
 

Piping Plovers and Dredging: the Consideration for both Wildlife and Recreation at Sandy Pond 

Why should we care about Piping Plovers? 

Piping Plovers are only found in North America and are a unique part of our American natural heritage. They require a 
healthy dune and sandy beaches to thrive and having them present at Sandy Island Beach State Park is a positive 
indication that the restoration work that has been performed here over the past few decades has increased the 
resiliency of this barrier system. The creation of a healthy barrier system not only protects our sandy beaches but also 
protects habitat for many other rare, threatened and endangered species including other birds like Common Terns, 
insects like hairy necked tiger beetles, and vegetation that holds our dunes in place. Piping Plovers are also instrumental 
in attracting bird watchers to the area, which benefits the local economy. Finally, as an endangered species, we have a 
responsibility to conserve and promote their survival as our actions are the main cause of their decline.  

I have heard that Piping Plovers nest in places besides the Great Lakes, how is that possible? 

There are 3 separate breeding populations of Piping Plovers: the Atlantic Coast population, the Northern Great Plains 
population, and the Great Lakes population. The Great Lakes population is by far the smallest with 60 to 75 pairs, the 
Atlantic Coast population recently reached a high of around 2,000 pairs, and the Great Plains population is believed to 
be around 2,000 pairs. 

Is the Great Lakes Piping Plover really endangered? 

Yes, the Great Lakes Piping Plover is listed as endangered by the federal government as well as in New York State. 
Historically, there were approximately 500-700 pairs of Piping Plovers nesting throughout the Great Lakes region. In the 
1930s, approximately 27 pairs were known to have nested in New York and 12-14 of these New York pairs were at Sandy 
Pond. The Great Lakes population reached a low of only 12 total pairs in 1990, but have slowly begun to recover thanks 
to dedicated management. In 2015, Piping Plovers returned to our Eastern Lake Ontario shores after an absence of 31 
years and have nested here regularly since. In 2021, we know of 74 pairs throughout the Great Lakes, but only 2 of those 
are nesting in New York. This means that we have a long way to go to reach the recovery goal of 150 pairs declared in 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Recovery Plan. 

To protect Piping Plovers, what are the permit requirements for dredging? 

According to the permit issued by the US Army Corps of Engineers, the channel can be 
dredged between September 1 and April 1. However, if dredging is desired after April 1 
it is permitted only if there are no Piping Plovers present.  Monitoring must be 
completed for at least one week prior to dredging to ensure no birds are in the area. If 
Piping Plovers are present, New York and Federal law requires an evaluation to 
determine if the endangered bird would be impacted by the dredging.  

How can dredging impact Piping Plovers? 

When Piping Plovers first arrive on the breeding grounds, they search for the best place to put a nest – a location that has 
plenty of food, sandy nesting habitat, and limited predators. Large machinery moving sand on the beach is an example of 
a disturbance that can be very unnerving for a small bird and cause it to leave the area. This is considered a ‘take’ under 
both state and federal endangered species laws as the bird is subjected to ‘harm’ or ‘harassment’ which may cause the 
Piping Plover to lose access to its nesting habitat and therefore reduce its potential contribution to the recovery of the 
population.  

Is it true Piping Plovers came back early this year and dredging had to be stopped that otherwise would 
have been completed? 

No, it is expected that Piping Plovers begin returning each year as early as April 1 to the Great Lakes, but in New York our 
first bird tends to show up around mid-April. This year, our first bird returned on April 24. Dredging began on April 20, 
the same date that a bird returned in 2020 so it was no surprise when a bird showed up a short time later. 



 

The Piping Plovers returned when dredging was happening, so how can they be disturbed by dredging? 

Although dredging began on April 20, no dredging was actively occurring on April 24th at the time that the first Piping 
Plover was observed on the shoreline of the Sandy Pond Inlet. 

How can Piping Plovers be disturbed by dredging if their nests are thousands of feet from the channel? 

This year, we had two Piping Plover nests. One nest was within 200 ft of the channel and the second was around 400 ft 

from the channel. Because these nests are so near to the channel, they would easily be disturbed by dredging activities. 

If Piping Plovers enjoy nesting on dredge spoil, how can they be bothered by dredging? 

Although you might enjoy higher water pressure, you wouldn’t want a plumber in the shower with you installing a high-
pressure showerhead while you’re trying to use it. The Piping Plovers benefit from the mussel shells and gravel that are 
part of dredge material deposited on the sand because it provides camouflage for their nest and chicks. However, 
dredging while they are actively using that habitat would be very disturbing to the birds.  

If Piping Plovers are very sensitive to disturbance, how can they tolerate being banded? 

Just like dredging is carried out under a permit designed to limit impacts to Piping Plovers, banding requires permits 
from the federal and state government that ensure it is done safely by trained professionals and only if the benefit to 
the species is clear. The information we have gained from knowing the identity of each Piping Plover has been a crucial 
part of increasing the population away from the brink of extinction. 

Wasn’t the fenced off area created so that Piping Plovers will stay within it? 

The fenced off area was created to ensure Piping Plovers have a safe space from beach visitors, however, it does not 
confine the Piping Plovers only to that area. They are wild animals that must meet their basic needs by leaving the roped 
off area to forage along the shoreline or to fend off predators. 

Piping Plover aside, can boats still get through the channel? 

Many small to mid-sized boats have been observed traversing the channel, including pontoons and those with outboard 

motors. If you have a boat that fits into these categories, you are very likely able to access Lake Ontario from Sandy 

Pond and can support our local marina owners by putting in at their marinas. Larger boats do have issues getting 

through the channel, but the low water across Lake Ontario this year is contributing to that and makes even launching 

larger boats in the pond nearly impossible. 

In case of an emergency, can rescue crews get out to Sandy Pond? 

The inlet of Sandy Pond is a very remote location. In a normal year with higher water levels and proper dredging, it 
would still take time for any emergency crew to arrive to help. However, our local fire chief is prepared for current lower 
water levels and has the largest rescue boat on a trailer ready to be moved to a marina nearest to any incident that 
might occur to provide aid as quickly as possible. The local fire department also has a jet ski and pontoon ready to be 
launched from a marina on the pond, if needed. 

With the low water and Piping Plovers, can I still access the beach to enjoy Sandy Island Beach State Park? 

Yes, the beach is still available for visitors to enjoy and is larger than ever because of the low water levels. State Parks 
has created a walkover where boats can be moored on the pond side and visitors can walk a short distance to the sandy 
beach on the lake side. The wide beaches also allow visitors to walk from the Visitor Center all the way to the inlet on 
days without large waves. A section of beach has been roped off on both sides of the inlet as a ‘Protected Bird Nesting 
Area’ so please share the shore with our endangered birds by staying out of these protected areas and giving birds space 
when you see them outside of the roped off area. 

To learn more about our Piping Plovers:   

 


