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INTRODUCTION

Many wader populations appear to be declining (Wetlands
International 2002). Out of 499 wader populations recognised
world-wide, trend estimates exist for 41%, of which 44%
appear to be decreasing, 39% to be stable, and 13% to be
increasing, while 4% are extinct (Delany 2003). Among
declining populations, most are long-distance migrants or
sedentary endemics with small populations.

On the East Atlantic flyway, from where we have the best
trend data, the conservation status of waders appears to be a
bit more favourable than in other flyways, in that ‘only’ 37%
are stated as decreasing out of 47 populations for which we
have trend information (International Wader Study Group
2003).

Most population trends from the East Atlantic flyway are
based on regular mid-winter censuses from W Europe or
counts and estimates from breeding areas, but for several
species or populations we only have information from rela-
tively few counts, or counts from relatively few areas
(Zöckler et al. 2003). We here provide an alternative dataset
consisting of the numbers of 17 arctic and north boreal spe-
cies passing Blåvandshuk, 55°34'N, 08°05'E, the westernmost

point of Denmark, during 33 autumn migration seasons over
the 40 years 1964–2003.

The advantage of using counts of actively migrating birds
is that they are unaffected by changes in local habitat condi-
tions, disturbance from humans and predators, changes in
turn-over rates and changes in winter distribution and count-
ing error. The birds simply pass by on their way to wintering
grounds, which virtually all are south of Blåvandshuk for the
populations involved, and the birds can be counted accu-
rately, as they pass by. The disadvantage is that numbers of
actively migrating birds seen at Blåvandshuk and elsewhere
are highly sensitive to weather conditions, and no estimate
can be made of the proportion flying low enough to be
counted. Moreover different populations mix (Meltofte &
Rabøl 1977) like they do in many staging and wintering areas.

Most waders passing Blåvandshuk are adults (Meltofte &
Rabøl 1977, Meltofte 1993). This is interpreted as a result of
adults migrating long non-stop flights during night and day
until they reach primary staging areas, while juveniles often
migrate shorter stops keeping most migration within the night
hours (Meltofte & Rabøl 1977, Meltofte 1988). This means
that numbers passing are relatively little affected by annual
variability in breeding success.
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Many wader populations are estimated to be declining. These estimates are mainly based on mid-winter counts,
where much bias may occur in the form of varying geographical coverage, varying methods, birds changing
wintering sites from year to year or over longer time, and counting error. Other trend estimates derive from
breeding area data, which often are very uncertain due to the extreme geographical dispersal of most breeding
distributions. Here we present data on 17 wader species passing Blåvandshuk in W Denmark on autumn
migration during a 40-year period. Visible migration of birds including waders is highly sensitive to differing
weather conditions from year to year, but the data are unaffected by the biases mentioned for mid-winter counts.
The populations involved mainly originate from north boreal and arctic breeding sites from Greenland/Canada
in the west to central Siberia in the east. One species stands out showing significantly decreasing trends, namely
Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus. The Eurasian Oystercatchers passing Blåvandshuk mainly
originate from Norwegian breeding grounds, and the decrease corresponds to decreases on the wintering grounds
associated with overexploitation of bivalve stocks. Most other species showed relatively stable, fluctuating or
increasing trends, and according to our data, most north boreal and arctic wader populations on the East Atlantic
flyway seem to have been doing well during the last 40 years.


