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The Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas is a cooperative project involving provincial and federal 

governments, non-government organizations, other organizations and citizens. Primary project 

management is through a partnership of Bird Studies Canada, Environment Canada, Manitoba 

Conservation, Nature Manitoba, Nature Conservancy Canada, The Manitoba Museum and 

Manitoba Hydro. 

 

A very special thanks to the volunteers of the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas! The foundation of 

this project is the enthusiasm of our volunteer atlassers who collectively spend thousands of 

hours documenting evidence on breeding birds in Manitoba. Without your contribution, a project 

of this magnitude would not be possible. 
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THANK YOU TO ALL OUR VOLUNTEERS !
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PROJECT OVERVIEW  

Welcome to the first Manitoba Breeding Bird 

Atlas! The goal of the Atlas is to provide an up-

to-date assessment of the distribution, relative 

abundance and status of the birds that breed in 

Manitoba. Fieldwork is scheduled to run from 

2010 to 2014.  

 

The basic fieldwork for the Manitoba Atlas is 

similar to the methodology that has been used in 

other provinces. The province is divided up into 

10-km squares based on the Universal 

Transverse Mercator (UTM) grid. Atlassers are 

asked to do fieldwork in selected squares to find 

and record evidence of breeding for as many 

species as possible. If any rare or colonial 

species are found, additional details are 

requested so they can be entered into the rare 

breeding bird database. Atlassers can complete 

data cards for any nests found (optional), but are 

encouraged to fill out a nest record card for nests 

that are visited multiple times (to estimate 

nesting success) or for poorly known species. In 

addition, atlassers who are willing and able are 

asked to carry out a series of point counts at 

predetermined locations in each square, to help 

estimate the relative abundance of species. 

 

The province has been divided into 14 regions, 

each with a Regional Coordinator (RC) who 

organizes volunteers and provides information 

and support. Details on region boundaries and 

RCs are provided in Figure 1a and Appendix A 

of this guide and on the Atlas website 

http://www.birdatlas.mb.ca/.  

 

Data can be submitted either online via the 

website or by hard copy on scannable forms to 

the RC. The website can also be used to 

download maps of each square, and will present 

details of data from the Atlas as results become 

available.  

 

This guide contains the details on how to collect 

data for the Atlas. Donôt be intimidated by what 

may seem like a complicated process. Reading 

through the manual should clarify things for 

you. It really isnôt complicated once you begin. 

Thousands of people around the world are taking 

part in similar ventures and having a great time! 

Your RC or the Atlas staff are pleased to help 

with any problems you may encounter. 

 

Please submit all data by September 30
th
  

each year!

 
 

 
 

Anyone can participate!!   
 

Observers of all skill levels can make valuable contributions to the Atlas. During 

other Atlas projects, many new birders got involved and developed their skills over 

the projectôs five years. It is not necessary to take on an entire square; you can help 

out in a square, and/or participate as a ñcasual observerò, submitting records from 

anywhere in Manitoba. We ask that you submit only records of which you are 

positive. 
 

 

 

 

Thanks very much for your participation in the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas!  

Good luck, have fun, and ask your friends to get involved! 

 

 

 

http://www.birdatlas.mb.ca/
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WHY WE NEED AN ATLAS  

 
The Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas will 

contribute significantly to our understanding of 

bird status and distribution in Manitoba, and will 

be used for numerous conservation, education, 

and research purposes.  
 

The objectives of the Atlas are to: 

1.  Provide detailed maps of each speciesô 

current distribution in Manitoba; 

2.  Collect data to allow mapping of the relative 

abundance of each species, and provide a 

baseline for comparison with future Atlases 

or monitoring efforts; 

3.  Compile extensive data on breeding locations 

and the changing status of rare species; and 

4.  Produce a published book and electronic 

database available for research and 

conservation purposes throughout and after 

completion of this project. 

In terms of its scientific merit, the Atlas project 

will:  

1. Provide data on current distribution and 

relative abundance, which will allow changes 

in bird populations to be tracked over time; 

2. Provide information useful in assessing the 

conservation needs of bird species; 

3. Serve as reference information for 

environmental impact assessments; 

4. Help select species that may serve as 

indicators of changing environmental quality; 

and 

5. Help determine the relative value of 

individual parks, protected areas and other 

bird-rich regions for maintaining biotic 

diversity.

SCOPE 
 

For the purpose of this project, the province has 

been divided into 6996 10 x 10-km squares. 

These squares have been grouped into 14 

regions (Figure 1a). Squares are arranged in 

blocks 100 x 100-km (Figure 1b). Each region 

has a Regional Coordinator (RC) and most of 

your contact with the project will be through 

your RC. A list of RCs is provided in Appendix 

A and on the website.  

Our primary goal is to provide adequate 

coverage of the 14 regions. To do this, we have 

selected a target coverage percentage for each 

region and have identified ñpriority squaresò to 

ensure that we achieve at least a minimal level 

of coverage, evenly-spaced coverage, and cover 

areas which are of special interest because of 

their ecology. 
 

What is expected of a volunteer participant?  

Volunteer Atlas participants (or ñAtlassersò) are 

asked to register for and spend time in at least 

one 10 x 10-km square, listing bird species 

present and recording evidence for breeding on 

data sheets provided. You are also given the 

option of collecting abundance information with 

point-count surveys, which entails identifying 

most bird species by songs and calls. The Atlas 

will be the summation of the breeding and 

abundance information collected in hundreds of 

such squares over a five-year period.  

Atlassers often comment on the pleasure of 

gaining intimate knowledge of the birds and 

habitats in their assigned squares, as well as 

insights into breeding bird behavior. The 

thorough coverage of squares required by 

atlassing also reveals the presence of rare 

species, or changes to breeding ranges or 

abundance that might otherwise go undetected. 

Atlassers are asked to sign up for and survey at 

least one square, but are also encouraged to 

sign up for multiple squares over the course 

of this project and to provide data from any 

other squares, even if visited only briefly. 

Keep in mind that the Atlas is a team effort, and 

squares are not the property of any one atlasser. 

The goal is to obtain good coverage from all 

over, so the more data we get, the better the end 

product will be.  
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Figure 1a. The 14 administrative regions of the Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas 
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Figure 1b. Manitoba Breeding Bird Atlas blocks (100km X 100km) and two-letter block codes 
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GETTING  STARTED 

Registration Forms 

To register, go to www.birdatlas.mb.ca or call us 

at 204-945-6816 or 204-945-7758 or toll free at     

1-800-214-6497 and ask for the Manitoba 

Breeding Bird Atlas. You will be given a unique 

Atlasser Number that you will use each time you 

record data, access materials or enter data on the 

website (if you enter data online). You can 

download an Atlasser Kit with all the 

information you need or ask us to mail you one. 
 

Obtaining Materials 

Atlassing will be greatly simplified by keeping 

in touch with your RC. Your RC can: 
 

1. Explain more about the project to you, and 

suggest ways in which you can contribute, 

given your skills and the time you have 

available. 

 

2. Direct you to squares which have not been 

assigned, or in which additional help is 

needed. 

 

3. Provide you with an Atlasserôs Kit containing: 

¶ Square/Region Maps  

¶ Square Summary Sheets 

¶ Atlasser Guide (this guide) 

¶ Breeding Evidence Forms 

¶ Point Count Forms (optional 

participation) 

¶ Rare/Colonial Species Forms  

¶ Casual Observation Forms 

¶ A supplement on how to atlas for Species 

At Risk in Manitoba 

¶ Atlasser sign for your car dashboard 

¶ Coding Card (for breeding codes, habitats 

and 4-letter species codes) 

 
Many of the items above are also available for 

download on the Atlas website. You can also 

contact us by phone and we will gladly send you 

more. Atlassers need to have their Atlasserôs Kit, 

a pencil and eraser, binoculars, bird field 

guide(s), and insect repellent or a headnet with 

them in the field. A compass or Global 

Positioning System (GPS) unit can also be 

useful, but is normally not required unless one is 

extensively involved in off-road surveys or Point 

Counts. Some useful learning materials are listed 

in Appendix E.  

 

SQUARE SUMMARY SHEETS 

The Square Summary Sheets will provide 

atlassers with the following information on each 

square: 

¶ The list of expected species for the square 

and region 

¶ The number of road-side and off-road 

point counts for the square (optional 

participation) 

¶ A habitat breakdown and guidelines for 

how much time to spend in each of the 

habitat types in your square 

¶ A basic regional summary 

 

SQUARE/REGION MAPS 

You will receive a map of your assigned 10 x 

10km square(s) (see Figure 2) and a map of your 

region. You can also print a color map of any 

square in the province from the Atlas website. If 

you wish to use other topographic maps, please 

use the more recent editions, which have the 

North American Datum 83 (NAD 83) grid. The 

NAD is always provided on topographic maps, 

usually in small print at the bottom of the map. 

Please note that NAD 83 topographic maps may 

not be available for all areas of Manitoba. Such 

problems can be overcome by using only the 

Atlas square map when atlassing in your square. 

 

Your 10-km square code is a six-digit code 

based on the UTM zone (a value between 14 

and 16 for Manitoba), Block (two-letter code) 

and Square (two-digit number). The full number 

will be found on your square map so donôt worry 

about memorizing these numbers. 

http://www.birdatlas.mb.ca/
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Figure 2. Example of a Square Map (map best printed on a ñlegalò (14 x 8.5ò) sheet) 
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COLLECTING ATLAS DAT A 

 

It is best to familiarize yourself with the square 

by looking at your square map and noting the 

different habitat types before heading out for the 

first time. You can maximize coverage by 

ensuring that you spend some quality time in all 

the different habitat types, but focusing 

additional effort in habitats that would have 

species not normally found in more accessible 

areas.  

When to Atlas 

Atlassing visits should be carried out primarily 

during the main breeding season of late May to 

mid-August (late June and July being 

particularly good for collecting Confirmed 

Breeding and fledgling observations), but be 

aware that other times may be better for other 

species (e.g. February-April for owls, crossbills, 

corvids, etc.), and that late-evening or night 

visits may be required for some species that are 

more active at these times. More details on how 

to look for the more elusive species will be 

provided in a quarterly newsletter that will be 

published on the Atlas website. 

 

HOW SHOULD I ALLOCAT E 

MY EFFORT?  
 

A visit to any 10-km square by an experienced 

observer in June might yield 25-100 or more 

species during the first few hours of observation, 

even though most of the evidence will be 

singing birds, a low level of breeding evidence. 

From then on, the number of additional species 

discovered during more hours of observation 

drops off quickly. During subsequent surveys, 

however, one should endeavor to update most 

species that were originally recorded as possible 

breeders to probable and confirmed breeders. 

Experience from other Canadian Atlases 

revealed that experienced atlassers often collect 

possible, probable or confirmed breeding 

evidence for about 75% of the species in a 

square in about 16-20 hours; however, even after 

200 hours, 100% of the expected species will not 

be observed or have breeding confirmed.  

We have therefore set the minimum effort for 

ñadequateò coverage at 20 hours per square 

over the 5 years.  This can be done all in one 

year or extended over the years.  Keep in 

mind, however, that this target is only a 

minimum  based on the average number of 

species found by experienced atlassers.  In 

reality, the amount of time required to find 75% 

of the species in a square will vary considerably 

based on the complexity of habitats in that 

square, accessibility, and observer experience.  

If you do not know bird songs well, or travel 

within your square is difficult, you will need 

more time to cover the square adequately. It is 

important that you obtain a very high percentage 

of the expected species, and ensure that all 

habitats within the square are properly covered. 

If you conduct point counts you can include 

that time in your total hours of coverage.  

 

One atlasser can survey several squares over the 

5 years of the project, or even in one season. As 

our aim is to cover all regions, please consider 

covering multiple squares each year, and 

especially over the course of this project. Your 

RC, the website, and a quarterly newsletter will 

provide you with information on which squares 

are yet to be covered.  
 

How many species should I look for? 

The number of species breeding in a square 

varies considerably, depending upon what 

region you are in, and the variety and extent of 

habitats in the square. As this is the first 

atlassing effort for Manitoba, it is difficult to 

determine the number of species to expect in a 

square; some may have fewer than 50 breeding 

species, others may exceed 125. As this project 

progresses, and more and more squares in each 

region are completed, the square summary 

sheets will provide a better idea regarding 

expected species for the square and region.  

Nonetheless, breeding habitat often differs 

considerably from one square to another and 

species diversity will vary considerably from 

one square to the next. 
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Partial Squares  

Some squares have relatively little land in them 

to be atlassed, because much of the square is 

water or is outside the province of Manitoba 

where it borders Nunavut, Saskatchewan, 

Ontario or the U.S.A. However, unless the 

available land area is less than 10% of a square, 

you should spend the full minimum of 20 hours 

atlassing the square. If the available land area is 

less than 10% of the square, you can reduce the 

number of hours, as long as all habitat types in 

the area are covered. Be sure to note that the 

square is a partial square, and record the size (% 

of a full square) of the area available for 

atlassing in the ñNotesò section of the data form. 

 

SUBMITTING DATA  

There are two options for submitting data: 
 

1. Enter your data online via the website by 

September 30
th
 of the year it is collected. 

Even if you plan to enter your data online, we 

recommend that you use the computer 

scannable forms provided to record your field 

data. These scannable forms closely resemble 

the online data entry forms, making it easier 

to input data from the forms than directly 

from your notebook.  

 

To enter data online, see the instructions on 

the website. Online data entry should be 

operational by June 15, 2010. If you are 

entering data on-line, you DO NOT need to 

submit the paper data forms, but you should 

keep them for reference. 
 

OR 
 

2.  Submit your completed scannable data forms 

to your RC. Completed data forms should be 

sent to RCs by September 30
th
 each year. 

 

About Scannable Data Forms 

Data forms can be scanned and read by 

computer. Computers are not perfect at reading 

handwriting, so it is very important that you fill 

out the forms neatly and follow the instructions, 

otherwise data may be incorrectly read.  

 

It is best to use one copy of each form as a 

ñfieldò form on which you can spill coffee or 

squash mosquitoes, and on which you donôt 

have to be as neat (or use a notebook, making 

sure you record the correct data). It is best to use 

pencil on field forms to facilitate erasing. At 

home, transcribe your field form onto a clean 

version to be submitted for scanning. 

 

On the version to be submitted, use a dark 

pencil or pen, and write neatly and clearly 

with all numbers completely inside the boxes 

(without touching the edges please!). Use 

block capitals, with one character per space. 

Atlas staff will review input to ensure that the 

computer has correctly read all data, but your 

care in recording will greatly reduce errors, 

workload and costs. 

 

Donôt forget to include your atlasser number, the 

square number, the year, the species codes and 

other required information. 
 

DATA FORMS  

Levels of Breeding Evidence 

One of your main objectives as an atlasser is to 

obtain the strongest evidence of breeding for as 

many species as possible within your square(s).  

 

There are four levels of evidence: 

1. Observed (but no indication of breeding) 

2. Possible breeding 

3. Probable breeding 

4. Confirmed breeding 

 

See Table 1 for details on evidence required for 

each of these levels. 
 

1. BREEDING EVIDENCE FORM  
 

Each atlasser will receive scannable breeding 

evidence data forms for each assigned square 

and additional forms for observations outside 

assigned squares. Forms can also be downloaded 

from the website or obtained from your RC. 

 

An example of a completed Breeding Evidence 

data form is shown in Figure 3. Breeding 

evidence should be recorded in pencil on the 

field form, because when upgrading breeding 

evidence you may need to erase the previously 

recorded code.  
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Table 1. Breeding codes to be used on the Breeding Evidence forms 

 OBSERVED 
 

X  Species observed during their breeding season, but NOT in suitable nesting habitat (no breeding 

evidence found). Presumed migrants should not be recorded. Note that this code is rarely used as 

birds tend to occupy nesting habitat during the breeding season. 

 

 POSSIBLE BREEDING 
 

H  Species observed in suitable nesting Habitat  during their breeding season. 

S   Singing male or adult producing other sounds associated with breeding (e.g., calls or drumming) 

in suitable nesting habitat during the species' breeding season. 

 

 PROBABLE BREEDING  
 

M Multiple singing/calling/drumming individuals (7 or more) heard during one visit to a single 

square and in suitable nesting habitat during the species' breeding season. Use with caution to 

avoid counting migrants. 

P  Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat during the species' breeding season. 

T  Presumed Territory based on the presence of an adult bird (usually singing, but not necessarily 

so), in the same suitable nesting habitat patch on at least two visits, one week or more apart, 

during the species' breeding season. Use discretion when using this code. "T" is not to be used for 

colonial birds, or species that might forage or loaf a long distance from their nesting site (e.g. 

Turkey Vulture, and male waterfowl). 

D  Courtship or Displays involving a male and female (e.g., courtship feeding, copulation) or 

antagonistic behavior between two or more individuals (e.g., territorial disputes or chases), in 

suitable nesting habitat during the species' breeding season. 

V  Bird Visiting  a probable nest site in suitable nesting habitat during the species' breeding season. 

A  Agitated behavior or alarm calls of an adult in suitable nesting habitat during the species' 

breeding season. 

B  Brood patch or cloacal protuberance on an adult in suitable nesting habitat during the species' 

breeding season. 

N Nest-building by wrens or nest hole excavation by woodpeckers (both may build dummy or 

roosting nests so nest-building alone is not enough to confirm breeding). 

 

 CONFIRMED BREEDING  
 

NB  Nest building, including the carrying of nesting material, by all species except wrens and 

woodpeckers. 

DD  Distraction Display, injury-feigning, or other displays attempting to draw attention away from a 

nest or young. 

NU  Empty Nest Used or identifiable eggshells from earlier in the same nesting season. 

FY  Recently Fledged Young (nidicolous species) or downy young (nidifugous species) incapable of 

sustained flight. 

AE  Adult Entering , occupying, or leaving a nest site (visible or not) or whose behavior suggests the 

presence of an occupied nest. 

FS  Adult carrying a Faecal Sac. 

CF  Adult Carrying Food for young. 

NE  Nest containing Eggs. 

NY  Nest with Young (seen or heard) 
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Figure 3. Example of part of a completed Breeding Evidence Form (full form is on a two-sided ñlegalò (14 x 8.5ò) sheet 
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Atlassers should have at least two copies of the breeding 

evidence form for each square being atlassed. One 

should be used as a ñfieldò form and carried with you 

while atlassing the square. After your last visit to the 

square each year, all information from the field form 

should be transcribed onto a clean ñrecordò form. The 

ñrecordò form is the form that will be submitted to your 

RC, or from which you enter data online. Note that the 

record form that you send in at the end of each 

breeding season contains information for ONE 

BREEDING SEASON only. 

 

You may also want to complete a third (ñmasterò) copy 

of the breeding evidence form for each square you do to 

keep from one year to the next so you can see what 

species still need to be found and track your progress. 

Note that data for each square can also be obtained from 

the website once your data have been submitted and 

entered. Your personally-retained copy of the "master" 

form may contain data from several years. 

 

At the top of each Breeding Evidence data form (Figure 

3), fill in the square identification (zone, block and 

square), the region number and the year. Fill in your 

name and atlasser number as well as those of any 

additional atlassers who worked with you in the square 

(use the 'Notes' section if more than two people worked 

with you). Please ask any other atlassers working with 

you to register, so that we can include their names in the 

acknowledgements, and include them on the mailing list 

if they'd like to receive newsletters. This information can 

also be obtained from the website at any time. 

 

Make sure that you record the date of each visit in 

the appropriate columns, along with the start time. 
Please record these at the beginning of each visit to the 

field, so you don't forget. Time should be recorded using 

a 24-hour clock (e.g., 14:45 instead of 2:45 PM), and can 

be rounded to the nearest 15 minutes. 

 

ñParty Hoursò are calculated for each visit by adding the 

number of hours that each party spends actively birding 

in the square (a party is either an individual or a group of 

individuals who are working together). For example, if 

two people are atlassing together for four hours, and they 

then split up into different areas of the square for the 

next two hours, the total entered in the column headed 

ñParty Hoursò is 8 -- (1 party x 4 hrs) + (2 parties x 2 

hrs) = 8.  

 

If more than 10 visits are made to a square, list the visit 

number, start time, end time, and party hours in the 

Notes section of the data form, or on a separate sheet of 

paper to be sent in with your data form. 

 

Do not report time spent in the square that is spent on 

activities other than atlassing, even though you may 

happen to record a few bird species at the same time. For 

example, if you were driving to work through your 

square and saw a Tree Swallow enter a nesting hole, you 

would enter the observation on the data form but would 

not fill out date, start time, end time or Party Hours (i.e. 

donôt consider it a ñVisitò on your form). 
 

 

1st Visit Column 

The 1st Visit column is where you record which visit 

you first observed breeding evidence for that species 

(anything higher than an óXô). For example, if you 

observed a Red-eyed Vireo building a nest on your third 

visit to your square (and had no evidence of breeding on 

visits 1 and 2), then you would place a ñ03ò in this 

column. Visit numbers start afresh each year. 

 

If you first record breeding for the species as a casual 

observation (e.g. while driving through the square), 

record the visit number as '00', using pencil. If you later 

record breeding evidence for that species during a 

regular atlassing visit, then change this to the appropriate 

visit number.  This is the only time you can change the 

ñ1
st
 Visitò number. 

 

DO NOT change the visit number if you later find a 

higher level of breeding evidence as it wouldnôt be the 

first time you observed evidence with regular atlassing. 

 

With this information, we can estimate how fast the 

species list grows with increasing effort. We do not 

expect everybody to find all of the species in each 

square, and these data will allow us to compare squares 

with different amounts of effort. This is especially 

important for comparison with future atlases, as it is very 

unlikely that all squares will receive exactly the same 

amount of effort every time. 

 

Please record visit numbers on the same day that you 

first record breeding evidence for each species, 

preferably while you are still in the field. If you wait 

even one or two days, it becomes much harder to 

remember which species was recorded on which day. 

 

When visiting the square in subsequent years, you need 

only record visit number for species you have not 

previously recorded in the square. Simply enter the 

number of the visit (starting again at 1 each year) on 

which each of these species is reported. 
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Breeding Evidence Columns 
 

Remember:  Do not record birds you suspect are 

migrating!  Only record birds that you suspect are 

breeding in your area. 

 

There are several categories of breeding evidence within 

each breeding level (Table 1). Familiarize yourself with 

the codes and categories because you will be using these 

regularly in the field. The codes and categories are listed 

in order of breeding evidence, from lowest to highest. 

These are to be entered on the data form. Breeding 

evidence for some groups may be complicated by certain 

behaviors. Examples where caution is required include 

waterfowl undergoing molt migration in the summer; 

some shorebirds, gulls and eagles ñover-summeringò 

without breeding; birds singing at stop-over sites on 

migration (warblers and sparrows) and courtship 

behavior during migration (gulls and waterfowl). 

Consult the ñsafe datesò table on the web site to learn 

about the usual periods of migration and breeding in 

Manitoba. If you have doubts about the appropriate 

category for a particular observation, ask your RC or 

contact the Atlas office. See Appendix B for examples of 

breeding codes. 

 

If you find any species that are not listed on the 

Breeding Evidence form, there is space at the end of the 

list to write those in. The four-letter species codes for all 

birds expected to occur in Manitoba are provided in 

Appendix C (You should complete a Rare/Colonial 

Species Form for each of the species you write in.). 

 

The four columns following the ñ1st Visitò column are 

those in which you record the breeding evidence codes. 

The first column, headed ñOb.ò (Observed) is used to 

record the code ñXò only (for an observation of a species 

outside suitable breeding habitat and with no evidence of 

breeding). Although this column is rarely used, you 

might mark an ñXò in this column for breeding season 

observations of foraging gulls, herons or pelicans. 

Probable or suspected migrants should never be 

recorded, and one must be aware that many species 

exhibit considerable singing and even courtship 

behaviors during migration.  

 

The next column, headed ñPo.ò, is where you record 

codes from the ñPossible Breedingò level of breeding 

evidence. For example, if you observe a Chestnut-sided 

Warbler in a woodlot during the breeding season, you 

would record the code ñHò next to the Chestnut-sided 

Warbler, in the column headed ñPoò.  But, if you later 

noted another Chestnut-sided Warbler in that woodlot 

singing, you would replace the ñHò with an ñSò. 

 

The third breeding evidence column, headed ñPr.ò, is 

where you record observations that suggest ñProbable 

Breedingò. For example, if you were to find a Northern 

Flicker excavating a tree in your square, you would 

record ñNò in that column next to Northern Flicker. 

 

The last breeding evidence column is headed ñConf.ò, 

and is two spaces wide so that you can record a two-

letter code from the ñConfirmed Breedingò level of 

breeding evidence. If, for example, you saw a Spotted 

Sandpiper feigning injury in your square, you would 

record the code ñDDò, next to Spotted Sandpiper (for 

Distraction Display).  

 

Be sure to assign each bird to only one square even if 

they are near the edge of two squares and move freely 

from one square to another.  In such cases, you should 

assign them to the square where they were first detected. 

If you later find the nest in another square, you should 

report your record in that square instead.   

Strengthening the Evidence for Breeding 

During the course of the 5-year survey, while looking for 

previously unrecorded species, you should also look for 

stronger evidence of breeding for previously recorded 

species. For example, on your first visit to a square, you 

may observe a singing Song Sparrow in suitable habitat, 

which you record as ñSò under Possible. If you observe 

this bird singing in the same location on several 

subsequent occasions during the breeding season, you 

would now be able to update this to ñpresumed territoryò 

in the 'Probable' code, and you could enter ñTò in the Pr. 

column (Note: do not erase the ñSò already recorded in 

the Possible column.). If later you were to find a Song 

Sparrow nest with eggs in it, you would fill in ñNEò in 

the column headed ñConf.ò. Remember: Do not change 

the 1
st
 Visit column. You would then have upgraded the 

Song Sparrow from "Possible" to ñProbableò to the 

ñConfirmedò level of breeding evidence. 

 

You should attempt to obtain probable or confirmed 

breeding evidence for as many species as possible, 

especially those that are unusual in your region, or 

were not recorded previously. A species needs to be 

confirmed as breeding only once in the five years of 

the Atlas for any 10-km square. 

 

You should also try to upgrade within a Breeding 

Evidence level. The categories within each level of 

breeding evidence are listed in order of their importance. 

For example, if you had evidence for a ñTò (for territory) 

for Chipping Sparrow and then found a Chipping 

Sparrow displaying to another, you would upgrade the 

evidence by erasing ñTò and filling in ñDò (for courtship 
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display) next to Chipping Sparrow. Make sure that 

your data form shows the highest breeding evidence 

observed for each species. 

 

Many observers from other atlases found that it was 

easier to obtain confirmed breeding records late in the 

season by observing adults carrying food or seeing 

fledged young. However, it is still important to do most 

atlassing early in the season, especially in June, because 

many more species are singing and easier to find at that 

time. Remember that some groups are best surveyed 

earlier or later in the year, for example owls and grouse 

are most easily detected from mid-March through April. 

American Goldfinch and Cedar Waxwing are examples 

of species whose nesting may peak in July and continue 

into August and even beyond. 

Abundance Estimates 

While regular atlassing gives us information on where 

our bird species are breeding, it does not tell us how 

many are breeding in each location. This can be 

achieved by estimating the ñabundanceò of each species 

for your square(s). You will notice an ñAbundò column 

on your breeding evidence form (Fig 2), to the right of 

the breeding evidence columns. This column is used to 

provide a rough estimate of the number of breeding 

pairs of the species thought to be breeding in the square 

(based on your field observations and the amount of 

suitable habitat). These estimates are coded as follows 

(put the index number in the ñAbundò column that 

corresponds with the estimated number of pairs of that 

species in your square): 
 

Index    Abundance 

 0      0 

 1      1 

 2      2 ï 10 

  3     11 ï 100 

 4       101 ï 1000 

 5   1001 - 10,000  

  

These estimates should only be provided once you have 

completed a reasonable assessment of the square (e.g., 

after 20 hours of coverage), and do not need to be 

provided every year for all species. If you provide 

multiple estimates over more than one year in the same 

square, only your most recent estimate will be used. We 

realize this estimate can sometimes be difficult so just do 

your best. 

Notes/Other Observers 

A space has been left on the data form in which you can 

enter additional information relevant to the atlassing of 

the square, such as extra visits, reference to 

supplemental data forms submitted, factors affecting the 

quality of data collected, or records from other 

observers.  

 

Here are some examples of relevant comments: 

¶ Rare/Colonial Species Report form was sent to RC 

re Rusty Blackbird in this square. 

¶ 13 visits were made to this square. Details of the 

final three visits are recorded on the enclosed sheet 

of paper. 

¶ Heavy fog encountered on 3 of the 4 visits to this 

square, severely limiting observation. 

¶ Data on this form do not represent all habitat types ï 

lakes were not visited. 

¶ Mary Jones provided the record of confirmed Pine 

Warbler (NY).  

 

NOTE: Breeding evidence forms can be entered directly 

into the atlas database through the website. To view a 

tutorial on how to do this, please visit: 

http://manitobabirdatlas.blogspot.com/2010/05/how-to-

enter-breeding-evidence-online.html  

2. DAILY OBSERVATION  FORM  

The Daily Observation form (Figure 4) is a different way 

to record breeding evidence for those who wish to keep 

track of a daily checklist. The concept is to use one form 

per square per day. This method has several advantages: 
 

¶ Keeps track of the date of all sightings 

¶ Migrants can be entered on the form, even though 

they will not be visible on distribution maps (this 

helps track safe dates for future atlases) 

¶ Daily forms can be downloaded and then imported 

into www.ebird.ca for those who wish to keep 

personal lists (contact atlas staff for instructions on 

how to do this) 
    

Each daily observation form should ONLY be used to 

record the birds seen or heard on ONE day in ONE 

square. You will therefore need multiple copies of the 

daily observations form. As with the standard breeding 

evidence forms, atlassers are advised to consider using 

rough forms for the field and then transferring the 

information neatly to a clean copy to submit (unless you 

have very neat handwriting). As with the Breeding 

Evidence forms, at the top of each Daily Observation 

form, fill in the square identification (zone, block and 

square), the region number and the date. Fill in your 

name and atlasser number as well as those of any 

additional atlassers who worked with you in the square 

(use the 'Notes' section if more than two people worked 

with you). Again, please ask any other atlassers working 

with you to register. 

http://manitobabirdatlas.blogspot.com/2010/05/how-to-enter-breeding-evidence-online.html
http://manitobabirdatlas.blogspot.com/2010/05/how-to-enter-breeding-evidence-online.html
http://www.ebird.ca/
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Figure 4. Example of part of a completed Daily Observation Form (full form is on a two-sided 11 x 8.5 sheet, folded down the middle). 
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Make sure that you record the start time at the 

beginning of each visit to the field, so you don't forget. 

End time is recorded at the end of your visit, and is used 

to calculate ñParty-hoursò (the total amount of time 

spent in the square that day for all party members).  As 

with the Breeding Evidence forms, time is recorded 

using a 24-hour clock and can be rounded to the nearest 

15-minutes. The Daily Observation forms offer the 

option of naming your atlassing site or locality.  This is 

not a requirement, but it can be useful for your own and 

our records. Distance travelled (km) is easy to determine 

by using a GPS or estimating with a map, especially if 

you are atlassing on roads.  You can also add GPS 

coordinates to the form is you wish to make a list for a 

specific site within a square.  Our website also contains a 

tool that can be used to estimate UTM coordinates.  

 

If you are recording all of the bird species you observe in 

the square, check ñYesò next to the question ñAre you 

submitting a complete checklist of birds found during 

this visit?ò. If you are omitting migrating species or 

species you are unable to identify, check ñNo.ò  

Count column 

Use the count column to keep a running tally of the 

number of individuals of ALL species that you see 

within the square. One way to do this is record the 

number with hash marks (ie. IIII for 5), then when later 

transcribing your field form to your record form, write 

the actual number (ie. 5).  
 

Breeding Evidence column 

Please refer to paragraphs one and two of the Breeding 

Evidence instruction (p12), and the breeding evidence 

codes (Table 1, p.9).  When recording breeding evidence 

on the Daily Observation form, record the highest level 

that you observe on that day.  For example, if you hear 

the song of an Eastern Kingbird, then later that day 

witness one carrying food, change your earlier ñSò to 

ñCFò in the breeding evidence column and add the 

individual(s) to the count column. Be sure to only record 

breeding evidence codes for breeding birds; do not use X 

for migrants. For species that are clearly migrants, leave 

the breeding evidence code blank! If you are unsure as to 

whether a bird is a migrant, please refer to the Breeding 

Dates available on the atlas website. You may use the X 

code for a bird that could be a migrant or a local breeder, 

i.e. in the shoulder season between early breeding and 

last migration. It is wise to carry a Breeding Evidence 

codes sheet with you in the field if you are not certain of 

the codes.  

Additional species 

If you are recording migrants, you will likely have to 

write in some additional species not listed on the form. 

You can use the ñAdditional Speciesò section to do this 

or, if absolutely necessary, the blank spaces at the end of 

the last row. 

NOTE: Daily observation forms can be entered into the 

atlas website in much the same manner as breeding 

evidence forms. The ñdaily observationsò button allows 

you to do this (if you are already in ñdaily observationò 

format this button will read ñstandard formò and it can 

be clicked to change back to a standard breeding 

evidence form. 

3. CASUAL OBSERVATIO N FORM 
 

If you observe breeding evidence for a species in another 

square, even if you know that square has been assigned 

to someone else, you should complete a Casual 

Observation Form (Figure 5) which can be later entered 

online or sent to the Atlas office. However, if you spend 

significant time atlassing in someone elseôs square, you 

should complete a Breeding Evidence or Daily 

Observation Form for that square, detailing dates, times 

of visits, party hours of atlassing, UTM coordinates, visit 

number and breeding evidence. This will ensure we have 

a complete record of atlassing effort in that square for 

comparison with future atlases. 
 

 
Figure 5.  Example of a completed Casual Observation 

Form.  

 

Please remember to provide the complete square number 

on each row when filling in a Casual Observation Form. 

You can use the same casual form to report species from 

different squares within the same year. If you used a 

GPS and do not know which square you were in, you 

can use the conversion tool available on the website to 

find your square number. UTM coordinates (columns 2 

and 3) are optional.   
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4. RARE OR COLONIAL SPECIES 

FORM 
 

We are making special efforts to document the 

occurrence of species of birds that are considered rare in 

Manitoba. Those species, identified in Appendix C and 

on the Breeding Evidence Data Form, require additional 

information to be reported on a separate form. Because 

similar information is needed for colonial species, both 

groups of birds are reported on the Rare/Colonial 

Species Form (Figure 6). On the species list in Appendix 

C, provincially rare breeding species are marked with À, 

uncommon (often declining) species are marked with ¤, 

and colonial species are marked with §. Regionally rare 

species are not designated on that list, but rather are 

listed on Square Summary Sheets.  

 

There are two sections on the Rare/Colonial Species 

Report Form (Figure 6).  The top portion of the form 

refers to ñBasic Documentationò (observer, location, 

date, etc.), required for all reports of Rare, Regionally 

Rare, Uncommon and Colonial species.  The second 

portion of this form refers to ñFull Documentationò 

(additional site and identification details), required for 

all reports of Rare species and for confirmed breeding 

records only of Uncommon and Colonial species, as well 

as Regionally Rare birds. 

 

As the Rare/Colonial Species Report Form will be 

scanned into the computer, please print neatly with a 

dark pen or pencil and put one character in each box so 

that the characters do not touch the lines. The rest of the 

form must be read or verified by RCs and the Atlasô 

Rare Species committee, so please write neatly for them 

too!  

 

Please report the location of rare and colonial species as 

precisely as possible (using UTM coordinates) and fill in 

the circle (under UTM information) to indicate whether 

you used a GPS unit, a map or the web to determine the 

coordinates. Again, we emphasize to please use the 

NAD83 datum for GPS records.  

 

Full Documentation requires a complete written 

description and sketch map of the location, stating as 

precisely as possible the exact location of the 

observation and how to reach the spot again. If you find 

more than one site for a particular rare or colonial 

species in a 10-km square, you can document all of them 

on the same form. There is space in the table to report up 

to six sites. If you find more than six sites in the square, 

simply list the relevant information for each additional 

site in the ñAdditional Commentsò section on the back 

of the form. 
 

Colonial Species 
 

§ = Colonial:  FULL documentation required for 

CONFIRMED breeding records. 
 

Colonial species are marked with a §, on your Breeding 

Evidence Data Form and in Appendix C. Breeding 

colonies of colonial species (but not reports of colonial 

breeding species seen away from colonies) should also 

be Fully documented on Rare/Colonial Species Report 

Forms.  

 

Fill in one form per colonial species; however, multiple 

sites for a species can be included on the same form. Be 

especially cautious when near nesting areas for most 

colonial species as they are very sensitive to disturbance 

at the colony.  For this reason, it is recommended that 

you estimate the number of nests and site details from a 

distance without getting too close to the colony. Check 

with your RC to see if any special effort has already 

been planned to record colonial species in your square.  

Rare Species 
 

À = Provincially  Rare:  FULL documentation required 

for ALL breeding records. 

¤ = Uncommon: BASIC documentation required for 

Possible & Probable breeding records; FULL 

documentation required for CONFIRMED breeding 

records. 

ÿ = Regionally Rare:  FULL documentation required 

for out of range records. 
 

Since it may be important to verify details for rare 

species as soon as possible after the sighting, please 

contact your RC right away if you find breeding 

evidence for a rare or regionally rare species. The RC 

might help in verifying the sighting or in completing the 

data form. You should also use the Rare/Colonial 

Species Report Form and notify the RC if you find 

breeding evidence for any species not listed on your 

Regional/Square Summary Sheet or Breeding Evidence 

Data Form, or for any provincially or regionally rare 

species. In order to protect Species At Risk (Appendix 

D), any sensitive information, such as the precise 

locations of Species At Risk, should be kept strictly 

confidential by the atlasser and their RC. Be extremely 

cautious not to disturb Species At Risk in any way. 

 

If the Atlas is to reach its full potential as a conservation 

tool, it is extremely important that you report all 

occurrences of rare species. If you are particularly 

concerned about protecting information for a rare or 

colonial species you have found, contact the Atlas 

Coordinator at the Atlas office, to discuss the situation 

and determine how to proceed.  
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Figure 6. An example of a completed Rare/ Colonial Species Report Form.  Please note that this is a sample form. See Appendix C for when ñBasic 

Documentationò only or ñBasic Documentationò and ñFull Documentationò is required. 
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Be careful when atlassing! Treat all birds and 

their habitat with respect and caution. Excessive 

disturbance may cause the adults to abandon the 

nest, especially in incubation. Lingering around 

a nest too long or disturbing the area around it 

may betray it to predators. Playing recordings of 

certain species can elicit responses and generate 

critical information quickly, but use the tape 

judiciously, switching it off as soon as a 

response gives you the data you need. For 

further guidance, the American Birding 

Association Code of Birding Ethics is provided 

in Appendix G. 

 

Be particularly cautious when near Species At 

Risk. Stay alert to avoid trampling nests and be 

very careful in delicate habitats like sand dunes. 

Remember that this project is about gathering 

data to help bird conservation and we should all 

act accordingly when surveying in bird habitats. 
 

DETERMINING UTM EAST INGS 

AND NORTHINGS 
 

For regular atlassing you need not worry about 

recording UTM coordinates. However, if you 

find breeding evidence for a rare species or a 

colony, please record UTM Zones, Eastings and 

Northings, which are coordinates on a 

worldwide grid system. Similarly, if you are 

performing off-road point counts you will need 

to record the UTM coordinates (off-road point 

counts are discussed in the Point Count Guide).  
 

When entering your data online 

The Rare/Colonial Species form online has an 

option that allows you to use GoogleMaps to 

find your location within a square. In the 

Observation details section, for each row, there 

is a blue button. Clicking on the button opens up 

a new popup window that should show you the 

boundary of your current square in red. 
 

The red marker within the square indicates the 

position of the coordinates you wish to 

determine. To move the marker, you must drag 

the map to place the marker on top of your 

location (click anywhere on the map, maintain 

the button down and move your mouse). Once 

you are satisfied with the position of the marker, 

simply click ñtransferò and the UTM coordinates 

should be copied to your data form. 

 

In addition to moving the map, you can also 

zoom in or zoom out to a different scale, and 

change the map layers to display satellite 

imagery, road layers or topo map layers. 

Satellite imagery is not available in high 

resolution everywhere, particularly in remote 

areas. In those areas, it may be preferable to use 

the ñCanada topoò layer. 
 

If you have more coordinates in the same square, 

you can simply click another blue button to find 

the location of more sites. 
 

Using a GPS to determine UTM 

If you have a GPS unit, record the location while 

you are on site. Make sure you set the device to 

NAD83 datum (usually under navigation setup 

or something similar). If the wrong datum is 

used, the locations of nests, colonies or point 

counts can be off by as much as 200 meters! 

Using any other datum will most likely provide 

incorrect (and therefore unusable) coordinates. 

This makes future analyses of bird-habitat 

relationships very difficult. Please read your 

GPS ownerôs manual for more instruction on 

how to set the datum.  
 

When you take a GPS reading, please record the 

first 2 digits of the Zone (a value between 14 

and 16 in Manitoba), as well as all 6 digits of the 

Easting and all 7 digits of Northing. (If your 

GPS unit gives you 7 digits for Easting, do not 

record the initial ñ0ò.) If you do not have a GPS 

unit, mark your location on the map as 

accurately as possible while in the field, and 

determine the UTM coordinates later. 
 

Tip: If you have a GPS unit, set it to display 

coordinates in UTM format (NAD83).  If you 

know which 100 km block you are in (Figure 

1b), you can determine the last two digits of the 

square number by reading the 5
th
 number from 

the right of the easting and northing. Make 

sure you read the Easting before the Northing, 

which you can remember with the rule that an 

Easting is always smaller than a Northing.  
 

Example:  You are in Birds Hill Provincial Park, 

which is in block 14PA, and your GPS reads 

Easting = 654423, Northing = 5541933, you  

immediately know you are in square 14PA54. 
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Using a map to determine UTM 

Figure 7 illustrates how to determine the UTM 

Eastings and Northings from a map.  
 

 
Figure 7.  Section of a topo map. The red 

asterisk is at Easting 285000 and Northing 

5512000. The town of Hadashville can be seen 

at a glance to be at an approximate Easting of 

290000 and at an approximate Northing of 

5506500 (more precisely 290251 5506740).  

 

The 1-km ñNorthingsò (shown along the left 

border of the map in blue) increase towards the 

top of the map. One-km ñEastingsò are shown 

along the top of the map and they increase left to 

right. The 1-km designations always end in 

ñ000ò. Some maps will also have 100m ñtickò 

marks between the 1-km grid lines. To 

determine the appropriate 100m Easting for a 

location, place a ruler vertically across the map 

to determine which mark on the top of the map 

is closest to the location. To determine the 

appropriate 100m Northing, place the ruler 

horizontally across the map in the same manner. 

Using the internet to determine UTM 

GoogleMaps can also be used to determine 

UTM coordinates.  Visit the Atlas website and 

select ñData and Mapsò on the menu banner: 

¶ Select ñGeographic Conversionò 

¶ Click ñFind coordinates on 
GoogleMapsò 

¶ Here you can look at a map or satellite 

image.  Double click on any area to 

zoom in.  Single click and hold to drag 

the map around. 

¶ Click ñTransferò and ñPerform 

Conversion.ò You now have the UTM 

coordinates (and square #) displayed. 
 

Atlassing at the edge of a square 

Atlassing very close to the boundary of a square 

may be challenging. You may find it difficult to 

know exactly which square you are in at times. 

It is worth making note of landmarks that help 

determine which square you are in ahead of 

time, or use your GPS as indicated in the box 

under "Using a GPS to determine UTM" on p17. 

ATLASSING IN REMOTE 

AREAS 
 

In remote and inaccessible areas within each 

region, data should be recorded on a 10 x 10-km 

square basis whenever possible. In the unlikely 

event you cannot pinpoint some of your 

sightings to a 10 x 10-km square, a data form for 

the 100 x 100-km block can be completed. To 

do this, enter only the zone and block codes in 

the Breeding Evidence Form, e.g., 14LK. 

 

The 100 x 100-km blocks provide a vast area to 

cover, necessitating detailed planning prior to a 

visit. Habitats of interest may be much farther 

apart, bird life more thinly distributed, and travel 

conditions more primitive, all necessitating a far 

longer period of atlassing in order to obtain 

adequate coverage.  

 


















