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FWC MONITORING PROTOCOL FOR NON-BREEDING 

SHOREBIRDS AND SEABIRDS 
 

The non-breeding protocol involves counting birds along a survey route.  Walking your survey 

route is the preferred method of travel; shorebirds resting on the beach or in the wrack line are 

easier to identify when not using a vehicle. However, when surveying long stretches of beach, it 

is acceptable to use a vehicle or boat to drive between groups while scanning for birds.  The start 

and end points of your survey route will be recorded in the top portion of your data sheet.  For 

the purposes of this survey, focal species include: American Oystercatcher (AMOY), Piping 

Plover (PIPL), Red Knot (REKN), Snowy Plover (SNPL), and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL). 

 

Survey frequency 
 

Surveys may be conducted year-round but should not be conducted simultaneously with a beach-

nesting bird survey. Environmental factors, including tidal stage, often determine the presence or 

absence of birds. It is very important to record tidal information while conducting your survey 

and to time your surveys to be able to document birds present at both low and high tides.  For 

example, if you are surveying a route monthly, survey one month during a low tide and the next 

month during a high tide.  Once you have determined when birds use the area, focus all 

remaining surveys during that tide. 

 

 We recommend conducting monthly surveys from September through May. However, 

depending on local conservation and management objectives, we offer three options for level 

of monitoring: 

 
 

Bird counts and observations 
 

When conducting a non-breeding bird survey, we ask that you report birds in groups of 10 or 

more individuals, as well as birds found individually or in smaller groups (fewer than 10 birds).  

Do not record data for birds in flight.  The information you will report on your data sheet will 

Level Objective Frequency

1
Document site use and assess need for 

additional surveys or management

3 Surveys                               

Fall Migration (Sept/Oct)       

Mid-Winter (First week of Feb)   

Spring Migration (Apr/May)

2

Determine site-specific variables driving habitat 

use patterns.  Identify areas with potential for 

management and conservation.  Identify 

research-level needs and contribute to broad 

research questions.

Monthly (Sept - May)

3

Determine site specific variables driving habitat 

use patterns. Identify areas with potential for 

management and conservation. Contribute to 

research level questions at at multiple scales.

Twice a month (every other 

week) from Sept - May
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depend on three possible scenarios that may be encountered during a survey. The scenarios you 

may observe include: 

 

1) Groups of birds (with or without focal species).  A group consists of 10 or more 

individuals of one or more species within ~50 feet of each other on the beach (not in 

flight).  

2) Individual birds or <10 birds of focal species. This scenario includes sightings of 

individual birds and small groups (fewer than 10 individuals) that include the focal 

species: American Oystercatcher (AMOY), Piping Plover (PIPL), Red Knot (REKN), 

Snowy Plover (SNPL), Wilson’s Plover (WIPL). 

3) Individual birds or <10 birds of non-focal species. This scenario includes sightings 

of individual birds and those in small groups (fewer than 10 individuals) that do not 

include focal species. 

 

In the first two scenarios, a group number, the group’s associated geographic location (latitude 

and longitude coordinates), and additional environmental data will be recorded.  In the last 

scenario, birds will be tallied and geographical coordinates will not be recorded.  

 

Band re-sightings should also be conducted in conjunction with non-breeding shorebird and 

seabird surveys. Information collected as part of the non-breeding survey protocol is very useful 

to researchers that band these birds.  If band re-sighting is conducted outside of a non-breeding 

bird survey, select yes (Y) for Resighting Only on the Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird 

Monitoring Form. 

 

1) Groups of birds ( ≥10 individuals) 
 

Use the Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird Monitoring Form when recording group data (see 

detailed instructions below).   Label the first group of birds you encounter along your survey 

route Group #1 and all subsequent groups observed should be given a group number in the order 

that they are observed.  Record the GPS coordinates for each group.   

 

For accuracy purposes, the use of a handheld GPS unit is required.  Make sure your GPS unit is 

set to the “WGS 84” datum (most GPS units default to this) and the position format is set to 

“decimal degrees” (hddd.ddddd°).  The GPS waypoint should be taken when you are at the outer 

edge of the group, adjacent to the group’s center as you are moving parallel (either above or 

below).  Because the birds may be disturbed while you are collecting group information, it is 

recommended that you collect all survey information that is specific to a group of birds before 

moving to the location suitable for taking a GPS point.  This location should be adjacent to the 

center of the group but not so close as to flush the flock.  Observe the group as you approach to 

determine the appropriate distance where a GPS point can be recorded without birds being 

flushed.  Flushing the birds and pushing them further down the beach can potentially lead to 

double counting.  If the group is disturbed, be mindful of the birds’ location (i.e., where did the 

birds land, and did they split up?).  If a group relocates, take caution not to count the birds again 

and do not record another GPS location for the relocated group; each unique group should only 

be given one group number and one GPS waypoint. 
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The group survey information that you will collect includes counts, behavioral observations, and 

data on banded individuals (see Re-sighting Protocol for Banded Birds below). You will count 

the total number of birds in the group, by species.  For each species, record the behavior that is 

being exhibited by the majority of the individuals (either foraging or roosting/loafing).  Foraging 

shorebirds are defined as actively feeding along the tide line or higher up on the beach. Again, if 

both foraging and roosting behaviors are being exhibited by individuals of the same species, 

mark the behavior that is being exhibited by the majority of the birds.   

 

Take the time to scan the group for banded birds. Record the number of banded birds by species 

in the group. Record the band details on the separate Band Re-sighting Form.  Possible banded 

species include (but are not limited to): American Oystercatcher (AMOY), Piping Plover (PIPL), 

Red Knot (REKN), Ruddy Turnstone (RUTU), Sanderling (SAND), Semi-palmated Plover 

(SEPL), Semi-palmated Sandpiper (SESA), Western Sandpiper (WESA), Snowy Plover (SNPL), 

Whimbrel (WHIM), Willet (WILL), and Wilson’s Plover (WIPL). 

 
2) Individual birds or <10 birds of focal species 
 

Use the Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird Monitoring Form when reporting focal species 

(AMOY, PIPL, REKN, SNPL or WIPL). When these focal species are encountered, and are not 

associated with a group ≥10 birds, create a new line on the data form and assign a group number 

no matter how few are present.  As with birds in a group, scan all individuals to look for bands.  

If a banded individual is sighted, reference the group number on the Band Re-sighting Form.  

Always take a GPS point for a focal species, even if the individual is not banded.  For example, 

if you come across a group of 9 birds, 8 Sanderlings with 1 Red knot, you would take a GPS 

point for the Red knot and assign it a unique group number. You would then add the 8 

Sanderlings to the running route total for the Sanderling specific Group #0 (explanation below). 

 
3) Individual birds or <10 birds of non-focal species 
 

Use the Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird Monitoring Form when recording information on 

birds that are neither associated with a group of  ≥10 birds nor considered focal species. Birds in 

this group will always be assigned Group #0. We have provided you with a list of some of the 

most frequently observed non-breeding species in the top section of the Non-breeding Shorebird 

and Seabird Monitoring Form, but additional species can be added to the Group # 0 list as they 

are encountered.  As with birds in a group, scan all individuals for bands.  If a banded individual 

is present, take a GPS point, and report it in the comments on the Band Re-sighting Form.   

In addition to the original Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird Monitoring Form we have also 

created a form where the Group #0 birds are listed on a separate page called Group #0 Non-

Focal Species Tally Form.  Partners can elect to use this form to tally birds rather than write 

them as Group #0 on the main form. 
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Non-breeding Shorebird & Seabirds Monitoring Form Instructions 

 

 Route Name: Enter the name of the route that you surveyed and enter the start and end 

points in the top portion of the form.  Routes should be short enough to complete in one 

day. 

 Date: Enter the date you conducted the route survey.   

 Start Time / End Time: The time the route survey started and ended.  

 Observer(s): Enter all observers who conducted the survey. 

 Re-sighting only: Select Yes if the survey was a standalone re-sighting survey (where a 

complete non-breeding survey was not conducted).  If you are reporting all birds 

encountered and following the non-breeding protocol, select No. 

 Survey Completed?: Enter Yes if you finished surveying the entire route, or No if only 

partially completed. 

 Weather Conditions – Record this information at the beginning of a survey (with 

corresponding number/letter codes in parentheses). 

o Wind (1-5):  

 (1) Calm  

 (2) Wind felt on face 

 (3) Dune vegetation moving 

 (4) Sand moving 

 (5) Treetops along beach moving 

o Surf: 

 Calm (C) - Minimal wave action 

 Moderate (M) - Some white capping near shore 

 High (H) - Too rough for the birds to forage at waterline (consider 

rescheduling the survey) 

 Tidal stage/Direction: Record tidal information at the start of the survey. 

o Stage: High(H), Mid(M), Low(L)—also  record  the stage for every group. 

o Direction: Rising (R) or Falling (F). 

o Many locations will post the time of the high and low tide (e.g. city websites, 

park’s visitor’s center) and you may use these tools to guide you when 

determining the tidal stage. 

 Start Point/End Point: Record the GPS coordinates for your route’s start and end points 

in the top portion of the data sheet. 

 Group Number:   

o Enter the unique number for the group of birds, starting with group #1 and 

continuing on in numerical order (1, 2, 3,…).   

o Use Group #0 for individuals or <10 birds of non-focal species– keep a running 

tally for these birds during the survey. For example, if you see three pairs of 

Laughing gulls at different locations along your route, a total of 6 will be 

reported on the Group #0 LAGU line. If additional LAGU are observed in 
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groups of ≥10 birds, those should be counted as part of the group and should 

NOT be tallied under Group #0).  Some common species are already printed on 

the form, but new lines can be created for other species not listed under Group 

#0.  

o Focal species: AMOY, PIPL, REKN, SNPL, WIPL should always be assigned 

a group number and GPS waypoint, even when only one individual or <10 birds 

are observed.  

 Species:  Enter all species observed at each group location on a separate line or tally 

non-focal species not associated with a group by species. 

 Total #: Enter the total number of birds by species in each group. 

 # Banded:  Enter the total number of banded birds observed by species in each group 

(this is very important for the data entry/database in order to cross reference survey 

information with the banded bird).  Reference group number on the Band Resighting 

Form, including birds that are associated with Group #0.  

 For all Groups, EXCEPT Group #0), record: 

o Lat/Long: Enter latitude and longitude.  Make sure your GPS unit is set to the 

“WGS 84” datum (most GPS units default to this) and the format position is set to 

“decimal degrees.”  Record only one Lat/Long for the entire group.  

o Behavior: Record the behavior exhibited by the majority of the individuals of a 

species in a group or the focal species group of <10 birds.  Foraging (actively 

feeding) or roosting/loafing (behavior other than feeding).   If birds flush, record 

the behavior prior to flying.  Do not count birds that are flying through the area, 

only birds that are using the coastal land habitat. 

o Tidal Stage: Enter the tidal stage when you sight the birds.  Categories are low, 

mid, high.  

o Wrack:  Record the amount of fresh wrack; none (N), sparse (S) or abundant (A).  

If wrack is discontinuous or you can see through wrack to the beach below, select 

“sparse.”  If wrack is mostly continuous and you cannot see through the wrack to 

the beach below, select “abundant.”    

o Beach raking (Mechanical):  If there is evidence of recent beach raking, select 

Yes (Y).  Otherwise, select No (N). 

o Habitat - Tidal Flat/Shoal (TF), Inlet Spit (IS), Shoreline (SH), Tidal ephemeral 

pool/creek (EP), Oyster/shell rake (OS), Artificial structure (AS). 

o Posted: (Y) or (N) if shorebirds are located in posted area. 

o Disturbance Type (Optional):  If you see a disturbance which causes birds to flush 

(run or fly away) record the appropriate disturbance code.  Do not record potential 

sources of disturbance (e.g., 2 people walk through a group of birds and the birds 

do not move from their position). 

o Comments:  Additional information. 
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RESIGHTING PROTOCOL FOR BANDED BIRDS 

 

Recording bands and flags 
 

Band re-sighting should be conducted in conjunction with all non-breeding shorebird and 

seabird surveys. Information collected as part of the non-breeding survey protocol is very useful 

to researchers banding birds.  If a band re-sighting survey is conducted outside of a non-breeding 

bird survey, indicate that it was a re-sighting survey only by selecting yes (Y) for Resighting 

Only on the Non-breeding Shorebird and Seabird Monitoring Form.   

 

Delegate one person to read the code/combinations and record data on the datasheets.  It 

is important that the entire code or color band combination is recorded and band position on the 

leg is noted. When possible, every combination should be read twice, either by the same observer 

or a second observer, in order to ensure accuracy; colors can be misread due to lighting, faded 

color bands or grime on the band.    

 
Most banded birds will have a single band or flag on a section of their leg with a silver 

federal band on a different leg. However, it is not unusual to encounter a bird that is missing a 

federal band; sometimes a bird may never have been fitted with one or the band may have fallen 

off.   Red Knots can have two bands with unique color combinations on the lower section of the 

leg. Plovers may have two color bands on either the upper or lower section of the leg. Recently, 

some Piping Plovers have been marked with an alpha-numeric yellow flag.  Many American 

Oystercatchers have a combination of an alpha-numeric flag and band.   

 

Bands and flags that may be encountered in the field 
 

Unique codes on Bands or Flags  

 

American Oystercatchers, Red Knots, Ruddy Turnstones, Sanderlings and Semi-palmated 

Sandpipers are commonly banded with a colored flag or band displaying a unique combination 

of printed numbers and letters (2 or 3 per flag or band).  The color of the coded band/flag is just 

as important as the codes and must be recorded.  The coded flag or band is typically located on 

the upper portion of a shorebird’s leg and a metal USFWS band is placed below, just above the 

foot.   

 

Occasionally, you will see a non-coded colored band on the opposite leg.  American 

Oystercatchers have horizontal, vertical (stacked), or triangular (read counter-clockwise from 

top) codes. 
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Possible colors for bands and flags (indicated by an “F” before the color code) with unique 

alpha-numeric codes and color abbreviation used on the field sheet.  

   

 
 

 

Solid color bands 
 

Snowy Plovers are commonly banded with a combination of color bands and a metal federal 

band.  

 

Possible solid color bands and abbreviations for banded Snowy Plover and Piping Plover. 

  

  
 

 

Combination of color flags and bands 

 

Piping Plovers can be banded with a combination of a color flag, color bands and a metal 

federal band.  Sometimes a single plastic band will include up to three different colors.  These 

are called split color bands and are primarily used on piping plovers.  To see the full list of split 

band color combinations, go to the Resources tab on the Florida Shorebird Alliance Website:  

http://flshorebirdalliance.org/resources-pages/bands.html. 

 

Possible Piping Plover color flags (indicated by an “F” before the color code) without unique 

flag codes.   

 

Horizontal CX 15

0

E

8

2

C Recorded:

EU CEU

Vertical

AMOY Band Code Orientations

Triangular

Color Bands Color Flags

Black (K) Light Green/Lime (FLg)

Blue (B) Green (FG)

Green (G) Red (FR)

Orange (O) Orange (FO)

Red (R)

Yellow (Y)

Black (K) Light Blue (Lb) Pink (P)

Blue (B) Light Green (Lg) Red (R)

Green (G) Orange (O) White (W)

Gray (A) Metal/Federal (S) Yellow (Y)

Solid Color Band Codes

http://flshorebirdalliance.org/resources-pages/bands.html
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Resighting Form Line Item Descriptions 
 

 Route: Enter the route name.   

 Date: Enter the date you conducted the route/location survey.   

 Observer(s): Enter all observers who actually re-sighted banded birds. 

 Group Number: Use the unique location number from the Non-breeding Shorebird and 

Seabird Monitoring Form where the banded bird had been observed.  If the bird was not 

observed in a group (≥ 10 birds) and is not a focal species, enter 0 as the location number 

and enter latitude and longitude in the comments. 

 Species:  Enter the species of the banded bird.   

 Band/Flag Code: If the band has an alpha-numeric code, enter it here.  If there is no code 

on the band, draw a line through this box.  Examples of when you may not see an alpha-

numeric code are flags on Red Knots and the colored bands on the American 

Oystercatcher. 

 Band/Flag Color: Enter the color of the band or flag with the alpha-numeric code. 

 Code Orientation: Direction of the code on the band/flag.  Vertical (stacked), Horizontal 

(side-by-side), or Triangular (read counter clockwise from top). 

 Spiral Band Color located in the following leg positions: Upper Left Leg, Lower Left 

Leg, Upper Right Leg, Lower Right Leg.  If two bands are on the same section of the leg 

write top color/bottom color, for example R/W.  If the band is a split band, write the 

color codes without a backslash (/).  For example, a split-color band (black/pink/white) 

over red in one leg position should be recorded as KPW/R. 

 Confirmed: Enter Yes (Y) if the band was confirmed by reading it more than once. 

Otherwise, enter No (N). 

 Comments:  Include notes about split bands, faded bands, injuries, etc. 

 

Black (FK) Red (FR)

Green (FG) White (FW)

Light Blue (FLb) Yellow (FY)

Orange (FO)

Flag Colors (Piping Plover)


