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An Alternate Method of Netting Shorebirds in

the Canadian Subarctic

Gary L. Otnes
Route 5, Box 130
Fergus Falls, Minnesota 56537

ABSTRACT

Mist netting and color flagging of shorcbirds was con-
ducted at Churchill, Manitoba, 29 May through 6 June
1990. A total of 157 Whitc-rumped Sandpipers (Calidris
Suscillis), 91 Semipalmatcd Sandpipers (Calidris pusilla)
and 26 Dunlin (Calidris alpina) were caught and marked.
The method used to capture shorebirds consisted of hold-
ing a mist net horizontally between two people, then
taking up a position between two discrete flocks of
shorebirds. As mcmbers of the two flocks interacted by
flying back and forth, they were netted by swiftly elevat-
ing the net to a vertical position.

INTRODUCTION

Attempts to nct shorebirds along Canada’s Hudson Bay
have met with varying success (pers. comm. Morrison,
Dickson, et al.). Problems encountered include an omni-
present wind that flaps the nets, rendering them highly
visible to shorebirds; lack of intensity of nighttime dark-
ness during the spring, so that nets remain visible; and the
potential for the intrusion of Polar Bears (Ursus maritimus)
onto the netting sitcs. All three situations restrict the
conventional method of spreading mist nets between fixed
vertical poles.

An exception occurs when the wind calms (an extremely
rare occurrence). Atsuch times, feeding shorebirds canbe
herded towards fixed nets and made to flush into them.
However, continued practice of this method aggravates
the birds and they frequently flee the site. Conscquently,
an alternatc method of netting had to be devised.

LOCATION

The netting area is located at Cape Churchill, Manitoba,
and consists of an unnamed bay of Hudson Bay. The bay
is estimated at some 600 m wide and 800 m long. The
shoreline of the bay was melted for a width of approxi-
mately 15 m. At low tide the water, which retreats under
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the pack ice, drains the shoreline exposing a mat of aquatic
vegctation, predominantly kelp. Shorebird flocks feed
vigorously along the cntire bared shoreline.

MATERIALS

Twodifferent sizes of 12 inch weave nylonmist nets were
utilized: a 1x14 m sand-colored net and a 2.5x14 m white
net. Jointed aluminum poles 3 m long and 2.5 ¢m in
diameter were used to support the nets. In tumn, electric
fence posts 1.5 m long and 8 mm in diameter were driven
intothe pack icctohold the polesina vertical position after
shorebird capture.

METHODS

Regardless of width, all nets used were 14 m long. With
this in mind, two clectric fenceposts were driven 14 m
apart into the pack ice offshore approximately 20 m from
the shoreline and aticndant feeding shorebirds.

Eithera 1 x 14mora 2.5 x 14 m mist net was then opened
between two aluminum poles and held taut by an individ-
ual holding each pole. Next, while holding the net parallcl
to the ground to reduce visibility, the net was positioned
perpendicularto the shoreline between two discrete shore-
bird flocks. As shorebirds flew between the two flocks,
the majorily paralleled the narrow melted shoreline. When
they were closing at the proper distance, the net was
quickly swcpt upwards, causing the birds to collide and
become cntangled before they could take evasive action.
The net was then maintained in a taut configuration and
placed over the clectric fence posts. Doing so freed the
individual’s hands for removal of the shorebirds from the
net.

DISCUSSION

The method of netting described (swoop-netting, asit was
coincd) would appear to work only in areas where the
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shorebirds’ feeding arca is narrow, limiled latcrally and
bordered by non-fceding habitat.  Otherwisc, it would
scem plausible that the shorebirds could disperse to distant
locations il bothcred sufficiently. This was our rcoccur-
ring concemn when Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus)
would quite roulinely stoop upon the [eeding shorebirds,
sending them swirling away. But apparent lack of alter-
nate feeding habitat always brought thecm back to (he
netting site.

The importance of swoop-netting between discrele flocks
ol shorebirds cannot be overstated. Trying 1o scparate a
single flock into two sub-groups worked poorly, for as
long as the birds could sec and hear [lockmatces, they were
content o continue [eeding and did not regularly fly
betwecen their sub-groups.

Netling between unrelated flocks (same or differing spe-
cies) was the most productive strategy. There was a fairly
continual temporary interchange of flock members back
and forth. '

When positioning a hand-held net between such ocks, it
was noted that holding the nct horizontally and walking
slowly into the sparscly populated “no-peeps land” be-
tween the two [locks rarcly [lushed them. If flushed, they
always rcturned.

As shorebirds were caught, the impact would cause the
birds and net Lo loop upwards and over the top of the nct,
restriking it a sccond time. At first glance, the birds
scemed hopelessly snarled in two ticrs of netting; how-
ever, we leamed that whenever this happened we had but
o smartly swing the ensnarced birds back again in the
dircction ofinitial impact and they would unwind and end
up caught in only onc ticr of webbing, affording casy
removal. Swinging the net was a coordinated clfort by the
two individuals holding opposing poles vertically. Of
paramount imporiance during the whole netting and swing-
ing proccdure was 10 keep the ncet taut at all times!

We found it best 1o tape the net loops directly onto the
poles, rather than relying on hooks or Ltying knots.

Aftersome practice, nctiers were routinely capturing from
5 to 15 shorebirds at a swoop.
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