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OCCURRENCE OF THE ARCTIC TERN IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA
By W. B. HITCHCOCK,

Curator of Birds, National Museum, Melbourne.
Terns, in common with many other memo

bers of the large Order Laro-Limicolae, are
often exasperatingly difP.cult to identify in the
field; their diagnosis in the hand is some
times equally perplexing. Contributory causes
are the, usually, strikingly different juvenile,
winter and summer plumages in the same
species, and the close similarity of the juvenile
and winter plumages in several different
species.

In southern Australia, for example, six
species of Sterna with black bills are likely
to occur: dougallii (j uv, and winter). striata
(all plumages), hirundo longipennis (all plu
mages), macrura (juv. and winter), nereis
(juv.) and albifrons (juv.). Size differences
between all six are not sufficiently great to
be of. any significance in the field, except
under ideal conditions-s-i.e. when other easily
recognisable species are nearby for compari
·son. A warning should, therefore, be sounded
about too-hasty field identification of any
black-billed tern.

The Arctic Tern (Sterna macrura Nau
mann) is a North Palaearctic and North
Nearctic breeder, migrating as far south as
the Antarctic continent and certain sub.
antarctic islands, e.g. Heard Island (Downes,
1952). Two Australian specimens have re
cently been recorded (Hitchcock, 1952, Mor
gan, 1954) from, respectively, South-Western
Australia and Western Victoria. A third and,
possibly, fourth have now to be recorded for
South Australia.

The third specimen is a male in adult
summer plumage in the collection of the S.A.
Museum (reg. no. B4478). It was found
dead at Brighton on November 1, 1923, and
therefore constitutes the first-taken Australian
specimen, ante-dating the Bunbury record
(Hitchcock, ibid) by three years. The skin
was exhibited at a meeting of the S.A.O.A. in
November, 1923, and was recorded (S. Aust:
Orn., vol. 7, pt. 5, p. 117; ibid., vol. 19, p.
64) as 'Sterna dougallii,' the Roseate Tern.

Measurements of the specimen are: wing
263, tail 136+, bill (from feathers) 32, tarsus

.15.8, middle toe and claw 21.5. For compari
son, the following measurements of 12 adult
males are given from Witherby, et.al. (Hand
book of Brit. Birds, vol. V, p. 39) : wing 265·
282, tail 170·200, bill 30.33, tarsus 15-17.

Following is a description of the plumage
of the Brighton skin: forehead, crown, nape
and upper part of lores sooty-black; mantle,
back and scapulars slate-grey; rump and
upper tail-coverts white; tail-feathers very
worn and white except for the blackish-brown
outer web of the outermost pair, and the
slightly paler outer web of the next pair;
upper wing-coverts worn, slate-grey; pri
maries slate-grey with blackish-brown lips,

. the inner ones with dark tips and inner webs;
secondaries slate-grey, the outer ones tipped
white; under-wing coverts white; under part
of lores and sides of head white, shading to
pale neutral-grey on the chin and throat;
under tail-coverts white; remainder uf under
parts pale slate-grey.

No colors of soft parts are: noted on the
label, but the bill appears to have been
reddish in life, perhaps black at the base.
Adults in summer plumage have a blood-red
bill, occasionally with a black tip.

The other South Australian specimen reo
ferred to above as a 'possible' macrura is that
recorded by Boehm (1928). It was found
dead at Sutherlands, July 25, 1928, and the
remains sent to the S.A. Museum where it
was identified as S. dougallii 'in winter plu
mage.' Mr. H. T. Condon informs me (in.
litt.13/7/54) that the specimen is apparently
not now preserved in the Museum. As no
description of the bird appears to have been
published its true identity must remain in
doubt. It is quite likely, however, that it
was an Arctic Tern 'off-route' on its way
north. According to Boehm (ibid.) it was
first sighted in the Sutherlands districts early
in June. .

It is not proposed, in this paper, to attempt
a field-key separating the six Sterna spp.
mentioned in the preamble, but it might be
worthwhile mentioning some diagnostic char
acters of macrura and dougallii. In the hand,
dougallii can be distinguished at once, in all,
plumages, by two features: (a) on the outer.
most primary the white on the inner web
continues right around' the tip of the feather
onto the outer web; (b) the outermost pair of
tail-feathers are pure white on both webs.

In adult summer plumage both macrura
. and. dougallii have a completely black 'cap,'
but macrura is grey underneath" dougallii
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white with, in life, a rosy suffusion; the lat
ter, in fact, never has grey under-parts in
any plumage.

Finally, the extremely short,. weak tarsus
of mactura, rarely exceeding 17 mm, in
length, is diagnostic; it probably averages
shorter even than the tarsus of the 'least'
terns, albifrons and nereis.
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