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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Great Gray Owl (Strix nebulosa) is one of the largest owls in the world and has a Holarctic 

distribution. Great Gray Owls nesting in Californiaôs Sierra Nevada Mountains constitute a 

putative subspecies (S. n. yosemitensis) that is isolated from the rest of the North American 

population and likely comprises fewer than 100 breeding pairs. They breed most commonly near 

montane meadows in mid-elevation conifer forests with dense canopy cover. In recent years, 

multiple nests have also been found at lower elevations in mixed hardwood-conifer forests, 

sometimes miles from the nearest montane meadow. Including such nests, the Great Gray Owlôs 

overall elevation range for nesting in the Sierra Nevada is approximately 700-2400 m above sea 

level. 

 

The Great Gray Owl was listed under the California Endangered Species Act (CESA) in 1980 

and is designated as a sensitive species in Region 5 of the USDA Forest Service. The extremely 

small size of Californiaôs Great Gray Owl population is reason for concern for its conservation 

status. This Conservation Strategy collates scientific knowledge about the Great Gray Owl and 

provides conservation recommendations that we believe offer the best chance of preventing 

extirpation of the species in California and increasing the size of the population, ultimately 

toward the goal of a sustainable population size. Information used to develop this Strategy was 

compiled from published literature pertaining to studies both in and outside California, and one-

on-one interviews with 23 experts and land managers in California who have studied Great Gray 

Owls, surveyed extensively for them, or manage Great Gray Owl habitat on their lands. This is a 

strategic document intended for use by state and federal land managers, private land owners, 

non-governmental organizations, and the scientific community. It is not a regulatory document, 

but rather provides management suggestions, and the rationale for these suggestions, to land 

managers to protect the Great Gray Owl. 

 

We recommend 58 specific actions that will help protect Californiaôs Great Gray Owls. We have 

placed these recommendations near the front of this document to highlight their importance, with 

supporting rationale further developed in the text. The actions address the following topics: 

 

¶ Designating and managing Great Gray Owl Core Management Areas 

¶ Managing and restoring meadows and other foraging habitat 

¶ Managing and recruiting nesting habitat 

¶ Protecting Great Gray Owls during habitat-altering activities 

¶ Conducting surveys and reporting incidental sightings 

¶ Preventing vehicle strikes 

¶ Reducing the impact of residential and agricultural development 

¶ Monitoring and research needs 

 

We hope this Strategy will stimulate and enhance efforts to conserve and possibly increase 

Californiaôs Great Gray Owl population. Readers with additional conservation suggestions or 

ideas for refining and improving the recommendations in this Strategy are invited to contact the 

authors and CDFW.   



The Institute for Bird Populations                             A Conservation Strategy for Great Gray Owls in California 
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