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CHINESE CRESTED-TERN

Sterna bernsteini

Critical D1
Endangered —
Vulnerable —

This poorly known species qualifies as Critical because it is inferred to have a tiny population.
No specific threats have been identified, but it is likely to be affected by the loss of coastal
wetlands.

DISTRIBUTION The Chinese Crested-tern (see Remarks 1) is an exceptionally poorly known
species, which has very recently been found breeding on the east coast of China, with presumed
non-breeding records from Thailand, the Philippines, East Malaysia and Indonesia, and
possible records from Cambodia, Singapore and off Borneo (see Remarks 2).

■■■■■ CHINA ■■■■■ MAINLAND CHINA The only known breeding grounds of this species are on
the eastern coast of China, but there are only a small number of confirmed records. Four
nesting pairs were discovered in a tern colony on a small island off the coast of Fujian in
summer 2000, and the series of specimens collected (mainly on offshore islets) in Shandong
in the early twentieth century indicated that they were probably nesting in that province at
the time. The species has also been found in Hebei and at several additional localities in
Shandong and Fujian, with unconfirmed reports from Guangdong. Records (by province)
are from:

■■■■■ Hebei Beidaihe, three seen on the sandflats below “Eagle Rock”, 10 June 1978 (Boswall
1988; see Remarks 3);

■■■■■ Shandong Yellow River delta (Huang He), in the Yellow River Delta Nature Reserve,
Dongying county, three seen, 17 September 1991, and “local ornithologists believe this species
breeds there” (Wang Tianhou et al. 1991; see Remarks 4); Yantai (Chefoo), 1896, in breeding
plumage (specimen in AMNH); near Qingdao (Tsingtao, Ch’ing tao, Kiautschou), several
collected, undated (Reichenow 1903, Kothe 1907 and Kleinschmidt 1913 in Mees 1975, five
specimens in AMNH and ZMB); Cangkou (Tsangkow) and Muguan Dao islands, near
Qingdao, 15 males and six females collected between 12 June and 31 July 1937 (Shaw 1938,
two specimens in ASCN; also Melville 1984);

■■■■■ Fujian (note that the Mazu Dao islands are under the administration of Taipei); Mazu
Dao (Matzu, Matsu) islands, four nesting pairs with a total of four chicks found amongst a
colony of Great Crested-terns Sterna bergii, June–July 2000, with one bird still present in late
August, and some Chinese Crested-terns found on photographs of this tern colony taken in
previous years, indicating that the species may have been breeding at this site for some time
(Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000); Fuzhou (Foochow), two females collected, April 1916 (La Touche
1925–1934, Mees 1975; also La Touche 1917), April 1925 (two specimens in ASCN, Xu Yangong
in litt. 1997); unspecified locality, 1913 (male in SNHMCN: D. S. Melville in litt. 2000).

In addition to these records, Vaughan and Jones (1913) reported that “the Crested Tern
Sterna media has been observed twice on the coast of Guangdong (Kwang Tung) in September;
on one occasion this was after a typhoon”. The species was listed for the province by La
Touche (1925–1934) and Cheng Tso-hsin (1987) on the basis of this record, but Mees (1975)
pointed out that there was not enough evidence to confirm that the birds observed were Chinese
Crested-terns.

■■■■■ HONG KONG Macdonald (1961) reported a sighting of 15–20 in Tolo channel on 29
May 1960, “in rough weather”, but M. A. Webster (in Mees 1975) pointed out that the



1489

P A C I F I C
O C E A N

S O U T H
C H I N A

S E A

MYANMAR

THAILAND
PHILIPPINES

INDONESIA

MALAYSIA

VIETNAM

CAMBODIA

LAOS

INDIA

TAIWAN

NORTH KOREA

SOUTH KOREA
JAPAN

12
13

11

78

9

CHINA

10

1

2 3

6
5

4

14

The distribution of Chinese Crested-tern Sterna bernsteini: (1) Beidaihe; (2) Yellow River delta; (3) Yantai;
(4) Cangkou; (5) Qingdao; (6) Muguan Dao; (7) Mazu Dao; (8) Fuzhou; (9) Pachang river; (10) Pak Phanang;
(11) Manila Bay; (12) Baram; (13) Buntal; (14) Kao.

 Historical (pre-1950)   Fairly recent (1950–1979)   Recent (1980–present)

details published were not adequate to identify the birds as Chinese Crested-terns, and
Chalmers (1986) suggested that this record “appears to have been a misidentification of
Great Crested-tern Sterna bergii”.

■■■■■ TAIWAN Several nesting pairs were discovered in a tern colony on the Mazu Dao
islands in summer 2000 (for records of these records, see Fujian province above), and
subsequent investigations revealed that similar birds were present in this colony in previous
year, and located a photograph of a bird on the mainland of Taiwan (Liang Chieh-teh et al.
2000): Pachang river, Putai, Chiayi county, one photographed with Caspian Terns S. caspia,
17 April 1998 (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000).

■■■■■ THAILAND The species is known from peninsular Thailand by one confirmed record
and a recent unconfirmed report: Pak Phanang, Nakhon Si Thammarat, three winter-plumage
males collected, 22 November 1923 (Hall 1956, specimen in BMNH); Ko Libong Wildlife
Sanctuary, Trang province, 10–20 reported, 21–22 July 1980 (A. Tsuji and P. Poonswad in
Melville 1984, Humphrey and Bain 1990), this report being treated here as unconfirmed
because of the lack of published details of the sightings and because it was in the middle of
the northern summer, when all other reports have been from much further north on the
Chinese coast.

■■■■■ PHILIPPINES There are two old specimen records: Manila Bay, one collected, 6 May
1905 (Dickinson and Eck 1984); no locality, one undated skin labelled “the Philippines”
(Peters 1931–1987, Mees 1975).

Sterna bernsteini
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■■■■■ MALAYSIA Three specimens have been collected at two localities in Sarawak: ■■■■■ Sarawak
Baram, one in breeding plumage collected, before 1891, formerly in the literature as a Great
Crested-tern S. bergii (Mees 1975 in Smythies 1981; male in IRSNB); Buntal, single birds
collected in 1890 and February 1913 (Smythies 1981).

■■■■■ INDONESIA The species is known by a single record from Maluku province and a recent
unconfirmed sighting from Bali:

Bali Sanur, one seen close inshore, probably this species, 22 March 1984 (C. F. Mann in
litt. 1999);

Halmahera Kao (Kaou), one collected (the type), 22 November 1861 (Schlegel 1863 in
White and Bruce 1986, Coates and Bishop 1997; male in RMNH).

POPULATION There is very little information available on the population of this
exceptionally poorly known seabird. The four nesting pairs with four chicks found on the
Mazu Dao islands off Fujian in summer 2000 proved that the species was still extant, and the
records since 1978 in Hebei, Shandong and on Taiwan perhaps indicate that breeding
populations survive elsewhere on the east coast of China (see Distribution). The fact that 21
specimens were collected in Shandong in 1937 suggested that there may have been substantial
numbers present (and presumably breeding) at that time. A precautionary but not overly
pessimistic assessment of the available evidence is that this species probably survives in
extremely low numbers (fewer than 250 mature individuals) and is declining as a result of
unknown factors. However, it is possible that extensive searches at the former localities and
in other potentially suitable areas could locate larger numbers.

ECOLOGY Habitat The records of this species indicate that it is exclusively coastal and
pelagic in distribution. In China, it has been found nesting on offshore islets, on sloping bare
ground with scattered rocks and tufts of vegetation (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000; also Shaw
1938), and seen on tidal mudflats (Boswell 1988, Wang Tianhou et al. 1991).

Food The stomachs of adult specimens collected in June–July (at the presumed breeding
grounds) contained fish (Shaw 1938).

Breeding On the Mazu Dao islands off Fujian, this species has been found nesting in
small numbers amongst a colony of Great Crested-terns (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000). The
fact that 21 were collected in June–July on the coast and on an offshore islet in eastern China
(see Shaw 1938) indicated that they were probably also nesting colonially there.

Migration Past records indicate that this species probably nests in eastern China, and is
a non-breeding visitor to South-East Asia. Writing of his 21 specimens and observations,
Shaw (1938) commented that “the little crested tern is a summer visitor to the Bay region”.
However, the unconfirmed report from Thailand in July presumably indicates that it could
conceivably also breed in South-East Asia (see Distribution).

THREATS Habitat loss In China, the offshore islets which appear to be the key nesting
areas are presumably relatively secure because of their limited economic potential, but other
coastal habitats that may be important for this species are under considerable pressure from
development, notably intertidal mudflats (see Threats under, e.g., Spoon-billed Sandpiper
Eurynorhynchus pygmeus and Saunders’s Gull Larus saundersi). Irrigation projects and land
reclamation planned near the Yellow River mouth (Huang He kou) in Shandong may have
a negative effect on the waterbird habitats there (Wang Tianhou et al. 1991).

Hunting Seabirds have long been exploited in China, for example Roseate Terns S. dougallii
have been taken for food, and “it is likely that all colonial breeding species were subject to
human predation”; this has caused the desertion of colonies of some species, and could be
the reason for the apparent decline in Chinese Crested-tern (Melville 1984). Hunting of
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shorebirds, including the use of clapnets, was widespread at the Yellow River mouth (Huang
He kou) in Shandong in 1991 (Wang Tianhou et al. 1991). The main threat to the newly
discovered colony on the Mazu Dao islands is from fishermen from mainland China visiting
the nesting islets to collect seashells or birds’ eggs; following disturbance by fishermen in
1999, a Bridled Tern S. anaethetus colony was deserted in summer 2000 (Liang Chieh-teh et al.
2000).

Other Other potential threats to this species in China are the introduction of rats and
cats to nesting islands, oil pollution, heavy contamination of estuarine areas by industrial
and agricultural effluents and human disturbance on offshore islands (Melville 1984).

MEASURES TAKEN Legislation Chinese Crested-tern is a nationally protected species
(second class) in China (Zheng Guangmei and Wang Qishan 1998). In Thailand, it is protected
under WARPA (Humphrey and Bain 1990, P. D. Round in litt. 1998).

Protected areas The Mazu Dao islands (which are under the administration of Taipei)
are relatively undisturbed because they lie a short distance off the coast of Fujian province in
mainland China, and have been under military regulation and very difficult of access to the
general public because of their strategic importance (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000). Following
the discovery of large breeding colonies of terns there, eight uninhabited islets were declared
as “National Matzu Nature Reserve for Terns” in January 2000; the local county government
is very supportive of the conservation of the site (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000), including the
enforcement of the law to control access to the area (Fang Woei-horng verbally 2000). The
recent sighting in Shandong was from the Yellow River Delta Nature Reserve (1,530 km2, an
area of disturbed deltaic saltmarsh and intertidal mudflat: MacKinnon et al. 1996). There
are several other protected areas along the Chinese coast where this species could potentially
occur, at least on passage (see MacKinnon et al. 1996). In Thailand, part of the Pak Phanang
area (where it was recorded in the past: see Distribution) is protected as the Laem Talumphuk
Non-Hunting Area (P. D. Round in litt. 1998).

Research In recent years, the central government of China has eased the military regulation
of the Mazu Dao islands, and more researchers have begun to visit; the large colonies of
breeding terns were discovered there during a three-year study of the birds of the islands in
1996–1999, and the breeding population of Chinese Crested-terns was discovered during a
project to film the tern colonies in summer 2000 (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000).

MEASURES PROPOSED Protected areas The tern breeding colonies on the Mazu Dao
islands are very sensitive to disturbance, and measures need to be taken to control visiting
tourists during the breeding season (Liang Chieh-teh et al. 2000). Wang Tianhou et al. (1991)
proposed that the management of the (then newly established) Yellow River Delta Nature
Reserve in Shandong needed to be strengthened. MacKinnon et al. (1996) proposed that this
reserve be upgraded to national reserve status, that designation as a Ramsar site be considered,
that protection be strengthened (especially of coastal saltmarsh and intertidal mudflats),
that funding and technical expertise be increased and that surveys of the avifauna be
conducted.

Research Further surveys are needed in the former summer range of this species, with
immediate conservation measures to safeguard any sites found (Melville 1984). The most
obvious targets for surveys are the islets off Shandong where the largest series of specimens
of the species was collected in the 1930s, but there must be many other potentially suitable
islets for nesting off the coast of China between Shandong (and Liaoning) and Fujian; surveys
could be conducted for this species together with several other birds that nest on offshore
islets, notably the threatened Chinese Egret Egretta eulophotes and Black-faced Spoonbill
Platalea minor. Structured interviews with fishermen in coastal ports could be used to help
locate offshore islands and remote coastal localities with breeding colonies of terns and other

Sterna bernsteini
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birds. The University of Rhode Island and the Chinese Institute of Zoology have recently
initiated a study of the Chinese Crested-tern, which aims to locate and census all breeding
colonies; estimate breeding success; assess threats to individual colonies; prepare plans for
breeding site protection; and develop a long-term recovery plan by locating and protecting
key staging, migration, and wintering areas (P. Buckley per D. Diskin in litt. 2000). Further
surveys should be conducted in the Yellow River Delta Nature Reserve in Shandong (Wang
Tianhou et al. 1991). Searching for individuals in its extensive non-breeding range is an even
more difficult prospect, but observers in the Philippines, Indonesia and mainland South-
East Asia are encouraged to make a concerted effort to identify accurately any terns that
might seem to be this species. The identification of this and other tern species can be
problematical, and the availability of high-quality information on their identification in
national languages (particularly Chinese) would greatly improve the chances of it being found
and of casual observations by ornithologists working along the coast not being missed.

REMARKS (1) Mees (1975) clarified the taxonomy and nomenclature of this species (often
given the name Sterna zimmermanni), and pointed out that it has frequently been overlooked
or confused with other terns because of inaccuracies in its description and the assumption by
some ornithologists that it was a form of Great Crested-tern Sterna bergii or Lesser Crested-
tern S. bengalensis. (2) A single first-winter “crested tern” with a striking dark tip to its
yellowish bill was seen amongst many Great Crested-terns and unidentified “crested terns”
off the coast of extreme south-west Cambodia on 5 February 1993, but it was not positively
identified (A. Noorlander in litt. 2000). There was an unconfirmed report of unspecified
numbers with a flock of Lesser Crested-terns off Singapore in winter 1979/1980 (A. Napier
in litt. 2000), and an unconfirmed report off Borneo for which details are lacking (D. Yong
in Hsu and Melville 1994). (3) W. W. Thomas (in Boswall 1988) described the three birds at
Beidaihe as follows: “They were substantially smaller than the Caspian Terns S. caspia I saw
earlier on the same flat, but noticeably larger than [Common Tern] S. hirundo. I clearly saw
the crest and the black-tipped, orange-yellow bill.” (4) Wang Tianhou et al. (1991) described
the birds seen in 1991 as “very similar to Little [Lesser] Crested-tern, but the black spot
obviously [obvious] at the top [tip] of the bill”.




