
(302) 

PUBLICATION OF THE BRITISH TRUST FOR 
ORNITHOLOGY. 

REPORT OF AN INVESTIGATION OF 
THE FOOD OF CAPTIVE LITTLE OWLS. 

BY 
Miss A. HIBBERT-WARE. 

A SERIES of experiments was arranged in the autumn of 1935 
by the British Trust for Ornithology, to be carried out at 
the London Zoo with the collaboration of Mr. D. Seth-Smith, 
to whom warm thanks are due for his assistance. The 
primary object of the experiments was to prove whether 
the food-pellets of the Little Owl {Athene noctua), formed 
in the gizzard and evacuated by way of the gullet and mouth, 
supply reliable evidence as to the nature of the food of the 
bird or whether any considerable amount of undigested 
hard material passes out through the intestines and anus. 
A further object was to discover how the Little Owl deals with 
superfluous food when presented with more than its usual 
ration (see Experiment IV.). With the first end in view, 
two captive Little Owls, in a cage 4 by 2§ feet in size, were 
supplied with an exclusive diet of dead House-Sparrows 
and mice alternately every two days. This was repeated 
three times for each type of food. Mr. Seth-Smith, 
who kindly examined the fasces, found no hard matter what
ever in them. The keepers also found no unused remains of 
the food (such as wings and heads) in the cage. It would 
seem, therefore, that the entire bony and horny portions of 
the food must have passed out in the pellets. These 
were sent to the writer for analysis and the tables given below 
are the results of her investigations. Experiment IV. gives 
the result of the superfluous food experiment described 
below:— 
CONTENTS OF PELLETS DERIVED FROM HOUSE-SPARROWS. 

I. I I . I I I . IV. 
Number of pellets ... 2 4 3 large 2 l a rge* 

1 small 2 small 
Combined weight of 

pellets § oz. i oz. J oz. A o z -
Beaks ... ... ... 4 3 2 fragments 

of 1 
Skulls ... ... . . . fragments I fragment fragments fragments 
Quadrate b o n e s . . . . . . 3 o 2 1 
Mandible condyles and 

articular processes ... 6 3 4 2 
Scapula ... ... ... 7' o 6 5 •Average size of pellets 1} inch x 1 inch, 
pellets \ inch X £ inch. 

Large pellets 1} inch x i inch. Small 
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CONTENTS OF PELLETS DERIVED FROM HOUSE-SPARROWS 

Clavicle ... 
Coracoid ... 
Humerus.. . 
Ulna 
Radius ... 
Carpo-metacarpus 
Innominate bones 
Femur 
Tibia and fibula 
Tarso metatarsus ... 
Phalanges and claws 

Vertebra. . . 
Ribs '. 
Sternum ... 

Gizzard ... 
Number of sparrows re

presented in pellets ... 

— continued. 
I. 
■6 

5 
8 
7 
6 
7 
4 
5 
7 
8 

several 

many 
many 

o 

4 

4 

I I . 
o 
2 

6 
4 
4 
5 
o 
o 
2 
I 

several 

many 
5 * 
3 

2 

3 

I I I . 
3 
6 
5 
4 
4 
2 

4 
6 
2 
2 

several 

many 
several 

2 

2 

3 

IV. 
2 

3 
5 
3 
3 
4 
4 
3 
3 
4 

2 complete 
feet 

many 
many 
i and 

fragments 
3 

3 

CONTENTS OF PELLETS DERIVED FROM MICE. 

Number of pellets 

Combined weight of pellets . 
Jaw bones (with molars) 
Skulls 
Bulla oblongata 
Scapula 
Clavicle 
Humerus 
Radius and ulna 
Metacarpus and phalanges . 
Innominate bones 
Femur 
Tibia and fibula 
Metatarsus and phalanges . 
Vertebra 
Ribs 
Sternum 
Number of mice represents 

in pellets ... 

I. 
4 

i oz. 
24 

fragments 
0 
1 
0 
1 0 

14 
several 

4 
1 2 

1 2 
several 
many 
many 

0 

d 
7 

I I . 
9 

A oz. 
9 

fragments 
0 
0 
0 

4 
5 

several 
4 
6 
6 

several 
many 
many 

0 

3 

I I I . 
4 large 

3 very small 
| oz. . 
25 

fragments 
5 
4 
0 

16 
9 

several 
13 
16 
15 

several 
many-
many 

0 

8 

NOTES ON THE EXPERIMENTS. 
1. It is clear from the analyses that all the bones of the 

prey, large and small, may be found in the pellets. When 
some of the larger bones are missing this is often due to the 
fact that they were " left-overs " in the gizzard of the owl 
and would have been evacuated in the next batch of pellets. 
Sparrow bones, for instance, were found in several of the 
mouse pellets in this investigation, and the tail of a mouse in 
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a sparrow pellet. In some cases, however, the ends of some 
of the missing bones have been broken off and pulverized in 
the gizzard and the intervening parts are then not easily 
recognized. Some of the small bones, too, are often com
minuted and pass out tightly wrapped in the feather debris 
of the pellets. 

2. I t is interesting to note that the carpo-metaearpal bones 
are among those most perfectly represented in the Sparrow 
pellets. This indicates that in captivity the Little Owl 
normally swallows the entire wing. The quill feathers of 
both wing and tail are often so completely pulverized as to 
be unrecognizable as such though sometimes they are almost 
intact. 

3. Wheat grains and insect elytra were present in most of 
the pellets—doubtless derived from the stomachs of the prey. 
The gizzards of the Sparrows were, with one exception, empty, 
the contents being found free in the pellets. 

THE SUPERFLUOUS FOOD EXPERIMENT (NO. IV.). 
The result of this experiment has a special interest. The 

Little Owls on this occasion were offered eight dead Sparrows 
instead of their usual ration of three or four. The debris 
forwarded for examination was considerable and consisted 
of :— 

(a) Three Sparrows, untouched by the Owls. 
(b) One Sparrow with both wings severed, otherwise whole. 
(c) One Sparrow with head and one wing severed. 
(d) The three wings of (b) and (c). 
(e) Three heads (one belonging to (c)). 
(/) Four pellets (see Table No. IV.). 
Thus the four pellets would be expected to represent two 

headless birds and the skeleton of one complete Sparrow. 
This proved to be the case. The Owls used only the normal 
number of Sparrows as food. They mutilated two others. 

Another experiment was suggested by the Rev. F. C. R. 
Jourdain to ascertain the effect of supplying the Owls with 
food too large to swallow whole. Accordingly a freshly 
killed pigeon was presented to them as their 24 hours' ration. 
This remained absolutely untouched by the Owls. 

AN EXPERIMENT WITH A DIET OF EARTHWORMS. 
A further experiment was made at the London Zoo in order 

to ascertain the effect of an earthworm diet on the Owls. As 
a result of this the following report has been sent by Mr. 
Seth-Smith:— 
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" The keeper reports that at the first experiment he gave 
half a pint of earthworms to two Owls and all were eaten. 
The second night a pint to these same birds. They cleared 
up the whole lot but no pellets of any description were formed 
although the excreta was excessive ". 

It appears, therefore, that in the absence of soil and other 
roughage, soft food probably forms no pellets to be excreted 
by way of the bill. 

CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM THE EXPERIMENTS. 
It is evident that with captive Little Owls :— 
i. The hard, indigestible parts of the food are evacuated 

from the stomach entirely by way of the gullet and 
mouth in the form of pellets. 

2. When the supply of Sparrow food is moderate, the entire 
bird is used as food, both head and wings being 
swallowed. 

3. In the presence of an abnormal supply of Sparrow food, 
the heads and wings of the bird may be severed and 
rejected. 

Finally, it is desirable to emphasize the fact that these 
experiments were carried out with Little Owls in fairly small 
cages. A good deal more might be learnt by means of further 
experiments amplifying the work begun at the Zoo. If it 
were possible for a Little Owl to be kept in a large aviary, 
the problem of how the bird acts when confronted by super
fluous live food might be solved, hiding places for storage 
being provided in the aviary. Observations could also be 
made on the extent to which the bird feeds in the daytime 
and.as to how often pellets are ejected. The writer would 
welcome the co-operation of any aviculturist who would be 
willing to help in this way. 
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