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Status - variables measure the trend in a taxon’s population status or distribution. Higher status scores denote taxa with 

known declining trends. Status scores range from -20 (increasing) to 20 (decreasing). Score

Status Total:

Population Trend in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Although data are limited, significant short- and long-term declines have been noted in Alaska 

(Handel and Sauer 2017; Sauer et al. 2017) and across its North American range (Morrison et al. 

2006; Andres et al. 2012a). Data from Breeding Bird Surveys (BBS) from 1966 to 2011 estimated a 

range-wide population decline of 5.3% annually (Sauer et al. 2013).

Distribution Trend in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Unknown.

-10

-10

Biological

Population Size in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Uncertain. The global population is estimated to be between 400,000 (Morrison et al. 2006) and 

660,000 individuals (ASG 2019). 24% of the population (~100,000 individuals) is thought to breed 

in Alaska (ASG 2019).

Range Size in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Breeds across boreal forests of northern North America, from Ontario, CAN to Alaska, USA. In 

Alaska, its distribution follows the distribution of treeline: lesser yellowlegs breed throughout 

Score
- variables measure aspects of a taxon’s distribution, abundance and life history. Higher biological scores suggest 

greater vulnerability to extirpation. Biological scores range from -50 (least vulnerable) to 50 (most vulnerable).
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southcentral, southcoastal, and the northern tip of southeast Alaska, north to the Brooks Range and 

west to the Kobuk River and Lake Clark National Park (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). Overwinters in 

South and Central America (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). Estimated range in Alaska is >400,000 sq. 

km.

Population Concentration in Alaska (-10 to 10)

During migration, travels in small flocks (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). For example, hundreds have 

been observed on Middleton Island during fall migration (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). Other 

important concentration areas have not been identified. It is uncommon for birds to spend a long 

period of time resting in Alaska during autumn migration, but those who have remained in coastal 

habitats (L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. comm.). Since only small groups have been reported in Alaska, 

especially relative to its population size, we estimate that concentration sites exceed 250 sites.

Reproductive Potential in Alaska

Unknown, but most individuals likely breed between 3 and 4 years of age. Less than 1/3 of banded 

individuals were seen on breeding grounds as yearlings or as 2-year olds, with some of these 

individuals confirmed to have bred (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014).

Lays 3 to 4 eggs per clutch per year (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014, L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. 

comm.). Replacement clutches are possible if the first one fails (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014).

Number of Young (-5 to 5)

Limited data for Alaska, though they have been observed eating a variety of insects, especially 

midges and shoreflies (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014). In Anchorage, AK, breeding adults have been 

observed feeding on freshwater leeches in early season (L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. comm.). 

Elsewhere in their range, they have a varied diet comprised mostly of aquatic and terrestrial 

invertebrates; however, there is evidence that some prey are preferentially selected (Tibbitts and 

Moskoff 2014).

Habitat (-5 to 5)

During breeding season, inhabit boreal forests and forest-tundra ecotones. Within this biome, they 

forage along the shores of freshwater or coastal waterbodies (Tibbitts and Moskoff 2014) and use 

a variety of habitat types for nesting. In Anchorage, nests have been observed in dense coniferous 

forests, open mixed forests, and black spruce bogs (L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. comm.). Also nest 

successfully in habitats influenced by human activities such as utility line clearings and clear-cuts. 

During migration, use coastal habitats before moving inland to reach stop-over locations in the 

Canadian prairies (L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. comm.).

Age of First Reproduction (-5 to 5)

Ecological Specialization in Alaska

Dietary (-5 to 5)

Biological Total:

-10Management Plans and Regulations in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA 1918). In Alaska, subsistence harvest is 

permitted at certain times of the year (AMBCC 2018). Although outside the scope of this question, it 

is important to note that there is unregulated harvest that occurs in the Caribbean and in northeastern 

South America. Lesser yellowlegs are one of the most widely harvested shorebirds in some areas 

(Ottema and Spaans 2008; Wege et al. 2014; Taylor 2016).

Action

Score

- variables measure current state of knowledge or extent of conservation efforts directed toward a given taxon. 

Higher action scores denote greater information needs due of lack of knowledge or conservation action.  Action 

scores range from -40 (lower needs) to 40 (greater needs).

2



Alaska Species Ranking System - Lesser Yellowlegs

Supplemental Information
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- variables do not receive numerical scores. Instead, they are used to sort taxa to answer specific 

biological or management questions.
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Knowledge of Population Trends in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Monitored in parts of its Alaskan range through the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) and other multi-

species surveys (Handel and Sauer 2017). Data can be used to determine short-term and long-term 

population trends (Handel and Sauer 2017), though BBS data have some deficiencies (Sauer et al. 

2013; Sauer et al. 2017). This species is not monitored across most of its range in Alaska.

Knowledge of Factors Limiting Populations in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Very little is known about the ecology of this species and the factors that limit its population 

dynamics in Alaska. Hunting on wintering grounds is limiting. Strong harvest pressure occurs in the 

Caribbean and in northeastern South America (Ottema and Spaans 2008; Wege et al. 2014; Watts et 

al. 2015; Taylor 2016; Reed et al. 2018a) and some of the hunted birds originated on breeding 

grounds in Alaska (Reed et al. 2018a). Harvest data are limited in Alaska and do not differentiate 

Lesser Yellowlegs from 23 other species of small shorebirds (Naves 2015). Nevertheless, combined 

estimates suggest low rates of harvest, especially in interior Alaska (Naves 2015). Other factors that 

limit this population have not been investigated. In the 1990s, hatching success was high in southern 

Alaska, while fledging success ranged from 27% to 34%, but no further data are available (Tibbitts 

and Moskoff 2014). Importantly, additional research is needed to determine the impacts of drying 

wetlands on habitat and food availability (Riordan et al. 2006; ASG 2019). Lesser yellowlegs are 

dependent upon wetlands remaining wet for the full breeding season and population numbers may 

fluctuate depending on water levels dictated by the previous season's snowfall or the manipulation of 

water levels by humans.

Knowledge of Distribution and Habitat in Alaska (-10 to 10)

General habitat associations and distribution are known from multi-species bird surveys (e.g. ALMS 

and BBS; Tibbitts et al. 2006; Savage and Payne 2012; Handel and Sauer 2017; Amundson et al. 

2018; references in Habitat section above). However, the remote, forested nature of its nesting 

habitat means its breeding distribution is not well-understood. Data on migration and staging 

locations are also sparse, though recent tracking efforts are addressing these questions (DeCicco et 

al. 2016; Christie et al. 2018). Ongoing research projects are investigating habitat use during 

breeding and autumn migration, and migratory movements including locations of important staging 

areas in Alaska (L. McDuffie, USFWS, pers. comm.).

Action Total:

Harvest: Substantial, regulations

Seasonal Occurrence: Breeding

Taxonomic Significance: Monotypic species

% Global Range in Alaska: >10%

Peripheral: No

% Global Population in Alaska: 25-74%
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