Delaware Bay 
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Description: The lower Delaware Bay is a major spring migration site for shorebirds on the Atlantic flyway. The bay shoreline in New Jersey and Delaware provides feeding, resting and roosting areas for shorebirds during migration. In New Jersey, it stretches from approximately Cohansey River to Cape May Point. The shoreline is made up primarily of narrow sandy beaches and low tide flats, including dunes, sandy/muddy mouths of rivers, adjacent tidal salt marshes and saltwater impoundments. There are extensive freshwater and saltwater wetlands throughout the Delaware River and Bay estuary.

Ownership along the bay shoreline is a mix of private, state and federal land. The bay shoreline is not heavily developed and many towns along the bay are fishing villages inhabited more heavily in the summer. Approximately 21,016 hectares (51,910 acres) of New Jersey wetlands associated with the bay are in state ownership, mostly as Fish and Wildlife Management Areas (FWMA).  New Jersey Wildlife Management Areas include: Mad Horse Creek, Dix, Nantuxent, Fortescue, Egg Island, Heislerville, Dennis Creek and Higbee Beach. The one federally protected area is Cape May National Wildlife Refuge, a unit of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Access to the bay shoreline is essentially limited to narrow stretches of beach where there are roads and residential development.  Most of the beach areas, such as Fortescue, Reeds Beach and south of Reeds Beach, are accessible from roads. There is limited access to Moores Beach due to road washout at high tide. The marshes are largely inaccessible except by air or boat.  

The spring migration of shorebirds coincides with horseshoe crab spawning in Delaware Bay.  Shorebirds have been found to feed mostly on horseshoe crab eggs on the bay beaches, but surveys by NJ Department of Fish and Wildlife biologists indicate some species, such as the Semipalmated Sandpiper, Dunlin, and Short-billed Dowitcher, rely more heavily on marsh habitats. All shorebirds move between the beaches and marshes for feeding, resting and roosting.  The most abundant shorebird species in Delaware Bay during migration are Semipalmated Sandpipers, Ruddy Turnstones, Red Knots, Sanderlings, Dunlin and Short-billed Dowitchers.  

Maximum count data from ISS records were available from the following New Jersey sites in Delaware Bay: 

Fortescue Beach/Egg Island: DUNL (510), REKN (675), RUTU (209), SAND (135), and SESA (4,000);

Heislerville: DUNL (1,000), SBDO (54), and SESA (450);

Thompsons Beach: DUNL (6,000), REKN (440), RUTU (580), SAND (623), SBDO (1,800), and SESA (2,002);

Moores Beach: DUNL (785), REKN (1,385), RUTU (730), SAND (555), and SESA (570);

Reeds Beach: DUNL (75), REKN (1,460), RUTU (1,100), SAND (930), and SESA (175).

The NJ Division of Fish and Wildlife (NJ DFW), in conjunction with the Delaware Department of Fish and Wildlife - Nongame and Endangered Species Program, conducts annual ground and aerial surveys of shorebird abundance on beaches. The New Jersey groundwork involves ground counts and cannon netting of shorebirds for color banding and research. Aerial surveys cover the bay shoreline of New Jersey (Cohansey River to Cape May Canal) and Delaware (Woodland Beach to Cape Henlopen). These are conducted from an airplane by NJ DFW biologist Kathleen Clark once every week from the beginning of May to the middle of June. 

Survey Method: Ground, boat and aerial surveys are needed to cover extensive area. Aerial surveys of the NJ (Cohansey River to Cape May Canal) and DE (Woodland Beach to Cape Henlopen) shorelines are done on the early falling tide when crab eggs are exposed for feeding.  

Selection Bias: Spring survey work covers the bay beaches, not the marshes. The bay marshes are inaccessible except by air or boat. Boat surveys only cover the marsh edges.

Measurement error:  *  


Measurement bias:  *

Pilot Studies: Larry Niles, NJ DFW, conducted Fall 2003 surveys of the New Jersey coastline. The surveys will help determine what areas shorebirds use during fall migration and to determine juvenile to adult ratios for selected species. Survey work is being done in conjunction with the Delaware Division of Fish and Wildlife and will involve aerial surveys of the entire bay and Atlantic coasts of both states. In addition, NJ DFW biologist, Amanda Dey, is developing a protocol for aerial surveys of the bay marshes, possibly for Spring 2004.  

Local Contacts: Larry Niles, Endangered and Nongame Species Program, NJ DFW

    Kathleen Clark, Biologist, NJ DFW 

    Dave Mizrahi, VP for Research, Cape May Bird Observatory

    Nellie Tsipoura, Director of Citizen Science, NJ Audubon

Site 1: Fortescue/Egg Island
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Site 2: Thompsons and Moores Beaches
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Site 3: Reeds Beach to Pierces Point
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Site 4: Pierces Point to Villas
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