
 

 

Buff-breasted Sandpiper (Tryngites subruficollis) 
Vulnerability: Moderately Vulnerable  Confidence: Moderate 

The Buff-breasted Sandpiper is known for its dramatic lekking displays and breeds near arctic 
coastlines from central Alaska into Canada (Lanctot and Laredo 1994). This species nests in a 
variety of habitats ranging from dry sedge tussock tundra to wet sedge-graminoid meadows and 
strangmoor (Lanctot and Laredo 1994). Buff-breasted Sandpipers typically forage in areas of 
dry, elevated tundra with sparse vegetation primarily consuming terrestrial arthropods (Lanctot 
and Laredo 1994). This species is one of the few shorebirds that do not show a seasonal shift 
toward lowland, wet sites during brood-rearing (Jones 1980, R. Lanctot, unpublished data). Buff-
breasted Sandpipers spend winters on the pampas of South America. Current population estimate 
in North America is 30-56,000 with a declining trend (Lanctot et al. 2010, Morrison et al. 2006).  
 

 
 
Range: We modified the NatureServe range 
map to more closely match the more restricted 
and coastally oriented breeding range depicted 
in the Birds of North America account (Lanctot 
and Laredo 1994) and as described in more 
recent assessments (Johnson et al. 2007; Bart et 
al. 2012). Within its range, this species is 
sparsely distributed (R. Lanctot, pers. comm.). 
Sea Level Rise: Because this species’ range is 
restricted to coastal areas in Arctic Alaska, they 
were ranked as being slightly vulnerable to both 
sea-level rise and to limitations in expansion of 
their range northward. 
Physiological Hydro Niche: Because Buff-
breasted Sandpipers use wet tundra habitats to 
some degree for nesting, foraging, and brood-
rearing (though less than many other shorebirds) 
they were ranked as “neutral-to-increased” 
vulnerability in the “physiological hydrologic 
niche” category (see table). Current annual 
moisture balance predictions suggest negligible 
increases in drying for the foreseeable future 
(TWS and SNAP). Thus moisture balance, as an 
exposure factor (most influential on the 
“hydrological niche” sensitivity category), was 
not heavily weighted in the assessment. 
However, historical hydrological niche was 
ranked as “greatly increased” as they have 

historically experienced low variation in average 
precipitation across their relatively small Alaska 
breeding range, suggesting sensitivity to 
increased variation. 

 
Disturbance Regime: Climate-mediated 
disturbances, namely thermokarst, could both 
create and destroy lake habitats through both ice 
wedge degradation and draining of thaw lakes 
(Martin et al. 2009). Increased fire frequency 
could reduce habitat suitability required by the 
species for nesting, although for the purpose of 
this assessment fires were considered to have 
only localized effects. 
Interactions with Other Species: Climate 
change may reduce the amplitude of lemming 
cycles (Ims and Fuglei 2005) and thus could 
expose this species to greater nest predation 
pressure if lemmings become less available as 
alternative prey. 
Genetic Variation: Shorebird species are 
believed to have low genetic variation (Baker 
and Stauch 1988) making them potentially more 
vulnerable to certain climate-mediated events in 
the near future (e.g. disease outbreaks). 
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D=Decrease vulnerability, SD=Somewhat decrease vulnerability, N=Neutral effect, SI=Slightly increase vulnerability,  

I=Increase vulnerability,GI=Greatly increase vulnerability. 
 

Phenological Response: There is evidence 
suggesting some shorebirds are able to track 
changes associated with a warming climate at 
least in terms of nest initiation (J. Liebezeit and 
S. Zack, unpublished data; D. Ward, pers. 
comm.). However, it is unknown if they can 
synchronize timing to shifting schedules of 
organisms they rely on (e.g. invertebrate prey). 

In summary, this species’ combination of 
potential sources of vulnerability provided a 
ranking of “moderately vulnerable”. 
 
Literature Cited 
Baker, A.J. and J.G. Strauch. 1988. Genetic variation and 
differentiation in shorebirds. – Acta XX Congressus 
Internationalis Ornithologicus 2: 1639–1645. 
 

Bart, J., S. Brown, B. Andres, R. Platte, and A. Manning. 
2012. North slope of Alaska. Ch. 4 in Bart, J. and V. 
Johnston, eds. Shorebirds in the North American Arctic: 
results of ten years of an arctic shorebird monitoring 
program.  Studies in Avian Biology. 
 

Ims, R.A. and E. Fuglei. 2005. Trophic interaction cycles in 
tundra ecosystems and the impact of climate change. 
BioScience 55: 311-322. 
 

Johnson, J.A., R.B. Lanctot, B.A. Andres, J.R. Bart, S.C. 
Brown, S.J. Kendall, and D.C. Payer. 2007. Distribution of 
breeding shorebirds on the Arctic Coastal Plain of Alaska.  
Arctic 60(3): 277-293. 
 

Jones, S.G. 1980. Abundance and habitat selection of 
shorebirds at Prudhoe Bay, Alaska. Masters thesis, 
Brigham Young University, Salt Lake City, UT. 
 

Lanctot, R.B., J. Aldabe, J.B. Almeida, D. Blanco, J.P. 
Isacch, J. Jorgensen, S. Norland, P. Rocca, and K.M. 
Strum. 2010. Conservation Plan for the Buff–breasted 
Sandpiper (Tryngites subruficollis). Version 1. 1. U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service, Anchorage, Alaska, and Manomet 
Center for Conservation Sciences, Manomet, MA, USA.  
 

Lanctot, R.B. and C.D. Laredo. 1994. Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper (Tryngites subruficollis). In The Birds of North 
America, No. 91 (A. Poole and F. Gill, eds.). Philadelphia: 
The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington D.C.: The 
American Ornithologists’ Union. 
 

Martin, P., J. Jenkins, F.J. Adams, M.T. Jorgenson, A.C. 
Matz, D.C. Payer, P.E. Reynolds, A.C. Tidwell, and J.R. 
Zelenak. 2009. Wildlife response to environmental Arctic 
change: Predicting future habitats of Arctic Alaska. Report 
of the Wildlife Response to Environmental Arctic Change 
(WildREACH), Predicting Future Habitats of Arctic Alaska  
Workshop, 17-18 November 2008. Fairbanks, Alaska, 
USFWS, 148 pages. 
 
Morrison, R.I.G., B.J. McCaffery, R.E. Gill, S.K. Skagen, 
S.L. Jones, G.W. Page, C.L. Gratto-Trevor, and B.A. 
Andres. 2006. Population estimates of North American 
shorebirds, 2006. Wader Study Group Bulletin 111:67-85. 
 

The Wilderness Society (TWS) and Scenarios Network for 
Alaska Planning (SNAP), Projected (2001-2099: A1B 
scenario) monthly total potential evapotranspiration from 5 
AR4 GCMs that perform best across Alaska and the Arctic, 
utilizing 2km downscaled temperature as model inputs. 
http://www.snap.uaf.edu/data.php. 

 

From: Liebezeit et al. 2012. Assessing Climate Change Vulnerability of Breeding Birds in Arctic Alaska. A report prepared for the 
Arctic Landscape Conservation Cooperative. Wildlife Conservation Society, North America Program, Bozeman, MT., 167pp. 

http://www.snap.uaf.edu/data.php

