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2013 Season Summary 

As always a huge thank you goes out to all those who 

have been involved in the project, from the invaluable 

volunteer owl observers, to people sending in casual 

observations and land managers helping us out with 

data, administration and site access. Without all of you 

the project would not be nearly what it is. Also a 

special thank you to the two students who came on 

board as part of their major projects (more later). 

Data has been collected from 68 sites across Sydney 

and 23 sites across the Central Coast and Newcastle 

by 128 volunteers. These sites have been limited to 

those areas that are within the urban footprint. 

In Sydney, 25 successful breeding territories have 

been confirmed this year, six more than last year. 

From these territories 35 chicks successfully fledged.  

A further three nests were found although the breeding 

attempt failed. Another 20 territories were identified 

with resident owls, although no breeding evidence was 

recorded. It is unknown whether owls in these 

territories are just ‘floaters’, pairs that didn’t breed or 

we just missed the evidence. We now have locations of 

31 nest trees, 22 of which were used this year. 

 

Caught in the act…, by Ákos Lumnitzer 

It was really the first year bringing the full project to 

the Central Coast and Newcastle area. The first year is 

always a bit of a trial and only four successful breeding 

territories have been confirmed. Of these, three nest 

trees were identified and six chicks successfully 

fledged. Another six territories were identified with 

owls regularly, although no breeding evidence was 

recorded. It is unknown whether owls in these 

territories are just ‘floaters’, pairs that didn’t breed or 

we just missed the evidence. The reason for the low 

numbers of owls here is likely more a function of 

survey effort and observer experience rather than 

reflecting a low number of owls in this area. 

Based on results from last year (43 territories), the 

pilot program in 2011 (17 territories) and results from 

Kavanagh (2004) (20-30 territories) we are much 

closer to an accurate estimate of the number of 

Powerful Owls within the Sydney area. Including this 

year’s results, a likely population size in the urban area 

of Sydney would be in the order of 40 to 50 breeding 

pairs. The apparent increase in population size over 

the last decade or so may be real, or more likely a 

result of increased survey effort. 

A great help in understanding the distribution of owls 

from within the study area comes from the 

observations sent in from the general public and 

birding clubs. This season we have had over 210 

records submitted allowing us to really fine tune the 

likely breeding territories.  The map of these 

observations and territories from Jan-Oct 2013 below 

shows just how often they are being sighted 

throughout the Sydney, Central Coast and Newcastle 

area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 2 The Powerful Owl Project 

Interesting Observations 

Powerful Owls have been seen eating a high number of 

birds this year along with their usual diet of possums, 

including Rainbow Lorikeet, Currawong, Kookaburra, 

Magpie, Channel-billed Cuckoo and even a Noisy 

Miner. 

We have had some areas with very high densities of 

Powerful Owls. Three areas in particular (Hornsby, 

Beecroft and Wahroonga) have had two or three 

breeding pairs (and up to 9 owls in one instance!) 

within a maximum distance of just 1.5km within the 

one gully system.  

In southern Sydney, one well-known pair who both 

have injuries or conditions in one eye have successfully 

bred this year, giving confidence in their hunting 

ability. Even more interestingly, their baby from this 

year also has a condition in one eye (see photo). We 

are yet to get to the bottom of this. 

 

Young Powerful Owl with a Noisy Miner for dinner, by 
Chris Charles 

A couple of not so joyous observations as well. Of the 

three confirmed nest failures this year, two of them we 

are almost certain that Sulphur-crested Cockatoos 

played a role in the failure. Particularly with the nest 

we had the camera on, Cockies were seen entering the 

hollow before fledging and despite numerous return 

visits by both adults the juvenile/s never appeared. A 

similar fate also at a nest in Chatswood, with adults 

crooning at the nest hollow whilst Cockies moved in 

and out. 

A sad moment also in West Killara, with a juvenile that 

was learning to fly near powerlines. Unfortunately 

spanning between two wires with its new wings. A 

threat not so often considered with the young owls. 

Car strikes continue to be a major threat to Powerful 

Owls in the urban area. From data supplied by WIRES, 

Taronga Zoo, AWCN and local vets, there have been 

22 car strikes since March 2012, with all owls being in 

adult plumage. This impact has been estimated at 7% 

to 12% of the population each year. A statistic 

requiring some focused management actions. 

 

Powerful Owl juvenile with eye condition, by Richard 
Jackson 

 

Education 

We have been charging ahead with education activities 

this year with eight talks to community groups, four 

print articles including one in Australian Geographic, 

one radio interview, three workshops including the 

very successful pellet analysis day, presentation at the 

Australian Raptor Association conference, filming for 

an episode of the TV series ‘Bushwacked’ on ABC3 and 

partnering up for a big environmental education 

program with northern suburbs schools. 

The environmental education program was lead by 

Gibberagong Environmental Education Centre and 

partnered with Taronga Zoo, BirdLife Australia, NSW 

National Parks and Wildlife Service, Habitat Stepping 

Stones, Field of Mars Education Centre and Ricoh. The 

program involved over 350 students from five schools 

learning about Powerful Owls and their conservation 

and developing projects to show what they had learnt. 
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Work has also been ongoing with land managers and 

fire management near breeding Powerful Owls and 

discussions with the Rural Fire Service have 

commenced on developing some new guidelines. 

 

School Powerful Owl expo 

 

Research 

We have had two final year university students 

working on major projects with us. Grant Lubyckij from 

University of Western Sydney and Julia Murphy from 

Sydney University. 

Grant worked on the vegetation characteristics and 

prey density of urban Powerful Owl habitat in Sydney. 

Grant did some amazing work comparing areas with 

and without owls which we are now aiming at 

publishing in the near future. Basically his findings 

showing the preferred breeding areas higher in 

drainage lines, in vegetation commensurate with good 

hollow forming tree species, high prey density and a 

vegetation structure around roost sites typically with 

the canopy thicker than the sub-canopy. 

Julia has been analysing pellets collected over the 

project and comparing diets to previous data collected 

over 10 years ago and also looking at seasonal dietary 

changes. This work is ongoing but preliminary results 

are showing a change in proportions of Brushtail 

Possums and birds in the diet over the last decade and 

seasonal changes also. 

 

Some other work has also commenced with Fiona 

Hogan from Monash University extracting DNA from 

feathers collected throughout the project and we are 

currently looking for a student with Margaret Andrew 

from Murdoch University to work on a spatial modelling 

project for Ringtail Possum habitat in Sydney, 

potentially a good surrogate for Powerful Owl 

occurrence. Additionally with a few partners both 

private and at Sydney University we are looking at 

building a Population Viability Analysis for the Sydney 

population. Lots of things to keep us busy!! 

 

The Future 

I will be presenting the findings of the project to date 

at the Australasian Ornithological Conference in 

Auckland in December. 

Amazingly we have been awarded additional funding 

raised through the 2013 NSW Twichathon run by 

BirdLife Southern NSW. This funding will enable us to 

extend the project for an additional six months 

including an additional breeding season from March 

2014 to October 2014. 

The monitoring of the breeding season will happen 

again next year from late March to October and we 

should be able to be a little more strategic and 

targeted based on the good work achieved this season. 

We will be contacting all past volunteers next year to 

see if they will want to take part again. 

 

 

Young Powerful Owl close to fledging, by Kristen Hardy 

 

Thanks once again to everyone who has taken part in 

the monitoring this season or has contributed in some 

way to the project. Your time and efforts are what 

allow us to continue this valuable work. 

 

Cheers 

David Bain, Project Officer 

powerfulowl@birdlife.org.au  

 

 



 

 

Finally a poem by one of my volunteers to wrap things up. 

 

Powerful Owl 

by David Waterhouse 

 

A Powerful Owl with primrose eyes 

Sits beneath the darkening skies. 

Leaves its perch on silent flight 

In the gloomy failing light. 

Sets forth to seek its hapless prey, 

Afore the dawning of the day. 

Slays Ring-tailed Possum and glider too, 

Lorikeet and cockatoo. 

Unseen killer of the night, 

Grabs raucous fruit bat in its flight. 

A ghostly bird that few men see, 

When hiding in its daytime tree. 

Yet it survives midst urban sprawl, 

Where the bush trees still grow tall. 

Was once a bird of wild bush lands, 

Untouched by clearing human hands. 

Now some dwell among our kind, 

And wilderness have left behind. 

 

 

Adult Powerful Owl, by Ákos Lumnitzer 


