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OBJECTIVE
This Field Guide is provided as a companion reference to the “Where’s Sprague’s
Pipit?” Display and Field Checklist so visitors and groups can better identify the various
flora and fauna depicted in the illustration when it is on exhibit at the Nature Centre
in Police Point Park. There are 50 representative prairie species that can be found on
the “Where’s Sprague’s Pipit?” Wall-hanging and we encourage everyone to use our
Field Guide to find each one. The Display and Field Guide were designed to work in
harmony to enhance the user’s interactive experience.
Moreover, the Field Guide can also be used as a stand-alone document to introduce
any interested party or group to the Alberta prairie. The descriptions and graphics
presented here can enhance or compliment educational programs or personal
requirements. We encourage all those who yearn for more awareness about our
prairie to use this guide in conjunction with other available materials.
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Introduction
Prairie Alberta embodies one of the most diverse landscapes and ecosystems
anywhere in the world. Stretching from the Rocky Mountains (west) to the towns
of Stettler, Coronation, and Consort (north), our prairies flow into Saskatchewan
(east) and Montana (south). This remarkable land is a complex array of expansive
grasslands melded with cliffs, badlands, coulees, potholes, creeks, rivers, sandhills,
and sandstone outcrops. Of course, this varied environment harbors a broad scope
of wildlife and plants. Some are here year round and some are migrants but they all
need healthy prairie to survive.
One species that exemplifies the significance of prairie is the Sprague’s Pipit –
a secretive, sparrow-sized, brown and cream-colored songbird that depends
on large tracts of relatively undisturbed native prairie to survive. Often heard but
rarely seen, this bird uses our area for nesting and raising young every spring and
summer. When pipits are found on the landscape, one can be confident that many
other key prairie species will be there as well. This is why we have chosen Sprague’s
Pipit as our grassland ambassador.
Remember our native prairie is diminishing and, if we become complacent about
conserving what remains, some of these species may not be here for future
generations to appreciate. One of the best ways to savor all that grasslands have
to offer is to get out there and experience them … we urge everyone, young and old,
to do so.
Thanks to Environment Canada for funding this project, and to all our contributors,
including the Grasslands Naturalists, MULTISAR, and Alberta Environment and
Sustainable Resource Development, for providing supplemental materials and
volunteer support. Special thanks to december 2nd for their work on Display
and Field Guide design and graphics.
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Birds
Ferruginous hawk
Buteo regalis

Found exclusively in the southeast portion of the
province. Sexes are similar and are characterized by light
underparts and dark rusty red back and shoulders. It is
the largest representative of the genus Buteo (soaring
hawks) in Alberta with a wingspan of up to 142 cm. Nests
are located in trees, cliff faces, or on the ground; females
lay 2 – 4 eggs. Classified as “Endangered” – Alberta
Detailed Status.

	Sharp-tailed grouse

Tympanuchus phasianellus

	Because of their general habitat requirements, they are
found in many places in Alberta that have open grassy
or meadow-like locales. Outside the breeding season,
sexes appear similar, showing dark brown and cream
back and breast feathers and pale feathers on the belly.
Males are slightly larger and overall body shape for both
sexes is round with short legs. In the spring, males develop
yellow combs over the eyes and bright purple air sacs
used for mating displays. They are one of the two species
of grouse in the province where the males use communal
displays on leks (strutting grounds) during the breeding
season to attract females. Nests are located on the
ground usually under a large shrub such as sagebrush;
10 - 14 eggs may be laid. They are not currently a species
at risk in Alberta.

Killdeer

Charadrius vociferus
One of the most recognizable shorebirds by sight and
sound, they are found just about everywhere in Alberta.
Although they are classified as shorebirds, they are often
found in upland sites far from water. Sexes are similar and
adults are easily separated from other shorebirds by the
two distinct dark bands on the neck/breast area. Nests
are located on the ground, usually on rocky or sandy
soil; 4 eggs are usually produced. Adult birds will feign
a broken wing to lure predators away from the nest or
young. Not classified as a species at risk.
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Long-billed curlew

Numenius americanus
Distinctive shorebird characterized by its very long
downcurved bill and tall posture. It is found only in
grassland areas. Sexes are similar and have dark
feathering on back contrasted by buffy feathering on
the belly; males undertake a complex flight display in the
spring. They nest on the ground in tall grass and generally
lay 4 eggs. Diet consists of invertebrates taken from mud
or sand by probing or they will also pick up grasshoppers.
Highly sought after by birdwatchers. Classified as a
“Species of Special Concern” – Alberta Detailed Status.

Burrowing owl

Athene cunicularia
			One of southeastern Alberta’s most well-known species,
they are only found in grassland areas. Typical coloration
for both sexes is brown and cream with obvious barring
on the breast and belly. Full sized adults are only about
robin-sized. Unlike most owls, they can be active during
the day and spend much of their time on the ground
looking for food or in their underground home. They do
not make their own burrows – they depend on ground
squirrels or badgers and use those burrows once abandoned. Nests are placed in the burrow and there may be
a family group or groups using the same area; typically
7 – 9 eggs are laid. Classified as “Endangered” – Alberta
Detailed Status.

Loggerhead shrike

Lanius ludovicianus
T he prairie bird with the black mask, it favors shrubbier
habitat than most grassland birds. May be encountered
occasionally in grassy areas in the Parkland region.
Although considered a songbird, it is highly predatory
and uses thorns or barbs to kill and store food. Sexes
are similar. Nests with 5 – 6 eggs are located in a shrub
or tree. Classified as a “Species of Special Concern” –
Alberta Detailed Status.
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Sprague’s pipit

Anthus spragueii
 arely seen but often heard, males spend hours
R
performing their complex flight display in the spring.
Only found in grassland areas. Sexes are similar and are
cryptically colored brown, tan, and cream. Nests with 4
– 5 eggs are placed on the ground; the female weaves
native grasses over the top of the nest to provide added
protection. Classified as a “Species of Special Concern” –
Alberta Detailed Status.

Baird’s sparrow

Ammodramus bairdii
	Very secretive grassland species that has a fine
“necklace” of streaked feathers across the breast.
Hard to find outside the breeding season when males
stop singing. Sexes are similar. Nests with 4 - 5 eggs are
situated on the ground. Not classified as a species at risk.

Chestnut-collared longspur		
Calcarius ornatus

Males are the most colorful of all the grassland sparrowlike birds with a very distinctive bright chestnut nape and
black, white, and yellow facial patterning; females may
show similar characters but to a much lesser degree. Both
sexes tend to be more conspicuous than many other
grassland birds. Longspurs were named because of an
elongated claw on the rear toe. Nests are usually located
on the ground and contain 3 – 5 eggs. Not classified as
a species at risk.

Western meadowlark
Sturnella neglecta

	Easily one of the most recognizable grassland birds
by sight and sound, meadowlarks are considered a
signature species by all prairie bird enthusiasts. Bright
yellow breast with the black v-necklace and liquid song
make this bird stand out in wild and urban spaces. Sexes
are similar. Nests on the ground; generally 3 – 7 eggs are
laid. Not classified as a species at risk.
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Mammals
Pronghorn

Antilocapra americana
A true grassland specialist, they rely on speed to escape
predators and are considered to be the fastest North
American land animal. Sexes are similar in appearance,
except the horns, which are much larger in males.
Females give birth in June, generally to twins. Primarily
browsers, shrubs make up a large portion of the diet but
forbs are a favorite in spring. Recent studies have found
Alberta pronghorn travel extensively and will undertake
seasonal migrations. Classified as “Sensitive” – Alberta
Detailed Status.

American badger
Taxidea taxus

	A member of the weasel family, they are sometimes
called the “architect of the prairies” because their
digging provides homes for many species that can’t
excavate their own burrows. Sexes are similar and are
easily recognizable by their distinct black and white
facial pattern. The young are born underground in the
spring with litters ranging from 1 - 5 with 4 being typical.
Diet consists mostly of small, burrowing rodents, which
they dig up with their tremendous front claws. Can be
found in Parkland and Grassland areas. Classified as
“Sensitive” – Alberta Detailed Status.

Coyote		
Canis latrans

Ubiquitous throughout Alberta largely due to removal of
wolf populations that once kept coyotes restricted south
of the border. About the size of a medium dog (up to 35
kg), sexes are similar. Dens are generally situated on a
slope and may be an expanded badger hole. Typical
litters are 4 - 5 pups. Coyotes are extremely opportunistic
and diets range from small mammals to eggs to carrion.
They will form hunting packs to bring down larger prey.
Not considered a species at risk.
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Deer mouse

Peromyscus maniculatus
Deer mice can be found just about anywhere in the
province. They are a key part of the food web and
play a strong role in seed distribution for many plants.
A resemblance in color pattern to white-tailed deer
(tawny dark on top and white buffy on bottom) gives
them their name. Sexes are similar. In the prairies, dens are
usually small burrows where 4 – 5 young are born in the
spring. Diet consists of a variety of seeds and berries
and some insects. Not considered a species at risk.

Sagebrush vole / Meadow vole

Lemmicus curtatus / Microtis pennsylvanicus
	Voles are mouse-like mammals with small ears, relatively
short tails, and rounder bodies. Many produce more than
1 litter in a breeding season. Both these species construct
burrows. They are also very important as prey items and
seed dispersers. They are active in winter, and signs of
their movements can be seen after the snow is gone in
the form of dirt tunnels and mounds they construct at the
snow ground interface.
	The sagebrush vole is confined to prairie habitats. They
are an important food item for the prairie rattlesnake
comprising about 20% of their diet. They tend to be silvery
grey in color and have a shorter tail than the meadow
vole. Litters are 5 – 7 and may be up to 13. They consume
green plant material in spring and seeds and berries in
fall/winter.
	Meadow voles are found throughout Alberta. Their
coloration is brownish to black with a longish tail.
Litter size and diet are similar to the sagebrush vole.
Neither vole is considered a species at risk.
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Richardson’s ground squirrel

Spermophilus richardsonii

Another true prairie specialist, most Albertans commonly
refer to this animal as “gopher”. Often considered a pest
by farmers and ranchers, this animal is a critical part
of grassland ecology. Their burrows provide homes for
numerous species, they are an important prey item, and
they can be vital in aerating prairie soil and in plant seed
dispersal. Coloration - grey to cinnamon uppers and pale
yellowish underneath - with sexes similar. Mating is in late
winter and young are born in May, usually a litter of 7 – 8.
Diet is varied and comprised mostly of green vegetation
and seeds. Hibernation can start as early as mid-summer
for adult males whereas young may be active to October.
Not considered a species at risk.

Amphibian
Plains spadefoot
Spea bombifrons

	One of our more unique prairie species, they use spadelike structures on their hind feet to burrow underground.
They can remain below ground until precipitation levels
are great enough to reach them, indicating there is
enough water to breed. In Alberta, they are found almost
exclusively in prairie areas. They can be distinguished from
other toads by their vertical pupils and lack of enlarged
parotid glands behind the eyes. Sexes are similar in
appearance but females are slightly larger than males.
Breeding occurs during rainy periods in spring/summer.
Females lay egg clusters of 10 - 250 eggs and complete
metamorphosis from tadpole to adult takes place about
30 days after hatching. Newly morphed adults are smaller
than older adults. Adults eat small invertebrates, tadpoles
eat plankton and detritus, and under extreme conditions,
each other. Not considered a species at risk.
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Reptiles
Mountain short-horned lizard

Phrynosoma hernandesi

	Alberta’s only lizard, adults grow to be only 4.5 – 12 cm
long. They prefer to live at the border of upland prairie
and coulee rims generally on south facing slopes. Cold
tolerant, they are active from April to mid-October and
over-winter in shallow hibernacula. Sexes are similar
in overall appearance - body shape is round and flat
and color can be yellowish to reddish brown. Males
are smaller and become sexually active sooner than
females. Breeding takes place soon after emergence
and young, generally 5 - 7, are born live in late June
or early July. They are sit-and-wait predators and
diet consists mostly of ants and beetles. Their “horns”
may provide some protection against snake and
mammalian predators. They also squirt blood from the
eyes to deter predators. Classified as “Endangered” –
Alberta Detailed Status.

Bullsnake

Pituophis catenifer
Nonvenomous, they kill prey by constriction and
are considered to be one of the most economically
important rodent predators in Alberta. Bullsnakes are
confined to prairie Alberta and frequent areas of sandy
soil near large boulders or woodpiles. Typically yellow with
black spots, sexes are similar, with males being slightly
larger. Females will lay one to two clutches of about
12 - 14 eggs, which hatch in late summer. Nests may be
abandoned mammal burrows on south facing slopes.
Diets are varied and include rodents, rabbits, birds and
bird eggs, and invertebrates. When confronted, they will
often coil and strike, hiss, and vibrate their tails against
leaves or grass, apparently mimicking the defensive
posture of a rattlesnake. May reach lengths of 1.8 – 2.1 m.
Classified as “Sensitive” – Alberta General Status.
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Plains garter snake		
Thamnophis radix

 elatively common as far north as Cold Lake, they
R
can be differentiated from other garters by their fairly
prominent orange-yellow longitudinal dorsal stripe and
bright yellow side stripes. They are mildly venomous and
will inject venom through their saliva via biting – they do
not possess hollow fangs and venom is not dangerous
to humans. Found in a wide variety of habitats, they
prefer to be near water or riparian areas. Sexes are similar
with females being larger. Mating takes place within
winter hibernacula and young are live-born starting in
July. Litters range from 5 - 40 young. Diet includes fish,
amphibians, invertebrates, small mammals, and carrion.
To deter predators, they will writhe and twist and secrete
a foul smelling liquid from their cloaca when captured.
They reach lengths of about 1 m. Classified as “Sensitive” –
Alberta General Status.

Prairie rattlesnake
Crotalus viridus

	Alberta’s only true venomous snake, bites to humans do
occur but are rarely fatal. They can be easily differentiated
from our other snakes by their large triangular shaped
head and characteristic rattle adorned tail. Prairie
obligates, they prefer areas of sandy soil near rock piles
or boulders. Many individuals have a greenish hue to their
coloration but it can range into tans and browns; top and
side blotches are dark and tend to be in line whereas the
bullsnake’s blotches tend to be offset. Sexes are similar
with males slightly larger. Mating may take place in
aggregations of multiple individuals and sexual maturity
does not occur until they reach five to seven years. Once
mature, females may only breed every other year. Adults
may live to be 15 years old. Four to 12 young are live-born
starting in July. Heat-sensing facial pits are used to detect
prey, which include small mammals, reptiles, and birds.
Venom is injected via hollow fangs to immobilize prey.
Rattles are used to warn potential predators. Males and
non-reproductive females may move relatively long
distances (15 – 30 k) from winter hibernacula to find food
during summer. They can reach lengths of up to 1.2 - 1.5 m.
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Insects
Grasshoppers
Subfamily Slant-faced:

Brown-spotted range grasshopper
Psoloessa delicatula

Subfamily Band-winged:

Northern green-striped grasshopper
Chortophaga viridifasciata

Red-shanked grasshopper 		
Xanthippus corallipes latefasciatus

 ore than 80 species of grasshopper can be found
M
on the Canadian prairies and only a few (10) can
cause significant agricultural problems. There are
three subfamilies of grasshoppers that we find in our
area – Spur-throated, Slant-faced, and Band-winged.
Representatives from two of these groups are presented
here. Note that no species within the slant-faced
subfamily are considered pests and only one species
within the band-winged subfamily is considered a
pest (clear-winged grasshopper). Slant-faced are
characterized by pointed heads that are tipped slightly
forward and band-winged have brightly colored wings
that snap loudly during flight. Grasshoppers play
important roles in nutrient cycles and food webs.
T he brown-spotted range grasshopper can be one of the
first species to appear in the spring. Coloration is usually
grey with strong black contrasts and the hourglass on
the back is strongly constricted as compared to closely
related species. They overwinter as adults, mate and lay
eggs in early spring, and then the adults are gone by
the end of July replaced by the next generation. Prairie
birds depend on this grasshopper and other early spring
species for food. Not considered a species at risk.
 oth band-winged species overwinter as nymphs and
B
are among the earliest grasshoppers observed in spring.
Northern green-stripes have a pronounced ridge on their
back just behind the head and range from brown to tan
to green; adults have pale green wings. They are not an
especially common species as compared to others. Redshanks are our largest grasshopper and the immerging
nymph resembles a small toad because of its fat, bumpy,
and brown appearance. Adults will have orange-yellow
wings and red on the hind legs. They are quite common
on native prairie and important food source for burrowing
owls and loggerhead shrikes. Neither is considered a
species at risk.
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Badlands tiger beetle

Cicindela decemnotata
One of the fastest animals known, they can run most 400
km/hour for short distances to catch prey. Bright green
in color with distinctive “foot” shaped tan markings on
the abdomen. Adults emerge in fall, overwinter, and then
breed in the spring. Young are present in late spring,
early summer whereas adults are mostly gone by June.
They are relatively common on north rims above river
valleys in the Prairie region. They also occur in grassland
areas along the Peace River. Diet is other insects and
invertebrates. Not considered a species at risk.

Two-spot ladybug		
Adalia bipunctata

	This ladybug is frequently encountered inside homes
during winter where warmth from our heated dwellings
mistakenly rouses them from hibernation. Most forms have
two black spots on the wing covers but other forms range
from four spots to none. Two-spots found on the prairies
may have up to 10 small spots. They are cold tolerant
and breed early in the spring. Found throughout Alberta,
they prefer arboreal locations including prairie shrubs like
sagebrush. Their primary food is aphids. Not considered
a species at risk.

Wood ant

Formica spp.
T here are at least 21 different species of wood ant found
in Alberta. Like most ants, they are highly social and live
in colonies comprised almost entirely of non-reproductive
females. Wood ants typically are red on the head and
thorax and black on the abdomen. Wood ant anthills
are easily spotted but most of the action takes place
underground where up to a half million individuals can
live in larger colonies. In many large colonies, there may
be dozens of queens laying eggs. Diet consists primarily
of insects including other ants. Not considered a species
at risk.
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Maple bug

Boisea trivittatus
Also known as the Box Elder bug, they are often found
within our homes during winter. Completely harmless,
these are overwintering adults looking for a warm place
to hide for the season. Once spring comes, females leave
winter hiding spots to lay eggs on their favorite tree, the
Manitoba maple (Box elder). Young are common in
spring and are bright red and will eventually take on the
typical adult black-red coloration as they mature. This very
noticeable color pattern warns predators that they taste
bad. Found in southern Alberta where Manitoba maple
and cottonwoods exist. They use sucking mouthparts
to take in plant juices as food. Not considered a species
at risk.

Big green stink bug
Chlorochroa sayi

	Yes, they are “big” and green and do stink. The unusual
smell is produced by scent glands. Females are known
for guarding their eggs until the young hatch. Found
throughout southern Alberta, their diet is plant juices
obtained via sucking mouthparts. Not considered a
species at risk.

Spotted spreadwing
Lestes congener

 art of the spreadwing group of damselflies, they can
P
be distinguished from other spreadwings by two spots
on the thorax behind the rear legs. Damselflies are
often mistaken for dragonflies but are very different in
appearance as they have a longer, narrower abdomen
and, when perching, hold their wings behind and parallel
with their bodies whereas dragonflies hold their wings
perpendicular to their bodies. This species can be found
at most prairie wetlands. Sexes are similar and females
lay eggs on wetland vegetation. The larval form, after
hatching in early spring, spends its time in the water and
adults emerge, after metamorphosis, in July. Adults may
stay active until late October. Damselflies prey on other
invertebrates primarily insects. Not considered a species
at risk.
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Purplish copper

Lycaena helloides
Coopers are small, orangey-brown butterflies that may go
unnoticed because of their size and limited movement.
Purplish coppers may be observed more often than
other coppers due to increased activity and a penchant
for defending food plants by attacking other potential
competitors. They can be found in a variety of habitats
including weedy fields, wet meadows, lawns, and vacant
lots. Females have a bit more orange (vs. brown) on the
upper wing than males and prefer to lay eggs on sorrel,
dock, or smartweed. There may be two “broods” produced
in a season – one in June and one in late August/early
September. As with most butterflies, caterpillars consume
leaves and stems and adults are nectar feeders. Not
considered a species at risk.

White admiral

Limenitis arthemis
	A relatively common butterfly in Alberta, it is easily
recognizable by its prominent white band on the wings
contrasted with its overall dark coloration. In southern
Alberta, they are generally found in open areas near
cottonwood stands. Sexes are similar and females lay
eggs in late summer/early fall and, after hatching, the
very young caterpillars overwinter. Full adults emerge in
June or July. The preferred foods for caterpillars are willow,
cottonwood, and birch. Not considered a species at
risk. Note – a closely related species, the Weidemeyer’s
admiral (L. weidermeyerii), found only in the very southern
part of the province is classified as a “Species of Special
Concern” – Alberta Detailed Status.
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Monarch

Danaus plexippus
 erhaps one of the most well known insects, monarchs
P
are migratory and it may take several generations for
them to complete the full migration between Canada
and Mexico. They are part of a special group called
milkweed butterflies because the caterpillars use these
plants as their sole food source. Milkweeds have toxic
compounds that make monarch adults and young taste
bad; the bright color of young and old warns predators
not to eat them. Adults are easily recognized by the bright
orange colored wings highlighted by black edging. Males
have an oval-shaped black enlargement along a vein
in each lower wing, which is absent in females. Eggs are
laid in spring on milkweed, caterpillars turn into adults by
August, and then continue the migration. In Alberta, they
are not common and occur most often in the southern
part of the province. Not considered a species at risk.

Polyphemus

Antheraea polyphemus
	A large brown and tan moth, with conspicuous eyespots
on the wings, that like most moths, is active at night.
During the day, these moths rest with their wings in an
upright position and, if they are disturbed, will flash their
wings to expose the eyespots suddenly to distract a
predator. Males have bushier antenna and a smaller
abdomen than females. They use the bushy antenna
to detect pheromones given off by females during
mating season. Females typically lay eggs on willow
and chokecherry. Caterpillars are bright green, form
their cocoons in fall, and overwinter in this stage. Adults
emerge from their cocoons in spring. Polyphemus are
relatively common in our area. Not considered a species
at risk

Nevada bumblebee
Bombus nevadensis

 ften heard before they are seen, bumblebees are
O
yellow on top and black on the bottom. Their hairy bodies
trap heat during flight and allow them to function at
lower temperatures than other insects. Because of this
adaptation, they may be observed from early in spring to
well into fall. Queens establish new colonies in spring in
abandoned rodent burrows. Workers will tend young and
gather nectar and pollen. There are 34 other species of
“bumblebee” found in Alberta. Not considered a species
at risk.
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Bald-faced hornet
Vespula maculata

One of our largest members of the wasp family, hornets
are responsible for most of the large “paper” nests we
see in our area. Their creamy color bands and light face
differentiates them from yellow jackets. Queens are the
only members of a colony to survive winter. Each spring,
they construct the start of a new colony and begin the
annual cycle of laying eggs, producing workers, growing
the colony, and finally producing new queens and
drones in the fall that will mate and start the cycle anew.
Nest are created and expanded by wasps chewing
woody material, mixing it with saliva, and laying it down
like brick mortar. Diet ranges from nectar to insects.
There are several other “hornet” species in the province.
Not considered a species at risk.

Snap-trap ant lion

Brachynemurus abdominalis
	The larval form of this insect is where it gets the name
and reputation. Larva are brown/tan colored, have
flat heads with fierce looking, long jaws, and plump
spindle-like abdomen. They hide under sandy soil with
their jaws protruding slightly and wait for prey, usually an
ant, to come near so they can grab the prey and pull it
underground to consume. Adults are winged and look
similar to a damselfly (long wings and abdomen) but are
active at night and thus rarely seen. Females lay eggs in
soil appropriate for the larva to build its “trap” nest. Found
through much of Alberta. Not considered a species at risk.

Spiders
Burrowing wolf spider

Geolycosa missouriensis
 nlike most wolf spiders, which are active hunters, this
U
spider digs a tunnel in sandy soil, lines it with silk to
“cement” the walls, and lies in wait at the tunnel entrance
for prey (insects) to come by. Females are slightly larger
than males and both sexes are gray to sandy colored
with black flecks. The female is a devoted mother: she
moves her egg sac up and down the tunnel to maintain
proper temperature and, after hatching, the young cling
to special hairs on her body until old enough to leave.
In Alberta, this spider is only found in sandy areas in the
Prairie region. Not considered a species at risk.
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Western black widow
Latrodectus hesperus

Females are well known by their characteristic overall
shiny black color and definitive red hourglass marking
on the underside of the abdomen. Males are much
different looking as they have a narrow, striped and
speckled body, with legs much longer than body width,
and are about 1/3 the size of the female. In Alberta, black
widows are most common in the Prairie region where
the female builds an irregularly shaped web at the front
of abandoned badger or rodent burrows. Typically shy,
females will only bite when threatened or protecting
an egg sac; males do not bite. Reaction to a bite can
range from mild to severe depending on a variety of
factors. Females can live up to three years in the wild.
Not considered a species at risk.

Other Invertebrates
Centipede

Lithobius spp.
	Orange-brown with paired legs on the many segments
of their body, centipedes are common predators found
in moist rotting vegetation. Sexes are similar and adults
do not copulate. Rather, a male will deposit a capsule
called a spermatophore (sperm capsule) for the female
to take up and use to fertilize her eggs. She will then lay
a small number of eggs in several holes and cover them
with leaves to keep them moist. After hatching, young
start with about 3 pairs of legs and develop additional
segments/legs as they molt. In some species, it may take
several years for the young to reach maturity and breed.
Diet is varied consisting mostly of other invertebrates.
They use venom to help subdue their prey and species
in Alberta are not harmful to people. Contrary to popular
opinion, they never have 100 legs as the name indicates.
There are six species in Alberta. Not considered a species
at risk.
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Millipede

Order: Julida
 ark coloration, two pairs of legs per segment, and leg
D
movement in a slow, coordinated wave, characterize this
animal. Millipedes are plant and detritus eaters. Sexes are
similar and reproduction may occur via a spermatophore
(sperm capsule) that the female takes up or by direct
transfer of sperm by the male using specialized legs.
Females generally lay eggs in moist vegetation on the
ground and young hatch with 3 to 4 segments and will
add new segments/legs as they molt. When disturbed
they coil themselves tightly to protect their legs and softer
underside. Similarly to centipedes, millipedes never have
as many legs as their name indicates. At least six species
exist in Alberta. Not considered a species at risk.

PLANTS
Shrubs
Wild rose
Rosa spp.

	There are three species of rose in our area: Prairie rose
(R. arkansana), Prickly rose (R. acicularis), and Wood’s
rose (R. woodsii). They share common characteristics of
pink flowers, thorny stems, and red globular fruits called
rose hips. Prairie rose is very low growing, dies back
to ground level in the fall and some may have white
flowers; Prickly rose can have solitary flowers and stems
covered with dense, straight thorns; and Wood’s rose
will often have multiple flowers. Prickly rose is the species
recognized as the provincial flower. Prickly rose is the least
common species in our area and Wood’s rose is the most
common. Roses can be found throughout much of the
province. Rose hips, rich in Vitamin C, were an important
food for First Nations peoples. Not considered a species
at risk.
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Silver sagebrush
Artemisia cana

 ur common prairie shrub, sagebrush plays an important
O
role in the life history of several grassland species.
This plant is characterized by multiple branched greyish
woody stems, pale green elongated leaves covered with
soft, silvery hairs, and very small yellow flowers that bloom
late in the season (August – October). The leaves contain
strong, aromatic chemicals and few species will consume
them. However, sagebrush is an important food for
pronghorn and sage grouse. First Nations used different
parts of the plant for a variety of medicinal and domestic
purposes. Not considered a species at risk.

Grasses
Western wheatgrass
Agropyron smithii

	A very common prairie species in moist low-lying areas
with alkali soils. It can also be found in the Foothills and
Parkland regions. Flowering heads are smallish with
relatively densely packed flowering stalks that have
small flowers with short awns. Flowering heads are much
shorter than Northern wheatgrass. Can tolerate heavy
grazing pressure under moist conditions. Not considered
a species at risk.

Northern wheatgrass

Agropyron dasystachyum
 nother relatively common prairie species, it will not thrive
A
on alkali soils as does Western wheatgrass. Flowering
heads are elongated with evenly spread flowering stalks
that have small flowers with short awns. Flowering heads
are much longer than Western wheatgrass. This species
will withstand heavy grazing pressure under relatively
moist conditions and may replace more sensitive grasses.
Not considered a species at risk.
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Needle-and-thread grass
Stipa comata

One of the most important and recognized prairie
grasses. Flowering heads are characterized by extremely
long awns (thread) attached to relatively hard, pointy
seeds (needle). Also known as spear grass. Awns, when
moistened, will twirl helping the seed drill into the soil.
Considered to be a major climax grass in this area but
is very rare outside the Prairie region. Can tolerate most
levels of grazing, although constant heavy grazing will
reduce vigor and seed supply. Not considered a species
at risk.

Blue grama

Bouteloua gracilis
	A relatively common grass, it can tolerate disturbance
(grazing) better than many other species and can be the
dominate species on overused sites. Flowering heads are
characteristically comb-like, curved, and bluish-purple to
grayish in color. Can be recognized by its curly leaves
when flowers are not present. Easily found in most prairie
habitats, this species is only occasionally found in the
Foothills and Parkland regions. Not considered a species
at risk.

June grass

Koeleria macrantha
 ne of the most common grasses in the province,
O
it will take on a variety of growth forms depending
on the location. Flowering heads are very dense
with individual flowering stalks and flowers difficult
todistinguish; awns are short. It is found in all regions
of the province and will be the dominant species
on overgrazed sites. Not considered a species at risk.
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Forbs
These are non-woody plants, generally with brightly colored, conspicuous flowers.
Often called wildflowers.

Golden bean

Thermopsis rhombifolia
One of the earliest flowers to appear in the spring, First
Nations people often referred to this plant as “buffalo
bean” because it foretold the annual return of bison
herds to an area. A perennial, flowers are bright yellow
with the typical pea family appearance of five petals
overlapping slightly forming a “tube” with one petal
anchoring the bottom as the “keel”. The inflorescence is
usually tightly packed near the top of the plant. Widely
distributed across the prairies, it is more commonly found
in moister, exposed areas with sandy soil. Not edible.
Not considered a species at risk.

Showy milkweed

Asclepias speciosa
	Milkweeds get their name from the white milky juice that
oozes from the stem or leaves when picked. It is a fairly tall
perennial plant with long, fleshy oblong shaped leaves.
The inflorescence forms an umbrella like structure at the
top of the plant comprised of multiple flowers, purple
to pink in color, with incurved “horns” toward the top of
each flower. This species will grow in clumped patches
throughout the Prairie region and is more commonly
found in moister sites with sandy or loamy soils. Despite
containing toxic alkaloids, it was used widely (after proper
preparation) by First Nations people for a variety of
medicinal and food related purposes. Critically important
as a food for Monarch butterfly caterpillars.
Not considered a species at risk.
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Blue beard-tongue
Penstemon nitidus

 eard-tongues get their name from smooth hairs present
B
on the lower lip of the flower that adopt a beard-like
appearance. Flowers are numerous and are generally
bright blue in color but may be slightly purple in a small
number of individual plants; the flowers form distinct
tubes. Common throughout the Prairie region, this species
is usually found in drier, well drained areas especially
along hillsides and river breaks. It is a perennial and
will often grow in clumps. Not known as a food plant.
Not considered a species at risk.

Prairie cone-flower

Ratibida columnifera
	Cone-flowers are a unique daisy because the central
part of the flower (disk) forms an elongated cone-like
structure, which is surrounded by the typical bright yellow
ray petals. Flowers are numerous and tend to grow on
individual stalks. It is a perennial that is relatively common
on drier sites and disturbed areas associated with
gravelly soil throughout the Prairie region. First Nations
people used it for a variety of purposes. Not considered
a species at risk.

Ball cactus

Coryphantha vivipara
Cactus in Alberta? Yes, there are 3 species. The other 2
are prickly-pears. The ball cactus is a squat, low growing
round stem with leaves modified into spines. It will
produce a brightly colored pink to reddish purple flower
that only lasts 1 - 2 days from June to August. This species
is usually found in dry, sandy or rocky soil, often on
south-facing slopes and is confined to the Prairie region.
The berries produced after flowering are edible and are
browsed by pronghorn. Not considered a species at risk.

