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From January 1974 to November 1977, 252 Lit t le Terns Sterna albif tons wete
banded' at Slockton, on the esluary of the Hunter River, N.S.W., during wader banding
acl ivi t ies. Al l  were caughl at night in misl nels (wader nets). Because ol the concentrat ion
on waders, ful l  detai ls of plumage, moult,  etc. were not always recorded lor the Latt le
Terns, parl icularly during the f irst two seasons. However, some delai ls are dlscussed
in relal ion to the stalus of the species in N.S.W.; detai ls of weights and measuremenls
are grven.

Two questions asked by C. B- Campion (1963)
havc not been satisfactorily answered. These ques-
tions wcre:
"1. Where do the populations of S. alblrorrs

brecding in eastern Australia spend the
winter?

2. What of thc rclatively large numbcrs of
cclipse plumage albilrons, normally present
(in Sydncy, at least) during each breeding
season? Are these birds merely immature
'rescrves' of the local breeding populations,
or do they includc immatures and/or eclipsc
plumage adults of the northern hemisphere
wintering here?"

Campion went on to say-"The assumption of
nuptial plumage in May and June by some
albifrons observed in tbe North Island of New
Zcaland (McKenzie and Sibson, 1957)l suggests
that northern hemisphere birds do winter south
of thc equator."

Little Terns usually arrive in the estuary near
Stockton about the beginning of September and
generally depart by the end of April. Sometimcs
two or three birds have been recorded in the
cstuary during the winter months (May to
August), but no specific details of the plumagc
of thcse birds are available.

In the nrst two banding seasons at Stockton
most ol the Little Terns were caught during
the first four months of the years, the exception
being seven rvhich were caught on 4 May 1975.

* Banls used rcre provided br- tlte Australian Bird-
b,anding Schente, Di|isiot ol Wildlife Rescarch,
CS IRO.

j } lcKenzie, H. R. anrl  R. B. Sibson (1957), 'Does

the Lit t le Tern Sterna albi lrons re^ch New Zealand?',
Nolornis 7t 174-182.

Core l la  2  (1 )

Subscqucntly birds havc becn caught from thc
first wcek in Novcmber unti l thc last wcck itr
April.

On the  n igh ts  o f  19  anc l  20  Dcccnber  1975,
33 birds rvere caught. All werc in eclipse pluntagc
with black or almost black bil ls, and were at a
similar stage of moult; thc two outcr primarics
rvere old, the next two wcrc partly cnterged and
thc remainder wcre ncw. At that t ime of thc
year the local population of Litt lc Terns should
be at the height of their breeding season along
thc castern coast of Australia.

Howcver, the breeding status along this coasl
is now precarious. It is unlikely that any of thc
l6 breeding stations l isted by Campion (p. 131)
could now be placed in that catcgory. A. K.
Morris (pers cornm.) in a current summary has
listed somc 29 recorded breeding stations in New
South Walcs, but since 1970 he has indicated
that breeding success has only becn recorded at
two or three of these, and then with only one
or two pairs. It seems that at present two or
three pairs may attempt to breed, probably with
litt le success, in no more than a few of thc
breeding locations in this State.**

The plumage of the majority of the birds
caught at Stockton in the early part of thc season
(Novcmber and December) has been outl ined.
There is a noticeable plumage change in those
birds caught in March and April. Somc Litt lc
Tcrns with ycllorv bil ls and obviously in brceding
plumage havc becn seen in latc March in cont-

' ' ' i  A rcview of the curr€nt stalus of al l  breeding sites
in New South Wales is at present being conducted
by A. K. I lorr is and C. Holmes and n report is
p lnnned  fo r  1978 .
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pany with birds having black bills and cclipsc
or almost cclipse plumage. But as already stated,
most of the birds caught at that time of the ycar
rvcrc conrpleting a full body nroult into breedinc
plumagc. This is indicatcd clcarly by one (band
nunbcr  040-91724) which was banded on l l
Dcccmbcr 1976 when it wirs in cclipsc plunragc
with thc bill completely black and with the moult
of thc wing primaries partly completed. It was
rccapturcd on 19 March 1977 when thc b i l l  was
showing horn-ycllow in the ccntrc and at tbc
base of thc lorver mandibie. It was completing a
body nroult into brccding plumagc and its wing
moult had becn complcted. A specimcn in Thc
Australian Museum ( Reg. No. 045295 ) frorn
Stockton in March 197-5 is an example of this
plumagc. It is rccorded as showing the "start
of brccding plunage of the black crown". The
oviduct was starting to thickcn up and curl, thus
indicating its approach to breeding. But where
would it have bred? Certainly not in N.S.W.
whcrc the brccding season is from October to
January. Although thc brccding scason nay bc
as carly as August in north Queensland, it seems
more likely that this bird, and others like it,
rvould bc brccding birds fronl thc northcrn hcmi-
sphcrc.

In  Recovcry Round-up (Corel la  1. .22)  deta i ls
wcr-c givcn of a Little Tern banded as a nestling
in Japan on 3 June 1975 which was recouerei
ncal Kerema in the Gull of Papua, Papua New
Guinea; this further indicates that Little Terns
fronr northern hcmisphere breeding locations in
or  about  Jupan probably v is i t  lhe easlcrn coast
o[ Austrrlir during the northern hemispherc
winter. It is not yet known where birds ivhich
originated from this coast spend the southern
hcrnisphere winter months.

lYeights and Mcasuremcnls

Thc following table gives dctails of weights
and somc measurements of birds caught from
Novembcr to May at Stockton:

Weight Wing Bi
(grams) Length Lcngth

t\farimun' ...... 56 
tT;i' tlll'

I f i n imum . . . .  . .  39  15 j  26 .2
Mean  . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  47 .5  173 .6  29 .5
Standard Deviat ion 3.1 8.9 1.7
Number of Samples 140 104 114
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a Fignre L Mcon hody height ol Litt[e Tcnl
Sterna alb i f rons.  MaintuDt anl  ,  i t i -
nttnt rcight a d thc sLandaftl dcriation

(shodcd drca) ara aln shoxu.

Figure I indicatcs thc variation in mcan bodv
wcight during the period involved. There is no
apparent explanation for the drop in body weight
for the month of May although the samplc is
snall. However, it nay indicate that those birds
w€rc ones which rvould have remained in Aus-
tralia during our rvintcr months.
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