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Mission: To conserve wild birds of Canada through sound science, on-the-ground 

actions, innovative partnerships, public engagement, and science-based advocacy.
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(at the base of Long Point, Lake Erie)

 

I have the privilege of working at Bird Studies Canada. If 
you’re not familiar, Bird Studies Canada is the number 
one go-to organization for anything to do with bird 
monitoring and conservation in Canada. 
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What Bird Studies Canada is most known for is citizen 
science. One of our most popular citizen science 
programs is the Marsh Monitoring Program or MMP for 
short. We started the MMP in different regions of 
Canada at different times shown here. The Great Lakes 
MMP, which operates in Ontario and the Great Lakes 
states, has run the longest, every year since 1995. And 
this program is, of course, the topic of today’s 
presentation. 
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To give a sense of coverage, here’s the points that have 
been surveyed in at least one year by all of Bird Studies 
Canada’s regional MMPs. It’s an impressive number of 
points across a very broad area. About 60% of these 
points are surveyed annually. 
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(2009) Waterbirds 32: 203-215

(2011) Waterbirds 34: 319-346

 

Each of our regional MMPs closely follows the 
experimental design recommendations and field 
protocols of the North American Marsh Bird Monitoring 
Program, which Bird Studies Canada helped develop. 
This means we can do Canada-wide analysis across all of 
our regional MMPs, or roll all of our Canadian MMP data 
up into the North American database.  
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The Great Lakes MMP also monitors frogs. And for this, 
we closely follow the guidelines of the North American 
Amphibian Monitoring Program, again, which Bird 
Studies Canada also helped develop. And which comes 
with all of the same benefits as following the 
standardized bird protocols. 
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Projects:

 

Bird Studies Canada has used MMP data for various 
projects, some of which you see here. These include 
long-term population trends, habitat associations, and 
marsh bird indicators of wetland health, among a 
number of other applications useful for conservation of 
wetland birds, as well as frogs. 
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1. Collect lots of data!

3. Publish “a paper or two.”

Conservation 
outcomes

2. Engage lots of people.

 

And that’s all fine and dandy, BUT a citizen science 
monitoring program like the Great Lakes MMP is only as 
good as the conservation outcomes it achieves or 
contributes to on the ground. In other words, you can 
gather piles and piles of data until you’re entirely 
inundated with it, and you can engage and educate lots 
of participants, and you can even publish a peer-
reviewed paper or two, and that’s all important in and of 
itself. But at that point one really hasn’t taken advantage 
of the full power of the program for achieving 
conservation outcomes. The trick is to go over and 
beyond, and this is what I believe sets a good citizen 
science program apart from an excellent one. How to get 
from good to excellent is what I intend to focus on here 
using the Great Lakes MMP as a case example... 
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Outline:
• Background

• What makes it good?

• What makes it excellent?

• What’s the formula for 

successful conservation?

 

Here’s where we’re headed. First, a little more 
background. Then, what makes the Great Lakes MMP a 
good citizen science monitoring program, followed by 
what I think makes it not just a good but an excellent 
citizen science program. I’ll end by summarizing what I 
believe is the formula that makes the Great Lakes MMP 
especially effective for achieving useful conservation 
outcomes. 
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1: Assess populations of marsh birds and 

frogs at scales ranging from individual 

marshes to the entire Great Lakes basin.

Virginia Rail. By Jim Richards.

 

First, a bit more background on the Great Lakes MMP. 
The program has evolved over the years, but has always 
strived to achieve four main objectives: [read them from 
the slide].  
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2: Investigate links between marsh birds 

and frogs and habitat.

Sora. By Jim Richards.
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3: Contribute to conservation management 

and planning.
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4: Increase awareness of the importance of 

wetlands.
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Here’s the locations where surveys have been done in at 
least one year; they’re spread throughout the Great 
Lakes Basin, which is shown by the whitish blob. Better 
coverage in the southern portion of the Basin than in the 
north because there’s more available volunteers in the 
south. 
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Here’s the type of sample sizes we get. Over 1000 points 
surveyed for birds and/or frogs per year shown by the 
black line; about 800 each for birds and for frogs shown 
by the coloured lines. 
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This is a tremendous amount of effort. We estimate that 
volunteer participants in the Great Lakes MMP provide  
well over 100 k per year in-kind, which adds up to nearly 
3 million in-kind over the past couple of decades. 
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We archive all of the Great Lakes MMP data in our 
secure Nature Counts online system. This system has an 
automated data request portal, so partners or the public 
can efficiently retrieve the data if they want it. Our 
Nature Counts system is the Canadian node of the Avian 
Knowledge Network, so folks find out about the program 
from across the content. 
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So that covers the basics of the program, Now we can 
move on...Just what is it that makes the program good? 
Well, there’s actually nothing all that surprising here. 
One can make a good citizen science monitoring program 
by following some basic guidelines, which Bird Studies 
Canada has been using and applying to our programs 
since the 1970s. These common-sense guidelines were 
nicely summarized about a decade ago in the journal 
BioScience by some folks at the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology. The guidelines include things like [read 
some from the slide]. These things are all important, and 
following them definitely results in a good program. 
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For example, some of us applied these guidelines to 
develop the URBAN bio-monitoring program in Hamilton, 
part of which involved the Great Lakes MMP. The 
guidelines served us extremely well for that purpose. But 
the basic guidelines only get one so far towards 
achieving useful conservation outcomes.  
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MASTER CONTROL

Great Lakes MMP Conservation Success

 

What is it, then, that pushes a citizen science monitoring 
program like the Great Lakes MMP closer to its 
maximum potential? And why aren’t the basic or typical 
guidelines not enough?  
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I presented my thoughts on this in a talk this past 
summer at the International Ornithological Congress in 
Vancouver. But while preparing for today’s talk, I found a 
much better and more thorough treatment than I had 
done... 
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I was quite happy to learn that most of my ideas were 
recently summarized by some folks in Australia, in this 
article in Australian Zoologist, and in a more-detailed 
accompanying booklet. These articles aren’t directed 
towards citizen science per se, but the concepts I believe 
might as well be. I mean, right on, it’s nice to feel like you 
might be on to something now and again when others 
have the same ideas...So here’s the trick that gets a 
program from good to excellent... 
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Constant Innovation

Stakeholder buy-in

Communications Partnerships

Maintain / Increase

Adaptations

 

In its most basic form, the trick involves constant 
innovation, in all areas, and at all levels of the program. 
This constant innovation is required to continually 
uphold stakeholder buy-in to the program. The idea is to 
make the program as useful for as many stakeholders as 
possible. That way stakeholders want the program; 
ideally they may even feel they need the program as 
much as you do. The three most obvious ways to uphold 
stakeholder buy-in is through: [read slide]. Although as 
we shall see, I believe that partnerships are the probably 
the number one best way to go from good to excellent. 
Allow me to illustrate with some Great Lakes MMP 
examples... 
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Diverse communications are key. As I alluded to before, 
it’s great if you can publish a peer-reviewed paper or two 
using data from the program. To date, we’ve published 
11 peer-reviewed papers based on Great Lakes MMP 
data. But these aren’t nearly enough; they’re just the 
beginning. These papers form a great base from which 
one can innovatively spread the word of the program to 
the max. Here’s all of the many diverse ways that we go 
over and beyond to regularly communicate the results of 
the Great Lakes MMP: [read slide]. 
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Be adaptive. This can take many forms. Here’s two 
examples. In 2008, the North American Marsh Bird 
Monitoring Program came out with a standardized marsh 
bird monitoring field survey protocol, which I mentioned 
previously. Our field protocol at the time didn’t fully 
meet the standards. But we hustled and made the 
necessary changes quickly so that we did meet the 
standards. Huge stakeholder buy-in as a result. In 2012, 
ECCC did a comprehensive review of all bird monitoring 
programs in Canada. A criticism of the Great Lakes MMP 
sampling design came out of this exercise. We got on top 
of this quickly and made necessary changes. Again, a 
huge boost in stakeholder buy-in as a result. 
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But as I mentioned earlier, partnerships I believe are the 
most important, especially because they seem to be the 
best way to achieve on-the-ground conservation. Here’s 
four examples of how Bird Studies Canada has cultivated 
some very fruitful partnership to substantially increase 
stakeholder buy-in to the Great Lakes MMP and achieve 
some very useful conservation outcomes. We supply 
Great Lakes MMP data to the Committee on the Status 
of Endangered Wildlife in Canada, or COSEWIC for short, 
to assesses species and make recommendations on how 
species should be listed or not listed under Canada’s 
SARA. The decision to list Least Bittern as threatened, for 
example, was made based almost solely on GLMMP 
data. These decisions then result in a long list of 
conservation actions, and funding to support them.  
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We feed Great Lakes MMP data in various creative ways 
shown here into the State of the Great Lakes Report, a 
requirement of the Government of Canada under the 
Canada-US Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement. This 
one is fantastic because as it draws bi-national 
stakeholder buy-in from both ECCC and the USEPA who 
are responsible for the report. It also reaches a whole 
host of diverse audiences and fuels actions to clean up 
the lakes. 
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Photo by Janice Gilbert.

 

We work closely with the Ontario Eastern Habitat Joint 
Venture, and OMNRF in particular. As a result of this 
partnership, we’re using Great Lakes MMP data to 
monitor marsh breeding birds and frogs both before and 
after control of non-native invasive Phragmites at various 
locations. This helps the various partners of the EHJV 
with a particular need that they have, increases 
stakeholder buy-in, and will help fuel further on-the-
ground conservation in light of habitat degradation due 
to invasives.   
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And lastly, one of our most fruitful partnerships has been 
with Ducks Unlimited Canada. We work with them to 
identify useful science products they need for their 
wetland conservation work. We’ve even co-authored 
papers together to produce these products, one of which 
you see here, which I presented here at this conference 
last year. More recently we’ve been working together to 
use Great Lakes MMP data to help identify new marsh-
nesting bird priority habitat areas in Ontario to help DUC 
and the EHJV move towards all-bird conservation, which 
is the map you see here. Invaluable buy-in here from 
DUC and the EHJV... 
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Okay, we’ve covered quite a bit here. What I’d like to do 
with the remaining time is reiterate the main points. The 
Great Lakes MMP is a good citizen science program. Bird 
Studies Canada made it good by following the basic 
citizen science guidelines. With this we’ve [read slide]. 
But to make the Great Lakes MMP an excellent program 
we needed to go over and beyond this... 
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The over and beyond boils down to constant innovation, 
particularly in the areas of diverse communications, 
being adaptive, and cultivating fruitful partnerships that 
lead to useful science products that in turn bring about 
on-the-ground conservation outcomes.  
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I believe that if the basic guidelines for citizen science 
programs are followed, in combination with going over 
and beyond in the form of constant innovation, one will 
achieve not just a good citizen science monitoring 
program but an excellent citizen science monitoring 
program. Bird Studies Canada has been very fortunate, I 
think, to achieve this with the Great Lakes MMP... 
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Past Funders and Supporters:

Audubon Society

Brant Waterways Foundation

Great Lakes Sustainability Fund

Great Lakes United

Kenneth M Molson Foundation

Ontario Nature

Ontario Stewardship

Ontario Trillium Foundation

TD Friends of the Env. Foundation

Wetland Habitat Fund

US Environmental Protection Agency

US Great Lakes Protection Fund

The Great Lakes MMP is a program of Bird 
Studies Canada

 

Thank you very much. 
 
 

 


