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Abstract

Owl cafes, where customers view and interact with owls, have become popular in Japan. There are multiple aspects of the environment 
which may be stressful to nocturnal owls, including lighting, tethering and frequent interactions with humans but, to date, welfare has 
not been investigated. This preliminary study examines the effects of owl cafes and customers on the physiological stress (faecal corti-
costerone levels [FCL]) and behaviour of the owls. Seven eagle owls (Bubo bubo) and two African scops owls (Ptilopsis leucotis), in 
two cafes, were studied over an eight-day period. Cafe A (n = 5) was closed for one day per week, whilst cafe B (n = 4) was open 
every day. In cafe A there was higher FCL in owls during open days than closed days suggesting that the conditions on open days 
increase stress in owls. Eight of nine owls showed evidence of some aversion or avoidance of humans, whilst no affiliative behaviours 
were observed. The number of visitor interactions was not associated with the level of physiological stress; and when comparing owls, 
there was a tendency for individual owls with a higher percentage of aversive responses to customers to also have higher FCL. Close 
human interactions of a negative nature, that result in aversion, may be a significant stressor, but further research is required. 
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Introduction 
In Japan, since 2010, cafes in which people are able to 
interact with animals, including exotic species such as owls, 
have gained in popularity and there are now over 50 estab-
lishments housing over 200 owls. These cafes generally 
have tethered owls, are open in the day and allow customers 
to interact and even pick up the birds. For nocturnal, non-
domesticated animals, this is likely to be stressful. Hence, it 
may be questioned whether a customer-centric, daytime 
cafe constitutes a significant welfare concern for owls.  
Potential welfare issues include captive conditions and 
extensive interactions with humans. Although, some wild 
species experience a healthier and longer life and breed 
more successfully in captivity, due to enhanced veteri-
nary care and food and water provision (Mason 2010), 
keeping wild species in captivity often has negative 
effects especially when environmental conditions differ 
greatly from the wild. Examples of this would include 
wide-ranging carnivores that see a drastic restriction in 
their home ranges (Clubb & Mason 2003) and tropical 
animals and birds whose thermal and UV requirements 
are not replicated in captivity (Ross et al 2013). A poten-
tially significant stressor in cafes is exposure to humans, 
from which the owls cannot escape. Almasi et al (2015) 

examined how wild barn owl (Tyto alba) nestlings were 
affected by anthropogenic activities around their nest 
sites, and saw that nestlings subjected to frequent human 
disturbance exhibited increased plasma corticosterone 
concentrations and achieved smaller body masses. In 
contrast, a study by Dufty and Belthoff (1997) suggested 
that captive western screech owls (Otus kennicottii) did 
not experience high levels of stress during human 
handling (eg capture) compared to free-living owls, 
although more recent, advanced measures of stress may 
find otherwise. Most of the owls kept in cafes are 
captive-born, although some are rescued from the wild, 
post-injury. Conditions in owl cafes include multiple 
stressors including large numbers of unfamiliar humans 
often touching the owls. In addition, most of the owls are 
tethered. It is generally advised that tethering be carried 
out in conjunction with flying and time spent in an aviary 
(Parry-Jones 2008), in order to promote optimal welfare, 
however this is seldom the case for owls in cafes. It is 
important therefore that the welfare of owls housed in 
cafes is investigated. Research has taken place on the 
implications of exotic animal cafes from the perspective 
of conservation (McMillan et al 2020), but there are yet 
to be any studies examining the welfare of owls in cafes.  
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