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The Magellanic Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus magellani-
cus) is the largest representative of the family Strigidae in
southern South America and its distribution ranges from
central Peru and western Bolivia southward through Chile
and western Argentina as far as Tierra del Fuego Island
(del Hoyo et al. 1999). This owl is currently classified as a
subspecies of the Great Horned Owl (B. virginianus) al-
though it is recognized by some authors as a full species
because of its smaller size and differentiation in vocaliza-
tions, morphology, and DNA (del Hoyo et al. 1999). Its
diet is composed mostly of small mammals, but birds and
insects are also consumed (del Hoyo et al. 1999). Several
diet studies have been conducted along its distributional
range (e.g., Jaksic and Marti 1984, Ortiz et al. 2010); how-
ever, in Argentinean Patagonia, most studies were per-
formed north of 48uS (Donázar et al. 1997, Teta et al.
2001, Trejo et al. 2005, Nabte et al. 2006). Most such stud-
ies indicated that Magellanic Horned Owls are generalist
predators feeding primarily on rodents, lagomorphs, and
arthropods, in varying proportions according to habitat,
season, and prey availability.

Our goals in this study were (1) to characterize the diet
of the Magellanic Horned Owl in austral Patagonia, and
(2) to compare our findings with those previously reported
for other regions.

METHODS

Our study was conducted in austral Argentinean Patago-
nia, Santa Cruz province, between 46uS and 52uS. The
climate is cold temperate (8uC mean annual temperature),
with a decreasing precipitation gradient from west to east
(mean annual rainfall varies from 2000 to 200 mm) and
strong winds from the west (Paruelo et al. 1998). Most of
this area is included in the Patagonic Phytogeographic
province, which is dominated by Nassauvia glomerulosa,
Junellia tridens, and Stipa spp. (León et al. 1998), but a

narrow western fringe along the Andean Cordillera is sub-
antarctic forest of Nothofagus spp. (Cabrera 1976).

We collected seven samples along austral Patagonia. Lo-
calities 5 and 8 were breeding sites; the remaining locali-
ties (2, 3, 6, and 7) were roosting locations with prey re-
mains. At locality 1, we collected two samples, one during
breeding season and the other during winter (a roosting
site). In addition, we included two previously published
diet analyses for this area which corresponded to roosts
(locality 9, Massoia et al. 1994; locality 4, Nabte et al.
2006; Fig. 1). All samples were collected between the years
1985 and 2010 and were dissected following standard tech-
niques (Marti 1987).

We visited the collecting locations only once, except that
locality 1 was visited two times. Prey remains were identified
based on published keys (Brues and Melander 1932, Borror
et al. 1976, Brewer and Arguello 1980, Pearson 1995) and in
comparison to voucher specimens housed at the reference
collections: Colección de Egagrópilas y Afines ‘‘Elio Mas-
soia’’ and Colección de Entomologı́a, both of Centro Na-
cional Patagónico (Puerto Madryn, Chubut, Argentina).
Small mammals were classified to the species level, birds
and reptiles to the class level, and arthropods to family level
following the procedure of Marti (1987). Two Old World
lagomorph species, the European hare (Lepus europaeus)
and the rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus), have been introduced
in Patagonia. Differentiating between the two species based
on fragmentary remains of young individuals, such as those
found in the samples, was virtually impossible (Donázar et
al. 1997). The prey specimens were deposited in the previ-
ously mentioned collections with the following accession
numbers: CNP-E 586, 511, 365, 102, 446, 480, 441, and 427.

We obtained the minimal number of individuals (MNI)
by counting homologous mandibles or skull remains (for
the vertebrates; Grayson 1984) and elytra, head and/or
telsons (for arthropods). We expressed diet composition
as the relative frequency (number of individuals of each
prey item divided by the total number of prey by locality,
%F). Average prey mass estimates were derived from pub-
lished reports (Donázar et al. 1997, Nabte et al. 2006) and
our own data records. To characterize the diet we calculat-
ed the food-niche breadth (FNB) using Levins’ (1968)1 Email address: formoso@cenpat.edu.ar
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equation and following the procedure described by Marti
(1988):

FNB~1
�

�̂�Pij
2

where Pi is the proportion of the ith prey category of spe-
cies j. Because of the different numbers of available prey
types in the different sites, we also calculated the standard-
ized food-niche breadth (FNBs) as follows:

FNBs~(FNB{1)=(n{1)

where n is the number of prey categories (Levins 1968).
Mean weight of captured prey (MWP) was calculated as:
g (wi Ni) / Nt , where wi is the mean weight of the prey item
i, Ni is number of individuals of each prey item, and Nt is the
total number of prey by locality (Jaksic and Marti 1981). We
also evaluated the degree of correlation using the Spearman
correlation between latitude, longitude, and altitude vs.
niche breadth and mean weight of captured prey by means
of separate linear regressions.

RESULTS

We identified 1637 prey items, of which 853 (52.1%)
were small mammals, 760 (46.4%) arthropods, 23 (1.4%)
birds, and 1 (0.1%) reptiles. The numbers of prey species
or species groups per locality were 12 (locality 9), 11
(localities 1, 5, and 8), 10 (locality 7), 9 (locality 3), 7

(localities 4 and 6), and 5 (locality 2). Among the small
mammals, the most common species were the native sig-
modontine rodents Abrothrix olivaceus (31%), Eligmodontia
morgani (22.3%), and Reithrodon auritus (13.8%). The in-
troduced species made up 0.6% (Mus musculus, detected
only in locality 2 [Fig. 1]) to 8.3% (lagomorphs). Small
mammal species richness ranged from 4 to 12, with lower
values south of 49uS (localities 1, 2, 5, 6, and 8; Fig. 1) and
higher values in the west-central part of the study area
(locality 9; Fig. 1). Trophic-niche breadth varied between
1.94 (FNBs 5 0.04; locality 4) and 5.73 (FNBs 5 0.22;
locality 7). The MWP captured by Magellanic Horned
Owl ranged from 13.5 (locality 5) to 133.3 g (locality 7).
In terms of biomass, the prey that contributed the most to
the diet were, in decreasing order, lagomorphs, Reithrodon
auritus, Euneomys chinchilloides, Eligmodontia morgani, Abro-
thrix olivaceus, Microcavia australis, and Ctenomys spp. No
trends were observed between FNB, FNBs, or MWP and
latitude, longitude, or altitude.

DISCUSSION

The Magellanic Horned Owl is considered a small-
mammal predator, which feeds mainly on native rodents
and, to a lesser degree on small marsupials, arthropods,
birds, and reptiles (del Hoyo et al. 1999). Donázar et al.
(1997) found high consumption of introduced hares and
rabbits in the diet of this owl in northwestern Patagonia, a
result not repeated in subsequent studies in the same gen-
eral area (e.g., Trejo and Grigera 1998, Teta et al. 2001),
even in areas with relatively high lagomorph densities (see
Monserrat et al. 2005). Lagomorph consumption was con-
sistently high in other parts of the distributional range of
this owl (central Chile: Jaksic and Yañez 1980, Jaksic 1986).
In our study, lagomorph frequencies varied from 1.3 to
11.5%; however, despite these relatively low frequencies,
hares and rabbits represented most of the biomass con-
sumed by the owls and were present in most localities
(Table 1). Similar results were reported by Iriarte et al.
(1990) for southern Chile and Nabte et al. (2006) at some
localities in Argentinean Patagonia. Overall, these varied
reports suggest that lagomorph consumption by Magel-
lanic Horned Owls is a complex issue, more so than
previously envisioned, where several factors are likely involved
(e.g., seasonal or interannual variation in prey abundance,
behavioral [‘‘novel prey rejection’’; Jaksic and Soriguer
1981] and morphological constrains [‘‘escape by size’’;
Jaksic 1986]).

Consumption of great numbers of arthropods can be
considered occasional, although not exceptional, in the
feeding habits of Bubo virginianus magellanicus (Nabte et
al. 2006), as only three of the nine study areas contained
arthropods remains. As has been suggested by other
authors, a high consumption of invertebrates may be asso-
ciated with the nestling stage or the first attempts at hunt-
ing by newly independent young (Marti 1974). In fact, the
three samples with arthropod remains (localities 1, 5, and
8) were collected during breeding season (first summer),

Figure 1. Study areas in Santa Cruz Province, southern
South America. Small mammal species richness is noted
between brackets, next to locality number. (1) 4 km W of
Faro Cabo Vı́rgenes, (2) 6.7 km S of Rı́o Gallegos, (3)
Cañadón Minerales, (4) Cerro Gorra de Vasco, (5) Cerro
Tres Hermanos, (6) Estancia Julia, (7) Estancia La Angos-
tura, (8) Estancia La Carlota, (9) Lago Cardiel.
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and a second collection made in late winter in locality 1
lacked invertebrate remains. Similar results were reported
by Nabte et al. (2006), who found high arthropod consump-
tions in the northern semiarid steppes of Patagonia during
the breeding season. Alternatively, the lower availability of
arthropods during autumn–winter may reduce consump-
tion during those months. Our sample sizes were insuffi-
cient to test for seasonal variation in diet.

The standardized food-niche breadth values (Table 1)
were similar to those found in other areas of this owl’s
distributional range (e.g., 0.2 to 0.67 in steppe and eco-
tonal areas of Argentinean and Chilean Patagonia [Jaksic
et al. 1986, Iriarte et al. 1990, Donázar et al. 1997, Trejo
and Grigera 1998, Nabte et al. 2006]; 0.66–0.83 in the
Mediterranean-type habitats of central Chile [Jaksic et al.
1986]; 0.4–0.5 in shrubby steppes of the Monte Desert
[Nabte et al. 2006]; 0.07–0.33 in high altitude grasslands
and steppes of the Andes of northwestern Argentina [Ortiz
et al. 2010]).

Mean weight of the consumed prey (Table 1) was mostly
similar to others previously reported in the literature (e.g.,
36.5–80.3 g in steppe and ecotonal areas of Argentinean
and Chilean Patagonia [Jaksic et al. 1986, Iriarte et al.
1990, Donázar et al. 1997, Trejo and Grigera 1998, Nabte
et al. 2006]; 43.2–86.6 g in shrubby steppes of the Monte
Desert [Nabte et al. 2006]; 40.9–49.1 g in high altitude
grasslands and steppes of the Andes of northwestern Ar-
gentina [Ortiz et al. 2010]), although lower than those
reported for Mediterranean-type habitats in central Chile
[up to 189.1 g; Jaksic et al. 1986]. For two of our study
areas (locations 1 in breeding season and 5), MWP values
(30.6 g and 13.5 g, respectively) were among the lowest
ever calculated for this species, a result of the high per-
centage of arthropods in the diet at these sites.

The absence of correlation between diet parameters and
latitude, longitude, or altitude disagreed with suggestions
previously made by other authors (Jaksic et al. 1986, Teta
et al. 2001, Nabte et al. 2006). However, it was not unex-
pected, considering the large area in our study, the trophic
opportunism of this species, and the data limitations in
our study (only nine locations). Differences in prey com-
munities (and thus prey availability), particularly for ro-
dents, were also evident between the northern and south-
ern area covered by our study (e.g., Pardiñas et al. 2011).
In addition, most studies in which food-niche breadth or
mean weight of prey and latitude or longitude were corre-
lated included few samples (e.g., Jaksic et al. 1986) or
covered a small geographic area within the range of Bubo
virginianus magellanicus (e.g., Teta et al. 2001). A compre-
hensive analysis, considering a large database and without
geographical limitations, is needed to test this hypothesis
and to explore other topics, such as the contribution of
introduced lagomorphs to the diet of this owl.

HÁBITOS DE ALIMENTACIÓN DE BUBO VIRGINIANUS
MAGELLANICUS EN EL EXTREMO SUR DE LA
PATAGONIA, ARGENTINA

RESUMEN.—Bubo virginianus magellanicus, actualmente
clasificado como una subespecie de B. virginianus, a
pesar de que algunos autores lo reconocen como espe-
cie, es el representante de mayor tamaño de la familia
Strigidae en el sur de América del Sur. Distintos estudios
se han realizado sobre su dieta a lo largo de su rango de
distribución, aunque la mayorı́a se realizó al norte de los
48uS. En este trabajo caracterizamos la dieta de B. virgi-
nianus magellanicus en nueve áreas de estudio localizadas
en la Patagonia austral (entre los 46uS y los 52uS, Argen-
tina), y la comparamos con trabajos de otras regiones
realizados previamente. Nuestros resultados mostraron
que la dieta está compuesta principalmente por peque-
ños mamı́feros (52.1% por frecuencia) y artrópodos
(46.4%). Las especies de pequeños mamı́feros más con-
sumidas fueron los roedores Abrothrix olivaceus, Eligmo-
dontia morgani, y Reithrodon auritus. Con respecto a la
biomasa, las presas que más contribuyeron fueron: lago-
morfos, R. auritus, Euneomys chinchilloides y Eligmodontia
morgani. A pesar de su baja frecuencia, los lagomorfos
representaron las presas más importantes en cuanto a la
biomasa consumida y estuvieron presentes en la mayorı́a
de las muestras. Aunque los artrópodos fueron fre-
cuentes en la dieta, su consumo puede considerarse un
fenómeno local, ya que sólo tres de las nueve áreas es-
tudiadas presentaron restos de artrópodos y contri-
buyeron muy poco a la biomasa total de presas. Los va-
lores de nicho trófico estandarizado y de peso promedio
de las presas fueron similares a los hallados en otras
áreas de la Patagonia argentina.

[Traducción del equipo editorial]
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Ó

N

M
IN

E
R

A
L

E
S

C
E

R
R

O

G
O

R
R

A
D

E

V
A

SC
O

1

C
E

R
R

O
T

R
E

S

H
E

R
M

A
N

O
S

E
ST

A
N

C
IA

JU
L

IA

E
ST

A
N

C
IA

L
A

A
N

G
O

ST
U

R
A

E
ST

A
N

C
IA

L
A

C
A

R
L

O
T

A
L

A
G

O
C

A
R

D
IE

L
2

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

%
F

%
B

M
am

m
al

ia
56

.8
95

.9
97

.3
93

.8
10

0
99

.7
10

0
10

0
7.

3
84

96
.7

97
.3

99
.3

99
.6

18
.6

91
.5

10
0

94

R
o

d
en

ti
a

53
.7

47
.3

94
.1

51
.9

98
.3

88
.5

98
.3

82
.4

6
38

.9
85

.2
34

90
.6

68
.5

10
.9

16
.9

98
.8

93
.7

C
ri

ce
ti

d
ae

53
.1

41
.9

86
51

.9
92

.4
70

.9
98

.3
82

.4
5.

4
31

.1
81

.9
27

.8
63

.6
23

.7
10

.7
16

.1
94

.9
79

.8

L
o

n
g-

h
ai

re
d

m
o

u
se

(A
br

ot
hr

ix
lo

n
gi

pi
li

s)
—

—
—

—
—

—
5.

2
4.

2
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
23

.4
16

.7
O

li
ve

-c
o

lo
re

d
m

o
u

se
(A

br
ot

hr
ix

ol
iv

ac
eu

s)
39

.9
26

.1
21

11
.5

5.
1

1.
42

62
.6

26
.7

0.
6

0.
9

9.
8

2.
3

5.
6

0.
8

1.
7

0.
7

15
.6

5.
8

P
at

ag
o

n
ia

n
fi

el
d

m
o

u
se

(A
ko

do
n

in
is

ca
tu

s)
—

—
—

—
0.

8
0.

3
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
D

ry
la

n
d

s
la

u
ch

a
(C

al
om

ys
m

u
sc

u
li

n
u

s)
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
2.

6
0.

9
W

es
te

rn
P

at
ag

o
n

ia
n

la
u

ch
a

(E
li

gm
od

on
ti

a
m

or
ga

n
i)

9.
7

6.
6

65
37

.1
29

.7
8.

7
—

—
—

—
59

14
.4

24
.6

3.
9

—
—

18
.2

7.
1

C
h

in
ch

il
la

ra
t

(E
u

n
eo

m
ys

ch
in

ch
il

lo
id

es
)

0.
9

2.
4

—
—

—
—

22
.6

41
4.

2
26

.2
—

—
2.

4
1.

5
8

13
.8

6.
5

10
.3

C
o

m
m

o
n

p
er

ic
o

te
(G

ra
om

ys
gr

is
eo

fl
av

u
s)

—
—

—
—

9.
3

7
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
So

u
th

er
n

p
er

ic
o

te
(L

ox
od

on
to

m
ys

m
ic

ro
pu

s)
—

—
—

—
—

—
0.

9
1.

3
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
7.

8
10

.6
P

at
ag

o
n

ia
n

co
li

la
rg

o
(O

li
go

ry
zo

m
ys

lo
n

gi
ca

u
da

tu
s)

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

3.
2

0.
7

—
—

1.
3

0.
8

Ye
ll

o
w

-r
u

m
p

ed
p

er
ic

o
te

(P
hy

ll
ot

is
xa

n
th

op
yg

u
s)

—
—

—
—

1.
7

1.
4

6.
1

7.
5

—
—

4.
9

3.
3

2.
4

1
—

—
5.

2
5.

6
C

o
n

ey
ra

t
(R

ei
th

ro
do

n
au

ri
tu

s)
2.

6
6.

9
—

—
45

.8
52

0.
9

1.
5

0.
6

3.
9

8.
2

7.
8

25
.4

16
1

1.
6

14
.3

22

M
u

ri
d

ae
—

—
8.

1
3.

3
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
H

o
u

se
m

o
u

se
,

M
u

s
m

u
sc

u
lu

s
(e

xo
ti

c)
—

—
8.

1
3.

3
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—
—

—

404 SHORT COMMUNICATION VOL. 46, NO. 4



P
R

E
Y/

L
O

C
A

L
IT

IE
S

4
km

W
O

F

F
A

R
O

C
A

B
O

V
ÍR
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