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INTRODUCTION

Catching waders for ringing and other purposes has never
been easy as flocks can often roost at different sites from one
high tide to the next. Any method of increasing catching
success is likely to be of considerable value to wader biolo-
gists.

For many years, playback of recorded wader calls has
been used to lure birds to the vicinity of mist nets to increase
catching success. However, because a control catch without
using playback is rarely possible, it is difficult to evaluate the
effectiveness of the technique. Usually, catches can only be
compared with what might have been expected had the play-
back not been used.

Since 1959, the Wash Wader Ringing Group (WWRG)
has used mist nets to catch waders on the saltmarshes around
the Wash, SE England, on over 300 occasions. Catches have
ranged from zero (many times!) to over 300.

In the late 1970s, with the increasing availability of port-
able tape recorders WWRG experimented with the best ways
to use playback of recorded wader calls to increase catching
success. These early experiments suggested that the use of
a tape lure normally ensured that at least a few birds would
be caught, but did not seem to make much difference when
a large catch was made. Further evidence that the tape was
effective came from the observation that when the catch was
small, we invariably caught most of the birds in the nets clos-
est to the tape recorder. One of us (NAC) has also used tapes
extensively for mist netting waders on the Severn and other
estuaries with similar results to those reported here. The tapes
were found to be particularly effective when nets were placed
over small pools on the saltmarsh even though waders sel-
dom visited such sites by day (and their presence at night
could only be inferred from wader footprints in the mud
around the pools). Since 2002, when the WWRG started to
use more powerful loudspeaker systems than previously, the
increase in the numbers that have been caught have been
quite spectacular leaving little doubt that the playback of
wader recordings has had a major positive effect on catch-
ing success (Wash Wader Ringing Group 2004).

IN WHAT CIRCUMSTANCES ARE TAPE LURES
EFFECTIVE?

We have mist netted coastal waders at night at many loca-
tions over the last twenty years and have found that tape lures
are most effective where there is a focal point for birds to
collect. They tend to be ineffective where mist nets are
placed in a line perpendicular to the shore to intercept birds
flying along the tide edge. On the other hand they have
proved invaluable to attract waders to pools in a saltmarsh
with short vegetation. In this situation mist nets are placed
either across the middle of small pools (<20 metres across)
or five metres out from the edge of larger pools. In these cir-
cumstances tape lures can increase the catch considerably.
Occasionally, we have caught >150 birds in just four 13-
metre, three-shelf nets. Without the tape, we would have
typically expected to catch only 20–30. Where pools are not
available on a marsh then small patches of wet mud can work
well. We typically hang the tape lure on one of the mist net
poles in the middle of a line but if we are certain that the
water level will not change we place it on the ground half
way along a net. When birds are attracted to the lure, they
may be caught directly above the tape recorder lure. More
often, however, they will circle low over the pool and may
be caught up to 25 metres from the lure. Lures work best in
light winds, which is true of wader mist netting in general.

Typically, we turn the tape lure on about two hours before
high tide just before we expect the first waders to arrive at
the roost. We turn it off just after high tide or when we have
caught our target sample.

WHICH CALLS WORK BEST?

Over the years we have used many different tape recordings
with varying degrees of success. We have found that alarm
calls of Dunlin Calidris alpina have proved ineffective and
have resulted in catches lower than we would have expected
without a lure. This is in contrast to results reported by Haase
(2002) who found that distress calls increased the capture
rate by a factor of 2.7 compared with no tape. In Haase’s
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Mist-netting waders has always been unpredictable. Here we report on the use of tape recordings to increase
the number and consistency of catches. We use two case histories to illustrate the circumstances in which the
use of lures can be beneficial and explain how to make the robust system we use on the Wash, SE England.
We also explain how to digitally enhance recordings to make them more effective in attracting waders to the
vicinity of the nets.


