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Abstract 

Disturbance data were collected during the spring and fall sampling periods of a wading bird survey 
on Cumberland Island and during an experimental series of small boat runs along the shore of 
Cumberland Sound and in Old House and Beach Creek estuaries. Researcher initiated disturbances 
were the most common during the wading bird survey. Natural disturbance agents such as racoons 

and hawks were more common than unnatural disturbance agents, such as boats and vehicles, but 

unnatural agents elicited greater response. Five percent of groups of waders present flushed in 

response to ungulates, 36% flushed in response to birds of prey, 70% flushed in response to boats 

and 62% flushed in response to other human disturbances. Waders along the Sound shore were 

much less likely to respond to the small boat than wading birds in the estuary. From Sea Camp to 

Beach Creek 15% of the groups of wading birds encountered were disturbed, whereas in Beach 

Creek 74% were disturbed. Wading birds in trees or on docks were less likely to respond than 
birds in the water, on the shore or in Spartinu. There were between species differences in response 

to the small boat. Snowy egrets responded 43% of the time when in the water or along the shore, 

great egrets 62%, wood storks 86% and white ibises 93%. Birds disturbed in the estuaries were 

more likely to fly away from the point where they encountered the boat and dispersed further within 
the local area. On the average, the boat was closer to the birds in the estuaries, but birds in the 
creeks were also more sensitive to the presence of the boat than birds on the shore of the Sound 
and flushed when the boat was further away. The percentage of the birds flying in response to the 

boat was a function of distance from the boat, up to an estimated distance of 60 meters. The data 
imply an increase in naval traffic along the present Intracoastal Waterway will probably result in 
little increased disturbance of wading birds. Increases in recreational boating traffic in the estuaries 
may have an adverse impact on foraging and resting wading birds, however, and should be 
monitored to prevent deterioration of estuarine habitats. 














































