
Roseate Tern 
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Improving the conservation 
prospects of the roseate 
tern throughout its range  
in the UK and Ireland

Helping to give nature a home:



Once widespread and found nesting in  
every country of the British Isles, roseate 
terns Sterna dougalli nearly became extinct  
in the 19th Century, because their plumage 
was prized for fashionable hats for ladies. 

Legal protection saved them then, but 
since the 1960s they have experienced one 
of the most dramatic population crashes of 
any of our nesting seabirds. Their prospects  
improved again by the 1990s, thanks to  
the long-term efforts of conservationists.  
The four remaining colonies in North West  
Europe are now recovering, supporting  
over 1,900 pairs. 

Sadly, roseate terns still face many 
challenges.  

These are:

•  Eroding nesting habitat due to sea level 
increase and extreme weather events.

•  Food shortages due to climate-induced 
changes in the marine environment.

•  Human disturbance at nesting colonies, 
including egg collectors.

•  Predation from a range of mammalian 
and avian species, such as foxes, otters, 
rats, large gulls, crows and peregrine 
falcons. 

•  Multiple threats during migration and on 
wintering grounds, including deterioration 
of their roosting sites and illegal trapping. 

Why does the  
‘sea swallow’ 
need special 
protection?

With their incredibly pale grey plumage, strikingly long tail streamers 
and slight rosy flush to their breast, the roseate tern’s presence on 
our coast marks the arrival of summer. Returning from their wintering 
grounds of West Africa; the tern’s light and buoyant flight undeniably 
emphasizes it’s nickname as ‘sea swallow’. 



While the core roseate tern colonies are 
growing, we need to start thinking about 
the long-term future of the species and 
ways to expand their range. 

The LIFE project aims to continue to 
improve breeding conditions at the three 
core colonies in Ireland and the UK, whilst 
preparing the former breeding sites for an 
eventual expansion. 

LIFE Project – an extra 
boost for rosys
Over the years, active conservation of  
roseate tern colonies has significantly 
improved their prospects. 

Rockabill and Lady’s Island Lake, managed 
by BirdWatch Ireland and the National 
Parks & Wildlife Services respectively, has 
brought an increase in Ireland’s population 
from 200 pairs in 1989 to 1,812 pairs in 
2017. The RSPB, which manages the sole 
UK roseate tern colony on Coquet Island, 
trialled similar methods in 2001, resulting 

in a steady increase from 34 nesting pairs 
to 111 pairs in 2017. Although the roseate 
tern numbers have been increasing, the 
situation is still precarious, as the three 
small colonies are still nowhere near their 
historical breeding population or previous 
range. Clearly, there is a need to secure 
roseate tern prospects for the future. 

To address this challenge, the RSPB 
invited BirdWatch Ireland and the North 
Wales Wildlife Trust to form a partnership 
in a major conservation initiative. This is 
how the EU-funded LIFE project came 
to being in 2015. Currently the project is 
almost in the middle of its delivery, and 
will finish in 2020. 

Did you know? 

The fourth main colony in North 
West Europe is in France. Île aux 
Moutons is a 3-hectare island 
located 8km from the south shore of 
Brittany. The site currently supports 
the main colony of roseate terns (43 
pairs in 2017), which nest amongst 
common (271) and Sandwich terns 
(2,552). We are in close collaboration 
with Bretagne Vivante, which 
manages the colony to improve 
prospects of this colony as well.

Rosy facts 

An important feature of the roseate 
tern is that the bill is all black in May, 
then usually starts to become red at 
the base. By August, it is half red.



The overall purpose of the project is to 
improve the conservation prospects of 
roseate terns in the UK and Republic  
of Ireland. Here is how we do it:

•  We continue to enhance breeding 
conditions at three core colonies: 
Rockabill, Lady’s Island Lake (Ireland) 
and Coquet Island (Northumberland in 
England), so we know they are safe and 
sound there. 

•  We improve the breeding conditions 
for common, Arctic and Sandwich 
terns at the sites where roseate terns 
used to breed, to prepare them for re-
colonisation (Ynys Feurig, Cemlyn Bay, 
the Skerries in Wales, Forth Islands in 
Scotland, Western Solent in Hampshire, 
Larne Lough in Northern Island and 
Dalkey Islands in Ireland). Rosys never 
breed on their own, so the larger the 
colonies of neighbouring tern species, 
the better.

•  We carry out research, to help us to 
understand how to manage the  
metapopulation (they move between 
colonies but it is actually one big 
‘family’); what is happening to their prey 
species (small fish such as sandeels 
and sprats); and how the terns utilise 
the seas around colonies, to learn how 
far they go for food, so we can provide 
adequate protection.

•  We then use the results of these 
studies to identify target areas for the 
potential future roseate tern range. 
These terns need protection against 
predators, which means it is likely 
that they will settle among the more 
aggressive common terns – at their 
largest colonies, and in places with 
good feeding.

Rosy facts 

Roseate terns are a relatively ‘gentle’ 
species and similar to Sandwich 
terns they do not forcefully defend 
their nests from predators. To this 
end, they garner the protection of 
more aggressive species, such as 
common and Arctic terns. This is 
why we aim to improve common 
tern colonies within the former range 
of roseate terns in a hope that big 
thriving colonies of common terns 
will lure roseate terns to settle there 
once again. 



•  The key to securing successful 
prospects for roseate terns on all of 
these sites is partnership working 
and networking. We draw up regional 
strategies, exchange knowledge and 
share best practice: not only between 
Ireland and the UK, but also with French 
and American colony managers. 

•  This collaboration will eventually  
lead to the development of the 
International Roseate Tern Action Plan.  
In some ways, it will be the beginning  
of a new chapter. 

•  What about Africa? We work with the 
Centre for African Wetlands; to assess 
whether the trapping issue in Ghana is 
still a major problem for terns. For the 
first time, we have also attached small 
tracking devices (geolocators) to terns, 
which will tell us which routes they  
take and which sites are important  
for rosys during the migration and 
wintering period. 

Site management
The funds from the project have enabled 
wardens to continue safeguarding their 
roseate tern colonies. They have created 
new terraces and increased the number of 
nestboxes, providing more space for the 
birds to nest. Roseate terns, unlike other 
tern species which prefer open spacious 
areas, prefer to nest in crevices and 
small holes. As a result, they readily take 
advantage of nestboxes, as they give the 
chicks extra protection from the elements 
and predators. The tern adults which  
use nestboxes usually have better 
breeding success. 

Additional funds have also enabled 
the wardens to start attending to the 
colony earlier in the season, clearing the 
vegetation growth and discouraging large 
gulls from taking over terraces. Gulls are 
big competitors for breeding space, and 
also predate on tern eggs and chicks. 



Wardens have been using a variety of 
protocols and methods, including gull 
scarers (loudspeakers emitting alarm calls 
of lesser black-backed gulls,) and direct 
disturbance to prevent large gulls from 
entering the tern colony. Every roseate 
tern chick is priceless, so this really is  
a vital job. 

Large gulls are not the only problem for 
seabirds nesting on islands. The threat 
of rat incursion is a real issue, one we 
experienced first-hand on Coquet Island 
in January 2017. Fortunately, we had 
purchased biosecurity equipment and 
prepared rapid response plans, so that 
we were prepared to react swiftly to the 
incursion. All island-based colonies are 
monitored for a potential rat incursion, as a 
small number of these animals can destroy 
the entire colony in a very short time. 

Many offshore colonies, such as Rockabill, 
Coquet Island and the Skerries, have 
residential wardens living on the island 
throughout the season. They use the 
former quarters of lighthouse keepers. 
We often think that it must be the best job 

in the world… but their task is not easy. 
During the season, they are occupied with 
monitoring. Apart from the annual head 
count, they also need to estimate how 
many chicks have hatched and what might 
have affected breeding success. This often 
involves monitoring the frequency and fish 
species that the parents feed their chicks. 
Moreover, all the roseate tern chicks 
have to be ringed, so that we know their 
movements between colonies and and 
their survival from one year to another. 

Sadly, one threat that still exists is egg 
collecting – a British phenomenon, not 
known anywhere else in the world. Extra 
support from the LIFE project enabled 
the purchase of a purpose-built hide 
for Coquet to carry out night watches 
during the incubation period, reducing the 
likelihood of egg collectors stealing eggs.

Preparing for expansion

The Project’s second objective is to 
restore five sites which have historically 
supported breeding roseate terns. 
Improving and boosting the survival of 
the common tern colonies may mean 
that roseate terns will be more inclined 
to recolonise these areas in the future. 
As part of these efforts, we are restoring 
the degraded tern habitats and working to 
minimise predation on these sites. 

In 2017, we trialled a combination 
of habitat creation methods to help 
strengthen the common tern populations 
in the Solent. This included a shingle 
recharge to the eroding cheniers 
(saltmarsh ridges), three nesting bunds 
on the Lymington Harbour breakwater 
and tern rafts. These features will provide 
safe alternative nesting space that is away 



from flooding, human disturbance and 
mammalian predation. 

In 2018, we will restore tern islands at 
Cemlyn Bay (Anglesey) and Larne Lough 
(Northern Ireland), both of which support 
nationally important colonies of common 
and Sandwich terns. Currently, between 
10% to 30% of these islands’ surface 
area is unusable, because of erosion 
and subsequent flooding, which creates 
added pressure for nesting space. Once 
the construction is complete, both islands 
should be able to support expanding  
tern colonies. 

In addition, a tern nesting platform will 
be placed in Port Edgar (Forth Islands) 
to support the development of the local 
common tern population.

Evidence based 
conservation
The project is leading on several areas of 
research, targeting key questions about 
the roseate tern’s lifecycle. Results of 
these studies will refine our approach to 
protecting and developing a long-term 
management plan for the north-west 
European population.

Demography study

Apart from productivity (number of chicks 
fledged per active nest), population 
growth is influenced by immigration/
emigration, juvenile recruitment and 
survival of different age groups. The aim 
of this study was to identify which of 
these parameters are responsible for the 



population growth at each of the three 
colonies (Rockabill, Lady’s Island Lake 
and Coquet). The analyses were based 
on ringing and ring re-sighting data from 
the period 1992 to 2015. 

The results suggest that the continuity of 
the roseate tern population at Coquet is 
dependent on immigration from Rockabill. 
In other words, with no immigration, 
Coquet’s population would decline,  
despite the increasing proportion of  
Coquet-hatched birds breeding there. 

On the other hand, Rockabill and Lady’s 
Island Lake population growth is driven 
more by productivity and the survival of 
juveniles and adults. This suggests that 
managing the Western European  
metapopulation of roseate terns requires 
collaborative, comprehensive international 
conservation strategies, focussing on 
improving the source populations until 
density dependence effect forces the 
birds to disperse naturally. 

GPS and boat tracking of terns

Conservationists are interested in the 
range and pattern of foraging behaviour 
around the breeding colonies, to define 
adequate marine conservation zones 
around colonies. 

There have been limited opportunities to 
attach GPS tags on terns, predominantly 
because of the technological limitations 
in size of the GPS devices. 

In 2016, we trialled ten remote-download, 
solar-powered GPS tags on Arctic terns 
on the Skerries, to test if the method 
is a suitable for studying roseate terns. 
This was undertaken in conjunction with 
simultaneous boat tracking by Econ 
Ecological Services Ltd, to compare both 
tern tracking methods, and to obtain 
the most comprehensive data on their 
foraging behaviour. 

We will use our experience to repeat the 
above study in 2018, on several roseate 
terns from Rockabill.



Tern diet

Terns are specialist surface foragers, 
predominantly feeding on sandeels and 
sprats. Availability of sufficient food is a 
major concern, especially in light of rising 
sea surface temperatures, resulting from 
climate change. We have collated and 
reviewed information on (a) ecology and 
climate change/fisheries pressures on key 
prey species (sandeels, sprats and juvenile 
herring); (b) diet composition of the five 
breeding tern species around the British 
Isles; and (c) the 25-year provisioning 
dataset of Arctic terns on the Skerries  
and Ynys Feurig in Wales. 

There are a few conclusions worth noting:

•  Sandeel stocks will probably decline 
further, as their main food source  
(the copepod Calanus finmarchicus)  
is moving in search of cooler waters, 
whilst sandeels are bound to their 
habitat. 

•  However, sprats rely on another species 
of zooplankton which is more resilient 
to sea surface warming, and therefore 
will probably do better in the future.

•  Areas where both species overlap  
were identified as ‘prey hotspots’.  
Places like Shetland, where only 
sandeels were available, have already 
seen drastic declines of tern colonies. 

•  In the light of the above, we 
are currently developing policy 
recommendations for the Fisheries  
Bill, suggesting three management 
options, all aiming at reducing or  
closing sandeel fisheries. 

•  The Anglesey diet data revealed 
that, in recent years, there has been 
an increase in clupeids (sprats and 
herrings) present in their, so far, sandeel 
dominated diet. 



Wintering grounds  
and migration

Roseate terns spend most of the year 
outside of the breeding grounds. It is not 
surprising therefore, that they face a lot 
of challenges during migration and on the 
wintering grounds in Western Africa. 

The population decline in the 1960s 
affected all breeding colonies at the same 
time, and one hypothesis was that it 
was due to increased mortality on their 
wintering grounds. RSPB investigations 
in the early 1980s suggested that the 
declining availability of sardines and tern 
trapping by children and fishermen in 
Ghana might have contributed to the 
decline. 

Although trapping of terns was made 
illegal and a larger proportion of children 
are now in school, there was a need 
to to check if tern trapping is still 

happening and, if so, on what scale. We 
commissioned the Centre for African 
Wetlands to undertake field surveys in 
Ghana in 2016 and 2017. Preliminary 
results suggest that the trapping still 
continues on many sites, but it is not 
systematic and is on a smaller scale than 
30 years ago.

We have always known that roseate 
terns migrate along the coast of Western 
Europe and Africa, as far down as the Gulf 
of Guinea. However, they are hard to find 
on roosting sites in Ghana from December 
onwards. To understand more about their 
migration patterns and the areas where 
they spend the winter, 20 roseate terns 
from Rockabill were ‘equipped’ with 
tiny (0.7g) geolocators. These devices 
measure the duration of daylight, to 
estimate the location of the bird. The tags 
need to be recovered to download the 
data, which will be available in late 2018. 



Networking and international 
strategy

Exchange of knowledge and experience 
between site managers is key to the  
long-term prospects of the roseate tern 
metapopulation. 

We are preparing best practice guidance, 
and numerous networking opportunities 
including workshops. For example, as a 
result of our visit to France, we advised 
Bretagne Vivante to build terraces and 
improve monitoring regimes at Île aux 
Moutons – the main roseate tern colony  
in Brittany. 

We have reinstated the production of 
the international roseate tern bulletin, 
which covers the sites in the northern 
hemisphere from the US and Canada, 

Caribbean, Azores, and Western Europe. 
Regional long-term options management 
assessments identify target areas for the 
potential future colonisation of roseate 
terns. We have identified specific sites, 
which will require partnership working to 
share our knowledge and improve nesting 
conditions. We have already started this 
kind of approach in Northern Ireland, 
where the project officer will oversee the 
project sites, and work in a partnership 
with other colony managers in the area.



Public engagement

Roseate terns are highly susceptible to 
disturbance, so there is no visitor access to 
the three breeding colonies. Nonetheless, 
thousands of people can now enjoy 
the antics of the terns and puffins via 
a livestream video from Coquet Island. 
Cameras are installed on roseate tern 
terraces and inside nestboxes, allowing 
the public to watch the life of a roseate 
tern chick, from egg to fledgling. For those 
interested, do check it out between May 
and August at

rspb.org.uk/coquetlive 

The project is also working with Edinburgh 
Napier University, to create a virtual reality 
experience of walking around Coquet 
Island, using an oculus headset. Not only 
will people be able to stand within a puffin 
colony, it will also be possible to see the 
wardens’ accommodations, the jetty and 
tern colony up close.

To find out more about how the roseate 
tern colonies are faring, and the ongoing 
restoration work, read the blog on our 
project website: 

roseatetern.org
or follow us on social media 

@RoseateTernLIFE
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