
Mystery photographs 

As well as occurring along our coastlines, single skuas Stercorarius 
often appear at inland localities, sometimes by water, but often on 

open moorland, and especially in autumn. Most inland records involve 
juveniles and, as any of the four species could occur, an observer may 
experience some difficulty with grounded 'out-of-context' individuals. Such 
birds are often tame, tired or ailing and allow a close approach. The bird 
shown last month (plate 124), and again here, was photographed by Bob 
Burgess at Farmoor Reservoir, near Oxford, on 30th August 1980 and was 
eventually captured and kept before being released on the Welsh coast. 

The bird is clearly a skua and, from the barred plumage, a juvenile 
(unlike most gulls, skuas retain full juvenile plumage throughout the 
autumn and do not acquire first-winter plumage until after arrival in the 
wintering area). Great Skua S. skua can be ruled out immediately as this 
species does not have a distinctive juvenile plumage and, in any case, the 
dainty appearance is obviously 'wrong'. Pomarine Skua S. pomarinus is a 
relatively hefty bird and, although some juveniles may have a plumage 
similar to the bird shown, the fine bill and generally slim shape suggest 
either Arctic S. parasiticus or Long-tailed S. longicaudus. A distinctive feature 
of the bird depicted here is the clearly defined barring, which is very pale 
and narrow on the mantle, scapulars and wing-coverts. This barring con
trasts markedly with the dark plumage and, in life, would be seen to be very 
pale cream or even white, against a cold grey/brown background. Juvenile 
Arctic Skuas have varying amounts of pale tips and edges to the plumage, 
but these are much warmer—buff or chestnut in tone against a richer 
brown plumage—and rarely give the stark contrast and neat pattern shown. 

A close look at its two elongated central tail 
feathers (see inset) shows them to be rather blunt-
tipped (usually with white tips, not visible here) 
and fairly long; the length of these feathers may 
vary from short to long on individual Long-taileds, 
but is short on Arctic. These features, coupled with 
the sharply defined, whitish barring and small, 
slim build, identify it as a juvenile Long-tailed. 
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Other characters typical of juvenile Long-tailed are the greyish under
p a y s with finely barred flanks and the whitish undertail-coverts with heavy 
blackish barring (just visible in plate 124); these may be uniformly dark on 
Arctic, but never on Long-tailed. The pale greyish area on the side of the 
head and across the nape is also a good feature and shows to a greater or 
lesser degree on dark and light individuals, the latter often appearing 
strikingly white-headed. The underwing-coverts are very heavily barred, 
especially on the axillaries: many juvenile Arctics have uniformly dark 
underwing-coverts, never found on Long-taileds. 

If close-range views are possible, an effort should be made to check the 
colour of the primary shafts. On Long-tailed, only the first two shafts are 
pure white, the third being pale brown; on Arctic, the first three or some
times four are pure white. The blunt or rounded central tail feathers are 
distinctive (see plate 159); those ofjuvenile Arctic have pointed tips. Young 
skuas of the three smaller species exhibit a variety of plumages and plate 
160 shows three juvenile Long-tailed Skuas, the central one being typical 
and almost identical to the Oxford 'mystery' individual. 

T o summarise: a small slim juvenile skua with cold grey/brown plumage, 
neatly barred with pale cream or white, and, usually, with longish blunt-
tipped tail feathers (which are also tipped paler) and only two white 
primary shafts will be Long-tailed. A similar bird showing richer brown 
plumage barred with buffin varying degrees of tone, showing short, pointed 
central tail feathers and three or four white primary shafts will be Arctic. 
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159. Tails of juvenile skuas Stercorarim showing uppersides and undersides. Left to right, 
Pomarine S. pomarinus, Arctic S. parasiticus and Long-tailed S. longicaudus. Note short 'blob' on 
Pomarine; short, sharp point on Arctic; and blunt and (usually) longer point (usually with 

pale tips) on Long-tailed {John R. Mather) 
160. Skins of juvenile Long-tailed Skuas Stercorarim longicaudus showing undersides and 
uppersides of three colour morphs; the central one is most typical and is almost identical to the 

'mystery' Oxford individual (John R. Mather) 


