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Observation of a Barn Owl (Tyto alba) bathing 
in a rainwater pool in Jamaica
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Abstract I observed a Barn Owl (Tyto alba) bathing in a rainwater pool near Portland Point Lighthouse, Clarendon Parish, Ja-
maica. This appears to be the first published instance of bathing behavior in a wild individual of this cosmopolitan species in the 
Western Hemisphere.
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Resumen Observaciones de un ejemplar de Tyto alba bañandose en un charco de agua de lluvia en Jamaica—Observé un
ejemplar de Tyto alba bañándose en un charco de agua de lluvia cerca del faro de Portland Point, distrito de Clarendon, Jamai-
ca. Esta parece ser la primera publicación de este tipo de conducta en un individuo silvestre de esta especie cosmopolita en el 
Hemisferio Occidental.

Palabras clave baño, Caribe Insular, Jamaica, Portland Ridge, Tyto alba

Résumé Observation d'une Effraie des clochers (Tyto alba) se baignant dans une flaque d’eau de pluie en Jamaïque—Une
Effraie des clochers (Tyto alba) a été observée se baignant dans une flaque d'eau de pluie près du phare de Portland Point, 
Clarendon Parish, en Jamaïque. Cela semble être la première mention publiée de ce comportement chez un individu sauvage 
appartenant à cette espèce cosmopolite dans l'hémisphère occidental.

Mots clés Antilles, baignade, Effraie des clochers, Jamaïque, Portland Ridge, Tyto alba
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Bathing behavior in owls, particularly of nocturnal species, 
is poorly known and rarely observed in the wild (Cramp 1985, 
Bruce 1999, Marks et al. 1999). The sole published report of 
bathing in a free-living tytonid owl (19 species in Tyto and Pho-
dilus), revealed by a comprehensive literature search, was of a 
Barn Owl (Tyto alba) that was flushed from a stream during the 
afternoon in England (Bunn et al. 1982). Photographs of Barn 
Owls bathing in captivity have been posted on several internet 
websites but none of these instances appear to have been pub-
lished in a peer-reviewed outlet. 

This cosmopolitan raptor is arguably the best studied spe-
cies of owl (Bunn et al. 1982, Cramp 1985). Broadly distributed 
in North and South America (American Ornithologists' Union 
1998), it occurs widely in Cuba, Hispaniola, and Jamaica in the 
Greater Antilles (Garrido and Kirkconnell 2000, Keith et al. 2003, 
Haynes-Sutton et al. 2009). Here I report what apparently is the 
first observation of bathing behavior of a wild Barn Owl in the 
Western Hemisphere. 

Observation
On the evening of 10 December 2013 (1925 hr), a Barn Owl 

flew into the field of view illuminated by the headlights of my 
vehicle and landed at the margin of a large rainwater pool in the 
deeply rutted coastal road (17°45.3'N, 77°10.3'W; WGS-84) near 
Portland Point Lighthouse, Clarendon Parish, Jamaica (Fig. 1).  
The owl immediately commenced bathing. I exited the vehicle 
and observed and photographed the owl from a distance of  
~30 m. During the observation period (3 min), the owl waded 
into deeper water past its tarsal joints, peered slowly from side 
to side, drooped its tail and wing tips in the water, and dipped its 
bill and breast into the water several times, wetting the ventral 
feathers from throat to belly. The extent to which the owl’s be-
havior was altered by the headlights and photographic flashes 
is unknown. However, the owl appeared to be relatively uncon-
cerned by the light before it took flight. Inspection of the pool 
afterward revealed no potential food items.

Discussion
The observation site lies in dry limestone forest skirting man-

grove tidal flats at the base of the karstic Portland Ridge, one of 
the driest areas of Jamaica (Loveless and Asprey 1957). Portland 
Ridge experiences short rainy seasons in May and June and again 
in October followed by an extended dry season from December 
through April. There are no known permanent sources of fresh 
or brackish water within several kilometers of the sighting. The 
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observation indicates that Barn Owls inhabiting arid environ-
ments take advantage of rare ephemeral sources of freshwater 
for bathing. 

The extensively pale secondaries of the owl indicate that it 
represents Tyto alba furcata, the resident race of the Greater An-
tilles (Ridgway 1914, Keith et al. 2003), rather than the mainland 
North American race, T. a. pratincola, which has been recorded 
as a migrant in the Greater Antilles (Keith et al. 2003). 

Acknowledgments
I thank Brian Schmidt for field assistance, Jim Wiley and an 

anonymous reviewer for comments on the manuscript, the 
PWD Hunting and Sporting Club for accommodations on Port-
land Ridge, the James Bond fund of the Smithsonian Institution 
for funding fieldwork in Jamaica, and the Smoketree Trust for 
support.

Author Information
Department of Vertebrate Zoology, MRC-116, National Muse-
um of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, PO Box 37012, 
Washington, DC 20013, USA; and Center for Macroecology, Evo-
lution and Climate, Natural History Museum of Denmark, Uni-
versity of Copenhagen, 2100 Copenhagen Ø, Denmark; e-mail: 
gravesg@si.edu

Literature Cited
American Ornithologists' Union. 1998. Check-list of North Amer-

ican Birds. 7th edn. American Ornithologists' Union, Washing-
ton, DC.

Bruce, M.D. 1999. Family Tytonidae (barn-owls). Pp. 34–75 in 
Handbook of the Birds of the World, Vol. 5: Barn-owls to Hum-
mingbirds (J. del Hoyo, A. Elliott, and J. Sargatal, eds.). Lynx 
Edicions, Barcelona, Spain.

Bunn, D.S., A.B. Warburton, and R.D.S. Wilson. 1982. The Barn 
Owl. Buteo Books, Vermillion, SD.

Cramp, S. 1985. Handbook of the Birds of Europe, the Middle 
East and North Africa: The Birds of the Western Palearctic,  
Vol. 4: Terns to Woodpeckers. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
UK.

Garrido, O.H., and A. Kirkconnell. 2000. Field Guide to the Birds 
of Cuba. Comstock Publishing Associates, Ithaca, NY.

Haynes-Sutton, A., A. Downer, and R. Sutton. 2009. A Photo-
graphic Guide to the Birds of Jamaica. Princeton University 
Press, Princeton, NJ.

Keith, A.R., J.W. Wiley, S.C. Latta, and J.A. Ottenwalder. 2003. 
The Birds of Hispaniola. British Ornithologists' Union Checklist 
Series 21.

Loveless, A.R., and G.F. Asprey. 1957. The dry evergreen forma-
tions of Jamaica: I. The limestone hills of the south coast. Jour-
nal of Ecology 45:799–822.

Marks, J.S., R.J. Cannings, and H. Mikkola. 1999. Family Strigi-
dae (typical owls). Pp. 76–151 in Handbook of the Birds of the 
World, Vol. 5: Barn-owls to Hummingbirds (J. del Hoyo, A.  
Elliott, and J. Sargatal, eds.). Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain.

Ridgway, R. 1914. The Birds of North and Middle America, Part 
6. Bulletin of the United States National Museum 50.

Fig. 1. Barn Owl bathing in a rainwater pool in Clarendon Parish, Jamaica. The photographs (1/200 sec f/5.6 ISO-5000), selected from 
a series of 14, were taken with a Canon EOS 60D camera equipped with a 400 mm lens by the author. 
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