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of the victims were Little Owls and (elsewhere in Europe) other small 
owls, and only one was a Barn Owl.

Barn Owls ringed as nestlings in Devon, Lancashire, Lincolnshire, 
Merseyside and Oxfordshire have been found dead in Gloucestershire, 
and a Gloucestershire nestling moved to Bedfordshire. Most of these 
movements are likely to have involved juveniles dispersing shortly 
after fledging. At least three were killed by road traffic.

Swaine mentions two sightings in the county in the late 1970s of 
birds showing characteristics of the dark-breasted continental race 
T. a. guttuta, but the records are not now considered to be safely 
acceptable.

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Amber 1

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 124 43 15 33 33 19 4 22 0.6 1.3 – +501%

Winter 170 13 23 – –

Sponsored by Margaret Headon

Barn Owl
Tyto alba

Barn Owls have a very wide global distribution but are mostly 
confined to warmer climatic zones. Their British range has extended 
northwards in recent decades to include northern Scotland, but the 
British Isles remain firmly on the northern edge of their distribution 
and they can suffer very high mortality here during cold winter 
weather. In 1998 it was estimated that 93% of the British population 
bred at an altitude of 150 m or below, usually in warm, low-lying 
river valleys (Shawyer 1998). They nest in tree cavities and on 
cliff faces as well as in barns and other buildings, and readily use 
nest-boxes. Their prey consists mainly of small mammals, and they 
need largely open habitats in which to hunt; this may include arable 
farmland, riverside or lakeside vegetation and woodland edge, as 
well as rough grassland.

Barn Owls are not easy to survey. Like most owls they are largely 
nocturnal, and they are also less vocal than the other species. They 
are more likely to be recorded in winter, when the days are shorter 
and they tend to hunt more during daylight. On the other hand, atlas 
fieldworkers were sometimes told about the presence of Barn Owls 
by landowners, often resulting in a confirmed breeding record.

British Barn Owl populations declined markedly in the twentieth 
century as a result of the intensification of farming, in particular 
losses of habitat and the use of pesticides. The 1988–91 Breeding 
Atlas highlighted continuing declines, with the population estimated 
at just 4,400 pairs. Since then numbers have recovered strongly, 
perhaps as a result of agri-environment schemes (notably wider 
field margins and set-aside) and the provision of nest-boxes.

The fact-box shows that Gloucestershire has followed this 
national pattern, but the raw figures may not do justice to the scale 

of either the decline or the subsequent recovery. For example the 
1983–87 Cotswolds Atlas estimated that there were ‘almost certainly 
less than ten pairs’ in the North Cotswolds in an average year 
during the 1980s, whereas 20 years later there were estimated to 
be ‘approaching 50 pairs’. The welcome recovery of this charismatic 
bird in Gloucestershire may be due in part to efforts in Wiltshire, 
where the Salisbury Plain area in particular has seen a spectacular 
rise in numbers since a major nest-box scheme began in the 1980s.

Barn Owls are widely distributed across the county where there 
is suitable habitat. In particular, over the atlas winter periods they 
were recorded in almost a quarter of county tetrads. As well as being 
more visible during winter they sometimes disperse away from 
breeding areas at this time, and the periods of cold weather during 
the last two winters of the atlas survey may have forced some into 
areas where they would not normally occur.

Swaine stated that the Cotswolds ‘have always been its stronghold’ 
in Gloucestershire. The current distribution maps suggest strong 
populations in areas to the west and south of Stow-on-the-Wold, in 
parts of the Severn Vale, and also in the Cotswold Water Park which, 
including the Wiltshire section, holds about 25 pairs (Gareth Harris, 
Cotswold Water Park Trust).

Between January and May 2006 five Barn Owls were found dead 
at Slimbridge, thought possibly to have been killed by Tawny Owls. 
If so, this would be a very unusual occurrence; Mikkola (1983) lists 
38 cases of Tawny Owls killing other owl species, but the majority 
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