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Abstract. Fragmentation of bird bones and their digestion by Snowy Owls Nyctea 
scandiaca were studied in a feeding experiment in Zurich Zoo, Switzerland. Victims’ 
heads were ingested by the owls and remains of their skulls were often found in pellets. 
Humeri were the best bone for the calculation of the MNI. With the exception of ulnae, 
only up to 50% of articular parts of long bones were affected by digestion. The problem 
of bone survivorship (species-specific patterns versus mechanical properties of bones) is 
discussed. It is postulated that taphonomic analyses of fossil materials should be based 
on a variety of factors including fragmentation of bones and their survivorship, traces 
of digestion, representation of species and chemical alteration of bone tissues.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Although Snowy Owls Nyctea scandiaca feed mainly on lemmings and voles, birds may 
dominate their prey under certain conditions (Brooks 1929, Glutz von BLOTZHEIM & Bauer 
1980, Portenko 1972, W illiams & Frank 1979). In some areas particularly the species of 
Lagopus belong to their substitute food (Gross 1944 -  after Dufresne 1922, Watson 1956, 
PORTENKO 1972). Remains of both Lagopus species are very abundant in the late Pleistocene and 
Early Holocene sites of the Palearctic (TYRBERG 1995). Although nowadays Snowy Owls are 
restricted to northern parts of the Palearctic, in the late Pleistocene and Holocene they had a much 
more southern distribution (BOCHEŃSKI 1974), and therefore they could prey upon the birds whose 
fossil remains are now found in the Palearctic. Fossil remains of Lagopus species have already 
been attributed to the activities of Snowy Owls (BAALES 1992). However, BAALES based his 
attribution only on the frequency of skeletal elements in fossil materials. As little is known about 
damage caused to bird bones by Snowy Owls, I seek to clear this situation in this study to better 
assess the predator responsible for accumulation of fossil deposits.




























