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OBSERVATIONS ON THE BIOLOGY OF THE
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The Whilejaced Heton Ardea novaehol/ardlae is nol an uncommon species in the Hunter Valley,
NSW, occurl ing individual ly or in sma groups ( lwo to f ive), with larger i locks in wet pasture al ler ra n
or i lood. l ts morphology is descrlbed and compared with lhose of egrets, and varial ions in the grey
plumage patlern reported. Nests observed have been sol i tary, even when ln same area as an egret
coony, and very high in trees. Breeding behaviour for four pairs obserued is described Court ing
behaviour was conducted in general area of nest-site locai ion. Pursu t f l  ghts, and typical heron-type
'back-bite, ' twig-shake' and 'wing-preen (Hancock and Kushlan 1984) have been observed
Incubation t ime is esi imated as 24-26 days. Young wefe observed to be left  unattended at nine days,
to ciamber at 20 days and to f ledge at 43. Breeding success at f ive nests for wh ch outcomes were
delermined was 1.40 per nesting attempt. Both parents undertook incubalion and care oi young. Five
cases of breeding cornmencement in spring (October, November), one summer (December), and one
winter (July) were recorded. Incldenls of agonist ic interacl ion wilh a Nosy l \ ,4iner, a Laughlng
Kookaburra and anoiher Whilejaced Heron are reDorted.

Whilc conclucting ficld work for Project
Egrct Watch, the Hunter Wetlands Trust study of
cglcts. I hlvc frcqucntly cncountered the White-
frcecl Hclon Artlea novaehollonrline and have
main ta incc l  f i c lc l  ne tcs  o r  thcsc  cncounters ,
recorcling numbers. appearance ancl behirviours.
Brccding biology obscrvations wclc obtaincd by
using binoculars scvcral clays cach wcck tcr
lnonitor birds which ncsted in four ycars at my
home at Glenoak in the Will iams River Valley.
about 40 km north of Newcastle. Thcse obscrva-
tions add to the lritgmsntirry published knowledgc
on thc  hc lon 's  b io logv .

OCCURRENCE IN THE LOWER
HUNTER VALLEY

The Whitc-facccl Heron is not uncommon in
the Lower Huntcr Valley (Fig. 1), although its
distribution is sparsc away from the main river
courses and wctland areas. In a one-day survey in

Junc 1987 along ,100 km ol roztdway in thc
Mai t land-Raynror rd ' I ' c l racc-Dungog area ,  25
wcrc  counted  in  l3  s igh t ings .  t requent ing
palsturcs, falm danrs and crcck brtnks. Scvcn
sightings wcrc of singlc birds, the other six l lroups
of two 1() f ive.

Howcvcr, in Novcmtrcl 198,1. cluring an
cxcursion by boat from Newcastl(] I l . lrbour to
Raynrond 

'fcrrircc 
ulong thc Hurltcr Rivcr

Estuary. a distancc of about 30 km. more than
200 werc countcd. Thc birds wcrc fecding singly
on thc fringc nrudflats bctwl]en thc mangrovc
edge and the river channel between Newcastle
and Hcxham and on thc banks and small bcachcs
between Hexham and Raymotrd l 'errace. A
gathering of more than 20 birds was notcd loaling
and flying around ;r group of trees ncar tlrc wzrtcr's
edge on Ashe lsland.

The heron has bcen rcgularly cncoulttcrcd on
almost daily road trips bctwccn Glcnoak, north
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of Seaharl in the Will iams River Valley, and
Raymond Terrace, a distance of about 20 km, the
route passing through pasture and wetlands on
the flood plain (Fig. 1). It is usually alone or in
small groups of up to three birds, but occasionally
rnuch larger groups have been recorded feeding
in wet pasturclancl. For example, on five
occasions betwcen 29 May and 10 Junc 1987, five
single sightings, two observations of two birds
together, and two of a group of three were
recorded.  On23,24 ,26  and 30  June,  10 ,  18 ,  10
and 14 birds respectively were recorded feeding
as a flock near Irrawang Swamp, about 6 km
north of Raymond Tcrrace. No rain had fallen
between l8 May and 4 June, but oD 5-8 June
inclusive 5,1 mm were recorded.

After weeks of consistent rain in 1990, a
congregation of more than 50 was recorded on
wet pasturcland on the floodplain of thc Will iams
Rivcr near Mt Kanwary on 11, 12 April (I. Harvey,
pers. comm.). When water is receding from the
crcck flat pasturcs after f looding at my property
at (; lenoak, it is not unusual to find 20 or more
congregating togcther to feed.

Missen and T imms (197,1)  and Hobbs (1961)
reportcd similar f locking around lakcs in dry
periods in Victoria and NSW respectively, whilc
Gospcr (19ttl) noted congregations on coastal
mudflats in northeastcrn NSW during the winter
dry scason. Carroll (1970) observed gathcring
into flocks on mudflats and wet pastures in New
Z c u l a n d  d u r i n g  w i n t e r .  w i t h  m r r r i m u m  s i z c
usually 15 30 birds. but with somc containing as
many as 60; thc largest group was estimated at
723 birds at Kaipara Harbour in 1965. Lo (1982)
recorded an average of 3,1 (maximum number 68)
on thc Manawatu Estuary in New Zealand in
summer and autumn between 1976 and 1981, but
only four birds during winter and spring. Lowe
(1983) reported up to 60 feeding together on
Wcstcrn Port Bay, Victoria, during May and
J une.
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FiglJre l. Locatio'i map lor Hunter Vdll?y obsctt)ationr of th(
whitelaced Heton.

MEASUREMENTS

Measurements were obtained from a single
adult specimen brought to the Shortland
Wetlands Centre for rehabil itation after having
bccn found injured. The measurements arc
shown in Table I with thosc of two specimens of
Litt le Egret Egretta garzetta, one Intermediate
Egret E. intermedla, one Great Egrct E. alba and
thrcc Cattle Egret Ardeola ibis. Although the
sample is small it gives an indication ol relative
dimensions of the White-faced hcron to those of
the other species.

The White-faced Heron has a somcwhat
slender profi lc, morc akin to that of the Litt le
Egret, in comparison with the more robust
appearanccs of the Intermediate, Great and
Cattle Egrets. The beak is thinner and more

TABLE I
Measurements of  White- faced Heron and four species of  egrcts.
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s lcnc lc r  in  cornpnr ison  w i th  thosc  o f  In te rmed ia tc
and Cirtt lc Egrcts. l l lorc closcly rcscmbling that
ol thc Litt lc Egrct. 

' I 'hc 
Grcat Egrct is ovcrall ir

much biggcr bircl.

PLUMAGE AND MORPHOLOGY

Plumugc

Thc Whitc-lacctl Heron is overall bluc-grcy.
with soft pinkish-l)rown toncs on its shouldcrs anti
f lanks .  [ -anceo la te  p ink ish-brown p lumcs become
prominent  on  the  nape.  mant lc  and back  c lu r ing
thc brccding season. Thc whitc face which gives
thc hcron its numc is clistinctive. Five birds
cxarlirrcd in thc ticld. two of which were further
s tud icd  f ron  co lour  t ransparcnc ics ,  had the  wh i te
patch cxtcnding back ovcr thc cvc towards thc
crown. with a grey patch covering thc car
(F ig .  2 ) .  A  b i rd  uh ich  f rcqucntcd  the  Shor t land

Wctlands Ccntrc durin€! the wintcr of l9it6 had a
distinct variation fr()nr this pattern: a complctcly
wh i te  neck .  s im i la r  to  tha t  ( ) f  thc  Pac i f i c  Heton
A.  puc [ f i ca .

Variation in the white I)cad pattcrn \l ' i ts noted
for a pair ncsting at (l lcnoak in C)ctobcr l9ll lJ.
The birds wcrc closely otrscrvcd during the pro-
ccss ol nest building. rvhcn the)' cxposcd the
crown o f  the  head dur ing  p laccmcnt  o f  s t j cks  in
the  nes t .  Onc had a  round.  g rcy  c rown1atch
connccted to thc grey of the neck by a thin grey
line. wbcrcas the connection bctween crown and
ncck o[ the othcr bird was a witle stripc. The two
patterns are i l lustratcd irr Figurc 2.

' l 'hc plumage of young at f letlging and for at
l cas t  one month  a l te r  becoming indcpcndent  i s
pa le r  and du l le r  than tha t  o f  adu l ts .  A  p ink ish-
grey tinge is more promincnt on the brcast and
the whiteness of the face muclt lcss distinct than
in  thc  adu l ts .  Thcrc  a rc  no  p lunes  on  thc  back  or
brcas t .

Beak, lace antl lcgs

Thc notch at thc posterior end of the beak gapc
is  a lmost  non-ex is tcn t ,  be ing  jus t  bc low the  i r i s  o f
the  eye  s i rn i ln r  to  tha t  o l  thc  L i t t le  Egrc t . ' l ' h is  i s
in  cont ras t  to  thc  d is t inc t 'V 'shapc t l  no tch  wh ic l l
reaches thc back of the circle of thc cyc in the
lntcrmediate and Cattlc Egrets and to distinctly
behind thc eye of thc Great Lgrets (Fig. 3). The
spccimen brought to the Shortland Wetlands
Centrc had the uppcl mandible black and the
lower mancliblc about two-thirds black with a
wh i te  t ip .

ln thc breeding pair obscrved during courtship
and ncst-building at Glcnoak in 1988. thc bcak
and lores u,crc grcy-black and thc legs were
pinkish-orange. Lorcs of non-brecding birds are
also grcy-black.

HABITAT AND FORAGING

Favoured habitat

The White-faced Heron's most favoured
foraging habitat in the Hunter area has been wet
situations, such as dams. creeks, drains, small
swamps, wct pasture and river mudflats. How-
ever, it has also been frequently observed feeding
with or near Cattlc Egrets in dry pasture. Lowe
(1983) reported the spccics fceding in pasture
l l r r d  u i t h  c r l l l c .  e i l h e r  a l o n e  o r  i n  g r o u p s .

Figure 2. .lir/c riev o.f t\'lical
ruiutbn! in Lnhr
pl trttgt.

White-faced Haron heatl antl
patt(ni ol grel and white
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BREEDING BIOLOGY

A pair of White-faced Herons ncstcd at what is
now ca l led  thc  Shor t land Wct lands  Cent rc  in  the
1984-1985 and 1985-l9|(r breeding seasons. Thc
nest was situated vcry high in a Broad-leated
Prrp,.r Burk 1i-1rte Mtl,t lru'u qutttquenervia in
an isolated position somc 100 m from the active
egret breeding colony.

A pair ncsicd in ?ln opcn grove of Grey Iron-
barks Eucalyptus poniculatu at Glcnoak, in the
Will iams River Valley. each year during 1986
1989. The grove is on rising ground from thc flood
plain Of a creek-tributary of thc Will iams River.
Two dams, which the birds frcqucntly usc for
feeding, are 30 m from thc ncst sitc, a wetland is
about 0.5 km east, and the Will iams Rivcr is
about I knl away. In the first two years, the same
fork o[ one trcc was uscd. In 1988 and July 1989,
the same fork of a different tree in thc grovc

Only one definit ivc observatior.r of prcy spccies
was otrtained during the study period. A heron
hunt ing  a long the  marg ins  o f  a  d ra in  and on  a
floodetl road vcrgc in the built-up area of the
vil lage of Seahan captured and consuned a
substantirl yabby. probably Cheras destructor.

Co-opcraive JeedIng w,ith Royal Spcxtnhill

On onc occasion during 1986, a White-faced
Heron rvas fccding in a shallow dam near my
housc, in compatny with a Royal Spoonbil l
Plataleu rcgia. The Spoonbil l was fccding in the
shallow nargin of the dam. swinging its hcacl from
side to sidc in thc water, while the heron walked
close alongsidc in jerky, high-stcpping gait,
stabbing at prey disturtred by and close te the
hcad of the Spoonbil l. The pair worked back-
wards ancl lbrwards along the one margin of the
dam for about 10 minutes, turning togethcr to
rctracc their path in a pattern which resemblcd a
wcll choreographed dance.

LJHIIT-FACID I | tNON

INIERI ' IEDIATt C A T  ] L I GRIAT

I}tLOIJ I'1IDDLI OF EYI 8EL0li{ BACK 0F
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about 20 nr north u'as uscd. In Dcccrnbcr 1989. a
furthcr ncst was built in thc l irst trcc. Although
tltc birds wcrc not narkcd, I suspecl that trecausc
of thc hirhly spccific nature of thcir ncst
pos i t ions .  thcy  wcrc  l i kc ly  to  bc  thc  samc pa i r
cach ycar .

The ncst was constructed high in the trecs
bout 1l nr abrx,e grouncl level (estimated from

thc  hc igh l  o f  a  s tcp-hdder  wh ich  was used as  a
v icw ing  p la t fo rm) .  Th is  s i tua t ion  is  s im i la r  to
thosc  dcscr ibcd  by  Moon (1967) .  where  ncs ts
wcrc rcportcd up to 22 m. The Ironbark sitcs
wcrc also well out on branches, away from the
t runk .  s in i la r  to  thosc  rcpor tcd  by  Moon (1967)
antl t-o (191:i2). In 1987. thc ncst sitc was about
I nr fr<rm th.rt of a Nois1, Miner Mutorinu
rnc lunocc p ltrrlu.

Timing ol ncsting

Thc two ncsts cstablishctl near the Wetlancls
Clcntrc cgrct colony commenced in Novembcr,
co inc id ing  w i th  ncs t ing  o f  thc  cgrc ts . ' fhc  ncs ts  a t
(i lcnouk bcgan in C)ctobcr l9lJ6. 1987 ancl 1988,
antl in.luly l9il9. A ncst was discovcrcd in January
1990 b l  f ind ing  brokcn eggs  beneath  the  t ree .
Tlris ncst woultl have been establishcd in
Dcccnbcr 1989. Courting behaviours and
occupatioll of thc ncst sitc wcrc obscrvcd in Jr.rly
l9fif i . but no nesti l lg eventuatcd, ir ncsl wits
cvcntua l l y  bu i l t  in  Octobcr .

Nest strudtoc, ntute els and building

All l lvc ncsts rcscmblcd thosc typical o[ cgrcts;
a nrugh platlorm of sticks. Birds collcctcd dcacl
sticks from the ground in the general vicinity of
the nest site . At Glenoak. lcafy twigs pullcd lrom
the foliage of nearby lronbark trees were also
uscr l .  Onc I ' i rd  ( l re 'u rned n l r r le .  ; rs  rs  cornrnon In
hcrons) dicl the stick collccting, whilc both trirds
were involved in placing tbe sticks in the nest,
e  mp loy ing  thc  ' t remble-shove '  movements  typ ica l
o f  hcrons  (Hancock  and Kus l r lan  1984) .
Maximunr turn-around tirne for a stick-collecting
t r ip  was 1 .5  minu tes .  Ac t ivc  bu i ld ing  o f  thc  I989
nest \\,as recorded ibr l2 days before the birds
bcgan to sit. prcsunably incubating eggs. No data
wcre collected on egg laying.

Nesti.ttg beluviour

(irurting and nest carc activit ics at Glenoak
nests werc obscrvcd ovcr firur seasons. Courting
activit ics look placc at a rangc of cli l fcrent
loca t ions  w i th in  an  arca  o l  about  I  ha  sur round ing
thc  ncs t  s i t c .

'Twig-shake ' . 'w ing-precn ' , 'back- t r i t c '  and 'b i l l
clapper' trehaviours (Kushlan and Hancock l9lJ4)
wcrc rccognizcd. Thcsc tottk placc in a numbcr
of diffcrcnt trccs. Welving und swooping fl iglrts
w i th  a  re la t i vc ly  s low w ing-bcat  and ncck  ou t -
strctchccl. witl 'r onc bird pursuing thc other rcross
thc  open pas ture  or  among t rcc  c rowns.  took
placc bcforc tlre pnir boncl was lctrntcd. [)uring
thcsc fl ights, thc birds often gavc a rclativcly high-
pitchccl squawk (kar-kar kar). followcti by
guttural croakings (grok-glok grok-grok) u'hen
thcy  landed in  a  t rcc ,  thc  sounds apPl rcn t ly
coming f rom both  b i rds .  Th is  la t tc r  ca l l  n lay  be
thc onc rcfcrrcd to by M(x)n (19(17) as 'grau-

graw-graw'. although phonetically thc souncls
repOrtcd here were definitcly of a clucking naturc.
l 'hcy closely rescrnblcd thosc mldc b! Circat
Egrcts at thc ncs1. but were generally softcr in
to r re . 'Twig-shak ing '  anc l 'back-b i t ing '  in  thc  t rcc
tb l lowcd these f l igh ts .  Thc  ' tw ig  shak ing .
presunably by the rnalc (based on obscrvations
of  cgrc t  bchav iour ) ,  rvas  qu i tc  v igorous .

In  the  1987-1988 brccd ing  scason.  th rcc  b i rds
wcrc observed in pursuit f l ight bchaviour bcforc
the  es tab l i shmeot  o f  thc  pa i r  bond.  In  Ju ly  l9 l l l l
four birds pcrformcd the same behaviour, and
fivc wcrc sccn bcfbrc a pair became established
at  thc  nes t  in  Ju ly  191 i9 .

Car ro l  (1970)  mrdc  thc  fo l low iug  cournrcn ts  on
cstablishmcnt oI i l  ncsting population in Ncw
Zea lard :

'Fron r study of aveihblc clrta it rppcars that. cxcluding
\casonal  phcnoDrcrrr  o l  I l ( ' (k ing rrd d is0cr\a l .  thc
Inaximum pcrmaDcnt cokrny s izc in uny local i ty  rv ls
usual ly  nol  grcxt  aDd wrs soon r l ta incd.  In lurgc tncts
oi  favourablc hrbi t r l  colonics havc coalc\rcd and hcavy
occupat ion rcsul lcd.

'Thc pat lcrn o l  cstabl ishmcrt  of  r  colony occurs lypicr l ly
a\  l i ) l1ous:  a l t r r  prr l imini t ry v is i ts  by a sol i lary b i rd.
cxlcnding ovcr ooc or  rnore !crrs.  pair  rpperrs.  Ncst ing
usual ly  cDsucs and a fami ly group forms. The tota l
residcnt  populat ion rnay rcmain at  onc pair  for  many
yci) r \  hul  thc eroup n1ay incrcasc untr i  apnarcnl ly  i ts



l r r l \ r lnunr \ rzc rs i [ l iuncd.  ofrcn lhrce lo 1)vc pai fs.  In the
rbscncc ol  I  b i rnding \chcnc i t  i \  inrpossibtc ro dclcrmi l ]c
* tc l l )cr  subscqucnl  col( r t !  melnbers are bi rd\  l ronr
el \c* tcrc or  iu\c | i l$  $hich.  orr  rcaching brccdinS agc.
rcmai l ( )y l l  1o thci r  natal  honlc. '

Thc numbcr of trircls involved in tl lc prc-bond
cs tab l i sh lncn t  phasc  in  the  th rec  Glenoak rccords
was cons is tcn t  w i th  tha t  o f  a  fami ly  g roup.  two
offspring having been produced in 1987 1988 and
onc in I9[i l i  1989. Howevcr, in the abscnce of
ind iv ic lua l  nark ing .  i t  was  imposs ib le  to  idcn t i f y
thcsc individuals or to confirnt whcther they were
mcmbcrs  o f  onc  fami ly .

Inculttttiort tuul cura of young

Clutch size was not determined for any of the
obscrycd ncsts bccilusc of the height of thc sitcs.
Commenccmcnt of incubation and ti lnc of
hatching u'ere estinated from thc behaviour of
thc  parcn ts .

In 1988. active nest brri lding took place from
3 to 13 Octobcr. One bird was first observed
sitt ing on 1.1 October. however. building
cont inucd un t i l  l5  Ockrber .  Cont inuous  s i t t i rg
began on thc following day and continued unti l
( )  \ r ' vember .  whcn one p i i rcn l  wa\  \een peer ing
at and apparently eating matcrial from the floor
o f  thc  ncs t ,  s im i la r  to  behav iour  o f  egrc ts  w i th
ncwly  ha tchcd ch icks .  Egrc ts  bcg in  fccd ing  ha tch-
lings by rcgurgitating into the nest. from where
thc chicks pick up the food; the adults then
rcconsumc any surplus. This behaviour takes
plrce about nine days bcfore young becorne
visiblc by holtl ing up thcir hcacls abovc thc rim ol
thc  ncs t .

On l2 Novemtrer broken eggshells were found
i r l  thL .  I1 r \ (  , ' f  the  t rcc .  g iv ing  l  n rax im u  n l  es l  imatc
lor incubation tinrc of 26 days. Similar obscrva-
t i , r r t s , ' l  1 l 1 g  J u l )  l q i { ( )  t t e . t  ! i r e  a  m i r \ i t n u n r  ( s l i -
mate  o f  incubat ion  t ime o f  24  days .

Both parcnts incubatcd thc cggs and fcd thc
young. At chirngc-ovcr of duty they displayed
grceting behaviours very similzrr to tlrosc ol Cattle
Egrcts. The neck was arched into a strong curye.
louching or i l lmost touching thc back. and the
p lumes on  the  back  werc  e leva tcd ,  wh i lc  thc  b i rd
crouchcd (Fig. '1). On one occasion the arriving
b i rd  pcr fo rmed 'back-b i te '  behav iour  (Hancock
and Kushlan 198,1) on its mate, emitting soft,
gu t tu ra l .  c roak ing  no iscs  as  i t  d id  so .
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Oncc thc young became aclivc in thc ncst. t lrcy
stimulated dircct rcgurgitation front an adult by
grasp ing  i t s  beak  in  thc  same fas l l ion  as  in  egrc ts .
ln tlrc carly stagcs of chick realing onc parcnt
remained at the ncst while the othcr hunted fi)r
foocl.

In thc I9ll i i  nest. thc young were lcft
unattended aflcr rinc days from thc cstimated
timc of hatching, in the July 19119 ncst 15 days
and in thc January 1990 trcst l3 days after locating
the broken eggshclis. All periods wcrc sltortcr
than the three wceks suggcstcd by Moon (19(r7).

Ncstl ings clambered to adjacent branchcs 20
days after estinlatcd hatching date and flew to
adjaccnt trees at 43 days. At 20 days aftcr
flcdging, young pursued pnrents around
neighbouring trccs. bcgging lor food and being
fed. Thc bcgging action. both at ncst and away
from ncst, was closely similar to that of young
egrets. Neck feathers were erected, wings wcrc
drooped and thc body and wings movcd in a
wagging action.

In  1987 1988,  the  juven i les  werc  s t i l l  i n  thc
vicinity of thc ncst trcc 18 dirys altcr f irst obscrvcd
flying, foraging around the margin of the dam and
flying to the neighbouring property. The trvo
young from thc July 1989 ncst wcrc present 25
days after f ledging. pursuing the parents, begging
and bcing fcd. Both young from the 199(l nest
were sti l l  in thc vicinity 2,1 days aftcr f lcdging,
and one was sti l l  prcscnt at 40 days.

f'ig|rre 4. Gr titlU pa\itio1 ut (hange ol nt:n lutv.



Ju l y ,  I 991

Brctdit tg.suttc.s.s

Thc brccc l ing  success  o f  thc  G lcnoak  ncs ts  f ronr
l()f i(r to 1990 was dctcrnrincd tr.v lcgula[ counts ol
1'oung obscrvcd iD thc ncsl urtt i l  they rverc
succcssfullv f lcclgccl. ls jutlgcd by sccing thcnt
l l r i r r r :  i n  t l r , .  r t . i t t t l r  , ' l  I l t r  t t . t t  . i t , . .

lhc  1986 ncs t  w i rs  a l ) i tndoncd a f tc r  l4  days
irrcubirtion. 

'I 'hc 
numbcr ol succcsslully f lcclgecl

volrn{ I irr. l9ll7. 1988. l9il9 and 1990 werc two.
onc. 1$1) ln(l t\\() respcctivcly. a rrlc:rtr stlcccss ot
LJ0  voun.q  pcr  nes l iDg a t tcmpt .  o r  1 .75  per
succcs \ tu l  a t tcmpt .

BEHAVIOUR: INTERACTIONS WITH OWN
SPECIES AND OTHER SPECIES

' Ih rec  
ugon is t i c  in tc rac t ions  w( ] rc  rcco ldcd .

oncc  bc lnccn t rvo  hcrons .  i tncc  bc t lccn  i t  hc to t t
lunrl a Nois;-- N'l iucr. anil oncc rvith a Laughing
Kooka l ru r ra  Ducc lo  t to r  acgu in  c r ic .  In  1986 thc
hcron ncs t  u ' l s  p laccd  on ly  about  a  mct rc  l rom
lhc  No isv  Mincr  ncs t .  

' fhc  
Minc t  wrs  o r tcc

obscrvcd  pursu ing  u  hcron  th rough the  I r t tn t ra rk
grovc.' lhc heron s fl ight wus wcavirrg and swoop-
ing  to  eva t lc  pursu i t  and miss  t runks  anc i  b ranches
o l  lhc  t rces .  In  1989 onc  o f  thc  ncs t ing  herons
i r t tackcd i lnd  pursuec l  a  Kooknbur ra  in  thc  v ic in i t l '
o l  thc  ncs t .  chas ing  i t  wc l l  ou t  in to  thc  ogrc t t
pas turc .  Thc  heron er r i t t cc l  thc  ' kn taark  .  h igh
p i tchcd g f i r t ing  sc luarvk  a t  thc  conmcnccmcnt  o f
pursu i t .  In  1939.  a  '  jump-up- i inc l -ck rwn spar r ing
actioD wlls obscrvccl bcl$'ccn two adult lrerttns in
thc  pas tUrc  ud jaccDt  to  thc  ncs t ing  grovc .  dur ing
thc pcriod of courtship rvhen thc fivc hcrons were
in  thc  a rca .  Thc  hcrons  appcarcd  to  l )c  d ispu t ing
[orilging ri l lhts in t]rc paslurc sPacc.

VOICE

I havc iclcnti l iccl three main calls, trvo of which
arc  s in ' r i lu r .  Whcn c l i s tu rbec l .  thc  b i rd  o l tcn  g ives
a s l ra rp  k ra la rk '  ca l l  whcn i t  f l i es  o f f .  I )u r ing
pursu i l  f l i gh t  in  cour t ing .  the  ca l l  i s  s im i la r  to  thc
a la rm ca l l .  bu t  o f  longer  dura t ion  and h ighcr
p i tchc( | .  and is  rcpcatcd  scvcra l  t incs  dur ing  thc
pursuit. A s()ft. guttcrrl 'croak' or 'cluck'

( rcpeated  'g rok .  g rok .  g rok  .  .  . ' )  (see  Breed ing)
is maclc u,hcn thc hirds arc in closc proximity
during cor.rlt ing or i l t thc ncst durilg changcovcr
o f  c lu tv . ' l ' h is  i s  somcrv l ra t  s im i la r  to  thc  cqu iva-
lcn t  ca l l  o l  thc  C; rc r t  Egrc t .

M. Maddock: Biology of Whltejaced Heron

DISCUSSION

M, ,de  o l  occur rencc  in  thc  Huntc r  Va l i cy .
dc tc rn l i r )ed  bv  th is  s tud , \ .  i s  s im i la r  to  tha t
rcpor tcd  c lscwhcre  in  Aus t ra l ia  (Misscn anc l
T i n r r s  1 9 7 4 1  I I o b b s  1 9 ( r l : C l o s p c r  l 9 3 l )  a n d  i n
Ncw Zea lanc l  (Car ro l l  1970) .  w i th  inc l i v idua ls  to
. r n r r l l  r : r ' , ' r t l .  ; r t t d  o . t r r . i , ' t t ; r l  l . l r g ( l  ; i f ! l . l r r l i . ' l l '
C iospcr  (1981)  rcpor tcd  i t  i t s  vc rv  co lnnron  or l
Huntcr Vullcy cstuarinc $'ctlands. \\ ' i th loosc
fceding aggrcgations up to 100. u'ith 2'10 on
KoofagaDg ls land in  . lu ly  1972.  Gospc l  c l id  no t
say  whethcr  t l l i s  w ls  i l  f lock  in  u  con l incd  r rea  o l
sprca( l  ou t  i l l ong  thc  cs tua tv  shorc .  T l rc  a rc l t
forrns pirrt ol thc rivcl route travcrsccl in ny J98;1
strnc,v whcrc tr 'torc than 200 rvcrc coutltccl.

In  thc  on ly  spcc imcn n tcasured.  b i l l - l cng th  an t l
tu rsus  wcrc  c losc  to  tha t  o i  thc  I - i t t l c  Egrc t
spccinens but the \\, ing-span u'as ctlnsit lerablv
la r {c r .  Thc  pos t -gape no tchcs  o f  thc  bcak  o f  lhe
hclon ancl egrct are- identical.

Hcathcr  ( l9 t i3 )  co f i r lne-n tcd  on  thc  var iab i l i t y
o f  the  d is t r ibu t ion  o f  wh i tc  o r r  the  facc .  rc fc r r ing
to a numbcr of birds rvhich hatl ctlnsit lcrablc
lurcus ol whitc. 

' Ihc 
cliffcrcnt hcad pattcrns on

t l r , .  (  i l c r r o r r k  p l r i r  u c r . .  r , t t ] r  t t t i n , ' r  \ i ' r i i r l i ( r n \ .
bu t  thc  wh i tc -nccked b i rd  \ \as  c loscr  to  the
morc  a lb in is t i c  var ian ts  rc fc r lcd  to  bv  l {ca t l l c r
( l e rJ3 ) .

Tl lc  s ix  nes t -s i tcs  rvere  so l i ta ry .  vc r -v  h igh
nd wc l l  ou t  on  bmnc l rcs .  cons is tcn t  w l th  rcpor ts

by  Moon (19(17) .  Lo  (1982)  an t l  Lowc (1983) .
and th is  seens  to  bc  lhc  nor i l la l  ncs t i t l [  pa t tc rn .
I Iowcvcr .  Hobbs (19( r l )  rcpor tcd  tha t  dur in l l
cxtcnsivc floocling in s()uth-\\,cslcri l NSW.
so manv o l  the  b i fds  ncs ted  on  thc  f loodcd p la in
that tha.v wcrc lorced into "colonies". with sottrc
nesting in bushes only about l i  nlettc t lr stl high.
Gosper  ( l9 l t l )  rcpor tcd  a  fcw nes t ing  in
r .nangroves  On Kooragang Is land.  in  thc  I lun tc r
ancl on tl 'rc Richnrontl River estuary in northcrn
NSW.

Thc solitury rcsting behavioLu cliffers from thc
co lon ia l  hab i ts  o f  the  four  cgrc ts  ( ( ; rca t .  In tc r -
n led ia te .  L i t t le  anc l  Cat t le ) .  f ln l i kc  thc  cgrc ts .
whcrc courting activit ics ccntrc on displays at th(]
ncs t  s i te .  the  Whi tc - faced l le ron  pcr lo rnrs  i t s
cou l t ing  in  the  genera l  ncs t ing  arer .  as  we l l  as  a t
thc sitc. Thc courtin!! displa)s are similar to thosc
of  cgrc ts .  Thc  conrnron  hcron  cour t ing  d isp lays  o f
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' t r v ig -sh i rkc  
.  ' \ \ ' i nq-prccn ' .  .back-b i te ,  

and ,b i l l_
c lappcr '  ( l lancock  and Kush lan  198,1)  a rc  par t  o f
thc  cour t ing  r i tua l .

_ .  Hrn ! ( rck  and Kush l i ln  (  1984)  s ta tcd  . .cour tsh ip
tl ighting rvith neck outslretchcd may fornt part of
thc  r i tua l " .  f )bscrva t ions  o f  thc  ncs t ing  b i rds  a t
( i l , n , ' r r k  ' r r l ! e s t  l l r . r r  u e r l r l  p u r \ l l i t  i i g i 1 .  i r r (  1 n
L \ . r ' n l l i l l  f ' r r r t  , ' l  t l t e  r i l r ( r l .  n t , ' \ i n g  l l l r .  c , , l l l t i n !
p locc( i r l re  l ron l  onc  loca t ion  to  anothcr  w i th in
t l rc  gcncra l  nes t -s i tc  a rca .

Estirnatcd incubilt ion times of 2.+ ancl 26 tlays
arc  cons is tenr  w i th  Hancock  and Kush lan 's  (  1984)
l4  l ( r  dav  in tc rva l .  bu t  cons idcrab ly  shor lc r  th i ln
th i r t  ( l c lc tmine  d  bv  Lowc (  1989)  and Marchant
(l9li8) for thc P;rcil ic l lcron Artlt 'a yrtif i tu, antl
rnorc l ikc thosc ol the cgrcts (ituthor's datt;
I I r ,ncock  and Kush lan  l9 f l ,1 ) .  l l owevcr .  rhc
pcliod of 9-15 cluys befit lc the voung arc lcft
unut tcndcd is  rn rLch  shor tc r  t l l i l n  tha t  o l  cgrc ts
(cxcept  thc  L i t t l c  Egrc t )  ( i tu thor 's  da ta l  Moor l
1967) .  Thc  es t in r l t cd  :13  days  l ronr  hn tch ing  to
f l cc lg in l  i s  cons is tcn t  w i th  Kush lan  and Hanc;k 's
( l93l) f isure- ol about anothcr ;10" aftcr
h r r tch  ins .

The sirnil lr it ics r)f thc White-faced I leron to
thc Litt lc EgIct in morpholc)gv. and to thc Grcat
I lg rc t  in  thc  gu t t r r ra l  co( r t ing  and ncs t
changcovc l  ca l l s .  a rc  in te rcs t i rg  becausc  o f
c lass i l i ca t ion  o f  the  Whi tc - f  ccd  Hcron rs  a | l
cgrct (i.c. Egrcttt novcrcholLrlrdir. ') bv Paync
|nd  R is lcv  ( l t )76)  anc l  I lancock  an t l  Kush lan
(  le81)

l l ancock  anr l  Kush lan  (198,1)  s ra tcd  tha t
juvcn i l cs  s tav  w i th  parents  u r t i l  t l t c  ncx t  nes t ing
scason and arc thcn chlrscd awav. Howevcr.
(  i | l  l , , l l  (  l ( ) - 0 ) .  t  L l ( \ \ r i l \  t g t l r e l i r t ( ( l n , r t  g r o w t l l
( ,1  i l  l i , ( i r l i / ( ( l  n , ) lu l i r t iun  in  Ncu Zcr l l rn , . l ,
cons idercd  tha t  " in  the  abscncc  o f  a  band ing
schcnrc '  i t  i s  in rposs ib lc  to  knou,  whcther  thc
co lonv  members  arc  iuvcn i l cs  remain ing  loya l  to
thc  na ta l  homc.  Lowc (1983)  repor tcd  tha t  son lc
Whitc facccl Hcrons rcmainecl ncar their natal
placc for extende(l pcriods (ovcr three vears).
Thc cRrwth of t l lc Cllcnoak population to five
b i r t l s  in  1939 is  cons is tcn t  w i th  t l ta t  o f  i tn
acculnulatins family -qroup. but in thc absencc of
ind iv i t lua l  mark in ! {  i t  i s  inposs ib lc  to  d raw l i rm
c()r' lc lusl()n s.

.  Lowc (1983)  commentcd  th  t  a l though they
sharc fccdirg grounds. the Whitc-faccd lJeron
and..Royal Sprxrnbil l have strikinglv contrastinc
feeding ecologics. The later cIrrploys a tacti l;
p foccss .  consuncs  nore  prcy  and takcs  a  smal lc r
ri lnsc ot prcy species and sizcs ([_owe 191t2). In
thc  l igh t  o f  t l rese  commcnts .  thc  observa t i r in  o f
thc Whitc-fitced I leror apparcntlv takinll
ldvantage ol thc lccding methtici of thc-spoonbii i
r s  i ln  rn tc rcs t ing  onc .  I t  was  probxb lv  tak in t  p rey
c l i s tu rbcc l  bu t  ignorcd  b) ,  thd  Spoonb i l l .

Thc obscrvations rcportcd herc dicl not rcsult
l fon  any  in tcns ivc  s tudv  o I  thc  spec ics .  I  Iowcvcr .
thcy  conrp ic lDcn l  o thcr  repor ts  ; rnd  pr  ov ic le  sontc
adr l i t iona l  in fo rmat io l r  wh ich  he lps  l i l l  gaps  in  thc
krowlcdgc of thc biolo.gy of thc Whitc-fircc
Heron.


