Owls among Wilma's many victims
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PALM BEACH COUNTY - Most of their houses are lying in ruins, mere wood boxes blown apart by Hurricane Wilma's winds.

But as fast as Richard Raid can restore their homes, the barn owls of the Glades are moving back in.

That's a good thing, because the owls, the world's most efficient rodent predators, devour rats, mice and an occasional rabbit in sugar cane and vegetable fields, keeping crop losses down. A couple hundred of the owl boxes are scattered around agricultural areas in western Palm Beach County as part of a project that began in 1994.

"Last year's storms blew about 20 percent of the boxes over. This year, it's more like 80 percent," said Raid, a professor at the University of Florida Everglades Research and Education Center in Belle Glade.

Many of the 16-foot posts on which the boxes were mounted snapped, and now Raid is placing them a little lower.

Agricultural operators such as Wedgworth Farms, J.T. Boynton and others have helped support the box building over the years and have found they don't need to use rat bait any more.

"The owls have tremendous appetites," Raid said. "A nesting pair may eliminate two dozen rodents per evening. Over the course of its lifetime, an average barn owl will destroy up to 11,000 rodents."

Since Wilma hit Oct. 24, the plant pathologist has been busy performing carpentry on the boxes.

"Someone asked me if I was going to blue-tarp them," Raid said, laughing. "I love doing it. It really works. We probably have some of the highest barn-owl densities of anywhere in North America."

