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This workshop was convened to r eview the
curr ent status of the W estern Burr owing Owl
(Speotyto cunicularia hypugaea) in North
America, to discuss means by which we can
impr ove our knowledge of this owl, and to
initiate conservation action to benefit the
species.  About 70 people attended the work-
shop on the evening of 7 February 1997.
Several speakers presented information on
Burr owing Owls.  Some of these speakers
summarized infor mation pr esented in earlier
talks, as part of the Second Inter national Owl
Symposium, and others pr esented additional
information r elevant to the topic.  Many people
from the audience also contributed ideas and
information.  In this summary, we endeavor to
present the main ideas that ar ose from the
workshop and try to acknowledge each of the
contributors.  However , we apologize to those
who may have been overlooked.  We thank all
those who participated in the workshop and
who have since sent comments.  W e added new
information about the trilateral agr eement and
decisions that became available in the spring of
1997 after the workshop.

The Burr owing Owl is an Endangered species
in Canada and is declining rapidly; it is a
Candidate 2 species and is declining in most of
the western USA; and it has no designation in
Mexico.  In Canada, deter mination of the
status of wildlife is made by the Committee On
the Status of Endanger ed Wildlife In Canada
(COSEWIC).  In 1978, COSEWIC designated the
Burr owing Owl as a Threatened Species, but in
1995 the designation was changed to Endan-
gered (Wellicome and Haug 1995).  In the USA,
in 1994, the Burr owing Owl was listed as a
Candidate 2 species.  No public r eview of the

species’ status has been made since that time.
In Mexico, the Burr owing Owl does not appear
on any formal wildlife list.

Recovery efforts in Canada are coordinated
through the Canadian Burr owing Owl Recovery
Team, which has met each year since 1990.
This team is comprised of r esearchers and
representatives of wildlife agencies, but not of
land-management agencies or industry associa-
tions.  Its activities ar e guided by the Burr owing
Owl Recovery Plan (Hjertaas et al. 1995).

STATUS IN CANADA

The first thr ee speakers presented curr ent
information on the Burr owing Owl in Canada.
Troy Wellicome, Department of Biological Sci-
ences, University of Alberta, described the
status of the Burr owing Owl in Canada on
behalf of the Canadian Burr owing Owl Recovery
Team, and outlined r esearch he is conducting,
in cooperation with Saskatchewan Fisheries and
Wildlife, on “The ef fects of incr eased reproduc-
tive output on Burr owing Owl population
change.”  The Burr owing Owl is declining acr oss
its Canadian range.  Ther e is only one pair left
in Manitoba, down fr om 76 pairs 15 years ago,
and only one pair known in B.C. despite a
decade of reintroduction ef forts after its extirpa-
tion ther e in 1979.  V irtually all of the Canadian
owl population is, ther efore, now confined to
souther n Alberta and souther n Saskatchewan,
where there are less than 1,000 pairs r emain-
ing—down from mor e than 3,000 pairs in 1978.
Declines in these two pr ovinces average over 10
percent per year.

One of the factors implicated in the Burr owing
Owl’s decline is its seemingly low fledging rate.
In Canada, this owl has an average clutch size
of nine eggs but fledges only 3-5 young.  Using
food supplementation and pr edator exclusion,
Troy and his colleagues have successfully
increased fledgling output to high levels for 3
consecutive years.  However, thus far, it is not
clear whether incr eases in reproductive output
can slow the owl decline in Canada.



Kort Clayton, Department of Biology, University
of Saskatchewan, discussed mortality of adults
and young during the post-fledging period.
Mortality of bir ds in the post-fledging period
has been documented for 2 consecutive years
near Hanna, Alberta, using radio-telemetry.
Mortality of adult males was quite high be-
tween the time of fledging and fall dispersal
(late-July to late-August), totaling 45 per cent in
1995 and 35 percent in 1996; wher eas, mortal-
ity was 0 percent for females during this same
period in both years.  Fledgling mortality was
also quite high during this time:  65 per cent in
1995 and 40 percent in 1996.  Ther e was,
however, no mortality of adult bir ds or fledg-
lings between fall dispersal and migration (late-
August to mid-October) in either year .  The
majority of all post-fledging mortalities in
Hanna resulted from avian predation.

Robert Warnock, Department of Biology, Uni-
versity of Regina, used data from the Operation
Burr owing Owl program to test the hypoth-
esized effects of landscape fragmentation on
Saskatchewan’s owl population.  He found that
the size of pastur e fragments and the continu-
ity of grassland habitat affects the distribution
of breeding sites.  The persistence of owl ‘colo-
nies’ increased with higher habitat continuity,
less patch edge, and mor e neighbor ‘colonies’.
Local extirpation fr om patches has incr eased
and occupancy rates have decr eased in
Saskatchewan since 1987.  He concluded that
the remaining Burr owing Owl habitat in
Saskatchewan appeared inadequate for popula-
tion persistence.

STATUS IN THE UNITED ST ATES

In the western United States, the Burr owing
Owl appears to be declining in most states
where data exist, with the exceptions of parts of
Colorado and Idaho.  Several speakers dis-
cussed the status of the Burr owing Owl in the
U.S.  Bob Murphy, U.S. Fish and W ildlife
Service, Des Lacs NWR Complex, North Dakota,
stated that surveys in North Dakota in 1996
failed to find any Burr owing Owls where they
had been found as r ecently as 1995 and where
at least 90 historical br eeding records existed.
Dennis Flath, Montana Fish, W ildlife, and
Parks, stated that r elatively little infor mation
was available on the status of Burr owing Owls
in Montana.  However, he has access to early
records of prairie dog colonies that occurr ed
along the railr oad right-of-way from 1907 to

1914.  Based on those surveys, he has esti-
mated that prairie dog colonies cover ed 1.5
million acr es in eastern Montana.  In the late
1980’s, estimates of colonies in this ar ea were
as low as 180,000 acres, a decline of 88 per -
cent.  Recent publications suggest that prairie
dogs now occupy only 2 per cent of their for mer
range in all of North America.

Dr. L. T rulio and Janis Buchanan described
the desperate situation of Burr owing Owls in
central Califor nia, where an infor mal working
group has been working on Burr owing Owl
conservation for several years.  Despite their
efforts, and with intensive land development in
a region where land is worth over a million
dollars per acre, the outlook for the Burr owing
Owl is bleak.  In several areas it is expected to
be extirpated within 10 years.

Steve Sheffield, Clemson University, cautioned
the audience that the Br eeding Bird Survey
and Christmas Bir d Count data do not r eflect a
decline in western North America.  However ,
small sample sizes and biases associated with
these surveys make them of limited value for
detecting declines for raptor populations.  Geof f
Holroyd pointed out that most of the winter
records can be accounted for by Lubbock,
Texas, where Burr owing Owls occur within a
small, captive prairie dog colony.

MIGRA TION AND WINTER

What do we know about Burr owing Owls on
migration and during winter?  Helen T refry,
Canadian Wildlife Service, Edmonton, Alberta,
recently summarized all of the infor mation on
banding and band retur ns for Burr owing Owls
in North America, and found that, of the thou-
sands of birds banded in Canada, only a
handful have been r ecovered in the U.S. and
none in Mexico.  None of the band r etur ns for
Canadian owls in the U.S. occurr ed during the
winter months of November thr ough Mar ch,
but r etur ns have been reported from as far
south as south-central T exas and the Gulf
Coast in both spring and fall.  Migration fr om
Canada occurs at night and begins in Septem-
ber, continuing thr ough early October , and
owls retur n between late March and mid-May.
Habitats used during migration in the U.S. ar e
unknown, but we assume the owls use bur -
rows for cover in the daytime.  Only 2 per cent
of prairie dog colonies r emain, likely r educing
the critical habitat available to owls on migra-
tion.
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Geoff Holroyd summarized his surveys in
norther n Mexico, which wer e conducted in
cooperation with PROF AUNA (Dr . Julio Carr era
and his staff in Saltillo, Coahuila) since 1992;
and in Texas in cooperation with Dr . Felipe
Chauvez (Texas A&I University, Kingsville; and
Kevin Mote, T exas Parks and Wildlife, Canyon)
in January 1997.  His field work indicates that
the coastal lowlands of Texas and northeastern
Mexico have a winter population of Burr owing
Owls that are not pr esent in summer .  Also,
Burr owing Owls appear more abundant in
prairie dog colonies in norther n Mexico in
winter than in summer .  Much of coastal T exas
is cultivated and many Mexican black-tailed
prairie dog colonies ar e vacant or cultivated.

A North American Burr owing Owl Conservation
Program is needed to deter mine the status and
conservation needs of the species in all thr ee
countries, and is a necessary component of
Canadian recovery efforts.  The Burr owing
Owl’s status in the USA and Mexico is un-
known and needs to be deter mined.  The extent
of owl movement between the thr ee countries
and the association between br eeding and
wintering ranges need to be documented.
Impr oved communication thr ough for mal and
informal linkages will greatly facilitate status
assessment and the per formance of necessary
conservation activities.

SOME RELA TED MONITORING AND
CONSER VATION INITIA TIVES

Canadian Conservation Action

Operation Burr owing Owl (OBO) was created in
1987 in Saskatchewan and in 1989 in Alberta.
OBO of fers landowners the opportunity to aid
in Burr owing Owl conservation by signing a
voluntary agreement not to cultivate nesting
habitat or use har mful pesticides in the ar ea
for 5 years.  The agreements are renewed every
fifth year.  Over 700 landowners have signed
agreements with Operation Burr owing Owl in
Alberta and Saskatchewan to pr otect over
37,000 hectar es (93,000 acres) of grassland
habitat.  Fragmentation due to pr evious culti-
vation of grassland may cause pr oblems for the
viability of breeding populations, but curr ent
loss of breeding habitat is less of a concer n in
Canada, since the number of owls is declining
much faster than that the loss of native habi-
tat.  Many Operation Burr owing Owl landown-
ers report that owls ar e not r etur ning to pr evi-
ously-occupied and pr esently-protected habi-
tat.

T rilateral Committee for W ildlife and Eco-
system Conservation and Management

This committee was established thr ough an
international memorandum of understanding,
signed by the directors of the federal wildlife
agencies of Mexico, Canada, and the United
States on 9 April 1996.  The purpose of the
agreement is “to facilitate and enhance coor di-
nation, cooperation, and the development of
partnerships among the wildlife agencies of the
three countries, and with other associated and
interested entities, r egarding projects and
programs for the conservation and manage-
ment of wildlife, plants, biological diversity, and
ecosystems of mutual inter est....  Such pr ojects
and programs will include scientific r esearch,
law enforcement, sustainable use and any
other aspect r elated to this purpose.”  At the
second meeting of the committee in February,
1997 in Phoenix, Arizona, the committee
established a working group to develop a
continental appr oach to the conservation of
Burr owing Owls.  This working group will
ensure inter national cooperation and commu-
nication to r ecover the Burr owing Owl.

Raptor Monitoring Strategy

Those who attended this workshop wer e told
about another workshop, held in Boise, Idaho
in August 1996, to develop a North American
raptor monitoring strategy.  Details of the
workshop can be found in the paper on ‘owl
monitoring’ by Holr oyd and Takats in the
present proceedings.  The workshop r eport is
available on the Inter net at:  http://
www.im.nbs.gov/raptor/raptor.html or fr om
Robert Lehman, U.S. Geological Service, Bio-
logical Resour ces Division, Snake River Field
Station, 970 Lusk Str eet, Boise, ID  83706,
USA.  This monitoring strategy is being devel-
oped by a volunteer task-for ce that communi-
cates thr ough a list serve.  Inter ested parties
can join the list serve by sending an e-mail
message to listproc@rana.im.nbs.gov
In the body of the message (not in the subject
line) put ‘subscribe raptr end <your name>’.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

The following actions were discussed at the
Burr owing Owl workshop and were generally
endorsed.  However, ther e was no vote or
procedure for ‘democratic’ input for these
recommendations.  Nevertheless, based on
subsequent discussions, we ar e confident ther e



is strong and broad support for these actions.
We thank all participants for contributing to
the success of this workshop.

1. An inter national working gr oup be
established to share information about
the status of, and r esearch on, the
Burr owing Owl in North America, to
define the conservation actions that
could r everse its decline, and to coor di-
nate cooperative implementation of
recovery efforts.

2. An infor mal communication network be
established.  The network would likely
consist of e-mail communication
through an Inter net ‘list serve’, a news-
letter and a mailing list of inter ested
researchers, conservationists, and
others.  Attendees signed-up for this
network at the workshop.

3. A North American-wide survey of Bur -
rowing Owls be conducted in 1998.

4. Where data exists on the distribution
and abundance of Burr owing Owls,
those areas be revisited in 1997 and/or
1998 to further document the tr ends in
distribution and abundance of the owls.

5. A survey protocol be developed and
distributed for use in the 1998 survey.

6. A major workshop on Burr owing Owl
status, biology and conservation be held
in Utah in autumn 1998, in conjunction
with the annual meeting of the Raptor
Research Foundation.

7. “Operation Burr owing Owl” land stew-
ardship programs be implemented in

the U.S. and Mexico to pr omote land-
owner stewardship and conservation of
this species and its habitats.  OBO will
also provide valuable data on owl
population tr ends, as it has done thus
far in Canada.

8. The Burr owing Owl working group
cooperate with any or ganization estab-
lished to conserve prairie dogs.  In
particular , immediate action is needed
to protect the few r emaining colonies of
Mexican black-tailed prairie dogs in
Mexico.
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