First Nesting Record by the Least Tern in Sacramento
County

Chris Conard, 2405 Rio Bravo Circle, Sacramento, CA 95826

At 0630 on 27 June 2008, | saw aL east Tern (Sternula antillarum) on
a gravel road between two sewage ponds at the Sacramento Regional
Wastewater Treatment Plant (SRWTP) between Sacramento and Elk Grove,
Sacramento County. | wasdriving on the road looking for shorebirds that
often usethe mud flatsthat develop in the ponds, when | saw asmall white
bird with buoyant flight flush fromthe ground and fly just above the water.
| stopped, and the bird circled back and landed on the road about 15 min
front of me. Asl notedthebird’ ssmall size, longwings, dark-tipped yellow
bill, whiteforehead and black cap, asecond L east Ternjoineditinthemiddle
of the road. This is the first documented record for the species in
Sacramento County.

The birds remained in the area through the late afternoon on 27 June,
although by 1530 they wereloafing at Nicolaus Pond (see Conard 2007 for
pond names and locations) on the adjacent Bufferlands. The Bufferlands
compriseal,070-hectare(2,650-acre) open spacebuffer surrounding SRWTP
(Conard2007). Both birdswerestill present on 28 and 30 June, and appeared
to spend much of each day on the gravel road at the sewage ponds, making
brief foraging forays over the Bufferlands. Because there is no public
accessto the sewage ponds, shuttlevanvisitswerearranged for afternoons
and weekends, and approximately 55 peoplewere ableto seetheternsover
the course of their stay.

On 27 June, after securing documentary photographsand ashort video
of thebirds, | posted alink ontheCentral Valley Bird Club’ se-mail list serve
(groups.yahoo.com/group/ central_valley birds). Inasubsequent email,
Matt Sadowski (pers. comm.) stated that the ‘reek’ audible in the video
(flickr.com/photos/conardc/2617341392) wasan agitated call normally as-
sociated with nesting. Initially | thought there wastoo much traffic around
the sewage ponds for nesting to occur, despite witnessing courtship
behavior on 30 June. Theternsweretogether and one had asmall fish and
was pointing its bill straight upward. Thisappearsto be avariant of mate
feeding, animportant part of courtship behavior (Thompsonet al. 1997), but
| did not observethe expected transfer of afish. When | arrived at 0630 on
1 July, the terns were together on the road. | stopped my vehicle about 25
mfromthem, and unlikeon previousdays, both birdsflew at thevehicleand
circledit, callingrepeatedly. A search of theimmediateareafromwhichthey
had flown reveal ed ascrape containing asingleegg in adepression created
by atiretrack. When| movedthevehiclefarther back, they flew back tothe
nest site and one bird resumed incubating. SRWTP staff agreed to close
the road for the duration of the nesting effort.
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Over the next few weeks, | regularly observed the birds foraging,
incubating their eggs, and changing placesonthenest. On 3July, | watched
one of theternshunt for about 15 minutes. It dove at |east seven timesand
flew around the periphery of NicolausPond, 0.4 km south of thenest. Later
thesameday, | saw it flying over Black Crown L ake, 0.2 kmwest of thenest.
Although | did not seethisindividual catch anything during thisforaging
effort, the male fed the female during an incubation exchange at 1515.
Courtship feeding continuesthrough theincubation period in Least Terns,
and isimportant for maintaining the pair bond (Thompson et al. 1997). At
1710 on that same afternoon, | observed two eggs during a subsequent
incubation exchange.

The typical incubation period for Least Ternsis 19-25 days, with an
extremeof 28daysrecordedin California(Thompsonetal. 1997). By 27 July,
26 daysafter | observed thefirst egginthenest, | beganto suspect that this
two-egg clutchwasnot goingto hatch. Alsothat day, two Ring-billed Gulls
(Larus delawarensis) and 10 California Gulls (Larus californicus) began
loafing near thenest, somewithin15m. Atonepoint, bothternswerediving
and calling loudly at aCaliforniaGull that walked within 10 m of the nest.
Thegull did not retreat, but did stop moving toward the nest and finally sat
down. Thisappearedto calmtheternsbecauseoneternreturnedtothenest
and the other flew off to forage. From 28 to 31 July, they left the eggs
unattended for up to two hours. The nest appeared to be abandoned on the
morning of 30 July. | took photos of the nest during the pair’s absence,
though they returned later that morning. They kept a similar schedule on
31 July where they were not present at 0630 or 0900, but were back at the
nest at 1100 and again at 1500-1530.

The terns were not seen near the nest on 2 August, though one was at
Fishhead L ake on the Bufferlands over 2 km east of the nest. Prior tothis,
the birds had not been seen morethan 0.5 km from the nest. They were not
seen on 4 August, by which time only one egg remained, laying about 10
cm outside of the scrape. It was collected and has been deposited at the
University of California’s, Davis Museum of Wildlife and Fish Biology.
Presumably, the other egg wastaken by one of the growing number of gulls
loafing near thenest site. Thetwoternswerelast seenin 2008 on 5 August,
when they were foraging together at Fishhead L ake.

On29May 2009, | foundalL east Tern pair, presumably the 2008 pair,
very near the 2008 nest site. Whilethey arrived nearly amonth earlier than
they did in 2008, they were still a month behind most of the terns nesting
in Alameda County (S. Euing, pers. comm.). On 1 June, | watched three
separate episodesof breeding behavior. Eachtime, the presumed malewas
perched slightly higher and behind thefemal e at the edge of asewage pond.
They bothwaved their headssideto side, atypical pre-copulatory behavior
(Thompsonetal. 1997), but it did not lead to copulationwhilel waspresent.
At 1520 on 2 June, atern was apparently sitting on a nest, 130 m north of
the 2008 nest, and on the most heavily travel ed road accessing the sewage
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ponds (though traffic had ceased for the day). On 3 June, | was able to
confirmat least oneegginthenest at 0615, and SRWTP granted permission
toblock theroad and detour traffic. Thiswastheroad wheretheternswere
first detected on 27 June 2008, and had apparently been their first choice
then aswell, despite traffic of 10 to 20 vehicle trips per day.

| first confirmed two eggsin the nest on 7 June, and saw three eggson
23 June. On 24 June, two chickswerein the nest along with an unhatched
egg. At0730, withan adult onthe nest, the other adult brought asmall fish
and tried to feed it to one of the chicks. The chick pecked at the fish, but
did not swallow it, and thefishwasleft ontheground near thenest. At 1320
on the same day, with one adult on the nest, the other flew to an adjacent
sewage pond and dipped its breast into the water whileflying, then landed
near the nest. The adults exchanged places, and the tern that had been at
the nest picked up an egg shell fragment, flew about 15 m south of the nest
and dropped it before continuing to the south. At 1335 on 25 June an adult
was standing over the chickswith wingspartially spread. Itthenflew over
an adjacent sewage pond, dipped its breast in flight, and returned to the
nest. The chicks rubbed themselves against the wet adult. The same
behavior was seen on 29 June at 1347, though the chicks weretoo large to
fit completely under the adult, and whilethe adult attempted to shadethem,
they were onthewrong sideto receive any benefit fromits shade; the adult
and chicks were panting heavily.

There were three chicks at the nest on 25-26 June, but only two were
seen on 28 Juneand thereafter. By 28 June, the chicksweremabile, covering
distancesof 10 mor morein aslittleasaminute. They nolonger gathered
at the nest, but gathered near one of the adults wherever they happened to
land. At timesthe chickswere morethan 30 m apart. Susan Euing (pers.
comm.) suggested putting up fencing to keep the chicksfrom moving into
the still active roads adjacent to the nest area. Silt fencing was secured to
the barricades blocking the road. This made it difficult, though not
impossible, for the chicksto move outside the confined area (10 m by 200
m of gravel road) prior to fledging. The adults responded aggressively to
intruding birds; although they mostly tolerated a family of Black-necked
Stilts (Himantopus mexicanus) living within the confined area, they would
periodically diveat adult and half-grown stilts for aminute or more before
going back to apparently ignoring them. Other birdsnear thenest area, such
as Canada Geese (Branta canadensis) and Mallards (Anas platyrhynchos)
were also attacked inconsistently, as were Mourning Doves (Zenaida
macroura), Barn Swallows (Hirundo rustica), Red-winged Blackbirds
(Agelaius phoeniceus), and Brewer’'s Blackbirds (Euphagus
cyanocephalus). More serious encounters included attacks on White-
tailed Kites (Elanus leucurus), Northern Harriers (Circus cyaneus),
Swainson’s Hawks (Buteo swainsoni), and American Crows (Corvus
brachyrhynchos) that had flown over or near thenest area. Theternswould
make sharp alarm calls, repeatedly diving on these birds, and escort them
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for several hundred meters out of the area. When the adults were chasing
other birds, the chickswould crouch low to the ground on the gravel road.

From 24 Juneto 23 July, the fish offered to the chicks appeared to be
mosquitofish (Gambusiaaffinis) andinlandsilversides(Menidiaberyllina),
both small introduced species that are common to abundant in the waters
of theBufferlands. | did not seeachick swallow afishuntil 25 June, although
several had been dropped by the chicksafter receiving them and left onthe
ground near the nest. Thefish that wasfinally eaten was nearly aslong as
the chick, which struggled to swallow it and then collapsed for 20 seconds
or more, asif dead, before returning to an upright posture. By 1 July, the
chicks would quickly consume afish, almost too fast to be seen on some
occasions. Theadultwouldfly inuttering sharp calls, and the chickswoul d
raise their wings and run toward the fish-bearing adult. Several of these
feedings and interactions were captured on video (flickr.com/photos/
conardc/sets/72157622212928051). Video footagetaken on 13 July shows
aquick transfer of afish from adult to chick, and the fish quickly slipping
into the chick’s throat.

At 1505 0n 13 July, both chicksmade short flights of |essthan 50 m over
the sewage ponds before returning to the gravel road within the confined
area. The chicks appeared to be nearly as large as the adults, but with
shorter wingsand bills. They spent most of their time within the confined
area, but sometimes moved to the road south of the barricades, where they
were vulnerable to traffic. On 20 July, both adults and both chicks were
flying over Nicolaus Pond and diving into the water, but did not catch any
fish while | watched. On 21 July, an adult caught a fish at Fishhead L ake
and flew toward the nest area. On 23 July, all four birds were again at
Nicolaus Pond, and an adult fed a fish to one of the chicks asit sat along
thewater’ sedge. On 27 July, thefour ternswere at Nicolaus Pond, and the
chicks and one adult were at the same site on 28 July. Despite thorough
searches, no Least Ternswerefound from 29 July to 3 August, but asingle
adult was seen on 4 August carrying a fish caught in Black Crown Lake
toward the sewage ponds. Thelast sightingsfor 2009 were of asingleadult
on 5 and 7 August.

DISCUSSION

Although these terns provide the first documented record for Sacra-
mento County, asmall colony (10 pairsin 2008, M arschal ek 2009) in West
Pittsburg, ContraCostaCounty, hasbeen active since 1982 (Glover 2009).
The West Pittsburgh colony isonly afew kilometers from the Sacramento
County linenear Sherman Island, soitislikely that L east Ternshad strayed
into the county before, especially since they were recorded even closer at
the Montezuma Wetlands in Solano County near Collinsvillein 2005 (R.
L eong, pers.comm.). Breedingwasconfirmed therein 2006, with 110 birds
present on 9 July (Rogers et al. 2007) and the site was active through the
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2009 breeding season, with 34 nestsproducing 24 chicksin 2009 (R. Leong,
pers.comm.).

This Sacramento County record, over 50 km inland from the nearest
breeding siteat M ontezumaWetlands, may be part of thewave of expansion
for the speciesin theregion. The CaliforniaLeast Tern (S. a. browni) is
federally and state-listed as endangered. Human disturbance to nesting
colonieswaslargely responsiblefor thedeclinein the stateto an estimated
624 pairsin 1973 (Patton 2002). Followingyearsof careful protection and
monitoring of colonies, the 2008 statewide nesting population was esti-
mated at between 6,998 and 7,698 pairs. San Diego County hosted 60% of
thepairsin 2008, with 24%in L os Angel esand Orange Counties combined,
just over 8 percentinVenturaCounty, and just over onepercentinSanLuis
Obispo and SantaBarbara Countiescombined (M arschal ek 2009). Just over
six percent of the breeding population occursin Northern California, with
all 443-451 pairsnestinginthe San Francisco Bay Areaand adjacent Delta,
except the pair at SRWTP. AlamedaCounty accountsfor 382-388 pairs, or
86% of theNorthern Californiatotal (Marschalek 2009). The expansion of
new coloniesis very encouraging. In addition to the expansion into the
ContraCosta(in 1982) and Solano County (in 2005), nesting wasconfirmed
inNapaCounty in 2007 and 2008, with 16-18 pairsin 2008 (M arschal ek 2009,
Rogerset al. 2009).

The Sacramento County birds almost certainly came from the San
FranciscoBay region. Their latenesting attemptin July 2008 may havebeen
arenesting by apair displaced from an established colony, or young birds
makingtheir first nesting attempt. Egg-layingtypically occursby May, but
a“second wave” of nesting has been documented, comprised of renesters
and a large proportion of two-year-old terns. The late-nesting birds
experiencehigher levelsof nest failurethan birdsnestinginthe“first wave”
(Massey and Atwood 1981).

Whilethisbreeding recordisnew for Sacramento County, nesting has
beendocumented for 11 yearsinthe Tulare Basin, KingsCounty. Thefirst
record for the Tulare Basin, asingle adult, was observed on 8 July 1995 at
Tulare Lake Drainage District’s North Evaporation Basin northwest of
Corcoran (R. Hansen, pers.comm.). Thefirst Central VValley breedingrecord
and, indeed, the first inland breeding record for the state was also from
Kings County, near Kettleman City (Roberson et al. 1998). A second
breeding sitewasrecorded in Kings County in 1999 (Rogerset al. 2004), a
third (at Tulare Lake Drainage District’ s Hacienda Evaporation Basin) in
2003 and 2004 (R. Hansen, pers. comm.), and breeding hascontinuedinthe
county, with one pair near K ettleman City fledging a single chick in 2009
(Rogerset al. 2009, S. Rottenborn, pers. comm.).

Another first Central Valley county recordin 2008 cameon 23 August
2008 when at least four Least Terns, including ajuvenile, were observed at
Turlock Lakein Stanislaus County. On 24 August, three terns were seen
at Turlock Lake, and aflying juvenilewasreported by Harold Reeve from
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Table 1. Least Tern records for the Central Valley.

Date Location (County), notes Source

23 June 1984 Stockton Sewage Ponds Campbell etal. 1984
(San Joaquin), 1 adult

13-14 June 1985 Stockton Sewage Ponds Campbell etal. 1985
(San Joaquin), 1 adult

29 May 1986 Stockton Sewage Ponds Campbell etal. 1986
(San Joaquin), 1 adult

26 Aug 1994 Clifton Court Forebay Yeeetal. 1995
(Contra Costa), 1

8 July 1995 Tulare Lake Drainage Dist. R. Hansen,
North Evaporation R. Basin pers. comm.

July 1998-2009

1 June 2001

10-11 July 2001

14 June-12 July 2003,
18 June-6 Aug 2004

20-22 June 2005

16 July 2005

13 Aug 2005

2005-2009

7 July 2007

NW of Corcoran (Kings), 1 adult

Kettleman City (Kings), Robersonet al. 1998
breeding through 2008

BerendaReservoir Singer et al. 2001
(Madera), 2 adults

Davis Wetlands (Yolo), 1 adult England et al. 2004,
CVBC list serve

TLDD Hacienda R, Hansen,
Evaporation Basin (Kings), pers. comm.
breeding both years, max. 3 adults, 2 juv.

Davis Wetlands (Yolo), 2-3 adults Rogers et al. 2005

Fresno Wastewater TP (Fresno), J. Davis,
1 adult pers. comm.

Fresno Wastewater TP (Fresno), J. Davis,
ljuvenile pers. comm.

Montezuma Wetlands (Solano), R.Leong,
2006-2008 breeding pers. comm.
Rogers et al. 2007

Davis Wetlands (Yolo), 1 adult J. Humphrey,
CVBC list serve

(continued)
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Table 1. Least Tern records for the Central Valley (continued).

Date Location (County), notes Source
27 June-5 Aug 2008 SRWTP (Sacramento), Rogers et al. 2009,
2 adults, nesting attempt This article
6 Aug 2008 Hanford Wastewater TP (Kings), R. Hansen,
1 adult pers. comm.
23-24 Aug 2008 Turlock Lake (Stanislaus), S. Salerno,
adults, 1 juvenile pers. comm.

STA_Birdslistserve

24 Aug 2008 Near San Joaquin River H. Reeve,
(Stanislaus), 1juvenile STA_Birds
list serve
25 May, 6 June 2009 Madera Wastewater TP J. Davis,
(Madera), 1 adult pers.comm.
29 May-7 Aug 2009 SRWTP (Sacramento), This article

1 pair, 2 chicks fledged

asitenear the San Joaquin River about 60 kmfrom Turlock Lake(S. Salerno,
pers.comm., STA_Birdslist serve: groups.yahoo.com/group/STA_Birds).
The source population of these ternsis anyone’s guess. They could have
dispersed from a known breeding location, or from an undocumented
breeding site nearer Turlock Lake. Asisevident from Table 1, expansion
into the Central Valley isarecent phenomenon. Numerous gravel opera-
tions, seldom-used gravel roads, evaporation ponds and sewage pondsin
the Central Valley provide potential breeding sites. Many such locations
arenever visited by anyonewho might noticeor recognizeal east Ternand
small colonieswould be easy to miss. If recent trends are any indication,
we should expect more Central Valley sightings and nesting recordsin the
years to come.
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13th Annual Central Valley Birding Symposium
19-22 November 2009

Stockton Hilton Hotel,

2323Grand Canal Boulevard,

Stockton, California

Thewordisout; if youwant awild timeat abirding event you need to
attend the CVBS. Where else can you attend an event where for 2 succes-
siveyearsthehosting venueisin the midst of atotal remodel? We' vebeen
challenged to makeit 3yearsinarow! Well, not thisyear. We'reback at
thesamehotel address, butit’ snow anew Hilton—andit’ sgorgeous! Don’t
care how nice are the amenities? Then check out our speakers and
programs: keynote speakers Stephen Shunk and Murrelet Halterman will
speak onthe magic of birdingand Y ellow-billed Cuckoos, respectively, the
world famous Bill Clark will speak on raptors, Jon Dunn and Joe Morlan
return to give us ID tips, and there are special programs on Tricolored
Blackbirdsand Red Crosshills pluslotsmore. Thisall inadditionto great
field trips (check out the new ones), art displays, vendor booths, and the
opportunity tojust hang-out withold and new friends. Oh, and did | mention
we'll beinanewly remodel ed and finished hotel ? Join us—welook forwardto
being with you!

David Yee

(For moreinformation, go to: http://www.cvbs.org)
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