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Forster's Terns (Sterna forsteri) have been found in North Carolina on but few 
occasions during the summer. Pearson, Brimley, and Brimley (Birds of North Carolina, 
1959) give the summer dates as 8 July at Pea Island and 14 to 19 July in Henderson 
County and comment that a few may possibly breed in the state. However, no records of 
Forster's Terns observed throughout the summer in North Carolina have been published. 

SUMMER OBSERVATIONS 

Grant found Forster's Terns regularly during the summer of 1969 at Alligator Bay, 
near Sneads Ferry, Onslow County, N.C., and observed one at Queens Creek, near 
Swansboro in Onslow County. Fussell saw them at North River, near Beaufort in 
Carteret County, N.C. 

A single immature Forster's Tem was observed in Alligator Bay by Meys Gardner and 
Grant on 5 June 1969. Five individuais were present on 14 June, one on 24 June, two on 
28 June, three on 4 July, one on 12 July, two on 14 July, three on 26 July, one on 27 
July, six on 3 August, 10 on 11 August, and 25 on 24 August, all in New River and 
Alligator Bay. On 5 July Grant saw an adult in breeding plumage at Queens Creek. Both 
immature birds and adults in breeding plumage were studied, and on one occasion (14 
June) four immatures were flying with an adult. The August sight records probably 
inelude many migrants that carne through the area in small flocks between early August 
and early S eptember. 

On 6 July Fussell observed six Forster's Terns at North River Marsh near the North 
River bridge. Three birds were adults and three were immatures. No Forster's Terns were 
found at North River on 14 July, but 12 were present on 19 July. This immediate area is 
suitable for Forster's Terns. There are no sand islands, and Common Terns (Sterna 
hirundo) are not frequently seen at North River Marsh. Fussell noted the distinctive call, 
the silver primaries, and the distinctive eye bands. 

Common Terns, both adults in breeding plumage and immatures, were at the Sneads 
Ferry area and provided excellent comparison with the Forster's Terns. Soft part colors 
aid greatly in the identification of these two species of terns in full breeding plumage. 
Basal half of the bill is light orange and terminal half is black in Forster's Tem, whereas 
the Common Tem has a blood red bill with some black visible at the tip. Feet and legs of 
Forster's Tern are bright orange, while these of the Common Tem are bright red. Silver 
primaries of Forster's Tem contrast sharply at dose range with the dark-tipped primaries 
of the Common Tem. Also, at dose range the gray-white color pattern of the rectrices 
distinguishes the two species. The call is also diagnostic. 

Three specimens were collected by Grant near Sneads Ferry and deposited in the 
United States National Museum. An adult male in full breeding plumage (USNM No. 
532289) was taken on 28 June 1969. The left testis measured 7x4 mm and the right 
testis measured 6x3 mm, which are probably of breeding size. An immature male (USNM 
No. 532287) collected on 24 June 1969 and an immature female (USNM No. 532288) 
collected on 28 June 1969 both had unossified skulls. The crown, back, scapulars, wing 
coverts, upper breast, and the tips of the inner rectrices on the immature female were 
brown tinged suggesting a bird of the year. Roxie C, Laybourne confirmed the 
identification of these specimens at the United States National Museum. 

DISCUSSION 

The A.O.U. Check- list (1957, p. 234) gives the breeding range of Forster's Tem as 
southeastern Texas to southern Louisiana; southeastern Maryland (Chincoteague 

June 1970 	 37 



Bay), and eastern Virginia (Cobbs, Smith islands); formerly in 	. South Carolina (Bulis 
Bay)." Robbins and Van Velzen (The Breeding Bird Survey 1967 and 1968, United 
States Fish and Wildlife Service Special Scientific Report--Wildlife No. 124, p. 95) show 
that Forster's Terns were reeorded on Breeding Bird Survey routes in Florida, Virginia, 
and Maryland in 1967 and in Florida, Georgia, and Maryland in 1968. It is quite 
probable that these birds breed in North Carolina. A thorough search during late June in 
the marshes and small, grassy islands in Alligator Bay and New River diselosed no nests. 
However, much suitable habitat exists near the gull and tem colonies of Ocracoke, 
Hatteras, and Oregon Inlets, in the Morehead City-Beaufort area, and in the lower Cape 
Fear River. Careful search by ornithologists familiar with the field marks of the Forster's 
Tem should be made in the above arcas in late May, June, and early July to determine to 
what extent, if any, this species breeds in North Carolina. 

Route 1, Box 363, Sneads Ferry, N.C., and 1412 Shepard Street, Morehead City, N.C. 
2 March 1970 
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