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Food is of critical importance in determining reproduc-
tive success in birds (Lack 1954), including raptors (New-
ton and Marquiss 1981, Meijer et al. 1989, Wiehn and
Korpimäki 1997). Even within the same population, be-
tween-pair differences in diet can have marked influences
upon fitness (Holthuijzen 1990, Slotow and Perrin 1992,
Olsen et al. 1993, Swann and Etheridge 1995). This is also
true of the Brown Falcon (Falco berigora) from southeastern
Australia, where the focal population maintains a very
broad diet consisting of invertebrates, reptiles, birds and
mammals (McDonald et al. 2003). Despite this, within-pair
dietary breadth is comparatively narrow, with most pairs
taking the majority of their prey items from just one of
five dietary groups: lagomorphs (rabbit [Oryctolagus cunicu-

lus] kittens), ground prey (e.g., rodents and inverte-
brates), small birds (passerines ,40 g), large birds (e.g.,
feral Rock Doves [Columba livia]), and reptiles (e.g., east-
ern tiger snakes [Notechis scutatus]; McDonald et al. 2003).
These between-pair differences in diet had important im-
pacts on reproduction, as pairs taking smaller prey
(ground prey and small birds; geometric mean mass

59 g) were less likely to initiate breeding attempts com-
pared to those taking larger prey (lagomorphs, large birds,
and reptiles; mean mass 155 g; McDonald et al. 2004).
This difference is presumably due to a difference in the
amount of resources available to pairs, as smaller prey were
not delivered to nests more frequently than larger prey
(McDonald 2004).

While McDonald and colleagues (2003) were unable to
census prey abundance during their study, the population
monitored was the same as that examined by Baker-Gabb
(1982) in 1979–80. We therefore had the opportunity to
examine dietary differences of pairs occupying the same
areas over two decades apart.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS

Initial samples were collected between September 1979
and December 1980, with subsequent sampling between
July 1999 and June 2002, approximately 35 km southwest
of Melbourne, at the Western Treatment Plant (WTP),
Werribee, Australia (38u09S, 144u349E). Details of the study
area have been described elsewhere (Baker-Gabb 1982,
McDonald et al. 2003). The diets of pairs were assessed
during the breeding season by collecting fresh pellets
and/or prey remains from under known roosts (of both
sexes) and nest sites, as well as opportunistically recording
direct hunting observations. Materials were evaluated by
hand and the minimum number of individual prey items
present in each pellet/remains recorded. During 2000 and
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2001, diets of breeding pairs were assessed throughout the
nestling phase using surveillance cameras at nests (McDo-
nald et al. 2003). Pairs were then classified as taking one of
the five diet groups based on either (i) abundance .50%
of prey items were from one diet category (seven of 12
pairs from 1979–80, eight of 12 in 1999–2002) or (ii) bio-
mass, if one prey category did not account for the majority
of prey items by number (biomass calculated using values
from McDonald et al. 2003). In all but three cases (Terri-
tory 4 in 1979–80, Territories 7 and 10 in 1999–2002), the
prey group contributing the largest biomass was also the
most commonly taken. In addition, the degree of dietary
overlap between pairs occupying the same territory in the
two studies, in terms of abundance of each of the five di-
etary groups, was assessed using Pianka’s index:

Ojk ~
Xn

i

pij | qik

, Xn

i

p2
ij |

Xn

i

q2
ik

 !{2

where pij and qik equal the proportion of diet group i on
territories examined between 1979–80 (j), and 1999–2002
(k; Pianka 1973). This index ranged from 0 (no overlap) to
one (complete dietary overlap).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Based on detailed maps from both studies, nesting sites
and thus falcon territorial ranges had changed little over
the sampling period. Habitat composition of each territory
did not change markedly between sampling periods (WTP
Management Committee pers. comm.). At least 10 prey
items were collected in both studies for seven territories,
with high dietary overlap indices between the two studies,
ranging between 0.87 and 0.96 (Table 1). A further five
territories had at least five prey items recorded in both
studies; overlap indices between these pairs were also high,
averaging 0.75 and ranging between 0.51 and 0.91 (Ta-
ble 1). Thus, despite differences in sampling methodology
between the studies, which have been shown to influence
diet composition analyses (Collopy 1983, Simmons et al.
1991, Redpath et al. 2001), dietary overlap between pairs
occupying the same territory 20 yr apart was very high,
averaging 0.84 6 0.04 (x̄ 6 SE, Table 1; N 5 12).

We also assessed differences in prey size between the
sampling periods, and, for pairs from which at least 10
prey items were collected in each study, all were taking
the same size prey in both samples (two-tailed binomial
test P 5 0.016, N 5 7, Table 1). Among the five territories
for which at least five prey items were recorded in both
studies, four (80%) were also taking the same prey size in
both samples, giving a total of 11 (91.7%) of the 12 pairs
taking the same prey size in both studies (Table 1; two-
tailed binomial test P 5 0.006).

Despite relatively small samples, the results of this study
clearly demonstrate a high degree of overlap between the
type and size of prey taken by Brown Falcon pairs occupying
the same territories over 20 yr apart. Although this suggests
the prey type available on territories is relatively stable over
time, a detailed study assessing prey choice relative to prey

availability on each territory would further improve our un-
derstanding of this species’ feeding ecology.

COMPARACIÓN DE LA DIETA REPRODUCTIVA DE
DISTINTAS PAREJAS DE HALCONES FALCO BERIGORA
QUE OCUPAN EL MISMO TERRITORIO LUEGO DE
VEINTE AÑOS

RESUMEN.—Falco berigora mantiene una dieta amplia a ni-
vel poblacional. Sin embargo, estudios previos han demos-
trado que la amplitud de la dieta en una pareja determi-
nada es relativamente estrecha. Debido a que el tipo de
dieta es un factor importante que influencia el éxito re-
productivo en esta especie, investigamos si las dietas de
parejas que ocupan el mismo territorio difieren entre
dos estudios realizados en 1979–80 y en 1999–2002. Once
de doce parejas (91.7%) que utilizaron el mismo territorio
durante estos periodos de tiempo tomaron presas del
mismo tamaño en ambos estudios, con un ı́ndice prome-
dio de superposición de la dieta entre parejas del 84%.
Esto sugiere que el tipo de presa disponible en cada terri-
torio es relativamente estable a través de periodos largos.

[Traducción del equipo editorial]
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