
The Indian mainland has five, or six (depending on the work 
one follows) species of Scops Owls Otus species, namely, 
Mountain Scops Owl O. spilocephalus, Pallid Scops Owl 

O. brucei, Oriental Scops Owl O. sunia, Eurasian Scops Owl 
O. scops, and Collared (Indian) Scops Owl O. bakkomoena—the 
last including the subspecies lettia, which is sometimes treated 
as a distinct species (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). While they 
are all vocal, each is distinct enough to aid separation beyond 
doubt. However, their nocturnal habits do not render enough 
opportunities to study them visually in the field to enable correct 
identification. In southern India, the only known Otus species, till 
date, are the Oriental Scops, and Collared Scops and they are 
easily separated based on the colour of their eyes— dark versus 
yellow, respectively. However, a recent spate of records of Pallid 
Scops from south-western India, detailed below, brought out 
the need for a fresh review of the identification of three yellow-
eyed scops owl species that occur in peninsular India: Oriental 
Scops, Pallid Scops, and Eurasian Scops. Though yellow-eyed, 
the Mountain Scops is not treated here as it does not have an 
overlapping winter range with Pallid Scops, and has not been 
reported from anywhere in peninsular India.

The Pallid Scops is a winter visitor to Gujarat (Mundkur 
1986; Sangha & Malik 2000; with at least 45 pictures on the 
website Oriental Bird Images), and western Maharashtra where 
it is found in the south up to Ratnagiri (Abdulali 1972), apart 
from isolated reports from Ladakh (Pfister 1999, 2001), Delhi 
National Capital Region (Sangha & Poonia 2013), Haryana 
(Roberts 1991), and Rajasthan (Sangha & Poonia 2013). The 
Eurasian Scops is a scarce autumn passage migrant reported 
historically from western Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra with 
no recent records (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). The regional 
race(s) that occur in India require comment, as Abdulali (1972), 
and Ali & Ripley (2001) stated that all regional specimens are 
pulchellus. However, Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) stated 
that specimens from the breeding range in Afghanistan, and 
probably Baluchistan, are identified as turanicus, though the 
migrant pulchellus could also occur. These races are very similar, 
and it may not be possible to differentiate them consistently 
without a good series of specimens of both races. This species 
occurs in two morphs: grey-brown and rufous-brown, the 
latter is less frequent (Holt et al. 2016a). The Oriental Scops 
is a widespread resident of all hills of peninsular India, with 
rufipennis occurring in the Western- and the south-eastern 
part of the Eastern Ghats, and the nominate in hills of central 

India and northern Eastern Ghats. Abdulali (1972) stated that 
the range of the nominate ‘intrudes’ into that of rufipennis in 
northern Maharashtra. In the deciduous and evergreen forests 
of the Western Ghats of Kerala (Sashikumar et al. 2011), and 
Tamil Nadu, the Oriental Scops is a widespread resident, and 
is vocal wherever it is found. Two morphs of this species are 
known: grey-brown, and rufous (Holt et al. 2016b). Four races 
are recognised for the Pallid Scops, namely, exiguus, obsoletus, 
semenowi, and the nominate one (Dickinson & Remsen 2013; 
Mikkola 2013; Holt et al. 2016c). However, the validity of 
these races, versus their colour morphs, has been questioned 
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).

Observations
On 14 December 2014, SJ photographed [55, 56], and video-
graphed a pale Scops Owl at Enamavu, Kole Wetlands (10.49°N, 
76.13°E), Kerala at 2130 hrs. Being familiar with the species, 
he was confident that it was a Pallid Scops. However, wishing 
to record its call, he visited the same place on 27 December, at 
2100 hrs along with Premchand Reghuvaran. They saw another 
(or same) bird in that area [57, 58] though they failed to record 
its call. While on this trip, they discussed the presence of a strange 
owl, with the local people who were around. It appears that they 
knew this bird, and were able to identify the call of a Pallid Scops 
from amongst a collection of five to six different owl calls played 
back to them. Circulated photos were readily identified by several 
experts as that of a Pallid Scops, based on its all grey colouration. 
Enamavu is about 30 km from the nearest forest where Oriental 
Scops occur, and is an open wetland at sea level, with paddy 
cultivation during some drier parts of the year. 

While discussing this bird, attention was brought to another 
owl photographed in the montane grasslands of Valparai 
(10.32°E, 76.94°E), Coimbatore District, in the Western Ghats 
of Tamil Nadu, which was taken by Bijoy K. I. on 05 February 
2012 [59, 60]. Like the previous bird this one also had pale grey 
colouration and its identity was much discussed on the social 
media community of Facebook, with several birders vouching for 
Pallid Scops. 

On 07 February 2016, Manoj Iritty photographed a pale 
Scops Owl  [61, 62]. in Madayipara (12.03°N, 75.25°E), Kannur 
District, Kerala: a laterite plateau with grassy meadows not far 
from the sea. Though uniformly pale grey, this bird had mild 
crossbars on the ventral side, which is usually not so obvious on 
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Table 1. Morphological and plumage differences between Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian Scops Owl in brown-grey morphs (see comparison plates arranged in the same species order)

Feature Pallid Scops Owl Oriental Scops Owl Eurasian Scops Owl
General colour tone Uniformly grey with no hint of rufous anywhere in its 

body. No white spots (all yellow-buff) anywhere in the 
body.

Rufous wash with blotchy white spots on 
underparts.

Uniformly grey except hint of rufous around eyes, collar apart 
from facial disk border and scapulars; feather bases of upperparts 
often rufescent.

Facial disk [69] Plainer, paler and un-mottled with anterior edge of facial 
disk tinged yellow-buff. Usually not darker around eyes.

Darker, more speckled or mottled, with rufescent 
around facial disk. Distinctly darker around eyes.

Plainer, paler and un-mottled with hint of rufous on facial disk 
border; usually darker around eyes.

Supercilium [69] Less contrast with crown and face. Contrast variable; usually more than for Pallid. More contrast with crown and face than for Pallid.

Ear tuft pattern [69] Finely streaked black on almost plain greyish back-
ground.

Heavier black streaks on boldly blotched back-
ground, with rufescent edges.

Heavier black streaks on boldly blotched background, with little 
rufescent at base.

Nape [70] No pale/dark areas at back of the head. No distinctly pale/dark areas at back of the head. 
May have a few white spots and a hint of the 
pattern present in Eurasian.

Concentric dark and pale areas at back of head with pale rear 
crown, pale collar above back, with plainer dark band in between.

Tarsal feathering 
[71, 72]

Extending well onto toes with highly jagged distal 
margin.

Not extending to toes or just slightly so with 
straight distal margin and never so jagged.

Not extending to toes or just slightly so with straight distal margin 
and never so jagged.

Upper part streaking 
[73]

Strong, long, and thin lacking in broad blotchy streaks; 
Contrasts strongly against pale, weakly cross-barred 
background.

Weak, mostly short streaks, often broad and 
blotchy. Contrasts little against dark, more barred 
background.

Strong and thin lacking in broad blotchy streaks. Contrasts less 
against darker, more barred background than in brucei.

Underpart cross  
barring [74]

Weak, narrow cross bars. Strongly cross barred. Strongly cross barred

Scapulars [75] Tinged yellow-buff, often with narrow black tips. White with broad black tips, usually rufescent 
basally.

White with broad black tips, usually rufescent basally.

Primary bands  
[76]

Less contrasting. Yellow-buff or buff-tinged white with 
mid-brown dark bands that may have pale centres.

More contrasting whiter and darker bands. More contrasting whiter and darker bands.

55, 56. Pallid Scops Owl from Enamavu on 14 December 2014.
Key features:
•	 Uniformly grey colour tone with no hint of rufous on the body.
•	 Pale, unmottled facial disk with buffy tinged anterior edge and less contrasting supercilium.
•	 Vertical streaks on upperparts with no blotchy streaks/marks or white spots.
•	 Vertical streaks on underparts with no cross barring.
•	 Buffy scapulars with narrow black tips.
•	 Buffy white and pale-cantered brown primary bands.
•	 Notes: Though photos are sharp, extent of tarsal feathering is not clear and is equivocal. 

57, 58. Pallid Scops Owl from Enamavu on 27 December 2014. 
Key features:
•	 All points mentioned under 55, 56 visible here also except underparts. 
•	 In addition, no pale or dark area visible in nape.
•	 Notes: This is probably the same bird as in 55, 56. Extent of tarsal feathering cannot be 

appreciated in these photographs also.

59, 60. Pallid Scops Owl from Valparai on 5 February 2012.
Key Features:
•	 Uniform grey overall no rufous anywhere in its body.
•	 Vertical streaks on upper parts with no blotchy streaks/marks anywhere. 
•	 Pale, unmottled (no white spots) facial disk with buffy tinged anterior edge and less 

contrasting supercelium. 
•	 White and pale brown primary bands.
•	 Buffy scapulars with narrow black tip.
•	 Notes: This bird also does not show distinct tarsal feathering as expected for Pallid Scops. 

Under parts and nape region are not visible.

61, 62. Pallid Scops Owl from Madayipara, Kerala on 7 February 2016. 
Key features:
•	 Overall pale grey in appearance with streaks on upperparts.
•	 Plain grey face with lack of any rufous with less contrasting supercilium.
•	 Buffy scapulars with narrow black tips.
•	 White and pale centred brown primary bands.
•	 Notes: Though this bird is heavily streaked on the underparts without blotchy marks, 

the cross-barring is atypical of a Pallid Scops Owl. Tarsal feathering, yet again, is not as 
expected for a Pallid Scops. However, the above four features eliminate other Scops Owls 
convincingly and hence the ID is treated here as definite.
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63. Pallid Scops Owl. Location: Little Rann of Kachchh, Gujarat, Date: 03 February 2015.

65. Oriental Scops Owl. Location: Belgaum, Karnataka, Date: 26 February 2015.

64. Pallid Scops Owl. Location: Little Rann of Kachchh, Gujarat, Date: 29 December 2015.

66. Oriental Scops Owl. Location: Bhitarkanika, Odisha, Date: 13 April 2015.
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67.  Eurasian Scops Owl. Location: Irkaya, Qatar, Date: 21 March 2015. 68. Eurasian Scops Owl. Location: Irkaya, Qatar, Date: 19 March 2015.
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69. Speckled face of Oriental (C), vs plain grey face of Pallid (L) while Eurasian (R) shows rufous around eyes and facial disk border.  
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any Pallid Scops. Again, the general consensus was that it was 
also a Pallid Scops.

The primary focus of the people who took these pictures was 
to photograph the birds, not to look out for field identification 
details on them. Hence, these photos and videos will have to 
serve as the only available visual material from the field on these 
birds.

Analysis
Noticing this sudden spate of records of Pallid-type Scops, PJ got 
in touch with PCR for an expert opinion. AC collected the best 
photographs, which were then sent to PCR. PCR had no hesitation 
in identifying the birds as Pallid Scops, though there was some 
concern on the Madayipara bird. Given that there is little focused 
literature on the identification of Pallid Scops, from Oriental 



71. Tarsal feathering extending well onto the toes with jagged distal margins in Pallid Scops. L–R: Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian 
from field photographs. From museum specimens in 72 below.
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Scops & Eurasian Scops, PCR examined 
40+ specimens in UMMZ (30 Pallid Scops, 
05 Eurasian Scops, and several Oriental 
Scops), and series of each in NHMUK (16 
Pallid Scops, 08 South Asian specimens 
curated as turanicus race of Eurasian Scops, 
and 09 nominate Oriental Scops), and took 
several photographs. The identifications of 
all these skins were rechecked, based on 
the length of primaries, and tarsal feathering 
(see Rasmussen & Anderton 2012 for 
details). Morphological identification was 
reworked, and is presented in Table 1. AC 
augmented this table by combing through 
150 photographs on the OBI website, and 
elsewhere, to identify features that are 
useful for field identification. It must be 
mentioned that some features, which had 
hitherto been proposed as indicative or 
diagnostic of certain Scops Owl, found little 
support, and were considered risky to reach 
a conclusive identification. For example, 
there is nothing diagnostic in the colour 
and pattern of tertials in all three species. 
Secondly, the relative lengths of the wing 
and tail are considered useful field features 
to pick an Oriental Scops from the other 
two, as it seems to have noticeably shorter 
wings, falling well short of the tail’s tip. 
While this may be true for many specimens 

70. Concentric dark and pale areas at the back of head of Eurasian Scops. L–R: Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian. 
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74. Narrow and weak cross bars in underparts for Pallid Scops. L–R: Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian.

73. Strongly constrasting, long and thin streaking in upper parts of Pallid (L) vs less contrasting streaks in Eurasian (R) while Oriental 
(C) has broad blotchy streaks.
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of the Oriental Scops, which were analysed 
for this study, a definite conclusion in this 
regard may be premature as the museum 
specimens were prepared by a variety of 
collectors. It would be more prudent to do 
so from a few freshly caught live specimens. 
Hence, though likely to be of use in the 
field, we do not use this feature here, in the 
table, or while analysing the photographs. 

Based on Table 1, annotations are 
provided under the photographs from 
southern India on why we consider these 
birds as Pallid Scops. We also provide two 
photographs of each species individually to 
illustrate the general difference on first sight  
[63–68].

Towards the end of this project, we 
contacted Niranjan Sant for a picture of the 
Oriental Scops, and he sent us a photo of 
the Pallid Scops [77] taken in his garden 
in Belagavi (15.84°N, 74.52°E), Karnataka, 
in March 1995—a new record for the state, 
and the first for southern India! All records 
from southern India are shown in Fig. 1.

Discussion
Though all identification features are 
mentioned in Table 1, it is worthwhile 
highlighting certain aspects of a Pallid 
Scops that will enable straightforward 
identification. Any scops owl, which is 
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uniformly grey, without any rufous 
tones anywhere on its body, and with 
no cross bars below, has to be a Pallid 
Scops. Hence, the identification of such 
birds is straightforward. Additionally, 
Pallid Scops prefers open habitats while 
the regionally occurring Oriental Scops 
is almost entirely restricted to the the 
hills of Peninsular India, as evident 
from all its records. Any Scops Owl that 
is reported from the hills, with yellow 
eyes, with blotchy streaks overall, and 
with a facial disk that shows distinct 
mottling and white marks, has to be an 
Oriental Scops. 

It is customary for photographers 
to take only frontal shots of owls and 
ignore the rear angle. However, one of 
the best features of Eurasian Scops Owl 
is the dark and pale bands on the nape 
[70]. Perhaps this reticence to shoot the 
dorsal side, coupled with the practice of 
deleting the less glamorous images in 
the field itself, has made it extremely 
difficult to obtain an image from the field 
that shows this angle well. Crossbars on 
the under parts are generally absent in 
a Pallid Scops, but variations exist [61, 
62]. Hence, this feature should be used 
with caution.

One of the most reliable identification 
features on museum specimens is the 
tarsal feathering, which can, however, 
turn slightly tricky in the field as seen 
in [71] where all the birds show similar 
tarsal feathering. This is also the case 
with all the birds reported in this paper 
from southern India. How effectively 
one can use this feature in the museum 
is also open to question as Humayun 
Abdulali remarked that he couldn’t 
discern this feature in the Scops Owl 
skins in the collection of the Bombay 
Natural History Society (Abdulali 1972). 
Hence, the importance of this feature 
in field identification is open to debate. 

In summary, an excellent array of 
photographs, from various angles, will 
go a long way in easy identification of 
these Scops Owls.

It may be worthwhile pointing out 
that certain mislabelled photographs of 
Pallid Scops exist in OBI (mislabelled as 
Eurasian Scops), from Surendranagar 
in Gujarat, and Bhimashankar Wildlife 
Sanctuary in Maharashtra, which 
we intend to communicate to the 
OBI administrator. Similarly, a Scops 
photographed in Maharashtra, and 
published on the cover of Hornbill 
(October–December 2014) as Eurasian Fig. 1. Scops Owl records from southern India.

75. Scapulars tinged yellow-buff with narrow black tips in Pallid Scops. L–R: Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian.

76. Primary bands less constrasting, more buff with pale centered mid-brown in Pallid Scops. L–R: Pallid, Oriental, and Eurasian.
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Scops, was also identified as a Pallid Scops as its uniformly grey, with 
no rufous tones anywhere on its body, un-mottled plain face and 
underparts with vertical streaks and no cross bars. Another Scops 
Owl from Gujarat, published as a Eurasian Scops from Gujarat 
(Bhil 2016), is most likely that species. During our research, we 
could not find any grey-brown morph pictures of Oriental Scops 
from anywhere in the range of rufipennis (i.e., Western Ghats). 
In the Natural History Museum (UK), PCR counted roughly 34 
grey-brown, and 15 rufous morph nominate Oriental Scops, and 
15 grey-brown, and 13 rufous morph of rufipennis. Also, there are 
a few specimens of rufipennis that aren’t easy to classify, as they 
are intermediate. There are no birds of either race that are truly 
grey, as they all have some rufescence and are at least somewhat 
brownish. 

It must be mentioned that all the photographs of Eurasian 
Scops, used here for illustration, were taken in the Middle East 
where the race pulchellus occurs. It is a rare migrant to India and 
racial identity of regional specimens requires a closer scrutiny. 
Race turanicus is more silvery overall but still has consistent nape 
bands, and rufous on face (including eye-lids). 

Conclusion
Pallid Scops Owl has probably been overlooked in the past and 
might be more regular in south-western India than what records 
indicate. Any pale grey scops that is reported from open meadows 
in the plains, away from forests, is most likely a Pallid Scops. 
Oriental Scops in south-western India belongs to rufipennis 
where brown-grey morphs appear to be rare now—hence, this 
species does not pose a big problem for ID. Eurasian Scops, if at 
all it occurs, may be limited as a rare passage migrant to western 
India, though it is not entirely unlikely in the south. There will 
always be a few birds that appear singular, which may not match 
the general rules, and these have to be analysed carefully before 
a verdict is given. Photographers should attempt to get pictures 
from all angles, when a confusing Scops Owl is encountered. 
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