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consider the many types of berries and invertebrates 
they consume, but overall, they are generally 
limited to prey that is easily captured, handled, and 
consumed. Often, their diet is comprised of differing 
proportions of fruit and protein, depending on energy 
requirements, food availability, and time of year. In 
North America, the most common animal foods 
consumed by the American Robin includes beetles, 
angleworms, weevils, caterpillars, earthworms, 
crickets, grasshoppers, butterflies, moths, locusts, 
spiders, snails, and many other kinds of insects 
(Bent 1949, Sallabanks and James 1999). Unusual 
prey items recorded for the American Robin include 
fish fry, snakes, shrews, and damselfly nymphs (see 
Sallabanks and James 1999 for detailed references).
 After a thorough search of the Ornithological 
Worldwide Literature (OWL) and the Web of 
Science, using “Rana aurora”, “frog”, “prey”, 
“food”, “predation”, or “diet”, combined with 
“American Robin” or “Turdus migratorius”, I was 
unable to find any attempted, or successful, captures 
of any species of frog. Therefore, this appears to 
be the first documented occurrence for this type of 
behaviour by the American Robin toward a frog 
species. It also increases our range of knowledge on 
the opportunistic foraging habits of what might often 
be considered a “generalist feeder”.
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EVIDENCE OF AN UNUSUAL PREY ITEM IN 
A BARRED OWL PELLET

Christian W. Gronau

Swamp’s Edge, Whaletown, BC, V0P 1Z0

 On 15 September 2005, my wife and I noticed 
several owl pellets below an old, open-branched 
western hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla) close to the 
shore of the beaver pond that fills most of the small 
valley on Cortes Island we call Swamp’s Edge and 
home. We regularly observe Barred Owls (Strix 
varia) in that very location, which, together with 
the pellet’s medium size, strongly suggests that they 
originated from that species.
 Upon closer inspection, the contents of the pellet 
revealed themselves as several small bird bones, 
neatly wrapped in downy feathers, and a number 
of fragments of crayfish cuticle. Nearby, below 
the same tree, we found further crayfish remnants, 
including intact chelipeds (claws) (Figure 1). The 
crayfish (Astacus towbridgi Stimpson) occur in 
the lower Columbia River system in Oregon and 
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Figure 1. Barred Owl pellet (5 cm long) showing 
bird and crayfish fragments and an intact crayfish 
cheliped. Cortes Island, BC. 15 September 2005 
(Christian W. Gronau). BC Photo 3218.



Washington State and were probably introduced to 
Cortes Island.
 While this observation indicates that Barred 
Owls will feed on crustaceans, the question remains, 
“do they actively hunt crayfish (maybe at the shallow 
margin of the pond’s shore) or do they scavenge  
river otter (Lontra canadensis) kills?” River otters 
do frequent the pond and there is ample evidence that 
they haul out of the water close to where we found 
the crayfish remains and owl pellets. Mazur and 
James (2000), however, report that a Barred Owl has 
been observed wading in shallow water to capture 
fish and crayfish.
 Over the past two decades the population of Barred 
Owls has increased dramatically on Cortes Island 
to the point where this is now the most commonly 
sighted owl year-round. Part of that phenomenon 
may be attributed to the owl’s opportunistic feeding 
habits (Campbell et al. 1974, Mazur and James 2000, 
Schutz 2005). It appears that crayfish are a minor part 
of the invertebrate diet of the Barred Owl in North 
America (see Elderkin 1987, Takats 1998, Mazur 
and James 2000).
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NORTHERNMOST NEST RECORD OF 
THE FLAMMULATED OWL (OTUS 
FLAMMEOLUS) IN CANADA

Karen L. Wiebe

Department of Biology, University of Saskatchewan, 
112 Science Place, Saskatoon, SK, S7N 5E2

 The Flammulated Owl (Otus flammeolus) is a 
small, insectivorous, secondary cavity nester that 
reaches the northern limit of its range in south-
central British Columbia (Campbell et al. 1990). 
Concerns about the population status of these small 
owls prompted systematic surveys in the 1990s. In 
the region of the Cariboo-Chilcotin, observations by 
Michaela Waterhouse, Julie Steciw, Anna and Gina 
Roberts and other local biologists were completed 
in a provincial report (van Woudenberg 1999). 
Although hooting Flammulated Owls were detected 
on these spring surveys northwest of Williams 
Lake in the area of Riske Creek, no nests were 
found. The northernmost confirmed nests were in 
Barrier, just north of Kamloops, although a dead 
fledgling recovered near Williams Lake suggested 
successful breeding also occurred in the vicinity (van 
Woudenberg 1999).
 Students and I have a long-term study on 
Northern Flickers (Colaptes auratus) near Riske 
Creek, BC (Aitken et al. 2002, Wiebe 2003). As part 
of the project, we monitor the reuse of flicker cavities 
in subsequent years and currently track reproduction 
of secondary cavity nesters in 578 cavities excavated 
by flickers. On 16 June 2005, a Flammulated Owl 
peeked from a tree cavity (Figure 1) that I had placed 
a ladder against in order to check nest contents. 
The cavity had been used by a flicker in 2003, but 
was unoccupied in 2004. After blocking the cavity 
entrance with my work gloves, I opened the hand-
made cavity “door” previously sawed into the side 
of the snag in 2003. I gently lifted the incubating 
female to reveal three warm eggs and then replaced 
the female and the door, being careful not to flush 
her. The cavity was 3.44 m high in a completely dead 
trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides) tree. The 
nest site was located about 7 km south of the hamlet 
of Meldrum Creek, making it the northernmost 
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