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Preface

This book describes the results of research spanning a period of 30 years.
The late Kenneth Williamson began studying the Arctic Skuas of Fair Isle
in 1948. Only 15 pairs were then nesting on the island. In 1957, Peter Davis
took up the study, having succeeded Williamson as Warden of the Fair Isle
Bird Observatory. As part of research for the Ph.D. degree of the
University of Cambridge, I spent three years from 1958 to 1961 studying
the genetics of the Arctic Skua. I was supported by a Nature Conservancy
Research Studentship. This initial period of research on the Arctic Skuas
ended in 1962 when Peter Davis left Fair Isle. By this time, 71 pairs were
nesting on the island.

In 1970, R. J. Berry and Peter Davis published a paper analysing the
breeding dates of the different phenotypes of the Arctic Skuas (Berry &
Davis, 1970). They found that pale males, breeding for the first time, bred
several days later on average than first-time, intermediate and dark males.
They interpreted this as a behavioural adaptation of pale birds to their
more northerly distribution where later breeding might be advantageous.
At that time, I was working on models of Darwin’s theory of sexual
selection. The later breeding of certain male phenotypes in new pairs is
exactly what the models predict, whereas the adaptation postulated by
Berry and Davis should have been shown by all birds. This was obviously
an opportunity to test Darwin’s theory in a natural population. I
successfully applied for a Research Grant from the Natural Environment
Research Council (NERC) for the support of three years research,
1973-75. 1 later obtained another grant from NERC for the three years,
1976-79. In the period 1973-75, the grant allowed for the appointment of
John F. Davis as a full-time research assistant. This second period of
research on the Arctic Skuas of Fair Isle ended in 1979.

When John Davis and I began the second period of research in 1973, 106
pairs of Arctic Skuas were nesting on Fair Isle. John Davis devised the
method of catching the adult breeding birds in funnel traps. This was much

Xiv
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Preface XV

quicker than the clap nets previously used. Most of the breeding birds were
caught and ringed in 1973. I am very pleased to acknowledge the great
enthusiasm and energy which John Davis put into studying the Arctic
Skuas. In 1975, Shoshana Ashkenazi assisted in our survey of the Arctic
Skuas of Foula. Roger Broad, the new Warden of the Bird Observatory,
gave much of his time to the skua study, particularly in helping to catch the
birds. I am grateful for his very considerable help in 1976 after the first
NERC grant had expired. Later, in 1978 and 1979, I was assisted by Jane
French, a research student on an NERC Studentship, and Iain Robertson,
who had succeeded Roger Broad as Warden of Fair Isle.

This book is a largely original account of the research on breeding
behaviour, ecology and evolutionary genetics of the Arctic Skua. I have
added a chapter on feeding behaviour (chapter 3) based on the published
work of others, though with my own analyses of the data. Section 7.1
(chapter 7) on mating behaviour closely follows Perdeck’s descriptions of
nesting, courtship and copulation (Perdeck, 1963). Chapter 2 on numbers
and distribution is a synthesis from many sources. The rest of the book is
original. It describes the results of analyses of data from Fair Isle. I have
already published a number of papers on the genetics, demography and
sexual selection of the Arctic Skua analysing data for the period up to 1976.
In this book, the data are now complete to the end of the breeding season in
1979. Chapters 9 and 10 are based on two published papers (O’Donald,
1980b,¢), but extended with new theory and analyses. The data of chapter 4
on breeding ecology have never previously been published in any form.
Some of our earlier conclusions on differences between pale and melanic
males in the sizes of their territories (Davis & O’Donald, 1976b) have been
contradicted by the subsequent data. In sections 7.3 and 7.4 (chapter 7), I
analyse the complete data on territory size, finding no phenotypic
differences, but a slight, statistically significant relationship of breeding
date to territory size. In 1978 and 1979, my brother-in-law, Terry Lynch,
assisted in the mapping of the nests and territories. He also took many
photographs of Arctic Skuas, including those of the nest with eggs and the
pale, intermediate and dark phenotypes of chicks which form figures 1.2,
1.4, 1.5 and 1.6. These are prints from colour slides.

In acknowledgement, I am most indebted to the Nature Conservancy,
later the Natural Environment Research Council, first for the Research
Studentship with which I began my career of research in population
genetics, and then for the two Research Grants which supported the study
of the Arctic Skuas in the period 1973-79. To all those who have helped me
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Xvi Preface

at various times — Peter Davis, John Davis, Roger Broad, Shoshana
Ashkenazi, Jane French, Terry Lynch and lain Robertson —I offer my
sincerest thanks. Finally, I thank Miss Rena Beech who typed this book
from my manuscript.
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