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T
he Addlie penguin (Pygoscelis adeliae) and the south polar
skua (Catharacta maccormicki) are the only species of

birds that nest at Cape Bird, Ross Island. The south polar skua
is a long-lived seabird that breeds around Antarctica. For
most of the year, south polar skuas are entirely pelagic, and
they complete one of the longest migrations known in birds
(Furness 1987). They travel from Antarctica as far north as the
Gulf of Alaska in the Pacific Ocean or Greenland on the
Atlantic side. During the breeding season (November to
March), they come ashore all around the antarctic continent
to put their nests on land (Watson 1975). Similarly, Adélie
penguins are pelagic for most of the year, spending their time
on pack ice. During their breeding season (October to Febru-
ary), they come ashore around Antarctica and breed in very
densely populated rookeries. Skuas often breed near penguin
colonies because penguin eggs and chicks are a major food
source for skuas.

The purpose of this study was to determine the species
distribution of coccidian parasites in Adélie penguins and
south polar skuas. These species have been surveyed for
helminth parasite faunas and commonly carry cestodes and
nematodes (Hoberg 1983), but neither species has been sur-
veyed for coccidia.

During the 1991-1992 summer season, we collected 26
fecal samples from south polar skuas (15 adults, 11 chicks)
and 4 fecal samples from adult Adélie penguins at Cape Bird,
Ross Island. Samples were collected opportunistically as we
studied other aspects of skua and penguin reproductive biol -
ogy. All the samples were collected fresh and immediately
placed in 2 percent (weight-to-volume) aqueous potassium
dichromate (K2Cr2O 7) solution. On return to the United
States, the samples were processed by filtering the fecal sus-
pension through 60-mesh wire screens and incubating the
material at room temperature for 2 weeks in covered petri
dishes (Aquino-Schuster and Duszynski 1989). They were
then inspected for oocysts following the methods of Duszyns-
ki, Eastham, and Yates (1982).

All the samples except one (taken from a breeding adult
male skua on 4 January 1992) were negative for parasite stages
in their feces. The one positive sample had a heavy infection
with coccidia, as evidenced by tens of thousands of oocysts in
the sample. Such a high density of oocysts indicates that the
infection was not incidental. Unfortunately, none of the
oocysts completed their development during the incubation.
We were, thus, unable to positively identify the genus or
species of the coccidian present. The size and shape of the

oocysts, however, allow us to make two conclusions. First, it is
likely that there is only this single species in the sample (that
is, there was not a mixed infection with more than one
species of coccidia). Second, the coccidian that discharged
these oocysts is probably a new species since the structure
and size of the unsporulated oocysts do not match any coc-
cidian oocysts described from birds in the literature.

Coccidians are parasites with a direct life cycle. They do
not pass through an intermediate host. For the infection to be
continued, a susceptible host must ingest sporulated oocysts
from fecal-contaminated objects or food. Given the pelagic
habits of south polar skuas and Adélie penguins and the
harshness of the antarctic environment during the breeding
season when the birds are concentrated, it seems surprising
that coccidians should be present at all. Nevertheless, our
results from so few samples indicate that coccidians may be
common in skuas, although we had too few samples from
penguins to make conclusions. Skuas are predators and scav-
engers and eat almost anything present around the rookery.
Adult penguins, however, never eat anything that they did not
catch themselves at sea. The only way they could acquire an
infection is from picking up and carrying fecal-contaminated
stones when they build their nests. Based on these life-history
characteristics, we would predict that infection is more likely
in skuas. It would be interesting to collect and analyze more
fecal material to be able to describe this new species of coc-
cidia more completely and to give us a better indication of the
prevalence of infection.
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