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THE FOOD OF MONTAGUS HARRIERS
DURING PRE-LAYING PERIOD
Jaros³aw Wiacek, Mariusz Niedzwiedz
Abstract. Food of the Montagus Harrier was analysed from 158 pellets and 375 direct observations in two
Nature Reserves: Roskosz and Bagno Serebryskie. Pellets collection was conducted in the seasons 1992
1995 at calcareous marshes of Che³m region in eastern Poland. Pellets were collected from perching places, male
platforms, roosting and resting places. 210 prey items were identified from 158 pellets. Main component of the
food were small mammals (56,2 %), small passerines (24,3 %), eggs (9,5 %), lizards (8,1 %), frogs (1,4 %) and
fishes (0,5 %). Small mammals like rodents were common prey in the diet of the Montagus harrier. They
represented 85,0 % of mammalian prey. The Common Vole was the most frequent rodent (50,0 %) in the pellets.
The largest mammalian prey were Common Rat. The direct observations of food transfer were made using
binoculars and scope. Results showed that main food component were vertebrates (98,4 %). Only 1,6 % were
represented by insects. Most common prey were small mammals (58,7 %). Birds, reptiles (lizards) and amphibians
(frogs) were represented by less than 2 % of prey. Non identified vertebrates accounted for 37,8 %. Both data,
based on the pellets and direct observation showed that small mammals were the main component of harriers
food.
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Ïèòàíèå ëóãîâîãî ëóíÿ â íà÷àëå ãíåçäîâîãî ïåðèîäà. - ß. Âÿöåê, Ì. Íåäâåäç. - Áåðêóò. 14 (2).
2005. - Ïèòàíèå àíàëèçèðîâàëîñü ïî 158 ïîãàäêàì è 375 ïðÿìûì íàáëþäåíèÿì â äâóõ çàïîâåäíèêàõ.
Ïîãàäêè ñîáèðàëèñü â 19921995 ãã. íà èçâåñòíÿêîâûõ áîëîòàõ â ðàéîíå Õåëìà íà âîñòîêå Ïîëüøè. Ñîáèðàëè èõ âîçëå ïðèñàä, â ìåñòàõ íî÷åâêè è îòäûõà. Â íèõ áûëî îïðåäåëåíî 210 ýêçåìïëÿðîâ äîáû÷è (â
ñðåäíåì 1,3 íà ïîãàäêó). Îñíîâíûìè êîìïîíåíòàìè ïèùè áûëè ìåëêèå ìëåêîïèòàþùèå (56,2 %), ìåëêèå
âîðîáüèíûå (24,3 %), ÿéöà (9,5 %), ÿùåðèöû (8,1 %), ëÿãóøêè (1,4 %) è ðûáà (0,5 %). Ñðåäè ìëåêîïèòàþùèõ 85 % ñîñòàâëÿëè ãðûçóíû. ×àùå âñåãî â ïîãàäêàõ âñòðå÷àëàñü îáûêíîâåííàÿ ïîëåâêà (50,0 %).
Íàèáîëåå êðóïíîé äîáû÷åé èç ìëåêîïèòàþùèõ áûëà ñåðàÿ êðûñà. Ïðÿìûå íàáëþäåíèÿ çà ïåðåäà÷åé ïèùè
îò ñàìöà ê ñàìêå ïðè ïîìîùè áèíîêëÿ è òåëåñêîïà ïîêàçàëè, ÷òî îñíîâíîé äîáû÷åé áûëè ïîçâîíî÷íûå
(98,4 %). Òîëüêî 1,6 % ïðèõîäèëîñü íà íàñåêîìûõ. Ïðåîáëàäàëè ìåëêèå ìëåêîïèòàþùèå (58,7 %). Ïòèöû, ïðåñìûêàþùèåñÿ (ÿùåðèöû) è çåìíîâîäíûå (ëÿãóøêè) ñîñòàâëÿëè ìåíåå 2 % ðàöèîíà. Íå îïðåäåëåííûå ïîçâîíî÷íûå íàñ÷èòûâàëè 37,8 %. Ñîáðàííûå îáîèìè ñïîñîáàìè äàííûå ïîêàçûâàþò, ÷òî îñíîâó ïèòàíèÿ ëóãîâûõ ëóíåé ñîñòàâëÿþò ìåëêèå ìëåêîïèòàþùèå.

Introduction
Montagus Harrier (Circus pygargus) is a
bird of prey of wide spectrum of food (Clarke,
1996). This typically diurnal predator is active forager in open country, meadows and
barrens foraging in sites situated even up to
22 km away from nest (Guixe, 2004). Hunting
behaviour of the Montagus Harrier and other
European species of that kind is the slow
crusing 12 m above the ground to detect the
prey and eventually attack.
During the whole nesting season there are
distinctive differences in amount and size of
the prey caught by both sexes (Cramp, Sim© J. Wiacek, M. Niedzwiedz, 2005

mons, 1980). These differences are caused by
quite different participation of males and females in the care of eggs and nestlings. This
fact is particularly visible in the pre-laying season, when the females are almost wholly food
dependent from males (Wi¹cek, 1997, 1998;
Wi¹cek, Kozio³, 1997).
The aim of the research was to know the
components of the diet of Montagus Harrier
in the pre-laying period.
Material and methods
Montagus harriers were observed on the
calcareous marshes near Che³m in eastern Po-
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Fig. 1. Food of the Montagus Harrier by direct observations.
Ðèñ. 1. Ïèòàíèå ëóãîâîãî ëóíÿ ïî ïðÿìûì íàáëþäåíèÿì.
land. The landscape of the study area is dominated by sedge community Cladietum marisci.
Pellets was collected in two Nature Reserves:
Roskosz and Bagno Serebryskie in the
seasons 19921995.
Food of the Montagus harrier was analysed
from pellets and direct observation. Pellets
were collected from perching places, male platforms, roosting places, resting places and nests
before start to egg-laying. Every day of observation pellets were collected twice a day, at

Birds, 0,3 %

morning and late
afternoon. Pellets
were analysed in
laboratory, later.
The direct observation were made using 10 x 50 binoculars and scope Kowa 2060 x 72 from
distance of 100
150 m. Food delivery was observed
from last days of
April to the end of
May. Each day of
courtship feeding
observation was
started at 7 a. m. and
finished near sunset.

Results

In most of 375 direct observations of prey
which were provided by males to females,
dominating items were vertebrates which cover
98,4 % of all prey provided. 1,6 % of observed
prey were insects, difficult to identify. The
analysis of the direct observations of the provided food is shown in Figure 1. Among identified prey, small mammals were dominated
(58,7 % of prey). As far as
other vertebrates classes are
concerned, the brought prey
Passerines, 24,3 %
were represented by birds,
reptiles (Lacerta sp.) and amphibians. Quite big group
were unidentified small vertebrates which were 37,8 %
Frogs, 1,4 %
of all brought prey. The difMammals, 56,2 %
ficulties in identifying of the
Lizards, 8,1 %
most of prey were caused by
the fact that males used to
bring the prey which were
Eggs of birds, 9,5 %
nibbled, or only fragments of
Fishes, 0,5 %
them.
The analysis of 158 pelFig. 2. Food of the Montagus Harrier by pellets.
lets collected during the preÐèñ. 2. Ïèòàíèå ëóãîâîãî ëóíÿ ïî ïîãàäêàì.
laying season brings more
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Food of Montagu’s Harriers during pre-laying period

clear picture of the composition of the food of
these raptors. These data have been shown in
Figure 2. The great amount of pellets (67) includes the remains of 134 insects, mainly Coleoptera and few representations of Orthoptera, Heteroptera and Diptera. But more precise analysis of these insects showed that all
of them came from stomach of insectivorous
birds or mammals which were the prey of
Montagus Harrier. The precise analysis of the
quantitative composition of the food has shown
the presence of 210 prey items in 158 pellets.
It was 1,3 of items per 1 pellet. From among
vertebrates small mammals were dominated in
the food. Among mammals found in the pellets, rodents Rodentia and insectivores
Insectivora were observed (Table).
Discussion
In the time of prey deliveries by direct observation the main prey were vertebrates
(98,4 %). The main component of the vertebrates food were small mammals (58,7 %).
More than 37 % of vertebrates were not identified. Birds, lizards and frogs were represented
by less then 2 % prey. Similar results were described by Krogulec (1992) in the nesting period on the same study area in the Montagus
harrier. His data showed similar proportion of
mammalian prey (57,5 %) but higher rate of
birds (42,5 %) in the diet. This difference has
become in later stages of the breeding season
when big number of small passerines started
to fly. In the time of early spring adult passerines are difficult to catch by harriers because
energetic costs of hunting for them are high.
Very similar data were presented by Kitowski
(1994) in the time of post-fledging period.
However, proportion of insects in the diet of
Montagus Harrier in this period were higher
then in the courtship period.
Most important component of food for
harriers were mammals and birds. This kind
of food has a high energetic quality, therefore
is very easy to assimilate by birds in comparison with other components of food. Problem
of food assimilation were described in the
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Mammals in the diet of Montagus Harrier
Ìëåêîïèòàþùèå â ðàöèîíå ëóãîâîãî ëóíÿ
Species

n

%

Micrommamalia
Insectivora
Sorex araneus
Rodentia spp.
Arvicolidae
Apodemus spp.
Microtus arvalis
M. oeconomus
M. agrestis
Mus musculus
Apodemus agrarius
Pitymys subterraneus
Rattus norvegicus
Micromys minutus

16

13,66

2
11
14
4
59
3
2
1
1
3
1
1

1,70
9,32
11,86
3,38
50,00
2,54
1,70
0,85
0,85
2,54
0,85
0,85

Total

118

100,00

Australasian Harrier (Circus approximans) by
Tollan (1988). Similar results for Montagus
Harrier described Krogulec (1992) and Kitowski (1994).
The food of the Montagus Harrier in European population is different. In English population described by Underhill-Day (1993) the
main component of the food were birds (50 %)
which together with small mammals included
7090 % of the diet. Similarly Clarke (1996)
describing Cambridgeshire population showed
that pellets contained more then 70 % of birds
in the diet of Montagus Harrier. In the French
population high differences in the food contain were described by Thiollay (1968). Invertebrates or small mammals were dominated in
these populations. The significant number of
insects in the diet of French harriers were provided by Krogulec and Leroux (1994). The
high invertebrates domination (55 %) in Spanish population and the high level of reptiles
(10 %) in the harrier diet underlined Hiraldo
et al. (1975).
In conclusion Montagus Harrier is a opportunistic bird of prey which exploit most
common prey on the foraging area. Similar behaviour were described in other species of har-
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riers by Redpath (1992) and Barnard et al.
(1987). Mammals and birds as a main component of the food in others harriers were described in literature (Schipper, 1973). In Dutch
population of Marsh Harrier birds were a main
component of the food (Clarke et al., 1993),
but Canadian and Dutch populations of Hen
Harrier have preferred mammals in the diet
(Bernard et al., 1987; Clarke et al., 1993). Similarly African Marsh Harrier (Circus ranivorus) has preferred mammals in the diet
(Simmons, 1991). French data from nine years
of observations showed that main component
of Montagus Harrier diet was Common Vole
(Microtus arvalis). Additionally this species
of birds of prey select areas with high prey
availability (Bretagnolle, De Cornulier, 2004).
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Â îêòÿáðå 2006 ã. â ã. Ðîñòîâå-íà-Äîíó
áóäåò ïðîõîäèòü V Âñåðîññèéñêàÿ øêîëà ïî ìîðñêîé áèîëîãèè Ìåòîäû è òåîðåòè÷åñêèå àñïåêòû èññëåäîâàíèÿ
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áóäåò ïðîõîäèòü ïî ñåêöèÿì: 1) ìîðñêèå
ïòèöû  êîíöåïöèÿ è ìåòîäû èññëåäîâàíèé; 2) òåîðåòè÷åñêèå àñïåêòû êîëîíèàëüíîñòè ó ïòèö. Ïëàíèðóþòñÿ òåìàòè÷åñêèå
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