
102 Wader Study Group Bulletin 115 (2) 2008

102

INTRODUCTION

A new subspecies of Red Knot, Calidris canutus roselaari, 
was described in 1990 from Wrangel Island and NW Alaska, 
and it was suggested that birds of this subspecies follow 
the Pacific coast of North America to unknown wintering 
grounds (Tomkovich 1990, 1992). No focused study of the 
breeding biology of waders, Red Knot in particular, has ever 
been undertaken on Wrangel Island, although occasional 
data, collected as a by-product of other studies, have been 
accumulated by ornithologists and summarized in several 
publications, mostly in Russian (e.g., Dorogoi 1982b, Flint 
1972, Portenko 1981, Stishov et al. 1991). Not a single ring 
recovery exists for waders on or away from Wrangel Island 
(Tomkovich 2003) so there is a complete lack of knowledge 
about their migration connectivity. Transect counts of birds 
have been conducted across the island (e.g., Stishov et al. 
1991) or more locally (Dorogoi 1982a), providing mostly 
indices of abundance but not densities. Breeding densities 
of Red Knots on the island remain unknown. These factors 
as well as a need for tissue samples for comparisons with 
samples from stopover and wintering areas were the reasons 
for undertaking a study on Wrangel Island in summer 2007.

The objectives of this study were to:

m	 Establish a study plot that could be used to estimate breed-
ing densities of Red Knot and other wader species in 2007 
and for future long-term monitoring by staff of the Nature 
Reserve Ostrov Vrangelya (= Wrangel Island).

m	 Ring as many Red Knots and other waders as possible. 
m	 Search for birds already carrying colour marks to learn 

about their migration routes. 

m	 Collect tissue samples and feathers from birds during 
ringing activities for future comparative analyses of DNA, 
stable isotopes, and microelements. 

m	 Evaluate breeding success of birds in 2007.
m	 Obtain information on breeding and migration schedules 

of Red Knots in 2007.

LOGISTICS, STUDY AREA AND STUDY PERIOD

Wrangel Island is a High Arctic fragment of Beringia lying 
between the East Siberian and Chukchi seas, and was a popu-
lar area for research of various kinds in Soviet times because 
of its unique diversity of geological structures, vegetation 
and fauna. However, the island became far less accessible in 
the early 1990s. Currently the nearest airport from which it 
is possible to fly to Wrangel is 400 km away at Pevek, in the 
north-west of the Chukotka Autonomous Area on the Rus-
sian mainland. Because of budgetary constraints, the Nature 
Reserve Ostrov Vrangelya (NROV) is able to arrange only 
about three helicopter flights to the island per year. Each flight 
in the (MI-8) helicopter cost just over US$20,000 in 2007. 
This expense combined with various internal and external 
problems affecting the NROV were responsible for multiple 
delays of helicopter flights in 2007. AGD arrived on the island 
in February and had the opportunity to carry out observations 
of phenology and surveys for wader nests and young from 
mid-May to 2 August. PST aimed to take the helicopter flight 
to the island that was originally planned for mid-May, but was 
delayed until 3 July; he had to spend over a month in Pevek 
waiting for the flight. 

From the base of the NROV situated in a small, previ-
ously abandoned settlement in the mouth of the Somnitel-
naya River (70°56'N, 179°37'W) in south-central Wrangel 
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We report results of the first ever expedition to study breeding waders, particularly Red Knots, on Wrangel 
Island which lies in the Arctic Ocean, 150 km to the north of the coast of the Russian Far East. Throughout the 
summer, conditions were fairly good for breeding waders. The weather was warm and dry and was therefore 
conducive to early breeding, and lemmings were almost in the “moderately abundant” category so depreda-
tion of wader eggs was relatively light. Only two Red Knot nests were found and the density of broods was 
much lower than those indicated by previous surveys over the last 30 years indicating a strong decline in the 
size of the population. Forty-five Red Knots were ringed and colour-flagged, including 31 unfledged chicks. 
Subsequently one adult was recorded in Baja California, Mexico, in October 2007 and an adult was also seen 
during northward migration on the coast of Washington, USA, in May 2008. These observations provide the 
first hard evidence of a connectivity that has long been suspected that Wrangel knots of the subspecies roselaari 
migrate along the American Pacific coast. 


