
Black Oystercatcher-nest occupancy & diet
Vital Signs Monitoring- Southwest Alaska Network

USGS and SWAN biologists examine a Black 
Oystercatcher nest site and collect prey remains, 
Katmai National Park and Preserve.

Sampling Design

Collection of black oystercatcher nest 
density/occupancy and diet data will be collected 
annually along a 20-km transect centered on 
each randomly-selected intensive intertidal 
invertebrate and algal sample site.  Identification 
of all nests within each transect will allow 
estimation of nest density, and visits to all nest 
sites in subsequent years will allow estimation of 
nest abandonment and establishment rates. Shell 
remains of prey captured and transported to the 
nest site will be collected and used to estimate 
the species composition and size distributions of 
prey. The sampling design will allow contrasts of 
black oystercatcher nest density, nest occupancy 
rates, and size and species composition among 
sites within a park, among different regions in 
the Gulf of Alaska, and among years. 

Current and Future Monitoring

In 2006, five 20-km transects were surveyed along 
the KATM coastline corresponding to each of the 5 
rocky intertidal intensive sampling locations. 
Seventeen black oystercatcher nests we located, 15 
that were classified as active and 2 as failed.  The 
number of nests ranged from 1 to 5/transect.  
Eleven eggs and 13 chicks were located and two 
active nests were located but chicks were not 
detected.  Biologists recovered dietary prey remains 
from 10 of the 17 nest sites, or 10 of 12 nests 
where chicks were present.  More than 500 prey 
items were identified to species and measured.  
Limpets (Tectura and Lottia spp) and mussels 
(Mytilus) dominated the dietary remains. The 
sampling protocol was successfully implemented, 
transect lengths could be expanded to increase the 
sample size. 

Contacts:

James Bodkin, USGS james_bodkin@usgs.gov

Alan Bennett, SWAN alan_bennett@nps.gov

Importance / Issues

The black oystercatcher was selected as a SWAN 
marine nearshore vital sign because:  1) it is a 
common and conspicuous member of the rocky 
and gravel intertidal marine communities of park 
shorelines; 2) it is completely dependent on 
nearshore marine habitats for all critical life 
history components including foraging, breeding, 
chick-rearing, and resting; 3) it serves as 
“keystone” species that it important in 
structuring nearshore systems; and 4) it is highly 
susceptible to human disturbance. 
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