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Snowy Egret in Argyll &
Bute: new to Britain

Bill Jackson

R
umours of the presence of an unusual
white bird feeding on the shore, and
occasionally in waterlogged gardens, at

Balvicar, Argyll & Bute, had been circulating
through the local community since about 30th
October 2001. As with so many rumours, it was
difficult to know whether to place much faith in
this one, although the description sounded suf-
ficiently like that of an egret Egretta to be
worthy of further investigation. Despite my
misgivings, I did look for it, albeit briefly, on
several occasions and was pleased when I finally
located it sitting hunched up in the grasses
opposite Balvicar Post Office on 5th November
2001. Although the weather was absolutely
appalling, the bird was clearly an egret of some
kind, but in the driving rain and poor light, I
assumed it to be a Little Egret E. garzetta, which
is extremely rare in western Scotland. Despite
the atrocious weather, I managed to take a series
of rather distant photographs and make a short
video recording before returning home to tele-

phone Jim Dickson (JD), my neighbouring
birder, who is based at Lochgilphead, some 50
minutes’ drive away.

JD arrived in the early afternoon and we
settled down to watch the egret feeding in the
tidal pools on the rocky shoreline. By now, the
weather conditions had slowly improved, so we
decided to approach the bird more closely and
try to obtain better photographs. As we did this,
I began to note several features that I thought
unusual for Little Egret, including its strikingly
yellow legs, marked with a black stripe up the
front, and the yellow facial skin around the eye
and bill base. Then the penny dropped! We were
watching Britain’s first Snowy Egret E. thula,
and the enormity of the find began to sink in.
Before releasing the news to the outside world,
we compared my photographs with those in
reference books at my home and I also down-
loaded photographs of Snowy Egret from the
internet. This removed all doubt from our
minds. Confident of our identification, I 
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e-mailed photographs of the bird far and wide
and, by late afternoon, John Holloway’s words
were ringing in my ears over the phone as we
looked at our photos: ‘check the legs and the
lores’. Furthermore, Jim Duncan had e-mailed
me a page from Ken Kaufman’s book with the
accompanying message: ‘Here’s your bird Bill,
Snowy Egret!’

The following morning (6th
November) brought the hard core of
British twitchers to the golf course,
some 50 to 60 in all, and this was the
start of the largest gathering of birders
ever to be seen in Argyll, and probably
Scotland. It was good to see a few old
friends whom I had met while living in
Shetland, along with several of
Britain’s top bird photographers. Over
the next few days a regular pattern of
behaviour emerged. At first light,
about 08.30 hrs, the egret would arrive
from its nearby roost in the pine trees
at Balvicar Farm and settle into a
feeding routine depending upon the
state of the tide. Food was no problem
for it, with several ‘flatties’ and other
fish being caught using a combination
of foot-paddling and a swift strike
with its dagger-like like bill. Continu-
ally feeding, the bird was obviously in
excellent health, suggesting that it had
made a speedy recovery from it
transatlantic flight.

During the egret’s tour of western
Scotland, an estimated 4,500 birders
managed to catch up with it. This
included a rough estimate of some
2,500 at Balvicar lagoons alone, where
all were rewarded with outstanding
views, some down to just a few metres,
as it fed quite unconcerned and seem-
ingly oblivious to the hordes of pho-
tographers. During its three periodic
visits to Balvicar, it became a popular
attraction, with many locals, including
school children, taking an interest.

Description
The following description was sub-
mitted to BBRC:
Size and structure A small egret, very
similar in size and structure to Little
Egret, although perhaps slightly
smaller and more compact, with

shorter legs (no direct comparison possible,
obviously!). Bill long and pointed, but appeared
slightly shorter than that of Little Egret, length
approximately 1.25 times longer than the head
length, and slightly kinked downwards towards
the tip. At rest, the closed wings reached to end
of tail.
Plumage Entirely white, with very short, fine
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Fig. 1. Map showing the locations (with dates) that the Snowy
Egret Egretta thula visited during its stay in Scotland.The numbered

locations are listed below.

1. Balvicar, Seil Island, Argyll & Bute, 5th to 25th November 2001,
4th April to 3rd May 2002 and early June to 7th June 2002 

2. Ardrossan, Ayrshire, 22nd and 23rd December 2001
3. Stevenson’s Point, Ayrshire, late December 2001to 9th January

2002 
4. Isle of Arran, 13th January to 28th March 2002

5. Loch Fyne, Argyll & Bute, 3rd April and 22nd May 2002 
6. Ettrick Bay, Bute, 9th May and again, 15th to 18th May 2002

7. Loch Riddon, Argyll & Bute, 19th May 2002
8. Castleton, Lochgilphead, Argyll & Bute, 25th to 31st May 2002

9. Tongland Bridge, Dumfries & Galloway, 19th August 2002
10. Caerlaverock, Dumfries & Galloway, 6th September 2002

11. Lochar Water, Dumfries & Galloway, 7th to 17th September
2002

A number of other, as yet unsubstantiated claims came, have yet to
be submitted to BBRC for assessment, including Orundale, 10th

May 2002; and feeding on a small burn at Duntocher,West
Dunbartonshire, on 12th December 2002. If accepted, these will
help to fill in some locations it visited during its stay when it went

missing for long periods.
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plumes on the nape and loose feathering on the
breast.
Bare parts Bill appeared entirely black at a dis-
tance, but at close range the base of the upper
mandible was noted as bright yellow, and inner
two-thirds of lower mandible pale horn. Small
area of bare skin around eye, lores and corners
of gape bright yellow. Legs and feet yellow with
greenish tinge, with black line on front of tarsus
just above feet extending above knee and onto
lower part of tibia. Iris bright yellow.
Behaviour Similar to Little Egret in feeding
behaviour and jizz, but often more approach-
able than is typical for that species.

Its travels through western Scotland
Following its disappearance from Balvicar on
25th November, what was almost certainly the
same individual was relocated at several sites
throughout western Scotland until its final
appearance at Lochar Water, Dumfries & Gal-
loway, from 7th to 17th September 2002. The
locations which it visited during its protracted
stay in western Scotland are shown on the map
in fig. 1.

Range and distribution
Snowy Egret is a common and widespread
species throughout the warm temperate regions

of the USA; it has recently expanded its
breeding range north along the Atlantic
seaboard and is now a regular breeder as far
north as Maine. Although the northern
breeders are migrants, wintering south to the
Gulf of Mexico, many spend the winter along
the eastern seaboard of the USA, north to New
Jersey. To the south, Snowy Egret is resident or
dispersive throughout tropical Central and
South America, south to southern Chile and
northeastern Argentina (del Hoyo et al. 1992).
Prior to the appearance of this individual,
Snowy Egret had been recorded within the
Western Palearctic on just five previous occa-
sions, including singles in Iceland in April 1974,
June 1983, and May or June 1985; and on the
Azores, where two were at Santa Cruz, Flores,
on 10th-11th October 1988 (Snow & Perrins
1998), and a further individual was seen on Ter-
ceira on 11th November 2000. Subsequently,
Snowy Egret has been reported from the Azores
on a further four occasions: Porto Pim, Faial,
18th November 2001; Horta harbour, Faial,
12th January 2002; and Porto Pim from 13th to
27th November 2003, with a different indi-
vidual at this same site on 21st-24th December
2003 (data from the Western Palearctic year
annual reports published in Birding World
unless otherwise stated).
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Weather conditions and associated species
In the days preceding and following the dis-
covery of the Snowy Egret, several Nearctic
vagrants appeared in southern England and
south Wales. These included a Cliff Swallow
Hirundo pyrrhonota on Scilly, on St Agnes and
St Martin’s on 26th October, later moving to St
Mary’s where it remained until 30th October.
This was followed by a Bobolink Dolichonyx
oryzivorus at Easington, East Yorkshire, on 27th
October and a Chimney Swift Chaetura pelagica
on St Mary’s and St Martin’s on 28th-29th
October. Immediately following the egret’s dis-
covery, a Redhead Aythya americana appeared
on Kenfig Pool, Glamorgan, on 7th November,
where it remained until 5th February 2002,
while a Lesser Scaup Aythya affinis at Swineham
Gravel-pits, Dorset, was found on 11th
November and stayed to 29th April 2002 (for
further details, see the BBRC Report for 2001,
Brit. Birds 95: 476-528).

The weather situation over the North
Atlantic on 23rd and 24th October, and again
between 27th and 30th October 2001, appeared
suitable for transatlantic vagrancy. Long,
trailing cold fronts extended across the Atlantic,
and were accompanied to the south during each
period by a strong southwesterly airstream. A
closer examination of the trajectory of the latter
spell of southwesterly winds, however, indicates
that they originated too far to the east of the
USA, and were largely unsuited to a transat-
lantic crossing towards Scotland. If this analysis
is correct, then it seems unlikely that the Snowy
Egret arrived later than 25th October. Although
it is uncertain when the bird actually made
landfall, prior to its discovery on 5th November,
the rumoured ‘unusual white bird’ at Balvicar
from about 30th October almost certainly
referred to this individual.

European status of Nearctic herons 
Many North American herons, egrets and bit-
terns perform long-distance migrations
between breeding regions in southern Canada
and the northern states of the USA, and
southern wintering quarters. During migration,
some must overfly a part of the western North
Atlantic, making them susceptible to transat-
lantic vagrancy. It is surprising, therefore, that
their appearance on this side of the Atlantic
does not occur more frequently. Perhaps their
relatively large size enables them to cope better
with the initial displacement during the

autumn storms that bring many Nearctic water-
fowl, waders and landbirds to our shores. Alter-
natively, many may be unable to cope with
high-speed transatlantic vagrancy, and although
displaced by storms, few may carry the neces-
sary fat resources required to make a successful
crossing. It also seems likely that the southerly
breeding species can avoid some storms by
migrating close inshore, and such behaviour
would make their appearance in northwest
Europe highly improbable. In contrast, the
more northerly breeders may take a more direct
route to wintering areas, which would involve
long flights over the open ocean.

For whatever reason, the relatively small
number of these large, conspicuous and attrac-
tive species occurring in Britain and north-
western Europe remains something of a
mystery. What makes their absence all the more
striking is that the most frequently encountered
Nearctic heron species in Britain, American
Bittern Botaurus lentiginosus, is actually one of
the more elusive species; there have been a total
of 40 records in Britain to the end of 2003,
although only seven of these have occurred
since 1958 (Pete Fraser pers. comm.). Elsewhere
in Europe, American Bittern has also occurred
in Iceland, the Faeroe Islands, Ireland, the
Channel Islands, Denmark (where a booming
male was heard at Bygholm Vejle, Nordjylland,
for three consecutive summers between 2001
and 2003, and was reported again in early May
2004), Norway and Spain, further establishing
its credentials as the most frequently occurring
Nearctic heron in Europe. Until the appearance
of the Snowy Egret, only one other Nearctic
heron, Green-backed Heron Butorides virescens,
had occurred in Britain. There were just four
records of the latter species up to the end of
2003, of which three have occurred since 1958.
Elsewhere in Europe, single birds have also been
discovered on Jersey, Channel Islands, in August
1992, with presumably the same individual
being relocated on nearby Guernsey in Sep-
tember 1992; Morbihan, France, in April 1994;
and Iceland in October 2001.

Other Canadian breeding herons that have
occurred in European countries bordering the
North Atlantic include Least Bittern Ixobrychus
exilis and Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias.
Both would seem equally susceptible to transat-
lantic vagrancy, and both have yet to appear in
Britain. Is their appearance here inevitable?
Least Bittern, with just one European record (in

273British Birds 97 • June 2004 • 270-275

Snowy Egret in Argyll & Bute: new to Britain



Iceland, in September 1970; Snow & Perrins
1998), remains a possibility, although its
skulking nature would probably make discovery
difficult away from intensively watched areas
such as Scilly. Great Blue Heron, again with just
a single European record (at Ouessant, Fin-
istére, France, from 11th to 26th April 1996;
Snow & Perrins 1998), is another possibility, but
one that could be relatively easy to overlook as a
Grey Heron. Great Blue Heron appears to rest
on ships at sea regularly, and has made several
documented ship-assisted transatlantic cross-
ings, which were summarised by Gantlett
(1998). During some, perhaps all, of these
crossings, the birds were fed onboard ship or
taken into captivity. These include a bird that
boarded a ship some 550 km southwest of the
Azores on 29th October 1968. It was taken into
captivity and fed, and although later released,
remained with the ship until it reached Avon-
mouth, where it was again captured and taken
to Rode Tropical Bird Garden at Frome, Som-
erset. After recovering, it was placed in an open
aviary and disappeared, never to be seen again.
Another individual landed on a cargo ship
about 320 km west of the Azores on 28th April
1995 and was taken into care. It finally arrived
in Antwerp, Belgium, on 5th May, where it was
held in captivity until being released in Cuba in
August 1995.

Outside Europe, the Azores appear to be the
most likely location for discovering vagrant
Nearctic herons and bitterns in the Western
Palearctic. Despite being relatively under-
watched, the numbers and variety of species

reported here greatly outnumber those
recorded throughout Europe, with the excep-
tion of American Bittern. To the end of 2003,
the numbers reported (but not necessarily yet
accepted by the Portuguese Records Com-
mittee) included four Least Bitterns; three Little
Blue Herons Hydranassa caerulea – including a
bird ringed as a nestling in June 1964 in New
Jersey, USA and found on Flores in November
1964 (Snow & Perrins 1998), plus recent records
in October 1997 and 1998; an immature Tricol-
ored Heron Hydranassa tricolor, at Lajes, Azores
in October 1985 (Snow & Perrins 1998); six
records of Green-backed Heron between 1978
and 2000; and up to 12 Great Blue Herons,
including ten on São Miguel, Pico, and Faial in
April 1984, with one remaining until June 1984
(data from annual reports in Birding World
unless otherwise stated).

Separation of Little and Snowy Egrets
Given good views, the separation of Little and
Snowy Egrets should present few problems.
Perhaps the greatest challenge now lies in
finding a Snowy among the hundreds of Little
Egrets that frequent the shores of southern
England. Having found a suspected Snowy
Egret, the following combination of pointers,
taken from Massiah (1996), should establish the
identification beyond doubt, at any time of
year.

• The bright yellow lores of Snowy Egret are
diagnostic at all ages.

• Snowy Egret almost invariably shows bright
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golden-yellow feet, including the soles,
rather than the lemon-yellow feet and
greenish soles typical of Little Egret.

• Snowy Egrets, of all ages, show a variable
yellow stripe that extends up the rear of the
tarsus and, in some cases, onto the tibia.

• The majority, perhaps 70-75%, of Snowy
Egrets are distinctly smaller than Little Egret,
although the remainder can overlap with
Little.

• The legs of the vast majority of Snowy Egrets
appear both shorter and thinner than those
of Little Egret.

• The neck of Snowy Egret is shorter, so can
appear proportionately thicker.

• The bill of Snowy Egret is slightly shorter
and less dagger-like than that of Little Egret
and, in direct comparison with Little, the
difference in structure would tend to be
exaggerated outside the breeding season
because of the duller, grey lores of Little.

The only caveat to add to the above pointers

would be that, for a few weeks during the
courtship period at the start of the breeding
season, the facial skin and feet of both species
can flush and become richer in colour. In
Snowy, the lores can range from scarlet to
reddish-orange, the feet bright red to orange-
red and the legs become solidly black. In con-
trast, Little Egret can exhibit even greater
variability, with the lores ranging from deep red
to purplish-grey and the feet red to orange-red.
These colours only last for a few weeks and
when incubation commences, the colours will
typically have moderated.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Colin Bradshaw, Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Committee com-
mented: ‘Since there have been records of Snowy Egret in the Azores and Iceland, and Little Egrets in
the Caribbean and along the east coast of North America, we know that the North Atlantic is not an
insurmountable barrier to the smaller herons making the crossing in either direction. So, it was really
only a matter of time before a Snowy Egret was identified in Britain. The relatively subtle identifica-
tion features include the bright yellow lores contrasting with the predominantly black upper
mandible, and yellow extending from the feet up the rear of the tarsus. This bird’s confiding nature
allowed confirmation of all these features, with some superb photographs being taken.

‘This is surely the first species new to Britain where the immediacy of the internet has allowed
birders, living in an isolated spot, access to the peer discussions that are such a help when finding a
major rarity in a more populous area. It is also interesting to speculate whether the rarity of Little
Egrets in Scotland was a help or a hindrance. If this bird had appeared in southern Britain, might it
have been overlooked because no-one would have really studied it? Equally, the lack of Little Egrets to
compare it with in the north could have made it harder for the observers to realise that it was some-
thing different, although, happily, that was not the case with this bird.’

Eric Meek, Chairman of the British Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee, commented: ‘Spe-
cific identification was straightforward, but ageing proved more problematic and had to be left unde-
termined. The advice of our expert on captive birds, Roger Wilkinson, was to the effect that the
escape likelihood was extremely unlikely and this, together with the date and locality, convinced
BOURC that this was a genuinely wild bird.’

Bill Jackson, The Smithy, Auchnasaul by Clachan Seil, Oban, Argyll PA34 4RH
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