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HISTORY OF LAKE ROUSSEAU:
Lake Rousseau is one of the oldest impounded lakes in Florida, formed when the dam in Inglis was completed by
the US Department of the Army in 1909 to provide electric power for equipment in the then thriving phosphate
business. The lake is fed by the Withlacoochee and Rainbow Rivers and encompasses approximately 3,700 acres.
It is 12 miles long and 1 mile wide at its widest boundaries.

Prior to the flooding of the lake, thousands of trees were lumbered, many of them cypress. The boating channels
were cleared of 1,800 trees and trunks while the rest remained in the lake’s backwaters, making it hazardous for
boats except canoes or kayaks. Because of these long lasting cypress stumps in the backwaters, there is little boat
traffic into nesting bird rookeries on the lake.
The lake also has been noted by Jim Porter’s in his Guide to Bass Fishing, www.jimporter.org/lakes/rousseau, as
an excellent fishing lake, providing food for the wading and diving birds found on the lake.
Lake Rousseau lies in and forms the boundaries of three counties,
Marion, Citrus and Levy. The lake lies in the West-central portion of
Florida, approximately 35 miles west of Ocala and within 10 miles of the
Gulf coast

Great egret with fish

Our local kayaking group, with participants from Dunnellon and
the surrounding area, began exploring Lake Rousseau in 2007.
In May of 2008 I contacted Audubon of Florida to have Lake
Rousseau considered for IBA (Important Bird Area) status
because of the diversity and numbers of birds we were finding
on the water and on Inglis Island, a migratory hot spot located at
the western end of the lake. In May of 2009 I was informed that
the IBA program had been discontinued. A list of the birds on
Lake Rousseau can be found in Attachment 1.
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DISTURBANCE TO WADING BIRDS NESTING ON LAKE ROUSSEAU:
In March of 2010 I received an email and photos from Gene Gresens, a Citrus County resident who lives on the
lake, showing a great number of nesting wading birds being driven off their nests by helicopters and then airboats.
Their purpose was to identify alligator nests to collect alligator eggs. The spotting helicopter hovers over the
nesting sites to locate alligator nests, with the loud noise and downdrafts form the rotor blades causing the birds to
vacate their nests. This exposes their eggs and young not only to predation but to excessive weather conditions.
The airboats then go into the rookeries, adding to the noise and confusion affecting the birds.

All the white in the background are birds that have been disturbed by the helicopter in the center of the photo.

Gene had kayaked out to the egg gatherers and asked them if they had a permit to be in the nesting areas and they
said they did. When he said he would call the FWC office to verify this, they left the area. He then informed me
that the residents had complained before about the chaos in the nesting sites by helicopters and airboats but no
action had been taken. Gene asked if I would help in this matter.
Gene and I are members of Citrus County Audubon. I am also a member of Marion County Audubon, teach
Introduction to Birding classes at Rainbow Springs State Park and nominated and got the Rainbow River and
Rainbow Springs State Park on the Great Florida Birding Trail in 2008.
CORRESPONDECE ABOUT THE PROBLEM:
Gene and I began a series of correspondence with Florida’s Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC)
permitting office in Ocala, and the FWC biologist for this area, Audubon of Florida, the Marion and Citrus
County Audubon Societies and with the Office of Greenways and Trails as part of their territory includes Lake
Rousseau. The purpose was to inform these groups of disturbances occurring to local nesting birds and to ask
their input on how this could be prevented in the future.
We were informed that “alligator egg collecting is permitted by FWC and conducted by a coordinator elected by
Florida’s alligator farmers. The egg collection coordinator hires a crew of private vendors that includes a
helicopter/pilot to locate the nests and a team of airboat operators to collect the eggs”. Emails from FWC
acknowledged this was not the first time they had received complaints about this collection group’s lack of
judgment. It was then stated that since FWC’s warnings continued to be ignored, they would be changing the
language of the alligator egg collection permit to prohibit alligator egg collection in or near wading bird rookeries.
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IDENTIFICATION OF WADING BIRDS ON THE LAKE and LOCATIONS OF THEIR NESTING
SITES:
Our next step was to set up a series of kayak tours of Lake Rousseau to identify what wading birds were on to be
found on the lake, which of these species nested in rookeries and the location of these rookeries. We launched
from the public boat ramps at the end of Goldendale Road, off CR 488 about two miles west of US 41, at the
Inglis Dam boat ramp on the western end of the Lake, or at the Peaceful Acres boat ramp off County Route 40.
We observed the following wading birds hunting for food or in shrubs on the lake: great blue, tricolored, little
blue, green, black-crowned night and yellow-crowned night herons, great, snowy and cattle egrets, white and
glossy ibis, limpkins and least bitterns. Anhinga and double-crested cormorant nests are numerous on the lake.
Sandhill cranes were usually seen or heard on our excursions and two chicks were with their parents greeted us
one morning at the Goldendale boat ramp.
Limpkin, a wading bird found mainly in Florida, is
regularly seen in many parts of the lake and has a
special diet of apple snails and fresh-water mussels.
With over half of the wetlands in Central and South
Florida lost during the last century, apple snail
habitats have been greatly reduced by water level
manipulations and reduced water quality. The water
level on Lake Rousseau, now regulated by the US
Army Corps of Engineers, and the quality of the
water coming from the Rainbow Withlacoochee
River, are important in the maintenance of the large
population of the apple snail eggs we see on the lake.
Seven of the wading bird species found on the lake
were identified as Species of Special Concern by the
Florida sandhill cranes
FWC Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission
June 2010 report of Florida’s Endangered Species, Threatened Species, and Species of Special Concern
(Attachment 3). This report includes limpkin, tricolored and little blue herons, white ibis, Florida sandhill cranes,
osprey, and snowy egrets. We have seen brown pelicans on our lake excursions, both hunting on the lake or
sitting in trees, wood storks flying overhead and in riparian zone trees, both also listed species on this report.
Our next goal was to locate and attempt to verify with
photographs how many of these birds nested in the
islands of shrubs on the lake and we found the following
either on nests, with their young or very young birds by
themselves: great blue, tricolored, little blue, and green
herons, great, snowy and cattle egrets, white and glossy
ibis, limpkins and least bitterns. Seven occupied nests of
ospreys were located in these nesting areas, along with
two active bald eagle nests. (Attachments 4&5)
Brown pelican

Least bittern

During our kayak surveys from the Peaceful Acres boat ramp
we located two major nesting sites of shrubs and two large
islands comprising of reeds where 9 least bitterns were
identified one morning as they hunted for food.
There is a large area of exposed stumps near the shrub islands
where 25 snowy egrets were observed on these stumps
early one June morning.
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Gene followed up with FWC by sending an initial map depicting the nesting rookery sites we located on the lake,
including the active bald eagle nests. Since then we have located additional nesting sites and updated the map.
(Attachment 2 along with aerial photographs of these nesting sites)
NUMBERS OF WADING BIRDS ON LAKE ROUSSEAU:
Gene led us on our first evening survey near one nesting area in the spring of 2007. This site is near his residence
and he wanted to acquaint us with the vast numbers of the birds returning to their nesting sites near sundown.
We watched waves of these wading birds continue to fly into this shrub island area until it was too dark to see.

In May of 2010 several of us returned to this same rookery area toward sundown and counted 5,132 wading birds
arriving at this site alone. The wading birds again continued to come in continuous groups as we left when it
again became too dark to remain. There are 7 other identified rookeries on the lake we have yet to count.
NESTING TIME FOR WADING BIRDS:
The breeding season of the nesting wading birds can be synchronous or spread out. They begin to gather in late
February and the bulk of their egg laying is from February through July. As a general rule, incubation usually
takes from 26 – 30 days with the first flight about six weeks after hatching. The juveniles gradually leave the nest
to perch on nearby branches and may return to the nest at night during this period.
Captain Mike Tracy, a local resident who gives boating/birding tours of the Withlacoochee River and Lake
Rousseau (8 years ago he got a portion of the Withlacoochee River on the Great Florida Birding Trail), said many
birds nest on Lake Rousseau from April to the end of May and the juveniles are around later than that.
During our surveys of the nesting birds on the lake, we found white ibis with various ages of chicks at the same
time, indicating their egg laying was also not synchronous, making it harder to predict when the young would
become fully independent of the nesting rookeries. If weather or other factors such as scarcity of food delay the
nesting season, the rookeries will still be vulnerable from disturbances well into July.
Attached is a chart (Attachment 6) with information on the approximate nesting time for these wading birds on
Lake Rousseau, their main diet, days of incubation of eggs, number of days to full independence, their FWC
status in Florida, and conservation issues affecting these birds. This information can be found by reading about
research done on each bird in the Cornell Ornithology of Birds website, http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna. There is
a fee to use this resource.
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ALLIGATORS ON LAKE ROUSSEAU:
Alligators are abundant on Lake Rousseau and are in all areas around the nesting rookeries, protecting the birds
from predators such as raccoons, snakes and other animals that might take eggs or young from their nests. The
gators also prey on young birds that fall out of the nests or birds that feed in the shallow waters around the nesting
sites. We also find many smaller gators throughout the lake, sunning in mats of grasses or on logs.

ALLIGATOR EGG COLLECITON PERMITS ISSUED BY THE FLORIDA FISH and WILDLIFE
COMMISSION:
A May 1996 University of Florida Cooperative Extension Service bulletin noted that alligator farming was
growing in Florida. Female American alligators breed between March and May, egg laying occurs during June
and July with hatching in August and September. When the gator hatches from a collected egg and kept warm
during the winter, it will not hibernate. By continuing to grow through the winter, it will reach an average of 5 -6
feet in three years and will have an estimated value of $300 or more.
Permits to collect alligator eggs are obtained through the FWC, which is paid $5 for each egg collected. The
dates on the Alligator Egg Collection permits in 2010 ran from 6/25/10 – 8/07/10.
1,539 alligator eggs were collected from Lake Rousseau in 2009 for a total income of $7,690 going to FWC.
There was no alligator eggs collected in 2010. The reasons provided by FWC were “a decision made by the egg
collection coordinator on behalf of all the farmers in the group. Such decisions are usually based on the costs of
collection. In 2010 the collection group experienced a number of days of bad weather and additional days of
equipment failure that prevented collection activities”.
When I questioned FWC about the possibility of netting the young gators, the answer was that” FWC has both an
egg collection program and a hatching collection program. Each is run by a different coordinator and there are
different farms in each program. Egg collections are the most economical and efficient way to provide alligator
farmers with livestock and Lake Rousseau has been a productive egg collection are for the past 22 years so they
did not believe hatchling collections would be a good option’.
We continued to update FWC and the other organizations about our findings and learned in late fall that the
following new paragraph had been added to the Alligator Egg Collection Permit:
“Alligator eggs may not be collected within 300 yards of wading bird colonies. Boats and helicopters
participating in egg collection activities shall be operated in a manner that minimizes the disturbance to any
wading bird colonies when navigating within the alligator egg collection area. For airboats, this should include
operating at idle speeds when traveling outside of a marked navigational channel within a wading bird colony
buffer zone. For helicopters, this should include flying at elevations of at least 1,000 feet when traveling within a
wading bird colony buffer zone.”
On the FWC’s Public Waters’ Alligator Egg Collection Permit, item #2 under Permit Conditions and Provisions
notes that Alligator eggs may be collected only from the number of nests specific for each of the following stateowned lands and waters. Lake Rousseau is listed as having 62 nests and when I inquired where these nests are
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located, the answer was: “Boundary as given for Lake Rousseau: North of SR 488, east of US Hwy 98, south of
SR 40 and west of US Hwy 41”.
We are not opposed to alligator egg gathering but are concerned that the egg gatherers who obtain these permits
and their vendors recognize where the rookeries are on the lake to avoid collecting in those areas. We are also not
opposed to the collection of young gators in a manner that preserves the bird nesting rookeries and additional
areas where individual birds nest.
ADDITIONAL THREATS TO LAKE ROUSSEAU AND THE WADING BIRD POPULATIONS:
Some of the other threats facing the wading birds populations on the lake are:
 the introduction of skidoos and their ability to go into the back waters;
 the possible siphoning of the lake’s water to satisfy the need for water from the large communities to the
southern portion Marion County, causing the level of the lake to drop, which might alter the availability
of food on the lake for these birds and expose their nesting sites to more predators; and
 the overkill of the invasive water plants, which when destroyed can then form mats to choke out eelgrass,
a prime resource for apple snails.
FWC STUDIES OF NESTING BIRD COLONIES ON FLORIDA’S LAKES:
FWC conducted a statewide aerial survey during January - June 1999 to locate water bird (herons, egrets, ibises,
spoonbills, storks, anhingas, cormorants, and pelicans) breeding colonies to estimate colony size and species
composition.
Wendy Quigley, Outreach Coordinator for Florida FWC, noted that avian researchers at FWC surveyed the entire
state of Florida and likely flew over Lake Rousseau. The aerial detection rate of a colony is about 70%, which
means they miss about 30% of the colonies’ species, especially colonies with dark-plumaged birds that are
difficult to detect from the air when the birds are nesting under the vegetation. We found it was also difficult to
find some of the large white birds, such as the great egret, which nests low and deep within these shrubs on the
nesting islands.
Of the 371 active colonies located in 1999, 72.5% contained 2
or more nesting species, while only 12.1% exhibited 5 or more
nesting species. Fewer colonies were found in 1999 compared
to previous statewide surveys and most species continued a
trend of nesting in smaller numbers and in fewer colonies during
1999 compared to previous surveys.
It appears that the Lake Rousseau breeding wading bird
population falls into this 12% (great, tricolored, little blue, green,
black-crowned and yellow crowned night herons; great, snowy
and cattle egrets; white and glossy ibis; limpkin, least bittern,
anhingas and double-crested cormorants) = 15 species of nesting
water birds).
Great egret in nesting site

FLORIDA’S FWC NEW INITIATIVES:
A notice in the FWC website stated that the Florida FWC was conducting biological reviews on all species on the
state's list of threatened species and species of special concern and was seeking specific information on these
species from the public. The information we gathered on the wading birds of Lake Rousseau was sent to Dr. Elsa
Haubold, MyFWC.com/Imperiled Species, who leads the imperiled species listing team.
“The new system not only comprises a list that designates Florida’s threatened species, but it provides a holistic
management system that also includes conservation actions and goals, the public, research, policy, incentives and
rules, enforcement and other components necessary to conserve Florida’s wildlife.”
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Another notice dated September 02, 2010 on the FWC website stated that The Florida FWC approved new rules
for managing threatened species. The rules describe a system whose goals are to conserve threatened species and
to ensure no fish or wildlife goes extinct in Florida because of human action or inaction.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
1) We recommend that the map of the major rookeries on Lake Rousseau be included with the alligator egg
collection permits to inform the egg collectors where the nesting rookeries are that they need to avoid.
The alligator egg collectors should be made aware of the importance of the Lake Rousseau rookeries to
our water bird species, especially with the great diversity of species we have on the lake. They also must
be alert to areas outside these rookeries where species nest individually, such as the purple gallinule and
least bitterns.

Purple gallinule and chick

Least bittern

Tampa DOT, at the request of the Florida Coastal Island Sanctuaries, put up signs prohibiting the encroachment
into bird nesting areas during the wading bird nesting season.
Ann Paul, Tampa Bay Regional Coordinator for Audubon of Florida’s Coastal Island Sanctuaries, said Audubon
of Florida has been “conducting surveys of wading birds nesting since 1934 and found that most young birds in
the wading bird colonies have dispersed by mid-August in the Tampa Bay area. There have been instances when
the birds might nest later or have a second brood, which one must be aware of”.
2) We recommend that the same rules for alligator egg collectors be applied to the nesting rookeries on Lake
Rousseau. No admittance to the nesting rookeries from January to mid-August.

Sample of signs posted
along the north side of
the Courtney Campbell
Causeway in Tampa.
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If drought conditions continue in Florida, the stable level of the lake’s water increases the importance of this lake
for nesting wading birds. Often water birds do not nest during droughts as the colony site dries up and the birds
go elsewhere to breed or skip the year until the weather conditions change.
3) We recommend no significant withdrawals of water from Lake Rousseau to supply other communities,
which may impact the vegetation and therefore food sources for water birds. Water quality and clarity
may also be compromised with significant withdrawals.
4) We have notified the Great Florida Birding Trail FWC office that we wish to recommend Lake Rousseau
for their next nominations in the area, and have contacted the Audubon of Florida IBA (Important Bird
Area) office for consideration as IBA status.
EDUCATION:
Education is an additional part of our endeavor to inform area residents of Lake Rousseau’s incredible wading
bird populations and I have given PowerPoint presentations about our surveys to Rainbow River Conservation,
our local garden club, and am scheduled for presentations to the Marion County and Citrus County Audubon
Societies and Florida’s Greenways and Trail Commission. This PowerPoint is available to anyone who wishes to
use it for these same educational purposes.
We invite anyone to come to these presentations or any of our kayaking tours on Lake Rousseau. We will
continue our surveys of wading birds in March.
Sincerely,
Sandra Marraffino
Marion County Audubon
19544 SW 82nd Pl Rd.
Dunnellon, FL 34432
sandfinom@aol.com 352-465-4120
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Attachment 1

152 species of birds have been located on Lake Rousseau, from Bird surveys conducted by CCAS in 2000 on and
around Inglis Island, Florida, and from birds sighted while kayaking on the lake from 2007 to 2010.
.
Wood Duck
Blue-winged Teal
Green-winged Teal
Ring-necked Duck
Ruddy Duck
Wild Turkey
Northern Bobwhite
Common Loon
Pied-billed Grebe
Wood Stork
Northern Gannet
Double-crested Cormorant
Anhinga
American White Pelican
Brown Pelican
American Bittern
Least Bittern
Great Blue Heron
Great Egret
Snowy Egret
Little Blue Heron
Tricolored Heron
Cattle Egret
Green Heron
Black-crowned Night-Heron
Yellow-crowned Night-Heron
White Ibis
Glossy Ibis
Wood Stork
Black Vulture
Turkey Vulture
Osprey
Swallow-tailed Kite
Bald Eagle
Northern Harrier
Am. Kestrel
Sharp-shinned Hawk
Cooper's Hawk
Red-shouldered Hawk
Red-tailed Hawk
Purple Gallinule
Common Moorhen
American Coot
Limpkin
Sandhill Crane
Killdeer
Black-necked Stilt
Spotted Sandpiper
Greater Yellowlegs
Laughing Gull
Ring-billed Gull
Least Tern
Common Tern
Forster's Tern

Royal Tern
Rock Pigeon
Common Ground Dove
Eurasian Collared-Dove
Mourning Dove
Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Eastern Screech-Owl
Great Horned Owl
Barred Owl
Common Nighthawk
Chuck-will's-widow
Chimney Swift
Ruby-throated Hummingbird
Belted Kingfisher
Red-headed Woodpecker
Red-bellied Woodpecker
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker
Downy Woodpecker
Northern Flicker
Pileated Woodpecker
Yellow-bellied Flycatcher
Acadian Flycatcher
Least Flycatcher
Eastern Phoebe
Great Crested Flycatcher
Loggerhead Shrike
White-eyed Vireo
Yellow-throated Vireo
Blue-headed Vireo
Red-eyed Vireo
Blue Jay
American Crow
Fish Crow
Purple Martin
Tree Swallow
Northern Rough
Barn Swallow
Carolina Chickadee
Tufted Titmouse
Carolina Wren
House Wren
Marsh Wren
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
Ruby-crowned Kinglet
Golden-crowned Kinglet
Eastern Bluebird
Veery
Swainson's Thrush
Hermit Thrush
American Robin
Gray Catbird
Northern Mockingbird
Brown Thrasher
Cedar Waxwing
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Golden-winged Warbler
Tennessee Warbler
Orange-crowned Warbler
Nashville Warbler
Northern Parula
Yellow Warbler
Chestnut-sided Warbler
Magnolia Warbler
Yellow-rumped Warbler
Yellow-throated Warbler
Pine Warbler
Prairie Warbler
Palm Warbler
Bay-breasted Warbler
Black-and-white Warbler
American Redstart
Prothonotary Warbler
Worm-eating Warbler
Ovenbird
Kentucky Warbler
Common Yellowthroat
Hooded Warbler
Yellow-breasted Chat
Summer Tanager
Scarlet Tanager
Eastern Towhee
Chipping Sparrow
Vesper Sparrow
Savannah Sparrow
Grasshopper Sparrow
Song Sparrow
Swamp Sparrow
White-throated Sparrow
White-crowned Sparrow
Northern Cardinal
Rose-breasted Grosbeak
Blue Grosbeak
Indigo Bunting
Red-winged Blackbird
Eastern Meadowlark
Common Grackle
Boat-tailed Grackle
Brown-headed Cowbird
House Finch
American Goldfinch

Attachment 2

Maps and photos of the rookeries and special nests on Lake Rousseau
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Closer view of the two major rookery areas surveyed in 2010.

Known water bird rookery sites (R) in 2010 plus Bald eagle (E) and Osprey nests (O) in use during that season.
The upper map indicates the rookeries accessed from the Goldendale Public Boat Ramp while the lower map shows
the rookeries reached from the Peaceful Acres or Inglis Dam Public Boat ramps.

Because of the size of the lake and inability to kayak into many of the marsh areas,
we do not know if there are more rookeries that have yet to be identified.
,
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Aerial and water views of the major nesting sites on Lake Rousseau:

Rookery islands located to the
north of the Goldendale boat
ramp. The main channel next to
the residential shoreline was
cleared of tree stumps while the
backwaters remain hazardous to
motor boat traffic due to
thousands of submerged stumps
remaining in the waters.

Rookery islands to the west of
the Goldendale boat ramp and
north/west of Ebony Court in
Citrus County.

Wading bird rookery west of the Goldendale boat ramp
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Part of the rookery to the north of the Goldendale boat ramp
Wading birds returning to the rookeries at dusk

Nesting islands in the lake to the west of
Peaceful Acres.

Island rookery near the Peaceful
Acres boat ramp next to the
Peaceful Acres residential
community. There is an osprey
nest on the island in the far left.
13

Attachment 3
FLORIDA FISH AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION COMMISSION
FLORIDA’S ENDANGERED SPECIES, THREATENED SPECIES,
AND SPECIES OF SPECIAL CONCERN
JUNE 2010
Common Name
Brown pelican
Florida sandhill crane
Least tern
Limpkin
Little blue heron
Snowy egret
Tricolored heron
White ibis
Wood stork

Scientific Name
Pelecanus occidentalis
Grus canadensis pratensis
Sterna antillarum
Aramus guarauna
Egretta caerulea
Egretta thula
Egretta tricolor
Eudocimus albus
Mycteria Americana

Status
SSC (1)
T
T
SSC (1)
SSC (1,4)
SSC (1)
SSC (1,4)
SSC (2)
E

E = Endangered
T = Threatened
SSC = Species of Special Concern
Reasons for SSC listings prior to January 1, 2001 are indicated by the number in parenthesis under the following
criteria:
(1) has a significant vulnerability to habitat modification, environmental alteration, human disturbance, or
human exploitation which, in the foreseeable future, may result in its becoming a threatened species unless
appropriate protective or management techniques are initiated or maintained;
(2) may already meet certain criteria for designation as a threatened species but for which conclusive data are
limited or lacking;
(4) has not sufficiently recovered from past population depletion.
Attachments 4 & 5
Birds on nests, juvenile birds being fed by adults or young birds on Lake Rousseau,
indicating nesting activity on the lake.
Juvenile Great blue heron on nest
Three Limpkin chicks
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Snowy egret with chick
Glossy ibis feeding young
Osprey with young on a nest

Young anhingas on a nest

Little blue heron nesting

Snowy egret chick begging for food
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Great egret juvenile with cattle egret young

Black-crowned night heron juvenile

Juvenile Green heron

Bald eagle young begging for food from adult

26 juvenile White ibis in a
tree near a wading bird
nesting rookery
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Attachment 6
INFORMATION ON NESTING BIRD SPECIES FROM THE CORNELL BIRDS OF NORTH AMERICA WEBSITE

Nesting Bird

Approximate nesting
time

Food

Incubation
of eggs

# days to independence

Florida
FWC Status

Conservation issues

Breeding may be spread
out, early as February,
in S. Florida, all months

Leeches, earthworms,
insects, crayfish,

Unknown

At 2 weeks, will leap from nest to water if
disturbed, will try to climb back up; first
flight 6 wks.

None

Needs to dry out wings on logs, branches, stumps

Early as Sept, Oct

Fish, carrion, mammals,
reptiles, crustaceans,
waterfowl, gulls, herons, and
will forage at dumps

35 days

Depart nest 8-14 wks., after rely on
adults for food for up to 6 more weeks
20 weeks = 140 days

None

Repeated human activity/disturbance may also lead to eagle
abandonment of use areas (roost sites, foraging sites, or nest sites) and
as a result habitat loss, if persistent

BLACKCROWNED
NIGHT HERON

In Florida nesting can
begin in Dec, or as early
as Nov. NC: Apr- May

Leeches, earthworms,
aquatic and terrestrial
insects, prawns and
crayfish, clams, mussels,
squid, freshwater and
marine fish, amphibians,
lizards, snakes, turtles, small
mammals, birds, eggs,
carrion, plant materials

22 days

Young leave nests at 29–34 d of age, but
cannot fly at that point Chicks can fly at
about 6 wk. of age, then fly to feeding
areas with adults and beg for food.
Average of dispersal for night-herons in
VA was 55- 60 days.

None

Black-crowned Night-Heron colonies may be susceptible to human
disturbance. Resulting reproductive impairment may include egg and
nestling mortality, nest abandonment, reduced nestling body mass and
slower growth, premature fledging, and modified adult behaviors. To
buffer nesting sites from human disturbance, set-back distances of 100
m for wading bird colonies were recommended in a Florida study
(Rodgers and Smith 1995).

CATTLE EGRET

Early Mar to mid Apr in
Texas

Mostly grasshoppers,
crickets, spiders, flies, frogs,
and noctuid moths; fish
taken in shallow water
during dry seasons

22-23 days

Between 2-3 weeks of age, chicks most
susceptible to falling. About 40 days,
chicks begin to forage near colony. 50 d
short flights, 60 days fly to forage areas.

None

The 2 most frequently asked questions about this species concern its
beneficial food habits to cattle industry and nuisance effects of some
heronries. Since Cattle Egret’s food habits are important to cattle
industry, nesting colonies should be protected where they are not in
conflict with other human activities.

DOUBLECRESTED
CORMORANT

In Florida the species is
known to nest yearround

Schooling fish or bottomdwelling fish, invertebrates,
crustaceans and
amphibians.

25-28 days

First young appear approximately 30 d
after first eggs are laid. At tree nests,
young may remain in nest until able to fly
(6–7 wks. old0

None

Flushing of adults from their nests at this time may lead to significant
mortality of young because of exposure to sun. Small chicks may die in
11 min from such exposure, at but shorter times are sufficient to cause
larger chicks to move and thus fall from nests

21 days

Fledging period 28 days. At 42 days
young fly to foraging areas with adults,
but still fed by adults; return to roost in
nest; at 49 d, fly to foraging areas with
adults and return with them, but
presumably feeding themselves

None

Humans entering active colonies may cause partial or total desertion,
particularly during nest-site selection, nest-building, and incubation.
Unattended eggs and small chicks are highly vulnerable to avian
predators and to chilling or overheating

27 days

first flight, 7-8- weeks, returns to nest to
be fed, independent of adults a few
weeks after first flight (80+ days)

None

Nest and colony abandonments increase with increased visits by
humans Most studies recommend a minimum 300 m buffer zone from
the periphery of colonies in which no human activity should take place
during courtship and nesting seasons, with the exception of scientific
study

23-27 days

Leave nest by climbing for short periods
beginning at 21 days of age At 34 days
of age, away from nest for considerable
period; when adults return, come back to
nest to feed. Independent at 62–67days

None

Recent increase in number of nesting Great Egrets in the Everglades
has not been matched by any other species of wading bird. Great
Egrets may be successful because they forage in a broad array of
habitats and water depths, and feed successfully where prey sizes and
densities vary great

None

Increased recreational use of river channels leads to decreased use by
Green Herons and reduced foraging time, but does not affect heron use
of backwater habitat such as oxbow ponds, side channels, and marginal
pools. In Mexico, disturbance, during early egg-laying period, caused
nest abandonment; mortality through egg breakage and exposure to
sun

ANHINGA

BALD EAGLE

GLOSSY IBIS

April 1st to May 25th

Mostly fish but also
amphibians, invertebrates,
reptiles, mammals, and birds

GREAT BLUE
HERON

Late Feb, early or midMarch best guess

Primarily a fish eater,
wading, it also stalks upland
fields for rodents, especially
in winter

12 March central
California

Mainly fish, but also
invertebrates, particularly
crustaceans, amphibians,
reptiles, birds, and small
mammals

Egg dates for Florida as
early as 29 Mar, Gulf
Coast first wk. April

A fish-eating species. Prey
selection is broad,
depending on availability,
and includes all sorts of
invertebrates

GREAT EGRET

GREEN HERON

19 - 21
days

Leaves nest 16–17 days, flies at 21–22
days. Est. independence 30-35 days.
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LEAST
BITTERN

Most nesting mid to late
May.

Small fishes, including
minnows, sunfish, and
perch. Also snakes, frogs,
tadpoles, salamanders,
leeches, slugs, crayfish,
insects, small mammals
(shrews and mice), and
vegetable matter

LIMPKIN

In central Florida, 16
clutches laid late Jan–
Mar

Apple snails and freshwater
mussels

26 - 28
days

Juveniles fly by age 7 weeks. By weeks
8–10, begin to wander to separate
places. At weeks 13 - 17 weeks juvenile
males leave sibling group

SSC (1)

Apple-snail habitat in rivers and lakes has been degraded by invasive
exotic aquatic plants that replace native plants.

LITTLE BLUE
HERON

Nesting chronology
varies across the
breeding range, being
delayed with an
increase in latitude

Small fish, small
amphibians, and
invertebrates, particularly
crustaceans.

22.8 days

Fledglings begin leaving nest at 21 days,
readily leave nest if disturbed. 35 days
sustained flights, 42 days leave to forage
nearby. Age of dispersal not known.

SSC (1,4)

Little Blue Herons. Impacts of human disturbance may include colony
abandonment, egg or nestling mortality, slower growth rates of chicks,
or altered behavior.

OSPREY

Adults in breeding area
year-round; eggs laid
late Nov–early Mar, with
peak Dec to mid-Jan

Live fish

30 - 40
days

In s. New England, age at first flight
generally 50–55 days. D ). Longer
period (62.5 d ± 4.9 SD) among Ospreys
in Gulf of California and probably other
subtropical populations

None in
local
counties

During last days of nestling period, young often exercise wings at edge
of nest. Susceptible to premature fledging; i.e., if disturbed at nest, may
jump before they can fly well, forcing a landing on ground or in water
and jeopardizing survival.

SANDHILL
CRANE,
FLORIDA
SPECIES

Average laying dates for
south central Florida 22
to 24 Feb; mean laying
date in north central
Florida 3, Mar

Omnivorous, search for food
items by probing with bills;
seeds and other foods on
the surface.

30 days

Within 24 hrs. After hatching, are able to
leave nest, can swim, if necessary,
remain with parents until 9-10 mo. of
age.

T

Maintenance of essential habitats is the primary need for all populations
of Sand hill Cranes. Wetland conservation is particularly important in
the ranges of non-migratory populations

SNOWY EGRET

Est. April - May

Worms, insects, crabs,
crayfish, snails, fish,
frogs/toads, snakes/lizards

22 days

At 10 days, leave nest if disturbed.
Dispersal at 53 - 56 days.

SSC (1)

Breeders relatively undisturbed by helicopter and fixed-wing aircraft
surveys of nesting colonies. Response to human disturbance (boats,
noise) at foraging sites minimal compared to that of other water birds.

Early to mid-Mar

Small fishes make up 90%
of diet in nearly all regions;
insects, crustaceans, and
frogs taken probably only
when superabundant

25-30 days

By 17 days of age, young can perch at
side of nest. By 21 days usually perch
above nest. Between 24 and 60 days
young are fed in tops of trees by adults
as young develop flight abilities.
Independence about 60 days.

SSC (1,4)

Declining rapidly in Florida. This species may have been positively
affected by construction and maintenance of dredge material islands
and of coastal impoundments and protected islands of the National
Wildlife Refuge system. Islands provide protection from mammalian
predators for both roosting and breeding birds

SSC (2)

Disturbance continues to be one of the primary causes of reduction in
the numbers of breeding birds in various areas. Unattended eggs and
young are highly susceptible to predation, nest destruction by
neighbors, and exposure to heat, rain, or cold. Nest desertion due to
disturbance is highly likely before egg laying and very likely during
incubation.

None

Generally less sensitive to human presence than many other wading
birds

TRICOLORED
HERON

17 - 20
days

In w. NY State, first flight estimated from
at 29 days; between 24-27 days of age,
chicks stayed within 60 m of the nest.

None

WHITE IBIS

Commonly late Feb to
June in interior of FL

Aquatic crustaceans and
insects, also fish

21 days

Young leave mainland colonies as early
as 40 days after hatching, one to two
weeks later at island sites requiring
flights over water. In FL Everglades, left
51 - 70 days of age.

YELLOWCROWNED
NIGHT HERON

Depends on date of crab
emergence in spring,
which is temperature
dependent. Weather
conditions such as
extended rain or cold
may delay onset of
breeding

Crustaceans, especially
crabs

24-25 days

Week 6: can make short flights. Weeks
7–11: capable of sustained flight

E = Endangered
T = Threatened
SSC = Species of Special Concern
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Preservation, protection, and improvement of wetland habitats for Least
Bitterns, particularly large, shallow wetlands with dense growth of
robust, emergent vegetation, is the most urgent conservation need.
Wetlands also need to be protected from chemical contamination,
siltation, eutrophication, and other forms of pollution.

