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Little is known of the distribution of the Least Tern (Sterna antillarum) along the
Pacific coast of Mexico. It breeds locally (April-August) from northwestern Baja
California and the northern Gulf of California south to Chiapas (Howell and Webb
1995, Thompson et al. 1997). From Nayarit south, it has been reported as a migrant
(Schaldach 1963, Escalante 1988) or uncommon permanent resident (Alvarez del
Toro 1980, Binford 1989, Villaserior 1990, Thompson et al. 1997). These broad
statements are based on relatively few specific observations.

On 23 March 1997 we observed four Least Terns an estimated 20-25 km off the
coast of San Blas, Nayarit. Two individuals were flying west to southwest; another two
were photographed roosting on the back of a Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas).
These could be wintering birds, spring migrants, or resident birds that breed at nearby
colonies at Rio Cuixmala and near Puerto Vallarta (Grant 1964, Garcia and Ceballos
1995). The following winter, we saw two Least Terns on 10 January 1998 flying
southwest, out to sea. The first was 20.5 km, the other 23 km off the coast of San Blas
(20°25'21.91"N, 105° 27'12.58" W and 20° 24'41.26" N, 105° 29' 08.98" W).

Winter records of the Least Tern in Mexico are few. Along the Pacific coast, Howell
and Webb (1995) reported the species to be an irregularly uncommon to rare winter
visitor north to Nayarit on the basis of unpublished observations by Howell and Peter
Pyle. Absent from recent reviews of this species' distribution are records from
Christmas bird counts near San Blas, of two on 1 January 1977 (Am. Birds 31:623-
624), 30 on 30 December 1983 (AB 38:819-820), one on 30 December 1984 (AB
39:815), three on 29 December 1985 (AB 40:1022-1023), and six on 28 December
1987 (AB 42:1147-1148). The only other specific published records are those of
Massey (1981), who reported that Alan M. Craig found 75 “at an estuary in Colima,
south of the city of Manzanillo” in the winter of 1979-1980 and that she saw 20-30
at three estuaries in Colima south of Manzanillo in January 1981.

There are few previous references to Least Terns occurring in the pelagic zone, but
our observations suggest that the poorly known winter range and migratory routes of
the Least Terns breeding in California and northwestern Mexico may be largely
pelagic, accounting for the dearth of records away from the breeding range. Least
Terns have been reported pelagically on few occasions, mostly during migration.
Ridgely (1989) stated that near Panama these birds often migrate well offshore (>25
km). R. Rowlett (pers. comm.) observed Least Terns in the Gulf of Panama during the
winter months working “school-fish” tuna schools with Black Terns (Chlidonias
niger). On 1 May 1976 two Least Terns were reported resting on kelp 37 km off San
Diego, California (Unitt 1984). Howell and Engel (1993) reported seeing Least Terns
2-30 km off the west coast of Baja California in late April and early May with flocks
of other seabirds.
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