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INTRODUCTION

Nearctic shorebirds that migrate to South America reach 
their wintering sites by several routes (Morrison 1984, 
Myers et al. 1990). Several species migrate long distances, 
up to 12,000 km, between their arctic or sub-arctic breeding 
grounds and their wintering areas in South America. These 
journeys require several refuelling stops (Skagen & Knopf 
1994). Coastal migrants are renowned for long flights over 
extensive bodies of water that are preceded by long refuel-
ling stops (Gratto-Trevor 1992). These stop-over sites often 
provide a unique combination of food resources and habitat 
necessary to support a large number of shorebirds (Myers 
et al. 1979). Examples of important sites in Brazil are the 
Maranhão Coast and Lagoa do Peixe. Such stopover sites are 
important because a large proportion of a species’ population 
may be concentrated at these few sites during migration. 
The Sergipe coast is an important site for shorebirds from 
Sep to May.

The migratory routes of birds are best known because of 
their diurnal habits and large, often conspicuous numbers (Orr 
1986). In the Americas, the large number of migrant birds 
of many species that leave their northern breeding grounds 
to spend the austral summer in South America is especially 
noteworthy (Sick 1997). Although sandy beaches occur along 
most of the Atlantic coast of tropical and subtropical America 
and many species of Neotropical birds are known to live in 
or use this habitat (Sick 1997), most of the information con-
cerning this avifauna comes from the northern Neotropics or 
southern North America (Barbieri & Pinna 2007, Olmos & 
Silva 2001, Vooren & Brusque 1999). There is little infor-
mation on the avifauna of the tropical and subtropical coast 
of eastern Brazil. Moreover there are few checklists and or 
studies of birds using mangroves along that coast (Barbieri 
& Mendonça 2005, Vooren & Chiaradia 1990). 

Most New World shorebirds nest on dry Arctic tundra 
(Cramp & Simmons 1983, Manning & Macpherson 1961, 
Myers et al. 1990, ). Shorebirds migrate along the American 
coasts to wintering areas such as Lagoa do Peixe (“Fish 

Lagoon”) in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, Tierra del Fuego, 
Argentina, and the coasts of Peru and Chile (Myers et al. 
1990). These species migrate long distances and are special-
ized in habitat and prey, and concentrate on sandy beaches, 
marshes and mangroves (Burger & Gochfeld 1991). Although 
the diets of shorebirds may be catholic, different species 
take different sized prey and may also display some habitat 
segregation (Brown & McLachlan 1990). 

The route followed by many of these species during their 
northward migration (Mar–Apr) is through the Amazon 
region of South America then to the southeast coast of the 
United States. During their southward migration (Sep–Oct), 
birds leave breeding areas to feed at stopover sites along both 
coasts of the United States, the Caribbean, northern Brazil 
and then through Amazonia, to Lagoa do Peixe and beyond 
(Myers et al. 1990).

During migration, these birds depend, on marine coastal 
habitats, mainly sandy beaches (Myers et al. 1979) and 
mangrove areas. There are no published quantitative studies 
of migrant shorebird populations from the Sergipe coast of 
NE Brazil. Insufficient information exists with respect to the 
migration routes or stopover sites used by shorebirds. The 
Sergipe coast is of great importance for shorebirds from Sep 
to May. The present paper documents the seasonal abundance 
and distribution of shorebirds at Aracaju on the coast of 
Sergipe and shows the importance of this area as a migration 
route and feeding ground.

METHODS AND STUDY AREA 

Much of the coast of Sergipe (163 km) is comprised of 
sandy sediments. There are five estuaries, as well as swamps, 
dunes, restingas, forests and mangroves. These ecosystems 
support a resident and migratory avifauna from both North 
and South Hemispheres and include several vulnerable spe-
cies. The tidal range is small (about 2.5 m) and winds often 
exert an overriding influence on sea level, which is lower 
during the prevailing northeasterlies, and higher when the 
wind is southerly. Most beaches have a gentle slope (4–6°) 
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Shorebirds were counted weekly between Jan 2003 and Apr 2005 along 1.7 km of a 200 m wide mangrove-
lined creek at Aracaju, Sergipe State, NE Brazil. 19 shorebird species were recorded of which 17 were Nearc-
tic migrants. By far the most abundant species was Semipalmated Plover, accounting for more than half the 
aggregate total. Largest numbers of most migrants were observed during southward migration in Oct and 
Nov and the largest single day count of all species was of 4,046 on 11 Oct 2004. Eight Nearctic species were 
recorded during both June and July, their breeding season, indicating the presence of non-breeding immatures. 
This study highlights the importance for migrant shorebirds of this little-studied part of the South American 
coast and discusses the conservation problems they face.


