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Unusual breeding of the Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea) and
Crested Tit (Lophophanes cristatus) in urban environment
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Abstract. Urbanization changes natural environments by transforming the landscape and reducing local
biodiversity. However, some urban areas with heterogenous habitats can represent a supplementary breeding
environment for non-urban birds. Successful and unusual breeding of Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea) and Crested
Tit (Lophophanes cristatus) was found in Zvolen city (C Slovakia). Three pairs of Grey Heron bred successfully
in trees in the green fragment of abandoned riparian vegetation in the old bed of Slatina river, nearby Zvolen
castle in city center in 2020 and 2021. The mean start of breeding was delayed by three weeks in comparison to
known data from former Czechoslovakia. Furthermore, breeding of the Crested Tit was documented in the cavity
of a panel house insulation. Five chicks fledged on May 10, a little bit earlier than the known fledging period in
Central Europe. Position of nests, breeding success and phenology is described and discussed for both species.
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Urbanization is an expanding process world-
wide. It changes natural environments by
transforming the landscape and mostly drasti-
cally reducing local biodiversity (Filloy et al.
2019). For several bird species, some urban
areas with heterogenous green habitats can
represent suitable environment for life and even
enable them to maintain stable and abundant
populations (Luniak 1981, Tryjanowski et al.
2017). Buildings and urban greenery are crucial
elements for bird breeding in cities, with an
increased proportion of urban woody greenery
increasing species diversity and abundance
(Jokiméki et al. 2016). Birds respond to urbani-
zation through the infiltration of “non-urban”
species into the city, changed behavior, and
increased adaptability to the urban environment
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(Morelli etal. 2019). Forest bird species (nesting
primarily in the forest) use both urban woody
greenery (parks, cemeteries, orchards, gardens,
alleys and other similar habitats; Tryjanowski et
al. 2017) as well as human buildings for breed-
ing (Cramp 1986, Jokiméki et al. 2016, Janus &
Lesinski 2018). Even several waterbird species
can breed in an urban environment if cities have
such habitats.

The Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea) is the spe-
cies breeding primarily on trees and in forests
around streams and stagnant waters (Cramp
1986, Hudec 1994). Breeding has only been
rarely documented on human buildings, e.g.
on old bridges and building walls (Glutz 1993,
Cramp 1986), or hunter high seat in reedbeds
(Ceséak 2001). Nesting in the city center is not

O 59



known to us from the literature. The species
shows a positive population trend in Central
Europe, which is also reflected in the positive
range trend and through occupation of new
habitats (Keller et al. 2020).

In 2020 and 2021, we found a breeding of
this species in the Zvolen city center (central
Slovakia). The site is located in a fragment
of abandoned woody greenery around a small
remnant of the old Slatina river bed (about
1.4 ha), less than 100 m east of Zvolen Castle,
30 m from a busy railway line, about 170 m
SE of Zvolen’s main square, about 320 m from
today’s river Slatina and 1300 m from the river
Hron (48.5732914 N, 19.1292625 E, 290 m
a.s.l., Fig. 1a). The site was originated at the
end of the 19" century by regulating the river
Slatina (A. Vagner in verb.). Breeding of the
species around the city has been known at least
since 1950, in an oak forest near the Slatina river
near Motova (Hell & Sladek 1963). Currently,
the nearest breeding in this area is known in

the steep beech forest near the Motova water
reservoir (4 km SE, 3—11 nests in 2017-2021)
and in the riparian willow-alder vegetation of
the Hron river near the Bud¢a village (5 km SW,
26—44 nests in 2017-2021).

In 2020, three pairs bred at the site in the
Zvolen city center, all broods were successful.
The nests were located on top of trees (twice
willow Salix fragilis, once dead pear Pyrus com-
munis, Fig. 1b and 1c¢), which grew scattered on
the abandoned area of the fragment of riparian
vegetation. The height of the nests was 8, 10 and
11 m, the southernmost and highest situated nest
was on a willow above the surface of a small
water plot (about 50 x 10 m). The remaining
nests were built in willow and pear above rud-
eralized dense willow-poplar-mapple vegetation
(their distance from the previous nest was 40
and 70 m to the north, Fig. 1). The first eggs in
the nests were laid about April 25, 2020 (after
recalculation of the incubation period 31-32
days and care of young 42-49 days; Stastny

Fig. 1. Breeding of Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea) in Zvolen city centre. a) nest group position in 2020 (www.mapy.cz), b) nest in
willow tree, c) nest in dead pear tree (10.6.2020), d) 35 days old chicks (July 5, 2020) (photo by Olaf Matthes).

Obr. 1. Hniezdenie volavky popolavej (Ardea cinerea) v centre mesta Zvolen. a) lokalizacia skupiny hniezd v r. 2020 (www.mapy.
cz), b) hniezdo na vrbe, c) hniezdo na suchej hruske (10. 6. 2020), d) mladata vo veku asi 35 dni (5. 7. 2020) (foto: Olaf Matthes).
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& Hudec 2011). The number of eggs remained
unknown, because the nests were checked only
from the ground. On June 10, 2020, there were
small chicks (number unknown) aged up to
about 10 days in the particular nests, while the
adults were still brooding them. During further
inspections (June 21, 29, July 10, 19, 25), we
found maximum 3, 3 and 4 young in individual
nests from a distance ca 30—40 m. All three
nests were successful, when the last chicks left
the nests and the site on July 20-30, 2020, but
the number of fledged chicks left unknown. No
dead chicks were found in the vicinity of nests.

In 2021, three pairs bred again, but only
two of them were successful. Two nests were
this time on one, the southernmost localized
tree (willow, 11 and 9 m high, about 4 m apart)
above the water and the third was on a willow
(9 m) 40 m north of the previous ones. The nest
on the dead pear from the previous year has

disappeared. There were four young on one nest,
which could be checked (about 25 days old,
June 25, 2021) and at least three young fledged
around July 21, 2021. The birds start to build
nests, resp. repaired them during March, but
the first eggs were laid similarly to the previous
year, at the end of April, i.e. about a month later
than the average start of breeding of the species
in former Czechoslovakia (Hudec 1994).

The Crested Tit (Lophophanes cristatus) is
a typical breeding species of coniferous forests
and, less in mixed forests (Glutz 1993). It is
breeding mainly in tree cavities (8§7%) and nest
boxes (13%, n = 55; Stastny & Hudec 2011).
Nesting in tree cavities in cities is known in
parks and urban greenery, if the cities are sur-
rounded by coniferous forests. The species
density increased westward in Europe in the
Warsaw—Berlin—-Hamburg gradient (Witt et al.
2005). Nesting in the cavities of buildings is not

Fig. 2. Breeding of Crested Tit (Lophophanes cristatus) in building cavity in Zvolen. a) male, b) female (both photos: March
26, 2021), c) young just before fledging (May 10, 2021), d) position of breeding cavity shown by arrow (April 23, 2021) (photos
by Nina Babicova).
Obr. 2. Hniezdenie sykorky chochlatej (Lophophanes cristatus) v dutine panelového domu vo Zvolene. a) samec, b) samica
(obe foto: 26. 3. 2021), ¢) mlada tesne pred vyletenim z dutiny (10. 5. 2021), d) lokalizacia hniezdnej dutiny (Sipka, 23. 4.
2021) (foto: Nina Babicova).
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yet known from the literature (Glutz 1993, l.c.).
In the Zvolen area, the species is breeding in the
surrounding coniferous and mixed forests and
parks, e.g. in Slia¢ (own unpublished data) and
in the Borova Hora Arboretum in coniferous
stands and nest boxes (Jezovi¢ & Kristin 2007).

In 2021, we found a successful breed-
ing in the cavity of a panel house insulation
(polystyrene) in Zvolen (Zlaty Potok housing
estate, ca. 6000 inhabitants/20 ha, 48.57873 N,
19.15356 E, 333 ma.s.l.). The cavity (with NW
exposition) was created probably by a wood-
pecker. The species occurs year-round in the
locality with related species (Parus major,
Cyanistes caeruleus, Periparus ater and Poecile
palustris), but its nesting has not yet been con-
firmed. The housing estate was built about 45
years ago and has a relatively well-developed
woody vegetation. The nest cavity was located
at a height of 340 cm (ca. 20 cm above the
ground floor window, Fig. 2a, d), 3-10 m from
the group of coniferous trees (3 larches, 1 spruce
and 1 pine), the trees being aged about 30-40
years, height 20 m, but there are no tree cavities
in the park for cavity breeding birds. The nest
site is about 2 km south of the nearest forest. The
pair built the nest in the cavity for several days
from about March 26, 2021 (Fig. 2a, b), as the
nest material was used moss, collected by the
parents about 20-30 m from the nest. At least 5
chicks fledged on May 10, 2021 (Fig. 2c), what
is a relatively early date compared to known
data from the literature (Glutz 1993, Stastny &
Hudec 2011). In the next three days the young
and adults were observed in the nest vicinity
up to 50 m. If we calculate that the incubation
period lasts 13—18 days and the parental care
17-21 days (Stastny & Hudec 2011), then the
date of laying the first egg was around April
6, and the young hatched from about April 22,
2021. Regarding the nest position, the average
height of the nest in the former Czechoslovakia
was 1.9 m and the average number of fledglings
5.13 (Stastny & Hudec 2011).

Successful breeding of both mentioned
bird species suggest about diversity of habitats
within and around the city of Zvolen,within the
forests and mountains, and at the confluence
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of the rivers Hron and Slatina. Furthermore,
it shows that there are heterogencous habitats
that allow breeding of these species in the urban
environment (Callaghan et al. 2018).
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