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MIGRATION OF THE SANDWICH TERN IN EAST SICILY

CARMFLO IAPTICHIMO

The Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvicensis |s a scarce autumn migrent to Malta (Sultana &
Gauci 1982), with no autumn records in some years (Cachia Zammit & Attard Montalto 1980).

On the other hand, along the nearby south-east Sicilian coast it Is a very common
autumn visitor with a definite, and sometfimes huge, southward movement. A good counting
station along the east Sicilian coast is Capo Murro di Porco (135 km. north-west of Malfa)
near Syracuse, where large numbers of Sandwich Terns moving to the south are recorded
every vear from early August fo late November, with peaks in the last ten days of Octfober.
In 1980 the author counted 348 birds during 18 observation hours from 8th October fo 11th
November; and in 1981, 397 from 23rc¢ August to 22nd November during 22 observation hours,
A more systematic count in 1982 totalled 1,403 during 81 observation hours from lst Sep-
tember to 28th November, with peaks of 334 on 25th October during 150 observation minutes
and 195 on 31st October during 140 observation minutes.

Table 1 includes all the 2,148 hirds counted in the three autumns and shows fthe per-
centage of terns that passed singly or in flocks of different sizes (largest flock counted
was of 63 birds).

Table 1 | Flock size 1 2-10 11-20 21-30 31-63
Percentage 2.33 51.23 24.09 10.52 11.80

No definite relation with weather was noted, but most of the largest counts were on
days with clear sky, south or south-west llght winds and smooth sea. Only a few winfering
birds were recorded from lafte November.

Spring passage is not so well defined. In Late February, but mostly from mid-March to
early Aporil, | recorded small flocks or single bircs, most moving to fthe north, but some
to the south (the last are orobably terns that wintered in the Tyrrhenian Sea and fthaf fly
south before moving to the east, crossing the Messina straif). Spring passage Is probably
more marked well offshore and involves large flocks, like the one of 100+ recorded near
Comino on 20 Aprit 1969 (Sultana & Sauct 1982). Migrating Sandwich Terns generally pass
very close fo Capo Murro's cliff, |t is unusual to record birds further offshore than Z00-
300 m. They fly low (below 20 m, above the sea) in loose flocks with the birds, at least
one or two, calling incessantly. Sometimes, especially with strong side winds, They prefer
to fly in compact line formations, very close fo the surface of sea.
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Sandwich Terns do not usually flock with other migrating sea-birds. In all the 144
flocks (comprising ai least 3 birds) recorded in autumn 1982, the author recorded only
four instances of Black-headed Gulls Larus ridibundus associated (one, two, one and three
flocking respectively with 16, 9, 11 and 8 terns) and two of Mediterranean Gulls Larus
melanocephalus (one and one flocking with 5 and 11 ferns). In five instances large flocks
of tens of gulls of both species and a few associated ferns were recorded moving all fe-
gether to the south, with the ferns always at the nead of the flock.

Sandwich Terns on passage in Sicily originate from Black Sea colonies as shown from
recoveries of ringed birds and disperse fo winter in the west and central Mediterranean
(Brichetti & !senmann 1981, Isenmann & Czajkowski 1978). During westward movemen+t they
clearly closely follow ’rhe coastline of easfern and southern Sicily so that only a few are
recorded from the Sicilian channel islands.

A similar patfern of autumn migration across the ceniral Mediterranean, due io the
leading line effect of the Sicilian coasfs, occurs in other Laridae like the Mediterranrean
Guil and the Slender~billed Gull Larus gene7 whose autumn passages, respectively in Octo-
ber-November and Augusi-September, are well marked in south-east Stci[y but practically
unrecerded in Malta.
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