Owls? - You want ME to find Owls?!?

by Sue Ricciardi, Anne Arundel Atlas Coordinator

When I decided to write this article, it was mostly for selfish reasons.  How was I going to find owls in my own blocks?  Worse, what would I say when my fellow Anne Arundel County atlasers asked me, their county coordinator, how to atlas for owls?  How would I be able to answer in a way to make me look like I knew what I was talking about?  Beyond that, these largely nocturnal birds were inadequately surveyed during the first Atlas, and most of us could probably use some guidance in finding owls.  So I set about reviewing the literature and asking successful owlers for their suggestions.  What follows, I hope, will provide you some good techniques and enthusiasm for finding owls.

A Cautionary Note   Be sure to keep the owls’ well-being your top priority.  Ticking off an owl for the atlas while harassing it enough to cause breeding failure must not be considered an option.  Do not visit a suspected nesting site too frequently.  Let a few weeks go by before returning.  Keep a safe distance.  If you’re using tapes, do so cautiously and judiciously.  Do not repeatedly play tapes in the nesting area.  Finding the actual nest location is not necessary. Besides, you will have another opportunity for confirming breeding with the appearance of fledged young later on. If, after a reasonable amount of effort, you’ve achieved “Probable” status for one species in one location, quit for that species in that block.  Also, keep nest sites to yourself.  Well-meaning friends may not be as careful as you in safeguarding the owl.

General Tips  What time of night is best?  Before dawn and at dusk are likely to be the optimal times to search.  Pete Jeschke, in an article written for the first Atlas, said that his most successful owling came between 3 a.m. and dawn on a moonlit night, when owls tend to be more vocal, and noisy traffic is at a minimum. At dusk, many owls will come to forest edges to begin hunting.  Look for “headless lumps” on bare tree branches.  For listening purposes, still, calm, moonlit nights are best, but cloudy or foggy conditions can work too.  Windy or rainy nights are rarely productive.  Be sure to get out of your vehicle to maximize your ability to hear calls.  If you’re playing tapes or doing your own imitations, start with a continuous series of calls for several minutes; then be silent for a few minutes. If necessary, repeat the calls.  Although many owls will respond within the first few minutes, others will wait until you’ve just about given up.  Remember, however, not to overdo the tape playing and once you get a response, quit.  Some sources say to start with the small owls first on the premise that calling up, say, a Barred Owl first will silence nearby prey species such as an Eastern Screech-Owl.  Others counter with the argument that calling up the screech-owl first reveals its location to predator owls, which is obviously not preferable either.  However, Barred Owls will often respond to screech-owl tapes (and vice-versa).  I would say that whatever you do, try to minimize stress on the owls.  Also, while playing tapes, be sure to keep your eyes peeled for silent fliers.  Owls will often fly in noiselessly and perch nearby. A Barred Owl did just that to me on last season’s Christmas Count.  But, owls will fly directly away from you too, so consider taking along a partner so that one of you watches while the other walks ahead.  Use a flashlight to investigate movement in nearby branches or rustling leaves.  Finally, inquire of utility and tower maintenance workers, lumbermen, bridge tenders, farmers with out-buildings, church custodians and others who may know of nests (or unfortunately disposed of them).

Great Horned Owl - This owl will nest in a wide variety of habitats, from open country to forests to wood lots.  It prefers medium to extensive stands of upland forest with fields and edges nearby for hunting.  Typically it will appropriate old nests of other large birds such as hawks, crows, ravens, and herons, and will even occupy old squirrel nests.  Great Horned Owls begin nesting in December, so  you can start listening for their calls and looking for possible nest sites then.  This is a good thing, because the leaves have fallen, letting you search for nest sites in daylight!  This worked on Hart-Miller Island this past winter when at a scope distance, a large, former Fish Crow nest could be seen high in a tree.  Gene Scarpulla later found a pair of Great Horned Owls using it.  The earliest egg date in Maryland is in early January, but eggs also have been found as late as May.  Adult Great Horned Owls tend to be vocal during the breeding season and beyond, and you may hear the young giving loud raspy calls when begging for food.  They seem to be less responsive to taped calls and more likely to vocalize spontaneously, a little more frequently at dawn than at dusk.  Their beginning safe date of December 15 is the earliest for any of our breeding owls, and their ending safe date is August 31.

Eastern Screech-Owl - Screech-Owls may very well breed in almost every block in Maryland and the District of Columbia.  They are cavity nesters and utilize many habitats, including forest perimeters, thick second-growth woods, wood lots, parks, groves and orchards, in ravines, near lakes, rivers, and bay shore, and even in suburban neighborhoods and urban areas.  How many of us know of an active nest box in someone’s residential backyard?  Old woodpecker holes, natural cavities, and artificial structures such as American Kestrel and Wood Duck boxes, are also used.  However, finding a nest hole in the wild is not easy. You would do better by staking out screech-owls during Christmas Bird and winter counts, which are well in advance of their beginning safe date of April 1.  They are also more responsive to tape-recorded calls then as compared to the peak breeding period from mid-April through June.  Moreover, early searches mean less stress on them during nesting.  In July and August, your chances of finding a screech-owl increase when fledglings are out and about.  At this time they may even respond to calls during the day.  Their ending safe date is August 15.  If this is too much for you, try putting up a screech-owl nest box in your block!

Barred Owl - Look for this owl in wooded settings with mature trees, especially wooded swamps, and river and stream bottoms.  Rick Blom observes that Barreds like the interiors of big woods with trees over 100 years old.  This type of forest provides flight lines through the trees for “perch-and-drop” hunting, and knotholes for nesting.  Barred Owls will use natural hollows in trees or broken tree stubs as well as old hawk, crow, or squirrel nests, and occasionally nest boxes.  Their safe dates run from January 15 through August 31 and they lay eggs in Maryland generally from March through much of May.  Try searching for them just prior to and again after the height of the breeding season; that is, late winter through early April, and then the middle of June up to September when the young have fledged.  The Barred Owl is the one most likely to respond in the daytime to tape-recorded calls or your own vocalizations.  I’ve been told by others that your hooting may even do better than tapes, so practice up!

Barn Owl - During the first Atlas, Barn Owls were tough to find.  In the published Atlas species account, Pete Jeschke and Glenn Therres commented: “The Barn Owl posed a challenge to Atlas workers.  It is generally uncommon, highly nocturnal, and rarely seen or heard.”  So what can you do to be more successful?  Well, you  have one slight advantage with this owl in that searching during the daytime likely will give better results.  Barn Owls prefer open country for foraging, but avoid regularly disturbed lands that don’t support the populations of small mammals they feed upon.  Look for fields, farmlands, pastures, grasslands, meadows, and coastal marshes in which to search by day for nest sites.  These include barns (surprise, surprise), silos, church steeples, chimneys, abandoned buildings, tree cavities, ledges, Wood Duck and other artificial nest boxes, deer and waterfowl blinds, and similar structures.  If no owl is present, look for fresh pellets and excrement as they will also be good indicators of a nesting Barn Owl.  Ask farmers and other property owners if they are aware of any Barn Owls and for permission to inspect promising locations.  At night you might hear their hissing calls as they fly over fields and marshes, or the raspy calls of owlets in the nest begging for food.  Although their safe dates extend from April 15 through September 30, Barn Owls nest all year in Maryland and may be double brooded.  Thus, you can look for them year-round.

Northern Saw-whet Owl - Here’s an owl for which you could contribute new information about its breeding biology.  In the first Atlas, only two blocks yielded saw-whet owls within safe dates and these were determined to be only possible breeders.  It wasn’t until late April of 1993, when the Atlas had ended, that Dave Brinker and Kevin Dodge documented the first nest in Garrett County, Maryland.  Country-wide, they are woodland generalists with a preference for coniferous forests.  In Maryland, evergreen trees or shrubs, including Red Spruce, Eastern Hemlock and rhododendron are among the dominant vegetation within breeding territories.  Cavity nesters, saw-whets use both natural cavities and nest boxes.  Try tape-recorded calls (cautiously), starting in April.  (There is some debate that May 5 is too late a beginning safe date.) The ending safe date for the Northern Saw-whet Owl is September 20.

Long-eared Owl and Short-eared Owl - No breeding Long-eared or Short-eared Owls were found during the first Atlas. There is historical breeding evidence for each, but the extent of their current breeding in Maryland or D.C. is poorly understood.  In addition, the Short-eared Owl is officially listed by the state of Maryland as  In Need of Conservation.  Safe dates for both species are May 1 and September 30. Long-eared Owls are known to lay eggs in old crow, hawk, or squirrel nests.  You might try dense evergreen stands in otherwise open country.  Short-eared Owls nest on the ground, also in open country, especially grasslands, meadows, or open fields.  The Atlas Handbook lists Long-eareds as rare nesters in the Garrett/Allegany County section of Maryland and suggests searching for Short-eareds from the Piedmont west and also on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. 

If you think you’ve found a nesting Northern Saw-whet, Long-eared, or Short-eared owl, contact your county coordinator and state coordinator Walter Ellison (410-778-9568 or rossgull@crosslink.net) for advice on how to proceed.  It is important to search for these species to learn more about their breeding in Maryland and the District, but all three are considered rare breeders and additional documentation via the Atlas verification form will be required.  It is imperative that you not  reveal their nesting locations to anyone except your county coordinator and Walter.  The successful breeding of these rare species will very likely depend on your judicious behavior.

Except for the latter two, you can find much more information about each species, especially the saw-whet, in the publication, Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia.  (See the list of references.)

It’s not too soon to start examining the territory in your block(s) to identify locations to look for owls.  Because, yes, I want YOU to find Owls!  Good Owling!

Acknowledgements and References
Harry Armistead, Rick Blom, Lynn Davidson, Walter Ellison, Jan Reese, Jo Solem, and Hal Wierenga provided significant editorial assistance and/or owling information and tips, and I am very grateful to them for their help.

Baicich, P.J. and C.J.O. Harrison. 1997.  A Guide to the Nests, Eggs, and Nestlings of North American Birds, 2nd ed.  Academic Press, San Diego, California.

Brinker, D.F. and K.M. Dodge. 1993.  Breeding Biology of the Northern Saw-whet Owl in Maryland.  Maryland Birdlife 49:3-15.

Cannings, R.J. 1993. Northern Saw-whet Owl (Aegolius adadicus) In the Birds of North America, No. 42 (A. Poole and F. Gill, Eds.) Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington, D.C.: The American Ornithologists’ Union.

Harrison, H.H. 1975.  A Field Guide to the Birds’ Nests in the United States East of the Mississippi River.  Houghton Mifflin, Boston, Massachusetts.

Heintzelman, D.S. 1992.  Guide to Owl Watching in North America. Dover Publications, Inc., New York, New York.

Holt, D.W. and S.M. Leasure. 1993.  Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus).  In the Birds of North America, No. 62 (A. Poole and F. Gill, Eds.) Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington, D.C.: The American Ornithologists’ Union.

Houston, C.S., D.G. Smith, and C. Rohner. 1998.  Great Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus). In the Birds of North America, No. 372 (A. Poole and F. Gill, Eds.) Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington, D.C.: The American Ornithologists’ Union.

Jeschke, C.F. 1987.  Owling.  Maryland Atlas Project Newsletter #5.

            . 1996.  Eastern Screech-Owl (Otus asio). Great Horned Owl (Bubo virginianus).  Barred Owl (Stryx varia) In the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia (C.S. Robbins, Senior Editor and E.A.T. Blom, Project Coordinator) University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Jeschke, C.F. and D.F. Brinker. 1996. Northern Saw-whet Owl (Aegolius acadicus).  In the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia (C.S. Robbins, Senior Editor and E.A.T. Blom, Project Coordinator) University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Jeschke, C.F. and G.D. Therres. 1996. Barn Owl (Tyto alba).  In the Atlas of the Breeding Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia (C.S. Robbins, Senior Editor and E.A.T. Blom, Project Coordinator) University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

Kaufman, K. 1996.  Lives of North American Birds. Houghton Mifflin, Boston, Massachusetts.

Marks, J.S., D.L. Evans, and D.W. Holt. 1994.  Long-eared Owl (Asio otus). In the Birds of North America, No. 133 (A. Poole and F. Gill, Eds.) Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington, D.C.: The American Ornithologists’ Union.

Marti, C.D. 1992. Barn Owl (Tyto alba). In the Birds of North America, No. 1 (A. Poole, P. Stettenheim, and F. Gill, Eds.) Philadelphia: The Academy of Natural Sciences; Washington, D.C.: The American Ornithologists’ Union.

Stewart R.E. and Robbins C.S. 1958.  Birds of Maryland and the District of Columbia.  North American Fauna, 62, Washington, D.C.

Sutton, P. and C. Sutton. 1994.  How to Spot an Owl. Houghton Mifflin, Boston, Massachusetts.

