The
Shorebirds
are coming!
by Bob Armstrong and Marge Hermans
from Southeast Alaska's Natural World

By early April

the days in
Southeast Alaska are getting longer. In
the woods and around homes, early
blueberries are blooming; and in marshes
and seeps, skunk cabbage is pushing
up gleaming yellow spears. Woods and
meadows are coming alive with the first
bird songs, and there is one other muchawaited delight for Southeast residents
and visitors—millions of shorebirds will
soon descend upon our muddy shores
and wetlands.
We see them in huge numbers between mid-April and the end of May—
greater yellowlegs darting this way and
that, sweeping their bills from side to side
as they search for small fish in the shallow
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intertidal sloughs. Dowitchers jabbing at
the mud, their bizarre-looking long bills
probing like sewing machine needles.
Turnstones walking slowly among rocks
and globs of seaweed, turning them over
with their bills and grabbing the creatures
living under them before they can scurry
away.
There’ll be groups of small sandpipers, sometimes moving as one along
the water’s edge. They probe rapidly after
small invertebrates, or dart after insects
momentarily caught by the advancing
tide. Suddenly, as a bald eagle flies over,
they all take flight. Large and small, perhaps eight different species, they fly in
unison. Whirling, shifting, flashing, they

Long-billed
dowitchers are
one of the most
easily observed
shorebirds during
spring and fall
migrations through
Southeast Alaska.

(Top) Rock sandpipers
in flight
(Middle left) Dunlins
(Bottom left) Common
snipe on its nest
(Above right)
Semipalmated plover at
its nest
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show first the different wing and rump
patterns of each species, then their white
bellies—a choreographed blur too fast
for our eyes to follow. Then, just as suddenly, they all land together and resume
feeding.
Most of these shorebirds will be
passing through Southeast as migrants.
Leaving wintering areas often thousands
of miles south of us, they are heading to
Interior and Northern Alaska. There they
will find large areas of wetlands, and long
days of intense sunlight that make the
wetlands incredibly rich in algae, aquatic
plants, tiny crustaceans, mollusks, and
insects.
Some shorebirds, like semipalmated
plovers, killdeer, spotted sandpipers,
and common snipes, come to Southeast
to nest. And some, like dunlins, black
turnstones, surfbirds, and rock sandpipers, are heading northward to nest after
wintering in Southeast.

13,000 feet, over the Rocky Mountains.
Bar-tailed godwits have been spotted at
almost 20,000 feet. And western sandpipers have been spotted on radar flying at
19,530 feet.
Some shorebirds can fly thousands
of miles and for several days without
stops, food, or water. But most depend
upon stopping at crucial refueling points
along the way. In recognition of the many
crucial links in the chain of shorebird
survival, a number of government agencies and organizations, including the
Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve
Network, are working to identify some
of the places in North and South America

Flying Long and High

Shorebird migrations are one of the
great wonders of the natural world, for
shorebirds generally migrate even greater
distances than most birds do. Bar-tailed
godwits, occasionally seen in spring on
the Mendenhall Wetlands in Juneau,
may have traveled 6,800 miles from New
Zealand; American golden-plovers come
from southern South America; and red
knots may come from as far away as
Tierra del Fuego.
Shorebirds often make such trips in a
few weeks or less, for they typically migrate both day and night. In many cases,
they double their weight before leaving
their wintering grounds, laying on fat to
help fuel the long journey; then they set
out against unknown weather and perilous dangers, across mountains, deserts,
and hundreds or even thousands of miles
of ocean.
Many shorebirds travel at high altitudes. Sandpipers have been found at
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that are crucial stopovers for migrating
shorebirds.

Refueling Areas

Some 38 species of shorebirds are
known to visit Southeast Alaska. The
Alaska Shorebird Conservation Plan
recognizes three sites that serve large
numbers of the marathon travelers: the
Stikine River Delta, Mendenhall Wetlands,
and the Yakutat Forelands.
The U.S. Forest Service estimates that
at least 22 shorebird species stop to refuel
in the Stikine River Delta each year in
April and May. With some 42 square miles
of freshwater and tidal wetlands, the delta
provides gravel, sand, mud beaches,

Spotted sandpipers
are one of the
few species of
shorebirds that
commonly nest in
Southeast Alaska.

(Above left) A
greater yellowlegs
finishes grooming
after bathing.
(Above right) A
lesser yellowlegs
takes a nap
between bouts of
feeding.
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sloughs, ponds, and tidal meadows where
birds can rest and refuel, sometimes in
flocks that include as many as 100,000
birds. Only 10 miles north of Wrangell,
the area draws birders and other visitors
to view shorebirds as well as other wildlife. Since shorebirds seldom stop more
than a few days at a time, the thousands
of birds seen on different days or weeks
are probably not the same individuals,
but include newcomers taking the place
of other birds that have traveled on.
At Mendenhall Wetlands, adjacent
to the Juneau Airport and including the
mouth of the Mendenhall River, birding
enthu-siasts have kept records of shorebird sightings for the past 16 years. They
have counted hundreds and sometimes
thousands of shorebirds, often in a single
day, during April and May.
The species seen in greatest numbers
have been ruddy turnstones, surfbirds,
least sandpipers, pectoral sandpipers,
dunlins, and short-billed dowitchers,
but the most numerous of all are western sandpipers, which migrate through
Southeast on their way from Central and
South America to their breeding grounds
in western Alaska.

Tracking a Speedy Migrant

Teams of researchers have been
tracking western sandpipers along the
West Coast from California to the Yukon
Delta, so we know quite a bit about these
remarkable little birds. Not much larger
than most sparrows, western sandpipers
winter in Central America and travel
thousands of miles each spring to nest
and raise their young in western or arctic
Alaska. When researchers attached tiny
radiotransmitters to 100 of these birds
partway along the route in California and
Washington, they discovered that the average sandpiper took 12 days to get from
there to the Copper River Delta, where 65
percent of them were eventually picked
up. But, the researchers reported:
One ‘phenomenal’ female made
the 3,200-kilometre [1,988-mile]
trip from San Francisco Bay to
Alaska’s Copper River in less than
42 hours. To accomplish the feat
she would have had to be traveling
80 kilometres [50 miles] an hour,
non-stop. But the bird probably
did stop, which means it was flying at up to 90 to 100 kilometres
[56 to 62 miles] an hour.

In 1995 and ’96, researchers found
a number of sandpipers that had been
radiotagged for the project on the
Stikine Delta. They also learned that
migrating sandpipers stopped for between one and three days at resting
and refueling sites on their route north.
Here’s how a Canadian biologist
described what the sandpipers find on
mudflats, such as those in key stopover
areas like the Stikine:
Microscopic, single-celled algae
that live in the mud migrate in
between sediment grains and lay
down mucous trails similar to
trails produced by snails, which
act to bind sediment grains together. The smooth surface of the
mucous allows the incoming tidal
waters to slip over the sediment
instead of eroding it, creating a
stable environment for invertebrates to live in. This microalgae
also forms a primary food source
for the mudflat food chain. Invertebrates such as worms and
amphipods feed on this biofilm
material and in turn are fed on by
shorebirds, such as sandpipers.
Closer study revealed up to nine
tiny worms per cubic centimeter in the
mud, or “about 300 worms per average
chocolate brownie slice,” according to
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one researcher. It appears these worms
are an important food for shorebirds,
and sufficient densities of them may be
crucial during the six-week period when
tired and hungry shorebirds stop in the
area on their way north.

Protecting Shorebirds

A growing understanding of how
much shorebirds rely on critical areas in
various countries, states, and regions has
led to an international initiative to learn
more about shorebirds and to protect
the widely dispersed areas known to be
important for their breeding, wintering,
and rest and feeding during migration.
Alaska is one of 12 regions in the United
States that are developing conservation
plans for shorebirds.
The Alaska Shorebird Working Group
was formed in 1997 “to raise the visibility
of shorebirds in Alaska, achieve consensus on needed conservation actions, and
exchange information on issues, research
findings, and education.” In March 2002
the group released a “Conservation Plan
for Alaska Shorebirds” that includes information gathered from research, objectives for protecting sustainable shorebird
populations, and a review of issues affecting shorebirds.
More than 140 public and private
organizations in seven countries are

(Above left)
Amphipods are
one of the most
important foods for
shorebirds during
migration.
(Above right)
Western sandpipers
are the most
numerous
shorebirds seen in
Southeast Alaska
during migration.

also cooperating to support the Western
Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network,
which compiles data, calls attention to
places critical to shorebirds, and provides educational materials for teachers,
students, and the general public.
Alaska’s role in these hemispherewide efforts is an important one. We
now know that 100 percent—all—of the
North American populations of at least
seven shorebird species come to Alaska
as either migrants or breeders. That includes an estimated 2.8 to 4.3 million

western sandpipers—the most numerous
of the spring visitors we see on the Stikine
Delta and the Mendenhall Wetlands.
As a way station on the long, difficult
path of migration, and as the breeding
or wintering grounds for a few hardy
species, Southeast Alaska plays an important part in keeping these populations
healthy—for the enjoyment of residents
and visitors alike, and because spring
would not be spring without the abundant and uplifting presence of these most
welcome harbingers of the season.

What Shorebirds Eat

Aaron Baldwin (left) and Mary Willson conduct
a timed sample for invertebrate species and
abundance on the Mendenhall Wetlands in Juneau.
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In 2003 Juneau ecologist Mary Willson
and Aaron Baldwin, a graduate student at
the University of Alaska Southeast, worked
on the Mendenhall Wetlands to record the
abundance and distribution of invertebrates
such as amphipods, worms, and small clams—
major foods on which migrating shorebirds
depend.
They found that invertebrates were
very numerous in areas of high bird use. In
beds of mussels and fucus, and in areas of
mixed sand and mud, they found polychaete
worms, isopods, periwinkles, small clams, and
amphipods (small, shrimp-like invertebrates).
In one area of mud flat Willson and
Baldwin found a density of Corophium (a tiny
amphipod) that translates to roughly 20,000
amphipods per square meter.
That’s important because one study in
the Bay of Fundy found that some sandpipers
feed almost exclusively on Corophium. Each
sandpiper consumed an estimated 30,000 of
these amphipods per day.

