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Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird Program (CWP) has a 
thirty-five year legacy of protecting vulnerable beach-nesting 
birds and their habitats.  

Our primary objectives are to:

	 ● directly protect and monitor coastal birds and habitats,  

	 ● advocate for coastal ecosystem protection,

	 ● build conservation capacity in local communities through   

    training and outreach, and

	 ● conduct management research and develop best practices for  

    wildlife management.  

In partnering with agencies and local communities, CWP has been 

instrumental in achieving a six-fold increase in Piping Plovers, and 

significant increases in tern and oystercatcher populations in the state.

Contact Us

coastalbirds@massaudubon.org 
PO Box 275  
Cummaquid, MA 02637   

massaudubon.org/cwp



Dear Friends, 

Mass Audubon’s Coastal Waterbird 

Program is so grateful for the support 

we received to protect coastal birds 

and their habitats during this year! 

We protected threatened coastal 

birds through management and 

education at 186 sites along 140 miles 

of the Massachusetts coastline. Forty-

six staff members contributed to 

these efforts including three full-time 

staff, eight sanctuary staff, 24 seasonal 

staff, and eleven trainees. In addition, two AmeriCorps teams and more than 

50 volunteers provided essential support to the program. CWP installed 

protective fencing and signage, monitored nesting activity, provided 

educational opportunities for beach goers, and supported land owners and 

local communities in coastal habitat protection. Our work is vital to the 

success and wellbeing of these birds, and we could not do it without your 

incredible support and encouragement.

Sincerely,

Katharine Parsons
Director, Coastal Waterbird Program

American Oystercatchers © Craig Gibson



State abundance of Piping Plovers increased by 19% in 2021 to 956 pairs 

compared to 805 pairs in 2020. Preliminary estimates of reproductive success 

were lower than 2020, with a statewide range of 0.75-1.20 fledglings/pair in 

2021 compared to 1.12-1.47 fledglings/pair in 2020.  

The Coastal Waterbird Program protected 275 pairs of Piping 

Plovers—29% of the state population and roughly 15% of the Atlantic 

Coast population estimated at 1,800 pairs. Plovers at CWP-protected 

sites produced 1.03 fledglings/pair in 2021 compared to 1.21 fledglings/pair 

in 2020 and plover abundance grew by 29%—an astonishing increase and 

testament to our successful management. 

In 2021, 46% of all first Piping Plover nesting attempts hatched eggs; only 29% 

of all eggs laid were the result of re-nesting. Most egg loss was attributed to 

predation (56% of failed eggs) compared to 64% in 2020. Overwash accounted 

for a larger number of failed eggs in 2021 compared to 2020, with 22% of eggs 

lost to overwash compared to 10% in 2020.

Piping Plover

Piping Plover with chicks © Pat Ulrich



Notable Beaches
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Piping Plovers in Massachusetts
Abundance and Productivity 

n pairs y fledged

Significant increases in 

plover abundance and 

productivity occurred at several 

sites recently including Seagull 

Beach in Yarmouth (33% increase 

and 2.5 fledglings/pair),  

Popponesset Spit (67% increase 

and 1.6 fledglings/pair), 

and Wychmere Beach Club in Harwich (67% increase and 3 fledglings/pair). 

New nesting occurred at multiple sites, including Surf Drive in Falmouth, 

Dr. Botero Road in Dennis, and Lieutenant Island in Wellfleet, which had a 

nesting pair of Piping Plovers for the first time in five years; the pair fledged all 

four chicks successfully. 

Two significant overwash events and heavy predator pressure resulted 

in low fledging rates at several sites including Squaw Island 

(0.27 fledglings/pair), Dead Neck Sampsons Island (0.37 fledglings/pair), 

and Sagamore Sandwich (0.62 fledglings/pair). 



American 
Oystercatcher

American Oystercatcher © Paulina Zuckerman

American Oystercatcher abundance in Massachusetts increased to 

approximately 184 nesting pairs in 2021 compared to 181 nesting pairs in 

2020. Due to the ongoing pandemic, oystercatchers were under-reported in 

2021. Fifty-four pairs were documented breeding on Mass Audubon-protected 

sites, approximately 30% of the state population. Oystercatchers were 

successful hatching 29% of all eggs laid. Attributed factors of egg mortality 

(percent of failed eggs) were as follows: 35% predation; 31% overwash; 

3% inviable. Fledging rate at Mass Audubon-managed sites was comparable 

in 2021 compared to 2020 (0.50 fledglings/pair and 0.54 fledglings/pair, 

respectively). Statewide, average fledging ranged from 0.49-0.56 fledglings/

pair. Estimated annual productivity to maintain a stable oystercatcher 

population is 0.35 fledglings/pair.

   

Notable nesting sites for American Oystercatcher included Muskeget Island 

in Nantucket with four pairs fledging an average 1.5 chicks/pair, three 

pairs collectively on Big Gravel and Little Gravel Island in Oak 

Bluffs fledging 1.67 chicks/pair, and three pairs on Rainsford Island in Boston 

fledged 1.33 chicks/pair. In Boston Harbor, we protected 21 pairs in 2021.



Mass Audubon surveyed a total 

of 140 sites statewide for tern 

species. We protected 2,029 pairs 

of Least Terns (40% of the 

Massachusetts breeding 

population in 2021) and 330 pairs 

of Common Terns nesting at 

48 colony-sites. Statewide abundance of Least Terns increased compared 

to 2020; the 2021 preliminary statewide estimate is 5,122 pairs (compared 

to 3,764 in 2020). Reproductive success of Least Terns nesting at 36 sites 

protected by Mass Audubon in 2021 ranged from no fledglings produced to 

more than two fledged per pair. Terns at approximately 8% of nesting sites 

experienced excellent or good fledging success; 22% had fair success; 

11% had poor success, and 59% of sites fledged no terns. Predators were the 

most important factor determining tern nesting success in 2021.   

Terns

American 
Oystercatcher Piping Plover Least Tern

Year 2020 2021 2020 2021 2020 2021

State Abundance 
(Pairs)

181* 184* 805 956 3,764 5,122

% Change in State 
Abundance

1.7% Increase 19% Increase 36% Increase

Active Nesting 
Sites Monitored 
by Mass Audubon

37 36 74 75 37** 36

Pairs Monitored 
by Mass Audubon

59 54 214 275 1,650** 2,029

Average Mass 
Audubon 
Fledgling Success 
(Pairs)

0.67 0.5 1.21 1.03
51% of sites 
produced 
fledglings

41% of sites 
produced 
fledglings

Causes of Loss  1. Predation                  2. Weather

* likely a smaller decrease as the pandemic caused under-reporting
**fewer sites monitored due to pandemic and limited access
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A Success Story

CWP is active on much of the Massachusetts shoreline, 
based out of these Mass Audubon regions. 

North Shore
Amy Weidensaul                        
     Senior Regional Director

Boston
Julie Brandlen
     Regional Director

Islands
Suzan Bellincampi
     Regional Director

South East
Lauren Kras 
     Regional Director

Cape Cod
Melissa Lowe
     Regional Director

Coastal Waterbird Program Regional Work 

The Coastal Waterbird Program 

is one of the most effective 

entities working to protect coastal 

birds and barrier beaches in 

North America. Ten years ago, 

Piping Plovers in Massachusetts 

had reached a relatively stable 

abundance of 650 pairs as a result 

of state-wide efforts to recover the 

population. Only approximately 135 

pairs occurred in the Commonwealth 

in the mid-1980s when Piping Plover 

was listed under endangered species 

laws. In 2012, CWP initiated a training 

program that prepared seasonal 

staff for successful protection 

and monitoring of coastal birds. 

Over the past decade, the program 

has mentored 400 Mass Audubon 

shorebird monitors. In addition, 

the program provided training to 

hundreds of monitors from town and 

partner organizations through state-

wide training workshops. Beginning 

in 2018, plover abundance began 

increasing at an astounding rate to 

more than 950 pairs state-wide as of 

2021. Today, CWP protects habitat and 

coastal birds on 45% of the state’s 

nesting beaches and former staff 

and CWP-trained monitors protect an 

additional 27%. Plovers in the state 

have increased by 62% over the past 

ten years and now constitute more 

than half of the entire Atlantic coast 

population. Protection and recovery 

of Piping Plovers in Massachusetts is 

the result of enduring efforts on the 

part of many organizations and beach 

communities, and CWP is proud to be 

part of this incredible success.
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