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Masters of the Night - Great Horned Owls
by Martha Berthelsen
If you happen to be near tall trees and open fields during the
hours of darkness, you might hear the classic “Whoo - hoowho -ho” of our ubiquitous Great Horned Owl. Especially
from November through February, listen closely for a second
voice, slightly lower or higher in pitch, answering the first
(the male, although slightly smaller on average, tends to
have a deeper voice). It is likely to be a courtship duet, or
perhaps the nightly greeting of an established pair of owls,
which remain together for life. If the two calls become closer
together, and sound excited --- well you can easily imagine
what the pair might get excited about on a late fall or early
spring evening.
Owls begin their breeding season earlier that most birds.
Their nest might be an old stick nest of a hawk or heron, or a
large hollow in a tree. Only 2 -3 eggs are laid, usually January
to March, and the female faithfully keeps them warm for 30
- 37 days. The male must hunt constantly to feed them both
during this time, usually from a perch near an open field.
His asymmetrically placed ears, with one higher on his head
than the other, help him pinpoint the sound of prey, and his
eyes are supremely adapted for low light. When he locates
a mouse, rat, rabbit, ground squirrel, or even a skunk, he’ll
swoop down silently and swiftly with incredibly sharp and
powerful talons.

Great Horned Owl fledglings, July 2017, at El Sobrante Ridge Regional
Preserve, by Gudrun Kleist. These two hadn’t yet figured out they were
supposed to sleep during the day!

The large size and bulky shape make Great Horned Owls unmistakable. Their
feathered ear tufts are not used for hearing but may convey expressions. Photo
courtesy of Golden Gate Audubon Society.

Once the eggs hatch, both parents work to provide food for
the fast growing young. If prey is scarce, only the older and
larger baby may survive. After 45 - 50 days the young leave the
nest, first climbing on branches then venturing out with short
flights. They rely on their parents for several months more
as they develop their own hunting skills. About 90% of their
diet is small mammals, but they will occasionally take insects,
frogs, or other birds. Each owl can consume 2 - 5 rats or mice
every night, so they serve as an important control on rodent
populations.
Great Horned Owls can be found throughout the Western
Hemisphere, and are fairly adaptable to various habitats as long
as basic needs are met. So far their populations are stable over
all, but habitat destruction is a continual problem, and most
deaths of adult owls are human caused - cars, electrocution,
even shooting and trapping.
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Another Great Horned Owl at El Sobrante Ridge Regional Preserve,
by Gudrun Kleist.

How can we ensure that they continue to thrive?
Never use poisons to control rodents. A sick rat or
gopher may come out of hiding, and be eaten by an
owl. (Or by a hawk; the Lindsay Wildlife Museum
estimates that 80-90% of the raptors brought in to
their hospital have traces of rodent poisons in the
blood.) Don’t cut down mature trees unless absolutely
necessary, so owls and other birds can use them for
nesting, roosting, and hunting perches. Keep outdoor
lights to a minimum, and close your curtains at night.
Let natural darkness prevail, so owls can rule the night
with senses far superior to ours. But we can still listen
and look, and you might just be rewarded with the
sound or even a view of this amazing bird. Owls have
long been viewed as symbols of wisdom - can they
help teach us to be wise enough to share this planet
with other species?
For more information:
Cornell Lab of Ornithology:
http://www.birds.cornell.edu
Impacts of poisons and alternatives:
http://www.raptorsarethesolution.org/
Light pollution - International Dark-Sky Association:
http://www.darksky.org/

Helpful numbers
Broken hydrant or street flooding: 1-866-40-EBMUD
Debris dumped in the creek: 1-800-No-Dumping

Sat. Mar. 17 from 9:30am-noon
El Sobrante Library
4191 Appian Way, El Sobrante
Join us at the El Sobrante Library’s new plaza in March
for a volunteer work party! SPAWNERS has been
working at this site since 2000, and we’re currently
re-planting and taking care of our native plant demonstration garden, which was cleared during construction. People with all levels of experience are welcome.
Please wear sturdy shoes, comfortable work clothes,
and bring a water bottle. SPAWNERS will provide
tools, gloves, and snacks. We look forward to sharing
this new space with you!

Talk on Bird Nesting

By Jonathan Price
Tue. Apr. 3 from 7-9pm
El Sobrante Library Community Meeting Room
4191 Appian Way, El Sobrante
Join us to learn about bird nesting from Jonathan
Price, Wildlife and Fisheries Biologist for the East Bay
Municipal Utility District! Jonathan taught us about
animal tracking in the fall, and he’s back to share information on nesting birds.

Earth Day

Sat. Apr. 21 from 9:30am-noon
El Sobrante Library
4191 Appian Way, El Sobrante
Keep an eye out for our Earth Day event flyer, coming
soon!

Funding for SPAWNERS activities is provided by the Rose Foundation, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, Soroptimists International of Richmond, the Red Oak
Opportunity Foundation, and generous donations from our members and volunteers. Thank you!

Work Party Photos: Thanks to our wonderful volunteers!

Volunteers work at the El Sobrante Library.

Gudrun Kleist giving a planting demo in November.

Volunteers from the Grizzly Peak Fly Fishers, Hercules High School, and Coca Cola helped plant our new
demonstration garden at the El Sobrante Library Plaza in November.

