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The food of suburban Tawny Owls on the background of birds
and mammals occurring in the hunting territory

[with Plates II—IIT and 5 text-figs.]

Sklad pokarmu puszczyka w terenie podmiejskim w porownaniu ze skladem gatunkowym ptakéw i ssakéw
wystepujacych na jego zerowisku

Abstract. Tawny Owl pellets from the suburbs of Krakéw have been analysed and the
results have been compared with the relative abundance of small mammals and birds in the
hunting territory. Seasonal variations in the diet are also discussed. It appeared that birds were
of greater nutritional importance than mammals in that habitat. It is the most abundant species
of birds and small mammals that were most. frequently hunted by the owls.
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I. INTRODUCTION

There are many papers on the Tawny Owl’s diet but only a few of them
discuss seasonal and yearly differences in its food. The most important studies
were carried out in England (SoUTHERN 1954, 1970, SOUTHERN, LowE 1982)
and in Germany (WENDLAND 1972, 1980, 1981). Tawny Owl’s diet depends
on the habitat and the distance from big cities (SPARKS, SoPER 1972; CrAMP
1985). Seasonal and yearly variations of the diet were studied in various habi-
tats (SOUTHERN 1954; DELMEE et al. 1979; WENDLAND 1972, 1980, 1981).
Although there are some papers on the diet of the Tawny Owl nesting in big
cities (HARRISON 1960; BoGUCKI 1967), it seems that the suburban habitat
has not been satisfactorily investigated. Moreover, only a few papers compare
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food composition with the abundance of prey species in the hunting territory.
This kind of information is very interesting both from the faunistical and
the paleontological points of view (PUCEK, RACZYNSKI 1983; KowALsKI, in
press). It is believed that some of the bird fossils found in caves are of pellet
origin. In this case, it is important to know the food composition, food pre-
ference of particular birds of prey and to what extent the list of preys ilustra-
tes faunal composition of the territory.

The purpose of this paper is to determine what species are being preyed
upon by Tawny Owls in the suburbs of a big city (Krakéw), to show the rela-
tive importance of prey species in the owls’ diet and to discuss seasonal varia-
tions in the diet. Moreover, as it was mentioned above, this paper may also
be helpful in paleontological studies.

Thanks are due to Dr A. NADACHOWSKI for his laborious work of identi-
tying small mammal remains; to Dr Z. SzYNDLAR for identifying amphibians
and to Dr B. W. WoroszyN for identifying bats. I am also indebted to my
father Prof. Z. BocHENSKI, Prof. A. GORECKI and Dr J. WASIEWSKI who
gave many helpful comments on drafts of this paper.

II. MATERIALS AND METHODS

A detailed study was carried out on the area of about 45 ha situated on St.
Salwator’s Hill, SW suburbs of Krakéw in 1984—1986. There is a one hun-
dred-year-old graveyard covered with old trees (maple, horse chesnut, lime,
hornbeam, ash) in the middle of the area. The graveyard borders on a culti-
vated corn field on the one side, and on a tree-lined avenue, on the other. Houses
with tree covered gardens as well as grasslands and allotments are situated in
the nearest vieinity of the graveyard (ca 200 m). The nearest wood is about
1.5 km. west of the graveyard (Fig. 1, Phots. 1—4). The area is visited by nu-
merous strollers during weekends. :

Tawny Owls have been nesting in the graveyard chapel for many years.
The area investigated was probably more or less of the size of their hunting
territory (SOUTHERN 1970, MEBS 1971; GrLuTz, BAUER 1980) but no observa-
tions were made to estimate the accurate borders of the hunting ground. It
is believed (SouTHERN 1954, 1970; MEBS 1971) that Tawny Owls usually hunt
within their territories.

All pellets were collected from the owls’ nesting place: the garret of the
chapel. The pellet station was cleared in June, 1984 for the first time: the
material was 80 big (ca 12 kg) that a sample only (ca 15 9%, of the total weight)
was used for further analysis. It had certainly been accumulated there for
several dozens of years. On April 6th, 1985 the pellet station was cleared again.
During 1985/1986 pellets were collected 5 times in subsequent seasons (17.05.
85; 5.06.85; 19.10.85; 11.01.86 and 6.03.86). The floor of the garret was always
covered with paper to separate the new pellets from eventual old ones. All
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the main kinds of habitats in the vicinity of the Tawny Owls’ nest from

which pellet material was collected and. the distribution of trapping lines. a — Tawny Owls’

nest, b — trapping lines marked A—K, ¢ — orchards, d — corn field, e — allotments (trees,

vegetables, flowers), f — grassland, g — houses surrounded by trees and gardens, h — woods,
i — Kofciuszko Mound, j — rivers, k — main roads, 1 — side roads

pellets from June 1984 and April 1985 were already broken down. Whole pellets
collected during 1985/86 were soaked in water and dissected. Only vertebrate
remains were sclected for further analysis. Invertebrates were also present
in the material but they could accumulate there while pellets were lying in
the garret.

Small mammals were identified by their skulls and mandibles, both having
been counted and the highest figure taken. Birds from April 1985 and 1985/1986
were identified by the cranium (including rostrum), mandibula, humerus,
radius, ulna, carpometacarpus, scapula, coracoideum, femur, tibiotarsus and
tarsometatarsus. All kinds of bones were counted and the highest figure taken.
The minimum number of individuals (MNI) was calculated for each whole pel-
let separately because according to RACZYNSKI and RUPRECHT (1974) the coun-
ting error is smaller then. Due to the great abundance of the more than twen-



152

ty-year-old material collected in June 1984, bird remains were identified by
four most numerous kinds of bones: cranium (including rostrum), mandibula,
quadratum and humerus.

Since Tawny Owls cast their pellets at many sites (SoUuTHERN 1954; KUL-
CZYCKI 1964), pellets collected at one place represent a small proportion of the
total and the number of prey taken is much underestimated (SoUTHERN, LOWE
1982). Some bones are also digested (RAczyNsKI, RUPRECHT 1974; Lows 1980)
and some preys decapitated (HARRISON 1960). It seems, however, that the re-
lative proportions of species taken by the owls and cast at that place more
or less reflect the proportions of the total diet.

Conversion factors were applied to all results (Table II: ,W”), taking a 20-
gramme small mammal as standard (SouTHERN 1954). The total weight of
prey was expressed in ,prey units” taking into accounts the mean weight of
each species in Poland (PUCEK et al. 1984; JUSzCZYK 1974; FERENS 1967,
1971; Hupkc, CERNY et al. 1977). This was necessary, especially for birds,
because they were preyed upon heavily. The conversion factor of 5.0 for Brown
Rats is probably realistic because all remains of the species belonged to young
animals. Since most of the unidentified species of mammals and birds were
of the size of mice or sparrows, the conversion factors for these groups are 1.0

Table I

Characteristics of the trapping lines in the Tawny Owl’s hunting territory
in April (IV), June (VI) and October (X), 1985

- Approx.
Trapping | 1o/ gn | Date of Characteristics of the area
line (m) trappings :

A 90 IV, VI, X | Corn field adjoining the graveyard
IV —no plant cover, VI — corn
field X — stubble, heaps of straw

B 160 IV, VI, X | High shrubs along Waszyngton
Str.

¢ 250 IV, VI, X | St. Salwator’s Graveyard. Old trees,
tombs and graves

D 90 Iv As above

E 190 VI, X High shrubs at the edge of a corn
field along Malczewski Str.

F 170 v Small dense shrubs and grass
from the previous year near allot-
ments

G 170 10y Grass at the edge of a corn field

H 120 v Grass along a much-frequented dirt
road

J 70 VI, X High grass along a much-frequented
dirt road

K 270 VI, X Meadow covered with high grass




