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The Curlew Sandpiper (Calidris ferruginea) is a 
monotypic shorebird species (Scolopacidae) that breeds 
in coastal regions of central Siberia, and migrates through 
Europe and Asia to wintering grounds spanning from 
West Africa to New Zealand (O’Brien et al. 2006). Fall 
movements through Europe generally take place in a 
southeasterly direction between July and October, and 
occur predominantly via the eastern Atlantic, Black, 
Caspian, and Mediterranean Seas (Hayman et al. 1986). 
Northbound migration generally occurs from April 
through May following similar routes.

Hanson (2006) summarizes the historical status 
of C. ferruginea within North America, noting that the 
species is a regular spring migrant along the Atlantic coast. 
Despite the regularity of C. ferruginea in North America, 
there have been relatively few Western Atlantic records 
from outside the USA and Canada. Calidris ferruginea 

is a casual visitor to Central America and the Caribbean 
(Hayman et al. 1986, Stiles & Skutch 1989, Raffaele et al. 
1998). In the Caribbean, records exist from the western 
islands extending from Puerto Rico to Trinidad and 
Tobago (Raffaele et al. 1998, Kenefick & Hayes 2006, 
Buckley et al. 2007, Sullivan et al. 2009). Despite the 
frequency of records in Central America, there are only 
three records from South American countries: two from 
the Pacific coast in Ecuador and Peru, and one from the 
Atlantic coast of Chubut in Argentina (Graves & Plenge 
1978, Ridgely & Greenfield 2001, Kovacs et al. 2005).

In northeastern Brazil, the mangroves and mudflats 
of the Gulf of Maranhão, and the salt marshes and beaches 
around Icapuí, Ceará are well known to be major refuges 
for many wintering migratory shorebirds (Morrison & 
Ross 1989, Rodrigues 2000, Rodrigues 2007, De Luca 
et al. 2009). The region hosts internationally important 
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aBStraCt: Curlew Sandpiper (Calidris ferruginea) is a rare spring migrant along the east coast of North America and a casual 
visitor to Central American and the Caribbean. Here we present documentation for the first, second, and third Brazilian records of 
C. ferruginea from Icapuí, Ceará, and Coroa dos Ovos, Maranhão. In addition, we provide insight into this species’ current status 
and distribution in the western Atlantic in the context of these new records. The appearance of C. ferruginea on the Atlantic coast 
of North America, the Caribbean, Central America, and now, Brazil, suggests that individuals may be displaced from their regular 
southbound migration along the Palearctic-Afrotropical flyway by northeastern trade winds. Given that C. ferruginea is regularly 
detected on northbound migration throughout the United States, and in light of these three new records for South America, it seems 
likely that small numbers of this species may be wintering annually undetected in the Atlantic coast of South America.
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populations of Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius 
semipalmatus), Black-bellied Plover (Pluvialis squatarola), 
Short-billed Dowitcher (Limnodromus griseus), Red 
Knot (Calidris canutus), Semipalmated Sandpiper (C. 
pusilla), Sanderling (C. alba), Hudsonian Whimbrel 
(Numenius hundsonicus), and Spotted Sandpiper (Actitis 
macularius) among others (Rodrigues 2000). With such 
large concentrations of shorebirds regularly wintering 
in northeastern Brazil, it is likely that the region hosts 
many vagrant, or even “pseudo-vagrant” (sensu Gilroy & 
Lees 2003) shorebirds. Critically, northeastern Brazil’s 
eastward protrusion into the Atlantic and relatively close 
geographic proximity to West Africa (<2,900 km), makes 
it a logical and predictable conduit for transatlantic 
vagrancy. Some vagrant Palearctic waterbirds such as Bar-
tailed Godwit (Limosa lapponica), Eurasian Whimbrel 
(Numenius phaeopus), and Ruff (Calidris pugnax), among 
others, have been observed in the states of Maranhão, 
Ceará, and Pará, as well as in the Atlantic islands of 
Fernando de Noronha, Atol das Rocas, and the Saint 
Peter and Saint Paul Archipelago (Girão et al. 2006, 
Kober et al. 2006, Silva & Olmos 2006, Fedrizzi et al. 
2007, Almeida et al. 2013, Lees et al. 2014).

Despite the increasing frequency of detection of 
vagrant C. ferruginea in the western Atlantic in recent 

years, especially in the Caribbean, there have been no 
published records from Brazil. Furthermore, we are 
aware of only one documented record from the South 
American Atlantic coast (see Kovacs et al. 2005). Here 
we present documentation for the first, second, and 
possibly third records of C. ferruginea for Brazil. We 
additionally provide insight into this species’ current 
status and distribution in the western Atlantic in the 
context of these new records.

On 12 December 2010, CEF and JMH 
accompanied by Fabio Nunes located a C. ferruginea 
while conducting shorebird surveys on the Banco dos 
Cajuais, Icapuí, state of Ceará, Brazil, (04°41'S; 37°21'W) 
(Figure 1). The bird was seen foraging with C. pusilla 
before flying east over the ocean.

On 25 January 2013, LM photographed a C. 
ferruginea in basic plumage feeding with C. pusilla on 
the beach at low tide on the island of Coroa dos Ovos, 
state of Maranhão, Brazil (Figure 2; 01°26'S; 45°9'W). 
The bird was recorded at the same place again on 28 and 
29 January (Figure 3) roosting high on the beach with C. 
pusilla during the high tide. One year later, on 12 January 
2014, Thomas Magarian discovered a C. ferruginea 
(either a returning bird or another individual) at the same 
location (Figures 4 and 5). 

FigurE 1. Curlew Sandpiper, Calidris ferruginea (center), with Ruddy Turnstone, Arenaria interpres, on 12 December 2010 on Banco dos Cajuais, 
Icapui, State of Ceará, Brazil. Note long decurved bill, long legs, gray breast, and white supercillium. Photo: Fabio Nunes.
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FigurE 2. Curlew Sandpiper, Calidris ferruginea (center right), with Semipalmated Sandpipers, Calidris pusilla, in flight, taken at Coroa dos Ovos 
on 25 January 2013. Note clean white rump. Photo: Lukas Musher.

FigurE 3. Curlew Sandpiper, Calidris ferruginea (center), with Semipalmated Sandpipers, Calidris pusilla (background), on Coroa dos Ovos, 
photographed on 29 January 2013. Note long decurved bill that is pointed at the tip, long legs, gray mantle and breast. Photo: Lukas Musher.
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FigurE 4. Curlew Sandpiper, Calidris ferruginea (center), with Semipalmated Sandpipers, Calidris pusilla, roosting at high tide on Coroa dos Ovos, 
photographed on 12 January 2014. Photo: Lukas Musher.

FigurE 5. Curlew Sandpiper, Calidris ferruginea (center back), with two Semipalmated Sandpipers, Calidris pusilla, in flight at Coroa dos Ovos 
on 12 January 2014. Photo: Lukas Musher.



66

                                                                                                               Revista Brasileira de Ornitologia, 24(1), 2016

Curlew Sandpipers Calidris ferruginea in the western Atlantic: the first, second, and third Brazilian records from Ceará and Maranhão
Lukas J. Musher, Alexander C. Lees, Bruno Jackson M. Almeida, Roberta C. Rodrigues, Carmen E. Fedrizzi, João M. Holderbaum and David Mizrahi

After all three observations, the authors quickly 
decided that the bird in question could safely be identified 
as C. ferruginea. There are no regularly occurring similar 
species in Brazil (Piacentini et al. 2015), but separation 
from Dunlin (Calidris alpina) can be difficult. Calidris 
alpina is not unprecedented in Atlantic South America 
including a type specimen from Cayenne, French Guyana 
(Greenwood 1983), and sight records from Venezuela 
and Argentina (Lesterhuis & Clay 2003). It is normally 
a short distance migrant wintering in higher northern 
latitudes throughout its range, although Lesterhuis & 
Clay (2003) list 16 records from South America. 

All three individuals can be readily separated from C. 
alpina by looking at 1) bill structure, 2) relative leg length, 
and 3) plumage characteristics. These individuals differ 
from typical C. alpina by having 1) a long, thin, decurved 
bill with a pointy tip, 2) relatively long legs, 3) gray 
upperparts with a pale white breast, and 4) a prominent 
white rump. Calidris alpina should have 1) a heavy bill 
decurved primarily at the rostral end, 2) relatively short 
legs, 3) brownish gray upperparts with a dark breast, 
and 4) a black vertical stripe on the rump (O’Brien et 
al. 2006). White-rumped Sandpiper (C. fuscicollis) is 
also superficially similar in having a white rump, but has 
a much shorter beak and very different structure with a 
squat appearance and long primary projection.

Given the difficulty of access and infrequent observer 
coverage of coastal regions of northeastern Brazil, vagrant 
and “pseudo-vagrant” species must be highly under-
recorded (Lees et al. 2014). We are only just beginning 
to understand the status of many Palearctic and rare 
Nearctic shorebirds in Brazil including Bar-tailed and 
Marbled Godwits (L. fedoa), and Ruff, among others 
(Kober et al. 2006, Girão et al. 2006, Dias et al. 2013), 
including C. ferruginea. With C. ferruginea regularly 
moving through eastern North America (Hanson 2006), 
there may be small numbers wintering undetected on the 
South American Atlantic coast. Birders and ornithologists 
in Brazil should check for this species wherever large 
numbers of shorebirds congregate in migration and 
winter, especially when C. pusilla is present (O’Brien et 
al. 2006).

The regular appearance of C. ferruginea in the 
western Atlantic and now in northeastern Brazil suggests 
that individuals may be displaced from their regular 
southbound migration along the Palearctic-Afrotropical 
flyway rather than West-Pacific flyway, which likely 
accounts for records in Ecuador and Peru (Graves & 
Plenge 1978, Ridgely & Greenfield 2001). It is possible 
that northeastern trade winds regularly displace C. 
ferruginea across the Atlantic to Central and South 
Americas. This hypothesis is supported by the regularity 
of C. ferruginea in Barbados, the easternmost island in the 
Lesser Antilles, which included a record from September 

1969 of an individual banded only 14 days prior in 
Belgium (Hayman et al. 1986). Northeast and southeast 
Trade Winds meet along the equator and blow from 
east to west, potentially concentrating the landfall of C. 
ferruginea and other Palearctic migrants in coastal regions 
of northeastern Brazil (see also Fedrizzi et al. 2007).

These basic-plumaged birds are difficult to detect 
on wintering grounds in South America due to their 
scarcity, inconspicuous plumage, and low birder density. 
In spring these individuals, now in breeding plumage, 
follow coastlines north and are detected by birders at 
well-watched coastal hotspots in the USA and Canada, 
facilitated by their unmistakable plumage (Howell et al. 
2014). This hypothesis, albeit speculative, may explain 
the relative rarity of the species as an autumn vagrant in 
North America.

Similar patterns are found in other transatlantic 
vagrants, such as the Little Egret (Egretta garzetta; 
Murphy 1992), Western Reef-Heron (Egretta gularis; 
Fedrizzi et al. 2007), and White Wagtail (Motacilla 
alba; Ingels et al. 2010). If small numbers of Palearctic 
shorebirds have established wintering “pseudo-vagrant” 
populations in the Neotropics, then understanding the 
links between Palearctic breeding grounds, migration 
routes, and South American wintering grounds may have 
important implications for shorebird conservation and 
management (see Lees & Gilroy 2004). With shorebird 
numbers at all time lows and falling annually (Prŷs-Jones 
et al. 1994, Bart et al. 2007, Sutherland et al. 2012), it is 
of paramount importance to understand the status and 
distributions of shorebirds globally. Species and regions 
of high conservation importance and ecological value can 
then be prioritized for management.
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