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Looking for a Beach to Call Home:
Shorebird Disturbance

Shorebirds use our beaches for nesting, resting and
feeding, and include families like sandpipers, as well
as their tern and gull allies. Their beach-toned
plumages of white, gray and tan afford them critical
camouflage protection from natural predators and
make them well-suited to life in a habitat of extreme
temperatures. Unfortunately, their camouflage works
on beachgoers too who inadvertently disturb the birds.

The crush of people drawn to Florida’s coasts for
recreation can spell imminent doom to nesting
shorebirds. Human disturbance flushes them off their
nests, leaving their eggs to cook in the hot sun in mere
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roped off by officials to help limit disturbance.

Instead of these parent birds incubating eggs to keep
them warm during the heat of the day, Florida’'s
shorebirds are actually providing shade to eggs and
chicks, protecting them from Florida’s relentless sun.
A single significant disturbance can destroy an entire
colony.

In addition to nesting shorebirds, Florida’s beaches
also host long-distance migrants in spring and fall,
such as Red Knots, which use these areas as a rest
stop between their wintering grounds in extreme South
America and their breeding grounds on the still-frozen
Arctic tundra. These globetrotting migrants feed on
our beaches to replenish the fat used up in their
migration thus far and to prepare for the long trip
ahead. Successful feeding has direct bearing on the
knots’ ability to reproduce or even reach their breeding
grounds, another 2500 miles away.

A girl flushes a group of terns from the beach. Their flight
is beautiful, but can be disastrous for helpless chicks and Other shorebirds don’t continue on after reaching
eggs left vulnerable to sun and predators. © RJ Wiley L, . L

Florida’'s beaches, but instead spend their winters
here, including birds like the federally endangered Piping Plover. It is equally important for these
inconspicuous little birds to rest and feed continuously through the winter, to ensure that come spring,
they can undertake energetically expensive migration, egg laying, and brood rearing.
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Few things are more beautiful to the uninitiated than a flock of birds, rising in unison, after being flushed
by a child or dog. Unfortunately, we now know that every time these birds fly, not only are they not
feeding and gaining fat, they're actually expending the energy they need for their long trip ahead. A
series of innocent disturbances can have significant implications for their metabolic budget.
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At left, Red Knots (a candidate species for federal listing) use Northeast Florida beaches as stopover habitat in autumn and
again in spring on long migrations from the Arctic to Argentina and back again. Federally endangered Piping Plovers (right)
stay in Northeast Florida all winter. © RJ Wiley

Do Your Part: How to Be a Shorebird-friendly Beachgoer!

When walking along the beach,
avoid the temptation to flush
groups of birds. They may be
resting, feeding, or incubating
eggs. Either way, by giving them a
wide berth, you'll be sure your
actions don't have deadly
consequences for eggs or chicks.

Dogs and shorebirds simply
don’t mix. Whether it's because of
a resemblance to the birds’
familiar predators (foxes, coyotes)
or some other reason, we do
know that shorebirds flush at
greater distances when dogs are
present, than when presented
with a person alone. Often, this is
at great distances, before you're likely to even notice the bird has been disturbed. If you must take Fido
to the beach, obey leash laws and restrict your dog from flushing birds. Even in areas where there do
not appear to be groups of shorebirds, remember solitary nesters may be camouflaged with the beach.

A state-threatened Least Tern feeds its nearly grown chick. © RJ Wiley

In spring and summer, respect posted nesting areas, which may be roped off to prevent disturbance.
While these areas can sometimes be an inconvenience, they are only temporary. Later in the summer,
the birds and their chicks will be gone, and so will the signs restricting your access.

In those few remaining places where beach driving is allowed, take extra care to be aware of birds on
the beach. Moving faster than a pedestrian and further removed from the sights and sounds of the
beach by the vehicle surrounding you, you're more likely to overlook birds you may be disturbing.
Furthermore, chicks may sometimes shelter in the depression of tire tracks in the sand. Keep a sharp
eye out for little ones frozen in your path.
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Hidden in Plain Sight

Shorebird eggs and chicks are perfectly colored to blend in with their surroundings!
See if you can spot the camouflaged Wilson’s Plover nest in the photo below:
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