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2010 Florida Snowy Plover Survey
Third Annual Survey.
by Chris Burney, FWC Shorebird Partnership Coordinator

Introduction.
Thank you for your interest in participating in the 2010 Florida Snowy 
Plover Survey.  This survey began in 2008 with the International Snowy 
Plover Survey organized by USGS and USFWS and the protocol remains 
the same in most respects.  As with last year, we are not using a double 
observer method which should simpifly logistics, and we have extended 
the time frame to complete surveys to two-plus weeks (17 days).  
 Ideally, we would like to survey all sandy beaches on the Gulf 
Coast including areas no longer suitable due to coastal development 
(Knowing where birds are absent is also important).  If this is not pos-
sible in your area or county, please target specific beaches where Snowy 
Plovers (SNPL) are 1) known to occur, 2) historically occurred, or 3) po-
tentially occur because habitat appears suitable.  Each survey route only 
needs to be done once and we have provided extra time this year to give 
everyone additional flexibility when selecting days to survey.
 The SNPL survey overlaps with the April count window of the 
2010 Beach-Nesting Bird Calendar, allowing SNPL surveys to be complet-
ed in conjunction with surveys for other nesting shorebirds and seabirds.  

If you decide to do both together, please be sure to collect and enter data 
for each (i.e. you need to enter your SNPL and WIPL data in each).
 In addition to Snowy Plovers, we are also asking surveyors to 
record observations of Wilson’s Plovers this year.  The global population 
of Wilson’s Plovers is significantly smaller and we would like to try and 
determine how important Florida is to this overall number.  A separate 
data sheet has been included for this species.
 If you would like to participate in the survey, please contact 
the regional coordinator for either the Panhandle or the Peninsula, de-
pending on where you would like to help (contact information listed be-
low).  Please provide us with the following information: 1) your contact 
information- email and phone number, 2) dates you are available to help 
survey, 3) where you would like to survey (counties), and 4) let us know 
if you are a manager or biologist for a particular park or preserve. 

Florida Snowy Plover Working Group.
This survey is organized by the Florida Snowy Plover Working Group 
(SNPLWG)- an assembly of government agencies, nongovernment or-
ganizations, and concerned citizens aiming to improve Snowy Plover 
conservation in Florida through increased coordination statewide.  The 
SNPLWG was formed in November 2007, and a steering committee has 
been regularly conferencing to determine priorities for conservation and 
management of Snowy Plovers in Florida.  
 Our goal is to ensure that all important conservation needs for 
snowy plovers are being met, and we welcome input from everyone with 
an interest in snowy plovers.  If you would like to get involved or stay in 
touch with the group, contact us by email: shorebird@myfwc.com.

Questions?
Contact:  Chris Burney, FWC Shorebird Partnership Coordinator (email: chris.
burney@myfwc.com, phone: (863) 648-3200 ext.1134).

Survey Dates:
 Starts: Friday, April 16, 2010 
 Ends: Sunday, May 2, 2010

Regional Coordinators:
 Panhandle:  Patty Kelly
             Patricia_Kelly@fws.gov
            (850) 769-0552 ext.228

 Peninsula:  Chris Burney
            Chris.Burney@myfwc.com
   (863) 648-3200 ext.1134
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Species in Trouble. 
Snowy Plovers are designated threatened on Florida’s endangered 
species list, and are included on the 2007 Audubon Watch-list.    
Adult SNPL photo taken by Marina Scarr.
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Purpose.
The Florida Snowy Plover Survey is primarily designed to determine how 
the population of Snowy Plovers in Florida is changing over time (i.e. 
population is declining, stable, or increasing).  Since some individuals are 
missed during quick surveys like this, the survey does not provide an es-
timate of population size (i.e. total number of Snowy Plovers in Florida).  
Instead, each count gives us a relative number that can be compared to 
results from previous years, and in this way, eventually provide us with 
an understanding of long-term population trends.  However, important 
assumptions must be met to achieve this- namely, survey methods and 
effort need to be consistent between sites and between years.  
 Annual counts also provide us with important information on 
current distribution of Snowy Plovers in Florida.  Florida’s coastlines are 
continually changing because of coastal processes (e.g. ocean currents, 
wave action, wind), weather events (e.g. hurricanes), and human use 
(e.g. coastal development, recreational activities).  In response, Snowy 
Plovers move around a great deal in search of appropriate habitat.  Track-
ing these changes over time furthers our understanding of these move-
ments, knowledge that is critical to their conservation.
 For management needs, this survey expands coverage to areas 
that are not regularly monitored for Snowy Plovers, and allows us to alert 
local managers about where pairs/nests are located.  In so doing, local 
managers can take action and reduce the potential of nest disturbance 
by posting and/or limiting the types of recreational uses in the area. 

SURVEY PROTOCOL
The protocol for the Florida Snowy Plover Survey is very similar to the 
one used last year.  Only difference this year is that we are asking people 
to record observations of Wilson’s Plovers too (another plover of conser-
vation concern).  Please follow the protocol carefully and use the data 
sheets included.  

SURVEY PROTOCOL
Survey sites.1.   Potential and historical (previously occupied) sites have 
been identified from previous surveys or where suitable habitat is avail-
able.   Contact regional coordinators for a complete list of proposed sur-
vey sites.  Note: additional coverage is welcome, if you know of additional 
areas with suitable habitat for Snowy Plovers, please survey them. 

When to survey.2.   Anytime between April 16, 2010 and May 2, 2010.  

Conditions.3.   To maximize detection, surveys should be conducted 
when weather is calm and visibility is high.  Visibility is usually best 
in the early morning or evening hours.  Every effort should be made 
to start surveys within two hours of sunrise.  This will be particularly 
important at larger sites which take many hours to complete. Smaller 
sites can be covered in the evening hours (after 5 pm) if necessary, but 
only if there are enough daylight hours remaining to complete the sur-
vey.  Avoid surveying in rainy, foggy, or excessively windy conditions (15 
mph or greater). 

Counting Birds.  4. Record all adult Snowy Plovers (and Wilson’s Plovers) 
observed in the survey area.  Take care not to double-count birds by 
keeping track of their movements whenever possible. Surveyors should 
watch the ground carefully for nests and chicks. The pace of the survey 
needs to be slow enough to allow surveyors to watch the ground and 
make frequent short stops to look ahead for plovers, chicks, and nests. 

Data.5.   Please record your observatons on the field data sheets (pg.3-7).  
A Google Spreadsheet will be set up to allow data entry online (link to 
this site will be sent to you by email).  Please send original data sheets 
to the data manager (Patty Kelly, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 1601 Bal-
boa Avenue, Panama City, FL  32405).  Note: county and regional leaders 
may wish to collect the data sheets for their areas before sending them to 
the survey coordinator.

Non-bird Data.  6. At the beginning of the survey the recorder should fill 
out preliminary portions of the data sheet: date, survey location (please 
record lat. and long. using decimal degrees, WGS84), observer contact 
information, start time, etc.  Record the survey technique used (foot, 
ATV, or motorboat). If you used a combination of methods, describe 
this in the notes section, record the time spent using each method, and 
mark locations of survey techniques on the map (if multiple methods 
are used).

Location Data.7.   Approximate GPS location of all adult plovers ob-
served should be recorded (using decimal degrees, WGS84), in addition 
to any nests found.  Note: mention whether the area near the bird/nest is 
posted in the comments section.

Flying Birds.8.   If a bird is flying over you while you are surveying, do 
not record the bird unless it is flying towards the area you have just sur-
veyed. We want to minimize double-counting, so do not record a flying 
bird if there is any risk that you or another observer might count this 
bird a second time.

Distribution.
Records of Snowy Plover nests submitted to the 
FWC Beach-nesting Bird Database from 2005-
2008.  The Florida population is distributed in 
two separate geographical areas:  the Panhandle 
and the Peninsula.



Snowy Plover Survey- Data Sheet
Please report the following:

First name.Last name.

I. Observer 1

Email. Phone.
(                  )  

First name.Last name.

II. Observer 2 (OB2)

Email. Phone.
(                  )  

I. Start Point 
Latitude.Longitude.

Site description.

County. Start Time. AM
PM

II. End Point 
Latitude.Longitude.

Site description.

County. End Time. AM
PM

Site Name. Date. Pan

SW
A

B

C

(Names only).

III. Other Observers

IV. Total Number of Observers

D

E

I. Survey Type (check one) Foot                     ATV                Motorboat                     Other.

Map #.
Number of adults detected.

Latitude. Longitude. Notes (nest, chicks, bands*, etc.).
Male Female Unk. TOTAL

I. Snowy Plover Data
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* Please provide a reference number for each banded bird from the Color Bands data sheets.



Snowy Plover Survey- Data Sheet
Please report the following:

Site Name. Date. Pan

SW
A

E

Map #.
Number of adults detected.

Latitude. Longitude. Notes (nest, chicks, bands*, etc.).
Male Female Unk. TOTAL

I. Snowy Plover Data (continued)

I. Additional Notes 

F
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 Please make copies of  your data sheets and/or notebook pages, and send the original data sheets to Patty Kelly, our data manager for the survey, at the following 
address: Patty Kelly, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 1601 Balboa Avenue, Panama City, FL  32405.



Snowy Plover Color Bands- Data Sheet
Each observation provides a new time and location for a 
specific individual which is valuable data as researchers 
learn more about the movement, habitat requirements, 
and survival rates of Snowy Plovers in Florida.

Why reports are important?

LR

Additional notes (behavior, plumage, health, etc.)

I. Banded Combination No._____ 

R lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band

Notes.

L lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band

Notes.

R lower-leg (tarsus)- top band

Notes.

L lower-leg (tarsus)- top band

Notes.

L upper-leg (tibia)

Notes.

R upper-leg (tibia)

Notes.

Note: bands can fade, discolor, and fall off so please include detailed notes where determination of a band(s) is uncertain.

* U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service Band, this is a aluminum metal band.

P

P

P
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Pk Gy Y R B G W K O LG LB Fi
FISH*LT. BLUELT. GREENORANGEBLACKWHITEGREENBLUEREDYELLOWGREYPINK

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Record reference number for each banded bird in Survey data sheets. 1. 

Avoid disturbing the bird(s) by approaching slowly and keeping your distance.  Birds may be 2. 
nesting, so be especially careful since nests/chicks may be nearby.

Types of bands used include metal (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service band) and color bands- pos-3. 
sible colors shown below.  No bands are bi-colored (2 colors per band) or tri-colored (3 colors 
per band).  Sometimes two bands of the same color are placed over each other on the same 
leg, and this may look like one very tall band.  Remember that bands can discolor, and oc-
casionally fall off- so not every bird can be identified.  If you are unsure or fail to see all parts 
of the leg clearly, tell us in notes.

In the additional notes section, please include the following information when observed: 1)4. 
describe any injuries as carefully and completely as possible; 2) note any breeding activity 
observed (e.g. broken-wing display, copulation, nest, chicks).

In Florida, several research projects studying Snowy Plovers have banded adults and chicks- so the 
probably of coming across a banded bird are good, particularly in the Panhandle and near Sanibel.  
Follow the directions below:

 Please make copies of  your data sheets and/or notebook pages, and send the original data sheets to Patty Kelly, our data manager for the survey, at the following 
address: Patty Kelly, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 1601 Balboa Avenue, Panama City, FL  32405.



Snowy Plover Color Bands- Data Sheet
II. Banded Combination No._____ 

LR
Additional notes (behavior, plumage, health, etc.)

R lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band

Notes.

L lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band

Notes.

R lower-leg (tarsus)- top band

Notes.

L lower-leg (tarsus)- top band

Notes.

L upper-leg (tibia)

Notes.

R upper-leg (tibia)

Notes.

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Notes.

Notes.

Notes.

III. Banded Combination No._____ 

LR
Additional notes (behavior, plumage, health, etc.)

R lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band L lower-leg (tarsus)- bottom band

Notes.

R lower-leg (tarsus)- top band L lower-leg (tarsus)- top band

Notes.

L upper-leg (tibia)

Notes.

R upper-leg (tibia)
Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy

Y LBR B W LGK OG FiPk Gy
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Wilson’s Plover Survey- Data Sheet
Please report the following:

Site Name. Date. Pan

SW
A

G

Map #.
Number of adults detected.

Latitude. Longitude. Notes (nest, chicks, etc.).
Male Female Unk. TOTAL

I. Wilson’s Plover Data

I. Additional Notes 

H

7

 Please make copies of  your data sheets and/or notebook pages, and send the original data sheets to Patty Kelly, our data manager for the survey, at the following 
address: Patty Kelly, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 1601 Balboa Avenue, Panama City, FL  32405.



Snowy Plover Signs for posting and pre-posting nesting sites are available.  We have a limited supply so please request the minimum number you 
may need.  We have also printed American Oystercatcher signs that are very similar.  The signs are 81/2 x 11 inches and printed on corrugated plastic 
(small, light, and hopefully durable).  To order, contact Chris Burney, email: chris.burney@myfwc.com or call: (863)648-3200.

The Florida Shorebird Alliance (FSA) is very similar to the Florida Snowy Plover Working Group.  It is a growing network of government and non-government organiza-
tions working together to better protect and manage the wide diversity of shorebird and seabird species in Florida.  Visit our website and learn more about FSA at 
www.flshorebirdalliance.org

Signs Available.
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Snowy Plover Identificaton Tips- counting the right plover.

Sexual Dimorphism.
Differences between males 
and females can be sub-
tle. Females (left) are slight-
ly drabber than the male 
(right), this refers mainly to 
the bold markings on the 
head and neck.  Notice the 
female’s markings are a little 
paler and smaller.  Although 
highly variable, most females 
are paler than this example. 

© Breeding-plumage SNPL 
taken by Chris Burney

Orange Legs.
Piping Plovers (left) and 
Semipalmated Plovers (right) 
are easy to distinguish from 
Snowy Plovers since these 
two species both have orange 
legs.  Both photos show birds 
in wintering plumage, in 
breeding plumage they show 
black markings on the head 
and neck.  These two species 
do not breed in Florida, but 
can be present year-round.

© PIPL and SEPL photos taken 
by Jack Rogers

Big Birds.
Wilson’s Plovers (left) are a 
little larger overall and the 
huge bill helps separate this 
species from Snowy Plovers.  
Black-bellied Plovers (right) 
are enormous compared to 
a Snowy Plover. Both pho-
tos show birds in wintering 
plumage, in breeding plum-
age they show bolder black 
markings.  Wilson’s nest regu-
larly in Florida.  Black-bellied 
Plovers only winter in Florida, 
but can be here year-round.

© WIPL and BBPL photos tak-
en by Jack Rogers

Various species of plover can be observed along the Gulf Coast of Florida year-round.  Only two species nest in Florida, Snowy Plover and Wilson’s Plover, wheres as the 
other species of plover are migrants and/or winter residents.  While more scarce, migrants and winter residents (Black-bellied Plover, Piping Plover, and Semipalmated 
Plover) can still be found during the late-spring and summer months.  Other than Snowy Plover, the most likely plover that would be encountered during the annual 
Florida Snowy Plover count would be Wilson’s Plover.  Additional information is provided on separating this species from Snowy Plover including nest and chick identi-
fication.
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Snowy Plover Identificaton Tips- counting the right plover (continued).

Together.
It is not uncommon to find Wilson’s and Snowy Plo-
vers occupying the same stretch of coastline, howev-
er they generally use different sections of the beach.  
Side by side, the differences in coloration and bill size 
are marked.  These two individuals (Wilson’s on the  
left and Snowy on the right) are both in non-breed-
ing plumage.

© WIPL-SNPL photo taken by Jack Rogers

Bill size and shape.
Portraits of Snowy Plover (left) and Wilson’s Plover 
(right) illustrate the enormous difference in bill size 
and shape between the two species.  Wilson’s Plovers 
need the large stout bill to feed on bigger prey items 
such as fiddler crabs.

© SNPL and WIPL photos taken by Jack Rogers

Collar.
In breeding plumage, another helpful characteristic 
that will help you separate Snowy Plovers (left) from 
Wilson’s Plovers (right) is the dark collar around the 
neck.  Snowy’s have an incomplete collar, essentially 
two dark patches on either side of the neck, while Wil-
son’s Plovers have a complete band across their chest.  
Note that both species can have an incomplete collar 
in non-breeding plumage (see above).  

© SNPL photo taken by Alex Kropp and WIPL photo 
taken by Jack Rogers

Nests.
Nest placement is probably the best key in helping 
differentiate a Snowy Plover nest (left) from a Wil-
son’s Plover nest (right) if the adults are not around.  
In general, Wilson’s nest within dunes amid sparse 
dune vegetation, while Snowy’s nest in more open 
parts of the beach.

© SNPL and WIPL nest photos taken by Margo 
Zdravkovic

Chicks.
Hatchlings usually have attentive parents nearby 
which makes identifying the similar-looking chicks 
much easier.  Snowy Plover chicks (left) are slightly 
paler with a distinctive black line extending behind 
the eye.  Wilson’s Plover chicks (right) have mottling 
behind the eye but no discrete line.   

© SNPL and WIPL chick photos taken by Margo 
Zdravkovic
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