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This bird was brought to my attention after the sighting of an adult South Polar Skua off 
Sydney on 9 April 2011. Roger McGovern mentioned the 2006 bird to me soon after the 2011 
sighting. A few days later Dion Hobcroft showed me photos on David Stowe’s website 
(http://www.pbase.com/davidstowe/south_polar_skua) (Plate 1) and Tony Palliser sent me a photo as 
well (Plate 2).  
 
The 2006 bird is challenging to identify but there has been broad consensus by the original 
observers that it was a South Polar Skua Catharacta maccormicki. However, I here present 
evidence that it is not a South Polar Skua and is probably a juvenile Brown Skua C. 
(antarctica) lonnbergi. 
 
 

 
Plate 1. Skua photographed off Sydney, 11 March 2006 (David Stowe) 

 



 

Plate 2. Skua photographed off Sydney, 11 March 2006 (Tony Palliser) 

 

 

Plate 3. Juvenile skua enlargement of scapulars and wing coverts, from Plate 2 (Tony Palliser) 

The thin parallel lines on the secondary coverts (indicated by green arrows on Plate 3) are 
fault bars. These are caused by metabolic stress (intermittent periods of famine) while the 
feathers are growing. Numerous fault bars aligned across adjacent feathers indicate that the 
feathers were all growing at the same time. This can only occur in juvenile birds. Therefore 
the bird must be a juvenile.   

The yellow arrows point to pale shaft streaks on the scapulars. This is not known in juvenile 
South Polar Skua. Note also the warm rufous tinge (or at least brown tinge) to the scapulars. 



 
Plate 4. Juvenile South Polar Skua photographed near nest at Wilkes, Antarctica, February 1994 (David 
James) 

 

 
Plate 5. Juvenile South Polar Skua photographed near nest at Wilkes, Antarctica, February 1994 (David 
James) 

 



 
Plate 6. Juvenile South Polar Skua, enlarged from Plate 4 (David James) 

South Polar Skua is polymorphic when adult, with pale, intermediate and dark morphs 
described. Adult plumages have been described in some detail in Higgins & Davies (1996) 
and Malling Olsen & Larsson (1997), although the dark morph remains not so well known 
(Note 1).  

Juvenile plumage of South Polar Skua is very poorly known (Note 2). However, it appears 
not to be polymorphic. Individuals from colonies containing pale and intermediate morph 
adults in the Australian Antarctic Territories are consistently cold leaden grey with little 
individual variation. They show slight contrast between a paler grey head, neck and under 
body with darker wings, scapulars and tail. They have fairly prominent pale fringes on the 
scapulars (yellow arrows on Plate 6) that give a scaled appearance. They do not have pale 
shaft streaks on the scapulars. They do not show warm brown or rufous colours in the 
plumage (Higgins & Davies 1996; Malling Olsen & Larsson 1997).  

 

Conclusions 
The 2006 bird has to be a juvenile. Since it is a juvenile it cannot be a South Polar Skua. It is 
almost certainly a Brown Skua. However, I have not attempted to eliminate other forms of 
Catharacta skuas (chilensis, antarctica, hamiltoni or skua). The bird is not likely to be a 
hybrid as hybrids are rare in the Australian sectors of the Antarctic and there is no evidence 
of any hybrid characters on the bird (Note 3).  

 



Note 1 Knowledge of the adult dark morph plumage of South Polar Skua 
Higgins & Davies (1996) did not contain detailed descriptions of adult dark morph. That is 
because there are no specimens in Australian or New Zealand museums. The reason for that 
is that dark morph only occurs on the Antarctic Peninsula and west to the eastern side of the 
Ross Sea. It is essentially an American and Atlantic bird that is most unlikely to be seen in 
the western South Pacific or Indian Ocean sectors.  

 
Note 2. Knowledge of the juvenile plumage of South Polar Skua 
In the mid 1990’s I prepared the plumages account for the Chatharacta Skuas in Higgins & 
Davies (1996). I looked at most specimens of the genus held in Australian and New Zealand 
museums, and reviewed all of the literature that I could find. I had the resources of the 
HANZAB which included collections of unpublished photographs and manuscripts on loan 
from a large number of ornithologists. I coincidentally did two cruises in the Southern Ocean 
in 1993/4 and 1994/5 and visited three breeding colonies of South Polar Skua in the 
Australian Antarctic Territories.  

At that time I found no accurate published descriptions of juvenile South Polar Skua. There 
were frequent assertions that juveniles were polymorphic like adults. I found no published 
photos of juveniles, but frequent photographs of adults that were incorrectly labelled as 
juveniles. Tony Howard had unpublished photographs of two pre-fledged birds in juvenile 
plumage from Antarctica that I had access to. I found six specimens amongst hundreds of 
adults in the museum collections. I photographed two pre-fledged birds in juvenile plumage in 
Antarctica and saw several more in February 1994 (see Plates 4-5). I described the juvenile 
plumage of South Polar Skua in Higgins and Davies (1996) based on this data set. Malling 
Olsen and Larsson (1997) concurred with my findings, based on their own research. The 
illustrated plates of juveniles in Higgins and Davies are fairly poor and disappointing. Those 
in Malling Olsen and Larsson are better though not great (the standing bird is good). 
However, the true appearance of juvenile south Polar Skua has not been widely recognised 
in the subsequent literature. I am still not aware of any published photographs of this 
plumage. 

 

Note 3. Hybrid South Polar and Brown Skuas 
Hybrid South Polar and Brown Skuas have been reported (from mixed pairs) from islands 
along the Antarctic Peninsula. This is below the western South Atlantic. It is the only location 
where the two species are known to come in contact. However, I could not identify skua 
specimens from the Balleny Islands (below NZ) and I strongly suspected hybridisation. Since 
these are islands just outside the Antarctic Circle but still within the sea ice, they represent 
the only spot away from the Peninsula where hybridisation is possible, as far as I can 
determine. It is a hostile land with steep shores and extensive glaciers, and is not known to 
support many seabirds. In the Museum of Victoria there is a skin from Geelong or 
somewhere near there, which I could not identify and thought might also be a hybrid.  

The 2006 bird is not likely to be a hybrid. Hybrids are rare, Brown Skuas are common. There 
are no good arguments why it is not a Brown. It is a bit small, perhaps. However, male skuas 
are smaller than females and juveniles are smaller than adults and runts are smaller than the 
norm, so maybe it is a runt juvenile male Brown. The full range of juvenile plumage in Brown 
has not been described adequately. The bird does not look exactly like any of the few 
juvenile Brown Skua skins I found in Australian and NZ collections (as far as I recall, 18 
years on), but it fits the pattern well enough (see Plate 4.8 in Malling Olsen and Larsson). 
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