What are Owls?
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All owls are predators, which means that they are specially developed to capture and kill living things. They have strong claws with powerful toes and long, curved nails, which they use to catch and kill their prey. Their beaks are curved with a sharp point, which they use to tear large prey into more manageable pieces. They are able to swallow small prey, such as mice, whole.

Owls see in the same way that humans do, with both eyes straight ahead. This is called binocular vision and enables the birds to judge distances accurately. Owls have adapted to see when it is almost dark, but in total darkness they could not see. An owl’s head can swivel easily so that they can see virtually all around them.

Their hearing is extremely sensitive and helps them to locate their prey while they fly silently on specially adapted wings, with soft flight feathers. They do not have ears as such. Sounds are directed by the owl’s facial disc to openings on the side of its head. In this way an owl can hear the slightest rustle and can tell exactly where that sound is coming from.

Most owls are nocturnal and hunt at night, but can also be seen hunting at dusk. Some owls, such as the Little Owl and the Short-eared Owl, also hunt during the day. All owls eat mice, voles and other small rodents, but some also eat insects, birds, amphibians and fish.

Owls swallow their food whole, which is then broken down inside their body. About 6 hours later, the Owl regurgitates a pellet, which contains parts of the Owl’s prey that could not be digested – bones, fur and insect parts. An Owl’s pellets give us very good information about its prey at different times of the year.
There are 5 species of Owl which regularly breed in Britain. These are:

· the Barn Owl

· the Little Owl

· the Tawny Owl

· the Short-eared Owl

· the Long-eared owl
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Owls build their nests in old barns, holes in trees, on the ground, or in old bird’s nests. Eggs are laid once or twice a year and hatch at intervals, with the eldest having the best chance of survival, particularly when food is scarce. Both parents bring the owlets food until they are as big as the parents (about 7 to 12 weeks, depending upon the species), when they will fly out to hunt for themselves.
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