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Short communication

Notes on the feeding rhythm of a barn owls’ brood (Tyto alba) in an 
agricultural area of the province of Venice

Alessandro Nardotto

Abstract - The feeding rhythm of a brood of barn owls in an agri-
cultural area of Venice (VE, NE Italy) was investigated. The results 
show that offspring are fed exclusively at nighttime, highlighting a 
peak of transport of prey to the nest in the first part of the night.
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Riassunto - Note sul ritmo di alimentazione di una nidiata di 
barbagianni (Tyto alba) in un’area agricola della provincia di Vene-
zia.

È stato indagato il ritmo di alimentazione di una nidiata di bar-
bagianni in un’area agricola veneziana (VE). I risultati dimostrano 
come la prole venga nutrita esclusivamente nelle ore notturne, evi-
denziando un picco di trasporto di prede al nido nella prima parte 
della notte.

Parole chiave: barbagianni, ritmo di alimentazione, fototrappo-
laggio, Veneto.

The barn owl (Tyto alba) is a typical species of the 
agroecosystem, considered to be in decline at the Eu-
ropean and national level, especially in the Po Valley 
where a 50% decrease is hypothesised (Mezzavilla et 
al., 2016). In the province of Venice, a marked decrease 
in breeding pairs has been found (Bon et al., 2014). The 
decrease is probably due to the destruction and tran-
sformation of nesting and feeding habitats, to the use of 
pesticides and rodenticides (Pascotto et al., 2011) and 
finally to the impact with vehicles. In Veneto, although 
barn owl’s diet was particularly studied in the 90s of 
the last century (Bon et al., 1992; 1993; 1994; 1997; 
Baldin & Ciriello, 1999), other aspects of reproductive 
ecology have never been investigated, among these, the 
feeding rhythm of the brood has never been a subject 
of research. The data used for the following study were 
collected as part of a collaboration established between 

Barbasso Srl and the “Le Tenute di Cattolica” farm, in 
the context of a project aimed at protecting the barn owl 
in the properties of the estate. In particular, the repro-
ductive success of a brood was followed up at one of 
the nest boxes installed as part of the project, in Por-
tegrandi (VE) at a round bale deposit (45°33’35.9”N; 
12°25’49.3”E).

Considering a radius from the site of about 1 km, 
which is approximately the average radius of the home 
range of the species during the reproductive period as 
indicated by “The Barn Owl Trust” (https://www.bar-
nowltrust.org.uk/), the area under examination is al-
most totally covered by extensive arable land (~ 100 ha) 
and by the inhabited area of Portegrandi (~ 20 ha). To 
a lesser extent there are mowing and alfalfa meadows 
(~ 5 ha) and small hedges and wooded areas, especially 
near the river Sile and the round bale deposit. To stu-
dy the feeding rhythm, about 1 month after the first egg 
hatched (4 in total), a camera trap (model Dörr Snap-
shot 5.1) was placed outside the nest box, with the aim 
of documenting the activity of the brood. The camera 
trap, active 24 hours a day, has been set in photo mode, 
minimizing the time interval between one shot and the 
next. To extrapolate information relating to the feeding 
rhythm of the young barn owls, only the photos were 
used, accompanied by the timetable, in which there was 
certain evidence of the transport and / or passage of prey 
from the adult to the young (Fig. 1). The camera trap re-
mained on site from 15 July 2021 to 10 September 2021, 
and collected 58 useful photographs which were used to 
process the feeding rhythm of the brood. The processing 
was performed using the R software (version 4.0.2; R 
Core Team, 2020) and the overlap package (Meredith & 
Ridout, 2014).

The result is expressed by the Kernel density fun-
ction (Fig. 2) which highlights how the transport of 
prey to the nest is concentrated exclusively at night. In 
accordance with what emerged from other European 
studies, the “parents” feed the brood mainly in the first 
part of the night (Michelat & Giraudoux, 1992; Ritter & 
Görner, 1975; Roulin, 2001; Durant & Handrich, 2013), 
with a peak recorded around 11.00 pm. The analysis al-
so highlights the presence of a second peak, almost im-
perceptible in the second part of the night, approximate-
ly 2-3 hours before dawn, as also highlighted by Scriba 
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Fig. 1 - Example of photos in which there is certain evidence of the transport of prey to the nest. / Esempio di materiale fotografico in 
cui vi sono evidenze certe del trasporto di prede al nido.
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et al. (2017). Although the species is also occasionally 
active during the day (Bunn, 1972; Mastrorilli, 2019), it 
can therefore be said that in an agricultural context such 
as the one in question, activities such as the care and 
feeding of the offspring are linked to the night hours. 
What was found is probably due to the fact that during 
the night the anthropic disturbance is minimized and 
consequently there is also a greater activity of the prey.

Through the photographic material examined it was 
not possible to identify with certainty the prey transpor-
ted to the nest, but the wads found near the nest box 
used were collected and analyzed throughout the repro-
ductive period. These first unpublished data (Nardotto, 
unpub.) highlight the massive presence of osteological 
material, primarily Microtus arvalis, followed by Apo-
demus sylvaticus. What was found seems to differ from 
the diet observed in almost the same location at the be-
ginning of the 1990s, when the most predated species 
was Crocidura suaveolens (Bon et al., 1993), once the 
apparently most predated species in the eastern Veneto 
plain (Bon et al., 1997). In view of this, it will be inte-
resting to deepen the analysis of the Strigiform diet and 
compare it with what emerged almost 30 years later. In 
the light of the data collected, it is believed that camera 
trapping is a technique capable of collecting useful in-
formation, helping to make hypotheses and improve the 
understanding of the ecological, spatial and behavioral 
dynamics of the species contacted. The potential of ca-
mera trapping is also confirmed in its increased use in 
the study of species that are difficult to contact, such as 
the barn owl and other nocturnal birds of prey. Among 
the aspects recently investigated are the foraging of of-
fspring (Séchaud et al., 2020), predation on species of 
conservation interest (Raine et al., 2019) and the effec-
tiveness and use of nest houses (Whyle, 2015; Kross et 
al., 2016).

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Baldin M. & Ciriello M., 1999 − Considerazioni e con-

fronto sulla dieta del Barbagianni Tyto alba (Scopoli, 
1769) in diverse località del Veneto. Bollettino Museo 
civico di Storia Naturale di Venezia, 48 Suppl. 1998 
(1999): 190-195.

Bon M., Roccaforte P. & Sirna G., 1992 − Primi dati sui 
micromammiferi della gronda lagunare di Venezia me-
diante analisi delle borre di Tyto alba (Scopoli, 1769). 
Bollettino Museo civico di Storia Naturale di Venezia, 
Venezia, 41 (1990): 265-273.

Bon M., Roccaforte P. & Sirna G., 1993 − Variazione sta-
gionale della dieta del Barbagianni, Tyto alba, in una 
località della gronda lagunare veneziana (Portegrandi, 
Venezia). Lavori Società Veneziana di Scienze Natura-
li, Venezia, 18: 183-190.

Bon M., Roccaforte P. & Rallo G., 1994 − Ricerche bio-
logiche nel rifugio faunistico del W.W.F. della Valle 
dell’Averto: il sistema trofico Barbagianni-Micro-
mammiferi. Atti I Convegno Faunisti Veneti. Centro 
Ornitologico Veneto Orientale, Montebelluna: 159-
162.

Bon M., Roccaforte P. & Sirna G., 1997 − Ecologia trofica 
del Barbagianni, (Tyto alba, Scopoli, 1769), nella pia-
nura veneta centro-orientale. Bollettino Museo civico 
di Storia Naturale di Venezia, Venezia, 47: 265-283.

Bon M., Scarton F., Stival E., Sattin L. & Sgorlon G. (a 
cura di), 2014 − Nuovo Atlante degli Uccelli nidifi-
canti e svernanti in provincia di Venezia. Associazione 
Faunisti Veneti, Museo di Storia Naturale di Venezia.

Bunn D. S., 1972 − Regular daylight hunting by Barn 
Owls. British Birds, 65 (1): 26-30.

Durant J. & Handrich Y., 2013 − Diel feeding strategy dur-
ing breeding in male Barn Owls (Tyto alba). Journal 
of Ornithology. 154 (3): 863-869. <10.1007/s10336-
013-0956-1>

Fig. 2 - Feeding rhythm of barn owls’ offspring. The gray area indicates the night hours. / Ritmo di alimentazione della prole di bar-The gray area indicates the night hours. / Ritmo di alimentazione della prole di bar-
bagianni. L’area grigia indica le ore notturne.



64 SHORT COMMUNICATION

Kross S. M., Bourbour R. P. & Martinico B. L., 2016 − 
Agricultural land use, barn owl diet, and vertebrate 
pest control implications. Agriculture, Ecosystems & 
Environment, 223: 167-174.

Meredith M. & Ridout M., 2014 − Overview of the over-
lap package. <https://cran.cs.wwu.edu/web/packages/
overl ap/vigne ttes/overlap.pdf>

Mezzavilla F., Scarton F. & Bon M., 2016 − Gli Uccelli 
del Veneto. Danilo Zanetti Editore, Montebelluna.

Michelat D. & Giraudoux P., 1992 − Activité nocturne et 
stratégie de recherche de nourriture de la chouette ef-
fraie (Tyto alba) à partir du site de nidification. Alau-
da, 60: 3-8.

Pascotto E., Maset M. & Tomè P., 2011 − Aspetti tossi-
cologici ed epidemiologici dell’avvelenamento da ro-
denticidi negli Strigiformi (Strigiformes) e possibili 
rilievi gestionali. Atti VI Convegno Faunisti Veneti. 
Bollettino Museo di Storia Naturale di Venezia, suppl. 
vol. 61: 214-225.

Raine A. F., Vynne M. & Driskill S., 2019 − The impact 
of an introduced avian predator, the Barn Owl Tyto 
alba, on Hawaiian seabirds. Marine Ornithology, 47: 
33-38.

Ritter F. & Görner M., 1975 − Untersuchungen zur Ak-
tivität und Ernährung der Schleiereule (Tyto alba) in 
Thüringen. Falke, 24: 344-348.

Roulin A., 2001 − Food Supply Differentially Affects 
Sibling Negotiation and Competition in the Barn Owl 
(Tyto alba). Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, 49 
(6): 514-519.

Scriba M., Dreiss A., Henry I., Béziers P., Ruppli C., Ifrid 
E., Ducouret P., Da Silva A., des Monstiers B., Vys-
sotski A., Rattenborg N. & Roulin A., 2017 − Noc-
turnal, diurnal and bimodal patterns of locomotion, 
sibling interactions and sleep in nestling Barn Owls. 
Journal of Ornithology, 158 (4): 1001-1012. <https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10336-017-1458-3>

Séchaud R., Machado A. P., Schalcher K., Simon C. & 
Roulin A., 2020 − Communally breeding female Barn 
Owls Tyto alba are not related and do not invest simi-
larly in the communal family. Bird Study, 66 (4): 1-4. 
<https://doi.org/10.1080/00063657.2020.1732291>

Whyle K., 2015 − Barn owl Tyto alba nestbox occupation 
and breeding success in relation to landscape and mi-
crohabitat characteristics in the South Down National 
Park. A technical report prepared from an MRes Wild-
life Conservation project. Marwell Wildlife & Univer-
sity of Southampton.


