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toggle caption Michael S. Williamson/AP
Michael S. Williamson/AP Many people

may be familiar with the great blue
heron: Big, imposing, long-legged birds
that often swoop down to snatch a fish
from a fisherman's hand. But the heron

doesn't get to be a national treasure just
because it's a good fish eater. Like many
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birds, the heron has evolved over eons to
fit in with its surroundings. A heron's

niche is in a narrow swath of the
southeastern U.S. National Geographic's
Dan Stokes has this great video about

one species, the snowy egret. The snowy
egret is much smaller than the heron and

lacks the heron's imposing bulk. But it
has adapted to its own very specific role
in the ecosystem: hunting for and eating
blue crabs. Scientists have known for a
long time that the size of an animal's

body often matches its specific function
in nature, whether it's a heron with its

enormous wings, a chimp with its
opposable thumb or an ant with its six
feet. Now, a team led by University of
California, Riverside ecologist Garret
Fitzgerald has studied a tiny habitat

tucked away in this coastal stretch of
Florida, and they've discovered

something similar. The narrow strip of
wetlands in the St. Lucie River estuary

has long been known for its unique
butterflies and birds, including snow

geese, river otters and white ibis. But the
study reveals there are just two types of
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birds that nest there: snow geese and
herons. In this small area, the birds adapt
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