Common Name: WILSON'S PLOVER
Scientific Name: Charadrius wilsonia Ord
Other Commonly Used Names: Thick-billed plover
Previously Used Names: Ochthodromus wilsonius
Family: Charadriidae
Rarity Ranks: G5/S2
State Legal Status: Threatened
Federal Legal Status: Not Listed
Federal Wetland Status: N/A
Description: The Wilson's plover is about 20 cm (8 in) in length. Its crown, cheek, back, and
upper wings are brown. The white on the forehead tapers into a line that extends over the top of
the eye. The throat, breast, abdomen, and underside of the wings are white, with a white collar
extending to the back of the neck. During the breeding season, the male has a broad black collarlike band on the lower throat; this band is brown on the female and the non-breeding adult male.
The breeding male also has a black patch on the top of the forehead. The bill of both sexes is

black and is large for a medium-sized plover. Legs are pinkish to fleshy-gray in color. Juveniles
look very similar to adult females.
Similar Species: The semipalmated plover (Charadrius semipalmatus) is similar in appearance
but is slightly smaller with yellowish legs and a much smaller bill that often has some yellow
color near the base. The snowy plover (C. alexandrinus) and the piping plover (C. melodus) are
also similar in appearance but both have light sand colored backs, upper wings, and heads and
much smaller bills. The snowy plover has gray legs while the piping plover has yellowish or
yellow-orange legs. The killdeer (Charadrius vociferus) also looks similar to the Wilson's plover
but is a much larger bird (26-27 cm) with two wide black bands on its neck and upper chest and a
red-orange rump and upper tail; however, it is rarely found in the same habitats as the Wilson's
plover.
Habitat: Coastal beach habitats including dry sand beaches, dunes, newly forming beaches,
intertidal sand flats, mudflats, saltpans, and coastal lagoons. Breeding habitat in Georgia is
primarily on the outer barrier island beaches, with limited nesting on dredge deposit sites.
Diet: Crustaceans, especially fiddler crabs, shrimp, insects, and spiders.
Life History: This plover arrives at breeding sites along the Georgia coast in late March or early
April and begins nesting by late April. Nesting territories are established on depositional areas of
beach including sand terrace flats and dune overwash fans as well as sparsely vegetated dunes
and embryonic dune fields. The male scrapes out a depression in the sand near a clump of grass,
small shrub, or similar vegetation. This scrape is usually downwind from this vegetation, which
acts as a windbreak. Normally 2-3 eggs are laid and incubated by both parents for 23-27 days
before hatching. The female performs most daytime incubation, while the majority of night-time
incubation is done by the male. Young leave the nest with the adults soon after hatching and
forage on the wet beach of the outgoing tide. They are thought to become independent in about
21 days, although this has not been confirmed. While most nesting takes place in May, active
nests can be found from late April through late June. A few individuals can be found wintering in
Georgia most years.
Survey Recommendations: Pedestrian searches of suitable beach nesting habitat from April
through June is the best tool to monitor breeding populations. While nests can be very difficult to
find, nesting pairs or adults with dependent young are often visible. Mid-winter shorebird
surveys will document the presence of this species during the winter; however, few individuals
use the Georgia coast at this time of year.
Range: Wilson's plovers are found breeding on the Atlantic Coast from Virginia to Florida,
much of the Gulf Coast from Florida to the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico, on several islands of
the West Indies, locally along the Pacific Coast of Mexico from the Gulf of California south to
Nayarit, and at a few sites on the Pacific Coast of Central America. Most birds winter along the
Atlantic and Gulf Coasts from Florida to Brazil and along the Pacific Coast from the Gulf of
California to Peru. Small numbers can be found regularly wintering on Egg Island Bar, Little St.
Simons Island, and Cumberland Island.

Threats: Loss of nesting habitat to beachfront development; destruction of nests and young by
humans and vehicles; disturbance by humans and pets; and predation by wild, feral, and
domesticated animals are the greatest threats to this species. Wilson's plovers are particularly
vulnerable to disturbance by humans and pets and several of the sand spits and small barrier
islands they use for nesting are used heavily as picnic and rest areas by recreational boaters.
Heavy foot traffic in the vicinity of nests may lead to abandonment by the adults. Pets,
particularly dogs, may kill adults and young or destroy the eggs.
Georgia Conservation Status: The state’s nesting population is approximately 100 pairs.
Nesting occurs on some sand spits islands and on all major barrier islands except Tybee and St.
Simons; however, larger numbers of nesting pairs are only found on Little St. Simons and
Cumberland Islands. A few nesting pairs also occur on dredge spoil islands at Kings Bay Naval
Submarine Base in Camden County and at Andrews Island in Glynn County.
Conservation and Management Recommendations: Protection of breeding habitat, reduction
of disturbance by humans, and reduction of predation are needed to ensure this species' survival.
In some locations, closure of beaches to public access during the breeding season may be
warranted. Trapping of raccoons and other beach predators also may be needed in the future.
Systematic surveys of the breeding population should be conducted every 3–5 years to monitor
and assess population trends. The small wintering population along Georgia's coast is monitored
by the annual mid-winter shorebird survey. During the last five years (2006-2010) of this survey
an average of 45 Wilson's plovers per year were found wintering here.
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