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Canada is the second largest country in the world by total area, and the northernmost in the Western Hemisphere. 
Canadian territory stretches from the island of Newfoundland in the east to the islands off British Columbia in the 
west, and in the north encompasses many large Arctic archipelagos. Canada has the longest coastline in the world, 
and has land borders with the United States to the south and to the northwest.

Canada’s political system is a parliamentary democracy and a constitutional monarchy. The country is a federation 
comprising ten provinces (Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, 
Québec, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia) and three northern territories (Yukon, 
Northwest Territories and Nunavut), with governance responsibilities divided between the provinces/territories and 
the federal system. Canada’s population was 31,612,897 people in 2006. Canada has a very low population density, 
with most of the population based in the southern part of the country, and increasingly concentrated in a few large 

arising from a high immigration rate. People of over 200 ethnic origins live in Canada, with approximately 16% 
of Canadians belonging to a non-aboriginal visible minority. There are approximately 1 million aboriginal peoples 
(North American Indian, Inuit and Métis) in Canada. 

Most regions of Canada have a continental climate with four distinct seasons. Major Canadian terrestrial biomes 
are: tundra, overlaying the permafrost zone in the Arctic; boreal forest, comprising a very large and relatively 
intact swath of the country; mixed forest, south of the boreal region; temperate forest, found in southern, generally 
lowland regions; prairies, found primarily in the Northern Great Plains regions of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and 
Alberta; Rocky Mountains, found in eastern British Columbia and western Alberta; and temperate coniferous 
forests, such as those found in coastal British Columbia.

Major land uses are agriculture in southern Canada, and resource extraction (forestry, oil and gas and mining) 
which are generally concentrated in more northern regions. Threats to biodiversity in Canada arise primarily from 
habitat loss, particularly from urbanization and agricultural conversion in the south, and large-scale forestry and 

habitats where permafrost and seasonal sea ice are already being impacted by warming temperatures.



Canada has had federally-designated protected areas since 1885 and 
the current protected areas system comprises designations including 
national parks, bird sanctuaries, wildlife areas, and forest and 
wilderness reserves. These protected areas have different but often 
complementary goals and permitted uses, and are managed by federal 
or provincial/territorial governments. Protected areas account for 
9% of Canada’s total land area (Natural Resources Canada 2008). A 
process has begun for identifying Canadian marine protected areas, 
but to date very few of these sites have been designated. Private land 
stewardship for conservation values complements legally-designated 
protected areas, particularly in southern areas of Canada. Canada has 

to donate or otherwise steward their ecologically sensitive lands.

Canada has a relatively long-standing ornithological tradition. The 

in 1887. In 1916, in response primarily to overexploitation 
pressures from market hunters, Canada signed the Migratory Birds 
Convention with the United States. The domestic enactment of this 
convention, in 1917, resulted in a federal government mandate for the 

in Canada is conducted in four main domains: government; non-
government organizations (such as Bird Studies Canada-BSC, and 
Ducks Unlimited Canada); academia and museums; and amateurs. 
Government ornithological capacity is housed primarily within the 
federal Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) of Environment Canada, 
given its legal responsibility for the protection of birds. Provincial and 

Many Canadian universities have ornithology programs or researchers, 
but capacity for museum research on birds has contracted greatly in 

contributions across the country, participating in a variety of “citizen 
science” data collection projects focused on birds, such as regional 
breeding bird atlases and breeding bird surveys (Cooke 2003). The 
Society of Canadian Ornithologists has around 350 members, largely 
comprised of academic and government scientists.

Canada’s partnership with the United States and Mexico on the North 
American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP), whose goal is to 

return waterfowl populations to their 1970s levels through wetland 
and upland habitat conservation, is an important approach to Canadian 
bird conservation. Conservation activities are delivered through joint 
ventures that bring together diverse stakeholders with an interest in 
waterfowl populations. Through this program in Canada, plan partners 
have contributed towards the conservation of 2.3 million hectares of 
bird habitat. Together with Mexico and the United States, Canada is a 
partner in the North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI). 
NABCI Canada’s goal is to deliver a full spectrum of bird conservation 
in Canada through regionally-based partnerships. Under NABCI there 
are four major bird conservation pillars in Canada: NAWMP, Partners 
in Flight (landbirds), the Canadian Shorebird Conservation Plan, and 
the North American Waterbird Conservation Plan. In Canada, NABCI 
members include federal, territorial and provincial governments, 
conservation NGOs, private sector organizations, and partners from 
the four bird conservation pillars. Planning for and implementing 
integrated bird conservation through NABCI occurs at the scale of 

biophysical elements, vegetation, and associated bird species. There 
are 12 BCRs wholly or partly in Canada.

Canada is a signatory to several international agreements for the 
protection of biodiversity, including the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, the World Heritage Convention, the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species, the Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands and the Program for the Conservation of Arctic Flora and 
Fauna. Domestic federal environmental and biodiversity legislation 
includes the Canadian Environmental Protection Act, the Species 
at Risk Act, the Migratory Birds Convention Act, the Fisheries Act, 
the National Parks Act and the Canada Wildlife Act. Provinces have 
primary responsibility for the management of natural resources and also 

also has legislation and regulations pertaining to their responsibilities.



Canada has more than 460 regularly occurring bird species. This 
relatively low species diversity stems from Canada’s northern 
geography. Bird diversity is generally split into eastern and western 
components. There is overlap between these components in central 
Canada, and some species have a country-wide distribution. Canada 
has a high proportion of migratory birds due to its northern latitude. 
A small proportion of species are year-round residents, while the 
remainder are either short-distance or Neotropical migrants. Both of 
these categories of migrant bird species are demonstrating long term 
population declines in Canada, according to estimates derived from the 
Breeding Bird Survey (Downes & Collins 2007).

Canada’s large continental landmass means that most Canadian birds 
have large breeding ranges. There are no restricted-range species 

et al. (1998), only Kirtland’s 
Warbler (Dendroica kirtlandii) could potentially be included in a 
Secondary Area. However, an additional four species and 14 subspecies 
have nationally restricted ranges (small total breeding ranges, greater 
than 100,000 km2 but less than 250,000 km2 and more than 50% of the 
North American population). The four species are Iceland Gull (Larus
glaucoides), Ivory Gull (Pagophila eburnea), Ross’s Goose (Chen
rossii) and Common Ringed Plover (Charadrius hiaticula). Canada 
has no endemic bird species or Endemic Bird Areas.

Of the 17 globally threatened bird species found in Canada, two are 
Critically Endangered, three are Endangered and four are Vulnerable 
(BirdLife International 2007)1. Of these, the Critically Endangered 
Eskimo Curlew (Numenius borealis) is possibly extinct and the 
Vulnerable Greater Prairie-chicken (Tympanuchus cupido) is extirpated 
from its former Canadian range. Six of the remaining species breed in 
Canada: Whooping Crane (Grus americana), whose only wild and self-

sustaining breeding population is found wholly within Canada; Marbled 
Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus); Bicknell’s Thrush (Catharus
bicknelli); Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii); Cerulean Warbler 
(Dendroica cerulea); and Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus). All 
of the remaining globally threatened birds in Canada are seabirds with 

Ocean. Canada’s national threatened species legislation, the Species at 
Risk Act, lists 56 bird species or subspecies as endangered, threatened, 
or special concern. The legislation prohibits killing listed extirpated, 
endangered or threatened species, or destroying their residences or 
critical habitat.

Canada’s boreal forest makes a key contribution to bird diversity 
and abundance in the country and the hemisphere. Almost half of all 
North American birds rely on the boreal forest region. Close to one 
hundred species have at least half of their entire breeding population 
in the boreal, and some species such as Bonaparte’s Gull (Larus
philadelphia), Palm Warbler (Dendroica palmarum), and Short-
billed Dowitcher (Limnodromus griseus) breed almost exclusively 
in the boreal. Eighty percent of North American waterfowl species, 

With approximately 94% of species migrating out of the boreal, it is 
a key source for non-breeding species found throughout the western 
hemisphere (Blancher & Wells 2005). Increasing demand for energy 
and forest products is leading to mounting landscape fragmentation 
within the boreal forest.

Abundant seasonal wetlands in the northern Great Plains region of 
Canada, known as prairie potholes, are of key importance for breeding 
waterfowl and waterbirds and also act as migratory stopovers for 
waterfowl breeding in the boreal forest region. Prairie grasslands 
and their associated wetlands are disappearing at a rapid rate due in 
large part to agricultural land use pressures. Many prairie-dependent 

1According to the 2008 IUCN Red List, Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus) has been downlisted from VU to NT, giving Canada a total of 16 globally threatened birds.



landbirds are demonstrating precipitous population declines (Rich 
et al. 2004).

shorebird species (Donaldson et al. 2000). Many coastal staging 
areas are used by shorebirds in Canada, with several sites hosting 
remarkable numbers of migrating individuals. Two key sites are 

2 in eastern Canada 
where up to 70% of the global population of Semipalmated Sandpipers 
(Calidris pusilla) pass through on migration, and British Columbia’s 
Fraser River Estuary (CA057) which hosts several million migrating 
shorebirds.

Canada’s Great Lakes offer important habitat for many colonial nesting 
waterbird species like gulls and terns. Numerous waterbird colonies 

coastlines.

A total of 325 global IBAs have been declared in Canada (Table 1, 
Figure 1), covering 30,312,241 ha or 2.4% of Canada’s land area. Of 
these IBAs, 31 sites have been designated under the A1 criterion and 
315 IBAs meet the A4 criteria. No IBAs have been declared in Canada 
under A2 or A3 criteria.

The IBA program in Canada was launched in 1996 as a partnership 
between the two BirdLife co-partner organizations in Canada, Nature 
Canada (then known as the Canadian Nature Federation) and Bird 
Studies Canada. In the late 1990s, an IBA technical steering committee 
was established comprising staff from the Canadian BirdLife co-
partners, CWS, and the BirdLife International Global Secretariat. The 

nominations for potential IBAs. Many IBAs were nominated based on 

The Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) provided 

(Chipley 1999). Support from the Government of Canada allowed for 

sites at the global, regional (continental) and sub-regional (national) 
levels. These IBAs were published in an online directory in 1999, 

searchable database.

Canada’s IBA network encompasses a wide diversity of habitats and 
geographic locations. IBAs range from the most northerly site, a 
breeding colony of Ivory Gulls (Pagophila eburnea) on Ellesmere 
Island in Nunavut (CA275), to the most southerly IBA in Canada, 
colonial waterbird breeding colonies in Lake Erie in southwestern 
Ontario (CA332). Many IBAs flank Canada’s Atlantic, Pacific, and 
Arctic coasts and are often designated for seabird breeding colonies, 
nearshore areas used by foraging waterbirds, or coastal habitat used 
as stopovers by migratory shorebirds. IBAs in the interior of the 
country are generally associated with waterbodies and are designated 
for congregatory waterfowl and other waterbirds, but some sites 
encompass other important habitats for threatened species (such 
as prairie grasslands, Carolinian forests and alvars), or represent 
migratory bottlenecks for groups like passerines or raptors.

Thirty-one of Canada’s IBAs are designated under the A1 criterion 
for globally threatened or Near Threatened species. These IBAs 
encompass the sole breeding habitat for the only wild and self-
sustaining Whooping Crane (Grus americana) population as well as 

prairie wetlands used by this species as migratory stopovers; Bicknell’s 
Thrush (Catharus bicknelli) breeding habitat in the high-elevation 
forests of Eastern Canada and marine habitat for foraging Marbled 
Murrelets (Brachyramphus marmoratus). The last known breeding 
location of the possibly extinct Eskimo Curlew (Numenius borealis)

No Canadian IBAs have been designated for biome-restricted species 
under criterion A3, although effort was made at the time of initial IBA 
designations to do so, with a particular focus on identifying potential 
IBAs holding representative suites of Neotropical migrants in the 
boreal forest. However, the site-based approach of IBAs may not be an 
appropriate or useful conservation tool for species like boreal passerines 
which generally occur in populations that are not yet endangered, and 
are found with low species abundance and have breeding populations 

based IBA approach in the boreal forest is the fact that the boreal is 
the largest intact forested ecosystem in the world. While this presents 
a unique opportunity for conservation, it represents a challenge for 

fragmented forested ecosystems around the world where remaining 
forest patches might all be potential IBAs. 

By far the most common type of Canadian IBA is designated under the 
A4 criteria, with a total of 315 IBAs: 213 designated for congregatory 
waterbirds (A4i), 42 designated for seabirds (A4ii), 222 designated for 
congregations of over 20,000 waterbirds or more than 10,000 seabirds 
(A4iii), and one bottleneck site designated for migratory soaring 
species.

Canadian IBAs have a mix of land ownership. Some overlap wholly 
or partly with federal, provincial, or territorial protected areas (Figure 
1). Others are found on public land with no special protection 
regime. A smaller number encompass land that is privately owned, 
particularly in the southern portion of the country. Some private land 
IBAs are managed for conservation values by land-trust conservation 
organizations. 

2Cobequid Bay (CA228), Upper Cumberland Basin (CA218), Shepody Bay West (CA173), Southern Bight, Minas Basin (CA229), Dorchester Cape and Grand Anse (CA190).
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Canadian conservation landscape has been their role as focal points for 
locally-led stewardship and protection activities. Conservation activities 
may be supported by the Canadian BirdLife co-partner organizations 
or be undertaken by local communities independent of support from 
the national co-partners. For example, through Nature Canada’s small 
grants IBA Communities in Action program, which has extended close 
to $1 million to around 200 community-based IBA conservation projects 
over the past ten years, and/or monitoring activities such as migration 
monitoring stations coordinated by Bird Studies Canada. IBA signs 
have been erected at many sites where community involvement in IBA 
conservation activities is ongoing, and many IBA Local Conservation 

The Canadian BirdLife co-partner organizations are currently launching 
a national network of IBA Caretakers in order to increase the impact of 
conservation activities undertaken by IBA LCGs (Box 1).

Increasingly, IBAs are being recognized as important inputs into broad 
scale conservation plans focused on terrestrial and marine protected 
areas. Government departments are starting to view IBAs as priority 
areas where impacts of development on migratory birds and their 
habitat need to be more stringently considered (Milko 1998). They 
have also proven useful in policy-making, e.g. guidelines for wind 
turbine placement specify that IBAs should be avoided (Environment 
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Canada 2007). Indeed, IBA data are requested dozens of times each 
year in relation to the issue of wind turbine placement, and as part 
of other formal environmental assessments. Generally, however, the 
IBA concept in Canada still has fairly low visibility, recognition, and 
understanding of its goals. More work needs to be done to raise the 

protected areas networks. 

National IBA Directory: www.ibacanada.ca 

Contact details
Bird Studies Canada (generalinfo@bsc-eoc.org)
P.O. Box 160, 115 Front Street
Port Rowan, Ontario, Canada N0E 1M0
Tel. +1 519 5863531
www.bsc-eoc.org

Nature Canada (info@naturecanada.ca)
75 Albert Street, Suite 300
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1P 5E7
Tel. +1 613 5623447
www.naturecanada.ca

of Canadian IBAs, including naturalists and scientists who nominated sites, 
government agencies including the Canadian Wildlife Service who provided 

committee of Michael Bradstreet, Rob Butler, Caroline Schultz, Steve Wendt, 
and David Wege, provincial IBA conservation planners and local site stewardship 
groups, and the numerous supporters and funders of Canadian IBA conservation 
activities. Thanks to M. Brennan Mulrooney for use of an additional photo.
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