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Barred Owls in Marin County

Golden Gate National Recreation Area (https://www.nps.gov/goga/), Muir Woods National Monument
(https://www.nps.gov/muwo/), Point Reyes National Seashore (https://www.nps.gov/pore/)

Importance

Barred owls (Strix varia) recently expanded into the
forest communities of Marin County and may be
negatively impacting the federally threatened
northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina).

The barred owl is an eastern species that has
expanded its range westward into the Pacific
Northwest and more recently southward into
California. Barred owls and spotted owls are
closely related and have considerable overlap
in diet and habitat. However, barred owls are
slightly larger, more aggressive, and eat a
wider range of prey items than spotted owls;
these advantages may allow them to displace
spotted owls from preferred habitat. In
addition, spotted owls may become less vocal
in the presence of barred owls, affecting their
territoriality and mating behavior. Researchers
in Oregon, Washington, and parts of northern
California have found that barred owls

negatively impact spotted owl reproduction

Barred Owls are originally from the Eastern United States and
were first seen in Marin County in 2002.
California Academy of Sciences / Dr. Lloyd Glenn Ingles

and survival.

Monitoring Program

The National Park Service (NPS) monitors the northern spotted ow! population on federal lands in Marin
County. During surveys, the NPS also records the presence of barred owls and other potential threats.

NPS has been monitoring the spotted owl population at Point Reyes National Seashore, Golden Gate National
Recreation Area, and Muir Woods National Monument since 1998 as part of a long-term monitoring program.
Researchers conduct surveys during the spotted owl breeding season (March - August) to determine if
spotted owls are present and successfully reproducing. Additionally, in 2012, one of the barred owls at Muir
Woods was fitted with a radio transmitter so that biologists could track its movements. The owl was monitored
until its eventual death in 2015 in Muir Woods.

Learn More: Northern Spotted Owl Monitoring_in the San Francisco Bay Area
(https://www.nps.gov/articles/northern-spotted-owl-monitoring.htm)
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Status and Trends

Through the spotted owl monitoring program, researchers documented the first known barred owl on federal
lands in Marin County in 2002, the first pair in 2005, and the first successful breeding in 2007, all in Muir
Woods National Monument.

Since 2002, researchers have detected barred owls in Muir Woods, Olema Valley, and near Bear Valley in
Point Reyes. The first successful breeding of barred owls in Marin took place within a historic spotted owl
territory of high quality redwood habitat in Muir Woods. Besides the pair at Muir Woods, all other barred owl
detections in Marin were of single birds until another pair was detected in Olema Valley in 2019. In 2020, a pair
was heard in Mill Valley.

Detection of individuals and mating pairs of barred owls have fluctuated over the years, as has the detection
of spotted owls. In 2015, the breeding barred owl pair at Muir Woods and two individuals previously inhabiting
Olema Valley and Point Reyes were not detected during surveys. The following year, spotted owls were found
back in these historic territories. Although Muir Woods had historically contained two spotted owl territories,
they had not been detected within the boundaries of Muir Woods since 2010. Nesting success has continued
to fluctuate.

In fall of 2017, barred owls were again detected at Muir Woods and Olema Valley after a two-year absence,
and in 2019 three barred owls were detected at the Olema Valley site. Future spotted owl monitoring surveys
will continue to document spotted owl occupancy and reproduction in these areas.
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Barred owls (left) typically have brown bars and stripes on their chest while spotted owls (right) have light spots.
Left: © kevinemetcalf / Photo 4624033 / October 2015 / iNaturalist.org / CC BY-NC
Right: NPS / Taylor Ellis

Aggressive interactions including physical and vocal confrontations between barred and spotted
owls have been observed over subsequent years at multiple locations in Marin County. NPS and
other agencies plan to perform more research, including monitoring of known barred owls, to
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determine the nature of the threat posed by barred owls and to identify potential management
options that could ensure the persistence of spotted owls throughout their historic range. Since
the barred owl has only recently invaded Marin County, the area offers a unique opportunity to
study the early patterns of contact between barred and spotted owls.

Public Involvement in Conservation

Human activities, including those of land managers, scientists, and park visitors, can have an
impact on the land and wildlife. Because barred owls may be exerting pressure on spotted owls,
it is especially important for humans to limit their own impacts. While watching owls, follow
these guidelines to ensure that you do not unintentionally compromise the safety and nesting
success of the spotted owl:

1. Quietly observe owls at a distance with binoculars or spotting scope from trail corridors.

2. Limit your time with the owl(s) and do not share the location of the nest site with others to avoid
excessive activity in the core nest area, which could lead to nest failure.

3. Leave immediately if the owls are mobbed by other birds to avoid attracting predators to the owl'’s
location. Also leave the area if your presence seems to be affecting or changing the behavior of the owl.

4. Differentiating between barred owls and spotted owls can be difficult, so please follow these guidelines
when observing all owls.

5. If you discover a spotted owl or barred owl anywhere in Marin County, please write a complete
description of the observation, including time and location, and submit to a spotted owl contact
(https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm) with the San Francisco Bay Area Inventory & Monitoring

Network.. Photographs are helpful but photographing owls should be limited to daylight hours, and owls
should not be approached for the purpose of photography.

6. It is ethically unacceptable or illegal to use calls or taped playbacks to attract owls, to stake out or flag
nest locations, or to violate area closures or activity restrictions.

For a more extensive "“code of ethics” for wildlife watching, visit this list compiled by The
American Birding_Association (http://www.aba.org/about/ethics.html).

If you discover a spotted owl or barred owl anywhere in Marin County, you can help biologists’
tracking efforts by sending a message with the details of your observation (e.g. time, date,
location) to a spotted owl contact (https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm) with the San

Francisco Bay Area Inventory & Monitoring Network.

Additional Resources

Contact Information (https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm)

Links
San Francisco Bay Area Inventory & Monitoring Network - Northern Spotted Owls
(https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/spotted-owls.htm)

Pacific Coast Science & Learning Center - Northern Spotted Owls

(https://www.nps.gov/rlc/pacificcoast/northern-spotted-owls.htm)

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Species Profile - Northern Spotted Owl
(https://www.fws.gov/oregonfwo/articles.cfm?id=149489595)
The 2008 Final Recovery Plan discusses the barred owl as a significant threat.

Summary by San Francisco Bay Area Inventory & Monitoring Network, February 2009. Updated by Taylor Ellis
and Maritte O'Gallagher, March 2020.


https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
http://www.aba.org/about/ethics.html
http://www.aba.org/about/ethics.html
http://www.aba.org/about/ethics.html
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/contactus.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/spotted-owls.htm
https://www.nps.gov/im/sfan/spotted-owls.htm
https://www.nps.gov/rlc/pacificcoast/northern-spotted-owls.htm
https://www.nps.gov/rlc/pacificcoast/northern-spotted-owls.htm
https://www.fws.gov/oregonfwo/articles.cfm?id=149489595
https://www.fws.gov/oregonfwo/articles.cfm?id=149489595

golden gate national recreation area muir woods national monument point reyes national seashore
birds raptors owls northern spotted owl barred owl invasive species nonnative species

resource brief sfan threatened and endangered species monitoring non-native

Last updated: March 30, 2020

Was this page helpful?

(O Yes
(O No

An official form of the United States government. Provided by Touchpoints
= (https://touchpoints.app.cloud.gov/)



https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#fq[]=Sites_Item:%22Golden+Gate+National+Recreation+Area%22
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#fq[]=Sites_Item:%22Muir+Woods+National+Monument%22
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#fq[]=Sites_Item:%22Point+Reyes+National+Seashore%22
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=birds
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=raptors
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=owls
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=northern+spotted+owl
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=Barred+Owl
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=invasive+species
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=nonnative+species
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=Resource+Brief
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=SFAN
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=Threatened+and+Endangered+Species
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=monitoring
https://www.nps.gov/media/article-search.htm#q=non-native
https://touchpoints.app.cloud.gov/
https://touchpoints.app.cloud.gov/

