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Fish-catching by a juvenile Powerful Owl Ninox strenua
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Abstract. The Powerful Owl Ninox strenua typically forages for arboreal prey; however, some authors have identified
crustaceans in pellet material. This paper reports on an anecdotal observation of a juvenile Owl catching and consuming
a fish. The observation was recorded at dusk in the upper reaches of tidal mangroves in one of the bushland remnants
in Sydney, New South Wales, along the Georges River. The observation may constitute investigative ‘play’ behaviour

by juvenile Owls.

Introduction

Several owl species prey on fish, most notably seven
species known as the ‘fishing owls’ in the genus Bubo,
formerly separated into the genera Ketupa (Asian
species) and Scotopelia (African species). This includes
some of the world’s larger owls, the Blakiston’s Fish Owl
B. blakistoni and Pel's Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli. The
diets of these species comprise predominantly fish, frogs
and crustaceans (Yamamoto 1988; Wu et al. 2006; Slaght
& Surmach 2008), although most are overall generalists.
They hunt mostly by snatching prey from the surface of
water (Voronov & Zdorikov 1988; Sun et al. 2004; Dugintsov
& Teryoshkin 2005; Wadatkar et al. 2014), but some also
hunt by wading in shallow water (Yakovlev 1929).

The only owl species in Australia that has been known
to hunt on or in water is the Barking Owl Ninox connivens.
Although it predominantly forages for arboreal and
terrestrial mammals, birds and insects (Kavanagh et al.
1995; Debus & Rose 2003; Barnes et al. 2005; Stanton
2011), some aquatic and semi-aquatic biota have been
recognised in the diet. These include fish (Fleay 1968),
water beetles (Kavanagh et al. 1995), waterbirds (Taylor
et al. 2002; Schoenjahn et al. 2008; Debus 2009) and
small Australian Water-rats Hydromys chrysogaster (Olsen
2011). There is also some evidence that the Southern
Boobook N. boobook, which feeds mainly on insects and
small mammals, also preys on semi-aquatic biota such as
crustaceans (Calaby 1951; Rose 1996) and frogs (Green
et al. 1986).

This paper describes an anecdotal observation of a
juvenile Powerful Owl capturing and consuming a fish in
an area of tidal mangroves.

Observation

The observation was recorded at dusk on 19 January
2015 along the Georges River, Sydney, New South
Wales. Mo et al. (2015) provided a general description
of the area where the observation occurred (Figure 1).
Three Powerful Owls, one adult and two juveniles, were
located in the same tree above the mangroves. One
juvenile Owl tore off pieces of bark (cf. Mo & Waterhouse

2015) and ingested portions of it before consuming leaves
from a nearby branch. These plant materials were later
identified in pellet material. The juvenile Owls descended
to low-hanging branches before one flew to the ground to
perch on a fallen branch (Figure 2, left) and apparently
investigated the mangrove roots, performing sudden
downward movements of the head (Figure 2, right). The
area was inundated by 5 cm of water as the tide was
coming in. After c. 5 minutes, the Owl used its beak to
snatch a fish (Figure 3), which had not been present when
the vicinity was walked through earlier. The fish was then
grasped in the talons of the left foot and eaten in morsels
torn by the beak (Figure 4), being completely consumed
within 40 seconds. The Owl apparently investigated the
water further for at least 10 seconds before flying away.

Discussion

The diet of the Powerful Owl has been well studied and
consistently comprises primarily arboreal prey (Seebeck
1976; Tilley 1982; Traill 1993; Lavazanian et al. 1994;
Pavey et al. 1994; Pavey 1995; McNabb 1996; Schulz
1997; Wallis et al. 1998; Webster et al. 1999; Kavanagh
2002; Menkhorst et al. 2005; Cooke et al. 2006;
Fitzsimons & Rose 2010; Olsen et al. 2011; Bilney 2013;
Mo & Waterhouse 2015). Three arboreal mammals, the
Common Ringtail Possum Pseudocheirus peregrinus,
Sugar Glider Petaurus breviceps and Greater Glider
Petauroides volans, are frequently recorded as staple
prey species (Higgins 1999); hence the Powerful Owl is
considered a canopy forager. There are occasional reports
of terrestrial prey such as small macropods (Hyem 1979;
Debus & Chafer 1994; Kavanagh 1997; Schulz 1997),
Cats Felis catus (Chafer 1992) and lagomorphs (Seebeck
1976; Tilley 1982; Chafer 1992), but these form a minor
component of the diet. Even fewer records exist for semi-
aquatic biota; Kavanagh (1997) detected two individual
crustaceans, possibly freshwater crayfish, in pellet
material, but suspected that samples were misattributed.
Since then, Olsen et al. (2011) have located one crayfish
Cherax sp. from pellet material.

The observation described here is considered an
anecdotal observation of fish-catching in the Powerful
Owl. Historically, new or unusual food items consumed by
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Figure 1. The upper reaches of the tidal mangroves where the Powerful Owls reside when
not associated with the nesting hollow, and the site of the fish-catching observation along
the Georges River, Sydney, New South Wales. Photo: Peter & Antonia Hayler

Figure 2. The juvenile Powerful Owl landing on a fallen branch (left), and investigating the water surface (right). Photos:
Peter & Antonia Hayler

Figure 3. The Powerful Owl picking up a fish with its beak Figure 4. The Powerful Owl grasping the fish in its left
(inset: close-up of fish). Photo: Peter & Antonia Hayler talons to consume. Photo: Peter & Antonia Hayler
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Australian owls have been detected through pellet analysis
(Van Dyck & Gibbons 1980; Kavanagh 1997; Olsen et al.
2011), a more efficient method of assessing dietary material
in terms of data quantity. Pellet collection was impeded
at the time of the present observation as the roost-site
received tidal inundation. Prey items can also be recorded
by observing them held in Owls’ talons during roosting, but
this method is biased toward larger prey. Small prey is not
likely to be detected by these means, and would more likely
be consumed shortly after capture, as was the case in our
observation. Hunting behaviours are rarely witnessed as
the Powerful Owl is nocturnal and elusive. In contrast, the
Owls reported here were habituated to the presence of
people, making them more accessible to viewing.

Juvenile Powerful Owls typically engage in investigative
‘play’ behaviour during their development (McNabb 1996;
Mo & Waterhouse 2015), which apparently contributes to
honing their hunting skills. The observation reported here is
most likely a random act of play by the juvenile Owls, as we
also observed them handling artificial materials, including
clothing and cooler bags around the same time.
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