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INTRODUCTION

Of the three documented populations of the Red Knot Calidris
canutus of >1,000 individuals that winter along the West
Atlantic Flyway of the Americas, the least known is the one
that winters on the coast of Florida, USA. Its subspecific
status is uncertain (Buehler & Baker 2005, Piersma &
Davidson 1992). Moreover, although there is good informa-
tion for a key section of the west coast, there has never been
a systematic survey of the entire Florida shore so its popula-
tion size is little more than a guess and its trend is unknown.

The two other sizeable wintering groups are those of
Tierra del Fuego at the southern tip of South America, where
numbers have declined from 67,546 in 1985 to 17,211 in
2006, and the coast of Maranhão, N Brazil, which appears to
have remained fairly stable with 8,150 in the mid 1980s and
7,575 in February 2005 (Baker et al. 2005a, Morrison & Ross
1989, Morrison et al. 2004, R.I.G. Morrison pers. comm.).

In Florida, wintering knots are most commonly recorded
on the west coast where the population was estimated at

around 10,000 in the 1980s (Morrison & Harrington 1992).
More recent data are sparse and it is neither possible to
discern the current population size nor any clear trend. Christ-
mas Bird Counts recorded 4,530 knots in 1992, but this was
for only three sites so it is likely that the total population was
greater. Similarly, in 1994, knots were counted as part of a
state-wide winter shorebird survey and the aggregate located
was 3,666 (Sprandel et al. 1997). However, the total popu-
lation was probably greater because the researchers stratified
the coast and only sampled certain beaches within each
section. Niles et al. (2006) conjectured that the total number
of knots in Florida, based on International Shorebird Surveys
and other counts, was about 7,500 in 2005. However, they
acknowledged that the data were far from satisfactory and
called for a systematic survey of this important population as
a high priority.

Two knot subspecies winter in the Americas, rufa and
roselaari. Rufa breeds in the central Canadian Arctic and its
main wintering area is in Tierra del Fuego. Roselaari is
thought to breed in NW Alaska and on Wrangel Island and
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During Dec. 2005 and Jan. 2006, we counted 2,500 Red Knots in a survey of 300 km of the west coast of Florida
between Anclote Key and Cape Romano. Sample surveys along parts of the remainder of the Florida coast
located a further 1,530 so the minimum winter population of the state was about 4,000. Re-sighting of
individually marked knots indicate that a substantial proportion of Florida birds migrate via the U.S. east coast
and stopover on the Atlantic coast of New Jersey. Biometrics of knots caught show that Florida birds have longer
bills and are heavier than those that winter in Tierra del Fuego. They are also heavier than knots wintering on
the coast of Maranhão, N Brazil.

At one of our study sites, Longboat Key, which is probably typical of much of the Florida coastline, knots
were feeding on beaches that were crowded with holidaymakers. Although they were habituated to people,
allowing close approach, we consider that frequent disturbance is likely to be detrimental. We suggest
conservation prescriptions.


