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Encounters between predator and prey commonly lead 
to the death of the prey species; accidental deaths of 
the predator are believed to be relatively rare. Here we 
report two cases of Great Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) 
mortality involving the Pacific lamprey (Entosphenus 
tridentata) in Alviso, California. 
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ruary 1989. 

z Current address: U.S. Forest Service, Shasta-Trin- 
ity National Forest, Big Bar, CA 96010. 

The Great Blue Heron is known for its diversity of 
diet, attacking almost any mammal, bird, fish, or in- 
vertebrate that stands a remote chance of being swal- 
lowed (Bayer 1978, Bent 1926, Palmer 1962). How- 
ever, its ability to capture large and unwieldy prey has 
on more than one occasion led to the death of the 
heron. Frogs (Langdale 1897) carp (Ryder 1950), bull- 
heads (Bent 1926) and snakes (Cottam 1938) have 
been involved in such deaths. To our knowledge the 
Pacific lamprey has not been previously recorded as a 
prey species of the Great Blue Heron. 

Although diversity typifies the herons’ feeding hab- 
its, they are mainly piscivorous. In a study conducted 
by Willard (1977) of the feeding habits of five species 
of herons, the Great Blue Heron consistently captured 
fish that were too large for the other heron species. 
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TABLE 1. Characteristics of the Pacific lamprey found and 16 stab wounds were found in the head and gill 
with Great Blue Herons, January 1988. region of the lamprey found on 30 January (Fig. 2). 

Both lamprey were adults and were probably migrating 
Date found upstream to spawn in Coyote Creek. 

Characteristic IO January 30 January Both herons appeared to have been healthy imme- 
diately prior to death, with moderate deposits of fat in 

Body length (cm) 61.9 51.6 
Circumference (cm) 13.6 13.4 
Diameter (cm) 4.3 4.3 
Weight (g) 510 410 

their furcula region. The heron found on 10 January 
was an after hatching year (AHY) bird with a wing 
length (chord) of 47.6 cm and weight of 3 kg. The 
second heron, found on 30 January was also an AHY 
bird with a wing chord measurement of 45 cm and 
weight of 2.55 kg. 

On IO January 1988, at 07:OO a dead Great Blue The proximal portion of the neck of each heron was 
Heron was found lying next to a slough at the south dissected to examine the esophagus in the region where 
end of the San Francisco Bay near the town of Alviso. the head of the lamprey had lodged. Large quantities 
A second dead Great Blue Heron was found on a Coy- of blood accompanied the lamprey during its removal 
ote Creek Riparian Station trail immediately adjacent from the heron collected on 30 January. However, no 
to lower Coyote Creek where it flows into the San breaks were found in either heron’s esophagus or the 
Francisco Bay on 30 January 1988 at 06:30. In both surrounding blood vessels. From our examination it 
instances the tail of a large Pacific lamprey was found appeared that the head ofeach lamprey had lodged just 
protruding slightly from the bill (Fig. I). After pho- anterior to the beginning of the proventriculus. The 
tographs, the lamprey were removed from the herons dorso-ventral measurement of each heron’s esophagus 
and meristic data were taken (Table 1). The Pacific between the position of the head of the lamprey and 
lamprey measured 57.6 and 61.9 cm in total length the proventriculus was 5 cm. This indicates that there 
and are known to attain a total length ofapproximately wasno potential problem in that part of the esophagus 
69 cm (McGinnis 1984). Fourteen stab wounds (three for further ingestion. It is likely that the lamprey were 
were completely through the body) were found in the dead prior to ingestion and were not capable of wound- 
head and gill region of the lamprey found on 10 January ing the heron with their rasping teeth. 

FIGURE 1. Figure showing the tail of the Pacific lamprey protruding from the Great Blue Heron found on 
IO January 1988. 
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FIGURE 2. Relative lengths of the Pacific lamprey and the neck of the Great Blue Heron found on 10 January 
1988. 

Further examination revealed that the glottis, locat- 
ed in the floor of the heron’s mouth approximately 20 
cm from the tip of the lower mandible, was in all like- 
lihood obstructed by the body of the lamprey and that 
the herons died from suffocation. In each case the di- 
ameter of the lamprey at its position over the heron’s 
glottis indicates this scenario. These incidents would 
seem to be a direct result of the length of this prey 
species, combined with its diameter, and possibly ex- 
acerbated by copious mucous secreted by the integu- 
ment of the lamprey. We suggest it is likely that it took 
too much time for each heron to move the lamprey 
past its glottis and this subsequently caused suffocation. 
Suffocation was also suggested by Ryder (1950) as one 
of the possible causes of death in the incident he re- 
ported involving a Great Blue Heron and a carp. These 
incidents, when added to previously published reports, 
suggest that death caused by attempted ingestion of 
large or unwieldy prey by Great Blue Herons may be 
an important factor when considering adult mortality 
and population dynamics of this and similar species. 

We thank C. R. Cutler, B. J. Katano, M. D. Rigney, 
A. G. Royer, and B. B. Tarbet for assistance, and D. 
M. Domeier, R. L. Hassur, and L. R. Mewaldt for as- 

sistance and advice in preparation of the manuscript. 
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