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The status of Piping Plovers (Charadrius melodus) in North America has been a
subject of increasing concern in recent years. Piping Plovers were Blue Listed in American
Birds in 1982 (Tate and Tate 1983) and are a proposed candidate for the Endangered
Species List (Sidle 1984). Piping Plovers are primarily winter residents in North Carolina,
though they nest sparingly along barrier beaches from Pea Island to Morehead City
(Potter et al. 1980). An isolated breeding site was discovered at Sunset Beach, N.C., in
1983 (LeGrand 1984), which is apparently the southernmost nesting site in North
America. Early nesting records indicated Piping Plovers were nesting at Pea Island in
1901 and 1902 (Pearson et al. 1959). In recent years nesting sites have been discovered at
Ocracoke Island (Hespenheide 1961), Shackleford Banks (Quay et al. 1970), Core Banks
(LeGrand 1977), Portsmouth Island (LeGrand 1983), Sunset Beach (LeGrand 1984), and
Cape Hatteras (Golder 1985). Nineteen pairs were located at Portsmouth Island during
the 1983 breeding season (LeGrand 1983). This would be the largest concentration of
breeding Piping Plovers ever reported in North Carolina.

Spring 1986	 51



Nine pairs of Piping Plovers were observed during the summer of 1985 while I was
monitoring colonial waterbird colonies on the Cape Hatteras National Seashore. Pairs
were located at Cape Point, the southern end of Hatteras Island, the northern end of
Ocracoke Island, and the southern end of Ocracoke Island. Nests were found for three of
these pairs, and one pair was observed with a brood of four chicks.

The first nest was located on sandy flats at the northern end of Ocracoke Island on 4
June 1985. This nest, containing three eggs, was on a small sandy lump measuring
approximately 1.5 x 2.5 m. Panicum amarum was the only plant species present at the
nest site. The nest itself had no lining and was approximately 0.3 m from the closest stand
of P. amarum. On a second visit to the site, no nest or young could be found.

The second nest, containing three eggs, was located on 9 July 1985 at the southern
end of Hatteras Island. This nest was at the base of a dune approximately 3.0 in height.
Uniola paniculata was the dominant plant species present on the dune. The unlined nest
was approximately 0.1 m from the nearest stand of U. paniculata. All three eggs had
hatched by 14 July 1985. Adults and young remained in the area for 10 days after
hatching.

The third nest, containing two eggs and one newly hatched chick, was located on the
sandy flats of Cape Point on 21 July 1985. Small, light-colored shell chips lined the nest,
which was in a protected tern colony. No vegetation was present in the immediate area of
the nest. All three eggs had hatched by 22 July, and chicks were seen in the area for 8 days
after hatching.

Nests of Piping Plovers varied in their placement and appearance. Nests along the
National Seashore in 1984 were all on open, sandy flats with no vegetation present near
the nest (Golder 1985). In 1985 one nest was on open, sandy flats, but two nests were on
dune slopes or sandy lumps with vegetation present within 0.3 m of the nests. The amount
of nest lining also varied with the location of the nest. Nests found on dune slopes or sandy
lumps with vegetation nearby had no lining, whereas nests on sand flats were lined with
small, light-colored shell chips. Cairns (1982) found that Piping Plover nests on beaches
with broken shells present were usually lined with small shell chips, while nests on bare
sand had no lining.

The nesting population of Piping Plovers at Cape Hatteras was apparently stable
between 1984 and 1985. Four nests and one brood of two chicks were found on the Cape
Hatteras National Seashore in 1984 (Golder 1985). Three nests and one brood were
present in 1985. With the exception of one found on Ocracoke Island in 1985, nests were
in the same general areas in both years.
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