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As described in a previous article (Harrison & MacIver 2000), an artificial heronry
created in 1997 in a constructed wetland, at Blouvlei/Intaka Island in the Century City
development in Cape Town, had been partially successful
in attracting waterbirds to roost, and subsequently to breed for the first time in
1999. Nevertheless, breeding at the site remained at a low level in 2000, and in fact
declined from the numbers of breeding pairs in 1999.
The original constructed heronry had been designed to mimic the flooded scrub
along the banks which had been a natural heronry at the original ‘Blouvlei B’ site which
had been destroyed during development in 1997. Deon Weyers, working on behalf of the
Century City Property Owners Association, decided to try a new approach. In April 2001,
he and his workers created three rectangular frameworks which were erected in Pond 3
of the constructed wetlands,
near to the existing constructed heronry. These frames were placed out in the
open water, and were anchored by means of corner posts sunk into the substrate.
Within the frameworks, natural poles and branches of dead wood were arranged and
secured in a constructed ‘thicket’ to provide a reasonably naturallooking habitat in
which nests could be built. No decoy birds or nests were used.
Although these constructions resemble a platform only in having a rectangular
framework, for lack of a better word they will be referred to as ‘platforms’ from here on.
In May 2001, a few days after construction was completed, breeding was initiated on
one of the platforms by a pair of Hadeda Ibis Bostrychia hagedash. Interestingly, and
perhaps significantly, this is also what happened
in the main heronry in 1999 and 2000, when a pair of Hadedas were the first species to
build a nest. A single pair of Grey Herons Ardea cinerea followed suit and, subsequently,
several pairs of Darters Anhinga melanogaster and about a dozen pairs of Reed
Cormorants Phalacrocorax africanus built nests on the same platform. Most nests
appeared to successfully produce fledglings.
Late in August, a second platform was colonized and eventually had similar populations
of the same three species.
Of the three platforms, one is very near to a pre-existing earthen island and its
constructed heronry; the other two are relatively far away from the island and the
banks, and are surrounded by several metres of open water in all directions. This third
platform was colonized last, only in October, with a pair of Hadedas once again being
the first to build a nest. Subsequently a pair of Grey Herons built a nest.
During the 2001 breeding season, only the platforms held successful nests. A number of
pairs of Reed Cormorants did begin nesting in the area used during the 1999 and 2000
breeding seasons, but appeared to abandon that site within two weeks and move their
operations to a platform.
We believe that this ‘experiment’ in encouraging the establishment of heronries has
produced a number of significant results, especially when seen in conjunction with
previous attempts (cf. Harrison & MacIver 2000):
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All nest-building activity, by all relevant species, has favoured locations most
isolated from land and most surrounded by water. This has been the case despite
the original, pre-development situation where approximately 1800 nests of 12
different species were situated in flooded vegetation along the banks of a large
vlei (Harrison & MacIver 2000).

2

The ‘platforms’ are, to human eyes, clearly the most artificial parts of the
complex of constructed heronries on the wetland; nevertheless they were
favoured by the birds, presumably because of their protected location.
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Prior breeding sites, in an older part of the heronry, were abandoned in favour of
the platforms, indicating again that their location was perceived as ‘preferable’
by the birds. The fact that the platforms were brand new, contained no decoy

Two of the three ‘platforms’ onstructed in Pond 3,
Blouvlei, Century City. The one on the right was the
first to be colonized, the one on the left the last to be
colonized. Part of the original constructed heronry,
and its screen of growing Acacia saligna, is visible
behind the platforms. Part of the small island can be
seen on the extreme left.

nests, and were more exposed to the wind than the older parts of the heronry,
obviously did not deter the birds.
4

Colonization of a breeding site by waterbirds is facilitated and encouraged by
existing nesting activity, even by an unrelated species, such as the Hadeda Ibis. It
was probably such nesting activity which encouraged several nesting pairs of
Reed Cormorant to relocate to the platforms.
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Breeding was successfully achieved at Blouvlei despite busy and noisy activity on
the site of a multi-storey building about 100 m from the heronry. Again this
indicates that the immediate surroundings of the location are the most
influential factor in encouraging nesting.
We are not able to say whether a plain, horizontal platform would have enjoyed
similar levels of success; the design chosen was determined partly by aesthetic
considerations.
We suggest that these observations are relevant to attempts to establish
heronries at wetlands in South Africa and elsewhere. Our experiences indicate
that, by following certain design guidelines, success in attracting at least some
species to breed in a heronry can be virtually assured.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
The Century City Property Owners’ Association and the Blouvlei Environmental Committee are acknowledged for supporting bird monitoring at Century City.
Harrison J.A. & MacIver M. 2000. The constructed heronry at Blouvlei, Century City,
Cape Town. Bird Numbers 9(1): 38–42.

