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Bird Present
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Breeding

Confirmed 
Breeding

Bird Present

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Amber 7

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 69 2 0 9 58 0 0 5 0 2.3 – –

Winter 115 0 20 – –

Sponsored by the Dursley Birdwatching and Preservation Society

Little Egret
Egretta garzetta

At the beginning of the last century the Little Egret was hunted 
to the verge of extinction in southern Europe for its white nuptial 
plumes, which were used as ‘aigrettes’ to adorn ladies’ headwear. 
Revulsion at this practice played a large part in the beginnings of 
the European bird conservation movement.

The Little Egret is widely distributed in three subspecies through 
temperate and tropical latitudes in the Palearctic, African and 
Oriental regions. The nominate subspecies occurs in Europe, where 
in recent years it has expanded its range rapidly northwards from 
the Mediterranean region. This is often cited as a prime European 
example of the effects of climate change. The rate of colonisation 
in the British Isles has been so fast that many birders now barely 
give Little Egrets a second glance, even though as recently as the 
1988–91 Breeding Atlas the species was only found in three tetrads 
in the whole of Britain and Ireland and was discussed just briefly in 
an appendix.

Over much of the world range the preferred habitat is shallow 
lowland lakes and pools and gently flowing streams, but in the British 
Isles and western Europe Little Egrets are particularly associated 
with estuaries and coastal waters; they are also partial to floodlands 
and temporary or fluctuating waterbodies. For nesting they choose 
large trees, scrub such as willows, or sometimes reed-beds.

Following the first British breeding record in Dorset in 1996 the 
species’ status in Britain is clearly still very dynamic, and it is too 
soon to say when and at what level the population might stabilise. 
In 2009, WeBS logged a record national count of 4,709 individuals 
in September, and the peak count had actually exceeded that for 
Grey Heron in three of the four most recent years, although this was 
largely due to Little Egrets’ preference for coastal habitats, which 
are better covered by WeBS. An average of 739 pairs of Little Egrets 
were estimated to be breeding annually in Britain between 2006 and 
2010; the species is amber listed because of its localised breeding 
population, but this could well change if expansion continues.

The remarkable increase and spread affecting the British Isles 
has certainly been reflected in Gloucestershire. Whereas Swaine 
could list a total of only four records for the county, and the 1990 
GBR proudly noted the eighth sighting, 20 years later no less than 
460 reports were submitted in 2010 alone. The first Gloucestershire 
breeding record was in 2001 in a Grey Heron colony, since when 
a dozen pairs have continued to breed in the county each year. It 
seems likely that Little Egrets will continue to spread as a breeding 
bird here, and indeed the current atlas fieldwork revealed a regular 
summer presence along some Cotswold rivers and in the Cotswold 
Water Park. More generally, as might be expected, summer distri-
bution was concentrated around the Severn Estuary, in the upper 
Vale, at the Water Park and along the Cotswold rivers; there were 
almost no records from the Forest of Dean, the Cotswold scarp or 
dip-slope, nor (surprisingly perhaps) along the river Leadon.

Winter atlas records were more widespread than in summer, 
with not only the estuary, but Cotswold rivers and the Water Park 
particularly well represented. The GBR for the last two or three years 
has recorded several counts of 20 or more birds on the estuary and 
in the Water Park outside the breeding season. At this time they can 
also be found on quite small streams and ponds as long as they are 
fairly undisturbed. After the Severn floods in June and July 2007, 
Little Egrets (together with Grey Herons and Cormorants) gathered 
round floodwaters in the Severn Hams to exploit dead fish, and a 
short-lived roost of 21 egrets was found there in July. The maximum 
count during an atlas TTV was 11, in tetrad SU29E on the Wiltshire 
border near Lechlade, in December 2008.

Little Egrets tend to disperse quite widely after fledging, and a 
nestling colour-ringed in Norfolk in July 2007 was seen in February 
the following year near Cirencester (and in July near Oxford). 
Similarly a chick colour-ringed in Gloucestershire in June 2003 was 
seen alive on the Hampshire coast two months later.

(to preserve confidentiality, breeding status is not shown, 
and the dots for each 10 km square are grouped together)
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