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INTRODUCTION 
 The John Bunker Sands Wetland Center (JBSWC) is one of the largest man-made wetlands in the 

United States. Its nearly three square miles of wetlands reclaims enough water every year to serve 

approximately five hundred thousand people, while simultaneously providing habitat for ducks, herons, 

egrets, storks, cranes, bitterns, rails, gallinules, and shorebirds. The entire wetland is built on a 0.1% north 

to south grade, and the water which flows through it is then pumped 43 miles north to Lake Lavon. 

 Work began on the $31 million site in 2004, and it astounds me to say that is in now fully 

operational for both human and wildlife use. Those who wonder whether any ‘man-made’ wetland could 

provide habitat which is equal in quality to our natural wetlands need only look at the wildlife which 

utilize the facility. Least Bitterns, a species which was previously observed only once or twice per year in 

the entire north central Texas region, nest here at astounding densities. 

 The JBSWC was planted with a variety of vegetation types which filter the water in stages. This 

has led to a trend towards monocultures in the various units, with some areas remaining devoid of 

vegetation. This will change as the plants mature and spread to form more typical marsh vegetation 

associations. While this might decrease available duck and shorebird habitat, especially in the north unit, 

which is more heavily vegetated with bulrush and cattails, it will increase habitat for bitterns, rails, and 

gallinules. 

 This booklet is designed to provide an initial assessment of the various Charadriiformes which 

use the marsh, and to briefly discuss species which might occur there in the future. Shorebirds utilize 

three habitat strata within the marsh. The main habitat available at the JBSWC is ‘marsh’ habitat, which is 

a shallow (less than 6 inches) water, vegetated habitat type. This habitat type is typically used by long-

legged species such as dowitchers, godwits, and yellowlegs. When river levels are low and the marsh 

cannot take in water, ‘mudflat’ habitat develops. Mudflats are typically covered by water, but when 

water levels recede they reveal ideal feeding habitat for a wide variety of shorebirds. The third habitat 

type develops in late summer when ‘floating mats’ of vegetation which are thick enough to support small 

sandpipers develop. 

 In order to understand how shorebirds and other waterfowl species use the marsh, we must first 

attempt to understand their habitat requirements and preferences. Shorebirds require shallow water to 
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feed, but their food preferences are as diverse as their bill shapes (Figure 1). Species such as the Long-

billed Curlew (Numenius americana) plunge their bills deep into the muck to extract various marine 

worms, while small plovers like the Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus) pick tiny invertebrates off the 

surface. 

 

 
Figure 1. Bill shapes of seven North American shorebirds drawn roughly to scale. 

 

 These different bill shapes necessitate different habitats, and the marsh develops more diverse 

and suitable habitat as water levels subside. This is why late summer is typically the best time to observe 

shorebirds in the marsh, as appropriate water levels coincide with the peak of southbound migration. 

 Shorebirds often follow rivers which flow from north to south on their way to their wintering 

grounds because the best habitat is often found near rivers. As flocks of Charadriiformes move down the 

Trinity, their eyes are drawn towards the vast expanses of shallow water in the fields and ponds 

southeast of Dallas. The JBSWC acts like a magnet for these birds, especially when the weather is severe. 

In fact, the facility’s first Sanderlings were observed during a tremendous thunderstorm which knocked 

huge numbers of birds out of the sky and into the wetlands. 

 This work could not have been completed without the efforts of Bob Stone, Chris Runk, Greg 

Cook, Ross Rasmussen, Dell Little, and DD Currie. Their combined efforts to build trust and a working 

partnership between the regions’ amateur ornithologists and landowners made this possible. The 

Rosewood Corporation and Jacob Sands are obviously also owed our gratitude for allowing us to enjoy 

this magnificent facility. 
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A GLIMPSE INTO THE FUTURE 
 While the JBSWC has already provided habitat for 210 species of birds, 28 of which were 

members of the Order Charadriiformes, its sightings list has quite a bit of room for improvement. Species 

which are expected to occur within the next five years include, but are not limited to: 

 

Piping Plover   Charadrius melodus 

Snowy Plover   Charadrius alexandrinus 

Whimbrel   Numenius phaeopus 

Hudsonian Godwit  Limosa haemastica 

Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres 

Red Knot   Calidris canutus 

Buff-breasted Sandpiper Tryngites subruficollis 

American Woodcock  Scolopax minor 

Red-necked Phalarope  Phalaropus lobatus 

 

 Piping and Snowy Plovers require large mudflats, and as such will probably initially be detected 

during an extremely dry year in one of the ponds with little to no vegetation. Whimbrel could occur 

anywhere, although it is becoming increasingly rare in the study area. Hudsonian Godwit will almost 

certainly be observed in the spring of 2010. Ruddy Turnstone and Red Knot are unpredictable in 

occurrence, but both species will probably require a storm to knock them down onto the roads. Buff-

breasted Sandpiper will probably also be observed in this fashion. A thorough search of the wooded 

areas along the river in winter will probably turn up a Woodcock, and Red-necked Phalarope is another 

candidate to be observed in the spring of 2010 in any habitat. It should be noted that all of these species 

have been observed at the nearby and similar Southside Wastewater Treatment Plant. 

 

 

 

ACCOUNTS OF SPECIES         
 The John Bunker Sands Wetland Center has had twenty-eight species of shorebirds confirmed on 

the property by local amateur ornithologists and observers. There are almost certainly other species 

which have utilized the marsh but gone unnoticed due to initial limited access requirements stipulated by 

the property owners due to safety and liability concerns. 

 The nomenclature and taxonomic order used in this work follow the forty-seventh supplement to 

the AOU Check-list of North American Birds. Each species account includes status information and 

periods of occurrence and migration peaks for most transient species.  

 The cutoff date for new records was set by the author on 31 August 2009 in order to include the 

most recent records. A list of terms used to describe the status of various species can be seen below. The 

terminology used to describe status in field ornithology is vague at best. The terminology definitions 

attempt to reflect this, but try to keep in mind that habitat quality, weather patterns, time of year, and 

observer talent and quantity all affect the total observed number of any particular species. 

  

Transient 

A species which utilizes the marsh during migration to and from its nesting and wintering areas. Spring 

migration runs from early March through late May, and fall migration runs from early July through late 

October. Elliptical migration patterns cause some species to be more prevalent in either spring or fall. 

When applicable these seasonal differences are discussed. 



 5 

Breeder 

A species which nests in the marsh. These species are noted with an asterisk. The breeding season for 

shorebirds at this latitude typically runs from late April through late August. 

 

Winter Resident 

A species which utilizes the marsh during the winter months, typically from early November through 

late February. 

 

Visitor 

A species which is outside its normal range. 

 

Abundant 

Approximately fifty or more individuals recorded per day in appropriate season and habitat. 

 

Common 

Approximately ten to fifty individuals recorded per day in appropriate season and habitat. 

 

Uncommon 

Approximately one to ten individuals recorded per day in appropriate season and habitat 

 

Occasional 

Can be expected to occur every year, but in low numbers and only during ideal conditions. 

 

Rare 

Not recorded every year. 

 

Casual 

Can typically be expected to occur at two to five year intervals. 

 

Accidental 

Occurs once every five to ten years or less. 

 

 

 

FAMILY CHARADRIIDAE  
 

Black-bellied Plover   Pluvialis squatarola 

 Occasional transient. This large plover has a wide time period during which it passes through the 

 area, especially in fall. Most spring records are from mid-April through mid-May, while fall dates 

 range from mid-July through late-November. 

 

American Golden-Plover   Pluvialis dominica   

 Occasional spring transient. Rare fall transient. This species is most common in mid-April. 

 

Semipalmated Plover   Charadrius semipalmatus   

 Uncommon transient. This species peaks in late April and early May and again in late August 

 and early September. It is easily the most common member of the genus Charadrius (excluding 
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 the ubiquitous Killdeer), and Snowy and Piping Plovers often occur as singles in small groups of 

 this species. 

 

Killdeer*   Charadrius vociferus 

 Abundant transient. Common breeder and winter resident. This species is very common in open 

 habitats, where its strident call can be heard during every month of the year. 

 

 

 

FAMILY RECURVIROSTRIDAE 
 

Black-necked Stilt*   Himantopus mexicanus 

 Common breeder throughout the Trinity River Corridor. This species’ status as a transient 

 remains confused due to its presence as a breeder here. It is an occasional transient at nearby 

 Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge, and a rare transient at Lake Tawakoni. 

  

American Avocet   Recurvirostra americana 

 Uncommon transient. Rare winter visitor. Migration peaks in early May in spring, this species 

 begins to pass through on its way back south by mid to late July and birds often linger into 

 November.  

 

 

 

FAMILY SCOLOPACIDAE 
 

Spotted Sandpiper   Actitis macularius 

 Common transient. Occasional winter resident. This species peaks in migration during late April 

 and early May and September, but it can occur during every month of the year. 

 

Solitary Sandpiper    Tringa solitaria 

 Uncommon transient. This species peaks in late April and early May and again in mid to late 

 August. Its name is rather fitting, as it is often seen feeding by itself. 

 

Greater Yellowlegs   Tringa melanoleuca 

 Common transient. Uncommon winter resident. This large shorebird can occur during every 

 month of the year. Most individuals of this species have passed through by early April in spring, 

 but they return in numbers during the standard August-September migration window. 

 

Willet   Tringa semipalmatus 

 Occasional to uncommon transient. This large shorebird can been seen during all but the winter 

 months. It is much more common in fall migration, especially from mid-August through mid-

 September. 

   

 

 



 7 

Les ser Yellowlegs   Tringa flavipes 

 Abundant transient. Rare winter visitor. This is one of our most common shorebird species; it 

 peaks in migration in late April and early May and mid-August. It can be differentiated from 

 Greater Yellowlegs by its smaller overall size, bill size, and plumage. 

   

Upland Sandpiper   Bartramia longicauda 

 Uncommon to common transient . This beautiful sandpiper is usually observed as a calling 

 flyover, although a drive along the grassy margins of the marsh will often flush one or two. 

 

Long-billed Curlew   Numenius americanus 

 Occasional to rare transient. This species, the largest North American shorebird, is similar in size 

 to a Snowy Egret, and can occur during any month of the year. 

    

Marbled Godwit   Limosa fedoa 

 Occasional transient. This huge shorebird is more prevalent during fall migration when it can be 

 seen from mid-July through early September. 

 

Sanderling   Calidris alba 

 Occasional transient. This species can be seen in early to late May and from late July through 

 early October. 

 

Semipalmated Sandpiper   Calidris pusilla 

 Common transient. This species can be seen from early April through mid-May and from mid-

 July through mid-October. It typically forms mixed feeding flocks with Western and Least 

 Sandpipers. 

  

Western Sandpiper   Calidris mauri 

 Common fall transient. Occasional to rare spring transient. Rare winter visitor. This species can 

 be seen from mid-March through late May and from early July through late October. A few birds 

 will often winter if conditions are ideal. 

   

Least Sandpiper   Calidris minutilla 

 Abundant transient. This species peaks in migration in early May and again in mid-August 

 through early September, but it can occur during every month of the year. This is the most 

 commonly observed member of the Order Charadriiformes. 

   

White-rumped Sandpiper   Calidris fuscicollis 

 Common spring transient. Accidental fall transient. This species  peaks in migration during the 

 second week of May. It usually does not occur until late April, but it immediately becomes 

 abundant in early May, and it is often the most common shorebird during the last two weeks of 

 May. 

  

Baird’s Sandpiper   Calidris bairdii 

 Common transient.This species passes through from late March  through late May and from 

 early July through late September, with numbers peaking in early May and mid-August. 
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Pectoral Sandpiper   Calidris melanotos 

 Common to uncommon transient. This species usually begins to arrive in mid-March. Most 

 individuals pass through by mid-May but a few linger into late May and early June. The fall 

 migration begins in early July and lasts until late October. Numbers peak in mid-August.  

 

Dunlin   Calidris alpina 

 Occasional transient. Rare to occasional winter visitor. This species peaks in migration in early 

 May. It is slightly more prevalent in spring than in fall, although  many fall records tend to linger 

 into winter. 

 

Stilt Sandpiper   Calidris himantopus 

 Common to uncommon transient. This species peaks in migration in late April and early 

 September. 

   

Short-billed Dowitcher   Limnodromus griseus 

 Uncommon fall transient. Rare spring transient. This species is much more common than many 

 people believe. It mainly occurs in the fall when numbers peak from mid-July through mid-

 August. Adults can be extremely difficult to differentiate from Long-billed Dowitcher, but 

 juveniles are readily identifiable. 

  

Long-billed Dowitcher   Limnodromus scolopaceus 

 Abundant transient. Rare to occasional winter resident. Migration peaks from late April through 

 early May and from late August through early October. It will often linger into December when 

 suitable habitat is available, and it is not unusual for individuals to spend the entire winter when 

 conditions are ideal. 

  

Wilson’s Snipe   Gallinago delicata 

 Common transient. Uncommon winter resident. This species usually begins to arrive in 

 September and some individuals will linger into early May. 

   

Wilson’s Phalarope   Phalaropus tricolor  

 Common to abundant transient. This gorgeous species peaks in migration during early May and  

 early September. 

 

Red Phalarope   Phalaropus fulicarius 

 Accidental fall visitor. Red-necked Phalarope is observed more often, although it has not yet been 

 seen at the study site. 
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