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Black Oystercatcher, Haematopus 
bachmani

ÅLong-lived, monogamous shorebird 

ÅEstablishes well defined, composite feeding     

and nesting territories in rocky intertidal habitat 

ÅExhibits site fidelity (Andres and Falxa 1995) 

Vandenberg Marine     
Ecological Reserve (VMER)

ÅEstablished 1994 as part of the 

California Marine Resources Act of 1990 

(McArdle 1997)

ÅCoastline length ~12.8 km (7.9mi)

Objectives

ÅDetermine the number and size of foraging territories inside and adjacent to VMER

ÅDetermine the amount of time spent foraging in territories inside and adjacent to VMER

ÅDetermine the diet of oystercatchers both inside and adjacent to VMER

Methods

Defining Territories

ÅDefined territory as the area defended by a given breeding pair

ÅMonitored territories every 7 days

ÅDetermined territory boundaries by mapping all observations 

for a given breeding pair. 

ÅCalculated the maximum territory size as a linear          coastline 

distance (m) 

ÅCalculated the min and max foraging distance between each 

breeding site and associated territory

Use of the South Point Arguello Territory (#14)

ÅMade simultaneous observations from multiple fixed points 

ÅRecorded time (min.) oystercatchers spent foraging, loafing, 

and defending territory

ÅMade 18 hours of observations during 2-3 hour blocks

Diet

ÅObservations

ÅObserved foraging oystercatchers at South Point       Arguello 

Territory (#14)

ÅIdentified prey as mussel, limpet, unidentified 

macroinvertebrate, or unidentified microinvertebrate

ÅEstimated prey length as fraction of oystercatcher bill length

ÅMidden

ÅIdentified each shell to species level

ÅMeasured length and width

ÅConverted sizes from midden samples (mm) to oystercatcher 

bill lengths (avg. = 75mm, Andres and Falxa 1995)

Discussion

ÅIf the VMER is protecting key prey species for 

oystercatchers, then we expect to find differences 

in number of territories, territory size, and diet 

composition inside versus outside the reserve. 

ÅIn this preliminary study, we found more, 

larger territories inside the reserve than 

outside.

ÅData on diet and territory use were 

inconclusive. However, continuing research 

will allow us to make among year 

comparisons and thus better inferences about 

the efficacy of the reserve.

ÅDifferences in prey size between Point Arguello 

and North Rocky Point were likely due to 

differences in methods used for the two sites. 

ÅNorth Rocky Point midden data represent 

items fed to chicks. In theory, oystercatchers 

should minimize foraging trips by delivering 

larger prey. 

ÅPoint Arguello observations were of prey 

eaten by adults on site. In theory, smaller 

prey are easier to handle.

ÅBoth methods should be used where 

possible.

ÅThough we had only 18 hours of observations at 

Point Arguello, results indicate not all defended 

territory is used. Additional effort is necessary to 

better understand the extent to which territories  

are used.
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Future Plans

ÅExpand the study by selecting more territories to 

monitor diet and foraging behavior  

ÅIncrease observation effort at each territory

ÅAttempt to band adults to better determine 

territory boundaries, especially where more than 

one pair is competing for a single area. 

Ò 18.75mm Òı bill

18.76 to 37.50mm >ı to Òİ bill

37.51 to 56.25mm >İ to ÒĲ bill

>56.26mm >¾ bill

Figure 1. Percent frequency of occurrence of 

prey items in oystercatcher diet at North Rocky 

Point and Point Arguello.

Figure 2. Percent frequency of 

occurrence of prey size in 

oystercatcher diet at North Rocky 

Point and Point Arguello.

Results

Defining Territories

ÅIdentified 7 territories inside and 

adjacent to VMER (See map )

Å2 adjacent to VMER

Å5 inside VMER

ÅMean territory length inside VMER 

~3.5x longer than that of territories 

adjacent to VMER (Table 1) 

ÅTerritories not internally contiguous

Diet

ÅIdentified 97 prey items during 

observations at Point Arguello. 

ÅIdentified 1023 prey items from 

North Rocky Point midden

ÅLimpets were dominant prey at both 

locations, followed by mussels (Fig. 1)

ÅPrey size was larger at North Rocky 

Point than Point Arguello (Fig. 2)

Area 

#

Coastal 

Length 

(m)

% of Total 

Territory 

Length

% of Time Spent

Foraging Loafing Defending

1 50 4.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

2 202 16.2% 22.0% 17.1% 10.6%

3 44 3.5% 2.8% 0.0% 0.1%

4 26 2.1% 0.3% 0.5% 0.5%

5 36 2.9% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0%

6 33 2.7% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0%

7 22 1.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Total 413 33.2% 25.2% 17.8% 11.2%

Use of the South Point Arguello Territory (#14)

Å5 areas used within defended territory (Table 2)

ÅAreas used ranged in length from 22 to 202m 

ÅCombined length of areas used was 33.2% of 

total territory length.  

ÅOystercatchers spent the most time in the 

largest of the 7 areas (Area 2).  This was the area 

closest to the neighboring territory.  

ÅOystercatchers spent 54.2% of time in territory

Å25.2% foraging

Å17.8% loafing

Å11.2% defending territory

ÅRemaining 45.8% of time was spent away from 

territory, often in competitive flights. 

Table 1.  Summary of Black Oystercatcher territory length and 

distance from nest to foraging territories inside and adjacent to 

VMER, 2004.

VMER 

Location

Territory Foraging Distance

# Length (m) Min. (m) Max (m)

Adjacent 1 294 3 1018

Adjacent 11 133 10 77

Average 213.5 6.5 547.5

Inside 4 644 2 229

Inside 6 713 10 180

Inside 10 309 13 134

Inside 13 801 9 613

Inside 14 1244 6 924

Average 742.2 8 416

Table 2.  Summary of areas used by Black Oystercatchers in South Point 

Arguello Territory and activity time budget, 2004.
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