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2022 was another record-breaking year for Piping 
Plovers in Maine, with 140 pairs nesting on Maine 
beaches, fledging 252 chicks. These numbers are up 
from 125 pairs fledging 213 chicks in 2021 and 98 pairs 
fledging 199 chicks in 2020. Productivity this year 
was 1.8 chicks per pair, which surpasses our recovery 
goals of 1.5 and the productivity of 1.7 in 2021. This 
season’s success is a result of the incredible work of 
biologists, landowners, volunteers, town employees, 
and beachgoers, all of whom contributed to a season of 
firsts. Ogunquit Beach boasted the largest number of 
pairs (19) documented nesting on one beach in Maine; 
Wells Beach was the first beach in the project’s history 
to fledge 40 chicks; and this was Maine’s first year 
having three beaches fledge more than 30 chicks. 
     Breaking down our numbers for the season, we 
saw consistent improvement across the majority of 
our beaches. Our southernmost beaches in Ogunquit 
and Wells did especially well, fledging an incredible 
86 chicks from 41 pairs. All the way up the coast in 
Phippsburg and Georgetown, Seawall Beach, Popham 
State Park, and Reid State Park fledged a total of 60 
chicks from 32 pairs. The resulting productivity of 2.1 
and 1.9 chicks per pair for these southern and northern 
regions respectively are well beyond our recovery goals 
of 1.5 chicks per pair. And even though the Saco Bay 
region did not meet our recovery goals of 1.5, these 
beaches still fledged an average of 1.3 chicks per pair 
due to the support of volunteers and park staff. 
     Such success on both our busy southern beaches and 
our quieter northern beaches exemplifies the variety 
of factors that contribute to Piping Plover recovery in 
Maine. Piping Plovers on our southern beaches benefit 

from a strong volunteer monitoring 
program and amazing partnerships 
with landowners, towns, and with 
local law enforcement. As a result, 
they can thrive amongst crowded 
tourist beaches. At our northern 
beaches, Piping Plovers enjoy fewer 
crowds of beachgoers and more 

expansive nesting habitat, along with support from our 
State Parks and Bates College. 

     

2022’s season is a culmination of the efforts of the 
Plover Recovery Project over the past 41 years along 
with our hard-working partners. Our high numbers this 
season were a summation of small successes across all 
of our beaches. These results show that each beach is 
essential to the overall success of the endangered Piping 
Plover and it takes a village to help people and plovers 
share the beach.
     In celebrating the accomplishments, it is important 
to keep them in perspective. Despite the growth seen in 
Maine, there are still only 2000 pairs of Piping Plovers 
estimated to nest along the Atlantic Coast, and not 
all areas are seeing similar success. For this reason, it 
is important that Maine’s Piping Plovers continue to 
prosper and contribute to the international recovery 
goals for the species.
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These results show . . . it takes 

a village to help people and 

plovers share the beach.
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Piping Plovers

Wells Beach had record-breaking numbers of nesting Piping Plovers this year. 
A total of fourteen pairs nested and fledged a whopping 40 chicks! This is the 
most chicks ever fledged off a single beach in Maine since we began monitoring 
in 1981. So, why was Wells so successful? 
     Much of Wells’ success can be attributed to its incredible volunteer force. 
Suzanne Craig leads the charge with roughly 50 other volunteers. When the 
Coastal Bird Crew’s biologists are on the beach they run into at least five 
volunteers every visit. Wells volunteers are ambassadors for the plovers, looking 
out for the birds and educating beachgoers about the birds and how to minimize 
disturbing them.  
     Landowners at Wells are another asset to keeping them safe. They allow 
stake and twine fencing to be erected in front of their beachfront homes and 
businesses to protect nesting areas, and also keep their eyes and ears open for 
what’s happening at the nests (birds laying eggs, incubating, or chicks hatched) 
and report any problems. In addition, the Town of Wells ceased all raking 
activity on the beach until the plover breeding season was over to minimize 
disturbance and provide good feeding grounds for the chicks. All of these things, 
paired with a little bit of luck, resulted in Wells Beach being home to fourteen 
plover families!

Hairy Foot Mission
In mid-August, after most Piping Plover chicks 
had flown off the beaches, our team received a call 
from Missy Mans,  Old Orchard Beach volunteer 
coordinator, about a fledgling with something wrapped 
around its ankle and foot. The tangle was wound so 
tightly that the foot and ankle were swollen, causing 
the bird to limp. Luckily, our biologists were able to get 
on site quickly to help capture the still-flightless bird 
and remove a snarl of human hair wrapped around 
the foot. It was a delicate process, but the team was 
able to remove the knot. The bird was checked for 
additional injuries before being released near its brood. 
Since the rescue, the fledgling has been seen running 
and flapping around the beach; a successful catch, 
untangle, and release!

Wells the Plover Wonderland
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An Intern’s  
Perspective

I’m Not  
in Kansas  
Anymore 

By Gabby Ochoa

When I accepted this position, I had been to 

the East Coast twice in my life and had never 

been to Maine. I applied with little idea of what 

the work would entail, or even what Maine 

looked like. All I knew was that I loved birds 

and wanted to work toward their conservation. 

Having been born and raised in Kansas, and 

completed my undergraduate degree in Iowa, 

I had a level of familiarity with midwestern 

species of shorebirds. None of that prepared 

me for how infinitely different beach shorebird 

conservation could be.   

     I started in June—a month after the other 

amazing intern, Silas Weden, and well after 

the team began in April—and was immediately 

thrown into the chaos of nest-searching, 

exclosing nests, and chick-checking. All of 

that was just the start; there is a certain kind 

of fever-pitch that the Coastal Birds Crew hits 

right around the Fourth of July. Beaches have 

nests, chicks, and fledglings—and then there 

are crowds and fireworks mixed in. At the end 

of the season, it has been rewarding to watch 

many chicks fledge successfully.  

     The Coastal Birds Crew completes a mix of 

the nitty-gritty, physical conservation work and 

the educational outreach that makes the effort 

successful. I was pleasantly surprised to see 

the passion beach communities possess for the 

birds with which they cohabit. Each outreach 

table or beach conversation was met with 

interest and excitement at the birds’ success. 

The positive public response, coupled with the 

adorable birds, has made this internship an 

incredible introduction to the world of avian 

conservation. 
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The Downside  
to Drones
Drones and model planes may be fun, but they are 
often perceived as predators by wildlife. When drones 
are flown near nesting sites, Piping Plovers fly off 
their nests and away from their broods to chase 
them, which leaves their eggs and chicks vulnerable 
to actual threats. You can help protect Piping Plovers 
by flying drones or model planes at sites other than 
the beach during these summer months. Our beaches 
provide necessary space not only for Piping Plovers 
but also for a multitude of other shorebird species. 
When alarmed, these birds cannot forage for the 
food they need to fuel their long migrations. So next 
summer, help make the beach a relaxing place for all 
by keeping the drones off the beach.
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Maine’s Least Terns 
Have Challenging Year
Maine Audubon, Rachel Carson National Wildlife 
Refuge, and the National Audubon Society continue 
to monitor and manage sites across Southern Maine 
for endangered Least Terns. This year, six sites 
hosted nesting colonies:  Laudholm Beach, a beach 
in Kennebunk, Goose Rocks Beach, Stratton Island, 
Higgins Beach, and Seawall Beach. The early June nest 
census count resulted in 277 nests, the third highest 
count since monitoring began in 1977. Despite having 
a high number of nesting pairs, only an estimated 40 
fledglings were produced this season. The estimated 
state productivity is 0.14 fledglings per pair, which is 
the second lowest productivity rate recorded.  
     The Least Tern colonies managed by Rachel Carson 
National Wildlife Refuge on Laudholm Beach and 
in Kennebunk experienced a mix of successes and 
failures. The colony that has historically been the 
largest in the state once again held that title with 
102 nesting pairs. Unfortunately, this colony did not 
produce any fledglings, resulting in a productivity rate 
of zero fledglings per pair. The beach was more narrow 
than usual and faced numerous challenges. These 
included partial colony abandonment, monthly week-
long 11 foot high tide events that washed over almost 
the entirety of the nesting habitat, and visits from Red 
Foxes and a Great-horned Owl.  
     Laudholm Beach was a bright spot this season; 
23 nesting pairs produced at least 18 fledglings for 
an estimated productivity rate of 0.78 fledglings per 
pair. This was the highest number of pairs to nest 
on Laudholm and the second highest number of 
fledglings to be produced since monitoring began on 
this beach.  
     Goose Rocks Beach did not have any nesting pairs 
during the June census, but a small group of five pairs 
were observed nesting there a few weeks later. One 
chick was able to fledge in spite of Skunk, Raccoon, 
and Red Fox activity. Foxes were also a problem at 
Seawall Beach, which forced the colony to move 
around to different areas of the beach multiple times. 

During the census, 10 nesting pairs were counted that 
fledged at least two chicks for an estimated productivity 
of 0.20 fledglings per pair. Fox and beachwalkers 
provided challenges for the colony at Higgins Beach. 
Higgins hosted 51 nesting pairs in early June and 
fledged at least 5 chicks for an estimated productivity 
rate of 0.10 fledglings per pair. 
     Stratton Island, managed by the National Audubon 
Society, has started to make a comeback from the past 
two years of zero productivity. There were 91 nesting 
pairs recorded in June. At least 14 fledglings resulted 
in an estimated productivity of 0.15 fledglings per pair. 
The Least Terns on the island once again faced their 
biggest struggle with Black-crowned Night Heron 
predation along with weather events causing loss. 
     Despite having a tough year, we are hopeful for 
Least Terns over the long term as the number of 
nesting pairs continues to gradually increase over time.  
Also, as relatively long-lived birds, they have many 
more chances for a successful nesting season in future 
years. Continued cooperation and partnerships with 
biologists and land managers is the key to helping our 
state’s Least Tern population.

Least Terns

Photo: Gabby Ochoa
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Comic created by  

intern Silas Weden 

Field Notes from Phippsburg

Co-parenting 
Across Species? 
A pair of Least Terns at Seawall Beach 
in Phippsburg was brooding two new 
chicks, feeding them fish and sitting 
on top of them to protect them from 
the heat. Our crew watched closely 
as a male plover standing near the 
brooding tern began exhibiting his 
own brooding behavior. When the 
tern uncovered its brood, the male 
plover ran over and settled down 
on top of one of the chicks until the 
tern parents chased him away. The 
plover ‘dad’ responded to the terns 
by doing a broken wing display, 
trying to lure the adult terns away 
from their own chicks as if the 
tern parents were predators. We 
watched this interaction for about 
twenty minutes, and the same 
behavior was observed two days 
later when our crew next visited. 
We suspect that this plover dad 
lost his own chicks but still felt 
those parental instincts once he 
saw the downy tern chicks. It’s 
always fun to watch two of our 
endangered species interact, 
but this unwanted neighborly 
gesture was definitely the 
highlight of the season!
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Give sick animals plenty of space.  

They are already stressed enough  

without human interference. 

Call animal control or your local municipality 

to inform them of the distressed animal. 

They are better equipped to remove sick 

animals from public areas

DO’S

The  
Silver  
Lining

 Evolution only 

allows the strong 

to survive and 

reproduce. 

The genetic 

makeup of the 

resilient birds who 

lived this summer 

will be passed to 

their offspring, 

making them more 

likely to withstand 

viral threats in  

the future.

DON’TS
Move, touch, or pick up sick/dead wildlife in any 

capacity. Handling sick or deceased wildlife is a 

human health risk!

Allow pets to approach sick or dead animals. 
Bird flu is zoonotic and can spread to your furry 

family members. 

Photo: Sherrie Tucker
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hindering efforts to track disease spread. Without the 
ability to verify every viral case and other potential 
factors like algal blooms, there has been no way to 
confirm how many bird deaths have been attributed 
to HPAI this summer in Maine. Luckily, no Piping 
Plovers or Least Terns were harmed by Avian Flu in 
2022 as far as we know. 
     Although there are currently no human cases of 
HPAI in the United States, it is still essential for the 
public to recognize that this is a zoonotic disease, 
meaning it can spread to other animals, including 
mammals like us and our pets. And although the 
worst of the outbreak has subsided, Avian Flu is still 
around. So what can we do? And what should we 
avoid?

Avian Flu Came 
Visiting this Summer
Highly-pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI), or bird 
flu, infects the respiratory and gastrointestinal tracts 
of birds. This virus spreads rapidly, especially among 
communal species and colonial nesters, and results in 
high mortality rates among wild and domestic flocks. 
This summer brought a nasty wave of HPAI to Maine’s 
sandy shores and rocky islands. The Coastal Birds Crew 

grappled with several 
emotionally taxing weeks 
as large numbers of Black-
backed Gulls, Common 
Eiders, and other avian 
species were found dead 
or dying on the beaches. 
Public concern peaked, 
and worried beachgoers 
were calling Maine 
Audubon, animal control 
agencies, and avian rehab 
groups regarding sick 
birds across the state. Due 
to the influx of deceased 
birds, laboratories had 
a difficult time keeping 
up with testing, thus 
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Ogunquit

Wells

Kennebunk

Totals    140        196  252

Kennebunkpt.

Biddeford

Saco

Old  
Orchard  
Beach

Scarborough

Cape Eliz.

Phippsburg

Georgetown

Moody 2 2 5      

Wells 14 16         40    

Drakes Island 2 3 0    

Laudholm Farm 4 8 6    

Ogunquit 19 21 35    

All Beaches 9 11 9    

Marshall Point          0 0 0    

Goose Rocks 12 29 24    

Ferry 2 2 5    

Goosefare Brook 1 1 2

    

Fortunes Rocks 7 10 15    

Hills                                2 2 4    

Ocean Park                 0 0 0     

Old Orchard 9 10 8    

Pine Point 1 1 2    

Western/Ferry 8 11 17      

Scarborough SP 7 9 6    

Higgins  5 7 6      

Ram Island 2 3 3      

Crescent SP 2 2 5      

Reid SP - Mile 2 2 0    

Reid SP - Half Mile       2  2 7 

Seawall 15 27 34    

Popham SP 13 17 19       

Hunnewell 0 0 0  

Piping Plover  

Nesting
Data 2022

How Can We Help 
Our Long-Distance 
Travelers?
Twice a year, shorebirds take on impressive 
long distance migrations lasting thousands 
of miles from South America to the Arctic 
and back again. Maine hosts many important 
migratory stopover sites on its beaches, 
mudflats, salt marshes, and tidal rivers. 
Shorebirds rely on these sites to rest and feed 
in order to build up fat reserves and energy for 
long non-stop treks over the Atlantic Ocean. 
Globally, most shorebird species are facing 
population declines due to habitat loss and 
disturbance. Here in Maine we can help these 
amazing birds survive migration by doing a 
few simple things:

• Avoid walking through flocks of resting 
and feeding shorebirds. Try to walk around 
these flocks so they do not fly off.

• If permitted, walk your dog on a leash and 
away from flocks of feeding and resting 
shorebirds. Even well-behaved dogs 
frighten shorebirds.

• Give them space. When viewing or 
photographing shorebirds, be sure to do 
so from a distance that does not interrupt 
their normal behaviors. If they begin to run 
or fly away from you, you’re too close!

SP = State Park
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The Coastal 
Birds Project

The Coastal Birds newsletter is published 
annually by Maine Audubon in partnership 
with the Maine Department of Inland 
Fisheries & Wildlife and Rachel Carson 
National Wildlife Refuge.

Maine Audubon has worked for more than 
40 years to restore Maine’s Piping Plover 
and Least Tern populations with help from 
our partners, Maine Department of Inland 
Fisheries and Wildlife (MDIFW) and the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS); 
populations have increased substantially in 
that time. The project is funded by MDIFW, 
USFWS, with additional funding from the 
Phineas W. Sprague Memorial Foundation.
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