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Our favorite bird is back!  Sometime in August (usually at night) we hear this loud “chu-eet” – “chu-eet” sound in the sky and we know that the Pacific Golden Plover that calls our neighborhood home is back from his trip to Alaska.  He makes a lot of noise so that everybody knows he is back.  This particular bird spends a big part of his day standing on the top of our house.  When my wife or I are out in the yard we will talk to the bird (my wife calls him “pretty boy” and he will stand there bobbing his head and looking very handsome).  We are quite sure that our Golden Plover is a male because in the bird world the males are usually much prettier than the females.  When our bird is not standing on our roof, he flies down to a North Shore beach or to some grassy area to look for food.  After flying non-stop 3,000 miles from Western Alaska to Hawaii, these birds are skinny and very hungry.
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	Pacific Golden Plover (Male)
	Pacific Golden Plover (Female)


One of the primary reasons we like the Plover on our roof is when he is up there, no other birds are allowed on the roof.  The Plover is bigger and tougher and will chase away all those loud squawking Mynah birds that like to hang around our place.
The Hawaiian word for the Pacific Golden Plover is Kolea.  Most Hawaii people call them the Kolea Bird but not me – I just call them Plovers.  It is estimated that 15,000 of these birds migrate to the Hawaiian Islands every year and they can be found all over the island of Oahu.  There are 3 or 4 Plovers that hang out in the park by our house.  My dog Kudo likes to chase them when we go to the park walking.  There are also 5 or 6 Plovers at Fort Shafter (where I work) that I see every day when I go for my walk.

In Hawaii, the Pacific Golden Plover spends its days hunting for assorted creepy crawlers like insects, centipedes, and worms.  It rigorously defends its hunting ground from other Plovers.  The Punchbowl Cemetery in Honolulu has been a key study site for this bird, and several military bases on Oahu have also been surveyed.  One female that was banded as an adult has returned to the same spot on Bellows AFB for 18 years straight.  The average life expectancy among Plovers is about 5 years.
After vacationing in Hawaii (and other South Pacific Islands) during the Alaska cold and snowy months, the Plover flies back to Alaska in May for its breeding season (June and July).  They breed on the vast arctic tundra of Western Alaska.
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	Western Alaska Tundra


I looked up the word “tundra” on the Internet and found out that tundra is area where tree growth is hindered by low temperatures and a short growing season.  The vegetation is composed of dwarf shrubs, grasses. mosses, and other low growing plants.  Male Plovers usually return to the same nest site, even to the exact same spot.  They form (monogamous) pairs with the female plovers to mate and raise their offspring.  They rely on their excellent camouflage to avoid predators – they simply nest on the ground.

Here are a few facts and the official description of the Pacific Golden Plover:

    Body – Medium-sized

    Legs – Moderately long

    Neck – Short

    Bill – Short

    Head – Large and rounded

    Color – Golden and black speckled back

    Size –9-10 inches

    Weight –3.6-4.0 ounces
    Sex Differences – Similar, but the female is a little less colorful with some white in the face and breast.

    Population – About 200,000

    Flying Speed – 60 to 100 mph depending on the wind

    Maximum Altitude – 16,000 feet

As you can see, these birds can fly fast and at a high altitude.

Did you know?  The Pacific Golden Plover flies further than any other bird on their annual migration other than the Arctic Tern. The tern, being an oceanic bird, can feed in the ocean water while the plover cannot.
Human populations are rapidly expanding over much of the Pacific Golden Plover’s winter range.  Large tracts of its migratory winter habitat are being reduced or eliminated by intensive agriculture, urbanization, tourism, and ranching.  Much of these areas are being exposed to an array of agrochemicals.  Many Plovers that migrate to Hawaii and stay on one of the many golf courses are also exposed to potentially hazardous chemicals.  The effects of pesticides on this species are virtually unstudied.  Hunting of the Plovers in its winter range also represents a threat to the species.  At least, the birds that come to Hawaii don’t have to worry too much about being shot. They are protected by law in the United States but that doesn’t keep people from shooting them.  The Pacific Golden Plover is listed by the US Shorebird Conservation Plan as a species of high concern due to their relative low numbers.

Well, I know that if our Plover didn’t make it back to our neighborhood in August, we would be very sad.  
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