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INTRODUCTION

Waders are important components of coastal and estuarine 
habitats and often bridge vastly different environments 
through seasonal migrations. By virtue of their life-histories 
being shaped by events occurring throughout their annual 
distributions, waders may serve as “integrative sentinels” of 
global environmental change (Piersma & Lindström 2004). 
Much concern has been voiced in recent years about decreas-
ing numbers of numerous wader species (e.g., CHASM 2004, 
IWSG 2003, Stroud et al. 2004, 2006). Changes in land-use 
patterns and climate, together with a growing presence of 
humans throughout the globe, are likely to be the primary 
causes of such (Parmesan & Yohe 2003, Piersma & Lindström 
2004). Although it is estimated that 48% of wader species 
with known trends are decreasing in numbers (IWSG 2003), 
there is a serious dearth of information on population numbers 
and trends in most species. This has been ascribed to a lack 
of monitoring and forms a major conservation deficiency. If 
current predictions about climate change are correct (King 
2004), shorebirds will be affected considerably and the es-
tablishment of monitoring protocols is particularly relevant 
(Meltofte et al. 2007). For Arctic species, monitoring birds 
at their breeding grounds is logistically difficult and the im-
portance of monitoring such species on their non-breeding 
grounds has been recognised (Robinson et al. 2005). 

The aim of this study is to document species composition, 
seasonal occurrence, relative abundance and annual changes 
in the numbers of Palearctic waders on Aldabra atoll in the 
Indian Ocean. The study is based on monthly counts along a 
2.5 km stretch of reef flat along the west coast during 2003–
2007. A further aim is to provide baseline data that can be 
used to study long-term trends in wader numbers on Aldabra 
in years to come. Previously published studies of waders on 
Aldabra (Feare & Watson 1984, Frith 1974, Penny 1971) were 
constrained by relatively short periods of field observation, 
limiting any inferences relating to seasonal occurrence, or 
were based on incidental observations. 

METHODS

Study area

Aldabra (9°24'S, 46°20'E), which belongs to the Seychelles 
and was declared a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1982, is 
a large raised atoll about 34 km long with a maximum width 
of 14.5 km. It has a land area of 155 km2 and a lagoon area of 
224 km2. It is situated about 650 km east of the African coast, 
420 km north-west of Madagascar and 1,150 km south-west 
of Mahé (Fig. 1). Aldabra’s monthly mean maximum (Dec) 
and minimum (Aug) temperatures were reported at 31°C and 
22°C respectively in the late 1970s (Stoddart & Mole 1977). 
It receives an average annual rainfall of 1,100 mm (Stoddart 
1983), although in recent years (2000–2007) the average has 
been 896 mm (Aldabra Station meteorological records). The 
atoll consists of four main islands around a central lagoon con-
taining several smaller islands. The Research Station is based 
on Picard at the north-westerly end of the atoll (Fig. 1). 

During low tide, a 400–600 m wide reef flat is exposed 
along Settlement Beach which stretches 1,850 m in length 
(Barnes et al. 1971). Together with a sandbank on the north-
ern end, it forms an important foraging area for waders. The 
area, together with 600–700 m of reef flat south of Settlement 
Beach backed by limestone cliffs formed the study site for 
monitoring waders (Fig. 1). 

Data collection and analyses

From 2003 to 2007 all wader species were counted on 71 days 
spanning all months of the year. With the exception of Feb 
and Mar 2003 and Mar and Aug 2006, counts were carried out 
once or twice per month throughout the study period. Counts 
were made over low tide when at least some of the shallow 
reef flat and the sandbanks were exposed. During each count, 
two observers started at the northernmost end of Settlement 
Beach and worked their way south. 

Abundance, trends and seasonal occurrence of Palearctic waders  
on Aldabra, Indian Ocean 

Pierre A. Pistorius & Frances E. Taylor

Seychelles Islands Foundation, Mont Fleuri, PO Box 853, Victoria, Mahe, Seychelles   
ppistorius@zoology.up.ac.za

Pistorius, P.A. & Taylor, F.E. 2008. Abundance, trends and seasonal occurrence of Palearctic waders on Aldabra, 
Indian Ocean. Wader Study Group Bull. 115(2): 84–90.

Keywords: waders, shorebirds, Aldabra, population size, wintering, migration, phenology, conservation

We present counts of all migrant waders along a stretch of the west coast of the Aldabra atoll in the Indian 
Ocean during 2003–2007. We also present estimates of the seasonal pattern of occurrence of eight of the more 
abundant species. We found substantial variation in the numbers of most species between years, but the only 
significant trends observed over time were in Crab Plovers, which increased, and Grey Plovers, which decreased. 
Comparison of our data with past records suggests that Curlew Sandpiper numbers have also decreased.  


