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The flammulated owl (Otus jlammealus) is an insectiv­
orous species (lv1arshall 1957 , Ross 1969) that breeds in 
dry, montane conifer forests of western North America. 
In Colorado , this owl fed primarily on small lepidoptcrans, 
although its diet included a variety of arthropods (e.g., 
Orthoptcra, Diptera , and Arachnida) as summer pro­
f!:1Tsscd (Reynolds and Linkhart 1987) . Some authors (Bent 
1938, Bailey and Nicdrach 1965) have reported that llam­
mulatcd owls on-asionally prey on small mammal s an<l 
birds. I lowcver, none of these authors provided direct 
evidence of flammulatcd owls feeding on vertebrates . Fur­
thermore, captive flammulatcd owls that were offered live 
deer mice (Peromyscus spp .) never killed the l'eramyscus, 
although they readily carried and ate Peramyscus body 
segments (mass < 14 g; K. McKeever pers. comm .). 

Recently, Holt et al. (1987) reported two secondhand 
observations of flammulated owls in late fall in Montana. 
One was of an owl with a vole in its talons, and another 
of an owl chasing passerines at a bird feeder. If credible, 
the first of these constitutes the first evidence of a flam­
mulated owl possibly capturing a vertebrate. Here we 
report the occurrence of a l'eramy scus spp. carcass in the 
nest of a flammulatcd owl. 

On 29 July 1988, a whole carcass of a Peramyscu s spp. 
(mass 15-20 g, age undetermined) was found in the nest 
cavity of a Aammulated owl. The nest, 5.6 m high in a 
limber pine (Pinu sf/exilis), was in a natural cavity created 
by rot al a site where a large, nearly vertical limb had 
broken from the trunk . The carcass was in the bottom of 
the cavity (depth = 40 cm) with two nestling Aammulated 
owls approximately 21 d old (1-3 d from fledging) . Al­
though a small spot of pelage (1 cm') on the mid-dorsal 
area of the carcass was missing, there was no indication 
that the owls had fed upon it; the skin contained no obvious 
punctures or talon marks. When the carcass was found it 
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had an odor of decay, indicating that the l'eramyscus may 
have been dead for up lo 24 hr (the previous visit 10 the 
nest was on 18 July). At the time of discovery (1430 H 
MDT) the adult female was roosting in a ponderosa pine 
(l'. ponderosa) 5 m from the nest-typical roosting behavior 
for females just prior 10 fledging of their young (Linkhart 
1984) 

Because no vertebrate remains were found in 73 flam­
mulated owl stomachs (Marshall 1957, Ross 1969), and 
no vertebrates were delivered in over 200 hr of observations 
al 37 flammulated owl nests in our study (representing 
more than 2000 prey deliverie s observed), we offer some 
alternatives to the possibility that the owls may have killed 
the Peromys cus. First, the l'eramyscu s may have dimbcd 
lo the cavity and been killed there by the adult owls. 
Peramysws spp. commonly use tree cavities and bird nest s 
for breeding sites (Colley 1962, Davis 1966), and some 
species of Peramyscus actively compete with birds for nest­
ing cavities (Guillory 1987). Because the Peromys cus was 
whole and decaying in the bottom of the cavity, this al­
ternative seems plausible . (However, the carcass may have 
been cached in the nest by the flammulated owls-a com­
mon behavior in several strigiforms.) Another possibility 
is that one of the adult Aammulated owls found the Pem­
myscus dead and carried it to the nest. /\ third alternative 
is that another species of owl (e.g., northern saw-whet 
[Aegalius acadicus) or northern pygmy-owl [C/aucidium 
gnama]), both common on our study area, may have de­
livered the Peramyscus to the nest in response to the food 
begging of the flammulated owl nestlings. lnterspecific 
feeding of nestlings by various raptors has been reported 
(Shy 1982) . 

Given the possible alternative explanations of the car­
cass' occurrence in the nest, we believe that conclusive 
evidence that flammulated owls capture small vertebrates 
is still lacking. 

RESUMEN.-Un esqueleto de Peramyscus sp . fue encon­
trado en el nido de Otus jlamme alus en ei centro de Col­
orado. i\"o hubo indicaci6n de quc los adultos o polluelos 
de 0 . flammealus se alimenlaran de los restos . Corriente­
mente, se ha pensado que O.flammealu s es un insectivoro; 
se presentan vario alternativos (necrofagla, defensa del 
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nido, alimentaci6n interspedfica de polluelos) para lo cap­
tura de Peromyscus sp. por 0. flammeolus. 

[Traducci6n de Ivan Lazo) 
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