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INTRODUCTION

Tye & Tye (1987) were the first to present data on numbers 
of waders in the coastal wetlands of Sierra Leone. Based 
on small samples and rough extrapolations it was assumed 
that about 130,000 to 200,000 waders would be present in 
Sierra Leone during October to February. However, these 
estimates were based on counts of only 6 % of two important 
coastal areas (Sierra Leone Estuary and Yawri Bay) together 
with additional impressions and observations from these 
and other areas. In the period after 1987, waterbird counts 
were irregular and far from complete (Bah 1994, Dodman & 
Diagana 2003, Thompson 1994). In January–February 2005 
the Foundation Working Group International Waterbird and 
Wetland Research (WIWO) and the Conservation Society 
of Sierra Leone (CSSL) organised a coastal waterbird count 
(Van der Winden et al. 2007). During this count the coverage 
of the coast was much higher than ever before. There was 
nearly complete coverage all of the larger mudflat areas and 
creeks in mangrove forests were also sampled extensively. 
This provided good information for a new and more accurate 
estimate of the size of the wader populations of Sierra Leone 
during January–February.

INVESTIGATED AREAS AND COVERAGE

The coast of Sierra Leone can be divided into two landscape 
types. From the border with Guinea in the north to the Sherbro 
River (about 350 km of shoreline) there is an array of estuar-
ies that are bordered by shallows, mangroves and mudflats. 
In some of these places there are also rocky shores and/or 
sandy beaches. The southern part of the country to the border 
with Liberia consists of a 125-km long sandy beach. The 
estuaries are large ecosystems in a humid tropical climate 
with high annual precipitation. The amount of fresh water 
transported into the marine environment, fluctuates but never 
drops to zero. The rainy season lasts from May to Novem-
ber and peaks in July–August. The estuaries are saline with 
salt water influence more than 10 km inland. The adjacent 
wetlands show a gradient from saline to fresh water, with a 
changing landscape from mangroves into tropical rainforest 

and an increasing area of agricultural land in recent years. The 
Scarcies wetlands have the largest cultivated areas with rice 
as the main crop. In other wetlands rice fields are present but 
not as abundant and in smaller units. In these areas, palmnut 
tree stands are more usual. 

Five coastal marine/brackish wetland areas were surveyed 
for waders (Table 1, Fig. 1a–d). This way, all but one (the 
Thauka and Bagru Creeks area) coastal wetlands were cov-
ered. The areas were covered as completely as possible. All 
large mudflat areas, sandbanks and important bird islands 
were visited. Additionally the sandy and rocky coast of the 
Western Peninsula was surveyed.

Creeks

The wetlands of Sierra Leone are characterised by a vast 
network of small, medium and large creeks surrounded by 
mangrove forests. Not all creeks were counted, but they were 
sampled in three size categories. Larger creeks are mainly 
fed by rivers and are brackish up to 10 km inland and tidal 
influence can reach several tens of kilometres inland. There 
are seven large creeks (Scarcies (2), Sierra Leone Estuary (2), 
Yawri (1) and Sherbro (1)). In the framework of the coastal 
survey, large creeks (>300 m wide) and medium creeks (100–
300 m) were regarded as ‘coastal’ up to 10 km inland and 
small creeks (<100 m wide) up to 5 km inland (see Fig. 1). If 
these figures are used, respectively 60%, 30% and 4% of the 
creek length (Table 2) was counted (12.2% in total).

COUNTING METHODS

All wetlands were visited using small boats with outboard 
motors and waders were counted during low tide when they 
were present on the mudflats. Counting ended before high 
tide when the birds started flying to roost in the mangroves 
or on inland plains. We found that the most effective method 
was to count from the boat as it was driven along the shores 
of the mudflats (see also Trolliet & Fouquet 2004, Tye & Tye 
1987). Large mudflat areas were counted by leaving the boat 
and walking along the shore, using telescopes to count the 
more distant areas. In some places it was possible to walk 
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The most comprehensive survey to date of the wader population of the coast of Sierra Leone was carried out 
during Jan–Feb 2005. A total of 66,292 waders of 25 species were counted and the total wader population was 
estimated at 75,000–79,000. With a count of over 42,000, one site, Yawri Bay, accounted for over half the total. 
Curlew Sandpiper (24,855) was by far the most numerous species. The coast of Sierra Leone is shown to be 
particularly important for Common Ringed Plover and Redshank as it supports >4% of their respective flyway 
populations. We recommend that Yawri Bay and Sherbro Island be designated as wetlands of international 
importance under the Ramsar Convention.


