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A possible case of choking to death in a juvenile black-crowned night heron

The black-crowned night heron
Nycticorax nycticorax is distributed all
across Taiwan, found mostly in low-altitude
wetlands, mangroves, ponds, rivers and
streams, but also found in suitable mid-
altitude habitats (Severinghaus et al.
2010) . On 28 September 2015, the second
author and other members of his hiking
group (including the photographer of Fig.
1) observed a dead juvenile black-crowned
night heron floating in the water of the Sun
Moon Lake (HAE) . The intriguing detail is
the tilapia fish (probably an Oreochromis sp.
hybrid, based on the characters of a longer,
round anal and tail fin, and the location)
stuck in the beak of this individual suggesting
that this juvenile and possibly inexperienced
bird may have died of choking. Naturally,
without having witnessed the actual death,
this bird may have died of other causes while
the fish was stuck in its beak, e.g., shooting
or being struck by an object. Since the bird
was not recovered, alternative causes of
death cannot be excluded. However, the

bird was observed just before the arrival of

34 M FEATHER  Vol.271

typhoon Dujuan when conditions were not
windy yet, so being struck by objects moved
by strong winds was not a likely cause.

A quick search of the internet brought
up several dozen documented cases of
birds choking to death on fishes and other
prey items, which involved mostly fish-
eating species such as cormorants (e.g.,
Morejohn 1969) , gannets (e.g., Quigley and
O'Flynn 2014) , grebes (e.g., Bell 1968) ,
herons (e.g., Ryder 1950) , mergansers

(e.g., Wick and Rogers 1957) and pelicans

(e.g., Lariviére 2004) , but also members
of several other bird families (unpublished
data) .

While some of the documented cases
involved juveniles, many others involved
adults. Therefore, inexperience with handling
relatively large fishes could be the cause
of this individual’ s death (Fig. 1) , but
even experienced adult birds died trying to
consume fishes which are too large or spiny
and then get stuck in their throats.

As these documented cases involve

mostly fish-eating bird species, and many

\ FEHEISE Research

Fig. 1. Dead juvenile black-crowned night heron floating in the water of Sun Moon
Lake (HAE) , Nantou County, at approximately at 23.865250 N, 120.908663 E, next
to the pier near the Karuizawa Villa hotel (BREBHZEAMIKIE) on 28 September
2015, 11:00 hours. Photo taken by Johnson Chang (GR&1#) .

of them herons, the present case (Fig.
1) is not unusual, but may still be the first
documented case fatality for Taiwan. Non-
fatal choking had been observed previously
by T.-S. Ding and Y.-T. Lin (in litt. 2015)
and by Lin (2011) who personally rescued
an almost asphyxiated little egret Egretta
garzetta in Taipei in 2011 by removing a fish
stuck in the beak by hand.

We report this curious case to encourage
birdwatchers to document interesting and
rare behaviors or cases of deaths with
written reports, photographs and videos
because they otherwise do not enter the
scientific literature. We thank Johnson Chang
for the use of the photo, Tzung-Su Ding and
Ruey-Shing Lin for additional information,
Susan Mvungi for sending references, Shiao-
Yu Hong, Yu-Teh Lin and Cheng-hsiung Yang
for helping with the fish’ s identification, and
Yu-Wen Emily Dai for translating Chinese

texts.
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