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OWL PELLET
STRUCTURED LAB EXERCISE #1

BARN OWL FOOD HABITS

1.  Pre-Lab Discussion
Owl pellets are masses of bones, teeth, hair, feathers, scales and insect skeletons.  They are produced and regurgitated, not only by owls, but also by hawks, eagles, and other predatory birds which swallow their prey whole or in large pieces.  Because owls swallow their prey whole, each pellet contains virtually complete skeletons of the animals which the owl ate the day before the pellet was formed.  By examining the bones of the animals which were eaten, the types of animals that are eaten and the number of each species in the diet of an owl can be determined.

2. Problem

What types of animals do Barn Owls eat?

3. Materials
Barn Owl Pellets

Magnifying glass or dissecting microscope

Dissecting tools

4. Safety
The Barn Owl pellets have been sterilized and do not contain any harmful or disease-carrying organisms.  The pellet can be dissected with bare hands but wash your hands when the laboratory exercise has been completed.

5. Procedure
1.  Place an owl pellet on a sheet of white paper.

2.  Using dissecting tools, separate the bones of the animals in the pellets from the fur and feathers.

3. Remove all fur and debris from the bones and sorting them according to their types (e.g., skulls, vertebrae, femurs, etc.)  Make certain to remove as much of the debris from skulls as possible.

4. Using diagrams of the skeletons of owl prey animals and the magnifying glass or dissecting microscope, identify the prey species whose skulls you have found in the pellet.  Examine the teeth, especially the incisors and molars, to assist you in the identification.

5. Compare the bones found in your pellet to those found in the human skeleton.

6. Observations

1.  SPECIES OF PREY ANIMALS AND THEIR NUMBERS IN AN OWL PELLET

Prey Species


Number

      Percent of Total Prey

Vole (Microtus)

_______


_______________

Deer Mouse (Peromyscus)
_______


_______________

Shrew (Sorex)


_______


_______________

House Mouse (Mus)

_______


_______________

Rat (Rattus)


_______


________________

Bird



_______


________________

Total



_______


________________

2.  CLASS DATA

Total number of prey species found

Total number of pellets examined

Average number of prey animals per pellet

7. Analysis and Conclusions
If a Barn Owl produces two pellets per day, estimate how much food the owl eats in a year?


Make a diagram of a food web in which the Barn Owl is located at the highest trophic level and prey species of the owl are located intermediate in the web.  Plants are located at the bottom of the web.  Make certain to include all food relationships and connect the levels with arrows.
Ecologists are concerned about the accumulation of harmful chemicals and poisons on predators such as the Barn Owl.  DDT, PCBs, organophosphate pesticides, and heavy metals such as mercury are some of these chemicals.  Why do you think predatory animals like owls are often threatened in habitats that have been exposed to these chemicals?
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