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Abstract: In 2011 June, my team found 16 Sora nests in two marshes in the Central Canadian Rockies Ecoregion as

incidental observations on an unrelated study. Nine of the nests held from seven to 13 eggs. In one of the marshes, the

density was 2.9 active nests per hectare.
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Introduction

Rails are secretive birds that are easy to hear but hard to

see. Their nests are especially difficult to locate. For exam-

ple, in a three-year study of marsh birds in the south-east-

ern British Columbia Rocky Mountains (Harding 2008; 2010),

we heard Soras (Figure 1) at nine of the 10 study sites, saw

them at only four, and did not find a single nest. This was

not for lack of searching, since we found 245 active Red-

winged Blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus) nests, a few Ameri-

can Coot (Fulica americana) nests, and scores of water-

fowl nests during that study. We were surprised, therefore,

when our team found 16 Sora nests as incidental observa-

tions, while searching for Red-winged Blackbird nests in the

north-eastern British Columbia Rocky Mountains. This note

describes these nests and associated observations.

Study Area

We surveyed for nests from 2011–June 01 to June 02 and

2011–June 17 to June 18. The study area is in the Boreal

White (Picea glauca) and Black (Picea mariana) Spruce

Biogeoclimatic Zone in the Sub-Boreal Interior Ecoprovince,

Murray River drainage southeast of Fort St. John (Figure 2).

Soras were found at two sites: a spring-fed marsh (desig-

Figure 1. Sora. Photo: Lee Harding.

Figure 2. Study area and observation site locations: Julie

Lake in the Western Alberta Upland Ecoregion (shaded)

and Wolverine in the Central Canadian Rocky Moun-

tains Ecoregion.
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nated “Wolverine” herein) in the Wolverine River valley in

the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, Central Canadian

Rockies Ecoregion, and Julie Lake (an informal name that we

used for this unnamed lake) in a lowland bog marsh tributary

to the Murray River in the Western Alberta Upland (Figure

2). The Wolverine wetland and Julie Lake are approximately

4.5 ha and 6.0 ha in area, respectively. Julie Lake has propor-

tionally far more open water with only a perimeter fringe of

emergent vegetation (sedge, Carex sp., and cattails, Typha

latifolia) except at the outlet, while Wolverine has more emer-

gent vegetation (sedges only) than open water.

Methods

We used hip waders or a canoe for the surveys ac-

cording to water depth. The canoe was needed to access

“islands” of emergent vegetation surrounded by deeper

water. Soras usually flushed a few meters from their nests,

suggesting that they ran before flushing as investigators

approached. When we suspected the presence of a nest

because of seeing or hearing a Sora, we used a walking

stick or a canoe paddle to gently lift the tufts of emergent

vegetation to reveal the nest. Although we occasionally

saw and often heard Soras where we found no nest, when

one flushed within a few meters of the observers, we al-

most always found a nest nearby. When we located a nest,

we quickly counted the eggs, recorded a GPS waypoint,

and took a photograph without disturbing the nest, and

replaced the overhanging vegetation. Although we did

not purposefully revisit Sora nests, we twice saw one

again while searching for Red-winged Blackbird nests, and

recounted the eggs.

Results

We found 15 Sora nests at Wolverine and one at Julie

Lake. Of these, 14 held eggs. Nine of these held from seven

to 13 eggs (mean = 9.3 eggs/nest, SD ± 1.7) and five held zero

to four eggs. Four of the nests held nine eggs. Because of

the gap in these distributions, and because four eggs was

less than the mean of the group with seven to 13 eggs minus

two standard deviations, those with ≤ four eggs were con-

sidered statistical outliers, implying that the hens were prob-

ably not finished laying. All nests were in sedges (Carex sp.)

in standing water that was up to knee deep (58 cm), often

less. Sora and Red-winged Blackbird nests seemed sorted

into distinct zones within the Wolverine marsh (Figure 3),

but I could not ascertain any associated differences in veg-

etation or water depth, and in some cases nests of the two

species were within a metre of each other.

Nests were built of sedges and contained a shallow

bowl and some appeared to float, although rising water had

submerged at least one before any eggs were laid. It is

likely that most nests had been constructed above water

that was considerably shallower, and then the water rose to

nest level. Most were well concealed by overhanging

sedges, but two were rather exposed and no doubt visible

to avian predators. We saw no evidence of predation on

Sora nests, but at least one Red-winged Blackbird nest had

been predated. All nests were made of fresh vegetation and
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Figure 3. Distribution of Sora and Red-winged Blackbird nests in the Wolverine River wetland (a) and Julie Lake (b).

Solid circles are active Red-winged Blackbird nests, open circles with an X are empty Red-winged Blackbird nests, solid

squares are Sora nests, open squares are empty Sora nests, and small black dots are unidentified, empty nests. Note

difference in scale. Julie Lake has only a perimeter fringe of emergent vegetation except at the outlet, while Wolverine

has more emergent vegetation than open water.
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none appeared to have persisted from the previous spring.

In two cases, we relocated nests on subsequent days

and found that the number of eggs had changed:

Nest #TR-11, 3 eggs on June 02 and 10 eggs on June

17. Since the observer noted that incubation was in

progress, it is not possible to calculate the eggs-laid

per day.

Nest #TR-37, 6 eggs on June 17 and 8 eggs on June

19: 2 eggs in 2 days=1 egg per day, consistent with

the rate summarized by Harrison and Harrison (2001).

We did not see any young or evidence of hatching. Sora

young are precocial as regards ground and aquatic locomo-

tion and leave the nest almost immediately after hatching

(Bent 1963; Kaufmann 1987). However, we did not find any

empty Sora nests that had previously held eggs, and the

empty Sora nests we found had no shell fragments to indi-

cate hatching.

Discussion

The 13 nests with eggs in the 4.5 ha Wolverine wetland

equal 2.9 active nests per hectare, a high density. Meyer

(2006) summarized average breeding densities of 1.3 pairs/

ha in each of Wisconsin, Iowa and Colorado, although lower

densities are often reported (e.g., 0.6 pairs/ha in Colorado:

Glahn 1974; 0.1 to 0.25 breeding pairs/ha in North Dakota:

Kantrud and Stewart 1984; 0.47 pairs/ha in Indiana: Mumford

and Keller 1984; 0.1 nests/ha in New York: Lor and Malecki

2006). Soper (1949) noted considerable variability in Sora

abundance in north-western Alberta marshes, but without

quantification.

Soras may nest in water as shallow as 11–24 cm (reviewed

by Meyer 2006) although they usually nest in “sedges or

cattails where mud and water are quite deep,” and their nests

are usually built about 15 cm above water level, supported

by the emergent vegetation (Harrison and Harrison 2001:58).

In southern Ontario, Tozer et al. (2010) found Soras breed-

ing in wetlands across the entire range of water depths, but

only in wetlands >2.6 ha in size. Our finding of 13 nests in

Wolverine and only one in the larger Julie Lake is consistent

with this, and with Meyer’s (2006) general habitat descrip-

tion of intermediate-sized marshes with a high density and

proportion (relative to areas of open water) of emergent veg-

etation.

Our mean clutch size of 9.3 is in the range of “65%

having 8 to 10 eggs” summarized by Campbell et al.

(1990:100) and marginally lower than reported at some

other locations, e.g., mean of 10.4 (n=133) reported in

Manitoba (Sorenson 1995). Soras may, infrequently,

parasitize nests of other Soras and of Virginia Rails (Rallus

limicola: Sorenson 1995). Sorenson (1995) deduced Sora-

on-Sora nest parasitism after determining, by marking the

eggs, that three of 15 Sora eggs in a Sora nest had been

buried under vegetation within the nest (indicating prob-

able rejection by the host hen), while the other 10 were on

top; and the three buried eggs had a different shape and

spot pattern and were cool to the touch, i.e., were not

being effectively incubated. We saw no indication of nest

parasitism, although we did not disturb the nests and

therefore would not usually have noticed if eggs were

buried underneath. We did see eggs underneath the top

layer of eggs in nests TR-07 and CS-34 (Figure 4), but

Soras commonly arrange their eggs in two layers, so that

their small bodies can cover the large number of relatively

large eggs (Bent 1963; Eckert and Karelus 1981).

Sora nest records are not uncommon at high elevations

(e.g. 2750 m in Arizona: Goldman 1926; 1500 m in Colorado:

Glahn 1974), but have rarely been recorded in the Rocky

Mountains of Canada. Campbell et al. (1990) lists a few non-

breeding records of individuals at mountain wetlands in-

cluding Grave Lake in the Elk Valley, Wapta Lake in Yoho

National Park, Moose Lake in Mountain Robson Park, Prince

George, Liard Hotsprings, near Hudson’s Hope (Central Ca-

nadian Rockies Ecoregion), and Fern Lake in Kwadacha Wil-

derness park (Northern Canadian Rockies Ecoregion).

Campbell et al. (1990) show a cluster of breeding records in

the Peace Lowland Ecoregion near the Alberta border.

Greenfield (1998:8) reported that Soras were “widespread and

detected regularly in suitable habitat, which included beaver

ponds, muskeg ponds and willow swamps, usually with some

emergent vegetation” about 115 km southeast of Fort Nel-

son (Hay River Lowland Ecoregion); Bennett et al.  (1999)

also mentioned breeding pairs of Soras in the Fort Nelson

Forest District. The B.C. Breeding Bird Atlas (2011) shows a

confirmed nest record at Mackenzie, in the Fraser Basin

Ecoregion, and five “possible” Sora nesting occurrences in
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Figure 4. Nest #CS-34 with 13 eggs. An egg can be

seen beneath the top layer. Photo: Julie Micksch.
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the Central Canadian Rockies Ecoregion, one of which is

near the study area. The Breeding Bird Survey (2011) shows

a single Sora record on Wilson Creek (tributary to Murray

River near Chetwynd), just on the boundary of the Peace

Lowland and Central Canadian Rockies Ecoregions. This

provides the first confirmation of nesting within the Central

Canadian Rockies Ecoregion.
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