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Summary  

 

Between January 18
th
 and February 3

rd
 2010 the third Spoon-billed Sandpiper survey in 

Myanmar and the fifth in the Bay of Bengal was conducted on behalf of BirdLife 

International with support of its Species Champion Programme. A total of 16 

ornithologists consisting of 8 international and 8 local ornithologists participated in that 

survey.  For the last two days the Martaban group was supported by two American 

scientists. The team was divided into three groups; two teams surveyed the Gulf of 

Martaban and one team operated on the islands off the Irrawaddy Delta. It was a 

continuation of the surveys of 2008 and 2009. This year the minimum number of Spoon-

billed Sandpiper recorded was 75: 3 in the southern part of the Gulf of Martaban at the 

Salween River mouth, one on the islands in the Irrawaddy Delta and at least 71 in the 

upper Bay of Martaban near Kyaihto, corresponding with sites of high counts in 2008 and 

2009. Together with 14 Spoon-billed Sandpiper previously observed in Nan Thar Island 

the total of birds is at least 89! The Bay of Martaban is likely hosting 150-200 birds and 

thus could host 50% of the global population. Two colour-marked birds have been found, 

one bird ringed as juvenile and one individually marked adult at least 9 years old, both 

from South Chukotka. It is not possible to conclude any trend information, as the upper 

estuary of the Bay of Martaban is very difficult to survey completely. However, all along 

the survey route we encountered evidence of significant hunting and trapping pressure 

that includes high numbers of Spoon-billed Sandpiper. Urgent action is required to 

safeguard the species and to collaborate with the local communities to establish 

alternative forms of income. 

 

Background history 

 

A remarkable destruction of wetlands and decline of shorebird population has been 

noticed on the Pacific Coast of the Eurasian Continent since the 5th Conference of Parties 

to the Ramsar Convention held in Kushiro Japan in 1995.  Since then, government 

organisations and non-governmental organisations have been working co-operatively 

through various tools and institutions like the East Asia-Australasia Flyway Partnership.  

It is not only a crisis for endangered species but also for their habitats with important 

implications for the livelihoods of human beings. 

 

In 2000, Russian Academy of Sciences started a survey of Spoon-billed Sandpiper in the 

breeding grounds in the eastern end of Siberia as a flagship species for conservation of 

wetlands.  This small bird has been continued to be loved by shorebird people with its 

enigmatic spoon-shaped bill and its limited habitat in the eastern coast of the Eurasian 

Continent. The surveys on the breeding ground revealed that in 2005 the population has 

decreased from about 6000 in 1970s to less than 1000.  The survey in recent years 

suggests a continued rapid decline of the population. By 2009 the total population is 

estimated at 120-250 pairs only. Surveys of the wintering grounds started in 2005 in India 

under the lead of the Spoon-billed Sandpiper Recovery Team (SBS RT) that was 

established in 2004 and also tasked with the International Species Action Plan on request 

of the Convention on Migratory Species. Regular surveys and monitoring were conducted 

in both breeding and wintering grounds.  At the end of 2006, people from flyway range 



countries of the species gathered in a workshop to finalize the draft.  The result of the 

workshop was that information is especially lacking in the non-breeding ground and that 

international co-operation is necessary to assist conservation activities in each habitat 

country.  The activity for the species is not only for the species but also for the shorebirds 

in general and for the wetlands that is important for the global biodiversity. 

 

The Spoon-billed Sandpiper surveys in 2008 and 2009 revealed the significance of 

coastal habitats for the wintering sites in the Union of Myanmar. The coast of Arakhan 

together with eastern Bangladesh and the Bay of Martaban are the most important sites in 

the country. Evidence of bird trapping near high counts alerted the SBS RT to conduct a 

more precise survey to estimate the scale of trapping and also the socio-economic 

background for the species. Parallel to the expedition a socio-economic survey took place 

in January and February 2010 in the Bay of Martaban. 

 

The international survey team that conducted the survey in Myanmar in January 2010 

was part of the SBS RT with members of ArcCona Consulting, Cambridge and the BTO, 

UK, from Birds Russia, and participants from  Germany, Canada and US, teamed with 

and well looked after in Myanmar by local BirdLife partner Biodiversity and Nature 

Conservation Association (BANCA).  

 

All three survey teams operated the first part of the expedition in previously unknown 

territories. This created some logistical challenges that were only partly overcome. The 

local administration near Moulmein, but also in the Irrawadddy delta was not favourable 

to camping in the field which created huge problems. In addition the boats supplied were 

mostly unsuitable to reach the chosen destinations. In some cases smaller boats could be 

hired and used to access potentially suitable habitats. But often tide, boat condition, 

boatmen and wind conditions had all to be all favourable for access some areas. Many 

suitable habitats, especially on Bilugyun had to be omitted. The second part that was also 

familiar from previous expedition was easier to navigate and the smaller boats in use 

proved to be ideal for our survey purposes. 

 

Results 

 

In total at least 75 Spoon-billed Sandpiper were observed at three different sites (see 

map).  

 



 
Figure 1 Preliminary results of Spoon-billed Sandpiper sightings in the Bay of Martaban and Irrawaddy Delta 
between 2008-2010 Map Gillian Bunting, ArcCona 

 

1) For the first time a Spoon-billed Sandpiper was recorded in the outer islands of 

the Irrawaddy Delta. The area is difficult to survey and could host a few more 

Spoon-billed Sandpiper. We believe that it is unlikely that the Irrawaddy Delta 

now holds many Spoon-billed Sandpipers although it is possible that it was an 

important site before Cyclone Nargis in 2008 when there were many more waders 

according to local hunters. Among more than 600 Great Knot was one colour-

marked individual from the Shanghai region.   

2) At least three, and potentially more, Spoon-billed Sandpiper were recorded in the 

southern part of the Bay of Martaban in Ahlat at the mouth of the Salween River 

(see map). One bird was found ringed with a light green flag from South 

Chukotka. One bird was trapped by a local bird hunter and later released after 

been treated and colour-marked with red flag. This hunter said that he had last 

caught a Spoon-billed Sandpiper the previous August. According to several local 

hunters the species has been regularly trapped further south and around the 

southern island Bilugyun, where plenty of suitable habitat exist, of which 

however, only a few selected areas had been visited. 



 
Figure 2 Spoon-billed Sandpiper released by local youth after captured by bird trappers the night before 
Photo Rob Robinson/BTO 

3) The majority (71) of at least 75 birds recorded in our surveys have been observed 

simultaneously by six different teams in the northern end of the Bay of Martaban. 

This area was already known to host high numbers from the 2008 and 2009 

surveys. In 2010 we managed to cover a larger area and survey at least a large 

proportion of the huge flocks that congregate at the top of the estuary. The figure 

is based on the minimum of simultaneously counted birds in the flocks present on 

the falling tide before they dispersed to feed. There were many more sightings of 

Spoon-billed Sandpipers amongst the feeding flocks. A substantial number of 

these flocks were scanned for the proportions of each species and will be analysed 

to make an assessment of the likely number of Spoon-billed Sandpipers among 

the 35,000 small waders that were present on the falling tide. Until these analyses 

are complete we feel that an estimate of 150-200 Spoon-billed Sandpipers in the 

upper estuary is realistic. This equals almost half of the estimated global 

population. 

4) Among the 71 birds was one individually marked bird, also from South Chukotka, 

ringed in the moraine hills near Meinopylgino on 3
rd
 July 2003 as an adult 

suspected female on the nest, which is at least nine years old. The bird has not 

been seen on the breeding grounds as the ringing site is quite remote and not 

accessible on routine monitoring schemes. The bird has been tested with stable 

isotopes and its wintering site can be used for calibration of isotopic values. The 

Carbon and Nitrogen values fall in the middle of the densest cluster of results 

from the feathers of 29 birds that were sampled on the breeding grounds.  Two 



Red-necked Stints with coloured flags have been found as well, again from 

Shanghai and Australia, 

5) An additional number of rare and unusual birds included six Nordmannôs 
Greenshank Tringa guttifer on the islands in the Irrawaddy Delta and one in the 

Upper Bay near Kyaihto. Other birds included the extreme southern record of a 

Bar-headed Goose Anser indicus in an estuary in the southern Bay of Martaban. 

6) A survey on Nan Thar island (Arakhan) prior to the expedition revealed another 

11-14 Spoon-billed Sandpiper, confirming the 14 birds recorded on a previous 

visit in December 2009, so that the minimum total in the country stands at 89 

individuals. 

 
Figure 3 Spoon-billed Sandpiper feeding habitat in the Upper Estuary of the Bay of Martaban, Myanmar 31st 
January Photo Christoph Zöckler 

 

The 2010 survey of the Bay of Martaban not only highlights the importance of this 

dynamic intertidal system for birds, fish and local peopleôs livelihoods, but also in our 

view means that Myanmar hosts the majority of wintering birds of this critically 

endangered shorebird. The colour-marked birds indicate a link between South Chukotka 

and the Bay of Martaban, supported by a colour-marked bird observed in neighboring 

Thailand in November 2005. Light blue flags have only been observed at stop-over sites 

and in Nan Thar in 2008. Although it is a very small sample it suggests that birds from 

the Northern population might have different flyways, supported by the only ring 

observation in neighboring Bangladesh, which originated from North Chukotka. 

Segregation of wintering areas in relation to  the  breeding range has been observed 


