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Kingdom: Animalia

Phylum: Chordata

Subphylum: Vertebrata

Class: Aves

Order: Charadriiformes

Family: Laridae

Genus: Chlidonias

Species: Chlidonias niger

Geographic Range

The black tern can be found from central eastern Alaska, central Manitoba and 
Ontario south to northern California, Colorado, northern Missouri and Tennessee, also 
to the lakeshores of northern Ohio, Pennsylvania and New York; winters spent from 
Surinam to Peru and Chile. Forbush & May, 1955.

Biogeographic Regions:  
nearctic  (native ); neotropical  (native ).

Habitat

The preferred summer habitats of the black tern are inland marshes and sloughs with fairly dense cattail or other marsh 
vegetation and pockets of open water. These wetlands are often shallow in nature. Its winter home is on the coasts of 
South America and it appears in considerable numbers on the South Atlantic and Gulf coast of North America during its 

periodic migrations, but all other times it a bird of the interior. Forbush & May, 1955; http://www.npsc.nbs.gov/
resource/distr/others/nddanger/species/chlinige.htm

Terrestrial Biomes:  
savanna or grassland .

Aquatic Biomes:  
lakes and ponds; rivers and streams.

Physical Description

This bird has an approximate length of 9 to 10.25 inches and a wing spread of about 25 inches. In breeding season, this 
tern has a black head, neck and underparts with generally dark plumage. In the fall, it becomes lighter with gray wings. 
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The young are a grayish-white color with dark patches on either side of their head. The tail is small and is only slightly 
notched compared with other terns. Its bill is very sharp and slender, shorter than the head; wings are long and pointed; 
and feet are webbed only to the middle of the toes. Forbush & May, 1955.

Some key physical features:  
endothermic ; bilateral symmetry .

Reproduction

The black terns's courtship ritual is elaborate with much flying. Males often fly with fish in their mouth to attract females. 
They nest in small colonies in upland marshes and sloughs. Their nests can be found on muskrat bouse or floating 
masses of dead plants, usually over water 4 to 34 inches deep. The typical nest has 3 eggs that are laid from May to 
early August. Incubation lasts 22 days. The successful hatching rates of nests is very low because of predation and other 
disturbances. The young terns that do hatch leave the nests very early often swimming first, but flying within 24 days. 

Black terns do not breed until fully mature at two years of age. http://www.npsc.nbs.gov/resource/distr/others/
nddanger/species/chlinige.htm)

Key reproductive features:  
iteroparous ; gonochoric/gonochoristic/dioecious (sexes separate); sexual ; oviparous .

Behavior

This species is quite gregarious and usually nests in colonies; in its migrations the birds gather in large flocks. Its flight is 
bouyant and erratic. They are often observed hovering above marshes. When feeding, it circles low over foraging areas 
with slow, shallow wingbeats and its bill pointed down. The bird may then hover briefly before a sudden drop or swoop to 
the surface, next it dips its bill into the water or picks an insect off vegetation. These birds have even been recorded 
chasing minnows cast by fishermen. Parents are very solicitous when their home is approached. They dart about 
screaming and make angry swoops at the head of the intruder, often striking hard with their bills. The young remain well 
to the south, not migrating north to any considerable extent until fully mature. Pearson, 1936; Dunn & Agro, 1995.

Key behaviors:  
motile .

Food Habits

During the breeding season, these birds eat insects and freshwater fish such as damselflies and dragonflies, grubs and 
larvae and other small mollusks. The rest of the year, meals are usually of small marine fish. Some examples are 
anchovies, silversides and plankton. The average fish taken during breeding season is 2.5 to 3.0 cm and 3 grams. Dunn 
& Argo, 1995.

Economic Importance for Humans: Negative

Humans approaching the nest of a black tern may come with a serious headache because these birds have been known 
to attack humans that come too close. Pearson, 1936.

Economic Importance for Humans: Positive

Black terns feed on insects that may be potentially harmful to humans.

Conservation Status

IUCN Red List: [link]:  
Least concern.

US Migratory Bird Act: 
[link]:  
Protected.

As of February 28, 1996, the black tern is no longer a candidate species. There is no legal 
requirement to help candidate species, however it is in the spirit of the Endangered 
Species Act to consider these species as having significant value and to be worth 
protecting. Candidate species are species which may warrant official listing as endangered 
or threatened; however data are not conclusive at the present time. The continuing loss 
of habitat due to wetland drainage is the main reason for the decline in black tern 
populations. Reduced hatching success in the midwestern United States may be due to 
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US Federal List: [link]:  
No special status.

CITES: [link]:  
No special status.

State of Michigan List: 
[link]:  
Special Concern.

agricultural pesticides. It has been recommended that marshes and sloughs used annually 
by black terns be protected for the birds and other wetland values. Black terns are a 

species of special concern in Michigan. http://www.npsc.nbs.gov/resource/distr/others/
nddanger/species/chlinige.htm.

Other Comments

The blakc tern has been reported from the Pleistocene in dry lake beds of Fossil Lake, 
Lake Co., Oregon. Other names for the black tern are short-tailed tern, semipalmated 
tern and sea pigeon. Dunn & Agro, 1995; Forbush & May, 1955.
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