
Note� 
O BSERVATIO NS O N THE " ESTING ECOLOGY OF BURROWING O WLS IN C ENTRAL 

N ORTH DAKOT,\ - Inform ation on the nesting ecology of bur rowing owls 
(Athclle cunieu/ana ) was collected incident al to a stud y of nesting Buteo hawks 
and great horned owls (Bubo virginianus). Fo rty-n in e nesting p airs of burrow­
iog owls were locat ed in Burleigh , Kidder , Logan , and Stu tsman count ies from 
April 1977 to August 1979. The stu dy area included th ree biot ic subregions: 
Th e Co teau Slop e . Missouri Coteau, and Dr ift Plain as described by Stewart 
(1975, Breed ing birds of No rth Dakota, Tri-College Cent er for Environment al 
Stud ies, Fargo). Forty-five burrowing owl nest sites were locat ed in the Missouri 
Coteau and four nest sites were in th e Coteau Slope . No burrowing owls were 
observed in the Drift Plain . an area of intensive agricu ltura l land use . 

The nest ing season began in late April and earl y May; April 21 (1978) was 
the earliest date a nesting pa ir was observed at its nest site. Fort y-fou r burrow­
ing owl pairs nested in unused ground sq uirrel bu rrows in Richardson's ground 
squirrel (SpeTlnop hriis ncoardsonn coloni es. Four ground squ irrel burrows located 
outside colonies were used , as was one bu rrow p reviou sly en larged by a badger 
(Taxidea taxu sv. \X!est of the Missouri River the colonial black-tai led p rairie dogs 
(Cynotn)'s ludovicrJ nus) pro vide nesti ng burrows for bu rrowing owls (Stewart , 
op . cit .}. The Missou ri River is the western range limi t fo r Richa rdson's ground 
squ irrels and the eastern range limit of black-tailed prairie dogs. Th ese rodents 
ap pear to be ecological equ ivalents with disjunct ranges (Seabloom , ct . al. , 1978 , 
Vertebrates of southwestern North Dak ota: amphib ians. rep tiles , bird s, and 
mammals, Institu te for Ecological Stu d ies, Grand Forks). 

Nesting burrows typically had p latforms of fine . packed soil at the ent rances. 
These platfor ms were favorite perches for both ad ults and nestl ings. Burrow en­
trances were carpeted with shredded cow manu re , which may also have served 
as nesting material (Martin . 1973, Condor 75:446-456). Alternate bur rows located 
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nea r active nest ing burrows were also used by th e ad ults, especially ma les, and 
newly fledged young . J ames and Seab loom (1968, Blue lay 26 :83-84) obse rved 
the use of from one to thr ee satellite burrows by most burrowing owl fami lies, 
and some used as many as 10 addi tional bu rrows. 

Th e preferred ha bitat surrounding burrowing owl nest sites consisted of open , 
heavily grazed , nat ive mixed-grass prairie inhabited by Richardson's ground squir­
rels. Preference for closely crop ped grass appeared to be related to the gro und 
oriented habi ts of the owl, includ ing increased visibil ity for hu ming. Only four 
nests sites were located in habitat ot her than native p rairie grasslands. These 
included th ree bu rrows in high way rights-of-way in short tame grass cover, an d 
one burrow near a section line road in a gravel outcroppi ng ad jacen t to agricul ­
tural fields. 

Two burrowing owl nests were destro yed: one when a native prairie was 
plowed , and another during the im provement of a section line road . 

Food ha bi ts of burrowing owls d uring the nesting season were assessed by 
examining freshl y caught prey, prey remains, and pe llet contents each year. 
Meadow voles (Microtus pe nnsylvanicus) were the most im portant prey species. 
Ot her pr ey incl uded unidentified passerine birds, a small plains ga rter snake 
(Tham nophls radix), northern leopard frogs tRana pipie m ), and insects, includ ing 
beedes from five fami lies (Ca rabida c, Curculionidae, Scarabaeidae. Silphidae, 
and Tenebrionidae ). grasshoppers (family: Acrid idae), and a dr agon fly (order : 
Odonara) . Remains of a Richardson's ground squirrel at a burrowing owl nest 
site may have been carrion , as postul ated for a similar report by Coulo mbe (1971, 
Condor 73:162-176). 

O bserved brood size ranged from one ro eight chicks ar fledging (x= 4.0 ; 
n = 15). 

Mortality of burrowi ng owls during the nesting season was noted on five oc­
casions. Three adults were killed by moto r veh icles, on e on a paved hig hwa y 
and two on grave l road s. Remains of immature burrowing owls were found as 
prey in a Swainson's hawk (Buteo swainsom) nest , and a ferrugino us hawk (Buteo 
regalts) nest. 
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