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Stump nests of the Ural owl Strix uralensis in Hokkaido

Shigeru MATSUOKA"" and Kanomi SHIINA?

Abstract

Nest sites of the Ural owl Strix uralensis widely vary, and stump nests, i.e., nests set on trees with broken stems, are not
rare in Europe. However, few stump nests of the Ural owl have been reported in Japan. This study was conducted at a suburban
forest of Sapporo, Hokkaido, northern Japan. The forest stands, which had regenerated after a wildfire, mainly consisted
of broad-leaved trees. We observed 2 stump nests, one in 2007 and one in 2009, both located on the white birch Betula
platyphylla. Here, we briefly describe the nest sites and breeding ecology of the Ural owl.
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Introduction

The Ural owl Strix uralensis is widely distributed in the
middle range of the Palearctic region; from Scandinavia and
eastern Europe to the Okhotsk coast, south to Sakhalin, Korea,
and Japan (Cramp, 1985; Ornithological Society of Japan,
2000). These owls breed in diverse forest types (coniferous,
mixed, and broad-leaved forests) and have a variety of nesting
sites (Cramp, 1985). The typical nest sites of the Ural owl
in Japan are large tree cavities, old stick nests of raptors and
crows, ground, buildings, hollows of rocks, and nest boxes
(Yamashina, 1941; Kiyosu, 1965; Brazil, 1990; Kakizawa and
Kogaito, 1999). One of the additional nest types described in
European countries is a stump nest, which is a nest set on trees
with a broken stem (Burton, 1973; Cramp, 1985). Further,
stump nests of the Ural owl are not rare in Europe; e.g., Cramp
(1985) and Korpimiki (1986) reported that in Finland, 23 -
28 % of Ural owl nests were stump nests. However, to our
knowledge, few stump nests have been reported in Japan
(Kakizawa and Kogaito, 1999).

This study describes 2 stump nests of the Ural owl

observed in Hokkaido, northern Japan.

Study area and methods

Studies were performed in the suburban forests of the
Hokkaido Research Center of the Forestry and Forest Products
Research Institute in southeastern Sapporo. The forest stands,
which had regenerated after a wildfire, consisted mainly of
natural broad-leaved trees (the dominant species are Betula

platyphylla, Quercus mongolica, Kalopanax pictus, and Tilia
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japonica). The forest floor was covered with dwarf bamboo,
Sasa cernua and S. senanensis (Kitamura and Kawahara 2007).

We observed Ural owls and their nests only from the
ground with a binocular or a telescope and did not inspect the
eggs and nestlings in the nests. Observations were performed at

irregular intervals.

Results and discussion

On April 24, 2007, we found a Ural owl sitting on the top
of a white birch (B. platyphylla) with a broken stem, height
of 7.1 m (Photo 1A, Table 1). The stem was almost straight
and perpendicular to the ground, and was 5 m away from a
forest road. The bark of the tree left by the broken stem, which
was approximately 20 cm in width, protruded partly from
the standing stem and both ends of the bark flagged from the
stem (Photo 1B). The owl faced the sticking bark and thus we
only got a rear view of the owl (Photo 1B). At this time of the
year, foliation of the trees did not occur, and the dorsal parts
of the owl were clearly visible if viewed from above. The
bark attached to the stem came off by mid May, and we could
thus observe the head of the owl (Photo 1C). Because the owl
always sat on the stem when observed during the daytime, we
thought that it either incubated eggs or brooded nestlings. Only
female Ural owls incubate their eggs (Cramp, 1985). Further,
although we searched for her mate around the nest tree, we
could not find him. The owl was last observed on the stem on
May 25, 2007. We did not find the owl on the stem on May
27 but found 2 fledglings, 1 m apart from each other, on the
ground approximately 4 m from the nest tree (Photo 1D). The
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nestlings were similar in appearance to the 23 day-old nestlings
in a photo in Shiraishi and Kitahara (2007). Dwarf bamboo
moderately covered the ground, and thus it was difficult to
see the fledglings from above. We searched for the adult birds
around the same area but could not locate them. One fledgling
looked larger than the other, but both fledglings were covered
in whitish grey down and feathers. Two days later, we could
not find the fledglings by the nest tree. The stem broke again
at about Sm above the ground by the April 2008 and seems not
suitable for nesting any more.

On April 25, 2009, we observed an adult Ural owl perched
on the branch of B. platyphylla near the nest tree observed in
2007. On May 22, we found a Ural owl in the hollow at the top
of a broken stem of B. platyphylla; this stem was almost straight
and perpendicular to the ground. The hollow, approximately 90
cm deep, was formed because the core wood was absent and a
part of the sapwood had peeled off; this enabled us to observe
the owl. The height of the stem was 9.9 m (Table 1). The stem,
which was 51 m away from the nest tree observed in 2007, was
located in the forest across the forest road and was 24 m away
from the road. The owl’s face could be seen in the break in the
sapwood (Photo 2A), and at times we could see the faces of
nestlings. On May 24, the owl stood in the nest and caught a
feathered prey with its toes; it tore the prey with its beak, and
fed the pieces to the nestlings. In the evening of May 27, the
adult owl perched on a branch near the nest tree. We found 3
nestlings in the nest, and the one that was covered with whitish
grey down and feathers was smaller than the other 2, which
had whitish grey and dull-brown feathers. Sometimes 1 or 2
Eurasian jays Garrulus glandarius were seen mobbing the owl
perched on the branch (Photo 2C); we saw the jays perched on
the top of the nest tree several times but they did not attempt
to enter the nest hollow. Thereafter, the adult owl was rarely
observed in the nest; instead, it perched on branches near the
nest tree. Only 2 nestlings were observed in the nest on June 8§,
and these looked older than the 25 day-old nestlings in another
photo in Shiraishi and Kitahara (2007) because of the darker

feather coloring of the former. In the morning of June 9, we

Table 1. Measurements of nest trees and nest sites of Ural owls.

found that 1 nestling perched on top of the stem and the other
was inside the nest (Photo 2B); however, in the afternoon these
were not found in the nest. We looked for the fledglings around
the nest tree but could not locate them. At 19:34 on June 12, we
heard food-calls of the fledglings (Cramp, 1985) uttering from 2
different locations, which were approximately 120 m away from
the nest, and observed 1 fledgling perched on a branch (Photo
2D).

Kakizawa and Kogaito (1999) reported a nest of a Ural
owl located on a pine stump; they confirmed egg laying but did
not find nestlings in the nest. They stated that the stump nest
was unfit for breeding of the Ural owl. However, in our study,
the 2 nests successfully fledged young. A clear difference was
observed in the ages of the young at the fledging stage between
the nests observed in 2007 and 2009. Desertion of the nest
by the nestlings was observed at an earlier stage in 2007 than
in 2009 (by comparing the plumage color of the fledgling in
Photo 1D and those of the nestlings in Photo 2B during a short
period before fledging). The nestlings of the Ural owl usually
desert their nests at the age of 34-37 days; however, they desert
their nest at an earlier stage (at the age of 23-25 days) when
they are disturbed (Glutz and Bauer, 1980). The early fledging
of the nestlings in 2007 might have resulted from interference
by crows and jays. Although the nestlings of the Ural owl in
stump nests, as those in stick nests, should be at a higher risk
of attacks or mobbing by birds of prey and crows, there are
few studies that compared the breeding success between open
(stump and stick nests) and cavity nests. Comparing stick nests
and the nests of other types, including cavity and stump nests,
Lohmus (2003) did not find any difference in the mean annual
number of fledglings per clutch (mean + SD: 1.09 + 1.00 for
stick nests, 1.01 + 0.50 for nests in snags and holes). Although
the comparison is not straightforward, the result suggests that
the difference between open and cavity nests could be small.
Pietinen (1989) and Brommer et al. (2002) have shown that
breeding success is not much affected by nest types because
other factors, such as food supply, have larger effect on it.

The variety of habitats and nest sites selected by the

Diameter at Diameter at

Nest height

: Tree height ; ¢
Year Tree species Tree status breast height nest height
(m) (cm) (m) (cm)
Betula dead
2007 platyphylla (broken top) 32.8 6.9 30.0
Betula dead
2009 platyphylla (broken top) 38.5 9.0 34.0
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Photo 1. A: Stump nest of a Ural owl on a white birch in 2007; B and C: an adult owl sitting on the nest; D: a fledgling on
the ground.
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Photo 2. A: Stump nest and an adult Ural owl on a white birch observed in 2009; B: 2 nestlings several hours before
fledging; C: 2 Eurasian jays (white arrows) mobbing the Ural owl (red arrow) perched on a branch; D: a
fledgling on a branch
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Ural owl, as mentioned above, seem to be attributable to their
flexible response to changing environments. When the size of
the owl population increased in northern Europe in the 1950s,
the nest sites and habitats of the Ural owl had become more
varied (Burton, 1973). In Japan, Ural owls typically built their
nests in tree cavities, but began to lay eggs on stick and ground
nests when the number of big trees, and subsequently tree
cavities, decreased as a result of modern forestry practice (Abe,
1997). In Japan, Ural owls, which encounter environmental
changes, would also be expected to adapt to the stump nests, but
currently, this would not be the case. The reason for the rare use
of stump nests by Ural owls in Japan remains unclear. In this
study area, a number of stumps were generated as a result of
the unusually strong wind resulting from a tropical cyclone that
struck the area in 2004 (Matsuoka, 2006). The time of breaking
of the 2 stumps used by the owls is not clear; however, the
increased availability of stumps in this study area might have

resulted in the formation of stump nests of the Ural owls.

Acknowledgments

We thank Hitoshi Tojyo for providing information on the
literature of Ural owl breeding. We also thank two anonymous
reviewers and Dr. Hirofumi Hirakawa, an editor of this bulletin,

for their helpful comments.

References

Abe, M. (1997) The Ural owl. In Higuchi, H., Morioka, H.
and Yamagishi, S. (eds) “The encyclopedia of animals in
Japan, 4, Birds II”’, Heibonsha, p.40-41 (in Japanese).

Brommer, J.E., Pietidinen, H. and Kolunen, H. (2002)
Reproduction and survival in a variable environment: Ural
owls (Strix uralensis) and the three-year vole cycle, Auk,
119, 544-550.

Brazil, M.A. (1990) The birds of Japan, Christopher Helm, 466
pp-

Burton, J.A. (ed) (1973) Owls of the world -their evolution,
structure and ecology-, Peter Lowe, 216pp.

|Bulletin of FEPRI, Vol.9, No.2, 2010

Cramp, S. (ed) (1985) Handbook of the birds of Europe, the
Middle East, and North Africa: The birds of the western
Palearctic, Vol. IV, Terns to woodpeckers. Oxford Univ
Press, 960pp.

Glutz, B. and Bauer, K.M. (1980) Handbuch der Vogel
Mitteleuropas, Band 9, Columbiformes - Piciformes,
Aula-Verlag, 1148pp.

Kakizawa, R. and Kogaito, G. (1999) Birds of Japan -The
illustrated book of nests and eggs-, Sekai-bunka-sya,
238pp (in Japanese; the title was translated by the
authors).

Kitamura, K. and Kawahara, T. (2007) Flowering culm
dynamics in sporadic flowering of Sasa cernua MakiNo,
Bulletin of the Forestry and Forest Products Research
Institute, 6, 239-244.

Kiyosu, Y. (1965) The birds of Japan, Vol. II, Kodansha, 672pp
(in Japanese).

Korpiméki, E. (1986) Niche relationships and life-history
tactics of three sympatric Strix owl species in Finland,
Ornis Scandinavica, 17, 126-132.

Lodhmus, A. (2003) Do Ural owls (Strix uralensis) sufter from
the lack of nest sites in managed forests? Biological
Conservation, 110, 1-9,

Matsuoka, S. (2006) Wind damage to nest trees of great spotted
woodpeckers Dendrocopos major by a tropical cyclone,
Ornithological Science, 5, 217-220.

Ornithological Society of Japan (2000) Check-list of Japanese
birds, OSJ, 346pp.

Pietidinen, H. (1989) Seasonal and individual variation in the
production of offspring in the Ural owl Strix uralensis, J.
Animal Ecology, 58, 905-920.

Shiraishi, H. and Kitahara, M. (2007) A study on the breeding
ecology of the Ural owl, Strix uralensis, which utilized an
artificial nest, and its prey types and species at the northern
foot of Mt. Fuji, central Japan, Mount Fuji Research, 1,17-
24 (in Japanese).

Yamashina, Y. (1941) A natural history of Japanese birds, Vol. 2,
Iwanami-Shoten, 1080pp (in Japanese).



74

ti5E CER I Ni-7 42 0O Strix uralensis DEIFThALDOHE

fr %Y, M3

w25

e EFL R o Fe O K AE MR D IS EILBER MR T i L7 > Z 8okt ET7 71y (Strix
uralensis) OF%E%Z 2007 4 & 2009 FICHH LT, 7707 OBFNARTOER (stump nest) (&,
=y NTEELIGZVA, HRATORFKRZIFEA LR, FEEPLE THATZHII WY
ENTVEY, FRBERELZETE, 20l LHOR B 2R L, TOHRETE, HEADE
SEATENIC DWW T R Rdih 217 o T2,

F—YU—FK 7 70av, Strixuralensis. =G, BHNAKRK EOH

*»Bz
T
e

K & B 7% Fr b g 3 S A
R BR BT R A B, AW e R K
awrsepmdbfE LA T 062-8516  JbiFEALIR T S F X ¥ » [ 7 FH  e-mail:shmatsu@affre.go.jp

B SIS 55 9 %2 5, 2010]



