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The biology of the Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus is poorly known and recent estimates of its population
size are contradictory. To encourage ringing and marking studies of this cryptic species, we tested
and improved a trapping technique in the Camargue during winter and migration periods. This
capture method consists of walking with a horizontally-held net across sites where Jack Snipe regularly
occur to catch birds that are flushed from beneath the net. We compared the catching rates of a 5 m
x 10 m net and a 10 m x 10 m net. A total of 40 Jack Snipes was caught during 48 hours of trials with
the two nets. Of the total number of individuals flushed, the average capture rate was 23% with the
small net and 49% with the larger one, this difference being statistically significant. This method,
therefore, appears to be appropriate for catching good numbers of Jack Snipe.

The population status of cryptic species such as snipe is
often poorly known (BirdLife International 2000). Snipe
live in densely vegetated areas and are difficult to study.
Our knowledge of the Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus
is limited (Cramp & Simmons 1983, Rouxel 2000,
Smiddy 2002), particularly compared to other
Scolopacidae (IWRB 1979, Kalchreuter 1983, Havet &
Hirons 1988, Kalchreuter 1994, 2000). The Jack Snipe
population in Western Europe is thought to be declining,
especially because of wetland loss (Pedersen 1994, 1997,
del Hoyo et al 1996, Morozov 2002). However, Jack
Snipe population estimates are a perfect example of how
poorly this species is known. Pedersen (1994) estimated
the number of breeding pairs in Europe at around 130,000,
but a few years later Kalchreuter (2003) estimated the
number of breeding pairs to be four times larger. During
the 20th century, only 13,500 Jack Snipe were ringed in
Europe (Kalchreuter 2003) and the catching methods
used were seldom or only briefly described (Preuss 1977,
Fog 1980, Macikunas et al 2000, Svakas et al 2001,
Mongin 2002). To encourage future ringing and marking
schemes, and improve our knowledge of population sizes
and trends of this species (Smiddy 2002), the aim of this
study was to test and improve an existing catching
method for Jack Snipe, using a horizontally held net
(Kliebe 1973, Bub 1991).
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

Study area

This study was carried out in the Camargue, Southern
France, during February and March 2001/2002 and
November and December 2002. These months
comprise the migratory and wintering periods for this
species. Birds were caught in a 7 ha field of Bullrushes
Typhaceae, grazed by cattle and free from hunting.

Water levels fluctuated in depth within approximately
10-100 mm.

Nets

Two black, knitted polyethylene nets of 4 x 0.30 mm
cord diameter and 35 mm mesh size (weight 45g/m?)
were bought. The first net, 10 m wide and 5 m long
was used in 2001. During each operation in the field
the net was held taut and carried horizontally
approximately 80 cm above the ground by four people.
Since Jack Snipe are often flushed from less than 1 m
in front of an observer (Kliebe 2001), two other people
were evenly distributed along the back of the net to
flush birds underneath it. After having observed that
many Jack Snipe were flushed from in front of this
net, we made a larger, heavier net 10 m x 10 m which
required two additional people to carry it (Fig 1).
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Figure 1. Photograph showing the large 10m x 10m net in action.

Field procedure

The 7 ha field was covered completely during each
catching session by walking along tracks marked out
previously. The route taken across the field and the
speed of walking (ie 2 to 3 km/h) remained constant
during all capture sessions. The method was considered
to be ‘blind’ because the locations of Jack Snipe were
unknown before they were flushed. There was no
backtracking for birds that landed in a part of the field
already visited. Each session lasted for three hours and
only one net was used per session. The interval between
sessions was at least one week. Eight sessions were
performed with each net. Catching sessions did not
take place during days of extreme weather (ie heavy
rain, strong wind).

During each catching session, two different counts
were made: 1) the number of different individuals
flushed was obtained by counting those that were flushed
from under and outside of the net. If these same birds
were flushed later, they were not counted again; 2) the
number of occasions when birds where flushed under
the net was obtained by counting individuals as many
times as they were flushed, since individuals that escaped
were likely to be caught later if they landed on part of
the field yet to be visited. To assess the efficiency of
the method, we counted the number of failures observed
with the larger net, for birds flushed both from
underneath and outside it, and made a note of any likely
causes.

Statistical analysis

%’ tests were performed on the cumulative results of all
catching sessions with each net to test for differences
in catching efficiency between the two nets, with respect
to: 1) the number of occasions when birds were flushed
under the net and were caught or not caught; 2) the
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number of different individuals flushed which were
caught or not caught; and 3) the difference in catching
probability between the two nets from the proportion
of individuals flushed from beneath or outside the net.

RESULTS

During 16 trapping sessions with the two nets, 127 Jack
Snipe were flushed (Table 1). Of these, 67 were flushed
from outside the net, 20 were flushed from under the
net but escaped and 40 birds were caught.

With respect to the total number of occasions when
birds were flushed under the net, the catching rates per
session were 60.6% * 27.1% (mean * standard
deviation, SD) and 74.1% * 13.5%, for the small and
large nets, respectively; the difference between nets in
the proportion of successes overall was not statistically
significant (y?; = 0.68, P = 0.41). The mean catching
rates per session for the total number of individuals
flushed both under and outside of the net were 23.3%
+ 12.7% with the small net and 48.8% + 40.2% with
the large net; the difference between nets in the overall
proportion of such successes was statistically significant
(x* = 7.24, P=0.007). In comparison with the small
net, a greater proportion of individuals were flushed
from under the large net than from outside. The
difference in the proportion of individuals flushed from
under both nets was also significant (% = 7.35, P =
0.007).

With the larger net, there were 45 failures: 32 of these
were due to one or more people at the front of the net
flushing birds prematurely because the birds were in
their direct path, six failures were due to birds being
flushed well away from the net; three birds were flushed
only after the net had passed over them and four escaped
from under the net via the front (two birds) or the side

(two birds).

DISCUSSION

When considering only the occasions when birds were
flushed under the nets, the capture efficiency was
apparently not affected by the size of the nets used,
since we could not detect any significant differences
between the two nets. However, the proportion of
individuals that was flushed from under rather than
outside the net was statistically higher with the larger
net and an average of about 50% of all individuals
flushed were caught, which seems very satisfactory for
such a ‘blind’ method. Nevertheless, capture efficiency
may be even higher if the location of birds is known
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Table 1. Numbers of Jack Snipe flushed and caught during trapping sessions.

Number of different

Number of occasions Number of birds

individuals flushed when birds were caught
flushed under the net

5mx 10 m net 9 February 2001 6 2 2
15 February 2001 10 6 5

23 February 2001 17 5 3

3 March 2001 16 7 3

9 March 2001 7 4 2

16 March 2001 13 4 1

23 March 2001 10 2 2

30 March 2001 7 3 2

Cumulative total 86 33 20
10 m x 10 m net 5 February 2002 2 0 0
18 February 2002 1 0 0

27 February 2002 1 1 1

7 March 2002 7 6 5

13 March 2002 1 0 0

7 November 2002 3 0 0

29 November 2002 17 16 11

6 December 2002 9 4 3

Cumulative total 41 27 20

beforehand. However, this would entail flushing
them before trying to catch them, therefore taking
the risk that some would leave the area or not be
caught. Since some of the Jack Snipe were flushed
only after the net had passed over them, it is possible
that some birds were not flushed despite the two
people at the back of the net. If so, increasing the
number of people at the back of the net may improve
catching efficiency.

Other methods that have been used to catch Jack
Snipe are landing nets with a pointer dog during the
day or a spotlight at night (Leray, Zverev, unpublished
(jata), zigzag traps or mist nets (Matikunas et al 2000,
Svafas et al 2001), and walk-in traps (Fog 1980, Mongin
2002). However, the catching rates for these methods
have not been published.

In summary, the method presented here was
successful and a total of 68 Jack Snipe was caught during
four years (this includes birds caught outside the study
area in the Camargue). The use of this method is likely
to increase the numbers caught elsewhere. In Ireland,
for example, only 15 Jack Snipe were caught between
1975 and 1997 despite the fact that the estimated
wintering population is 20,000 to 30,000 individuals
(Smiddy 2002). Similarly, in Great Britain, on average
only 76 Jack Snipe were caught each year during the

1990’s, yet the wintering population is estimated to be
between 70,000 and 80,000 individuals (Smiddy
2002). This method has a high catching rate, and
its use will increase the prospects of catching enough
Jack Snipe each year to establish effective monitoring
of this species.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We are grateful to Jacques Bon and to Antoine Arnaud,
Thierry Chanéac, Paula Delgado Lara, Marie-
Antoinette Diaz, Yves Ferrand, Nathalie Hecker, Yves
Kayser, Gilles Leray, Jean-Laurent Lucchesi and
Anthony Olivier for their help, as well as staff members
from the following organizations: Association A Rocha,
Association des amis des marais du Vigueirat, Domaine
de la Palissade, Ecomusée de la Crau, Fédération
départementale des chasseurs des Bouches-du-Rhone,
Réserve Nationale de Camargue. We are grateful to
Alan R. Johnson, Gary Muir and John Walmsley for
improving the English, to Charles R. Brown, Matthieu
Guillemain, Jane Waters and Dan Keppie for their help
with earlier versions of the manuscript, and to Chris
Redfern, Jennifer Gill and an anonymous referee for
having reviewed the final manuscript.

© 2005 British Trust for Ornithology, Ringing & Migration, 22, 167-170



170 M. Lepleyetal

REFERENCES

BirdLife International (2000) Threatened birds of the world. Lynx
Edicions and BirdLife International, Barcelona and Cambridge.
Bub, H. (1991) Bird Trapping and Bird Banding. A Handbook for
Trapping Methods All Over the World. Cornell University Press, lthaca,

New York.

Cramp, S. & Simmons, K.E.L. (eds) (1983) The Birds of the Western
Palearctic. Vol Ill. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A. & Sargatal, J. (1996) Handbook of the
Birds of the World. Vol 3. Hoatzin to Auks. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona.

Fog, J. (1980) Notes on the Jack Snipe (Lymnocryptes minimus). IWRB,
WSRG Newsletter 6, 5-9.

Havet, P. & Hirons, G. (1988) Third European Woodcook and Snipe
Workshop. ONC, IWRB, Paris.

IWRB (1979) First European Woodcock and Snipe Workshop. IWRB
newsletter 5.

Kalchreuter, H. (ed) (1983) Second European Woodcock and Snipe
Workshop. IWRB, Fordingbridge.

Kalchreuter, H. (ed) (1994) Fourth European Woodcock and Snipe
Workshop. IWRB Publ 31. IWRB, Fordingbridge.

Kalchreuter, H. (ed) (2000) Fifth European Woodcock and Snipe
Workshop. Proceedings of an International Symposium of the
Wetlands International Woodcook and Snipe Specialist Group, 3-5
May 1998. Wetlands International Global Series No 4, International
Wader Studies 11. Wageningen, The Netherlands.

Kalchreuter, H. (2003) On the population status of the Jack Snipe
(Lymnocryptes minimus). Game and Wildlife Science 20, 175-793.

Kliebe, K. (1973) Der Durchzug der Zwergschnepfe im Améneburger
Becken bei Marburg/Lahn und seine Beeinflussung durch
landschaftliche Verénderungen. Luscinia 42, 26-38.

Kliebe, K. (2001) Beobachtungen zum Fluchtverhalten und weitere
Erkenntnisse zur Mauser bei der Zwergschnepfe. Ornithologische
Mitteilungen 53, 172-180.

Mu/c\ikﬁnus, A., §quus, S. & Jusys, V. (2000) Taille de la population,
choix de I'habitat, migration et écologie de la reproduction de la
Bécassine des marais (Gallinago gallinago) et de la Bécassine sourde
(Lymnocryptes minimus) en Lithuanie. OMPO-Migratoring Birds of
the Western Palearctic (Special Number) 21, 51-63.

Mongin, E. (2002) Snipes Gallinago gallinago, Gallinago media,
Lymnocryptes minimus in Belarus. In Snipes of the Eastern Baltic
region and Belarus (eds Svaseas, S., Mongin, E., Grishanov, G.,
Kuresoo, A. & Meissner, W.) pp 15-35. OMPO, Vilnius.

Morozov, V.V. (2002) Former and recent status of the Jack Snipe
(Lymnocryptes minimus) breeding range in the European part of Russia.
Game and Wildlife Science 19, 221-233.

Pedersen, M.B. (1994) Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus. In Birds in
Europe: their conservation status (eds Tucker, G.M. & Heath, M.F.) pp
266-267. Birdlife Conservation series No 3. Birdlife International,
Cambridge.

Pedersen, M.B. (1997) Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus. In The
EBCC Atlas of European Breeding Birds. Their distribution and
abundance. (eds Hagemeijer, W.J.M. & Blair, M.J.) pp 286-287. T.
& A.D. Poyser, London.

Preuss, N.O. (1977) Om Enkeltbekkasinens traekforhold i Danemark.
Feltornithologen 19, 37-39.

Rouxel, R. (2000) Snipes of the Western Palearctic. OMPO-Migratory
Birds of the Western Palearctic, Paris.

Smiddy, P. (2002) Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus. In The Migration
Atlas: movements of the birds of Britain and Ireland. (eds Wernham,
C.V., Toms, M.P., Marchant J.H., Clark, J.A., Siriwardena, G.M. &
Baillie, S.R.) pp 314-315. T. & A.D. Poyser, London.

Svaas,, S., Jusys, V., Raudonikis, L. & Zydelis, R. (2001) Snipes
in Lithuania. OMPO-Migratory Birds of the Western Palearctic, Paris.

(MS received 10 January 2005; MS accepted 15 March 2005)

© 2005 British Trust for Ornithology, Ringing & Migration, 22, 167-170



