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AIDS IN TERN BA.NDING
By T. Ao Beckett, III

ERRO
N.lOC>US
IDENTIFICATION OF A LONG ISLAND GANNET

'rb a.utbor has been great..ly surpri sed to find out how little
has
by banders over the years of methods avail able to as sist
10 the r:1A:,rrj_ngof large numbers of the coloni al ne sting tern s.
1:)8e1l

It is a hi ghly elllbarrassing experience for an ornith ol ogist t o
inspect a bird on the gro und at close range. to name it. and l ater
to see a photograph of the ~ ~ and to realize
that his first
identification
had been wrong !

:.rnad

,tb8111
in

sad situation
on January 26. 1966, when I first sa,i,
the photograp hed head of an immature Gannet on the cover of EBBANev1s
,
Vol. 281 No . 61 1965.
This became

my

In September 1965. Hr. LeRoy Wilcox te l ephoned me that a Masked
or Blue-faced !3ooby (~
dactylatra ) had been captured at
ogue. '
I drove there at once. watc hed the bird f or some time in an enclosu. r e
of the Wildfowl Re.f'u.ge1 and endeavored to phot ograph it through the 1
It generally resembled one of the youthful stages of the 1-Iasked 3ooby
of which I had seen countless exruuples and collected
se veral.
'
Unfortunately.
I neglected to tip up the bill of the captive so as t o
examine its chin.

The avenging photograp h profile.
referred
to above, startled
me
into nw senses, because the forward-pointing
feathering
on the gular
pouch was unli!<e that of SUla dactylatra
and of every other booby.
Published measurements i n the same journal completed , alas, the rou t
of a "new reco r d. " The lengths of the wing, tail,
and bill are far
above the maxim.a sho1m by a series of specimens of dacty lat ra, which
is the biggest of all the boobies.
But they mat ch normal dimensions
of the Gannet .
M;y hear t felt

apologies

to Mr. vilc ox and to readers.
Robert CUshman Nurphy
Ameri can Museum of Natural

1
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Hi

qui.ta apparent from James Richardson 1 s article,
"A Tern-Banding
(1964, Vol. '4, No. 1), EBBANews, tha:t Dr. Robertson and his
f'tOj eC ei-s are having some needless difficulties
in the Dry Tortugas
oo-llO
.tte Sooty Terns ( s. f'uscata ) . I have visi tad this colony- and
,d.tll ve that the follo'W'il:lg illfo:nnation
will aid all handers in handling
1)e]ie nUlllbel'S of ground nesting colonial
terns.

!tis
t"

ia:ge

F,1.rSt, I would like to point

out that 1i1ith the e:xception of high
is not great among these species
~
st eolom.es, once the young are aloout 10 days old.
There is therefore
ill reason to delay banding until the birds are nearly ready to leave the
In fact, the work can be more easily accomplished if the job is
- ~ en as soon as the tarsus will hold a band.

aDdpest.icicle kilJ.s the mortality

:io~

lD most of the species with which I have worked - Royal Tern ( T.
.,aJd.m
US) and Sandwich Te:m ( T. sandvicensis),
the tarsus is fully capable
o! reta1ni ,ng bands at about 5 to 7 days of age. Other advantages of
earl.1banc3jng are: the birds are less act.ive 0 a gre ater number can be
peune
d safely at one time, banding can be carried on throughout the day,
811d
lllOStimportant in many cases , is the period of banding can be spread
o'V'era much longer period of t:tme. The last is very important in some
seasons. Many banders carry out their hobby only on weekends. If the
weatherhappens to be rough so that boating becomes impossible for early
season
w~. then the birds can still be banded on later weekends before
they depart from the colony.

It maxi.mm efficiency of time and efforts are to be realized,
a
Jllim.m
m of 4 to 5 pe(i)ple sholll.d participate
in each banding attempt.
'fllis is even more important if the flat beach areas are vecy wide and
naturalnarrow sections of beach do not exist and if the different
nooks
ot ,o :ungare of different
ages and are segregated naturally
when work is
t.o begin.
Dueto the fact that practically
all of the larger terns nest.ing
alongthe South Atlantic coast nest on islands accessible
only by boat,
tqtd.i:a,.ent,
in most cases, must be kept to a mimlnlllll amount.
Most
frequentlya large boat is of little
value in actually landing the gear
ID:l.pers onnel due to the shallow waters along the beaches.

It is possible

the following rules might save a life and certainly
experiences
'Which I have seen and partic i pated in.

Pl'tVentsome near tragic

Plan the trip so that arrival
and departure
tides will favor
bander.
Always beach small boats on back beaches.
Do not anchor theii,_
unless in sight at aD. times.
3. Do not overload smaD. boats.
Try to leave w.i.re and stakes at
banding site if possible.
4. Wait out a sudden storm.
Small., 14 to 16 feet boats cannot
take roug h wate r with 4 to 5 people plus gear on boaro.
5., Have life preservers
on boaro and try to place equipnent in
water-proof
plastic
bags.
lo
the
2.
out

Materials

and Methods

It is quite evident that colonies
will vary tremendously
in size
and ground terraino
Therefore,
each colony w.i.ll actually
require ce
amendments to any methods one may suggest.
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as is usually the oase. there are several thousand bi:ro.s to be
I! ' site sho-a:l.d be selected
above interference
of a rising
tide,
i,aridedo:r:rahlYin finn sand. A site re latively
close to the main groups
t,11,t
P~ ded shoUld be the aim.
As lon g as the catching pen is a
tQ be ~e
dist.anoe from the jroung , ( 500 feet),
they will not take to the
reaso
n.a.A point at which the beach narro ws is of assistance.
19-tel"•

re:ter l ineh mesh , 20 ga1.1ge, woven wire

3 feet

tall

for

small

1 PWooden stakes abou t 4 feet l ong pointed on one end are inserted
'1'91'118
• 8 foot in tervals in the meshes of the wire for supports.
The
at 6 to :f the pE:illmay vary ac co rding to the length of wire available,
c1:,:cJ.
e ~ to :30 f oot diameter pen gives good results
with 7 to 9 hundred
blJ.t,a ~ each catch.
A few bent ~etal
stakes (A) are also of assistance

:~~ed.

secti ons of th e wire

A nail

is

sh ow up along the footing.

sometimes

used in wooden stakes at ground level but is
( A) are used.
In placing
the wooden
~es
by driving
the tops , the stake s should slant toward the center of
tb8 pe~ An attemp t should be made to turn 4 to 6 inches of the foot of
the~
in ( C) . 'l'he young terns standing
on this footing will help hold
the ¢.re down and preve nt the i r es c ape imder the wire.

t nec essary if enoug h metal stakes

In a small colony consisting
of only a few hundred birds a silnple
method where w.i.re and stake s are not available
is to drive the young
birds in small groups, 50 to 100, against a steeply
sloped section of
ct a washed sandhill 11 allo-wing 1 or 2 people to band while the remaining
2 or J keep the yonng he:ro.ed against
the bank.
Under no conditions
sho
attempts be made to band many bi.:ro.s by chasing them down.

After the pen is assembled and ready for use the w.i.re is slid up
the stakes about 15 inches and propped up by sticks for a w.i.dth of about
8 to 10 feet on the side from which the drive is to take place.
Instead of wings being built on each side, any boxes, gear, or s:iJUply
brlght objects or metal are spaced out on each side to turn the young into
the raised footing of the pen ( B). If a couple of young are held from the
]!ast of each catch in a small wire cage in the center,
they will entice
the newly arrived group directly
into the pen.
Once the last chicks are
fn the wire is slid d.o'Wnthe stakes and secured to the ground.

0

It should be strongly pointed out that it is better
to underestim ate
the size of the group separated
from the main flock than to hav e too many.
As the chicks near the pen, an atteinpt should be made to keep them
bunched rather th.an strung out.
One pe rson should be stationed
on each
Bideof the "dummy" wings when the chic ks are n e arly to the pen, but
sboul,d oot go behind the pen. Even 'Whl.le the footing of the entrance
vire i s being cl osed one person should continuously
keep the chicks from
piling up against the w.i.re on tbe oppos ite side.
Once the entrance is secured
gro up, then 4
contd.nuously circle
the enclosure
lt this is done the re can be no l
people make up the

I

J::/7, 8

banding can start immediately.
If 5
can band, leaving one person to
to preve nt pi.ling of the young bi:ro.s.
oss from suffocati on. If some of the

•
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penned chicks have been previously
banded, this person can remove th 0138
he sees.
He can also keep the banders supplied with bands, aid Y'O'UJlg
birtls crowded among older ones , watch for other species ( Sandwich
intennixed
in the case of Royals), defo:rmed birds , or any characte ri, 8
or unusual bi.rtls of interest
to the group.

It is my habi. t to open at home the desired number of bands that l
plan to use.
Each series of 100 bands is kept sep~te
in a_ plastic
drawr,
in a cabinet cont~
24 drawers.
The series are in turn kept
in numerical ortler.
If additional
bands are needed, they are opened 0~
the spot before the next catch is made. Each bander, while working, haa
his bands in a sea shell or some container
on the sand by him. I am a
strong believer
in the use of banding pliers.
I do not see that the
baroness of the band is a factor in closing them, al.though it is in
opening them. With pliers
there can be no overlap of bands th 7reby
causing a loss of time in removing them from the birtlo
The pliers
do
not retard the operations P and with semi-skilled
helpers , significan tly
speeds things up. Wi.th experienced
help 6oo to 80Q birtls can be banded
by four people in about one-half hour of active banding.,
Some furt.her points of help will be of assistance.
Workers in the
pen should separate P against the wire , small groups of 50 to 90 young
and work these as a unit disregarding
the remaining birds . If the pe11
is so situated,
the banded chicks should be released over the back s:iJle
so they Kill not rejoin the yeung in the next drive.
A low wire kee ps
the bander from having to rise as each chick is released over the wi re
when bandedo Only an e:xperl.eneed bander should keep bands for any
intennixed
species.
A string
of pre-opened bands arranged in numeri cal
ortler is of assistance
when the last of a series is being banded for
the day.

If the colony is known to have the very young and old chicks miJce<
,
then 2 inch wire will allow the small chicks to escape rather than
being trampled by the larger ones.
As a rule, the penned young become
less active after a few minutes• enclosure and do not tend to pile up.
There is no excuse for the loss of a single bi.rd by piling if this
system is used.
I have banded over 10,000 Royal Terns and assisted
'With
banding several thousand more without a single loss.

There are two causes for loss:
the pen has corners (is not round ),
and inattention
on the part of the 11observer herder" 0 allowing the bi rds
to pile.
I do not feel that it gets too warm to handle the young in the
middle of the day if the bander is careful and is man enough to take it,
provided the site is situated
so nestJ.ings of other species are not
exposed (such as young pelicans).

We have usually carried
bands along• 'When cutting out a group to 'pe
penned, to place on the straggler
chicks as they fall behind.
These al'8
usually younger birds, very fat ones, or young that have just been fe d.
Birds capable of f1ight frequentJ.y may be penned if they have never
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they are not driven too fast toward the catching
true o:f the Sandwich Terns mixed in Royal

!J,0'111
This is particularly
~ of tJle same age.

if' the colony is to be visited
again 0 to
young first.
If the weather or some other factor will not
1)9JlCl
Xlluohtim,e for assembling a pen, a few YQung can be banded by cutting
s]lOlt Sill-allgroup and driving them into the shallow water.
This method
out4 'IO'h,enan attempt is made tG> finish a band series.
The young are
~ sw.iJnlllers
but slow.

It is always an advantage,
the older

ea

AnOther method may be used if

only a few birds are to be ringed or
equipnent is at hand.
I:f there are sizeable
clumps of sane
IIQpeo:f.'grasses, or large thick veed growths, the young can be driven
to'tfll
asonalile distance (200 yards) before arrivillg
at one of these
19
•
tative patches, where they have a tendency to squat when inside the
ey of.' vegetat.ion • Care must be used so that none of the young w.i.11
8 :tepped upon.
This method is more sat.isfactory
when the young are
in tbe large downy stage.
Once the young are well feathered they
tS.11generallY break cover for open water.
~

':r
:u.i

There is a great

opportunity

for observat.ions of many factors when
- if someone is present to
makenotes in a tabular fonn.
There are many color combinat.ions in the
aort parts and down that are lost once the young are feathered 0 In the
oaseof tbe Sandw.i.ch Tem some o.f these rare colors of soft parts are
J10tyet recorded in p:r,i.nt. It is possible to watch and hear individual
obicks respond to the call of hovering parents.
Many chicks will be
lwldled several t.!Jn.es if banding takes place on several
succeeding dates.
If t.ue is avaiJ.ahle, many factors such as rate of growth, feathering
andchallge of coloring, can be recorded.
Close observat.ion wil.l usually
allowseveral defonned birds - crooked bills, peculiar lumps or growths andother cbaracterist.ics
that will enable ident.ificat.ion
and observat.ion
withoutnecessarily catching chicks.
Almost nothing is in print covering
pre-flight stages of most of our Tern species.
AJJ. worthwhile
observations should be recorded for future use in helping to preserve
the11e
hannless species that are fast los:i.llg out to man in our headlong
aearchfor a modem Eutopia.
)landl1ng young - Royal Tems in part.icular

