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Abstracl

Reproductive information was gathered on thc Great BIue Heron \ Anlea herodia: ) at Hevburn
Staie Park. Onset of the breeding season r.as 1 March 1977 and 2i February 1978; breeding termi-
nated in the first half of August each year.

Fledglings were counted in 109 nests in 1977 anC 148 in 7918:214 and 2'20 were produced
*r.*. ;d; l  nesr. Thc l .r5 vornq per ncsrins nai '  in ln-8 i '  bel ieved adequare ro n'ainrdin srdble
populat ion. \ .sr l ing monaliry *,s t , ;gt ' . . '  duriny rhe L"o Io Iour ueeks direr harching in lo--
uni fo". to six weeks in 1978. Overall, nesditg mortalitv was 18 percent in 1977 afld 19 percent
iD 1978; stafiation of young was the chief mortality factor.

lntroduction

In northero Idaho, productivity arrd distributional inJormation on the Great Blue

Heron is not available. Heronries at Cocalalia Lake (estimate 200 individuals ), Swan

I-ake (28 nest s.ructures, 1972), Heyburn Stare Park (69-106 active nests, 1970-72)

(Dr. Donald R. Johosoo, University o,f Idaho,, pers. comm.), and Mica Bay (15 active

oests, pers. obs., 1978) have received only brief investigarion

Informatiotr is presented here on the breeding ecology of rhe Great Blue Heron

ar the Heyburn Srare Park Heronry. Benewah C,rrunry. ldaho

Study Area and Methods

The heronry was located on a mountain ridge about 640 n ahove sea Ievel in rhe

eastern lDltioo of Heyburo State Park ( Fig. 1 ) , ald occupie'l an area of approximately

11,000 m2. The St. Joe River and Benewah Lake, about 0.4 km and 0.7 km away, re-

spectively, were the oearest feeding grounds' Nests were btilt lt Pinm ponderota (69

percer), Abies gtandit (14 Perceot), and I'arix occid,entalir (17 P€rcent). Nest

height ranged from 20-40 m.

The field work was conducted from February to Augusr ol 1977 atd 1978. All

trees with visible active nests were marked with oumbered plywood plates and then

plotted on a chart. In additioo, one nest was arbitrarily assigned to each ttee io which

nesrs were not visible but nestiog activity was evident (sound, whitewash, egg shells

on the ground). Nesting success is reported as the meatr number of young per nesting

pair and as rhe mean number of young per successful nest at nioe weeks of age Pratt

(1970) repotted that nestliogs abandoned nests as early as 64 days after hatching

Vhenever possible, nests were obsetved from the ground or from heights of about

30 m in nearby trees. Co{rots of visible young were made once a w€ek after hatching

lPresent address: Deparrment of Animal Ecology, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa 50011.
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Figurc 1. Disiribution of Grear Blue Heron heronr;es in norrhern Idaho and Heybum State park
heronry location. I - heronry.
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fot both searcns. Dead nestlings were e",<amined ro ascertaio possible causes of mor,
tality aod apprcrximate age at death.

Resulls and Discussion

Herons were first observed ar the heroruy on 1 March 1977 arrd 25 February 1978.
The first egg shells frorn hatched eggs were found on 23 April 1977 and 18 April
1978. Incubation, which cornmences after rhe first or second egg has been laid ( pro.
ducing asynchronous hatching), lasrs 25-29 days ( Pran, 1970). Thus, the first eggs
were probably laid during the week of March 20th in both years. The lasr nestlings
fledged in the first half of August each year.

Fledglings were counted in 109 nests h 1977 ard 148 h 1918 ( Table 1). Fledging
numbet was two (mode) both years and there rvas no significalt differeoce betveen
years in the disribution of number of nests fledging one ro four nestlings (X2:
0.0550; P ) 0.05). Mil ler (1941), Vermeer (1969), and Prau (1970, 1972) reported
similar fledging rates. This heroory pro.luced 1.95 youflg per nesting pah i,n 1978;
this number is above the productio,n believetl necessary to maintain a stable popula-
tion in the northero United States (Henny, 1972). T\e mean nurnber of young fledged
per successful nest was 2.14 h L977 and.2.20 itt 1978. Ao estimated 12 pats itt 7917
ancl 8 in 1978 from trees with non-visible nests were presumed to have been suc-
cessful; assuming that each pair fledged two young, the mean number of young per
successful nest vrould have beea 2.12 jn 1977 ar'd 2.18 in 1978. Productivity rates in
rhis paper compate closely to orher values in the Pacific Northwest (Table 2).

A total of 51 (18 percent) nes:lings in 1977 and 76 (19 percent) in 1978 were
found dead on the grouod. Sioce the initial brood size could not be determined fot
either season, these values must be considered conservative. Some nestlings may have
been Lrst to predators or remained unseen due to the dense foliage in some nestling
trees. The propo,rtion of successful nests fledging only ooe nestling (24 atd, 23 per-

TAIlLrt 1. Fledsing success ol Greai Blue Herons ai Hel4njrn Shle I'ark, norther. Iilatr).

No.  i lede t inC De l  i ,  r i \F  nes t
Nr ) .  o t  nes is

19 i7 1 t 7 !

TABLE 2. Suhmary oi relroduclile suc.ess for tht creai Blnc Heron in ihe l,lciiic NorthNcsl.
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cent) s€€ms high because clutch size in the Great Blue Heron is typically four (Hemy,
1972); this figure may be the result of high egg 1oss, hatchirg failure, or early death
of nestlings. !(erschkul et al, (1977) attributed 1oo' fledging success !o human dis-
turbance in Oregon. Although no evidence of nestling monaliry due to disurbance
from trains or the numero rs visits by vacationers and field prarties was found in this
heronry, ir is possible that such disturbances might have had detrimental effects dur-
ing the pre-hatching period (i.e., lower clutch size) similar to those reported oo
othet aquatic birds (Scfueiber, 1979; Robert and Ralph, 19j5). k is also possible
that atr unusually high number of young, inexpetienced pairs occlrred io this colony.

Approximate age ar death was recorded for 2! nestliags in 1977 and 60 in 1978.
The highest mortality occrrred during the two to four week pedod after hatching
in 1977 ar,A during the four to six week period in 1978 (Table 3). I fo,und starva.ior
of the young to be the greatest cause of mortality in dris heronry. Pll.fi (1970, l9j2)
and Kushlan (1978) reported that rhe greatest cause of mortaliry was starvation of
the younger, smaller chicks due ro their inabiliry to compete for food vith older
siblings.

'I'ABLE 3. Nestlins mortalily rela-tive to age.

No. Dead
1 t 7 i lu?11

0 - 2
2 4
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8 - 1 0
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Other causes of mortality were an irregular piece of fish bone obstructing the
esophagus of nestlings, nestlings falling while sm.rggling for food, and nest sffucures
{alling from trees. Altogether, accidenal deaths killed five nestlings (10 percent) in
1977 and nioe (12 perceft) in 1978. Seven of the nine nestlings found dead in 1978
occurred four to six weeks post-hatch. Avian predation was nor observed, although
yonng and adults were harassed by Ospreys (Pandion haliaetas) on four occasions.

Additional work is needed in this heronry to determine percent egg and hatching
failure and early nestling mortality. A survev of heronry locatioos *ro,ughout oorthern
Idaho would be valuable. Heronries of various sizes would provide an adequate sample
size to test the suspected relationship between colony fledging success and several
important factors defined by \ferschkul et al. (1977). In addition, these heronries
could provide additional ioformation tegarding the "Informado,o 

Centei' hypothesis
(Krebs. 1974).
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