WEYERS ISLANDS:
A SUCCESSFUL DESIGN
FOR CONSTRUCTED
HERONRIES
J.A. Harrison 1, M. Maciver 2 & D. Weyers 3
1

Avian Demography Unit, University of Cape Town, 2Friends of Rietvlei, Milnerton
Century City Property Owners’ Association, Milnerton

3

We previously reported on attempts to reestablish a heronry at Intaka Island, the nature
area in the center of the Century City development in Cape Town. Initial attempts
focused on trying to recreate the situation that prevailed prior to development, namely
a strip of dead, flooded trees along the edge of a permanent waterbody (Harrison and
Maciver 2000). This approach was unsuccessful in attracting breeding birds until a
section of the constructed heronry was built out (the “bridge”) in such a way that it was
largely surrounded by water (Fig. 2). This inspired Deon Weyers, Environmental Officer
at Intaka Island, to create an “island” design that would be completely surrounded
by water. The Weyers Island was an immediate success in attracting breeding
waterbirds (Harrison et al. 2001).
Since the success of the initial three Weyers Islands at Intaka Island in 2001, the
islands were enlarged in 2002. This was followed by an increase in the number of
breeding pairs and the number of breeding species (Fig. 2). In 2003, the constructed
heronry was expanded further. Two additional islands were constructed in Pond 3,
bringing the number of islands in that waterbody to five. An island was also
constructed in Pond 2. This island differs from those in Pond 3 in that it is largely
surrounded by flooded reedbeds, not open water.

Figure 1. Breeding pairs (all species) at the natural
heronry at Blouvlei (pre-development) and the
constructed heronry at Intaka Island (post-development).
The arrow indicates the point at which the original
heronry was complety destroyed. Data for 2003 are
provisional because the breeding season is ongoing.

The new islands were used by waterbirds shortly after their construction in February
2003. By the end of August 2003, there were active nests on all three new islands, in
addition to the three existing islands. The 2003 breeding season has seen a significant
increase in the number of breeding pairs, anda further increase in the number of
breeding species (Figs 1–3). Although the constructed heronry is equivalent to only a
tiny fraction of the huge heronry that existed prior to development (Fig. 1), it now
appears possible, at least in theory, that the numbers of breeding birds could be
restored, given sufficient area of water and sufficient Weyers Islands. The rapid
colonization of the islands suggests that suitable breeding sites are in short supply in
the greater Cape Town area.
The most important aspect of the Weyers Island is its location. An island must be
completely surrounded by water (Fig. 4). It appears that both deep, open waterbodies
and shallow, vegetated waterbodies are suitable, but there should be an expanse of at
least 20 m of water on all sides of the island. The overall size of the island is not critical,
but the larger the better. We recommend a horizontal area of not less than 15 m2
because it is important that there be sufficient potential nest sites to allow for creation
of a colony.
The design of the Weyers Island is simple. Essentially it consists of loose branchy
material supported within a rigid frame. The shape of the frame is not important, but
square or round configurations are more likely to succeed than long, narrow shapes
because colonial birds favour locations where their nests are surrounded by other
nests. More compact shapes also offer nest sites with greater protection from wind.
The presence of large, breeding waterbirds, such as herons, egrets, cormorants,
darters and ibises, is a feature that enhances any bird sanctuary or park, but it is not
always apparent how such a situation can be created. Earthen islands are frequently
created for this purpose, but often fail to have the desired effect because the island,
although secure, does not have the structural features necessary for the creation of
nests. (It is interesting that, at Intaka Island, the small earthen island in Pond 3 has
only one heron nest in 2003, in comparison with dozens of nests on the Weyers Islands.
This is despite the provision of suitable nesting sites and materials on the earthen
island.) Trees, especially trees on islands, are often selected as breeding sites, but such
trees are eventually killed by deposits of guano. Weyers Islands are effective and, once
constructed, relatively easy to maintain. They have the added advantage that they can
be erected for convenient viewing, for example, near to a bird hide.
The Weyers Island is a reliable design with which to attract colonially breeding
waterbirds and establish a heronry because it offers not only security of location but
also suitability of structure and materials for the location and building of nests. It is for
this reason that we do not recommend that a solid platform be created on top of the
frame (see above). Such a platform would appear unnatural and therefore probably not

Figure 2. Breeding pairs (all species) at the constructed
heronry at Intaka Island, post-development. (These data
are the same as in the latter part of Fig. 1.) Arrows
indicated points at which the constructed heronry was
created and modified. The initial design included only
dead trees and branches around the edge of Pond 3.
The two nests in 1997 were not in the actual constructed
heronry. The “bridge” consisted of an extension of this
design about 15 m out into the water, as far as a small,
earthen island. Data for 2003 are provisional because the
breeding season is ongoing.

Figure 3. Breeding species at Intaka Island. The arrow
indicates the point at which the original natural heronry
was destroyed. Data for 2003 are provisional because the
breeding season is ongoing.

attract birds, and it would not supply the convenient perches and complex
three-dimensional structure favoured by most birds. A flat platform would also provide
only very exposed sites, without shade or shelter from wind.
We recommend that conservationists, developers and landowners experiment with the
basic design of the Weyers Island and report their experiences to BN. We would be very
interested to know whether the successes at Intaka Island can be repeated elsewhere.
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Figure 4. Weyers Islands in Pond 3 at Intaka Island,
Century City, with Canal Walk shopping mall in the
background.

