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Ontario Wildlife Food Survey Protocol 
 
The Ontario Wildlife Food Survey (WFS) is a continuation of work first conducted in the former 
Algonquin Region of the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) from 1989-1992. In 1998, 
following a short respite, the survey was re-established and expanded to all MNR districts in 
central Ontario served by the former Southern Science Section. In 2004, the WFS was 
expanded to the entire province and in 2008 the current Wildlife Research and Monitoring 
Section became responsible for coordinating data collection and analysis.  It provides what is 
likely the best scalable long-term representation of wildlife food productivity patterns for the 
province. Results are condensed and published in an annual report. 
 
In spring each year, blank WFS data forms are distributed to Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry (MNRF) personnel at field offices across Ontario.  
 
Data forms are specific to 3 regions where different assemblages of plants are considered as 
important wildlife foods (Rowe 1972, see Map 1 below):  
 

1. Portions of the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence forest region) in MNRF’s southern and 
northeast regions (GLSL east) 

2. Boreal forest region (split into East and West on Map 1) 
3. Great Lakes–St. Lawrence forest region in MNRF’s Northwest Region (GLSL west) 

 
The food species listed for any given region are not exhaustive but were settled on as being the 
most common or widespread plants that contribute significantly to the diet of various species of 
wildlife. 
 
The survey is voluntary so, while carrying out regular duties, staff are asked to state presence 
(yes or no) and rank  productivity (seed and fruit production on a 0 through 4 scale) of 23 to 31 
species (or groups of species) of plants that wildlife use for food in their district or area.  
 
For presence (does the plant itself occur in the area under consideration), rate as:  No= absent 
or almost absent, or Yes = present in quantities significant for wildlife food.  This is meant to 
serve as a check against those instances when production is rated at 0.  
 
For production (or how much fruit is on the plants) rate as: 0 = none or almost none seed or 
fruit production, 1 = below average, 2 = average, 3 = above average, and 4 = bumper crop.  
 
Important - Please rate fruit production for its use as wildlife food. For example, if a bumper 
crop of berries formed but did not mature because of drought, it is no longer a bumper crop and 
could be rated as low as none or almost none. Please rank fruit/nut production at its peak 
during the season.  Please fill out the top of the form with District, Area, Township and 
Observer. These are sometimes crucial in clearing up data discrepancies.   
When entire districts are not being considered, staff are asked to fill out a separate data form for 
each township or area visited as this provides information on variation at finer scales. There 
remains the option to summarize the information over larger areas.   
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Some points to consider: 
 

• Ideally the survey works best in the long term if personnel involved have experience in 
the area being surveyed and if the same staff members are involved from year to year, 
thereby providing a better sense of relative productivity .  It also works best if more, 
rather than fewer, people provide input thereby reducing individual bias. However, some 
offices find it convenient to provide a single form filled out collectively by a group over 
coffee/lunch. 
 

• Some offices use existing food or forestry plots as the basis for their input to the WFS 
 

• Ensure you are using the correct version of the form (GLSL East, GLSL West, or Boreal) 
by referring to Map 1 below. 

 
• Do not feel obligated to provide data for all species listed.  Obviously it would be best to 

have all species covered, but if you are unsure of certain species, or didn’t notice how a 
specific crop progressed, it’s best left blank.  (Blank, however, is not the same as 0. 
Please see above) 

 
• It is best if staff consider the area as a whole rather than using single trees / patches of 

berries as representative. Further to this, trees or shrubs in urban or suburban 
environments should be considered with caution as they can be the beneficiaries of lawn 
watering and fertilizer. 

 
• There is space on the form for notes and observations. Events such as insect outbreaks, 

unusual weather affecting production, pollinators, feeding patterns by wildlife etc. are 
encouraged and have been useful in helping explain trends in food production.  

 
• Addition of wildlife food species not listed, but thought to be important locally, as notes at 

the bottom of the form is encouraged, particularly if copies of the forms are retained by 
Areas or Districts. However, please do not alter the forms themselves as this will likely 
result in discontinuities and ultimately in circulation of multiple versions of the data forms.  
If you are not sure that you have an original form please contact the coordinates below 

 
• We will take data forms in any format; as hardcopies mailed to the address below, 

scanned versions of same, or .doc/.docx files by email.  The latter is best as it makes 
data entry more efficient. 
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   Map 1 – Rowe’s (1972) Forest Regions in Ontario 
 
 
 
Questions, comments, and resulting data can be sent to: 
 
Derek Potter 
Research Biologist 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry 
Wildlife Research and Monitoring Section 
c/o Trent University, DNA Building 
2140 East Bank Dr., Peterborough ON 
K9L 0G2 
 
P: 705-755-1554 
C: 705-760-2154 
F: 705-755-1559 
 
derek.potter@ontario.ca 


