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Coastal and Great Lakes populations of Common Terns (Sterra birundo)
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. 1978). 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 ha) and, because water in the reservoir was about
3 m below normal 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 Polygonum lapathifolium , Cir-
sium arvense, Rumex crispus, Somchus arvensis, 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 part of the reservoir; an orientation
toward open water is also characteristic of this species in coastal areas (Burger and
Lesser 1978).

Approximately equal numbers 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 had hatched recently. Many nests were on bare ground at open sites;
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 ternery.
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