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I see it all in my garden from fights, to courting 
and mating– those Brown-headed Cowbirds are 
shameless. I was lucky enough to be outside on April 
19 when about 600 snow geese flew over on their way 
to Alaska, all trumpeting away. By far the greatest 
excitement was May 27 – while on the stepladder 
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In the last two months, Bowen Islanders have 
experienced an explosion of bio-mass—the 
awakening of spring—as the vegetation unfolds. 
Bright green leaves, like solar panels, have kick-
started photosynthesis in plants, breathing in carbon 
dioxide and exhaling life-giving oxygen.

In this issue of the Bowenian, we want to explore 
how the wild beauty of Bowen Island is integral to 
our lives, both as individuals and as a community. 
When we walk in the forest we enter into pre-history. 
The sword ferns and bracken ferns have been on 
the earth for over 300 million years. The Douglas 
fir, cedar and other conifers came after that time; 
they are the evolutionary link between the ferns 
and flowering plants, such as salmonberry and 
oceanspray. 

Douglas squirrels and their ancestors have been 

living on Douglas-fir trees for a million years. In the 
older forests on Bowen Island, you can see their work 
in the summer, stripping fir cones down to a core, 
eating the seeds and then dropping the cone scales 
and spent cores from high up in the trees - the forest 
floor is littered with them. 

Other mammals including humans are at home in 
the forest also. That is why Nature is a mirror which 
reveals to us who we really are, where we came from, 
and why there is an inherent love of nature among 
humans, sometimes referred to as “biophilia”. The 
absence of nature in an individual’s life can make a 
person ill with what has been called “nature deficit 
disorder”. The quality of our life as a community is 
also in direct proportion to our living in harmony with 
the natural world.

On Bowen Island, as elsewhere, our human 

settlement pattern has so often upset that balance 
but the story is not always dismal. In Irene Howard’s 
history of our island, she writes that early settlers 
recall that herring could be found piled on the sand 
bars in Snug Cove when the tide went out. Now, 
herring are returning once again to Howe Sound, 
thanks to the efforts of the Squamish Streamkeepers, 
and this year their work will expand to Bowen Island 
due to the efforts of our own Fish and Wildlife Club. 
Pacific White–sided Dolphins have been seen for the 
first time in decades, and Bald Eagles are flourishing 
as pulp mill pollution has diminished in the Sound. 
Bowen’s marine life includes abundant beds of 
eelgrass, blue mussels and bull kelp. For more on 
the island’s underwater wonders see the Bowenian 
article on page 4. Bowen’s south shoreline possesses 
the best example of an intact coastal bluff ecosystem 
on the eastern side of the Strait of Georgia (see page 
3), sustaining many rare and threatened species of 
plants and birds. 

The articles in this issue of the Bowenian are about 
why Bowen Island is a special place. These stories 
show us how the natural world is like music; the more 
we learn about our island home, the more we can 
appreciate its beauty.       



installing a hanging basket, I heard wind through 
feathers but not the usual rhythmic sound of Raven 
wings. I turned to see two eagles, talons locked 
together, whirling downward just 25 ft. away, releasing 
their grip only inches above our fence. One veered off 
crashing through a small tree, the other disappeared 
behind the fence followed by a sickening thwack as 
it hit the rocks. By the time I reached the end of the 
fence expecting to find it winded at the very least, it 
had vanished. I continued searching and suddenly 
felt the draft as it skimmed my head chasing after its 
mate.

In spring as the birds return from their winter haunts, 
I start listening for their songs. The bird list for my 
property stands at 71 species. By recording the dates 
on which they return, I can see if they are earlier or 
later than usual. Occasionally, there’s the excitement 
of a rarity; until a couple of days ago, the Savannah 
Sparrow (a species of special concern) was the closest 
I’d come to rare this year but on May 25 a Ringed 
Turtle-Dove stopped by. I shouldn’t really count this 
old world species now kept as a caged bird in North 
America – he’s likely an escapee from someone’s 
aviary. I’d hate to miss the ones who stop to rest and 
refuel for only a day or two before moving further 
north. This year, appearing reluctant to go even 
further north in such a cold, wet spring, the Gold-
crowned Sparrows (high count of 24!) stayed for 3 
weeks until May 18. Their song is haunting especially 
when heard during the early morning or late evening 
of a showery day. So far twenty-one species that I 
don’t see during the winter have now returned to my 
garden. 

The Joy of Birding

Awakening to Nature

Many people believe that there are strong 
environmental laws on Bowen Island because of the 
still abundant wild beauty of the island. But that 
impression would be wrong. 

To the extent that successive generations have 
preserved the island’s natural environment it 
has been mostly because the Official Community 
Plan (OCP) has mandated a generally low level of 
development density. As the population grows, there 
is now a need for more progressive regulation to 
ensure that Bowen’s special quality of life continues. 
Fortunately, our municipal council is setting out to 
rectify past omissions. Municipal council will bring the 
updated OCP to a public hearing on July 9th together 
with three new environmental bylaws that contain 
guidelines to manage development in watersheds 
and near sources of drinking water; to regulate 

 …continued on page 2

Salmonberry Flower Douglas Squirrel Sculpin in eelgrass bed

Council Takes Action 
on Vital Bylaws

 …continued on page 2
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Birding           continued…

Of those who stay until Fall, the ethereal and flute-
like song of Swainson’s Thrush is about the most 
beautiful; arriving on April 29, he has given only a call 
note until bursting into song on June 5. A McGillivray’s 
Warbler arrived on June 1 and sung his short, sweet 
jingle.  As there are fewer of them around here than a 
few years ago, he usually has to sing his head off for 
weeks before getting a mate.

The makers of the two most special sounds have 
yet to arrive - the Olive-sided Flycatcher and the 
Common Nighthawk. I always find myself wondering 
“will they come again this year”? The Olive-
sided has been saying “quick, three beers” in my 
neighbourhood for the last 7 summers and is the 
only one I’ve ever heard on Bowen. Infuriatingly, a 
developer removed the snag from which he sang 
most often despite being asked not to.  In 2007, the 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife 
in Canada (COSEWIC) added him to their growing 
list of species at risk. The other sound is that of the 
Common Nighthawk who differs from most of the 
returning song-birds in several ways—its call is an 

electronic-sounding beep given usually in the very 
early morning and very late evening. As the light 
fades and they are sweeping across the sky foraging 
for insects, listen for them to “boom”. The sound is 
made when air is forced through their feathers as 

building on steep slopes, and for conservation 
of those areas that are the most environmentally 
sensitive.   

Other municipalities in the lower mainland wish 
that they had protected their natural environment 
when it was still as rich as ours, and most have now 
enacted strict tree retention and riparian conservation 
bylaws. On Bowen Island however, the record of past 
municipal councils has been mixed, at best. 

Before municipal incorporation, the 1996 OCP 
introduced, for the first time, a permit system 
to guide land development in the Grafton Lake 
watershed and near streams on the island. But those 
guidelines have only a narrow application and do 
not ensure the island’s ecological integrity. About a 
decade ago, the council actually rescinded the steep 
slopes development permit requirement in order to 
redo the mapping, which until now has never been 
finished. For over ten years Bowen taxpayers have 
been at risk of legal liability for the destruction of 
potential landslides.

Meanwhile, provincial legislation and public concern 
has moved forward beyond these basic standards 
for managing development. The BC government has 
enacted laws that allow local governments to regulate 
land use to reduce greenhouse gases and to require 
landscaping with native plants to conserve energy 
use.

Ironically, the most important environmental 
legislation approved on Bowen Island in the last 
ten years probably wasn’t conceived with that 
intended purpose. Our local government’s Use of 
Streets bylaw prohibits removing any trees, shrubs 

or vegetation from the municipal road right-of-way 
without first obtaining a permit. To the extent that 
this bylaw is enforced, (and it has been in the past, 
including fines), it is a primary tool for preserving the 
rural character of Bowen’s “country roads”. Roadside 
greenery, in addition to being an aesthetic amenity, 
purifies water runoff, and acts as a wildlife corridor 
for small mammals. There are many references in the 
OCP about the value of native greenery along the 
island’s roads, but the Council could do more to work 
with land owners both to preserve natural roadside 
vegetation and to allow reasonable encroachment on 
the municipal right-of-way for certain purposes. 

Maintaining Bowen’s natural beauty as the population 
grows is a joint responsibility between land owners 
and local government. Stewardship of private 
property is one of the great pleasures of being a 
land owner but that right is accompanied by a duty 
to adhere to broader community values. So many 
negative environmental impacts are the result of 
well-meaning but ignorant actions; a land owner, for 
example, may want to “clean up” the underbrush 
without regard to how dead standing or fallen trees 
are crucial habitat for birds and mammals. 

Environmental values are essentially social, 
recognizing the interdependent web of life that 
sustains us as a community and in kinship with the 
natural world around us. These values must be 
protected by common action for the benefit of all. 
The environmental bylaws that this municipal council 
is bringing forward with the updated OCP are a long 
overdue initiative that meets that standard.               



Council Takes Action         continued… 

they pull up steeply from a dive. They are largely 
nocturnal and sleep lengthwise on low branches 
during the day where they are perfectly camouflaged, 
matching the bark. Like many of Bowen’s birds, their 
numbers are dropping and their COSEWIC status is 
“threatened”. Birds that forage on the wing for insects, 
especially high in the sky, are not doing as well these 
days. So many trees have been removed from their 
winter and summer habitats that their cover is blown, 
predation increases and there are fewer insects to 
eat. By contrast, Band-tailed Pigeons, which are Blue 
Listed, appear to be increasing gradually each year 
on Bowen; either that, or word has got around that I 
serve good millet!

Birds also eat berries and just love Salal berries, 
however, the deer eat the new shoots from the 
bushes so that they no longer flower and bear 
fruit. Since fencing part of my property, the bushes 
remaining within the fence have recovered and it’s a 
delight to see all the birds coming to stuff themselves 
with berries – we get a great close-up view right under 
the window while eating breakfast.



Pileated woodpeckers are common on Bowen. These crow-sized birds excavate nesting cavities in tree trunks which are later used for homes by a wide variety of 
wildlife including common mergansers. The family on the right has left its tree-hole nest to live on the water where the parent feeds the babies fresh fish.

Nests may be found in any wild area near your home. 
Here is a nest of young robins in an alder tree.

w w w . e c o a l l i a n c e . c a
Pro-Env i ronment  Wi th  At t i tude
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Those trees that can gain a toehold in the soil of a 
crevasse (such as the rare Seaside Juniper and shore 
pine) are often gnarled and twisted into unique 
shapes. Their roots and trunks help soil accumulate, 
creating the opportunity for other plants to grow.

Within the area of east Vancouver Island and the Gulf 
Islands, only .3% of the total land area is classified 
as coastal bluff ecosystem.  A recent report by Parks 
Canada (Henwood, 2010) writes that Bowen Island’s 
south shore coastal bluff is likely “the richest on the 
east coast of the Strait of Georgia and certainly the 
richest coastal site in the Metro Vancouver region.  
Its significance is further elevated due to the virtual 
absence of exotic species (Taylor 2005a)”.

Coastal Bluff ecosystems are characterized by a 
geography of rocky shoreline, islets and steep coastal 
cliffs with grasses, low-growing broad-leaved plants, 
moss and lichen. The life here must be able to 
withstand the relentless salt spray, the dearth of soil, 
the winds and the summer heat from which there is 
little shelter.

The harsh conditions in coastal bluff areas often 
limit the number of predators present, which makes 
them ideal nesting sites for certain birds (such as 
Black Oystercatchers, Turkey Vultures, and Brandt’s 
Cormorant), especially those which nest directly on 
the ground.

Coastal Bluff Ecosystems: What Are They 
and Why Should We Care?

 

                                        

Ecosystems are the source of important community 
benefits such as clean air, clean water, nutrient 
recycling and pollination – “services” that we take 
for granted.  So when you enjoy the beauty of those 
areas, be sure to tread lightly.   



A typical coastal bluff ecosystem on Bowen Island.

Bright yellow gumweed flower (above) attracts a 
skipper for a lunch break. Tough reindeer lichen is 
one of the typical small plants found here.

Learning from the Island Deer
Bowen Island’s black tailed deer are giving birth right 
at this time of year. The fawns with reddish-brown 
coats and white spots blend in with the fallen leaves 
on the forest floor.

Quickly becoming agile, a fawn remains close to its 
mother’s female group, consisting of her relatives 
and led by an older doe. These does will remain as a 
group and stay within a familiar area for most of their 
lives, unless destruction of the habitat or harassment 
forces them to relocate. 

Male deer, or bucks, leave the female group at 
around the age of 16 to 18 months and strike out to 
find a male bachelor group. Only bucks grow antlers 
and they challenge each other by battling with their 
antlers during the mating season in late autumn. 
However, from January to March, bucks lose their 
antlers and begin to grow new ones. 

Black tailed deer have a natural life span of 9 to 10 
years. Studies show that most does give birth every 
year and can breed as yearlings and give birth in 

their second year of life. 
The island’s deer thrive 
on the edge of forests 
where underbrush and 
grasslands are found. But 
in the winter, they shelter 
in the older growth forests 
which offer shallower 
snow, twigs and lichen for 
forage. 

It is significant for Bowen 
that the island deer show 
strong loyalty to their 
familiar range even if 
the characteristics of the 
habitat have changed. 
The deer adhere to 
established patterns 
and it is left to us to 
plan for their needs as 
a component of our 
growing community. That 
is why the proposed 
Environmentally Sensitive 
Areas Development 
Permit bylaw, which 
Council will bring to 
public hearing on July 
9th is such an important 
milestone in Bowen 

Island’s search for sustainability. One of the bylaw’s 
key objectives is to minimize disturbance to wildlife 
habitats in order to protect the ecological integrity of 
environmentally sensitive areas. 

Our own settlement patterns must pay more 
attention to the requirements of life for deer and the 
other animals with which we share the island.  



Spot the Deer: Deer come here to feed and escape 
predators.
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Are you drawn to Bowen Island’s natural beauty, abundant 
forests and island-community lifestyle? Would you be 
interested in preserving what you love about Bowen 
so your children’s children may also enjoy this tranquil 
haven?

We are the Bowen Island Eco-Alliance, Bowen’s oldest 
community service and environmental group. We are 
ordinary citizens, families, artists, writers and seniors who 
are deeply concerned about the rate of development 
and density on the island and wish to work toward greater 
protection and preservation of our natural landscapes.

Our organization has existed on Bowen Island for over 
sixty-three years. As times have changed so has our name 
and the issues we face. In the early years, we worked 
to get safe reliable ferry service, roads and schools. 
Since 1974, when locals requested that Bowen Island be 
included in the newly established Islands Trust, we have 
consistently supported the mandate of the Islands Trust.

In 1992, we became a registered non-profit society 
in Victoria, known as the Bowen Island Alliance. 
Our members, along with hundreds of others in the 
community contributed to the formation of Bowen Island’s 
latest Official Community Plan (OCP), which was formally 
adopted in 1996.

After Bowen Island became an island municipality within 
the Islands Trust, we have attempted to ensure that this 
new model of local government adheres to its unique 
responsibility to “preserve and protect” the island’s 
natural environment for future generations.

At the Annual General Meeting in February, 2002, the 
Bowen Island Alliance membership voted to modify the 
organization’s name to more clearly indicate the group’s 
activist environmental goals. The Bowen Island Eco-
Alliance was chosen as the new name. 

Members take pride in their involvement that year 
in bringing the community’s attention to major 

environmentally destructive changes to the OCP that the 
municipal council intended at the last minute to include 
as part of Bowen’s most important regulatory document, 
the Land Use Bylaw (LUB). We also spoke up at public 
meetings and in the Undercurrent when the developer for 
Cowan Point first proposed to build at densities almost 
twice those allowed in the OCP. The Eco-Alliance joined 
with the vast majority of island residents to support the 
OCP in opposition to the Cape Roger Curtis development 
proposal.  Ever since municipal council initiated an 
update of Bowen’s OCP, we have remained active, 
recommending beneficial changes on our website and at 
public meetings.

By adapting itself to changing needs over the years, the 
Bowen Island Eco-Alliance has remained committed to 
the island’s environment and serving the community. We 
seek to ensure that development on Bowen is consistent 
with the guiding principles of the OCP: maintenance of 
the intrinsic attraction, rural identity and sense of serenity 
of our island. 

We ask you to join us. Become a member and help keep 
Bowen Island beautiful.   

What is the Eco-Alliance? 

Glass Sponges and Other Wonders
Bowen Island is surrounded by water full of unique 
sea creatures. The Marine Life Sanctuaries Society 
of British Columbia (www.mlssbc.com) has been 
studying some of this life and is in process of 
mapping reefs and producing videos to show the 
public some of these beautiful creatures. 

There has been some promising new activity around 
Bowen lately, with Pacific white-sided dolphins and 
even a grey whale coming into Howe Sound, both for 
the first time in decades.  With the closure of the mill 
in Squamish and the Britannia mine clean-up, the 
health of Howe Sound seems to be improving. 

MLSS has recently found some Dwarf Red Gorgonian 
Coral on a deep-water reef near Bowen. This beautiful 
red coral has never been seen around the Vancouver 
area before. Large gardens of ancient delicate glass 
sponges have been also been found in several of the 
areas near the island.

Bowen also has numerous Giant Pacific Octopus, 
which can reach up to 5 meters and are in many of the 
crevices found underwater. Their middens composed 
of old moon snails and crab shells give away where 

they are hiding. They lay their eggs on the roofs of 
their dens and constantly preen their eggs until they 
hatch. A female octopus guards her den for 2 months 
until the young hatch, often resulting in her starvation 
while taking care of her eggs.  

One glaring omission in the marine life around 
Bowen is the general lack of fish. Rockfish are a very 
long-lived species, with some of them living over 
100 years. It is clear that overfishing has decimated 
the rockfish stocks around Bowen. The Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans has designated Rockfish 
Conservation Areas near Bowen, although few rockfish 
are found in these areas and they appear to receive 
little protection.  When a rockfish is caught and 
brought to the surface, their swim bladders expand 
and prevent them from returning to deep water 
habitat. This means that a catch and release method 
of fishing does not work for protecting rockfish. 

Years ago it was common to find oysters littering the 
shore of Bowen. There are still places where they can 
be found on the shore, yet not in the numbers that 
used to prevail.

It appears that the project of wrapping dock posts 
by the Squamish Streamkeepers has resulted in the 
return of herring, which lay their eggs on the posts. 
Normally the creosote-soaked posts poison the eggs. 
The Streamkeepers program is resulting in survival 
of the eggs and successful spawning.  This year will 
see the plan expand from Squamish over to Bowen 
Island. There is some discussion that it is possibly the  
return of the herring that brought the dolphins back 
to Howe Sound. 

Protecting even a small percentage of the ocean 
around Bowen Island, can ensure our grandchildren 
will have marine life to see and fish to catch. We 
can no longer ignore the negative effects of human 
pressure on Howe Sound. For more information on 
what can be done, please contact the Marine Life 
Sanctuaries Society of BC.

Roy Mulder, President
Marine Life Sanctuaries Society of BC
604-700-4656
www.mlssbc.com



Good things are happening beneath the surface of Howe Sound.

www.ecoalliance.ca
Pro-Environment With Attitude

Membership
Become involved with Bowen’s oldest community group dedicated to the 
preservation and protection of Bowen’s unique natural and social setting. 
Membership benefits include informative speakers, opportunities to meet and 
network with like–minded Bowen Islanders, and a chance to become informed of 
and active in Bowen’s evolving community. 

Name:      

Email:      

Phone:

Address:

Membership Fee:  
   Single $10 Family $15

Please attach your cheque a return to: Bowen Island Eco–Alliance,     
Box A11, Bowen Island, BC V0N 1G0

1. Are you a new member of the Eco–Alliance?     
YES   NO 

2. Are, you renewing your membership with the Eco–Alliance?   
YES   NO 

3. Would you like to help with specific projects? Which issues?   

4. Do you have any other comments or suggestions you would like to make 
regarding the Eco–Alliance?


