
Advanced Facilities for Avian Research (AFAR)

Studies of birds have made important contributions to ecology, evolution, and the 
life sciences. Birds have served as model organisms in the development of modern 
biological ideas about speciation, community ecology, behaviour, hormones, 
the nervous system, biodiversity, conservation, environmental health and are 
important models for examining disease.  Furthermore, recent outbreaks of bird-
borne diseases, particularly avian influenza and West Nile virus, stress the need 
for a sound understanding of the ecology and transmission of infectious disease 
by birds.  

First in Canada
Despite the importance of birds as model systems in a range of disciplines, 
Canada lacks a specialized university-based centre for studying avian physiology, 
neurobiology and behaviour.  The University of Western Ontario is establishing 
The Advanced Facilities for Avian Research (AFAR), a world-class facility for 
interdisciplinary studies of wild birds in controlled environmental conditions.  
This $9 million, 16,000 square foot research centre will be the first of its kind in 
Canada and will have research capacity unique in the world.  AFAR will feature the 
world’s first hypobaric climatic wind tunnel designed to enable the study of the 
physiology and aerodynamics of bird flight in high altitude conditions.  

Western has assembled the largest group of integrative avian biologists in Canada 
and, as home to the world-renowned Boundary Layer Wind Tunnel Laboratory, 
is a recognized leader in wind tunnel experimentation.  The integrated and 
complementary expertise of the research team combined with AFAR’s unique 
infrastructure will enable novel research in a number of important areas.  

4:1 Matching Fund Opportunity
Support for this initiative has been committed through the Canada Foundation 
for Innovation that provides matching funds on all private sector contributions. 
Under CFI guidelines, Western is committed to raising 20% of the total project 
cost or $1.8 million.  We have approximately $1.4 million left to raise on 
this goal. 

We turn to our alumni, friends, corporations and foundations for critical support of 
this research centre.   All donations in support of the Advanced Facilities for 
Avian Research will leverage matching funds on a 4:1 basis, significantly 
increasing the impact of each gift.  Numerous naming opportunities have 
been identified to recognize our generous donors.

Song sparrow (Melospiza Melodia)

Did You Know?

Sixty percent of Canada’s bird species are migratory 
and most populations are declining.

Studies of birds have made important 
contributions to the life sciences, ecology and 

evolution.

Studies of birds have led to fundamental 
discoveries with long-term bene�ts in 

biomedicine and agriculture. 

Birds are among the best model systems 
to study the neurobiology of learning and 

adult neurogenesis. 

Source:  AFAR web site
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AFAR will include the following: 

�� Bird wind tunnel, the centrepiece of AFAR—the world’s first climatic, hypobaric wind tunnel designed for birds will enable researchers to 		
	 control humidity, temperature and air pressure to simulate conditions from sea level to 7 km altitude. Birds will fly in an enclosed flight 		
	 chamber as researchers control air speed and altitude.  The entire wind tunnel will be constructed of steel and will be more than 40 feet long 		
	 and over two storeys high.

�� Animal Care Facilities—outdoor modular aviaries and specialized animal holding rooms for diverse bird species including shorebirds, 		
	 waterfowl and songbirds. 

�� Experimental Infrastructure—features such as behaviour observation arenas, acoustic chambers, and environmental rooms will 		
	 facilitate a better understanding of birds’ neural, physiological and behavioural responses to the environment.   

�� Analytical facilities—includes state-of-the-art biochemical and genetic equipment, a computer-driven stereological microscope, digital		
	 behavioural observation system, and a unique, revolutionary 3D laser particle image velocimetry system to study the aerodynamics of bird 		
	 flight.

Benefits of Research
Research findings will help inform public policy as Canada commits to protecting its biodiversity and environmental quality. Furthermore, the 
research supported by AFAR will have applied relevance to the following:  

�� Biological Conservation—understanding avian responses to environmental stressors and inbreeding in small populations will advance 		
	 Canada’s efforts to protect and recover species that are at risk of extinction.

�� Environmental Quality—observing how birds perceive stress in the environment and how reproduction and survival are affected by 		
	 factors like climate change and pollution will provide a sound understanding of ecosystem function, species population dynamics and the 		
	 impact human beings have on the environment.  

�� Human Health—birds have long been recognized as excellent models for understanding human disease and 	provide insight into brain 		
	 plasticity and adult neuroplasticity.  Furthermore, since migratory birds have the  ability to store and use large quantities of fat efficiently 		
	 during exercise without ill effects, they are excellent models for studies on fat metabolism, obesity and type II diabetes.

�� Social Values—the majority of Canada’s birds are migratory and most populations are declining.  AFAR will contribute to the knowledge 		
	 base in avian research that is a critical component in the conservation of avifauna.  

International Leadership in Avian Research
The Advanced Facilities for Avian Research will provide an unparalleled capacity for integrative research in avian biology that is not available anywhere 
else in the world.  AFAR will advance discovery in avian research with the potential to make a significant impact on conservation, ecosystem health, 
environmental sustainability, and human health and will make Western a destination of choice for leading avian researchers from around the world.  

To learn more about the Advanced Facilities for Avian Research, and how Western is supporting environmental management and a 
sustainable future, please contact::
 

Sue Dittmer, Development Officer, Faculty of Social Science
The University of Western Ontario
Social Science Centre, Room 9408
London, Ontario   N6A 5C2
Tel: 519-661-2111 x 84959
E-mail: sdittmer@uwo.ca
www.westernmakesadifference.ca							       Visit the AFAR website at www.birds.uwo.ca


