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imaginable that this abundant species could become
scarce in our lifetimes. HoSp, and their (urban) habi-
tats, were virtually beneath notice both of birders and
academics, so few serious studies of the species were
made (see Kendeigh 1973), and none in Canada, dur-
ing the rapid expansion of research on birds after World
War 2. The result is a continuing scarcity of hard data
on HoSp, precluding rigorous discussion of its popu-
lation ecology. This study is a first look at what hap-
pened in the recent past and what may still be investi-
gated usefully, in the Maritime Provinces of Canada
[New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward
Island (hereafter “the Maritimes”)].
HoSp were first introduced to North America around

1850, and became established in the Maritimes by the
1880s (Christie 1979; Lowther and Cink 1992). Num-
bers and densities in the next century are known main-
ly from anecdotal remarks in general accounts. As was
general in eastern North America by the early 20th Cen-
tury, HoSp were nearly ubiquitous and very common
around human settlements, including cities, towns, vil-
lages, and even isolated farms. HoSp thrived on grain
wastage, as well as using other food wastes. Nearly all
human settlements, through the 1940s, harboured dom-
estic animals, especially livestock and poultry, which
were fed on small grains at least seasonally. 
Motor vehicles began replacing horses in transporta-

tion by the 1920s, and the resulting decrease in horse
droppings and other waste grain sources led to a decline
in HoSp, documented mainly by general statements
(e.g., Bent 1958). Motor vehicle use in the Maritimes
was much less during the Great Depression of 1930s,
when most people could not afford cars, and in World

HoSp still were considered widespread and abundant
(Squires 1952; Godfrey 1954; Tufts 1962). Winter bird
counts at Wolfville, Nova Scotia (J. S. Erskine 1968)
showed no obvious trend in HoSp numbers between
1948 and 1968. Christie (1979) summarized bird status
changes in the Maritimes over the century to 1978, not-
ing arrival, increase, and subsequent decline in HoSp,
with numbers likely stable after 1930.
Starting in 1977, winter plot counts through 1988 in

Sackville, New Brunswick (Erskine 1992b), showed
further decreases in HoSp – evidently not related to
decline of horses and other livestock, which already
were absent in such towns (compare Erskine and
McManus 2005). Also in the 1980s, Christie (1985 and
following years) remarked on generally lower HoSp
numbers on New Brunswick Christmas Bird Counts
(CBCs hereafter). Some naturalists (personal communi-
cations) remarked on similar decreases in Nova Scotia
in the early 1990s. The cooperative Breeding Bird Sur-
vey (BBS) documented HoSp declines across eastern
Canada in summers 1967-1996 (Downes and Collins
2003), with decreases each decade (significant only in
1981-1990) in the Bird Conservation Region (BCR 14)
including the Maritimes. HoSp continued to decline,
and by 2000 were rare in Sackville, New Brunswick
(personal observations), and in nearby towns.
In the near-absence of even quasi-systematic counts

of HoSp, CBCs provided the only widespread sam-
pling of bird numbers in the Maritimes, with many more
counts in more years than the BBS. Although CBC data
are poorly standardized (e.g., Dunn et al. 2005), those
surveys are extensive enough, both here and across
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House Sparrows, Passer domesticus, were introduced to North America after 1850, increased and spread up to 1920, and sta-
bilized or decreased thereafter until 1960. In the Maritimes (and perhaps some other areas), a further decline set in after 1970,
continuing to the present. Now the species is rare to absent in much of the Maritimes, except around farms with livestock.
Decline here since 1970 probably approaches 90 per cent in most other areas of human settlement except south of 45°N.
Similar declines are known in the U.K., but seem poorly documented, if recognized, in North America outside of our region.
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