161

DECLINE IN NUMBERS OF ANTARCTIC SKUAS BREEDING AT
POTTER PENINSULA, KING GEORGE ISLAND, ANTARCTICA

MARICEL GRANA GRILLI

Instituto Antdrtico Argentino, Balcarce 290, C1064AAF, Ciudad Autonoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina (ggmaricel @ gmail.com)

Received 14 June 2014, accepted 3 July 2014

The Brown Skua (Stercorarius antarcticus lonnbergi) and the South
Polar Skua (S. maccormicki) breed in Antarctica and, in the case of
Brown Skua, on sub-Antarctic islands (Ritz et al. 2008). During the
austral summer breeding season, they feed both on land and at sea.
Their broad diet includes penguins and other seabirds (mainly eggs
and chicks), fish, krill and carrion (Reinhardt ef al. 2000). Where
nesting is sympatric, the Brown Skua monopolizes terrestrial food
sources (especially penguin colonies), forcing the South Polar Skua
to rely mostly on marine resources (Pietz 1987, Hahn et al. 2008,
Malzof & Quintana 2008, Montalti er al. 2009, Grana Grilli &
Montalti 2012).

Both skua species are listed as “Least Concern” by BirdLife
International (2014), and thus little attention is being paid to the
state of their populations. However, at Potter Peninsula, King
George Island, off the west coast of the Antarctic Peninsula, their
numbers appear to be changing. For this site, I contrast the historical
information available from the literature on breeding numbers and
performance of both species with data on breeding attempts and
success recorded during three recent breeding seasons (2011/12
to 2013/14). Hereafter, I use the initial year of the austral spring—
summer season to denote the breeding season.

In 1988, two pairs of South Polar Skuas and 20 of Brown Skuas
bred at Potter Peninsula (Aguirre 1995), although this was likely
an underestimate because important areas of the Peninsula where
skuas breed were not covered. Using more complete coverage,
higher numbers of both species were found between 1993 and 2003
in the total area of Potter Peninsula (Hahn ef al. 1998, Hahn & Peter
2003, Hahn et al. 2007; Table 1). Furthermore, during that period
breeding success was lower than 0.5 in only two of seven years for
Brown Skuas and two of five years for South Polar Skuas (Hahn et
al. 2007; Table 1).

Numbers of breeding pairs during the three most recent austral
summers (2011-2013) were much reduced (Table 1). In 2011, I
was not present at the start of the breeding season, and thus no total
count of pairs was made, but only two Brown Skua pairs fledged
chicks. In 2012, 11 Brown Skua pairs nested and three fledged
chicks (one each, one of which was found dead at the onset of the
2013 season). Two breeding pairs lost their chicks and the other
six lost their eggs. Two of the lost chicks were found dead without
injuries or any evident cause of death. Of the pairs that fledged
one chick, one of them lost one egg and another lost one chick.
During 2013, 14 Brown Skua pairs nested and three chicks were
fledged. Eight pairs lost their eggs; one of them left the nest after
a storm and the eggs of the others disappeared. Two pairs lost one
egg each and subsequently one chick each, at 42 days and 59 days
of age. Another pair lost both 15-day-old chicks. Another pair lost
one chick of about 24 days and fledged one chick. Only one pair
succeeded in fledging two chicks. During 2011-2013, no South
Polar Skuas bred, although some pairs defended territories and were
observed copulating.

No severe weather events preceded Brown Skua chick loss in
most cases, but predation by other skuas was likely involved.
Cannibalism exists in both skua species (Reinhardt et al. 2000,
Malzof & Quintana 2008) and is considered to be an important
cause of breeding failure (Young 1963, Hamer et al. 1991,
Pietz 1987). The degree to which chick loss in this Brown Skua
population can be attributed to intraspecific predation, inter-specific
predation by South Polar Skuas, or other causes awaits more
detailed observation.

On the basis of the little information currently available, the
causes of the decreasing numbers and breeding success of skuas
at Potter Peninsula remain open to speculation. Skua trends in

TABLE 1
Number of breeding pairs and breeding success of Brown Skuas and South Polar Skuas from historical and current data

Brown Skua

South Polar Skua

Year Source
Breeding pairs Breeding success Breeding pairs Breeding success

1988 20 2 Aguirre (1995)

1993 35 40 Hahn ef al. (1998)

1994 29 41 Hahn et al. (1998)

1997 26 44 Hahn et al. (1998)

1998-2000 26-32 Hahn & Peter (2003)

1993-2003 (mean = SD) 0.61 +0.28 50 (average) 0.58 £0.54 Hahn et al. (2007)

2012 11 0.27 0 0 This work

2013 14 0.21 0 0 This work

2Only a portion of breeding area surveyed.
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the larger region would be most informative, but that remains
for future work. Numbers of Adélie (Pygoscelis adeliae) and
Chinstrap (P. antarctica) Penguins have been decreasing in
the northern Antarctic Peninsula, and locally penguin numbers
declined 37% during 1995-2006 (Carlini ef al. 2010). However,
there is a lack of agreement among researchers as to the causes
(Trivelpiece et al. 2011, Lynch et al. 2012, Sailley et al. 2013).
Although Young (1994) showed fairly well that South Polar Skuas
and penguins, although they nest together, are affected somewhat
independently by factors that facilitate breeding, the skua decline
may be related to the penguin decline, either directly (penguins
are a food source for Brown Skuas) or indirectly (if both are
affected by weather and alteration of marine resources). Unlike
penguins, skuas depart for low latitudes during the winter, and it
is possible that factors on the wintering grounds are involved in
the trends (Harrison et al. 2010).

The populations of Brown and South Polar Skuas are said to
be stable in the absence of evidence for any declines (BirdLife
International 2014). Despite the short temporal and regional scope
of this work, however, the breeding populations of these birds
in Potter Peninsula indicate a need for longer-term attention and
increased research to understand the reasons for the apparent
decrease in numbers and breeding success.
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