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Abstract: Waterbird counts were conducted weekly from October through April in 2001/2002 and 2010/2011 along the

seawall of Stanley Park.  Overall abundance and peak numbers of most groups of waterbirds were lower in 2010/2011 than

in 2001/2002. The difference was most dramatic for loons, grebes including Western Grebe (Aechmophorus occidentalis),

and Pigeon Guillemot (Cepphus columba). Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucephala islandica) also showed a decrease in numbers

between years but Surf Scoter (Melanitta perspicillata) did not. The changes observed at Stanley Park are, in general,

consistent with those observed in the Strait of Georgia over the same period. This study confirms local knowledge held by

naturalists and bird watchers, that there have been declines in many species of wintering waterbirds using Stanley Park’s

marine habitat. The changes in abundance of many wintering waterbirds indicate that the ecological integrity of this IBA may

be threatened and that habitat conservation and measures to reduce human disturbance are warranted.
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Introduction

Stanley Park is a 405 ha peninsula of forest, gardens, fresh-

water lakes and intertidal shorelines and is one of the largest

urban parks in North America. Along the outer edge of Stanley

Park is an 8.85 km seawall which is used extensively for recrea-

tion and also provides an ideal location for viewing marine birds.

The upper limit of the intertidal area is largely defined by the

seawall and the low tide mark ranges from 30 m (near the Lions

Gate Bridge) to 200 m (near Second and Third Beach) offshore.

The intertidal areas of the Park include rocky, cobble, and sand

beaches with some kelp beds slightly offshore particularly in

the protected waters of Burrard Inlet’s middle and inner har-

bours. The diversity of habitats within the study area supports

many species of wintering marine birds. The rocky shoreline

provides haul-out rocks as well as a variety of foods for

both dabbling and diving ducks. Tide levels dictate when

marine birds can access the rich food resources - mussels,

barnacles, clams, and other invertebrates of the intertidal

area. Extensive beds of Blue Mussel (Mytilus edulis) occur

on the western side of the Stanley Park foreshore. Large

numbers of wintering Surf Scoter (Melanitta perspicillata)

and Barrow’s Goldeneye (Bucephala islandica) feed on

this resource in nearshore waters.

Stanley Park lies within the English Bay & Burrard Inlet

Important Bird Area (IBA) which was designated because it

supports large concentrations of overwintering waterbirds

including globally significant numbers of Surf Scoter, Bar-

row’s Goldeneye and Western Grebe (Aechmophorus

occidentalis), and nationally significant numbers of Great

Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) (IBA Canada 2011). In 1999,

winter waterbird monitoring of the intertidal areas off Stanley

Park was started as a partnership between the Canadian

Wildlife Service and the BC Institute of Technology‘s Fish,

Wildlife, and Recreation program (BCIT FWR). For the past

several years, students undertaking the winter-long survey

have also worked in partnership with the Stanley Park Ecol-

ogy Society (SPES) to receive bird identification and survey

training and to contribute data to SPES’s ongoing bird moni-

toring programs.

For several years, local naturalists and birders have been

raising alarm bells about the declining trends in winter

waterbirds in English Bay. This was first documented in a

short paper by Price (2010) who suggested that many spe-

cies of waterbirds, especially small fish-eating species such

as loons, grebes, and terns have seen huge declines since

the 1980s. This information was considered anecdotal as no

monitoring data had been collected to analyse trends in the

numbers of birds specifically for this area. However, a recent

Stanley Park waterbirds - Worcester



British Columbia Birds

42

Volume 23, 2013

analysis of winter waterbird counts from the B.C. Coastal

Waterbird Surveys, coordinated by Bird Studies Canada, has

noted similar declines for several species of waterbirds in

the Strait of Georgia (Crewe et. al. 2012).

This report evaluates weekly bird monitoring data col-

lected from standardised surveys at Stanley Park to identify

whether waterbird declines have been occurring as sug-

gested by local knowledge. Most winters for the past 12

years, BCIT FWR students have surveyed the seawall for

winter birds, focusing on Barrow’s Goldeneye and Surf Scoter,

but tracking all species observed in the study area.

Methods

This report compares data from similar dates across two

seasons; October 2001 through April 2002 (Boisclair-Joly

and Worcester 2002) and October 2010 through April 2011

(La Fond and Thomas 2011). These time periods were com-

pared because the data were available in raw form, the same

project supervisors were in place, and the students followed

nearly identical survey methods.

The survey area was broken down into twenty-two sur-

vey zones along the Stanley Park seawall from Coal Harbour

to the end of Second Beach (see Worcester 2011). Bird sur-

veys were conducted using the same methods in both 2001/

2002 and 2010/2011. Surveys were done approximately once

per week from October through April and took from 3-5 h to

complete. Beginning at approximately 10:00 Pacific Standard

Time, two or more observers walked a circle route around

Stanley Park along the seawall, alternating starting points

each week to reduce potential bias caused by the time of

day. The observers recorded the number of all marine birds,

and paid special attention to large groups of Barrow’s

Goldeneye and Surf Scoter by recording both age and sex of

these species. On each survey day they recorded the time,

temperature, weather conditions, sea state, visibility, and tide

level. Data were recorded for every bird sighted between the

shoreline and 1 km offshore for each of the 22 zone poly-

gons. A spotting scope was used to identify distant birds.

All birds were counted when possible and large flocks were

estimated using standard techniques. To avoid duplicate

counts, birds observed flying into the area yet to be sur-

veyed were not counted. Birds seen taking off from or land-

ing in the zone being surveyed and flying towards the area

already surveyed were counted.

In 2010, the students received training from SPES Con-

servation Programs Manager Robyn Worcester, who also

took part in the 2001/2002 survey. Care was taken in 2010/

2011 to ensure the students conducted their survey using

the same methodology as the earlier study so that data

comparisons could be made between years. In 2010/2011,

large flocks of Surf Scoter were also photographed and

counted to confirm that initial estimates were accurate.

In order to avoid any potential bias due to variation in

bird identification skills, data were grouped from the spe-

cies level into higher level groups of consistently recog-

nisable species, with the exception of Barrow’s Goldeneye,

Surf Scoter, Western Grebe, Pigeon Guillemot (Cepphus

columba), Canada Goose (Branta canadensis) and Great

Blue Heron, which were consistently identified to species.

Surveys dates were compared if they were similar between

both years (i.e. the first week of December was surveyed in

both years so it was used but the third week of January was

not, so it was dropped).

Results

Overall abundance (the total number of individuals

counted during the survey period) and peak numbers

(the greatest number of birds counted on one survey

day) of most groups of waterbirds were lower in 2010/

2011 than in 2001/2002 (Table1). The difference was most

dramatic for loons, grebes and Pigeon Guillemot. Loons

were present throughout the winter in 2001/2002 but only

a single bird was seen in 2010/2002 (in November). Grebes,

other than Western Grebe, occurred throughout the win-

ter in 2001/2002 but only a few individuals were seen

October-January 2010/2011. Western Grebe were present

October to April in 2001/2002 but only four birds were

seen in 2010/2011 (in late-October and early-November).

Pigeon Guillemot occurred throughout the winter of 2001/

2002 but only a single bird was seen in 2010/2011 (in

March). All of these species feed on small fish in this

area in winter.

Differences in abundance and peak numbers of Bar-

row’s Goldeneye and Surf Scoter were not as dramatic

between years (Table 1). Barrow’s Goldeneye numbers

were noticeably greater in October-November 2001/2002

than in 2010/2011 (Fig. 1) while, in contrast, Surf Scoter

numbers were greater in October-November 2010/2011

than in 2001/2002 (Fig. 2).

Discussion

The changes observed at Stanley Park are, in general,

consistent with those observed in the Strait of Georgia over

the same period, including the noticeable decline in spe-

cies that feed on small fish (Crewe et al. 2012). Western

Grebe showed a significant decline throughout the Strait of

Georgia, although this may have been partly due to a pos-

sible southern shift in wintering areas. In contrast to the

decrease observed at Stanley Park, Pigeon Guillemot showed

a strongly increasing trend in the Strait of Georgia. Surf

Scoter did not show a significant trend in the Strait of Geor-
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gia but Barrow’s Goldeneye showed a significant decrease,

as was seen at Stanley Park. The eastern shore of the Strait

of Georgia, including English Bay and Burrard Inlet, are

particularly important wintering areas for Barrow’s

Goldeneye (Crewe et al. 2012).

Comparing data between survey years provides evidence

for the change in the abundance of species of wintering

birds using the Stanley Park foreshore that have been ob-

served by local birders and naturalists. The declines are even

more notable when we consider that Western Grebe num-

bers in English Bay & Burrard Inlet IBA reached 15 000 in

1970 and Barrow’s Goldeneye numbers reached 7126 in 1990

but since 2000 numbers have occurred at significantly lower

levels and have not exceeded the 1% global threshold (high-

est counts: Western Grebe, 1029 in January 2002; Barrow’s

Goldeneye, 1901 in November 2000)  (IBA Canada 2011). In

contrast, Surf Scoter numbers in the IBA have been regu-

larly greater than the 1% global threshold, with peak counts

of 7030 to 10 011.

Large scale threats that may influence wintering bird

populations in Burrard Inlet include: industrial pollution

including tanker ballast and oil spills (exports of petro-

leum and canola), overfishing, habitat degradation, urban

encroachment, and the negative effects of climate change

such as changes in mussel bed distribution and fish

spawning habitat. Local threats that have been docu-

mented to negatively affect birds using the shoreline in-

clude: direct disturbance by people and off-leash dogs

using the beaches as well as by personal watercraft, such

as jet skis, kayaks and paddleboards, in intertidal areas.

These disturbances have been observed to influence the

resting and feeding habits of shorebirds, gulls and dab-

bling ducks using the shoreline as well as the large flocks

of Surf Scoter, Barrow’s Goldeneye and other waterfowl

that gather here in large numbers in winter (Pers. comm.,

Peter Woods, Vancouver, B.C., 2012).

In summary, the results from winter waterbird surveys

demonstrate that fewer waterbirds are using the nearshore
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Table 1. Comparison of peak numbers and overall abundance of birds observed from the Stanley Park

seawall during the winters of 2001/2002 and 2010/2011.

Figure 1: Barrow’s Goldeneye abundance along the

Stanley Park seawall between October and April 2001/

2002 (dark grey) and 2010/2011 (light grey).

Figure 2: Surf Scoter abundance along the Stanley Park

seawall between October and April 2001/2002 (dark

grey) and 2010/2011 (light grey).
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habitat of Stanley Park during the overwintering season,

therefore supporting earlier observations made by natural-

ists. Whatever the reasons for declines (true popula-

tion decline or re-distribution), conservation of the

nearshore habitat and a reduction of human disturbance

will be beneficial for waterbirds. There is no question

that the English Bay & Burrard Inlet IBA, located in a

highly urbanized landscape, is heavily impacted by

human use and that birds in the area are under stress.

Stanley Park Ecology Society is committed to provid-

ing ongoing public education, monitoring and steward-

ship of the areas in and around Stanley Park, yet all of

the local shorelines of Burrard Inlet need attention. Al-

though some of the impacts on these birds are beyond

SPES’s control, there are many ways we can help in

their conservation. Future monitoring will be important

to documenting further changes in waterbird abundance

and habitat use patterns.
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