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During a brief visit to Recif Island, Seychelles (4°35'S 55°46'E), a
small (13.2 ha), largely rocky islet, Bridled Terns Sterna anaethetus
were seen indulging in behaviour that does not appear to have been
previously recorded. Recif supports breeding populations of seven
seabird species—Wedge-tailed Puffinus pacificus and Audubon’s
Shearwaters P. lherminieri, Sooty S. fuscata and Bridled Terns,
Common Anous stolidus and Lesser Noddies A. tenuirostris, and
White Terns Gygis alba—and is visited by White-tailed Tropicbirds
Phaethon lepturus (which may breed) and frigatebirds (Lesser
Fregata ariel and possibly Greater F. minor) that soar above the
hilltop, presumably taking advantage of uprising air. The visit,
26-28 June 2002, was timed to coincide with the Sooty Tern
breeding season in Seychelles (Feare 1976), and eggs of this species
were just beginning to hatch. The noddies and White Terns were
also breeding: Common Noddies with eggs; Lesser Noddies with
eggs, but most with chicks; and White Terns with eggs. By chance,
Bridled Terns, which breed in Seychelles approximately every eight
months (Diamond 1976), were also incubating, and a few eggs
hatched during the visit.

During the afternoon of 27 June, a Bridled Tern was watched for
c. five minutes as it flew in front of one of four frigatebirds soaring
over the hill. The tern’s flight was fluttering, with rapid but irregular
wing-beats. The tern remained about one frigatebird body length in
front, and it fluttered from side to side while remaining within the
frigatebird’s wingspan. The frigatebird did not appear to react to
the tern’s behaviour, but at the end of this period of observation,
the frigatebird wheeled away, and the Bridled Tern transferred its
attention to another frigatebird that had been soaring behind the first,
repeating the fluttering flight in front of this second bird. These two
birds were watched for a further five minutes, but observations then
had to stop because of the need for other studies.

The following day at ¢. 11h00, two Bridled Terns were seen, each
behaving in the same way in front of different frigatebirds. They
were not closely watched, however, because other work precluded
prolonged observation, but periodic views indicated that the
behaviour continued for tens of minutes at least.

This behaviour of Bridled Terns does not appear to have been
described before (Cramp & Simmons 1983, Hulsman & Langham
1985, Gochfeld & Burger 1996, Higgins & Davies 1996, Haney
et al. 1999). It appeared to involve more energy than the normal
flight of Bridled Terns. Few birds (>1000) were estimated to be
present on the island at the time of this visit, and in February
2003, when Bristol (2003) estimated the breeding population to be
more than 3000 pairs, none were seen indulging in the behaviour.

My impression was that the behaviour was intended to harass the
frigatebirds, either through visual interference or through disruption
of the air currents in which the frigates were soaring.

In some seabird colonies, frigatebirds are predators of the chicks of
other species (Ashmole 1963, Nelson 1967, Schreiber & Ashmole
1970), but in Seychelles, such predation is rare (Skerrett et al. 2001)
and does not appear to have been recorded on islands, such as Recif,
where frigatebirds do not breed. Kleptoparasitism by frigatebirds
is, however, common in Seychelles, especially at large colonies of
Masked Boobies Sula dactylatra (Rocamora et al. 2003) and Sooty
Terns (pers. obs.). Bridled Terns breed on few islands in Seychelles,
and most colonies are small, numbering tens or hundreds of pairs.
Lack of reports of frigatebirds harassing Bridled Terns may reflect the
comparative scarcity of opportunities for observing such interactions.
Sooty Terns do not appear to attempt to counter kleptoparasitism
by frigatebirds, apart from taking evasive manoeuvres when an
individual is attacked. Their weaker flight and smaller numbers
(often breeding at times when other more numerous species are not
breeding) may render Bridled Terns more vulnerable to the attentions
of frigatebirds. However, more observations of interactions between
these species are needed to determine whether the behaviour reported
here is widespread or is limited to a few individual Bridled Terns
and whether Bridled Terns are indeed more susceptible to frigatebird
kleptoparasitism than are other seabird species.
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