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ABSTRACT

Due to the complele prolection offorded lo ihe Grey Heron in lhe yeors 1961
1975. lhis bird species b now ogoin widely disldbuled over Germony. The
breeding populotion hos increosed since ltloi lime ond ls stlll growlng Chonges
in the pheoology. behoviou ond lhe succesfull ulilizolion of new feeding
sources hove posltively Influenced the survivol sholegies of the Grey Heron. Hord
wlntels ond o limlied food supply should not ollow the Grey Heron popriloljons io
mcreose 10 excess.
Severolwo)s 10 reduce the birdstrike rlsk wllh Grey Herons willbe discussed.

(Keywords: Grey Heron, populolion dynomics)
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The Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea) belongs to the order Ciconiiformes, family
Ardeidae (Herons) and subjamily Ardeinae (day herons). The sub-family
Ardeinae consists ol34 species ol medium-sized to large wading birds with
long bill, neck and legs.
The Grey Heron measures 90 - 98 cm, the weight varies between 1020 -

2073 g. Males are heavier than females. The wingspan is 175 - 195 cm. ln
llighr the wings appear rounded and the neck is retracted. The flight is
distinctive with slow heavy wing-beats.

During the lviddle Ages Grey Herons were widely sought afier as quarry
for falcgnry. The Grey Herons and their breeding colonies were well pro'
tected. ln the middle ol the nineteenth century a heavy persecution of he
rons began, because of their consumption of lish. Therefore they were
considered as being great competitors for fishermen and fish farmers. The
hurting ol herons and the destruction of heron breeding colonies contanued
well into the second halt of the the twentjeth century. In Switzerland the
Grey Heron was almost completely wiped out, in Germany its numbers re-
duced more than haif.

In the beginning of the seventieth {Baden-Wrirttemberg 1971, Nordrhein'
Westlalen '1974) a complete protection was aftorded by law to the Grey
Heron. ln the following years the populations of the Grey Heron in Germa-
ny increased steadily. Figures 1 and 2 show the population trends of the
Grey Heron in two German states (or parts of them), Baden-Wirttemberg
in Sw-Germany and the Rhineland in W-Germany. These population
trends (not the number of breeding pairs) are comparable with those in the
other stales ol Germany.
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Due to the protection there are also changes in the behaviour of the Grey

Heron; nowadays being less shy than in lormer years, allowing herons the

exploitation ot toraging grounds in the vicinity ol human developments ln

addilion, new and/or better feeding sources resulted in a greater individual

and populadon litness ol Grey Herons (Figure 3). In the lasl years not only

the German but although the European population of the Grey Heron in-

creased and was recently estimated about 50.000 breeding pairs.

Figure 4 explains, why nevertheless there willbe no increase to excess. On

earth, every species (plants and animals alike) selects only those habitats

to which it is well adapted and where its titness is maximized. But because
the number of adequate habitats lor each species is limited, the growing of

the Grey Heron population wjll come to an end, when the capacity limit is

reached. Besides that, severe winters will drastically reduce the number of

Grey Herons, keeping in mind, that in the last years there is a shilt in the

migration behaviour of the Grey Heron lrom a migratory to a sedentary
bird.

Figure 5 shows, that in the past there were only astonishing few birdstrikes
with Grey Herons in the civil aviation, bul that their numbers increased in

1993. The German Airforce had only one birdstrike with a Grey Heron in

the years 1980 - 1993, but already tlvo in the lirst hall of 1994 Thismay in-

dicate, that the birdstrike risk with Grey Herons is grov/ing. All birdstrikes
with Grey Herons happend on or in the vicinity of airfields which can be ex
plained with the habit of the Grey Heron which use to lly at very low levels
il not migrating.

For scaring ot grey Herons it must be stated that all direci provisions

against herons will always be effective only for a shon time (Figure 6) The

most eltective and lasting method will be a biotop management which
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changes the habitat and the feeding sources lor herons (and other birds
dangerous to aircrafts) in a negative wa,.

The laying out oi new ponds for fishing and fish-breeding or for nature pro-
tection purposes in the vicinity of airports should not be allowed. tf ponds
are existing, they should be changed in a way that they are not or less
atlractive for herons (Figure 7). This can be reached if only lishes bigger
than 20 cm are put into those ponds, which the Grey Heron is unable to
catch, or by different technical or biological methods. depending on the
structure and the deDth of the fish oond.

'HOYO. delJ. A. EILIOTT&J SARGATAL (1992): Handb@k ot ihe bnds otdle wortd Vol 1, Oslrich

to oucrs, Barcelona.' HUBATSCH, H (i993): Die GEueiher des Rhehtandes von t98o bis 1990.

chdadrius 29, H. 4, 129 - 136 'KlLlAN, o. J. HOLZINGER, u MAHLER & n STEGMAYER (1993):

Dq clduFhd rArded cne.ar h Bdden. wuflember 1985 rgS dkot <k,.Volet 15 So.d*hefi .

UISCHIK. H. (1982): Zun VogelschlagpDblen durch craureiher (tudea cinerea) bei Fischreichen ih

dnekts Unield von FlugpE en/Fwhafen. Volethd Luftue&ehr 2 H 1. OO-57
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Figure 1i

Population trends of ihe Grey Heron

in Baden-Wiirttemberg with number of
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population trends of the Grey H"ron 
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..-in the Rhineland (Nordrhein_Westfalenl
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Reasons for the increase of the 
Fisure 3

breeding population of the Grey Heron

After years oI heavy persecution, a complete protection
was afforded by law to the Grey Heron

(Baden-W0rttemberg 1971 , Nordrhein-Westfalen 1 974).

New and/or better feeding
sources:

Changes in behaviout:

No, bec

New and/or greater gravel plts

Laying out of ponds for flshlng
and fish-breeding

Laying out of ponds for naturs
proteclion purposes

Due lo the eutrificalion
incrsasing of biomass

- Wetland programms for
nature protection purposes

Due to the orotection,
the Grey Heron is
nowadays less shy
with the tendency
of living in close
contact with man and
human developments
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The diet consists chiefly of aquatic
animals, but in the oresont lime
there is although a more inlensive
utilization ot reptiles, small mammals
and insects

Greater individual and population fitness

i l 0



ti

Increase to excess ?

No, because ...

Figure 4:

reduce the number
of Grey Herons in
took several years

1.) :.. 9f changes in the phenology.
ln former years, the greater plrt of the German
G.rey Heron population was migratory.
.r nere ts,.however, a general tendency for herons
to be sedentary. Therefore this species'
Mediterranean and Af rican winter quarters have
lost their former importance.

Severe winters will drasticallv
of birds. In 1962/63, numberi
UK and NL were halved and it
to recover their original levels.

2.) ... ot a l imited food supply and limited foraoino
grounds. In most cases the Grev Heron isi 

-
solitary.feeder def ending his f origing ground.
II a 

 

suttabte habitats are occupied. their wil l
be no more place for additionai herons.
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Figure 5i

Bird strikes with GreY Herons in
Germany (civil aviation) 1980 - 1993

Bird strikes with Grey Herons at
different flight stages
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Figure 6:

Keeping Grey Herons away
from airfields

Maintaining grass on the airfields at about
20 cm or even longer

f) The long grass makes small mammals,
reptiles and insects more or less
inaccessible to feeding herons.

Areas of standing water on airfields should
be f i l led in.
f) No aquatic prey for Grey Herons.

* Wetlands on airf ields should be drained.
[]> No prey of wetlands, like amphibian.

* Scaring herons with pyro-acoustics, e. g.
with pistols that fire an explosive flare.

+ Shooting Grey Herons.
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