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President’s Message
Invasive plants is a far more complex and important
issue than local officials, NGO’s and politicians would
have us believe. As an educational NGO, CVNS has a
special role play in this matter, which will affect the
direction this society will take in coming years.
Two major phenomena herald the kind of environmental
upheavals the twenty-first century will face: Hurricane
Sandy, and the massive die-back of ash in Britain. I
think it is fitting to reflect on what they tell us, because
these two events are global trends that we can prepare
for, and in some measure either adapt to or take proactive steps to avoid.
While climatologists are hesitant to attribute the
anthropogenic climate change, they also recognize that
Sandy is part of growing trend in extreme events, which
are part of the expected climate change scenarios
predicted by the scientific community for the last two
decades.1 For those of you who care to read Bill
McGuire’s Waking the Giant: How a changing climate
triggers earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanoes2, there is a
subtle – but documentedrelationship between
increased precipitation and earthquakes.
Britain is now witnessing a massive die-back of its ash
forests. 80 million ash trees are now at risk, in an
unprecedented mortality that exceeds that of the Dutch
elm disease. Fortunately, 5-10% of the native ash trees
appear to be genetically resistant to Chalara fraxinea.
Chalara fraxinea is a virulent fungus that originated in
Poland in 1992 and has virtually extirpated ash trees in
the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark. This outbreak
could have been avoided. Chalara fraxinea was
introduced in Britain this year by The Woodland Trust,
which imported ash trees from Dutch and Danish
nurseries. The government had early warning but only
banned nursery imports after the outbreak was
reported…by the media.
Like us, the Woodland Trust is a well-intentioned
environmentally committed non-profit society.
There is a caution in this tale. Chalara fraxinea is an
invasive organism. Nurseries are a common source of
invasives. Government officials cannot check every

plant. These invasives are not just the plants themselves,
but also the organisms (bacteria, viruses, fungi and
arthropods) which they host. Even the DNA itself is
“invasive”, when it hybridizes with native populations,
and diminishes native immunity.
The rule of thumb used by restorationists is that seed
and plants should be as local as possible. They should
not originate from more than a 2km radius.
This caution is particularly appropriate if we set it in
the light of what Hurricane Sandy heralds. Massive
storm events are not just discrete events. These storms
have longer evaporation periods. They increase ambient
humidity over a longer period of time. This creates
hitherto unavailable opportunities for the development of
invasive fungal and bacterial agents which were
previously dormant or thought-to be benign, as in the
case of the sudden explosion of the Asian ladybug
(Harmonia axyridis) in Europe.
The outbreak of
Chalara fraxinea in Poland in 1992, may also be
correlated with the increased floods in continental
Europe over the past 2 decades.
Over the last 8 months CVNS has led walks every
week and drawn about 800 participants, and we are
expanding our citizen science and monitoring activities.
The message we communicate is important for a future
which is increasingly uncertain. Invasives are going to
be a growing concern in the public eye. Our success will
lie in our ability to communicate the complexity of
biodiversity at genetic and ecosystem scales. That
complexity begins by stressing and preserving the
genetic uniqueness of our local flora and fauna.
Loys Maingon (RPBio)
CVNS President
1.http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/2012/
10/31/the-future-according-to-sandy/
2.
Bill McGuire (2012) Waking the Giant: How a
changing climate triggers earthquakes, tsunamis and
volcanoes, Oxford Press 303pages.
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NEWSLETTER:
Deadline March newsletter: March 1, 2013
Newsletters are published: November, March and
June. The newsletter is e-mailed to members.
Available at monthly meetings.
($5.00 per year if mailed).
Articles are welcomed: natural history, trips,
unusual sightings, etc.

MEETINGS

MEMBERSHIP
Single $30, Family $40 (Life $300)
Junior 12-18 $10, Student age 18-22

$15

Mail cheques to Sue Martell, 251–3399 Crown
Isle Drive, Courtenay, BC, V9N 9X7
Receipts at meeting or send SASE
Membership due January 1st.
If not paid by February 28th, names are struck
off the CVNS and BC Nature lists. New
members joining after September will have
their membership extended to the following
calendar year: January to December.
Change of address, phone number or e-mail:
Please advise Sue Martell, 250-334-2979

Regular monthly meetings are held 3rd Sunday
of the month at 7:00 p.m. in the Florence Filberg
Centre, 411 Anderton Avenue, Courtenay.
June meeting: potluck at member’s house
No meeting July, August and December
Bird meetings are held the first Thursday of the
month 7:00 p.m. at the Filberg Soroptimist
Lounge. For info: Dave Robinson
Botany Meetings:
Botany Meetings are scheduled on the first
Monday of every month and held at a member’s
home, 12:30 p.m. Bring your lunch.
For info: Karin Franzen 250-334-7737
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Dinner on a Mudflat
by Chris Pielou
Coastal mudflats are not most people's favourite
places, but they do attract birders, and naturalists in
general, when the shore birds are in migration,
northwards in spring, and back southwards in late
summer. When the birds are hungry, huge flocks of
them settle on mudflats at low tide, and pig out on
innumerable tiny invertebrates living in the mud. The
invertebrates of choice were said to be amphipods, that
is, tiny shrimps also called "scuds", and miscellaneous
worms such as roundworms. That's all the peeps (the
smallest sandpipers) were presumed to be eating while
they keep on pecking the mud like sewing machines.
Or so it was thought, until recently. Now research
has shown that Western sandpipers, the commonest of
the peeps, have vegetarian tastes. About fifty percent
of their diet consists of diatoms, single-celled bacteria,
incapable of moving on their own, but able to feed
themselves by photosynthesis. They are among the
principal ingredients of biofilm, itself a recent
discovery.
Biofilm is a new microhabitat and, at the same time,
a new ecological community. Wikipedia defines it as
"an aggregate of microorganisms in which cells adhere
to each other on a surface". The diatom biofilm on a
mudflat is a layer of seawater containing a variety of
tiny organisms, most of them diatoms, all held together
by the mucus on their surfaces; usually some organic
detritus and inorganic mud gets stuck to the layer too.
Western sandpipers and probably other small peeps,
have been found to rely on biofilm for their food.
They eat it by slurping it up with slightly open bills.
You can watch them doing it (for 9 seconds!) on a
Nature Canada video, by asking Google for "biofilm
sandpipers".
The discovery has caused a change of opinion on the
energy cycle of sandpipers. It had been thought that
they were two steps (maybe more) up their food chain,
because their food consisted exclusively of animals.
But diatoms are autotrophic, that is, they
photosynthsize their own food, which means they
capture the sun's energy at first hand. They are
therefore at the bottom of the food chain. Sandpipers
are now only one step up, at least during their
migration: or perhaps 1.5 steps up because they don't
confine themselves to diatoms The whole food/energy
cycle of a mudflat, during the peeps' migration season,
is not what was previously thought.
The discovery also emphasizes how important
mudflats are in seashore ecology.

on whether "greenness" which gives the ability to
photosynthesize, or "single-celledness" as in bacteria,
is regarded as the salient character of diatoms.
(Anyway they are microscopic, individually.) My vote
is for greenness. Their actual colour tends more to
golden, but the chlorophyll is there.

Western Sandpiper and Black-bellied Plover at
Oyster Bay
Photo Charles Brandt

Least Sandpiper

Photo Charles Brandt

The Least Sandpiper is the world's smallest sandpiper
(14 cm.). It along with the Western Sandpiper are
often referred to collectively as "peeps". They migrate
down our coasts in August and September. Some
Least Sandpipers winter on the west coast, but most
winter to northern South-America. This juvenile
sandpiper has a slight drooping bill, brownish streaked
upper breast, and has greenish-yellow legs

Note: Some ecologists say "diatoms and bacteria",
others say "bacteria including diatoms". It all depends
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Fire and the Garry Oak Ecosystem
The Wetland Restoration Project had a unique
opportunity to experiment with a prescribed burn in the
Courtenay River Airpark recently. Why would we
want to burn this popular park? In fact this is very
much an experiment and we only hope to burn three
small plots. Our goal in the Courtenay River Airpark
has been to create a small Garry oak meadow. This is
a threatened ecosystem here on Vancouver Island. To
this end we have been planting Garry oaks and the
associated shrubs such as Nootka rose, snowberry and
Oregon grape. In recent years we have also seeded the
site with camas and other small forbs collected from
nearby areas of the estuary.
It appears that historically fire was an important
component of this ecosystem. The First Nations used
fire as a tool to manipulate the landscape for their
purposes of agriculture and hunting. Fire has the effect
of stopping or slowing the natural succession in an
ecosystem. On Vancouver Island there is a natural
tendency for conifers such as Douglas-fir to slowly
invade meadows. As they grow the meadow quickly
reverts to a forest. Plants such as camas, which were
valuable food plants, grow in meadows but will not
survive in the shade of a forest.
By burning the meadows on a regular basis, young
conifers are killed and this helps to keep a meadow
from changing into a forest. Without fire it appears
the Garry Oak ecosystem is a short lived phenomenon.
Burning also releases a quick flush of nutrients into
the soil to the benefit of the grasses, forbs and other
plants. The effect of burning on invasive plants is less
understood. This is why we plan to proceed slowly
with this experiment. It is thought that the Garry oak
itself is able to tolerate a low intensity burn.
We have set up three plots measuring 8m by 8m in
the Airpark. They have different aspects and positions
on the slope. We have taken photos and done plant
survey in these plots. Club member Bob Bartsch has
taken the photos of the plots while Helen Robinson has
helped with the plant identification. There has been a
great enthusiasm by club members for this project.
Within the club there is considerable expertise with
many ex-forestry workers from both government
ministries and private industry.
We have had an unusual dry Autumn which quickly
changed. We have gone from a situation where it was
too dry to safely burn, to one where it is too wet to get
ignition.
On the third week of Oct. looked like we
had a short window of opportunity. Unfortunately the
small weather envelope closed with an untimely
shower that dampened the ground sufficiently to snuff
out our plans. Although our attempt was unsuccessful,
valuable lessons were learned from what turned out to

be a trial run. We hope that we can try again in the
early spring when conditions are more favourable.
Once again thanks to all the club members who
turned out to help with the burn and who have
supported the Wetland Restoration Project over the
years.
Frank Hovenden

Christmas Bird Counts
Remember to sign up for 2 or 3 -- the opportunity
comes only once a year. Many of our members take
part in all counts held in our area.
Comox CBC – Sunday Dec 16 – Carol Muirhead carolalain@shaw.ca or call 250-331-0511.
Deep Bay CBC – Wednesday Dec 19 – Bill Stewart
- bmstewart@shaw.ca or call 250-338-1855.
Little River-Powell River Ferry CBC - Thursday
Dec 27 – Art Martell – amartell@shaw.ca or call
250-334-2979. Meet at the Little River ferry
terminal around 09:50h on the morning of the count.
All are welcome.
Campbell River CBC – Saturday Dec. 29 – Luisa
Richardson - Lu_rich@shaw.ca (there is an
underscore between “Lu” and “rich").
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Sutton Pass Ecological Reserve
On September 17, 2012 Betty, Robbie and I drove to
the Sutton Pass Ecological Reserve, located beside
Highway #4, 25 Km. west of Port Alberni. We were
led by Judy Carlson who is the volunteer warden of the
reserve, which is five hectares in size,and which was
established in 1978 to protect one of the few known
occurrences of the blue-listed northern adder's- tongue
(Ophioglossum pusillum) in British Columbia. A
small pond, dammed by an ancient rockslide lies near
the middle of the reserve, and is subject to seasonal
variations in water level. (When we were there it was
almost completely dry.) The "bowl" is surrounded by
the typical western hemlock / western red cedar forest,
but the plant associations of greatest interest are the
herbs and shrubs around most of the pond. Plants
commonly growing with the adder's-tongue are marsh
violet,lesser spearwort, marsh speedwell and western
St.John's -wort.

The adder's tongue is related to the ferns as it
reproduces by spores. It is 5-20 cm. in height, has 1
leaf-like blade and a slender fertile, snake-like segment
arising from the same stalk. The spores are embedded
in two rows of sporangia at the top. This is definitely a
plant worth seeing, despite the rather dangerous access
to its location.
Submitted by Helen Robinson

Always remember what Tommy Douglas used to say:
“Courage my friends, it’s not too late to create a better
world.”
Loys Maingon

Comox Valley Nature Inaugurated Rachel
Carson Memorial Lectures for 2012-2013
As it approaches its own 50th anniversary Comox
Valley Nature launched a special monthly lecture
series to commemorate and honour Rachel Carson’s
launch of Silent Spring , on September 15 1962. Fifty
years ago Rachel Carson’s tale of environmental greed
and hubris, helped launched the Environmental
Movement.
To commemorate this event CVN
inaugurated a special lecture series: “Women in
Environmental Work” a series of one hour lectures by
BC women professionally involved in environmental
studies and earth sciences.
In keeping with CVN’s own commitment to the
restoration of Garry Oak ecosystems in the Comox
Valley, the first speaker was Kathryn Martell (MSc.).
Kathryn Martell is one of two
Conservation
Specialists with the Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery
Team (GOERT).
Western Bluebirds are an iconic species of Garry
Oak Ecosystems. Once common in Garry Oak habitats
on southern Vancouver Island, populations of Western
Bluebirds declined as these ecosystems vanished;
bluebirds disappeared completely from southern
Vancouver Island in the early 1990's. This summer the
Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team and project
partners successfully reintroduced four nesting pairs to
the Cowichan Valley, a pilot year for this 5-year
reintroduction project. One of these pairs raised the
first Western Bluebirds born on Vancouver Island
since 1995! Ms. Martell has been working closely
with GOERT partners to coordinate the Western
Bluebird re-introduction Project, drawing on years of
experience with stewardship and conservation projects
throughout the province.
The Western Bluebird Reintroduction Project goal is
to re-establish a self-sustaining breeding population in
our region, through both moving birds from other
healthy populations and involving landowners,
naturalists and other volunteers in ecosystem
restoration and stewardship.
It is a model of
responsible bird conservation, and the complexities
involved.
Loys Maingon

Botany Course NIC Elder College
Loys Maingon has accepted teaching an 8 part
Basic Botany of the Comox Valley for Elder
College at NIC – which should give us a
broader outreach for the nature walks. This
course will be in February and March at North
Island College.
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Wolves of Canada
Author, Erin McCloskey examines wolves’ role in the
mythology of First Nations and in the modern world in
this fascinating paperback. While addressing the past
persecution of wolves McCloskey embraces the
reintroduction of Canadian wolves to Yellowstone
Park. Although wolves remain a symbol of Canadian
identity the wolf was extirpated from almost all of its
range south of the Canadian border.
McCloskey guides the reader through wolf
physiology, distribution, interaction with other species
and management programs in this primer on wolf
biology and history. An overview of wolf behaviour,
the care of they young and pack dynamics enriches our
appreciation for the wolf. In ecology the complex
interaction of wolves with plants and animals is
enlightening. McCloskey provides an insight into
these complex interactions.
McCloskey concludes “The wolf survives in Canada
because of its own stamina and perseverance partially
because it has never shown us the hatred we have
shown it”. The call of the wolf and howling pack is
undoubtedly “an expression of emotion” by the wolf
and an experience that touches the listener with
emotion.
Wolves in Canada is published by Lone Pine with a list
price of $18.95. It is on my list of books to share with
my grandchildren and friends.
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CVNS Nature Walks & Activities November to February 2013
Car pool at the Old Church Theatre 755 Harmston Avenue in Courtenay. Arrive at the parking area on
Harmston Avenue to car pool 30 minutes prior to the start of the walk. Meet guides at trail heads.
Note: Additional winter walks will be announced shortly.

November 17, Saturday, Seal Bay Park from Fitzell Road off Langlois. Meet 9am at Harmston or 9:30am
at Fitzell. Leader: Loys Maingon 331-0143. Public walk
December 15, Saturday Children's Chirstmas Bird Count
December 16, Sunday, Comox Christmas Bird Count . Contract Carol Muirhead - carolalain@shaw.ca or call
250-331-0511. Bill Stewart - bmstewart@shaw.ca or call 250-338-1855.
December 27, Thursday, Little River-Powell River Ferry CBC Art Martell – amartell@shaw.ca or call 250334-2979. Meet at the Little River ferry terminal around 09:50h on the morning of the count. All are welcome.
December 29, Saturday, Campbell River CBC Luisa Richardson - Lu_rich@shaw.ca (there is an underscore
between “Lu” and “rich").
Please note: Guides: All non-member field trip participants need to sign a waiver recognizing that there are risks
inherent to all outdoor activities. On all field trips wear suitable clothing and footwear, and bring water & a snack. No
dogs please. Share travelling expenses when car-pooling.
Remember car pooling at Old Church Theatre, 755 Harmston Avenue in Courtenay, 30 minutes prior to the start of our
walks. Meet guides at trail heads. Check foot-wear and note no dogs, please.

Young Naturalists Christmas Bird
Count
On Saturday, December 15, from 9a.m. - 1p.m., the
Comox Valley will have its first annual Christmas
Bird Count for Kids (CBC4Kids). This event is for 514 year old with parent, grandparent, or family friend.
Participants will learn about bird identification and
using binoculars prior to setting out in small teams
led by members of CVNS Birders Group. Teams will
spend a morning recording species along survey
routes, and then get together after to tally and share
results over lunch at the Salish Building in Lewis
Park. Please email Lisa, Comox Valley Young
Naturalists, at ynccomox@gmail.com for more
information, and to reserve your spot in this fun
event.
Young Naturalists birding with Frank

Here's a link to a great article on CBC4Kids across
Canada:
http://www.birdscanada.org/download/BWCsp12.pdf
A special thank-you to Art Martell and the CVNS
Birders Group for planning and organizing this
event!
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Oregon Grape

alternate consisting of pinnately compound leaves with
5-11 holly-like leaflets on wiry petioles. The leathery
leaflets are smooth, ovate and from 2 to 3 inches in
length, shiny on the surface and dull beneath. The
leaves are acute, sessile and pinnately veined with 15-30
indented sharp spine- teeth. The clusters of yellow
flowers in dense racemes at branch tips either upright or
hanging down. Berries are sour, dark blue covered with
glaucus whitish film and contain multiple seeds.
Berries grow along red spike-branch tips. The bark is
yellow or yellow-green. The inner bark and roots are
bright yellow. Mahonia nervosa forms small colonies,
from 1-3 feet high and eaves are dull on the surface and
beneath. The yellow flowers are in dense elongated
clusters arising from the end of the stem. The berries are
often beneath the leaves and persist into late fall. Leaves
are usually green however may turn bright red-orange or
bronzy purple. To distinguish the leaves of
B
aquifolium, M. aquifolia and M. repens visit

Family: Berberidaceae

Oregon State University
http://oregonstate.edu/dept/ldplants/images/ma-an/

Genus species:
Berberis aquifolium Pursh a.k.a
Mahonia aquifolium, Paxton a.k.a. Mahonia aquifolia
Note: both names considered correct. M. nervosa and
M. repens are used as a food and medicine similarly.
Common Names: Mountain grape, Oregon grape,
Rocky Mountain grape, Western grape holly, Mahonia,
wild grape, Yerba de Sangre

Location/Origin: Oregon grape in native to Western
North America and is found from the Rocky Mountain
region to coastal areas of western USA and British
Columbia growing on slopes, coniferous forests, oak
woodland, open sites from California to BC. It is widely
cultivated as an ornamental shrub. Used by most First
Nations/American Indian in the Pacific Northwest as a
food, medicine and dye. Related species found in
Europe and Asia.
Propagation: Seed sown as soon as ripe in cold frame
germinates in the spring. Harvest seed before seed case
has dried and sow as soon as harvested. Three weeks
cold stratification will improve germination which
should take place in 3-6 months at 10 degree C. Grow in
cold frame for the first winter. Use division of suckers in
the spring in cold frame and leaf cuttings in autumn.
Chemistry and Pharmacology: All Mahonia contain
the isoquinoline alkaloid berberine (C20H17O4N), which
imparts a bright yellow colour to the roots and stems.
Berberine is more soluble in water than in alcohol.
Berberine has antibacterial and amoebicidal activity.
Dye: T he roots of Oregon grape may be used to extract
a bright yellow dye by boiling one cup of roots in a litre
of water and soaking the material to be dyed in the
solution. The roots were traditionally used for basketry
materials and porcupine quills. Evaporated residues can
be mixed with carrier and used as paint. Coast Salish
also used an infusion as a detergent for washing hands.

Oregon grape on exposed Comox Lake Bluffs (ArbutusManzanita assemblage). Northern Mediterranean dry
summer and winter rain region. hotograph Sharon Niscak

Botanical Description: Mahonia aquifolium is an erect
or spreading evergreen shrub 2-12 feet. The leaves are

Sharon Niscak
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