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The Breeding Birds of Québec: Atlas 
of the Breeding Birds of Southern 
Québec, published in French in 1995 

and in English in 1996, was a milestone in 
the history of ornithology in Québec. This 
monumental publication, which weighs 
in at 6 kg, was the result of the largest 
ornithological project ever undertaken 
in Québec. The encyclopedic work 
summarizes 68,000 hours of data collected 
by 1000 participants during the six-year 
period from 1984 to 1989. It comprises 
1300 pages written by 130 authors, 1400 
photographs, and 5000 references. 

The first field season for the second Atlas 
of the Breeding Birds of Québec began this 
spring, just over a quarter of a century after 
the first atlas. This major collaborative 
project between the Regroupement 
QuébecOiseaux, the Canadian Wildlife 
Service (Environment Canada), and Bird 
Studies Canada welcomes all birdwatchers. 

What is an Atlas?

Breeding bird atlases use maps based 
on carefully-collected field data to show 
the distribution of birds nesting in a given 
area, and they offer a valuable tool for 
the conservation and management of bird 
populations.

Normally, atlases cover large areas, such 
as a county or a province, which is divided 
into survey squares. Atlas participants, 
referred to as atlassers, are asked to find 
nesting evidence for the greatest number of 
species possible inside a given square. This 
is a particularly rewarding and enriching 
task for ornithologists eager to learn a little 
more about the birds they watch.

The first atlas covered the southern 
third of Québec, below latitude 50º 30’ 
north, which was divided into 5326 10 km2 

survey squares. Understandably, it wasn’t 
possible to conduct a survey in every 
square! By the end of the first atlas, data 
had been obtained for 46% of all squares, 
and 20% of squares (those situated in 
the more densely populated areas in the 
extreme south of Québec) were considered 
adequately covered.

2010: The Dawn of a New Atlas

The fieldwork for the second Atlas of 
the Breeding Birds of Québec commenced 

this spring and will be spread over at least 
five years. As with the first atlas, the unit for 
data collection will be a 10 x 10 km survey 
square. The new atlas will provide a much-
needed update concerning the distribution 
of birds breeding in southern Québec, 
and will document changes in species’ 
distributions that have occurred over the 
last 25 years. Some of these changes, such 
as the recovery of the Peregrine Falcon 
or the northward expansion of the Tufted 
Titmouse, are encouraging; others, such as 
the disappearance of the Loggerhead Shrike 
and declines in grassland bird species, are 
more alarming.

It is hoped that the new atlas will also 
provide valuable information concerning 
the birds of northern Québec, about 
which we know relatively little. The task 
of extending this project to cover the 
entire province will be a colossal one, as 
it involves adding a further 11,000 survey 
squares to the 5000 squares in southern 
Québec!

Who Can Participate?

The success of a bird atlas lies in 
substantial volunteer participation. The 
Québec atlas project is open to all interested 
birdwatchers, whether they are beginners 
or experienced. The atlas partners hope to 
engage over a thousand volunteers in this 

huge undertaking. We invite you to visit 
the website (www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca) and 
to register as an atlasser (see box on How to 
participate in the atlas).

For the purpose of this project, Québec 
has been divided into 47 administrative 
regions. Most of these have an official 
regional coordinator, and the others will 
be overseen from the atlas office. Regional 
coordinators play a key role in the project’s 
success by planning fieldwork and 
supplying volunteers with information and 
support.

What is Requested  
of Atlassers?

Atlassers are asked to visit each of 
the different habitats within their survey 
square(s), to find nesting evidence for the 
largest number of bird species possible. 
This evidence might be the observation of 
a male singing in suitable nesting habitat, 
a courtship display, a bird nest-building, 
an adult carrying food, or the presence of 
downy or recently-fledged young.

Atlassers who feel confident to do so are 
also invited to conduct a series of point count 
surveys to allow the relative abundance of 
certain species to be estimated. The results 
make it possible to produce maps showing 
where a given species is most abundant. 
For example, American Robins occur 
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throughout southern Québec, but numbers 
are much higher in the urban areas of 
Montérégie than in the coniferous forests 
of the Côte-Nord.

Join Us!

The success of the second Atlas of the 
Breeding Birds of Québec will depend to a 
great degree on the number of birdwatchers 
who contribute. We need the support 
of hundreds of keen ornithologists who 
would like to help safeguard birds. If you 
are reading this article, and live in or near 
Québec, you are probably in a position to 
contribute to this ambitious new project.

Those birdwatchers who had the chance 
to participate in the first atlas probably 
remember what a stimulating and enriching 
experience it was. No doubt, this new 
atlas project will also be an occasion for 
birdwatchers, particularly from Québec, 
to learn more about bird behaviour and to 
experience some unforgettable moments. 
Furthermore, all participants will have the 
added satisfaction of contributing to what 
will be a new milestone in the history of 
ornithology in Québec.

How to Participate in the Atlas Project

If you would like to conduct fieldwork for the second Atlas of the Breeding Birds 
of Québec, the first thing to do is to visit www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca and register 
as an atlasser. If you do not have an internet connection, please call the assistant 

coordinator at 1-877-785-2772.
Once registered, you will be sent a kit containing materials and information for 

atlassers. You can also contact your regional coordinator for detailed information 
about the project, suggestions about the best way for you to participate (taking into 
consideration your ability and availability), and information about survey squares that 
have not yet been allocated or that need additional time spent in them. You can also join 
the atlas discussion group to keep up-to-date with news about the project.

As a participant, it will be important for you to familiarize yourself with the 
website, where you will find all the important information and materials you’ll need. 
The website allows atlassers to print colour maps of their survey square(s), download 
data-entry forms, submit data online, and consult the preliminary results as they arrive. 
The website is the gateway to the project, but please note that if you don’t have internet 
access, you can still contribute to the project! 

Peregrine Falcon
The Peregrine Falcon has undergone a remarkable comeback since the first atlas. In 1985, it was estimated that there was only a 
single nesting pair in southern Québec. Figures for 2009 suggest there are now more than 70 nesting pairs.

Loggerhead Shrike
The Loggerhead Shrike was fairly common on farmland in southern Québec during the first half of the 20th century. However, it 
was already rare at the time of fieldwork for the first atlas. Despite recent reintroduction efforts in the Outaouais region, it has 
almost completely disappeared from Québec.

Red-headed Woodpecker
With its stunning plumage and remarkable calls, the Red-headed Woodpecker is difficult to miss. Nevertheless, few participants 
will be lucky enough to find this bird during the atlas, because it doesn’t nest in Québec every year.
Grassland Birds
Grassland birds, such as the Upland Sandpiper and the Eastern Meadowlark, have undergone a serious decline since the first atlas. 
Forest regeneration, agricultural intensification, and urban sprawl are undoubtedly important factors in this alarming situation.

This article first appeared in 
QuébecOiseaux magazine. Robert, M. and 
B. Laliberté 2010. Un deuxième Atlas des 
oiseaux nicheurs du Québec : mobilisation 
générale! QuébecOiseaux 21(3): 18-25. 
The article was adapted and translated into 
English by Andrew P. Coughlan.
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