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Board of Directors for 2021 
At our online Annual General Meeting on February 14, 

the following positions on the Board of Directors for 

2021 were decided: 

• Vice President: David Innes 

• Treasurer: Isabella Erni 

• BC Nature Representative: Sharon Niscak 

• Project Director: Loys Maingon 

• Wetlands Restoration Director: Karen Cummins 

• Director-at-Large: John Neilson 

On behalf of the membership, the editor gives a big 

thank-you to these dedicated folks. We also want to 

recognize the excellent service provided by Linda Graf 

in her role as Secretary this past year. 

But notice that two of the key positions are now 

vacant—President and Secretary. We need people to step 

up to these leadership roles. Please contact David Innes 

at cvncoordinator@gmail.com to find out more about 

these positions or to express your interest. 

The Complex Waltz of 
Lichens 
Or, “Why so many lichens?” 
By Loys Maingon 

On an outing in August 2020 towards Jutland Mountain 

in Strathcona Park, as we surveyed lichens on a rocky 

outcrop covered mainly with Umbilicaria, a friend 

asked: “Why so many species in one place?” – a 

question only a disciple of Darwin might relish. Without 

necessarily alluding to “God’s inordinate fondness for 

beetles,” sometimes there seems to have also been a 

fondness for lichens! “God” notwithstanding, species 

abundance is an artifact of site complexity, or just plain 

complexity. 

Nature is deceptively paradoxical. In Nature the simplest 

is the most complex. Cell theory illustrates that point. 

Defined for decades as the basic, and therefore the 

simplest, unit of living matter “the cell” turns out to be 

its most complex, as advances in cell biology over the 

past 50 years have shown. Even the simple base-pairing 

of DNA, which underlies all life, remains surprisingly 

complex in its applications. 

Nature defies reductive logic. Even the simple is highly 

complex, because the existence of the simple depends on 

the complexity of its connections both at scale and 

through orders of magnitude. The degree of complexity 

is a matter of the scale at which organisms exist. We 

simplify by assuming (wrongly) that other organisms 

exist in a variation of the human scale. Simple things do 

not exist alone. They are essential parts in a cascade of 

relationships across a series of interlocked scales. 

Lichens were an unusual part of my post-graduate 

coursework given that my interest was in limnology, 

studying biologically derived geological and chemical 

nutrient exchanges in coastal alpine and subalpine 
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freshwater systems. Most of my focus was on the role 

that aquatic insect communities play in nutrient 

processing. The study of lichens is not normally 

associated with limnology. It should be because lichens 

are an essential, if largely unrecognized, part of the 

hydrological cycle. Work on lichens in old-growth 

forests of the Pacific Northwest forests in the early 

1970s had shown that a 185-foot Douglas fir had about 

185 lb (dry weight) of foliage, of which 38 lb were 

lichens. These lichens capture micro-nutrients out of the 

air and transfer them to the forest floor in the rain. Apart 

from controlling rain pH and water quality, lichens 

contribute up to 10 lb of nitrogen per acre of coastal 

forest. So what else do they do? 

Most people take lichens to be plants. Strictly speaking, 

they are not. Plants are normally defined as autotrophs 

that photosynthesize their own food in cellulose walls.1 

Lichens are a fungal and algal symbiosis that seems to 

date back to the pre-Cambrian (>540 mya). Unlike most 

species, they have no single origin.2 Where things get 

confusing is when we stop to realize that both plant and 

animal cells are evolutionary products of 

“endosymbiosis” (organisms that have ingested and 

retained other organisms.) In fact it can be argued that all 

cellular organisms are symbionts, as is the planet, as 

noted by Lynn Margulis in a 1998 publication.3 

Margulis’s vision complements the growing 

understanding we now have of forests as giant symbiotic 

systems connected and regulated by the “world-wide 

web” of fungal networks made up of mycorrhizal 

connections. The recent enthusiasm over the mycorrhizal 

revolution really just barely scratches the surface. 

Mycorrhizae connect vascular plants which 

photosynthesize carbohydrates, and move solutions of 

nutrients, such as nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, 

sulfur, magnesium, calcium and other essential nutrients 

across large distances. While in return, the mycorrhizae 

receive sugars which can only be manufactured by 

autotrophs, it is perhaps more important to note that the 

symbiotic relationship between plants and fungi controls 

forest hydrology to the point that it drives the forests’ 

“biotic pump.”4  The pumping mechanism that is 

characteristic of forests and other photosynthetic 

assemblages, actually “creates” water out of 

condensation. The biotic pump determines regional 

hydrological conditions across the planet. Both the 

volume and the quality of regional waters (streams and 

lakes) are products of that symbiosis. (If forests collapse, 
so does the water supply.) 

Lichens are the cornerstone of the condensation 

mechanism that drives the “biotic pump.” 

Lichens are photosynthetic structures in which a layer of 

distributed algae and cyanobacteria can photosynthesize 

year-round and drive regional water vapour pressure and 

provide nitrogen pulses to the environment. In alpine and 

subalpine forests, when leaves have fallen, or conifers 

die and lose their needles, large masses of pendulous, 

foliose and powder lichens like the various species of 

Alectoria, Platismatia or Ochrolechia, continue 

photosynthesis and nutrient mobilization. Tree death is 

far more complicated than the logging industry would 

have us believe! One could say that as part of symbioses 

dead trees still photosynthesize and maintain keystone 

biotic processes because their lichen communities are 

part of the trees. The lichen species would not 

photosynthesize if the tree did not provide the supporting 

structure and substrate for those particular life forms. 

The life of a dead tree may look simple, but it is really 

complex! 

Lichens have certain requirements. They are 

photosynthetically active only in relatively cool and wet 

or humid conditions. Like bryophytes (mosses, 

liverworts and hornworts), lichens close down and re-

activate within species-specific ranges of water vapour 

and solar intensity which controls micro-temperatures at 

their surfaces. The distribution of bryophytes and lichen 

on a surface does not appear to be random. The 

bryophytes need the micro-nutrients that lichens capture 

aerially. As Figure 1 illustrates, bryophytes distribute 

around lichens. It does not pay to smother your 

benefactor. It’s complicated! 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Isothecium sp. moss growing around a powder lichen. 

The moss avoids covering its nutrient source. 

  Photo: Loys Maingon 
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So, what has this to do with the number of lichen species 

on a hot sunny south-facing basaltic outcrop? 

Well first, such outcrops are covered with snow from 

November to June, 8 months of the year. Even in August 

they are home to shallow ponds, where one can find 

dragonflies, midges, algae and quillwort. Dry rock is in 

fact not “dry.” The strength of rock depends on the 

percentage of water in it. Bedrock holds up to 27% of 

rainfall. As it turns out, recent research shows that 

bedrock plays a much more important role in the 

hydrological cycle than we have thought until now. That 

27% “bedrock moisture” is a major contributor to plant 

evapotranspiration.5 

Rock surfaces are incrusted with microlichens that most 

people will never notice, even if life on this planet 

depends on them. People often confuse the colour of 

microlichens with the colour of rock, except for the more 

striking blacks and yellows of species like Rhizocarpon 
geographicum. An undisturbed rock surface is often a 

whole microlichen flora, usually in dark hues of black, 

grey and brown. This microflora is like a forest that 

covers this 27% of the water catchment and biologically 

modulates the rates of evaporation off the rock surfaces, 

and gives rise to macrolichens. It constitutes, at its 

diminutive scale, a complex old-growth system that 

pumps and circulates evapotranspiration at the boundary 

layer of the rock. Literally, it is a “living rock.” That 

pumping will make it possible for bryophyte spores 

brought by visiting winds and birds to eventually 

establish themselves together with other green 

chlorophytes. It is a primary articulation of the complex 

biogeochemical processes that will culminate in the 

development of a forest as mountains erode and climates 

evolve. 

Significantly, the macrolichens, the larger foliose lichens 

that colonize these rock surfaces, like Cetaria islandica, 

the Umbilicaria spp. or Psora himalayana, come in 

black and brown hues, characteristic of their main 

photosynthesizer “blue-green algae”, which is a nitrogen 

fixer. In solution, nitrogen acts both as a mild acid that 

erodes rock and as a fertilizer for bryophytes. 

The Umbilicaria flora on a rock surface resembles an 

assemblage of two-dimensional black roses on a rock 

wall (Figure 2). Very much in keeping with James 

Lovelock’s “Daisy World” model of white and black 

daisies that act as Gaia’s thermostat, these large lichens 

absorb solar radiation and modulate rock surface 

temperatures, water vapour production and nitrogen 

fixation rates. Lichen structural architecture and algal, 

bacterial and fungal composition vary by species. 

Therefore both the thermal activation point and range of 

photosynthetic period vary by species and local 

response. Variation in species allows for a greater range 

in productivity to support a larger and more complex 

community. 

 

If a site has only one species of Umbilicaria, the biotic 

pump will only be active over a very short period of 

time. Umbilicaria species come in a range of blacks to 

beige, some even with white flecking. These are 

complex adaptions to ranges of solar intensity and rock 

surface tensions of water vapour which also vary with 

rock surface orientation and gradient as well as latitude 

and altitude. 

So the answer to the question runs something like this: 

“At least five species of Umbilicaria were needed at that 

south-facing almost alpine site to capture enough solar 

radiation to initiate early seasonal melt and to daily 

pump enough water vapour out of the bedrock over 4 

months and provide enough nitrogen to drive accelerated 
growth conditions to a complex living system of 

apparently simple organisms under extremely adverse 

conditions.” 

If that answer is right, we may want to reconsider the 

common name for the genus Umbilicaria. It is “Rock-

tripe”, a derogatory name indicative of dry dead things. 

Umbilicaria really means “navel”. The name refers to 

the concentric shape of the thallus arising from a central 

“rhizine.” 

It is more like the complex life-giving “Omphalos 

mundi,” that the Greeks associated with Kronos the god 

 

Fig. 2: Umbilicaria rigida like black rose surrounded by 

Rhizocarpon and Cetraria spp.   Photo: Loys Maingon 
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of time, than simple tripe, but then we always belittle 

and oversimplify at our peril. 

1. https://biologydictionary.net/plant/ 

2. David Hawksworth (2015) Lichenization: The Origins of a 

Fungal Life-Style. Recent Advances in Lichenology. Pages 1-

10. 

3. Lynn Margulis (1998). Symbiotic Planet. 

4. Victor G. Gorshkov, Vadim V. Gorhkov and Anastassio M. 

Makarieva (2000) Biotic Regulation of the Environment. 

Springer 367pp.; Fred Pearce (2020) Weather Makers: Forests 

supply the world with rain. A controversial Russian theory 

claims they make wind. Science (19 June, 1302-1305). 

5. Daniella M Rempe and William E. Dietrich. (2018) Direct 

observations of rock moisture, a hidden component of the 

hydrologic cycle. PNAS, 115:11:2664-2669. 
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/11/2664 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herring Spawn Experience 
2021 
By Bruce Moffat 

There is ongoing discussion about the viability and 

sustainability of the herring fishery that is worthy of 

review. Others more skilled in science will continue that. 

This article is a wide-eyed look at the wondrous natural 

event laid out before us. My skills lean toward capturing 

what I experience and presenting it to you for your 

enjoyment. 

What do you think of when you ponder the herring 

spawn: 

• Is it the sea lion barking you hear even when you 

can't see the ocean? 

• Wondering where all these gulls came from? 

• If the visit by the Brant Geese is tied to the feast and 

where they go when it's done? 

• Where have all these eagles been hiding before now? 

• How much herring is there and how much roe do they 

leave? 

• The color of the water the milt creates? 

• The gathering boats and their frenzied response to the 

fish's arrival? 

• Or the sheer magnitude of the overall event? 

 

The sights, sounds and smells of the herring spawn are 

memorable and mark an important event for so many 

creatures. For me it is an immersive experience, crawling 

on the wet sand to get close to the geese to observe what 

they are eating, setting up on cliff tops to capture the 

soaring eagles as they show their preference for 

kleptoparasitic behavior instead of fishing. When you 

are there you can't help but hear the sea lions barking 

and the gulls calling and take in the smell of the spawn. 

 

Spent herring on rocks.  Photo: Bruce Moffat 

https://biologydictionary.net/plant/
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/11/2664
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This year I noticed the arrival of sea lions in greater 

numbers as a first sign. While I was out photographing 

sea birds these large mammals would pop their heads up 

and look inquisitively at me. As their numbers increased 

their sounds could be heard in my neighborhood over 2 

km from the water in Royston. Observing them during 

the spawn can be a real contrast. They can be flying 

around vigorously eating all they can or more likely for 

me this year, they are lolling about on the surface with 

their bellies full and fins raised in the air for warmth. 

 

Next, the number of eagles seemed to go up 

dramatically. Off Point Holmes they would soar in the 

right wind conditions or sit patiently in the treetops 

waiting for the action to begin. Once the action started 

many eagles would join in and follow the early few 

headed out over the water. More often than not there 

would end up being more eagles trying to steal another's 

catch rather than dipping their talons in the water full of 

fish. Just when you thought they must all be stuffed with 

herring you might see one, two or up to five for me this 

year going after a gull. That seemed like a lot of work 

compared to the dazed fish close to the surface, but it 

was going on time and again. 

 

Most of the Brant Geese I saw locally were at Kye Bay 

this year. They timed their arrival there each day for an 

outgoing tide that would expose good quantities of sea 

lettuce. They proved to be pretty particular eaters as I 

watched them eat every scrap of green sea lettuce they 

came across, choosing to leave the orange and purple 

seaweed alone. I didn't see them eat the herring eggs but 

they were still around as the beaches where they were 

feeding were covered with them and are part of their 

diet. This surely helps power their long journey north to 

Alaska and the Canadian arctic which they start from 

Baja, Mexico. 

While I observed many herring slurped, chewed, torn 

and tossed I focused a little more on the eggs this year 

using my macro lens and a technique called 'focus 

stacking' to get some closer looks. With the right light 

they look like jewels on a seaweed setting, and at higher 

magnification reveal some contents within. With some 

simple math using estimates on the Strait of Georgia 

tonnage, average fish weight and the number of eggs 

each female can lay, my estimate is many, many billions 

of eggs. Seems the average female will lay between 

20,000 and 30,000 eggs while larger females can lay up 

to 200,000. 

 

Gulls sitting.  Photo: Bruce Moffat 

 

Sea lion pair.  Photo: Bruce Moffat 

 

Bald Eagle food fight.  Photo: Bruce Moffat 
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I hope the few photos here give you a taste of my 

experience this year. For access to many more photos 

from this year's spawn follow this link for a collection of 

galleries and their photos and videos within: 

https://moffatphotography.zenfolio.com/f669633441. I 

particularly recommend watching the video of the Brants 

walking and eating their way down the beach towards 

me. Note, turn your volume down as a noisy plane 

passes overhead. 

 

 

Salish Sea Herring Spawn 
Webinars 
By David Innes 

Loys Maingon organized a series of webinars through 

the Canadian Society of Environmental Biologists 

(CSEB) as background information for the annual 

Pacific herring spawn in the Salish Sea including areas 

around Denman and Hornby Islands. This series was 

presented on February 22 to 26, ahead of the March 4 to 

6, 2021 annual Herring Festival sponsored by 

Conservancy Hornby Island. The webinars provided 

valuable information on the importance of herring in the 
Salish Sea marine ecosystem, threats to herring 

populations, and management of the commercial fishery. 

DFO manages Pacific herring (Clupea pallasii) on the 

coast of BC as five Stock Assessment areas (Salish 

Sea/Strait of Georgia, West Coast Vancouver Island, 

Central Coast, Prince Rupert and Haida Gwaii). The 

Salish Sea/Strait of Georgia stock appears to be the most 

abundant with the remaining four stocks mostly 

depleted, showing no recovery even with the elimination 

of commercial harvesting. The Salish Sea stock is 

exploited as an annual industrial fishery for roe with the 

carcasses reduced to fish meal, and there is concern that 

further fishing pressure will deplete the stock that forms 

the basis for the food web supporting the abundance of 

marine and bird life in the Salish Sea. 

 CVN member Dr. John Neilson (former DFO Scientist) 

presented a summary (Salish Sea Herring 101, 

Biology Human Use, Status and Management) of a 

report he prepared for Conservancy Hornby Island on 

the conservation benefits of a Marine Protected Area 

(MPA) in Lambert Channel for Pacific herring. A review 

of the literature (in Canada and international) showed 

that the conservation benefits of MPAs are sometimes 

controversial. In addition to restricting commercial 

fishing, successful MPAs require other key features such 

as including a large area (> 100 km2) and a long-

establishment (> 10 years). Successful establishment of 

marine reserves also requires input from various 

stakeholders, including First Nations, the fishing 

industry and the local community. He concluded that 

there are few MPAs that focus on conserving forage fish 

such as herring. 

Dr. Neilson re-analyzed some of the Salish Sea herring 

spawning information made available from DFO. The 

results found that the most important spawning areas in 

the Salish Sea included those around Hornby and 

Denman Islands, as well as Cape Lazo and Sandy (Tree) 

 

Herring roe on seaweed.  Photo: Bruce Moffat 

https://moffatphotography.zenfolio.com/f669633441
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Island. Protecting herring from fishing mortality and 

protecting spawners in these areas could provide a major 

factor for the conservation of Pacific herring. Using 

MPAs to protect exploited marine populations can also 

provide some insurance for these populations to survive 

in a rapidly changing ocean environment. John also 

indicated how DFO is moving towards a harvesting 

scheme which is more reflective of stock status, 

including an exploitation rate scaled to population 

biomass. However, progress has been slow, and there is 

a need for public pressure to fully implement this 

important initiative. 

As noted by Dr. Neilson's presentation, the next webinar 

(The legal protection of forage fish beaches) emphasised 

the role that forage fish such as herring play in 

sustaining the Salish Sea ecosystem, particularly the link 

between forage fish, salmon and the endangered 

Southern Resident Orca populations. Ellen Campbell, 

Megan Buchanan and Calvin Sandborn (University 

of Victoria Environmental Law Centre) provided a 

summary of their 2019 report prepared for WWF Canada 

- Saving Orcas by Protecting Fish Spawning 

Beaches. The report noted that beach spawning habitat 

in the Salish Sea is limited and much of the habitat is 

lost due to modifications that include armoring and 

dredging resulting in the destruction of spawning 

beaches. Laws and policy need to change to better 

protect shoreline and preserve valuable spawning 

habitat. They recommend a provincial Shoreline 

Protection Act based on the principle of “no net loss of 

marine shoreline ecological function”. This Act would 

govern local planning and land use bylaws. They also 

recommended the creation of incentives for shoreline 

naturalization. Projects to restore shoreline naturalization 

in the Washington State coastal area were well presented 

by Jason Toft during the January 2021 CVN webinar, 

and BC would benefit from a similar approach. 

Monitoring marine ecosystem change is essential for 

effective management and conservation. However, this 

presents a challenge given that marine ecosystems are 

complex and can extend over very large areas. Marine 

bird species can be ideal indicators of spatial and 

temporal trends in the state of marine ecosystems since 

they show wide variation in migratory behaviour, 

ecological traits and dietary specialization. Dr. Ignacio 

Vilchis presented his research with colleagues 

(Assessing seabird ecological correlates to inform 

conservation) showing that variation in ecological traits 
and dietary specializations could partially explain 

variation in seabird species declines as indicators of 

ecosystem change. Overwintering (and not breeding 

locally) pursuit-diving species specializing on forage 

fish showed the greatest population declines in the Salish 

Sea. These declines are likely related to reductions in 

forage fish such as Pacific herring. Among other factors, 

forage fish declines are thought to be due to the negative 

effects of coastline alterations on spawning habitat as 

noted in the previous webinars. 

Oceana Canada is a non-profit organization with a 

mission to educate the public about ocean conservation 

issues. Oceana Canada carries out annual Fishery Audits 

on the state of fisheries and fisheries management. Dr. 

Robert Rangeley (Oceana Director of Science) gave a 

webinar on Rebuilding fisheries: unlocking Canada’s 

potential for abundant oceans. The 2020 Fishery 

Audit reported that fewer stocks were considered healthy 

and more were considered depleted compared to annual 

audits conducted in 2017 - 2019. The report also noted 

significant data gaps (including limited dockside or at-

sea monitoring) for assessing various fishery stocks that 

make effective management decisions more difficult. 

The Fisheries Act of Canada requires plans for 

rebuilding depleted populations, but Canada still does 

not have the policy in place to address rebuilding of 

depleted stocks. Of the 194 stocks (based on marine fish 

and invertebrate stocks) reviewed, only about a quarter 

could be considered healthy and there are no longer any 

healthy forage fish stocks (including herring) on 

Canada's Pacific coast. A major problem is the continued 

exploitation of depleted populations combined with the 

absence of critical data to carry out effective 

management decisions. Rebuilding stocks to healthy 

levels can provide much more future economic value 

than continued exploitation with the risk of extinction. 

Pacific salmon play a central role in the history, social 

activity, economy, and physical well-being of 

Indigenous people. It is therefore not surprising that the 

archeological record has focussed more on salmon 

compared to smaller fish species such as herring that 

were also utilized by Indigenous people. Given their 

smaller size with smaller bones, documenting the 

archeological record for forage fish is more difficult than 

for the larger salmon species. Dr. Iain McKechnie 

presented a webinar (Archaeology of Herring in the 

Salish Sea) based on research with colleagues on the 

occurrence of different fish species based on fish bones 

found in coastal middens. They found a greater 

abundance of salmon bones in middens from SE Alaska, 

north coast of BC and Haida Gwaii and a greater 

abundance of herring bones from the central BC Coast, 
west coast Vancouver Island and the Salish Sea. Bones 

from a variety of other fish species were also recovered 

but most appeared to be utilized much less than salmon 

or herring. In addition, the archeological record for 
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herring bones can provide a historical record of 

abundance over a time span of approximately 200 to 

2000 years ago. The analysis suggests that herring was 

much more geographically distributed in the Salish Sea 

and sufficiently abundant for harvesting over thousands 

of years without any danger of depletion. It is only since 

the advent of recent industrial commercial harvesting 

over the past 50 to 100 years that herring abundance has 

decreased and spawning range contracted. This historical 

perspective should be incorporated in the current 

management plan for this important forage fish species. 

CVN thanks Loys Maingon and the Canadian Society 

for Environmental Biologists for hosting the webinars. 

The webinars have been recorded and can be viewed at 
https://cseb-scbe.org/resources/cseb-webinar-
archives/. 

Stinging Nettle 
By Jocie Brooks 

 

Many people first learn about stinging nettle the hard 

way. My first encounter, as a child, was a downhill 

wagon ride that ended in a roll through the nettle patch. 

A painful, bumpy red rash was the result. 

Despite its bad reputation, stinging nettle is a highly 

useful plant, and can be harvested as a spinach-like 

vegetable for use as steamed greens or in soups or pesto. 

It also makes an excellent medicinal tea. When the plant 

dies down in the late summer and fall, the tough fibres 

from the stem were traditionally harvested to make 

netting and cordage. 

Description 

Stinging nettle (Urtica dioica ssp. gracilis) has a square 

stem, with leaves opposite each other. The bright green 

leaves are saw-toothed, tapering to a point. Drooping 

clusters of small greenish flowers at the axils are either 

male or female (on the same plant) with the female 

spikes usually above the males. Stinging nettle is a 

perennial and spreads from rhizomes, often forming 

extensive colonies. 

 

The genus name Urtica means “to burn” and the species 

name dioica means dioecious, or males and females on 

separate plants, which is true of some stinging nettle 

subspecies (not ours, which is monecious). The word 

nettle comes from the old German word “nezzila” which 

translates as “net.” 

What causes the sting? 

Stinging nettle has hollow hairs called trichomes, and at 

the base of each hair is a gland that contains formic acid. 

Touching the plant causes the tip of the hair to break, 

and the fluid is drawn through the capillary hair into 

one’s flesh. Brave people like to show off by grasping 

nettles firmly, proving that they do not sting if you break 

the delicate hairs. 

Where to find it 

Stinging nettle likes nitrogen-rich soil and is often found 

on disturbed sites such as roadsides, clearings and 

middens. It can also be found in open forest, meadows 

and stream sides. 

Harvesting notes 

The first leaves of nettle usually appear in early April, 

and it is best to harvest before flowering. Gloves must be 

worn for harvesting, but after cooking nettle loses its 

sting. Beware of harvesting nettle from contaminated 

areas. In our area, this includes old railway grades (that 

 

Stinging nettle leaves.  Photo: Jocie Brooks 

 

Stinging nettle flowers.  Photo: Jocie Brooks 

https://cseb-scbe.org/resources/cseb-webinar-archives/
https://cseb-scbe.org/resources/cseb-webinar-archives/
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were heavily sprayed) and former coal mining sites 

(even though they may look natural).  

Note that stinging nettle is an important larval food plant 

for butterflies in our area, most notably the Milbert’s 

tortoiseshell, Satyr angelwing and red admiral. When 

harvesting, take only what you need and leave the rest! 

Fun facts 

• Samuel Pepys reported in his diary that he enjoyed a 

nettle porridge on February 25, 1661. 

• During WWII hundreds of tons of nettle were 

harvested in Great Britain for the extraction of 

chlorophyll and dyes for camouflage nets. 

• One of Aesop’s fables (by an ancient Greek 

storyteller) tells a story of a boy who was stung by 

nettles. He ran home and told his mother, saying, 

“Although it hurts me very much, I only touched it 

gently.” “That was just why it stung you,” said his 

mother. “The next time you touch a nettle, grasp it 

boldly, and it will be soft as silk to your hand, and not 

in the least hurt you.” Moral: whatever you do, do it 

with all of your might! 

Conservation and 
Restoration News and Views 

Stewardship of Natural Areas: Why We Do 

It 
By Karen Cummins 

 

Frank Hovenden and others have already started to work 

in the Airpark, and soon there will be work starting in 

Little River Nature Park. I have enjoyed the winter rest 

and change in activities, but I am looking forward to 

reconnecting with the life in our natural areas, seeing the 

first push of growth, knowing that there will be a whole 

season of unfolding change. For me, each week nature 

will bring something new to feel wonder over or 

research further. There will be photos to take, some 

exotic plant thugs to edit out, greetings to trade with 

walkers and co-workers and the pleasure of good, 

physical exercise. I have been curious about what 

motivates others to volunteer their time and energy, 

particularly to stewardship projects. 

Angela Dawson is motivated by the feeling of belonging 

to the community, of being helpful and making a 

difference. Years ago she helped plant trees at Little 

River Nature Park and makes a point to check in on 

those trees to see how they are growing. 

Being a nature lover from Saskatchewan, Murray Little 

has enjoyed any outdoor experience here that taught him 

more about the incredible and completely different 

ecosystem he now calls home. Participating with other 

like-minded individuals in activities that help keep 

natural places healthy are his idea of fun. Even after 

living here for 13 years, exploring and learning with the 

Shoreline Group was a new and exciting experience. 

Barbara Nielson describes our work of monitoring and 

removing invasive plants at Little River as “quiet time”, 

a time of connection. She equates it with the feeling of 

well-being that she experiences when painting. To her 

what we do at Little River isn’t the busyness of work. It 

is about connecting with something bigger than 

ourselves. Even days later, the memory of the 

stewardship focus gives her a warm feeling. 

Having worked in poor countries, Frank Hovenden‘s life 

philosophy is that he has been so fortunate to never 

know hunger that it is only right to give back what he 

can for the common good. He has an interest in botany 

and plant science, so stewardship actions in natural areas 

are an easy fit for him. He believes it is our duty as 

citizens of this society to not leave everything for the 

government but volunteer our efforts where we are 

capable of doing so. 

If you enjoy being outside in nature and are feeling the 

stewardship urge this spring, we would be happy to have 

you join our small, socially distant work parties, or we 

can give you an area to work in on your own at a time of 

your choice. If your skills or interests tend to the 

administrative, CVN has opportunities for you as well. 

Contact us at karen.cummins@shaw.ca or 

fhovenden@shaw.ca. 

 

From left: Barbara Nielson, Frank Hovenden and Murray 

Little planting camas in the Airpark. 

  Photo: Karen Cummins 

mailto:karen.cummins@shaw.ca
mailto:fhovenden@shaw.ca
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Courtenay River Airpark restoration: Spring 

report 
By Frank Hovenden 

We have started the spring cleanup around our plantings. 

This largely consists of weeding, pruning and fertilizing. 

Another couple of work parties are planned, forgoing the 

coffee afterwards in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Although rabbits remain in the Airpark, their numbers 

seem slightly less than last year. As a result, we are 

seeing less damage to our plantings. 

We are doing some early planting including Henderson’s 

checker-mallow (Sidalcea hendersonii). This is a listed 

plant found in the Courtenay River estuary. Our supply 

comes from seed which I have planted and raised in my 

garden. We were successful in planting this around the 

large culvert when it was installed in 2015. Although the 

plants have survived, they have been covered several 

times with driftwood and tidal debris which tends to 

accumulate at the north end of the lagoon following a 

typical winter storm. We are placing new plants on sites 

not so prone to the tidal debris deposition.  

We have also been planting small-flowered lupine which 

was rescued from the side of Comox Road by Jack 

Bindernagel. 

We are always looking for volunteers to help with the 

work in the Airpark. If you are in reasonable shape and 

don’t mind getting your hands dirty, contact me 

(fhovenden@shaw.ca). There is no shortage of work to 

share. 

Enjoy the spring. 

Little River herbarium plans 
By Karen Cummins 

Barbara Nielsen and I are always observing the native 

ecosystems at Little River Nature Park both out of 

personal interest and in order to spot invasive plants 

early. So this year we are planning to identify and record 

the occurrence of as many existing plant species in Little 

River as possible. 

Though both of us enjoy taking photos, the tactile and 

sensory appeal of preserving natural history in a 

herbarium is creating a new adventure for us. Our first 

step is building plant presses, followed by archiving the 

dry, flattened specimens with their labels. We will be 

careful to only photograph (and not collect) any 

endangered or sensitive species. Stay tuned for a 

progress report. 

Let us know if you are interested in joining our 

herbarium study. Our thanks go to Sharon Niscak for 

sharing the ISCBC webinar on making a plant press (see 

below) and to Helen Robinson for sharing a peek at her 

herbarium. 

The Invasive Species Council of BC has webinars 

(“Plants under pressure”, parts one and two) about 

making a plant press, here: 

https://bcinvasives.ca/resources/webinar-gallery/. 

 

 

Bird Checklist Updated 

Art Martell has prepared a new edition of the Checklist 

of Comox Valley Birds. With updated bar charts to 

reflect changes in abundance and arrival dates, and an 

updated list of casual and accidental species, birders will 

want to have this 2021 edition. 

Until we can have in-person meetings again, CVN 

members (and the general public) can purchase the 

checklist from these local retail stores: Laughing Oyster 

Book Shop in Courtenay, and Blue Heron Books in 

Comox. 

 

Volunteer Ernie Stafanik.  Photo: Frank Hovenden 

mailto:fhovenden@shaw.ca
https://bcinvasives.ca/resources/webinar-gallery/
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CVN Birders and the MARS 
Connection 
By Kelly Kline 

In 2020, the Birders Group established a partnership 

with the Mountainaire Avian Rescue Society (MARS) to 

enhance the bird displays at their visitor centre. Last 

spring, Art Martell gave two presentations on the topic 

of the Trumpeter Swans to packed audiences at the 

visitor centre. Bruce Moffat was to give a photo essay on 

the story of a baby Loon. This will be rescheduled when 

the pandemic is over. 

Establishing wetland plants 

 

 

In the photos above Royann Petrell provides an update 

on a landscaping project at MARS to establish bird-

friendly plants. She began planning a year ago and now 

is having weekly work parties with Karen Cummins and 

Jan Smith. More volunteers are needed for planting. 

Royann will provide training and education. 

[Editor’s note: This report is also available on the CVNS 

website where you can see larger versions of these 

photos.] 

Birding volunteers needed 

We would like weekly bird observations at MARS as we 

will compare species abundance before and after the 

replanting.  Linda, Gord, Kathyrn, and Krista have been 

doing this, but they will need more birders to have 
weekly reports. To date, 73 species have been recorded 

on eBird, and approximately half that on iNaturalist. 

If you would like to help with either the planting or bird 

counting, please contact Royann at 

royannjean@gmail.com, or email me at 

cvnbirds@gmail.com and I will put you in touch. 

 

 

CVN Tree of the Year 2021 
By Karen Cummins 

 

Catch your tree before it leafs out! 

Branch patterns are beautiful! 

Spring into action and get your nomination in. Look 

up………..way up…………..and find a beautiful tree to 

nominate. 

Nominations close April 1. From April 20 to June 1 join 

our Tour of the Trees and cast your vote. 

Visit http://cvnature.ca/treeoftheyear. 

 

 

Plans for MARS wetland area.  Photo: Royann Petrell 

 

New area for native plants at MARS. Photo: Royann Petrell 

 

mailto:royannjean@gmail.com
mailto:cvnbirds@gmail.com
http://cvnature.ca/treeoftheyear
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Upcoming CVNS Activities 

General Instructions for Field Trips 

• All field trips are club events and reserved for 

members only, unless otherwise stated. Typically, one 

walk each month is open to the public. 

• Meet either at the carpooling location or the trailhead 

10 minutes before the specified time, unless 

otherwise announced. Carpooling locations are 

usually the former Thrifty’s location in downtown 

Courtenay or the Courtenay Country Market on 

Highway 19A north of the city. 

• Participants are responsible for their own safety. 

• Walks typically take at least 2 hours. 

• Wear clothing and footwear suitable for the 

conditions. 

• Bring water and a snack (or lunch for longer trips). 

• No dogs please. 

Schedule 

This information reflects planning as of our publishing date 
and is subject to change. For general club activities, 
watch for the latest information and additional details in 
the President’s weekly announcements and on the 
website. 

To be notified of the activities of a special interest group, 
contact the Group Leader and ask to be added to the 

group’s contact list. 

Following public health guidelines, all CVN in-person 

group activities have been cancelled until further 

notice. 

Reminder for Field Trip Leaders 

All field trip participants who are not CVNS members 

must sign our Informed Consent and Assumption of Risk 

Agreement before participating. 

About the Society 

Website 

http://comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca  

General Email Address 

coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca  

Mailing Address 

Comox Valley Naturalists Society 

Box 3222 

Courtenay BC, V9N 5N4 

Board of Directors 

President: [vacant] 

(coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca) 

Vice-President: David Innes 

Secretary: [vacant] (cvnsecretary@gmail.com) 

Treasurer: Isabella Erni (TreasurerCVNS@gmail.com) 

BC Nature Director: Sharon Niscak 

Project Director: Loys Maingon 

Wetlands Restoration Director: Karen Cummins 

Director-at-Large: John Neilson 

Group Leaders and Other Volunteers 
Membership Secretary: Dianna Colnett 

(cvnsmembership@gmail.com) 

Birding: Kelly Kline (cvnbirds@gmail.com) 

Botany: Jocie Brooks (cvnbotany@gmail.com) 

Shoreline: [vacant] (cvnsshoreline@gmail.com) 

Photography: Bryan Walwork 

Weekend Walks: Loys Maingon 

Conservation: Loys Maingon 

Garry Oak Restoration: Loys Maingon 

Airpark Restoration: Frank Hovenden 

Environmental Heritage and Culture: Gordon Olsen 

(coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca) 

Swan Count: Ernie Stefanik, Krista Kaptein 

(ernie.stefanik@gmail.com) 

Comox Valley Conservation Partners liaison: Kate 

Panayotof 

Speakers Planning: David Innes 

Bursary Committee: Kathleen Wilkinson 

(cvnbursary@gmail.com) 

Tree of the Year Committee: Karen Cummins 

Education and Outreach Committee: Lyndsay Fraser 

(chair), Jodi MacLean (secretary) 

Coffee Committee: Judy Chrysler, Kelly Kline 

Website: David Orford 

(site_info@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca) 

Facebook: Jillian Jones (cvnaturefacebook@gmail.com) 

Newsletter Advertising: Kathie Woodley 

Newsletter Editor: David Orford (Advisor: Sharon 

Niscak) (newsletter@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca) 

Constitution and Bylaws 

Available in PDF form on this web page: 
http://comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca/about-us/ 

Membership 

Includes membership in BC Nature. 

Membership form (including the Informed Consent and 

Assumption of Risk Agreement) is available at meetings 

and on the website. 

http://comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca/
mailto:coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
mailto:coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
mailto:cvnsecretary@gmail.com
mailto:TreasurerCVNS@gmail.com
mailto:cvnmembership@gmail.com
mailto:cvnbirds@gmail.com
mailto:cvnbotany@gmail.com
mailto:%20cvnsshoreline@gmail.com
mailto:coordinator@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
mailto:%20ernie.stefanik@gmail.com
mailto:cvnbursary@gmail.com
mailto:site_info@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
mailto:cvnaturefacebook@gmail.com
mailto:newsletter@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
http://comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca/about-us/
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Fee: $30 per year per adult or family (2 adults plus 

children 16 and under) 

Discount of $16 if you are already a paid-up member of 

BC Nature (either directly or through another club). 

Pay at general meetings, on the website using PayPal, or 

mail a cheque payable to Comox Valley Nature to: 

CVNS Membership Secretary 

Box 3222 

Courtenay BC, V9N 5N4 

Membership runs for the calendar year and is considered 

lapsed 90 days after year end. Lapsed members are 

removed from the CVNS and BC Nature membership 

lists. 

Change of address, phone number or email: Please 

advise the Membership Secretary. 

Meetings 

When in-person meetings resume, they will follow the 
schedules described here. 

Monthly general meetings are held on the 3rd Sunday 

of the month at 7:00 p.m. in the Florence Filberg Centre, 

411 Anderton Avenue, Courtenay. 

June meeting: Potluck at a member’s house. 

No general meeting in July, August, or December. 

Bird meetings: First Thursday of the month, 7:00 p.m. 

at the Filberg Centre Soroptimist Lounge, Courtenay. 

For information or to be included on the birding group 

list, send email to cvnbirds@gmail.com. Birding walks are 

held weekly, most on Thursday mornings, and once per 

month on a Sunday. 

Botany meetings: Second Monday of the month at a 

member’s home, 12:00 p.m. An email is sent prior to the 

meeting to confirm location and topic. 

Botany walks (weather permitting) precede or follow the 

meeting and are also scheduled at other times. To be 

included on the botany group list, send email to 

cvnbotany@gmail.com. 

Newsletter 

The newsletter is published 3 times per year (March, 

June, and November). The full-colour version is emailed 

in PDF form to all members on the email list, and a few 

printed copies (black and white) are available at general 

meetings and in the CVNS outbox in the Evergreen 

Lounge at the Florence Filberg Centre. 

 

The newsletter depends on your contributions. Please 

consider contributing an article or note on any topic of 
general interest to other members such as natural history, 
conservation activities, trips, unusual sightings, or a book 

review. Photos are also appreciated, either with a story or 
stand-alone. You can send your contribution by email to 
newsletter@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca. 

We would appreciate receiving articles by the first day of 
the publication month. All articles are subject to editing. 

NatureKids 

CVNS has a cooperative relationship with NatureKids 

Comox Valley, a separate nature club for children which 

is part of the NatureKids BC organization. For more 

information, see http://www.naturekidsbc.ca/. 

 

 

 

 

mailto:cvnbirds@gmail.com
mailto:cvnbotany@gmail.com
mailto:newsletter@comoxvalleynaturalist.bc.ca
http://www.naturekidsbc.ca/
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