
Short-eared Owl 

Yolo Natural Heritage Program 1 Technology Associates 
Draft Species Accounts  4/20/2009 

Short-eared Owl 
(Asio flammeus) 
 
 
Legal Status 
Federal:  None. 
State:  Species of Special Concern. 
 
 
 
 
 
Global and State Conservation Status:  G5S3:  Global Rank, G G5 = Secure: Common; 
widespread and abundant; State Rank, S3 = Vulnerable: Vulnerable in the state due to a 
restricted range, relatively few populations (often 80 or fewer), recent and widespread 
declines, or other factors making it vulnerable to extirpation.   
 
Recovery Plan:  None. 
 
Species Description and Life History 
 
The short-eared owl (Asio flammeus) is a medium-sized, ground-nesting species that 
inhabits marshes, grasslands, and tundra throughout much of North America, Europe, and 
Asia.  Short-eared owl also breeds in South American grasslands and on islands such as 
Iceland, the Hawaiian chain, and the Galápagos (Holt and Leasure 1993). 
 
The adult plumage is dorsally mottled brown and light, pale buff.  Ventrally, short-eared 
owls are whitish to rust colored, with dense vertical streaking on the breast.  This 
medium-sized owl is approximately 38.1 cm (15 in) in length with a wing span of 
approximately 96.5 cm (38 in).  Males and females are readily distinguished during the 
breeding season by color and size; females are larger and generally darker than males 
(Village 1987, Holt 1992).  The head of the short-eared owl is large and round, with 
small tufts arising from the center of the forehead.  The face is large and is surrounded by 
a ruff (distinctive collar-like projection) during normal posture.  The facial disk is grayish 
white in color, with black orbits, yellow eyes, and a black bill.  
 
Seasonal Patterns 
 
Pair bonding in short-eared owls begins in late winter (February-March) as communal 
roosts disperse.  Breeding territories are established and males perform aerial courtship 
displays to prospective females, day or night (Hamerstrom et al. 1961, Carson 1962, 
Beske and Champion 1971).   
 
In northern California, the breeding season cycle extends through approximately 
July/August when young fledge.  Fall migration begins in September. 
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While short-eared owls are highly migratory in the northern part of their range, at mid-
latitudes the species is present year-round.  In California, short-eared owls occur either as 
residents or as winter visitors.  The resident populations are small but are augmented 
during winter by migrants from northern populations (Roberson 2008). 
 
Reproduction 
 
Short-eared owls are monogamous but the pair bond is thought to last only one season.  
Females are thought to be primarily responsible for nest construction (Mikkola 1983), 
which consists of a scraped bowl lined with grasses and downy feathers (Clark 1975, 
Holt 1992).  Nesting sites are traditionally used; however, not consistently used each year 
(Holt and Leasure 1993).  
 
Clutch size ranges from 4 to 14 with a mean clutch size in North America of 5.6 (Holt 
and Leasure 1993).  Eggs are usually laid in April-May with a 26- to 28-day incubation 
period.  Nestlings appear from May to June and young usually fledge from June to July 
following a 31- to 36-day nestling period.   
 
Home Range/Territory Size 
 
Breeding territory size of the short-eared owl varies widely ranging from 20 to 83 ha (50 
to 205 acres).  Home range/territory size is also variable annually depending on prey 
abundance and availability in the vicinity of the nest site in any given year (Pitelka 1955, 
Gronlund and Mikkola 1969, Clark 1975, Holt and Melvin 1986, Village 1987).   
  
Foraging Behavior and Diet 
 
Short-eared owls hunt primarily at night; but during winter they are fairly active during 
twilight hours (Clark 1975), and daytime activity coincides with activity periods of prey 
(Erkinaro 1973).  Short-eared owls hunt while in flight, approximately 0.3 to 30 m (1 to 
100 feet) above ground (Clark 1975, Village 1987) or while perched on poles or hills. 
 
The diet of short-eared owls varies little throughout their range, with little difference in 
food eaten seasonally or by sex or age of individuals.  Small mammals, particularly voles 
(Microtus), are the dominant prey throughout most of North America (Craighead and 
Craighead 1956, Clark 1975, Colvin and Spaulding 1983, Holt 1993).  However, short-
eared owls consume a variety of bird species (Tomkins 1936, Johnston 1956, Fisler 1960, 
Holt 1993), including adult and nestling terns, shorebirds, and passerines (Holt 1993).  
California vole (M. californicus) is presumed to be the principal prey item in Yolo 
County.  While little information is available locally, nesting and nesting success is also 
likely variable depending on vole population cycles (Roberson 2004).   
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Habitat Requirements and Ecology 
 
Nesting 
 
The breeding range of short-eared owl stretches from the high arctic to mid-latitudes, and 
to offshore islands in North America.  Short-eared owls inhabit prairie and coastal 
grasslands, marshlands and seasonal wetlands, shrub-steppe, tundra, and agricultural 
areas.  Nests are located on ridges and mounds within dry sites supporting vegetation to 
conceal an incubating female (Holt and Leasure 1993).   
 
In California, including Yolo County, short-eared owls occur in freshwater marshlands, 
seasonal wetlands, fallow fields, meadows, and alfalfa fields. Suitable nesting habitat is 
characterized by herbaceous vegetation that is tall and dense enough to conceal the 
incubating female and for daytime cover, which is generally consistent with the habitat 
requirements of voles (Grinnell and Miller 1944, Holt and Leasure 1993).   
 
Foraging 
 
Foraging habitat is similar to nesting habitat, including grasslands, prairies, marshlands, 
and seasonal wetlands.  In Yolo County, and throughout the Sacramento Valley, short-
eared owls also forage in agricultural fields that are adjacent to nesting areas and winter 
roosting areas.  Agricultural lands that are distant from occupied grassland, wetland, or 
pastureland habitats are likely rarely used by this species.  
 
Species Distribution and Population Trends 
 
Distribution 
 
Short-eared owls are one of the world’s most widely distributed owl species.  This 
species breeds across northern North America, northern Europe, northern Asia, southern 
and Andean South America, and the Greater Antilles.  Short-eared owls can be nomadic 
and occur in suitable, open country with abundant prey.    
 
In California, short-eared owls occur as year round residents, but probably migrate 
locally in the state.  Populations increase during winter with the influx of migrants from 
elsewhere in the range of the species.  The species is, and perhaps always has been, 
generally uncommon in the state with a restricted distribution based on the presence of 
suitable grassland, wetland, and prairie habitats that support abundant vole populations. 
Zeiner et al. (1980) reports the breeding distribution to include coastal prairies from the 
Central Coast north to the Oregon border, inland valleys west of the Central Valley from 
Napa County south to Monterey County, the northeastern Great Basin deserts, and the 
north Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta from Suisun Marsh to southern Yolo County. The 
wintering distribution includes the breeding range, south coasts, and the Central Valley 
from approximately Butte County south to Kern County.   
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Population Trends  
 
The short-eared owl first appeared on National Audubon’s Society Blue List of declining 
birds in 1976 and was listed until 1986 when the Blue List was discontinued.  In the most 
recent Blue List, all seven North American regions reported significant declines in short-
eared owl numbers (Tate 1986, 1992).  Breeding Bird Survey data also indicate declines 
in areas of southern Idaho; southeastern, central, north-central Oregon; and south-central 
Washington.  Short-eared owls do not occupy many areas with seemingly appropriate 
habitat, signifying that prey abundance or predation pressures affect distribution and 
abundance (Holt and Leasure 1993).  In California, including Yolo County, the 
tremendous annual variation in both breeding and wintering populations is tied to climate 
and other factors driving vole and other prey population cycles (Roberson 2004).  This 
variation makes it difficult to assess overall declines and to accurately measure the 
populations in the state (Roberson 2004).  It is likely that the population has declined 
largely as the result of loss of habitat due to development of agriculture, diversion of 
water, changes in agricultural practices, and human encroachment. 
 
There are few recent records of breeding activity in the Central Valley.  The Hunt-
Wesson Hawk and Owl Reserve in Yolo County is one of the few sites in the Central 
Valley with relatively recently (late 1980s) reported breeding activity (Whisler pers 
comm.).  The South Sacramento County Habitat Conservation Plan reports a 1998 
detection of a breeding pair near the Cosumnes River Preserve.  Wintering owls are 
regularly, but uncommonly reported throughout much of the Central Valley.   
 
Distribution and Population Trends in the Plan Area 
 
In Yolo County, limited suitable nesting habitat exists for short-eared owls.  The known 
nesting distribution is highly restricted and in most years has been limited to a single 
locale:  the Hunt-Wesson Hawk and Owl Reserve east of the Yolo County landfill. The 
spraying of industrial waste water on the reserve by Hunt-Wesson created a 
grassland/marsh complex that was suitable for nesting short-eared owls.  There are 
anecdotal records of up to five nesting short-eared owls at this location from the late 
1980s (Whisler pers comm.) and at least one published account of a nesting pair on 
adjacent agricultural lands (Wilkinson and Debban 1980).  However, there are no 
confirmed nesting records for this site since the late 1980s, although the site remained 
generally suitable until the recent closing of the Hunt-Wesson facility and the termination 
of waste water irrigation.  In the absence of regular irrigation, the site is no longer 
considered suitable nesting habitat for short-eared owls.   
 
Recent possible nesting activity has been reported by the California Department of Fish 
and Game (Rocco pers comm.) on the Yolo Basin Wildlife Area.  Small numbers of owls 
have been reported during the breeding season suggesting the possibility of active nests; 
however, nesting has not been confirmed (EDAW 2005).  With the development and 
expansion of wetland habitats on the refuge in recent years, it could become an important 
and protected breeding area for short-eared owls in Yolo County. 
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Other possible nesting activity has been documented in the uncultivated fields south of 
Willow Slough east of County Road 103, and on the Conaway Ranch in the Yolo Bypass 
north of Interstate 80.  Both of these occurrences were of adult birds during the breeding 
season in the early 1990s.  No surveys at these locations were conducted in subsequent 
years (Whisler pers comm.).   
 
Potential breeding habitat exists throughout portions of the Yolo Basin, including the 
wetlands and pastures in southern panhandle area in the southern Yolo Basin, on the Yolo 
Bypass Wildlife Refuge, and on portions of the Conaway Ranch and the Davis Wetlands 
north of Interstate 80.  In addition, freshwater marsh, seasonal wetland, and native 
grassland habitats at the newly established 3,000 acre Roosevelt Ranch Preserve north of 
Woodland may also provide future breeding habitat for short-eared owls.   
 
In most years, only wintering owls are observed and anecdotally reported in the county.  
Most reports are from the Hawk and Owl Reserve, the Yolo Basin, and at least one 
isolated location west of the Dunnigan Hills (Yolo Audubon Society Checklist 
Committee 2004, Sacramento Audubon Society 2005). 
 
With the relatively recent development of freshwater marsh and seasonal wetland habitats 
at the Yolo Basin Wildlife Area, Conaway Ranch, and the Roosevelt Ranch Preserve, 
available potential nesting and wintering habitat may have increased in Yolo County over 
the last several years.   
 
Threats to the Species and Other Conservation Issues 
 
Threats to short-eared owls include habitat loss due to urbanization, agricultural and 
recreational development; disturbance of nesting sites by humans or livestock; and 
destruction of nests during harvesting of hayfields.  Short-eared owls may also be 
affected by pesticide accumulation through prey items, especially during winter months 
when short-eared owls occur in agricultural dominated habitats.  Most sources of 
mortality for the short-eared owl, other than predation by other raptors and carnivorous 
mammals, can be connected to human activities.  Human-related sources of mortality 
include automobile and airplane strikes, and illegal hunting (Clark 1975, Holt 1992).   
 
There are few eminent threats to short-eared owls in Yolo County.  Most urbanization has 
and continues to occur in areas that have not supported nesting or wintering owls.  
Marshlands, pasturelands, and seasonal wetland habitats in the Yolo Basin are not 
currently threatened and as noted above, may have increased in recent years.  Future 
management of the Hunt-Wesson Hawk and Owl Reserve is a concern due to the transfer 
of ownership of that property and the discontinued use of the property as a site to deposit 
waste water, which contributed to the marsh-like conditions.   
 
Significant data gaps exist regarding the identification of parameters of short-eared owl 
habitat that support successful reproduction and survival.  Further research is also needed 
to determine the effect of interactions with other bird species on the owl.  Likewise, 
monitoring the cyclic nature of rodents and simultaneously monitoring associated short-
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eared owls might elucidate relationships between owl and prey populations.  Finally, data 
gaps exist regarding causes of overall population declines superimposed over cyclic 
changes.  For example, throughout its range, suitable habitat is often not occupied, 
suggesting that factors other than habitat loss are affecting overall population and 
distribution trends.   
 
Habitats that could be incorporated into species modeling, and ultimately assist in 
preserve design, include freshwater marshlands and lowland meadows located in irrigated 
districts.  Habitat patches with tule or tall grass are needed for nesting and daytime 
seclusion.  Conserving habitats that benefit other species, such as waterfowl, may also 
benefit the owl by providing the proper community-level ecological dynamics. 
 
Management of the species should include a standardized survey protocol, the 
maintenance of large continuous tracts of habitat, monitoring of predation and human 
disturbance, public education, and continued research.  Furthermore, short-eared owls 
have benefited indirectly from protection of nesting cover for waterfowl (Larsen 1987).  
Therefore, maintenance of grasslands for gallinaceous birds and waterfowl that provide 
nesting and foraging cover for short-eared owls should be considered (Millsap et al. 
1987). 
 
 
Contributors to this species account: 
 
Jim Estep, Independent Biological Consultant 
Ted Beedy, Independent Biological Consultant 
John Sterling, HT Harvey & Associates 
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