Cattle Egrets

Cattle egrets, unwanted immigrants that shows up every spring have invaded again.   These birds are natives of Africa, Asia and southern Europe and first appeared in South America in the 1880’s.  It is believed that a flock was caught up in a tropical storm that moved across the Atlantic Ocean.  The first cattle egrets in Texas were documented in 1954 along the coast.  Since that time they have spread through out the state, but remain mostly along and east of Interstate 35.  

Cattle egrets are a white bird about 20 inches tall and have yellowish legs.  During breeding season they have a buff colored crown, breast and back.  These birds do not depend on water like most other egrets do.  Because they feed mostly on insects, they are most often seen in pastures flowing cattle (hence the name).  The cattle stir up the insects for the egrets to forage on.  Cattle egrets are also seen perched upon the backs of cattle, many people think that they are picking ticks off, but actually they are eating the flies off the cattle’s back or just getting a free ride around the pasture.  These birds can also be seen behind shredders, hay mowers or grass mowers along the sides of highways consuming what ever insects are stirred up.  Studies have shown that the majority of the food items consumed by cattle egrets are various species of grasshoppers, flies and spiders.  But it is not uncommon for them to consume small frogs, toads and lizards.  These birds have moved into a niche that no other bird occupied and have taken full advantage of the situation.
When cattle egrets stay out with the cows they provide a great service by consuming all the different insects, but when they start to create their nesting and breeding heronries that is when the trouble starts.  When this happens it is possible for thousands of egrets to be in a very small area at one time.  The areas that cattle egrets like to move into are about 2 to 8 acres in size.  They consist of an area of tall trees (30-40 feet) that provide a tight canopy cover.  Also the undergrowth is very tight and brushy.  Some of the plant species in these areas are:  hackberry, chinaberry, black or honey locust, yaupon, water oak, ash, osage orange, green briar, winged or cedar elm.  Cattle Egrets seem to gravitate to areas that have been neglected. These areas have been overgrown with taller trees and have a lot of brushy undergrowth.  It may be that Cattle Egrets like the security of these thick brushy areas and feel safe.

If the area that these birds choose to build in are not near people or residencies or are not causing any economic damage to the area it may be best to let them stay there.  But if the area is near people problems can occur.  During peak breeding time there can be thousands of birds in the area at one time; this causes an increase in the noise level.  The birds only leave the area for short periods of feeding time, and not all at once, which means that there will be a high level of excrement on the undergrowth and on the ground which causes for a smelly situation.  As time progresses, the eggs hatch and young birds appear, this causes even more activity in the area, with parents feeding the young.  Young birds can also fall from the nest and usually they die on the ground. This causes even more smell and creates a messier area.  When the young are big enough to hop, but not fly it is possible for them to wander onto area roadways and get run over by cars.
Cattle egrets are protected under the Federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act, which means that these birds or their young (including eggs), or their current active nests cannot be killed or destroyed.  So if there have been problems with these birds in certain areas in the past, it is in everyone’s best interest to try and stop the problem before it starts.  People cannot disturb a heronry once the first egg has been laid.  Heronry building usually begins about April. The birds receive full protection along with their nests, eggs, and rookery habitat. Those disturbing the birds after the first egg is laid could face state or federal charges.
When dealing with Cattle egrets the best defense if usually a better offense.  If there are areas where these birds continue to nest year after year then the habitat should be modified to make it unsuitable for them.  Thin out about 50-75% the undergrowth in the area and try to remove as many old nests as possible.  Any dead trees should be removed and some of the taller trees should also be thinned out to make the area less appealing.  This habitat modification will help to persuade the Cattle egrets to move into areas that will hopefully not cause conflicts with people.  Cattle egrets are not going to go away, they are here to stay and through some clean up work and understanding on our part maybe they will not be as much of a problem.
By cleaning up old heronry sites it is possible that the birds will move to another site that may cause conflicts.  This is why it is extremely important in areas that have had long term problems that people remain on the look out for new nesting sites. If cattle egrets are not wanted in an area, and are caught early enough they can be moved out.  When they first pick an area to build nests they are very skittish and can be persuaded to move by using various harassment or scaring methods.  Some of the methods found to be most useful are propane canons, pyrotechnics (oversized firecrackers launched into the trees) and high pressure water spray.  The proper use of these harassment tools when the birds first pick an area will force them to leave.  It must be remembered though that when the first egg is laid in the heronry all harassment must stop. 
 Harassment should begin in the evening when the birds first appear in the area and continue until it is dark, and start again the next morning at daylight.  Usually birds will move into the area after harassment has stopped the evening before, which is why you should start again at daylight.  Persistence is the key in moving these cattle egrets, you have to harass them in the morning, afternoon and evening until they no longer even look at the heronry area. This can be a time consuming job, but the benefits of not having the birds in your back yard are worth the time and effort spent. 

When the eggs have hatched and young are in the nests you may see an abundance of adults in outlying areas around the heronry.  The adult birds are just loafing in trees, taking it easy.  If they are not wanted in these areas you can use a small amount of noise, such as hand clapping to get the birds to fly away, but you must remember not to disturb the main heronry area.  Usually around the end of July to mid August you will start to see the young fly away with the adults during the day to feed and then return to the heronry in the evening.  This is a good indication that the young are now self sufficient. When all of the young leave the heronry area and there are not any Cattle Egrets there during the day you can start noise harassment to keep them away.  It may take a few days, but usually by this time the birds are almost ready to move south for the winter.
What must be remembered when dealing with Cattle egrets is that they will return and past problem areas should modify the habitat to make it less appealing to the birds.  The entire community should be aware that the egrets are in the area and keep a look out for where the birds are trying to nest.  Early detection of nesting areas can alleviate potential problems.  If the heronry becomes established and eggs are laid, you are breaking the law when you disturb them.  It does take some effort ahead of time so that Cattle Egret problems will not occur, but it is well worth it when they do not nest in your back yard.

 If you have questions concerning Cattle egrets or any other wildlife species, you can contact Linda Tschirhart-Hejl, a Wildlife Biologist with the Texas AgriLife Extension - Wildlife Services, at (979)845-6201.  You may also e-mail her at Linda.Tschirhart@aphis.usda.gov.
