


Found in the dense riverine forests of the 
permanent water areas of the Okavango 
Delta and Linyanti Wildlife Reserve in 
Botswana, and the Limpopo River in Tuli 
Block away from interference from people.

The Pel�s Fishing Owl is the largest of the 
three species of � shing owl that occurs in 
Africa. They are a lovely ginger brown to 
russet colour and have black spots on both 
their wings and bellies. They have a rounded 
head and large inky black eyes. 
The Pel�s Fishing Owl has highly developed 
visual senses, more advanced than other 
owls, and at night they perch overlooking 
the water and search for � sh moving near 
the surface. With a massive wingspan of 1.5 
meters, they are able to lift � sh weighing more 
than 1.5 kg out the water. Feeding mainly 
on � sh, the Pel�s has been seen occasionally 
taking amphibians. The Pel�s Fishing Owl only 
eats live prey, and always consumes its head 
� rst; dead � sh are ignored.

The Pel�s owl relies more on sight than sound 
when hunting for its prey. Most owls are 
stealthy, silent � iers, but the Pel�s � shing owl 
does not need silent � ight as they catch their 
prey underwater. They are territorial, utilizing 
distinct calls to warn o�  intruders and defend 
their turf. 

This owl thrives amid large, ancient 
indigenous trees, which provide numerous 
cavities for roosting and nesting and is close 
to water for use as a � shing perch. Rarely seen, 
Pel�s Fishing Owl is secretive and elusive as it 
can go undetected for long periods unless 
disturbed it only comes out at night. The owl 
spends the majority of the daylight hours on 
high leafy riverine woodland on trees and 
rarely descends to the ground, hence little is 
known about the mysterious way of its life.  

The Pel�s Fishing Owl signal the breeding 
season with distinctive melodic duets 
designed to attract a mate. Once paired, 
mating begins in the summer to coincide 
with peak heights of nearby rivers. Chicks 
are reared as the water levels recede, when 
� shing conditions are most favorable.  

The Pel�s Fishing Owl does not build a nest; 
the female usually lays her eggs in the hollow 
of a large tree. The female incubates the eggs 
alone for about 35 days, but the male stays 
close and feeds her as well as the young 
once they hatch. Although the Pel�s Fishing 
Owl lays two eggs, only one chick is reared. 
The � rst chick hatches up to 5 days before 
the second and bullies its younger sibling 
until it dies of starvation. The surviving chick 
� edges in about 70 days, but may stay with 
its parents longer.

Due to the expansion of populations in the 
breeding areas of the Pel�s Fishing Owl, it is 
important for the habitat of this species to be 
protected.   
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IN BOTSWANA
Common name: Pel�s Fishing Owl
Scienti� c name: Scotopelia peli
Setswana name: Morubisi 
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