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A pilot study to assess the health status of Wadden Sea birds

Various shorebird species show strong population declines since several years. The reasons for these declines are still poorly understood. We set up a pilot study to investigate possible relationships between the declines and the health status of beached Wadden Sea birds. 

To identify possible causes for diseases and causes of death of coastal birds, beached birds were collected along the German North Sea coast by a network of members of the National Park Service and different NGOs. Besides recording of biometric data, a detailed autopsy was performed. All organs were investigated macroscopically and the nutritional status was assessed based on the fat reserves and condition of the pectoral muscle. Samples for further histological, microbiological, virological, serological, parasitological and toxicological investigations were taken and preserved. 

The preliminary results of the pathological investigations showed individuals with numerous lesions and poor nutritional status (i.e. emaciation). Oystercatchers (Haematopus ostralegus) and Curlews (Numenius arquata) were among the species with most frequent pathological abnormalities. Histological findings revealed pneumonia, hepatitis, splenitis with bacterial and parasitic etiology most likely. It is planned to compare the health status of beached birds with individuals that died of unnatural causes (e.g. by collisions). A long-term assessment of the health status of Wadden Sea birds following the example of the monitoring programme of marine mammals which is already operating in Germany for several years is strongly recommended. The implementation of such a long-term project is expected to be able to (1) discover diseases (which may also be transmittable to humans) at an early stage, (2) provide data that allow to compare the health status, body condition and causes for diseases among different years and thus (3) might be able to eventually unravel possible hints for the population declines of Wadden Sea birds.

