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BLACK-FRONTED TERNS WINTERING -IN THE 
BAY OF PLENTY 

ABSTRACT 
The habits, feeding and plumage variations of the Black- 

fronted Tern (Sterna albostriata) were studied during their April 
to August wintering period in the Bay of Plenty, from 1977 to 
1981. Their migration to and from, and occurrence in, the North 
Island is discussed. The possibility of numbers visiting the Bay 
of Plenty being on the decline is raised. The study of the 
plumage variations led to the conclusion that two age-groups are 
present and readily recognisabIe during their entire stay in the 
Bay of Plenty and a third is recognisable for at least 3 months 
of the wintering period. The extent of time over which the 
autumn-winter moult of the adult takes place is discussed. 

INTRODUCTION 
The Bay of Plenty, and in particular the small coastal area 

between Matata and Whakatane, is the northernmost known regular 
wintering ground for the Black fronted Tern (Sterna albostriata). 
It is present in varying numbers from the end of March to early August, 
at rest at the mouths of the Rangitaiki and Tarawera Rivers, foraging 
over the flat low-lying Rangitaiki Plains, or feeding at sea. The follow- 
ing pages record observations made during my frequent visits to this 
wintering ground from 1977 to 1981. 

OCCURRENCE . 
That the Black-fronted Tern has been wintering in the Bay of 

Plenty for at least a century is evident from Buller's record of a flock 
at Maketu in about 1880 and from two birds collected by Liardet at 



Whakatane in the winter of 1897 (Sibson 1948). Unfortunately the 
size of the flocks occurring at this time is not known. 

The next Bay of Plenty records are of two immature birds seen 
at the Rangitaiki mouth on 8 September 1940 and four birds seen near 
Thornton on 15 May 1947 (Sibson 1948). From 1950 to 1960, winter 
records exist for every year except 1956; 1952 and 1953 being particularly 
well detailed by Sladden (1953, 1954). Except for six birds seen at 
the Tarawera mouth in April 1968 (Jackson, CSN 1972), I am not 
aware of any sightings between 1960 and my first visit to the area in 
1972. Winter records exist for every year from 1972 to 1981, although 
the only 1974 record that I know of is of a single bird seen by me 
off Mayor Island. I did not revisit the Matata-Whakatane coastal 
area until 1977. 

The birds are difficult to count accurately because the flock is 
usually fragmented, some birds being at sea, some perhaps at roost 
on the beach, and some feedicg inland. I had to make frequent and 
lengthy visits to the places they occur, during a winter season, to 
obtain an accurate total. Recently I have formed the opinion that 
the Black-fronted Tern to some extent uses the Rurima Islets, 8 km 
offshore, as a day and a night roost. Some days very few birds are 
to be found on shore, particularly when periods of fine, calm weather 
coincide with heavy human disturbance on the beach, especially by 
dune buggies and trail bikes. 

Annual numbers are very variable. The following is a list of 
the highest number seen each year in which any were recorded. Those 
marked with an asterisk are probably close to the correct winter totals 
for the district. 

2 (imm) Rangitaiki mouth (Sibson 1948) 
4 near Thornton (Sibson 1948) 
" The odd bird or two " (Sladden 1953) 
" A few more than last year " (Sladden 1953) 
129 Matata (Sladden 1953) 
83 Matata (Sladden, CSN 1954) 
60+ Matata & Rangitaiki mouth (Sladden, 
dYAuvergne & Blomfield, CSN 1955) 
8 (imm) Rangitaiki mouth (Sibson, CSN 1956) 
31 Tarawera mouth (Merton, CSN 1958) 
12 + Tarawera mouth (Black, Blomfield & McKenzie, 
CSN 1959) 
18 Rangitaiki mouth (Sibson, CSN Jan. 1960) 
4 Tarawera mouth (McKenzie & McKenzie, CSN 
Dec, 1960) 
6 Tarawera mouth (Jackson, CSN 1972) 
20+ Rangitaiki & Tarawera mouths combined (pers. 
obs .) 
2 Tarawera mouth (Jackson, CSN 1974) 
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3016174 1 off Mayor Island (pers. obs.), the only recorded 
sighting for the Bay of Plenty this winter. The Matata- 
Whakatane coast was not visited by me and apparently 
not by others.. 

"Winter 1975 38 Rangitaiki mouth (Palliser, CSN 1976) 
12/6/76 2 Tarawera mouth (Weston, CSN 1976) 
*15/7/77 29 Rangitaiki & Tarawera mouths combined (pers. 

obs.) 
"1315178 58 Tarawera & Rangitaiki mouths combined (pers. 

obs.) 
*20/5/79 14 Tarawera mouth (pers. obs) 
*18/5/80 48 Tarawera mouth (pers. obs.) 
*6/6/81 35 Tarawera & Rangitaiki mouths combined (pers. 

- obs.) 

In addition, there are the following sightings in other parts of 
the Bay of Plenty. 

21/2/53 2 Mt Maunganui beach (Hodgkins, CSN 1954) 
23/3/54 1 Waiaua River mouth, near Opotiki (A. J. Goodwin, 

pers. comm.) 
28/2/54 1 Mayor Island (Watson, CSN 1955) 
28/5/58 2 Pongakawa (Black, Blomfield & McKenzie, CSN 

1959) 
12/12/59 12 Rurimu Rocks (= Rurima Islets?) (Parham, 

CSN Dec. 1960) 
3016174 1 five kilometres NE of Mayor Island (pers. obs.) 
12/11/77 1 Sulphur Point, Tauranga (H. D. Anderson, pers. 

comm.) 
28/3/81 1 Matahui Point, Tauranga Harbour (pers. obs.) 

These records show that, although its numbers vary, the Black- 
fronted Tern is in the Bay of Plenty, particularly the Tarawera-Rangi- 
taiki area, every autumn and winter. Years with few or no recorded 
sightings reflect, in my view, a lack of observers rather than of birds. 

Before Sladden's visits to the Matata area in the 1950s, we 
know nothing of the numbers of Black-fronted Terns visiting the Bay 
of Plenty. Almost the same is true of the pears 1955-1976, when no 
one visited the area and counted Black-fronted Terns regularly and 
most of what visits were made were in off-peak months, i.e. months 
other than May, June and July, the peak months. See Fig. 1. 

The only meaningful comparison possible is therefore between 
the period 1952-1954 and the period 1977-1981. The difference in 
numbers between these periods suggests a decline in the numbers of 
Black-fronted Terns wintering in the Bay of Plenty. This may reflect 
a continuing decline of the total population, as Hutton & Drummond 
(1923), Stead (1932) and Oliver (1955) reported a noticeable decline 
in numbers. Buller's remarks, too, seem to indicate that the Black- 



FIGURE 1 - The arrival, stay, and departure of the Black-fronted Tern 
in the Bay of Plenty, 1977 to 1980. 

fronted Tern was, in his day, far more common in the North Island 
than it is today. 

Other points of interest arise from these records. It is evident 
that, occasionally at least, birds arrive in Bay of Plenty waters earlier 
than late March, when the first arrivals are usually recorded. Parham's 
sighting of 12 birds in December 1959 and Anderson's one in November 
1977 are the second and third records of Black-fronted Terns over- 
summering in the Bay of Plenty. Sladden was the first to note this 
(CSN 1955), when he found 14 near Matata in the summer of 1953-54. 
One is tempted to speculate on whether these over-summering birds 
were immature. Parham's flock seen on the Rurimu Rocks, which I 
take to be the Rurima Islets off the Rangitaiki River mouth, lends 
support to the idea that the Black-fronted Tern makes some use of these 
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islets when disturbance is heavy at the rivermouth roosts, as it would 
be in summer. 

The route they use to and from the Bay of Plenty is not known, 
although sightings suggest along the east coast. The Black-fronted 
Tern has been recorded from Palliser Bay-Onoke Lake (Stidolph 1971), 
Whakataki, near Castle Point (Stidolph 1971), Porangahau (Cunning- 
ham 1957), the Napier area, where very similar numbers to those 
found in the Bay of Plenty spend the winter (K. V. Todd, pers. comm.), 
Wairoa (Cunningham, CSN 1954), Gisborne (Blackburn & Henley, 
CSN 1979), and the Waiapu River mouth, near Tikitiki (A. J. Goodwin, 
pers. comm.). It then presumably passes round East Cape and Cape 
Runaway into the Bay of Plenty. 

They almost certainly come from the South Island, even though 
Buller and Stead recorded the Black-fronted Tern from the central 
North Island. Indeed, Buller quoted Capt. Mair as saying that in 
Nov-Dec 1879 he found young up the Wangaehu River, which has its 
origin on the southern slopes of Mt Ruapehu. Sibson (1948) raised 
the possibility that a few pairs may still nest on the Volcanic Plateau, 
but Black-fronted Terns have not been recorded, however, any distance 
inland for at least 50 years. 

In no area north of the Bay of Plenty has the Black-fronted 
Tern been recorded often enough to show regular wintering, although 
Lalas (1979) shows Kaipara Harbour as a wintering site on his 
distribution map. As it has been recorded from this harbour on at 
least nine occasions, twice a flo'ck of over 10 birds, the inclusion of 
Kaipara on the map is acceptable. However, I do not agree with the 
inclusion of the stretch of coastline from Tauranga to Whitianga. The 
only Black-fronted Tern seen on this piece of coast, to my knowledge, 
is the one seen by me at Matahui Point, near Katikati, on Tauranga 
Harbour in March 1981. 

The Black-fronted Tern was recorded from the Manukau on at 
least three occasions between 1879 and 1886, but not until 10 November 
1921 was another recorded in the Auckland area, in the Waitemata 
Harbour (Sibson 1948). Since 1921 the following are the records of 
Black-fronted Terns north of the Bay of Plenty: 

10/3/40 5 Muriwai (Sibson 1948) 
17/11/40 1 (imm) Muriwai (Sibson 1948) 
6/5/41 1 (imm) Poutu, Kaipara (Sibson 1948) 
5/5/43 1 Te Henga, Kaipara (Sibson 1948) 
16/5/48 1 (imm) one mile off Clevedon coast (Urquhart, 

Murray & McKenzie, CSN 1949) 
3/7/49 4 Kawakawa Bay, Clevedon (McKenzie, CSN 1950) 
23/4/55 16 Tangaihi, Kaipara (A. & J. Prickett 1956) 
15/6/57 14 Tangaihi, Kaipara (Prickett, Kidd & McKenzie, 

CSN 1958) 
1 1 / 1 1/62 1 (imm) Kaipara (Sibson 1963) 
































































































































































































