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OWLS OF THE WORLD: THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE
ON THE THRESHOLD OF THE 21°" CENTURY

Grzegorz Kopij

Abstract. An attempt is made to quantify the present knowledge on all owl species in the world. This
quantification is based on the bibliometric analysis of literature for the years 1971-2000. The Wildlife & Ecology
Studies Worldwide (WESW) has been used for this analysis. By far, the best known owl species are the Tawny
Owl and the Barn Owl. A group of frequently studied species of owls (100-600 papers) include the Long-eared
Owl, Tengmalm’s Owl, European Eagle Owl, Spotted Owl, Short-eared Owl, Great Horned Owl, Great Grey
Owl, Little Owl, Eastern Common Screech Owl, Snowy Owl, Barred Owl, Northern Saw-whet Owl, Eurasian
Pygmy Owl, Hawk Owl and Ural Owl. All these species occur in the Holarctic region. In tropical regions of the
world, there are only seven owl species, which are fairly well-studied (20-30 publications); all others are little
known (each species with less than 20 publications). Regional monographs on owls and monographs on particular

owl species are listed.
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CoBbl Mupa: cocTosiHHe 3HaHHI{ Ha mopore XXI Beka. - I. Konuii. - BepkyT. 18 (1-2). 2009. - [IpexnpunsTa
MIONBITKA KOIMYECTBEHHO IIPEICTaBUTh COBPEMEHHOE 3HAHHE O BCEX BHAAX COB MUPa. DTa OIleHKa 6a3upyeTcst Ha
OubIIoOMeTpHUYeCKOM aHaIH3e IuTepaTypbl 3a 1971-2000 rr. st sToro ucnons3oBana 6a3a qanaeix The Wildlife
& Ecology Studies Worldwide (WESW). Jlydre Bcero n3y4eHs! cepast HeChITh H CHITyXa. [ pymma gacTo usydae-
MbIX coB (100—600 crareii) BkiIrodaeT 15 BHOB: ymiactas COBa, MOXHOHOTHH CbI4, (puinH, O0JIOTHAs COBa U Ap.
(tabmuua). Bee atu Bub! BeTpedaroTest B [oapKTHIeckoM pernoHe. B Tponu4ecknx pernoHax MUpa ecTb BCEro
7 BUIOB COB, KOTOpBIe Oonee-MeHee u3ydens! (20-30 mybOmukanuii). Bee octansuble n3ydens! cnado (Menee 20
ny6nukanmii). B crmcke nuTeparypsl IPUBEACH NepedeHb MOHOrpaduil [0 pernoHaM M OTEIbHBIM BUAM COB.

INTRODUCTION

Owls comprise a distinctive avian order
of 150 species divided into two families: barn
owls (Tytonidae) and typical owls (Strigidae)
(Hume, Boyer, 1991). Barn owls comprise
two subfamilies: bay owls (Phodilinae) with
a single genus Phodilus consisting two spe-
cies, and typical barn owls (Tytoninae), with
11 Tyto species. Typical owls are divided also
into two subfamilies Buboninae and Striginae.
The Buboninae include about 20 genera (e.g.
Otus, Bubo, Ketupa, Scotopelia, Pulsatrix,
Glaucidium, Athene), while the Striginae — six
genera (Ciccaba, Strix, Asio, Aegolius, Neasio,
Pseudoscops) (Hume, Boyer, 1991). Owls are
among most mysterious and fascinating birds.
Due to the fact that they are strongly territo-
rial and have distinctive advertising calls, it
should be quite easy to locate and to study
them. A few of them are, indeed, among the
most-intensively studied birds in the world.
However, most others are little known. For
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many tropical species, even the basic data on
their biology are unknown, or are very frag-
mentary at best.

In this paper, an attempt is made to quantify
the present knowledge on all owl species in
the world. This quantification is based on the
bibliometric analysis of literature for the years
1971-2000. One of the best index, the Wildlife
& Ecology Studies Worldwide (WESW) has
been used for this analysis.

DATABASE

The WESW is the world’s largest index to
literature on wild mammals, birds, reptiles, and
amphibians. By the end of 2005, it contained
nearly 670,380 bibliographic records and in
each year about 18 000 records are added.
Extensive keyword indexing permits flexible
subject searching, and taxonomic and geo-
graphic identifiers are especially helpful. The
geographic identifiers include global and broad
regional levels as well as specific localities.
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The WESW is an anthology of eight files,
with the Wildlife Review Abstracts (WRA)
as the most important one. It is produced by
the National Information Services Corpora-
tion NISC USA. Over 464,085 citations and
abstracts in it provide excellent coverage on
all aspects of wildlife. Major topic areas in-
clude studies of individual species, ecology,
behaviour, hunting and management, anatomy,
physiology, parasites, etc.

In the presented analysis, searches by Latin
name of species were performed. Owl nomen-
clature follows that Burton (1992) (Table).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

By far, the best known owl species are the
Palaearctic Tawny Owl and the cosmopolitan
Barn Owl. This was rather expected, as both
species are the most common and widespread
among owls in most developed countries in
the world. In addition, they also often inhabit
human settlements such as villages, towns
and cities.

The Barn Owl is one of four cosmopolitan
bird species (Falco peregrinus, Charadrius
alexandrinus, Pandion haliaetus). Pellets pro-
duced by the Barn Owl are often collected by
ornithologists, as well as by mammalogists and
even by herpetologists. The analysis of pellet
contents may provide valuable information
not only on the diet composition and feeding
habits of the owl, but also on the anatomy,
habitat preference, activity, abundance or
distribution of small mammals (e.g. Neomys
anomalus, Sorvex alpinus, Crocidura leucodon,
Microtus oeconomus, Micromys minutus etc.),
and some elusive nocturnal amphibian species
(e.g. Pelobates fuscus, Alytes obstetricans,
Bufo viridis, B. calamita). Out of 1377 papers
on the Barn Owl published during the years
1971-2000, at least 477 (34.6%) are based on
the pellet analysis. The Barn Owl was recently
a subject of a few monographs (Schneider,
1964; Bunn et al., 1982; Epple, 1993; Brandt,
Seebass, 1994; Taylor, 1994; Schneider, Eck,
1995; Shawyer, 1998).

The second well-studied group of owls
(300-600 papers) include two Holarctic

(Long-eared Owl, Tengmalm’s Owl), one
Palaearctic (European Eagle Owl) and one
Nearctic (Spotted Owl) species. Due to very
interesting behaviour and ecology these spe-
cies are attractive objects to study feeding
ecology, raptor-prey relationships, territorial-
ity, vocalization, reproductive success and
mortality.

The third group of relatively frequently
studied owl species (100—300 publications)
include the Short-eared Owl, Great Horned
Owl, Great Grey Owl, Little Owl, Eastern
Common Screech Owl, Snowy Owl, Barred
Owl, Northern Saw-whet Owl, Eurasian
Pygmy Owl, Hawk Owl and Ural Owl. Like all
the other above-mentioned owl species, they
occur in the Holarctic region. Hume’s Wood
Owl, Western Common Screech Owl, Striated
Scops Owl and ElIf Owl appear to be the least
studied owl species in this region.

On the other hand, in tropical regions of the
world, there are only seven owl species, which
are fairly well-studied (20-30 publications),
viz. two Australian (Boobook and Powerful
Owls), two Afrotropical (Spotted and Milky
Eagle Owls), two Neotropical (Black-and-
white Owl and Mottled Owl) and one Oriental
species (Blakiston’s Fish Owl). Thirteen other
species can be regarded as not regularly stud-
ies and still little known (10—19 publications),
and all other species are very poorly known
and are only studied occasionally (less than
10 publications). For example, for all Ketupa,
Scotopelia and Pulsatrix species only 26, 16
and 11 papers respectively have been pub-
lished between 1971 and 2000.

Except for the Barn Owl, other owl species
which have been monographed are: Eastern
Screech Owl (Gehlbach, 1994), Eurasian
Eagle Owl (Mérz, Piechocki, 1976; Piechocki
2004), Eurasian Pygmy Owl (Schonn, 1978),
Great Grey Owl (Mikkola, 1981; Nero, 1987),
Great Horned Owl (Smith, 2002), Hawk Owl
(Mikkola, 1983b), Little Owl (Schonn, 1982;
Juillard, 1985; Schonn et al., 1991; Leigh et
al., 2004), Long-eared Owl (Scott, 1996),
Short-eared Owl (Gerber, 1960), Snowy Owl
(Portenko, 1972), Tawny Owl (Melde, 1989)
and Tengmalm’s Owl (Mérz, 1968). The mo-
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Owl species with the highest number (10 and more) of articles published in 1971-2000
Bunpl coB ¢ HaubombiM KomudectBoM crareii (10 u 6onee), omyoarkoBaHHbIX B 1971-2000 Tt

English name Latin name Distribution N
Tawny Owl Strix aluco Palearctica 1430
Barn Owl Bto alba Cosmopolitan 1377
Long-eared Owl Asio otus Holarctica 552
Tengmalm’s Owl Aegolius funereus Holarctica 475
Eurasian Eagle Owl Bubo bubo Palearctica (Orient) 390
Spotted Owl Strix occidentalis Nearctica 330
Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus Holarctica, Neotropic 286
Little Owl Athene noctua Palearctica 263
Eastern Common Screech Owl Otus asio Nearctica 249
Great Horned Owl Bubo virginianus New World 210
Great Grey Owl Strix nebulosa Holarctic 205
Snowy Owl Nyctea scandiaca Holarctica 200
Barred Owl Strix varia Nearctica (Neotropic) 200
Eurasian Pygmy Owl Glaucidium passerinum Palearctica 134
Northern Saw-whet Owl Aegolius acadicus Nearctic 120
Hawk Owl Surnia ulula Holarctica 106
Ural Owl Strix uralensis Palearctica 100
Flammulated Scops Owl Otus flammeolus Nearctica 91
European Common Scops Owl Otus scops Palearctica 68
Ferruginous Pygmy Owl Glaucidium brasilianum Neotropic 48
Boobook Owl Ninox novaeseelandiae Orient, Australasia 38
Powerful Owl Ninox sternua Australasia 31
Western Common Screech Owl Otus kennicotti Nearctica 27
Elf Owl Micrathene whitneyi Nearctica 27
Milky Eagle Owl Bubo lacteus Afrotropic 22
Black-and-white Owl Ciccaba nigrolineata Neotropic 21
Mottled Owl Ciccaba virgata Neotropic 21
Spotted Eagle Owl Bubo africanus Afrotropic 20
Blakiston’s Fish Owl Ketupa blakistoni Orient 20
Barking Owl Ninox connivens Australasia 18
Vermiculated Screech Owl Otus guatemalae Neotropic 14
Sooty Owl Tyto tenebricosa Australasia 15
African Grass Owl Tyto capensis Afrotropical 16
Striped Owl Asio clamator Neotropic 13
Stygian Owl Asio stygius Neotropic 12
Least Pygmy Owl Glaucidium minutissimum Neotropic 12
Hume’s Wood Owl Strix butleri Palearctica 11
Cape Eagle Owl Bubo capensis Afrotropical 10
North American Pygmy Owl Glaucidium gnoma Neotropic 10
Pearl-spotted Owlet Glaucidium perlatum Afrotropic 10
Black-capped Screech Owl Otus atricapillus Neotropic 10
Choliba Screech Owl Otus choliba Neotropic 10
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nographs on the Snowy Owl, Short-eared
Owl and Tengmalm’s Owl are now, however,
largely outdated.

There are several monographs on all owl
species of the world (Everett, 1977; Voos,
Cameron, 1988; Burton, 1992; Konig et al.,
1999; Duncan, 2003). However, each of these
monographs have the same defect, which is
rather poor references to literature. A bibliog-
raphy on owls is also available (Clark et al.,
1978), but it is now greatly outdated.

Owls as a group have been also mono-
graphed in some regions of the world. In
Europe an excellent monograph has been
published by Mikkola (1983a), also by Eck
and Busse (1973), and most recently by Mebs
and Scherzniger (2000). In North America,
owls has been monographed by Eckert (1974),
Walker (1974), Johnsgard (1988) and Law-
rence (1997), in former USSR — by Pukinsky
(1977). Amonograph on owls, which is also a
sort of art piece, is also available for a subtropi-
cal region, defined in zoological literature as
southern Africa (Kamp, Culburn, 1987).

In conclusion, it should be stressed that
owls are, in general, still poorly known group.
Only Palaearctic and Nearctic species have
been regularly studied and our knowledge on
most of them is comparable with that on other
bird species occurring in these regions (Kopij
2004a, 2004b). However, most owl species
which occur in the tropical regions of the
world, and still very little known. Apparently
nothing is known about many of them.
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O BCTPEYAX OTAPA nuK, Jenuwmk, 2000 u ap.). B 1990-x rr. orapu
B CYMCKOFI OBJIACTU MOSIBJISIFOTCS HAa THE3JI0BaHUU B XapbKOBCKOM

About records of the Ruddy Shelduck in Sumy
region. - N.P. Knysh. - Berkut. 18 (1-2). 2009. -
Single birds and small groups were observed several
times on ponds in spring and autumn in 1977-2009.
Origin of these birds is discussed. [Russian].

3anets orapst (Tadorna ferruginea) B Cym-
CKYIO 00JI. BpeMsi OT BPEMEHH OTMEUArOTCs C
1970-x rr. (Kubrm, 2001). B Tom uncne 27.03.
1977 1. Bozne . CymBI Ha TIpyny pbIOXo3a
3 ocobu Ha npawHe, a mo3xe (25.04) mapa
orapei Jiep)kanach 3/1eCh y CTapod CKHP/BI
CJIe’)KaBIIEHCS COJIOMBI (TIOTBITKA T'HE3J0-
BaHMs) — STH NTHUIIBI, BUIUMO, COSKaIN U3
TOPOJCKOTO Iapka. MHUrpaHTOB HaOIOgau
1.04.1984 1. Bo3ne c. UynaxuBka AXTBIPCKO-
ro p-Ha: 4 NTUIBI JepKaTUCh HA TOJIBIHbE
6onbIoro npyna. Ha ocennem nponere orapb
orMedeH omHaxabpl: 19.08.2001 r. B3pocblit
camell 3acTpelieH OpakOHbepOM Ha Hpyny B
c. Ben. Bunsmbr Cymckoro p-na (Kuum Ta
if., 2006). OuepenHast BcTpeda oraps IpoU-
3onuta B 2009 1. B wepre 1. Konorom: 10.04
OZIMHOYHBIHN caMell eprKaJICsl B LIEHTPAIbHOM
ceKTope OONBIIOro Mpy/ia ppIox03a, KOpMUJICS,
TIepEBOPAYHNBASICH I10 YTHHOMY, HA MEIIKOBOIBE
psamoM ¢ TpecKyHKaMmu (Anas querquedula),
OBl 3aMETHO OCTOPOXKHEE, YEM ITPOYHE YTKH.

[Toka MOXXHO JIMIIL TIpENIIONIATaTh O Teo-
rpaUIecKOM IPOUCXOXKACHUN 3aJI€TAOIINX
Ha CymmuHy orapeii. 9T0 MOTYT OBIT ITHITBI
pacTy1ieil B YUCIIe U pacCesroIeiics KKHO-
YKPAaUHCKOHM TOMYJSIINY, ONbKaiie rias-
HbIE 04ard KOTOPOX HaxosATCsl B XePCOHCKOM
(obnocdepHsrii 3anoBenHUK «Ackanus-Hosay)
u JIyranckotii 00i. (3yoxo, Cemenos, 1998; Cy-

o601, (I'yauna, 2007), 8 2007 T. 16TOM F OCEHBIO
UX Mapy pa3 BUJEIU B cMeXHOU ¢ CyMIUHON
Kypcxkoii 061. Poccuu (Biacos u mp., 2008).
B 10 ke BpeMs HE UCKIIOYAeTCs, YTO 3aMe-
YeHHbIE HAMU MUTPAHTHI — CEBEPHOIO IPO-
UCXOKJICHHS; BO3MOKHO, OHH NPHHAJIEKAT
K TIOJTYJUKOH MOCKOBCKOH MOITyJIsIuH, (op-
MUpPOBaHHE KOTOPOH Ha BojoemMax MOCKBBI
npoucxoawio ¢ konna 1940-x rr. (Bunorpa-
noB, Ocramenko, 1986; Bumuesckuii, 2009).
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