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FORSTER'S TERN NEST PLATFORM STUDY FOR 1983

by Arthur F. Techlow III and Ariyn F. Linde

SUMMARY

In 1983, 266 nest platforms were placed at 4 sites on Lakes Poygan and
Winneconne, in Winnebago County, Wisconsin. Only 2 platforms were lost during
the entire season. After observing the use they receivwed in 1982, chick ramps
and shelters were installed on all platforms. Approximately 245 breeding
pairs of Forster's terns (Sterna forsteri)produced B68 eggs in nests on 252
platforms. An estimated 781 of these eggs hatched. Production of fledged
young is not known, although research in one of the Lake Poygan subcolonies
indicated 1.54 young fledged per breeding pair. Approximately 100 pairs
nested on a natural site on nearby Lake Butte des Morts, but they abandoned
the site probably because of mink predation, and no young fledged. A former
natural nesting site on Lake Poygan was washed out by strong winds and high
water before the nesting season began. MWe recommend the continued use of
improved artificial platforms, less frequent monitoring during hatching, and
stabilization of the sand bar that has been used for natural nesting.
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FORSTER'S TERN NEST PLATFORM STUDY FOR 1983

by Arthur F. Techlow III and A. F. Linde

INTRODUCTION

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WONR) first developed 1978
artificial nest platforms for Forster's terns (Sterna forsteri) in 1979, to
compensate for the decline of suitable natural nesting substrate on Winnebago
County's Upriver Lakes (Poygan, Butte des Morts, and Winneconne). Terns have
responded favorably, as the platform design has been refined in each
subsequent year (e.g., Linde and Otto 1981). The objectives of the 1983
management and research were to:

1)  further refine the platform design to best meet the species' nesting
requirements;

2)  increase the Forster's tern population on the Upriver Lakes through
the use of platforms; and

3) continue last year's attempts at splitting the population into
subcolonies of approximately egqual size, thereby reducing the chances
of complete nesting failure because of a disaster in the main colony
site.

DESCRIPTION OF MATERIALS AND METHODS, WITH COMMENTS

General Platform Construction: The platforms used in 1983 were the same ones
used in 1982 (Linde and Techlow 1982). 1In most of these, a wooden rim
replaced the styrofoam core rim used in 1981 (Linde and Otto 1981). Platforms
with wooden rims are easier to construct and are quite sturdy.

Chick Shelters: As a result of last year's observations of tern chicks using
shelters, we installed shelters on all platforms. Last year's cattail (Typha
spp.) stem shelters (Linde and Techlow 1982) held up well during the nesting
season, but later rotted, were flattened by waterfowl, or were damaged during
removal, transportation and storage.

For 1983, we designed a shelter that has proven more durable and easier to
construct: a 6x24-inch pilece of 1/8-inch tempered hardboard nailed across one
end of the platform (Fig. 1). Three 1x3/4x6-inch wood strips were used
between the hardboard and platform rim to give the shelter height and
ventilation. The shelter was painted on the top surface with the same brown,
latex house paint used on the platforms.

The shelters held up well throughout the summer, but many became waterlogged.
apparently the result of not being painted on the underside. Some shelters
warped when they became waterlogged, and many pulled loose when the platforms
were removed at the end of the season. In the future, both sides of the
shelter should be painted.




Although the parent terns probably provide the chicks shelter from the sun,
the shelters provide a good shading area and hiding place when the parents are
gone. Possibly, their best use occurs when chicks hide under them rather than
leaving the platform and swimming away, when we enter the colony.

Chick Ramps: We were able to reuse most of the chick ramps used in 1382
(Linde & Techlow 1982). HWe improved the design by using only 1/4-inch
hardware cloth and making the ramps slightly larger (6x8 inch). We also
sEapled the ramps on the top of the platform rim, rather than on the side
(Fig. 1).

To save time in the field, we attached ramps before the platforms were
installed, temporarily bending the ramps over into the platform so they would
not be torn off during transportation and handling. HWe observed many tern
chicks using the ramps to climb onto platforms.

Nesting Material: Short pieces of weathered cane (Phragmites australis) and
cattai] stems were provided as nesting material, as in previous years. If
material was blown out of the platforms by strong winds before the terns began
to nest, we replaced it with marsh hay. This worked well: we removed a large
wad from the bale, dunked it in the lake to add temporary weight, and filled
the platform with it, to the top of the rim.

The marsh hay remained in place throughout the summer, and seemed to provide a
better cushion for eggs than did cane or cattail stems. The terns were able
to construct well-formed nest bowls from it. Each bale of marsh hay filled
approximately thirty 25.25x23.75-inch platforms. At $1.50 per bale, marsh hay
was much more economical than handcutting and chopping cane and cattail stems.

Platform Installation: All 266 available platforms were installed on Lake
Poygan and Winneconne by 17 May (Table 1), at the same 4 nesting sites used in
1982 (Fig. 2). The platforms included 18 of size 17.5x17.5 inch, 20 of size
13.5x13.5 inch, and 228 of size 25.25x23.75 inch. All sites consisted of a
cane bed with an open center that was suitable for the placement of a number
of platforms.

The main nesting colony on Lake Poygan comprises subcolonies WW, W and E.
Fifty platforms were installed at each of these areas. One platform was lost
in the WW subcolony and subsequently replaced.

We placed the remaining 115 platforms (including all 13.5-inch and 17.5-inch
platforms) at the CP (Clark's Point) colony site on Lake Winneconne. No
platforms were installed at the TI (Terrell Island) cane bed, which had been
rendered unsuitable by wind and ice action. In 1982, we had successfully
attracted Forster's terns to both of these previously unused sites (Linde and
Techlow 1982).

Platforms were anchored using the methods devised during the 1982 nesting
season, by attaching 5 platforms at even intervals to a 30-35 ft line strung
between 2 steel fence posts driven into the lake bottom (Linde and Techlow




1982). Most lines of platforms were connected to each other to reduce the
number of steel posts used. Results using this method were again excellent.
During the summer, only 2 platforms broke free, and that was due to defects in
their fastening lines. At the end of the season, 4 workers with a large
pontoon boat were able to remove all platforms, lines, and posts in one day.

Monitoring: All platform colonies were checked on a weekly basis beginning in
mid-May and ending in early August. At each visit, we first counted the aduit
birds at the subcolony as they flushed from the platforms. Later in the
season we also counted any young that flushed. Next, the boat was anchored on
the outside of the cane bed, and we waded into the openings that contained the
platforms. Each platform had an assigned number. For each platform we
recorded: presence or absence of a nest; the numbers of eggs., pipped eggs,
and loose eggs on the platform; the numbers of live and dead chicks on the
platform; and other pertinent observations.

During these weekly visits we replaced lost chick ramps or nesting material,
made other adjustments to platforms and fastening lines, and collected and
disposed of dead chicks and loose eggs.

RESULTS

Problems: Initially wind 13.5 and wave action disturbed most of the platforms
at the W site and the twenty 135-inch platforms at the CP site. At the W
site, all 50 platforms were installed by 29 April. At that time, water levels
were just reaching summer pool level and a sand bar was still above the
surface along the north edge of the W site. This bar protected the platforms
from strong north and west winds that are common at this time of year.

Beginning in May, the water level rose dramatically, and exceeded the summer
pool level by up to 0.6 ft. 1In July the level returned to the summer normal.
The sand bar and much associated vegetation washed away early in May, leaving
many platforms exposed to waves. Few nests were built on these platforms
initially, and some of those that were bullt were washed away. Platforms that
had lost their nesting material were not refilled until 8 June when we felt
that the new growth of emergent vegetation was adequate to buffer waves.

Terns then began nesting at the W site, and although approximately 2 weeks
behind the other areas, they nested on 40 of the 56 platforms.

As in 1982, the smallest (13.5-inch) platforms did not fare well (Table 2).
These were located at the CP size, and were well protected from waves.
However, even gentle swells caused the small platforms to bob, while the
larger platforms were not affected. Often, the nesting material in the small
platforms was well soaked. Only 10 of these 20 platforms had nests, and only
in 33% of those nests did one or more eggs hatched. By mid-June, we removed
all small platforms that did not contain nests.




Platform Use: A total of 265 platforms was available to the birds by 17 May.
One platform was lost on or before 8 June. Of the 264 platforms that remained
throughout the season, 252 had Forster's tern nests built on them (Table 3).
Seventy-one of these had 2 or more nests during the course of the season. Ten
of the 12 platforms never having nests were of the 13.5-inch size.

As was the case in previous years, waterfow! (primarily mallard (Anas
platyrhynchos) and blue-winged teal (A. discors)) began using the platforms
once the majority of the terns had finished nesting (Table 4). Apparently,
the platforms serve as loafing sites for molting adults and the family groups
that appear in mid-summer.

Egq Production: Total egg production for 1983 was 956 (Table 5). This
includes B6B eggs in nests and 88 loose eggs unrelated to nests.

The combined early and late nesting periods resulted in 294 nests (clutches)
with 852 eggs (Table 6). Average clutch size was 2.90 (Tables 6, 7). One-egg
nests lasting a week or less were not included in these figures. There were
16 such nests.

The early nesting period resulted in 246 nests (clutches) with 732 eggs.
Average clutch size was 2.98. There were 10 one-egg nests lasting a week or
less.

Late nesting was defined as any nest initiated on or after the date at which a
known second nesting began in the study area. Second nests are those that
follow the successful hatching of a nest on the same platform. The late
nesting period resulted in 48 nests (clutches) with 120 eggs. Average clutch
size was 2.50. There were 6 one-egg nests lasting a week or less.

A total of 175 loose eggs was found on platforms (Tables 5, 8). Of these, 87
were related to nests, i.e., they were found on platforms that contained nests
with eggs. Almost all of these 87 loose eggs appeared to have initially been
part of clutches. In most cases, they were apparently washed or knocked out
of nests. Others appeared to be infertile or “dump" eggs that were eventually
abandoned (and were found loose) after other eggs in the nests had hatched.

The other B8 loose eggs were unrelated to any nests. In all cases, these were
eggs found on platforms not having nests at that time. A1l loose eggs were
collected each week, so there were no repeat observations.

Hatching Success: There were 674 eggs out of 868 that could possibly have
hatched (Table 5). Of these, at least 395 were known to have hatched, since
we had that many unrepeated chick sightings. These were chicks counted only
once at, or soon after, the date on which they were due to hatch. In many
cases, hatching occurred while we were present.

The other eggs that possibly hatched were those that reached their full
incubation period (23 days), but for which neither egg nor chick was seen
after that period. We assumed these eggs hatched and the chicks were off the







