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Family members, friends, Grasslands Naturalists, Nature
Centre Staff and many, many more are deeply saddened by
the sudden passing of Ben Velner, a lifetime member of
Grasslands Naturalists. A more detailed summary of Ben’s
involvement with Grasslands Naturalists and with the
Nature Centre is contained within the contents of this issue
and the Medicine Hat News has published an excellently
written obituary.

Have a Great Summer Everyone! Stay Safe and Healthy!
Next Issue of the Chronicle will be in mid September
As of June 9, we think that the Nature Centre will soon be able to be open to the public. It
will be limited to small groups, and everyone will still need to have masks but we think that
we will be able to welcome you inside again.
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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 family accessible washroom is open:
Each day from 08:00 AM to 8:30 PM
The Nature Centre is presently planning a variety
of small group activities. All will require preregistration and we will be adding to these during
the summer. As people get vaccinated and
maintain healthy practices, we hope that we will
gradually be able to open up more.
In the immediate future we have Yoga in Nature,
both a beginner session and one for those more
familiar with Yoga. We have “Watercolours in the
Park”. There are quite a number of weed
workshops. Some will be specifically for the pond
care volunteers; some will be in neighbourhoods
around the City. We need everyone to get
involved if we are going to protect our native
species. Of course June is an interesting time to
take a walk along the berms, with a tree top view
of the birds and river.
And good news, the goats are coming back for a
short visit at the end of June. We hope to have
several special events at that time.
Call the Nature Centre for updates, to
preregister, or with your questions. There
will be more events throughout the summer.
Stay Healthy and we’ll see you soon.

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.

This summer there will be two Canadian Conservation Corps volunteers who will be helping out at
Interpretive Events and on a whole list of GN
activities. There are also some new staff and
summer students as well. Stop by and say hello.

Member’s Corner
GN welcomes new members R. Elaine Fulton and Larry Bull. As COVID-19 restrictions ease hopefully we
will be able to resume more normal activities and we look forward to meeting you.
This is the last call for membership renewal! As per GN bylaws, the names of those who have not renewed
their memberships by the end of June will be removed from the membership list. Lapsed members will no
longer receive the newsletter nor notification of events. If you are not sure if you have renewed contact
Eileen Cowtan ( eileen.cowtan@grasslands-naturalists.org ). A membership renewal form is attached at the
end of this Chronicle.
Election of Executive Officers at AGM:
To date, the current President Phil Horch and Treasurer Angela Turner have offered their names for reelection and have been accepted by the Board. A nomination of Martha Maudsley for GN Secretary has been
accepted by the Board. No nomination for Vice President has been received. Further nominations shall be
accepted from the floor at the Annual General Meeting (AGM)(presently slated for September 14). If only one
candidate for a position has been nominated, he or she shall be elected by acclimation and no vote is required;
otherwise, an election will be conducted using a secret voting ballot procedure by eligible GN members having
the right to vote (ie. paid-up membership).”

Special Thanks to the GN members who helped to pick up trash
at the Stampede Grounds on May 16. Lots of trash and likely
there will be other opportunities to pick up trash here as it is a
large property.

Ben will be missed! This is such an understatement.
Over the years, Ben has been a stalwart volunteer for the Interpretive Program. When we needed anything
related to construction, we talked to Ben. When we wanted to have families build birdhouses and get
involved with helping wildlife, we asked Ben. There are hundreds and hundreds of wren houses and robin
shelves and bird feeders around Medicine Hat, built from kits that Ben cut up for us.
When we were getting new flooring, Ben provided incredible inlaid critters, which are still beautiful. When
we had ideas, Ben could give us the practical advice on how to get things done.
And above all, Ben always was eager to share his knowledge and enthusiasm about the world around us.
Ben didn't just watch birds. He really enjoyed them.
A further tribute to Ben is included in the President’s Report.

President’s Report to GN Members
My wife, Annalora, and I have just returned from a visit to Waterton National Park. What an exciting event it
was to actually go on a little trip and stay overnight somewhere else! Waterton was almost completely open
and functioning with hotels quite full, restaurants serving takeout and on patios, and most shops open.
For the first time we were able to drive Akimina Parkway to Cameron Lake. Though the buildings at the lake
were saved, not much forest is left along that drive. One small patch of forest along the lakeshore at Cameron
Lake has been spared but otherwise the forest is gone and the environment is very changed from what we
have known in the past. Nonetheless, we did see sheep and bears along this road though birdlife is
dramatically changed.
Probably, the biggest highlight for our three days there were the wildflowers. Balsamroot has run amok!
Mountainsides were covered in their large yellow blooms. Alpine Lupine was abundant and Waterton is still
the go-to place for dramatic wildflower viewing! Arnicas are taking over the burned out forests.
A huge new interpretive center building is under construction in the middle of town but not yet open. A new
feature at the park is messages about invasive species of plants. At two places there is new signage about
cleaning your shoes before going for a walk among the wildflowers. The sign is equipped with brushes on
which you can clean invasive seeds off your footwear before venturing among the blooms. We also saw a team
of about ten staff all garbed up for chemical spraying who presumably were spraying invasive plants among
the alpine lupine in the large meadow along the entrance drive.
A visit to Waterton is going to be very worthwhile because we will all be able to watch a forest making a
comeback. It is already beginning to happen.
GN AGM is postponed one more time to September 14th
It is with some frustration that we announce once again that our AGM which had already been postponed
once to June 22 is now postponed again to September 14th. The provincial government has indicated that
outdoor meetings will be limited to 20 people in the next stage so that made meeting outdoors on June 22
problematic. We debated conducting a zoom AGM like many organizations are doing but the demographic of
our society might prevent some members from participating. It looks like covid restrictions will be relaxed
enough by September that we might even be able to meet in person indoors by September so we opted to go
that route. If not indoors we would meet outdoors.
In the meantime, we have received a candidate for secretary and are still looking for a candidate for VicePresident. By meeting in September, we still have time to receive applications or nominations for that
position.
Outdoor Field Trips Are Permitted With Restrictions
Since the size permitted for outdoor gatherings has now increased to 10 again. We are resuming outdoor
birding field trips with restrictions up to 10 people, keeping socially distanced and without car-pooling.
Neighborhood walks are continuing as before but now allowing 10 people in one group. In the meantime I
hope you are keeping well and getting vaccinated. Enjoy your summer months. It looks like some kind of
normal living is just around the corner if all goes well.
Many will miss Ben
In closing, I would like to say how many of us were shocked to hear of the passing of Ben Velner. For many
of us he was a friend and colleague. Ben was also a big contributor to the Grasslands Naturalists through
the leading of field trips and through freely providing carpentry and other creative services to our society.
Many Bluebird boxes in the Cypress Hills are his handiwork. It is hard to imagine Grasslands Naturalists
without Ben as he was such an integral part of our little community. We all will miss him.

Submitted by
Phil Horch
President

Upcoming Events, Field Trips and Announcements
(Note: All walks and field trips will be conducted under existing COVID-19 Rules. Presently outside
groups are limited to 10 with social distancing. If more are present the group will be split).
Wednesday, June 16 at 10:00 AM: Teepee and Saamis Coulee Walk. Meet at the Teepee Parking Lot.
Wednesday, June 23 at 10:00 AM: Ranchlands Walk. Meet at the far NE end of Ranchlands Boulevard.
Saturday, June 26 or Saturday July 3 at 11:00 AM: Invasive Species ID and reporting Workshops for
Pond Adoptors. Reporting invasive species on the EDDMapS app. To register for one of these workshops
call the Nature Centre at 403 529-6225. There is no cost and each participant will receive an “Invasive
Species” booklet.
Wednesday, June 30 at 10:00 AM: Adopt-a-Pond Walk. Locale to be announced. Contact the Nature
Centre.
Saturday, July 3 at 07:00 AM: Phil Horch’s Annual Trip to the Cypress Hills. Meet at the East end of the
Walmart Parking Lot. To adhere to COVID-19 rules there will be no carpooling. Trip will end in early
afternoon so you could bring a lunch and enjoy the Cypress Hills.
Wednesday walks for July and August will be held but have not been planned as yet. However with school
being out this is a great opportunity to have your children or grandchildren attend with you. Remember
dress appropriately with good walking shoes and a hat. Keep hydrated by drinking water before leaving on
the walk and possibly carry a water bottle with you. Contact the Nature Centre to find out the location
and time of each Wednesday Walk.
Thursday July 8 from 1:00 to 3:00 PM: SEAWA 14th Annual General Meeting by Zoom. Register at
executive@seawa.ca .
<Mountain
Bluebird Eggs
Photo taken by
Donna Steele
along the Carol
Porter Bluebird
Trail.
Unfortunately
after this photo
many of the
bluebird eggs
were frozen
during the cold
weather in May
but there has
been much
relaying.
Top Left: Common Yellowthroat visiting Ian & Angela’s
backyard after the May storm.
Bottom Left: Wandering Garter Snake: Photo by Jay
Maudsley.

Exciting Sightings by Bob Frew
The month of May is the most productive time for the sighting of passerines during spring migration, a time
when many avian species are passing through our region to their northern breeding grounds, or are returning
here to nest and raise their young. Now as we enter the month of June migration has peaked, giving way to
the possibility of finding late migrants and rarities. Some exciting sightings reported during this period
include the following:
Grosbeaks- Milt and Elaine Spitzer reported a Black-headed Grosbeak along the road to Spruce Coulee in
the Cypress Hills on May 18th, and Barry and Judy Anderson had a Rose-breasted Grosbeak at Ajax Coulee on
May 30th. The songs of both grosbeak species are similar, and positive identification must be confirmed
visually. These are the first reports for each of these species this spring.
Wood Warblers- This spring an apparent dearth of warblers was
noted in Southeastern Alberta, which may have been due to
prevailing weather conditions. Sightings reported included; Yellowrumped, Orange-crowned, Blackpoll, Wilson’s, Palm, Yellow,
and Tennessee Warblers
American Redstart,
Ovenbird,
Common Yellowthroat, and Northern Waterthrush. These
brightly coloured neo-tropical migrants are considered the jewels of
North American birds.
Lazuli Bunting- There have been several sightings of this attractive
bunting which is considered a specialty species, and brings visiting
birders to our area. Barry and Judy Anderson reported a male on a
trail below Alexandra School on May 25th, Dan Schiebelbein reported
another in the ravine by McCoy High School, and Phil and Annalora
Horch had one more at the Saskatchewan River/Ross Creek
confluence in Strathcona Island Park on May 30th.
Yellow-breasted Chat- Another of our area specialties, Milt and
Elaine Spitzer observed a Chat (FOY on May 28th) along a Police Point
Park ski trail, in the swale which parallels the island across from the
sewage lagoons. The Chat is the largest of our warblers, and is
usually first detected by its unique “chatter”.

Tennessee Warbler: Photo by
Bob Frew

Upland Sandpiper- A pair of Upland Sandpipers was reported by Dan Schiebelbein at Red Rock Coulee on
May 17th. This uncommon Sandpiper is often seen perched on fence posts, but can be difficult to detect when
on grassy prairie. It has large dark eyes, a small dove-like head on a long thin neck, and a long tail and wings.
Its distinctive weird “wolf whistle” song can be heard on its breeding grounds. It is seldom seen with other
shorebirds.
Western Tanager- On May 17th, Bob Frew reported a male Western Tanager at Elkwater. The Tanager’s
Robin-like song was heard in the woods across from the Banding Station, and then visually confirmed.
Ferruginous Hawk- While birding in the Brooks/Rolling Hills area on May 15th, Phil and Annalora Horch
tallied 5 Ferruginous Hawks. Adult birds have a rufous colour on their backs, shoulders, and also leggings.
Broad white crescent-shaped patches on the upper wing are distinctive.
Olive-sided Flycatcher- This large flycatcher was observed perched typically on a cottonwood snag behind
the Nature Centre at Police Point Park on the morning of June 9th. The distinctive white tufts on the sides of
the rump are often not visible. Its song is a “quick three beers”.
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Loggerhead Shrike has a broad black mask which
extends across its forehead, and is slightly smaller than
the similar Northern Shrike which is a winter visitor.

Please report your exciting sightings to Bob
Frew: phone 403-526-4573, or e-mail
Robert.frew@shaw.ca
Loggerhead Shrikes: Photo by Dan Schiebelbeing

World Environment Day and the Decade for Ecosystem Restoration.
https://www.worldenvironmentday.global/
The Decade for Ecosystem Restoration will be launched today on World Environment Day 2021 (on June
5). Those who explore the website for World Environment Day will learn of the many ways that ecosystem
restoration can improve life on earth and ameliorate the two big crises of the century: climate and
extinctions. All healthy ecosystems are carbon sinks. So, as ecosystems get restored, carbon will be taken out
of the air. The carbon is sequestered in the roots of the grasses and other plants in the complex plant
communities of prairie grasslands - and prairie roots go deep. Even after a prairie fire most of the stored
carbon remains underground in the roots, and the prairie grasses and wildflowers rise up again the next
spring. And of course, multiple species (including pollinators) survive in healthy ecosystems, slowing down
the rate of extinctions. Restoration can happen as close to home as at the back of our fences, or in the
corners of our school grounds, parks, and other public spaces. Restoration can also be massive projects led by
industry and governments to move faster towards a safer climate for all in perpetuity.
Locally, we have a head-start for the Decade for Ecosystem Restoration. SEAWA’s riparian
restoration projects are now in their fourth year.
The Adopt a Pond initiative has been gathering
enthusiastic volunteers since March 2021. Also two programs at the college support ecosystem
restoration: Agroecology Technician, and Environmental Reclamation Technician.
The Riparian Restoration Projects of SEAWA are located along the Seven Persons Creek at two locations in
town and one upstream on SMIRD property. Two other riparian restoration projects are on irrigation
reservoirs, one in town, and the other in the county. These five locations of riparian restoration are all under
the direction of agro-ecologist Marilou Montemayor who is also Executive Director of SEAWA (South East
Alberta Watershed Alliance). Stream bank stabilization is accomplished by planting and maintaining woody
vegetation and native plants, Applied research experiments help inform the SEAWA team on best practices for
stabilizing the shorelines and re-vegetating the riparian areas. Three summer staff help with the planting,
maintaining and setting up the research plots. Citizen volunteers are always welcome for weeding and
watering. Just call SEAWA 403-488-8110 if you wish to help once or twice a week in the summer.
The Adopt a Pond Initiative, launched on the spring equinox, the day before World Water Day 2021,
is taking baby steps toward ecosystem restoration by cleaning up trash near water bodies, and by reporting
invasive species on the EDDMapS app. Google Maps shows some 20 ponds in Medicine Hat. Some are
irrigation reservoirs, some are storm water collection sites, and others are landscape features or natural
wetlands. All need a little love. To adopt a pond a volunteer agrees to do four simple tasks: 1. visit the pond
every week or two; give it some love; learn its lessons. 2. Pick up trash; 3. Report invasive species on
EDDMapS (Alberta) app. and 4. Invite one or two others to do the same. A pond or riparian area can be
adopted by more than one individual or household, but everyone goes at their own best time. The pond will
enjoy the attention and care.
Continued on next page

To date, two months after the first pond was adopted, 21 sites have been adopted by individuals, households,
or groups; more than 50 people are participating. If each of those have already invited one or two others to
adopt a pond there could be over a hundred people visiting a specific area every week or two and giving it
some love. Oh my! It could grow exponentially just like the virus - but in a positive way! Several groups have
adopted a pond or riparian stretch. These include the Skateboarders Club, the Archaeological Society who
have adopted areas along the Seven Persons Creek; the Council of Canadians and Unity Lutheran Youth
families who have adopted ponds at the north edge of Crescent Heights. Two or three other groups are
pondering (pun intended).
This project costs nothing, involves many, is healthy for the participants and the planet, is pandemically
compliant, and has little administrative overhead. Furthermore, people who walk the trail say they already
notice a difference. Our city is very much cleaner than it was two months ago. Have you noticed?
If you wish to adopt a specific area, you can reduce the CO2 emitted by choosing a pond, path, or park near
where you live, work, or play. You can participate anonymously, or if you wish to be linked with other pond
adopters, register at the Nature Center at 403-529-6225. The Adopt a Pond Initiative is a collaborative
project of Grasslands Naturalists and SEAWA, in consultation with the City.
Prepared by Martha Munz Gue

No Caterpillars = No Birds
Most perching birds raise their young on caterpillars - those juicy, soft, nutritious and convenient baby food
capsules. Chickadee parents have been counted bringing between 300 and 500 caterpillars to feed their
nestlings each day!
Our society’s obsession with pristine landscaping is destroying our bird populations. In his new book,
“Nature’s Best Hope,” Douglas Tallamy spells out how we can hope to save our feathered friends, and
ourselves.
We need to move away from sterile lawns. Instead, we can create rich and beautiful front yards that can act
as conservation corridors, or pollinator pathways, connecting to our neighbours both wild and human.
Native plants are part of the key to saving our birds. Many caterpillars have evolved in association with very
specific plants. Introduced species just won’t do. In fact many introduced species are promoted because none
of our local wildlife will eat it. If you don’t have any insects browsing in your landscape, you are starving your
birds.
Grasslands Naturalists and the Interpretive Program are working on Invasive Species projects. The common
buckthorn is a serious problem in Police Point Park. John and Gerry have been removing some saplings and
girdling the larger shrubs, hoping to prevent seed set this year. Stop by to check out their work. The
buckthorn is crowding out our native chokecherries. Chokecherries happen to belong to the Prunus genus,
which is one of the most useful for restoring natural ecosystems and providing a diverse menu for birds.
The book, “Nature’s Best Hope - A new Approach to Conservation That Starts in Your Yard” by Douglas W.
Tallamy is on order for the Public Library. If you want to know more about this, you could put a hold on it.
Prepared by Corlaine Gardner

Some Flowers Observed During the Wednesday Walks

From top right clockwise: Early Yellow Locoweed, Forget-me-not, Pussy Toes,
Chokecherry, Yellow Puccoon (Stone Seed), Scarlett Mallow
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PP Park Tree: Photo by Jay Maudsley

Rock Wren: Photo by Dan Schiebelbein
Wednesday Walk Participants

Vesper Sparrow: Photo by Dan Schiebelbein

Osprey: Photo by Dan Schiebelbein

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* ______________________________
Postal Code* ________________________________

Family

$25/year _________

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: _________________________________________

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
Name
Residence telephone
Cell phone
Business phone
Email address
Residence address
Pictures

No Exclusion
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

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: __________________________________________

