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GREY HERON FOLLOWING
FISHING BOATS AND
DIVING FOR DISCARDED FISH
Since the mid 1980s, at the Albufera de
Valencia, east Spain, the Grey Heron Ardea
cinerea has increased greatly in numbers.
Previously a winter visitor only, it first
bred in 1984 (Ardeola 32: 410) and has since
become a regular resident, with up to 1,000
present throughout the year. From winter
1994/95, it has been recorded following
fishermen’s small boats through the
lagoon, searching for discarded fish.

On 31st January 1996, I embarked on
one of those boats and watched a Grey
Heron join Black-headed Larus ridibundus,
Yellow-legged L. cachinnans and Lesser
Black-backed Gulls L. fuscus following the
boat as the fisherman began to throw out
dead carp Cyprinus and mullet Mugil. The
heron would hover above a discarded fish
and plunge from a height of 2-5 m, swal-
lowing the fish while swimming on the
surface; it soon took off and continued to

accompany the boat. The entire process
reminded me of the actions of a pelican
Pelecanus, but lacking any ‘skill’. Several
Grey Herons were involved at different
boats, although probably no more than
four performed this action.

The heron’s behaviour recalls similar
cases described for Little Egret Egretta
garzetta (Hong Kong Bird Report 1988: 111-113)
and Great White Egret E. alba (Brit. Birds 82: 27).
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EDITORIAL COMMENT
Grey Herons have been recorded diving
from the air (e.g. Brit. Birds 70: 177; 78: 235).
In this instance, however, the following of
fishermen’s boats and the fact that the bird
remained on the water while swallowing
the fish do seem to be unusual and inter-
esting developments in the behaviour of
this adaptable and opportunistic species.

NOTES

LARGE CONCENTRATION
OF GREY HERONS
FEEDING ON DEAD FISH
In spring 1996, in the Albufera de Valencia,
east Spain, dropping water levels in a 4-ha
brackish marsh led to rising salinity,
causing the death of dozens of Carp
Cyprinus carpio. From 8th June, six days
after the first dead fish were seen, unusu-
ally large gatherings of Grey Herons Ardea
cinerea were recorded at the marsh, with a
maximum of 270 counted over the fol-
lowing days, concentrated in places where
the wind-blown corpses had collected. The
herons stood motionless and upright, as
well as walking about slowly, as when
waiting and searching for prey; in this case,
however, they were feeding on floating
dead fish, some of which were putrefied.
On 16th June, heron numbers had returned

to normal. Only a few large Carp corpses
measuring 48-55 cm remained, the rest
having apparently been consumed by the
herons. Three dead Grey Herons were also
found at the marsh, one of which, a juve-
nile, was found on examination to have
choked on a 39-cm Carp.

Although large feeding concentrations
of Grey Herons have occasionally been
recorded, I have never before seen this
species consume such an amount of dead fish.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT
Of especial interest is that the Grey Herons
were feeding on carrion, and particularly
in such quantity.
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