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ABSTRACT A Damara Tern ringed as an unfledged chick and fitted with a colour ring in March 2008 in
southern Namibia has been regularly observed at a roost near Liideritz in winter and early spring since 2015.

The latest confirmed sighting of this bird was on 2 August 2025, i.e. 17 years and four months since ringing.

This constitutes the present longevity record for this species. Fifty-seven sightings of this bird since 2015

between mid-May and early October in southern Namibia indicate that it is highly unlikely that it undertook

a winter migration to tropical West Africa, at least in most years, during the period 2015-2025.
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INTRODUCTION

The Damara Tern is a near endemic species in
Namibia where more than 90% of the total
population breeds along the Namib desert
coastline (Crawford & Simmons 1997, Simmons
2005, Simmons et al. 2015). The biology of this
species is relatively poorly understood due to the
remoteness of most of its breeding sites,
particularly in southern Namibia. Many Damara
Terns have been ringed during the last five
decades, particularly along the central coast of
Namibia (Braby 2011), including c¢.1250 birds
between 1994 and 2010 (Braby 2010).
Unfortunately, the small size of the birds (and
rings) makes subsequent identification virtually
impossible unless the birds were re-captured or
found dead. In more recent years, colour rings
were additionally fitted to some birds and
facilitated individual identification at a distance
(e.g., Braby 2010). Here we present a new longevity
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record for the Damara Tern based on one of these
colour ring deployments.

STUDY SITE AND METHODS

During a previous study (Braby 2011), several
Damara Terns were fitted with colour rings in
southern Namibia. These included four unfledged
chicks that were ringed between 11 and 22 March
2008 with the unique marking combination of a
single yellow colour ring on the left tarsus and a
metal ring, engraved with a unique number, on the
right tarsus at the !Anichab salt pan (26.264S,
15.000 E), near Hottentot’s Bay, about 43 km north
of Liideritz.

Since mid-2013, the presence and numbers of
Damara Terns were regularly monitored on the
northern part of the Liideritz Peninsula in the
vicinity of Dias Point (e.g. Roux 2022) along the
shores of Shearwater Bay (part of the greater
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Liideritz Bay). Observations were mainly made
from a vehicle with 10x40 binoculars, and
photographs were taken with a DSLR camera fitted
with a 300 mm or a 500 mm zoom lens to document
plumage phases and behaviour of the birds,
including courtship, mating, provisioning of
juveniles, as well as the presence of rings and other
marks. To date (August 2025), this intensive
monitoring consisted of more than 3 700 visits made
to the study site in all months since May 2013.

RESULTS

In August and September 2015 two of the four
colour-ringed birds that had been ringed at the
!Anichab Salt Pan were sighted and photographed
at Shearwater Bay (26.644 S, 15.096 E) among flocks
of Damara Terns regularly roosting at the site
(Figure 1la). One of these two birds had a
characteristic profile due to an apparent thickening
of the upper mandible forward of the nares, giving
the bill - seen in profile - an accentuated decurved
shape compared to most other Damara Terns
present at the site (Figure 1b).

In the following years, this bird, identified by the
combination of its colour ring and unusual profile,
was recorded photographically at the Shearwater
Bay roost site in all years except 2016 and 2019. In
total there were 57 records of this particular
individual at the Shearwater Bay roost site between
4 August 2015 and 2 August 2025. This latest
sighting indicates that this bird was banded as an
unfledged chick at least 6 342 days (208 months,
17.36 years) prior. This constitutes the longevity
record for this species to date.

It is noteworthy that all 57 verified sightings of this
bird at the Shearwater Bay roost site were in winter
or early spring, between mid-May and early
October (Figure 2), at a time when the majority of
individuals have migrated to equatorial west
Africa, between Nigeria and Liberia (Crawford &
Simmons 1997, Gochfeld et al. 2020), or just
returning to Namibia from there (in September and
October). Forty-one of these records (72%) in nine
different years were made in June and July (Figure
2). This suggests that this individual most probably
did not migrate northward, at least in most years.
Moreover, all these sightings at the Shearwater Bay
roost site were made on days when the roost was
populated by relatively large numbers of Damara
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Figure 1 Photographic records of the colour-ringed bird
(yellow ring on the left tarsus) a) at the Shearwater Bay
roost site in a flock and b) a profile photograph of the
same bird showing the characteristic accentuated
decurved bill shape. Both photographs were taken on 12
July 2023.
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Figure 2 Seasonal distribution (per month) of the 57
sightings of this bird since 2015.

https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3


https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3

Namibian Journal of Environment 10 (B): 9-12

Terns, on average 118 birds (n =57, SD =72, range:
8-314). The average date of these 57 sightings was
13 July (SD =31 days, median: 7 July, range: 15
May-2 October).

DISCUSSION

During previous studies between 2005 and January
2008 colour rings were deployed on Damara Terns
of various ages. Among these birds there were 67
individuals fitted with one yellow colour ring or a
combination of two colour rings that included a
yellow one. These were all marked along the
central Namibian coastline (approximately 430 km
north of Liideritz). Furthermore, three breeding
adults were ringed with a combination of yellow
and green rings at the ! Anichab Salt Pan. However
improbable, it is not impossible that the bird
observed in this study could have been one of these
previously marked birds (e.g., having lost one of
the colour rings) and relocated to Shearwater Bay
in winter, in which case the longevity record
described here would be an underestimate, and it
could possibly be as old as 20.5 years.

The previous longevity record for this species was
14 years and 11.5 months for a bird ringed as a
chick near Swakopmund and re-trapped on the
nest as a breeding adult in the same location (Braby
2011). The present result exceeds this by
approximately two years and four months. The
available longevity records for two other species of
the genus Sternula exceed our result by slightly less
than seven years: S. albifrons at 23.9 years (Fransson
et al. 2017), and S. antillarum at 24.1 years
(Klimkiewicz & Futcher 1989). These differences,
compared to our results, may simply reflect the
relatively poor research and long-term monitoring
efforts in Namibia compared with the more
abundant and better studied species in Europe (for
S. albifrons), or North America (for S. antillarum).

Using multi-states capture-mark-recapture models
Braby et al. (2011) estimated the annual survival
rate of adult Damara Terns in central Namibia as
0.87. Assuming no senescence, that estimate would
imply that only 10.8% of adult Damara Terns (aged
> 2 years) reach the age of 18 years.

The number of wintering Damara Terns in the

Lagos region, Nigeria, was found to be highest
between July and September (Wallace 1973).
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Repeated sightings of this bird at the Shearwater
Bay roost in winter and early spring between mid-
May and early October, with an average date in
early July, accompanied by up to more than 300
birds, indicate that a fairly large proportion of the
southern Namibian Damara Tern population does
not migrate northwards in winter and remains in
southern Namibia throughout the year. These
observations also highlight the Liideritz Peninsula,
and Shearwater Bay in particular, as a very
important habitat throughout the year for this near
endemic Namibian species.

Seabirds in general are long-lived species (Lack
1968), and a comprehensive understanding of their
biology can only be attained through long-term
research and monitoring. In addition, our records
highlight the value of individual identification
marks (such as colour rings) which facilitate
identification at a distance without the need to
recapture the birds. To that effect a programme
was initiated in 2021, aimed at ringing and
individually marking Damara Terns with
engraved coloured flags to our
understanding of the biology, movements and

improve

migration patterns of this important Namibian
species in line with the aims of the Damara Tern
Species Action Plan (MEFT 2020).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Over the years many people and organisations have
supported the work on Damara Terns in the region,
including the University of Cape Town (Animal
Demography Unit), the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine
Resources (MFMR), H. Kolberg and K.H. Uiseb from the
Ministry of Environment, Forestry and Tourism (MEFT),
Namdeb Corporation, Namibia Nature Foundation
(NNF), Namibian Chamber of Environment (NCE),
Working Group on International Wader and Waterfowl
Research, Nijmegen The Netherlands (WIWO), Namibia
Bird Club, and Mr. and Mrs. Hwryniak. Dr. J. Kemper
(African Penguin Conservation Project) is thanked for
constructive comments on earlier versions of this note.
This is a contribution to the YourTern Project
(yourtern.org), and the SEA-COast-DEsert research
group (SEACODE).

REFERENCES

Braby ] (2010) New migration records for the Damara
Tern Sterna balaenarum. Ornithological Observations 1:
38-41. https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/
view/109/150.

https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3


https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/109/150
https://journals.uct.ac.za/index.php/BO/article/view/109/150

Namibian Journal of Environment 10 (B): 9-12

Braby ] (2011) The Biology and Conservation of the Damara
Tern in Namibia. PhD thesis, University of Cape Town,
Cape Town, South Africa. pp. 233.

Braby J, Braby SJ, Braby R], Altwegg R (2011) Immature
survival and age at first breeding of Damara Terns:
Conservation from a non-breeding perspective. Ardea
99: 185-190.

Crawford RJM, Simmons RE (1997) Damara Tern Sterna
balaenarum. In: Harrison JA, Allan DG, Underhill L],
Herremans M, Tree A], Parker V, Brown CJ (eds) The
atlas of southern African birds. Vol.1: Non-passerines.
480-481. BirdLife South Africa, Johannesburg, South
Africa.

Fransson T, Jansson L, Kolehmainen T, Kroom C,
Wenninger T (2017) EURING list of longevity records
for European birds. EURING.org/documents/
EURING_longevity_list_20170405.pdf

Gochfeld M, Burger J, de Juana E, Garcia E F ], Sharpe CJ
(2020) Damara Tern (Sternula balaenarum), version 1.0.
In: del Hoyo J, Elliott A, Sargatal J, Christie DA, de
Juana E (eds) Birds of the World. Cornell Lab of
Ornithology, Ithaca, NY, USA. https://doi.org/
10.2173/bow.damter2.01.

Klimkiewicz MK, Futcher AG (1989) Longevity records
of North American birds; Supplement 1. Journal of Field
Ornithology 60: 469-494.

ISSN: 2026-8327 (online)

12

Roux et al.

Lack D (1968) Ecological Adaptations for Breeding in Birds.
Methuen, London, UK.

MEFT [Ministry of Environment, Forestry and Tourism]
(2020) Namibia Damara Tern Species Action Plan. Final
Draft, September 2020. Ministry of Environment,
Forestry and Tourism, Windhoek, Namibia. pp. 57.

Roux J-P (2022) Biological and Ecological Monitoring of
NIMPA.  Summary  activity — report  2020-2022.
Unpublished Report: Namibia Nature Foundation and
Blue Marine Foundation, Windhoek, Namibia. pp. 50.

Simmons RE (2005) Damara Tern Sterna balaenarum. In:
Hockey PAR, Dean WR], Ryan PG (eds) Roberts - Birds
of Southern Africa, VII'™ ed. 464-465. The Trustees of the
John Voelcker Bird Book Fund, Cape Town, South
Africa.

Simmons RE, Braby R], Braby SJ (2015) Damara Tern,
Sternula balaenarum (Sterna balaenarum). In: Simmons
RE, Brown CJ and Kemper ] (eds) Birds to watch in
Namibia: red, rare and endemic species. P. 91-95. Ministry
of Environment and Tourism and Namibia Nature
Foundation, Windhoek, Namibia.

Wallace DIM (1973) Sea-birds at Lagos and in the Gulf of
Guinea. Ibis 115: 559-571.

https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3


https://doi.org/10.64640/d7a2m9b3
https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.damter2.01
https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.damter2.01

	A new longevity record for the Damara Tern Sternula balaenarum
	Jean-Paul Roux1 • Mark Boorman2 • Justine Braby3 • Rodney J. Braby3 • Ruben C. Fijn4

