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Abstract 
This paper reviews published and unpublished 

information on the status and abundance of shorebird 
populations in Canada and on population trends and sizes. 
Seventy-four species of shorebirds have occurred or may 
have occurred in Canada; 40 of these species breed in 
Canada. Most shorebird populations appear to be stable or 
declining, with very few increasing. Information on 
population trends is best developed for the Atlantic 
seaboard of Canada, where statistical analysis of count data 
has shown declines in a number of species during theperiod 
1974-1991. For most species and for most other parts of 
Canada, currently available information is inadequate to 
provide an authoritative assessment of status or trends. 

Qualitative assessmen'ts were made for as many species 
and regions as possible by members of the Canadian 
Wildlife Service Shorebird Committee, using published and 
unpublished information and personal observations. Many 
species were thought to be stable, implying that there had 
been no obvious detectable change. For those species 
whose numbers had apparently changed, more populations 
were thought to be decreasing than increasing. Where itwas 
possible to revise initial qualitative assessments by 
comparing them with published information derived from 
quantitative analyses, most revisions involved a change in 
trend from stable to declining. Preliminary estima tes of 
population sizes for 40 species of shorebirds indicated that 
about haiffell in the range 10000-100000, with the largest 
populations numbering several million and the smallest 
ones ranging from a few tens or hundreds of individuals to 
several thousand. 

Introduction 
Canada contains habitats that are of great importance to 

shorebirds at many stages of their life cycles. Different 
shorebird species breed in many parts of the country, 
ranging from the High Arctic to temperate zones in the 
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are found on the Atlantic and,Pacific coasts, as the 
interior on the prairies and along the coastlines of areas 
su ch as James Bay (Morrison et al. 1991). Most species 
migrate to wintering areas weil south of Canada, although 
the Atlantic and Pacific coasts provide important wintering 
areas for a limited number of species (Morrison 1984; 
Butler and Campbell 1987). 

Much concern has been expresse'd in recent years about 
the impact of human activities on ecosystems throughout 
the world. Shorebirds are a group especially vulnerable to 
environmental change because of their strong dependence 
on interior and coastal wetlands, ecosystems that face a 
wide variety of threats on a global scale. Many species of 
shorebirds depend on such wetlands to provide the feeding 
and resting areas needed to complete their extensive 
migrations, which in the New World may take them from 
one end of the hemisphere to the other (Morrison 1984). 

Despite the perceived risks that shorebirds face, Iittle 
information is available with which to assess the effects of 
environmental changes on these birds in the Weste~ 
Hemisphere. For sorne species, breeding grounds lie in 
remote Arctic areas and wintering grounds are found along 
inaccessible parts of the coastline of South America 
(Morrison and Ross 1989), so that regular collection of 
census or survey data is irnpracticable. Recent analyses of 
counts of shorebirds made during migration on the east 
coast of the United States and Canada (Howe et al. 1989; 
Morrison et al. 1994) have shown that declines have ta ken 
place in populations of a variety of shorebird species; 
especially during the latter part of the 1970s. Declines have 
also been suggested by studies in Quebec and James Bay 
(Larivée 1989; Morrison et al. 1991), as weIl as for sorne 
species breeding in southern Canada (Erskine et al. 1992). 
For other parts of the North American continent, however, 
little long-term information is available with which to 
assess trends, although widespread survey operations are 
currently leading to a rnuch improved knowledge of 
shorebird distribution in the United States, Mexico, and 
Central America (Page et al. 1992; Morrison et al. 1992, 
1993; Page and Palacios 1993; R.I.G. Morrison, R.K. 
Butler, and F. Delgado, unpubl. data). 

Godfrey (1986) and DeSante and Pyle (1986) described 
the general abundance and breeding status of shorebirds in 
Canada without attempting to provide specific information 
on population sizes or trends. Rose and Scott (1993) 
compiled data on sizes of and trends in sizes of waterfowl 
populations, including shorebirds, on a worldwide basis. 
The objective of the present paper is to provide a 
preliminary assessment of the sizes ofand trends in sizes of 
shorebird populations in different regions of Canada, based 
on currently available information. 
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Methods 
/Irî'[onnation on the numbers of species occurring in 
,Ç~riada and on their general abundance and breeding status, 

rias extracted from Godfrey (1986) and DeSante and Pyle 
, (IQ86). 'Population trends for species surveyed during fall 
'-migration on the ~~stern seaboards of the United States and 
"Canada have beeÎl described by Howe et al. (1989) and by 
M6hi~on eLal:'Ü 994), respectively. For other species and 
areas for which long-tem data sets and statistical analyses 
are not available, trends are based on a qualitative 
assessment of data from published and unpublished surveys 
resulting from discussions between, and the completion of 
questionnaires by, members of the Canadian Wildlife 
Service (CWS) Shorebird Committee (listed in footnote to 
Table 1). Infonnation on shorebird population sizes has 
been drawn from CWS surveys both in Canada and in South 
America (Morrison and Ross 1989; Morrison et al. 1991, 
and unpubl. data), as weIl as from other published sources 
(see Rose and Scott 1993); for nearly aIl species, however, 
infonnation on population sizes in the Western Hemisphere 
remains incomplete and imprecise. 

ResuUs 
Status and abundance 

The status and abundance of the 74 species ofshorebirds 
that have occurred or may have occurred in Canada are 
summarized in Table 1. Tenns and abbreviations used in 
Table 1 are defined in Appendix 1. Of the 74 species, 
approximately 43 occur with sorne regularity (i.e., 
abundant, common, regular, or uncommon), seven are 
found much less often (i.e., scarce, casual, or rare), 16 have 
occurred only as accidentais, and a further six are listed as 
hypothetical (Table 2). Populations of the uncommon 
Long-billed Curlew i have been designated as vulnerable by 
the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 
Canada (de Smet 1992), and the rare Mountain Plover is 
considered an endangered species in Canada (Wershler and 
Wallace 1987; Knopf 1991). Two other species are 
categorized as endangered: one, the Piping Ployer, is a 
regular breeder; the status of the second, the Eskimo 
Curlew, is much less certain, as sight records occur only 
occasionally and no breeding areas are currently known 
(Gollop et al. 1986). Forty species of shorebirds have been 
recorded breeding in Canada, nearly aIl drawn from 
commonly occurring species (Table 2). A few species that 
are found regularly in Canada do not breed within its 
borders, most being shorebirds that migrate along the west 
coast and breed in Alaska-for example, the Western 
Sandpiper (abundant), Black Turnstone (common), and 
Rock Sandpiper (common). 

Population trends 
An assessment of population trends was made for 45 

species of shorebirds across Canada: 19 (42.2%) were 
considered to be decreasing in at least sorne part of their 
range (although. not necessarily in aIl regions), whereas 

i Scientific names of species mentioned in the text may be found in Table 1. 

2 

only two (4.4%) were thought to be increasing (Table 3). 
Both species thought to be increasing are seen only in small 
numbers in Canada (Ruff and Black-necked Stilt). 

A regional breakdown of the perceived population trends 
ofshorebirds in Canada by abundance categoryis presented 
in Table 4. In aIl regions (see Appendix 1 for definitions), 
most species were categorized as stable (mostly stable?). In 
Pacific Canada, the numbers of species thought to be 
increasing or decreasing were not significantly different. In 
both Central and Eastern regions, the numbers of species 
considered to be decreasing significantly exceeded those 
thought to be increasing. Differences between the Pacific 
region and other regions were significant. 

The initial assessments of population trends made by 
CWS Shorebird Committee members on the basis of 
circulated questionnaires and round-table discussions were 
compared with revised assessments made after consultation 
of available literature and other infonnation (as presented in 
Table 1). Numbers of species for which assessments were 
altered are indicated in Table 5. Trends for nine (32.1 %) of 
the 28 species assessed in Eastern Canada were changed, 
whereas only one (3.1 %) of32 trends and two (6.5%) of31 
trends were altered in the Pacific and Central regions, 
respectively. 

Population sizes 
Population sizes were estimated for 40 species of 

shorebirds (Table 6). Species whose general abundance was 
categorized as accidentaI or rare, or for which the bulk of 
the population occurred outside North America, were 
excluded. Estimates represent the likely numbers of birds 
that would be found in Canada, either breeding or on 
migration. Estimated population sizes most commonly fell 
in the 10 000-100 000 range (21, 52.5%); the largest 
populations were in the order of several million, whereas 
the smallest populations involved from a few tens or 
hundreds of individuals to several thousand. 

Discussion 
The amount and quality of infonnation available for 

assessing trends in and abundance of shorebird populations 
vary considerably between species and regions and in many 
cases are very limited. Even the longest mns of data 
available for trend analysis, which come from survey 
operations in eastern Canada and the United States, involve 
only 12 or 13 of the 43 species of shorebirds occurring 
regularly in Canada (Howe et al. 1989; Morrison et al. 
1994). Very little information is available for species 
passing through oiher parts of the continent or for species 
that do not gather in large numbers at coastal locations. 
Many of the trends reported in Table 1 are therefore 
necessarily based on a qualitative assessment of the 
available infonnation; although it is use fuI to pro vide such 
a broad review of infonnation on shorebirds, caution must 
be used when considering trends that are based for the most 
part on relative1y few quantitative data or relatively little 
statistical analysis. 

Most species were categorized as ··stable?". In many 
cases, this indicates that there had not been any dramatic 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Status of shorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.a Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Population status and abundance 

Breeding Abundance 
Species status in Canada Pacific Central Eastern Notes 

Semipalmated Plover B Corn Sta? Sta? Sta? DP: cS, xW 
Charadrius semipalmatus c. 50 OOO? 

MSS: variable trend, Sta? 
ISS: Dec, ns 
BBS in IWRB: Sta 

Piping Plover B End . Dec Dec/Sta? DP: uS 
Charadrius melodus NA 5400 (Haig and Plissner 1993) 

Dec? (Ont) Cadman et al. 1987 
2775, Dec 1890, Dec IUCN 1988 

Killdeer B Corn Sta Sta? Dec/Sta DP: cS, rW 
Charadrius vociferus BBS in IWRB: Sta 

Mountain Ployer Rar Dec? DP: xS, xV 
Charadrius montanus Limit of range 

BBS in IWRB: USA 5600, Dec 
COSEWIC in IWRB: Cda 10 

American Oystercatcher Cas DP: xS·, xV 
Haematopus palliatus 

Black Oystercatcher B Reg Sta DP: fP 
Haematopus bachmani 10000 

Black-necked Stilt B ScalRar Inc? Ine? DP: xS, xS·, rV 
Himantopus mexicanus Edge of range 

Cda 100? 
BBS in IWRB: nNeotr/NA Sta 

American A vocet B Reg Ine Sta?/Dec? Sta? DP: fS 
Recurvirostra americana 10000s BBS in IWRB: Neotr/NA Sta 

(c. 50 OOO?) 

Common Greenshank Acc DP:xW 

Tringa nebu/aria 

Greater Yellowlegs B , Corn Sta? Sta? Sta? DP: cS, IrW 

Tringa melanoleuca 10 OOOs (c. 20 OOO?) 
ISS: Dee, ns 
BBS in IWRB: Sta 

Continued 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Status ofshorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.a Abbreyiations and definitions 
appear in "Appendix 1. 

Speeies 

Lesser Yellowlegs 
Tringa flavipes 

Common Redshank 
Tringa totanus 

Spotted Redshank 
Tringa erythropus 

Solitary Sandpiper 
Tringa solitaria 

Green Sandpiper 
Tringa ochropus 

Willet 
Catoptrophorus 
semipalmatus 

Wandering Tattler 
Heteroscelus incanus 

Spotted Sandpiper 
Actitis macularia 

Terek Sandpiper 
Xenus cinereus 

Population status and abundance 

Breeding Abundanee 
status in Canada Pacific Central Eastern 

B Corn 

Hyp 

Cas 

B Reg 

Hyp 

B Corn 

B Corn 

B Corn 

Ace 

Sta? 

+ 

Sta? 

(Rar)Sta 

Sta? 
<10000 
(c.5000?) 

Sta? 

+ 

Sta? Sta? 

+ 

Sta? Dee 

Sta?/Dee? StalIne? 

Sta? Sta? 

Notes 

DP: eS, xW 
100000+ 
SA: yellowlegs sp. 91 047 
ISS: Ine, ns 
BBS in IWRB: Dec 

DP: not Iisted 

DP:xV 

DP: fS 
c. 10 OOO? 
Lariyée 1989 

DP:-

DP: fS 
15000 
SA: 44 370 
MSS: Dee, ns 
ISS: Inc, ns 
BBS in IWRB: eNA Sta, wNA Sta 

DP: luS, xS·, rr 
IWRB: 10000-100000 

DP: cS, IrW 
50000+(+) 

Campbell et al. 1990 

Continued 



Table 1 (continued) 
Status ofshorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.a Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Population status and abundance 

Breeding Abundance 
Species 

Upland Sandpiper 
Bartramia longicauda 

Eskimo, Curlew 
Numenius borealis 

Whimbrel 
Numenius phaeopus 

Bristle-thighed Curlew 
Numenius tahitiensis 

Slender-billed Curlew 
Numenius tenuirostris 

Far Eastern Curlew 
Numenius madagascariensis 

Eurasian Curlew 
Numenius arquata 

Long-billed Curlew 
Numenius americanus 

c 
1/ 
~, 

status 

B 

B 

B 

Table 1 (continued) , 

in Canada Pacific 

Unc Dec? 

End/Ext? 

Corn Sta? 

Acc + 

Acc 

Acc + 

Hyp 

Unc? Dec 
c. 500 

Central 

Dec? 

Sta?/Dec? 

Dec 
c.6000 

Eastern Notes 

Dec? DP: fS 
(Inc?, Ont) 2000? 

Sta? 
Dec? (Ont) 

0 

BBS in IWRB: Inc 
Robbins et al. 1986 

The Upland Sandpiper was placed on the "Blue List" for the period 
1975-1986 (Tate 1981, 1986) and was reported to be slowly declining, stable 
at low levels, or absent over much of its former eastern range (Tate and Tate 
1982). 

DP: eS, xT 
Highest recent sighting 23, 1981 
Blankinship and King 1984 
Gollop et al. 1986 
Gollop 1988 

DP: fS, xW 
25000(?+) 
Cadman et al. 1987 
SA: 24 874 
MSS: Inc, ns 
ISS: Dec, p<O.OI 
IWRB: 25000-100000, Dec 

DP:xV 
10000, Dec (mCN 1988) 

DP: exV 
IWRB: 20, Dec, threatened 

DP:xV 
A WSG in IWRB: 21 000 

DP: xV 

DP: uS, xW 
c. 6500 (de Smet 1992) 
BBS in IWRB: Sta 

Continued 

~ 
- -- - - ------ ----- _._~-

Î'~ 3 'v 

Status of shorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitativeassessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee. a Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Species 

Little Curlew 
Numenius minutus 

Black-tailed Godwit 
Limosa limosa 

Hudsonian Godwit 
Limosa haemastica 

Bar-tailed Godwit 
Limosa lapponica 

Marbled Godwit 
Limosa fedoa 

Ruddy Turnston,e 
Arenaria interpres 

Black Turnstone 
Arenaria melanocephala 

Surfbird 
Aphriza virgata 

Breeding Abundance 
status in Canada 

Hyp 

Acc 

B Reg 

Acc 

B Reg 

B Corn 

Corn 

B Reg 

Population status and abundance 

Pacific 

+ 

Sta 

Sta? 

Sta? 
(few) 

Sta 
(Unc) 

Sta? 

Sta 

Central 

StalDec? 

Dec? 

Sta 

Eastern 

Sta 

Notes 

Campbell et al. 1990 

DP:xV 
IWRB: wEur Dec/Sta 

DP: luS, uT 
50000 
SA: 45529 

North American population probably 50 000+ (estimate of20 000 or less by 
Scott and Carbonell [1986] outdated). 

DP:xV 
Limit of range 
IWRB: eSAsian & Eur populations Inc 

Dec? (Ont) DP: t'S, xW 
(Rar) 10000? 

Sta 

BBS in IWRB: Sta 

DP: cS, rW 
30 000-50 000 
SA: 23 499 
MSS: Inc, ns 
ISS: Dec, ns 
IWRB: NEur/Cda 67 000, Sta (=A. i. inter pres) 
Neotr/nwNA 25 000-100000, Sta (=A. i. morinella) 

DP: rS·, cW 
10000-15000? 
BBS in IWRB: 61 000-99 000 

DP: luS, uW 
5000-10000 

Continued 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Status ofshorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.a Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Population status and abundance 

Breeding Abundance 
Species status in Canada Pacifie Central Eastern 

Red Knot B Corn Sta? Sta?lInc? Dec?/Sta? 
Calidris canutus 

Sanderling B Corn Sta? Sta? Dec/Sta? 
Calidris alba 

Table 1 (continued) 

Notes 

DP: IcS, IT, xW 
C. c. rufa 100000-150000 
(Harrington et al. 1988; Morrison and Harrington 1992) 
Cda: C. c. islandica 50000-120 OOO? 
SA: 76 392 (c. c. rufa) 
MSS: Dec+, ns 
ISS: Dec+, ns 
IWRB: Eur C. c. islandica 
512000, Sta 
BBS in IWRB: C. c. rufa 250 000 

The northeastern Canadian High Arctic is occupied by C. c. islandica. 
Canadian breeding population size of islandica is uncertain: Meltofte's 
(1985) figure of 10 000 pairs on Ellesmere Island and eastern Axel Heiberg 
Island was considered an underestimate, and the number breeding in the 
Canadian Arctic could range up to 60 000 pairs (Davidson and Wilson 1992). 
C. c. rufa occupies the central Canadian Arctic, and most recent estima tes of 
population levels are around 100 000-150 000 (Harrington et al. 1988; 
Morrison and Harrington 1992) ratber than the 250 000 quoted by IWRB. 
Results from both MSS (1974-1991) and ISS (1972-1983) surveys 
suggested substantial declines in knot populations migrating tbrough the 
eastern seaboard of North America (involving C. c. rufa), although the 
declines were not statistically significant. 

DP: leS, cT, uW 
110000 
SA: 111815 
Variable in recent years 
MSS: Dec, ns 
ISS: Dec, p<O.OI 
IWRB: 100000-1 million, Dec 

MSS and ISS results have both indicated that North American populations of 
SanderHngs have dec1ined in recent years: population numbers are probably 
in the 100 000-200 000 range. 

Continued 

Status ofshorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.a Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Species 

Semipalmated Sandpiper 
Calidris pusilla 

Western Sandpiper 
Calidris mauri 

Rufous-necked Stint 
Calidris ruficollis 

Little Stint 
Calidris minuta 

Temminck's Stint 
Calidris temminckii 

Long-toed Stint 
Calidris subminuta 

Least Sandpiper 
Calidris minutilla 

Breeding Abundance 
status in Canada 

B Abu 

Abu 

Acc 

Acc 

Acc 

Hyp 

B Corn 

Population status and abundance 

Pacific Central Eastern 

Inc? Sta? Dec/Sta? 

Sta? 

Sta? Sta? Dec/Sta? 

Notes 

DP: cS 
2-5 million 
SA: 2142042 
MSS: Dec, p<O.OI 
ISS: Dec, ns 
IWRB: 3.2-3.9 million, Sta 

Estimates from surveys and banding in South America suggest a population 
size of 2-5 million (Morrlson 1991). Sorne analyses of MSS and ISS data 
indicate that declines may have taken place in populations inigrating through 
the eastern seaboard of North America. Less is known about thé- status of 
populations passing through western and central parts of Canada, although 
numbers are small on the Pacific coast. 

DP: IT, IrW 
2-3 million 
IWRB: 100000-1 million 

DP:xV 
AWSG in IWRB: 471000, Dec 

DP:xV 
IWRB: >500 000, Sta 

DP:xV 
IWRB: 10000-100 OOOs+ 

DP: no records for Cda 
IWRB: 25 000"'-100000 

DP: cS, IrW 
MSS: Dec 
50000-100000 
MSS: Dec, p<O.OI 
ISS: Inc, ns 
IWRB: 100000-1 million, Sta 

MSS results indicated that signifieant deelines took place in Least Sand piper 
populations during the period 1974-1991, despite perceptions that 
population sizes were generally stable. 

Continued 
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Table 1 (con/inued) 
Status ofshorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee.Q Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Population status and abundance 

Breeding Abundance 
Species status in Canada Pacific Central Eastern Notes 

White-rumped Sand piper B Corn Sta? Sta? Sta? DP: leS, ff 
Calidris fuscicollis 50000+ 

SA: est. 72 996 
MSS: Dee, ns 

Baird 's Sandpiper B Corn Sta? Sta? (Rar) DP: eS 
Calidris bairdii 50000++ 

Pectoral Sandpiper B Corn Sta? Sta? Sta? DP: leS, cT, xW 
Calidris me/an%s 10 OOOs (c. 25 OOO?) 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper Une Sta? DP:rV 
Calidris acumina/a <1000 

A WSG in IWRB: 166 000 

Purple Sandpiper B Corn Sta? DP: IfS, fW 
Calidris maritima 10000 

Rock Sandpiper Corn Sta? DP:fW 
Ca/idris p/ilocnemis 10000 

Dunlin B Corn Sta (Unc) Sta? DP: cS, fW 
Calidris a/pina 35000 MSS: Dec, ns 

win ter IWRB: C. a. pacifica > 1 million 
100000+ 
migration Dunlins passing through western Canada on migration belong to the race 
(c. a. pacifica) c.. a. pacifica, for which IWRB quotes a population size of> 1 million. 

Populations passing through central areas, James Bay, and the east coast of 
Canada belong to the race C. a. hudsonia. About 35 000 winter on the Fraser 
River delta. 

Curlew Sandpiper Rar + DP:rV 
Calidris ferruginea Edge of range 

IWRB: > 1 million 

Stilt Sandpiper B Corn Sta? Sta? Sta? DP: IfS, ff 
Calidris himan/opus 50000+ 

Spoonbill Sandpiper Acc DP:xV 
Eurynorhynchus pygmeus Total: 4000-6000 

Howes and Parish 1989 

Continued 

Table 1 (eontinued) 
Status of shorebirds in Canada, based on published information and qualitative assessments by members of the CWS Shorebird Committee. Q Abbreviations and definitions 
appear in Appendix 1. 

Population status and abundanee 

Breeding Abundance 
Speeies status in Canada Pacific Central Eastern Notes 

Buff-breasted Sandpiper B Reg Dee?/Sta? Dee? (Rar) DP: luS, uT 
Tryngites subrufico/lis 5000-10000+ 

Ruff Unc Ine + + DP: rV, xW 
Philomachus pugnax IWRB: WAfr 100 000, Dec 

Short-billed Dowiteher B Corn Sta? Sta? Dec DP: fS, cT, xW 
Limnodromus griseus 100000+ 

SA: 48 859 
MSS: Dec, p<0.05 
ISS: Dee, p<0.05 
BBS in IWRB: Dec all regions 

MSS and ISS results consistently indicated signifieant declines in 
populations passing through the eastern seaboard of North America. 

Long-billed Dowitcher B Reg Sta? Sta? DP: IfS, cT, IrW 
Limnodromus sc%paceus 50000+ 

*Jack Snipe Acc DP: exV 
Lymnocryptes minimus 

·Great Snipe Hyp DP: not listed 
Ga//inago media 

·Common Snipe B Corn Sta? Dec Dec DP: eS, uW 
Ga//inago gal/inago Erskine et al. 1992 

BBS in IWRB: NeotrlNA Sta 
>1 million 

*Eurasian W oodeoek Ace DP: exV 
Sc%pax rustico/a IWRB: Eur 1-2 million, Sta 

• Ameriean Woodeoek B Corn Dec/Sta? DP: fS, xW 
Sc%pax minor BBS in IWRB: NA Dee 

Sauer and Bortner 1991 
100000s 

Wilson's Phalarope B Corn Inc Sta? StalInc? DP: eS 
Pha/aropus tric%r Inc (Ont) 100000+? 

BBS in IWRB: Sta 

Continued 
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Table 2 
Numbers of shorebird species occurring and breeding in 
Canada 

CategoryD 
No. of species 

oceurring 
No. of speeies 

breeding 

Abundant 
Common 
Regular 
Uneommon 

Searee 
Casual 
Rare 

Accidentai' 
Hypothetieal 

Endangered 

Total 

1 
3 

3e 

16 
6 

2 

74 
D For eategory definitions, see Appendix 1. 
b Long-billed Curlew are also eonsidered vulnerable . 
e Mountain Plover are also eonsidered endangered. 
d Eskimo Curlew (End/Ext?) may also breed in Canada. 

Table 4 

40 

Table 3 
Summary of population trends assessed for shorebird speeies 
in CanadaD 

Category 

Abundant 
Common 
Regular 
Uncommon 
Searce 
Rare 
Endangered 

Total 

Trend 

Inc/Ine? Sta/Sta? Dec/Dee? 

2 

1 
17 
4 

24 

1 
Il 
4 
2 

19 

Total 

2 
28 

8 
3 
2 
1 
1 

45 

D Species were eategorized as Dee (deereasing) if any part of 
their population was eonsidered to be deereasing in the 
different regions eonsidered in Table 1. For definitions, see 
Appendix 1. 

Summary ofregional population trends assessed for shorebird speeies in Canada (see Table It 

Pacific 
(P) 

Central 
(C) 

Eastern 
(E) Total 

Category Inc/lne? Sta/Sta? DecIDee? Ine/lne? Sta/Sta? DecIDee? Ine/Ine? Sta/Sta? Dee/Dee? Ine/lne? Sta/Sta? DeelDec? Total 

Abundant 
Common 
Regular 
Uneommon 
Scarce 
Ca suai 
Rare 
Endangered 

Total 
(1) 

5 

(2) 
P C E 

P * ** 
C ns 
E 

2 
23 
6 
1 

2 

34 
ns 

1 
1 
2 

4 

2 
18 
2 

22 
* 

2 
4 
2 

9 

14 
2 

16 
** 

2 
9 
2 
1 

15 

1 
1 
1 
1 
2 

6 

4 
55 
10 

1 

2 

72 

2 7 
12 68 
7 18 
5 7 

2 
o 
2 

2 2 

28 106 
** 

(1) Comparison ofnumbers ofspeeies inereasing and deereasing within region, based on chi-square test. 
(2) Comparison ofnumbers inereasing and deereasing between regions, based on chi-square test. 
Statistieal signifieanee: ns = not signifieant, • = p<0.05, ** = p<O.01. 

D For definitions, sec Table 1 and Appendix 1 .. 

changes in numbers: a designation of "unknown" would 
generally have been almost as appropria te . 

To what extent and in what direction are trends based on 
questionnaires and discussions likely to be biased? The two 
cases. of increasing trends reported in Table 3 involved 
species usually seen in Canada in rather small numbers, and 
it is likely that increased numbers of sightings of such 
regionally uncommon shorebirds would have come to the 
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attention of the CWS Shorebird Committee members. 
Small or ev en moderate changes in populations that are 
relatively abundant may, on the other hand, be much less 
apparent to observers. When initial trend assessments based 
on questionnaires and discussions were compared with 
trend information derived from statistical analysis ofsurvey 
data or other sources for areas in Eastern Canada, revis ions 
nearly always involved alteration of trend estimates from 



Table 5 
Comparison ofnumber ofrevisions made to initial assessment 
of status after consultation of published and other infonnation 

Pacific Central Eastern 
Category (P) (C) (E) Total 

No. of species with revised 2 9 
assessment 

No. of species for which 31 29 19 
assessment not revised 

Total 32 31 28 

P C E P+C 

P ns • 
C ns 
E •• 
P+C 

Comparisons based on chi-square test with Yates correction. 
Statistical significance: ns = not significant, • = p<0.05, 
- = not tested. 

12 

79 

91 

"stable?" to "decreasing." This suggests that initial 
assessments based on opinions were relatively conservative 
in assigning the designation "stable?" to a species if little 
information was available and that those assessments were 
not biased towards decreases; such a situation might have 
occurred, for instance, if committee members were 
predisposed to look for decreases, perhaps as a result of 
current concerns over habitats and future conservation of 
shorebirds. It also underlines the need for further 
quantitative analyses and suggests that other decreases may 
be found if shorebird populations in other regions have been 
affected in a similar way. However, few long-term survey 
data are available for trend analysis from other regions, so 
that there are no Immediate prospects for extending trend 
assessments to a wider range of species o( geographical 
areas. 

Sorne other regional information supports the apparent 
decreases in numbers of small sandpipers and other 
shorebirds reported for Atlantic Canada !Jy Morrison et al. 
(1994). Counts have declined at a number ofsites along the 
St. Lawrence estuary and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 
where habitat alterations and losses have occurred 
(Morrison et al. 1991). Breeding Bird Survey data collected 
between 1966 and 1991 revealed widespread declines in 
Killdeer, Spotted Sandpiper, and Common Snipe, which 
were significant in several parts of Canada (Erskine et al. 
1992). Analysis of data collected by the Étude des 
populations d'oiseaux du Québec (ÉPOQ) between 1969 
and 1988 showed declines in a number of shorebird species; 
the greatest decline was for the Solitary Sandpiper (Larivée 
1989). Recent aerial surveys of the Ontario coastlines of 
James Bay and Hudson Bay suggest that numbers of 
shorebirds have declined over the past 15-20 years 
(R.I.G. Morrison and R.K. Ross, unpubl. data). Numbers of 
Semipalmated Sandpipers breeding on study plots near 
Churchill, Manitoba, have also declined substantially over 
the past 1 O~ 15 years (C. Gratto-Trevor, unpubl. data). Sorne 
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Table 6 
Estimated sizes of shorebird populations in Canada (probable 
breeding population or numbers found on migration)a 

Estimated population size 

lOs (1-99) 
100s (100-999) 
1000s(1000-9999) 
10 000-50 000 
50001-100000 
100 OOOs (100 000-999 999) 
1 000000+ 

Total 

No. of species 

1 
1 
5 

12 
9 
8 
4 

40 

a Total derived from infonnation in Table 1 (includes 
Common Snipe and American Woodcock). 

% 

2.5 
2.5 

12.5 
30.0 
22.5 
20.0 
10.0 

(100) 

potential exists for obtaining information on trends by 
revisiting areas ip. the Arctic that have been sllorveyed over 
the past 20--25 years (e.g., Gould 1988; Pattie 1990), but as 
yet no quantitative comparisons have been made. 

Causes of declines in shorebird numbers are difficult to 
identify because they may occur at many points in the 
extensive migration patterns of the birds. Sorne species of 
shorebirds are particularly vUlnerable to impact because 
they pass through "bottlenecks" on migration, where many 
birds occur in the same place auhe same time (Myers et al. 
1987); as a result, catastrophic environmental events could 
affect a large proportion of the population at once. Ov the 
other hand, it is possible that sin aller environinental 
changes affecting the birds at a number of different places 
may affect their ability to complete their annual migrations 
successfully and hence increase their annual mortality. 
Such "Iow-grade" changes might be particularly difficult to 
identify, although they might be expected to affect different 
species to different extents, depending on the combination 
of factors affecting populations passing through different 
areas. Declines might also be part of a long-term cycle or 
reflect changes in the environment not related to human 
activities. 

A notable feature of the analysis of shorebird population 
trends in eastern Canada during the period 1974-1991 
(Morrison et al. 1994) was the marked synchrony in trends 
across species during particular sets ofyears: most of the 13 
species analyzeddeclined during the latter half of the 
1 970s, w\1erel,ls most species increased during the first half 
of the 1980s. Boyd (1992) showed that decreases in the Red 
Knot population wintering in the United Kingdom during 
the 1970s were linked to a series ofparticularly cold Junes 
on their main breeding grounds in the northeastern 
Canadian High Arctic, and it seems likely that the changes 
in shorebird numbers detected on migration in eastern 
Canada during the 1970s and 1980s may also have been 
Iinked to weathe~ on the Arctic breeding grounds. Although 
the se results suggest that weather on the breeding grounds 
may have caused at least sorne of the fluctuations in 
shorebird populations over the past 15-20 years and that 
su ch changes are at least partlyreversible, concern remains 
that popylations may be adversely affected by the many 

Q ) 

other threats facing shorebirds and their habitats throughout 
their migration ranges. 

The enormous advances in knowledge of shorebird 
distribution that have occurred in recent years have led to 
the creation and continued development of conservation 
initiatives such as the Western Hemisphere Shorebird 
Reserve Network. Information on shonibird population 
trends will be needed to determine if such initiatives are 
contributing to the long-term conservation of the birds and 
to identify the factors most affecting shor.ebird populations. 
The question of where best to monitor shorebird 
populations in. the Western Hemisphere is not easy to 
answer. Breeding ground surveys may be use fui for sorne 
species breedingin more southerly parts of Canada orin the 
United States. They have the advantage of revealing which 
parts of the population are changing and may help to 
identify sorne of the causes of population change, such as 
reproductive fàilure or aduIt mortality. For many species 
nesting in the Arctic, the remoteness of the breeding 
grounds, the considerable exp en se of fieldwork and the 
need to make a' commitment to 10ng-term or at least 
repeated monitoring, the low densities and dispersed nature 
of shorebird (and:human) populations, and the differences 

. in breeding biology'of shorebird species make designing a 
simple comprehensive survey program difficult. Monitor­
ing schemes for particular species might be feasible. 

For many species;.the major winterjng areas on the coast 
of South America are very inaccessible and would require 
aerial surveys for .Iong-term coverage. Although aerial 
surveys are thought'to provide use fui data for identifying 
key areas used by shorebirds, it is less clear whether they 
can provide data of sufficient accuracy to enable 
between-year comparisons of numbers. The Neotropical 
Waterbird Census, organized by Wetlands for the Americas 
and the International' Waterfowl and Wetlands Research 
Bureau, may enable'coverage of sorne Nearctic shorebird 
species wintering in South America, and it may also be 
possible to design effective monitoring operations for 
species whose wintering anias are located within North 
America and for whiéh ground coverage might be 'feasible. 
In Canada, apart fromthe.potential for monitoring the smaH 
numbers of species that occur in winter, developing and 
expanding the operation of survey networks in areas where 
birds occur on migration and which are accessible may 
represent the best way to continue to collect data needed for. 
population trend analysis. Difficulties with surveys at 
migration stopovers include designing a suitable sampli1).g 
regime at a time when numbers vary considerably, both 
within and between years, and uncertainties conc.erning the 
origins and destinations of the birds in interpreting the 
results. 

There are very few species of shorebirds in Canada for 
which detailed population estimates are available, although 
it was possible to make at least a rough estimate for 40 
species (Table 6). The best currently available estimates are 
thought to be those for the Semipalmated Sandpiper and 
Red Knot: aerial surveys (Morrison and Ross 1989) and 
banding (Spaans 1984) on the South American wintering 
grounds indicated a population of sorne 2-5 million 
Semipalmated Sandpipers, a figure compatible with 
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numbers passing through the Bay of Fundy (Hicklin 1987), 
and wintering ground surveys and banding suggest a total of 
100 000-150 000 Red Knot (Harrington et al. 1988; 
Morrison and Ross 1989; Morrison and Harrington 1992). 
Estimates for a species su ch as the Sanderling (approxi­
mately 110000 in South America; Table 1), which occupies 
beach habitats that are relatively straightforward to survey, 
may be reasonably accurate. Population estiinates derived 
from aerial surveys for this and other species are Iikely to 
represent minimum figures for a number ofreasons: not ail 
birds are likely to be counted on aerial surveys, it is not 
possible to identify aIl birds seen when large concentrations 
are encountered, it may not be possible to arrange flights 
when weather and tide heights are optimal when covering 
large areas, and coverage may not be available from aIl 
parts of the relevant range. Knowledge of turnover rates is 
req:Uired for Interpretation of ground or aerial counts made 
at migration stopover areas, and it appears that turnover 
rates are very different in different places (Morrison 1991). 

Future compilation of information from current work in 
Mexico (Morrison et al. 1992, 1993; Page and Palacios 
1993) and Panama (R.I.G. Morrison, R.K. Ross, R. Butler, 
and F. Delgado, unpubl. data), from ongoing studies such as 
the International Shorebird Survey (B.A. Harrington, 
Manomet Bird Observatory, Mass.) and the Pacific Flyway 
project (Page et al. 1992), and from counts in Alaska (e.g., 
R. Gill, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) may improve 
estimates for species occupying coastal habitats. Breeding 
Bird Surveys may continue to provide trend estimates for a 
limited number of species breeding in southern Canada 
(Erskine et al. 1992). For species that disperse more widely 
over upland and inland habitats, population estimates will 
be inuch harder to acquire, aIthough schemes su ch as ÉPOQ 
may be useful for such species (Larivée 1989). 

Estimated population sizes most frequently fell in the 
range oftens ofthousands for a variety ofshorebird species. 
Species with populations exceeding 100 000 involved 
mostly smaH and medium-sized saridpipers, snipes or 
woodcock, and included the three phalaropes. The very 
large concentrations of Red-necked Phalaropes and Red 
Phalaropes that were once found near the entrance to the 
Bay of Fundy du ring southward migration have largely 
disappeared in recent years (Morrison et al. 1991), probably 
owing to a change in the distribution of their food. It is not 
known, however, whether this change in food distribution 
has resulted in a greatly decreased population or simply a 
redistribution of the birds. Numbers of Red-necked 
Phalaropes breeding at a study area near Churchill, 
Manitoba, have decreased dramatically over the past 12 
years (C. Gratto-Trevor, unpubl. data). Less numerous 
species included two endangered species-the Eskimo 
Curlew (possibly less than 100 birds?) and the Piping 
Ployer (current estimates 5000-6000)-as weIl as species 
such as the Upland Sandpiper and Buff-breasted Sandpiper, 
which are not known to be numerous anywhere in their 
ranges and whose total population sizes may weil be less 
than 10· 000 birds. Although the Canadian population of 
Black-necked Stilts is sm ail, large numbers occur farther 
south within the main range of the species. 



In summary, present information drawn from a 
combination of quantitative analyses and qualitative 
assessments indicates that a number of shorebird 
populations in Canada appear to be declining and that few 
are increasing. For most species and regions, currently 
available information is inadequate to provide an 
authoritative assessment of status or trend. Most shorebird 
populations breeding in or passing through Canada appear 
to number in the tens ofthousands ofindividuals. 
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Appendix 1 
Abbreviations and definitions of terms used in Table 1 

Species 
* Not assessed by CWS Shorebird Committee (infonnation not generally included in analyses) 

Breeding status 
B Breeds in Canada 

Terms referring to abundance 
(tenns used to describe general abundance of shorebirds in Canada, based on Godfrey [1986]) 

1. 
Abu 
Corn 
Reg 
Unc 

2. 
Sca 
Cas 
Rar 

3. 
Acc 

Hyp 

4. 
End 
Ext 

Reglliar and commonly occufring species 
Abundant: occurs in large numbers in suitable habitat within species range 
Common: nonnally found in suitable habitat in species range 
Regular: likely to be found in suitable habitat within species range 
Uncommon: of regular although only occasional occurrence within species range 

Occasional and irregularly occurring species 
Scarce: not usually seen, although known to occur within suitable habitat within species range 
Casual: of irregular occurrence, considered to be outside of normal species range 
Rare: only very occasionally found 

Species not normally occurring in Canada 
AccidentaI: occurs only very occasionally and not likely to be seen within suitable habitat; 
occurrence considered to be outside of nonnal species range 
Hypothetical: sighting reported of species, but evidence not adequate to confinn occurrence 
within Canada 

Other 
Endangered: total population size considered small enough that survival of species is endangered 

= Extinct: species no longer exists 

Terms referring to status 
(based on published sources and assessment of CWS Shorebird Committee) 

Regions 
Pacific 
Central 
Eastern 

Status 
Sta 
Inc 
Oec 
? 
c. 
+ 

Notes 

Areas west of the Rocky Mountains 
Areas east of the Rocky Mountains to and including Manitoba 
Areas east of and including Ontario 

Stable 
Increasing 
Decreasing 
Status or other information uncertain 
Approximately 
Present in region 
Absent in region 

Numbers refer to estimated Canadian population (pop.); regional population sizes may be mentioned under regional 
abundance columns; other population figures as referenced 

AWSG 
BBS 
COSEWIC 
DP 

Results of Australian Wader Study Group quoted in IWRB 
Breeding Bird Surveys operated by Canadian Wildlife Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 
Status in Canada from DeSante and Pyle (1986), abbreviations as follows (see DP for further 
details): 
P = Permanent resident and confirmed breeder 
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c 

c 

ISS 
IWRB 

MSS 
SA 

Regions 
Neotr 
NA 
Cda 
Ont 
Eur 
Afr 
NSEW, nsew 

S 
T 
V 
W';' 
• 
c 
f 
u = 

r 

Summer resident and confinned breeder 
Transient (occurring in established range during migration) 
Vagrant (occurring outside established range during migration) 
Winter resident or visitor 
Nonbreeding 
Common or abundant 
Fairly common' 
Uncommon 
Rare 

x Extremely rare 
1 Limited or local in distribution 
e = Extirpated or no regular recent records in fonner range 
Population trend from International Shorebird Survey data 1972-1983 (Howe et al. 1989) 
Population numbers and trends compiled by International Waterfowl and Wetlands Research Bureau 
by Rose and Scott (1993) 
Population trend from Maritimes Shorebird Survey data 1974-1991 (Morrison et al. 1994) 
Number censused on aerial surveys of the coast of South America by Morrison and Ross (1989) 

=c Neotropical region 
-- North America 

Canada 
Ontario 
Europe 
Africa 
North, South, East, West as context 

Statistical significance 
ns = not significant 

Ü'\-er ~ ~çyded paper 
mcludmg 'II';' pool. 

consumer 6bre. 
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