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INTRODUCTION

The realisation that animals have specific requirements in
terms of where and how much they feed has motivated most
studies on distribution and abundance of birds and mammals.
However, other factors are important, namely how animals
avoid becoming food themselves. Indeed, the ways in which
the “danger of predation” (i.e., the inherent probability of
becoming a prey item in any particular situation if no anti-
predation measures are taken, Lank & Ydenberg 2003)
affects the distribution and behaviour of animals has been a
focus of many recent ecological studies (e.g. Lima 2002, Caro
2005, Lind & Cresswell 2005). Although some studies on the
distribution of shorebirds have considered explicitly the role
of the danger of predation (e.g. Goss-Custard 1970, Piersma
et al. 1993), studies of how predation danger affects behav-
ioural strategies of shorebirds have only recently become
more common (e.g., Cresswell 1993, 1994a,b, Ydenberg et
al. 2002, Piersma et al. 2003, Quinn & Cresswell 2004).

During non-feeding periods of the day many shorebirds
tend to congregate at communal roosts, whether during high
tide in coastal, tidal environments or at night in inland

wetlands. Considerations related to the danger of predation
may well be one of the most important factors shaping the
positioning of, and numerical abundance at, such roosts (e.g.
Rogers 2003). Rogers (2003) and Rogers et al. (2006)
showed that in Roebuck Bay, NW Australia, Great Calidris
tenuirostris and Red Knots C. canutus roost farther from
intertidal feeding grounds at night than during daytime. This
difference is attributed to the nearest shoreline areas having
dark (vegetated) backgrounds that enhance the danger of pre-
dation, possibly by owls, at night. Similarly, on the Yukon
Delta in western Alaska, Handel & Gill (1992) felt that
increased danger of predation by mammals explained their
observations of Dunlin Calidris alpina avoiding onshore
roost sites during nocturnal high tides that were used during
the preceding or following daytime high tides. In terms of use
of foraging areas, Sitters et al. (2001) attributed the absence
at night of Red Knots at rich, relatively nearshore feeding
areas in northern Patagonia, Argentina, to increased preda-
tion from predators such as owls. However, during none of
these three studies was any nighttime predation event directly
observed. In this light (or absence thereof), anecdotal obser-
vations that we made on feeding distributions of shorebirds
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We here report two anecdotes about avian interactions relevant to the interpretation of differences in shorebird
habitat use between day and night. Several studies have reported that shorebirds avoid feeding and roosting
along nearshore areas at night yet commonly use these sites during daytime. This suggests that nighttime
avoidance of nearshore places is a response to increased danger of predation. When mist-netting during autumn
2005 on nearshore intertidal habitats along South Spit, Egegik Bay (Alaska Peninsula), Alaska, we discovered
that shorebirds that occurred there in large numbers during daytime low tides and roosted there during day-
time high tides (especially Dunlin Calidris alpina, Rock Sandpipers Calidris ptilocnemis, Black-bellied Plover
Pluvialis squatarola, and Surfbirds Aphriza virgata), were absent at night. Their avoidance of the area correlated
with Short-eared Owls Asio flammeus concurrently hunting over the beach and adjacent intertidal habitats.
Spotlighting over nearby expansive intertidal mudflats confirmed that the same suite of species continued to
forage or roost nearby at night. To bring the story full circle, the morning following one mist-netting effort we
found a Short-eared Owl on the beach that had been killed earlier by a Gyrfalcon Falco rusticolus. In the owl’s
stomach were remains of a freshly devoured Dunlin.


