew into a group of pine trees between two houses, 

where it fed two down covered chicks in an old crow’s nest 

built about ten metres above the ground.  On July 18, both 

young had left the nest and were being fed by both parents.  

This pair mainly hunted over the rural area to the west of the 

nest site.  They did not return to breed in 2009. 

There are several suitable open wooded locations in the 

Town with mature conifers containing old crow nests so it is 

likely that this hawk may nest again in Aurora in the not too 

distant future.  This prediction proved to be correct as, 

recently in 2015, a pair nested in a clump of pines in the 

downtown core at the junction of Wells Street and Metcalfe 

Street. 

 

 

 

MERLIN 

Nest location on left side of house. Williamson Terrace. 

Falco columbarius 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2008 

2015 
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The Virginia rail is a bird of both large and small cattail 

marshes, especially where there are patches of emergent 

vegetation with shallow open pools.  It has a sulky nature, but 

in recent years it has become easier to monitor populations 

by using a tape recording of its call, which results in a 

returned call from any nesting birds. 

The extensive use of recording equipment may account 

for the increasing number of rails recorded in the most recent 

Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, however in the last 12 

years, even when this technique was used, we were unable to 

find any nesting Virginia rail in Aurora. 
The Common Bird Census of McKenzie Marsh in 1975 

recorded six breeding pairs, four were in the extensive areas 

of cattail in both the northern and southern sections of the 

marsh.  One pair was located in the wooded wetland west of 

McKenzie home.  The other pair was in the small willow 

dominated wetland in the northeast corner.  By the year 

2000, this rail no longer nested in this wetland. 

In the Nature Reserve before development, there were 

three pairs in 2001; two in the cattails in the southern end of 

the central pond, and one in the cattail at the southern end of 

the northern pond.  There were also three pairs in 2002.  Two 

nested in the cattail round the northern pond and one at the 

southern end of the central pond.  The last pair recorded in 

Aurora nested at the northern end of the northern pond in 

2004, just before development commenced along the edges of 

the buffer zones. 

This should be considered as a species of concern in our 

local area and efforts should be made to assess if mitigating 

measures can be taken to reduce the effects which 

development, deteriorated water quality and human 

disturbance appear to have on this species.  This bird has 

been known to nest in urban conditions providing there is 

sufficient suitable undisturbed habitat available. 

VIRGINIA RAIL 

Cattail marsh, Northern Pond after development. Nature 
Reserve. 

Rallus limicola 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2004 
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There have been very few changes to the sora rail 

population since historic times where it was reported as 

nesting in most of Ontario, with the highest population located 

along the southern edge and south of the Canadian Shield.  

The sora population is still widely distributed in southern 

Ontario but has declined in areas where there has been 

habitat loss through wetland drainage schemes. 

Sora will sometimes nest in wetlands as small as 0.5 

hectares, but more often in larger ponds, swamps, bogs and 

wet grassy meadows which have rich vegetation, preferably 

with sedges and cattails and areas where the mud is soft and 

deep. 

The most recent 2005 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 

Ontario indicates there has been a slight decline in the 

population of sora rail in southern Ontario.  In Aurora, we 

seem to have lost most of our rail population likely due to 

housing development around our more important wetlands. 

In 1975, two pairs of sora nested on McKenzie Marsh in 

the much smaller willow dominated wetland in the northeast 

corner of the wetland complex.  By 2000, they no longer 

nested on the marsh. 

Sora rail did not breed in the Nature Reserve in 2001 to 

2003.  A single pair nested in 2004 and 2005, both in dense 

cattail growth on the west side of the northern pond.  

Although they are still recorded most springs on migration 

and occasionally a bird will stay and call for several days, 

they have not nested again. 

In the summer of 2008, a pair nested in the wooded 

wetland along the Canadian National Railway tracks in the 

southwest corner of the Town.  This wetland is still relatively 

isolated from human disturbance and may be the last wetland 

in Aurora that is still viable sora rail habitat. 

The sora should also be considered as a species of 

concern in our local area and some of the same mitigating 

concerns that apply to the Virginia rail should also apply to 

this species. 

Wooded swamp. Canadian National Railway tracks west of 
Highway 404. 

Porzana carolina 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0-1 

Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2004 / 2005 

2008 

SORA RAIL 
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The common moorhen is not common in our section of 

the Lake Simcoe-Rideau region.  It prefers large permanent 

wetlands which exist in both McKenzie Marsh and the Nature 

Reserve.  Generally, the moorhen seems to be declining in 

Ontario, which is inconsistent with the overall pattern of most 

other wetland birds that have stable populations or are 

increasing. 

In the 1975 survey, ten pairs of moorhen nested on 

McKenzie Marsh.  Eight pairs nested on the northern section 

and two in the southern.  This survey was carried out soon 

after the marsh was created by damming a small creek.  The 

most productive time of man made wetlands is often soon 

after they are created.  This possibly accounts for the high 

population of the moorhen and other wetland birds species 

during this survey. 

Generally the high productivity slowly declines as the 

wetland ages.  This declination can be improved if every six to 

eight years the water level is lowered in early spring before 

nesting begins or in late July when most nesting ends, then it 

is left to dry out slowly, allowing patches of mud to dry and 

bake before refilled with water in the fall.  This management 

technique could also be applied to other man made wetlands 

with declining productivity in Aurora. 

By the time that housing development surrounded the 

southern section of McKenzie Marsh in 2000, not a single pair 

of common moorhen nested. 

During the 14 year survey of the Nature Reserve, the 

moorhen only nested on one occasion in 2001, as the 

southern end of the north pond where they successfully 

reared five young. 

This decline in Aurora may result from declining 

productivity of the wetlands or from the decline of this species 

in Ontario.  Not a single breeding pair were reported in the 

atlas period 2001 to 2005 in the Greater Toronto Area, which 

may indicate that this species is highly susceptible to 

development and human disturbance. 

COMMON MOORHEN 

Northern pond before development. Nature Reserve. 

Gallinula chloropus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0 Most Years 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2001 
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The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario (1985) states 

that populations probably declined locally in southern 

Ontario because of habitat loss.  The revised atlas (2005) also 

concludes that the Ontario population has been declining 

significantly since 1973. 

The American coot prefers wetlands with extensive 

areas of cattail with areas of emergent aquatic vegetation 

with patches or blocks of deep open water with a ratio of 

about 50% of each.  This was a similar ratio to the habitat 

conditions which existed in 1975 when the American coot 

was a common breeding bird on McKenzie Marsh with seven 

pairs recorded.  This was soon after the marsh was created 

and several years before housing development extended to 

within 35 metres of the southern and western edges of the 

marsh.  By the year 2000, the American coot no longer nested 

in this wetland although individuals or pairs occasionally visit 

the marsh, most often on spring migration. 

American coot also nested in the 1970s on the northern 

and central ponds in the future Nature Reserve.  The last pair 

to nest on the northern pond was in 2004 when the 

surrounding housing development was still too far away to 

disturb the birds.  Now the development is between 100 and 

35 metres from the northern pond and 35 metres from some 

sections of the central pond. 

On occasions in recent years, an American coot on 

spring migration has stayed on the northern pond for a few 

days, sometimes remaining for as long as a week or more.  

They always failed to attract a mate and eventually moved 

away. 

It will be interesting to see if the American coot has now 

become a locally extinct breeding bird due to housing 

development, or in the Nature Reserve, if the buffer zone 

designed to eventually screen the development, combined 

with a management plan, will tempt them to breed again in the 

future. 

AMERICAN COOT 

Northern pond before buffer zone edges were developed. 
Nature Reserve. 

Fulica americana 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2004 



46 mapping 

This is our most common shorebird.  In recent years, its 

numbers have declined dramatically in Ontario with the cause 

of the decline unknown. The killdeer population in Aurora is 

probably at its highest in several years due to the extensive 

construction in the northeast corner of the Town, which in the 

early stages provided an ideal habitat as killdeer nest on the 

disturbed ground on building sites.  It also nests around 

recently constructed and renovated stormwater ponds and 

fallow topsoil stripped sites like the industrial lands by 

Highway 404. 

The population around the Nature Reserve has fluctuated 

annually depending on the vegetative cover in the 

surrounding fields.  In 2001, this was as low as two pairs 

when the land was grazed and as high as six pairs when the 

grassland was plowed then allowed to go fallow.  Numbers 

decreased as these areas became more weedy, then 

increased back to six pairs when construction began.  

Between 2011 to 2013 when the new houses were occupied 

only one pair nested.  When the topsoil was stripped on the 

east side in 2014 the number increased to two pairs. 

Following the construction and renovation of three 

stormwater ponds in 2005, two pairs of killdeer nested in the 

northwest corner of the Town.  But nesting ceased as the 

vegetation round the pond became established.  This pattern 

is typical as development sites in Town are completed and 

landscaped. 

The killdeer is likely to vanish as a local breeding bird in 

our urban areas unless conservation methods are taken to 

ensure that a small percentage of our naturalized areas are 

regularly disturbed to create some bare ground.  This could 

be done, for example, along hydro right of ways by 

constructing permanent gravel areas surrounded by short 

grass.  Our rural population in the southeast portion of the 

Town will also decline if arable agricultural operations decline 

or are discontinued. 

KILLDEER PLOVER 

Small area of typical disturbed nesting habitat. River Ridge 
Boulevard. 

Charadrius vociferus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-25 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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A familiar shorebird in Ontario, where it is found along 

gravel and muddy river banks, pond edges and ditches.  It is 

quite common in urban areas in southern Ontario where 

there are areas of disturbed, lightly vegetated ground, with 

shallow puddles of water.  (Provided human disturbance, and 

predation by urban animals, is low).  Although still considered 

common and wide spread, the decline in this species’ 

population in recent years has designated it as a species of 

moderate concern in Canada. 

Like the killdeer, which shares the same habitat, it is most 

common in the northeast corner or Aurora where most of the 

current development is in the early stages and the topsoil is 

stripped with shallow puddles.  If left undisturbed for several 

years this gives one or two pairs of spotted sandpiper the 

opportunity to nest annually.  They will move away as soon 

as the development begins on the site. 

It is particularly attracted to recently constructed or 

renovated stormwater ponds when the edges are muddy with 

little vegetation, but deserts these after two to three years as 

the cattail edge develops.  This is reflected in the population of 

the Nature Reserve where a single pair nested annually until 

topsoil was stripped in 2007.  Then two to four pairs nested 

between 2008 and 2011 correlating with the construction of  

stormwater ponds.  They did not nest again until 2014, when 

three pairs nested as topsoil was stripped on the east side.  

The only pair in the south part of Town nested by a pond in an 

abandoned gravel pit. 

Our population of spotted sandpipers will decline in the 

future as development declines and our stormwater ponds 

become more vegetated.  The current policy of renovating 

two to three stormwater ponds annually will be of 

importance to the long term survival of our local population.  

The creation of gravel areas for killdeer would also benefit 

this species especially if these areas included puddles of 

shallow water which benefits both species. 

SPOTTED SANDPIPER 

Typical nesting area on topsoil stripped school site. Conover 
Avenue. 

Actitis macularius 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  5-8 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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One of the most widely distributed shorebirds in North 

America.  It breeds in wet meadows, bogs and marshes with 

soft muck soils.  Between the Atlases of the Breeding Birds of 

Ontario, there was a significant decline in the snipe population 

in our region. 

The snipe is a rare breeding bird in Aurora which only 

occurred in one location at the southern end of the Nature 

Reserve where there is a strip of sedge marsh.  In the 1980s 

and 1990s when this area was grazed, snipe nested in years 

when the water levels were suitable.  These varied 

considerably depending on the amount of snowmelt and 

rainfall in the spring. 

Following the construction of the golf course and housing 

on the Stronach property on the south side of Wellington 

Street East, the water level in this wetland became 

permanently high and cattail is now invading the marsh at a 

rapid rate which is crowding out the sedges and reducing the 

amount of suitable snipe habitat. 

In the last ten years, while often recorded on spring 

migration in this area, only one snipe has stayed (2007) and 

held a breeding territory for two to three weeks and then 

moved away.  On June 26, 2011 a snipe nest with three eggs 

was found in an untypical habitat on the edge of a neglected 

meadow scheduled for development.  This site was adjoining a 

200 square metre industrial site by Highway 404 just south of 

Wellington Street East, where the topsoil had been stripped 

and several shallow pools formed which had dried out by the 

time the eggs were due to hatch.  Although it is likely that the 

eggs hatched, the fate of the chicks is unknown. 

Regardless of this unusual record, it is unlikely that snipe 

will nest again in Aurora unless a management plan is 

developed which will control water levels in the sedge marsh 

to eradicate the cattail, or if other suitable habitat is created 

within the Nature Reserve. 

WILSON’S SNIPE 

Unusual nest location near topsoil stripped site east of Don 
Hillock Drive. 

Gallinago delicata 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2011 
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The American woodcock is found in young, moist 

woodland and moist bushy fields, often with sandy 

soils where earthworms are plentiful. 

Woodcock are hard to find in the daytime unless they are 

accidently flushed, but early in the nesting season at dawn 

and dusk, they are easy to locate due to their distinctive buzzy 

call and erratic flight display.  There was a decline in the 

woodcock population in our region which is considered to be 

as a result of habitat loss as neglected moist fields are 

gradually reverting back to forest.  It is still considered to be a 

common bird in Ontario. 

In Aurora, our nesting population generally favor open 

scrubby woodland with patches of mature aspen and a moist 

sandy soil where these occur in undeveloped areas.  They are 

generally faithful to their nesting territories and are found in 

the same location year after year. 

For many years, two to three pairs used to nest on both 

sides of the St. John’s Sideroad less than half a kilometre from 

its junction with Leslie Street.  In 1981, we flushed a 

woodcock from a small spring line which had two recently 

hatched young.  Twenty six years later in 2007, two or three 

pairs were still nesting in this location.  In 2011 a pair also 

nested in the Nature Reserve close to this road.  In the near 

future all this prime woodcock habitat will be lost to 

development. 

The long-term protection of woodcock in Aurora will 

depend on protecting the habitat of the pairs which nest in the 

valley west of the stormwater pond on Pinnacle Trail and 

those nesting along the west side of Highway 404 on the Oak 

Ridges Moraine.  These should fare better than the one or two 

pairs north of Ridge Road in the south of Town and the pair 

east of the hydro corridor on Bloomington Road which may 

not be so fortunate as these locations are also scheduled for 

future development.  Woodcock normally do not nest in the 

urban part of the Town, but during late April and early May in 

2007, a male was buzzing in the Aurora Community 

Arboretum a few metres north of the Tim Horton’s car park 

on Wellington Street East and John West Way. 

Soon to be developed aspen parkland north of Ridge Road. 

Scolopax minor 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  5-7 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

AMERICAN WOODCOCK 
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The rock pigeon was introduced into America 400 years 

ago, but it was not until the 1950s when it was recognized as 

a wild bird.  This pigeon depends on grain and handouts for its 

survival, so it is only found in arable lands and in urban areas.  

There was a significant increase in this pigeon’s population in 

our region between atlases. 

Rock pigeons are not widely distributed within the Town.  

There are mainly three distinct groups.  Two or three pairs 

are concentrated in the commercial zone around John West 

Way and Wellington Street East and Bayview Avenue.  A 

second group of two to three pairs are concentrated around 

St. Andrew’s Village.  The largest and oldest concentration of 

between five to eight pairs is centered around the old post 

office building and the United Church on Yonge Street.  In 

recent years, pairs have attempted to nest, generally 

unsuccessfully, in half constructed houses in new subdivisions. 

Urban pigeons spend most of their time in a very small 

area often within a radius of 500 metres.  The range of 

pigeons in agricultural areas are much more expansive 

where flights of several kilometres to feeding areas are not 

uncommon.  This makes it more difficult to locate the few pairs 

we have which are scattered throughout the rural area.  

These nest in abandoned barns or where they are tolerated in 

active barns. 

This pigeon nest early breeding activities starting in early 

March and they can raise three to four broods.  Consequently 

our pigeon numbers increase rapidly by fall, when flocks of 

50+ birds (some of these may be out of town birds) have been 

recorded, but by spring, numbers often drop to less than 30. 

Many of these birds that survive the winter fail to nest 

successfully.  It has been recorded that in some areas only 

27% of the pigeon population nests.  In Aurora this is mainly 

due to the lack of suitable nesting cavities in modern buildings 

which tend to keep our pigeon population from further 

expansion. 

A pair also nests in the old Fleury Factory in the downtown 
core. 

Columba livia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  10-20 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-8 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

ROCK PIGEON 
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It is a common garden bird in southern Ontario and a 

much hunted game bird in the United States.  For several 

years this dove has been increasing in number and expanding 

its range.  It is a prolific breeding bird which often rears two 

to three broods between late April and mid-October.  This 

dove is widely distributed throughout Aurora in both the 

urban and rural areas, with the population being the most 

dense in the urban zone. 

In 1974, Common Bird Census of Sheppard’s Bush only 

one breeding pair was recorded.  McKenzie Marsh in 1975 

had four pairs.  By 2000, the population in the marsh had 

increased to 16 pairs.  By 2006, Sheppard’s Bush still had one 

pair.  The population between Wellington Street East and 

Vandorf Sideroad (2006 -2014) had 36 pairs in the first four 

years of the survey, 40 pairs in the last four years.  Over the 

last 14 years, the population in the Nature Reserve has 

produced a similar pattern; 27 pairs nested in the first four 

years (2001-2004), 35 nested in the last four years of the 

survey (2011-2014). 

A survey was conducted in 2009 using a square 

kilometre section of the 100 year old downtown core, it was 

noted that eight breeding pairs of doves were recorded.  A 

similar survey of the 50+ year old subdivision of Orchard 

Heights recorded 14 pairs.  The 1 to 5 year old subdivision to 

the west of the Nature Reserve had 16 pairs most of these 

pairs were concentrated in the 3 to 5 year old area. 

In our rural areas, mourning doves were most 

frequently recorded nesting in low density residential estates 

and around farm houses.  They were also found in areas of 

open woodland edge and shrubby fields but not in continuous 

high canopy woodland.  This may account for the reduced 

population in older areas of the Town where the tree canopy 

is mature and dense. 

MOURNING DOVE 

Nest on a porch light. Cameron Avenue. 

Zenaida macroura 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  300-400 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-5 pairs 

 6-10 pairs 

 11-20 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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We have two cuckoo species in Ontario which share 

similar habitats of open woodland, riparian thickets, roadsides 

and abandoned orchards, providing they have low shrubby 

vegetation.  They both feed extensively on hairy caterpillars of 

the gypsy moth and forest tent caterpillar which are rejected 

by most other birds.  The songs of both cuckoos are much the 

same making it difficult to identify them by their song. 

This cuckoo has never been considered a common bird in 

Ontario.  It is most common in the Carolinian 

region of the province.  It was relatively 

common in our region in 1985 but the 

population in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau region declined 

between the atlases.  It did have an increase on the southern 

Shield which could reflect changes in the distribution of its 

hairy caterpillar prey. 

It has always been a scarce breeding bird in Aurora.  In 

the 1974 a nest consisting of a low loose structure of twigs 

placed about two metres above the ground was found in the 

top of a hawthorn bush in an area of shrubby pasture just 

east of Sheppard’s Bush which is now part of the Stone Road 

subdivision.  The female was on the nest and her yellow lower 

beak and chestnut brown upper wing tips were clearly visible 

when she was flushed from the nest, which contained three 

eggs. 

Unlike the European cuckoo, this cuckoo rarely lays its 

eggs in other birds’ nests.  More recently in 2006, a yellow-

billed cuckoo was seen carrying food and uttering its low 

alarm call (which generally indicates a nesting pair) in a 

wooded swamp by the Canadian National Railway track close 

to Highway 404 in the southeast corner of the Town. 

We have no other records for Aurora, but it is likely that 

it nests occasionally where there is an abundant supply of 

gypsy and tent moth caterpillars which are essential for 

successful nesting. 

YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 

Nesting area in wooded swamp by Canadian National Railway 
tracks in south east corner of the town. 

Coccyzus americanus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2006 
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More common than the yellow-billed cuckoo, 

this species breeds in similar habitats but tends to 

occupy more extensive areas of drier, open 

woodland.  It is also found in bushy fields, old orchards, forest 

edge and riparian thickets. 

This cuckoo is also dependent on hairy forest tent 

caterpillars and the caterpillars of the gypsy moth.  

Depending on the density of these insects, it may be common 

in some years and completely absent in others, even though 

the habitat remains undisturbed. 

The black-billed cuckoo is distributed sparingly 

throughout the rural area of Aurora.  It was not recorded on 

the McKenzie Marsh survey in 1975.  But in the late 1970s, a 

nest low down in a hawthorn was found which had reared 

three young.  It was located in a small area of scrub east of 

the marsh a few metres to the north of the St. John’s 

Sideroad, just west of the railway tracks. 

They have also nested in the Nature Reserve in the early 

1980s.  In the survey of the Reserve in 2001 to 2014, they 

were recorded annually on migration, but we only located 

one likely nesting pair in 2009.  It was present for most of the 

early summer (June/July) in a patch of scrubby woodland and 

old field, which has since been developed, at the northeast end 

of the Reserve, on the south side of St. John’s Sideroad. 

Occasionally in mid-July, single black-billed cuckoo are 

recorded in the Nature Reserve where they sometimes stay 

for a few days before moving away.  Care must be taken not 

to record these as breeding birds as generally they are 

unmated birds or part of a failed breeding pair. 

Between 2007 and 2011, two to four pairs were also 

recorded annually in areas of old field and woodland edge in 

the southeastern quarter of the Town.  Not a single pair was 

recorded in the built up part of the Town, possibly because 

the surviving patches of suitable habitat are not large enough 

to support a nesting pair. 

BLACK-BILLED CUCKOO 

Typical shrubland habitat. West View Drive. 

Caccyzus erythropthalmus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
2-5 Most Years 

0 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This small owl is the most common owl found nesting in 

southern Ontario in both rural and urban areas, where it 

frequents small woodlots, orchards and woodland containing 

a variety of open bushy habitats.  This nocturnal owl spends 

the day sleeping in a tree cavity but in November and 

December when they establish their breeding territories they 

become very noisy.  By using a tape recording of its distinct 

whistled call, it is possible to locate breeding pairs. 

The survey of McKenzie Marsh in 1975 found a pair of 

these owls nesting in a wood duck nesting box, but 

were not recorded in the 2000 survey.  This owl was 

also a frequent nesting bird in Sheppard’s Bush in the late 

1980s where they also nested in a wood duck nesting box 

close the Mary Street entrance. 

During a survey of the Nature Reserve from 2001-2014, 

the screech owl was not recorded.  In November 2011, during 

a late evening survey using a tape recorder there were two 

or three pairs present in Sheppard’s Bush and the Vandorf 

Woodlot.  Two pairs were heard in the wooded area 

northwest of the junction of Highway 404 and Bloomington 

Road.  A pair was also recorded on Ridge Road in the 

southwest part of Town. 

In 2008, a resident of Willow Farm Lane gave us a 

photograph of a pair with two young sitting on their roof.  The 

Town staff also disturbed a roosting screech owl in 2014 

when pruning a tree on Harrison Avenue in the old part of 

Town.  It is probable that this owl is more common in Aurora 

than our surveys indicate as it is not always easy to get 

access to the more isolated woodland.  The placing of wood 

duck nesting boxes in the suitable areas of habitat owned by 

the Town or on private property would likely make it easier 

to confirm breeding of this species in Aurora. 

EASTERN SCREECH OWL 

Roosting locations in large maple close to wooded creek. 
Harrison Avenue. 

Megascops asio 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  6-8 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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By far our largest ear tufted owl in Ontario which nests 

widely in southern Ontario in fragmented habitats with large 

woodlots, open fields, pasture and rough grasslands.  Habitat 

which support many small mammals. This owl does not 

respond to tape recordings like many other owl species, but it 

is easily detected during the day as it is frequently mobbed by 

flocks of noisy crows which draw attention to its roosting site.  

In Aurora, this owl nests in rural areas but occasionally 

strays into urban areas in the fall and winter. 

In the past this owl nested on or near McKenzie Marsh.  It 

also nested successfully in 1974 in Sheppard's Bush.  In the 

early 1980s, a pair nested in an old nest in the willows behind 

the Blue’s farmhouse at the junction of Bayview Avenue and 

St. John’s Sideroad. 

More recently, a great horned owl nested annually 

between 2003 and 2006 and in 2008 in or near the Nature 

Reserve.  In 2009 when construction reached the western 

boundaries, the pair moved north of State Farm Way.  A great 

horned owl was also heard calling in the fall of 2008 and in 

2011 near Hunters Glen Road, east of Woodland Crescent.  A 

roosting bird was also disturbed in 2011 in a small wood on 

the hydro corridor north of Bloomington Road which may 

nest in Richmond Hill.  In 2010 they were also reported in the 

Case Woodlot and on Ridge Road. 

In 2012, a pair nested on the St. Andrew golf course in 

the north section of the Town.  The nest was blown out of the 

tree and the owlets were put into a plastic crate nailed to the 

tree, the parents continued to raise the young owls. 

Providing much of the farmland in the southeastern 

corner of Town and in the adjoining municipalities which is 

part of the Greenbelt remains undeveloped, the great horned 

owl should remain as a breeding bird in Aurora. 

GREAT HORNED OWL 

Has nested in this heritage woodland east of Central Pond. 
Nature Reserve. 

Bubo virginianus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  2-3 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This owl is a year-round resident in large unfragmented 

wet woods, often where there is a mixture of deciduous and 

coniferous trees.  Occasionally when food is short in central 

Ontario, they will migrate south in search of food.  Suitable 

habitat for this owl is scarce in Aurora and is mainly located in 

the southeast corner of Town along the East Holland River 

which runs through part of Sheppard’s Bush and the Vandorf 

Woodlot.  A pair nested there regularly in the late 1970s.  This 

pair in 1974 usurped a red-shouldered hawk from its nest in 

a Scots pine close to Mary Street and raised a brood of 

owlets. 

 We have not recorded a vocal response from this owl 

when playing back tapes of their hoots but a single barred 

owl on March 15, 2002 appeared with a pair of screech owls 

when we were playing a screech owl recording in the 

Vandorf Woodlot.  This was the last probable breeding barred 

owl we recorded. 

In April 2008 a barred owl was disturbed by a flock of 

crows in the central area of Sheppard’s bush near Cousins 

Drive East.  A barred owl was also seen regularly in 

November and December 2009 hunting during the day in the 

same area, these could have been winter visitors or migrant.  

One was also present in early November 2010 in the Vandorf 

Woodlot. 

In the winter of 2011-2012, over 80 mature trees were 

felled on the Beacon Hall Golf course to reduce shade to 

improve the quality of the grass on one of their greens.  A 

roosting barred owl was disturbed as the trees were being 

felled which could be an indication that we might have a 

resident pair of this owl in Aurora.  However this wholesale 

removal of trees which reduces the forest cover which is 

important to this species’ survival was not conducive to its 

survival. 

BARRED OWL 

Typical habitat mixed deciduous coniferous woodland. Vandorf 
Woodlot. 

Strix varia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  

0 Most Years 

1 perhaps in the 

future 

Aurora Trend: Optimistic 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Before settlement, this swift most likely nested in large 

hollow trees or crevices in rock faces.  But as land was 

cleared to create farmland, the chimney swift adapted to 

nesting in chimneys which were generally not in use during 

the swift’s nesting season. 

This swift has been declining steadily over the last 40 

years.  A bird which is more common in urban than rural 

areas, its decline is thought to be the result of the demolition 

or the use of metal liners in old brick chimneys.  It has 

consequently adapted to nesting in the roofs of buildings and 

old barns of rural areas but we did not record this swift in our 

rural areas.  Due to this decline, in 2007, it was recommended 

to include the chimney swift on the list of threatened species in 

Canada. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the dashing circular 

chasing flight of a flock of chimney swift accompanied by their 

loud distinct twitter was a regular evening event over the 

Town Park on Wells Street.  In our survey of 2009, the 

population in early summer was down to two pairs.  By late 

summer, just before the swift left for South America, the 

number increased to eight. 

In 2012, Birds Studies Canada organized a chimney swift 

survey using volunteers.  We agreed to survey the Aurora 

population by watching most of the chimneys in the 

downtown core, four of which held nesting pairs.  The large 

chimney at Wells Street School, at that time, soon to be 

converted to a condominium had 32 swifts entering the 

chimney.  As the survey was carried out in late July, it is not 

known if these were local birds with some fledged young or 

were migrants from other areas.  This chimney was 

monitored in 2013 and 2014 and this swift roosting site each 

evening held 30 to 40 birds.  Most of these birds do not nest in 

Aurora. 

Protecting this roosting chimney from the effects of 

development was a critical factor in the long term local 

survival of this swift.  With the developers cooperation, the 

chimney was protected and its height was eventually 

increased which resulted in the number of roosting birds 

increasing from 40 to over 60.  

CHIMNEY SWIFT 

Nests were located in chimneys in the downtown core. 

Chaetura pelagica 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  2-5 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is our smallest bird and is widely distributed in 

central and southern Ontario.  It is found in mixed deciduous 

and coniferous woodland, woodland edge and clearings, often 

where there are streams or wooded swamps.  It is also found 

in urban areas in orchards, naturalized parkland and 

residential gardens.  The ruby-throated hummingbird was 

common and widely distributed in the 1970s.  They used to 

nest in Sheppard’s Bush in the open shrubbery area near 

Cousins Drive East and in McKenzie Marsh in the shrubby 

area just west of the marsh along the northern side of St. 

John’s Sideroad west of the 

railway line.  In more recent 

surveys between 2001 and 

2014, male and female hummingbirds were occasionally 

recorded in the nesting season in the Nature Reserve, but 

breeding was unlikely.  A single male held a nesting territory 

in the wooded wetland by the Canadian National Railway 

tracks in the southeast corner of Town, north of Bloomington 

Road in the summer of 2009, and in 2014 along the Willow 

Farm Trail.  

During the nesting season, June to August, females in 

Aurora often visit gardens with hummingbird feeders or 

gardens rich in flowering plants.  It is much more difficult to 

locate the females’ breeding territory, which are often located 

some distance away from the feeding areas.  Hence, most of 

our records are based on female hummingbirds regularly 

visiting feeders and flower gardens during the nesting season. 

Following a request in our local newspapers in the 

summer of 2011 to report hummingbirds in the Town during 

the nesting season, over 50 residents reported visits to their 

hummingbird feeders or to flowers in their gardens.  Each one 

was contacted and questioned on the time, sex and the 

number of birds present.  The results were mapped and it 

was established that there was probably over ten females 

present in the built up area of the Town but only one resident 

reported a hummingbird on their feeder in the rural portion 

of the Town. 

RUBY-THROATED HUMMINGBIRD 

Garden with hummingbird feeder. Kennedy Street West. 

Archilochus colubris 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  10-15 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is the only member of the kingfisher family found in 

Ontario, where it is widely distributed wherever there are 

rivers, creeks, lakes or ponds that contain fish.  Since the 

publication of the 1985 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, 

this bird’s population has declined significantly but the 

population in Aurora has remained much the same. 

 In 1975, one pair nested near McKenzie Marsh and 

were still present in 2000.  Between 2001 and 2008, the 

population visiting in the Nature Reserve remained at one pair 

annually.  They did not breed in 2009-2010, a pair returned 

in 2011 but have not been recorded since. 

In the 1990s, a pair nested for two years in a heap of 

gravel in the Town of Aurora's Works Department yard at 

Scanlon Court which was eventually removed.  In the Nature 

Reserve, the only confirmed nest was in 2008 when a pair 

nested in a large topsoil heap near Ivy Jay Crescent which 

was destroyed when the heap was removed.  In 2010, a pair 

also attempted to nest in a topsoil heap at St. Maximilian Kolbe 

Catholic High School on Wellington Street East.  A pair 

successfully nested in 2012 in a topsoil heap during the 

construction of a park on Carisbrooke Circle. 

As large scale development comes to an end in Aurora, 

they will not be able to exploit temporary nest sites in topsoil 

heaps or use more traditionally cut bank nest sites along the 

creeks as these are being eradicated through erosion control 

measures.  Before cut banks are removed a careful 

assessment should be made to ensure that suitable nesting cut 

banks are not destroyed.  The whole length of the creeks 

should be surveyed and selected cut banks should be retained 

at regular intervals of between half and one kilometre apart.  

In areas where there are no creeks, artificial cut banks like 

the one recently constructed at McKenzie Marsh should be 

created to ensure the survival of this bird as a local nesting 

species. 

BELTED KINGFISHER 

Occupied nest hole left of the bulldozer. Carisbrooke Circle. 

Ceryle alcyon 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1-2 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

2010 

2012 

2008 
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Our smallest and most common woodpecker nests in the 

interior and along the edges of woodland, orchards and 

gardens containing medium sized trees, saplings and shrubs 

(around 25 cm to 50 cm in size) and contain some dead or 

dying woody material. 

The downy woodpecker is secretive when nesting so the 

easiest time to locate breeding territories is in late winter and 

early spring, when drumming is at its peak.  In the urban 

sections of Aurora, the breeding territories are often 

between half and two hectares and are centered in areas 

with woody ravines or naturalized parkland which have 

been retained in relatively undisturbed condition.  Pairs often 

forage in the surrounding gardens, particularly if they are 

well planted with shrubs and small trees or have a year round 

bird feeder. 

In the 14 year study of the Nature Reserve, between zero 

and three pairs nested annually.  In the first four years of this 

survey, six pairs nested; and in the last four years. five pairs. 

During a nine year survey of Wellington Street East to 

Vandorf Sideroad, zero to four pairs nested annually, 11 

pairs nested in the first four years of the survey, only four 

pairs in the last four years.  In both of these surveys, nesting 

territories were located in shrubby secondary growth, 

avoiding locations with mature high canopy woodland. 

The downy woodpecker were most common in a 50 

year old subdivision like Orchard Heights with two pairs in a 

square kilometre.  In the 100 year old subdivision such as the 

heritage district, only one pair was recorded.  We did not 

record downy woodpeckers in our survey of a square 

kilometre of a  one to five year old subdivision.  As the trees 

mature in the naturalized areas and more recently built 

subdivisions, it is possible in the future that this woodpecker 

population may decline in the urban areas. 

DOWNY WOODPECKER 

Area of secondary tree growth favored by this woodpecker. 
Sheppard’s Bush. 

Picoides pubescens 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  60-90 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This common woodpecker inhabits mainly deciduous or 

mixed woodlands with mature living and dead trees with a 

diametre of more than 25 cm.  They are less common in areas 

dominated by farms and suburban habitats.  The hairy 

woodpecker is an important member of the woodlands 

ecosystem as its nesting holes provide nesting and den sites 

for approximately 15 birds and mammals. 

In Aurora, the hairy woodpecker population is about half 

the population of the downy woodpecker.  This woodpecker 

is secretive in the early nesting stages but the nest is easily 

found, even at a considerable distance from the nest, when the 

young are calling for food. 

In the Nature Reserve, over the last 14 years, the 

breeding population has varied between zero and three pairs, 

with seven pairs nesting in the first four years of the survey 

and only four pairs in the last four years.  A similar pattern 

occurred in our nine year survey of Wellington Street East to 

Vandorf Sideroad, between zero and three pairs nesting 

annually with nine pairs nesting in the first four years and 

only three in the last four years. 

 In 100, 50, 5 year subdivision survey, the distribution of 

these two species of woodpecker was reversed.  There were 

two pairs of hairy woodpecker in the 100 year old 

subdivision (heritage district) and  one pair in the 50 year old 

subdivision (Orchard Heights).  Zero pairs nested in the 5 year 

old subdivision on the edge of the Nature Reserve. 

This woodpecker is fairly evenly distributed in the built 

up area of the Town, generally due to the protection of 

wooded ravines.  In the rural areas, its distribution is more 

patchy.  Here the density of the nesting pairs depend on how 

much mature high canopy woodland remains in each square. 

It is possible that as the trees in the naturalized parkland 

and new subdivisions mature in future, the hairy woodpecker 

may become the most common woodpecker in Aurora. 

Mature secondary growth favored by this woodpecker. 
Vandorf woodlot. 

Picoides villosus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  30-40 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

HAIRY WOODPECKER 
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This woodpecker nests in open deciduous, coniferous 

and mixed forest often along the edge where there are trees 

with dead and decaying branches which provide nesting sites.  

The same tree is often used in successive years and may 

contain several nesting holes. 

Although the atlas data indicates the population of this 

flicker as stable in Ontario, other surveys indicate that its 

population has declined slowly over the last 40 years. 

This decline is reflected on our local surveys in Aurora.  

In 1974, three pairs nested in Sheppard’s Bush and by 2006 

only one pair remained.  A similar decline occurred in 

McKenzie Marsh where four pairs nested in 1975 and two 

pairs in 2000.  The number of pairs in the Nature Reserve 

over a 14 year period has varied between one and four pairs, 

12 pairs nested in the first four years of the survey only seven 

pairs in the last four years. 

The flicker population in our Wellington Street East to 

Vandorf Sideroad survey (2006-2014) two to five pairs 

nested annually.  In the first four years, 15 pairs nested, and 

11 pairs in the last four years.  Flickers were not recorded in 

the 100, 50 or 5 year old subdivision survey. 

Breeding flicker show a marked preference for the rural 

section of the Town.  They only nest in subdivisions where 

there are extensive wooded ravines or naturalized parkland 

within the built up area.  In the countryside, their distribution 

is also reflected in the way the woodland and forest patches 

are distributed.  There is a marked decline in populations 

where the land is intensively farmed with little tree cover. 

This woodpecker forages mainly on the ground where 

ants make up 75% of its diet, along with ground beetles, 

crickets and grasshoppers.  To preserve their habitat, it is 

important to retain grassy woodland edges and openings 

which should not be planted with trees as they will eventually 

destroy this important feeding habitat as they mature. 

Open habitat with dead trees favored by this woodpecker. 
Crossing Bridge Place. 

Colaptes auratus 

 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  30-45 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

NORTHERN FLICKER 
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This large crow sized woodpecker is a year 

round resident found in extensive mature 

deciduous or mixed woodlots.  It is also found in 

urban areas where there are many large mature trees, 

including dying or dead trees for feeding and nesting. 

It is considered to be increasing in Ontario, particularly 

in our region due to maturing forests on the Oak Ridges 

Moraine.  The Aurora population has probably remained 

much the same with three to five pairs over the last few 

decades.  In 1975, a pair nested near McKenzie Marsh but not 

in Sheppard’s Bush.  In recent times, a pair was recorded 

annually between 2006 and 2008 and in 2012 in Sheppard’s 

Bush and the Vandorf Woodlot.  On several occasions, pairs 

were also present in the Steeplechase Avenue woodlands. 

Another pair nested in the woodlots northeast of the 

Nature Reserve, with a further pair in the woods north of the 

junction of Highway 404 and Bloomington Road.  This 

territory extends into Richmond Hill and Whitchurch-

Stouffville.  Two other pairs can be found in Aurora, one in the 

southwest corner this territory extends into the woodlots on 

the west side of Bathurst Street.  There other pair is in the 

northwest of the Town, but most of this pair’s territory lies in 

Newmarket and King City. 

All these pairs are concentrated in areas with extensive 

blocks of mature forest.  Each territory is between four and 

six square kilometres.  This woodpecker prefers woodlots 

which are linked together, but will fly across open farmland or 

built up areas to reach scattered large woodlots.  The 

preservation of these large blocks or woodland will be a 

critical factor in the long term survival of this woodpecker.  As 

carpenter ants are a prime winter food, it is essential that 

Aurora’s large woodlots are managed to ensure that mature 

timber is not harvested but allowed to age and die naturally 

and left to rot on the forest floor. 

PILEATED WOODPECKER 

Typical workings of this woodpecker in mature woodland. 
Steeplechase Avenue. 

Dryocopus pileatus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  3-5 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This nondescript greyish-green flycatcher is best 

identified by its plaintive pee-wee song.  It can be found in 

both large and small blocks of mature, often high canopy, 

deciduous and mixed forests and woodlots often with little 

understory.  It occurs much less frequently in urban areas. 

Its population is considered to be stable in most of 

Ontario, but since the 1985 atlas, its population has decreased 

slightly in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau region. 

During the last few decades, the population in 

Aurora has remained fairly stable.  It is now 

however starting to register a slow decrease.  In the 

1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, two pairs were recorded 

and only one pair in 2006.  From 2006-2014, between 

Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad, one and four 

pairs nested annually; nine pairs nested in the first four years, 

eight pairs in the last four years of the survey. 

In the Nature Reserve, though the habitat has changed 

little, the population of eastern wood-pewee has gradually 

decreased between 2001-2014 with nine pairs in the first 

four years of the survey, and only three pairs in the last four 

years. 

Most years our breeding wood-pewee arrive at their 

nest sites in the Nature Reserve during the last week in May 

or the first week in June, then leave at the end of July or early 

in August.  Our earliest annual date was on or about May 21 

with this same pair holding the earliest departure date on 

about July 9. 

The wood-pewee often avoids woods surrounded by 

development, but it will nest in developed areas as it does in 

Aurora where well wooded ravines with blocks of four or 

more hectares of mature woodland have been preserved. 

In the rural areas of the Town, the wood-pewee still 

occupies most of its suitable habitat.  Its distribution is very 

similar to that of the pileated woodpecker, but its population is 

denser as its breeding territories are much smaller. 

 

EASTERN WOOD-PEWEE 

This old growth woodlot in north east corner of the town 
supports several pairs. 

Contopus virens 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  20-35 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This small dull grey and greenish flycatcher is difficult to 

identify and can only be distinguished from the similar 

coloured willow flycatcher by its distinctive “fee-bee-o” song.  

Both species of flycatcher occupy similar habitat of low damp 

thickets adjoining swamps and creeks with grassy openings 

and clearings.  The alder flycatcher will occasionally nest in 

dry shrubby areas. 

In recent years, this flycatcher has increased in all the 

regions of Ontario except the highly agricultural Carolinian 

region.  In Aurora, it has a very narrow distribution and is 

mainly confined to the East Holland River Valley between the 

northern section of McKenzie Marsh (none in 1975), the 

central section of the Aurora Community Arboretum (one-

two pairs annually) and after 2006, in the shrubby area along 

the river south of Wellington Street East.  Between 2007-

2014, one-three pairs also nested in the valley east of 

Bayview Avenue at the junction of Stone Road.  In 2012, a 

singing male was recorded in the tipped area west of Leslie 

Street.  All of these pairs occupy territories located close to a 

creek, in areas of open shrubby willow and alder, with sapling 

trees on adjoining higher ground.  A single male also held 

territory in the Nature Reserve in 2002 and 2014 for two to 

three weeks in late May and early June, but breeding was not 

confirmed and is unlikely. 

The alder flycatcher is amongst the last summer migrants 

to arrive in spring, arriving in Aurora in the first or second 

week of June and departing in the first or second week of 

August.  These flycatchers return to the same nesting 

locations each year and it is important to retain these small 

patches of damp thickets as undisturbed as possible.  The 

average territory size is between one to three hectares.  It is 

unlikely the pair nesting south of Wellington Street will 

remain due to a community tree planting project that will 

eventually change this habitat from damp thicket to high 

canopy woodland as the trees mature.  Care must be taken in 

the future before selecting tree planting sites to ensure that 

critical habitat is not threatened or destroyed by 

indiscriminate tree planting. 

ALDER FLYCATCHER 

Typical habitat in the Holland River Valley. 

Empidonax alnorum 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  7-10 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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It is very difficult to distinguish the willow flycatcher from 

the alder flycatcher.  Before 1973, they were both known as 

Trail’s flycatcher when the American Ornithology Union split 

the Trail’s flycatcher into these two distinct species. 

Their plumage is very similar and the only reliable way to 

tell them apart is by comparing the willow flycatcher’s 

“sneeze pitz-bew” song to the alder flycatcher’s “fee-bee-o” 

song.  It still takes skill and experience to distinguish them 

apart as at first they do sound very similar.  In some areas 

these birds can be found nesting close together which 

makes it easier to compare their songs. 

The willow flycatcher is a shrubland species which nests 

in scrubby pastures that are often dominated by hawthorns, 

but will also nest in dogwood and willow thickets bordering 

marshes. 

They are also a late spring migrant which arrives in 

Aurora in late May, generally before the alder flycatcher, then 

departs as soon as nesting activities are complete in late July.  

They often stay less than 66 days in its nesting territory which 

are generally between one and two hectares in size. 

The first known nesting willow flycatcher found in 

Aurora in 2000 held a territory in the central area of 

McKenzie Marsh.  In 1975, this area was a plowed field, but by 

2000 it was densely invaded by one to two metre high 

shrubby red twigged dogwood and willow. 

This pair nested annually in this location until the spring 

of 2003 when they were replaced by a pair of alder 

flycatcher which nested there for two to three years. 

A willow flycatcher was also recorded for a short period 

of two weeks in early June 2008, in the extensive area of 

shrubland along the creek east of Bayview Avenue.  Breeding 

was not confirmed and was probably unlikely.  This area is 

the most important moist shrubland habitat in Aurora where 

the owner Frank Stronach, proposes to create a major 

shrubland Eco Park which will compensate for the lack of 

shrubland habitat in the Town’s Nature Reserve. 

WILLOW FLYCATCHER 

Moist shrubland in the proposed Stronach Eco Park. 

Empidonax traillii 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is the smallest of our olive green, grey-plumaged 

flycatchers, which is best identified by its voice.  A much 

repeated house sparrow like chirp.  It is widespread 

throughout Ontario, except in the intensively farmed areas of 

the extreme southwest Ontario between Lake Erie and Lake 

Huron. 

The least flycatcher inhabits a wide variety of habitat 

types, including deciduous forest edge, open scrub land, large 

well planted gardens and orchards, where it often nests in 

small clusters of several pairs. 

It is still considered to be relatively common, but in recent 

years, the population of this flycatcher has been declining in 

Ontario even though there are many areas of suitable 

breeding habitat, which remains unoccupied.  This could 

possibly due to increasing pressure from expanding farming 

and forestry activities in their wintering habitat in Mexico and 

Central America. 

Like our other species of empidonax flycatchers, the least 

flycatcher arrives late in spring and is one of our first 

migrants to leave in late summer, generally by the end of July.  

They spend about 64 days in its nesting territory which is 

often less than half of a hectare in extent. 

The least flycatcher is a rare breeding bird in Aurora.  

We have no historic record of this bird as a breeding species 

in our 1974-1975 or 2000-2014 Common Bird Census in 

Sheppard’s Bush, McKenzie Marsh or the Nature Reserve.  

Our only record was of a male singing in suitable breeding 

habitat in the area of scattered shrubby hawthorns and trees 

east of Bayview Avenue and Stone Road.  This was over a two 

week period in early June 2008.  Nesting was not confirmed 

and not likely. 

In the Environmental Site Assessment / ESA (93) 1996, the 

Ministry of Natural Resources also reported in the breeding 

season, a least flycatcher in the wooded area north of 

Bloomington Road, west of Highway 404, but we did not 

record this species in this area during our 2005-2011 one 

kilometre square survey. 

LEAST FLYCATCHER 

Shrubland east of Bayview Avenue and Stone Road. 

Empidonax minus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 

1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Deceasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is our first flycatcher to arrive in spring.  It can be 

commonly found in wooded areas, particularly by streams 

with bridges or around human habitation where there are 

well treed gardens and suitable structures for nest sites. 

The phoebe is a common bird in southern Ontario, but the 

population noticeably declines following hard winters in the 

southern United States.  In Aurora, the phoebe was more 

common in the 1970s than it is now.  During the 1974 survey 

of Sheppard’s Bush, three pairs were found.  One nested 

under the eaves of a small shed (now demolished) that was 

located at the southeast corner of what is now the Mary 

Street car park.  A second pair nested under the East Holland 

River bridge east of Cousins Drive East, and a third pair nested 

under the back porch of Mr. Sheppard’s house, which was the 

only pair remaining in 2014. 

It did not nest in McKenzie Marsh until the bridge was 

built over the creek north of the marsh in 2007.  However, a 

pair nested in the Nature Reserve in 2001 and 2002, under 

the eaves of Jim Spring’s cabin, which has since been 

demolished.  They did not nest between 2003-2005, but in 

2006 a pair nested in an abandoned farmyard.  In 2009, a 

pair nested successfully under the deck of a partly 

constructed house on the east boundary of the Nature 

Reserve, just south of the stormwater pond on River Ridge 

Boulevard.  A pair also nested in this area in 2011 and 

another pair nested east of Pointon Street in the north of the 

Reserve.   

During our one kilometre square survey of Aurora 

between 2007-2011, we located between five and ten pairs 

most years.  Most of these pairs were located in the rural 

area, but in 2009, two pairs were located in the urban area.  

One was at Harry Lumsden’s property at the end of Hill View 

Road and the other was in an area of naturalized parkland by 

the concrete culvert where the stream flows under the road at 

Edward Street, west of Vata Court.  A pair also nested in 2010 

in the well wooded gardens of Tree Grove Circle. 

In wooded locations, replacing existing corrugated steel 

culverts with concrete box culverts during road improvement 

would increase nesting sites for this flycatcher. 

EASTERN PHOEBE 

Concrete culvert where nesting was successful. Edward Street. 

Sayornis phoebe 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  8-12 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This large, noisy flycatcher is 

widely distributed in southern Ontario.  

It breeds in mature deciduous 

woodland with openings and edges.  It is also found in urban 

habitats with large treed gardens, or areas of naturalized 

wooded parkland and golf courses.  Since the 1960s, this 

species has declined in Canada, but the Ontario population 

has remained much the same.  There has however been a 

decline in the population recorded in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau 

region.  This is our only species of flycatcher that often uses 

old flicker nesting holes, but will also use large nest boxes.  

The nest is built with an eclectic assortment of materials which 

often includes a cast off snake skin.  This flycatcher arrives in 

Aurora in the second and last weeks in May and departs 

between the second week in July and the first week in August.  

The earliest date of arrival was on May 5, 2002 and the latest 

departure dated was on August 10, 2003. 

Its nesting territories are often between one and three 

hectares, in the Nature Reserve, their territories are closer to 

three hectares in extent.  In Aurora, the great crested 

flycatcher is generally found in the woodlands occupied by 

the pileated woodpecker and eastern wood-pewee.  This 

bird’s population has changed since the 1974 survey when 

one pair nested in Sheppard’s Bush.  Most years since 2006, 

the Sheppard’s Bush to Vandorf Sideroad survey (2006-

2014) has supported zero to two pairs annually; seven pairs 

nested in the first four years, only two pairs in the last four 

years.  This flycatcher has not been recorded at McKenzie 

Marsh due to a lack of mature high canopy woodland.  One to 

three pairs have nested annually between 2001 and 2014 in 

the Nature Reserve; eight pairs nested in the first four year of 

the survey, seven pairs in the last.  One of these pairs has 

nested continuously for four years in the same wood duck 

nest box west of the trout pond. Unlike the pileated 

woodpecker, this species of flycatcher will nest in quite small 

one hectare woodlands.  Placing flicker size nest boxes in 

areas of mature woodland on both public land and with the 

owner's permission on private land, would benefit this 

species. 

GREAT CRESTED FLYCATCHER 

Wood duck nest box south of trout pond. Nature Reserve. 

Myiarchus crinitus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-25 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 



70 mapping 

This conspicuous flycatcher is a bird of open habitats so 

before settlement and forest clearing it must have been an 

uncommon bird in Ontario.  Now it is a common breeding bird 

in agricultural areas with hedgerows or shrubby fields, 

although in recent years its population has registered a 

decline.  The kingbird arrives in Aurora from its wintering 

grounds in tropical America in the second or third week in 

May and departs in the first or second week of August.  The 

earliest arrival date was on May 1, 2010 and the latest 

departure date was on August 17, 2003.  In the Nature 

Reserve, the nesting territories are between four and six 

hectares in extent.  Between the 1975 and the 2000 surveys 

of the birds of McKenzie Marsh, the population of the kingbird 

increased from two to three pairs.  In the 1974 survey of 

Sheppard’s Bush, the population changed from two pairs to 

one pair in 2006. 

In the Nature Reserve the trend between 2001 and 2006 

reflects development progress.  Four pairs nested in 2001, 

which increased to five or six pairs between 2002 and 2005 

as the surrounding land to the west was gradually developed. 

After 2005 the population decreased as development 

encroached the Reserve boundaries, and construction noise 

and disturbance increased along the 100 to 35 metre wide 

buffer zones.  The number of breeding pairs reverted to four 

pairs, with only three pairs in 2009.  As these houses were 

occupied and construction noise declined, the number of pairs 

increased to four pairs in 2010 and five pairs in 2011 then 

back to two and three pairs in 2013 and 2014 when 

development commenced on the east side.  

Only one pair nested in the heart of the built up area in 

Copland Park that adjoins a small shrubby wetland. The 

eastern kingbird is still common in the rural areas of Aurora.  

The number of pairs in each rural one kilometre square 

depends on the amount of abandoned scrubby pasture or the 

extent of abandoned arable fields with hedgerows and the 

extent of adjoining grassland.  The preservation of these 

shrubby grasslands is crucial to this species long term 

survival in Aurora. 

EASTERN KINGBIRD 

A pair nested in this hawthorn bush in the Nature Reserve. 

Tyrannus tyrannus 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  20-30 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 
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This species is not generally found in dense continuous 

forest or conifer plantations, it prefers open deciduous 

woodland with less than 75% closure, woodland edge, strips 

of mature roadside trees particularly if they are maple or 

poplar, urban parks and naturalized open space. 

The warbling vireo arrives in Aurora from its wintering 

grounds in Central America during the last two weeks of May 

and departs in mid-July.  Our earliest date of arrival was on 

May 19, 2004 and the latest departure date was on July 17, 

2011. 

Although spring migration has been recorded in both 

Sheppard’s Bush and the Nature Reserve, we have not 

recorded nesting in Sheppard’s Bush and they have only 

nested on two occasions in 2010 and 2011 in the Nature 

Reserve.  This was probably due to the lack of suitable habitat. 

One of the pairs which nested in 2010 and 2011 untypically 

occupied an open degenerating pine plantation at the eastern 

end of the River Ridge Boulevard.  In 2006 to 2014 they 

nested on four occasions between Wellington Street East and 

Vandorf Sideroad. 

It generally does not nest in the urban portion of the 

Town but a pair did occupy an open wooded area in both 

2007 and 2008 along the edge of the creek south of Elizabeth 

Hader Park and a pair in 2010 on the golf course in a wooded 

area east of Highland Gate.  All other breeding birds were 

located along our naturalized river valleys in the rural portion 

of the Town often in clumps or rows of trees (often poplar), 

located along creeks, by ponds or in wetlands.  This indicated 

that our breeding warbling vireo show a marked preference 

for the rural portion of the Town and for nesting sites near 

water. 

Although no conservation action is required for this 

species, it might be encouraged to nest more frequently in the 

future if rows or clumps of aspen or poplars were planted 

along creeks or near ponds on both private and publicly 

owned properties. 

WARBLING VIREO 

A typical habitat favored by this vireo south of Don Hillock 
Drive. 

Vireo gilvus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  5-10 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

The tireless red-eyed vireo will sing its monotonous song 

non stop for most of the day.  This makes it easy to locate in 

deciduous and mixed forest with a shrubby understory which 

is its preferred nesting habitat.  Generally it does not nest in 

pine plantations or dense coniferous woodland. 

The red-eyed vireo arrives in Aurora from its wintering 

areas in South America in the third and fourth weeks of May 

and departing from the second week in July to the first week 

of August.  The earliest arrival date was on May 5, 2005 and 

the latest recorded date was on August 8, 2004. 

In the 1975 survey at McKenzie Marsh, there was no 

record of this vireo.  In the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, 

four pairs occupied the upland forest area.  In 2006, nine 

pairs were recorded but these had moved away from the 

upland forest following commercial development along the 

northern boundary to an area of mixed woodland located 

200 metres away from the development.  Most years between 

2006 and 2014, 12 to 18 pairs nested annually between 

Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad; 56 pairs in the 

first four years, and 47 in the last four years of the survey. 

Numbers in the Nature Reserve between 2001 and 2014 

have varied between one and six pairs; 18 nested in the first 

four years, and only nine pairs in the last.  A single pair of 

vireos was also recorded in the survey of a 50 year old 

subdivision in a small area of protected woodland but not in 

the 5 or 100 year old subdivisions. 

Overall, there has been a gradual decline in this vireo’s 

population in the last few years in Aurora.  It is more plentiful 

in our rural area but still persists in our larger protected 

wooded ravines and woodlots in the urban zone. 

No direct conservation action is required other than 

maintaining the existing high canopy woodlands with areas of 

shrubby understory to provide nesting sites. 

RED-EYED VIREO 

High canopy woodland favored by this vireo. Case Woodlot, 
Henderson Drive. 

Vireo olivaceus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  40-60 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 
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One of our most conspicuous birds which is found in a 

wide range of habitats in both towns and countryside ranging 

from mixed deciduous and coniferous woodlands, shrubby 

woodland edge, farm hedgerows and urban parks and 

gardens.  While noisy for most of the year it becomes 

secretive and silent when nesting. 

Most of our blue jays are resident through all seasons 

though it is possible that some migrate south in the winter as 

they are often less plentiful then. 

In the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, three pairs 

nested and increased to seven pairs in 2006. 

Between the 1975 and 2000 survey at McKenzie Marsh 

there was an increase from one to two pairs.  In the 

Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad survey, the 

population ranged from 12 pairs in 2006,14 pairs in 2007 

then dropped to seven pairs in 2008 to 2012, with four in 

2013 and two pairs in 2014.  The population at the Nature 

Reserve registered a similar trend with three to seven pairs 

between 2001-2003 which increased to nine to 11 pairs 

between 2004-2009 and then declined back to seven or eight 

pairs between  2010-2014. 

Nesting blue jays were not reported in our 5 year old 

subdivision survey but six pairs were recorded in both the 50 

and 100 year old subdivisions. 

Historically ,the blue jay population in Aurora has 

increased over the years as tree and shrub planting in new 

subdivisions have matured, creating new habitat on what used 

to be arable fields and meadows.  They are also showing 

adaptability to urban living.  Recently nests have been 

reported in an open fronted bird box and inside a closed patio 

umbrella by a swimming pool. 

No conservation action is necessary but the blue jay is an 

important distributor of acorns and other large tree seeds.  As 

many are buried then retrieved in winter when food is in 

short supply but inevitably some are not located or the bird 

dies then these germinate and grow into new trees.  

As the landscaping matures, the blue jay soon becomes 
permanent residents. Orchard Heights. 

Cyanocitta cristata 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  160-200 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 6-8 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

BLUE JAY 
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In rural areas, this crow's preferred habitat is woodland 

adjacent to farmland.  In urban areas, it favors older 

subdivisions with mature tree growth, preferably with 

conifers for nesting sites. 

Recent research has discovered that on some occasions, 

unmated crows will help to rear the chicks of a breeding pair.  

This means on some occasions, there are more than just a 

single pair of crows in each territory. 

Nests in Aurora are often between 0.6 to one kilometres 

apart.  Occasionally a male will have two females, then nests 

can be as close as 100 metres.  Nest predation rates are 

higher in urban areas.  Out of the 13 pairs of crows and one 

threesome, which nested over a 20 year period in a row of 

mature spruce trees (which is a major squirrel highway), only 

two managed to rear young due to squirrels which often 

destroyed the eggs, frequently during the egg laying period. 

In 1974 and 1975, two pairs of crows were recorded in 

both Sheppard’s Bush and at McKenzie Marsh.  By 2000, the 

number in the marsh had increased to three pairs and by 

2006 the population in the Bush increased to five pairs. 

In our Common Bird Census between 2006 and 2014 

between Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad, two to 

11 pairs were recorded annually, 35 pairs nested in the first 

four years, 25 in the last four years.  At the Nature Reserve 

between three and eight pairs were recorded annually, 15 

pairs nested in the first four years of this survey, 22 in the last 

four years.  In our one kilometre square survey 2007-2011 

between one and five pairs were recorded.  The density of the 

pairs varied according to the degree of mature tree cover and 

open areas for foraging.  Three pairs were recorded in the 

100 year old subdivision, one pair in the 50 year old and no 

pairs in the 5 year old subdivision. 

No conservation action is required for this species. 

The preferred nesting site in Aurora is often a coniferous tree 
similar to these spruce by the Canadian National Railway 
bridge. Yonge Street. 

Corvus brachyrhynchos 

  

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  90-120 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

AMERICAN CROW 
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Before the pioneers cut down the virgin forest to create 

farmland, the horned lark was not found as a breeding bird in 

southern Ontario.  Since settlement, this grassland bird has 

expanded its population nesting on plowed fields, large 

pastures, particularly overgrazed pastures with short sparse 

grass. 

The horned lark nests early in Aurora and are normally 

in their breeding territories by the last week in April or the 

first week in May.  They remain there until early or mid-July.  

Territory sizes in Aurora vary from two pairs a hectare, to a 

pair to six hectares on two topsoil stripped sites with a pair 

on 1.5 hectares of a recently seeded development site with 

poor grass cover. 

In Aurora, its prime habitat are these extensive areas 

such as school or industrial sites, where the topsoil has been 

stripped then awaits development for two to three years, 

which allows sparse weed cover to develop.  They also have 

nested following disturbance on a hydro right-of-way that 

created areas of bare ground. 

Only one pair was recorded on our Common Bird 

Census at the Nature Reserve in 2003, and in 2007-2009.  A 

pair was also recorded on a fallow school site in the 5 year 

subdivision but not in the 50 or 100 year old subdivisions. 

Two or three pairs also nested in 2010 to 2014 on stripped 

development sites by Highway 404 near Wellington Street 

East. 

The only pair recorded in the south of the Town nested 

on a tipped and graded area on a disused industrial site.  A 

few pairs also nest in the rural area of Town on arable fields, 

but this lark is relatively inconspicuous and sings quietly, so it 

is easily overlooked. 

It is likely that as the remaining developable land is built 

over, that the horned lark will cease to nest in the urban 

portion of Aurora.  A few pairs may still persist providing 

arable farming activities continue in the rural areas. 

HORNED LARK 

Topsoil stripped site by 404 near Wellington Street East. 

Eremophila alpestris 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  3-5 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 



76 mapping 

The first swallow to arrive in Aurora in spring, generally 

prefers open fields with, swamps and ponds where they can 

nest in natural cavities in trees but they will also readily nest 

in urban areas provided there are naturalized open grass 

areas and nest boxes are provided. 

There has been a significant decline in the tree swallow 

population since 1981 in Ontario.  It has been estimated that 

half of its previous population has been lost in the last 25 

years.  This pattern of decline is recorded in most other aerial 

insect feeders including other species of swallows. 

The tree swallow did not nest in Sheppard’s Bush in 

1974 but six pairs nested in the 1975 survey of McKenzie 

Marsh, all in nest boxes.  This declined to three pairs by 2000 

due to poor box maintenance. 

Twelve pairs nested in the Nature Reserve in 2001, most 

in nest boxes, but two pairs used natural cavities.  Between 

eight and 12 pairs nested annually between 2001 and 2006.  

The numbers increased dramatically in 2007 to 32 pairs 

when fifty nest boxes were erected in the western buffer 

zone.  Between 30 and 46 pairs have nested annually since 

2007. 

This was part of a community project to place 50+ nest 

boxes annually around Aurora’s stormwater ponds and 

naturalized open spaces.  By 2010, over 250 boxes had been 

placed and were monitored by volunteers every two to three 

weeks during the breeding season and the collected data was 

submitted online to Birds Studies Canada.  Since this project 

started, over 2000 young tree swallows have been 

successfully reared. 

Following the success of this project, the tree swallow 

population should remain secure.  House sparrows, which 

nest earlier than tree swallows have been usurping the 

swallows from some boxes which could become a future 

problem but removing sparrow nests during nest 

construction will often deter them. 

TREE SWALLOW 

The provision of nest boxes in open habitats has greatly 
increased this swallows population in Aurora. 

Tachycineta bicolor 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  80-125 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-6 pairs 

 7-20 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 



     77  mapping 

In the early 1900s, the northern rough-winged swallow 

was considered to be rare in southern Ontario.  The 

population has increased since then, as it adapted to nesting 

in disused bank swallow holes and other natural holes in the 

cut banks of gravel pits, roads and rivers and in drainage 

pipes in bridge abutments.  The limiting factor in the 

distribution of this swallow is the lack of suitable nesting sites, 

and this is reflected in its distribution in Aurora.  In 1975, four 

pairs of northern rough-winged swallows nested in cut banks 

along the East Holland River to the north of McKenzie Marsh, 

but by 2000, this swallow no longer nested there. 

They were not recorded in the 1974 survey of 

Sheppard’s Bush as the suitable cut banks along the East 

Holland River were located out of the study area.  In our 2006

-2014 survey of Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad, 

this area was included and one pair was recorded in 2006, 

two pairs in 2007, and two pair also nested there in 2010.  

There were no suitable nest sites in the Nature Reserve until 

2008 when two pairs nested in a row of drainage pipes in a 

new retaining wall, but the nests were washed out.  A pair 

also nested in 2010 with bank swallows in the cut face of a 

topsoil heap. 

In our one square kilometre survey of the Town, this 

swallow was located in four more squares.  In these squares, 

two nests were located in topsoil heaps and one in a road 

bank.  The only pair in the north west corner nested in a pipe, 

in a masonry wall by a stormwater pond. 

As construction activities decline, and topsoil heaps 

become unavailable, the long term success of this swallow in 

Aurora will depend on the construction of artificial cut banks 

like the one constructed at McKenzie Marsh in 2010.  Another 

option is for civil engineers to provide suitable dry nesting 

pipes in new retaining walls or bridge abutments. 

NORTHERN ROUGH-WINGED SWALLOW 

Nest hole in a masonry retaining wall. 

Stelgidopteryx serripennis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  5-10 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Like the northern rough-winged swallow, this swallow 

inhabits open countryside where it nests in steep banks 

created by erosion along creeks and rivers.  It also has 

adapted to using banks in gravel pits, along roadsides and 

topsoil heaps which now support larger populations of 

nesting bank swallows than natural sites.  Many nests in 

topsoil heaps are destroyed when topsoil is removed during 

the summer. 

In our Lake Simcoe-Rideau region, a 31% decline in 

population was reported since the 1985 Atlas of the Breeding 

Birds of Ontario.  This can be attributed to the loss of 

grassland and erosion control along creeks.  Generally this 

swallow nests in colonies and the small colonies are more 

likely to be lost than larger colonies. 

The bank swallow was not recorded in the 1975 survey 

at McKenzie Marsh or Sheppard’s Bush and did not nest in the 

Nature Reserve until 2007, when two pairs attempted to nest 

unsuccessfully in a topsoil heap.  This increased to five pairs in 

2008 that were more successful.  In 2009, 24 pairs nested in 

the same heap, but only eight pairs in 2010 as the size of the 

heap declined as topsoil was removed in the fall. 

All other pairs of bank swallow in Aurora used other 

topsoil heaps on construction sites, with the exception of 

three to five pairs that nested in an eroded bank of the 

northern side of Bloomington Road. 

As the construction of new houses ends in Aurora, 

topsoil heaps will no longer available as nest sites.  The bank 

swallow will become a rare bird in Aurora, unless artificial cut 

banks like the one built at McKenzie Marsh in 2010 are 

constructed in critical locations, (where the topography and 

surrounding habitat is suitable), or areas of suitable eroding 

cut banks are retained by civil engineers during creek erosion 

control projects, or dry drainage pipes are included in 

retaining walls. 

BANK SWALLOW 

Temporary topsoil heap. Kane Crescent. 

Riparia riparia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  20-50 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 3-5 pairs 

 6-10 pairs 

 10-25 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Like all other swallows, the cliff swallow requires open 

foraging areas, but with buildings with roof overhangs to nest 

under.  Ponds with smooth surfaces for drinking are also a 

requirement, which it shares with other swallows. 

We have no record of this species in our 1974 and 1975 

Common Bird Census, but provincial records show a steady 

increase in its population since 1969 that peaked in 1985 

then declined.  Cliff swallows were nesting in Aurora in the 

late 1980s in a artificially constructed concrete nest placed 

under a house eaves.  In 2005, the Pine Tree Potters group 

made 20 clay artificial cliff swallow nests which were placed 

under the bridge on John West Way by Town staff.  

Unfortunately, these were destroyed by vandals, being one of 

our few nest box schemes lost to vandalism. 

In our survey of McKenzie Marsh in 2000, a pair nested 

on a recently constructed house.  Cliff swallows were not 

recorded in Sheppard’s Bush.  Pairs were recorded most 

years in the Nature Reserve but nesting did not occur until 

2008 when houses were half constructed along the buffer 

zone.  At that time, four out of seven pairs nested successfully.  

In 2009, six pairs attempted to nest, but these were all 

usurped by house sparrows.  A pair also attempted to nest in 

2011. 

In Aurora, this is the regularly occurring pattern.  Cliff 

swallows colonize subdivisions during the construction phase, 

but as soon as the houses are occupied, the nests are taken 

over by house sparrows. 

During the one kilometre square survey in 2011, a 

colony of over 50 cliff swallows were reported nesting 

successfully under the eaves of a building on the Stronach 

property east of Bayview Avenue, with no usurping by house 

sparrows.  A second colony of 20+ nests was also located on 

Don Hillock Drive in 2012 on a commercial building. 

The long term success of this bird in Aurora will probably 

depend on maintaining the Stronach and Hillock Drive 

colonies and controlling the population of house sparrows in 

locations favored by this swallow. 

CLIFF SWALLOW 

Nesting site. Don Hillock Drive. 

Petrochelidon pyrrhonota 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  80-100 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 4-8 pairs 

 20-80 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Typically the barn swallow is a bird of open farmland, 

which nest in barns, and equipment sheds.  Once considered 

to be very common in recent years, its population has 

dropped considerably in Ontario. 

This swallow did not nest at McKenzie Marsh in 1975, or 

near Sheppard’s Bush before the adjoining industrial estate 

was developed.  In 2006 and 2007, four pairs nested on the 

industrial buildings there, but by 2009 they were reduced to 

one pair and have not nested since. 

In the Nature Reserve between 2001 to 2014, 25 pairs 

nested in the first four years of the survey and only five pairs 

in the last four years.  Two nesting pairs were recorded in the 

5 year old subdivision, but not in the 50 or 100 year old areas. 

Several pairs of barn swallows still nest in suitable barns 

in Aurora’s rural areas, particularly in the north east portion 

of the Town.  The Stronach property supports the largest 

population as it has several large horse barns.  The largest 

concentration of nests in the urban area is under the bridge 

on St. John’s Sideroad just west of Yonge Street where there 

are 10-15 pairs. 

Other small colonies of two to six nests can be found in 

the box culverts under Kennedy Street East, Edward Street, 

Cranberry Lane and Timberline Trail.  One to three pairs also 

nest in the pumping station on St. John's Sideroad near 

Industrial Parkway North.  A pair occasionally will nest under 

the footbridges in the Aurora Community Arboretum 

meadowlands. 

At least seven pairs have nested under vinyl canopies on 

shops in the plaza on Bayview Avenue.  Unfortunately, since 

2011, the number of nesting swallows in this and the other 

colonies in the Town have declined considerably. 

In both the rural and urban portions of the Town, if 

concrete box culverts were used instead of corrugated steel, 

this would provide several pairs of barn swallows with nest 

sites that are safe from usurpation by house sparrows as 

they have not yet adopted to nesting in box culverts. 

BARN SWALLOW 

Vinyl canopies used by nesting barn swallows. Cineplex Plaza, 
Bayview Avenue. 

Hirundo rustica 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  60-120 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 4-10 pairs 

 11-20 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Most people in Aurora can identify 

this bold cheeky bird as a regular visitor to 

garden bird feeders in winter.  They will 

often nest in gardens when a suitable nest box is provided.  

While it is at home in well planted residential areas, it also 

frequents deciduous, coniferous and mixed woodlands and 

shrubby woodland edge. 

In 1975, only two pairs of chickadees nested at McKenzie 

Marsh, which increased to nine pairs by 2000.  This increase 

was probably related to the increase of shrubland.  The 

pattern in Sheppard’s Bush reversed, with 17 pairs nesting in 

1974 and only ten pairs in 2006.  This reduction was 

probably the result of the tree canopy maturing which 

reduced the shrub layer as the density of shade increased. 

 The density of chickadees in ecologically stable areas 

depends on winter survival and varies annually, but in recent 

years numbers have declined.  Between 2006 and 2014 in the 

Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad survey 79 pairs 

nested in the first four years only 50 pairs in the last four 

years.  The population in the Nature Reserve (2001-2014) had 

a similar decline, 62 pairs in the first four years 41 in the last 

four.  Black-capped chickadees were not recorded in the 5 

year old subdivision. There were ten pairs present in the 50 

year old subdivision, and 12 pairs in the 100 year old 

subdivision.  In the one kilometre square survey, the 

distribution pattern and population density of the chickadee 

depended on the degree of woodland or tree and shrub cover 

in relationship to arable and pastureland, or the density of 

protected woodlands or shrubby naturalized areas in rural 

subdivisions. 

Chickadees will readily adapt to using nest boxes if they 

are placed in gardens or in open grassy areas with scattered 

trees and shrubs or along the edge of woodlands.  They are 

much less likely to use nest boxes placed under high canopy 

trees in locations with little or no shrub understory. 

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE 

A wood and plastic nest box on Centre Crescent. Both have 
been used on separate occasions. 

Poecile atricapillus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  350-450 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-5 pairs 

 6-9 pairs 

 10-15 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This attractive blue-grey and chestnut coloured nuthatch 

is most often seen as it moves head first down along and 

underneath tree branches.  We did not record this bird 

breeding in Aurora in the 1970s but they regularly visited 

garden bird feeders on migration in the fall and occasionally 

stayed all winter.  Now it is a regular resident and breeding 

bird in most parts of the Town in both rural and urban areas. 

In urban areas, the distribution of the red-breasted 

nuthatch reflects the distribution of maturing pine and spruce 

plantations which were retained during 

development or where there are clusters of 

maturing spruce in large gardens which they 

have slowly colonized over the last 20 years. 

In the Nature Reserve, a pair was seen examining a nest 

site in 2004 and 2008 but nesting was not confirmed.  

Prospecting pairs were also recorded in Sheppard’s Bush on 

several occasions but breeding was not confirmed until 2010, 

when a pair was recorded on many occasions during the 

breeding season.  A pair also nested there in 2012. 

This species was not recorded in the 100 or 5 year old 

subdivision surveys but a pair was recorded in the 50 year 

old subdivision, in an area with mature Scots pine and spruce 

trees.  The distribution of this species in the rural area also 

reflects the distribution of conifer dominated woodland and 

plantations.  The long term success of this nuthatch in Aurora 

will depend to a great extent on the percentage of coniferous 

tree cover which remains in the future.  Many of our conifer 

plantations were established in the 1930s and are reaching 

maturity and the health of the trees is deteriorating.  As it is no 

longer fashionable, we are not planting new conifer 

plantations to replace these, so it would be desirable in the 

future if some of our more extensive tree planting projects 

included a 40% to 60% conifer component to ensure future 

habitat for this species and other birds which require 

coniferous trees for their long term survival. 

RED-BREASTED NUTHATCH 

Typical nesting location with mature pines. Tilson Grove. 

Sitta canadensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  25-30 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This nuthatch is larger than the 

red-breasted nuthatch and can be 

identified by its white under parts and 

face.  Their feeding habits are similar but this nuthatch favors 

mature deciduous woodland and gardens with large 

deciduous trees where it is a frequent visitor to bird feeders. 

In 1975, a single pair of this species of nuthatch nested at 

McKenzie Marsh, but they no longer nested in 2000.  Two 

pairs nested in Sheppard’s Bush in 1974 but only one pair in 

2006.  Between Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad 

(2006-2014), 13 pairs nested in the first four years of the 

survey and eight pairs in the last four years.  Between 2001 

and 2014 in the Nature Reserve, eight pairs in the first four 

years nested and five in the last four years. 

They are not a permanent resident in subdivisions with 

little mature tree cover unless there are areas of mature 

woodland close by.  In our subdivision survey, we located 

single pairs in both the 100 and 50 year old built up areas but 

the pairs in the 50 year old area was located close to a block 

of existing mature woodland. 

The white-breasted nuthatch is slowly increasing in the 

Lake Simcoe-Rideau region which is probably due to 

maturing tree canopy, the series of mild winters and the 

proliferation of bird feeders in winter has benefited this 

nuthatch. 

The population of this nuthatch in Aurora remains 

relatively stable as the pairs stay together throughout the 

winter in a permanent territory.  This generally ranges 

between eight to 12 hectares.  Since most suitable existing 

habitat is already occupied, there is little room for population 

expansion in the near future.  This might change as the tree 

planting matures in the subdivisions and in the extensive 

planting in the Aurora Community Arboretum. 

WHITE-BREASTED NUTHATCH 

This nest box in Sheppard's Bush was used on one occasion. 

Sitta carolinensis 

 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  50-70 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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In suburban areas, this little brown wren with a big voice 

is most often found close to human dwellings where there are 

natural tree cavities for nesting or nest boxes in gardens with 

shrubby growth and scattered small trees or in more natural 

areas in open woodland with scattered trees and shrubs. 

In 1975, seven pairs of house wren nested at McKenzie 

Marsh.  This had reduced to two pairs by 2000, probably due 

to poor maintenance of nest boxes which made several boxes 

unusable.  Two pairs nested in Sheppard’s Bush in 1974 but 

did not nest in 2006, probably as a result of a declining shrub 

understory and the removal of many of the older trees with 

nesting cavities. 

It is important when managing urban forests that old 

trees or diseased trees are not removed unless they are a 

danger to the public as these are important nesting and 

denning sites for birds and mammals as well as critical habitat 

for many species of insects and fungi. 

There was no nesting between Wellington Street East 

and Vandorf Sideroad recorded during the years of 2006 to 

2008.  The provisions of nest boxes as part of the Aurora Nest 

Box Project resulted in one to five pairs nesting annually since 

2009.  In the Nature Reserve, the number of nesting house 

wren has remained at one to three pairs annually even 

though many nest boxes have been provided.  The restraining 

factor is the lack of shrubby woodland edge but this should 

increase as new planting in the buffer zones becomes 

established. 

The distribution of house wrens in both the urban and 

rural areas of the Town revolves around two critical issues, 

the availability of natural cavities or nest boxes in or close by 

shrubby open habitat or bushy gardens.  The provision of 

nest boxes in these locations would increase the population 

but house wren have a habit of entering nest boxes already 

occupied by other species and puncturing their eggs which 

should be considered when placing boxes. 

HOUSE WREN 

House wren or a chickadee nest most years in this nest box. 
Oak Court. 

Troglodytes aedon 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  25-35 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is the Jenny wren of English gardens where it is a 

much loved bird which was depicted on the back of the 

farthing, a coin worth a quarter of a penny. 

This American bird arrived in the old world via the Bering 

land bridge then slowly spread into Europe.  In Ontario, it is 

not a garden bird but a secretive retiring bird found in cool 

moist northern coniferous forests, a habitat which is not 

common in southern Ontario. 

Aurora is fortunate to have a small patch of this 

specialized habitat on Vandorf Sideroad, a little way west of 

its junction with Leslie Street which should be diligently 

protected from all forms of disturbance, particularly to 

changes in surface and ground water flow. 

Each year of our square kilometre survey from 2007 to 

2011, one to three male winter wrens have held territories in 

this 23 hectare block of moist coniferous woodland with a 

mossy understory with rotting stumps and fallen logs which 

are an important component of this wren’s breeding habitat.  

Although the male builds multiple nests and the female selects 

one to lay her eggs, the nests are extremely well concealed 

which makes it difficult to confirm breeding.  But as the birds 

are faithful to this area, it is likely that breeding is successful 

most years. 

In 2009-2011, two new subdivisions have been 

constructed to the west of this wood including one close to the 

western boundary.  It is too early to tell if these developments 

have affected the temperature and flow of ground water 

which are critical factors in the ecology of this woodland.  No 

further development should be approved in the proximity of 

this woodland which is also located on the protected Oak 

Ridges Moraine. 

Our winter wren winters in the eastern United States 

and the Gulf Coast which occasionally have cold winters.  A 

series of milder than usual winters between 1988 and 2005 

may have resulted in a 21% increase in the population within 

our region. 

 

WINTER WREN 

Cool moist conifer woodland on Vandorf Sideroad. 

Troglodytes troglodytes 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1-3 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The sedge wren is an uncommon breeding bird in 

Ontario.  This secretive wren is best identified by its distinct 

song.  It prefers to nest in sedge and grassy wetlands, often 

with a few scattered shrubs.  This is not a common habitat in 

Aurora and over the last 30 years, we have only recorded 

two breeding pairs, although it is occasionally recorded in the 

Nature Reserve on spring migration. 

We did not find sedge wren nesting in McKenzie Marsh in 

1975 but a pair was present in 2000, in a grassy sedge area 

northeast of Hadley Grange.  Nesting was not confirmed but 

they probably nested successfully as it was recorded on 

several occasions during the breeding season. 

During the late 1970s, the Aldersons who lived in the 

farmhouse, now demolished, on the west side of the north 

pond dam in the Nature Reserve, indicated this wren 

occasionally nested in the small grassy wetland just north of 

the dam.  A pair of wrens held a territory in this same location 

between May 5 and August 2 in 2004 and nested successfully 

and probably reared two broods. 

The sedge wren is a sporadically nesting species in our 

region except in a few of the larger sedge meadows where it 

still nests every year.  It will nest very occasionally in areas 

with no large sedge meadows but only when the overall 

population is high.  It is also one of the few bird species which 

will rear a brood in one area then move away to a completely 

different location, sometimes nesting with a second female.  In 

Aurora, they have always remained in the same location, 

possibly due to a lack of alternative nesting habitats so it is 

important that we protect our two critical habitats on 

McKenzie Marsh and Nature Reserve so these are still 

available during high population periods. 

SEDGE WREN 

Breeding habitat north of the North Pond. Nature Reserve. 

Cistothorus platensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 
1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

2000 
2004 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This is not a common bird in Aurora but is more common 

than the sedge wren.  It is confined to the extensive cattail 

edges around the ponds at both McKenzie Marsh and Nature 

Reserve.  Most years there are not any breeding pairs but it is 

easy to tell when they are nesting as they announce their 

presence by loud song. 

Marsh wren were not recorded at McKenzie Marsh in 

1975 but two pairs nested in 2000.  At least one pair was 

present throughout the nesting season in the cattail in the 

center of the marsh and probably nested successfully. 

A single pair also nested successfully in the Nature 

Reserve in 2004 in the cattails on the north side of the central 

pond dam.  On June 25 of the same year, two males were 

singing on the north pond but did not stay.  On July 11, three 

males were singing on the central pond but no pairs were 

recorded.  In 2005, a single male was present for most of 

June but it also failed to find a mate. 

Although this bird's population has increased 

considerably during the last few years in the Lake Simcoe-

Rideau region, they did not nest in the Nature Reserve 

between 2005-2012, but were occasionally recorded on 

migration.  After 2006, considerable development occurred 

along the edges of these wetlands which has resulted in much 

noise and visual disturbance within sight of the birds’ known 

nesting territories.  This has probably had a detrimental effect 

on this and several other wetland birds which nested in these 

areas in the past.  When construction ended, two pairs 

nested, one successfully in 2013, but not in 2014 when 

construction began again on the east side. 

It will be interesting to see if the proposed tree and shrub 

planting in the 35 metre wide buffer zones will provide 

sufficient screening from garden activities to encourage this 

bird to nest again in the future. 

MARSH WREN 

Cattail north of the Central Pond dam. Nature Reserve. 

Cistothorus palustris 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
O Most Years 
2 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This tiny olive-grey bird has a bright red crown patch 

which is often not visible as it moves through the branches of 

coniferous trees in search of small insects.  It also has a 

distinctive white eye ring which distinguishes it from its close 

relative, the golden-crowned kinglet, which has a white eye 

stripe. 

Both of these birds are widespread in our northern 

coniferous forests.  The ruby-crowned kinglet nests from the 

edge of the southern shield to the Hudson Bay Lowlands. 

This bird does not normally nest in southern 

Ontario so the nesting record in 2005 in 

Sheppard’s Bush is unusual.  This is one of the 

most southerly nest records for this species.  Generally these 

scattered breeding records in southern Ontario are 

considered to be late migrants and this is probably the case in 

the nesting attempt in Sheppard’s Bush. 

On two occasions between May 18-21, 2005, a female 

was seen collecting nesting material moss and spiders’ webs 

at the northern end of the double row of spruce trees by the 

Mary Street car park, then flying into the tops of a clump of 

Scots pine where the nest was likely located.  This is unusual 

as this kinglet normally nests in spruce trees. 

The ruby-crowned kinglet female builds the nest on her 

own, generally taking about five days.  The nests are difficult 

to find as they are well hidden amongst a clump of spruce or 

pine needles.  This kinglet also produces a large clutch of 

between 8-12 eggs, more than most of our other song birds. 

Other than observing the female during the nest 

construction in 2005, we have no other records of this nesting 

attempt which may or may not have been successful. 

This species is a regular spring and fall migrant in both 

the Nature Reserve but particularly in Sheppard’s Bush.  One 

wintered in 2002 in the same area in Sheppard’s Bush where 

it frequented the same double row of spruce trees. 

RUBY-CROWNED KINGLET 

Nesting location. Sheppard's Bush. 

Regulus calendula 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 
1 Very Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

2005 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 Nest Location 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The eastern bluebird is a bird of the open grassy 

countryside where there are scattered trees.  It also inhabits 

open woodland edge and sparsely populated residential 

areas where there are large open gardens, naturalized areas 

or golf courses. 

In recent years, the bluebird is the only grassland bird to 

have increased its population in Southern Ontario between 

the 1985 and 2005 Atlases of the Breeding Birds of Ontario.  

This increase is mainly a result of erecting nest boxes in 

suitable grassland habitats.  All of the early bluebird nests in 

Aurora were found in nest boxes attached to fence posts. 

Our first nest was located in 2001 in the Nature Reserve.  

A pair also attempted to nest in 2004.  Unfortunately both 

these nesting attempts were unsuccessful due to predation.  

Fence posts are easy for a raccoon or squirrel to climb and 

most nests are destroyed in urban areas where these 

mammals are plentiful. 

A community project was organized to place nest boxes 

around stormwater ponds and in our Town's naturalized 

parklands.  The boxes were attached to a two metre steel T-

bar and before the nest boxes were attached to the top, a one 

metre long, ten cm diametre plastic pipe was placed over the 

post to prevent mammals from climbing to the nest.  This 

approach greatly reduced mammal nest box predation. 

A pair of bluebirds used a nest box in 2007 located by 

the stormwater pond south of Milloy Place.  This nest failed as 

the newly hatched young died of starvation during a spring 

cold spell.  Other pairs were located in 2008 on the west side 

of Leslie Street just north of its junction with Vandorf 

Sideroad.  At least one other pair nested annually between 

2007 and 2014 on the Beacon Hall or Westview Golf Courses. 

Bluebirds are very secretive when nesting so it is likely 

that we may have missed some pairs.  We also may have 

unrecorded pairs in the areas south of Magna Drive due to 

access problems. 

EASTERN BLUEBIRD 

Typical habitat on the Oak Ridges Moraine along Vandorf 
Sideroad. 

Sialia sialia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  2-3 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This shy woodland thrush is rusty brown above with pale 

breast spots and is best identified when singing its plaintive 

descending veer, veer, veer song.  It also has very specific 

habitat requirements, preferring moist deciduous bottomland 

forest and wooded swamps with an understory of low bushy 

sapling trees and shrubs. 

The veery population has declined in the Lake Simcoe-

Rideau region between the 1985 and 2005 Atlases of 

Breeding Birds of Ontario.  This decline is related to the 

degeneration of wooded swamps mainly through agricultural 

drainage schemes.  The decline could also be related to the 

fragmentation of woodland and the deterioration of woodland 

shrub understory by an increasing deer population or to 

dryer climate conditions in recent years of low rainfall.   

Moist deciduous woodland is not a common habitat in 

Aurora and all of our veery records have been confined to the 

moist woodland on the west side of the Canadian National 

Railway track north of Bloomington Road.  It would seem that 

the veery has been a long term summer visitor in this location 

as it was recorded there by the Ministry of Natural Resources 

during their survey of the Environmental Site Assessment / 

ESA (93) area in 1996. 

Singing males were also recorded during our survey of 

this area in 2009 and 2010, but not in 2008.  Breeding is 

difficult to confirm in this species, the brooding females sit tight 

and are difficult to flush from their well concealed nests.  

However, it is considered that this thrush is likely to be nesting 

in the areas where the males are singing. 

The veery is not well adapted to nesting in urban 

conditions.  Its present breeding location in Aurora is located 

in the Oak Ridges Moraine which should be protected from 

development.  The Ontario Municipal Board recently 

approved a golf course with residential development just over 

half a kilometre from this thrush’s nesting area.  In future, it is 

vital if we wish to keep the veery as a breeding bird, that no 

additional development should be approved in this critical 

location. 

VEERY 

Moist woodland along Canadian National Railway track. 

Catharus fuscescens 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
1 Most Years 
0 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This typical coloured thrush with rich brown upper parts 

and a white heavily spotted breast is also best identified by its 

distinct melodic song which is best heard when singing at 

dusk and dawn. 

Its prime habitat is in extensive shady, cool mature 

upland forest with a dense understory of sapling growth, but 

in Ontario, it also inhabits smaller woodlots where these 

conditions exist. 

The wood thrush population in Aurora is confined to 

woods in the rural area of the Town and is mainly 

concentrated in the northeast and southeast corners.  In the 

past, before the built up areas expanded, it was far more 

widely distributed. 

A pair nested in Sheppard’s Bush during our 1974 

survey but was not recorded nesting after the woodland was 

surrounded by residential and industrial development.  They 

also nested in the Case Woodlot and in the wooded ravines in 

the northwest corner of the Town, where the Willow Farm 

Trail is now located.  Nesting also stopped when surrounding 

land was developed. 

Pairs were not recorded at McKenzie Marsh in 1975 or 

2000.  Between 2001 and 2006, one or two pairs nested 

every year in the Nature Reserve.  They did not nest between 

2007 and 2009 but three males were recorded in territories 

in 2010 which probably nested successfully.  A single male 

was recorded on May 21, 2011 but did not stay to nest.  Three 

pairs also attempted to nest in 2012. 

In the rural portion of the Town, we only recorded wood 

thrush singing in the extensive area of forest along Weslie 

Creek in the extreme northeast portion of the Town and in the 

woodlands along the Canadian National Railway track west of 

Highway 404, north of Bloomington Road. 

The Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario reports that 

most singing birds are paired, but care needs to be taken as 

on several occasions during the Common Bird Census, we 

have recorded singing birds over a two week period then 

they have moved away. 

WOOD THRUSH 

Typical habitat along Canadian National Railway track. 

Hylocichla mustelina 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  3-5 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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In the past, the robin was considered by settlers to be the 

harbinger of spring but due to milder winters or perhaps 

more importantly to the increase in European buckthorn, 

whose berries have become a major reliable winter food 

supply, robin flocks can often be found in the Town’s 

woodlands throughout the winter. 

Nesting robins are very common throughout the built up 

and rural areas of the Town.  The population is highest where 

mown grass areas exceed the density of the planting in the 

Town’s 50 year old subdivisions where breeding densities 

may exceed 40 pairs per square kilometre. 

Even in new subdivisions, 26 pair per square kilometre 

have been recorded.  Here established planting is scarce 

which reduces the availability of nest sites which may 

suppress population density.  Many of these birds nest on the 

beams under recently constructed decks.  A similar density 

(21 pairs) is found in our heritage district (100+ years) where 

mature trees shade out many lawns which are important for 

foraging, though the extensive areas of grass in the Town 

Park compensate to some extent for this loss of habitat. 

There was a gradual increase in the Nature Reserve of 

breeding pairs from 12 in 2001 to 28 in 2006.  Numbers 

dropped in 2007 to 14 pairs and down to 12 pairs in 2008 

when house construction commenced in the buffer zones.  In 

2009 as construction was completed, the numbers increased 

to 16 pairs in 2009, 21 pairs in 2010 and 28 pairs in 2011, 

then dropped over the next three years to 16 pairs by 2014. 

In the Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad survey 

(2006 to 2014), between 13 pairs and 35 pairs nested 

annually with a similar up then down pattern to the Nature 

Reserve. 

In the rural areas, the density of robin populations 

depends on the amount of tree cover and the amount of 

ground being actively farmed.  The more land under 

cultivation, the lower the robin population. 

 

AMERICAN ROBIN 

Has nested in this gazebo in the Aurora Community Arboretum 
on several occasions. 

Turdus migratorius 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1,000-1,400 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-10 pairs 

 11-30 pairs 

 31-45 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The cat like mew of this bird, makes it easy to identify 

when it is skulking in a thick tangle of shrubs along the edge of 

a wood, in an overgrown large garden or along a field 

hedgerow often where these are interspersed with taller 

deciduous trees. 

The removal of shrubby pastures and hedgerows during 

the urbanization of the Town must have reduced the grey 

catbird population considerably.  It is now only found in the 

built up areas, where blocks of two or more hectares of 

shrubby woodland have been retained often in the flood plain 

of creeks. 

In our 1975 survey of McKenzie Marsh, six pairs of grey 

catbird nested.  This increased to 15 pairs in 2000 which 

coincided with a major increase in shrubland when grazing 

ended and the arable land was invaded by shrubs. 

In our 1975 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, three pairs 

nested, zero pairs nested in 2006.  Between Wellington Street 

East to Vandorf Sideroad (2006-2014), four pairs nested in 

the first four years of the survey but only one pair in the last 

four years.   

In the Nature Reserve, eight pairs nested in the first four 

years of the survey (2001-2014), five pairs in the last four 

years.  We did not record any grey catbird in our surveys of 

the 100, 50, and 5 year old subdivisions. 

The earliest annual date of catbirds singing on territory 

was on May 7, 2006.  This bird left on July 23 of that year.  

Most years, they arrive between the second and fourth weeks 

of May.  Between 2002 and 2004, most birds left in the first 

week of August and between 2005 and 2010, all of the birds 

left between the first and third weeks in July. 

In the remaining rural areas of the Town, the catbird is 

confined to shrubby overgrown fields and shrubby woodland 

edge.  In the most favourable habitat they nest annually, but in 

more marginal habitat, nesting does not occur every year. 

GREY CATBIRD 

Catbirds normally nest in area of natural shrubland but a pair 
nested in this ornamental shrubbery on Jarvis Avenue. 

Dumetella carolinensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-20 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Most Canadians who are interested in birds and travel 

south in the winter are familiar with the mockingbird’s song, 

which often includes call notes and snatches of the songs of 

other birds. 

Ontario is on the northern edge of the mockingbird’s 

range and until the early 2000s, it was considered a rare bird 

in Aurora.  The first 1985 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of 

Ontario indicated that the northern mockingbird was well 

established as a year round resident on the Niagara 

Peninsula, but still uncommon further north.  By 2001, it had 

spread northward and a small population was 

nesting in Richmond Hill.  They seem to have a 

tendency to spread northward along railway 

tracks. 

The first pair to nest in Aurora in 2006 was located by 

the stormwater pond by State Farm Way and First Commerce 

Drive, three kilometres north of the Canadian National 

Railway track from Richmond Hill.  In 2007, a single male sang 

from the 20 to 24 of June in the Nature Reserve but failed to 

find a mate.  A male also sang in the same location in early 

May in 2008 and then moved away possibly to Senator Court, 

where a singing male was reported later that month.  The 

only confirmed nesting pair during this period was still 

around the State Farm Way stormwater pond where they 

were still nesting in 2010. 

In 2011, the Aurora population was reduced to a single 

bird, probably the survivor of the State Farm Way pair.  This 

mockingbird spent a good deal of the summer on the south 

side of Wellington Street East by Highway 404, hunting 

insects on an area of ground stripped of topsoil in a new 

industrial development at the end of Don Hillock Drive.  In 

2015 and 2016, a single bird was regularly observed in the 

Aurora Community Arboretum. 

Mockingbirds are in the early stages of expansion in 

Aurora, but to date, they have not managed to establish a 

viable population.  It would seem that the future success of 

this bird will depend on the recruitment of birds into Aurora 

from the surrounding expanding population to the south. 

NORTHERN MOCKINGBIRD 

Typical habitat around State Farm Way Stormwater Pond. 

Mimus polyglottos 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1  

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The brown thrasher has an easily recognized song as it 

often repeats its notes in pairs.  It was once a very common 

bird in Ontario, but over the last few decades its population 

has declined dramatically.  This is possibly as a result of its 

prime habitat of scrubby pastures, hedgerows and thickets 

being removed through farm improvements, natural 

ecological progression as scrub lands turn into woodland or 

in southern Ontario, through ever expanding urban 

developments. 

We did not record this bird in our 1974 survey of 

Sheppard's Bush or in the McKenzie Marsh survey in 1975.  

Although a spring migrant in the Nature Reserve where males 

occasionally stay a week or more before moving on, only one 

pair stayed and nested between 2001 and 2014.  In 2006, a 

male sang regularly from mid-May to July in wooded 

shrubland south of St. John's Sideroad in an area scheduled 

for development in the near future. 

In our one kilometre square survey of the Town, we did 

not record a brown thrasher in the built up areas and it was a 

relatively rare bird in the rural section of the Town, where we 

only found a single pair in four locations during the five year 

study.  But in 2009, we found two pairs in an area of disturbed 

sparsely vegetated grassland with scattered hawthorn, aspen 

and white cedar by an abandoned garbage, east of Offord 

Crescent. This was also the only location where a pair was 

located in consecutive years between 2007 and 2011.  

Unfortunately, a golf course with housing is now under 

construction on the adjoining farmland. 

It is unlikely the population of brown thrasher in Aurora 

will increase in the future due to lack of a potential increase in 

shrubland unless the buffer planting in the Nature Reserve, 

which includes a high percentage of shrubs, attracts a pair of 

thrasher to nest. 

BROWN THRASHER 

Typical habitat east of Offord Crescent soon to be developed as 
a golf course. 

Toxostoma rufum 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1-2 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The release of a 100 or so starlings in 1880-1881 in 

New York City successfully introduced this European bird into 

North America.  Although most starling are concentrated in 

southern Ontario, it is found as far north as Hudson Bay. 

In recent years the population in Ontario has declined.  

This is considered to be caused by the reduction in grazed 

pastures and perhaps by a reduction in suitable nest sites.  In 

Aurora, the rural population of starlings have probably 

declined but this loss has been compensated by colonization 

of new subdivisions. 

In 1975, there were 11 pairs nesting at McKenzie Marsh.  

This reduced to five pairs in 2000.  This same pattern 

occurred in Sheppard’s Bush, ten pairs nested in 1974 and by 

2006 they no longer nested.  In our Wellington Street East to 

Vandorf Sideroad (2006-2014) survey, five pairs nested in 

the first four years of the survey, six pairs in the last four 

years.   

Eleven pairs nested in the first four years of the survey 

(2001-2014) in natural cavities in the upland forest area of 

the Nature Reserve.  Since then, the number of nests in natural 

cavities has declined but the number nesting in the half built 

houses along the buffer zones increased with 34 pairs nesting 

in the last four years, but numbers decreased as the buildings 

were completed and nest site entrances were blocked by 

homeowners. 

In our subdivision studies; 35 pairs nested in the 5 year 

old subdivision, 17 pairs in the 50 year old and, only nine 

pairs in the 100 year old heritage district.  Generally the 

numbers of starlings nesting in the urban areas far exceeds 

the rural population.  Soon after the starling broods leave 

their nests, most of them congregate on the Stronach 

property east of Bayview Avenue and south of Wellington 

Street East and, on the golf courses where thousands of 

starlings feed on the short grass in the horse paddocks or on 

the mown fairways.  Recently in 2016, there was a marked 

reduction in this starling population in Aurora due to a 

disastrous breeding season when few young were reared. 

EUROPEAN STARLING 

Starlings nests more densely in commercial and industrial area 
than residential. 

Sturnus vulgaris 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  600-900 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-15 pairs 

 16-25 pairs 

 26-35 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Cedar waxwings are conspicuous birds with attractive 

plumage and are not difficult to identify but it is difficult to 

estimate their population because they are generally seen in 

small flocks feeding on berries often located well away from 

their nest sites which are generally in areas of shrubby old 

field, overgrown hedgerows or parkland. 

Although the cedar waxwing is a common late nesting 

bird, in recent years its population has declined not only in 

Ontario but in North America.  The cause of this decline is 

uncertain.  It may be as a result of the removal of shrubby 

areas in farmland or shrubland gradually becoming 

woodland. 

There were two pairs nesting at McKenzie Marsh in 

1975, four pairs nested in 2000, probably as a result of an 

increase in shrubby fields.  In Sheppard’s Bush, one pair was 

present in 1974 and three pairs in 2006.  The population 

between Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad (2006-

2014) varied from 12 pairs nesting in the first four years of 

the survey to nine pairs in the last four years. 

In the Nature Reserve, the population ranged from 19 

pairs in the first four years of the survey when the areas of 

shrubland were more extensive before development on the 

surrounding lands reduced it as laneways and hedgerows 

were removed.  In the last four years, nine pairs nested, but 

the population could increase again in the future as the buffer 

zone plantings mature. 

In our subdivision survey, we recorded one pair in the 

100 year Heritage subdivision but none in the 50 and 5 year 

old subdivisions but it is likely that they nested in the 50 year 

old subdivisions, particularly where there are patches of 

naturalized shrubby open space. 

The population in our rural areas is mainly concentrated 

in areas of neglected grassland, which is being invaded by 

shrubs.  If ecological progression continues unmanaged, then 

these habitats will vanish as they become woodland and the 

waxwing population will decline in Aurora. 

CEDAR WAXWING 

Typical habitat along the Nokiidaa Trail north of Evans Park. 

Bombycilla cedrorum 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  30-50 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Considered to be one of the most common wood 

warblers in Ontario.  This golden yellow warbler can be found 

in deciduous, shrubby abandoned fields and along open 

woodland edges, particularly when this habitat adjoins the 

banks of creeks and ponds. 

In Aurora, all of our breeding pairs of yellow warbler 

were found in riparian habitat most in shrubland along the 

banks of creeks, but a few pairs nested by ponds including 

two stormwater ponds.  Most pairs are distributed well apart 

but up to three pairs in prime habitat were spaced 200 to 300 

metres apart. 

The yellow warbler generally arrives on territory in 

Aurora during the second or third week of May.  The earliest 

arrival date was on May 6, 2007.  They depart in the first or 

second week in July, with our latest departure date being July 

18, 2004.  On June 13, 2012 an early brood of yellow 

warblers exploded from a nest built low down in a spirea 

bush in the Stronach Eco Park, this nest must have been 

started around May 13. 

In our survey of McKenzie Marsh in 1975, there were 

nine pairs nesting.  This increased to 20 pairs in 2000.  In the 

1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, only one pair was 

recorded, zero pairs in 2006.  Between Wellington Street East 

and Vandorf Sideroad (2006-2014), three pairs nested in the 

first four years of the survey, 11 pairs in the last four years.  

Between 2001 and 2014, in the Nature Reserve, five pairs 

nested in the first four years.  In the last four years only one 

pair has nested since the housing adjoining their nesting 

areas were built and occupied. 

During the one kilometre square survey period only five 

male yellow warblers were recorded singing in the built up 

portion of the Town but breeding could not be confirmed.  The 

largest concentration in the rural areas is in the shrublands 

along the East Holland River which should be protected. 

YELLOW WARBLER 

Typical habitat in the East Holland River Valley. South of 
Wellington Street East. 

Dendroica petechia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  20-30 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-8 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The best 

way to identify 

this warbler is by 

observing the sharp contrast between its black throat and 

bright yellow cheeks and by its lisping, dreamy constantly 

repeated song. 

Its population in Ontario in the last 20 years has 

increased although it is still most common in northern and 

eastern Ontario where coniferous trees dominate the 

landscape.  It is expanding its range south into southern 

Ontario where its preferred habitat is hemlock forests in 

ravines, cedar swamps and maturing conifer plantations. 

This increase includes a 94% increase in the Lake Simcoe

-Rideau region and over 100% in the Carolinian region.  This 

warbler is a regular spring and fall migrant in Aurora, where 

they stay for a day or so and then move on.  In the spring of 

2005, a male black-throated green warbler sang for two 

weeks or more in the southern section of the Vandorf 

Woodlot, just north of Vandorf Sideroad in an area of mixed 

mature white pine, cedar and sugar maple but nesting could 

not be confirmed. 

In 2007, two males sang for a two week period in an 

area of mature hemlock by Weslie Creek in the northeast 

section of the Town, but again, breeding did not occur.  A male 

also sang for over a week in a block of mature hemlock forest 

west of Yonge Street, north of Ridge Road. 

In 2010, a male was recorded singing on June 9 in a 

ravine dominated by mature white cedar in an extensive block 

of woodland along the Town’s boundary with Newmarket, 

northeast of Aspen Leaf Court, which likely nested as it 

normally arrives on its breeding territories by mid-May. 

As this warbler is expanding its population in Ontario, it 

is important to continue to monitor these locations as this 

warbler often return to nests in the same location. 

Hemlock woodland favored habitat in north east corner of the 
town. 

Dendroica virens 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 or 1 Possibly 
 more in future 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

BLACK-THROATED GREEN WARBLER 
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This non descript yellow and olive green warbler is best 

located by its song, a chipping sparrow like rattle, sung from 

the top of mature pine trees. 

The pine warbler is a short distance migrant wintering 

along the American Gulf Coast.  It is one of our earlier wood 

warblers to arrive in spring and many males have often 

established nesting territories by the end of April. 

Since the 1985 atlas, the pine warbler population in 

Ontario has increased dramatically, most likely as a result of 

maturing pine plantations planted in the 1930s.  This is the 

only bird in Aurora to have steadily increased its population 

during the 2007 to 2011 survey.  We have never recorded 

the pine warbler as a breeding bird in any of our Common 

Bird Census sites. 

The first pair was located during our one kilometre 

square survey in 2007 in a small area of pine parkland west 

of Cardinal Carter Catholic High School.  Later that year, two 

more pairs were located in a Scots pine plantation on the 

Willow Farm Trail system just west of St. Andrew’s College. 

In 2008, a pair was nesting in pine plantation on the edge 

of the upland forest south of the Magna Golf course.  Another 

pair was located in 2009 in a spruce plantation on the east 

side of Bayview Avenue north of its junction with Vandorf 

Sideroad.  By 2011 the population had extended and pairs 

were nesting in pine plantations on Steeplechase Avenue and 

north of Bloomington Road west of Highway 404, also in a 

plantation on the boundary with Newmarket, west of Bayview 

Avenue.  Most of these pairs used the same nesting areas in 

subsequent years. 

It is likely that the population of this warbler will continue 

to expand in Aurora but as many of our pine plantations are 

now over mature, we might not be able to sustain this 

population in the future unless we increase the percentage of 

pines planted in our reforestation projects. 

Pine plantation by the Magna Golf Course occupied in 2008. 

Dendroica pinus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-20 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

PINE WARBLER 
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The male American redstart are among the easiest 

warblers to recognize as they flit about the twigs and 

branches of deciduous trees and shrubs flashing their bright 

orange and black plumage as they catch flying insects.  

Occasionally a less brightly coloured male will be observed as 

this is one of the few songbirds which males do not attain their 

full breeding plumage until their second year.  These first year 

males are generally not so successful at attracting a female. 

The redstart is a widespread breeding bird in southern 

and central Ontario, nesting in secondary growth deciduous 

woodland with a rich shrub understory but it is a rare 

breeding bird in Aurora.  We have not recorded this bird on 

any of our Common Bird Census sites. 

On our kilometre square surveys, we located two adult 

males in full breeding plumage, one in 2007 and the other in 

2008, which were both probably paired.  One was in the 

wooded ravine along Weslie Creek in the northeast corner of 

the Town and the other was in a wooded swamp by the 

Canadian National Railway track in the southeast corner of 

Town.  Both were present in the middle of the nesting season. 

In 2011, a female redstart was also recorded in the 

breeding season in the wooded swamp by the railway track.  

Several of our warblers have increased their population over 

the last decade, including the redstart.  Many of these 

warblers winter in the West Indies and Central America, often 

in degenerating rural habitats which are steadily losing their 

tree and shrub cover through increased farming and grazing 

pressure as their human populations expand. 

In our 2006 to 2012 study of these warblers wintering in 

Cuba, their populations and their aggression when 

establishing and defending winter territories has increased as 

the quality of their wintering habitats has decreased. 

While it is important to conserve their northern breeding 

grounds, it is equally, if not more important to protect their 

rapidly deteriorating wintering areas in South America.  

AMERICAN REDSTART 

Wooded swamp by Canadian National Railway track west of  
Highway 404. 

Setophaga ruticilla 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
1 Occasionally 
2 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Ovenbirds prefer the interior of large tracks of 

undisturbed deciduous and mixed woodland which has a 

continuous closed tree canopy with a rich leaf litter ground 

cover for foraging and nest sites.  It is normally absent from 

small fragmented disturbed woodlots, particularly if these are 

located in urban areas. 

The ovenbird gets its name from the domed oven like nest 

it builds on the ground amongst fallen leaf litter.  The nest is 

difficult to find as the female will not leave the nest unless the 

observer is close enough to step on it.  Pairs often return to 

the same nesting site in subsequent years. 

We only recorded a single unlikely nesting ovenbird in 

our Common Bird Census sites.  This occurred in 2004 on the 

soon to be developed eastern edge of the Nature Reserve, 

when a male sang its staccato teacher-teacher-teacher song 

of a period of two weeks in late May, but failed to find a mate 

and moved away. 

In our one kilometre square survey, an ovenbird was 

recorded singing for a period of two weeks in the aspen 

parkland north of Ridge Road, but again moved away.  This 

location is scheduled for development in the near future. 

The only regular breeding site in Aurora is in the 

extensive block of deciduous woodland along the Canadian 

National Railway track, west of Highway 404.  An ovenbird 

was recorded in this Environmental Site Assessment / ESA (93) 

area in a Ministry of Natural Resources survey in 1996.  We 

also recorded ovenbird in this location on several occasions in 

our surveys between 2005 and 2011. 

Unfortunately a planning application to build a golf 

course with residential development along part of this 

woodland's western boundary was approved against the 

wishes of the Town Council and citizens of Aurora, even 

though this woodland was located on the Oak Ridges Moraine.  

This decision by the Ontario Municipal Board could be 

disastrous to the ovenbird and could result in the local 

extinction of the ovenbird as a breeding bird in Aurora. 

OVENBIRD 

Typical habitat on both sides of the Canadian National Railway 
track. 

Seiurus aurocapilla 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This warbler generally looks like a small 

version of a thrush, with a loud distinct 

unthrush like song.  Its favoured habitat is cool 

wooded swamps or alternatively it can be found along the 

wooded edges of creeks, ponds and lakes where there is 

dense cover. 

The northern waterthrush nests in tangled thickets 

amongst the roots of an upturned tree, the nest very well 

hidden and difficult to find as the female does not flush off the 

nest easily. 

It is not common in urban areas but still persists where 

there are extensive areas of protected, undisturbed wet 

woodland.  We have only recorded this species on one 

occasion on a Common Bird Census site in 2003.  A male sang 

for over three weeks where the main trail crosses the creek in 

the Vandorf Woodlot, in an area of mature white cedar.  It is 

probable that this male was paired to an incubating female 

but a pair was not recorded, so breeding was considered as 

unlikely.  Another male sang for a limited period in 2009 on  

Vandorf Sideroad, half a kilometre west of Leslie Street, but 

breeding could not be confirmed. 

On July 12, 2011, a northern waterthrush giving alarm 

calls, which generally indicate a nest or recently fledged 

young are nearby, was recorded in an area of 0.7 hectare of 

polluted wooded swamp surrounded by tipped land, just west 

of Leslie Street, north of Bloomington Road. 

There is only one regular breeding location in Aurora in 

the wooded swamp on both sides of the Canadian National 

Railway track in Environmental Site Assessment / ESA (93) 

north of Bloomington Road.  This species was also recorded in 

this location in 2008 to 2010 during our one kilometre square 

survey.  Unfortunately, the west side of this swamp is the 

subject of a golf course application with residential 

development which has now been approved by the Ontario 

Municipal Board which could result in the demise of the 

northern waterthrush as a regular breeding bird in Aurora. 

NORTHERN WATERTHRUSH 

Polluted wooded swamp surrounded by tipped land. 

Seiurus noveboracensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  1-2 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Alexander Wilson gave this warbler its name because of 

its black upper chest but it was not well named as it has a loud 

cheerful song and a lively disposition.  It is said to be common 

in southern Ontario, in areas of dense brush with saplings, 

shrubs and brambles often on the edge of swamps or along 

the edges or in clearings in woodland. 

The mourning warbler is a fairly common breeding bird 

in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau region but its population has 

declined slightly since the 1985 atlas.  Unexpectedly it is still 

found nesting in some part of urban Toronto in wooded 

ravines and in small shrubby areas, some as small as 0.6 

hectare in parks and open spaces. 

It is not a common bird in Aurora.  We have only 

recorded this warbler once in our Common Bird Census 

survey when a male sang for two to three weeks in 2004 in 

an open area of shrubby growth by the Klaus Wehrenburg 

Trail in Sheppard’s Bush but it failed to attract a mate and 

moved away. 

We recorded another male in 2008 during our one 

kilometre square survey by a small overgrown pond in a 

scrubby area north of Old Bloomington Road.  It is possible 

that this bird was part of a breeding pair.  The Ministry of 

Natural Resources also reported that mourning warblers 

were recorded in the breeding season in their 1996 survey of 

the Environmental Site Assessment / ESA (93) complex of 

wetland and woodland north of Bloomington Road in the 

southeast corner of the Town.  We did not record this warbler 

in this location. 

In 2010 a singing male was recorded on June 21, in a 

scrubby area west of Highway 404 and north of Vandorf 

Sideroad, but was not recorded in subsequent visits.  As this 

warbler is most common in early successional shrubby 

habitats, landowners should be encouraged to control the 

invasion of tree seedlings to prevent these habitats from 

becoming overgrown with trees.  This management action 

would support this species and many other shrubland birds. 

MOURNING WARBLER 

Overgrown pond north Old Bloomington Road. 

Oporornis Philadelphia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0 Most Years 
1 Rarely 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Considered to be one of southern Ontario’s 

most common warblers, is easily recognized by 

its loud ‘witchity witchity’ song and its distinctive 

black mask.  Generally most often heard than seen as it sings 

from a tangle of dense wetland vegetation. 

The common yellowthroat generally arrives on its 

nesting habitat in Aurora during the second and third week in 

May.  The earliest arrival date was on May 6, 2007.  Most 

pairs leave during the first week of August.  Since 2009, more 

have arrived in the first week of May and leave by the second 

and third weeks in July.  The latest departure date was on 

August 10, 2004. 

In our survey of McKenzie Marsh, two pairs were 

recorded in both 1975 and 2000.  They did not nest in 

Sheppard’s Bush in 1975 or 2006 due to lack of suitable 

habitat.  In our Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad 

survey, one pair nested in both 2006 and 2007 south of 

Wellington Street East in an area being invaded by European 

reed.  They did not nest again till 2012-2013 when two then 

one pair nested north of Vandorf Sideroad in an area of wet 

shrubland. 

The number nesting in the Nature Reserve have varied 

considerably over the 14 year survey period.  Two pairs 

nested in 2001 which increased to ten pairs the following 

year and then dropped back to three pairs in 2003.  

Generally between four and nine pairs nested annually.  

When the population is high, several pairs are often located 

50 to 100 metres apart in prime habitat.  This wide variation 

in the number of pairs nesting each year does not appear to 

be as a result of development or changes in habitat or water 

levels, which have been relatively stable with little change over 

the years.  The decline could be caused by losses some years 

during migration or poor survival rates on their wintering 

grounds in the southern United States and Central America. 

COMMON YELLOWTHROAT 

This wetland in the Nature Reserve has supported one or two 
pairs annually. 

Geothlypis trichas 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  10-20 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-6 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The male scarlet tanager spends most of its time singing 

in high canopy deciduous and mixed woodland.  It is more 

often identified by its robin like song and by its "chip-burr" 

alarm call then by its scarlet and black plumage.  Its preferred 

habitat of extensive mature woodlands makes this bird 

susceptible to forest fragmentation as most woodlots are now   

becoming surrounded by open farmland. 

All known nesting sites in Aurora are located in the rural 

portion of the Town.  A singing male was present in late May 

and July in 2006 in the Nature Reserve in a five hectare block 

of mature deciduous forest which probably nested, but 

breeding was not confirmed.  Another singing male was also 

recorded in June 2008 in a 13 hectare block of mature 

deciduous and coniferous woodland along Weslie Creek in 

the northeast corner of the Town which also possibly nested.  

Both these woodlands are scheduled to be surrounded by 

development in the near future so these will probably be lost 

as nesting sites. 

The scarlet tanager was listed as a breeding bird in the 

Ministry of Natural Resources 1996 survey of the 

Bloomington Environmental Site Assessment / ESA (93).  We 

also recorded on several occasions a singing male in 2007 

and 2008 in this area in a three hectare block of mature 

deciduous woodland north of the wooded swamp by the 

railway track, making this the only location in Aurora where 

this bird still regularly nests.  Unfortunately, although this 

woodland is located on the Oak Ridges Moraine, the Ontario 

Municipal Board has approved an application to build a golf 

course and housing on the surrounding land. 

The survival of this bird as a breeding species in Aurora 

will depend on maintaining these last remaining blocks of 

suitable woodland in an undisturbed condition.  The greatest 

threat will come from using the housing round the golf course 

as a prescient to build more housing on the golf course or on 

the surrounding lands. 

SCARLET TANAGER 

This woodland is this bird’s main nesting habitat in Aurora. 

Piranga olivacea 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
1 
2 Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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One of North America’s commonest and most widely 

distributed sparrows which have readily adapted to nesting in 

an urban environment providing low shrubs for cover and tall 

conifers are present. 

The chipping sparrow is now considered to be more 

common around low density urban housing and rural 

residences than in farmland or natural woodland.  This is the 

case in Aurora, where more pairs nest in areas of housing 

with well planted gardens then in our less settled rural area. 

As there are very few conifers around McKenzie Marsh, 

we did not record any chipping sparrow in our 1975 or 2000 

surveys.  It was a common nesting bird in Sheppard’s Bush in 

1974 with six pairs nesting in the maturing Scots pine 

plantations but by 2006, this population had declined to two 

pairs.  No pairs were nesting by 2008.  They may return as a 

breeding species when the pines planted in the slope to the 

north of the Bush increase in size and density. 

In our Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad study 

(2006-2014), seven pairs nested in the first four years of the 

survey, two pairs in the last four years. 

During the ten year survey of the Nature Reserve, we did 

not record nesting chipping sparrows but as the pine and 

spruce plantations mature and become more open, this 

sparrow will probably become a regular nesting bird. 

The chipping sparrow was not recorded in our 5 year 

old subdivision survey, two pairs were recorded in the 50 and 

100 year old surveys, but we may have missed some pairs. 

This bird is least common in the northeastern portion of 

the Town and most common in the northwest where many old 

mature Scots pine were retained from plantations which 

occupied the location before houses were built.  Its 

distribution in the southwest and southern portions of the 

Town depends on maturing conifer plantations and in the 

number of maturing and density of garden planted conifers. 

CHIPPING SPARROW 

A typical nesting habitat in a commercial area. Edward Street. 

Spizella passerina 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  100-150 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 4-8 pairs 

 8-10 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The field sparrow is a bird which dislikes urbanization 

and is conspicuously absent from built up areas. 

It is not a common bird in Aurora, where it is confined to 

areas of old, neglected overgrown shrubby fields and to the 

naturalized edges of golf courses.  It is not difficult to identify 

as it often perches on the top of tall shrubs to sing its 

distinctive persistent song which sounds like a bouncing ping 

pong ball gradually losing momentum.  It can also be identified 

by its pink peak. 

Where it is found, it is remarkably faithful to its nesting 

areas.  In most of these locations, pairs of singing males were 

recorded annually throughout our one kilometre square 

survey period.  We did not record any breeding field 

sparrows on any of our Common Bird Census or subdivision 

surveys. 

There are basically three areas in the Town where this 

bird is concentrated.  The second highest concentration of 

nesting field sparrow is in the southwest corner of the Town. 

Most of the shrubby habitats occupied by these birds are 

scheduled for development so this cluster will decline, though 

the pairs on the Barclay Smith property may survive.  The 

two pairs in the north of the Town are located in a 

development zone, so these will also vanish. 

The long survival of this sparrow depends on protecting 

the shrubby habitats, centered around the junction of Leslie 

Street and Vandorf Sideroad.  This is where our largest 

population is located and is on the Oak Ridges Moraine so it 

should be safe from development, providing piecemeal 

housing infilling is not allowed to occur. 

To maintain this bird's status as a regular breeding 

species in Aurora, it is essential that in future, some of its 

preferred breeding habitat be managed to prevent gradual 

ecological progression as the shrubby old field growth is 

replaced by increasing tree growth which will turn these 

areas into woodland.  This can be achieved by controlling the 

spread of seeding trees. 

FIELD SPARROW 

Typical habitat along Canadian National Railway track. Ridge 
Road. 

Spizella pusilla 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  10-15 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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One of the most widespread meadowland birds in 

Ontario which is easily recognized by its song.  Like most 

grassland birds, this species has declined but not so 

extensively as other meadowland birds. 

In Aurora, the savannah sparrow arrives on its nesting 

territory in the second or third week in April.  Most birds have 

departed by the second week of August.  In the last few years 

this sparrow has often left by the last week in July, but arrival 

dates have remained much the same. 

In our McKenzie Marsh survey of 1975 and 2000, three 

pairs nested in both years but shrubs are invading the 

meadows which will effect this sparrow’s population in the 

future. 

In Sheppard’s Bush during the same period, pairs 

reduced from three to one due to the surrounding 

meadowland being developed. 

Between Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad 

(2006-2014), 12 pairs nested in the first four years of the 

survey only one pair in the last four years, part of this decline 

could be due to public tree planting on the grasslands. 

The number of nesting savannah sparrow in the Nature 

Reserve have also declined, 91 pairs nested in the first four 

years of the survey, only 27 pairs in the last four years.  Part 

of this decline also reflects the decline in grassland from 27.5 

hectares in 2001 to 11.4 hectares in 2009 resulting from 

development. 

We did not record this sparrow in the built up areas, 

though four pairs nested on a 2.6 hectare weedy school site 

which had been stripped of topsoil and left fallow in a new 

subdivision.  All other pairs were recorded in the rural portion 

of the Town in grassland ranging from a 0.7 hectare grass 

patch to 24 hectare hayfields.  As we have no cattle left, we 

are now rapidly losing hayfield as these are converted to 

arable fields.  This will reduce the density of this sparrow's 

population in the rural areas of the Town. 

This narrow grass strip along Wellington Street East ramp on 
Highway 404 supports a pair. 

Passerculus sandwichensis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  80-110 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 4-7 pairs 

 7-10 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

SAVANNAH SPARROW 
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The most common and widely distributed sparrow in 

Aurora is the song sparrow which can be found in the urban 

and rural portions of Town.  In urban areas, it does not nest in 

subdivisions unless these contained patches of natural 

shrubby open space often in creek flood plains. 

There was a considerable increase in shrubby old field 

which this bird favors between our 1975 and 2000 survey of 

McKenzie Marsh where pairs increased from 18 to 26.  The 

opposite effect occurred in our 1974 and 2006 survey of 

Sheppard’s Bush when pairs declined from 13 to eight pairs 

caused by habitat loss through development. 

In the Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad study 

(2006-2014), 113 pairs nested in the first four years of the 

survey, 67 in the last four years, even though the habitat 

during this period remained much the same. 

This decline was also reflected in our survey for the 

Nature Reserve (2001 to 2014) ,185 pairs nested in the first 

four years of the survey, this reduced to 131 pairs in the last 

four years.  The early increases in the population were partly 

due to changes in the buffer zones where weedy old  field 

conditions increased but in some locations, the song sparrow 

densities increased where there were no obvious changes to 

the habitat. This increase may have been the result of birds 

moving into the Reserve from surrounding areas as 

development activity increased. 

In our surveys of a 100, 50, and 5 year old subdivisions, 

the number of pairs increased as the subdivision aged from 

two to five to six pairs.  The density of nesting pairs in the 

rural portion of the Town depended on the extent of old field 

herbaceous and old field shrub and winter survival.  In a year 

of high winter survival, within a one kilometre square with 

good habitat, 47 pairs nested with 23 pairs in a square with 

poorer habitat.  In a year with low population, the same 

squares supported 18 and 12 pairs respectively. 

This sparrow is found in subdivisions with natural areas close 
by. Timberlane Trail. 

Melospiza melodia 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  300-700 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-5 pairs 

 5-15 pairs 

 16-25 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

SONG SPARROW 
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The swamp sparrow can be found in both large and 

small wetlands where it will often sing its chipping sparrow 

like song from some low vantage point.  It is one of the first 

birds to colonize recently created wetland when they become 

overgrown with vegetation.  However we have only recorded 

this sparrow nesting in one of our stormwater ponds. 

Between 2002 and 2006, this sparrow arrived in the 

Nature Reserve in the first or second week in May.  After 

2006, all birds arrived during the last two weeks in April.  

Between 2002 and 2009 they mainly left in the first week of 

August, but in 2010 and 2011 they had all departed between 

July 11-17. 

This sparrow’s population in Aurora has remained 

remarkably stable.  In the McKenzie Marsh survey of 1975, 

three pairs nested and 25 years later, four pairs were still 

nesting.  Between Wellington Street East and Vandorf 

Sideroad, eight pairs nested in the first four years of the 

survey, only two pairs in the last four years, mainly due to 

wetland being invaded by European reed.  The Nature 

Reserve population (2001-2014) ranged from 28 pairs in the 

first four years of the survey increasing to 36 pairs in the last 

four years, the increase resulting from increased habitat as 

the sedge marsh and southern pond have been invaded by 

expanding cattail. 

Suitable swamp sparrow habitat in Aurora is 

comparatively scarce and breeding pairs are confined to the 

few locations where suitable habitat occurs.  In favored 

habitat, nesting pairs may be less than 100 metres apart.  

Most of these habitats extend over a hectare although small 

isolated habitats of less than 0.5 hectares like the small 

wetland near Monkman Crescent are used but not occupied 

every year. 

The swamp sparrow is one of the few wetland birds 

which nest in thick vegetation whose population does not 

seem to be affected by building development along the edge of 

the wetlands even when the buffer zones are 35 metres wide. 

SWAMP SPARROW 

Providing the habitat is suitable, this sparrow will nest close to 
housing. 

Melospiza georgiana 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-25 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Stable 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 5-6 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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Probably our most well known garden bird which was 

unknown by the early settlers.  It was not until 1901 that the 

first cardinal nested at Point Pelee.  By 1985, it was well 

established in our region and is still extending northward into 

the edge of the Boreal Forest region. 

Cardinals are birds of the forest edge and shrubland 

which have adapted to and prefer urban habitats where 

parks and shrub planted gardens dominate the landscape, 

particularly where bird feeders are readily available. 

The northern cardinal nests early and our first egg was 

recorded on April 4, 1999.  Generally two or three broods 

are reared each year but many nests are predated often by 

eastern grey squirrels, which is the most common predator in 

the urban portion of Aurora. 

In the 1975 survey of McKenzie Marsh, only one pair of 

cardinals were recorded.  But by 2000, the number had 

increased to four pairs, probably the result of a major 

increase in shrub dominated habitat.  The population in 

Sheppard’s Bush increased from three pairs in 1974 to seven 

pairs in 2006 following development. 

The population between Wellington Street East and 

Vandorf Sideroad (2006-2014), 50 pairs nested in the first 

four years of the survey, 42 in the last four years.  During the 

(2006-2014) survey of the Nature Reserve, 14 pairs nested in 

the first four years, 20 pairs in the last four years. 

There was an interesting range of pair nesting in the 100, 

50 and 5 year old subdivisions as the highest number was in 

the 50 year old with 17 pairs in a square kilometre.  Nine 

pairs nested in the 100 year old area but no pairs nested in 

the 5 year old area.  Surveys in the adjoining 10+ year old 

subdivision also produced no pairs.  It might be necessary for 

new vegetation to mature enough to produce a plentiful 

supply of large fruit and seeds before these areas are able to 

support nesting cardinals even when year round bird feeders 

are available. 

NORTHERN CARDINAL 

Isolated confers away from squirrel highways are attractive 
nesting sites. Centre Crescent. 

Cardinalis cardinalis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  250-350 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-5 pairs 

 6-10 pairs 

 11-20 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 



     113  mapping 

This common large finch with a big 

heavy beak, black head and distinctive 

bright red triangular breast is found in 

dense shrubby areas with scattered taller trees, generally 

with grassy openings. 

Although it will visit bird feeders in subdivisions during 

the breeding season in urban areas of Aurora, breeding pairs 

are almost totally confined to protected wooded areas along 

the edges of creeks.  This also applies to the majority of 

breeding pairs in the rural areas which are also concentrated 

along the edges of creeks, ponds and wetlands. 

Before 2007, this bird normally arrived on its nesting 

territory during the third week of May and left during the first 

or second week of July.  After 2007, they arrived earlier in the 

first or second week in May and left slightly later in July.  The 

earliest arrival date was May 6, 2007 with the latest 

departure date of July 24, 2008. 

Rose-breasted grosbeak were not recorded in the 1975 

and 2000 Common Bird Census of McKenzie Marsh.  Only one 

pair was recorded in the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush.  In 

the 2006 to 2014 Sheppard’s Bush to Vandorf Sideroad 

survey, two pairs nested in the first four years.  They did not 

nest in the last four years. 

In the Nature Reserve between 2001 and 2014, 15 pairs 

nested in the first four years of the survey, only four pairs in 

the last four years.  We did not record any of this grosbeak in 

our three subdivision surveys. 

The survival of the rose-breasted grosbeak in the soon to 

be developed northeastern section of the Town will depend 

on the preservation of existing areas of secondary growth 

poplar and ash with its understory of hawthorn and 

buckthorn.  Such a habitat is rich in wildlife but generally not a 

high conservation priority and is considered to be 

developable land. 

Shrubland by a soon to be developed plowed field.  North east 
section of Town. 

Pheucticus ludovicianus 

ROSE-BREASTED GROSBEAK 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  10-20 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2-3 pairs 

 4-5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The male is our only completely blue songbird which 

likes to sing conspicuously perched on a dead branch high in 

the top of trees.  By comparison, the female is a dull brown, 

nondescript bird which is easily overlooked.  Although in 

Aurora it visits bird feeders particularly in spring, it is not a 

garden bird.  It is a woodland edge species, inhabiting bushy 

overgrown fields, roadside thickets and hedgerows in the 

rural portion of the Town.  We did not record any indigo 

buntings nesting in the one kilometre urban squares, this bird 

seems to be particularly sensitive to built development but it 

will nest along roadsides. 

Since the 1985 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, this 

bunting has declined in the Lake Simcoe-Rideau region.  This 

decline is reflected in the decline of other species of birds 

which inhabit similar shrubby woodland edge, which is one of 

the least legally protected habitats.  In general, this habitat is 

totally obliterated to make way for more residential and 

industrial development. 

In our 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, the Indigo 

bunting was a common bird with seven pairs, but they 

stopped nesting once the surrounding land was developed.  

Between Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad (2006 

and 2014), three pair nested in the first four years of the 

survey, zero pairs in the last four years.  During the McKenzie 

Marsh survey in 1975, a single pair was recorded.  Even 

though the amount of shrubby habitat increased dramatically 

it was not recorded in 2000 following the development of the 

surrounding farmland.  The Nature Reserve survey between 

2001 and 2014, eight pairs nested in the first four years, four 

pairs in the last four years.  All nested along the edge of the 

eastern woodland where they adjoin arable land, between 

200 and 250 metres from development.  This bird was not 

recorded in our three subdivision surveys. 

In the rural portion of Town, they are mainly 

concentrated in the least disturbed areas where housing 

densities are low. 

INDIGO BUNTING 

Roadside habitat. Leslie Street south, St. John’s Road. 

Passerina cyanea 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  15-25 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 2 pairs 

 3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The bobolink was a rare bird in Ontario before the 

settlers cleared woodland to create grassland for cattle.  In 

recent years there has been a considerable decline in the 

population due to agricultural intensification and urbanization 

reducing grasslands, which resulted in the bobolink being 

listed as a threatened species in Ontario.  This is the only bird 

to register a constant decline during the 2007 to 2011 one 

kilometre square survey. 

Bobolink males are often paired to more than one female.  

Their nests are very difficult to find as the female is extremely 

secretive when approaching the nest.  Two nests were found 

in the 1970s, one on May 29 (six eggs) and June 3 (five eggs).  

Both nests successfully reared young. 

In the surveys of McKenzie Marsh in 1975 and 

Sheppard’s Bush in 1974, both had two pairs nesting but 

following development, they no longer nested. 

In the Nature Reserve between 2001 and 2003, three to 

eight pairs nested annually.  As grassland to the west were 

developed in 2004, the numbers increased to 14 pairs.  By 

2005, plowing reduced the grassland from 27.5 to 10.5 

hectares.  Twelve pairs crowded into the remaining grassland 

but by 2006, only three males were nesting as development 

activities and noise levels increased.  In 2007, all breeding 

activities ceased although birds were still recorded on 

migration particularly the springs of 2008 and 2009. 

The bobolink population also declined in the rural areas 

between 2007 and 2012 partly due to creeping development 

and the conversion of grassland to arable fields.  Even where 

area of grassland remained undisturbed, the population still 

declined. 

Grasslands between 2.4 and six hectares in extent were 

abandoned first.  Long term survival was best in hayfields and 

neglected meadows over 7.4 hectares in extent, but these 

marginal habitats under six hectares will still play an 

important role in the future if the bobolink population is to 

rebound. 

Soon to be developed habitat south of Don Hillock Drive. 

Dolichonyx oryzivorus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  8-40 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 5-6 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

BOBOLINK 
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The well known red-winged blackbird is by far Aurora’s 

most common wetland bird which nests in all of our larger 

and smaller wetlands where cattail can be found including 

most stormwater ponds.  This bird is widely distributed in the 

rural areas around wetlands but are also common in many 

abandoned old fields and shrubby damp habitats. 

In the Nature Reserve between 2001-2014, 227 pairs 

nested in the first four years of the survey, 183 in the last four 

years. The increasing number in the early years 

could be the result of birds moving into 

undisturbed habitats as the surrounding habitat 

was lost through development.  Then numbers gradually 

declined to 34 pairs in 2010 as the houses were built, then 

increased back 50 pairs 2013 as the houses became 

occupied. 

A similar overall decline occurred in McKenzie Marsh 

which in 1975 had 90 breeding pairs, which following the 

development of the surrounding land had declined to 54 pairs 

by 2000.  This decline to some extent has been mitigated by 

the proliferation of stormwater ponds which have provided 

these blackbirds with new habitat.  Where these have a 

narrow border of cattail 2-4 metres wide along the edge, 

they have proven to be a disastrous nesting site as it is easy 

for raccoon to locate and predate the nests.  Although we 

have located many nests, very few have been successful.  The 

exception being in 2009, when nesting results were more 

favorable probably due to the introduction of the Green Bin 

program which cut their main food supply, garbage, which 

resulted in a decline in the raccoon population. 

The red-winged blackbird since its population peaked in 

1976, has been declining slowly in Ontario.  These declines 

are possibly the result of spraying poisons on their roosts in 

their wintering areas in the United States which has killed 

millions of blackbirds which are considered by the Americans 

to be an agricultural pest.  The loss of wetland and old field 

habitat in Ontario may have also contributed to the decline. 

Small areas of cattail provide nesting sites. Monkman Court. 

Agelaius phoeniceus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  500-800 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-10 pairs 

 11-25 pairs 

 26-40 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

RED-WINGED BLACKBIRD 
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In the 1970s, this meadowlark was one of the 

most common meadowland birds in Aurora.  Several 

pairs nested on the grazed pastures to the north of 

McKenzie Marsh and in the meadows east of Sheppard’s 

Bush.  It was also common in the East Holland River Valley, in 

the grasslands around the Nature Reserve and in many of the 

hayfields and pastures in the rural portion of the Town. 

By the year 2000, due to urbanization, they no longer 

nested near McKenzie Marsh or Sheppard’s Bush.  Three 

pairs still nested in the pastures adjoining the Nature Reserve.  

In the fall of 2001, developers plowed the pasture on the west 

side of the Reserve which resulted in the loss of two pairs.  The 

remaining pair on the east side nested in 2002 and 2003.  In 

the fall of 2004, a major portion of the hayfield on the east 

side was plowed to create arable land and the remaining 

portion of grassland (10.5 hectares) become too small to 

support a breeding pair.  Though in the springs of 2004 to 

2006 they were recorded in this location where they would 

stay for a week or more before moving away. 

The eastern meadowlark has also declined on the 

grasslands in the rural areas of Town as they have through 

most of southern Ontario due to changes in farming practices 

and expanding urbanization.  This is now a very uncommon 

breeding bird in Aurora. 

Between 2007-2011, it was confirmed in three locations; 

a shrubby grassland east of Stone Road and Bayview Avenue, 

a section of the Aurora Community Arboretum west of 

Woodroof Crescent, and on the grassed over garbage dump 

east of Beacon Hall Drive. 

By 2011, only one pair was located on the garbage 

dump, which was scheduled for tree planting under  York 

Region reforestation policy but this important grassland has 

since been removed from the reforestation plan. 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Garbage dump on east side of Bayview Avenue. 

Sturnella magna 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

EASTERN MEADOWLARK 
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This grackle is greatly disliked by most homeowners with 

bird feeders due to its aggressive habits.  Generally a bird of 

farmland and swamps which has adapted and seems to 

prefer urban habitats.  It is now one of the commonest 

subdivision birds in many parts of Aurora. 

Grackles often by mid-April have started nesting 

activities sometimes singly but often in loose colonies of up to 

ten pairs, but most colonies in Aurora are between three to 

seven pairs.  Their preferred nesting site is in scattered or 

groups of four to six metre high spruce or cedar. 

We did not recorded grackles in the 1974 and 1975 

surveys of Sheppard’s Bush or in McKenzie Marsh.  They did 

not nest on the marsh in 2000, but a pair nested in 2006 

following development around Sheppard’s Bush.  Between 

Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad (2006-2914), 

11 pairs nested during the first four years, 17 in the last four 

years all around Monkman Place.  It was not a common 

breeding bird in the Nature Reserve where two pair nested in 

the cattails in the first four years, eight pairs in the last four 

years. 

Our subdivision surveys located five pairs in the 100 

year old heritage district, two pairs in the 5 year old 

subdivision which were located in the oldest section and 29 

pairs in the 50 year old subdivision.  As over 50% of the 

subdivisions in Aurora are less than 50 years old, the 

prospect of increases in the grackles’ population is very likely. 

In the rural portion of the Town, it was difficult to locate 

breeding pairs or small colonies.  The densest population was 

in areas of estate residential subdivisions but numbers were 

low.  Very few pairs were recorded in the farmland, birds 

foraging for food were observed on numerous occasions, but 

they often forage well away from their nesting site which 

makes it difficult to estimate the population in the rural areas.  

Typical nesting habitat. Orchard Heights. 

Quiscalus quiscula 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  400-600 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-10 pairs 

 11-20 pairs 

 21-30 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

COMMON GRACKLE 
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The brown-headed cowbird was 

originally a bird of open grassland which 

extended its range into southern Ontario as the forests were 

cleared and replaced with farmland. 

Cowbirds do not build their own nest but are a brood 

parasite and lay their eggs in other birds’ nests.  In Aurora, 

the preferred host is the song sparrow and its distribution 

within the Town probably represents areas where the song 

sparrow is most abundant. 

The cowbird arrives in Aurora during the first and 

second week of April and most birds have departed by the 

second week of July. 

In the 1974 Common Bird Census survey of Sheppard’s 

Bush, four female cowbirds were recorded with two in 2006.  

The female appears to hold a nesting territory with poorly 

defined boundaries where she is courted by several males. 

In the McKenzie Marsh survey, two females were located 

in 1975 with four in 2000.  In the Wellington Street East to 

Vandorf Sideroad survey between 2006 and 2014, 13 

females were recorded in the first four years of the survey, 

four pairs in the last four years.  A decline also occurred in the 

Nature Reserve between 2001 and 2014, 12 females nested 

in the first four years of the survey, seven in the last four 

years. 

Two female cowbirds were found in the 50 and 5 year 

old subdivisions but they were not recorded in the 100 year 

old heritage area. 

Based on the frequency of observation, it was estimated 

that most one kilometre squares in the rural areas held 

between one female in squares dominated by arable land, 

with up to three females in wooded or well shrubbed squares. 

The population of cowbird will probably remained much the 

same as the birds nesting in the farmland before development 

have adapted to breeding in developed areas but as the trees 

in these areas mature, the number will probably decline as 

few cowbirds can be found in the well treed older 

subdivisions. 

BROWN-HEADED COWBIRD 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  70-100 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Typical nesting habitat near Black Court. 

0 

Molothrus ater 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The black and orange orchard oriole is a bird of 

orchards, open wood and open forest, especially if water is 

nearby.  Before 1950 it was mainly found along the northern 

shore of Lake Erie where it is still most frequently seen.  Since 

then is has gradually expanded its range northward. 

Most of the females breeding on the edge of their range 

are paired to immature males which have yellow plumage 

with a distinctive black throat, instead of the black head and 

back and burnt orange breast and rump of the mature male. 

The first recording of a nesting orchard oriole in Aurora 

was in the Nature Reserve in 2001.  The nest was built in an 

isolated hawthorn just north of the north pond dam, and 

unfortunately the nest was parasitized by a cowbird and no 

oriole chicks were reared. 

A pair was again recorded in 2002 and 2003 in the 

Reserve in the wet woodland north of the central pond, mating 

was observed but a nesting could not be confirmed.  On 

another occasion early in June of 2003, a male in adult 

plumage was recorded in the southern portion of the Reserve 

close to Wellington Street East. 

Between 2004 and 2010, we did not record this bird in 

Aurora although this is not particularly unusual as the oriole 

often persist in an area for a few years and then for some 

unknown reason vanishes. 

On June 23, 2011 during our one kilometre surveys of 

the Town, a singing male was recorded in an open area of 

shrubby old field with scattered taller trees close to a small 

pond and wetland east of Crossing Bridge Place and Bayview 

Avenue.  This bird was not seen on a subsequent visit.  In 

2012, a singing male was also recorded slightly north of this 

same location. 

It is possible that some time in the future the orchard 

oriole will become a regular breeding bird in Aurora if global 

warming continues and the climate here becomes reliably 

warmer. 

ORCHARD ORIOLE 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Area where orchard oriole was recorded in the nesting season. 

Icterus spurius 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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The brilliant orange and black Baltimore oriole is a 

favorite amongst garden bird watchers who often put out 

sliced oranges to attract this bird into their gardens. 

This oriole presence can also be identified in winter by its 

distinctive sock like nest attached to the tip of a high drooping 

branch in a tall tree to protect it from marauding squirrels. 

In recent years, this oriole’s population has been 

declining particularly at the northern edge of its range in the 

southern portion of the Canadian Shield. 

Our breeding orioles normally arrive between the first 

and third weeks of May with the earliest date of arrival being 

on April 27, 2005.  Pairs which attempt to nest and fail often 

depart in late June.  Successful pairs leave their territories 

almost as soon as the young leave the nest, between the 

second and third week of July.  The latest departure date of a 

nesting pair was noted on July 20, 2003. 

In the 1975 survey of McKenzie Marsh, two pairs nested 

and by 2000 this number increased to four pairs.  In 

Sheppard’s Bush, three pairs were nesting in the 1974 survey 

with two pairs in 2006.  The 2006 to 2014 survey between 

Wellington Street East and Vandorf Sideroad, 11 pairs were 

recorded in the first four years of the survey, zero in the last 

four years. 

Between 2001 and 2014, in the Nature Reserve, 12 pairs 

nested in the first four years, one pairs nested in the last four 

years of the survey.  Breeding Baltimore orioles were not 

recorded in our 100, 50, and 5 year old subdivision surveys. 

The Baltimore oriole in Aurora in the urban areas is 

confined to ravines and parkland with scattered mature trees.  

In the rural areas, it is most common where open aspen 

woodland dominates the landscape.  In the urban area it 

rarely exceeds one pair to a square kilometre which 

increases in the rural areas to two to five pairs where there is 

prime habitat. 

BALTIMORE ORIOLE 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  20-30 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Typical shrubland and aspen parkland west of  Highway 404, 
south of Wellington Street East. 

 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-2 pairs 

 3-4 pairs 

 5 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

Icterus galbula 
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A bird dipped in raspberry juice is the most common 

description of the male of this species which is about the size 

of a house sparrow but with a much longer heavier beak.  In 

urban areas with bird feeders this finch is often confused with 

the house finch, which is a much smaller, less chunky red bird 

with a smaller head and beak. 

The purple finch is a bird of the coniferous Boreal Forest 

and is most common on the Canadian Shield.  It is far less 

common in southern Ontario but is occasionally found in 

areas where there are extensive mature conifer plantations 

or remnants of cool coniferous forest, and in open habitats 

with scattered conifers. 

We did not record this finch in any of our Common Bird 

Census surveys and for most of the five years survey in the 

one kilometre squares in the rural portion of the Town. 

In winter, the northern population of this finch often 

moves south and will frequent both urban and rural areas 

where there are garden bird feeders and are occasionally 

seen in Aurora during this period. 

In 2009, a resident who lived on Vandorf Sideroad, west 

of Bayview Avenue, reported a purple finch which visited her 

bird feeder on several occasions in the mid and late part of 

June.  This is a late date for a winter visitor and as her 

property adjoined an extensive area of moist, cool coniferous 

woodland, it was probable that this was a potential breeding 

bird but in subsequent visits to this woodland, we failed to 

locate this finch. 

On a dawn bird count by this woodland in mid-June 

2010, a male purple finch was singing its lively song from the 

top of a white spruce on the side of Vandord Sideroad.  No 

female was recorded but it is likely that he was part of a pair.  

As this location is suitable habitat, it would appear that the 

purple finch is a regular or occasional nesting bird in this 

woodland. 

PURPLE FINCH 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  0-1 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Moist coniferous woodland south side of Vandorf Sideroad, 
west of Leslie Street. 

Carpodacus purpureus 

Breeding Evidence 

 1 pair 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 



     123  mapping 

Before 1940, the house finch was only found in western 

North America and Mexico before several illegal captive birds 

were released in New York by a pet dealer to eradicate the 

evidence.  They soon spread rapidly to the west and south.  In 

1972 it was observed in Ontario’s Prince Edward County and 

in 1978, two nests were found in Niagara-on-the-Lake.  It 

then expand its range across urban Ontario. This finch does 

not migrate and winter bird feeders has definitely assisted in 

its spread. 

The house finch is a bird of urban areas where it 

frequents gardens and parks, generally where there are 

conifers.  They use a wide variety of nest sites often under 

porches, verandas or decks and occasionally will also nest in 

dense vines on the side of a house. 

This finch was not recorded as breeding bird in Aurora in 

the 1985 Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Ontario.  It was not 

recorded in the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush or the 1975 

survey of McKenzie Marsh, but by 2000, two pairs were 

recorded as nesting on McKenzie Marsh. 

Between 2006 and 2014, eight pairs were recorded in 

the first four years, ten pairs in the last four years in the 

Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad survey.  All these 

pairs were located where house gardens adjoined open 

grass areas. 

In the early years of this survey (2001-2008) when the 

areas along the Nature Reserve were either farmland or 

under house construction, the house finch was not recorded.  

As the houses were completed and occupied in 2009, the first 

house finch nested since then between one to four pairs have 

nested annually. 

In our subdivision surveys, seven pairs of house finch 

were located in the 5 year old subdivision, nine pairs in the 50 

year and no pairs in the 100 year old heritage district 

although they have nested there in the past.  In the rural area 

they were only found in areas of low density estate 

residential developments. 

This finch nested in this location soon after the houses were 
occupied. Nature Reserve. 

Carpodacus mexicanus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  130-170 

Aurora Trend: Increasing 

Regional Trend: Increasing  

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 4-6 pairs 

 7-8 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 

HOUSE FINCH 
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The pine siskin is a small, nondescript brown, heavily 

streaked bird which when it takes flight a flash of yellow is 

conspicuous at the base of the tail and its wings.  This nomadic 

bird breeds sometimes in loose colonies or singly in 

coniferous forests over most of North America.  Its population 

density in a given area depends on the size of the crop of 

conifer seeds, particularly white spruce and hemlock. 

Every few years this conifer seed crops fail in the north 

and the pine siskin moves south in search of seed bearing 

conifers.  During these irruptions, they appear in winter in 

large flocks around garden bird feeders.  They generally 

move back north again to breed in the spring.  Although these 

minor irruptions have occurred occasionally in the last 20 

years, there have only been two major irruptions in 1985 and 

2009, when the pine siskin stayed in Aurora and nested. 

We did not record the pine siskin in any of our Common 

Bird Census surveys, in 1974, 1975 or 2000, or in the surveys 

of Sheppard’s Bush and Vandorf Sideroad, or the Nature 

Reserve surveys between 2001 and 2014.  During the ten 

kilometre square survey in Aurora in the 1980 to 1985 Atlas 

of the Breeding Birds of Ontario, at least two pairs of nesting 

siskins were reported in 1985.  One pair on Leslie Street 

north of Vandorf Sideroad and one pair near Centre 

Crescent. 

There was no recording in the 5 or 50 year old 

subdivision surveys in 2009 but three singing males were 

recorded in the 100 year old heritage district.  One of these 

pairs was later recorded feeding fledged young.  Also in 

2009, adults feeding fledged young were recorded in the 

Orchard Heights subdivision also on Hillsdale Road and at 

Centre Crescent. 

We did not record any in the rural section of the Town 

but it is likely that several pairs nested in 2009 in mature 

spruce plantations and near homes in the rural subdivisions 

where there were mature spruce trees. 

PINE SISKIN 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  
0-10 
Occasionally 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

Garden on Orchard Heights where a brood was located. 

Carduelis pinus 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-3 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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In summer, the bright yellow and black plumage of 

this finch gives it the common name of “wild canary”.  In 

winter when it visits garden bird feeders, it is a much 

duller plumaged bird. 

The American goldfinch has adapted well to urban 

conditions and is now much more common than it was before 

European settlement.  The goldfinch’s preferred rural habitat 

is weedy fields with scattered hawthorns or other shrubs.  In 

urban areas it prefers open, less densely tree planted 

subdivisions.  As a protection against squirrel predation, this 

bird prefers to nest in isolated sapling trees where it often 

selects recently planted street trees or builds its nest at the tip 

of a horizontal branch in a large tree. 

In the 1974 survey of Sheppard’s Bush, only three pairs 

were recorded.  By 2006, 18 pairs had nested.  In the 

McKenzie Marsh survey in 1975, seven pairs nested and this 

increased to 12 pairs in 2000.  The 2006 to 2014 survey of 

Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad, 166 pairs nested 

in the first four years of this survey, 90 pairs in the last four 

years.  Most of these pairs nest in grassy shrubby areas with 

very few pairs in the areas of high canopy woodland. 

The population in the Nature Reserve between (2001-

2014) had 62 pairs nesting in the first four years of the 

survey, 44 pairs in the last four years.  This goldfinch was 

most common in the 50 year old subdivision survey with 33 

pairs, 23 pairs were located in the 100 year old heritage 

district and two pairs within the 1 to 5 year old subdivision. 

In the one kilometre squares in the rural portion of the 

Town, the density of nesting birds depended on the amount of 

old neglected weedy fields and shrub cover.  They were least 

common in squares dominated by arable fields or mature 

woodland and were most common in areas with low density 

estate residential, providing these were not located in 

woodland. 

AMERICAN GOLDFINCH 

A pair nest most years in this row of recently planted street 
trees. Centre Street. 

Carduelis tristis 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  500-800 

Aurora Trend: Stable 

Regional Trend: Increasing 

Breeding Evidence 

 1-10 pairs 

 11-20 pairs 

 21-30 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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This sparrow was successfully introduced into Ontario 

about 1870 and quickly became recognized as a nuisance due 

to its habit of feeding on grains.  Although still considered 

common, in the last 20 years there has been a steady decline 

in many urban areas.  Part of the decline is considered to be 

due to modernizing old houses which eliminate many nesting 

cavities.  Most new houses also provide very few potential 

nesting sites. 

We did not record the house sparrow in our 1974 

survey of Sheppard’s Bush or in the 1975 survey of McKenzie 

Marsh.  In the 2006 to 2014 survey of Sheppard’s Bush to 

Vandorf Sideroad, three pairs were reported in the first four 

years of the survey, seven pairs in the last four years. This 

increase resulted from nest boxes being erected in the survey 

area. 

Before the first houses were built and occupied, house 

sparrow were not recorded in the first four years of the 

Reserve survey.  Nest boxes were erected in 2007, and since 

then, 12 pairs nested in 2008, 17 pairs in 2009, which 

dropped to six pairs in 2010 and 2011 and one pair in 2012 

to 2014.  This decline was also recorded during our nest box 

monitoring in other areas of the Town. 

The distribution of this sparrow in our subdivision survey 

was 30 pairs in the 1 to 5 year old area, 19 pairs in the 50 

year old areas and 21 pairs in the 100 year old heritage 

district. 

In Aurora, the greatest number of house sparrow 

occupied mainly commercial areas with fast food outlets.  In 

the rural areas, they are found in horse barns where they 

often feed on grains in the horse droppings. 

Our nest boxes show that a well established pair will use 

the same nest box year after year and often successfully rear 

three broods of four to six chicks per season.  Younger 

sparrows are less successful as a number of their eggs do not 

hatch or the death rate is high amongst chicks. 

HOUSE SPARROW 

Any suitable cavity will be utilized as a nest site. Aurora 
Shopping Centre, Yonge Street. 

Passer domesticus 

Estimated Population  

Pairs:  300-500 

Aurora Trend: Decreasing 

Regional Trend: Decreasing 

  

Breeding Evidence 

 1-5 pairs 

 6-15 pairs 

 16-30 pairs 

 
Breeding proven or 
considered likely 
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BLUE-WING TEAL 
 

Are sensitive to 
development around 

wetlands and could 
become locally 

extinct. 

PINE SISKIN 
 

Following an irruption 
year, a few pairs 

stayed and nested in 
the town. 

BARN SWALLOW 
 

Since 2011, there has 
been a rapid decline 

in our nesting 
population. 

BLUE-JAY 

 

Its population has 
increased as the rural 
area were developed. 
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BREEDING BIRD POPULATION 
CHANGES BETWEEN 2007 AND 
2012 

Throughout the survey most individual breeding 

bird populations varied annually.  In some years, the 

population increased in others it decreased, but for 

some species, the population was stable and only 

varied by a few pairs each year.  Significant continuous 

declines and increases are occurring in Ontario 

breeding bird populations but these have to continued 

for several years before the trends have been 

accurately reassessed.  Most rapid decline population 

numbers generally can only be measured when some 

catastrophic event decimates a particular bird 

population.  Some species have noticeably declined in 

Aurora during the survey.  These declines have almost 

always occurred in areas being developed for housing 

or commerce but some declines have also occurred in 

areas unaffected by the development. 

These changes caused by development are 

reflected in the long term survey of the breeding bird 

population in the Nature Reserve and, in the 1974 and 

1975 and later surveys of Sheppard's Bush and 

McKenzie Marsh.  The best and most reliable method of 

assessing the long term population trends in Aurora’s 

Nature Reserve in 2006 just before development commenced 
on the edge of buffer zones. This was the last year bobolink 
nested. 

MAJOR POPULATION CHANGES 2005-2012 

Bobolink population in 2001 at start of the survey in the Nature 
Reserve. 

2001 

Bobolink 

8 Males 
RESCAN 

2006 

Bobolink 

3 Males 
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breeding bird population would be to repeat in 2035, 

the general surveying and mapping of the individual 

one kilometre squares using the same or similar 

methods of recording and mapping each individual bird 

species.  This would produce much needed information 

on the long term effects which urbanization has on local 

breeding bird populations. 

 

 

 

RECORDED CHANGES BOBLINK AND 
PINE WARBLER 

Only two species recorded rapid changes in their 

breeding populations which could not be related to the 

effects of development. 

Throughout the survey period, bobolink recorded a 

steady decline.  In 2005 about 40 pairs were recorded 

in twelve locations in nine squares.  By the end of the 

survey in 2012, between 7-10 pairs nested in the three 

location in two squares. 

Only three of these squares were affected by 

development.  In the remaining squares two hayfields 

were obliterated by plowing but in the remaining 

squares the grassland habitats remain undisturbed but 

were still abandoned. 

In two of the three squares effected by 

development, the grassland habitats were protected but 

the edges were surrounded by development.  It is 

important to protect all potential bobolink habitat on 

undisturbed grassland located on publicly owned lands 

and where possible on private lands, as they will 

become essential habitat if and when the bobolink 

population rebounds. 

The other bird which recorded a rapid change in 

the opposite direction was the pine warbler which was 

unrecorded as a breeding bird in Aurora before 2007.  

In 2007, we recorded a pair in a maturing plantation of 

red and Scots pine in a square in the south west corner 

of the town, two pairs were also located in the north 

west corner of the town. 

By 2012, its population had increased and pairs 

were located in the ten squares where maturing red 

and Scots pine plantings were located. 

The bobolink, since 1985, has declined in Ontario 

by 28% ,but its decline in Aurora exceeds this 

percentage.  The Pine Warbler in Ontario has increased 

by 15% and its expansion into Aurora is probably a 

reflection of this trend. 

Bobolink population changes 2005 to 2012  
Location and last year territory was occupied. 
Still occupied in 2012. 

.. 

Pine Warbler population changes 2007 to 2012  
    Most of these territories occupied annually after colonization. 
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Area 
(ha) 

Habitat Location Pairs Habitat Change Lost or Abandoned 

4.4 Old pasture Nature Reserve North 5-6 Disturbed Abandoned 2005 

5 Old pasture Nature Reserve South 5-6 Disturbed Abandoned 2006 

5 Old meadow 
West of Highway 404 
South of Westview Golf Course 

1-2 Undisturbed Abandoned 2007 

24 Hayfield 
East of Leslie Street South 
Adena Meadows Way 

5-6 Disturbed Plowed 2008 

1.5 Hayfield 
North of Vandorf Sideroad 
North of Westview Golf Course 

1-2 Disturbed Mown grass 2008 

7.5 Hayfield 
East of Vandorf Sideroad 
North of Bovoair Trail 

3-4 Disturbed Plowed 2008 

8 Old meadow 
North of Bloomington Road 
East of Babcock Blvd. 

1-2 Undisturbed Abandoned 2008 

6.5 Old hayfield 
East of Stone Road 
West of Magna 

3-4 
Undisturbed – 
building on south 
boundary 

Abandoned 2010 

7.4 Old meadow 
South of Wellington Street East 
West of Highway 404 

3-4 Disturbed Plowed 2012 

20 Old tip 
East of Bayview Avenue 
North of Offord Crescent 

5-6 Undisturbed Still occupied 

4 Hayfield 
South of Vandorf Sideroad 
East of Hydro Line 

1-2 Undisturbed Still occupied 

8 Hayfield 
South of St. John’s Sideroad 
West of Highway 404 

1-2 Undisturbed Still occupied 

Bobolink nesting habitat changes 2005-2012                                     LOST POPULATION 

The bobolink population as declined in the last decade. 
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Area 
(ha) 

Habitat Location Pairs Habitat Change Lost or Abandoned 

4 Red, Scots Pine East Dol Terrace 1 Undisturbed Occupied 2007 

2.5 Scots Pine 
West of St. Andrew College 
East of Tribbling Crescent 

2 Undisturbed Occupied 2007 

1.5 Red, Scots Pine 
West of Leslie Street 
North of Vandorf Sideroad 

2 Undisturbed Occupied 2008 

1.5 Red, Scots Pine 
North of Bloomington Road 
West of Steeplechase Avenue 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2009 

2 Pine and Spruce 
East of Leslie Street 
North of Vandorf Sideroad 

2 Undisturbed Occupied 2009 

3 Red, Scots Pine 
West of Leslie Street 
South of Westview Drive 

3 Undisturbed Occupied 2009 

1 Red, Scots Pine 
West of Leslie Street 
North of Bovair Drive 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2010 

1.5 Red, Scots Pine 
East of Yonge Street 
North of Ridge Road 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2011 

1.5 Red, Scots Pine 
West of Highway 404 
North of Bloomington Road 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2012 

1 Red Pine 
West of Leslie Street 
North of St. John's Sideroad 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2012 

0.5 Scots Pine 
Sheppard's Bush 
East of car park 

1 Undisturbed Occupied 2012 

Pine warbler nesting habitat changes 2007-2012                    INCREASED POPULATION 

The pine warbler population increased during the survey period. 
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Habitat Richness 
CRITICAL HABITAT 

After three years of surveying the breeding bird 

population between 2007 and 2009 we had 

accumulated sufficient data on our provisional breeding 

bird species maps to use this information to assess 

where the most important habitats in Aurora were 

located. 

To achieve this, we selected both common and 

some of the more unusual habitat specific bird species, 

allocated each one a symbol, then plotted their known 

locations onto three large scale air photograph maps of 

the Town.  One map each for woodland and wetland 

species and a map for both grassland and shrubland 

birds.  Gradually, as clusters of symbols formed on each 

map, we quickly realized the larger the cluster of 

individual symbols in each location, the richer the 

habitat could be. 

Habitat Definition 

The location of all major clusters was visited and 

botanically classified according to their vegetative cover 

into the following plant communities: 

Woodland 

a) High canopy deciduous woodland 

b) Deciduous secondary growth woodland 

c) Mixed deciduous and coniferous woodland 

d) Coniferous woodland including plantations 

Wetland 

a) Open water often with submerged and floating 

aquatic plants and a fringe of cattail along the edges. 

b) Open swamp with low growing herbs and scattered 

trees and scrubs. 

c) Shallow cattail marsh 

d) Shallow cattail marsh with scattered trees and 

shrubs 

e) Shallow marsh with mixed forbes not dominated by 

cattail 

Heritage woodland, Case Woodlot, has several pairs of red- 
eyed vireo, wood-pewee and a pair of pileated woodpecker. 
Henderson Drive. 

Secondary growth, west of Highway 404 and close to the 
Canadian National Railway tracks, is a habitat for wood thrush 
and in moist locations woodcock. 

Conifer plantation at Anne Bartley Smith Property, east of 
Bathurst Street and north of Canadian National Railway tracks.  
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Grassland and Old Field 

a) Mown grass or grazed pasture 

b) Hayfields 

c) Old field herbaceous 

d) Old field shrub 

e) Bare ground with sparse vegetation 

Mapping 

Using this information, town staff produced three 

maps which located all of the relevant woodlands, 

wetlands, shrubland and grassland within the town.  

Together, an overall habitat map indicates the location 

and priority category of all of these critical habitats.  

These maps are now available as a reference document 

to town staff, developers and citizens and should 

become a major contribution to the long term 

protection of these important habitats and their diverse 

breeding bird populations. 

This farm pond, east of Leslie Street and south of Westview 
Drive, is often visited by a pair of belted kingfisher but the 
closest nest location is 2 kilometres away.  

Sora rail, wood duck and yellow-billed cuckoo nest in this 
swamp located west of Highway 404 by the Canadian National 
Railway tracks.  

Hayfield, west of Leslie Street and east of Offord Crescent, soon 
to be a golf course. 

North west corner of St. John's Sideroad and Leslie Street is a 
mixed deciduous coniferous woodland recently colonized by 
pine warbler. Blue Property. 

Boardwalk at McKenzie Marsh through cattail and shrub 
wetland. 



134 mapping 

Important woodland. 

Important wetland. 
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Important grassland 
and shrubland. 

Critical habitats: 
woodland, wetland, 
grassland and 
shrubland. 
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WILDLIFE CORRIDORS 

The early mapping of our most important wildlife 

habitats in 2009 was extended in 2010 to cover most of 

the relevant wildlife habitat found within the town’s 

boundaries, with the aim of linking together our major 

wildlife habitats with wildlife corridors. 

Most urban wildlife corridors are generally linear 

often following creeks and other natural features which 

allows birds, mammals, amphibians and insects to move 

through built up area.  It is important to locate these 

corridors where they will encompass as wide a range 

of different habitats as possible which will provide 

sufficient cover to minimize the effect of human 

disturbance and predation from domestic and urban 

mammals.  These corridors also provide permanent 

habitat for many sedentary birds, mammals, 

amphibians and insect species and also allows 

movement between feeding and breeding areas 

particularly for amphibians, which often breed and feed 

in different habitats. 

All potential wildlife corridors were reviewed on 

aerial photographs and were visited and graded into 31 

ecological categories according to their vegetative 

cover and their wildlife potential.  Generally, the 

proposed corridors make use of many creeks and 

intermittent streams which mainly flow north of the Oak 

Ridges Moraine towards Lake Simcoe.  We also utilize 

and incorporate most of our woodland areas and 

wetlands including stormwater ponds and where 

practicable areas of old field herbaceous and shrubland 

Wetland and shrubland, in hydro right of way south of Stone 
Road, already forms an important wildlife corridor. 

Abandoned sand pit, on the moraine north and east of Offord Crescent, was included in a potential future corridor. 
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together with our few remaining hayfields and 

pastures, old tipped ground and one abandoned gravel 

pit.  Most of the proposed corridors in the western and 

northern portions of the build up area are already 

protected from development as they are generally 

located on publicly owned land in the flood plane of 

river or creek valleys. 

  The proposed corridors in the southern and 

eastern portions of the town are located mainly on 

privately owned land on the Oak Ridges Moraine and 

will require the cooperation of the landowners if they 

are to be successfully protected and maintained.  

Providing there is public support and political will, the 

long term establishment, management and protection of 

these potential wildlife corridors will ensure that wildlife 

will be able to move freely through the town from 

surrounding areas and would go a long way to 

ensuring that our present wildlife populations of birds, 

mammals, amphibians, reptiles and insects will be 

protected indefinitely from local extinction caused by 

development pressure and fragmentation. 

 

Potential wildlife corridors in Aurora based on habitat analysis. 

Corridor Map 
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ECOLOGICAL CLASSIFICATIONS 
USED TO DEFINE PLANT 
COMMUNITIES INDICATED ON 
PROPOSED WILDLIFE CORRIDOR 
MAP 

Coniferous Forests 

A few blocks of natural coniferous forest remain in 

Aurora in the form of coniferous swamps, hemlock 

stands and cedar thickets but most of the coniferous 

woodland now consists of maturing spruce and pine 

plantations planted in the 1930s and after the Second 

World War.  Even though they support many wildlife 

species not found in deciduous woodland, they are not 

yet protected from development.  Our ancient 

coniferous forests (groups one to three) are probably 

thousands of years old and these still support 

uncommon species of plants, birds, insects and fungi 

that are now invading the more recent conifer 

plantation as they mature. 

• Coniferous swamp: white cedar, white and black 

spruce, balsam fir, tamarack, poor shrub 

understorey, very shaded, moss, starflower, corn 

lily, ostrich fern. 

• Moist mature hemlock forest: with occasional white 

pine, sugar maple, ash, shrub understorey mainly 

red elderberry. 

• Mixed hemlock forest: mature hemlock, sugar 

maple, aspen, white birch, rich understorey. 

• White cedar: dense white cedar 80%+, poor 

understorey and herb layer. 

• Pine plantation: Scots (alien), red and white pine, 

single species or mixed plantings, poor 

understorey, few herbs. 

• Pine parkland: open canopy-scattered individual 

or group of pines with rich old field herb layer 

between. 

• Spruce plantation: white or Norway spruce (alien), 

single species or mixed occasionally some 

tamarack, poor understorey and herb layer. 

Mixed Coniferous Deciduous Forest 

Most of the dry mixed forest has been created 

through natural progression as deciduous trees have 

colonized the space between planted pine and spruce 

trees, following thinning or natural decline.  These 

plantations support typical species like pine warbler 

and occasionally pine siskin.  Our only record of a 

nesting ruby-crowned kinglet was found in this habitat.  

The wet mixed forest is more natural and is mainly 

found along moist sections of some of our creeks where 

screech owl, northern waterthrush and black-throated 

green warbler occasionally nest. 

Mature hemlock stand in deciduous woodland east of Leslie 
Street and south of St. John's Sideroad.  

Woodland along Leslie Street looking north towards Vandorf 

Sideroad. 
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• Dry-conifer dominated forest: white, Scots (alien) 

or red pine 50%+, with sugar maple, beech, 

ironwood, black cherry, understorey of mainly 

deciduous saplings with a spring herb layer. 

• Wet conifer dominated forest: white cedar, 

hemlock, balsam fir, white spruce with white birch, 

ash, red maple, with willow, red-twigged dogwood, 

herb layer of moss, ferns. 

Deciduous Forest 

Mature upland and bottomland forest which have 

never been clear felled (Heritage Woodlands groups 10 

and 12) are one of the least disturbed natural 

environments in Aurora.  Many of these woodlands still 

contain several old growth trees, and many have a rich 

herb layer with fallen logs and branches on the 

woodland floor.  These woodlands have the richest 

invertebrate fauna of any habitat in Aurora.  

Woodlands that have been heavily grazed or harvested, 

or have been clear felled in the past and have been 

allowed to regenerate naturally, have developed 

ecologically or have been planted on abandoned 

agricultural fields have been classed as secondary 

growth.  These woodlands support the largest number 

of specialist woodland edge plants, birds, mammals and 

insects. 

• Dry mature upland forest: sugar maple, beech with 

black cherry, ironwood, white pine, red oak, cavity 

rich, poor shrub understorey with fallen timber, 

rich herb layer, trillium, wild leek, jack in the pulpit, 

blue cohosh, wood aster. 

• Dry secondary growth upland forest: sugar maple, 

beech, ash, black cherry, red oak, rich understorey 

of saplings, alternate-leaf dogwood, European 

buckthorn (alien), serviceberry, choke cherry, often 

with a poor herb layer due to heavy shade. 

• Wet bottomland forest: mixed age ash, silver maple, 

basswood, black walnut, yellow birch, white elm, 

bur oak, white cedar, aspen, understorey saplings. 

• Moist poplar mixed forest: trembling and big tooth 

aspen, balsam poplar with ash, white birch, 

occasionally bur oak with an understorey 

dominated by European buckthorn (alien). 

• Poplar parkland: scattered groups and clumps of 

trembling aspen, big tooth aspen, with the 

occasional ash or white birch with a poor 

understorey and rich herb layer. 

Old Field 

When land is taken out of agricultural use, it follows 

a defined ecological progression.  From abandoned 

grassland that is gradually invaded by flowering 

herbaceous plants followed by pioneering shrubs.  

These gradually increase in density eventually forming 

thickets that, in turn, are invaded by tree saplings that 

over time form new woodlands. Well established sites 

supporting this gradual transition should be regarded 

as of great value as this slow ecological progression 

supports many declining species of birds, small 

mammals, birds of prey and large numbers of 

invertebrates. 

• Shrub thickets: dense thickets 80%+ cover of 

hawthorn, European buckthorn (alien), choke and 

pin cherry, serviceberry, dense shade with poor 

herb layer. 

• Old field shrub: scattered groups and individual 

shrub cover with hawthorn, European buckthorn 

(alien), choke and pin cherry, serviceberry, 

nannyberry, maple-leaved viburnum, dogwoods, 

Old field, north of Ridge Road and south of railway tracks, soon 
to be developed but open space along the tracks will provide a 
potential wildlife corridor. 
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with a well developed herb layer, golden rod, fall 

aster, milkweed, black-eyed Susan, Canadian 

thistle (alien), queen Anne’s lace (alien). 

• Old field herbaceous (dry): abandoned grassland 

often with low scattered shrubs, hawthorn, choke 

cherry and pin cherry, European buckthorn (alien), 

with rich herb layer of golden rod, aster, milkweed, 

evening primrose, Canadian thistle (alien). 

• Old field herbaceous (wet): abandoned grassland, 

often with low scattered shrubs, meadowsweet, red

-twigged dogwood, choke cherry, willow, high 

bush cranberry, rich herb layer of Joe pye weed, 

boneset, flat-topped golden rod, fringed loosestrife. 

Bare Ground 

Disused sand pits and derelict land can be 

extremely valuable habitat for several species of birds 

but more importantly invertebrates.  This habitat can be 

quite small, ideally with only partial vegetative cover 

and some moist areas. 

• Bare sandy ground with spare vegetative cover and 

moist areas. 

Grasslands 

Grassland birds, mammals and invertebrates are 

the most rapidly declining species in Ontario.  In Aurora 

16 species of grassland birds have declined rapidly in 

the last 25 years, four have remained the same, none 

have increased.  Aurora still has grazing horses but has 

no herds of cattle and in recent years we have lost 

several hayfields.  Retaining hayfields is vital to the 

survival of meadowlark and bobolink. 

• Hayfields (dry): mainly native and alien forage 

grasses, Timothy (alien), brome, Kentucky meadow 

grass, meadow fescue (alien), and few herbaceous 

flowering plants. 

• Hayfields (moist): mainly native and alien forage 

grasses, fowl meadow grass, orchard grass (alien), 

velvet grass (alien), red fescue with meadow 

buttercup (alien), beggar-ticks, ragweed and 

sedges. 

Wetlands 

Wetlands include a large and varied set of habitats 

ranging from large bodies of open water to small field 

ponds, stormwater ponds, marshes, creeks, ditches, 

spring lines and seepages.  

These provide a wide variety of habitat for many 

species of birds, mammals, amphibians, invertebrates 

and plants. 

• Open water: pond dominated by open water with a 

cattail edging and patches of floating aquatic plants. 

• Small ponds: field ponds or large garden ponds, 

some with patches of cattail around edges and 

patches of floating aquatic plants, valuable frog and 

toad habitat. 

• Stormwater ponds: large and small ponds, some 

with patches of cattail around edges and patches of 

floating aquatic plants.  A valuable additional habitat 

for amphibians and aquatic invertebrates. 

• Ephemeral ponds: these are created by spring melt 

water accumulating in hollows, generally with little 

or no aquatic predators, critical amphibian habitats. 

Old field, by Highway 404, eventually to become woodland due 

to tree planting. Although tree planting will reduce potential 

habitat diversity in this location it will increase adjoining 

woodlands core areas. 
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• Cattail marsh: 90% cattail dominated wetlands, 

sometimes with European reed (alien), purple 

loosestrife (alien), large blue iris, yellow flag iris 

(alien). 

• Sedge marsh: 70%+ sedge and soft stemmed 

bulrush, sometimes with marsh tail and cattail.  One 

of the scarcest habitats in Aurora. 

• Reed canary grass meadows: moist areas 

dominated by reed canary grass, 80%+ sometimes 

with European reed (alien), occasionally some 

cattail.  These are potential areas for restoration 

projects. 

• Willow thickets: patches of dense willow scrub in 

low lying areas with a high water table, sometimes 

with red-twigged dogwood and meadowsweet, 

often prime breeding habitat for grey tree frogs. 

• Wooded swamps: open water dominated by living, 

dead and dying trees with an understorey of 

willow and dogwood, often with a rich aquatic flora 

with several rare and unusual local plant species. 

• Spring lines and seepages: these are the smallest 

forms of flowing water and their value is not 

always appreciated.  They provide valuable feeding 

areas for birds like woodcock and provide idea 

conditions for several unusual species of 

invertebrate. 

By protecting and maintaining these critical habitats as 

wildlife corridors, we consider this to be a viable 

approach to ensuring the long term survival of our 

breeding bird and other wildlife populations in the town. 

East Holland River, the wildlife corridor linking the open space 
in Newmarket and Aurora. 

Pointon Street stormwater pond. Nature Reserve. 
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COOPER'S HAWK 
 

Has nested more 
frequently in recent 

years. 

STARLING 
 

In Aurora, pairs 
nesting in natural sites 
are declining in favour 

of nest sites in man 
made structures. 

PIED-BILLED GREBE 
 

Was a common 
nesting wetland bird 

in the past, but now it 
rarely nests in 

Aurora. 

BALTIMORE ORIOLE 
 

In built up areas, this 
bird only nests in our 

protected wooded 
ravines and areas of 

parkland. 



143 monitoring 

monitoring 



144 monitoring 

SHEPPARD’S BUSH, 1974-2006 

During 1971 to 1973, I took part in a yearly bird 

census of 50 acres of deciduous woodlands near 

Bletchley in England.  On immigrating to Canada in the 

fall of 1973, I decided to do a similar census of the bird 

population in a Canadian wood. 

In the spring of 1974, I selected a 23 hectares 

woodlot known locally as Sheppard's Bush which lay 

within easy walking distance of my home in Aurora.  

This wood, which was designated as a future 

conservation area, was situated at the eastern edge of 

the built up portion of the town on the edge of a 

residential and industrial area.  Part of the woodland 

(about six hectares) consists of over mature maple and 

beech trees, many of which are in poor health and 

riddled with holes.  The major proportion (about 12 

hectares) consists of younger more healthy stands of 

beech, maple and pine, with a light understorey of 

saplings.  The third portion of the wood (about five 

hectares) is located on lower ground along a small 

creek, and consists mainly of cedar, cherry, hawthorn 

and viburnum thickets.  Most of the southern, northern 

and eastern boundaries adjoined agricultural land. 

The survey method used was developed by the 

British Trust of Ornithology which consisted of visiting 

the wood weekly (April to August) during the peak 

breeding season and plotting onto a map the position of 

all singing males, together with any other relevant 

observations such as boundary disputes, pairs seen 

with nesting material, food or feeding young birds out 

the nest.  Most of the survey was carried out between 

5:00 am and 9:30 am on Sunday mornings, though 

frequent visits at other times were also made. 

After overcoming the major difficulty of identifying 

and learning the songs of birds occupying the wood, 

and also those which stayed and sang for a week or 

two, to my dismay, the birds moved on to breeding 

grounds further north.  I eventually amassed sufficient 

Sheppard's Bush old sugar shack. 

Sheppard's Bush new sugar shack. 

Historic Breeding Bird Surveys 
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information to assess the woods and the surrounding 

fields’ probable population of breeding birds, although 

due to my inexperience some of my findings were not 

conclusive.  This applied to cowbirds which proved to 

be something of a headache.  Also, some of the not 

strictly territorial species such as waxwings proved to 

be difficult to assess accurately. 

A red-tailed hawk was seen on several occasions 

hunting over the fields surrounding the wood, and 

flocks of common grackle used the wood to gather food 

but nested in town gardens some distance away. 

A total of 44 species nested in and around the 

wood, 134 pairs nested in the wood and 16 in the fields 

adjoining for a total of 150 pairs.  This figure is 

extremely low in density compared with the similar 

sized wood I studied in England, although a fair 

comparison cannot be made as Aurora’s latitude is 

similar to northern Italy. 

As a comparison for interest sake, the total number 

of species was much the same.  Between 45 and 50 

species occupied the English wood, but depending on 

the year the number of birds nesting in this woods 

varied between 250 to 350 pairs.  The English robin and 

wren both had populations of over 40 pairs of birds.  

The most common species in the Canadian wood was 

the American robin with 18 breeding pairs. 

 It would be interesting to speculate why the 

Canadian wood has a much lower total population of 

birds in a similar area of woodland, but the difference in 

latitude may be an important factor. 

Other birds seen in and around the wood mainly 

during the migration period which did not stay to nest 

were: great blue heron, turkey vulture, cooper’s hawk, 

marsh hawk, chimney swift, least flycatcher, tree 

swallow, bank, barn, and cliff swallows, brown creeper, 

winter wren, brown thrasher, grey-cheeked thrush, 

eastern bluebird, golden and ruby-crowned kinglet, 

and Philadelphia vireo. 

Also, black and white, Nashville, magnolia, black-

throated green, blackburnian, common yellowthroat, 

chestnut-sided, bay-breasted, palm, Wilson’s and 

Canada warbler; American redstart, scarlet tanager, 

dark eyed junco, also field, white-crowned, white-

throated and fox sparrow. 

 

 

Sheppard's Bush breeding bird survey 1974 before 
development. 

Sheppard's Bush breeding bird survey 2006 after development. 

Industrial development car park built along woodland edge 
without buffer zones. 
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The result of David Tomlinson’s 1974 Breeding Bird Survey of Sheppard's Bush: 
 

Mallard      1 pair nested near the creek 

Red-shouldered hawk   1 pair (see barred owl) nested unsuccessfully 

Kestrel      1 pair on northern boundary 

Killdeer      3 pairs nested on adjoining fallow field 

Spotted sandpiper   1 pair on adjoining fallow field 

Ruffed grouse    3 pairs, 1 pair nested successfully 

Great horned owl    1 pair, wood formed part of a larger territory 

Barred owl     1 pair, same nest used by red-shouldered hawk.  Barred owl usurped the hawk 

Ruby-throated Hummingbird  1 pair   

Northern flicker    3 pairs, 2 nested successfully   

Red-headed woodpecker  1 pair nested successfully in dead elm 

Hairy woodpecker   1 pair nested unsuccessfully 

Downy woodpecker   7 pairs 

Kingbird      2 pairs nested outside of wood 

Great crested flycatcher  1 pair 

Phoebe      3 pairs, 1 nest parasitized unsuccessfully by cowbird 

Wood-pewee    2 pairs  

Blue jay      3 pairs, two nested successfully 

Crow      2 pairs, both nested successfully 

Chickadee     17 pairs, a common species in this wood 

Mourning dove    1 pair  

Yellow-billed cuckoo   1 pair nested successfully in a hawthorn bush 

White-breasted nuthatch  2 pairs, 1 nested successfully 

House wren     2 pairs, 1 nested successfully 

Catbird      3 pairs, all eventually nested successfully after several at attempts 

Robin      18 pairs, most fed their young outside wood once the young had left the nest 

Wood thrush    1 pair, first nest parasitized by cowbirds, next nest failed 

Cedar waxwing    1 pair, possibly another may also have nested 

Starling      10 pairs, all the nests within the wood failed.  The nests in housing areas were all  

        successful 

Red-eyed vireo    4 pairs, 3 nested outside the song area 

Yellow warbler    1 pair for a limited period from the 13th to 28th of June 

Bobolink     2 pairs nested in surrounding hayfields 

Eastern meadowlark   1 pair nested in an adjoining field 

Red-winged blackbird  4 pairs, none remained for the complete season 

Baltimore oriole    3 pairs, all nested successfully 

Cowbirds     4 pairs, results not conclusive 

Cardinal     3 pairs, 2 nested successfully 

Rose-breasted grosbeak  1 pair nested successfully 

Indigo bunting    7 pairs 

American goldfinch   3 pairs 

Vesper sparrow    1 pair in adjoining field 

Chipping sparrow   6 pairs, 3 nested successfully 

Song sparrow    13 pairs, mainly on the edge of wood 

Savannah sparrow   3 pairs nested in pasture 
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2006 Breeding Bird Survey Sheppard's 
Bush, Aurora 

Since I carried out my original survey in 1974, 

there have been major changes in the land use 

surrounding Sheppard's Bush.  Industrial buildings 

have been built on the north edge of the woods with car 

parking extending right up to the wood boundary.  The 

hayfield and woodland which adjoined the southern 

boundary has been built over, with small gardens 

extending to the edge of the wood.  The fallow field on 

the western edge has been developed as a playing field 

which includes a floodlit area of artificial turf.  A short 

section of the East Holland River Valley on the eastern 

edge of the bush has been designated as public open 

space and remains relatively undisturbed other than 

extensive tree planting. 

By 2006, this urbanization with no environmental 

buffer zones has resulted in the loss of 20 breeding bird 

species including: red- shouldered hawk, American 

kestrel, killdeer, spotted sandpiper, yellow-billed 

cuckoo, great horned owl, barred owl, ruby-throated 

hummingbird, red-headed woodpecker, great crested 

flycatcher, house wren, wood thrush, grey catbird, 

European starling, yellow warbler, vesper sparrow, 

rose-breasted grosbeak, indigo bunting, bobolink and 

eastern meadowlark. 

Song sparrow territories in 2006 after development. Song sparrow territories in 1974 before development. 

American goldfinch nesting territories before development. American goldfinch nesting territories after development. 



148 monitoring 

Sheppard’s Bush before and after development comparison between breeding bird 
population in 1974 and 2006 

  Symbol Species 
Before Development 

1974 
After Development 

2006 
Population 

Trend 

u Mallard 1 Pairs 1 Pairs Same 
+ Ruffed grouse 3 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Red-shouldered hawk 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- American kestrel 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Killdeer 3 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Spotted sandpiper 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u Mourning dove 1 Pairs 1 Pairs Same 
^ Yellow-billed cuckoo 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Great Horned owl 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Barred owl 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u Ruby-throated hummingbird 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Red-headed woodpecker 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Downy woodpecker 7  Pairs 1 Pairs  Reduced 
+ Hairy woodpecker 1  Pairs 1 Pairs Same 
^ Northern flicker 3  Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
+ Pileated woodpecker 0  Pairs 1 Pairs  New 
+ Eastern wood-pewee 2 Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
^ Alder flycatcher 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
^ Eastern phoebe 3 Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
+ Great crested flycatcher 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
^ Eastern kingbird 2 Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
+ Red-eyed vireo 4 Pairs 9 Pairs Increased 
u Blue jay 3 Pairs 7 Pairs Increased 
u American crow 2 Pairs 5 Pairs Increased 
- Northern rough-winged swallow 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
u Black-capped chickadee 17 Pairs 10 Pairs Reduced 
+ White-breasted nuthatch 2 Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
u House wren 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Wood thrush 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u American robin 18 Pairs 13 Pairs Reduced 
^ Grey catbird 3 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u European starling 10 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
^ Cedar waxwing 1 Pairs 3 Pairs Increased 
^ Yellow warbler 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Chipping sparrow 6 Pairs 2 Pairs Reduced 
- Vesper sparrow 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Savannah sparrow 3 Pairs 1 Pairs Reduced 
^ Song sparrow 13 Pairs 8 Pairs Reduced 
U Northern cardinal 3 Pairs 7 Pairs Increased 
^ Rose-breasted grosbeak 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
^ Indigo bunting 7 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Bobolink 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Red-winged blackbird 4 Males 7 Males Increased 
- Eastern meadowlark 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u Common grackle 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
^ Brown-headed cowbird 4 Females 2 Females Reduced 
+ Baltimore oriole 3 Pairs 2 Pairs Reduced 
u American goldfinch 3 Pairs 18 Pairs Increased 
u House sparrow 0 Pairs 2 Pairs New 

  150  109   
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The loss of the red-headed woodpecker could be 

due to the general decline of over 60% of its 1985 

population in Ontario.  This may also apply to other 

species like the  bobolink, eastern meadowlark, and 

vesper sparrow which have also suffered significant 

population declines.  Even if these declines are reversed 

in the future, in some cases, their habitat around  

Sheppard's Bush has been destroyed by development 

so recolonization cannot occur.  Others like the red-

shouldered hawk and barred owl whose population are 

increasing may eventually recolonize Sheppard's Bush 

as most of their habitat is still intact.  This will depend to 

some extent on how much human noise and 

disturbance along the boundaries effect them and if 

adequate buffer zones might have greatly improved 

their chance of breeding successfully.  This also applies 

to the great crested flycatcher. 

The loss of the European starling and house wren 

was the result of the Lake Simcoe Region Conservation 

Authority removing many of the over mature beech, 

black cherry and other native tree species as part of a 

forest management plan to improve maple syrup 

production.  This practice has now ceased and as the 

remaining old trees mature new nesting cavities should 

become available for these and other cavity nesting 

species. 

A number of other species populations have been 

reduced notably downy woodpecker, northern flicker, 

eastern phoebe and chipping sparrow.  Other 

populations have remained stable or reduced slightly; a 

few species have increased notably blue jay, crow, 

cardinal and particularly goldfinch.  Five new species 

have also nested alder flycatcher, northern rough-

winged swallow, common grackle, house sparrow and 

pileated woodpecker. 

We also found that the number of breeding species 

declined from 44 to 28 and the number of breeding 

pairs from 150 to 109.  While some of these species 

have been lost forever, others like the yellow warbler 

and grey catbird still nest in the adjoining East Holland 

River Valley but these and several other grass and 

shrubland birds will ultimately be lost due to 

unfortunate extensive tree planting which over the next 

few years will turn this grass and shrubland into 

woodland. 

Symbol Lost Reduced Same Increased New Habitat 

o Wetlands 0 0 0 1 0 

+ Woodlands 7 5 1 1 1 

^ Shrublands 5 5 0 1 1 

- Grasslands 6 1 0 0 1 

µ Urban 3 2 2 4 2 

TOTALS 21 13 3 7 5 

Sheppard’s Bush before and after development comparison between breeding bird 
population in 1974 and 2006 

Sheppard’s Bush Nokiidaa Trail. 
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MCKENZIE MARSH, 1975-2000 

Prior and After Development 
Comparison  

The vegetation on the study area did not change 

dramatically between 1975 and 2000.  The extent of the 

woodland was much the same, the area of wetland 

increased marginally due to increased water levels 

flooding a small area of mature tree cover.  The area of 

shrubland increased the most, due to the abandoned 

arable fields being invaded mainly with red osier 

dogwood.  Grazing has now ceased and the hawthorn 

meadow is slowly becoming old field herbaceous.  

Shrub cover has not yet developed in these meadows 

but will in the future due to recent extensive tree and 

shrub planting. 

During the 1975 survey, the marsh was 

surrounded by agricultural land with only three houses 

in close proximity.  The newest subdivision was over 

one and one half km to the south.  By 2000, the 

southern and northern boundaries were surrounded 

McKenzie Marsh north pond before development. 

McKenzie Marsh 1975 existing vegetation and land use. McKenzie Marsh 2000 existing vegetation and land use. 
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by new subdivisions and a large apartment building 

adjoined the western edge.  A narrow 30 metre buffer 

zone between the wetland edge and the development 

property line was approved to protect the wetland 

nesting birds and other wildlife from the adverse effect 

of development. 

The bird population trends on this now urbanized 

wetland generally reflect the results of current 

research with a marked decline in specialized 

woodland, wetland and grassland species which are the 

birds most often involved in government priority lists as 

birds which need special considerations and protection.  

The birds which have generally increased in 

populations are species which have adapted to 

breeding in close proximity of humans or have 

colonized the relatively isolated new shrubland. 

Most of the lost breeding birds have very specific 

habitual requirement, are sensitive to human 

disturbances, increased water pollution or are 

vulnerable to increased predation due to urbanization.  

Many of the birds, which have ceased to nest on the 

marsh or have indicated population declines, have 

declined at a rate that far exceeds the national and 

provincial declines.  In many cases, the decline in the 

marsh has been 100%.  Something obviously went 

wrong with the environmental assessment used by the 

developers’ consultants to protect birds nesting in 

valuable regional significant wetlands. 

We have to decide as a society if we really intend to 

protect wildlife included in priority lists or that these 

lists are just political rhetoric designed to lull the public 

into believing that wildlife is being adequately and 

scientifically protected from the effects of development.  

The results of this survey and other surveys we have 

undertaken on the effect of development on our existing 

breeding bird populations in Aurora prove that the 

currently accepted 10 to 35 metre buffer zone 

protection need to be reviewed.  It is totally inadequate 

to protect the populations of our once common but now 

often declining wetland, woodland, shrub and grassland 

breeding bird species. 

South pond after development. 

Marsh viewed from St. John’s Sideroad boardwalk. 

Hadley Grange apartment building. 
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McKenzie Marsh before and after development comparison between breeding bird 
population in 1975 and 2000 

Symbol Species 
Before Development 

1975 
After Development  

2000 
Population 

Trend 

u Canada goose 1 Pairs 10 Pairs Increased 
o Wood duck 0 Pairs 2 Pairs New 
o American black duck 3 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u Mallard 7 Pairs 4 Pairs Reduced 
o Blue-winged teal 4 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Pied-billed grebe 4 Pairs 3 Pairs Reduced 
o Green heron 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Sharp-shinned hawk 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
+ Red-tailed hawk 1 Pairs 1 Pairs Same 
- American kestrel 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Virginia rail 6 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Sora rail 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Common moorhen 10 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o American coot 7 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Killdeer 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u Mourning dove 4 Pairs 16 Pairs Increased 
+ Eastern screech owl 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
+ Great horned owl 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Belted kingfisher 1 Pairs 1 Pairs Same 
+ Downy woodpecker 2 Pairs 2 Pairs Same 
^ Northern flicker 4 Pairs 2 Pairs Reduced 
+ Pileated woodpecker 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
^ Willow flycatcher 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
u Eastern kingbird 2 Pairs 3 Pairs Increased 
+ Warbling vireo 1 Pairs 3 Pairs Increased 
u Blue jay 1 Pairs 2 Pairs Increased 
u American crow 2 Pairs 3 Pairs Increased 
- Tree swallow 6 Pairs 3 Pairs Reduced 
- Northern rough-winged swallow 4 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Cliff swallow 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
u Black-capped chickadee 2 Pairs 9 Pairs Increased 
+ White-breasted nuthatch 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
u House wren 7 Pairs 2 Pairs Reduced 
o Sedge wren 0 Pairs 1 Pairs New 
o Marsh wren 0 Pairs 2 Pairs New 
u American robin 11 Pairs 25 Pairs Increased 
^ Grey catbird 6 Pairs 15 Pairs Increased 
u European starling 11 Pairs 5 Pairs Reduced 
^ Cedar waxwing 2 Pairs 4 Pairs Increased 
^ Yellow warbler 9 Pairs 20 Pairs Increased 
o Common yellowthroat 2 Pairs 2 Pairs Same 
- Savannah sparrow 3 Pairs 3 Pairs Same 
^ Song sparrow 18 Pairs 26 Pairs Increased 
o Swamp sparrow 3 Pairs 4 Pairs Increased 
u Northern cardinal 1 Pairs 4 Pairs Increased 
^ Indigo bunting 1 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
- Bobolink 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
o Red-winged blackbird 90 Males 54 Males Reduced 
- Eastern meadowlark 2 Pairs 0 Pairs Lost 
^ Brown-headed cowbird 2 Females 4 Females Increased 
+ Baltimore oriole 2 Pairs 4 Pairs Increased 
u House finch 0 Pairs 2 Pairs New 
u American goldfinch 7 Pairs 12 Pairs Increased 

  261  256   
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McKenzie Marsh: 
yellow warbler 

nesting territories 
2006 after 

development, 
increase in 

population due to 
expanded 
shrubland. 

McKenzie Marsh: 
Virginia rail, sora 
rail, bobolink and 
chickadee nesting 
territories in 1975, 
only chickadee 
nested after 
development. 

Symbol Lost Reduced Same Increased New Habitat 

o Wetlands 7 2 2 1 3 

+ Woodlands 4 0 2 2 1 

^ Shrublands 1 1 0 6 1 

- Grasslands 5 1 1 0 1 

u Urban 0 3 0 8 1 

TOTALS 17 7 5 17 7 

McKenzie Marsh: 
breeding bird 

populations after 
development. 

McKenzie Marsh Summary 

McKenzie Marsh: 
breeding bird 
populations 
before 
development. 
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SUBDIVISION BIRD POPULATIONS 

In 2009, to assist in assessing the breeding bird 

population in the built up areas, we selected three 

typical one kilometre square subdivisions which were 

developed 100, 50 and 5 years ago. 

Survey Method 

Every street was walked slowly on three or four 

occasions between early April and mid July.  The birds 

seen on each visit (other than birds flying high 

overhead) were recorded on a map using the Territory 

Mapping Methods.  Results were analyzed based on the 

mapped information to arrive at the numbers of 

breeding pairs. 

100+ Year Old Subdivision 

This square kilometre covers the oldest area in the 

town and includes the downtown main street (Yonge 

Street) which has little or no tree planting.  It is 

surrounded by mostly large houses on well wooded 

lots often with very mature trees.  Towards the east, the 

houses and lot sizes decrease and merge with old 

industrial buildings located along the Canadian National 

Railway tracks.  The two schools located in the 

downtown core have little green open space of their 

own. Green space was provided in the central Town 

Park.  Tannery Creek with naturalized banks flows 

through the center of this square with two large old 

industrial buildings: Collis Leather and the Fleury Plow 

Works, which are close to its banks.  A tributary of this 

creek also flows along this square’s western edge.  

Downtown heritage district. Yonge Street. 

100 year old downtown heritage district. 

Typical heritage street in downtown residential area. 

Surveying Effects of Development 
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50+ Year Old Subdivision 

This was built in an area that was once covered 

with extensive apple orchards with few naturalized 

areas.  Most of the houses in this subdivision are semi-

detached bungalows or small two storey houses built 

on comparatively large lots.  The present tree and 

shrub cover was planted after development and is now 

semi mature.  Some locations are now well wooded but 

other areas have been lightly planted with extensive 

areas of lawn.  There are only two small naturalized 

areas both located alongside creeks in the south west 

and south east corners of the square.  There is also one 

shopping plaza on the north side of Wellington Street 

West and two schools: on Orchard Heights Drive and 

the other on Devins Drive on the northern edge of the 

square. 

5 Year Old Subdivision 

This was selected as the most recently developed 

area in town.  During our survey, houses were still 

being constructed along the squares eastern boundary.  

The west side of Bayview Avenue is predominantly 

commercial development consisting of the usual major 

stores: Canadian Tire, Home Depot with other retailers, 

restaurants, banks and movie theatre.  The east side of 

Bayview Avenue is mainly medium density housing with 

a public school with an adjoining town park.  This 

square also includes parts of two vacant sites a six 

hectares school site where the topsoil has been 

stripped and a four hectares temporary grassed 

commercial site.  There are no naturalized open areas 

within this square.  Much of the landscaping and tree 

and shrub planting is very recent with the exception of 

a stormwater pond on the south side of River Ridge 

Road which was landscaped before the development 

commenced. 

100+ Years Breeding Bird Population 

The old downtown commercial area supports two 

breeding birds which are uncommon or do not nest 

elsewhere in this square.  Two pairs of chimney swift 

nested in old brick chimneys along the main street and 

eight pairs of rock pigeon use the clock tower as a day 

time roost and nest mainly in the United Church and the 

old Fleury Plow Works.  Sixteen pairs of house 

sparrow were located in this area with only five pairs in 

the residential area.  This pattern also applied to the 

European starling with seven pairs in the downtown 

core and only two pairs in the residential area.  Several 

species including six pairs of song sparrow, one pair of 

downy woodpecker, two pairs of hairy woodpecker, 

two pairs of house wren, one pair of white-breasted 

50 year old subdivision. Orchard Heights. 

5 year old subdivision. Bayview Avenue. 
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nuthatch, and two pairs of red-winged blackbird were 

located close to the creeks but they also foraged in the 

adjoining residential areas.  The two pairs of chipping 

sparrow and three pairs of pine siskin (following a 

winter eruption) nested in areas where mature and 

semi mature spruce trees were most plentiful.  All other 

species were distributed throughout the residential 

portion of the square. 

50+ Years Breeding Bird Population 

The distribution of the breeding bird population is 

remarkable even across this square due to the 

evenness of the age of the houses, the maturity of the 

residential landscaping and street tree pattern.  There 

are few naturalized areas in this square with a small 

creek located in the south western corner of the square.  

This creek with its accompanying small ornamental 

ponds provides the habitat for a pair of Canada goose 

and mallard.  The naturalized woodlands adjoining this 

creek also provide habitat for one pair of red-eyed 

vireo, a pair of red-breasted and white-breasted 

nuthatch, four pairs of song sparrow and a pair of 

downy and hairy woodpecker.  A second pair of downy 

woodpecker was recorded by the short section of 

creek in the south east corner of the square together 

with a pair of song sparrow.  House sparrow were 

most common around the shopping plaza where 11 

pairs nested with an additional eight pairs in the 

residential areas.  Only one pair of European starling 

nest around the plaza with 16 in the residential areas, 

Typical street in the 50 year old subdivision between 
Wellington Street West and Orchard Heights. 

Cineplex Plaza, west Bayview Avenue and north of Wellington 
Street East, nesting site for barn swallow, starling, house 
sparrow and street pigeon. 

Wells Street School chimney a nightly summer roost for 30 to 
40 chimney swift. Most of these birds do not nest in Aurora.  

United Church nesting location for chimney swift and street 
pigeon was recently destroyed by fire which could effect these 
birds populations. 
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many in the open tops of street light poles.  All other 

species were distributed more or less evenly 

throughout the residential areas.  The highest 

population density were American robin with 44 pairs, 

American goldfinch with 33 pairs, common grackle with 

29 pairs.  These grackles often nest in small colonies of 

two to seven pairs in groups of semi mature dense 

conifers.  Northern cardinal was also very common 

with 17 pairs nesting. 

5+ Years Breeding Bird Population 

All of the wetland birds and a pair of killdeer and 

the two pairs of song sparrow were located on the 

stormwater pond on River Ridge Road.  The other two 

pairs of killdeer were recorded with a pair of spotted 

sandpiper, three pairs of savannah sparrow and a pair 

of horned lark in the topsoil stripped school site which 

in places had well developed low weed growth.  A 

fourth pair of savannah sparrow was located in the 

hydro right-of-way on the edge of the square.  The two 

pairs of cliff swallow were nesting on recently 

constructed houses on the south east edge of the 

subdivision.  All seven pairs of barn swallow nested 

under vinyl blinds over shop entrances in the tree less 

commercial area.  A single pair of rock pigeon also 

nested in this location.  The 35 pairs of European 

starling and the 30 pairs of house sparrow nested in 

both the commercial and residential areas, but the 26 

pairs of American robin were confined to the earliest 

developed residential areas where they nested in newly 

planted conifers or under decks and were almost 

absent from the commercial and recently constructed 

residential areas.  The two pairs of brown-headed 

cowbird probably parasitized the nests of house finch 

which were early colonizers of the new residential 

development.  Only two pairs of American goldfinch 

were recorded.  These generally are early colonizers of 

new subdivisions where they nest in small recently 

planted street trees.  The mourning dove population of 

16 pairs was interesting as nest sites do not appear 

plentiful.  Like robins, they probably nest in newly 

planted conifers.  It could be anticipated that the high 

population of mourning doves and American robin 

could be due to low predator populations particularly 

grey squirrel which is a major song bird nest predator. 

South east view over Orchard Heights showing tree cover. 

Half built houses on the edge of the survey area provide 
temporary nesting sites for cliff swallow, starling and street 
pigeon. 

Typical 5 year old subdivision. West of Bayview Avenue and 
north of Wellington Street East. 
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 Breeding Pairs 100 Years 50 years 5 years 

Canada goose 0 1 2 

Mallard 0 1 2 

Killdeer 0 1 3 

Spotted sandpiper 0 0 1 

Rock pigeon 8 0 1 

Mourning dove 8 14 16 

Chimney swift 2 0 0 

Ruby-throated hummingbird 1 1 0 

Downy woodpecker 1 2 0 

Hairy woodpecker 2 1 0 

Red-eyed vireo 0 1 0 

Blue jay 6 6 0 

American crow 3 1 0 

Horned lark 0 0 1 

Cliff swallow 0 0 2 

Barn swallow 0 0 7 

Black-capped chickadee 12 10 0 

Red-breasted nuthatch 0 1 0 

White-breasted nuthatch 1 1 0 

House wren 2 0 0 

American robin 21 44 26 

European starling 9 17 35 

Cedar waxwing 1 0 0 

Chipping sparrow 2 2 0 

Savannah sparrow 0 0 4 

Song sparrow 6 5 2 

Northern cardinal 9 17 0 

Red-winged blackbird 2 0 4 

Common grackle 5 29 2 

Brown-headed cowbird 0 2 2 

House finch 0 9 7 

Pine siskin 3 0 0 

American goldfinch 23 33 2 

House sparrow 21 19 30 

TOTAL BREEDING BIRD SPECIES 22 22 19 

TOTAL BREEDING BIRD PAIRS 148 218 149 

100 year, 50 year and 5 year old subdivisions 
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IVY JAY COMMUNITY NATURE 
RESERVE 

In 1998, a detailed citizen report based on over 15 

years of observation (1983 to 1998) was presented to 

the Town Council to define 70 hectares (including 20 

hectares donated by Jim and Jean Spring to Ducks 

Unlimited) of wetland, deciduous and coniferous 

woodland, shrublands and dry and wet grasslands, to 

be dedicated as a community wildlife park which the 

council approved in principle.  The following year, the 

Ministry of Natural Resources approved this area as a 

provincially important wetland. 

The principles behind this urban Nature Reserve 

have now been endorsed by every Town Council since 

1998.  Areas dedicated as a managed Nature Reserves 

are rare in urban park systems but this can be a 

publicly acceptable way of ensuring that the needs of 

local wildlife are considered and critical habitats are 

protected.  Based on over 25 years of records, over 

160 bird species have been recorded in the Nature 

Reserve and since 2000, 78 breeding bird species also 

23 species of mammals, ten reptiles and amphibians 

and many species of dragonflies, butterflies and moths 

have been observed. 

Master Plan 

The design of this Nature Reserve has been based 

on the design and should be managed and maintained 

in a similar manner to the Nature Reserves in Europe 

Nature reserve with approved surrounding road layout and 
development. 

Nature Reserve Master Plan 2006. D. Tomlinson, Landscape 
Architect Emeritus. 

Nature reserve looking north over Wellington Street East, 
development almost complete on west side. 
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where the needs of wildlife take precedence over 

human needs.  This concept will be achieved by 

carefully controlling human access and activities by the 

use of berms and fencing with strategically located 

blinds where the wildlife can be observed without 

human disturbance.  The reserve will also become a 

peaceful oasis where citizens can walk their dogs, take 

a leisurely stroll and enjoy nature in a traffic free 

environment 

 Habitat Protection and Creation 

During the design process, care was taken to 

preserve all the existing critical habitats within the 

Nature Reserve.  This included three large ponds with 

extensive cattail marshes, a sedge marsh, four 

ephemeral ponds which provide habitat for several 

amphibian species and all the existing deciduous and 

coniferous woodlands.  Following negotiations with the 

developer, an important area of grassland was added.  

It is also intended to create new habitat and recreate 

lost habitat by converting several hectares of reed 

canary grass into shallow wetlands and to reconstruct 

the dam in the south pond to recreate a shallow muddy 

wetland.  Before the dam was removed, it was used as a 

stopover feeding area for migrating arctic shorebirds 

which in the last 25 years have lost up to 60% of their 

population.  It would seem that shorebirds are 

particularly vulnerable to feeding habitat loss at all 

stages of their migration and the recreation of this 

shorebird scrape will provide much needed habitat. 

Nature Reserve Core Area. Most of this area is owned by Ducks 
Unlimited. 

South pond before the dam was breached in the 1990s was a 
feeding area for migrating arctic shorebirds in late summer 
and fall. 

Typical bird blind viewed from inside wetland. Cantley, Norfolk, 
United Kingdom. 

Central grassland and north pond. Trees planted in grassland 
areas should be removed as they mature they will reduce area 
of grassland. 
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Controlling Water Flow and Levels 

Managing the water flow in the reserve is a critical 

design factor to control invasive vegetation and 

maintain ideal feeding depths for waterfowl.  Storing 

sufficient water to ensure that soft muddy conditions 

can be maintained during periods of drought for 

feeding shorebirds is also of major importance. 

Citizen Participation 

It is intended that citizen scientists and other 

volunteer involvement will be an important element in 

the long term success of this project and, that citizens 

will work closely with town staff and an advisory 

committee to ensure that the existing habitats are 

improved and extended.  New habitats should be 

created where site conditions are favourable and that 

these habitats are carefully managed and monitored 

with the objective of increasing the variety and numbers 

of wildlife using the reserve. 

In 2014, the Naturalization and Wildlife Working 

Group (now Nature Aurora) produced the Ivy Jay 

Community Nature Reserve Design Construction 

Management report (88 pages) to assist town staff in 

the detailed design, habitat management and 

monitoring of the Nature Reserve. 

It is our goal that the Ivy Jay Community Nature 

Reserve will become a model which other municipalities 

could adopt to protect and maintain critical wildlife 

habitat within their municipalities and educate their 

citizens on the importance of protecting and managing 

local wildlife habitat. 

Implementation 

Progress has been slow on this innovative project 

due to its location in the center of a major development 

to build over 6,000 houses over a period of 20 to 25 

years along the reserve’s boundaries.  Building after 14 

years has been completed along the western boundary 

and land use planning on the eastern side has been 

approved, site servicing and house construction is 

progressing rapidly. 

Construction is scheduled to start on the trails, 

fencing, berms, blinds and habitat improvements in the 

near future. 

Both gravel and grassed islands should be constructed in the 
north and central pond to improve waterfowl habitat. Wetland 
Centre, London, United Kingdom. 

Cattail invading sedge marsh due to increased water flow.  
Water management is vital to retain critical wetland habitats. 

Reed canary grass depression to be improved by creating a 
shallow lagoon. 
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NATURE RESERVE DEVELOPMENT 
IMPACT ON THE BREEDING BIRD 
POPULATION 

In the late 1990s, a development plan was 

approved to construct over 3,000 houses on the 

western side of the Nature Reserve with buffer zones 

ranging from 10 to 35 metres wide to protect wetland 

habitats within the Reserve from the adverse effects of 

the housing development. 

At an Ontario Municipal Board hearing, without the 

assistance of a lawyer, citizens challenged the buffer 

zone request of 30 metres or less by the developer, 

stating that 100 metres would be more beneficial to 

wildlife.  After three days of evidence, the adjudicator 

rules in favour of the developer, stating there was no 

scientific evidence to support the 100 metres buffer 

zone.  The Ontario Municipal Board supported the 

developer’s environment consultant's opinion that their 

proposed 10 to 35 metre buffer zones would only 

result in some minor changes in some bird populations 

and there would be no loss of nesting species.  We did 

submit several published scientific papers to support 

our position, which at first, the adjudicator declined to 

read.  But after discussions with the developer’s 

lawyers, he agreed to read but stated they were of low 

value unless the authors personally presented them as 

evidence. 

 

Citizens Action 

We considered this Ontario Municipal Board 

decision as an opportunity to prove scientifically what 

the effects of development really were on the existing 

breeding bird populations in this Nature Reserve and in 

other areas of wildlife habitat threatened by 

development.  Between 2001 and 2014, we have 

monitored the changes in the breeding bird population 

annually using the Territory Mapping Method 

developed by the British Trust of Ornithology, which is 

an internationally recognized method of territory 

mapping and often compared against other population 

study methods. 

This consists of visiting the Reserve once a week at 

dawn or occasionally in the evening, between mid-April 

and mid-August to plot the location on a map every 

bird seen exhibiting breeding behaviour.  We now 

know the exact number and location of all breeding 

pairs of each species in each year and can plot which of 

the 78 different species recorded have decreased and 

increased as the development slowly progressed. 

 

Central grassland, plowed to look for historic artifacts, a poor 
policy in protected areas. 

South pond after development with 35 metre buffer zone. This 
critical area of high ground could also be developed unless 
action is taken by present town council. 
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Nature Reserve Development Impact on Breeding Bird Populations 
 

2001    Survey crews on site.  Most of grassland on west side plowed. 

 

2002 to 2003   In the south and central area top soil stripped from 400 metres from edge of the buffer  

      zone to skyline.  Most land along the eastern edge fallow or arable. 

 

2004 to 2005  House construction along skyline.  Most of eastern edge still to fallow or arable    

      crops. 

 

2006     Topsoil stripped and servicing along edge of buffer zones. Stormwater pond     

      construction. 

 

2007 to 2009  House construction along most of buffer zone edge earliest constructed houses    

      are occupied.  Buffer zone planted with trees and shrubs. Stormwater pond     

      construction and landscaping. 

 

2010 to 2012  Most houses occupied by end of 2011.  Construction noise ends.                                                                                                 

 

2013     Most of the land on the east boundary left fallow following crop of corn and winter   

      wheat. 

 

2014    Topsoil stripping and servicing along all of east boundary. 

North pond before development. Nature Reserve. 
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SPECIES RICHNESS  

(Number of Species)  

INDIVIDUAL SPECIES  
(Solid Line)   

versus     

REGIONAL TREND* 
(Dashed Line) 

Changes in diversity of bird species as 
development progressed. 

20 Year trend from the Atlas of the 
Breeding Birds of Ontario (Lake 
Simcoe-Rideau region). 
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Land use changes between 2003 to 2006. Land use changes between 2006 to 2009. 

Land use at the start of the survey in 2001. 

Development Progress maps - Land use changes 2001 to 2009 

Land use changes between 2001 to 2003. 
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Breeding Bird Survey 2001 to 2014 Nature Reserve 

  Pre-Development  Development  Post Development 

Species 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Canada goose 13 10 10 12 7 11 9 13 10 8 9 7 6 8 

Wood duck 1 2 1 1 2 2 1 0 0 0 2 3 2 1 

American black duck 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Mallard 5 2 3 7 10 9 9 10 16 14 9 9 10 10 

Blue-winged teal 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Ruffed grouse 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Wild turkey 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 

Pied-billed grebe 0 0 1 1 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Green heron 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Northern harrier 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Sharp-shinned hawk 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 

Cooper’s hawk 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Red-tailed hawk 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 1 1 0 2 1 

Virginia rail 3 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Sora 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Common moorhen 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

American coot 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Killdeer 2 6 4 4 3 6 2 4 5 4 1 1 1 2 

Spotted sandpiper 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 4 4 2 2 0 0 3 

Wilson’s snipe 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

American woodcock 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Rock pigeon 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Mourning dove 7 9 8 3 4 7 6 7 7 7 11 8 7 9 

Black-billed cuckoo 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Great horned owl 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Belted kingfisher 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Downy woodpecker 0 2 2 2 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 3 1 0 

Hairy woodpecker 1 2 2 2 2 3 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 

Northern flicker 2 3 3 4 4 4 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 3 

Pileated woodpecker 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Eastern wood-pewee 3 2 2 2 2 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 

Alder flycatcher 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Eastern phoebe 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 

Great crested flycatcher 2 3 1 2 3 2 3 3 2 2 1 2 2 2 

Eastern kingbird 4 6 5 5 6 4 4 4 3 4 5 5 2 3 

Warbling vireo 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 

Red-eyed vireo 3 6 5 4 4 5 6 3 4 3 4 3 1 1 

Blue jay 3 6 7 9 9 10 11 10 10 7 7 7 8 7 

American crow 3 4 4 4 6 7 8 4 5 4 4 7 6 5 

Horned lark 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 

SUB-TOTAL 58 74 66 73 74 82 72 75 75 63 68 60 51 59 

continued on next page. 
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In 2007, over 50 nest boxes were erected in the west buffer zone 

  Pre-Development Development Post Development 
Species 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Tree swallow 12 8 10 8 9 10 32 30 29 42 32 46 41 32 

Northern rough-winged swallow 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Bank swallow 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 5 24 8 0 0 0 0 

Cliff swallow 0 0 0 2 3 1 0 7 6 0 1 0 0 0 

Barn swallow 3 6 8 8 8 13 6 2 1 3 3 2 0 0 

Black-capped chickadee 15 13 16 18 12 10 11 14 12 16 11 14 8 8 

Red-breasted nuthatch 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

White-breasted nuthatch 1 2 2 3 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 

House wren 0 1 0 2 1 1 1 1 1 0 2 2 1 3 

Sedge wren 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Marsh wren 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 

Eastern bluebird 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Wood thrush 2 2 2 1 2 2 0 0 0 3 0 3 0 0 

American robin 12 23 20 29 26 28 14 12 16 21 28 26 20 16 

Grey catbird 0 1 5 2 4 5 4 3 3 3 3 1 1 0 

Northern mockingbird 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Brown thrasher 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

European starling 0 1 3 7 7 8 3 10 6 7 8 13 6 7 

Cedar waxwing 3 9 1 6 5 0 2 3 3 2 3 3 2 1 

Yellow warbler 0 0 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 

Oven bird 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Common yellowthroat 2 10 3 6 5 5 9 7 6 4 8 7 4 7 

Scarlet tanager 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Savannah sparrow 26 27 22 16 15 16 12 18 12 9 10 5 5 7 

Song sparrow 23 42 53 67 51 47 38 45 36 35 36 41 35 19 

Swamp sparrow 5 11 4 8 11 12 11 12 11 14 11 9 8 8 

Northern cardinal 2 3 3 6 4 6 6 5 8 4 5 5 3 7 

Rose-breasted grosbeak 2 4 4 5 3 2 3 2 3 2 1 2 1 0 

Indigo bunting 0 3 0 5 6 3 3 3 2 4 3 0 1 0 

Bobolink 8 3 6 14 12 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Red-winged blackbird 45 57 62 63 62 69 58 46 36 34 43 44 50 46 

Eastern meadowlark 3 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Common grackle 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 4 

Brown-headed cowbird 3 2 3 4 4 4 4 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 

Orchard oriole 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Baltimore oriole 0 4 3 5 4 2 3 3 3 0 1 0 0 0 

House finch 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 4 3 2 1 

American goldfinch 5 12 18 27 24 25 27 23 17 14 15 11 10 8 

House sparrow 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 12 17 6 6 1 1 1 

SUB-TOTAL 175 247 252 320 282 278 258 273 259 239 238 243 207 177 

TOTAL 233 321 318 393 356 360 329 348 333 302 306 303 258 236 
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Effects of Development on Breeding Bird 
Populations 

This development has now been completed on the 

western side of the Reserve and its effect on the bird 

population has proved to be the opposite of the 

developers consultant's opinion.  Their suggestion that a 

35 metre buffer zone would result in some minor 

changes to some of the breeding bird populations and 

that there would be no major loss of nesting species has 

proved to be completely wrong. 

• Disastrous for 20 species 

• Adverse for 16 species 

• Marginally affected 13 species 

• Benefitted 20 species 

• Beneficial first but later disastrous to 9 species 

Development effects on breeding bird populations 2001 to 2012 

Berm under construction (2014) by the developer along edge of 
southern grassland using surplus spoil. 

Disastrous Adverse Marginally Beneficial 
Beneficial / 
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Disastrous 

Most of these 20 species of birds nested, some 

occasionally, in the Nature Reserve between 2001 and 

2006 when development activities were over 400 

metres from the edge of the buffer zones.  Since 2007 

when development commenced along the western 

border, breeding ceased completely.  Many are still 

recorded on spring migration when they stay for a 

week or two, but move away even when mated once 

development and later on garden activity and noise 

levels increased within sight or sound of their nesting 

area. 

Adverse 

Many of these species recorded a decline in 

population as the habitats along the western edge of the 

Nature Reserve were destroyed to make way for the 

development.  In areas in the center of the Nature 

Reserve where their habitat was not disturbed or 

destroyed, most of the species still nest annually or 

occasionally.  Some have recorded declines after the 

development was completed and other populations 

have remained much the same but could decline in the 

future when the eastern edge of the Reserve is 

developed. 

Marginal 

In the Reserve, this group of birds indicated only 

minor changes in population as the development 

proceeded; many of these are woodland birds.  Most of 

the woodland in the reserve is located on the east side 

and is the least affected by the development on the west 

side.  This will change over the next ten years as 

development proceeds on the east side along the edges 

of the woodlands which are to be protected by a 

nominal ten metre wide buffer zone.  Based on future 

surveys, it is likely that several of these species will be 

relocated to the adverse or disastrous list if their 

populations decline. 

Development appears to have marginal affect on the common 
yellowthroat population probably because it is a sulking 
species in low dense vegetation. 

American coot has not nested in the Nature Reserve since 2004. 

Horned lark will nest on topsoil stripped sites while these are 
awaiting development, but leave once development commences. 
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Beneficial 

Development is advantageous for several common 

birds and their populations generally increase as the 

development progresses.  These are birds which are 

highly adaptive to man made habitats.  As we develop 

more and more rural habitats, the inevitable result is 

that we increase the population of these common birds 

at the expense of the more unusual, often uncommon 

habitat specific species which are susceptible to habitat 

loss or human noise and visual disturbance. 

Beneficial later Disastrous 

All these species require specific conditions if they 

are to nest successfully.  Some need bare ground often 

with little or very sparse vegetative cover, conditions 

which exist after the topsoil has been removed during 

the early stages of development.  Others require steep 

cut banks which are often temporarily provided when 

topsoil is removed forming large heaps.  A few nest in 

partially or recently constructed houses or under 

decks.  As soon as the development is completed and 

the houses are occupied, these birds move away. 

Future Goals 

These are the present results (2001 to 2014) of this 

ongoing survey.  These lists will be updated as 

development along the eastern boundary progresses in 

the future.  We cannot be certain, but we believe this is 

the first long term study on the effect that development 

has had on an existing breeding bird population. 

Accumulative Population Losses Due to 
Development 

Although the loss of a few breeding bird species 

from a single wetland or development site is not 

considered statistically important, when these small 

losses are applied to the hundreds of wetland and 

thousands of hectares of grassland, shrubland and 

woodland, which have been covered or affected by 

development during the last few decades, then these 

collective losses mount up to many thousands of 

breeding birds which do become statistically important. 

Some of these once common bird species are now 

considered by the province to be "Threatened" or 

"Species of Concern".  This might not have been the case 

if we had been more careful in protecting their critical 

breeding habitats during the development process. 

Buffer Zones Remedial Strategies 

Some of these population changes in the Nature 

Reserve were caused by changing land use as the 

surrounding farmland was developed and habitat was 

gradually destroyed.  But the main core of the wetland, 

woodland and grassland within the Nature Reserve 

remained undisturbed through out the construction 

period.  Although there was a loss of grassland and 

woodland species, most of the lost breeding birds were 

wetland species. 

Possibly it is not just the width of the buffer zones 

which is the most critical factor.  Due to the extent of 

existing seepage zones and the judicious placement of 

stormwater ponds, the actual extent of the buffer zones 

along the western edge of the critical core areas of 

cattail marsh and open water now range between 35 

and 100 metres. 

This increase in the width of the buffer zone failed 

to prevent the decline of critical wetland bird species, 

which were lost after 2006 when construction 

commenced in view of the core wetland habitats along 

the buffer zones.  The most likely cause of the loss of 

these birds was construction noise and visual 

disturbance. 

As early as 1897, the two Kearton Brothers who 

were pioneers of early bird photography in the United 

Original 35 metre buffer zone width increased by judicious 
location of stormwater pond close to houses. 
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Kingdom, discovered that if they could not be seen by 

the nesting birds they would soon return to their nests 

even when the observers were hidden in a blind a few 

feet away.  Generally birds will carry on with their 

nesting activities providing you are well hidden and out 

of sight but nesting activity ceases as soon as you come 

into view, even when you are a considerable distance 

from the nesting area. 

This should be an important factor when 

establishing the width of a buffer zone; it is not just the 

width but a combination of width and how effective they 

are at screening human gardening, deck activities and 

other forms of visual disturbance including dogs which 

are viewed as predators.  By far the most proven 

immediately effective method of screening out these 

activities is by creating berms which on a flat site should 

have a minimum height of  three metres. 

Berming on a sloping site or where there are decks 

on the ground or second floor will require higher berms 

with a wider buffer zone to accommodate them.  Other 

methods than berms have been tried but in the long run 

generally prove to be ineffective.  These include 

screening with tree and shrub planting which take 

many years before they are effective or by using close 

board or other form of solid fencing which create 

another major problem as they are easily climbed by 

cats a major predator of urban birds.  It is interesting to 

note that we have not recorded a single cat in the 

Nature Reserve since chain link fencing (which has no 

screening potential) was erected with the base touching 

the ground along all the rear gardens adjoining the 

western boundary of the reserve. 

It will be interesting to see if we can get the 

developers to work with us to improve the effectiveness 

of the buffer zones along the eastern boundary by 

berming, perhaps using surplus soil generated by the 

development.  Also when the establishment of the 

Nature Reserve is completed and all habitats are 

managed and protected from disturbance and new 

habitats have been created, if the 20 lost breeding bird 

species will return again to nest and other diminished 

bird populations will recover from the adverse effects 

of this major development or if these effects of the 

development. 

It is important that trails within the Nature Reserve are 
screened with planted berms from wetlands and other critical 
habitat. Wetland Centre, London, United Kingdom. 

Berm viewed from inside the wetland. Wetland Centre, London, 
United Kingdom. 

Wetland Centre in London, United Kingdom. It is not the width 
of buffer zones which is critical but how effective berming and 
planting are at screening human disturbance. 
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WELLINGTON STREET EAST TO 
VANDORF SIDEROAD 

Breeding Bird Survey 2006 to 2011 

In 2005, we approached Vernon Thomas, a 

professor of Ornithology at Guelph University to review 

our preliminary findings on the effect development was 

having on the breeding birds in the Nature Reserve.  He 

suggested that we also undertake a control survey in 

an area already surrounded by completed 

development to see if there would be any major 

differences between the results of the two surveys. 

We followed this advice and selected to survey a 

one kilometre length of the East Holland River Valley 

with good public access which contained two small 

wetlands, several stormwater ponds, areas of 

grassland, shrubland and sizable blocks of both mature 

and secondary growth deciduous and recent 

coniferous and deciduous woodland planting. 

We were not particularly keen to carry out 

another dawn survey and settled for a compromise.  

The method we adopted on this survey was to utilize the 

route taken on a daily 1 to 1.5 hour walk and to plot on 

a map all the birds seen using much the same method 

used in the Territory Mapping Method but in this case 

the same map was used over a period of several days. 

Most of the areas covered by this survey were visited 

two or three times each week between mid-April and 

mid-August. 

Over a six year period, some of the population 

trends of this survey, when compared to our survey of 

the Nature Reserve, are similar but others are different. 

The major difference between the two surveys was that 

only one species was lost, the savannah sparrow, 

probably due to maturing planted trees, during this 

breeding bird survey 

Both these surveys have recorded a steady decline 

in the total numbers of nesting pairs between 2006 and 

2014.  In the Nature Reserve, 360 pairs nested in 2006.  

But by 2014, this number had dropped to 236 pairs. 

Some of this decline was no doubt caused by the effects 

of development.  A steady reduction of nesting pairs in 

Wellington Street to Vandorf Sideroad survey from 

256 pairs in 2006 down to 157 pairs in 2014, cannot 

be attributed to habitat disturbance or destruction as 

this habitat was not altered substantially during the 

survey period.  Some other factors must be affecting 

this disturbing population decline, if this decline in 

breeding bird populations is occurring in other 

locations in the province this should warrant urgent 

investigation. 

Survey area between Wellington Street East and Vandorf 
Sideroad. 

Monkman Crescent stormwater pond. 
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Wellington Street East to Vandorf Sideroad 2006–2014 
Species 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Canada goose 1 0 2 1 2 1 2 3 1 

Mallard 1 2 3 1 3 4 3 4 2 

Green heron 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Cooper’s hawk 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Red-shouldered hawk 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Red-tailed hawk 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Killdeer 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Eastern screech owl 1 0 0 0 0 3 2 0 0 

Mourning dove 7 8 9 12 9 8 12 11 9 

Belted kingfisher 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Downy woodpecker 2 3 2 4 1 1 0 2 1 

Hairy woodpecker 3 2 1 3 1 0 1 2 0 

Northern flicker 3 5 4 3 2 2 3 3 3 

Pileated woodpecker 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Eastern wood-pewee 2 2 1 4 2 2 2 3 1 

Alder flycatcher 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 

Eastern phoebe 1 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 

Great crested flycatcher 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 0 

Eastern kingbird 2 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 

Warbling vireo 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 

Red-eyed vireo 18 12 14 12 16 12 7 14 14 

Blue jay 12 14 7 7 7 7 7 4 2 

American crow 10 10 6 9 7 11 7 5 2 

Tree swallow 6 7 9 4 7 7 8 10 11 

 Northern rough-winged swallow 1 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 

Barn swallow 4 4 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Black-capped chickadee 18 17 23 21 13 12 16 12 10 

Red-breasted nuthatch 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 

White-breasted nuthatch 2 4 4 3 2 3 2 2 1 

House wren 0 0 0 3 5 1 1 3 1 

American robin 35 22 14 21 19 21 20 14 13 

Grey catbird 3 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 

European starling 0 3 1 1 0 1 2 1 2 

Cedar waxwing 5 2 3 2 5 4 2 1 2 

Yellow warbler 1 0 0 2 3 3 3 3 2 

Common yellowthroat 1 1 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 

Chipping sparrow 3 2 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 

Savannah sparrow 4 3 2 3 4 1 0 0 0 

Song sparrow 38 30 23 22 19 18 16 17 16 

Swamp sparrow 3 2 2 1 0 1 0 1 0 

Northern cardinal 14 10 14 12 13 15 8 9 10 

Rose-breasted grosbeak 0 0 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 

Indigo bunting 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 

Red-winged blackbird 36 22 17 22 16 15 16 12 18 

Common grackle 1 4 3 3 0 4 6 3 4 

Brown-headed cowbird 2 4 3 4 4 2 0 1 1 

Baltimore oriole 3 2 3 3 0 0 0 0 0 

House finch 2 2 2 2 1 3 1 3 3 

American goldfinch 37 47 44 38 27 27 20 22 21 

House sparrow 2 1 0 0 6 3 1 2 1 

TOTALS 256 256 227 236 205 198 179 172 157 
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TREE SWALLOW 
 

We have greatly 
increased this birds 

population in Aurora 
by providing nest 

boxes. 

BLUE BIRD 
 

Nesting on Westview 
Golf Course.  Most 

blue birds in Aurora 
nest on golf courses. 

BELTED KINGFISHER 
 

In Aurora, mainly nest 
on subdivision sites in 

topsoil heaps. 

SPOTTED SANDPIPER 
 

Mainly nest on 
disturbed topsoil, 

stripped sites with 
shallow pools of 

water. 
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Habitat Management 
TREE PLANTING AND HABITAT LOSS 

An unpredicted outcome of  Wellington Street East 

to Vandorf Sideroad breeding bird survey was realizing 

that citizen tree planting in this section of the East 

Holland River Valley in the early 2000s would ultimately 

result in a considerable reduction in the biodiversity of 

the valley as this planting matures. 

Considerable care needs to be taken when 

selecting sites for public tree planting projects as all too 

often, this planting is located in grasslands or old fields 

already being invaded by shrubs or in flood plains 

along the banks of creeks with the aim of reduced 

water temperatures for cold water fish.  Erosion control 

and continuous tree planting along creeks can destroy 

cut banks for nesting swallows and kingfishers and in 

areas of open meadow land, tree planting can fragment 

these grasslands eventually making them unsuitable for 

grassland species. 

These are very important open habitats which 

attract a wide range of often declining birds, mammals, 

amphibians and particularly pollinating insects.  When 

these habitats are planted with trees, the inevitable 

result is that most of these grassland and shrubland 

species will eventually be lost and replaced with 

woodland species as the tree canopy matures. 

This might be an advantage in a municipality where 

woodlands are scarce in the ecological mosaic.  But in 

areas where existing woodlands are well represented, 

to retain biodiversity it is more important to retain the 

many species of wildlife which inhabit these grassy 

openings and shrublands. 

In this situation, trees should not be planted unless 

they will greatly increase the core interior of existing 

woodlands.  To reduce fragmentation, linear tree 

planting along creeks in flat open grassy valley lands 

should generally be avoided.  The predicated long term 

effect of indiscriminate tree planting is illustrated in this 

study of tree planting carried out in the early 2000s 

along the East Holland River Valley between Wellington 

Street East and Stone Road and its predicted long term 

changes to the breeding bird populations. 

 

Tree planting in the Holland River Valley 10 years later. 

Tree planting on grassland in the Holland River Valley. 

Tree planting in the Holland River Valley 50 years in the future. 
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Bird species nesting 
prior to and soon 
after tree planting. 

Projected nesting 
bird species in 
2050 when trees 
mature indicating 
a major decline in 
species diversity. 
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AURORA COMMUNITY ARBORETUM 

Habitat Protection 

Due to the rapid loss and declines of habitat and 

ecological diversity in urban areas, the Aurora 

Community Arboretum Committee, in keeping with 

international trends in arboretum design and 

development, are developing a collection of specimen 

trees in the southern section.  They also aim to protect 

and manage two major existing ecological zones in the 

Aurora Community Arboretum in the central section of 

the East Holland River Valley, recreate two lost 

ecological habitats, and create a third in the northern 

section. 

a) Existing meadowland 

b) Existing shrubland 

c) Proposed bottomland forest 

d) Proposed upland forest 

e) Proposed shorebird scrape 

It is considered that this initiative will ensure that in 

the future there will be no local extinctions of any of the 

present insect, amphibian, reptile, bird or mammal 

species that currently occupies habitat within the 

Aurora Community Arboretum.  Also, where practical, it 

is proposed to create and manage new habitat that 

could improve and extend future species diversity. 

Meadowland 

Before European settlement, the flood plain of the 

East Holland River Valley was covered in bottomland 

forest which was felled to create farmland.  Due to poor 

drainage, the land was unsuitable for arable crops so it 

was developed as meadowland to rear cattle and other 

livestock.  They also realized that native grass species 

did not grow well in these moist soils, so they imported 

European forage grasses that grew well and were very 

nutritious. Northern section of the Aurora Community Arboretum looking 
south across St. Johns Sideroad. 

Master Plan for northern section of the 
Aurora Community Arboretum 
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Grassland Birds 

These grasslands were soon colonized by several 

species of mainly western grassland birds including 

bobolink, meadowlark, savannah and grasshopper 

sparrows, horned lark, bluebird and upland sandpiper. 

Prior to settlement, these birds were considered to be 

rare in Ontario, and most are now in serious decline 

mainly due to the loss of grasslands as a result of 

current changes in agriculture practices.  Following the 

decline in the practice of grazing stock and hay making, 

tree saplings and shrubs are now invading these 

grasslands. 

This is the situation on the grassland at the north of 

the Aurora Community Arboretum, and if we wish to 

retain what remains of our diverse grassland, mammal, 

bird and insect population in the Aurora Community 

Arboretum, it is necessary to remove most, if not all, of 

the existing trees and shrubs that are at present 

invading or have been planted in these grasslands. 

Shrubland 

Not all shrubland will be removed to recreate 

grassland.  An extensive area of the most established 

shrubland will be preserved in the central section of the 

Aurora Community Arboretum.  Shrubland is very 

productive habitat for wildlife supporting for 25 to 50 

years or more (until it becomes woodland) a distinct 

community of plants, pollinating and other insects; birds 

and mammals including once common bird species 

such as eastern towhee, field sparrow, catbird, brown 

thrasher, and indigo bunting, that are now in decline. 

Maintenance 

To protect and maintain this habitat, a ratio of 40% 

shrub cover to 60% open grassy areas should be the 

aim.  The establishment of tree seedlings and saplings 

needs to be carefully controlled to prevent this 

shrubland from developing into woodland. 

Upland Forest 

Most of the moist valley land will be returned to 

grassland, but the well drained valley slopes are 

gradually being planted with upland forest tree species.  

As these become established, they will provide 

sheltered wildlife corridors and a visual screen 

between the meadowland and the urban development 

along the top of the valley slopes. 

Bottomland Forest 

Before settlement, bottomland forest dominated the 

East Holland River Valley in Aurora, around 1825 most 

of this bottomland forest was clear-felled to create 

meadowland.  To recreate this habitat, most of the flood 

plain in the central area of the Aurora Community 

Trees should be removed along the creek since, as they mature, 
they will greatly reduce and fragment the extent of the 
grassland in the Aurora Community Arboretum. 

Existing shrubland to be retained in the Aurora Community 
Arboretum. 
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Arboretum will be replanted with bottomland forest 

tree species. 

Due to climate warming, it is intended to include in 

this planting, several Carolinian bottomland forest trees 

which were probably not growing in the original 

bottomland forest. 

Shorebird Scrape 

Thousands of Arctic shorebirds migrate inland 

across southern Ontario in spring and fall.  These 

include Wilson’s snipe, lesser and greater yellowleg, 

semipalmated and black-bellied plover, spotted, 

solitary, least and semipalmated sandpiper, dunlin, 

whimbrel and short-billed dowitcher, which often 

visited a shallow muddy pond in Aurora before it was 

drained by a developer.  

To replace this lost habitat, a shorebird scrape is 

proposed in the Nature Reserve.  A second scrape is 

also proposed in the Aurora Community Arboretum.  It 

is intended that these scrapes will compensate for this 

lost habitat and will provide alternative feeding areas 

for shorebirds disturbed from either of these scrapes. 

Proposed Design 

It is intended that these scrapes will be designed so 

that, according to the weather conditions, sluices can be 

used to control water levels that will expose areas of 

soft fresh mud.  This will provide ideal feeding 

conditions for migrating shorebirds and dabbling ducks, 

as well as favourable breeding conditions for many 

invertebrates and amphibians. 

Water Levels 

A reliable water supply and water level 

manipulation is essential to the success of this project if 

a variety of management objectives are to be achieved. 

Education 

A major component of the Aurora Community 

Arboretum Committee’s long-term aim is to lead by 

example and educate citizens and visitors on the 

importance of ecological conservation through habitat 

protection, creation and management. Educational sign in the Aurora Community Arboretum 
meadowland. 

Shorebirds on shallow muddy scrape in the Nature Reserve in 
the 1980s. A shallow scrape is also proposed for the Aurora 
Community Arboretum. 
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BIRD NEST BOXES 

Introduction 

Constructing and placing bird boxes on public 

lands within a municipality is one of the most simple and 

satisfying citizen projects that can be implemented to 

increase the population of cavity nesting birds.  These 

include wood duck, American kestrel, northern screech 

owl, northern flicker, black-capped chickadee, house 

wren, blue bird, tree swallow, European starling and 

house sparrow. 

Box Design 

Rather than making different sized boxes for each 

bird species, we decided that it would be most practical 

to design one large box and one small box which would 

meet most of their requirements.  After considerable 

research and discussions with Harry Lumsden, who has 

carried out several nest box design studies during his 

career as a biologist, we settled on a wood duck sized 

box, with some alterations to the entrance hole, for 

screech owl and American kestrel and a smaller box 

with a standardized entrance hole (1.5 inches, 38 mm 

diametre.) for smaller song birds.  This has worked well 

for most species, except the northern flicker and 

European starling, on occasion, both these have used 

the wood duck box, but prefer a medium sized box with 

a larger entrance hole than one and one half inches.  

We will probably design and test some of these boxes 

in the future. 

Box Construction 

Between 2006 and 2012, over 250 bird nesting 

boxes were constructed from materials donated by 

local businesses in Aurora, and individual citizens. 

Initially, the woodworking group from the Town’s 

Senior Centre created wooden bird box kits, which 

were nailed together by volunteers including many 

children, who also helped to erect the boxes in the 

Town’s parks and open spaces during Earth Day 

weekends. 

Standard wooden nest box with plastic predator guard. Tree 
swallow readily use boxes located in open areas. State Farm 
Way stormwater pond. Screech owl nest box in the Vandorf Woodlot. 

Nest box kits, some interiors painted black and others white to 
test birds preference. 
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Location and Monitoring 

The bird boxes were placed in a wide range of 

habitats on two metre high metal T-bar posts with a 

one metre high by 100 mm diametre plastic tube placed 

over the post.  This prevented our large urban 

population of squirrels and raccoons from predating 

the nests and has resulted in a particularly high rate of 

fledgling success. 

Equally important is monitoring the progress and 

keeping records of nest box activity from nest building, 

through egg laying, hatching and fledgling periods, as 

well as recording unhatched eggs and nestlings which 

die in the nest.  To assist in this monitoring, we have 

developed a simple standardized form on which this 

vital information can be recorded in a user friendly 

manner. 

Reporting Results. 

At first, this information was recorded by citizen 

scientist volunteers on nest record cards that were sent 

to the Ontario Nest Record Scheme at the Royal Ontario 

Museum.  In recent years, the results have been 

submitted online to Bird Studies Canada Project Nest 

Watch. 

This data is available with other provincial nest 

records schemes and is used to indicate the health of 

bird populations across the country.  The records kept 

and submitted also provide important data for many 

scientific studies on the health of the environment. 

Garden nests 

As more citizens have become involved in this 

project, we have encouraged people to include other 

nests found in their gardens or on their rural 

properties.  This has resulted in Aurora becoming one 

of the main contributors to the Ontario Nest Record 

Scheme. 

Recently several golf courses in town have also 

erected nest boxes round their courses which have 

attracted nesting bluebirds.  Now, most of our bluebird 

population nests on these golf courses. 

Red-winged blackbirds nest. Citizens are also encouraged to 
report nests on their property which are also reported to Bird 
Studies Canada. 

Nest boxes installation instruction. 
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Involving Local Schools 

Realizing the importance of encouraging students 

to take an active role in protecting the environment, in 

2008 we concentrated our efforts towards giving each 

school in Aurora six nest box kits, providing a teacher 

and students would agree to monitor the boxes 

annually and report the results to us. 

To assist them, we advised on the best location for 

the boxes and the Town staff assisted by locating 

underground services and erecting the T-bar posts 

ready for the students to attach the boxes.  Fifteen local 

schools enrolled in this initiative. 

 

 

 

 
Tree swallows nesting in a bird box made from 97% post-
consumer recycled plastic. 

  
Tree 

 Swallow 
House 

 Sparrow 
Chickadee 

House 
 Wren 

SUMMARY 
TOTALS 

2008 Nest Box Occupied 50 40 10 0 100 

 Young Reared 194 141 41 0 376 

2009 Nest Box Occupied 57 50 8 4 119 

 Young Reared 221 301 34 13 569 

2010 Nest Box Occupied 73 37 19 4 133 

 Young Reared 257 161 79 14 511 

2011 Nest Box Occupied 71 35 23 2 131 

 Young Reared 245 109 108 9 471 

2012 Nest Box Occupied 115 21 35 5 176 

 Young Reared 369 94 133 21 617 

2013 Nest Box Occupied 94 23 24 8 149 

 Young Reared 257 55 89 14 415 

2014 Nest Box Occupied 121 30 13 18 182 

 Young Reared 388 74 70 112 644 

2015 Nest Box Occupied 94 25 26 9 154 

 Young Reared 290 87 124 21 522 

Bird Box Nesting Success 2008 to 2016 
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PROJECT NEST BOX– SCHOOL NEST 
WATCH PROGRAM 

The idea of involving schools in this project 

intrigued Bruce Buchan, the founder and CEO of 

Midpoint International Inc., the parent company of 

CleanRiver Recycling Solutions, an Aurora company 

that manufactures plastic recycling and waste 

containers.  He offered to make plastic bird boxes out of 

their production off cuts and to donate these to schools 

across Canada and the United States, providing 

students would monitor the boxes. 

Working with their design team, we designed and 

tested a plastic nest box kit for students to assemble, 

erect and monitor nest box success or failure. 

 A School Nest Watch Program Guide was 

developed in 2010.  This included information on the 

assembly of the boxes and installation instructions, 

suitable site locations in the school grounds, examples 

of forms used in nest box monitoring, together with a 

code of conduct.  Coloured posters and information 

were included to assist in identifying the nests and eggs 

of the birds most likely to use the boxes. 

This project has been very successful, and 

CleanRiver has enrolled many schools across Canada 

and the United States, including 70 in Ontario, 20 of 

which are in Aurora by 2014.  Now students submit 

results under “Project Nest Box School Nest Watch 

Program” directly online to Bird Studies Canada’s 

national nest watch program, and in the United States 

to the American Audubon Society who administer their 

online nest records. 

A mirror on a pole can be used to monitor out of reach garden 
nests. 

Suitable locations for nest boxes on school grounds. Part of the School Nest Watch Program Guide. 
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ARTIFICIAL NEST SITES 

Several species of birds over the years have 

adapted to using buildings and man made structures as 

nest sites.  In Aurora these include: American kestrel, 

mourning dove, rock pigeon, chimney swift, eastern 

phoebe, barn and cliff swallow, American robin, house 

finch, European starling and house sparrow. 

Some are dependent on buildings that contain 

holes or gaps in the structure that give access to a 

space large enough to build a nest.  These include: the 

rock pigeon, European starling and house sparrow.  

Not the most popular bird species, but partly due to the 

lack of these spaces in modern houses, both the 

European starling and house sparrow populations are 

declining in southern Ontario. 

Other birds like the house finch, eastern phoebe, 

barn swallow and American robin will nest occasionally 

on a sheltered ledge under a porch or a veranda, in a 

gazebo or under a deck in locations where there is little 

disturbance.  The cliff swallow is a specialist that 

requires buildings ideally with deep recesses protected 

by an extensive roof overhang. 

Chimneys 

A major decline has also been recorded in the 

chimney swift population to the extent that it has now 

been placed on Canada’s list of Threatened Species. 

In Aurora, the chimney swift is only found nesting 

in old brick unlined chimneys along Yonge Street in the 

old downtown area.  Redevelopment is now occurring 

in this location, so it is important to retain existing 

nesting chimneys and even increase their height if it is 

proposed to raise the height of the building.  This 

applied to the roosting chimney on the Wells Street 

School that has now been converted into condominium 

apartments. 

When Council approves new commercial buildings 

of apartments in the downtown area, these should 

always include in the architectural design a few false 

chimneys based on the design of existing occupied 

chimneys, even if these have no practical purpose. 

This would go a long way to ensuring this swift’s 

long term survival as a nesting species in Aurora by 

replacing the many chimneys lost in the downtown 

core as nesting sites due renovations and the use of 

metal liners. 

A new building in the downtown core which could easily have 
accommodated 2 or 3 false chimneys based on the design of 
occupied chimneys. This would have provided additional 
critical swift nesting chimneys. 

Cliff swallow will often nest under a bridge providing there is a 
beam to support the nest. 

Wells Street School disused chimney height successfully 
increased during renovations by developer to protect a 
chimney swift roost. 
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Bridges 

Bridges with a few minor modifications to the 

structure such as support beams or false beams can 

provide many nesting opportunities.  The road bridge 

under the St. John’s Sideroad just west of Yonge Street 

has for many years supported the second largest 

colony of nesting barn swallows in Aurora. 

In 2012, a pair of barn swallows nested under the 

John West Way bridge against a timber board fixed 

under the bridge by Town of Aurora Public Works staff.  

It was to hold clay nests designed for cliff swallows that 

were made by Pine Tree Potters.  Unfortunately, these 

were destroyed by vandals. 

Bank swallows will also nest under bridges in the 

drainage pipes in bridge abutments.  Many of these 

nests are lost in periods of heavy rain.  If disconnected 

drainage pipes were provided, these could be made 

safer and more attractive to the swallows than the 

functioning drainage pipes. 

Retaining Walls 

Retaining walls used as bridge abutments or to 

stabilize or replace slopes can be modified at little 

expense to provide nesting sites for bank and northern 

rough-winged swallows, belted kingfisher, European 

starling and house sparrow. 

A row of plastic drainage pipe 5 cm diametre X 60 

cm long, set 40 cm apart and placed at least 1.5 metres 

above ground level will provide nest sites for bank 

swallow.  If the diametre of the pipe is increased to 10 

cm, and plastic corrugated pipe is used, the northern 

rough-winged swallow, European starling and house 

sparrow will nest in these pipes.  If the length of the 

pipe is increased to two metres, then it may become 

possible to attract a nesting belted kingfisher. 

It is necessary to provide a block of sand in the end 

of each pipe to enable the birds to excavate a nesting 

chamber.  These pipes must be located in a dry location 

so they do not become drainage holes. 

Box Culverts 

Concrete box culverts along creeks often provide 

safe predator proof nesting sites for barn swallow and 

eastern phoebe.  Many of Aurora’s urban barn 

swallows nest in existing concrete road culverts where 

these adjoin golf courses or open areas for foraging.  

We have yet to find a bird nesting in a corrugated steel 

culvert.  However, if modifications were made, and a 

narrow ledge was provided on the shoulder of the pipe, 

this might attract nesting barn swallow or eastern 

phoebe. 

Cut Banks 

Where there are suitable slopes in bank swallow 

foraging habitat, but there are no natural cut banks for 

nesting, artificial cut banks can be constructed.  This can 

be done if there are suitable changes in grades, and the 

bank face can be reconstructed with a shuttered face 

backfilled with dry mixed concrete and sand, with rows 

of 5 cm diametre drainage pipes attached to nest boxes 

Concrete culvert under Edward Street is often used by nesting 
barn swallow and occasionally by a phoebe. 

McKenzie Marsh construction cut bank built to attract nesting 
bank and rough-winged swallow. 
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buried in the bank closed to the top.  After a year the 

shuttering is removed, but it often takes a year or more 

before the birds will use these nest boxes. 

Communication Towers 

In areas where there are lakes for fishing, these 

towers in urban areas have become desirable nesting 

sites for osprey.  Unfortunately, these birds make a 

considerable mess and some towers are being modified 

to prevent them from nesting.  In some locations these 

towers are the only suitable nesting sites available.  

Rather than adopting this policy, it would be better to 

build a cantilevered nesting platform on the side of the 

tower where the prevailing wind will blow most of the 

mess away from the structure. 

Nesting Rafts 

Trumpeter swans are gradually increasing in 

Ontario where they nest on large ponds.  When these 

ponds have no islands and nests are placed close to the 

shore, many nests are predated by coyotes.  Nesting 

success can be greatly improved if nesting rafts are 

provided.  These are constructed of plywood and 

polystyrene with a chicken wire structure to hold 

nesting material then anchored in a suitable location 

away from the shore. 

Wire Baskets 

Nesting mallard are also heavily predated when 

they nest around ponds with no islands, or where the 

vegetated zones around the ponds are narrow and 

easily searched by predators. 

Nesting success can be improved by providing 

straw filled wire baskets mounted on an iron T-bar 

placed in locations along cattail edges where the water 

is deep enough to deter predators.  Several other 

nesting structures have been designed for great blue 

heron and osprey.  Also for owls and other birds of 

prey that can be adapted for use by urban bird 

populations. 

Communication tower on Bloomington Road and Highway 404, 
fitted with arched wires to prevent an osprey from nesting 
again. 

Town staff and volunteers building nesting raft for trumpeter 
swan in the Nature Reserve.  

Mallard nesting in wire basket on pond near Hillview Road, 
Aurora. 
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AMERICAN REDSTART 
 

Nests in Aurora and 
winters in Cuba. 

YELLOW-BELLIED 
SAPSUCKER  

 

Its tree sap feeding 
holes were contested 
by several species of 

warbler. 

YELLOW-RUMPED 
WARBLER 

 

Did not winter every 
year in the study area. 

BLACK-THROATED 
BLUE WARBLER 

 

Occasionally a male 
and female will winter 

together in the same 
flock. 
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Winter Visitors 

More than 75% of Canadian birds spend at least six 

months out of Canada.  Many of these birds that winter 

in the United States (33%), Central American (23%) and 

South America (15%) are declining whereas most of the 

birds that winter in Canada are increasing rather than 

declining. 

There are many reasons for this decline in 

migrating birds but indubitably degeneration and loss 

of wintering habitat is a major factor.  Over the last ten 

years, a population study of our wintering warblers 

has been undertaken annually in late December and 

early January over a two week period at Marea del 

Portillo on the south east coast of Cuba. 

The study area consisted of a relatively isolated 

strip of scrubby woodland (about two soccer pitches in 

length) on the side of a river bed which is dry most 

years.  Surrounded by an increasing number of 

irrigated onion fields which are steadily encroaching 

the scrubby dry overgrazed public pasture. 

The vegetation, due to heavy grazing, consists of 

only four woody plant species, 98% consists of a single 

four to five metre high multi stemmed species of Cordia.  

There is no foliage below two metres and most years a 

herb layer is completely absent.  60% of the ground is 

bare earth and the remaining 40% is covered with a 

shallow layer of leaf litter.  Although the wood appears 

to be very degenerated it does support a remarkably 

high population of migratory warblers which far 

outnumber the native Cuban bird species.  As the wood 

is small and the lower part is free of vegetation, it is 

fairly easy to see and plot the movement of the flock or 

of individual birds as they move often slowly through 

Land use and migrant population in 2005 with two separate 
groups of warblers. 

The study area is the small elongated woodland in the center of 
the photograph. 

Most years, the interior of the wood was very dry unless it was 
soaked by an occasional hurricane in summer which increased 
the density of the canopy. 

Neotropical Migrants In Cuba 
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the canopy.  Each movement is plotted on a map using 

coloured pens. The colour of the pen is changed every 

hour.  The study period each day generally extended 

from 9:30 am to 12:30 pm.  At the end of the two week 

period, the records of each species are plotted onto 

individual species maps to assess the wintering warbler 

population. 

Most years the different species of birds move 

around the wood in two small flocks with only one male 

or female of each species in each flock (with the 

exception of northern parula which often has more 

than one male and female) in the case of some species 

(black-throated blue warbler) a female may also be 

tolerated providing it keeps a low profile. 

When the flocks come into contact there is much 

aggravation between the same species before the 

flocks moved away in opposite directions.  Sometimes a 

bird would join the adjoining flock providing it did not 

contain a male or female of the same species. 

This territorial flock behaviour was interesting and 

it was assumed that the flock did not hold a collective 

Land use in 2013 since it was turned into a pig breeding pen. 

CUBAN NATIVES Latin names 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2012 2013 

Red-legged thrush Mimocichla plumbeus 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Lizard cuckoo Saurothera merlini 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Cuban emerald hummingbird Chlorostibon ricordii 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

Cuban tody Todus multicolor 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 1 0 0 

Loggerhead kingbird Tyrannus caudifasciatus 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Greater Antillean pewee Contopus caribaeus 2 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Orient warbler Teretistris fornsi 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 
WINTER VISITORS 

Yellow-bellied sapsucker Sphyrapicus varius 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 2 

Northern parula Parula americana 7 6 6 1 5 5 5 3 6 7 

Black and  white warbler Mniotilta varia 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 0 0 1 

Black-throated blue warbler Dendroica caerulescens 3 4 4 3 3 4 3 1 6 7 

Cape may warbler Dendroica tigrina 0 0 2 0 1 1 1 0 1 4 

Yellow-throated warbler Dendroica dominca 1 1 1 2 1 2 0 1 1 1 

Prairie warbler  Dendroica discolor 0 0 2 3 1 1 1 0 1 0 

Palm warbler Dendroica palmarum 2 2 2 1 2 1 2 0 2 2 

American redstart Setophaga ruticilla 3 3 3 2 1 1 2 2 2 3 

Yellow-rumped warbler Dendroica coronata 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 3 

Common yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Northern waterthrush Seiurus noveboracensis 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Total Cuban Birds 6 7 6 3 4 2 1 3 3 3 
Total Winter Visitors 19 18 22 14 16 18 17 8 19 32 

Total Bird Population 25 25 28 17 20 20 18 11 22 35 

Wintering Bird Populations Dry Woodland Marea del Portillo 
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territory but each species in the flock defended and fed 

collectively over the land common to all their territories.  

In 2012-2013, a central portion of the wood was 

felled but the population of several species increased.  

So did aggressive territorial behaviour to the extent 

that the flock system completely degenerated resulting 

in individual species holding often quite small territories 

of a few square metres.  Sometimes this consisted of 

just a section of a large tree canopy or a small group of 

Cordia bushes which they defended aggressively not 

only when a male or female from their species 

trespassed but if a warbler of a different species moved 

into their feeding area.  It will be interesting to see if this 

pattern continues next year. 

These concentrated territories are not rich in large 

insects, based on observations.  It is likely that the prime 

food consists of ants which are transporting back to 

their nests sugar rich sap collected from the tree or 

shrub leaf canopy. 

Cuba in the last 100 years has lost over 85% of its 

woodland and is trying to increase the remaining 15% 

to 25% through tree planting and reforestation projects.  

It is hard for them to achieve this aim due to agricultural 

expansion and heavy grazing pressure in the existing 

rural woodlands which inhibits natural regeneration. 

This land use pattern is occurring not only in Cuba 

but in most other countries in the Caribbean and 

Central America.  It would appear that as the amount of 

suitable wooded habitat declines more and more 

migrants are being crowded into less and less space.  If 

we do not want our warbler populations to decline 

further we need to remember that they spend half the 

year in the tropics in these diminishing degenerating 

wooded areas. 

Consequently, we should consider investing some 

of our conservation funds in the Central America and 

the Caribbean particularly in poor countries like Cuba.  

These countries need financial help if they are to create 

nature reserves and extend reforestation projects.  It is 

pointless to concentrate on preserving their Canadian 

breeding habitat while ignoring these fast degenerating 

wintering grounds. 

View of wood from dried up river bed, at the start of the survey 
the river flowed. Now it has been dammed up, streamed for 
irrigation. 

In 2013, most of the center of the woodland was felled and 
planted with sugar cane, then irrigated. 

After several trees and shrubs were felled in 2012-2013, the 
number of migrants increased, groups broke up, and birds held 
individual territories. 
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KINGBIRD 
The population will, in 

the long term, be 
adversely effected  by 

public tree planting 
projects. 

CEDAR WAXWING 
 

Its population will 
rely on us managing 
scrubland to prevent 

it from becoming 
woodland. 

MOCKINGBIRD 
 

A recent arrival as a 
breeding bird. 

ROSE-BREASTED 
GROSBEAK 

 

Is declining as areas 
of scrubland are being 

developed. 
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