
Morro Bay Volunteer Monitoring Program Bird Survey Protocol 
(from Point Reyes Bird Observatory – Pacific Flyway Project) 

  

Shorebirds can be counted more easily than many birds due to their use of tidal flats and other open habitats. 

Further, shorebirds generally move shoreward as the tide rises, affording land-based observers an improving 

view until the flood tide forces the birds to alternative high tide habitat. However, due to their habits of 

aggregating, sometimes in very large, mixed-species flocks, and flying (often unexpectedly during a count!), 

skill and experience are necessary to obtain accurate counts.  
 

COUNTING METHODS 
 

Counting methods vary, depending on the number of birds, their edginess, and census conditions. The 

number of birds in a flock can be obtained by:  

1. Counting birds individually.  

2. Counting birds in groups of some number 

3. Estimating the number of birds in a flock without actually counting them.  

The first two methods are always more accurate and preferred over the third, which should be used only for 

preliminary observations of flocks or to salvage an interrupted count.  
 

Counting birds individually: If there are only a few birds in an area, (less than 100 total), they should be 

counted individually.  
 

Counting birds in groups of some number: If you are counting larger flocks, say 200 birds, begin at one 

end of the flock - count the first 10 birds, then the second 10 birds, continuing until you can easily see the 

birds in groups of 10. At that point, start counting by 10-bird groups. This method can be generalized to 

counting by 20-bird, 25-bird, 50-bird, or even larger groups, for larger flock sizes. This method can also be 

used for counting birds in flight.  
 

Estimating the number of birds: It is wise to initially estimate numbers of all the birds quickly, to 

determine the relative proportions of the most common species, to roughly determine the numbers of the less 

common species, and to determine whether the species are segregated or homogeneously mixed throughout 

the flock. Then, if the actual count is interrupted, some reasonable estimates of numbers will be possible. 

Making a rapid estimate of the number of birds may be the only way to salvage a count in which birds fly 

away before they are counted.  
 

SPECIES IDENTIFICATION 
 

1. Try to identify all the birds (except dowitchers) to species.  

2. Whenever possible, allocate unidentified shorebirds to species groups (such as Least Sandpiper or 

Western Sandpiper) rather than just listing them as unidentified large or small shorebirds. 
 

On the census form we have provided species categories that might commonly be used. Four groupings: 

yellowlegs spp., dowitcher spp., phalarope spp., and Least or Western sandpiper are self-explanatory. The 

plover species would include Semipalmated Plover, Snowy Plover, and Killdeer. The large sandpiper 

grouping could include any combination of Willet, Marbled Godwit, Greater Yellowlegs, Long-billed 

Curlew, or Whimbrel. If you use any of these categories please indicate which species you believe could 

have been involved. Write in any species not on the census sheet in one of the empty columns at the bottom 

of the census form and provide details on the sightings.  

 



APPORTIONING THE COUNT OVER SEVERAL SPECIES 
 

1. Count out each species separately.  

2. Count all species together.  

3. Count severa1 species together.  
 

Counting each species separately: Counting each species separately is time consuming if there are many 

species to count but can be the least confusing method if there are few abundant species per counter.  
 

Counting all species together:  If the group of shorebirds comprises primarily one species, with a few 

individuals of other species, it is often easiest to count the total number of birds, then to count out the rarer 

species and subtract their numbers from the total, to get the number of the common species. An assistant, 

recording for the counter, can aid in this process by either counting the rarer species in the flock or by 

making the subtractions on the recording form. In cases where there are tens of thousands of shorebirds and 

several species are very abundant, it may be necessary to count all species together and to sample species 

composition at many places in the flock to determine the proportion of the total made up by each species.  
 

Counting severa1 species simultaneously: In a mixed flock, it is often fastest to make a combined count of 

similarly sized species. For example, say there are six species present: Dunlin, Western Sandpiper, Least 

Sandpiper, Willet, Marbled Godwit, and Long-billed Curlew. It might be easiest to count the first three 

species together, by writing down the number of the less common species as they are encountered and 

keeping a running tally of the most common species in your head until the flock has been scanned 

completely. Similarly, the Willet, Marbled Godwit, and Long-billed Curlew could be counted together. 

Counting several species simultaneously can often be done most effectively if there is both a counter and a 

recorder. The counter can give the recorder the counts of the less common species as they are seen but 

accumulate the count for the most common species until the flock is completely counted.  
 

WHAT TO DO WHEN BIRDS FLY DURING A CENSUS 

Movement of birds during a census creates some particularly troublesome problems. Our basic strategy is to 

count the birds before they move from tidal flat areas. Counts at shoreline segments should not take longer 

than about 1 hour so that the overall amount of bird movement is minimized. It is also important that 

counters in the same general area of the Bay are counting at the same time. Using the guidelines below, we 

hope that you will be able to best judge whether or not you should count certain birds.  
 

1. If you are covering a shoreline segment: Count birds that fly into and stay in your area during the first 

hour of your count.  You should count birds that fly out of your area only if they are leaving for non-

tidal, high tide roosts (such as salt ponds). If a bird (or flock) moves to another tidal flat area and it is less 

than an hour since your starting time for that area and there is still a counter visible to you in the area into 

which the bird(s) moved, you should not count the bird(s) for your area. Alternatively, if a bird (or flock) 

moves into your area in the first hour of your count, you should count them, unless they have been 

counted by an observer in an adjacent area and the observer did not see them move to your area.  

2. If you are covering a non-tida1 area at the same time that shoreline segments are being covered: 
Only count flying birds in your area that leave for other tidal areas. If birds leave your area for the tidal 

flats do not count them if it is less than an hour since tidal flat counts have begun. Do not count birds that 

fly into your area once the shoreline segment counts have begun.  

3. For both tidal and non-tidal sites: If you do not know where departing birds go, note them separately 

on your form with the time they leave and general direction that they go. Make similar notes on arriving 

birds. If birds fly by your area without stopping, note them separately with the time and direction of 

flight, if possible. Do not include any of the birds noted separately in the totals for your area; we will 

decide after the census if they have been counted by any other team. However, the best decisions on 

whether or not a flock shou1d be counted are often most easily made in the field. 

  


