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Bird on the edge: can the Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus pygmeus be saved?

Plate 4. Spoon-billed Sandpiper chick and eggs at nesting site
in Chukotka, July 2005.

biological. Spoon-billed Sandpipers could not
readily be maintained year-round in Russia’s harsh
climate, and would ideally be maintained and bred
under temperate conditions; Arctic and sub-Arctic
waders are known to breed successfully under
temperate conditions. Chukotka is extremely
remote, access is difficult because of the harsh and
unpredictable climate, even during the breeding
season, and Spoon-billed Sandpipers would need
to be taken as eggs or young chicks and transported
to a suitable captive facility. The Slimbridge
headquarters of the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
(WWT) is a suitable location for a breeding
programme, as the aviculturists there have
experience of dealing with Critically Endangered
waterbirds both in the wild and in captivity. This
includes successfully taking eggs (under licence)
from wild Dunlins in the UK, transporting them
long distances, and hatching and rearing birds in
captivity; an exercise undertaken jointly with the
RSPB, with the express purpose of helping
determine the feasibility of conservation breeding
of Spoon-billed Sandpipers. However, an expedition
to Chukotka presents significantly more challenges.
If this were to take place, one option would be to
take clutches and rear birds to fledging in the Arctic
north, and then to transport fully fledged birds back
to a rearing facility. Hatching eggs and rearing
chicks near the breeding grounds should be
manageable, since clean water and electricity are
available and reliable. The advantage of
transporting fledged birds is that they would be
far easier to keep in captivity, even in a hotel room
if necessary, if there were transportation hold-ups
en route (a not infrequent occurrence given the
logistical difficulties of travel to and from
Chukotka). Many full-grown waders have

Plate 5. Spoon-billed Sandpiper chick, Chutotka, July 2000.

previously been transported successfully over long
distances—for example 30 Rock Sandpipers Calidris
ptilocnemis were transported from Alaska to the
Netherlands without problem (T. Piersma pers.
comm.).

The evidence suggests that, while logistically
challenging, it would be theoretically possible to
take Spoon-billed Sandpiper eggs or young chicks
from the wild, rear and breed birds in captivity,
and reintroduce them to the wild when a surplus
becomes available and the major threats have been
dealt with in the wild. But while it appears to be
technically possible to undertake conservation
breeding, is it desirable?

Is conservation breeding desirable?

Given that the population is in such a perilous
position, conservation breeding may seem like an
obvious measure. However, it is important to
establish the potential impact of taking clutches
on an already very small wild population. To
establish this, Green et al. (unpublished report)
used the estimated population size and information
available on adult survival, productivity and
recruitment (Zockler et al. 2010a) to model the
impact on the wild donor population of taking ten
clutches in 2011. The modelling showed that the
impact was very low, with adult population size
being only about 1% lower than if clutches were
not taken. This impact would be even lower if any
birds were to re-lay, which is feasible. Indeed, given
the decline rate, it is possible that there may no
longer be 10 pairs breeding at the only known site
from which eggs could be taken in 2011. The very
low impact should also be considered in the context
of an annual population decline rate of 26%. The
reason that the impact would be so low is because
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immature survival is very low—and thus any young
birds prevented from fledging by taking clutches
would have been very unlikely to survive to
breeding age anyway.

As with any conservation action, there are no
guarantees of success with a conservation breeding
programme. Spoon-billed Sandpipers have not
previously been kept in captivity, and it is unlikely
that all eggs taken would hatch and result in healthy
fledged birds in captivity. However, the available
evidence has been scrutinised carefully and
suggests that there is a good chance of success.
The modelling exercise is important because it
shows that if conservation breeding is attempted
but fails, it will not have had a significant impact
on the wild population. If it succeeds, it will provide
the vital safety net needed. Without it, it is likely
that the species will soon pass beyond the point of
no return, even if actions to reduce threats in the
wild are taken rapidly and are reasonably
successful. The case for establishing a conservation
breeding programme has therefore been judged to
be very compelling, and is needed immediately,
while it is still possible to find birds in the wild.
Indeed WWT, RSPB, Birds Russia, Moscow Zoo,
the All Russian Research Institute for Nature
Conservation (ARRINC) and others are attempting
an emergency rescue mission to do just this as this
paper goes to press. It is, however, essential to
remember that in isolation conservation breeding
is not the answer—no conservationist wishes birds
to exist only in captivity. If this happens, we will
have failed. It is certainly not a case of either
conservation breeding or actions to reduce trapping
pressure and inter-tidal reclamation. All of these
are essential and must be undertaken
simultaneously if we are to secure the future of the
species in the wild.

How are activities being coordinated?

Many organisations have been involved in Spoon-
billed Sandpiper research and conservation for
some time. Initial expeditions to the remote Arctic
breeding grounds were run by intrepid Russian
scientists, particularly Pavel Tomkovich and then
Evgeny Syroechkovskiy, supported over the last
decade by Christoph Zdckler and others. A Spoon-
billed Sandpiper Action Plan was produced on
behalf of BirdLife International with support from
the Convention on Migratory Species (Zockler et
al. 2008), and while this requires updating, it is an
important guide for international action.
Coordination of this action and the identification
of new actions necessary is undertaken by the
‘EAAFP Spoon-billed Sandpiper Task Force’, an
international group set up under the auspices of
the East Asian-Australasian Flyway Partnership

(EAAFP). This is a voluntary partnership of
governmental and non-governmental organisations
that aims to protect migratory waterbirds, their
habitat and the livelihoods of people dependent
on them along the flyway. The Task Force is chaired
by Evgeny Syroechkovskiy of Birds Russia, and
coordinated by Christoph Zockler.

In recent years, BirdLife International and
BirdLife partner organisations in several countries
within the Spoon-billed Sandpiper’s range have
increased their efforts on the conservation of the
species, raising funds for survey and monitoring
work on the breeding grounds, and working to help
ensure site protection along the migratory flyway.
Since the publication of demographic data
confirming the extent of the declines, many more
individuals and organisations have expressed their
desire and willingness to help save the species.
Among these are a number of UK-based
organisations, including WWT and the RSPB, which
have pooled their expertise and resources in a major
collaborative effort to help support some of the
most urgent conservation actions needed to save
the species. With so many countries, conservation
needs, and organisations involved, good
coordination is essential, and a UK Spoon-billed
Sandpiper Support Group, chaired by Nigel Clark
of the BTO, has been formed to help ensure good
communication and co-ordination between the
different UK-based stakeholders, and to support the
work of the Task Force.

Many people and organisations are involved
in Spoon-billed Sandpiper conservation—this is
both inevitable (for such a unique and high-profile
species with an 8,000 km migration spanning many
countries) and necessary, as many and varied
things need to be done. The concern is that it may
not be possible to find the resources necessary to
do so much, so quickly.

Can we save the Spoon-billed Sandpiper?
The Spoon-billed Sandpiper is an internationally
recognisable flagship species for the East Asian-
Australasian Flyway. Its long-term fate is linked to
that of a whole suite of species that use the flyway,
and to the conservation of sites along its length. In
addition to the longer-term measures needed to
protect these sites, activities such as conservation
breeding and a reduction in winter trapping
pressure are essential and of the utmost urgency.
It would be foolish to assume that it is going to
be easy to save the Spoon-billed Sandpiper—clearly
it is not. Time is very short, funds so far available
are insufficient, and the logistical problems are
considerable. Losing this unique species would
indeed be tragic. However, a bigger tragedy would
be to lose it in the knowledge that we have not
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Plate 6. Good luck! Spoon-billed Sandpiper moulting into
breeding plumage whilst en route north in spring 2011, Mai Po,
Hong Kong, April 2011.

done everything in our power to save it. This is
why many organisations across the conservation
community have united to attempt conservation
breeding this summer, to supplement the many
other essential measures needed or underway.
While success is by no means guaranteed, with a
huge collaborative effort, and a measure of luck,
we believe that it is still possible to save this
remarkable species, and we hope that others will
support this effort.

Dedication

This paper is dedicated to the memory of Dr Don
Merton, 1939-2011, whose pioneering work helped
save many species from extinction and inspired a
generation of conservationists.
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