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The Pomarine Skua Stercorarius pomarinus breeds in high-latitude arctic 
and subarctic areas of the USSR, passing through the North Sea and 

temperate North Atlantic en route to wintering areas in the Atlantic, 
generally north of the Equator (Wynne-Edwards in Bannerman 1963; 
Wallace & Bourne 1981; Cramp & Simmons 1983). Historically, this was 
the predominant species of late-autumn skua movements along the east 
coast of Britain, occurring conspicuously later than the more numerous 
Arctic Skua S. parasiticus (Wallace & Bourne 1981). Large numbers of 
Pomarine Skuas occur every few years, and notable influxes, such as the 
famous ones in 1879, are well documented (Ne l sons al. 1907; Nelson 1911; 
Temperley 1951). In autumn 1985, exceptional numbers of Pomarine 
Skuas were noted along North Sea coasts, with peak numbers in early 
November, later than in most years, and some remained to winter in 
inshore waters. Some were seen flying overland, with numerous inland 
records in Britain during November. This unusually late and heavy 
passage coincided with large numbers in Continental inshore waters and 
clearly represented an extraordinary passage. This paper describes the 
phenomenon and suggests reasons for its occurrence. 

Methods 
All county bird recorders in Britain, the secretary of the Northern Ireland 
Bird Records Committee and the editor of the 'Irish Bird Report' were 
approached to supply details of Pomarine Skuas from autumn 1985, with 
additional appeals for information published in British Birds (79: 261), BTO 
News and Scottish Bird News. The response was excellent, with detailed 
accounts from well over 140 observers, in many cases giving past perspec
tives for each area to highlight the remarkable nature of the 1985 
movement. 

In considering the data, we have grouped information into units covering 
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several recording areas, as much as possible separating shallow inshore 
waters (or 'soft coasts' such as the Scottish firths and the Thames estuary) 
from the hard coastlines with migration watch-points (such as Flam-
borough Head and Filey Brigg). As in any such analysis, sightings are 
strongly biased by observer concentration, since many seawatching points 
are manned only at weekends. We have not adjusted for such bias, but have 
relied heavily on sites such as Flamborough Head, where observer effort is 
relatively even and also was generally similar during the 1985 influx to that 
in previous years. 

Resul t s 
Because of the nature of the information received, it has been necessary to 
analyse numbers of Pomarine Skuas by seven-day periods or by month, as 
appropria te . The basic data are summarised in fig. 1, and the generalised 
north-south treatment is also used in the main text. 

East coast 

ORKNEY AND SHETLAND 

Shetland had but one September record, and only three juveniles in the first 
half of October. O n 21st October, 30 were off the Ve Skerries, west of the 
islands, 12-20 off Muckle Flugga in the extreme north, 50 off Fetlar to the 
east, and 50 were seen from the MV Good Shepherd between Sumburgh Head 
and Fair Isle to the south. The following day, 238 Pomarine Skuas were 
seen around the islands, mostly from vessels just offshore, including 50-100 
reported 19-24km east of Fair Isle. Subsequently, numbers declined 
rapidly, with few noted from the shore and ten olTWhalsay on 29th and 30th 
October being the only double-figure counts. Singles persisted until 7th 
November, with individuals off Bard on 12th November and the last record 
on 11 th December. One (of six seen) at Belmont on 26th October flew in off 
the sea and landed three times on the car bonnet of an incredulous observer, 
who was rewarded by the young skua attempting to make a meal of his 
hand. 

In Orkney, a few Pomarine Skuas were seen slightly earlier, with singles 
reported from the Brough of Birsay from 14th October; the autumn total of 
26 from this regularly watched site contrasts with the one or two seen in 
previous years. Maximum numbers occurred, as in Shetland, on 21st 
October , when a passage from Papa Westray to Mainland produced at 
least one Pomarine Skua every 30 minutes, as if arriving on a diffuse broad 
front, moving east to west; on the same date, a flock of 13 (12 light-phase 
adults and one juvenile) was at Finstown. Skuas appeared offshore into 
November, the maximum being 16 (15 light-phase adults and one dark-
phase adult) on 1st; three corpses were also picked up during this period. 
Elsewhere, Pomarine Skuas were present in small numbers to the end of the 
year, with one to two on Foray, Stronsay and at Deerness. 

Fair Isle records were not exceptional: ten individuals in 1985, compared 
with one to three in recent years. 
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Fig. 1. Numbers of Pomarine Skuas Siercorarius pomarinus reported from coastal areas of Britain 
by seven-day periods, September-December 1985. a, Orkney & Shetland; b, Moray Firth; c, 
Aberdeen-Angus; d, Fife-Lothians; e, Northumberland-Cleveland; f, Yorkshire & North 
Humberside; g, South Humberside-Norfolk; h, Suffolk-Kent; i, West Scotland, Northwest 

England, Northern Ireland, Wales-Devon; j , Sussex-Cornwall. 

MORAY FIRTH (DUNNET BAY-FRASERBURGH) 

The Caithness autumn total of 76 far exceeded those in previous years (two 
records in 1984, 14 individuals in 1983). First arrivals were 13 on 28th 
September, followed by one on 1st October. The main passage occurred 
between 22nd and 30th October, when 21 were reported from seven 
observations, including a light-phase adult inland at Loch Heilen. Only 
nine were reported from east Sutherland, reflecting the lack of observers, 
but large numbers entered the inner Moray Firth area from mid October. 
T h e general picture is difficult to evaluate, since skuas were attracted to 
inshore waters by the huge aggregations of gulls feeding on an abundance of 
sprats; there were substantial gatherings of Kittiwakes Rissa tridactyla in the 
firths and in shallow offshore waters, not visible from land. The general 
offshore picture is considered below, but there is little doubt that skuas were 
foraging at sea during the day and moving to the inner Moray Firth towards 
dusk to roost. Separating actual passage from local daily movements is, 
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therefore, difficult, particularly since most observations were made in late 
afternoon/evening. From 23rd October, individual juveniles were present 
in the Beauly and Inverness Firths almost daily, with at least four 
remaining until April 1986. Most, adults disappeared by early November, 
and very few at any time were sub-adults. Peak numbers were recorded at 
Chanonry Point at the narrowing of the Inverness Firth: 50-100 on 21st 
October , at least 28 on 22nd and more than 12 the next day. At this site, 
Pomarine Skuas were present throughout November at all times of day, still 
associating with large numbers of gulls; the maximum was 50 on 12th 
November, falling to about ten on most days to the end of the month. 
Towards dusk on 16th November, a count from Nairn, from the southern 
side of the firth, produced 67 Pomarine Skuas in three hours, most of them 
moving into the Inverness Firth. In early December, between three and 16 
were present, and nine were still there on Christmas Day. Farther east, 
along hard-cliff coastlines, fewer were seen: maxima of nine off Buckie on 
11 th October, and two at Lossiemouth in strong winds on 10th November. 

ABERDEENSHIRE-ANGUS 

Regular watching off Peterhead produced Pomarine Skuas on most days 
throughout October and November, with largest numbers in October (17 
on 6th, 28 on 11th, ten on 12th and 12 on 24th). In November, no 
spectacular passage was evident, apart from 39 past Gourdon in three 
hours on 19th. The relatively early passage and small numbers involved 
suggest that this stretch missed the more spectacular movement witnessed 
elsewhere on the east coast. The autumn total of 190 compares with 235 in 
the same period in 1976and 183 in 1977, but only 79 in 1983 and 42 in 1984. 

FIFE-BORDERS 

In September, watchers from Fife Ness located 17 Pomarine Skuas on 22nd 
and 14 on 23rd, but 62% of the Fife total of 118 records were in November, 
including 14 on 9th and 15 on 19th. Four immatures were at Fife Ness on 
7th December, two being still there on 26th. 

In the Firth of Forth, the situation is hampered by Pomarine Skuas 
remaining in the area over substantial periods. Seawatches from Hound 
Point, however, recorded about 350 bird-days, involving mostly skuas 
moving west into the inner firth. Largest numbers were in late October and 
throughout November, but wintering individuals persisted until the end of 
the year. 

In East Lothian, the passage was most pronounced in late October, the 
first suggestion of the movement being 23 flying past Barnes Ness on 25th, 
followed by 12, one and 108,. respectively, on the next three days. On 31st 
October , 15 flew north past Dunbar and 76 northwest past North Berwick 
in 75 minutes. In November, 23 were seen at Barnes Ness in three hours on 
10th, and one to 13 were noted on eight dates to the end of the month. Four 
unidentified skuas, probably Pomarines, were still at Dunbar, North 
Berwick, on 26th December. 

T h e Borders experienced a relatively poor autumn for this species, with a 
total of only 20, and a maximum of five at St Abbs Head on 26th October. 
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Single immatures were seen at Eyemouth on 24th November and 24th 
December. 

NORTHUMBERLAND-CLEVELAND 

In Northumberland/Tyne & Wear, there were 13 records of Pomarine 
Skuas before 31st October, on which date 61 flew south just after dawn off 
St Mary's Island, with nine on the same day off Tynemouth and 42 further 
unidentified skuas. In November, 27 were seen from seven sites on 2nd and 
3rd, with daily records from 5th; 41 flew south past St Mary's Island in four 
hours on 10th, 38 were seen there on 19th, and the last sightings were off 
Hartley on 24th. Three moved south off St Mary's on 26th December and 
two south off Holy Island on 2nd January .1986. These total numbers far 
exceed the usual in an area where it is an uncommon passage species (e.g. 
26 in autumn 1984, 31 in 1983, three in 1982). 

Fig. 2. Percentage occurrence of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus by 14-day periods at 
Spurn Head, North Humberside, and Filey Brigg, North Yorkshire, during July-December 

1961-84 and 1985; and at Strumble Head, Dyfed, in 1983-1984 and'1985 
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Fig. 3. Passage of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus at Flamborough Head, North 
Humberside, by months (July-December), 1982-85, expressed as number of individuals seen 

per hour watched 

In Cleveland, there were few records until 25th October, when seven flew 
south off South Gare, followed by 38 off Hartlepool on 31st. As elsewhere, 
numbers built to a peak on 10th November, when 78 definite and 90 
probable Pomarine Skuas were off Hartlepool, 13 flew south off South Gare 
and at least 120 (out of 145 skuas seen) flew south at Cowbar, the same 
observer later counting 55 off Saltburn. The autumn total of 392 compares 
with the combined total for the previous four autumns of 80. 

YORKSHIRE AND NORTH HUMBERSIDE 

Early records of single Pomarine Skuas at Filey Brigg on three dates in 
August and. one date in September gave no hint of the subsequent 
remarkable passage. One or two were noted on most days from 12th 
October to the end of the month, with 12on 12th, 16 on 26th and 30 on 31st. 
Substantial movements followed on 2nd November (at least 108, perhaps 
139, individuals), and again on 10th, when up to 170 passed during the day. 
One or two were seen to the end of the month, with 16 on 12th and eight on 
21st, and immatures persisted into December to give a final total for Filey 
Brigg of over 450 Pomarine Skuas. This compares with six in 1981, two in 
1982, six in 1983 and 13 in 1984, but it was also remarkable for the lateness 
of the passage peak compared with recent years (fig. 2). 

Observers at Flamborough noted 14 Pomarines in July, 15 on nine dates 
in August, and 49 on 19 dates in September. In October, numbers in
creased, with a total of 430 on 20 dates, including 107 on 12th, 64 on 29th 
and 79 on 31st. The largest numbers ever recorded appeared in November, 
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again the significant passage being noted on 2nd (304) and 10th (330), 
contributing to the month's total of 997. Two individuals were recorded in 
December, bringing the autumn total to 1,520. This movement, too, was 
later than those recorded in recent years (fig. 3). 

At Spurn, the picture was similar, with one individual in July, ten on 
eight dates in August, 17 on 14 dates in September, but again larger 
numbers in October from 19th totalling 101 on 12 dates, with peaks on 29th 
(41) and 31st (ten). November saw the heaviest passage, with peaks of 54 
(2nd) and 180 or more (10th), but only a further 15 on six dates to the end of 
the month, giving a monthly total of 273. Two were also seen on 3rd 
J a n u a r y 1986. The lateness of the peak passage at Spurn compared with 
recent au tumns is again conspicuous (fig. 2). 

T h e heavy coastal passage of 10th November coincided with a number of 
inland records from Yorkshire (table 1), almost all moving south or south
west. Subsequently, numbers were seen inland throughout Britain (see 
below). 

SOUTH HUMBERSIDE-NORFOLK 

In South Humberside, autumn 1985 produced 294 records of Pomarine 
Skuas, five times the previous highest number and 16 times the average for 
au tumns 1970-84. Maxima occurred in November, especially on 2nd (33 at 
three sites) and 10th (91, including one inland at Covenham Reservoir). 
There were 19 off Huttoft in northeast gales on 26th December, coinciding 
with movements off North Kent and Suffolk. 

The Wash/Nor th Norfolk situation is difficult to assess owing to dupli
cation of records and the amount of seawatching that goes unreported. The 
da ta presented in fig. 1 are thus probably inaccurate, but several observers 
gave considerable details and these provide some idea of the general 
pat tern. At Paston, nine Pomarines passed east on 2nd November and 67 
on 10th November, out of an autumn total of 99 (compared with a com
bined total in the previous four autumns of 38, ranging from four to 19 per 
year) . At Cley, at least 101 were offshore on 2nd November, while in a 
northwesterly gale on 10th a minimum of 128 were seen (moving only after 
08.30 GMT and generally passing east). Most remarkable of all was a series 
of observations in a force 8/9 northwest wind at Lynn Point in The Wash, 
where, between 10.30 and 13.00 GMT on 10th November, at least 80 
Pomarine Skuas flew SSVV inland with over 150 Kittiwakes and two Great 
Skuas S. skua: many skuas were light-phase in groups of one to four, but one 
flock contained 11; later that day, ten flew SSW low over Clenchwarton and 
15 Pomarines passed SSW over Greenland Farm east of Ouse mouth. 
Observers reported several Pomarines around the Ouse Washes (e.g. 
singles at Welney on 7th and 20th November and 26th December) and 
others over Cambridgeshire later in that month. Elsewhere in Norfolk, the 
pat tern was much the same, with 45 at Snettisham and about 50 at 
Huns tan ton on 2nd November, 40 at Blakeney Point on 9th, and a count 
dur ing the severe weather of 10th of at least 20 at Hunstanton. Numbers 
subsequently declined, with maxima of 16 on 12th at Cley, eight on 17th at 
Titchwell and five on 21st at Sheringham. 
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SUFFOLK-KENT 

In Suffolk, Pomarine Skuas are normally sufficiently rare to warrant 
detailed descriptions, so with such a flood of records (76, as against an 
annual average of three over the last six autumns) most went unvetted. 
Only two October records highlights the lateness of the passage which was 
such a feature of the autumn, especially in the south; most were reported in 
November, with maxima of four, eight and three at Minsmere on 18th, 19th 
and 20th respectively. Many persisted until December, with an adult at 
Benacre throughout that month. Last records were of nine moving south in 
half an hour off Lowestoft on 26th December and a single immature feeding 
on a gull carcase on the River Orwell on 29th. 

In Essex, there were two records in Septemb'er and six in October, but 
the main arrival was in November, conspicuously with five inland at 
Hanningfield Reservoir on 10th. Most sightings were in December, with a 
maximum of 35 around two fishing boats off Southend Pier on 15th and up 
to six there regularly until the end of the year. Pomarine Skuas remained in 
the Tilbury area to the end of December, at least one staying until 20th 
April 1986, and another was at Hanningfield from 29th to 31st December. 
There was a substantial number on the Essex side of the Thames estuary: in 
a county where the annual totals rarely exceed ten sightings. 

A juvenile appeared at Staines Reservoirs on 4th October, remaining for 
the following day and being seen at Wraysbury Reservoir on 7th. Other 
records from the London area were characteristically in November: a 
juvenile was picked up dying at Morden on 20th, another appeared at 
Queen Mother Reservoir on 23rd-24th, and a third juvenile was found on 
the Thames at West Thurrock on 30th. There were several records of 
Pomarine Skuas remaining in the area in early 1986; although undoubtedly 
not the entire picture, these included juveniles at Staines on 12th-15th 
January and at Queen Mary Reservoir (1st December to 9th February, 
with two until at least 1st March, one remaining until 9th March). 

In North Kent , Pomarine Skuas occurred regularly from 24th September 
and almost daily from 13th October. Although numbers were small (up to 
eight), the constant presence was unusual. As elsewhere, main movements 
occurred in November, on 2nd (wind northwest force 4) and 10th (north
west force 6), with an unexpected movement on 8th (southwest force 4). On 
2nd November, 36 moved west at Reculver, with 20 reported from 
Shellness. O n 8th, 19 moved south past Sandwich Bay, and 28 skuas which 
flew west at Dungeness were probably Pomarines. On 10th, 13 passed 
south at Grain, 43 flew south past Shellness and 33 passed south off North 
Foreland, followed by seven and 14 south at Shellness on 11th and 12th, 
respectively. Most of those at Shellness would probably have continued 
overland as at The Wash and, indeed, one was reported inland at Dodding-
ton on 10th. Smaller numbers occurred in northeast winds during 18th-
20th November, with maxima of 13 each at Shellness and Allhallows on 
19th, by which time age ratios were reverting to the normal predominance 
of immatures . Small numbers remained throughout December and it was 
quickly apparent that Pomarine Skuas were wintering in the area: gales 
produced 13 at Gliffe and 24 at Minnis Bay on 26th December and 11 at 
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Shellness on 27th December, while smaller movements of up to 11 indi
viduals continued off Thanet into late January . Resident wintering 
immatures numbered four at Cliffe, one at Allhallows, two at Shellness, five 
at Thane t and one to three at Sandwich Bay; most left in early March. 

North Sea 

T h e Nature Conservancy Council 'Seabirds-at-Sea Team' reported 61 
Pomarine Skuas from regular North Sea transect activities, commenting 
that this was more than in previous years. Maximum daily totals of nine on 
29th October (between 56° 1 l 'N 2°36'W and 56°25'N 2°24'W) and seven 
on 30th October (between 56°15'N 2°03'W and 56°30'N 2°07'W) suggest 
that the major influx into this part of the North Sea occurred on these dates. 
This fits with a slightly earlier arrival farther north at installations on the 
'This t le ' oilfield between 61°22'N 1°35'W and 58°49'N 0°42'W, where 
eight individuals were seen between 20th and 24th October. Seven were 
seen on six occasions from 20th October to 25th November in 'Argyll Field', 
with singles at 'Forties D ' on 9th November and 'Shelf Driller' on 4th 
November, while at 'Britannia' 20 were reported on 6th November and one 
on 1st December. 

All North Sea coasts experienced exceptional numbers, and it is clear 
that substantially more Pomarine Skuas than in normal years were in 
North Sea waters. Tha t this was not merely the result of onshore winds 
driving birds close inshore to British coasts alone is shown by the numbers 
of Pomarine Skuas at the same time in Denmark, where highest counts were 
of 89 passing Skagen on 12th November and 72 in K-0g Harbour on 9th; the 
Netherlands also experienced a vast influx, with 'many hundreds every
where along coast and at many places inland in November 1985 . . . largest 
numbers on 7th and 11th', while Sweden and Finland reported exceptional 
numbers , especially in the first half of November (Brit. Birds 79: 288). 

Inland Britain 

All inland records are listed in table 1. This demonstrates the November 
arrival of many Pomarines inland, probably resulting from strong northerly-
winds in early November and again on 26th December. 

Western Seaboard and English Channel 

T h e north coast of Scotland is not well watched, but a single Pomarine Skua 
was noted on 2nd November and, after the wind backed north from easterly 
on the night of 8th/9th, four appeared at Balnakiel Bay, Durness, where 
singles were seen on 27th and 29th November. In contrast to the east coast, 
western Britain enjoyed a normal passage of Pomarine Skuas (fig. 1), 
a l though, since in most autumns few are seen, it is hard to make meaningful 
comparisons. Passage in September comprised two inshore off Galloway, 
seven off Ayrshire and seven blown into the Solway during the south
westerly gales on 12th-15th. 

On the Welsh coast and in the Severn estuary there was little difference in 
numbers compared with previous years, with the exception of Strumble 
Head , Dyfed, where regular watching produced 30 on 10th November, part 
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Table 1. Inland records of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus in Britain in autumn 

Date 

19th October 
2nd November 
7th November 
10th November 

10th/l 1th November 
11 th November 

14th- 18th November 
17 th November 
18th/19th November 
19th November 
20th November 

21st November 
26th December 

1985 

No. 

2 
1 
1 

36 
6 
5 
4 

2 

4 
1 

County 

Northamptonshire 
Staffordshire 
Cambridgeshire 
Yorkshire 
Wiltshire 
Essex 
Cambridgeshire 
Derbyshire 
Kent 
South Humberside 
Staffordshire 
West Midlands 
Buckinghamshire 
West Midlands 
Bedfordshire 
Norfolk 
Staffordshire 
Leicestershire 
Cambridgeshire 
Northamptonshire 
Greater Manchester 
Cambridgeshire 

Note: During the same period, the following were identified as Arctic Skuas S. parasiticus: 10th 
November, 1 Nottinghamshire & 4 + 5 Derbyshire; 26th December, 1 Derbyshire; 27th/28th 

December, 1 Derbyshire 

of the huge passage noted from so many parts of Britain and suggesting 
some movement away down the west coast. Of exceptional occurrence were 
December Pomarines in Ayrshire, at Ceredigion (where one was picked up, 
some two weeks dead, on 3rd January 1986), and in Pembrokeshire; there 
were records from the Severn on 21st and 27th December and subsequently 
up to five different individuals, with one present on the Gwent and Avon 
shores until at least 13th May 1986. 

The English Channel passage was also initially much as normal, with 
relatively few skuas compared with the east coast and the early passage 
restricted to late August/early September. Again, it was during the first 
week of November that the heavy movement of Pomarine Skuas occurred, 
with substantial numbers leaving the Channel. Most records came from 
Dorset, where 165 were reported from Portland Bird Observatory, 
including 30 on 4th, 55 on 5th and 75 between 6th and 16th; elsewhere, nine 
passed Purbeck on 5th, 7th and 16th and 23 passed Hengistbury Head on 
4th, seven on 14th and five on 15th. After this, Pomarine Skuas were again 
scarce, but two were at Portland on 1st December and another on 9th. In 
Devon, the passage was not unusual, although two November records out 
of an autumn total of 21 individuals was notable. In Cornwall, the passage 
was unremarkable through September-October, but a watch at Rose-
mullion Head on 4th November produced 33 Pomarine Skuas passing 
south, 21 of these between 11.05 and 12.05 hours in a SSE force 6 wind; 
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since the first IV2 hours of daylight were missed, the total may well have 
been considerably higher. St Ives Head, well watched throughout, 
recorded nine in September, then one on 5th November and six on 10th 
November. With the large numbers reported in the North Sea, this pattern 
clearly suggests that some south coast scabird movements in autumn derive 
from the North Sea and that not all are displacements from the Western 
Approaches. 

Ireland 

T h e only Irish records during October-November 1985 were as follows 
(singles unless stated otherwise): two at Longfield, Lough Foyle, Co. 
Londonderry, on 11th October; Groomsport, Co. Down, on 2nd 
November; Ramore Head, Co. Antrim, on 6th November; St John 's Point, 
Co. Down, on 9th November; Lough Foyle, Co. Londonderry, on 12th 
November; and Howth Head, Co. Dublin, on 1st December (Irish Birds 3: 
311, and additional records). It is noteworthy that these few records all 
relate to north-facing and east-facing coasts. 

Weather in autumn 1985 and t iming of the passage 

Virtually all recorders noted that, while numbers of Pomarine Skuas were 
exceptional in the east, the most unusual feature of the passage was the late 
arrival of these birds (particularly in the southern North Sea) compared 
with 'normal ' years. Comparison of data from well-watched areas shows 
this to be so, not only in the east, where the passage was most dramatic, but 
also at Strumble Head, Dyfed (fig. 2); at Flamborough Head, the late 
October/ear ly November passage was atypical (fig. 3). 

Pat terns in fig. 1 demonstrate the much later occurrence in the southern 
North Sea compared with the more northerly waters. This suggests that 
skuas stayed to feed in the North Sea for about three weeks before moving 
out into the Channel . Pomarine Skuas certainly remained in soft-coast 
areas inshore, but, with the warm, stable anticyclonic conditions, it seems 
likely that substantial numbers remained in offshore waters. This is borne 
out by their appearance farther south as the anticyclone collapsed and 
strong northerly airstreams predominated in the North Sea, as on 10th 
November (fig. 4). Periods of warm settled weather frequently draw shear
waters Puffinus into the North Sea (P. A. Lassey in litt.), and the discrepancy 
in timing of peak numbers between Flamborough and Kent /Cap Gris Nez 
suggests that the birds spend two to four weeks in the North Sea before 
depart ing. With the extended period of settled warm weather in the North 
Sea during September-October 1985, it may well be that warm sea tem
peratures encouraged the development of abundant food resources for 
birds, holding Kittiwakes and Pomarine Skuas for longer than in more 
normal unsettled weather. It is also possible that, without the gales, 
Pomarine Skuas on dispersal may well have slipped away to the north of 
Scotland or south through the Channel, so that less of a late passage would 
have been apparent . 

In North Kent, Pomarine Skuas are normally scarce in August and early 
September, with a clear passage peak during 22nd September-29th 
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Fig. 4. Synoptic chart lor the North Atlantic at 12.00 GMT on 10th November 1985, showing 
the strong run of northerly winds down the North Sea 

October (D. L. Davenport in litt.). Most information in east-coast county 
bird reports over the last 30 years or so generally confirms this six-week 
period as the main departure time through inshore waters (e.g. Mather 
1986). This also applies to Cap Gris Nez in France and Estaca de Bares in 
Spain, the main seawatching points for those countries. Seawatching from 
the west coast of Ireland has apparently been irregular until recently, when 
a movement of 111 and 139 at Bridges of Ross, Co. Clare, on 15th-16th 
October 1983 suggested a passage there during a similar period to that in 
the North Sea and the Channel. The lateness of the 1985 passage is 
therefore remarkable, since even in previous years of apparent influxes 
(such as 1967, 1970, 1973 and 1982) excess numbers tended to be restricted 
to 'normal ' passage periods (Oliver & Davenport 1971; Mather 1986). 

A g e ratios 
D. L. Davenport (in litt.) has commented that in Kent, in normal years, 
adul t Pomarine Skuas generally predominate until 6th October, after 
which immatures and juveniles become increasingly the more numerous. 
T h e 1985 passage was unusual for the exceptional proportion of adults for 
early November (45% of the 84 in his sample from North Kent), the vast 
majority of which were light-phase. After the huge movement of 10th 
November, the influx occurred with northeast winds during 18th-20th 
November, by which time the proportions had reverted to type, with over 
9 0 % of the skuas being juveniles or sub-adults. 

This situation was mirrored at Flamborough, where the seawatching 
group has devoted considerable efforts over the last three autumns to 
determining the ages of passage skuas. The 1984 passage was considered 
typical of most autumns since 1976 (but not necessarily representative of 
the total picture in previous decades: see Mather 1986), where adults 
predominate in early September, but are few after the first week of October. 
During this time, increasing numbers of immatures pass through, reaching 
a peak in mid September as more and more birds of the year move past, 
conspicuously later than most of the older sections of the population (fig. 5). 
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Fig. 5. Passage of different age classes of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus at Flamborough 
Head, North Humberside, in autumns 1984 and 1985; histograms represent percentage of 

annual total for each year, and digits indicate sample size in each instance 
In 1985, the passage was compressed into a short-duration movement, with 
few patterns of age segregation apart from the perpetuation of juveniles a 
little after the main movement in early November. The Pomarine Skuas 
reported throughout Britain during December 1985-April 1986 (presum
ably genuine winterers) were predominantly juveniles, although a single 
sub-adult wintering around the Charleston area of the Beauly Firth was 
watched moulting into light-phase adult plumage in March-April. 

Juveniles accounted for 64% of the 2,070 individuals assigned to age 
class (excluding large numbers with some ambiguity relating to juvenile/ 
immature /sub-adul t classification or identification). Ratios from samples 
of more than 50 exceed 50% juveniles in all parts of Britain, ranging from 
5 5 % (ofa sample of 100, Strumble Head) t o 8 7 % (ofa sample of 71, Kent) . 
In all areas, sub-adults made up a relatively small proportion of the total, 
number ing only 8% of all aged birds. The remaining 28% adults were not 
all assigned to phases, but, of the 141 which were, 121 (86%) were light-
phase, in line with general estimates of proportions of colour-morphs of this 
species (Davenport 1979, 1981; Cramp & Simmons 1983). 
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Prev ious heavy passages o f Pomarine Skuas in Britain 
Whereas there are many Arctic Skuas in the North Sea every autumn 
dur ing August-September, large numbers of Pomarine Skuas occur only 
sporadically, mostly in October. It may be that the occurrence of 
Pomarines depends more on onshore winds and/or perhaps that they have 
a more variable annual breeding success than the commoner species. 

Spectacular numbers have been reported in the past, none more notable 
than in 1879. In that year, T . H. Nelson first saw 50 or so Pomarine Skuas 
heading northwest offshore from Teesmouth on 8th October, with 100 
moving in a similar direction the next day. On 14th, a northeast gale sprang 
up, driving vast numbers of Pomarines inshore with other skuas, and many 
came ashore exhausted (Nelson etal. 1907; Nelson 1911; Temperley 1952); 
many were found inland as far as Bedfordshire and the West Midlands 
(Harrison et al. 1982). In Scotland, the species was noted, abnormally, near 
Cape Wrath in Sutherland (Harvie-Brown & Buckley 1888a), and the 
Tayside area experienced 'a phenomenal appearance [of] this and other 
species of skua [in] all stages of plumages, some of which were got at inland 
localities' (Harvie-Brown 1906). Rintoul & Baxter (1935) quoted Robert 
Gray: 'I examined between 30 and 40 specimens of this skua shot in East 
Lothian, chiefly in the neighbourhood of North Berwick. Very large flocks 
appeared off Dunbar and were so tame as to perch in crowds on the 
masonry of the pier. They would not leave at being shot at, which showed 
they had either come ashorewards through fatigue and stress of weather or 
had been quite unaccustomed to the presence of man.' The local taxidermist 
Small was kept busy: he is quoted as saying 'some hundreds were killed 
about this time in the Forth below Queensferry'. The story is the same from 
various parts of Britain: in Norfolk, for example, following the violent gales, 
200 skuas, nearly all Pomarines, were killed, some far inland (Seago 1977); 
unusual numbers were recorded even from De^on and Cornwall (Moore 
1969; Penhallurick 1969). Large numbers were reported under similar 
conditions in the following year. Such large movements are, however, 
exceptional and, while it is difficult to assess the extent of such influxes, it 
would appear that 1879 and 1985 stand out as being years of unparalleled 
abundance of Pomarine Skuas in Britain. 

L'nusual numbers have been reported in other years, and in some cases 
their localised nature suggests that weather patterns were responsible, as in 
1862 (off Ireland in October) and 1884 (off Lewis in the Outer Hebrides: 
Harvie-Brown & Macpherson 1904). More recently, in 1976, high numbers 
were in northern waters: 186 passed into the Beauly Firth in two hours on 
29th September and 110 were off Collieston, Aberdeenshire, on 2nd 
October (Thorn 1986); the species occurred inland in that year, in London, 
Northamptonshire , Essex and Greater Manchester. Large numbers were 
again reported in 1982, with a high proportion of juveniles. Many records 
for other years relate to storms 'wrecking' birds inshore on autumn passage, 
with others wrecked or found in a weak state far inland, such that 
occurrence of Pomarine Skuas seems to correlate with weather patterns 
dur ing the periods of maximum movement through British waters. 

Aside from abnormal events, patterns of occurrence are difficult to 
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analyse. This is particularly true of shore-based seawatching observations, 
where increasing observer expertise and the great upsurge in the popularity 
of seawatching cloud any trends in numbers past and present. Analysis of 
inland records from Britain may, however, suggest a trend of appearance 
every three years (fig. 6). This is of particular interest when it is considered 
that the vast majority of records pertain to juveniles, and that they coincide 
with especially good 'lemming years' in the high-arctic parts of Russia 
(Dorogov 1983). Typically, the majority of inland records are in late 
November/early December, and it is perhaps no coincidence that the peak 
years are also those in which wintering Pomarine Skuas are most frequent 
in coastal areas. 

Fig. 6. Numbers of inland records of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus in Britain, 1970-85 
(data from county bird reports and avifaunas). Spheres indicate 'lemming years' (after 

Dorogov 1983, quoted in Summers 1986) 

The Pomarine Skua is, in fact, the second most common skua species 
(after the Great Skua) seen in Britain in winter, although the numbers 
involved are small. There were records from Shetland in December (two) 
and February (Evans & Buckley 1899), and Pomarines have occurred with 
some frequency in small numbers during December-February in the Moray 
Firth (Thorn 1986), although most winter records are from the English 
North Sea coasts. 

D i s c u s s i o n 
Although there has been a considerable increase in the information relating 
to Pomarine Skua passage in spring (see Critchley 1972; Davenport 1975, 
1979, 1981, 1984; Thorpe 1981), there is little literature on the autumn 
passage in northwest Europe. Passage of Pomarine Skuas from arctic 
breeding grounds to winter quarters is thought to straddle much of the 
Atlantic (Cramp & Simmons 1983); some fly west through Svalbard seas 
before turning south (L^venskiold 1964), while small numbers are thought 
to cross the Gulfs of Bothnia and Finland and fly down through the Baltic. 
I t would appear, however, that a substantial proportion passes close to 
British inshore waters, and the species is a regular, sometimes numerous 
migrant through the North Sea and- to a lesser extent off the western 
seaboard of Britain. It is hardly surprising that Pomarine Skuas appear 



Pomarine Skuas in autumn 1985 419 

most frequently in the west in autumn after westerly gales, and that most 
are seen from eastern shores during appropriate times in winds between 
northwest and northeast. 

The 1985 influx occurred later than the normal passage, and, while the 
few records typical of the west coast suggest nothing apart from a normal 
light run of birds in September, the arrival in late October of large numbers 
of Pomarine Skuas on a broad front in waters off northern Scotland 
indicates that the main part of the population was late in reaching British 
waters . T h e year 1985 was an exceptional one in the Russian Arctic, 
enjoying both a fine early spring and, in many parts, a warm dry summer; 
coupled with this, it was a lemming year and it is tempting to speculate that 
Pomarine Skuas, being major predators on lemmings (Cricetidae) 
(Dementiev et al. 1969), would have had a g6od breeding season. Food 
scarcity may trigger the movement south from the nesting grounds, and 
food abundance in 1985 perhaps kept the skuas on the breeding grounds 
slightly later than is usual. The high number of juveniles seen in Britain 
suggests a successful breeding season, resulting in an increase in absolute 
numbers of Pomarine Skuas passing northwest European coasts, and 
doubtless this in part explains the large number of sightings. It is of interest 
to note that, in autumn 1982, high proportions of juvenile Pomarine Skuas 
were also recorded from Flamborough (85%) and Cornwall (50%); 1982 
was the last year before 1985 in which lemming numbers were high. 

In the early part of November 1985, there was a week of severe weather 
following the domination of a high-pressure system over the North Atlantic. 
T h e decay of this system led to a sudden rush of cold northerly airstreams, 
with gales of up to force 9 from the north and NNW. At a time when large 
numbers of Pomarine Skuas were present in northern waters, this resulted 
in the considerable influx along North Sea coasts. Even before that, 
however, skuas were residing in soft-coast sections of Britain, feeding with 
the vast gatherings of gulls (particularly Kittiwakes) present in October-
November. This pattern persisted into December, and, indeed, wintering 
Pomarines were reported from many parts of Britain feeding on gull 
carcases. More northerly airstreams flushed further Pomarine Skuas 
inshore in late December, suggesting that even more were present just out 
of sight of land, and individuals in the Thames estuary and the Moray Firth 
remained well into the following spring. An examination of past records 
shows that juveniles, which are known to leave the breeding grounds after 
their parents (Cramp & Simmons 1983), occur in North Sea areas after the 
main passage of adults, and are more likely to remain very late into the 
au tumn. They are also the most likely age class to winter in British waters 
and they are the most frequent seen inland in late autumn, particularly 
after good breeding seasons. 

It would seem, therefore, that the factors causing the 1985 influx of 
Pomarine Skuas into Britain and Ireland were complex and dependent on 
food supply in British waters, weather patterns, and perhaps the high 
numbers of juveniles inflating the population. The event merely underlines 
our lack of knowledge regarding high-arctic species which are a common
place feature of our offshore migrant-bird populations. 
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Summary 
Dur ing a u t u m n 1985, large numbers of Pomarine Skuas Stercorarius pomarinus were recorded 
a r o u n d North Sea coasts. Peak numbers appeared later than in recent years, many brought 
inshore by strong northerly winds on 2nd and 10th November. Greatest numbers were noted 
on passage at regular seawatching sites along rocky shores, but some skuas remained in 
inshore waters well into 1986 in eastern Britain and in the Severn estuary. The abnormal 
n u m b e r s are thought to have been a result of stable meteorological conditions in September-
Oc tobe r 1985, followed by the collapse of high-pressure systems and ensuing strong northerly 
airflows which brought skuas close inshore. T h e high proportion ofjuveniles recorded suggests 
a successful breeding season, which may have inflated normal passage totals, but the reasons 
for the influx are doubtless complex and remain unclear. 
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