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Spotted Knapweed (Centaurea maculosa) seeds were found in the pellets of Great Horned Owls (Bubo virginianus). That
apparently resulted from owls preying upon Deer Mice (Peromyscus maniculatus) which had incidentally consumed knap
weed seeds while foraging for the larvae of biological control agents within knapweed seedheads. Successful germination
of 1% of the seeds shows that knapweed seeds recovered from owl pellets can be viable after being ingested by both
species and suggest that Great Horned Owls can act as indirect dispersers of Spotted Knapweed seeds.
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Spotted Knapweed (Centaurea maculosa) is an.
aggressive, exotic plant that has invaded vast areas
of grassland and savanna in the western United
States and Canada. Spotted Knapweed is known to
be dispersed by vehicles, humans, and livestock, but
little is known about knapweed dispersal by native
fauna. Pearson et al. (2000) documented that Deer
Mice (Peromyscus maniculatus) incidentally ingest
ed whole knapweed seeds while foraging for the lar
vae of the gall fly (Urophora spp.), biological con
trol agents introduced to suppress knapweed seed
production, thereby implicating Deer Mice as poten
tial dispersal agents. However, they did not germi
nate seeds found in Deer Mouse stomachs.

During April, May, and July 1999, we collected
four Great Homed Owl (Bubo virginianusi pellets on
the Calf Creek Wildlife Management Area about 16
km east of Hamilton, Montana (46°17' N, 114°00'
W). The four intact pellets contained remains of at
least six Deer Mice, nine voles (Microtus species), one
shrew (Sorex species), and 102 Spotted Knapweed
seeds. One of the 102 seeds germinated successfully
(1%), and the plant grew to reproductive maturity.

Direct consumption of so many Spotted Knap
weed seeds by Great Homed Owls is highly improb
able as Great Homed Owls are not known to forage
on seeds and no remains of seedheads were found in
the pellets. Knapweed seeds found in the owl pellets
likely came from the small mammals therein. Of the
small mammal species identified within the pellets,
only Deer Mice are known to ingest Spotted Knap
weed seeds (Pearson 1999; Pearson et al. 2000).
Pearson et al. (2000) have shown that Deer Mice

incidentally consume whole Spotted Knapweed
seeds while foraging for the larvae of the gall flies
overwintering within knapweed seedheads. We
therefore conclude that Great Horned Owls may
function as indirect dispersers of knapweed seeds by
preying on Deer Mice that have consumed the seeds.
Moreover, because Deer Mice ingest knapweed
seeds only incidentally while preying upon the lar
vae of gall flies, the indirect dispersal of knapweed
seeds resulting from this series of ecological interac
tions is initiated by the very biological control agent
introduced to reduce the spread of Spotted Knap
weed.
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