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NORTHERN ELEPHANT SEALS AND
CALIFORNIA SEA LIONS: NEW
HOSTS FOR CATTLE EGRETS

BRENT S. STEWART
AND
STEVEN D. KOVACH

The colonization and range expansion of the Cattle Egret
(Bubulcus ibis) along the Pacific coast of the United States
during the last two decades is well documented (Cogswell,
H. L., Water birds of California, Univ. of California Press,
Berkeley, 1977). The species has established several breed-
ing colonies in California, including one at the Salton Sea
where several thousand birds now breed annually (L.
Jones, pers. comm.). Since the late 1970’s, egrets have also
been regular winter visitors on the southern California
Channel Islands (L. Jones, pers. comm.). We report here
on interactions observed between foraging Cattle Egrets
and northern elephant seals (Mirounga angustirostris) and
California sea lions (Zalophus californianus) on San Nic-
olas Island, California.

We observed five immature Cattle Egrets on San Nicolas
Island on 10 days between 5 December 1980 and 25 Jan-
uary 1981, while conducting research on the pinnipeds.
Egrets spent most of each day foraging near breeding
northern elephant seals on two beaches at the extreme
southwestern end of the island. The egrets moved among
small groups of breeding elephant seals, striking at kelp
flies (Fucellia costalis, possibly other species, especially
Coelopa vanduzeei), which densely covered some of the
larger seals. They gleaned flies from adult and subadult
males more often than they did from juveniles or females,
perhaps because the bulls were more tolerant of them and
also were more densely covered with flies. Flies were
widely distributed over the seals’ bodies, but were heavily
concentrated around anal and penile openings, eyes and
mouth, and especially wounds. An egret would stalk flies
for a short period, wagging its head from side to side, and
then remove them with a quick jab. The egrets also fed
on flies on the sand and kelp between the seals in the same
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OLDSQUAW RECORD FROM
SINALOA, MEXICO

GARY W. KRAMER

Winter sightings of Oldsquaws (Clangula hyemalis) on the
Pacific Coast are uncommon south of British Columbia.
Annually, Audubon Christmas bird counts have shown
25 to 75 for Puget Sound, Washington, and fewer than 10
for the Oregon and California coast combined, some oc-
casionally as far south as San Diego Bay (Bellrose, The
ducks, geese and swans of North America, p. 389, Stack-
pole Books, Harrisburg, PA, 1976). Inland records from
the southwestern United States include infrequent sight-
ings in southern California (Garrett and Dunn, Birds of
southern California—status and distribution, p. 116, Los
Angeles Audubon Society, Los Angeles, 1981) and south-
ern Arizona (Davis and Russell, Birds in southeast Ari-
zona, p. 18, Tucson Audubon Society, Tucson, AZ, 1979).
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manner, and on various insects in the coastal vegetation,
which is dominated by iceplant (Gasoul sp.). They gen-
erally foraged singly when gleaning flies from seals but in
groups when in the iceplant. Although sea lions also oc-
curred on these beaches, we did not see birds glean flies
from them during this period.

On 12 days between mid-January and early May we also
observed immature Cattle Egrets feeding from and among
elephant seals and sea lions on several other beaches. On
4 April, for example, we saw an egret perched on a dead
sea lion removing flies from the carcass. On 8 and 9 May,
another egret spent several hours gleaning flies from the
carcasses of sea lion pups. Adult and immature Western
Gulls (Larus occidentalis), which had been feeding on the
dead pups earlier, were displaced by egrets, and would
approach no closer than 1 to 2 m while an egret was near
the carcasses; they did, however, resume feeding on the
carrion once the egret departed. Occasionally, gulls at-
tempted to approach carcasses on which egrets were for-
aging. When this happened, the egret would become alert,
straighten its neck, and look around without moving from
its perch. This posture was generally sufficient to cause
gulls to retreat with their heads tucked in

California sea lions were present during this period on
several beaches where egrets and northern elephant seals
occurred, but we saw an egret removing flies from a live
sea lion only once (9 May). Sea lions may be less tolerant
to gleaning attempts by egrets.

The Cattle Egret’s opportunistic foraging behavior and
use of food sources avoided by other herons, as illustrated
by our observations, is probably an important factor in
its success in colonizing the New World and expanding
its range in the Old World.

We thank Judy Newman and Pamela Yochem for shar-
ing their observations with us and J. R. Jehl, Jr., J. Dia-
mond, D. Power, W. T. Everett, H. L. Jones, G. McCaskie,
L. C. Binford, and J. C. Ogden for reviewing the manu-
script.
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The only published observations in Mexico, prior to De-
cember 1979, were sight records. Huey (Trans. San Diego
Soc. Nat. Hist. 5:20-40, 1927) observed a female on 1
April 1926, near San Felipe in Baja California Norte while
Russell and Lamm (Wilson Bull. 90:1-125, 1978) sighted
a male on 28 November 1970, at Tepoca, Sonora.

A juvenile Oldsquaw (sex undetermined) taken by the
author, 27 December 1979, 15 km southwest of Gua-
muchil, northwestern Sinaloa, represents the first of this
species to be collected in Mexico. This bird was out of its
normal range, and was collected in an atypical winter hab-
itat, a small freshwater pond 10 km from the ocean. The
Oldsquaw was not seen until it flew from the pond, ac-
companied by several hundred other ducks including Pin-
tail (4nas acuta), Cinnamon Teal (4. cyanoptera), North-
ern Shoveler (4. clypeata), and Wigeon (4. americana).
The specimen (#4777) is presently in the Humboldt State
University Museum, Arcata, California.
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