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Background
This area can be divided into three basic habitat types and corresponding avian guilds. The grasslands correspond to the upland (hayed) fields. This is adjacent to a linear riparian forest which includes both upland sloped habitat and a lowland floodplain forest and associated shrubby understory. The third habitat type is the river shoreline and mid channel sandbars. Birds using these areas are largely either short- or long-distance (Neotropical) migrants but also include a small number of residents. The breeding season can be considered to be May-July (inclusive) with most breeding occurring in June. Outside of this season, the habitat is used by migrants during spring and fall stopover. Residents occur year-round.

 Concern has been raised that the use of this area by dogs offleash has resulted in declines in birds using this site. This document will establish that such claims are not based on any acceptable scientific evidence and are almost certainly unfounded. 

Establishing Avian Population Trends and Cause and Effect.
The establishment of significant changes in breeding bird abundance and richness is a science subject to rigorous peer review and the use of internationally accepted protocols. Breeding bird surveys fall into two basic approaches. The most common would be the use of point-counts conducted at least 250 m apart from sunrise to about 0800h during the breeding season when birds can be identified by song as well as sight. In linear habitat like riparian forest, a walking transect protocol is also useful but observers are required to walk at a constant pace. The second approach, spot mapping, requires that a defined grid system be covered and all birds heard or seen recorded to grid points. Over the course of at least 12 visits during the breeding season, clusters of observations are used to define individual territories. Currently, all survey data need to be corrected for differential detectability of species and habitats.
In the case of assessing the effect on birds of a covariate like the presence or absence of dogs, it is necessary to accommodate the following protocols and consdierations:

1) Contrast relative abundance and richness of avian species through time in each guild in identical sites with and without dogs. This makes use of a control (i.e. absolutely comparable habitat without dogs) to an experimental treatment (with dogs). Due to the nature of avian census data, it typically requires 5-10 years of such comparative analysis to show a statistically significant difference simply because migratory bird populations are affected by conditions on the wintering grounds as well as those experienced en route and by year-to-year changes in productivity and site use due to weather and other natural factors.
2) Real changes in bird populations in a given area can be due to a host of factors. For example, currently, it is not clear what the effect of spring weather conditions are on avian population dynamics in Saskatchewan and elsewhere. The North American Breeding Bird Survey, hosted by the Canadian Wildlife Service and the US Fish and Wildlife Service is the only large-scale dataset we have to track populations in North America. Those data show that several species in Saskatchewan and across the continent are significantly declining. Thus, to observe anecdotally that some species may be declining at the Whitecap site requires that those observations be put into context of how the species are faring at larger scales (i.e. if they are declining at whitecap and also declining provincially or nationally, implicating dogs at whitecap is entirely inappropriate). Without these comparative data, anecdotal observations are meaningless.
Mechanisms
Since dogs are not active predators of birds, it is not clear how the presence of dogs in this area could result in declines in migratory or resident species. Birds will be dissuaded from nesting on or next to trails due to human and dog traffic but that is the nature of all trails and presumably whether dogs are leashed or not and certainly true of the rest of the MVA. The vast majority of dog use of this area is along well-established trails and so it is not clear how dogs could be negatively affecting birds, especially those using the denser forest and shrub cover. The few dogs that chase sticks into grasslands or course those areas are also unlikely to impact grassland songbirds due to their extremely cryptic nature of nesting (i.e. they evolved with a host of predators like foxes, skunks etc). Currently, it is not clear how haying activities in the grasslands affect grassland nesting species. This is particularly important in cases where haying activities take place during the nesting period. On the waterfront, birds could be dissuaded from use of beaches by dogs but these birds are also sensitive to human presence on these sites. Almost all waterbird staging occurs on the opposite (west) bank of the river where birds are not disturbed by people, boat traffic etc. Moreover, with the possible exception of spotted sandpiper, shoreline birds are not typically nesting here.
Summary
To those claiming that dogs offleash at the park have caused declines in birds in this area we ask the following:

1) Which species of birds?

2) Of the species supposedly declining, which of these are not showing larger-scale declines (i.e. at the provincial or regional level)?
3) Where is the long-term dataset showing differential declines of species and populations at the park relative to a control?

Qualifications

Dr. Hobson is a research scientist with Environment Canada since 1992 specializing in avian conservation and management. He has authored over 270 peer-reviewed publications and is regularly consulted nationally and internationally on issues of wildlife conservation. He has lived in Saskatoon for 20 years and has regularly used the offleash  park for the last 6 years. 
