Owls in the Garden, A Question of Help or Harm?

In our neighbourhood, tucked between leafy streets and quiet corners, there are a few
houses with owl boxes in their gardens. For years, one in particular, just a little further down
from us, has been a reliable haven for breeding owls. Each season, the familiar pattern would
play out, the adult pair returning, chicks hatching, tiny heads peeping from the entrance hole,
and eventually the exhilarating moment when the young would fledge. It was a quiet joy to
watch from afar, knowing such a wild and secretive bird had chosen a suburban garden to
call home.

Last year, for the very first time, we noticed another owl box in use, this one right across the
road from us. | still remember the thrill of seeing it happen. First, the tell-tale signs, the adults
coming and going at dusk, soft hoots drifting into the evening air. Then, one day, the little
white, downy face of a baby owl appeared at the entrance. From there, we watched its
journey unfold, day by day, as it grew braver, stronger, and more curious about the world
outside the box.

It was pure magic, until the magic came with a knot in my stomach.

One evening, the young owl, still awkward and unsure in flight, misjudged its landing and
ended up right in the middle of the road. Ours isn’t the busiest street, but it isn’t traffic-free
either. There’s a steady trickle of cars in the evenings, and all | could think was how
vulnerable that little bird was. Owls aren’t taught about cars, there’s no instinct that warns
them to stay away from moving vehicles. You can’t walk up and explain, “Please, don’t sit
there, you might get hit.” In that moment, | realised the double edge of our well-meaning
actions.

This year, the story has a new twist. The neighbours across the road moved a few months
ago. The house is on the market now, standing mostly empty, with very little movement in
the garden. And it’s had me wondering, will the owls return? Does the reduced human
activity make it more appealing, or do owls not really care about whether the garden is busy
or still?

The truth is, owl boxes are often installed with the best intentions. We want to help wildlife
find safe places to nest in urban spaces where natural hollows are scarce. And for the most
part, they work. Many owl species, like the Spotted Eagle-Owl or Barn Owl, adapt remarkably
well to human-altered environments. But the more | think about it, the more | wonder
whether we’re truly creating safe havens, or whether, in some cases, we’re inviting wildlife
into situations they might not survive.

Fledglings are especially vulnerable. In the wild, a young owl leaving its tree nest might land
awkwardly on a low branch or the ground, but it’s still in the relative safety of a natural
habitat. Here, in suburbia, a bad landing might put it on a paved driveway, a busy road, or
right into the path of a roaming cat or curious dog. Our neighbourhood streets may seem
quiet, but it only takes one passing car to end a young bird’s life.



And yet, | can’t deny the joy these owl boxes bring, not just to the owls, but to us. Watching
that little face peek out for the first time, hearing the soft contact calls between parent and
chick in the twilight, these moments connect us to nature in a way that’s deeply personal.
They make us care. And maybe, that caring is the first step to making better decisions about
how we coexist with the wildlife we invite in.

Perhaps the real challenge isn’t whether we should have owl boxes, but how we adapt our
spaces to make them safer. Could we work together as neighbours to slow down traffic
during fledging season? Could we share information so that, if a chick is found grounded, the
right people can intervene? Could more owl box projects come with education about the
responsibilities that follow installation, not just the thrill of having an owl in your garden?

The empty house across the road might or might not get its owls back this season. Nature will
decide that part. But if they do return, | know I'll be watching with equal parts excitement
and caution, ready to celebrate the magic of their presence, but also mindful of the risks that
come with it. Because in the end, inviting wildlife into our backyards should never just be
about what it brings to us, but about what we can do to keep them safe once they’re here.



