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First Documented Record of a Gull-billed Tern
(Sterna nilotica) in Hawaii
Reginald E. David! and Peter V. Donaldson?

On 11 January 1988 we saw and photographed a Gull-
billed Tern (Sterna nilotica) at the Honouliuli Unit of the
Pearl Harbor National Wildlife Refuge (PHNWR) in the
Ewa District of the island of Oahu, Hawaii. This sighting is
the first documented record of the species in the Hawaiian
Islands (Pyle 1983). The Gull-billed Tern is an almost
cosmopolitan species; it is found in North and South
America and from Australia across the East Indies,
throughout Asia and Africa, and also in Europe. This
species Is generally separated into six subspecies, none of
which are separable in the field (Harrison 1983). It is an
uncommon tern in the United States, though it was once
considerably more common (Terres 1980). Though placed
in the genus Sterna by the A.O.U., many authors place it in
the monotypic genus Gelochelidon (A.O.U. 1983). The
populations in the northern Pacific are S. n. vanrossemi,
which breeds from southern California to Ecuador, and S.
n. addenda, which breeds from southern China to the
Malay Archipelago (Harrison 1983). The only previous
record of a Gull-billed Tern from an oceanic island in the
tropical Pacific is of two individuals seen at Susupe on
Saipan, Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas, on 15
November 1984 (T.K. Pratt, pers. comm.). The only other
reference to a sighting of a Gull-billed Tern in the central
Pacific was from the Trade Wind Zone Oceanography Pilot
Study (King 1970). However, in reference to that published
sighting, King wrote “I am unable to document my listing of
this species from Hawaiian waters. 1 recommend it be
deleted from the state list” (letter to R.L. Pyle, 27 May
1976). Photographs of this bird taken by R. David have
been accessioned to the Hawaii Rare Bird Photographic
File, maintained by the Hawaii Audubon Society and the
B.P. Bishop Museum (HRBP Nos. 720-723). The Gull-
billed Tern was not seen on Oahu after 11 January 1988,
although several observers searched for it.

The authors went to the Honouliuli Unit of PHNWR
in an attempt to photograph a Common Tern (Sterna
hirundo) sighted there during the Audubon Society’s
Waipio Christmas Bird Count on 2 January 1988 (R.L.
Pyle, pers. comm.). The Common Tern was seen at the same
location by several other observers, including a sighting by
P. Donaldson at 1630 hrs on 10 January 1988. The Hono-
uliuli Unit is located along the shoreline of the West Lock of
Pearl Harbor. The unit contains three diked freshwater

ponds, which are managed to provide habitat for four
species of endangered waterbirds.

At 0830 hrs we were surprised by the arrival of a
medium-sized, chunky, short-tailed, whitish tern, which
more closely resembled a Sandwich Tern (Sterna
sandvicensis) than the expected Common Tern. We
identified this tern as an adult, winter-plumage Gull-billed
Tern. We were aware that a Gull-billed Tern had not been
recorded previously in Hawaii, so we carefully observed the
bird, took notes, made sketches, and photographed the bird
before leaving the refuge. We returned to the refuge at 1330
hrs and again at 1645 hrs; the Gull-billed Tern was there
each time. We were able to observe the bird for a total of
over 2 hrs under a variety of light conditions, including
bright sunlight for much of the time. We used 8x40 and
10x40 binoculars to observe the tern in flight and a Questar
scope to view it while perched. The bird flew as closeas 10 m
from us, and when it alighted we were able to approach to
within 25 m. Photographs were taken with a 300-mm, 2.8
fluorite Canon lens on Kodachrome 64 film.

At a distance the bird appeared almost completely
white; upon closer examination we noted that the dorsal
surfaces were silvery gray. The outer primaries were dark
brownish gray, forming a noticeable dark trailing edge to
the wings, which appeared to be broader and heavier than
those of either Common or Sandwich Terns. The head was
predominatly white, with a narrow blackish line just in front
of the eye, widening to a broad patch behind the eye and
fading to an indistinct gray band on the nape. Ata distance,
only the blackish patch behind the eye was noticeable. The
eyes were dark and the bill was black and quite heavy, more
reminiscent of a gull’s bill than a tern’s. The tail was pale,
short, and barely forked, unlike the deeply forked tails of all
other medium-sized terns. As seen from below, the outer
seven dark primaries contrasted sharply with the rest of the
almost totally white plumage. The feet and legs were black.
When the bird alighted on a mud flat, the legs appeared to
be quite long for a tern. Only two small gulls, Sabine's Gull
(Larus sabini) and the Little Gull (Larus minutus), have
forked rather than rounded tails. The dorsal surfaces of
Sabine’s Gulls are so distinctly marked in all plumages that
confusion with an almost totally white bird is precluded.
Little Gulls are much smaller than Gull-billed Terns. In all
plumages they have dark underwings, small, fine bills, red
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legs, and more extensive black on nape and head. The
combined characters of a black, gull-like bill, blackish long
legs, short, barely forked tail, and broader and more
rounded wings than those of Sandwich Terns are diagnostic
of a Gull-billed Tern (Harrison 1983, see Figs. 1-3).

The tern displayed aggressive behavior towards the
Black-necked Stilts (Himantopus mexicanus knudseni) on
the pond. It repeatedly chased off any stilt that approached
it and made several diving passes at other stilts as it flew
around the pond looking for food. One of us (P. Donaldson)
has observed similar aggression directed at Black-necked
Stilts by Gull-billed Terns in Mississippi. Considering the
aggressive behavior of the Gull-billed Tern, we thought it
might have scared off the Common Tern that we had gone
to Honouliuli to photograph. The Common Tern was seen
repeatedly before the 11th, and again on the 12th, 13th, and
14th of January following the apparent departure of the
Gull-billed Tern (A. Engilis, R. Pyle pers. comm.). It was
not seen on the 1lth, the day that the Gull-billed Tern was
present. The tern was observed taking at least one small
fish, which it snatched from the water while standing on a
mud flat in one of the ponds. While in flight it appeared to
be hawking for insects as it passed low over the vegetation
bordering the north end of the main pond.

How did a Gull-billed Tern end up in the Hawaiian
Islands? Since the bird was scen close to the large U.S.
Naval Base at Pearl Harbor it may have traveled at least
part of the way to Hawaii aboard a ship. It it no less likely
that it reached Hawaii unassisted. At least seven other
species of terns occur as vagrants in the Hawaiian Islands;
Caspian Tern (Sterna caspia)) Common Tern (Sterna
hirundo), Artic Tern (Sterna paradisaea), Little Tern
(Sterna albifrons), Least Tern (Sterna antillarum), Black
Tern (Chlidonias niger) (Pyle 1988), and Great Crested Tern
(Sterna bergii) (Pyle, David, Donaldson and Engilis pers.
obs.). The weather in the Hawaiian Islands was quite
unusual during the month before the Gull-billed Tern was
seen, which may have played a part in the bird’s occurrence.
Between 11 and 20 December 1987, two low-pressure
systems developed west of Kauai. During this period the
east-northeasterly trade winds that usually blow over
Hawaii were replaced by southwesterly winds, and a band
of thick, layered clouds blanketed the islands, producing
almost continuous rain. Rainfall on Oahu between 11 and
20 December 1987 ranged from 11.06 to 18.11 in. (281 to 460
mm). Between 30 December 1987 and 3 January 1988
another low-pressure system developed northeast of the
island of Hawaii. This short-lived system produced
localized but heavy rainfall and a brief period of strong
trade winds. During the 24 hrs ending near sunrise on |
January 1988, up to 22.89 in. (581 mm) of rain fell on Oahu
(U.S. Dept of Commerce, NOAA, National Weather
Service, Honolulu Weather Service Forecast Office,
unpubl. data). None of the weather systems mentioned
above would have been large enough to have blown a bird
all the way from Asia or the Americas to the Hawaiian
Islands. However, if the Gull-billed Tern was already in
waters off the islands, it is easy to imagine how it might have
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been affected by this weather. One possibility is that the
bird was at sea near Oahu and took refuge on land when
rain and wind made futher travel or feeding difficult. Or,
the bird could have been in Pearl Harbor, unobserved, and
only moved to the refuge when a large influx of fresh water
from the heavy rains changed conditions in the harbor. Two
species of terns (Gull-billed and Common), both rare in
Hawaii, and several unusual gulls (Ring-billed, Laughing,
Bonaparte’s and a possible Thayers [ Larus delawarensis, L.
atricala, L. philadelphia, and L. thayeri]) showed up during
or immediately following the unusual weather (David and
Donaldson pers. obs.).
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Figure 1. Gull-billed Tern, Honouliuli, 11 January 1988.
Note the distinctive large, black bill (HRBP No. 720).
Photo by R. David
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Figure 2. Note the dark primaries and the shdrt, barely
forked tail (HRBP No. 722).
Photo by R. David

NATIVE SONS AND DAUGHTERS.
HAWAIIAN GOOSE.

Wildlife artist Daniel Van Zyle of Honolulu, has been
commissioned by HAS to produce a limited edition of fifty
multicolored stone lithographs celebrating the 50th
anniversary of HAS.

The fifty collector's prints will premiere at the opening
reception of the HAS 50th Anniversary Wildlife Art and
Photo Exposition hosted by Pacific Island Arts Gallery in
Haleiwa, June 17, 1989.

When Bruce Eilerts asked me to coordinate this year's art
exhibition, I was especially excited to learn that 1989
would mark the fifty years of Audubon Society in Hawaii.
Here was an opportunity to participate in a project where
my talents would be used by Audubon to expand their
interests.

This year I hope to add a new dimension to the show by
enjoining the private sector, that is an art gallery, with the
resources of the Audubon Society, to bring about the
appreciation for and to expose the talents of wildlife artists
and photographers here in Hawaii.

The first thing on the agenda was to let everyone know
about the show. That's why you found our "Call for
Entries" in the April issue of ‘Elepaio. It outlines the
details about the Exposition and enables you, our members
to jump on the bandwagon and participate. The call for
entries has also been distributed to art guilds and private art
or photo related businesses, there are still some distribution
points not covered. If you would like to help please call
Lynne at 528-1432.

Being an artist more than a promotions man, my pet part
of this whole project, the part that excites me most, is the
opportunity that HAS has given me to produce a
commemorative issue of a stone lithograph.

Dating back to the 1700's stone lithography was the first
form of reproduction that allowed artists, themselves, to
draw and produce their own art. Prior to that, an artist drew
his image and it was turned over to another craftsman to
copy onto a steel plate or woodblock, It must have been
like handing over your only child for someone else to raise.

Simply put, stone lithography involved a thick slab of
limestone, a series of greasy crayons, drawing the image in
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reverse, some chemicals, greasy ink, paper and a hand
printing press.

After I draw the reverse image directly on the stone, the
work surface of the stone is treated with chemicals, wetted
all over with water and a roller charged with a greasy ink is
passed over the surface. The lines of the drawings retain the
ink, but the dampened parts of the stone reject it. Paper is
laid on the stone and hand rolled under pressure, through a
press. The impression has been made. For each color laid
down on the paper, the process is repeated. After the
edition is printed, and all the documentations have been
made, the artist defaces the image, one more print is pulled
and the image ground off the stone. Never to be repeated.

That in its simplest terms is stone lithography, without
that invention it is doubtful whether many of the finest
biological illustrations of the nineteenth century would
exist,

In any case, "Native Sons and Daugthers" does exist. If
you would like to reserve a print or require more
information on this edition of fifty, signed and numbered,
multicolored lithograph, commemorating fifty years of
Audubon in Hawaii, please contact Sue Callahan at Pacific
Island Arts Gallery, 637-7880. Proceeds will benefit the
Hawaii Audubon Society.

While the artist part of me was struggling with what
image I could portray on this important assignment, my
wife Roslyn and I decided to spend New Year's Eve weekend
in Haleakala. It was while we were in the crater that
everything came together...as is often the case.

That time of the year is a beautiful, abundant, lush time
for all living things in the crater, and coincides with the
hatching cycle for the Nene. The pukiawe, kukae nene, all
the berries and plants were in their finest stages. I
remember seeing a pair of Nene with their week old
goslings. Just the one. It said something to me, it said
still endangered, even through great strides have been taken
in these fifty years that Audubon has been in Hawaii,

But I wanted in the long run, to make an even stronger
statement, a positive statement, one that gives hope and
encouragement. So, the single gosling turned into three
and a family unit emerged.

After working long hours on "Native Sons and
Daugthers”, I know I have made the right decision. The
name says it all. Pride and hope. Pride of the work thats
been done to bring these unique symbols of Hawaii out of
the shadow of extinction and hope for a bright future. I'm
proud of our efforts, its been well worth the work.

Daniel Van Zyle

HAS JUNE PROGRAM

Lorin Gill of Moanalua Gardens Foundation will speak on
"What Makes Hawaii Special" on Monday, June 19 at 7:30
PM at the B.P. Bishop Museum's Atherton Halau. The
talk will cover insular evolution in the Hawaiian Islands.
Mr. Gill is best known for his work in environmental
educationin Hawaii .
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50th ANNIVERSARY COLLECTOF
AVAILABLE THROUGH PACIFIC
FOR MORE INFORMATION, CAL

AT 637-7880.
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First Documented Record of a
Flesh-footed Shearwater

(Puffinus carneipes) Within Sight
of the Hawaiian Islands
Reginald E. David

On 5 April 1986, while aboard the research vessel
Black Whale, 1 saw and photographed a Flesh-footed
Shearwater (Puffinus carneipes) approximately three miles
(4.8 km) off Kailua-Kona, Island of Hawaii (19°37'N,
156°06'W). Flesh-footed Shearwaters are considered very
uncommon visitors to Hawaiian waters (Pyle 1988). The
only previous documented observations of this species close
to the Hawaiian Islands were made during the Smithsonian
Institution’s Pacific Ocean Biological Survey Program. One
specimen was collected on 15 September 1964 approxi-
mately 120 miles (194 km) south of Laysan (23°00'N,
171°52’W). Another was sighted on 22 April 1965
approximately 111 miles (179 km) south of Kaula Rock
(20°07'N, 161°40'W) (W. King, letter to R.L. Pyle). During
monthly cruises in 1964 and 1965 south and east of Hawaii,
seven Flesh-footed Shearwaters were sighted; all were 600
miles or more (968 km) offshore. Others might have been
overlooked during those cruises (King 1970).

On 5 April 1986, Dan McSweeney, Susan David,and 1
were photographing whale flukes for an ongoing whale
identification project conducted under the auspices of the
West Coast Whale Research Foundation. By 1030 hrs we
had seen 34 Wedge-tailed Shearwaters (Puffinus pacificus)
and six Sooty Terns (Sterna fuscata). At 1045 hrs we came
upon a raft of eight Wege-tailed Shearwaters sitting on the
water. Among them was an all-dark shearwater; we
approached to within 5 m before it took flight.

The bird was marginally larger and darker than the
accompanying Wedge-tailed Shearwaters. From above it
showed dark brown, almost black primaries, forming dark
wedges at the wingtips. The eyes were dark and the bill was
bone colored with a distinctive black tip and culmen. When
the bird took flight its ventral surfaces proved to be a
uniform brown, unlike the usual pale morph Wedge-tailed
Shearwaters that we see in Hawaii. It had pink legs and feet,
unlike the locally uncommon dark phase Wedge-tailed
Shearwaters, which have gray-blue legs and feet. This latter
feature, coupled with the black-tipped, horn-colored bill, is
diagnostic of Flesh-footed Shearwaters (Harrison 1983).
Photographs of this bird have been deposited in the Hawaii
Rare Bird Photographic File maintained by the Hawaii
Audubon Society and the B.P. Bishop Museum (HRBP
Nos. 474-478).

The Flesh-footed Shearwater and the closely allied
Pink-footed Shearwater (Puffinus creatopus) constitute a
superspecies and are considered by some authors to be con-
specific (A.O.U. 1983). The two main breeding populations
migrate to different regions. One population breeds on
islands off the northeast coast of New Zealand and Lord
Howe Island, southeast of Australia. These birds migrate to
the North Pacific, where they have been recovered as far
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north as Japan and sighted off the west coast of North
America from California to as far north as the southern
Bering Sea. The other populations breeds on the islands off
the southwest coast of Australia and on St. Paul Island in
the Indian Ocean. These birds migrate west across the
Indian Ocean to the Seychelles and Mascarenes and into the
Arabian Sea. They have been seen as far west as South
Africa (A.O.U. 1983, Blakers et al. 1984, Falla et al. 1982,
Harrison 1983).

Figure 1. Flesh-footed Shearwater. Note the pale, dark-
tipped bill (HRBP No. 474).
Photo by R. David

Flesh-footed Shearwaters breed at the start of the
Austral summer in November and December and fledge
their young in April and May. One would normally expect
that birds would be heading north to their nonbreeding
grounds in April and May and moving south in September
and October. Of the seven birds reported south and east of
Hawaii by King, four were seen in October 1964, one in
December 1964, and two in April 1965, most accompanied
by Sooty Shearwaters (Puffinus griseus). Three of the four
October birds were heading south, and both of the April
birds were heading north (King 1970).

Since our initial sighting and identification of this
species, we have looked for it more assiduously and have
seen individuals on three subsequent occasions, all in the
vicinity of our first sighting: on 20 April 1986 two birds were
seen heading north; on 10 October 1986 one bird was seen
and photographed heading south (HRBP nos. 728-729);
and on 20 November 1987 two birds were seen heading
south.
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Figure 2. Note the overall shape and the dark primaries
showing as dark wedges (HRBP No. 728).
Photo by R. David

PIHEA TRAIL, KAUAI FIELD TRIP
REPORT
Bruce Eilerts conducted a short field trip along Pihea
Trail at Kokee, Kauai on March 19, 1989. There were
fifteen participants that braved the cloud covered, misty
ridges above Kalalau Valley in search of Kauai forest birds.
Winona Sears and Marsha Erickson, HAS Kauai
representatives, shared their knowledge of the area's
beautiful flora and fauna. Native forest birds sighted
included 'Apapane, 'Anianiau, Kaua'i 'Amakihi, Kaua'i
‘Elepaio, Tiwi, and Pueo. Lesser Golden-Plovers were
common along the trail and introduced birds such as
Melodious Laughing-thrush, White-rumped Shama,
Japanese White-eye, Spotted Doves, and Erckel Francolin
were also encountered. This field trip was the first in
several years to be conducted on an outer island. HAS
hopes to conduct more outer island trips in the near fututre.
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NWF FELOWSHIPS

The National Wildlife Federation is now accepting
applications for environmental conservation fellowships for
1989-1990. Fellowships are for graduate students with
advanced study in fields relating to wildlife, natural resource
management, and protection of environmental quality. All
research supported by the program must relate directly to
specific and continuing activities of the Federation and its
affiliates, as outlined in application materials. For
applications, write to: President, National Wildlife
Federation, 1400 Sixteenth Street N.W., Washington D.C.
20036-2266, Attention: Environmental Conservation
Fellowships. Applications must be postmarked before July
15, 1989.

PLOVER WATCH

In the last issue, the address for Phil Bruner was left out.
In this reprint the full address is included.

Pacific Golden-Plovers (Pluvialis fulva) have been banded
on Oahu, Hawaii and near Nome, Alaska. Each bird wears
a United States Fish and Wildlife Service band on one leg
(some birds also have a single color band on that leg, and
one or more color bands on the other leg. If there is more
than one color band, combinations are 2 of the same color,
2 different colors, 3 of 2 colors, or 3 of 3 colors. Observers
are asked to note the colors and the exact sequence of all
bands on the bird. It is important that we know which leg
carries the particular color(s) and, where used together,
whether the color band is above or below the metal band.
In an effort to improve knowledge of trans-Pacific
migration routes and the locations of breeding grounds,
premigrants in Hawaii will be color-marked in April 1989.
Observers in Alaska and northeastern USSR should be alert
to possible sightings of plovers with yellow dye applied to
white areas of breeding plumage. Please send observations
with as much information as possible to OSCAR
JOHNSON, Department of Biology, Moorhead State
University, Moorhead, MN 56560, phone (218) 236-2360

BEQUESTS

A bequest to Hawaii Audubon Society is an excellent way
to help in our conservation efforts. George Munro, tireless
and enthusiastic field ornithologist and naturalist provided
for a fund to be used exclusively for the protection of native
dry forests. Today, the George C. Munro fund provides
monies for research projects on dry forest .

Although an attorney should be consulted in the drafting of
your will, a model clause for bequests is set forth below.

"I hereby, give, devise and bequeath to the Hawaii Audubon
Society, Honolulu, Hawaii, the sum of

dollars (or set forth a description of the property), to be
used for the general purpose of said organization.”

For more information and asssistance, contact Hawaii
Audubon Society, 212 Merchant Street, Suite 320,
Honolulu, Hawaii 96813.
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MAILING ADDRESS CHANGE

Please note that HAS mailing address is
changed to:

212 Merchant Street, Room 320, Honolulu,
Hawaii, 96813. Mail will no longer be received
at HAS PO box.
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS
June 12 (Mon.) Board Meeting at HAS office at 7:00 PM
Call Bruce Eilerts for details, 599-4795

June 17 (Sat.) HAS 50th Anniversary Celebration
at Pacific Island Arts Gallery.

June 19 (Mon.) General Meeting at Atherton Halau,
Bishop Museum at 7:30 PM.
Program: What Makes Hawaii Special by
Lorin Gill.

HOOMALUHIA BIRD WALKS

Learn the common birds of Kaneohe on a bird walk at
Hoomaluhia. Walks are scheduled for Saturday, August 19
and Sunday August 20 from 7:00 to 9:00 AM. Participants
must wear comfortable, sturdy walking shoes, bring their
own binoculars and mosquito repellent. Walks start from
the Hoomoluhia Visitor Center. RESERVATIONS ARE
REQUIRED. For reservations and more information call
235-6636.
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