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Barn Owl – Steve Rankin 
The barn owl was featured on the TgO web site in 
July 2008. There had been a report that a 
breeding pair had been discovered in Haldimand 
County. This pair fledged two young successfully. 
This was a great discovery because there had 
been only three confirmed breeding pairs in 
southern Ontario over the past 20 years up to 
that time (2008).  The report goes on to state that 
“the barn owl is a grassland bird and therefore of 
interest to people involved in the recovery of 
tallgrass prairie and oak savanna habitats. The 
barn owl historical status is unknown but it was 
probably always present in Ontario in small 
numbers, foraging mainly in tallgrass prairie and 
oak savanna habitat prior to European 
settlement.”  

This article is about the barn owl and my 
efforts in 2017 to provide nesting habitat for this 
iconic and rare bird at Kenesserie Tallgrass Prairie 
(KTP) in Chatham-Kent. KTP has been my 
retirement hobby since 2010. It is a five hectare 
(12-acre) property near Ridgetown, 1/3 wetland 
with the remainder devoted to cash crop farming 
and before that, pasture. In 2011, the farming 
portion of the property was retired from 
agriculture and a diverse mixture of prairie forbs 
(native sun loving flowering plants) and warm 
season grasses were seeded. For more 
information about establishing and maintaining 
native grassland in Southern Ontario see the 
Summer2016 edition of TgO’s Bluestem Banner. 
(http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publications/BS
B-Summer2016.pdf).  

KTP is small yet having contiguous tallgrass 
prairie and wetland of this size in Ontario is rare 
making these adjacent ecosystems valuable to 
birds, amphibians, reptiles and insects.  70 
species of birds have been recorded there either 
nesting, overwintering or stopping during 
migration to feed and rest. In the spring the 
prairie is crawling with amphibians (frogs and 
toads) while dragonflies search for insect prey in 
the air column above. Over the past 7 years I’ve 
planted native shrubs sold by the Lower Thames 
River Conservation Authority (LTVCA). These 
were planted around the edges of the wetland 
and adjacent abandoned rail lands. Shrub species 
include spicebush (Lindera benzoin), the early 
spring bloomer whose leaves give off a spicy 

aroma when crushed, three Viburnums: high-
bush cranberry (V. trilobum), nannyberry (V. 
lentago) and southern arrow-wood (V. 
recognitum), buttonbush (Cephalanthus 
occidentalis), and elderberry (Sambucus nigra).  
These shrubs are known for providing abundant 
food resources for birds during nesting season 
and fall migration stop-overs as well as host plant 
services for moths and butterflies (food and 
shelter for larvae).   

When I was young growing up on our family 
farm in Dover Township near Dover Centre we 
had a huge elderberry shrub that grew under the 
roof edge of our implement shed where rain 
would drain off the roof and keep the elderberry 
well-watered.  This elderberry bush produced 
bountiful amounts of tiny purple plump berries 
which have a sweet tangy taste when eaten raw. 
They are a favourite of birds.  

My mother harvested elderberry for jam and 
her signature elderberry pie, a delicacy when 
served with vanilla ice cream.  Elderberry shrubs 
do very well when grown in moist organic-rich 
soil. Within 4 years of planting elderberry shrubs 
at KTP, with the help of birds, they have spread 
through-out the wetland and adjoining wet 
places.  Happily these shrubs have shown no 
interest in colonizing the area seeded in tallgrass 
prairie because the soil in that area is sandy loam 
and too dry for their liking.  

 

Nesting box at KTP with stove pipe predator baffle 
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I’ve installed a dozen nesting boxes in the 
grassland for the eastern bluebird (Sialia sialis) 
and the tree swallow (Tachycineta bicolor).  
Ducks Unlimited installed a wood duck box in the 
wetland.  I have installed additional nesting boxes 
for the native house wren (Troglodytes aedon) at 
the rear of the property well away from the 
bluebird nesting boxes. The house wren is a small 
song bird but it is a fierce competitor for nesting 
cavities. The house wren stages raids of the 
bluebird box to take it over so they can use it for 
their own nesting activity causing severe harm to 
the bluebird in the process. By installing wren 
boxes well away from bluebird habitat the wren 
is kept occupied long enough to allow time for 
the bluebird offspring to fledge.   

 

Brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater), Photo by 
Bear golden retriever from auburn, NY, USA, Molothrus 
ater 2, CC BY 2.0 

Another challenge is the brown-headed 
cowbird (Molothrus ater), a native bird known in 
science as an obligate brood parasite; a fancy way 
of saying that it does not build her own nest but 
instead lays her egg in other bird species nests 
with the expectation that the other bird will raise 
its young at the expense of their own young. The 
cowbird parasitizes the bluebird and tree swallow 
nest which reduces their respective reproductive 
success.  To counter this I do nest checks at egg 
laying time around the middle of May to remove 
any cowbird eggs. See here for more information:  
http://www.sialis.org/cowbirds.htm 

Another problem bird is the non-native 
house sparrow (Passer domesticus) which is not 
protected under Canadian law. This bird is 
aggressive with other birds and will take over 
nesting cavities. I solved this problem by installing 

“sparrow spookers” on the top and front of the 
next boxes. Since installing these 5 years ago I 
have not had one house sparrow take over any of 
my nest boxes.  The sparrow spooker design that 
I used is no longer available online but less 
detailed information about sparrow spookers can 
be found here:  
http://www.birdsfly.info/Bluebird_Trail/Original/
Making_Nest_Boxes_Sparrow_Resistant.pdf 

 

Male House Sparrow, Photo by Adamo, Passer 
domesticus male (15), CC BY 2.0 DE 

With my past experience providing nesting 
opportunities for various bird species in a prairie, 
wetland ecosystem I decided a year ago to install 
a nesting box for the barn owl, the installation of 
which was completed in June 2017.  Barn owl has 
long been associated with prairie grassland and 
it’s the loss of grassland habitat, among other 
causes that contributed to the barn owl decline in 
eastern North America.     

The barn owl (Tyto alba) is one of the most 
widely distributed land bird species on planet 
Earth. It is found on every continent with the 
exception of Antarctica.   Its northern distribution 
is limited by winter temperatures.  In the 
Western Hemisphere it breeds locally in parts of 
southern Canada and the northern U.S., but 
becomes much more common as you move south 
through the southern U.S., Mexico and South 
America. There are two populations in Canada. 
The western population is resident year-round in 
southern British Columbia while the much smaller 
eastern population is found sporadically in 
southwestern Ontario, mostly within 50 km of 
Lake Erie.  The Canadian Species at Risk lists the 
western population as a special concern while the 
eastern population is listed as endangered.     
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Tree swallow nesting box at KTP with sparrow spooker (mono filament fishing line)  installed on top and in front. Note 
the male tree swallow perched on top with the female inside the box at the entrance hole.   

 

Global range of barn owl in green 

  



 

 

Barn owl requires landscapes that provide 
adequate foraging habitat for their primary prey, 
voles and mice, and suitable sites for successful 
nesting.  Barn owl foraging habitat includes old 
agricultural fields, rough pasture, hayfields, 
grassy roadsides, grassy marshes and tallgrass 
prairie, any place where its primary prey can be 
found.  

Barn Owl, photo by Peter Trimming from Croydon, 
England, Tyto alba -British Wildlife Centre, Surrey, 
England-8a (1)  , CC BY 2.0 

According to Bird Studies Canada:  

 they are quiet flyers and are rarely seen in the 
daytime 

 their colouration and secretive habits allow 
them to blend in well with their landscape 

 they can flush and get out of sight quite 
quickly 

 hearing them is possible since the rasping, 
food-begging call of the young can be heard 
as far as half a kilometer away during 
fledging 

 Barn Owls don’t "hoot", but make a loud 
"blood-curdling" scream 

 another clue to their presence is pellets 
(regurgitated bones and fur) in barns, silos, 
other buildings or at the base of trees 

Although barn owl is known to nest in human-
created structures, it is very rare in Ontario. A 
popular nest box design is the Simmons Barn Owl 
nesting box (http://nestwatch.org/wp-
content/themes/nestwatch/birdhouses/barn-
owl.pdf ).  Thousands of these have been 
deployed in the United States with good success.   

 

Bill Stover, a well-known wood craftsmen 
from Ridgetown used the Simmons nest box 
plans to build two barn owl boxes for me. My 
plan is to install one and keep the second in 
storage. If I am successful in attracting a nesting 
pair I will install the second box 3-400 feet away.     

According to Environment Canada, the barn 
owl uses a variety of natural and artificial nest 
structures including cavities in live and dead 
trees, chimneys, elevated platforms in barn lofts, 
silos, hangars, water towers, bridges/overpasses, 
attics, and nest boxes.  

The National Recovery Plan for the barn owl 
Ontario population was adopted in 2003 to 
define recovery actions necessary to protect and 
recover the species and its habitat. “There have 
been global declines in this species as a result of 
habitat loss, toxic chemicals, human disturbance 
and severe winters. The species is economically 
beneficial to farmers in its role as predator of 
rodent populations”.  

According to the Recovery Plan “in 1984, the 
Ontario population was estimated to consist of a 
maximum of 25-30 pairs (Campbell 1984), but 
was likely much lower. Information on 13 
sightings were reported to the Ontario Rare 
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Breeding Bird Program from 1986-1991, including 
three sites in the eastern portion of the 
Municipality of Haldimand-Norfolk (1986, 1991), 
one in Niagara County (1977), and one site in 
Huron County (1988) (Austen et al. 1994; see 
Figure 2). Only 29 barn owl nests had been 
reported to the Ontario Nest Records Scheme 
prior to 1980 (Peck and James 1983); several 
additional records (most of which are historic) 
brought the total to 41 cards (Peck 1998).  From 
1997–2001, the Ontario Barn Owl Recovery Team 
received several sightings reports including: two 
road killed birds in 1999 (one near Chatham and 
one on Highway 401 near Kitchener), confirmed 
sighting near Fisherville (1999) and Ruthven 
(2002), Haldimand County, and near Windsor 
(2002) in Essex County. Additionally there were 
two highly probable sightings in 2001 – one at 
Long Point Provincial Park (Norfolk County) and 
one near Arkona (Lambton County), as well as 
numerous other unconfirmed reports spanning 
the last 2 decades”.  
 

 
 

Assembled barn owl box 
 

The size of Ontario’s eastern population has 
always hovered near extirpation levels but 
especially so since 1980. The barn owl is critically 
imperiled in the U.S. states which border Ontario 
with numbers increasing further south and west.   
The barn owl is unable to tolerate cold climates 
with deep snow cover which explains why, in 
Canada, it is only found in extreme Southern 
Ontario and Southern British Columbia. The barn 
owl is at risk of starvation when deep snow 
covers its prey animals. According to the recovery 
plan, “ Across the northern extent of its eastern 
North American breeding range, the species is 
declining and is threatened by ongoing loss and 
degradation of grassland and old field habitat and 
by the conversion of old wooden barns and other 

rural buildings to more modern structures. This 
owl is also exposed to increasing levels of road-
kill mortality owing to expansion of the road 
network and increases in traffic volume”. 

 
I don’t know if I’ll succeed in attracting a 

barn owl to my nesting box but I have a 5 year 
time horizon for this project and I’m hopeful.   
While the house sparrow and cow bird is a threat 
to other birds at KTP they are not a threat to the 
barn owl which is large enough to fend for itself 
and is not susceptible to the cow bird’s 
subterfuge.   KTP is a good location to provide a 
barn owl nest box because mice and voles are 
abundant there and at adjacent abandoned rail 
lands and other nearby grasslands. Although we 
experienced two very harsh winters in a row in 
2014 and 2015, winters in Southern Ontario 
generally have been getting warmer since the 
mid 1980’s.  

 
In the future the barn owl may respond to 

warmer winters by moving north and colonizing 
Southern Ontario in higher numbers than we 
have seen in the past. The next 5-10 years may be 
favourable to establishing more nesting sites if 
enough suitable nesting locations and habitat are 
available. A barn owl has a short life span of 2 – 4 
years in the wild. If a nesting pair shows up at KTP 
I have a good chance of maintaining them over 
time.  Barn owls use the same nest year after 
year.  The following information was featured on 
the TgO website in July, 2008:  
 
Main threats to barn owl populations:  
Loss of habitat:  
 

In most areas, old farm buildings are being 
renewed or torn down. These usually provided 
the dark and undisturbed areas that barn owls 
prefer. However, new farm buildings lack these 
conditions which has caused a decrease in the 
number of adequate roost and nest sites (Taylor, 
1994. Shawyer, 1998). Also, Dutch Elm disease 
and deforestation have caused a loss of natural 
habitat (Shawyer, 1998). It has also been found 
that if a nest site is lost, a bird will also leave 
surrounding sites it had previously frequented. 
The loss of a nesting site can therefore have 
important repercussions (Ramsden, 1998). 
 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
Barn Owl nesting box installed at KTP in June, 2017. This photo was taken before installation of a “stove pipe” predator 
baffle to protect the nesting box from raccoons and other varmints.  

 
 

Canada has gone through a lot of 
industrialization, and most of it takes place in 
highly inhabited areas: the southern part of the 
country, which is exactly where barn owls live 
(Campbell et al, 1984). The subsequent loss of 
open grassland has been detrimental to 
neighbouring populations, both directly and 
indirectly. Directly because of the loss of roost 
and nest sites, and indirectly because of the loss 
of prey habitat. For example, some rodents like 
the woodland vole have been declared of special 
concern by COSEWIC (1998) in Ontario and in 
Quebec.  
 
Starvation and Climate:  

 
        This is closely linked to the loss of habitat. In 
general, how the species fares depends greatly 
on prey availability, which depends on prey 
habitat. In traditional farming, smaller fields 
separated by hedges and less-than perfect 
storage provided habitat and food for prey. Now, 
with industrial farming, fields are larger, inorganic 
fertilizer has allowed the conversion of previously 

unused grassland, and storage has improved. This 
has caused a decrease in prey numbers and has 
therefore affected the barn owl (Taylor, 1994). 
Starvation during the winter can cause death in 
about 10 days (Hanrich et al, 1993). In farmlands, 
studies have shown that there was a connection 
between density of hedges around nests and 
breeding success (Taylor, 1994).  
 
       Another factor, highly relevant to Canada, is 
climate. Cold weather and high snow cover 
reduce number and availability of prey during the 
winter (Shawyer, 1998). Furthermore, the owl's 
physiology is not adapted to cold weather (bad 
insulation and low fat storage), therefore energy 
requirements to keep warm are high, at a time 
where food is low (Thouzeau et al, 1999). This 
causes some birds to freeze or starve. Also, cold 
weather reduces chances of population growth 
by reducing the number of breeding attempts 
and their success (Marti, 1993. Marti, 1997)  
 
 

 



 

 

Pesticide or rodenticide poisoning:  
 

        Previously, when DDT was still in use, 
through bio magnification, it would show up in 
barn owls in levels high enough to disrupt its 
calcium metabolism. This caused egg shells to be 
fragile and they would break under the weight of 
the mother during incubation. Now, cyclodienes 
are used, and these compounds damage the 
bird's brain tissue, leading to death (Taylor, 
1998). A study has found that, in England, 
between 1963 and 1977, 40% of reported barn 
owl deaths were caused by aldrin-dieldrin 
poisoning, and the increase in population since 
has been partially attributed to restrictions on 
the use of these compounds (Newton et al, 
1991). 
 
       Rodenticides such as strychnine and 
anticholinesterases are used in rat-infested 
barns, which is where barn owls are likely to feed. 
Therefore these compose a fatal problem (Blus, 
1996). First generation rodenticides are rarely 
used now because rodents have developed 
resistance, so second-generation rodenticides are 
used. These are even more dangerous to the 
owls, which they kill by causing hemorrhaging. 
Both of these products also affect fertility and the 
survival of the young (Taylor, 1998). 
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Steve Rankin is a Director at Tallgrass Ontario. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Tallgrass Ontario’s Goals 
1. Ensure organizational capacity 

2. Facilitate the creation and restoration of tall grass  communities; 

3. Increase public awareness and stewardship of tall grass communities; 

4. Identify and secure existing potential tall grass communities across the province; 

5. Promote research and knowledge transfer of tall grass communities 

Membership 
 
Tallgrass Ontario is always actively seeking individuals who would like to learn the roles of a TgO Board 
member and work to achieve a position on the TgO board. 
 
The first step in the TgO volunteer path is to become a member. A General Membership is $20 per calendar 
year, a Student Membership is $10.00 annually and a Lifetime Membership is $100.00. All memberships 
entitle the member to voting rights in the organization. 
  
Tallgrass Ontario is a Registered Canadian Charity. You can donate to Tallgrass Ontario by visiting 
https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/13376 
 
You can become a member by visiting our website at: http://www.tallgrassontario.org/memberships.html 
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