
RARE SPECIES DOCUMENTATION 
Records of Vermont Birds 

 
 

The following form has been prepared to encourage full documentation, when requested, of rare 
or unseasonal birds in the state of Vermont. These reports are put into a permanent file and 
should be as detailed as possible. New reports are reviewed annually by the Vermont Bird 

Records Committee, which evaluates records for their acceptability to future researchers and for 
inclusion in the state bird list. 
 

Please print or type 
 
SPECIES: Forster’s Tern 
 
NUMBER OBSERVED: 1 
 
OBSERVER MAKING REPORT: JoAnne Russo PO Box 250, Saxtons River VT 05154 
Other observer Don Clark 
 
LOCATION: Herrick’s Cove, Bellows Falls, Windham County, VT 
 
DATE: May 2, 2016 
 
TIME AND LENGTH OF OBSERVATION: 8:20am for 45 minutes 
 
DISTANCES FROM BIRD:  I am so bad with distance………….close enough for photos, scope views and 
binocular views with magnification. If you’re familiar with Herrick’s Cove, the tern was flying around the cove 
then out towards the CT River, and finally landed on a close snag in the CT. 
 
WEATHER: bright but overcast, light was good for taking photos. 
 
OPTICAL EQUIPMENT: 12.5 x 50 binoculars, Nikon scope and Nikon Coolpix P900 with 83x zoom. 
 
OBSERVER'S PREVIOUS ACQUAINTANCE WITH THIS SPECIES OR SIMILAR FORMS: seen winter birds in 
Florida previous years and in January of 2016 
 
OTHER DOCUMENTATION: Photo -  yes 
 
If yes to the above, where is this information deposited?_attaching 3 files__ 

 
HABITAT: Herrick’s Cove, along the CT River – flying over the cove along with the swallows, then resting on 
a snag in the CT River. 
 
 
BIRD'S BEHAVIOR: flying as terns fly!  
 
 
VOCALIZATION: none 
 
 
DESCRIPTION: First observed the tern flying at far side of the cove near the trailer park area, I 

noticed the very long outer tail feathers (streamers), thought they seemed unusually long 
compared to what I recall when seeing a common tern. The tern was very light; I didn’t notice any 
obvious dark marks on wings. I noticed the full black cap and dark bill. When the bird landed 
much closer, on a snag in the CT River and I had a scope view of it, I noticed the bill was dark 

with orange at the base (nearest the face). The bill also appeared heavier than the thin bill of a 
common tern. This tern had short, bright orange legs when standing. The wings extended well 
beyond the tail. The chest and belly appeared white, I didn’t notice any gray. The white 

upperparts of the wings contrasted to the gray mantle when the bird was standing on the snag. 



The bird took off and flew around a 2nd time, I followed it with my camera and got the blurry shot 
of the tern as it landed back on the snag. That photo shows a very light underside and the long 

streamers. 
 
 
 
IMPORTANT: WHAT SIMILAR SPECIES WERE ELIMINATED WHEN MAKING THIS 
IDENTIFICATION AND HOW WAS THIS BIRD DIFFERENT? Roseate and Arctic Terns are 
probably too remote to be considered although no impossible. I have seen both Arctic and 
Roseate in 2015, neither one seems like a viable candidate for this tern . Common tern was my 
initial ID but I felt uncomfortable with it, so when I downloaded the pictures, I sent them to 
some experts (see report in the comments section). Common tern was ruled out for the lack of 
dark edges in the wings, the bright primaries in contrast to the gray mantle of this bird also 
rules out COTE, as does the very little dark on the underside.  
 
 
 

COMMENTS: I questioned my initial ID as common tern, sent the pictures to Hector 
Galbraith, James Smith and Eric Masterson who all agreed with Forster's Tern. Hector 

also sent the pictures to tern expert Ian Nisbet (author of Terns) whose comments are as 
follows: 
I have not seen a Forster's Tern in adult plumage for more than 30 years. Nevertheless, 

this is clearly a Forster's Tern. The diagnostic features include the long thin tail streamers 
(flying photo), the white outer margins to the tail with dark on the inner webs of the outer 

feathers (standing photo: Common, Arctic and other terns have the reverse pattern), the 
near-white upper side to the primaries (standing photo), with white tips and very little 
dark on the underside (flying photo). Nice documentation! 

 
 
 
This report was written from notes taken during _____immediately after _____ the observation, or written 
from memory _____  (please attach copies of notes if available) 

 
 
NAME (print)__JoAnne Russo____SIGNATURE (not req’d)_____________________ 

 
MAILING ADDRESS _PO Box 250 Saxtons River VT 05154 
 

DATE 5/3/2016 
 
Return electronically (preferred) to: vbrc@vtecostudies.org or mail to: Vermont Bird Records 

Committee, Vermont Center for Ecostudies, PO Box 420, Norwich, VT 05055 
 
 

 







 


