Hear More Hooting Between the Shooting
By providing habitat for small mammals on your shoot, you can attract the
beautiful barn owls that feed upon them, writes Tim Weston.
To see a barn owl (Tyto alba) swooping across a lowland grass meadow is one of the most heartwarming
sights you can witness at dusk on a summer evening. To see her silent shape hunt along the field margins
can be mesmerising.
Of all the owls, the barn owl is the one which has the most association with man, whose buildings and
barns have been perfect nesting sites for many hundreds of years. The barn owl is widely distributed
throughout the UK — and the world — though their numbers have been decreasing slightly in recent
times. With the advent of agri-environment schemes, habitat for the barn owl has been greatly improved
but we can still do more to help.
Just like any predator, a barn owl will live in places with a good food source. They mainly eat small
mammals, such as voles and
shrews, but they will also eat
mice, rats and, occasionally,
birds. The food sources will
vary depending on the local
environment, seasonal
factors and the weather. In
some areas, the main food
source, the vole, has a threeyearly cycle with massive
fluctuations in population.
This fluctuation of prey
species means that the owl
population also varies with
that of the vole.
Photo by Seabamirum (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Bird of the night
Barn owls are largely nocturnal but are also active at dusk and dawn looking for food in the rough areas of
field margins. The food supply and hence feeding habitat of the barn owl is crucial to its success. Ideally, it
requires open areas of rough grassland, with hedgerows and fields with rough grass margins. Rough
grassland strips with fences are also a favourite habitat. These can all be enhanced under the agrienvironment schemes such as the ELS (Entry Level Scheme) and HLS (Higher Level Scheme). Such areas
provide an ideal habitat for the small mammals on which the owl relies.
The barn owl hunts by quartering across suitable habitat for its prey. It will then pounce from the air and
rest before eating its meal. Sometimes they will use a perch to hunt from, such as a tree or a post, but this
is not common. They ingest the whole animal they have caught and then the inedible parts are ejected
from the bird in the form of pellets. These can accumulate in large numbers under nest sites and favourite
roosting areas.
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Barn owls tend to start to pair up in the early part of the year. By the spring, pairs spend much of their
time around the nest site and the female gains weight to what is called her “breeding condition”. Most
pairs also engage in mutual preening and cheek rubbing. They will “talk” to each other in the nest, making
a wide variety of soft chittering and hissing calls, and their aerial antics around the nest site can be quite
energetic.
As with any living creature, there’s much individual variation. Research into the barn owl has revealed that
some males are active and attentive, some surprisingly lethargic, and others are hardly ever present at the
nest site. In almost every case the male is present (with the female) in the two weeks leading up to egg
laying and until the clutch is complete. This is when males are most vocal, defending their mate against
other males and leaving only to hunt.

How to help
Encouraging barn owls to your shoot is relatively easy. The first step is to provide somewhere for them to
live. A nest box will be utilised by barn owls fairly readily. If you have a barn in mind with at least a 3mhigh roof then it is best to use the type of box that can be installed in the rafters. You don’t need to worry
too much if the barn is in constant use — a barn owl adjusts to almost any activity as long as it is able to
stay out of sight.
If you don’t have a suitable barn or outdoor building, the next best option is to mount an outdoor nest box
in a tree. These can be slightly more
difficult to erect than an indoor box and
they can sometimes be more expensive to
build or buy because they need to be
protected from the elements. An
additional problem is that another species
may choose to use the tree-mounted box
instead of the barn owl. Apart from
working out the best place to site your
owl box, you will also have to work out
the best type of box for your location. A
design that offers the owl the maximum
protection is best — the entrance hole
should not be on the same level as the
nest site because owlets may fall out. Owl
boxes are available to buy commercially
or if you are a decent carpenter they are
fairly straightforward to make — plans
are readily available to print out from the
Internet or follow the diagram from the
Barn Owl Trust (right).

© NGO E.T. 2014

Registered Charity Number: 1076923

Page 2 of 3

Hear More Hooting Between the Shooting
Habitat for prey
Giving the barn owl a place to live is only half the story — you also need to provide a habitat for the small
mammals they will feed on. Plain arable land with no field margins is not productive for voles, shrews and
so on, so if you can plan some grassland into your ELS or HLS rotation that is a start.
Rough grassland can be beneficial to your shoot because it can create a valuable nesting habitat for
gamebirds. If you have field margins it is best to try and keep them cut unevenly — some research
suggests that a combination of short and long grass is a better habitat for voles and other prey species.
Keep your grass areas mowed in rotation of 3m to 6m strips depending on the width of the margin.
A shooting estate or farm is best suited to help species such as the barn owl thrive. Because we need a
varied habitat for game, and gamekeepers control predators, sporting estates often have a far greater
variety of species than nature reserves and for that, as shooting people, we should all be thankful.

Why vole habitat is vital
Careful management of vole habitats is crucial to boost barn owl populations. Voles need the new flush
grass shoots to feed on, so once a site has established itself, it will eventually get so overgrown that the
sunlight cannot get through to regenerate the grass. It is at this point that the grass needs to be cut, but
only down to about 8in — this ensures that both the understorey and the voles are not destroyed by the
blades of the grass cutter. It is also an excellent idea to keep
some longer grass in strips to create some hiding places for
voles and mice from other predators such as the fox and the
badger.
There is no real calendar for management for voles, because
weather variations will dictate the growth rate of the grass.
You must, however, be mindful of your gamebirds and
should not cut the grass between the beginning of May to
the middle of July.
Photo by Peter Trimming (CC BY-SA 2.0)

The NGO Educational Trust wishes to thank the Shooting Times for permitting us to reproduce this article
for the benefit of our website users.
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