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Foop HABITS OF THE SHORT-EARED OWL
(Asto flammeus) IN SOUTHERN SOUTH AMERICA

JamME R. Rau, MARCELO C. VILLAGRA, MARTA L. MORA,
DaviD R. MARTINEZ AND MaRIA S. TILLERIA
Laboratorio de Ecologia, Instituto Profesional de Osorno,
Castlla 933, Osorno, Chile

Although the Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus) is dis-
tributed throughout the Americas, its food habits have
received considerable study only in North America (Clark
1975 and references therein). Currently, there is no pub-
lished quantitative information on its food habits in all of
South America, except for a report made by Fulk (1976)
from central Chile, who unfortunately pooled the pellets
of both Short-eared and Common Barn Owls (Tt alba).

We report the prey identified in 53 pellets of the Short-
eared Owl, collected May-June (Winter) 1986 and Sep-
tember (early Spring) 1987-89 at Fundo Quirislahuén,
Alberto Hott Siebert Airport and Isla Teja island. The
first two places are pasture grasslands located at the out-
skirts of the city of Osorno, southern Chile (40°34'S
73°08'W). The third site consists of marshland in the city
of Valdivia (39°48'S 73°14'W). Seven of the 53 pellets
contained no identifiable prey remains, 17 were weathered
and 29 were fresh. Prey remains (mostly native cricetid
rodents) were identified using keys for tooth rows (Reise
1973).

The 29 fresh pellets measured 33.5 (SD = 1.9) by 18.1
(SD = 0.9 mm) (¥ + 2 SE length times maximum width)
and the mean dry weight was 3.0 * 0.4 g. All measure-
ments were lower than those reported by Holt et al. (1987),
possibly because of our small sample (29 compared to 180
pellets).

To increase the sample size, we pooled pellets from
different areas. Among 46 pellets, we found 69 vertebrate
prey items (96%) and only three invertebrates (4%). The
diet of the Short-eared Owl by number of occurrences was
as follows: 34 (47%) Olivaceus Field-mice (Akodon oliva-
ceus), 8 (11%) Austral Greater Mice (Auliscomys micro-
pus), 8 (11%) Long-haired Field-mice (4dkodon longipilus),

2 (3%) Long-tailed Rice Rats (Oryzomys longicaudatus), 2
(3%) unidentified members of Akodon, 3 (4%) Black Rats
Rattus rattus, 1 (1%) Darwin’s Leaf-eared Mouse (Phyl-
lotis darwini), 11 (16%) unidentified cricetids, 1 (1%) Gryl-
lid and 2 (3%) unidentified insects, The most frequent
mammalian prey of Short-eared Owls, Olivaceus Field-
mice, Long-haired Field-mice and Austral Greater Mice
weighed 23.9 = 0.5, 34.7 = 0.3, and 57.6 £ 1.9 g, re-
spectively (Pearson 1983). Overall, the mean number of
prey items/pellet was 1.7 £ 0.2 (N = 29, range 1-4).

The high consumption of the Olivaceus Field-mouse by
Short-eared Owls was in close agreement with the fall
peak of this vole-like mouse at the prairie-scrublands of
San Martin, Valdivia (Muria and Gonzélez 1986), a site
located approximately 192 km north by road from Osorno.

Judging from previous records in North America (Clark
1975 and references therein), the food habits of the Short-
eared Owl in southern South America are very similar to
those in the northern hemisphere.

RESUMEN.—Aunque el nuco (d4sio flammeus) tiene una
amplia distribucién, su dieta ha sido estudiada sélo en
América del norte. Analizamos 46 egagropilas colectadas
en dos 4reas del sur de Chile durante invierno (1986) y
primavera (1987-89). Se identificaron 72 presas, de las
cuales un 96% correspondié a vertebrados. El roedor Ako-
don olivaceus constituyé casi la mitad de la dieta. En Sud-
américa meridional, la estenofagia del nuco es similar a
la documentada para el hemisferio norte.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank E. Ide, owner of the Fundo Quirislahuén
and the stafl of Alberto Hott Siebert Airport, for their



36 SHORT COMMUNICATIONS

cooperation during this study, and also J. Barriga, for
collecting some owl pellets at the airport. We thank Fa-
bian M. Jaksi¢ for comments on the draft manuscript and
Denver W. Holt who kindly sent us one of his articles.
This work was partially funded by FONDECYT 89-
0034.

LITERATURE CITED

CLARK, R.J. 1975. A field study of the Short-eared Owl,
Asio flammeus, in North America. Wildlife Monogr. 47:
5-67.

Furk, G.W. 1976. Owl predation and rodent mortality:
a case study. Mammalia 40:423-427.

HoLt DW,, L.J. LyoN AND R. HALE. 1987. Tech-

J Raptor Res. 26(1):36-37
© 1992 The Raptor Research Foundation, Inc.

VoL. 26, No. 1

niques for differentiating pellets of Short-eared Owls
and Northern Harriers. Condor 89:929-931.

MURUA R. AND L. A. GONZALEZ. 1986. Regulation of
numbers in two neotropical rodent species in southern
Chile. Rev. Chil. Hist. Nat. 59:193-200.

PearsoN, O.P. 1983. Characteristics of a mammalian
fauna from forests in Patagonia, southern Argentina.
J. Mammal. 64:476-492,

REISE, D. 1973. Clave para la determinacion de los
craneos de marsupiales y roedores chilenos. Gayana
(Zoologia) 27:1-20.

Received 21 June 1991; accepted 12 October 1991

GOLDEN EAGLES FEEDING ON FIsH

BryaN T. BROWN!
Cooperative Park Studies Unit, P.O. Box 5614, Northern Arizona University,
Flagstaff, AZ 860171

Prey of Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) in western
North America consists primarily of small mammals such
as lagomorphs and rodents (Carnie 1954, Mollhagen et
al. 1972, Olendorff 1976, Bloom and Hawks 1982, Eakle
and Grubb 1986). Fish comprised only 0.4% of individual
food items found in nests across North America (Olendorff
1976). Most authors of studies of Golden Eagle food habits
reported no fish (e.g., Collopy 1983, Eakle and Grubb
1986), while others indicated that fish comprised from
0.2% (Kochert 1972) to 3.6% (Carnie 1954) of individual
food items in their diet, and only for eagles nesting near
lakes or rivers. Migrant Golden Eagles may feed on fish
carrion, such as dead salmon (Oncorhynchus spp.) in the
northwestern United States (Palmer 1988), but most food
habit studies were conducted during the nesting season
when spawning fish were generally unavailable. No ob-
servations of capture of live fish have been published. This
study reports on the strategy and success of Golden Eagles
foraging on spawning Rainbow Trout (Oncorhynchus my-
kiss) in Arizona.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

The 1 km? study area consisted of the most downstream
600 m of Nankoweap Creek at its confluence with the
Colorado River in Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona.
The creek was 1-2 m wide and about 30 cm deep, with
winter flows typically 0.05-0.20 m*/sec (Brown et al. 1989).

! Present address: P.O. Box 3741, Tucson, AZ 85722.

The creek mouth (elevation 880 m) was located in a desert
river canyon, with adjacent vertical cliffs rising over 1000 m

Trout were introduced into the Colorado River follow-
ing completion of Glen Canyon Dam, 112 km upstream
of Nankoweap Creek, in 1963 and the subsequent trans-
formation of the river to conditions suitable for a cold-
water fishery. The most downstream 0.5 km of Nanko-
weap Creek has supported spawning rainbow trout since
the mid-1970s. Up to 1500 trout may enter the creek at
peak times during spawn, which may last from November
through April (Brown et al. 1989).

Observations of Golden Eagle prey capture attempts
and feeding activity were made from 6 February to 20
March 1990, and from 24 January to 13 March 1991.
Continuous, daily observations were made from 0.5 hr
before sunrise to 0.5 hr after sunset, except at times when
recreational activity in the study area precluded eagle feed-
ing activity (ca. 10% of daylight hours). Observations were
made from an uncamouflaged observation post located 800
m west of and 100 m above the creek mouth, using 10-
45X spotting scopes. A prey capture attempt was defined
as any effort to secure prey, including both single and
multiple pounces for an individual trout.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Golden Eagles were present on 32 (76%) of 42 d in
1990 and 39 (80%) of 49 d in 1991, with one to four
individuals present on any one day. At least five individuals
were recorded on 10-11 March 1990 (three adults on 10
March, two subadults on 11 March). I suspect that more
than five Golden Eagles were present each year, but in-
dividuals were not marked.



