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SNOWY OWL INVASION OF 2011-12 

Joel G. Jorgensen 1·3, Lauren R. Dinan\ and Thomas J. Walker, Jr.2 

1Nongame Bird Program, Nebraska Grune and Parks Commission, Lincoln, NE 
68503 
2Southwest District, Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, North Platte, NE 69101 
3Corresponding author, joel.jorgensen@nebraska.gov 

The Snowy Owl (Bubo scandiacus) is an Arctic breeder that regularly migrates to 
and winters in southern Canada and the northern United States (Parmalee 1992). 
The number of Snowy Owls moving south and the extent and timing of southward 
movements in any one year are believed to be dependent on interactions between 
populations of Snowy Owls and lemmings, the owls' principal food resource 
(Parmalee 1992). Infrequently, relatively large numbers of Snowy Owls are 
observed in areas or regions where few are typically observed, and individuals are 
observed well south of the normal winter range. These occurrences are often 
referred to as "invasions" or "irruptions". 

The Snowy Owl is considered regular, albeit rare, in Nebraska (Sharpe et al. 2001) 
with a small number ( <5) reported annually or nearly so. Invasions have been noted 
in the past, such as in the winter of 1917-18 and the winter of 1954-55. As noted 
elsewhere, the winter of 2011-12 was a major invasion year and the first in Nebraska 
in which electronic media, such as internet listserves and email, improved 
communication and reporting of observations. The purpose of this note is to 
summarize the 2011-2012 Snowy Owl invasion. 

METHODS 

The Nongame Bird Progrrun (NGB) at the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission 
(NGPC) compiled all reports received or collected. Reports were gleaned from the 
internet discussion group NEbirds (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/NEBirds/), 
through direct emails and phone calls to the Commission, from reports passed along 
to the NGB by Commission employees and partners, and from information provided 
by Raptor Recovery Nebraska. Reports were entered into a database and classified 
as either "confirmed" or "unconfirmed". Confirmed reports were those for which a 
specimen was recovered, a photograph of the bird was provided, a description that 
distinguished the bird observed from other species was given, or an observation was 
made by a birder or a Commission employee fruniliar with Snowy Owls and similar 
species. Unconfirmed reports were those where minimal information (e.g., date and 
location) was provided and no judgment of what was actually observed could be 
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Figure 1. Number of confirmed Snowy Owl reports during the winter of 2011-12. Data 
are presented in ten day periods. The initial date was selected by using the first 
confirmed report. 
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made. Attempts were made to follow-up with observers to acquire definitive 
evidence, such as a photograph, when not provided initially. 

We used confirmed reports to summarize the data both temporally and spatially. To 
summarize the data temporally, we created a histogram (Figure I) showing the 
number of reports per ten day period, beginning with the first confirmed report as the 
start date. Confirmed reports where a specific date was not known were excluded 
from this histogram. To summarize the data spatially, we created a map (Figure 2) 
showing the location of all confirmed Snowy Owl reports. 

RESULTS 

Reports of 209 Snowy Owl observations were received, ranging from 8 November 
2011 to 30 May 2012. Of the 209, 170 reports were confirmed and these ranged 
from 24 November 2011 to 30 May 2012. Of the 170 confirmed reports, 33 were 
recovered carcasses, 92 were photographed, 29 were reported by a birder or agency 
person, and 14 were supported by description. The 30 May report involved a 
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moribund Snowy Owl recovered by Raptor Recovery Nebraska near Big Springs that 
subsequently died. This record is an outlier; the second latest report, which was 
confirmed, occurred 12 March 2012. 

Specific dates were available for 158 of the 170 reports. Based on the number of 
reports, the invasion peaked during late December and early January (Figure I). Of 
the 158 confirmed reports with a specific date, 56% occurred during the twenty-day 
period 24 December - 12 January. Snowy Owls were confirmed statewide (Figure 
2), with fewer reports from the extreme southeast, north-central, and extreme 
southwest. 

DISCUSSION 

The Snowy Owl invasion of 2011-12 appears to be unprecedented in terms of the 
number of total and confirmed reports. Modem reviewers (Sharpe et al. 2001, 
Johnsgard 1980, Rapp et al. 1958) of state bird occurrence have not identified years 
or winters when exceptional numbers of Snowy Owls were recorded in Nebraska. A 
review of The Nebraska Bird Review's winter field reports from 1993-94 to 2010-11 
showed the highest number of Snowy Owls reported during those years was 4 during 
the winter of 2001-02 (Silcock 2002). 

Snowy Owl invasions appear to have been more frequent in the years following 
settlement by European Americans. Bruner et al. (1904) described the species as 
"coming regularly" and "sometimes abundant", but details on specific invasion years 
were not provided. Brooking (ca. 1920) accounted for 24 records during the winter 

Figure 2. Spatial distribution of confirmed Snowy Owl reports in Nebraska during the 
winter of 2011-12. 
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of 1917-18 in south-central Nebraska, principally Adams, Clay and Webster 
Counties. Deane ( 1906) mentioned a report of 10 housed at one taxidermy shop in 
Omaha in December 1905. These are examples of the few instances where an 
accounting of Snowy Owl records has occurred, but it appears likely that these 
represent only a very small proportion of Snowy Owls observed in the state during 
those years. 

Unlike in earlier invasion years, modem media, communications and electronics 
played an important role in the reporting and recording of observations during the 
2011-12 invasion. The internet discussion group NEbirds allowed observers to 
report sightings in real-time. Several of the state's newspapers had articles about 
Snowy Owls, including feature articles with color photographs in the state's two 
major newspapers, the Omaha World Herald (Duggan 2011) and Lincoln Journal 
Star (Laukitis 2011 ). These articles also included requests that observers report 
Snowy Owl sightings to NGPC. Many of the 82 Snowy Owl reports from the 
general public that were received by NGPC were likely the result of information 
provided by media outlets or available on the internet. Many of these sightings were 
provided via email and included digital photographs, often captured with personal 
smart phones. The ability to capture and distribute information easily 
unquestionably translated into a higher proportion of observations being reported 
with definitive evidence. In a few instances, electronic reports and shared digital 
photographs ultimately revealed that two different owls were being observed in close 
proximity, but singly by different observers. 

The Snowy Owl invasion of2011-12 was remarkable and possibly unprecedented in 
regards to the number of documented Snowy Owls that have occurred in Nebraska. 
While other earlier invasions may have been of a similar magnitude and could have 
involved even more individuals, the capacity of early communication may have 
limited reporting. Modem communications and electronic devices unquestionably 
played an important role in the number of reports received and confirmed during the 
winter of201 l-12. 
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