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UNITED STATES NIGHTJAR SURVEY NETWORK  
 

A nation-wide network of conservation minded citizens working together 
 to improve the understanding of Nightjar  population distribution and trends. 

 

Visit us at http://ccb-wm.org/nightjars.htm 
 

Nightjars are among the most enigmatic group of birds in the world.  Little 
is known about the basic aspects of their life history, such as habitat 
requirements, demographics, and population density because of the 
difficulty in studying their nocturnal lifestyle.  In recent years, 
conservationists and the general public have come to share the general 
sense that populations of Nightjars are declining throughout North America.  
However, there have not been large-scale or long-term monitoring programs 
designed to survey this group of birds when they are active at night.  It is 
critical to gain insight into the precise scale, location, and magnitude of 
population changes if we are to plot a course of conservation for these 
species. 
 

In the spring of 2007, The Center for Conservation Biology constructed the 
Nightjar Survey Network to begin the process of collecting data on the 
population distribution and population trends of Nightjars across broad 
regions of the United States.  The Network was initially introduced into the 
southeast and is being expanded in 2008 to provide coverage throughout the 
contiguous United States.   
 

The Nightjar Survey Network relies on volunteer participation by 
conservation-minded citizens, biologists, and other like-minded groups to 
adopt and conduct survey routes.  Surveys are conducted much like the 
United States and Canada Breeding Bird Surveys except for important 
modifications to accommodate the biology of Nightjars.  Nocturnal 
behaviors of Nightjars are strongly influenced by moonlight.  Activities 
such as calling and foraging increase under bright moonlight and breeding 
may be directly tied to the lunar schedule.  The Nightjar Survey Network 
was designed to take advantage of this life history trait by restricting 
surveys to bright moonlit nights.  This protocol substantially improves the 
accuracy and precision of surveys by reducing the systematic errors 
associated with moonlight and will further act to strengthen the statistical 
power needed to draw conclusions from collected data. 

Chuck-will’s Widow / Teta Kain 

Common Nighthawk / Doug DeNeve 

United States Breeding Nightjar Species 
 
Wide Ranging 
Whip-poor-will  (Caprimulgus vociferous) 
Chuck-will’s widow (C. carolinensis) 
Common Poorwill (Phalaenoptilus nuttallii) 
Common Nighthawk (Chordeiles minor) 
 

 
Limited Range  
Lesser Nighthawk (Ch. acutipenni) 
Antillean Nighthawk (Ch. gundlachii) 
Buff-collared Nightjar (C.  ridgwayi) 
Common Pauraque (Nyctidromus                  
albicollis) 
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Nightjar surveys are designed 
to take place at night when the 
moon is > 50 % full so calling 
rates will be higher and more 
consistent.  
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The Nightjar Survey Network has both short-term and long-term 
objectives that are considered spatially and temporally scalable.  As soon 
as a significant portion of the Network routes are annually surveyed, they 
will begin to provide results of Nightjar population status for local 
regions and for broader geographic areas. 
 

Short-term objectives have 4-5 year time horizons and include: 
1) Gaining a better understanding of the population distribution 

of Nightjars across their breeding ranges.  
2) Learning how the composition of different habitats in a 

landscape influences Nightjar abundance. 
3) Improving the performance of the survey design. 

 

Long-term objectives have time horizons of 10 yrs or greater and include: 
1) Determining the scale and magnitude of population changes. 
2) Providing alarm signals at specific locations if Nightjars are 

becoming imperiled. 

Nightjar Surveys are easy to perform and will not take more than two 
hours to complete. Volunteers conduct roadside counts at night, when the 
moon is > 50 % illuminated, by driving and stopping at 10 points along a 
predetermined 9-mile route. At each point, the observer counts all 
Nightjars seen or heard by species during a 6-minute period. No artificial 
broadcasts of the species’  calls are used.  

Clutch of Chuck-will’s Widow eggs / Anne Chazal 

Visit the U.S Nightjar Survey 
Network Website to examine 
location of routes, register for 
the survey, view instructions, 
download data sheets, and see 
results.   
 

Please consider adopting a 
Nightjar Survey Route, your 
participation is vital to the 
success of the Network. 
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