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ORNITHOLOGY

The Cattle Egret that dreamed of being a swan

7 October 2025

By Jean-Pierre Toumazet

Cattle egret swimming near a coot, Lussat, Creuse, July 2024 (© Jean-Pierre Toumazet)

0On 29 July 2024, my son Lucas and | observed and photographed the strange behaviour of a cattle egret in Lussat, in the Creuse department. The little heron arrived
in flight and landed on the surface of the Landes pond, before starting to swim like a duck, or rather a swan given its plumage! It was not bathing but actually swim-
ming, as it could not touch the bottom due to the depth of the pond. It did not appear to be injured and flew away without difficulty after a few moments to land on

a tree. As this sighting took place during a heatwave (with temperatures reaching 35°C according to MétéoFrance), we assumed that it was perhaps trying to cool off.

Cattle egret taking off from the Landes pond, Lussat, Creuse, July 2024 (© Jean-Pierre Toumazet)
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Comment from Marc Duquet - Cramp & Simmons (2020) do not mention that Cattle Egret can swim, and Telffair Il (2024) states that the species «does not swim unless
pursuedy, which was not the case here. After searching the internet, | found a few references to ardeids swimming (or appearing to swim) in deep water, including
photos of Great Blue and Grey Heron, but nothing about Cattle Egrets. This observation therefore appears to be a first for the species. There are also a few videos illus-
trating this unusual behaviour in other ardeids.

® In June 2024, a juvenile Grey Heron swimming on a London lake was filmed by Ralph Hancock, who said: «This young heron deliberately flew from a tree and dived
into the water. It swam for several minutes before flying away and returning to the tree.» In the video, it is clear that the heron is not walking but is actually propelling
itself with its legs while floating on the surface.

* |n February 2022, in South Carolina (southeastern USA), William R. Beebe observed and photographed a Great Blue Heron and a Great White Egret diving into a
pond to steal fish caught by Double-crested Cormorants or to catch them themselves, before swimming like swans with their fish in their beaks. The photographer
noted that the two herons took off quite easily from the surface of the water.

® Another video dated August 2016, presumably taken in the USA, shows a Great Blue Heron swimming peacefully in a swimming pool among bathers!

* In February 2025, an adult Grey Heron was filmed by Jo Taylor, seemingly swimming on a pond in north-west England, near Eurasian Teals. Taylor commented: «The
Grey Heron gracefully and slowly crosses a pool at Leighton Moss, with a few teals splashing in the foreground. Its legs hidden under the water give the impression that
it is swimming on the surface.» The back-and-forth movements of its head show that the heron is not actually swimming, but is in fact walking on the bottom of the
pond (perhaps just on its tiptoes), with water up to its flanks!

* Avideo taken in Texas in May 2022 shows the same behaviour as the London Grey Heron (above) but by a Great Blue Heron. The heron's head movements as it
«swims» clearly reveal that it is walking on the bottom of the water. In another video from August 2014, another Great Blue Heron can be seen landing on the water
and letting itself be carried by the current, before tuming around to take off again, which again shows that its legs are actually touching the bottom. This is also the
case with an Eurasian Bittern filmed in Great Britain, where it is obvious that the bird is walking on the bottom of the pond while being submerged up to its flanks.

e Finally, commenting on the video of the London grey heron, Sami Koskinen wrote that he had already seen an Eurasian Bittern swimming in the same way in
Finland, specifying that «the bittern held its head like a red-throated diver, which | suppose means with its beak pointing slightly towards the sky.

References: ® Cramp S. & Simmons K.E.L. (eds) (2020) BWP: Birds of the Western Palearctic app. NatureGuides Ltd. ® Telfair Il R.C. (2024). Western Cattle-Egret (Ardea ibis), version 1.1. In Rodewald P.G., Keeney B.K., Biller-
man S.M. &Bridwell M.A. (eds), Birds of the World. Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca.

Great Blue Heron, USA, February 2022 (OWilliam R. Beebe) Great White Egret, USA, February 2022 (OWilliam R. Beebe)

Great Blue Heron (location, date and photographer unknown) Grey heron, Sri Lanka, November 2018 (© Peter W Hills)
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