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Royal Tern Record Number: 89-51 
20 Aug 1989 Classification: NA 
n. of Burlington, Des Moines Co., IA 
J. Fuller, C. Knight, P. Petersen 
through 9/6; photos by P. Petersen; IBL 60:11, 15, 61:86, P-0357 

DOCUMENTATIONS 

Jim Fuller, 20, 27 Aug 
Peter C. Petersen, 6 Sep 
Cal & Bernie Knight, 6 Sep 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

P. C. Petersen, 6 Sep, P-0357 
T. H. Kent, 9 Sep, Caspian Tern adult & juvenile, P-0377 

LETTER 

Pete Petersen to Carl [Bendorf], 3 Nov 1990 
REFERENCES 

Field Reports: IBL 60:11, 15 
Records Committee: IBL 61:86 

VOTE: 2 A-D, 3 NA, 2 abstain 
Abstain: I personally observed Tern and will let others decide 

identity. 
NA: In analyzing this interesting record, I decided to look at 

the four critical areas of separating Royal from Caspian Tern: 
Size and shape of bird; size, shape and color of bill; head 
pattern; and wing pattern. Size and Shape: Fuller: "Appeared 
slightly slimmer and smaller, also appeared smaller in flight; 
generally smaller size"; Petersen: "just smaller & noticeably 
shorter legged than Caspians but same general shape."; Knight: 
"about same size as others". Photo by Petersen shows a bird that 
appears to be virtually identical in overall sitting length and 
bulk/shape to Caspians. According to various references, Royal 
Tern should be noticeably smaller and slimmer than Caspian. The 
size difference described by Fuller and Petersen doesn’t sound 
very dramatic and is not supported by Knight’s impressions or by 
the photo. In addition, Tom Kent reports (personal communication) 
that, while looking for this bird at the same spot several days 
later he noticed that many of the subadult Caspian Terns appeared 
significantly smaller in size than the adults, indicating there 
can be a size variation. So, on size and build there is a 
reasonable doubt this was a Royal Tern. Bill Color & Size: The 
color was variously described as orange; orange-red without any 
black, a bit more orange than Caspians; and orange throughout. 
However, during Fuller’s second observation he said the bill of 
some of the non-breeding Caspians was more orange. The shape was 
describe by the three as slimmer and more slender than bulky bill 
of Caspians; smaller and less heavy; and thinner than Caspians. 
Zimmer (Western Bird-Watcher, 1985) says of Caspian, Royal and 

Elegant Terns that, "Bill structure and color is a more reliable 
character [than body size and shape]... Caspians have a very 
stout bill that is... conspicuously larger than that of Royal. 
Bill color in Caspian Terns is a deep, blood red, with a blackish 
tip that is not always conspicuous. The other two species have 
bills that are more orange (less red) and each lacks the dark
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tip. Thus, the documentations are very suggestive of Royal Tern 
on this point but the issue is not entirely clearcut. Zimmer says 
the black tip can be lacking in Caspian so this is not 
diagnostic. Harrison (Seabirds, 1983) describes the Caspian bill 
as "mostly blood-red" but goes on to say that the juvenile 
Caspian bill is "dull reddish orange". Petersen’s photo of the 
Royal Tern candidate appears to show a bird with a bill that is 
nearly identical in color and size to at least one of the nearby 
non-breeding Caspians. Both are more orange than the adult 
Caspians and both a pretty big looking--not much different in 
size than the adult Caspians. In conclusion, the bill is not very 
conclusive and the documentations and the photo don’t agree on 
the size and shape. Wing Patterns: I didn’t concentrate too much 
on this. First, in my experience wing tip patterns are extremely 
hard to see well on flying birds. Second, although the guides 
describe a difference it appears to be fairly subtle. I recall 
being able to sense a difference in wingtip patterns on Royals 
and Caspians I have seen but it took about a half a day of direct 
comparisons to pick it up reliably. Head pattern: From the 
various reference books, there seems to be enough variation in 
the head patterns to prevent it from being a very strong 
character. The head in the photographed bird looks very similar 
to the head of one of the nearby Caspian Terns. My general 
conclusion about this bird is that the photos are most likely a 
Caspian Tern. The documentations don’t match the photographed 
bird very well (or vice versa) and there seems to be a reasonable 
chance it was a bird that falls into the range of variation in 
Caspian Terns. 

A-D: There appears to be precedent for vagrancy into the 
central U.S. The following are from Am. Birds (’83 to present 
only). ’84 Wisconsin, June 18; ’85 Arkansas, June 14; Wisconsin, 
July 6; Illinois, Sept 7; ’86 Wisconsin record evidently rejected 
‘88 Illinois, June 13 (2nd state record); ’89 Oklahoma, Jan. 1-19 
Wisconsin, Aug. 2-3 (3rd state record). The observations in the 
three documentations appear to be pretty consistent. All agreed 
that the forehead was white. According to NGS guide, this would 
exclude Caspian. According to Harrison, Caspian has some white 
flecking which I suppose could cause some confusion. Photo more 
or less shows white forehead. 
All observers agreed on the lighter tips to the underwings, and 
had Caspians nearby for direct comparison. All agreed on the fact 
that the bill was slimmer, again with Caspians around for 
comparison. 2 of 3 felt the bird was slightly smaller - Knights 
described it as about the same size. With Royal at 20" and 
Caspian at 21", I would say either description applies. 
Fuller makes in interesting observation that juvenile Caspian 
seen several days later had bills of similar color to subject 
bird. I think bill color is a weak if not unreliable criteria 
here. I feel that given the descriptions of bill shape, underwing 
color, and white forehead, we have a record that is beyond 
reasonable doubt. 

NA: Although the written documentations seem conclusive I find 
it hard to see the described field marks in the photos. 1) Bill
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color seems to match the immature Caspian to the right and I can 
see no black tip on any of the Caspians in the photo. Although I 
am sure most Caspians show this mark I am also quite sure that 
many immature Caspians lack a perceptible black tip. 2) I can not 
see nor can I measure any size difference between the Royal and 
Caspians in the photo. 3) I can only see the white forehead in 
the winter Caspian. The angle prevents any judgement of this 
characteristic in the photos. However, I see immatures and winter 
Caspians with very little black in the crown. 4) bill bulk is the 
same in all terns pictured as far as I can see. 5) Water depth 
makes leg length comparison impossible from the photos. I think 
the plumage of the tern pictured fits within the plumage 
variations of immature and/or winter plumage Caspian Terns. Based 
on the written descriptions alone I would have voted A-D, but 
because the photos do not corroborate the documentations I feel I 
must vote N-A. 

NA: Photos are inconclusive. The photo with the "Royal" on 
the left shows another bird that looks identical (only standing 
in shallower water) standing to its right. Upon some research I 
found the following: The Birds of Canada, Godfrey, 1979. Caspian 
by late summer - bill a dull orange, forehead and crown become 
heavily streaked with white. Field Guide to the Seabirds of the 
World, Harrison, 1987. Caspian - Some occasionally show mostly 
white heads with dusky eye patch. Royal - strictly marine. 
Audubon Society Master Guide to Birding, Farrand, 1983. Caspian - 
the stout bill is red to orange-red and usually has a black tip. 
Royal - It is strictly limited to saltwater habitats. Has a 
distinct black crest. Guide to Field Identification - Birds of 
North America, Robbins, 1983. Royal - This large tern is quite 
common but strictly limited to salt water. Eastern and Western 
Birds, Peterson, 1980 and 1990. Royal - Habitat: coasts, beaches, 
salt bays. Fuller, on first sighting did not notice lighter under 
primaries but did on next sighting seven days after consulting 
several references and possibly making up his mind that they 
should be lighter. Later sightings could not find a bird with 
lighter underwing primaries or those that did again concluded 
that the bird had them and noticed them at varying sighting 
angles and therefore shadowing on this part of the wing. I do not 
know the vagrancy pattern of this species but it seems highly 
remote (at best) that this species would be over 1000 miles 
inland from its marine, saltwater habitat. I am not convinced 
within a reasonable doubt that this was a Royal Tern. 

AD: As unlikely as it appears for Iowa, good documentations 
stress the key differing marks between Royal and Caspian Tern. 

Abstain: This is an intriguing record. Suggestive of Royal is 
whiteness of crown and description of flight pattern of 
underwings. The former can be seen in the photos. I have been 
unable to find a picture of Caspian showing as much white in cap 
as especially picture with "Royal" in center. On the other hand, 
the photo with "Royal" at left appears to have another very 
Similar bird to its right, with 3 obvious Caspians next to right. 
There seem to be 3 different birds! (possible non-Caspians). The 
pictures are a little confusing-the single, centered, bird most
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intriguing. There are few other possibilities-Crested Tern, 
Elegant Tern, Cayenne Tern-all extremely unlikely as is Royal 
Tern. I believe that only an expert could discern correct ID from 
the photos, as Kaufman says "photograph it or forget it". I will 
abstain, pending submission to an outide expert. 
REVOTE: 1 A-D, 6 NA 

NA: Document does not eliminate (totally) juvenile Caspian 
Tern. 

NA: I have little to add in the way of comment to my first 
round comments. It may be worth noting that several references 
imply that Royal Tern usually shows a crest, in fact, Robbin’s 
Golden Guide comes right out and says that Royal is always 
crested. There is no mention of a crest in any of the 
documentations and certainly no hint of it in the photos. This is 
certainly an interesting record but there seems to be room for a 
reasonable amount of doubt. This is one of those birds a person 
would like to see again! 

A-D: I have a hunch that this record would have been accepted, 
or at least more acceptable had it not been accompanied by 
photos. At least two NA’s rest their objection upon the fact that 
the photos are not supportive. So, doesn’t this simply mean that 
the record should not be A-P? Another reviewer seems to base much 
of the NA vote on the fact that this is a marine species, whereas 
another reviewer provides precedence for occurrence in the 
central U.S. While I certainly concur that the photos do much 
more to damage this record than to support it, I feel we must 
give credence to the written documentations. After all, most 
records accepted by this committee are based upon written rather 
than photographic evidence. I feel the written evidence supports 
the identification as Royal Tern. So there. 

NA: Because the tern in the photo is within what I perceive 
the plumage variations of immature/winter plumaged Caspian Tern 
to be I can not accept this record as beyond reasonable doubt. 

NA: One A-D vote did not leave a lot to comment on. Other A-D 
did not say much about photos, except that photo MORE OR LESS 
shows a white forehead. I still think that the descriptions are 
inconsistent with the photos. The photos submitted with the 
documentations harm them in that they do not help them in any way 
and in fact hinder them. I am not sure I would have voted to 
accept this record based solely on the documentations but it 
would have been a much harder decision. 

NA: I must change my review from A-D to NA. After reading the 
comments of the other reviewerrs and more studying myself, I feel 
there is sufficient doubt of this being a Royal Tern. The bill 
color and shape, white forehead, and smaller size of the bird 
indicate that an immature Caspian Tern is a possibility as the 
references have mentioned. And a Caspian Tern would be more 
likely than a salt water Royal Tern far from its normal habitat. 

NA: Apparently the photos do not seem to correspond with the 
birds described in documentations, at least not obviously. My 
main problem was the degree of whiteness in the "forehead" in the 
photos, but apparently (Peterjohn and notes by NA observer above) 
within range for Caspian Terns. Bird seem to be the same size and
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structure as Caspians also. No evidence in photos of "tufted" 
look of black feathers at nape expected for Royal. Good try, but 
no cigar. 
REVIEW OF PHOTOS (at meeting of 29 July 1990): Prints and slides 
were examined and compared to slides of Caspian Terns from the 
same location and also Royal Terns photographed in Florida. It 
was generally felt that the photos probably depicted a Caspian 
Tern based on comparison of size and color and size of bill as 
well as the head pattern. No action taken. 
MOTION TO REREVIEW (at meeting of 11 Nov 1990 with Petersen 
letter): 2 yea, 5 nay. It was felt that no new evidence was 
presented.
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of all parts (bill, eye, head, neck, back, wing, tail, throat, breast, belly, under tail, legs, feet). Also mention voice and behavior. 
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