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The Black-crowned Night Heron (N.nycticorax) is an attractive and diminutive member of the Heron family 

(Ardeidae) which measures just 60cm in length.  The distribution of this species is quite widespread with its 

four subspecies occurring on five continents.  The nominate form is probably the most wide spread, living 

across the Old World from Europe and Africa through Asia and Indonesia. 

 

Populations for such a wide spread bird are difficult to assess and although fairly gregarious, those native to 

the Americas are known to be more sociable leading to greater numbers communing together.  The New world 

is home to the three subspecies, the most wide spread, N.n.hoactli ranges from south east Canada, south 

through the United States and central South America to Argentina.  On the west of the Andes from Southern 

Peru, south through Chile to Tierra del Fuego is N.n.obscurus  and endemic to the Falklands is 

N.n.falklandicus . 

 

Through out their distribution the necessary habitats are predominantly aquatic be they fresh water reservoirs, 

rivers or swamps, brackish or coastal waters. Being natural nocturnal foragers they feed predominantly on fish 

and amphibians, they will however take terrestrial invertebrates, small mammals and small birds as their 

habitats can encompass dry grass land.  

 

Black-crowned Night Herons have been maintained at Birdworld for a number of years and have posed no real 

problems to manage.  The aviary used to house our group of four birds is shared with a pair of Kookaburras 

(Dacelo novaeguinea) and is also used as a nursery for newly weaned Crested Seriamas (Cariama cristata).  

The diets fed to the birds in this aviary are relatively similar, but sprats and chopped day old chicks are the 

main fare of the Herons. 

 

A large willow tree adorns the centre of the aviary providing a wealth of perching for all the aviary occupants 

and also nesting sites for the Night Herons.  To prevent possibilities of egg loss through inadequat e nest 

building, small platforms have been constructed on some of the main branches and are accepted well when it 

comes to nesting.   

 

In the past we have had problems artificially incubating Night heron eggs until it was realised, when the eggs 

were candled, that the yolks of the developing eggs are relatively smaller by volume of the whole egg than 

many other eggs.  The eggs therefore required turning more often through out their incubation for them to 

develop to maturity and hatch. 

 



Once this problem was corrected we were left in a position where we had a number of chicks that needed 

rearing which again provided a new challenge. 

 

The hand rearing of these birds proved to be relatively easy.  On hatching the eggs were at a constant 

temperature of 36.5 degrees C. and so when the chicks were moved to a brooder this temperature was 

mirrored.  On hatching the chicks already have their eyes open and although they have limited control of their 

heavy heads they are usually eager to feed, however we normally leave twelve or eighteen hours between 

hatching and the first feed, this simply allows the chicks to rest and dry.  A sparse covering of natal down is 

present on the head and along the back, this enables a normal clutch of three chicks to sit in a circle till they 

almost resemble a furry ball thus insulating and warming each other. 

 

The gape of the chicks is relatively quite enormous and probably capable of taking in large whole meals, we 

however fed small items of food not wanting to chance choking the birds.  At first the diet was made up of 

pieces of pinkie mouse, boned day old chicks and minced ox heart.  Primarily this food was offered to the 

chicks with tweezers and was always taken well, but usually after three days the chicks would lunge 

impatiently at the pots holding the food and once given the opportunity it was noticed that they would 

contently feed themselves by scooping the meat from a shallow bowl. 

 

The chicks were fed at first, four times a day, given at three hourly intervals between 8am and 5pm.  As 

Herons have no crop the quantity of food given in each feed was gauged by testing the tension of the stomach 

by feeling the abdomen.  Because of the nature of the food, the faeces were very loose and so the pots 

holding the chicks needed to be cleaned out with each feed to prevent the chicks becoming too fouled.  As 

soon as was possible, usually by about ten days old, the chicks were able to be removed from the brooder, 

which was by this time heated to about 26 degrees C. and placed in larger tubs under heat lamps.  This stage 

enabled us to sit the youngsters on wood shavings thus keeping them dryer and cleaner. 

 

At ten days old the diet given was chopped pieces of sprat and day old chicks, small pieces of bone and 

some chick down were also fed and this quantity was increased daily until by about twenty five days old they 

were eating quartered chicks and whole sprats, competently and independently. 

 

The chicks grew fast and by about thirty days they were perching well and needed to be given accommodation 

that would give them freedom to do so and exercise their lengthening wings.   

 

The birds were flying within forty five to fifty days though they preferred when possible to perch on a hand and 

be carried around almost showing no knowledge of how to fly.  To reduce the levels of imprinting they were 

returned to the main exhibition flight to integrate with their parents, though in fact none of the herons took too 



much interest in each other unless one strayed within striking range when, there was a short session of 

sparing until apparent harmony resumed. 

 


