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General Information 
The Black Oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani) is a large, long-lived shorebird that inhabits 
rocky intertidal zones along the West coast of North America. The species' range extends from 
the Aleutian Islands of Alaska to Baja California. Black Oystercatchers forage primarily on 
intertidal macroinvertebrates such as mussels and limpets. Pairs in California nest primarily on 
rocky outcrops, but may also select mainland sites against or near the faces of bluffs and cliffs. 
Nesting densities tend to be low and breeding individuals can exhibit both conspecific and 
interspecific territorial behavior. Black Oystercatchers (BLOY) spend their entire life cycle on 
marine shorelines. They are considered an indicator species, reflecting the health of rocky 
intertidal ecosystems that comprise portions of the continent’s Western coast (Tessler et al. 
2010). 
 

 
                                  Photo by David Lamkin 
 
The relatively small population size and restricted range of the Black Oystercatcher coupled with 
anthropogenic and natural threats to its habitat, led to its listing on numerous conservation 
watchlists before being listed as a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Focal Species for priority 
conservation action in 2007 (Tessler et al. 2010). Black Oystercatchers were also designated as a 
climate priority species by Point Blue Conservation Science and the California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife in 2012 (Garaldi et al. 2012). To attain baseline data regarding Black 
Oystercatcher distribution and abundance, Audubon California conducted a targeted statewide 
population survey in 2011. In 2012, the study evolved into a collaborative effort to assess the 
reproductive success of Black Oystercatchers. Audubon California coordinated with local 
Audubon chapters, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM)-California Coastal National Monument, California State Parks, and other interested 
groups to conduct nest monitoring surveys from May through September, over a minimum five-
year period. Realizing the value of a longer term dataset in understanding population variability 
Audubon California encouraged areas to continue monitoring for an additional five years. Since, 
many areas of Northern and Central California have continued monitoring efforts with the 
support and coordination by Audubon California.  
 
The goal of this project is to better understand Black Oystercatcher population recruitment and 
viability. Findings will be used by the involved organizations to make conservation and land 
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management decisions and all data will be transferred to and housed by BOEM-MARINe -Multi-
Agency Rocky Intertidal Network. This interactive platform will allow easy access of spatial and 
tabular data on Black Oystercatcher locations and productivity by year.  
 

Monitoring in San Luis Obispo County 
Monitoring efforts for the 2020 breeding season in San Luis Obispo County were conducted by 
community scientists and State Park employees. Efforts were coordinated by Jodi Isaacs, an 
Environmental Scientist for California State Parks with funding assistance from Morro Coast 
Audubon Society Chapter. This year presented unusual circumstances due to the novel 
coronavirus pandemic. Participation was limited in scope and time for the safety of monitors and 
the public. A total of nineteen monitors aided in data collection. Data collection consisted of 
weekly observation efforts, beginning in May, in suitable Black Oystercatcher habitat along 11.4 
miles of coastline. San Luis Obispo coast is expansive with high habitat suitability but due to 
inaccessibility and time limitations much of the coast is not monitored. All located nest sites 
were documented but only those which could be accessed weekly were monitored for 
productivity. 
 

 
          Photo by David Lamkin 
 

Methods 
In order to observe activity related to Black Oystercatcher pairs and nesting, binoculars and 
spotting scopes were used. Throughout the season, monitors took care to remain at proper 
distances from nests and birds in order to minimize disturbance to pairs and their young. 
Monitors followed a standardized protocol developed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and 
standardized data sheets developed by Audubon California to record observations. Data collected  
include the date, time of day, survey time, nest stage, behavior of the adults, number and stage of 
eggs, number and age of chicks, the presence of predators, and disturbances to nesting 
oystercatchers. Disturbances to Black Oystercatchers caused by other wildlife or human related 
were identified when possible. After a nest location was established, nests were monitored at 
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least once a week for a minimum of 30 minutes. If a nest failed early in the season, a monitor 
would continue to survey the site in subsequent weeks to confirm nest failure and check for re-
nesting attempts. In instances where a nest was not discovered until after hatching, the chicks 
were monitored weekly until they either fledged or failed to fledge. Fledging of chicks is 
confirmed by observing flying or if the chicks reached 36 days after their hatch date.  
 
Monitors were asked to fill out individual data sheets for each nest which included a physical 
description of the nest site, as well as the unique nest identification number. These data sheets 
were compiled into a single spreadsheet containing data for the entire season, see Appendix. 
Various rates were calculated such as nest success and productivity per pair and per nest attempt. 
Productivity per pair is the most common metric used between sites statewide.    
 

Monitoring Areas 
The San Luis Obispo County coastline is approximately 80 miles of which 11.4 miles was 
monitored this season. Of the nearly 36 miles of potentially suitable nesting habitat for Black 
Oystercatchers in the county, a significant amount is unfeasible and impractical to regularly 
monitor. Some areas of the coast are privately owned without access, and other unmonitored 
locations are situated far from roads and would require a significant amount of effort, 
coordination, and time investment to reach. Monitored nest locations for 2020 are displayed in 
Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1. Locations of nests monitored in 2020. 
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Hearst San Simeon State Park & Piedras Blancas Light Station 
The northernmost area of Black Oystercatcher monitoring is located in Hearst San Simeon State 
Park. The 2.6 miles of monitored coastline in the park is mostly undeveloped and composed 
primarily of cliffs and offshore rocks which are interspersed by sandy beaches. The topography 
of the coastline creates challenges in both accessibility and visibility of nesting areas. Within 
Hearst San Simeon State Park is the BLM managed Piedras Blancas Light Station which 
includes a .95 mile stretch of coast. The light station property was not monitored this year due to 
COVID-19 restrictions.  
 

Estero Bluffs State Park & Cayucos 
The longest continuous monitoring area is Estero Bluffs State Park which is comprised of 3.5 
miles of coastline with a substantial rocky intertidal zone and numerous offshore rocks. Though 
there is much suitable Black Oystercatcher nesting areas along Estero Bluffs, the park’s easy 
access and close proximity to Highway 1 attracts many visitors to the trails along the bluffs and 
the intertidal zone. The park’s popularity inevitably results in frequent disturbances to Black 
Oystercatchers and other nesting shorebirds. Immediately east of Estero Bluffs is the cove at 
Lucerne Avenue in Cayucos which supports one Black Oystercatcher pair who repeatedly use an 
onshore rock for nesting. 
 

 
               Black Rock - Estero Bluffs State Park 
 

Morro Bay 
Though known nesting pairs have nested on the jetties and rocks near and on Morro Rock in 
previous years, only one nest was monitored here this season by State Park staff that had access 
to the South jetty. The distance from the shore to nesting locations on the jetties and the physical 
obstructions when trying to view the nests make it too difficult to regularly monitor these nests 
effectively from shore.   
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Montaña de Oro State Park & Point Buchon Trail 
Monitoring areas in Montaña de Oro State Park are within a 1.42 mile stretch of coast south of 
Spooner’s Cove, along the Bluff Trail. This area consists of large offshore rocks and rocky 
bluffs, both of which are utilized by nesting Black Oystercatchers. South of Montaña de Oro 
State Park is Point Buchon, a property owned by PG&E with 1.16 miles of coast and similar 
terrain to Montaña de Oro State Park. The Point Buchon coast has a considerable amount of 
suitable Black Oystercatcher nesting habitat, but difficult access and distance to known nesting 
locations makes regular monitoring challenging and unfeasible. 
 

 
                      Gull Rock - Point Buchon trail, PG&E property 

Avila Beach 
The Avila Beach monitoring area spanned .5 miles of coast in two distinct areas; near Cal Poly 
Pier and a short distance south at Cave Landing. The shoreline near the Cal Poly pier consists of 
a manufactured breakwater along a roadway and one smaller sized offshore rock that has been 
used by nesting Black Oystercatchers for many years. Cave Landing is a cove with high, steep 
cliffs and numerous offshore rocks.  
 

 
              Cal Poly Pier Rock - Avila Beach 
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Shell Beach 
Shell Beach is the farthest south monitoring area with 1.5 miles of coastline. Shell Beach is 
largely residential with small easements, overlooks, city parks, and beaches all accessible by the 
public and all within close proximity to Black Oystercatcher nesting areas. The southernmost 
area of Shell Beach is comprised of large hotels and high cliffs which have been largely modified 
and manipulated through past construction projects. Many offshore and onshore rocks are 
suitable for Black Oystercatcher nesting as well as mainland, rocky areas below the high cliffs. 
 
 

 
                                    Tennis court west nest site - Shell Beach 
 

Management and Conservation 
As a significant land owner of suitable Black Oystercatcher nesting habitat in San Luis Obispo 
County, California State Parks has a large role in the management and conservation of not only 
oystercatchers but this unique stretch of intertidal habitat which many species depend on. The 
conservation of nesting birds has been a focal point in management decisions locally for years 
and poses some challenges. A primary concern for nesting birds like the Black Oystercatcher are 
the potential impacts caused by park visitors that may, unintentionally or otherwise, interrupt and 
disturb nesting activities and behaviors. In recent years, numerous disturbances to Black 
Oystercatchers have been recorded at Estero Bluffs State Park, Montaña de Oro State Park and 
Shell Beach. These disturbances include, but are not limited to, visitors walking too close or 
climbing on rocks with nesting birds, kayaking too close to offshore rocks, large groups roaming 
tidepools, and fishermen using areas where birds are actively nesting. Disturbances like these 
have been the catalysts for additional efforts to prevent further disturbances such as symbolic 
fencing and additional signage to notify and dissuade visitors from entering areas used by nesting 
Black Oystercatchers and other shorebirds. This season specific areas of Estero Bluffs State Park 
at Water Tank Hill and Rug Rock and Danger Sign area at Montaña de Oro State Park (Figure 2) 
were symbolically fenced in an attempt to prevent continued disturbance.   
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Figure 2. Example of symbolic fencing at Montaña de Oro State Park. 

 
 

Outreach and Education 
In previous years, monitors and State Park interpreter staff educated and distributed information 
to the public while monitoring in the field, during guided walks, presentations, and at outreach 
and education events related to shorebirds. This season however due to COVID-19 restrictions 
and safety of monitors and the public, limited outreach was conducted. One presentation was 
given in January as a part of the Morro Bay Winter Bird Festival when large gatherings were still 
part of our lives. Additionally, two short videos were produced with State Park interpretative 
staff, one for the Flipgrid platform aimed at school children and one for Biodiversity Day. Both 
presentations are posted on the San Luis Obispo Coast District YouTube channel (Figure 3). The 
videos focus on awareness and conservation of Black Oystercatchers and the intertidal habitat 
they rely on, as well as how to coexist with them by recreating responsibly. Additionally, two 
Zoom meetings were held with community scientist monitors regarding monitoring protocols, 
safety, statewide information and conservation actions for Black Oystercatchers. 
 
Figure 3. San Luis Obispo Coast District YouTube site. 
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Noted Disturbances 
Black Oystercatchers are highly vulnerable to natural and human disturbances. Already limited 
by a small global population and restrictive range, any habitat degradation from coastal 
development, environmental damage, sea-level rise, or human use patterns can have a negative 
impact on Black Oystercatchers particularly during the nesting season. Other threats include 
depredation of eggs and young by native and non-native predators; human disturbance (e.g. 
induced nest abandonment, nest trampling); and competition for limited habitat by other species 
(Tessler et al. 2010).  
 
Each nest is monitored a minimum of 30 minutes per week at which time observed disturbances 
are recorded, however, it is assumed that many more instances of disturbance and predation 
occur outside of this time. For example, many of the offshore rocks along San Luis Obispo coast 
are crowded with species of cormorants, pelicans and Western gulls and still we do not have an 
idea of what the impact of those species are on Black Oystercatchers. Similar to other sites 
statewide, actual observations of harassment and predation are very rare and remain one of the 
greatest unknown facts to Black Oystercatcher survival. Observed disturbance totals and type by 
monitoring area for 2020 are shown in Table 1. 
 
 
Table 1. Disturbance totals and type by monitoring area. 

Area Times 
Recorded Disturbance Type 

Hearst San Simeon State Park 14 BLOY Interlopers, BAEA, PEFA, WEGU, 
AMCR, CORM 

Estero Bluffs State Park 24 
Human- large groups, rock scrambling(even 
throwing rocks), fisherman, off leash dogs, 
WEGU, CORM, BRPE 

Cayucos 4 Human, dogs 

Montaña de Oro State Park 12 
CORM-photographed attempting to get 
BLOY eggs, BLOY Interloper, human -  
fishermen, rock scrambling 

Point Buchon trail 3 WEGU, PEFA 

Avila Beach 8 Human -fisherman, rock scramblers, WEGU, 
BLOY Interloper 

Shell Beach 6 Human – kayakers, rock scramblers, PEFA 
 
 

Hearst San Simeon State Park & Piedras Blancas Light Station 
Recorded disturbances in this area included Black Oystercatcher interlopers, Bald Eagle, 
Peregrine Falcon, Western Gull, American Crow and cormorants. Most nests were situated on 
offshore rocks where human disturbance was not an issue but interspecific competition was high. 
Northern elephant seals occupy many sandy beaches in the area and attract numerous visitors but 
the Black Oystercatcher nesting areas are a distance away from the public access and they seem 
to adjust to sharing the beach with elephant seals (see below photo).  
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                    Northern elephant seal and feeding Black Oystercatcher - Photo by Gary O’Neill 
 
 
 

Estero Bluffs State Park 
Due to its close proximity to Highway 1 and easily accessible trails, Estero Bluffs State Park is 
one of the most frequently used areas of public land locally. Disturbance to Black Oystercatcher 
nesting activity was frequently recorded this season, similar to previous years. Recorded 
disturbances were primarily human caused; people fishing, walking along the bluffs or climbing 
the rocks and bluffs themselves, dogs running and barking, and one disturbance was even of kids 
throwing rocks at the Black Oystercatchers. When disturbed, Black Oystercatchers alarm call 
and sometimes flush from their location which ultimately can lead to abandonment of nests in 
some circumstances. Maintaining State Park’s mission of providing public lands for recreation 
while concurrently managing the conservation of natural resources, like the Black Oystercatcher, 
continues to be a challenge at Estero Bluffs State Park and Montaña de Oro State Park. 
Fortunately, there is support from the local community, State Park Docents, and the Cayucos 
Land Conservancy in support of the temporary fencing and sign messaging to ‘respect wildlife’ 
during the nesting season. Park visitors are generally more compliant once they are made aware 
of the impact of their actions.  
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            Human Disturbance, Montaña de Oro State Park 
 
 

Montaña de Oro State Park & Point Buchon Trail 
The most noted disturbance at Montaña de Oro State Park this season was by Brant’s cormorants 
harassing the Black Oystercatcher pair at Rug Rock (see below photos). This is the first time the 
aggressive behavior of both the cormorant and Black Oystercatcher have been documented with 
photos and one of the few times in nine years monitors have witnessed harassment. Eventually 
the Black Oystercatchers abandoned the nest. More fishermen were recorded along the intertidal 
zone this season compared with previous years but there was only a few documented cases of 
direct disturbance to Black Oystercatchers.  
 

 
Nesting Black Oystercatcher fending off aggressive Brant’s Cormorant that eventually did take the eggs - photos by 
Gary O’Neill 
 
Nesting Black Oystercatchers at Point Buchon trail experienced minimal disturbance mostly due 
to limited public access to the area. The few trails available to visitors were not open for the 
majority of the season due to COVID-19 closures. This made Point Buchon trial significantly 
less traveled than the neighboring Montaña de Oro State Park and other monitoring areas. The 
only recorded disturbance this season at Point Buchon was due to Black Oystercatcher 
interlopers. 
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Avila Beach 
Human disturbance included beachgoers flushing Black Oystercatchers while foraging, and 
fishermen and people climbing near and on Black Oystercatcher nesting rocks. Other instances 
of possible human disturbance was made evident by trash left on other rocks near nesting rocks. 
Numerous Western Gull nests were observed on offshore rocks, some of which occurred on the 
same rocks as nesting Black Oystercatchers. Although numerous other avian species such as 
Pelicans, Brant’s and Pelagic Cormorants, Western Gulls, Peregrine Falcons, were observed on 
nesting rocks no direct disturbance was recorded except for Black Oystercatchers interlopers 
causing the nesting pairs to engage in territorial displays.  
 
 

                                
            Kayakers and bird crowding in Shell Beach – photos posted on trip advisor and Bill Bourton respectively 
 
 

Shell Beach 
Due to steep cliffs, many of the nesting areas in Shell Beach are largely inaccessible from shore. 
Black Oystercatchers, however, are still impacted by humans due to the close proximity of 
offshore rocks to roads and sidewalks, large kayak groups, and the general popularity of the area 
for pedestrians and tourists. Multiple human disturbances were recorded at Windward mainland 
nest site when people would explore the cliff edge which was accessible at low tide.  
 
The southern monitoring area of Shell Beach near the hotels has numerous overlooks that allow 
passersby to stand directly above some nest sites which most likely causes disturbance to pairs in 
the area. Bird crowding by large numbers of Brown Pelicans and cormorants on offshore rocks 
and cliff edges also impact Black Oystercatchers by limiting available sites and harassing adults 
and chicks.  
 
The monitored areas of Avila and Shell Beach are managed by a variety of municipalities and 
California Department of Fish Wildlife who support conservation of species although there is no 
direct program or oversight for protecting Black Oystercatchers or other shorebirds in these 
areas.  
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Photo by Gary O’Neill 

 

Results 
Altogether, nineteen monitors conducted 280 survey hours between April and September. They 
monitored 45 nests covering 11.4 miles of coast (Table 2). Many monitors are experienced, 
having monitored areas in previous years and some have even monitored since 2012. Some 
monitors observe multiple areas during one season. Table 3 shows the survey effort over the past 
nine years. Although less monitoring was conducted this season due to COVID-19 restrictions, 
an amazing effort was put forth by monitors given the circumstances.  
 
Table 2. Number of surveyors and nests monitored by area. 

 

# of 
surveyors 

** 

Total 
Survey 
Hours 

Nests 
Monitored* 

Linear Survey 
Distance 
(miles) 

Hearst San Simeon State 
Park  1 40 7 2.6 
Estero Bluffs State Park  5 96 13 3.5 
Cayucos  2 20 1 0.06 
Morro Bay 1 2 1 0.6 
Montana de Oro State 
Park 4 25 6 1.42 
Point Buchon 1 27 5 1.16 
Avila Beach 2 33 4 0.6 
Shell Beach  3 37 8 1.5 
Total 19 280 45 11.4 
* includes re-nests     
**includes those who monitor multiple areas   
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                                 Water Tank Hill chicks and adult by David Lamkin 
 
 
 
Table 3. Summary of survey efforts from 2012 to 2020. 

 Survey Effort Survey Area 

 

 
Total 

Surveyors 
Total Survey 

Hours 
# of nests 
surveyed 

Linear Survey 
Distance (miles) 

2012 6 200 11 2.0 
2013 8 290 9 2.5 
2014 10 324 21 6.6 
2015 15 364 26 9.2 
2016 19 402 23 9.2 
2017 26 491 47 15 
2018 26 403 48 11.7 
2019 26 301 46 11.7 
2020 19 280 45 11.4 

 
 
For the 2020 breeding season in San Luis Obispo County, the Black Oystercatcher productivity 
rate per pair was 24% and eight juveniles fledged (Table 4). The number of monitored nest 
attempts was 45, only a few less than the most monitored at 48 in 2018. This effort is to be 
commended especially given the unusual year with COVID-19 restrictions and fewer monitors 
participating or participating at reduced levels. 
 
Of the 45 nests that were monitored this year, 11 were re-nests. These resulted in 34 chicks 
hatched, but only eight fledged (Table 4). One nest was not recorded until after hatching when 
the juvenile was observed not associated with other known nests. The number of fledges is the 
fifth lowest since 2012 whereas the 24% productivity rate is the third lowest in nine years. 
Productivity per pair has been as high as 95% in 2016 but the average over the nine years is 40%. 
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Similar variability between years and sites and averaged productivity rate have been documented 
in other sites throughout their range (Morse et al. 2006, Spiegel et al. 2006, Tessler & Garding 
2006). Nest success per pair this year which measures if a chick fledged (not how many) was 
18% compared with the highest year 59% (Table 4).  
 
The number of eggs laid is certainly greater than what monitors can detect due to nests being in 
difficult places to see or far away, and still monitors saw 51 eggs. One unhatched eggs were 
collected from the Lucerne Ave. nest in Cayucos and sent to Bureau of Land Management 
Coastal Monument in Monterey to be included in genetic work on populations of Black 
Oystercatchers. Additionally, a juvenile, approximately 2-3 weeks old was found by monitors 
washed up dead at the edge of Morro Bay in the town of Baywood which was included with the 
egg samples for genetic research.  
 
Table 4. Yearly comparison of productivity. 

  2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total 
Pairs Monitored 9 8 19 24 22 39 38 32 34 225 
Nesting Attempts 
Monitored (including 
re-nests) 11 9 21 27 23 45 48 46 45 275 
Number of re-nests 2 1 2 3 1 6 10 13 11 48 
Failed 10 8 17 24 10 31 38 32 39 209 
Success (at least one 
fledge) 1 1 4 3 13 14 10 14 6 66 
Eggs Seen 10 0 16 25 45 83 68 48 51 338 
Chicks Seen 3 12 15 25 36 49 52 37 34 261 
Hatch (at least one 
chick hatched) 1 6 10 15 18 30 27 21 16 143 
Young Fledged 3 1 5 3 21 19 16 21 8 97 
Nest Success / nest 
attempt 9% 11% 19% 11% 57% 31% 21% 30% 13% 23%avg 
Nest Success / pair   11% 13% 21% 13% 59% 36% 26% 44% 18% 27%avg 
            
Productivity / nest 
attempt 27% 11% 24% 11% 91% 42% 33% 46% 18% 34%avg 
Productivity / pair 33% 13% 26% 13% 95% 49% 42% 66% 24% 40%avg 
Nest Success / nest attempt = if a chick was fledged (not how many)/ nest attempt (including re-nest)  
Nest Success / pair = if a chick was fledged/pair 
Productivity / nest attempt = # of chicks fledged/ nest attempt (including re-nest) 
Productivity / pair = # of chicks fledged /pair 

 
Figure 4 shows the annual nest attempts monitored, chicks seen, and young fledged from 2012 to 
2020. In all years with the exception of 2012 the number of fledged young is considerably less 
than the chicks seen. Most chicks have been documented to disappear in the first 2 weeks of 
hatching, but very few direct observations of predation, or chick death have been recorded. This 
year a monitor photographed a Brant’s cormorant harassing a nesting pair of Black 
Oystercatchers and the next day the eggs were gone from the nest and the pair abandoned the 



15 
 

nest site. In previous years cormorants have been observed harassing Black Oystercatchers 
chicks and been assumed the culprit in their disappearance on occasions.  
 
 

 
      Juvenile Black Oystercatcher – Photo by Peggy Burhenn 

 
 
Figure 4. Annual nest attempts, chicks and fledges from 2012-2020. 

 
 
Annual productivity per pair of Black Oystercatchers, which is the number of fledges each pair 
produces, from 2012 -2020 is shown in Figure 5.  Productivity has fluctuated over the years from 
13% to 95% with the average over nine years at 40% productivity per pair.   
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Figure 5. Annual productivity from 2012-2020. 

 
 
 
Year to year nest initiation and fledging dates of the monitored nests have shown to vary over the 
years and can be dependent on if pairs re-nest. Earliest nest initiation falls between early April to 
early May, and the latest re-nest recorded on July 14th. Fledging dates range from June 22 to 
August 24th (Table 5). This season the earliest nest initiation was May 1 at Hearst San Simeon 
State Park and the last attempt was on July 10th at Shell Beach. The earliest fledge date was on 
July 27th from Hearst San Simeon State Park. The latest fledge date was August 7th at Shell 
Beach.  
 
 
Table 5. Nest initiation and fledging dates from 2012 to 2020. 

Year Earliest nest 
initiation date 

Latest nest 
initiation date 
(including 2nd 

attempts) 

Earliest 
fledging date 

Latest fledging 
date 

2012 4-Apr 9-Jun 11-Aug 11-Aug 
2013 7-May 15-Jun 20-Jul 20-Jul 
2014 27-Apr 7-Jul 17-Jul 2-Aug 
2015 4-May 4-Jul 25-Jul 14-Aug 
2016 26-Apr 26-Jun 11-Jul 20-Aug 
2017 16-Apr 14-Jul 22-Jun 24-Aug 
2018 21-Apr 11-Jul 1-Jul 11-Aug 
2019 28-Apr 8-Jul 8-Jul 19-Aug 
2020 1-May 10-Jul 28-Jul 7-Aug 
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Select Observations and Anecdotes 
Every year there is something to learn from observations of Black Oystercatchers. This year 
there was three situations that were unusual enough to mention. First was the Lucerne pair.  
These birds nested in the same location as they have for the past seven years on top of an 
onshore rock that lies on a small pocket beach surrounded by cliff. They laid three eggs. One egg 
hatched and the small downy chick somehow got down from the 15’ rock to the beach. The 
adults attended the chick leaving the other two eggs unattended. Two days later the second egg 
hatched, and like the first, made it down to the beach. Interestingly the size differential was 
significant during their growing but did not make a difference in the amount the adults 
provisioned or their survival as both fledged. The third egg never hatched and was collected to 
be included in the genetic research BLM is spearheading.   
 
The second story revolves around the Tennis court -east nest in Shell Beach. This pair began 
incubating May 8th. They had two eggs and then proceeded to take turns incubating the eggs until 
August 7th, 91 days!  The nest was monitored weekly and there was no indication that there was 
a failed/re-nest in the location.  
 
 

 
                                   Photo by Petra Schaaf 

Summary 
The 2020 Black Oystercatcher nesting season resulted in a low productivity per pair and only 
eight fledged young from 45 monitored nests. Over nine years of monitoring reproductive 
success along San Luis Obispo coast, this year was the 3rd lowest productivity rate documented. 
Reproductive variability is to be expected for long lived species so a better indicator for the area 
is the average productivity rate over the nine years of monitoring. This average is 40% and is 
similar to productivity rates in other areas within Black Oystercatcher range. The only way to 
understand population viability is to collect data over the long-term and is why the statewide 
goal is to monitor reproductive success for at least ten years and hopefully more.  
 
Human disturbance and competition for space continues to be a challenge for Black 
Oystercatchers along the San Luis Obispo coast. Monitors documented over 70 disturbance 
events, both natural and human caused, but did not observe any new or unusual threats to Black 
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Oystercatchers this season. Because Black Oystercatchers only inhabit the narrow band of 
intertidal habitat, any threat to this already limited habitat has impact for the species. Over the 
years monitors have learned that one of the best conservation actions to help Black 
Oystercatchers is through outreach and education, bringing awareness and appreciation to the 
unique intertidal habitat and the species dependent upon it.   
 
Much has been accomplished since Black Oystercatcher monitoring started in San Luis Obispo 
County in 2012. These include: training and coordination of monitors; nine years of reproductive 
monitoring; increased territorial mapping along the coast; protection of nesting areas; growing 
local participation in the program; and education and outreach through public contact, 
presentations and social media platforms. One of the most notable accomplishments is how 
monitors have become ambassadors not only for the species but also for the intertidal habitat and 
Park land itself. During their weekly nest observations they often find themselves informing the 
public about the birds and how to protect the intertidal habitat, relaying park regulations, and 
generally increasing awareness of the birds and how to recreate responsibly.  
 
 

 
         Photo by David Lamkin 

 
Currently State Parks has created the “SLO Coast Black Oystercatcher Monitoring Project 
Dashboard” (https://bit.ly/38aTNc0) which gives interested people and Park’s management a 
visual of Black Oystercatcher nesting status along the coast. The next step will be to couple the 
dashboard with an easy to use electronic data collection form on Survey 123 so data can continue 
to be collected beyond this ten year monitoring effort. This streamlined data collection method 
will allow for long term monitoring which will track changes in reproductive success of Black 
Oystercatchers over time and inform management decisions into the future.  
 
Partnerships and collaboration will be what is needed for conservation of Black Oystercatchers 
and the intertidal habitat moving forward. Working cooperatively with organizations such as; 
Morro Coast Audubon, Rocky Intertidal Monitoring Network, Marine Protected Areas, Cal Poly 
and CS Monterey Bay, BLM, Audubon California, Cayucos Land Conservancy and other 
interested groups will be necessary to take the next steps for conservation of Black 
Oystercatchers. Potential areas of focus for these groups may include: comprehensive mapping 

http://bit.ly/38aTNc0
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of Black Oystercatcher habitat suitability and occupancy along the entire San Luis Obispo coast; 
utilizing cameras on nests to help understand predation events; banding individual birds to track 
movements and site fidelity; documenting reproductive survivorship with respect to human 
disturbance; conducting monitoring in non-daylight hours; and using different outreach 
techniques including social media, and neighbor and school sponsorships. The collaborative 
approach to gaining more knowledge will allow for management and conservation decisions to 
be made with greater confidence and understanding.  
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Appendix – 2020 Nest Summary Table 

Pair 
# Park/area Location Description 

SPN 
Sec Nest # 

re 
nest 

Lay/ 
Found 
date 

date 
Failed Eggs Hatch 

Date 
Hatch Chicks Fledge 

Date 
Fledge Disturb Notes 

1 HSSSP Point Sierra Nevada 4 HSS4.1      Y   1 8/3  

observed 
fledge 8/3, 
8/10 - 
posible from 
Arroyo de la 
Cruz rock 

2 HSSSP Lighthouse trail - Top Rock 11 HSS11.1   5/1 6/16  N  0 0  Y  

 HSSSP Lighthouse trail - Top Rock 11 HSS11.1.2 Y 6/24 7/13  N  0 0  Y 

PEFA,  
BLOY 
interloper 

3 HSSSP 
Lighthouse trail - Cove 
Rock 11 HSS11.2   5/12   Y 6/16 1 1 7/27 Y 

WEGU, 
AMCR, 
PEFA, 
BLOY 
interloper, 
hatch date 
estimate 

4 HSSSP 
Lighthouse trail - Cove 
Point 11 HSS11.3   5/12 6/16  N  0 0  Y 

BLOY 
interloper 

5 HSSSP 
Lighthouse trail - Hidden 
Point 11 HSS11.4   6/24 7/27 2 N  0 0    

6 HSSSP Lighthouse trail - ? Point 11 HSS11.5   5/5 6/16  N  0 0    

7 EBSP Swallow creek rock 2 EB2.1   6/24 7/8  N  0 0   
pocket cove 
pair 

8 EBSP Water tank hill (north) 3 EB3.1   6/1 7/10 2 Y 6/24 2 0  Y 

human, trail 
close to 
nest, 
fencing 
installed 

9 EBSP Water tank hill (south) 3 EB3.3   6/1 7/15 3 Y 6/24 3 0  Y 
human, 
fishermen 

10 EBSP Red Rock 3 EB3.2   6/5 6/24  N  0 0    

11 EBSP Grassy rock - backside 4 EB4.1   5/10 7/3 3 Y 6/10 3 0   

approximate 
hatch date 
bec 
backside 

12 EBSP Grassy rock - Front right 4 EB4.2   6/1 7/3 3 N  0 0    

13 EBSP Surf break rock 5 EB5.1   5/14  3 Y 6/11 3 1 7/29  
fledge still 
with parents 

14 EBSP Cayucos point rock  5 EB5.2   5/27 6/5 1 N  0 0    



 
 

 EBSP Cayucos point rock  5 EB5.2.2 Y 6/11 6/18 1 N  0 0    
15 EBSP Flat top rock 6 EB6.1   5/10 5/29 3 N  0 0    

16 EBSP Black Rock - lefty 8 EB8.1   5/10 6/10  N  0 0  Y 

dogs, 
humans-
kids 
throwing 
rocks,  
interlopers 

 EBSP Black Rock - lefty 8 EB8.1.2 Y 7/4 8/5 2 Y 7/28 2 0  Y 
BLOY 
interlopers 

17 EBSP Black Rock - righty 8 EB8.2   5/21 6/17 2 Y 6/10 2 0  Y 

dogs, 
humans-
kids 
throwing 
rocks,  
interlopers 

18 Cayucos 
Lucerne Ave., onshore 
rock 1 CAY1.1   5/18  3 Y 6/18,6/20 2 2 7/28 Y 

collected 
3rd egg, 
chick 
differencial 
hatch 2 
days apart, 
human 
disturbance 

19 MBSP Morro Bay, South jetty 1 MB1.1   7/5 7/20 2 N  0 0   
not weekly 
monitored 

20 MDO Geodetic rock 4 MDO4.1   5/21 5/27  N  0 0    
 MDO Geodetic rock 4 MDO4.1.2 Y 6/10 6/15  N  0 0    

21 MDO Rug rock 6 MDO6.1   5/21 5/27  N  0 0  Y 
Cormorant 
disturbance 

 MDO Rug rock 6 MDO6.1.2 Y 6/5 6/24  N  0 0  Y 
BLOY 
interloper 

 MDO Rug rock 6 MDO6.1.3 Y 6/30 7/3 2 N  0 0  Y 

Cormorant 
disturbance, 
photos 

22 MDO Danger sign rock 7 MDO7.1   5/21 7/10  Y 6/10 2 0    
23 Pt. Buchon Gull Rock - Winward side 1 PBT1.1   5/1 6/1  N  0 0    
24 Pt. Buchon Gull Rock - Leeward side 1 PBT1.2   5/15 6/5  N  0 0    

 Pt. Buchon Gull Rock - Leeward side 1 PBT1.2.2 Y 6/22 7/31  N  0 0    
25 Pt. Buchon Borg Rock 4 PBT4.1   5/1 6/7  N  0 0  Y WEGU 

 Pt. Buchon Borg Rock 4 PBT4.1.2 Y 6/30 7/19  N  0 0    
26 Avila Beach Cal Poly Pier 2 AVL2.1   5/22 7/8 3 Y 6/22 2 0    

27 Avila Beach 
Cave Landing-Flat rock 
bench 4 AVL4.2   5/8 6/10  N  0 0    

 Avila Beach 
Cave Landing-Flat rock 
bench 4 AVL4.2.2 Y 6/19 6/26  N  0 0    



 
 

28 Avila Beach Cave Landing-Point Island 4 AVL4.1   5/7  3 Y 5/27 3 2 7/28   
29 Shell Beach Wawona St.-Inner rock 2 SHB2.1   5/8 6/25 3 Y 6/4 3 0    

 Shell Beach Wawona St.-Inner rock 2 SHB2.1.2 Y 7/10 8/17 2 Y 8/7 2 0  Y BRAC 
30 Shell Beach Windward Mainland 3 SHB3.2   7/2 7/15  N  0 0    
31 Shell Beach Inn at the Cove-Cliff 6 SHB6.1   5/13  2 Y 6/6 2 1 8/7   
32 Shell Beach Tennis Court point- West 6 SHB6.2   7/2 7/15  N  0 0    

33 Shell Beach Tennis Court point - East 7 SHB7.1   5/8 8/7* 3 N  0 0   

* Pair 
incubated 
for 91 days 
- record 

34 Shell Beach Shore Cliff Inn - Pool Cove 7 SHB7.2   5/13 5/29 1 N  0 0    

 Shell Beach Shore Cliff Inn - Pool Cove 7 SHB7.2.2 Y 6/4 7/3 2 Y 6/29,6/30 2 0   

hatched on 
different 
days 

  Totals = lowest estimate     11     51 16   34 8       

                
  Pairs Monitored 34 Eggs 51           
  Nesting Attempts 45 Hatch 16  (nest with at least one hatch)       
  re-nest 11 Chicks 34           
  Failed 39 Fledge 8  (fledge = 36 days or older)       

  
Success (nests with at 

least 1 fledge) 6             
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