THE GREAT BLUE HERON

Ardea Herodias
Although great blue herons have been known to bite more than they can swallow and choke in the process, the incident that comes to my mind was a bit unusual. After the conclusion of a field trip organized by AAS to Merritt Island Wildlife Refuge, I stopped at a tiny pond to bird independently. Suddenly, as I reached its shoreline and received my first unobstructed view of the pond, a great blue heron eyed me from 50 feet across the water – with the head of a snake in its mandibles. As the heron began to down its prey, the serpent, perhaps 30-36 inches in length, countered by looping itself repeatedly around the heron’s neck and constricting. Which of them was going to prevail?

The heron was compelled to disgorge the reptile’s head. That came easily since they employ regurgitation to feed their young. The great bird then struggled to uncoil the snake from its neck. At the time, it was surprising to me that the heron undertook the task with his bill, but that is apparently typical. Unlike eagles, hawks and owls that use their powerful talons to grasp and control prey or ferry nesting material, herons employ their bills.  

After perhaps 10 minutes, when the heron had finally freed himself, I wondered if he would then give the snake a wide berth. Instead, the blue snatched the reptile’s head in its mandibles and flailed its body upon the ground several times. Only then did the heron attempt to devour its prey for a second time. 

As before, the snake answered by strangling the heron. Still again, the heron expelled the snake and unwrapped it from his neck; however, the thrashing then administered to the reptile was far more prolonged and vigorous than before. Whether by being beaten insensate, by a break in his vertebrae, or from exhaustion after a life-and-struggle that lasted over half an hour, the serpent lay motionless. Having earned a hearty lunch, the heron then began to enjoy it. Great blue herons are formidable!

Subspecies

There are five subspeciesof Ardea (meaning “blue”) herodias (“heron”). With the exception ofArdea herodias occidentalis, the great white heron, the differences between subspecies are minor. A cross of great blue and great white herons produces the Würdemann's heron with the body of great blues but the white head and neck of the great white heron.The subspecies seen in Atlanta is Ardea herudias herodias.
	FIVE SUBSPECIES OF GREAT BLUE HERONS

	SUBSPECIES
	RANGE
	CHARACTERISTICS

	Ardea herudias herodias
	Most of North America, including Georgia
	Moderately gray plumage

	Ardea herodias fannini
	Coastal regions of the Pacific Northwest from southern Alaska south to Washington State
	Darker plumage throughout than Herodias, especially on the neck, bluish slate-black upper parts instead of bluish gray, shorter tarsus (foot bones) and culmen (dorsal ridge of a bird’s bill), but longer tail.

	Ardea herodias wardi
	Kansas and Oklahoma to northern Florida. Sightings have also occurred in southeastern Georgia.
	Larger bird with longer tail, tarsus, and culmen 

	Ardea herodias occidentalis
	Southern Florida, the Yucatan Peninsula, and the Caribbean.
	The most visually distinctive from the others, it was previouslyconsidered a separate species, the Great White Heron. Found mainly near saltwater.

	Ardea herodias cognata
	Galapagos Islands
	Plumage on the neck is somewhat pale and legs have a pinkish cast


Description: Averaging 46 inches in height with a wingspan of 6 feet and an average weight of 5.3 pounds, great blues are the largest of all the herons. Members of the two sexes look alike except that males are significantly larger than females
. The bird’s name is derived from the slightly blue cast to its predominantly gray color. In mature adults, the face and crown are white except for a dark stripe above each eye that continues rearward until terminating in occipital plumes danglingfrom the back of the head like pigtails. Eyes are yellow, the bill both long and stout.  A white stripe framed in black extends down the front of the neck. There is a tuft of black on the shoulders and a patch of cinnamon at the bend of the wings. Legs are long and thin with cinnamon colored feathers atop the thighs. After a fresh molt, great blues are in prime breeding plumage from late February through early April.
In juveniles, the face and crown are dark gray initially but begin to lighten in the second year. The crowns and faces of immatures are a mixture of white and dark gray. Plumes, which are not to be found on juveniles and are short in immatures, reach full length in the third fall.
· Like other herons, the great blue has powder down on its flanks and a pectinated (comb-like) middle toenail. That toenail is useful both for scratching and for combing the down powder through the feathers to remove various oils, such as those in the slimeof fish
.

Great blues can be long-lived. Based upon banding, the eldest one to date was at least 24 years of age. 
Similar Species:

The size and coloring of great blues render them distinctive.  Whenever they are confused with another creature, it is generally a sandhill crane - or a pteranodon! Although sandhill cranes are virtually the same height as great blues, they fly with their necks extended and in flocks that are only seen in north Georgia during migration. In contrast, great blue herons generally fly independently and with their necks bent into an “S” shape. Sandhill cranes are mostly white, with brown primaries and tail feathers. They lack the black eye stripes of great blues and the adults bear a red crown. In contrast to the even wingbeat of great blues, the upward stroke of the sand hill crane is decidedly quicker.
Diet and Behavior:
Although chiefly piscivorous, a great blue will eat virtually any creature that he can catch and swallow, includingamphibians (frogs, salamanders), reptiles (lizards, snakes), birds (young marsh hens and rails), rodents (voles, mice, muskrats and young rats), mammals (shrews), and crustaceans (crabs, shrimp). The blistering speed of its strike even allows it to snatch insects (moths, butterflies, dragonflies, and other aquatic insects), whether at rest or in flight
.
Herons locate their food by sight. Feeding ismost often conducted while standing motionless in water, sometimes for an hour,in anticipation of unwary prey approaching within range. Alternatively, they feed while wading, moving their legs so gingerly as not to generate a ripple. Especially long legs afford them the opportunity to forage in waters up to 2 feet in depth. They will occasionally drop from a perch into water to catch prey or reportedly even plunge from the air. Great blues are especially active at dawn and dusk, but their eyesight also renders them capable hunters by either day or night. 
When fishing or hunting, the S-shaped neck is thrust forward in a lightning-quick jab to nab prey. For smaller prey, the mandibles snap shut crosswise. Larger prey are impaled by the lower mandible and held fast by the upper one. Either way, the fish is flipped into position before being swallowed whole and head first. Feeding tends to be conducted independently, but is sometimes undertaken in small groups.
The highly flexible neck is tucked into the shape of an “S” for flight, shifting its considerable weight back closer the center of the body.
When approached by humans, great blue herons prefer to slowly lift off for another destination with deep, languidbeats of their huge loose-limbed wings; however, they will defend themselves intrepidly wherever cornered or in the presence of their nestlings. 
When angry, great blues typically raise their occipital plumes; nonetheless, don’t await that warning before backing away to allow clearance of 20 feet or more. If you find an injured heron of any species, summon a wildlife rescue specialist rather than pick it up yourself. There are records of injured herons warding off good Samaritans by injurious attacks - with the eyes as targets of choice.
Great blues will fly toward other herons that come too close to their nestlings and jab with powerful thrusts of their dagger-like bills; nevertheless, given the remoteness and elevation of most nests, humans are unlikely to find themselves near to a nest accidentally. 

Range and Migration:
Great blues are confirmed to breed throughout our state with the exception of the Upper Piedmont in northeast Georgia, the Cumberland Plateau, and the Blue Ridge Mountains
. Great blues are considered year-round residents of Atlanta; although, many great blues from Northern climes migrate in winter to the coasts of Georgia and other Southeastern states, on both the Atlantic and the Gulf. 
Habitat:

Great blues occupy a variety of aquatic habitats including riverbanks, swamps, marshes, and shores. Feeding occurs mostly in still or slow-moving fresh or brackish water, as well as occasionally along seacoasts and in fields
.
Nesting and Breeding:

Elaborate displays of courtship occur on the breeding grounds. Also, partners greet one another witha “landing call” when arriving at the nest. Perhaps as a substitute for song
, mates snap the tips of their bills together in a behavior known as “clappering”.
Breeding can occur singly but is most often in conjunction with other species in colonies of up to 500 nests or more
. Locations for heronries are usually within a few miles of a source of food; while, also being as inaccessible as possible for predators – such as on islands or peninsulas. Other sites chosen include swamps or marshes, as well as along the wooded shores of rivers or ponds. Vertical separation from land-bound predators is sought by placing their nests high in treetops - or less often in shrubs.  
In Georgia nesting is most common from late March through May
. Males ferry materials for the nests and females assemble them. Nests, which are often reused for several years, are platforms of sticks approximately 1 ½-4 feet in diameter and lined with leaves, grass, or moss
.
Mom lays three to six pale blue eggsannuallyin a single brood except in the event that the nest is pilfered or abandoned, when a second clutch of eggs may be laid. Repeated intrusions by predators, including man and other mammals, typically result in abandonment of eggs or nestlings
.
After an incubation of roughly 28 days, chicks are hatched asynchronously over several days, endowing the eldest chick with a decided advantage over his slightly younger siblings. Feeding is via regurgitation. Unlike hawks, owls or eagles, great blues do not shred food into pieces before presenting it to their young. The young take to the air after about 2 months, but return to the nest during mealtime for several more weeks

Predation: The eggs are sought by bald eagles, ravens, and crows. Nestlings fall prey to bald eagles, ravens, raccoons, bears, turkey vultures, red-tailed hawks, and fire ants. Evidence is scant regarding predation upon adults, but they are known to be on the menu for bald eagles and, in areas south of the fall line, for alligators.
Koi Ponds:
Anyone with a koi pond is likely to be visited by great blue herons. The most common form of protection against predation by herons is netting. In order to be effective, nets must be several inches above the water. If you don’t care for the appearance of netting, here are several less common ideas garnered from Pond Doc and Cornell Labs:

· Underwater Pipe: Submerge a length of drainpipe as a place of refuge for fish. 

· Decoy: When great blues are in search of a mate during March or April, a decoy can attract them to your pond. In June through February when herons defend their own territories and are inclined to avoid territories defended by other herons, a decoy may be more effective. Over time, move it from spot to spot in imitation of a real heron. 
· Water Spray: Activated by a motion detector, a device called a “Scarecrow” will reportedly squirt water that scares away great blues – but presumably other birds as well. 

· Deepen the Pond: Great blues can wade in water 2 feet deep. Any greater depth helps discourage them. 

· Render the shore of the Pond Uncomfortable: With the water too deep for wading, great blues have to fish from the sides of the pond. Herons’ feet, intended for walking upon mud, are less comfortable on pebbles; so, fill the periphery of your pond with pebbles. 

Of course, herons are afforded legal protection under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.
Conservation: In our area, great blue herons are common and a Bird of Least Concern. Although they are expanding their range and their numbers within Georgia are either stable to increasing, they are declining in the Midwest and the lower Mississippi Valley where hunters are permitted to shoot them to protect fish farms. Great blue herons will be found reliably at the Chattahoochee River NRA, often at the Blue Heron Nature Preserve, and eventually at a koi pond near you.
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