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Approved Conservation Advice for Sternula nereis nereis (Fairy Tern) 

(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this Conservation Advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 
management prescriptions for this species. 

Description 

Sternula nereis nereis, Family Laridae, also known as the Fairy Tern, is a small (22–27cm) 
grey and white bird with long, narrow wings and a bright orange bill which is often black at 
the base of the upper bill. The Fairy Tern has a bulky body with a round-bellied appearance, 
a large white forehead and the legs are yellow to orange-yellow. The space between the eye 
and bill is white with a black patch in front of the eye. It has a black crown, nape and pearly-
grey upperparts which blend into the whitish rump and tail (Simpson and Day, 2004). 

Conservation Status 

The Fairy Tern is listed as vulnerable. This subspecies is eligible for listing as vulnerable 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC 
Act) as there are less than 5000 mature individuals remaining and the total population has 
undergone a substantial decline of approximately 24 per cent over the past three generations 
or 33 years and this decline is expected to continue at a substantial rate over the next three 
generations, as there is no evidence that the threats affecting this species are abating 
(TSSC, 2010). 

The Fairy Tern is also listed as vulnerable under the Tasmanian Threatened Species 
Protection Act 1995, endangered under the South Australian National Parks and Wildlife Act 
1972 and threatened under the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. The Fairy 
Tern is also listed as vulnerable under the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) Red List (Birdlife International, 2008). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The subspecies’ extent of occurrence is approximately 380 000 km2 as it occurs along the 
coasts of New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia. The 
area of occupancy is estimated to be 1150 km2. The total number of mature individuals of the 
Fairy Tern is estimated to be less than 5000 individuals (Birdlife International, 2008). Fairy 
Terns utilise a variety of habitats including offshore, estuarine or lacustrine (lake) islands, 
wetlands, beaches and spits. The subspecies may migrate within southern Western Australia 
and Tasmania, where they are seen less frequently during the winter months. They are more 
sedentary in the north of Western Australia and in South Australia and Victoria (Hill et al., 
1988). Fairy Terns nest above the high water mark often in clear view of the water and on 
sites where the substrate is sandy and the vegetation low and sparse. Nests typically consist 
of a shallow scrape in the sand which is often lined with small shells and vegetation. Birdlife 
International (2008) estimates that overall there has been a general decline in the species’ 
numbers. The exception to this is one colony in south-eastern NSW where numbers have 
increased from 3–4 individuals in 2005 to 70 individuals in 2009 (Dunn and Harris, 2009). 

 

The subspecies occurs in the following NRM regions across Australia: 

 Western Australia – Northern Agricultural; Rangelands; South Coast; South West; 
and Swan. 

 South Australia – Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges; Eyre Peninsula Kangaroo 
Island; Northern and Yorke Agricultural District; South Australian Murray Darling 
Basin; and North. 
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 Victoria – Corangamite; East Gippsland; West Gippsland; and Port Phillip and 
Western Port. 

 New South Wales – Southern Rivers. 

 Tasmania – South East; North West; and South Tasmania. 
 
The subspecies occurs in the following IBRA Bioregions across Australia: 

 Western Australia – Carnarvon; Dampierland; Pilbara; Swan Coastal Plain; Warren; 
and Yalgoo. 

 South Australia – Eyre Yorke Block; Gawler; Kanmantoo; Murray Darling Depression; 
and Naracoorte Coastal Plain. 

 Victoria – South East Coastal Plain; South East Corner; and Victorian Volcanic Plain.  

 New South Wales – Sydney Basin. 

 Tasmania – Flinders; Ben Lomond; Tasmanian South East; Tasmanian West; 
Tasmanian Southern Ranges; Tasmanian Northern Slopes; and King. 

 
The distribution of this subspecies overlaps with the following EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities: 

 Swamps of the Fleurieu Peninsula; and 

 Sedgelands in Holocene dune swales of the southern Swan Coastal Plain. 

Threats 

The main identified threats to the Fairy Tern are: 

 predation by introduced mammals such as the European Fox (Vulpes vulpes), dogs 
(Canis familiaris), cats (Felis catus), Black Rats (Rattus rattus), and native birds such 
as Silver Gulls (Larus novaehollandiae), Pacific Gulls (Larus pacificus), Swamp 
Harrier (Circus approximans) and ravens (Corvus spp.) (Saunders and de Rebeira, 
1985; Hill et al., 1988). 

 disturbance by humans, dogs and vehicles, which can cause the direct destruction of 
nests or the desertion of nests (Garnett and Crowley, 2000; Birdlife International, 
2008). 

 increasing salinity in waters adjacent to Fairy Tern colonies, which can lead to a 
collapse in the numbers of prey fish causing a decline in Fairy Tern numbers (Birdlife 
International, 2008). 

 irregular water management, which can result in water levels being too high, flooding 
nests, or too low allowing predators to walk across to breeding colonies (TBC, 2008). 

 weed encroachment, which often leads to nest sites being overgrown by vegetation 
rendering them unsuitable for breeding (Garnett and Crowley, 2000). 

The main identified potential threat to the Fairy Tern is: 

 oil spills, particularly in Victoria, where the close proximity of oil facilities poses a risk 
of oil spills that may affect the species’ breeding habitat. 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 

 Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 
existing programs. 

 Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
populations. 
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 More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 
relative impacts of threatening processes. 

Regional Priority Actions 

The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support 
the recovery of the Fairy Tern. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

 Monitor the progress of recovery (using a variety of methods such as survey and banding 
programs, video surveillance of breeding colonies and maintaining a central breeding and 
sightings database), including the effectiveness of management actions and the need to 
adapt them if necessary. 

 Identify populations of high conservation priority. 

 Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in changes to tide levels, increase 
salinity or pollution. 

 Manage any disruptions to water flows in wetland areas such as the Coorong in South 
Australia. 

 Introduce recreational codes of conduct and license commercial tourism operations 
utilising the subspecies’ habitat. 

Animal Predation or Competition 

 Develop and implement a management plan for the control or eradication of foxes, dogs, 
cats and Black Rats where the species is found. 

 Establish programs to discourage gulls (such as Silver Gulls) competing with Fairy Terns. 
Examples of activities could include: education programs to raise awareness of the 
problems of feeding gulls and; minimising night time lighting from oil and gas rigs near 
the subspecies’ habitat to reduce night time feeding opportunities for Silver Gulls. 

 
Local Priority Actions 

The following local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Fairy Tern. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

 Use nest protection measures to safeguard nests from extreme weather/tides, including 
sandbagging and nest relocation. 

 Control access routes to suitably constrain public access to known sites on public and 
private land. 

 Reduce disturbance during the breeding season from human recreation such as the use 
of off road vehicles and predation by domestic dogs, using signage and/ or fencing where 
appropriate. The use of signage can restrict access to the site as well as raise awareness 
of the sites ecological importance. 

 Ensure appropriate oil-spill contingency plans are in place for the subspecies’ breeding 
sites which are vulnerable to oil spills, such as the breeding colonies in Victoria. 

Weed Control 

 Remove weeds which could become a threat to the Fairy Tern, using appropriate 
methods outside the breeding season. 

 Manage sites to prevent introduction of invasive weeds, which could become a threat to 
the Fairy Tern, using appropriate methods. 
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Animal Predation 

 Control introduced pests such as foxes, dogs, cats and Black Rats, using a variety of 
methods such as trapping and 1080 baiting. 

 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the Fairy Tern, 
but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of preparing the 
Conservation Advice.  

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the species 

The Action Plan for Australian Birds (Garnett and Crowley, 2000). This document includes a 
Fairy Tern Action Plan. 

Little Terns and Fairy Terns in Australia — an RAOU Conservation Statement (Hill, Bamford, 
Rounsevell and Vincent, 1988). 

These prescriptions were current at the time of publishing; please refer to the relevant 
agency’s website for any updated versions. 
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