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The Butcherbird of the Prairies

Carolyn Gaudet | Saskatchewan Prairie Conservation Action Plan (5K PCAP)

The Loggerhead Shrike may look like a
small, harmless songbird, but it is actually

a fierce and skilled hunter.

Songbird or Bird of Prey

Shrikes behave much like birds of prey.
They often perch high in trees, on fence
posts or wires, scanning for movement
before swooping down on prey. They may
also hunt from the ground, flashing their
wings to startle the prey out of hiding.

Shrikes also have adaptations like a
hooked bill with a pair of sharp notches
along the upper cutting edge (called
tomial teeth), similar to those of falcons
and raptors, which they use to grasp prey
by the neck, to either sever the spinal cord
or vigorously shake their prey to break its
neck. Shrikes can kill and carry prey their
own size, camrying larger prey in their feet
and smaller prey in their beak.
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An adult Loggerhead Shrike percheson a

fence post. Photo courtesy of © Ashley Vass,
MNature Saskatchewan

Despite their raptor-like habits and
adaptations, shrikes are actually songbirds
with relatively delicate feet, adapted for
perching. Lacking the powerful talons of
hawlks or falcons, shrikes will secure their
catch by impaling their prey on sharp
objects such as thorns, barbed wire, or
the forks of branches. This allows them
to hold their prey in place while they
feed and has earned them the nickname
“butcherbird.”

In addition to being a mechanical solution,
a cache of impaled prey items can provide
food stores during the breeding season

when more energy 't -w-l—' = old orchards, riparian
is needed. They areas including river
can also be used floodplains, desert

to attract a mate, scrublands, sand plains
showing that the and dunes, savannas,

bird is a capable and
resourceful provider.

Shrikes are valuable
for pest control;
feeding on insects,
amphibians, reptiles,
small mammals

and birds—most
often grasshoppers, beetles and rodents.
Primanly, they eat insects during the
breeding season and more lizards,
snakes, frogs, birds, and small mammals
when wintering in Southern United States
and Mexico.

Spotting a Shrike

The name loggerhead comes from its
unusually large head in relation toits
body. It also has a distinctive black facial
mask with a hooked bill. Male and female
are similar with a grey head and back;
white belly: black wings with white wing
patches; and black tail with white outer
tail feathers. Juveniles, leaving the nest in
mid-July, have light greyish-brown bars on
the breast and sides, and they have a less
prominent fadal mask.

The Loggerhead Shrike is not to be
confused with the Northern Shrike, which
is a separate species that breeds in the far
north, in the shrubby, semi-open taiga

in Alaska and across Northern Canada.
Morthern shrikes will winter in the Prainies,
induding 5askatchewan and the Morthern
United States, when the Loggerhead
Shrikes have migrated south.,

The Shrike's Habitat

Logagerhead Shrikes live in open country
with short vegetation and scattered
shrubs or low trees, particularly those
with spines or thoms, like buffaloberry,
hawthom, chokecherry, and willow,

for nesting and perching. They are
commonly found in agrcultural fields,
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A caterpillar impaled on a barbed wire
fence. Photo courtesy of © Emily Putz,
Mature Saskatchewan

prairies, golf courses,
and cemeteries. They
are often seen along
mowed roadsides,
using fence lines

and utility poles as
perches. This shrike
has adapted to

the conversion of
grassland to farmland by using active and
abandoned farmyards and shelterbelts.

Shrike Conservation

Loggerhead Shrikes in Saskatchewan

are considered Threatened due to the
population dedines since the 1960s, with
up to 80 per cent of the population lost
across their range. The most common
threats to their population include the
cultivation of habitat in wintering areas
and breeding areas, over use of pesticides,
and collisions with vehicles.

How You Can Help:

1. Maintain grassland pastures at least
aquarter section in size, preferably
near other grasslands.

2. Moderate grazing intensities,
durations, and frequencies between
May and October to create a mosaic
of shorter and taller grasses within
a pasture.

3. Plant trees and shrubs in areas
where they already exist such
as upgrading shelterbelts or in
abandoned farmsteads.

Mature Saskatchewan has a voluntary,
non-binding program called *Shrubs for
Shrikes,” that encourages landowners and
land managers to conserve habitat for

Loggerhead Shrikes. More information on
Shrubs for Shrikes can be found at

www.naturesask.ca/stewards-of-sask/
sl’lruhu;—fur—sh-ikes*
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