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Foreword 
 
In the latter half of 2008, strong winds plus heavy rain brought flooding to many areas.  
This would have the effect of wiping out many vole populations in the North West 
area.  In the early part of 2009, the first six weeks of the year were below average 
temperature for the time of year, with some noticeable falls of snow in England.  
March/April/May saw some wet and windy weather with heavy rain in parts.  June 
then began with warm and settled weather for many (Branson 2009). 
 
However, with many areas of rough grassland habitat still being devoid of field vole 
populations, and what population there was left, predicted to be at a low ebb- food 
supplies did not bode well for many Barn Owl pairs and the prediction of low 
breeding productivity seemed to come true in 2009. 
 
Across the country some pairs were already found sitting on eggs, indicating early 
laying dates, however by mid May this did not hold true with many birds not being 
able to gain sufficient weight for egg laying (Shawyer 2009). 
 
In the SW of Cumbria, even though monitoring got off to late start, so did egg laying, 
further indication of a poor year for breeding success.  Only three young Barn Owls 
were brought into the hospital this year, all found to have fallen out of the nest box.  A 
lower number than expected for the time of year, possibly reflecting the low numbers 
hatched in 2009. 
 
The winter weather for 2009 will have a large impact on Barn Owl numbers in the 
South West of Cumbria, along with the ability to get into breeding condition for the 
coming 2010 season.  However vole populations are predicted to be at a high level for 
2010, so we will have to wait and see if the Cumbrian population makes any 
significant recoveries. 
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Introduction 
 
This report contains information on the status of 43 Barn Owl sites checked across the 
South West Cumbria monitoring area.  This area was set out in the 2003 monitoring 
amendments to the county, by the Cumbrian Raptor Study group. 
 
The sites were chosen in location clusters, out of a list of over 180.  Some of these are 
historic sites, or roost sites only, but were still monitored due to a chance of re-
colonisation.  There was also an element of familiarisation to sites for the new 
conservation officer. 
 
Total number of sites checked 
Overall out of the 43 sites checked, Barn Owls had made a breeding attempt at 20 
(46%) of the sites listed in this report.  Out of these 20, 17 (39%) successfully fledged 
41 young owlets, with 1 site failing completely and 2 sites with an unknown outcome.   
 
This year out of these 43 sites, twenty were nominated for continuous monitoring as a 
baseline dataset, from 2009 onwards. 
N:B in the years 2006-2007 68 sites were chosen for the following reasons: 

·  There had been attempted breeding within the last three years 
·  They were historical sites with a high probability of occupation due to suitable 

habitat or used as a roost. 
·  They were replacement boxes installed for mitigation for previous successful 

nesting sites. 
Some of these 68 sites are included in our baseline dataset for 2009.  They were not 
randomly selected from known Barn Owl sites because of practicality reasons, but 
neither were simply the most successful sites chosen.  Breeding success of barn Owls 
on a site was not a factor in deciding on a sites inclusion into the baseline 20. 
 
20 Baseline Dataset Sites Alone 
Out of the 20 baseline sites, Barn Owls had made a breeding attempt at 8 (40%).  Out 
of these 8 sites, 5 (25%) successfully fledged 16 young.  Included in these 20 are the 2 
sites mentioned above which had an unknown outcome. 
 
Out of all of the sites monitored during 2009 (43), 3 were natural sites either in a barn 
or in one case the external pipe work of a building.  7 were external boxes with all the 
rest being internal nest boxes.  There are no natural tree cavity nest sites recorded in 
this report.  
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Method 
 
The usual method of monitoring consists of two visits to each nest site.  The first 
being in late March-early April, and is usually based on reports of activity from the 
property owners.  The purpose of this visit is to establish occupation of a nest site, 
rather than clutch size.  One of the reasons for this method is to avoid desertion of the 
eggs, which barn owls are prone to during the early stages of egg laying and hatching. 
 
The second visit during June-July is to check the numbers of hatched young and to 
ascertain a possible date for ringing of the chicks.  The fledging success may also be 
determined at this stage, depending on how far developed the chicks are.  More often 
than not, final fledging numbers come by word of mouth from the property owners 
who witness the exact number of young out and about from the nest site. 
 
2009 season began slowly for the birds and late for the first visit, which in most cases 
only began in June.  This was mainly due to the delay in licensing of the conservation 
officer, due to the change over of staff in late 2008. 
 
During June the 20 baseline sites were checked once and then into July the rest of the 
43 sites were checked.  By this point return visits were made to some of the 20 
baseline sites.  The majority of the successful breeding sites had hatched young by 
late June with only a couple still on eggs. 
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Results 
 
The results shown in charts 1 and 2 include sites where a pair of Barn Owls was 
present, including those sites where the pair was unsuccessful in rearing young.  This 
excludes sites which were unoccupied, used as roosts or used by other species. 
 
 

Chart 1 - Barn Owls of South West Cumbria, Breeding  Pairs, Young and Average Fledged
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Chart 2 - Barn Owl Breeding Pairs, Young and Averag e Fledged 
from Baseline Dataset Sites
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Chart 3 includes all sites monitored in 2009 (total 43) and Chart 4 includes all 
baseline dataset sites monitored in 2009 (total 20) regardless of type of use. 
 

Chart 3 - Status of All Sites Monitored 2009
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Chart 4 - Status of Baseline Sites Monitored 2009
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Discussion 
 
This report demonstrates that although fewer sites were checked in 2009 compared to 
previous years, the number of pairs attempting breeding (20) in 2009 would appear to 
be average, if looked at in line with 2006 onwards. 
 
However what it also shows is that the brood size and average number of chicks 
which have fledged, continues to be low, coming in under the suggested 3.2 surviving 
owlets per year needed for a Barn Owl population to remain stable, and well below 
the 3.5 figure quoted for the population to increase (Taylor 1994). Historically 
Cumbria produces very few second broods, particularly in the SW region, with this 
year being no exception.   
 
The absence of ringing data for 2009 (due to the conservation officer not yet being 
licensed to ring) means that any post fledging mortality results will not be known this 
year.  2004 for example was the first year chicks in this SW monitoring area were 
ringed.  The value of this activity was quickly evident, when after six months, 8 
returns on chicks were reported.  This data will be vital in the future for comparison 
of post fledging mortality. 
 
This year with egg laying dates appearing to be behind schedule, it would seem to 
indicate that the majority of Barn Owls did not reach breeding condition by the usual 
expected dates.  With clutch and brood sizes remaining low and also numbers of 
chicks fledged, it would suggest that 2009 was indeed a poor year for the main prey 
source the Field Vole Microtus agresti.  Whilst there have always been fluctuations 
from county to county in terms of breeding success, we have to consider that vole 
populations in the SW of Cumbria are not following the natural 3-4yr cycle, and in 
fact taking longer to recover their numbers from subsequent poor years.  As 2010 is 
predicted to be a bumper year in the vole population cycle, it will be interesting to 
compare Cumbria’s 2010 results with other counties. 
 
What is interesting however is the increase noted in 2008 of Barn owl sightings, in 
areas of sparse population.  The 2008 County Natural History Report shows that birds 
were observed hunting in Torver, Kirksanton and Elterwater, (the latter sighting being 
the first the observer had seen in this area in 30 yrs), along with re-colonisation of the 
Alston area, a relatively high altitude population. This would suggest one of two 
hypotheses – A) that numbers are increasing, B) that barn owls are being forced to 
increase their range to find sufficient food sources.   
 
If it is in fact hypothesis A - that Barn Owl numbers are increasing, a view held by 
many other conservationists across the country, we need to look at the reasons (taking 
into account the results of this report) why this is not the case in SW Cumbria. 
 
It is not possible to determine this from the data presented in this report, but with the 
increase in sightings and the increase in data sharing between barn owl workers in 
Cumbria, this is something we can hope to determine in the future, hopefully not too 
late for the Barn owl population of Cumbria. 
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