
Acta zool, cracov., 38(3): 343-362, Kraków, 29 Dec. 1995

History of herons of the Western Palaearctic
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Abstract. Fossil remains of herons are scarce in the Western Palaearctic - so far 5 species 
have been described, 4 of them in the extinct genera. The oldest is Proardea amissa from 
the Upper Eocene to Upper Oligocene o f France. Most o f the remains come from the 
Miocene. The oldest extant genus, Nycticorax, has survived since the Oligocene. Quater
nary remains belong to 11 extant species only. In a few cases the Quaternary records 
suggest that the distribution o f the species was formerly wider than the recent one. This 
applies to Botaurus stellaris, Nycticorax nycticorax, Butorides striatus, Egretta garzetta, 
E. alba, Ardea cinerea and A. goliath.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the recent bird fauna of the world the Ardeidae are represented by somewhat more than sixty 
species, most of which live in aquatic and marshy habitats. Despite the small size of this group, its 
systematics differs rather considerably in presentations given by various authors. Without going 
into the evaluation of individual systems, here I have assumed a general system treating Balaenici- 
pitidae and Scopidae as separate families (employed e.g. by MORONY et al. 1975 and by HOWARD 
& M o o r e  1991).

It is striking that the remains of fossil herons are incomparably rarer than those of many other 
groups of water-and-marsh birds. For instance, C h e n e v a l  (1989) mentions above 9000 bony 
fragments of birds of the genus Palaelodus related to the recent Flamingo and only three fragments 
of the heron bones among the remains from the Miocene locality at Saint-Gérand-le-Puy. It is also 
striking that many of the remains previously described as herons have later been removed to other 
families and orders of birds.
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