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Introduction

The waders that breed on wet grassland (Eurasian Oyster-
catcher Haematopus ostralegus, Northern Lapwing Vanellus 
vanellus, Dunlin Calidris alpina, Ruff Philomachus pugnax, 
Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago, Black-tailed Godwit 
Limosa limosa, Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata and 
Redshank Tringa totanus) are one of the most threatened 
groups of birds breeding in Germany (Bauer et al. 2002). 
The populations of most of these species have been declin-
ing during recent years, not only in Germany but also in the 
core country for meadow birds in Europe, the Netherlands 
(Teunissen & Soldaat 2005), and in most other European 
countries (BirdLife International 2004).

For some regions of Germany, the population sizes and 
trends of meadow birds have been well described (Melter & 
Welz 2001, Ranftl 2002), but nationally information is based 
on only rough estimates, not accurate survey data. To date no 
scheme has been implemented that is specifically designed to 
monitor meadow bird populations across the country. One of 
the reasons for this is that, except for Northern Lapwing, Ger-
man meadow birds are too scarce to be covered adequately 
by the monitoring scheme designed for common birds (Flade 
& Schwarz 2003, Mitschke et al. 2005). On the other hand, 
they are still too widespread for complete counts to be feasible 

every year. Therefore, meadow birds in Germany fall into a 
gap between the monitoring schemes for common birds and 
those for rare birds (Boschert 2005). In this, they are in a simi-
lar position to other scarce species that breed in Germany.

For most of the uncommon meadow birds, there is good 
information on population trends at a limited number of sites, 
particularly coastal ones where they are covered by monitor-
ing schemes for coastal birds (Hälterlein et al. 2003). Moni-
toring also takes place in some nature reserves (Biologische 
Station Steinfurt 2004) and is under development in Natura 
2000 sites in most provinces (Hötker & Boschert 2005). For 
many other sites, although there is no monitoring in place, 
there are scattered data in the files of local bird clubs, regional 
authorities or volunteers.

To make use of all this information and establish a quick 
delivery monitoring scheme for the future, a new project was 
set up called “Counting Site Monitoring” (CSM). The idea is 
that the sites that are counted regularly will provide informa-
tion on trends and the less frequently counted sites will be 
used to check whether there are biases in these trends. CSM 
was first applied in Germany to meadow birds. To evaluate it 
with real data, CSM was first used in a retrospective study of 
meadow bird population trends. Old count data were gathered 
for as long as possible and for as many sites as possible. Data 
for sites with defined borders were then used to reconstruct 
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Until now, only rough estimates have been made of the sizes and trends of most of the populations of meadow 
birds that breed in Germany. In this paper we describe a new approach to the monitoring of such populations: 
Counting Site Monitoring. It is based on regular and irregular counts of meadow birds in predefined counting 
sites and we use it to describe population trends in German meadow birds over recent decades. Altogether we 
analysed 26,258 counts of breeding meadow birds from 2,177 counting sites. The populations of Dunlin Cal-
idris alpina schinzii, Ruff Philomachus pugnax, Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago and Black-tailed Godwit 
Limosa limosa limosa have significantly and severely decreased in Germany and those of Dunlin and Ruff are 
now so small that extinction can be expected soon. Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus and Eurasian Curlews 
Numenius arquata have undergone significant but less severe population declines. Eurasian Oystercatchers 
Haematopus ostralegus increased until 1997 but have since decreased significantly. Redshank Tringa totanus 
is currently the only species showing a significantly positive population trend. 

Trends differed greatly between habitats. On the Wadden Sea islands, the populations of all meadow birds 
have increased. On the mainland salt marshes and on the inland clay marshes, trends have differed between 
species, but on the Baltic coast and in inland habitats all species have shown negative trends. New estimates 
(means for 2000–2004) for some meadow bird populations in Germany are: Eurasian Oystercatcher 29,600 
pairs, Dunlin 28 pairs, Ruff 44 females (strongly declining), Black-tailed Godwit 5,950 pairs, Eurasian Curlew 
3,950 pairs, and Redshank 14,400 pairs. 


