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BARN OWLS IN SOUTH-WEST CUMBRIA  2003 – 2008
A Report for the World Owl Trust

by
Tony Warburton

Introduction

Despite repeated claims that the Barn Owl (Tyto alba alba) has managed to halt its disastrous decline in Britain (as recorded throughout the 1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s) it is our belief that this view has been highly influenced by the huge increase in monitoring and practical help carried out by specialist Barn Owl Groups both professional and amateur, led by the Barn Owl Conservation Network (BOCN) as well as dedicated individuals who have valiantly worked, sometimes with spectacular success (for example the Imber Conservation Group led by Major Nigel Lewis, operating on Salisbury Plain and South Wiltshire, and the Wildlife Conservation Partnership of Colin & Val Shawyer), to erect and monitor a huge number of nest boxes in their own areas.    

However, despite these praiseworthy efforts, the unsavoury truth is that the rough unimproved grassland habitat favoured by this species and its main prey, the Short-tailed Field Vole (Microtus agrestis), has continued to disappear at an ever-increasing rate from most areas of the UK.  It is for this reason that the Trust launched its ambitious ‘SAVE AN OWL FOR £1’ campaign in June 2008 as a successor to our long-standing ‘OPERATION PHOENIX’ project.  However, while these initiatives have resulted in the restoration and creation of some new areas of rough grassland (mainly by the re-establishment of ‘wildlife corridors’ and re-planting of hedgerows with standard trees) the overall impression in South-West Cumbria is still one of  continued decline of this vital component for Barn Owl conservation.
This can undoubtedly be attributed to the extremely high stocking rates of sheep in this county rather than an increase in intensive agriculture as reported elsewhere.  A preponderance of short-grazed ‘bowling-green’ short-grazed pastures allied to the disappearance of hedgerows and their associated bordering rough ‘wildlife corridors’, is making it harder and harder for species such as the Barn Owl and Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus) to find enough good hunting habitat to maintain breeding condition and feed their broods.  A recent BTO report in ‘BTO News’; 280. January/February 2009) (Leach, Shawyer & Barrimore) reiterates the well known fact that Barn Owl occupancy is highest in areas of rough natural grasslands rather than pasture or arable lands. 
As if this habitat loss were not enough, it would now appear that the Barn Owl is facing yet another serious challenge to its long term survival in Britain – i.e. Climate Change!

Unfortunately there is still a perception by many people that ‘global warming’ means that the UK will soon be basking in sunny Mediterranean-like weather all the year round.  The reality is of course somewhat different!  What it really means is that although we can expect fewer ‘Christmas Card’ winters with hard frosts and snow, the UK – especially in the West – will instead experience much wetter weather with periods of extreme conditions such as torrential rain resulting in disastrous floods (already happening) and severe gales interspersed with periods of high temperatures causing severe droughts.  Since neither the Barn Owl or Field Vole are equipped to flourish in such a scenario it is likely that future weather conditions in the ‘new’ Britain will have a serious impact on both Barn Owl and Vole populations within their UK distribution, certainly in the west. 
As this report suggests, it would seem that this situation is already manifesting itself in the World Owl Trust’s main Barn Owl monitoring area.
It is worth mentioning here that Colin Shawyer (1987/1989) published a map (Map 13) highlighting Barn Owl strongholds in need of primary protection.  This illustrated in graphic detail that these strongholds are mostly concentrated along river courses, coastal areas and estuaries – the very places now being inundated by disastrous flooding each year.  It does not take much imagination to realise the effect this will be having on small mammal populations in these areas.      

Discussion
Although the Trust has attempted to loosely monitor Barn Owl numbers in Cumbria for the past 36 years (and on a personal level for 43 years) it is only in the last six years, when we were able to employ a full-time UK Conservation Officer, that we have been able to quantify our results.  Up to this point we have had the suspicion that in the past four decades the Barn Owl, our ‘flagship’ species and the unmistakable face of our logo, was struggling to even maintain its numbers in this country, let alone increase them.  However, it has to be said that elsewhere in the UK (including North Cumbria) this view has not been shared by everybody and the report by Leach et.al. 2009 shows a graph illustrating an astronomical rise in monitored Barn Owl breeding attempts coinciding with the start of the BTO’s ‘Barn Owl Monitoring Programme’ (BOMP) – see p.4.  Conversely a second graph clearly illustrates somewhat fluctuating but overall decreases in both occupied sites and successful breeding attempts. The authors attribute this anomaly to a bias towards the reporting of occupied sites at the beginning of the BOMP rather than a true reflection of Barn Owl abundance (see my comments in the Introduction to this report). 
In view of the above, we present here, a summary of events in our area of South-West Cumbria throughout the years 2003 – 2008 in the full realisation that these results may not reflect the national picture.
Since Cumbria is the third-largest county in England it is virtually impossible for one person or even organization to monitor the entire area thoroughly for a primarily nocturnal bird which the BTO ‘New Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain & Ireland: 1988 - 1991’ (Poyser 1993) describes as “one of the more difficult birds to survey accurately” . In Cumbria this problem was addressed in 2003 when it was agreed to separate the county into two halves, with the World Owl Trust taking on the area of South and West Cumbria from Workington down to the Furness Peninsula, Cartmel, Kendal, Milnthorpe and the western Lake District Valleys, including Eskdale, Wasdale, Ennerdale, Dunnerdale and Rusland, with the Cumbria Bird Club Raptor Study Group covering North and East Cumbria along with the Solway Basin and coastal mosses.
N.B.  It should be borne in mind that the following data takes no account of post-fledging mortality, which is often very high in Barn Owls, sometimes reaching c.80% in first-winter birds.  For instance, in 2004 it was known that 4 of our successful nests lost 50% of their young very soon after fledging, due to the poor weather conditions prevailing at the time.  It is more than likely that many other broods suffered the same fate during the same period.
When analysing this report the reader should also be aware of the research carried out by Dr Iain Taylor in Scotland (‘Barn Owls. Predator-prey relationships and conservation’ (1994)) which suggested that in order for a Barn Owl population to remain stable, each pair needs to produce 3.2 surviving owlets per year.  However, for the population to actually increase, this figure needs to rise to 3.5.  Indeed, his recommendation was that to conserve Barn Owl populations in the long term, a rate of 4 – 5 surviving owlets per pair per year, needs to be the aim. As will readily be seen from this report, Cumbria as a whole, and South-West Cumbria in particular, are falling well short of these figures.  As a result of this apparently on-going situation, the long term prognosis for the species in Cumbria is not encouraging. 
No natural ‘tree cavity’ nests are known in our area of work, and all sites recorded in this report consist of internal and external nest boxes situated in or on barns and other buildings, trees, walls and pipe-work in industrial buildings. 
Method
At least two visits are aimed for at each nest site, the first one early in the season (late March – mid April), often based on reports of owl activity by site owners.  The purpose of these early visits is to establish occupation rather than clutch size.  Due to concerns regarding the Barn Owls’ well known tendency to desert their nests if disturbed at the critical nest selection, egg laying or early hatching stages of the breeding cycle, it has always been Trust policy to try and wait until later before carrying out close checks of nest contents.  By this time most owlets are normally well developed and past the stage of danger, with the adults (especially the male) often opting to roost nearby rather than in the nest itself.  Confirmation of successful breeding is easily established by the simple process of unobtrusive watches at the nest site at dusk, listening for the snoring of the owlets and monitoring the behaviour of the adults.    

In June or July a second visit is made to check the number of hatched young.  The next important aim is to try and establish the number of owlets which fledge successfully to reach independence.  Unfortunately the latter information is all too often missed by researchers due to time constraints, yet in many ways it is perhaps the most important data of all!

N.B. The results given in this report are only for sites where a pair of Barn Owls were present in the breeding season, and do not include unoccupied sites, sites used only for roosting by single birds, or sites occupied by other species such as Kestrel, Little Owl (Athene noctua vidalii), Jackdaw (Corvus monedula) or Stock Dove (Columba oenas).

‘OPERATION BARN OWL’
As a result of our concerns regarding the current status of the Barn Owl in South West Cumbria, the Trust decided to launch a major campaign in 2004 to try and assess exactly what was happening in the county as a whole.  

Since almost no ‘cold searches’ had been carried out to find previously unrecorded Barn Owl nest sites in Cumbria since around 1987, ‘Operation Barn Owl’ was designed to rectify this situation.  The initial plan was to try and establish the population size and distribution of Barn Owls in Cumbria as a whole, erect 50 new nest boxes in suitable habitats discovered during the searches, and to produce an information leaflet to distribute to the 500 or so people who contact us about Barn Owls every year, as well as to the annual c. 60,000 - 90,000 visitors to our World Owl Centre.  These were also made available to audiences at our many lectures.  However, a generous grant of £5,723 from the DEFRA Rural Enterprise Scheme, and another of £500 from the Manifold Trust, meant that we could extend our Aims to include a Freepost survey of Barn Owl sites in Cumbria, purchase 100 Barn Owl rings, and carry out research on the diet composition of Cumbrian Barn Owl.  We also hoped the Project would help to forge links with landowners and members of the public, as well as improving understanding of the needs of Barn Owls.

NATIONAL INITIATIVES FOR BARN OWL CONSERVATION
BARN OWL CONSERVATION NETWORK
The BOCN was founded in 1988 by the (then) Director of the Hawk & Owl Trust, Colin Shawyer, because he wanted to see the results of the Barn Owl Survey of Britain & Ireland translated into urgent conservation and research action.  After 21 years it is still going strong as a project of the Hawk & Owl Trust, thanks to the efforts of Colin and his wife Val, as well as a whole host of dedicated Local Advisors and a succession of equally dedicated National Coordinators, namely Mark Brazil, the late Paul Johnson, Sue Dewar and Jason Ball.  Colin continues to help steer the work of the BOCN alongside his professional work as an ecological consultant for the Wildlife Conservation Partnership he runs with Val. 
For further details of the BOCN check out their website www.bocn.org 
BARN OWL MONITORING PROGRAMME
The BOMP was launched by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) in 2000 in order to encourage the collection of more data on Barn Owl breeding success and survival, through nest recording and ringing respectively.  Over the last nine years the scheme has grown into a national network of over 650 nest sites which are monitored annually to produce trends in occupancy rates, clutch and brood sizes and laying dates.  The main distinction between the BOMP and the BTO’s ‘Nest Record Scheme’ is that the former allows participants to record sites which are not being used.  This serves to produce important data on occupancy rates from year to year.

For more details check www.bto.org/survey/bomp/index.htm 
The World Owl Trust sends all its reports to both the BOCN and BOMP as well as Natural England and the Cumbria Bird Club Raptor Study Group.

‘SAVE AN OWL FOR £1’

‘SAVE AN OWL FOR £1’ is a totally unique and ambitious project set up by the WORLD OWL TRUST in June 2008.  Its aims are simple – to inspire people of all persuasions, professional and amateur, young and old, skilled and unskilled, to work together in their own areas to help Britain’s five breeding species of native owl, all of which have declined dramatically since the 1970’s.  Since the Barn Owl shows the greatest decline (43%), but is perhaps the easiest to help, our early efforts are mostly being concentrated on this species.  However, by doing so, we are at the same time helping not only the other four species of owl, but many other much loved species such as wild flowers, butterflies, small mammals and birds. 
There is little doubt that habitat loss and loss of nest sites lie at the heart of Britain’s owl declines, exacerbated by the effects of climate change and the spraying of herbicides and insecticides on farms and in gardens.  ‘SAOF £1’ aims to counteract these threats by: -

· Creating 6 metre-wide wildlife corridors and ‘wild patches’ to restore owl hunting habitats.

· Planting miles of new hedgerows and restoring degraded ones – the home for countless wildlife species.
· Erecting and monitoring new owl nest sites in suitable habitats throughout Britain.

By doing these three things alone, we believe we will be helping to restore at least some of Britain’s vanishing biodiversity.
To quote Shawyer (1987/2009 p.74) “Long term conservation of this species (the Barn Owl) can only be achieved effectively by methods which attempt to reinstate the food supply.  This can only occur through the maintenance and re-establishment of rough grassland edges in a way which can once again provide continuity from farm to farm and county to county”. Wise words indeed, and the very essence of what ‘SAOF £1’ is all about. 
THE YEARS 2003 – 2008 IN S/W CUMBRIA
2003
2003 in the rest of UK

Despite March and April being exceptionally dry and sunny in many parts of the country (notable exceptions being western Britain where a deep depression brought heavy rain in March, and an unseasonable belt of snow affecting the south of England on the 10 April) Barn Owl fieldworkers in some areas were reporting a poor vole year which ultimately resulted in an equally poor breeding season for their Barn Owls. However, this was somewhat tempered by an unusually high rate of late second broods, as in 2002.  Unfortunately such a picture is not normally reflected in Cumbria, where generally unfavourable weather conditions in autumn usually precludes second broods - as illustrated by just one such case being recorded from North Cumbria. 
S/W Cumbria (Jenny Holden)
Following last year’s extremely cold, wet spring and early summer, 2003 began in similar fashion with cold easterly winds, periods of heavy rain and constantly changeable weather giving us early notice of the much discussed effects of ‘climate change’.  
Paradoxically, the extremely wet weather of March was followed by a very hot spell resulting in a prolonged drought which continued into much of the summer before further cold, wet conditions returned in the autumn, and continued into winter.  In other words, 2003 was a year of extremes.  Shades of things to come!
Local Short-tailed Field Vole populations ‘crashed’ and a total of 23 dead or dying (severely emaciated) Barn Owls were brought in to the WOT’s wildlife hospital in the course of the autumn, early winter.  This mortality began with a report of two newly-fledged juveniles being found dead and soaked in long, lush grass which had prevented them from taking off again – a fate we have recorded before in these parts.  Most of the rest had simply starved in the absence of voles.

With the usual main laying date for Cumbrian Barn Owls being in mid-April, it was fortunate that most pairs managed to miss the wet weather of March which caused the failure of many Tawny Owl broods – this species of course usually breeding much earlier in the year than the Barn Owl.  
At this point we put the vole ‘crash’ down to a normal ‘low’ period in this mammal’s well recorded cyclic breeding pattern.  
Of the 71 sites checked in July (some of which were historically-used sites, but not in recent times) 41 (58%) were occupied, producing 98 successfully fledged owlets, though disappointingly the average number fledging from each nest was only 2.4 (see Discussion p.3).

Summary

2003 did not reveal any significant change from breeding success in the past five years.  However, in her report, Jenny Holden remarked that lack of nest sites did not appear to be a limiting factor in S/W Cumbria’s Barn Owl population “since there is an abundance of empty nest sites in the Copeland area that were once successfully used by Barn Owls but are now deserted, despite the fact that in some areas strips of rough grassland are being managed specifically for Short-tailed Field Voles.  There seems little reason why sites such as these, for example Muncaster, should be deserted”.

2004
2004 in the rest of the UK

For many parts of Britain the spring and early summer started off well and continued to be fine and settled for the most part, but with the west coast and Scotland not sharing the bonanza!  In mid June a cold front crossed the country bringing with it a very deep depression which swept across northern and eastern parts of the country, with driving rain and gale-force winds.  July remained poor with rain and wind persisting.  This was followed by an extremely wet August – not a good portent for newly fledged owlets one would have thought.
In the event, the B0CN reported 2004 as being “one of the worst breeding seasons we have known in 20 years”.  One of the UK’s most successful nest box schemes (if not the most successful) – that of Maj. Nigel Lewis’s ‘Imber Conservation Group’ on Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, recorded a 32% drop in the number of breeding pairs, though it is believed this was more probably due to the effects of increased grazing (to help in the reintroduction of Great Bustards (Otis tarda) on the Plain) and fires reducing the extent of rough grassland.  Elsewhere, nest monitoring in the last week in June revealed freshly dead owlets, some of them decapitated and partially eaten by their siblings – a classic example of the effects of food shortage.  Quite obviously vole numbers were down again, and the ‘typical’ 4-year vole cycles were beginning to become less predictable. 
S/W Cumbria (Jenny Holden)

Our hopes of a better winter and early spring in our area were not realised.  Like last year, 2004 once again began with yet more exceptionally wet conditions, with record rainfall occurring throughout December 2003 and January 2004 in Cumbria.  This was followed by repeated reports of Barn Owls hunting between rainstorms in the daylight hours, again a sure sign of low vole numbers.  It was also becoming clear that one noticeable change in the S/W Cumbria Barn Owl population has been the drop in the numbers of itinerant ‘floaters’ (i.e. unmated individuals seeking their own territories and mates), meaning that when one of a pair of breeding birds loses its mate, its chances of finding a replacement in time for the coming breeding season, is much reduced.  

‘Operation Barn Owl’ was launched as planned, and 47 of the intended 50 new nest boxes were erected in suitable habitats which were lacking such breeding opportunities 
The success of this project far exceeded our expectations, with a phenomenal 64 new breeding sites being reported to us, plus an additional 200+ sightings of single birds away from nest sites, the latter highlighting the well known difficulty in making a meaningful assessment of Barn Owl numbers, especially on a national scale.  To put this into context, a mere 140 pairs were estimated for the whole of Cumbria during the population survey in Britain & Ireland during 1982 – 1985 (Shawyer 1987). 
In 2004 a total of 130 potential nest sites were checked for occupancy and despite the poor spring, initial breeding success was good (though late), with females apparently  in better physical condition than they were in 2003, enabling them to raise larger broods at this stage.  Sadly, our excellent start proved to be a false dawn and horrendous weather conditions (very windy and wet) began from mid-summer onwards, causing major problems later in the year.

The first casualty was a regular breeding female which was killed in a storm at a nest in a small barn in Wasdale, leaving the male to try and rear the 3 owlets alone.  Hard though he tried, the youngest soon died and the two survivors were found to be in a parlous state, forcing us to make the difficult decision to remove them for emergency treatment before attempting to return them to the site once they were mature.  Thankfully both survived and were ultimately returned to their natal site in the hope of ensuring the site’s continuity.  Once again this saga proved to be the herald of worse to come, with yet more tragic cases coming to light.  This time 14 dead or dying Barn Owls were brought in to the hospital and this was beginning to become a recurrent theme each autumn.

Tempering the excellent results from ‘Operation Barn Owl’ was the continuing low productivity in South-West Cumbria.  At the 60 occupied sites (46% of the ‘possibles’) a total of 131 owlets fledged successfully – a mean total of 2.2 young per nest being the obvious product of the failure of the vole population to recover its numbers.  It was beginning to dawn us that we had a real problem on our hands, and this had little to do with ‘normal’ vole breeding cycles. However, only time would tell whether this would eventually impact on the number of breeding pairs in the years to come, or whether this was simply a temporary ‘blip’.

A total of 43 Barn Owls were ringed, and of these 7 had already been recovered by September.  5 of these recoveries could be attributed to the above mentioned exceptionally bad weather conditions at that time (birds being found either already dead or dying), 1 was a road casualty, with just 1 being saved and re-released after a period of treatment and care.
2005
2005 in the rest of the UK
January started off mild, wet and windy, and although the first couple of weeks turned mainly dry for most of England and Wales, high winds eventually swept across the whole country, with Scotland in particular suffering badly with some gusts being recorded in excess of 100 mph!  The second half of the month brought high pressure with snow in the South and East of England.  The high pressure continued into February and the weather then turned quite mild until the final two weeks when many central and southern regions suffered blizzard conditions!  In the North-West the weather was extremely changeable with cold, bright frosty weather one minute, and extremely wet the next! 
March and April brought welcome relief from the wet weather we had experienced during these months in 2003 and 2004, but northerly winds continued to bring in snow, especially in the south-east, and the month started off dull and generally cold.  The West however, stayed drier and brighter in many areas, though hard frosts were a feature early on.  The month was  again a strange mix with the weather changing constantly from warm and sunny with a hint of spring, and then a return to grey, wet conditions. Climate Change was certainly beginning to manifest itself.

April was a classic mix of showers and sunshine, with high pressure dominating early on.  Then back we went to northerly winds and more wintery weather and unsettled conditions with torrential rain in various parts of England – not a good start for the Barn Owl breeding season.
May brought in something of a shock – concerns about lack of rainfall and low night temperatures in some parts of England!  Needless to say, the lack of rain was not that apparent in Cumbria!  Although June started off rather unsettled, it was at least warm and showery rather than anything too severe, and after some surprising unseasonable overnight frosts in rural areas, some very high temperatures were recorded in the middle of the month.   This welcome period was followed by a warm spell with thundery downpours – and then a return to cooler weather to finish off the month.  All in all a very peculiar mix in the first half of the year at the time it most affects breeding Barn Owls.    
Given the above, it came as a very pleasant surprise to learn that compared with the rather poor results in some counties over the past two years, the BOCN described 2005 as a ‘baby boom’ year with many recorders saying this was their “best year ever” thanks to very high vole numbers.  A notable feature was the incredibly early laying and hatching dates in some areas, with Nigel Lewis ringing his first 4 owlets on 9 April in Wiltshire – meaning the first eggs must have been laid somewhere around the end of February!  Incredible.
Despite this good news from the BOCN, from the BOMP came the news that the proportion of sites at which Barn Owls are being recorded at present, whether breeding or roosting, has been declining steadily over the past five years.
The BOMP also raised for the first time, the possibility that the weather experienced in the preceding winter, along with continuing cold, wet conditions, reduced the size of the small mammal population and made it more difficult for owls to hunt successfully.  Suddenly we didn’t feel quite so alone!  They also highlighted the obvious fact that the unfortunate birds also have to expend more energy on regulation of body temperature during cold spells – a very important factor.  

S/W Cumbria (Jenny Holden)
In S/W Cumbria the exceptionally poor weather of September 2004 unfortunately continued all winter through to May 2005.  We were therefore not optimistic about the prospects of a long awaited Barn Owl recovery this year.  And so it proved.  A total of 150 sites were checked, but despite an additional three sites being occupied by pairs, giving us a total of 63 (42%) potential broods, only 49 were successful in rearing a total of 100 owlets to the fledging stage, a mean of just 1.6 per nest – our worst ever level, and totally out of synch with most other areas of the UK who were reporting the complete reverse!  This extremely poor result could almost certainly be attributed to the ground remaining waterlogged in S/W Cumbria throughout the first five months of the year, thus dashing any hopes of a recovery in vole numbers.  As a result of this, few breeding females reached optimal breeding condition by the time the peak month of mid-April/mid-May had arrived – once again proving the axiom that no amount of nest boxes can alone reverse localised Barn Owl population declines if sufficient prey is not available.  This fact was highlighted by the ‘first egg’ date being delayed until the end of May –six weeks later than the ‘norm’ for our area.
Broods too were smaller, and more owlets than usual were found dead or starving in their boxes.  Unusually, these were mainly well grown owlets late in the season.

36 individuals (both owlets and adults) were ringed; the rather low figure being due to some sites being either inaccessible or too difficult to reach for a lone worker.  It is also our policy not to check nests if we have been unable to contact the owners, or when the owners are unwilling for nest checks to be carried out.  

2 noteworthy recoveries of ringed birds concerned one individual found dead 40 miles
North-west of its natal site near Egremont (believed killed by a resident Hen Harrier, and the remains (just a leg with the ring on it) of a second being found in Eskdale below the nest of a Tawny Owl, just 5 miles from its birthplace.

Due to practical difficulties experienced in 2003 – 2005 (lack of sufficient time and licensed volunteers) it was decided at the start of this season, to concentrate our efforts on 68 ‘baseline’ sites rather than attempting to cover every known ‘possible’ site in our area.  These 68 sites comprised a good cross-section of situations, including some which have remained unused in recent years.

Jenny ended her 2005 report with the heartfelt plea “Cumbrian Barn Owls desperately need a good breeding season (in 2006) to follow the last two poor seasons.  Hopefully the ‘baby boom’ in the South will compensate for our lack of breeding and force more chicks from elsewhere to disperse north!”
2006
2006 in the rest of the UK

The BOCN predicted that after the splendid recovery last year, 2006 would be a low vole year in much of England, though Colin Shawyer felt that Scotland and northern England might fare better. 
Certainly the weather seemed to be doing its best to help by making amends for the past few years of miserable winter/early spring conditions.  This time, January saw worries about lack of rain, and there was even talk of a hose-pipe ban in the offing!  Even the temperature was above average and this anticyclonic spell lasted well into February.  We should have known it wouldn’t last.  And it didn’t!  March blew in with colder weather and heavy snow showers in both the East and the West coast areas.   Strong N/W winds kept spring at bay and there was more snow in the South-east of England.   Most of Britain was still very dry, but cold, and in eastern Scotland and North-east England the weather was exceptionally dry.  May changed all of that – being a very cold, wet and dull month for the time of year.  It was not until June that summer finally arrived, bringing with it, warm and sunny conditions at long last – and the predicted hosepipe bans!  This time the story was very different from previous years, with July being the hottest on record, with temperatures for England and Wales being 3.6 deg. C above the long term average.  August brought us back down to earth, with torrential rain and flash floods in many parts of central southern England; these gradually moving north as the month progressed.

I have deliberately dwelled rather long on this section, since it very graphically demonstrates the fluctuating severe weather events that climate change is predicted to bring about.  The million dollar question is – “can Barn Owls and Field Voles adjust to them quickly enough to survive as British species?”  This question needs to be answered, and in a way, it was.  In Shropshire, the Shropshire Barn Owl Group reported 2006 as “the poorest in terms of breeding success since our records began in 2002”.  Significantly, the Group found pairs of owls roosting together which has apparently decided to postpone breeding completely for that year – a shade of things to come perhaps?  All in all, although 2006 breeding success was widely variable throughout Britain, the season was generally poor, with the blame being fairly and squarely being laid at the door of exceptionally low Field Vole numbers.
S/W Cumbria (Jenny Holden – to 26 May).  (Sue Thurley – from 19 June)
Once again the weather did us no favours, with early spring being very cold with snow into late March.  The summer that followed can at best, only be described as ‘appalling’, with prolonged spells of wet, miserable conditions lasting for long periods!

The outlook for the coming season looked gloomy, with an apparent low rate of nest site occupancy in early April.  However, since we were still receiving frequent reports of Barn Owl sightings by members of the public and our volunteers, we were still hopeful that things would improve if the weather relented and vole numbers started their long awaited recovery after four consecutive years of decline.  It was not to be, and when a number of nest box owners contacted us to report adult mortality at their sites we began to wonder what was in store for us this year.  We soon found out!
Out of 62 sites monitored, only 14 (23%) were occupied, producing a meagre total of just 30 fledged owlets with a mean of 2.1 per nest.   All in all, an unmitigated disaster of a year!
N.B.  It should be noted that due to a change-over between Conservation Officers

there was something of a hiatus in the all-important ‘late May/end June’ period of the Barn Owl breeding season.   Intensive monitoring only began in early July, so this could well have influenced these results.    

2007
2007 in the rest of the UK

At last, a mild winter prompted by a prolonged series of south-westerly winds.  In fact the period between December 2006 and February 2007 proved to be the second mildest on record, and for southern England, the mildest.  Amazingly, there was no record of a sub-zero temperature in lowland Britain throughout January!  There were however, some strong winds and showers at times with occasional snow showers and localised flooding.  Unfortunately, following a predominantly warm, sunny and dry April (good for egg-laying Barn Owls), things began to deteriorate in May with strong north-westerly winds and cool heavy showers  which in the south turned to bouts of heavy rain.  It proved to be the fifth wettest May since 1979, and June was even wetter!  Parts of the North-east of England suffered over 400% of their average June rainfall – one of the predicted ‘severe’ extremes forecast as a result of climate change.
Despite the changeable weather, many BOCN advisors reported a good vole year in their areas, and this as ever, was good news for Britain’s Barn Owls ( at least those not residing in S/W Cumbria!).   So good in fact that one Barn Owl Group, Rushcliffe, which operates in south and east Nottinghamshire, was prompted to write a small book ‘The Barn Owl Diaries’ describing what they called ‘2007; THE BIG BARN OWL YEAR’ detailing their best ever year for owlet production – 158 fledging successfully in their area, along with three broods each of Little Owl and Kestrel.  A ‘big’ year indeed.  
The Hawk & Owl Trust nestbox scheme (‘Adopt a Box’) administered by Colin and Val Shawyer, reported the good news that most of their sites were occupied by late April, with some Tawny Owls already incubating eggs.  The portents looked good.  And good they were.  Barn Owls, Tawny Owls and Kestrels all did well and produced slightly higher numbers of young than average, and best of all, very many more than in 2006.
S/W Cumbria (Sue Thurley)
At last we had a better start to a year, with the weather in early spring being mainly warm and dry, encouraging the owls to make an earlier start than in recent years. 2 new boxes were erected prior to the season. The first eggs were recorded in early March, but the majority of pairs laid in late April – early May.  Although the first owlets, c. 2 days old, were recorded on 4 May, most hatched in the period late-May/early June, with the last being noted on 26 June.  

Jackdaws had taken up residence at 3 former nest sites, thus limiting the opportunity for Barn Owls to use them.

120 sites were checked for occupation, and of the 67 subsequently monitored sites, 21 (31%) were occupied by breeding pairs which raised a total of 73 successfully fledged owlets (with one double brood).  The mean number of owlets raised per nest this year was 3.5, our highest figure for over a decade, and the first time we have reached the ‘Taylor’ figure to increase the population (see ‘Discussion’ p.3).  
2 broods failed at the pre-fledging stage when cold, wet weather in late May coincided with the majority of hatchings.  
While these results to a degree reflect the splendid year recorded in many other parts of Britain, due to much improved winter and spring weather (very different conditions from recent years) which no doubt improved Field Vole numbers, it is disappointing to have to report that in S/W Cumbria, vole numbers continued to remain at a dangerously low level.

2008
2008 in the rest of the UK

Most of Britain was mild throughout January and February, but January was wetter than normal with snow on the northern hills.  For England it was the fourth mildest January in recent decades, but also the wettest since 1995, which did not bode well for Field Voles – or Barn Owls.  February was better – a comparatively warm and dry sunny month in England.  North-west Scotland however, was not so lucky, being very wet indeed (double the normal rainfall for February), demonstrating the modern-day vagaries of the British climate from area to area.  Everywhere the month ended with gales and heavy rain. The crucial months of March and April did not start well for Barn Owls and voles.   March began with severe gales across much of the UK and the North even experienced snow showers, making spring still seem far away.  This was followed by cold, clear weather with severe overnight frosts and more snow over the Easter weekend!  The month went out ‘like a lion’ with westerly winds and the record of being the wettest March since 1981!  April continued the showery theme, but rather than being the gentle ‘April showers’ of song, these consisted of hail and snow with particularly heavy snowfalls in South-eastern England!  This was followed by more severe frosts and despite becoming milder towards the end, the month remained unsettled.  May remained unsettled, with flash floods occurring widely in the South on the 29th.  Somerset actually received 70mm in less than four hours!  Nor did June and July bring much respite from the variable weather, some places enjoying long sunny spells while others suffered very unsettled periods of gales and rain.   
This mixture no doubt explains why BOCN advisors reported an extremely variable year with some counties reporting a ‘good’ season, and others a ‘poor’ one.  The BOCN had predicted that vole populations would begin to decline after their three-year peak in 2007, so they had expected this down-turn in the fortunes of both Barn Owls and Kestrels.  More worryingly however, they also predicted that breeding Barn Owl numbers would reach an all time low in 2009!  Time alone will tell.  We truly hope not.
S/W Cumbria (Sue Thurley - to 17 July).  

Unfortunately this year’s monitoring was once again seriously compromised due to the Trust’s Conservation Officer leaving us in mid-July – a critical time in the Barn Owl breeding cycle.  Regrettably, this brought a premature end to this year’s monitoring and therefore the results shown here might not be a true reflection of the final outcome.  
6 new boxes were erected prior to the season.

After our brief respite in 2007, this year began with the now all too familiar pattern of very cold, wet weather conditions predominating, with a short period of snow which thawed very rapidly onto hard frozen ground within 24 hours, causing severe flooding and waterlogging in the grasslands.  Thus, any hopes of a Field Vole recovery were dashed yet again and the pattern of ostensibly good habitat remaining completely devoid of voles, continued.  We did not therefore, anticipate a good breeding year for Barn Owls.

In the event, we were surprised to discover that once again the owls made an early start, with the first eggs being recorded on 13 March.  Breeding attempts continued throughout March and April, with the first owlets of the year putting in an appearance in early May, indicating that the early nests had failed.  

Jackdaws again took possession of 2 boxes and it is depressing to report that another site failed when an adult owl was shot - a sad reflection on todays so-called ‘enlightened’ times!  It is also worth noting that at 5 sites where breeding had been successful in each of the past three years,  no attempt at breeding had been made by 17 July when monitoring ceased for this season.

68 sites were checked, with 24 (31%) raising 49 owlets to successful fledging by mid-July, with the mean number per nest dropping once more to a disappointing 2.0.  Thus, with the notable exception of 2007, continuing the recurrent theme of poor recruitment to the S/W Cumbria Barn Owl population. 
N.B. We wish to acknowledge Andrew Branson (British Wildlife; ‘Wildlife Reports’) as the source of much of the weather information given in the ‘UK’ sections of this report.
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Table 1   Summary of Barn Owl Breeding Results for S/W Cumbria over the

                6-year period 2003 – 2008 (Figures in red for comparison only) 
	Year

	Sites

Checked
	Occupied
	%
	Fledged
Young
	Mean
Per nest
	All Cumbria

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1998
	
	
	
	
	2.8
	

	2002
	
	
	
	
	2.3
	

	2003
	71
	41
	58%
	98
	2.4
	2.8

	2004
	130
	60
	46%
	131
	2.2
	2.9

	2005
	150
	63
	42%
	100
	1.6
	2.6

	2006
	62
	14
	20%
	30
	2.1
	*

	2007
	67
	21
	30%
	73
	3.5
	*

	2008
	68
	24
	31%
	49
	2.0
	*


*  Information requested but not forthcoming.
SUMMARY
As can be seen from this report, a worrying picture is beginning to emerge in South West Cumbria which appears to be at variance with events in the North of Cumbria and some other areas of Britain. On a happier note, Colin Shawyer (in ‘Barn Owl Link’, the Newsletter of the BOCN Issue 9.  Spring 2007) reassures us that “In reality the breeding population of Barn Owls in Britain, although still vulnerable, has not declined overall in the last 20 years, and is at least stable at 4,000 pairs” (the figure based on the national survey of Barn Owls carried out by the BTO and Hawk and Owl Trust in the late 1990’s).  Colin goes on to explain that “The short-term ups and downs in the numbers of young reared, and the absence of adults from their traditional nest sites in some years are a consequence of regular and predictable changes in the numbers of Field Vole – the Barn Owl’s main prey.  Just like the Lemming in Scandinavia, these vole populations show boom and bust every third year. Although the three-year peaks and troughs in breeding success are usually predictable, climatic events in winter and during the breeding season are less predictable and can influence how extensive these peaks and troughs will be.
Very true – in the past – but our concern (at least here in S/W Cumbria) is that these 3 to 4-year cycles are no longer happening.  Indeed, in the entire six-year course of this report S/W Cumbria has not experienced any sign of a vole population recovery, and at the time of writing (April 2nd  2009) this animal remains at an all time low, even in good rough grassland habitats.   Possible reasons for this have been discussed and we would welcome comments from other Barn Owl fieldworkers, especially if they are at variance with our own no doubt parochial concerns!  In fairness, we should record the fact that Colin Shawyer’s prediction of a good vole year in 2007 certainly appears to have come true in much of Britain, though his forecast of another good year in 2008 was like the curate’s egg – only good in parts!  We certainly hope that his final prediction of a poor season in 2009 will not prove to be true – this would certainly have dire consequences on Barn Owls here in S/W Cumbria, and we await the coming season with not a little trepidation!
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