Spotted Owl Monitoring

INTRODUCTION

The California spotted owl (Strix occidentalis occidentalis) is one of three subspecies of spotted owls that occurs within the United States. The Mexican spotted owl (Strix occidentalis lucida) is found in the southwestern states and Mexico. The Northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina) occupies western Washington, Oregon and California. In California the Northern spotted owl ranges in coastal areas from the Oregon border to the San Francisco Bay area. The California spotted owl ranges throughout the Sierra Nevada and Cascade mountain ranges in California as well as portions of the Southern California coast range. All three subspecies are associated with late successional habitat (Thomas et al. 1990). Lassen Volcanic National Park is within the range of the California spotted owl. The California spotted owl occurs in habitat that has a mixture of tree sizes and usually at least two canopy layers, with some very large, old trees present (Verner et al. 1992). These old trees provide cavities which are used by spotted owls for nesting (Verner et al. 1992). Suitable habitat for spotted owls does exist within Lassen Volcanic National Park. Due to loss of habitat, the Northern spotted owl was officially listed as threatened by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on June 26, 1990. The Mexican spotted owl was officially listed as threatened on March 16, 1993 due to habitat loss as well. 

The California spotted owl was petitioned for listing under the Endangered Species Act on October 12, 2000. The reason stated for the petition was habitat destruction due to logging, urban development, livestock grazing, mining, recreation, and road construction (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2000). The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) made a determination on February 10, 2003 that the California spotted owl does not warrant protection under the Endangered Species Act at this time. This decision was based on the belief that current land management direction on Federal lands and commercial timberlands have projected increases in nesting, roosting and foraging habitats for the California spotted owl. The California spotted owl is currently listed as a Federal species of concern by the USFWS.  It is also listed as Sensitive by the U.S. Forest Service and a species of special concern by the California Department of Fish and Game.

PROJECT HISTORY

A survey of Lassen Volcanic National Park conducted in 1988 resulted in the discovery of one pair and two individual spotted owls (Fowler 1988). The pair was located 0.8 kilometers north of Kings Creek Falls. The two individuals were a female found at the northern end of Grassy Swale and a male found at the southern end of Snag Lake. No nests were found during this survey and not all suitable spotted owl habitat was inventoried. A more formal survey of the entire park was attempted in 1995. Areas in Warner Valley and Butte Lake that were scheduled for prescribed burning were included in the 1995 surveys and each unit received three visits. This survey resulted in one pair of spotted owls being found NW of Butte Lake. This pair did not nest in 1995 and both the male and female were banded by PSW. Survey of the entire park however, was not completed as a heavy snow year delayed the beginning of the monitoring period (DuBrau and Evasick, 1995). The Pacific Southwest Forest and Range Experimental Station (PSW) of the U.S. Forest Service is conducting a demography study of the California spotted owl on the Lassen National Forest to study the effects of land management policies on spotted owls. Although PSW is not actively searching for spotted owls within the park, they located two new nests within the park while surveying areas that are close to the park boundary. One nest is in the Terminal Geyser area.  PSW has named this the Willow Lake pair. This nest was originally found in 1992 and PSW has monitored this nest annually. A new nest was found on the north side of Prospect Peak in 2002. PSW named this the Bathtub West pair. Both of these nests are within one-eighth of a mile from the park boundary.  

In 2002, Lassen Volcanic National Park initiated surveys in areas where fire management activities are scheduled. This was done using FIREPRO funding in an effort to start inventories park-wide and to protect spotted owls from fire management activities. This included controlled burn and mechanical thinning projects. A total of seven burn units and two mechanical thinning units were surveyed in 2002. A new nest was located within the Prospect burn unit on the south side of Prospect Peak in 2002. This pair is referred to as the fantastic pair due to its close proximity to the fantastic lava beds.

In 2005, Lassen Volcanic National Park began a two year inventory of all suitable habitat within the park. This survey is funded through the Biological Resource Management Division (BRMD). All suitable habitat was delineated by vegetation mapping and Geographic Information System Analysis (GIS). Call points were established in suitable habitat along roads. Trails were surveyed using the continuous walking technique described in the protocol.
FIREPRO funding was not available in 2005 to survey prescribed burn areas. Future burn areas were incorporated into the parkwide survey.  

METHODS

The surveys were conducted using established protocols used by the U.S. Forest Service for their spotted owl surveys within the Sierra Nevada. This allows for consistency in survey methods between agencies. According to the protocol, each area will be surveyed a total of six times. This is done either six times in one year, or broken out into three visits for two years. Surveys were broken up into three visits per year for this project.  This allows the entire park to be surveyed three times per year which gives more accurate data. If a survey is conducted six times in one year an owl could move in the second year and will not be discovered. Surveys were conducted at night, unless areas were considered too hazardous to conduct a night visit, then the area was surveyed during daylight hours. Call points were established every one-quarter to one-half mile along roads and trails. An amplified caller was used to play spotted owl calls to elicit responses from territorial spotted owls. Each call point was surveyed for ten minutes. If there was a response from a spotted owl, a follow-up visit was conducted within 48 hours during daylight hours. The follow-up visit is a visual search of the area to try and locate the owl that was heard at night. If a spotted owl was found during the follow-up visit, a technique called mousing was used to determine nesting status. Mousing consists of placing a live mouse on the forest floor in plain site of the owl. An owl will normally fly down and take the mouse. The owl will either eat the mouse or take it to a mate or nest. If an owl eats four or more mice it is determined to be non-nesting. If an owl takes at least one mouse to a nest or mate, pair status is confirmed. If the owl ignores the mouse for an hour the follow-up visit is complete with the results being inconclusive. Nesting status is confirmed if a female is detected on the nest, either member of the pair takes prey into the nest, or young are detected in the presence of one or both adults. If nesting was confirmed, a reproductive visit was completed after June 1st to determine number of fledged young. All nests, pairs that are non-nesting, and single spotted owl locations were mapped using global positioning system (GPS) units to provide the most accurate location data.

Great horned owls and goshawks are known predators of spotted owls, particularly young spotted owls. If a spotted owl or goshawk was heard or seen during the survey, the survey was aborted for that area. The surveyors moved on to the next call point that was out of earshot of the great horned owl or goshawk and continued the survey. If a great horned owl or goshawk was seen or heard during a follow-up visit the visit was aborted immediately. This was to reduce the chance of attracting great horned owls and goshawks to responding spotted owls.

RESULTS

This was the second and final year of a two year park-wide spotted owl inventory.   Lassen Volcanic National Park has approximately 26,000 acres of suitable spotted owl habitat. All suitable habitat was surveyed in 2005 and 2006. Due to snow depths, the survey was delayed and only two visits could be completed instead of three during both years. Surveys were conducted along established park roads and trails at night if possible.  Surveys that were conducted away from trails and roads were conducted during daylight hours for safety.
No new spotted owls were discovered in 2006. Visits to historical pairs are listed below.
Devil’s Kitchen Pair: This pair was discovered and confirmed to non-nesting in 2005. No nest was found in 2005. The area where the pair resided in 2005 was surveyed four times in 2006 with no spotted owls being located. The area within one mile of the 2005 location was surveyed with no response from any spotted owls. It is not known if this pair left the area or was not responding to calls emitted during surveys.

Lost Creek Pair:  This pair was also discovered and confirmed to be non-nesting in 2005. This pair was located in the same area in 2006 where they were discovered in 2005. This pair was surveyed four times in 2006. On the first visit, only the male was located and did not take any mice. On the second visit, both the male and female were located and the female took three mice (eating two and caching one) before it turned too dark to continue observations. The pair was not located on the third visit. On the fourth visit, the pair was located and the female took and ate four mice confirming non-reproduction. No nest was located in 2006.       
Willow Lake pair: This pair was monitored by PSW in 2006 and was determined to be non-nesting using the mousing technique.
Bathtub West Pair (North Prospect): This pair of owls used a nest that is inside the park near the park boundary on the north side of Prospect Peak in 2002. This pair moved outside of the park to Forest Service lands in 2003. The two known nest sites for this pair were surveyed in 2006 with no response.
Fantastic Pair (South Prospect): This pairs nesting territory lies within the Prospect Peak prescribed fire burn unit. In the fall of 2005 this area was burned using helicopter ignition methods. An area approximately 50 meters around the nest tree was lightly thinned of ladder fuels and the duff layer removed from around the nest tree to protect it prior to burning. These measures were successful in protecting the nest tree and the nest grove. The first visit in 2006 was unsuccessful in locating the pair. The second visit was successful in locating the male approximately ¾ of a mile southwest of the historic nest. Due to the loss of daylight, no mice were offered to the male. On the third visit both the male and female are heard in the same area as the second visit. The female only gave two whistles and was never seen. The male was offered mice which he ignored. On the fourth visit only the male was found. He ate one mouse and then it turned too dark to continue the survey. The male was found on the fifth visit and ate one mouse and took another mouse but darkness set in so the outcome of mouse two is unknown. The sixth and final visit found only the male again which ate one mouse and ignored the second mouse offered. The reproductive status of this pair for 2006 is unknown due to the male eating only one or two mice (non-reproduction is confirmed if one adult eats four mice) and did not take any mice to the female or young.    
Other owl species detected: There was one Great Horned Owl that responded in 2006 while surveying for Spotted Owls. This Great Horned Owl responded close to Butte Lake while surveying along the Butte Lake road.       
None of the surveys had to be aborted for any reason in 2006.

FUTURE DIRECTION

Lassen Volcanic National Park will continue to monitor known nests and pairs annually.  Fuel treatment areas (prescribed fire, mechanical thinning, and pile burning) will be surveyed following the current Forest Service protocol prior to project initiation.    
