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Damara Terns are mostly migratory, with a very small population (<100) resident in 

southern Africa all year round. 

Around September and October 

Damara Terns start arriving at their 

breeding localities in Angola, 

Namibia and South Africa. The 

vast majority (98%) breed in 

Namibia, along a coastline where 

the harsh Namib Desert meets the 

icy Benguela Current of the 

Atlantic Ocean. Here the 

productivity is highest because of 

the Benguela Upwelling System. 

Once the breeding season is over 

the adults and the small percentage of surviving flighted chicks make the 4 000 – 

5 000 km journey northwards ending up along the west-African coastline to countries like 

Cameroon, Nigeria, Benin and Ghana. Recent captures and sightings of ringed 

individuals have added valuable information to our growing knowledge of the 

movements of this little seabird. A South African individual that was ringed as a chick in 

December 1999 was found in Benin in October 2000, 10 months and 4 948 km later. Five 

ringed individuals were sighted during a trip to Lagos, Nigeria in August 2008. It is 

suspected that all five were Namibian born and bred, but one individual, because of its 

unique color ring combination, could be identified as a breeding adult that was captured 

over subsequent years (2003, 2007 and 2008) within 10 m of the same nest site at the 

breeding site called “Caution Reef”  near Swakopmund, Namibia. This bird was captured 

on its nest in November 2008, less than two months after its sighting in Lagos, Nigeria (a 

direct journey of 3 400 km). Other migration records include a Damara Tern seen in 

Gabon in 2005 that was ringed as a chick at Caution Reef in 2001, and a Damara Tern 

that was captured and released in Benin in 2004 that was ringed as a chick at Caution 

Reef in 2001.  
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