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Food Habits of Little Egrets (Egretta garzetta)
at a Colony in Pattani, Southern Thailand

Somsak Buatip'?, Wanchamai Karntanut' and Cornelis Swennen’

The breeding range of the Little Egret (Egretta garzetta) extends from East Asia north
to Korea and Japan (northern limits about 40°N), through Asia south of the Himalayas, the
Philippines, North and East Australia, the Middle East to Western Europe (northern limit c.
53°N), and North and southern Africa (HANcock ET AL., 1978). Thus the range of the species
covers temperate, subtropical and tropical climate zones, encompassing a great variety of
wetland types. A wide variety of small wetland animals, mainly fish, are taken as food (BAUER
& GLUTZ VON BLOTZHEIM, 1966; ALI & RIPLEY, 1987; DEL HOYO ET AL., 1992). Little Egrets feed
in freshwater and tidal areas, mangroves, efc., in the Thai-Malay Peninsula, although there is
no detailed information on their diet (WELLS, 1999). The present study deals with the food of
Little Egrets during two apparently discrete breeding periods, at a recently established colony
in southern Thailand. The first breeding period commenced in December during the rainy
season (November through December), and the second period started about 3.5 months later
in mid-March during the dry season (March through August) (Buatip £7 A, 2013).

Material and Methods.—The Pattani water bird colony is located beside the provincial
Central Prison (6°52°N, 101°15’E), close to the shore of Pattani Bay, Gulf of Thailand. Both
brackish and freshwater habitats were present in proximity to the colony and Little Egrets
fed in both wetland types. The study was conducted during two successive breeding periods
during November 2008 to February 2009, the second during March—June, 2009).

After the chicks had hatched, fresh food pellets regurgitated beside nests were collected
and individually placed in plastic bags. The pellets were moistened with water and preserved
with 10% formaldehyde soon after collection. After the fieldwork was finished, food items
in the pellets and their habitat types were identified in the laboratory using identifica-
tion keys and descriptions in BANNER & BANNER (1966), CARPENTER & NIEM (1998,
1999a, 1999b), CHaN-ARD (2003), Das (2010), Cox Er L. (1998), HAMARAINEN &
PINRATANA (1999), KiMURA ET aL. (2008), KOoTTELAT ET AL. (1993), MURrDY (1989),
SATAPOOMIN & PoovACHIRANON (1997), SEBASTIAN & PETER (2009) and SwmitH (1945).
Scientific names of fish species were updated by following EscHMEYER (2013) and KoTTELAT
(2013). Total lengths of intact specimens were also measured; they were externally dried
with tissues and weighed.

Results and Discussion.—A total of 246 fresh pellets collected and examined contained
identifiable specimens of 3,230 prey items belonging to 57 different taxa (Table 1). Fish
were numerically the most important prey (82.7%), followed by crustaceans (15.6%), while
amphibians (0.85%), insects (0.72%), and reptilians (0.03%) contributed. A total of 45 fish
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species were identified. The most numerous prey species in the pellets were of the alien spe-
cies Oreochromis niloticus (1* breeding period average length 48 mm; 2" breeding period 56
mm) followed by Trichopodus trichopterus (1* average length 48 mm; 2™ 56mm), Puntius
brevis (145 mm; 2" 59 mm), Trichopsis vittata (1% 29 mm; 2™ 36 mm), Anabas testudineus
(1% 55 mm; 2" 39 mm), Aplocheilus panchax (1% 29 mm; 2" 45 mm).

Food items identified from freshly regurgitated pellets were dominated by a wide variety
(45 species) of small fish (82.7% of items), followed by shrimps (15.6%). Insects, amphibians
and reptiles did not play a substantial role in the food. The high number of species represented
in the diet reflects the relatively high aquatic species richness of the area. This contrasts with
the many fewer fish species found in food of the Little Egret in temperate areas as quoted
in BAUER & GLUTZ vON BLoTZHEIM (1966), CRAMP & Simmons (1977), ALl & RipLEY (1987),
and peEL Hovo ET aL. (1992). It also shows that the Little Egret appears to be a rather general-
ist piscivore. Brackish waters predominate in and near coastal wetland habitats on marine
sediments of Holocene origin, and brackish-water species likewise predominated in the diet
(Table 1). Most prey items were small, with a mean length of 43 mm (N = 2,662) and rarely
reached 100 mm or more (Table 1). The range of fish species in the diet probably reflected
merely the relative abundance of the various species in the surroundings rather than specific
avoidance of, or preference for, any particular prey species. However, this was not tested
statistically. That in relatively short time a large colony (> 4,000 pairs) could be established at
Pattani is owed not only to the result of the near-complete protection offered by its proximity
to the local prison, a relatively secure site, but also to the high biological productivity of the
surroundings. (BuaTtip £7 L., 2013).

Acknowledgements.— We would like to thank the late Mr. Nihasem Waesalae for transport
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