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Follow us on Instagram (@calpolyhum.barnowls) 
and Facebook (@barnowlhsu) or contact us 

at barnowlresearch@humboldt.edu for more 
details or for nest box monitoring services. 

Napa Wildlife Rescue and Sonoma County 
Wildlife Rescue both offer professional nest 

box sales, installation, monitoring, and cleaning 
services. For more information  

go to napawildliferescue.org/BOMP  
or scwildliferescue.org/bomp

Cal Poly Humboldt  •  1 Harpst Street, Arcata, CA 95521-8299

Cal Poly Humboldt's barn owl research team left to right,  
top: Jaime Carlino, Samantha Chavez, Christian Cortez;  

bottom: Laura Echávez, Ash Hansen, and Matt Johnson, Ph.D

This work was partly funded by a U.S. Dept. of Agriculture  
(USDA) Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) grant.

Hunting Habitat

34% Vineyard

15% Oak Savanna

36% Grassland

2% Mixed Forest

1% Water

11% Riparian

1% Urban

Where do Barn Owls Hunt?
Tracking adult barn owls tagged with GPS 
transmitters showed they hunted on average 
about one-third of the time within vineyards, 
also using grassland and other uncultivated 
habitat nearby. These results suggest that 
conserving grassland, oak savanna, and 
riparian habitats in vineyard landscapes could 
help retain owls.



AIMING TO REDUCE rodent populations in 
vineyards, winegrape growers have been using 
nest boxes to attract barn owls. To measure 
the effectiveness of these boxes and owls, Cal 
Poly Humboldt Wildlife researchers have been 
studying over 300 boxes on 65 vineyards in 
Napa Valley, California.

Results of their ongoing research, which 
started in 2015, reveal that barn owls are not 
only nesting in boxes but are also killing large 
numbers of rodents, providing a potential eco-
friendly alternative to rodenticides.

Why Barn Owls?
Barn owls work well in vineyards for  
many reasons: 

• Nocturnal hunters, they eat mainly rodents 

• Can produce a large number of young 

• Tolerant of human activity, these cavity-
nesting raptors are easily attracted to  
barn owl nest boxes

• They can also nest relatively close to each 
other, which means small vineyards can 
have several barn owl boxes 

How and Where to Install  
Barn Owl Nest Boxes 
According to studies, the boxes most likely  
to attract owls are:
• Made of wood
• At least 16 inches tall
• Placed 10-14 feet above the ground
• Placed in an area with grassland, riparian, 

and oak savanna within 1/2 mile
 Timing & Maintenance of  
Nest Boxes
• Pairs begin courting and mating as early as 

January, with eggs laid in March or April 
and chicks raised through May or June.

• It’s best to install new nest boxes in 
the fall, to give owls time to find and 
potentially nest in them. Occupation  
of new boxes sometimes takes 2-3 years.

• Nest boxes should be cleaned out each 
year. This is best done in the fall to 
minimize disturbance to owls. 

How Many Rodents  
do Barn Owls Kill?

A single barn owl family can remove  

3,466 rodents each year

Remote infrared video cameras were placed inside  
nest boxes to monitor barn owls. The footage indicates 
that over an average adults deliver 616 rodents to  
their chicks during a breeding season (March to June 
each year). With conservative assumptions of owl 
survival and consumption during the rest of the year,  
we estimate that: 

34,000+
 rodents killed in a year

A vineyard with 10 boxes  
(each occupied by 2 adults, 4 nestlings) 
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Owls’ diet varied from box to box, but on  
average was...

rodent surveys confirm that occupied nest boxes  
significantly reduce gopher activity on a vineyard


