
By Jim Mosher

Birder Charlie McPherson guid-
ed me on a tour of Netley-Libau 
Marsh June 2012. The marsh is a 
transition between the inflowing 
Red River and Lake Winnipeg in 
Manitoba, Canada. Lake Winnipeg 
is the tenth largest freshwater lake 
in the world, by surface area.

McPherson is a volunteer bird 
counter. We log the avian inhab-
itants of the marsh, as we idle 
in McPherson’s aluminum punt 
through the bays and channels. 

Charlie now angles his punt into an 
island of reeds. We are speechless 
as he slowly stands and steadies 
himself. He puts binoculars to his 
eyes. He knows the songs of many 
marsh birds.

He calls out the names of the seen 
and unseen. I jot them down pho-
netically because Charlie’s identi-
fications come in quick succession. 

The marsh in an important migra-
tory flyway. Sadly, its habitat has 
been undermined as inflows from 
the mighty Red River have carved 
new channels and created large 
bays where once marsh vegetation 
flourished. That vegetation loss 
has all but crippled the marsh as a 
functioning coastal wetland, scien-
tists say.

The health of the marsh is related 
to the health of the lake into which 
it flows. Functioning wetlands 
provide an important ecological 
service: they take up nutrients, in-
cluding nitrogen and phosphorus. 
Cattails and other marsh plants use 
the nutrients for their life functions 
and capture them in their extensive 
roots systems. But with the loss of 
vegetation that salutary benefit is 
reduced.

This is particularly important in the 
case of Lake Winnipeg. The lake is 
in the midst of a process call eutro-
phication. This process ultimately 
ends in death, but limnologists 
have demonstrated that, with the 
right regimen of nutrient reduc-
tion, lakes can rebound.

The marsh is an enchanting natural 
habitat. Bald eagles sit high above, 
scanning for prey. Pelicans bob in 
the water.

Charlie points out a handful of 
Western grebes riding along the 
gentle waves. There’s a playful pair 
over there; nearby, others occasion-
ally dive into the water for a bite to 
eat. The grebes call the marsh home. 
There are other internationally im-
portant birds that stop each year at 
the marsh during migrations from 
as far away as South America.

“It is a very important spring mi-
gration corridor for Baltimore ori-
oles, Rose-breasted grosbeaks, war-
blers, sparrows, swallows, snipes, 
blue-jays and such,” Charlie says. 
“They fly up the Mississippi fly-
way to the Red River and follow it 
north to the marsh and then truck 
on through the marsh to the lake 
and points northward.”

But many birds — seasonal breed-
ers and migratory birds — have vir-
tually disappeared from the marsh.

“This part of the marsh should be 
full of yellow-headed blackbirds. 
I haven’t found one,” Charlie la-
ments as we begin our day-long 
journey counting the many spe-
cies of birds at home in the marsh. 
“Black-crowned night herons 
are not around anymore, either. 
They’ve moved to high water up 
Netley Creek. (The creek flows into 
the marsh from the west.)”

Charlie has been documenting bird 
life in the marsh for three years. He 
identifies birds by sight and sound. 
“There. Write down Common yel-
low throat,” he says. “I didn’t see it 
but I heard it.”

Each bird has a distinctive call or 
song. Birding is about training the 
eyes and ears to distinguish the 
many different patterns — patterns 
and colouring of feathers, wing-

span, feet; patterns of sound.

The marsh is an International Bird 
Area (IBA), one of 38 in the prov-
ince, 600 across Canada. McPher-
son also conducts surveys for the 
province but only documents sea-
sonal breeders in the various des-
ignated 10-km squares that are part 
of Manitoba’s breeding bird atlas 
initiative. There are 7,000 such 10-
km squares in Manitoba.

The health of the marsh is being un-
dermined due to perennial flood-
ing from the Red River. McPherson 
also believes Manitoba Hydro’s 
regulation of lake levels is a threat 
because the marsh does not have a 
chance to be drawn down. That’s 
a principal reason vegetation in 
the marsh is not regenerating as it 
would naturally.

High water in the marsh has killed 
trees that were once common here. 
That’s eliminated nesting and 
perching grounds for many birds.

Birding is catching on as a hobby 
for outdoor enthusiasts. “It’s a 
$1-billion industry — bigger than 
golf,” Charlie says.

Charlie’s become a birdwatching 
trainer. He has taken bird enthusi-
asts out to the marsh. He’d like to 
expand his marsh tours to include 
children to teach them about the 
marsh and why it’s a critical piece 

in the overall ecological puzzle of 
both a healthy marsh-lake system 
and a home to migratory and other 
birds.

The International Institute for Sus-
tainable Development has pushed 
a project to harvest cattails in the 
marsh for biofuel. It believes that 
would make space for regenera-
tion of the marsh. That’s important 
because the marsh has been losing 
vegetation. Scientists studying the 
marsh say that vegetation loss has 
undermined the marsh’s ability to 
function as a healthy coastal wet-
land.

“Although only an idea (still), some 
of the thinking at the recent Lake 
Winnipeg Foundation conference 
was to winter harvest 75% of each 
cattail and 60% of the marsh; turn 
the harvested material into pellets; 
burn it as a biofuel, reducing coal 
consumption; reclaim the globally 
limited phosphorus in the ash and 
re-use it as a fertilizer,” explains 
McPherson. 

“Harvesting 75% of each cattail 
and 60% of the marsh would leave 
one to two feet of stubble field. 
Wind tides can be three feet. All 
cattail nesting birds within the har-
vested area would be or could be 
wiped out. Some of the new think-
ing, since winter harvesting would 
be costly and impractical, is to har-
vest ditches and marshes upland 
instead.”

Charlie opposes the harvesting 
plan. “My contention is we don’t 
dare harvest the cattails. We need 
them,” he says. The dead cattails 
serve as nesting sites for birds and 
protection for such migratory birds 
as snow geese.

Who knows where it all will lead.

Charlie hopes for the best. He be-
lieves his efforts will amount to 
something. It’s all, he says, about 
appreciating our natural environ-
ment as a sacred trust.
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