
Identification of juvenile skuas 
Identification of juvenile Pomarine and Arctic Skuas I have examined 
the photograph of the Norfolk skua (Brit. Birds 75: 32-33, plate 8) and read 
the recent letters about its identity (Brit. Birds 77: 27). I agree with J. B. 
Kemp, G. Sellors and T. G. Smith that it is a Pomarine Skua Stercorarius 
pomarinus, but I am a bit confused by some statements. For example, I think 
that the Buckinghamshire skua (Brit. Birds 76: 101, plate 42) is clearly a 
juvenile Arctic S. parasiticus, not Pomarine as captioned and referred to in 
the correspondence. Many birdwatchers are discussing skuas these days, 
and several people are preparing papers for various journals, but nothing 
has yet been published. My field experience ofjuveniles of the two species is 
limited, but the following discussion and plate 182 may help current 
researches: they are based on the Norfolk and Buckinghamshire individuals 
and many museum specimens. 

To my eye it is not difficult to identify museum specimens on plumage 
details. This suggests that perched birds seen at close range should be 
equally easy to identify. 

Juvenile Arctic and Pomarine Skuas have several plumage details which 
readily identify all individuals at close range. Arctic Skuas are more 
variable in coloration than are Pomarines. Most juvenile Pomarines that 
have been reported in Europe are rather dark: the one that I have 
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illustrated, however, is paler than average in order to make a more valid 
comparison with the Buckinghamshire bird. 

Typical juvenile Pomarine Skua gives a generally dark grey-brown 
impression, with barred underparts and cinnamon or buff tips to the 
upperparts feathers. The head is drab grey-brown and is far less likely to 
show a light buff hindneck than in the case of Arctic: usually, only a lighter 
grey wash is present. In contrast, very few Arctic Skuas lack a contrasting 
light hindneck and this minority is solid blackish-brown without barring on 
belly and flanks. Such dark Arctics are not strongly barred on the undertail-
coverts (or uppertail-coverts). The dark head and barred underparts thus 
further confirm the identity of the Norfolk skua as a Pomarine. Prominent 
dark streaking on the head and neck is typical for Arctic and never present 
on Pomarine, which instead tends to be lightly barred. 

The bill of Pomarine Skua is stated by Kemp to be brown with a dark tip, 
whereas Arctic has a blue-grey bill with a dark tip. The bill colour of 
Pomarine is difficult to judge, but typically is very pale and could have a 
bluish cast. The important point, however, is the sharp contrast between 
the light basal two-thirds and the black tip, somewhat recalling Glaucous 
Gull Lams hyperboreus. Also, the feathering bordering the bill is always dark 
enough to create a contrast against the base of the bill. Arctic does not give 
these effects because of its smaller bill, the darker tone of the blue-grey basal 
part, and the lighter feathers bordering the bill. In the photograph, the 
Buckinghamshire bird does show a somewhat Pomarine-like bill and 
forehead, but the lighting condition makes judgment of this unreliable. 
Compared with the whole head, the bill is too small for a Pomarine, and the 
angle on the lower mandible at the gpnys is not prominent enough. The 
angle of the head makes the useful measurement of bill-length proposed by 
Kemp difficult to use. 

The pale buff tips to the upperparts do vary a lot individually, but a few 
things are diagnostic for Arctic. Pale tips to the primaries are present on all 
juvenile Arctics, but never on Pomarine. The vast majority of Arctics have 
tertials with the whole tip edged buff, whereas Pomarines always have 
separate spots on each web (or only one spot, on the outer web). A few dark 
Arctics also have separate spots. The greater coverts of Arctic often show a 
buff line on the edge of the outer web, separated from the buff-fringed tip. 
Pomarine Skua has buff on the greater coverts restricted to the tip. 

The pattern of the undertail- and uppertail-coverts of the two species is 
different. Arctic often looks barred, and Pomarine always does. The bars of 
Pomarines are more even and parallel, whereas those on Arctic are more 
wavy or scaly. Arctic Skuas seem to have more irregular barring on the 
underparts, and especially on the centre of the breast, than do Pomarines. 

I do not know much about the leg colour, but on specimens they look 
similar, with a slight tendency for Arctic to have more light on the base of 
the feet. The unusual leg-colouring of immature skuas, with dark feet and 
tibia contrasting with light tarsus, is not seen on breeding individuals 
except on Long-tailed Skua S. longicaudus. 

The great variation in plumage makes identification of immature skuas 
difficult but close birds should not give too many problems. It is important 
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182. Juveni le Arctic Stercomriusparasiticus (top) and Pomarine Skuas S.pomarinus (Larsjonsson) 
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to keep in mind that Pomarine Skuas with contrasting light necks are very 
rare, and that wholly brown-headed birds with barred underparts are 
always Pomarines. The central tail feathers are pointed on Arctic, but 
rounded on Pomarine. 

In flight, the broader wings and bulkier jizz of Pomarine are sometimes 
obvious, but probably often difficult to judge. The lighter base to the 
greater underwing-coverts is also a strong indication for Pomarine Skua. 

L A R S J O N S S O N 

Norrgarde, Hamra, 620 10 Burgsvik, Sweden 
Field identification of juveni le Pomarine Skua Even the most recent 
field guides fail to give an accurate account of how to distinguish juvenile 
Pomarine Stercorarius pomarinus and Arctic Skuas S. parasiticus (which is the 
main confusion risk). Observation of about 60 juvenile Pomarines in 
southern Sweden in the autumns of 1982 and 1983 has provided plenty of 
opportunities to study this species in the field, and this has been augmented 
by examination of skins at the Zoologisk Museum in Copenhagen. 

The photographs (plates 183 & 184) of one Pomarine (at Kullen, Scania, 
Sweden, on 24th October 1983), although of poor quality, show all the best 
field characters. The single best flight feature to distinguish juvenile 
Pomarine from other skuas is the prominent whitish crescent formed by 
pale bases of the greater under primary coverts. Those of Arctic are 
all-dark, or rarely have a very faint, diffuse pale crescent at their base or on 
the tips of the median under primary coverts, which is hardly visible in the 
field. Given good light, the whitish crescent on Pomarine is visible at 
surprisingly large distances (occasionally up to 600m). 

The basal two-thirds of the bill of juvenile Pomarine is light (with a 
bluish or sandy brown tone), contrasting sharply with the blackish tip. 
Arctic usually has an all-dark bill, but sometimes shows a pale base. Since, 
however, the bill of the latter is so much more slender, it is hard to see under 
normal sea-watching conditions, and never gives the kind of light flashing 
impression which Pomarine's does when seen fairly close. 

Another very good character is the length of the tail (measured from 
trailing edge of the wing to the tip, not including elongated tertial feathers) 
compared with the width of the arm, measured at its narrowest part half 
way out to the carpal joint (where it is easier to measure than at the 
wingbase, which, although easy on a photograph, is difficult to tell from the 
body in the field). On Arctic Skua (as well as Long-tailed S. longicaudus), the 
arm is obviously narrower than the length of the tail; on Pomarine, it is 
slightly narrower to slightly broader; on Great Skua S. skua, it is obviously 
broader. Used with caution, this is a very good character, useful at long 
distances (and has many times been verified when the bird has come closer 
and shown the pale crescent on its under primary coverts). 

Juvenile Pomarine shows much less variation in general plumage 
coloration than does Arctic, most individuals being very dark on head and 
body, though often showing lighter barred rump, vent and tail-coverts than 
Arctic. Pomarine has broad bars on the undertail-coverts as well as on the 
vent and lower belly and sometimes flanks; Arctic, however, has broad bars 
on the undertail-coverts, but much narrower, more diffuse bars on the vent 
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and lower belly, giving a contrast which Pomarine lacks (though this is not 
possible to see on a migrating bird). Sometimes (as in plates 183 & 184) a 
slightly paler neck contrasts with the normally dark ear-coverts and crown, 
but ajuvenile Pomarine never shows the distinctly pale neck of some Arctic 
(but can do so after moult in its winter quarters). 

The full breast, recalling Gyrfalcon Falco rusticolus, is usually a very good 
character (it is obvious in plate 183). Typical Arctic is fiat underneath, but 
might show a slightly fuller breast, although never so full as on a typical 
Pomarine. On Pomarine, the breast is sometimes the deepest part (as in 
plate 183), quite often becoming almost pointed (cf. Snipe Gallinago 
gallinago), and sometimes the belly is just as deep (cf. Great Snipe G. media). 
Photographs sometimes show rather flat-breasted Pomarines, but in the 
field the ones that we have seen always looked heavy-bodied. 

The central tail feathers (blunt on Pomarine, pointed on Arctic) are 
usually of no practical value (although visible in plates 183 & 184), since 
the birds are too far away. Note that juvenile Pomarine Skua sometimes 
lacks elongated central tail feathers, while this seems not to be the case on 
Arctic. 

Skins of juvenile Arctic as well as Pomarine show three or four white 
primary shafts on the upperwing, while Long-tailed shows just two, which 
should give a thinner white patch in the field. Plate 184, however, shows the 

183 & 184. Juvenile Pomarine Skua Stercorarius pomarinus, Sweden, October 1983 (Magnus 
Ullman) 
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very thin white patch displayed by many (perhaps most) juvenile Arctic 
and Pomarine Skuas under normal conditions. So, although the white 
patch is distinctly longer on Long-tailed, this character must be used with 
utmost caution. 

I wish to thank the observers, especially Anders Jonsson and Nils 
Kjellen, with whom I watched these skuas. MAGNUS ULLMAN 

Kamnarsv. 9L:221, S-222 46 Lund, Sweden 

Field identification of juvenile skuas J. B. Kemp, and G. Sellors & 
T. G. Smith (Brit. Birds 77: 27) made comments on the identification of a 
Pomarine Skua Stercorarius pomarinus which had originally been identified as 
an Arctic Skua S. parasiticus. We agree with this re-identification, but would 
like to make some comments on the identification criteria. 

J . B. Kemp mentioned strong barring on undertail-coverts as being more 
indicative of dark-phase Pomarine Skua than of Arctic Skua. This may be 
correct, but, while scrutinising skins at the Universitetets Zoologiske 
Museum, Copenhagen, it became clear that more Arctic Skuas than we had 
expected showed strong barring, on both undertail- and uppertail-coverts 
(see table 1). Photographs taken by Knud Pedersen (plates 185-187) also 
clearly show that all three species can have barring on their undertail-
coverts. 

Table 1, Incidence of barring on undertail-coverts and uppertail-coverts of juvenile 
Pomarine Stercorarius pomarinus, Arctic S. parasiticus and Long-tailed Skuas S. longicaudus 

Pomarine Arctic Long-tailed 
(n = 65) (n = 36) (n = 25) 

% % % 

Undertail-coverts: 
pale/blackish 
brown/blackish 
uniformly dark 

Uppertail-coverts: 
pale/blackish 
brown/blackish 
uniformly dark (no 
contrast with rump) 

27.7 
69.2 

3.1 

23.1 
72.3 

4.6 

11.1 
72.3 
16.7 

5.5 
52.8 

41.7 

84.0 
16.0 

0 

96.0 
4.0 

0 

Bill colour was mentioned by Kemp (1984) and also by Oreel (198 la) as 
being blue-grey with a dark tip on juvenile Arctic, but brown (yellow-
brown) with a darker tip on juvenile Pomarine. Glutz etal. (1982) gave the 
following bill colours for juvenile skuas: Pomarine, pale grey with greenish-
tinged upper mandible; Arctic, blue grey with blackish tip; and Long-tailed 
Skua S. longicaudus, dark grey with brownish-black tip. Oreel (1981b) later 
noted the observation by E. J. van IJzendoorn that first-year Pomarine 
Skua can have a grey base to its bill; we have checked photographs, and one 

185-187. Juvenile skuas Stercorarius in Denmark: top, Pomarine S. pomarinus, October 1970; 
centre, Arctic S. parasiticus, September 1982; bottom, Long-tailed S. longicaudus, September 
1982 (Knud Pedersen). Note differences in head shape, bill structure and bill coloration; all three 

individuals show very pale legs and prominently barred undertail-coverts 
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juvenile Pomarine clearly showed a blue-grey bill with a black tip. It is clear 
from field observations as well as photographs that bill colour is very 
variable, so that it is not possible to assign a single bill coloration to any one 
species (see later for Long-tailed Skua). Pomarine Skua does, however, 
have a bill recalling Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus: a result of its longer 
and heavier bill, with a larger proportion being pale, in comparison with 
Arctic and Long-tailed. 

The relative proportion of bill-length to head-length (Kemp 1984) does 
seem to be a useful character, together with the heavier and longer bill of 
Pomarine. It must be noted, however, that, while the bill of Long-tailed is 
shorter than that of Arctic Skua, the depth at the proximal edge of the 
nostrils and at the base is the same in Long-tailed and Arctic (measured at 
Universitetets Zoologiske Museum, Copenhagen). Svensson (1984) incor
rectly showed a less deep bill on Arctic, and also stated that dark bill 
coloration was a safe distinction from Pomarine, which is not true. 

The gonys angle on Long-tailed Skua is relatively long and flat, while on 
Arctic and Pomarine it is shorter and generally more marked (see plates 
185-187). The black on the tip of the bill is largely confined to the tip of the 
lower mandible on both Arctic and Pomarine, whereas there is more black 
on the bill of Long-tailed (about 40-50% of the bill, compared with 25-30% 
for the other two species). Generally, the dark at the tip of the bill in juvenile 
Long-tailed extends back past the angle of the gonys, and frequently tapers 
about halfway towards the base of the bill along its cutting edges (see plates 
185-187). 

When close to a juvenile skua, the head-pattern may assist in its 
identification. Pomarine shows a uniform or slightly spotted head; Arctic 
shows a uniform (dark-phase) or streaked head, the longest streaks on chin 
and neck being about 20mm long and 4mm broad. Many Long-tailed show 
similar streaking, though less evident, and Pomarine-like head spots may 
be present. 

Sellors & Smith (1984) mentioned leg colour as a possible field mark, the 
very pale legs of Pomarine Skua perhaps being diagnostic. There is, how
ever, much overlap in leg coloration (see plates 185-187), and all species 
may show whitish legs. 

We should like to thank Knud Pedersen for stimulating discussion, and 
for being able to take advantage of his vast experience with skuas, as well as 
for permission to publish his photographs. We should also like to thank the 
staff at the Universitetets Zoologiske Museum, Copenhagen. 
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