Copper River International Migratory Bird Initiative: A Case Study of International Cooperation

The 700,000-acre Copper River delta, near Cordova, Alaska, encompasses the largest continuous wetland on the Pacific coast of North America. Rich in habitat for a wide array of species, the delta includes river channels, marshlands, tidal flats, sloughs, and offshore barrier island. A crown jewel in the system of national forests in the United States, it is managed by the Cordova Ranger District of the Chugach National Forest.


By an act of the U.S. Congress this area is managed primarily for the conservation of fish and wildlife. Because of its importance to shorebirds, the Copper River Delta is designated as a Hemispheric Site under the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network (WHSRN). The ecological importance of the Copper River Delta includes the following:

• Over 100 species of birds utilize the delta.

• Over 5 million shorebirds stop at the delta during spring migration from South America, Central America, and Mexico.

• Up to 80 percent of the world’s population of Western sandpipers and almost 100 percent of the Pacific dunlin population feed and rest here on their way to breeding grounds in interior Canada and Alaska.

The delta is also famous for its salmon: Copper River Reds and Copper River Kings that are marketed in restaurants and food stores throughout North America and abroad.


Migratory birds do not recognize geopolitical boundaries. If we conserve an important wetland in Alaska, we can help ensure a healthy breeding area. But migratory birds need more than that. It is also critical to conserve their stopover sites in Washington state and California. In addition, their wintering sites, which may extend from Mexico to South America, are equally important.


Of the 770 bird species that migrate to the United States, over 350 species winter in Latin America. Twenty percent of these species show declining population trends. The Copper River Delta lies on the Pacific Flyway, which is one of three major shorebird migration routes. Fifty-three shorebird species occur in the United States, 29 of which breed only in Alaska. Worldwide shorebird habitat loss is substantial, and loss of migration habitats has been extensive. Shorebirds depend on a few key stopover sites, making these species very vulnerable to habitat loss. Nearly a quarter of the species listed in the U.S. and Canada National Shorebird Plans have undergone significant population declines since 1970. It is important to identify and conserve regions all along the Pacific Flyway, regardless of human-made borders and political boundaries. Such action will require national and international cooperation.


In the spring of 2001, the Copper River International Migratory Bird Initiative (CRIMBI) was founded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Forest Service to strength conservation of the Copper River Delta’s migratory bird resources through effective national and international partnerships and action on the ground.


CRIMBI partners include the Chugach National Forest in Alaska; the Forest Service’s Alaska, Pacific Northwest, and Pacific Southwest Regions; the Pacific Northwest Research Station and the USFS International Programs; and local communities, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Ducks Unlimited Canada, and Ducks Unlimited, Inc.


Projects for the CRIMBI have included assisting the Panama Audubon Society to fund the dedication of the Upper Bay of Panama as a WHSRN site of hemispheric importance. The dedication ceremony in Panama featured a shorebird festival for schoolchildren and a signing ceremony. At the ceremony, mayors adjacent to WHSRN sites agreed to work together to protect shorebird habitat and the birds that their communities share.


A second CRIMBI project provides funds to Pronatura (a conservation organization) in Mexico to demonstrate the link between the shorebirds of Santa Maria Bay in Mexico and the Copper River Delta in Alaska by producing several mini-documentaries that highlight the shorebirds in their different environments. This project will also continue shorebird education at schools adjacent to Santa Maria Bay.


Another future potential project is to begin shorebird surveys near the mouth of the Skagit and Stillaguamish Rivers, in partnership with the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife, the Natura Conservancy, and the Forest Service to determine if these are eligible for WHSRN designation. 

