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In the southeastern United States, Least Terns (Sterna antillarum
antillarum) have typically nested on bare sand or shell substrates in open
coastal areas (Bent 1963). In this note, the presence of roof-nesting Least Terns
is documented from Craven County, North Carolina (35°06'N, 77°09'W).

Figure 1. Nest and egg of Least Tern on roof in New Bern, Craven County, N.C.
(Photo by author).

The roof-nesting terns were initially discovered in May 1989 at the Twin
Rivers Shopping Mall in New Bern. Photographs of several nests were taken
(Figure 1) and a survey of the roof revealed 8 nests with eggs. The single-story
building contains several elevations of relatively flat roofs covered with tar and
gravel (Figure 2). Air-conditioning units provide a source of shade and moisture
near the condensation drains. The building is surrounded by pavement and the
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closest open water creeks are Wilson Creek and the Trent River, both over a
mile to the south of the nesting site. Observations of adults flying east from the
site suggest the birds may be feeding in the Neuse River, approximately 3
miles away.

Figure 2. Habitat of roof-nesting Least Terns in New Bern, Craven County.
N. C. (Photo by author).

Observations of courting birds, birds carrying fish to the site, and colony
defense behavior suggest that nesting occurred in subsequent years (1990,
1991, 1992, 1993). Although the nests have not been surveyed since 1989,
counts of adult birds indicate that colony size has been relatively stable. The
success of the nesting birds is unknown. Fish Crows (Corvus ossifragus) appear
to be common in the area and were seen being harassed by Least Terns on
several occasions.

The roof-nesting colony represents not only an unusual nesting site, but
also a location rather far inland. Least Terns were first documented nesting in
the New Bern area near a quarry in 1988 (LeGrand 1989; Robert Holmes, pers,
comm.). Birds seeking new sites away from traditional nesting areas suggest
that favorable, undisturbed habitat along the coast is limited. Natural beaches,
where many colonial waterbird species formerly nested, have been developed
or are subject to human-related disturbances.

In recent years, nesting Least Terns have shifted from traditional beach
sites (Soots and Parnell 1975). In 1976, 71.7% of Least Terns nesting in North
Carolina were on dredged-material islands (Jernigan et al. 1978). The use of
rooftops by nesting Least Terns has been documented in other states and is fre-
quent in Florida (Fisk 1978a, Spendlow & Patton 1988). A 1975 survey of all
nesting Least Terns on Florida's Atlantic coast estimated 21% (614 pairs) were
in 16 roof colonies (Fisk 1978h). A survey of Least Terns in the Florida Keys
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during 1987 found 692 pairs in 38 colonies; 71% of the birds and 38% of the
colonies were on rooftops (Paul 1987). Over one-half of Maryland's Least Tern
population nested on building roofs during 1991 (Armistead 1991). The
opportunistic nesting behavior of the Least Tern may result in additional
rooftop colonies in North Carolina.
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