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Approved Conservation Advice for 
Tyto novaehollandiae castanops (Tasmanian Masked Owl) 

(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information 
at the time this conservation advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 
management prescriptions for this species. 

Description 

Tyto novaehollandiae castanops, Family Tytonidae, also known as the Tasmanian Masked 
Owl, is a large owl, weighing up to 1260 g, with a wingspan of up to 128 cm. Females are 
significantly larger and heavier than males, and considerably darker. The upperparts of this 
subspecies are dark brown to light chestnut in colour, with white speckling. The prominent 
facial disc is buff to chestnut coloured, with a darker margin, and chestnut coloured shading 
around the eyes. The legs are fully feathered and the feet are powerful with long talons 
(Higgins, 1999). 

Conservation Status 

The Tasmanian Masked Owl is listed as vulnerable. This subspecies is eligible for listing as 
endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as the total number of mature individuals is low (TSSC, 2009). This 
listing relates to the population of the subspecies on Tasmania, and excludes the introduced 
population on Lord Howe Island. 

The Tasmanian Masked Owl is also listed as endangered under the Tasmanian Threatened 
Species Protection Act 1995. 

Distribution and Habitat 

The Tasmanian Masked Owl is endemic to Tasmania, including several near-shore islands, 
although it is absent from King Island and the Furneaux Group (DPIPWE, 2009). Densities of 
the subspecies vary across Tasmania. The highest densities are in the east and north (Bell et 
al., 1997; Bell and Mooney, 1997), and the lowest densities occur at elevations greater than 
600 m and in the western half of the State (Bell et al., 1997). However, the paucity of records 
in the western half of Tasmania may be in part due to a lack of survey effort (Bell, pers. 
comm., 2008). Garnett and Crowley (2000) report that the extent of occurrence is 50 000 km2 
(with a high reliability factor) and the area of occupancy is 7300 km2 (with a high reliability 
factor). The subspecies occurs predominately in areas covered by the Tasmanian Regional 
Forestry Agreement. 

A number of population estimates have been made for the subspecies, ranging from 520 to 
1330 breeding individuals (Bell and Mooney, 1997; Bell et al., 1997; Garnett and Crowley, 
2000; Bell and Mooney, 2002). 

The subspecies is a nocturnal vertebrate predator that is most active at night, and roosts during 
the day. It feeds predominately on introduced rodents and rabbits on agricultural land, and 
arboreal marsupials, terrestrial mammals and native birds in less disturbed habitats. The 
subspecies’ diet can vary greatly between sites, and individuals can switch between prey 
items depending on availability and prey size (Green, 1982; Green and Rainbird, 1985; 
Mooney, 1992; Mooney, 1993). 

The subspecies inhabits a diverse range of forests and woodlands including agricultural and 
forest mosaics. Forests with relatively open understoreys, particularly when these habitats 
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adjoin areas of open or cleared land, are particularly favoured (Debus, 1993; Bell et al., 1997; 
Higgins, 1999). 

Breeding is reported to be highly seasonal in Tasmania (Mooney, 1997), with most females 
laying in mid-October to early November (Green, 1982; Mooney, 1997). Nesting occurs in 
large tree hollows of living or dead trees, but sometimes in vertical spouts or limbs (Bell et 
al., 1997; Higgins, 1999). The fledging period (i.e. time taken to acquire the feathers 
necessary for flight) is 10–12 weeks and young are dependent for 1–3 months after fledging. 
Sexual maturity occurs at around 1 year of age but age of first breeding is not reported 
(Higgins, 1999).  

The subspecies occurs within the South, North and North-West Natural Resource 
Management regions in Tasmania. The distribution of this subspecies is not known to overlap 
with any EPBC Act-listed threatened ecological community. 

Threats 

The threats to the subspecies include habitat clearing and fragmentation (from agriculture, 
forestry and residential development), loss of nesting habitat through tree dieback, secondary 
poisoning, collision mortality and competition for tree hollows (Bell et al., 1997; Higgins, 
1999; Garnett and Crowley, 2000; Bell and Mooney, 2002). 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
 Design and implement a monitoring program for this subspecies or, if appropriate, support 

and enhance existing programs. 
 Seek to coordinate research efforts amongst the two other EPBC listed subspecies; T. n. 

kimberli and T. n. melvillensis, for the conservation of the species. 
 More precisely assess population size, geographic distribution, habitat requirements, and 

the relevant impacts of threatening processes, including: 
o Assess home range size and habitat utilisation (Garnett and Crowley, 2000) 
o The effects of disturbance (e.g. habitat fragmentation and logging) on nesting and 

foraging habitat 
o Long term monitoring of known nest sites. 

 Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to identify the subspecies’ 
density and nest sites. 

 Assess the feasibility and usefulness of erecting nest boxes in territories that lack adequate 
hollows (Garnett and Crowley, 2000). 

 In regard to the introduced population on Lord Howe Island, seek to coordinate research 
and conservation efforts between New South Wales and Tasmania. These states may be 
able to explore joint conservation efforts to assist in the conservation of the subspecies in 
Tasmania. 

Priority Actions 

The following priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Tasmanian Masked Owl. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
 Monitor known territories and locations to identify key threats. 
 Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 

the need to adapt them if necessary. 
 Confirm known sites of high conservation priority. 
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 Minimise disturbance in areas where the Tasmanian Masked Owl is known to breed, 
including necessary actions to manage the conservation of the subspecies. 

 For breeding areas, investigate formal conservation arrangements, management 
agreements and covenants on private land, and for crown and private land investigate 
inclusion in reserve tenure if possible. 

 Manage any other known, potential or emerging threats. 

Conservation Information 
 Raise awareness of the Tasmanian Masked Owl within the local community through site 

visits, signage, and posters/information brochures to be distributed to local naturalist and 
tourism groups, relevant authorities and volunteer organisations. 

 Frequently engage with private landholders and land managers responsible for the land on 
which breeding birds occur and encourage these key stakeholders to contribute to the 
implementation of conservation management actions. 

 
This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the Tasmanian 
Masked Owl, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the Conservation Advice.  
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