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Don Gameron is a farmer on the west side between
San Joaquin and Helm. He has placed owl boxes on
his property in conjunction with the Audubon Society.
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| nations of money and material
| toAudubon inthe pastyear, Hill

said.

Audubon’s campaign started
only a year ago. Already, it has
yielded about 100 nesting boxes
and a handful of interested
farmers.

This is Cameron’s first year
using the boxes. He has 40,
about 15 of which are occupied.
He expects more owls next year.

“It’s not going to wipe out all
the gophers on my land,” said
Cameron. “There must be hun-
dreds, maybe thousands of go-
phers out here. But we've seen
quite a decrease in damage.”

Gophers, like most rodents,
are gnawers, mainly because
their teeth grow continuously.
They need to sharpen and main-
tain them.

The creatures discovered
Cameron’s drip irrigation lines
seven inches below his toma-
toes and began chewing holes
inthem. He was forced to dig up
the lines for repair or replace-
ment. He paid thousands of dol-
lars to hire pest control workers
who set traps in his fields.

But the owls are a more ele-
gant solution, he found. Owls
sweep silently through the

fields at night, locating rodents
by sound even when the prey is
not visible. And they have a big
appetite.

Local biologist Jeff Davis,
who advised Fresno Audubon
on the project, said he was
amazed at how many gophers
had been killed by owls when he
lived near Prather. He had in-
stalled his own nesting box. “At
end of nesting season, I went in
to clean out the box,” he said. “I
counted 289 gopher skulls in-
side.”

Barn owls are cavity-nesting
birds, meaning they prefer to
set up nests in tree holes, where
they raise their young. The
owls create a soft bedding by
coughing up indigestible parts
of prey, such as fur and bones.
This bedding can become sever-
al inches deep, Davis said.

The kestrel, a small hawk,
needs a lot of help too, he said.
Many of its prime nesting trees
— cottonwoods and willows —
have disappeared.

“Kestrels are not doing well,”
said Davis, who is based in Fres-
no with H.T. Harvey and Associ-
ates Ecological Consultants.
“Working with farmers is a
good way to help them, too.”

B The reporter can be reached

at mgrossi@fresnobee.com or
(659) 441-6316.,



