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Enormous Whimbrel 
Flock Discovered on 

Deveaux Bank!
Article courtesy of SC DNR press release, June 15, 2012. 
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 On April 21 during an International Shorebird Survey on 
North Beach, Bob Mercer recorded 34 Whimbrel. On May 
8 Aija Konrad reported 157 Whimbrel in the mudflats at the 
curve at Jenkins Point. Looking back into his photo archives, 
Ed Konrad found Seabrook’s high count of 327 Whimbrel on 
the old inlet and the beach in May of 2016.  As it turned out 
our SIB members were observing only a small number of the 
almost 20,000 Whimbrel roosting on Deveaux Bank, Seabrook 
Island’s backyard barrier island.
 On June 15, 2021, a special event was held at The Charles-
ton Museum to announce the discovery that approximately 
49% of the estimated eastern population of Whimbrel were 
using Deveaux Bank as a nighttime roosting area during their 
migration. The following excerpts from the South Carolina De-
partment of Natural Resources highlights the details from the 
many years of research: 
 It’s not every day that someone discovers a new-to-science 
bird migration spectacle. It’s even more unexpected that such 
an encounter — in this case, tens of thousands of shorebirds 
gathering during their annual journey north — would be just 
a stone’s throw from a metropolitan area. But two years ago, 
that’s exactly what happened in coastal South Carolina.
 In May 2019, South Carolina Department of Natural Re-
sources (SCDNR) biologist Felicia Sanders and a team of 
researchers confirmed that approximately 20,000 Whimbrels 
were roosting at night on a small island during their spring 
migration. The team documented similar numbers again in 
2020. This single flock includes nearly half of the declining 
shorebird’s estimated eastern population: a staggering specta-
cle hiding in plain sight. The findings were recently published 
in the peer-reviewed scientific journal Wader Study.
 Sanders has devoted her career to protecting South Car-
olina’s coastal birds. After decades exploring the coast, few 
are more familiar with the way shorebirds and seabirds use 
the state’s salt marshes, tidal creeks, and barrier islands. But 
when Sanders pursued a hunch about the large numbers 
of Whimbrels, she saw congregating at Deveaux Bank, she 
could barely believe what she’d found.
 “A lot of people were skeptical, but after tallying results 
from coordinated surveys by fellow ornithologists and video 
documentation, we are certain of the magnitude of the flock,” 
said Sanders. “Finding so many Whimbrel here gives me hope 
that we can turn the tide for this and other declining shorebird 
species.”
 Whimbrels are large, striking shorebirds known for their 
down curved bills, which are ideally adapted to plucking fid-
dler crabs from muddy burrows. Like many shorebirds, they 

 At high tides and at night, when feeding habitat and other 
safe resting sites are inundated, the birds flock together for 
safety. They seek large, isolated offshore refuges like De-
veaux Bank, where disturbances from people and predators 
are minimal. But relatively few such places remain along the 
Atlantic coast.
 “Having such a globally important phenomenon occur 
right here in our own backyards, that’s really something to 
be proud of,” said Sanders. “And I think it’s really import-
ant to understand that biologists aren’t the only ones that 
care about these birds. Local communities take ownership 
of places near their homes. It really does take a village to 
protect places as important as Deveaux.”
 In early 2019, Sanders’ discovery inspired a collaboration 
between the South Carolina Department of Natural Re-
sources, the University of South Carolina, the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology, and the conservation nonprofit Manomet to 
census and film this nocturnal roost during peak migration 
in April and May. For optimal visibility, the shorebird biolo-
gists, along with videographers specializing in filming sen-
sitive wildlife, converged on Deveaux on full moon nights as 
flocks of Whimbrel arrived during and after twilight.
 “We worked to visually document what Felicia and the 
team have uncovered here, because this truly unique spec-
tacle underscores the value of the wild spaces still left intact 
on our southeastern coasts,” said Andy Johnson, who led a 
team from the Cornell Lab’s Center for Conservation Media 
to film the Whimbrel roost.
 A shorebird roost of this magnitude offers a glimpse of 
the abundance that was once widespread across the Atlan-
tic coast and now stands as a testament to South Carolina’s 
commitment to coastal habitat conservation.
 Deveaux Bank Seabird Sanctuary is closed year-round 
above the high-water line, apart from areas designated by 
signs for limited recreational use (beaches on the ends of 
the island, facing inland). From March 15 through October 
15, some of the island’s beaches are closed for seasonal 
nesting of coastal birds and are demarcated by fencing. 
Dogs and camping are prohibited year-round.  If you notice 
violations to these rules, contact SCDNR at 800-922-5431.
 The New York Times published this amazing piece, 
Leave This Wondrous Island to the Birds, about the migrat-
ing Whimbrels’ use of Deveaux Bank as their nocturnal 
roost. The visuals are outstanding. ▲
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/06/19/opinion/car-
olina-coast-whimbrel-deveaux.html?referringSource=articleShare

migrate incredible distances across the Western Hemisphere each year, facing threats 
including habitat loss and overhunting along the way. In the last 25 years, Whimbrels 
declined by two-thirds across the Atlantic Flyway, the eastern portion of their popula-
tion. The discovery of a roost of this size — the largest known for the species — is of 
critical importance to successfully protecting this rare shorebird.
 After spending the winter on the coasts of South America, Whimbrels fly thousands 
of miles north to nest and raise young across subarctic regions of Canada and Alaska. 
They typically make just one stop along the way. For many of these birds, that stop is 
in South Carolina, where they rest and feed on rich coastal nutrients that will fuel their 
breeding season.
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