Investigation of NW vs. SE Owl Pellets

You have been provided pellets produced by the barn Owl (Tyto alba). Barn Owl pellets have been chosen because these owls
swallow small birds and rodents whole, and the resulting pellets generally contain the complete skeletons of these prey. Pellets
begin forming within the digestive tract of an owl as soon as the prey is swallowed. Enzymatic juices break down the body
tissues in the prey but leave the bony materials and hair or feathers undigested. Depending upon the prey eaten, the
undigested portions may include beaks, claws, scales, or insect exoskeletons. This type of material has little nutritional value
and must be passed from the body.

Predatory mammals such as bobcats and wolves have teeth to grind up bones and claws, and, a digestive tract adapted to
pass these ground parts. Owls, on the other hand, do not have teeth for grinding and cannot pass whole bone and claws
through their digestive tract safely. Instead, these materials from a bolus (or pellet) which is surrounded by the hair or feathers
of the prey Consumed, The pellet is then orally expelled and the owl begins. feeding once more.

Scientists take advantage of this adaptation by collecting these pellets and examining their contents, Since owls are not very
selective feeders, these pellets be used to estimate the diversity of available prey. The contents are also a direct indicator of
what an owl has fed on; information that is crucial for species management and protection.

Data and questions you need to address are highlighted in violet.

Additional information on Barn Owls and other owls is available from the web links.

Dissecting Owl Pellets

Procedure: Before dissecting the pellet, obtain the weight (in grams), length (cm) and width (cm). Include these data with your
data set. To dissect pellets, first remove them from the aluminum foil casing. BE SURE THAT YOU KEEP THE NORTHWEST
AND SOUTHEAST PELLETS SEPARATE. Label a sheet of clean paper with your name and the region (Northwest or
Southeast) from which each owl pellet comes. Label a sheet of paper for each pellet that you dissect.

Using the dissecting needle provided, begin to loosen the hair of the owl pellet. As bones are uncovered, carefully remove
them and place them to the side of your sheet of paper. Extra care should be taken to keep skulls intact and associated with
their respective mandibles. If you prefer you can label a small sheet to hold the bones of each prey Item that you extract.
Attempt to keep the bones from each prey item separate from one another. After you have removed all bones, you can begin
to identify the prey.

Soak the bones in diluted bleach to whiten them. Keep the bones from each prey item separate from one another. After the
bones have been cleaned, Arrange them on a piece of cardboard to reconstruct the skeleton (skull at the top; disjointed
mandible on either side of the skull; then the cervical vertebrae, ribs, etc). Use white glue to attach the bones to the cardboard.
Label with scientific name, source (Northeast or Southwest). Choose one of the prey items and then search the internet or other
resources to determine the types of food your animal eats, who eats it, lifespan, reproductive potential, behavior, and range.



#
®
%
3
$
B
L]

Sy

ong
=
'_'-;‘--:l
g2
i.ﬂ
3\

. E 5
B ?

Dissected Pellet
NOTE: If you find that the pellets do not come apart, easily you can soften them by soaking them briefly in warm water.

Use the Dichotomous Key and Skull Characteristics chart to identify the skulls of small mammals found in your pellets and
record the number of each type on a worksheet labeled "Pellet Contents". If birds, insects, etc. are found, then no further
identification is needed.



Note: Undigested beetles and pillbugs are sometimes found in owl pellets. These ore small animals that find expelled
raptor pellets and use them as a food source and nursery for their eggs, and/or larvae. Therefore, these organisms
should nor be included as owl prey.



