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The long-eared owl (Asio otus) belongs
to typical owls (family Strigidae).
It has brownish gray feathers, erect
blackish ear-tufts and round head
with bright red, orange or yellow eyes
(fig.2 ). Lives on a diet of small mammals, birds and insects.
Its habitat is limited to the outer perimeter of the forest, along open
fields and meadows. (It nests once
a year, from April to August, using
the old nests of crows, magpies, and
squirrels.) In late autumn and winter
months, long-eared owls roost communally, living in small groups called
“owl parliaments”.
Its European status is secure.
There are 3.000 to 5.000 breeding
pairs in Croatia.

The barn owl (Tyto alba) belongs to the
barn owl family Tytonidae.
It is light and sand-coloured with
white heart-shaped face (fig. 1)
The habitat: open grassland or farmland; church towers, barns, old buildings. The barn owl lives in church
towers, castles, barns, old buildings.
It does not hoot, but produces the
characteristic shree scream.
Lives on a diet of small mammals, or
more rarely of birds and amphibians.
It is commonly found in Europe.
There are 3.000 to 4.000 breeding
pairs in Croatia.

Fig. 1 The barn owl (Tyto alba)

Fig. 2 The long-eared owl (Asio Otus)

Introduction

Fig. 3 Prey
(Shrew)

There are 136 species of owls in the world, 10 of which can be found
in Croatia. Owls are predominantly nocturnal birds with exceptionally well-developed vision and hearing, which makes them
almost infallible hunters. Owls live on a diversified diet of small
mammals and birds, or more rarely of insects and amphibians. If
they catch a small prey, they swallow it whole. The indigestible
parts of the prey are regurgitated after several hours in the form
of pellets (solid, cylindrical formations containing bones, scales,
feathers, beaks and fur). By dissecting and analysing the pallets,
we can interpret the diet of owls (fig. 5 and 6). The objective of the
research has been to compare the diets of the long-eared owl (Asio
otus, L. 1758) and the barn owl (Tyto alba, Scopoli 1769) in the Vrbovec area at the same time of year and by using the same quantity
of material.
The purpose of the investigation was to determine the presence
and shares of small mammals in diet of owls. And to compared the
results with the results obtained before in order to follow possible
changes in owls’ eating habits.

Fig. 5 Pellet of the barn owl

Fig. 5 Prey
(Mouse)

Fig. 6 Pellet of the long-eared owl

Material and methods
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Fig. 7 Skulls (a,c), mandible (a,b) and bones (d) found inside the pellets

Pellets are indigestible parts of the prey (bones of birds and mammals, scales, feathers, bills, claws, fur, teeth, exoskeletons of insects, etc.) shaped into solid, cylindrical formations.
The pellets were collected in Vrbovec form September to December 2009. There were 65 pellets of the barn owl and 65 pellets of
the long-eared owl.
They are cylindrical and their colour varies from light to dark brown
due to fur and feathers on the surface.
The pellets of the barn owl were collected from an abandoned attic
in the village of Greda, approx. 5 kilometres from Vrbovec.
The pellets of the long-eared owl were collected in the centre of
Vrbovec (town park and schoolyard of the First Primary School).
The pellets have been dissected by using the dry method (they have
been pulled apart with histology needles and tweezers). The skull
and mandible bones with teeth have been separated (fig. 7 and 8).
Following the instructions from the identification key for small
mammals, we have classified the family, genus, and species of the
mammals whose bones were found.
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Fig. 8 Skulls (a-c), mandible (a) and bones (d) found inside the pellets

Results

Fig. 9 Chart
showing barn
owl diet

Fig. 10 Chart
showing longeared owl diet

Conclusions

Fig. 11 Sorex araneus, shrew

Fig. 12 Microtus arvalis, voles

Fig. 13 Apodemus sylvaticus,
wood mouse

Fig. 14 Muscardinus sp., dormice

Table 1 Results of the pellet analysis of the barn owl and long-eared owl

In 65 pellets of the barn owl, 277 animal remains have been found,
the average of 4.3 animals per pellet.
In 65 pellets of the long-eared owl, 156 animal remains have been
found, the average of 2.4 animals per pellet.
The barn owl’s diet consists exclusively of small mammals.
The diet of the long-eared owl is dominated by small mammals,
whose share is 97.44 %.
Twelve mammal species have been isolated from the pellets of the
long-eared owl, while 18 mammal species have been found in the
pellets of the barn owl.
Three mammal families have been found in the pallets of the longeared owl - voles, mice and dormice (fig. 12-14). Along with these,
the barn owl’s diet has also included shrews (fig. 11).
The diet of both owls is dominated by the common vole (Microtus
arvalis) – 28.16% of the barn owl’s diet and 57.05 % of the longeared owl’s diet.
Birds are of small significance in the eating habits of these two owl
species – the barn owl pellets do not contain their remains at all,
and they make only 2.56 % of the long-eared owl’s diet.
Eating habits of both owl species have not changed significantly in
the past 20 years.

