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In 2008, the USGS repeated their tracking with Bar-tailed Godwits from NW Australia. This (o BALLILLELEEEPRITEEEY

revealed for the first time the route taken by migrating Australian godwits like C3 (photo left -‘:““

with aerial showing) and A9 (below). These birds flew non-stop to the Yellow Sea in April, \:“

where they joined godwits from New Zealand. After a few weeks of re-fuelling they made ":“‘
another non-stop flight, this time to the breeding grounds in Siberia. In mid to late July they ”’:'.‘
flew back from Siberia to the Yellow Sea. C3 was the first bird to return to NW Australia, """
arriving back in Roebuck Bay on 30st August. “.}‘
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On an icy February day, dunlin roost on frozen Sihwa Lake, Ansan City, South Korea.
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volcanoes, burrows of crabs and mud-worms. During this
time, the boreal spring, drab-grey flocks of over-wintering
Dunlin and Grey Plover are joined by Bar-tailed Godwits, the
males now coloured a deep orange and brown, arriving after
many thousand kilometres of unbroken flight.

By May, most shorebird species reach their peak
number in the Yellow Sea. Coming from a broad arc of coastal
habitats across continents, they are now concentrated and
refuel frantically before another long flight, some north-west,
others north, still others far north-east to reach Alaska. And yet,
despite this abundance and frenetic activity, at low tide there
is often little evidence of their presence beyond the occasional
melancholic cry of a distant curlew or plover. But as the hours
pass, and the shimmering horizon resolves itself more clearly
into land, sea, and sky, as the shell-fishers trudge in weary
lines back homeward across the mud, clouds of birds can
be seen to lift and rise with the incoming tide. Land becomes
sea again, and small groups of shorebirds peel away from the
horizon. Once seen, then invisible again, before lifting and
rising, moving ever closer, joined this time by a thousand more:
undulating, twisting, shimmering waves of birds and light, and
a chorus of sound, diverse and rich with excitement.
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These shorebirds seem so numerous here because
they have nowhere else to go. Their life depends on the
food resources of the tidal flats around the Yellow Sea. It is
estimated that some two million shorebirds pass through
during northward migration in April and May. This is 30%,
or even 40%, of all of the shorebirds of the vast East Asian
- Australasian Flyway, although these numbers are smaller
than the human populations of many of the region’s cities.
On southward migration too, between July and October,
when temperatures fall as dry, cold monsoon winds start to
blow across the region, another million or more shorebirds
stage in the Yellow Sea. Then they too fan out across more
southern beaches and estuaries, to be replaced in turn by
smaller flocks of now mouse-grey Dunlin, and a few thousand
Eastern Oystercatchers, heavy-built, and strong enough to
survive the winter.

The Yellow Sea’s tidal flats and coastal wetlands
support more than 30% of the Flyway population of 25
shorebird species during northward migration. For 15 spieces,
including the Bar-tailed Godwit, the Yellow Sea supports
almost the whole Flyway population at this time; and for yet
others, it supports almost the whole world population. The
Yellow Sea is the single most important region in the world
during migration for the Great Knot, and also for the critically
endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper and the endangered
Nordmann’s Greenshank. The latter two are among the
world’s rarest shorebird species. It also forms the heart of
the breeding range of the Eastern Oystercatcher. Three more
waterbird species are on the brink of extinction and largely
dependent on the shoreline resources of the Yellow Sea:
Saunders’s Gull (with a world population of 8,500), Chinese
Egret (3,000) and the Black-faced Spoonbill (1,500).

As elsewhere in the world, fisheries have declined
as a consequence of over-fishing, pollution and coastal
reclamation. Nevertheless, the Yellow Sea still supports the
food needs of these millions of shorebirds, and of millions
of people. Fisher-folk, like the shorebirds, follow the daily
rhythm of the tides, to rake or poke or claw the mud for shells,
shrimps and lugworms. Other fishermen build piles of rocks
(Doksal) to trap fish carried in by the tide that are then left
stranded as the tide falls. Some bury pipes and buckets to
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Bordered by China and the Korean
peninsula, the Yellow Sea is the heart of
the East Asian - Australasian Flyway. Its
tidal flats, formed by some of the great
rivers of Asia, are among the most
extensive in the world and support huge
concentrations of migratory shorebirds,
such as these Great Knots, on both
northward and southward migration.
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Healthy Wetlands, Healthy People, Healthy Shorebirds!

People and birds alike depend on the life-giving abundance
and ecological health of the Yellow Sea’s tidal flats and sea-
shallows. In May, up to two million shorebirds stage in the
Sea: nearly 40% of all the long-range migrant shorebirds of the
Flyway.
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The Yellow Sea is of vital importance to local communities, to regional fisheries and to global biodiversity. Several globally-threatened
waterbirds, including the vulnerable Saunders’s Gull (facing page, upper left), the endangered Black-faced Spoonbill (facing page,
upper right), the Eastern Oystercatcher (below left) and the critically endangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper (below right), depend on the
Yellow Sea.
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The Yellow Sea region, with 10% of the world’s human
population, is under increasing pressure. Most of the rivers are
dammed or dyked. Huge coastal cities are rising as centres
both of economic growth and environmental degradation.
Many tidal areas are being transformed into new ports,
industrial estates and oilfields, all intersected by bridges and
roads, at a terrifying pace.
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Reclamation has already destroyed almost half of the Yellow
Sea’s tidal flats. Until completion of a 33-km seawall in 2006,
Saemangeum in South Korea was the Yellow Sea’s most
important shorebird site. An indication of its former richness
could be seen on the tidal flats shortly after the seawall was
closed, when countless thousands of large shellfish rose to
the mud surface as they died (left). Without restoration of tidal
flow, the whole ecosystem will continue to degrade, wrecking
fisheries and causing declines in species like the Great Knot

(right).
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In line with national laws and the Ramsar
Convention, an increasing number of
other internationally important coastal
wetlands are also winning protection,
such as Suncheon Bay in South Korea
(left) and Chongming Dongtan in China.
Environmental education at these sites
helps local communities understand the
important connections between their
wetlands, their future and the future of
shorebirds.
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This picture of a Bar-tailed Godwit on his nest is literally
the last image | took for this book. Whilst sitting near the
bird for hours in the tundra in Alaska, | contemplated the
long travels | had made along this spectacular flyway
from New Zealand to the Arctic. This splendid bird, a
300 gram bundle of avian energy, had travelled the same
distances completely by his own power. | could only do
all that travelling, visit all the marvellous shorebird places
and take pictures of these fascinating birds thanks to
the kind assistance of many people, organisations and
institutes in New Zealand, Australia, China, South Korea,
the Russian Federation (Siberia) and USA (Alaska).

| thank you all for your incredible help and friendship,
and your contribution to this book. | hope it makes many
more people aware of the invisible and very vulnerable
connections shorebirds depend upon.
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