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About The San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory 
 
The San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory (SFBBO) is a not-for-profit organization 
dedicated to the conservation of birds and their habitats through research, monitoring 
and educational activities. We provide scientific information to governmental agencies, 
industry, and the public to support informed resource management decisions for the 
San Francisco Bay area. 
 
The SFBBO was founded in 1981 by a group of enthusiastic biology students from San 
Jose State University. We currently have 6 staff and about 800 members. 
 
Birds are excellent indicators of the health of ecosystems: they are highly visible and 
cost-effective to monitor, and are sensitive indicators of environmental change. They 
are also a great way to expand people's appreciation for their local environment. 
 
We study the birds that live in the salt ponds, marshes and creeks of the south bay. Our 
biologists use nearly 75 trained volunteers in our fieldwork and have generated over 
100 reports and publications that are used to make critical land management and 
conservation decisions. 
 
Volunteer Code of Conduct 
 
 Begun as a field project in 1978, we have years of experience in carrying out 
long-term projects using trained volunteer field observers under the supervision of 
skilled biologists. This approach enables us to conduct studies that would otherwise be 
too costly or logistically impossible to attempt, and increases public appreciation and 
support for the wildlife of the Bay. SFBBO maintains a long-standing relationship with 
the San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Cargill Salt, California Dept. of Fish and 
Game, and other landowners, allowing us access to areas not open to the public.  
 
To ensure these good relations, we ask that our volunteer field observers maintain a 
professional code of conduct while on Observatory business and abide by the following: 
 

1. Make protection of the wildlife and the environment the top priority. No activity 
performed shall in any way adversely affect the wildlife's health or well-being or 
be destructive to the environment. Data collection is of secondary importance. 

 
2. Maintain SFBBO membership. 

 
3. Participate in mandatory training by SFBBO staff to ensure that you are properly 

prepared.  
 

4. Respect all governing agencies and/or landowner's rights. 
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5. Follow-through on commitments once made. A missed survey can hamper our 

analysis of the data and make reporting your findings more difficult. 
 

6. While we encourage you to informally share news of your field activities, we 
must prohibit the communication of site-specific data regarding "closed areas", 
that is, any area behind any locked gate. Our access privileges may be 
jeopardized by the inadvertent encouragement of trespassing to view rare 
birds or by unauthorized release of data. If you would like to report the specific 
location of a rarity (e.g. listserves, rare bird alerts, etc.), please call us and we 
will work with you and the landowner toward some compromise. This includes 
giving our data or information that has not yet been proofed. Again, if you 
would like to share specific information with any other organization or person, 
it MUST go through the SFBBO personnel in charge of the project! This includes 
sharing internal e-mails sent out by other volunteers. 

 
7. Please remember that only SFBBO fieldwork has been approved by the 

landowners. If you would like to collect data at the same time for another 
project, such as a breeding bird atlas, please seek permission directly from the 
landowner. 

 
8. Access to private property has been granted only for the times specified for a 

specific project. Please do not use your key or knowledge of lock combinations 
to enter private property at any other time. 

 
9. Return all original data sheets as soon as possible. One of our access agreements 

requires we send copies of data to them within 24 hours of collection.  
 

10. Please do not drive on wet levees. A moderate rain 3 days or less before a survey 
day renders the surface undrivable. Foam created by high winds across the 
surface of the ponds is extremely slippery and dangerous to drive through, even 
in small amounts. You may get stuck or slip, and this may damage the surface of 
the levee. If in doubt, please call the Observatory for update news. 

 
11. Do not represent that you are on SFBBO business to landowners, governing 

agencies or the public if you are not. 
 

12. Remember that all activities you undertake on behalf of SFBBO are at your own 
risk. 
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This list is not all-inclusive. Any activities resulting in unintentional or willful disregard 
for the rights of others or the safety of the wildlife, or damage to the reputation and 
standing of SFBBO in the community may be cause for Board action.  
 
The SFBBO Snowy Plover Monitoring Project 
 
The Pacific coast population of the Western Snowy Plover, which extends from Damon 
Point, Washington to Bahia Magdalena, Baja California, Mexico is federally listed as 
threatened.  Breeding season surveys conducted between 1977 and 1980 estimated the 
population of Pacific coast Snowy Plovers at approximately 1,593 individuals.  Since then 
populations at some sites have decreased, while others remain unknown.  The primary 
objective of this program is to monitor distribution, abundance and nesting success of 
the local Snowy Plover population as well as impacts to this population from avian and 
mammalian predators.  This will help to determine the progress toward recovery of this 
population.   
 
The primary source of Pacific Coast Region-wide population data will be two annual, 
range-ǿƛŘŜ άǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎέ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ in the Monitoring Guidelines 
section of this manual. The breeding season window surveys will take place between 
May 24 and June 7. The winter season window surveys will take place between 
December 1 and January 31.  Although not all plovers will be detected during window 
surveys, an index of abundance will be obtained for each surveyed site.  
 
Region 3: San Francisco Bay 
The recovery goal for the San Francisco Bay population is 500 breeding birds.  The 
SFBBO embarked on a full-scale breeding survey program for Western Snowy Plovers 
during the 2003 nesting season. In partnership with the Don Edwards San Francisco Bay 
National Wildlife Refuge, California Department of Fish and Game, East Bay Regional 
Parks District, and Hayward Area Recreation and Park District, volunteers and staff from 
the SFBBO will survey salt ponds to locate plover nesting and foraging sites, and record 
predator sightings.   
 
See the SFBBO Snowy Plover web site for more information: 
http://www.sfbbo.org/science/water_projects.php?proj=snpl 
 
Status and Natural History of SNPL 
 
For information about the status and natural history of the Pacific Coast Population of 
the Snowy Plover as well as photos, please consult the following links:  
 
http://ecos.fws.gov/recovery_plan/pdf_files/2001/010501.pdf 
 

http://ecos.fws.gov/recovery_plan/pdf_files/2001/010501.pdf
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Monitoring Guidelines 
 
Monitoring Schedule 
 
Region-wide window surveys (more specific dates may be set by the Regional office; 
contact SFBBO for exact dates): 
 Between 1 January and 31 January 
 Between 24 May and 7 June 
 
San Francisco Bay breeding season survey dates for 2010 
 
 Early March date TBA (volunteer training ) 
 26-28March 
 23-25 April 
 28-30 May  
 25-27 June 
 23-25 July 
 27-29 August 
 
 
Equipment 
Survey sites vary greatly in habitat and viewing distance.  Because Snowy Plovers nest 
on salt ponds, you may need to walk, bike or drive salt-pond levees to reach your site. In 
May it may be cold and windy on the bay in the early morning and evenings; hot and 
sunny in June. Depending on your site, volunteers will need to bring the following: 
 

1. binoculars or (preferably) a spotting scope, camera  
2. water and snacks, sunscreen 
3. identification guides 
4. clipboard (available at the SFBBO office if needed), pen/pencil 
5. data sheets, maps, and instructions (provided by the SFBBO) 
6. access permission (Refuge and/or DFG Special Use Permit), keys, and lock 

combinations (if required, available from the SFBBO) 
7. watch 
8. Permit and training certification for SNPL 

  
A cell phone is a good safety precaution. In addition, you may want to scope out a 
nearby bathroom on the way to your site. Spotting scopes and a digital camera are 
available for check-out at the the SFBBO office with advance notice. 
 

KEEP IN MIND THAT THERE IS NO DRIVING ON LEVEES 
FOR THREE DAYS AFTER A RAIN!!! 
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Census Protocol 
 
Caution and patience are required for surveying snowy plovers. Surveys should provide 
maximum coverage with the least possible disturbance to snowy plovers and other 
fauna and flora. 
 
Early mornings at high tide on calm, dry, overcast days constitute ideal survey 
conditions. Surveys should be suspended or postponed in intense heat, heavy rain, or 
high wind. 
 
Survey procedures 
 

1. Drive whenever possible. Plovers are more disturbed by walking than driving.  Be 
careful, however, to look for chicks on the levees when driving.  Walk in areas 
inaccessible to cars. 

 
2. Survey all potential habitat. If the area is associated with an estuary, survey the 

nesting habitat during high tide to reduce the chance that plovers will be feeding 
far from shore. 

 
3. Observers should cover the area together. Stop every 50 meters to scan at least 

100 meters ahead with binoculars. Synchronize driving, walking and scanning 
among team members. Carefully note the location of plovers in the distance; 
they may crouch and be difficult to find when you get closer. 

 
4. One observer must be the survey recorder. Other observers should inform the 

recorder as soon as they sight a plover to avoid double counting. 
 

5. Lagoon or dry salt ponds should be surveyed from the edges. Move between 
vantage points, conceal yourself if possible, and use binoculars and a telescope 
to scan potential habitat for at least 15 minutes per vantage station. 

 
6. Track birds carefully. If plovers fly behind you (where you have already counted), 

they can be added to the total, If they fly ahead, to areas not yet covered, they 
should not be counted unless the number of flying birds is greater than the 
number of plovers subsequently encountered on the ground. 

 
7. Check for color bands. Carefully record band combinations (see pages 12-13). 

Color-banded birds provide important information on survival and dispersal. At 
locations with enough color-banded birds, a more accurate population index can 
be obtained. 
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8. Duplicate the survey route. After working out a suitable route, try to duplicate it 
on future surveys to obtain consistent results among surveys. 

 
9. Focus on plovers. Snowy Plovers are difficult to observe and should be the sole 

focus of monitoring and should not be combined with monitoring for other 
species. 

 
Filling in Data Sheets 
 

All datasheets MUST be turned in with in ONE WEEK from survey. 
 
Snowy Plover Survey Form 
 

 
1. Start by filling in the required data at the top of the Snowy Plover Survey form.  

Include the names of all observers, time, date, and area surveyed. Please use 
only the location names provided on page 23. 

 
2. When you see a plover or group of plovers, it is an Observation. Observations are 

numbered sequentially: The first plover(s) you see is your first observation, 1. 
The second is observation 2, and so on. If no birds are seen, there is one 
observation per pond, and each observation has a total of zero plovers.  Where 
you stop along a levee is not an observation. 

  
3. Note the time at which each individual or group of Snowy Plovers is 

encountered, and mark their approximate location on the map with their 
corresponding observation number.  

 
4. Record the pond number or levee where plovers are seen.  Pond numbers are on 

maps of the site.  Levees are numbered according to the ponds and landmarks 
adjacent to them.  Example: A levee running between pond A16 and Mallard 
Slough would be labeled A16/Mallard Slough. 

 
5. When possible, record the number of male, female and chick or juvenile birds, 

then total the number of individuals noted EXCLUDING chicks.  Chicks are unable 
to fly; Juveniles are young birds that can fly, and are generally seen during the 
later part of the breeding season.  If you cannot tell whether the birds are male, 
female, or juvenile, then they are Unknown. 

 
6. Behavior codes are Roosting ( R ), Foraging (F), Sitting (S),like on a nest, and 

Other (O). If a plover is not roosting, foraging, or sitting, label it as Other and 
include details in the notes section. One common Roosting behavior is preening, 
while running and walking are associated with Foraging.  

 



9 

SFBBO Snowy Plover Survey Volunteer Manual   
 

7. Habitat codes are Levee (L), Pond (P) or Other (O). If a bird is within the confines 
of levees, it is in Pond habitat.  If it is on the slope of the levee or on the levee 
itself, habitat would be noted as Levee.  Other habitat could include areas such 
as bike paths, non-survey land, or adjacent paved roads.  These locations can be 
described in the notes. 

 
8. A bird is considered nesting if it is observed Sitting for ten or more minutes. If 

evidence of a nest or nesting behavior is observed, make a note of it in the 
άbŜǎǘΚέ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ¸Ŝǎ ƻǊ bƻΦ bŜǎǘƛƴƎ {ǘŀǘǳǎ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ /ƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǎǘ 
construction (C/N), Incubation (I) if a bird is sitting, Hatchling (H) if an adult is 
seen sitting with young chicks. If the status of the nest, and the number of eggs 
or chicks present can be determined from afar, make a note of it. Remember 
that our permits do not allow us to approach the nests. Please mark nest 
locations on your map with its corresponding observation number. 

 
Predator Survey Form 
 

1. This survey should be conducted separately from the Snowy Plover survey unless 
two observers are present.  Ideally, you should conduct this survey as you 
retrace your route on the way back to your surveys start point.  INDICATE YOUR 
ROUTE ON THE MAP- OR INCLUDE A LIST OF PONDS/AREAS SUREVYED! 

 
2. Stop every 0.3 miles to survey for predators. Whenever you encounter an avian 

or mammalian predator, it is an Observation, like the snowy plover surveys.  
Note the time observed and the species of predator. Use the four-letter codes 
for bird species (See page 20), and mark predator locations on the map with the 
corresponding observation number.  If there are no observed species for a pond 
at all, put zero species for that pond. 

 
3. Note the pond number or location of the predators. Please include sloughs, 

channels, PG&E towers, and other surrounding habitats in these surveys. 
 
4. Note the number of individuals of each species encountered and, if they are 

traveling, the direction in which they are going.  If you see a Northern Harrier, 
please note whether it is a male, female, or juvenile. 

 
5. Tally individuals by behavior. If you see 3 herons foraging, put a three in the 

feeding column. If you see 100 gulls, but 50 are sitting and 50 are walking, please 
note it that way.  Try to use the provided behaviors as much as possible.  For 
example, an egret standing in water is most likely hunting.  Include detailed 
information about predator nests or nest building in the notes. 
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6. Please attempt to NOT recount the same individual especially those noted 
between stopping points.  Individuals may move down the levee ahead of you or 
your vehicle and therefore be present at more than one of your stopping points. 

 
7. The following are NOT predators of SNPL: turkey vultures, terns, pelicans, 

grebes, or cormorants. An overall bird list should go on a separate sheet. 
Mammals should be spelled out on the sheet, if necessary. 

 
Snowy Plover Band Re-sightings 
 
We will be banding plovers again in 2010! We banded 83 chicks in 2008 and 113 chicks 
in 2009. Some of them may be returning to breed! Please familiarize yourself with how 
to read the bands and carefully record them in the field. We have some colors that 
could easily be mistaken for other colors. Record the band colors in the comments 
section of the data sheet. 
 

1. Whenever possible, try to determine if the individual plovers are banded.  Please 
consult the provided Band Color Sheet as you read the bands and carefully 
follow the following instructions. See page 12 for examples. 

 
2. wŜŎƻǊŘ ŎƻƭƻǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƭŜg first, right leg second.  (If you are face-to-face 

with the plover, you read the colors on the leg on your right first.)  It is crucial to 
correctly distinguish which colors appear on each leg.  Separate the colors on the 
left and right legs with a colon (:). See page 12. 

 
3. Read colors from top to bottom for each leg.  Potential colors are shown on page 

12. 
 

4. There should be either one or two bands on each leg.  If there is only one band 
on a leg, there may be more than one color on the band.  If there are three 
colors on a band, the top and bottom color will be the same with a thin 
contrasting strip in the center.  Two or three colors on a single band are 
separated by slashes (/) to distinguish them from color on separate bands. See 
page 13. 

 
** Remember that over time, band colors fade.  If you are not certain of a band color 
due to fading or poor light conditions make a note of it in the notes section of the data 
sheet.  Make your best determination in the comments section and then include 
possible alternative color interpretations if you are not positive of the colors.** 
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Snowy Plover Band Colors 
 

Note: The lime green used looks lighter than shown on this card; it looks more like a 
pastel green. The silver color is much darker than on this card.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



12 

SFBBO Snowy Plover Survey Volunteer Manual   
 

 

Example of a banded bird  
 

(1) a bird with single bands on each leg, yellow on the left leg band with a thin red strip 
around the center of the band and white on the right leg band, would be recorded Y/R/Y 
: W 
(2) a bird with two bands on each leg, a white over a green band on the left and a yellow 
over a red band on the right, would be recorded WG : YR 
(3) a single band on each leg, yellow on the left leg and pink over blue on a single band 
on the right leg, would be recorded Y : P/B 

 

1 2: 3 4 
1 

2 

3 

4 



13 

SFBBO Snowy Plover Survey Volunteer Manual   
 

Observer responsibilities and rules 
 

1. Completeness:  Be sure to fill out every box/line possible. A blank means no 
observation was made, not a zero.   
9ƴǘŜǊ άлέ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻƴŜΦ   
9ƴǘŜǊ άǳƴƪƴƻǿƴέ ƻǊ ά¦έ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŦƻǊ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ όƴǳƳōŜr of eggs, male  
vs. female, etc.). 

 
2. Time spent on survey: minimum time depends on the site and amount of area to 

be covered. Sitting and waiting often has benefits: parents leading around 
previously invisible chicks, for example.  

 
3. Keeping scientific data: Consistency is the most important thing. Bring copies of 

the previous weeks data sheets with you to insure you are consistent from week 
to week. Please write legibly! Include a MAP with every survey that includes your 
route!  Most importantly, please try to use the categories we have provided for 
you, and number observations sequentially only.  It makes entering data much 
easier. 

 
4. Turning in data: Ideally, the day you take it. Excel spreadsheets are available for 

those who want to enter their own data and send it in electronically. However, 
we still need the originals for the files. Make a copy of everything, and send us 
the ORIGINALS within a week of recording data.  

 
5. Extreme disturbance: If you see illegal acts, such as hunting in off-limit areas, 

dogs, cats, trespassing, or the destruction of habitat near nests, notify the land 
managers immediately. See the list of contact numbers at the end of the 
manual. Insure your own safety first!  

 
6. Report increases in water level of the ponds with nesting plovers to the SFBBO 

or Don Edwards San Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge immediately.  
Likewise, if new areas are dry enough for nesting, please notify us. 

 
7. LŦ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǊŜŘ ŦƻȄ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ άƴƻƴ-ƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǎ 

soon as possible.  (Note: red fox have white tail tips; native grey fox have black 
tail tips.)  All Burrowing Owl sightings must also be reported to the Refuge or the 
SFBBO. 

 
8. Nest disturbance by monitors: Nests are extremely sensitive to disturbance 

during the breeding season.  Nest sites must be viewed from a discrete distance, 
usually about 100m. 
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Permits 

1. All participants are required to carry and be able to show proof that they have 
completed the classroom orientation and field training that is required to 
conduct breeding surveys for Snowy Plovers.  Please carry this certification with 
you at all times when conducting surveys. 

 
2. Permits are required when working on state and/or federal lands. The SFBBO will 

provide permits to those people working in the Eden Landing area with Dept. of 
Fish and Game permits, and Refuge permits to those on Refuge property. 

 
3. SFBBO locks are on most gates. This is to be used on official SFBBO business only. 

 
4. You may be required to sign a release form to access Cargill or other property.  

For insurance purposes, all volunteers are required to be members of the SFBBO. 
You may not bring unauthorized people with you during surveys to these sites.  
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 List of contacts 
 
San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory 
 
Caitlin Robinson-Nilsen      
cnilsen@sfbbo.org    
524 Valley Way  
Milpitas, CA  95035               
408-946-6548     
408-946-9279 fax    
        
 
Don Edwards SF Bay National Wildlife Refuge  
 
Southern Region Dispatch (for Law Enforcement) 
831-649-2801 phone 
 
Cheryl Strong, Wildlife Biologist 
Joy Albertson, Wildlife Biologist 
P.O. Box 524 
Newark, CA 94560 
(510) 792-0222 
 
Department of Fish and Game 
 
See number above for Law Enforcement 
 
 
East Bay Regional Parks District 
 
Regional Parks Police 
17930 Lake Chabot Road 
Castro Valley, California 94546 
510-881-1833 phone 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:cnilsen@sfbbo.org
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Sample data sheets 
(For example only, not for use in the field) 
 

Snowy Plover survey form 
 

 
INDICATE YOUR ROUTE ON THE MAP- OR INCLUDE A LIST OF PONDS/AREAS SUREVYED! 
άbƻǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ά½ŜǊƻ ōƛǊŘǎέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΗ 
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Snowy Plover predator survey form 

 
 
 

INDICATE YOUR ROUTE ON THE MAP- OR INCLUDE A LIST OF PONDS/AREAS SUREVYED! 
άbƻǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ά½ŜǊƻ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΗ 
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Overall map of study area 
 
 










