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Barn Owls (Tyto alba) are found virtually called “Porce”) is an anthropogenic open area

worldwide. In Colombia, this species is found
locally in open and semi-open lowland habi-
tats, and human habitations where it often
roosts and nests (Hilty & Brown 1986).
Numerous papers have documented the diet
of this species in southern South America,
especially in Argentina (see Pardiñas & Ciri-
gnoli 2002) and Chile (see Jaksic 1996). How-
ever, only few studies deal with the species in
northern South America.

We had the opportunity to examine Barn
Owl pellets from a Colombian locality.
Although the sample size is limited, our aim
was to provide preliminary information on
the diet of the species in Colombian lowlands. 

STUDY SITE 

Pellets were collected in Departamento de
Antioquia, Mun. Santa Rosa de Osos, vereda
La Clara, finca La Montañita (c. 06°34.5’N,
75°12.5’W, 1100 m a.s.l.), on the western side
of the Río Porce. This region (traditionally

used for extensive cattle ranching. Scattered
trees and shrubs occur locally throughout the
grassland, intermixed with small relict patches
of forest. 

METHODS

Pellets of Barn Owl were collected during
sporadic visits 5–18 June 2000, 2–8 July
2000, 12–22 February 2001, and 20 March
2002. All pellets were collected below the
perch of a single bird. The perch was a
shrub of an unidentified species of Caesalpi-
naceae. 

Although several procedures have been
described for analyzing owl pellets (see
Schueler 1972), we recurred to an inexpensive
and effective technique used for mammalian
predator scats (Chinchilla 1997). Vertebrate
remains were separated into hair, skull, postc-
ranial fragments, and teeth, and identified,
when possible, at different taxonomic levels
ranging from order to species, depending on
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the type and quality of the sample, and the
availability of reference material. The mini-
mum number of individuals was determined
for each food category. To avoid the possibil-
ity of overestimating abundance, the total
number of mammals was determined accord-
ing to the number of skulls (Manning & Jones
1990). Amphibian and insects prey were
quantified based on pelvic waist and head
capsules, respectively.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We counted 158 prey items (142 vertebrates,
16 invertebrates) in 80 pellets collected (Table
1). The mean number of prey/pellet (SD)
was 2.0 ± 1.2 (range = 1–6) and the mean
number of rodents/pellet was 1.2 ± 0.6

(range = 1– 4). The sample contained the
following percentages of individual samples
(in descending order of abundance):
rodents (62.1%), frogs (27.9%), and insects
(10.1%). 

Although the presence of other mammals
such as bats, lagomorphs and marsupials have
been reported in the diet of Barn Owls of
other South American localities (e.g., Massoia
& Lartigau 1995, Vargas et al. 2002), only
muroid rodents [(6 native and 1 introduced
species (Mus musculus)] were recovered in our
sample. Zygodontomys brevicauda was the pre-
dominant rodent prey, comprising 34.2% of
the sample, while Sigmodon hispidus was the
second most common rodent (13.9%). Spe-
cies such as Oligoryzomys sp. and Rhipidomys
latimanus (3.2%) and Mus musculus and Necto-
mys sp. (<1%) were present in lower propor-
tions. On the other hand, we did not recover
birds or reptiles, prey previously reported in
the diet of Barn Owls (Fritzell & Thorne
1984, Noriega et al. 1993). We did find a high
number of frogs in our sample but presence
of insects was minimal. 

We suspect that dietary dependence on
rodents, especially Z. brevicauda and S. hispidus,
might be attributable to the relative abun-
dance of these vertebrates, because both
rodents are restricted to open areas where
they apparently reproduce all the year round
(Voss 1991, 1992). 

Habitat preferences is likely a factor
of prey occurrence in pellet samples. Strictly
terrestrial mammal species (e.g., Z. brevicauda,
Sigmodon spp.), common in anthropogenic
non-forested habitats where grass is an
important component of the vegetation (Voss
1991, 1992), were typically ranked higher in
pellet samples than species associated with
forest (e.g., Nectomys sp., Rhipidomys latimanus).
This suggests that Barn Owls in this locality
hunt regularly in open areas. 

 Feeding habits and hunting strategies of
Barn Owls are poorly known, if not

TABLE 1. Prey items in 80 Barn Owl (Tyto alba)
pellets from Antioquia, Colombia. N = the mini-
mum number of individuals in each prey category.
Percentages (%) were calculated considering the
total number of prey.

Prey items N %
 Rodentia

 Mus musculus

 Oligoryzomys sp.

 Nectomys sp.

 Rhipidomys latimanus

 Zygodontomys brevicauda

 Sigmodon sp.

 Sigmodon hispidus

 Murid unidentified

 Anura unidentified

 Coleoptera

 Curculionidae

 Unidentified

 Orthoptera unidentified

 Insecta unidentified

1

5

1

5

54

2

22

8

44

2

1

3

10

0.6

3.2

0.6

3.2

34.2

1.3

13.9

5.1

27.9

1.3

0.6

1.9

6.3
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unknown, in Colombia. Herein we report
dietary composition in Antioquian lowlands
for the first time. Further systematic collec-
tion of pellets are needed for a more detailed
analysis. 
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