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THE FOOD OF MONTAGU’S HARRIERS
DURING PRE-LAYING PERIOD

Jarostlaw Wiacek, Mariusz Niedzwiedz

Abstract. Food of the Montagu’s 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 Chetm 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 Montagu’s 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 harrier’s
food.
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IIuTanue JIyroBoro JiyHsi B HayaJjie rHe310Boro nepuoaa. - S1. Bsauek, M. Heasens. - bepkyrt. 14 (2).
2005. - Iluranne aHanu3upoBanoch mo 158 moraakam u 375 mpsiMbIM HAOMIOACHUSIM B JBYX 3aIllOBEIHHKAX.
Ioranxu cobupanucs B 1992—1995 rr. Ha u3BecTHAKOBBIX Ooorax B paiione Xenama Ha Boctoke [Tonbim. Co-
Oupanu ux Bo3Je MPUCal, B MECTaX HOYEBKH M OT/bIXa. B HuX Obu10 onpezeneno 210 sxk3eMIusipoB 100b14uH (B
cpennem 1,3 Ha morazaky). OCHOBHBIMH KOMITOHEHTAMU UL ObUTH MeJKKe MiekonuTaronme (56,2 %), Menkue
BopoObHHBIE (24,3 %), stitua (9,5 %), suepuist (8,1 %), marymku (1,4 %) u peida (0,5 %). Cpeau miekonura-
omux 85 % cocTaBisutk IpbI3yHbI. Yale BCero B MOrajkax BCTpedanach oObIkHOBeHHas moneBka (50,0 %).
HaunbGornee kpyHOit 1o0ObIUei 13 MICKOMUTAIONIMX OblTa cepast Kpbica. [IpsMble HaOIONeH S 3a IIepeiadeii MU
OT caMlia K CaMKe IpU IOMOLIY OMHOKJIS U TEJIECKOIa MOKa3allHi, YTO OCHOBHOM J100bI4eil ObUIN TI03BOHOUHbIE
(98,4 %). Tonbko 1,6 % npuxoaunocs Ha HacekoMbIx. [IpeoGnamanu menkue miekonutaromue (58,7 %). Iltu-
11bl, IPECMBIKAIOIMECs (SILEPHIIbI) U 36MHOBOHBIE (JIATYILIKHM) COCTaBIsIM MeHee 2 % paunona. He ompere-
JICHHBIE NTO3BOHOYHBIC HacUUTHIBaIU 37,8 %. CoOpaHHbIe 000UMH CIIOCOOAMH JIaHHBIE TOKA3BIBAIOT, YTO OCHO-
BY IIMTAHUSI JIYTOBBIX JIHEH COCTABIISIIOT MEJIKUE MIICKOTIUTAIOIIHE.

Introduction mons, 1980). These differences are caused by

quite different participation of males and fe-

Montagu’s Harrier (Circus pygargus) is a
bird of prey of wide spectrum of food (Clarke,
1996). This typically diurnal predator is ac-
tive 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 Montagu’s Harrier and other
European species of that kind is the slow
crusing 1-2 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-
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males in the care of eggs and nestlings. This
fact is particularly visible in the pre-laying sea-
son, when the females are almost wholly food
dependent from males (Wiacek, 1997, 1998;
Wiacek, Koziot, 1997).

The aim of the research was to know the
components of the diet of Montagu’s Harrier
in the pre-laying period.

Material and methods

Montagu’s harriers were observed on the
calcareous marshes near Chetm in eastern Po-
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morning and late
afternoon. Pellets
were analysed in
laboratory, later.
The direct observa-
tion were made us-
ing 10 x 50 binocu-
lars and scope Ko-
wa 20-60x 72 from
distance of 100—
150 m. Food deliv-
ery was observed
from last days of
April to the end of
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Fig. 1. Food of the Montagu’s Harrier by direct observations.
Puc. 1. [Turanue IyroBoro JIyHs 10 OPSIMBIM HaOITIO/ICHUSIM.

land. The landscape of the study area is domi-
nated by sedge community Cladietum marisci.
Pellets was collected in two Nature Reserves:
“Roskosz” and “Bagno Serebryskie” in the
seasons 1992-1995.

Food of the Montagu’s harrier was analysed
from pellets and direct observation. Pellets
were collected from perching places, male plat-
forms, roosting places, resting places and nests
before start to egg-laying. Every day of obser-
vation pellets were collected twice a day, at

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 pro-
vided food is shown in Figure 1. Among iden-
tified prey, small mammals were dominated
(58,7 % of prey). As far as
other vertebrates classes are
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concerned, the brought prey
were represented by birds,
reptiles (Lacerta sp.) and am-
phibians. Quite big group
were unidentified small ver-
tebrates which were 37,8 %
of all brought prey. The dif-
ficulties in identifying of the
most of prey were caused by
the fact that males used to
bring the prey which were
nibbled, or only fragments of
them.

Fig. 2. Food of the Montagu’s Harrier by pellets.

Puc. 2. Ilutanue m1yroBoro JIyHs MO MOraKaMm.

The analysis of 158 pel-
lets collected during the pre-
laying season brings more



191

Bum. 2.2005. Food of Montagu’s Harriersduring 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) in-
cludes the remains of 134 insects, mainly Co-
leoptera and few representations of Ortho-
ptera, Heteroptera and Diptera. But more pre-
cise analysis of these insects showed that all
of them came from stomach of insectivorous
birds or mammals which were the prey of
Montagu’s 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 pel-
lets, rodents Rodentia and insectivores
Insectivora were observed (Table).

Discussion

In the time of prey deliveries by direct ob-
servation the main prey were vertebrates
(98,4 %). The main component of the verte-
brates food were small mammals (58,7 %).
More than 37 % of vertebrates were not iden-
tified. Birds, lizards and frogs were represented
by less then 2 % prey. Similar results were de-
scribed by Krogulec (1992) in the nesting pe-
riod on the same study area in the Montagu’s
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 passe-
rines 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
Montagu’s 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 compari-
son with other components of food. Problem
of food assimilation were described in the

Mammals in the diet of Montagu’s Harrier
MIIeKOIIUTAIONIHE B PALIOHE JIyTOBOTO JTyHS

Species n %
Micrommamalia 16 13,66
Insectivora

Sorex araneus 2 1,70
Rodentia spp. 11 9,32
Arvicolidae 14 11,86
Apodemus spp. 4 3,38
Microtus arvalis 59 50,00
M. oeconomus 3 2,54
M. agrestis 2 1,70
Mus musculus 1 0,85
Apodemus agrarius 1 0,85
Pitymys subterraneus 3 2,54
Rattus norvegicus 1 0,85
Micromys minutus 1 0,85
Total 118 100,00

Australasian Harrier (Circus approximans) by
Tollan (1988). Similar results for Montagu’s
Harrier described Krogulec (1992) and Kitow-
ski (1994).

The food of the Montagu’s Harrier in Eu-
ropean population is different. In English popu-
lation described by Underhill-Day (1993) the
main component of the food were birds (50 %)
which together with small mammals included
70-90 % of the diet. Similarly Clarke (1996)
describing Cambridgeshire population showed
that pellets contained more then 70 % of birds
in the diet of Montagu’s Harrier. In the French
population high differences in the food con-
tain were described by Thiollay (1968). Inver-
tebrates or small mammals were dominated in
these populations. The significant number of
insects in the diet of French harriers were pro-
vided by Krogulec and Leroux (1994). The
high invertebrates domination (55 %) in Span-
ish population and the high level of reptiles
(10 %) in the harrier diet underlined Hiraldo
et al. (1975).

In conclusion Montagu’s Harrier is a op-
portunistic bird of prey which exploit most
common prey on the foraging area. Similar be-
haviour 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 compo-
nent of the food in others harriers were de-
scribed 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). Si-
milarly African Marsh Harrier (Circus rani-
vorus) has preferred mammals in the diet
(Simmons, 1991). French data from nine years
of observations showed that main component
of Montagu’s 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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