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Owis are raptors or birds of prey which means they hunt other living things for their food.

Most owls are either crepuscular (twilight
active) or nocturnal (active at night). Owls
generally roost singly or in pairs, but may
form flocks outside of the breeding season
(A group of owls is called a parliament!). They
are birds that are more often heard than
seen and their haunting hoots and
screeches and mysterious nocturnal habits
have formed the basis of numerous legends
and superstitions.

Owls belong to the order Strigiformes,
named from the Latin word striga, meaning
comb. The primary wing feathers of most owl
species have a comb-like leading edge
hence the name.

Owls are divided into two families.

* Barn owls (Tytonidae) have heart-shaped
faces, inner toes as long as their middle
toes, small eyes and long bare legs.

* Hawk-owls, or true owls, (Strigidae) have
rounded heads, inner toes shorter than their
middle toes, large eyes and stout,
sometimes feathered, legs.

Adaptations for a

lifestyle
An owl’s ability to fly and hunt in dim light
requires some remarkable sensory

predatory

adaptations. Exceptional hearing enables
many species to hunt using sound alone.
Owls have very expressive body language.
Many species will bob and weave their head,
as if curious about something - this is in fact
to further improve their three-dimensional
concept of what they are viewing. Large,
forward-facing eyes with high light-sensitivity
help owls to see with binocular vision and in
greatly reduced light.

The Barn owls (genus Tyto), have rather small
eyes but are able to catch prey in total
darkness, relying entirely on their acute
hearing. They, and several other owl genera,
have concave facial masks to trap sound and
some have asymmetrical ear openings, the
external feathering or the skull itself is
modified so that sound reaches one ear at a
slightly different time to the other. By turning
the head, the owl can locate a sound source
precisely.

To assist their lifestyle as predators, owls have
sharp, hooked bills, strong legs and feet and
sharp, curved talons. They also have
reversible outer toes which allow them to
perch very firmly while using their bills to tear
the flesh of prey. After eating, owls regurgitate
pellets which contain the indigestible remains
of bones, fur and feathers.

Diet

The diets of owls vary according to species
and habitat but can include small mammals
such as mice, birds as large as the peafowl,
amphibians, crayfish and insects. In the
case of the New Zealand morepork evidence
of their consumption of Tunnel web spiders
has been found in the gullets of birds
examined suggesting that they are a meal
enjoyed by this owl.

Habitat

Because owls are predators, many birds fear
them. For this reason, they are often
attacked or harassed by groups of smaller
birds. This is not limited to one species, as
once the attack begins, many different birds
will join in. Interestingly, the owl rarely
responds to the harassment, and it is just as
rare for the owl to be injured in any way! The
mobbing may succeed however in forcing
the owl to move on to a different area.

Owls are generally resident birds although
some northern hemisphere species may
move south to escape harsh winters.
Although owls can still be observed in New
Zealand the native New Zealand laughing
owl, now extinct, was last seen in 1940.
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