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Chances are you’ve been to the beach at some point in your life. You know the beautiful ocean, 

the warm sand, and the intoxicating sound of the waves. Perhaps you recall the lush sea oats and 

magnificent dunes that protect our coasts from erosion. But do you remember the birds? 

I’ve been interested in birds and conservation for as long as I can remember. Bird conservation 

is a wide field – it can be anything from saving penguins to warblers, after all – but one issue that’s 

especially important to me is nesting shorebird conservation. Living at the coast in North Carolina has 

given me a first-hand look at just how mistreated these birds are, all because we as humans love the 

beach. 

Every summer, thousands of tourists descend upon beaches up and down the east and west 

coasts. Wrightsville Beach, just up the road from where I live, is no exception. From mid-April to October 

it’s impossible to find a parking spot, let alone a place to sit and relax on the beach!  Unbeknownst to 

many people, these prime tourism months overlap with shorebird nesting season – and a silent, deadly 

competition ensues.  

Imagine being a shorebird for a moment. You’ve just arrived back to the United States after 

migrating from South America. It’s been a long journey, but now that you’re back on the beach, you 

search for your old nesting grounds. You’re territorial, after all, and it’s in your genes to return to the 

same nesting spot year after year. You find that the beach is crowded with people. Even though there’s 

hardly any room, you make your nest on the sand. You lay your eggs – and then they are destroyed! 

They’re stepped on, or they’re literally cooked on the 120°F sand while you defend your territory from a 

person who has walked too close (Audubon). You’ve travelled so far and tried so hard to raise your 

young, only to have them die as a consequence of human activities. 
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It’s a harsh reality that an increasing number of shorebirds are facing. The US Census Bureau has 

estimated that coastal populations have increased by as much as 84% since 1960, and this trend shows 

no signs of stopping any time soon.  

Just stepping onto the beach is proof enough that people are having negative influences on 

shorebird populations. On Wrightsville Beach, I’ve seen nesting shorebirds scared off of their nests by 

people and their dogs; I’ve witnessed shorebird nests and eggs destroyed by beachgoers and trucks; I’ve 

watched people intentionally chase birds off of the beach. Though shorebirds have been nesting on 

beaches for hundreds of years, their chances at nesting success are being destroyed by our actions. 

After seeing these terrible things being done to shorebirds, I knew that I had to make the situation 

better somehow. Shorebirds were fighting a losing battle against people, through no fault of their own, 

and I had to help. 

On July 4
th

, 2011, I became aware of a group called Audubon North Carolina that had the same 

concerns about nesting shorebirds. They were beginning a new initiative called the Good Egg Project, 

which was an effort to collect signatures from people promising not to threaten nesting birds. I learned 

about the project that morning on Facebook, and by 10 o’clock a.m., I was on the beach to help out.  

That day, I discovered a group of likeminded people who also felt strongly that shorebirds must 

be protected. Along with a couple of other volunteers, I collected signatures from over a hundred 

people on the beach through the Good Egg Project. It felt good to get the word about shorebirds out, 

and I really thought that I had done something amazing. Who knew that was only the beginning! 

During the summer of 2013, I became a full-fledged Audubon bird steward at Wrightsville 

Beach. One of the most important duties I had as a steward was to construct and maintain a fence that 

designated a section of the beach as shorebird habitat. Artwork for signs on the fence was donated by 
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students at the local Wrightsville Beach Elementary School, making the project a true community effort. 

Although we were only allowed to fence off a small portion of the beach, it was still a huge 

improvement for the shorebirds. Because the land inside the fence was protected by Audubon, people 

were not allowed to walk inside and disturb the birds! Over the course of the summer, I made sure that 

the fencing was intact and that people were not going inside the protected area. With the fence in place 

preventing people from bothering or threatening the shorebirds, 2013 was a very successful nesting 

year. 

As a bird steward, I also monitored the nests and educated curious beachgoers about the birds. 

Using a spotting scope and binoculars, I showed the nesting birds to hundreds of people – every time 

somebody saw a chick, they were sure to exclaim “aww”! Many people I talked to had no idea that birds 

were nesting on the beach; some of these people had lived on Wrightsville Beach for upwards of ten 

years, but they didn’t know about the shorebirds! I truly feel like every person I talked to walked away 

with more knowledge and awareness about these wonderful creatures.  

Even after spending all summer protecting the birds, I still felt like I had to do more. In April 

2014 I hosted a steward recruiting event at my high school, during which I reached out to many of my 

peers and told them how they could get involved with saving our shorebirds. A lot of people attended 

my event – this summer, there will be a few more young conservationists out there advocating for the 

birds!  

It’s May again, and the shorebirds are returning. There’s still a lot of work to be done, but you 

can bet I’ll be out there with the birds again this summer making sure they have the best chance at 

success possible! 

[Photos: https://www.flickr.com/photos/124385574@N02/sets/72157644736405535/ ] 
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