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ABSTRACT
Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) populations are thought to be in decline across much of their
range. For long-lived seabirds, determining adult survival rates is key to understanding
current population trends and predicting trajectories. We therefore examined adult survival
of terns banded at our field site in the Canadian High Arctic between 2007 and 2016.
Apparent adult survival was 0.883, comparable to values for other tern species and for
other Arctic larids. However, using this survival rate plus first year survival values from a
recent study in Iceland, we project a declining trend for terns in the Canadian High Arctic,
consistent with recent reports from local ecological knowledge and limited regional surveys.
Our data suggest that low adult survival is not responsible for declining tern populations, and
that studies should investigate whether dispersal to new nesting locations may be underway,
or that young terns are not surviving well or recruiting to the population.
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ABBREVIATIONS
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Introduction

Seabirds are considered one of the most threatened
groups of birds on a global scale, with many species
in decline (Croxall et al. 2012). Recent studies have
suggested that declines in seabird populations are
largely attributable to anthropogenic activities
(Croxall et al. 2012), including interactions with fish-
eries (Regular et al. 2013), introductions of invasive
species (Boersma et al. 2001) and pollution (Wiese
et al. 2004; Wilcox et al. 2015). The effects of chan-
ging climate on seabird populations have also been
evaluated, often with evidence of negative influences
on reproduction and survival (Sandvik et al. 2005;
Frederiksen et al. 2008; Irons et al. 2008; Descamps
et al. 2017). Because most seabirds are relatively long-
lived and have low fecundity, an important factor
influencing populations should be adult survival
(Weimerskirch 2001). Therefore, determining adult
survival rates and factors that influence survival is
key to understanding current trends and predicting
future seabird numbers (e.g., Saether & Bakke 2000).

Despite the relative remoteness of Arctic regions,
large-scale population declines have been reported for
species like thick-billed murres (Uria lomvia;
Frederiksen et al. 2016), black-legged kittiwakes
(Rissa tridactyla; Descamps et al. 2017), glaucous
gulls (Larus hyperboreus; Petersen et al. 2015), com-
mon eiders (Somateria mollissima; Gilliland et al.
2009) and ivory gulls (Pagophila eburnea; Gilchrist

& Mallory 2005). Human harvest and interactions
with fisheries have been implicated in some declines,
and apparent adult survival of some Arctic species is
influenced by climatic conditions (Sandvik et al.
2005; Hovinen et al. 2014). However, in many cases
causes of declines remain unknown.

The Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) is a small sea-
bird weighing about 110 g, with a circumpolar breed-
ing distribution, nesting primarily on low, flat, gravel
or sand islands and peninsulas in the Arctic, although
its breeding range extends south of the Arctic in both
North America and Europe (Hatch 2002). This trans-
equatorial migrant travels more than 90 000 km
annually from some breeding locations to their
Antarctic wintering grounds and back (Egevang
et al. 2010; Fijn et al. 2013). Recently, concern has
been expressed regarding the circumpolar status of
Arctic terns, with evidence from some locations sug-
gesting that a broad decline in the population is
underway, at least in the North Atlantic breeding
population (Gilchrist & Robertson 1999; Mitchell
et al. 2004; Barrett et al. 2006; Maftei et al. 2015).
Research on breeding terns has demonstrated years of
deferred or failed breeding (Hatch 2002; Levermann
& Tottrup 2007) and dynamic regional movements of
colonies, but overall no consistent, broad, long-term
decline in reproductive effort or success has been
detected (e.g., Egevang & Frederiksen 2011;
Vigfusdottir et al. 2013; Mallory et al. 2017). To
date, no one has assessed whether low adult survival
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in Arctic terns breeding at high latitudes could be
contributing to declines.

To further our understanding of Arctic tern popula-
tion dynamics, we estimated apparent adult survival and
recapture probabilities of Arctic terns at a High-Arctic
colony in Nunavut, Canada (Mallory et al. 2017).
Extensive areas of Xanthoria elegans lichen growth (typi-
cal of sites with high nitrogen addition due to guano;
Choy et al. 2010) suggested that terns have nested at the
site since well before 2002, when the colony was first
censused (Mallory & Gilchrist 2003). Since 2007, the
colony was studied annually to yield insights into tern
diet (Pratte et al. 2017), contaminants (Akearok et al.
2010; Peck et al. 2016), biotransport of elements
(Michelutti et al. 2010) and overall breeding biology
(Mallory et al. 2017). As part of this research programme,
adult terns were banded and recaptured in subsequent
years to provide data for CMR analyses. Our objective
was to generate the first estimate of adult survival for
Arctic terns breeding at high latitudes, and to compare
that to estimates with tern survival further south. We
predicted that adult survival would be lower at our high
latitude colony, given that local populations appeared in
decline, but breeding parameters appeared typical of
terns across their range (Mallory et al. 2017).

Methods

Study site and captures

We studied the breeding biology of Arctic terns at a
colony (ca. 300 nests) on Nasaruvaalik Island in Penny
Strait, Nunavut (75° 49ʹN, 96° 18ʹW; Fig. 1), between
early June and late August in 2007–2016 (annual dura-
tion of research was 1 week—3 months). Characteristics
of the island and the colony are described by Maftei
et al. (2015) and Mallory et al. (2017).

Starting in 2007, we trapped adult terns on their nest
using a bownet during the first week of incubation
(Salyer 1962). We weighed terns with a 300-g Pesola
spring scale, took physical measurements (see Devlin
et al. 2004; although we did not ascertain sex), attached
a stainless steel, uniquely numbered band to the tarsus,
and released the birds. Because of the challenges in
seeing or reading bands on terns (i.e., short tarsi that
are hidden under feathers when they are standing), it
was not possible to collect resight information and all
re-encounter information came from recaptures of
adults in subsequent years, trapping adults on the nest.

Statistical analyses

To estimate apparent survival rates (φ) and recap-
ture rates (p), standard CMR analyses (Pollock et al.
1990; Lebreton et al. 1992) were carried out in the
programme MARK (White & Burnham 1999). Only
birds captured as adults were used in this analysis.

Encounter histories were created based on initial
captures and subsequent recaptures of adult birds
in following years. There were no encounters of
birds in three years; in 2013 and 2014, terns arrived
at the colony but did not attempt to breed, while in
2015, we undertook a very short field effort that
precluded any capture efforts (but confirmed that
terns were nesting). Consequently, the recapture
parameter was fixed to 0 for the years 2013, 2014
and 2015.

We constructed a global model that included
time variation in apparent survival and recapture
rates (φt, pt), while the candidate model set
included models with constant survival and recap-
ture rates. Goodness-of-fit was assessed with the
programme UCARE 2.3.4 (Choquet et al. 2009). If
a transient effect (a reduction in apparent survival
after first capture) was indicated by Test 3.SR
(Pradel et al. 1997), models allowing newly
marked individuals to have different survival
than previously marked individuals were also con-
sidered in the candidate model set. In addition,
the variance inflation factor (ĉ) was calculated
based on the global model and the model includ-
ing a transient effect (Choquet et al. 2009). AICc
was used to choose the best-fitting model among
candidate models and model weights were used to
assess the relative fit of each model (Burnham &
Anderson 1998). If heterogeneity was indicated by
the goodness-of-fit testing (ĉ > 1.0), model fit
statistics were adjusted accordingly using QAICc
(Cooch & White 2014).

We constructed a simple Leslie-matrix type popula-
tion projection model with two-age classes. The model
was based on pre-breeding census, assumed breeding
began in the second year of life (Hatch 2002), and that
terns survived at adult rates after their first complete
year of life. Fecundity was the product of hatching
success, clutch size and survival of hatched young to
the following year. Nest success (four years) and clutch
size (five years) information was available for our
study site (Mallory et al. 2017). However, fledging
success and post-fledging juvenile survival were not;
instead we used data from a long-term study (1974–
2017) in Iceland that estimated survival from the post-
hatch period to their first year (0.122 ± 0.025 SD based
on Barker [1997] models using within-season recov-
eries of banded, dead Arctic tern chicks [A. Petersen,
unpubl. data]). To assess the variation in population
growth rates (λ), 5000 random projection matrices
were constructed by taking random draws of the vital
rates and λ was extracted from each random matrix.
For nest success and clutch size, the value for a ran-
dom year was selected, while for juvenile and adult
survival rates, random values were drawn from a beta
distribution, based on the mean and SD of the esti-
mate. Means are presented ± SD.
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Results

We captured and banded 579 terns between 2007 and
2012. From these, 142 recaptures between 2008 and
2012 and 2016 were available for analysis (Table 1).
Banding effort was uneven across years (Table 1).
There were no apparent injuries or mortalities result-
ing from these capture efforts.

Goodness of fit

Tests from Programme UCARE indicated sources of
heterogeneity. Test 3.SR was significant, indicating
that newly banded terns had different survival rates
than terns that were previously banded (Table 2).
Additionally, Test 2.CL, a test that has no clear bio-
logical interpretation, was significant (Table 2). To
address these sources of heterogeneity, models that

allowed for survival to differ between newly and pre-
viously marked individuals were included in the
model set, and ĉ was adjusted to 1.94 to address the
general heterogeneity indicted by Test 2.CL (Table 2).

Figure 1. Location of the Nasaruvaalik Island study site in the Canadian High Arctic.

Table 1. Summary of annual banding and recaptures of breed-
ing Arctic terns at Nasaruvaalik Island, Nunavut, Canada,
2007–2016. New bandings in 2016 are not reported because
they occurred in the final occasion of the study and did not
inform estimates of apparent survival (φ) and recapture (p).

Year

Number of
newly banded

terns

Number of
terns

recaptured

Number of terns
subsequently recaptured in

future years

2007 59 22
2008 29 6 7
2009 49 1 23
2010 186 12 38
2011 87 25 24
2012 169 59 28
2016 39
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Survival models

The model which received the most support allowed for
differences in apparent survival between new and pre-
viously marked terns, with annual variation for newly
marked terns and a constant apparent survival for pre-
viously marked terns (Table 3). Models allowing for
annual variation in recapture were supported across the
entire model set (Table 3). From the best fitting model
(φt/. pt), for newlymarked terns, annual apparent survival
ranged from 0.265 to 0.927, and each annual estimate
had wide confidence intervals. Apparent survival for
previously marked terns was estimated at 0.883 ± 0.126
(95% CI: 0.406–0.988), while recapture ranged from
0.020 to 0.360 across the years of study. To understand
the effect of including data from 2016, four years after the
penultimate capture occasion in 2012, we constructed
similar models excluding this occasion. When excluding
2016, models failed to converge and provided meaning-
less estimates, indicating the data from 2016was essential
to allow for an estimate of apparent survival.

Our simple population projection suggested a
declining population (mean λ: 0.954 ± 0.127, median:
0.991), but 95% confidence intervals were very wide
(0.601–1.099).

Discussion

Among the Charadriiformes, adult annual survival is
generally high, typically > 0.85, and specifically in
tern species, annual adult survival has been reported
as 75–93% (summarized by Schreiber & Burger 2001,
calculated by a variety of methods). Using modern
CMR approaches, survival rate estimates are more
robust and are generally higher than estimated by
earlier methods (ca. 90%, although annual survival
estimates can vary considerably [Ledwoń et al. 2013;
Liechty et al. 2017]). In the case of Arctic terns, early
reports of annual survival (based on resighting) in the
UK were 0.82–0.875 (Cullen 1957; Coulson &
Horobin 1976; Cramp 1983). More recently, Devlin
et al. (2008), working on Arctic terns at the southern
limit of their range in North America, used CMR
analyses and found apparent adult survival varied
among nesting islands, and averaged 0.80 at
Machias Seal Island (where terns had abandoned
breeding [Gaston, Bertram et al. 2009]), but was
>0.89 at three other sites. Consequently, our results
suggesting apparent adult survival of 0.883 places
Arctic terns in the Canadian High Arctic at similar
survival to terns breeding further south in North
America, including other Sterna species (Payo-Payo
et al. 2018) and a little lower than recent rates of
other tern species (Ledwoń et al. 2013). Moreover,
adult tern survival was in the range of estimates for
other Arctic larids breeding in Nunavut: glaucous
gulls—0.84–0.86 (Gaston, Descamps et al. 2009;
Allard et al. 2010); Thayer’s gulls (Larus thayeri)—
0.81 (Allard et al. 2010) and Sabine’s gulls (Xema
sabini)—0.90 (Fife et al. 2018).

There was some evidence of a transient effect in
our data, which is not uncommon (Sandercock 2006),
and was found for Arctic terns studied in the Bay of
Fundy (Devlin et al. 2008). We also detected other
sources of heterogeneity, but mild heterogeneity has
been seen in other survival studies of terns (Liechty
et al. 2017), so is not unexpected. We note that
between 2002 and 2012, the breeding population of
Arctic terns at this colony and in this region appeared
to be in decline (Maftei et al. 2015). Our simplistic
projection model also suggested a decline (4.6%/
year), acknowledging that there was large uncertainty
in the projections (largely due to the wide confidence
intervals in our estimates of adult survival), and that
juvenile survival rates were extracted from a study in
Iceland. We assumed that terns began breeding in
their second year, but if most do not start until
their third year, the model projects slightly steeper

Table 2. Summary of goodness-of-fit testing for encounters of
banded breeding Arctic terns at Nasaruvaalik Island, Nunavut,
Canada, 2007–2016. Test results are from UCARE 2.3.4 (Choquet
et al. 2009). The overall test for the global model (Cormack-Jolly-
Seber, or annual variation in apparent survival φt and recapture
pt) is the sum of all four tests, while the test allowing for
apparent survival to differ for individuals newly marked (φt/t),
is the sum of all tests excluding Test 3.SR. ĉ is calculated as χ2/df.
Test χ2 df p value ĉ

3.SR 11.31 5 0.046
3.SM 5.74 3 0.124
2.CT 4.01 4 0.406
2.CL 9.68 3 0.022
Global model (φt pt) 30.75 15 0.009 2.05
Model (φt/t pt) 19.43 10 0.011 1.94

Table 3. Model selection results for Arctic terns breeding at
Nasaruvaalik Island, Nunavut, Canada, 2007–2016. The survival
rate (φ) and the recapture rate (p) subscripted with time (t)
indicate that the rates were allowed to vary annually, while (t/t
or ./.) indicates that survival rates were estimated separately for
the year after first capture compared to survival in future. In all
models, recaptures rates for 2013 to 2015 were fixed to 0. Model
fitting results were adjusted for overdispersion (̂c = 1.94).
QDeviance is an index of model fit, while QAICc is a measure
of the model’s ability to explain the data. ΔQAICc is simply the
QAICc difference between the best (lowest AICc) model and the
model in question, while the QAICc weight is the relative sup-
port of each model compared to all others in the model set.

Model
Number of
parameters QDeviance QAICc ΔQAICc

QAICc
weight

φt/. pt 13 29.58 485.66 0.00 0.652
φ./. pt 8 43.15 488.90 3.24 0.129
φ pt 7 46.56 490.27 4.60 0.065
φt pt 11 39.41 491.34 5.68 0.038
φt/t pt 16 29.41 491.77 6.11 0.031
φ./t pt 12 37.83 491.84 6.18 0.030
φt/. p 8 47.00 492.76 7.09 0.019
φ./. p 3 57.20 492.78 7.11 0.018
φ p 2 59.96 493.52 7.86 0.013
φt/t p 12 41.90 495.91 10.25 0.004
φt p 7 55.42 499.13 13.46 0.001
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declines (mean λ: 0.946 ± 0.133, median: 0.989, 95%
CI 0.593–1.091; meaning a 5.4%/year decline).

We initially tried to undertake a CMR analysis
with data from 2007 to 2012, which normally should
allow researchers to generate a survival estimate
(assuming sample sizes and/or resighting rates are
sufficient [e.g., Stenhouse & Robertson 2005; Allard
et al. 2010]). However, we were not able to mean-
ingfully estimate survival and recapture parameters
based on the data from that five-year period, prob-
ably due to low numbers of recaptures years in some
years. We then experienced two consecutive years of
no breeding attempts at the field site, followed by a
year when we were unable to recapture birds.
Consequently, there was a four-year gap between
penultimate and ultimate banding efforts, but the
2016 tern recaptures were essential to generate cred-
ible values for an average estimate of survival.
Although annual variation in survival was not indi-
cated by model selection (at least for previously
marked terns, which is assumed to better reflect sur-
vival as opposed to emigration), this does not indicate
the survival did not vary across years. Most likely we
were unable to detect any annual variation, especially
with the heterogeneity present in the data. Sandvik
et al. (2005) and Frederiksen et al. (2008) showed that
change underway in climatic conditions, or extreme
weather events, have a deleterious effect on adult
survival in other seabirds breeding in the North
Atlantic. Long-distance migrants are expected to be
even more vulnerable to climate variation (Both et al.
2009), and evidence from sympatrically-nesting
Sabine’s gulls, another trans-equatorial migrant
breeding at this site, found that annual survival was
lower during anomalous climatic conditions in the
wintering grounds or migration sites (Fife et al.
2018). Interestingly, Sabine’s gulls also deferred nest-
ing in the two years that Arctic terns did; whether
this was a response by both species to local climatic
conditions (and resulting effects on foraging or nest-
ing) or a response to conditions on the wintering or
migration grounds is unknown.

Despite their ubiquitous presence around the cir-
cumpolar Arctic, most of what we know about Arctic
terns comes from studies in the middle or southern
parts of their range (Hatch 2002), and little is known
about Arctic tern adult survival, or the factors influ-
encing their decisions to breed or to move colony
locations (Hatch 2002; Levermann & Tottrup 2007;
Mallory et al. 2017). Collectively, Arctic seabird scien-
tists and indigenous northern residents are expressing
concern over apparent declines in numbers of terns
(see Mallory et al. 2017), but our data do not support
the hypothesis that low adult survival is responsible
for declining Arctic tern populations. Given that
recent studies do not suggest a broad decline in
reproductive effort or success (Egevang &

Frederiksen 2011; Vigfusdottir et al. 2013; Mallory
et al. 2017), we strongly recommend that researchers
assess whether reduced juvenile survival/recruitment,
and/or adult dispersal and colony re-distribution,
which is common in terns (Hatch 2002), may explain
apparent declines.
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