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Abstlacls

Thc fou,l h.rhits of nesting grc:rt blue herons (Ard.ea berolias) were studied ir 1917 xnd 1978 ar
Heyburn Srare Park. Brown b]llhcrds llct.tlrltu! nebalosus) and tench (Tinca iirrr) providcd rhe
nJin nur i r iondl  necds rn rh is heronry,  compri . ing 's F,erc,  nr  and 60 per.cnr . t  r t r .  r "1r1 . , rnp1",1
biomass in l , ) -7 dnd I078.  re.pecr ivc ly.  Thi  meidow iotc 1Mi.nr t"  p,nn' ; t ta, ) , r , )  * . r ,  J t . ;  ^n
lmportant diet component. rcpresenting 25 pcrcent in 1977 and 40 percent in 1978 of thc samplecl

;;::",,."

Vatious aspects of the feeding ecology of great blue herons have been studiecl rhroughout
the Uoited States and Canada (Kirpatrick 1940, Meyerriecks 1960, Dennis 1971, Krebs
1974, Kushlan 1976, Willard 1977. Hoffman 1978, Quinney end Srnirh 1980, Black and
Collopy 1!82, and others). In northern Iclaho, however, food habits of great blue herons
have not been documented. Io rhis region, the species is the most abundant representa-
tive of the ardeids and bteedr'ng colonies are widely distributed (Larrison 1981) .

Collazo (1!81) described the breeding biology of great blue herons nesting at Hey-
br:rn State Park in Benervah County- This paper documents the food habits of herons at
this heroory basecl on foocl samples collected during rrvo bteeding seasons.

Methods

Between March and Augusr in 1.977 ar.d 1978, regurgitated pellets (castings), boluses,
and fish remains were collecrecl at 2-day intervals from rhe grouncl beneath nesc trees.
At weekly intervals, food items were collected fronl 12 nesrs that were accessible by
climbiog. Samples rvete.late<l, aod stored in plasric bags fot later analysis io dre labora-
tofy.

Prey items that \r'ere collected intact were measured (total length) aocl weighed
(wet weight in gtarns). lieights of fish that were parrially digestecl. or dry, were de-
termined trom a length-weight table (Carlander 1969, 1977 ) .

Air-dried castings rvere made up almost entirely of normal hair, primariiy rhar of
meadovg voles. In order to estimare how many voles were ia a casting, ao average weight
of dried skins (n-20) was calculated to compare it to the dry weights of castings.

Fish bones, most of which rvere ideotified, were collected lrom the ground. Although
chese skeletal counts were not inclucled in the freqriency oI occurrence data presentecl in
this work, they were useful in determining the relative importance of game fish in the
diet of herons.
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Results and Discussion

Brown bullheads and tench represenred 1) percent and 12 percent of the sampled prey
items for 1977, rnd 16 percent rnd 7 percent for 1978, respectively (Table 1). Orher
species of f ish L,rrnprised 10 percent in 1977, and 7 percent in 1978, of the total food
irems coileced.
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Estimated nllmbers of voles occurring per month iepreseoted 62 percent \n L977,
and 67 percent in 1978, of all food items (Tab1e 1). I assun.red that all hair found in
castings was that of meadow voles because of the high f-requency of bones and skulls of
this species. Single skulls of the loog-tailecl wetsel (Mu$ela f.tenata) ar'd a muskrat
(Ondatra zibethicu.t) n'ere also found in castiogs.

Various other species occurred in low frequencies in rhe anaiyses. These amounred to
1 perceot in 1977 trnd 3 percent in 1978 ( Table 1 ) . Species io this category and their
frequency of occurreoce {or both seasons were 1 {rog (Rana spp.},1 sct:Jpitt ( Cottat
spp.), J paioted Frrrles (C/rryvmt! picta),2 nofihet[ squawfish (Ptycboclseil*s orc-
gonensis), 10 black crappie (.Pomoxis nigronaculatat) , I cntthroat ttont (Sdlmo
clarki),1 largemouth b^ss (Micropter/$ ulntoides l,1 northern pocket gopher (T homo-
nttt ,dlpoider'), 1 crayfish (Cambatus spp.), 8 gianr water bugs (.Belostomatid,ae) , ar'd
2 rnuskrats.

Only small fragments of invertebrates, mainly aquatic arrhropods, were recovered.
Invettebtates, however, should not be disregarded as an important component in the
diet of herons (e.g., Kushlan 1978). Their mrity amoog rhese samples may be due to
rheir relatively high digestability (Hibbert-\7are 1!40, Kushlan 1!78).

Brown bullheads and tench provided the main nutritional needs in this heroory
(Table 1). Fish species comprised 75 percent ard 60 pelcert of the total sampled bio-
mass in 1977 and 1978, respectively. The frequency of fish in the samples beSan to io-
ctease in May for both years. This increase coincided with the hatchioll of younc in
mid-April aocl their subsequent demand for food ( Cotlazo 1981). Also. brown bull-
heads, tench, yellow perch (Perca flaletceot l, and purnpkinseeds (Lepamis gibbosut)
become mote vulnerable during the nestling period as these fish spawn in May, June, and

Juiy in shallorv, weedy xreas (Simpson an.l N7allace 1978).
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Although fish consumprion increased during the breeding season, che trequency of
game fish in the samples was low. Of 140 skeletons identified (pairecl bo.,"ry, orriy i
percent was that of game fish. Thus great blue herons are not believe,l deffimentai to
game fish populations at Heyburn State park and nearby tributaries. In fact, herons prob_

*lI 
h."* a beneficial effect in preying chiefly on what many fishermen and fisheries

biologists (Simpson and rii/allace 1973) consider nuisance speiies io Iclaho.

_Man'rmals 
were also an important cliet compooent irt this heronry partrculady in rhe

eady part of the nesting seasoo (Table 1). Mammals, especially voles, are abunclant
along grassy ancl moist areas at Heyburn State park and rh.,s vulnerable to predation
(larrison and Johnson 1981). Iiarly in rhe season, lakcs and nearby triburaries wete

partially frozeo and perhaps mammals were relatively more availabie to herons than
t l sh -

More information is needecl to determine whether food rernaios beneath nest trees
replesent the tme prey species composition and its relative importance in the diet of
gteat blue herons. This coulcl be investigated by comparing foo,] ,em",ns ro their prey
species pteference and seasonality as derermioed by analyies of boluses ancl cligesrive
rract contents.
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