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INTRODUCTION

Populations of Red Knots Calidris canutus appear to have
experienced substantial declines in the Western Hemisphere
in recent decades (Baker et al. 2004, Morrison et al. 2004).
In fact, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service recently concluded
the listing of the rufa subspecies as threatened or endangered
was warranted but precluded by higher-priority listing actions
(USFWS 2006). Concern about the species’ status in the New
World has sparked interest in better understanding its abun-
dance, winter distribution, migratory pathways and limiting
factors (Atkinson et al. 2005, Baker et al. 2005a, 2005b,
Morrison & Harrington 1992). Changes in the abundance of
birds in South America, and impacts of prey resources in
Delaware Bay have been documented (Baker et al. 2004,
Morrison et al. 2004). As part of the investigations of this
species, substantial numbers of individuals have been colour-
marked in South America and in Delaware Bay, USA (Baker
et al. 2005a).

Most Red Knots in the New World migrate along the east-
ern seaboard of the United States (Morrison & Harrington
1992). A smaller population, attributed to the subspecies
roselaari, migrates along the Pacific coast of North America
(Piersma & Davidson 1992, Tomkovich 1992). The winter
range and important wintering areas of this subspecies are
virtually unknown. Although notably uncommon in most
coastal areas along the northern Pacific coast of North
America (Paulson 1993), spring migrant Red Knots regularly
occur at several distinct locations in Grays Harbor and
Willapa Bay on the Washington coast (Chappell 2005).
Spring migration surveys of Grays Harbor and Willapa Bay
in the early 1980s indicated the presence of several thousand

birds in these large embayments (Chappell 2005, Herman &
Bulger 1981). Surveys conducted in the early 1990s docu-
mented very few spring migrant Red Knots in Willapa Bay,
although those counts were made primarily in late April, and
would have missed migrants moving through in early- to mid-
May (Buchanan & Evenson 1997). Soon after the latter
surveys, large areas of Willapa Bay, including areas that
formerly supported the greatest numbers of Red Knots in the
early 1980s (Chris Chappell pers. comm.), were substantially
covered by the invasive smooth cordgrass Spartina alterni-
flora (Buchanan 2003).

The current situation concerning Red Knots in Washing-
ton can be characterized as follows:

1) the abundance of spring migrants in Washington appears
to have declined in the last two or three decades, perhaps
coincident with changes in the species’ population else-
where,

2) comprehensive spring surveys have not been conducted
since the early 1980s,

3) substantial areas of knot habitat in Willapa Bay were
invaded by Spartina in the 1990s, and

4) the locations of the wintering grounds and the migration
routes of Washington’s spring migrant knots are poorly
known.

Consequently, I conducted surveys in areas of historic known
use a) to update information on the abundance of knots in
Washington, and b) to search for colour-bands that might
provide information on the migration pathway and location
of winter grounds of roselaari that occur as spring migrants
in Washington.

A census of spring migrant Red Knots Calidris canutus
in coastal Washington, USA: results from 2006

JOSEPH B. BUCHANAN

Cascadia Research Collective, 218½ West Fourth Avenue, Waterstreet Building, Suite 201, Olympia,
Washington 98501, USA, & Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, 600 Capitol Way North, Olympia,

Washington 98501, USA.  buchajbb@dfw.wa.gov

Buchanan, J.B. 2006. A census of spring migrant Red Knots Calidris canutus in coastal Washington, USA:
results from 2006. Wader Study Group Bull. 111: 64–66.

Keywords: abundance, Red Knot, spring migration, Washington

Populations of Red Knots Calidris canutus appear to have experienced substantial declines in the Western
Hemisphere. The small population, attributed to the subspecies roselaari, that migrates along the coast of
Washington, USA, has also declined. The migration route(s) and important wintering areas of this subspecies
are poorly known. In the spring of 2006, I conducted surveys at key sites in Washington to update information
on its abundance and to search for colour-bands that might provide insight into the migration pathway or location
of the wintering grounds. Between 248 and 380 individual Red Knots were observed, far fewer than numbers
reported in the early 1980s. Between 89 and 221 Red Knots were closely scrutinized for colour-bands, but none
was seen. In future efforts, an attempt will be made to a) include more observers and conduct additional visits
to key sites, and b) obtain samples for stable isotope analyses.


