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Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus)

Background

The piping plover
(Charadrius
melodus) is a
robin-sized, mi-
gratory shore
bird. Itis 18 cm
(7.251n) in length
and has a wing

— — span of approxi-
mately 38 cm (15 in). Assateague Island plovers
prefer to nest on open beaches, between sparsely
vegetated dunes with easy access to moist, open
areas for foraging. Predominantly insectivores,
plovers will also consume soft bodied inverte-
brates.

R

The Atlantic coast population of the piping plover
was listed as a threatened species under the U.S.
Endangered Species Actin 1986. Plovers, already
sparsely distributed along the Atlantic seaboard,
are competing with insistent human encroachment
and disturbances, as well as natural habitat
changes. Understanding the relationship between
the piping plover and its habitat is critical to the
successful management of the species.

Status and Trends

Nationwide, piping plover populations have his-
torically fluctuated. In the 1900s, the unregulated
hunting of the birds placed them near extinction.
By the mid-1920s the population began to increase
in part due to protective legislation, but by the mid
-1940s rapidly declining plover numbers were at-
tributed to increased use of beaches for recrea-
tional purposes (Tate 1981).

In addition to being impacted by human distur-
bance, plover populations on Assateague Island are
directly affected by natural changes in their envi-
ronment. In view of the fact that plovers exhibit
better than average breeding success in areas with

minimal vegetation and easy access to their pre-
ferred foraging sites, plovers rely heavily on winter
storms that produce areas of overwash. Overwash
occurs when ocean water rushes across the island
during periods of high water and wind. As sand is
deposited on the island interior, it covers up large
areas of vegetation. This activity creates esssential
moist, undisturbed foraging habitat for plover
chicks and adults. Over time, without the occur-
rence of significant storms, vegetation will en-
croach on the open overwash fan. Gradually,
vegetation will fill in the overwash and obstruct the
movement of plovers, limiting their ability to for-
age for food.
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Figure 1: Piping Plover Breeding Population (in pairs) Influenced by Vege-
tation Density on Assateague Island National Seashore, 1987-2011
Research continues to highlight the value of over-
wash areas to the survival of plovers (Loegering
1992); however storms that cause overwash are not
an event that managers of the national seashore can
control. Even though overwash may be perceived as
destructive, it is imperative that natural processes be
allowed to take place. What appears to be destruc-
tive is actually essential to achieve a sustainable pip-
ing plover population.

(Additional information on reverse side.)
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Management and Monitoring

Based on data trends, it is evident that continuous
management of this species is highly warranted.
Seasonal monitoring of the piping plovers on As-
sateague Island takes place from April until Septem-
ber each year. Monitoring involves the documenta-
tion of the number of breeding pairs of plovers, the
number of chicks that hatch and the number of
chicks that fledge. It also involves documentation of
nesting site characteristics, brood territory, sur-
rounding area vegetation density and topography.

Plovers are sensitive birds and can be easily dis-
placed from their desired nesting and foraging habi-
tats by wildlife and human disturbances. To help
curtail these disturbances, measures are taken to
control wildlife interference during the breeding and
nesting season.

As plover nests are identified, circular wire exclo-
sures are erected around the perimeter of the nesting
site. The wire mesh is small enough to exclude
mammalian predators but allows the plover access to
the nest. The wire is buried below the surface, with
the tined end facing upward to prevent predators
from perching on or climbing into the exclosure. A
fabric mesh is stretched over the top to deter avian
predators from entering the exclosure from above.
This design has evolved over many years based chick
hatching data and nest predation observations.

mizing or restricting human interactions with the
birds during the breeding and nesting season.

During the first signs of courtship initiation, signs
are placed approximately 200 meters (218 yards)
away from any locations used for nesting or forag-
ing. This “disturbance buffer” is established to pre-
vent pedestrian foot and vehicular traffic from dis-
turbing plovers by forcing them away from their eggs
or chicks for prolonged periods of time. With parent
birds driven from the nest, chicks are exposed to
predators and eggs to extreme temperatures.

Image 2: Plover chick and eggs in a shell lined nest scrape. (NPS Photo)

Because plover habitat use patterns have been well
established through years of monitoring, seashore
managers have a general idea about where on As-
sateague they may need to plan for temporary clo-
sures. These areas are typically closed when the
plovers begin to court and are reopened when all of
the chicks in the restricted area are able to fly.

Data, as well as behavioral observations, allow na-
tional seashore managers to better understand the
plover. Assuch, they are better prepared to protect
and manage the habitat that it relies on for survival.
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Image 1: Park technicians erect an exclosure around an existing piping
plover nest. The broom is used to smooth out the sand around the exclo-
sure to minimize any evidence of human disturbance. (NPS Photo)

While wildlife interactions with the piping plover are
difficult to control, great emphasis is placed on mini-
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