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Telomeres are complex nucleoprotein structures at the ends of eukaryotic chromosomes
that protect chromosome integrity. In the absence of the enzyme telomerase, telomeres
shorten with each cell division and shortening plays a key role in cellular senescence.
However, telomere shortening is also influenced by DNA-damaging factors such as
oxidative stress (von Zglinicki et al., 2000). Telomere length shortens with age, but varies
between individuals of the same age suggesting that individuals differ in their exposure or
response to telomere-shortening stress factors (Haussmann et al., 2003, Kotrschal et al.
2007). Thus telomere shortening can be interpreted as a proxy for damage accumulation
and may predict e.g. mortality. We investigate telomere length in erythrocytes of common
terns (Sterna hirundo) in relation to age, reproductive parameters and survival. The study is
based on a long-term data set of sexed birds of known age, marked with transponders,
which allow recording annual local survival and reproductive performance over the entire
lifetime at the natal colony site (Becker et ai, 2001 ). We collected samples of about 150
individuals in two consecutive years. First results show that telomere length decreases with
age and suggest a correlation with reproductive effort.
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