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OWL PELLETS

Not only does the find-
ing of owl pellets indicate
the presence of roosting
owls and give you some
idea of their numbers and
kind; it also presents a
unique opportunity to study
in detail the owls’ feeding
habits and the animals
upon which they have fed.

ROOSTING OWL

If you find the winter
roost of Long or Short-
eared Owl, the pellets you
find scattered around will
contain the whole story of
the owls’ hunting successes
during the winter. The best
time to find these winter
roosts is in the early spring
when the snow is melting.

T ACTIVITIES

Fourteen species of owls have been recorded at one time or
another in Canada. Almost any area south of the arctic tree-
line will have three or four kinds — their main difference being
size. Generally the size of the owl’s prey is somewhat in
proportion to its own size. Small owls usually feed on small
rodents and large insects. Owls usually eat their prey whole or
if it is too big for this, in large chunks, fur, feathers and all.
Since such hard parts as bones cannot be passed through the
intestine, owls regurgitate the indigestible portions of their
meals. In these ‘pellets’ sharp edges of bone are always found
safely ‘wrapped’ in soft fur or feathers. Since owls are a largely
nocturnal group — the ‘night-shift’ which carries on the good
work done during the day by hawks, foxes and other predators
that help to control our smaller mammal and bird populations
— they spend their daylight hours roosting. It is during this
pelrliod that they cough-up (with much neck-wriggling) their
pellets.

YOU WILL NEED

1) Small bags or boxes to put pellets in.

2) Pair of forceps (tweezers)

3) A hand-lens.

4) A jar of water (add a little disinfectant)
5) A metric rule.

6) Your field note book.

References

Mammals of Eastern Canada by Peterson.
Mammals of the Great Lakes Region by Burt.

WINTER ROOSTS

With  exceptions like
Snowy Owls — which live
in open country, and Barn
Owls — which prefer old
buildings, most owls seek
evergreen cover for their
winter roosts. Pine planta-
tions and shelter belts in
farm country are top-of-
the-list places to search.

ACTIVITY PROJECT #1

When you have located the pellets make sure you record as
much useful data as possible before you pick them up.
1. Where were the pellets found?
2. What kind of trees were used as roosts?
3. Do all pellets appear to be the same age? (Pellets bleach a
lighter colour and begin to break up in their second year).
4. Are they all the same size and shape?

ACTIVITY PROJECT #2

Use your forceps or tweezers to dissect each pellet in turn.
(Wetting with water will make this easier and avoid damaging
delicate bones.

1. Record the contents of each pellet.
2. How many skulls?
3. How many long bones (leg)? etc.

2T ACTIVITY PROJECT #3
AT ~8 Now you can investigate for more information.
{/‘: v ) ~ IDENTIFICATION 1. What species were eaten?
e & 2. How many individuals to each pellet?
Y /’{ e . A. a minimum to each pellet.
// / For the job of identifi- B. a maximum per pellet.
' (‘ cation concentrate on skulls C. an average per pellet.
J and bones rather than fur 3. Was the whole animal or some portion of it eaten?

and feathers. Compare
your unknown material
with the illustrations in
your reference books. Use
your hand lens to study the
fine details of teeth etc.
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Knowing Survival
Rules Is Not
Enough

Last fall I helped search
for a deer hunter who had
entered the bush the day
before and failed to rejoin
his companions. Flying in
a helicopter we combed a tract of bush
enclosing his probable whereabouts
without success. Although the forest
was mostly thick pines, there were
many rocky openings and small
marshes where a red-coated man
would have been sighted quickly. But
none of the openings revealed the
hunter, and no smoke signal rose
from among the pines, so we con-
cluded he was either dead or disabled
by illness or injury.

Yet it turned out he was down
there somewhere, and still travelling,
for on the following day some hunters
chanced upon him, worn out from
walking although only three miles
from where he disappeared. He died
on the way to hospital, evidently
from exhaustion and shock.

It is likely this experienced hunter
had heard the what-to-do-when-lost
routine many times, and always
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nodded in agreement. Yet when the
chips were down panic prevailed
over reason, and he broke them all.
He started out with matches, com-
pass, knife and gun, essential tools of
survival, and ended up with none of
them. Trains passed on two sides at
frequent intervals, well within ear-
shot. He got a fire going the first
night, then, giving in to an under-
standable but unwise urge to help
himself out of his predicament, left
it next morning. On the second night
his firemaking efforts failed. He
reportedly told his rescuers he mis-
trusted his compass after it contra-
dicted his opinion of where north
should be. In any case, he travelled
south instead of north toward the
railway that was his destination.
Need I go further and state the
moral of this unhappy story? Hardly,
but evidently it cannot be repeated
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too often. Trust your compass. If you
become lost and someone who knows
your general whereabouts is likely to
be looking for you, find an opening
in the forest, build a smoky fire and
sit tight. Panic is hard to suppress at
times like this (I know, having felt
slight pressures of its grip) but panic
is by far the most deadly threat that
lurks in the forest. The margin of a
lake, marsh or any opening in the
forest is the best place to await res-
cuers. You and your signals are visiblé
from afar, and searchers are likely to
look here first. Make a hot fire and
have a supply of green grass or
boughs ready to pile on for white
signal smoke. Three fires might draw
the attention of someone who isn't
even looking for you. Wave brightly
coloured or white clothing, or splash
calm water with a pole to attract a
low-flying aircraft.
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