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Birds of El Paso County
By Doug Harling
Fountain Valley’s Bird Whisperer

Owl Nests

Barn Owl using a hollowed out tree cavity to nest.

It’s that time of year again. Owls are claiming
their homes for nesting. Owls are one of the few
raptors that do not build their own nests. Owls
have a hard time carrying material for nesting
due to the shape of their beak. An owl’s face and
beak are designed for stealth and complete silence
when hunting. Other raptors have a beak that is
big in proportion to its face and can carry a number of twigs and leaves for a long distance to build
a nest. The beak of the owl sits so tight to the face
and is impossible to carry more than a small twig.
Although owls do not build their own nest, they
will add some small material to a nest to make the
nest last the season if needed. Owls steal nests that
other birds have built and are unoccupied. Most
often, these are old nests of hawks and other bigger birds. Owls will start searching for a potential
nest long before breeding. If a male cannot find
and secure a nest, breeding will most likely not
happen. However, it is not uncommon for owls to
claim a nest, breed, and then the nest be destroyed
by wind or predators, at which point the owl is
forced to find a less desirable nest. Owls may also
nest in some very interesting places. This month’s
column highlights and shows examples of some
very interesting nests I have found in our area.
Please be cautious when looking for nests or if
you have located a nest. Female owls will guard
their nest with all their might. A female will stay
in a nest even when she is in fear. This can often
be mistaken as the owl feeling OK with us being
there. Remember, in the animal world, you are
either food or predator. A large human is not
looked at as food, so in the eyes of an owl, we are
all potential predators. Some owls that live near
populated areas may be more tolerant of humans,
but that doesn’t mean they are glad we are there. I
have seen owls nest on people’s roofs and in flower planters hanging on windows. This does not
mean they want to be close to us. It simply means,
it looked like a safe and reliable place to nest or it
may be a last-minute choice. Keep your distance!
Be as quiet as possible! DO NOT SHARE NESTING SITES! Most people love owls and would
give anything to see a nest. If you have 10 good
friends and you think “I’ll share this with just 2
of them” and they have 10 friends… Before you
know it, you have 15 people with cameras and
binoculars standing underneath a nest. I have
learned this the hard way. I love to share and I
used to share everything I found. I have seen the
direct result of some nests being compromised.
Owls use stillness and the gift of camouflage as
their main defense against predators. Big raptors
such as hawks and eagles are the biggest predator
to a baby owl. Crowds of people around a nest
can make mama and owlets nervous and move
around more than usual. That movement is exactly what a hawk flying overhead is looking for.
The most common nests you will see are “perches” or “platform” nests. Most are made by other
birds and some are even man made. These seem
to be the most common, but it may just be because
they are the easiest to see. I have added one image
of a Great Horned Owl and a baby in a nest that
I watched Swainson’s Hawks build the previous

Great Horned Owl nesting inside the garden center of
a local Lowe’s Home Improvement store.
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year. Many wildlife refuges will build platform
nests to help. Wind and bad weather can be very
hard on these nests and they can deteriorate very
fast. I’ve seen owls use these nests and they look
so good at the start of nesting season but within
a few weeks they can be completely f,allen apart.
The next most common nest is in a tree cavity.
These nests are great for withstanding bad weather, but they also leave the owls more vulnerable to
predators. An owl can see a predator like a Bobcat
climbing up a tree and can make defensive moves
before a predator gets to them. In a cavity, predators can climb up and ambush owlets without any
warning. I have a picture (above) of a Barn Owl
using a very typical tree cavity nest.
The next best nesting place is under a safe manmade structure. These are more common than you
may think. I have a picture of a Great Horned Owl
nesting under the bleachers of a local high school.
Unfortunately, after this owl laid eggs, the school
found it necessary to enclose the underside of the
bleachers because of all the birds nesting in there.
Look under bleachers, bridges and overhangs.
Some unlikely places to find nests are inside.
I included a picture of a nesting pair of Great
Horned Owls in an abandoned house. The mama
to that pair is up in the rafters on eggs. I have
found many owls nesting like this. I also included
a picture of a Great Horned Owl nesting inside
the garden center of a local Lowe’s store. This
is actually pretty common. I have found owls in
many different garden centers. I have to give a
huge shoutout to that particular Lowe’s store that
went as far as to build a nesting box. If you look
closely, you can see mama’s horns sticking up.
Finally, ground nesting owls. I love our Burrowing Owls that return every spring and most
often occupy Prairie Dog holes. Burrowing Owls
benefit in many ways by using the underground
burrows made by the Prairie Dogs. Prairie Dog
colonies are very protective of each other and
are always looking for predators. The Burrowing Owls learn their warnings and will dart back
down into the burrow at the first hint of danger.
These burrows have a very intricate tunnel system. An owl can go down one hole and pop up
moments later from another hole. The picture I
have included is a Burrowing Owl living in a Prairie dog hole. Some areas in California, Arizona
and Florida are getting so developed, they have
started making man-made burrows.
Another owl that nests on the ground is the
Short Eared Owl. Unfortunately, I have not been
blessed to see any of these yet!
I hope you are able to go out and find your own
nests. Babies should start hatching soon!! Happy
birding!
Feel free to message me on Facebook, email or give
me a call if you observe behavior in birds that you have
never seen. If I don’t know about it we can learn together.

Burrowing Owl uses a Prairie Dog burrow for its nest.

Great Horned Owl using a Swainson’s Hawk nest.

Great Horned Owl using an old abandoned house to nest.
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Great Horned Owl makes its nest under the bleachers at a local school.

