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Welcome to our newest SNAMP newsletter! To read previous 
newsletters and for more information, please visit our project website 
at: http://snamp.cnr.berkeley.edu.  This issue focuses on the Owl 
Science Team.

THE SNAMP SCIENCE TEAMS 
How do forest vegetation treatments to reduce wildfire risk affect fire 
behaviors, wildlife, forest health and water? Forests throughout the 
Sierra Nevada are at risk from severe wildfires. The USDA National 
Forest Service’s 2004 Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment calls for 
managing the forest using the best available information to protect 
forest resources and homes.  Vegetation management treatments are 
planned or being conducted at many sites in the Sierra Nevada where 
fire risk is high, and a team of university scientists has agreed to act 
as an independent third party, monitoring the effects of vegetation 
management treatments in two locations.  The science teams are 
made up of researchers from the University of California Berkeley, the 
University of California Merced, University of California Cooperative 
Extension, and the University of Minnesota.  The science teams study 
fire and forest health, wildlife (focusing on fisher and spotted owl), 
water, and public participation.  All science teams are supported by 
spatial analysis and GIS.

OWL TEAM PEOPLE. Dr. Rocky J. Gutiérrez at the 
University of Minnesota is the Lead Investigator for the 
Spotted Owl research and monitoring activities. Doug Tempel, 
a PhD candidate at the University of Minnesota, is the Project 
Leader for the owl research. Sheila Whitmore is the Assistant 
Project Leader for the owl research.

OWL TEAM PLAN. California spotted owls are 
habitat specialists: they select habitats that have larger trees, 
higher canopy cover (percent of area directly beneath trees) 
and more vertical structure (trees of various heights) than 
other available habitats. They nest in mature trees (see the 
example on the following page), and hunt from the vantage 
point of large trees. High intensity fire that leaves very few 
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SNAMP HIGHLIGHT: 
THE CALIFORNIA SPOTTED OWL 

The California Spotted Owl (Strix occidentalis) is an 
uncommon resident in the Mixed Conifer belt of the 
west slope of the Sierra Nevada. It is a State and 
Federal Species of Special Concern.  It is found mainly 
in mature conifer forests, but also in oak woodlands. 
They primarily nest in the cavities or broken tops of 
l a rge t rees . CA spotted owl s a re genera l l y 
nonmigratory, remaining within the same home ranges 
year round. However, in the Sierra Nevada, some 
individuals migrate downslope to winter ranges.  They 
hunt primarily by selecting an elevated perch, detecting 
prey by sight or sound, and swooping from the perch to 

capture the prey with their talons. They forage 
primarily at night, but have been observed hunting 
during the day, especially while raising young. Spotted 
owls prey mainly on northern flying squirrels and 
dusky-footed woodrats. Other prey species include 
gophers, mice, squirrels, shrews, moles, bats, birds, 
frogs, lizards and insects.
Owl form: About 19 inches in length with a 40 in wing 
span, a rounded head, no ear tufts, eyes dark, bill pale 
yellow, plumage soft brown with many white spots in 
crosswise row.  Above is an adult with two young, 
photographed by owl SNAMP team member Sheila 
Whitmore.   -- This section taken from Storer et al, 
2004.Sierra Nevada Natural History. CA Natural History 
Guide Series No. 73. Univ. of CA Press.
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trees alive has a negative impact on owl habitat, but forest fuel reduction treatments 
remove canopy cover and vertical structure of the trees. Thus, we need to understand 
how forest treatments might affect California spotted owls in the Sierra Nevada. To 
this end, we will assess the impacts of forest fuel treatments on owl territory, 
occupancy rates and reproductive output. 

OWL FIELD PLAN

Study Area:  
The Owl SNAMP study area consists of  three 
components (see map at left):
(1) The Last Chance study area, which incorporates 
the core study area (i.e. the area being used by the 
other science teams), plus a 1.5-mile buffer zone 
around the core study area.
(2) The Eldorado density study area, which is the site 

of Dr. Gutiérrez's long-term spotted owl population study that 
began in 1986.

(3) The Eldorado regional study area, which consists of owl 
territories outside of the density  study area that have been 
surveyed since 1998. We included the Eldorado study area to 
obtain sufficient sample sizes for our SNAMP research.  

Owl Banding: 
We are surveying the entire Owl study area for territorial owls. 
When owls are detected, we attempt to “color band”  each owl, 
monitor its  breeding status, and recapture the owl in subsequent 
years by re-sighting its color band. This provides the information 

needed to assess territory occupancy and reproductive output. Our prior experience on the Eldorado study area suggests that 
banding has no short-term or long-term negative effect on owls.  The banding process is illustrated above.

Analysis and Modeling: 
Before analyzing the owl data, we will construct a set of predictive models containing 
important variables that may affect territory occupancy or reproductive output.  Each 
predictive model is essentially a stated hypothesis. For example, we could 
hypothesize that the more treatments there are in an area, the fewer owls there will 
be in that area.  Development of the candidate set of models offers an opportunity for 
stakeholder input through participation in Owl- and SNAMP-related public meetings 
(see our website for more information). Using well-tested model selection techniques, 
we can identify the best model(s) from the candidate set of models.

Why this research is critical: 
Under the guidelines of the 2004 Sierra Nevada Framework, forest fuel treatments 

are proposed for widespread implementation on U.S. National Forests.  Our 
research will provide information to assess the impact of  forest  fuel 
treatments on owl populations. 
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Right: the dead tree 
is a spotted owl nest 

tree in the Last 
Chance study area. 

Above: a female and a juvenile spotted owl. 

Above: our study area in the Tahoe and Eldorado National Forests. 
Below: The owl banding process.. 


