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1. INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the Québec Breeding Bird Atlas project. The goal of this project is to map the current 

distribution and abundance of bird species breeding in the province, and so update the information 

gathered during the first Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Québec, published in 1996. Data collection, largely 

by volunteer birdwatchers, started in 2010 and will continue until at least 2014. For the purpose of the 

project, breeding evidence is collected in 10 km by 10 km survey squares (100 km
2
), certain of which are 

designated as priority squares and should, where possible, be completed first. 

This simplified version of the Guide for Atlassers was developed with occasional or less experienced 

birdwatchers in mind, but it is also suitable for those wanting to contribute to the project without having to 

follow the necessarily more complex full protocol. It is easy to gather useful data for the project: basically, 

all you need do is report the presence of birds during the breeding season, along with two pieces of 

information: 

1. The breeding evidence code for the behaviour observed; and 

2. The number of the survey square in which you made your observation. 

Atlas where and when you feel like it ― it is as simple as that! 

This document explains:  

 What a breeding evidence code is; 

 How to determine which survey square you made your observation in; 

 How to fill out the form best suited to your type of atlassing; and 

 How to enter your data online. 

Two principal data forms are available to record and report your observations for the Atlas: 

1. The Casual Observation Card; and 

2. The Breeding Evidence Form. 

The Casual Observation Card (page 4) is by far the simpler of the two and, unless you want to 

concentrate on covering a particular sector, this is the one you should use. 

The second form, the Breeding Evidence Form (page 5), is primarily for those who want to devote enough 

time to adequately cover a complete survey square
1
. It is also suited to those who, without necessarily 

completing a square, intend to visit a given area on repeated occasions (e.g., because they live or holiday 

there). After reading sections 2 and 3, please go to the section of this guide that explains the form that 

best suits the way you want to approach atlassing. 

The last section of the guide outlines some of the useful resources that are available to help you collect 

atlas data. If you are reading this document online, you can click on the numerous links (underlined blue 

text) to access the resource in question. 

THE ATLAS PROJECT NEEDS THE HELP OF EVERY BIRDWATCHER,  

BUT HOW YOU CONTRIBUTE IS UP TO YOU! 

Before going any further, if you have not already registered as an atlasser, please do so now. 

                                                           
1
 To do this, you will need to visit the full range of habitats in a given survey square and invest about 20 hours looking for breeding 

evidence. This way of participating is discussed on page 9 and is fully described in the complete version of the Guide for Atlassers. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/guide_en.jsp
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2. REGISTER 

You must be registered as an atlasser before you can submit data for the project. If you are reading this, 

you are probably already registered, but if not, please do so via the website or at 1 877 785-2772
2
. 

As a registered atlasser, you will receive a participant number that you will use to identify your forms and 

when submitting data online. You will also receive a participant kit, containing all the materials you need to 

participate in the project.  

3. BREEDING EVIDENCE CODES 

The breeding evidence codes correspond to different behaviour patterns that allow you to determine 

whether a species is breeding in a given survey square, or not. They are divided into three categories: 

1. Possible; 

2. Probable; and 

3. Confirmed. 

Two codes (H and S) correspond to possible breeding, eight (M, P, T, C, V, A, B and N) to probable, and 

nine (CN, DD, NU, JE, NO, FE, AT, NF and NJ) to confirmed. In addition, there is a code X, which you 

should use if you have good reason to believe that the bird in question is not nesting in the area in which 

you observed it. For example, if you observe a species during the nesting period, but in habitat not 

considered suitable for it to breed in. 

You do not need to know all the codes off by heart, but you should familiarize yourself with the most 

commonly used ones, which are shaded in the following list (page 3). However, please make sure that 

you have a copy of the complete list of breeding evidence codes with you during atlas fieldwork. In 

addition to being given here, the list can be found on the Breeding Evidence Form and, if you wish, you 

can also download a printable version. 

As mentioned in the list of breeding evidence codes, to be given a code, a bird must be seen during its 

breeding period. Most species breeding in Québec do so in June and July. However, certain species can 

start in May or even earlier
3
. The calendar of nesting chronology shows the nesting period of each 

species, and will help you determine whether a given species was likely to have been breeding or not. 

Selecting the right code 

Two tools can help you determine which breeding evidence code to use to report a given observation, and 

both are available on the Atlas website: 

1. The explanation of the breeding evidence codes lists the various situations that you may come 

across  the examples and explanations are enlightening and we recommend that you read them;  

2. The quiz was developed around the breeding evidence codes and allows you to test your 

understanding of their use. Why not give it a try? 

The Atlas Discussion Group is another valuable source of information, and it is well worth signing up for. If 

you have a doubt about which code to use in a given situation, you can send a question to the group, and 

a more experience atlasser, or a member of the Atlas Team, will happily reply. 

                                                           
2 Please note that you do not need a computer and an internet connection to participate in the Atlas. You can submit your data by 

sending us completed copies of the paper forms. 

 

3
 This is true for waterfowl, diurnal raptors, gallinaceous species, woodpeckers and corvids, Killdeer, American Woodcock, Wilson’s 

Snipe, Song Sparrow, Common Grackle and House Sparrow, while Rock Pigeon, owls, Common Raven, and crossbills can nest in 
March or even earlier. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/index_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/download/indices_en.pdf
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/calendrier.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/explications_indices_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/atlasquiz.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/forum_disc_en.jsp
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Breeding Evidence Codes 

Code 
Level of 

certainty 
Definition 

X 
Species 

observed Species observed during its breeding season, but not in suitable nesting habitat (no breeding evidence found). 

H 
Possible 

breeding Species observed in suitable nesting habitat during its breeding season. 

S 
Possible 

breeding 
Individual singing or producing other sounds associated with breeding (e.g., calls or drumming) in suitable nesting habitat 

during the species’ breeding season. 

M 
Probable 

breeding 
At least 7 individuals singing or producing other sounds associated with breeding (e.g., calls or drumming), heard during the 

same visit to a single square and in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding season. 

P 
Probable 

breeding Pair observed in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding season. 

T 
Probable 

breeding 

Presumed territory based on the presence of an adult bird, whether producing sounds associated with breeding (e.g., song, 

other calls or drumming) or not, at the same place, in suitable nesting habitat, on at least two visits, one week or more apart, 

during the species’ breeding season. 

C 
Probable 

breeding 

Breeding behaviour involving a male and female (e.g., display, courtship feeding and copulation) or antagonistic behaviour 

between two or more individuals (e.g., territorial disputes or chases), in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding 

season. 

V 
Probable 

breeding Bird visiting a probable nest site in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding season. 

A 
Probable 

breeding Agitated behaviour or alarm call of an adult in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding season. 

B 
Probable 

breeding 
Brood patch or cloacal protuberance on an adult individual caught in suitable nesting habitat during the species’ breeding 

season. 

N 
Probable 

breeding Nest-building by wrens or nest hole excavation by woodpeckers. 

CN 
Confirmed 

breeding Nest building, including the carrying of nesting material, by all species except wrens and woodpeckers. 

DD 
Confirmed 

breeding Individual attempting to draw attention away from a nest or young by feigning injury or by using any other distraction display. 

NU 
Confirmed 

breeding Empty nest used during the atlas survey period, or the shells of eggs laid during the same period. 

JE 
Confirmed 

breeding Recently fledged (altricial species) or downy (precocial species) young incapable of sustained flight. 

NO 
Confirmed 

breeding 
Adult occupying, leaving or entering a probable nest site (visible or not) and whose behaviour suggests the presence of an 

occupied nest. 

FE 
Confirmed 

breeding 
Adult carrying a fecal sac. 

AT 
Confirmed 

breeding 
Adult carrying food for young. 

NF 
Confirmed 

breeding 
Nest containing one or more eggs. 

NJ 
Confirmed 

breeding 
Nest containing one or more young (seen or heard). 
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4. THE CASUAL OBSERVATION CARD 

The Casual Observation Card is designed for noting observations made in several different survey 

squares. You should use this form if you will not be concentrating your efforts in any one particular area. 

This straightforward form allows you to record all the bare essentials needed for the project. To complete 

this form, simply write your participant number, your name and the year. Then, for each observation, write 

the survey square number (or the UTM coordinates), the month, the day, the name of the species, and 

the relevant breeding evidence code. An example is given below.  

 

How to determine the number of the survey square  

There are several different ways of determining in which survey square (or at which geographic position
4
) 

you made a given observation: 

The region and survey square maps 

Each regional map shows the outline of the survey squares it contains, and the individual survey 

square maps show the survey squares in detail. Both can be consulted or downloaded (and printed if 

need be) via the website. 

Google Maps 

Another way to determine the exact location of a given observation is to use Google Maps. You will 

find this tool on the online data entry form. It can be opened by clicking on the blue symbol ( ) that is 

situated to the right of the box for the UTM coordinates. Once opened, all you need to do is move the 

map so that your observation point lies immediately under the pointer, then click on “Transfer” to obtain 

both the number of the survey square and the coordinates of the position.  

From a GPS 

A GPS is extremely useful if you are surveying off the beaten track, because in areas away from 

inhabited regions, the general lack of landmarks can make it somewhat difficult to use the methods 

described above
5
.If using a GPS, simply record the position of each observation and report these. You 

do not need to worry about the survey square number, because the online system will automatically 

determine this using the coordinates that you provide. 

                                                           
4
 The UTM coordinates are optional. If you include them, please indicate the method used to obtain them (i.e., survey square map, 

web conversion tool (e.g., Google Map) or GPS). 
5
 For information about using a GPS for the Atlas project, consult the page GPS: tips and information on the website. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/pdfdownload.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/trucs_astuces_GPS_en.jsp
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Ideally, your GPS should be set to show the position in UTM
6
, because the Atlas forms were developed to 

receive the position in this format. If you are not able to show the position in UTM (e.g., if you are using 

the GPS in your car), it does not matter. Simply note the coordinates in the available format and you can 

convert them using the online conversion tool when you get back home.  

You are now all set to collect Atlas data using the Casual Observation Card! 

 

5. THE BREEDING EVIDENCE FORM 

This form is for atlassers planning to return to the same survey square several times (during the same 

year, or during the project). It is designed to allow you to gradually increase the level of the breeding 

evidence recorded
7
. If you do not intend to go back to the same survey square, we suggest that you report 

your observations using the Casual Observation Card (page 4). 

In the field, use the Breeding Evidence Form to note your observations ― by so doing, you will not forget 

any important information. 

The fields to fill out 

Survey square and atlasser identification 

Write down the survey square number, your name and atlasser number (see A in the example on page 7) 

and, if it applies, those of any additional observers
8
. 

Information about your visits 

Write the date (month and day) and the length of each visit (“Start time” and “End time”). Use the 24 hour 

clock, rounding to the nearest quarter of an hour (see B in the example on page 7). 

Team time 

To calculate the “Team time”, multiply the length of the visit by the number of team members if ― and only 

if ―you all surveyed separately (see C in the example on page 7). If you surveyed with someone for three 

hours, the team time is three hours. If you each surveyed alone in different areas, the team time is six 

hours (2 x 3 hours)
9
. 

1
st
 visit column 

In the “1
st
 visit” column (see D in the example on page 7), you should write the number of the visit during 

which you first noted breeding evidence (i.e., codes other than X) for a given species
10

. 

Once entered, this number should not be changed, except if you noted a species for the first time by 

chance
11

. If this is the case, you should write “00” as the number for the 1
st
 visit, and then replace the “00” 

by the correct visit number if you see the species again, but during an atlassing visit. 

                                                           
6
 The GPS should also be set to the Geodetic Datum NAD 83. 

7
 It also provides a measure of the sampling effort (i.e., number of hours spent in the survey square) and details of your different 

visits (so allowing species detectability to be calculated). 
8
 You can add a person who is not registered for the atlas under the “Additional observers” section ― simply leave the boxes for 

their atlasser number empty. 
9
 Team time hours are only attributed to the principal atlasser. If you want the hours to be divided between multiple observers, 

please follow the instructions on the Participant statistics page of the Atlas website. 
10

 Information concerning the “1
st
 visit” will allow us to determine species detectability. 

11
 That is, whilst doing something other than birdwatching (e.g., going to work or gardening). 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/outils.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/userstats.jsp?lang=en
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Entering the breeding evidence codes 

To the right of the “1
st
 visit” column is a space for noting the breeding evidence codes. There are four 

columns (see E in the example on page 7) corresponding to the different levels of breeding certainty. All 

you have to do is note the relevant code in the column dedicated to the level in question. 

 “Ob.”, for “species observed, but not breeding” (code X); 

 “Po.”, for “possible breeding”; 

 “Pr.”, for “probable breeding”; and 

 “Conf.”, for “breeding confirmed”. 

Here are a few examples. Write X in the “Ob.” column if you observe a Double-crested Cormorant far from 

a known colony. Write H in the “Po.” column if you see a Palm Warbler in a peatland (its breeding habitat) 

between mid-May and the beginning of July (its breeding period), but if you hear it sing, write S instead. If 

you see a Northern Flicker excavating a cavity, write N in the “Pr.” column. If you see a Spotted Sandpiper 

feigning injury, write DD in the “Conf.” column. 

Note that the online form has only one column for reporting the breeding evidence code (instead of the 

four columns “Ob.”, “Po.”, “Pr.” and “Conf.”). Therefore, you just need to enter the highest breeding 

evidence code that you have on your paper form. 

When you enter data online, certain breeding evidence codes and species combinations will cause an 

exclamation mark to appear beside the species. 

Green or yellow exclamation marks simply warn you to be careful. Read the message that appears when 

you click on the exclamation mark and, if you think that the warning applies to your observation, modify 

the code accordingly. If not, ignore it. If you are sure that you have used the appropriate code, and you do 

not change it, the exclamation mark will remain, but this will not interfere with the acceptation of your 

record by the system. However, a red exclamation mark means that the code used cannot be associated 

with the species in question, and the code must be changed. If you are not sure which code to use to 

correctly report a given observation, please contact your regional coordinator. 

Strengthening breeding evidence 

When you observe breeding evidence for a given species that is of a higher level than previously 

recorded, you should note it. For example, during a first visit, you hear a Chipping Sparrow in suitable 

breeding habitat (code S). If you observe the same bird (or what you assume to be the same bird) singing 

in the same area 10 days later, write T in the “Pr.” column. Finally, if you find a Chipping Sparrow nest 

containing eggs, write NF in the “Conf.” column. By so doing, you will have successively increased the 

certitude that Chipping Sparrows breed in your square from “possible”, to “probable”, to “confirmed”. 

Estimating the number of breeding pairs 

There is a “No.” column on the Breeding Evidence Form. This is optional and is only to be filled out if you 

have spent about 20 hours in the survey square, and covered all the major habitat types. Please see the 

complete Guide for Atlassers for further details. 

 



7 
 

 
  

A 

E D 

B C 



8 
 

6. THE RARE/COLONIAL SPECIES FORM 

On the Breeding Evidence Form, rare or endangered, or colonial species are identified by one or more of 

the following symbols: †, ¤, ‡ or §. If you report a species identified by one of these symbols, the online 

system will automatically ask you to fill out a Rare/Colonial Species Form. Any additional information that 

you can provide will help ensure the conservation of the species in question. 

The most important piece of information that you should enter on the form (in addition to the date and the 

breeding evidence code) is the geographic position of your observation. If you do not have a GPS, use 

Google Maps (see page 4) to determine the precise location of the observation
12

. 

The rest of the form is optional. It allows you to describe your observation in more detail (e.g., habitat), 

and the conditions under which it was made. 

We do not expect that all the records of rare or colonial species will be fully documented in this way, but 

we will be very grateful for every Rare/Colonial Species Form that you take the time and effort to fill out
13

. 

These records will be transferred to the SOS-POP database, which aims to identify important sites used 

by species at risk, and so help ensure long-term bird conservation. 

7. SUBMITTING YOUR DATA 

You can submit your data in one of two ways: online (via the website) or by mailing us your paper forms. 

Online data submission  

On the website, you will find all the instructions for entering your data online
14

. The data entry tool is user-

friendly, and the vast majority of atlassers enter their data directly online. We encourage you to do the 

same. If you do, your results will be directly entered into the Atlas database, and the square summary 

sheets, the tables of Atlas results
15

, and your participant statistics will be automatically updated. 

If you enter your data online, you will have access to tools that are not available elsewhere, notably the 

warnings that indicate that a given breeding evidence code cannot be used ― or should be used with 

caution ― for a given species (page 6). 

Each year, the deadline for online data entry is the 30
th
 of November, but we encourage you to submit 

your data as early as possible, ideal on the same day as they were recorded. By so doing, other atlassers 

can benefit from your up-to-date results when they consult the square summary sheets and the results of 

the Atlas, and your regional coordinators can follow the progress of work in his or her region. Note that if 

you enter your data online, you should not submit paper copies of your forms. 

Submitting data on paper forms 

If you would rather submit your data on paper forms, please send these to your regional coordinator or the 

Atlas Office before the 1
st
 of October of each year. 

                                                           
12

 If you note a rare or colonial species on a Casual Observation Card, write the position directly on the form, because you will be 

prompted for this information by the online system. 
13

 You will nevertheless receive a note at the end of the year reminding you of the rare or colonial species that you have reported, 

but for which you have not submitted a Rare/Colonial Species Form. 
14

 You will need to go to the Enter Data page of the website to enter your data, and you should also read the Data entry: tips and 

information page before doing so. 
15

 The summary maps are updated every two weeks. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/login.jsp?lang=en&ts=1337265689305
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/trucs_astuces_saisie_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/trucs_astuces_saisie_en.jsp
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8. IF YOU WANT TO DO MORE 

This document outlines some simple but nonetheless very useful ways of contributing to the Atlas. 

However, if you would like to do more for the project, you have the option of adequately covering a survey 

square. This consists of visiting the different habitats in “your” survey square with the aim of collecting 

breeding evidence for the highest number of species possible. An effort should also be made to increase 

the level of breeding certitude. Finally, if you know your bird songs and calls well enough, we invite you to 

consider doing 15 point counts in your square
16

. Adequately covering a square involves spending about 

20 hours surveying in it. If you want to do this, please try to choose a priority survey square
17

. 

If you are tempted to complete one or more survey squares, you should read the complete Guide for 

Atlassers and contact your regional coordinator. 

 

9. ADDITIONAL TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

The electronic version of the first atlas 

Copies of both the English version of the first Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Québec (Gauthier and Aubry, 

1996) and the recently released bilingual electronic version (DVD-ROM) are available, for a very modest 

sum, from the Regroupement QuébecOiseaux. The first atlas is a superb reference, and contains valuable 

information about the distribution of the different species nesting in Québec, and the habitats they use. 

The Guide for Atlassers 

If your atlassing experience triggers a desire to contribute more fully to the project, the Guide for Atlassers 

explains how to adequately cover a survey square (e.g., how to conduct point counts, how to estimate the 

number of breeding pairs in a survey square and, should you wish to, how to use the Nest Record Card). 

The regional coordinator 

For the project, Québec has been divided into 47 regions, each of which has a coordinator. Each regional 

coordinator helps ensure that his or her area is adequately covered, and, at the end of the year, validates 

the data collected. The regional coordinators are also there to help solve problems and to answer 

questions concerning the Atlas project. Please note that you only need to contact your regional 

coordinator if you wish to adequately cover a survey square. 

The Atlas Office staff 

You can also count on the Atlas coordinator and assistant coordinator for help. Please do not hesitate to 

contact them! 

The website 

The Atlas website is the principal gateway to the project
18

. It allows you to register, to download and print 

regional and survey square maps, to enter your data, and to access interactive tools. Here, in more detail, 

are some of the resources at your disposal: 

  

                                                           
16

 For further information on point counts, consult the Guide for Atlassers. 
17

 There are 5,509 survey squares in southern Québec, of which 1,089 are designated as priority squares. This prioritization aims to 

spread the survey effort between the different biological regions. Priority survey squares are clearly identified on the regional maps. 
18

 However, you do not necessarily need internet access to participate in the project. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/1eratlas_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/guide_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/respreg.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/personnel_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/index_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/pdfdownload.jsp?lang=en
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The conversion tool 
This tool allows you to convert geographic coordinates (latitude and longitude) to mapping coordinates 

(UTM) ― and vice versa. It also allows you to rapidly identify the survey square in which a given 

location is situated, and to directly access the relevant map or square summary sheet. 

The survey square grid 
Google Earth is a free program developed using aerial photographs and satellite images that allows 

you to conduct a virtual visit to anywhere on Earth. The survey square grid file is compatible with 

Google Earth, and shows the boundaries of the survey squares and regions, allowing you to determine 

the precise location of a particular observation you made. 

The Calendar of nesting chronology 
Most of the birds breeding in Québec do so in June and July, but several nest earlier or later. 

Therefore, it is important to have an idea of the best periods for collecting breeding evidence data for 

the different species that are likely to be present. Note that the calendar can be modified to display the 

species that nest at a given time of year. 

Square summary sheets 

The square summary sheets are only available through the website. These contain highly useful 

information, notably: 

 An up-to-date list of the species observed in the square; and 

 The highest level of breeding evidence recorded so far for each species. 

Furthermore, to provide atlassers with a comparison and to help them in their work, it also contains: 

 The list of the species that were observed in the square during the first atlas; and 

 The list of the species that have so far been observed in more than 50% of the squares of the 

region, but which have not yet been observed in the square in question. 

The data entered online are automatically added to the square summary sheet of the square in 

question, which is just one of many great reasons for entering your data as soon as possible! 

The tables of results 
This page allows you to consult the detailed results of the Atlas. For example, you can find out where a 

given species has been recorded, or consult the statistics for a given region, or for the province as a 

whole, by year or by atlas (the first atlas or the one currently underway). 

The summary maps 
This page shows the results in map form for the first atlas and the one underway. For example, you 

can consult a map showing the distribution of a species across Québec. 

Participant statistics 
You can follow the evolution of your personal contribution to the project. For example, you can see the 

number of records you submitted, the number of species recorded, and the number of survey squares 

visited. This tool allows you to see the progress you are making, and will help you establish objectives. 

Dendroica 
Knowing the songs and calls of birds will greatly help you detect them in the field. The Dendroica 

website contains many interesting features, including a quiz to help you determine your skill level
19

.  

                                                           
19

 If you want to carry a reminder with you in the field, we suggest that you obtain an application for your MP3 Walkman or 

smartphone, such as the Sibley eGuide, that combines text, illustrations, photographs and sound recordings. 

http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/outils.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/googleearth_en.jsp
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/calendrier.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/compterendu.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/datasummaries.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/cartes.jsp?lang=en
http://www.atlas-oiseaux.qc.ca/donneesqc/userstats.jsp?lang=en
http://www.natureinstruct.org/dendroica
http://www.sibleyguides.com/about/the-sibley-eguide-to-birds-app/

