


Heronry Conservation, Skagit County

Photo and audio credits: Sue Ehler, Levy and Jim Scheltens,
Anne Winkes, Skagit Land Trust, Chris Farrow and Lance Ekhart



Terms

Heronry = nesting colony and site for herons
Staging=the gathering of herons in large numbers
outside of the heronry for 1 to 2 weeks prior to
entering the heronry and beginning courtship

Foraging = areas where herons get food



Skagit Land Trust’s work is voluntary land
conservation (buying, conservation
easements, stewardship of land).

We work with willing landowners, partners,
and all Skagit County communities.



If an issue directly impacts our land or the
conservation values we protect on that land,
Skagit Land Trust can selectively engage in
public processes.




It Began With Herons At March Point
in 1994



3.5 acres were donated to Skagit Land Trust
by Bud and Vera Kinney



1930’s photo- there are documents of the heronry in
the 1950’s or earlier



March Point is now the largest Great Blue Heron
Nesting Colony in
the Salish Sea


Presenter
Presentation Notes
A National Treasure

THESE RESIDENT HERONS are a subspecies of great blue herons found only in the Salish Sea (from Williams Point to South Puget Sound.)




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Fall nest count numbers at March Point have been pretty stable The apparent dramatic changes in number of nests on this graph reflect limitation of access to the heronry for counting, not true loss and gain of nests.   Jim Scheltens reports that the first documented visit to the March Point heronry was by the Department of Fish and Wildlife  in 1984 when 42 nests were counted. 
In 2018 over 700 nests were counted with the jump probably attributable to the abandonment of the Samish heronry in 2017.  A number of Samish herons moved to March Point.
NEXT PHOTO


1994, Mr. Kinney said “l thought it was best for a conservation group to own it.
Some people might not leave the herons alone.”



Why Is This Good Heron Real Estate?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even though it is in an industrial area, it is isolated. Up a steep hill- no one wanders in there. When you get up that hill, you are met by a sea of nettles. Lots of different trees to nest in, a pair of resident bald eagles.  
Constant traffic on highway 20 functions like “white noise”, muffling the sounds of adjacent industry.


Coastal Forest, Isolated, Abundant Food especially important for mega-colonies
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March Point Heronry is
critical to maintaining stable heron
populations in Puget Sound

There are several other heronries in Skagit
County. SLT has conservation interests in all the
sizeable ones (Barney Lake and Samish)



In 2002 March Point Heronry was threatened —in
part because Port, City and County didn’t
understand what was there.



SEPA Determination Allowed
Site Clearing and Grading
for Road and Building
on heronry border

Skagit Land Trust and other Groups
Challenged






City of Anacortes then required T. Bailey Inc. to
sign an agreement (MOU) with Skagit Land Trust
with conditions that tie into its permitting. City’s

SEPA MDNS outlines mitigation measures.

MOU employs annual and seasonal buffers, time
windows for activities, noise thresholds, orientation
of activities, etc. recommended by biologists.

It has worked very well. Heronry is stable or
growing. T Bailey Inc. has been a good neighbor.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
After a long process involving local citizens, Port of Anacortes and City of Anacortes, SLT and T Bailey signed an MOU


Skagit Land Trust has purchased land or received
donated conservation easements to expand
conserved land for heronry use at March Point.
Some of this was a condition of the MOU and
mitigation



Megacolonies, like the one at March Point,
are used for many years.

Skagit Land Trust also has conservation
interests in the two other main heronries
in Skagit County.



HERONS move around On-Site
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 And they do move around a bit 


The Barney Lake Heronry

Has more than 20 nests. Skagit Land Trust owns the land the heronry is on.



Borders County and Mount Vernon City Land



The Recently Abandoned Samish Island Heronry

Once had more than 300 nests and had been in existence for almost a century.
Skagit Land Trust holds a conservation easement on the land the heronry is on.



What’s Going On With Herons In Skagit
County?
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Bald eagles who have had a very successful come back, raid their nests, human activities -- noise, lights, pollution and diminishing forested area– can disrupt their feeding, cause them to abandon their nests. Clearing of trees near a heronry gives the eagles easier access to the heronry resulting in greater predation of eggs, chicks and adults.  
 
To survive, Great blue herons need optimum habitat for courtship and nesting, for foraging, and for expansion.  NEXT PHOTO


Citizen Scientists help us understand heron behavior and the
state of the County’s foraging areas and heronries
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NEXT PHOTO


Skagit Land Trust facilitates observations throughout the
breeding and nesting season at the March Point and
Samish Island heronries

The Skagit Heron Foraging Study, conducted in cooperation
with the Wildlife Conservation Trust and Oregon State
University, studies great blue heron foraging habitat in
Skagit County





Presenter
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Some volunteers monitor foraging and staging..  Here you see herons  gathering on the railroad tracks near March Point. One day this past Spring 120 herons were counted standing together on these tracks    NEXT PHOTO





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Other volunteers monitor the heronries. The herons build their nests high up in firs, cedars, alders, maples and cottonwoods.  NEXT PHOTO



Do you think
that the camera
tree in this
photo and the
trees around it
have recently
been occupied
by herons?
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NEXT PHOTO  



We count heron nests and map the
colony border in fall or winter,
after the herons are no longer in
the heronry.

Many Community Members
Involved

Our data is sent to WDFW
who manages a heronry map
and nest data.



Huge concern in 2017 when herons
abandoned the Samish Island heronry
mid-season.
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We now think they have mainly gone to nest at March Point, putting more pressure on that heronry


The chicks were this little...for parents to abandon
them, some significant stressor happened


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Heron chicks can’t maintain their body temperature for the first 3 weeks of life. So if parents are flushed off the nest, it is a big, potential catostostophic event


WHY?

e Eagles + human activities?

e Loud, unusual noises at the wrong time (metal being cut, grading?)
e Abnormal, prolonged smoke or vapors?

e Low-flying drones?

e Overall loss of buffer?

e A combination of the above?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is the “unusual” that really affects herons– for example so much continual smoke that it mimics a forest fire; unusual, loud noise herons are not accustomed to; growing or excessive eagle predation- i.e. if no chicks left, no reason to stay

Disturbing human activities do contribute to bald eagle predation. For example, when disturbed by the noises of grading and construction, herons will flush, leaving their nests unguarded, allowing eagles to take unprotected eggs and nestlings


Herons need:

1. Mixed forested area of at least 10 acres easily accessible to
productive marine tidelands. March Point is so large, needs all the

forest remaining.

2. A sanctuary set aside from humans; pets; unusual lights,
pollution and noises during February — August (nesting season)

3. Protection from predators (the one eagle theory)

4. Protection from frequent storm events


Presenter
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We can’t control #4, but we can do something about #1, #2 and even mitigate for #3.

We actually can add protection from eagles by restricting cutting of trees near heronries.  Clearing of trees near a heronry gives the eagles easier access to the heronry resulting in greater predation of eggs, chicks and adults.  This is important for MARCH POINT.




When Is the Nesting Season?

Between February and August






What Regulations Currently Exist?



Great Blue Herons are a Washington Fish and
Wildlife (WDFW) “Priority Species”

WDFW Recommends Cities and Counties Develop
“ colony-specific management plans that consider

colony size, location, relative isolation, and degree
of habituation to human disturbance.”



Skagit County already lists Great
Blue Heron Nesting Sites in SCC
14.24.500(4) as an official Habitat

and Species of Local Importance.

The great blue herons of Skagit County are a

subspecies found only in the Salish Sea. March Point
largest heronry



The framework is there ....

Skagit County Code 14.24.520(4) indicates:

that habitats and species of local

importance (i.e., Great Blue Heron Nesting
Sites), shall be protected on a case-by-case
basis by means of a habitat management
plan based on the Washington State Priority
Habitat and Species (PHS) program,



https://www.codepublishing.com/WA/SkagitCounty/cgi/defs.pl?def=def503

But details and guidance are missing

There is no further guidance in Skagit
County’s Code on developing or enforcing
Management Plans for activities that would
impact Great Blue Heron Nesting Sites

Thus there is a lack of protection for nesting
sites



March Point Heronry land and needed buffers straddle County
and City of Anacortes Jurisdictions

We often hear from people — “If | had known | would not have ......”


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The March Point issue – which straddles County and City jurisdictions, could have been avoided in 2002; Guidance may have helped the Samish Island heronry. We often hear from people- I want to do the right thing, I just didn’t know what that was. Community members often ask us to “do something” but we are not regulators and guidance is quite murky. 

NEXT PHOTO



It would be best for March Point to have the full complement of buffers on all
its sides, whether in the City or County. A weaker buffer on one side could
impact the entire heronry.



Anacortes lists Great Blue Heron
Nesting Sites As

e A State priority site

e March Point specifically as a City
Designated Habitat and Species of
Local Importance



Anacortes Currently Requires

A habitat management plan substantially
similar to that developed by the Skagit Land
Trust and T-Bailey for the March Point
Heronry in 2003 shall be developed prior to
any city development permit(s) being issued for
any parcels of property within the city limits that
are adjacent to the March Point Heronry. (Ord.
2794 § 1 (Att. A), 2008; Ord. 2702 § 3, 2005)



MOU With T BAILEY



Anacortes CAO Update is Still in the Works But

Updated Language Will Likely More Strongly
Reflect WDFW Guidelines

Anacortes Has A Placeholder for
further consideration -19.70.310
Fish and wildlife habitat —
Designation.



WHAT WOULD A WDFW BEST MANAGEMENT
STRATEGY FOR AN ORDINANCE LOOK LIKE?

A. Apply to heronries with 20 nests and greater
B. Be in place for 10 years after abandonment
C. Based on Seasonal and Year-Round Buffers
D. Be Colony-Specific

E. Common sense balance between needs of heron and needs
of landowner
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Activities restricted in the seasonal buffer during the nesting season are allowed during the non-nesting season, creating a balance between the needs of the herons and the needs of the landowners.  

Within the year round buffers where homes, roads, businesses are already located, WDFW guidelines allow for some activities otherwise prohibited to occur during the non-breeding season.  examples:  allow some construction projects but as far away from the nests as possible and avoid loss of visual screening by trees, vegetation removal ok in off season if enhancing wildlife habitat (ex:  removing ivy that will kill nest trees) .  Again this is common sense balance between needs of heron and needs of landowner.



Different Situations



WDFW Recommendation
Establish Seasonal and year Round Buffers



AREAS OF HERONRY MANAGEMENT

The Core Zone, consisting of the nesting colony and a year-round buffer. The goal
of this zone is to maintain a physical and visual buffer to the heron colony.

A Seasonal Loud Noise buffer. The goal of this zone is to avoid unusual, new (non-
ambient) loud noises during critical nesting time.

An extremely loud noise zone. The goal of this zone is to avoid extremely loud and
startling noises during the nesting season (blasting etc.)




WDFW’s guidance is based on
buffer recommendations




Year-Round Buffers — Core Zone

An ideal Heronry Core Zone is a sizeable area of intact forest. The
active colony is “fenced” (by vegetation or other means) and hard
to enter into.

However, because this is not always practical in real world
situations,

WDFW recommends when other activities lie within the Core Zone
that new activities should not add to the intensity of disturbance
a heron colony has historically tolerated and adapted to.
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WHAT MARCH POINT RECOMMENDED BUFFERS WOULD LOOK LIKE THIS



Normal and routine activities can occur -
the type and intensity of activities should be
similar to what has customarily occurred
during the breeding period.


Presenter
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People and vehicles moving about at T Bailey are customary activities.  Vehicles driving and people walking on South March Point Rd and vehicles driving along highway 20 are customary activities.  These activities, to the degree that they now take place, do not bother the herons. 


WDFW Recommendations for Activities in
Year Round Buffer

e Maintain baseline conditions as much as possible

e |f you have to do something new in this zone, site it as
far away from nests as possible.

e Visually screen it from nests, preferably with vegetation
and trees

e Carry out projects involving clearing, grading,
construction during the non-breeding season.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Example of road repair done on South March Point Rd directly adjacent to the heronry by Skagit County and City of Anacortes road crews was not done during this year’s breeding and nesting season.  The repairs were done after 8/2, after rearing of this season’s chicks was completed and all the herons had departed from the heronry, because of the recognition that the noises associated with the road repairs might disturb the herons and result in abandonment of the heronry


WDFW Recommendations for Activities in

Seasonal Buffers
e Seasonal buffers start on outer edge of year-round buffer
e No unusually loud noises or unusual activities during breeding
season
e Screening important —ideally with tall trees
e Down-shielded Lighting and Height Limitations May Apply
e Protect pre-nesting areas in this zone

Extremely Loud Noise (i.e. blasting) would be in a further range of
Seasonal Buffer
e 1000 meters


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Construction and grading activities are loud.  Maybe give example of T Bailey constructing a new building on their property adjacent to the heronry this past Fall and Winter.  T Bailey did all the construction of the exterior of the building after last year’s nesting season ended and before this year’s breeding and nesting season began.  Actually T Bailey is probably in the year round buffer, so this might be an example of how an activity can be done in year round buffer during the off season.


WDFW Priority Habitats and Species Habitat
biologists are good contacts for information
on Developing County CAQO’s on Heronries

https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/public
ations/01371/wdfw01371.pdf



https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/01371/wdfw01371.pdf

here are examples of Heronry Management Plans
& Code (Seattle, Olympia) informed by the WDFW
Guidelines



Skagit Land Trust Already Conserves A Good Deal
of Land
in the Recommended
WDFW Year-Round Buffers

Have Reached Out To Many Neighbors



March Point



Barney Lake



Samish Island



We would be pleased to work with Skagit
County to craft management planning
strategies for heronries


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Explain that City of Anacortes is working on this currently




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Notes for the photo before: Herons are part of our natural heritage. All of us love herons. As we urbanize, slightly adapting our land uses around these colonies to give them zones of quiet and space to nest, is the best way we can help them retain stable populations

GBH are an indicator species.  Their success in raising their young, reflects the health of their environment.  Healthy Skagit County herons mean the eel grass beds of Padilla Bay and the forage fish that live in them are doing well. 




Thank you
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