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INTRODUCTION

The Killdeer Charadrius vociferus is the most widespread 
and common breeding shorebird in temperate North America 
(Jackson & Jackson 2000). Despite the fact that it is ubiqui-
tous and familiar, it is poorly studied. In particular, there are 
few quantitative estimates of Killdeer numbers or informa-
tion on population trends over the species’ range (Jackson & 
Jackson 2000, Morrison et al. 2006). Recent efforts to provide 
population estimates for North American shorebirds produced 
preliminary estimates for Killdeer as low as 100,000 (Mor-
rison et al. 2001). This initial figure was recently revised to 
1 million (Morrison et al. 2006). Confidence in this new figure 
is low, however, reflecting the dearth of information available 
to make this assessment (Brown et al. 2001). 

The Killdeer is one of five plover species that breed in tem-
perate North America and it is the only member of this group 
that is not a species of significant conservation concern. In-
deed, the other four species, Snowy Plover Ch. alexandrinus, 
Wilson’s Plover Ch. wilsonia, Piping Plover Ch. melodus, and 
Mountain Plover Ch. montanus, are all listed as a species of 
“high concern” or “highly imperiled” by the United States 
Shorebird Conservation Plan (USSCP; Brown et al. 2001). 
Piping and Snowy Plover are also either federally and/or state 
listed as threatened or endangered in all or portions of their 
respective ranges (Brown et al. 2001). Mountain Plover was 
a recent candidate species for federal listing (Federal Regis-
ter, vol. 66, no. 174, p. 55,083). While the Killdeer remains 
common, evidence from the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) 
suggests it has experienced declines over portions of its range 
(Sazenbacher & Haig 2001). It is considered a species of 
“moderate concern” by the USSCP (Brown et al 2001). Given 

the uncertainties about total population size and the trend 
over time in populations, additional information is needed 
to properly assess Killdeer population size and trends and 
to ensure that the species remains common and widespread.

The Rainwater Basin, Nebraska, is a clearly delineated 
landscape defined by numerous imbedded playa wetlands 
(LaGrange 2005) and is classified as a “Landscape of Hemi-
spheric Importance” by the Western Hemisphere Shorebird 
Reserve Network (Fig. 1). Recent work has emphasized 
the importance of this landscape to migratory shorebirds 
(Brennan 2006, Jorgensen 2004) and migratory shorebird’s 
relationship with agricultural habitats (Jorgensen 2007, 
Jorgensen et al. 2007). Little attention has been given to Kill-
deer, the most common breeding shorebird in the region. The 
Rainwater Basin is an intensely agricultural landscape and 
Killdeer often nest in agricultural habitats (Jorgensen 2004). 
This raises concerns because accidental tillage of Mountain 
Plover nests in fallow agricultural fields in the western Great 
Plains has been identified as a possible source of declines in 
that species (Knopf & Rupert 1996, Shackford et al. 1999). 
Birds breeding in agricultural fields may also be exposed to 
high concentrations of agricultural chemicals (Mineau & 
Whiteside 2006).

During 2004 and 2005, we conducted shorebird surveys in 
the Eastern Rainwater Basin focusing on upland, agricultural 
habitats. We used distance sampling to determine Killdeer 
density and abundance in the Eastern Rainwater Basin. We 
also determined which habitats were used by Killdeer. We 
used these results to evaluate the potential importance of 
this geographic region and specific land uses for breeding 
Killdeer and compare the numbers we obtained to current 
global population estimates.
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The Killdeer Charadrius vociferus is a common shorebird that breeds throughout much of North America. 
The most recent estimate of the total population of Killdeer is 1 million individuals, but this estimate is sup-
ported by few quantitative studies. We used distance sampling to survey Killdeer in the agricultural ecosystem 
of the Eastern Rainwater Basin, Nebraska. Our results show that as many as 100,000 Killdeer may breed in 
the Eastern Rainwater Basin. The region we surveyed covers a very small portion of the Killdeer’s overall 
breeding range, suggesting that the Killdeer population is likely >1 million birds. We also evaluated habitat 
use in the heavily modified Eastern Rainwater Basin. Our results show that Killdeer primarily occupy row 
crop agricultural fields and prefer fields planted to soybeans the previous growing season over those that 
had been planted to corn in the previous season. Our results highlight the need to further assess Killdeer 
population size and trends throughout the species’ range, and also evaluate localized and range-wide threats 
to the species’ long-term survival while the species is common.
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