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Pondicherry) in southern India (Ramanujam 2006).  
Ramanujam (2006) showed that numerically, anurans were 
the second highest vertebrate prey after rodents which 
constituted the primary food of Bubo bengalensis—127 
anurans were consumed by four pairs of breeding owls 
studied from February 2001 to December 2003 (for the 
record 1,860 rodents were consumed).  While rodents were 
consumed at all times of the year, anurans were predated 
upon only during the months of October to January when 
the reservoirs contained water. In stark contrast, anurans 
made up a very small proportion of prey in Pune and Raigad 
districts of Maharashtra—just six individuals among 2,016 
vertebrates (Pande et al. 2011).  Interestingly, anurans were 
completely absent in the diet of Bubo bengalensis in Alibag 
and Chiplun (Pande & Dahanukar 2011).  

Owls being predominantly nocturnal, it is almost 
impossible to track their hunting activities, and to the best 
of my knowledge, only a few instances of observations 
have been documented in the wild earlier, viz.: Bubo 
virginianus or the Great Horned Owl (Toland 1986), B. 
scandiaca or the Snowy Owl (Boxall & Lein 1982), Athene 
brama or the Spotted Owlet (Kumar 1985), A. noctua or the 
Little Owl (Tome et al. 2011), Asio flammeus or the Short-
eared Owl (Clark 1975; Toland 1986) and Megascops asio 
or the Eastern Screech Owl (Abbruzzese & Ritchison 2013).  
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Anurans or batrachians form an important part of the 
prey spectrum of many owl species, for example, Tyto alba 
or the Barn Owl (Ruprecht 1979; Obuch & Benda 2009; 
Woolley 2010), T. longimembris or the Eastern Grass Owl 
(Kunsorn et al. 2015), Bubo bubo or the Eurasian Eagle Owl 
(Alivizatos 2005; Mikkola & Tornberg 2014), B. virginianus 
or the Great Horned Owl (Kittredge et al. 2007), Strix aluco 
or the Tawny Owl (Betts 1928; Zawadzaka & Zawadzaka 
2007; Wiacek et al. 2009), Athene noctua or the Little Owl 
(Marples 1942), A. brama or the Spotted Owlet (Kumar 
1985), A. cunicularia or the Burrowing Owl (Errington & 
Bennett 1935), Asio madagascariensis or the Madagascar 
Long-eared Owl (Goodman et al. 1993) and Asio flammeus 
or the Short-eared Owl (Clark 1975).

Anurans form an important seasonal diet of the Indian 
Eagle Owl Bubo bengalensis around Puducherry (formerly 
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Furtthermore,  ttwo  of  tthe  documentts  (Tome  ett  afl.  2011; 

Abbruzzese  &  Rfittchfison  2013)  do  nott  attemptt  tto  presentt 

percenttage of successfufl sttrfikes fin reflafion tto tthe number 

of  pounces.  Thfis  fis  fin  sttark  conttrastt  tto  dfiurnafl  rapttors 

where tthe hunfing behavfiour of many specfies have been 

sttudfied  fin  dettafifl  -  for  exampfle,  Nortthern  Sparrowhawk 

Accfipfitter nfisus,  Whfitte-ttafifled  Ffish  Eagfle Haflfiaeettus 

aflbficfiflfla, Merflfin Faflco coflumbarfius, Peregrfine Faflcon Faflco 

peregrfinus  (Rudebeck  1950),  Osprey Pandfion haflfiaettus, 

Bafld  Eagfle Haflfiaeettus fleucocephaflus, Nortthern Harrfier 

Cfircus hudsonfius, Nortthern Goshawk Accfipfitter  genfiflfis, 

Sharp-shfinned Hawk Accfipfitter sttrfiattus, Cooper’s Hawk 

Accfipfitter cooperfi,  Broad-wfinged  Hawk Butteo pflattyptterus, 

Swafinson’s Hawk Butteo swafinsonfi, Red-shoufldered Hawk 

Butteo flfineattus, Red-ttafifled Hawk Butteo jamaficensfis, Rough-

flegged  Buzzard Butteo flagopus,  Merflfin Faflco coflumbarfius, 

Amerfican  Kesttrefl Faflco sparverfius,  Peregrfine  Faflcon Faflco 

peregrfinus and Prafirfie Faflcon Faflco mexficanus (see Tofland 

1986).

Thfis  reportt  attemptts  tto  co-reflatte  tthe  hunfing  success 

of Bubo bengaflensfis  on  anurans  fin  reflafion  tto  perch 

hefightt whfich coufld be one more cog fin tthe wheefl ttowards 

unraveflfing  tthe  behavfiourafl  ecoflogy  of  tthfis  flfittfle  sttudfied 

ttaxon.  Perch  hefightt  fin  reflafion  tto  success  rattes  has  been 

sttudfied  fin  tthe  Lfittfle  Owfl Atthene nocttua butt tthe resufltts 

seem  finconcflusfive  (Marpfles  1942)  butt  some  fintteresfing 

datta fis avafiflabfle on dfiurnafl rapttors (Aflfivfizattos ett afl. 2005). 

Metthods

Aranya (11058’N  &  79046’E),  a  centtre  for  rafin  fed 

reforesttafion  programmes  near  Oustterfi  (or  Ossudu)  Lake 

aboutt  15km  nortth-westt  of  Puducherry  Cfitty,  fis  flanked  by 

exttensfive ravfines—tthe habfittatt of Bubo bengaflensfis.  A pafir 

of  tthese  owfls  occupfied  a  defined  tterrfittory  (Ramanujam 

2003) and were habfittuatted tto tthe autthor’s presence from 

May 2001 tto February 2003 (a perfiod of 22 montths) whfich 

made fitt possfibfle tto observe tthefir hunfing of anurans sfifing 

on a bund flankfing a watter cattchmentt.  Thfis pracfice was 

adoptted durfing tthe montths of November 2001 tto January 

2002 when tthe owfls aflflowed us tto begfin wattchfing from a 

cflose range, and agafin from Augustt 2002 tto January 2003.  

The percenttage of hunfing success was dettermfined tthus: 

number  of  successfufl  sttrfikes  x  100  /  number  of  pounces. 

The  percenttage  of  hunfing  success  was  co-reflatted  tto  tthe 

hefightt of tthe perch from whfich tthey pounced tto gfive a fafir 

fidea of tthe sttrfike success, vfiz., whfich was tthe mostt as weflfl 

as tthe fleastt successfufl. 

Resufltts

A ttottafl of 146 pounces were recorded outt of whfich 42 

(28.7%)  were  successfufl  (Tabfle  1).    The  hfighestt  hunfing 

success (52.1%) was when tthe owfls pounced from a hefightt 

of fless tthan 2m, where of tthe 46 huntts observed 24 were 

successfufl.    The  hunfing  success  dfimfinfished  remarkabfly 

wfitth a flogarfitthmfic ttrend (Ffig. 1) as tthe owfls pounced from 

hfigher vanttage pofintts and no success was mett wfitth when 

owfls pounced from tthe flfip of tthe reservofir whfich was over 

6m fin hefightt.  On 20 occasfions tthe owfls were observed tto 

wade  fin  watter  and  were  nott  successfufl  fin  captturfing  any 

prey. 

Dfiscussfion

The owfls we observed consumed onfly ttwo specfies of 

anurans: tthe Paddyfiefld Frog or Crfickett Frog Fejervarya sp. 

(Image  1a)  and  Marbfled  Baflfloon  Frog Uperodon systtoma 

(Image 1b).  Att tthe onsett of tthe soutth-eastt monsoons we 

had  observed  tthe  Common  Indfian  Toad Duttaphrynus 

meflanosficttus  and  Dwarf  Toad Duttaphrynus  scaber 

breedfing fin tthfis reservofir att tthe end of tthe montth of Jufly 

Ffigure 1. Percentt anuran hunfing success of Bubo bengaflensfis att 
Aranya as a funcfion of perch hefightt. Sfince tthere was no success att 
zero metters and more tthan 6m, tthese datta are nott pflotted tto avofid 
bfias fin tthe ttrend flfine.

Perch hefightt 
(m)

Number of huntts 
% successfufl

observed successfufl

1 0* 20 0 0

2 <2 46 24 52.1

3 2-3 41 11 26.8

4 3-4 16 4 25.0

5 4-5 11 2 18.1

6 5-6 8 1 12.5

7 >6 4 0 0

146 42 28.7

Tabfle 1. Outtcome of huntts fin reflafion tto perch hefightt

*wadfing fin watter

y = -23.233Ln(x) + 49.145

R= 0.9442²
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fin botth 2001 and 2002, butt tthe owfls dfid nott attack tthem 

perhaps because tthefir parofid gflands excrette a mfifld pofison.  

Intteresfingfly, tthe Eurasfian Eagfle Owfl Bubo bubo fis known 

tto prey on ttoads, aflbefitt fin very smaflfl quanfifies (Tumurbatt 

ett  afl.  2009;  Obuch  2014).  ‘Foott  hunfing’  fis  an  fintteresfing 

behavfiour and has been reportted fin Tytto aflba (see Hadasch 

1991) and Bubo vfirgfinfianus (see McMfiflflan 1998).

Owfls  have  been  euflogfized  as  exceflflentt  pestt  conttrofl 

agentts (for exampfle, Pande & Dahanukar 2011), butt tthefir 

rofle  fis  even  more  fimporttantt  fin  tthe  conttrofl  of  finvasfive 

exofics  -  fincfludfing  some  anurans.    The  Puertto  Rfican  Frog 

Efleuttheres coqufi  has  finvaded  Hawafifi  and  has  negafivefly 

fimpactted tthe sttatte’s muflfimfiflflfion doflflar florficufltture, nursery 

and ttourfistt findusttrfies; flfittfle fis known aboutt tthe ecoflogficafl 

consequences of fitts finvasfion (Beard & Pfitt 2005).  Whatt fis 

known fis tthatt owfls and rapttors prey on tthese aflfien finvasfive 

frogs and fitt fis esfimatted tthatt up tto 40% of tthe nesttflfing dfiett 

of tthe Puertto Rfican Screech Owfl Megascops nudfipes tto be 

coqufis (Snyder ett afl. 1987).  Itt has aflso been suggestted tthatt 

coqufis coufld serve as a food source tto some endemfic bfird 

specfies flfike tthe Hawafifian Shortt-eared Owfl Asfio flammeus 

sandwfichensfis  (Beard  &  Pfitt  2005).    Anotther  Anuran,  tthe 

Afrfican  Cflawed  Frog Xenopus flaevfis  fis  creafing  a  serfious 

probflem fin Chfifle and tthe Burrowfing Owfl Atthene cunficuflarfia 

Specfies
n huntts 
observed

% 
successfufl

Cfittafion

1
Greatt Horned Owfl Bubo 
vfifigfinfianus 

24 66.7 Tofland 1986

2
Snowy Owfl Bubo (Nycttea) 
scandfiaca

51 43.1
Boxaflfl & 
Lefin 1982

3
Indfian Eagfle Owfl Bubo 
bengaflensfis

126 28.7
Presentt 
sttudy*

4
Spotted Owflett Atthene 
brama

141 34.7 Kumar 1985

5
Shortt- eared Owfl Asfio 
flammeus

628 20.7 Cflark 1975

6
Shortt- eared Owfl Asfio 
flammeus

60 43.3 Tofland 1986

7 Osprey Pandfion haflfiaettus 106 67.0 Tofland 1986

8
Whfitte- ttafifled Sea Eagfle 
Haflfiaeettus aflbficfiflfla

60 5.0
Rudebeck 
1950

9
Bafld Eagfle Haflfiaeettus 
fleucocephaflus

173 30.0 Tofland 1986

10
Nortthern Harrfier Cfircus 
hudsonfius

411 33.8 Tofland 1986

11
Nortthern Sparrow hawk 
Accfipfitter nfisus

213 10.8
Rudebeck 
1950

12
Nortthern Goshawk 
Accfipfitter genfiflfis

9 33.3 Tofland 1986

13
Sharp- Shfinned Hawk 
Accfipfitter sttrfiattus

34 26.5 Tofland 1986

14
Cooper’s Hawk Accfipfitter 
cooperfi

70 30.0 Tofland 1986

15
Cooper’s Hawk Accfipfitter 
cooperfi 

144 20.0
Rotth & Lfima 
2003

16
Broad-wfinged Hawk 
Butteo pflattyptterus

71 66.2 Tofland 1986

17
Swafinson’s Hawk Butteo 
swafinsonfi

22 59.0 Tofland 1986

18
Red-shoufldered Hawk 
Butteo flfineattus

80 58.8 Tofland 1986

19
Red- ttafifled Hawk Butteo 
jamaficensfis

465 60.6 Tofland 1986

20
Rough-flegged Hawk 
Butteo flagopus

189 55.6 Tofland 1986

21 Merflfin Faflco coflumbarfius 8 25.0 Tofland 1986

22 Merflfin Faflco coflumbarfius 80 28.0
Sodhfi ett.afl. 
1991

23 Merflfin Faflco coflumbarfius 155 4.5
Rudebeck 
1950

24
Amerfican Kesttrfifl Faflco 
sparverfius

1,512 69.3 Tofland 1986

25
Peregrfine Faflcon Faflco 
peregrfinus

260 7.3
Rudebeck 
1950

26
Peregrfine Faflcon Faflco 
peregrfinus

16 18.8 Tofland 1986

27
Prarfie Faflcon Faflco 
mexficanus

14 21.4 Tofland 1986

Tabfle 2. Outtcome of huntts for five specfies of owfls and 18 specfies of 
dfiurnafl rapttors

Notte: *Concerns onfly anuran prey

Image 1. Anurans huntted by Bubo bengaflensfis att Aranya. 
(a) Fejervarya sp. and (b) Uperodon systtoma.

a

b
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is having some effect of controlling numbers by predation 
in addition to two other bird species (Lobos & Jaksic 2005).

Kumar (1985) remarks “Hunting success of 35% for 
the Spotted Owlets represent higher success than other 
species’ success (Table 30). Probably, the hunting success of 
nocturnal predatory species might be more comparatively 
to diurnal raptors. Because the prey species such as rodents 
or insects encounter with many potential diurnal predators, 
hence they will be more alert at predator attacks and 
thereby making low hunting success. During nights, the 
prey species have less number of potential predators and 
have more access to the predators making higher hunting 
success”.  This allusion could be because of the lack of 
literature in press at that time - “Table 30” in Kumar (1985) 
gives the success rates of just four species of diurnal raptors 
from one source (Rudebeck 1950) which may have biased 
the allusion.  Since then more data has emerged and strike 
rates of many raptors are known today.  Table 2 shows the 
hunting success rates of five species of owls in comparison 
to 18 species of diurnal raptors and the results are both 
comparable and variable between and among species. For 
example, among the owls Bubo virginianus has the highest 
strike rate (66.7%) but this is exceeded by Pandion haliaetus 
and Falco sparverius, and comparible to Buteo platypterus, 
B. swainsoni, B. lineatus, B. jamaicensis and B. lagopus – all 
over 50%. No other owl approaches that figure except Bubo 
scandiaca (43.1%) which during the breeding season is a 
diurnal hunter.  Furthermore, if one compares the success 
rates of Asio flammeus in different areas and by different 
individuals it shows a significant variation (20.7% to 43.3% 
- more than twice). Even more startling is the intra-specific 
variation between Falco peregrinus and F. columbarius, 
and in both cases there seems to be a major variation to 
Rudebeck’s data - in the first species 69.3% to 7.3% and 
in the second 25% and 28% to 4.5%.  More empirical data 
in regard to prey spectrums / choices, prey abundance, 
hunting season, habitat, etc. is the need of the hour and 
more analysis is necessary before a holistic conclusion can 
be drawn in this regard.
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