
A practical field guide to the identification of Least Terns in various plumages

This is an adult Least Tern (Sternula antillarum) in breeding plumage.  Identifying field marks include:
•Yellow bill with black tip
•Black crown and nape with black extending through eye to base of upper bill
•White wedge on forehead
•Pale gray back and upper wing feathers with black outer flight feathers
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Gail Campbell Photography, Fort Myers, FL

Adult Least Terns (LETE) in breeding 
plumage. Note the variability of leg color 
and amount of black near the bill tip in 
these photos.
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Also 

note the 

white 

triangle 

and 

pattern 

of black 

through 

eye to 

base of 

bill.
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Photographs on this page show adults 

molting at the end of their breeding 

season. On Florida’s Gulf Coast, non-

breeding adults may begin molting into 

their non-breeding (a.k.a. “basic” or 

“winter”) plumage as early as June.

Molting adults can be identified by:

• thin, black carpal bar on anterior wing 

•remnant black feathers anterior to the eye

• the crown and nape, black in breeding 

season, are mottled with white  

• a yellow bill with black tip (above) or an 

appearance of yellow underlying the black of 

the bill (left) with more yellow toward the 

base of the bill, next to the head.



Minimally flight-capable juveniles are often 
referred to as “fledglings”, i. e., juveniles 
that can fly short distances around the 
nesting colonies in which they hatched but 
are not capable of sustained flight needed 
to plunge-dive for their own food and to 
migrate. Fledglings are classified as 
juveniles, or in banding terminology hatch-
year (HY) birds. 

Juvenile Least Terns are identified by:

• Light brown or gray feathers on head and wings
• Black or dusky yellow bill 
• Brown or gray-centered feathers (left) on folded 
upper wings that may appear to have a scalloped 
or U-shaped pattern (below)
• Black on head does not extend to bill
• Legs are often yellow but leg color is NOT a 
reliable indicator of age
• Bill color is highly variable.

All photos on this page were taken in 
mid-June 2010 by Don Margeson.



More photos of 
juvenile (HY) LETE 

Compare the bill 
color and feather 
patterns with photos 
on the previous 
page.

Note degree of 
variability in bill 
length and color, 
extent of black on 
head and nape. 
Note brown scallop 
patterns on folded 
wings (wing coverts) 
and back feathers

All photos on this page were taken 
in mid-June 2010.
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Rules of thumb are helpful but 
there are always exceptions.

The more brownish plumage of the 
bird in the photo below generally 
indicates a recently fledged chick. 
The black nape and black feathers 
behind the eye together with a dark 
bar on the leading edge of the wing 
is characteristic of older juveniles as 
shown in the two photos at right. 
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All photos on this page were taken 
in mid-June 2010.



These photos, taken in June, show LETE hatched the 
previous calendar year. In banding terminology 
these are known as second-year (SY) birds because 
they are in their second calendar year of life. In real 
time, these birds are about one year old.

Both birds are color-banded. Colors are read top to 
bottom on a standing bird; thus, yellow over red 
(below) or yellow over orange(right). NOTE the color 
bands are on different legs on each of these birds. It 
is -important- to note which leg the bands are on.

Identifying traits of SY, i.e., one-year-old birds:
• Head and nape appear to be gray or 
partially black
• Black does not extend from eye to bill; 
bill may be any combination of black to 
partially yellow
• Partial to extensive black “carpal bar” on the 
leading edge of the wing

SY birds undergo “supplemental” molt during 
their first spring/summer and are progressively 
more difficult to differentiate from adults by 
the end of the summer
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Two more photographs of SY Least Terns. 
Compare these two photos with those on the 
previous page. Note variability of bill color, 
extent of black on head and nape, and 
presence of dark carpal bar on folded wing.

Leg color is NOT a reliable indicator 
of age.  Legs of juveniles, adults and 
SY birds can range from yellow to 
orange to black or gray. 
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July and August: the most confusing time of year to differentiate between adults and second-year birds. 
Adults undergoing molt at top and bottom right; juvenile in center left. Note in both adults the carpal bar is 
dark but indistinct. The wings of the two adults appear to be longer than in the juvenile, relative to the birds’ 
bodies. Note pale edges and dark centers of upper wing feathers on the juvenile (center). By late summer, SY 
birds are difficult to distinguish from molting adults and will be counted as adults unless banded (known age).


