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Coastal and Great Lakes populations of Common Terns (Sterna hirundo ) 
typically nest in colonies on beaches or small islands . Although this species is sur­
prisingly adaptable in its choice of nest sites (MacFarlane 1977), nests are most 
frequently located on gravelly or sandy soils in vegetative cover or in mats of dead 
vegetation (" windrow" ) strewn just above the high water level (Palmer 1941 , 
Blokpoel et al. 197 8). Temporary islands such as sandbars cut off by high water 
levels and man-made islands formed from dredging material are sometimes used 
(Scharf et al. 1979), in which case Common Terns are among the first larids to 
nest on newly-created islands (Blokpoel and Fetterolf 1978) and pioneering birds 
may move in groups from old to new sites (Austin 1951, Gochfeld 1979). 

Although Stewart (1975) noted that Common Terns nest on large reservoirs 
and often fly 10 miles or more to natural lakes while searching for food, little 
specific information exists on nest site selection and foraging behavior of Common 
Terns nesting on inland reservoirs. In early June 1980 I found a colony of Com ­
mon Terns nesting on a small island in Lake Sakakawea Reservoir at the Van 
Hook Recreation Area , Mountrail County, North Dakota. The island measured 
approximately 75 x 125 m (0.9 hal and , because water in the reservoir was about 
3 m below norm al due to drought , approximately one-third of the island was 
beach exposed by the low water level. Vegetation on higher sites on the island 
consisted of small patches on the gravelly, sandy soil. Dominant plant species 
were early invading herbaceous species, especially Polygonu m lapatbifolium , Cir­
sium aruense , Rumex crispus , Sonchus aruensis , and Hordeum jubatum ; these 
same species also were common on higher sites on the mainland that flood oc ­
casionally, suggesting that all of this island is inundated during periods of high 
water levels in the reservoir. 

All terns nested on high ground at the south end of the island, and none 
nested in the lower beaches exposed in 1980 by the low water level. The end of 
the island used for nesting faced the main pan of the reservoir; an orientation 
toward open water is also characteristic of this speciesin coastal areas (Burger and 
Lesser 1978). 

Approximately equal num bers of eggs and chicks were present among 120 ac­
tive nests I counted at the colony on 29 June. Some of the chicks were half-grown 
while others hadhatched recently. Many nests wereon bare ground at opensites; 
no windrow occurred on the island although some of the nests were in or near 
vegetation that was dense enough to protect the eggs or chicks from weather and 
predators. Many dead chicks were present and appeared to have died from star­
vation . Thus it was likely that lack of food or suitable foraging conditions in the 
reservoir probably limited nesting success at the temery. 
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Oth er avian species nesting on the island used by the terns included the 
Wilson ' s Phalarope (Ste;:anopus tricolor), one nest found ; Spotted Sandpiper (A c­
titis maculariai, two nests ; and Killdeer (Charadrius vociferus), one nest. No 
other larids nested on the island although Ring-billed Gu lls (Larus delawarensis) 
often visited the area and were mobbed or chased by the adult terns. Th e exposed 
eggs and chicks may have been vulnerable to gull predation , though no actual 
predation was observed and none of the dead chicks appeared to have been killed 
by predators. 

I visited th e shoreline approximately 1 km from the island on eight occasions 
from mid -June to mid-July and found that the terns often foraged exclusively in a 
highly eutrophic lake located 2-3 km inland from the reservoir. Typically , th e 
terns foraged along the lake eges , which were dominated by emergent sedges 
(Carex sp.) and smartweeds (Polygonum coccineum ). Terns returnin g to the 
colony carried small fish 7-10 em in length , evidently to feed their chicks. During 
peak feeding periods one or two terns could be seen cross ing the mainland in each 
direction every minute . Nevert heless , large numbers of adult terns were always 
present at the colony and several adult terns could be seen mobbing gulls, even 
during periods of frequent flights by other terns to th e inland lake. 

Lemrnetyinen (1976) noted th at Common Terns prefer fishing in eutrophic 
situations. That the terns traveled 3-4 km to feed in the inland lake appeared to 
reflect a lack of suitable prey or foraging conditions in the reservoir. At times . 
however, the terns did most of their feeding in the reservoir. Although no quan­
titative data were obtained , the terns often foraged in the reservoir in the early 
morning and flights to the inland lake appeared to be most frequent in late after­
noon and early evening, when winds were often high and the waters of the reser­
voir were especially muddy. 

These observations indicate that CommonTerns willnest on recently exposed 
islands in relatively oligotrophic reservoirs in the absence of windrow and suitable 
foraging conditions, providing that foraging sites exist on nearby eutrophic lakes. 
Th e bioenergetic disadvantages brought about by long flights over land to lakes 
other th an those used for nesting may be partly offset by increased foraging ef­
ficiency. By nesting in colonies on isolated islands and by maintaining a sufficient 
number of birds at the colony for successful mobbing, Common Terns are able to 
minimize lo sses to predators. 
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