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Species Information

 The burrowing owl (Athene 
cunicularia floridana) is one 
of Florida’s smallest owls (9 
in. in height).

 The only diurnal and ground 
nesting owl in North 
America. 

 Its sandy brown plumage 
provides camouflage from 
potential predators



Species Information

 Burrowing owls live as single 
breeding pairs or in loose 
colonies. 

 Unlike most owls, they are 
active during both day and 
night and are commonly 
found near the mouth of the 
burrow.

 When disturbed the owls bob 
in agitation and utter 
chattering or clucking calls

 Burrowing owls use burrows 
year-round; for roosting 
during the winter and for 
raising young during the 
“breeding season” (Feb –
July)
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Nesting and Burrows
 Florida's owls typically dig 

their own burrows but will 
use gopher tortoise or 
armadillo burrows. 

 Burrows are sometimes dug 
under structures or 
walkways.

 Burrows extend 4 to 10 feet 
underground and are lined 
with materials such as grass 
clippings, feathers, paper, 
and manure.



Nesting and Burrows
 Eggs are primarily laid in March 

but nesting can occur from 
October through May. The female 
lays six to eight eggs over a one-
week period. She will incubate 
the eggs for 21 to 28 days. 

 They emerge from the burrow 
when they are 2 weeks old. At 4 
weeks, they are learning to fly but 
cannot fly well until 6 weeks old. 
They remain with their parents 
until they are 12 weeks old. 



Habitat & Range
 Burrowing owls are found in 

western U.S., Canada, and 
Latin America. 

 The Florida Burrowing Owl 
originated in the dry prairies 
of central Florida.

 They have expanded their 
range and can now be found 
in most open upland areas in 
peninsular Florida and 
portions of the Panhandle 

 Not much is known about 
owls in rural habitats such as 
scrub



Habitat & Range  Their population appears to  
be decreasing in central 
Florida and increasing in 
south Florida due to habitat 
modification by humans

 University of Central Florida 
study in 1999 found  2,509 
burrowing owls (1,757 adults 
and 752 young)

 The  “hotspots” in Florida are 
Cape Coral, Marco Island 
and western urban Broward 
County. 

 Burrowing owls can now be 
found in pastures, city parks, 
golf courses, airports, school 
playgrounds, ball fields, 
vacant lots, and even 
cemeteries.



Burrowing Owls and Aircraft
 Burrowing owls are found in just 

about every regional and 
international airport in south 
Florida.

 Owls do collide with aircraft
 However, there is no evidence 

that they are a hazard to aircraft.
 State laws allow the take of 

burrowing owls and their burrows 
as needed at airports without a 
need for a permit when human 
safety is involved

Ft. Lauderdale Executive Airport



Protection
 The Florida burrowing owl is listed 

by the State of Florida, Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Commission 
(Commission) as a Threatened 
Species (as of January 2017)

 As a Threatened Species, it is 
illegal to take (pursue, hunt, 
capture,molest, or kill) burrowing 
owls and their nest burrows and 
eggs without a permit issued by the 
Executive Director of the 
Commission. 

 Burrowing owls and their nests are 
also afforded protection under the 
Federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 



State Threatened Species Take Definition

• 68A-27.001 – Take: to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, 
shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect.
• Harm: kills or injures wildlife directly or through 

impairing essential behaviors including breeding, 
feeding and sheltering.

• Harass: Creates the likelihood of injury through 
activities that annoy wildlife to such an extent to 
disrupt normal behavioral patterns like breeding, 
feeding, or sheltering.
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Clearing and Construction

 No Commission permit is needed to 
build or clear when at least a 50-ft 
radius circle can be provided around 
the burrow. A larger buffer, ideally 
150 ft, will decrease chances the 
nest burrow will be adversely 
impacted. 

 Buffer zones may need to be greater 
in rural habitats.



Clearing and Construction
 Sod may be laid within the protected 

area outside the "active" nesting 
period, but the burrow entrance must 
be left open. 

 If the grass gets high around the 
entrance hole, the owls may 
abandon.

 T-perches or stakes may be placed 
near the burrow to prevent someone 
from accidentally stepping into the 
entrance.

 These guidelines are geared towards 
urban areas.  We don’t have 
guidelines for rural areas.



Incidental Take Permits (ITP)
 Incidental take permits authorize 

take that is incidental to, and not the 
purpose of, the carrying out of an 
otherwise lawful activity (e.g., 
building a house). 

 Incidental take permits are issued 
when there is a scientific or 
conservation benefit and the 
applicant shows that the permitted 
activity will not have a negative 
impact on the survival of the species. 

 Mitigation is now a requirement and 
it must show a conservation benefit.
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Examples of Nest Removal Mitigation
 Provide alternate nesting areas 

nearby in suitable habitat. OR
 Install T-perches near burrows: 

Perches provide burrowing owls 
with an elevated view of the nest 
area, and also make burrows 
more visible to mowing equipment 
operators.  AND

 Provide artificial burrows or starter 
burrows. OR

 Provide donations to owl research 
or conservation organizations.



Examples of artificial burrows



Tunnel Neck area Nesting chamber

Examples of artificial burrows



Best Management Practices
 Maintain grass 

and sod mowed 
near the burrow. 

 Use hand-held 
equipment (e.g. 
weed trimmers 
around entrance 
holes).

 Restrict the use 
of pesticides: 

 Provide at least a 
50 foot buffer 
(150 foot 
preferred) around 
a burrow during 
clearing or 
construction.  

YES

NO

NO



Species Action Plan
 To learn more…
 The Species Action Plan (SAP) is a 

type of management plan
 Spells out conservation goals and 

objectives
 Describes conservation actions
 Outlines how to recover the 

species and/or keep it from going 
extinct. 

 Light bed time reading



Questions?


