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Population trend information, as well as present dispersion and abundance
measures, are sorely lacking for burrowing owls (Athene cunicularia) inhabiting
Montana. To develop baseline information that can lead to assessments of
population trends, we invoked a cooperative network of 28 surveyors to sample
black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) colonies across the state. Prairie dog
towns were randomly selected, stratified by quarter latilong (0.5° x 0.5°) from the
1,302 prairie dog towns contained in the statewide database archived by the
Montana Natural Heritage Program. Three hundred, seventeen towns were selected
for survey based upon a proportional sampling regime. Area-based surveys were

Title footnote indicates organization, location and date presentation was made:

MAS Montana Academy of Sciences Annual Meeting, Missoula, MT, April 28-29, 2000
™S Montana Chapter of the Wildlife Society Annual Meeting, Great falls, MT, Feb. 23-25, 2000

374 © Intermountain Journal of Sciences, Vol. 6, No. 4, 2001



performed between 15 July-8 August. We surveyed 209 colonies (204 with usable
data; 10,079 ac; 4081 ha) observing 474 burrowing owls and a minimum of 123
burrowing owl pairs. Seventy eight colonies were occupied by owls (38.24%) with
average number of owls per town equaling 2.33 (SD = 4.23), with most supporting

one pair ( X = 0.61 + 1.00 pair, n = 204). Based upon the these data, we estimate that

Montana prairie dog colonies supported between 787 and 819 burrowing owl pairs
in 1999. Plans for 2000 include defining ‘bellweather’ colonies for longterm trend

monitoring through sampling with partial replacement and expanding the network
of cooperators.
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