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Abstract

Genetic and morphological analyses revealed that the type specimen of Hume’s Owl Strix butleri, the geographical prov-

enance of which is open to doubt, differs significantly from all other specimens previously ascribed to this species. Despite 

the absence of vocal data definitively linked to the same population as the type specimen, we consider that two species-

level taxa are involved, principally because the degree of molecular differentiation is close to that seen in other taxa of 

Strix traditionally recognised as species. Partially complicating this otherwise straightforward issue is the recent descrip-

tion of “Omani Owl S. omanensis” from northern Oman based solely on photographs and sound-recordings. We consider 

that there is clear evidence of at least some morphological congruence between the butleri type and the phenotype de-

scribed as “omanensis”. As a result, we review the relative likelihood of three potential hypotheses: that “omanensis” is a 

synonym of butleri; that “omanensis” is a subspecies of butleri; or that “omanensis” and butleri both represent species 

taxa. Until such time as specimen material of “omanensis” becomes available for genetic and comparative morphological 

analyses, we recommend that this name be considered as a synonym of butleri, especially bearing in mind the possibility 

(not previously considered in detail) that the type of butleri could have originated in Arabia, specifically from Oman. We 

describe other populations heretofore ascribed to S. butleri as a new species.

Key words: taxonomy, mitochondrial DNA, Strix butleri, Strix omanensis

Introduction

The range of Hume’s (Tawny) Owl Strix butleri encompasses eastern Egypt, through Sinai, southern and eastern 
Israel, Palestinian Territories, Jordan and much of the Arabian Peninsula (Mikkola 2012, Dickinson & Remsen 
2013; Fig. 1). In addition, there are two possible records on the island of Socotra, off the Horn of Africa (Jennings 
2010: 423), and the type specimen was originally believed to have come from “Omara, on the Mekran Coast” 

(Hume 1878: 316), in what is now southern Pakistan (= Ormara, 25o10’N, 64o34’E; Fig. 1), although some authors 
have erroneously placed Ormara in southeastern Iran (Goodman & Sabry 1984). Despite being known now to be 
comparatively widespread, e.g., occurring in at least 33 30-minute × 30-minute quadrants in Arabia (Jennings 
2010) and at many localities in Israel (Shirihai 1996), Hume’s Owl was virtually unknown until rather recently 
(Hüe & Etchécopar 1970). Indeed, the first-ever specimen of butleri (now in the Liverpool World Museums), 

collected by C. W. Wyatt in Wadi Feiran, Sinai (28o43’N, 33o35’E), in 1864, lay unnamed for more than a decade, 
until Hume had published his description of butleri (Tristram 1879). There was just one definite record in Arabia 
prior to the 1970s—a specimen collected in 1950 (Meinertzhagen 1954)—and the species was known from just 
three atlas squares on the peninsula pre-1984, in western and central Saudi Arabia and southwest Oman (Jennings 
2010: 423, although two other records are listed by Goodman & Sabry 1984, and Jennings himself mentioned an 
aural-only record in February 1948); none in Egypt outside Sinai prior to 1982 (Goodman & Sabry 1984) and just 
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evidentially weak at the present time) and that it will be defensible to consider “omanensis” as a taxon inquirenda

until such time, at least, as genetic data become available for the northern Omani population.
Finally, much of this confusion is unlikely to have resulted if a type specimen of “omanensis” was available 

and could be compared morphologically and genetically to that of butleri. Robb et al. (2013) cited three reasons 
why they elected not to collect a bird: the perceived rarity of their new taxon; collecting a bird would make it more 
difficult to study “omanensis” in the field; and the taking of a specimen would attract local disapproval; we 
evaluate each of these reasons in turn. Firstly, it seems unlikely that the “omanensis” population will prove to be 
especially rare, or even endangered. Indeed, at least two new localities for birds with the same vocalization were 
reported (one of them retrospectively) within just two months of the “omanensis” description (van Eijk 2013; http:/
/gryllosblog.wordpress.com/2014/02/), while Jennings (2014) pointed out the relative uniformity in habitat 
between northern Oman and highlands in the United Arab Emirates, where an unidentified Strix was heard in April 
2006, in Wadi Wurrayah. What is here referred to as S. hadorami was, until a few decades ago, widely considered 
to be one of the most poorly known birds in the Middle East, yet has since proven to be locally common. Therefore, 
we see no reason to assume that “omanensis” must be rare; rather, it may be merely geographically restricted. 
Secondly, although it is possible that taking a specimen might have made it more difficult to study “omanensis” in 
the field, this would have been true only for a brief time. Thirdly, no evidence that legal collection of a specimen 
would have been “unacceptable” locally was proffered.

Peterson (2014) recently emphasized the extreme importance of type specimens, even in modern-day 
ornithology, a sentiment that we broadly support. Given that non-destructive sampling can sometimes elucidate 
taxonomic problems concerning new species described without such material (e.g., Nguembock et al. 2008), we 
believe that, at the very least, Robb et al. (2013) should have refrained from describing their new taxon until they 
had a vouchered genetic sample that they had compared with the type of S. butleri. Nevertheless, it is also true that 
a complete analysis of relevant specimen material has enabled a more thorough understanding of the present case.
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