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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The Post Point Great Blue Heron Colony is the only known heron nesting site in the City of 
Bellingham.  The colony was first documented in 2000, at its present location in south 
Bellinghamôs Fairhaven district, adjacent to the Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant.  The 
colony is located in a forest patch on City owned property, situated between the wastewater 
plant and privately owned undeveloped land.  Due to the sensitivity of the heronry and its 
uniqueness within the city, Bellingham Public Works requested a management plan (2003) 
followed by a scientific baseline study of the colony in 2005 to document breeding chronology, 
nesting activities, colony status and habitat use.  Following these efforts, annual monitoring of 
the colony has been employed as a conservation measure due to the colonyôs local significance 
as a critical habitat area, and unique natural feature within the urban area.  
 
Habitats used by the Post Point herons include upland forest, fallow grass field, freshwater, 
estuarine and nearshore marine areas. All of these essential habitats form a habitat mosaic 
supporting staging, nesting, roosting and foraging.  The heron nesting area is situated on a 
nearshore slope in mixed forest.  The herons utilize this habitat for both nesting and roosting 
and are present seasonally in large concentrations to nest, and in smaller year-round roosting 
aggregations in the same contiguous forest as the colony.  Herons forage along grassy margins 
and the intertidal shoreline of Post Point, Marine Park, Post Point lagoon and Padden Creek 
estuary, as well as shoreline areas of Bellingham Bay, Chuckanut Bay and Portage Bay.  
 
The results of the 2015 Post Point Great Blue Heron Colony Annual Monitoring are detailed in 
this annual update. Monitoring of the site spanned 6 months and included 28 site visits through 
the nesting season.  Between early February and early August, the herons reoccupied the 
colony, nested, hatched and reared young to fledging.  It was a particularly successful year with 
growth of the colony and good productivity. 
  
A total of 25 nests were active in 2015, an increase of 4 nests, or 19% from 2014. The same 
number of nests was added in 2014.  With the completion of the Post Point Wastewater 
Treatment Plant Expansion Project, in June 2014, the north side of the colony has become 
relatively quiet again, however with new structures and a trail nearby it was not clear how the 
herons would respond. No other major construction project or major disturbances were noted. 
Bald Eagle presence around the colony was also peaceful this season, with no incursions in the 
colony reported.  With disturbances minimized, the colony appeared to have responded 
favorably both in growth and productivity this season.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 
The Post Point Great Blue Heron Colony Annual Report details the 2015 heron colony 
monitoring results and provides a comparison with previous years.  The Post Point heronry is 
located near Fairhaven in south Bellingham, Washington (T37N/R2E/Section 2).  This heronry is 
the only known heron nesting site in the City of Bellingham and is considered a sensitive 
breeding habitat area.  The colony is small, yet unique within the city and has been strategically 
important to the areaôs heron population.   
 
The Great Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) is a year-round resident in western Washington, and 
recognized as a Priority Species by Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW).  
Heron colony sites are also considered Priority Habitats by WDFW, and as Critical Areas in 
many jurisdictions, including Bellingham, requiring the protection of both the herons and their 
habitat.  Heron nesting colonies are sensitive to human disturbance, requiring special 
management to maintain their stability and productivity.  The WDFW Management 
Recommendations for Great Blue Heron provides the necessary guidelines and important life 
history information to inform planned projects near heron colonies. 
 
The City of Bellingham Public Works has supported the conservation of the Post Point Great 
Blue Heron Colony site by developing a management plan (2003), establishing a scientific 
baseline (2005) and sustaining professional monitoring of the colony, which has been ongoing 
since 2005. However, due to the 2014 completion of the Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant 
expansion, resulting in subsequent major landscape changes and infringement of buffers, the 
original management plan (2003) has become obsolete and requires updating.  
 
Monitoring of the Post Point heron colony includes four primary components:  
 

¶ general monitoring, focusing on heron in colony activity, nesting chronology and 
related behavior; 
 

¶ disturbance monitoring, observing and documenting any disturbances to the herons 
within the colony or feeding areas; 

  

¶ productivity monitoring, tracking nesting activity, number of young/nest and fledging;  

 
¶ nest and nest tree survey, updating the number of nests, nest trees utilized during the 

breeding season and assess overall forest health.  
 
In addition to the colony monitoring, heron foraging observations are also made in the 
immediate area during the nesting season, to document feeding activity.   
 
Bald Eagle activity in the vicinity is also recorded during monitoring site visits, due to their role 
as the heronôs primary predator.  
 
Monitoring usually spans six months but may vary year to year.   
 
Planning and implementation of monitoring in 2015, including on-site field observation and data 
collection, was conducted by Tami DuBow and Ann Eissinger of Nahkeeta Northwest Wildlife 
Services based in Bow, Washington.  Ms. Eissinger has over twenty five years experience 
monitoring Great Blue Herons and is expert in heron ecology, behavior, colony dynamics and 
stewardship.  Her 2007 publication provides the most up-to-date synopsis of heron life history 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/01371/wdfw01371.pdf
http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/01371/wdfw01371.pdf
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and status as a valued ecosystem component in Puget Sound - Great Blue Herons in Puget 
Sound: Technical Report 2007-06 prepared for the Puget Sound Nearshore Partnership. This 
technical report, serves as the general reference for heron life history and breeding information 
used in this annual update.   
  
Ms. Eissinger is also the author of the 2003 Post Point Heron Colony Management Plan and 
2005 Post Point Heron Colony Baseline Study prepared for the City of Bellingham, Department 
of Public Works.  In addition, the Biologist has assisted in the development of interpretive 
displays and public education materials for Post Point and has provided public educational 
programs featuring the herons of Post Point and elsewhere around Puget Sound.   
 
Progress reports submitted to the City of Bellingham during the nesting season document the 
heronôs nesting activity and any observed disturbances. The point of contact for this project is 
the City of Bellingham Department of Public Works Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant 
Operations Supervisor, Larry Bateman. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.pugetsoundnearshore.org/technical_papers/herons.pdf
http://www.pugetsoundnearshore.org/technical_papers/herons.pdf
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Figure 1 

Post Point Heron Colony Location 
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HERON HABITAT, HABITAT UTILIZATION  and CHANGES  

 
Historically, Great Blue Heron would gather and roost year-round in the forested nearshore area 
of Post Point. This forest habitat has provided protection from prevailing winds and weather, 
with the exception of wintery northeasters. This site occupies a patch of natural forest buffered 
from growing residential and urban development, providing direct access to foraging areas and 
field habitats.  In 1999, a group of herons were displaced from their nesting colony along 
Chuckanut Drive during construction of the Blue Heron Estates, and the following year the 
herons settled to nest in their present location at Post Point. This heron colony has been 
present and active since 2000. 
 
Upland Habitat 
 
Up to 2012, habitat and conditions had remained stable in and around the Post Point heron 
colony.  Improvements were made to buffer the nesting colony from passive human recreation, 
and to expand estuarine habitat in the nearby lagoon.  However, following the 2012 nesting 
season, the City of Bellingham began the expansion of the Post Point Wastewater Treatment 
Plant (PPWT) adjacent to the heron colony and associated habitats.  With the plant expansion, 
the immediate wet meadow habitat was greatly reduced as the footprint of the PPWTP was 
expanded, including a large permanent clarifier structure built just over 100 feet from the nesting 
colony.  In addition to the structure, a public trail was also constructed between the clarifier and 
the heron colony, allowing public access nearly 60 feet from the nearest nest.  Fencing and 
some vegetation provides the only barriers between the trail and nesting area. 
 
The habitats utilized by the herons of Post Point include upland mixed forest, nearshore bluff, 
marine estuary, shoreline, intertidal eelgrass, and occasionally human structures.  The upland 
mixed forest is situated along the nearshore bluff at Post Point and provides the structural 
substrate for seasonal nesting and year-round roosting.  Within close proximity of the colony are 
small patches of grassy fallow field, marine shoreline, protected lagoon, estuary and intertidal 
area with eelgrass meadows.   
 
The upland forest, where heron nesting occurs, is situated along a historic shoreline bluff and 
bluff toe. The bluff line allows the heron separation and elevation above the shoreline park and 
nearby municipal facilities. The forest is mixed second growth containing mature conifer and 
deciduous trees.  The tree species utilized by the herons for nesting have in the past included 
Pacific paper birch (Betula papyrifera), big-leaf maple (Acer macrophyllum) and red alder (Alnus 
rubra). The nest stand is dominated by alder and Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii). Many of 
the old nest trees are mature and have died or blown over during the past ten years. As a result, 
the current nesting only occurs in red alder.  Douglas fir trees define the bluff and provide a 
critical overstory and wind break for the colony; they also serve as the primary roost trees for 
herons and Bald Eagles.  
 
Fallow field habitat, present now only in small patches near the heron colony, is an important 
habitat for upland heron prey, particularly meadow voles (Microtus townsendii), which serve as 
a vital food source for herons during winter and early nesting season.  In addition to the field, 
the Post Point Lagoon and salt marsh edges also serve as loafing and occasional foraging 
habitat.  The lagoon also serves as a fledging site for young heron exploring outside the colony.  
Although these habitats were identified as important to the herons, the expansion of the Post 
Point Wastewater Treatment Plant and construction of a new clarifier removed approximately 
8,300 square feet of wetland habitat and part of that is existing wet meadow or field.  Mitigation 
for lost wetland and meadow habitat is described in the Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant 
Expansion Mitigation Plan dated 2011.  

http://www.cob.org/documents/pw/utilities/ppwwtp/pp-wwtp-mitigation-plan-june-2011.pdf
http://www.cob.org/documents/pw/utilities/ppwwtp/pp-wwtp-mitigation-plan-june-2011.pdf
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The heronôs use of the Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant has been unique.  Herons have 
utilized the top of the clarifiers during staging and occasionally during the breeding season, 
fledging and winter roosting. A break in this use occurred during 2012, 2013 and 2014, and was 
likely due to the PPWTP expansion and related construction activities in and around the facility.  
However, in early 2015 herons were once again observed roosting on the clarifiers. 
 
 
 

Figure 2 
Post Point Heron Colony and Post Point Wastewater Treatment Plant (PPWTP) 
 Post Point  
Lagoon 

 
Completed Expansion June 2014 COB Photo 
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new clarifier 
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Figure 3 
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Railroad 
 
Separating the Post Point uplands and lagoon from Bellingham Bay is a man-made causeway 
built for railroad use.  This segment of railroad curves along the shoreline and used daily by 
Amtrak passenger trains and BNSF trains transporting freight, coal, and crude oil.   
 
This railway was originally built by the Great Northern Railroad in the early 1900ôs.  It was built 
along the shoreline and over-water in places using wooden trestles.  Most of the wood trestles 
were replaced by rock riprap in the early to mid-1900ôs leaving only the Chuckanut Bay trestle 
locally and a few short bridges to allow tidal waters to continue to flow to and from the larger 
shoreline lagoons, including Post Point Lagoon.  Other smaller lagoons were cut off 
permanently. 
 
 
Heron Foraging Habitat 
 
Foraging habitats for herons include: field, freshwater, estuaries and marine intertidal areas. 
The most productive marine foraging areas are frequented during the breeding season and 
provide the essential prey necessary to nourish both adults and young.  The foraging areas for 
the Post Point herons in and around Bellingham Bay were surveyed and mapped in 2006 and 
are illustrated in previous annual reports. Foraging areas utilized by the Post Point herons 
include, Chuckanut Bay, Padden Creek estuary, Portage Bay, Lummi Shore Drive shoreline, 
Nooksack River delta and suitable locations along the Bellingham Bay shoreline.  The Post 
Point lagoon also provides some foraging habitat. 
 
The most productive foraging areas for heron are shallow intertidal with abundant native 
eelgrass (Zostera marina) where prey species reproduce and concentrate.  Eelgrass is plentiful, 
but patchy, along the Post Point shoreline and heron use of the area is essential for successful 
feeding of young and maximum survival.  
 
Other foraging habitat utilized by the herons include terrestrial fields and wet meadows 
mentioned earlier, and freshwater systems including streams, wetlands, lakes and estuaries, 
which are important for small mammals, amphibians and fish as prey. Freshwater, wetland and 
terrestrial habitats are important year-round foraging areas due to their non-tidal nature and 
abundant prey base.  Grassy fields and margins in particular harbor voles and other small 
mammals which provide a vital protein source during winter and early spring prior to nesting.  
 
The foraging areas utilized by the Post Point herons were documented 10 years ago.  A survey 
update and documentation of current foraging areas is needed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Heron foraging 
in eelgrass at 

Post Point 
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GENERAL MONITORING  

 
General monitoring of the Post Point heron colony includes on-site visits and observations made 
from various locations in close proximity to the colony. Monitoring occurs during the nesting 
season from February to July or August and includes early season, breeding/nesting and 
foraging observations. Post-season monitoring takes place following the fledging of young from 
nests and include foraging observations, colony checks, nest counts and mapping updates. 
Both visual and audible monitoring is used. Due to the location and associated vegetation 
around the nesting area, views of certain nests may be obscured following tree leaf-out.  All 
visible nests are therefore utilized for observation throughout the season.   
 
The 2015 monitoring of the Post Point heron colony began February 1 and ended August 2.  
Monitoring was conducted on a weekly basis. 
  
Monitoring of the colony included four primary objectives: 1) documentation of the nesting cycle 
or breeding chronology, and related behavior; 2) observation and recording of disturbances 
including natural predators, human and other natural or unnatural sources; 3) documentation of 
nest success and productivity; 4) recording and mapping of habitat utilization. All data is 
collected by onsite observation and recorded on standardized data sheets. A monitoring 
tracking system is also maintained in a database. Results for the season are then assembled in 
an annual report.  
 
Monitoring of the colony captures the 6 stages of the herons nesting season. 

¶ Staging (1 week +/-) 

¶ Colony Reoccupation (varies) 

¶ Nest building, Mate selection, Courtship (varies) 

¶ Egg laying (5 days +/-) and Incubation (28 days)  

¶ Hatching and Rearing (8+ weeks) 

¶ Fledging (young leave the nest usually at 8 weeks of age, but can vary) 
 
The total duration of the nesting season is usually approximately 6 months, but can vary. In the 
event that nests fail and herons lay a second clutch of eggs, and subsequently rear those 
young, the season can be extended by 3 to 4 weeks. In contrast, the 2013 season was 
condensed to just slightly over 5 months.  
 
In addition to monitoring the actual nesting period, monitoring also includes preseason or early 
assessment to document the condition of the colony and habitat prior to the heronôs arrival, 
post-season assessment and nest count to document the colony condition count nests following 
the nesting season.  There is also a colony nest map that is updated each year.  With 
consistent, repeatable methods applied annually, the colony can be accurately tracked over 
time.  
 
In addition to the primary monitoring objectives, observations are made of any potential 
disturbances, including predators, human activity, loud noises, low-flying aircraft or other.  
Sound level is incidentally measured at each site visit using a cell phone app.    
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In addition to the Great Blue Heron, Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) were monitored for 
their potential nesting activity, presence near the colony, and possible depredation of, or 
disturbance to herons.  
 
Also, all vertebrate species identified in the vicinity of the colony are recorded.   
One new species was identified in 2015.  A Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus was observed 
near the heron colony on one occasion in mid-March. 
 

   

 
Tami DuBow monitoring on site 2013        and      2014 

 

 

2015  MONITORING RESULTS  

 
For this report monitoring is divided into 4 phases: Early Season, Colony Reoccupation and 
Early Nesting, Mid-Season (incubation, hatching and rearing of young) and Late-Season 
(fledging of young and post-nesting). This monitoring report will provide a summary for each 
period with detail provided for the immediate stage of nesting activity. 
 
The winter of 2014-2015 was warmer than normal, with record-breaking high temperatures.  A 
mid-December wind storm caused some damage in the Bellingham/Skagit area, however no 
notable storm damage was observed in the Post Point heron colony.  Precipitation in western 
Washington was near normal according to the Office of the Washington State Climatologist.  As 
a result, snow was sparse in the Cascades and Olympics during the winter.  A warmer than 
normal year was predicted ahead primarily due to a strong El Nino event in the Pacific.  As 
predicted the spring and summer was significantly hotter and drier than average. 
 

Heron Colony 
 


