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FOOD HABITS O OWILS TR THE FUNJAB
Nasim Alhtar and Mirza Achar Bep®

Peliats of four specics of awle, vollected from three districts of
the Punjab {Faizalabad, I G. Khao and Leiah), wers analysed to
know their fuod babity, Eighty-eight to 100% of the pelleta ecn-
teined remanents of emeall mammals, particularly those of the rate
and mica which degrade and destroy agricultursl eropa, lasedta
were consutned intensively; their fregquency of oeccurrence in the
pullita variod froem 73% to 805, EBirds and frogs were Blsc con-
snmed but mnch less fraquently, 1t wes concluded that rate and
iaios wers the meia ibema of the dist of owls,

INTRODUCTION

(hwly foed intensively on fisld rate and mice (Southern and Lowe, 1088,
1957 Morris 1979 Bowmao, L8ED). At least four species of owls, anmaly,
Horned Owl (Hubo sp.), Littla Owl (Atkene droma}, Short-eared Owl (daio
flammausyand Bira Owl Pyp2 albe) afzct ouléivativas io the Punjab(Pakiatan),
The Horned Owl favours well.-wooded covotry-siden in the neighbourheod of
water and huoman habitations, The dimioutive Little Owl sffects park-lapds,
gardens, eavirons of willages aod cultivations in the atudy ares 10 largs putnbers,
In coarrast to thess two speoies, the Short-earsd Owl and the Barn Owl sre
winter viaiturs to the study area, Tho former affects open scrublands and
cultivations and the latter favoura abandoned buildiogs, ruios, aocient trees
and other disused strocperes in eultvations and habitations.

Bocausa of their predilection for amall mammals, these raptors play an
imporéant rols in inhibiting the Geld rats and mice population of the sgroeco.
evatem, TUnfortunately, very little is known about the food habits of theas
raptors in oultivations of Pakistan. Recently, [Fulk and Khokhar {1878}
have pravided some informetion on the predation of Grest Horned Owl (Eube
finbo) oo the short-tailed mole rat (Xesokia éindica), The pressot paper dsaoribea
tho food habits of foer epacien of owls found in the sgroecosyatem of the centrai
I'anjat.

*Depactment of Zoology and Fishries, University of Agrienluare, Faisalabed.



MATERIAL AND METHOQDS

The presesnt study is based on the analysis of 68 pellets of ewls collected
from three districta of the Panjab, namely, Faisalabad, B, &, Khan and Leigh
{rom gronnds under the diurnal roosts of the owls, Witherhy (103433 ways omit
coasulted to identify the apeeies of the owls from the shope and size of the
pallats, Thess pellets belonged b0 the Horned Owl (K= 30), Littla Owl
{N =17}, Short-eared Owl (¥ = 6) and Barn Owl (N = 5],

Tha pollets were snaked in water for 2 to 3 hours befor: being analysed
All typen of food remanents were sorted out from entangled mass of hair, feathers
and plant fibres uaing & perr of foreeps and needle and were examined vnder 2
Yoocular micraseops,  An weitempt was made to ideotify all the remanente
from the pellats. The teeth of small mammals were used to ida.tily the ape-
cien of the prey. Refercoce specimens of the teeth of emull mammals wors
used to facilitata identification,

RESTLTS

Aualysis of pollets of the Horoed Gwl, Little Owl, Short-gared Owl and
Baro Owl revealed that they comprised of masinly bones, hair, feathers, nosd
appondeyen sad fragments of insect cuiticle. Preeent in tha pellets were alao
live, mites, termites, fibrea snd other tissues of plante which have been put
upder “misoellansouas’™ in Table 1. Beside thees, some unideobified animal

remains were alao noted io the pelluta,

Hmall memmals

Seven specica of small mammals wers represevterl in the owls' pellots
thrir frequencies of occurrence in the pellets being #3570, B8ZL, 10050 and 104t
in the Horned Owi, Littla Owl, Shurt-eared Owl and Rarn Owl, respectively,
The small mammals idantifed in the pollets comprized of the lodian gerballs
{Tatern indiza), the short-tailed mole rab ( Nesokia indics), the honss abrew
Suncits miriaus), the honde muouse { M uy muscutus), thw bandicoot rat ( Bendicote
Langalensie), the soft-Turred ficld rat {Raltus racitade) and tie desert gorbille
Meripnes hurricnoe). o the case of Horned (Jwl, the Indien gerbille and banda-
caot rat wers the moat frequently eaten auimals, The Short-esred Owl too
depended mainly on these two rate for ita food, but this species heavily preyed
on tha baodicont rat whils the Indian gerbille was the staple of the diet of the
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Horned Qyl, In the pellets of the Littla Gwl,
nant, but tha hoyee motsa and bandicoot ras

In tha oaas of the Barn Owl, Indian gerbilla, b
gorbilia ang soft-furred Beld rat were

Tabls 1

the desert gerbills wag predomi.
wers also frequently CUDsNmed,
Guae ghrew, bandicogt rat, daserg
repredented with equal frequeney,

Frequency af otcurrence of varinus food

items in the pellois af four
species af giels

Frequenay of necurrence of for4
Food Typeq Horned Owl  Little Owl  Short.oared  Barg Gul

(N =30) (N=17)  Owl(N-6) “(N=§
1. Smeli Mammals 83 B8 100 100
F. indica 47 i 33 20
N indicn 3 — 7 _
B, Marinye 3 8 —_ -
H. muscnlyus 3 18 — —
B. bengaiensis 13 12 S 20
M. hurrianne T Pl 17 20
. meltnds - — iy 20
Unkrown 27 35 — 20
2. ERirds 7 43 17 -
3. Frogs o — —
4. Inaects B0 6 a3 50
5. Miscellaneous 100 — 1G4 100
Lica 27 i2 17 20
Mites 7 i 33 210
Termites 20 -— - —
Plaot tissuss 140 34 100 104
8. Unidentified 47 4] 17 40
animal’'remains
Birds

Homanents of birds were represcoted in the pelleta of the Hornad Owl,
Littla Owl, sod Short-ssrod Owl. Thirty.fva per cent of the pelletsa of the
Little Gwl, 172 of Short.esrad Owl and 7% of Horned Owl contained svian
rewaing-  One of the pelicts of Horned Owl had & besk of & King Fizher,
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Frogs
Frogs were represented in the pallcta of the Little Owl only; €3] of ita
poilete had vertabrae and girdles of frogs or toads in them.

Insects wers intonmively consnmed by all the four speciea of owla, The
frequency of geeurrence of inaoste in the pellets of the four speciss wers more or
leas of similar magnitude; it was 807 in the Horned Owl, 783 in Little Owl,
8327 in Short-eared Owl, and 8057 io Barn Owl. Generally, bectles wers the
mont frequently nonsumed ipeects; mole crickets, dragonflies mad grasshoppers
wars represented only eparingly.

Miscellancons fiemy

The pellets of the owla also contained amall arthropada and plant tissuee.
Among the arthropode were present lice, mites and termites, TFrequenoy of
these tiny enimals waa generally low. But plant tisaues wers represented in
almost sll the peilets of the four specien of owla.

DISCUSS10N

The results of present study indieate that rate and mice are the main
conatitusnts of the diet of the Horned Owl, Little Owl, Short-esred Owl and
Bara Owl, Heavy depundence of owls on rodenta kas been reenrded by acme
other workers also. Dwight ef of. (1972) and Bowmen {J9R0} reported that
mammals, primarily Microtuy, wera the staples of the diet of the Barn Owl
during wll sessons of the yesr, Nikodem (1872) working on ths food hebits of
different spepies of owls reported presence of remaica of small mammale in
50.42% of ths pellsts, Thuy, under normal conditions, small mammuls and par-
tieulacly rats and miecs are the main staplea of the diet of owla.

From the analyain of the presant samples, it appeats that the Little Owl
and Shert-eared Owl consemed avian prey more frequontly than ths other two
rpecien. Presspee of ramaing of froga/tonde in the pellets of Littls Owl saema
to be related to the foraging bebaviour of the Little Owl io the present study
aroa, Thess smell raptors heng sround light poles and feed on insects. Toeds
sod frogs, which are alac attraeted thers, fall prey to the owl,

Regsrding the occurrones of mites, termites and lioe in the pellets of the
owla, it may be pointed out that mites and lice aro external parssites of rets
snd birds and they might have been swallowed in by owls aloagwith their hosts,
Mites and termites could have aleo infeated the pellets awiter they were regurgi.
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tated by the owis and dropped on the growvocd. The speeimens of termites in
the pellets wero inteet and this indicated that they entered the pelleta when the
latter were Iying on the ground. Similarly, the predence aof plant tisenes in the
pellete may be traced back to the ret and mice which fell prey to the owla,

It should also be mentioned that the remaine in the pellets of owls do
not necesaarily present a faithful record of Animals actually caten by the owla.
Lowe {1080) found thet skell bonrs nf amall mammala extraoted from the pellets
were Jeast fragmented during autvmn and winter when the large mesls warn
not alwaya completely digeetrd, Thir was in rontrast with summer monthe,
when digestion appeared tn be mnst rflizient.  He nleo frund that lonses of knll
bonea of cortain apecies were more geriona than those of other species, Loases
of young specimens were more frequent than thosa of adult epecimens. For-
thermore, composition of epecies of the prex in the diet of awls, like other
predatare, depends on two other factors: 1, The food preferepcea of the pre-
dntar, and 2, tha relntive densitira of the varicua pres spacies,  Sines thn
samplea of pellata wers small and wers obtained from somewhat eoologioally
different area -, food praforances of the awl apsoirs vannit bs asscsasd from tha
presant data. However, the data do indicate that the owls depended mainly
on retm and mice for their fnod,
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