Southern Flying Squirrels Land in Canada
by Angus Loten
October 11, 2013 – What happens when a Southern flying squirrel meets a Northern flying squirrel, and the mood is just right?
A decade ago, the answer would have been nothing.  But more recently, Canadian wildlife researchers collected DNA evidence showing the 2 species can and do interbreed, as the Southern flier's habitat moves northward.  The result is a hybrid offspring, with the Southern squirrel's shorter body and the Northern squirrel's gray-white belly fur.  Some who hail from the north have suggested calling it the "Canadian" flying squirrel.
That's where the fur starts to fly.  South of the 49th parallel, the latitude separating Canada and the U.S., fans of the high-gliding critters say they prefer a more pan-continental approach to naming the hybrids.
"I feel no rivalry with Canada, but prefer 'North American Hybrid Flying Squirrel,'" says 72-year-old Joan Barron, a retired psychiatric nurse in Fleming Island, Fla., and a co-founder of the National Flying Squirrel Association, an online message board with more than 2,000 registered users.  Her 12-year-old pet flying squirrel, Chuck Yeager-Lindbergh, aka "Chuckie," is a Southern flier that was abandoned in the woods as a baby.
Other members of Ms. Barron's group have suggested calling the hybrids North American flying squirrels or Central flying squirrels.  Or even Glaucomys vobrinus, combining the Latin terms for the Southern and Northern species, Glaucomys volans and Glaucomys sabrinus.
Steve Patterson, a Canadian educator who uses flying squirrels to teach ecology to school kids and other groups, says in presentations he already refers to the Northern species as "Canadian" because they're "quiet, reserved and peace-loving," he says.  "The Southern, on the other hand, is noisy and boisterous, and bullies the Northern flying squirrel," which is the larger but more docile of the two, he says.
He wants the hybrids to be known as Glaucomys Canamus, or Can-Am flying squirrel, giving Canada top billing.  Ms. Barron chafes at that suggestion, saying Mr. Patterson can call them whatever he wants, "but here we know that they're really American volaces adiens canamus"—that is, American fliers invading Canada.
The term "flying" squirrel is itself a misnomer, since the critters merely glide from tree to tree, looking for nuts and acorns.  Though they can make 90-degree turns, the maximum hang time for both species is about 260 feet, according to wildlife data from the University of Michigan.
According to the Canadian scientific team that discovered the hybrids, the naming debate is a moot point.  Like the "pizzley" or "grolar bear," the name popularly given to a polar bear-grizzly mix discovered by an Arctic hunter in 2006, interspecies hybrids aren't technically a unique new species until they breed among themselves and produce their own offspring.
"That's not happening, yet," says Jeff Bowman, a wildlife biologist with the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources who leads a research group that traps and tags the animals.  Instead, they appear to be breeding only with Southern or Northern fliers.
A more pressing issue, Mr. Bowman says, is why the squirrels are hooking up in the first place.  He believes it has to do with changing weather patterns that have resulted in fewer harsh winters.  That's sending Southern flying squirrels—which are typically found across most of the eastern half of the U.S., from Florida to Michigan—further north into the Northern flying squirrels' territory, roughly spanning the length of Canada up to the Yukon and Alaska.
Because the Southern species is more social, and less comfortable in the cold, they tend to seek out the company of other flying squirrels to share warmth during the winter and early spring.  Up north, they're less likely to find other southerners and instead shack up with northerners, Mr. Bowman says.
Mr. Bowman first suspected the squirrels were commingling as far as back as 2002, during a habitat survey.  "I was finding some very strange mixes," he says of some of the hundreds of flying squirrels the team captured in treetop traps set in woodlands along the north shore of Lake Ontario and the southern edge of Canada's boreal forest.  Until then, that was as far north as the Southern flying squirrel was thought to go.
Mr. Patterson, who assisted Mr. Bowman's team in 2004, says: "I remember well the morning when I was trapping for Northern flying squirrels and all the flying squirrels I caught in my traps were Southern flying squirrels."
Beyond the northward migration, the team was also increasingly trapping hybrids.  Working with a geneticist from nearby Trent University, Mr. Bowman ran DNA tests on the animals, which have since shown about 5% of the flying squirrels in the Lake Ontario region had mixed gene pools.  The pair published the results in 2010.
Not all evolutionary biologists agree that climate change is behind recently discovered cases of interbreeding.  Other factors might include habitat loss due to residential development, or other invasive species.
Mr. Bowman says his team simply refers to the mixed squirrels as hybrid fliers: "I suppose we should consider coining a name that's a little more memorable," he says.  In scientific circles, the final say in naming a newly discovered species belongs to the first researcher who publishes evidence in a peer-reviewed journal.  While that hasn't happened yet, the top contender so far is Mr. Bowman.  He says for now he's leaning toward the term "South-North" fliers, or SoNo, for short.  "The hybridization appears to be caused by these guys coming up from the south, so it seems as though they should get top billing," he says.
For her part, Ms. Barron says she's worried that, if left to science, the hybrids will get stuck with a silly name—if not an un-American one.  "I imagine the scientific community will come up with something unique," she says, "and perhaps unpronounceable."
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