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Debate about the validity of the subspecies of the Least 
Tern (Sterna antillarum) has been contentious and 
confusing, and a recent paper by Garcia and Ceballos 
( 1995) describing Least Terns nesting in Jalisco, Mex- 
ico, has further confused the issue. Although their ar- 
ticle makes a valuable contribution in documenting 
nesting of the Least Tern in Jalisco (cf. Grant 1964), 
their taxonomic treatment is misleading. Not only did 
they extend the known breeding range of S. a. browni, 
the California Least Tern. hundreds of kilometers to 
the south of its described’range (AOU 1957, and be- 
low), they called the subspecific status of S. a. browni 
“well-defined,” yet called S. a. mexicana and S. a. 
staebleri, the only two subspecies known to breed in 
mainland Mexico, “uncertain” (presumably with re- 
gard to taxonomy). We strongly question their taxo- 
nomic assignment of the breeding Least Terns in Jal- 
isco, which seems to be based only on their dismissal 
of mexicana and staebleri as valid taxa. 

Based on known range, the Least Terns breeding in 
Jalisco are probably referable to S. a. mexicana and 
should be assumed to be such until a formal taxonomic 
revision is accomplished. Indeed, recent records of 
summering/breeding Least Terns in Nayarit (L. R. Hays 
and S. N. G. Howell. ners. comm.) and Colima (S. N. 
G. Howell, pers. comm.), along with earlier reports 
from Nayarit (Alden 1969) and Jalisco (Grant 1964), 
suggest that mexicana is distributed coastally from So- 
nora south through Colima. Without specimen evi- 
dence, we strongly question the taxonomic treatment 
employed by Garcia and Ceballos (1995) as unfortu- 
nately conflating the taxonomic status of several here- 
tofore valid subspecies. 

The taxonomy of the Least Tern has had a storied 
history. The Least Tern was formerly considered con- 
specific with the Little Tern (S. albifrons) of the Old 
World, but analysis of morphology and especially vo- 
calizations (Massey 1976) led to its treatment as a full 
species by the AOU (1983). Given that Massey ana- 
lyzed only three taxa in the complex (4-7 species and 
up to 11 additional subspecies worldwide), we believe 
that her study was incomplete and that the significance 
of her results has been exaggerated regarding the dis- 
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tinctness of Little and Least Terns. To that end, the 
British Ornithologists’ Union is currently evaluating 
records of the Least Tern in Britain and comparing 
vocalizations of the west African subspecies of the Lit- 
tle Tern S. a. guineae to those of nominate Little Tern 
and of the Least Tern (Scott and Dickson 1996). 

There are five described subspecies ofthe Least Tern: 
athalassos, antillarum, browni, mexicana, and stae- 
bleri. A brief synopsis of each follows, ordered by date 
of description. A summary of Old World forms of S. 
albifons was presented by Cramp (1985). The char- 
acter diagnoses we provide are based mainly on the 
original descriptions of the subspecies. No quantitative 
data exists that would allow assessment of reliability 
of these characters or their degree of overlap with other 
taxa. 

S. a. antillarum (Lesson). This coastal subspecies 
was originally described by Lesson (1847). It ranges as 
a breeder locally along the Atlantic Coast from Mas- 
sachusetts south through the Caribbean to Venezuela, 
and westward along the Gulf of Mexico to Texas. It 
apparently winters coastally from eastern Mexico and 
Central America south through northern Brazil (Fried- 
mann et al. 1950, Blake 1977). Least Terns recorded 
from Panama may be of this subspecies, S. a. athal- 
asses, or S. a. browni (Wetmore 1965) or perhaps S. 
a. mexicana or S. a. staebleri. 
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S. a. browni Meams. This subspecies breeds along 
the Pacific Coast from central California through Baja 
California. Wilbur (1987) considered all Least Terns 
breeding in Baja California to be browni, although he 
provided no reasons or diagnosis; Palacios and Mellink 
(1996) considered the subspecific identity of terns 
breeding in the northern Gulf of California to be un- 
clear. The winter range of browni is largely unknown, 
but the AOU (1957) suggested that this subspecies win- 
ters from the Gulf of California south to Guatemala, 
with definite records of banded birds from Colima and 
Guatemala (Massey 198 1). Examules ofbrowni are said 
to differ from nominate birds in being smaller-bodied, 
with more black on the outer primaries, but are other- 
wise similar in plumage (Meams 19 16). Neither mor- 
phometric nor genetic differences could be found by 
Burleigh and Lowery (1942), Massey (1976), Thomp- 
son et al. (1992). or Olsen and Larsson (1995). leadina 
the first three to’question the validity of this subspecies. 

S. a. mexicana van Rossem and Hachisuka. This 
subspecies breeds from northern or central Sonora 
southward along the Pacific Coast of Mexico through 
at least Sinaloa (van Rossem and Hachisuka 1937, 
Friedmann et al. 1950), although birds in northwestern 
Sonora (Mellink and Palacios 1993) and northeastern 
and southern Baja California may pertain to this sub- 
snecies. and not to S. a. browni (Palacios and Mellink 
1996); further taxonomic work is needed (either more 
specimens or a thorough reevaluation of existing ma- 
terial). Its winter range is unknown. Palacios and Mel- 
link (1996) suggested that this subspecies be reassessed 
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because its description was based on only seven spec- 
imens from one locality. This subspecies is said to differ 
from S. a. antillarum primarily in being darker, show- 
ing more black on the outer primaries, and having less 
black on the bill, and it is smaller than browni (van 
Rossem and Hachisuka 1937, Brodkorb 1940). 

S. a. staebleri Brodkorb. This subspecies breeds on 
the Pacific coast of Oaxaca and Chiapas (Brodkorb 
1940, Binford 1989). Like browni and mexicana, its 
winter range is unknown, but this subspecies may ac- 
count for winter records of Least Terns from Peru, 
although browni may be the most likely if a traditional 
leapfrog pattern of distribution is shown. S. a. staebleri 
is similar to mexicana, but is said to differ in being 
larger, having less black in the outer primaries, and in 
showing more black on the bill (Brodkorb 1940). 

ties is darker above than birds of the nominate sub- 
species, but is similar in size and other plumage char- 
acters (Burleigh and Lowery 1942). S. a. athalassos 
breeds along major river systems in the eastern Great 
Plains and Midwest of interior North America (AOU 
1957). It winters along the coast from southern Texas 
south along the Gulf of Mexico (Friedmann et al. 1950, 
Oberholser 1974). Although Oberholser (1974) attrib- 
uted this subspecies to Oaxaca, Binford‘ (1989) indi- 
cated, aside from examples of staebleri showine some 

S. a. nthahzssos Burleigh and Lowery. This subspe- 

and Petersen’s (1993) and Small’s (1994) misuse of 
trinomials for several species (Marantz 1995, Patten 
1995), Lehman’s (1994) misuse of Junco hyemalis or- 
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onomic analyses, and the small terns discussed herein 
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authors and editors to exhibit a renewed collective rigor 
in adhering to existing norms of taxonomy and no- 
menclature in their work, unless they can demonstrate 
solid reasons to do otherwise. 
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