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The International Snowy Owl Working Group was initiated in 2007 during the 4th World Owl Conference in 
Groningen, Holland. The group was established to collect and share information on Snowy Owl biology, and to 
initiate ideas for studies to better understand the ecology, movement patterns, habitat needs, population size and 
conservation issues. The group met for the second time in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada. The meeting was 
hosted by Prof. Gary Bortolotti at the University of  Saskatchewan. Two days were allocated for indoor presenta-
tions and discussions, while one day was spent observing and trapping Snowy Owls out in the field. The meeting 
was held in a friendly atmosphere, to the satisfaction of  all participants.

We have exchanged updated information on ongoing studies, results and latest news and plans, and established a 
common working database and internet-based information sharing system. We have also discussed the need for 
future studies and priorities.

Several satellite tracking projects during the last few years have revealed new and important information on the 
biology of  Snowy Owls. These projects have shown that some Snowy Owls winter in the high Arctic, and that 
some birds return to the same wintering areas in subsequent years. Snowy Owls wintering in the high Arctic 
hunt both inland and out on sea ice. The hunting for seabirds from drift and pack ice is new knowledge. During 
winter Snowy Owls are highly agile hunters which take a wide variety of  prey animals, from small mammals to 
large seabirds. During winter they subsist on birds to a larger extent than hitherto revealed by the literature.
Snowy Owls seem to constitute one panmictic population, as indicated by DNA studies. However, further 
studies of  the genetics should be carried out with improved techniques. At least a few body feathers should be 
secured from all captured individuals. 

Snowy Owls have a mixed strategy for winter movements. At present we do not know which birds migrate south-
wards to prairie and steppe zones, and which individuals stay in the Arctic. Satellite tracking of  owls wintering 
around Boston shows that these birds do fly north to traditional breeding grounds in the Canadian Arctic in 
spring. Recapture of  formerly marked birds also reveals that they may return to the south in subsequent winters. 
 Snowy Owls are not limited by national borders or even by oceans, and they cross continents and vast distances 
over sea water. Snowy Owls in the Alaska and the western part of  Arctic Canada probably regularly fly to east
ern parts of  the Russian Arctic, crossing the Bering Strait. Long-term monitoring and studies in Barrow and on 
Wrangel Island imply that some birds fly between these locations. Snowy Owls in northern Scandinavia fly as far 
east as Taimyr in Russia, and back again.   

Snowy Owls often seem to breed in loose aggregations. Some areas are known to be traditional breeding 
grounds for these birds, while vast distances of  Arctic tundra probably never hold breeding Snowy Owls. Form-
er attempts to estimate the total world population may thus have greatly overrated the potential for Snowy Owl 
breeding grounds and breeding numbers. At present there is sound reason to suspect that the world population 
of  Snowy Owls is far less than formerly believed. The International Snowy Owl Working Group especially em-
phasises the need for better data on potential breeding grounds and surveys from the central part of  the Cana-
dian Arctic, from Banks Island to Baffin Island, and onwards to Greenland, and further from the Russian Arctic 
between Yamal and Chukotka.



Sexing and aging Snowy Owls in the field is not as straight forward as implied in field guides and the literature. 
Even we who work closely with these birds find it difficult to categorise some of  the individuals. The Internatio-
nal Snowy Owl Working Group proposes that more effort should be put into mapping the tail and flight feather 
moulting patterns, and development of  body plumage and colouration for birds of  known age, preferentially 
owls which can be individually recognized since the nestling stage or before their first moult of  large feathers 
(1C-2C Spring).

The Snowy Owl studies should be continued and intensified, for both conservation and scientific investigation. 
In the context of  conservation, the International Snowy Owl Working Group stresses the need to continue and 
expand the efforts to map the movements of  Snowy Owls by the use of  satellite transmitters.

Some teams have access to funding and satellite transmitters, but no owls (!), while other groups have yearly 
contact with substantial numbers of  Snowy Owls, but lack funding and/or transmitters. At present there are 
research teams operating in the following areas, or planning to work in these areas:

    Birds with  Future  Status
    Transmitters transmitters
Alberta , Canada      Long term captures (400)
Amderma, Russia      ? 2011 onwards (Norwegian/Russian)
Barrow, USA   6  -  Long term monitoring, since 1992,
         satellite tracking 1999-2001 (?)
Boston, USA   18  2  Long term captures (380), monitoring
Bylot Island, Canada  12  10?  Since 1993, satellite tracking since 2007
Fennoscandia (Norway) 3  12  Long term monitoring, 
                (satellite tracking since 2007)
Greenland   1  5  Long term monitoring, since 1988
Herschel Island, Canada 4  6  2007, Satellite tracking since 2008
Minnesota, USA      Long term captures (400), monitoring
New York , USA      Long term captures (480), monitoring
Saskatchewan, Canada      Long term captures (375), monitoring
Toronto, Canada      ?
Yamal, Russia       ? 2011 onwards (Norwegian/Russian)
Wrangel, Russia      Long term monitoring, since 1990

The International Snowy Owl Working Group stresses the need of  putting transmitters on Snowy Owls in NE 
Greenland, Yamal, Taymyr, and on birds at regular wintering sites in the USA and Canada, with Lake Superior 
and Saskatchewan at present being the ideal sites. Priority should be given to birds at least in their second year, 
which have a lower mortality rate than first year birds.  

The results from the satellite tracking projects so far indicate that if  10-20 birds could be equipped with trans-
mitters within each region and within as few years as possible, this will create a good indication of  the variation 
in direction and distance travelled by Snowy Owls. Results from the proposed satellite studies would probably 
provide a good basis for estimating potential breeding grounds and population sizes, and reveal environmental 
and human-related hazards along the migration routes.

The International Snowy Owl Working Group also stresses the value of  capture and census work carried out in 
the southern wintering areas of  Snowy Owls on the American continent. Census results should be coordinated 
and summarized for further analyses. Effort should also be put into getting a better picture of  where Snowy 
Owls may winter in southern parts of  Eurasia. 



We need a better understanding of  the habitat requirements of  Snowy Owls on the managed Prairie landscape 
of  North America, and how this may subsequently impact fitness and/or survival of  wintering Snowy Owls, 
particularly of  1st year birds.   

The ongoing Snowy Owl studies also show that climate change already has a marked impact on the onset of  
spring and snowmelt in the species´ breeding areas, possibly also changing the dynamics and availability of  the 
Snowy Owl´s main prey species. As a circumpolar nomadic owl, the future of  this iconic bird of  the high Arctic 
is no single nation´s responsibility. Future research and conservation efforts should thus be based on internatio-
nal co-funding and cooperation. The International Snowy Owl Working Group is working towards integrating 
available information of  the biology of  Snowy Owls into an Action Plan which could be used for conservation 
of  the species and in environmental policy guidelines.
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