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UNSUCCESSFUL NESTING ATTEMPT OF BLACK-
NECKED STILT IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Ryan Tomlinson

714 Coopland Crescent, Kelowna, BC. V1Y 2V1

 Prior to 1990 the Black-necked Stilt (Himantopus 
mexicanus) was considered a rare spring vagrant in British 
Columbia on the basis of 26 records since first being reported 
in 1971 (Campbell and Anderson 1972, Campbell et al. 
1990). Over the past 15 years, however, the species has been 
expanding its range in the Pacific Northwest. For example, 
in Washington state, the Black-necked Stilt first attempted 
nesting in 1973 and since has become established as a 
breeding species and has been expanding its range (Paulson 
1993). Part of this shift has been attributed to droughts in the 
southwestern United States. It is not surprising, then, that the 
Black-necked Stilt has invaded southern British Columbia 
and is now part of the province’s breeding avifauna.
 From 2002 through 2005 a pair of Black-necked Stilts 
nested successfully at T’Kumloops Marsh in Kamloops, 
British Columbia (R.R. Howie and W. Haras, pers. comm. and 
British Columbia Nest Record Scheme file).The purpose of 
this note is to put on record an additional nesting attempt for 
British Columbia, which unfortunately was unsuccessful.
 During a visit to Alki Lake near Kelowna on 13 June 2005, 
I watched a pair of Black-necked Stilts feeding in a particular 
area and staying close to one another. As I approached the 
stilts, one adult became agitated and performed a “broken 
wing” distraction display. I searched for a nest and quickly 
discovered three eggs in a small depression in the ground 
that was lined with small twigs and grasses. On 20 June 
I returned to the lake and photographed the nest that now 
contained four eggs (Figure 1). The following day an adult 
was incubating the clutch. On 7 July I returned to the site and 
was disappointed to find the nest had been abandoned. Also 
by this time, small ponds that dot the immediate area had 
dried up thus eliminating a major source of food.
 The Black-necked Stilt was first reported in the 
Okanagan Valley, at Swan Lake near Vernon, on 14 May 
1984 (Cannings et al. 1987). Since then it has become a very 
rare spring migrant in the area. The nesting at Alki Lake 
represents the first nesting attempt for the Okanagan Valley.
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STATUS OF THE ROCK PIGEON (COLUMBA 
LIVIA) IN NELSON, BRITISH COLUMBIA

Janice E. Arndt

901 Highway 3A, Nelson, BC. V1L 6J5

 The Rock Pigeon (Columba livia), a species native 
to Europe, Asia, and northern Africa, has established 
populations around the world in cities on every continent 
except Antarctica. It was introduced to North America about 
400 years ago and has since spread throughout the United 
States, southern Canada, and as far north as Alaska and the 
Yukon Territory in the west (Johnston 1992). Rock Pigeons 
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Figure 1. Black-necked Stilt nest and eggs. Alki Lake, BC. 
20 June 2005. Ryan Tomlinson). BC Photo 3208.



thrive in urban settings due to a number of factors, including 
an abundance of available food and nesting sites. Under 
ideal conditions, pigeon densities may become so great that 
they begin to cause problems for people. Accumulations of 
droppings, for example, are unsightly, increase corrosion 
of surfaces, and harbour funguses that can cause infections 
when inhaled.
 Little is known about the early history of the Rock Pigeon 
in North America. Since it is not a native species, it was often 
excluded from early ornithological texts and surveys. For 
example, Arthur Cleveland Bent did not include a species 
account for Rock Pigeon in his monumental series on North 
American birds (Bent 1932), nor did P.A. Taverner in his 
Birds of Canada (Taverner 1945). The species was also not 
included in official results of the continent-wide Christmas 
Bird Counts until 1973. 

Trends in Numbers of Rock Pigeons in Nelson
 Rock Pigeons likely arrived in British Columbia about 
the time of the first European settlers. Small numbers were 
present in the city of Nelson at least by the late 1970s. 

Campbell et al. (1990) included a report of 25 birds in 1977. 
Data from three local surveys demonstrate a substantial 
increase in numbers of Rock Pigeons since that time, 
particularly in the last 12 years (Figure 1).
 The longest-running survey is the West Kootenay Duck 
Count (WKDC), initiated in 1974 and conducted in late-
autumn in 26 of the past 31 years. The focus is on bird 
species occurring on or near the water between Balfour and 
Taghum. The WKDC detected no Rock Pigeons along the 
waterfront between 1974 and 1979, but the species was 
detected in five of 10 surveys in the 1980s with 20 birds 
being the highest count. Between 6 and 11 pigeons were 
recorded on the WKDC from 1990 to 1993, and then the 
count was suspended for three years. When it resumed in 
1997, numbers of pigeons along the waterfront had jumped 
to 196.
 The Nelson Naturalist’s Winter Bird Count (WBC), 
covering the area from Balfour to South Slocan, was initiated 
in 1993/94 and conducted in 11 of the past 12 years. The data 
demonstrates a rise in Rock Pigeon numbers in the Nelson 
area during that time, including a nearly tenfold increase 

202:1 June 2005

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

500

19
93

/94

19
94

/95

19
95

/96

19
96

/97

19
97

/98

19
98

/99

19
99

/00

20
00

/01

20
01

/02

20
02

/03

20
03

/04

20
04

/05

Winter Year

N
um

be
rs

 o
f P

ig
eo

ns

WKDC WBC CBC

Figure 1. Change in the number of Rock Pigeons as determined from three independent surveys in Nelson, BC. WKDC = 
West Kootenay Duck Count, WBC = Winter Bird Count, CBC = Christmas Bird Count.



in nine years, from 48 in the winter of 1994/95, to 457 in 
2003/04. This count encompasses inland areas as well as the 
waterfront and therefore provides a more accurate indication 
of total pigeon numbers in the area.
 Limited data from the annual Audubon Christmas Bird 
Count (CBC) reflects trends shown in other surveys and 
demonstrates that virtually all pigeons counted on wider-
ranging surveys occur within Nelson itself. In 1985/86, no 
pigeons were detected on the Nelson CBC. When the survey 
started up again in 1997/98, 140 birds were counted, with 
subsequent counts having increased numbers in most years, 
and a maximum count of 465 birds in 2004/05.

Notes on the life history of Rock Pigeons in Nelson
 Rock Pigeons are known or suspected to roost and nest in 
a variety of locations around the city, including abandoned 
and neglected buildings, ledges, light fixtures, awnings, 
shelters, the city wharf, and the “Orange Bridge” that spans 
Kootenay Lake. Although pigeons commonly use rock bluffs 
and silt cliffs in parts of the Okanagan Valley (Cannings et 
al. 1987), there are no known natural sites in the Nelson 
area. Rock Pigeons continue nesting throughout the winter 
in Nelson, at least in some years, and are therefore likely 
able to rear four or more broods annually.
 Currently, the largest foraging concentrations in winter 
occur along the waterfront at two locations: the mall parking 
lot and the “Orange Bridge” adjacent to Lakeside Park. The 
birds are fed daily by locals at both of these locations, and 
the two sites are close enough together that flocks routinely 
fly between them to take full advantage of the available 
food. Smaller groups of pigeons are found in several areas 
downtown, and individuals and breeding pairs feed on scraps 
along the streets and alleyways near restaurants and around 

dumpsters. There are no significant agricultural operations 
in or near Nelson where spilled or waste grain would attract 
large numbers of pigeons.
 The City of Nelson has no policies or bylaws concerning 
the control or feeding of pigeons. Mesh or netting has been 
installed in some locations to prevent access by birds. It is 
unknown whether pigeons in Nelson pose a human health 
risk at present densities.
 Observed causes of mortality include predation, 
human intervention and vehicle collisions. Merlins (Falco 
columbarius) and Northern Goshawks (Accipiter gentilis) 
have been observed hunting and capturing pigeons in 
Nelson. Domestic cats likely kill pigeons and there is even a 
report of a dog capturing and eating a pigeon on a city street. 
Occasionally, nests are destroyed or enclosed by mesh to 
prevent fouling of sidewalks. It is not known whether poison 
has been used. Rock Pigeons commonly forage on roads and 
parking lots and some are hit and killed by vehicles.

Possible factors affecting population growth
 Without specific research on Rock Pigeons, any 
discussion on factors contributing to the growth of the 
Nelson population remains speculation only. Results from 
the 105th CBC (2004/05) in other southern interior centres 
show that only Kelowna has substantially more pigeons, at 
1,251 (National Audubon Society 2005). Other places with 
more than 350 birds include Oliver/Osoyoos (439), Salmon 
Arm (415), and Penticton (396). The milder climate at these 
locations, relative to areas to the north or east, may contribute 
to increased over-winter survival and breeding.
 Nelson does not possess significant agriculture or fast-
food industries which seem to attract large numbers of birds 
in some other urban centres. However, people provide grain 
and other food for them on a daily basis and at predictable 
locations. The sites that have shown greatest growth in 
numbers are the two along the waterfront where the birds are 
fed consistently.
 Ultimately, the population is most likely to be regulated 
by food. As the species slowly became established in 
Nelson, people presumably began to feed them in greater 
quantities, resulting in relatively rapid growth in numbers. 
There is likely an upper limit to this growth, which may soon 
be reached, given the small size of Nelson. Assuming that 
current levels of feeding and control persist, that no new 
agricultural or fast-food ventures start up, and that climate 
conditions do not change significantly, pigeon numbers are 
expected to plateau and then remain relatively stable.
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Figure 2. Rock Pigeons can be seen resting on wires along 
the waterfront in Nelson, BC. Dec 2001 (Linda M. Van 
Damme).
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WILDLIFE DATA CENTRE

FEATURED SPECIES - THINHORN SHEEP
  
Fred L. Bunnell

18347-54th Avenue, Surrey, BC V3S 7Z1

 That’s right – thinhorn sheep. Many of us have seen 
bighorn sheep in British Columbia. Fewer of us have seen 
thinhorn sheep, even though about 80% of the world’s 
Stone’s thinhorn sheep (Ovis dalli stonei) occur in the 
province. In fact, both subspecies of thinhorn sheep occur 
in British Columbia. Stone’s thinhorn sheep occurs in 
mountain ranges from about Williston Lake north and west 
to the Atlin and Tatshenshini region. Dall’s thinhorn sheep 
(O. d. dalli) is restricted to the extreme northwest where the 
St. Elias Mountains extend into British Columbia west of 
Bennett Lake. 
 All wildlife species are worth the time it takes to find 
and watch them. Thinhorn sheep offer their own special 
pleasures. During the rut, the chaos is as dramatic as any 
that bighorn sheep offer. During lambing, it is difficult not 
to gambol a little yourself, as you watch the lambs frisk 
about, seemingly motivated by the sheer pleasure of leaping 
down rocks and climbing back up again. Lambing also is 
the time that draws out predators that normally are far more 
elusive and difficult to encounter. They gather, looking for 
an easy meal – Golden Eagles, wolves, grizzly bears, and 
wolverines. At any time of year you can simply ponder who 
is doing what. All wild sheep have relatively complex social 
structures and the activities of different sex and age classes 
vary in a way that keeps that social structure functioning.

Wildlife Data Centre Provincial Status Designation
 The Stone’s sheep is Not in Jeopardy in British Columbia, 
but we bear considerable stewardship responsibility because 
most of the world’s population occurs within the province. 
Dall’s sheep also is Not in Jeopardy in British Columbia. 
Its highly restricted distribution in the province renders 
it vulnerable, but its range in British Columbia is little 
developed and not readily accessible by humans. Dall’s sheep 
is far more abundant in Alaska and the Yukon Territory.

At a Glance

Dall’s sheep – Adults (Figure 1)
•  large, all white sheep
•  long, thin sharply pointed horns (shorter in female)

2:1 June 2005


	FROM THE EDITOR
	Spinning a Web
	On the covers


	FEATURE ARTICLES
	Migratory occurrence and status of select shorebirds in the vicinity of Fort St. John, British Columbia
	Chris Siddle
	Survey of Painted Turtles in the Creston Valley, British Columbia, in 2003 and 2004

	Linda M. Van Damme


	NOTES
	Changing status of Ring-necked Ducks wintering on Salt Spring Island, British Columbia, 1978-2004
	Robert B. Weeden
	Barred Owl feeds on Band-tailed Pigeon

	David C. Schutz
	First Winter Occurrences of the Cape May Warbler for British Columbia

	Phil Ranson
	Burdock entrapment of a Ruby-crowned Kinglet in the Creston Valley

	Linda M. Van Damme
	First nest and eggs of the Canada Warbler for British Columbia

	R. Wayne Campbell
	Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus): A New Species for British Columbia

	Kim Asquith and Malcolm Dennington
	Incidences of gopher snake predation in bluebird nest box trails in British Columbia

	Willie Haras
	Unsuccessful Nesting Attempt of Black-necked Stilt in British Columbia

	Ryan Tomlinson
	Status of the Rock Pigeon (Columba livia) in Nelson, British Columbia

	Janice E. Arndt


	WILDLIFE DATA CENTRE
	Featured species - Thinhorn sheep
	Fred L. Bunnell
	Report of the Wildlife Data Centre :
	1 January 2005 to 30 June 2005

	Michael I. Preston


	BRITISH COLUMBIA ROUND-UP
	News of friends
	From the archives
	Final flight
	Publications of interest

	Compiled and edited by Chris Siddle
	Announcements and meetings




