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The Marbled Godwit (Limosa fedoa) is a large shorebird that breeds in the grasslands
of the north-central United States and south-central Canada, with small and isolated
nesting populations along the southwest shore of James Bay, Canada, and on the
Alaska Peninsula (Gratto-Trevor 2000). It migrates principally to the west coast of North
America, wintering mainly from Washington to El Salvador, including the Baja Califor-
nia Peninsula (Gratto-Trevor 2000). Independently of any annual variation in numbers,
the Marbled Godwit is common at Estero Punta Banda, with numbers estimated from
many hundred (Jiménez et al. 2009) to nearly 2500 (Palacios et al. 1991) individuals.

On 9 August 2018, during a rising tide at 14:00, we discovered a dying Marbled
Godwit (Limosa fedoa) in the main tidal channel at Estero Punta Banda (31° 45’ 29"
N 116° 37’ 13" W). The right leg of the bird was trapped between the valves of a live
Ribbed Mussel (Geukensia demissa) approximately 10 cm long. The bird was soaking
wet, emaciated, and breathing with difficulty, with water coming out of its lungs. After
it died (Figure 1), we found that the innermost toe on the godwit’s right leg was broken
and nearly amputated by the grip of the mussel. Under similar circumstances, Moreno et
al. (2019) recorded two dead chicks of the Light-footed Ridgway’s Rail (Rallus obsoletus
levipes) in the same area. Rails with Ribbed Mussels clamped to their toes have been
recorded, as well as rails without toes, suggesting mutilation by the mussel (reviewed by
Nestlerode 2009). Similar but not fatal interactions between Bar-tailed Godwits (Limosa
lapponica) and clams have been observed in coastal China by Melville and Choi (2013),
who also tabulated records of bird species with bivalves attached to the bill or foot.

Geukensia demissa is native to the Atlantic coast of the USA, where its densities
range from 1164 to 10,000 individuals/m?2 (Nielsen and Franz 1995, Chintala et al.
2006). The densities at Estero Punta Banda are three to four orders of magnitude
lower than those in its native range, ranging from 3.5 to 35 individuals/m? (Torchin
et al. 2005, Moreno et al. 2019).

Torchin et al. (2005) described the Ribbed Mussel as an exotic and invasive species,
associated with California cordgrass (Spartina foliosa) on the coast of California and
northwestern Baja California.

Gratto-Trevor (2000) pointed out the dearth of knowledge of factors affecting
survival of adult Marbled Godwits. At least at Punta Banda and other sites where the
Ribbed Mussel occurs as an invasive species, this type of interaction is a risk factor for
the godwit and other birds. Study of the spatial distribution and density of the Ribbed
Mussel and its interactions with other species, as documented by Nestlerode (2009)
and Melvile and Choi (2013), is warranted. Gratto-Trevor (2000) did not list the mussel
among the godwit’s major foods, though its diet includes some bivalves of similar size.
But Moffitt (1941) found the Ribbed Mussel to be the leading food of Ridgway’s Rail
in San Francisco Bay. So the mussel’s role as food source as well as a threat to birds
should be evaluated before any eradication from Estero Punta Banda is considered.
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Figure 1. A Marbled Godwit (Limosa fedoa) with toe almost amputated by the Ribbed
Mussel (Geukensia demissa) seen on left. Ruler, 10 cm.

Photo by Hiram Rafael Moreno-Higareda
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