Grasslands for Barn Owls

Ideal Barn Owl habitat is usually described as ‘tussocky permanent grassland’, but what exactly do we mean by this? What is ‘permanent’ grassland, and why does it need to be tussocky to attract Barn Owls? Basically, the answer to the latter question is – ‘because this is where the Barn Owl finds its food.’
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To sustain itself and a mate, as well as a healthy brood of owlets, a Barn Owl needs a high proportion of short-tailed Field Voles in its diet. While Barn Owls to take other prey such as Common Shrews and Wood Mice, these are only of secondary importance and it is the Field Vole which is the key to Barn Owl survival and conservation.

[image: image2.png]



The Field Vole makes its concealed runways beneath the ‘thatch’ of fallen dead grasses such as Cocksfoot, False Oat Grass, Meadow Foxtail and Meadow Fescue. Since the juicy stems of these succulent grasses also comprise the main diet of the Field Vole it is obvious that permanent grassland is essential if this cycle is to prosper. Heavy grazing and intensive cultivation destroy the all important tussock structure and leafy ‘thatch’ and the Voles die out. With their disappearance go the Barn Owls and many other forms of wildlife that depend upon this type of habitat. Because of this, The temporary ‘ley’ grasslands of Rye grass and Clover which are so commonly sown these days are of no use whatsoever to wildlife, for they are first heavily grazed, then ploughed then returned to arable within a period of three to five years. Because of this they harbour no voles whatsoever.

Permanent grassland usually comprises native grass species which have not been planted by man and have not been cultivated for many years. In days gone by many of these would not have been cut for hay on an annual basis but now, with more sophisticated machinery and the advent of silaging, the old hay meadows have become a thing of the past. Only in game-rearing areas are rough grassland corridors and headlands left for wildlife. The heavily grazed pastures of the North are nowadays almost entirely devoid of wildflower meadows. Although in southern counties a few arable and cereal farmers occasionally leave a wide border in their fields in order to help conservation initiatives currently being undertaken on behalf of Barn Owls, game birds, farmland birds, wildflower and butterflies. Sadly, such areas have become tiny oases among intensive agriculture and this fragmentation has greatly lessened their conservation value. Only is we can recreate suitable grassland areas and link them together can we hope to save the Barn Owl and other forms of wildlife in the long term.
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