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1. Background to the survey

1.1 Introduction

The Barn Ow(Tyto alba) an iconic species of the UK countryside and biodiversity indicator, appears to
have undergone a significant decline in population of approximately 69% in the &6t y&ars, chiefly
attributable to agricultural intensification and mechanisation. However, this figure is based on two
surveys, whose reliability has been challenged; the first by Blaker (1934), who estimated a population
for England and Wales of 12,102 pairs, and subseityuby Shawyer (1987) whose estimate of 3,778
pairs was for the same area. Percival @P&nsiders that there is insufficient data to quantify the

extent of the decline, whilst Taylor (1994) states that the evidence for the decline is largely anecdotal.
Project Barn Owtkhe only reliable survey to date, estimated a UK population of c. 4000ipdi@9597
(Tomset al, 2000). Nevertheless, as a consequence of this perceived decline, the Barn Owl is afforded
the highest level obUKlegalbird protection by virtue of its inclusion on Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and
Countryside Act 1981 (as amended).

The decline in Devon between the Blaker and Shawyer surveys was estimated at 66%, and similar to the
69% figure for England and Wales. Causes of decline aheobiK includeeductions infood supply

(Cayford, 1992; Taylor, 1993, 1994), roost and nest site loss (Ramsden 1995) and major roads (Ramsdel
2003), and in thigespect Devon is no exceptiors such, and in an effort to address the decline, much
consewation work has been undertaken, predominantly by the Barn Owl TBT) which is based

the county Because the 1993 and 2003 Devon Barn Owl surveys involvedthecking of all known

Barn Owl sites reported to BOT between each survey, it is impbtd assess the amount and nature of

BOT activities undertaken since 2003 that may have influenced the chances of sites being reported.

1.2 Barn Owl conservation in Devon since the 2003 survey

In 2006, the BOTAunched its first majowebsite.
This wauld have led to a significant increase in
awareness of the practical conservation work
undertaken and consequenthas almost certainly
resulted in more sites being reportelfloreover,
the number of enquiries has continued to grow
steadily since 20Q3articularly from those
interested in prouviling a Barn Owiestbox, often as
a result of Barn Owls appearing at a site without
one.There idittle doubt that theprobability of
sitesbeingreported hasncreaseds a
consequence.

In 2009, the BOT publishél. | Ny hgf & FyR wdzNIF f t € yyAyaGuideJLHE A
F 2 NJ t falteyayl Bddgasihg number of incidences of site loss due to failures in the planning system
This was an attempt to provide best practice guidatm@lannerson howto mitigate the impact of
developments at Barn Owl sité&/hether this has resulted isignificantlymore sites being reportetb

the BOTis unquantifiable bua small number of apparenthistoricBarn Owl sites thawere previously
unknown to the BOT haconsequentlybeenreportedon the submission of a planning application.



Between 2009 and 2010 the BOT ran the
WestmoorBarn Owl 8hemeQThis was dedicated
nestboxerectionand habitatmanagement advice
schemein West DevorbetweenDartmoorand the
Tamar whichinvolved the erection of 125
nestboxes ana@lsoincludedinput on the dangers

of rodenticide and water troughs. The scheme
sought to reverse th&7.3% decline in nesting Barn
Owls identifiedh y G KS W2 Sketiveér 2 N |
the 1993 and Q03 county surveysdt is unlikely that
the scheme is responsible for a significant increase
in reportingthough some increase is inevitable.

In the springof 2013(the surveyyear). h ¢fis@UKsurvey websitéttp://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk
was launchedThis was promoted on BBC Springwatch, encouraging more than 2500 additional sightings
from across the UK. A proportion of these were in Devon.

In summary, BOT activitisince 2003 havalmost certainly esulted ina greaterchance of sites being
reported. Therefore an increase in recorded sites may simply be a facet of increased reporting effort
rather than an increase in the numbers of birds. Conversely, any decline in numbers may be hidden by
an increas in reporting effort.

1.3 Aims

The main aims of the 2013 Devon Barn Owl Survey
were as follows:

a) To establish the number and distribution of
known sites where breeding or roosting occurred
during 2013.

b) To recheck Barn Owl breeding and roossitgs
recorded sincehe start of the2003 Devon Barn
Owl Surveya tenyear period) and to analyse any
trends.

¢) To check data coverage by interviewing
landowners in areas where there were no records of Barn Owls (with falfpgearches where
necessary).

d) To estinate the county population level in 2013 and compare it with200

e) To determine the causes of any site loss observed (e.g. demolition, barn conversion, planning system
failure).


http://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk/

2. Methods

2.1 Survey sites

The 2013 survereplicated the methods of the 2003 survey. This
principally involved rehecking all siteghere Barn Owls had
beenrecordedduringor since the 2003 survey. Recomisre
reported to the BOT in the following circumstanges

a) htentionally given to thd8OT by the
public/landowners/farmers (sometimes in response to specific
media appeals).

b) Incidentally recorded in the course of general enquiries
received by BOT.

¢) Ma contact with other organisations/groups/individuals with
an interest in Barn Owiconservation/rural buildings.

d) By BOT staff/volunteers in the course of general fieldwork,
education eventsgounty showr research projects.

Barn Owl observations are typically recorded dighire OS grid reference resolution givingpaximum
inaccuracyf 100metres.

Reports from members of the general public were always closely scrutinised by BOT staff using
pertinent and selective questioning techniquiedine withguidance Barn Owl Trust, 2012; 103

order to reduce the number of errones records from the results. Site visits were sometimes necessary
to establishthe veracity of the initial report.

In addition,a number ofnew steswere reportedto surveyorgduring 2013 visits, and these were
subsequently followed up. However, no ploaisearches for material evidence were conducted at sites
with no previous occupation history (i.e. no cold searching).

Asin the 2003survey Devon Bird Watching and Preservat®ociety DBWPSnemberswere
encouragel to submitBarn OwbbservationsThe Bitish Trust for Ornithology (BTOgctedas liaison

with all Devon ringers and holders afSchedule 1 licender Barn Owl in order to reduce duplication of
effort and thereby minimise disturbance.

Aledgerwas created listing all Barn Owl nesting and roosting records since and including 2003.
Duplicateswere removed, leaving,246sites to be checked.



2.2 Site search methods

~ A physical search for material evidence of
occupation was conducted wherever possible.
Where the original informanfoften the site owner)
was able tgrovide reliable and ugo-date

information no verification was considered
necessary. The vast majority of sites were visited by
trained and licensed BOT staffho searched the

Sl site for physical evidence of occupation; Barn Owls
T themselves, their pellets, dppings and feathers.

-5 e All potential roost and nest places were also
checked in all buildings that were accessible to Barn
Owls unless they were too dangerous to enter or
site owners refused access permission. Evidence was identified and aged in lineigétingsi in the
Barn Owl Conservation Handbook (Barn Owl Trust, 2012).

2.3 Interview tetrads

Before any site survey visits were conducted, a
distribution map of alkites was produced. From
this map,emptytetrads (2km squaresyere
identified, and alloated to a discrete group of BOT
volunteers known agterviewersusing the
following criteria;

1) Norecordsof Barn Owl roosting or nesting
between 2003 and 2013

2) Landscapsuitable(not predominantlyurban,
wooded orwetland).

3) Within an acceptald travelling distance of
AYGSNIBASSESNEQ K2YSao

Interviewersvisited all potential Barn Owl sites within the tetrad and interviewlge occupies
following standard interview protocols araddedicatedecording form. Any necessary follayp visits
were condicted by BOT staff.

2.4 Data recorded

9FrOK aAdS ¢la FaairxdaySR |
according to the following criteria;

ANesting one or more eggs or young seen, definite
young heard calling for food night after night,

definite adult(s) seen repeatedbarrying food into

a suitable nest place, nestling (mesoptile) down

' YRK2NJ RSTAYA GfGundwlithynese y A | €
debris.

ARoosting regularlyl0 or more pellets dating from
the survey year.




ARoosting occasionalljess than 10 pellets dating fromettsurvey year.

ASeen less than once a month/more than once a monthéntiean once a weekio material evidence
of occupation but birds &d been seen in the survey year.

AAbsent no evidence of Barn Owls was found (or the evidence indicated occupaiiorigp01/01/13
only).

ANo result where no access permission was gained, typically where the site owner could not be traced
or did not respond to BOT contact.

2.5 Media appeal

A media appeal wdaunchedrequesting Barn Owl observatigns
Devon BarniOwl Survey 2013 with an aricle published in the Western Morning News in May
W ANTED 2013. Across the countyopterswere displayedn various

fat locationsand a requestor sightings was madeéa the DBWPS to

&, 7 . e their members. Observations were recordeither through
N Y

direct contactwith . h ¢offiée, BOTstaff, or via the new BOT
survey websiténttp://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk.

Barn Owl Information
whenldidiyoullastiseeloner
BARN OWLS ARE WHITE

THEY FLY AT DUSK AND DAWN
AND SCREECH

All data were manually entered onto the BOfT-
ineRIF GFoF &S 0aAiONRPwh@eRlie ! OO0
2013 results wre extracted. A distribution magit
2kmresolutionwascreated in Ba | L3howing
interview tetrads(see3.1 Coverage achievellap

2 below). Thecoverage (se8.1 Coverage achieved
Map 1) andViain Results dstribution mapg(see3.3
Distribution Maps3 and 4 were created in
Quantum GIS (QGIShe 6figure grid references
were converted to 1km resolution to downgrade
resolutionfor the purposes of site confidentiality.
Larger symbol sizes were selectéar the QGIS
mapsto further respect site confidentiality.



http://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk/

3. Results

3.1 Coveragechieved

Map 1 showsll 1km squares containing sites checked during the symmejuding those where no
material evidence of Barn Owl occupation was found.

M5 motorway

Dual-carriageways
(A30, A38, A361, A380)

Map 1. Distribution of 1km squares containing one or more sites checked during the22t® Barn
Owl Surey (includes squares where no material@smce of occupation was found).

Of the 1070 sites where results were obtained, 109 were reported to eitheegars or interviewers
during the surveyTable 1 divides & coverage by local authorityAcross all authoritiesiearly 8@6 of
all sites were checked afat a resultwasobtained.

Local Authority No. of sites Result No result % coverge
East Devon 140 109 31 77.85
Exeter 9 6 3 66.6
Mid Devon 165 125 40 75.7
North Devon 189 143 46 75.7
Plymouth 2 1 1 50.00
South Hams 228 195 33 85.5
Teignbridge 103 92 11 89.3
Torbay 8 6 2 75.0
Torridge 327 245 82 74.9
West Devon 175 148 27 84.6
Total 1346 1070 276 79.5

Table 1Number of sites by Local Authority, showing number and proportion of those where a result
was obtaired against those with no result.
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Map 2 Distribution of tetradst=37) where surveyterviewswere conducted (at all farmstes and
other potential Barn Owdites) during the 2013 Devon Barn Owl Survey.

A total of 37 tetrads (148 sq km) were selected and distributed between 8 intervielmdwdal, 23
observationsvere recorded from 15 ahe 37tetrads These included only tweestingand four
roosting observationsAlthoughinterviewersmay have missed some potentialost/nest sitesor been
deliberately mislead by landownerthere is no reason to think that the number of such instarneas
significant.

Status No. of obgrvations % with evidence
Nest 2 8.7
Regular roost 3 13.04
Occasional roost 1 4.35

Seen >once/week 2 8.7

Seen »nce/month 3 13.04
Seen ence/month 11 47.83
Dead/injured 1 4.35
TOTAL 23 100

Table 2Observatios recoded in interview survey tetrads=37)

3.2MAIN RESULTSite occupation

Table 3 shows the number of sites found to be occupied by nesting or rogstilyy Barn Owls in 2003
andin 2013.The most notabldigure wasa dramatic fal(-65.3%) in nesting occupancyihe reasons for



this are discused below (see 4.5.2Results for roosting birds westmilar to 2003with an overall
+16.9% change in roosting 2013. The number of sites where Barn Owl evidence was recorded
showed a +22.8% chan@Eable4).

Unlike national surveys whiaften concentratesolely on the number afestingpairs(e.g State of the
UK Barn Owl Population 20180OTcountysurveys also record sites whdeds areroostingbut not
nesting This unique dataset allowsrfcloser scrutiny of site occupati@md is discussed in 4.6 below.

Site Status 2003 survey results 2013 survey results
Number of sites
checked/reported 1176 1070
Nest 281 89
Regular roost 223 236
: 348 370
Occasional roost 125 134
Absent 547 611

Table 3The numberandstatus of previously occupied Barn Owl nest and/or roost sites checked in 2003
and 2013n the county of Devon.

Site Status 2003 survey results 2013 survey results % change
Nest 23.9% 8.3% -65.3%
Regilar roost 19.0% 22.1%

: 29.6% 34.6% +16.9%
Occasional roost 10.6% 12.5%
Absent 46.5% 57.1% +22.8%

Table 4Thestatusof previously occupied Barn Owl nest and/or roost sites checked in 2003 and 2013 in

the county of Devoms a proportion ofhe total number of sites checked in each survey

3.3 Site loss/development

Some sites that previously held Ba®wls hadeither falleninto dereliction and disrepaiQr been
demolished or convertedChart 1below shows the total number of sites lost/changedcs 2003 and
the causeOf all sites checkedn=1070) over 10%4119)had undergone chang#)e vast majority of
which (77 had beenconveted to a nonagricultural use



M Converted

M Derelict/collapsed/demolished

i Housing development

Chart 1.Cause ofossor changeof occupied Barn Owl sites in Devon betw@803 aml 2013(n=119).

Of those former Barn Owl siteghich had undergoneonversion 39% were converted with a
permanent accessible nesting space for Barn Owls incorporated into the fabric of the building
(permanent provision)However, at few sites the accdssle had been blockesoonly 35% were
accessibléto owls)at the time of the survey.

Chart 2 Provision for Barn Owls abnveted Barn Owl sites in Devon between 2003 and 20&37).



