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INTRODUCTION

On the Taimyr Peninsula, Pacific Golden Plovers nest on dry 
tundra with sparse low vegetation. In this high-arctic region, 
suitable tundra nesting habitat tends to be relatively homoge-
neous over large areas. The otherwise continuous plant cover 
is occasionally interrupted by conspicuous landmarks includ-
ing rocks and sharp edges of vegetation patches. The nature 
of this landscape pattern prompted us to investigate whether 
the placement of Pacific Golden Plover nests is influenced 
by such landmarks.  

METHODS

Nest site selection of Pacific Golden Plovers was studied in a 
4 km2 study plot at Medusa Bay, Taimyr Peninsula, Siberia, 
Russia (73.23° N 80.23° E) in summer 2000 (Klaassen et al. 
2003, Tulp et al. 2000). The vegetation in the study plot can be 
classified as arctic tundra (Chernov 1985). At depths greater 
than 50 cm, the soil is permanently frozen (Schekkerman et 
al. 2004). The vegetation is short (<10 cm) and dominated 
by mosses; other plants include grasses, sedges, and a variety 
of herbs (Tulp et al. 1997). The site contains a great number 
of tracks made by caterpillar vehicles, which are used for 
transport to and from the village of Dikson. Pacific Golden 
Plovers nest abundantly within the area, occurring at a density 
of about 10 pairs/km2 (Klaassen et al. 2003). This plover 
typically flushes from its nest well in advance of approach-
ing humans (Byrkjedal & Thompson 1998), and to locate the 
nest we watched (from a distance) as the bird returned to it 
after being disturbed. We recorded the microhabitat in 1 m2 

surrounding each nest by estimating the percentage coverage 
of mosses, sedges/grasses and non-vegetated soil. We also 
classified the habitat in a 10 × 10 m area around the nest as 
either dry or wet on the soil surface (see Tulp et al. 1997). For 
every nest the distance to the closest landmark was measured. 
We considered all objects larger than 15 × 15 cm that visibly 
stood out from the surroundings to be landmarks. These 
included rocks, pieces of wood (driftwood that is scattered 
over the tundra by fox hunters), edges of vegetation patches 
and vehicle tracks (Fig. 1). Objects smaller than 15 × 15 cm 
were not distinguishable from the background mosaic of dif-
ferently coloured plant patches and bare soil.

We generated 75 random locations within the study plot 
by combining a random x-coordinate with a random y-
coordinate. Random points were located in the field using a 
handheld GPS (Garmin 12). At each random point where the 
immediate surroundings (10 × 10 m) consisted of suitable 
plover breeding habitat (i.e. dry vegetated tundra, see below), 
we measured the distance to the nearest landmark.

To investigate whether nest site choice was influenced 
by the presence of landmarks we tested whether the median 
distance between nests and nearest landmarks was different 
from the median distance between random points and near-
est landmarks using a Mann–Whitney U test. We also tested 
whether the birds selectively nested near specific types of 
landmark, by comparing the frequency of different types 
of landmark nearest to plover nests with that of landmarks 
nearest to random points using a chi-square test. Finally we 
analyzed the relationship between clutch survival and distance 
to landmarks using logistic regression (Aebischer 1999), with 
number of survived nest days as the dependent variable and 
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In this study we investigated whether Pacific Golden Plovers Pluvialis fulva breeding in the high-arctic tend to 
locate their nests near conspicuous objects (landmarks) like rocks and caterpillar vehicle tracks. We compared 
the median distance between plover nests and nearest landmarks with the median distance between random 
points in suitable plover habitat and nearest landmarks. Landmarks found nearest to nests were caterpillar-
vehicle tracks (57%), rocks (29%), wood (11%), and vegetation edge (4%). On average, plover nests were 
located more often near landmarks than near random points, and the distance between a nest and a landmark 
rarely exceeded 10 m. Plovers did not selectively nest near a specific type of landmark. Whether nesting close 
to a landmark increased the rate of clutch survival was uncertain. Possible reasons why plovers nest near 
landmarks are discussed.
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