
146 SHORT COMMUNICATIONS VOL. 36, NO. 2 

J Raptor Res. 36(2):146-148 
¸ 2002 The Raptor Research Foundation, Inc. 

BATS AS PREY OF BARN OWLS (TYTO ALBA) IN A TROPICAL SAVANNA IN BOLIVIA 

JULIETA VARGAS 1 
Colecci6n Boliviana de P•una, Museo Nacional de Histoga Natural, Casilla 8706, La Paz, Bolivia 

CARLOS LANDAETA A. 

Centro de Estudiantes de Medicina Veterinaria, Facultad de Ciencias Veterinarias y Pecuarias, Universidad de Chile, 
Av. Santa Rosa 11.735, Santiago, Chile 

JAVIER A. SIMONETTI 
Departamento de Ciencias Ecol6gicas, Pktcultad de Ciencias, Universidad de Chile, Casilla 653, Santiagv, Chile 

KEY WO•tDS: Barn Owl; Tyto alba; bats; Bolivia; prey size. 

A wealth of information is available on the diet of the 

Barn Owl (Tyro alba) in many regions of the world (Taylor 
1994). Mammals, particularly rodents, are the most frequent 
food item (e.g.,Jaksic et al. 1982). Data are overwhelmingly 
from temperate regions; however, information from tropical 
localities is scanty (Marti et al. 1993). Here, we report on 
the diet of the Barn Owl from Beni, Bolivia, a tropical lo- 
cality where bats are taken commonly as prey. 

Pellets were collected in May 1998 and 1999 at E1 Porv- 
emr, the Operations Center of Reserva de la Biosfera Esta- 
c•6n Bio16gica Beni (14ø52'S, 66ø20'W; 200 masl). The land- 
scape is a mosaic of small forest fragments distributed over 
a seasonally-inundated savanna (Herrera-MacBryde et al. 
2000). Pellets were collected around an occupied nest in 
the attic of a small building. In May 1998, there were three 
cMcks and in 1999 there were five eggs in the nest, attended 
by a single adult on both occasions. 

Only whole pellets with identifiable prey remains were 
•ncluded in the analysis. Prey were identified to the spe- 
cies level whenever possible, using available keys and ref- 
erence collections (Aguirre and Anderson 1997, Ander- 
son 1997, Musser et al. 1998). 

We estimated the biomass contribution of each species 
to the diet as the percent biomass, multiplying the num- 
ber of individuals in the pellets by the estimated body 
mass of each prey species divided by the grand sum of 
b•omass. Also for comparative purposes, we estimated the 
mean mass of small mammal prey (MMSM), as the grand 
mean obtained from summing the products of the num- 
ber of individual prey items times their mass, divided by 
the total number of mammalian prey in the diet (Jaksic 
et al. 1982). Biomass estimates of mammal species were 
obtained from Anderson (1997), Eisenberg and Redford 
(1999), and reference collections. 

A total of 440 pellets yielded 567 prey items, all verte- 
brates except a single Coleoptera. The number of prey 
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per pellet varied from one, an individual large prey, such 
as Cavia tschudii, to 13 individuals when they were small 
as in the case of bats. Mammals were the primary prey, 
accounting for 95% of items in the diet; birds were of 
minor importance. At least one bird was a Black-capped 
Donacobius (Donacobius atricapillus) (Troglodytidae), 
identified from a tag recovered from a 1998 pellet 
Among mammals, bats were the most frequent prey, ac- 
counting for 51% of the diet. Myotis spp. comprised more 
than one third of all items (Table 1). Nevertheless, bats 
accounted for only 3.4% of biomass. Cavia was the sec- 
ond most frequent prey (26%), but 63% (95) were ju- 
venile or subadults. Overall, Cavia accounted for 83% of 
the total biomass (Table 1). Two rodents, C. tschudii and 
Holochilus sciureus, contributed 41% of prey items and 
95% of biomass in the 2-yr sample (Table l). 

Barn Owls rarely prey on bats (e.g., Ruprecht 1979) 
The high consumption of Myotis in E1 Porvenir could be 
associated with its ease of capture. All bats captured by 
the Barn Owl were colonial species, some of which oc- 
curred in the same roost area. Eptesicusfurinalis, Sturnira, 
and Myotis nigricans tend to roost in buildings (Wilson 
and La Val 1974, Mies et al. 1996) and we observed bats 
(species not identified) roosting in large numbers in the 
building where the Barn Owl nested at E1 Porvenir. 

Mean mass of small mammal prey (136.6 _+ 16.2 g; 
• - 2 SE) was almost two times larger in E1 Porvenir than 
reported from the Mediterranean regions of Chile (71 
g) and California (68 g) and six times larger than that 
from Spain (21 g; Jaksic et al. 1982). Trophic ecology of 
Barn Owls is determined by the frequency distribution 
of mammalian prey sizes available and the owl assem- 
blage in each region (Jaksic et al. 1982). The consump- 
tion of larger prey at E1 Porvenir may be attributed to 
the availability of a large prey species, C. tschudii, whose 
body mass exceeds those in Mediterranean regions where 
the largest prey weights available are ca. 350 g compared 
to 600 g of C. tschudii (Jaksic et al. 1982). Alternatively, 
Barn Owls at E1 Porvenir may be hunting for relatively 
large prey because of a lower level of diffuse competition 
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Table 1. Food habits of the Barn Owl (7•t0 alba) in Estaci6n Bio16gica Beni, Bolivia. 

TOTAt• 

MASS 1998 1999 PERCENT 
PREY (g) PERCENT (N) PERCENT (N) PERCENT (N) BIOMASS 

Marsupialia 

Gracilinanus sp. 19.5 0 0 

Chiroptera 

Sturnira spp. 19 0 0 
Eptesicus sp. 9.5 0 0 
Lasiurus spp. 12 1.1 4 
Myotis spp. 7.5 24.7 90 
Molossops spp. 7.5 0 0 
Molossus molossus 10. 5 15.4 56 

Molossus rufus 25 0.3 1 

Rodentia 

Oligoryzomys spp. 28.2 0 0 
Oryzomys nitidus 57 0.8 3 
Oryzomys capito 64 0.3 1 
Oxymycterus sp. 104.5 0.3 1 
Holochilus 

sciureus 112.5 21.7 79 

Bolomys spp. 46 0.3 1 
Cavia tschudii 

juveniles 300 18.9 71 
Cavia tschudii 

adults 600.0 8.01 30 

Birds 

Passeriformes 7.4 27 

No. Prey 100 203 
No. Pellets 

0.5 1 0.2 1 0.03 

1.5 3 0.5 3 0.08 

3.4 7 1.2 7 0.09 
1.5 3 1.2 7 0.11 

54.2 110 35.3 200 2.0 

2.9 6 1.1 6 0.06 

6.4 13 12.2 69 0.98 

0 0 0.2 1 0.03 

1.5 3 0.5 3 0.11 

0.5 1 0.7 4 0.31 

0 0 0.2 1 0.09 

0 0 0.2 1 0.14 

3.4 7 15.2 86 13.14 

0 0 0.2 1 0.06 

11.5 24 16.8 95 38.71 

11.5 24 9.5 54 44.01 

O.5 1 4.9 28 

100 364 100 567 

235 2O5 44O 

afforded by a reduced set of syntopic owls (Jaksic et al. 
1982). Depending on the specific habitat, at E1 Porvenir 
the owl assemblage may include up to seven other owl 
species (Brace et al. 1997), a figure slightly higher than 
owl assemblages in Mediterranean habitats (5-6 species; 
Jaksic et al. 1982). Therefore, we suggest that the large 
MMSM at E1 Porvenir is due to the availability of a large 
prey. Further, the two most commonly preyed rodents, C. 
tschudii and H. sciureus, inhabit grasslands and marshes, 
an open habitat that may render them more vulnerable 
than species inhabiting the forest fragments located clos- 
er to the Barn Owl's nest. 

The Barn Owl is considered to prey primarily on rodents 
throughout its distributional range (Marti et al. 1983). Our 
study suggests that bars may represent an important diet 
component in some populations of tropical Barn Owls, as 
has been reported in some other species, neotropical owls, 
Stygian Owls (Asio s•ygius) in Brazil (Motta-Jfinior and Tad- 
dei 1992) and Black and White Owls (Ciccaba nigrolineata) 
in Guatemala (Gerhardt et al. 1994). The possibility this 

high consumption of bars is widespread among tropical owls 
should be examined further. 

R•SUMEN.--Describimos la dieta de la lechuza blanca Tyto 
alba en una sabana tropical en Bolivia. Las presas mils 
comfines fueron murci6lagos pero en t6rminos de bio- 
masa, Cavia tschudii es la presa mils importante. El ta- 
mario de presa consumido es mayor que el hasta ahora 
conocido en otras poblaciones. 
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The Lesser Kestrel (Falco naumanni) has undergone a 
drastic decline in this century in its breeding range in 
the southern Palearctic and is classified as RARE in the 

Red Data Book (del Hoyo et al. 1992, Tucker and Heath 
1994). At present, 6000-10 000 breeding pairs occur in 
Europe (Gonzalez and Merino 1990). Recently, the great- 
est density of breeding Lesser Kestrels was reported in 
Spain, where an estimated 20 000-50 000 breeding pairs 
•n 1980 had fallen to 4200-5100 by 1990 (Tucker and 
Heath 1994). 

The Lesser Kestrel is migratory and most individuals 
winter in the grasslands of the Free State in South Africa 

Present address: R. aczka 13, 49-137, Korfantow, Poland. 

(Siegfried and Skead 1971, del Hoyo et al. 1992). A dras- 
tic decline in wintering Lesser Kestrels was also noted in 
this province, where ca. 74 000 birds were recorded dur- 
ing the austral summer of 1966--67 (Siegfried and Skead 
1971) and only 33900 during the austral summer of 
1992-93 (Roos and Roos 1986, Colahah 1993). Prey con- 
taminated by pesticides and the destruction of natural 
habitats in the Lesser Kestrel's breeding range have been 
suggested as the main factors responsible for the decline 
(del Hoyo et al. 1992, Tucker and Heath 1994). 

Food availability is one of the most important ultimate 
factors controlling any avian population and information 
on the diet of a declining species, such as the Lesser 
Kestrel, is therefore vital for conservation. Summer diet 

of the Lesser Kestrel has been investigated quantitatively 
in Spain, France, and Austria (Cramp and Simmons 
1980, Bijlsma et al. 1988). The diet in winter has been 
examined through the analysis of stomach contents (An- 


