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Since 2002, California State Parks has been installing seasonal fencing on the Morro 
Bay sandspit during plover nesting season to protect sensitive habitats. State Parks 
plover monitors walk the sandspit several times each week to check for nests and 
hatchling plovers. The El Niño event in 2004 is believed to have positively influenced 
nesting success that year. 2007 was a tough year for plovers on the sandspit with 
over 50% of nests lost to predators.

Snowy Plover Populations in Morro Bay
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What We Measured: Shorebird Counts, Plover Nesting Success & Brant Populations

The western snowy plover is a sparrow-sized 
shorebird, well-camouflaged for nesting on 
beaches. The breeding season lasts from early 
spring through mid-fall, with females laying  eggs 
in depressions in the sand. The eggs hatch nearly 
a month later, and the chicks are on their own 
a month after. Loss of habitat, disturbance by 
humans or animals, and predation by animals 
such as skunks, raccoons and crows have led to 
such a decline in plover numbers that this bird 
has been protected under the Endangered 
Species Act since 1993.

Total # Nests

# Hatched Nests

• Data sources for brant data: J. Moffittt—1931-1942; CDFG—1950-1966; John 
Roser—1998-2009
• Data sources for shorebird survey: Local volunteers in conjunction with Point 
Reyes Bird Observatory—pre-2003; MBNEP—2003-2008.

• Data sources for plover data: Annual Report for the Western Snowy Plover at 
San Luis Obispo Coast District in 2008, from CA State Parks
Photos of brant geese, plover and shorebirds by Mike Baird. Photo of brant in 
eelgrass by MBNEP.

Shorebird Abundance in Morro Bay

Each fall, local birders come together to conduct counts of shorebirds on the bay, sand 
spit and Morro Strand in an effort that has gone on since the late 1980s. The graph shows 
the total counts for each of the surveys. Birders identify an average of 21 species during the 
counts, a value which remained relatively stable over the years. The data shows a trend of 
relatively stable shorebird populations on Morro Bay.
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Shorebirds consist of many species 
of small to medium-sized birds whose 
habitat includes open shoreline. 
Generally, they have fairly thin bills 
and long legs. Curlew, above, are 
one of the many shorebirds. Annual 
counts in Morro Bay have recorded 
41 species of shorebird.

Are the bird populations that depend on  
bay habitat stable?
Yes, most populations appear stable over the last 15 years, 
however, brant and snowy plovers require continued monitoring

Global and national studies suggest that many bird 
populations have been greatly reduced in the last 100 
years and that habitat loss is a key factor. The Morro 

Bay watershed and estuary provide a home for more than 200 
species of birds and are an important stop on the Pacific Flyway. 
Most of the bird species that depend on the bay are migratory. 
Morro Bay, designated an Important Bird Area by the National 
Audubon Society, is important to the survival of these birds.

The number of brant geese using the estuary, however, is 
much lower than in the mid-1900s, and the geese have declined 
throughout California during this same period. The Morro 
Bay sandspit also provides critical habitat to the western 
snowy plover, which is making a slow recovery throughout 
California. 

Monitoring of bird populations provides information about 
how individual species of birds are faring and serves as an 
indicator of habitat quality.

Brant Winter Populations in Morro Bay

This graph compares the average number of Brant counted in Morro Bay each 
February. Counts were taken during mid-winter when Brant numbers typically peak in 
the area. The data show a downward trend that reflects a loss of habitat and has led  
California Department of Fish and Game to list brant as a species of special concern.

Brant are small dark geese that spend 
their summer nesting season in the 
Northern Arctic. They migrate up to 11,000 
miles annually to spend winters in Morro 
Bay and other coastal areas as far south 
as Baja California. The geese feed almost 
exclusively on eelgrass, and Morro Bay 
offers the migrating birds some of the last 
remaining significant eelgrass beds in 
southern California.
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Brant geese are so thorough in their consumption of eelgrass that they 
leave the beds looking as if they’ve been mown to an even height. Above, 
the first visitors of the season start the job while marbled godwits forrage 
during low tide. 


