
WILDLIFE FACTFLIE: Pied wagtail

This Wildlife Factfile is all about the Pied Wagtail, Motacilla
alba. There are various wagtail species across Europe, Africa 
and Asia, and three species in the UK. All wagtails have the 
habit of running or walking on the ground, catching insects 
and continuously pumping their long tails up and down. 
Hence the name!

Probably the most familiar is the Pied Wagtail, with its bold 
black and white (pied) colouring and is instantly recognisable. 
Both the Pied and Grey wagtails are resident all year in the UK, 
and our local races almost exclusively breed in the UK. They 
may move south and into towns in the winter when it is hard 
to find insect food. The Yellow Wagtail migrates to the UK from 
Africa in the summer.

Why do they continuously pump their tails? A suggestion is 
that it is to flush out insects to eat. But they seem to wag their 
tails more furiously when a potential predator (or you!) are 
nearby, so the most likely reason is that tail wagging is a signal 
to show that they are alert and aware and can’t be surprised. 
Old Country names for wagtails often referred to dishwashers 
or laundry cleaners – because of the continuous arm actions 
needed before modern convenience machines!

All the wagtails can be found by rivers – the Grey wagtail 
particularly like to nest near or over water – and this is 
probably because of the insect food to be found near rivers. 
Although all the wagtails are in serious decline in numbers in 
the last decade (and the Yellow Wagtail is of Red status) they 
have widened their distribution in recent years. The good 
news is this may well be due to improved water quality in 
rivers, and subsequently there is more insect food available 
for them.


