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TOUCHING DOWN

For a migratory bird, full recovery
from a window strike can take
weeks, perhaps months, even with
superb care, such as that offered at
the Toronto Wildlife Centre (TWC).
Birds rescued by FLAP volunteers
late in the fall migration may not
heal from their injuries until it is too
late in the year to send them on
their way. Rather than basking in
warmer, food-rich climates, they
must overwinter in Ontario, fed and
sheltered by humans. 

This past winter, nine “FLAP”
birds remained at TWC after the
window of opportunity to complete
their migratory journey had passed.
The species included White-throated
and Lincoln’s Sparrows, Red-eyed
Vireo, Rose-breasted Grosbeak,
Scarlet Tanager, Swainson’s
and Wood Thrushes,
and
Ovenbird.
All were
picked up by
trained rescuers with the Fatal Light
Awareness Program Canada. One of
these dedicated individuals, Kaitlin
Brough, chose to volunteer for TWC
as well, putting her
specialized FLAP training
to good use. 

The overwintered
birds from FLAP and
members of the public are kept in a
special enclosure. Primarily a large
aviary, it can be divided into two

smaller rooms: birds are housed in
one part and the other part has a
counter and a sink. The aviary has
branches propped up in milk crates,
hollowed-out logs and a Christmas
tree. The floor is covered in old
sheets since songbirds tend to be
rather messy. Having received
extensive training at
TWC,
Kaitlin’s
once-a-
week job is
to catch all
the birds,

then thoroughly clean
the room. Sheets go to the laundry
while enrichment items (branches
etc.) and food bowls are removed
so that the floor can be swept and
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mopped.   
TWC takes into consideration the

brightness, spectrum, colour
temperature and UV that birds
require for proper vision. The
lighting is especially important to
keep the birds on the same
photoperiod as the out-of-doors. 

Despite her experience capturing
window-collision victims, Kaitlin’s
skills are challenged by the craftiness
of these songbirds; they have largely
recovered from their injuries and
employ all their ingenuity to avoid
being caught. They’ve learned that

perching on a wall or the mesh
that separates one half of the
room from the other is a sure

way to get nabbed, so they seek out
hiding spots and then dash from one
refuge to another. It’s much easier
for Kaitlin when she has someone
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with her to guide the
birds towards her net. If
her movements are fast
and confident, she can
catch a bird in mid-flight. 

The centre’s rehab
supervisors give the birds
a quick physical exam
and administer their
vitamins, all with a
minimum of handling.
Some birds end up in
paper bags waiting their
turn to be assessed,
while others are handed
over directly upon
capture. If time permits,
Kaitlin watches over the
rehabber’s shoulder as
she examines each bird,
picking up tips that are
helpful in assessing the
birds she finds on the
street. For example, birds
might have damaged
primary or tail feathers.
Not all of these injuries
are immediately visible to
harried bird rescuers. 

Once Kaitlin has
sanitized the aviary,
covered the floor with
fresh sheets, and artfully
arranged branches and
other enrichment items,
she opens each paper bag
to allow the bird to
emerge. Minimal cleaning
is done by other
volunteers during the
week. 

Each of the birds is
delightful in its own way,
but Kaitlin finds that the
two Wood Thrushes (a
species designated as
threatened by the
Committee on the Status
of Endangered Wildlife in
Canada) are the most
captivating. Not only do
they make the most noise
to signal their displeasure
at attempts to capture
them, but they puff up
the feathers on top of
their heads, making
themselves look as
formidable as possible. 

Part of the enclosure where birds overwinter at the
Toronto Wildlife Centre.
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Tell Us What You’re Doing to Prevent Bird Deaths
Until May 20th, Global Bird Rescue is
running a social media contest asking
for submissions of bird-building
collision mitigation ideas. Submit
photos of your bird-safe windows
using #MakeWindowsBirdSafe and
tag the FLAP Canada account to be
entered to win. During the contest
we will send out posts on relevant

topics:  what makes a window
dangerous; guidelines for visual markers;
tips on how to create your own bird-safe
markers; available products; what to do
if you find an injured bird; and how to
monitor migration from home. One
person will be chosen to win a lovely
glass bird feeder from Moore Design Bird
Feeders. 

Tennessee Warbler

Continued from page 1



FATAL LIGHT AWARENESS PROGRAM (FLAP) CANADA flap.org  birdsafe.ca 3

SPRING 2020TOUCHING DOWN

sites. He also wanted the data he
collected to be openly accessible so
that anyone at Western could learn
about how the buildings where they
work and study were harming birds.
To that end, he used Google Maps
to record collisions since it allows
photos to be embedded on a
campus map to

pinpoint
locations where

strikes occur; it
also enables volunteers to
add new data directly from
their cell phones.  In
addition, Brendon tracked
survey efforts by logging
the amount of time spent on the
surveys each day, which buildings
were checked and in which order.
The sites were monitored daily
during spring and fall migration
with the help of a few volunteers,
and less often in the summer.
Brendon’s team documented 440
collisions, some evidenced by mere
feathers or bones. 

One of the most unusual
incidents was the discovery of a
Double-crested Cormorant that had
hit a large glass pane and ended up
at the bottom of a stairwell.
Brendon walked down and gently
nudged it towards the top of the
stairs, and the cormorant flew away. 

Brendon is not a dispassionate
scientist, but someone who cares

The University of Western Ontario
has “a breathtaking campus with
stunning natural areas and lots of
reflective glass buildings in
between,” says Brendon Samuels, a
graduate student in the Department
of Biology who works at the
university’s Advanced Facility for
Avian Research (AFAR).  The result is
“a perfect storm scenario for bird-
window strikes.” Deeply disturbing
as this is, it plays into Brendon’s PhD
research into how the behaviour
and visual system of birds relates to
the risk of collisions with plate glass.
His research concentrates on
developing methods that test birds’
behaviour around glass and
collision-prevention markers, but
Brendon also monitors buildings on
Western University’s campus.

FLAP has been collaborating with
researchers at AFAR for several
years. In 2016-2017, an
undergraduate student monitored a
small subset of buildings on
campus. In 2017-2019, a graduate
student analyzed FLAP’s monitoring
data to determine if bird species,
abundance or age are related to
their risk of being killed by a
window. Since Brendon began his
PhD last year, he has led a Bird-Safe
Campus team for Global Bird
Rescue and invited FLAP’s executive
director to provide technical
assistance to a group working on a
new bird-friendly by-law for the City
of London.

In April 2019, Brendon began
monitoring some 40 buildings on
campus to help him find answers to
his research questions and to
identify high- and low-risk collision

deeply about birds.  “Every time I
come across a bird that has struck a
window, my heart drops,” he says.
And yet, this work is less about
rescuing birds and more about
finding out why they hit where they
hit.  Still he puts injured birds in a
low-stimulus environment, such as a

closed paper bag,
gives

them
time to
recover and
then releases the
survivors.  A rare few
are sent to the
Salthaven Wildlife and
Education Centre on

London’s outskirts. 
Last year, Brendon also circulated

BirdSafe® business cards and
posters asking students, faculty and
university staff to contact him if
they witnessed a bird strike.  He
hoped to get citizen scientists
involved and to locate collision sites
that had not been considered. The
success of this strategy surprised
him: he received some 40 additional
reports and discovered several
previously undocumented problem
areas.  It also created an upswell of
awareness: many people were
distressed to discover how often
birds were hitting buildings on
campus. 

Since getting the word out,
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Continued on page 4

Birds collected around
Western University
buildings in 2019.

Monitoring University Buildings 



Brendon has had a few productive
meetings with officials. He identified
the two buildings with the most
documented collisions in 2019 as
top priorities for retrofits; there has
been some movement in that
direction. If the retrofits do happen,
Brendon will do post-treatment
monitoring that could enable
comparisons among data from
2019, 2020 and subsequent years
to show the effectiveness of the
treatments. However, Brendon
stressed that coordinating the
logistics and funding for wide-scale
retrofits is complicated and requires
approvals and long-term planning.
In light of improved awareness of
bird collisions, Western University
has committed to adopting bird-
friendly building design practices for
all its future development. 

Brendon’s campus patrols were
slated to continue this spring with a
dozen people lined up to help, but
have been postponed due to
COVID-19-related closures. Brendon
narrowed down monitoring to 38
specific sites, about 20 buildings, not
all of them high-collision. For his
research, Brendon chose locations
with big windows and some with
small ones; some that appear low risk;
some close to habitat, others not.
Brendon is also developing a map of
the campus to identify remaining
patches of bird habitat in order to
model how birds move among those
patches relative to the location of
buildings where collisions occur. 

“I love the work I do,” says
Brendon. “It encourages me to step
out of the bubble that most of us
live in day to day, the bubble of

buildings and sidewalks between
destinations. My fieldwork on
campus has given me a reason to
pause and look a little closer. I focus
on how human activities and
infrastructure inside our bubble
affect the wildlife that lives within
and outside it, especially birds that
hit our windows and depend on
remaining patches of habitat on
campus. I’ve become aware of the
intersection between the built and
natural environments. We can make
simple changes to turn that
intersection into a safer space for
birds and other animals.”

Ill-fated Ovenbird 
Lisa Horn had seen many injured birds make miraculous recoveries
under the care of wildlife rehabilitators. But she knew instantly that an
Ovenbird she found last September – with the lower part of its bill
almost sheared off – had no chance. 

On a morning patrol of York University campus buildings, Lisa
spotted a small bird at the base of a glass linkway. Something was
terribly wrong, but her mind refused to
register that the bird’s lower mandible
was attached by only a thread. The
Ovenbird was bright-eyed
and alert, ready to run. Surely
a bird so severely injured would
be hunched over in extreme pain?

At the Toronto Wildlife Centre, Lisa
choked out the story and the Ovenbird was
rushed into emergency. As they waited for
the verdict, Lisa and the hotline staff member
she’d come to know over many trips to the
rehab centre hugged and cried. As they feared, the rehabilitator
confirmed that recovery was near impossible and the loss of half of his
bill would not allow the bird to survive in the wild. The adrenaline
coursing through his body may have numbed him to the pain. The
Ovenbird was humanely euthanized. 
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Continued from page 3

One day in spring 2019, Brendon
counted six dead and three
stunned migratory birds at the
all-glass International and
Graduate Affairs Building on 
the Western University campus. 
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If you cottage or camp in the
boreal forest, be on the lookout 
for Rusty Blackbirds on 
the ground where 
they forage for insects by
flipping leaves, often at the
water’s edge. They have an
affinity for marshes, streams,
beaver ponds and other wet areas.
In the spring males often sit at the
very tip of a conifer to broadcast
their cheerful, burbling song to rivals
and potential mates.

If you don’t frequent the boreal,
you still have a chance to see this
charismatic but unassuming bird as it
migrates towards the southeastern
United States for the winter.
Spotting one en route
requires keen eyes and
patience, as they often join large
flocks of Red-winged Blackbirds,
Common Grackles and Brown-
headed Cowbirds, and are easily
missed among their louder, more
abundant cousins. 

Their seasonal migration inevitably
brings Rusty Blackbirds through
urban areas and into contact with
windows. A few individuals are
picked up by FLAP volunteers each
year and rarely survive. Minimizing
window strikes for Rusty Blackbirds is
crucial, as this species has seen a
greater decline than almost any other
North American bird in recent history.
Current estimates suggest that Rusty
Blackbird populations have decreased
by 85-98% over the last five
decades, prompting the International
Union for Conservation of Nature to
designate them a vulnerable species. 

The cause of this sharp decline is
as yet unclear. Habitat destruction,

land-use changes,
mercury poisoning

and climate change top
the list of possibilities. The Rusty
Blackbird Working Group has been
established in the hope of finding
answers. The group encourages
individual birdwatchers to help by
reporting their sightings. For more
information, visit
rustyblackbird.org.

If, like me, you love the noise
and drama of our more
cosmopolitan blackbirds, then you
are spoiled for choice. Grackles, red-
wings and cowbirds are ever-present
and never subtle. But if you’re in
search of something more
understated – more nuanced,
perhaps – the Rusty Blackbird may
be just the blackbird for you. 

Kyle Horner
Kyle is the Education Coordinator at
Wild Ontario. 

Let’s take a moment to think about
blackbirds. Really picture them in your
mind. What do you see? Is it raucous
hordes of Red-winged Blackbirds and
Common Grackles descending on a
fresh-cut cornfield, dominating a local
marsh, or bullying other birds off your
backyard birdfeeders? Can you hear
their grating screeches and squawks
drowning out pleasant warbles and
chirps?

These very sights and sounds are
what I love about blackbirds. I love
their gregarious nature, unwavering
self-confidence, and unabashed
exuberance. But if you – like many –
prefer your blackbirds of a quieter
sort, I know just the one for you.

The Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus
carolinus) doesn’t hoard or dominate
or bully. It doesn’t care for urban
areas and it’s not particularly loud.
Instead this elegant little bird quietly
inhabits our northern forests, minding
its business and bothering nobody.

Like many songbirds, the Rusty
Blackbird has two, seemingly distinct
plumages: one for summer and
another for winter. Unlike most
others though, it is the winter garb
that gives this bird its name. A
winter male looks like a black bird
that has quite literally rusted, with
its dark feathers heavily tipped in
orange-red. You’d be forgiven for
thinking that these feathers were
old and worn, but the opposite is
true. The rusty feathers grow in the
late summer; by spring the rufous
tips simply abrade away leaving a
glossy, black suit punctuated only by
a yellow eye. Females wear their
rusty dress in all seasons, staying
true to the name year-round.
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Volunteer/Donor Profile: Alan Li

Alan Li is an artist immersed in
nature – in every imaginable way. As
a child, he spent endless hours

exploring the cliffs and forests of the
Niagara Escarpment near his home.
Now he draws and paints elements
of nature, from the most intimate to
the most majestic; teaches art
workshops to eager participants of
all ages; does bird rescue patrols;
and volunteers for grassroots
environmental organizations to
further their causes and help them
raise money. 

Alan is one of those rare
creatures who walks the commercial
streets of Mississauga looking for
birds that have hit windows. It’s a
thankless task in the suburbs where
FLAP volunteers find very few live
birds. All of the birds that Alan picks
up are eventually brought to the
Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) for
research and educational purposes.
But first they go to the FLAP freezer.
When Alan is ready to illustrate a
particular species, he’ll borrow a bird
from FLAP and pose it himself before

beginning to draw or paint it. The
birds are kept in a semi-frozen state
the entire time he’s working with

them.
Alan muses that he

works in much the
same way that
American painter and
ornithologist John
James Audubon
worked. In Audubon’s
case, he would wire a
dead bird into position
and paint furiously
before it began to
decompose. Alan can
and does take
advantage of
refrigeration. But, like

Audubon, he needs to see the bird,
hold it, look at it from different
angles. 

He also contributes to FLAP
Canada by putting his artwork to
use as fundraising merchandise. Over
the past five
years, Alan has
created a line
of prints and
cards that
FLAP can sell
or give away
as gifts to
donors. The
paintings and
drawings of
birds – from
Eastern
Kingbird to
Whip-poor-will
to Belted
Kingfisher –
are exquisite.
Some of the

images appear in this newsletter or
take centre stage in FLAP campaigns,
such as the Blue Jay that graces our
Birds in Your Hood poster. 

A dozen organizations, such as
Toronto Botanical Garden, the High
Park Nature Centre, LEAF and Swift
Care Ontario, have benefited in
similar ways from Alan’s talent and
commitment to nature conservation,
a theme woven into his art classes as
well. As it says on his website,
alanlidrawings.com, “Alan believes
that drawing can open people’s eyes
to the planet’s diversity and show
them that it matters.” To that end,
he founded the League of Urban
Nature Artists (LUNA), a volunteer
collective based in Toronto,
lunatoronto.org, in 2019. 

At FLAP Canada, we look
forward to many more years of
association with this talented and
dedicated young man.

Alan Li and his bird sketching class at the
Royal Ontario Museum. 

Life-sized Sora drawing done with graphite pencil on
illustration board.
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Song Sparrow                          2       34       36
Swainson's Thrush                   5       36       41
Swamp Sparrow                      1       43       44
Tennessee Warbler                 20       95     115
Traill's Flycatcher                                  9         9
Turkey Vulture                                     1         1
Veery                                                   7         7
Virginia Rail                              3         4         7
Warbling Vireo                                    3         3
White-breasted Nuthatch                    2         2
White-crowned Sparrow                   10       10
White-throated Sparrow        49     275     324
Wilson's Warbler                      4       10       14
Winter Wren                            7         9       16
Wood Thrush                         2       16       18
Yellow-bellied Flycatcher                     4         4
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker        10       60       70
Yellow-billed Cuckoo                          4         4
Yellow-rumped Warbler           7         8       15
Yellow Warbler                                  12       12
Unknown                                 1     132     133

TOTAL                            479 2658 3137

Northern Cardinal                               1         1
Northern Flicker                       2       18       20
Northern Parula                       7       22       29
Northern Saw-whet Owl                     3         3
Northern Waterthrush              1       14       15
Orange-crowned Warbler                    8         8
Ovenbird                                32     147     179
Palm Warbler                           2         4         6
Philadelphia Warbler                1         2         3
Pine Grosbeak                                     1         1
Pine Warbler                                     12       12
Purple Finch                                        1         1
Red-breasted Nuthatch                     17       17
Red-eyed Vireo                         3       38       41
Red-tailed Hawk                                  1         1
Red-winged Blackbird              1         6         7
Rock/Homing Pigeon                         12       12
Rose-breasted Grosbeak          1       17       18
Ruby-crowned Kinglet            36     112     148
Ruby-throated Hummingbird   1       49       50
Rusty Blackbird                                 3         3
Savannah Sparrow                   1                    1
Scarlet Tanager                                  10       10
Sharp-shinned Hawk                           2         2

Alder Flycatcher                                  2         2
American Redstart                   2       23       25
American Robin                       2       35       37
American Tree Sparrow                       3         3
American Woodcock                2       42       44
Baltimore Oriole                                  4         4
Barn Swallow                                    2         2
Bay-breasted Warbler               3       45       48
Belted Kingfisher                                 2         2
Black and White Warbler         6       46       52
Blackburnian Warbler               5       41       46
Black-capped Chickadee                     2         2
Blackpoll Warbler                     3         9       12
Black-throated Blue Warbler    9       47       56
Black-throated Green Warbler  5       42       47
Blue-headed Vireo                             11       11
Blue Jay                                    1         7         8
Blue-winged Warbler                          2         2
Brown Creeper                       80     142     222
Brown-headed Cowbird                      2         2
Brown Thrasher                                   2         2
Canada Warbler                    1       10       11
Cape May Warbler                   1         9       10
Cedar Waxwing                       2       13       15
Chestnut-sided Warbler         11       29       40
Chipping Sparrow                               6         6
Common Grackle                     1         1         2
Common Yellowthroat             8       34       42
Dark-eyed Junco                      5       74       79
Downy Woodpecker                           2         2
Eastern Bluebird                       1                    1
Eastern Towhee                                   2         2
Eastern Whip-poor-will                    1         1
Eastern Wood Pewee                       2         2
European Starling                     1         7         8
Field Sparrow                                      5         5
Fox Sparrow                             1       12       13
Golden-crowned Kinglet        41     184     225
Gray Catbird                            4         9       13
Grey-cheeked Thrush                          6         6
Hermit Thrush                        18       58       76
House Finch                             1         8         9
House Sparrow                        5       51       56
House Wren                             2         4         6
Indigo Bunting                                    2         2
Killdeer                                                1         1
Least Flycatcher                        1         4         5
LeConte's Sparrow                              1         1
Lincoln's Sparrow                     4       11       15
Magnolia Warbler                    7       42       49
Mourning Dove                        1         8         9
Mourning Warbler                              4         4
Nashville Warbler                   46     273     319

2019 FLAP Building Collision Data
Birds recovered by FLAP rescue volunteers at around 
200 commercial buildings in the Greater Toronto Area
Species                              Alive   Dead   Total Species                              Alive   Dead   Total Species                              Alive   Dead   Total

Species at risk are in bold.
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Belted Kingfisher found in the Bloor and Bay Street area of Toronto in 2019. 
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I will join BirdSong, FLAP Canada's Monthly Giving Plan*
On the 15th of each month, I will give:

Name

Address

City                                      Prov.                     Postal Code

Phone

Email

$10           $15           $20          $25          I prefer $

I will make a single gift of:

$50           $100         $150        $200        I prefer $

I’ve included a signed, voided cheque for my monthly gifts.

I’ve included my cheque or money order, payable to 
FLAP Canada.

I prefer to use my credit card:

       VISA          MasterCard          

Card no. 

Exp.           /                    Signature
Month           Year

Title           Given name(s)                              Surname

Street number/name                                                         Suite no.

Area code                                                                 Ext.

Fatal Light Awareness Program (FLAP) Canada
123 Queen Street West, Box 199, Toronto, Ontario M5H 3M9
Tel.: 416-366-FLAP (3527) • flap@flap.org • flap.org • birdsafe.ca

CRA Charity Number 14074 6736 RR0001

Your kind support will enable FLAP Canada to continue its conservation
work.

*You can change or cancel your participation in the BirdSong Monthly
Giving Plan at any time by contacting us. Gifts of $20 or more will
automatically be receipted; others by request.

I Will Support FLAP Canada

McLean Foundation 

The Johansen-Larsen Foundation 

The Hodgson Family Foundation 

Toronto Ornithological Club 

Jackman Foundation

Helen McCrea Peacock Foundation

The Charles Frederick Fell Foundation 

MANY THANKS!

Echo Foundation

The Eric S. Margolis Family Foundation 

We extend our deep gratitude to all individual donors, government
agencies, foundations and corporate donors that have supported 

FLAP Canada over the past year. 

Environment and Climate Change Canada 


