
 

Bird Friendly Beaches Have Dogs On Leashes 
Did you know that dogs, particularly dogs off leash, disturb beach dependent birds such as shorebirds (plovers, 
sandpipers, and oystercatchers) and seabirds (gulls, terns, and black skimmers)?  When dogs are running and playing, 
even if they are not chasing birds, dogs still can scare and disturb birds because the birds perceive dogs as predators.  
Birds typically respond by flying away to keep a safe distance between themselves and the dog(s).  When this happens 
throughout the day on a daily basis, birds are forced to expend valuable energy moving away from dogs, which reduces 
the amount of time they can spend resting and feeding.  Increased disturbance can induce chronic stress, result in 
weight loss, and make birds tired.  It’s kind of like being forced to exercise all the time without being allowed to take a 
break to rest or to eat something to replenish your energy reserves. 

Most of these species are migratory so they only spend part of their annual life cycle in one place.  These birds typically 
migrate in the spring from wherever they spend the winter to wherever they are going to breed.  After the summer 
breeding season, they migrate in the fall back to wherever they spend the winter.  Some species have a very long way to 
go.  For example, the red knot may travel almost 10,000 miles one way for a round trip of 20,000 miles annually!  Birds 
that are exposed to a lot of disturbance tend to be in poor body condition and are less likely to survive their migration, 
the winter, or breed successfully.   

Several of these species are federally and/or state listed as threatened or endangered.  Most of the other species are of 
conservation concern.  All of these birds depend on our beaches for food and shelter throughout the year.  

You can help protect these birds by doing the following: 

• Go around large flocks of birds.  Whether they are feeding or resting, these birds need plenty of space.  If 
birds run or fly, you are too close.   

• Obey leash laws.  If dogs are allowed to be off leash during certain times or seasons, please keep your dog on 
a leash when you see flocks of birds on the beach.  Never allow your dog(s) to chase birds. 

• Respect closures for wildlife.  If areas on the beach are closed to dogs, please respect the closure and take 
your dog to another section of beach. 

• Clean up after your dog.  Not only is it part of being a responsible dog owner, but it also reduces human, dog, 
and wildlife exposure to additional microbial loads, which can compromise the immune system. 

• Lead by example.  Practice the above recommendations and help educate other dog owners about how to 
share the beach with beach dependent birds. 
 

Shorebird graphic key (from left to right): Marbled godwit, American oystercatcher, Willet, Lesser yellowlegs, Black-bellied plover, Short-billed dowitcher, Ruddy 
turnstone, Red knot, Wilson’s plover, Sanderling, Semipalmated plover, Piping plover, Dunlin, Western sandpiper, Least sandpiper.  Shorebird graphic created by 
National Audubon Society, reproduced with permission. 
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