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Shorebird Ringing 
Ringing is one of the many research techniques used by scientists to study shorebird movements. The 
process involves the capture of birds using a special net or humane trap, followed by the fitting of a metal 
leg-ring on the bird and release back into the wild. Each metal ring has a specific number/code on it for 
individual identification hence when it is recaptured at a later date - maybe in another country - some of its 
life history is revealed. 
 
Whilst captured, scientists will also collect biometric data from each bird such as weight, wing length, tail 
length and number of wing/tail feathers. Such data enable scientists to record detailed information about 
the body structure of each species which is particularly important for taxonomic classification purposes. If 
the captured bird is migratory, scientist can, after determining the age, amount of body fat tissue and molt 
of a re-captured bird, gain knowledge about its migration route, habitat preference and feeding habit. This 
information facilitates the development of conservation strategies for birds along their migration route.  
 
The Hong Kong Bird Ringing Group (HKBRG) and WWF Hong Kong (WWF-HK) carry out shorebird 
ringing research in Hong Kong. These researchers receive training from qualified experienced bird ringers 
over a long period of time, and have to apply annually for a special permit from the Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Conservation Department to carry out shorebird ringing at Mai Po. Bird ringers have to follow strict 
protocols to ensure that the welfare and long-term conservation of the bird is given priority at all time.  

Some of the shorebird  
ringing equipment. 
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Shorebird Leg-flagging 
In order to understand shorebird migration and 
eventual formulation of a flyway-wide conservation 
strategy, from the 90s onwards, bird-ringers 
marked birds with plastic colour leg-flags in addi-
tion to the coded metal ring. Leg-flags are usually 
placed above the “knee” on the bird’s leg in order to 
facilitate re-sighting even when the bird is standing 
in shallow water. Using this method, scientists can 
obtain migration information through direct obser-
vation in the field rather than having to rely on re-
capturing the same bird.  
 
Bird-ringers in different regions along the East 
Asian-Australasian Flyway follow a coordinated leg
-flagging scheme so that different color combina-
tion leg-flags are used in different regions or coun-
tries. Each shorebird will only be flagged at the 
location where it is first captured and no additional 
flag will be added if the bird is re-trapped.  

Shorebirds marked 
with colour leg-flags 
have high chance to 
be re-sighted in the 
field. 
 
Left: Eurasian Curlew 
flagged in Hong Kong 
 
Right: Curlew Sandpi-
per flagged in NW 
Australia 
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Leg-flagging Shorebirds in Hong Kong 
Hong Kong researchers agreed to participate in the coordinated leg-flagging scheme in 2001 and since then 
shorebirds are fitted with the Hong Kong combination “white over yellow”. If bird-watchers in other countries 
sight a bird with a Hong Kong leg-flag, they then know that the bird was flagged in Hong Kong. By gathering 
these “re-sightings”, scientists can work out the migration route and stop-over sites for different shorebird 
species. This information is vital if shorebird reservation areas or conservation strategies are to be suc-
cessful. 
 
So far, more than 1,000 shorebirds have been fitted with the Hong Kong combination colour leg-flags and re
-sighting of the Hong Kong shorebirds are received annually from China (Yellow Sea), S. Korea, SE Asia 
(Malaysia, Indonesia) and Australia. To-date the furthest re-sighting record is from a Curlew Sandpiper sight 
in 2008 in Tasmania, more than 8,000km away from Hong Kong. 
 
Locally, the Hong Kong Bird Watching Society is responsible for 
consolidating shorebird re-sightings from Hong Kong bird watch-
ers. The most commonly seen overseas leg-flag is, not surpris-
ingly, from Australia since nearly 10,000 shorebirds are flagged in 
various parts of Australia each year! 
 
Nowadays, bird-ringers in some places even use leg-flags en-
graved with a unique code to track the movement of an individual 
bird. WWF-HK and the HKBRG started to use engraved flags on 
Hong Kong shorebirds in the near future to enhance data quality 
and obtain more information about movements within Hong Kong. A Whimbrel with an engraved leg-flag (K9) from 

Chongming Dongtan photographed in Deep Bay.  
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