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Gail Bisson

Spotted Sandpiper
Chevalier grivelé
Actitis macularius

Familiar to many for its teetering gait and the way it flies low over water with shallow, 
rapid wingbeats, the Spotted Sandpiper is a cheerful companion to canoeists and other 
visitors to our lakeshores, rivers, and coastlines. This generalist species has a broad breeding 
range extending throughout North America, from coast to coast south of the tree line. The 
Maritimes are near the eastern edge of its range.

Although mostly known as a bird of rivers and open, rocky shorelines, the Spotted 
Sandpiper is strongly associated with all aquatic habitats and can be found breeding in 
proximity to most types of water bodies. As such, it is widespread throughout the Maritimes. 
The probability of observing the Spotted Sandpiper is highest in Cape Breton, particularly 
along the coast and the rocky shores of Bras d’Or Lake and its tributaries, as well as on the 
Miramichi and Saint John rivers, and in Western NS.

While the Spotted Sandpiper’s broad distribution pattern changed little between atlases, 
the species was absent from many squares where it was previously detected, particularly 
in NB. However, it was newly detected in others, such as in the NS Uplands and Bras d’Or 
Lowlands. The probability of observing the Spotted Sandpiper declined substantially across 
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much of the region, especially in central NB and on PEI. Atlas results are supported 
by the BBS and the ACSS, which suggest a large population decrease in Canada 
since the 1970s. Reasons for this decline remain unknown.

 — Julie Paquet
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Spotted Sandpiper

Christopher Clunas
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Gail Bisson

Solitary Sandpiper
Chevalier solitaire
Tringa solitaria

Usually observed during fall migration wading through freshwater ponds, streams, and 
marshes, the Solitary Sandpiper is a rare treat for Maritime birdwatchers. Those familiar 
with this species know that it wears its name well, as it is seldom seen near other shorebirds. 
The main range of the Solitary Sandpiper is the Boreal Forest and Taiga north and west of 
the Maritimes, and only a few of these tree-nesting shorebirds breed in our more temper-
ate climes.

In the Maritimes, the Solitary Sandpiper is associated with wet coniferous forests often 
dominated by regenerating black spruce and with wetlands or bogs. Breeding is uncommon 
throughout the Maritimes; most atlas records are from NB’s northern Eastern Lowlands, a 
region rich in wetlands, peatlands, and black spruce. Several additional, individual records 
are scattered throughout NB, but only one record exists for NS, although historically the 
species has bred sparingly in the Cape Breton Highlands, in the NS Uplands, and along the 
Fundy Shore.

The species’ overall distribution changed little, but it was detected in substantially more 
squares, particularly on the Acadian Peninsula, and most of the specific squares where it was 
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recorded changed. Because this sandpiper was confirmed as breeding for the first 
time in the region during the first atlas period, apparent increases may represent 
better atlas coverage as well as a new awareness among birders of the species’ 
potential presence. Forest harvesting may be creating additional wet, open for-
est habitat, potentially suitable for breeding. Some records from NB, especially 
from the Acadian Peninsula, indicate that the species was observed in such newly 
created habitat, specifically in clear-cuts or gravel pits with standing water. The 
BBS and ACSS suggest that the Solitary Sandpiper’s population has been relatively 
stable in Canada since the 1970s, but this species is difficult to monitor and results 
of trend analyses are not very reliable.

 — Julie Paquet

Solitary Sandpiper

Becky Stewart
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Gail Bisson

Greater Yellowlegs
Grand Chevalier
Tringa melanoleuca

In fall, the Greater Yellowlegs is one of the most commonly observed shorebirds in 
the Maritime provinces. One can hardly go birding in coastal or freshwater wetlands 
without spotting this tall sandpiper as it wades through the shallows, hunting for 
small fish and invertebrates. As a breeder, however, the species is uncommon in 
our region. While it is present in small numbers here, the Maritimes are actually 
beyond the southern limit of its core breeding range, which stretches across the 
Boreal Forest and Hudson Plains to the northern Marine West Coast Forest.

In the Maritimes, much as in northern parts of its range, the Greater Yellowlegs 
usually breeds in muskeg bogs and scrub spruce barrens, generally near water. 
Such habitat, and thus the species, is most common in the cool, boreal-like conifer-
ous forests of the Cape Breton Taiga and Highlands, Eastern NS, and the Atlantic 
Coast. The species is most readily detected in the Cape Breton Taiga, where bar-
rens and bogs abound.

The Greater Yellowlegs’ known distribution has expanded in the Maritimes 
since the first atlas, with the species detected in substantially more squares, 
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particularly in the Cape Breton Highlands, in the Bras d’Or Lowlands, in Eastern 
NS, and along the Atlantic Coast. The species is also newly present in NB, with 
two possible breeding records: one in an extensive coniferous bog in the Eastern 
Lowlands, the other at CFB Gagetown. However, ACSS data indicate that North 
America’s Greater Yellowlegs population has declined slightly since the 1970s, 
suggesting that the increased numbers observed in our region may be a result of 
better atlas coverage.

 — Julie Paquet
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Greater Yellowlegs

Becky Stewart
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Gail Bisson

Willet
Chevalier semipalmé
Tringa semipalmata

Often inconspicuous among the coastal marsh grasses where it prefers to nest, 
the drab Willet is more readily noticed once disturbed, when it protests loudly 
with its characteristic “pill-will-willet” call while flying at intruders and flashing its 
remarkable contrasting wing pattern. The Maritime provinces are at the northern 
end of the eastern subspecies’ breeding range, which forms a long, narrow band 
along the Atlantic coast from Canada to the West Indies. A second subspecies 
breeds in the west.

In the Maritimes, the Willet breeds almost exclusively in coastal marshes and 
on barrier islands and beaches, although it can also occasionally be found upland 
in wet meadows. It is most abundant along NS’s cool, foggy Atlantic Coast and in 
the extensive estuaries and saltmarshes of central PEI.

The number of squares in which the Willet was detected increased between 
atlas periods, in all provinces, with a notable expansion northward along NB’s east-
ern coast and on PEI (as predicted in the first atlas). However, with the exception 
of the areas where the species was newly detected, the probability of observation 
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appears to have slightly declined, more noticeably along parts of the Atlantic Coast 
and around the Annapolis Basin. 

In the late 19th century, hunting nearly extirpated the Willet from its east 
coast range. After market hunting of migratory birds was banned in the early 20th 
century, the species began to recover and to reclaim its former breeding range. 
However, ACSS data indicate that the eastern subspecies has recently declined, 
suggesting that the mixed results found here may signal the end of this species’ 
expansion.

 — Julie Paquet
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Dan Busby

Upland Sandpiper
Maubèche des champs
Bartramia longicauda

The sight of an Upland Sandpiper perched on a fence post, or the piercing sound 
of its wolf-whistle song across an open field, is a pleasure infrequently experienced 
by Maritime birders. The Upland Sandpiper breeds patchily from here west to its 
main range, the Boreal Hardwood Transition and northern half of the Great Plains.

The species’ rarity in the Maritimes makes it unsurprising that atlas data were 
insufficient for habitat analysis, but the Upland Sandpiper is a “shore” bird only 
by family association, breeding in open, often agricultural, grasslands. Thus, atlas 
records are largely restricted to the NB lowlands and central PEI, with small con-
centrations of records in the extreme southwest and southeast corners of NB. 
Occasional breeding has been documented previously in NS and on the Acadian 
Peninsula. Suspected breeding has been noted in large peatlands in NB’s Eastern 
Lowlands, a breeding habitat similar to that documented in Québec.

The species was detected in a similar number of squares for the first and second 
atlases, which is somewhat surprising given that it has experienced major, long-
term declines and is considered at risk in most of the eastern part of its range. One 
main factor thought to be causing these declines is the loss of large expanses of 
varied grassland. The Upland Sandpiper’s ability to persist here remains doubtful, 
given its small population and its dependence on anthropogenic habitats subject 
to short-term change.

 — Sean Blaney
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Least Sandpiper
Bécasseau minuscule
Calidris minutilla

Gail Bisson

The sparrow-sized Least Sandpiper can be commonly observed in mixed shorebird flocks 
during its fall migration as it forages in debris left behind by the receding tide. During the 
breeding season, however, this diminutive and approachable shorebird is rarely sighted in 
the Maritimes. It breeds here in small numbers, but its core breeding range spans the Taiga 
and southern Arctic well to our north.

While Least Sandpipers breeding in the north prefer inland wet meadows and subarctic 
tundra, Maritime birds breed coastally in wet heathlands, as well as some adjacent drier, 
sandy areas.

Though this sandpiper has always been a scarce breeder in the Maritimes, its distribution, 
at least as recorded by atlassing, has retracted from mainland NS, where it was previously 
recorded in four squares in the Cape Breton Taiga and along the Atlantic Coast. However, 
the species was again confirmed breeding around ponds in two squares in the consolidated, 
central portions of Sable Island.

ACSS data indicate that North America’s Least Sandpiper population has remained stable 
since the 1970s, suggesting that the reduced observations in our region are not due to 
declining populations. Like other shorebirds requiring coastal habitat for breeding, Least 
Sandpipers in the Maritimes may be most threatened by human disturbance, followed by 
nest predation and increased frequency and intensity of coastal storms.

 — Molly Simon and Julie Paquet
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Glen Fox

Wilson’s Snipe
Bécassine de Wilson
Gallinago delicata

The eerie sound of a Wilson’s Snipe winnowing in courtship flight is a harbinger 
of spring for many Maritime naturalists. A short-range migrant, this species is 
among the first to return to its breeding grounds, sometimes before the snow has 
melted. The Wilson’s Snipe is one of the most abundant and widespread shorebirds 
in North America, occurring from the tree line south to the Mixed Wood Plains in 
the east and the northern Great Plains in the west.

In the Maritimes, the Wilson’s Snipe is most strongly associated with freshwater 
wetlands such as shallow marshes and swamps, often near planted shrublands 
and cultivated grasslands. It is widespread throughout the Maritimes and is most 
abundant in the region’s lowlands, where wetlands and agricultural habitats 
are readily available. In contrast, it appears to be less prevalent in NB’s central 
Highlands, in southwestern NS, and along the Atlantic Coast.

Overall, the probability of observing the Wilson’s Snipe declined across much 
of the region, most noticeably on PEI. The BBS indicates declines in the Maritimes 
since the 1970s, despite increases elsewhere in Canada. The reasons for declines 
in the Atlantic part of the snipe’s range are unknown.

 — Julie Paquet
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Karen Chiasson

American Woodcock
Bécasse d’Amérique
Scolopax minor

A sure sign of spring, the nasal “peent” call and twittering dusk courtship flight 
of the American Woodcock heralds the return of breeding birds to our region. 
The Maritimes approach the northeastern limit of the woodcock’s breeding range, 
which spans eastern North America from the Maritimes and Newfoundland across 
the southern Boreal Forest to the eastern edge of the Great Plains, and south 
throughout the Eastern Temperate Forests.

This shy, forest-dwelling shorebird is often found in regenerating forests, 
moist shrublands, and abandoned farmlands, where it seeks out a combination of 
dense thickets and small patches of bare ground for courtship and nesting. In the 
Maritimes, the species is widely distributed, occurring in every region, but with 
larger gaps in the Valley Lowlands of NB, Cape Breton Highlands, and Western 
NS. Detection rates are highest in NB’s Northern Uplands and the NS Uplands.

While there was no change in the American Woodcock’s overall distribu-
tion pattern, it was newly observed in several squares, particularly in NB’s and 
NS’s uplands, and it disappeared from several others, noticeably in NB’s Valley 
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Lowlands. Apparent square-level changes in distribution may relate to local habi-
tat changes. The probability of observation remained relatively similar between 
atlas periods, although some increases and decreases occurred. In contrast, Singing 
Ground Survey data indicate that the woodcock has declined throughout its range. 
However, the species may be faring better in the Maritime provinces than else-
where, where declines are generally attributed to the loss of early successional 
habitat. Here, the forestry operations that may be negatively impacting some 
bird species could be benefiting American Woodcock by opening up forested 
landscapes that would otherwise be unsuitable.

 — Julie Paquet
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American Woodcock

Becky Stewart
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Mark Peck

Wilson’s Phalarope
Phalarope de Wilson
Phalaropus tricolor

The largest of the three phalaropes, the Wilson’s Phalarope demonstrates the 
reversal of traditional gender roles and the comical whirlpool foraging tech-
nique characteristic of its genus. This is the only phalarope known to breed in 
our region. In the west, its breeding range stretches from the Taiga down to the 
Great Basin; in the east, breeding is sparse and localized, around the Great Lakes 
and the Maritimes.

Across its range, the Wilson’s Phalarope nests in marshes or grassy uplands 
in close proximity to wetlands. The saltmarshes and impounded wetlands in the 
Maritimes offer suitable habitat, and they likely provide for the localized breeding 
so far from the species’ main stronghold in the western plains.

Since the first-ever confirmed breeding for the first atlas in 1986, the species 
has continued to be a rarely encountered breeder. Records were obtained in 
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only two squares for the second atlas, with no confirmed breeding in either. The 
number of squares reporting the Wilson’s Phalarope in the Lower Saint John River 
Valley decreased from five to one, and there were no records for the species from 
the NB-NS border region. However, the species was detected in two separate years 
(multiple individuals in one year) at the same location in NB’s Grand Lake Lowlands, 
with possible breeding in another square in the Eastern Lowlands.

BBS data indicate that the Wilson’s Phalarope population in Canada has 
changed little relative to 1970, suggesting that the reduced numbers observed in 
our region are not due to large-scale declines. In view of the species’ well-known 
low breeding site fidelity — an adaptation to its use of ephemeral wetlands in 
the core of its breeding range — local changes in abundance are likely due to past 
breeding sites becoming unsuitable and individuals moving to new locations. This 
species continues to be a rare member of the Maritime breeding bird community.

 — Molly Simon and Julie Paquet

Wilson’s Phalarope

Charles Gaudet
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John Chardine

Black-legged Kittiwake
Mouette tridactyle
Rissa tridactyla

If there is such a thing as a “seagull,” the kittiwake qualifies better than any other: it feeds 
exclusively at sea, not inland on refuse, like many other gulls. The Black-legged Kittiwake is 
relatively new to the Maritimes, having started to breed in Cape Breton in the early 1970s, 
and Maritime kittiwake colonies are the farthest south of any in the world. The species 
breeds along the northern Pacific and Atlantic coasts, and in the Arctic. In the east, its main 
breeding range is north of the Maritimes, and it is common on Newfoundland’s east coast 
and along the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Globally, its breeding range is circumpolar, around the 
entire low and high Arctic.

The Black-legged Kittiwake is an obligate colonial cliff nester on coasts and offshore 
islands. Here, it breeds in northern and southern NB, Cape Breton, and the Atlantic Coast. 
All the breeding locations in the Maritimes are on low or medium-high cliffs facing marine 
waters. These sites are adjacent to cool-water marine environments that are highly product-
ive and thus provide food for adults and their chicks.

The species has greatly expanded its range between atlases. It continues to breed in its 
original centre in eastern, coastal Cape Breton, but it now also breeds in the northwestern 
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part of the island and in three other far-flung locations: the Baie des Chaleurs, 
the NB side of the Outer Bay of Fundy, and Pearl Island off NS’s southern Atlantic 
Coast. Population estimates for this species vary dramatically depending on the 
region and time period. Reasons for the increase seen here are unknown.

 — John Chardine

Black-legged Kittiwake

Stephanie Avery-Gomm
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John Chardine

Laughing Gull
Mouette atricille
Leucophaeus atricilla

Historically, the Laughing Gull bred more regularly in our region, primarily along 
the Atlantic Coast of NS, but during the past century its breeding range retracted 
southward. Now it breeds locally from the southern Maritimes down the eastern 
seaboard of the US to northern South America.

The species breeds in the marine realm on sparsely vegetated, generally low-
lying saltmarsh or on offshore islands as well as isolated mainland sites. The only 
breeding location observed during the second atlas period was Machias Seal Island, 
where a single pair was confirmed breeding within the tern colony. No change in 
distribution took place between atlases. Although the species was a more wide-
spread breeder in the Maritimes in former times, it shows no signs of irrupting as 
it has done in some places farther south, such as Long Island. However, individual 
non-breeders are seen regularly along the Atlantic Coast of NS. With the decline 
of large gulls in the Maritimes and with a warming climate, the Laughing Gull 
may increase here in the future.

 — John Chardine
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Laughing Gull

John Chardine 
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John Chardine

Ring-billed Gull
Goéland à bec cerclé
Larus delawarensis

As a result of human persecution, by 1900 this medium-sized gull was restricted to 
the North American prairies, but the species rapidly expanded to regain its eastern 
range in the 20th century, first breeding in the Maritimes in 1965. The Ring-billed 
Gull has increased to pest levels around the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River, 
but not yet in the Maritimes. One of North America’s few endemic gulls, it breeds 
from the Maritimes north and west through the Boreal Forest, northern Great 
Plains, and northern Rockies.

The least coastal of all our gulls, but still occurring along the coast, the Ring-
billed Gull is found in a variety of aquatic habitats, including coastal marshes, 
mudflats, beaches, and dunes. Of course, it can also be found in human-occupied 
areas feeding in newly plowed fields or meadows after a heavy rain — or scav-
enging at fast-food restaurants. For nesting, however, this colonial bird prefers 
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level ground on predator-free islands. In the Maritimes, the Ring-billed Gull breeds 
in scattered locations along coasts, such as the shores of PEI and the Acadian 
Peninsula; near large inland water bodies, such as the Sisson Branch Reservoir in 
northern NB; and along major waterways, notably the Saint John River.

The distribution expanded between atlases, to northwestern NB, Cape Breton, 
and NS’s Atlantic Coast, and across PEI. Although the species’ Maritime distribution 
remains limited, this expansion marks a substantial change from the first atlas, 
when no breeding evidence was observed in NS. Monitoring programs in NB and 
PEI suggest the species continues to increase, albeit at a slower rate than during 
the 1970s and 1980s. Curiously, no colonies have yet been found in NS, although 
an abandoned nest containing eggs matching the colour and size of the species’ 
was found near Pictou, NS, in 2011.

 — John Chardine

Ring-billed Gull

Tony Diamond
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Richard Stern

Herring Gull
Goéland argenté
Larus argentatus

The Herring Gull is the most common, familiar, and adaptable gull in the Maritimes. 
Its population expanded here through the 20th century, partly in response to extra 
food provided by waste from the fishing industry and garbage dumps. Elsewhere, 
it is widely distributed across northern North America’s Boreal Forest, Taiga, and 
southern Arctic, as well as along the Atlantic coast south to North Carolina. Birds 
in Iceland and northern Europe may constitute a separate species.

The Herring Gull breeds in colonies, mainly on islands both offshore and in 
freshwater, but also on a wide range of sites that are similarly sheltered and free 
of ground predators. In the Maritimes it breeds on rocky shores, on beach dunes, 
in human-occupied areas (e.g., flat rooftops and jetties), and in coastal marshes. Its 
distribution includes all our marine coasts as well as some inland waters, especially 
in the Valley and Grand Lake lowlands, Western NS, and Cape Breton.

Overall, distribution changed little between the two atlases, but the probability 
of observation decreased throughout much of NS, particularly in the Atlantic Coast 
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ecoregion. Data from the BBS as well as from other monitoring programs in the 
Maritimes show declines in this species over the same time period. Reduction of 
fisheries waste is one suggested reason for these recent declines.

 — John Chardine
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Herring Gull

Rob Ronconi
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John Chardine

Great Black-backed Gull
Goéland marin
Larus marinus

This gull, our largest, is a powerful predator but has varied feeding habits. Though 
less of a scavenger than the Herring Gull, its population has similarly expanded 
throughout the 20th century, partly in response to waste made available by the 
fishing industry and garbage dumps. Globally, the species is restricted to the North 
Atlantic, breeding from the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River south to North 
Carolina, north to northern Labrador and Greenland, and east through Iceland 
and northern Europe.

Like the Herring Gull, the Great Black-backed Gull breeds in colonies on off-
shore and freshwater islands and in habitats free of ground predators, although it 
usually nests on flatter and higher ground than the Herring Gull. In the Maritimes, 
the Great Black-backed Gull is found near most of our coastlines and inland in 
association with freshwater.

The distribution of the species did not change appreciably, but the probability 
of observation declined, particularly in some areas along NS’s Atlantic Coast and 
inland Western NS. BBS data and data from other monitoring programs also show 
a decline in this species over the same period, likely caused, at least in part, to 
decreases in its food sources.

 — John Chardine
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Great Black-backed Gull

Rob Ronconi
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John Chardine

Black Tern
Guifette noire
Chlidonias niger

A semicolonial nester in freshwater wetlands, the Black Tern is a relatively recent arrival to 
the Maritimes, with the first breeding records from the 1930s in NB. The Maritime population 
is disjunct from the core breeding range in the Prairie Potholes. Outside of this core, popula-
tions are typically sparse and localized over much of the species’ range, which extends from 
the Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain north to the Hudson Plain and west to the Rockies.

In the Maritimes, the Black Tern nests almost exclusively in rich freshwater emergent 
marshes with stable water levels, such as impounded wetlands. It is found primarily in NB 
with one NS location, Amherst Point MBS, which contains several impoundments. The species’ 
preference for wetland complexes that provide adequate open water for foraging and stable 
water levels for its semifloating nests explains its concentration in the Grand Lake Lowlands.

The apparent shifts between atlases in the wetlands used for breeding are not sur-
prising, given the species’ low site fidelity and small Maritime population. Between atlas 
periods, Black Terns attempted breeding among marine Common Tern colonies, such as at 
Kouchibouguac NP and Machias Seal Island, but none of these attempts have succeeded 
to date.
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While BBS data show that the Black Tern population has decreased throughout 
its core range since the 1970s, in the Maritimes there was little overall change in the 
species’ occupancy between atlases. Although atlas data are too few to adequately 
capture population trends, the Maritime population is thought to be stable.

 — Laurel Bernard

Black Tern

Margaret Campbell
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Ted D’Eon

Roseate Tern
Sterne de Dougall
Sterna dougallii

This pale, elegant seabird, named for the rosy-pink cast that appears on its under-
parts in summer, has the longest swallow-like tail streamers of any tern. Patchily 
distributed in temperate and tropical regions worldwide, this colonial species’ North 
American distribution consists of only a short stretch of the Atlantic seaboard, 
from the Magdalen Islands to the Mid-Atlantic Coast ecoregion.

The Roseate Tern requires co-nesting Arctic and Common terns, and it prefers 
to breed on small, rocky coastal islands with herbaceous vegetation. Its distribu-
tion is thus generally linked to large, stable mixed tern colonies without nesting 
gulls. Within the colony, the Roseate Tern often hides its nest under dense grasses, 
boulders, or washed-up debris. In the Maritimes, it breeds almost exclusively off 
the coast of NS, although very small numbers have occasionally bred on Machias 
Seal Island, NB.
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The number of Roseate Tern colonies in Canada fluctuates annually between 4 
and 14, with three consistently used islands off NS (North Brother of the Brothers 
Islands, and Country and Sable islands). The Roseate Tern population in the 
Maritimes declined by half from 2002 to 2012. Adult predation by mink and owls 
on the breeding grounds was implicated in part of this decline, but low juvenile 
survival and/or recruitment to the breeding population may also have taken its 
toll. COSEWIC assessed the species as Threatened in 1986, and as Endangered, its 
current status, in 1999.

 — Julie McKnight

Roseate Tern

Gail Bisson
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