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CALIFORNIA LEAST TERN

It is the goal of the San Diego County Regional
Airport Authority (Airport Authority) to operate
San Diego International Airport (Airport) in a
manner that shows the utmost respect for our
unique natural setting on the shore of San Diego
Bay. And while there is a wide variety of natural
resources that the Airport Authority strives to
protect, one resource we are particularly fond of is
an endangered seabird known as the California
Least Tern (Sterna antillarum browni).

Listed under both the Federal and California State
Endangered Species Act since 1972, the least tern
is a migratory species that has actually found a
suitable home here at the Airport. The least tern
prefers to nest in small, scattered clusters right on
sandy beaches and salt flats along the western
coast of North America, ranging from San
Francisco Bay to Baja California, Mexico. Typical
nesting sites are natural or artificial open areas near
estuaries, bays, or harbors where small fish are
abundant. At the Airport, least terns have nested
on the sand and gravel in the four oval areas
between the runway and the airplane taxiways
since 1970.



HABITAT PROTECTION

Least tern colony locations, colony size, and
reproductive success vary from year to year,
depending on the availability of nesting habitat and
food, the impacts of predators, and the impacts of
human disturbance. The greatest impacts on the
least tern population are caused by habitat loss
due to a continuing increase in urbanization.

Here at the Airport, the Airport Authority works
diligently to protect least tern nesting habitat
around the airport facilities and the surrounding



community. As a result of our on-going efforts, the
number of nests at the Airport have gradually been
increasing since the late 1990’s. Our critical nesting
site is considered to be one of the most productive
least tern nesting sites in Southern California.

There are also several other nesting areas around
San Diego Bay, and the Airport Authority works
together in cooperation with the US Fish and
Wildlife Service, the Zoological Society of San
Diego and the Port of San Diego to protect not
only the endangered least terns, but other
threatened birds, plants and their habitats as well.



California Least Tern Protection
Program at the San Diego
International Airport

The Airport Authority has created a California
Least Tern Protection Program with guidelines for
all airport, tenant, and contractor activities during
the nesting season. The guidelines include the
following requirements:

* Prohibiting any activities within the least tern
ovals themselves.

Reducing vehicle speed near the least tern
ovals to 15 mph.

Minimizing potential construction project
impacts by focusing lights away from the

least tern ovals during night-time activities and
lowering any equipment having a height of

25 feet or greater at the close of each
construction day.

Properly disposing of trash and keeping
outdoor trash dumpsters covered so as not to
attract any least tern predators.




LEAST TERN APPEARANCE

The least tern is the smallest of the North
American tern family. If your eyes are keen
enough to spot the little creature, you'll see that
the least tern has a black cap, white forehead,
white and grayish under parts and orange-yellow
beak, legs and feet.




FEEDING

Although they only eat fish, Least Terns are
not very particular when it comes to feeding
and are known to dine on more than 50
different species of fish. In San Diego, their
most common prey are Topsmelt, although
they are just as happy to feed on Northern
Anchovy, Jacksmelt, California Killifish,
Walleye Surfperch and Shiner perch.
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NESTING

Least tern nesting season typically begins in
April and goes through mid-September.
Both male and female least terns will share
the nesting responsibilities, and they
incubate an egg for approximately 23 days.
Their eggs are 1.2 inches (30.5 millimeters)
long on average and are speckled to easily
camouflage with their surrounding habitat.




NEWLY HATCHED CHICKS

weigh an average of 0.21 ounces (6 grams) and
have an average wing length of 0.41 inches
(10.5 millimeters). The chicks grow very rapidly
and within 21 days or so have reached the size
of an adult and are ready to take their first
flight. Full grown adults weigh 1.6 ounces (45
grams) and have a wing length of 6.6 inches
(167 millimeters).

DID YOU KNOW ?

Least tern chicks grow very quickly.
Some grow to adult size and are
ready for flight by 21 days of age.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

For a complete description of the Airport
Authority’s environmental protection efforts -
including its California Least Tern Protection
Program and the latest data from this year’s
nesting season - or if you have any questions,
comments or concerns, please contact:

ENVIRONMENTAL AFFAIRS
DEPARTMENT

Mailing Address

San Diego County Regional Airport Authority
P.O. Box 82776

San Diego, CA 92138-2776

Telephone
619.400.2782 i
619.400.2794 (fax)

=
Email
environmental@san.org

On the Web
WWWw.san.org/green




