
 

64

 

Florida Field Naturalist 28(2):64-68, 2000.

 

SUMMARY OF BREEDING ROSEATE TERNS IN
THE FLORIDA KEYS: 1974-1998
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The Roseate Tern (

 

Sterna dougallii

 

) is listed as endangered in its northeastern range
(USFWS 1989) and threatened in its Caribbean range (USFWS 1993). The general ecol-
ogy and status of both populations also have been reviewed in Clapp et al. (1983) and
Spendelow and Patton (1988). The status and distribution of nesting Roseate Terns in
Florida have been reviewed by Robertson (1978) and Smith (1996). Nesting reports for
the Florida Keys for the period 1962 through 1973 were reviewed and summarized by
Robertson (1978); Smith (1996) summarized reports for the period 1984 through 1992 in
the region. This note summarizes nesting reports for the period 1974 through 1998,
including previously unpublished data, as well as documentation of a new rooftop colony
on Vaca Key (Fig. 1 and Table 1).

Robertson (1978) reported four breeding areas from 1962 to 1973 for Roseate Terns
in the Keys, apart from the established colony at Dry Tortugas. These included islands
off Seven-mile Bridge, Crawl Key, spoil islands in Key West harbor, and Molasses Reef
Dry Rocks. From a review of literature and our own field surveys we identified 12 breed-
ing areas in the mainland Florida Keys from 1974 to 1998 (Fig. 1). Peak counts at these

Figure 1. Caribbean Roseate Tern breeding colonies in the Florida Keys, 1974-
1998.
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colonies are summarized in Table 1. The surveys from 1988 through 1998 by the Florida
Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission were ground counts of breeding birds con-
ducted May-July. With few exceptions, possibly caused by inconsistencies in survey fre-
quency and technique between 1974 and 1985, the estimated breeding population for
the Florida Keys and Dry Tortugas has remained in the range of 150-300 pairs for the
above period (Table 1). While this suggests that the population is stable, the number of
breeding individuals is probably still too low to sustain genetic viability (Frankel and
Soulé 1981). 

In the northeastern states, most Roseate Terns tend to breed in a few large colonies
with smaller numbers in nearby satellite colonies (USFWS 1989). Likewise, in the Keys,
over 75% of the known population typically nested at a single location (e.g., Pelican
Shoal). Main breeding sites tend to persist if conditions remain suitable (USFWS 1989).
Additional information regarding colony turnover dynamics may be reviewed in Spend-
elow et al. (1995). Until the early 1970s, the Dry Tortugas was the primary Roseate Tern
breeding area in Florida (Robertson 1964, 1978). Predators and nesting failures due to
storm tides probably led to the gradual shifting of this colony to the Keys (Robertson
1978), with much of the activity occurring on spoil or otherwise denuded islands in the
Key West area. For example, Tank Island adjacent to Key West became the main colony
in 1976 after being cleared of vegetation. However, the site was not used in subsequent
years until 1988 when the island was again cleared (Hoffman et al., 1993).

Deterioration of nesting conditions at Tank Island and other historic colony sites
likely influenced the shift of a majority of the birds to Pelican Shoal in the late 1980s,
although anecdotal reports from local fishermen suggest Roseate Terns may have nested
there undetected prior to this time.

By 1998, only two colonies remained in the Florida Keys: Pelican Shoal and the Mar-
athon Government Center roof colony on Vaca Key. The paucity of suitable, undisturbed
habitat, coupled with a low population estimate, make the Roseate Tern population of
the Florida Keys vulnerable to hurricanes, disease, oil spills, and human disturbance.
Rodgers and Smith (1995) recommended 180 m as a buffer zone distance to minimize
human disturbance to mixed Least Tern (

 

Sterna antillarum

 

) and Black Skimmer (

 

Ryn-
chops niger

 

) breeding colonies; this recommendation may also be appropriate for Rose-
ate Terns. Providing additional Roseate Tern nesting habitat and increasing protection
and monitoring of known historic colony sites should be high priorities for management
of Roseate Terns in Florida. Preliminary data collected in southeast Florida for Least
Terns suggests that decoys can be effective in attracting terns to artificial and enhanced
sites (Adams 1998; Smith, unpubl. data). Public stewardship also should be encouraged.

We thank R. Todd Engstrom, Eric Stolen, Jeff Gore, and Don Wood for their helpful
reviews of earlier drafts of this manuscript.
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