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HISTJRY AND PRESENT STATUS 

OF THE UNIONTOWN HERONRY 

Dav id f. Werschku L 

The p ur p oses of t h i s paper are t o ( I ) repor t on the sta t us and composition 
01 a l arge inland heronry located near Uniontown , Perry County, Alabama, (2) present 
a brief history of heronr ies tn thi s area, and (3) comment on some conservation 
measures nee ded (or the management of in l and wading b i r d breed ing co l onies . 

Methods 

The Uniontown heronry was vi sited weekly tor 2-day periods between May 5 
and .J u Ly 7,1917. The phySical stU' of the heronry a nd nest density were estimated 
from nes t counts and distances on 14 north-south 3 -meter wide transect l i nes spaced 
every 311 meters. Nes t ing compOSition was e stimated by reco r ding the re l ative abun­
dance of each species coming into the heronry for ten 2-tninute periods during the 
hours 1600 - 1700 on May 24. In f ormation on the 10l.:at ion of previous heronries was 
obtained from interviews of local residents and from Robert R. Reid , Jr., who has 
been visiting he ronrie s in this area since t'Joo • 

Results 

The present si te of t he heronry is a few kilometers southwest oi Un iontown 
(see Fig . I) and covers approximately 5. 2 hectares with nesling in 2.1 hectares (see 
fig . 2). t he overstory vegeta tion is primarily eastern red cedar (Juniperus vi r gin ­
iana) wi t h a n occasions I (less than t l ) osage orange (Mac Lura pomi[era) . The 
eas tern re d cedars ranged in height f rom I - meter saplings to 11 meters with an 
average of 8 . 1 ± 2 . 8 meters (± I S . D. ) . I n those areas .... ·here nesting occurred , 
nest density was fairly uniform (0 . 78 nests per m2 ) though hig her (1.56 nests per m2) " 
in the ",,'estern section. The most abundan t nesting species was the Cattle Egret 
(Subulcu s ibis) fo11o\""ed by the ... ' hite Ibis (Eudocimus ibis), Little alue Heron 
(F l or i da cae r ul ea) , Snowy Eg ret (Leucophoyx thula) and the Great Egret (Casmcrodius 
~) . Table I presents t he estimates of breedtng pairs . Thts repre sen ts an e)l~ 

tension of t he known Alabama breeding range o{ the Snowy Egret into the upper coastal 
p·tatn as recent (post 1':1 55) records are all from the gulf coast region (Imhof l':no) . 
Snowy Egrets have bred in Mississippi near Brooksvill e , Noxubee Co . (adjacent to 
Pickens Co •• ALabama) , si nce 1972 (Werschkul IIJ 77a) . Anhingas ("nhinBs anhinga) .. nd 
Yellow - crowned Ni ght Herons (Nyctanassa violacea) we r e observed near the heronr y, 
but no nest s were seen o¢¢upied by either species. Figure 2 s hows the nesting area 
[or each species within the heronr)' . 
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rhe present sitl:! ol t he heron r)' wa s first used by the herons and egrets 
ill l 'l' I (} . Pr,-,viou s l y a he t onr)' wa s locate d a bou t 1.') kilometers to the northwes t, 
l1 o.:.if LO r ... unsoale . The ove r st ory vegetatioll of the earlier her onry wa s deciduous, 
,!till'.Jl. i I ) u ill cl"f,:nt oaks (~ue rcus spp . ), and was occupied fr om l 'i 72 until l 'i7b . 
l\jl.,a rI..IlLl) lhc majo rity oj bi ro.s moveo fr om th is site (see fig . 2) to the present 
I; lIion(o ...... lI~c .. tion <titer the 1'j7 5 breed ing season , exce pt Cor some Great Egrets 
.."hil..h .... . .>n tin'ueu t o us e the Faunsdale si te through the l lj7b breeding season. rhe 
1':17~ - i o f .. unsdale heronr)' was preceded by two o ther s ites which were occupied by 
til" ht:ron :; s i multaneously. vne 01 these early heronries was loc ated about 5 kilo­
IUI.. L~r ~ to thl west. 01 th e 1':1 72 - 76 ~·aunsdale site . It is kno\<ln to have been aban­
done ,," ill 1 ... 72 t h ough the initiation date i s obsc.ure. The other heronry was 
Ot:LufJict: som., t ime in t he 1':140 ' 5 and cob.mooned in 1~7 0 . It was loca te d a bout 
.. kilOIl'l:lc rs t o the southwest ot the p resent Uniontown heronry. Local residents 
wert- Ull :i Un~ 01 thtl initi<lti on dine but confirmed tha t the heronry had been there 
<.iL It;a sl 20 year s . A her onry ne.n Brooksville, Mi ssiss ippi j has bee n occupied 
c on t in uously s in ct: 1')47 (',ie r schkul 1,,77a). The overs t or y vege tat ion 01 the 1940 ' s _ 
7 iJ Unl Olltolo'n heron r)" wo s sinl i l " r to that in the present Uniontown heronry, primari l y 
l'bstcfn c"o ceoar~ . 

lJ i scuss ion 

Th" Uniontown h eron ry apJlI~ars t o bO:!: one of t he large r inland breeding 
colonll' S o[ wad ing birds known . Surprisin g ly , t he two mos t abundant bird species 
a rt: Il ot g(' nerally as sociated with up lana North Ameri c a n heronr i es. The Catt. le 
F.grct, 1\ r elatively new a dd il::i on to southeas t e rn heronries (Rice 1956) , appears 
to ue r e ac hing winter carr y i ng c apacity in t'lor i da (Bock and Le p thein 1"76) though 
sun~!ler ca rrying ciJpacity i s at presl: nt unkno' ... n . The Uhite Ib is 15 indigen ous to the 

. nc\o,· world though generally a ssocia t ed with CO<l.s tal habitats. rhe increase inlan d 
by the White Ibi s may be in r esponse to the de cline in the plumage trade ( J. Ogden, 
pers. COl1lUl . ) . Regardless 01 the causes 0 1 the i ncrease in some \<lading birds in t he 
Uni ontown area, this increase presents a number oC problems for their management 
whi~h w~ wish to ~xp l ore further . 

rhe c onS("quences o t the increasing number o f wading birds in the Un iontown 
ar e;) ca n b.e separ.at('d into t hrel': classes: ( 1) the eff e cts 01 the different species 
on ed ch other, (2) the e[! ec ts of the birds on the nesting habitat , and (3) the 
toleran ce of man t o the biros . rhe first ot these que s tions, on i nterspecif ic 
competition , ha s been rep orte d on e l s ewhere ('Je rschkul 1':177b) . Though quantitative 
U"U' on the effect 01 nes t uensity on luture n es ti ng habita t are l a c king , i t is a 
cor.~non observdtion ,-hilt \<l ith increasing ne st density habita t deterioration is high. 
keio visi tl':ci the 1':172 - 70 l'aullsd dl e he ronr)" an<J iound thar the central trees had 
been cicloliated <ind "'e r e !.lead . Subsequently, the bir!.ls nested e lsewhere. when 
h~l·Q Il S cio sh i ft lhc loc .. ti on at the bree d ing colony, it is t he Little Blue Herons 
tho t locate th e ne \o,' sit~ s i nce they ar e firs t to nest . Hence the majorit y of ad­
vel·s e e llec ts dur ing h('ronry relocat ion (e . g . , alteration 01 the normal breed in g 
period ) woul d iall on th t: Little Blue He r ons . 

The ma in problem l or the heron s in t he breeding sea son is the react iOn 
of man to the her on r ) . ge caus e of the general ign oranc e oC heron biology among 
la}lnen and the he r on 's n or mal colonial ne s ti ng habits , the heronry has often become 
the focus of ho s tile illt i lu oes . In 1':17 6, local reside nts attempted to move the 
herons t rOll the pr esc nt Uniontown s i te by shooting as many 3 5 possible . Accor ding 
t o the peop le presen t, th ousan ds were ki l l ed . However , presumab l y because oC t he 
at tachment of herons to the nest s i te , the bi rds d i d not move and retur ned to ne st 
th.,re in 1':177. The lan downe r is p l ann ing to remove the trees this win te r from 
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where the birds have nested. The effects ot the shooting on the more common herons 
is probably minimal, though on the iess common herons (e.g., Snowy Egrets and Great 
Egrets), local extinction is pOssible. The p roblem is analogous to the elimination 
of blackbird roosts in the southeast where other wildlife is threatened by the non ­
discriminatlng techniques used (Jackson 1976). 

In summary, the Uniontown heronry, among the largest inland congregations 
of breeding herons, egrets and ibises, is threatened because of increasing size and 
demands on land use by local residents . While state and federal laws protect the 
birds and the heronry during the breeding season, enforcement is di£tic ult and does 
not protect the heronry site during the non-breeding season. Because of economic 
and aesthetic reasons, it is unreasonable to assume that local lanoowners will 
voluntarily restrict land use. Consequently, the probability is small for 10n8-
term use of an area by the herons as a breeding site. The simplest solution to 
this probiem is action either by state or private agencies to set aside on a semi ­
permanent basis land used during the breeding season by the herons. Long-term 
planning by state or private a genCies is urged for the maintenance of a viable 
~ading bird guild in central Alabama . 

TABLE 1 . Abundance of breeding pairs in the Union t o~n heronry, 1~77. 

Species 

Catt l e Egrets 
White Ibises 
Little Blue Herons 
Snowy Egrets 
Great Egrets 

Total 

Acknowledgments 

% Abundance 

65% 
32'7. 

27-
less than 
less than 

100% 

17-

". 

Estimate 01 
Breeding Pairs 

9810 
4200 

225 
30 
20 

11,810 
6400 

425 
7U 
60 

14,380- 18,380 
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