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Dan Strickland received the Ontario Field
Ornithologists’ (OFO) Distinguished
Ornithologist Award for 2017. It was my
honour and pleasure to present this
award to Dan, my long-time friend and
Algonquin Provincial Park colleague,
during the OFO Convention at Long
Point in September. His outstanding
record of scientific research on the Gray
Jay (Perisorius canadensis ) and his long
and accomplished career in communi-
cating Algonquin Park’s natural history
make him a very worthy recipient of this
award.

Dan was born in Toronto in 1942
and moved to Burlington when he was
four years old. His birding skills devel-
oped as a member of the Juniors in the
Hamilton Naturalists’ Club during the
late 1950s. Dan recalls finding a Razor-
bill (Alca torda) with Red-necked Grebes
(Podiceps grisigrena) off Brant Street in
Burlington on 31 May 1957 when he
was just fifteen years old. He also remem-
bers his relief and satisfaction when
George North, the Dean of Hamilton
birders, later came to view the bird
through his old telescope and pro-
nounced that it was indeed a Razorbill .

He first worked as a seasonal park
naturalist in 1960, in Quetico Provincial

Park. Dan became a summer naturalist
in Algonquin Provincial Park in 1965.
He was the Chief Park Naturalist in
Algonquin by 1970, a post which he held
for thirty years until his retirement in
2000. Dan mentored many seasonal nat-
uralists over the years who went on to
distinguished careers involving the envi-
ronment. In one of his greatest accom-
plishments, Dan was responsible for the
overall concept, site, story line, exhibit
planning and writing for the Algonquin
Park Visitor Centre, a 26,000-square
foot, diorama-based natural and human
history museum opened in 1993 to cel-
ebrate Algonquin Park’s centenary.

Dan has been recognized for his park
naturalist work through the presentation
of a number of awards. In 1976, he
received the Richards Education Award
from the Federation of Ontario Natural-
ists (now Ontario Nature) for work in
Algonquin Park promoting greater pub-
lic understanding and appreciation of
Ontario’s natural history and resources.
Dan was given the Amethyst Award (for
“outstanding achievement by Ontario
Public Servants”) “in recognition of (his)
professional work to make Algonquin
Park an educational natural attraction
and a model for other parks in Canada.” 

Distinguished Ornithologist
Dan Strickland

Ron Tozer



Volume 35  Number 3 157

In 1999, the Shan Walshe Award was
presented to him for “excellence in
interpretation in Ontario’s Provincial
Parks.” In that same year, he was given
the MNR Excellence in Leadership
Award for “outstanding dedication and
commitment to the ongoing recovery of
Ontario’s Peregrine Falcon population” in
recognition of his contributions to the
reintroduction program in Algonquin
from 1977 to 1986. Dan received the
Federal Provincial Parks Council Merit
Award for “Meritorious Service to Cana-
dian Parks” in 2000.

Seasonal naturalist Russ Rutter began
colour-banding Gray Jays in Algonquin
Park during 1964, starting one of the
world’s longest-running studies of an
individually marked bird population (54
years, from 1964 to 2017, and counting).
Rutter’s research inspired Dan to under-
take his own Gray Jay study in Quebec
during the late 1960s, for which he
earned a Master’s Degree in 1969 from

the University of Montreal. After Russ’s
death in 1976, Dan took over and
expanded the Algonquin Park Gray Jay
study. More than 1500 birds have been
colour-banded and over 950 nests have
been found during this research. Dan’s
Gray Jay study has revealed significant
features of its life history. For example,
partial dispersal of juveniles occurs in
June. The dominant juvenile (usually a
male) drives its siblings away from the
parental territory. This behaviour reflects
the limitation of a territory to support
Gray Jays through the long winter. Adults
actively prevent the surviving juvenile on
their territory from helping feed
nestlings, but allow the juvenile to feed
the young after they leave the nest. This
behaviour probably helps reduce the
attraction of land-based predators (such
as Red Squirrels) to the nest. Finally, Gray
Jays survive up to six months of boreal
winter by living off food they have stored
during late summer and fall. Climate

Ron Tozer (left) presents OFO’s Distinguished Ornithologist Award for 2017 to Dan Strickland. 
Photo: Jean Iron.
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change (especially winter thaws) is appar-
ently causing the rotting of stored food
and a decline in the Gray Jay population
at the southern edge of its Ontario range,
including along the Highway 60 Corri-
dor of Algonquin Park. As of 2014, only
19 (44%) of 43 Gray Jay territories occu-
pied in 1970 were still active in the Cor-
ridor. Occupied territories had extensive
conifers, especially black spruce. Former-
ly occupied mixed conifer-hardwood for-
est territories were vacant by 2014. Dan’s
research showed that stored food survived
longer and retained more food value
when placed against the bark of black
spruce and other conifers, indicating the
anti-bacterial effect of exposure to the
resin of these trees.

Dan Strickland is the recognized
world authority on the Gray Jay. He
wrote the Gray Jay species accounts in
both of the Ontario Breeding Bird
Atlases and in the Quebec atlas. In 1993,
Dan and coauthor Henri Ouellet wrote
the Gray Jay account in The Birds of
North America, and Dan updated and
revised the account in the online version
in 2011. Based on his study of the Gray
Jay, he has authored or coauthored 22
peer-reviewed research papers. From
1974 to 2009 (36 years), Dan wrote 34
popular books and 368 articles in The
Raven (Park newsletter) about Algo-
nquin’s natural and cultural heritage,
including birds. He has authored five
articles in Ontario Birds. The most recent
was a detailed account of why there was
no valid taxonomic or nomenclatural rea-
son for the American Ornithologists’
Union to have changed the name Cana-
da Jay to Gray Jay.

Dan has studied jays far beyond Algo-
nquin Park since his retirement. In 2001,
he was invited to assist in field work on
the rare Sichuan Jay (Perisoreus interni-
grans), sponsored by the Chinese Gov-
ernment. Dan conducted research during
the fall of 2001 and the spring and fall of
2002 on Anticosti Island in the Gulf of
Saint Lawrence to assess Gray Jay nesting
behaviour there in the absence of Red
Squirrels. At 75 years of age, Dan has
now launched a new Gray Jay research
project in Strathcona Provincial Park on
Vancouver Island in British Columbia,
involving Perisoreus canadensis obscu-
rus/griseus subspecies. These Gray Jays
have notably different appearance, genet-
ics, behaviour and social organization
than the boreal/eastern subspecies (P. c.
canadensis) which occurs here in Ontario.
Dan believes there may be sufficient evi-
dence to support these western jays being
restored to their former status as a dis-
tinct species, P. obscurus, separate from 
P. canadensis.

After reading this brief overview con-
cerning some of Dan Strickland’s accom-
plishments, I am confident you will agree
that he is indeed an outstanding recipi-
ent of the Distinguished Ornithologist
Award.
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