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Abstract 

Protection of the natural environment is a growing responsibility of planners. Native bird 

species within British Columbia’s local government jurisdictions define local natural 

environments, indicate ecosystem health, and bring significant value through 

ecotourism, pest control and human enjoyment, yet face sharp population declines. 

Avian habitat conservation must be a key local government natural environment 

protection goal. Yet, birds are not being effectively addressed in BC planning. 

Information on bird protection exists primarily in the form of scientific works rather than 

material readily usable by planners, while provincial legislation is highly limited. 

My research question asked “How can land use planning become more sensitive to the 

need to conserve birds in British Columbia?” My literature review examined how land 

use planning currently impacts birds in British Columbia, reviewed avian habitat 

requirements to guide conservation site design and evaluated suitable policy tools. 

Interviews with local government planners and related practitioners examined the current 

status of bird conservation in BC land use practice, gaps and opportunities for 

improvement. Based on the research, I propose to create a guidebook, approximately 

thirty pages in length to enable planners to effectively address bird conservation.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

1.1.  “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” Purpose 

The purpose of my major project “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC 

Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners” is to examine how avian 

habitat conservation is considered and addressed in local government land use planning 

in British Columbia and to create a draft guidebook to support bird conservation featuring 

simple, science based guidelines and policy.  

1.2.  “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” Background 

& Research Problem 

Protection of the natural environment, including maintenance of resilient, healthy 

ecosystems, native species diversity and ecological health are important factors for 

consideration in land use planning practice in British Columbia (Code of ethics & 

professional conduct for the Planning Institute of British Columbia (2012.) Birds are a 

core element of biological diversity that add billions of dollars to Canada’s economy 

through birdwatching, bird feeding, pest control and ecotourism (Environment Canada, 

on behalf of NABCI Canada, 2012), (The State of the Birds, 2009) while serving as first 

rate indicators of ecosystem health and environmental conditions  (Fitzpatrick 2004). 

Across much of North America, including British Columbia and the remainder of 

Canada, the way that land use planning deals with ecological issues, especially birds, is 

problematic, positioning the conservation of birds and their habitat as one of the most 

pressing conservation challenges worldwide (Fitzpatrick, 2004). British Columbia 

supports a rich diversity of native birds that characterize the Coast and Mountains 
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region. Characteristic birds of the Pacific Coast Region of British Columbia are 

experiencing significant declines due to urban development in ecologically important yet 

limited valley bottoms where competition for space exists. Declines have been measured 

at thirty-five percent in the case of characteristic west coast birds in urbanizing areas 

(2012 State of the Canada’s Birds 2012 report (Environment Canada, on behalf of 

NABCI Canada 2012). According to Birdlife International (2008), forty-four out of sixty-

two Neotropical migrant species studied declined over a period of ten years, while 

certain native birds in Canada, many once common, are now considered at risk (Bird 

Studies Canada, n.d.).  

Resident birds define landscapes, while migratory birds define and connect 

distant landscapes, and planning decisions that affect migratory birds are relevant to the 

Planning Institute of British Columbia Code of Ethics (2012) requirement to 

“Acknowledge that planning decisions can have effects that cross jurisdictional 

boundaries,” and “Value both the natural and human environments and understand their 

interrelationships.”My major project will examine gaps in bird protection and distill key 

habitat requirements, site design and ecological information linkable to planning policy 

options to create a draft bird conservation for planning guidebook for lands within the 

jurisdiction of local governments and adjacent waters. A key outcome of the work of this 

project will be the creation of recommendations for the development of “Planning for Bird 

Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners.”  

The specific habitat needs of selected, characteristic avian species from 

representative habitats, which I will select as an ornithologist according to ornithological 

criteria will underlie the formation of avian habitat design guidelines addressing habitats 

in local government jurisdiction. Guidebook models, policy sources and development 

control, permits, zoning, park dedications and setback options will be further discussed 

in the literature review, together with the type of bird species to be selected for study and 

the layout of the guidebook.  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Literature Review 

The literature illustrates the fact that bird conservation is a priority challenge 

worldwide (Fitzpatrick 2004), (Center for Biological Diversity, n.d.) that must be 

addressed and reflected in improved and more sensitive land use planning practice 

(Environmental Law Institute, 2003), Stephens and Alexander (2016). Globally, birds are 

a significant matter in the global biological diversity crisis, with one in eight bird species 

being endangered, a total of twelve percent. Many more face declines and mounting 

conservation pressures (Center for Biological Diversity, n.d.).   

2.1. Avian Biodiversity Conservation & Planning 

• Bird Population Declines 

• Global Significance of Avian Conservation 

• Birds as Indicators of Environmental Health 

As Canada’s most biologically diverse province (BC Ministry of Environment, 

Lands and Parks & BC Ministry of Forests, n.d.), British Columbia supports a 

disproportionate percentage of Canada’s bird species with three hundred and sixty 

species breeding in the province and four hundred and eighty-eight species known to 

occur (BC Ministry of Environment, n.d.). For fifty-five percent of these species, a total of 

one hundred and sixty two bird species, British Columbia is the only province in Canada 

in which they breed (BC Ministry of Environment (n.d.). British Columbia’s species 

diversity comes from landscape diversity and climate diversity with three of North 

America’s four continental categories represented, consisting of dry, humid temperate, 

and polar climate categories combining to create a diverse fourteen climate types in BC. 
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According to the State of Canada’s Birds Report from the North American Bird 

Conservation Initiative Canada (2012), British Columbia’s Pacific Coast Region has seen 

characteristic and representative native bird populations decline by thirty-five percent in 

the Pacific Coast Region. Urban development impacts and land use change have 

significantly impacted bird native populations characteristic of BC’s ecologically diverse 

and sensitive coastal lowlands and valleys (North American Bird Conservation Initiative 

Canada 2012), (Stephens and Alexander 2016).  

Nationwide, forty-four percent of Canadian birds subject to monitoring have 

decreased nationwide, with sixty-sixty birds listed as species at risk (North American 

Bird Conservation Initiative (2012). The State of North America’s Birds 2016 report 

(North American Bird Conservation Initiative 2016a) found that the majority of North 

America’s birds are now of conservation concern, thirty-seven percent of North American 

birds are now rated as “high” concern and in need of “urgent” conservation attention on a 

three part scale of conservation concern. Fourty-nine percent of North American bird 

species were classified as being of moderate concern and only fourteen percent were 

classified as low concern, land use change and related habitat loss being primary driving 

factors behind the declines of avian species in Mexico, Canada and the United States.  

The Environmental Law Institute (2003) flags land use change as the primary 

driver of biodiversity loss in the United States (Environmental Law Institute, 2003) with 

birds being significantly affected and also having highly specific habitat needs, identified 

in the report. Native bird populations are increasingly being recognized as important and 

specific indicators of environmental conditions and ecosystem health capable of 

informing planning practice (Fitzpatrick 2004), North American Bird Conservation 

Initiative Canada 2012). Native bird species characterize and represent distinct habitat 

types and environments. The occurrence, species diversity and abundance levels of 

native birds are directly linked to specific environmental conditions in required habitats. 

As a result, native birds serve as valuable indicators of environmental conditions capable 

of guiding improved conservation planning practice (North American Bird Conservation 

Initiative Canada 2012), (Fitzpatrick 2004).  
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Native birds act as umbrella species, which are species whose protection affords 

protection to a broader range of species dependent on the same habitat (Fleishman, 

Murphy and Blair 2001). Thus, Accommodation of the specific habitat quantity and 

composition needs of characteristic, representative native bird species contributes to the 

achievement of broader ecosystem protection objectives (Fleishman, Murphy and Blair 

2001). The correct umbrella species must be selected according to specific parameters, 

being neither too sensitive nor insensitive to habitat change and being sufficiently tuned 

to the landscape scales at hand subject to conservation planning. Fleishman, Murphy 

and Blair (2001) posit that songbirds, for instance could serve as superior umbrella 

species for riparian habitat conservation compared to a more wide ranging raptor given 

that they may be more specifically associated with suitable habitat. 

Native birds are core elements of our global ecosystems as keystone species 

that serve a key role in maintaining ecosystem services, including provision of natural 

pest control (North American Bird Conservation Initiative 2012), (Temple, 2004). Birds 

play a core role in the rise of the global ecotourism industry, which contributes 

significantly to local economics and the global economy.   Viable bird habitat capable of 

supporting a full diversity of representative native bird species underpins the growing 

birding element of the global ecotourism industry worth multibillions of dollars in North 

America alone (North American Bird Conservation Initiative Canada 2012).  

Birds are intrinsically, culturally and experientially valuable as elements of nature 

and human experience. In a planning context, characteristic native bird species also 

create a strong sense of place and indicate the natural heritage of the regions that they 

occupy (Beatley 2011).  The suitability of using representative native bird populations 

and their associated habitats as targets and indicators by which to plan for ecosystem 

protection is such that the German Federal Agency for Nature Protection (Dröschmeister 

& Sukkop, 2010) has identified bird conservation data as the primary basis for guiding 

conservation planning in Germany. Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010) stated in the Italian 

Journal of Ornithology (Avocetta): 

“Bird monitoring data provide the basis for biodiversity policy related 

indicators in Germany. Such indicators focus on informing conservation policy 
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and aim to reduce complex biological information to simple and easily 

understandable messages of political concern. The leading national conservation 

policy indicator is the German Sustainability Indicator for Species Diversity 

(SISD), which reflects the status of sustainability in the main habitat and 

landscape types.” 

The need for specific information on the habitat requirements of representative 

native bird species that can be related to local government land use plans and 

addressed through local government policy options was confirmed through a review of 

the literature. The importance of such information and the existing gap were identified, 

together with the scientific and policy information required to create a draft avian 

conservation guidebook to address the gap. Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010) point to the 

value of simple, clear information on avian habitat requirements as foundational to 

planning for the sustenance of core environmental attributes, habitats and populations in 

local government jurisdictions stating:  

“Common bird monitoring stands in the context of an emerging conserva-

tion issue: the protection of the wider countryside and the reduction of negative 

impacts on biodiversity caused by high intensity land use practices.” 

Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010) declare that “Bird monitoring makes available 

information that is relevant, reliable and applicable for multiple purposes: 

• To provide advice to politicians, 

 • To assess the effectiveness of conservation programmes, 

• To produce precise information on state and trends of different aspects of 
biodiversity for conservationists, 

• To fulfill international reporting obligations, 

• To build the basis for policy-related indicators.” 

Importantly, Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010) point out the need for the simple, 

clear guidelines on what to protect and how that this guidebook provides, currently 

lacking in BC with respect to birds and certain additional aspects of biological diversity in 
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the planning profession (Alexander and Stephens 2016). Dröschmeister & Sukkop state: 

“Policy-related biodiversity indicators focus on informing conservation 

policy. Therefore, such indicators need to reduce complex biological information 

to simple and easily understandable messages of political concern. This is why 

policy-related biodiversity indicators are sometimes criticised by scientists: the 

development of these indicators is situated in a conflict area between scientific 

and political demands (Turnhout et al. 2007).” 

Despite the importance of bird habitat conservation as a prime indicator for 

sustainable land use planning as recognized by the German Federal Agency for Nature 

Protection (Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010) and a growing body of literature highlighting 

the need to address bird conservation in planning and the value of birds as indicators of 

environmental health to guide land use decision making (North American Bird 

Conservation Initiative 2016b), (Environmental Law Institute 2003), significant gaps 

remain in BC planning practice regarding biological diversity protection leadership and 

practice in planning, notably including the core aspects of bird habitat protection 

(Alexander and Stephens 2016). A Develop with Care Guidebook (BC Ministry of 

Environment 2014) is missing with respect to most birds in British Columbia, save for 

some raptor and heron nest guidelines (Stephens and Alexander 2012).   

This is largely due to a lack of simplification of bird conservation habitat 

requirements in terms of species diversity, habitat types needed, and the quality and 

quantity of habitat required and merging of this information in simple form for each 

species category in the manner suggested by Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010).  
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2.1.1. Implications of the Findings 

 

• Bird Conservation Guidelines 

• Bird Conservation Site Design 

• Addressing Bird Conservation 

A wealth of information on bird conservation and the specific habitat extent and 

composition needs of representative bird species and their potential to indicate 

environmental conditions is available but must be simplified and then married to clear, 

consolidated information regarding the policy options available to local government to 

protect bird habitat in the production of a draft guidebook. 

This research report investigates and gathers the data from the literature and 

interviews in order to fill that gap. This research report synthesizes and simplifies the 

science and policy to support the creation of a simple, clear and direct information 

regarding avian habitat conservation as recommended by Dröschmeister & Sukkop 

(2010) in the form of a bird conservation guidebook that marries simple habitat quality 

and quantity requirement guidelines with available policy options in a manner 

comparable with the Develop with Care Guidebooks that currently address other aspects 

of biological diversity in BC land use planning (Develop with Care Environmental 

Guidelines for Urban and Rural Land Development in British Columbia (BC Ministry of 

Environment, 2014).  

Why is this important? In British Columbia, it is a mandatory professional 

responsibility of planning practice and planning practitioners to address the specifics of 

ecological sustainability (Planning Institute of British Columbia 2012). The Professional 

Standards for the Planning Institute of British Columbia (2012) identify a core 

responsibility to protect the natural environment and biological diversity, stating under 

the Planning Institute of British Columbia Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct that 

planners must respect the natural environment and consider sustainability in their 

practice. As bird conservation is a core element of sustainability and conservation 
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indicates that professional planners have a clear and emerging ethical obligation to 

accommodate bird conservation. 

Section 14.2.1 of the PIBC Code of Ethics & Professional Conduct requires BC 

planning practitioners as ethical planners to “Practice sustainable planning that 

considers the use of society’s resources and the needs of future generations;” Section 

14.2.2 has a requirement for planners to “Value both the natural and human 

environments and understand their interrelationships;” and Section 14.2.3 states that 

planners must “Acknowledge that planning decisions can have effects that cross 

jurisdictional boundaries.” These provisions are highly relevant to the mitigation of 

impacts on native ecosystems and migratory birds, and protection of the natural 

environment for human benefit. The increasingly recognized need for planning and 

ecology integration is something my guidebook will address Jepson, Jr. (May 2001) in 

“Sustainability and Planning: Diverse Concepts and Close Associations,” in the Journal 

of Planning Literature frames the challenge stating:  

“Within the sustainability literature, there are calls for a ‘human ecology’ 

that would relate societal conditions to the quality of both the natural and the 

human environment (di Castri and Hadley, 1986) and for a ‘new type of 

profession’ that can serve as a communicative link between scientists and the 

general public (Christensen 1996). In the face of these calls, planners have 

remained virtually silent. Yet, what other profession is more naturally suited to 

filling this role than planning?” 

The Environmental Law Institute (2003), in Conservation thresholds for land use 

planners states:  

“Every day, land use planners are faced with decisions whether and how 

land is developed, parcelized and used, and in what pattern. For the most part, 

such land decision making occurs without taking into account individual and 

cumulate impacts to biological resources.”  



 

10 

In the face of the global biological diversity crisis, addressing the protection of the 

natural environment, ecosystems and biological diversity is a priority facing the land use 

planning profession (Environmental Law Institute 2003). 

Planning practice in BC often acts in response to narrower, specific ecological 

concerns, not proactively or adequately addressing sufficient environmental parameters 

in depth or extent (Stephens and Alexander 2016). One example of this is the 

professional reliance model driven Riparian Areas Regulation procedure under the Fish 

Protection Act (The Office of the Ombudsmen. BC’s Independent Voice for Fairness, 

March 2014). 

Among the significant gaps facing BC bird conservation in planning (Alexander 

and Stephens, 2016) the Vancouver Bird Strategy (City of Vancouver 2015) represents a 

strong step forward in British Columbia bird provincial bird conservation, having 

identified bird conservation as a priority and core part of achieving the goal of urban 

biodiversity conservation, which forms one of the ten goals of the Greenest City Action 

Plan to allow Vancouver to be the Greenest City in the world by 2020.   

The Vancouver Bird Strategy is a local government initiative to address the 

relationship between urban planning, development, parks planning and bird 

conservation. The Vancouver Bird Strategy cites findings from local research completed 

in 2003 showing a strong correlation between increasing urbanization and declines in 

the diversity of avian species present. In addition to lost habitat area effects, the 

research identified a correlation between increased levels of habitat features at the site 

scale such as fruiting plants and mature trees and increased bird diversity. Such 

features were identified as conducive to multiplication site by site, resulting in a city that 

would be greener and able to support native birdlife at the urban landscape scale.  

Research indicates that currently, cities are providing habitat for twenty percent 

of the world’s bird species but are only retaining eight percent of bird species native to 

the regions in which they are built, representing a matter of global concern (City of 

Vancouver 2015). The potential for restoration of vegetation and conservation of 

vegetation to support a much greater concentration of native birds was noted in the 

Vancouver Bird Strategy (City of Vancouver 2015).   
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Therefore, it is important to develop better tools to support bird habitat protection 

in the work of planners, including the production of a draft guidebook “Planning for Bird 

Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners”.  

As bird conservation is important and relevant to planning yet a key area of need with 

significant gaps in information present, the draft guidebook fills this key gap as the bird 

conservation guidebook emerging to join existing planning guidebooks addressing other 

aspects of the natural environment in planning practice in a manner to which planners 

can relate. “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” will provide clear, simple bird 

conservation site design guidelines based upon simple yet comprehensive ornithological 

information carefully distilled from the ornithological literature, accompanied by photos 

and sketches and turned into site design guidelines linked to policy and planning 

practice recommendations which planners can use to conserve birds in planning 

practice. Through “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection”, planners will recognize and be 

able to address bird conservation as something which “Planners need to Know”. 

 

2.2. Habitat 

• Buffer Width 

• Habitat Quantity in Patch Size 

• Habitat Elements - Qualitative 

The literature outlines the specific bird habitat requirements according to (A) 

habitat quantity requirements in terms of habitat patch area,  percent of suitable habitat 

within a landscape and extent of edge influences and (C) habitat elements, vegetation, 

structure and ecosystem conditions at a site scale and broader environmental scale to 

support the creation of simple, clear guidelines for planners to accommodate bird habitat 

within local government jurisdictions in development planning, conservation and 

restoration decisions. Information on habitat quantity in terms of area extent, buffer width 

and percent of landscape area (Environmental Law Institute 2003) and habitat quality 

guidelines addressing vegetation composition, structural diversity and native plants and 
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fruit bearing shrubs as habitat elements (City of Vancouver 2015) conducive to 

supporting native bird species. With some simple plantings of the right native plants, 

food sources and efficient spatial layouts to preserve required habitat elements, many 

bird species can inhabit what soon become far more bird friendly places.  

Avian habitat conservation requirements must be condensed for consideration in 

local government land use planning practice to be capable of being addressed through 

policy options. Habitat requirement information must be condensed and made clear and 

simple in order to be addressed and acted upon by planners, as encouraged by 

Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2009). Avian habitat elements are not complicated but are 

frequently neglected despite their importance and the increasingly significant need to 

accommodate bird habitat in growing developed areas. With clear guidelines outlining 

what birds need to inhabit key habitats and potential habitats such as parks, developed 

areas and watercourse boundaries, local government jurisdictions can maintain a much 

healthier diversity of native, representative and characteristic birdlife on the lands within 

their boundaries, encouraging conservation on private and public land alike with distinct 

tools.  

Specific guidelines on the required widths of buffers around watercourses, the 

strategic importance of certain sensitive habitats and hotspots such as riparian areas 

and the required area extents, patch sizes, protected area layouts, connectivity and 

habitat elements are outlined and condensed in the literature. 

2.2.1. Implications for a Guidebook 

• Development of Planning Guidelines 

• Habitat & Avian Ecology Assessment 

• Protected Area Planning 

This research report and the guidebook supported by this research report will 

support improved and more sensitive planning practice by making clear, simple 

guidelines available to planners, linked to policy options to incorporate avian habitat into 

local government jurisdictions. 
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The research report investigates the information and practice gaps in bird habitat 

protection in  local government jurisdictions and provide specific guidelines on how to 

achieve conservation of representative native bird populations in local government 

jurisdictions: firstly, habitat quantity and spatial layout, secondly habitat quality and 

components thirdly, habitat connectivity. Required and optimal habitat quantity for birds, 

looking at the number of hectares of habitat needed by representative species, ideal or 

better buffer widths in meters and the.    

Ecological information on the habitat needs of birds is assessed to formulate 

guidelines for habitat protection relating to selected representative bird species in local 

government jurisdiction.  Through the identification of avian habitat needs with regard to 

physical habitat makeup, quantity and elements through the literature and investigation 

of avian habitat conservation needs and approaches through the interview data, this 

research report lays the groundwork for the creation of the draft guidebook setting out 

the essentials of avian habitat conservation. It is worth noting that these habitat 

guidelines are not being identified with the hope that they are applied too broadly; as 

protection and accommodation of viable bird habitat is not possible in all aspects of the 

developed environment; this research and guidebook provide the means and guiding 

information required for planners to consider and conserve birds where bird conservation 

is a feasible objective.  

This research provides local government planners with clear indications of how 

much habitat birds need and in what form, with what specific habitat elements where bird 

conservation efforts are being made. Bird habitat areas meeting key avian habitat 

requirements can be strategically accommodated in multiple locations where feasible to 

create a larger scale network of avian habitat to sustain diverse and stable populations 

of native species characteristic of the different ecoregions in which local government 

jurisdictions are located.  
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2.2.2. Detailed Guidebook Considerations 

 

• Riparian Buffers 

• Conservation Thresholds 

• Site Design 

The following parts of the literature were core to the identification of simple 

habitat quantity and habitat quality requirements of characteristic native bird species in 

British Columbia. Fischer (2000) in the US Army Corps of Engineers Report “Width of 

Riparian Zones for Birds” outlines the crucial and disproportionate importance of riparian 

areas for a high percentage of North American bird species, providing metrics to better 

accommodate bird habitat requirements in these critical areas. Although riparian areas 

only make up one percent of the landscape, these zones are home to a significant 

percentage of the populations and range of native bird species in North America (Fischer 

2000).  

Fischer (2000) provides valuable ecological and spatial planning guidance in 

identifying the critical importance of riparian zones and the required width for protecting 

these critical zones given their disproportionate importance to native birds as high value 

habitat. Fischer cites research indicating that riparian areas in Western North America 

occupy a mere one percent of the landscape but support the greatest diversity of 

breeding bird species among all habitats in North America. Secondly, Fischer outlines 

research findings that the density of bird populations in riparian areas is frequently twice 

that of neighbouring uplands, with many species being entirely dependent upon on 

riparian areas for survival and breeding. In Colorado, eighty-two percent of bird species 

nested in riparian habitats (Fischer 2000).  

Riparian areas are clearly critical areas that can be protected through informed 

planning, but how much riparian habitat do birds need for protected areas to be viable? 

According to Fischer (2000) spatial habitat requirements for riparian bird species ranged 

from fifty to one hundred and fifty meters of quality riparian habitat on average. In 
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Canada, research suggested that sixty meters was required to maintain a boreal forest 

bird community, while work in Kentucky, New Hampshire, Georgia and other US states 

showed that one hundred meters was required to maintain the naturally occurring 

community of sensitive, representative native bird species depending on riparian zones, 

otherwise declines would occur.  

One hundred meters was found to be required in the Kentucky study to maintain 

sensitive migratory bird populations. Lesser widths supported only local or short distance 

migrant species as migrants lost out. Fischer (2000) notes that forest interior species are 

lost when riparian buffers become too narrow. Given the importance of riparian areas for 

birds, it is clear that their loss constitutes a significant but addressable part of the global 

biodiversity crisis. Fischer concludes by calling for one hundred meter riparian buffers to 

be set aside if avian habitat is considered to be an objective in management plans where 

possible.  

Thus, strategic planning for bird conservation should take a close look at 

accommodating wider riparian zones than the thirty meter buffers seen in BC fisheries 

focused regulations for Riparian Areas (Office of the Ombudsmen of British Columbia).  

Riparian areas should be strategically prioritized for avian conservation in BC, with 

efforts to retain sixty to one hundred and fifty meter riparian area zones to sufficiently 

protect representative sections of these disproportionately important habitats for native 

birds. Fitzpatrick (2004) notes the importance of protected area location and design for 

effective conservation. Thus, while it is not feasible to insist on 60, 100 or 150 meter 

buffers everywhere, strategic efforts should be made to protect representative areas of 

riparian habitat to the extent possible, and such opportunities present themselves as 

options to local governments through environmental planning policy provisions and park 

acquisition planning. 

Next, Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners serves as a valuable 

piece of literature in this research report and to support the creation of the draft booklet 

“Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers 

and Planners.” 
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The Environmental Law Institute Work Conservation Thresholds for Land Use 

Planners (2003) provides benchmark avian ecological requirements from which to derive 

simple, general guidelines for consideration of native bird conservation in planning.  

Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners states “Implementing biological 

sensitive spatial panning early in the development process will help preserve our natural 

heritage for the future, since the most crucial time for planning is when the first 10 to 40 

percent of the natural vegetation is altered or removed from the landscape (Forman and 

Collinge, 1997, as cited in Environmental Law Institute 2003)”  

Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners provides great contextual, 

quantitative and guideline based material for the draft guidebook, including specific 

ecological information created through a committee of scientists set up by the Ecological 

Society of America (ESA) to “identify principles of ecology relevant to land use and to 

develop guidelines for land use decision making.” (Environmental Law Institute, 2003). 

Among the core takeaways in Conservation Thresholds for Land use Planners was a 

recommendation that bird protection buffers of one hundred meters be set up. Of course, 

as mentioned previously, it is not the objective or in any way feasible to set up one 

hundred meter buffers everywhere; rather, this research and the guidebook aims to 

provide guidelines on (a) how much habitat is required and (b) the composition, structure 

and nature of this habitat, where bird habitat protection is a feasible planning objective.  

Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners from the Environmental Law 

Institute (2003) attempts to synthesis a variety of studies looking at habitat area, buffer 

and edge protection widths and percent of remaining habitat requirements for a range of 

species categories and ecosystem parameters with a significant specific category for 

avian habitat requirements. Bird habitat requirements are outlined according to the 

parameters of patch size, buffer width and distance from edges and the percent of 

habitat cover available in relation to surrounding land uses having been sourced from a 

variety of ecological studies.  

The Environmental Law Institute (2003) acknowledges that habitat quantity 

conservation thresholds vary widely according to target species, target densities, target 

populations and target life cycle stages. Thus, a broad range of requirements are 
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present in the report covering different species categories and species within each 

category. Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners is a lengthy, complex report 

with a range of findings and recommended habitat quantity thresholds for different 

species categories but lacks clear, guidelines. The primary takeaways are either wide-

ranging, generalized or hidden amongst large data sets. Conservation Thresholds for 

Land Use Planners flags ecological community concerns around trying to select general 

conservation thresholds for species and species categories, noting that thresholds may 

not be sufficiently inclusive, conservative enough or accurate enough to ensure species 

survival.  

However, there is a clear need to provide specific numbers and such numbers 

coming from general averages are certainly superior to the inadequate bird habitat 

quantities contained within the small amounts of parkland and riparian dedication for 

which BC riparian and baseline park dedication regulations provide. Dröschmeister & 

Sukkop (2009) Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2009) note the resistance that can exist in the 

scientific community around providing averaged, general biodiversity based policy 

indicators, but proceed to call for simple literature to guide planning practice, stating that 

“Policy-related biodiversity indicators focus on informing conservation policy. Therefore, 

such indicators need to reduce complex biological information to simple and easily 

understood messages of political concern.”   

Therefore, this research report recognizes the value of deriving general 

guidelines for habitat protection in a clear form instead of holding back for fear that 

guidelines are not fully comprehensive. Conservation Thresholds for Land Use Planners 

forms a valuable resource from which some key general guidelines for avian 

conservation can be distilled. 

(A) Buffers 

Riparian area buffer width recommendations from a variety of studies on bird 

habitat requirements are laid out in the report. Metrics cited center on an average of 

around fifty to one hundred meters for the most part, depending on the habitat uses and 

species involved. Study findings cited included recommendations of buffers of around 
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forty meters for bird diversity and assemblages, forty-five meters for assemblages and 

persistence, and 50 meters for neotropical migrants and interior species and one 

hundred meters or more for neotropical migrants, one hundred meters or more for 

neotropical migrant diversity and functional assemblages, one hundred meters or more 

for forest bird nesting habitat, and one hundred meters or more for neotropical migrant 

abundance. Buffers of one hundred and fifty meters were identified in two other studies 

as being ideal for bird species diversity maintenance and reduction of edge related nest 

predation respectively.  

Riparian areas are immensely valuable to native birds, yet fish based protection 

guidelines used to conserve them fall far below that which birds need to survive, as 

noted by Pacific Coast Joint Venture (2010) in Wildlife corridors and permeability: a 

review. Characteristic species such as the Swainson’s Thrush, Pacific-slope flycatcher & 

Rufous Hummingbird in the Pacific Northwest suffer catastrophic declines when riparian 

buffers fall below one hundred meters according to the Pacific Coast Joint Venture 

(2010). The Pacific Coast Joint Venture became The Pacific Birds Habitat Joint Venture 

(n.d), which works in various arrangements including international partnerships between 

the US and Canada. Various related information including the North American Landbird 

Conservation Plan produced through Partners in Flight (Rich et. al., 2004) has been put 

forward to guide bird conservation action.  

If sufficient riparian buffers, such as the one hundred meter riparian buffer for 

birds discussed by the Pacific Coast Joint Venture (April 2010) and the fifty to one 

hundred and fifty meter buffers discussed by Fischer (2000) and wider buffers discussed 

by the Environmental Law Institute (2003) are respected, the umbrella effect (Fleishman, 

Murphy and Blair 2001) will lead to greatly improved habitat protection for native bird 

species and ecosystem health in general. If birds are declining dramatically in thinner 

riparian zones mandated by current policies, ecosystem health is at risk considering the 

ecological indication ability of native birds. According to the Aspen Center for 

Environmental Studies (January 16, 2015) in Songbirds as Indicators of Healthy Riparian 

Ecosystems, songbirds can provide improved guidance on the health of riparian 

ecosystems and guide conservation plans.  
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However, bird habitat requirements in terms of spatial factors, namely buffer 

width and area extent as well as structural diversity, vegetation composition and required 

foraging, nesting and connectivity elements of the habitat are neglected in riparian area 

requirements in BC. In BC, riparian areas focus on fish and fall well short of due 

consideration of bird habitat requirements (Alexander and Stephens 2016).  

How much habitat is enough from Environment Canada (2013) notes the need to 

protect larger upland buffers around wetlands and riparian areas to conserve birds. This 

research report and the draft booklet highlight the value of wetlands and adjacent 

uplands to a vast number of sensitive birds in lowland areas threatened by development.   

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology Handbook of Bird Biology Chapter 10: Bird 

Conservation (Fitzpatrick, 2004) provides spatial habitat requirements in terms of meters 

and acres of representative species. Fitzpatrick relates buffer width and habitat patch 

size statistics to dependant variables of nesting success and abundance and provides 

spatial planning information from which to derive simple planning guidelines to optimize 

bird habitat value in site plans.  

Many of these species equate closely to species in British Columbia can be used 

to inform the creation of specific simplified guidelines for avian conservation in the 

research process and draft guidebook creation stages.  

(B) Woodlot Size 

Fitzpatrick (2004) outlines habitat edge effect and area sensitivity metrics for 

Neotropical migrants, assorted songbirds and other land birds in North America. 

Relevant information includes findings that songbird nesting success is optimized at 

distances of forty-six to sixty-six meters from forest edges, meaning that buffers of fifty 

meters or more are likely to be more effective than thirty meter riparian buffers or less.  

Fitzpatrick (2004) also provides data showing woodlot sizes of eighty-nine to two 

hundred and fifty-two acres (thirty-six to one hundred and two hectares) are occupied by 

tanagers to levels of nearly one hundred percent, while woodlots sized between fifty-two 

and seventy-seven acres (twenty-one to thirty-one hectares), occupancy levels 
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approached eighty-seven percent. In woodlots covering seventeen to forty-two acres 

(seven to seventeen hectares), tanager occurrence was around sixty-seven percent. In 

woodlots sized between seven and fifteen acres (three to six hectares) tanager 

occupancy was around twenty-eight percent.  

For Red-eyed Vireos, being more sensitive to environmental impacts from 

fragmentation, occupancy of patches eighty-nine to two hundred and fifty-two acres 

(thirty-six to one hundred and two hectares) came in at around ninety-eight percent, 

while woodlots sized between fifty-two and seventy-seven acres (twenty-one to thirty-

one hectares), saw occupancy levels of one hundred percent. In woodlots covering 

seventeen to forty-two acres (seven to seventeen hectares), vireo occurrence was 

around ninety-two percent. In woodlots sized between seven and fifteen acres (three to 

six hectares) vireo occupancy was only at around nine percent. Conservation 

Thresholds for Land Use Planners (Environmental Law Institute 2003) points to a 

general suggestion that habitat patch sizes should be larger than fifty-five hectares, on 

average.  

(C) Qualitative Considerations 

Having looked at the area, spatial layout and buffer width aspects of bird habitat, 

this research report examines the literature on the qualitative aspects of avian habitat. 

These habitat conservation aspects consist of canopy cover, structural diversity, 

vegetation composition, vegetation types present and the availability of fruiting, seed 

bearing and nest supporting vegetation, use of native species, natural environmental 

elements of value, dead snags, berries and insects have significant relevance to site 

planning for bird conservation. These are core parameters that must be considered to 

support avian friendly site design guidelines.  

The Vancouver Bird Strategy (City of Vancouver 2015), while specifically 

pertaining to Vancouver and consisting primarily of preliminary guidelines lays out many 

“qualitative”, site design elements that perfectly supplement the quantitative habitat 

recommendations outlining protected area shapes and sizes that accommodate avian 

habitat needs, outlining the types of native species, food, shelter, nesting and perch 
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values offered by appropriate selections of native plantings, connectivity, planting 

layouts and types of native species. Cumulatively, the consideration of habitat 

composition, quality and present elements can have a significant positive impact at a site 

specific and municipal scale (City of Vancouver 2015) as well as a larger region. 

Using defined ecological and ornithological criteria as an ornithologist, I will draw 

on avian occurrence information sources such as the Arrowsmith Naturalists Club 

Seasonal bird checklist: Parksville-Qualicum Beach area (December 2011) and avian 

natural history books of choice in selecting the best species upon which to develop 

habitat guidelines. I will look at the Swainson’s thrush, purple finch and black-throated 

gray warbler for forests, Chestnut-backed Chickadees and Bewick’s Wrens for more 

suburban environments and urban wooded areas, Yellow Warbler for wetlands and 

Western Sandpiper for coastal areas as primary examples. 

Cannings, Aversa and Opperman (2005) in Birds of southwestern British 

Columbia, covering the southwest coast of British Columbia and Coastal Mountains, and 

Cannings, Nehls, Denny and Trochlell (2009) in Birds of interior British Columbia and the 

Rockies, covering many interior ecosystems provide valuable references as sources of 

site specific and range wide habitat usage and ecological requirements for a broad 

range of native bird species and contributed to analysis and consideration of avian 

occurrence and habitat requirements for this research report and booklet. 

Work by Rosenberg, et. al. (2003) in “A land manager’s guide to improving 

habitat for forest thrushes” published by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology looks at some of 

the most important representative bird categories, namely thrushes, that I will examine 

for habitat requirements in my systematic creation of habitat guidelines for planners to 

apply to habitat in municipalities.  

This work, together with the additional Rosenberg et. al. material “A land 

manager’s guide to improving habitat for scarlet tanagers and other forest-interior birds,” 

(1999) published by the the Cornell Lab of Ornithology can serve as part of the 

scientifically based ecological and site design guideline material to support the creation 

of a guidebook for to enable local governments to better consider land use planning in 

British Columbia.  
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Work by Temple (2004) outlines the importance of structural diversity in bird 

habitat; while many urban parks contain simple grass and tree landscapes, native bird 

communities require a diverse story layer that includes shrubs in a native vegetation 

comprised landscape. 

Key aspects of habitat quality at a site specific and habitat quality level as 

outlined by Temple (2004) and the City of Vancouver (2014) in the Vancouver Bird 

Strategy include canopy cover, vegetation composition, structural diversity, native 

species, berries, fruits, insects, seeds, cavities, dead wood and watercourses to be 

considered in site planning with regard to ecological element protection and habitat 

designs. 

 

2.3. Policy Options 

• The Green Bylaws Toolkit 

• The Vancouver Bird Strategy 

• The Local Government Act 

• Stewardship Series & Develop With Care  

With ecological information made simple and clearly laid out in draft guidelines, 

environmental policy options can be explored and matched to the vast array of policy 

options available under the BC Local Government Act (RSBC 2015). The Green Bylaws 

Toolkit from the Stewardship Center (2007) identifies diverse legislative provisions 

available to local government that support the conservation of sensitive ecosystems in 

British Columbia. The Green Bylaws Toolkit offers policy options that could be used to 

implement plans based on avian conservation guidelines, outlining the specific policy 

options that could be used to implement the specific avian conservation 

recommendations, approaches and options set out in the guidebook.  

Similarly, the Vancouver Bird Strategy (City of Vancouver 2015) identifies a 

variety of neighbourhood plan design options and policies available primarily through the 
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Local Government Act to enable local governments to take proactive steps to secure 

viable bird habitat through strategic conservation planning and restoration of key 

habitats.  

I will model my guideline materials in part upon relatively simple guidelines such 

as The Stewardship Series: Stream stewardship: a guide for planners and developers 

(Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks & Ministry of Muncipal Affairs 1993/1994). I 

will consider the Development Permit Areas for Climate Action guidebook 

(Intergovernmental Relations and Planning Division: Ministry of Community Sport and 

Cultural Development (November 2011) and other environmental and sustainability 

planning materials described and promoted by the BC Climate Action Toolkit (n.d). as 

models.  

I look to Develop with Care Environmental Guidelines for Urban and Rural Land 

Development in British Columbia (BC Ministry of Environment, 2014) which address 

raptor nests but not representative native bird species as models, potential templates for 

my guidebook. I will seek to eventually have my guidebook adopted in a similar manner 

by the Province or distributed through private publication for distribution to Local 

Governments, NGOS, developers and other interested organizations, individuals and 

companies. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Methods 

My major project research involved primary research to assess the relationship 

between land use planning and bird conservation in British Columbia completed through 

interviews and secondary academic research involving a review of the literature on bird 

conservation, avian ecology and land use planning and their relationships with relevance 

to BC. The literature review and interviews supported the creation of the draft guidebook 

“Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers 

& Planners”. Next, the draft guidebook was evaluated with respect to planner 

perceptions of the guidebook content and its ability to support bird conservation in 

planning, informing and contributing further to the content of the research report. The 

author’s previous professional work with birds and experience with the conservation 

planning field and familiarity with key BC sites, printed resources and templates 

contributed to the creation of the draft guidebook, project planning and completion of the 

research report. 

3.1.  Academic Research 

The major project involved significant academic research strategically conducted 

to objectively determine the current literature’s perspective on the status of bird 

conservation in planning practice in local government jurisdictions and to identify the 

means by which to address the gaps present through the development of site design 

guidelines, practice and policy. Firstly, research was conducted to identify the relevant 

bird habitats found within local government jurisdiction in British Columbia and a range 

of native bird species. Equivalent species groups and environment types in Europe were 

examined. The gaps in available scientific information relating to a comprehensive range 

of representative, native bird species characteristics of the habitats found within BC local 
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Government jurisdiction were identified. Next, site design guidelines capable of better 

accommodating the habitat needs of representative BC bird species were derived 

through a review of ornithological literature, condensing the key takeaways from some 

very lengthy but scientifically rich sources of applied ornithology and avian conservation 

biology. These thresholds and habitat requirement descriptions for representative bird 

species were sorted into guidelines relating to specific habitat types. The guidelines 

were then evaluated under the lens of policy options available to local governments or 

controlling the use of land both within and outside of local government jurisdiction. Policy 

provisions examined included park plans, Development Permit Areas, riparian area 

regulation provisions, provincial wildlife protection laws, zoning bylaws and urban forest 

management plans.  

3.2. Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with a total of eight participants consisting of local 

government planners in a variety of municipalities, private sector planner and instructor 

and an avian conservation NGO staff member. The interviews were conducted in the 

offices of planners, and over the phone and in a coffee shop in select cases. Following 

presentation of consent material, interview questions were provided to participants for 

review prior to answering the questions. The interview questions were systematically 

approached to gather consistently structured participant responses with their variety of 

expressed viewpoints. Participants were asked the questions in an open, objective and 

non-biased manner without undue time pressure. Concepts pertaining to the questions 

asked of interviewees were simply explained to ensure they were understood. 

3.3. Participant Pool 

Eight respondents with expertise in the field of planning, or environment and land 

use in an area related to this study were selected for interviews. The response rate for 

interviewees successfully contacted and spoken to with a request for an interview was 

one hundred percent. Making up the eight respondents were six local government 

planners, one private sector planner/developer with environmental planning with 

expertise relating to birds in an urban planning setting and one NGO staff member, the 

BC Important Bird Area Program Coordinator, with responsibility for a program 
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supporting conservation planning for globally significant bird habitat. Of the six local 

government planners interviewed, two were directors of community planning (one for a 

town, one for a small city), one a manager of planning for a regional district, one a senior 

planner for a city, one an environmental planner for a city and one a parks and opens 

space planner for a medium sized city.  

 

3.4.    Analysis 

Respondent information provided from each interview question presented under 

each of the four sub-questions in this study stemming from the core research question 

was assessed. Information from each interview question was categorized according to 

how each respondent perceived, ranked or rated each issue or question presented. The 

different types of responses to each interview question and how many interviewees gave 

which type of response were identified, together with further detail on general trends, 

conclusions, consensus or disagreement among participants. Further details, specific 

response points of particular note and general conclusions were included in each 

interview question response summary section. From the results of the literature review, 

the author’s knowledge of local environments, photography and drafting work by the 

author and interviews with planners and related practitioners, the result of this major 

project, the creation of the draft guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC 

Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners” was achieved. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Results 

Chapter four presents the results of the interviews, completed with six community 

planners, four of them being senior planners or directors of community planning, one 

environmental planner, an acting Parks and Open Space Planner, previously 

Environmental Planner, a Vancouver Island based private sector planner and a BC 

Important Bird Area staff member to explore the relationship between bird conservation 

and local government planning in British Columbia. Table 1.1 below provides a 

professional demographic profile of each interviewee and their specific role.  

Table 1.1 Interview Participant Demographical Information 

Interviewee Number Professional Role Location 

Interviewee One Parks & Open Space 

Planner 

British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Two Important Bird & 

Biodiversity Area Caretaker 

Network Coordinator 

British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Three Environmental Planner British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Four Senior Planner British Columbia, Canada 
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Interviewee Five Director of Planning British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Six Private Sector Developer & 

Planning Consultant & 

Adjunct Planning Instructor 

British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Seven Director of Community 

Planning, Approving 

Officer 

 British Columbia, Canada 

Interviewee Eight Manager of Planning 

Services  

British Columbia, Canada 

 

Interviewees were asked a series of questions grouped as sets of sub-questions 

under each of the five question categories that all flowed from the core research 

question: “How can land use planning become more sensitive to the need to conserve 

birds in British Columbia?” In the following sections, interviewee responses are 

presented for each of the sub-questions exploring the relationship between avian 

conservation and planning. The sub-questions under question number one addressed 

current scientific and informational frameworks, those under number two examined 

available guiding parameters for bird conservation in planning, those under number 

three looked for BC, Canadian and international models for bird conservation planning 

and those under number four considered scientific information provision and policy 

development approaches in support of avian conservation planning. The core findings 

are summarized in this section, with notation of findings and trends that stood out. The 

most striking result of the interviewees was the nearly perfect alignment between the 

gaps and realities around bird conservation and planning identified in the literature 
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review and opportunities and the responses of the majority of interviewees in addressing 

these aspects of the research project. 

The interviewees identified many consistent general trends around gaps and 

opportunities relating to bird conservation and planning in BC, as well as similar policy 

options for addressing these gaps. Varying levels of awareness and professional 

knowledge of the challenges and opportunities facing bird conservation and planning 

and the interaction of these subject areas, as well as varying perceptions of where bird 

conservation ranked as a priority, whether it was a stand-out priority or part of a larger 

ecological picture and its core significance to planning were expressed. Bird 

conservation was seen primarily as a priority area or aspect of planning of importance, 

with a smaller number of respondents seeing it as a less urgent matter.  

4.1. Sub-question One:  

What is the current regulatory and science based 

informational framework with respect to birds in British Columbia 

local government planning practice? 

Sub-question one explored planner perceptions of the current regulations, 

policies and scientific basis for regulations and conservation directly relating to bird 

conservation in British Columbia in a local government land use planning context. 

Interview questions addressed under this research sub-questions addressed the 

importance of bird habitat protection in local government planning practice, measured 

planner awareness of global bird conservation pressures and explored planner 

perceptions of the roles of local government  in addressing bird habitat protection. 

Exploration of challenges around avian conservation, inquiry into planner perceptions of 

the relationship between bird conservation and planning, whether birds were adequately 

considered in planning and a review of the position of birds in environmental gaps 

around planning were additional interview questions under this sub-question.  
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o Where do birds and bird habitat protection considerations rank in your mind in 

importance? 

 

Local Government planner, private sector and NGO respondents identified bird 

habitat protection in planning as either a matter of moderate to highest priority from their 

professional perspective. Those who saw it as a moderate priority either had a lower 

awareness of the importance of bird habitat in land use planning or the challenges 

around bird habitat protection relating to land use change and lack of habitat in 

developed spaces. Those who saw bird habitat protection as a matter of moderate 

priority saw it as a matter to be considered among other environmental matters and felt it 

was being addressed to a reasonable degree. Interestingly, those who identified it as 

ranking “very highly” among priorities or as a “highest priority” felt that it was very 

important but also neglected in planning.  Of a total of eight respondents, two 

respondents in the study saw bird conservation as a matter of moderate importance but 

six respondents saw birds and bird habitat protection as a matter of high importance, two 

of those six seeing it as a matter of paramount importance, one as a general priority. 

 

o What is your current awareness of the global avian habitat loss and population 

decline problem? 

 

Respondents overwhelmingly recognized that there is a global problem with 

avian population declines in relation to habitat loss and environmental change. 

Furthermore, there was a strong recognition of the relationship between habitat loss and 

land use decisions among respondents. The decline of bird populations in Canada, in 

some cases sharp, and also the overlap and conflicts between geographical areas with 

bird habitat values and human induced habitat loss were recognized by participants. Of 

the eight respondents, four participants possessed a high amount of knowledge and 

familiarity with the global avian habitat loss and population decline problem, being well 

versed on the issue.  

Two respondents were fairly well aware of the challenges. One respondent was 

becoming aware of the challenges facing birds worldwide and the relevance of bird 

conservation in planning, citing recent media and documentary coverage. One planner 

respondent stated low awareness of the problem of bird conservation declines. Clearly 
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overall public awareness of avian conservation is rising. From the study, it can be seen 

that those planners with an existing knowledge of avian conservation had an advantage 

in understanding bird conservation compared with planners having more general 

knowledge of the subject, brought up to speed through general public awareness. 

Environment and park planners in the study had no higher knowledge than director of 

planning interviewees of bird conservation in relation to planning; in fact, less.  

 

o What do you believe is the role of local government in addressing bird 

protection? 

 

Respondents provided a range of perspectives on the role of local government in 

addressing bird habitat protection in British Columbia. Out of the eight respondents, 

three respondents saw local government as playing a key role in addressing bird habitat 

protection in British Columbia, two of those three respondents identifying both gaps and 

opportunities important role and one identifying significant opportunities. One of the 

three respondents identifying bird protection as a core responsibility of local government 

stated “If not us, then who?” This respondent identified significant gaps in consideration 

of habitat valuable to birds, with an inordinate focus on resource based environmental 

assets such as fish, as opposed to wetlands valuable to birds. 

One respondent identified local government as having an important role to play in 

addressing bird conservation but recognized significant information gaps as well as 

policy gaps and political challenges around local government achievement of bird 

conservation progress. This respondent was very eager to see the bird conservation 

guidance booklet become available. two planner respondents saw local government as 

having a general role in addressing bird habitat protection, one planner respondent, who 

declared more limited knowledge of bird conservation matters saw bird habitat protection 

as a moderate to lesser role, depending on the jurisdictions involved with the land in 

question. One respondent identified bird conservation as an area where local 

governments have the ability to play an important role in bird conservation through 

developing and applying their potential to develop habitat protection targets and policies 

that better consider birds and bird conservation.  

 



 

32 

The three respondents who saw bird conservation as a key responsibility of local 

government identified policy, process and science based information gaps limiting the 

ability of local government to fill this role to date. Core gaps included the very limited 

provincial legislation driving consideration of only very specific bird conservation matters, 

or developer driven agendas without sufficient local government leadership in protecting 

bird habitat. Those respondents identifying gaps also identified key roles for local 

government to advance bird conservation, one through planning and conservation 

strategy implementation, another through taking a key role in educating the public about 

bird conservation and taking charge of bird conservation in planning decisions, and 

another in championing inter-jurisdictional, trans-boundary conservation efforts to protect 

moving bird populations. All respondents identified bylaw and related policy provisions 

available to local government, some citing resources specific to their departments which 

could be used or are used to expand bird habitat protection beyond narrow provincial 

requirements.  

 

o How are birds currently considered or protected in BC land use planning 

practice? In your department? 

 

With respect to how birds are currently considered or protected in BC land use 

planning practice, the eight respondents interviewed presented a consistent picture of a 

province where bird protection in local government land use planning comes largely in 

response to very specific provincial legislation addressing only a fraction of bird species, 

habitat elements and life cycle stages. All eight participants noted that professional 

evaluation of bird habitat, conservation efforts and requirements in planning largely stem 

from Provincial Wildlife Act regulations addressing eagle trees and the area immediately 

surrounding, the nests of other raptors and Great Blue Heron nest sites and while they 

do cover the nests of most bird species, protection is afforded only while eggs are in the 

nest. Extensive habitat loss thus faces many species. Despite the importance of habitats 

within local government jurisdiction for many native bird species, they are overlooked 

and habitat loss persists, especially for a wide variety of songbirds. Many of the species 

neglected are the very species that have been recognized as those facing population 

declines. Of the eight participants, five noted limitations in bird protection seen in their 

department, despite several participants believing protections should be much greater, 
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protecting habitat more proactively, extensively and scientifically, and applying to more 

species. One participant explained that protections extended were arbitrary, covering 

only a fraction of species, and addressing most birds very poorly. Information gaps and 

limited policy development despite available tools to do so were noted. This participant 

highlighted the ability of local government to take greater initiative in protecting birds by 

bringing in science and policy and filling of conservation gaps by using available local 

government powers to develop policy. 

The three remaining participants noted additional protections in their department, 

company and organization that were available. One planner cited Development Permit 

Area provisions enacted by their local government beyond provincial requirements, 

including a broad riparian area Development Permit Area as well as a riparian area 

Development Permit Area, both of which cover valuable bird habitat and require 

professional assessment beyond the provincial minimums that miss so many bird 

species. A private sector planning respondent noted the ability and need for local 

government to conserve avian habitat through planning policies. This planner noted that 

responses often come in response to occurrences of avian species at risk, still missing 

many species, but professional assessments do cover riparian areas, which are some of 

the richest bird habitats. Another respondent, from an NGO perspective observed that 

provincial conservation requirements directly driving local government planning policy 

were narrow and limited. This respondent also explained that their program, the 

Important Bird Areas program was limited as it does not generally cover songbirds but 

congregations of wintering waterfowl, gulls and other grouping species for the most part. 

 

 

o What do you believe is the relationship between bird conservation and land use 

planning? 

 

Respondents presented a range of views on how they perceived the relationship 

between bird conservation and planning. Respondents offered their perspectives with 

regard to how bird conservation and planning are related through science, policy and 

planning practice and their view of the importance of this relationship. Respondents 

shared their views on whether bird conservation and planning are currently intersecting 

and relating well and where improvement could occur. Of the total of eight respondents, 
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four respondents observed that land use planning intersects significantly with bird 

conservation and related human development. They noted that land use change and 

planning devoid of sufficient consideration of bird habitat is having a significant 

detrimental impact on bird populations in BC. Better connection through science and 

policy was recommended by these respondents. One of these four respondents stated 

that at the moment, bird conservation and planning are in conflict and not intersecting 

properly. Another one out of these four respondents mentioned the need for ecosystem 

based planning due to habitat conservation being central to good planning. Yet another 

of the four respondents stated that planning claims to balance interests would fail to be 

met if bird habitat is not duly considered.  

Of the other four respondents out of the eight interviewed, one respondent saw 

bird conservation as directly related to land use planning as an area of importance 

impacted by parks and open space policies. This respondent saw bird conservation and 

land use planning relationships as being relatable and addressable through parks and 

open space policies. One respondent presented a different perspective on the 

relationship between bird conservation and planning, stating that a challenge is present 

when it comes to the relationship between bird conservation and planning due to the 

need for cities to be places where growth is concentrated to reduce impacts on larger 

rural landscapes. In the view of this respondent, much habitat might be sacrificed in 

cities in the interests of concentrating growth, rather than focusing on protecting 

significant tracts of land. This respondent noted that their municipality had provisions to 

protect terrestrial habitat in their community but noted the overarching challenge 

presented by the need to concentrate growth versus the goal of protecting significant 

bird habitat.  

One respondent saw bird conservation as an interface area between 

development and environmental protection that ranks among other environmental 

challenges as a matter of relevance in parks, open space and environmental planning, 

seeing gaps around sufficient information about bird conservation and planning. One 

planner saw bird habitat protection as something that should be integrated into land use 

planning practice with guidelines, but noted that specific habitat requirements for 

individual target species and categories would be very helpful in expanding protection 

beyond the very limited selection of bird species currently covered by actively applied 

and readily available local government science and policy frameworks.  
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o What are some challenges you have seen relating to birds and planning? 

 

To examine individual observations of challenges relating to the interactions of 

birds and planning personally seen by participants, participants were asked to describe 

the challenges they have seen with respect to bird conservation in a planning context. 

Primarily, challenges around achieving protection of native bird populations in planning, 

informational, science and policy barriers impeding bird protection, and difficulties in 

feasibly addressing bird conservation while meeting planning objectives and insufficient 

legislation and research were all considered. Varying levels of awareness of the 

challenge facing bird populations as a result of land use and development induced 

habitat loss and shortcomings and challenges involving bird protection in planning. One 

participant expressed uncertainty as to what challenges relating to birds and bird habitat 

protection were seen, but noted insufficient information on bird habitat requirements and 

planning applications in the profession. One participant pointed out that, while avian 

conservation is being considered in planning and policy, there is limited application of 

science and development and implementation of policy relating to bird conservation and 

planning. One participant observed limitations in science and policy around bird 

conservation and planning in local government, while another identified a notable lack of 

ecological literacy among professionals, a development and growth focus, narrow focus 

on protection of a few select bird species in connection with provincial legislation, lack of 

education and sharing of only an important but narrow selection of species and their 

associated representations in First Nations culture.  

One participant flagged human impacts, human interference and displacement of 

ecosystems through human activity. One participant identified protectionism and a 

narrow or arbitrary focus on specific species in accordance with their conservation status 

and distribution, a lack of attention to the need for ecosystem engineering in urban areas 

to support habitat provision rather than just protectionism and its associated efforts to 

secure intact habitat. As interviewee six noted, there is a distinct lack of knowledge of 

bird conservation and bird conservation practice in urban planning, environmental 

planning and surprisingly, in the biological community. Interviewee six described a lack 

of knowledge and expertise in how to structure urban ecosystems and a great difficulty 

in finding biologists with an understanding of bird habitat. The lack of knowledge of 
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vegetation composition, structure and habitat provision for a representative array of 

native birds stood out. This interviewee, interviewee number six, stated: 

 

“Those challenges are fairly diverse, they are paradigmatic within the 

environmental and biological community, they are regulatory in terms of how things are 

regulated and how decisions are made and how decisions are advised. And quite frankly 

there is a big gap in the understanding of the biological community in how to structure 

urban ecosystems in a competent, relevant way, I just rarely run into it. I see things like 

mitigation or compensation and they have the words for it but its very difficult to find a 

biologist who understands bird habitat or knows what to do on the edge highway or in 

the unique architecture of vertical or horizontal patchiness and multi-year food supplies 

for six different forage guilds in how you design the front lawn and boulevard of a 

residential street. All of which to me are really fundamental to urban bird habitat. I have 

never ever run across a discussion of that except the professor I worked with at UBC 

and the work we did for a development project of ours in Vancouver and to this day I try 

and have these conversations with the biological community and I just get blank looks.” 

Interviewee number six’s comments are very concerning. 

One participant flagged a lack of spatial definition of bird habitat and distribution 

as a core challenge facing bird conservation progress in planning, noting that bird habitat 

is less narrow and defined than say, fish. Compounding this problem is a lack of clear 

ecological information on the habitat needs of bird species and their distribution.  Finally, 

one respondent pointed to limited provincial legislation covering bird conservation, 

leading to a lack of local government action. 

 

o Compared to other aspects of biological diversity, are birds duly considered or 

not duly considered? 

 

Respondents were asked to consider whether birds were neglected with respect 

to their importance as compared to other species groups as far as biodiversity 

conservation in planning is considered. Respondent views on whether or not birds were 

currently duly considered in planning practice varied according to respondent knowledge 

of the current conservation challenges facing bird populations, the degree to which they 

were familiar with the impact of land use change upon bird populations, the importance 
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of birds and their knowledge of the degree to which bird populations are being 

considered in planning. Certain respondents recognized the specific value of birds as 

indicators and target species capable of providing specific information supporting 

achievement of healthier ecological conditions through conservation planning, and were 

aware of the significant neglect of birds in planning. Other respondents had less 

awareness of the standalone significance of birds from a conservation planning 

standpoint and less awareness of the challenges facing birds.  

All eight respondents had a different take on the situation, some agreeing in 

principle, some differing sharply in their views. One respondent felt that birds are broadly 

covered by general planning policy provisions relating to biological diversity protection, 

but highlighted a lack of specific information relating to a broad range of bird groups and 

acknowledged potential gaps could occur. One respondent felt that birds were not the 

least considered species, but were not given due consideration. One respondent was 

not sure if birds are duly considered in planning or not. One respondent felt that they 

were not sufficiently considered as they are given little consideration compared to edible, 

economically profitable species such as fish, on which there was a sharply contrasting 

focus. A lack of awareness of the importance of birds as indicators and targets for 

overall healthy ecosystems and a corresponding lag in science and policy development 

was noted by this respondent.  

One participant noted that birds are given a mid-level degree of consideration, no 

more and no less than other aspects of biological diversity. One participant stated that 

birds receive similar or even above average care and attention with respect to 

consideration in planning, and are given a stronger degree of attention than other 

species at certain life cycle stages as seen in BC Wildlife Act nest protection legislation 

pertaining to birds. One respondent felt that birds are duly considered, expressing the 

unconventional view in comparison with all the rest that bird conservation is actually less 

of a priority and need in urban areas due to their view that the purpose of urban areas 

are intended to concentrate development and protect rural land. This view, however, did 

not take into account the fact that urban areas are taking up a burgeoning percentage of 

the low elevation land base that is of especially high habitat value, or that human access 

to diverse species assemblages and ecosystems in urban areas where so much of the 

population lives may be an increasingly prominent goal. Finally, one respondent felt 

while birds are taken into consideration in planning, the consideration given to avian 
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species is less so than that given to fish, noting that spinoff benefits to birds may arise 

from fish protection measures.  

 

o What type of environmental gaps do you see around planning? Are birds 

reflected in this gap? 

 

A variety of environmental gaps in planning that reflect birds were noted by 

participants, with varying opinions as to what gaps exist, how to address them, and 

where birds fit into the conservation and planning picture among other elements of 

biological diversity with respect to their significance in environmental protection gaps.  

All 8 respondents identified noteworthy gaps in environmental planning practice 

and conservation planning related to bird conservation. Various aspects of the gap were 

identified by different participants, identifying science gaps, information and education 

gaps, planning practice shortcomings and policy conflicts and limitations. One 

respondent noted that specific avian conservation needs for a wide range of species 

may not be considered in professional environmental evaluations conducted as 

prerequisites for land development projects under professional reliance models. One 

respondent identified a lack of conservation policy awareness and conservation planning 

action. These challenges were thought to stem from insufficient staff expertise, limited or 

non-existent retention of expert staff and inadequate consultation of local experts.  

Additionally, a lack of bird habitat element conservation and consideration of 

habitat needs and conservation of habitat at different was noted. One respondent 

highlighted the need for specific conservation and habitat enhancement how-tos to be 

made available to planners, together with a strong need for firm goal setting and 

implementation of policy. One respondent observed that avian conservation is right in 

the middle of the environmental gap currently observed in land use planning, forming a 

core priority for conservation planning action, together with other high priority but under-

addressed species such as insects and amphibians. One participant felt that birds are 

given a typical level of consideration when it comes to wildlife conservation, but not 

enough habitat is being dedicated for birds and their habitat needs due to manicuring. 

This participant felt that education on the need to reduce manicuring and the value of 

nature in communities was worthwhile. One participant noted that a lack of strategic 

planning for avian conservation, lack of regulations and policies pertaining to private 
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land, and a lack of economic impetus for conservation measures in planning and 

development were core challenges. Prevalent protectionism, a focus on “intact nature” 

over ecosystem engineering and associated creation of habitat through habitat creation 

and enhancement in urban landscaping and urban design was noted by this participant. 

Ecosystem engineering would fill key habitat gaps for urban birds in the view of this 

participant. One participant identified limitations to municipal powers to protect habitat 

and requirements for financial compensation in case of conservation measures affecting 

private property as limitations in the potential to conserve birds.  Finally, one participant 

pointed out insufficient trans-boundary and inter-jurisdictional conservation measures for 

sensitive bird species and the need to fill bird gaps in provincial legislation.  

4.1.1. Summary of Key Findings for Sub-question One 

With respect to the investigation of where bird conservation fits into the local 

government scene in British Columbia, participants saw bird conservation as a matter of 

high importance to planning, and consistently expressed their concern over avian 

population declines. Participants identified glaring gaps facing bird conservation in local 

government jurisdiction and planning practice, however, in the form of a lack of clearly 

available scientific information, site design guidelines and policy development. 

Accommodation of avian habitat conservation within local government jurisdiction was 

recognized as primarily being restricted to inadequate efforts flowing from a very narrow 

set of provincial legislative provisions addressing only eagle and heron nests and failing 

to even consider the main representative categories of native birdlife and the required 

habitat elements within the different categories of habitats required by native birds. As a 

result, birds were seen as not being effectively addressed by local government planning 

practice. Participants identified clear gaps in local government planning practice 

expertise and a lack of access to expertise by which to accommodate avian habitat for a 

representative range of native bird species and their habitats. Responses highlighted the 

need for the development of science based site design guidelines to enable local 

government planning profession to better address bird conservation requirements in land 

use planning practice, linked to policy provisions that can be developed under local 

government legislation to enable local governments to take charge of bird habitat 

protection in an informed and effective manner.  
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4.2. Sub-question Two:  

What practical guiding parameters for bird conservation 

can be derived from scientific avian conservation threshold data 

sets to inform more sensitive planning practice? 

Sub-question two sought to explore how scientific information and data sets on 

avian habitat use and habitat conservation needs could be drawn upon and distilled to 

provided very clear guiding parameters to allow science based consideration and 

accommodation of bird habitat requirements and core habitat elements in planning 

processes and practice. 

Questions sought to determine planner perceptions of how scientific information 

could inform planning processes and form the basis of regulations and conservation 

planning practice to support bird conservation in British Columbia in a local government 

land use planning context. Calls for simple, clear, science based guiding information in 

material included in the literature review were reflected in this research sub-question. 

Interview questions addressed under this research sub-questions inquired into planner 

perceptions of the key threats to bird populations in BC, planner perceptions of the 

importance of bird conservation relative to biodiversity conservation in general, which 

avian species should be looked to as appropriate umbrella or target avian species to 

support protection of representative natural environments and urban natural elements in 

British Columbia Planning, and inquired as to planner recommendations on site planning 

habitat guidelines with respect to vegetation composition and habitat structure.  

 

o What do you see as the key threats to the stability of bird populations in British 

Columbia? 

 

Participants identified a variety of threats facing bird populations and placing their 

stability at risk in British Columbia. Some diversity in the threats identified was present 

but a high degree of consistency centered around habitat loss, habitat alteration through 

development, and pollution was reflected in participant responses, together with climate 
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change. The threat posed by free roaming cats and logging operations upon bird 

populations and challenges posed by agriculture were also noted. 

One participant identified habitat loss as the key threat to bird population stability 

in British Columbia. One participant listed the impacts of habitat loss & alteration, 

pollution, and a lack of information, knowledge dissemination, expertise and resources 

as the factors constituting the core threats to population stability among British Columbia 

birds.  One participant pointed to habitat loss in the form of cumulative, inter-

jurisdictional land use change impacts to migratory birds, climates change derived 

disruption of food availability cycles and migration time windows and also, predator 

impacts from cats. One participant identified climate change, urban and suburban 

development, habitat loss, old growth logging and as primary drivers of bird population 

stability challenges in BC. One participant saw habitat displacement as the number one 

threat to bird populations, also identifying cats as a threat impacting bird populations. 

One participant identified impacts to habitat, both physical and chemical, in key 

areas as the primary threats to bird populations in British Columbia in key areas. Impacts 

to bird species with narrow ecological niches, especially migratory species with needs 

for critical habitats at key points, often of a specific landscape type or borderlines, such 

as marine habitat zones were noted as posing especially significant threats to bird 

populations. Interference with key migration stopover habitats through physical damage 

to habitats, introduction of threats that lead to disturbance of birds, stress and reduction 

of feeding and nesting capacity or chemical pollution was described as a threat to entire 

international migration patterns, with serious consequences for bird populations. One 

participant cited the death of a thousand cuts to bird habitats and populations due to 

human impacts as the main threats to stable bird populations in BC. Finally, one 

participant identified loss of habitat as the main threat, pointing to the local example of 

loss largely coming from the clearing of second growth forest on private managed forest 

land without due replanting. The loss of some habitat to agriculture was also noted.  

 

 

o Where do birds fit in with regards to importance and influence to biodiversity 

conservation? 
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Participant ranking of birds with respect to perceived importance to and influence 

upon biodiversity conservation varied among participants. Bird conservation was rated 

as important to highly important by the majority of participants. One participant was 

unsure of the importance and influence of birds in a biodiversity conservation context. 

Two participants identified birds as being important, but looked at birds as part of the 

bigger picture of conservation considerations. Of those two participants, one identified 

birds as an important but definitely equal part of the bigger ecological and conservation 

picture, rather than being of stand-alone significance in one case, and the other saw 

birds as being important, but of unknown ranking significance in direct comparison with 

other land animals or aquatic animals. One participant saw birds as a potentially 

influential and valuable focus area in conservation planning, noting that bird 

conservation provides an especially effective gateway to conserving other ecosystem 

elements. In flagging birds as an umbrella species, this participant saw birds as able to 

cover every habitat type and thus address conservation of all habitats.  

Finally, four participants identified bird conservation as being highly important 

and potentially influential, having a significant impact on conservation and being a 

central focus area. Of those four participants, one participant saw birds as having great 

potential to play an important role in assisting in the achievement of priority conservation 

objectives. This participant noted the charismatic nature of birds and the importance of 

birdwatching and the influence of the public to conserve birds through private control of 

landscaping in yards and gardens, a land base totalling a markedly higher area extent 

than just new development project lands and public parks. One participant saw birds as 

an ecologically central focus, identifying birds as being right in the middle of the 

ecological pyramid and capable of serving as umbrella species aiding the protection of 

amphibians and insects, species which in turn support healthy raptor and mammal 

populations. One participant saw birds as an absolute priority in urban habitat 

management. This participant saw urban bird habitat as priority focus and best habitat 

type to focus on in urban habitat conservation planning, noting that birds can live and 

forage in cities with appropriate habitat, even though they need larger wild areas nearby 

to nest.  Finally, one participant cited birds and bird conservation as a very high priority 

in planning, forming an integral part of the conservation and ecology chain.  
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o What kind of birds do you feel are most suitable to look too as umbrella species 

or targets for protection of representative natural environments and urban nature 

elements in British Columbia Planning?  

 

Planner knowledge of the first of two core parameters to consider with respect to 

planning for bird conservation, that is, the species that should be looked to as umbrella 

species and targets to conserve representative cross-sections of BC’s avifauna and 

representative habitats in land use planning varied dramatically among participants. Two 

participants were mostly or entirely unsure of what species to look at with respect to 

conservation planning. One of those two participants stated that it was up to the 

researcher to give an argument as to which species and habitat elements should be 

examined, noting a lack of familiarity with songbird habitat needs. The other stated that 

knowing which birds to look at again, was the job of the researcher.  

One participant did not know themselves which species to look at with respect to 

addressing avian conservation and planning, but suggested that those with the widest 

habitat requirements might be best to consider. Two participants identified specific 

species to look at with respect to selecting avian umbrella species or target species to 

support BC avian conservation planning. One of those two participants pointed out what 

not to look at, in their eyes, saying to look past ubiquitous or gulls or invasive Canada 

geese and starlings, but to consider Brant geese that stage in the community. This 

participant also noted that it would be nice to be able to look past eagles and herons and 

consider other species, such as the barn owl as mascots or champions. The other one of 

out these two participants was unsure of what birds to look to, and asked whether many 

planners could answer this question. This participant, when asked what they knew 

proceeded to note the cultural significance of bald eagles that lends them towards 

becoming good target or indicator species, also suggesting that owls could be good 

species to look at when planning for conservation of habitat. Two participants suggested 

that select bird species representative of a broad range of habitat types be looked at. Of 

those two participants, one participant called for engagement in consultation with 

scientists to systematically identify and select a couple of indicator species for different 

habitats, such as shorelines, estuaries, grasslands and sand beaches. Of those two 

participants, one participant, the second one, called for protection of a broad cross 

section of the avian world. The recommendation of this participant was that a species 
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representative of each category of avian life, such as migratory passerines, resident 

passerines, wading birds, sea ducks and owls should be singled out and protected in 

accordance with its specific habitat needs and ecology. In turn, the protection of each 

representative species would protect the habitat and populations of its comparable 

cousin species with related habitat needs.  

Finally, one participant called for strategic bird conservation in planning practice 

based on identification of bird foraging guilds associated with different foraging habitat 

type divisions within the distinct spatial types of the urban environment. This participant 

cited work in Vancouver where they had divided urban habitats into over ten different 

spatial types, looking at waterfront promenades, wharfs, parks, small pocket parks, 

sports fields, rights of ways, greenways, commercial storefronts, boulevards, urban 

plazas, rooftops and residential gardens. The identification of avian foraging guilds 

would allow the different urban spatial types to be assessed and optimized through 

habitat creation, conservation or restoration planning action focused on restoring or 

creating foraging habitat for associated avian foraging guilds naturally associated with 

each urban habitat spatial type. The avian foraging guilds of the Lower Mainland 

identified by this participant were as follows: insect gleaners, hawkers, probing, 

chisellers, leaf tossers, divers, swoopers, dabblers, waders, scavengers, frugivores and 

grainivores. This participant summarized conservation and habitat establishment that 

defined the work in which they engaged by stating: 

 

“What we looked at in the urban setting was foraging guilds so we took the 

different kinds of foraging guilds and we focused the design of many different types, the 

typology of urban spaces, from rooftops to boulevards to playfields to use a planting 

design and other structuring to maximise the foraging value to these different types of 

birds.”  

 

This participant noted their approach of focusing more on foraging guilds in 

relation to foraging habitats and urban spatial types, choosing species that can act as 

quasi-keystone species for each avian foraging category rather than looking at specific 

species right out of the starting gate. Of note is the fact that this participant flagged the 

fact that urban environments are quite unable to support the nesting stage of the life 
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cycle of species with requirements for nesting habitat covering hundreds or thousands of 

acres of undisturbed forest, grassland or estuarine habitat. 

 

o What kind of site planning habitat quality guideline suggestions can you offer? 

Specifically, vegetation, cover, structural diversity, connectivity, native species? 

 

Participants were asked what planning guidelines they could offer with respect to 

addressing key biological, biophysical and ecological attributes of bird habitats in BC 

local government jurisdictions to better support representative, characteristic native bird 

populations. This question explored the foundational matter of how to plan on the ground 

through habitat guidelines in a way that optimizes the structure, form and function of 

British Columbia bird habitat to accommodate avian habitat needs in local government 

jurisdictions for native bird species.The inquiry into this question not only explored the 

core practical aspects of how to structure, compose and extend bird habitats but 

examined planner familiarity with the specifics of practical aspects of avian habitat 

creation and protection through site design, landscaping and conservation of natural 

habitat areas and features in “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” through guideline 

development. From the viewpoints of the eight participants interviewed, a variety of 

perspectives were offered. These included a lack of certainty, prioritization of expert 

consultation, specific, experience based insights geared towards addressing the specific 

biophysical and habitat ecology aspects of avian habitat and avian population 

conservation practices and identification of key environmental planning practices and 

approaches that, together with policy implementation and environmental restoration 

could support native bird population recovery.  

 

Two interviewees were not certain with respect to how to approach habitat 

protection, site planning and associated guidelines. Of those two, one interviewee was 

not certain with regard to any specifics and stated that the area of site planning and 

habitat quality guidelines was where the researcher comes in. One interviewee out of the 

two stated that they were simply not sure with respect to what could be recommended 

for avian habitat protection, but urged that specific information be sought, stating that 
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specific information on what birds would be targeted for protection and what they need 

as far as habitat went was needed, stating that such information could be used to 

establish guidelines, and be easily inserted into existing Environmental Development 

Permit Areas and specifically related policy provisions, right down to landscaping 

guidelines. One participant focused on the scientific aspect of boosting avian 

conservation achievement in planning. This participant highlighted the need for 

conservation targets to be developed in consultation with scientists, namely biologists, 

ornithologists and also knowledgeable members of the community such as birders, 

naturalists and bird clubs.  

The fact that decision makers like to have numbers upon which to base 

decisions, rather than just the anecdotal information provided by lay naturalists, was 

noted by this participant.  Three participants noted the importance of strong 

environmental planning and had a strong and specific level of knowledge of 

environmental planning specifics that they see and work with in their planning 

department or understand specifically as potential tools. All three cited existing 

provisions that are comparable or directly relevant to the avian habitat considerations at 

hand, or have strong potential for use in the service of avian conservation enhancement 

in local government planning practice. Firstly, one of these three participants noted that 

Development Permit Areas (DPAs) were a useful planning tool due to the ability to 

introduce landscaping requirements conducive to bird conservation through DPAs. This 

participant stated: 

 

“You could also use almost any policy to conserve natural spaces for birds and 

we need to plan for the protection of different types of ecosystems in different states, 

with the big consideration being to set aside space for nature. We are never simply 

planning for one end state, goal or balance.” 

 

What is to be planned for and managed for, according to this participant, are 

different types of ecosystems, which are valued in different ways. One participant out of 

the three participants described above stated that they were not a biologist and thus not 

a habitat expert, explaining that their planning department would get biologists involved 

as part of the planning process to assess sites and assist in carrying out site planning. 

Department action to seek protection of corridors, fish habitat and allow travel by various 
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kinds of wildlife species was noted. As a specific example, coastal DPAs were cited in 

order to require protection of native vegetation along the marine foreshore not only to 

provide for protection the marine environment but also to conserve species dependant 

on additional terrestrial coastal vegetation and marine vegetation such as eel grass. One 

participant noted the need for awareness of the location of intact habitats and the need 

to avoid fragmentation for bird habitat protection, as was already reflected by their 

department’s Development Permit Area Provisions for riparian areas.  

This participant noted that in the current Riparian area focused Development 

Permit guidelines, standards such as avoiding disturbance of more than ten percent of 

habitat or not removing beyond ten percent of the trees in riparian assessment areas, 

which could become tipping points at which habitat is degraded were noted. It is clear 

that such specific guidelines could be applied to bird habitat protection. This participant 

also noted the desire to seek native species use recommendations in professional 

reports, pointing out that “If there are opportunities for connectivity, and that is where 

that mapping can help us if we know that replanting in a certain area, we can restore 

some connectivity, maybe we would favour that instead of creating a new area.” 

Finally, two participants out of the total of eight interviewed strongly agreed that 

specifics of vegetation, cover, structural diversity, connectivity and native species were 

also the type of items to look at with respect to the questions around what site planning 

centered habitat quality guideline suggestions could be offered by the interviewee 

participants. Of the two interviewees in this category, one stated that vegetation, cover, 

structural diversity, connectivity and native species were the exact things to look at, 

noting that action, rather than talk is needed achieve progress with respect to bird 

habitat in planning practice. This participant noted that providing a developer with twenty 

different native trees to plant would be completely insufficient, and better guidelines 

addressing structural diversity are needed as planting configurations, not just species 

selection decisions are key when it comes to avian habitat. The need for much stronger 

protections for mature trees and potentially, other vegetation was noted, with the 

potential for a tree protection bylaw pointed out. Finally, one participant stated that 

ecosystem structure and function, cover, structural diversity, connectivity and native 

species were the core aspects that they looked at for different urban spatial types as 

they were defined to provide urban bird habitat for the twelve different foraging guilds 
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identified in Vancouver avian conservation planning work. This participant stated that 

they examined: 

 

“The nature of the canopy, what kinds of trees were in there, what kind of shrubs 

were there, what kinds of groundcover was there, what kind of density, so some areas 

needed to have clusters that were sixty to ninety percent dense, other ones needed 

more of an edge that were open, other ones needed a forested landscape with quite 

high trees, other ones didn’t need to be that, they needed to be a large field with larger 

trees on the edge. So each of the foraging guilds had a slightly different refined habitat 

structure that we put into a planting program for the urban design, and it depends on the 

urban space type, like that list I had mentioned, is it a sports field, or is it a boulevard or 

is it a residential garden. They each provide an opportunity for a different type of 

foraging guild, they can provide different types of food for birds based on what they 

actually can offer. So we would use the urban environment to tell us what we could do 

and then find the optimum version of the five that would provide optimum habitat, at least 

optimum foraging habitat.” 

 

4.2.1. Summary of Key Findings for Sub-question Two 

Avian habitat losses to residential, commercial and industrial land use change, 

predation, climate change and habitat degradation were seen as key drivers of avian 

habitat loss. Forestry operation caused disturbance of avian habitat, land and water 

pollution, disturbance, invasive species and climate change were also recognized as 

threats to bird populations. A lack of conservation planning information and available site 

design guidelines within local government jurisdictions were recognized as contributing 

to avian habitat and population declines. Planners saw bird conservation as a matter of 

importance. Over half of the participants felt that birds held a priority position when it 

came to biodiversity conservation, being especially effective indicator species and 

umbrella species. Yet, participants had limited knowledge of avian species found in BC, 

species diversity, occurrence patterns, which representative, characteristic native British 

Columbia bird species should be considered in the development of site design 

guidelines for bird friendly planning and how to accommodate their habitat requirements 
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in planning and site design.  The need for expert selection of representative, 

characteristic native bird species and development site design guidelines based on their 

habitat requirements, clearly relatable to planning practice was identified. Some 

suggestions were offered, centering on the need to look to characteristic, sensitive 

native bird species in favour of ubiquitous, urbanized invasive bird species or those 

narrow selections of birds subject to existing legislative provisions such as bald eagles.  

One participant with extensive experience with avian habitat conservation 

planning noted the importance of accommodating avian foraging guilds in urban spaces. 

Development and provision of site design guidelines addressing avian habitat quantity, 

structure, composition and quality were strongly supported by participants, with a variety 

of planner familiarity levels with the general principles of avian friendly planning and 

accommodation of habitat. The precise details of site design were not well known by the 

majority of participants, with participants calling for consultation with experts in the field 

of conservation, development of numerical targets on which to base conservation 

planning policy, and expressing strong agreement with the proposed development of 

guiding information addressing fragmentation, patch size, buffer width and maintain 

structural diversity and diverse composition of native vegetation. One participant held 

experience in urban bird habitat creation and restoration, noting the importance of 

providing viable foraging habitats in different urban spatial types.  

 

4.3. Sub-question Three: 

How can national and international at bird conservation 

plans, targets and scientific strategies be used to support the 

development of conservation guidelines in British Columbia? 

How can provincial conservation guidelines for specific species 

be modeled to apply to a range of species? 

Sub-question three explored national and international resources that could 

support the development of avian conservation guidelines to be applied in BC’s local 

government jurisdictions, and examined how provincial conservation guidelines that 
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have been developed for specific species could be used to inform the creation of local 

government planning guidelines to apply to a proper range of species. Interview 

questions looked at planner knowledge of how consideration of avian conservation in 

European planning practice compared to North American planning practice, planner 

views on what needs to change with regard to planning for bird conservation in BC, 

possible approaches and resources to consider in creating the guidebook “Planning for 

Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and 

Planners” and looked at planner perceptions of how international policy and planning 

advancement is affecting or will affecting BC. 

 

o How do land use planning related considerations in Europe compare to those in 

North America? 

 

Participants were asked to consider how considerations of bird habitat 

conservation in relation to land use planning in North America compared to the situation 

of how bird conservation factors into land use planning in Europe. Participant feedback 

provided insight into the degree of knowledge of this subject or any relevant personal 

experience held by participants in comparing bird conservation and planning interactions 

in North America to circumstances in Europe.  

Generally, participants had some general ideas that land use planning policies 

and planning practice in Europe reflected increased rigor and advancement, offering 

lessons for North American planning practice. However, three of the eight participants 

had no knowledge at all of how consideration of bird conservation in European planning 

practice compared to that of North America. The reasons given for the increased 

awareness of avian conservation and planning practice more supportive of avian 

conservation centered on increased European awareness of land and resource 

shortages and species loss due to limited space and denser human settlement. 

Of the eight participants in my study, one had no opinion or knowledge of the 

subject. One participant explained that they were not informed about European planning 

practice and bird conservation, but noted that there were important potential lessons to 

be taken from European responses to the need for habitat protection in lowlands where 

high densities of bird populations coincide with intensive, high density human settlement. 
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The applicability of these kinds of innovations to BC’s pressured areas such as the 

Fraser Valley was noted, along with the ability to tweak urban planning to at small scales 

to retain urban and suburban bird habitat.  One participant noted that planning practice 

in Europe faces greater land use pressure and thus is in reaction mode, with stricter 

regulations compared to BC, where more relaxed views on land and resource use and 

consumption may be reflected in comparatively lenient regulations. 

One participant stated their opinion that planning considerations relating to birds 

are higher on the radar in Europe than in North America, but identified a shortcoming in 

the fact that listing of species for protection is still somewhat arbitrary even in Europe. 

One participant noted that they have never worked in Europe as a land use planner, but 

noted that the extent of habitat loss and species loss in Europe is greater than in North 

America, potentially leading to greater protection efforts. One participant had no answer 

to the question of how planning considerations relating to bird conservation in Europe 

compared to North America. However, this participant had significant North American 

experience in planning for avian habitat protection and above average knowledge of 

urban avian habitat use and needs. One participant felt European planning practice 

exceeded that of North America when it came to urban containment, identifying Europe’s 

better containment such as the land use pattern seen in European villages as the largest 

differentiating factor. This participant noted that land shortages in Europe had a much 

lengthier history compared with the situation in North America, causing urban 

containment to be an easier sell.  Finally, one participant stated they did not know what 

the difference was between planning practice in Europe versus North America regarding 

consideration of bird habit in planning.  

 

o What would you suggest needs to change with regards to planning for bird 

conservation in BC? 

 

Participants were asked what they felt needs to change to improve the way in 

which bird conservation was considered in BC, eliciting a variety of responses centering 

on improved information regarding habitat needs with clarified information quantifying 

avian habitat needs in terms of habitat extent, buffer width and types of native 

vegetation, increased communication of scientific knowledge, increased penalties for 

harm to birds, proper recognition of the importance of bird conservation as a core part of 
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ecosystem protection and conservation planning, increased provincial action and 

awareness of habitat loss challenges and use of planning tools. While a diversity of 

options and needs were identified based on individual experience and knowledge, the 

combination of all responses showed different aspects of a clear and consistent need for 

significant improvements to how birds are considered in BC planning practice as a 

fundamental aspect of effective ecosystem protection, environmental sustainability and 

planning.  

One participant called for clarification and knowledge of habitat quantities needed 

by birds, habitat types and habitat locations, with clearer information being made 

available to inform the design and planning relating to a variety of environments and 

urban planning elements. These planning elements include industrial parks, vegetation, 

raptor perches, restoration plans and reflection and reflecting bird friendly design 

considerations in architecture. Seeking balance in building design, avoiding collisions 

with buildings and framing ecology and planning in a way that relates to legislation and 

policies were highlighted, together with design elements, leveraging, density bonusing, 

park design guidelines, the schedule D zoning bylaw, green building checklist usage, 

forest cover protection and use of language to target key bird species.  

One participant identified communication of knowledge held by naturalists and 

communication of scientific knowledge as key areas for improvement. This participant 

also suggested that new technologies that allow landscapes to be seen from a bird’s 

point of view, such as Google Earth or drone footage be applied to see what birds are 

observing from the air and understand why they choose to land in certain places, like the 

reverse of a microscope.  

One participant called for increased consequences for nest destruction, 

enforcement of existing laws, and banning of clearing during nesting months due to the 

fact that birds are hit at their most vulnerable by land clearing activities that coincide with 

the nesting season. A need for mandatory directives from the province relating to avian 

conservation and planning given the current lack of directives relating to most bird 

conservation matters relevant to local government were identified by this participant as a 

key challenge due to the fact that local government is less likely to act without required 

clear direction. In fact, this participant stated that their municipality would not even have 

an environmental planner on staff were it not for the province’s greenhouse gas 

mitigation requirements that filtered down to the local government level. 
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One participant noted that a lot needs to change with respect to consideration of 

bird conservation in land use planning in British Columbia. This participant highlighted 

the need for social attitudinal shifts toward development and value of natural 

ecosystems. A lack of knowledge and a need to recognize that conservation is not a 

matter of sentiment but of scientific understanding of the ecosystems that support us, not 

just birds but also insects that pollinate crops was also pointed out by this participant.  

One participant noted the need for respect of natural spaces and a focus on 

balancing human needs with the needs of nature and ecosystem services with respect to 

bird conservation. This need for respect and balance with respect to birds was identified 

by this participant as the same need relevant to all aspects of planning. 

One participant called for clear policy and strategies to conserve and apply deep 

protection to keystone species and key habitat locations, but highlighted a need to 

change from a focus on conservation to ecosystem engineering in mixed high density 

urban development. Reengineering of urban bird habitat to fit into all types of urban 

spaces was strongly recommended as a priority by this participant. One participant 

pointed out that the province of British Columbia has not really taken an active role in 

supporting, promoting or requiring planning for bird habitat protection as a key 

shortcoming and area where change is needed. Finally, one participant identified a lack 

of awareness of impacts from habitat fragmentation, habitat loss and climate change on 

bird populations that should be addressed. This participant noted a need for planning 

tools to address avian habitat loss, and public awareness of the kinds of habitat loss 

impacts and why in order to mitigate habitat loss, recognizing “Planning for Bird Habitat 

Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers & Planners” as a potential 

start. Quantitative assessment of the financial value of nature and natural capital was 

identified as a core priority currently taking place across BC and in this participant’s 

community of planning practice. 

 

o What are some materials, policies, publications and approaches relating to bird 

conservation and broadly applicable conservation approaches that you can 

recommend for me to consider in my guidebook? 

 

Participants were asked about what they could offer in terms of materials, 

publications or just general approaches to conservation that could be considered in 
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creating my draft guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for 

Planners and Developers.” Participants recommended a variety of materials based on 

their particular roles, knowledge and experience, with the majority (six) having specific 

materials to recommend and key principles to suggest and a minority (two) having more 

limited information or lacking specific materials to recommend.  

One participant mentioned provincial development guidelines from the Ministry of 

Environment, Develop with Care, and Raptor & Heron nest tree protection guidelines. 

One participant identified databases such as eBird, crowd sourced knowledge as ways 

to accelerate conservation action and information distribution. One participant did not 

have very much specific information, citing a lack of policy direction with respect to 

addressing bird conservation in planning decision making. One participant had little 

material on hand but was aware of Audubon Society Standards for golf courses. One 

participant identified Develop with Care as the “big one”, noting that their ability to find 

other materials based on what they are working on at a given time. One participant had 

worked to create a bird conservation strategy through an urban development project with 

a focus on identification, analysis, conservation and ecosystem engineering of urban bird 

habitat and provided that material for this study on a confidential basis.  

One participant cited the importance of referring to provincial studies and policy 

documents, listing for example eagle and heron nest tree regulations and raptor 

conservation Best Management Practices as a framework. Finally, one participant 

identified Develop with Care as a document providing an easily understood and 

accepted framework, noting that if the “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC 

Guidelines for Planners and Developers” booklet is similar to Develop with Care or is a 

companion it could be successful due to the broad acceptance of Develop with Care. It 

was noted that the individual fact sheets on specific habitats include in Develop with 

Care guidebooks provide communities with readily accessible, clear information.  

 

o How do you feel that international policy and planning advancement is affecting 

or will affect BC?  

 

Participant perceptions on how international policy and planning advancement 

were affecting British Columbia planning practice generally reflected a lack of familiarity 

with international policy and planning advancement or concern over the complicated or 
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unclear connections between global and provincial policy and planning advancement. 

Climate change was identified as a key matter of both provincial and global planning 

relevance and interconnection currently being addressed to some degree, while 

limitations in the strength of BC planning practice and policy development and a lack of 

transference of international advancement to BC planning practice due to limited 

legislation to raise the profile of provincial considerations were flagged. 

 

One participant saw climate change and adaptation as the driving factor in how 

international policy and planning advancement will influence bird conservation in BC. 

Ecological resiliency, community resiliency, community asset management and 

measurement of the sustainability of community assets were identified as core areas in 

which policy and planning advancement could take place to further bird habitat 

protection in BC planning practice, including assessment and quantification of the 

financial value of natural capital resources. One participant was not certain with respect 

to how international policy and planning advancement affects or will affect bird 

conservation in BC planning. One participant pointed out the lack of mandatory 

provincial legislation in BC, flagging the fact that BC, unlike other provinces has no 

department of municipal affairs and therefore, local governments are not high profile. As 

a result, this participant expressed their doubt that any guidelines for bird conservation in 

planning at the municipal level would be created even if the province is engaging with 

international bodies. The disinterest of senior governments was identified by this 

participant as a block to the achievement of Best Management Practices or international 

work to benefit BC conservation planning. One participant felt that international influence 

on BC planning was taking place slowly and weakly, noting that real change would not 

be seen unless an alternative option filters into local government planning practice 

through the Local Government Act. One participant felt that furthering international 

contributions to BC planning practice was a tough and complicated matter, but identified 

either energy policy or water policy as the number one items of international 

consideration influencing planning practice in BC.  

One participant expressed their lack of knowledge as they were not up on the 

international bird agenda, despite extensive local bird conservation and planning 

experience. One participant identified carbon as the number one international subject of 

importance to avian conservation in BC planning, noting that effects will come if Canada 
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begins to trade carbon. Finally, one participant expressed their doubt as to whether the 

BC government had a strong commitment to the environment. This participant explained 

that despite requirements for data collection on habitat and projected impacts in 

Provincial megaproject Environmental Impact Assessments, there seemed to be a clear 

provincial priority placed upon economic growth at the expense of conservation rather 

than reconciling conservation and development objectives. A lack of understanding of 

environmental aspects of sustainability in addition to economic sustainability was noted.  

4.3.1. Summary of Key Findings for Sub-question Three 

Planner knowledge of international planning practice and policy trends relating to 

bird conservation was limited. Planner awareness of global avian conservation 

advancement and the relationship between global and provincial planning practice 

progress in relation to bird conservation progress was fairly limited, but gaps in available 

information and prioritization of conservation planning to benefit avian species were 

identified by participants. The increased prioritization of avian conservation and natural 

space protection in planning, development of clear, applicable site design guidelines to 

accommodate representative avian species groups and their habitats in British 

Columbia, linkage of planning policy to avian conservation and implementation of 

mapping technologies were identified as key areas for improvement in avian 

conservation accommodation in planning practice. Resources identified by planners as 

being suited to furthering avian conservation planning progress centered around the 

provincial Develop with Care guidelines existing for other environmental elements, but 

missing for most representative bird species. These guidelines indeed have served as 

one of the models upon which “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for 

Local Governments, Developers and Planners” is based.  

 

4.4. Sub-question Four: 

What is the best way to develop and communicate the 

essential scientific and policy option information required to 
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support bird conservation to planners in such a way they are 

implemented in practice? 

Sub-question four looked at how scientific information regarding avian 

conservation and information about policy options to support avian conservation in 

planning practice could firstly be developed and secondly communicated to planners in 

such a way that fosters achievement of informed planning practice and implementation 

of avian conservation policy. Questions tested planner perceptions of what policy options 

available to local government related most directly to bird conservation in local 

government jurisdictions, the most suitable policy tools for green infrastructure and bird 

habitat improvement in municipalities, and then looked at policy design considerations. 

Planner opinions on core considerations were explored through questions regarding how 

specific or general, hard or soft and how flexible avian conservation planning policies 

should be. Planner perceptions on the suitability of a draft bylaw to address bird 

conservation policy and its potential to effect change were also explored. 

o What policies currently relate most directly to bird conservation in local 

government jurisdiction?  

 

Participants were asked what local government policy types and policy tools 

were most relevant to bird conservation when it comes to planning within local 

government jurisdictions. Respondents identified a fairly consistent range of policies that 

were most related to the matter of bird conservation in local government jurisdiction, 

including Development Permit Areas, including Environmental Development Permit 

Areas, which were consistently identified as the most important policy tool. As well, 

participants widely identified park plans, zoning and official community plans (OCPs), all 

enabled under the Local Government Act as some of the core development and 

planning tools that can relate closely to bird conservation in local government 

jurisdictions and planning decision making, together with urban forest plans and 

provincial legislation pertaining to local government planning such as Riparian Area 

Regulations under the Fish Protection Act, the Water Sustainability Act and Wildlife Act.  

One participant identified zoning, Official Community Plans (OCPS), 

Development Permit Areas and urban forest master plans as some of the policy tools 
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and frameworks most relatable to bird conservation in planning practice. 1 participant 

also identified zoning bylaws, Official Community Plans, Development Permit Areas 

(DPAs) and further expanded their suggestions by recommending specific restrictions for 

each zone, with development incentives to achieve conservation planning targets. This 

participant saw Development Cost Charges (DCCs) as too low and in need of increase. 

One participant felt that their municipality’s Environmental Development Permit Areas 

(EDPAs) were the local government policy provision most related to bird conservation, 

but noted that their municipality’s EDPAs were thin when it came to coverage of 

songbirds.  Municipal tree canopy standards were also identified as being of potential 

relevance, noting the requirement for fifty tree stems per hectare to be retained through 

the city tree bylaw. 

One participant noted the potential for sensitive ecosystems to be identified 

within Development Permit Area Guideline and mentioned Provincial Riparian Area 

Regulations (RAR) under the Fish Protection Act and the Water Sustainability Act as 

potentially relevant to bird habitat protection in local government jurisdictions. This 

participant also saw tree protection bylaws, forest management plans and park plans as 

policy areas relatable to bird conservation in planning, noting the importance of 

recognizing the value of non-manicured parks and natural wildlife spaces as a land 

typology. One participant identified Development Permit Areas (DPAs), Riparian Area 

Regulations (RAR) under the Fish Protection Act and the Provincial Wildlife Act as being 

relevant, noting parks policy being huge for bird conservation and noting the importance 

of Crown land and private forest land policy. Official Community Plan policy recognition 

of the value of natural spaces beyond development but as providers of ecosystem 

services was pointed out by this participant. One participant stated that usually, not 

much attention is given to bird habitat in local government planning, identifying this 

situation as a problem. This participant explained that most attention to bird habitat that 

does occur comes through Environmental Impact Assessments for large development 

projects and identified the potential for biologists to play a significant role in identifying 

sensitive habitat areas in these processes. Additionally, this participant identified a 

limited degree of attention to bird habitat that comes from park plans.  

One participant identified Development Permit Areas (DPAs), if enacted as being 

the most relevant policy provisions for bird conservation in local government planning 

practice. One participant started by pointing out the fact that policy priorities regarding 



 

59 

conservation and planning are set out on an individual basis by local government 

depending on local government values in the absence of provincial policy. Such values 

could then be reflected in planning practice by the use of planning tools. The 

Development Permit Area designation for Natural Environment protection was identified 

by this participant as the key local government policy provision available in relation to 

bird conservation. This participant stated their perspective that zoning was not the right 

local government planning tool for addressing bird conservation, instead identifying 

planning exercises such as park plans and Official Community Plans. Noting the 

importance of information, this participant stated  

 

“If we knew we had some really important sites for songbird protection, 

conceivably a local government could embark on a plan to conserve. The DPA is the 

one that would be triggered the most in such situations.”  

 

o Given specific ecological guidelines, what policy tools do you see as being most 

suitable for encouraging protection of native birds and their habitats? 

 

After being asked what policies relate most directly to bird conservation in 

planning within local government jurisdictions, participants were asked which policy tools 

they saw as most suitable for encouraging protection of native birds and bird habitat in 

local government planning practice. Answers followed the same general pattern as the 

previous interview question, highlighting Development Permit Area (DPA) designations, 

as well as Official Community Plan (OCP) guidelines, Environmental Development Cost 

Charges (DCCS), Environmental Impact Assessment guidelines as addressed in 

Develop with Care and park plans as the most suitable policy options to support bird 

conservation in local government planning practice. Two participants stated that their 

answers to the question of which policies were most suitable for encouraging native bird 

and bird habitat protection in local government was the same as their  answer as to 

which policies relate most directly to bird conservation in local government jurisdiction. 

Rezoning in limited circumstances was mentioned as a possibility, while development of 

new policy provisions to upgrade bird habitat protection in local government protection 

was also mentioned. These included establishment of bird protection windows that 

would be comparable to the fish windows already in place as required through provincial 
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legislation, public education on bird conservation in planning and creation of 

development guidelines for urban bird habitat enhancement.  

Of the eight study participants interviewed, one study participant stated that their 

answer to the question of suitable bird conservation policies was the same as their 

answer to the question of which policies relate most directly to bird conservation. This 

participant had previously identified Official Community Plan (OCP) provisions, 

Development Permit Areas (DPAs) zoning, parks and urban forest management plans 

as the policy provisions most suited to further bird conservation in local government 

planning. One participant also stated that their answer to the question of what policies 

were suitable was the same as their answer to the question of which policies relate to 

bird conservation in local government jurisdiction and again listed Official Community 

Plans (OCPs), zoning bylaws, Development Permit Areas and Development Cost 

Charges (DCCs) as the most suitable options. One participant identified Environmental 

Development Permit Areas (EDPAs) with application of such EDPAs to wider areas and 

creation of bird conservation time windows regulating when land can be cleared, in the 

same manner as currently existing fisheries windows mandated through provincial 

legislation. This participant also called for setting of habitat quantity targets and creative 

enforcement by local government.  

One participant pointed to Official Community Plan (OCP) guidelines as the most 

suitable policy option, while noting that bird conservation requirements could be worked 

into performance based zoning, which was named as an even more powerful legal tool. 

One participant identified Development Permit Areas (DPAs) and Official Community 

Plan (OCP) guidelines as being especially important, while noting the high importance of 

public education. This participant also listed parks planning and environmental 

assessments for greenfield sites, which are addressed in detail by Develop with Care 

guidebooks. One participant named blanket environmental policies within Official 

Community Plans (OCPs) as being particularly effective, also identifying parks and open 

space plans and development guidelines for enhancing urban bird habitat in urban 

development projects.  

One participant felt that there were really just two suitable policy provisions to 

advance bird conservation in local government planning, one being Development Permit 

Areas (DPAs) and the other consisting of rezoning with negotiation. This participant 

noted that rezoning and rezoning related negotiation only tends to work with property 
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that is zoned rural in nature and can be zoned to a higher density in exchanged for 

environmental amenities. Finally, one participant stated that Development Permit Areas 

(DPAs) are the right land development tool to use, noting the frequent overlap between 

Development Permit Areas and riparian areas regulated under Riparian Area 

Regulations (RAR), or hazard areas, all coming with their own policy tools. This 

participant noted the imperative to identify and values to protect, with the associated 

need to not just develop policy but to develop community buy-in and build a social 

license to operate with respect to gaining public acceptance of protection of important 

areas and willingness to use conservation planning tools.  

 

 

o What policy options would be most suitable for improving green infrastructure 

and bird habitat within municipalities? 

 

Having been asked which policies related most directly to bird conservation in 

local government jurisdictions and what policies were most suitable to encourage 

protection of birds and bird habitat, study participants were asked which policy 

options were most suitable for improvement of bird habitat and associated green 

infrastructure in local government jurisdictions. Four participants, representing fifty 

percent of the total of eight interviewed answered this enhancement focused policy 

question by referring back to prior answers addressing policy and bird habitat 

protection questions. The remaining three participants offered slightly different 

angles on policy in relation to bird habitat with respect to restoration or minor 

amounts of additional information and detail, with one participant interestingly 

responding with a discussion of rainwater management as a way to restore 

vegetation based habitat values. Participants provided fairly consistent feedback, 

primarily identifying Development Permit Areas (DPAs) Official Community Plan 

(OCP) provisions, planning and development guidelines as the main considerations 

around habitat restoration, green infrastructure and local government planning policy.  

Four participants stated that their answers regarding suitable policies for bird 

habitat restoration and green infrastructure protection were the same as their 

previous or earlier answers. Of these four, two had stated in the previous question 

addressing suitable policies for encouraging protection of native birds and bird 
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habitat that their answers to that question were the same as the prior question asking 

which policy options related most directly to bird conservation. One participant stated 

that the Environmental Development Permit Area was the right tool to go about 

improving bird habitat in municipalities, with a need for connectivity analysis, master 

planning, and conservation area site selection. The need for a strong Environmental 

Development Permit Area (EDPA) for songbirds was noted by this participant.  

Next, one participant identified parks development guidelines for larger parks 

and open spaces, together with real estate development guidelines for all urban 

spaces as the policy options and planning provisions suitable for successfully 

improving bird habitat within municipalities.  One participant identified Development 

Permit Areas (DPAs) and park acquisition policies as the primary tools available to 

their municipality for bird habitat improvement. Finally, one participant identified 

rainwater management as a “huge issue in rural areas”, stating that rainwater was 

“not being piped, but moved through ditches” and noting that management of 

rainwater flows onsite could be harnessed to support bird habitat protection through 

hydration and resulting regeneration of vegetation as bird habitat. 

 

o How specific or general do you feel any policies should be? 

 

Participants in this study were asked how specific or general any policies 

addressing avian conservation in a local government context should be. The level of 

detail and prescriptiveness in policy with regard to specific habitat parameters, 

environmental thresholds and planning requirements were the focus of this question.  Of 

the eight participants interviewed, participants offered a range of perspectives on how 

specific or general policies should be. All responses indicated a valuation of balance and 

appropriate tailoring of policies to the conservation planning considerations at hand, but 

varied according to individual perspectives, insights and knowledge as to how specific or 

general policy should be. In the study, three participants valued balance in the 

appropriate application of either general or specific policy options as suited to the 

planning situation at hand and contextual requirements, three participants called for the 

creation of very specific policies and two participants expressly favored general policies. 

Among the total of eight study participants, one participant simply called for 

balance in policy specificity. One participant also called for balance and expanded on the 
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subject by giving the example of the need for specific actions versus broad conservation 

planning targets, such as seeking to achieve fifty percent natural vegetation cover in a 

given region. One participant held the opinion that policies ultimately need to be specific 

but should first cascade from general to specific. One participant felt that policies should 

be specific and stated that policies would be ignored if not specific enough. One 

participant favored a more general approach to policy, stating that policies can only be 

as specific as the as the available supporting information allows. Furthermore, this 

participant stated that policies are likely to be challenged or not followed if background 

information to justify their requirements is not available and thus expressed a preference 

for more general policies.  

One participant expressed the thought provoking view that policies should be 

specific and then become more general as a subject becomes more widely understood. 

This participant identified a lack of wide understanding of bird conservation in planning, 

comparing the state of the subject to the early days of green building. As a result, this 

participant called for fairly detailed guidelines to be provided to developers, landscape 

architects, planners and building inspectors until bird habitat becomes widely 

understood, at which time more general policy could suffice. 

One participant expressed a strong preference for general policy, noting that 

“sometimes less is more” and that general policies with fewer words give flexibility by not 

“boxing in” local governments. One participant stated that either specific or general 

policies could be best, depending on the planning situation and needs at hand. This 

participant suggested that general policy could suffice for the example of restoring 

connectivity, but for setting specific thresholds tied to specific populations, specific, 

precise policy would be needed.  

 

o How hard or soft do you feel any policies should be? 

 

Participants were asked how hard or soft policies designed to address bird 

conservation and habitat protection in land use planning should be. There was some 

rather marked divergence in views among participants as to whether hard or soft policy 

constituted the right approach, together with calls for a balanced approach to policy, 

neither too hard or too soft, plus the suggestion that hard and soft policies could each be 

appropriate in different circumstances. Of the eight participants interviewed, three 
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favored soft or softer policies, two called for hard policies, two recommended a balance 

between policy hardness and softness and one noted that either hard or soft policy 

approaches could be suitable in different planning situations.  

One participant recommended soft approaches to policy, stating that 

“persuasion, facts, common sense and economics work better than regulatory policies” 

noting that a good argument for conservation planning can “sell itself as a design 

concept.” One participant stated that a balance of both hard and soft policy is needed 

and while the balance may be hard to find at first, pointing to the BC Building Code as an 

example that presented a challenge, now being specific in its policy content but originally 

being results based. On participant stated that “harder policy is what they always support 

as an environmental planner”. One participant called for “fairly hard policy” addressing 

bird conservation in local government planning. One participant recommended softer 

policies, noting that an overly hard policy may simply be changed, resulting in a policy 

that would end up weaker than a more general policy adopted in the first place. One 

participant stated that policies must be soft in order to accommodate the creativity 

required to adapt what ecosystems are put into urban environments. This participant 

noted that policies should be adaptive since development changes the environment.  

Their recommendation was that policies should be soft in terms of what is 

required to be done but hard in that something does ultimately happen when it comes to 

implementation. One participant felt that policies should form a balance between hard 

and soft, noting that black and white policy may lead to a lack of community acceptance 

of a policy, especially if policy is new. This participant noted the dangers of being overly 

prescriptive and stated that the professional reliance model used in their planning 

department requires a case specific approach to site assessment and a specific policy 

might not be relevant on all sites subject to planning. Finally, one participant stated 

policy could be specific or general depending on the objective of the policy, with softer 

policies being desirable for more general objectives and harder, more prescriptive and 

regulatory policies being suitable where specific objectives are to be addressed, such as 

prevention of tree cutting in a given area.  

 

o How flexible do you feel any policies should be? 

 



 

65 

Participants were asked how flexible policy provisions should be with respect 

addressing bird conservation and bird habitat protection in BC land use planning 

practice. Participant feedback was sought with respect to their opinion on the degree 

flexibility that should be sought and ultimately allowed in local government policy relating 

to avian conservation and habitat protection aspects of land use planning. Of the eight 

participants interviewed, all favored either a flexible approach or a balanced approach, 

none seeing rigidity as a desirable element of policy. Of the eight participants, three 

specifically recommended flexible policy, five called for balance in how policy is applied, 

and three stressed the need for sufficient provisions to achieve results in that balance 

and two of those five noting the dangers of being overly prescriptive, recommending that 

that balance be what defines planning policy for avian conservation. 

One participant stated that the “where, what and how” aspects of applying policy 

and how strictly policies are applied form core considerations, noting that policy tools 

can work together and complement each other. This participant observed that 

negotiations with developers are key, requiring flexibility and noted that policy should be 

applied where it makes sense, with attention to the specifics of each case, including the 

biologist’s reports, landscape plans, subdivision plans or park plans involved. One 

participant noted that municipalities should remember that local governments, not 

developers are in charge, meaning that municipal leaders, with community support 

should be the ones making decisions. The requirement for judgment in making 

compromises was note by this participant. One participant stated that flexibility is a good 

thing as community values and the environment are subject to change. This participant 

highlighted the need for a clear standard of what local governments are trying to achieve 

and identified compensation as a necessary requirement if goals are not achieved. 

Strong policies with no net loss but instead, net gain were recommended by this 

participant.  

One participant stated that policies need to be flexible or else there will be a 

struggle when it comes to gaining buy-in from the community and additional 

stakeholders. One participant called for a balancing act, noting that policies should not 

be too rigid. This participant observed that the level of flexibility in policy could be 

increased to the point of complete flexibility if complete knowledge were held. Strict rules 

required no associated information according to this participant, but would not be easy to 

defend if challenged. One participant called for flexible policies with choices, 
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recommending a policy framework that provides a series of options that will work and 

accommodate design creativity to find points of optimum performance. This participant 

highlighted the fact that while policy should be flexible, it must come with a very strong 

impetus that something actually be done. One participant took the opportunity to note 

the concerns around municipalities “freezing” land through conservation policies, stating 

that one cannot “sanitize” property belonging to someone by prohibiting any and all uses 

without compensating them. This participant concluded that permitted uses constitute a 

right to use as permitted, asking the question of how to go about accommodating 

landowner rights while preserving habitat.  

Finally, one participant identified the importance of flexibility in planning policy, 

noting that whenever a bylaw or policy is introduced, a chance for context specific 

solution implementation needs to be provided.  This participant noted that in the case of 

an inability to meet all the requirements in a bylaw area requiring a permit, such as a 

Development Permit Area (DPA) back and forth discussion and consultation with a 

professional such as an ornithologist required policy flexibility in order to respond to site 

specific recommendations by such a professional. In contrast, overly prescriptive policies 

were identified by this participant as bringing increased risks of unintended 

consequences due to rigidity. 

 

o What do you feel is the potential for a draft bylaw to address bird conservation 

policy? 

 

After a review of the scientific, informational and planning policy aspects of avian 

conservation in relation to planning, participants were asked about their view of the 

potential for a draft bylaw to address bird conservation policy. Participants expressed 

different views on whether a standalone bylaw was suitable or appropriate as a means 

to address bird conservation or not, had potential, and whether bird conservation 

provisions could be worked into existing bylaws. Of the eight respondents interviewed, 

three stated that a bylaw approach to protection of bird habitat was a indeed a valid 

possibility in various forms while three saw bird habitat protection policy measures as 

being best worked into broader policy frameworks, potentially including bylaws and 

bylaw based provisions such as OCP and zoning requirements or guidelines and two 

participants expressly stated that they did not favor the creation of a bird conservation 
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“bylaw” per say, instead calling for more general approaches such as OCP and DPA 

guidelines and public education. However, it is worth noting that OCP and DPA guideline 

provisions, while not standalone bylaws, do stem from OCP and zoning bylaws, which 

are in fact bylaws.  

Of the three participants seeing potential for a bird protection bylaw as a policy 

approach to promoting bird conservation in planning, one participant stated that bylaw 

creation was where local government has its power. This participant stated that 

“reevaluation of the way bylaws are written can have a significant impact on 

conservation” and recommended phased bylaw creation, beginning with results based 

bylaws that would not be too specific with respect to targets and guidelines. The 

potential for communities to set goals and steer development through creative options 

such as density bonusing to retain environmental values while supporting viable 

development and reducing both environmental costs and development costs in the long 

run were highlighted by this participant. Limitation of incremental habitat loss and 

improvements to ecological resilience and sustainability of natural systems were noted 

by this participant as benefits of bylaw based conservation action.  

One participant identified community values and community support as 

foundational to conservation, supported by the powers and influence of local 

government. This participant stated that that there was potential for anything if the 

community wanted it and that if a specific area was identified as important or a species 

were recognized as being of economic, cultural or conservation value importance, local 

government can either protect environmental assets directly or apply to the federal 

government for protection, with the establishment of an entire policy framework to follow. 

One participant stated that a bylaw to enhance bird habitat certainly would have 

merit, but outright protection would be very difficult except in large rural areas, where 

they might not be needed. This participant stated that protection of sensitive habitat in 

developing urban areas is very difficult to approve and implement with potential 

unintended consequences. Bylaws were described as very heavy handed tools that 

must be used with care by this participant, who noted that without a bylaw, nothing may 

happen, recommending that bylaws nonetheless should be used with care and 

implemented with flexibility.   

Of the three participants who saw bird conservation protection measure as best 

being worked into existing bylaws and planning policy frameworks, one participant stated 
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that a bylaw to address bird habitat protection had limited potential, noting that their 

municipality had an environmental protection bylaw that did not specifically address birds 

but there was no reason it could not, according to this participant. Working bird habitat 

protection into Development Permit Areas (DPAs) and zoning bylaws would be the best 

approach, according to this participant. 

One participant stated that at best, bird protection bylaw measures could be part 

of Development Permit Area (DPA) guidelines which could be contained in either an 

Official Community Plan (OCP) or zoning bylaw, but most typically in an OCP. Such 

provisions were described by this participant as allowing for approval with attached 

conditions done on site by site basis under the guidance of retained professionals. 

Additionally, one participant stated that a bylaw would have a good chance of 

addressing bird conservation in planning practice if one was being looked at but felt 

there was less chance of a stand-alone bird bylaw being adopted, but provided useful 

information on how bird protection through inclusion of policy language in existing bylaw 

provisions could be achieved.  This participant noted that a bird protection bylaw would 

need to be clear as to where it applied and how, with distinct information to address 

broad and specific considerations through guidelines, applying in different places to 

different degrees. Incorporation of bird habitat protection into bylaw provisions should 

take place through inclusion of policy language referring to forest, shrub layers and 

related bird habitat elements in the city tree protection bylaw, according to this 

participant, who also identified environmentally sensitive areas and eagle trees as areas 

of relevance to existing and new policy provisions.  

Of the two participants who recommended alternatives to bylaw creation as a 

means of protecting bird habitat, one participant reflected on the language that could be 

put into their city bylaws and concluded that bird habitat protection could be better 

achieved by other methods, more as a matter of laying values into existing policy tools 

such as Environmental Development Permit Areas (EDPAs) rather than pursuing a bird 

related bylaw per se. Finally, one participant stated that they would not favor a bylaw but 

rather would favor guidelines, possibly a Development Permit Area (DPA) guideline and 

also public information and education. This participant stated that they were not sure of 

the potential to integrate bird conservation into existing policies and noted that bird 

conservation was a goal, not a tool. Rather, this participant concluded that their 
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municipality had many planning policy tools and their planning department could 

consider bird habitat when using their policy tools.  

4.4.1. Summary of Key Findings for Sub-question Four 

Planners primarily looked to Environmental Development Permit Area guidelines, 

parks plans, and urban forest management plans, with zoning bylaw and Official 

Community Plan provisions considered to a lesser degree. The Local Government Act, 

Fish Protection Act with its Riparian Area Regulations (RAR), Wildlife Act and Water 

Sustainability Act were the provincial legislative provisions identified as relevant to local 

government planning or enabling local government planning practice through delegation, 

as in the case of the Local Government Act. Planners generally called for a specific yet 

flexible approach to avian conservation policy development, with policies best being 

characterized by a degree of softness and discretional characteristics rather than being 

overly hard. Specificity was seen as a means of ensuring policies would be noticed, with 

alternative perspectives highlighting the need for policies to not be overly prescriptive, 

which could lead to resistance against policy measures and a weakening of conservation 

policy acceptance. The need for policies to be soft in content but hard in ensuring 

something actually happens was noted, along with the need for policies based on 

scientific site design guidelines to be tailored and adapted on a site by site basis through 

professional evaluation. Rigidity was seen as a weakness in policy development that 

could lessen effective results, with a greater focus on sufficient flexibility and adaptability 

in their content, design and implementation method being recommended. Bylaw 

provisions received mixed results as to their suitability, with suggestions that avian 

conservation provisions be incorporated into Development Permit Area Guidelines 

standing out as a primary recommendation offered.  

 

4.5. Summary of Sub-question Key Finding Summaries  

The following section summarizes the information provided by interview 

participants in response to each of the four research sub-questions. Fairly consistent 

responses were provided by participants in response to each sub-question and the 
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research questions placed under each sub-question. Sub-question one addressed 

awareness of bird conservation in planning and planner perception of how bird 

conservation factors into land use planning in sub-question. Sub-question two addressed 

scientific aspects of “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection”  including participant 

perception of bird species most suitable to examine as target species for conservation 

planning, participant suggestions for site design guidelines, threats to bird populations 

and the importance and influence of avian species to biodiversity conservation in sub-

question two. Sub-question three addressed awareness of global/provincial avian 

conservation planning connections and influences on BC planning practice, key areas 

needing change and applicable science based resources and guidelines to advance 

avian conservation in BC from global and provincial sources. Fourthly, sub-question four 

addressed looked into the means and most suitable policy provisions available to 

planners to support the development of science based policy to implement avian 

conservation in planning practice through conservation and site design guidelines. 

 

In summary, for sub-question one, “What is the current regulatory and science 

based informational framework with respect to birds in British Columbia local 

government planning practice?” participants overwhelmingly acknowledged the 

existence and seriousness of global declines in bird populations as a key conservation 

issue worldwide. Participants provided feedback highlighting the importance of avian 

conservation and the agreeing that local governments have a pertinent role in taking 

action to conserve bird habitat through planning. Respondents consistently noted the 

gaps in awareness and effective handling of bird conservation in current planning 

practice and a lack of clearly applicable information by which to guide bird friendly 

planning practice. Respondents identified how current planning practice is largely 

legislation driven and the habitat needs of most avian species are not addressed by 

provincial legislation, which only deals with raptor nests and heron nests or fish habitat, 

failing to even consider most avian species. A lack of information on avian habitat needs, 

awareness and expertise was identified as a key impediment to conservation of avian 

habitat in local government planning practice. The need for the development of simple, 

science based avian habitat protection site design guidelines and conservation planning 

recommendations for local government was clearly needed and welcomed by the 

respondents in their identification of gaps. Land use change and habitat loss were 
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recognized as sources of pressure upon bird populations, with a need for clear, 

conservation planning information applying to a range of habitat types and species 

clearly indicated in the responses. 

 

In summary, for sub-question two, “What practical guiding parameters for bird 

conservation can be derived from scientific avian conservation threshold data sets to 

inform more sensitive planning practice?” respondents identified land use change from 

residential, commercial and industrial development, forestry operations, climate change 

and coastal development as significant threats to bird populations through habitat loss. 

Additionally, pollution of land and water, disturbance of nesting birds, heightened 

predation by invasive species and climate change were seen as threats to bird 

populations. Insufficient scientific information by which to guide planning and associated 

policy was recognized as a primary challenge. Bird conservation was seen as an 

important part of biodiversity conservation by participants, with over half of participants 

seeing birds as having an especially significant role or potential in biodiversity 

conservation and warranting special attention, being uniquely strong first rate indicators 

of environmental health or umbrella species by whose’ protection other species can be 

conserved. Participants were, for the most part, markedly unsure of which characteristic, 

representative native bird species to look to as umbrella species or targets, citing a need 

for expert guidance to identify representative native species characteristic of different 

habitat types in local government jurisdiction.  

Suggestions included charismatic, sensitive native species such as barn owls, 

while looking past ubiquitous, urbanized invasive species and instead looking at birds 

such as brant and not be limited to overly narrow, well known species selections such as 

bald eagles and herons. One participant had a significant level of knowledge of songbird 

conservation and called for strategic urban habitat creation, ecosystem engineering and 

environmental planning to accommodate different avian foraging guilds within urban 

areas. Participants were largely unfamiliar with site design specifics around habitat for 

the most part, calling for consultation with experts in the field of conservation, 

development of numerical targets on which to base conservation planning policy, and 

expressing strong agreement with the proposed development of guiding information 

addressing fragmentation, patch size, buffer width and maintain structural diversity and 

diverse composition of native vegetation. One participant had a high degree of familiarity 
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with urban site design for bird habitat protection, calling for accommodation of habitat 

features within urban landscapes, stressing the importance of ecosystem engineering 

and urban habitat creation instead of just focusing on preservation.  

 

In summary, for sub-question three, “How can national and international bird 

conservation plans, targets and scientific strategies be used to support the development 

of conservation guidelines in British Columbia. How can provincial conservation 

guidelines for specific species be modeled to apply to a range of bird species?”  

participant knowledge of the how international land use planning considerations relating 

to bird conservation such as those in Europe compared to that of British Columbia was 

limited. Participant perspectives on how international policy and planning advancement 

would affect British Columbia were similarly limited in detail, due to a lack of participant 

familiarity with the planning policies and practices national jurisdictions outside of 

Canada as related to bird conservation or their relationship to British Columbia planning 

practice and associated influence. Participants felt that communication of scientific 

information to the planning profession, provision of clear site design guidelines for bird 

habitat protection, awareness of the conservation status of birds, community 

engagement, solicitation of expert knowledge in communities, development of stronger 

nest protection and habitat protection policy and natural area space protection were core 

priorities for communities. Participant familiarity with suitable scientific, planning and 

policy materials that should be considered in the development of “Planning for Bird 

Habitat Protection” was limited, with participant recommendation of BC Develop with 

Care guidelines standing out as the main suggestion offered. Insufficient connection 

between global and provincial policy was identified as a shortcoming in connection 

between global advancement in planning policy and provincial practice, while climate 

change was identified as an area of development that will influence avian conservation 

in BC. 

In summary, for sub-question four “What is the best way to develop and 

communicate the essential scientific and policy option information required to support 

bird conservation to planners in such a way they are implemented in practice?” 

participants provided their perspectives on legislated policy development provisions 

available to local governments under legislation such as the BC Local Government Act 

(RSBC 2015). Participants listed available policy options and provided input on which 
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policy provisions were most suitable from their perspective to support “Planning for Bird 

Habitat Protection” and how these policy provisions could be applied to create policies 

drawing upon site design and conservation planning guidelines to implement the 

protection of habitat conservation measures for representative native bird species in 

local government jurisdiction. Participants provided their input on policy implementation 

parameters, including flexibility, specificity and how to implement policy. Participants felt 

that Development Permit Area provisions, especially Environmental Development Permit 

Area provisions were the most significant means of achieving bird habitat protection in 

local government jurisdiction. Additional options mentioned centered around the use of 

the Fish Protection Act with its Riparian Area Regulations, although often inadequate 

compared to avian habitat requirement thresholds, to achieve a measure of protection, 

parks plans, urban forest management plans and to a lesser extent, zoning and Official 

Community Plan Provisions, which are often too general for specific site design 

provisions. Participants felt that policies must be defined enough to provide results but 

not overly strict, prescriptive, or likely to be challenged as a result of being too specific, 

especially without sufficient justification. Participants were roughly divided between more 

specific and more general or at least middle ground approaches to specificity, while 

around a quarter favored harder policies, another quarter favoring softer policies and half 

calling for a middle ground or an adaptive approach to different situations. One 

participant calling for soft policy noted that while policy content should be soft, the 

requirement to do something should be hard. Participants called for flexibility, seeing 

undue rigidity as an impediment. Three participants favoring development of new bylaw 

provisions addressing bird conservation, while  three provided recommendations that 

that bird conservation measures be linked into existing policy frameworks, one called for 

recognition of avian conservation values in existing policy tools, and one favored 

education and simple consideration of birds in the use of policy tools already in use. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Discussion of the Literature Review & Interview 
Findings 

This project firstly confirmed the importance, relevance and value of bird 

conservation as a planning consideration. Secondly, this project identified the need for 

clear, comprehensive, science based site design guidelines linked to local government 

policy options, designed to equip planners to readily address bird conservation in an 

informed and effective manner. The urgency and importance of bird conservation and 

the significance of bird populations as indicators of healthy ecosystems were identified 

by the majority of the eight interview participants, strongly echoing the findings from the 

literature review which noted the significance of bird conservation as a challenge 

globally, the potential and imperative for bird conservation to be addressed through 

planning action and the need for clear, concise conservation status information and 

readily understood conservation  planning guidelines made readily available to 

practioners. 

The importance of bird conservation as a consideration and environmental 

quality element to address and manage in planning practice, the value of bird 

conservation as a means to guide planning decision making and the responsibility of 

local government to address bird conservation in the face of global bird population 

declines through habitat loss were clearly identified in the literature review and in the 

responses of many interview participants. The protection of representative bird 

populations that characterize different habitat types was identified in the literature and by 

interview participants as not only forming a core planning goal able to be reali zed 

through the connection of science based design guidelines with planning policy and 

practice, but as an indicator and umbrella that will bring about the protection of 

environmental health and broad, significant ecological values (Dröschmeister and 

Sukopp 2009). Local government was identified as a key potential player in addressing 
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bird protection by a significant number of respondents, who provided their perspectives 

clearly seeing bird protection as an area of local government influence and 

responsibility.  Similarly, the literature review identified both the imperative and the 

suitability of local government level action through planning policies and application of 

science based ecological design guidelines to conserve birds.  

The literature review identified clear gaps around bird protection which were also 

noted by the interview respondents. Several of the respondents noted specific gaps in 

awareness, policy and scientific information regarding how to address bird protection in 

planning, while some respondents cited a lack of personal knowledge regarding the 

importance of bird conservation in planning, relevant gaps and opportunities to improve 

bird conservation planning. Policy deficiencies and planning practice gaps were 

identified by the bulk of respondents, which is consistent with the literature review. 

Particularly, a lack of clear, readily accessed, easily interpreted and conveniently 

applicable conservation planning and bird friendly site design information was identified 

by interview participants, highly consistent with the literature review. Consistently, 

respondents noted that both available information on the habitat needs of representative 

native birds and their habitats within local government jurisdiction, planning practice 

gaps, practitioner knowledge gaps and policy gaps were present in planning practice in 

BC. Both the literature review and interviewee responses indicated a strong bias towards 

provision of planning guidelines, conservation information and ecological data to the 

planning profession with respect to only a very limited selection of birds in BC, namely 

Bald Eagles and Great Blue Herons, rather than applying to a representative range of 

avian species and avian habitat categories. The literature review identified a lack of 

guiding information that was especially notable with respect to songbirds in BC, while 

interviewee responses highlighted the neglect of bird conservation in planning practice to 

a great degree, especially with regard to bird friendly site design and significant gaps in 

any supporting information and implementation of habitat value maintenance and 

enhancement focused planning in urban spaces. 

The need to distill, make available and apply easily understood information, site 

design guidelines and information was clearly stated in the literature, centering on the 

German Federal Agency for Nature Protection’s identification of the need to make 

information clear and easily understood by decision makers (Dröschmeister and Sukopp 

2009). Similarly, the responses of interviewees indicated the need to distill the detailed, 
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often buried but highly relevant information on the specific habitat needs of 

representative bird species in terms of habitat quantity to create site design guidelines 

for the different categories of habitat environments found within local government 

jurisdiction. Planners spoke to the need for clear, simple and readily applicable 

guidelines on what birds need in terms of habitat and how to accommodate specific 

habitat features, sufficient habitat quantities and required habitat elements for British 

Columbia native bird species assemblages occurring within local government 

jurisdiction. Planners interviewed highlighted the importance of knowing to conserve 

birds through provision of site design information, but noted that the available 

information was often too sparse, unavailable, not clear or not made relatable to the 

level and type of expertise held by planners. How to conserve birds is something that 

“Planners need to Know” and therefore, this research project aims to create a readily 

applicable, concise draft booklet with both specific ecological requirements and site 

design recommendations based on these requirements for different habitats, as well as 

suitable policy options.  

To this end, the literature provided clear but often buried information in the form 

of habitat area, habitat quality, conservation threshold, buffer width and habitat 

component guidelines. Lengthy texts such as work by Temple (2004) and Fitzpatrick 

(2004), Fischer (2000) and the Environmental Law Institute (2003) provide clear 

guidelines for site design in terms of avian habitat requirements for habitat area, habitat 

composition, vegetation and landscape elements and connectivity required to create site 

designs that respect avian habitat needs. Stephens (2014) provided clear, personal 

experience and firsthand research derived insights into the ecological, hydrological, 

climatological, habitat quantity and habitat composition and quality requirements of 

representative songbird species use of habitat including that within local government 

jurisdiction, which together with the remainder of the ecological literature formed 

baseline material from which simple and clearly expressed general design guidelines 

conducive to avian friendly planning practice could be derived. 

The interview responses and literature review guidelines came together by 

frequently aligning, complementing or offering some contrasting but readily reconcilable 

guiding ecological, environmental and planning practice information that facilitated the 

creation of a draft guidebook containing and laying out clear site design examples and 

policy recommendations poised to provide clear “how to’s” of bird friendly approaches to 
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land use planning for the first time in BC, divided into major ecosystem types found 

within local government jurisdictions.  

The feedback from participants was uniform with regard to the conclusion that 

bird conservation is a matter of importance, worth considering and worth addressing 

under the banner of local government planning, in close alignment with the statements 

contained within the literature. Clear planning practice guidelines and applicable site 

design guidelines, plus planning layout, habitat area allocations and habitat element 

content recommendations were provided by the literature review and in this research 

report. The information gained through the interviews and literature review provided the 

resources from which quality, concise and applicable general guidelines to 

accommodate the specific habitat needs of bird species representative of shorelines, 

wetlands, forests, grasslands, riparian areas and urban parks could be developed to fill 

the planner and literature identified gaps and conservation needs identified through this 

study.  

Clear planning practice and applicable site design guidelines and planning layout 

and habitat area allocations, plus recommendations covering required and advised 

habitat element and environmental condition management planning guidelines could be 

developed from analysis of specific ecological data and environmental indicators 

identified in the literature review in combination with consideration of how planning and 

design processes work.  That work stems from the literature review and interview 

obtained insights into planning practice realities, core ecological needs and planning 

practice limitations. These site design guidelines could then be analyzed in the context 

of policy option availability and feasibility, with consideration of respondent and literature 

review derive policy information, facts and suggestions regarding planning policy 

options, practices, challenges and implications of bird conservation measure 

implementation in BC planning practice. 

“Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, 

Developers and Planners” is the title of the draft booklet providing site design guidelines 

for planners stemming from this research. This booklet draws upon the literature on 

avian ecology and conservation planning considerations to create site design guidelines 

capable of providing general, greatly improved site design guidelines geared to 

protecting the avian biodiversity of representative habitat types consisting of six general 

categories. The categories, roughly modeled after the six categories described by 
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Dröschmeister and Sukopp (2009) for research covers bird friendly site design criteria 

with photos, sketches and brief text summaries for wetlands (one) forest & woodland 

(two), coastal zones (three), riparian areas (four), grassland, desert and sparsely 

vegetated zones (five) and urban environments (six) which include parks, streets and 

boulevards.  

Furthermore, the work echoes the statements by Dröschmeister and Sukopp 

(2009) that birds serve as indicators of environmental value; similarly to the interview 

responses, the literature notes that bird conservation is far more than a goal in of itself: 

birds serve as first rate indicators of environmental health and thus provide outstanding 

targets for achievement of more sustainable land use planning practice. Planning for bird 

conservation in the habitat areas listed is simple when completed according to the basic 

site design guidelines contained within the booklet and clearly supports improved 

ecological health by providing shade, limiting erosion and allowing land use to efficiently 

take place in a form that skirts spatially limited but ecologically critical areas that are far 

too often either developed or neglected in park designs. Growth can then be 

concentrated in a low impact manner while the habitat values of parks, open spaces and 

green shores can be maximised for avian habitat conservation, natural resource and 

human usage values alike.  

The literature on the importance and urgency of bird conservation (North 

American Bird Conservation Initiative 2016b) was echoed by the vast majority of 

respondents, who saw bird conservation as a priority issue capable of being addressed 

by planning. Similarly, the literature saw bird conservation as a matter of relevance to 

planning, being significantly improvable through the development of more ecologically 

sensitive land use planning practice. It was noted by interviewees and in the literature 

that the gaps in science and policy regarding bird conservation in planning could be 

significantly reduced by informing the planning process through the use of specific, 

science based design guidelines to inform policy development and implementation.  

Interview participants provided a very consistent set of responses regarding 

policy options available to local governments to plan for green infrastructure protection 

through policy measures suited to bird friendly site design, specifically identifying 

Development Permit Area guidelines as a primary tool for implementing bird friendly site 

design. Form and character guidelines, Official Community Plan Goals and Zoning 

Bylaw provisions. Park plans were also identified by interviews as a strong means by 
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which to achieve bird conservation through conservation planning and bird friendly site 

design. The recommendations offered by respondents for what would constitute the best 

and most suitable local government policy options to achieve bird friendly site design 

were highly consistent with the approaches recommended by the Green Bylaws Toolkit 

(Stewardship Center for BC 2007) recommended the use of Development Permit Areas, 

zoning and parks plans to achieve green planning objectives. 

It is worth noting that the bird friendly design guidelines produced through this 

project are not meant to be taken as precise, comprehensive or universal: rather, the 

research report data and draft guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC 

Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners” provide general guidelines 

for representative native, characteristic avian species and their habitats likely to be found 

within BC local government jurisdictions that can be applied to achieve greater 

standards of habitat protection for a broader and more representative range of species 

and habitats than what is currently provided under the patchwork of legislation expressly 

addressing only a small selection of bird species and habitat elements in local 

government planning practice in British Columbia, where desired and where feasible. 

These guidelines inform planners by providing the information required to plan for bird 

protection and based on science based design guidelines clearly linked to policy options. 

It is also worth noting that the site design guidelines which the booklet produced through 

this research do not require the allocation of significantly greater amounts of land to 

conservation in many cases. Rather, the design guidelines prescribe ways in which high 

value habitats can be protected through spatial planning, preservation of key 

environmental elements and more efficient configurations that maximise area, structural 

diversity and protection of high richness and high diversity habitat zones in the most 

ecologically important areas to facilitate appropriate protected area placement, 

composition and layout. Making spatial, qualitative and quantitative decisions regarding 

land use are core aspects of planning. By providing the specific habitat requirements of 

representative bird species, translated into simple, science based design guidelines, this 

research and booklet equip the planning profession with “What Planners Need to Know” 

to excel in the important and influential planning subject that is bird habitat protection.  

In conclusion, “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local 

Governments, Developers and Planners” is an applied, actionable research project that 

can advance how planning practice can enhance community values and improve the 
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ecological efficiency of land use decisions without compromising and in in fact, in some 

cases enhancing, economic values through green planning that accommodates bird 

conservation objectives. The research report and guidebook produced through this 

research project identified and confirmed the pressing challenges presented by bird 

conservation in planning and the need for bird conservation action. This research project 

highlighted the need for planning to take a leading role in achieving progress in land use 

planning. Furthermore, this research project confirmed the status of bird conservation as 

a priority and a core area of need in planning.  

This research project provided the means for planning to begin to address bird 

conservation and take meaningful action by simplifying and making clear ecological 

information applicable to a broad selection of representative, native BC bird species and 

their habitats instead of the very limited information and policy framework currently 

present in BC covering only a small handful of species that do not represent entire 

species groups/. This research report and booklet then related this simplified ecological 

information into tangible, coherently developed and specific site design guidelines to 

accommodate avian habitat requirements within a representative range of habitats found 

within BC local Government jurisdiction. Furthermore, the research confirmed the 

importance of birds as indicators of environmental health, protecting essential ecological 

values and high value, targeted environmentally sensitive areas such as wetland buffers 

and watercourses, benefiting human beings by acting as umbrellas for watershed 

protection and landscape scale conservation.  

Next, the specific site design guidelines were related to specific planning policy 

options available to local government and ideally suited to planning practice and 

equipping planners with planning professional compatible design guidelines and policy 

options brought together to let planners do what planners do best – plan for the ideal 

allocations of lands and resources – in a manner that respects and enhances bird 

habitat and takes advantage of avian habitat protection goals and achievement of 

healthier native bird populations as an indicator and umbrella of broader environmental 

health. By clearly setting out “What Planners need to Know” with respect to birds, 

Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers 

and Planners” will enable planners to act with a new level of professional competence in 

the area of bird habitat protection through planning decision making.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
Development of the Draft Guidelines 

“Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, 

Developers and Planners” was developed to a significant degree through a review of the 

literature addressing conservation in planning in British Columbia, identifying gaps in bird 

conservation among conservation planning materials, and modelling the structure of the 

draft bird conservation guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines 

for Local Governments, Developers and Planners” upon conservation guidebooks 

addressing other environmental matters. To create the draft guidebook, detailed 

ornithological literature and avian conservation and bird friendly planning literature was 

reviewed to extract key habitat quantity threshold, habitat quality, composition and 

spatial layout data for representative bird species in primary habitat categories, modelled 

after the avian conservation planning work carried out by the German Federal Agency 

for Nature Protection (Dröschmeister & Sukkop 2010) that divided ecosystems into six 

main habitat types.  

Having established the significance of avian conservation and the value of avian 

conservation planning to support ecosystem health (Dröschmeister & Sukkop (2010), 

draft design guidelines addressing six main habitat types found within British Columbia 

Local Government were derived from the ornithological aspects of the literature 

reviewed, covering detailed, science based avian habitat requirements but presented in 

simple, clear and readable form, accompanied by descriptions of potential policy options 

and lists of representative avian species common to each habitat and representative 

native plant species. “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local 

Governments, Developers and Planners” modeled “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” 

upon BC guidelines including the Develop with Care Environmental Guidelines for Urban 

and Rural Land Development in British Columbia (BC Ministry of Environment 2014), 

The BC Climate Action Toolkit (BC Climate Action Toolkit n.d) and The Stewardship 
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Series: Stream Stewardship: a Guide for Planners and Developers (Ministry of 

Environment, Lands and Parks & Ministry of Muncipal Affairs 1993/1994). The content of 

the draft guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local 

Governments, Developers and Planners” covers the following sections in its table of 

contents: 

Habitat Section One: Wetlands 

Habitat Section Two: Forest & Woodland 

Habitat Section Three: Coastal Zones 

Habitat Section Four: Riparian Areas 

Habitat Section Five: Grassland, Desert and Sparsely Vegetated Zones 

Habitat Section Six: Urban Environments 

“Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines for Local Governments, 

Developers and Planners” in draft form devotes each section listed above to clearly 

define through simple descriptions the habitat elements required by representative 

native bird species and provide approximate, clearly laid out habitat quantity guidelines 

expressed in meters and hectares. Recommendations in each category cover aspects 

such as habitat patch shape, habitat area content and biophysical aspects such as 

wetland depth recommendations to facilitate water bird and wading bird foraging and 

habitat structures guidelines calling for a shrub understory layer in forested protected 

areas. These specific draft guidelines, extracted from detailed literature sources such as 

Fitzpatrick (2004), Stanley (2004), both authors from the Cornell Laboratory of 

Ornithology Handbook of Bird Biology and the Environmental Law Institute (2003) clearly 

set out how to protect bird habitat and link to local government policy options, offering 

the potential to fill the need for a bird conservation guidebook as highlighted in the 

literature.  

The preceding materials and information have formed the basis for the 

preparation of the draft guidebook “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC Guidelines 

for Local Governments, Developers and Planners”. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Conclusion 

It is important for bird habitat conservation and protection, that planners have 

tools to ensure such protection especially in the form of site design guidelines and policy 

options clearly linked to site design provisions. My work has demonstrated the reasons 

why such work should happen and how planners can achieve bird conservation in land 

use planning. Through the creation of “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection: BC 

Guidelines for Local Governments, Developers and Planners”, as presented in draft 

form, planners will become equipped to effectively take into account and address bird 

conservation through access to clear, simple and relevant science based site design 

guidelines linked to available local government policy options. 

The literature review and interview based research that has resulted in the 

creation of “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” has highlighted the importance of avian 

conservation as a key environmental and community planning consideration and part of 

“What Planners Need to Know”. The findings of the literature review and interviews 

provided the means to create a guidebook following the form of BC guidebooks currently 

in existence to address environmental planning matters such as climate change and 

riparian area protection.  Through this work, planners can address the creation of readily 

usable site design guidelines, linked to local government planning policy provisions. The 

powers of the Local Government Act (RSBC 2015) and relevant provincial environmental 

legislation create broad policy and regulatory options empowering local government to 

implement avian conservation site design guidelines, addressing wetland, forest, 

foreshore, riparian, grassland, and urban environmental features to accommodate avian 

habitat values in planning. Through “Planning for Bird Habitat Protection” local 

governments can cumulatively protect globally significant avian habitats, being ideally 

positioned to set aside key habitats in planning based on clear site design guidelines. 
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