
 
Barn Owl talk by Steve Marshall 

March’s wildlife talk was an opportunity for our largest ever turnout to luxuriate in Ken 

Anckorn’s detailed knowledge of the Barn Owl. Conservation Manager (Planning) at Surrey 

Wildlife Trust and Conservation Officer for Surrey Bird Club, Ken talked us through the bird’s 

biology and life habits. In a separate family to the true owls, there are 3-4000 pairs of Barn Owls 

in the UK and 30-40 pairs in Surrey but with much fluctuation. They are birds of open country 

but not suited to the uplands or cold, wet weather.  

Barn Owls are built for one job only – hunting small mammals, which make up 95% of their 

diet. The quietest flier in the country thanks to the fine down on their feathers, they make no 

sound to warn of their approach. Their light body and large wings mean the owls can fly slowly 

as they quarter uncut grassland for prey, with 95% of hunting done by sound. They nest naturally 

in deep holes in trees or caves but have adapted well to live alongside man in barns and church 

towers.  

Though not threatened in Europe, the Barn Owl has declined in Britain and their nests and young 

are now protected from disturbance by law. Their unkempt grassland feeding habitat has been 

reduced through agricultural intensification and they need to be lucky with food and weather to 

thrive. The high degree of specialism for feeding on small mammals gives the owls no fall back 

when prey populations are low and the specialist feathers reduce their water-proofing, meaning 

they can’t hunt in wet weather. Young birds are prone to colliding with cars and drowning in 

cattle troughs, and 50% of juveniles die in their first autumn and winter. Adults though often live 

for 5 or 6 years and can even reach 12 or 13 years.  

Bearing this in mind, the next time you see a Barn Owl cross a road or field or hear their 

haunting screech at night - evocative of a countryside we are losing - treasure the experience and 

please report the sighting to a conservation body. Let’s hope those who look after our 

countryside can do so in a way to support these magnificent birds. 

Friends of Normandy Wildlife will have the following walks in May instead of a talk:   

Friday 6
th

 May AND Friday 20
th

 May bat/moth walk – due to expected demand we are have 2 

dates for this event.  As places are limited you must call Angela Gray on 01483 831230 to book 

your place and children are very welcome.  This walk will be led by Danial Winchester (bats) 

and Bill Stanworth (moths). Meet at the common car park opposite Session Music for 8.30 pm 

armed with  bat detectors we will visit Normandy Pond and then onto the common (where a 

moth trap will have been set). There will be a charge of £2 for members and £3 for non-members 

with children and students being free.  

Please may we remind you if you find any wildlife in distress, our two local wildlife rescue 

centres are Harper Asprey 01344 623106 or Wildlife Aid on 09061 800132 

 

 


