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Large numbers of young in nests of Tawny Owls (Strix aluco)

Vysoky pocet mlad’at v hniezdach sovy obycajnej (Strix aluco)
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The Tawny Owl (Strix aluco) is one of the rela-
tively well-known bird species in Europe, including
Slovakia. Installation of nesting-boxes and proper
occupation of them by this owl creates suitable con-
ditions for acquiring a good deal of information
about its nesting biology.

In the Orava region since 1997 around 150 boxes
suitable for Tawny Owl nesting have been put up.
Most of them are regularly monitored. On 21st May
2004 the artificial nesting boxes were checked in
Raciborska Valley near the village of Oravsky Pod-
zamok in the Orava Uplands. Of the 5 boxes in-
stalled in this area, 4 were occupied by Tawny Owls
and the fifth remained empty. While checking and
then ringing the young, I was struck by their large
number. In box no.l in a spruce tree (territory of
Oravsky Podzamok, Raciborskd Valley — Soputsky,
approx. 660 metres above sea-level, quadrant DFS
6781) there were 6 fledglings. The food in the box
consisted of a single adult yellow-necked mouse
(Apodemus  flavicollis). In the neighbouring box
no.2, about 1.3 km away from the first and similarly
located in a spruce tree (territory of Oravsky Pod-
zamok, Raciborska Valley — Blaskova, approx. 670
metres above sea-level, quadrant DFS 6781) there
were even 7 grown-up young. The 3rd box, 0.9 km
away from the previous one and also located in a
spruce tree (territory of Oravsky Podzamok, Raci-
borskd Valley — Prostredny Racibor, approx. 580
metres above sea-level, quadrant DFS 6781) was
empty on that day, but the adult birds were observed
in the vicinity. We conclude that the young had
already flown from the nest, because on 1st May
2004 a single adult owl was occupying the box. The
next box no.4 was about 1.7 km away from the pre-

vious one (territory of Oravsky Podzamok, Skalka,
approx. 660 metres above sea-level, quadrant DFS
6782) and installed in a fir tree. This box contained 5
young and one infertile egg. On 28th May 2004 we
checked box no. 5, located in a fir tree in the Orava
Magura hills (territory of Oravsky Podzamok, Zaba-
va, approx. 790 metres above sea-level, quadrant
DFS 6681), at a distance of 5.6 km from box no.4,
though it was the nearest to it in a northerly direc-
tion. In this box there were 5 fledglings. At the time
of checking all the boxes contained similarly-aged
(about one month old) young birds almost ready to
fly from the nest. Around the box there were pre-
dominantly deciduous but also coniferous woods of
various ages. The height above sea-level of the as-
sumed hunting grounds was 550 — 900 metres. An-
other interesting thing was that the adult birds (apart
from the pair in box no. I) very intensively attacked
and physically struck at anyone in the tree by the
nest, including the assistant, who in the case of the
last tower was ringing young birds on the ground. It
was possible to compare their intensity with the
attack of a Ural Owl near its nest. Later the boxes
were not checked any more. Considering the young
birds’ maturity and their good physical condition, I
assume that they had already flown away success-
fully. Apart from these boxes, others were checked
in other places around the Orava area, but none of
them held more than 4 young. In 2004 out of a total
15 cases the overall average of grown-up (probably
flown away) young birds per nest was found to be
3.73.

With this kind of owl the number of eggs in the
nest shows relatively great variability. The maxi-
mum number of eggs ina clutch known to me in
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Slovakia was found by Benko (in /i#t.). In May 1998
one box in mixed woodland (prevalently beech) near
the village of Opatova in the Strazovské Hills was
found to contain a clutch of 8 eggs. Subsequent
inspections revealed progressive disappearance of
eggs and then chicks, until finally the nesting was
unsuccessful. In the following years normal-sized
clutches of 3-4 eggs were found in this box. In the
former Czechoslovakia (Hudec et al., 1983) a range
of 1 — 5 young with an average of 2.83 and numbers
of eggs from 1 — 6 with an average of 3.79 were
found. Mebs & Scherzinger (2000) mention only
egg numbers ranging 1 — 7, most frequently 2 — 4,
and the average number of successfully-raised yo-
ung per pair between 0.3 — 3.5. Glutz & Bauer
(1980) recorded a maximum of 9 eggs per clutch in
Central Europe, and remark that in Northern Europe
when the rodent population is at its height, 7 — 9-fold
clutches are not uncommon. In Central Europe such
large-numbered clutches are quite rare, and mostly
come from two females (bigynia). Cramp (1985)
mentions a maximum clutch of just 6 eggs, and
comments that clutch size and number of fully-
raised young depend on the sufficiency of food.

In fact the number of young flying from the nest
and thus also the successfulness of nesting depend
on several factors. Considering geographical vari-
ability, for example, numbers rise from the south
and south-west towards the north and north-east
(Glutz & Bauer, 1980). But ultimately the most
substantial factor is availability of food. In years of
rodent population increase (particularly of Apode-
mus flavicollis and Clethrionomys glareolus), nest-
ing success rates as well as absolute numbers of
young flying from nests are significantly higher than
in years of population shrinkage. The former situa-
tion was true for the cases mentioned here, when in
2004 in the monitored territory there were large
numbers of woodland rodents, and their population
was at its maximum. Evidence of food sufficiency
lies in the presence of a yellow-necked mouse in box
no.5 with its 5 young, their overall good physical
condition, even of the youngest (smallest) chicks,
and the relatively small size difference between
youngest and oldest siblings. There was also a posi-
tive influence on numbers of young in nests and
nesting success rates from reduced predation by the
owls’ natural enemies (Martes martes, Accipiter
gentilis, Bubo bubo), another result of the suffi-
ciency of other food sources (greater numbers of
woodland rodents). A positive effect on the numbers
of successfully-raised young evidently also stemmed
from the size of the nesting-boxes (a half-box also
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intended for Ural Owls, with a base measuring 40 x
40 sm and a height of 50 cm). With a box base of
such large area there was minimum probability of
later-hatching chicks being trampled by the larger
(earlier-hatching) ones. Losses of chicks caused by
trampling are relatively more frequent in nesting
spaces with smaller dimensions such as in hollow
trees. One remarkable phenomenon was the great
aggressivity of the parents during nesting-box in-
spections (especially nos. 2 and 5). I assume that the
reason for this was the adults’ good physical condi-
tion resulting from sufficiency of food. The parents’
aggressivity may also have been strengthened by
their greater investment in bringing up their young,
because of the large number of eggs in the clutch
and the number of young in the nest, and the result-
ing need to bring in greater amounts of food.

Summary

In Orava (northern Slovakia) in 2004 neighbour-
ing nesting-boxes held 2 x 5, 1 x 6 and 1 x 7 fully-
raised young Tawny Owls. These large numbers
were linked with the greater numbers of woodland
rodents in that year, relatively low predation by their
natural enemies, and the large size of the nesting-
boxes, originally intended for Ural Owls.

Sova obyc¢ajna (Strix aluco) patri v Eurdpe i u
nas k relativne dobre poznanym vtacim druhom.
Instalacia hniezdnych budok a ich dobré obsadzova-
nie touto sovou vytvara vhodné podmienky pre
ziskanie mnozstva informécii z jej hniezdnej biolo-
gie.

Od roku 1997 sa v regione Oravy vyvesilo pri-
blizne 150 budok vhodnych pre hniezdenie sovy
obycajnej. Vacsina z nich je pravidelne monitorova-
na. Dia 21. maja 2004 boli kontrolované umelé
hniezdne budky v Raciborskej doline pri Oravskom
Podzamku v Oravskej vrchovine. Z 5 budok instalo-
vanych v tomto uzemi boli 4 obsadené sovou oby-
¢ajnou a 5. bola prazdna. Pri kontrole a naslednom
kruzkovani mlad’at ma prekvapil vysoky pocet mla-
d’at. V budke ¢. 1 na smreku (k. 4. Oravsky Podza-
mok, Raciborska dolina — Sopusky, priblizne 660 m
n. m., kvadrat DFS 6781) bolo 6 vyperenych mladat.
V budke sa ako potrava nachadzal dospely jedinec
rySavky zltohrdlej (Apodemus flavicollis). V sused-
nej budke ¢. 2 vzdialenej asi 1,3 km od predchadza-
jucej a opét’ umiestnenej na smreku (k. 1. Oravsky
Podzamok, Raciborska dolina — Blaskova, asi 670 m
n. m., kvadrat DFS 6781) bolo dokonca 7 vyspelych
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mlad’at. 3. budka umiestnena na smreku (od pred-
chadzajucej vzdialena 0,9 km, k. 0. Oravsky Podza-
mok, Raciborska dolina — Prostredny Racibor, cca
580 m n., m., kvadrat DFS 6781) bola v tento den
prazdna, ale adulty boli pozorované v okoli. Usudzu-
jeme, ze mlad’ata uz vyleteli z hniezda, pretoze 1. 5.
2004 dospely jedinec pevne sedel v budke. Susedna
budka ¢. 4 vzdialena od predchadzajucej asi 1,7 km
(k. 0. Oravsky Podzamok, Skalka, priblizne 660 m n.
m., kvadrat DFS 6782) bola inStalovana na jedli.
Nachadzalo sa v nej 5 mlad’at a 1 hluché vajce. Diia
28. 5. 2004 bola kontrolovana budka ¢. 5 umiestnena
na jedli v Oravskej Magure (k. 0. Oravsky Podza-
mok, Zabava, cca 790 m n. m., kvadrat DFS 6681).
Od budky €. 4 bola vzdialena az 5,6 km, ale bola k
nej najbliz§ie severnym smerom. Nachadzalo sa v
nej 5 vyperenych mlad’at. Vo vSetkych budkach boli
v Case kontroly priblizne rovnako staré mlad’ata
tesne pred vyletenim vo veku asi 1 mesiac. V okoli
budok pravazovali zmieSané az ihli¢naté lesy rdzne-
ho veku. Nadmorska vyska predpokladanych lovisk
bola 550 — 900 m n. m. Zaujimava bola aj skutoc-
nost’, ze dospelé vtaky (az na par z budky ¢. 1) vel-
mi intenzivne utocili a fyzicky napadali nielen osobu
na strome pri budke, ale aj pomocnika, ktory v pri-
pade poslednej budky krtizkoval mlad’atd na zemi.
Intenzita sa dala prirovnat’ Gtokom sovy dlhochvos-
tej (Strix uralensis) pri hniezde. Dalej neboli budky
kontrolované. Vzhl'adom na vyspelost’ mlad’at a ich
dobrt fyzickt kondiciu predpokladam, Zze uspesSne
vyleteli. Okrem tychto budok boli skontrolované
badky aj na inych miestach regiénu Oravy, ale v
ziadnej z nich nebolo viac ako 4 mladata: V roku
2004 bol z 15 pripadov celkovy priemer vyspelych
(pravdepodobne vyletenych) mlad’at zistenych na
hniezde 3,73.

U tejto sovy pocet vajec v hniezde vykazuje po-
merne velkt variabilitu. Maximalny mne znamy
pocet vajec v znaske na Slovensku zistil Benko (in
litt.). V maji 1998 v budke v zmieSanom poraste s
prevahou buka pri obci Opatovd v Strazovskych
vrchoch zaznamenal 8 kusova znasku. Pri nasledu-
jucich kontrolach bolo zistené postupné miznutie
vajec i mlad’at a nakoniec bolo hniezdenie netispes-
né. V nasledujucich rokoch boli v tejto budke zistené
norméalne velké znasky pozostavajice z 3 - 4 vajec.
V byvalom Ceskoslovensku (Hudec et. al., 1983)
bolo zistenych 1 — 5 mlad’at, v priemere 2,83 a pocet
vajec sa pohyboval od 1 do 6 (priemer 3,79). Mebs
& Scherzinger (2000) uvadzaja len pocet vajec: 1 —
7, najcastejSie 2 — 4 vajcia a priemerny pocet vyve-
denych mlad’at na par 0,3 — 3,5. Glutz & Bauer
(1980) zo strednej Eurdpy uvadzaju v znaske maxi-

malne 9 vajec a poznamenavajui, ze v severnej Euro-
pe pri populaénom maxime hlodavcov nie si vzacne
7 — 9 kusové znasky. V strednej Eurdpe si tieto
viacpocetné znasky vel'mi vzacne a vac¢Sinou pocha-
dzaju od 2 samic (bigynia). Cramp (1985) uvadza
len maximalnu znasku 6 vajec a spomina, Ze vel'kost
znasky a pocet vyletenych mlad’at zavisi od dostatku
potravy. Pocet vyletenych mlad’at a aj tspeSnost’
hniezdenia zavisi od viacerych vplyvov. Vykazuje aj
geograficka variabilitu. Pocet vyletenych mlad’at sa
zvysuje od juhu, juhozéapadu k severu, severovycho-
du (Glutz & Bauer, 1980). V podstatnej miere ho
vsak ovplyviiuje dostupnosti potravy. V rokoch
populacnej gradacie hlodavcov (osobitne Apodemus
sylvaticus a Clethrionomys glareolus) je tGspe$nost’
hniezdenia i absolutne vyleteny pocet mlad’at pod-
statne vyssi, ako v rokoch populaéného minima. Tak
to bolo aj v mojom pripade, kedy sa v roku 2004 na
sledovanom uzemi vyskytovalo mnozstvo lesnych
hlodavcov. Ich populacia bola v maxime. O dostatku
potravy svedci, pritomnost’ 1 rySavky zltohrdlej v
budke ¢. 1 s 5 mlad’atami, celkovo dobry fyzicky
stav aj tych najmladSich (najmenSich) mladat a
relativne maly velkostny rozdiel medzi najmladSim
a najstar§im surodencom. Na pocet mlad’at v hniez-
dach a tspesnost’ hniezdenia mala pozitivny vplyv i
znizena predacia prirodzenymi nepriatel'mi (Martes
martes, Martes foina, Accipiter gentilis, Bubo bubo),
spdsobena dostatkom inych zdrojov potravy - grada-
ciou lesnych hlodavcov. Pozitivhu lohu na pocte
vyvedenych mlad’at zrejme zohrala aj velkost’ budky
(polobudka urc¢ena aj pre sovy dlhochvosté s roz-
mermi dna 40 x 40 cm, vyska 50 cm). Na takejto
velkej ploche dna budky bola minimélna Sanca, aby
neskor vyliahnuté mlad’ata boli zasliapané vacsimi
(skor vyliahnutymi). Straty mlad’at sposobené zasla-
panim su relativne CastejSie v hniezdnych dutinach
mensich rozmerov.

Osobitnym javom je vel'ké agresivita rodiCov pri
kontrole biidok (najmé ¢. 2 a 5). Predpokladam, Ze
jej pric¢inou bola v dobrej fyzickej kondicii adultov
vyplyvajucej z dostatku potravy. Agresivitu rodicov
mohol zosilnhovat aj ich velky vklad do vychovy
mladat (vysoky pocet vajec v znaske a pocet mlad’at
v hniezde a s tym spojena nutnost’ donasania vacsie-
ho mnozstva potravy).

Stihrn
Na Orave (severné Slovensko) boli v roku 2004
v susednych budkach zistené 2 x 5, l x 6 a1l x 7

vyspelych mlad’at. Tento vysokych pocet stvisi s
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gradaciou lesnych hlodavcov v tomto roku, relativne
nizkou predaciou prirodzenymi nepriatelmi a vel-
kymi rozmermi budok urenymi pre sovy dlho-
chvosté.
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