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The non-migratory Pacific great blue heron (Ardea herodias fannini) is one of the most
recognizable birds in the Lower Mainland and is a symbol of the Pacific northwest. They feed
with the tides on smelt and sculpin and wade through wetlands in search of frogs and
sticklebacks. These large birds are a Species at Risk in BC because they are in competition for
waterfront habitat with humans and their small population is shrinking with increased pressure
from predators.

The Stanley Park great
blue heron breeding
colony has become a
destination for bird
watchers, photographers,
tourists, and local
residents. It is a marvel of
nature to see these large,
long-legged birds
navigating their way
through massive tree
branches. Their
spectacular courtship
rituals and raucous
feeding activity draws
much attention from
passers by and on any K
given spring day you may A juvenile heron successfully learns to fish.
see several groups of Photo by Martin Passchier

people looking up at the

trees in amazement. This colony provides a rare example of how this sensitive species can
coexist successfully with humans in the urban environment. These birds have nested in the
Park for at least 100 years, but in 2001 they established the current colony on Beach Avenue
amidst tennis courts, apartment buildings and parking lots. Usually this species is highly
sensitive to human disturbances, but in this case the birds have become habituated to the
noise of the city.

The Stanley Park Heron Monitoring Program

Estimating population trends is necessary to measure the success of recovery efforts in this
species. The colony in Stanley Park has been monitored by the Stanley Park Ecology Society
(SPES) in cooperation with the Canadian Wildlife Service and the BC Ministry of Environment
since 2004. . The 2009 season began with a late start, likely due to the late onset of spring and
ended with the highest recorded nest failures due to increased predation from raccoons. This
colony has been one of the most productive in the Lower Mainland in the past, and so it is
hoped that the herons will return to the colony in 2010 to have a more successful year.
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| Methods

The colony is monitored weekly
throughout the busiest nesting
period from March through July.
Observations from the ground
provide an accurate overall nest
count, help us to find new nests,
and provide opportunities to
view colony-wide nest activity.
From a nearby roof top, heron
monitors can look down into
individual nests in order to follow
their progress throughout the
season. Using survey protocol
created by the local Heron
Working Group
(www.heronworkinggroup.org),
we selected a sample of 43
nests which were then observed
for the entire season to
determine nesting productivity.

Results

| In 2009 the herons were seen : _
near the colony by late February, A heron parent tending the eggs in early spring.
but snowfall prevented the Photo by Martin Passchier
official re-colonization of the
trees until March 12, almost a month later than their return date in 2008. The first adults to
begin incubating eggs were observed on April 5", and by May 3" the first fluffy grey heron
chicks were seen. Although the first eggs were laid in early April, herons that returned to the
colony later also began nesting later, and so there were still eggs being incubated as of June
21%. This year we began to see increased predation of the nests in late May and early June.
This corresponded to the period when most chicks had become large enough to be left alone
by their parents. The young birds stay in the nest for about two months and so the oldest
chicks began testing their wings and leaving the colony in early- to mid-July. By the end of
August the colony was completely empty.

Measuring the nest success of the colony is important to see how well the herons are able to
produce viable young, and so that productivity can be compared with other colonies in the
region. Using a sample of nests that could be consistently observed throughout the season, it
was determined that in 2009, 22 of the 41 (54%) active nests produced young that survived to
fledging. This is down considerably from 2008 when the nest success was 86%. In the sample
of nests, a total of 52 young survived to fledging age. This means that the overall productivity
of the colony (the number of fledglings per successful nest) was quite high at 2.36 chicks per
successful nest, which is significantly higher than in 2008 when the productivity was 1.71.
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Someheron nests contained up to four

chicks. Photo by Martin Passchier

This high productivity could have represented
an increase in the overall success of the

Y4 colony in producing fledglings, but
! unfortunately the predation rates were so high

that many nests failed this year. Of the 43
nests that were observed in 2009, 41 were
active, but almost half of these failed. Every
year some nests are abandoned for unknown
reasons, or the young chicks die because of
the inexperience of their parents or from
predation. In 2009 an unprecedented number
of chicks were predated, mostly by raccoons,
but some by bald eagles and possibly owls. In

total 32% of the sample nests were predated.
Assuming this was representative of the whole
colony, it would mean that about 44 nests and

over 100 chicks were lost to predation. By comparison, in 2008 only 2 of the sample nests
were predated, representing about 7%. No predation was observed in 2007 or 2006.

In total, this year the colony consisted of about 145 nests in 21 trees and produced about 175
juvenile birds. Fewer than half of these fledges will survive to breeding age. This was certainly
not the best year for the Stanley Park heron colony; these numbers compared to previous
years are shown in figure 1 below. It is interesting to note that, despite the huge increase in
predation, the high productivity of the surviving nests seemed to compensate for the overall
decrease in nest success.
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Figure 1: The total numbers of nests and fledglings in the Stanley Park great blue heron
colony from 2001 to 2009. The number of fledges for 2001 and 2002 were estimated using
the average proportion of fledges to nests found throughout the other years.
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Nest Predation and Disturbances

Raccoons are often seen around
the colony; they can be observed
sleeping and grooming in heron
nests year-round. In past years
some of the heron chicks and eggs
may have been predated by these
creatures, but it was never directly
observed. In 2009, it was observed
that raccoons began predating the
young chicks at alarming rates. It is
not clear why after all these years
the local raccoons suddenly
realized that the defenseless birds
were an easy meal. It is certain,
however, that the population of
raccoons in the area is on the rise
and these animals are becoming
increasingly brazen because they
are habitually fed by people. Large groups of raccoons are fed daily in Stanley Park by local
UHVLGHQWY GHVSLWH WKH pQR IHHGLQJY EN\ODZV WKDW DUH LC
(SPES) and the Park Board Park Rangers have diligently provided education and information
for people about the negative effects of wildlife feeding, but despite these efforts, the problem
persists. Since raccoon numbers in the area are artificially inflated due to human feeding and
the herons (a blue-listed species) are suffering as a result, SPES and the Vancouver Park

Board are working to erect

predator guards around the

heron nesting trees to prevent

raccoon access for the next

breeding season. Canadian

Wildlife Service biologists

agree that protecting the

herons ¥leclining population is

essential for their recovery.

The plan is to install metal

sheets around the tree trunks

in early 2010, prior to the return

of the herons.

A raccoon invading a heron nest in the Stanley Park
colony. Photo by Mark T. White

An unexpected threat to the
herons was discovered in April
2009 when SPES staff
received a call that a large
bunch of balloons had become
lodged in tree H and caused all
of the adults in the colony to

A bunch of balloons landed in tree h in April. After several

tense hours, all of the herons returned to their nests.
Photo by Martin Passchier
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