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Interior Least Tern — A threatened species

Status

The least wern (Stevag artiliaram ),
the smallest member of the tern Fami-
I, is represenlod by thres disin
subepecies, The coastal least ern
FSierne o0 tgeffllaran) breeds along
the TLS . const from the soathern dp ol
Texas north o southern Mune: the
Calilorma beast tern [Sferma . briamis)
brecils Traom sonthern Baga Califivnia
and Mexico, porth W San Francisco
By, the mterior Least eon @ Siere .
athilavsaz) brecids locally along the
reajor ributaries of the Mississipp
River dratnage basio from casiermn
MAntana sourh 1o Texas and easl o
western [imois, Missourt, Arkunsas
and Louisiana.

All subspecies of the least lem
apparently were abundant through the
Late 18805, bul were nearly eslrpaled
as changine fazhions popatarized bird
feathers and skins on hats. [n the late
LEOOS i wws reported thal as many as
200 adult Teast terns were Killed for
their delicate plumage in one daw, and
e pnnenny as LOOLOOC weere killed i o
LERO,

- After the signing of the 9%
Migratory Bird Trealy Act, which pro-
hibited the sale, purchaze, taking or

perssession el any wild mipradory hird,
commercial haryvesting bacame 1llegal
and the species bepan to Increase
Ihreugeh the 19405 Hesever, human
development and use ol fEen nesing
beaches for housing and recreation
submegnently el o another rapid
population dechos In the inlerior
United States, river channelization,
irrigration diversions anil the constroe-
tion ol dams contributed o the
desteuction ol much of the leins®
sanilbar nesting hahital, By the mid-
75, least tern populations had
decreased by wore Huan 80 percent
fromm the 1940s,

atate and Federal wildlife agencies,
along witle o concerned public,
helieved protective measures were
appropriate, The California and interior
ppulations of the leas) wern ware
federally histed as endangered in 1470
and Y85, respectively, The coastal
lewst tern Droeee than 73 pereend ol The
ratal least rern Popu [akimn ) wias 10t
tederally listed, but is protected by
slale laws ns o threatened o cndlan-
agrad species.

The first historical ehservation of
the Teas) wernin Nobraska wos recorded
along the Missourt Raver by the Lewis
and Clark expedition of 1804, Noles
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Mesting ocourring al
sandpits only

ol Lewis and Clark vefer to the leasr
tern as Ui frequently observed bivd,”
I audditieny 1o the Missourd Biver, thie
hisloric brecding range of the least
tern o Iebraska included the Platte
River [tom its meuth wesl ws the con-
Muence of the Morth and Sooath Plaee
rivers, including reaches of the North
and South Platle vivers, the Loup
Fiver sl ahout 100 miles of the
lonweer Micheara River,

Beginning in the 1930, The wide
braided channels of the Missouri
Fliver were slowly narcowed 1o a
single navipation channel. Bolween
Stoux Cary, lowa, and 5L Lous,
Missouri. almost all Missour River
sundbur nesting habaln weas Tost.

Records show that from TE9 G
1976, sandbar habitar was reduced
frown 35,273 neres fo 537 acres along
the Towa-Nebraska border. Along the
Platte River syslem, reservoies und
irrigatiom diversions have severely
reduced river flows and curtailed the
scowring effects ol iee and spring
Floescls, These reductions accalerared
the encroachment of vegetation oioto
civer sandbars, an elTeel moesl pro-
nonnced in the central and upper
Platte River reaches. Diversion of
wealer alany e Loup River also limis
least tern nesting discribution.

The extracticn of sand and gravel
For connmarcial wse i uncther changs
that necurred as rivers were developed.
Sand and gravel mines created open
sanelpit lukes and hare sandpiles on
the river floodplain. As fverne nesting
habitat became increasingly linited,
Ll derns bean fo nest on the hare
spoil ples o sandpats.

The curcenl lreeding disteibiulion
el e anterior Teas) forn is nos
restricted 10 localized sites and river
reaches throughoul its hislorie range.
In Wehraska, least erms corvently
Brecd alens the Platte River from its
meuth, west o Mocth Platie, al one or
ey isolatedd sites along the Sourth
Plane, along the lower reaches of the
Miohrara River, alemg reaches of the
Tawvip ard Fhkhorn rivers and an the
unchannelized section of the Missouri



River helow the Forl Ramdall ancd
Cravins Toint dams. A few least terns
nest on the shoreline of Lake
MeConaughy on the North Plane
River, nsnally in years when low lake
levels expose wide, sandy beaches.

The wlal population of interior
least rerns has been estimated at 4,700
to 5,000 adules, Recent population
infermalion for least terns in
Mehrazka, including sietches of the
Mlissowri River shared with Soulh
Dakola, summesis o tofal of 1,200 w
LA birds. 1 the interior least term is
1o be dowo-listed Mrom endanpgered o
Ihrentened status, the total incerior
population will have to increase (o
TO00 adults, meluding 1,520 aduliv in
Mehraska, These popolation levels
will have 1o remiain stable for at least
10 seears, and eritical hahilal will have
ter he secured and maintained.

Description

The interior least tern iz a feisly,
swallow-like hird cight Lo nine inches
long with a wng span of 2 inches. It
was once called Ysea swallow” (o ils
delicate, grucelul und huoyant Might,
In breeding plumage. it is distinguoish
able from other terns by ils glossy
Bluck croven, while Forchesd anc
undeesurtace, pale gray back and
wings, and the black-Lipped vellow-
cranga hill. The shor legs and
webbed fear of the male are orange,
those of the female pale yellow. The
long, black outermost wing feathers
and the short, deeply torked tail are
conspicuous i light.

The plumage of immature teros is
darker gray than the adules, Immatore
birds have o dark Bill, o durk preay eye
siripe, a whire forehead and a dusky
brown cap, Young birds acquire adull
plumage characleristics doring their
seaond vear, Wintering birds e paler
thun breeding birds and are identili-
able by their brownish-hlack hill, dark
pray eye stripe and white and black
Feathers on the head, The orange leps
ancl Teel heeome a pale vellow,

Habits

Interior Jeast lerns wsoally armive on
lheir hreeding orounds in early 1w
rid-May and begin to establish Feed-
ing and nesting tervilories. During the
brecding season, the terns’ home
range is generally linuted 1o o two-
wile stretel of river associared with
the nesting calony. Least lems nesting
al sandpits along rivers use e adjoin-
ing river us wall as the sandpic lake
irself far foraging.

Least terns are semi-colonial
neslers, meaning they nest in close
proximity o cach other, and they ben-
efit from the anti-predator beliavior
eshibiled by the entires colony when
the nesting territory is invadad, If a
predator or somme oLher distorbance
disrupiz the codony, adulr least teras
dive-bomb, defecate on and shrick al
intraders inoa mobhing Fashion o pee
sudile the invader 1o leave. During this
behavior terns issue Joud, sutlural
calls at the lowest peint of an atrack
dive,

The piping plover, a state and Fod-
crally threatened shorebird species, 15
afren found nestung in the midst of
least tern colonies in Nelraska.
Prosuwmahly the piping plover henafits
fram the defensive group behavior of
the nesting terns. A Lypical lern nest-
ing colony in Nehraska is comprized
of three to 30 pans of terns and cne w
three pairs of piping plovers,

Fallowing the breeding zeason,
least terns gather i small flocks aloog
rivers to Feed and propare Gor mipra-
tionr: T Fall they probably follow the
same migration routes that they use in
spring, but their mevemenis are less
rigular and moee casual, In
Mebraska, fall migra-

o wsually lakes
ace

[rom mid- or late July 10 early
Seprember.

The interior least lern has disting
hrecding and wintering areas. Most
breeding occurs on interior fivers.
They are thoughl o winter on heaches
along the Cenrral American coast and
along the northern coast of South
America Mrom Venesuels 1o northeast-
ern Brazil, Wintering least wemms have
been reparted in Guyana, Bl Salvador
and Gualemala.

Reproduction

Lpon arrival in Nebraska, least
Lerns bewin do enmee in aerial
conrtship displavs, One such display,
“the fish thight,” is ioilialed by a male
carrying a small fish and calling as he
flies. One or two other least terns,
presumably female, jodn him in a G,
high-Mying spectacie. During the
ground phase of courtship, male terns
offer small fish lo Tenales (o help
seeure the pair bond, Coortship feed




g 15 one of the most significant parts
al the cowrtship process and is contine
el thronpeh the incuhation period.
Soon alter pair formation, both
seres parlicipate in making muny
shallow nest serapes dispersed in
open, gravelly or sandy areas,
Although several seeapes wighl he

buile by each pair, only one 15 used for

nesting. Mest scrapes are sometimes
located near sinall picees ol waod or
cdehris o near closters of small stooes.
Mdter the female selects a suitable
serape, Laor ot Lhreo cpps o Taid on
conseennve days.

Both adults begin to alternale
incuhalicn dulics afer the first e is
laid. The pale to olive-bult eges are
speckled with streaks or splotches of
dark purplish-bronwn, chagolate ar
hlue-gvey. 114 first clutch of eggs is
lost, least terns will renest up Lo bwo
limes, cach rencaing attempt taking
place at a now site.

Incubation lasts aboul 21 days,
after which the eggs begin o hatch on
consecutive days. The newly haiched
young are weak and lelpless and are
comtinumsly hrooded by the adults
during the first day. Chiclk colaration
varies lromn i gravish-lrown Lo nearly
reddish o sandv-browsen with shite
underparts. Tiny black spots on the
head and back complement the sand-
colored camouflage plumage af the
chicks,

A day ar Lwa alter halehinge, the
chicks bepgin to wander from the nest
scrape and become increasingly
wbile, bul are periodically brooded
by the adulrs ool the they can regu-
late their gwn body temperature, Both
acdults cateh sl Gsh, which are el
tiv the chicks, Abour three weeks after
hatching, young terns are able 1o My,
Their parcnds condinue w feed them
lnng afrer they have fHedged. Vledg
lings often can be seen “practicing”
thisir Tishing fechnigue, but they ravely
cateh fizh on their own. The nesting
season ends by early August, and
depariure [tom brocding areans usually
15 coanplere by early Scplember.

Least terns are gencrally a lony

Breeding Ranges of the Interiar Least Tern
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lived species and accarding o band-
ing stuckivs, natoeal longevity cun
cxoesd 2 years

Food

Laterior least terns consume simall
(sl capturad i the shallow waler of
rivers und lakes, They hunt by hover-
ing, searching and then diving from a
height of @ Fewe Teel o 30 Teel ahove
thes surface oy snatch small fish m
their bill. The most common fish
species tahen in Nebraska ineluds
saveral shiner species {Nalmpis )
and plains killifisk ( Foeelelos bonsee),
but Lhey will cal alinost any fish
spectes of appropriate s1ze.

Least terns nesting alb sandpils and
ether all-river siles oflen Ty up e e
miles ro forage at civer sites. Least
terns nesting oo rivering sandbars
wswally forapge elose 1 The nesting
colony. [F1sh of ane to three inches
long are consumed by adults, Young
chicks are comsiziently hroughn non-

Coastal Least Tem

spiny (ish within the sive range of
one-half to two mches long, Adules
and young bieds swallow e Gal whole,
breae Tirst and wsoally in one solp,

Habitat

The occurrance of breeding least
terns 15 Jecalized and is highly depen-
dent o e presence of dey, exposod
sandbars and favorable river flows
that support @ forage fish supply and
isolute the samdbars Trom the river-
hanks, Characrarianc riverine nesting
sites are dry, flat, sparsely vepetaled
sand- aod yravel hars within g wide,
unabsrrueted, warer-tilled rver channel.

Mests are inihated only aller spring
and curly surmmer Mo receds and
iy areas an sandbacs are exposed,
vsually on higher elevations away
fronn the water™s edee. Artificially cre-
arail nesting sires. such as sand and
gravel pirs, dredge islands, teservon
shorelines and power plant ash dis-
prosal areas. also ars used.



Limiting Factors

The lower Flatte Hiver from
Columbus to the mouth, parts of the
Loup River, the lower Michrara River
and & few stretches of the Missour
River below Fr. Randall and Gavins
Povimt adams are he only river seo-
rents i Mebrasks that sl contain
niaturally occurring sandbar nesting
habilal Tor least dems. Biverine nesl-
g habat has been so severcly
pecduced in the cantral and upper Plate
River thar sand- andd pravel piis adja-
cent o the river now provide the only
nesting labitat. Least (eros nesting at
samil- anck greavel pits have Lo repro-
doctive success because ol predation
andl lman disturbance,

The availabiliny of hahitat and the
reproductive success of least terns
using the Missourd River depend
enrirely nn the discharge of water
Fromy the mainsten dams. Untimely
dischiarpes (o hvdroelectric power
and navigation continue to inundate
nterior least tern colonies,

Lewst lern reproduclive suceess
dlsoocan be limiced by human-relaed
disturbances, such as foof frafhic,
unleashied pels, swimmers, canocisls
anil aff-road vehicles Least tern egps
and young are extremely vulnerabla,
When least wrn colonies are dis-
turbed, adults leave egpe or chicks
unprotected, increasing their vulnera-
Balily o predadors and severe wealher,
Pralonged disturbances can lead 1o
destruction or abandonment of the
coleny, Prodalion by avian and mam-
malian predarors, such as American
crows, Aamerican kestrels, preat
lerned owels, raceonns, covoiss, minks
anel feral does and cars, has baen doc-
wmentad at nesting colonias,

Stuclies along the Plo: valley have
shoven thar selemum and mercury
concentrations were elevated above
hackproumd levels, and seleniom in
particular mught be allecting the
reproductive suceess of least leins m
Lhie Plathe walley study e,

Asricultural chemical cunall into
rivers and tributaries can alfect the

aquadily ool Tease lern nestinge amnd
foraging habitat, More important, the
effects of contaninanls combined
wilh the physical degradation of
Ralrtal and the increase in humian
disturbance could Tuctler aeecleraly
popolation declines,

Management
and Qutlook

Least terns nest in shallow scrapes in apen gravelly or sandy areas.

Mebraska supports one of the
largest populations of least s in
e inderioe Enited Staves, and annal
SuUryey s oy meanitor least tern popula-
Lio slalus in Nelraska began in 19800

Intensive research an habitat selec-
o and wvailability, reproduction,
Toraging habrls aod Lo Taelors
his been conducted in Mebraska, and
comprehensive river management is
undleraeay, particularly along the
Mlizsouri amd Platte rivers. where
development pressure is most threat-
ening. Biologists are assisling with
the: developrment of river flow man-
agement plans, which include secu-
it adequate insteearm Moses (o main-
rain suirable nesting and toraging
habitat. Efforts to restore, create anwd
prodect habilal wre being implemenicl

and involve state and federal agencies,
private conservation organizations and
pubslic ulilivy groups. A federul progeam
that provides sudelines for the appli-

cation of respricted-use pesticides near
[ast Lerm nesling areas is in place.

As interaction between humans
and nesting least terns increases,
cllTorts 1o heishien public swarcnoess
and mininmize human disturbance also
increase, Conmon management pro-
codures aned prodeclive measures can
include posting and delineating
colonies with signs. distributing
hrochures, placing informalional signs
AU TIVEr ACCESE Ponts, media coverage
and monitoring of colonies by volun-
L “lorn wardens™

Laperimental efforts to reduce
predution at selecled sites have een
iniliadeil: Blectric fenees oo exclude
terrestinal predatovs fromm least tern
colonies have been used receolly with
somne sneeess, Prdator remosal 12
Lime comsuming and often ineftective.
Remeving abundant verlelrute predu-
s Ireats cmly the sympioms of
coosystem desradation, accentuating
the peed Tor more crnphasis on brosd-
soale hahitar restoration. '

The recovery plan for the interior
least tern calls Toc e waintenanee of
the distrihution and range of the
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