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Endangered Species: California Least Tern

Listed under both Federal and California State 
Endangered Species Act since 1972

Greatest impacts on population caused by 
habitat loss due to increase in urbanization
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Migratory seabird, smallest of terns

Adult average 1.6 oz, 1 ft wingspan

Range: San Francisco Bay to Baja CA

Black cap, white forehead & under parts

Gray wings & tail; orange bill, legs & feet 

Characteristics and Appearance
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Least terns feed

on more than 50 

different species 

of fish

Most common prey fish in 

San Diego Bay is topsmelt
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Both males &females share 
nesting responsibilities

Eggs are incubated for 

approximately 23 days

Eggs 1.2 inches long & speckled 

to camouflage with surroundings
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Monitoring  & 

maintenance 

responsibilities at 

2 nesting sites:

San Diego Int’l 

Airport (SAN)
1

Chula Vista 

Wildlife Reserve
2
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Chula Vista Wildlife Reserve 

Least Tern Nesting Sites & Grid
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Busiest single runway in U.S. 

next to most productive 

colony In San Diego Bay
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Least tern decoys

Chick barrier fence

Ceramic tile shelter

Chula Vista Reserve

SAN
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SAN DIEGO 

ZOO 
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Weighing,

Measuring,

Tagging
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Data collected 

& linked to GIS
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Nest Counts 52 76 157 131 135 139 144 116
Year 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
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Least Tern Nest Counts
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Und~r Our Wing 
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