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West Island 
Wildlife

An Occasional Publication about the wildlife and plants we live beside 
on the West Island of Montreal  - where and how to see  them

WIW #2 - Winter 2021FREE



Sparroworks Local Wildlife Guides - FREE 

If this magazine whets your appetite for wildlife you will find there there is a 
bottomless well full of field guides and general information on the internet - but 
to get you started, perhaps you would like to download one or all of the three 
LOCAL guides that are published by the Sparroworks Wildlife Co. 

All three are FREE 

Birding on the West Island


The West Island of Montreal holds the largest areas 
of green space and forest in the region, quite 
extensive shoreline and is surprisingly wildlife rich. 
In any one year, with a little effort and a touch of 
fortune, a birder might see in excess of 150 species 
of birds on the West Island and conceivably 200 or 
more. Not at all bad for a well populated peri-urban 

and suburban part of a major city. 
This guide suggests some of the  most productive West Island birding hot-
spots plus a couple of immediately adjacent places worth a visit. 

*  Get it HERE 

Birding in the Morgan Arboretum


A guide to the extensive trails in Canada’s largest arboretum and to the 
almost 200 species of birds that have been recorded there has been written 
for both casual visitors and novice birders as well as for the more  
experienced birders. 

Many cities have more green space than does Montreal, but few have 
anything so close to the city centre that is on the scale of the Morgan 
Arboretum in which to wander and get close to the natural world. 

*  Get it HERE 

A Walk in the Forest


Learn as you Walk – A Self-Guided Walk on the MAIN 
(Orange and Canada150 (White) Trails of the MORGAN 
ARBORETUM with an introduction to many other trails in the 
forest. Learn about the trees, flowers and wildlife you pass 
along the way. 

Includes access to an optional free app for your smartphone 
that shows you when to pause and look round at the features 
described in this guide. 

*  Get it HERE 
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https://sparroworks.ca/product/birding-on-the-west-island/
https://sparroworks.ca/product/birding-in-the-arboretum/
https://sparroworks.ca/product/a-walk-in-the-forest/
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West Island Wildlife #2 

Winter 
Back in September as a spin-off for the 
1000 Species Project - link below - I 
tentatively put together the first edition of  
this “webzine” to share pictures and 
information about the wildlife and plants 
we live beside on the West Island of 
Montreal. 

 (https://1000species.sparroworks.ca ) 

It was better received and downloaded more 
often than I had ever expected and so, ever 
eager to  talk about wildlife I felt a second 
edition, this time focussed on winter 
wildlife, was worth publishing. 

Despite the Covid-19 restrictions on our 
movements and the message from public 
health that everyone should spend more 
time out of doors, even on the coldest days 
of January and February you can find 
something to do and something to interest 
you in the fields, forests and suburban 
streets  of the West Island. I hope this 
edition will help you to see surprising birds 
and mammals and, yes, plants too even 
under feet of snow and ice. 

Questions? greenbirding@gmail.com  

Cover Image: 
Wild Carrot seed-head standing in the 
snow - provides food for winter birds

https://1000species.sparroworks.ca
mailto:greenbirding@gmail.com
https://1000species.sparroworks.ca
mailto:greenbirding@gmail.com


Insects - yes there are just a few!
Nobody really expects to be out looking for, or finding, insects in the Montreal winter but sometimes 
you can be surprised. There are very few insects that appear in adult form during winter months and 
the few that there are are usually seen in the fall or early spring or very mild winter days. An exception, 
and not a particularly common one is the Winter Crane Fly (Trichocera sp.) Let’s be honest, it’s only 
included here for its curiosity value, but you could be lucky. 

Trichoceridae, or winter crane flies, of which there are around 
160 known species, some 27 on this continent, are long, thin, 
delicate Dipterans (real flies) superficially similar in 
appearance to the  warmer weather Crane flies/Daddy Long 
Legs of the Tipulidae, The adults can be found flying in the fall 
and the spring and some are active even in the winter, hence 
their common name. They form dancing, loose swarms of 
mostly males. Adults can also be found inside caves and 
hollow logs. Larvae occur in moist habitats where they feed on 
decaying vegetable matter. They are of no economic 
importance. 

Adult Trichoceridae are medium-sized flies that are hard to 
distinguish in the field so there is no attempt here to tell 
exactly what species this one might be. Larvae can be found in 
colder months throughout the year in decaying vegetable 
matter .  

So what’s in it for these flies? Why would they evolve to be out 
and about in deep winter? Trading the joys of eating for the 
joys of a relatively short, potentially predator-free life in the 
cold is the answer and it’s worked for about 180 million years. 
In other words - they do it because there are very few 
predators and reproduction is all they care about. 

And now - on to the some of the more visible  and attractive winter creatures.  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Male House Finch
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Just occasionally you might come across one of the truly 
“special” birds such as a Snowy Owl. 

Snowy Owls are usually seen passing through the West Island but they are 
not interested in settling down here. Your best chance to see one of these 
iconic winter birds is to search the flat farmlands around the village St-
Clet. Look on tall trees, on the top of light-standards alongside the 
autoroutes or on flat roofs of large warehouses etc. The airport is often a 
good place to seek them out - you can get good views from the road 
between the airport and the Technoparc just to the north.

Snowy Owls



Carolina Wrens 
The “New Kids on the Block” 

Although not at all commonly seen, the 
delightful Carolina Wren is increasing in 
numbers on the West Island and is perhaps most 
easily to be seen during the winter  months when 
it relies very much on the food people put out in 
their gardens to see it through the cold months. 
Most certainly a bird to look out for - during the 
summer months you may are often hear them 
but they are good at hiding from sight. 

Prior to 1990 or thereabouts, Carolina Wrens 
were not seen north of the US border. 
Occasionally and rarely individual birds were 
reported further north with just three recorded 
instances near Montreal in 1986 (Pierrefonds), 
1987 (downtown) and 1979 (Laval). The closest 
reports otherwise were south of the border in 
1986 to 1989 along the eastern shore of Lac 
Champlain in the Ferrisburg and Burlington area 
and probably represented solitary birds rather 
than established populations. Since then, 
perhaps as a consequence of climate change they 
have been creeping northwards and although 
they can be knocked by really hard winters their 
numbers are starting to grow. Delving into past 
records held in the on-line eBird database it is 
possible to get some idea of how they probably 
arrived in the Montreal area. They are not a 
migratory bird and so they are restrained in how 
far they can travel with territorial expansion 
being a gradual generational procedure. 

It seems that perhaps all the Carolina Wrens now 
in the Montreal area arrived, with the exception 
of occasional individuals, within the last ten to 
fifteen years since 2005.  

It is possible to view maps showing where the 
birds were reported year by year  and can see a 
gradual progression towards Montreal. Knowing 
what we do about the habitat requirements of 
this species it is reasonably safe to infer that the 
route of movement into the Montreal area has 
been northwards from Lac Champlain, along the 
Richelieu valley towards Chambly.  

Thence westwards to the southern shore of the 
St-Lawrence. Some birds soon crossed the river 
by relatively short routes, perhaps at Parc-des-
Rapide in Lasalle or via Ile-des-Soeurs and 
moved onto the Mountain. Other birds spread 
along the southern shore of Lac-St-Louis via 
Chateauguay towards Beauharnois and then 
across the river onto Ile-Perrot near Pincourt 
and onwards to the western tip of Montreal 
Island in the Senneville/Baie'd'Urfé/
Beaconsfield direction, setting up in a well treed 
suburban area. From there the route of 
expansion took birds north along the still open 
green corridor from the West Island to Ile-
Bizard, Laval, St-Thérese and Boisbriand where 
their limit currently lies. 

The map on the opposite page shows the route 
these birds are thought to have taken to arrive on 
the West Island - let’s look after them by 
providing what they need to survive and 
especially by offering food in winter. 
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Where to look for Carolina Wrens in 
Winter 

They can survive our weather in winter IF they 
have enough food and some shelter. Put out 
peanuts and seeds as well as suet blocks and if 
they are near they will find you. Shelter could be 
in hollows under dense bushes where snow caves 
form - a couple of times they have been under 
our deck. Normally they are ground feeders so if 
you can also put food on a hanging tray they will 
appreciate it. In other words - gardens and 
shrubby areas are the most likely locations. 
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Feast Your Eyes 
People will often look at you in wonder if you 
talk about winter birding.  But,” they will say. 
“There are no birds in winter other than 
Crows and Chickadees”.  How wrong can 
they be - the annual Christmas Bird Counts 
for nearby Montreal and Hudson regularly 
report 70, 80 or more species year after year. 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Canada Goose

Barred Owl

Wild Turkeys
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Female House Finch

Snow Buntings

Mourning Dove

Common Raven



Christmas Bird Counts 
The Christmas Bird Count (CBC) is a census 
of birds performed annually in the near-
Christmas weeks by volunteer birdwatchers 
and it is administered by the National 
Audubon Society. The purpose is to provide 
population data for use in science, especially 
conservation biology, though many people 
participate for recreation. The CBC is the 
longest-running citizen science survey in the 
world. There are two such bird counts run 
each year in our area - one centred on 
Montreal and one on Hudson. Each count is 
within a 15 mile radius circle as shown on the 
map below- the local counts are organised by 
Bird Protection Quebec and have both been 
running for a bit over 80 consecutive years, 
thus providing remarkable information 
about the changes in winter bird populations 
since their inception. In 2018 79 field 
observers reported 69 species of birds on 
count day in Montreal and 48 birders found 
46 species the Hudson area.   

Now, you may be saying - what about the 
West Island? Where is our CBC? The answer 
is that there isn’t one, and it’s unlikely there 
ever will be one as a formal part of the 

continent-wide CBC system simply because 
the count circles are not allowed to overlap. 
The area of interest is outlined in yellow on 
the map below and as you know is rich with 
bird species and bird habitat and has plenty 
of active birders who could/would volunteer 
to undertake the necessary censusing.  

Of course, the value of these data is 
something that is built up over years of 
repeat censusing and so the sooner a count is 
started, the sooner valuable information is 
gathered. We are exceptionally fortunate 
here to be the home of the McGill Bird 
Observatory which has been collecting 
fabulous, year around information on bird 
movements through the West Island. If you 
are at all interested in annual changes in bird 
populations - aren’t we all - you might care 
to visit the website of the Bird Observatory. 
You can also discover what is being seen in 
the area by checking out the eBird website - a 
citizen science project that we can all 
contribute to - are you an eBirder? 

McGill Bird Observatory: 
www.oommbo.org 

eBird:  
https://ebird.org/qc/home  
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http://www.oommbo.org
https://ebird.org/qc/home


 
1 - Morgan Arboretum. 28 km of ski and 
snowshoe trails as well as walking. Birding 
guide book available free from their website 

2 - The locks at Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue. 
Always areas of open water in the coldest 
winter and a place to seek early returning 
waterfowl.  

3 - Anse-à-l’Orme Nature Park 

4 - Cap-St-Jacques Nature Park - excellent 
trails and mixed habitat - forest, fields, 
riverside 

5 - Angell Woods 

6 - Antoine-Pilon Park and bay, Beaconsfield 

7 - The “Technoparc”. Bird rich area of land 
just north of the airport. Well worthwhile 
paying a visit at any time of the year. 

8 - Ile Bizard Nature Park - extensive trails 
and areas of forest and riverside to search for 
birds 

9 - Valois Bay - once the water opens at the 
end of winter is one of the best places to see 
large rafts of migrating water birds. 

10 - Terra-Cotta Nature Park, Pointe-Claire 
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Where to See Winter Birds 
The ten best places to go winter birding on the West Island are marked on this map



Mostly Squirrels 
Mammals are thin on the ground, and 
increasingly thin in the body, during winter 
but they are there to enjoy: 
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Plants 
 
Winter plants for keen botanists are, of course, of 
limited interest, but they are still living things 
and to be enjoyed … trees for their bark, twigs for 
buds, dried seed-heads and all of them for the 
promise of spring yet to come. 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Conservation Groups 
- This is for You  

Because this “Webzine” is an electronic 
publication it is simple and costs nothing 
to add or remove pages to accommodate 
the available content. The object of 
publishing it approximately quarterly 
(one issue per season) is to share with 
West Islanders the nature that’s all 
around them and to encourage people to 
get outside and enjoy what they find. My 
experience is that most people enjoy wild 
things but don’t always know much about 
them or the names of species. The first 
edition was an experiment and seems to 
have reached several hundred readers, 
directly or indirectly, and it’s still 
available for download here. 

As a local conservation organisation, 
group, charity, interest group, school 
teacher or youth leader it is probable that 
you have information to share about an 
area of habitat you wish to protect or a 
group of species you can share knowledge 
about.  

There is a FREE page waiting for 
you here, possibly a double spread, 
if you would like to use it to reach 
out and maybe encourage potential 
members or supporters to contact 
you.  

If you are interested, please get in touch 
and let’s discuss how we can work 
together. 

The next edition will be themed around 
spring and will appear in the first half of 
April. 
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