
1. Introduction

For many years in parts of Europe, Little
Owl Athene noctua populations have
declined, sometimes to extinction (Manez
1994, Genot et al. 1997). Little Owl has
also disappeared from territories in
Poland, particularly in the west where a
sharp population decline has been record-
ed in agricultural landscapes and cities
(Tomiałojć 1990, Dyrcz et al. 1991,
Jermaczek et al. 1995, Bednorz et al.
2000). 

The first data concerning Little Owl
numbers in 20 cities in Lublin district (SE
Poland) were obtained in the 1990s.
Chełm was found to have the highest pop-
ulation and density of this species
(Grzywaczewski & Kitowski 2000a). This
population was the ideal choice for moni-
toring studies, the purpose of which was to
estimate the numbers, distribution and
nesting preferences of the species. 

2. Study area and methods

Chełm (51°08'N, 23°30'E) is a medium-
sized city in southeast Poland (Fig. 1),
35.7 km2 in area, and has some 70 000
inhabitants. The chalk hills on which it is
built ranges from 178-232 m asl in height
(Kondracki 2000). Its climate is continen-

tal, and the mean maximum temperature
(24.2°C) is amongst the highest in Poland
(Kaszewski et al. 1995). 

The city landscape is characterised by
a high percentage (38%) of arable land
and habitation (36%), an inefficiently
developed road system (11%), small
woods and bushy areas (7%), and industri-
al estates (8%). The arable land includes
cultivated areas, some larger than 10 ha,
meadows, smallish orchards and vegetable
gardens. The accommodation comprises
single-storey houses or blocks of flats,
which are mostly limited to four storeys
due to the calcareous chalk bedrock. The
flats are surrounded by mown or trodden
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Fig. 1. Distribution of Little Owl Athene noc-
tua in Chełm (SE Poland).
1. Forests.
2. Single-storey houses and blocks of flats on
estates.
3. Little Owl Athene noctua territories.
4. Main roads.
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grassy squares. Most homes are adjacent
to arable land (Chełm City Hall records). 

The observations in 1998-2000 were
conducted according to a standard recom-
mended method (Domaszewicz et al.
1984), the study area being the city of
Chełm. We plotted on a 1:10 000 map the
detected Little Owl calling and contact
points. the resultant network showed the
points to be c300-400 m from one other.
We made two effective nocturnal control
surveys of the city during each reproduc-
tion season, as were 1-2 additional con-
trols in places where territorial occupancy
was uncertain. The study period covered
the peak of Little Owl calling activity
from the last third of February to the end
of April (Exo 1988). Most controls were
carried out during the first peak of noctur-
nal calling activity, which occurs from
sunset till about midnight (Exo 1989). We
also conducted several additional night-
long observations. On windless and rain-
less nights in suitable periods of high-
pressure weather, we used voice stimula-
tion. In addition, we conducted day con-
trols, the purpose of which was to localise
territories, particularly those where birds
had not reacted to nocturnal voice stimula-
tion. This enabled us to search for other
traces of Little Owl presence, such as
feathers, pellets, and roosts of young and
adult birds. 

3. Results

In the city area, there were 14-19 Little
Owl territories during the studies, giving a
territory density of 4.0-5.3/10 km2 (Tab.
1). Of N=21 territories, most (67%) were
found to be close to the blocks of flats,
while 28% were adjacent to the single-

storey houses. Only one territory (5%) was
found in the industrial part of the city.
However, most territories (81%) were
recorded in transitional zones between the
areas of human habitation and fields,
meadows and gardens. Only four (19%)
territories were found in the city centre
(Fig. 1), but they were close to gardens,
parks and lawns. In the above territories,
the Little Owl used holes in ceilings,
roofs, chimneys, openings and attics.
Despite the presence of numerous trees
with holes, we found no nests in the city
area parks and woods.

4. Discussion

In the 1980s and 90s, Little Owls were
counted in a number of Polish cities.
Reliable censuses were made in Gliwice
(W Poland) (19-20 bp/136 km2, Tomiałojć
1990), Kraśnik (SE Poland) (8 bp/32 km2,
Frączek & Szewczyk 2000). For
Hrubieszów (7 bp/32.8 km2), Biłgoraj
(4 bp/20.8 km2) and 17 other cities and
small towns in SE Poland, the breeding
density ranged from (0.07-4.5 bp/10 km2

(Grzywaczewski & Kitowski 2000b). In
comparison to those figures, the number
and density of Little Owls in Chełm are
amongst the highest in Poland. The Chełm
figures were several times higher than
those pertaining to agricultural landscape
areas rich in meadows and willows (Salix
spp) or to extensive orchards considered

Years Number of territories Number of
territories/10 km2

1998 17-19 territories 4.8-5.3
1999 14-16 territories 4.0-4.5
2000 14-16 territories 4.0-4.5

Tab. 1. Number and density of Little Owl
Athene noctua territories in 1998-2000.
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optimal for Little Owl in Poland and
Central Europe, where the relevant densi-
ties ranged from 0.1-1.5 bp/10 km2

(Jermaczek et al. 1990, Dombrowski et al.
1991, Fronczak & Dombrowski 1991,
Kowalski et al. 1991, Vogrin 1997).

Away from cities, in central and west-
ern Europe, hollow trees seem to be the
preferred breeding sites of Little Owl
(Manez 1994, Génot et al. 1997).
However, in Chełm and other southern
Polish cities (Grzywaczewski & Kitowski
2000a, 2000b) the species avoided nesting
in hollow trees. In the agricultural envi-
rons of Chełm, nesting occurred only in
buildings, as it did in Chełm itself, where
blocks of flats were particularly favoured
(Grzywaczewski 2000). Furthermore,
nesting in hollow trees elsewhere in the
agricultural landscape of southeast Poland
is exceptional (Kitowski & Kisiel 2003).
These findings contradict those in Little
Owl data gathered in Poland up to the
1980s (summarised by Ruprecht &
Szwagrzak,1988), which cite many cases
of nesting in hollow trees in parks and
municipal cemeteries. 

The high numbers of Little Owl in
Chełm seem to be influenced by the ease
of access to plentiful breeding places in
estates of blocks of flats and single-storey
buildings. Characteristic of these estates
are open spaces comprised of regularly
mown or trodden grass, suitable foraging
grounds for the owls. The typical calcare-
ous hilly landscape of the city and its sur-
roundings and the relatively warm climate
favour dry vegetation cover suitable for
Little Owls to hunt, for here such a short-
legged species faces none of the difficul-
ties in catching prey that it encounters on
short-cut hay grasslands. 

Little Owl monitoring will continue,

enabling us to investigate the population
trends. It will also help us to undertake
measures to help protect the species from
population decline.
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