Barn Owls in Ireland
The Barn Owl/ Scréachóg reilige (Latin Tyto alba) is one of Ireland’s most
recognisable and admired birds. Despite this, it is a species that has struggled in
recent decades. Widespread habitat loss and accidental killing through secondary
rodenticide poisoning, as well as other factors such as road collisions, has driven a
decline in their numbers. As a result, the Barn Owl is a red-listed species in Ireland.
The Barn Owl is a bird of prey, sitting at the top of the food chain, its presence in an
area, particularly during the breeding season, indicates that the area is prey rich and
in good condition for wildlife.
Barn Owls are cavity nesters and traditionally nest in the hollows of mature trees, as
well as chimneys and attic spaces of abandoned and disused buildings. In some areas
however, there may be ample foraging habitat (rough grassland, scrub, mature
hedge lined fields, etc.), but few suitable potential nest sites. The installation of nest
boxes where other nesting opportunities are limited can help maintain the
population and aid its expansion into an otherwise suitable area. In this regard, Barn
Owls readily occupy well placed nest boxes.

Should I make an interior or exterior Barn Owl nest box?
There are two main types of Barn Owl nest box; interior and exterior nest boxes.
Whether an interior or exterior nest box is the best option is dependent on the given
circumstances.
Interior Barn Owl nest boxes must remain dry. If interior nest boxes are exposed
even to a persistent drip, they will rapidly disintegrate as interior grade plywood,
from which interior nest boxes are made, is not designed to get wet. Exterior nest
boxes on the other hand are designed to be exposed to the elements.
Interior nest boxes are the best choice where there is a quiet shed, barn or other
outbuilding. Most important for choosing a suitable interior space is that it is quiet
year-round (but especially between January to September), the nest box can be
situated at least 3 metres off the ground, and that there is a permanently open and
preferably large entrance/exit to the building. The ideal interior space would be, for
example, a disused hay barn in a quiet corner of a farm. Interior boxes are cheaper
and easier to make, and are easier to install and generally last longer than exterior
nest boxes. There is little point installing a nest box in a frequently-used shed as it is
unlikely to be used. With interior nest boxes, we recommend installing two nest
boxes as one can be used as the nest site while the other can be used by the adults
for roosting once the chicks are a few weeks old (the chicks beg the adults for food
all day long if the adults roost in the box with the chicks, so adults seek peace and
quiet during the day in a separate roosting spot).

An exterior nest box is the best option when there is no quiet interior space to put
an interior box. Exterior boxes are ideally placed on a tree that faces open land. The
tree must be at least the thickness of a telephone pole in order to be able to support
the weight of the box. Good habitat (rough grassland or fields with well-structured,
mature hedgerows) is essential.
In all cases, we recommend eliminating the use of rodenticides on the property due
to the risk of secondary poisoning of any prospecting or nesting Barn Owls. The
erection of nest boxes close to busy roads is also not recommended as Barn Owls are
often killed by traffic.
Do not place nest boxes on electricity or telephone poles.

Barn Owl chicks (Photo Courtesy of Alan McCarthy, taken under licence from NPWS)

Interior Nest Box
Cutting Plan

Figure 1. Cutting dimensions for interior Barn Owl nest box.
NOTE: All measurements in this guide will be in millimetres

Materials:
1. One sheet of 9mm thick 2440x1220mm interior grade FSC approved plywood
2. Approx. 6000mm (6 metres) of 25x50mm wooden batten
3. 30mm, 40mm, and 50mm wood screws

Instructions:
1. Cut out plywood to dimensions as shown in figure 1 above. Use a jigsaw to cut out
the entrance hole.
2. For the side panels, cut and secure battens as shown in figure 2 below. You should
use 30mm screws for securing the plywood to the “flat side” of the batten. Note that
the top cross-batten is 155mm down from the top of the side panel. Five equally
spaced screws will suffice to secure each long vertical batten, while 2 or 3 screws will
suffice for the short horizontal cross-battens.

Figure 2. Inside view of side panels with battens attached.

3. For the front and back panels of the box, cut and secure battens as shown in figure 3
below. You should use three 40mm screws for securing the plywood to the “narrow
side” of each batten. Also note that these battens are each 442mm in length.

Figure 3. Inside view of the front and back panel with battens attached.
4. Use 40mm screws to secure the front and back panels to the side panels. Five screws
placed equally along each edge should suffice. Ensure the screws screw through the
battens that are attached to the side panels and not through the side panel plywood
itself.

Figure 4. View of the bottom of the box (box is upsidedown) before floor has been attached

5. Screw on the floor panel of the box, using 30mm screws, again ensuring you are
screwing into the battens. 4 screws along each edge will suffice.
6. Cut battens to make the exercise platform as shown below in figure 5. 30mm screws
will suffice for this. Note the long battens are approx. 650mm long and the battens
sit on top of the plywood.

Figure 5. Exercise Platform
7. Fix the exercise platform to the nest box using 50mm screws (2 or 3 on each side is
enough). Make sure to screw into the inner side cross-batten and not through the
plywood alone. Screw x2 30mm screws from the inside front of the box into the
platform batten to prevent a gap opening between the front of the box and the
platform over time (position of these two screws is shown in figure 6).

Figure 6. View of box interior from the back of the box.

8. Finally make and fit the lid on the box (figure 7). Using 40mm screws, secure approx.
285mm long battens along the side of the lid so that the battens (which are inset
9mm from the side of the plywood) slide snuggly between the side panels’ vertical
battens. The lid should be left unscrewed to make future monitoring and the
emptying of the box easier, though ensure the lid isn’t too lose so that it risks being
blown off.

Figure 7. Inside of lid with battens.

The completed interior Barn Owl nest box.

Exterior nest box
Cutting Plan

Figure 8. Cutting plan for exterior Barn Owl nest box

Materials:
1. One sheet of 9mm or 12mm thick 2440x1220mm exterior grade FSC approved
plywood (can be either pressure treated or marine plywood)
2. Approx. 6000mm (6 metres) of 25x50mm treated wooden batten
3. Approx. 2000mm (2 metres) of 50x50mm treated wooded batten
4. 30mm, 40mm, 50mm, and 70mm wood screws
5. Thick roofing felt or torch-on roofing felt
6. Weatherproof wood glue
7. All weather sealant
8. 12mm felt nails
9. 50mm barrel door bolt, or similar

Instructions:
1. Cut out the plywood sheet as shown in figure 8 above.
2. Use a jigsaw to cut out the entrance hole and inspection hatch.
3. Cut battens to fit the back of the nest box as shown on the next page in figures 9 and
10. Use 30mm screws for screwing into the “flat” side of the batten. Note the 50mm
gap between the bottom of the plywood back and the bottom of the lower
horizontal batten. 5 to 6 screws should suffice for securing the long horizontal (side)
battens, 4 screws for the lower horizontal batten and 3 screws for the top horizontal
batten.

Figure 9. Inside back panel
with measurements above

Figure 10. Inside front panel
with measurements above

4. Repeat with the front panel as shown above. Again note the 50mm gap at the
bottom of the front panel. The battens around the inside edge of the inspection
hatch will hold the inspection hatch door in place, preventing it from falling into the
box and preventing rainwater seeping into the box. Therefore these battens should
overlap the inspection hatch hole by 5mm along each edge including the bottom
edge. These interior hatch retention battens can be made from off-cuts of plywood
or 25x50mm batten.
5. On the outside surface of the front panel, attach two short lengths of 25x50mm
batten to the end of the box to hold the inspection hatch door in place. These should
be cut at a 45 degree angle to prevent the inspection hatch door falling out. Use a
bolt at the top of the inspection hatch to lock it closed (figure 12).

Figure 12. Outside front panel

6. Before attaching the sides of the box to the front and back panels, apply weather
sealant along the edges of the front/back panels, ideally along the plywood edge
rather than the batten.
7. Using 40mm screws, screw one of the side panels to the back panel, making sure the
screws go into the side edge of the batten on the back panel plywood. 5 or 6 screws
placed equally along the edge should suffice.
8. Next, attach the front panel, however the front panel should be inset 100mm at the
top and be flush at the bottom, as shown in figure 13. This slope will help prevent
rainwater getting in through the entrance hole. Repeat again with the other side
panel.

Figure 13. Illustrations showing recessed front panel
9. Smooth over excess sealant pushed out by compression. Ensure the joints between
front/back and side panels are well sealed.
10. Fit the floor of the box using 50mm screws. 4 to 5 screws along the front and back
should suffice. Again ensure you screw these into the lower horizontal battens. The
floor will be inset a few centimetres from the ends of the front/back and side panels.
11. To attach a 1000mm back cross support batten for securing the box in a tree, predrill
3 small holes through the back panel of the box in a line approximately 200mm from
the top of the back panel. Apply wood glue where the 50x50mm support batten will
sit on the back of the box (figure 14 below). Secure this batten using 70mm screws
screwed through the batten into the edges of the back panel (ensure these screw
through into the inner vertical battens that are attached to the inside of the back
panel). Screw x3 50mm screws from the inside of the box through the pre-drilled
holes and into the batten. It is vital this batten is firmly secured to the box.

Figure 14. Outside Back Panel showing 50mm x 50mm Cross Support position

12. Screw on the lid using x3 40mm screws along the front and back of the box, again
ensuring the screws go into the top horizontal battens.
13. Next, construct the exercise platform as shown below in figure 15. Note the side
battens are angled in close to the box due to the angled sides of the box. There
should be 25mm gaps at either front end of the platform. Side battens closest to the
box are cut at a slight angle and the platform should be angled slightly downwards
for drainage (figure 16). Make sure there’s no gap between the platform and front
panel of the box- if there is a gap, this can be sealed closed with the all-weather
sealant.

Figure 15. Nest box platform

Figure 16. View showing downward angle of exercise platform
14. Cut a rectangle of felt measuring 750mmx1000mm. Only one cut should be required
as most felt roles are 1000mm wide. The felt should be applied 750mm back-front
and 1000mm side to side, with overlaps on all sides.
15. The felt can be either torch-on felt, or secured with felt nails (12mm felt nails).
16. Applying a few coats of wood preservative is optional, but recommended (see image
on next page).

Completed exterior Barn Owl nest box

Nest Box Installation
Safety is the most important consideration when installing any nest box. Please adhere to
the following precautions:
1. Never install a nest box on your own. Have at least one person helping you.
2. Ensure ladder placement is secure both at the top and bottom of the ladder.
3. Both the helper(s) and the person working up the ladder should wear PPE including
head protection and work gloves.
4. We recommend tying down your ladder as an extra safety measure.
5. Using a rope and pulley system to raise up the box from the ground is recommended
for interior nest box installation, but is essential for exterior nest box installation!
Exterior nest boxes are heavy and so upmost caution must be taken during
installation.
6. Ideally you should use a harness to prevent a fall.
7. Use common sense- if it seems in any way dangerous, don’t do it. We at the
BirdWatch Ireland Cork and West Cork Branches are happy to help with any
installation queries you might have.
You can always seek assisstance from a local builder, carpenter, or any hand DIY-er you
know to help you install your nest box.
Barn Owl boxes can be installed at any time of the year, though installing the nestbox
between September to late December gives the best chance of occupation the following
year. However, it often takes a few years for boxes to become occupied, so don’t lose hope
if no owl takes up occupancy within the first year or two.
If you find your nest box has been taken up by Jackdaws, you will need to empty the box of
their nest material after their nesting season. A nest box taken up by Barn Owls does not
need to be cleaned out after the nesting season.

Interior Nest box:
Interior nest boxes should be located in a quiet shed or barn, at least 3 metres off the
ground. The barn/shed should have a permanently open entrance/exit. Ideally the box
would face the entrance/exit. If installing two nest boxes, as recommended, one can be
installed at each end of the barn/shed.
There are multiple ways of installing an interior nest box. We find using galvinised steel
band to be a useful and easy way of securing an interior nest box in almost any situation.
Using galvinised steel band, boxes can be secured in place in all-steel sheds (using screws
that can screw into galvinised steel sheets), sheds with wooden beams, sheds where the box
can only be secured from wooden trusses above etc. See examples below.

Nest box located in a quiet barn. Steel band is secured to wooden beams either side of the
box, and run across the top of the box above the entrance hole. There are large openings at
either end of the barn, one under the box (shown in the photo) and one behind the
photographer. There is a second nest box located above the photographer’s head.

No steel band used with this nest box, it was just screwed onto a platform that was screwed
onto the horizontal roof beam, with a few screws securing the lid of the box to the roof beam
just above the box.

This box is secured using 2 lengths of steel band from one side of the box,
over the top and into the wooden roof beam.

Exterior Nest box:
Exterior nest boxes are best situated on large trees (tree trunk at least the diameter of a
telephone pole), with a clear view of the box front from the surrounding land. Ideally the
box would be situated out of prevailing weather conditions, around 4 to 5 metres high, on a
bare trunk so low hanging branches won’t block the view of the box from any passing owls.
It is also important to locate the box away from main roads. Locating the box in an area of
suitable foraging habitat (such as at the edge of an arable field, an area of rough grassland
etc.) will increase the liklihood of it becoming occupied as such areas will be visited by owls
while hunting at night. Do not locate the nest box within woodland as Barn Owls are an
open habitat species.
For exterior nest boxes, first secure a 1000mm (1 metre) long 50x50mm treated wooden
batten to the tree using three stainless steel M8 130mm coach screws or larger. Do not use
screws that might rust in the tree. For hardwood trees, you might need to predrill into the
tree to prevent shearing of the coach screws. You should also predrill the batten that is fixed
to the tree and create divets in the batten where the coach screw heads will sit so they are
flush. Screw two 50x100mm pieces of ply or batten onto the front surface of the tree
support batten at either end. This will enable you to rest the nest box batten on the tree
support batten before you screw both battens together. Screw the battens together using
four 70mm long screws. Overtime, as the tree grows, the coach screws might need to be
loosened to prevent the box being pushed off the batten by the expanding tree (you can
also leave a small gap, 5 to 10mm, between the batten and the coach screw heads when
screwing the batten into the tree).
Finally, slide a 100x150mm piece of marine ply or short length of 25x50mm batten behind
the box from below. Secure this to the tree with two or so 70mm screws, screwing through
the bottom back overhang of the box. This will fully secure the box, preventing it from
moving in high winds.

You can see the longer lower batten which is fixed to the tree, and then the upper batten is
fixed to the box and sits on the batten that is attached to the tree. Both are screwed
together. Slip a small piece of marine ply behind the box and screw this to the tree using
70mm screws, screwing through the small overhang at the bottom of the box. This prevents
any movement of the box.

Another nest box in place. You can see the safety precautions used here. Ladder tied to the
tree and a pully system to raise the box up to its final position on the tree.

Another external nest box using a branch for support.

BirdWatch Ireland (Cork Branch) would like to thank Alan McCarthy for putting together
these instructions based on designs from The Barn Owl Trust
https://www.barnowltrust.org.uk/ Alan took the nest box photos and photo of nestling on
the cover (under licence), Jim Wilson contributed illustrations and Mark Carmody took the
adult Barn Owl photo on the cover.

Check out these additional resources:
BirdWatch Ireland - Barn Owls in Ireland Video
BirdWatch Ireland – Free Barn Owls in Ireland Booklet
BirdWatch Ireland - Foraging behaviour of Barn Owls in County Cork Video
BirdWatch Ireland - Barn Owl Survey Guidelines Video

For further information on BirdWatch Ireland (Cork Branch) check out our website
http://birdwatchcork.com/ or find us on Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/BirdWatchIrelandCorkBranch
Email address: info@birdwatchcork.com
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