
Morro Bay Sandspit in San Luis Obispo county, California, USA,  involves a 4 or 5-mile, one 
way hike to its northern tip. It is there that the majority of waders, or shorebirds, seem to 
concentrate, so, if you are going to go to the trouble of hiking the spit, then you really need 
to hike the whole 8+ mile round trip, or else you end up missing the best area. This makes it 
an under watched spot as you have to be pretty dedicated to make the effort to bird there. 
However, Kevin Zimmer, who has made the trip before with interesting results, proved that it 
often pays off if you make that effort.  
 On the 1st of October 2020 Kevin Zimmer took that hike and had a bit of a red letter 
day. In that one visit he recorded a first record for the county, a melanistic sandpiper and a 
bird that although is reasonably to be expected in the county, is unusual along the beach.  
Kevin’s 8-mile roundtrip trek along the Morro Bay sandspit, began with an unusual plover 
sighting, in the form of a Mountain Plover Charadrius montanus.   

 Mountain Plovers are regular wintering birds in the eastern interior of San Luis 
Obispo county, in the Carrizo Plains where Elis and I caught up with them during our Wader 
Quest travels. They have though, like so many wader species, been declining in the last 30 
odd years. In the mid-1980s it was not unusual to see up to 300 or more in a day there, when 
Elis and I visited in 2013 we saw just 29.  Along the coast however they have always been 
very rare migrants (typically only 
in autumn) and this is born out by 
the fact that this was only the 
second or third time Kevin had 
ever seen one on a beach in 35 
years of birding the area, 
although there have been other 
occasional beach sightings by 
other observers. 
 A week prior to this visit 
Kevin had made the same trek 
along the sandspit and on that 
occasion he came across a 
melanistic Western Sandpiper 
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Calidris maura, something he had never before encountered in any Calidrid wader. On that particular part of the beach where 
he saw it there were 7000+ small sandpipers so he was slightly taken aback when he came across what he assumed was the 
same individual again on this visit. 
 Finally, an already interesting and fulfilling day got even better when Kevin found and photographed a male Common 
Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula near Marker #6 on the west side of the sandspit.  The bird was frequenting the wrack line 
and loosely associating with some 50+ Semipalmated Plovers Charadrius semipalmatus and 20+ Snowy Plovers Charadrius  
nivosus.  The Common Ringed Plover was not hard to separate from the other plovers around it as it was the only bird in 
breeding plumage making it stand out somewhat.  
 A passing Merlin Falco columbarius spooked all the assembled waders, which comprised the plovers and some 
Sanderlings Calidris alba, and they flew further along the spit. At that point Kevin was unable to relocate the Common Ringed 
Plover and he didn’t see it again. 
 However, that was not the end of the story for the Common Ringed Plover as the following day it was seen by some 
20 other intrepid birders who had trekked out to the sandspit and were justly rewarded for their efforts. 
 This bird represents the first record of the species in San Obispo County, the fifth record for California and the twelfth 
record for the continental USA. 
 These were not the first rare 
waders that Kevin has found at this 
site either. On September 7th 2012 he 
and his wife found and photographed 
the county’s second, and most recent, 
record of Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa 
lapponica, a juvenile. The couple were 
the only observers to see this 
individual. The first, and only other 
record of Bar-tailed Godwit from the 
county, was another juvenile, also 
from the Sandspit, in September 2010. 
 The photograph on the right 
shows the juvenile Bar-tailed Godwit, 
on the left, together with a Marbled 
Godwit Limosa fedoa, neatly 
illustrating the differences between 
them. 
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Common Ringed Plover- Kevin Zimmer 

Juvenile Bar-tailed Godwit (L) and Marbled Godwit - Kevin Zimmer 
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