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INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND
The Great Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) is the largest heron in North America. It stands 
three to four feet tall and has a wingspan of almost six feet. It has blue-gray feathers 
covering most of its body and a plume of feathers on its chest and back. It has a long, 
pointed, yellow bill and long legs. Adults typically have white on the top of their heads 
and long black plumes above their eyes. the great blue heron is considered a colonial 
waterbird that is found in both freshwater and salt water environments. 



These birds are also a migratory 

species here on Lake Norman. They 

have partial migratory tendencies 

based on geographical location and 

grounded on nesting behaviors . Their 

nesting season is between early spring 

and mid summer. Population trends 

peak in early spring and trend down 

as the summer progresses. This 

information is based on our 

observations from last year during late 

summer and early fall until late spring 

of this year. 

The breeding and mating 

structure of the Great Blue 

Heron is primarily 

monogamous and the herons 

will generally have one mate 

per breeding season 

(Naumann, 2002).Our 

observations at Heron Island 

include identification of male 

and female herons. We are 

able to distinguish between 

sexes by behaviors exhibited. 

The male is the nest builder 

and is seen frequently 

gathering branches. Based on 

our observations the female 

moves very little while on the 

nest. 

BACKGROUND



BACKGROUND

The typical colony size varies from 5 – 500 nests per colony. The lake Norman heron colony consists of at least 50 

observable nests bordering the perimeter of the island.  We are unable to determine the clutch size at this point in 

our research until the hatchlings start to hatch. Typically nests contain a clutch size anywhere from 3-6 eggs that 

are pale blue in color. Each breeding cycle contains a brood that is raised each year. The success of the hatchlings 

is based on the parent’s ability to find food (Vennesland, R., & Butler, R. 2011). 



GOAL OF STUDY
The goal of our research is to 

make an assessment that the 

Ardea herodias behavioral 

traits have been altered due 

to the topography that is 

unique to Lake Norman. 

Through our observations 

many characteristics and 

behaviors have been shown 

to be completely different 

from comparable studies in 

the herons activities in nesting 

and in foraging. 



METHODS & MATERIALS

• Our past research used

experimental research, 

examined physical 

characteristics of the island 

rookery (Heron Island). On 

the Heron Island there was a 

specific amount of trees 

labeled for data collection 

during last seasons research 

.

• Our current research was 

specific to observational 

data. 



METHODS& MATERIALS

Past data collected from 

Heron Island 

1. We determined the species 

of tree, Loblolly Pine (Pinus

taeda) used for the nests.

2. We recorded the number of 

nests in each labeled tree prior 

to the nesting season.

3. Then, using a canopy 

coverage tool, we recorded 

coverage surrounding our

labeled tree.

4. We also kept a record of the 

diameter of the labeled trees to 

calculate the average height of 

the tree.



OTHER OBSERVATIONS

• In the process of examining the base of each tree there has been an opportunity to record the 

misplaced or fallen materials from the nest at the base of these trees. A photo journal documented this 

undisturbed material and then it was collected to determine the identification of this rejected material 

for further analysis . 



Conclusions

This is the start of a broader research initiative. By gathering basic data about The Great 

Blue Heron’s behavioral traits, nesting, and foraging environments we have engaged in 

conservation efforts of this species to gain a better understanding of these behavior 

modifications due to the unique topography of the Lake Norman ecosystem. Many new 

questions are now brought to the forefront, and a much needed study of the Ardea 

herodias can be furthered. 



Dissemination

A goal of this research is to make an assessment of the Blue Heron population from their 

natural nesting habitats and foraging environments. Also, to evaluate certain behavior 

modifications this species has had to do to survive and exist on Lake Norman. There is hope of 

providing public awareness through academic studies and to join forces of both Lake Norman 

wildlife Conservationists and Mitchell Community College. There is a need to create a 

conservation policy that not only protects the heron on Lake Norman, but also preserves the 

integrity of the lake ecosystem and also protects vital economic interests on and around Lake 

Norman. Our conclusion states that these birds have learned how to modify their behaviors that 

are consistent with the unique topography of Lake Norman.

With a concerted effort from both state and federal resources along with private sector 

resources, specifically pertaining to the Lake Norman habitats, (Duke Energy) there can be 

programs created for support of these birds and their nesting and foraging habitats. This can be 

accomplished through citizen science initiatives by organizations such as Lake Norman Wildlife 

Conservationists in consort with undergraduate studies (NRCI) from Mitchell Community College 

. This has a potential to help maintain current heron populations and to reverse any trends of 

decrease in nesting colonies and the colony size. 



References

Naumann, R. (2002). “Ardea herodias" (on-line), Animal Diversity Web. 

Retrieved from 

http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu/accounts/Ardea_herodias/

Vennesland, R., & Butler, R. (2011). The birds of North America. Ithaca, NY: 

DOI: 

http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/025

Ken Teeter photography

http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/025

