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Ontario Nightjar Survey: Quick guide.

Skill Level:

Timing:

Duration:

Location:

Atlas Square:

Survey stations:

Considerations:

Weather:

Equipment:

Minimum ability to identify Nightjars by sound as well
as additional bird species that might be heard during
survey.

Between June 15" and July 15", Start 30 minutes
before sunset and completed within 3 hours after
sunset.

Requires 3-4 hours to complete (10 survey stations at
6 minutes each, plus travel between).

Survey in all three sections of the province (Northern,
Central, Southern).

Contact the Regional Coordinator for assignment to
an available square.

Use numbered Atlas point count stations - the 10
lowest numbered stations with suitable habitat.

Survey on calm nights with high visibility and little
precipitation. Winds should be < 19 km/h (Beaufort
<3) and temperatures no warmer than 30°C.

Nightjar survey data form. See detailed protocol for
additional information.

A safety kit and wearing a high visibility safety vest is highly recommended.
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Introduction

Thank you for your interest in the Ontario Nightjar Survey. Your contribution will aid in the
understanding of these poorly known nightjar species in the province.

The Ontario Nightjar Survey is an excellent opportunity for everyone - from new to
experienced birders. While you do need good hearing, the required bird identification skill
level is considered as easy to moderate. Participants only need to know or learn the calls of
Common Nighthawks and Eastern Whip-poor-wills to complete this survey. It would also be
beneficial to learn how to identify a few additional species, such as some of the more common
and widespread nocturnal owl species (e.g., Barred Owl, Eastern Screech-Owl, Northern Saw-
whet Owl). Other species that may be encountered incidentally include Mourning Dove,
American Woodcock, and Wilson’s Snipe. Learning how to distinguish between the very similar
sounding “peent” calls of the American Woodcock and Common Nighthawk would be
beneficial to avoid false detections of the latter species.

The Canadian Nightjar Survey is a national program, coordinated by Birds Canada, designed
for the long-term monitoring of nightjar populations across the country (see
https://birdscanada.org/birdmon/nightjars/main.jsp). This program, and its existing routes, will
continue to be surveyed during the period of the Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas-3, from 2021
through 2025. If you are interested in surveying nightjars during the Atlas, please contact the
Ontario coordinator of the Canadian Nightjar Survey
(https://birdscanada.org/birdmon/nightjars/main.jsp) to find an available route in your area. If a
route is assigned to you, please follow all of the protocols outlined in the Canadian Nightjar
Survey. If no unassigned Canadian Nightjar Survey routes are available in your region and you
still wish to survey nightjars in your area, then please contact an Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas
Regional Coordinator to locate an available Atlas survey square. Once a square has been
assigned to you, then please follow the Ontario Nightjar Survey protocol to complete your
surveys.

Nightjars represent a special challenge to monitor because they are notoriously difficult to
survey. They are becoming increasingly uncommon, are generally active only between dusk
and dawn, and roost in concealed locations during the day. As a result, special surveys are
required to better document the distribution and abundance of Ontario’s two breeding nightjar
species. Figure 1 shows the part of the province where surveys for Nighjars should take place.


https://birdscanada.org/birdmon/nightjars/main.jsp
https://birdscanada.org/birdmon/nightjars/main.jsp
https://www.birdsontario.org/contact/
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Figure 1. The Ontario Nightjar Survey will be run in all three sections of the province (e.g.,
Southern, Central, and Northern).

The Ontario Nightjar Survey is a straightforward survey where participants listen for and record
evidence of the calls or other breeding signals of two species, the Common Nighthawk and the
Eastern Whip-poor-will. Common Nighthawks use their camouflage to roost inconspicuously
throughout the day. Near dusk, Common Nighthawks take to the air and combine foraging and
calling activity in continuous, acrobatic flights. Common Nighthawks also produce a “booming”
sound by flexing their wings at the bottom of an aerial dive. These “booms” are presumably
performed by males and may serve as territorial displays or are used when guarding mates or
nests. Eastern Whip-poor-wills become vocal shortly after dusk and call almost continually
throughout the night. Eastern whip-poor-wills will often call from a perch, usually from a well-
hidden location in the forest. Although they will move around during the night, most
movements will be over short distances. Nightjar vocal activity peaks during the height of the
breeding season between mid-June and mid-July, so surveys should target this period.
Eastern whip-poor-wills are also more active around the full moon, so survey timing should be
within one week of the full moon in the peak of the breeding season.

Being out in the field between dusk and dawn presents a unique opportunity to document
other species that may be active between dusk and dawn. In addition to many owl species,
some songbirds, waterbirds, and other species can be active during this time period.
Surveyors are encouraged to record any notable species that are incidentally detected during
nightjar surveys.

Draft results from the Ontario Nightjar Survey will be posted on the Atlas project website. Maps
of Common Nighthawk and Eastern Whip-poor-will relative abundance and breeding
distribution will be created based on the survey results and other atlas data and used in the
final atlas website and/or book.

Thank you for contributing to the survey!



Ontario Nightjar Survey Guidelines

Preparing for your survey

Training

Before surveying, familiarize yourself with the calls of the Eastern Whip-poor-will and the calls
and wing boom sounds of the Common Nighthawk (See training MP3 files here, and see
Appendix A). It would be worth learning the calls of some of the more common forest owls in
Ontario (e.g., Barred Owl, Long-eared Owl, Great Horned Owl), which may be detected
incidentally on your nightjar surveys. Also, become familiar with other similar sounding species
including birds such as Chuck-will’'s widow, Wilson’s Snipe, Ruffed-grouse, a few frogs (Spring
Peeper, Wood Frog, Chorus Frog) and mammals (Coyote, Raccoon, Red Fox). These bird
sounds are also available on Dendroica and Xeno-canto, and phone apps such as Merlin.

Equipment

Make sure you have all the required equipment before heading out. Note that although an app
for running nightjar surveys is under consideration, it will not be ready for the 2021 nightjar
survey season.

¢

This manual, either in hard copy or on your phone

A map of the 10-km square you are to survey showing the survey locations. Either a
hard copy map, or the map on the Atlas app.

The Nightjar survey data form

Time-keeping device (watch or phone)

Clipboard

Compass

Road map or GPS

Pen or pencil (and spares)
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https://www.birdsontario.org/owl-nightjar-surveys/
https://www.natureinstruct.org/dendroica/index.php
https://www.xeno-canto.org/

Survey area

For the purpose of the Ontario Breeding Bird Atlas-3, nightjar surveys should be run in all 3
sections of the province (Figure 1).
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Figure 2. Nightjar survey can be run in all parts of the province; the Common Nighthawk (left)
and the Whip-poor-will (right). The maps are from Atlas-2 and shows the breeding evidence for
the species by 10-km square.

Which squares to cover?

We would like nightjar surveys to be undertaken in as many of the 10-km squares in the
province. For the first two years of the project (2021-2022), we will not be targeting specific 10-
km squares - surveys can be run in any square. After that, we will assess coverage needs and

start to pick specific squares to fill in gaps in coverage. A map of 10-km squares is available
here.

We encourage you to do as many squares as you like. Please inform your Regional
Coordinator of which square(s) you plan to cover so that duplication of effort can be
avoided. Or ask your Regional Coordinator if there are squares needing to be surveyed.


https://www.birdscanada.org/birdmon/onatlas/findsquare.jsp
https://www.birdsontario.org/contact/
https://www.birdsontario.org/contact/

Planning your survey

Survey timing
You should complete your survey between June 15
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Time of day

Weather conditions

Time required

Completing your survey

Locating designated survey stations
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