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1     Don't let the size of an Arctic tern fool you! This petite bird -- measuring 30-38 centimetres long and weighing 300 grams -- is the world's most accomplished marathon flier.
 
2     Each year around August or September, Arctic terns depart from their summer residence in the Arctic to avoid the harsh winter climate. They fly southbound, crossing an imaginary line called the equator that separates the northern and southern hemispheres. The weather in the northern hemisphere is the exact opposite from that in the southern hemisphere. Since Arctic terns' final destination is Antarctica, they get to enjoy summer again once they finish this long, tiring journey. As autumn befalls Antarctica around May, Arctic terns pack up and leave again. This time, they head north, back to the Arctic.
 
3     The biannual, roundtrip journey, covering over 35,000 kilometres, awards Arctic terns two prestigious titles. The first is "The Migration Champion", because they migrate the longest distance of all birds. The second is "The Most Daylight Winner", since they enjoy more summer days than any other bird species.
 
4     Arctic terns have black crowns and grey wings. Their cheeks, underside, and long-forked tails are white, and their pointed beaks and webbed feet are red. Though they mainly feed on fish, they also eat krill, shrimp, and other small animals.
 
5     Breeding once a year in June or July, Arctic terns form colonies ranging from 50 to thousands of pairs throughout the Arctic region above the 50th parallel. They do not build nests. Instead, they lay 1-3 eggs in grassy areas. Both parents take turn incubating their eggs that hatch after about 3 weeks. The hatchlings leave the nest quickly and hide in nearby vegetation. Until they can feed themselves the parents catch small fish and carry it to them in their bills. When baby Arctic terns are 3-4 weeks old, they learn how to fly and stop relying on their parents to bring them back food. Now, they are ready for the long journey to Antarctica.
 
6     Young Arctic terns usually spend their first two years in the southern hemisphere once they manage to complete their first long-distance flight. Hence, they do not return to their birthplace, the Arctic, until they are at the age of two. How they recognize the way home is still a mystery to scientists!


