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Materials Concerning the Composition of Food in Birds of Prey and Owls

A b str a k t . Przeprowadzono analizę 409 przewodów pokarmowych 11 gatunków ptaków 
drapieżnych i 6 gatunków sów. Wyniki posłużyły do uzyskania danych o składzie pokarmu 
tych ptaków. Ilość materiału pozwoliła na bardziej szczegółowe opracowanie pokarmu jastrzębia, 
krogulca, myszołowa zwyczajnego, puszczyka i sowy uszatej.
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SUMMARY

This paper contains analysis of the alimentary canals of 409 diurnal birds 
of prey and owls from Southern Poland (Bielsko, Katowice, Kielce, Kraków, 
Krosno, Nowy Sącz, Przemyśl, Rzeszów, Tarnów and Wrocław Provinces) 
obtained from February 1969 to April 1974: Accipiter gentilis — 69, A. nisus —- 
68, Buteo buteo — 104, B. lagopus — 11, Pandion haliaetus — 3, Falco sub- 
butéo — 5, F. columbarius — 2, F . tinnunculus — 11, Tyto alba — 31, Athene 
noctua — 6, Strix aluco — 43, 8. uralensis — 3, Asio otus — 44 and A. flam- 
meus — 4.

The contents of an alimentary canal were rinsed with tap water on a screen, 
divided and determined preliminarily. The material washed was dried slowly 
in an airy place, weighed, determined and divided into particular components, 
which were weighed once again. During their division an attempt was made to 
establish the number of specimens consumed. In  determining the material 
we used skulls, teeth, fragmentary bones, extremities, beaks, claws and also 
feathers and hair.

Vegetable material which occurred sporadically in the alimentary canals, 
had certainly got into them accidentally at the time of feeding of the birds 
of prey or indirectly, consumed earlier by the prey.

The material collected was investigated with respect to frequency and 
weight.

The amount of material permitted a close analysis of three species of birds 
of prey (Goshawk, Sparrow Hawk and Buzzard) and two species of owls (Tawny 
Owl and Long-eared Owl). In  the case of the remaining specimens the con­
tents of particular alimentary canalas were specified.
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The main food of the Goshawk were birds (frequency — 84-6%, dry matter 
weight — 80%) and among these pigeons (dry matter weight — 35-45 % of 
the total weight of material). The complementary food included mammals 
(frequency — 15-4%, dry matter weight — 15-53%), amphibians (5.0% and
2-07%), insects (5% and 0-03%) and annelids (2-6%  and 3-01%). In the fe­
males the mean weight of dry matter of the alimentary canal contents was 
4 times as large as that of males and the frequency of birds was higher by 35%. 
No insectivores, insects and annelids were found in the males. Birds were the 
main food of the Goshawk in the autumn, winter (nearly 100% frequency) 
and spring. In the summer the proportion of birds fell distinctly (8%) in favour 
of mammals (73-19%). The mean weight of dry contents of an alimentary 
canal was 5-5 g in the spring, 5-45 g in the summer, 6-54 g in the autumn and
3-02 g in the winter.

The food of the Sparrow Hawk consisted nearly exclusively of birds (frequ­
ency— 97-6%, dry matter weight — 97-37%) and hair of Microtus sp. was 
found only in the stomach of one specimen. The birds belonged to three orders: 
Galliformes, Columbiformes and Passeriformes. The frequency of passeriforms 
was the highest, reaching 95-3% (dry matter weight — 92-16%). The occur­
rence of sparrows (weight of their dry matter — 64-75%) was found in 55-8% 
of the alimentary canals. The mean weight of dry contents of an alimentary 
canal in the females was twice as high as that of the males and amounted to 
3-49 g. No qualitative differences in food were found between the males and 
females.

Members of all classes bf vertebrates and insects were found in the Buzzard’s 
alimentary canals. Mammals were the most numerous (frequency — 69-4%, 
dry matter weight — 67-72%). The frequency and dry matter weight of the 
other groups of animals were: birds, respectively, 23-6% and 25%, reptiles — 
1-4% and 0-38%, amphibians — 22-2% and 6-46%, fish — 1-4% and 0-1% 
and insects — 4-2% and 0-03%. Microtus arvalis was the animal most fre­
quently found in the Buzzard’s food, there being as many as 105 specimens 
in 30 alimentary canals. In the females the mean weight of dry contents of 
an alimentary canal was only slightly higher than that in the males (9-99 g 
against 7-22 g). The proportion of rodents in the food of males was larger by 
about 17% than it was in the females. As regards birds, the males most fre­
quently took galliforms and the females columbiforms and passeriforms. No 
reptiles, fish and insects were found in the females’ food. In the spring the 
Buzzard’s food consisted chiefly of insectivores, lagomorphs and amphibians. 
In the autumn rodents (lacking in the spring) abounded in the food, while 
the birds (also missing in the spring) formed about 22% of the food. In the 
winter the number of mammals in the Buzzard’s food decreased in favour 
of birds, whose percentage in the dry matter increased from 22-13 to 39.28%. 
The mean weight of dry contents of an alimentary canal in the Buzzard was 
10-15 g in the spring, 9-9 g in the autumn and 6 g in the winter.

The Tawny Owl’s food included mammals (frequency — 51-6%, dry mat-
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ter weight — 22-6%), birds (22-6% and 57-47%), amphibians (12-9% and 
14-4%) and insects (9-6% and 0-49%). The mean weight of dry contents of 
an alimentary canal in the females was twice as high as that in the males, i. e., 
it was 3-06 g. No insectivores, carnivores and artiodactyls were found in the 
females’ food. The males’ food lacked columbiforms. During the year the pro­
portion of mammals, especially rodents, increased systematically in the Tawny 
Owl’s food. Besides mammals, birds constituted its main food throughout 
the year. Amphibians and insects were its complementary food in the spring. 
Single specimens of amphibians occurred also in the autumn and winter. The 
mean weight of dry contents of an alimentary canal changed in course of the 
year and was 2-05 g in the spring, 1-43 g in the autumn and 3-64 g in the winter.

The main food of the Long-eared Owl consisted of mammals, which were 
present in nearly all full alimentary canals (frequency — 84-6%, dry matter 
weight — 94-81%). The most numerous species found in the alimentary canals 
of the Long-eared Owl was Microtus arvalis (frequency — 57-7%). Birds (15-4% 
and 5-04%) and insects (3-8% and 0-03%) made up the complementary food. 
In  the females the mean weight of dry contents of an alimentary canal was 
somewhat greater than in the males (2-79 g against 2-15 g). No insectivores, 
birds and insects were found in the alimentary canals of females. The mean 
weight of dry contents of an alimentary canal changed during the year and 
was 1-83 g in the spring, 2-91 g in the autumn and 2-48 g in the winter.
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