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Feeding Behaviour and Diet of the White-faced Heron
Ardea novaeholtandiae in Westernport Bay, Victoria

KIM W, LOWE

Whitejaced Herons Ardea novaehollandiae were studied in Weslernport Bay between
1977 and 1982. Herons were present throughout the year but most moved away trom the
coast during the breeding season. Some herons returned to the same areas of mudflat
from year to year. Herons fed rn a wide variety oi habitals: intert idal mudflats, saltmarsh,
lreshwater marsh. cult ivated pastures and drainage depressions, residential lawns and
inlert idal rocky shores on the oceanic coastl ine. Herons fed in both intert idal and terrestrtal
habitats throughout lhe year but took most of their food from the intert idal habrtat in
summer and autumn and lrom the terrestrral habitat in winter and spring. On mudllats,
herons usually toraged alone and occasional ly detended leeding terr i tor ies. They consumed
a large range of prey species and prey sizes on the mudllats. Two species ol caridean
prawn and one species o1 crab dominated the stomach contents of eight herons that had
fed on mudJlats. The stomach contents of six herons that had fed in terrestr ial habitats
a so contained a large range of prey species. The Whitejaced Heron used feeding methods
lhat were energetical ly inexpensive and appeared to have low capture rates. The feeding
strategy of the WhiteJaced Heron may be described as a "habitat general ist ' .

Thc t l i s t r ibu t ion  o f  thc  Whi te - faced Heron
cx tcn( ls  ovcr  most  o f  the  Aus t ra l ian  cont inent .
Although a con]mon anil witlcsprcad bird l itt le
has  bccn pub l ishc t l  on  thc  b io logy  o f  thc  spec ics

fccr l ing  eco logy  is  no t  an  except ion .  Lca  and
( i ray  ( l c ) -15)  summar iscd  prcv ious  recorc ls  o f
s tomach contcn ts  and adc led  fu r ther  records .
Shar lan t l  (  1926)  obscrved fecd ing  o f  adu l t  hc rons
or1 ti( lal n'rudflats ancl fceding of young at the
ncs t .  Hobbs (1957)  saw herons  cmploy ing  " foo t

s t i r r ing"  and fccd ing  on  "yabb ies"  in  the  Mur ray
Rivcr .  Vcs t jcns  (1977)  p rcscn tcd  a  summary  o f
thc  s tomach conten ts  o f  n ine  herons  a t  an  in -
lund Ircshwatcr lakc. 

'IIrese 
anccdotal records

werc  supcrscdcr l  by  Car ro l l ' s  (1967)  s tu r ly  o f  thc
s lomach conten ts  o f  l {9  Whi te - faced Herons  co l -
lcctccl in Ncu, Zealand- Thc present stu(ly in,
ves t iga tcd  the  fccd ing  behav iour  and d ie t  o f  thc
Whitc-facecl Heron at a site in coastal Vicloria.
Most  da ta  wcrc  co l l cc ted  wh i le  car ry ing  ou t  an
in tcn \ i l c  s tudy  o f  the  b io logy  o f  the  Sacrcd  lb is' l 'hrcskk)rni.\ 

actl lbpi(a and are of necessity
s ( )mcwhat  l im i ted .  Ncvcr thc lcss ,  the  lack  o f  pub-
l i shec l  in fo rmat ion  on  the  b io logy  o f  the  Whi tc -
faccd  Hcron promptcd  mc to  co l jec t  da ta  as  I
rvas ablc.

Study Area
From Scptcmber  1977 to  May l9 l l2  I  observed

the  feed ing  bchav iour  o f  Whi te - faced Herons  rn
Westernport Bay and the ncar-shorc pastures.
Obscrvations were madc throughout the area to
inc l i ca te  whcther  thc  behav iour  obscrved a t  the
main  s tudy  area  neat  Rhy l ) ,  Ph i l l i p  Is land
( -18"28 'S . ,  145 l l t ' l l . )  was  typ ica l  o f  tha t  shown
throughout wcstqrnport Bay. Thc study area
ncar  Rhy l l  was  c lcscr ibcd  in  Lowe (1982) -

Methods
Thc s tudy  area  was l i s i ted  fo r  onc  to  th ree

days  a t  l cas t  cach lo r tn igh t .  The c l i s t r ibu t ion  o f
hcrons  ncar  Rhy l l  vas  obscrved f rom a  car
clriven arouncl thc castcrn part of Phil l ip Island
antl from vantagc points ovcr-looking intertidal
hab i ta ts  (F ig .  l ) .  As  they  fcd ,  herons  wcre
obscrved from thc car, hides in thc mangrovcs
fringing thc intertidal habitat and boats driven
or anchorcd bctwcen the muclflats. Thc feeding
movements  wcrc  obscrvcd  w i th  I0  x  50  and
l6  x  50  b inocu la rs  and w i th  a  x20 tc lescopc .

' l 
he horizontal distribution of bircls fceding on

mudflats was rccordecl on four occasions: 25
September 197'7, 2 and 3 March 19'78 antl 27
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.  t : igurc I  71t(  I txat i t )n t ) l  t i . la l  Iats.  vanteg( pt) int !
un r tot l t  at  t l I :  tnain l tu l I  i re ncur Rhyl l .

. lunc  1978.  Thc  nunrbcr  o f  b i r ( l s  fccd ing  in  each
of  s ix  a rb i t ra ry  zoncs  was countcd  f i f teen
minutes  bc fore  and on  thc  hour  fo r  each hour
o f  lhc  low t i c le  pcr iod .  The zones  are  de f incd  as ;

(  A)  d ry  subs t ra tc ;
{ l l )  sha l lo rv  f i ln r  o f  \ \ ' a te r  over  subs t ra tc i
( (  )  in tc r f rcc  bc t \ \ , ccn  zor lcs  (B)  and (D) :
(D)  watc r  c lcp th  less  than . l  ta rsa l  leng th :
(L'-) \\ 'atcr rlcpth I to I tarsal lcngth; an(l
( [ : )  \ \a lc r  r l cp th  g rca tc r  than I  ta r \a l  leng l l ' ] .

I )u r ing  thc  s tudy .  s ix  hcrons  \ \ 'e rc  co l lec tc ( l
f ronr  pas turcs  as  thcy  fcd .  two l ' re rons  f rom in te r -
t ida l  hab i ta t  a \  thcv  fe ( l  anc l  s ix  hc tons  as  thcv
u r r i \ c ( l  u l  u  r . r , \ l  i r l l ( r  l e r r l i r r g  i n  i n t c r t i r l a l
hab i ta t .  Immet l ia te ly  a f tc r  thc  b i rd  was shot  a
70. r i  c lhano l  so lu t ion  was in jcc tc ( i  in to  the  b i rd 's
s to lnach us ing  a  hvpodermic  syr ingc .  Wi th in  two
hours  o f  co l l cc t io r l  the  s tomach was removed
ancl prcsclvcrl in a solution of 4r,No formaldchydc
for  la lc r  ana lys is .  Prev  laxa  ucrc  idcn t i f i cc l  anc l
countc(l aDCl blottcd $.et \\ 'eight was rccordc(I.

Most  p rcy  i t cnrs  $c Ic  no1 s ign i f i can l l ) '  d iges te( l
an t l  who lc  an ima ls  wcrc  counte( l  and wc ighc( I .
Tuo hcron  ncs t l ings  rcgurg i ta tc ( l  foo( l  $ , l rcn
lhc1 ,  werc  hand lcd  l i l  banc l i r rg* .  

' fhcsc  
foo t l

samples lverc prcservcd in 49. l irrrnalrlchvclc ancl
p rcv  taxa  wcrc  i ( len t i f ied  la tc r .

White-faccd Herons rverc tl i f l icult to census
on thc  in tc r l ida l  f cc ( l ing  hab i ta t  bccausq thc i f
g rcy  p lunragc  rvas  in t l i s t inc t  f rom thc  co lour  o f
thc  backgrounc l .  Hcrons  cou lc l  on ly  bc  ccr ] \usc( l
accura tc l -v  on  thc  near - \h ( ) rc  i r l t c r t i ( la l  a rcas .' lhc  

Rhy l l  In lc t  (F ig .  l )  p rov ided su i tab lc  con-
t l i t ions  fo l  ccnsus ing  anc l  thc  nunrber  o l  hc ron \
lccd ing  thcrc  \ !as  countcd  s ix tccn  t imcs  f r r )m 7
Dccember  I97 f i  to  l l  January  1980.  Hcrons  [ ,c rc
countc ( l  f rom thc  c l i f f  on  thc  southcrn  \ho ic  o f
the  in le i .  Th is  \ 'an tagc  po in t  u 'as  c lcva tc ( l
approx imate ly  20  m aborc  thc  in tc r t ida l  hab i ta t
and prov ic lcd  an  unobst ruc tc ( l  r i cw o l  the  . . i2 .7
ha arca .  Approx imatc ly  60 '% o f  th is  a rea  uas
l igh t ly  covere( l  (  <  50( r ( r  covcr )  w i th  ec lg rass
/.ostara nurino, l7%, wilh heavy covcr (; 509o
cover) of cclgras\ Z. norina t\r(l I l t ' tert\o.ttt ' ta
tasnan i (u  lnd  1hc  rcmainc lc r  *us  barc  n rurL lv
sa n cls.

Results

Whi te - faccd  I l c rons  occur rc t l  i l r  the  s tudy
arca  th roughout  thc  ycar .  T I rc  hcrons  fcd  in  a
wi t l c  var ic t ,v  o l  hab i ta t \ :  in te r t ida l  mudf la ts ,  sa l t
n rarsh .  f rcshwatc r  narsh .  cu l t i \  a te ( l  pas tu l  cs
and dra inage c leprc !s ions .  rcs idcn t ia l  la rvns  anc l
in tc f t ida l  rocky  shorcs  on  thc  ocean ic  coas t l inc
o f  Ph i l l i p  Is land.  He lons  fc i l  on lv  c lu l ing  i la l '
l i gh t  and thcy  uscd main ly  v isua l  cucs  to  loca tc
prcy .  Dur ing  the  non-brccd ing  season,  thcy  roos t -
cd  comnruna l ly  in  mangroves ,  copp iccs  o l  t rccs
(cuca lyp ts .  cyprcsscs)  on  pas tora l  lanc l  anc l  in
f rcshwater  marshcs .  e .g .  Rh) l l  S \ \ 'an ]p .  Hcrons
lcft thc roost soon after clarvn and fcd ncal-by
usua l ly  mo! ing  fu r thcr  f r0m thc  roos t  as  thc  t iay
progressccl.

Intutidul leeding
C)n  thc  mud i la ts ,  l t c to r ts  t l c tc  most  numcrous

f rom la tc  su l l rnc r  to  ear ly  l v in tc r  ( t ; ig .  2 ) .  A t
th is  t ime up  to  l4  herons  fcd  in  Rhy l l  In lc t ,  a
nrax in rum dens i ty  o f  0 .4 - l  herons  per  ha ,  i f  a l l
o f  rhe  in le r t ida l  hab i ta t  i s  cons ic lc lcd .  For  thc
rcs t  o f  thc  ) ,ear  few herons  fcc l  in tc r t i c la l l y .  On
the  mudf la ts ,  hcrons  $crc  u \ua l l y  wc l l -spaced
cxcept  whcn aggress i !e  in tc rac t io l l s  occur lc t l .  In
Apr i l 1979 two hcrons fi)ragc(l \\ ' i thin ..10 m of
cach o the f  fo r  n r r r i t  o f  thc  Io \ ' " - t i ( l c  pcr iod  an t l

"  l l i lnds uscd $crc pr()v i ( led b)  th l j
b ln{ l ing Schcnrc.  I ) i \ i \ ion of  Ni ld l i fe
I tc , ic  rch.  (  SIR()

Anstral ian t l i rd-
and  Range lands
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approachcr l  to  \ \ ' i l l t i n  th lce  met res  o f  cach o thcr
lo r  b l i c l  per iods  on  scvera l  occas i i lns .  They
showcd no  obr ious  teac t ion  to  each o thcr  an t l  r ro
aggrcss i r  c  behar  iour  occur rcd .  I lowc lc r ,  th is
Nas a  n los t  unusua l  happen ing  and most  herons
lcc l  a lonc .

Aggrcss ivc  in tc rac t io l t \  bc twccn hcrons  fecd-
ing  on  thc  mudf la ls  r ' "c re  ra ther  in f rcqucnt . ' lhc
nrost obvious aggrcssir c i l ' t tclactions wcrc of
s ing lc  hcrons  tha t  s toppcd fo rag ing  and l lew in
thc  ( l i r cc t ion  o l  anothcr  heroD.  Of tcn  thc  ny ing
hcron ca l l cc l :  th i \  ca l l  was  ncvcr  hearc l  in  s i tua-
l ron \  o thc f  th tn  aggress i !c  in tc rac t ions .  Thc  ca l l
cons is tc i l  o f  a  g r r t inc  "g raak"  sound las t ing
approx imate ly  onc  scconc l .  When thc  f l y ing
hcror r  ca l l cc l ,  thc  hcr 'on  i t  approachcd usua l ly
look l l ight intntcdiatcly antl was chascd for tn'r.r
o r  th rec  sccon( l \ .  Thc  chascd hcron  usua l ly  land-
cd  a t  a  nc \ \  f cc r l ing  : i t c  ncarby  and soon re -
sunre t l  fo rag ing ;  occas iona l l v  i t  f l cw we l l  away
f rom thc  \ i te  o f  thc  in tc rac t ion .  

' [he  
chas ing

hcron usua l lv  rc tu rncc l  to  thc  s i te  whcrc  i t  las t
nas  fo rag ing .  S ing lc  aggrcss ive  in te rac t ions  o f
th ls  tvpe  Ncrc  \cc l t  th f i lughou l  the  s tudy  pe l iod .

Rcpcatc t l  in tc rac t ions  dur ing  thc  sante  low
l i \ i (  \ , i f c  , ' h . .  r ' r r , l  o r r  . , n l \  l , r u r  r c c i l . i r r n s  o l r C c
in  Fcbruar l  and l \ , la rch  l1 . )28 .  and tw icc  in  June
1978.  Thcsc  in tc rac t ions  a l l  occur rcc l  in  the  same

J A N

1980

par t  o f  Rhy l l  In ls t .  The most  cx tcns ive  scquence
of  aggress ive  in tc rac t ions  was rccor i l cd  on  27
June 1978 in  R l ry l l  In le t  i lu r ing  216 minutcs  o f
observa t ion  ccn l rcd  o t ' r  lo rv  t i c lc .  S ix  adu l t  hc rons
aggregatcd  on  an  area  o f  approx imatc ly  ( r .25  ha
ncar  t l ' re  southern  shorc  o f  thc  In lc t . .  Dur ing  the
observa t ion  pcr iod  l2  \cpara tc  aggrcss ivc  in tc r -
ac t ions  occur red  invo lv i r rg  a l l  s ix  herons .  In  |  |
o l  the  l2  in te rac t io r ls  thc  aggrcssor  chascc l  a
heron l rom thc  fccd ing  s i tc .  In  the  rcmain ing
in te rac t ion  thc  aggresso l  landcc l  w i th in  th rcc
mct res  o f  anothcr  hc lon .  thc  aggressor  fed  as  i t
n roved back  tow.ards  the  s i tes  o f  thc  o thcr  in tc r -
ac l ions  and thc  o thcr  hcron  movsd a long thc
shore l inc  in  thc  oppos i te  d i rcc t ion .  Onc heron
ac tcd  as  aggressor  in  l0  o r  l l  o f  lhe  in te rac t io l l s
anc l  chascd a l l  o ther  herons .  Th is  hcron  appcarcc l
to  be  de fend ing  a  Iccd ing  tc r l i to rv .  On a  map o f
the  In le t  s t ra igh t  l incs  r l rawn bc twccn the  s i tcs
o f  thc  I  I  in tc rac t ions  an t l  cnc los ing  a l l  o f  thc
area in  i vh ich  thc  aggrcss ivc  hcron  had fed ,  en-
compassed an  arca  o f  approx imatc l \ '  2  ha .  The
l r . r r i t r r r l  inc lu r lc r l  , /onc ,  l J .  t .  

'D ,  
E  1 ,cc

Methods)  dur ing  the  s lack  t ide  per iod .  As  thc
t idc  came in  the  arca  o f  Zonc  E increa \cd  to  in -
c lude a l l  the  tc r r i to ry .  Seagrass  covercd  a l l  o f
subs t ra tc  in  the  te r f i to ry  and n los t  coverage was
>50( Io .  Thc  te r l i to r ia l  heron  fed  th roughout  thc
cr ' r t i re  a rca  and showcd no  pre ferencc  fo r  any
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part. Anothcr hcron that was aggrcssor on onc
occas ion  chased a  heron f rom wi th in  lhe  prc -
sumed territory antl rvas immediatcly chascd by
the  tc r r i lo ry  ho ldcr .  In  a l l  bu t  onc  aggrcss ivc
interaction thc tcrritorial heron rcsponclcd to a
hcron  wad ing  (and teed ing)  in to  thc  dc lcndcd
arca. Thc rcmaining interaction followcd thc
fl ight of a heron into a defended area. Therc
may have been morc  subt le  in te rac t ions  be tween

& Diet ot White{aced Heron Corella 7 (5)

thc  hcrons  as  they  rvadet l  bu t  thcsc  rn te rac l lons
and thcir rcsults werc inrpossiblc to asscss. Tltc
inconr ing  t ide  covcrcd  thc  te r r i to ry  w i th in  20
minutes  o f  thc  las t  in te rac t ion  and the  tc r r i to r ia l
hcrorr movcd to a patch of hcavily grasscd mu(l-
f lat that was sti l l  cxposecl. The hcron fed there
a lone un t i l  thc  water  was too  dccp fo r  the  heron
to  fccd .  On thc  29  . lunc  1978.  no  aggress ive
in tc rac t ions  wcre  obse lvcd  dur ing  thc  cn t i re  low
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t ide  per iod .  In  fac t .  no  herons  fc t l  w i th in  thc  a rca
t l c l c n , l c d  I \  u  ( l a \ \  p r c r i o u r l l  a n d  r r n l l  l l r r . . c
l r c r ( , n \  i , ) r l g c ( l  r i n r u l r a t r r o u r l r  i n  R h y l l  I n l c l .
Thc  wea lhcr  on  bo th  27  and 29  June was vcry
r in r i la r ;  sunny .  coo l  w i th  l0 -15  knot  NE win t ls .

Hcrons  fed  th roughout  Rhy l l  In le t  excep l  fo r
thc  sand bar  on  thc  nor thcrn  s ide .  They  fed  a l -
most  cxc lus ivc ly  in  Zones B,  D an t t  E  (scc  F ig .
1 t  H c r o n r  u . c ( l  l h c  ' i m p l c  l u e t l i n g  m . . r h o t l ,
l yp ieu l l v  I ( 'unr l  in  hcr , 'n . .  That  i s ,  rhc  har i r '"s tand and wa i t "  o r  "wadc or  wa lk  s lowly"
(Meyer r iccks  1962) .  Whcn cmploy ing  rhc  "s tand

and wa i t "  n le thod.  herons  ra rc ly  usec l  "hcad
tilt ing" (.r.,r?ru Krebs anil partr. idgc l97l). "Foot
\ t i r r ing"  \ l  a .  r , f rc r r  c . l  in f requcnt iv  in  h ( ron \
fcc r l r rg  in te r t i r la l l l  u l rhough i t  \  a \  r )b \c rv ( ( l
th roughout  thc  ycar .  Whcn prcy  were  captu fcd
they  wcrc  ncver  speared bu t  werc  a lways  er ipped
bctwcen thc  n tand ib lcs .  usua l ly  c rushed an t l
swa l lowc i i  $ i th in  a  fcw scc( - .nds .  In f rcqucnt l ! ' .
l hc  hcron  mo\ed oL l t  o f  thc  watc r  on to  cxposed
sub\ t ra le  bc forc  man ipu la t ing  anc l  swa l low ing
prc -""

Herons  bcgan fccd ing  as  soon a \  t l te  n tud-
f la ts  \ \ , c rc  cxposcd anc l  con t inucd feed ing  un t i l
thc  watc r  was  too  t l ccp  to  feed in .  Thcy  fed  fo r
approx imatc l_v- .  f i vc  hours  each low t ide .  In
summcr ,  and car ly  au tumn,  herons  roos tcd  com_
nruna l lv  on  rocky  hcad lands  or  a t  fa rm datms
with Sacrcd Ibis antl Royal Spoonbil ls p/alalr,n
rcg ic  a f tc r  they  had fcd  in te r t ida l l v .  Mudf la ts
! !c rc  ubJn( ioncL l  , rn  r  c I r  u  in t l y  L luy ,  c rpue ia l l l
whcn tcmpcra turcs  werc  low.  B i rds  l c f t  the  mud-
f la is  when thc  weathcr  bccamc co ld  and w inc ly .' fh is  

f requcnt lv  happcned in  au tun tn  and w in te r .
ln  mid-suntmer  whcn a i r  t cmpera tu le  i s  h igh
hcron\  le l t  in te r t ida l  feed ing  groun i ls  whcn b lus-
te rv  u inds  o f  20  knots  o r  g rea tc r  occur rcd .  Thc
major  cause o f  hcrons  abandon ing  in te r t ida l
fecd ing  grounds appeared to  be  s l rong w ind
which  ma1 hc  re - in fo rced b1  c r ' ld  l cmpera lu rcs .
( ) l t ( n  \ l r r l n g  u i n r l .  a r e  u s \ o c i a l c d  w i t h  r a i n j a i l
$ ,h ich  prcsumablv  inc rcases  thc  ava i lab i l i t v  o f
t u r r ( . l r i a l  p r c v  m a k i n g  l c r r c \ l f i r l  h u h i t a t  n t ( ' r c
pro f i tab lc  fo r  fccd ing .

Sau.utnol usc ol laeding lrubirat

Hcrons  fcd  in  te r rcs t r ia l  hab i ta ts  th roughout
l h c  \ ( J r  l n  \ u t n m ( r .  l h c \  l c d  p r c l r : r c n t r l l i r  o n
rn lu t t r ( ,a l  huht lJ l \  f thc  cxccpt i r )n \  t l i i c r r . , c r l  p i - , : -
v rous ly )  dur ing  thc  low t ide .  Beforc  and a f te r
[ ' *  t i r l c  l rc ron .  l . r l  rn  pa . t r t r r . ' s  e .p r :c ia l l l  l r lm
l r l i  \ u l n n t c r  ( , n \ \ l r ( i . .  J n  r u t u m  l h i \  f i r : l  r c g u -

la r lv  l cd  th roughout  the  day  in  tc r rcs t r ia l  hab i -
tats ancl clid not fccd on ntuclflats. In wintcr and
spr ing  hcron \  fe ( l  a lmost  exc lus ivc lv  in  tc r rcs l r ia l
h r b i t ! l { .  H o $ e ! c r .  l l  l r \  t i m c  o l  t l i e  r c l r  l r e r , r n .
fo ragcJ  , 'n  muL l t l r t '  i n  thc  , ! r r t i i n r  i i  thc
wcathcr  was ca lm and mi l t l .

Tr:rrc'.striul leeding

Most  o f  thc  ava i lab lc  rc r rcs t r ia l  hab i ta l  in  thc
Wcstcn]Port Bal, region is pasturc grazed by
cat t l c .  Lonc  hero t ' rs  \ \ ' c rc  observed th roughout
the  ycar  in  pas turcs  bu t  g roups  o f  hcrons  rvc re
nrore  conrmon.  Up to  60  hcrons  fo rn lcd  fcc ( l ing
llocks anil the largesl f locks rvere observcd itr
Mav and June. ' l ' he  nuntbcr  o f  herons  fcc r l ing  in
tc r rcs t r ia l  hab i ta ts  was too  d i l l i cu l t  to  es t in r ! tc .
l lowcvc i .  hc rons  rvc tc  uncon ' tn ton  in  Au. .gu : t ,
Scptenrber  an t l  Oc tobcr  o f  cac l r  vcar .  Dcsp i tc
rcgu la r  and in tensc  scarches  a t  lh is  t imc fcw
hcrons  lverc  loca tc ( i  l ' t ca r  thc  shorc \  o l  Wc\ lc rn -
port Bay.

B raed ing

Thc searchcs  c l id  loca te  nes l ing  pa i rs .  A t len-
t ion  was ( l i r cc tcd  then lowards  ncs t  l ind ing
cspcc ia l l y  in  l97 l l  and  1979.  ln  1978 f { ) ! t r  a rc t i vc
h{ r t ,n  n ( \ l \  uc l r :  loca tc . l .  A l l  l r ru r '  r t c ' t s  ucr r :  in
cLrcalypt trccs: two wcre olt t lrc edgc of farm
dams.  one ncar  a  watc r  s to rage rcscrvo i r  and
onc rcmotc  f rom any  watc r  source .  ln  a l l  four
ncs ts  cggs  were  la id  in  la tc  Augus l  r t r  car l1 ,  Scp-
tembcr  and voung l le t lgec l  in  Oct0ber .  The nes !
ing  pa t rs  wcrc  so l i ta ry  an t l  we l l  sy ruccu.  r .e .  over
2  knr  bc twccn thc  c loscs t  two ncs ts .  So l i ta lv  fccd-
i n g  h t r , r n s  u c r e  w a l c h c , j  , ' t )  l l t (  n a , r u r i \  i I  n
a t tempt  to  fo l low b i rds  to  lhc  ncs t  s i t cs .  Th is  a in t
\\,as not achieved becausc bircls fed well away
f rom thc  ncs t  s i te  a l td  rvere  d i fT icu l t  to  t rack .
Ncs t  rc l i c f  was  in f rcquent  (onc  changc over
from dawn t0 l-.1:00 hr at onc l ' tcst n,ith eggs)
and hcnce t rack ing  oppor tun i t ies  rvere  in -
f requcnt .  A l l  four  ncs t  s i t cs  wcre  checkcd in
I979.  1980 an t l  1981.  Nonc rvere  rc -usec l  fo r
ncs t tng  nor  were  ncw s i te \  loca tc ( I .

I t  was  obv ious  rv l rcn  a  l rc ron  a t tcn lp lcd  to
capturc  a  p rcy  bu t  son tc l imcs  d i l l l cu l t  to  ( l c tc r -
mine  i f  i t  w ,as  succcss fu l .  Somct in ]cs  a f te r .s t r i k -
ing  a l  the  sur facc  o f  thc  n rud f la t  ihc  hcron  wou lc l
rap id ly  shakc  i t s  hcad la te ra l l v  onss  ( ) r  l \ \ ' t cc  ln
a  shor l  a rc .  No prc1 ,  was  v is i6 lc  in  t l t c  i t i l l  an t l
th is  suggestcd  t l ta t  the  hcron  n tav  have bccn
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shak ing  nru i l  l ronr  i t s  b i l l .  Hcrons  somcl imcs
shook thc  b i l l  i n  th is  manner  when thcv  wcrc
known to  have capturcd  a  t i sh  o r  a  c rab .  Pre-
sunrab lv  th is  movcmcn l  shook  r l lud  f ronr  thc  b i l l
bu t  n ra l r  i t l so  havc  a idcd  in  k i l l i ng  the  prcy .  Wi th
carc is was possiblc to bc confidcnt $hcr iI prey
\\ '! ls capturcd.

(ap tu fe  ra tc  \a r ic ( l  f ronr  a  mean o f  0 .4  cap-
t u r c s  p c l  m i n u t c  ( 1 5  m i n .  o b s c r v a l i o n )  t o  2 . 1 4
capturc  pcr  minu te  (14  min .  obscrva t ion)  on  thc
samc t la l  in  No lember  1977.  Prc l im inary  rcc t l rds
in ( l i ca tcd  tha t  cap ture  ra tc  var icd  w i lh  t imc in
thc  t i ( la l  cyc lc  a t  thc  se tn ' te  p lacc .  bc twccn p lacc i ,
a t  thc  samc l imc anc l  bc twccr l  herons  a t  t l l e
samc p lace  and t inc .  A t tcmpts  to  l im i t  thc  obser -
va t ions  to  par t i cu la r  hcrons  fa i led  becausc  thcy
cuu lc l  no l  [ rc  rccogn isc i l  i r t i l i v idua l l y  anr l  i t  rvas
unpro f i lab le  to  cor t inuous ly  watch  s jng lc  b i rds
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thcy  wcrc  ra thcr  mob i lc  anc l  \ \ ,ac lcd  th roughout
the stu(ly area. It \\ 'as aiso n01 prontablc to
rccord  a t  o r re  s i tc  thc  fccc l ing  beha l iour  o l  any
hcron tha l  movcc l  in to  and fc ( l  lhc rc .  The scopc
of  th is  s tudy  prcvented  fu r thc f  obscrva t ion  o f
capturc  ra tcs .  Thc  prc l in l inary  rccords  ( l i ( l  sh{ )w
t l ' ra t  herons  usua l ly  cap lu rcd  prcy  in f rcquen l ly ,
i . c .  approx in ' ra tc ly  one per  minu tc .  No a t ten ]p t
was made to  recor ( l  f ccd ing  ra tc  i l l  t c r rc \ t r ia l
h  ab i ta t  s .

Food
' l ' hc  

cor lcn ts  o f  c i -qh t  s ton ' tachs  o f  ad t r l t  Whi tc -
facerl Herotls that wcrc collectcd as or aftcr
thev  fed  i r r  in te r t ida l  hab i ta t  a rc  l i s tc t l  in  Tab le
l .  

'E igh tecn  
spcc ics  wcrc  represcnted  in  the

: ; lon iach : i  $ ' i1h  f ronr  th lcc  to  l2  spcc i !5  p re : .c t1 t
in  cach s tonrach (n tcan t  S .D.  ,  68  1  . .1 .0 )

Prr\
{} pe

TABLE I
spccics f rom \ t ( )machs () f  c ight  udul l  Whi tc- faccd Hcr(rns thal  lcd
arc numbcrs of  cach prc l  la\ ( )n pc.  s lomach and in prrcnlhrscs

clch \ t ( 'n tach.  t l i rds i t ro idcnt i l lcd b l  thc datc o l

i n  i n t c r t i d a l  h a b i l a l s .  N t r m e r a h  l n  o r d r n a r !
nrc perccnlagc compo. i l i ( )n ( \ \c t  \ \e igh1) of
c o l l c c t i o n  ( X  < -  0 . l % , ) .

A l l  )  Wr ,
Hcrons {U}Prey Taxon

(  R I J S T A C I ] A N S
( A R I D E A  ( s h f l m p s )
\ t  a.n )hra(hi  unt  i  ntern edi  u nt
(  1t l  |  )n ) t t  r ( l  lu  l? pt t ' t l t  l  n(  l r  u:
l't)n tt )plr il ur i nta r nt trli u s
A I  p l t (  u\  t '  u pI t r t ) \ )  nL '

B R A C H Y U R A  ( c r r b s )
I ta l i .  an inur .wtu\
l ' t . . t t r  arc inu\  |  u lJ! r .u l t ) \u\
I ' i tun u\  l i \ \ i ln)n\
L i r t r  ht i ru b i tp ino:a
I'aralrap\u\ sp.*
I l ra.h)  ntr t  ur  tp i tu ' \us
M ot  f t  )  tht  halnus lat i l  f t  , ts

AI\I P}i IPODA

ISOPoDA

\ I  o I . I ,L ]SCS
Scpi( , l idac (squid)

F I S I I

A B C O E F G H
25.2.81 8.4.80 9.4.80 12.4.18a 12.4.18b 26.5 78 14 7 ?Sa 14 7.79b

0 {0 )  4 ( s .0 )  1 (0 .2 )
0 (0 )  0 (0 )  0  (0 )
0{0) 010) 0 (0)
0(0) 0(0) 010)

0(0) 0{0) 0{0)
1  (13 .1  )  0 (0 )  0 (0 )
3 (6 .8 )  0 {0 )  0 {0 )
0(0) 0(0) 0{0)
o(or t)io) 0{o)
0(0) 0(0) 0{0)

40 {52 .0 )  8 {70 .8 )  4 l ( 51 .7 )

0 (0 )  0 (0 )

1 (0 .6 )  0  (0 )

c(o)  o(o)

0{01

0(0)

7(43 .8)

214.01
1 ( X )
0 (0 )
0 t0 )

25(38.0)
8{0)
0t0)
1 (2 .0 )
0(0)
2  i 8 .0 )
19 {30 .0 )

50 (18 .0 )

0{0)

0 {0 )

r  1(8.8)  10110.9)
o(o)  1(x)
5 {4 .7 )  19 (21 .S )
3 (2 .S )  7  {15 .1  )

310.6) o{t))
0{0) 0(0)
o(o) o(o)
r  (1 .2 )  0 (0)
4(48.2) 2 (2.s)

14(7 .1)  0 (0)
13  {13 .5 i  34(41 .2)

o(o) t){I))

0(0) 0 (0)

4{6 .s )  0 {0)

34 {35 .1 )  r  36 (58 .0 )
43  (23 .8 )  123  (16 . t  )
34 (17 .1 )  13 (3 .8 )

0(0)

0(0)  1  (1 .0 )

2 t1 .6 )  2 ( r .6 )
1 t ) (18 .9)  6 (5 .0 )
I  (3 .5 )  1  (1 .7 )
0(0)  I  (7 .3 )

r s8  (23 .1 )  44 .10
188  (8 .0 )  15 .2 i
11  (5 .2 )  9 .88
1o  f i . 2 )  2 .30

0{ t ) )  1 (0 .1 )
0{0)
0(0)
0(0)
o(o)  1  {1 .s )
0(n)  1 (0 .2 )
0{0)  412.11

0(0)  0 (0)

0(0)  0 {0)

23  (1  . 1 )  2 .08
r  ( 1 .3 )  2 .38
3  {0 .7 )  1 .24
2 (0.2) o.3o
7  (5 .0 )  S .52
7  (0 .9 )  1 .73

165 (26.4) 50.66

S\ nSnlthidao (pipofish) 0{0)
( ; ob i i ( l ac  (gob i c \ )  6  (27 .5 )
( l inidac ( $ ! 'cdhsh ) 0(0)
\ lonocanthidac ( lcalh! 'r jackcts) 0 (0)

0(0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 {0)  0 (0}
?{71 .2)  8 {4 .3 )  0 i0 )  lo16 .5)  13 ' i8  4 )
0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
ott]t o{o) o(o) o{o) t](t])

50 (0.5) 0.90

1  (X )  0 .10

12 113.21 25.14

4 10.71 |.21
55  (9 .5 )  18 .1 i
2  (0  9 )  1 .81
1  (2 .1 )  3 .9S

'  I r i lhcr  1 '  quinrardi  Ltr  l ' .  la tv i t .
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Thc n tos t  numclous  prcv  spcc les  wcrc  thc
pr a* ns. M ut ntb r ac lt i um i n t e r nt e tl i u m antl C hl o-
rolorylla l? pt or lt|nr'lr ur antl the crab, MtQo-
plt ltulrrtus latif lr.rns. Prau'ns M . intermedium
antl crubs M. lutifrons dontinatcd thc weight of
thc  s lomich  contcn t \ .  Prawns M.  in te rmed ium,
criths M. luti lrrns and fish of thc fanrily Gobiiclac
(mL\lrly At!nigobius bilrcnaLus anrl specinrcns
too  f i i r  ( l i gcs lcd  to  bc  ident i f i€d)  cach occur rc i l
I l r  \ c \cn  ou t  o l  thc  e igh t  s lomachs.

Most  o l  thc  shr imps.  M.  in te rned iurn ,  C.  [ep-
t(r ' l ttn(11us ancl Pontopii ltts intcrinediu: wcrc
takcn by  thc  t$o  hc fo l l s  (G and H,  Tab lc  I )
co l l cc tcd  as  thc l  fec l  on  a  dense s tand o f  sca-
grars  in  Ju l1 , .  Thcsc  s tomac l rs  conta ined fc t - \ ,  M.
lu i l rons  in  cont ras t  to  thc  o ther  \ i x  s tomac l ]s
tha t  a l l  had  la rgc  numbcrs  o l  th is  c rab .  Most  o f
thc  \c igh l  o f  squ i t l  canrc  f ron t  a  s ing lc  hcron
( (  ) .

T I )c  contcn t \  o l  s ix  s tomachs o f  ac lu l t  herons
co l l cc tc t l  as  thcy  fcd  in  pas tu tcs  a re  l i s tec l  in
Tab lc  L  A t  l cas t  l l  l axa  uerc  reprcsc l t ted .  fhc
1 \ \o  hc fons  co l l cc tcd  in  Apr i l  had  takcn  o l t l y
c r ickc l \  i i nd  e rasshoppcrs .  Thc  hcron  co l l cc tcd  in
. lL rnc  haL l  consumci l  n ra in lv  ac lu l t  f l i cs  an i l  car th -

\ \ 'o rms bu t  1hc  car lhworms compr iscc l  the  hu lk
o f  the  we igh t  o f  thc  s tonrach contcn ts .  Thc
hcron\  co l l cc tcd  in  Ar . rgus t  had taken main ly
bcc t lcs .  no tos t raca lns ,  ea l thworms anc l  mo l luscs .' l  

to  ncs l l ing  hcrons  legurg i ta tcd  d ip te rans
\ \ 'hcn  they  wcrc  banded in  Scptcmbcr  I978.  One
ncs t l ing  rcgurg i ta tcd  2 f i  Ia rvae o f  thc  fami ly' f ipu l i c lae  

and thc  o thcr  legurg i ta ted  26  adu l t
0dontom\ia sp.

Discussion
Thc da ta  in ( l i ca tc  tha l  sonrc  Whi tc - faccd

I lc tons  wcre  prescn l  in  Wcstc rnpor t  B i ry
th loug i rou t  t l r c  \ , car  bu t  n tos l  hcron \  movcd
away f rom the  coas l  dur ing  spr ing :  p resumably
thcy  bred  in lanc l  a t rd  ma in ta incd  fecd ing  and
brccd in -e  tc r r i to r i cs .  Hcrons  fcd  in  bo th  in tc r t ida l
a r ' r ( l  t c r t -es l r ia l  hab i ta ts  th loughou l  thc  ycar  bu t
look  most  u f  the i r  food f rom thc  in tc r t i t la l  hab i -
ta l  in  summcr  and au tumn ant l  f lon t  the  te r -
rcs t r ia l  hab i ta t  in  w in tc r  an t l  spr ing .  A  I rc ron ,
co lour -banded as  a  r rcs t l ing  in  Scptcmbcr  1978,
was rcs igh tcd  fccd ing  in  Rh] , l l  l n le t  a t  low t idc
in May I 9lt I . . lanuary I 982 and March I 982. Thc
biri l  hatl adult plumagc whcn tirst resightcd and
was ncvcr  sccn  in  pas turcs .  Th is  in ( l i ca tcs  tha t

TABLE 2
Prcr specics frr)m st( jmilch\ of sir adult Whitc-faccd

nL lmor t l s  (ac l
fcd in pxl i lures.  Scc 

' l - i rh lc 
I  for  c\p lanal i ( )n of

l a n a c ) .
H r r { J n s  t h a t

ner0nsPrey Taxon

A R T H R O P O O A
I N S E C T A

C0LE0PTERA {beet les)
Scarabaeidae
0yt isc idae
H y d r o p h i l i d a e

0 I P T E R A  { l l i e s )
tEPI00PTERA lmotahsl
ORTHOPTERA

Gryl l idae (cr ickets)
T€rt igonidae

CRIJSTACEA
Notostraca (shie ld shr imps)

A R A C H N I 0 A  { s p i d e r s )
Lycosidae ( imrnatures)

A N  N E L I D A
0l iqochaeta (earthworms)

l\,l0tLUSCA
Gastropods (snai ls)

19 .4 .78 21.4.18 26.6. 19 3 .8 .78  11  . 8 .?8 25.8.18

7 {100.0)

- lad 11 12.2')
_ 4ad .0)

- 13ad (2.4) 1l l1.2l
1 /  (X )

23 (34.0)
8 {6.{) 1 (0.4)

. . 150  (58 .31
4  (0 .8 )

-  12  (36 .4 )

_  t ad  (0 .2 )
2ad {0.s) lad 11.21
2ad  {1  . 1 )  2ad  (0 .3 )
11  i 0 .3 )  

_

. . 150  (34 .8 )  { . 450  (98 .3 )

18  (63 .0 )

21 {38.3)
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\()n'tc hcr'ons (lo rcturn to thc samc alcas of ntucl-
l la ts  l rom ycar  to  vca f  fo l low ing  thc  spr ing  d is -
pcrsa l  l rom t l ' re  coas t .  A lso .  s0nrc  hcrons  rcmain
ncaf  thc i r  b i f th  p lacc  fo l  cx tcndcd per iods ,  e .g .
o . ,c r  th rc ! '  t cars .  Th is  obscrva t ion  cha l lengcs  th ! '
suggcs l ion  tha t  thc  Whi tc - faccd  Hcron is
nomi r t l i c  t l r roughr )u t  i t \  rangc  (see Hancock  and
h l l io t  1978) .  Thc  ban i lcd  hcron  was ncvcr  sccn
Ieec l ing  n t  ihc  sanre  \ i t c  on  consccut ivc  ( l cvs  and
i t  p lohuh l r  , . l r r r rgcr l  l cc , . l in r  s i t , :  l l uqu in t i r  a r rJ
ccr ta in l !  d id  no t  r ra in ta in  a  pc lmancnt  fcc ( l ing
tc r r i to fy  on  thq  nru( l f la ts .  Occas iona l l y  onc  hcro l l
n ra in ta incd  u  fccd ing  tc r r i to ry  in  Rhy l l  In lc t .
I Jc rons  appcarcd  to  fo ragc  ove f  an  arca  o f
sc lc ra l  hcc tarcs  on  thc  mudf la ts  i rnc l  th is  a rca
c l rangc( l  f ron l  day  to  day .

l l c rons  usua i l l y  fo ragcd a lonc  and secmcd tu
aban i lon  fccc l iDg on  mud l la ts  ( lu r ing  s t rong
u inc ls .  Both  s i tua t ions  rc la ic  to  thc  usc  o f  v isua l
curs  to  locu lc  p re_v .  Fur ther .  a l l  o f  the  prey
takc ! r  bv  hcrons  arc  usua l ly  founc l  on  thc  su l facc
o l  o r  abovc  thc  sub- \ t ra tum.  I  he  prey  occur
o \c r  a  b roa( l  rangc  o f  in te r t ida l  m ic rohab i la l
t !pcs ;  f ronr  a rcas  o l  barc  \andv  mu( l  (e .g .  M.
lu t i ln tns)  to  n rud f la ts  covcrc i l  by  sha l low watc r
(c .g .  gob ics)  to  pcrnrancut lv  wate  I  covercd
(sha l lo rv )  scagrass  bcc ls  (c .g .  shr imps,  squ ic l ) .
Prcv  f ronr  a l l  o f  thcsc  nr ic rohab i ta ts  occur rcd  in
a l l  s tomachs (Tab le  l )  inc l i ca t ing  tha t  herons
foragcd in  a  var ic t ) 'o f  n ' r i c rohab i ta ts  c lu r ing  the
\ rn rc  low t idc .  Thcrc  was no  ind ica t io r ]  tha t
hcrons  prc fc r rc i l  par t i cu la r  mic rohab i ta ts  (and
pfcV spcc ics ) .  Hcror rs  consunrc t l  a  la rgc  range o f
p fc !  s izc \  I rom amphipo i i s  and d ip tc rans  ( - l  mm
long:  0 .01  .q  wet  r \ . c igh t )  to  f i sh  and squ id  ( ( r0
mnr :  l0  g  wc t  \ \ ' c igh t ) .  Thc  Whi te - facc i l  Hcron
is  ue l l  r l csc l ibcd  b-v  Rcchcr  and l l cchcr '  ( l9 t l0 )
as  a  "hab i ta t  gencra l i s t " .  Thcy  suggcs tc ( l  tha l
hcrons  tha t  have a  c l i , , c rsc  d ic t  a re  typ ica l l y
"scarchcrs"  anc l  a rc  la rgc  herons .  Thc  Whi tc -
l i r ccc l  Hcron ccr ta in lv  i s  a  "searchcr "  bu t  i s  smal l
1o nrc(l iLrn'r \ izc.

Hcrons  uscd fccd ing  nre thoc ls  tha t  wcrc  c rc r -
ge t ica l l y  incxpcns i rc  anc l  appcared to  havc  vcr t -
low capturc  ra tcs .  The_v u t lcmptcd  to  min imise
lhc i r  in take  o f  inorgan ic  matc r ia l  whcn thc t -
s \ \ 'a l lo \ \cd  u  p rcv .  Prcsumably  th is  improvcs  thc
c f t i c icncy  o f  ( l igcs t ion  o f  fo rx l  wh ich  may bc
r r  i t i e a l  e l r r . i , l c r i r r !  t l r ( i r  l ( ' \ \  \ ' ( \ n \ u n r p t i o n  r u l c \ .

' fhc  
lecc l ing  cco log l '  o f  thc  Whi tc - laccd  Hcron

is  in  s t r i k ing  cont ras t  w i th  tha t  o f  the  Ro\ ra l
Spoonb i l l  \ \ i th  rh ich  i t  sharcs  feed ing  grount ls .

Thc Royal Spurnbil l cnrploys vcty activc tacti lc
lccL l ing  mctho t l . .  has  u  h igher  p rcv  c ( )nsumpt i , )n
ra te  anc l  takes  a  smal lc r  lange o f  p rcy  spec ics
and sizes (Lorve l9tl2). 

' l 'he 
spccialiscd feeil ing

cco logy  o f  thc  spoonb i l l  d i f f c rs  g rca t ly  f rom the
-qcncra l i s l  i ccc l ing  o f  t l ' r c  hcron .

Th is  p re l im inary  s tudy  o I  the  fccd ing  cco log l '
o f  thc  Whi tc - faced Hcron dcscr ibcs  onc  facc t  o [
thc  d ivc rsc  l i f c -s ty lc  o f  th is  common and succcss-
lu l  hc run .  Much morc  s tudv  and rcpor t ing  is
ca l l cd  fo r .
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