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SHORT NOTE

UNUSUAL FLOCK OF FAIRY TERNS

On 11 May 1978, at Tapora on the eastern side of Kaipara
Harbour, 1 was surprised to find a flock of small terns, 13 of which
were Fairy Terns (Sterna nereis). This is the first such flock to be
recorded in New Zealand. With me were Richard Hooper from
Warkworth, his wife and his son Peter, and my son Geoffrey. The
terns were with other rocsting birds on the northern end of a sandspit
opposite the houses at the end of Beach Road, a piece of shore known
locally as Bird’s Beach. High tide was at 1210 hrs and we crossed
to the spit by dinghy at 1300 hrs in fine, clear weather.

When first seer, the terns were roosting well spaced out in
ones, twos and small groups on the sand. At our approach, they flew
before we could see them clearly. Some went fishing while the rest
flew down the beach. There were 25 small terns altogether. When
we returned later, most of the terns were roosting again. After a
quiet stalk, I examined them closely through 7 x 50 binoculars. Thirteen
were Fairy Terns, one with a red band on its left leg. This was an
adult female which had been banded at Mangawhai Spit on the east
coast some 40 km away on 3 December 1977. The birds’ bills were
yellow right to the tip and the black patch on the crown extended
only to abcut the eye. Also in the fleck were eight Little Terns
{(Sterra ulbifrons); one was in full breeding plumage, two were in the
final stages of change into breeding plumage and five, with dark grey,
almost black legs and bills, were probably immature. The four other
terns seen earlier had not returned.

I am familiar with both these species, having studied the stray
Fairy Tern and the Little Terns at Sulphur Point in Tauranga Harbour
or many occasions.

From information given by G. J. H. Moon and B. D. Heather,
it appears that 13 is the largest flock of Fairy Terns yet seen in New
Zealand. Until now, it has not been krown where these terns go
from their breeding areas in Northland.
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