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Owl Pellet Lab

This lab was modified from the activity created by Mr. DuRoss from Perry Junior High School.  

Background

Owl pellets are masses of bones, teeth, hair, feathers, scales, and insect skeletons.  They are produced and regurgitated, no only by owls, but also by hawks, eagles, and other raptors which swallow their prey whole or in large pieces.  The soft parts of the prey are dissolved by proteolytic enzymes (protein digesters) and strong acids which occur in high concentrations in the stomachs of raptors.  The relatively weak stomach muscles of the bird for the undigested fur, bones, feathers, etc. into wet, slimy pellets.  In this process, even the most fragile bones are usually preserved unbroken.  Because the pyloric opening of the stomach into the intestine is narrow, only finely divided materials pass into the intestine.  As a result, tiny bones only occasionally pass through the digestive system.  Each whole owl pellet usually contains virtually complete skeletons of the animals which the owl ate then night before the pellet was formed.

You will be examining pellets from the barn owl, Tyto alba.  These owls feed early in the evening, and then regurgitate a single pellet 18-20 hours after feeding.  If the owls roost in unprotected areas, the pellets fall to the ground and decompose quickly.  However, if the owls roost in barns, steeples, or caves, the pellets will accumulate in large numbers on the protected floors.

Barn owl pellets are egg-shaped masses averaging 47 mm in length by 22 mm in width.  Their dry weight is about 52% fur and 48% bones, and each pellet contains an average of 3.3 animals.

From these data, it is estimated that an adult barn owl requires 80-100 grams of prey daily.  The kinds of prey species in each pellet varies, but a sample of 135 barn owl pellets in the Pacific Northwest contained the following averages: 2.5 voles (Microtus), .7 shrews (Sorex), and .1 of other species.  Major factors determining the kinds and ratios of species found in owl pellets are where the owl lives and what prey are seasonally most abundant.

Owl pellets themselves are ecosystems, providing food and shelter for communities which may include clothes moths, carpet beetles, and fungi.
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Materials

· Owl Pellet
· White paper
· Forceps
· Key to mammal skulls
· Bone sorting chart
· Glue
· Index Card

Procedures:

1. Place a pellet on a sheet of white paper

2. Using the forceps, separate the bones of the animals from the fur

3. Clean the bones of debris and sort them according to type (ex. Skulls, femur, vertebrae, etc.)  Clean the skulls as thoroughly as possible since these are the best bones for identifying the prey.

4. Use the Key to Mammal Skulls Found in Owl Pellets Collected in Western Washington to identify the prey mammals

5. Record the kinds and numbers of prey you find in your pellet on you data sheet.  After the class record is complete, copy the class data onto your record sheet.

6. Take your bones and try to mount them on an index card using glue.  Try to arrange them in the correct place according the vole skeleton posters.  You should also label the bones that you mount.

7. Answer the conclusion questions.

Questions:

1. If an owl can make one pellet a day, how many mice, voles, rats or birds must it catch in one week, month or year?

2. If teeth were found in the dissection, do they belong to a herbivore or carnivore?
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