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WISCONSIN COMMON TERN RECOVERY PLAN

by Bumner W. Mattescon

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The common tern was listed as a Wisconsin endangered bird in
December 1979. This plan reviews the species’ former and current
status and distribution, its life history, identifies limiting
factors, discusses previous research and management, and presents
a recovery goal of 1,000 nesting pairs at a total of 7 or more
sites by the year 2000, with sufficient production to maintain
population stability. Objectives and strategies for achieving
this goal are outlined.

Common terns breed at age 3 years and return to Wisconsin in mid-
to-late April or early May; they typically nest in colonies on
sparsely vegetated island sites. Plant succession, human
disturbance, competition with nesting gulls, predation, prolonged
inclement weather, and rising water levels threaten colony
stability. In Wisconsin, the species has adapted to artificial
islands--usually dredge~spoil sites or dock remnants--and
peninsular locations; nests also have occurred on natural
islands.

In northwestern Wisconsin, the peak of egg-laying (usually 3 eggs
are laid) occurs during the second or third week of June; in
northeastern Wisconsin, the peak occurs during late May or the
first week of June. Egg-hatching intervals are 1-2 days. Fledging
usually occurs at age 22-28 days. The number of young needed to
maintain population stability has been reported at about 1 per
pair, though a region-wide average of young fledged per pair may
provide a better indication of population stability since
interchange among colonies occurs.

In Wisconsin, 4 geographical management units have been proposed:
the Duluth-Superior Harbor, Chequamegon Bay, Green Bay, and the
Winnebago Pool Lakes. The population goal (number of nesting
pairs) for each management unit, respectively: 200, 300, 400, and
100. The goal for each management unit will be accomplished by
addressing limiting factors and ensuring colony site longevity.
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DATE JUNEI®, 1982

TO: James T. Addis - AD/S

Admi Wr , Resources Management
FROM; RonalM FP. Nicotera

Director, Bureau of Endangered Resources
SUBJECT: Wisconsin Common Tern Recovery Plan

Please review and approve the attached recaovery pglan. The
Executive Summary delineates the recovery goal and strategy for
establishing a stable nesting population of common terns in
Wisconsin,

Comments from experts in the Wisconsin Department of Natural
Resaurces, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, the
Canadian Pish and Wildlife Service, the University of Wisconsin,
Rutgers University, and the private sector, have been
incorporated into the plan.

The plan will be revised as necessary o incorporate new methods
and strategles.

Copies of the plan will be available on regquest.
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WISCONSIN COMMON TERN RECOVERY PLAN

PART I. BACEGROUND

A. INTRODUCTION

Wisconsin’s common tern (Sterna hirundo) population, once
numbering several hundred nesting pairs in northeastern
Wisconsin alone, declined markedly between the early 1950s and
the early 1970s (WDNR records). This downward trend coincided
with coastal and inland common tern population declines along
the Great Lakes (USFWS 1983). Major factors contributing to
the species’ demise included:

1) competition with ring-billed gulls (Larus delawarensis)
for nesting sites;

2) vegetative succession characterized by persistent and
uncontrolled growth of herbaceous and woody species at
colony sites;

3) high water levels; and

4) human disturbance, including encroachment of
development (structures) on colony sites (Harris and
Matteson 1975, Matteson 1979, USFWS 1983).

Other factors that have limited nesting success include
predation of eggs and young and possibly organochlorine
contaminants (Harris and Matteson 1975).

In December 1979, the common tern was officially listed as a
state endangered bird in Wisconsin. Since 1979, the state’s
nesting population has increased over 300% (1979-87, Figure 2),
but several years of poor productivity and the lack of secure
nesting habitat have created an unstable population and
justified the continued endangered status of the species.

This recovery plan provides background information on the
status and biology of the common tern and delineates research
and management actions necessary for recovery.

B. DESCRIPTION

The common tern is one of 42 known tern species in the world
(Harrison 1983), including 18 in North America (Terres 1980).
It is a Holarctic breeding bird belonging to the order
Charadriiformes, suborder Lari, family Laridae, and subfamily
Sterninae. There are four known subspecies: 5. h. hirundo, 5.
h. tibeforia, $. h. minussensis, and S. h. longipennis







