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Background & Introduction 
Racetrack Lake is a small lake/wetland 
adjacent to larger Sturgeon Lake within the 
12,000-acre Sauvie Island Wildlife Area 
managed by the Oregon Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (ODFW). As recently as the 
early 1990s the lake possessed prime 
shorebird habitat with short emergent 
vegetation and mud flats that formerly 
provided feeding and roosting habitat for a 
wide array of shorebirds including rarities 
like Ruff and Sharp-tailed Sandpipers. From 
the mid-late 1990s until 2010, the lake had 
become increasingly heavily vegetated 
eliminating quality shorebird habitat. 

In 2008, the Audubon Society of 
Portland, in partnership with ODFW, 
purchased a finishing disk to be used to 
remove vegetation and grade the habitat 
surrounding the lake with funding secured 
from the Packard Foundation via the 
National Audubon Society. Unfortunately 
Racetrack Lake was not accessible for the 
first two years after Audubon had 
purchased the disk. Late season rains in 
2008 and 2009 made access by tractor 
impossible.  Habitat restoration finally 
began at Racetrack Lake in mid-September 
2010 when it was disked and extensive 
additional work was completed with the 
use of a rented track hoe. The track hoe 
work included repairs to the water control 
structure and swale creation to allow better 
drainage. Since 2010, habitat at Racetrack 
Lake has been maintained to provide 
shorebird habitat as well as waterfowl 
habitat supporting hunting activities.  

In 2014 the Audubon Society of Portland 
evaluated the shorebird use of Racetrack 
Lake during the fall migration period 
employing local birders in a citizen science 
effort. The specific objectives were to 1) 
document post-restoration shorebird usage 
by assessing species richness, relative 

abundance, and temporal use during fall 
migration, and 2) provide recommendations 
to ODFW to maintain or further enhance 
shorebird habitat at this site. 

 
Wink Gross and Mary Earp observing shorebirds 
during a scoping visit to Racetrack Lake on July 28, 
2014 (Photo: J. Liebezeit) 
 

Study Site & Methods1  
Racetrack Lake is approximately 17 acres 
(~seven ha) in size and is located just west 
of larger Sturgeon Lake (See site map 
below). Water levels on the lake are 
affected both by rainfall and sluice gate 
management to the tidally influenced 
Sturgeon Lake. The recent management 
regime at the lake has consisted of annual 
summertime disking (every year since 2012; 
K. Scrivens, Pers. Comm.). In 2014 the lake 
was disked on August 16th. In order to 
prepare for disking, water is drawn down 
for about a month beforehand. After 
disking it takes 3-4 days for water levels to 
be brought up to regular levels (K. Scrivens, 
Pers. Comm.). In order to aid efforts in 
keeping vegetation low, cattle grazing was 
returned to the lake about 4 years ago at 
approximately 100-150 AUM (Animal Unit 
Month) (M. Nebeker, Pers. Comm.).     

During the 2014 fall migration period 
(last week of July to the first week of 

                                                           
1
 See the “Racetrack Lake Shorebird Migration Survey 

Protocol” for more details on survey methodology 



October), experienced birders conducted 
shorebird counts at Racetrack Lake. The 
survey protocol was loosely based on the 
International Shorebird Survey protocol 
(http://ebird.org/content/iss/). At least one 
survey per week was conducted. Each count 
consisted of the observer counting all 
shorebirds using habitat within Racetrack 
Lake during three 15-minute periods.  
Surveys were conducted from three 
different locations on the perimeter of the 
lake (out of a total of 6 pre-designated 
observation points) that offered the best 
views given lighting and weather conditions 
at the time of observation (See site map). 
Observers only recorded the same 
individual birds once in a given count 
session. Shorebirds that were seen flying 
over the site but did not land were 
recorded on the data form but were not 
included in subsequent analyses. Summary 
analyses were performed using Microsoft 
Excel. 

 
Killdeer were the most commonly detected 
shorebird at Racetrack Lake (Photo: S. Carpenter) 

 
Surveys were conducted during the 

high-tide period only.  It was assumed that 
shorebird use on Racetrack Lake would be 
most intense during high tide at nearby 
Sturgeon Lake. Based on prior birder 
experience, we estimated high tide at 
Sturgeon Lake as 8 hours after the high tide 
at Tongue Point because of the delay in 
tidal flow from the Columbia River up the 

Multnomah Channel. We subsequently 
decided the 8-hour delay in high tide from 
Tongue Point was not quite right.  It’s likely 
closer to 6.5hrs and so next year’s surveys 
will be adjusted accordingly. 

 
Least Sandpipers, frequent visitors at Racetrack 
Lake (Photo: Scott Carpenter). 

 
Results 
Seven volunteers and one Audubon Society 
of Portland employee conducted 30 surveys 
during the fall migration period (Avg.:  three 
surveys per week). Volunteers contributed 
a total of 26.7 hours of time in the field for 
this project. The average visit length to the 
site was just under one hour (57 minutes).  
A total of 13 shorebird species were 
observed using Racetrack lake during fall 
migration (see table). Killdeer were the 
most common shorebird species observed 
(37.4% of all detections) as well as the most 
consistently documented (averaging 18 
birds per survey). Western and Least 
Sandpipers and other peeps made up 51% 
of total detections (See table). We assume 
“peeps” likely only included Western and 
Least Sandpipers although it is possible 
small numbers of other species were 
present (e.g. Semipalmated Sandpiper). 
Western/Least/peeps were seen in fewer 
surveys but their combined numbers 
exceeded 50 birds on five occasions.  

Overall shorebird usage of the lake was 
highest between 9 August and 14  
 

http://ebird.org/content/iss/


 
September with spikes in activity on 23 
August and 6 September (see Figure). These 
spikes were caused by peep flocks of 
greater than 100 individuals on those dates. 
All 24 Pectoral Sandpiper and 25 Wilson’s 
Snipe detections occurred in the latter half 
of migration (after 22 August and 25 August 
respectively).  No clear temporal pattern 
was observed for any other species 
observed although for six species, 
detections were minimal (<10) so it was not 
 
 

 
possible to evaluate migration timing for 
those species. 

There was no clear pattern in shorebird 
usage with respect to the disking and 
associated water level management that 
took place during the survey period. 
Shorebird detections dropped off for a few 
days after the disking took place but a 
similar drop-off in shorebird detections 
occurred again after water levels returned 
to normal levels.  
 



 
Conclusions & Recommendations 
We documented relatively steady shorebird 
use of Racetrack Lake during the fall 
migration period in 2014. Use was 
dominated by Killdeer occasionally 
punctuated by flocks of peeps ranging from 
a ~20 to >150 individuals.  Considering the 
small size of Racetrack Lake and the 
availability of other nearby non-tidal 
freshwater ponds utilized by shorebirds 
during high tide (at Sturgeon Lake) this 
usage pattern seems to indicate that the 
restoration efforts have been successful.  
Unfortunately no shorebird data were 
collected at this site prior to the restoration 
effort (when shorebird habitat was of poor 
quality) nor to the previous era (prior to the 
mid-1990s) when quality shorebird habitat 
existed at the site. Anecdotal accounts of 
shorebird usage during this earlier period 

 
(circa 1990) suggest that Long-billed 
Dowitcher and Yellowlegs numbers were 
much higher. For example, 19 September 
1990, 160 Long-billed Dowitchers, 40 
Greater , and 14 Lesser Yellowlegs were 
observed at the site and similar numbers 
were documented the day before (Pers. 
Comm. Nick Lethaby). In the past, anecdotal 
reports indicated that Racetrack Lake had 
been a pretty reliable place for vagrants 
during fall migration.  Ruff, Sharp-tailed 
Sandpiper, and Stilt Sandpipers were all 
vagrants that were regularly seen (Pers. 
comm. Jeff Gilligan). In 2014 we did not 
document any rarities although usage by 
Pectoral Sandpipers (seen in low numbers 
on five different days) is notable. It is 
important to point out that spikes in 
shorebird activity could easily be missed as 
our surveys only covered about an hour  



 
period during high tide. The current regime 
of annual disking and water level 
management that ODFW has implemented 
at Racetrack Lake appears to be restoring 
shorebird habitat. Although disking took 
place during the fall migration period, our 
results did not detect any discernable 
impact on shorebird numbers. However it is 
possible that our brief surveys were not 
intensive enough to indicate any influence 
of the disking (either positive or negative) 
on the shorebird usage of the site. Despite 
this, we recommend that future disking be 
targeted to occur before late July to 
minimize shorebird disturbance during the 
fall migration period. 

We plan to continue this project for one 
more fall migration period to further 
document the shorebird usage of this site.  
Including at least one more season is 
important as annual fluctuations in 
Sturgeon Lake water levels can be 
significant and influence movement of 

 
shorebirds to nearby shorebird habitat 
including Racetrack Lake. This project, 
though small on a landscape scale, helps 
provide migratory relief for shorebirds, 
many of which are currently experiencing 
population declines (Brown et al. 20012). 
Restoration at this site has also offered 
renewed interest by the local birder 
community for shorebird viewing.  
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Appendix. Habitat restoration for shorebirds at Coon Point, Sauvie Island 
 
In addition to the shorebird habitat restoration work at Racetrack Lake, the Audubon Society of 
Portland also used grant funds to restore habitat for shorebirds at Coon Point, Sauvie Island. 
Within the Sauvie Island Wildlife Management Area, Racetrack Lake and Coon Point have 
historically provided outstanding habitat for shorebirds. Similar to Racetrack Lake habitat, Coon 
Point had become increasingly vegetated in recent decades. In 2009, when access to Racetrack 
Lake was impossible due to heavy flooding, restoration efforts were refocused on Coon Point. 
Disking occurred at Coon Point in the fall of 2009 and in 2010 Audubon, ODFW and the 
Drainage District continued this restoration work by re-plowing and re-disking the site and 
conducting invasive species treatments. Since the initial grant, Coon Point habitat has been 
maintained for shorebird habitat in subsequent years.  
 In addition to the restoration work, grant funds were used to develop shorebird interpretive 
signs at Coon Point (see below). Coon Point is the most visited location in the Sauvie Island 
Management Area. The Audubon Society of Portland has led dozens of field trips to this site 
since the restoration has been completed.   
 

 
               Coon Point Before Restoration 

 



 
                        Coon Point Restoration Project (After Restoration) 
 

 
                          

 
Shorebird Interpretive Signage 


