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INTRODUCTION 

Williamson's Sapsucker is a species of woodpecker that has been designated as 
Endangered by the Committee on the Status of Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC 2005) primarily 
because of its low population numbers in Canada (estimated at <500) and the tendency to use 
old Western Larch stands as nesting habitat which are being altered by timber harvesting and 
private land clearing.   

This project was limited to the known Area of Occupancy of Williamson's Sapsucker 
within the Okanagan-Shuswap Forest District in the south Okanagan on the east side of the 
Okanagan Valley (Figure 1).  This Okanagan-Boundary population is where a portion of the 
largest known population in Canada occurs.  Another project in 2006 contracted to and carried 
out independently by other researchers was collecting the same information in the Arrow-
Boundary Forest District portion of the population.   

The Okanagan Williamson's Sapsucker Project in 2006 was intended to: 

1) Find any nest locations of Williamson's Sapsucker within 16 approved timber harvesting 
cutblocks in the Okanagan-Shuswap Forest District (Figure 1), 5 of which were in TSA 22 
and 11 in TFL 35 (formerly TFL 15, which has now become part of TFL 35).   

2) Revisit all previously known Williamson's Sapsucker nest trees in the project area to 
determine, 

a) renesting rates in previously used nest trees and nest holes, and  

b) productivity, i.e., the number of young successfully raised to 80% of fledging age using 
15-m height pole-cameras wherever possible, 

3) Determine which habitats were being used by the adults for foraging trips out from active 
nests, but only at nests for which productivity information was available and where there 
were open habitats which allowed the adults to be observed easily,  

4) Collect vegetation measurements at nests where productivity information was available. 

No attempt was made to summarize existing information on Williamson’s Sapsucker in 
this report, which can be found summarized in COSEWIC (2005).  This report does not provide 
an exhaustive analysis of the collected data, nor in-depth interpretations of the data.  These will 
be done in a final Williamson's Sapsucker B.C. Report later in the year which will integrate the 
results from this project, and from the 2006 Merritt, 2006 Boundary and 2006 East Kootenay 
Williamson's Sapsucker Projects, all of which are currently collecting similar data. 
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Figure 1.  Overview of Okanagan Williamson's Sapsucker (WISA) Project Area, 2006, in southern 
British Columbia.  (Note that TFL 15 has now become part of TFL 35.) 
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METHODS 

Fourteen of the 16 approved timber harvesting blocks within the Area of Occupancy of 
Williamson's Sapsucker in the south Okanagan on the east side of Okanagan Lake were 
inventoried using call playbacks (CPB) at 101 CPB points, and/or nest searches between May 
31 and June 7, 2006 (Figure 2).  Follow-up nest searches were conducted between June 7 and 
18, 2006, wherever CPB surveys produced positive results.  CPB points and nest searches were 
conducted according to FIA standards (FIA 2006a) which are not repeated here.  There were 5 
blocks totalling 180 ha in TSA 22, all of which were in the Arawana area on Mount Randolph 
east of Naramata.  The 11 remaining blocks totalling 506 ha were all in TFL 35:  7 in the area 
north of Vaseux Creek, and 4 in the Inkaneep Creek area. 

Nests were found by following adults to the nest sites, or by listening for the begging 
calls of young woodpeckers in the nest.  All young heard from a nest were investigated to 
determine the species of nesting woodpecker or sapsucker.  The locations of any other 
woodpecker or raptor nests found were recorded.  The locations (UTM, NAD 83, 10-m 
accuracy) of Williamson’s Sapsucker nests were determined using a handheld consumer-grade 
GPS unit.  Other data collected at each Williamson’s Sapsucker nest included:  tree species, 
DBH, tree height, nest height, nest hole aspect, Wildlife Tree Decay Class, type of decay, 
elevation, slope, aspect, topographic situation, soil moisture regime, general characteristics of 
nesting stand, and enough understorey information to later determine Site Series once the BEC 
variant had been determined.  Other notes on the Williamson’s Sapsucker activity were noted, 
such as whether the young in the nest could be heard or seen, and which stands the adults were 
flying to and from in their foraging bouts. 

All 47 previously known Williamson's Sapsucker nest trees in the project area (Figure 
2) were revisited at least once between May 31 and June 21, 2006, to determine if they were 
being used for nesting.  Nest trees in which there were no active Williamson’s Sapsucker nests 
in 2006 upon the first visit were visited at least twice, if possible, to confirm that they were not 
being used. 

Nest holes that were within 15-m of the ground were examined with a nest camera on a 
15-m telescoping pole.  After nests were discovered, they were revisited at 3-7 day intervals to 
determine the number and sex of the young that were raised to within 80% of fledging age and 
would be considered successfully fledged.  Fledging age was considered to be about 28 days, 
and 80% of fledging age about 22 days.  Productivity of the nest was the number of young 
successfully fledged. 

Where nests in the productivity study were in open or semi-open habitats in which the 
adults could be observed as they flew to and from the nest feeding the young, we made 
observations of the adults as they foraged to determine whether adults were using all habitats in 
every direction from the nest, or whether certain habitats were used more than others.  
Observation periods were at least 1 hour in length.  The time and direction that each adult left 
the nest was recorded, the foraging locations recorded on orthophoto maps of the area for as 
long as the adult remained in sight, and the time and direction from which the adult returned to 
the nest recorded.  Data was analyzed by general habitat type to determine if any habitats 
around the nest appeared to be unused or if all habitats appeared to be used. 
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Figure 2.  Okanagan Williamson's Sapsucker Project Area, 2006, in southern B.C. showing the location 
of 47 previously known nest trees and 101 call playback points in, or near, approved cutblocks.  
(Note that TFL 15 has now become part of TFL 35.) 
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 After all young had fledged, vegetation measurements were made at the nests and in the 
surrounding 16-ha territory (225-m radius) for which productivity was available.  These plots 
were completed in July and August, 2006.  All measurements were made in accordance with 
FIA standards (FIA 2006b) which are not repeated here.  This data is very briefly summarized 
here but full analysis and interpretation will only be done when the data from all 4 Williamson's 
Sapsucker projects in B.C. in 2006 are merged. 

Data Management 

Data files are in ESRI shapefile sets (B.C. Albers Projection) or Excel files: 

• WISA_CPB_OK_2006   Call playback station locations and results from call playbacks 
from the Okanagan WISA project 2006.          

• WISA_OBS_OK_2006   All Williamson’s Sapsucker observations (139) in the Okanagan 
Project area during 2006 also including 49 negative observations at old nest trees where no 
Williamson's Sapsucker were found in 2006, and 2 old sap trees found near a nest used in 
2003.  This file includes the actual or estimated locations of birds located during the call 
playbacks, and includes multiple visits to nests where young were counted in the nest. 

• WISA_BBN_OK_Veg_data_2006.xls  The raw data from the Vegetation Measurements at 
Williamson's Sapsucker nests and territories.  This file includes lists of UTM locations of 
nests included in the productivity study and transect Points-of-Commencement and 
Azimuths. 

• WISA_Foraging_from_nest.xls  The raw and summarized data from the Foraging 
Observations at Williamson's Sapsucker nests included in the Productivity Study. 

• OK_NESTS_PROD_FCFULL16HA  Shapefile set of Forest Cover polygons in 225-m 
radius territory around nests used in the productivity study.  Forest cover data is attached to 
each polygon. 

• OK_NESTS2_PROD_FCGT1HA  Shapefile set of Forest Cover polygons in 225-m radius 
around nests that have productivity information where polygons within the territory that 
were <1 ha in size were merged with adjacent polygons that were most similar in forest 
characteristics such that no polygons remained that were <1 ha in size. 

INVENTORY RESULTS 

Cutblock Inventories 

101 regularly-spaced CPB survey points were conducted in or near 10 of the 16 
approved cutblocks (Table 1).  Nest searches were conducted at 4 other cutblocks, and 4 of the 
cutblocks where CPB surveys had been undertaken.  Four new nests were found in four of the 
cutblocks (Table 1).   

Inventory plans to look at areas within the WISA Area of Occupancy that had been 
approved for harvest was affected by active logging on four of sixteen cutblocks (Table 1).  On 
the two TUZO blocks, sampling did not occur.  The other two blocks had nest locations 
identified by surveys in 2003 and 2005 respectively.  Weyerhaeuser confirmed they were aware 
of the 2003 survey information and had modified harvest plans by the placement of a Wildlife 
Tree Patch that protected the nest site.  Weyerhaeuser was not aware of the nest location in 
found in 2005 surveys and this nest tree was cut down during logging operations. 
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Table 1.  Williamson's Sapsucker search dates and results from approved cutblocks in the Okanagan 
Williamson's Sapsucker Area of Occupancy, 2006.   

Cutblock 
AREA 
(ha) Block Status 

Surveys and 
Date Results 

TSA 22     

51-5 37.3 Unlogged CPB*-June7 None Found 

51-6 30.9 Unlogged CPB-June7, 
NS*-June 16 

New Nest WNK004 found in 86-cm dbh Lw  but 
was too high for productivity study-UTM 318501 
5497526 

ARA001-1 39.7 Unlogged CPB-June7 None Found 

ARA001-2 40.3 Unlogged CPB/NS June 7 New Nest WNK001 in 65-cm dbh dead Lw-
productivity study-UTM 319239 5496580 

ARA001-3 32.3 Unlogged CPB-June7, 
NS-June 16 

New Nest WNK002 in 47-cm dbh Lw-productivity 
study-UTM 318786 5495598 

New Nest WNK009 was 90 m W of block. 

TFL 35     

INK004 40.5 Unlogged Habitat Unsuitable-Not surveyed 

INK006 57.0 Unlogged CPB-May 31 None Found 

INK014 95.0 Unlogged CPB-May 31 None Found 

INK015 71.2 Unlogged CPB-May 31, 
NS-June15 

Present May 31 (WK005), Not found on June 15 

TUZ001 18.5 Active Logging Not Surveyed  

TUZ002 40.6 Active Logging Not Surveyed  

VAS001-1 34.6 Unlogged NS-June18 New Nest WNK007 in 55-cm dbh Lw -too high for 
productivity study-UTM 322600 546389 

VAS001-2 33.8 Active Logging NS-June11 Previously known nest WN050 active in 2006 in 
WTP 10 m from logged block boundary;  

Nest Tree WN228 retained in block but not used. 

VAS001-3 10.0 Unlogged NS-June11 Previously known nest WN052 active in 2006 in 
flagged WTP 

VAS003-2 39.3 Active Logging CPB-June 2 Nest Tree WN315 had been cut down during 
logging, No birds present 

VAS003-3 65.8 Unlogged CPB-June 2, 
NS-June 18 

Male Present (WK007) near block on both dates 
but nest not found. 

*CPB = Call Playback points; NS = Nest Search. 

Nest tree WN228 had been used in 2004 (and possibly in 2003, but was not checked for 
nesting in 2005) was still standing within the cutblock following harvesting and was not used in 
2006.  Nest Tree WN050 was adjacent to the same block only 10-m from the block boundary 
and was used for nesting in 2006.  This nest was bounded by the new cutblock to the north and 
continuous forest to the south.  A Wildlife Tree Patch (WTP) had been put around this nest tree 
after it was discovered in 2003.  Similarly, a WTP had been put around nest tree WN052 after it 
had been discovered in 2003.  
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Table 2.  Results of visits to previously known Williamson's Sapsucker nests in 2006 in the Okanagan 
project area, and situation of newly discovered nests. 

Results 
N Nest 
Trees 

% Total Previously 
Known Nest Trees 

(n=47) 

% Standing 
Nest Trees 

(n=41) 

Nest tree reoccupied 17 36.2 41.5 

No nest in old nest tree but Territory still occupied 6 12.8 14.6 

No nest, tree still standing, Territory apparently 
unoccupied 15 31.9 36.6 

No nest, tree still standing, but habitat now 
considered less suitable because of fire or timber 
harvesting 

3 6.4  7.3

No nest, tree cut down or fallen down, Territory 
apparently unoccupied  6 12.8  

               Total Previously Known Nests 47 100.0 100.0 

Newly discovered nest within previously unknown 
territory  3   

Newly discovered nest within previously known 
territory  6   

               Total New Nests 9   

Nest Tree Re-use 

Nests were ultimately found in 17 of the 47 previously used nest trees in the Okanagan 
project area (Table 2, Figure 3):  15 on the first visit to the old nest tree, 1 on the second visit, 
and 1 on the third visit in 2006.  Three new nests were found in previously unknown territories, 
and 6 new nests were found in previously known territories where pairs had nested in different 
trees in previous years.  Of the 47 previously used nest trees, 3 of the trees had fallen over since 
Williamson's Sapsucker nests were first found in them, and 3 of the trees had been cut down, 
two during logging operations, and one during road building on private land.  The first tree cut 
down was only discovered in 2005 and was previously referred to in this report.  The other nest 
tree cut down (WN023) was used for nesting from 1997 to 2000 (and was not checked again 
until 2006) at McLean Creek near Weyerhaeuser’s CP166.  At the time it was not within the 
cutblock boundaries of CP166 as the cutting permit was originally planned (Gyug 1997, 1998) 
but the area later became Woodlot 1617, and it appears the woodlot operator was unaware of 
this nest tree.   

Only two of the nest holes (one in a Trembling Aspen, and one in a Ponderosa Pine) 
appeared to be in old holes that were being re-used.  All other nests were in Western Larches, 
and all appeared to be in different nest holes than previously used, and all that could be seen 
well appeared to be in newly excavated nest holes.   

All but one of the 9 newly discovered nest trees were Western Larches.  In the single 
Trembling Aspen used, the nest cavity was a re-used older hole. The average size of the 24 
Western Larches used for nesting in the Okanagan in 2006 was 69 cm dbh (range 29-125 cm). 
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Figure 3.  Okanagan Williamson's Sapsucker Project Area, 2006, in southern B.C. showing the location 
of 27 active nests found including 15 nests included in the productivity study. (Note that TFL 15 
has now become part of TFL 35.) 
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Table 3.  Nest productivity (number of young successfully raised to at least 22 days of age) at 15 
Williamson's Sapsucker nests in the Okanagan project area, 2006, including the number of 
fledged males and females, and the estimated egg-hatching date based on the estimated 
fledging date minus an estimated 28 day nestling period. 

Nest Tree 
No. Young 

Successfully 
Raised 

No. 
Males 

No. 
Females

Est. 
Hatching 

Date 
Comments 

WN210 4 1 3 June 7  

WN229 4 1 3 May 31  

WN232 5 3 2 June 3  

WN234 4 4 0 June 1  

WN235 4 2 2 June 2  

WN236 Failed   June 1? Nest cavity collapsed into old cavity 
below. 

WN305 Failed (1) (1) June 25 3 young alive at 1-2 days, 2 young alive 
at 13 days, nest failed between 13 and 19 
days. 

WN309 4 2 2 June 1  

WN326 4 3 1 June 4  

WNK001 6 3 3 June 2  

WNK002 5 1 4 June 4  

WNK003 Failed   June 4 Female still in area at 18 days after 
hatching, Male not present, Young died in 
nest at est’d age between 10 and 18 days 

WNK007 4 3 1 June 7  

WNK008 3 1 2 June 8  

WNK009 4 2 2 June 6  

Nest Productivity and Foraging  

Fifteen of the 27 active nests found in the Okanagan project area in 2006 were <15-m in 
height and could be viewed with a 15-m-pole nest camera (Figure 3).  Considering all 15 nests, 
the average number of young successfully raised per nest was 3.4±0.49 (mean ± S.E.) (Table 3). 
 Considering only those 12 successful nests, the average number of young successfully raised 
per nest was 4.25±0.22.  The sex ratio was even with 26 males and 25 females raised of the 51 
young successfully fledged (Table 3). 

Three of the 15 nests failed, i.e., the young were not raised to at least 22 days of age.  
One nest (WN236) failed because the cavity appeared to have collapsed into an old cavity 
directly below the new cavity excavated in 2006.  This was in a relatively small Western Larch 
(47-cm dbh) that had more than 7 other nest holes in the tree within a few vertical m of the 
2006 cavity, was riddled with carpenter ant tunnels, and was leaning.  It is not known what 
caused the collapse but it appeared proximity to the cavity below made for a very weak point in 
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the tree.  
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Table 4.  Foraging observation periods for nesting adult Williamson's Sapsucker (sum of male and 
females which were tallied separately) and the percentage of foraging bouts spent in different 
types of habitat in the Okanagan project area, 2006. 

  % Foraging Time Spent In: 

Nest Tree 
ID 

Observed Foraging 
Period (minutes) 

Closed 
Forest 

Open 
Forest Partial Cut 

Seed Tree 
Cut 

WN229 185 57 0 43 0 

WN234 103 13 0 87 0 

WN236 
(2004) 109 84 0 0 16 

WN305 32 13 0 0 88 

WN309 99 96 0 4 0 

WNK001 190 71 0 0 29 

WNK002 216 89 0 10 1 

WNK007 65 0 100 0 0 

WNK008 69 67 33 0 0 

WNK009   130 75 0 22 4 

Total 1198 65 7 19 9 

One nest (WNK003) failed for unknown reasons but the female was still present in the area 
even after the young were dead but the male was absent.  The third nest was the latest nest to 
have hatched in the study (June 25) which was 2-3 weeks later than all the other nests.  This 
was the only nest that was followed almost from hatching date.  We did not look into most 
other nests when first discovered if the young were assumed to be very small, i.e., not noisy and 
being fed from inside the nests by the adults. 

Foraging observations were made at 9 nests in 2006.  Observations were made at 6 of 
the nests on only one occasion, and at 3 of the nests on two occasions.  Observations were 
included from one nest in 2004 because the nest failed before observations could be made in 
2006.  Preliminary observations indicated that Williamson's Sapsucker would forage in all types 
of forest including seed-tree cuts and partial cuts near the nest (Table 4).  Only in one bout of 
the 221 foraging bouts observed were observations made of an adult foraging in the most open 
portions of a seed tree cut (where there were no seed trees):  one male foraged on one bout in 3 
to 4-m tall Lodgepole Pines.  Examination of these trees later found carpenter ants near the tops 
of these trees that the adults were probably gleaning for feeding to the young in the nest.  In no 
case were adults observed foraging more than 225 m from the nest, but in most cases we could 
not observe adults at that distance from the nest and could not be sure of what distance the 
adults went to once they were out of sight.  Analysis of this data with respect to availability of 
habitat in the 16-ha territory around the nest will be completed when all the 2006 Williamson's 
Sapsucker has been merged for the four projects.   
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Table 5.  Summary of live tree and large snag densities per ha averaged over 16-ha territories (225-m 
radius) around Williamson's Sapsucker nests where productivity information was available in the 
Okanagan, 2006. 

 Density (stems/ha) 
 Live Trees 

Nest Tree ID Small  
(<22.5 cm dbh) 

Large  
(22.5-57.4 cm 

dbh)  

Large Vets 
(>57.4 cm dbh) Total  

Large Snags 
(>22.4 cm 

dbh; Decay 
Classes 3-7)

WN210 505 168 4.8 678 3.5 

WN229 311 100 1.3 412 2.0 

WN232 267 122 0.0 388 0.8 

WN234 334 199 4.5 538 6.9 

WN235 308 116 3.9 428 7.0 

WN236 368 123 2.7 494 2.0 

WN305 275 77 15.2 367 6.7 

WN309 336 149 1.3 487 10.5 

WN326 345 159 11.3 516 2.0 

WNK001 167 124 22.2 313 10.9 

WNK002 333 199 20.2 552 10.3 

WNK003 222 187 15.2 424 18.5 

WNK007 281 86 0.0 368 4.5 

WNK008 482 109 33.2 624 9.7 

WNK009 185 161 6.7 353 5.3 
 

Vegetation Measurements  

Full analysis of the vegetation data will be completed when the data is merged with the 
data from the other Williamson's Sapsucker 2006 projects in B.C.  However, some preliminary 
data has been summarized here (Table 5).  This includes the number of small trees (live trees 
7.5-22.4 cm dbh), large trees (22.5-57.4 cm dbh), large snags (>22.4 cm dbh, wildlife tree 
classes 3 to 7, i.e. not including well-decayed stubs and any stumps), and large veteran trees 
(defined as live trees >57.4 cm dbh, even though some smaller trees actually had fire scars and 
were veterans as well).  Downed Wood (logs >22.4 cm large end diameter) and ant densities 
have not yet been summarized.  The numbers in Table 4 are averages for the 16-ha territories 
around the 15 nest trees that had productivity data (see Table 2).  These averages may include 
clearcut areas, seed-tree cut areas, partially-cut areas, old high-graded areas as well as intact 
forest.  Breakdown of tree, log, snag, and veteran data by habitat types or forest cover polygons 
will not be done until the full analysis of this data. 
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DISCUSSION and RECOMMENDATIONS  

Four Williamson's Sapsucker nests were found in approved cutblocks:  one in TFL 35 
(VAS001-1) and three in TSA 22 (51-5, ARA001-2 and ARA001-3).  These trees should not be 
cut when these blocks are harvested.  Ideally, these trees should not remain isolated within 
these blocks, and should be conserved within Wildlife Tree Patches or Wildlife Habitat Areas.  
Weyerhaeuser has shown that they can manage around nest site locations where they are made 
aware of them.  Obviously communication between government agencies and stakeholders 
conducting inventories is critical to their retention.  It is also noted that where nest trees and/or 
areas surrounding the nest trees are cut, there will be an opportunity for examining the effects 
of timber harvesting on Williamson's Sapsucker nesting where nest density in the areas, and 
nest productivity of nests were known before timber harvesting.   

Finally, it is recommended that an overall larch retention strategy that includes Old 
Growth Management Areas, Wildlife Habitat Areas, and management strategies in areas 
planned for harvest be developed for the south Okanagan Area of Occupancy. 

Complete analysis and interpretation of the data presented in summary format here will 
only be undertaken in conjunction with the data from the three other Williamson's Sapsucker 
projects in B.C. in 2006.  Therefore the data presented here should be considered preliminary 
and final interpretations of this data should wait until all the data is compiled and analyzed. 
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