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Background

The availability of prey-rich grasslands alongside watercourses and the establishment of habitat
connectivity over wide areas of countryside are of prime conservation importance for the
successful recovery of the barn owl population in Britain (Shawyer 1987).

Habitat restoration is the primary objective for barn owls in the Species Action Plan for Norfolk
and the County’s internal drainage boards of Kings Lynn, Norfolk Rivers and Broads, whose
operations are overseen and supported by the Water Management Alliance (WMA).

Over the last two decades concerted efforts have been made by the Wildlife Conservation
Partnership (WCP) in association with WMA to develop sympathetic habitat management
regimes for the banks of watercourses and provide artificial nest sites. This has led to the
establishment of viable barn owl breeding populations in the Broads and fenland regions of east
and west Norfolk.

Re-establishment of habitat connectivity between these two barn owl populations in central
Norfolk and in the wider area of Eastern England was required to meet the primary objectives of
the BAPs of Norfolk and the IDBs which have been drawn from the national conservation plan
of the Barn Owl Conservation Network (Brazil and Shawyer 1989).

The Project

The Kings Lynn IDB, Norfolk Rivers IDB and Broads IDB set out with the support of
landowners to use their catchments across central Norfolk as the foundation for this important
phase of the barn owl recovery project.

Surveys

A desk study was undertaken to establish existing breeding sites in central Norfolk. Taking these
into account a habitat creation plan was developed. This identified potential locations where
artificial nest sites could be used and spaced in a way which could meet the project’s aim of
achieving habitat connectivity for barn owls across central Norfolk.

Landowners were contacted within the Kings Lynn, Norfolk Rivers and Broads IDB catchments.
Field surveys were subsequently undertaken at 55 sites to establish the suitability of habitat and
identify and agree locations with local landowners for the future installation of nestboxes.

Two styles of nestbox were required for this project. The nestboxes and their installation using
nylon bolts would conform to the recommendations and ‘best practice’ of the Barn Owl
Conservation Network (BOCN). The shortage of mature trees and suitable farm buildings in
the Kings Lynn IDB would require the use of the pole-mounted nestbox type whilst in the



Norfolk Rivers IDB and Broad’s IDB catchments, trees and buildings were more freely available
and better suited to the ‘A’ Frame style of nestbox.

Of the 55 sites surveyed, 36 were eventually selected for the installation of nestboxes. These
required the use of |16 pole-mounted and 20 ‘A’ Frame types.

Nestbox installation

The 36 nestbox kits were cut on flat-bed CNC machines, assembled and delivered to their
relevant sites in preparation for installation. Much of the ground was waterlogged or flooded
during 2012 preventing the access of vehicles and heavy plant onto site. Installation was
eventually undertaken in two phases the first involving the ‘A’ Frame nestboxes in 2012 and the
pole-mounted types in 2013.

Three additional ‘A Frame’ style nestboxes which had been made by a landowner were installed
within the Broads IDB on land where surveys carried out as part of this project had identified
suitable habitat. A nestbox camera was also supplied to a landowner for incorporation into an
existing nestbox (one of a pair) within the Broads IDB. A further pair of nestboxes was
renovated on a farm near Aylsham. These 6 additional nestbox sites were brought into the
project with the support of the landowners concerned.

Nestbox monitoring

Monitoring of all 42 of the project nestboxes was carried out under English Nature Disturbance
Licence and BTO Ringing Permit between April and August 2013. Barn owls were measured,
weighed, sexed, aged and ringed at those sites where they were found. The results of the
research monitoring are recorded on spreadsheets | to 5 in this report.

Nestbox maintenance
Maintenance of the nestboxes, largely to remove old jackdaw and stock dove nests, was
completed by October 201 3.

Conclusions

In spite of 2013 being the worst breeding season for barn owls since 1958 and the delayed
installation of the nestboxes in the Kings Lynn catchment, barn owls were recorded at 20 of the
42 new nestbox sites. The expectation is for breeding occupancy to increase from its current
level of 15% in 2013 to about 40% by 2015.

The project’s future
The Kings Lynn IDB, Norfolk Rivers IDB and Broads IDBs will continue to support the annual
monitoring and maintenance of this project after 2013.



Nestbox types used in project
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Field Surveys and Installation

Land surveys conducted in west and central Norfolk Poles prepared for installation

Preparing to auger and lift nestbox assembly into hole Nestbox assembly installed - ready for next site



Nestbox installations undertaken - autumn 2012
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Nestbox installations undertaken - winter 2013
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Nestbox monitoring and maintenance - summer/autumn 2013
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