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Little egret      
Egretta garzetta

Description
Thirty years ago, you would have been very lucky to have spotted a little egret in the UK. Once a very rare visitor from the 
continent, the little egret is now a common sight around the coastline of southern England and Wales. It first appeared in the 
UK in the late 1980s, and first bred in Dorset in 1996 and Wales in 2002.  

This small white heron has elegant white plumage and a long neck, a black dagger-like beak, long dark green-black legs, and 
yellow feet.  At rest, the little egret often hunches and can look small and rather miserable. When flying, their head and long 
neck retract, and the legs and feet extend beyond the tail. 

In breeding season, the little egret develops a long drooping head crest and long trailing wing plumes. Their magnificent 
feathers were once more valuable than gold and were smuggled into Europe in the 19th Century to be used in the hat trade.

What they eat
The little egret feeds on small fish and crustaceans, but will also take amphibians and large insects. They can often be seen 
paddling enthusiastically in the mud to disturb their prey.   

Where and when to see them
 z They are mainly found on estuaries and coastal waterways, and occasionally on inland wetlands.  

 z They can be seen all year round, although numbers increase in autumn and winter as birds arrive from the continent.   

 z Don’t forget to look up! Little egrets usually breed and roost colonially in bushes and trees near water.

 z Listen out for their harsh alarm calls if disturbed at their roost sites.  

Legal status
The little egret is protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 which makes it an offence to kill, injure or take an 
egret, or to take, damage or destroy an active nest or its contents.      

Similar species
There are a number of large white birds that may be seen near water that could be confused with a little egret.  

Grey heron (Ardea cinerea)
A tall, often solitary bird with long slender legs, a long beak, and grey and white colouring.  Leucistic grey herons, which 
look white or very pale due to a partial loss of pigmentation may be spotted on occasion. Other features will therefore 
need to be looked at carefully to correctly identify the species.   

Herons are much taller growing up to c. 1m compared to c.65cm of the little egret. They often stand still in pools for long 
periods, and can also sit hunched up so they look very squat. They fly with their neck bent and head tucked in, and legs 
trailing behind.  

Great white egret (Ardea alba)
The great white egret is a much rarer visitor. It is larger than the little egret, about the same size as a grey heron. They 
have black feet and yellow beak.  
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Cattle egret (Bubulcus ibis)
The cattle egret is much rarer and slightly smaller (c.50cm tall) than the little egret. They have yellow or greyish legs and a 
yellow beak.  

Crane (Grus grus)
The crane is a huge grey bird growing up to 120cm tall with very long legs and long neck, and a wing span of up to 2.2m.  It 
has drooped curved tail feathers.  The crane flies with its neck outstretched like a goose or swan, and trails its legs behind.  
It has a deep call that can be heard over a long distance. 

Spoonbill (Platalea leucorodia)
This is a rare breeding bird in the UK, and has a very distinctive bill.  Spoonbills are tall birds (c. 90cm) with long black 
spatula-shaped (spatulate) bills and long black legs.  They feed by swinging their slightly open beaks from side to side 
through shallow pools of water. They are typically white, except in breeding season when adults have a small patch of 
yellow feathers on their chest.  They also have a crest at the back of the heads during summer months.    

Swans
Swans are very large white birds associated with water, but they look very different to an egret. Swans are much larger 
bulkier birds and have long slender necks. Mute swans (Cygnus olor) and whooper swans (Cygnus cygnus) can be up to 
160cm in length, have a wingspan of up to c. 2.4m, and weigh 9-12kg. Bewick’s swans (Cygnus columbianus bewickii) are 
smaller with a length of 127cm, wingspan of 195cm and typically weigh less than 6kg.

Did you know?
In the 19th Century, the fancy plumes of the little egret and other bird species were used in decorating hats and were 
considered more valuable than gold.  

Links
RSPB: https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/little-egret/

British Trust For Ornithology: https://www.bto.org/about-birds/species-focus/little-egret

The Wildlife Trusts: https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/birds/herons-egrets-and-spoonbill/little-egret

ARKive: https://www.arkive.org/little-egret/egretta-garzetta/

Other surveys
Big Garden Birdwatch: https://www.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/birdwatch/

BTO Surveys: https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/birdtrack/surveys


