
WILDLIFE FACTFLIE: Grey heron

This factfile is all about the grey heron (Ardea cinerea). These 
grey-backed birds have long legs, a long white neck, bright 
yellow bill and a black eye stripe that continues as long drooping 
feathers down the neck. When they fly, they have their long legs 
stretched out and neck pulled in. Herons can be seen all year 
round in the UK and are often solitary. They stand still in water 
for several minutes at a time, waiting patiently for fish to swim 
into reach before darting down and spearing their prey with a 
dagger-like bill. Alternatively, they may stalk the shallows, 
actively searching for food. They will feed mainly on fish but also 
eat small mammals, waterbirds and crayfish. 

Grey herons can be found in freshwater, wetland and coastal 
habitats, as well as towns and gardens. They are usually seen in 
the shallow waters of lakes, rivers and ponds but may also visit 
garden ponds in search of an easy meal. These birds typically 
breed in woodland areas close to water. At Ribble Rivers Trust, 
we do a lot of work to manage and preserve the habitats that 
herons rely on for living, including creating woodlands and 
wetlands and keeping rivers healthy. 

Grey herons are known as apex predators, meaning that food 
chains often end with them at the top. Apex predators form a 
crucial part of a healthy ecosystem by removing vulnerable prey, 
such as the slow, weak and dying, leaving more food for the 
survival and success of healthy prey animals. By controlling the 
size of prey populations, predators also help to slow down the 
spread of disease. Without the presence of herons, populations 
of fish may over-utilise their space as their numbers grow, and 
their population will typically crash as lack of food and disease 
overcome them. The prey species are in fact healthier when 
there are predators around to keep the population in check. 
Herons are key to the health of a river ecosystem, maintaining a 
balance between prey species and the rest of the system.
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