Radio telemetry as an additional tool to study feeding behaviour of breeding Sandwich
Tern and Common Tern in the shallow coastal zone of the Netherlands
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A large-scale seaward extension of the Port of Rotterdam will cause a decline in feeding habitat for the
internationally important populations of Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis and Common Tern Sterna
hirundo breeding in the N2000 SPA ‘Voordelta’, the Netherlands. Several measures have been taken to
counteract the potential negative effects on these colonies. The efficiency of these compensation measures
is studied in a multidisciplinary research programme on both biotic and abiotic components. Part of this
programme is focused on the breeding and feeding ecology of both tern species. This poster shows the
results of the first year of this five-year programme.
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Diet, feeding ecology and feeding behaviour was studied from a hide placed next to an enclosed part of two
colonies (Scheelhoek and Slijkplaat) during the chick rearing period of 2009. Amongst others, time absent
from the colony and species and length of prey brought to the chicks were recorded.
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In addition 15 Sandwich and 30 Common Terns were ringed, coloured and tagged with radio-transmitters.
Automatic receivers in the colonies registered presence of tagged terns continuously. Combined with aerial
tracking and land-based tracking from the coast spatial distribution of terns in their feeding habitat was
studied.
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Spatial
distribution
differed
between the two species with
Sandwich Terns foraging further
away from the colony (up to 80
km) than Common Terns.
Common Terns preferred the
tidal currents induced by a dam
close to the colony (photo 2).

Sandwich Terns foraged on
energy-rich
fish
(mainly
Herring/Sprat but also Sandeel)
whereas Common Terns had a
diverse prey-species spectrum
of 2/3 fresh-water fish and 1/3
Herring/Sprat.

Sandwich Tern

Sandwich Terns did not compensate the
increasing energy demand of their chicks by
increasing the prey delivery rate, but
increased the length of the fish brought to the
colony instead.
Common Terns kept the mean prey-length
fairly constant for the different age-classes of
the chicks, except for the first days. In
addition, the percentage Herring in the
chicks’ diet and the number of prey-items per
hour brought to the colony showed an
inverse relationship.

Sandwich Terns showed a fairly linear
relation with lower foraging intensity during
ebb tide and higher intensity during flood
tide. Although not yet clear this tidal
relationship might be due to currents
and/or water transparency.
The frequency of prey delivery to the
Common Tern chicks showed an inverse
relationship with the tidal cycle. Similar to
the telemetry results, the highest frequency
of prey items were delivered during low
tide.

Photo 2

Tide induced currents at dams

Only at low tide Common Terns are able to
forage at the outflow of the dam sluice
where prey is relatively easy available.

Common Tern
Sand banks in the
Voordelta are used as
resting sites during
foraging at sea.

Photo 1
One of the tagged terns
coloured with picrine with a
fish and later in the season
together with its full-grown
and fledged chick.

Common Terns from the Scheelhoek colony (closest to the sea)
spent more time away from the colony during days with two low tide
occurrences compared to days with only one low tide incident.
Whereas Sandwich and Common Terns from the Slijkplaat (further
inland) did not show such patterns.
versus

Conclusions
Using short foraging flights to the sluices of the dam around low tide,
Common Terns reached a high input of freshwater prey to the colony,
additionally to the rather constant input of clupeids. The freshwater fish
could be easily caught in the outflow of the floodgates, whereas clupeids
were caught during longer foraging trips to the open sea. Days with two
low tide events meant a high working load for the parents, but also higher
prey input to the colony. The combined results of the observations in the
colony and the telemetry study thus suggest that the extent of
synchronization with the tidal rhythm might be important for chick growth
and survival. This multi-method set-up has thus proven to give a more
complete insight in the feeding ecology processes of breeding birds,
including the behaviour of birds at sea.

More information: www.buwa.nl/en/ or r.c.fijn@buwa.nl
This study is done in cooperation with IMARES Wageningen-UR and commissioned by Deltares and Rijkswaterstaat Waterdienst

