
 

An Island in the Prairie; an Introduction to Saskatoon Island Provincial Park 

by Nick Carter 

Of all the parks and other nature reserves in the Peace Region, Saskatoon Island is up there as one of the 
most beloved spots by local naturalists. While long-time locals and veteran Peace Parkland Naturalists will 
likely know this location like the back of their hands, it seems appropriate to dedicate this inaugural article to 
such a cherished place. Entry-level naturalists and those new to the area could find it useful, and experienced 
folks might get something out of it too.  

Located about 25 minutes west of Grande Prairie, the Park gets its name from the generous abundance of 
saskatoon bushes that grow there, and from the fact that it was once an island in the middle of Saskatoon 
Lake. That island slowly morphed into a peninsula and then into the land bridge that the Park exists as today, 
separating the main lake from the smaller body of water on the south side of the Park now called Little Lake.  

Beginning in the early 30’s as one of Alberta’s first provincial parks, Saskatoon Island was founded to protect 
the native parkland ecosystem of the region, especially the berry bushes for which the Park was named. Soon 
after though, it became a refuge for it most famous part-time resident, the trumpeter swan. This species, our 
largest waterfowl, was nearly driven to extinction during the fur trade. Saskatoon Island and the locals of the 
region played no small part in its recovery, and to this day the Park is still one of the most renowned places to 
see trumpeter swans in the province.  

This species tends to gather in groups on shallow ponds, reservoirs, and ploughed fields throughout the 
region in early spring while waiting for the thaw to finish, and breeding pairs disperse to nest as spring gives 
way to summer. Scanning the shoreline of Little Lake during the summer and yield sightings of trumpeter 



swans as they go about their business, and groups may be seen congregating on the main lake or in the fields 
surrounding the Park during migration season. When going to and from Saskatoon Island Park, it’s always 
advisable to take the backroads if you can for those extra bonus sightings.  

 

The south shore of the main lake is a good spot to see all kinds of wetland and shorebirds during the summer. 
Common Grackles, Lesser Yellowlegs, and a variety of gulls are often spotted. Out on the lake, it’s you’ll 
frequently see Horned and Eared Grebes, Canada geese, Blue-winged Teals, Common Goldeneyes, and Lesser 
Scaups. Less common waterfowl can also been seen here occasionally- my first sighting of a pair of Barrow’s 
Goldeneyes was on this lake. Dragonflies and damselflies can be seen buzzing in the grass here too. And for 
the wildlife photographers out there, there are fewer more enjoyable challenges than standing on the canoe 
launch and trying to photograph the Black Terns as they swoop and dive after their food.  

The trembling aspen groves that spread throughout the park are also home to an abundance of interesting 
creatures. Yellow Warblers are everywhere here- just listen for their distinctive 
sweet-sweet-sweet-shredded-wheat call and crane your head up to look for a little spot of yellow amongst 
the leaves. This species is a frequent victim of being parasitized by Brown-headed Cowbirds. I once witnessed 
a poor, tireless Yellow Warbler here feeding a demanding cowbird chick a seemingly endless supply of 
insects. Great Horned Owls often nest in the aspens here, and require a lot of patience, practice, and silence 
to spot as they sit camouflaged against the bark. Western Tanagers, Red-eyed Vireos, and American Robins 
can also be found in this environment. Same with woodpeckers like Downy and Hairy Woodpeckers, plus 
Yellow-bellied Sapsuckers. I once luckily spotted a beautiful Varied Thrush in an aspen tree in the Park as well; 
not an everyday occurrence, but one I hope that will be repeated!  



If you walk the Little Lake trail, you’ll find yourself surrounded by acres of saskatoon bushes for much of the 
hike. Park visitors are allowed to pick and collect the berries (which are some of the most delicious you’ll find 
everywhere), but remember to save some for the wildlife. The saskatoon meadows are home to a diversity of 
life. Savannah and Clay-colored Sparrows chirp from the leaves, and Cedar Waxwings can easily be seen 
enjoying the juicy purple berries. Empidonax flycatchers can also be found here, providing an endless 
headache for birders trying to identify them. Insects like bumble bees and butterflies are also a pleasure to 
watch among the saskatoons, especially while the bushes are flowering and pollination is in full swing. The 
open berry fields are a good place to scan for raptors, and you can often see Red-tailed Hawks and Bald 
Eagles, plus the odd accipiter if you’re lucky.  

One of the most entertaining species that frequents this area is the Eastern Kingbird. While it might not be 
the biggest or showiest bird around, it’s certainly one of the toughest, as you’ll often see kingbirds doing 
battle with each other in the open air or boldly chasing off larger birds like ravens before returning to sit with 
fury at a perch once they’ve reminded everyone else who’s king of the saskatoons. Another little grey bird 
that can be seen in the bushes is the Gray Catbird, a species normally associated with the warm, arid prairies 
and cottonwood groves of southern Alberta, but one of a few birds that’s been wandering up to nest in our 
dry northwestern grasslands as well. Once you hear a catbird, you’ll know it right away, as it gets its name 
from it’s whiny meowing call that sounds like a hoarse little cat.  

 

Once you make it to the Little Lake observation deck, you’re almost certainly in for some prime waterfowl 
and riparian wildlife viewing. But once you leave the main path, keep an eye on the treetops before you 
reach the dock, as Baltimore Orioles are known to perch here in full view of spectators. This bird with its 
beautiful orange and black patterning is not one to be missed. From the view of the observation deck you can 
usually see Red-winged Blackbirds zipping around patrolling their patch of territory and snagging insects that 
live in the cattails and willow boughs. Diving ducks like Canvasbacks and Redheads are common here, as are 



Gadwalls and American Coots. I’ve also spotted more uncommon species here like White-winged Scoters and 
Common Loons. You’ll also sometimes spot Bald Eagles cruising over the lake looking for waterfowl to snatch 
up.  

Saskatoon Island Park isn’t short on mammals large and small either, and many species will allow relatively 
close viewings while still maintaining a safe distance. Snowshoe hares can often be seen crossing the trails as 
they dash through the undergrowth. Red squirrels and chipmunks are some of the more viewable rodents. 
Mule deer are extremely common here, and family groups of this species will casually wander along the trails 
leading to pleasant surprises for hikers who aren’t loudly announcing their presence. Moose also enjoy the 
area, and while they tend to be a little shyer than deer, sharp-eyed observers can often spot them among the 
trees and bushes. Look for their big, pointed hoof-prints in the mud or snow depending on when you go. As 
for carnivores, coyotes are the most regular predators in the Park, though you’ll generally see their tracks and 
droppings more often than the animals themselves. Black bears are very rare visitors to the Park, and due to 
the abundance of berries here, you can’t really blame them for passing through. While it’s unlikely to come 
across one of these animals (I’ve personally never seen any sign of them in all my travels here), the Grande 
Prairie area is still well within bear country, so being able to recognize signs for these creatures is important.  

This is just an introduction to the wealth of species diversity found in Saskatoon Island Provincial Park. Spend 
enough time here yourself you’re certain to see something amazing sooner or later. The Park is a valuable 
place where naturalists of all stripes can come to wander and explore this island in the prairie.  

 


