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.. Common Barn~owl Tyto alba (Scopoli) 1769 
------~------------------------~ 

Other Vernacular Names: 
American Bam-owl; Barn Owl; golden owl; 
monkey-faced owl 

North American Range (Adapted from 
AOU, 1983.) 

Resident in North America from southwestern 
British Columbia, western Washington, 
Oregon, northern Utah, southern Wyoming, 
Nebraska, Iowa (rarely north to North Dakota 
and southern Minnesota), southern Wisconsin, 
southern Michigan, southern Ontario, New 
York, southern Vermont, and Massachusetts 
south through the United States and Middle 
and South America to Tiena del Fuego. North­
ernmost populations in North America are par­
tially migratory, with some birds reaching 
southern Mexico. Wanders casually north to 
southern Alberta, southern Saskatchewan, 
50uthern Manitoba, northern Minnesota, 
southern Quebec, New Brunswick, New­
foundland, and Nova Scotia. Local in the West 
Indies (Cuba, Hispaniola). Other races occur 
widely in the Old Wo:dd. (See Figure 19.) 

North a,nd Central Americ;an Subspecies 
(Adapted from AOU, 1957, and Peters, 
1940, with some recent additions.) 

T. a. pralirzcola (Bonaparte). Occurs in North 
America as described above, south to eastern 
Guatemala and probably easternNica>agua. 

T. a. lucayana (Riley). Resident in the Bahama 
Islands. 

T. a. furcata (Temminck). Resident in Cuba. 

T. a. n.iveica1da Parkes and Phillips. Recently 
( 1975) described from the Jsle of Pines. 

To. glaucrtps (Kaup). Resident in Hispaniola 
and the Tortuga Islands. 

T. a. guatemalat (Ridgway). Resident in western 
Guatemala, El Salvador, western Nicaragua, 
and Panama to the Canal Zone. Presumably 
also in mainland Honduras, although both the 
validity of guatemalae and its geographic range 
are still uncertain (Parke$ and Phillips. 1978). 

T. a. bondi P3rkes and Phillips. Recently (1978) 
described from the Bay lsl<Jnds, off the Carib­
bean coast of Honduras. 

Measurements 

Wing (of pratirzcola), males 314-346 mm (ave. 
of 18, 328.6), females 320-360 mm (ave. of 18, 

336.9); ta.H, males 126-152.5 mm (ave. of 18, 
138.1), females 127-157.5-mm (ave. of 18, 
141.1) (Ridgway, 1914). The eggs average 43 .I 
x 33 mm (Bent, 1938). 

Weights 

Earhart and Johnson ( 1970) reported the aver· 
age weight of 16 males as 442.2 g (range 382-
580), and that of 21 females as 490 g (tange 
299-580). Mikkola ( 1983) reported the average 
of 17 male5 and 55 females of the Eurasian 
populati<m as 312 and 362 g respectively. The 
estimated egg weight is 24.4 g. 

Description (of pra.tincola) 

Adult6. Sexes nearly alike, but females of most 
populations average darker than males, 
especially on the underparts. Average plumage: 
Ground color of underparts bright 
ochraceous-buff o..- orange·ochraceous, but 
this overlaid with a delicate mottling of dusky 
and grayish white, forming a mottled grayish 
effect, each feather, except remiges and 
rectrices, with a median streak of black on 
distal portion, enclosing a small subterminal 
spot of white; remiges with the darker 
mottlings condensed into four or five 
indistinct transverse bands; tail varying from 
ochraceous-buff to white, mottled with dusky 
and crossed by about five mottled dusky 
bands; face white tinged with vinaceous­
brown, and with an area of dark ·vinaceous­
brown in front of and narrowly surrounding 
eye; facial disk soft ochraceous-buff or orange­
ochraceous above, deeper ochraceous below, 
where "ruff'' feathers of posterior border are 
tipped with dark brown or brownish black; 
underparts white, but this extensively 
suffused or overlaid by ochraceous-buff and 
with numerous small black spots or dots. Dark 
extreme: Underparts wholly ochraceous-buff or 
light ochraceous, speckled with black; 
upperparts as in average plumage or 
somewhat darker; face more strongly tinged 
with vinaceous-brown. Light e;x;treme: Face and 
entire underparts pure white, the latter 
sometimes immaculate; facial rim white, with 
tips of feathers orange-buff; remiges and tail 
sometimes unifot·mly mottled, or the latter 
sometimes white, with well-developed bands of 
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mottled dusky. AU types: Eyes blackish, bill 

ivory-colored; feet dirty yellow-brown; claws 

black. ln study skins, adult males usually have 

clear ivory bills, while those of females have 

dark side and paler tips. Young males appear 

to resemble females in this feature (Parkes and 

Phillips, 1978). 

Nestling. Entirely immaculate white in the first 

natal plumage; a second natal down follows 

12- I 4 days after hatching that is longer, 

thicker, and buffish creamy. following the loss 

of the down immatures are almost identical w 

adults in plumage (Mikkola, 1983). 

Identification 

In the field. If seen, common barr1-owls are easi­

ly recognized by their nearly pure white under­

parts and the distinctive heart-shaped facial 

disk surrounding dark eyes. The typical call is a 

loud screaming shrreeeee uttered in flight, which 

is variably hissing, somewhat gargling-like or 

tremulous, and usually drawn out to last about 

2 seconds. There are also a wide variety of 

other calls, none of which resembles the hoot­

ing sounds usually attribvted to owls. Highly 

nocturnal, and rarely seen during the day un­

less flushed from a roost or nest. 

Irr the hand. This is the only North American 

owl with a heart-shaped facial disk, and the 

only one in which the claw of the middle toe is 

comblike. 

V ocali.z.ations 

Sound production in the barn-owl is e~tremely 

diverse, as is to be expected in.a highly noctvr­

nal species; Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson 

( 1982) described 15 distinct calls a5 well as 

tongue dicking and wing clapping modes of 

sound prodvction. Seven of the vocalizations 

consist of screaming or screeching calls, of 

which the screech, often uttered in flight, is 

perhaps best known. This rather eerie and un­

pleasant vocalization functions as a "song" in 

that it serves to proclaim territory, attract un­

mated females, and sexually stimulate the pair. 

Both self.eS utter it, the female's note generally 

being more husky. A series of mellow screeches 

by the male, or "purring," is used to attract his 

mate, and a similar wailing call, oflower pitch 

than the screech, is a probable female call. 

Warning screams are used as an alarm signal, 

and other screams are used as anxiety, distress, 

or mobbing signals. 
Hissing sounds inclvde sustained and brief 

defensive hisses, single hisses occurring during 

courtship or mate-recognition situations, and 

Common 8arn-owl 

"snoring," a wheezing or almost whistling hiss 

that varies greatly but is persistently repeated. 

It is primarily a call uttered by females and 

young. mainly during the breeding season. It 

often is stimulated by hunger, but in females 

also is uttered during copulation. A variety of 

chirrups. twitters, squeaks, and similar brief 

notes occur when young or adults are quarrel­

ing or when otherwise excited, as when mates 

are greeting or one is being preened by the 

other. Dvring copulation the male utters a 

more staccato, squeaking call, and a fast, chat­

tering twitter is used during food presentation 

by adults. 
Nonvocal tongue clicking (or "bill snap­

ping'') often accompanies defensive hissing, but 

may occur during courtship or serve as an in­

timidation signal. Wing clapping, a single loud 

clap sometimes followed by a softer one, is pro­

duced during courtship as the male hovers in 

front of the female, apparently on the up­

stroke. Except perhaps for this sound, none of 

the signals is dearly sex-limited, and most in­

tergrade with one another, making a total count 

of discrete calls essentially impossible. Further, 

none of the calls are typical owllike hoots, al­

though defensive hisses sometimes grade into 

· hooting-like sounds. 
Buhler and Epple ( 1980) performed a sim­

ilar vocal analysis and estimated that the com­

mon barn-owl has a repertoire of 18 different 

calls. These fall into five functional signal cate­

gories. Territorial calls consist of screeches. 

purring notes, and screams. Defensive signals 

include hissing calls and bill-snapping (tongue­

clicking) behavior. Begging and feeding calls 

include snoring and chittering notes. Social 

contact calls consist of a variety of twittering 

and :snoring sounds, including copulation calls 

of both sexes. Finally, various calls of half­

grown nestlings were impossible for the authors 

to assign any particulor function. Their analysis 

did not svggest any obvious vocal homologies 

between bam-owls and those of typicalstrigid 

owls. 

Habitats and Ecology 

The original habit<~-ts of barn-owls may have 

been quite different from those now utilized; 

Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson (1982) believed 

that common barn-owls were probably original­

ly cliff-haunting birds in Britain, where their 

light plumage coloration closely matched the 

chalky and limestone backgrounds. However, 

now the birds arc largely a~sociatcd with covn­

trysides having an abundance of open fields 

and hedgerows for hunlit~g, and with numer-

99 



8 

Tyto alba (Scopoli) 1769 

ous old buildings (or large hollow trees) used 
for breeding sites. Generally, low-lying areas of 
arable land near coasts, which have a mild 
winter climate and abundant foods, and young 
forestry plantations with rich supplies of voles 
in the associated tall grasses, support large pop­
ulations. Areas of severe cold we<~ther, and with 
little vegetation, are shunned. 

In California, Bloom (1979) reported that 
abundant populations in the Sacramento Valley 
are found where grasslands, riparian vegeta­
tion, marshes, and oak-sycamore woodlands 
persist, but have virtually disappeared where 
the valley has become intensively cultivated. In 
coastal southern California the birds are varia­
bly common but are declining in the face of in­
ctea$ing habitat loss; in most arid areas they are 
scarce, but mon:: common where marshlands or 
pastures occur adjacent to arid lands. In favor­
able hunting habitats nesting densities appear 
to be limited only by available nest sites. Where 
prey and nesting sites allow, pairs can coexist 
with greatly overlapping home ranges and may 
defend very small territories of only up to about 
10 meters in diameter around the nest itself. 
Thus, Smith and Frost (1974) observed a colony 
of barn-owls in Utah (numbedng 28-38 birds) 
that nested in an abandoned steel mill and 
hunted in the surrounding vicinity. up to more 
than 3 kilometers from the nesting or roosting 
site. Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson ( 1982) sug­
gested that in favorable habitats areas of about 
2.5 square kilometers are quite adequate to sup­
pon an adult batn-owl, even when rodents are 
at fairly low ebbs in. their population c;;yde. 

A study by Fast and Ambrose ( 1976), using 
a single owl, suggested that it had a prey prefer­
en<.:e for Microtus over Perom)'SCUS (41 vs. 17 cap­
tures), and for hunting in open-field rather 
than woods-like habitats (44 vs. 13 successful 
hunting trips). Various studies (Knight and 
Jackman, 1984; Rudolph, 1978}suggestthata 
variety of factors, including behavioral dif­
ferences such as timing and methods of hunt· 
ing, and differences in si:zc and identity of 
preferred prey, may help to reduce competi­
tion between the common bam-owl and the 
great horned owl, although they certainly ex­
hibit substantial habitat overlap and at least lo­
cal ove;;rlap in food-rrid1c charactc:ristics. Great 
homed owls may also be important predators 
of barn-owls in some areas, thus affecting their 
local distribution and abundance. 

Movements 

A considerable amount of information on local 
and long-distance movements in common barn-
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owls has accumulated for Britain and Europe. 
which has been summaril:ed recently by Bunn, 
Warburton, and Wilson (1982). These can con­
veniently be classified as postfledging dispersal 
movements of young birds, later movemrents of 
older birds. and movements brought on by un­
usually cold winters. 

Early postfkdging movements, or those 
that occur up to about three months after the 
birds have been banded in the nest, sugg·~st a 
progressive movement away from the ne it, with 
most birds remaining within about 20 kih­
meters of the nest but a few attaining dispersals 
of 100 kilometers or more. Dutch and British 
banding returns for the first 12 months after 
banding suggest that about 2 percent (Britain) 
to I 0 percent (Holland) of the birds had moved 
at lea5t 100 kilometers during that perioc,. Of 
those in the Dutch sample that traveled over 
300 kilometers, most moved in a southwestern 
direction (toward Spain) relative to the point of 
banding. Generally similar long-distance trends 
have been observed in German and North 
American (Stewart, 1952) studies. 

In addition to such regular juvenile disper­
sal, there are some years in which relatively 
massive barn-owl movements occur, which 
probably are linked to a combination of high lo· 
<.:al barn-ow) densities and falling rates of prey 
(small rodent) availability. Most data sug~;est 
tha.t birds engaging in these large-scale move­
ments are primarily young. In a Dutch sample, 
about 6 percent of the birds banded as adults 
were subsequently recovered more than ;;QO 
kilometers away, but none of the more seden­
tary British sample were found more than 200 
kilometers distant (Bunn, Warburton, and 
Wilson, 1982). In North America there are a 
number of cases of primarily northerly-n-:sting 
adults traveling southwardly during autumn 
for distances of more than 300 kilometers, and 
rarely moving more than 900 kilometers fStew­
art, I 952; Soucy, 1980, 1985 ). There are also a 
few cases of comparable long-di~tance mc•ve· 
ments in more southerly-nesting (Texas) Jirds 
(Bolen, 1978). 

Foods and Foraging Behavior 

Over its nearly worldwide range a vast nu'Tlber 
of studies of common barn-owl foods hav•! been 
performed, using regurgitated pellet analysis 
(Buno, Warburton, and Wilson, 1982). These 
studies collectively indicate that the specie; has 
no innate food preferences, but rather fe( ds on 
tl1ose animals that are small enough to be ~asily 
killed and are susceptible to predation by their 
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ecologies, periodicities of activities, and the like, 
namely those occurring in open habitats during 
nighttime hours. These are mainly rodents, es­
pecially microtine rodents such as voles (Cri­
cetidae, especially Microtus spp.), with shrews 
(Soricidae) most commonly serving as a second­
ary group of prey, the frequencies of these two 
prey categories often varying in a reciprocal 
fashion. In Britain the short-tailed vole (M. 
agrestis) and common shrew (Sorex araneus) are 
not only the two major prey species, but also the 
two most abundant small mammal species in 
the open habitats that are favored for hunting. 
In some areas of Europe the Muridae, es­
pecially house mice (Mw mwclLlw) and rats 
(Rattus spp.), are important components of the 
diet, especially where nesting occurs around 
human habitations. However, moles, rabbitS, 
mustelids, and bats are generally rather rarely 
or only locally exploited in Europe, and birds 
seem to be taken when regular mammalian 
prey becomes scarce or where they can be very 
easily captured, as for example sparrows (PfJ.Sser 
spp.) or European starlings (Sturnw vulgaris) at 
colonial roost sites. Amphibians are usually 
taken in small numbers, and even fewer reptiles 
and fishes have been reported as prey. Inverte­
brates (insects, earthworms) comprise an essen­
tially insignificant part of the species' diet 
(Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson, 1982; Mikkola, 
1983 ). A variety of European studies suggest 
that mice (Murinae) and small voles (Micro­
tinae) collectively comprise about 60-90 per­
cent of the food intake on a percentage-live­
weight basis, with shrews contributing 6-33 
percent, and larger mammals about 1-33 per­
cent. Birds usually represent less than 5 per­
cent, but reach as high a5 about 15 percent 
(Cramp, 198&). 

In North America a large number oflocal 
studies of b;;~rn-owl foods have been under­
taken by pellet analysis (e.g., Marti, 1969; Fitch, 
1947; Maser and Brodie, 1966), but no compre­
hensive efforts have been rriade to synthesize all 
this information. However, there is little reason 
to believe that it varies from the general dietary 
pattern just indicated for Europe; thus Wallace 
( 1948) found that barn-owls in Michigan con­
centrated on a common species of vole (Mi,rotus 
pennsylvanicus) ;and a large shrew (Blarina bre­

>:icQ.udo). In several studies, deet· or white­
footed mice (Percmyscus spp.) are as important 
as voles in barn-owl diets. Additionally many 
other rodents such as pocket gophers 
(Th011'temys spp.), ground squirrels (Citellus spp.), 
pocket mice (Pn-ogna£hus spp.), and kangaroo 
rats (Dipodomys spp.} ate locally significant prey. 
Bent ( 1938) stated that nearly every available 

Common Bam-owl 

5pecies of mouse and rat is consumed, plus 
shrews, moles. and some larger mammals (r-ab­
bits, muskrats, skunks), as well as various birds, 
frogs, and a few insects. The average prey size 
of barn-owls in four- different studies ranged 
from 27 to 123 grams, or generally lighter than 
the prey of coexisting great horned owls 
(Knight and Jackman, 1984}. 

Hunting is typically done by extended 
flights over rather open terrain, the flights 
often beginning about dusk but in some situa­
tions before dusk, perhaps to take advantage of 
diurnal or crepuscular rodent activity and to al­
low for better visual searching. Foraging is 
done solitarily, the birds evidently consistently 
following favored routes, but probably not fly­
ing with the wind, in order to avoid flying too 
fast to locate prey. They probably primarily 
feed during three general periods, the first at 
about dusk, the second around midnight, and 
the third around dawn (Bunn, Warburton, and 
Wilson, 1982). In some areas the presence of 
great horned owls, which are significant preda­
tors on barn-owls, may restrict the activity peri­
ods of the latter to the hourS of darkness 
(Rudolph. 1978). An average daily food intake 
of <>bout 100-150 grams is probably typical for 
wild adult birds, although there may be sub­
stantial seasonal differences in this figure, and 
captive birds probably consume only about half 
this amount (Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson, 
1982). 

Social Behavior 

At least in Britain, where the birds are fairly 
sedentary, barn·owls often remain on their ter­
ritories throughout the year, and at leas~ some 
pairs remain together for extended periods. 
The birds are essentially monogamous, al­
though at least one confirmed case of a wild 
male pairing bigamously .,..;ith females and rais­
ing broods with both has been found in Eng­
land. Some pairs remain at their nest site 
throughout the year, roosting together and 
performing mutual preening and other mutual 
activities that probably help to maintain the 
pair bond. When one member of the pair suc­
cumbs, the remaining bird may remain at the 
nest site t•ntil it is joined by another mate, which 
sometimes occurs during the same breeding 
season. On the other hand, a series of barn-owh 
may use the same nesting site every year for up 
to 30 years, and in some cases up to 70 years 
(Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson, 1982). The 
longevity of wild barn-Owls, which only rather 
rarely attain ages of 10 or more years, would 
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Tyto alba (Scopoli) 1769 

Figure 20. Behavior patterns of Common Barn-owl, including court$hip feeding (A) 

and copulatory sequence (B-0). After drawings in Gluu and Bauer (1 980). 
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suggest that persistent habitation of nest sites 

for a decade or more is the result of successive 

pair usage. Unlike with typical owls, territorial 

and' nest-site defense is apparently performed 

by the male only. Additionally, mate choice by 

females is apparently not directly linked to 

~ourtship_ feeding, as copulatory behavior typ­

ICally begms seasonally well prior to the start of 

counship feeding (Epple, 1985). 

True courtship begins in late February in 

England and is marked by screeching song 

fl1ghts of males as they patrol their territories 

and search for prey to present to their mates. 

Sometimes pairs may be seen in flight together, 

and seJ<:ual chases are frequent, with the male 

following the female while both birds scream 

loudly. One male display oc~rring during this 

umc: lS the "moth flight,'' during which the male 

hovc:rs in front of the female at her head level 

exposing his white underparts. A second dis- ' 

play is the "in-and-out flight,'' during which the 

male repeatedly flies in and out of the nest site, 

app;;~.rently trying to entice the female into it. A 

f~rna~e rcspo?ds to her mate by utteringjuve­

mle-like snonng calls that stimulate the male to 

present food to her. Copulation usually occurs 

at pos~ible nest sites and often follows food pre­

sentation by the male. Treading (Figure 20) 

typically IS preceded by the female snoring 

quickly and softly. She then lowers her body. 

whereupon the male quickly mounts, maintain­

ing balance with his wings and holding her 

nape featherS i~ his bill. Upon dismounting the 

male often begms to doze, while the female 

preens him, especially his head and underparts. 

Alt~ough copulation is probably most prevaknt 

dunng the egg-laying period. it has been ob­

served as late in the brc:eding cycle as when the 

oldest chick was 29 days old (Bunn, Warburton, 

and Wilson, 1982). 

. Nesting sites in Britain are most frequently 

m barns, m holes of hollow trees, and in other 

~oles in walls, towers, roofs, chimneys, and the 

hke. Natural rock cavities, such as in cliffs, 

mines, quarries, etc., are only infrequently 

used, and gullies or road cuts arc evidently al­

most never used. However, in western North 

America these are common nest sites; and in 

areas such as the sand hills of Nebraska, where 

the substrate is soft enough a good deal of actu­

al excavation may b<: done by the birds, using 

the feet. The nc:sL'I are rarely more th<:~n 10 

meters above ground in the:: case of tree nests, 

averaging about 5 meters, and are usually in a 

deft. or cavity of the= main trunk (Bunn, War­

burton, and Wilson, 1982). 

Common Barn-owl 

Breeding Biology 

Information on clutch si~es in barn-owls has 

been presented earlier (Tables 7, 8), and in gen· 

eral clutches are highly variable, ranging from 

2 to 11 eggs. The eggs arc laid at two- to three­

day intervals, with incubation beginning with 

the laying of the first egg, as in all owls. Thus, as 

much as about a three-week difference in 

hatching times is possible between the youngest 

and oldest hatchlings. However, fledging sue· 

cess drops off sharply in nests with clutches of 5 

or more eggs, and in general it appears to be 

closely associated with the relative abundance 

of prey during the chick-raising period. In 

southern Texas the hatching success of eggs 

averaged 54.9 percent (2. 7 chicks per nest, 

average dutch of 4.9 eggs) over a $eVen-year 

period, while an average of 2.5 young per nest 

were ra.ised in years of prey abundance:, com­

pared with 1.0 young per nest dut·ing years of 

prey scarcity (Otteni, Bolen, and Cottam, 1972). 

The young fledge at ages of about 56-62 

days and s.oon begin to venture away from the 

nest site. As that occurs the adults begin to roost 

away from the nest, apparently to avoid the at­

t~ntions_oftheir young. Usually counship be­

gms agam when the fint brood is about seven 

weeks old. The female may even begin to lay a 

second clutch b<:fore the youngest owlets of the 

first brood have fledged. The: eggs of the sec­

ond clutch may be laid in the same nest as the 

first, sometimes while the last owlets are still 

present, though other hens may choose new 

sites. The total length of a single breeding cycle 

is about four months, so that two broods per 

year arc easily possible in areas with long sum­

mers. Schulz and Yasuda (1985) found that 56 

percent of the birds using nest boxes in a Cal­

ifornia study had two clutches, the average ob­

served dutch size being 6 eggs and the hatching 

success 7'2 percc:nt. A fc:w rar~ instances of 

three broods per year have been repot·ted, 

these typically being associated with captive 

birds (Bunn, Warburton, and Wilson, 1982). 

Remarkably, one captive barn·owl trio at the 

R.aptor Rehabilitation Center in Lincoln, Ne· 

braska, produced five clutches of eggs in a 12-

month period, four of which resulted in rem·ed 

young, while the other (fourth) attempt was 

~borted. (because of the eggs freezing) before 

mcubatlon bc=gan (Betsy Hancock, personal 

communication). This trio consisted of one 

male a_nd two females (both of which partici­

pated m egg-laying and parental care); cooper­

ative biandry in captivity h;;~.~ also bc=en observed 

(Epple, 1985). 
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Tyto alba (Sc()jloli) 1769 

It is cleat that by virtue of its highly flexible 
clutch size, as well as its potentially extremely 
prolonged breeding season, the common barn· 
owl is highly adapted to maxirniling its annual 
productivity in favorable years or situations. 
Colvin and Hegdal (!985) reported that yearly 

104 

differences in nest-site use and <~nnual produc­
tivity in New Jersey were related to relative 
grassland and Microtus availability, while Schulz 
and Yasuda (1985) correlated nesting success 
variations in California with the relative quality 
of the nest site. 

Evolutionary Relationships and 
Conservation Status 

The evolutionafy felationships between Tyto 
and Phodilus have been discussec. earlier in this 
book and need no additional attEntion The 
general population status of this species in 
North America appears to be unfavorable, par­
ticularly near the northern end c fits range in 
the Midwest, where agricultural practices have 
had negative effects on it (Colvin, 1985). The 
National Audubon Society included the com­
mon barn-owl on their Blue List •Jf apparently 
declining species from 1972 to 1 f18l, and since 
1982 it has been on their list of "species of spe­
cial concern," which they believe pose serious 
conservation problems (American Birds 40:232). 
The federal authorities have not yet listed it as a 
species warranting special attention. 




