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1. Background to the survey 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
The Barn Owl (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 last 70-80 years, 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 subsequently by Shawyer (1987) whose estimate of 3,778 
pairs was for the same area. Percival (1992) considers 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 Owl, the only reliable survey to date, estimated a UK population of c. 4000 pairs in 1995-97 
(Toms et al, 2000). Nevertheless, as a consequence of this perceived decline, the Barn Owl is afforded 
the highest level of UK legal bird 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 across the UK include reductions in food supply 
(Cayford, 1992; Taylor, 1993, 1994), roost and nest site loss (Ramsden 1995) and major roads (Ramsden, 
2003), and in this respect Devon is no exception.  As such, and in an effort to address the decline, much 
conservation work has been undertaken, predominantly by the Barn Owl Trust (BOT) which is based in 
the county. Because the 1993 and 2003 Devon Barn Owl surveys involved the re-checking of all known 
Barn Owl sites reported to BOT between each survey, it is important to 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 BOT launched its first major website. 
This would have led to a significant increase in 
awareness of the practical conservation work 
undertaken and consequently has almost certainly 
resulted in more sites being reported. Moreover, 
the number of enquiries has continued to grow 
steadily since 2003, particularly from those 
interested in providing a Barn Owl nestbox, often as 
a result of Barn Owls appearing at a site without 
one. There is little doubt that the probability of 
sites being reported has increased as a 
consequence.  
 

In 2009, the BOT published Ψ.ŀǊƴ hǿƭǎ ŀƴŘ wǳǊŀƭ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ !ǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǿƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ς a Guide 
ŦƻǊ tƭŀƴƴŜǊǎΩ after an increasing number of incidences of site loss due to failures in the planning system. 
This was an attempt to provide best practice guidance to planners on how to mitigate the impact of 
developments at Barn Owl sites. Whether this has resulted in significantly more sites being reported to 
the BOT is unquantifiable but a small number of apparently historic Barn Owl sites that were previously 
unknown to the BOT have consequently been reported on the submission of a planning application. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Between 2009 and 2010 the BOT ran the 
ΨWestmoor Barn Owl SchemeΩ. This was a dedicated 
nestbox erection and habitat management advice 
scheme in West Devon between Dartmoor and the 
Tamar, which involved the erection of 125 
nestboxes and also included input on the dangers 
of rodenticide and water troughs. The scheme 
sought to reverse the 87.5% decline in nesting Barn 
Owls identified ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ²ŜǎǘƳƻƻǊΩ ŀǊŜŀ between 
the 1993 and 2003 county surveys. It is unlikely that 
the scheme is responsible for a significant increase 
in reporting though some increase is inevitable. 

 
In the spring of 2013 (the survey year) .h¢Ωǎ first UK survey website http://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk 
was launched. This 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 activities since 2003 have almost certainly resulted in a greater chance 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 increase 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 roosting sites 
recorded since the start of the 2003 Devon Barn 
Owl Survey (a ten-year period), and to analyse any 
trends.  
 
c) To check data coverage by interviewing 

landowners in areas where there were no records of Barn Owls (with follow-up searches where 
necessary).  
 
d) To estimate the county population level in 2013 and compare it with 2003. 
 
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 survey replicated the methods of the 2003 survey. This 
principally involved re-checking all sites where Barn Owls had 
been recorded during or since the 2003 survey. Records were 
reported to the BOT in the following circumstances; 
 
a) Intentionally given to the BOT by the 
public/landowners/farmers (sometimes in response to specific 
media appeals).  
 
b) Incidentally recorded in the course of general enquiries 
received by BOT.  
 
c) Via contact with other organisations/groups/individuals with 
an interest in Barn Owls/conservation/rural buildings.  
 
d) By BOT staff/volunteers in the course of general fieldwork, 
education events, county shows or research projects. 
 

Barn Owl observations are typically recorded at 6-figure OS grid reference resolution giving a maximum 
inaccuracy of 100 metres. 
 
Reports from members of the general public were always closely scrutinised by BOT staff using 
pertinent and selective questioning techniques in line with guidance (Barn Owl Trust, 2012; 103) in 
order to reduce the number of erroneous records from the results. Site visits were sometimes necessary 
to establish the veracity of the initial report. 
 
In addition, a number of new sites were reported to surveyors during 2013 visits, and these were 
subsequently followed up. However, no physical searches for material evidence were conducted at sites 
with no previous occupation history (i.e. no cold searching).                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
As in the 2003 survey, Devon Bird Watching and Preservation Society (DBWPS) members were 
encouraged to submit Barn Owl observations. The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) acted as liaison 
with all Devon ringers and holders of a Schedule 1 licence for Barn Owl in order to reduce duplication of 
effort and thereby minimise disturbance. 
 
A ledger was created listing all Barn Owl nesting and roosting records since and including 2003. 
Duplicates were removed, leaving 1,346 sites to be checked.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
2.2 Site search methods 
 

A physical search for material evidence of 
occupation was conducted wherever possible. 
Where the original informant (often the site owner) 
was able to provide reliable and up-to-date 
information no verification was considered 
necessary. The vast majority of sites were visited by 
trained and licensed BOT staff, who searched the 
site for physical evidence of occupation; Barn Owls 
themselves, their pellets, droppings and feathers. 
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 line with guidelines 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 all sites was produced. From 
this map, empty tetrads (2km squares) were 
identified, and allocated to a discrete group of BOT 
volunteers known as interviewers using the 
following criteria; 
 
1) No records of Barn Owl roosting or nesting 
between 2003 and 2013. 
2) Landscape suitable (not predominantly urban, 
wooded or wetland). 
3) Within an acceptable travelling distance of 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΩ ƘƻƳŜǎΦ 

 
Interviewers visited all potential Barn Owl sites within the tetrad and interviewed the occupiers 
following standard interview protocols and a dedicated recording form. Any necessary follow-up visits 
were conducted by BOT staff. 
 
2.4 Data recorded 
 

9ŀŎƘ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀ Ψ.ŀǊƴ hǿƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΩ 
according to the following criteria; 
 
Á Nesting; one or more eggs or young seen, definite 
young heard calling for food night after night, 
definite adult(s) seen repeatedly carrying food into 
a suitable nest place, nestling (mesoptile) down 
ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ άŀƳƳƻƴƛŀέ ǎƳŜƭl found with nest 
debris. 
 
Á Roosting regularly; 10 or more pellets dating from 
the survey year. 
 



Á Roosting occasionally; less than 10 pellets dating from the survey year. 
 
Á Seen less than once a month/more than once a month/more than once a week; no material evidence 
of occupation but birds had been seen in the survey year. 
 
Á Absent; no evidence of Barn Owls was found (or the evidence indicated occupation prior to 01/01/13 
only). 
 
Á No 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 was launched requesting Barn Owl observations, 
with an article published in the Western Morning News in May 
2013. Across the county posters were displayed in various 
locations and a request for sightings was made via the DBWPS to 
their members. Observations were recorded either through 
direct contact with .h¢Ωǎ office, BOT staff, or via the new BOT 
survey website http://www.barnowlsurvey.org.uk.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2.6 Data processing 
 

All data were manually entered onto the BOT off-
line ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ όaƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘ !ŎŎŜǎǎϰύ ŦǊƻƳ where the 
2013 results were extracted. A distribution map at 
2km resolution was created in D-aŀǇϰ showing 
interview tetrads (see 3.1 Coverage achieved, Map 
2 below). The coverage (see 3.1 Coverage achieved, 
Map 1) and Main Results distribution maps (see 3.3 
Distribution, Maps 3 and 4) were created in 
Quantum GIS (QGIS). The 6-figure grid references 
were converted to 1km resolution to downgrade 
resolution for the purposes of site confidentiality. 
Larger symbol sizes were selected for the QGIS 
maps to further respect site confidentiality.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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


3. Results 
 
3.1 Coverage achieved 
 
Map 1 shows all 1km squares containing sites checked during the survey, including those where no 
material evidence of Barn Owl occupation was found.  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Map 1. Distribution of 1km squares containing one or more sites checked during the 2013 Devon Barn 
Owl Survey (includes squares where no material evidence of occupation was found).  
 
Of the 1070 sites where results were obtained, 109 were reported to either surveyors or interviewers 
during the survey. Table 1 divides site coverage by local authority.  Across all authorities, nearly 80% of 
all sites were checked and/or a result was obtained. 
 
 

Local Authority    No. of sites         Result     No result % coverage 

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 1. Number of sites by Local Authority, showing number and proportion of those where a result 
was obtained against those with no result. 
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Map 2. Distribution of tetrads (n=37) where survey interviews were conducted (at all farmsteads and 
other potential Barn Owl sites) during the 2013 Devon Barn Owl Survey. 
 
A total of 37 tetrads (148 sq km) were selected and distributed between 8 interviewers. In total, 23 
observations were recorded from 15 of the 37 tetrads. These included only two nesting and four 
roosting observations. Although interviewers may have missed some potential roost/nest sites, or been 
deliberately mislead by landowners, there is no reason to think that the number of such instances was 
significant. 
 
 

Status  No. of observations % with evidence 

Nest 2 8.7 

Regular roost 3 13.04 

Occasional roost 1 4.35 

Seen >once/week 2 8.7 

Seen >once/month 3 13.04 

Seen <once/month 11 47.83 

Dead/injured 1 4.35 

TOTAL 23 100 

Table 2. Observations recorded in interview survey tetrads (n=37). 
 
3.2 MAIN RESULTS - Site occupation 
 
Table 3 shows the number of sites found to be occupied by nesting or roosting (only) Barn Owls in 2003 
and in 2013. The most notable figure was a dramatic fall (-65.3%) in nesting occupancy. The reasons for 



this are discussed below (see 4.5.2). Results for roosting birds were similar to 2003, with an overall 
+16.9% change in roosting in 2013. The number of sites where no Barn Owl evidence was recorded 
showed a +22.8% change (Table 4).  
 
Unlike national surveys which often concentrate solely on the number of nesting pairs (e.g.  State of the 
UK Barn Owl Population 2013), BOT county surveys also record sites where birds are roosting but not 
nesting. This unique dataset allows for closer scrutiny of site occupation and is discussed in 4.6 below. 
 

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

Table 4. The status of previously occupied Barn Owl nest and/or roost sites checked in 2003 and 2013 in 
the county of Devon as a proportion of the total number of sites checked in each survey.  
 
3.3 Site loss/development 
 
Some sites that previously held Barn Owls had either fallen into dereliction and disrepair, or been 
demolished or converted. Chart 1 below shows the total number of sites lost/changed since 2003 and 
the cause. Of all sites checked (n=1070), over 10% (119) had undergone change, the vast majority of 
which (77) had been converted to a non-agricultural use. 
 

Site Status 2003 survey results 2013 survey results 

Number of sites 
checked/reported 

1176 1070 

Nest 281 89 

Regular roost 223 
              348 

236 
               370 

Occasional roost 125 134 

Absent 547 611 

Site Status 2003 survey results 2013 survey results % change 

Nest 23.9% 8.3% -65.3% 

Regular roost 19.0% 
29.6% 

22.1% 
34.6% 

 
+16.9% 

Occasional roost 10.6% 12.5% 

Absent 46.5% 57.1% +22.8% 



Chart 1. Cause of loss or change of occupied Barn Owl sites in Devon between 2003 and 2013 (n=119). 
 
Of those former Barn Owl sites which had undergone conversion, 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 access hole had been blocked so only 35% were 
accessible (to owls) at the time of the survey. 
 

 
Chart 2. Provision for Barn Owls at converted Barn Owl sites in Devon between 2003 and 2013 (n=77). 
 


