
On 11th April 2017, I visited the RSPB reserve 
at Dungeness in Kent. From the Denge Marsh 
hide at 12.55 hrs, I watched a male Marsh 
Harrier Circus aeruginosus attempt to pass 

food (unidentified) to a female. Food passing 
is common in Marsh Harriers prior to laying. 
Before the food item had reached the female, a 
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus flew in from 
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Kleptoparasitism of food-passing Marsh Harriers by a  
Peregrine Falcon

277 & 278.  Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus with a Sand Martin Riparia riparia, Rainton 
Meadows, Co. Durham, May 2017. 
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On the morning of 14th June 2015, I visited 
the Durham Wildlife Trust reserve of Rainton 
Meadows, a local patch that I check regularly. 
The weather was poor, with heavy rain 
falling. After I’d scanned the margins of the 
largest of the four pools, my attention was 
drawn to a Great Crested Grebe Podiceps 
cristatus with something in its bill. To my 
amazement, I eventually realised that it was a 
Sand Martin Riparia riparia! The grebe 
shook the Sand Martin in and out of the 
water for a minute or so, presumably making 
it easier to consume, before swallowing it 
whole. 

Shortly afterwards, the grebe started to 
dive and, on resurfacing, if a Sand Martin 
was within range would make an attempt to 
catch it. The grebe caught and dispatched 
another Sand Martin and then caught a third 
by the wing, which escaped; this was all 
within a period of  about 30 minutes. 
Approximately 80 Sand Martins and 20 Barn 
Swallows Hirundo rustica were feeding low 
over the pool, flying slowly, sometimes  

hovering; their flight was clearly hampered 
by the heavy rain, which I presume made 
them easier targets.  

Similar behaviour has been witnessed at 
this site twice since. On 31st May 2016, what 
I assume was the same Great Crested Grebe 
was watched catching and swallowing a Sand 
Martin. Then, on 7th May 2017, a Great 
Crested Grebe was watched catching and 
swallowing two Sand Martins and two Swal-
lows in a period of three and a half hours 
(and video footage was obtained; see plates 
277 & 278, video footage at https://british 
birds.co.uk/birding-resources/key-refs).  

The weather on all three occasions was 
poor, with heavy rain in June 2015, fog in 
May 2016 and a strong, cold northeast wind 
in May 2017. These conditions surely had an 
impact on the grebe’s remarkable behaviour 
by forcing the hirundines to fly lower and 
slower in search of aerial insect prey, and 
making them easier targets. 

As far as I am aware, there are no pub-
lished records of this behaviour. 

Great Crested Grebe catching hirundines 

Graham Stoker, Co. Durham; e-mail graham.stoker@hotmail.co.uk



Notes

403British Birds 111 • July 2018 • 402– 405

James A. Robinson, RSPB, Eastern England Headquarters, Stalham House, 65 Thorpe Road, 
Norwich NR1 1PU; e-mail: james.robinson@rspb.org.uk 

 

Great Skua feeding behaviour at sea off the Isles of Scilly 

Non-breeding and post-breeding Great Skuas 
Stercorarius skua are essentially pelagic. At 
sea, their feeding behaviour is largely para-
sitic, attacking and robbing species up to the 
size of Northern Gannet Morus bassanus. 
They also kill weakened birds up to the size 
of large gulls, fish for themselves and scav-
enge around trawlers (Olsen & Larsson 1997; 
BWPi 2006; Furness et al. 2017). 

This note gives examples of the feeding 
behaviour of Great Skuas offshore from the 
Isles of Scilly. I kept a record of feeding 
behaviour during June–October over 17 
years of short-range pelagic trips (typically 
up to 10 km offshore) using chum to draw in 
seabirds. Great Skuas are often seen on these 
trips; in general, 2CY birds predominate in 
June and July, adults from late July and 
juven iles from late August. 

The main target birds in the waters 
around Scilly are gulls. Typically, a Great 
Skua powers in towards the boat, often low 
over the water to achieve a surprise attack. 
The gulls quickly gain height in order to 
remain above the skua since it is more diffi-
cult to rob a gull from beneath. If the skua 
gets above the gull, the latter may be forced 
down to the sea surface and is then in danger 
of being killed. Regurgitation normally satis-
fies the skua. However, on one occasion, after 
a relentless attack, a Great Black-backed Gull 

Larus marinus turned back on the Great 
Skua, viciously fought it and won the battle. 

Great Skuas frequently attack the larger 
shearwaters (Cory’s Calonectris borealis, 
Great Ardenna gravis, and Sooty A. grisea 
Shearwaters; plate 279) when these are on 
passage off Scilly, mainly July–September. 
Great Skuas are very successful at robbing the 
larger shearwaters, which cannot manoeuvre 
quickly like gulls and fly close to the sea 
surface in calm conditions, thus making easy 
targets. A Cory’s Shearwater’s attempt at 
evasion is particularly heavy and awkward.  

I have witnessed numerous attempts to 
kill larger shearwaters. While not agile, the 
shearwaters are able to dive. However, Great 
Skuas are relentless in attack and each time 
the shearwater surfaces the skua immediately 
resumes its attack; the shearwater is forced to 
dive again and becomes increasingly fatigued. 
I have yet to witness a successful attempt to 
kill a larger shearwater, although several 
Sooty Shearwaters came close to perishing. In 
August 2017, I saw an adult Great Skua attack 
and kill a juvenile Lesser Black-backed Gull L. 
fuscus (plate 280). The skua targeted a flock 
of about 20 gulls of various species and ages, 
singled out a juvenile Lesser Black-backed, 
drove it onto the water and stood on it, 
forcing its head underwater until it drowned. 
The event took about three minutes, after 

the north at high speed and took the food 
item in mid-air, between the two harriers. The 
falcon continued at pace in a southerly direc-
tion with its loot and then out of sight fol-
lowing this perfectly timed aerial manoeuvre. 

Although there is evidence that Peregrines 
suffer kleptoparasitism, often by gulls or 
corvids (e.g. Ratcliffe 1993), there are rela-
tively few published examples of Peregrines 
stealing food from other species, but these 
include Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius 
(Enderson et al. 1995), Golden Eagle Aquila 
chrysaetos (Ratcliffe 1993), Common Kestrel 
F. tinnunculus (Schweigman 1942), Merlin F. 
columbarius (Collar 2002; Rees 2009), Hobby 
F. subbuteo (King 2009) and Carrion Crow 

Corvus corone (Zuberogoitia et al. 2002). 
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which the skua plucked feathers from the 
belly of the gull and started to devour it. 

I have not seen Great Skuas take a storm-
petrel, but have witnessed half-hearted  
attacks on European Storm-petrels Hydrobates 

pelagicus. Storm-petrels can easily evade a  
skua if they are aware of it. I occasionally see 
Great Skuas foraging over chum, hanging in 
the wind and dipping down like a gull to 
collect food (e.g. mealworms or fish offal). 

Great Skuas are some-
times found behind 
trawlers off Scilly, where 
large quantities of fish 
discards are available, but 
even in these situations 
the skuas mainly attack 
and rob other seabirds. 
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280.  Adult Great Skua Stercorarius skua drowning a juvenile Lesser 
Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus, off the Isles of Scilly, August 2017.
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279.  Adult Great Skua Stercorarius skua robbing a Cory’s Shearwater 
Calonectris borealis of a Garfish Belone belone, off Scilly, August 2017. 

Jo
e 

Pe
nd

er

Robert L. Flood, 14 Ennor Close, Old Town, St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly TR21 0NL; and FitzPatrick 
Institute of African Ornithology, University of Cape Town, Rondebosch 7701 South Africa;  
e-mail live2seabird@gmail.com 

 

Nocturnal calling by a Pied Flycatcher on arrival in breeding 
habitat during spring migration 
Much research has been conducted on the 
behaviour and ecology of the Pied Flycatcher 
Ficedula hypoleuca. The species is a visual 
forager and is active diurnally throughout the 
annual cycle, with the exception of its migra-
tion flights, which, as is the case with many 

songbirds, are undertaken at night (Martin 
1990). There appears to be no record in the 
literature of this species vocalising at night 
(Lundberg & Alatalo 1992; BWPi 2006).  
This note documents nocturnal calling by  
a Pied Flycatcher arriving in breeding  
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habitat in spring. 
On 3rd April 2017, a Pied Flycatcher was 

heard calling from 22.35 hrs in woodland at 
Llysdinam Field Centre near Newbridge-on-
Wye, in mid Wales. At the time of the obser-
vation, there was light drizzle and the 
external lights were on at the Field Centre, 
illuminating limited sections of the sur-
roundings, which were otherwise not subject 
to noticeable light pollution or ‘skyglow’. 
Sunset on this date was 19.51 hrs. The bird 
was calling from an area that normally holds 
a Pied Flycatcher breeding territory.  

The calling bird appeared to be newly 
arrived and was the first record of a Pied Fly-
catcher at the Field Centre in spring 2017. 
The earliest Pied Flycatchers recorded in 
Powys in 2017 were reported the previous 
day near Beulah, 11.5 km from Llysdinam. 

The calling bird was recorded using a 
smartphone, and the file sent immediately to 
RT for confirmation of the identification by 
comparison with recordings available at 
www.xenocanto.com 

A short acoustic playback test was then 
carried out by playing Pied Flycatcher 
recordings from the www.xenocanto.com 
archive. The Llysdinam bird did not 
approach the speaker but appeared to call in 
response to the playback, from various loca-
tions over a distance of c. 50 m. It carried on 
calling until 23.00 hrs, after which no more 
responses to playback were obtained.  

The following day, 4th April, bird surveys 
at Llysdinam revealed no Pied Flycatchers on 
territory, but at least three newly arrived 
males were on territories in Coed Ty Mawr 
(2.5 km from Llysdinam). Subsequent 
surveys revealed Pied Flycatchers to be 
present continuously from 4th April at Coed 
Ty Mawr, and from 6th April at Llysdinam. 
The bird at Llysdinam on the evening of 3rd 
April was ten days earlier than the first record 
the previous year (13th April 2016) and sub-
stantially earlier than the long-term mean 
arrival date for Llysdinam, of 9th–11th April 
(FMS, pers. obs.). This suggests that the Pied 

Flycatcher calling at night on 3rd April was a 
newly arrived male, which probably moved 
on later that night or the following morning. 
To our knowledge, this is the first record of 
nocturnal calling by a newly arrived Pied  
Flycatcher during spring migration. 

Nocturnal calling is regular among some 
songbirds that migrate in loose flocks, such 
as Redwings Turdus iliacus, which call in 
flight to maintain contact with the rest of the 
flock (Hamilton 1962; BWPi 2006; La 2012). 
Common Nightingales Luscinia megarhyn-
chos sing at night from breeding territories 
primarily to attract nocturnally migrating 
females; they switch to primarily daytime 
singing once they have acquired a mate 
(Amrhein et al. 2002; Thomas 2002; BWPi 
2006; Roth et al. 2009). The function of the 
nocturnal calling reported here is not known 
for certain, but may be a means by which 
newly arrived males assess the presence or 
absence of other (male) Pied Flycatchers in a 
given locality. Indeed, this could even be the 
reason why the calling bird moved on from 
the territory at Llysdinam, which appeared to 
be occupied by another calling bird – though 
this apparent rival was actually a group of 
observers with their playback recording… 
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