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The second thing of interest that we found is that San Francisco Bay birds were 
detected at all of the coastal sites that we monitored (see Table ). We take this to mean 
that Western Sandpipers require a series of stopover sites along their migration route. 
While it is true that they can fly from San Francisco Bay up to Alaska without stopping, 
we found that it was rare for them to do so. It appears as if they make stops every 300 
to 1,000 km (190 to 620 miles) to rest and refuel. For instance, Western Sandpiper 
#4706, a male bird that we radiomarked in 1996, was banded on April 18 behind the 
headquarters of the Don Edwards San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge. He 
stayed in the south Bay until sometime on May 1. On May 3 we picked him up for one 
day at Grays Harbor, Washington (about 1,000 km or 620 miles to the north of San 
Francisco Bay). Six days later we detected the bird for one day at Yakutat Forelands, 
Alaska and the next day he was at the Copper River Delta (about 3,000 km or 1,860 
miles from San Francisco Bay) where he spent two days and was not heard from again.  

One site stood out as being extremely important for our birds, the Copper River Delta in 
Alaska. The Copper River Delta lies at the south end of the Prince Williams Sound and 
each spring is host to millions of migratory birds heading to their sub-arctic and arctic 
breeding grounds. We found that 65% of the radiomarked birds from San Francisco Bay 
were detected at the Copper River Delta, making it the single most important stopover 
site for birds marked at San 
Francisco Bay.  

After our birds stopped at the 
Copper River Delta, they headed 
up to their final breeding 
destinations at Bristol Bay, on the 
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, and 
perhaps farther north. We were 
very interested to learn how long it 
took birds to migrate from the San 
Francisco Bay to sites in Alaska. 
One bird astounded us by flying 
from San Francisco Bay to the 
Copper River Delta in about 42 
hours, or at over 70 kilometers per 
hour (44 mph)! In general, 
however, Western Sandpipers 
take 10 to 15 days to travel from 
San Francisco to the Copper River 
Delta, staying 1 to 4 days at each 
place they stop. They would not 
want to reach the breeding 
grounds too early since it is likely to be snowy and cold with little food at breeding sites 
in early May. At the same time, they do not want to be too late since the breeding 
season up there is very short. Their average arrival to the breeding grounds is around 
May 15.  

Recovery Location  1995 1996 

Humbolt Bay, California  -  9  

Grays Harbor, Washington  5  11  

Fraser River Delta, British Columbia  8  8  

Stikine River Delta, Alaska  3  9  

Yakutat Forelands, Alaska  2  7  

Copper River Delta, Alaska  16  20  

Cook Inlet, Alaska  3  3  

Bristol Bay, Alaska  1  2  

Mulchatna River, Alaska  - 2  

Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, Alaska  3  3  



The Western Sandpipers passing through San Francisco Bay use all of the major 
coastal estuaries we monitored in the 4,000 km (2,500 mile) stretch between San 
Francisco Bay and the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, revealing the extraordinary 
interconnectedness of the wetlands along the north coast of our continent. Maintaining 
healthy populations of Western Sandpipers depends on suitable habitat within this 
procession of estuaries and bays. Along the Pacific Flyway, public lands, such as Don 
Edwards San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Humboldt Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge, Grays Harbor National Wildlife Refuge and the Copper River Delta in the 
Chugach National Forest, offer vital refuge for these migrating birds.  

San Francisco Bay, which hosts the largest wintering population of Western 
Sandpipers, and one of the largest migrant populations, is undoubtedly a critical link in 
this series. The maintenance of feeding and roosting habitat for Western Sandpipers 
within San Francisco Bay should be a management priority. During peak spring 
migration, approximately April 1 through May 15, Western Sandpipers are especially 
sensitive to disturbance within the Bay. Within that period, birds must be able to 
maintain and increase the quality of their body condition to ensure successful northward 
migration and breeding.  

San Francisco Bay is a vital place for shorebirds. The protection of the remaining 
habitat within the Bay area is of extreme importance if we are to continue to enjoy the 
unique spectacle of millions of birds passing through our urban environment.  

Nils and Sarah Warnock, Forest and Rangeland Ecosystem Science Center, U.S. Geological Survey, are biologists 
currently living in Corvallis, Oregon, have studied shorebirds in the San Francisco Bay area for over 12 years.  

Mary Anne Bishop, Center for Streamside Studies, University of Washington and Copper River Delta Institute, 
Pacific Northwest Research Station, U.S. Forest Service, is a research biologist with the U.S. Forest Service and 
studies bird use of the Copper River Delta in Alaska.  


