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The Sanderling (Calidris alba) normally forages on a variety of live prey (Mac-
whirter et al. 2002). There are only a few previous reports of Sanderlings scavenging 
dead prey, including the carcasses of dead jellyfish and fishes on beaches (Gochfeld 
and Burger 1980, King 1981, Grimm 1984, Reneerkens et al. 2009). In two of these 
reports the Sanderlings scavenged fish carcasses after they had been ripped open by 
scavenging Herring Gulls (Larus argentatus; Gochfeld and Burger 1980) or Lesser 
Black-backed Gulls (L. fuscus; King 1981). In this note we document a Sanderling 
scavenging a crab preyed upon by a foraging Western Gull (L. occidentalis).

On the evening of 3 April 2011, Khanzode visited Half Moon Bay, San Mateo 
County, California, to photograph migrating shorebirds. At 17:51, he observed a 
Western Gull capture and kill a Northern Kelp Crab (Pugettia producta) on Maver-
ick’s Beach at Pillar Point (37° 29′ 47″ N, 122° 29′ 44″ W). As the gull manipulated 
the crab, a Sanderling flew in, stood within 0.5 m behind or to the side of the gull, 
and watched the gull devour the crab (see this issue’s back cover, top photo). The 
Sanderling did not attempt to snatch the crab from the gull, and the gull ignored 
the Sanderling. After spending several minutes consuming a few large morsels of 
the crab, the gull abandoned the crab’s carcass and flew away just after 18:00. Im-
mediately afterward, at 18:01, the Sanderling began picking off the smaller pieces 
of crab tissue that the gull had left behind in the crab’s carapace (back cover, middle 
and bottom photos). The Sanderling continued feeding on the crab carcass for about 
15 min until all of the tissue was consumed.

This appears to be the first documented instance of a Sanderling scavenging on 
prey directly from a predator. Scavenging dead prey from a predator or another 
scavenger may be passive (beneficial for the perpetrator, neutral for the host) or result 
from kleptoparasitism, in which dead food is stolen from a host (beneficial for the 
perpetrator, costly for the host; Brockmann and Barnard 1979, Focardi et al. 2017). 
Herbert et al. (2019) pointed out that there is a continuum from passively scavenging 
dropped prey to aggressively coercing a victim to relinquish food. They suggested 
that the behavior switches from scavenging to kleptoparasitism when a victim takes 
evasive maneuvers to defend its food. In this case the Western Gull never took evasive 
measures to avoid losing its food to the Sanderling, which did not attempt to feed 
on the crab until after the gull departed, so this observation represents an instance 
of passive scavenging without any benefit or cost to the gull. Although the behavior 
is rarely reported in the literature, Sanderlings may scavenge prey fragments from 
predators or other scavengers more frequently than is currently recognized.
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