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Nature Saskatchewan is a non-government, charitable organization founded in 1949. It delivers the Stewards of 

Saskatchewan programs, including Operation Burrowing Owl (OBO), Shrubs for Shrikes, Plovers on Shore, 

Rare Plant Rescue, and the Stewards of Saskatchewan banner program. We are a conservation and cultural 

organization dedicated to engage and inspire people to appreciate, learn about and conserve Saskatchewan's 

natural environment. Our vision is “Humanity in Harmony with Nature.”  

 

 

Purpose of the Burrowing Owl Beneficial Management Plan 

 
To share with you information that will help you to provide the best possible habitat for the Burrowing Owl 

within the objectives of your operation. 

 

Nature Saskatchewan’s OBO program, initiated in 1987, works with land stewards like you to conserve and 

monitor habitat for the Burrowing Owl. 

 

Thanks to land stewards like you, our valuable prairie habitat is being conserved and in many cases enhanced 

and restored. This is greatly appreciated for the healthy and enjoyable environment it provides, including 

providing a home for our wildlife. 

 

 

The Burrowing Owl Population 

 
The Burrowing Owl is an endangered species, meaning it is in danger of disappearing from Canada or 

becoming extinct. Burrowing Owls were listed as endangered in 1995 when it was noted that their population 

had declined drastically over the previous decade. The Burrowing Owl is found on the grasslands of the Prairie 

Provinces, with about half the Canadian population breeding in each of Saskatchewan and Alberta.  

Operation Burrowing Owl has been monitoring the Burrowing Owl population since 1987 and has seen a 

decline of 97% from 1988-2022 (see graph below). In 1988, OBO participants reported 1032 pairs of owls in 

Saskatchewan, compared to only 31 pairs reported in 2023. Our goal is to see the population increase in 

response to more favourable habitat conditions for the owl. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature Saskatchewan 

206-1860 Lorne St. 

Regina, SK  S4P 2L7 

phone: 306-780-9273   

fax: 306-780-9263 

email: info@naturesask.ca   

website: www.naturesask.ca 
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Burrowing Owl Identification 
 

These pint-sized (only 9 inches tall) raptors are about the same size as a Meadowlark. They have light and dark 

brown mottled plumage with white spots. They also have a round head with large yellow eyes. Distinguishing 

features are their long featherless legs and their white ‘eyebrow’.  

 

 

 

 
Burrowing Owl. Photo credit: Tammy Thomas 

 

 
Burrowing Owls, pellet, and white wash, on fence 

post. Photo credit: Shelly Fisher 
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Adult Burrowing Owl with young at nest burrow in 

the background. Photo credit: Kaytlyn Burrows 

 

 

 
Adult Burrowing Owl. Photo credit: Shelly Fisher 

 

 
Burrowing Owl standing on one leg at burrow. 

Photo credit: Merek Wigness 

 

 

 
Adult Burrowing Owl. Photo Credit: Richard Ditch 

 

 

The Burrowing Owl is often confused with the Short-eared Owl, another species at risk. This is because both 

owl species are small and most often seen on a fence post or close to the ground. However, while Burrowing 

Owls nest underground in burrows, Short-eared Owls actually create a nest on top of the ground. Short-eared 

Owls (approximately 15 inches tall) are about 50% larger than Burrowing Owls. They have boldly streaked, as 

opposed to spotted, breasts, and a light facial disk with dark black patches around the eyes. They also have 

black ‘wrist’ markings under their wings that are visible in flight, and small ‘ear’ tufts but these are not always 

apparent. 

 

 

 
Short-eared Owl. Photo credit: Merek Wigness 

 

 
Short-eared Owl. Photo credit: Tammy Thomas



 5 

 

The Burrowing Owl Life Cycle 

JUNE 

 

Week 1 & 2: Incubation. 

 

Weeks 3 & 4: Chicks hatch 

in burrow. The first 4-5 eggs 

laid hatch first, followed by 

eggs laid after the first 4-5. 

SPRING 

 

March to mid- April: 

Adults migrate north to 

Saskatchewan. 

April: Owls pair up in 

Saskatchewan. 

 

MAY 

 

Week 1: Adults set up at nest 

site. 

Week 2: Females lay 6-12 

eggs. 

Weeks 3 & 4: Females 

incubate eggs underground. 

JULY 

 

Week 1: Nestlings emerge 

from the nest burrow. 

Week 2: Nestlings molt into 

juvenile plumage. 

Week 3: Juveniles begin to 

run, and practice hunting and 

flying. 

Week 4: Juveniles can fly on 

their own.   
AUGUST 

 

Week 1: Juveniles capable of 

sustained flights. 

Weeks 2 & 3: Juveniles can 

hunt for themselves. 

Week 4: Young disperse to 

nearby burrows. 

SEPTEMBER 

 

Week 1: Young molt into 

adult plumage. 

Weeks 2, 3 & 4: Owls begin 

to migrate south. 

OCTOBER 

 

Week 1: Owls continue to 

migrate south. 

Weeks 2, 3 & 4: Owls arrive 

on winter grounds. 

WINTER 

 

Canadian Burrowing Owls 

spend November through 

February in Texas & Mexico. 

© Brian K. Jeffery 
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Burrowing Owl Habitat Requirements 
 

Burrowing Owls use abandoned burrows dug by badgers, ground squirrels, and other burrowing mammals for 

their nests. Despite their name, they cannot dig their own burrows, therefore, the occurrence of Burrowing Owls 

relies on the presence of these burrows on the landscape. The majority of their diet is made up of small rodents 

and insects. In one summer a Burrowing Owl family can consume 7,000 grasshoppers and 1,800 rodents, 

making them a great form of pest control.  

 

Livestock grazing is important for creating and maintaining suitable habitat for Burrowing Owls. In the short 

term, grazing management can be used to create the mosaic of shorter and taller grasses which the owls require 

for nesting and foraging, and in the long term, grazing can reduce the encroachment of woody vegetation into 

grassland areas. In addition, Burrowing Owls use livestock dung (where available) to line their burrows, and 

there is some suggestion that this practice affords an advantage over nests without dung. It is uncertain why this 

is an advantage but reasons may include the dung attracts insect prey, reduces predation by masking odour, 

keeps eggs dry, and signals occupancy to other owls.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Burrowing Owl Habitat 
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Examples of Burrowing Owl habitat 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo credit: Andrea Kotylak 

 

 
Photo credit: Kristen Martin 

 

 
Photo credit: Ashley Vass 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo credit: Azure-Dee Farago 

 



 8 

 

Complete this questionnaire and compare your answers with the recommended practices below: 

(Recommended management practice is underlined)  

 

1. Area Requirements 

o If BUOW are nesting in grassland, is it at least ¼ section in size?  Yes   No   

o Is the ¼ section the owls are nesting on adjacent to other grasslands?  Yes    No   

o Would you be interested in increasing grassland area around the BUOW’s?  Yes    No   

 

 

2. Livestock Grazing 
o Do livestock graze this site? Yes   No   Would Consider it 

o Is there a mosaic of shorter (<10cm high) and taller (>30cm high) grasses? Yes   No   

o Are the salt blocks located near BUOW nest sites?  Yes    Would consider moving  No   

 

3.  Woody Vegetation 

o Are there any lone trees? Yes   No   

o Does the pasture contain >25% woody shrubs?  Yes    No 

 Would you be interested in removing any lone trees?  Yes    No   

 or woody vegetation? Yes    No 

4. Forage Harvesting 

o Do you start cutting hay before July 1st?  Yes   No   

 If yes, would you consider delaying Yes   No   

o When cutting hay, do you leave narrow strips of vegetation uncut? Yes   No   

 If no, would you consider doing so?  Yes   No   

o Would you consider leaving part of a hay field uncut and use it for fall grazing? Yes   No   

  

5. Cultivation/Tillage 

o Do you cultivate your fields before late-April?  Yes    No   Would Consider it 

o Do you use direct seeding or zero-till? Yes   No    Would Consider it 

 

6. Seeding Cultivated Land to Perennial Pasture. 

o Is the land you are looking to convert adjacent to existing grassland?  Yes   No   

o When considering your seed mixture are you looking at mid-height varieties? Yes    No   

 Are you considering less invasive grasses?  Yes   No   

 Would you consider mid-height spp?  Yes    No or less invasive spp? Yes    No   

 

7. Management of Burrowing Mammals 

o What is the gopher population like?  Few   Moderate Many   

o Badgers?  Few   Moderate    Many   

o What is the mice/voles population like?   Few   Moderate  Many 

o Do you use rodenticides within 1-2 km of BUOW nest? Yes    No   

o Would you consider avoiding the use of rodenticides around a BUOW nest?  Yes    No   

 

8. Insecticides  
o Do you spray insecticides in your tame or native pastures? Yes    No   

 If yes, do you choose an insecticide with the lowest toxicity to non-target organisms? 

  Yes   No  Would consider it 

 If yes, do you avoid spraying insecticides within 400-600m of a BUOW nest?   

  Yes   No  Would consider it 
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9. Wetlands (temporary or permanent) 

o Are there wetlands on the ¼ section? Yes   No  within 2 km?  Yes   No   

o Do you avoid draining any wetlands? Yes    No   

If no, would you consider not draining wetlands?  Yes    No   

 

Beneficial Management Practices (BMPs) Recommended for Burrowing Owls 

 

The following list of BMP’s will help you provide better habitat for Burrowing Owls. 

 

BMP Category BMP to Implement Benefits to Burrowing Owls 

Maintain existing 

native prairie. 

Maintain a healthy native 

pasture, at least ¼ section 

in size, by continuing to 

graze (possibly using a 

rotational grazing system) 

and use appropriate 

stocking rates. 

Native prairie is essentially the backbone of grassland bird 

species including Burrowing Owls. Grassland birds are more 

successful on native prairie.  Evidence suggests that Burrowing 

Owls are more successful in large contiguous tracts of native 

prairie, reducing edge effects and facilitating juvenile dispersal. 

 

Financial gains: grazing native prairie appropriately will ensure 

long term sustainability of your ranch. Native prairie is a 

renewable resource and as long as it is managed properly it will 

continue to be productive for your operation, whereas tame 

pastures lose productivity over the years and eventually need to 

be reseeded.  

 

 

 

Livestock Grazing 

for a site with 

nesting Burrowing 

Owls 

Heavily graze some areas 

to less than 10cm. 

 

 

Provide nesting sites for Burrowing Owls. Low vegetation 

around the nest burrow means that there is no visual barrier to 

the owls at their nest, which likely aids in predator detection. 

 Graze in a pattern which 

creates a variety of short 

and taller vegetation   

The variability in grazing pressure results in a greater diversity 

and density of prey species for Burrowing Owls. 

 Avoid placing salt blocks 

near Burrowing Owl nests 

This will reduce the potential for cattle to trample and possibly 

collapse the nest burrow  

 

 

 

Livestock Grazing 

for a site without 

nesting Burrowing 

Owls 

Lightly to moderately graze 

areas, especially near low-

lying temporarily moist 

areas to between 30 and 

100cm in height  

These areas will support higher populations and a greater 

diversity of important prey such as insects (ex. Grasshoppers, 

moths, beetles) and small vertebrates (ex. Mice, voles, frogs, 

songbirds) which make up most of the owl’s diet during 

breeding season. 

 

Longer grasses provide carry over for the next grazing season 

and litter slows or stops erosion of the soil and holds in 

moisture.  
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Woody Vegetation Do not plant trees or shrubs 

on native or tame grassland 

Reduce or remove (graze, mow, or manually remove) the 

woody vegetation in native or tame grassland. Burrowing Owls 

have an intolerance of woody vegetation that is likely related to 

the association of predators using the trees and shrubs for 

perches. 

 

 

 
Forage Harvesting 

(i.e. haying, raking, 

baling) 

Delay haying until after 

July 1st.  

Reduces the risk of collapsing a burrow containing young owls.  

 Leave narrow strips or part 

of the field unmowed. 

These strips or sections of taller vegetation will provide habitat 

for small mammals and insects that provide food for owls. Also 

helps to reseed hayfields and catch snow in the winter. 

 

 

 

Cultivation / 

Tillage 

Plow crop fields by mid-

April to get rid of potential 

nest burrows prior to the 

owls’ spring arrival. Use 

direct seeding or zero-till 

wherever possible to avoid 

tillage during the critical 

nesting season. 

Occasionally owls will nest in crop fields and generally these 

nests are not successful as they are often destroyed by farm 

machinery during seeding. But plowing the fields early, one 

could potentially encourage the owls to nest in a more 

appropriate grassland pasture.  

 

 

 

Seeding Cultivated 

land to perennial 

cover 

Convert cultivated land, 

especially those adjacent to 

native prairie, to a 

perennial cover. Seed short 

or mid-height and less 

invasive grasses in forage 

mixes such as Western 

Wheat Grass. 

Burrowing Owls show a strong preference for nesting in 

grassland pastures over cropland. Avoid coarse grasses like 

crested wheat grass and smooth brome grass as they grow too 

tall and are avoided by the owls.  

 

 

 

Managing 

Burrowing 

Mammals 

Avoid the use of 

rodenticides in areas where 

owls are nesting or within 

their probable foraging 

range (2 - 2.5 km). 

Burrowing Owls rely on burrowing mammals because 

availability of burrows for nesting and roosting is critical for 

them. Alternate ways of controlling ground squirrels to 

minimize crop or forage loss: 

1. Control populations between October and March (when 

the owls have migrated) 

2. Apply control agents in ground squirrel burrows or 

directly to ground squirrels (e.g., fumigate burrows 

when ground squirrels are hibernating and the owls 

have migrated).  
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Insecticides Avoid spraying insecticides 

on tame and native 

pastures. 

Pesticide residues have been detected in Burrowing Owl eggs 

and excrement but the effect of them is unknown. Therefore, 

avoid spraying insecticides within 400 to 600m of owl nests. 

However, if insect control is deemed necessary to reduce 

damage choose insecticides with the lowest toxicity to non-

target organism.  

 

 

 

Wetlands Wetlands help to maintain 

healthy ecosystem 

function. 

Providing water sources for wildlife species, wetlands also help 

maintain healthy soils, vegetation, and prey populations. 
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The most important BMP for all species at risk on your ranch is to maintain native prairie. Native prairie is 

the key for survival of most wildlife species in the area. Providing habitat for Burrowing Owls can also create 

suitable habitat for other species at risk including Loggerhead Shrikes, Greater Sage-grouse, McCown’s 

Longspurs, Chestnut-collared Longspurs, and Monarchs. The more native prairie that remains unaltered, the 

more habitat there is available for species at risk to use for nesting, raising young, finding food (foraging), 

and resting (roosting). The decline of many species at risk can be attributed to the removal and lack of native 

prairie. 

 

We are more than happy to help you find the resources to make the changes on your land if needed, and are 

available to answer your questions and discuss concerns. The BMPs are recommended with the intention of 

improving habitat for Burrowing Owls without negatively affecting your operation. Many of the BMPs to 

improve habitat for Burrowing Owls are cost free and require only consideration and small adjustments to 

management decisions. In cases where you would like to implement BMPs that require an investment, we 

will do our best to help you find the resources.  

 

Nature Saskatchewan is very grateful for the opportunity to work with you. Your operation is unique and we 

hope this plan will work in harmony with your objectives and at the same time benefit wildlife. By 

implementing the above BMPs, you will be helping to provide habitat for animals that have lost significant 

habitat in Saskatchewan and are now at risk of disappearing. 

 

Please feel free to contact us at any time. 

 

Thank you for being part of the solution! You are helping to keep Saskatchewan unique and healthy.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Grace Pidborchynski, Habitat Stewardship Coordinator (Operation Burrowing Owl) 

Nature Saskatchewan 

206-1860 Lorne Street 

Regina, SK  S4P 2L7 

Toll Free: 1-800-667-4668 

(306) 780-9833 

obo@naturesask.ca 

www.naturesask.ca 
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../2014-15/Completed%20BMPs/www.naturesask.ca
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In 2024-25 Stewards of Saskatchewan received financial support from: 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature Saskatchewan receives funding from SaskCulture through the Saskatchewan Lotteries Trust Fund for 

Sport, Culture, and Recreation. 
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