
Sensitive Species of the  
Santa Ana Watershed   

         
Burrowing Owl 
(Athene cunicularia)  

Burrowing owls are small, ground-dwelling owls. They lack ear tufts and are 
sandy colored with a white to cream colored breast and a belly with barring. 
They have white eyebrows, a prominent white chin stripe, and yellow eyes. 
Females are often darker in color than the males. Juveniles are brown with a 
white belly and chest. This owl is about 8.5 to 11 inches (21.6 to 28 cm) in 
length, with a wingspan of about 20 to 24 inches (50.8 to 61.0 cm).  

These owls are active day and night. They migrate south during September and 
October, and north during March and April. In many parts of their range they are 
non-migratory (Haug et al 1993). Nesting begins in March or April, and 
continues through August (MSHCP 2002). Clutch size ranges from six to eleven 
eggs. From a typical brood, three to five fledglings are likely to be produced 
(The Nature Conservancy 1999). All incubation and brooding is done by the 
female (Howard 1996). These owls also show strong nest site fidelity (The 
Nature Conservancy 1999), often using the same burrows year after year. 
Burrowing owls are opportunistic feeders. A large part of their diet consists of 

arthropods, such as beetles and grasshoppers, as well as small mammals (Conway and Smith 2000). They may also 
eat reptiles, amphibians, and small birds (Haug et al 1993).   

Habitat

  

Their preferred habitat is open land with low growing vegetation. Burrowing owls are usually found in grassland, 
deserts, and scrubland (California Burrowing Owl Consortium 1993), as well as on golf courses, cemeteries, airports, 
vacant lots in residential areas, university campuses, and fairgrounds (Klute et al 2003). In western Riverside County 
they can be found in open land with rocky outcroppings. Since they do not dig their own burrows, burrowing owls are 
often associated with fossorial mammals, such as ground squirrels and prairie dogs (California Burrowing Owl 
Consortium 1993). If mammal burrows are unavailable, these owls may use man-made structures, such as pipes, 
culverts, and nest boxes (MSHCP 2002).   

Status and Distribution

  

Currently the burrowing owl is known to breed in southern Canada, through most of the western United States, and 
south into Mexico (MSHCP 2002). Their winter range is similar, except for migration out of the northern range. 
Burrowing owls are also known to winter in El Salvador (MSHCP 2002). One of the largest year-round populations of 
burrowing owls can be found in California (Klute et al 2003). The largest California populations are found in the 
Central and Imperial Valleys (The Nature Conservancy 1999).   

Populations of the burrowing owl have declined significantly over most of its natural range (Conway and Smith 2000). 
In most of the occupied states and provinces, the species is considered endangered, threatened, or a species of 
special concern (Howard 1996). In California, the burrowing owl is a species of special concern. In 2003 the burrowing 
owl was considered for candidacy for listing as threatened or endangered in California. The Fish and Game 
Commission voted against it, stating there was disagreement among biologists regarding population status (Danelski 
2008). However, populations have declined to such low numbers in southwestern California, including western 
Riverside County and Orange County, that experts predict the species will be extirpated soon (Kidd et al 2007). It is 
currently protected only by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
(Klute et al 2003).     


