
 

 
 

Look who, who is moving to the city  
Unlike spotted owls, barred owls are living it up in urban areas, and their numbers 
in the Portland area are growing  
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CHARLOTTE, N.C.—Pacing a suburban sidewalk, Cori Cauble rotates an antenna in her h
listening for telltale beeps. A well-dressed man crossing the street glances at her, lifts a cell 
phone from his ear, and asks, “The owls?”  

and, 

“

“I think they’re going to end up becoming one of our most common owls very quickly,” said 
B

Although barred owls have provoked controversy—federal agencies recently proposed 
e 

“They’re a wonderful bird—all the controversy and politics and biology aside,” Sallinger said. 
“ s 

x 

 said Rob Bierregaard, a University of 
North Carolina at Charlotte ecologist and ornithologist leading a 6-year-old study of local 

We’re looking for them,” says Cauble, a wildlife researcher from the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte.  

The neighborhoods of Charlotte, lined with graceful houses and arching trees, are home to a 
booming population of hundreds of barred owls—adaptable birds as happy in one of the 
largest cities in the South as in an old-growth forest.  

They might be just as happy in Portland. The success of the birds within sight of Charlotte’s 
skyscrapers provides a possible glimpse of the future in the Northwest, where barred owls 
have invaded old-growth forests that were once the exclusive haunt of the closely related 
spotted owl.  

They are moving into the Portland metro area in large numbers, according to bird surveys 
and local experts, and are likely to boom here just as they have in Charlotte.  

ob Sallinger, conservation director at the Audubon Society of Portland. “In places like 
Portland and Sauvie Island they’re going to become part of the landscape.”  

shooting them in the Northwest because of the threat they pose to spotted owls—they’r
also interesting and engaging, he said.  

That’s what makes all thi so interesting.”  

Spotted owls are particular about where they live and what they eat; barred owls aren’t. 
They find all the forest they need in suburban backyards and eat almost anything that 
moves—snakes, bats, opossums—Charlotte researchers call one owl nest box the sushi bo
because the owls living in it feast on so many fish.  

“The city, as far as they’re concerned, is the forest,”



b

dly, he said, 
except when a biologist like Bierregaard is climbing a tree to band their young—a situation 

 watch what the owls are 
doing and eating, and provide a public window into the lives of the birds.  

o 

pecially fond of the owls nesting in a box 
attached to a willow oak towering over her back lawn. The camera gives her a clear view of 
t

ver who has the most 
owl-friendly yard.  

V 
rties.  

g the owl fledglings when researchers visited to fit them with 
tags. “It’s so exciting—you’d think they were my own children. Then they flew away, and I 
f

 t

. Some suggest it is a natural expansion, although 
one theory suggests they hopscotched through trees that grew up in the Midwest as settlers 

otted owls as easily as 
they do in urban backyards.  

 who has long studied area birds. “They’re breeding here and 
doing very well, and it’s not just a fluke.”  

arred owls that is now one of the most extensive owl studies undertaken. “We found one 
sleeping over a sidewalk with people walking 6 feet under it all day long.”  

At least from a human point of view, the owls are generally puppy-dog frien

in which he wears a lacrosse helmet as defense against the dive-bombing parents.  

He’s a kind of pied piper of owls, walking through neighborhoods with a boombox playing 
owl calls—and known locally as “the owl man.”  

The Charlotte owls, themselves, are popular local celebrities.  

Bierregaard, Cauble and other UNCC researchers mounted nest boxes in parks and 
backyards. Tiny infrared cameras in the boxes let the scientists

The researchers record video from the cameras, and while they’re at it they pipe the vide
to televisions in living rooms of nearby homes.  

“When he first hooked up the video, I stayed up all night because I didn’t want to miss 
anything,” said Frances Evans, who has grown es

he owl chicks as they wait for their mother to return with a meal.  

It’s a point of pride that an owl was once fitted with a radio transmitter in her kitchen. She 
and her husband, Don, have a friendly competition with neighbors o

Nesting season has gotten as popular as football season as everyone gathers round their T
for owl-watching pa

“Other people hear about it and say, ‘Can we come too?’ I say, ‘Sure,’ “ she said, showing 
off photos of herself holdin

elt like an empty nester all over again.”  

Barred owls are native o East Coast states but appear to be multiplying, especially in urban 
areas where trees are now growing large enough to simulate the big trees they prefer in the 
wild. No one is sure why they spread west

began extinguishing wildfires that once burned such trees away.  

The generalist nature of barred owls, compared with the specialization of closely related 
spotted owls, gives them a more secure foothold regardless of the habitat. That lets them 
thrive in old-growth groves that are some of the last refuges of sp

“If you’re a critter and you can live in a variety of circumstances and eat a lot of foods, 
that’s going to help you be successful in urban areas,” said Lori Hennings, a natural 
resources scientist with Metro
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The city owls feed heavily on small birds, perhaps drawn to backyard feeders, but the owls 
t
for owls fitted with radio transmitters is getting hit by cars when they’re flying after prey.  

’ lives—
revealing types of prey they might not recognize through traditional methods such as 

necessarily see in the pellets.”  

“If you read the textbooks, they say the owls stay away from people and development,” 
C
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arred owls seem to be populating Charlotte much more densely than they do wild fores
sometimes nesting no more than 300 yards apart, Bierregaard’s team has found. The
appears to be saturated with owls; when owls die, they are very quickly replaced and 
Bierregaard has found young owls trying to nest even in small trees he’d expect them to 
pass up.  

“I can’t go anywhere where I can’t find them,” he said.  

He suspects they will populate the expanding suburbs of Charlotte in even greater numbers
as trees there mature, developing the cavities and large branches the owls like.  

hemselves have no real predators, the researchers say. The most frequent cause of death 

The infrared cameras have given researchers a more complete picture of the birds

checking pellets of undigested food, Cauble said.  

“We’re seeing a lot of snakes in the cameras,” she said. “That’s something you wouldn’t 

It has also countered common expectations for the owls.  

auble said. “Obviously they don’t stay away from here.”  
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