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THE BREEDING BIOLOGY OF A BRITISH COLUMBIA 
AMERICAN AVOCET COLONY 
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Abstract -- Breeding biology data were collected in 1997 at the first documented American Avocet colony in British 
Columbia. At least 39 adult avocets were observed at the site, with 19 nests found. The nests were clustered on or near small 
islands. As elsewhere, the most frequent clutch size was four eggs, but five-egg clutches were more frequent that usual, and 
there were two "superclutches." Nest sites, egg measurements, nesting chronology and post-hatching behaviour were similar 
to those reported at other breeding sites. Hatching success was about 77%. 
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American Avocets (Recurvirostm americana) were 
unknown as breeding birds in British Columbia, prior to 
1968, when one pair nested at Creston (Campbell 1972). 
Although no other avocets have been reported nesting there, 
reports of avocet occurrences in British Columbia increased 
substantially (Cooper 1983; Campbell et al. 1990). In 1987, 
three pairs nested in the province. One pair nested at 
Beresford Lake south of Kamloops (Campbell et al. 1990). 
Both other pairs nested at what I call Avocet Marsh (also 
known as Alki Lake and Schleppe's Slough), Kelowna (Weir 
1997). No nest was found, but two broods with three young 
each were observed on 25 June (Cannings et al. 1987:415). 
Breeding by avocets has been suspected in subsequent years, 
but poorly documented. The only nest found in the vicinity 
was one with four eggs found at Roberts Lake, 2 km. south of 
Avocet Marsh on 24 May 1992 (Chris Siddle personal 
communication 22 August 1977), but juvenile avocets have 
also been seen in the area on a few other occasions. In 1988. 
two pairs of avocets nested at Serpentine Fen, Surrey and one 
pair also bred the following year (Wilson 1989). However, 
the site at Avocet Marsh remains the only site apparently used 
consistently. 

In 1997, I visited Avocet Marsh on 30 occasions to obtain 
data on the breeding biology of avocets in British Columbia. 

STUDY AREA 

Avocet Marsh is located at the south end of the Glenmore 
Landfill Site off Glenmore Road in Kelowna. The site is an 
alkaline slough that can be considered a lake during wet years 
with resulting high water levels, such as 1997. About 70 small 
islands dot the marsh, which covers approximately 40 ha. 
Most of the islands are low in elevation and flat. Four larger 
islands are at the north-eastem end of the marsh. Vegetation 
height on the islands was low during most of the nesting 
season, but by early July, Foxtail Barley (Hordeum jubatum) 
covered most of the islands. Water levels were no deeper than 
1.4 m., with average water depth about 0.8 m. 

STUDY METHODS 

Data collected at Avocet Marsh included population size, 
nest site locations, nest measurements, notes on nest structure, 
egg measurements, clutch sizes, laying and hatching dates, and 
notes on 1997 breeding success. Unless otherwise stated, data 
were collected from 19 nests. Rising water levels that 
submerged three nests after hatching and the flattening of a 
few nests by rain reduced this sample size for some 
measurements. Minimum, maximum and mean values are 
given for measurements. 

POPULATION SIZE AND NEST INITIATION 

Twenty avocets on 18 April were the first observed at the 
site in 1997, although a couple had been seen a couple of days 
earlier along Okanagan Lake, also in the Kelowna area. This 
exceeded the previous British Columbia high of 19 in Fort St. 
John in 1988 (Campbell et a[. 1990), but by 27 April 37 
avocets were at Avocet Marsh. The highest number of adult 
birds counted there was a minimum of 39 on 16 May 1997. 
The size of the colony in 1997 was at least 19 pairs. As 
previously documented British Columbia nestings consisted of 
one to two pairs, this constituted the first documented avocet 
colony in the province. 

The first four avocet nests were found on 6 May, when eggs 
were already present in two. By 13 May, 15 nests were active. 
The last four of the 19 nests were discovered by 10 June, by 
which time eggs of some clutches had hatched. 

NEST SITES 

All 19 avocet nests were on islands, and situated 21 m. to 
140 m. (mean 86 m.) from shore. Of the 19 nests, ten were on 
flat clay islands close (within 12 cm.) to water level (Figure 1). 










