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Birds of El Paso County
by Doug Harling,
Fountain Valley's Bird Whisperer

Fountain Creek Owlets
I have done many columns on owlets and I’m sure I will do many
more in the future. This story, however, is close to my heart. I have
written columns about when to intervene and rescue a bird but today’s
story takes us outside that box. Always rescue or contact someone
about a rescue if you find any injured bird. If you aren’t sure, please
feel free to contact me. The past several weeks I have been on pins
and needles trying to fight off the urge to rescue some very small
Great Horned owlets. Experience paid off!
It all started as I was preparing to do my Owl and Hawk Walk
for the Fountain Creek Nature Center. The walk was set for April 6th
and I tried to spend everyday there for a couple of weeks before
the walk. I like to find any nest that I can, so I can teach how to find
them and the proper ethics to go by if and when you do find one. I
never share the exact location of owls’ nests because they can be so
sensitive. However, for the educational purpose of the class, I took
the class right to the nest. This gave people the opportunity to get
some photographs and maybe even see their first owl in the wild.
Taking them to the nest is also the best way to teach good ethics. It
was the highlight of the walk for the group to see a mama owl in a
nest, with a little white fluffy owlet looking out from under her. I have
had people shed tears when seeing owlets in the wild for the first
time. The class was full and everyone went home with their hearts full.
As many of you may know, owls do not build their own nest. They
steal or borrow existing nests. It may be an old crow’s nest, a crook in
a tree or a cavity in a tree. Many will even nest in man-made nesting
boxes. Well, some owls are not the best at finding a good nest and
are forced at the last minute to choose one that is far from suitable
for a successful brood. These owls need to work on their selection
process. This is the third year they have picked a bad nest. They
picked a squirrels’ nest which never seem to hold up to a family of

The mama owl in her nest on April 5.

Participants on my Owl and Hawk Walk April 6.

owls. It is what it is and all I could do was
hope it would hold up. Two days after the
walk, I went down to check on the nest. My
heart sank when I found the nest empty. It
was way too soon for mama to leave the
nest even for short periods. I knew it wasn’t
good. I was able to find mom and dad in the
trees close by so that told me that the owlets
had probably fallen from the tree. If the
babies had died or been taken by prey, the
mom and dad would have moved farther
away. I knew that the owlets were so small
that the fall probably wouldn’t have hurt
them, but I didn’t want to go down in there
and upset the mom and dad if the owlets
were alive.
I worked my way around and found a high
perch that I could look down under the tree
and sure enough, I could see one tiny owlet
moving around. I knew something had to
be done because it was right next to one
of the main trails at the creek and people
walking dogs off leashes could end up
walking right up onto it. That was a Monday
and the nature center was closed. I sent an
email to Nancy Bernard (the nature center
supervisor) to talk to her about the situation.
I told her that if we taped the area off and
put up signs to keep people out, I thought
we could protect this little owlet. The next
day, one of the volunteers from the nature
center and myself taped off the area and
put signs up. That day when I tried to see
the owlet, I realized for the first time that
there were two.
Many people would have thought this was
the time you go in and rescue. However,
my experience has shown that owlets can
survive on the ground and that mom and
dad will not abandon them. One call to a
facility and they would have been picked
up and lived the rest of their life in a cage. I
was going to do everything I could to make
sure that did not happen. I assured Nancy
that if she gave me the opportunity, I would
check everyday and that if left alone, they
would be able to climb into a tree within
about three weeks. I assured Nancy that if
I saw any sign of distress or if I thought for
one second those owlets were hurt, I’d be the
first one to get them to help. I was on pins
and needles everyday. Everyday I checked
to make sure I could see mom and dad and
that I could see at least two sets of owlet
eyes. I always observed the owlets from a

long distant perch I was able to use. I would look into
the eyes of the owlets and watch for any type of restless
breathing or behavior. Everyday, the owlets seemed to
be doing fine.
I was on pins and needles everyday as people would
come by with dogs off the leash (it’s a law for a reason
people!) One day, someone even called Nancy and told
her their dog had gone down there and when he went to
get it, he saw two owlets on the ground. He told her he
thought one was dead. I rushed down to make sure and
both were fine. Over the few weeks, I watched mama
fend off crows and hawks. I would watch her go down
and take them food. I even saw her kill a squirrel that was
right next to the babies and then give it to them. I post
almost all of my birding experiences on my Facebook
page but I never posted single thing about the situation. I
didn’t want any extra attention brought to them.
Two days ago, the owlets climbed up into the trees
for the first time. I knew once they were up there, they
would never be on the ground again. I had decided a
couple of weeks ago that if we were successful with this,
I would write a column about it. Well, you can’t imagine
how happy I am to be writing this today and to share
pictures of the ordeal. I have to give thanks to Nancy
at the Fountain Creek Nature Center for trusting me to
prove that not all wildlife need to be rescued. I also want
to thank a few people that helped me keep an eye on
them and would send pictures and reports about their
well being. First, my good friend Cindy Morrow who
not only checked on them but was right there to remind
people of the leash law! Also, three people who attended
my Owl and Hawk walk found themselves more involved
than they could have imagined the day of the walk.
Kenneth Graham, Linda Hakala and Brenda Martel all
sent updates and made a commitment to help keep an
eye on them.
A happy ending to what could have been very tragic.
Not all wildlife needs to be rescued. If you are not sure,
do nothing and contact someone. I have the utmost
respect for rehabbers and the volunteers who give from
the depth of their hearts to take care of injured wildlife.
Unfortunately, owlets are a huge draw for visitors and
donations. An injured adult owl can be rehabbed and
released back into the wild. An owlet taken to a rehabber
will never be outside of a cage. Owlets have been falling
from trees for as long as there have been owls. Three
weeks to the date that the owlets fell from the nest, they
wre happily up high in the trees and mom and dad will
be teaching them how to fly over the next couple of
months. They will spend most of the summer learning to
hunt on their own. If you get a chance to go out to the
nature center, keep your eyes and ears open. You may
just catch some of this family out hunting in the fields or
you may hear the babies talking to mom and dad to bring
food. They are most vocal in the early mornings or late
afternoon. Happy birding!

The owlets on the ground.
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At left: the mama owl keeping watch over her babies (shown above), still on the
ground, but you can see they have grown some.

At left: the mama and papa owls
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At right: a sign that warns visitors to
stay on the trail at the nature center.

In these final two photos you can see the
owlets made it back up into the trees.

Contact Doug at (719) 290-1998
for more information and to purchase photos.

See his Facebook pages: Raptors Of Colorado, Doug Harling
and My Colorado Wildlife Habitat to view more of his photos.

Doug's photographs are
now featured on display at...

