
Raptor Information Sheet - Western Screech Owl

Western Screech Owl (Megascops  kennicottii) 
The western screech owl exhibits considerable geographic variation both in size and 
coloration. Size increases from south to north and from lowland to interior populations 
at higher elevations.  Overall, a small owl with feathered “ear tufts” which may not be 
visible. Color varies but most commonly gray to brownish. Desert populations tend to 
be pale gray and those in the Northwest are brown or gray-brown. Some individuals 
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in southern populations, lighter gray in northern populations. Feet and toes feathered 
in northern populations, bristled in 
southern desert populations. Juveniles 
similar to adults but indistinct stripes 
and bars are more patterned 
with white. Nine subspecies 
recognized based largely on 
external measurements. 
M. k. macfarlanei is the 
subspecies found in 
%�	���%����������	��������
the subspecies; grayish 
brown.

Western screech owl 
long considered the 
same species as 
the eastern screech 
owl. Recognition as 
separate species based 
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in vocalizations and 
behavior. Very similar in 
plumage; distinguishing 

�	�	
�������
��	�������������	���������	���	���
�	�����
�������	�������$�������������������
���
Bouncing Ball song of Western is replaced in Eastern 
by a descending whinny, and Western’s Double Trill is 
replaced in Eastern by a long, single trill. '����������
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Owl – smaller; with small feet. Orange iris, yellow-olive bill, buffy/
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Description/Size

Wing span: 18-24 inches  
Length:  7.5-11 inches
Weight:  4-11 ounces

Similar Species
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Found in a wide variety of woodland, forest and desert habitats at low elevations from 
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riparian habitats and deciduous trees over much of the range; highest densities are 
in riparian deciduous woodlands. Requires open forests with adequate roosting sites, 
an abundance prey, and cavities for nesting. Also occurs in semi-open country with 
scattered bushes and trees.

Eats a wide variety of small animals—primarily small rodents, but also birds, 
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year, area and what is readily available.  Small prey swallowed whole, while larger prey 
is carried in bill to a perch and then torn apart.  

Up to 7 different vocalizations. Primary song an accelerating series of short whistled 
hoots (bouncing ball song) pwep pwep pwep pwep pwepwepwepepepep slightly lower 
at end. Used for territorial and courtship advertising.  Secondary call is a double trill 
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Non-vocal sounds include bill-snapping which appears defensive. 

Nocturnal – generally begins to forage 30 minutes after sundown and returns to 
daytime roost within 30 minutes of sunrise. Will hunt during the day if nestling food 
requirements demand it. Sit and wait predators, dropping from perches onto prey.  
Prefers to capture small animals on ground, but also gathers insects/spiders from 
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distances. Stores prey items in cavities in winter. Hunts mainly in open woodlands, 
	����������������������������	���*����	�����������	������������������"�����

�	������	�������@	�������������������*������	��&��
�	�#�������������	��
����������������	����������
through wooded areas. Non-migratory. Adults tend to 
remain near their breeding areas year-round, while 
juveniles disperse in autumn. Territories vigorously 
defended year-round. Nesting pairs routinely drive off 
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usually treated with indifference. Roosts next to tree 
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roost tree. When threatened, will stretch its body and 
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has been detected.

Reproduction/Nesting

Clutch size: 2-7 eggs  
Eggs: Oval to broadly elliptical oval, 1.5 x 1.3 inches, 
white
%�
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Fledge:  35 days 
Disperse: 2 months

Courtship begins Jan and Feb throughout range 
– sexes call to each other in duets, preen each other’s 
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monogamous, though few studies have been done. 
Pairs mate for life but replace a dead mate fairly 
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holes in trees or saguaro cacti, man-made nest boxes

Habitat/Range

Food/Diet

Voice

Behavior
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Life Span

Conservation Status

Viewing in the NCA

Interesting Facts 

Spanish name:  
Tecolote occidental   
 

Sources 

or holes in cliffs. No nest material is added; eggs laid on whatever material is in 
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begin breeding when 1 year old.

Longest recorded – 13 years 4 months.    

Not on the US Fish and Wildlife’s Endangered or Threatened Species List. However 
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screech owl as a protected non game species for which it is illegal to collect, harm 
or otherwise remove from its natural habitat. Populations are generally thought to 
be stable throughout much of the range, but habitat loss due to new high-density 
housing developments and clear-cut forestry techniques are having a negative impact. 
Two subspecies are listed in British Columbia, Canada; one endangered, the other 
a subspecies of concern. Removal of riparian forests in drier regions is a special 
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have been negatively impacted by the recent invasion of barred owls into that area. 
Traditional territories are being vacated by screech-owls as barred owls begin to breed 
in the immediate area.  Barred owls prey on western screech owls. Cannibalism by 
other screech owls also occurs. This species also seems vulnerable to collisions with 
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sensitive to local disturbance at nest sites frequented by birding tour groups.

The western screech owl is seen in the NCA year-round.  
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��������k���������scopus meaning see referring to their excellent vision, and the 
Latinized name for the American naturalist Robert Kennicott.

- Other names: little grey owl, mottled owl, little cat owl, scritch owl, little horned owl, 
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Bird Banding Lab - www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbl/homepage/long3120.cfm 
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National Audubon Society�#�0����������k�������$����
The Peregrine Fund - www.peregrinefund.org/Explore_Raptors/owls/wscreech.html
Owling.com - www.owling.com/Western_Screech.htm
Owl Pages#�������	����
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Birds of North America Online - http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/597
US Fish and Wildlife Service – http://ecos.fws.gov/tess_public/pub/listedAnimals.jsp
and www.fws.gov/migratorybirds/regulationspolicies/mbta/mbtintro.html
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Western Screech Owl
(Megascops  kennicottii)

      
      
       Adult
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