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FOOD O F  THE BARN OWL A T  G A I N E S V I L L E ,  F L O R I D A  
James Horner, Robert Wallace, and D a v i d  W. Johnston 

Food habi ts  of the Barn Owl  ( T y t o  a lba)  i n  the Un i ted  States are gen-  

era l ly  w e l l  known, espec ia l l y  from the a n a l y s i s  of regurgitated   el lets 
co l lected a t  roost ing and nest  s i tes.  In  most studies of con t inen ta l  pop- 

ulat ions, rodents and other sma l l  mammals comprise 95% (or more) of prey 

items; b i rds are taken less commonly (Wallace, 1948). The  percentages 

usual l Y  re f lec t  loca l  abundance of spec i f i c  prey species. E s p e c i a l l y  on 

is lands where rats and mice are ei ther scarce or less avai lab le,  Barn Owls 

prey heav i l y  upon b i rds (Howel l ,  1920; Bonnot, 1928; Johnston, 1972). 

Through the k indness of Tom Carr, we were a ler ted t o  a Barn O w l  roost 

ad iacent  t o  U.S. 441, four mi les south o f  Ga inesv i l l e ,  A lachua County ,  
F lor ida,  i n  the winter of 1972-73. The roost, located i n  a p a r t i a l l y  m o d i -  

f ied mesic hammock w i t h  L i v e  Oaks (Quercus v i rg in iana)  and Cabbage 

Palm (Sabal palmetto),  was a t  the edge of Paynes Pra i r ie .  Dur ing  the 

dayt ine,  owls  were sometimes found spread over an area of a t  l e a s t  f i v e  

acres, but they were usua l l y  clumped in  a dozen or so trees. A l t h o u g h  

f ive or s i x  owls were sometimes heard c a l l i n g  s imul taneously  a t  n ight ,  

no more than t w o  roost ing owls were seen at  one time. Tom Carr and other 

res idents of the area reported that i n  the la te winter  of 1972-73, Barn 

Owls nested i n  a hol low,  dead tree approx imate ly  one-fourth of a m i le  from 

the roost ing s i tes.  Barred Owls (Str ix va r ia )  and Great Horned Owls 

(Bubo v i rg in ianus)  a l s o  inhabi t  th is  same hammock, the la t ter  species 

nest ing there in  March-Apri  l 1974. lmmed iate ly ad iacent  t o  the roost ing 

s i tes in t h i s  hammock are the broad expanses of Paynes Pra i r ie  over w h i c h  

Barn Owls were seen f l y i n g  many t imes a t  dusk and after dark. 

Desp i te  the widespread breeding d is t r ibu t ion  of the Barn Owl  through-  

out F lo r ida ,  l i t t l e  has been ~ u b l i s h e d  on i t s  s p e c i f i c  foods i n  the s tate or, 

more important ly,  on i t s  eco log ica l  impact upon prey populat ions. T o  the 
best of our knowledge spec i f i c  foods of feral  Barn Owls  i n  F l o r i d a  are 

l imited t o  the publ ished accounts o f  H o w e l l  (1932), Wible and Parkes 

(1955), and T r o s t  and Hutchison (1963). The account by T ros t  and Hutch-  

ison (1963) is the most thorough because these authors i d e n t i f i e d  865 

vertebrate animals  i n  ten  pounds of nest  debris.  In that  study, conducted 

some 12 mi les  south of our Ga inesv i l l e  si te, the ow ls  were feeding ch ie f l y  

over a "we t  habi ta t " ,  took most ly  Sigmodon h isp idus  and Oryzomys 

palust r is ,  and preyed on re la t i ve ly  few b i rds (3.4% o f  the prey items). 

The 5 9  pe l le ts  that we examined (Tab le  1 )  contained r e l a t i v e l y  few 

surprises because ( 1 )  approx imate ly  88% of the prey items were mamma Is, 

(2) the major i ty  of these were rodents, and (3) on ly  n ine b i rd  remains were 

recovered. I t  i s  of in terest  t o  d i rec t  a t ten t ion  t o  the modera te ly  h igh 
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percentage (31'5) of Neof iber  a l l e n i  (Round-tai led Muskrat) i n  the pel le ts ,  

ind icat ing the impact of Barn Owls on t h i s  local ized rodent. B i rkenholz  

(1962), i n  h i s  in tens ive invest igat ions o f  Neof iber  on Paynes Pra i r ie ,  

noted (p. 124) that  "Barn Owls a lso  preyed on Neofiber," a l t h o u g h  he 

located no  roosts of the owls. B o t h  H o w e l l  (1932) and Schwartz  (1952) 

reported Neof iber  i n  pe l le ts  of Barn Owls .  In terest ing ly ,  N e o f i b e r  was 

recorded from the Okef inokee Swamp, Georgia, by the recovery of three 

sku l l s  i n  Barn Owl  pe l le ts  (Schantz and Jenkins, 1950). These rodents 

(average we igh t  of ten specimens equals 264 g) are ce r ta in ly  contrast ing ly  

large as compared w i t h  smaller prey mammals of Barn Owls, such a s  the 

Short-tai led Shrew (Cryptot is  parva; .wi. equals 5 g). Most  studies of Barn 

Owl foods (Wallace, 1948; T ros t  and Hutchison,  1963; and others) have 

shown that Barn Owls a t  a g iven s i te  prey heav i l y  on  one s p e c i e s  (70-  
9051, w i t h  lesser amounts of other prey species being consumed. Presum - 
ab ly  t h i s  i s  because that  par t icu lar  species i s  e i ther  more abundant loca l  - 
ly or the owls can better capture that species. In  our G a i n e s v i l l e  sample 

(Tab le  1 )  Neofiber,  Sigmodon, and Oryzomys occurred i n  s im i la r  percent-  

ages as  prey items, even though Neof iber  i s  by far the heav ies t  o f  the 

three. A l though we have no spec i f i c  f igures on local  mammal populat ions 

on Paynes Pra i r ie  a t  th i s  t ime of year, we arc inc l ined  t o  be lie:.e :hut 

these three mammals were a l l  read i l y  access ib le  to  the owls.  

A s  ornitholscj ists, we were not  surprised, ei ther,  a t  the b i rd  species 

taken by the ow ls -Sora ,  Long-b i l l ed  Marsh Wren, Amer ican Robin, Red- 

winged Blackbi rd,  and t w o  unident i f ied f o r m  (probably smal l  parul ids).  

A l l  these b i rds would be expected on Paynes Pra i r ie  i n  winter.  

In  v i r t u a l l y  every instance, both Sigmodon and Oryzomys were rep- 

resented i n  ind iv idual  pe l le ts  by both s k u l l  and body skeleton. The larger 

Neofiber,  however, appeared t o  require two  pe l le ts  for a s ing le  prey a n -  

imal; one pel le t  usual ly  contained either a sku l l  or the bu lk  o f  t h e  body 

skeleton. In  fact,  in  on ly  one instance d i d  we f ind f o r  Neof iber  both 

sku l l  and the ma io r i t y  of the body skeleton in  one pel le t .  Accord ing  t o  

Wallace (1948), 254 pe l le ts  contained f rom one t o  8 prey animals  per pe l -  

let, w i t h  an average of 2.7, meaning, of course, that i n  Wallace's analyses 

smaller-sized mammals were being eaten. Our over-a l l  average was 1.5 
mammals per pe l le t .  

A l though Barn Owls can and do  feed t o  some extent  in  the dayt ime 

or a t  dusk, they use on ly  the sense of hear ing i n  locat ing prey i n  to ta l  

darkness (Payne, 1971). I t  i s  in terest ing t o  note i n  Tab le  1 those species 

presumably located by the o w l s '  heat ing the p r e ~ - - ~ e r h a ~ s  the b i rds and 

cer ta in ly  the katyd ids.  I t  seems probable t o  us that the birds were f lushed 

by the o w l s '  f l i g h t  or s imply  were moving a t  dusk. The ka tyd ids  are o f  

special  ln terest  because, accord ing t o  Dr. Thomas J. Walker, these katy-  

d ids were of the species Neoconocephalus tr iops, and a l l  were males. A t  
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the t ime of pe l le t -co l lec t ion  (Feb.-Mar. )  these male katyd ids were c a l -  

l ing, the i r  c a l l s  probably at t ract ing the Barn Owls.  

For  the iden t i f i ca t ion  of cer ta in  prey items we appreciate the personal 

ass is tance of P ie rce  Brodkorb (birds), Stephen Humphrey (mamnals),  and 

Thomas J. Walker ( insects) .  Reference co l lec t ions  of P ie rce  Brodkorb and 

the F lo r ida  State Museum were n o s t  he lp fu l  for ident i f icat ion.  

T a b l e  1 .  Food i t e m s  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  Barn Owl p e l l e t s  

from G a i n e s v i l l e .  F l o r i d a .  

P e r c e n t  P e r c e n t  
o f  a l l  o f  

1 2  28 25 p r e y  b i o -  
Mar. Mar. Dec. T o t a l i t e m s l  mass 

Number of  p e l l e t s  examined 24 24 1 1  5  9  

C o n t e n t s :  

Mammals 88 .2  96.9 

N e o f i b r r  a l l e n i  (264 g ) 2  9  -- 1 1  4  24 3 1 . 2  5 9 . 3  

S igmndm h ~ s p i d u s  (123 g )  8  8  2  1 8  23.7 20.7 

Ory7omys p a l u s t r i s  (85  g j  i l  3 7 21 27.6 16.7 

C r y p t o t i s  parva (5  g )  3 1 4  5 . 3  0 . 2  

B i r d s  

Porzana  c a r o l i n a  (50 g )  1  -- 
T e l m a t o d y t e s  

p a l u s t r i s  (10 g )  1  1 1 . 3  0 . 1  

Turdus  r n i g r a t o r i u s  (71 g )  2  2  2.6 1 . 2  

Phoen iceus  a g e l a i u s  (42  g) 1  1  2  2 .6  0 . 8  

U n i d e n t i f i e d  ( P a r u l i d a e ? )  I 2  2 .6  0 . 1  

I n v e r t e b r a t e s  

T e t t i g o n i i d a e  ( k a t y d i d s )  5 ( 0 . i  

P e r c e n t  rnarmnals 

P e r c e n t  b i r d s  

P e r c e n t  i n v e r t e b r a t e s  0  16 .7  0  

'Less t h e  few, r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant i n s e c t  r e m a i n s .  

h e a n  body w e i g h t s :  mammals, from F l o r i d a  S t a t e  Museum spec imens ;  b i r d s ,  
p e r s o n s 1  r e c o r d s  o f  DWJ. 
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