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INTRODUCTION

Afro–Siberian Red Knots Calidris canutus canutus breed 
in central Siberia and mainly winter along the West African 
coast, where ca. 75% of the population is concentrated on the 
Banc d’Arguin, Mauritania (Piersma et al. 1992, Stroud et al. 
2004). The majority of these birds perform their northward 
migration from the Banc d’Arguin in two long-distance flights 
of more than 4,000 km each via the major staging area within 
the East Atlantic flyway, the European Wadden Sea (Fig. 1, 
Piersma et al. 1992). During the second half of May until 
early June, Afro–Siberian Red Knots refuel in the Schleswig-
Holstein, Germany, part of the Wadden Sea before they leave 
for the last leg of their migration, arriving at their breeding 
grounds on Taymyr Peninsula just before mid June (Piersma 
et al. 1992, 1994, Prokosch 1988). 

In addition to the Schleswig-Holstein Wadden Sea, a 
highly variable number of Red Knots use intertidal areas in 
the Vendée and Charente-Maritime area of the central Atlantic 
coast of France on their northward journey (Piersma et al. 

1992, van de Kam et al. 2004). It has been assumed that the 
majority of Red Knots visiting the French staging sites are 
in need of an additional stopover because they have run out 
of fuel and cannot make it to their main staging area in the 
Wadden Sea in one long flight. It has been suggested that fuel 
shortage in some of the birds was due to unfavourable winds 
during the flight from West-Africa leading to a faster deple-
tion of stores (van de Kam et al. 2004). These assumptions 
are based on detailed studies on the northward migration of 
Afro–Siberian Red Knots during the 1980s (Dick et al. 1987, 
Piersma et al. 1987, 1992, van de Kam et al. 2004). In the 
meantime, we have collected more count data on the spring 
passage of Afro–Siberian Red Knots on the French Atlantic 
coast.

Red Knots are the most numerous wader species in the area 
in May (Bredin & Doumeret 1986) and the French staging 
sites present the most important staging sites between the 
African wintering grounds and the main staging sites in the 
Schleswig-Holstein Wadden Sea (Piersma et al. 1992). As 
part of an International Wader Study Group project, regular 
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The Afro–Siberian Red Knot subspecies, Calidris canutus canutus, winters mainly on Banc d’Arguin, 
Mauritania, West Africa. An International Wader Study Group project carried out in 1979 suggested that during 
northward migration Red Knots cover their migration between the wintering grounds and the Siberian breeding 
grounds in two long-distance non-stop flights, stopping only in the Wadden Sea in Schleswig-Holstein, Germany. 
Each year Red Knots also visit staging sites along the French Atlantic coast in addition to the German Wadden 
Sea. Ever since 1979, the French staging sites have been counted on a regular basis and here we present the 
count data from these 30 years. In some years more than 20% of the population used the French Atlantic coast 
as a staging site, but numbers are highly variable from one year to the next. We suggest that high numbers in 
France might occur when birds have to stop short of the Wadden Sea because of head-winds and/or a lack of 
tail-winds en route from West Africa.


