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THE INDEX OF HERON POPULATION, 1936. 
BY 

E. M. NICHOLSON. 

DURING the past year it has been possible still further to 
improve and to broaden the base of the national index 
started in 1934 in order to measure fluctuations in the 
breeding stock of Herons (Ardea c. cinerea). The index and 
the method of compiling it from returns sent in by observers 
all over England and Wales have already been described in 
British Birds (Vol. XXVIII., pp. 332-341), while the 1935 index 
figure and a map of the regions showing the changes in their 
Heron population appeared in Vol. XXIX, pp. 98-101. 
Among improvements carried out has been the extension of 
the sample to cover more than seventy heronries distributed 
over no less than fifty out of the fifty-three counties of England 
and Wales—that is all except Rutland, Middlesex and London, 
in which the species is not known to breed. Even more 
important in the long run is the work that has been done in 
preparing for further extensions. Records are now being kept 
of more than a hundred and twenty heronries in the British 
Isles, and although it may be some time yet before a reliable 
index can be obtained for Heron population in Scotland and 
Ireland a start has been made with the keeping of records at 
fourteen Scottish and seven Irish sites. 

Last year we had to record a setback which reduced the 
breeding population of Herons in England and Wales to a 
fraction below the 1928 level. In the 1936 breeding season this 
slight fall in numbers was made good, and for England and 
Wales as a whole numbers are slightly above those of 1928. 
The recovery is, however, more than accounted for by local 
revivals of numbers in S.E. and S.W. England, other parts on 
balance showing a decline. 

Scotland, to judge by the small sample available, appears 
to be distinctly above the 1928 level, and if we take all 
the heronries in Great Britain for which 1928 and 1936 figures 
are available, aggregating at present 1,535 nests, we get a 
3 per cent, increase on 1928. The table following, how
ever, is confined, as on previous occasions, to England and 
Wales. 
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P R O V I S I O N A L I N D E X O F H E R O N B R E E D I N G P O P U L A T I O N (1928- -100) 
(Since 1934 several heronries have been added, but figures for earlier years have not 
been adjusted. The increasing numbers in the sample do not therefore mean a 

corresponding increase in breeding stock.) 

Year. Index. Number of 
Nests in Sample 

1928 100 1,032 

1929 85 487^ 
T930 92 566 N . B . — T h e s a m p l e for 
1931 i n 277 >• 1929-33 is n o t a d e q u a t e , 
1932 100 2231 a n ^ t h e s e figures s h o u l d b e 
*933 I 0 4 3 6 0 / t r e a t e d w i t h specia l c a u t i o n . 
1934 I < 5 2 1.196 
1935 99 1,235 
1936 101 1,264 

We are now accumulating knowledge very rapidly about the 
normal movements of Heron population in England and 
Wales, which are evidently confined within remarkably 
narrow limits. It will be extremely interesting to be able to 
measure by this " yardstick " the effects, if any, of the next 
really severe winter, and we still have much to learn about the 
nature and causes of fluctuations in individual heronries and 
in the various regions of the country. These are much more 
conspicuous than changes in the Heron breeding population 
as a whole. 

Some account of regional changes has already been given 
in the previous papers already referred to, and the story can 
now be brought up to date. In north-east England, if we 
exclude a single colony which has shown a highly abnormal 
rate of growth during the past eight years, breeding Herons 
are about at the 1928 level, and a number of minor increases 
and decreases during the past year about balance one another. 
The region has satisfactorily recovered from the setback 
experienced between 1928 and 1934. In north-west England 
the gains registered up to 1935 have not been held, five out of 
six heronries in the sample showing a decline compared with 
last year, whereas in 1934 five out of seven showed an advance. 
The decrease exceeds ten per cent., but in view of recent 
increases in this region the setback cannot be regarded as 
disturbing, numbers being still appreciably above 1928. 

The instability of Heron breeding population in Wales and 
the Welsh border counties has previously been pointed out. 
This year total numbers are close to those found in 1935, and 
are well above the 1928 level, but individual heronries have 
fluctuated violently. The 10 sample heronries in this region 
may be divided into two groups of 5 with a total of 74 nests 
in each group this year. One of these groups, however, has 
declined from a total last year of 99, while the other has 
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increased from a total of 44, and these movements are typical 
of the erratic changes to which heronries seem even more 
subject in this region than elsewhere. 

In the Midlands numbers appear still to be above the 1928 
level, but are slightly decreasing generally, and if the sub
stantial reduction in numbers at one exceptionally large 
colony were taken into account the decrease would be 
considerable. The situation is especially disturbing in 
Staffordshire, where a complete census of all ascertainable 
sites showed that no less than four well-known heronries, 
which mustered in 1928 as many as 47 breeding pairs, have 
since become extinct, in some cases at least through deliberate 
human action. Two other heronries in the county have 
increased and two small sites not previously recorded have 
come to light, but Herons breeding in Staffordshire as a whole 
have dropped from about 75 pairs in 1928 to about 42 pairs 
in 1936. 

In the eastern counties, where the sample was formerly 
rather weak, an improvement has been effected, and nine 
sites are now under observation. Of these three show increases 
and six decreases. East England was already seriously below 
1928 numbers last year, and this additional setback, affecting 
five out of the six counties in the region, makes it replace 
south-west England as the region where recovery is most 
overdue. 

In south-west England, out of eight heronries included in 
the sample, five increased between 1935 and 1936, two showed 
no change and only one declined. The resulting increase of 
nearly 20 per cent., although welcome, still leaves this region 
appreciably below the 1928 level. As Cornwall had not 
previous been included, it should be noted that a very thorough 
investigation by Mr. G. M. Spooner of seven of the sites at 
present occupied in this county yielded a total of 55 nests, 
50 of which were in heronries for which 1928 figures are 
available, the total for the same group in that year being 
75. It seems clear, therefore, that Cornwall has shared the 
decline experienced in Devon and Somerset. 

Sampling in the south-east region is peculiarly unreliable 
owing to the exceptionally high average size of its heronries 
and the extent to which it is reduced by the taking out of the 
Thames drainage basin for special treatment on an area 
footing. The five heronries counted in 1928, 1935 and 1936 in 
this region are rather above the 1928 level as a whole, prin
cipally owing to the remarkable growth of a single Kentish 
colony. 
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It will be recalled that in order to check the effects of the 
dying out of former heronries and the foundation of new ones 
the Thames drainage area is counted as a unit, all sites being 
included in each year, regardless of whether they existed 
previously or subsequently. A revision of provisional figures 
for this area shows that the decline between 1934 and 1935 
was rather smaller than was suggested last year (Brit. Birds., 
Vol. XXIX., p. 101), and as there has been a fractional 
improvement since then, the present Thames Valley numbers 
are only some 3 per cent, below 1928 level. Considering that 
Fawley and Wanstead, which were much the largest heronries 
in the area in 1928 have each lost nearly fifty pairs during 
the past eight years it is remarkable that the area as a 
whole has remained so stable. 

To sum up, Heron breeding population in 1936 recovered 
to slightly above the 1928 level in England and Wales as a 
whole, and preliminary sample figures indicate a similar 
position in Scotland, while in Ireland it will be necessary to 
wait another year before any comparable figures become 
available. The greater attention now paid to regional changes, 
and the collection of material regarding more than a third of 
the heronries and Heron population of England and Wales 
show that violent fluctuations in particular heronries or areas 
are constantly occurring despite the apparent stability of the 
national totals. Every county in which Herons breed in 
England and Wales is now covered by the sample, but more 
help will be needed to produce reliable returns for Scotland 
and Ireland. 

As before, it must be emphasised that the share of the 
writer has been confined to preparing this report, the work on 
which it is based having been carried out by more than 
ninety observers sending in their returns to W. B. Alexander, 
M.A., University Museum, Oxford, who has drawn up the 
necessary tables on behalf of the British Trust for Ornithology. 
Thanks are due to all those whose co-operation is contributing 
to the success of this experiment. 


