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Identification of Roseate Tern
in juvenile plumage

Killian Mullarney

he North Atlantic population of Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii has suffered a

catastrophic decline in recent years, reinforcing its dubious distinction as
one of Europe’s rarest and most threatened breeding seabirds. The paucity of
published descriptions, photographs and reliable drawings of juvenile Roseate
islargely due tothe species’ restricted breedingrangeinthe Holarctic compared
with Common Tern S hirundo and Arctic Tern S paradisaea.
Grant & Scott (1969) were the first who tackled the problem of field identification
of juvenile Common, Arctic and Roseate Tern. Bundy (1974) supplemented the
original paperwith additional observations of juvenile Arctics. The textsin Cramp
(1985) provide further helpful instruction but the plates fail to reflect any more
than the artist’s remote acquaintance with the species.
I have had the opportunity to become very familiar with juvenile Roseate Tern at
two small colonies in Ireland and subsequently amongst large autumn concen-
trations where juvenile Common, Arctic and Roseate Terns can be seen side by
side. My observations concurwith those of Grant & Scott butin the light of greater
awareness of the normal variations in appearance exhibited by Common and
Arctic | feel it may be helpful to discuss juvenile Roseate in the same context. My
familiarity with juvenile Roseate does not extend to birds in more advanced
stages of moult into first-winter plumage; Roseates tend to depart from Ireland
very suddenly around mid-September and, of the few birds | have seen later in
the month, none has been a first-year at close range.
For a summary of the identification characters of adult Roseate Terns, one is
referred to Mullarney (1988).

general appearance

There are subtle differences in structure between Common, Arctic and Roseate
Tern in all plumages though these tend to be more obvious in summer adults.
Roseate has shorter wings and alonger tail than the others. This is, however, sel-
dom of much use in distinguishing juveniles for Roseates do not acquire a long-
tailed look until they are several weeks old. Even then the difference in length
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

from full-grown juveniles of the other species is marginal. The shorter wings and
quicker, shallowerwing-beats of Roseate may be very useful in pickingoutadults
among mixed-tern flocks. They are, however, of less practical use when it comes
todistinguishing juveniles because at that age all three species are inclined to fly
in aless confident manner than adults. Both Common and Roseate are noticea-
bly longer-legged than Arctic. The characteristic long and slender-looking bill of
Roseate does notdevelopinjuveniles;infact, atleastupto mid-September (up to
the time they migrate), most juvenile Roseates have a medium-length to short,

FIGURE 1 Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii (top), Arctic Tern S paradisaea (bottom right) and
Common Tern S hirundo (bottom left) in juvenile plumage (Killian Mullarney)
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

FIGURE 2 Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii (top), Common Tern S hirundo (middle) and Arctic Tern
S paradisaea (bottom) in juvenile plumage (Killian Mullarney)
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juveniie plumage

moderately stout bill. Not surprisingly, | do not consider the subtle structural
characteristics of juvenile Roseate to be of primary importance in identification.
At best, they can usually be appreciated only by observers already very familiar
with the group.

Juvenile plumage is basically very similar in Common, Arctic and Roseate Tern.
In the weeks immediately following fledging, juveniles undergo certain gradual
changes in appearance due to a combination of wear, moult and developing
bare-part colouration. Because of the protracted fledging period in all three spe-
cies, it is theoretically possible to encounter almost the full range of variation at
any time in the autumn. Depending upon circumstances, difficulty is as likely in
distinguishing Arctic and Roseate Tern as it is with Common and Roseate.
Provided reasonable views, the identification of most juvenile Common, Arctic
and Roseate Terns should present little difficulty.

The most useful clues to identification will be derived from careful consideration
of 7 the extent of black on head, 2 pattern of markings on upperparts, 3 width of
white edge on folded wing-tip, 4 pattern of upperwing, underwing and tail in flight
and 5 colour of bare parts.

head
At moderate to long range, the forehead, lore, crown and nape in Roseate Tern
appear entirely dark except for a small pale spot above and in front of the eye. At
closer range, the cap is less uniform: only the proximal lore and side of head are
intensely blackish, the forehead is washed greyish- or buffish-brown, the fore-
crownis rather coarsely streaked and the hindcrown- and nape-feathers are fine-
lytipped pale grey or buff, givingadelicately variegated pattern. An irregularpale
patch often develops in the centre of the hindcrown, most obvious when birds are
preening.

Inthe occasional extremely dark juvenile Common Tern, the forehead may be so
intensely suffused with gingery-buff or even greyish, as to suggest the ‘full-
capped’ look of Roseate Tern (plate 82). Still, evenin these birds, and also in dark
Arctic Terns, the black onthe lore is restricted to just in front of the eye whereas in
most Roseates the loral patch is much larger, extending down to reach the gape-
crease and forward almost half-way to the bill where it merges with the more or
less greyish forehead. Close views may be necessary to determine the true ex-
tentoftheblack onthelorewhich otherwise is proneto lookingdarkerthan it actu-
ally is. This applies equally to atypically dark Commons and typical Roseates,
the latter often appearing completely black between the eye and bill.

A small proportion of Roseate Terns have a much less extensive dark head pat-
tern than on average. Extreme examples (plate 79), which are not exceptionally
rare, may have a pure white forehead and forecrown as early as the second week
of August when they have barely fledged. By mid-September most juveniles
have attained a white forehead through loss of dark feather-tips or moult. .
The lower border of the blackigh ear-coverts tends to be more obviously pointed
in Roseate Tern than in the majority of Common and Arctic Terns but the feature
is by no means exclusive to Roseate.
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

77-78 Roseate Terns Sterna dougallii in juvenile plumage, Ireland, August 1984
(Killian Mullarney)
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

79 Roseatg Tern Sterna douga{lii in juvenile plumage, Ireland, August 1984 (Killian Mullarney)
80 Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea in juvenile plumage, Iceland, August 1985 (René Pop)
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

81 Common Tern Sterna hirundo in juvenile plumage, Ireland, August 1984 (Killian Mullarney)
82 Common Tern Sterna hirundo in juvenile plumage, Ireland, July 1983 (Killian Mullarney)

upperparts and tertials

The upperparts of Roseate Tern are very coarsely patterned, the markings being
especially bold onthe scapulars, tertials and innermost greater coverts. The pat-
tern is often particularly well marked on the tertials and may be visible at long
range. The precise pattern is variable but most often consists of a broad irregular
dark subterminal crescent and a more or less pronounced wedge-shaped shaft-
streak which, in the larger scapulars, often broadens into a complete or partial
bar across the middle of the feather. The base of the feather tends towards pale
grey, the feather-fringe and the pale area within the dark subterminal crescent
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

83-84 Roseate Terns Sterna dougallii in juvenile plumage, Ireland, August 1984
(Killian Mullarney)

being washed golden-buff. In some birds, the dark markings on the upperparts
are vaguely defined, with dark freckling pervading the buff parts of the feather
and reducing the clarity of the overall pattern (plate 78). At the other extreme,
there are birds with very pale upperparts due to less extensive dark markings wi-
thin the feathers. All variations can be seen in very young birds in early August
and are, therefore, unlikely to represent the effects of excessive wear or
bleaching.

Most Common and Arctic Terns have much less coarsely patterned upperparts
than Roseate but small numbers of both have similarly bold dark subterminal
markings onthe scapulars, tertials and greater coverts. At first glance, such birds
may prompt thoughts of Roseate, particularly if one is standing alongside more
typically plain birds. However, careful inspection of the larger scapulars will al-
ways reveal the absence of the wedge-shaped shaft-streak and irregular sub-
marginal bar shown by most Roseates.

Like Common Tern, Roseate has a diffuse grey centre to the rump and uppertail-
coverts. On Arctic, rump and uppertail-coverts are pure white.

underparts

The underparts in juvenile Roseate Tern are white. In fresh plumage, thg side of
neck and breast are often washed pale buff and finely vermiculated with dark
grey.

win

In tr?e majority of juvenile Roseate Terns, the folded wing is plainer than the
coarsely patterned scapulars, the coverts being predominantly pale grey. The
median and lesser coverts are faintly buff-tipped, often with fine greyish or black-
ish subterminal freckling. In dark birds, the freckling is concentrated and forms
prominent diffuse bands across the coverts. The leading rows of lesser coverts
are dusky, forming a narrow dark bar, often just visible but seldom obvious.while
the bird is at rest. As in Common and Arctic Tern, the markings on the innermost
greater coverts mirror those of the scapulars and tertials; thus, in Roseate, the
dark subterminal crescent is usually much more extensive than in Common or
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

85 Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii in juvenile plumage, Ireland, August 1984
(Killian Mullarney)

Arctic, often forming an extended V on the inner two feathers; many also show a
fine dark shaft-streak on the innermost greater coverts.

InCommon and Arctic Tern, the pattern of the folded wingis similarly variable, be-
ing virtually plain in some and strongly marked in others. Common usually starts
outwith deep ginger-tipped coverts but this colour wears off within a few weeks of
fledging and the coverts become plain pale grey with faintly lighter tips. The
coverts of Arctic are seldom strongly marked but they may show a fine greyish
shaft-streak and subterminal crescent. A small proportion of birds of both spe-
cies may show pronounced dark markings on the tertials and inner greater
coverts, suggestive of Roseate. Almost always, however, the dark subterminal
crescenton the innermost greater covertsis confined tothe tip and does not form
the extended V characteristic of Roseate. The single exception | have encoun-
tered was an Arctic with Vs that extended approximately half the length of the in-
nermost two coverts.

folded wing-tip

There is a noticeable difference between Roseate Tern and the other two species
in the visible extent of white on the primary tips of the folded wing. In Roseate, the
primary tips are edged white, very narrowly on the outer webs and at the tips but
broadly ontheinnerwebs. Theyforma prominentwhite borderonthe upperedge
of the closed wing-tip, often clearly visible even on distant birds. The borderis al-
ways very thin on Common Tern, approximately intermediate in width on Arctic
Tern, and on both species ends short of the extreme wing-tip.

tail

The uppertail in juvenile Roseate Tern is predominantly pale grey, all rectrices
being narrowly edged and broadly tipped white, with a variable, usually incom-
plete, subterminal crescentor V. The outer webs ofthe second and third rectrices
are a shade darker but the outermost rectrix is almost entirely white (most birds
show a small dark spot near the tip of the shaft). While it may require optimum
views to discern this diagnostic feature in the field, itis often not so difficult to see
that the outer edges of the tail are dark in Common and Arctic Tern.
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bare parts

Prior to fledging, the bill in juvenile Roseate Tern is mainly greyish-pink but it
rapidly becomes all black. Some birds retain a short grey line on the cutting
edges but there is never any bright red or orange on the bill. The legs are mostly
blackishbutoftentinged dusky vinous-pink above the tarsus and onthe webs. By
mid-September, some birds are showing signs of change to the brighter legs of
first-winter with the development of conspicuous fleshy patches on the front of
the legs above the tarsus. Fully developed first-winters are described as having
legs pale orange (Géroudet 1965) or orange-red (Cramp).

Juvenile Arctic Tern has obvious red or orange at the base of the bill and pinkish
orreddish legs to begin with but both bill and legs darken soon after fledging and
look dark in the field.

Juvenile Common Tern starts out with a mostly orange, orange-yellow or
yellowish-fleshbill, the culmenandtip beingdark. The changeto mostly blackish
bill of first-winter is much more gradual than in Arctic and most juveniles Com-
mons retain extensive orange on the lower mandible upto the time they migrate.
The legs remain pinkish, orange or red throughout the autumn.

flight identification

In flight, as when at rest, juvenile Roseate Tern bears a striking resemblance to
smalljuvenile Sandwich Tern S sandvicensis. There is usually more obvious con-
trast between the dark ‘saddle’ and pale upperwing than in either Common or
Arctic Tern but this can be matched by occasional dark examples of the latter two
species. The upperwing pattern is basically similar to Common, having, unlike
Arctic, a fairly distinct subterminal dark secondary bar. The coverts often look
rather patchy, not as distinctly zoned into two tones as in Common, nor evenly
graduated in tone as in Arctic. The dark bar on the lesser coverts is variable but
typically is much less prominent than on Common, being narrower and tending
tomergeinto pale grey ontheinnerarm. The coarsely patterned innermost great-
er coverts may form a distinct isolated dark patch, and there is often a diffuse
whitish spot just inside the bend of the wing (formed by white bases to the outer
median coverts). The white trailing edge of the wing continues all the way out to
the tip butis very thin at the tips of the outer primaries. It may be a prominent field
mark in some circumstances, for example when viewed against a dark back-
ground, but, although reminiscent of the white border to the wing of adult Little
Gull Larus minutus, it is never as prominent as on that species. The distinctive
dark subterminal markings on the underside of the outer primaries can often be
more easily discerned than the thin white border. Unlike Common and Arctic,
Roseate does not have a prominent long dark line bordering the trailing edge of
the outerwing. In normal flight views, the visible extent of dark at the wing-tip is
comparatively restricted, being concentrated in a narrow line subtermin\ally on
the outer three to five primaries and inside the shaft of the outermost. The more
splayed the primaries, the more dark is revealed, in the form of wedge-shaped
darts bordering the inside of the shafts of the outer five primaries.
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voice

The call of Roseate Tern can be a surprisingly helpful means of detecting its
presence amongst large mixed-tern flocks. Newly fledged juveniles may persis-
tently utter a begging throaty k-r-r-rillee reminiscent of Sandwich Tern but it
seems to take some weeks to develop a stronger voice reminiscent of the adults”.
I have notedthe call of juveniles which have left the colony as adistinctly disyllab-
ic chuwill similar to but slightly softer than the incisive, guttural cherr-vrick of
adults.

moult

Roseate Tern commences post-juvenile moult earlier than Common and Arctic
Terns. Whereas the latter two generally do not start moulting until they are in their
winter quarters, the majority of juvenile Roseates are in a more or less advanced
stage of post-juvenile moult by the time they depart from Ireland, around mid-
September. By this time, many Roseates have acquired a white forehead, and a
variable number of juvenile mantle-feathers and scapulars have been replaced
with plain pale grey feathers. A few juveniles may even acquire new median
coverts but, as yet, | have not been able to confirm this.

juvenile Sandwich Tern

Finally, but most importantly, | must draw attention to the remarkable similarity
between juvenile Roseate and juvenile Sandwich Tern. Apart from Roseates be-
ing substantially smaller, their resemblance to juvenile Sandwich Tern in flight,
as well as at rest, is often more striking than their similarity to either Common or

86 Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvicensis in juvenile plumage, the Netherlands, August 1987
(Arnoud B van den Berg)
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Identification of Roseate Tern in juvenile plumage

Arctic. Like Sandwich, the sooty cap extends over most of the forehead; the up-
perparts and tertials are coarsely patterned, and the bill and legs are blackish. At
times, eventhe head shape is reminiscent of Sandwich, the angularoutline ofthe
nape vaguely suggesting the blunt crest of Sandwich. In spite of the remarkable
similarity, any mistake between thetwo is unlikelyto lastlong; Sandwichis larger
and in flight shows obvious dark ‘corners’ to the tail.
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samenvatting

HERKENNING VAN DOUGALLS STERN IN JUVENIEL KLEED In dit artikel worden de veldkenmerken van
juveniele Dougalls Stern Sterna dougalliibeschreven en vergeleken met die van Visdief S hirun-
do, Noordse Stern S paradisaea en Grote Stern S sandvicensis in juveniel kleed. Kenmerken
van juveniele Dougalls Stern zijn 1 uitgebreide donkere kopkap met veel zwartachtige tekening
opdeteugelensomsop het voorhoofd, 2 zwaar getekende bovendelen, met name schouderve-
ren, tertials en binnenste grote dekveren, met wigvormige donkere schachtstreep en onregel-
matige donkere subterminale band, 3 complete witte zomen aan de toppen der handpennen,
verbredend op de binnenvlaggen en in zit een opvallende witte bovenrand vormend aan de
vleugeltop, 4 relatief weinig zwart op de toppen der handpennen in viucht, 5vrij duidelijke sub-
terminale donkere armpenbaan, 6 staart met vrijwel geheel witte buitenste pennen, 7 door-
gaans zeer donkere, zwartachtige snavel en poten en 8 (na het verlaten van de kolonie)
tweetonige roep tsjuwill. In tegenstelling tot Noordse Stern en Visdief verkeren juveniele Dou-
galls Sterns tegen de tijd dat zij naar de overwinteringsgebieden vertrekken meestal in een
gevorderde staat van rui naar het eerste winterkleed, met lichter voorhoofd en lichtgrijze veren
op de bovendelen.

references

Bundy, G 1974. Identification of juvenile Arctic Terns. Br Birds 67: 246-247.

Cramp, S 1985. The birdss of the western Palearctic 4. Oxford.

Geéroudet, P 1965. Water-birds with webbed feet. Poole.

Grant, P J & Scott, R E 1969. Field identification of juvenile Common, Arctic and Roseate
Terns. Br Birds 62: 297-299.

Mullarney, K 1988. Identification of adult Roseate Tern. Dutch Birding 10: 136-137. ?

Killian Mullarney, Redshire House, Redshire Road,
Murrintown, County Wexford, Ireland

120



Dougalls Stern hybridiserend
met Visdief op Hooge Platen
in 1982-85

René Bijersbergen

De Hooge Platen in de Westerschelde, 4 km ten oosten van Breskens Z,
vormen de broedplaats van 100-en Visdieven Sterna hirundo en
Dwergsterns S albifrons. Sedertheteind vande jaren 70 ben ik hier werkzaam als
bewaker. Gedurende vier broedseizoenen van 1982 tot en met 1985 nam ik op de
Bol van de Hooge Platen een Dougalls Stern S dougallii waar. In 1982 en 1984
was de vogel gepaard met een Visdief en vond een gemengd broedgeval plaats.
In 1982 werd een nest aangetroffen met een kuiken en een ei, en in 1984 een
vliegvlug jong.

De Dougalls Sternwerd de eerste maal en ook nadien veelal opgemerktdooreen
nasaal aahk aahk, geheel verschillend van de roep van Visdief en andere mij be-
kende sternsoorten. De vogel bevond zich meestal in gezelschap van Visdieven
en had hetzelfde formaat. Boven- en onderdelen en vleugels waren veel witter
dan bij een Visdief. Dit viel vooral op in viucht waardoor hij zelfs op vrij grote af-
stand gemakkelijk tussen de grijze Visdieven was te herkennen. In vergelijking
met deze was de vleugelslagondiep en waren de vlieugels korter en breder waar-
door de vlucht enigszins deed denken aan die van een jonge stern. De buitenste

87 Dougalls Stern Sterna dougallii, Hooge Platen, Zeeland, juli 1982 (René Bijersbergen)
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Dougalls Stern op Hooge Platen in 1982-85

staartpennen leken niet zo opvallend lang als verwacht. De snavel was minstens
zolang als die van een Visdief en was (in juli) voor driekwart zwart en alleen aan
de basis rood. De betrekkelijk lange poten waren helder rood. Naast de meestal
geuite aahk-roep werd soms een opvallend helder tsju-wit gehoord, enigszins
gelijkend op de roep van de Zwarte Ruiter Tringa erythropus en zeer verschillend
van andere sternsoorten.

Hieronder volgtin chronologische volgorde een samenvatting van de belangrijk-
stewaarnemingendie deels vanuiteen schuilhutwerden verricht. Om verstoring
van deze belangrijke broedplaats voor steltlopers en sterns te voorkomen werd
bekendmaking van de verblijfplaats van de Dougalls Stern op de Bol tussen
100-en nesten en jonge vogels tot een minimum beperkt. Voor een uitvoeriger
verslag zij verwezen naar 't Duumpje 12(3): 5-6, 1986.

1982 De Dougalls Stern werd waargeno- 88 Eieren van Dougalls Stern Sterna dou-
men van 20 tot en met 29 juli. Op 21 juli land- gallii(midden) en Visdief S hirundo, Hooge
de de vogel voortdurend op dezelfde plaats Platen, Zeeland, juli 1982 (René Bijers-

bij een rijshoutscherm en verdween lopend
tussen de takken. Afvliegen gebeurde onop-
vallend ende vogel keerde steeds na ¢ 45 mi-
nuten terug. Tweemaal werd gezien dat de
vogel met een zandspiering wegvloog waar-
bij de tsju-wit-roep werd geuit. Rondom
scharrelende kuikens van Visdieven werden
soms in de snavel genomen en verwijderd.
Verder werd geen agressief gedrag tegen-
over Visdieven waargenomen. Bij verstoring
door meeuwen of een vliegtuig vloog de
Dougalls in tegenstelling tot de Visdieven
niet op maar liep tussen de takken vandaan
naar een verhoging waar de omgeving met
gestrekte hals werd geinspecteerd. Op de
plaats waar de Dougalls steeds verdween,
trofik een nestaan meteen eien een kuiken.
Het ei week duidelijk af van dat van een Vis-
dief: hetwas meer peervormig, ongeveerals
heteivan een plevier maar niet zo breed aan
de stompe kant. Integenstelling tot de eieren
van Dwergstern, Visdief, Grote Stern S sand-
vicensis en Kokmeeuw Larus ridibundus ver-
toonde heteioveral kleine spikkels en was er
geenconcentratie van spikkels aan de stom-
pe kant. Voorts viel op dat het nest nogal lag
ingebouwd tussen allerlei takken, ook over-
hangende, waardoor de vogel alleen buk-
kend het nest kon bereiken. De Dougalls
bleek gepaard te zijn met een Visdief. Op 29
julibleek hetkuiken flink gegroeid en hetwas
zeer mobiel. De Dougalls zocht soms meer
dan een kwartier naar het jong met een
zandspiering in de snavel, steeds tsju-wit
roepend.
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1983 Op 30 april werd een hoog overvlie-
gende en roepende Dougalls Stern waarge-
nomen. Verdere waarnemingen werden
gedaan van 19 tot en met 26 juli. Op 19 juli
werd een poging tot balts met een Visdief ge-
zien; vliegend met snelle vleugelslag onder
het uiten van een krassende en snel her-
haald erret, enigszins gelijkend op de roep
van een Grote Stern. De vogel probeerde te
landen in de duintjes maar werd telkens ver-
jaagd door de Visdieven. Op 26 juli probeer-
de de Dougalls vele malen te landen op een
vaste plaats in de duintjes maar werd telkens
verdreven door Visdieven. De tsju-wit-roep
werd weer vaak geuit, zowel in viucht als op
de grond. De vogel reageerde op adulte Vis-
dieven met opgeheven staart en iets afge-
houden vleugels. Eenmaal krabde de vogel
een kuiltje en ging zitten. Een nest werd niet

1984 De Dougalls Stern werd waargeno-
men van 7 juni tot en met 11 september, in ju-
ni en juli herhaaldelijk baltsend met
Visdieven en roepend en alarmerend bij de
duintjes. In augustus heb ik de vogel tussen
de rijshoutschermen zien landen. Op
17 augustus vloog de vogel hier aan met een
visinde snavelonder hetroepen van tsju-wit.
Na ¢ 20 seconden vloog hij weer weg zonder
vis, aahk aahk roepend. Op 11 september
voerde de Dougalls een vliegvlug jong bijde
duintjes.

1985 Op20juniwerdde Dougalls Stern vlie-
gend gezien bijde duintjes. Op 1 juliwerd de
aahk-roep gehoord tussen Visdieven ter
hoogtevandeRing, enop 2 julizagik eenvo-
gel landen bij de duintjes. Op 18 juli heb ik
hier met de schuiltent rondgekropen maar
geen Dougalls gezien of gehoord.

gevonden.

discussie

Gezien het uiterlijk van het ei en het gedrag van de Dougalls Stern betrof het in al-
le jaren een vrouwtje. Vermoedelijk was steeds sprake van dezelfde vogel. Aan-
sluitend op de waarnemingen in 1984 werd in september-oktober te Vlissingen
Z,0p 6 km afstand van de Hooge Platen, een adulte Dougalls geziendie eenjong
met hybride kenmerken voerde (Mullarney