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Backgrounder 

Backgrounder: Marbled Murrelet Habitat Protection – Tsitika Watershed & Loss 

Creek, Vancouver Island 
(BC Nature – Background Information for Letters of Support) 

 

Issue Summary 

The Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) is listed as Endangered on the IUCN Red List 

and Threatened under Canada’s Species at Risk Act. This small seabird relies on large, moss-

covered branches of mature and old-growth coniferous trees—typically within 50 km of the coast—

for nesting. In British Columbia, more than 90 % of the Canadian population breeds, making the 

province central to the species’ survival. 

The primary threat to Marbled Murrelets is the loss and fragmentation of old-growth nesting habitat 

due to industrial logging. While provincial and federal recovery strategies set specific habitat 

retention targets, current levels of protected and suitable nesting habitat fall short of these targets, 

particularly on Vancouver Island and the South Coast. 

Two areas in particular—the Tsitika Watershed on the northeast coast of Vancouver Island and the 

Loss Creek Watershed on the southwest coast—stand out as critical strongholds for nesting habitat. 

Although geographically distinct, these watersheds are strategically and ecologically linked, 

representing core nesting areas within different conservation regions. Their protection status remains 

incomplete and fragmented, mirroring broader provincial challenges in meeting Marbled Murrelet 

conservation objectives. 

This gap between recovery goals and habitat protection represents a pressing conservation problem. 

Without coordinated action to secure and manage these remaining old-growth nesting habitats, 

population declines are expected to continue, undermining both national recovery commitments and 

the ecological integrity of coastal forest ecosystems. 

 

https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/marbled-murrelet-brachyramphus-marmoratus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lower_Tsitika_River_Provincial_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loss_Creek_%28British_Columbia%29
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Species at Risk Context 
 

• Status: Threatened (federal and provincial) 

• Nesting Habitat: Large, moss-covered limbs in old-growth trees, usually within 50 km of the 

ocean. 

• Primary Threat: Loss and fragmentation of old-growth forest through logging. 

• Policy Alignment: Protection efforts support Canada’s Species at Risk recovery objectives 

(specifically the Marbled Murrelet Recovery Strategy), BC’s Old Growth Strategic Review, 

BC’s Marbled Murrelet Implementation Plan, Key Biodiversity Areas (KBA) framework, and 

30x30 biodiversity conservation targets. 

Site Profiles 

 

Tsitika Watershed 

 

The Tsitika watershed, located on northeast Vancouver Island north of Sayward and inland from 

Robson Bight Ecological Reserve, is one of the most significant Marbled Murrelet nesting sites in 

British Columbia. Scientific data collected over several decades show that this watershed 

consistently supports some of the highest known numbers of Marbled Murrelets on Vancouver 

Island, exceeding thresholds for Key Biodiversity Area (KBA) designation. 

 

Radar data from 2004 and recent ARU (autonomous recording unit) surveys confirm approximately 

450 birds flying up the Tsitika River from its estuary, and over 300 murrelets were recorded flying 

within or over the forest in July 2025. Despite this, critical portions of old-growth forest in the 

Tsitika watershed remain unprotected. The Provincial Marbled Murrelet Order (2021) sets a target of 

2,214 ha of suitable habitat for protection in the Tsitika landscape unit, but only 1,738.8 ha are 

currently protected through parks, ecological reserves, wildlife habitat areas, or old-growth 

management areas — leaving a significant shortfall. 

 

Protecting Tsitika is essential for achieving the federal Marbled Murrelet Recovery Strategy (2023) 

under the Species at Risk Act, and for meeting BC’s and Canada’s biodiversity protection 

commitments. Birds Canada and partners have identified Tsitika as a KBA candidate and are 

advocating for formal protection of the remaining old-growth habitat. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-objectives/biodiv-hab-mngt/mamu/mamu_luor_2dec2021.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-final-2023.html
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Key Points – Tsitika 

• Tsitika supports exceptionally high numbers of breeding Marbled Murrelets, exceeding KBA 

thresholds. 

• The remaining unprotected old-growth forest is essential for species survival and recovery. 

• Protecting this site advances provincial and federal conservation goals and demonstrates 

leadership.  Supporting Birds Canada’s KBA proposal adds scientific weight and urgency. 

 

Loss Creek Watershed 

 

The Loss Creek watershed is located between Jordan River and Port Renfrew on the southwest coast 

of Vancouver Island. This area contains some of the last remaining patches of suitable Marbled 

Murrelet nesting habitat in southern Vancouver Island. Its proximity to marine feeding areas makes 

it an ideal nesting site. Radar surveys have documented significant Marbled Murrelet activity, 

exceeding provincial thresholds for important nesting habitat. 

 

Loss Creek lies within the Coastal Western Hemlock zone, characterized by steep forested terrain 

draining into the Strait of Juan de Fuca. The structurally complex old-growth forest stands in this 

area are critical nesting habitat, yet provincial protections currently fall short of the 2021 Marbled 

Murrelet habitat targets for this landscape unit. Protecting Loss Creek habitat would benefit multiple 

species and ecosystem functions, and is essential because once logged, these stands cannot be 

replaced on ecological timescales. 

 

Integrating the site into the KBA network would strengthen scientific and conservation justification 

for protection. 

Key Points – Loss Creek 

• Loss Creek represents one of the last strongholds for Marbled Murrelet nesting in southern 

Vancouver Island. 

• Protecting this habitat is a tangible step toward reversing species decline and meeting 

biodiversity targets. 

• Coordinated action between government, conservation groups, and communities is needed now, 

before further loss occurs. 

• This initiative is a strategic opportunity to demonstrate leadership in species recovery and old-

growth protection. 
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Strategic Importance of Combined Action 

 

Tsitika and Loss Creek together represent critical Marbled Murrelet habitat at the northern and 

southern ends of Vancouver Island. Protecting both sites addresses provincial habitat protection 

shortfalls under the 2021 Marbled Murrelet Order, supports federal Species at Risk Act recovery 

objectives, and demonstrates a coordinated, strategic approach to old-growth conservation. These 

two sites can serve as ecological anchors within a broader network of protected habitat for Marbled 

Murrelets across the island. 

References 

• COSEWIC. 2012. COSEWIC assessment and status report on the Marbled Murrelet 

Brachyramphus marmoratus in Canada. Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 

Canada. Ottawa. xii + 82 pp. URL: https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-

change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-

murrelet-2012.html 

• Environment and Climate Change Canada. 2023. Amended Recovery Strategy for the Marbled 

Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) in Canada. Species at Risk Act Recovery Strategy Series. 

Environment and Climate Change Canada, Ottawa. vii + 71 pp. URL: 

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-

registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-final-2023.html 

• British Columbia Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural 

Development (BCMFLNRORD). 2018. Implementation plan for the Marbled Murrelet 

(Brachyramphus marmoratus) in British Columbia. Victoria, B.C. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/species-

ecosystems-at-risk/recovery-

planning/implementation_plan_for_the_recovery_of_marbled_murrelet.pdf 

• British Columbia Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural 

Development. 2021. Ministerial Order for the Recovery of Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus 

marmoratus). Victoria, B.C. URL:  https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-

resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-

objectives/biodiv-hab-mngt/mamu/mamu_luor_2dec2021.pdf  

• This publication is also worth citing – showing the ongoing declines of Marbled Murrelets across 

most of B.C. and especially on Vancouver Island: 

• Drever, M.C., McAllister, M.K., Bertram, D.F., Schroeder, B.K. & Woo, K.J. 2021. Trends in 

radar counts of Marbled Murrelets Brachyramphus marmoratus in British Columbia (1996–

2018): Effects of ‘The Blob’ marine heatwave and prey fish abundance. Marine Ornithology 49: 

37–49.   URL: http://www.marineornithology.org/content/get.cgi?rn=1397     

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-final-2023.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-final-2023.html
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-at-risk/recovery-planning/implementation_plan_for_the_recovery_of_marbled_murrelet.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-at-risk/recovery-planning/implementation_plan_for_the_recovery_of_marbled_murrelet.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-at-risk/recovery-planning/implementation_plan_for_the_recovery_of_marbled_murrelet.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-objectives/biodiv-hab-mngt/mamu/mamu_luor_2dec2021.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-objectives/biodiv-hab-mngt/mamu/mamu_luor_2dec2021.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-objectives/biodiv-hab-mngt/mamu/mamu_luor_2dec2021.pdf
http://www.marineornithology.org/content/get.cgi?rn=1397


 

Page 5 of 5 

• https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/marbled-murrelet-protection-1.6915456 

• https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/bird-experts-ask-bc-protect-old-growth-trees-in-

fairy-creek-to-save-marbled-murrelets 

• https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Marbled_Murrelet/id 

• https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/species-

ecosystems-at-risk/implementation/conservation-projects-partnerships/marbled-murrelet 

• https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/marbled-murrelet-brachyramphus-marmoratus 

• https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-

registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-2021.html 

• https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-

registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html 

• https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2025/eccc/cw66/CW66-1587-2025-eng.pdf 

• https://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/mm05hull.pdf 

• https://ace-eco.org/vol19/iss1/art5/ 

• https://research.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/27898 

 

 

 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/marbled-murrelet-protection-1.6915456
https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/bird-experts-ask-bc-protect-old-growth-trees-in-fairy-creek-to-save-marbled-murrelets
https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/bird-experts-ask-bc-protect-old-growth-trees-in-fairy-creek-to-save-marbled-murrelets
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Marbled_Murrelet/id
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-at-risk/implementation/conservation-projects-partnerships/marbled-murrelet
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/species-ecosystems-at-risk/implementation/conservation-projects-partnerships/marbled-murrelet
https://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/marbled-murrelet-brachyramphus-marmoratus
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-2021.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/marbled-murrelet-amended-2021.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/marbled-murrelet-2012.html
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2025/eccc/cw66/CW66-1587-2025-eng.pdf
https://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/mm05hull.pdf
https://ace-eco.org/vol19/iss1/art5/
https://research.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/27898

