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In some tern species, pair bonds have been found
te persist for several years, for example in Swift
Terns Sterna bergii for at least up to two years, and
in Sandwich Terns S. sandvicensis for up to four
years (Smith 1975, Dunlop 1985a). However, mate
changing is apparently frequent and in Sandwich
Terns life-long pair bonds may not be the rule
(H.W. Nehls in Glutz von Blotzheim & Bauer 1982,
Dunlop 1985a). Most Sandwich Terns arrive paired
at the colony, single birds being first breeders
(Smith 1975, Veen 1977).. Prebreeding roosts may
form in the vicinity of the prospective colony and
become a centre of display activity, which leads to
pair formation and early copulations (E.K. Dunn in
Cramp 1985). However, at other localities pair
bonds seem to be already established upon arrival
in the breeding area (Veen 1977), Considerable
courtship activity must therefore take place in the
winter quarters or during migration, but I know of
only one report of ground and aerial courtship, in
late January from West Africa (Smith 1975). Both
HW. Nehls and EK. Dunn refer to this
observation and conclude that pair formation
begins in the winter quarters.. The only other
report of displaying Sandwich Terns in Africa deals
with summering nonbreeders: Milon (1959) saw
about 1500 performing aerial displays and
courtship feeding on 1 June at Nouadhibou (Port-
Etienne), Mauritania.

On the evening of 23 March 1984, at the Olifants
estuary (31 428, 18 10E), southwestern Cape, South
Africa, a group of approximately 300 Sandwich
Terns were roosting on a sand bank, with birds
flying to and from feeding areas along the coast,
Birds were either in full breeding plumage, or with
incomplete head moult (the ratio at a similar roost

in St Helena Bay (3242S, 18 13E) on 22 March
1984 was 53 complete:276 incomplete head
moult). Over the roost, two “couples” were
engaged in noisy aerial displays equivalent to the
"high flights” described by Cullen (1960). Only one
of the four birds was in full breeding plumage. At
Marcus Island, Saldanha Bay (33 03S, 17 58E),
where breeding Swift Terns were studied between
late January and the end of April 1984, small
numbers of Sandwich Terns (usually less than 20)
roosted almost daily within the colony, but no
courtship activity was observed.

Juvenile and immature Sandwich Terns reach
southern Africa in much smaller numbers than
adults (Moller 1981), and very few birds spend the
austral winter in southern Africa (Morant et al.
1983), whereas immatures commonly summer
along the coasts of West Africa. Immatures mostly
retain the non-breeding plumage head pattern
during the northern summer (C.S. Roselaar and J.
Wattel in Cramp 1985). The relatively late date of
this observation (when older breeders have already
begun to arrive at their colonies) and the high
proportion of individuals in prebreeding moult
suggest that the majority of the birds were young
adults (nearly two to four years old). Older and
early breeding individuals moult earlier (Nehls
1987; similar in Swift Terns, pers. obs., but see
Dunlop 1985b for sex-related differences). Since
many of the first or young breeders do not arrive at
their European colonies before late April or May,
or even June (Veen 1977), birds still present in
southern Africa by the end of March need not
necessarily be nonbreeders. It therefore seems
possible that pair formation in the Sandwich Tern
can start in the most distant winter quarters. An
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alternative explanation of a mere “practise”,
indicative of birds coming into breeding condition
(AJ. Williams in litt.) cannot be ruled out, but
would seem more likely to apply to the
Mauretanian birds. Aerial displays and copulations
in the winter quarter or along the migration route
and the arrival of paired birds at the breeding
grounds have also been reported in other large
migratory tern species, e.g. Royal Terns S. maxima
(Kale et al 1965, F.G. & P.A.Buckley and
EX.Dunn in Cramp 1985) and Caspian Terns
S. caspia (Bergman 1953, Staav 1979).

I thank D.C. Duffy, J.N. Dunlop, A.J. Williams and
the editor for suggestions on form and content of
this article. Financial support from the Swiss
National Fund for Scientific Research, the Jack
Niven Fellowship and the Benguela Ecology
Programme, FRD, CSIR, is = gratefully
“acknowledged.

REFERENCES

BERGMAN, G. 1953. Verhalten und Biologie der
"Raubseeschwalbe  (Hydroprogne tschegrava)
Acta Zool. Fenn. T7: 1-50,

CRAMP, S. (ED.) 1985. The birds of the western
Palearctic. Vol. 4. Oxford: Oxford University
Press. ‘ o

CULLEN, I M. 1960. The aerial display of the
Arctic Tern and other species. Ardea 48: 1-37.

DUNLOP, J.N. 1985A. Reproductive periodicity in
a population of Crested Terns, Stena bergii

Cormorant 16

Lichtenstein, in South-Western Australia. Aust.
Wildl. Res. 12: 95-102.

DUNLOP, J.N. 1985b. The relationship between
moult and the reproductive cycle in a population
of Crested Terns, Sterna bergii Lichtenstein.
Aust. Wildl. Res. 12: 487-494.

GLUTZ VON BLOTZHEIM, U.N. & BAUER, K.
1982. Handbuch der Vigel Mitteleuropas. Vol.
8/1L Wlesbaden Akademische  Verlags-
gesellschaft. _

KALE, HW., SCIPLE, GW. & TOMKINS ILR.
1965. The Royal Tern colony of Little Egg
Island, Georgia. Bird-Banding 36: 21-27.:

MILON, P. 1959. Oiseaux de mer i Port-Etienne,
Mauritanie. Alauda 27: 319-320. =

MOLLER, AP, 1981, The migration of European
Sandwich Terns Sterna s. sandvicensis. 1L
Vogeiwarte 31: 149-168.

MORANT, P.D., BROOKE, RK. & ABRAMS,
R.W. 1983. Recoveries in southern Africa of
seabirds breeding clsewhere.  Ringing &
Migration 4: 257-268. ‘ _

NEHLS, HW. 1971. Uber den Einfluss des
Brutzyklus auf die Scheitelfedermauser der
Brandseeschwalbe (Sterna sandvicensis). J. Om.
112: 230-231. _

SMITH, A.J. 1975. Studies of breeding Sandwich
Terns. Brit. Birds 68: 142-156. :

STAAV, R. 1979. Dispersal of Caspian Terns
Sterna caspia in the Baltic. Om. Fenn. 56: 13-17.

VEEN, J. 1977. Functional and causal aspects of
nest distribution in colonies of the Sandwich
Tern (Sterna s. sandvicensis Lath.). Behaviour,
Suppl. 20: 1-193



