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Pande et al. (2011) have reported possible hybrid 
of the Forest Owlet Heteroglaux blewitti and Spotted 
Owlet Athene brama.  This has begun an intriguing 
debate on hybridization among owls.  Their claim 
is based on field observations; photographic and 
videotaped evidences however, the interpretation 
offered by the authors would seem unlikely. We 
found several anomalies in this paper pertaining to 
identification of the species, vocalization, behaviour 
and logic presented for hybridization.  There are 
many points in the communication that need a well-
supported reference. 

The first paragraph of the paper describes about 
lowest hybridization rate among owls (Mikkola 2003) 
however authors make a contradictory statement in the 
second last paragraph of the paper giving a reference 
of del Hoyo et al. (1999) addressing it as a well-known 
phenomenon. However, del Hoyo et al. (1999) state 
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(page no 83, Vol.5, HBW) about 
the hybridization of Barred Owl 
and Spotted Owls in Oregon and 
Washington states of USA and does 
not mention anywhere in the text that ‘hybridization is 
well known phenomenon’.  This indicates inadequate 
and false referencing by the authors to prove their 
point.  Moreover, these contradictory statements create 
confusion while understanding the justification of the 
paper. 

Literature review
The literature review of the Forest Owlet in second 

paragraph is incomplete and mentions about only three 
studies on the subject.  However, since 1998, 12 papers 
and several articles, and a book have been published 
on the ecology, status and distribution, taxonomy, diet, 
breeding, behaviour and conservation of the species. 
This clearly indicates incomplete literature survey, 
ignorance, and lack of scientific temperament amongst 
authors while addressing a very serious subject.

In the same paragraph, the authors quote reference 
of first author Pande et al. (2003) about presence of 
Forest Owlet in Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra. 
However, presence of the species in Madhya Pradesh 
is reported only by Rasmussen and Collar (1998) 
and Rithe (2003).  Pande et al. (2003), page no. 170 
mentions a brief note on its absence in Western Ghats 
and do not describe anything about the presence of 
Forest Owlet elsewhere.  This indicates sceptical 
referencing, by the authors, of their own publication. 

In the last paragraph of the introduction the authors 
clearly mentions that they could not collect any tissue 
samples for molecular studies.  In addition, the owlets 
were neither colour banded nor monitored throughout 
the breeding season.  Hence, it is difficult to prove 
hybridization just with the photographs of owlets.  It 
is also not clear whether the individuals photographed 
were the same or taken elsewhere.  The authors should 
have taken photographs in a series to confirm the 
individual identity during the study period.

Study Area and Methodology
There is a serious question about the study area 

and methodology used by the authors.  In this part of 
the paper, the authors have not mentioned about the 
time spent observing the owlets, name of the village 
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or area, GPS locations and the area covered.  The 
authors also mentioned about the territory mapping 
and transects established for the study.  However, it is 
not clear how many transects were laid and how much 
time was spent on each transect to monitor the species. 
This crucial information is instrumental in scientific 
rigour and authenticity of data collection. 

Results and discussion
In section Results and discussion Pande et al. (2011) 

refers to colour morphs and behaviour idiosyncrasies 
among the Forest Owlet and Spotted Owlet.  However, 
the literature published on Spotted Owlet (Ali & 
Ripley 1969; Kumar 1985; Rasmussen & Anderton 
2005) does not mention about any colour morphs.  
The Forest Owlet shows colour dichromatism (Ishtiaq 
& Rahmani 2004; Jathar & Rahmani 2004) however, 
this shouldn’t been mistaken as colour morph.  The 
fledglings, Forest Owlets show variation in colour and 
can be mistaken as Spotted Owlets.

The major difference attributed between these two 
species is their behaviour which is not considered 
by authors.  The Spotted Owlet is a nocturnal (Ali & 
Ripley 1969; Kumar 1985) whereas the Forest Owlet is 
diurnal and crepuscular species (Rasmussen & Ishtiaq 
1999; Ishtiaq et al. 2002; Ishtiaq & Rahmani 2004; 
Mehta et al. 2009; Jathar & Rahmani 2004).  Hence, 
the fledglings of Forest Owlets were observed perched 
on trees and giving begging calls throughout the day 
(Ishtiaq & Rahmani 2004; Jathar & Rahmani 2004).  
Whereas, the Spotted Owlet fledglings hide in trees 
or in nest cavities during daytime and start calling and 
moving in twilight hours (Kumar 1985). 

Morphology and identification
The first paragraph of the results and discussion 

mentions that “The family defended the territory 
consisted of two adults and one recently fledged owlet 
(as shown in Fig.1 c & d)”. The bird in the picture ‘c’ 
– is adult Forest Owlet, showing dark head, neck and 
collar, dark primaries, longer primaries and tail, dark 
grey yellow bill, blotched upper breast, continuous 
solid brown band across the breast, white flanks, and 
solid brown over all body colour.  Whereas the bird in 
picture ‘d’ – is a fledgling of about 45–50 days based 
on light brown head, neck and collar, light brown 
continuous breast band, shorter primaries and tail, pale 
grey yellow bill, streaks on belly and upper breast and 

over all pale brown colour.  The posture of owlets in 
the pictures also indicate the stout and upright adult 
‘c’ and a clumsy juvenile ‘d’.  These self-explanatory 
pictures depicts that the bird ‘c’ is an adult female 
Forest Owlet (later observed mating with male Forest 
Owlet) and not the fertile hybrid as described by Pande 
et al. (2011). 

The authors describe the Spotted Owlet as a 
subspecies Athene brama indica.  However, Ali & 
Ripley (1969) states distribution of the Spotted Owlet 
as “south of 200N latitude, the boundary arbitrarily 
fixed for convenience between the northern and 
southern populations which intergrade around this 
parallel”.  Therefore, identifying the Spotted Owlet 
up to subspecies level is a difficult unless; the birds 
are captured and measured for morphometric data.  
Therefore, identification of Spotted Owlet as A. b. 
indica is doubtful. 

Copulation 
Pande et al. (2011) further mention about the 

copulations in subsequent days.  It is difficult to 
prove that the owlets engaged in copulation were 
the same birds, especially when the birds were not 
colour marked.  Secondly, if the pair is already having 
a fledgling, then why would the female engage in 
copulation? It is unlikely that a pair rearing a fledgling 
would copulate.  The breeding season of the Forest 
Owlet is from October to June (Ishtiaq et al. 2002; 
Ishtiaq & Rahmani 2004; Jathar & Rahmani 2004).  
The maximum copulations, i.e. 44% were observed 
in November and a few 5% were in February (Jathar 
& Rahmani 2004) late copulations were the results of 
failure in breeding attempt.  Pande et al. (2011) state 
that the breeding was successful with one fledgling. 
In this scenario, the pair should not copulate and rear 
a new brood.  If this is extra pair copulation then the 
other male should chase off the earlier male and kill 
the existing fledgling to induce female for mating.  
Studies by Ishtiaq & Rahmani (2000) and Jathar 
and Rahmani (2004) have comparable observations 
from their studies, in which the males have killed 
the fledglings or destroyed the eggs prior to induce 
copulation and renesting.  Interestingly, del Hoyo 
et al. 1999 mentions that “extra pair copulations are 
rare among owls (page no. 120, Vol. 5) only recorded 
in Burrowing Owls, Flammulated Owl, Northern 
Long-eared Owls and Eastern Screech Owls which 
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are colonial in habit”.  Whereas the Spotted Owlet 
and Forest Owlets are not colonial breeders, hence 
this claim cannot be acceptable without comparable 
studies of non-colonial owls. 

Vocalization
It is not clear from the description that, which type 

of calls were listened and compared for analysis. The 
Spotted Owlet produces two types of basic calls (Ali & 
Ripley 1969) and other variants of syllables resulting 
in four types of calls (Kumar 1985; Rasmussen & 
Anderton 2005) whereas; the Forest Owlet emits six 
types of calls (Rasmussen & Ishtiaq 1999; Jathar & 
Rahmani 2004).  The published literature shows that 
call duration in both the species range between 0.07 
sec to 3.37s (Rasmussen & Ishtiaq 1999; Ishtiaq & 
Rahmani 2004; Rasmussen & Anderton 2005; Jathar 
& Rahmani 2004).  Pande et al. (2011) mention that 
the call duration range is 3s for Forest Owlet, 9s for 
Spotted Owlet and 6s for hybrid.  However, Table 
1. describes acoustics studies of both the species in 
comparison with Pande et al. (2011).

Secondly, the authors are not aware about terms 
used for vocalization such as a ‘bout’ and a ‘call’. 
In both the species, the bouts can vary from a single 
call of milliseconds to series of calls of 15–30 
minutes.  Moreover, the authors have not used any 
bioacoustics programme to prove the validity of the 
calls on spectrograph.  Therefore, the observations on 
vocalization do not stand sound scientifically. 

Hybridization Logic
Logic i & ii1.  – Limited geographically to 

the satpuda range, Altitudinaly to higher, forested 
parts – The Forest Owlet is known to be found from 
Orissa to north western Maharashtra in Satpuda-Maikal 
Mountain range which is spread across 1,18,867km2. 
Along with this they are restricted to 300m to 750m 
altitude (Ishtiaq & Rahmani 2004; Jathar & Rahmani 
2004; Mehta et al. 2009).  These factors do not result in 
geographical isolation of the individual Forest Owlets 
which might lead premating or postmating isolation 
and subsequent hybridization with Spotted Owlet.  
There is ample of niche, spatiotemporally, for the 
Forest Owlet (about 11,000km2; Jathar et al. in prep.) 
therefore it cannot force the Forest Owlet to cross the 
species limit.

Logic iii2.  - limited to habitats in the 

proximity of humans and resulting clearings that 
facilitate foraging (Yosef et al. submitted) – This 
logic is based on a single observation in Melghat Tiger 
Reserve and it is not a widespread phenomenon all 
over the range of the Forest Owlet.  Earlier studies 
(Ishtiaq et al. 2000; Ishtiaq & Rahmani 2004; Jathar & 
Rahamni 2004; Mehta et al. 2009; Jathar et al. in prep.) 
suggests that anthropogenic activities are detrimental 
to the habitat and Forest Owlets shift their sites in case 
of disturbances.  This logic cannot be instrumental in 
hybridization. 

Logic iv & v - limited demographically 3. 
to low population levels wherein neighbouring 
territories are located far apart, leads us to assume 
hybridization with the far more common Spotted 
Owlet –  This statement requires a study of population 
density in given area, which is not been carried out 
in the current study.  The authors also claim that 
they have mapped the territories of Forest Owlet and 
Spotted Owlet but did not mention about how far they 
were spaced.  In February 2004, Bombay Natural 
History Society carried out survey in the same area 
at same time and could locate five pairs of the Forest 
Owlet and one pair of Spotted Owlet in a stretch of 
3km of Malur Village (Jathar & Rahmani 2004). This 
study contradicts Pande et al. (2010) and confirms 
abundance of the Forest Owlet in the area.  Further 
Jathar & Rahamni (2004) confirm presence of 69 
individual Forest Owlets and Mehta et al. (2009) 
report seven individuals in entire Chaurakund Range 

Species
Call duration 
Pande et al. 
(2011)

Call duration 
Rasmussen & Ishtiaq 
(1999), Ishtiaq & 
Rahmani (2004), Jathar 
& Rahmani (2004)

Forest Owlet 
Heteroglaux blewitti 3s (± 0.8, N = 73)

Song - 0.15 - 0.45sec
Territorial call - 0.07sec
Alarm call - 0.45sec
Threat call - 0.17sec
Contact call - 1.52sec
Hissing call - 3.37sec

Spotted Owlet 
Athene brama 9s (± 1.3, N = 11)

Rasmussen & Anderton 
(2005)
Song - 0.2sec
Contact 0.1secc
Uncommon Call -0.4sec
Other call -0.2-0.4sec

Hybrid 6s (± 0.9, N = 34)
Authentic data on hybrid 
not available as its 
existence is not proved 
on sound scientific basis

Table. 1. Comparison of the acoustics studies of the Forest 
Owlet and Spotted Owlet
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of the Melghat Tiger Reserve.  Therefore, chances for 
hybridizations stands remote as there are potential 
mates available in landscape.

Conservation
In the end Pande et al. (2011) talk about the 

biological implications and conservation of hybrid (if 
they exists) owlets without considering its impact on 
current conservation efforts. This might take entire 
conservation efforts in wrong direction as it happened 
with Edible-nest Swiftlet Collocalia fuciphaga 
(Sankaran & Sheshnarayan 2008).  This will be a 
major impediment to the conservation of the Critically 
Endangered Forest Owlet. 

Unfortunately, the lack of - identification skills, 
coherence, scientific temperament, and rigour has lead 
authors to this publication.  Moreover, our justifications 
of bird not being hybrid stand scientifically sound over 
‘Possible Hybrid’ claim of the authors.  
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