
  
Summary of the proposed Management Plan for the   

SHORT-EARED OWL IN CANADA 

As part of its commitment to the protection of 

species at risk, the Government of Canada 

proclaimed the Species at Risk Act (SARA) in 

2003. The Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus) is 

listed as a species of Special Concern under this 

Act. A management plan must be developed for 

each species listed as Special Concern in order to 

conserve these species and their habitat.   
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Population and Distribution 

The Short-eared Owl has a global distribution, occurring on 

all continents except Australia and Antarctica. Although 

distribution in North America is broad, the species occurs 

irregularly within it. 

Sixty-three percent of the Short-eared Owl’s North 

American breeding range occurs in Canada. The species 

breeds in all provinces and territories, but most commonly 

in the Prairies and along the Arctic coast.  

Most Short-eared Owls nesting in the prairie provinces are 

thought to move southward wintering primarily in the United 

States’ Great Plains. However, owls have been known to 

winter sporadically in the prairie provinces with the number 

of wintering individuals fluctuating substantially.  

The population of Short-eared Owls in North America, 

including Canada, has declined since the 1960’s, 

particularly in Alberta and Saskatchewan, although the 

nomadic nature of the species makes it difficult to 

accurately estimate population trends. 

Description 

The Short-eared Owl has a large, round head, with 

small, inconspicuous tufts of feathers that look like 

ears. This medium-sized owl measures 

approximately 34 to 42 cm in length and has long 

wings and a short tail. Adults have a brown back 

and creamy-buff chest with brown streaks. Sexes 

are similar in appearance, but females are slightly 

larger and tend to be darker.  



For more information or a copy of the full  Management Plan, please contact: 

Canadian Wildlife Service – Prairie and Northern Region 

Environment and Climate Change Canada 

115 Perimeter Road Saskatoon, SK S7N 0X4 

 

Email: ec.leprpn-sarapnr.ec@canada.ca 

 

You can also visit the following website for more information: 

SARA Public Registry (www.sararegistry.gc.ca) 
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Threats 

The main threats to the Short-eared Owl are: 

 Loss and degradation of habitat, especially 

grasslands, wetlands and coastal marshes, due to 

agriculture, urban and commercial development, and 

energy production and mining. 

 Activities and events that affect individual birds, and 

their nests  and eggs such as grazing, mowing, 

harvesting, pesticide use, and collisions. 

Broad Strategies 

To achieve these objectives, three broad strategies 

have been identified: 

1. Conservation and management of the species and 

its habitat across the breeding, migrating and 

wintering ranges.  
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The Short-eared Owl makes use of a wide variety of  

open habitats including grasslands, old pastures, peat 

bogs, marshes and arctic tundra. It occasionally breeds in 

agricultural fields. While this owl prefers open spaces, the 

density of prey populations influences its choice of local 

habitat. 

What will be done?  

The Management Plan proposes a number of 

conservation measures to implement the broad strategies. 

The high priority measures include: 

1) Identify and implement national and regional 

conservation priorities, using multi-species or 

ecosystem approaches, to conserve and manage large 

tracts of grasslands, wetlands and other open habitats. 

2) Promote compliance with (1) relevant environmental 

laws and regulations; (2) policies on wetland 

management and site reclamation and (3) land use 

tools such as zoning to prevent the loss of natural 

habitats. 

3) Update provincial and territorial protocols to develop 

and implement a standardized national population 

monitoring protocol to clarify: abundance and 

population trends; annual and seasonal movements; 

and population dynamics and demographic data. 

4) Conduct research and gather Aboriginal ecological  

data on breeding, foraging, migrating, and wintering 

habitat requirements;  the availability and distribution   

of suitable habitat; the impacts of predators; the 

interactive effects of ecosystem changes on grassland 

birds and their habitats; the impacts of presumed 

secondary threats.  

5) Establish conservation priorities for the Short-eared 

Owl and its habitats by continuing or forming 

partnerships with the United States and Mexico; 

provincial and territorial authorities; Aboriginal and 

other landowners and land-use planners; and the 

research community.  

The Management Plan 

The management objectives for the Short-eared Owl are: 

 Short-term:    

 Stabilize or increase the population trend over the 

2015-2025 period.  

 Maintain the area of occupancy at 1,500,000 km2. 

Long-term:  

 Ensure a positive 10-year population trend starting   

in 2025, while promoting an increase in the area of 

occupancy including the gradual recolonization of 

areas in the southern portion of the Canadian range. 

2. Conducting surveys, monitoring and research on the 

species, its habitats and threats across the breeding, 

migrating and wintering ranges. 

3. Promoting awareness and partnerships with regard    

to conservation priorities. 
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