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Abstract

The Powerful Owl, Ninox strenua, has been 
considered only a vagrant to South Australia since 
the 1960s. In August 2007 the first nest of the 
Powerful Owl was found in the Dry Creek Native 
Forest Reserve (Caroline Forest, 25 km SE of Mount 
Gambier) and in July 2008 a second breeding pair 
was discovered in the Wombat Flat Native Forest 
Reserve (Comaum Forest, 20 km N of Penola) in open 
river red gum woodland. This paper compiles the 
data on each nest, breeding observations, roost sites, 
prey species and other records of the Powerful Owl in 
the south-east of South Australia and south-western 
Victoria.

iNTROdUCTiON

The Powerful Owl, Ninox strenua, is known 
from eastern Australia as far north as central 
Queensland, south through eastern New South 
Wales to most of central and southern Victoria, 
but has only been considered a vagrant in 
South Australia. (Higgins 1999; Schodde and 
Tidemann 1986; Blakers, Davies and Reilly 
1984). The first sighting in South Australia, not 
previously documented, was by Charles Pawsey 
and Herman Bakker in 1966 in the Kongorong 
Pine Forest, 25 km SW of Mount Gambier (H. 
Bakker pers. comm. 2005). This was of a single 
bird roosting within a pine plantation. Other 
historic records were of apparent vagrants birds 
in the Mount Burr Range in the 1960s (Glover 
1971), and Karratta (near Robe, by McLaren) 
in 1991 (Carpenter et al. 2003). However, no 
breeding has previously been reported. 

In 2004 Dan Harley and I encountered a pair in 
the Honeysuckle Native Forest Reserve (NFR), 

25 km SE of Mount Gambier, in May 2004 
(Rogers 2008). Until 2008 the Powerful Owl was 
listed as Rare (and as a vagrant) in the South 
Australian Fauna legislation. It is now listed as 
Endangered in the revised schedules (NPWSA 
Act 1972, as amended 2008, SAOA 2008), and 
it is listed as Threatened in Victoria (Flora and 
Fauna Guarantee Act 1988). 

This paper records the breeding events in South 
Australia in 2007 and 2008, and results from a 
targeted owl survey in the Mount Burr Range 
NFRs. It also compiles other observations of 
Powerful Owls in south- east South Australia and 
south-west Victoria, including a breeding pair.

THe ReCORdS

Observations from 2004 to 2007
D. Harley and I encountered a pair in 
Honeysuckle NFR (Caroline Forest, 25 km SE 
of Mount Gambier; 37° 57’ S, 140° 57’ E) along a 
bush track in the early evening of 14 May 2004. 
Subsequent monthly visits to the site monitored 
this pair commonly calling from an adjacent 
pine plantation and native forest areas (Table 1). 
It was thought that this pair might be nesting in 
Honeysuckle NFR, owing to their fidelity to the 
site. Furthermore, near the edge of native forest 
shortly after dusk on 3 June 2006 we heard the 
characteristic squeals and single hoots indicative 
of copulation (McNabb 1996). However, from 
2004 to 2007 no nesting activity was observed, 
despite active searches for nest trees by myself, 
P. Haywood and/or R. Farnes in the winters of 
2006 and 2007.

The Powerful Owl, Ninox strenua (Strigidae), in 
South Australia
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The Breeding event 2007
On 24 August 2007, a Year 6 student 
participating in a school field activity observed 
a large owl roosting in a Blackwood, Acacia 
melanoxylon, in the Dry Creek NFR, 500m east 
of Honeysuckle NFR . I presumed it to be one 
of the pair first recorded in 2004 and was able 
to identify the bird as a Powerful Owl and 
speak to the students about nocturnal birds and 
their ecology. That evening (approx 1800 hrs) I 
returned to the site with my family and found 
the adult still roosting on the same branch. On 
leaving the site at 1830 hrs, we saw a Rough-
barked Manna Gum, Eucalyptus viminalis 

cygnetensis, tree with a large spout-like hollow 
near its top, near the roost tree (Table 2). On 28 
August 2007 D. Harley, C. Dickson and I visited 
the site at 1730 hrs and confirmed that the 
suspected nest tree was in use with two chicks. 
Both chicks could be seen and heard trilling in 
the nest hollow at dusk after 1800 hrs. 

The adult birds regularly roosted high up in 
this Blackwood where it offered good shade 
and cover, only 10 m from the nest tree. They 
were often seen roosting together in this tree, 
although always on different branches.

A digital sound recording was made of one of 
the trilling chicks on 1 September 2007 using 
a Sony Mini-disc recorder (MZ-R900) with a 
unidirectional microphone (EM-9600), and 
a spectrogram of the call was prepared with 
Sound Forge Audio Studio 9.0 software (Figure 
2). This recording was made shortly after dusk 
before a chick was fed. Calls were heard every 
3-4 seconds for some minutes until food was 

Figure 2. Trilling call made by a Powerful Owl 
chick, dry Creek NFR, September 2007.

Figure 3. Fledged chick from Comaum pair. 
Steve Bourne.

Figure 1. Powerful Owl clutching  a  Common 
Ringtail Possum. Bryan Haywood 
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date Location
Seen or 

heard (H)
Observer(s) Comments

14 May 04 Honeysuckle NFR 2 D Harley & B Haywood Rogers 2008a

31 Jul 04 Honeysuckle NFR 2 H B & T Haywood

15 Aug 04 Honeysuckle NFR 1 H B, T, P, D Haywood, D Harley

26 Apr 05 Honeysuckle NFR 2  (3?) H B, P & D Haywood
Rogers 2008b. Pair 

calling +1?

29 May 05 Honeysuckle NFR 1 J & H Cox Rogers 2008b

3 Jun 05 Honeysuckle NFR 2 H C Rogers, R Green & R Farnes Rogers 2008b

7 Jun 05 1984 Plantation 2 H B & P Haywood

17 Jun 05 1984 Plantation 1, 1H B Haywood & D Harley

19 Jun 05 1984 Plantation 2 Birds South East Pair roosting at dusk.

21 Jun 05 1984 Plantation 1 H B Haywood

11 May 06 1984 Plantation 1 H B Haywood & P Barron

16 May 06 Honeysuckle NFR 1 H B, T, H, P, & D Haywood

30 May 06
1984 Pine Plantation 
& Honeysuckle NFR

1 H B & P Haywood, R Mengler

3 Jun 06 Honeysuckle NFR 2 H B, H & P Haywood
Potential nest sites. 

Mating heard at dusk.

15 Jun 07 1984 Plantation 2 H
B Haywood, D Harley, W Bigg,           

K Jones & C Dickson

10 Jul 07
1984 Pine Plantation 
& Honeysuckle NFR

2 H B Haywood & W Bigg

15 Jul 07 1984 Plantation 1 H B Haywood & R Farnes

20 Jul 07 Honeysuckle NFR 1 H B Haywood, W Bigg & R Farnes
Unsuccessful nest 
stakeout at dusk.

24 Aug 07 Dry Creek NFR 1 B Haywood, M Waters &  students
Roosting in Acacia 

melanoxylon.

Table 1. Summary of Powerful Owl observations in Caroline Forest from 2004 to 2007.
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brought to the nest.

The two chicks fledged on 14 September and 17 
September respectively, and remained within 
50 m of the nest for the first few days. 

No nesting activity has been observed since, 
although birds have been heard calling from 
native forest areas and seen roosting on several 
occasions in 2008, 2009 and 2010.
 
The Breeding event 2008
In late July 2008 an adult Powerful Owl was 
found roosting in a Red Flowering Gum, 
Corymbia ficifolia, adjacent to the old Comaum 
Forest depot (37° 13’ S, 140° 54’ E) by G. Mills, a 
ForestrySA field worker (M. Whan pers. comm. 
2008). This observation was reported to the 
Conservation & Recreation group of ForestrySA 
on 31 July and investigated the same day by 
R. Mengler and M. Whan. The owl was not 
observed roosting, but beneath the roost tree 
there was a large amount of whitewash and 
many regurgitated pellets. E. McNabb and G. 
Cheers were in the area on 7 August 2008 and 
were informed of the owl roosting activity and 
offered to investigate as it was thought that it 
might indicate a breeding pair. This visit proved 
to be successful, with a potential nest tree (River 
Red Gum) found approximately 250 m away 
from this regular roost tree in the Wombat Flat 
NFR. At dusk on the same day an adult female 
was observed leaving a hollow in this tree and a 
chick could be heard trilling.

Weekly visits were made to the nest to monitor 
progress. In addition ForestrySA staff were 
informed about the location of the nest tree and 
about Powerful Owl breeding and ecology. 

A further visit by Birds South East was also 
arranged to inform local bird enthusiasts  about 
this significant find and to explain the history 
behind the discovery. On both occasions each 
group easily found the roosting birds within 80 
m of the nest, either high up in South Australian 
Blue Gum, E. leucoxylon, Manna Gum or low in 

Black Wattle, Acacia mearnsii. The fledging of 
the chick occurred between 4 and 16 September 
2008. Subsequent to this breeding event, and 
after a long heatwave in late January 2009, a 
Powerful Owl was found dead on 4 February 
2009 below a roost tree by C. Atkinson, 
a ForestrySA Field worker. Although the 
specimen was in poor condition, owing to insect 
damage to all internal organs, it was eventually 
lodged with the SA Museum (No. B56000). 
Despite the damage the SA Museum was able to 
ascertain that it was an adult in post-breeding 
moult of unknown sex and age. The cause of 
death is unknown, but it was not believed to be 
suspicious, and could probably be attributed 
to heat stress (P. Horton pers. comm. 2009). I 
received one other report of several native birds 
dropping dead out of trees during this period 
in the township of Naracoorte (R. Miller pers. 
comm. 2009).

A pair of Powerful Owls successfully fledged 
another chick from this nesting site in 2009, 
and one chick was seen roosting with adults 
on 25 September 2009 by M. Whan and me. No 
subsequent nesting activity has been recorded 
although a bird has been observed roosting on 
several occasions in 2010.

Pellet Analysis
Numerous regurgitated pellets were found 
beneath roost and nest trees and collected for 
analysis by B. Triggs to ascertain the diet of both 
pairs. 

Comaum Forest pair
Forty-nine pellets were collected in July and 
August 2008 and in May 2009. The prey-
item analysis showed that 53% of the pellets 
contained traces of Common Brushtail 
Possum, Trichosurus vulpecula; 43% had traces 
of Common Ringtail Possum, Pseudocheirus 
peregrinus; and 4% had evidence of Sugar Glider, 
Petaurus breviceps.

Caroline Forest pair
Twenty-three pellets were collected in 
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September 2007, and the pellet analysis found 
96% had traces of Common Ringtail Possum, 
4% had traces of Sugar Glider and three pellets 
(13%) also contained Scarabid beetle remains.

The Dry Creek NFR adult birds were observed 
on several occasions hawking in the tree 
canopy for large beetles, which were then 
fed to the chicks. Beetle remains were found 
in regurgitated pellets, and identified as 
Green Christmas Beetle, Anoplognathus sp. 
(Scarabaeidae), and large dark brown beetles, 
Dasygnathus sp. (Scarabaeidae), using the 
ForestrySA invertebrate collection.

Breeding observed in south-west victoria
Powerful Owls are known to occur, and in 
some cases breed, in the Nelson through 
to Heywood areas (SW Victoria), including 
Lower Glenelg NP, Cobbobonnee, Annya 
and Mount Clay State Forests (Stevens 2006; 
R Farnes pers. comm. 2007). The few known 
nests have been in Messmate Stringybark, E. 
obliqua, or Manna Gums (Farnes 2007). On 
20 April 2008, an adult owl was seen at close 
range and photographed near the house of M. 
& C. Bachmann in Rennick State Forest area, 
south-west Victoria (37° 50’ S, 141° 2’ E). In the 
weeks before and for the following months a 
male and female adult were frequently heard 
calling in the surrounding forest. In November 
2008, two chicks were seen several times and 
photographed roosting nearby. A subsequent 
search by B. and C. Bachmann in adjacent areas 
of Rennick State Forest located several roost 
sites, mainly beneath large Brown Stringybark, 
E. baxteri, with heavy whitewash and some bone 
and fur remains of prey. The chicks were last 

heard trilling near the Bachmanns’ house in late 
December 2008. Adults were again heard calling 
throughout the late autumn and winter months 
in 2009 (M. Bachmann pers. comm. 2009).

volunteer Surveys in Mt Burr Range
Ed McNabb, a Powerful Owl expert, gave a 
presentation on owls of southern Australia in 
April 2008 to a group of 50 enthusiasts in Mount 
Gambier. His intention was to raise the profile 
of owls and their habitat requirements in the 
region, and to help with recruiting volunteers 
for surveys in subsequent months. 

From May to July 2008 I coordinated the 
effort of 30 volunteers in dusk call surveys in 
the Mount Burr Forest (30 km NW of Mount 
Gambier). A pre-survey gathering at the Springs 
Hall, Glencoe, was arranged to familiarise 
participants with recordings of owl calls from 
the CD Nightlife of South-eastern Australia. 
Observers were allocated different parts of the 
forest about 1-2 km apart where native forest 
and pine plantation were adjacent. Observers 
were encouraged to remain quiet during the 
duration of the survey to ensure  that they had 
every opportunity to hear calling birds between 
1700 hrs and 1800 hrs. Participants noted any 
owl calls, the species and estimated the direction 
from which the call originated.

These surveys produced three records of 
Powerful Owl, all from the Native Wells NFR. 
One on 18 May by S. & R. Black; one on 28 May 
by S. Black and P. & L. Johns and; one on 4 July 
by B & P Haywood.

Dan Harley coordinated an earlier volunteer 

Table 2. Nest tree details for two Powerful Owl pairs breeding in South Australia.

Location Nest Tree dBH (m)
entrance 

orientation
entrance 

height

Dry Creek NFR
Rough-barked 
Manna Gum

E. viminalis cygnetensis 0 NW ~12 m

Wombat Flat NFR River Red Gum E. camaldulensis 2 S ~18 m



6 South Australian Ornithologist 36 (1 &  2)

survey for owls in the same area (Mount 
Burr Range NFR’s) in Autumn 2005, but they 
found no Powerful Owls or Barking Owls, 
Ninox connivens, and there were no subsequent 
surveys.

Other records of the Powerful Owl
The National Bird Atlas project (Birds Australia) 
provides an overview of recent observations 
of all Australian birds. Accessing the Birdata 
website (www.birdata.com.au) shows that 
numerous observations of the Powerful Owl 
were reported from south-western Victoria from 
Nelson to Casterton (Figure 4). The Wombat Flat 
NFR pair is well within range of the Casterton 
population, and the Dry Creek NFR pair is an 
extension to the existing Nelson population. 

Birds in the Mount Burr Range, however, are 
likely to be an isolated population of unknown 
status and viability. Further field investigations 
will be required to ascertain whether a pair 
exists and if birds can be found in other pockets 
of suitable habitat between the  known South 
Australian pairs. Local volunteer, Sue Black, 
visited Whennan NFR (N of Native Wells NFR) 
on 25 June 2009 and found five regurgitated 
pellets. The pellets were analysed for prey 
items and identification of the owl species.  B. 
Triggs identified the pellets as those of the 
Powerful Owl and prey species as the Common 
Ringtail Possum. A Powerful Owl was heard 
calling from Kay NFR (9 km NNW of  Native 
Wells NFR) on 24-25 June 2010. These records 
confirm the need to undertake further surveys 

Figure 4. Powerful Owl records from the South-east of S.A. and western victoria 1960-2009.
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to ascertain whether breeding pairs occur in this 
area. Other recent sightings of the Powerful Owl 
between 2004 and 2009 are displayed in Figure 4.

diSCUSSiON

This paper documents the breeding status of 
the Powerful Owl in South Australia over the 
period 2004-09, and gives records of breeding 
and sightings throughout its range in south-
west Victoria and the south-east of South 
Australia. New South Australian data were 
obtained on adult owls, chicks, prey species, nest 
sites, habitats, breeding activity and breeding 
chronology. The prey profile of the Powerful 
Owl in South Australia was consistent with that 
of similar studies undertaken in SW Victoria. In 
particular there is no evidence that Brush-tailed 
Phascogale or Yellow-bellied Glider are predated 
by Powerful Owls in South Australia, though 
both species are present at these locations. 

These records are a range expansion of the 
Powerful Owl and are similar to the new 
records of White-throated Nightjar, Eurostopodus 
mystacalis, that was first found in South Australia 
in 2007 and 2008 (Haywood and Green 2008). 
It was suggested that this range expansion was 
due to the widespread plantations of Tasmanian 
Blue Gum, E. globulus, in these areas since the 
mid 1990s (Haywood and Green 2008). Perhaps 
this landscape-scale land-use change has assisted 
Powerful Owl populations in previously isolated 
areas, such as the Mount Burr Range, to maintain 
viable populations and/or to expand further. 
In fragmented landscapes Powerful Owls have 
much larger (4-5 times ) home ranges of >4000 
ha compared to 800-1000 ha in continuous forest 
(Soderquist and Gibbons 2007). Prey densities in 
these landscapes of Box-Ironbark habitat, such as 
south-east of Bendigo, Victoria, were lower than 
in continuous forest. Hence assessment of prey 
availability in South Australia could  provide 
an index of their viability and might suggest 
strategies for managing the available habitat to 
maximise the owl populations.
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