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Introduction

A tentative method of ageing Antarctic Terns
Sterna virtata on plumage characieristics and
moult was attempled by Tree & Klages
(1998) hased on data collected during a visit
to Bird Island. Algoa Bay. in July 1998, Fur-
ther work was carried out in late Junc and
carly September 1999 and during August and
early September 2000 and birds ringed in the
earlier seasons were recaptured. thus allowing
for a reassessment ol some of the features
originally used. Further access to the available
literature has expanded our knowledge of the
situation relating (o breeding and post-breed-
ing plumage change in their natal arcas.
Throughout the extensive breeding range of
this species cgg-laying may take place any
time from late October through to March,
This very protracted breeding season of some
four-and-a-half months gives risc to a very
extended post-breeding moult and (o a pural-
lel sequence of juvenile and post-juvenile
plumages. Further, Parmalee (1987) found
that post-breeding birds collected in the vicin-
ity of Anvers Tsland. Antarctic Peninsula,
showed very variable body moult in that some
specimens moulted quickly through non-
brecding dress back into full nuptial dress
whilst others took longer to complete moult
with occasional birds still in non-breeding
dress in September. This variability within a
single population can only be exaggcerated
throughout the range of the species.

The following replaces that which
appcared in the earlier paper.

Description

1. Bill colour
As in Tree & Klages (1988).
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2. Crown cap

First year. White frons to mid-crown, streaking
slightly into remainder of grey-black rear crown
and nape.

Second year. Similar 1o [irst year birds with
some very pale grey streaking appearing later in
the season and advanced birds may then be
inscparable from retarded third year birds al-
though ouler primarics are normally unwormn.

Third year. Similar to second yeuar birds but
white replaced by a very pale grey, sometimes
some white still showing. A few darker, oficn
sharply demarcated, spots may appear on fore-
crown. Cannot be aged satisfactorily unless
ringed carlier al a known age. Treated as adult.

Older. Similar to third year birds but often with
some black remaining. The full black cap trom
the previous breeding season still intact on
many birds on arrival up to early Augusl, this
being lost fairly rapidly but the degree of moult
appears very variable, with some birds retain-
ing or moulting straight back up to 50% of the
black crown, Other birds may have black plum-
age already replaced by August/September,

3. Cheek stripe

First year. None.,

Second year. Virtually none. although later in
scason as some grey underparts patchily as-
sumed the beginnings of the stripe starl to
appear.

Older. In adult breeding dress a clearly de-
fined white stripe. Some birds in brecding
dress may have the stripe less well defined
and with some slight grey streaking. It is pos-
sible that thesc are younger birds assuming
full dress for the first time. Birds in non-
breeding dress show an unclear siripe
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dependent on the amount of underpart col-
ouration retained.

4. Underparts
First year. White.

Second year. Whitc. Older birds start assuming
a few light grey feathers from July. younger
birds from September, The older birds may
have a good mixture of white, light and medium
arey feathers by departure and may be insepa-
rable from retarded third year birds cxcept for
wedl on outer primaries,

Older. The grey ol the underparts is only par-
tially lost in non-breeding dress when a mixiure
of shades of grey results, Many adults arrive in
this plumage whilst others moult out rapidly
after arrival. Thereafter, variable moult back to
full plumage. Many birds show mottled shades
ol grey but this assumes one hue on completion
of moult back to breeding dress. It would ap-
pear from the small sample obtained 1o date that
the race sancripandi, with its much paler under-
parts, assumes the full colouration of the under-
parts as carly as August.

5. Primary moult

As in Tree & Klages (1998) except that Third
vear should now be included with the Older
birds and not treated separately. The range of
active moult. even within nominate virtata. is
very areat.

The age structure cxample shown in the ear-
lier article should now be ignored and we can
only safely age first, sccond and older (adull)
age groups. The corrected figures for the total
winler cateh then stand at first year (6.3% ), sec-
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ond year (11.2%) and older (82.5%). That
second vear birds outnumber [irst year birds
may indicate that the majority of the latler
arrive later thun the older age groups. This
would nol be evident in our trapping figures,
as we did not calch any later than the 12 Sep-
tember. When trapping at Cape Recife in
1971 first year birds formed a far larger pro-
portion (43%) ol the catch with the majority
caught in October into November; but there
may also be roosting age biascs al a mainland
site because all 20) caught in August were first
vear birds. Despite this it still appears that
these two age groups form a relatively small
proportion of the overall population and this
may support observations ol the heavy preda-
tion of eggs and young sufTered by the alten-
tions of skuas, gulls and rats on the breeding
grounds (¢.g. Higgins & Davies 1996). Obvi-
ously there will be annual variation in pro-
ductivity so a more accurale population struc-
lure may only be obtainable atfter several
years work. Mortality after the first two years
of life must be very low and potential longey-
ity very high. Maybe some of these birds will
even outlive the authors!
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Erratum

In the article:

Tree, A.J. & Klages, NNW.T. 1998, Ageing techniques and age structure of a mid-winter
roost of Antarctic Tern. Safring News 27(1/2): 15-17.

the sentence on page 16, column 2 should be:

. while the very low number ol [irst vear (juvenile) birds was also reflecled in a count
made on the 24th when some 1800 birds were carefully scanned with the aid ol a welescope
and only seven of this conspicuous age class seen .. (48 000 birds should be 1800).)




