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INTRODUCTION 

The Sanderling Calidris alba is a long-distance migratory 
wader that occurs worldwide in coastal areas (particularly on 
sandy beaches) during the non-breeding season. The breed-
ing range is restricted to the High Arctic tundra of eastern 
Canada, Greenland and central Siberia (Fig. 1). Despite their 
presence on sandy beaches visited by people and their appeal 
to many birdwatchers and biologists, strikingly little is known 
about Sanderlings compared to many other common wader 
species. The High Arctic breeding range of Sanderlings is 
not conducive to studies of breeding biology, so perhaps we 

should not be surprised that their breeding system is still 
not fully understood and that the links between the breeding 
and non-breeding grounds of different populations are not 
well established (Langston 2002). Surely, the extensive but 
scattered non-breeding distribution of Sanderlings makes 
monitoring of the species difficult. 

Yet, there are several good reasons to give the research 
on Sanderlings a boost. The worldwide non-breeding distri-
bution allows comparisons between wintering populations 
at different latitudes. The contrast in breeding investments 
where some Sanderling pairs (presumably) double-clutch 
and other pairs incubate single clutches together (Parmelee 
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Despite the worldwide occurrence of Sanderlings Calidris alba on popular beaches, strikingly little is known 
about their biology compared to other common waders. Here we review the limited available knowledge of 
Sanderlings that use African–Eurasian flyways. The basis for this review was a workshop on Sanderlings, held 
during the International Wader Study Group conference in Jastrzębia Góra, Poland in 2008. We focus on bio-
geography, trends, numbers, diet, migration patterns and reproduction. Gaps in our knowledge are identified 
and we discuss the evidence for a Siberian origin of Sanderlings wintering in NW Europe, and plead for more 
non-estuarine surveys and collaboration between colour-ring projects both in space and time to get a better 
understanding of population dynamics and migration phenology.
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