
MARCH,1986

A BREEDING COLONY OF LITTLE EGRETS

NEAR TORR:f£NS ISLAND

DAVID J. VINCENT AND PENNY PATON

19

The Little Egret Ardea garzetta was not
reported from South Australia until the early
1950s (Parker et al. 1979). Since then reports
suggest that it has increased in range and
abundance, with the first record of breeding in
the State being made in 1967 (BIakers et at.
1984). This was of a nest with one egg on an
island in Salt Lagoon, southern Lake
Alexandrina (Parker et al. 1979).

Parker et al. (1979) postulated that the Little
Egrets in the Adelaide and Port Wakefield
districts 'withdraw to as yet undiscovered
breeding colonies in the mangroves on the
eastern side of Gulf St Vincent' . This
hypothesis has recently been proven correct, at
least in part. Reid et al (1986, this issue) have
reported a breeding colony at Price and here we
report another colony in Gulf St Vincent. On 11
October 1984, DIV and R.F. Brown saw a
number of Little Egrets in mangroves on the
small island north of Torrens Island, ca 15 km
NW of the centre of Adelaide. On investigation
nests were found in the mangroves. Some were
in a state of disrepair and some had fresh
droppings. The nests were too high for their
contents to be examined but 18 Little Egrets
and six Rufous Night Herons Nycticorax
caledonicus were flushed.

On 2 November 1984 the same two observers
and J. Winslet returned to the area and on that
occasion flushed 15 Little Egrets and two
Rufous Night Herons. A ventriloquial, trilli~g
noise was traced to one nest and a small, white
downy chick of a Little Egret could be seen
through the bottom .of the n;est, so .confirming
breeding of the species at thIS locality.

Five days later, PP visited the are~ and put
up at least 10 Little Egrets and one Rufous
Night Heron. Some of the egrets had plumes on
their heads and they were giving a bubbling
call described as woola woola in field notes
tak~n at the time. This is interesting in view'of
the following information on Little Egret's calls
in Pizzey (1980): 'a bubbling 'wull~-wul1a-wl;llla'
when breeding (European data). Four Little
Egrets were feeding on mudflats adjacent to the
breeding colony and one of these had head
plumes and magnificent dorsal plumes.

On 16 November 1984 we returned to the
area with J. Vincent. Fifteen Little Egrets and
four Rufous Night Herons were disturbed from
the breeding area and head plumes were seen on
one egret. Six nests were occupied by Little
Egret chicks and two contained Rufous Night
Heron chicks. Two egret nests had at least one
chick, three had two chicks and one contained
an egg and two chicks about 7 em long. The
Rufous Night Heron chicks were more
advanced, being about 20 cm long.

The Rufous Night Heron nests seemed a little
bigger and more substantial than the egret
nests, but otherwise were similar. All were
constructed of mangrove sticks about 2 ern in
diameter and up to 50 em long. All nests were at
least 3.5 m above the ground and about one
metre below the mangrove canopy. The mixed'
breeding colony of Little Egrets and Rufous
Night Herons occupied an area of about 400 m2

in mangroves along a small creek. The number
of old nests in the vicinity suggested that one or
both species had bred there in previous seasons.
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