
1

gblt.org

WINTER 2019

PROTECTING the WILDERNESS of our UNIQUE ARCHIPELAGO

Getting to know our 
Natural Communities

The Ecology of 
Forest Fires 

Species Spotlight: 
Bobcat 

A Legacy for 
Conservation ph

ot
o:

 J
uv

en
ile

 B
la

nd
in

g’
s 

Tu
rt

le
 b

y 
K

en
ny

 R
ue

lla
nd



2

Mixed Forest, Coniferous Forest, Deciduous Forest, Rock 
Barren, Swamp, Fen, Bog, and Marsh. Welcome to the 
vegetation communities of the eastern Georgian Bay coast.

The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry 
(OMNRF) has developed an Ecological Land Classification 
(ELC) system to identify and categorize southern Ontario’s 
vast landscapes based on bedrock type, climate (temperature, 
precipitation), physiography (soils, slope, aspect), and the 
corresponding vegetation that those conditions allow to establish.

On a broad mapping scale, eastern Georgian Bay’s plant life 
is diverse; there are over one thousand documented vascular 
plant species. The littoral shoreline “strip” however, and by 
inclusion its vegetation communities, are more limited. The 
coastal weather is severe, the winds and exposure extreme, 
and soil development is restrained. Georgian Bay’s beautiful 
and extensive rock barrens are graphic testimony to this harsh 
climate. Severe weather and thin soil notwithstanding, the 

littoral zone on Georgian Bay, as is the case with any large, 
healthy body of water, is very productive and rich in wildlife.

There are predictable habitat requirements for Georgian Bay 
fauna—the birds, reptiles, turtles, and mammals. Knowing 
what vegetation communities a species prefers makes it 
possible to map for the likely presence of Species at Risk 
(SAR), and thereby to target priority lands for protection. 

Protecting Species at Risk is inextricably linked to the Land 
Trust’s mission to protect our unique archipelago. Since our 
Georgian Bay SAR are dependent on specific habitat and 
vegetation communities, the importance of protecting the 
land on which those communities thrive cannot be overstated. 
In addition, documented sightings of SAR can mean that a 
GBLT-protected property qualifies as an Ecological Gift with 
Environment and Climate Change Canada, and SAR sightings 
will also allow for property tax relief to varying degrees, 
depending on the situation and the gift type. 

Our Georgian Bay  
Vegetation Communities  
By Brooks Greer, Land Protection Program Manager, GBLT     

Blanding’s Turtle in a GBLT-protected marsh, by Marilyn Shepherd
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Here are some Georgian Bay vegetation communities— 
and some of their inhabitants:

MIXED FOREST (“FOM”)
These are probably 
the most common 
and widespread 
forest communities 
on the Georgian 
Bay shore. Common 
species are White 
Pine, Eastern White 
Cedar, Red Cedar 
(actually an upright 

juniper), Eastern Hemlock, Red Oak, and Red Maple. Breeding 
birds rely on these forests for nesting and foraging, Black  
bears feed on the Lowbush Blueberries that are a common 
groundcover. Five-lined Skink, Eastern Foxsnake and Eastern 
Massasauga all spend time in mixed forest areas, particularly 
where they border wetlands and rock barrens.

CONIFEROUS FOREST (“FOC”)
Less widespread but 
still present on 
coastal Georgian 
Bay, the most 
common dominant 
species in these 
communities is 
White Pine. Others 
are Eastern 
Hemlock, Red Pine, 
Jack Pine, and 
Eastern White Cedar 
and further north, 
Black Spruce and 
White Spruce. The 

rare and endangered Kirtland’s Warbler requires—almost 
exclusively—young stands of Jack Pine for its nesting territory. 
This is an early succession forest that will often follow a fire event.

DECIDUOUS FOREST (“FOD”)
Even less common 
on Georgian Bay 
than Coniferous 
Forest, on a large 
scale these were the 
historical vegetation 
communities of 
southwestern 
Ontario. The more 

common deciduous tree species on Georgian Bay are Red Oak, 
Red Maple, American Beech, Sugar Maple, White Oak, Yellow 
Birch, White Birch, and Trembling Aspen. They are ideal nesting 
habitat for many breeding birds and their sandy, less acidic soils 
will sometimes attract the elusive Eastern Hognose Snake.

ROCK BARREN (“RB”)
Maybe the signature 
community of 
Georgian Bay, 
“Barren” is a 
misleading word 
since there can 
actually be a  
great deal of 
vegetation in these 

communities. All of the Rock Barrens on the Precambrian 
Shield are acidic due to the chemistry of the bedrock. The Rock 
Barrens of Georgian Bay are the main reason that we enjoy the 
most diverse reptile array in Canada. The Barrens’ ability to 
absorb and retain heat allows snakes, turtles, and skinks to 
bask and to thermoregulate in order to maintain body 
temperatures within their individual required ranges. Fractured 
slabs, table rocks, ledges, overlaps, and rubble piles provide 
ideal gestating and hibernating sites for Georgian Bay snake 
species. Five-lined Skink, Eastern Foxsnake, Eastern 
Massasauga, Eastern Hognose and all local turtle species 
(Blanding’s, Musk, Midland Painted, Northern Map, 
Snapping, and Spotted) rely on Georgian Bay Rock Barrens for 
foraging, hibernation, and thermoregulation.

Rock barren

Mixed forest community

Coniferous forest community (Steamboat Channel)

Deciduous forest community

Now on to the wetlands of Georgian Bay
Healthy, undisturbed wetlands are of the utmost importance to Georgian Bay’s overall well-being. Along with providing habitat 
for innumerable species of flora and fauna, which in the case of turtles and snakes can be year-round, they also filter surface 
water runoff, thus significantly improving water quality. Marshes and swamps also provide nurseries for many fish species. 

SWAMP
A Swamp is a 
permanently 
saturated wetland 
dominated by 
standing trees and 
other water-tolerant 
vegetation. Swamps 
are often part of a 
river system. Their 
water levels may 

fluctuate on a seasonal, annual, or a precipitation basis.

BOG
A Bog is an acidic 
wetland that 
receives its water 
from precipitation 
only and has no 
natural drainage.  
Its water is typically 
dark and tea-
coloured from  

leaf tannins and decaying vegetable matter. Over time, this 
decaying matter will often produce peat.

Swamp by Alex Indigo
Platanthera blephariglottis (White Fringed Orchid)
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FEN
A Fen is similar  
to a bog but is less 
acidic, more diverse, 
and will have a 
source of water 
other than straight 
precipitation, such 
as groundwater or 
drainage from 
higher ground. A 
fen can also have  

a drainage outlet. Both Bogs and Fens will often support a 
floating mat of Sphagnum moss and provide home to several 
species of native orchids. 

BLANDING’S TURTLE 
The Blanding’s 
Turtle inhabits 
shallow lakes, 
ponds and densely 
vegetated Fens, 
Swamps, and 
Marshes with clean 
water and muddy 
bottoms. This 
species hibernates 

in the soft bottoms of water bodies. Particularly in the spring, 
the Blanding’s Turtle basks on rocks, logs, or substrates in 
sunny locations of Rock Barrens.

PRAIRIE WARBLER
The Prairie Warbler 
is an extremely rare 
bird in Canada  
and is at the very 
northern edge  
of its range on  
the southern 
Georgian Bay coast. 
The Precambrian 

Shield population of the Prairie Warbler is dependent for 
breeding habitat on shrubbed Rock Barrens where they will 
usually build their nests inside Common Junipers.

Blanding’s turtle by Don Ford

Prairie Warbler by John Berg

MARSH
A Marsh is typically 
a wetland at the 
edge of a lake or 
river, a transition 
between land and  
a body of water. 
Dominated by 
grasses, a marsh has 
few or no trees and 

its water is nutrient rich. The most common of the Georgian Bay 
wetlands, marshes are the result of millennia of fluctuating water 
levels. Huron and Michigan are not dammed, so their wetlands 
have remained diverse and natural as opposed to the cattail-
dominated marshes of controlled Lakes Erie and Ontario.

Interior fen

RIVER OTTERS
Georgian Bay River 
Otters are probably 
more numerous 
just inland from  
the Bay’s coast, 
although they are 
commonly spotted 
swimming and 
foraging along the 
nearshore. Otters 

will sometimes set up their dens (or “holts”) in abandoned 
beaver lodges and will often favour a Swamp, Bog or Fen as 
denning habitat. Otters feed on molluscs, crustaceans and the 
more slow-moving species of fish in Georgian Bay, its wetlands 
and streams.

EASTERN MASSASAUGA 
The Eastern 
Massasauga is a 
habitat generalist 
and can live in 
different types  
of communities 
including Bogs, 
Marshes, shorelines, 
Forests—all of which 
make Georgian Bay 
particularly suitable. 

Within these habitats though, Massasaugas require open areas 
of Rock Barrens to warm themselves in the sun. Massasaugas 
hibernate underground in crevices in bedrock, sphagnum 
Swamps, tree root cavities, and animal burrows where they  
can get below the frost line but stay above the water table.

Coastal marsh

Habitats protect species
On the Georgian Bay shore, the intersection of Rock Barrens with the various wetland types are the hotspots where we are most 
likely to find reptile Species at Risk: the suite of turtles, snakes, and skinks that will qualify a GBLT property with all levels of 
government as ecologically significant. Similarly, Georgian Bay’s Mixed and Coniferous forests provide nesting territory for the 
(sadly growing) number of listed at risk bird species.

Many Georgian Bay fauna species have adapted to its often unforgiving conditions, and some have evolved to the extent that they 
are now dependent on those conditions and accompanying vegetation communities.

River Otters by Jadzia Von Heymann

Massasauga by Donald Sutherland

Protecting Georgian Bay = protecting 
habitat = protecting vegetation 
communities = protecting species
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The map below shows how different vegetation communities can intersect  

on a landscape. Locations where species’ preferred vegetation communities 

meet and overlap are ideal habitat.

The Kofman Reserve shows an impressive density of Species at Risk (SAR) at its vegetation community intersections. 
To date, seven different reptile SAR have been identified on this property alone. The map indicates where they were 
sighted, including multiple specimens of Eastern Massasauga, Eastern Milk Snake, and Eastern Ribbonsnake.

1  Eastern Massasauga

2 Eastern Milk snake

3 Eastern Fox snake

4 Five-lined skink

5 Northern Map turtle

6 Common Snapping turtle

7 Eastern Ribbonsnake

 Property boundary

  Mixed Coniferous and 

Deciduous Forest

  Coastal Marsh

   Acidic Rock Barren and 

Common Juniper Acidic 

Rock Barren

   Thicket Swamp

1

2

5

1
23
4 6
7

7
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Ingram Biodiversity Reserve
Situated in the inland Honey Harbour/Port Severn area, the 
92-acre Ingram Reserve is a high priority for conservation due to 
its significant wetland and rock barren habitats, which provide 
homes to numerous reptile Species at Risk (SAR).

Sheltered from severe weather coming in from the open water, 
the Ingram property nonetheless has many attributes in common 
with coastal Georgian Bay. The treed portions of the interior are 
predominantly mixed conifer and deciduous forest interspersed 
with acidic and shrubbed rock barrens. There are several healthy 
wetlands on the property, including a large marsh at the northern 
end that has been designated a Provincially Significant Wetland 
(PSW). Although the area immediate to Ingram is known to 
contain the “transition zone” from northern Precambrian Shield 
to southern moraine, the Ingram property is firmly on the Shield.

Ingram provides habitat for seven documented SAR: three 
specimens of Five-lined Skink, an Eastern Ribbonsnake, 
Blanding’s Turtle, Snapping Turtle, and Monarch Butterfly  
were all sighted on the property during the baseline visit. 
Eastern Massasauga and Eastern Whip-poor-will have also  
been confirmed on the property by landowner Jay Ingram.

There has been a great deal of recreational development taking 
place in the Honey Harbour/Port Severn area, and the remaining 
undeveloped properties are under pressure. In consideration 
of its diversity and habitat for documented SAR, setting aside 
the vacant portion of the Ingram property as a Conservation 
Easement will provide a home for wildlife in this increasingly 
congested community, will add to existing local protected areas, 
and will connect conservation “corridors” in all directions, a 
critical provision for the seasonal movement of wildlife.

Jay Ingram (yes, the Jay Ingram, former host of CBC Radio’s 
Quirks and Quarks and Discovery Channel’s Daily Planet) is to be 
commended for his conservation-mindedness and his generous 
gift to the Honey Harbour community. Thank you Jay, from the 
entire Georgian Bay community.

Northern swamp complex by Shawn-Haokang Wu Orange Meadowhawk Dragonfly by Shawn-Haokang Wu

Two New Properties Protected 
by Conservation Agreements

Estelle’s Reserve
The newly acquired Estelle’s Reserve is a 134-acre Conservation 
Agreement property located on the mainland shore of 
Blackstone Lake. Estelle’s is representative of landscapes inland 
from coastal Georgian Bay; it is less exposed and has better 
developed soil, and thus supports a different and more dense 
array of flora. 

Estelle’s combination of vegetation communities provide habitat 
for documented Species at Risk (SAR). The shoreline of the 
property is predominantly mixed conifer and deciduous forest 
with occasional acidic rock barren outcrops, the latter mostly 
right at the water’s edge. 

The Reserve has two small swamps inland from the Blackstone 
shore, one a White Cedar Mineral Swamp, and the other Mixed 
containing both standing coniferous and deciduous trees. 
Swamps are a typical part of large, mainland watershed systems, 
different from the isolated wetland communities generally 
found around Georgian Bay’s islands. They provide excellent 
habitat for reptiles and amphibians.

Our initial visit and baseline study of Estelle’s Reserve found 
two Eastern Wood-Pewees (a small songbird of the flycatcher 
family), two Wood Thrush, and an Eastern Milk snake making 
use of the property. These are all species at risk, and underscore 
the value of this habitat.

As one of southern Ontario’s water-based recreational 
communities, there is and will be significant development 
pressure on Blackstone Lake’s desirable shoreline properties. 
Setting aside Estelle’s Reserve with a Conservation Agreement 
protects diversity in this vulnerable local ecological sector, adds 
to existing protected areas and connects conservation corridors 
to west and south.

We thank the landowners for their conservation leadership 
in the Blackstone Lake community. We all benefit from the 
protection of their beautiful property. 



7

Sheila MacFeeters lived her life inspired by her fascination 
with the natural world. She pursued an early love of nature to 
a successful career in natural resource management, and the 
legacy she left for conservation continues to grow. This year, 
Sheila’s husband Michael Williams, sister Laurie MacFeeters, 
and niece Lindsay MacFeeters established the Sheila MacFeeters 
Memorial Fund, to support conservation research and planning 
in the place she loved best, Georgian Bay.

Sheila was always passionate about the environment, and her 
early summers spent exploring Algonquin Park and at the 
family cottage in Go Home Bay influenced the direction of the 
rest of her life. At a time when the field was not particularly 
popular, she enrolled in Environmental Studies at the 
University of Waterloo, and began her career working for  
Parks Canada. 

Sheila was then hired by the Ontario Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry, which took her to positions in Hearst, 
Kapuskasing, Timmins, North Bay, and Temagami. She fell 
even more in love with Northern Ontario. While there, Sheila 
continued her trailblazing career by becoming the third woman 
in Ontario to be appointed as a District Manager. Sheila 
finished her career working in the Deputy Minister of the 
Environment’s office in Toronto.

In 2009, Sheila was diagnosed with brain cancer, a challenge 
she met with courage and determination, surpassing doctors’ 
expectations. She spent her final years alongside her husband 
Michael in Orillia, enjoying the care and company of family 
and friends until her passing in 2017.

Throughout her life, Sheila always felt a special connection to 
Georgian Bay. Michael and Sheila travelled together to many of 
the world’s unspoiled natural areas, but upon returning Sheila 
would always say that Georgian Bay was the most important to 
her. One of the ways she expressed this love was by serving as 
a dedicated volunteer in her cottage community, as secretary of 
the Madawaska Club of Go Home Bay.

Michael, Laurie, and Lindsay knew that Sheila wanted her 
financial legacy to mirror her personal one, and to combine her 
passions for Georgian Bay and environmental conservation. 
Together they decided to set up a fund with the Georgian 
Bay Land Trust that would provide ongoing support for 
conservation planning and research. In Michael’s words, they 
were looking for “something where the gift would have lasting 
effects and one that would help inform us in order to better 
protect Georgian Bay”. 

The Sheila MacFeeters Memorial Fund will support the behind-
the-scenes research, mapping, and planning that ensures 
our conservation work is targeted, effective, and regionally 

significant. Over the next two years, the fund will sponsor 
the development of a new Natural Area Conservation Plan 
(NACP) and associated GIS mapping, aimed at identifying 
ecologically important features and prioritizing lands for 
conservation along the eastern Georgian Bay coast and North 
Channel. This is an important update to our current NACP, 
developed alongside the Nature Conservancy of Canada from 
2007-2011, and will take into account new factors such as 
habitat connectivity, migration corridors, and climate change 
resiliency. This kind of science-driven, regional planning is 
of utmost importance as we work to protect habitats that 
contribute to the overall health and sustainability of the 
Georgian Bay environment.

We are so grateful to Sheila and her family for the exceptional 
legacy they have established for Georgian Bay and all the 
people, plants, and animals that call it home. Reflecting on the 
fund and Sheila’s attachment to the Bay, Michael says: “Sheila 
would smile and be pleased to know where her gift has gone”. 

Sheila, we are honoured to be entrusted with your legacy, 
and will think of you often as we work to ensure that this 
magnificent area that inspired your love of nature will 
continue to encourage and motivate nature-loving kids and 
environmentalists for many years to come.

Sheila MacFeeters:       
A life dedicated to conservation, and a gift to Georgian Bay’s future

Sheila MacFeeters
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was a relief. But it was eerie thinking that might be the last 
time we would see the cottage. Over the next 36 hours we were 
allowed back into the Harbour a few more times when the 
water bombers weren’t overhead. We sprayed down our decks 
and nearby trees and left on Sunday afternoon with our faith 
in the MNRF workers who were very committed and capable of 
saving the 40 or so cottages in Key Harbour.

A few neighbours north of the Key were not as lucky. The 
fire had spread so quickly that over 11,000 hectares of forest 
were lost along with several properties. The Henvey Inlet First 
Nation was evacuated for several weeks from their northern 
land and homes.

The cause of the fire, Parry Sound 33, for the first few days was 
listed as “human” on the MNRF website. It was then changed 
to “n/a” while the cause of the fire is being investigated. There 
have been many media and other reports that speculate on the 
cause and everyone is waiting to find out what the investigation 
concludes. Until then, I remain grateful to the over 600 
firefighters who worked so hard to help get the fire under 
control. On October 31, the fire was officially declared as “out”.

My involvement with the GBLT over the last 25 years has led 
me to the conclusion that the work of the GBLT is crucial in the 
southern part of the bay, and we are very lucky to have so much 
crown land in the north where we can see unspoiled nature. 
The blackened soil on the shores of the Key River is already 
sprouting some green ferns. 

I’ve been coming to Key Harbour for 53 years. It is a relatively 
undiscovered quiet corner of Georgian Bay, 80 kilometres north 
of Parry Sound. Early in July, I had guests visiting Key Harbour 
for the first time. As I was taking my guests down the river, I 
described the 87 turbine wind farm that is being built along 
the south shore of the Key River on Henvey Inlet First Nation. I 
commented that I was grateful that all the access roads for the 
construction are inland and the 13 kilometres of shoreline we 
boat past would not be affected by the construction; just the 
views above the shore would change once the turbines are built.

On July 18, I was back in the city. Neighbours of ours near 
Dead Island started posting pictures on social media of a fire 
in the wind farm construction area. They called the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) and reported that 
this fire looked different than the others they had been seeing 
during construction—those others seemed to be extinguished 
quickly. I was relieved by reports that the fire seemed to be 
under control late in the day and even into the next morning.

Before heading up to the cottage on July 20, I took my 92 year 
old mother to a doctor’s appointment. She has been visiting 
Key Harbour since 1953, and with my father built a cottage 
there in 1965. While waiting for the doctor I gave her updates 
on the fire and she wondered out loud if her button blanket 
quilt would need to be saved from the fire.

By the time we got to Parry Sound, the fire was fully out of 
control and had jumped the Key River. We were crying, quite 
sure the cottage would be lost before we even got there. From 
Highway 69 by the Britt weather radar station, you could see the 
massive smoke plume over 20 kilometres away. The Key River 
was closed to boat traffic and the harbour was being evacuated. 
Luckily we could drop our boat in at Wright’s marina in Britt. 
We headed out along the outside channel and by the time we 
were near Key Harbour we could see water bombers doing 
circles over our community.

We checked in at our friend’s island and later that night were 
allowed into the dark and smoky Harbour for 12 minutes to 
collect our photo albums and my mother’s button quilt. That 

This past summer, much of the area from Henvey Inlet to 
the Pickerel River was the site of an out-of-control forest fire. 
Exacerbated by hot, drought conditions through much of the 
early summer, the fire spread rapidly after beginning on July 
18th, and took over a month to bring under control. Here, we 
present a personal account of the fire as well as some ecological 
insights into what happens next.

Parry Sound 33 fire

My Key Harbour summer  
with the Parry Sound 33 forest fire
by Carl Spiess, GBLT Advisor
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What is the natural cycle of forest fires on the Georgian Bay coast?  
What can we expect in terms of ecosystem regeneration?

Answered by John Duncanson, Registered Professional Forester

Georgian Bay’s eastern coast contains a diverse mix of habitats, 
which makes it difficult to speak in generalities or issue precise 
predictions for fire outcomes. The area is home to more than 
1,100 native plant and animal species. These habitats include: 
granite rock barrens, a wide range of wetlands, and three 
classifications of forest – Oak/Pine (dominated by White Pine 
and Red Oak), Deciduous (Red Maple and Trembling Aspen), 
and Mixed Forests (deciduous including other conifers such as 
White Spruce and Jack Pine) which are more common further 
north as the transition to Boreal becomes more pronounced. 

Fire ecologists estimate that a traditional fire regime in the 
Boreal forest would have included high-intensity fires every  
20-100 years, while forests made up of predominantly white and 
red pine would have experienced these large, stand-replacing 
fires only every 200-250 years. The rest of the time (every 20-30 
years), smaller fires would have burned only the understory. 
All of these fires play an important role in maintaining diverse 
forest habitats. Apart from the Parry Sound 33 Fire that burned 
11,000 hectares around the French River area last summer, the 
last major forest fire around Georgian Bay was in 1877 in the 
Parry Sound area.

Fires tend to leave uneven effects on the landscape. Even within 
a relatively small area, some patches are likely to be completely 
unaffected while others are totally burned, and others will 
fare somewhere in between. Many factors contribute to this: 
the temperature and speed of the fire, the age, species, and 
flammability of the different stands, moisture levels in the 
forest floor, and other geographic elements including slope and 
orientation. This uneven burning actually serves to increase the 
diversity of an area, as it creates a mosaic of different habitats 
with a variety of species at different stages of growth.

Post-fire forest regeneration will vary depending on the severity 
of the burn and the species involved, but fires often provide the 
conditions necessary for a flurry of new growth, which may at 
first look rather different from what was there before. Burning 
that clears out dead and mature growth will create more access 

to space and sunlight on the forest floor, allowing mosses, 
herbaceous plants, and young deciduous trees to thrive. Pine 
and Spruce are likely to take longer to return, but will generally 
come to dominate as the forest stand matures. Many trees are 
able to regrow fairly quickly from seeds or even parts of old, 
burned trees, and some species, such as Jack Pine, actually 
require the heat of a fire for their cones to open and seeds to 
germinate. Ash from forest fires is also an excellent source  
of nutrients to growing plants, meaning that fires generally 
improve soil conditions, provided the burn is not so severe  
as to cause increased erosion.

The diversity of forest habitats created by fires has an effect 
on the animal life of the area. For example, beavers do well 
in forests in the early stages of regrowth because of the 
preponderance of deciduous trees, as do moose and deer because 
of the availability of young, low-growing food. Red Squirrels, on 
the other hand, depend on conifers and will find somewhere 
else to live until the evergreen trees have become re-established. 
Birds too have varying preferences, with some choosing to nest 
in young, others mature, and still others middle-aged forests. 
The advantage of having a fire cycle is that it can create a mosaic 
of habitats at different stages of growth and regeneration, thus 
providing hospitable places for many different species and 
increasing the overall biodiversity of an area. 

A final positive effect of fire is its ability to foster ecosystem 
resilience against threats like insects and disease. A diverse forest 
is less susceptible to any single threat.

In summary, the forests of eastern Georgian Bay and the North 
Channel are adapted to fire, and given time an ecosystem will 
recover. The appearance of a recently burned landscape can be 
shocking, and the early stages of growth may look quite different 
from the familiar, but following a fire there will absolutely 
be life. What is less certain is what our regional fire cycle may 
look like in the long term – the suppression of smaller fires 
and our changing climate may make fires less predictable, 
and potentially more severe. We must hope that we and the 
many Georgian Bay species can continue to adapt and respond 
successfully to these events.

While the trees remain blackened, lush growth has already sprouted up in this marsh. Photo by Tianna Burke
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Bobcat (Lynx rufus) 
The smaller, feistier cousin of the lynx
by Susan Hannon, retired ecologist and conservation biologist and lover of Georgian Bay 

If you are extremely lucky, you might spot one of the shy and 
elusive wild cats of Georgian Bay country: the Canada lynx 
(Lynx Canadensis) or the bobcat (Lynx rufus). Often confused 
and rarely seen, the two lynx species have many similarities in 
their biology, can be competitors for food and territory and 
occasionally hybridize. 

Georgian Bay is not prime habitat for lynx and the southern 
shield country comprises the southern boundary of their range 
in Ontario. Lynx are much more common in the boreal forest 
to the north, where their primary prey, snowshoe hare, is more 
abundant. We can only hope to encounter lynx sporadically 
here, in years when hare populations have crashed to the north. 

That short-tailed cat you see in the bush or darting across the 
highway is probably a bobcat. But if you are not sure, there 
are a few differences that you can spot in the field. If you had 
the two species side by side you could see that the lynx is 
larger, has bigger, furrier paws, a longer back foot, longer ear 
tufts, and a shorter tail. But most of us won’t have the luxury 
of comparison. Perhaps the best diagnostic is that the lynx’s 
back legs are quite a lot longer than the front giving it a sloped 
appearance. This is not so noticeable in a bobcat. The bobcat 
has distinct spots and a reddish cast to its fur, where the lynx’s 
coat is mostly gray with indistinct spots. Finally, if you find 
yourself gazing at its back end as it disappears into the woods, 
look at the tail. The lynx tail is completely black at the tip with 
no banding, whereas the bobcat tail has a black tip with white 
on the underside and some banding. 

Bobcats are the smaller, feistier cousins of the lynx. An average 
male bobcat weighs about two times as much as an average 

house cat; females are a bit smaller. They have a wide range of 
habitat preferences, found in hardwood forests of various ages 
interspersed with old fields or farmland, cedar swamps, and 
hardwood/conifer mixed forest. Being more tolerant of habitat 
fragmentation and human presence than the lynx, its range is 
expanding northward displacing lynx at the southern edge of its 
range. The bobcat has smaller feet than the lynx and is not as 
mobile on deep snow, which may limit its trek northward. 

Bobcats are solitary animals (except when mating or when they 
have kittens), wandering over home ranges searching for prey. 
The larger males may patrol home ranges of up to 150 square 
kilometers, the female about a tenth that size. The home range 
boundaries are marked with feces and urine and by clawing trees 
in the area. 

Their primary prey is snowshoe hare, but they are not as 
dependent on them as are lynx. Bobcats also feed on rabbits, 
small rodents, squirrels, birds, fish, and insects and have been 
observed killing deer, especially in winter when snow is deep 
and the mobility of deer is hampered. They may also stray into 
agricultural areas and eat poultry, sheep, and pets. The bobcat 
stalks its prey and ambushes it with a pounce or short chase. 

The bobcat’s eyes are less adapted to low light than other 
nocturnal cats, so they are most active at dusk and dawn and 
least active on nights with no moon. In fall and winter, their 
prey is often more active during daylight hours, so they can 
be seen in daylight. People with bird feeders may find an 
unexpected guest in their back yard—a bobcat hoping to catch  
a squirrel, rodent, or bird. 

Most breeding occurs in February and March, with a litter of 
1 to 6 (usually 2 or 3) kittens produced in April and May. The 
female raises the kittens on her own. Young are born blind and 
helpless, their eyes open at 10 days. Kittens are weaned by 2 
months and begin to travel and hunt with the female by 3 to 5 
months. Young usually disperse away from their natal territories 
in the fall. 

Since they are classified as furbearers in Ontario, trapping is a 
major cause of death, as well road mortality. Kittens and young 
bobcats are susceptible to starvation in low prey years and to an 
array of predators including wolves, coyotes, raptors, and foxes. 
Bobcat harvest is managed using quotas and season lengths and 
the species’ status in Ontario is described as stable. 

Do you have a species you’d like to  
see spotlighted in an upcoming issue?  
Send us your suggestion at info@gblt.org.

photo credit: Adobe Stock Images
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Conservation’s next Generation
Georgian Bay through a kid’s 
eyes is a pretty incredible 
place. Endless islands to 
explore and creatures to 
connect with inspire a 
special, lifelong love of 
nature, and often, some of 
the strongest support for 
treating the natural world 
with care and respect.

Everitt Youngkin is one such kid. We met Everitt when he and 
his family joined us for a rock walk at American Camp, and two 
days later found him selling homemade cookies in support of 
the GBLT at Cognashene’s Art on the Rocks.

Everitt told us how much he loves Georgian Bay, where his 
family has been cottaging for generations. His favourite things 
to do here are looking for frogs, berries, and all types of 
animals, and visiting islands like American Camp.

We’re so honoured and grateful to have Everitt as a young 
conservationist, and can’t wait to see where his love of nature 
and Georgian Bay takes him. Here’s to all our Georgian Bay kids!

Phragmites success!

The fight against invasive Phragmites continued in 2018, with 
major victories at both Giant’s Tomb and Sandy and Ingersoll 
Islands.

Along with an incredible team of more than 20 helpers 
from the Nature Conservancy of Canada, Ontario Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Forestry Stewardship Rangers, and 
local volunteers, we successfully removed a massive stand of 
Phragmites from an interior wetland at Giant’s Tomb, putting us 
in a great position for continued efforts here in 2019.

We were also delighted to see that the largest patch of Phragmites 
at Sandy and Ingersoll Islands did not return at all this year—our 
past years’ work is paying off! Our fantastic group of volunteers 
made short work of the remaining patches, and we are very 
optimistic that conditions here will continue to improve.

Thank you to the many volunteers who have pitched in to help 
us keep Georgian Bay’s wetlands healthy and diverse!

Conservation Quest 
continues to inspire

Summer 2018 Updates
LANDMARK Speaker Series

Did you know that a 
Monarch Butterfly’s 
birthplace can be 
determined by a chemical 
analysis of its wing? That 
the amount of carbon 
stored in wetlands is 
equivalent to 1/5 of what’s 

in the atmosphere, and Canada’s natural places store more 
carbon than any other country’s?

All this and more was covered at this summer’s inaugural 
LANDMARK Speaker Series, designed to bring important 
conservation topics to communities around Georgian Bay. 
Guest speakers were ornithologist Dr. Ryan Norris, who spoke 
about his lab’s research on migratory birds and butterflies, 
conservation biologist Dan Kraus, who discussed the role 
of nature in mitigating climate change, and quill artist 
Boshdayosgaykwe, who shared her family’s multigenerational 
history of practising quillwork and engaging in a deep 
relationship with the Georgian Bay environment. Series sponsor 
Georgian Bay Spirit Co. provided libations, and a good time 
was had by all. If you missed the talks, check out our Facebook 
page for video recordings, and plan to come out next year!

It was another great summer of meeting snakes, practicing 
bird songs, and learning about respect for our environment at 
Conservation Quest!

This year, we brought this nature discovery and stewardship-
focused program to nearly 500 kids at six summer camps and 
community centres around Georgian Bay. Everywhere, we were 
impressed by the kids’ enthusiasm to learn about the Bay’s 
creatures, and their instant connection with the importance of 
caring for our shared environment.

Thank you to our Conservation Quest sponsor, TD Friends 
of the Environment Foundation, for making this program 
possible. We were also joined by some fantastic partners whose 
contributions significantly enriched the kids’ experience. Thank 
you to Georgian Bay Islands National Park and the Georgian 
Bay Biosphere Reserve for allowing everyone to meet your real-
live reptile ambassadors, and to Boshdayosgaykwe for sharing 
her beautiful quillwork and the cultural and environmental 
knowledge that accompanies it. Conservation Quest 
programming was ably delivered by GBLT Conservation Interns 
Anne and Sofia, and Pointe au Baril Islanders’ Association 
Marine Patrollers Abi and Jenny—thank you to all for doing 
such a fantastic job. We’re already looking forward to next year!

Everitt Youngkin

Dr. Ryan Norris and Bill Lougheed

Giant’s Tomb Phragmites stand

BEFORE AFTER
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At 439 acres, Sandy Island is the GBLT’s biggest property by almost 
100 acres. Combined with its 47 acre adjacent neighbour Ingersoll 
Island, the contiguous property is almost twice the size of the 
GBLT’s next largest protect property, the Oldfield Lake Reserve.

Sandy, Ingersoll, and the neighbouring Martyr Islands are 
something of an anomaly for mid-east coast Georgian Bay. 
The geology and soil, and consequently the forests, are more 
characteristic of Ontario’s southern moraine region than of 
the Precambrian Shield. When the island was named “Sandy” 
it was no exaggeration. The entire eastern and northern shore 
of Sandy and Ingersoll is beach, and about half of that is 
designated as Provincially Significant Wetland (see map). Sandy, 
Ingersoll, and the Martyrs form a diverse complex of forest and 
wetland communities on bare rock ridges, ground moraine, 
glaciolacustrine deposits (sediments deposited into lakes that 
have come from glaciers, in this case - a lot of sand), and recent 
organic deposits. Interestingly, Sandy transitions quite abruptly 
to characteristic rocky Shield on its more exposed western side. 
The northern two-thirds of Sandy and Ingersoll have been 
further designated by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Forestry as an “ANSI”, or an Area of Natural and Scientific 
Interest, due to its unusual diversity and assemblages of flora 
and fauna. The specified ANSI area projects out from the shore 
to include a portion of the lake itself.

Sandy Island was purchased by the Nature Conservancy of 
Canada in partnership with the GBLT in May 2008; ownership 
was then transferred to the GBLT in October of the same year. 
Ingersoll Island was a generous donation made by sisters Polly 
Naughton and Mary Nelson in 2011 via American Friends of 
Canadian Land Trusts.

Sandy Island is designated as Priority 1 in the Eastern 
Georgian Bay Natural Area Conservation Plan (NACP) due to 
its representation of priority examples of Great Lakes Islands 
Biodiversity, Coastal and Inland Wetlands, Acidic Rock Barrens, 
Island Isolation and Physical Diversity, Sand Shoreline, Old 
Growth Forest, Colonial Water Birds, and Target Species and 
Communities. This is an unusually diverse property that scores 
very high in ecological categories right across the board.

Sandy and Ingersoll have generous wetlands which take the form 
of a large complex of deciduous swamps, thicket swamps, bogs, 
shore fens, and marshes. These wetlands provide important 
habitat for both fish and wildlife, especially waterfowl which 
frequent the network of wetlands along Sandy’s western shore. 

Older growth woodlands, including Red Oak-Beech and 
Hemlock forests, define the interior of Sandy and Ingersoll 
Islands. Red Oak-Beech is a forest type typical of southern 
Ontario but rare on the Shield; it is particularly uncommon on 
Georgian Bay. This community type supports a number of species 
with more southern affinities, including a dense understory of 
Canada Yew. The interior of Sandy is virtually undisturbed with 

the exception of a trail and remnant stumps from some selective 
harvesting of Red Oak which occurred 40 to 50 years ago. Both 
islands also contain large areas of open acidic rock barrens. 

The various forest and wetland communities of Sandy 
and Ingersoll support a number of at-risk species and rare 
community types. Species include Eastern Foxsnake, Blanding’s 
Turtle, Common Snapping Turtle, Midland Painted Turtle, 
Eastern Massasauga, Bald Eagle, Least Bittern, Stiff Yellow 
Flax, and at least one Restricted Species. Rare communities are 
Virginia Chain Fern Open Bog and Winterberry Organic Thicket 
Swamp. The islands support probable or confirmed breeding for 
60 bird species, including some colonial water birds and a small 
Great Blue Heron colony. 

Sandy and Ingersoll are open to the public and we welcome 
light-impact day visits. Sandy’s eastern woods are fairly open 
after you get past the jumble at the shore, then it’s an easy hike 
into Nada Lake, the interior lake and wetland complex whose 
northeastern shore is actually Ingersoll. A beautiful walk to a 
picturesque setting, and alive with birds, particularly if you visit 
in May or June.

These two islands enjoy the care of a dedicated team of ten 
stewards, currently led by Sandy cottager George Martincek. The 
GBLT is fortunate to have such a devoted crew; aside from their 
regular stewarding visits, they have now rolled up their sleeves 
three successive years to tackle the invasive Phragmites australis 
threatening the eastern shore of both islands. It has been 
knocked down, thinned out and is showing signs of surrender. 
Bravo Sandy and Ingersoll Stewards!

Sandy and Ingersoll Islands

Provincially Significant Wetlands 
at Sandy and Ingersoll Islands
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How did you first come to Georgian Bay? 
George: I was first introduced to Georgian Bay way back in 
the late seventies when I came for a boat trip with my best 
friend. We explored Carling and Killbear and later other 
islands including Franklin and Sandy. Coming originally from 
(former) Czechoslovakia, I enjoyed the clear unpolluted waters 
and open views to everywhere, it was something totally new to 
me and I was greatly impressed.
Aune: I started coming to Sandy Island with George in the 
late eighties for camping trips, and we had a great time with 
George’s son on our “around the island in Zodiac-boat” day 
trips exploring the beautiful back channels of Sandy Island. I 
come originally from Finland, and I have always loved nature 
and water, so Georgian Bay was the perfect match.

When did you decide to move to Sandy Island?
George: We built our cottage in 2008, and moved here 
permanently after my retirement in 2016. We live off the 
grid with solar power and a quiet back-up generator, have 
an airtight glass-window wood-stove for heating, lake water 
intake, and satellite TV and internet services. 
Aune: Because we live on a water access island and can’t stay 
here over winter, we rent a condo from a good friend in Mexico 
for 5 or 6 months of the year. So our current lifestyle is really 
year-round summer/beach living, and our doctor says that we 
are adding years to our lives! 

What is your favourite thing about Sandy Island?
George: We like Sandy because it’s very private and quiet. When 
the water level was low, we both liked to walk around the 
island on the open beach, where we could see many different 
plants, wildflowers, bird nesting sites, and the fish spawning 
on Bass Bay. We also hike to see the inland lake. Imagine, we 
live on an island that has a lake, and that lake has an island, 
how neat is that? Now with higher water levels, we’ll do more 
boating and kayaking.

Aune: Every morning when we have our coffee and look out, 
the water looks different depending on light and wind, and 
that itself is like a meditation. Our favorite nearby crown 
island is Coote Island. Sunsets there are spectacular and views 
to the wild open Georgian Bay are breath-taking, especially 
on windy days when you feel like you are looking at the 
ocean without horizon. The stargazing and meteorite shower 
watching is a very different experience here because of dark 
night skies, some nights you feel like you could almost touch 
the Milky Way. 

What’s it like living on a Georgian Bay island in the  
“off-season”?
Aune: The locals know us, and George has a bit of a “wild” 
reputation; he built a homemade raft from floating dock and 
transported his farm tractor to Sandy on it. We had quite an 
audience watching at the marina, luckily it was all successful! In 
the fall when most cottages are closed and we are the only ones 
on the island, we love to look at the bright fall colors. On sunny 
days the islands seem to glow red against cool clear-blue waters. 

Why did you volunteer to steward Sandy Island?
George: We were first introduced to the GBLT Stewarding 
Program by our neighbors, and after moving here full time 
we have been actively involved. Last year when Sandy lead 
steward Brian Rohde vacated his position, I took over as the 
lead steward. 
Aune: George is a “handy-man”, he has repaired and replaced 
GBLT signs around the shoreline, and we both participate 
in the August Phragmites clean-up days. This past summer 
George provided raft transportation to help out, it was a fun 
and successful day and we are making good progress with the 
elimination of “Phrag”. 

What’s the most interesting wildlife encounter you’ve had  
on Sandy?
George: Once we had couple of rattlesnakes mating outside of 
our back door for two days, something that is very rare to see 
in the wild.
Aune: Another time I found a snake that had half-swallowed a 
frog on the beach, which was still alive and shrieking. George 
decided to be brave and lifted the snake up by its tail – the 
snake dropped the frog and it jumped to safety, and then the 
snake slithered in the other direction. I told George that he had 
just ruined the snake’s lunch, to which he replied: “I think I 
saved someone’s life”. I don’t know what the moral of the story 
is, but I guess: “Leave the wildlife to be wild!”

George Martincek & Aune Vostila
Steward Profile:

George Martincek and Aune Vostila live on the south shore of Sandy Island for seven months of the year, making them the perfect team to 
steward the Georgian Bay Land Trust’s largest property. Here’s what they have to say about their life on Georgian Bay:

If you’re interested in joining the Land Trust’s 
team of volunteer property Stewards, contact 
Brooks Greer at brooks.greer@gblt.org. 

George Martincek & Aune Vostila
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This is what kayakers see when they get too close to an Osprey nest! Kingsley 
Watts was shooed away by this protective parent, but not before he got this 
fantastic photograph. Taken on the northeast side of Franklin Island. 

Submit your best Georgian Bay shots to info@gblt.org, or use #GBLandTrust 
on Instagram, for a chance to be featured in the next Georgian Bay Snapshot.

Georgian Bay

Snapshot
Osprey Stare 
by Kingsley Watts

Bird Survey Results 

Thank you to everyone 
who participated in our 
Victoria Day weekend 
bird survey! Together 
we collected data on 98 
different bird species, 
in an area spanning 
from Singhampton to 
Pointe au Baril. The most 
commonly observed bird 

was (no surprise) the Canada Goose, but there were plenty 
of rarer sightings, including at-risk Bald Eagle, Red Headed 
Woodpecker, Barn Swallow, Eastern Whip-poor-will, and 
Eastern Wood-Pewee. It was particularly interesting to note the 
distribution of species around the Bay, and identify a few hot 
spots for birds such as Whip-poor-wills. 

Visit gblt.org/birds to view the results in an interactive map, 
and keep practising your bird ID skills for next year.

Georgian Bay book wins 
Champlain Society award

We are honoured 
that Georgian 
Bay: Discovering 
A Unique 
North American 
Ecosystem was 
awarded the 
Floyd S. Chalmers 
Award for Ontario 

History from the Champlain Society. We’re thrilled that 
so many people have taken an interest in Georgian Bay’s 
environment and history, and send our congratulations 
to the book’s co-creators, GBLT Directors Dr. Nick Eyles 
and Janny Vincent.

Visit gblt.org/book for more information and to 
purchase your copy—they are almost gone!

Great Blue Heron with a fish for lunch, 
submitted by Thea Boyd
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Thank you Janny Vincent and Welcome Ian Davis

Thank You Janny Vincent 
After nine years of above-and-
beyond service to the GBLT, Janny 
Vincent has stepped down from 
the Board of Directors. Janny 
joined the board in 2010, serving 
on the Communications and 
Development Committees before 

taking on the role of Board Chair from 2013-2017. Janny  
was an exceptional Chair—hardworking, fair, generous, and 
professional—and everyone involved with the GBLT benefited 
from her leadership. She has continued to give generously of 
her time and energy as Past Chair, and is now moving on to a 
well-deserved break. We know we will continue to see her on 
the Bay. Thank you, Janny, for everything!

Bayscapes was a great 
success!

Welcome Ian Davis, 
Stewardship Chair 
This year, we welcomed Ian Davis 
to the Board as our new 
Stewardship Chair. Ian is Past 
President of the Cognashene 
Cottagers Association, where  
he also served as Director of 

Planning, and has a long history of community service on 
Georgian Bay. He cottages in Cognashene with his wife Rose, 
four sons, and numerous Davis relatives. When not on the Bay, 
Ian is a business owner in Richmond Hill. We know that Ian’s 
lifelong love for the Bay, strong leadership skills, and ability to 
connect with others will serve him well as he takes on the role 
of caring for our 57 protected properties. Welcome Ian!

Thank you to everyone who joined us for a fantastic night of 
music, art, friendship, and fun on November 16th at Bayscapes. 
Together we made great progress towards protecting more of 
Georgian Bay’s incredible natural places and the many species 
that call them home.

We would especially like to thank the talented artists whose 
beautiful donations were the heart of the event, as well as our 
sponsors and partners who contributed so generously to make 
the evening a success. Highlights were musical performances 
by Madz & Luke, delicious hors d’oeuvres by Nadine Hughes 
Catering and desserts from Dough Bakeshop, as well as beer, 
spirits, and wine from Norse Brewery, Georgian Bay Spirit Co, 
and Glencairn Wines. It was a fantastic party!

Our wonderful volunteers are absolutely critical to the 
success of this event, and we cannot thank enough our entire 
community of supporters for your many contributions to 
conservation throughout the year. Together we are making a 
difference and ensuring that some of the most ecologically 
significant, beautiful, and biodiverse places in the country are 
protected and healthy for years to come.

Photo by Anne Hughes

Thanks to our generous sponsors
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