
Large groups of aquatic birds nesting close to each other 
in given areas. They eat aquatic prey in fresh or brackish 
waters. Although they nest in large colonies, they may 
forage alone or in small groups, often traveling many miles 
to their feeding grounds.

WHAT IS A WATERBIRD COLONY?

Remember to look for bands and 
report all band sightings for ALL 
bird species to the USGS Bird 
Banding Laboratory.

For more information on banded 
birds in NY Harbor:
212 691-7483
bands@nycaudubon.org

LEG BANDS

A GUIDE TO

COLONIAL 
WATERBIRDS
IN THE NY – NJ HARBOR / ESTUARY

BE SURE TO OBSERVE THE BIRDS FROM A 
RESPECTFUL DISTANCE

YOU  ARE TOO CLOSE TO 
THE BIRDS IF THEY:

• Raise their heads to watch you
• Call with increasing frequency 

or loudly in alarm
• Begin to move away 

or take flight

They are especially sensitive 
to disturbance when on their 

nesting grounds

After being hunted nearly to 
extinction for their plumes and eggs, 
long-legged wading birds have 
made an impressive comeback.  
The annual nesting of several 
thousand of them in the harbor is 
testimony to the resilience of these 
urban birds. They share our shores 
and waterways and their presence is 
a sign of a healthy harbor.

NYC Audubon Summer Eco Cruise

NEW YORK CITY AUDUBON

The Sunset Eco-Tours of the Harbor Heron Islands are a 
great way to see the waterbird colonies of the New York 
Harbor by water. Cruises are 90 minutes and are led by a 
NYC Audubon naturalist. For information:
nywatertaxi.com/tours/audubon#tickets

Nesting areas of long-legged 
wading birds in the New York 
Harbor / New Jersey Estuary

71 West 23rd Street
New York, NY 10010
212-691-7483
www.nycaudubon.org

WHY ARE WATERBIRDS IMPORTANT?
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The Double Crested 
Cormorant dives 
and chases its prey 
underwater. It can often 
be found perched on a 
piling drying its feathers.

The Common Tern 
hovers over water then 
plunges-dives to catch 
fish. It typically nests 
in large colonies on 
beaches or other barren 
ground near water.

The Herring Gull cracks 
open clams by dropping 
them on piers or parking 
lots. A scavenger 
commonly found around 
dumpsters and landfills.

The Great Black 
Backed Gull is the 
largest of the gull 
species. Eats just about 
anything it can get its bill 
on, from stolen tern eggs 
to french fries.

Other Colonial Waterbirds

The Green Heron 
stalks the waterside 
for prey and 
sometimes places 
sticks on the water 
to attract fish. It may 
hunt during the day 
or night.

The Black Crowned Night 
Heron has red owl-like 
eyes to see the in the 
dark; it hunts at dawn and 
dusk. It feeds on fish and 
crabs, which it catches 
by standing motionless at 
the edge of the water, and 
grabbing with a sudden 
lunge. Able to consume 
large prey for its size.

HARBOR HERONS
The name Harbor Heron is given to New York City’s long-legged 
wading birds – herons, egrets, and ibis – that nest together in large 
groups or colonies . In the summer, these migratory birds seek the 
relative isolation and protected environment of the harbor’s uninhabited 
islands, where they build their nests in trees and bushes.

The Great Egret was once 
hunted for the lacy plumes on 
its back and tail which were 
used to decorate hats in the 
19th century. Great Egrets are 
the largest of the egrets, with 
long black legs and a yellow 
bill. Their large size allows 
them to wade in deeper water 
and catch larger fish than 
other species.

The largest heron in 
North America, the 
Great Blue Heron 
stands up to 58 inches 
tall with a 6-foot 
wingspan. It is able to 
capture and consume 
anything from fish to 
reptiles and rodents.

The Black Crowned 
Night Heron is a stocky 
bird with red eyes that 
is active at night. It eats 
insects, crayfish, clams, 
mussels, amphibians, 
rodents, and eggs.

What Wading Birds Eat

The Glossy Ibis gets 
its name from the 
reflective shades of 
its green, brown and 
red feathers. Its long 
curved bill enables 
it to probe marshes 
and mudflats for 
worms, crayfish and 
crabs.

The Snowy Egret 
is smaller than the 
Great Egret with 
delicate p;umage, a 
long black bill and 
yellow feet, which 
it uses to stir up 
shallow water in 
search of small fish.

They eat a variety of prey, but fish are 
the mainstay of the harbor heron diet.

Herring

Striped Bass

Frog

Alewife

Smelt

Pipefish

Eel

Blue 
Crab

The Yellow-Crowned Night-Heron 
forages at night. It eats primarily 
crabs, crayfish, and aquatic insects.

The Little Blue 
Heron is slate-grey 
with a black tipped 
bill; it typically 
hunts in freshwater 
marshes and 
estuaries. Fledglings 
are white and look 
like Snowy Egrets.
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