WINGBEATS 2021 40th Anniversary Edition

Over the past four decades, the Ottawa Valley Wild Bird Care Centre has provided care
for at least 175 different species of orphaned, sick or injured wild birds, and an astonishing
total of more than 125,000 individual birds, many of which are on the threatened or
endangered species list.
Now, we’re on track to constructing a new, advanced facility to be better equipped to meet
the Ottawa Valley's increasing demands for emergency and rehabilitative wild bird
care. And we’ll be able to significantly improve our education and training programs so
that area residents, especially children, will learn about how wild birds enhance our lives
and what we can all do to help them.
This special 40th anniversary edition of Wingbeats will take us on a journey - one that
looks back to reflect on our humble beginnings, takes stock of the present, and looks
forward to a brighter future for wild birds in the Ottawa Valley Region and surrounding
areas.

Early Days
It all started when Kathy Nihei
nursed an injured hummingbird back
to health at her Nepean home in
1981. “Pip”, named after the little
peeping sound the hummingbird
made, is pictured here, drinking
nectar from a flower in Kathy’s hand.
Soon thereafter, Kathy found herself
caring for many more and
established the Ottawa Valley Wild
Bird Care Centre as a grassroots
initiative to meet the need. The
following year, her efforts to help
birds were almost derailed when a
Kathy Nihei with "Pip", her very first patient, a Ruby-throated
provincial conservation officer could
Hummingbird with a broken wing
have shut down the operation due to
lack of having the authorization necessary for possessing various protected bird species.
Making her case, Kathy soon gained the officer’s assistance in obtaining the necessary
permits.
As the Ottawa Citizen once reported, “Basically, she’s abandoned most of her house by
looking after all these birds. The living room serves as the office, where staff handles a
huge volume of paperwork and plots fundraising strategies. The spare bedroom has a
computer printer. The backyard is taken up with large bird cages and feeders. The
basement is the Centre’s focal point: cages big and small claim most floor space and line
the walls.” An important part of the workload was responding to calls for advice or
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assistance. These were already averaging about
25,000 a year. Clearly, a regional need was being
met.
Early in 1991, it was obvious that Kathy’s
basement quarters were too cramped and no
longer adequate for the growing number of wild
birds brought to the Centre for treatment and
rehabilitation by rescuers in the city, other parts
of Ontario and sometimes other provinces. Local
veterinarians as well as the Ministry of Natural
Resources, Humane Society, Canadian Wildlife
Service also sent injured, sick or orphaned wild
birds to the Centre or referred rescuers to it. By
year’s end, the Centre found a new home in its
current location on Moodie Drive, formerly the
National
Capital
Commission
(NCC)
Interpretation Centre at Stoney Swamp.

Kathy Nihei in her home, with Loons

The Minister of State for the Environment
(Ontario) recognized Kathy’s project to establish a wild bird rehabilitation facility, stating
that the “project will not only make a tangible contribution to the quality of the environment
in your community, but also encourage others to do their part.” This helped encourage
public support for the Centre, with donations soon pouring in to pay for the renovations
required at the Moodie Drive location.
Among the founding patrons was the Canadian Wildlife Federation, and other prominent
individuals, groups of company employees and students.

The Centre’s current location on Moodie Drive
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By the time the Ottawa Citizen interviewed Kathy in October 1994, just two years after
the move to Moodie Drive, the new facility’s impact was quite apparent. “Wild Bird Care
Centre helps 4,000 birds a year,” read the headline. As the 1990s came to a close, there
was increasing awareness of and appreciation for the Centre’s work, expertise and
contributions to the environment.
In November 1997, a pink and white Chilean flamingo named Elisha escaped from a U.S.
waterfowl sanctuary, flew north about 650 kilometres to an Ottawa River inlet. Kathy Nihei
and about 80 volunteers set out to capture the bird before it would surely freeze to death.
After 3 weeks of effort, and a huge amount of global publicity for the Centre, Elisha was
successfully captured and returned to Connecticut in the cargo hold of an Air Canada
plane.

Kathy Nihei with Elisha, the Chilean Flamingo

Most Recent Years
Today, after 40 years, the Centre remains the region’s only rehabilitation facility
exclusively dedicated to wild birds and also the oldest wildlife rehabilitation organization
of any kind in the area. And its mission is still sharply focused on assessing, treating, and
rehabilitating injured, ill, or orphaned wild birds to release them back into their natural
habitat. Additionally, the Centre provides the public with information on bird intervention,
safe handling techniques, and avian injury prevention and educates people of all ages
regarding the natural history, conservation, and rehabilitation of wild birds.
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In 2010, an education program was born and quickly became an integral part of the
Centre’s mission. Developing experiential learning programs based on the Centre’s work
and topics related to wild birds, the program has grown, earning plaudits from teachers in
schools across Ottawa.
With an Ontario Trillium Foundation Grant
received in 2017, the Centre launched its
Junior Avian Ambassador program. The
program
offers
presentations
and
demonstrations off-site and provides teachers
with additional resources for ongoing
classroom learning.
To date over 2,100 area children have been
awarded an official Junior Avian Ambassador
pin and certificate for participating in activities
to help wild birds. Free programs at libraries
have also been offered.
Announcing the Ontario Trillium Grant and the
launch of the Junior Avian Ambassador Program

The Next Chapter

Now an experienced and well-respected organization, the Centre celebrates the
dedication and devoted support of its past and present skilled staff, hundreds of
volunteers, members, and generous donors. Our current board is comprised of qualified,
passionate directors who go well above and beyond what is expected of them, remain
unwavering in their support and commitment while looking ahead to ensure the Centre’s
future.
Welcome to our new Executive Director!
The Board of Directors is pleased to welcome
Sandra Sawers to our team as our new
Executive Director!
Sandra holds a Bachelor of Science Honours
degree in biology and a Master’s degree in
Philanthropy and Non-profit Leadership.
As a member of the Ottawa Chapter of the
Association of Fundraising Professionals,
Sandra holds herself accountable to the
highest ethical standards and helps others
find joy in giving their time, talent, and
treasure to advance charitable missions. She
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believes in fostering a culture of diversity and inclusion through collaboration and
innovation.
As a non-profit sector professional, Sandra’s held multiple leadership roles where she
excelled in building strategic networks & partnerships, creating policies and programs,
and diversifying funding. She brings a robust set of skills that will bring the Wild Bird Care
Centre to the next level as we position ourselves for growth and future challenges.
A passionate bird lover, Sandra is dedicated to wild bird conservation, environmental
stewardship and the bigger role that charities can play impacting climate change and
species decline. Sandra advocates for birds and wildlife through her own volunteer work
and enjoys helping others create wildlife-friendly habitats in their own backyards to
enhance local biodiversity.
We hope you will reach out and say hello to Sandra, as she looks forward to connecting
with our members, donors, partners, volunteers and our larger birding community in the
coming months. Email: sandras@wildbirdcarecentre.org.

Looking Ahead to the Next 40 Years
This 40th anniversary year marks a major milestone for the Centre. We are not just
celebrating our past accomplishments and growth over the past 40 years, but also a vision
of the future 40 years, and a hope for an even brighter future ahead.
As the city continues to grow, so too will the demand for the Centre’s services. The current
location cannot be renovated or expanded, and 17+ acres of land was purchased to build
a much-needed advanced care facility. To the delight of membership, initial conceptual
plans were unveiled in the fall of 2018.
With an initial estimated cost of $1.7M, a major capital campaign was officially launched
on May 14, 2019 and is ongoing. Room naming opportunities are available for donors to
leave a special lasting legacy. To date, just over $1.1M of the target goal has already
been raised or pledged, with 77% of the funds coming from major donors contributing in
excess of $10,000. This is truly an amazing show of support from our community. A
recent donation of $10,000 for one of the outdoor aviaries came from Ontario Power
Generation, with promotion of our capital campaign on their website:
https://www.opg.com/story/opg-helps-support-campaign-for-a-new-wild-bird-carecentre-in-ottawa/
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Conceptual drawing of the new Centre by ADAD Inc.

The plans have been finalized for
quite some time now, a well was
drilled in January 2020, and the
build
project
is
currently
undergoing the process of site
plan control. The development
process itself is complex,
requiring multiple disciplines to
collaborate and coordinate at
each stage.
Though delays for such projects
are typical and were expected,
significant unexpected delays
have been encountered due to
the effects of the pandemic.
However, the Board remains
steadfast in its commitment to
building the new Centre.
Construction is expected to begin
when the site plan is approved,
and the building permits are in
place, sometime this year.

Drilling of the well at the new location
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The new facility, once completed, will improve the standard of care provided, and increase
the chances of survival and release for each bird brought in for care. Outdoor aviaries, a
necessary requirement, will form an integral part of the facility which will allow birds to
acclimatize to the outdoors and spread their wings before final release. An informal
education/visitor area will allow people of all ages to learn about birds, their habitats and
good environmental stewardship.
For more information and how you can help, please visit:
https://wildbirdcarecentre.org/build.html.
Many birds admitted for treatment are
listed as species at risk in Ontario, like
this Red-headed Woodpecker.
"Red" was successfully rehabilitated
and released in 2020, after coming to
the Centre suffering serious injuries
sustained from a window collision.
The Red-headed Woodpecker was
declared an endangered species in
Canada in 2020, with only about 4,000
individuals remaining in Ontario and
Manitoba.
As an essential service, the Centre has
kept its doors open to all birds in need
of care throughout the pandemic. In
2020 we received a record 4,300 birds
and are on track to see an even bigger
increase as our community further
engages with nature and wild birds.

We wish to thank everyone who has supported us over the past 40 years. We couldn’t
have done our work without you!
“Conservation begins with one small act of kindness, the saving of one life. Each bird’s
life matters, now more than ever before. We want to ensure that birds in need of care will
be given a second chance at life, now, and for generations to come."
- Juliette Marczuk, Chair

Wingbeats is sponsored by:
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