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INTRODUCTION

Habitat loss and degradation at migratory stopover sites is an
important contributor to shorebird population declines
(Brown et al. 2001, Schekkerman et al. 2003, Skagen 2006,
Thomas et al. 2006). The Buff-breasted Sandpiper Tryngites
subruficollis is a long-distance migrant shorebird of high
conservation concern, the species is considered “highly-
imperiled” by the United States Shorebird Conservation Plan
(Brown et al. 2001, USSCP 2004). Buff-breasted Sandpipers
winter in southern South America and breed in high Arctic
areas of western Canada, Alaska and eastern Siberia (Lanctot
& Laredo 1994). The primary northward migratory route
passes through the middle of North America, with birds
arriving in Louisiana and Texas in late April (Lanctot &
Laredo 1994). Buff-breasted Sandpipers continue through the
Great Plains in May (Lanctot & Laredo 1994). The specif-
ics of habitat use and the ecology of stopover sites along this
route is not well understood for Buff-breasted Sandpipers
(Lanctot & Laredo 1994).

Large concentrations of Buff-breasted Sandpipers have
only rarely been observed during spring in the Great Plains
(Lanctot & Laredo 1994, Skagen et al. 1999). Unlike many
shorebird species that congregate in large numbers at wet-
lands during migratory stopover in the Great Plains, Buff-
breasted Sandpipers prefer more terrestrial habitats such as
agricultural fields, sod farms, mowed hayfields, and pastures
(Jorgensen 2004, Lanctot & Laredo 1994, Oring & Davis
1966). Past work on shorebird migration in the Great Plains
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The Rainwater Basin, Nebraska, appears to be an important stopover site for Buff-breasted Sandpipers Tryngites
subruficollis during their northward spring migration. Buff-breasted Sandpipers have been observed using
agricultural field and wetland habitats within the Rainwater Basin. This study is the first to examine specific
habitat use during spring migration in the Rainwater Basin. Our results show that Buff-breasted Sandpipers
were five times more likely to occur in fields that were planted to soybeans the previous growing season than
in those planted previously to corn. In addition, birds were more likely to occur in fields in open areas free
from human obstructions and in areas with higher densities of historic wetlands. These results indicate that
shorebird conservation should include terrestrial habitats when developing conservation plans for the Buff-
breasted Sandpiper and other similar shorebird species.

has focused on important wetland complexes (Davis & Smith
1998, Skagen 2006) and the tendency of Buff-breasted Sand-
pipers to use terrestrial habitats likely contributes to the lack
of information about its migratory habits.

There is evidence that the Rainwater Basin of Nebraska is
an important and regularly used stopover site for large num-
bers of Buff-breasted Sandpipers during spring migration
(Jorgensen 2004, Morris 1978). The majority of observations
in the Rainwater Basin from the 1970s to the present have
been in agricultural fields, with regular observations of
groups of over 100 birds (Jorgensen 2004, 2007, L. Morris,
pers. comm.). The apparent dependence of large concentra-
tions of Buff-breasted Sandpipers on agricultural fields raises
concerns about how changing land use and agricultural
practices might impact the population. Here, we identify land-
scape and habitat variables that affect Buff-breasted Sand-
piper occurrence and abundance in the Rainwater Basin.
Understanding habitat use during this time is important both
to identify emerging threats and as a starting point for
improving environmental conditions for this species during
migration.

METHODS

We studied Buff-breasted Sandpipers in the Rainwater Basin
during May of 2004 and 2005. The Rainwater Basin is a rela-
tively flat to gently rolling loess plain encompassing approxi-
mately 10,000 km2 in south-central Nebraska (Kuzila 1994;
Fig. 1). Prior to European settlement, the Rainwater Basin


