
Coastal Waterbird Program 
2019 Field Highlights 

A Note From the Director 

In 2019, Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird Program protected threatened coastal birds through management and education at 177 

sites along 125 miles of the Massachusetts coastline.  Forty-three staff members contributed to these efforts including two full-time 

staff, 8 sanctuary staff, 23 seasonal staff, and 10 trainees.  In addition, two AmeriCorps teams and more than 100 volunteers provided 

essential support to the program.  The Coastal Waterbird Program installed protective fencing and signage, monitored nesting activity, 

provided educational opportunities for beachgoers, and supported land owners and local communities in coastal habitat protection.   

           Katharine C. Parsons, Ph.D. 

Piping Plover  

State abundance of Piping Plovers increased by 11% in 2019 to 755 pairs compared to 680 pairs in 

2018.  Preliminary estimates of reproductive success throughout the state were higher by 11.5% than in 

2018, with a statewide range of 1.12–1.5 chicks fledged/pair in 2019 compared to 0.99 –1.36 fledged/

pair in 2018.   

 

Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird Program (CWP) pro-

tected 226 pairs of Piping Plovers—30% of the state 

population and roughly 12.5% of the Atlantic Coast pop-

ulation estimated at 1,800 pairs.  Plovers at CWP-

protected sites produced a record 1.46 fledglings per 

pair compared to 1.06 chicks fledged/pair in 2018.  

Although hatching rates were similar in both years, sur-

vival of chicks was 30% greater in 2019.  Estimated an-

nual productivity to maintain a stable plover population 

is 1.24 fledged chicks/pair.  

 

As in 2018, Piping Plovers were more successful hatching their first-laid clutches in 2019 than in most 

other years.  Only 24% of all eggs laid were the result of renesting.  Fifty percent of eggs hatched in 

2019; most egg loss was attributed to predation (52% of failed eggs) and overwash (14%).  Because 

nesting was unusually synchronous in 2019 and most plovers were successful hatching their first clutch 

early in the nesting season, hatchlings were relatively undisturbed by beach-goers and fledged earlier 

than in most years.   

Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird Program has a thirty-five year legacy of protecting vulnerable beach-nesting 
birds and their habitats.  Our primary objectives are to 1) directly protect and monitor coastal birds and habitats, 2) 
advocate for coastal ecosystem protection, 3) build conservation capacity in local communities through training 
and outreach, and 4) conduct management research and develop best practices for wildlife management.  In part-
nering with agencies and local communities, the Coastal Waterbird Program has been instrumental in achieving a 
five-fold increase In Piping Plovers, and significant increases in tern and oystercatcher populations in the state. 

Coastal Waterbird Program 
   Sanctuary-Based Offices 
 
The Program is active on much 
of the Massachusetts shoreline, 
based out of Mass Audubon 
sanctuary offices.  

 
South Shore 
Sue MacCallum, Director 
South Shore Sanctuaries 

 

South Coast 
Gina Purtell, Director 
Allens Pond Wildlife Sanctuary 

 

Cape Cod (Mid and Upper) 
Ian Ives, Director 
Long Pasture Wildlife Sanctuary 
 
Cape Cod (Outer) 
Bob Prescott, Director 
Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanctuary 

 

Martha’s Vineyard 
Suzan Bellincampi, Director 
Felix Neck Wildlife Sanctuary 

 

Nantucket 
Ernie Steinauer, Director 
Nantucket Sanctuaries 
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For more information on Coastal Waterbird Program, please contact:  

coastalbirds@massaudubon.org    508.556.7801    www.massaudubon.org/cwp 

Terns  

Mass Audubon surveyed a total of 144 sites statewide for tern species.  We protected 2,537 

pairs of Least Terns (64% of the MA breeding population in 2019) and 700 pairs of Common 

Terns (3.4% of the state population) nesting at 65 colony-sites.   Our protection of Least Terns 

nearly doubled in 2019 compared to prior years (averaging 35%) due to a large colony (400 pairs) that nested on Middle Island in Chat-

ham.  Statewide abundance of Least Terns and Common Terns increased compared to 2018.  Preliminary statewide 

estimates of nesting pairs of Least and Common Terns are 3,963 (compared to 3,477 in 2018) and 20,103 (compared to 19,804 in 

2018), respectively.  Reproductive success of Least Terns nesting at 51 sites in 2019 ranged from no fledglings produced to more than 

two fledged per pair.  Approximately 2% of sites experienced excellent fledging rates; 6% experienced good fledging; 13% experienced 

fair fledging; 23% experienced poor fledging; 55% of sites fledged no terns.  Predators strongly reduced nesting success in 2019. 

American Oystercatcher  

American Oystercatcher abundance in Massachusetts increased to approximately 211 nesting pairs 

in 2019, compared to 205 in 2018.  Fifty pairs were documented breeding on Mass Audubon-

protected sites, approximately 24% of the state population.  Oystercatchers were successful hatch-

ing 54% of all eggs laid.  Attributed factors of egg mortality (% of failed eggs) were as follows: 32% 

predation; 33% overwash; 5% inviable.  Fledging rate at Mass Audubon-managed sites was less in 

2019 compared to 2018 (0.78 chicks fledged/pair and 1.02 chicks fledged/pair, respectively).  Aver-

age range of statewide fledging was 0.74-0.87 fledged/pair.  Estimated annual productivity to 

maintain a stable oystercatcher population is 0.35 fledged chicks/pair.   

The Coastal Waterbird Program protected nineteen pairs of nesting oystercatchers on ten islands in Boston Harbor in 2019.  The ur-

ban oystercatchers fledged approximately 0.95 fledglings/pair.  Our field crew and education specialists provided outreach programs 

to hundreds of visitors to the harbor islands.  In all, a record 35 pairs of oystercatchers nested in Boston Harbor. 

Notable Beaches 

Piping Plovers successfully hatched and fledged chicks at L Street Beach in Boston for the first time in recorded history!  The birds were 

adopted graciously by the gentlemen at the L Street Men’s Bathhouse who cheered their success.  Nesting occurred for the first time at 

Padanaram Beach in Dartmouth, Flume Pond in Falmouth, Quitnesset Beach in Chatham and Chase Links Circle on Nantucket. Nesting 

was highly successful at these 5 new sites, with all but 1 pair fledging all 4 chicks.  Increases in abundance occurred at other sites includ-

ing Fisher Beach in Truro, Sagamore Beach in Sandwich, and Quansoo Beach in Chilmark.  Nesting pairs decreased on South Cape Beach, 

Washburn Island, and Nantasket Beach in Hull.  Plover nesting on a number of beaches was highly successful including Seagull Beach in 

Yarmouth, Ridgevale Beach in Chatham, Scorton Neck in Sandwich, and Dead Neck Sampson’s Island, which fledged 15 plover chicks 

compared  to 3 in 2018.  One pair each nested at Belmont Condos and the Winstead Inn in Harwich, where beach managers and local 

residents made it possible for both pairs to fledge all 4 chicks at these beaches.   Abundance on 

South Beach and Middle Island in Chatham remained comparable to 2018, but productivity of 

South Beach pairs greatly increased fledging 1.24 chicks/pair (0.44 chicks fledged/pair in 2018).  
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