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INTRODUCTION

The known recent breeding range of the Sociable Lapwing
Vanellus gregarius is confined to Kazakhstan and parts of
south-central Russia. Its population has undergone at least
two periods of significant and rapid decline in the 20th cen-
tury. The second, in the last two decades, has been particu-
larly precipitous. The most recent population estimate has
suggested that the remaining breeding population numbers as
few as 200–600 pairs (AEWA 2004). Consequently, the spe-
cies is categorised as critically endangered according to the
IUCN Red List (Birdlife International 2004). The reasons for
this decline are largely unknown, although several hypotheses
have been proposed. Land use change and abandonment,
changing weather patterns, and increased predation may all
have contributed to changes in habitat suitability and breed-
ing success. Sociable Lapwings are migratory and winter in
N India, NE Africa and the Middle East. Changes on these
migratory routes and/or wintering grounds could be reducing
annual survival rates. There is no evidence to suggest that the
species is widely hunted (AEWA 2004), though this cannot
be discounted in parts of the passage and wintering range for
which little recent information is available.

To understand the reasons behind the sharp population
decline a conservation project including partner organisations
from across the species’ range was instigated in 2005
(Sheldon et al. 2005).

On 10 and 11 Sep 2005, two of us (LM and VF) observed
a flock of about 600 Sociable Lapwings near Dovsun salt
lakes, in NE Stavropol region, Russia. There are other
records of large autumn flocks of Sociable Lapwings from
this area in recent years; for example, there was a flock of
over 130 in the vicinity of Lysy Luman, (on the border of
Stavropol and Kalmykia regions) (see Fig. 1) in Sep 1999
(Shubin et al. 2000). Moreover the area around and to the
west of Chagraiskoje has historically held passage birds in
high numbers (Kazakov et al. 1981, Khokhlov 1987, V.
Fedosov unpubl. information, R. Sheldon unpubl. data).

Since these recent observations represent a large propor-
tion of the species’ estimated current population, further
investigation was instigated, leading to the survey reported
here. Knowledge of the origins and numbers of Sociable Lap-
wings using the area on migration, whether from the known
breeding grounds in Kazakhstan (and therefore colour-ringed,
Sheldon et al. 2005) or from previously unknown areas,
potentially in S Russia, is important both for better assessing
the current status of the species and in protecting its habitat.

METHODS

From 1 to 16 Sep 2006, areas around Chagraiskoje Reservoir
and Dovsun salt lakes in Stavropol region, north and east of
the village of Arzgir (45°22'N, 44°15'E), Russia were sur-
veyed for the presence of Sociable Lapwings. Initial surveys
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We report the findings of a preliminary survey of Chagraiskoje Reservoir in Stavropol Region, SW Russian
Federation, for the critically endangered Sociable Lapwing.  This area has historically harboured large numbers
of this species on autumn passage, and our findings suggest that it is still important as a staging habitat for the
species. We found significant numbers of Sociable Lapwing in the context of the most recent population
estimates, including colour-ringed birds from the breeding grounds in central Kazakhstan. However, the majority
of birds seen were not colour-marked, and we speculate on their origins. We discuss threats to this species,
the habitat provided by the reservoir, and other species using the area (some present in internationally impor-
tant numbers) and suggest further studies necessary to elucidate further the role of this currently unprotected
area in sustaining Sociable Lapwings on passage.


