
 

0 
 

 

[DOCUMENT TITLE] 

Owls from the Ashes 

Survey Report  

2021 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 EGCMN Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ report, 2021 

 

1 
 

This report and survey Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ was conducted by the East Gippsland 

Conservation Management Network with grant funds awarded by the Ross Trust, to 

investigate the effects ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нлмфκнл .ƭŀŎƪ {ǳƳƳŜǊ ōǳǎƘŦƛǊŜǎ ƻƴ 9ŀǎǘ DƛǇǇǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

threatened owl species. We thank the Ross Trust for this opportunity. 

 

Digital copies of this report are available from our website www.egcmn.org.au 

 

Project Manager, author, maps, field work ς Tom Crook   

Field work, author ς Rena Gaborov 

Field work - Dave Caldwell, Birdlife East Gippsland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Marc Perri (DELWP, Orbost for local knowledge), Goongerah Environment Centre for equipment, 

Dr. Jemma Cripps and Louise Durkin (Arthur Rylah Institute for environmental research) and Dr. 

Rohan Bilney (Forestry Corp. NSW) for their advice. Birdlife East Gippsland for their help with 

surveys. 

 
Front Cover Image: Sooty and Barking Owls (Images Rohan Bilney), fire affected forest in Cabbage 

Tree Creek (image T. Crook) 



 EGCMN Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ report, 2021 

 

2 
 

Contents 
Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................. 4 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 5 

Survey Methods ...................................................................................................................................... 7 

        Site selection .................................................................................................................................... 7 

Fire Severity .................................................................................................................................... 9 

Geographical Areas ......................................................................................................................... 9 

         Survey ........................................................................................................................................... 10 

         Concurrent Surveys ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Results ................................................................................................................................................... 12 

         Results by Geographic Area .......................................................................................................... 15 

Bruthen/Deptford (A) ................................................................................................................... 15 

Sector B- Nowa Nowa/Waygara ................................................................................................... 17 

Sector C ς Cabbage Tree / Kuark ................................................................................................... 18 

Sector D ς Bemm, Club/ Cann ....................................................................................................... 18 

Sector E ς Granite Mountain......................................................................................................... 19 

Sector F ς Mallacoota, Gipsy, Genoa ............................................................................................ 19 

         Fire Severity around Survey Sites ................................................................................................. 20 

Discussion.............................................................................................................................................. 23 

Owl presence in moderately and lightly burnt landscapes........................................................... 23 

Fire severity around detection sites ............................................................................................. 23 

Owl absence at historical detection sites ..................................................................................... 24 

         Limitations of ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦнр 

Conclusions ........................................................................................................................................... 26 

Recommendations ................................................................................................................................ 27 

wŜŦŜǊŀƴŎŜǎΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ  27 

Appendix 1. Owls survey methods ........................................................................................................ 28 

 

 

Table 1 Geographical Area and Number of Historical Detections for Each Owl Species ...................... 10 

Table 2 Survey Results. Number of species detected overall, per sector, number of surveys and 

survey sites ............................................................................................................................................ 12 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Fire Severity Mapping for East Gippsland from the 2019/20 Black Summer Fires ................... 5 

file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545476


 EGCMN Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ report, 2021 

 

3 
 

Figure 2 East Gippsland Historical Owl Detections (no. 401) in the 2019/20 Fire Extent ...................... 7 

Figure 3  Distribution of Powerful Owl Pre-fire Detection Sites Darker shading occurs with increased 

density of detections .............................................................................................................................. 8 

Figure 4 Distribution of Masked Owl Pre-fire Detection Sites Darker shading occurs with increased 

density of detections .............................................................................................................................. 8 

Figure 5  Distribution of Sooty Owl Pre- fire Detection Sites Darker shading occurs with increased 

density of detections ............................................................................... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

Figure 6 Historical Owl Detections Located in the Moderate-light Fire severity Class (1-4) ................ 10 

Figure 7 Detections and Survey sites across the fire extent, East Gippsland 2021 .............................. 13 

Figure 8 a (F17) and b (F12) Two lightly burnt areas that contained Sooty Owl detections in 2021 in 

the Genoa (Area F) ................................................................................................................................ 14 

Figure 9 2021 Survey Sites and detections for western areas A and B, Deptford/Bruthen and Nowa 

Nowa/ Wygara ...................................................................................................................................... 14 

Figure 10  2021 Survey Sites and detections for eastern areas C-F, Cabbage Tree/Kuark, 

Cann/Bemm/Club, Granite Mountain and Genoa/Gipsy/Mallacoota  ................................................. 15 

Figure 11 Deptford/ Bruthen 2021 Detections, 2021 Survey Sites and Fire Severity (top image) all 

surveys, (bottom images) detection sites ............................................................................................. 16 

Figure 12 Nowa Nowa/ Waygara 2021 Detections, 2021 Survey Sites and Fire Severity .................... 17 

Figure 13 {ŜŎǘƻǊ /Σ нлнм 5ŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ {ǳǊǾŜȅ {ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ {ŜǾŜǊƛǘȅΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧм8 

Figure 14 Sector D, 2021 Detections, Survey {ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ {ŜǾŜǊƛǘȅΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦм8 

CƛƎǳǊŜ мр {ŜŎǘƻǊ 9Σ нлнм 5ŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ {ǳǊǾŜȅ {ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ {ŜǾŜǊƛǘȅΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ19 

CƛƎǳǊŜ мс {ŜŎǘƻǊ CΣ нлнм 5ŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ {ǳǊǾŜȅ {ƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƛǊŜ {ŜǾŜǊƛǘȅΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ20 

Figure 17 Figure 17: 314 ha fire ǎŜǾŜǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ нлнм ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƛǘŜǎ Cмт ŀƴŘ 9сΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦн1 

Figure 18 Average fire severity by 314 ha area around detection sitesΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦн1 

Figure 19 !ǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊƛǘȅ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŀǊŜŀ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦн2 

Figure 20 Percentage of average fire severity around sites with (right) and without (left) owl 

ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545477
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545478
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545478
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545479
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545479
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545480
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545480
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545481
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545483
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545483
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545484
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545484
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545485
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545485
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545486
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545486
file:///C:/Users/User/Desktop/Owls%20from%20the%20Ashes%20Survey%20report_10.8.2021TC.docx%23_Toc82545487


 EGCMN Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ report, 2021 

 

4 
 

Executive Summary 
The ΨBlack SummerΩ bushfires of 2019/20 burnt over 1.2 million hectares of forest in East Gippsland 

(DELWP, 2020a). Studies have demonstrated virtually all records of large forest owls to be associated 

with extensively forested areas (Kavanagh et al., 1995). Large forest owls that inhabit East Gippsland 

are all listed as threatened under state legislation (Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act FFGA, 1988).  

As apex predators, owls are important for ecosystem function but are also vulnerable to the effects of 

habitat modification (Bradsworth et al., 2017; Sergio et al., 2006; McClean et al., 2015). High severity 

fire has the capacity to kill individual owls and their preyςand to modify critical habitat resources such 

as hollow bearing trees (Lindenmayer et al., 2012, 2013). Climate and land use change influence 

patterns of disturbance, often without historical precedentςwith these vulnerabilities exacerbated by 

widespread, severe and concurrent bushfires. It is uncertain how animals will respond to these new 

conditions and landscapes. For this reason, the East Gippsland Conservation Management Network 

(EGCMN) applied to review the status of large forest owls in East Gippsland through a grant 

opportunity provided by the Ross Trust.  

Target owls included Sooty Owl Tyto tenebricosa, Masked Owl T. novaehollandiae, Powerful Owl Ninox 

strenua and Barking Owl N. connivens. Surveys were conducted in six geographical areas across East 

Gippsland within fire affected areas containing concentrations of historical owl detections determined 

from the Victorian Biodiversity Atlas (DELWP, 2021).  

Surveys were conducted by broadcasting recorded owl calls to elicit a response from any resident owls 

and by conducting spotlight surveys, in an attempt to detect owls that had flown in and not vocalised. 

All surveyors were experienced in owl identification. Surveys took place from March to June 2021. 

A total of ten individual owls were detected from 61 surveys (16%) across 41 sites (24%). Detections 

were six Sooty Owls, two Powerful Owls, one Masked Owl and one Barking Owl. 

It is encouraging that owls were found across the fire affected forested landscape, however 

considering the majority of the sites surveyed were not severely burnt, it is of concern that owls were 

not found at 76% of their previous detection sites. 

Dates of historical records varied, as did fire history, land management history and the number of 

surveys conducted at each site. These variations, with additional stressors such as drought and related 

impacts from global heating creates uncertainty and complexities, as to the reasons for owl absence. 

However, not detecting owls at sites with multiple historic records highlights the need for further 

investigation, especially as current management guidelines and prescriptions for these species pre-

date current conditions and may not reflect their long-term conservation requirements. 

Following such unprecedented fire, we recommend surveying 9ŀǎǘ DƛǇǇǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ current owl protection 

areas, particularly those that have been recently burnt, and including suitable unburnt experimental 

controls to help inform management decisions on their adequacy.  

We advise strong protection measures are implemented both for any owl detections and for high 

quality habitat (old unburnt forest containing large hollows) ς as a precautionary measure ς until there 

is greater certainty that owl populations remain viable into the future. 



 EGCMN Ψhǿƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !ǎƘŜǎΩ report, 2021 

 

5 
 

Introduction  
The 2019/20 Black Summer bushfires were unprecedented in their scale, intensity and impacts (Abram 

et al., 2021) (Figure 1). The East Gippsland Conservation Management Network (EGCMN) was granted 

funding to devise and deliver a fire recovery project focused on large forest owls.   

All large forest owls in Victoria are listed as threatened under state legislation. The Masked Owl T. 

novaehollandiae and the Barking Owl N. connivens are critically endangered. The Sooty Owl Tyto 

tenebricosa is endangered, and the Powerful Owl Ninox strenua is vulnerable (FFGA, 1988). Apex 

predators, such as owls, are critical to ecological function (Bradsworth et al., 2017; Sergio et al., 2006) 

yet challenging to conserve (Duffy, 2002). While the forest-based ecosystems they depend on are 

negatively impacted by fire events, these impacts are compounded by other direct and indirect 

pressures. These include habitat modification (Bilney et al., 2006), drought (Loyn & McNabb, 2015, 

McDowell et al., 2009) and predation of prey items by feral predators (Bilney et al., 2010) with most 

of these threats intensifying under climate changes and global heating (Oldenborgh et al., 2021). 

Previous research suggests sites subject to high severity fire have lower likelihood of occupancy, at 

least in the short to medium term (Bilney, unpub. 2014). High severity fire has the capacity to kill 

individual owls and their prey and to modify critical habitat resources such as hollow bearing trees 

(Lindenmayer et al., 2012, 2013). 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Fire Severity Mapping for East Gippsland from the 2019/20 Black Summer Fires. 
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Powerful Owl, Sooty Owl and Masked Owl were identified as at-Ǌƛǎƪ ΨǘŀǊƎŜǘΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ 

area, broadly comprising 2019/20 fire affected forests of East Gippsland, Victoria. The Barking Owl has 

very few historic records in East Gippsland and is more likely found in woodland habitats. However, 

considering the species is critically endangered and there have been official and unofficial reports of 

the species in the region, it was included in broadcast recordings and survey effort but not specifically 

targeted in our broader analysis related to fire impacts. 

To date, most owl detection sites previously occupied by these owls in East Gippsland have not been 

surveyed post 2019/20 fires. This presents a significant knowledge gapςand an important opportunity 

to better understand owls' fire response: their occupancy and distribution in the post fire landscape.  

This project aims to provide some of the first owl site occupancy information post 2019/20 fire. This 

information is vital for informing future management decisions on how to ensure the long-term 

survival of these speciesςconsistent with the legislative framework for their protection and consistent 

with community expectations around biodiversity conservation. This knowledge is crucial as fire 

events become more frequent and intense into the future, under ongoing global heating (Tran et al., 

2020). 
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Survey Methods 

Site selection 

Records for each owl species in East Gippsland (pre-fire) were acquired from the Victorian Biodiversity 

Atlas (DELWP, 2021). Owl detections were mapped using ArcGIS 10.8 software and overlayed on the 

recognised fire extent (DELWP, 2020b). This produced a dataset of 405 fire affected historic owl 

detections ranging from 1973 to 2019.  

The East Gippsland 2019/20 fire extent was greater than one million hectares. Historic owl detection 

records are found throughout the fire footprint (Figure 2). Due to limited resources, survey site 

selection was targeted toward areas of higher detection density. Higher detections did not 

necessarily mean more owls, but suggested owls were more likely to use this part of their home 

range more intensively through time. 

Figure 2 East Gippsland Historical Owl Detections (n=405) in the 2019/20 Fire Extent. 

 

Owl distribution density patterns were analysed using the ArcGIS Spatial Analyst ΨYŜǊƴŜƭ 5ŜƴǎƛǘȅΩ 

function for multiple species simultaneously and on an individual species basis. As the number of 

Barking Owl records was so low (only 8 across East Gippsland) they were not included. The uneven 

quantities of owl records between the three target species when mapped together (Powerful: n=97, 

Sooty: n=223, Masked: n=85) skewed results, with detection density stratified by species found to be 
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more informative. Maps of separate owl species distribution records in the fire extent and their 

relative distribution density were used to guide and target survey efforts (Figures 3-6). 

 

 Figure 3  Distribution of Powerful Owl pre-fire detection sites. Darker shading occurs with increased 

density of detections. 

 

Figure 4  Distribution of Masked Owl pre-fire detection sites. Darker shading occurs with 

increased density of detections. 
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Fire Severity  

To maximise detection probability, previous detection sites recently subject to high severity fire were 

excluded from year one surveys and sites with lower fire severity were prioritised. Fire severity 

mapping (DELWP, 2020b) was used to inform survey site selection. Areas where positive detections 

had previously been made but were subject to the lower fire severity ratings were prioritised by 

removing all records ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǾŜǊȅ ƘƛƎƘΩ ǎŜǾŜǊƛǘȅ fire layer (categories 5 and 

6) from possible site selection. This further reduced the available survey sites from 405 down to 211 

for the three target species (Figure 6).  

The potential relationship between owl detections and fire severity was later investigated by 

calculating the area of different fire severity classes within a standardised 1 km radius (314 ha) circle 

ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ !ǊŎDL{ ΨLƴǘŜǊŎŜǇǘΩ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻol. The  resulting 

data was exported into an MS Excel pivot table and used to produce graphical representations of the 

data to aid interpretation. 

Geographical Areas 

The historic detections were further sub-divided into groupings by geographic location to create six 

distinct survey areas (see Table 1, below). The overall survey effort was divided as follows: survey sites 

were to be >3km apart in a direct line so an individual owl was less likely to be counted twice. Each 

site would attempt to cover multiple historical detection sites and be as close to a historic detection 

site as possible, without leaving the road to maximise field staff safety and time efficiency.  

Figure 5 Distribution of Masked Owl pre-fire detection sites. Darker shading occurs with increased 

density of detections. 
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 Table 1 Geographical Area and Number of Historical Detections for Each Owl Species. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Survey area name and site ID                                      Number of sites 

 Sooty Powerful Masked Total 

Bruthen Deptford (A) 20 15 0 35 

Nowa Nowa/Waygara (B) 7 6 2 15 

Cabbage Tree/Kuark (C) 38 0 12 50 

Club/Bemm/Cann (D) 20 1 13 34 

Granite Mt. (Bendoc) (E) 12 0 2 14 

Genoa/Gipsy/Mallacoota (F) 30 26 7 63 

Total 127 48 36 211 

Figure 6 Historical owl detections located in moderate to light fire severity class (1-4) pixels. 
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Survey 

Surveys were conducted in autumn and very early winter to maximise territorial calling from the 

Powerful Owl (Loyn et al., 2011a). Within resource limitations, sites were to be surveyed twice, if 

possible, where there was an initial negative result to decrease the probability of a false negative 

(Wintle et al., 2009).  

Each survey took approximately one hour from arrival to departure. On arrival at the location a 10-

minute listening period commenced. This was followed by a call-play-back broadcast of calls from the 

four forest owls; Powerful, Barking, Sooty and Masked in order to elicit a response from any resident 

or present owls. The recordings were taken from ΨNightlife of Australia, South-eastern ForestΩ 

(recorded by Ed McNabb of Ninox Pursuits) and included territorial and conversational owl calls. 

Appendix 1 gives the order, call and listening times of the broadcast as well as other information for 

the surveyors. The broadcast went for 30 minutes and had periods of two-minute silences after each 

call. A spotlight transect was then conducted (100m in each direction) along the road from the 

broadcast location to check for owls that may have flown into the area but not vocalised. 

Broadcasts were played at a high volume through an ER1215 or Pyle PMP561LTB transistor 

megaphone. Spotlights and binocular used were determined by each surveyor as adequate to view 

the canopy clearly. Data was collected for species heard or seen and a bearing and estimated distance 

to their location recorded. The number and type of owl calls were recorded. GPS locations were taken 

of the broadcast site and at locations where species were detected on the spotlight transect. Basic 

weather information including temperature, wind speed, rain and cloud cover were also recorded for 

each survey. 

Concurrent Surveys  

It was noted during project planning that the Arthur Rylah Institute for Environmental Research (ARI) 

was also conducting opportunistic occupancy surveys for large forest owls as a supplementary 

component to a Greater Glider (Petauroides Volans) project (although ARI surveys were not conducted 

at historic owl detection sites). Communication was initiated early in the project and spatial data 

obtained from ARI and spatial segregation achieved by separating sites by >3km.
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RESULTS 
A total of 61 surveys were conducted, from 41 broadcast locations across the six survey areas. Only 20 locations were surveyed twice due to 

resource constraints (11) or a negative result on the first survey (9).  Each survey included call-play-back and spotlight surveys and covered an 

aggregate of multiple previous detection records. Efforts were made to allow each survey location to cover as many previous positive detection 

records as possible. Surveys conducted were able to cover almost half (101 of 211 or 47%) of the historical detections documented in the Victorian 

Biodiversity Atlas for the selected survey areas that were moderately or lightly burnt. All owls were detected after call-play-back, not in the initial 

10-minute listening period. Only the Barking Owl (which was a juvenile) was seen. (Table 2, Figure 7-10.) A total of 10 positive owl detections 

were made, a detection rate of 24% by site and 16% by total survey number. One Barking Owl and one Masked Owl were detected. Six detections 

were Sooty Owls, the most abundant of all the species detected and two detections were Powerful Owls.   

Table 2 Survey Results. Number of species detected overall and per area, number of surveys and survey sites. 

Survey Area  
and Site ID 

Number of detections 2021      

 Sooty Powerful Masked Barking  Historical 
Detections;  

All owls (VBA) 

No. of  
Broadcast  

Sites 

No. of  
Surveys 

Historical  
Detections  
Ψ/ƻǾŜǊŜŘΩ  

     2021  
Detections 

Bruthen/Deptford (A) 1 1 0 0 35 16  17 28 2 

Nowa Nowa/Waygara (B) 0         1 1 0 15 4 8 12 2 

Cabbage Tree/Kuark (C) 2 0 0 0 50 5 8 24 2 

Club/Bemm/Cann (D) 0 0 0 0 34 3 3 3 0 

Granite Mt. (E) 1 0 0 0 14 3 4 8 1 

Genoa/Gipsy/  
Mallacoota (F) 

2 0 0 1 63 10  18 26 3 

Total  6 2 1 1 211 41 61 101 10 
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Figure 7 Detections and survey sites across the fire extent, East Gippsland 2021.



 

14 
 

 

Figure 9 a (F17) and b (F12) Two lightly burnt areas that contained Sooty Owl detections in 2021 

in the Genoa (Area F). 

Figure 8 2021 Survey Sites and detections for western areas A and B, Deptford/Bruthen and Nowa 

Nowa/ Waygara. 
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Results by Geographic Area 

 Bruthen/Deptford (A) 

From a total of 16 broadcast locations, 34 of 35 historical detections were surveyed.  Only one location, 

A2 was surveyed twice, making a total of 17 surveys.  There were two detections in this area, one 

Sooty Owl at site A23/24, last detected in 1997, and a Powerful Owl at site A7, (Figure 8). Both were 

detected after one survey representing a detection rate of 12.5% by broadcast site for this survey 

sector. 

In the fire severity map with the detections overlayed these two sites clearly have a large section of 

low severity fire in the owlsΩ home range. Site A7 show very similar landscape features and fire severity 

but returned a negative result. (Figure 11). The Sooty Owl observation at site A23/24 was made from 

the Two-Mile Road, around 2km west of recently un-burnt forest and around 2km from forests 

subjected to much higher fire severity than those in the immediate vicinity (see Figure. 5). Site A7 

shows similar landscape characteristics to site A23, being in close proximity to the fires edge, unburnt 

habitat and low fire severity. 

Figure 10  2021 Survey Sites and detections for eastern areas C-F, Cabbage Tree/Kuark, Cann/Bemm/Club, 
Granite Mountain and Genoa/Gipsy/Mallacoota.
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Figure 11 Deptford/ Bruthen 2021 Detections, 2021 Survey Sites and Fire Severity (top image) all 

surveys, (bottom images) detection sites, 314 ha fire severity and year of historical detections. 
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Nowa Nowa/Waygara (B) 

In this area there were two detections ς a Masked Owl at site B2.5 and a Powerful Owl at site B3, from 

four survey sites which covered 12 historical detections. 50% of broadcast sites detected owls, the 

highest result of any survey sector/area. Both detections were in close proximity to the fire footprint 

boundary and therein, unburnt forest which is not the case for the two negative surveys (Figure 12).  

 

The Masked Owl detection (green in Figure 12) was the only detection of this species throughout the 

entire survey. No Masked Owl had previously been detected at this specific location, with the historic 

detection being a Sooty Owl. This Masked Owl was detected on the second survey of the site. The 

surveyor commented that the detection heard was a ΨŎƘŀǘǘŜǊΩ call rather than a territorial vocalisation. 

The latter can sometimes be confused with Sooty Owl but not the former, further confirming the 

record. 

Masked Owls are now classified as Critically Endangered under the June 2021 Flora and Fauna 

Guarantee Act (FFGA) listing advice, making this a highly significant new record. 

The Powerful Owl detection at site B3, close to the Orbost-Buchan Road, reconfirms the site as 

occupied habitat for this species after this record was first established by incidental spotlight survey 

for arboreal mammals in 2015.   

 

Figure 2 Nowa Nowa/ Waygara 2021 Detections, Survey Sites and Fire Severity. 
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Cabbage Tree / Kuark (C) 

Area C covered 24 historical detections from five survey 

sites. Sooty Owl observations were recorded at sites C27 

and C35 representing a 40% positive detection rate by 

broadcast location for this sector.  

It is worth noting the absence of owls in the Cape 

Conran sites (C5 and C2) where there were numerous 

historic records from the area ς with the forest at the 

survey sites appearing lightly burnt, with the canopy 

intact.  

Bemm, Club / Cann (D) 

There were no observations of owls from the three 

surveys conducted at sites with historical detections of 

two Masked Owls and one Sooty Owl.  This was the only 

one of all six sectors where no positive detection was 

made. However, unlike the other areas the three 

surveys only covered three historical detections out of a 

possible 34 (see Table 2), so there is more likelihood than  

with the other surveys that owls continue to use the remaining 

part of their habitat where these historical detections occurred. 

 

Figure 13 Sector C, 2021 Detections,  

Survey Sites and Fire Severity. 

 

Figure 14 Sector D, 2021 Detections, Survey Sites and Fire Severity. 
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Granite Mountain (E) 

Sector E contains 14 previous owl detection records, represented by 12 Sooty Owl and 2 Masked Owl 

detections. Three broadcast sites were surveyed covering eight historical records, resulting in one 

Sooty Owl detection. One site, E14, which had historic detections of a Sooty Owl pair as recently as 

2019 was burnt with only moderate severity but showed sign of significant logging activity, possibly 

affecting the absence. Two surveys were undertaken at this site. The other survey site that did not 

detect an owl was not surveyed again as it was deemed severely burnt and was too far from existing 

records. It was originally chosen by the surveyor as access to other sites was prohibitive. 

 

 

 

 

Mallacoota, Gipsy, Genoa (F) 

There were 18 surveys in total in Sector F with 8 of the 10 survey sites surveyed twice and the historical 

Sooty Owl detections only surveyed once.  

Two Sooty Owls and one Barking Owl were detected in this survey sector with owls detected at 17% 

of surveys overall, which covered 26 previous detection sites (see Table 2). The surveyor saw the 

juvenile Barking Owl and heard one bark (probably the parent) when it flew. There were Barking Owl 

records close by on the VBA with the most recent one from 2012. Anecdotal evidence also suggests 

Barking Owls to be present in the vicinity (Caldwell, pers comms 2021). This record is highly significant 

as it was a juvenile ς and this is a critically endangered species in Victoria. 

Figure 15 Sector E, 2021 Detections, Survey Sites and Fire Severity. 
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Fire Severity around survey sites 

The role played by fire severity in detection likelihood was investigated by looking at the percentage 

cover of fire severity classes within a standardised 314 HA, 1 km radius buffer around each survey 

broadcast site. The six fire severity classes were aggregated into two broad categories, high and low.  

Results for percentage of fire severity categories varied widely between sites with positive owl 

detections but were broadly consistent with sites without detections (see figures). They ranged from 

sites almost entirely burnt at high severity (E6 for example) to others where the reverse was true, 

showing detections from sites almost entirely surrounded by low fire severity such as F17. Overall, 

most sites with positive detections burnt at lower fire severity (18). This is a result which also, in part, 

reflects our site selection criteria. 

Figure 16 Sector F, 2021 Detections, Survey Sites and Fire Severity. 
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Figure 18 Average fire severity category by area around 2021 detection sites. 
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Figure 17 314 ha fire severity and 2021 detections for sites F17 and E6. 

 














