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Two barn owl siblings in Switzerland. One is dark reddis and the ther whitish, but both
display many black spots, like Kenyan ones.
Photo Credit: Alexendre Roulin

By Rupi Mangat

Twenty-five years ago, Alexandre Roulin began his research on owls,
fascinated by a bird that had crossed so many continents from its
original home in Asia and become so widespread on the planet -- just
like humans -- although human originated in Africa.

Despite so much bad press that owls receive, they are intriguing birds
and a quarter of a century later, Roulin, now a full professor at the
University of Lausanne, Switzerland, is still enchanted by them. On a
recent visit to the National Museums of Kenya’s (NMK) ornithology
department, he related an amazing story of barn owls as harbingers of
peace in a conflict zone -- Israel, Jordan and Palestine.

It goes like this.

It is not no secret in many cultures around the world that the poor owl
is seen as a bird of bad omen.

But owls are exquisite. With beautiful round faces and forward looking
eyes, they are swift flyers, swooping on their prey without a sound.
Roulin was nevertheless fascinated by the colour variance of the barn
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owls -- almost white in southern Europe to reddish plumage around
central Europe. To cut a long story short, it has to do with the diet of

the owls -- vole-eaters are dark while the mice-consumers are white.

In pursuit of the barn owls, this deceptively-looking simple research
led Roulin beyond the boundaries of Europe to the Middle East in the
2010s, a region rich in history, but infamous for conflict. He was to join
the team of Yossi Leshem, a professor in Tel Aviv University who
started the barn owl project in the Middle East, and General Mansour
Abu Rashid from Jordan. The region of research was where the farms
were and where poison was used intensely to get rid of pests -- that is
rodents. The scientists and the farmers were concerned about the
increasing dependence of pesticides to control the pests with
chemicals eventually entering the human food chain.

Unfortunately the intended victims are raptors like owls, eagles and
vultures, with more than 90 per cent drop in populations of vultures in
two decades.

Thinking out of the box

Ornithologists were quick to engage the people and the authorities on
a simple way to control the rodents. Build bird boxes for the barn owls
to roost on the farms thus saving the barn owls while controlling pests.

“The Jordan Valley is at the junction of Europe, Asia and Africa,”
Roulin pointed out to an excited audience of researchers and
scientists at the NMK. “It is an important biodiversity hotspot and an
important bottleneck on the world’s principle birding migration routes.

“To protect birds migrating from Europe and Asia from poisoning, we
developed a project to replace pesticides by biological pest control
agents in agricultural fields. Israeli, Jordanian and Palestinian farmers
participate in this joint integrative pest management project, with the
ultimate aim of promoting more sustainable and environmentally
friendly farming habits,” said Roulin.

“Barn owls and kestrels are common throughout Israel, Jordan and
the Palestinian [territory].

Each pair of barn owls produce up to 11 offspring, which eat between
2,000 and 6,000 rodents per year, making them an efficient alternative
to pesticides for the farmers.”
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The science behind this lies in understanding the natural behaviour of
the two species of birds. Both make their nests in cavities, either

natural or man-made and are comfortable living in urban spaces.

“They were perfect candidates for populating the nest boxes
specifically erected for this

purpose,” Roulin added.

Some 3,000 nest boxes were placed on farms in Israel, and 220 each
in Jordan and the Palestinian Authority.

The experiment was so successful that since 2002, Israelis,
Jordanians and Palestinians regularly exchange experience during
joint seminars even during periods of unrest.

Political will and ecological education
At the heart of the success are two unlikely protagonists.

Two army generals: Mansour Abu Rashid from Jordan and the Israeli
Baruch Spiegel.

Interestingly Baruch Spiegel has a degree in biology. General Rashid
though not a biologist understood the symbolic power of birds to
reconciliate people.

“In the Middle East, local cooperation around nature conservation
projects started to interest politicians and members of the society,
including those interested in peace processes such as the late
honourable Shimon Peres,” explained Roulin.

The 1994 Peace Treaty between Israel and Jordan was instrumental
in starting several cross-border environmental projects between the

two states. One was the Red Sea Marine Peace Park between Israel
and Jordan to protect the coral reef running across the two countries.

“General Rashid and General Spiegel were in the peace negotiations
and realized the power of nature for peace-building and became
strong advocates of nature conservation,” according to Roulin. Today
both men are at the forefront of the barn owl project.

“While military forces are at the frontlines of conflicts, they can also
play central roles in peace-building and motivate people to take
responsibility for their environment,” said Roulin.

Another important factor is education for public awareness.
Documents are prepared in Jewish and Arabic for farmers and their
children about the owls and other birds.
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The Kenyan visit

Knowing that birds have no boundaries and barn owls are common in
Kenya and along the Great Rift Valley which runs from Jordan to
Mozambique, Roulin and Leshem are keen to start a project which is
connected to the project in the Jordan Valley.

“The idea is to connect the different human cultures along the Rift
Valley from Kenya to the Jordan Valley,” he said “The onus though is
on the key politicians from the region to work with us to start such a
project.”

It would be a less poisonous and much healthier world if they did.
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