1984 & 1985 RESULTS--ILLINOIS HERON COLONY SURVEYS

By Vernon M. Kleen, Avian Ecologist
Division of Forest Resources & Natural Heritage

Illinois Department of Conservation
. L]

In 1983 the Avian Ecology Program initiated an annual survey of Illinois
heron colonies. Some of the identified colonies actually occur on the Iowa or
Missouri side of the Mississippi River. The 1983 results were printed by the
Department in the Avian Ecology Program Periodic Report No. 23.

The surveys of known colonies and search for new colonies were continued
again in 1984 and 1985. Ground surveys were completed for all of the north-
eastern and most of the southern colonies as well as a few of the Mississippi
and Illinois river colonies; however, the remaining colonies were surveyed by
air--the nesting population and composition of each colony being estimated from
a fixed-wing aircraft while making a circle around the colony about 500 feet
above tree level. All colonies along the Mississippi and Illinois rivers in
1983 remained active in 1984 and 1985; furthermore, six new colonies were dis-
covered. Two more new colonies (Blagk-crowned Night-Herons at Lake Calumet in
1984 and Great Blue Herons at Fermilab in 1985) were located in northeastern
Illinois while two colonies there (Volo in 1984 and Richmond in 1985) were
abandoned for unknown reasons.

A major discovery was the multi-species colony (including two and perhaps
three endangered species) northwest of Gale (Alexander County) in 1985. The
birds selected a small woodlot along a drainage ditch surrounded by open fields.
Nests were constructed in Swamp Privot (Foresteria acuminata).

The large, multi-species colony at Pontoon Beach has practically lost its
entire population of Cattle Egrets and is losing its Little Blue Herons; however,
there were record numbers of nests for Black-crowned Night-Herons (520) and Great
Egrets (25). The Cattle Egrets.and Little Blue Herons have moved to a site
closer to the Mississippi River just south of MacArthur Bridge in St. Clair
County. A detailed investigation has not yet been made on this new colony;
perhaps it will include nesting Great and Snowy egrets as well.

. The total number of active nesting colonies identified in 1985 was 36 (up
from the 32 of 1983). Some of the newly identified Mississippi River colonies
may have been present in 1983--however, they were not detected until 1984 or 1985;
it is possible that other colonies may still be discovered. With three years of
experience in making aerial surveys, the estimated number of nests at each colony
has improved; however, only Great Blue Heron and Great Egret nests are visible
(but not distinguishable) from the air and in many cases are scattered over a
wide area, forming sub-colonies. In cases such as the Black Bottoms colony,
an aerial estimate is difficult when the nests are scattered among 194 trees.

, The following map shows where the 1985 active colonies are located and
provides information about their species composition. The accompanying tables
indicate detailed information about each colony and statewide populations of
each species.
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1985 COLONIES

No. of Nests
No. of Colonies at a Colony Estimated Total
Total (Exclusive) Min. Max. No. Nesting Pairs

Great Blue Heron 33 (17) 1 350t 3460%
Great Egret " 18 (0) 1 102 450f@
Snowy Egret 1 0) * * 10%@
Little Blue Heron 3 (0) 7+ 95t 125+€@
Cattle Egret 4 (0) 13 120% 150¢
Black-crowned Night-Heron 6 (2) 37 520 14901"

* Present in both the Pontoon Beach and Gale North colonies, but only one
nest (Pontoon Beach) was identified; there may be as many as 10-15 pairs
in each of these and the new colony discussed below.

@ The Pontoon Beach colony is losing its Little Blue Herons and has lost its
Cattle Egrets. Nesting, the extent of which has not yet been determined,
did occur just south of MacArthur Bridge in St. Clair County close to the
Mississippi River in a protected area. It is possible that Great and
Snowy egrets, perhaps even Black-crowned Night-Herons, are nesting in
this new location.
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