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INTRODUCTION

The Piping Plover Charadrius melodus is a small (55 g), 
endemic, North American shorebird. There are two subspe-
cies, C. m. melodus which breeds on the Atlantic coast from 
Newfoundland south to North Carolina, and C. m. circum-
cinctus which breeds in the central prairie regions of Canada 
and the United States, with a smaller population found in the 
Great Lakes area. In Canada, it was upgraded in 1985 from 
threatened to endangered by the Committee on the Status of 
Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) (Goosen et al. 
2002). In the United States, it is listed as endangered in the 
Great Lakes area and threatened elsewhere by the United 
States Fish and Wildlife Service (Goossen et al. 2002). Given 
this concern, there has been considerable attention to the biol-
ogy, habitat requirements, potential threats, and strategies to 
ensure the Piping Plover’s survival and recovery. 

However, the available information on Piping Plover 
diets is often qualitative, anecdotal, or lacking in taxonomic 
precision. Most identifications of prey have been made only 
to the level of family or order. Forbush (1925, pp. 473) re-
ported that, “The food of the Piping Plover consists of insects, 
crustaceans, mollusks, and other small marine animals and 
their eggs.” Howsell (1928, pp. 114) reported that, “The food 
of this plover, as indicated by the contents of four stomachs 

secured in Alabama, consist principally of marine worms, 
fly larvae, and beetles.” The only prey items observed by 
Cairns (1977) were “marine worms.” Gibbs (1986) found 
that talitrid amphipods and seaweed flies comprised the main 
food source of Piping Plovers in Maine, although remains 
of ants, beetles, and nereid polychaetes were also found in 
fecal samples. Crustacean remains were found in 99.7% of 
samples and insect remains in 14.4% of them. Loegering 
(1992) sampled substrate invertebrates found on Piping 
Plover breeding beaches in Maryland. Insects found were 
identified to order [Diptera, Homoptera, and Hemiptera] with 
Diptera comprising 91% of all arthropods collected. In con-
nection with studies on nocturnal foraging of Piping Plovers, 
Staine & Burger (1994) sampled intertidal sand at sites where 
plovers fed, however, they identified the organisms only to 
family level [Donacidae (bivalves), Spionidae (polychaetes), 
Hippidae (sand crabs), and Gammaridae (amphipods)]. Simi-
larly Nordstrom and Ryan (1996) sampled invertebrates, both 
at sites occupied by Piping Plovers [finding Diptera (four 
families), Hymenoptera (six families), and Orthoptera (one 
family)], as well as at potential reintroduction sites. Cuthbert 
et al. (1999) examined the gizzard contents of four dead Pip-
ing Plover chicks, however, they identified the invertebrates 
only to the level of order [Hymenoptera (32%), Coleoptera 
(29%), Diptera (28%), Hemiptera and Homoptera (10%), and 
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Coleoptera remains from droppings collected for a fecal analysis study of the diet of Piping Plovers (Charadrius 
melodus) in the Iles de la Madeleine, Québec, Canada were examined and identified to species level. Beetles 
found in the bird’s droppings included Bledius opaculus LeConte (Staphylinidae), Philopedon plagiatum 
(Schaller), Dryocoetes autographus (Ratzeburg) (Curculionidae), Baeckmanniolus dimidiatipennis (LeConte) 
(Histeridae), Negastrius delumbis (Horn) (Elateridae), Dyschiriodes sellatus (LeConte), Harpalus affinis 
(Schrank), and Cicindela species (Carabidae). Bledius opaculus, an algae-feeding rove beetle that inhabits 
sand- and mud-flats, was two orders of magnitude more abundant than any other species.

These results allow for insights into the feeding strategy and preferences of Piping Plovers and the 
ecological circumstances of the environment they occupy. Piping Plovers are reliant to an important degree 
on the specialized algae-Bledius-Dyschiriodes ecological system; they feed in and exploit the resources of 
several shoreline microhabitats including sand- and mud-flats, sand dunes, beach wrack and the strand line; 
they appear to be diurnally- and nocturnally-active; they exploit both introduced Palearctic species that now 
inhabit their environment, as well as beetles that have been accidentally blown or washed into their habitat; prey 
sizes ranged from 3.2 mm to ~15.0 mm; and they feed on a diverse assemblage of beetles representative of the 
shore-line inhabiting groups. This indicates that Piping Plovers are able to exploit a diversity of potential food 
resources in their environment. Their diet in the Iles de la Madeleine, however, appears to be based in large 
measure on Bledius opaculus, and hence this plover is vulnerable to changes that would affect the specialized 
Bledius-based ecosystem.


