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	The Rocky Mountain race of the Williamson’s Sapsucker, Sphyrapicus thyroideus nataliae, is a very rare breeding bird in British Columbia, found only in the East Kootenays south of Cranbrook.  I undertook this study in an attempt to clarify its present status in the province in terms of distribution, population and habitat selection.  In 11 days of field work in late May and early June 1996 I failed to find any Williamson’s Sapsuckers in the East Kootenays.  Adverse weather and road conditions this spring hampered the search.   Further work should be carried out earlier in the spring (April) when the birds are highly responsive to tape recordings of drumming and/or in summer (late June) when the loud begging calls of nestlings make nest searches more efficient.

 

Introduction

	The Williamson’s Sapsucker (Sphyrapicus thyroideus) is a rare breeding bird of coniferous and mixed forests in southeastern British Columbia.  Two races breed in the province; S. t. thyroideus from the Okanagan Valley east to Manning Park, north to Lillooet and Kamloops and S. t. nataliae in the East Kootenays south and east of Cranbrook (Cooper 1995).  Though small, S. t. thyroideus populations seem to be stable or perhaps even increasing, while S. t. nataliae numbers in British Columbia are very low and perhaps decreasing (Campbell et al. 1990, Cooper 1995).  There are only three breeding records of S. t. nataliae in the province, all from an area just south of Cranbrook.  Johnstone (1949) cites two records of one pair breeding there in 1937 and 1938, and Cooper (1995) mentions a 1979 sighting of an adult carrying food to young in a nest.  There are three recent (1986-1992) sight records from the Flathead River area (Cooper 1995).

	Because of its tenuous status in the province, S. t. nataliae is now on the British Columbia Red List of candidates for threatened or endangered status (Wildlife Branch 1995).  This study was carried out in an attempt to clarify the present distribution and abundance of S. t. nataliae in British Columbia.



Methods

	From 25 May to 4 June 1996 I searched for Williamson’s Sapsuckers in an area roughly bounded by Kimberley in the north, Moyie Lake and Yahk in the west, Kikomun Creek Provincial Park in the east and the United States border in the south (Figure 1).  Using forest cover maps in the Cranbrook office of the BC Forest Service, I located sites with mature or old stands of western larch (Larix occidentalis) or ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa), the tree species most often associated with Williamson’s Sapsuckers. 

	I used two survey techniques, one extensive and the other intensive.  In the extensive survey, I drove through forested habitats below 1500 m elevation, stopping every kilometre to play a tape recording of Williamson’s Sapsucker drumming (from the Bird Sounds of Canada, by Monty Brigham).  Survey sites were skipped if the habitat was clearly unsuitable, i.e. if there was no forest nearby or if the forest was in a very early seral stage. At each site I played a one-minute tape recording four times, listening for one minute after each playback.  All extensive surveys were completed before noon.  I surveyed 52 sites this manner (Table 1, Appendix 1).

	I recorded the following parameters at each extensive survey site:  UTM position, elevation, biogeoclimatic zone and subzone, stand age (as determined from BC Forest Service maps) and the percentage forest cover within 100 m (Table 1).  The 52 sites ranged in elevation from 785 to 1231 m (mean 959(19 SE).  In terms of biogeoclimatic subzones, 32 sites were classed as IDF dm2; 12 as MS dk; 6 as ICH mk1 and 2 as MS dH.  Stand age varied from “mid” (29 sites), through “mature” (17 sites) to “old” (6 sites).  Forest cover ranged from 15 to 100% (mean 67.4%).  

	I also ranked each tree species according to cover dominance at each site and estimated the height and DBH of the largest tree of each species within 400 m (Table 2).  Western larch (Larix occidentalis) was present at every survey site, while Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) was at 92.3% of the sites.  Lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta), ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) and Engelmann spruce (Picea engelmanni) were also common, at frequencies of 59.6%, 50.0% and 42.3% respectively.  Trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides) and black cottonwood (Populus trichocarpa) were the commonest deciduous trees, occurring at 32.7% and 19.2% of the sites respectively.  Subalpine fir (Abies lasiocarpa), western redcedar (Thuja plicata) and white birch (Betula papyrifera) were minor components of the forests on the study area.

	In the intensive survey, I surveyed sites with large larches or pines on foot.  The tape recording was played at intermittent intervals as I walked through the site.  I sampled 14 sites in this manner, each visit ranging from one to four hours in duration (Table 3, maps in Appendix 1).  I was unable to reach two priority sites due to road closures:  the Flathead Valley and the Ward Creek-Gilnochie Creek area.  The latter site was surveyed later in late June by Sydney Cannings and Leah Ramsay.�Figure 1.  Map of the McGillivray Range study area.  The Flathead Valley to the east was to be covered as well, but road closures made land  access impossible.

�Table 1.  Extensive survey site locations.  Site codes are as follows: CAVE, Caven Creek Road; CHAI, Chain Lakes Road; CHIP, Chipka Creek Road; GOCU, Gold Creek Cutoff Road; HAWK, Hawkins Creek Road; LINK, Linklater Road; MEAD, Meadow Creek Road; SUNR, Sunrise Road; NEWG, Newgate Road; TEPE, Tepee;  UWAR, road above Wardner-Kikomun Road; WARD, Wardner-Kikomun Road.  Numbers on site codes refer to kilometre markers unless otherwise noted.  Stand age codes: 2, mid; 3, mature; 4, old.



Site Code�UTM�Location�Elevation

(m)�BGZ

BGSZ�Stand

Age�Percent

Cover��CAVE16�6227 54583��830�IDF

dm2�2�50��CHAI01�6163 54517��1000�IDF

dm2�3�40��CHIP01�6118 54708�at jct. with small road going up hill to N�985�IDF

dm2�2�100��GOCU32�6090 54608��1015�MS

dk�4�90��HAWK11�5750 54327��1075�MS

dH�3�50��HAWK16�5792 54324��1150�MS

dH�2�50��LINK49�6240 54337�150 m past Sink Creek road�975�MS

dk�3�90��MEAD43�6275 54362�opposite 4 big aspens�830�IDF

dm2�2�55��MEAD44�6271 54354��830�IDF

dm2�2�55��MEAD45�6269 54348��860�IDF

dm2�3�50��MEAD46�6261 54349��900�IDF

dm2�2�90��MEAD47�6253 54346��940�IDF

dm2�2�60��MEAD48�6249 54340�at Linklater Creek�950�IDF

dm2�2�65��NEWG01�6236 54573�opposite first farmhouse on east�800�IDF

dm2�2�15��NEWG03�6241 54555�100 m S of field�800�IDF

dm2�2�70��NEWG04�6244 54547��815�IDF

dm2�2�50��NEWG05�6253 54541��815�IDF

dm2�2�70��Site Code�UTM�Location�Elevation

(m)�BGZ

BGSZ�Stand

Age�Percent

Cover��NEWG10�6271 54498�1 km past road on W; at S end of clearcut�850�IDF

dm2�3�65��NEWG11�6273 54487�40 m past BC Tel hut; at top of long hill�850�IDF

dm2�3�75��NEWG14�6259 54472�just S of corner south of Englishman Creek�860�IDF

dm2�3�80��NEWG16�6245 54463�Just S of corner past marsh on W�900�IDF

dm2�3�75��NEWG17�6251 54457�at corner just N of marsh on E�900�IDF

dm2�3�60��NEWG19�6259 54437��850�IDF

dm2�3�80��NEWG21�6258 54421�at N end of marshy meadow on W�850�IDF

dm2�3�55��NEWG22�6255 54413�top of N Gold Creek hill�850�IDF

dm2�3�70��NEWG23�6259 54402�on corner S of Gold Cr. bridge, opposite small campsite�800�IDF

dm2�3�60��SUNR01�5837 54561�jct of road back to NE�1000�ICH

mk1�2�50��SUNR02�5838 54558�200 m S of small creek�1000�ICH

mk1�2�70��SUNR03�5837 54547�jct. of Sunrise and Sundown Roads�1000�ICH

mk1�2�60��SUNR04�5846 54550�200 m E of 90 deg. bend; road now follows Sunrise Cr.�1075�ICH

mk1�2�80��SUNR05�5850 54540��1110�ICH

mk1�2�80��SUNR06�5856 54535�at small creek crossing�1170�ICH

mk1�2�65��TEPE16�6229 54595��785�IDF

dm2�2�20��TEPE17�6223 54599�just past corner�785�IDF

dm2�2�55��TEPE18�6214 54603��785�IDF

dm2�2�70��TEPE19�6205 54605��800�IDF

dm2�2�40��Site Code�UTM�Location�Elevation

(m)�BGZ

BGSZ�Stand

Age�Percent

Cover��TEPE20�6196 54608�at right hand corner; small creek 300 m N and cattleguard�815�IDF

dm2�3�70��TEPE21�6191 54656�at Rocky Creek Road junction�815�IDF

dm2�3�65��TEPE30�6113 54583�at Gold Creek Road junction�1075�IDF

dm2�2�90��TEPE31�6105 54585��1090�MS

dk�2�80��TEPE32�6095 54588��1090�MS

dk�4�80��TEPE33�6087 54650��1090�MS

dk�4�80��TEPE34�6075 54596�Tepee-Jim Creek Jct.�1120�MS

dk�4�50��TEPE35�6069 54599��1140�MS

dk�4�90��TEPE36�6059 54603��1170�MS

dk�2�90��TEPE37�6048 54602�at bridge; A road�1170�MS

dk�2�80��TEPE38�6039 54597��1185�MS

dk�2�80��TEPE41�6014 54583��1200�MS

dk�4�40��TEPE42�5999 54578�at about km 42.5 actually�1230�MS

dk�2�60��UWAR01�6140 54692�1 km S of jct. with main Wardner-Kikomun Road�985�IDF

dm2�2�100��UWAR02�6147 54683�1.7 km S of jct.�1000�IDF

dm2�3�100��WARD12�6133 54700��925�IDF

dm2�3�90��

�Table 2.  Frequency, size and rank of tree species found at extensive survey sites.  Size data (DBH and height) refer to largest individual of each tree species present at site.  Because of the low sample size for Western Redcedar and Subalpine Fir data, range is given instead of standard error.



Tree Species�Frequency

(no. of sites)�Frequency

(% of sites)�Maximum DBH (cm)

(mean(SE)�Maximum Height (m)

(mean(SE)�Rank

(mean(SE)��Western Larch�52�100�36.6(2.8�20.3(0.6�2.0(0.2��Douglas-fir�48�92.3�33.1(2.1�18.0(0.5�2.0(0.2��Lodgepole Pine�31�59.6�20.5(1.0�14.5(0.6�3.1(0.2��Ponderosa Pine�26�50.0�37.8(2.6�18.9(0.7�3.4(0.3��Engelmann Spruce�22�42.3�28.6(2.2�17.1(0.9�2.8(0.4��Trembling Aspen�17�32.7�27.5(2.6�13.7(1.2�3.7(0.3��Black Cottonwood�10�19.2�32.4(4.5�16.5(1.2�3.9(0.4��Subalpine Fir�4�7.7�27.3 (20-40)�16.8 (12-19)�3.3 (3-4)��Western Redcedar�3�5.8�21.0 (18-25)�14.7 (12-20)�3.0 (2-4)��White Birch�1�1.9�20�15�3��

�Table 3.  Intensive survey sites.

Intensive Sites�UTM (centre)�BGZ

BGSZ�Elevation

(m)�Habitat��Caven Creek�6115 54494�MS

dk�1075�Meadows/clearcut along stream; some large larches, spruce-cottonwood riparian.��Cherry Lake�6080 54470�MS

dk�1250�Large seed-tree larches in cutblocks��Gold Creek�6073 54674�IDF

dm2�1200�Large seed-tree larches in cut-block��Gold Creek: north peninsula�6265 54422�IDF

dm2�830�Douglas-fir forest, some larch and ponderosa pine��Newgate border�6308 54288�IDF

dm2�830�Douglas-fir forest with some larch and ponderosa pine��Newgate hike�6267 54310�IDF

dm2�980�Douglas-fir forest, some large larches and ponderosa pines��Newgate pond�6290 54340�IDF

dm2�830�Douglas-fir/ponderosa pine forest, some larches on north-facing slopes��Newgate Road km 19�6257 54437�IDF

dm2�860�Selectively logged larch/Douglas-fir forest; large aspen along road��Prudhomme Creek�5860 54700�IDF

dm2�1075�Mature, selectively logged larch/Douglas-fir forest, some stands of large aspen��Twin Lake�6185 54532�IDF dm2�1050�Selectively logged larch/Douglas-fir forest, some aspen��West Plumbob�6130 54575�IDF

dm2�980�Very large larch seed-trees in cutblocks; spruce-cottonwood riparian.��Ward/Gilnochie Creeks�6005 54325�IDF dm2�1050

�Old growth larch (surveyed in June by Syd Cannings and Leah Ramsay)��Wickman Creek�6160 54465�MS

dk�1250�Some larger larches in cut-over spruce and Douglas-fir��Yahk�5655 54365�IDF

dm2�980�Steep south-facing slope, old-growth ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir; larch and lodgepole pine on bench��

�Results

	I was unable to locate any Williamson’s Sapsuckers, although 11 Red-naped Sapsuckers responded to the tape recordings in the extensive surveys..  At two sites (Newgate and Ward Creek) drumming typical of Williamson’s Sapsuckers was heard briefly, but the birds were not seen for confirmation.  Several sites showed signs of sapsucker drilling on coniferous trees, characteristic of Williamson’s Sapsuckers but unusual behaviour for Red-naped Sapsuckers.

Discussion

	Although no Williamson’s Sapsuckers were detected on this survey, they are likely still very rare residents of the East Kootenays.  The finding of sapsucker wells on coniferous trees at several sites in this study and recent sightings from the Flathead Valley (R. W. Campbell, pers. comm.) strongly indicate their continued presence.  

	Williamson’s Sapsuckers are much more responsive to tape playbacks shortly after their spring arrival in late March and April (pers. obs., Gyug 1996); they may have simply not been responsive enough in late May to detect the few pairs that may be present.  Unfortunately, road conditions would have been even worse in April, so access to many parts of the study area would have been very difficult at that time.  Access to the Newgate area should be good in early spring, however, so I recommend that the intensive survey sites around Newgate be surveyed again in April.  Alternatively, intensive searches could be undertaken later in the summer (late June and early July), listening for the loud begging calls of young in the nest.  This technique has been used with some success in the Boundary area (Gyug 1996).  
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�Appendix 1

1:50,000 maps of survey sites

Note:  Intensive survey sites are delineated by heavy black lines; extensive sites are marked with a filled dot.����������������Appendix 2

Other species of management interest

The following Blue-Listed species were seen during the surveys:

Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura)

Three sightings:

     Wardner, 19 May (UTM 6138 54765), 770 m elevation (open fields in ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forest (IDF dm2)

     Wardner, 2 June (UTM 6150 54764), 770 m elevation (open south-facing hillside, ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forest (IDF dm2)

     Grasmere, 30 May (UTM 6395 54420), 860 m elevation; farm fields in ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forest (IDF dm2)

Flammulated Owl (Otus flammeolus)

	Two Flammulated Owls were heard calling at Newgate.  One called on the evening of 31 May from the forest southwest of a small lake at the northern edge of the farms (UTM 6293 54345; 800 m elevation) and another was heard near the United States border on 1 June (UTM 6307 54297; 770 m elevation).  Both were in selectively-logged Douglas-fir forests with scattered ponderosa pines and western larch (IDF dm2).



Black-chinned Hummingbird (Archilochus alexandri)

One male seen on 30 May at a feeder on the United States customs building at the Roosville border crossing (UTM 6424 54291).  Habitat is bunchgrass steppe with adjacent ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forests on eastern slopes; elevation 850 m.



Lewis’ Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis)

1.  One pair was seen on 27 and 28 May just north of Newgate (UTM 6300 54357; 800 m elevation), apparently nesting in a large (100 cm DBH), dead-top ponderosa pine (typical holes present, but birds not seen entering them).  Habitat is a small patch (5 ha) of very open ponderosa pine woodland in an area of antelope-brush steppe.

2.  Several seen on 2 June near Wycliffe (north of Cranbrook) around entrance to airport (UTM 5860 54937) and at Way-Lyn golf course (UTM 5840 54945).  UTMs are accurate to within 200-300 m only, since new highway is not shown on 1:50:000 map.  The habitat at these sites is open ponderosa pine parkland, grassland, and pastures; elevation is 925 m.

3.  Grand Forks:  1 nest found in residential garden on north side of Hwy. 3 just west of hospital turnoff (UTM 3928 54313).  Nest hole was 1.5 m up in a 2 m-high weeping willow stub (1 m DBH).  Several pairs of Lewis’ were seen around downtown Grand Forks (near high school, railroad bridge), but I wasn’t sure how many were involved.  The species certainly seemed common in the area.



Painted Turtle (Chrysemys picta)

Over 140 Painted Turtles were hauled out on logs around an un-named small (3 ha) pond just north of Newgate (UTM 6295 54347; elevation 800 m) on 1 June.  This is a eutrophic pond with little emergent vegetation surrounded by mixed ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir and western larch forest.  The forest is denser on the south side of the pond, but quite open and grassy on the north side.
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