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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CURRENT SPECIES STATUS: The Pacific coast population of the western
snowy plover (Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus) is federally listed as threatened.
The current Pacific coast breeding population extends from Damon Point,
Washington, to Bahia Magdalena, Baja California, Mexico. The snowy plover

winters mainly in coastal areas from southern Washington to Central America.

HABITAT REQUIREMENTS AND LIMITING FACTORS: The Pacific
coast population of western snowy plovers breeds primarily above the high tide
line on coastal beaches, sand spits, dune-backed beaches, sparsely-vegetated
dunes, beaches at creek and river mouths, and salt pans at lagoons and estuaries.
Less common nesting habitats include bluff-backed beaches, dredged material
disposal sites, salt pond levees, dry salt ponds, and river bars. In winter, snowy
plovers are found on many of the beaches used for nesting as well as on beaches
where they do not nest, in man-made salt ponds, and on estuarine sand and mud
flats.

Habitat degradation caused by human disturbance, urban development, introduced
beachgrass (Ammophila spp.), and expanding predator populations have resulted
in a decline in active nesting areas and in the size of the breeding and wintering

populations.

RECOVERY OBJECTIVE: The primary objective of this recovery plan is to
remove the Pacific coast western snowy plover population from the List of
Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants by: (1) achieving well-
distributed increases in numbers and productivity of breeding adult birds, and (2)
providing for long-term protection of breeding and wintering plovers and their
habitat.

RECOVERY PRIORITY: 3C, per criteria published by Federal Register Notice
(48 FR 43098; September 12, 1983).



RECOVERY CRITERIA: The Pacific coast population of the western snowy
plover will be considered for delisting when the following criteria have been met:

1. Maintain for 10 years an average of 3,000 breeding adults distributed among 6
recovery units as follows: Washington and Oregon, 250 breeding adults; Del
Norte to Mendocino Counties, California, 150 breeding adults; San Francisco
Bay, California, 500 breeding adults; Sonoma to Monterey Counties, 400 breeding
adults; San Luis Obispo to Ventura Counties, California, 1,200 breeding adults;
and Los Angeles to San Diego Counties, California, 500 breeding adults.

2. Maintain a 5-year average productivity of at least 1.0 fledged chick per male in
each recovery unit in the last 5 years prior to delisting.

3. Have in place participation plans among cooperating agencies, landowners,
and conservation organizations to assure protection and management of breeding,
wintering, and migration areas listed in Appendix B to maintain the subpopulation
sizes and average productivity specified in criteria 1 and 2 above.

ACTIONS NEEDED:

1. Monitor and manage breeding habitat of the Pacific coast population of the

western snowy plover to maximize survival and productivity.

2. Monitor and manage wintering and migration areas to maximize snowy plover

population survival.

3. Develop mechanisms for long-term management and protection of snowy

plovers and their breeding and wintering habitat.

4. Undertake scientific investigations that facilitate recovery efforts.

5. Undertake public information and education programs.

6. Review progress towards recovery annually and revise recovery efforts as
appropriate.
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7. Dedicate U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service staff and funding for the Sacramento
Fish and Wildlife Office to coordinate recovery implementation.

8. Establish an international conservation program with the government of
Mexico to protect snowy plovers and their breeding and wintering locations in
Mexico.

Appendix J addresses Actions 1 and 2, providing guidelines for monitoring snowy
plovers during the breeding and wintering seasons. Appendix K addresses
Action 5, providing a public information and education plan.

ESTIMATED COST OF RECOVERY: $28,588,000 plus additional costs that

cannot be estimated at this time.

DATE OF RECOVERY: Delisting could occur by 2025 if recovery criteria
have been met.
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I. INTRODUCTION

On March 5, 1993, the Pacific coast population of the western snowy plover
(Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus) was listed as threatened under provisions of
the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S.C., 1531-1544), as amended (U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service 1993a). This population breeds primarily on coastal
beaches from southern Washington to southern Baja California, Mexico

(Figure 1). General locations of the snowy plover’s breeding and wintering
locations are shown in Appendix A. Recent surveys, status reviews, and literature
searches have identified 157 current or historical snowy plover breeding or
wintering locations on the U.S. Pacific coast. These localities include 5 in
Washington, 19 in Oregon, and 133 in California (Appendix B). In Baja
California, breeding plovers concentrate at coastal wetland complexes as far south
as Bahia Magdalena, Mexico (Palacios ef al. 1994). The locations listed in
Appendix B are important for the recovery of the United States Pacific coast
population of the western snowy plover.

In Washington, the western snowy plover was listed as endangered under
Washington Department of Game Policy #402 in 1981. The State endangered
status was reaffirmed in 1990 by the Washington Wildlife Commission
(Washington Administrative Code 232-12-014). In Oregon, the western snowy
plover was listed as a threatened species by the Oregon Fish and Wildlife
Commission in 1975. Its threatened status was reaffirmed in 1989 under the
Oregon Endangered Species Act during the review required by Oregon Revised
Statutes 496.176(7)(b). The Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission confirmed the
species’ threatened status as part of its periodic review in December 1993, and
again in December 1998. The Oregon Endangered Species Act was amended
through House Bill 2120 in 1995 and was implemented by administrative rule in
January 1998. The western snowy plover conservation program adopted in 1994
provides “survival guidelines” for this species under this amended rule. In
California, the western snowy plover has been classified by the California
Department of Fish and Game as a “species of special concern” throughout all of
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California since 1978 (Remsen 1978, California Natural Diversity Database
2001).

Under section 4 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended, the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service is required to develop a recovery plan after a species is
federally listed as threatened or endangered, unless it is determined that such a
plan will not promote the conservation of the species. Recovery is the process
that reverses the decline of a listed species, neutralizes threats, and ensures the
species’ long-term survival. This recovery plan recommends actions necessary to
satisfy the biological needs and assure recovery of the Pacific coast population of
the western snowy plover. These actions include protection, enhancement, and
restoration of all habitats deemed important for recovery; monitoring; research;

and public outreach.

This recovery plan will serve as a guidance document for interested parties
including Federal, State, and local agencies, private landowners, and the general
public. It includes recommendations for plover management measures for all
known breeding and wintering locations (Appendix C). These locations have
been divided into six recovery units, as follows: (1) Oregon and Washington; (2)
northern California (Del Norte, Humboldt, and Mendocino Counties); (3) San
Francisco Bay (locations within the counties of Napa, Alameda, Santa Clara, and
San Mateo); (4) Monterey Bay (including coastal areas along counties of
Monterey, Santa Cruz, San Mateo, San Francisco, Marin, and Sonoma); (5) San
Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura Counties; and (6) Los Angeles, Orange,
and San Diego Counties). Designation of these locations and recovery units
assists in identifying priority areas for conservation planning across the snowy
plover’s breeding and wintering range.

This recovery plan emphasizes opportunities for improved management on
Federal and State lands. Improved management on these lands will incur long-
term costs to these public land managers and restrict public use on some habitat
areas. Public support and involvement will be crucial to the recovery of the
western snowy plover. The nesting season of the snowy plover includes the
period of greatest public recreational use of beaches (Memorial Day through
Labor Day). This recovery plan is a call to action to the public for snowy plover



conservation. Opportunities for public participation in recovery efforts are
emphasized in Appendix K (Information and Education Plan). This recovery plan
provides a strategy for recovery of the entire Pacific coast population of the
western snowy plover, although site-specific recommendations are limited to the

populations within its United States range.

A. DESCRIPTION AND TAXONOMY

The snowy plover, a small shorebird in the family Charadriidae, weighs from 34
to 58 grams (1.2 to 2 ounces) and ranges in length from 15 to 17 centimeters (5.9
to 6.6 inches) (Page et al. 1995a). It is pale gray-brown above and white below,
with a white hindneck collar and dark lateral breast patches, forehead bar, and eye
patches (see Figure 2). The bill and legs are blackish. In breeding plumage,

Figure 2. Adult male snowy plover (photo by Peter Knapp, with permission).

males usually have black markings on the head and breast; in females, usually one
or more of these markings are dark brown. Early in the breeding season, a rufous
crown is evident on breeding males, but not on females. In nonbreeding plumage,
sexes cannot be distinguished because the breeding markings disappear. Fledged
juveniles have white edges on their wing coverts and scapulars and can thus be
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distinguished from adults until approximately July through October, depending on
when the eggs hatch. During this period, molt and feather wear makes fledged
juveniles indistinguishable from adults. The mean annual life span of snowy
plovers is about 3 years, but at least one individual was at least 15 years old when
last seen (Page et al. 1995a).

The species was first described in 1758 by Linnaeus (American Ornithologists’
Union 1957). Two subspecies of the snowy plover have been recognized in North
America (American Ornithologists’ Union 1957): the western snowy plover
(Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus) and the Cuban snowy plover (C. a.
tenuirostris). The western snowy plover breeds on the Pacific coast from southern
Washington to southern Baja California, Mexico, and in interior areas of Oregon,
California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and north-
central Texas, as well as coastal areas of extreme southern Texas, and possibly
extreme northeastern Mexico (American Ornithologists’ Union 1957). Although
previously observed only as a migrant in Arizona, small numbers have bred there
in recent years (Monson and Phillips 1981, Davis and Russell 1984). The Cuban
snowy plover (C. a. tenuirostris) breeds along the Gulf coast from Louisiana to
western Florida and south through the Caribbean (American Ornithologists’
Union 1957). More recent works recognize only subspecies C. a. nivosus for
North America (Hayman et al. 1986, Binford 1989, Sibley and Monroe 1990).

The Pacific coast population of the snowy plover is defined as those individuals
that nest on the mainland coast, peninsulas, offshore islands, bays, estuaries, or
rivers of the United States Pacific coast and Baja California, Mexico (U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service 1993a).

A large amount of breeding data indicates that the Pacific coast population of the
western snowy plover is distinct from western snowy plovers breeding in the
interior (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 1993a). Snowy plovers tend to be site
faithful, with the majority of birds returning to the same nesting location in
subsequent years (Warriner et al. 1986). Intensive banding and monitoring
studies have documented only two clear instances of interbreeding between
coastal and interior populations, but there have been observations of four other
birds that may have been interbreeding. First, a banded female hatched at



Monterey Bay was observed nesting the following year at Mono Lake, California
(G. Page in litt. 1989). This one observation was among 1,730 plovers observed
at interior sites. Secondly, a snowy plover that nested at Monterey was observed
the following year nesting at a Central Valley site (G. Page pers. comm. 1992). It
is expected that more than these two individuals would have been seen if the two
populations mixed more fully. In addition, an adult male, banded as a chick in
San Diego County, was seen at Owens Lake in May of 1997 and may have been
breeding (G. Page and A. Powell pers. comm. 1998). Three snowy plovers
banded as chicks on the California coast were observed at interior Oregon
breeding sites during the breeding season in 1990 (Stern et al. 1991a). However,
there was no documentation whether or not these birds nested at these interior
sites. Conversely, no breeding plovers or their young banded at Abert Lake, in
interior Oregon, Mono Lake in interior California, or at Great Salt Lake, Utah
have been observed nesting at any coastal sites (Stern ef al. 1990a, G. Page pers.
comm. 1998). Since 1977, several thousand snowy plovers have been banded on
the Pacific coast; the numbers of plovers ba