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Introduction: Planning for Bird Habitat Protection 

Native birds play a significant role in maintaining the health, 

economies and natural environments of British Columbia communities. 

However, bird population declines pose threats to birds (Center for 

Biological Diversity n.d.) and may arise from a lack of clear guidelines 

presented to inform planning practice (Environmental Law Institute 2003). 

Planning for Bird Habitat Protection provides BC Guidelines for Local 

Governments, Developers and Planners to fill the bird conservation 

information gap in British Columbia’s planning practice. Native bird 

populations characterize our ecoregions and communities (North American 

Bird Conservation Initiative 2016). Birds support natural area enjoyment and 

are multi-billion dollar drivers of ecotourism (The State of the Birds 2009).  

Birds create local context and serve as key environmental indicators 

of ecological health. In fact, the German Federal Agency for Nature 

Protection has identified birds as primary indicators of biological diversity 

indicators for ecosystem health to inform conservation planning, furthering 

recommending the provision of clear, concise conservation planning 

guidelines (Dröschmeister and Sukopp 2009). Planning for Bird Habitat 

Protection sets out provide clear science based design guidelines through 

which planning can better align with bird conservation. Yet, significant gaps 

between the planning profession and bird conservation were recognized by 

the author and confirmed through a thorough survey of  both the literature in 

BC and interviews with practicing planners, a planning consultant and NGO 

coordinator to determine the state of the relationship between bird 

conservation and planning practice in BC and how to improve it.  

Despite the impact of local government planning on bird populations 

due to the overlap of urbanization with lowland habitats, bird conservation 

in planning has mostly been addressed in response to provincial legislation 

covering narrow habitat elements for just a small handful of bird species and 

just eggs in the nest for most species, missing habitat for most birds 

(Alexander and Stephens 2016). Despite the critical link between bird 

conservation and planning, a “Best Practices” or “Develop with Care” guide 

of the type existing for raptors and herons or Garry Oaks (BC Ministry of 

Environment 2014) has been missing for a majority of British Columbia’s 

native bird species, especially songbirds and shorebirds. 
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Amongst global avian conservation challenges, land use change and 

related habitat loss from planning and development has been identified as 

significant influences and potential threats to the stability of bird 

populations. Good planning can retain and enhance bird populations, while 

healthy bird populations are some of the clearest indicators of ecosystem 

health for human well-being. Knowing how to conserve bird habitat is a core 

part of what “Planners Need to Know” given the importance of bird 

conservation to environmental health (Dröschmeister and Sukopp 2009) and 

ethical requirement for planners to accommodate environmental protection 

in planning practice (Planning Institute of British Columbia (2012).  

This booklet provides clear, ecosystem and species category based 

information and related policy information in a planning context to allow 

decision makers, practitioners, proponents and NGOS to effectively address 

the imperative to accurately and conveniently consider, protect, restore and 

create bird habitat in land use planning, park planning and development 

practice in British Columbia.  

 

Guidebook Scope: Bird Friendly Planning & Site Design 

This booklet recognizes the fact that human settlement is primarily 

located in lower elevation areas such as valley bottoms, coastlines and 

estuaries, frequently near wetlands. Such areas have some of the highest 

avian habitat values on the planet but are also the environments and habitats 

most pressured by development expansion and ongoing ecological impacts 

stemming from erosion, canopy cover loss, land use change and climate 

change (City of Vancouver 2015).  

As a result, this guiding booklet focused on addressing habitats of 

high value to communities that are limited in extent and may face planning 

conflicts. These consist of riparian areas, coastal zones, forested areas, 

mixed woodlands and sparsely vegetated areas, together with urban 

boulevards, lots, yards and parks that make up an increasingly large part of 

the urban landscape but can be made into excellent habitat for certain native 

birds, thus reducing the impacts of urbanization on habitat and bringing a 

diversity of native birdlife to communities.  
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Alpine environments, open oceans, open desert lands and lakes, 

except for the shores of smaller lakes are thus beyond the scope of this local 

government focused guide as it is geared to environments in and around 

cities, towns and villages, with relevance to the more developed portions of 

BC regional districts. One of the core considerations in this guidebook is 

balance and reasonableness, coupled with sound science. This guidebook 

seeks to set out quantity and quality of habitat birds require, looking at (a) 

the land areas required by representative species and (b) the vegetation 

composition, structure, vegetation combinations, habitat elements and spatial 

layouts required to support habitat values for representative native bird 

species in all identified ecosystem types. Thus, ranges of habitat from 

between 10 meters and 150 meters are provided, with recommendations in 

this guide averaging 50 meters as an expedient yet progressive measure and 

100 meters as ideal (Environmental Law Institute 2003), (Fischer 2000). Of 

course, it is not feasible to set up buffers of 100 meters everywhere; rather, 

this booklet states how to achieve bird conservation goals where feasible.  

Habitat Section One: Wetlands 

 

Figure 1: The Parksville Wetlands Main Pond. From 

http://parksvillewetlands.weebly.com/ by Stephens (n.d.) 

http://parksvillewetlands.weebly.com/
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Figure 2: Virginia Rail (Stephens, n.d.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Wood Ducks (Dave Erickson, 

n.d.) 

Figure 4: Yellow Warbler (Rainforest 

Tours, n.d.) 
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Characteristic Wetland Bird Species: 

• Virginia Rail 

• Cinnamon Teal 

• Yellow Warbler 

• Song Sparrow 

• Red-winged Blackbird 

• Wilson’s Phalarope 

 

Characteristic Wetland Vegetation: 

• Slough Sedge 

• Hardhack 

• Willow 

• Bullrush 

• Arrowhead 

• Marsh Marigold 

 

Wetland Site Design Summary 

Wetlands are among the richest and most valuable habitats in British 

Columbia, supporting an incredible range of dependent bird species that 

depend on open water, shallows and transitional zones for different stages of 

their life cycles, as places of residence and as key stops in their migration 

journeys. Wetlands enrich communities and serve as unparalleled hotspots 

for native bird species. 

The specific physical and ecological adaptations of many bird species 

require avian access to coastal and inland wetlands, yet wetlands have 

dramatically declined due to habitat loss as urban development coincides 

and often needlessly results in the loss of wetlands. Avoidance of wetlands 

loss is one key consideration. Secondly, knowing how much habitat to 

protect around wetlands as an upland buffer is a crucial but often neglected 

factor in ensuring that conserved wetlands can fulfill their function as critical 

bird refuge sites in municipalities. The design guidelines in this booklet for 

wetlands center on providing guidance on the quality and quantity of 

wetland habitat required for native bird species that use wetlands, and the 

extent and vegetation composition of transitional zones and upland buffers 

around wetlands (Alexander & Stephens 2016).  
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Wetland Summary List of Design Principles 

The key site design guidelines laid out by Planning for Bird Habitat 

Protection to maintain wetlands as prime bird habitats in local government 

boundaries address the following:  

1: Wetland buffer extent guidelines  

2: Wetland buffer vegetation composition guidelines 

3: Wetland depth design guidelines 

Wetland Site Design Principle Descriptions  

1: Wetlands should be surrounded by an upland buffer twice that of the 

wetlands to create a two thirds upland to one third wetland habitat ratio to 

provide upland buffers, nesting and proper foraging habitat for wetland 

birds, shown in (Figure 2), below (Environment Canada 2013). 

 

Figure 5: Bird Friendly Wetland Site Design: The Two Part Upland, One Part Wetland 

Rule Plan View & Cross Section (Stephens, 2017) 
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In turn, maintaining these thresholds will support a healthy native bird 

population and indicate a healthier, more resilient ecosystem capable of 

delivering watershed, climate change mitigation and flood reduction values, 

benefiting humans as well as birds (Alexander & Stephens 2016), 

Environment Canada 2013). For longer patches and where development may 

border a wetland, maintaining a fifty to one hundred meter buffer will serve 

to mitigate and maintain values. 

Second, as shown in the cross section in Figure 2 (above) the 

composition of wetland buffers should contain a mix of native grasses, 

reeds, sedges, trees and shrubs appropriate for wetland environments. 

Sufficient canopy cover, diversity in plant heights, and a rich range of native 

species will support avian diversity (Temple 2004). 

3: Thirdly, wetlands should be designed to accommodate the diverse range 

of native dabbling ducks that do not dive but feed in the shallows and 

wading birds such as sandpipers, rails and herons that depend on gradual 

transitions from land to water (Temple 2004). These transition zones consist 

of muddy or sandy edges and shallow water. Such shallows are often 

missing from manmade or modified water bodies in local government 

jurisdiction (Stephens 2009).  

Thus, Planning for Bird Habitat Protection recommends that shallows 

be preserved and not subject to excavation. Careful filling and clearing may 

be conducted under professional guidance to create new shallows where 

deep, sudden transitions from land to water prevent waterbirds from having 

access to adequate shallow zone habitat (Figure 3, below).  

All in all, the proper buffering of wetlands and accommodation of 

native birds also maintains water retention, mitigates flooding and runoff 

and protects against pollution to protect drinking water (Wetland 

Stewardship Partnership 2010). 
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Figure 6: Bird Friendly Wetland Site Design. Shallow Water Zones Cross Section 

(Stephens, 2017) 

 

Habitat Section Two: Forest & Woodland 

 

  

 Figure 7: Coniferous Forest (Stephens, 

n.d.) 

 

 

Figure 8: Mixed Deciduous Forest 

(Stephens, n.d.) 
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Characteristic Forest & Woodland Bird Species: 

• Western Tanager 

• Swainson’s Thrush 

• Pacific Wren 

• Pygmy Nuthatch 

• Hutton’s Vireo 

• Black-throated Gray Warbler 

 

Characteristic Forest & Woodland Vegetation: 

• Coast Douglas-fir 

• Arbutus 

• Gary Oak 

• Ponderosa Pine 

• Oregon Grape 

• Red Huckleberry 

• Grand Fir 

 

Figure 9: Western Tanager (Rainforest 

Tours, n.d.) 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Swainson’s Thrush (Rainforest 

Tours, n.d.) 
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Forest & Woodland Site Design Summary 

The forested areas found within many local government jurisdictions 

in British Columbia represent highly sensitive bird habitats.  Core forested 

areas in local government jurisdictions can be conserved through better 

spatial planning, while parks and open spaces can be fitted with native 

vegetation to raise their value.  

A healthy population of representative native forest species is a strong 

indicator of healthy forested parks and protected areas. The following 

recommendations can serve to improve forested habitat values within local 

government boundaries: 

Forest Summary List of Design Principles 

The site design elements for forested areas to be considered Planning for 

Bird Habitat Protection consist of the following:  

1: Forest Patch Size 

2: Forest Patch Connectivity 

3: Forest Patch Shape 

4: Structural Diversity - The Groundcover - Shrub - Tree Progression 

Forest Site Design Principle Descriptions 

1: Firstly, forested areas must be maintained in patch sizes sufficient to 

accommodate the habitat needs of BC native forest birds that serve as 

representative species (Fitzpatrick, 2004) (Figure 8, below).  

Patch sizes of around fifteen to thirty hectares will have a greatly 

increased value for nesting songbirds such as tanagers, thrushes and warblers 

that migrate from tropical regions compared to fragments that arise through 

small parkland dedications (Stephens, 2014), (Fitzpatrick 2004), (Temple 

2004). 
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Figure 11: Bird Friendly Forest Site Design Patch Size, Shape & Connectivity Plan View 

(Stephens, 2017) 

Thus, strategic acquisitions, Development Permit Area requirements 

for especially sensitive sites with forest features and density bonusing 

arrangements may be desirable as ways to secure parkland (The Stewardship 

Center for BC 2007). 

Forested patches should also be connected through proper corridors to 

the extent possible as depicted previously in Figure 8 and be conserved in 

reserves shaped to maximize interior habitat extent while minimizing edge 

quantity (also shown in Figure 11, above). Forest birds are delicate flyers 

and vulnerable to predators: Adequate protection in the form of interior 

habitat is essential for their survival. Thus reserve patches should be round 

or square (Fitzpatrick 2004).   
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2: Secondly, many green spaces in municipalities contain forest-like habitat 

elements, but fall far short of their potential value as bird habitats in the 

spaces that they occupy. 

“Parked out”, grass and tree defined green spaces lack structural 

diversity in the form of shrubs and ground cover growing below trees. Mere 

grass and tree parks, as shown in Figure 12, below are poor in native 

birdlife, lacking the vegetation required for resident and migrant birds to 

forage, nest and shelter.  Instead, green spaces should be designed in a 

manner that accommodates structural diversity. A layer of native shrubs 

should be present around the trees, plus ample groundcover (Temple 2004).  

 

Figure 12: Habitat Deficient Grass & Tree Park in the Pacific Northwest (Stephens, 

2016) 

Figure 13 (below) depicts a cross section of a greatly improved, bird 

friendly and ecologically friendly park design with structural diversity 

created by a range of groundcover to shrubs and then to trees. 
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Figure 13: Bird Friendly Site Design Forest & Wooded Park Structure Cross Section 

(Stephens, 2017) 

Mixed woodlands are lesser known in British Columbia in comparison 

to vast, ancient coniferous rainforest. Yet, they are highly characteristic of 

the south coast and certain portions of the interior of the province.  

With their associated geography, mixed woodlands have unique 

foraging, nesting and migratory stopover habitat value. Certain types of 

mixed woodlands are also among the most endangered and threatened 

habitats in British Columbia, supporting species at risk and scarce bird 

communities (Cannings, Nehls, Denny & Trochlell 2009).  
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Habitat Section Three: Coastal Zones 

 

 

 

 

Characteristic Coastal Zone Bird Species: 

• Brant 

• Harlequin Duck 

• Western Sandpiper 

• Great Blue Heron 

• Mew Gull 

• Horned Grebe 

• Song Sparrow 

 

Characteristic Coastal Zone Vegetation: 

• Coastal Douglas-fir 

• Pacific Crab Apple 

• Dune Grass 

• Eelgrass 

• Ocean Spray 

• Sea Asparagus 

• Nootka Rose 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Brant in Parksville 

(Dave Erickson, n.d.) 

Figure 15: Mudflat Users (Dave 

Erickson, n.d.) 
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Coastal Zone Site Design Summary 

British Columbia’s coastlines provide internationally significant bird 

habitats representing a range of habitat types. 

Habitat conditions vary according to their geographical location, 

whether they are along protected bodies of water, or on outer coasts and 

local biophysical environment type. It is sometimes hard to see the impacts 

of development on coastal habitats. Our rich diversity of native birds depend 

not only on the aquatic environment, but on the interface between aquatic 

and terrestrial buffering habitat. 

All too often, vegetation along shoreline environments is lost to 

development, seriously damaging habitat values and general environmental 

conditions. Climate change, habitat loss, pollution and disturbance all pose 

threats to coastal birds.  

Some species require rocky shorelines, others specialize in muddy 

estuarine environments and others depend on sandy beaches. Original 

habitat conditions must be protected as species have evolved finely tuned 

dependence on their specific coastal habitat and sensitivity to environmental 

change.  

Coastal Zone Summary List of Design Principles 

The site design guidelines Planning for Bird Habitat Protection offers for 

application to coastal environments such as shorelines are as follows: 

1: Soft shore protection 

2: Upland buffer protection 

3: Disturbance mitigation features 

Coastal Zone Design Principle Descriptions  

1: Firstly, soft shore protection avoids hard seawalls and sterile rock 

embankment installation in favor of protection of natural sand, cobble, logs 

and dune grass that provides crucial bird habitat.  



  

16 

  

Natural shorelines host a rich assemblage of songbirds, wading birds, 

waterbirds and raptors that take advantage of the soft areas in which to probe 

for food, trees in which to perch and sheltered shallows in which to forage. 

By maintaining soft shores with native grasses, shrubs and driftwood, the 

transitional habitats required by songbirds are protected. Additionally, the 

lack of shoreline hardening prevents loss of sand and mud to rock 

accumulation seen in hard shoreline areas. 

2: Secondly, shorelines naturally consist of both the shoreline and bordering 

uplands, whether they are naturally consisting of forest or even grassland or 

heathland. These natural environments provide crucial nesting, roosting and 

foraging habitat for native bird species characteristic of Pacific Northwest 

coastal environments such as Bald Eagle, Osprey, Northwestern Crow, 

Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Spotted Towhee, Pacific Wren, Song Sparrow and 

Red Crossbill.  

It is the coming together of forested environments in the Pacific 

Northwest with coastal environments that creates great habitat value of a 

unique and essential kind not found in inland forests or beaches devoid of 

trees – shores with the natural uplands remaining, such as that found at 

Rathtrevor Provincial Park are critical habitats of the greatest priority due to 

their rarity in developed regions.  

Tree protection bylaws, Development Permit Area regulations 

addressing environmentally sensitive areas, park acquisition strategies and 

park plans, urban forest management plans and conservation zoning are 

among the most important bylaw provisions available to local government to 

protect coastal environments (The Stewardship Center for BC, 2007).  

3: Thirdly, British Columbia shorelines contain a rich diversity of sensitive 

coastal habitats, home to a wide range of native bird species. 

Global Important Bird Areas located along sensitive sites including 

the boundaries of the Salish Sea and West Coast of Vancouver Island 

including Boundary Bay, Sannich Inlet and the Little Qualicum Estuary to 

Nanoose Bay Important Bird Area serve as critical wintering and migratory 

stopover sites supporting internationally significant congregations of 

migratory waterfowl and shorebirds, many species being unique and 

characteristic of the west coast. Native bird species characteristic of coastal 
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Important Bird Areas include Western Sandpiper, Black-bellied Plover, 

Brant, Surf Scoter and California Gull (Cannings, Aversa & Opperman 

2005). 

However, coastal bird species face increasing pressures from direct 

human and loose pet disturbance and habitat loss due to trampling. Rather 

than allowing rampant disturbance and use, the creation of pathways or 

boardwalks positioned to minimize impacts and designed to concentrate foot 

traffic where harm will not occur is key. A well designed path, boardwalk 

and viewing platform network takes traffic away from the most sensitive 

spots while facilitating wildlife viewing and outstanding ecotourism 

development. 

Next, signage to alert users to sensitive nesting and foraging areas to 

limit human and pet traffic can contribute to impact reduction and improving 

compliance. 

Figures 13, 14 and 15 below depict plan view, cross sectional and 

landscape perspective views in sketches of the key site design guidelines that 

will transform the ecological health of coastal areas by providing the key 

soft shore and upland buffer habitat elements required to support healthy 

native bird populations.  

In turn, these native bird populations indicate the health of coastal 

ecosystems with the protection of the soft shorelines and upland buffers as 

recommended allowing for the conservation of fisheries values, mitigation 

of erosion and water quality improvement through runoff and flooding 

mitigation. 
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Figure 16: Bird Friendly Foreshore Site Design Plan View (Stephens, 2017) 
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Figure 17: Bird Friendly Foreshore Site Design Structure Cross Section (Stephens, 2017) 

 

Figure 18: Bird Friendly Foreshore Site Design Landscape View (Stephens, 2017) 
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Habitat Section Four: Riparian Areas 

 

Figure 19: Riparian Area (Stephens, 2015) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Violet-green Swallow 

(Dave Erickson, n.d.) 

 

Figure 21: American Dipper 

(Rainforest Tours, n.d.) 
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Characteristic Riparian Area Bird Species: 

• Pacific-slope Flycatcher 

• Wilson’s Warbler 

• American Dipper 

• Violet-green Swallow 

• Common Merganser 

• Yellow-breasted Chat 

 

Characteristic Riparian Area Vegetation: 

• Black Cottonwood 

• Big-leaf Maple 

• Red Alder 

• Salmonberry 

• Western Red-cedar 

• Willow species 

• Bitter Cherry 

 

Riparian Area Site Design Summary 

Riparian areas bordering streams, creeks and rivers are among the 

most ecologically important environments to birdlife in BC. 

Riparian areas occupy only a limited portion of the landscape, but are 

of disproportionate environmental value. Fischer (2000) notes that riparian 

areas make up only 1 percent of Western North America’s landscapes, but 

support the greatest diversity of breeding bird species of any North 

American landscape type. Fischer notes that riparian area bird population 

density may be double that of surrounding areas, with eighty-two percent of 

native species utilizing riparian zones.  

Riparian area bird populations are highly characteristic of riparian 

zone environments and intimately tied to riparian zone specific vegetation. 

The numbers of riparian bird species onsite are closely linked to the health, 

composition and area extent of riparian vegetation.  

The health of riparian area bird populations serves as a strong 

indicator of the health of riparian zones, which provide a slew of critical 

services to human beings and the greater ecosystem, including flood control, 
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water quality and quantity protection, fisheries habitat value and climate 

change mitigation. It can also be argued that exceptionally high quality 

timber may be extracted with great care from moist, fertile areas near to 

riparian zones, along with agricultural products. 

Yet, the indicators and guidelines by which we address the protection 

of riparian areas are inadequate as fisheries based riparian guidelines are too 

narrow and fail to address the extent and composition of riparian habitat that 

is required to sustain native birds. Riparian areas are also among the most 

pressured due to poor environmental and spatial planning. A resulting lack 

of spatial planning to prioritize riparian area protection leads to a significant 

loss of bird populations. 

Riparian Area Summary List of Design Principles 

The key site design guidelines Planning for Bird Habitat Protection 

offers for application to coastal environments such as shorelines are as 

follows: 

1: Adequate riparian buffers – fifty to one hundred and fifty meters 

2: Proper structural diversity, canopy cover and vegetation composition 

Riparian Area Site Design Principle Descriptions  

1: Firstly, riparian areas of fifty to one hundred and fifty meters (Fischer 

2000), Environmental Law Institute (2003) (as shown in Figures 17 and 18, 

below) will protect a much greater range of ecological values than thirty 

meter fisheries allowances. Fischer notes that narrow riparian zones will 

only support local birds and not sensitive migrants.  

While it is not feasible to protect such wide buffers in many places, 

Planning for Bird Habitat Protection merely lays out these findings with the 

view that since riparian areas are so valuable, they should be a priority for 

targeted conservation measures including parks acquisition. Fischer calls for 

one hundred meter buffers where avian conservation is a management goal.  

 



  

23 

  

 

Figure 22: Bird Friendly Riparian Area Site Design Plan View (Stephens, 2017) 

Spatial planning to cluster development and increase riparian buffers 

through available local government policy is thus of high value. Riparian 

areas warrant concentrated environmental protection measures.  

2: Secondly, riparian area vegetation should consist of a healthy, structurally 

diverse ecosystem with adequate canopy cover and a healthy root system. 

Figure 18 (below) depicts a cross section of a riparian area with great shade 

tree placement, proper canopy cover and a range of vegetation structural 

stages including shrub and tree to support a full range of nesting species. 
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Figure 23: Bird Friendly Riparian Area Site Design Cross Section (Stephens, 2017) 
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Habitat Section Five: Grassland, Desert & Sparsely Vegetated Zones 

 

Figure 24: Okanagan Grassland Bird Habitat (Stephens, 2017) 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 25: Savannah Sparrow 

(Rainforest Tours, n.d.) 

Figure 26: Snow Buntings 

(Dave Erickson, n.d.) 
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Characteristic Grassland, Desert & Sparsely Vegetated Zone Bird Species: 

• Savannah Sparrow 

• Lark Sparrow 

• Long-billed Curlew 

• Swainson’s Hawk 

• Western Meadowlark 

• Snow Bunting 

 

 

Characteristic Grassland, Desert & Sparsely Vegetated Zone Vegetation: 

• Sandberg Bluegrass 

• Western Fescue 

• Big Sagebrush 

• Antelope-brush 

• Prickly Pear Cactus 

• Nodding Onion 

 

Grassland Site Design Summary 

Grasslands and sparsely vegetated areas are characterized by spatially 

extensive expanses of usually short plant species. These open areas are often 

rich in native avian biological diversity sensitive to changes in their specific 

environment to which they are adapted. Human impacts from land use 

changes, fragmentation and disturbance can significantly impact native bird 

species in grasslands, dunes, deserts, rock outcrops and coastal sparsely 

vegetated zones. Many of these bird species are specialties sought by 

visiting birders and ecotourists. 

Grassland Summary List of Design Principles 

The site design elements for grasslands recommended by Planning for 

Bird Habitat Protection are as follows, depicted in Figure 20 below: 

1: Grassland and sparsely vegetated landscape patch size minimums of 

between ten and twenty hectares to maintain sufficient habitat area 
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2: Grassland and sparsely vegetated area connectivity maintained via 

corridors 

3: Disturbance minimizing densification of development patterns 

4: Ecologically sensitive trail location and anti-disturbance fencing to avoid 

disturbance of ground nesting bird species and sensitive vegetation 

 

Figure 27: Bird Friendly Grassland & Desert Site Design Plan View (Stephens, 2017) 

Grassland Site Design Principle Descriptions 

1: Firstly, grassland birds depend on sufficient area to forage, nest and rest 

without the fragmentation associated pressures of increased predation, 

habitat loss and increased territorial competition. 
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Maintaining natural grassland areas as viable bird habitats presents a 

similar set of needs to forested environments.  

2: Secondly, grassland environments should be connected by corridors 

linking viable habitat patches to facilitate movement of migratory and 

resident species.  

3: Thirdly, densified development patterns clustered avoid the splintering of 

grassland areas into small patches. Such measures can be achieved through 

density bonusing and zoning, while park plans can set out protection of key 

open areas next to developed spaces.  

4: Fourthly, the use of posted signage, light fencing and boardwalks serves 

to steer access and facilitate viewing in a way that prevents trampling and 

disturbance of nests and foraging grassland birds. Due to the open nature of 

grassland environments, many sensitive species are profoundly vulnerable to 

disturbance.  

 

Habitat Section Six: Urban Environments 

 

Figure 28: Bird Friendly Native Vegetation at Dockside Green (Stephens, 2017) 
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Figure 29: Habitat Island, False Creek, Vancouver (Stephens, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30: White-crowned Sparrow 

(Dave Erickson, n.d.) 

Figure 31: Bewick’s Wren 

(Rainforest Tours, n.d.) 



  

30 

  

Characteristic Urban Environment Bird Species: 

• Peregrine Falcon 

• White-crowned Sparrow 

• Black-capped Chickadee 

• Bushtit 

• American Robin 

• Bewick’s Wren 

 

Characteristic Urban Environment Vegetation: 

• Coastal Douglas-fir 

• Pacific Dogwood 

• Shore Pine 

• Nootka Rose  

• Salal 

• Garry Oak 

 

 

Figure 32: Vegetation Devoid “Greenway” Needing Native Plants (Stephens, 2016) 
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Urban Area Site Design Summary 

Urban environments make up an increasing portion of the landscape 

and also tend to occupy some of the most sensitive and ecologically diverse 

lowland environments in British Columbia (North American Bird 

Conservation Initiative Canada 2012). As urban environments lack of proper 

habitat protection through site design, park planning and infrastructure 

protection, many native bird species are being displaced due to the failure of 

expanding urban areas to incorporate their required habitat (City of 

Vancouver 2015).  

However, under local government jurisdiction, bird friendly planning 

and policy development addressing urban parks, greenways, public building 

grounds, green buffers and the larger fabric of the urban environment 

present an opportunity to address the urban bird habitat problem and make 

urban areas homes of native songbirds, doves, woodpeckers, raptors and 

shorebirds, not just pigeons, starlings, crows and gulls. 

Urban Area Summary List of Design Principles 

The site design elements for urban environments and urban habitat 

elements recommended by Planning for Bird Habitat Protection are as 

follows, depicted in Figure 22, below:  

1:  Core Habitat Patch Protection 

2: Maintenance of Connectivity  

3: Densification & Greening of Developments 

4: Rain Garden Installation & Watershed Protection 

5: Use of Urban Trails & Boardwalks to reduce human impacts 

6: Greening of Public & Commercial Spaces 

7: Avoidance of sterile, manicured green spaces in favor of native vegetation 

and natural structural diversity 

8: Anti-building collision technology 



  

32 

  

 

Figure 33: Bird Friendly Site Design: Wood & Water City Landscape View (Stephens, 

2017) 

Urban Area Site Design Principle Descriptions  

1: Maintain core areas of habitat in urban areas, consisting of more sufficient 

buffers around wetlands and riparian areas and viable patches of forest and 

grassland to sustain characteristic native bird species. 

2: Utilize urban linear spaces such as transportation and power corridors, 

walkways, vacant lands and boulevards as corridors through native 

vegetation planting and as spaces to contribute to meeting urban forest 

canopy targets. 
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3: Densification of development patterns to make way for a network of site 

appropriate buildings interspersed with greenways and park networks. 

4: Use of rain gardens, urban wetlands and wetland buffers to reduce runoff 

5: Urban trails and boardwalks to reduce and steer foot traffic, facilitating 

viewing while reducing impacts on popular but sensitive natural urban 

environments.  

6: Greening of commercial public space, squares and parking lot margins. 

Placement of natural features such as wetlands in between parking lot areas 

to go from gray to green. 

7: Replanting of native shrubbery amongst native urban trees in urban parks 

and corridors, rather than the sterile “parked out” mix of mowed grass and 

ornamental trees that is relatively devoid of native birds. Focusing on gray to 

green approaches through use of native plants to make the city a network of 

native vegetation cumulatively able to support a richer diversity of bird 

species. 

8: Use of engineering techniques capable of limiting reflection patterns that 

contribute to tall building bird strikes with use of lights out campaigns to 

further limit bird strikes. 
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Planning for Bird Habitat Protection Policy Options 

Local governments have a variety of excellent policy options 

available to address bird habitat protection within their boundaries as laid 

out in the Green Bylaws Toolkit (The Stewardship Center for BC 2007). 

These policy options are ideally suited to bird conservation and are awaiting 

the specific design guidelines contained within Planning for Bird Habitat 

Protection. Local governments hold strong, broad yet highly specific powers 

under the Local Government Act (RSBC 2015) and related legislation that 

place bird habitat protection through effective site planning well within the 

jurisdiction of local government planning.  

Equipped with the clear, science based site design guidelines designed 

to allow planners to accommodate bird habitat needs in site plans addressing 

diverse habitat types found within local government jurisdictions, local 

governments are now increasingly able to utilize broad yet highly specific 

powers. 

The ideal policy options by which the site design guidelines and habitat 

protection recommendations laid out in this booklet can be accommodated 

and effectively addressed in planning are as follows: 

• Development Permit Area Designations  

• Official Community Plans 

• Zoning Bylaws, including Conservation Zoning 

• Urban Forest Strategies 

• Parks Master Plans 

• Comprehensive Development Plans 

• Density Bonusing 

• Environmentally Sensitive Area Designations 

• Form and Character Guidelines 

• Screening Guidelines 
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Conclusion 

Planning for Bird Habitat Protection is the first guidebook of its type, 

emerging to fill a key gap and opportunity in planning: the provision of 

clear, simple, science based guidelines providing site design guidelines 

covering conservation of habitat for representative range of native species 

from different habitat types, specifically linked to viable, feasible and 

reasonable local government policy options. 

It is the vision of the author that this work offers a pragmatic and 

powerful step forward in providing the clear, concise and practical 

information that local governments need to move forward in making cost 

effective and environmentally sustainable decisions through efficient, 

effective and well informed land use planning. Planning for Bird Habitat 

Protection accommodates the needs of Local Governments, Developers and 

Planners to exercise informed spatial planning practices and site design to 

conserve the most important sites for avian species. 
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