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Eggs mean fresh hope for spoon-billed sandpipers

One of the world’s rarest birds has a new hope: it’s laid eggs in captivity for the first time.

Seven eggs have been laid so far by two spoon-billed sandpipers at the Wildfowl & Wetlands
Trust (WWT) in Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, UK. The flock was established in 2011 as a
back-up in case conservationists run out of time to save the wild population from extinction
and is the only one in the world.

In the wild, only around 200 breeding pairs are left on the Asia Pacific coast, following
declines of up to 25% each year. The Slimbridge flock has a further seven potential breeding
pairs.

Each spoon-billed sandpiper usually lays four tiny eggs in each clutch. They 32g in total,
more than the mother’s entire bodyweight, and they take her almost a week to lay. WWT wiill
have to wait for the embryos to develop before they can find out how many of the eggs might
be viable.

WWT Head of Conservation Breeding Nigel Jarrett said:

“For the last two years — ever since all the spoonies came into maturity - we’ve been
doing everything short of playing Barry White to get these birds in the mood for love.
And for two years we’ve come up scratching our heads and feeling a bit deflated.

“So when we found the first egg last week we almost couldn’t believe it. We've had two
mums busy laying and the significance of it is only just starting to hit home. These are
some of the rarest birds in the world and because of their unique characteristics — their
little spoon shaped bill and the incredible migration that they make each year — they are
much loved by many many people. I'm so glad for all of them that we’re on the road to
breeding spoonie chicks in captivity, which is really the ultimate insurance policy for the
species in the wild.”

The birds hatch with their distinctive spoon-shaped bills fully formed, making it unique in the
bird world. The fact they’ve never been kept in captivity before combined with their extreme
lifestyle in the wild has presented Mr Jarrett and his colleagues with a huge challenge.

“In the wild they migrate from tropical Asia to Arctic Russia to breed, experiencing huge
differences in temperature, habitats and daylight along the way. Each of those factors
could play a part in getting the birds’ hormones surging, so we’ve done our best to
recreate that experience in aviaries in Gloucestershire. I'm glad to say that, with the help


https://www.dropbox.com/sh/8kaqlrweoubn1gi/AADTG3XpFMhiEFvU9RrpgYE6a?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/55653ytxyzv7zlf/WWT_SBS_VNR_Egg_News_June_2016.m4v?dl=0

of special lightbulbs and timer switches, along with a lot of sand and netting, we seem to
have finally pulled it off.”

Since the flock was established in 2012, the wild population has started to recover thanks to
conservation organisations across the world, including the Spoon-billed Sandpiper Task
Force, BirdLife International, RSPB, Birds Russia and WWT, supported by interested
individuals as well as companies such as Leica Camera AG.

Establishing the Slimbridge flock was just the first step. In tandem, staff and volunteer
ornithologists throughout the birds’ range from the Russian Far East along the Chinese coast
to Myanmar and Bangladesh have been monitoring the birds and identifying and countering
the threats they face in the wild. At the same time, WWT bird rearing experts have travelled
to the spoon-billed sandpipers’ only known breeding ground in Chukotka, Russia each
summer to take further wild-laid eggs to hatch and rear them in the safety of aviaries before
releasing them on fledging. This technique, known as headstarting, has boosted the number
of young spoon-billed sandpipers bred each year in the wild by a quarter.

WWT’s Chief Executive Martin Spray said:

“Saving the spoon-billed sandpiper has brought the international conservation
community together to work as one. It has been really remarkable and as a result we've
made huge strides in a very short time. The illegal trapping and hunting has been
reduced at several hotspots along their flyway. The authorities in China are seriously
listening to our case for protecting the remaining wetlands along their coastline. And
we’ve developed and made an incredible success of techniques to headstart wild chicks
on the breeding grounds.

“What's more, as well as helping the spoon-billed sandpiper, these successes directly
help many other species that share the same flyway and the things we’ve learned we
can use to help other birds in trouble around the world.”
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Notes to editors

. Other birds that could claim to be the rarest wader in the world include the black stilt,
whose numbers are very low but is already breeding well in captivity, and the
slender-billed curlew, which hasn’t been seen for years and could well be extinct
already.

. The spoon-billed sandpiper conservation breeding programme is a collaboration
between WWT, Birds Russia, Moscow Zoo and the RSPB working with colleagues
from the BTO, BirdLife International, ArcCona and the Spoon-billed Sandpiper Task
Force.
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. The project is supported by WWT, RSPB, the UK Government’s Darwin Initiative and

SOS — Save our Species, with additional financial contributions and support from
BirdLife International, the East-Asian Australasian Flyway Partnership, the
Convention on Migratory Species, Heritage Expeditions, the Australasian Wader
Study Group of Birds Australia, the BBC Wildlife Fund, Avios, the Olive Herbert
Charitable Trust, the Oriental Bird Club, British Airways Communities & Conservation
Scheme, New Zealand Department of Conservation, the Queensland Wader Study
Group, New South Wales Wader Study Group, Chester Zoo, Wader Quest, Dutch
Birding, OSME and British Birds Charitable Trust and many generous individuals.
Leica Camera AG is WWT'’s exclusive optic partner for this key conservation project.

. The Lead Organisation for the EAAFP Spoon-billed Sandpiper Task Force is BirdLife

International through its partner Birds Russia. The Task Force is chaired by the
Governmental Partner from Russia and coordinated by Christoph Zockler from
ArcCona Consulting on behalf of Birds Russia, supported by BirdLife International.



