Herons and egrets make a comeback

The 2013-2016 atlas not only documents the increase of the Grey Heron population, but also
the recovery of the Purple Heron, the first brood of Great White Egrets, and the first breed-
ing attempt by the Little Egret in Switzerland. These events would have been unthinkable
just a few years ago and reflect a positive Europe-wide trend.

Until the mid-20" century, the European populations of many her-
on and egret species suffered massive losses as wetlands were
drained and the birds were persecuted for their plumage. In sev-
eral of our neighbouring countries, the negative trend was halt-
ed when feathers went out of fashion and hunting pressure de-
creased (herons and egrets were placed under protection in France
in 1975)4%. Newly designated, largely undisturbed sanctuaries
with vast reedbeds facilitated the recovery of local species and
the colonisation by new ones. The development of rice farming
in the Camargue and the Po Valley created shallow, inundated
areas rich in invertebrates and amphibians, improving the breed-
ing success of herons and egrets and raising the number of win-
tering birds* . The Cattle Egret, for example, has bred in France
since 1969 and numbers are growing rapidly. France and Italy to-
gether supported more than 20000 breeding pairs in 2014 A% 3.10,
The Squacco Heron is also expanding its area of distribution. The
Eurasian Spoonbill has bred in France since 1981, and the Glossy
Ibis has been a regular breeder since 20064¥. Somewhat less en-
couraging are the fluctuating European populations of the Pur-
ple Heron and the Black-crowned Night-heron. However, despite
the negative long-term prospects, there have been some positive
local trends since 2000 At EBAAL 1.5,

The situation in Switzerland is not comparable with France, as
Great White Egret and Black-crowned Night-heron have only bred
here occasionally in the past few years, and the Little Egret made a
single breeding attempt near Zug in 2014 that was unsuccessful’.
Apart from the Grey Heron, only the Purple Heron has increased
in number in Switzerland, reaching 17 breeding pairs in 2016, the
highest level since 1965°. Switzerland is not well suited to accom-
modate large colonies of herons or egrets due to the lack of vast
and undisturbed wetlands. The increases in neighbouring coun-
tries are therefore primarily reflected in higher numbers of passage
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migrants and wintering birds. Such is the case of the Great White
Egret, a species native to the plains of central and eastern Europe
that only began to winter entirely in Switzerland on a regular ba-
sisin 1994/1995'2. The Little Egret is gaining ground as well, and
has bred in several areas close to the Swiss border in France and
in the province of Varese since 20092 8. The Cattle Egret is also
gradually approaching our borders.

The history of herons and egrets in Europe is closely associat-
ed with large-scale conservation efforts and a positive change in
public awareness. There are two ways in which the growing pop-
ulations in neighbouring countries could have a positive impact
in Switzerland: on the one hand, scarce species such as Great
White Egret, Little Egret and Black-crowned Night-heron could
become regular breeders; on the other hand, new species might
breed here for the first time. The long-term conservation of her-
ons and egrets, and all other waterbirds, depends crucially on
the maintenance of a dense network of undisturbed wetlands
extending across Europe.
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