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Watershed Ripples 

The mission of 
Geauga Soil and Water 
Conservation District 
is òTo conserve, 

protect, and enhance 
the natural resources 
of Geauga County by 
providing leadership, 

education, and 
assistance to all.ó   
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The title ñWatershed Ripplesò refers to the carbon footprint we leave behind, which 
impacts the future of our watershed. Every action has a reaction, or a ripple effect, which 

affects our natural resources. 

Nightshift in the Riparian Zone  
 

What is a riparian zone and ñwhoo-whooò lives there?  We hear the words ñriparianò frequently as 
urban sprawl spreads to the once pristine areas this habitat provides.  One could describe the area 

using senses alone such as the fresh smell of earth, the damp, 
springy lichens and mosses or the cool breeze on your face as you 
hear the water ripple pass.  By technical definition a riparian zone is 
an area along a wetland, pond, lake, stream or river which provides 
an area for hydrophytic vegetation to grow. These trees and plants 
provide a network of roots which help support the riverbank.  
Sediment deposition is the number one pollution source which 
enters into our waterways.  It fills our streams, depletes the oxygen 

content of the water and fills the gills of our native fish. Through riparian buffers, soil erosion is 
slowed or prevented from the energy created by moving water, especially in times of heavy rain or 
melting snow.  By preserving these transitional zones, the vegetation can filter out pollution before it 
enters our water source.  Flood waters can be contained and absorbed slowly and diversity of wildlife 
supported. 
 

When you see an open field with a row of trees meandering through the land, look closely for the 
white and brown speckled bark of the American Sycamore or the peeling white bark of the River 
Birch.  Seeing these trees can indicate without ever seeing a drop of water that a river or stream flows 
through the property.  Trees and plants that require their feet to be wetter than normal but can not 
survive in the actual body of water inhabit the stream banks providing soil security, plant diversity, 
shelter and resting stops for many species.  The leaves provide shade and stable water temperatures 
and falling leaves provide camouflage and add nutrients for the aquatic life. 
 

The raptor biodiversity that can occur in a small area due to these lush corridors is extraordinary.  A 
vast array of hawks, owls, and eagles can be found in these buffer zones.  From the smallest of Ohioôs 
owls the northern saw whet to the ferocious great horned owl.  Ohio is home to eight owl species; the 
snowy, long-eared, barn, short-eared, screech, northern saw whet, great horned, and barred with the 
latter five calling the riparian habitat home.  This time of year is very 
important to the population of Ohioôs owls, since January marks the 
beginning of the breeding season.  
 

The aggressive great horned owl, which is Ohioôs 
largest resident owl, is the earliest to mate.  They begin 
in January with the owlets, usually two to three, 
hatching in mid to late February.  They are an 
impressive owl with a clutching force of over 100lbs. 
in each foot, enough to break a human arm.  Their 
body strength allows them to capture and carry three 
times their weight in prey with their needle sharp 
talons.  Female great horned owls can weigh up to 5 pounds or more 
allowing them to carry a hefty 15 lb. skunk which is one of their favorite 
meal choices.  Can they smell?  No.   
 

Continued on page 2 
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Nightshift in the Riparian Zone (Continued from page 1) 

 

Most birds can not smell with the turkey vulture being the exception.  Great horned owls usually nest in a crotch of a tree, or take over 
crow, red-tailed hawk or even eagle nests.  This owlsô only enemy is humans, with car collisions counting for most of the fatalities along 
with illegal shooting and trapping.  These owls are flexible when it comes to habitat, calling farms, neighborhoods, woodlands and 
wetlands home.  You can hear this owl on the coldest of winter nights calling for its mate with its familiar ñHootò or ñWhoo-hoo-hoo-hooò. 
 

Our smallest riparian resident is the northern saw whet owl who stands only 8ò high and weighs only 3 ounces.  They are listed on 
Ohioôs special interest list since they are not common breeders to Ohio.  They prefer to hunt under the strict cover of 
darkness depending on hearing alone for small mammals and even a variety of songbirds.  As a cavity nester they use 
woodpecker holes in the heavy cover of conifers and brush.  They will also utilize artificial nest boxes.  The resonant 
ñtoo, too, too, too, tooò call can be heard in early April when they are the most vocal during mating.  Their call was 
misidentified as resembling someone sharpening (whetting) a saw with a file, hence their name saw whet. 
 

Another small woodland owl is the eastern screech owl, whose call is more of a tremulous whistle or a horse whining 
than that of a screech.  Like most owls they depend on camouflage to help protect them from 
their predators, which includes other owls.  They come in two color morphs either red or gray and 
even a transitional brown.  It is thought that the gray morphs were more prevalent in areas of 
longer winters with the brilliant red morphs in warmer parts of the state.  Similar to the saw whet 

they too are cavity nesters and will utilize hollow stumps, woodpecker holes, broken limb cavities and artificial nest 
boxes.  Peak breeding activity is February to March, with a clutch of 2 to 8 owlets.  Their diet consists of a wide array 
of invertebrates, vertebrates, birds and mammals. 
 

The barred owl is another wet woodland species that loves the rich diversity of prey found in the streams and 
understory.  It is often found wading in streams in search of crayfish, fish, turtles and amphibians while in colder 

months preying on game birds, opossums, squirrels and even other raptors.  The distinct call  ñwho cooks for 
you, who cooks for you allò is sometimes heard even during the daytime on overcast days.  During the 
February to March mating their calls can take over the woods, especially when a pair are defending their 
territory.  The calls resemble monkeys hooting and screaming throughout the woodland.  All owls have facial 
disks surrounding their eyes which act like a satellite dish catching and directing sounds to their ears, which 
are located behind a protective flap of skin on the sides of their head.  In some species their ears are 
asymmetrical, allowing them to triangulate in on the sound.  This gives them the exact location enabling 

them to hunt by sound alone on the darkest of nights. 
 

Since owls are nocturnal, they depend on good eyesight for flight maneuverability and hunting.  The last of our wetland owls is no 
exception.  The long-eared owl has the famous large saucer-like eyes.  If we had eyes the size of owls in comparison 
to our body size they would be the size of large grapefruits and weigh almost 5lbs.  Owlsô eyes have more rods than 
cones allowing more light to enter, yet the eyeballs are fixed in the socket unable to move.  Owls have an amazing 
14 vertebrate in their necks compared to our 7 which gives them the incredible flexibility to move the head 270ę.  
Their necks are very small and are surrounded heavily by their dense feathers.  The feathers are specially designed 
for silent flight with fringes edging the primary feathers muffling their flight sounds.  Their feather-covered legs aid 
in silent flight for protection against cold winter nights and from the last fight of prey.  Another early breeder, long-
eared owls lay eggs in late March and April, in the preferred abandoned nests from crows or hawks. Owlets will be 
fed an assortment of small mammals, such as the meadow vole which is a favorite of this owl.  This owl is on Ohioôs special interest list 
since it is not a common breeder in Ohio.  
 

In the last 200 years over 90% of Ohioôs wetland areas have been destroyed according to the Great Lakes Commission.  Owls are just 
one of the many species for which the riparian zone provides water, shelter and space.  By protecting these areas and utilizing best 
management practices, we can ensure that not only are our nightshift occupants protected but that biodiversity is maintained and 
encouraged.  These buffers provide the filtration system necessary for a healthy water source and healthy streams and rivers.  Late 
winter and early spring are excellent times to explore and appreciate Geauga counties riparian areas in search of those nightshift 
raptors.  So bundle up and head out to prowl for owls!   
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