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\\ 'hile con . lu cri ng research on a native rail grass pram e in the Red R ive r 
Va lle y in nurt hwcste ru M innesota, I made observations on a pair o f breediru: 
short-cared owLs ( L1sio [l ammeus) and th eir young. Th is SO-acr e gra ssl~lIId . 

kno w n as Malmber g Prairie, is o wned by the N ature Conservancy ,lnd is 10' 
car ed a bou t 25 miles so urheasr of Grand Forks, N orrh D akora ( W 1;2, N\\I ~ " 
Sec. 1(1; T 1.'1 ') N , R 40 \\I ) . 

The o w h were tirs: o bserv ed o n rhe morn ing o f M ay 17, 1969 wh en all 
ud u lr wa ~ .rccid cnrly flushed from the nesr. Ex am inat ion o f rhe ne st was IHII 

mad e t hcn becau se of the possibi li ty of pred a t io n by bad gers (T,o.-ide" I".\ /I! j 

which had been ac ti ve in rhe vicin iry. Thar evening a n app ro ach ro the I1l'Sl 

was ma d e such tha t n o direct tr ail wa s le fr for predators ro foll ow , a nd :111 

adulr W ,l S again flu shed . The ne sr h ad tWO eggs and was situated in a dense 
grow th of sedge i Carex sp.) a t th e ed ge o f a sha llo w , dr ied- up, but w ell­
veger ared de pressi'lll. Subsequent ex ami nario n the foll o win g morning ind ica te d 
a ba ndo nm en t as ne ith er adult wa s observed an d rhe eggs were co ld . 

The ad u lts were observed a r d awn on May 19 ub o ur 150 ya rds south o f 
the origi nal nest , o n a di stu rbe d s ire consi sr ing o f a s ta nd o f smooth brornc 
g rass t Brrnnus inerm is i , Co n firm a t io n o f renesring w as n or made at rh :u 
lime because o f the poss-bi lir ies o f a second aba nd o n men t Ac cord in g y. 1 su b­
sequenrly a vo id ed the ar ea , bur, o n June 14 th e ne st w it h a c1urc h of 8 eg gs 
was accidently d iscovered by Terry LaFleur wh o was coll ecti ng spec imens of 
br orne grass in the s ta n d . 

Accord ing to Benr ( 1938 ) th e sho rt-ea red owl lays between .1, and 9 
egg s, a nd so m et im es more. However , he nored rhur 5 , 6, a nd 7 a re the usu al 
numbers. Inreresr ingly, the relat ively h igh nu mber o f eg g s observed b y Laf le u r 
( II) , w h ich m ay nor have been the co m p lete c lut ch , corres p onded wi rh a very 
hi gh populat ion o f meadow voles (iHi crOl liJ pel/llsyh '< lJIi cllS ) o n th e pr uir ir­
rha: summer ( W alley, 1970) . Other wor kers have a lso n oted th e occurren ce 
of !:llg C' c lu tc h si zes in thi s sp ec ies w he n adj ace n t m ead o w vo le pop ulat ions 
were h igh . Under su ch co nd itions Rendal l ( 192 5) found 7 nests o f this ow l. 
eac h wirh 9 eggs. 

During the second week in September. o ne well-Iea rbered and apparenL!y 
full y d evel oped o w l was enco un tered o n a pa th some 200 yard s from the n c-r . 
lr sc u rri ed a lo ng in the opposite di recti on ro my a pp ro ac h. Wi len acco sted a r 
close range and m ild ly harassed , the b ird refu sed to fly . H olding irs g ro u nd , 
ir d ispl ayed irs d efiance by lowering irs he ad . rai s ing irs wings, crouch inu , 
snap p ing ir s b ill and his sing . While Saunders ( 19 13) observed yo ung owl, 
o f [his speci es to "Ila rren- o u r" on th e g round when he arrernp red ro pho togra p h 
rhem , o ther wr iters ha ve noted a d ifferent beha vioral resj' onse [ 0 hu man jn­
rrus ions . Urner ( 1923 ) n o ted th a t a well- fe athered and ne arl y full -si zed 
yllung , w h en appro ached closely, snap p ed its b ill and rhe n tu rned on irs DJek 
a nd fou ghr w ith irs [ee r. Densmore ( 1924 ) obser ved such bi rds o f this , pec ies 



I II "p lay possum." H owever, in her observation the pa rents were in th e area 
,I I I , ! rhe behavior o f th e young may be d ifferent under such condi tions. 

Vincent ( i /l WTither by, 1938-41 ) stares rhar the incu ba t ion pe riod o f rh is 
'111' 1 is 2;i-2H days. Flig hr is attained in 31 to 36 days a fte r ha rching ( Urner. 
I ') .~ .» . Assum ing tha t the eigh th egg was laid as lare as J une 14, the b ird 
rhar hatch ed from this egg should have been cap able of fl ighr by mi d-August. 
\\ 'hy the ow l rhar was located in Sep tember d id nor fly is puzzling. If ir was 
illd c.:e,1 hatched fro m the second clutch, ir is possible rhar ir had been in jured 
,lnd ( oul d nor fly. Of cour se ir co uld have been an ind ividua l from ano ther 
ru -xt , but only one pa ir o f owls was see n on the g rassland dur ing the sum mer. 
Ii i., .ilso possible that the second nest was destroyed by preda tors, sinee a 
human trail was made to the nest, and that the orig ina l pa ir went rhro ugh a 
rh ird nesting . Bent ( 1937, 1958 ) stares th at most birds of prey will lay 2 
o r	 t' \ ell 3 sets o f eggs if the eggs are destroyed bef ore incu bation is advanced. 

Collections of regurg ita ted pellets contain ing bones and fur were made 
1111 Septembe r 10. Mosr pell et s were found at the bases o f 3 to 4 foot stakes 
wh ich wer e used as p lor markers rel aring to the grassland research. Al rhough 
rlu- owlx were no t actually see n to cast th e pellets, they were believed to be 
lh' lse o f rh is species, as on severa l occasions they were seen us ing th ese sta kes 
a~ perches. Since the birds were capa ble of flig ht , th ose seen in J uly and early 
Allgusr were assu med to be the adults and were pro bab ly collecring food for 
the young . T he perch ed owls seen in the latter part o f Augu st may have in­
cl uded young ow ls. However, there was no d iscernable d ifferenriarion in size 
or p lumage. Bent ( 19 .:')~ ) no ted tha t rhe win ter plumage, which follows the 
do wny plumage of th e young, di ffer s ve ry little fro m that of rhe adulr, and 
(; od frey ( 1966) g ives no d ifferences. W hile it is nor possible to sta re w hether 
the co llected pellets were rhose of the young as we ll as the adul ts, it is believed 
rh.u they all were those of sho rt-ea red ow ls. T he only orher b irds which were 
seen rhur may have prod uced rhe pellets we re marsh-hawks ( CircltS cyanetrs) : 
bur they were sighred only once dur ing th e su mmer. Cra ighead and Craighead 
( IlJ'(6 ) state rhar some pe lle ts of short -ear ed ow ls and mar sh haw ks loo k alike, 
but no d ifferences in rhe shape , size, co lor or rexrure o f rhese pellers suggested 
tluu rhey had been produced by more rhan one species. Data from the peller 
analyses are g iven in T able 1. 

T ABLE I. P ELLET CO N T EN TS OF SH O RT -EAR ED O W LS O N
 
M ALMBERG PR A IRIE, SUM MER 1% 9
 

N o. N o. of No. o f Minim um Pe rce nt 
o f R ig h t-H alves Lef t H alves N o . of by 

P rer Speci es Sku lls o f Mand ib le o f Mandib le An imals Occur rence 

Meadow Vole 
( ,\ /icrotus 
penru yluan icus ) 25 26 2 1 26 84 

Short-railed Sh rew 
( Blari na brevicauda } 3 2 3 3 10 

D ee r Mo use 
( Peromyscus 
!II ," 11icul.au s ) u 2 2 6 

T he importance of m ice, espec ially Microtus sp., in th e d ier o f th is owl 
duri ng the breedi ng seaso n is noted . T hese fi nd ings are consistent wi th those 



o f Mikkola and Sulkava ( 1909 ) who found M i crot us agrest is to co mprise 
:'-;:) .3 ' : of the tota l food intake of th ese owls in Fin land . In add ition. other 
spel ies llf ,Hic rof/l l were consumed . 

\'<'h ile rodents , especially mic e. are preferred , bi rds are also taken ( Saun­
ders, I lJl 1; Urner, ]<)23; Long and Wiley, 1961; Mi kkola and SuIkava, 19(;<') i . 

H owever, no bird rema ins were found in th e pellet ana lyses du ring thi s wely 
( T able I ) . T his may ind icate that the diet of th e sho rt-eared ow l ref lects ! he 
ava ilabi lity o f pr ey species. and that dur ing periods of sma ll rnam IIIa I ab un­
dance, preda tio n on passer ine b irds is probably min imal. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Mr. R ichard Cla rk and Dr. Rober t Nero prov ided information on avai l­
able li terature on the spec ies, D r. Raben Seabloom also he lped prov ide infor ­
ma tion and M r. Terry LaF leur reported the second nest with the H ej.!,gs. Gra ri ­
rude is expressed to them all. 

LITERATURE CITED 
Bent, A. C. 193 7. Life h isto ries of North American birds of p rey ( Pa rt One) . ( i .S . 

Nul . Mus. Bull. 167. 398 PI' . 
Ben t, A. c:. 1938. Life histor ies of No rth Amer ican birds o f prey (Parr Two ) . U.S . 

N" , . M UJ. Rull. 170. 4(j(j PI' . 
Craighead, .J. J. & F. C. C raighead , Jr. 1956. HauEs, ouls lind u-ildli ]e. Dove r, N ew 

Yo rk . H 3 PI' . 
Densmore, Mable. 1924. A young sho rt-ea red owl p laying " poss u m." Birdlo re. 21>' 

403 -404. 
God frey, W. E. 19(,(;. The birds of Canada . N", '! tHus. Can . Bull. 203 . 428 pp. 
Lu ng, C. A. & 1\1. 1. W iley, 1<)(, I . Co ntents of pe lle ts of short-eared owl ( /1 rio [ lam ­

m eus) in a pra irie habitat in Missou ri. Trans. Kans. A cad. Sci . (,4 : 1')\ -1 54 . 
Mi kko la, H . & S. Su lkava. 1969. O n occ u rrence and feed ing hab its o f sho rt-ea red owl 

ill Finland 1964 -68. Ornis Fenuica ..j() : 188-193. 
Renda ll. T. E. 1925 . Abnorma lly la rge clutc hes of egg s of short-eared uw l. (,-lri n 

[ Ium meus ) , Cull. Field. N ,II. 59 : 194. 
Sau nders, A. A. 19 13. Some notes on the nesting o f rhe short-ear ed ow l. Condo r 15 : 

12 1-125. 
Urner. C. A. 19 :1 3. 1 Totes O ll the short-eared ow l (A sia flam ", eus }, A uk .io . 30- \(,. 
"" 'a lley , W. ] . 1970. Habi rar p references uf MicrollM pen/ls) lt ·"ni w .r ( O rd) lin a bu rned 

na tive prai rie. ?-.LS. thesis. Univ. N . D . --i ei PI' . 
Wi ther hy . 1J. F. ( ed .) 1')58 - 11. The bu"dbuok of BriliJb bi rds. Vo!s. 1-5. I !. F. i), 

G. W irherbr Ltd ., Lo ndon . 

41 


