
Plumage:
Burrowing owls have earth brown colors with defi ned white spots, a 
prominent white chin stripe, sandy buff colored facial disk, and white 
eyebrows.  These owls are long legged with a short tail and no visible ear 
tufts.  Lemon yellow eyes and a cream colored bill are also identifying 
features of this small owl.  Females are slightly darker than the males.  The 
juveniles do not have the same spots as the adults and have a dark brown 
chest area with dull white elsewhere.

Conservation:
The Burrowing owl is an important predator in the grasslands and desert 
areas.  These small owls help keep the rodent population in check.  The 
owl’s natural habitat is increasingly developed into agricultural or housing 
areas, causing a decline population.  The added use of biosulphides to 
poison ground squirrels and other rodents has also increased the mortality 
rate of young birds still in the burrow, as well as adults that ingest affected 
rodents.  Burrowing owls are also more subject to predation because of 
their ground dwelling habits than other owl species.  As the numbers of 
prairie dogs and ground squirrels decrease, so do the useable nest sites 
for the Burrowing owl. Canada, currently lists this owl as endangered, and 
Mexico lists the species as threatened.  Worldwide, they are listed as a 
species of least concern because of a large global population.

Behavior:
The Burrowing owl nests underground in abandoned burrows of prairie 
dogs and ground squirrels.  The owls can dig their own burrow, however, 
this is rare. They are highly terrestrial, and can be seen perching on a 
mound of dirt from a nearby ground squirrel, or fence post.  Burrowing owls 
vary from other owl species because they are mostly diurnal, changing 
to crepuscular or nocturnal based on availability of prey and seasonal 
changes.  When excited, these small owls can be seen bobbing their head 
up and down.  The call of the Burrowing owl can vary from a “who-who” 
call to “rasp,” “chatter,” “scream,” or a “chuck” call.  Each of these calls may 
signal various warnings or alerts to nearby family members.

Scientifi c Name:
Athene cunicularia 

Other Names:
Billy Owl, Prairie Owl, Ground Owl, Howdy 
Owl

Subspecies:
Florida Burrowing Owl (fl oridana), Western 
Burrowing Owl (hypugaea)

Range:
West of the Mississippi; including 
Southwestern Canada.  Also found in Florida 
and the dry region of South and Central 
America (Northern owls show migratory 
patterns)

Habitat:
Open country such as grasslands, deserts, 
fi elds, and seashore dunes.

Average Adult Size:
Length:  9-11 in
Wingspan:  20- 24 in 
Weight:  6-8 oz (170-220 grams)
Height:  7.5-10 in

Lifespan:
Wild: 8 to 10 years
Captivity: Over 10 years

Diet:
In the wild:  Insects, small rodents, lizards, 
small birds
In the zoo: Small mice

Predators:
Ground dwelling predators such as: skunks, 
weasels, large snakes, ferrets, coyotes, and 
badgers. Also hunted by larger birds (owls 
and hawks), and domestic or feral dogs and 
cats.

Population Status:
Special Concern in United States

Incubation Period:
28 to 30 days

Clutch size:
1- 12 eggs, average of 7 eggs
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Burrowing Owl

Reproduction and Breeding:
The nesting season is usually between late March and April.  Birds breeding in Canada and northern sections of the United 
States may migrate south to Mexico or southern US during colder months.  Males court the females through a variety of calls and 
courtship behaviors including display flights, bowing, nipping, scratching, or flashing white markings.  Male Burrowing Owls make a 
“who-who” call to attract females to their burrow.  They may also use the call to announce ownership of the burrow to other males 
nearby.  Females will lay their eggs over a two week period, and incubate them for three to four weeks.  Males bring the females 
food while she is incubating the eggs, and may protect the burrow during the day.  While the offspring are still in the nest, the male 
will become the main care giver.  When the young fledge, they remain near the burrow and join the parents in their nightly hunts.  
Parents will help feed the chicks for one to three months.

Amazing Facts:

Burrowing owls line their burrow with mammal dung to attract insects and maintain burrow temperature!

Burrowing owls may have a very diverse diet including the fruit of prickly pear cactus and Tesajilla.
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