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long, and only 13 (5.6 percent) were 3 days long. Figured differently,
the Sooties did 45.3 percent of their incubating in 1-day shifts, 42.8
percent in 2-day shifts, and 11.9 percent in 3-day shifts. Even though
1-day shifts are more than twice as common as 2-day shifts, the two con-
tributed about equally to incubation.

Some pairs alternated daily throughout incubation, while others
alternated regularly in 2-day or, in a few cases, 3-day shifts. Others
seemed to follow no set pattern of relief. Overall on the basis of these
records, males spent somewhat more time (175 to 152 days) caring for
the egg than did females, but the difference is not statistically significant
(X2=1.62, P>0.20). In the hourly activity records, males again were
present more often (880 to 752 hours), the difference being statistically
significant (X2=10.04, P<0.005). As the female left the egg shortly after
laying and the male cared for it on the first shift, some of this difference
occurred then, but even excluding the records for the first day of incu-
bation, the male still cared for the egg more than the female (X2 =3.95,
P<0.05).

Watson (1908) found Sooty Tern incubation shifts on the Tortugas
averaged somewhat over a day long with the longest a little over 3 days,
well within the range I found in 1968. On Ascension Island incubation
shifts average 132 hours (Ashmole, 1963), over twice as long as those on
the Dry Tortugas. On Christmas Island in the Pacific, incubation shifts
are about 7 days long (Ashmole and Ashmole, 1967); on the Seychelles
they vary from 2 hours to 3 days (Ridley and Percy, 1958).

The striking differences in incubation shifts between Bush Key
Sooties and those at two other colonies are probably related to food
availability and its distance from the island. At Ascension many young
died of starvation one year, apparently because of a failure in their food
supply (Ashmole, 1963). On the Dry Tortugas Sooty Tern chicks have
never been known to experience heavy mortality from food shortage
(Robertson, 1964). The shorter incubation shifts seem to indicate that
the terns have an adequate food supply near the island.

INFLUENCE OF WEATHER
The most obvious effects of weather on incubation patterns of Sooty

Terns are the shifts from incubating to shading and back to incubating,
depending on the ambient temperature (Figure 5). On hot days when
clouds rapidly lower the air temperature, shading birds quickly change
to incubating or move away from the egg to preen or perform other
maintenance activities. Once the clouds pass and open sunshine returns,
the birds again shade the egg. On normal clear hot days an adult vir-
tually never leaves its egg between 11:00 and 15:00 except to dip. The
few records I have of terns performing other maintenance activities
during those hours nearly always occurred on cloudy days.

Rain also changes activity patterns. At the start of a rainstorm,
swarms of Sooty Terns rise and circle over the colony, calling noisily


