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INTRODUCTION

The Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa is a distinct and 
enigmatic shorebird. The nominate subspecies L. l. limosa, 
which we here describe as the Continental Black-tailed 
Godwit (distinct from the Icelandic Black-tailed Godwit 
L. l. islandica, and the Asian Black-tailed Godwit L. l. mela-
nuroides), comes as close to an endemic shorebird taxon as 
NW Europe is likely to have. As it breeds close to humans, 
the recent major population decline that has occurred in the 
rapidly changing agricultural environment of Europe has 
aroused considerable interest and concern (Gill et al. 2007). 
This, in turn, has inspired many investigations on the breed-
ing grounds, but also in winter and staging sites. As so often 
with ecological issues that have a high public profile, much of 
the resulting literature been of the “grey” variety (reports and 
papers in regional journals difficult to access) (Beintema et al. 
1995, Piersma 1986, Verstrael 1987). Here we have gathered 
non-breeding count data from a number of sources, particu-
larly from the grey literature but also from refereed papers. 
This information has yielded a picture of patchy abundance 
and distribution of Black-tailed Godwits in West Africa, the 
Middle East and around the Mediterranean covering over 50 
years. We hope that this summary, and its indication that con-
siderable change has occurred over the last half century, will 
be helpful in giving context to future studies of Continental 
Black-tailed Godwits. 

METHODS

This review is limited to data available through libraries 
in the Netherlands and Portugal and by contacting a few 

researchers in other areas. Therefore we acknowledge that 
the data we present are biased towards Western Europe and 
the large number of counts that have been carried out by 
European ornithologists during expeditions to the many dif-
ferent countries mentioned. Nevertheless we consider that it 
is unlikely that any major source of relevant data has been 
overlooked. Table 1 shows the national origin of most of the 
data sources used. 

Counts were categorised as “winter” if they were carried 
out during Nov–Jan and as “spring migration” if they were 
carried out in Feb–Mar. However, our definition of “winter” 
is likely to include the early part of the northward migra-
tion, which frequently starts in mid December (Kuiper et 
al. 2006). January is the month chosen for the “midwinter” 
counts organized by Wetlands International (Delany et al. 
1999, Gilissen et al. 2002) and this is the time of year for 
which most “wintering” data are available. However, January 
counts for Black-tailed Godwits in Morocco, Tunisia and the 
Iberian Peninsula very likely include birds already on north-
ward migration. In order to present the results concisely and 
clearly, we summarise the counts for each geographical area 
by giving the mean and range for each decade.

RESULTS

The non-breeding distribution of the Continental Black-tailed 
Godwit ranges from West Africa (Altenburg & van der Kamp 
1985, Kuiper et al. 2006, Trolliet & Fouquet 2004) through 
central and north-eastern Africa, and through the Arabian 
Peninsula and Iran well into Asia (Delany et al. 1999, Gilis-
sen et al. 2002, Meininger & Atta 1994). There are also 
reports of large flocks in the Indian sub-continent (Delany & 
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Over the years a large body of information as been gathered regarding the migratory and wintering distribu-
tion of Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa. Much of this information is only available in the so-called “grey” 
literature. Here we present a summary of non-breeding count data for the continental race L. l. limosa covering 
the last fifty years. We suggest that there have been important changes in the winter and spring-staging distribu-
tion and numbers of this now threatened population. The winter distribution covers a wide area from Senegal 
and Guinea-Bissau in the west, through Mali and Chad and extends into the Middle East as far as Iran. During 
spring, the most important staging sites are around the Mediterranean basin, with key areas in Iberia and France. 
Throughout the range, numbers have changed over time. Today, areas in West Africa, like Senegal, Morocco 
and, to some extent, Guinea-Bissau have much lower numbers of godwits than 20 years ago, whereas in Mali, 
Chad and north Cameroon numbers have remained more or less stable. Larger numbers of godwits now occur 
in southern Europe, Portugal and Spain; but the French wetlands have lost some of their past importance.


