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Male Pine Grosbeak: Photo by Dan Schiebelbein dansnaturephotography.com 

Note the Nature Centre remains closed due to COVID19 restrictions.  However there will be 
staff members available to answer any nature questions you might have. 

Phone the Nature Line at 403 529 6225. 

NATURE IS NOT CLOSED! 
  



The Sagebrush Chronicle is published ten times a year by 
Grasslands Naturalists. Submissions of writing and 
artwork are welcomed but must be edited for 
publication. Deadline: the 10th of each month. If you 
would like to advertise in the Chronicle, more information is 
available from the editor. Submissions are to be sent to: 
milton.spitzer@gmail.com  (403-528-3120). Do not imbed 
photos in articles but do send them separately. 
 
The Society of Grasslands Naturalists encourages the study, 
conservation and protection of all components of the natural 
world. The Society provides educational opportunities, assists 
in the collection and provision of species data, acts as 
stewards of the environment, discusses environmental topics 
and organizes member activities.  The Society also manages 
the Medicine Hat Interpretive Program. 
 
General Meetings: 4th Tuesday (suspended during 
COVID), Sept. - May Board Meetings: 1st Tuesday Sept. -
June 

 
To join Grasslands Naturalists and/or send a tax-deductible 
donation, write:  
 
Grasslands Naturalists 
Box 2491 
Medicine Hat, AB  T1A 8G8 
 
Contact info: Nature Centre 529-6225 
 
Annual Membership Dues:  Eileen Cowtan 
Individuals $20 
Families  $25 
Organizations $25 
 
Donations to Grassland Naturalists and Interpretive Program 
are another great way to support local nature and nature 
education. Tax receipts are issued for all donations over $10. 
Your generosity is greatly appreciated! 
 
EDITORIAL DISCLAIMER 
 
The opinions expressed by the authors in this publication 
do not necessarily reflect those of the editor and the 
Grasslands Naturalists. The editor reserves the right to edit, 
reject or withdraw articles submitted. While due care will 
be taken of all manuscripts, photos or artwork submitted, 
GN cannot be held responsible for any loss or damage to 
such articles. 
 

GN Website:  
 www.grasslands-naturalists.org   
GN Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/GrasslandsNaturalists/  
You must be a Facebook member to view most of it. 

 

Executive and Board Members 
 
President      Phil Horch  403-529-5918 
  phil.horch@grasslands-naturalists.org  
Vice-President      Vacant 
 
Secretary      Betty Rainville    
     betty.rainville@grasslands-naturalists.org                 
Treasurer              Angela Turner           
                 angela.turner@grasslands-naturalists.org  
Past-President       Hugh Armstrong 
  hugh.armstrong@grasslands-naturalists.org   
Directors at             Eileen Cowtan          
Large   eileen.cowtan@grasslands-naturalists.org  
       Ian Turner 
  ian.turner@grasslands-naturaists.org    
      Linda Fisher            
 linda.fisher@grasslands-naturalists.org  

 

 
MH Interpretive Program 

(Managed by Grasslands Naturalists) 
Based in Police Point Park Nature Centre 
To contact the Nature Centre call the: 

Nature Line at (403) 529-6225 
Also find us on Facebook and Twitter 

Policepointpark 
 

The Nature Centre remains Closed due to  
COVID19 restrictions 

 
The family accessible washroom is open: 

Each day from 09:00 to 11:30 & 12:00 to 16:30 
 

To All: 
Stay Safe and Healthy! 

Hopefully we will soon be able to get back to 
some semblance of normal with meetings, field 

trips and walks. 

 
 
 

Enjoy the pathways at Police Point 
Park and throughout other parks 

in the City.   
 

However take precautions as the 
recent warm spell and freezing 

have created some slippery 
conditions. 
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Member’s Corner 
 In spite of our limitations regarding outings and meetings we have one new member to report: Annette ten 
Cate.  Thank you for joining our society and hopefully, in the not too distant future, we will be able to offer 
you some programs of interest. 
 

Note to existing members: Memberships are Due for 2021!  Forms are at the end of this Chronicle. 

 

WE NEED HELP!  We are searching for someone to relieve Angela Turner of some of her duties since she 
has become club treasurer.  Angela is currently chair of the Communications Committee and she and Ian 
have served for several years as GN reps to Nature Alberta. 
 
The Communications Committee is comprised of a group of several dedicated members.  They include Paul 
Thibault who hosts and updates our website, Milt Spitzer who is the editor of the Sagebrush Chronicle, Tina 
Regehr who posts on Facebook and Eileen Cowtan who sends out the emails messages and Ian Turner and 
Corlaine Gardner. As Chair, Angela has also sought out ways to advertise the club such as use of the local 
paper and displays at local venues such as Farmers’ Market and others. 
 
The Chair is the spokesperson for this diverse group and is responsible for calling committee meeting(s) 
and preparing an annual budget.  The task is not onerous but important. There is plenty of opportunity to 
explore other ways to tell this part of the province what we do. 
 
Please consider the opportunity. For more information, contact any of the Board members. Their contact 
information is on the second page of his Chronicle. 
 

 
 

Upcoming Events, Field Trips and Announcements 
 
 
 
With the COVID19 restrictions events this month activities are limited to Webinars.  Below are some noted 
by our members.  You must preregister for the individual webinar by using the links provided below. 
 
January 13, 12:00 to 1:30 PM MST: ‘Envisioning Resilient Prairie Communities” http://bit.ly/PRAC-s1  
 
January 27, 12:00 to 1:30 PM MST: Building Resilient Food Systems Across the Prairies” 
http://bit.ly/PRAC-s2 
 
February 10, 12:00 to 1:30 PM MST: “Engaging Diverse Voices in Adaptation Planning Processes” 
http://bit.ly/PRAC-s3  
 
February 10, 11:00 AM to 12:00 PM MST: “Greater Sage Grouse in Montana” Speaker Lorelle Berkeley, 
Research Wildlife Biologist, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks: 
https://www.pcap-sk.org/upcoming-events/pcap-speaker-series  
 
February 24, 12:00 to 1:30 PM MST: “Enabling Implementation of Adaptation Plans” 
http://bit.ly/PRAC-s4 
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President’s Report To Members 

 
In spite of the pandemic and all its related restrictions, our society was able to participate in and conduct the 
annual Christmas Bird Count safely. It was a relief to get outdoors on a very mild though windy December day 
and count birds. In spite of COVID19 we had participation from as many members as typical years and Marty 
will be sending out count results shortly. A summary of the results of this count is in this issue. 
 
At the moment it looks like the current pandemic restrictions may continue beyond the second week of 
January which would mean continued restrictions on outdoor field trips. We are anxious to resume planning 
these as soon as regulations allow. The indoor programs are likely still restricted for a while though it is good 
to see Medicine Hat and area, COVID19 cases coming down. 
 
Your GN Board is dealing with several important matters at this time. At our most recent meeting on January 
5th we dealt with many matters and I will highlight two of them. 
 

1. Proposal to hold a Climate Change Symposium – The board has expressed interest in organizing a 
major symposium on climate change involving the general public of southeastern Alberta and focusing 
on our own geographic region. Our region has already been dramatically impacted by climate change 
policies and adaptations. Much more is yet to come. Our society is in a position to educate and assist 
our community to the coming changing world. We have decided to move ahead in principle on 
determining the feasibility and desirability of organizing such an event. It will be a major undertaking 
for our society and likely involve partnership(s) with other like-minded groups. We envision this 
happening no earlier than the fall of 2022 or possibly some time in 2023. Work is under way now to 
create the parameters for such an event and then to create a Steering Committee to get the ball rolling. 
If such a project interests you and you would like to be involved, feel free to contact me. 

2. A Case For Protecting Native Grasslands – Our Issues Committee, chaired by Martha Munze Gue and 
ably supported by Gerry Ehlert have been busy spearheading an effort to convince the City of 
Medicine Hat to identify and protect all native grassland within city limits including Echo Dale Park. In 
this regard they have developed a major presentation which you can view on the GN website. This 
presentation has been directed to many departments of the City of Medicine Hat in an effort to give a 
degree of legal protection to any remaining areas of native grassland. The board will work closely with 
the Issues Committee in advocating for this initiative.  

 
On another matter we have established some links with the 670 Collective Mountain Bike Club who have 
successfully lobbied the City of Medicine Hat to create a mountain bike trail in the river valley between the 
Gas City Campground and Echo Dale Park. This has the potential to impact vegetation and wildlife unless 
appropriate behaviors are undertaken. The bike club is interested in educating their members about these 
environmental impacts and encouraging mitigating behaviors. We have started a dialogue with this club 
which will hopefully have some positive outcomes. On the other hand, our own society members who 
frequent these lovely river valley habitats should do their own monitoring of mountain bike impacts and 
report them to GN Board members. Snakes are particularly vulnerable to mountain biking activities. 
 
In the meantime, we encourage you to conduct your own outdoor activities safely and look forward to the 
days when we can all gather together in field trips and indoor programs. Also remember to renew your 
membership and sign the waiver form. See the back pages of this issue. Now bring on the vaccine! 
 
Submitted by Phil Horch, President 
 

 
 



Exciting Sightings by Bob Frew 
 
With this New Year’s unusually mild weather, many local birders were out on January 1st getting an early start 
on their 2021 species lists. Hundreds of overwintering Canada Geese and lesser numbers of Common 
Mergansers and Common Goldeneyes are presently roosting on the open reaches of the South Saskatchewan 
River between Police Point/Strathcona Island Parks and the Trans-Canada Bridge. The winter solstice 
(December 21st) marks the onset of increased daylight hours, and the increased avian activity and diversity 
that will come with it. There is always the added possibility of encountering rarities in winter. Although GN 
birders were preoccupied with Christmas Bird Counts in December, some exciting sightings unrelated to the 
CBC have been reported; 
 
Brown Creeper- Camouflaged by its streaked 
brown plumage, this diminutive species can 
be inconspicuous and difficult to detect. 
Brown Creeper sightings can be highly 
unpredictable; but surprisingly they show up 
frequently at an elm tree in Barry and Judy 
Anderson’s Ross Glen yard, one such sighting 
was reported there on December 16th. Bob 
Frew observed a Brown Creeper at Lorne 
Holden Field in Kin Coulee on December 21st, 
Milt Spitzer reported another sighting at this 
same location on January 2nd, and Eric Vokes 
reported 4 at Hillside Cemetery on January 9th. 
 

Snowy Owl- This iconic owl of the open 
tundra leaves its northernmost range in 
winter, and can be seen most winters in Southeastern Alberta. The male can be all white, whereas the female 
has dark markings. Dan Schiebelbein reported a Snowy Owl west of the city near the intersection of TWP Rd. 
120 and RGE Rd. 74 on December 11th. He reported a further three Snowy Owls in the same area on January 
3rd, and two along TWP Rd. 114 between RGE Rds. 75 and 73 on January 8th. 
 
Northern Goshawk- Bob Frew reported the sighting of a juvenile Northern Goshawk at Strathcona Island 
Park on December 18th; it is the largest of our accipiter species. 
 
Northern Shrike- This shrike species is a rare winter visitor to Southern Alberta, and is larger than the 
similar Loggerhead Shrike which breeds here in summer. The Northern Shrike differs in that it has a paler 
gray head and back, with lightly barred under parts. Its black mask does not extend above the eye and bill, and 
its bill is larger with a distinct hook. Phil and Annalora Horch reported a sighting along the Box Springs Road 
south of the Suffield Block on January 1st. Milt and Elaine Spitzer also had a sighting near the Veiner Centre on 
January 8th. 
 
Snow Buntings- While birding in the Manyberries area on January 1st, George Koopmans encountered a small 
flock of ~20 Snow Buntings. These winter migrants are usually found in fields, or along rural TWP or RGE 
roadsides often in large flocks. In their buffy brown winter plumage, the bunting’s black and white wings are 
distinctive in flight. 
 
Townsends Solitaire- This large slender thrush species breeds in our western mountain forests, it is highly 
migratory, and can usually be seen in the prairie region during fall migration, with some individuals lingering 
into winter. Barry and Judy Anderson reported two solitaires in Ajax Coulee on December 19th (the day before 
the CBC). 
 
 

 

Photo by Dan Schiebelbein: dansnaturephotography.com 



American Goldfinch- In summer the male goldfinch’s striking breeding plumage makes it highly detectable; 
however in its dull winter plumage it may remain unnoticed by birders. Although the species is considered 
rare in winter, it does show up at feeders, and is on the Alberta Winter Bird list compiled by Richard Klauke. 
Milt and Elaine Spitzer reported a group of five goldfinches fluttering around in some cone-filled spruce trees 
at Strathcona Island Park on January 8th. 
 
Common Redpolls- This irruptive winter finch can form huge winter flocks; however this winter only small 
numbers have been reported. The most recent report is a flock of ~30 to 40 Redpolls feeding on seeds from a 
patch of Baby’s breath, seen by Dan Schiebelbein at Scout Falls at the northern edge of the city on January 7th.  
 
Pine Grosbeaks- The first fall/winter grosbeak sightings were reported in early November, and continued 
through into December, and usually involved small groups of <10.  This species can be detected and identified 
by their call or song, which is a soft musical warble. 8 Pine Grosbeaks were observed behind the Nature 
Centre at Police Point Park by Bob Frew on January 9th. 
 
Rough-legged Hawk- Numbers in the southern parts of this buteo’s winter range can vary from year to year. 
There have been several sightings reported this winter, the most recent being one at Cavan Lake by Milt 
Spitzer on January 4th.  The white tail with dark band and wing carpal patches can be used to identify this 
species in the field. 
 
Please report your exciting sightings to Bob Frew: phone 403-526-4573, or e-mail    
Robert.frew@shaw.ca 
 

39th Annual Medicine Hat Christmas Bird Count (2020) Results 

Reported by Marty Drut, Compiler 

 

The 2020 Medicine Hat Christmas Bird Count (CBC) was held on Sunday, December 20. Many thanks to the 41 

participants who surveyed territories during the count, including 5 new contributors. Also, a big thank you 

goes out to the 21 feeder watchers who participated. There were 7 new people that helped with the feeder 

watch part of the count in 2020. Starting in 2010, the Interpretive Program began soliciting Hatters with 

feeders to help with the count. Since then, there has been a consistent group of 15 to 30 observers annually. 

Having these folks participate usually adds one or more species seen exclusively by feeder watchers to the 

count’s species total.  

Count day temperatures were relatively mild (Low = 3o C/High = 8o C) but winds were very strong (S-SW 28 

to 44 km/hr and gusting to 50+). Snow was present but very patchy and ranged from 0 to 5 cm; in some areas, 

snow had turned to ice making access challenging. All of the 24 territories in our count circle were surveyed.  

In 2020, 52 species were observed, which was 4 fewer than 2019. This number is similar to species totals 

since 2001 (average = 54), and about 12% above the long-term average (38 years) of 46. Total individual 

birds counted (21,869) were 20% below 2019’s total (27,265) but still well above the long-term average 

(14,580). Two species observed that could not be identified (Gull and Blackbird) were included in total birds 

but not in total species.  

In recent years, changes in total birds were attributed to the observed number of Canada Geese. This was not 

the case in 2020 as goose numbers increased about 1% from 2019. The species most responsible for the 2020 

decrease was Mallards as they dipped 80% from 3,135 in 2019 to 674 this year and were the lowest since 

2002 (545). This was also down about 70% from the long-term average of 2,300.  

 



Other species with a prominent impact on total birds annually showed decreased numbers from 2019 and 

contributed to the lower count. These included Ring-necked Pheasant, Rock Dove, Eurasian Collared-dove, 

Horned Lark, Blue Jay, American Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, Bohemian Waxwing, European Starling, 

American Tree Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, House Finch, and House Sparrow. The observations for Pheasants 

and Starlings were the lowest since 2006 (4) and 1998 (57), respectively.  

In contrast, there were several species of note that increased in 2020 from 2019. These included Black-billed 

Magpie, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Pine Siskin, and Common Redpoll. The Magpie observation was the second 

highest count between 2003 and 2019 (711 in 2017).  There was only 1 species, White-winged Crossbill, with 

an all time high in 2020. Two groups (17 and 5) were observed eclipsing the previous high of 11 seen in 1995. 

This was also the first observation of White-winged Crossbills since 2015. 

Gulls were observed for the first time during the count. There were two sightings (4 and 1) but unfortunately 

none could be identified to species. Three species, Brown Creeper, Cedar Waxwing (16), and Common Grackle 

(12) were observed during Count Week but not on Count Day. Feeder watchers reported 2 species (White-

breasted Nuthatch and American Goldfinch) not observed by participants involved with surveying an 

assigned territory. One feeder watcher noted an individual leucistic House Finch.  

Regarding the Top Ten Species, Canada Goose remained at the top but there were some changes. The most 

noticeable change was that Snow Bunting dropped off the list, as none were observed, and was replaced by 

Red-breasted Nuthatch. The other 8 species were on the list in 2019; however, Mallards dropped one position 

to the third slot and European Starlings went from fourth to ninth.  

Other items of note:  

    one possible impact of the windy conditions was the limited observations of flocking species 

typically observed in open grassland areas. There were relatively few Horned Larks and Common 

Redpolls recorded and no Snow Buntings or Lapland Longspurs were seen. Horned Larks decreased 

from 197 in 2019 to only 2 this year and had consistently low counts over the past 10 years. Common 

Redpolls increased from 39 in 2019 to 67 in 2020 but were still about 64% below the long-term 

average of 164. Both of the latter 2 species were observed in 2019 when wind conditions were milder.  

    for the first time in count history, more Common Ravens (15) were observed than American 

Crows (10). Ravens were noted during our first count in 1982 then not seen again until 2006. Crows 

were counted in 31 of 39 years; the longest gap was from 1990 to 1995. 

 Six species returned to the count in 2020 after short absences and included: American Wigeon, Hooded 

Merganser, Mourning Dove, Belted Kingfisher, Townsend’s Solitaire, and White-winged Crossbill.  There 

were 28 species typically seen on our CBC that were not observed in 2020. Five species have not been 

observed for 5 or more years: Northern Pintail (2014), Gadwall (2012), Cooper’s Hawk (2013), White-

crowned Sparrow (2015), Red Crossbill (2012), and Evening Grosbeak (2007). This was the first time since 

2003 that no Hairy Woodpeckers were observed.  

Birders interested in the results of this and/or other Christmas bird counts can find them at: 

http://web4.audubon.org/bird/cbc/hr/index.html.  Your comments are welcomed, and should be forwarded 

to the Nature Line at (403) 529-6225 or marty.drut@natureline.info. Contact the Nature Centre for a full copy 

of this report which includes the tables and graphs. 

 

http://web4.audubon.org/bird/cbc/hr/index.html


Photos from Paul von Huene’s Ranch along the Ross Creek South of Irvine 
 
Paul was to have been the featured speaker just as the COVID19 restrictions were imposed.  His topic was to 
have been the Ross Creek June flood of 2010.  Following are some candid shots of the creek and ranch area. 

  

On the left: Ross Creek started to flow in December 2020; on the right: flood of 2010 

 

 

 

Middle left: Twyla and Paul von Heune and 
Corlaine tagging fence to alert wildlife to the 
hazard and to hopefully save Paul many hours 
of fence repair.  Lower left: Tolerant dog 
allowing cat to use his warmth. Bottom Right: 
Great Horned Owls roosting in their favourite 
tree along Ross Creek. 



Nature Scenes from the Hat Area 

 

 

 

Snow Scene on bench of 
Cypress Hills:  
Photo by Brent Cowan 

Cross-country ski trail 
in Cypress Hills. 
Photo by Brent Cowan 

Martha Munz Gue and 
John Slater enjoying a ski 
trail in the Cypress Hills. 
Photo by David Gue. 



More Nature Photos 

 

 

 

Sun spots in mid after-
noon.  Photo taken by 
Hugh Armstrong while 
doing his dog walking 
duties. 

Immature Bald Eagle in flight. 
Photo taken near the Power 
House by Dan Schiebelbein. 
dansnaturephotography.com 

Snowy Owl on power pole 
southwest of the City.   Photo 
taken by Dan Schiebelbein. 
dansnaturephotography.com 



Society of Grasslands Naturalists 
Box 2491, Medicine Hat, Alberta T1A 8G8 

 

Membership Form for 2021 
 

Name* _________________________ Name of 2nd Family Member ** ______________________ 
 

Address* ___________________________________ Membership:  Individual $20/year _________ 
 

City / Province* ______________________________                      Family     $25/year _________ 
 

Postal Code* ________________________________       Organization  $25/year _________ 
 

Telephone+ _________________________________   Donation __________ Tax Receipt Available 
 

Email++ _____________________________________   Total Enclosed __________________ 
 

Preference for receiving Chronicle newsletter*:  
 

Post or       Email or       Neither    
 

Current and recent Chronicles can be viewed and downloaded from the Grasslands Naturalists 
website www.grasslands-naturalists.org 
 

* Required information.  ** Required information for family membership. 
 

+ Optional Information.  For phone number(s), please note whether it is a residence, cell phone or business number.
  

++ Information required if you wish to receive the Chronicle and announcements by email. 

 

Informed  Consent  for  Field Trips 
 

   I may wish to participate in field trips and events organized by the Society of Grasslands Naturalists. 
   I affirm that, as a participant, I and my child(ren)/ward(s) are prepared to stay with the group and follow 
the directions of the coordinator and activity leader.  I affirm that, knowing my personal state of health, I 
feel that I am mentally and physically capable of participating in the trips and events that I choose to attend. 
   I acknowledge that I am aware of the inherent risks, hazards, and dangers associated with activities 
arising from my participation in trips, events, litter cleanups, invasive species removal or any other activity 
that may result in injury, sickness or death to me or my child(ren)/ward(s). Some of these risks may be 
specific to the area. These include, but are not limited to, animal attacks as well as poisonous snakes, insects 
and vegetation. Therefore, in consideration of my participation in these trips and events, for myself, my 
heirs, my executors, my administrators, and my successors, I voluntarily assume all risks and hereby waive 
all my rights against Grasslands Naturalists and unconditionally release and discharge the Grasslands 
Naturalists, its members, directors, officers, its affairs and its coordinators from all manner of activities, 
causes of action, suits, claims and demands for damages due to personal injury, sickness, death, loss or 
damage to property, expenses or otherwise which may or shall arise in any way as a result of my 
participation in the above trips and events. 
 
 
 

________________________________________________   _______________________________________________ 
 Signature of Member      Signature of 2nd Family Member 
 

 Date: ____________________________________________   Date: _________________________________________ 

 

http://www.grasslands-naturalists.org/


 

Society of Grasslands Naturalists 
Box 2491, Medicine Hat, Alberta T1A 8G8 

 

Consent Form 
 

Consent to the Use and Distribution of Personal Information 
   

 

Grasslands Naturalists (GN) collects personal information subject to the ‘Personal Information 
Protection Act’ (PIPA).  GN may, subject to your consent, wish to make some personal information 
public through, for example, its Chronicle, Website, Facebook page or newspaper article.  Please 
indicate your consent to the following release of information and note any specific exclusion of a 
consent such as for children. 
 
       Yes     No  Exclusion 
Name      ______________________________________________ 
Residence telephone   ______________________________________________ 
Cell phone     ______________________________________________ 
Business phone    ______________________________________________ 
Email address    ______________________________________________ 
Residence address    ______________________________________________ 
Pictures     ______________________________________________ 
 
Beyond the above consents, GN will not distribute personal information to a third party without your 
consent unless such information is required, by law, to be released to a federal or provincial 
government agency in order, for example, to maintain GN’s non-profit organization status. 
 

Consent to Receive Emails Related to Commercial Activities 
 

GN may wish to send you emails to promote some of its commercial activities including those 
provided by its Club and Interpretive Program.  Please indicate your consent to receiving such 
information.       Yes         No 
 

Modification of Consents 
 
You may modify any of the above consents, at any time, through a written request to the member 
of the GN Executive responsible for Memberships. 
 
 

_________________________________________  _________________________________________ 
Signature of Member               Signature of 2nd Family Member 
 

   

Date:  __________________________________________   Date:  __________________________________________ 

   

 


