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Sooty Terns Onychoprion fuscatus 
 

Other names: Wideawakes, Egg Birds & Sterna fuscata 
 

Sooty Terns are graceful swallow-like birds with forked tail and slender, pointed 
wings. Adults, both male and female, are generally white underneath with black back. 
On the forehead there is a white patch which does not extend further back than the 
eye. The leading edge of the wing is white. The bill, legs and feet are black. The adult 
is a relatively large tern length 44 cm, wingspan 90 cm (Figure 1). 
 

 
 

Figure 1. A Sooty Tern Onychoprion fuscatus flying above the tern colony on Ascension 
Island, South Atlantic in 2004. Photo D. Osborn. 
 
A single egg is laid in a shallow depression in the lava. No attempt is made to 
construct a nest. The background colour of the eggs varies from fawn to olive green 
with grey, reddish and brown spots and smudges, particularly towards the broad end. 
A second egg may be laid if the first egg is lost at the beginning of the breeding 
season. Eggs are chicken size average 52.6 x 35.9 mm (mean of 861 eggs) and are 
eaten in many parts of the world. However, it is illegal to harvest eggs on Ascension. 
New born chicks are dark grey but as they develop the plumage changes to black with 
white speckles on the upper parts (Figure 2). 
 

 
 

Figure 2. A pair of Sooty Tern Onychoprion fuscatus with a one day old chick at Mars Bay, 
on Ascension Island, South Atlantic in 2004. Photo D. Osborn. 
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A detailed description of chick plumage development is available by clicking here.  
 
Sooty Terns migrate and are largely absent from the island for three months in every 
twelve. The Sooty Tern colony on Ascension is one of the very few seabird 
populations that breed sub-annually. They breed very regularly with a periodicity of 
9.5 months. Peak breeding occurred in April 2011 and January 2012 and peak 
breeding is predicted to occur again in November 2012 and September 2013. Sooty 
Terns breed at two site Mars Bay and Waterside (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. GIS map showing (in red) the size and location of the sooty tern colony at Mars 
Bay and Waterside, Ascension Island in October 2009  
 

The Sooty Terns on Ascension are censuses regularly by the AOS. The breeding 
population has varied in 1990–2011 between 138,000 and 535,000 and the mean = 
358,000 ± 36,000 birds, n = 20. There was no trend in Sooty Tern numbers. 
 
The most convenient site to observe Sooty Terns is at Mars Bay during their breeding 
season. 
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