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SHORT NOTE

DIET OF NESTING LITTLE OWLS

On 18 December 1976 I found the nest of a pair of Little Owls
(Athene noctua) containing two owlets, near Loburn, North Canter-
bury. The nest was 1 m above the ground in the hollow trunk of
an old Willow (Salix sp.) which had a spreading canopy 20 m across.
The owlets had pale yellow eyes and were covered in about 70%
down and about 30% feathers; they flew 18 days later.

White owl droppings marked perches in Macrocarpa trees
(Cupressus macrocarpa) in a radius of about 50 m around the nest.
Perches were mainly about 1-5 m above the ground and several had
prey remains below them.

In a small hole alongside the nest was a food cache containing
1 Song Thrush (Turdus philomelos), 7 fledgling Starlings (Sturnus
vulgaris), and 1 half-grown Brown Rat (Rattus norvegicus); all had
had their heads eaten off. Below perches near the nest were found
remains of 1 Chaffinch (Fringilla coelebs), 1 adult Starling, 2 juvenile
Starlings, 2 adult male Blackbirds (Turdus merula), 2 Song Thrushes,
1 adult Silvereye (Zosterops lateralis) and 1 young feral Pigeon
(Columba livia). Surprisingly, no pellets could be found so I was
unable to tell if the owls were also catching mice and insects.

Although the Little Owl looks smaller than the Morepork
(Ninox novaeseelandiae), 5 specimens had a mean weight of 182 g
compared to 5 Moreporks which had a mean weight of 176 g (N. C.
Fox pers. comm.). This may explain why the Little Owl appears to
take heavier prey than the Morepork. Also many raptors, such as
the Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus), switch to larger prey during the
nesting period.

I would like to thank other Raptor Association members for their
help in identifying the 19 prey items.
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