Migratory linkages of Burrowing Owls on DoD installations and adjacent lands
Briefing on BASH Recommendations
The 2002-04 BASH Hazard Data Summaries list 1789 wildlife-aircraft strikes and none involved Burrowing Owls (www.safetycenter.navy.mil/aviation/operations/bash/default.htm).  A USAF BASH team report lists 29 Burrowing Owl-aircraft incidents from 1985-2004, only 2 of which caused any damage.

Burrowing Owls do not present a significant bird aircraft strike hazard risk based on work done at NALF Orange Grove (DoD Partners in Flight 2005).  Several aspects of Burrowing Owl behavior and ecology make collisions with airplanes during field operations unlikely: 1) they leave their burrow to hunt for rodents almost exclusively at dawn and dusk (occasionally during nighttime), 2) they do not hunt in groups, and 3) they fly low over open grasslands.  In addition, they control rodents, which reduces prey for large raptors that hunt during daylight hours.  Thus, Burrowing Owls are likely reducing prey availability for other raptors, which can actually reduce BASH incidents.  Recent work on Burrowing Owl foraging ecology (Poulin and Todd 2006) shows that Burrowing Owl foraging for small mammals occurs almost exclusively at dawn, dusk, and night.  Burrowing Owls do forage for invertebrates during the day, but that is done from the ground near the burrow.  Therefore, Burrowing Owls are unlikely to interfere with airfield operations.

Nevertheless, a recent BASH Management Techniques pamphlet recommends that Burrowing Owls not be allowed to establish residency in the airfield (HQ AFSC/SEFW 2004).  Burrowing Owls nesting near runways have the potential to be “inhaled” by powerful jet engines, and anecdotal evidence suggests that collisions can occur between Burrowing Owls and aircraft (Rosenberg et al. 1998).  At Davis-Monthan AFB in Tucson, AZ, several Burrowing Owls have been found dead near active runways but without any sign of collision, probably killed by being caught up and thrown from a wing vortex (air turbulence created at the tips of the wings as planes take off).

We invited Chris Eberly (National Program Manager of the Department of Defense Partners in Flight program) to Tucson for a series of meetings on 15-16 Feb 2006 to discuss why an increased number of Burrowing Owls were recovered dead on the runway surface in 2005 and possible remediation strategies.  These meetings included our staff, Davis-Monthan personnel, and national BASH team representatives from the Air Force Safety Center based out of Kirtland AFB, NM.  We continued to work with Davis-Monthan personnel in 2006 to ensure that Burrowing Owls can persist on the base without interfering with airfield operations, and will participate in further meetings in the coming year.
We provide the following BASH recommendations to minimize the possibility of aircraft collisions with Burrowing Owls:

· Monitor burrows close to airfields to determine if Burrowing Owls are present.

· Constrain flights to daytime hours.
· Minimize use of bright lights near active runways that may attract Burrowing Owls looking for invertebrates.  Colored airfield lights may attract fewer insects (and hence fewer Burrowing Owls), but this deserves further study.
· Avoid over-flight of landfills at night.

· If Burrowing Owls are being killed due aircraft exhaust or because they are inhaled while roosting at burrows near runways, take the following actions:


1) During the non-breeding season, use a videoprobe or dig up burrows within 50 m of active runways to make sure no owls or other animals are inside.

2) Block the burrow entrances to discourage Burrowing Owls from nesting and roosting at these burrows.

3) Remove all unnecessary objects along active runways that could be used as perches by Burrowing Owls, such as fence posts, lights, poles, or dead trees.
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