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Introduction 

The Spoon-billed Sandpiper (Eurynorhynchus pygmeus) is a small charismatic wader, related to 
the stints with a conspicuous and unusual spatular bill structure. It is an endemic breeder to 
Russiaôs far North East, breeding only in coastal tundra along a discontinuous line of 4,500 km. 
The species breeds only in limited types of habitat, mainly lagoon spits with crowberry-lichen 
vegetation (Tomkovich 1995, Tomkovich et al., 2002, Zöckler 2003, Syroechkovskiy 2004). 
The bill is used in different ways to capture food items mostly under water and in mudflats, but 
also in picking larger insects from tundra vegetation. It seems to be an adaptation to foraging in 
coastal mudflat substrates, in breeding but more particularly in the non-breeding areas. The 
species has always been rare and has been included as a threatened species on the IUCN Red 
List since the 1980ôs.  
 
Expeditions of the Russian Academy of Sciences and its cooperating partners to the breeding 
grounds in Chukotka, Northeast Russia in 2000, 2002, 2003, 2004 and 2005 revealed a sharp 
decline in the globally endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper (SBS) (Tomkovich et al. 2002, 
Zöckler 2003, Syroechkovskiy, 2004, Zöckler & Syroechkovskiy, Jr. in prep.). The main reason 
for the decline has been suggested to relate to the habitat conditions along the migration route 
(Syroechkovskiy, 2004; Zöckler et al. 2006, Syroechkovskiy. & Zöckler in prep). Declining 
numbers in observations in the wintering grounds and at major staging areas confirm the 
declining trend of the population (Moores, 2001, Zöckler et al. 2005) and in 2004 the species 
has been upgraded to globally endangered on the IUCN Red List and qualifies for further 
uplisting to critically endangered in the next revision. SBS is not the only affected wader in the 
flyway region. According to the latest global waterbird assessment 40% of the waterbird 
populations are declining worldwide, but the percentage is considerably higher, at 59% for the 
waterbird populations in the Asian region (Wetlands International 2006), further pointing to the 
regionô s fragile status of ecosystem health. 
 
Recognising that the species is in sharp decline led to the design of the Action Plan (AP) under 
the auspices of the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS). The CMS has initiated several 
such plans. For the Asian pacific region the Siberian Crane AP was developed in 1993 with a 
Memorandum of Understanding and a conservation plan (UNEP/CMS 1999). In 1995, an AP 
was developed for the Black-faced Spoonbill by BirdLife partners in Asia (Severinghaus et al. 
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1995). Both are very successful and will serve as the main model for the AP for the Spoon-
billed Sandpiper. 
 
The AP will address all issues at sites along the flyway, ranging from the breeding grounds, on 
migration to the wintering sites. In order to safeguard the globally threatened population 
immediate and internationally coordinated action is needed. The mechanism of an international 
action plan has been proven to be adequate for improving or coordinating conservation efforts. 
It is the aim this document is to provide summary information on status and threats, to develop a 
concerted plan of action in the context of the overall flyway of the species and to agree on as 
many activities in all range countries as possible. The AP is coordinated and steered by BirdLife 
Asia and is based on a voluntary process, carried out by governmental and non-governmental 
bodies and is not legally binding. The process could lead to a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) under the CMS, as has been developed already, e.g. for the Siberian Crane, the Slender-
billed Curlew, two more bird species, marine turtles and a deer species. Whereas an MoU is a 
multilateral environmental instrument and legally binding on the agreed action items for its 
signatories, most importantly it will generate funding for implementing the activities. It is not 
necessary for countries to be a member of the CMS in order to sign the suggested MoU. Most 
countries within the range of the species flyway are not members of the CMS at present. 
 
Action plans serve as the main tool for promoting and coordinating conservation at the regional 
level. This will provide guidance for conservationists, researchers and concerned coastal 
managers over the next few years and in this respect serve as a model for the forthcoming Asian 
Pacific Australian Flyway Partnership in further advancing the Migratory Waterbird 
Conservation Strategy.  
 
The plan outlines an internationally agreed list of activities, wherever necessary along the 
flyway, to improve the understanding of the speciesô requirements and conditions, to halt its 
decline and safeguard its long-term survival. The action plan is also the product of a 
consultation process as part of a species workshop held in Samut Sakhon in Thailand in 
December 2006. The plan will need to be seen as an ongoing process in close collaboration with 
various stakeholders in each range country and internationally and will ideally be drafted in 
consultation with representatives from each range country.  
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Biological Assessment 

 
General information The species is an endemic breeder to Russiaôs far North East. It also 

only breeds in coastal tundra along a discontinuous line of 4,500 
km. The species has never been recorded breeding further than 5 
(and exceptionally 7 km) from the seashore and breeds only in 
limited types of habitat, mainly lagoon spits with crowberry-lichen 
vegetation (Tomkovich 1995; Tomkovich et al., 2002, Zöckler 2003, 
Syroechkovskiy 2004). Its conspicuous spatular bill is used in a 
different fashion to capture food items mostly under water and in 
mudflats, but also in picking larger insects from tundra vegetation. 

Population trend Serious population decline, to one third over the last ten years. The 
decline of SBS numbers can be estimated as about 3 times in the last 
decade and may be as much as about 80% in the last 40 years. For 
details see table 1. 

Distribution throughout 
the annual cycle 

Breeding in Chukotka and the very north of Kamchatka, NE Russia, 
it arrives on the breeding grounds in early June.  First chicks hatch 
around end of June, early July and fledglings occur in late July and 
August. Most birds leave the breeding area by mid August and 
migrate across the Sea of Okhotsk. First migrants are observed in 
Japan and Korea from early August with the peak in late September. 
By the end of October first migrants arrive at regular staging sites in 
the Gulf of Thailand, where some birds stay over winter. Wintering 
birds in Bangladesh arrive at the end of November with some birds 
staying until April.  By then most birds have started migration 
passing Chinese coasts between March and May, reaching Korea in 
April with the peaking in mid May, and Kamchatka in late May 
before arriving back on the breeding grounds. 

Productivity The overall productivity varies between the breeding regions.  

¶ In the North the breeding success is much lower due to 
predation by foxes and avian predators, and other unknown 
reasons. 

¶ Southern breeding areas demonstrate a good breeding 
success in most years, for details see table 2. 

¶ Recruitment: see table 3 
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Life history Breeding: 
Breeds in single pairs 
or small aggregations 
(2-5 nests over a 
distance of 200-500 
m) on coastal tundra 
on the Chukchi and 
Bering Sea 

Feeding: 
ʆn the breeding grounds 
mainly practises pecking 
(plover type feeding) and 
very limited óprobingôin 
shallow water. This latter 
type of feeding is 
believed to be the key 
technique at non-breeding 
grounds though 
observations are 
insufficient. 

Migration: 
Wintering on 
coastal mudflats 
between Vietnam 
and Thailand in 
the East, and East 
Bangladesh in the 
west. Stop over 
sites in Mainland 
China, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, 
Japan and Korea. 

  
Habitat requirements Breeding habitat: 

Mainly gravel spits 
covered by 
crowberry-lichen-
moss tundra at coastal 
lagoons, deltas and 
estuaries; limited 
breeding in moraine 
hills nearby to spits 

Winter Habitat: 
Poorly studied. Prefers 
mixed sandy tidal 
mudflats with uneven 
surface and very shallow 
water, mainly in the most 
outer parts of deltas of 
rivers and outer islands, 
often with a higher sand 
content and thin mud 
layer on top. In the areas 
with total coastal 
conversion it favours 
certain stages in the 
management of saltpans. 

Habitat on 
passage: 
See winter habitat 

 

Population Status in the Breeding Areas 

The species is confined to breed only in Chukotka and the most northern part of Kamchatka in 
the Russian far North East. Table 1 summarises the status of the species in its breeding area and 
Map 1 shows the present breeding distribution. More detailed information of the situation on the 
breeding grounds is available in a paper in prep. (Zöckler & Syroechkovskiy Jr. in prep).  
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Table 1: Population Trends 

Period Estimate 
(in pairs) 

Comment Source 

1970s 2,000 ï 
2,800 

Based on calculated estimates 
from a limited number of surveys 

Flint & Kondratyev 1977 

2000 <1,000 ï based on recent expedition into 
the breeding areas with previously 
known estimates 

Tomkovich et al. 2002 

2002 560-900 ï current figure if population 
declined 3-5 times since mid 
1970s 

Syroechkovskiy unpubl.data. 

2003 402-572 -based on surveys carried out until 
2003 with 30% error incl. 

Syroechkovskiy, 2004 

2005 350 - 380 ï current optimistic estimate 
based on 70 % survey coverage 

(Syroechkovskiy & Zöckler in 
prep) 

 
Zöckler & Syroechkovskiy (in prep.) showed a very low return rate among the very site-
confident juveniles ringed in previous years in the prime breeding area of Meinypilgyno, South 
Chukotka, indicating overall an extremely low recruitment to the population and an alarming 
signal of a population on the brink of extinction. A summary from counts at major staging and 
wintering areas, mainly in Korea also confirms a very low juvenile %. Only two juveniles were 
identified among 180 SBS seen at Saemangeum, in September 1998 (Moores, 1999).  

 
The first efforts of ringing SBS on the breeding grounds date back to 1986-1988 in Northern 
Chukotka (Tomkovich 1994, 1995). Ringed birds have been recorded from Bangladesh in 1989 
and extraordinarily only 200m and 1km from the site of ringing, back on the breeding grounds 
in 2002 after 14 and 15 years respectively (Tomkovich 2003). Since the surveys by the 
Expedition of Russian Academy of Sciences started again in 2000 over 450 birds (adults and 
pulli) have been ringed in both parts of the breeding range (see table 4). 
 
Other recoveries exist mostly from Japan with a high observer density, but also more recently 
from Korea, Thailand and China (see Table 5, 6 and Figure 15 in Annex). 
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Status and Trends in the Non-Breeding Areas 

In order to compile all the existing knowledge of SBS distribution and population, a geo-
referenced species database was created in 2004 (Bunting & Zöckler 2006). Currently there are 
approximately 800 individual SBS observations listed in the database.  
 
Table 3 in the Annex shows a summary of the more recent information from the species 
database by year in order to demonstrate population trends. However the numbers seen every 
year are low, even when compared with the most conservative population estimates from 
research on the breeding grounds. This suggests that only a small proportion of staging and 
wintering birds are seen each year and that the increase in numbers in the last few years is 
almost entirely due to increased observation and better publication and recording of the data. 

 
Figure 1 shows the distribution of all SBS sightings along the flyway. It has been produced 
using information from the SBS database, which has been developed as an ongoing effort to 
understand the wintering distribution and migration patterns of the SBS. 

 
Status and trends at National Level 
The species migrates through some 12, possibly 14, countries with some presumed accidental 
observations from the Philippines, Canada and Alaska. Figures 2 to 14 show the data at a more 
detailed, national or regional scale. Table 4 lists the status, trend and habitats within each 
country or region. 
 
The Chinese coastline accounts for more than 30% of the length of SBS flyway. It is therefore 
of critical importance for the species. Because of the vast areas involved the coastline is here 
split into three regions. Although the region is relatively well covered by wader counts (Li & 
Mundkur 2004), many potential sites were never specially surveyed for the presence of SBS, 
which are often mixed with big flocks of Red-necked Stints and other shorebirds (such as, 
Broad-billed Sandpiper Dunlin and Plovers) and therefore easily missed. 

 
Table 4: Status, trend and habitat during non-breeding season 
Country / 

Territory 

Species Status* Degree of Monitoring*  Pop. Trends 

since 1990 

Main Habitat Types 

Bangladesh Previously considered 

to be the main wintering 

area with flocks of well 

over 200 birds in the 

Annual mid-winter counts 

provide a snapshot. Regular 

monitoring of key sites is 

increasing. 

DEC Large mudflats in Eastern delta. 

Mostly on recently emerged 

islands and more stable areas 

along the East coast, intertidal 




