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Background and aims of the workshop

Saltmarshes are intertidal habitats vegetated by non-woody, 
salt-tolerant plants which are subject to periodic flooding by 
saline water (Adam 1990). They are globally distributed and 
are often important breeding, staging or wintering habitats 
for virtually all flyway populations of wader species (Chap-
man 1977, Tucker & Evans 1997). About 300 Ramsar sites 
around the world include intertidal marshes (Ramsar Sites 
Information Service 2005). Eight of the world’s 13 most 
important intertidal areas for migratory waterbirds (e.g. 
ducks, geese, waders, larids) include saltmarshes (Chapman 
1977, van de Kam et al. 2004). For example, Delaware Bay 
in North America is the most important spring staging site 
for several wader species within the West Atlantic Flyway. 
These include large numbers of such typical saltmarsh birds 
as Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla and Short-billed 
Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus (Clark et al. 1993, Ramsar 
Sites Information Service 2005). In the East-Atlantic Flyway 
the most important wintering and staging site is the Wadden 
Sea, which annually supports more than 2.6 million waders 
including more than half the flyway population of 12 species 
(Meltofte et al. 1994). Practically all of these birds make use 
of the adjoining saltmarshes for roosting. The saltmarshes of 
the Wadden Sea also support substantial breeding populations 

of Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, Common Redshank 
Tringa totanus and Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus 
ostralegus (Rasmussen et al. 2000). 

These examples demonstrate that saltmarshes play a vital 
role for waders in intertidal ecosystems at a global scale. 
However, relatively little is known about the quantitative or 
qualitative importance of saltmarshes for waders, such as 
how prey, predator and plant communities interact or what 
are the individual and population level effects of saltmarsh 
use on migratory waders. Thus, although saltmarshes are 
fundamental components of many intertidal ecosystems, 
our knowledge of their function for staging and wintering 
waders is very limited (in contrast to other species groups, 
such as geese). Moreover, except for a few species that 
breed in Europe and North America, our understanding of 
the role of saltmarshes for breeding waders is even more 
limited and many aspects have received scant attention. At 
a global scale, for example, we have little understanding of 
the species or numbers of waders that use saltmarshes or the 
effects of saltmarsh habitat and predation risk on reproduc-
tion, fitness, and population level. This brings into question 
whether our knowledge is sufficient to protect saltmarshes 
in an adequate way and whether existing knowledge is suf-
ficiently implemented in conservation, management and 
monitoring measures.
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Most important intertidal areas used by waders worldwide include saltmarsh. However, apart from such basic 
information as the number of birds using this habitat and aspects of breeding ecology, very little is known about 
the function that saltmarshes play in wader life-cycles and life-histories. With this in mind, an international work-
shop was organised in November 2004 at Papenburg, Germany, to bring together people working on saltmarsh 
waders. The aims were to evaluate the importance of saltmarshes for waders and to identify needs for further 
research and conservation at a global scale. The talks highlighted the role of saltmarshes as breeding, roosting 
and feeding sites. Existing knowledge, however, is based on only a limited number of studies, in relatively few 
geographical regions and on a small number of species. There is an urgent need for further research, particularly 
on the numbers and distribution of breeding waders, on the fitness consequences of saltmarsh use (e.g. annual 
breeding success, predation on staging birds), on effects of habitat changes (e.g. vegetation dynamics, sea-level 
rise), and to explain trends in staging migratory birds. The workshop participants recommended the setting up 
of a number of research programmes, including individual, population and ecosystem approaches. These aim 
to increase knowledge relevant to facilitating conservation measures and initiate monitoring schemes covering 
population size and breeding success.


