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Birding as a tool for conservation: preliminary
development of an educational program to
increase environmental awareness in the
Assiniboine River Valley in Brandon, Manitoba.
L. M. Jago and C. D. Malcolm, Brandon University

Abstract: Bird watching is a popular past-time for many people, ranging from
throwing bread to ducks in a pond to experienced birders who spend hours
observing and documenting bird behaviour. The objective of this project is to
exploit the public fascination with birds in order to develop an educational program
that increases environmental awareness in southwest Manitoba. The first stage of
this project involves documentation of the species assemblage along the
Assiniboine River in Brandon. Weekly bird surveys were carried out along public
walking paths near the Brandon Riverbank Discovery Centre from mid-May to
the end of September, 2003. The paths pass through a variety of habitats such as
maple forests, native and non-native grasslands, marshland and riparian areas.
With the help of volunteer birders from the Brandon Naturalist Society, information
was recorded on the species observed, method of observation, habitat, and
behaviour. This data is presented, along with preliminary examples of birding
educational materials. This study is the beginning of a long-term project that will
include the development of an interactive educational plan to be implemented at
the Riverbank Discovery Centre in Brandon.

Introduction
Between 1996 and 2001, the population of Brandon, Manitoba
increased by 2% every year (Economic Development Brandon 2003). As
Brandon becomes a larger urban centre, it is becoming increasingly
important to keep Brandonites in touch with their natural environment
through first-hand experience with natural areas. This can be achieved
through the development of ecotourism programs that can attract people
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of all ages to natural areas that are within the city limits and, therefore, are
accessible to all people regardless of mobility or socio-economic status.
The intrinsic respect that people will develop for nature through contact
with these environments will hopefully be reflected in “environmentallyfriendly” behaviours (Rome and Romero 1998; Neisenbaum and Gorka
2001).
The Assiniboine River Corridor is a nature conservation area in
Brandon, providing an important habitat for many species of plants and
wildlife, as well as “being a gathering place to connect people and nature”
(Brandon Riverbank Inc. 2003). In 1995, the City of Brandon enacted the
Assiniboine River Corridor Master Plan (ARCMP) (Lombard North Group
1995). The ARCMP outlined a strategy for the “enhancement, development
and conservation of Brandon’s Assiniboine River Corridor” (pg. 7).
Conservation of the river habitat is to include the development of education
and interpretive opportunities (Lombard North Group 1995). The two main
objectives for education under the ARCMP include environmental
education, and learning experiences. (pg. 9). Environmental education
will “increase the visitor’s and community’s understanding and sensitivity
to the dynamics of the River’s environment by making provisions for people
to experience and appreciate the Assiniboine’s natural qualities”. (pg. 9).
Learning experiences will “provide opportunities for family oriented
learning experiences which enable access and enjoyment of natural ecosystems in balance with their conservation for future generations.” (pg.
9). These goals can be accomplished through a comprehensive nature
education initiative, which includes bird watching, for local residents and
ecotourists.
Bird watching is a popular recreational activity in which people of all
ages can participate. Activities range from buying birdfeeders for backyard
bird watching to spending significant amounts of money on viewing
equipment and travel (Dickinson and Edmondson 1996). As a result of its
popularity, birdwatchers compose the largest sector of global ecotourism.
In addition, birdwatchers tend to be educated, wealthy and committed;
this makes them an excellent candidate for conservation education
(Sekercioglu 2002). As the number of people participating in ecotourism
activities, such as viewing and photographing wildlife, continues to
increase, the number of recreational birdwatchers can be expected to
increase as well. In Manitoba, wildlife viewing is the most important
ecotourism related activity. After mammals, birds are the most important
wildlife group associated with ecotourism in the province (Weaver et al.
1995).
This paper reports on the first stage of a multi-year education project
that will use birds and the activity of bird watching as an educational tool

Prairie Perspectives

169

to increase the public fascination with birds in Brandon. In turn, a greater
understanding of the environment, gained through bird watching, will
hopefully lead to an increase in environmental conservation ideals in
southwest Manitoba. The Assiniboine River Valley in Brandon is an ideal
place to develop educational ecotourism programs based on birding, since
it offers a variety of avian habitat types, including forested regions,
wetlands, and native prairie grasslands.
The development of an effective educational program firstly requires
baseline data of the bird species present along the Assiniboine River
Corridor. The aim of this stage of the study is therefore to document bird
species present during the summer months in the Assiniboine River Valley
ecosystem in Brandon. We also present some initial educational tools
developed for the beginning birder that will be implemented in education
programs through the Brandon Riverbank Discovery Centre.

Methods
The maps presented in this paper were created by digitizing land cover
types directly from orthorectified aerial photographs of the area and groundtruthing to ensure accuracy. The habitat types present in the study are
quite diverse, ranging from pavement to native grass prairie (Figure 1).
Two walking trails at the Brandon Riverbank Discovery Centre were
selected as study sites, labelled Pond Trail and Vireo Trail (Figure 2). A
modified point count transect (Bibby et al. 2000) was utilized to census
bird species along the paths. Bird data were not collected for abundance
estimates but rather simple presence by location and date. Census points
were established at 100 metre intervals along the path (i.e. not straight
line), with 50 metre radii and were marked using Global Positioning System
(GPS) technology. Due to path sinuosity, some census diameters overlapped
(Figure 2); however since only occurrence was recorded no bias was
present. Data were collected for 3-minute periods at each census point,
recording: 1) species type, 2) cardinal direction or observation, 3) type of
observation (visual or audio), 4) number of individuals, and 5) behaviour
(e.g. flying, perching, singing, calling.) A total of 20 surveys were
completed for each trail. Data were collected along both transects twice
weekly from May 20 to June 11, 2003, during spring migration and
breeding, and once a week from June 17 to September 23, 2003. Four
days were cancelled due to weather conditions, such as rain or wind speed
exceeding 25 km/hr, and volunteer availability. Skilled birders are essential
in this type of research, often requiring researchers to hire or seek volunteer
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Figure 1: Study area.

expert research assistants (Hobson et al. 2002). In this study experienced
volunteer birders from the Brandon Naturalist Society participated to help
with species identification.
To begin development of the education portion of the project, the
presence of bird species observed more than five times on the Pond Trail
and the Vireo Trail was calculated for each month. This eliminates species
that are quite difficult to observe and transients that may be very uncommon
to the area. Due to weather conditions and volunteer availability, data
were not collected on an equal number of days per month. Data were
therefore corrected so that the number of census days per month was equal.
The greatest number of observations for an individual species in each
month was approximately 1000. Therefore, observations were grouped
into four main “chance to observe” categories in multiples of ten: 0 =
“Not Likely”, 1 - 10 = “If You are Lucky”, 11-100 = “Good Chance”, and
101 - 1000 = “Very Good Chance”. Each category was assigned a shade
of green from light (“not likely”) to dark (“very good chance”) (Table 1).
The purpose of this type of presentation is to provide inexperienced
birdwatchers with a simple method of identifying the probability of viewing
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Figure 2: Point census transects.

specific species: 1) during general periods of the summer, and 2) in different
environments along the trail.
For a birding education program to be successful, it is important to
include the two different methods of observation: visual and audio. During
the surveys birds were observed both by sight and by ear. The percentage
of visual versus audio observations was calculated for each bird observed
more than five times, for each trail. Each species were classified into one
of three categories: “most likely to hear”, “most likely to see”, or “may
see or hear”. A threshold of 75% was applied for classification. For
example, a species identified by sight 75% of the time or more was
classified as “most likely to see”. Species that did not reach 75% for either
visual or audio were classified as “may see of hear”. For educational
purposes, these tables can be simplified to include only the species names
and a corresponding colour.
Birds that were observed less than five times in the study will also be
incorporated into future education programs, although separate from
species viewed more frequently.
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Table 1: “Chance to Observe” and primary observation method for bird species
observed more than 5 times on the Pond Trail.
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Figure 3: Most likely areas to observe the American goldfinch (Carduelis tristis).

Two individual species birding maps (American goldfinch (Carduelis
tristis) and the red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus)) (Figures 3
and 4) were also developed using the “chance to observe” concept. The
trails were classified into segments by survey transect circle. The “chance
to observe” factor was calculated for each species and the appropriate
colour applied to each segment. In addition, a cardinal direction arrow
was added for each survey point location corresponding to the most
common direction in which the species was observed.

Results and Discussion
A total of 80 species were observed during this time period. On the
Pond Trail, 68 species were observed; 55.9% were observed more than
five times during the census period. On the Vireo Trail, 50 species were
observed; 46% were observed more than five times.
Due to the open nature of the habitat surrounding the Pond Trail,
species were primarily identified visually, while the dense vegetation of
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Figure 4: Most likely areas to observe the red-winged blackbird (Agelaius
phoeniceus).

the Vireo Trail made visual identification difficult; in this instance,
identification was primarily by bird vocalizations. For example, in bird
species observed more than five times, 51% of species were identified
visually on the Pond Trail, while only 26% of species were identified
visually on the Vireo Trail. Some species, such as the red-winged blackbird
and the American crow (Corvus brachyrhynchos) have loud vocalizations
that may restrict identification of other species that are quieter. Also, some
birds are easier to see because of colour, size and behaviour. These will be
important aspects in the development of educational programs.
The data were used to develop some initial educational materials.
Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate how likely an observer walking the trails might
encounter each species during the summer months, along with the
likelihood of audio or visual observation. Figures 3 and 4 allow birders to
identify where on the trails the American goldfinch and the red-winged
blackbird can most likely be found. Using these materials (along with
identification pictures) a beginner bird watcher can identify which bird
species is likely being observed by the time of year and location on the
paths. This is a simpler method, designed for a particular location, than a
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Table 2: “Chance to Observe” and primary observation method for species
observed more than 5 times on the Vireo Trail.

field guide with many possible bird species, organized by family, to choose
from.
Birds that were observed less than five times in the study are presented
in Tables 3 and 4 for each trail. The month (or months) in which they were
observed is indicated in blue. It will be important to include these species
as present in the area in the interpretive programs to teach about natural
environmental variability. In addition: 1) some of these species may have
been present more often during periods of time that we did not census, 2)
this list may include species that are difficult to observe, or 3) this group
may include species that are missed when other more visible and/or vocal
species are present.
The collection of baseline bird data will continue in the spring and
summer of 2004. With further research and study of education theory,
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Table 3: Birds observed less than five times on the pond trail and month of
observation.

future development of an educational program to be implemented at the
Riverbank Discovery Centre in Brandon is planned to include:
1. A series of maps, such as that depicted in Figures 3 and 4 for common
species along the trail.
2. A CD-ROM audio/visual presentation in the Riverbank Discovery
Centre building including information on all bird species observed on
the Pond and Vireo Trails, as well as environmental education and
conservation issues such as birding etiquette and preservation of bird
habitats.
3. Interpretive signage located at various locations along the trail and a
companion pamphlet with information on habitat, feeding and breeding
behaviour, and conservation requirements.
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Table 4: Birds observed less than five times on the vireo trail and month of
observation.

Conclusion
In a society where television noise and the hum of traffic are more
familiar than the melody of a bird’s song, society’s connection with nature
is becoming insignificant in its daily urban lifestyle (Ehrenfeld 1993).
The creation of simple, user-friendly environmental education programs
that are easily accessible (i.e. within city limits where possible) are a
realistic method to encourage a connection and respect for nature to a
large number of people. Urban parks are ideal locations to deliver
interpretive programs given that they often provide a variety of natural
habitats within a relatively restricted area, such as the park areas that
surround the Assiniboine River Valley in Brandon. Birds are a valuable
resource in the development of such education plans since they are familiar
to most people, relatively easy to observe and are linked to various parts
of the ecosystem. As shown by this study, effective learning materials can
be created using data obtained from a simple bird census.
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