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Introduction
In 2003, we began researching the general biology and 
habitat use of western screech-owls (Megascops kennicottii 
macfarlanei) along the Shuswap River, north of Lumby, BC 
(above). This an endangered species that occurs in the 
Interior Douglas-fir biogeoclimatic zone of the dry southern 
interior of British Columbia. It is a non-migratory resident that 
relies on large, declining black cottonwood trees for nesting.

Results
Six owls (3 M, 3 F) were outfitted with radiotransmitters and 
followed between 17 July 2005 and 5 January 2007. 

We identified screech-owls roosting on 140 different occasions in 
7 different tree species (Figure 1). 

Male owls utilized conifer trees (84%) for roosting more than 
females (58%; χ² = 26.6, df = 1, P < 0.001). Deciduous trees were 
used for roosting primarily during the leaf-on period. 

Diameter of roost trees averaged 39.4 cm, but was highly variable 
(range 9 - 292 cm).

Screech-owls used roosts throughout their home ranges. 
Locations of roost trees appeared to define the home range 
boundaries, as we have had very few non-roost tree radio-
locations outside the minimum convex polygon created by roost 
tree locations (Figure 2).

Screech-owls re-used roost trees; however no owl was detected 
using the same roost tree more than 4 times during monitoring. 

We observed an average roosting height of 7 m, (minimum 2 m) 
but this likely underestimates the average height because when 
owls were not seen it was likely because the owl was too high and 
the foliage too thick.

We never detected an owl using a cavity for roosting (which has
been seen in the South Okanagan; Cannings and Angell 2001), 
but this could be because we were not able to see the owl if it was 
in a cavity. However, when conifers with suitable cover are 
available they may be preferred to cavities. Conifers in riparian 
areas are much more common in our study area than in the South 
Okanagan. 

Conclusions
These results have implications for the conservation of 
roosting habitat for this endangered species in Canada. Not 
only is the retention of deciduous species for nesting 
important, but the retention of conifer trees and/or thick 
shrub layers within riparian habitats may be important for 
thermal and security reasons. Roosting in cavities may 
have thermal benefits but also make owls more vulnerable 
to arboreal predators whereas roosting on tree branches 
without adequate foliar cover makes them more vulnerable 
to predation by hawks.

Owls almost always roost within 1 foot of the bole of 
the tree and their cryptic plumage blends in well with 
the bark. This male is roosting under a “roof” of 
leaves and snow that collected on a group of 
branches on a redcedar tree.

Occasionally owls use deformities in trees for added cover. This female is 
sitting on the broken top of a birch but she occasionally roosts under the folds 
of bark below and to the left.

Figure 2. Locations of roost trees within the home 
range of a male western screech-owl.
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Figure 1. Roost Trees Used by Western 
Screech-owls
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