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Species Ecology

The life cycle of a long-billed curlew
(Numenius americanus) has four main
life phases, starting when:
e A ' 1) adult birds
migrate  from
coastal regions
in Southern US
and South
America, to
breeding territories in the grasslands of
Canada, where 2) breeding adults attend
to nests that they prepared in May in the
short- to mid-height grasslands for about
a month, after which the eggs hatch, and
3) the brood of chicks is moved to nearby
areas where grasses are more dense,
where they forage for grasshoppers and
mature into 4) juveniles before migrating
south, staging or stopping at various
large waterbodies along the way to
where they spend their winter?.
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Habitat Ecology

These migratory shorebirds come to
Canada to breed. While in Alberta, they
nest and rear their chicks in contiguous
tracts of upland grasslands where the
chicks can forage and mature before
migrating south to the shores of coastal
regions and wetlands for the winter.

Migrating Habitat in Albertal: upland
prairie, stubble, fallow fields and also
open water wetlands and runoff ponds
host spring migrants. Fall migration
habitats also include shoreline habitat
near bodies of water, such as lakeshores
and river valleys.

Breeding Habitat: moist to very dry,
short- to mid-size grasslands, where
unpaired birds mate and once paired,
build nests in low vegetation, often near
other long-billed curlew nests for
protection from predators. Nests are
usually built in natural or naturalizing
grasslands; however, these birds have
some tolerance of grazed lands and tame
pasture/crested wheat fields.

Foraging/Fledging Habitat: soon after
hatching, chicks are moved to areas with
denser vegetation, which provides cover
from predation or accidents, as well as
more types of insects. Here, chicks stay
for several weeks as they fledge (learn to
fly) and mature, gradually extending the
distance they travel each day from the
nesting sites, before migrating south for
the winter.

Breeding Territories: were defined as
mating areas, groups of nests, and
fledging areas surrounding the nests.
The mating territory of male birds ranges
in size from 6 to 20ha%, however, the
area that is used for fledging generally
ranges from 250 to 1000ha*“. For this
project, an area of 780ha was used.

Movement
Behaviour

The most vulnerable life phases of the
long-billed curlew are 1) during nesting,
when a bird is forced to leave their nest
due to a nearby threat, or 2) before a
chick fledges, as they cannot fly away
from or escape threats. Once a bird is
flushed from a nest, the eggs or chicks
are exposed to changes in the nest
environment and to predation. Although
these birds will start a second clutch if
the first is destroyed, it may affect future
returns to the sitel. Once hatched, chicks
are quickly moved to nearby, denser
vegetation for cover from the elements
and predators, and for foraging and
fledging.

Movement corridors are areas within
the breeding territory where there is
relatively low risk of predation or
accidental death from human/livestock
activities. Generally, these birds prefer
large, contiguous tracts of grassland.

Rarity

Conservation
Status Rank:

Breeding Habitat
Vulnerable

General Status May Be At Risk

Categorys
Wildlife Act Special Concern
Regulations® P
COSEWIC Status? Special Concern

SARA-Listed: Special Concern

Rarity is due to historical hunting
pressures and conversion of native
prairie to cultivation. Population sizes
have been slow to recover:.
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https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
https://www.registrelep-sararegistry.gc.ca/virtual_sara/files/cosewic/sr_long_billed_curlew_e.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5182037.pdf
https://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/frpa/iwms/documents/Birds/b_longbilledcurlew.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/management-land-use/alberta-conservation-information-management-system-acims/download-data/
https://www.alberta.ca/lookup/wild-species-status-search.aspx
https://kings-printer.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=1997_143.cfm&leg_type=Regs&isbncln=9780779844371&display=html
https://www.registrelep-sararegistry.gc.ca/virtual_sara/files/cosewic/sr_long_billed_curlew_e.pdf
https://laws.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/s-15.3/page-10.html
https://www.sararegistry.gc.ca/virtual_sara/files/plans/mp_long_billed_curlew_e.pdf
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What are Long-billed Curlew habitats?

For this project, breeding territories
were used to represent the long-billed
curlew habitas, and described as
contiguous areas of short- to mid-grass
prairies, where mating, nesting and
fledging occurs?.

Breeding territories were mapped as
areas surrounding previous sightings of
long-billed curlew nests retained from
the Government of Alberta®. By applying
a maximum distance that a brood might
travel from the nest during fledging in all
directions, a circular breeding territory
was mapped. Overlapping breeding
territories were merged into one, as it is
common for nests to be grouped for
increased protection.
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What does ‘isolated habitat’ mean?

...the degradation or loss of connections
between resource patches [habitat].

~Taylor 2022

What are isolated breeding territories?

Isolated breeding territories represent
previous nesting sites and associated
conceptual brood-rearing areas within
which land use and land cover conditions
may change movement behaviour near a
nest location or deter future use.

What are barriers to Long-billed Curlew
movement or habitat use?

Barriers to long-billed curlew movement
are best described as land use features
or activities that impact the birds while
nesting or fledging. Direct impacts to
nesting birds and chicks can accidentally
occur via tilling or trampling. Cultivation
also indirectly impacts these birds,
through long-term effects on habitat,
where activities result in reduced ground
cover, increased exposure, and
decreased suitability.

What does cultivation do to breeding
territories?

Annual cultivation is a major threat to
breeding habitat! because it creates a
suite of isolating conditions that prevent
or deter the birds from nesting or
returning to nest sites, or that resultin a
greater risk of mortality. Some isolating
conditions of cultivation include:

e Aloss of insects, in both diversity
and in number, which are a
primary component of the bird’s
foraging diet. Loss of insects is
related to the loss of insect
habitat, as well as the application
of pesticides,

e A loss of protection, where
vegetation cover is removed and
although the crop gradually grows
to provide cover, this occurs late in
the growing season, well after
chicks have fledged, and

e An increase in potential for
human/dog/cat and  wildlife
encounters resulting in predation
and other incidental losses due to
trampling, tilling, harvesting and
haying.

How did you determine isolating
conditions for breeding territories?

To determine
which of the
breeding

territories

were isolated,
the proportion
of cultivated
land within
each breeding
territory was

Breeding Territories

calculated. Not Isolated Isolated
Those Habitat Habitat
breeding

territories with more than 50% area
cultivated were considered isolated.

What were the isolated habitat
mapping results?

Of the 715 breeding territories mapped
in the grasslands of Alberta 267 (37%)
were considered isolated. Of the total
breeding territory area, ~23% was
considered isolated.

As shown in Figure 1, isolated breeding
territories occur in higher density in the
west portion of the grasslands where
climates and soils are more conducive to
annual cultivation.
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https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
https://www.alberta.ca/access-fwmis-data.aspx
https://www.albertapcf.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Isolated-Habitats-Literature-Review-final-draft-formatted.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/56d8523d-601e-484d-bac4-0c200b5caf80/resource/a2b8412a-40c8-457e-8c62-080b77770c46/download/1998-sar-statuslongbilledcurlewalberta-oct1998.pdf
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Interested in SAR habitat conservation?
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Species-specific habitat management LONG BILLEDCURLEW

activities are meant to reduce isolating - Isolated Habitat @
conditions and re-connect isolated ' 5o, Lms

habitat patches for a given SAR; _
however, there is no one-size-fits-all "N
approach. Although a general practice b
that will protect many grassland SAR is to
avoid driving across contiguous
grassland between April 30 to mid-
August?.

To learn more about
long-billed curlew, check
out the province’s two-
page factsheet.

You can also check out
the Agriculture  Best
Management  Practices
for Grassland Bird SAR

In the grasslands, it is often

the case where habitat patches of one
SAR overlap habitat patches of another.
In some cases, the presence of one SAR,
like a Ferruginous Hawk nest, may be a
barrier to another SAR, like a swift fox
den.

Visit PCF’s Isolated Habitat Webpage, to
find organizations who can:

Lakes

Prairie Major Rivers

e provide specific opportunities for gg:‘usn‘:rvaﬁm B ciies
habitat enhancement, development, N ] atersheds
and restoration of prairie habitats, Figure 1 Long-billed Curlew Isolated Breeding Territories
and/or

« help you to establish your legacy
through SAR habitat conservation on i < To view the isolated habitat mapping for this species, check
your land. out PCF’s Map Viewer

% For more specifics on PCF’s Isolated Habitat initiative, check
: out PCF’s Isolated Habitat Website
i & To learn more about the SAR, click on the superscript numbers
: in the text

User Notice
Isolated habitat maps represent general areas that might benefit from SAR-specific habitat conservation efforts.
PCF makes no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, in fact or in law, with respect to the accuracy.
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https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/avoiding-harm-migratory-birds/general-nesting-periods/nesting-periods.html
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1e619173-4298-448a-ba03-414be262786b/resource/5547d4e2-b929-46eb-b42b-5549b9a010ce/download/sar-longbilledcurlew-factsheet-mar2002.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1e619173-4298-448a-ba03-414be262786b/resource/5547d4e2-b929-46eb-b42b-5549b9a010ce/download/sar-longbilledcurlew-factsheet-mar2002.pdf
https://multisar.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/grassland-birds-BMP-website.pdf
https://multisar.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/grassland-birds-BMP-website.pdf
https://multisar.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/grassland-birds-BMP-website.pdf
https://www.albertapcf.org/isolated-habitats
https://connectivitymap.albertapcf.org/
https://www.albertapcf.org/isolated-habitats
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1e619173-4298-448a-ba03-414be262786b/resource/5547d4e2-b929-46eb-b42b-5549b9a010ce/download/sar-longbilledcurlew-factsheet-mar2002.pdf

