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SURVEY GOALS 

The Audubon Coastal Bird Survey (ACBS) provides scientists with valuable data for addressing 

conservation needs of coastal waterbirds and shorebirds along the Gulf Coast. Frequent surveys during 

migratory and winter periods are consistent with monitoring priorities developed by national waterbird 

and shorebird conservation plans and aligns with Manomet’s International Shorebird Survey, the 

primary tool for understanding migratory shorebird population trends in the Western Hemisphere. 

ACBS was originally established through the Pascagoula River Audubon Center and Baton Rouge 

Audubon Society in response to the BP oil spill and continues to allow conservation planners to assess 

threats and identify targets for species of conservation concern that are experiencing population 

declines.  

 

SURVEY PROTOCOL 
SITES 

Locations are fixed, pre-defined routes (typically 1 mi) along beach-fronts. For a current interactive map 

of survey locations, click http://bit.ly/Qi0eMB.  

SURVEY FREQUENCY 

Surveys should be conducted in approximately 10-day intervals within focal survey periods, with the 

goal to conduct surveys on the “5’s” (5th, 15th, 25th day of each month), plus or minus 3 days (i.e., 2nd – 

8th, 12th – 18th, 22nd – 28th). If these survey windows are not possible, surveys on other days are 

welcomed. If frequent (i.e., every-day-10) surveys during migratory and winter periods are not possible, 

monthly survey intervals will still provide valuable data. Optional additional monthly surveys at other 

times of the year (Nov – Dec and June – July) will provide additional useful information on coastal 

waterbirds and shorebirds. 

ACBS focal survey periods: 

• Fall: 20 August – 30 October 

• Winter: 10 January – 20 February 

• Spring: 20 March – 30 May 

http://bit.ly/Qi0eMB


   
 

 

              

SURVEY NUANCES 

• Where possible, surveys should be not be conducted during periods of excessively high human 

traffic.  

• Try to spend no more than 2 hours surveying any one route, and try to maintain consistency in 

survey time between surveys. 

• Minimize your disturbance to the birds. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Birds: Tally in real time along the survey. 

• Record ALL birds seen and heard within ¼ mi of routes (including end points), focusing on 

waterbirds and shorebirds. 

• Avoid double-counting birds. 

• Be aware that your presence can alter the normal behavior or birds; move slowly, pause to 

make observations, and avoid flushing birds by moving away from them when feasible. 

• As necessary, estimate the number of birds in large congregations in groups of 5, 10, 25, 100, 

etc. When reporting the final tally, use the lowest level of accuracy. For example, if you estimate 

a group of 90 birds counting by 10s, and then see 8 more birds of the same species, round the 

final count to 100 birds. 

• If a bird cannot be identified to species, use categories like “tern sp.”, “gull sp.”, “peep sp.”, 

“shorebird sp.”, “dowitcher sp.”, “white egret sp.”, etc. In the notes section, mention which 

species you can rule out or other descriptive information. This often happens for birds that 

quickly fly by, or are distant, or are otherwise difficult to accurately identify. Try to photograph 

birds that you cannot confidently identify in the field and Audubon staff will assist with the 

identification. 

• Do not count birds if you backtrack across the route back to a vehicle or access point. The survey 

ends when you reach the route’s end point. 

• IN FALL, FOR BLACK SKIMMERS, count adults and juveniles separately and add age-based counts 

in the comments. 

o Skimmers in fall can readily be aged as juvenile when the plumage is brownish-black and 

the crown is mottled with white, whereas adults are jet black and have a more 

extensively black crown. “Unknown age” should be reported as well when some 

individuals are not seen well enough to age. 

o Optionally, report the number of adults and juveniles (and unknown age) for Sanderlings 

and Reddish Egrets. 

o Juveniles and adults can be reliably distinguished in other species in the fall and can be 

reported as desired (e.g., various sandpipers, some herons and egrets, etc.). 

o In some species, juveniles can be distinguished from immatures/subadults, which can be 

distinguished from adults and can be reported into these three three age classes as 

desired (e.g., gulls, Brown Pelican).  

• Color banded birds and their band combinations should be noted and reported to the USGS Bird 

Banding Laboratory (https://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/BBL/bblretrv/).  

https://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/BBL/bblretrv/


   
 

 

              

Habitat Conditions: note at the start of the survey, and make adjustments when you reach the end 

point. Do not report intermediate categories (e.g., “1.5”). 

• Wrack 

0 = none 

1 = light; scattered along tide line 

2 = moderate; continuous, but light along high tide line 

3 = heavy; continuous and heavy along high tide line 

• Human activity 

0 = none 

1 = scattered; not affecting bird abundance or movements 

2 = moderate, but birds have usable areas without humans 

3 = heavy; few places along the route where birds are not affected by people 

• Trash 

0 = none 

1 = light; scattered mainly among wrack 

2 = moderate; heavily along wrack and/or occasional piles along the beach 

3 = heavy; throughout the beach 

Weather Conditions: Note at the start of the survey. 

• Wind speed – Beaufort scale (https://www.weather.gov/mfl/beaufort) 

• Wind direction 

• Temperature – record in Fahrenheit. Use a handheld temperature reader or smartphone app to 

get local temperature (e.g., Weather Underground) 

• Cloud cover – estimate percent cloud cover in intervals of 10% (0-100%) 

• Precipitation – none, drizzle, rain, fog 

Dead Birds: Tally the number of dead birds, identified to species, with condition of each bird noted. Also 

report if no dead birds were found. For each dead bird, assign a decomposition category: 

• Fresh – intact, with no notable scavenging evidence 

• Scavenged – mangled, potentially with parts missing 

• Decomposed – flesh and feathers mostly gone, might have naturally decayed or had been 

scavenged  

Other Dead Wildlife: Report sea turtles and marine mammals: https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/report 

Oiled Wildlife: 

• Report oiled birds in eBird 

• Report oiled birds and other wildlife: 1-866-557-1401 

• Report oil products: 1-866-448-5816 

https://www.weather.gov/mfl/beaufort
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/report


   
 

 

              

DATA SUBMISSION 

Enter data into eBird either using the smartphone app or web application (www.ebird.org). 

• Choose the appropriate eBird hotspot, where available. 

• For “Observation Type,” choose “other” and then “Audubon Coastal Bird Survey” from the 

options. 

• Weather and dead bird data should be added to the “comments” section of the checklist.  

• Age and oiled bird data should be entered into the species comments AND in the species-

specific “add details” boxes (not yet available in the eBird app, and only in the web version). 

• Banded bird resight data should be entered into the species comments AND reported to the Bird 

Banding Laboratory. 

• Add photos, audio, and other media to the eBird checklist as desired.  

 

EQUIPMENT CHECKLIST 

 Binoculars & spotting scope 

 Bird identification guide(s) 

 Data sheets, notebook, and/or eBird app 

 Volunteer hat, shirt, and/or vest identifying yourself as an Audubon monitor (as necessary) 

 Camera 

 GPS device (optional) 

 Personal protective equipment as appropriate: sunscreen, cloth skin coverings (long sleeves, 

pants, hat, buff, etc.), mosquito spray, gloves, goggles, hard hat, close-toed sturdy footwear, 

face mask. 

  

http://www.ebird.org/


   
 

 

              

POINTS OF CONTACT 

TEXAS 

• Pete Deichmann, Coastal Sanctuaries Manager, Houston Audubon 

(pdeichmann@houstonaudubon.org) 

• Alexis Baldera, Coastal Program Manager, Audubon Texas, National Audubon Society 

(alexis.baldera@audubon.org) 

LOUISIANA 

• Chloe St. Germain-Vermillion, LA Coastal Bird Technician, Audubon Delta, National Audubon 

Society (chloe.sgvermillion@audubon.org) 

MISSISSIPPI 

• Collin Stempien, MS Field Operations, Audubon Delta, National Audubon Society 

(collin.stempien@audubon.org) 

ALABAMA 

• Lianne Koczur, Ph.D., Science and Conservation Director, Alabama Audubon 

(lianne@alaudubon.org) 

SCIENCE AND PROGRAM MANAGEMENT CONTACTS 

• Abby Darrah, Ph.D., Coastal Biologist, Audubon Delta, National Audubon Society 

(abby.darrah@audubon.org) 

• Caitlin Lill, Director of Operations, Audubon Delta, National Audubon Society 

(caitlin.lill@audubon.org) 

• Erik Johnson, Ph.D., Director of Conservation Science, Audubon Delta, National Audubon Society 

(erik.johnson@audubon.org) 

• Kara Fox, Director of Gulf Coast Restoration, National Audubon Society (kara.fox@audubon.org)  
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