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Andrea C Pomeroy is a Canadian 
ornithologist & wildlife ecologist. She 
recently completed her Ph.D. at Simon 
Fraser University in British Columbia (B.C.) 
with a detailed study of the migration 
behaviour of the western sandpiper Calidris 
mauri, a wading bird of the eastern Pacific. 

“Western sandpipers are pretty amazing 
migrants. They spend the winter at beaches, 
estuaries, and mudflats along the Pacific 
coast from California to Panama, and each 
spring they migrate north to Alaska to breed. 
They fly non-stop between stopover sites, 
such as Boundary Bay and the mudflats of 
the Fraser River Estuary in B.C., where they 
rest and refuel their reserves by feeding on 
tiny invertebrates buried in the mud. 

“My Ph.D. project investigated how the sandpipers adjust their usage of different stopover 
sites to trade off food abundance against the danger they face from predators, particularly 
peregrine falcons, which hunt them during their migration.” 

At Boundary Bay, food abundance declines with distance from the shoreline, about 4 km at 
mean low tide. Evidence elsewhere indicates, however, that the waders’ safety from avian 
predators increases with distance from the shoreline, so that a bird observed feeding any 
distance away from the shoreline, where it would normally find the best food, is apparently 
unwilling to feed in a more dangerous location despite the benefits of increased food 
abundance. On the other hand, when feeding in relative isolation it is still exposed as avian 
predators are often more successful when mounting a surprise attack, flying low over the 
marsh grass, using the cover of vegetation at the shoreline to conceal their approach. Another 
key factor is the type of mud that the waders are picking around in. Finer grained sediments 
support a higher abundance of the macro invertebrates that the waders eat, and these are 
generally found closer to the waterline. Interestingly, the birds behave the same way whether 
they are heading north or returning south, though their food is more abundant and there are 
fewer predators when they are heading south for the winter. 

Andrea’s research showed that the feeding sandpipers are, in fact, choosing both the feeding 
sites and their position on them using complex calculations that weigh up the likelihood of 
being attacked by the falcons against the quality of the food source in each location along the 
mudflat. The few, isolated birds on the mudflat aren’t -- as two-year old Alex might say -- 
lonely, simply making a different life or death risk/reward calculation. Andrea found too that 
the birds that feed away from the shoreline tend to be heavier than average, and would 
therefore be less able to escape in a general flight when a peregrine cruises along the popular 
shoreline. 

“I’ve been interested in birds since I was quite young. My dad used to take me bird watching 
every weekend when I was young. When I was 13 I got a chance to go to the young 
ornithologists’ workshop at Long Point Bird Observatory (LPBO) in Ontario where I learned 
how to do bird census counts, catch birds using mist nets, and band them to track their 
migration paths. Three years later I won an award which gave me the opportunity to design 
and conduct my first research project, which tested the effectiveness of falcon silhouettes on 



windows to deter songbirds, while acting as a volunteer field biologist at one of the LPBO 
migration monitoring stations. In 1997 I went to the University of Guelph to pursue a B.Sc. in 
biology, spending my summer vacations volunteering for organizations like Bird Studies 
Canada, and working for Conservation Authorities and Provincial Parks.  

“When I was finishing my undergraduate degree I worked on a project, at a provincial park in 
Ontario, studying how recreational usage of the beach by people at the park affected the 
foraging behaviour of migratory shorebirds. After completing that I was hooked on waders. I 
found a research group at Simon Fraser University, based in the Centre for Wildlife Ecology, 
which was studying the western sandpiper, and contacted them to find out if they had 
positions open for graduate students to join the group.  

“Now that I’ve finally finished the PhD I’m working in a partnership between the University 
of Northern British Columbia and an environmental consulting firm called Jacques Whitford-
Axys on a project to study the effects on migratory birds of the development of onshore wind 
energy farms in British Columbia. Wind farm development is fairly young in Canada, and we 
don't know much about how the developments will affect migratory birds, so the study aims 
to investigate this. I’m planning to work on this project until at least June 2009, when the 
fellowship ends, and then continue in a career researching migratory birds. 

“People sometimes ask what’s so amazing about waders, they’re only tiny birds. But I’ve 
stood out on the mudflats, surrounded by hundreds of thousands of shorebirds, running 
around at my feet like a soft moving mat as a falcon attacks them, and suddenly they take 
flight trying to escape. Seeing these huge flocks, whirling around in a coordinated mass that’s 
dancing, with all their wings flashing, that is pretty amazing. 

“I currently make Vancouver my home and love the mild year-round temperatures, flowers in 
February, and gazing at snow on the mountain tops, which is so much better than scraping it 
from my windshield in Ontario! In addition to birding, in any time that is spare, I enjoy 
camping, hiking, scuba diving, and Scrabble with my sweet heart Jason. Hopefully soon we 
will find some time to travel together and explore amazing parts of the planet.” 

Andrea’s Ph..D. page:  www.sfu.ca/~apomeroy/Main%20page.html  

More on Calidris mauri:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Sandpiper  

Photos of waders:   www.birdphotography.com/species/wesa.html  

 

Andrea, with mom (Pat) and dad (John), on a recent 
vacation in Cozumel, Mexico.  

Any resemblance between ‘dad’ and our Canadian 
rep is purely intentional! 

John and family are members of the Holsworthy 
1688 tree.  

John is the great-grandson of Richard Sloman 
Pomery, born on 3rd January 1848 in the parish of 
North Tamerton. 

 


