 Beach Birding 
by

Eyes Right

Topsail Island, NC  -  I arrived two minutes early.  The sign near the entrance to the beach had advertised a free bird watching tour provided each Thursday morning at 8 by a naturalist.  There were several cars in the small parking lot, but no one was holding a sign saying, “Get your free bird watching tour here.”
However, I soon spotted a young woman with a tripod and another with a very expensive-looking camera.  When I asked the tripod person if she, or either of her two companions (also young women apparently in their 20’s), knew if the naturalist had arrived yet, she laughed and responded, “We are the naturalists, and you are, so far, our only customer.”

Introducing ourselves, I learned that they were Alex, Emily, and Lisa and were all employed by the North Carolina Department of Natural Resources – none full-time, but for terms ranging from 3 to 9 months.  In addition to the weekly bird watching tours, they were also tasked to do bird counts.  In this particular region of North Carolina, the bird to be counted is the piping plover, a small, sandy shore bird on the endangered list.  
The beach we were walking was the western shore of the south end of Topsail Island.  Here the sand deposited by the Atlantic is actually increasing the length of the island on an annual basis.  Nearly one quarter of a mile has been added recently to this end of this barrier island.  Apparently, the northern end is being simultaneously eroded.  Nothing is permanent on a barrier island.
Shore birds were in abundance as we hiked toward the tip of the island.  We saw numerous sanderlings, ring billed gulls, greater yellow legs, semi-palmated plovers, black terns, sandwich terns, laughing gulls, and common terns.  Of course, the ubiquitous brown pelicans were frequent overhead guests as they glided majestically above, sometimes in pairs, other times in classic “V” formations.

Emily soon spotted our target, a single piping plover.  It had orange legs and a matching orange bill with a black tip.  My naturalist friends immediately used binoculars and a tripod-mounted lens to attempt to determine if the plover was banded.  It seems that many young plovers are banded by naturalists throughout the Great Lakes and along the Atlantic shore as a means of tracking the population.  This particular plover had not been banded, so the ladies made detailed notes of the sighting.  

Since I was the lone “customer,” I had frequent opportunity to use their super lens to view the birds we encountered.  The piping plover was particularly interesting in its manner of searching for food.  Since its bill is not particularly long, it tricks its prey (small crustaceans in the sand) by lightly tapping its foot on the sand to make the animal move.  Then the plover strikes quickly.

One of the reasons why the piping plover has become endangered is that it nests in the open sand, and, as development along the shoreline has increased exponentially, there is less and less habitat for it to safely nest.  In addition to the numerous threats to the newly hatched chicks from natural predators, dogs and feral cats roaming the beaches have decimated the population.  To improve the chances for successful breeding and nesting, several states have naturalists such as Emily, Alex, and Lisa post signs on beaches imploring users to stay off certain areas to improve the odds for piping plover survival.
During the remainder of our two hour walk, the ladies pointed out several other piping plovers, most of which were banded.   I was able to see these small, but magnificent, birds in their natural habitat with incredible clarity.  Previously, I had not given much thought to endangered species, but this beach experience certainly awakened my concerns.
On our return hike to the parking lot, we saw a group of perhaps 20 glossy ibis in flight.  They had exquisitely curved bills and seemed to personify elegance as they gracefully headed south.  It was a fitting end to a magnificent morning with the birds on the beach.  

I thought you might like to know.
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