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BANDING SCREECH OWLS AND KESTRELS AT NEST BOXES
By Stuart D. Henderson and John B, Holt Jr.

Housing Development - Screech Owl-Kestrel Style

For the past three years, Screech Owls (Otus asio) and Kestrels
(falco sparverius) have had little trouble finding home sites in the

L qovers Massachusetts region. This is due to the fact that scattered

: ughout the 70-square mile area are more than two hundred nesting

oa, put up specifically with these two raptores in mind - and the

. mrent® required is that they and their families wear aluminum bands
qued by the Fish and Wildlife Service.

our nesting box project, initiated in the fall of 1958, was ori-
inally directed at Screech Owls until it was later found that Kestrels
& even more inclined to utilize artificially constructed nesting sites
an the owls.

we had always suspected that Screech Owls were fairly common in our

epion, and thought it would be interesting to add this species to the

g 1list of hawks and owls which we had studied, banded and photo-
phed. But we soon discovered that finding a Screech Owl's nest in a

atural cavity was something like finding a needle in a haystack. It en-

ailed perilous climbing up dead or decaying trees and reaching down into

apk hollows at the bottom of which could be anything from a mouse to a

rel or black snake; and as far as the owls were concerned, the results

usually negative. This, obviously, was not the way to conduct a

'\’:',', titative Stucb'o

We knew that Screech Owls sometimss appropriate backyard Flicker or
bod Duck boxes, and wondered what would happen if we constructed a num-
f such boxes and put them up in suitable woodland areas. It seemed
like a good idea, but a project of the magnitude we desired would require
re lumber than either of us could afford - until it was discovered that
gt of the necessary materials could be salvaged from nearby trash dumps,
ch small quantities of usable odds and ends were periodically dis-
d. By frequenting these places we were able to realize a fairly con-
supply of wood, and proceded to cover as much territory as possible
ilh nesting boxes before winter set in. One hundred and ten were up and
idy for the nesting season of 1959.

Early in May we began to check the boxes, but our enthusiasm was

{whnt dampened when we learnsd that our project had been a great boon
¥the gray squirrel population - nearly 70% of the boxes had been usurped
[ Wese ublquitous pests! Seventy-four of the 110 boxes contained nests

® gray squirrel. Of the remaining boxes, two were occupied by red

i3 tls, and one by a flying squirrel; Screech Owls had taken only eight,
d Kestrels were nesting in six; Starlings had five, Flickers five, and
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We are now happy to report that out "housing development" prov
psting sites for ten pairs of Screech Owls, and 30 pairg of Kegtmigedin
4 Presently, we are still maintaining a check of the owl boxes ;e-
ountering birds banded in the past, deriving a great deal of ple;sure
n watching their movements from year to year - and looking forward t
, return of the Kestrels in the spring. °

Wood Ducks four; two boxes contained families of Wood Mice, and two yap.
filled to capacity with honey bee combs; one was destroyed, and one wag -
empty. With such a great demand for our nestlng boxes, we considereq
ourselves lucky to get as many Screech Owls and Kestrels as we did)

Though the results of the first season were hardly an 1nap1rnt1°n
insofar as the Screech Owl banding was concerned, we nevertheless took .
the owl box project again in the fall of 1959, reasoning that the mopeg *
boxes we put up, the more owls we would get. This time, a determineq
effort was made to discourage the squirrel population: we nailed tin g
lars, 18 to 24 inches wide, around the trunks of trees in which boxeg
were placed, and where possible these trees were "topped" and trimmed 4,
preventsquirrels from jumping across from nearby branches. In most
stances, of course, it was necessary to secure the landowner's consent 4
put up boxes in this manner, but most of them were quite willing to gggy
ate, and we usually picked small secondary hardwoods in congested aregg
which could well afford to be thinned out. Also, many boxes were attgah
to stubs which were already dead.

Methods of Locating Nesting Ranges

screech Owl ranges almost invariably include:

reforably running, such as a brook or small stream:) JZ\ )sg::;;sogrw;mé
woods interspersed with conifers. These stands usually contain a
percentage of second growth, sapling-sized trees. A mature woods

ply contains Screech Owls. 3) Usually there are open areas such as

ds, cleared areas under power transmission lines, orchards, or even

tery (seemingly a popular type of huntin
g area) in th
ty. This provides a good rodent hunting areg,) = M

Over 200 boxes were out for the 1960 nesting season. We contemplat ! trmgzg:xlil{elgﬁ? S;:’;::eo“ls by calling adults during late sumer
at least twice as many owl nests as before, but what a feeling of def under parental car; are artjs_um]:r' the young, who are still more or
when the boxes were checked and the nests tallied! We managed to discou area will definitely ;stabll;sh gu rly talkative, Several visits to
age the squirrels, for the most part, but we actually ended up with feuwss B i be co nfusing at times dun iﬁ o]s-:::e of a pair. Wandering birds
Screech Owl nests than the previous year had produced; only seven boxss 7 to establish presence of onegor mor:u:%n:{tandbfall. and 1t 1s best
were taken by owls, as oppos:d to eight in 1952. when half as many bo much more extensive vocabulary and a diff 8, tefore erecting boxes,
were up. The new method of "squirrel guarding® had yieldod‘a greate are conslderably more vociferous than theieren onal quality, the
centage of empty boxes, but still no owls. It was interesting to no sveral young definitely indicates a ne tin T parents. The presence
however, that many of the unoccupied boxes showed signs (pellets, p rather limited; usually f £t sting range, Screech Owl ranges
mains, etc.) of having been used by roosting owls during the winter Y Liom % square mile. Boxss placed in the

‘ diate ar
for no apparent reason, when spring arrived, they arbitrarily decided te ea where a family is located usually produce the follo
nest elsewhere, wing

Finding Kestrel ranges is considerably ea
B! sier, because of the Kest ’
0 rhgbits. Kestrel ranges are usually slightly more extensive :}s;a:e 1o
of Screech Owls, butfin iate March and early April the adults will
a few hundred yards of the prospective
i seem to make themselves fairly obvious at this timel.) A Kes:;es;.sﬁzr.xe

» seen during spring migration or in the early

re o A pair should be see
area throughout the spring, or with yo in 2800
re ung mid-summ

put up. Kestrels freque;nt old fa d-summer, before

ms, fields, powerlines, and
8. Prospective nesters are sometimes 1c;c I oy
_ ated d -
P ing operations in winter and early spring. P i e

But if the bulk of the Screech Owl population continued to display
indifference toward our efforts to attract them, not so the Kestrels,
In fact, had it not been for the latter species, we probably would have
given up the box project altogether. Almost all of the experimental
pairs, for which two or more boxes had been put up, found them far supei
ior to the hollows they had formerly been using, and 16 boxes were occt
pied by families of these handsome little hawks,

Since the Kestrels seemed to appreclate our handywork far more WUl
the owls did, the fall and winter of 1960-1961 found us reclaiming mar
of the non-productive Screech Owl boxes, and putting them up in areas
where the hawks were known to breed. In addition to this, boxes still
located within Screech Owl ranges were checked periodically throughout
the winter months, and many roosting adults were caught and banded in
this way.

Construction of Nesting Boxes

g::gr‘:jlalz: Wood in sufficient lengths. White pine is best. We
A ust about everything with reasonable success. Waterproof or
e ywood makes a very durable box. Nails of "hold-tite" type or
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84 common type.
a satisfactory box. Stain finished box
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(8d to attach top so that it can be removed with reg._
sonable ease when checking box,) Regular grades of plywood do not

in some subdued natural tone of gray, 5}
brown, green, etc. \"‘/X

\ -
Dimensions: (When using 3/4 inch \‘ MeTirEe
stock) - Bottom: 8 x 8 inches, with ‘ C g 1"
three or four small vent holes Af f 'N‘:'—G‘PT .
possible., Sides: 8 x 16 inches at ("” bEAL ey

rear, and angling down to 14 3/4 inches
at front. Back: 9% x 22 inches - drill
two or three holes top and bottom to
facilitate nailing box to tree.

Front: 9% x 15% inches - entrance hole
3% inches in diameter.

Top: 9 3/4 x 11% inches - place 13 x 8
inch "weather strip" below top at the
back of box to cut out leaks at this
sean,

Place about % inch of wood shavings
at bottom of each box, The same box
serves equally well for hawks or owls,
Several models wlth slightly varying /

dimenslions have been tried over the

three years, and this box has proven /
best in most respects. Boxss can be //’
made with removable tops or entrance /

holes of sufficient diameter to allow passage of a hand holding a Screech
Owl. We prefer removable tops, as the other method often necessitates a
rather rapld withdrawal of one's hand should the box be occupied by somes
thing other than an owl or hawk, especially honey bees,

EnTRAME
HoL g

Sweer MeTaAL
Squkeer Gprrd

k%

Nl N
N T\\\

sarily large hole tends to encourage entrance of predators.

After locating several prospective pairs of Screech Owls and Kestrels
we commence with the housing project. First on the agenda is to obtain
permission from landowners where the boxes are to be erected.
lieve we have ever been turned down after explaining our plans and aims
to a landowner, although several times I have, I believe, detected a touch
of a "What are you anyway, some kind of a nut.."™ attitude on the part of

the property owner. However, several have shown considerable interest,

and have even offered us the use of ladders and their own services at t meds

Alvays remember to ask the landowner the following: 1) Whether he

objects to the topping of live trees; 2) He wishes some certain specles

of tree left untouched., This has often been the case with regpect to

White Pine (Pinus strobus), which we rarely use as a box base because of

Make

Also, an unnecess

I don't be=
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ry disappointing habit of disappearing, with box attached, after a
r's logging operations; 3) he does not wish boxes erected in certain
or on individual trees; or 4) he would prefer that all boxes were
5d in either dead stubs or trees. This type of box leaves something
o desired, as it usually will find its way to the ground in a year or
besomet,fmes with the person attempting to climb it following closely!

i p]_,aced in large dead American Elms (Ulmus americana), which are now
:hmauly very easy to find because of the Dutch Elm Beetle, have

n very successful for Kestrels. Such boxes are always attached to

v;ain trunk of the tree which is usually still quite sturdy.

wWe have used two major methods of placing boxes. One 1s to merely
ok the desired spot and height from the ground, and affix the box to

s position with one or two small to medium spikes and a few 8d common
19, Use large spikes sparingly so that, if relocation ever becomes
essary or desirable the box can be reclaimed with a minimum of effort,

g method usually achieves a greater number of boxes, at greater heights,
in g shorter period of time, than does the second method described below.
ever, it also encourages a greater rate of occupancy by things other

n raptores, and also does not particularly facilitate checking the

Nail this type of box where no irregularity or bulge in the trunk
qurface will exert pressure against the back of the box. Such pressure
11 tend to pull the back away from the rest of the box.

| The second method consists of placing a box in a topped live tree or
gapling,, usually deciduous, and placing a metal guard on the trunk several
faet from the ground. You may use either sheet metal or cafeteria-sized
in cans (two or more in series). lLack of access to the box from above,

However, nothing seems completely to outwit the crafty gray squirrel, and
some individuals, out of sheer perseverance or perhaps sheer stupidity,
st111 decide to take up residence. There is a decided lack of escape
routes from a box of this type and gray squirrels quite often, out of
‘necessity, temporarily become "flying squirrels" when boxes are checked.
‘Guarded boxes have considerably cut down residency by squirrels, but

ddly have not appreciably raised residency by owls or hawks. Boxes of

s type are generally lower than by the previous method, and are
therefore easier to check,

Screech Owl boxes erected in this way are often not more than 15
‘feet from the ground, This seems acceptable enough to owls, but Kestrel
boxes should be at least 20 feet high to insure reasonable success. Our
!101:63 for both species vary in height from about 12 to 45 feet. The
‘&verage helght for Kestrel boxes is usually nearly 30 feet., We often

‘8rect owl boxes with a 14 foot aluminum ladder, and sometimes check them
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s way. Kestrel and some owl boxes require a rope and a pair of
irons. A box 1s more easily nalled off from a ladder than fiom

e

: e have found that Screech Owls will sometimes accept a box with a
d Lpherly exposure for roosting purposes, but never for nesting, All

y %" intended for Screech Owls should face to the south or southwest.
‘ pirds are often noted at various times of the day sitting in the
nces of our boxes, apparently doing little more than surveying the
by daylight and enjoying the warmth of the sun. Perhaps this ex-
their preference for a southerly exposure! Kestrels, on the other
ot using the boxes at any other time of the year except the nest.
gon, seem to have absolutely no preference as to exposure, Many
boxes have consistently produced Kestrel brooks with a north or
st exposure. Since owls may use boxes placed for Kestrels, how-
4t would seem wise to attempt to face as many boxes in a southerly

tion as possible.

Owl boxes are put up at any time from late fall until early spring -
+s fall is possibly best. Owls sometimes begin roosting in boxes within
gk or two, but if one wishes to band many adults, it is best to wait
months before making the first check. If the objective is to be the
possible mumber of nests, it is then best to wailt until nesting

in April. The more checks, the more adults will be banded, if this
main objective. Finding them "at home" seems largely a matter of
An adult owl captured and banded in a box usuvally will not use
particular box as a roosting or nesting place again for from 12 to
nths. They will, however, immediately move into a box a few yards
nt. Since we generally have at least four boxes in an area, this

ter adult banding does not appreciably cut down on nests secured,

Nest Dates

Screech Owls: the earliest date on which a full clutch (4 eggs)
5 been deposited, in our experience, was April 1. DMost nests will
eggs in advanced stages of incubation or very small nestlings by
‘May. Young are excellent banding size around May 29, excluding
5U severe spring weather when nesting may be slightly staggered.

The optimum time to band nesting adults is during that period of time

0m about the last week of incubation through the first week of brooding.

8 male owl is usually in the box with his mate during this period. The
8s seem to do virtually all the incubation and brooding, with the

on of this particular perlod. At all other times the male will be

g nearby, sometimes in another box, but usually in foliage, where

* fourse he cannot be found or caught,

Kestrel nesting season covers a longer period of time. Pairs seem
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the box is exceedingly
he time the young reach banding size, ;
fj_lthyByaxt;defoul-smelling, and banding young Screech Owls is anything h"l:

pleasant work.

is in the box, although 4
this time neither of the adults |
Of:ﬁ b{e foﬁnd roosting within sight of the box at helghts of gy,
50 10 26ets If approached, they will flush immediately.

to 10 feet.

Nests have been as close as 1/8 of a mile in the sm{le 31@2?1—.;:

the case of our Zink's Swamp and Bannister Road pairs. In g u 1‘_.
& ting at Zink's Swamp was the female banded at the 1959 Bamnisten
B Bt Both adults at Bannister Road in 1961 were new, unbandeq iy
The old pair of birds frop

Road nest.

EBBA NEWS

Both adults had been banded there in 1959.

Zink's Swamp, both banded in 1960, had d(ilsap]pieared. and the 1959 Bannigy

was mated with a new unbanded male,
lﬁigsfzﬁé:d t:o to three years before who were still mitgex;taoai t}:, »
old home range, but the majority of evidence points to e :i n, g
over in mated pairs, or considerable moving from old areas our

areas out of the study area.
;:32 lt':err:e‘;ound replacing lost mates of established pairs in years suh

sequent to their banding.

Banding Totals

Page 195

We have recaptured g g

Several of our banded neg

The following chart shows the combined banding totals of the

years of this study.
our nesting box project.

1959
Screech Owls
Adults 16
Nestlings 18
Total W
Kestrels
Adults =
Nestlings 2k
Total 2k

Note: Ohilo's famous "hawk man", Laurel Van Camp, has banded O

1960
23
23
L6

1
k1

1961

21
36

57

8
82

90

A1l birds listed were banded as a direct result o

17
155

5 Vi The
000 Scree ch OWIS by means Of mxes over a pe riod of years °

Camps
nal impetus for our own project came from an article by Mr. Van

|
m
b

1
4

| A?

"
-

b
1)
W

1-;{!

S
¥,

 adults, 3 nestlings) from 7 days to two years later

I
 "found dead™ at Savannah, Georgia, reported by letter
0, 1959

ybmght home by cat - released" at 014 Lyme,

a0
‘.

643-09899 nestling male banded at Bradford
d dead" at Wollaston Beach, Quincy, Mass,,

e

elose to the river, and we experience
iod between banding and recovery,

63316953 : nestling male banded at North Andover,
 feaptured by father - released bird

it of September 1960" at Lebanon, Windham County,

e

. New Hampshire, on Auvgust 11, 1961,

,‘-- To determine mortality causes and rates of these t
;05. An objective greatly sought after by both of the

Sl which the Banding Office plans to pu
$Owledze no provision 1s made for repo
"8 of recovery, or the name and addres
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Recoveries

There have been, to date, seven recoverie

om a few hundred yards to approximately 15 miles from original place
qnding. We do not think these are of sufficient

detail. They do, however, seem strongly to indicate that our =
of Screech Owls is quite ;edentary. =E

Our Kestrel recoveries are described below:

»633-1 6903 nestling female banded at North Andover on June 23, 1959,

dated September

633-16907: nestling male banded at West Boxford on June 24, 1959,

Connecticut, on Oct, 7,

633=-16917: nestling male banded at Andover on June 28

1959 and wa
t and released at Lowell, Mass. t -

(about 10 miles distant) Aug, 17, 1959.

on May 31, 1961, was

on July 20, 1961, This
y 50 days later, when this bird should still have been under

are. Quincy is about 30 miles from Bradford

deceased condition,

June 17, 1960,
with band attached”, in "first

Connecticut,

93-09251 : nestling female banded at West Newbu

ry on July 2, 1961
ed (probably by aireraft) on active runway a F :

t Pease Air Force

Banding Objectives

WO species of
authors, and
IBM card Tecovery reporting

To the best of

raid completely defeated by the new

this information were provided, f



May-June 1962 EBBA NEWS Page

help to some extent., Unless the new form is in some way modifieqg to
vide at least as much information given on the old pink sheets, one of ]
most important goals of our project will be completely unattainab]_,.' |

2, To study the sedentary Screech Owl population, and to detepns:.
how much, if any, significant movement takes place in this population
The new method of giving only the 10-minute grid (using coordinateg 0-
recovery report) with no mention of town or local area Will limit phe o
sibilities of this section of the study also. In our area, several ta.
can easily be included in one 10 square mile area, which on the ney g,
will be the only information as to specific area which will be _’-5?.‘
In studylng the relatively short-distance movements made by a populgt

of a largely sedentary species such as the Screech Owl, this systen
will absolutely impossible, and the information provided useless to -
type of study. In our study, a movement of 5 or 6 miles by an indivigy
can be significant; with the coordinates system we will not know if i}

bird in question was recovered by our next door neighbot, or in a tg
several miles distant.

3. To determine average and long-term life spans of the two specie
in this study. '

4, To collect data on success and failure rates, clutch and brg
sizes, food habits, nesting dates, etc.

5. To determine migration routes and wintering grounds of Kestrels
from our area, and to determine, if possible, what proportion of our Keg
trel population is migratory, winter resident, and permanent resident,

33 Tewksbury St., Ballardvale, Mass.

EUROPEAN GOLDFINCH WITH STRANGE BAND

On April 22, 1962, your Editor trapped a European Goldfinch (Cmi!(!J 1
carduelis), an immature, and found that it was already banded: the
was an unbroken ring of aluminum, about the size of a 1B band but of
what thinner metal. Since it was an unbroken ring, it must have bee
on the birds leg while the bird was still quite young - the sort of
which breeders use. There is a possibility, however, that this kind
band could have been used to band nestlings. The band had the followln
inscription:

ggr; 19535

We banded the bird's left leg (the strange band was on the <’-~.
with a regular Fish & Wildlife Service band, no. 103-32497. Anyone wilh
information as to where thls strange band may have come from is urged
contact the Editor.





