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Nevada Fish and Wildlife Office
Conserving the Biological Diversity of Great Basin, Eastern Sierra
& Mojave Desert

PROTECTING BURROWING OWLS
AT CONSTRUCTION SITES
IN NEVADA’S MOJAVE DESERT REGION

(June 2007)

Burrowing owl numbers are declining despite protection under
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Killing or possessing these
birds or destruction of their eggs or nest is prohibited.

Be part of the solution; help these owls!



Though burrowing owls are capable of digging their own
burrows, they often will use burrows of other animals for
shelter and nesting. They will even adopt pipes or culverts 67
to 8” in diameter.

Tips for Protecting Burrowing Owls, Their Eggs and Young at
Construction Sites:

Even though burrowing owls are often active during the day,
always check burrows, cracks, and crevices for owls before
beginning construction. Use of a fiber-optic scope or remote
mini-camera to look into a burrow can help determine the
presence of owls or nests. Ensure owls and eggs are not
present in burrows when grading begins, to avoid burying
them.

In southern Nevada, owls breed from about mid-March
through August. If a burrow has an active nest, the site must
be avoided until the chicks have fledged. To ensure that birds
will not abandon the nest, a buffer of at least a 250-foot radius
should be placed around the burrow, within which no
construction should occur. It takes a minimum of 74 days
from when eggs are laid until chicks are able to fly (fledge).
After the young have fledged, check the nest burrow for any
owlets before resuming construction.

The following owl behaviors may help determine breeding or
the presence of an active nest:

e A pair of owls is initially observed at a site, then only one
owl is observed. This may indicate that the pair has
chosen a nest burrow, and the female has gone down into
the burrow to lay and incubate eggs. Once incubation
begins the female rarely leaves the burrow.

e An owl is frequently observed carrying food to the burrow.
The male provides food for the female while she is
incubating eggs. The best time of day to observe owls is
dawn and dusk, but they may be active throughout the day.
The male will most likely leave the food in front of the
burrow and the female will come to the entrance to take

the food. This is probably the best indication that the owls
have an active nest.
e Only one owl has been seen for a period of time; then, two

owls are observed. This may indicate that either the nest
has failed, or the eggs have hatched, and the female has

emerged from the burrow to assist the male in hunting for
food to feed the chicks. The chicks will appear at the
burrow entrance when they are about 10 days old.

If you are unsure of breeding status, seek the assistance of a
professional biologist or other knowledgeable person. Should
breeding behavior be observed, presence of an active nest
should be assumed and the area avoided until the chicks have
fledged or the nest is no longer occupied.

IMPORTANT! In the Mojave Desert portions of Clark,
southern Lincoln and Nye counties, owls may use desert
tortoise burrows for nesting and shelter. Desert tortoises are
protected under the Endangered Species Act. Killing,
harming, or harassing desert tortoises, including destruction
of their nests with eggs, without prior authorization is
prohibited by Federal law.*

* IF YOUR PROJECT IS IN CLARK COUNTY, PLEASE
READ ON:

Clark County holds a permit from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service authorizing “take” of desert tortoises during the course
of otherwise legal activities on non-federal lands. In Clark
County only, discouraging burrowing owls from breeding in
the construction site on private property is allowed by
collapsing tortoise burrow’s during the owl’s non-breeding
season (September through February). This may help avoid
construction delays. Prior to collapsing a burrow, always check
for owls or other protected wildlife occupying the burrow for
the winter. Call the Nevada Department of Wildlife at 702-
486-5127 if a Gila monster is found as this is a State protected
species.

Thank you for your assistance in protecting migratory birds
and Nevada’s endangered and threatened species!



