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Three white species in the family Ardeidae breed in Europe, and all 
habitually wander well away from their nesting sites. The Cattle Egret 

Bubulcus ibis has greatly extended its wide range in recent years; it breeds— 
and is increasing—in southern Europe. There have, however, been 
surprisingly few records in Britain and Ireland. The Little Egret Egretta 
garzetta is widely distributed, nesting in Iberia, southern France, locally 
elsewhere in southern Europe, and throughout Eurasia, southwards to 
Australia, as well as in north Africa, and east and south Africa below the 
Sahara. It is recorded regularly in Britain and occasionally in Ireland. The 
Great White Egret E. alba nests from Austria and Czechoslovakia 
eastwards (with a few pairs in the Netherlands), and has been recorded 
throughout western Europe. 
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Two or three other species could occur in Europe on occasions, though 
they all present a formidable identification challenge. The Snowy Egret E. 
thula, a New World bird which forms a super-species with the Little Egret, is 
not on the British and Irish list, but is likely to be recorded in the future. In 
southern Europe and the Mediterranean, the dark form of the bird known 
generally as the Western Reef Heron E. gularis, but treated here as a race of 
Little Egret, has been noted on a number of occasions. For a long time, it 
has been thought of as a wholly maritime bird, but in Africa has been 
recorded on inland waters, and breeding has now been confirmed on Lake 
Turkana in Kenya. The Yellow-billed Egret E. intermedia, which breeds 
sparingly south of the Sahara, has been recorded in Jordan, and wanders 
accidentally to the Cape Verde Islands. 

Two extralimital races of the Great White Egret add to the challenge of 
identification. Some possible sightings of the American race E. a. egretta in 
Britain have not been accepted. More recently, observations in Yugoslavia 
and the Netherlands (Ouweneel 1982; Gaasbeek 1982; Hancock 1984b) 
suggest that the smaller, eastern race E. a. modesta visits Europe. 

Three important features need to be taken into consideration when 
identifying these species and races. First, whilst size is important, 
observation from a distance—whether with the naked eye, or with the use of 
binoculars or a telescope—can be misleading. It is very difficult to judge 
relative distances and perspective accurately at long range. The 
phenomenon of'size-illusion' described by Grant (1983) should be borne in 
mind. 

Secondly, breeding plumes begin to form well before nesting takes place, 
and often when the bird is away from its colony or nesting site. These may 
be lost or damaged during breeding-season activity, so that they may be 
partially or wholly absent before the young have left the nest. 

Thirdly, the colours of bare parts (bill, lores, legs and feet) can be used to 
identify species, and can also help to differentiate between races of the same 
species. These colours vary during the life cycle of the individual bird. 
Immatures invariably have paler bare parts than do adults, because, as the 
bill, legs and feet harden with age, they darken. Thus, deeper—and usually 
brighter—shades are acquired as the bird matures. The colours of the bare 
parts on adults at each stage (non-breeding, breeding, and courtship) are 
shown in plate 188 and in table 1. It is important to note, however, that 
there are many intermediate stages, and that individual birds vary 
considerably. Bare-part colour changes do not always coincide with 
plumage changes. During courtship, there is a brief peak when the 
normally yellow eye of all egrets turns red. 

The inclusion in this paper of 'courtship' as a distinct phase needs some 
explanation. During the period of active pair-bonding, the usually brighter 
breeding colours intensify even more, though for only a short period. They 

188. White egrets in non-breeding (n-b), breeding (b) and courtship (c) plumages. Upper 
illustrations (all to scale): 1 Little Egret Egretta garzetta (nominate race, n-b, b & c; race 
schistacea, n-b); 2 Snowy Egret E. thula (n-b); 3 Yellow-billed Egret E. intermedia (race 
brachyrhyncha, n-b); 4 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis (n-b, b & c). Lower illustrations: 5 Great 
White Egret Egretta alba (nominate race, n-b, b & c; race modesta, n-b & c; race egretta, n-b), 

with 4 Cattle Egret (n-b) to show scale (painting by Robert Gillmor) 
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Table 1. Colour of bare parts of adult white herons and egrets 
Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis Length 48-53 cm 

The race coromandus, from India eastwards, is brighter and more fully plumed in breeding dress. 
Indistinguishable in non-breeding plumage 

Plumage Tibia Tarsus Feet Lores Bill 

Non-breeding 

Breeding 
Courtship 

Variable grey/ 
green/brown 

Yellow 
Pink/red/ 
purple 

Darker, 
appears black 

Yellow 
Pink/red/ 
purple 

Dark brown/ 
black. Soles 
yellow 
Yellow 
Darker pink/ 
red 

Yellow 

Yellow 
Pink/red/ 
purple 

Yellow 

Bright yellow 
Orange/ red, 
turning yellow 
from tip 

Little Egret Egretta garzetta Length 55-65 cm 
Nominate race does not vary. West African white or nearly white birds very rare. Race schistacea 
interbreeds with nominate race in India, and with both nominate and race dimorpha in East Africa, 
producing nearly white birds with very variable bill and leg colours (from yellow to brown to black). 
Coastal birds usually have thicker bills and shorter tarsi. Most white individuals have some coloured 

feathers; some are particoloured in various shades 
Race & plumage Legs Feet Lores Bill 

Eurasia/Africa garzetta 
Non-breeding Black 
Breeding 

Courtship 

West African coast 
Non-breeding 

Breeding 

Black 
Black 

gularis 
Brown 

Dark brown 

Courtship Black 

East Africa and India schistacea 
Non-breeding 

Breeding 

Courtship 

Pale brown/ 
green 
Darker brown 

Dull, flushed 
orange 

Yellow 
Yellow 
Pink/red 

Green/yellow. 
Yellow soles 

Dull yellow. 
Brighter soles 
Dull orange/ 
red flush 

Dark green. 
Yellow soles 
Darker green. 
Yellow soles 
Brighter reddish 

Blue/grey 
Blue/grey 
Red, fading to 
white 

Pale green/ 
yellow 
Green/yellow 

Yellow/orange 
flush 

Pale yellow 

Yellow/green 

Pale orange 

Black 
Black 
Black 

Light brown/ 
horn 
Very dark brown 

Black 

Yellow/light 
brown 
Yellow/brown, but 
highly variable 
Yellow, with 
orange/red flush, to 
dull, but highly 
variable 

Snowy Egret Egretta inula Length 56-66 cm 

Plumage Tibia Tarsus Feet Lores Bill 

Non-breeding Black 

Breeding Black 

Courtship Black 

Black, often Yellow 
with yellow rear 
Black, often Yellow 
with yellow rear 
Black, some- Red/pink 
times with 
red rear 

Yellow Black 

Bright yellow Black 

Red Black 
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Yellow-billed Egret Egretta intermedia Length 65-72 cm 
Nominate race not recorded in Western Palearctic 

Race & 
plumage Tibia Tarsus Feet Lores 

Eurasia intermedia 
Non-breeding Variable, dark Variable, dark Black 

green to brown green to brown 
Breeding Black Black Black 

Courtship Black Black Black 

Bill 

Africa brachyrhyncha 
Non-breeding Variable pale Variable dark Dark brown Pale yellow Yellow 

brown brown 
Breeding Yellow Black. Yellow Black Yellow Yellow 

stripe down 
Courtship Pink/red Black. Pink Black 

stripe down 
Bright 
green 

Pale yellow 

Yellow 

Yellow/ 
green 

Pink/red, 
turning yellow 
from tip 

Yellow, often 
black tip 
Yellow, often 
partly black 
Black 

Great White Egret Egretta alba Length 85-102 cm 
African race melanorhynchos not known to stray to Western Palearctic 

Race& 
plumage 

Europe alba 

LEGS 

Tibia 

Non-breeding Light brown/ 

Breeding 

Courtship 

Americas egretta 

yellow 

Light brown/ 
yellow 

Pink 

Non-breeding Black 
Breeding 

Courtship 

Black 

Black 

Tarsus 

Dark brown 

Black, often 
with yellow 
stripe 
Black, often 
with pink stripe 

Black 
Black 

Black 

Feet 

Dark green/ 
black. Soles 
yellower 
Black. Sole 
often yellow 

Black. Sole 
often pink 

Black 
Black 

Black 

Lores 

Pale green 

Green 

Bright 
green 

Pale green 
Green 

Bright 
green 

Bill 

Yellow 

Black. Some
times yellow 
at base 
Red/pink. 
Sometimes with 
black streak 

Yellow 
Bright yellow. 
Sometimes 
streaked black 
Red/pink. 
Sometimes 
streaked black 

sia/Australas >ia modesta 
Non-breeding Light brown 

Breeding 

Courtship 

Slate black 

Red/pink/ 
purple 

Dark brown/ 
black 
Black 

Red/pink/ 
purple 

Dark brown/ 
black 
Dark brown/ 
black 

Black. Some
times briefly 
pink/red 

Pale green/ 
yellow 
Green 

Bright green 

Yellow 

Black, turning 
yellow from 
base 
Black 
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quickly fade at some stage after the full clutch has been laid. It should be 
noted that black fades and intensifies like other colours; very often, this 
intensification manifests itself as a sheen. 

Attention has been drawn to the fact that colour descriptions in some 
books are misleading, or, in some cases, quite wrong (Hindwood et al. 
1969). It must always be borne in mind that seasonal changes occur 
constantly, and at a variable rate between individuals, so that plate 188 
should be regarded only as a basic guide. 

In seeking to establish the identification of a species or race of these often 
puzzling white egrets, there are a number of special indicators which should 
be noted in addition to the information summarised in table 1. 

CATTLE EGRET Do not assume that an egret feeding with cattle is a Cattle 
Egret: other egrets, particularly Little Egrets, will also do this. The Cattle 
Egret's bill has a curved upper mandible, emphasised by a bulging 'jowl', 
which is formed by the feathering on the chin and throat. Cattle Egrets look 
hunch-backed when standing. 

LITTLE EGRET The European, white-plumaged nominate race has blue-
grey lores, except when courting, when they are red. The bill is black on all 
adults, as are the legs; the feet are yellow, turning red during courtship. 
Juveniles, however, have very variable coloration of legs, feet and bills (e.g. 
Yesou 1984). Some breeding adults lose their head plumes, so this is not a 
reliable feature. 

The extreme variability of white individuals along coasts and in some 
inland regions is now considered to be due to interbreeding of birds 
previously thought to be separate species. Dark-phase 'reef herons', 
previously considered to be Egretta gularis sckistacea ('asha' in The Herons of the 
World), pair with white 'little egrets' on Lake Turkana, Kenya (Hancock in 
prep.). Similar observations in India show mixing of birds that match the 
description of 'reef herons' with others that appear to be typical 'little 
egrets' (Parasharya in prep.). Thus, it appears that these are all races of the 
Little Egret. In comparison with the European garzetta, sckistacea has a 
shorter tarsus, and a yellow or brown bill when not breeding (though it can 
be dark or even black according to the amount of racial mixing). The bill is 
often noticeably thicker at the base. 

As dark birds of the West African race gularis wander to Europe, and 
some released Pakistani birds of the race sckistacea are known to be in 
Europe, there is the likelihood of one or more of these entering a Little Egret 
colony, pairing successfully and rearing European-bred racially mixed 
young. 

SNOWY EGRET As well as the colour of the feet being a deeper yellow than 
that of Little Egret, the yellow also often extends well up the back of the 
tarsus, sometimes as far as the knee. Also, the lores are yellow (versus 
blue-grey of nominate Little). Breeding head plumes are thick, not 
lanceolate (but unlikely to be seen in Europe). 
YELLOW-BILLED EGRET The tibia is much lighter than the tarsus, and turns 
yellow when breeding. The bill is shorter than that of the Great White 
Egret, and is straighter than the Cattle Egret's. 
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GREAT WHITE EGRET All races of this species have a thin gape which extends 
in a line to well behind the eye. This feature separates it from all other 
European egrets. The lores are always a shade of green, but vary from 
almost yellow-green to very dark iridescent blue-green. The legs of non-
breeders differ according to subspecies: the American race has the tibia and 
tarsus black, whilst the European race has at least the tibia lighter. As the 
legs are often seen in the bird's own shadow, great care must be taken. 
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