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Free Introduction Article Access
The Introduction Article is just the first of 11 articles in each species account that 
provide life history information for the species. The remaining articles provide 
detailed information regarding distribution, migration, habitat, diet, sounds, 
behavior, breeding, current population status and conservation. Each species 
account also includes a multimedia section that displays the latest photos, audio 
selections and videos from Macaulay Library’s extensive galleries. Written and 
continually updated by acknowledged experts on each species, Birds of North 
America accounts include a comprehensive bibliography of published research 
on the species.

A subscription is needed to access the remaining account articles and 
multimedia content. Rates start at $5 USD for 30 days of complete access.
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 Enlarge (https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/32315881)Figure 1. Distribution of Least 
Terns.
Distribution range is for North and Central America and the western Caribbean.This species also winters in South 
America. See text for details.

(https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/32315881)
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 Enlarge (https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/24926891)Least Tern pair courting, 
ground phase; Cape May, NJ, 
May
Breeding plumage (Definitive Alternate). ; photographer Arthur Morris

(https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/24926891)

(https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/24928821)
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 Enlarge (https://download.ams.birds.cornell.edu/api/v1/asset/24928821)Immature Least Tern
First year bird: Basic I plumage. ; photographer Arthur Morris

Editor's Note: Study of the mitochondrial DNA of terns, along with their plumage 
characteristics, have suggested that the heretofore broadly defined genus Sterna is 
paraphyletic. Reclassification of this genus now places Least Tern in the genus 
Sternula. See the 47th Supplement to the AOU Check-list of North American Birds for 
details. Future revisions of this account will account for this change.

The Least Tern, very similar to the Old World Little Tern (Sternula albifrons), breeds widely 
along coastal beaches and major interior rivers of North America and winters broadly 
across marine coastlines of Central and South America. This is the smallest of an array of 
terns that nest on relatively open beaches and islands kept free of vegetation by natural 
scouring from tidal or river action. Although widespread and common in places, its 
favored nesting habitat is prized for human recreation, residential development, and 
alteration by water diversion, which interfere with successful nesting in many areas. 
Although adapted to shift breeding readily in response to sites that change within and 
among years, this tern appears to be most productive at colony sites that have endured 
for several years.

The Least Tern feeds mostly on small, shallow-bodied fresh- and saltwater fish, but its 
diet is varied and includes small crustaceans and insects. Before egg-laying, courtship is 
punctuated by elaborate rituals of aerial display and distinctive calling by males, after 
which the male offers fish to the female (see above photo). Least Terns nest in a simple 
scrape in sand, shell, or other fragmentary material throughout their breeding range; 
gravel rooftops and a variety of deposited materials have been used with varied success. 
A typical clutch is 2 or 3 eggs; both adults incubate and care for the young. This dainty 
tern is pugnacious when defending nest and young. Its well-known zwreep call of alarm 
identifies this tern long before it comes into view.
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Once substantially reduced by collection to adorn women's hats, the Least Tern portrays 
a roller coaster of changes in population. Diminished by recreational, industrial, and 
residential development in coastal breeding areas and significantly altered hydrology at 
interior breeding areas since the 1950s, it is specially classified for protection in much of 
its North American range. No other wide-ranging North American tern has that 
unfortunate distinction.

The Least Tern has been widely and extensively studied in its U.S. breeding range. 
Detailed investigations include studies of basic biology, breeding behavior, and 
survivorship in California (

, 
); demographics, census, and 

subspecific distinction on the Gulf Coast (
, 

, 
); behavior, ecology, and 

site selection on the Atlantic Coast (Burger 
, 
, 
, 

); and habitat selection and 
productivity of interior populations (

, 
). Despite the breadth of this and 

other research, the demography of this species is poorly known, and association of 
wintering areas with various breeding populations remains uncertain.
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