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Most owls hunt mainly at night, but 
the Great Gray Owl is an exception. In 
winter, especially, this species may 
hunt all day long. Bold and large, and 
frequently perched in leafless decidu¬ 
ous trees, they are notably conspicu¬ 
ous. These owls attract much atten¬ 
tion when they wander far outside of 
their usual breeding range and into 
settled areas, but they also may be 
seen in winter within their breeding 
range. In recent years, looking for 
Great Gray Owls has become an an¬ 
nual winter pastime in suitable areas 
of southern Manitoba. This report re¬ 
views the seasonal sightings of this 
species in this region for the 15 years 
from 1968through 1983, but breeding 
information for this period is also 
briefly presented. 

Special attention was drawn to the 
Great Gray Owl in Manitoba late in 
1964 when visiting ornithologist David 
F. Parmelee submitted a nest record 
card to the Prairie Nest Records 
Scheme. This nest was discovered 
near Phil Reader’s home 16 km (10 
mi.) north of The Pas, and was only 
the second one known for the pro¬ 
vince.15 In 1968, Reader found Great 
Gray Owls using the same nest. Nero 
and Robert R. Taylor drove about 800 
km (500 mi.) from Winnipeg to ob¬ 
serve and photograph these owls.8 
This provided Taylor’s first photo¬ 
graphs of Great Gray Owls, a quest 
which he has pursued ever since. The 
following winter (1968-69), as if by 
magic, larger numbers of Great Gray 
Owls were observed in southern Mani¬ 
toba than had previously been re- 

Nero with adult male Great Gray Owl 
Robert R. Taylor 

corded. That winter, Copland, Nero 
and Taylortrapped and banded Great 
Gray Owls for the first time. During 
the same period, hundreds of Mani¬ 
tobans had their first look at this 
magnificent bird. Subsequently, the 
provincial status of this species was 
reviewed in some detail; all known 
records (including nests) were report¬ 
ed.7 A few records which had been 
overlooked and records for winter 
1969-70 were published the following 
year.9 In spring 1970, considerable 
interest was stimulated by the dis¬ 
covery of an active nest about 5 km (3 
mi.) south of South Junction, Mani¬ 
toba, just across the border in Min¬ 
nesota and less than 160 km (100 mi.) 
southeast of Winnipeg.6 10 
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Thereafter, a concerted effort was 
made to learn more about the occur- 
renceof this species in the region. For 
a few years in spring and summer, 
aided by Bob Taylor and Spencer G. 
Sealy, efforts were made to find active 
nests. A man-made nest, built in July 
1970 to attract Great Gray Owls, was 
used by a pair in 1974.14 Now more 
than 100 nest structures have been 
installed. This endeavour was carried 
out mainly by Copland and.Nero (and 
members of the Nero family), and 
notably by Raymond Tuokko.11 Ac¬ 
counts of more than 50 active natural 
and man-made nests recorded since 
1970 (Map 3) will hopefully be given at 
alatertime. From 1975-77, K. Michael 
Collins, working underSpencer Sealy, 
studied owls at two successful nests 
about 83 km (50 mi.) east of Winnipeg, 
and one aborted nesting south of 
South Junction, producing a thesis 
for a master’s degree at the University 

of Manitoba.1 

By about 1975, it had become clear 
that the Great Gray Owl, in addition to 
being resident over much of the mixed 
woods and coniferous forest regions 
of the province, was a not uncommon 
breeding species in extreme south¬ 
eastern Manitoba and adjacent Min¬ 
nesota. Much information on the 
habits and occurrence of the Great 
Gray Owl in this region was brought 
together in a comprehensive book, 
authored by Nero and copiously il¬ 
lustrated by Bob Taylor, published in 
1980.12 Copland and Nero have con¬ 
tinued to work as ateam, driving more 
than 10,000 km some winters to cap¬ 
ture and band owls, and banding owls 
at nests. No one could have guessed, 
in 1968, that by spring 1984 morethan 
450Great Gray Owls (about lOOyoung 
and 350 grown birds) would have 
been banded in this region (Table 1). 

Female with young in a man-made nest in a tamarack bog Robert R. Taylor 
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Methods 

Since 1968, Nero has been com¬ 
piling observations of Great Grays for 
Manitoba (records from No. 310 high¬ 
way for 5 km (3 mi.) south of the 
border south of South Junction, Mani¬ 
toba, are included in this report). To 
obtain records, extensive publicity 
was undertaken, including lectures, 
radio and TV broadcasts, newspaper 
articles, distribution of illustrated 
posters, publication of articles and 
hundreds of phone calls. Many records 
were obtained from the public, from 
staff of the Department of Natural 
Resources, and other government em¬ 
ployees. Canadian and U.S. customs 
and immigration officials at the ports 
of Middlebro and especially South 
Junction also provided information. 

Observations were requested through¬ 
out the province, but Copland and 
Nero mostly worked in areas where 
birds were being observed and re¬ 
ported. In late winter 1979, for 
example, they banded 21 owls in the 
northern Interlake region. One winter 
they drove to The Pas, and in two 
summers they drove to Bissett and 
Wabowden to band birds at nests. In 
order to band as many owls as pos¬ 
sible, it was to known sites that efforts 
were directed. Even in the absence of 
reports, certain key areas were cover¬ 
ed once or twice in suitable weather. 

We have collated records for more 
than a 15-year period — 1968 to Octo¬ 
ber 1983. Mezibroski, as a STEP 
student in the Wildlife Branch in 
summer 1982 and 1983, undertook to 
tabulate these records in his spare 
time, counting and recording the 
number of sightings on a monthly 
basis, on an annual winter basis and 
on an annual basis. The winter period 
was arbitrarily defined as the time 
from October through April when owls 
were most visible. Many co-operators, 
out looking for birds in general in 
summer, would have observed owls 

had they been visible, and we always 
kept an eye out for them when we 
weretravelling during the nest-check- 
ing period of our activities. At first an 
attempt was made to eliminate bias 
introduced by observers reporting 
sightings of what could be the same 
birds by lumping records for the same 
place or date, but this was dropped in 
favour of a total count, so that the 
figures reveal notso much the number 
of owls present as their visibility, that 
is, the total number of sightings. 

By banding birds in winter, some 
absolute counts were obtained. In 
addition, colour marking (carried out 
in some years) provided an oppor¬ 
tunity to estimate numbers of owls by 
comparing the number of marked to 
unmarked birds. Numbers of indivi¬ 
duals seen in one day, or in two 
consecutive days, permitted a direct 
count, sometimes of substantial num¬ 
bers. Numbers of dead owls, even, 
sometimes offered astonishingly high 
counts (see below). Colour marking 
also provided a means of determining 
movements of birds; more precise in¬ 
formation on movement was gained 
in the winter of 1982-83 when indi¬ 
viduals were identified by numbered 
tags. 

Results 

OWL SIGHTINGS: For the 15-year 
period 3,360 sightings of Great Gray 
Owls were recorded by 641 different 
observers. These records would have 
greater meaning if there was some 
means of calculating an index re¬ 
lating number of sightings to “ob¬ 
server hours” or “kilometres driven”. 
This could be done for observations 
by Copland and Nero who regularly 
searched forowls, and who kept such 
records, but their observations are a 
small part of the total (e.g. for the 
winter of 1978-79, when 629 observa¬ 
tions were recorded, only 49 or 7% 
were made by Copland and/or Nero). 
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Table 1. NUMBERS OF GREAT GRAY OWLS BANDED (1968-83) 

Year Winter Year Summer 
1968-69 6 1969 0 
1969-70 0 1970 4 
1970-71 0 1971 0 
1971-72 0 1972 0 
1972-73 0 1973 1 
1973-74 23 1974 3 
1974-75 2 1975 0 
1975-76 2 1976 13 
1976-77 0 1977 15 
1977-78 34 1978 7 
1978-79 88 1979 22 
1979-80 50 1980 41 
1980-81 29 1981 13 
1981-82 2 1982 1 
1982-83 26 1983 6 

Summer banding mainly females and young. (Number banded winter 1983-84: 71) 

For most observers, owls were en¬ 
countered by chance, and hours in¬ 
volved or distances travelled were not 
recorded. Nevertheless, the sightings 
provide substantial evidence of the 
occurrence and distribution of owls 
and there is good reason to believe 
that the annual numerical differences 
(Figure 2 and Table 1) represent real 
variations. To some extent the number 
of sightings reflects the relative 
number of owls present, particularly 
reports received in a short period of 
time and over a large area. There is a 
good correlation between the number 
of sightings in any one winter and the 
number of birds that were banded 
(compare Figure 2 and Table 1). Inci¬ 
dentally, our ability to capture owls 
had increased greatly by late winter 
1973-74. 

The distribution of sightings by 
month is shown in Figure 1. Note that 
most observations are for the winter 
period (October through April). It will 
be noted that there are more obser¬ 
vations for May than for October; it 

may be concluded that we should 
have included October in the “sum¬ 
mer” period. April, admittedly, is a 
variable month for sightings; in some 
early springs, following the dis¬ 
appearance of snow, owls may not be 
observable. Sightings in summer (de¬ 
fined here as the period from May 
through September) were relatively 
scarce, probably owing to a change in 
owl activities. For most of the year 
Great Gray Owls are inconspicuous, 
but in certain winters many indi¬ 
viduals may be found perched near 
highway rights-of-way and roads, 
hunting in adjacent grassy and weedy 
open areas. They also hunt on the 
edges of openings in the forest; some 
of our records were obtained from 
hunters, loggers, skiers and others 
travelling or working within forested 
areas. Narrow roads where there is 
little or no ditch seldom attract owls; 
birds encountered in such situations 
are usually wary and soon leave. In 
our experience, dull, overcast and 
calm days bring out more birds, but 
sometimes when it is calm they may 
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Figure 1. Sightings of Great Gray Owls, monthly totals, 1968-83. 

be out even on bright, sunny days. 
Generally, more owls may be seen 
during the early morning and late 
evening hours. Days when it is calm 
and heavily overcast (or foggy or 
snowing) seem to provide optimum 
conditions. In some instances, es¬ 
pecially close to the breeding season 
in mid-February and March, it seemed 
that owls were out for social reasons 
as much as for food. Thus, the broad 

outlook provided by a highway or 
other open expanse may have some 
social function. 

One unusual aspect of owls in 
winter is a tendency for them to 
appear in favoured areas in succes¬ 
sive years. Different birds (as deter¬ 
mined by banding) use the habitat in 
the same way as previous occupants, 
suggesting that they are attracted not 
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only by small mammals, but also by 
landscape features, particular configura¬ 
tions of woods and fields. From year 
to year we have learned that we are 
successful if we search for owls in 
certain places. One year on three 
successive weekends we banded three 
different owls in almost the same 
group of trees. If we had not been 
colour-marking them, we would have 
assumed that we were looking at the 
same bird. This merits further study. 

The graph of annual total numbers 
of winter sightings (Figure 2) shows 
considerable variation from year to 
year. Sightings rangefrom 23 in winter 
1975-76, when the study was well 
under way and a large number of 
people were looking for owls, to 629 
in winter 1978-79. The distribution of 
sightings is of special interest. Of 
3,149 winter sightings for the region, 
2,354 or 75% of the total number were 

Nero with banded and tagged adult 
female. Robert R. Taylor 

made within a rectangular area 106 
km x 184 km (66 mi. x 115 mi.) in 
extreme southeastern Manitoba (see 
Map 1). This may be due to a combina¬ 
tion of factors — a wide network of 
roads, numerous observers, and 
because it is particularly attractive to 
owls, both residents and visitants. 
Ecologically, the area is mainly mixed- 
wood forest with a fairly large amount 
of black spruce-tamarack bog. Nero 
noted: “Here, a band of black spruce 
and tamarack-muskeg country a few 
dozen miles wide and a hundred miles 
from north to south lies adjacent to 
the rocky Precambrian Shield region.... 
A mixtureof old burns, cleared forest, 
marginal cropland, abandoned fields, 
grassy meadows, pine and spruce 
woods, bogs and streams....”12 The 
areaappearsto be unique in Manitoba. 

The remaining 25% or 795 sightings 
were made throughout a large portion 
of the province, from Riding Mountain 
National Park in the west, north to far 
northern areas such as Cranberry 
Portage, Snow Lake, Thompson, Gil- 
lam and even Churchill (Map 1). 

Some winters, few owls are seen 
despite extensive efforts to find them. 
Note, for example, the scarcity of ob¬ 
servations for the winters of 1970-71, 
1972-73and 1975-76 (Figure 2), years when 
a special effort was made to obtain 
observations and at a time when there 
had already been considerable publi¬ 
city. There is evidence that in these 
winters owls still are present but, 
presumably because they are able to 
find sufficient food within the forest 
they are seldom out on roadsides, at 
least in the daytime. There is informa¬ 
tion showing that in some winters 
owls simply were not visible along 
roads even in known breeding grounds 
and sites where owls were known to 
be present within the forest. It is not 
possible to estimate the numbers of 
such birds in these years, although 
active nests in the following season 
provide some indication. 
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Figure 2. Winter sightings (3149) of Great Gray Owls, 
annual totals 1968-69 through 1982-83. 

On the other hand, if there is a 
scarcity of food within a particular 
area, local populations may move else¬ 
where. Stephen L. Loch has shown 
that a radio-marked Great Gray Owl 
emigrated from a breeding area in 
Minnesota to haunts in Ontario ap¬ 
proximately 275 km (165 mi.) away in 
less than a month’s time (pers. comm., 
1981). At this rate of travel, it is easy to 
understand that owls could, in a rela¬ 

tively short period of time, move com¬ 
pletely across southeastern Manitoba 
to find a suitable supply of prey. This 
may be the way in which winter con¬ 
centrations of 5 to 50 owls develop in 
a few days or weeks. 

Some winters, owls apparently move 
from northern areas into more south¬ 
erly parts, such movements occasion¬ 
ally being accompanied by numbers 
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Map 1. Winter sightings of Great Gray Owls 1968-69 through 1982-83, 
excluding the southeastern corner where 75% (2354) of winter sightings 
occurred. Dots represent sightings; heavy lines show the southern 
boundary of the mixedwood region and outlying areas. 
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of Northern Hawk-Owls, a species 
that obviously comes from farther 
north. According to Heimo Mikkola, a 
noted Finnish owl specialist, the in¬ 
vasions of the Great Gray Owl (in 
Eurasia) manifest the same dynamics 
as the Northern Hawk-Owl. In years 
with a normal vole population most 
Great Gray Owls spend the winter in 
the breeding region; during mass die¬ 
offs of voles, however, conspicuous 
invasions occur and these owls wan¬ 
der in all directions within the coni- 
ferouszone (from atranslation).4Great 
Gray Owls also move northwards from 
southern breeding grounds. Band re¬ 
coveries of owls in winter in extreme 
southeastern Manitoba consist of local 
residents as well as some birds from 
northern Minnesota (e.g. a bird cap¬ 
tured east of Winnipeg on 5 April 1981 
had been banded by Loch on 10 April 
1978, about 357 km (223 mi.) to the 
southeast).13 This has also been de¬ 
monstrated by Loch’s work with radio- 

marked Great Gray Owls in central- 
eastern Minnesota where most mem¬ 
bers of a local breeding population 
moved northwards over winter into 
northern Minnesota and adjacent 
Ontario (pers. comm., 1984). 

Despite the presence of a fairly 
abundant resident population of owls 
in southern Manitoba, surprisingly 
few birds have been sighted outside 
the mixedwood region (Map 1). There 
have been no occurrences here of the 
kind of influx of owls far outside the 
breeding range, as observed at in¬ 
tervals in southern Ontario, Quebec 
and the New England States.20 

From May through September owls 
were sighted over the 15-year period 
in relatively low numbers compared 
to winter (Figure 1, Maps 1 and 2). 
Recordsfor 14summers (1970-83) for 
which there are observations (apart 
from owls seen at nests, or family 

Incubating female. Spreading of the bristle feathers that normally cover the bill 
denotes anxiety Robert R. Taylor. 
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groups) are as follows: May — 1 to 16 
sightings (average 5.1), June — 0 to 9 
(av. 3.6), July — 0 to 5 (av. 2.1), 
August — 0 to 5 (av. 1.3) and Sep¬ 
tember — 0 to 7 (av. 1.8). For the 
entire period there were only 4 months 
with lOor more records. Notethatthe 
highest summer count of 16 is for May 
1978; winter sightings prior to that 
summer were high and peaked the 
following winter. In summer the Great 
Gray Owl is an elusive bird except at 
its nest. Even where active nests were 
less than 100 yards off roads, birds 
were seldom observed. Thus, except 
in certain winters, this species be¬ 
haves like most owls, keeping well 
within its woodland habitat. 

A feature which may affect the 
number and winter appearances of 
owls is the annual variation in the 
production of young. The Great Gray 
Owl’s reproductive potential is fairly 
high; three to four eggs per nest is 
average, but as many as six have been 
found here. Mikkola points out that in 
Scandinavia the clutch size and the 
fluctuations in egg number are largest 

with the Great Gray Owl (among the 
Strix owls), which is the most spe¬ 
cialized for restricted prey, namely 
small rodents and shrews. He notes 
further that in this respect the Great 
Gray Owl more resembles the Snowy 
Owl and the Northern Hawk-Owl and 
the Asio species than it does two of its 
nearest relatives, the Tawny and Ural 
owls. Mikkola states that the size of 
the clutch of the Great Gray Owl 
changes in accordance with the size 
of the vole population, so that there 
are significant differences between 
years of a high and a low vole popu¬ 
lation. In Finland and Sweden the 
number of fledged juveniles is highest 
when vole populations are high. “The 
fact that the young triple their weight 
within five days and weigh about 500 
grams at 14 days (with a hatching 
weight of 40 grams) illustrates in¬ 
directly that a rich food supply is 
essential fortheir survival. It is easy to 
understand howthisowl.asadecided 
specialist, reacts so sensitively to 
changes in the density of the supply 
of small mammals” (translated).4 

Female brooding young. Robert R. Taylor 
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In winter 1980-81 in Manitoba of 50 
owls killed in a relatively small area, 
44, or 88%, were immatures from the 
previous summer, and of 24 other 
owls banded that season in that area, 
20, or 83%, were immatures.13 (On the 
other hand, in winter 1983-84, of 71 
owls banded, five road kills, and 
perhaps 30 others closely observed, 
all were adults; evidently there was 
little nesting or poor survival in sum¬ 
mer 1983.) 

DISTRIBUTION OF OWLS: Al¬ 
though observations of Great Gray 
Owls were sought throughout the pro¬ 
vince records for the more remote 
areas are relatively scarce. By com¬ 
parison with southern and extreme 
southeastern Manitoba, most areas of 

Immature owl in winter 
Robert R. Taylor 

central and northern Manitoba have 
fewer roads and observers. Nonethe¬ 
less, Natural Resources Officers, sta¬ 
tioned at a number of northern cities 
and towns, regularly travel, in all sea¬ 
sons, some key roads. There are 
enough winter sightings in western 
central Manitoba to show that owls 
were being observed annually in that 
region (see Map 1). Although more 
observers were available in extreme 
southeastern Manitoba, there were 
fair numbers of people looking for 
owls in the Interlake region and else¬ 
where. Even within extreme south¬ 
eastern Manitoba, owls were irregular 
in appearance, occurring in various 
parts of the area each winter. 

NUMBERS OF OWLS: The esti¬ 
mated number of owls present in the 
province or in any particular area at 
any period is difficult to derive, but 
some data are available. In winter 
1968-69, for example, it was esti¬ 
mated on the basis of number of 
sightings, area of distribution of 
sightings, and daily high counts, that 
at least 100 owls were present in 
extreme southeastern Manitoba.7 Owls 
were seen during that winter, how¬ 
ever, over a much larger area. The 
total number of owls present in south¬ 
ern Manitoba was probably much 
greater. 

An estimated 36 owls were present 
in the Lac du Bonnet area in a circle 
with a diameter of about 66 km (40 
mi.) from 5 February to mid-March 
1974. High counts within that rela¬ 
tively small area were 18 on 17 
February, 23 February and 30 Febru¬ 
ary, 17 on 2 March and 10 on 7 April. 
During roughly the same period (15 
January - 28 February 1974), an esti¬ 
mated 50 owls were present in less 
than one township (36 sq. mi.) along 
the Summerberry River, 25 to 33 km 
(15 to 20 mi.) southeast of The Pas. 
Up to 15 were seen in one day by 
Ducks Unlimited (Canada) staff who 
were working along the river (Ron L. 
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Schiedel). That area is about 500 km 
(300 mi.) northwest of the Lac du 
Bonnet area. South of the Summer- 
berry River area, 11 owls were noted 
on the morning of 20 January 1974, by 
Joe D. Robertson while travelling at 
highway speed along PTH 10 between 
Mafeking and “The Bog”, a distance 
of about 50 km (30 mi.). During the 
same period (15 January to 28 Febru¬ 
ary 1974), owls were reported from 30 
other localities spanning a large region 
from the Duck Mountains on the west 
to north of the Bloodvein River on the 
east side of Lake Winnipeg. We had 
no evidence that owls were moving 
through the region during this period, 
many being seen repeatedly in the 
same localities over several weeks 
and practically none showing up at 
other localities. This suggests that 
there were at least several hundred 
owls present at the same time, pos¬ 
sibly up to 1,500, in the mixedwood 
and northern coniferous forest regions 
of the province. 

In 1981, a direct count of 50 owls 
was obtained in a relatively small area 
east of Winnipeg, that number of 
vehicle-killed owls being retrieved 
from 1 January to 30 April. In addi¬ 
tion, 24 owls were captured and band¬ 
ed in that area in roughly the same 
period.13 It was estimated that at least 
another 50 birds were present in the 
area. Several of these birds, as deter¬ 
mined by band recoveries, were local 
residents. 

[From January through March 1984, 
more than 100 owls (of which 67 were 
captured and banded) were believed 
to be present within a circle with a 
diameter of less than 80 km (50 mi.), 
48km (30mi.) northeast of Winnipeg.] 

It needs to be emphasized that esti¬ 
mates of numbers of owls in this 
region do not take into account the 
extremely large areas of suitable 
habitat that were not accessible by 
roads. Even in extreme southeastern 

Manitoba, despite a wide network of 
roads, only a relatively small portion 
of the area could be sampled. Roads 
that regularly produced good numbers 
of owls (e.g. PR 317 and PR 304) cut 
across extensive tracts of highly suit¬ 
able range. It seems likely that esti¬ 
mates of numbers of owls are relatively 
low. 

WINTER CONCENTRATIONS: 

One of the striking aspects of 
winter appearances of Great Gray 
Owls has been the occasional con¬ 
centration of large numbers of birds 
in relatively small areas. Ray and Jim 
Salt note that “In recent years there 
have been irregular winter invasions 
of Great Gray Owls into settled wood¬ 
ed regions. These are usually local in 
nature extending over only a small 
part of a province, but the number of 
birds may be relatively large.”16 Evi¬ 
dently, they have included reports of 
owls in Manitoba in developing this 
statement. But the areas of concentra¬ 
tion here are even smaller than they 
suggest. Even within extreme south¬ 
eastern Manitoba, from winter to winter 
owls have not been found distributed 
evenly or widely, but have often been 
observed in restricted areas. The most 
dense concentration was found in 
late winter 1980-81, when an esti¬ 
mated minimum of 100 owls were 
present within an area approximately 
45 km (28 mi.) in length and 8 km (5 
mi.) in width. In all cases, where birds 
have occurred in concentrations, an 
abundanceof food, primarily meadow 
voles inhabiting meadows and road¬ 
sides, appeared to bethe main causal 
factor. 

Many observers commented on the 
abundance of meadow voles on Am¬ 
herst Island near Kingston, Ontario, 
in winter 1978-79, when unusually 
large numbers of Great Gray Owls 
and other raptors crowded onto the 
island. Some 34 Great Gray Owls 
were present at the same time, with 
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Hunting owl confronts the photographer Robert R. Taylor 

nine being seen at once in one tree 
(pers. comm., Fred Cooke, Richard 
M. Poulin, 1979). Two other observers, 
in an account of the widespread influx 
of Great Gray Owls in southern On¬ 
tario, Quebec and the New England 
States that winter, noted that: “Where 
exceptionally abundant food persists, 
these owls will gather in large num¬ 
bers.’’20 

In connection with the concentra¬ 
tions in Manitoba, presumably scar¬ 
city of food elsewhere (as in forested 
areas), snow depth and icy crusts, led 
to movements of hungry owls to sites 
where prey was abundant and avail¬ 
able. This suggests that even within 
the relatively small region of extreme 
southeastern Manitoba, vole popula¬ 
tion levels are not necessarily syn¬ 
chronized, but vary widely from place 
to place. If this is so, then it increases 

the difficulty of predicting owl move¬ 
ments, concentration points, length 
of stay in winter feeding sites, and 
effect on later nesting. But it does 
provide a partial explanation for the 
complicated and puzzling patterns of 
winter occurrences of owls. Nonethe¬ 
less, certain areas have attracted owls 
often enough so that it is clear that 
such sites are significant winter feed¬ 
ing grounds, though varying annually 
in prey productivity. 

Vole population levels measured 
over more than a decade at Pinawa 
show little relationship to winter owl 
sightings, though the highest meadow 
vole population ever measured oc¬ 
curred in winter 1978-79 (Steve Mihok, 
pers. comm., 1984), when the largest 
number of sightings of owls occurred 
(Figure 2). This was followed by one 
of the best breeding seasons for owls 
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The distinctive mark left in the snow by a hunting Great Gray Owl 
Robert R. Taylor 

we observed (Table 1). Collins states 
that “The effects of the winter density 
of prey on the population movements 
of Great Gray Owls depend largely on 
the size of the winter Great Gray Owl 
population as determined by the prey 
densities of the previous spring and 
summer.”1 The subject of owl-prey 
relationships is complex and merits 
further study. 

Another little known factor in re¬ 
lationship to winter concentrations of 
owls is the distance or the direction 
which owls may be moving over the 
course of a given winter to find a food 
source. Although there is evidence 
showing that some individual birds 
remain in one site for weeks or even 
months, others (unbanded) appear 
over time, suggesting that some owls 
are forced to continue moving in 
search of food for longer periodsthan 
others. There is also some evidence 
that certain roads may act as inter¬ 
ception lanes, temporarily attracting 
and halting birds (whetherfor food or 
the attractiveness of an open vista) 

which may have been moving through 
more or less solid blocks of forest. 
Sections of certain roads passing 
through good mixedwood habitat 
have from season to season proved to 
be good places to look for owls, in 
some instances stretches only a few 
kilometres in length regularly pro¬ 
ducing new birds (as shown by 
trapping and banding). There is 
reason for believing that certain 
wooded creek basins may function 
regularly as travel lanes, both for 
hungry birds and birds returning to 
familiar breeding grounds. These 
matters, however, are complex, re¬ 
quiring far more information before 
being understood. In terms of habitat 
preservation, however, it may be im¬ 
portant to identify these and other 
topographical-ecological aspects of 
Great Gray Owl distribution and move¬ 
ment. 

SUMMER SIGHTINGS AND BREED¬ 
ING RECORDS: All of 213 summer 
sightings and 56 breeding records of 
owls (includes one nest for 1926 and 
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□ BROADLEAF FOREST—Aspen and 
willow predominate with elm, ash, burr 
oak and maple in the south. Frequent 
meadow openings. 

I | MIXED WOODS—Mixed stands of 
1_J broadleaf and coniferous species, 

chiefly spruce and aspen. 

H NORTHERN CONIFEROUS FOREST 
Mainly black spruce, white spruce, and 51o_ 
balsam fir. Jack pine found in recent 
burns with aspen, white birch and 
balsam poplar. 

200 

Source: Economic Atlas of Manitoba, 1960 
Cartography by: Surveys & Mapping Branch, Manitoba 1984 
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NORTHERN TRANSITION—Mainly 
conifers. Decreasing stands on 
uplands; confined to valleys in the 
north. 5o°- 

SWAMP—Including peat bog and 
marsh. 

ARCTIC TUNDRA—Trees absent 
except for stunted willow. Lichens, 
mosses, grasses and sedges. 

49“- 

Map 2. Summer sightings of Great Gray Owls (May-September, 1968-83). 
not including breeding observations. 
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1964) are shown on Maps 2 and 3, 
respectively. The large number of 
recent breeding records in extreme 
southeastern Manitoba is partly related 
to the amount of time spent looking for 
nests in that area and especially to the 
installation and successful occupancy 
of man-made nesting structures. The 
absence of natural nest structures in 
some blocks of habitat that were 
searched, plus the readiness with 
which man-made structures were ac¬ 
cepted, suggests that nest structures 
may be a limiting factor in some 
habitat types. Of five nests built one 
December along a 3.3-km (2-mi.) 
stretch of road, three were occupied 
by owls the following April (1977). 
Fifty-four breeding records in 15 
years (1968-83) represents a con¬ 
siderable increase over previous 
known nestings of this species in the 
province, but it is likely that this is 
only asmall part of all GreatGray Owl 
nestings in Manitoba in this period. 
This species is capable of responding 
favourably in situations where nests 
are available and when small mammal 
populations are high. In Sweden, Ove 
Stefansson recorded an incredible 129 
breeding records in only two years 
(1981, 1982)!18 How this may happen 
is suggested by Mikkola, who writes 
that: “There are some indications that 
nomadic Great Gray Owls move with 
other owls... when searching for new 
breeding areas after a crash in the 
vole population. When these invading 
birds find a suitable new area with 
plenty of voles, they may nest in loose 
colonies, like Short-eared Owls....”5 

Although there are fewer than a 
dozen breeding records for Manitoba 
outside of the extreme southeast, the 
records suggest that the species 
breeds across the mixedwood and 
northern coniferous forest regions as 
shown by Weir.21 It also seems likely 
that the northern transition forest 
region provides suitable habitat, for 
Great Gray Owls have been recorded 

nesting in similar habitat at Mooso- 
nee, Ontario, neartheshoreof James 
Bay (pers. corr., Ken F. Abraham, 
1983). In this connection, it is in¬ 
teresting to note that there are two 
sight records of Great Gray Owls 
beyond the transition forest in Mani¬ 
toba: one was seen on 18 June 1949 
near Churchill, the other on 4 June 
1972 at La Perouse Bay, east of 
Churchill.3 2 Thus, Manitoba has a 
large expanse of potential breeding 
habitat for this species. It would be 
unwise, however, to assume that there 
is an unlimited amount of habitat for 
Great Gray Owls in Manitoba, or that 
they breed evenly across the forested 
region. Scarcity of grassy meadows 
within the Precambrian Shield, for 
example, may pose a limitation to vole 
populations and thus to owls. 

Extreme southeastern Manitoba har¬ 
bours a good-sized breeding popula¬ 
tion (in most years), and areas in the 

Adult female Great Gray Owl near 
nest Robert R. Taylor 
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Map 3. Great Gray Owl breeding records. Nests for 1970-83, 
unless dated. Heavy line shows southern boundary of mlxedwood 
region and outlying areas. 
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vicinity of The Pas and northwards 
east of Lake Winnipeg may likewise 
support large numbers of owls. It is 
uncertain whether the species breeds 
in outlying areas of mixedwood habi¬ 
tat that appear to be suitable (e.g. 
Riding Mountain National Park). The 
late J. Dewey Soper does not mention 
the species17 but there are two recent 
summer records for the park that 
suggest a possibility of breeding. Park 
records include mention of two Great 
Gray Owls seen in June or July 1979, 
with “nesting behaviour exhibited.” 
On 4 and 5 July 1981, two owls “pre¬ 
sumably a pair” were observed. There 
is no apparent reason why the species 
would not nest in the park except that 
this is an isolated block of habitat. 
Their occurrence in the park, however, 
is uncommon, if not rare. A report of 
two Great Gray Owls seen by Calvin 
Cuthbert in June 1973 in the much 
smaller and more isolated Spruce 
Woods area east of Brandon (Map 2) 
further suggests occasional nesting 
in these sites. An early record of a 
Great Gray Owl at Carberry (in the 
Spruce Woods area) is of interest; 
Thompson (E.T. Seton) collected one 
there on 29 September 1884.19 That 
the species can nest outside the mixed- 
wood region is shown by E. Robin¬ 
son’s 1926 nest at Dauphin Lake.7 

OWLS FOUND DEAD: The low num¬ 
ber of owls hunting on roadsides in 
the summer period is reflected in the 
number killed or found dead. From 
1969 to 1982 only 10 were found in 
summer compared to 173 in the winter 
months during the same period. This 
gives a total of 183 known dead owls 
in 15 years; it does not include a few 
injured owls that were placed in cap¬ 
tivity in zoos or rehabilitation centres. 
In winter 1968-69, at least 10 were 
known to have been shot. In winter 
1969-70,11 were found shot. The total 
during the 15-year period is a mini¬ 
mum of 26 shot birds. There were 157 
that were killed accidentally through 

collision with motor vehicles. Other 
mortality factors include: collision 
with trains — 2, accidental trapping — 
2 (probably larger), predation by 
Great Horned Owl — 3, electrocution 
— 2, barbed wire — 1. The greatly 
reduced number of shot owls from 
1971 to 1983 suggests that the in¬ 
tensive Great Gray Owl publicity cam¬ 
paign markedly affected the attitude 
of people toward the species. One 
resident of southeastern Manitoba 
said he was certain that these activi¬ 
ties had improved people’s thinking 
about owls and raptors in general in 
this area. It is well known that in some 
years numbers of Great Gray Owls 
perish from starvation. This factor, 
however, is difficult to measure. In 
this region, motor vehicle collision 
casualties remain the most con¬ 
spicuous mortality factor for the 
species. Illegal shooting remains a 
problem. Any official change in law or 
attitude towards these relatively bold 
and conspicuous birds is likely to 
affect the degree to which they are 
subject to gunning. Every effort should 
be made to maintain and increase the 
present level of respect and apprecia¬ 
tion generally held by the public for 
these and other raptors. 

Discussion 

The appearance of Great Gray Owls 
in extreme southeastern Manitoba in 
winter 1968-69 was regarded as an 
“influx” of owls; some long-time resi¬ 
dents of the area even reported that 
the species had rarely been seen 
before that winter.7 Later, upon dis¬ 
covering that Great Gray Owls were 
apparently present and breeding an¬ 
nually in this area, this point of view 
changed; more emphasis was placed 
on the status of owls observed here in 
winter as local residents. With ac¬ 
cumulating information, particularly 
band recoveries indicating movement 
of birds between Manitoba and Min¬ 
nesota (both north and south), it 
became apparent that the situation 
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was fairly dynamic. The emerging 
picture of the Great Gray Owl in 
Manitoba generally is one of fluc¬ 
tuating numbers, both in terms of 
birds in summer and in winter, and 
with varying reproductive success 
relative to small mammal populations 
(though this still requires documenta¬ 
tion within this region). Less is known 
about the summer population of owls 
because of the reclusive nature of the 
species during that season. This is 
complicated by apparent variations in 
prey populations over even short dis¬ 
tances (more so in winter?), and 
changing prey levels over time. Winter 
populations of owls are generally more 
subjectto measurement than summer 
populations, although it is clear that 
in winter mainly food-stressed indi¬ 
viduals are being observed. 

Mikkola reports from Scandinavia 
that this species does not show any 
adaptability to declining prey popula¬ 
tions, which would facilitate a seden¬ 
tary existence, and allow it to remain 
on the breeding grounds in years of 
poor food supply without breeding. 
He concludes that most of the popula¬ 
tion leads some sort of nomadic life.5 
This would seem to supply a satis¬ 
factory explanation for the variable 

numbers observed in Manitoba over 
the 15 years of this study. Much more 
information is required on population 
size and density before it will be 
possible to determine how this species 
is faring. More attention as well will 
have to be given to small mammal 
populations and their requirements in 
diverse habitats within the breeding 
range of this owl. 

There seem to be more Great Gray 
Owls in southern Manitoba now than 
in earlier years. Accounts of “inva¬ 
sions” of owls in the Winnipeg area in 
the 1920s7 suggest that the phenome¬ 
non of increases or conspicuousness 
of owls in winter is not a recent event, 
but what can be said about average 
resident populations? The absence of 
density figures or estimate of 
summer populations makes any as¬ 
sessment difficult. One has to bear in 
mind, too, that in earlier years there 
were far fewer roads (and it has al¬ 
ready been shown how attractive roads 
are to owls, at least in winter) and 
fewer observers. Mikkola points out 
that the density of Great Gray Owl 
populations depends on the avail¬ 
ability of food, high density popula¬ 
tions only being observed during good 
vole years.4 

Robert R. Taylor 
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A hunting owl listens intently 
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What is perhaps moretothepoint is 
Mikkola’s statement that “The fact 
that the Great Gray Owl has become 
more common in Finland from 1954 to 
1981 may be connected with the 
climate which has become colder... 
Kauko Hahtala, in his unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, shows that climatic 
changes have produced a similar in¬ 
crease for several northern and east¬ 
ern bird species in Finland, as well as 
for the Great Gray Owl... many more 
Great Gray Owls have been found 
breeding in peak years in the 1960s 
and 1970scompared with thoseof the 
1950s.”5 Great Gray Owls may have 
increased in southern Manitoba over 
the past three or four decades, but 
until there are some data on popu¬ 
lation densities (difficult to obtain and 
interpretfora nomadicand fluctuating 
species), it will be difficult to define 
precisely the status of the species. In 
the past 15 years there appears to 
have been from several hundred to 
several thousand Great Gray Owls in 
Manitoba. 

Does this mean that there are no 
management problems with the Great 
Gray Owl in Manitoba? As with all 
wildlife species, maintenance of suit¬ 
able habitat is a primary requirement 
to ensure the continued presence of 
this inspiring bird. In the more remote 
transition forest region, fire-caused 
openings in the forest, subsequent 
growth of grass and islands of aspen 
poplar, plus the factors of isolation 
and lack of forest harvesting may 
continue to provide suitable habitat 
for the species. Over some of the 
commercial forest region, however, 
cutting practices may need to be 
altered to ensure that there is a place 
for owls. The Great Gray Owl has 
prospered in the midst of consider¬ 
able human activity and continuous 
logging in extreme southeastern Mani¬ 
toba. But new demands for tamarack 
for pulp, with widespread clear- 
cutting now taking place in extreme 
southeastern Manitoba, indicate a 

Lightweight Great Gray Owls perch 
on slender boughs Robert R. Taylor 

need for new insights into owl habitat 
requirements, both in summer and 
winter. Under present tamarack har¬ 
vesting methods, large blocks of 
nearly ideal habitat are being made 
uninhabitable. Clearly, there is a need 
for new information and adjustments 
of forestry practices to accommodate 
the needs of this species, as well as 
other wildlife. 

New demands for peat (for mulch in 
Manitoba and energy in Minnesota) 
present another potential threat to 
owl habitat which needs to be evalu¬ 
ated. In Manitoba, especially in the 
extreme southeast where owls are 
available as a special wildlife treat to 
so many people, it is essential that 
steps be taken to ensure that there is 
adequate habitat. Yet there is con¬ 
tinued pressure to develop marginal 
land in this region for agriculture, 
with demands for increased drainage 
and removal of trees and peat in order 
to grow bluegrass and other crops. 
Removal of mature black spruce-tama¬ 
rack forest cover northwest of Lac du 
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Bonnet and elsewhere is taking place 
continuously, with apparently little 
concern for the needs of furbearers 
and big game, let alone Great Gray 
Owls. Forestry practices can prob¬ 
ably be modified (with some per¬ 
suasion) to accommodate wildlife, 
but with the complete removal of 
habitat nearly all wildlife values are 
lost. 

On the positive side, new studies of 
Great Gray Owls and their habitat 
needs are under way to attempt to 
answer some of the questions raised 
here and to make specific recom¬ 
mendations for forestry management 
to enhance or perpetuate Great Gray 
Owl habitat. Steve Loch from Min¬ 
nesota, who is heading up the Mani¬ 
toba Great Gray Owl project, already 
has many good ideas for altering 
cutting methods to benefit owls. Radio¬ 
telemetry studies by Loch are in pro¬ 
gress to learn more about the move¬ 
ments of Great Gray Owls in this 
region and their use of habitats in all 
seasons. Better understanding of their 
habitat needs is regarded as a neces¬ 
sary first step in the management of 
this large raptor. 
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