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Threatened birds of Asia

WHITE-HEADED DUCK

Oxyura leucocephala

Critical —
Endangered A1a,c,d,e
Vulnerable A2b,c,d,e; C1

Mid-winter counts indicate that the population of this species has undergone a very rapid decline
of c.60% in the last 10 years, which qualifies it as Endangered. Given increases in the Spanish
subpopulation, it is projected that the overall rate of decline will be lower in the next 10 years.

DISTRIBUTION The White-headed Duck occupies a large Palearctic range that stretches
from Spain and Algeria in the west to Mongolia, western China and India in the east. However,
this range is highly fragmented, and it apparently became extinct as a breeder in Morocco,
central Europe and Israel in the twentieth century (Green and Anstey 1992, B. Hughes and
A. Green in Kear in prep.).

Outside the Asian region Outside “Asia” as defined here, it has a resident population in
Spain, Algeria and Tunisia, a larger population that breeds primarily in Russia (Lower Volga
and middle Ural rivers and Chelyabinsk region east to lakes in the Tobol-Ishim, Barabinsk
and Kulunda steppes, and foothills of the Altay mountains: Dement’ev and Gladkov 1951–
1954, Ivanov 1983) and Kazakhstan, plus Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan and Uzbekistan, and it
occurs on passage or in winter in the eastern Mediterranean, the Middle East and Central
Asia (Green and Hughes 1996). There is an important population in Kazakhstan close to the
Pakistan border (see Stray Feathers 8 [1879]: 456–458, Green and Hughes 1996).

Asian region It breeds in western Mongolia (and in adjacent parts of eastern Russia,
some of which are just outside “Asia” as defined here), and there are reports that it breeds in
western China (although there appear to be only a handful of published records). Moreover,
it is a non-breeding visitor to Pakistan and (in very small numbers) to northern India.

■■■■■ RUSSIA The species has been noted in summer (without proof of breeding, and presumably
just extralimitally), in the Achinsk district (Dement’ev and Gladkov 1951–1954), west of
Krasnoyarsk; and at two waterbodies (not mapped) in the Minusinsk depression, Khakassia,
namely Shira lake, five birds in July 1977 and May 1980, and Belye lake, 20, July–August
1985 (Prokof’ev 1987, Prokof’ev and Kustov 1988). Further east (and within “Asia” as here
defined), an isolated breeding area lies in Tuva, south-west of Baikal lake, in the Tuva
(Tuvinskaya) (unmapped) and Ubsu Nur depressions (unmapped) close to the border with
Mongolia (Dement’ev and Gladkov 1951–1954, Baranov 1991). Although the species was
described as a rare vagrant to Tuva by Sushkin (1938), and not found at Ubsu Nur (Uvs
Nuur: see Mongolia) in the early part of the twentieth century (Tugarinov 1916 in Baranov
1991), in 1947, breeding was confirmed at Beloye and Amdaygyn-Khol’ lakes (neither mapped
but in the Kyzyl–Turan area), a female being shot at the latter site in July (Yanushevich 1952
in Baranov 1991) and a pair being recorded there in June 1977 (Baranov 1991). At Ubsu
Nur, the great majority of which lies inside Mongolia, records in June 1980 were as follows:
eight birds were seen in one bay of the lake; two clutches were found, both in nests of Common
Pochard Aythya ferina, and two males were shot in the lake environs (Baranov 1991).

■■■■■ MONGOLIA The species breeds in small numbers at wetlands in the Great Lakes basin of
western Mongolia, with records as follows: ■■■■■ Uvs Tesin river (Tesiin river), undated (Fomin
and Bold 1991); Tes river delta, eastern Uvs Nuur (Ubsu Nur in Russia) lake, 15–18 birds
seen, summer 1981 (Bold 1997), 40 birds in 1985, but only three in the same place in 1988
(Batdelger 1996a); Khyargas Nuur lake, eight birds, undated (Bold 1997); Ayrag Nuur lake,
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undated (Bold 1997); ■■■■■ Khovd Chono Kharaikh river delta, Khar Us Nuur, one pair, June
1995 (Bräunlich 1995); south-western part of Khar Us Nuur National Park (Har Us Nuur),
five adults and two juveniles, July–August 1992 (C. Bealey in litt. 1999), nine males and 13
females, May 1995, 28 males and one female, June 1995, breeding proven in the area in July
1995 (Bräunlich 1995), nine males and three females, June 1996 (M. Köpman per A. Bräunlich
in litt. 2000), 238 birds (including c.60 males, no differentiation between females and juveniles),
September 1998 (Liegl 1998); Zereg lake, undated (Fomin and Bold 1991), this presumably
the “Sereg” area, undated (Dawaa et al. 1994), with a female seen at Hodoo Nuur, near
Sereg, May 1995 (Bräunlich 1995).

■■■■■ CHINA Records (including one report of breeding) of the species are as follows:
■■■■■ Xinjiang Tien Shan mountains, reported (without any details) to breed in the western

ranges in north-western Xinjiang and the Altay region (Yuan Guoying 1991), and in the
Junggar basin (Cheng Tso-hsin 1987); Kashi (Kashgar), March 1943 (specimen in BNHS);

■■■■■ Hubei Hong Hu lake, November 1961 (Guan Guanxun and Cheng Tsohsin 1962, male
in ASCN).

■■■■■ PAKISTAN The species has been recorded from districts of western Pakistan (Peshawar,
Nowshera, Shahpur and Kohat), Punjab (Gujrat and Mianwali), Baluchistan (Zangi Nawar)
and Bahawalpur (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Roberts 1991–1992). In the last two decades, its
distribution has been centred on the Salt Range lakes, Punjab (in particular Kalar Kahar,
Jhalar, Ucchali and Khabbaki), with another population in Baluchistan at Bund Khushdil
Khan and Zangi Nawar lake (Roberts 1991–1992). Records are from: ■■■■■ North-west Frontier
Province Halkot (Halkote), February 1891 (Baker 1908); Mardan, Peshawar, one female,
November 1899 (Macnab 1900), one male, December 1901 (Barton 1902a); Nowshera,
November 1908 (female in BNHS), 1928 (Whitehead 1931), at Shakpur, February 1930
(specimen in BNHS), and on the Kabul river, one, November 1940 (Field 1942); Peshawar,
March 1893 (male in BMNH), one, June 1931 (Sturm 1932); 1.6 km above Akora, Kabul river,
two, November 1908 (Tenison 1909); Rawal lake, six, February 1987, three, March 1987
(Mallalieu 1988); near Kohat, occasional individuals, undated (Whitehead 1931), and single
birds at Dand Idal Khel jheel, November 1906, February 1907 (Whitehead 1909, 1911), January
1911 (specimen in BNHS), with four there in February 1916 (Bailey 1916b); ■■■■■ Baluchistan
Khushdil Khan lake, Pishin district, flocks during spring and autumn passage, undated
(Meinertzhagen 1920), six, February 1903 (Marshall 1903), March 1914 (male in BMNH), a
small party of unknown number, December 1919 (Jourdain 1921); Zangi Nawar lake, Chaghai
district, July 1915, January 1916 (two specimens in BNHS; also J. Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 24
[1917]: 617–619), up to 12 annually between December and February, around 1940 (Christison
1941), single first-year birds, December 1938, December 1939, December 1940 (Christison
1942); Lulukdan (untraced), 25 km south-east of Tuftan (in the “zero line” between Pakistani
and Iranian territory), undated (Khan 1998); ■■■■■ Sind Sunari lake (Soonari, Soonahri lake),
one, January 1972 (Roberts 1991–1992); ■■■■■ Punjab Kallar Kahar lake, “some,” December 1939
(Waite 1948), c.30, March 1948 (Waite 1948), no details (Savage 1968b), 1960s (Scott 1989),
90, January 1972 (Roberts 1991–1992); Nammal lake, three, November 1922 (Waite 1922,
1948), over 400, 1970s (Scott 1989), 127, February 1972 (Koning and Walmsley 1972),
apparently disappearing from the area, along with most waterfowl, shortly after construction
of the Chasma barrage in 1971 (Scott 1989); Chillianwala, 11, February 1931 (Whitehead
1931); Khabbaki lake, Khushab district, 1,000 m, c.20, March 1948 (Waite 1948), 723, January
1965 (Savage 1965a,b), February 1965 (female in BMNH), c.1,000, January 1967 (two
specimens in BNHS, Mountfort and Poore 1968), up to 500, November 1967 (Mountfort
and Poore 1968), 1,005, 1968 (Green and Anstey 1992), 210, January 1972 (Roberts 1991–
1992), 85, February 1972 (Koning and Walmsley 1972), 142, December 1991 (Green and
Anstey 1992); Uchchali lake, Khushab district, up to 667, January 1987 (Scott 1989), 400,

Oxyura leucocephala
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undated (Ahmed 1989), 102, February, 1972 (Koning and Walmsley 1972), 100, January
1969 (Green and Anstey 1992), 467, January 1987 (Roberts 1991–1992); Sialkot, one, February
1891 (editor’s footnote to Sherwood 1897); Jahlar lake, 950 m, 68, January 1987, and 132,
January 1988 (Scott 1989), six, May 1990 (D. A. Scott in litt. 1990, Green and Anstey 1992),
105 in November 1990 (A. A. Chaudhry in litt. 1991, Green and Anstey 1992); Hafizabad,
Jhelum, one female, February 1911 (specimen in BNHS); Khanki, Wazirabad, two, November
1929 (Weeks 1930); at Jhasar, here presumed to be Jassar, 70, January 1987 (Roberts 1991–
1992); Sarghoda, Shahpur district, five, February 1930 (Flemming 1930); Mianwali district,
unspecified numbers “many years” before 1922 (Bolster 1923), three, November 1922 (Wright
and Dewar 1925), one, undated (Flemming 1930); Kharal (Kharrar Jheel), Sahiwal district,
up to 700 in mid-1970s (Roberts 1991–1992), 188, February 1973 (Koning and Walmsley
1973), 48, January 1987 (Scott 1989); unspecified localities in “Bahawalpur state”, 40 shot,
all except one in February, 1921–1925 (Wright and Dewar 1925), also in the same area at
Bahawalnagar, six, December 1922 (Bolster 1923); near Khangarh (= Keengurh), Mulktan
district, one, February 1883 (Baker 1908), February 1887 (Bomford 1887), and elsewhere in
“Multan district” at Sunawa (apparently on the Indus), November 1910 (specimen in BNHS);
Muswhal (untraced), Falagang, January 1948 (specimen in BNHS).

The distribution of White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala: (1) Tesin river; (2) Uvs Nuur; (3) Khyargas
Nuur; (4) Ayrag Nuur; (5) Chono Kharaikh river; (6) Khar Us Nuur National Park; (7) Zereg lake; (8) Kashi;
(9) Hong Hu; (10) Halkot; (11) Mardan; (12) Nowshera; (13) Peshawar; (14) Akora; (15) Rawal lake; (16) Kohat;
(17) Khushdil Khan lake; (18) Zangi Nawar lake; (19) Sunari lake; (20) Kallar Kahar lake; (21) Nammal lake;
(22) Chillianwala; (23) Khabbaki lake; (24) Uchchali lake; (25) Sialkot; (26) Jahlar lake; (27) Hafizabad;
(28) Khanki; (29) Jassar; (30) Sarghoda; (31) Mianwali district; (32) Kharal; (33) Bahawalnagar; (34) Khangarh;
(35) Srinagar; (36) Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary; (37) Firozpur; (38) Ludhiana; (39) Gurgaon; (40) Farrukhnagar;
(41) Delhi; (42) Najafgarh jheel; (43) Roorkee; (44) Pilibhit; (45) Hardoi district.
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■■■■■ INDIA The species is a rare, very local and declining winter visitor to northern India
south to eastern Rajasthan and central Uttar Pradesh (Grimmett et al. 1998). Records are
from:

■■■■■ Jammu and Kashmir unspecified locality, three, February 1898, “obtained several times”,
March 1907 (Baker 1908); Srinagar, four shot, November 1918 (Oliver 1919); Holma (or
Holra) (untraced), one, 1928 (Ludlow ms);

■■■■■ Punjab Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary, September 1984 (BNHS ringing data),
apparently a rare winter migrant, undated (Singh 1993), but no recent records (P. Undeland
in litt. 1999); Firozpur (Ferozepore), December 1900 (specimen in BNHS); Ludhiana, at the
“old nullah”, October 1880 (specimen in BMNH, Hume 1887);

■■■■■ Haryana Gurgaon, one, October 1882 (Hume 1887); Farrukhnagar (Faruknagar), two,
January or February 1883 (Baker 1908);

■■■■■ Delhi near Delhi at Jahtikea, November 1883 (male in BMNH), unspecified locality,
October 1892 (male in BMNH), and 30 km to the east, January 1897 (one in BMNH);
Najafgarh jheel, Delhi, two, January and October 1882 (male in BMNH, Hume 1887);

■■■■■ Uttar Pradesh Roorkee, 1892–1905 (Cunningham 1928) and Ganges Kadar, 30 km
south of Roorkee, three, December 1896 (Baker 1908); Mala swamp, south of Gujrowla,
Pilibhit, one, November 1882 (Plowden 1887); Bettiah, Hardoi district, one, February 1896
(Finn 1896; see Remarks 1);

■■■■■ West Bengal Calcutta market, obtained twice possibly in the vicinity of the city (see
Remarks 5 under Bristled Grass-warbler Chaetornis striatus), but possibly further afield (see
Distribution: Pakistan under Lesser White-fronted Goose Anser erythropus), pre-1908 (Baker
1908).

POPULATION The global population of the White-headed Duck was probably over 100,000
in the early twentieth century, falling to an estimated 19,000 birds in 1991, since when numbers
have probably declined to fewer than 10,000 individuals (Green and Hunter 1996). At the
former key wintering site, Burdur Gölü in Turkey, numbers declined from 10,927 birds in
1991 to 1,273 in 1996 (Green and Hughes 1996). Increases at wintering sites in Greece
(Handrinos 1998), Bulgaria (P. Iankov in litt. 1999) and Romania (D. Munteanu in litt. 1999)
and in the Spanish population (22 birds in 1977 to 1,453 birds in 1999: J. Criado in litt. 1999)
do not compensate for the large declines at Burdur Gölü and in other eastern populations.
Important passage concentrations occur in Uzbekistan (E. Kreuzberg-Mukhina in litt. 1999)
and Kazakhstan (Sánchez et al. in press). The majority of the population breeds on the
steppes of Central Asia, with Kazakhstan the most probable stronghold (Cramp and Simmons
1977), although there is evidence to suggest a recent decline there and in other parts of the
Commonwealth of Independent States (former Soviet Union) (Poslayski 1992). The species
was “very common” on the “Hamuns” at Seistan (close to Baluchistan) during winter 1904
(Cumming 1905), but there is no recent information from the area. Information on its
population in Asia is given below by country.

Russia In Tuva it is very rare, with a total population not exceeding 15–20 pairs (Baranov
1991).

Mongolia There are several hundred in Mongolia, at least seasonally (D. Batdelger in litt.
1998). The species is restricted to the north-west, where mostly small numbers have been
recorded at a total of 4–5 waterbodies, with higher counts of 40 in 1985 at Uvs Nuur, and up
to 238 in September 1998 at Khar Us Nuur National Park, where breeding has recently been
confirmed (see Distribution).

Pakistan The species was thought by Hume (1887) to be merely “a straggler in the Punjab
and Sindh”, and there are no historical reports of large numbers in Pakistan. Shooting records
(e.g. Marshall 1903, Tenison 1909, Jourdain 1921) indicate that birds were regular in small
numbers in these states; Bolster (1923) described them as “not by any means rarities” in

Oxyura leucocephala
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Punjab. According to Radcliffe (1915), “a few of these birds appear in Baluchistan every
winter”; Jourdain (1921) reported “small numbers or parties” there, and flocks of a dozen
are or were occasionally encountered (Christison 1941, Anstey 1989).

In the 1960s, the wintering population was thought to have been around 25–50 birds
(Savage 1965a,b, 1968). The large numbers reported during the 1968 midwinter census were
thus a surprise: the peak count at Khabbaki lake was 1,039 (Savage 1968). C. D. W. Savage
(in Isakov 1970) proclaimed that around 1,000 individuals wintered in the Salt Range and
the northern Punjab and that their numbers had greatly increased since 1960 (although in
fact this may merely have reflected improved coverage). Despite major differences from one
year to the next, the population of the species was not thought to show a clear trend over the
next decade: Anstey (1989) suggested that numbers were stable in Pakistan. Since that time,
however, substantial declines have occurred. Chaudhry (1993b) reported that the wintering
population in Punjab had declined from 733 in 1987 to 60 in January 1991. The counts
undertaken in mid-January in different years are: 889 in 1987, 286 in 1988, 189 in 1989, 76 in
1990, 40 in 1991, 146 in 1992, 120 in 1993, 162 in 1994, 37 in 1995, 32 in 1996 and 54 in 1997,
indicating a steady decline (AWC data per T. Mundkur in litt. 1998; see Remarks 2). At
present, the depleted Pakistan population is struggling to survive at only two (Jahlar and
Khabbaki) of the seven remaining lakes in the Salt Range plateau of Punjab (Anstey 1989,
Roberts 1991–1992). There is also a recent record of up to 50 individuals at a regular site on
the Baluchistan–Iran border (Khan 1998).

The apparent similarity between Khabbaki lake and some previous Moroccan breeding
sites of the White-headed Duck raised suspicions that lingering birds might breed there, but
several visits during April failed to reveal any sign of breeding activity (Roberts 1991–1992).
However, the sighting of six birds during the breeding season at Jahlar lake in May 1990
(Green and Anstey 1992) seems unusual and may indicate breeding.

India After many years without records, a spate of immatures suggested to Hume (1887)
that the species, being difficult to overlook or misidentify, might have expanded its range or
its migrations eastward for some reason. If so, the expansion was temporary: Baker (1908)
stated that “in India it is undoubtedly a very rare duck” and there appear to have been no
recent records from any regions (C. D. W. Savage and H. Abdulali in Isakov 1970). In Kashmir
it was once regarded as a “not very plentiful, but... yearly visitor” (Ward 1906–1908), or “by
no means rare” (“2 or 3 specimens may be found in the day’s bag”) (Ludlow ms), but there
have been no records since the 1920s or earlier according to shooting records (C. D. W.
Savage and H. Abdulali in Isakov 1970).

ECOLOGY While an abundance of information dealing with the ecology of the White-
headed Duck in western portions of its range is published elsewhere (see, e.g., Cramp and
Simmons 1977, Amat and Sánchez 1982, Torres Esquivias et al. 1985, Green and Hughes
1996, and the Spanish journal Oxyura), the following sections deal with information relevant
to the “Asian” region.

Habitat The species is largely dependent on shallow, productive, brackish to saline
wetlands, particularly “endorrheic” wetlands (i.e. those having a closed-basin hydrology, with
no significant water outlet) and found in arid to semi-arid areas of gentle relief (Cramp and
Simmons 1977, Anstey 1989, Martin 1995). In winter, the birds tend to congregate on relatively
large, shallow, brackish-to-saline wetlands, usually with considerable areas of open water devoid
of any emergent vegetation (Cramp and Simmons 1977, Anstey and Moser 1990). Many of
these wetlands are temporary or semi-permanent, leading to fluctuations in distribution and
population size in response to climatic variations, notably rainfall (Green and Anstey 1992).
Breeding birds at the freshwater Khar Us Nuur in Mongolia occur in vast reedbeds with many
water channels (A. Bräunlich in litt. 2000). The decline of the world population of the species
may be related to its particular habitat requirements (Anstey 1989). It is a bottom-feeding
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duck and apparently requires lakes with a fairly high pH and a good growth of submerged
weeds (Roberts 1991–1992); the four main sites for the species in Pakistan were in a pH range
7.8–10 (Chaudhry 1993b). Varying natural conditions may affect its population in different
years; for example, low rainfall during the early 1970s reduced the size and changed the chemical
composition of the Salt Range lakes, and it is likely that this factor affected the status of the
species during the period (Koning and Walmsley 1973; see Threats).

In general, the White-headed Duck is reluctant to fly, or at least to fly very far: in
November 1940, a lone bird on the Kabul river did not take flight when passed by a boat and
was shot (Field 1942); during bird-ringing studies, birds are apparently easily induced to
swim into mist-nets (Roberts 1991–1992). While some individuals may well be flightless in
December and January, as captured birds showed newly growing flight feathers, several
were nevertheless seen flying around very strongly in January on Kharrar jheel (Roberts
1991–1992).

Food In winter in Pakistan birds have been watched feeding individually, preferring the
shallow margins, where they dive continuously, remaining submerged for only 5–7 seconds
and diving again within moments of surfacing (Roberts 1991–1992). They feed on submerged
plant material and seeds, especially Vallisneria spiralis water-weed, and Cyperus elesinoides,
both found in abundance on relevant lakes (Roberts 1991–1992). A specimen taken in Pakistan
had eaten “purely… vegetable matter” (Whitehead 1931), and the seeds of Melilotus indicus
and Rupia rostellata were identified in the crop of another bird (Savage 1965a,b). According
to Roberts (1991–1992), the species almost certainly feeds on micro-crustacea and copepods
present in alkaline waters, but they are rapidly digested and could not be traced in crop or
stomach contents. Summer diets in Kazakhstan and south-central Siberia are covered by
Dolgushin (1960) and Gordienko et al. (1986). Recent studies are summarised elsewhere (B.
Hughes and A. Green in Kear in prep.).

Breeding There is little information on the nesting of this species in Asia. Sparse data from
Tuva suggest that breeding at Ubsu Nur takes place in June and July: fresh and only slightly
incubated eggs (albeit in nests of Common Pochard) were recorded in mid-June, when two
males with well developed gonads were also shot nearby; a female was also collected “in the
breeding season” (8 July) at another lake (Baranov 1991). Reviews of its breeding biology in
Kazakhstan and south-central Siberia are in Dolgushin (1960) and Gordienko et al. (1986).

Migration The Pakistan wintering population of the White-headed Duck is believed to
come mostly from Kazakhstan (Roberts 1991–1992), although it could presumably derive
from several neighbouring states, and indeed from western Mongolia, since birds there must
desert the area of the Great Lakes before they freeze over. Occasionally, flocks were
encountered on Khushdil Khan lake in Baluchistan on spring and autumn passage, although
in most years they were absent (Meinertzhagen 1920). According to Christison (1941), birds
reached Zangi Nawar lake in December and stayed until February. Most birds migrate north
from Pakistan by mid-February, the latest date being 25 April on Nammal lake (Roberts
1991–1992).

THREATS Outside the “Asian” region, approximately 50% of breeding habitat was drained
during the twentieth century, remaining sites are vulnerable to pollution, and the Spanish
population is threatened by competition and hybridisation with the Ruddy Duck Oxyura
jamaicensis, which escaped from captivity in the UK and is now expanding its range in Europe
(Green and Hughes 1996). Further threats include drowning in fishing nets, hunting, and
ingestion of lead shot (J. Criado in litt. 1999, A. Green in litt. 1999). Droughts in Kazakhstan
may have caused recent poor breeding seasons (B. Hughes in litt. 1999). The following review
focuses on threats in Asia but cross-refers to other parts of the range.

Habitat loss and modification The greatest threat is the loss of its rather specialised breeding
and wintering habitats. While shallow wetlands fluctuate naturally with conditions, such
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changes are now aggravated by human impacts on the hydrology of the systems, and they
are easily drained for irrigation and groundwater extraction (Anstey and Moser 1990). In
addition, the wetlands preferred by this duck are particularly vulnerable to the build-up of
pollutants by run-off of fertilisers and pesticides with surface water (Anstey and Moser 1990,
Martin 1995). This problem of wetland degradation seems particularly severe in the breeding
areas of Central Asia (Anstey and Moser 1990). The concentration of the duck in winter on
a few preferred wetlands (e.g. Khabbaki in Pakistan and Burdur lake in Turkey) also renders
the species vulnerable to impacts on key sites (Anstey and Moser 1990). While natural
fluctuations in environmental conditions may be responsible for the decline of small
populations on the edge of the species’s range, human influence is recognised as the main
factor for the overall population decrease (Martin 1995). The main threats identified for the
species’s entire range in Russia are water-level fluctuations, man-made habitat changes, fishing
and the thinning-out of reedbeds by muskrats Ondatra zibethica. Mongolia Reduction of
water levels, grass-cutting, fire and hunting are potential threats on the breeding grounds in
Mongolia (D. Batdelger in litt. 1998). The reedbeds in the south-western part of Khar Us
Nuur are affected by uncontrolled winter livestock grazing, and the water regime of the lake
is threatened by a proposed hydroelectric power plant at the Chono Kharaikh Gol, an outflow
of the lake (Bräunlich 1995). Pakistan Populations of waterbirds have declined sharply in
recent years owing to enhanced human activity and other disturbances near the lakes,
according to Khan 1993), who blamed the loss of waterbirds from Ucchali lake mainly on
the increase in the pH of the water (to 9.00), although this circumstance is unlikely to have
been detrimental to the White-headed Duck (see Habitat). Eutrophication and food
competition, caused by the introduction of Tilapia into the lakes, account for further declines:
Khabbaki lake, the species’s main site and purportedly a protected area, has deteriorated
since Tilapia introduction (Scott 1989, Khan 1993; see Remarks 3), while Kharrar Jheel, a
previous category “A” wetland important for the species, was apparently simply drained
(C. D. W. Savage in Isakov 1970). Changes in water level and salinity, fishing, grazing and
other agricultural activities at wintering lakes further affect the species (Anstey 1989, Scott
1989). Between February and May 1989, a programme at the four main wintering wetlands
in Pakistan (Ucchali, Khabbaki, Jahlar and Kharal) to study and document their physical,
chemical and biological characteristics (including vegetation changes) showed that their water
supply had been cut down (presumably through diversion for irrigation), thus lowering the
water level and reducing the area; fisheries increased the disturbance to wintering waterfowl,
and grazing around the lakes destroyed the food and shelter available to waterfowl (Chaudhry
1993b). If these threats remain, the species will possibly disappear in the near future (Khan
1993). India An account of threats to Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary appears under Indian
Skimmer Rynchops albicollis. Wildfowl populations in Jammu and Kashmir have undoubtedly
suffered from the decline of wetland habitats through drainage, siltation and development
(Pandit 1982); these factors presumably contributed to the loss of this species there.

Hunting and disturbance Other human activities cause mortality (hunting, drowning in
fishing nets) and disturbance (fishing, reed-cutting, livestock-grazing, recreation) to this species
in many areas of Pakistan and India (Pandit 1982, Anstey 1989, Scott 1989, Singh 1992,
Green 1993b, Khan 1993, Martin 1995). As an indication of the threat faced by migratory
ducks in Pakistan, Ahmad and Saeed-Uz-Zaman (1991) mentioned that “waterfowl hunting
is a very popular sport in Chitral” (the main migrant flyway in the country), where hunters
inhabit every village (1,700 armed hunters estimated in total) and have constructed 770
artificial ponds to attract ducks. The same kind of intensity of hunting pressure in northern
India was long ago remarked upon by Ali (1936).

Hybridisation A more recent threat to the survival of the species is the remarkably vigorous
spread of the Ruddy Duck into the White-headed Duck’s European breeding grounds,
particularly Spain; the two species compete, and hybridisation produces fertile offspring
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(Martin 1995, Green and Hunter 1996); thus the White-headed Duck is steadily being absorbed
into a new hybrid form in the western end of its range.

MEASURES TAKEN In Europe, a conservation programme in Spain has resulted in a
significant population increase (J. Criado in litt. 1999). Ruddy Ducks are controlled in Spain,
Portugal and France, legislation is in place for action in the Netherlands and a control trial
is under way in the UK (Green and Hughes 1996). Re-introduction schemes are currently
operational in Majorca and Corsica (B. Hughes in litt. 1999). A European action plan was
published in 1996 (Green and Hughes 1996). Measures relevant to the “Asian” region are
given below.

Legislation The White-headed Duck is listed on Appendix I of the CMS (Bonn Convention,
for which see Boere 1991). It is also listed on Appendix II of CITES. Russia It is included in
the Red Data Book of the Russian Federation and it was protected by a shooting ban
throughout the former USSR; otherwise, no special measures for its protection have been
worked out (Kolosov 1983). Mongolia It is protected as a “rare animal” under the Mongolian
Law on Hunting (1995). Pakistan It is legally protected from shooting and trapping (Ahmed
and Ghalib 1986).

Protected areas Pakistan The protection of wintering habitat began in 1966 with the
declaration of Khabbaki lake as a wildlife sanctuary (or “wildfowl sanctuary”), a move that
apparently led to “exceptional” numbers of duck wintering at the lake in the 1967–1968 winter
(Savage 1968). Protected status for important wetlands has spread so that, by the late 1980s,
only one important site for the species was unprotected, with the rest designated as wildlife
sanctuaries or game reserves (Anstey 1989). The Ucchali complex was designated a Ramsar
site in March 1996 (A. A. Khan verbally 1997); WWF-Pakistan, in collaboration with the
Punjab Wildlife Department, is helping to draft and implement a community-based site and
species management plan for this complex of wetlands (Khan 1993, A. A. Khan verbally 1997).
India Measures at Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary are outlined under Indian Skimmer.

Education Pakistan An awareness campaign was initiated in the Punjab Salt Range to
educate the general public about the conservation needs of the species (Chaudhry 1993b).

MEASURES PROPOSED Conservation action for the species is outlined by Green and
Hughes (1996), with particular emphasis on countries outside the “Asian” region. Close to
the presumed eastern limit of its range in Russia, White-headed Duck is one of 15 threatened
species proposed for inclusion in the Red Data Book of the Krasnoyarsk Territory
(Syroechkovskiy and Rogacheva 1988). Inside the “Asian” region, almost the entire wintering
population in the Indian subcontinent is confined to Pakistan, and the country therefore
“has a special responsibility for the conservation of this species” (Roberts 1991–1992). The
decline in its wintering population in Pakistan over the years warrants immediate action.

Protected areas and habitat management The effective management and conservation of
relevant protected areas in Mongolia and Pakistan is vital. Besides the need for basic extensive
surveys to identify all the wetlands that can provide wintering habitats for the species (Anstey
1989), restoration of previously important wetlands should be considered, along with closely
monitored re-introduction programmes (Anstey and Moser 1990).

Protection from persecution Pakistan The need remains to strengthen law enforcement
and educate local hunters and local communities in general about the species’s legal and
conservation status (Anstey and Moser 1990). A community-based species management plan
already drafted for WWF-Pakistan and approved by the Pakistani government also needs to
be implemented (A. A. Khan in litt. 1997). Monitoring and guarding of sites are recommended
(Anstey 1989).

Research In Asia, surveys of breeding sites, coordinated counts at wintering sites, and
the identification of important staging sites are all required (T. Mundkur in litt. 1999).
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Moreover, the populations in Asia need to be fully catered for within an international action
plan, or at least fieldwork on the ecology of Central Asian and Asian birds needs to be
developed as a cooperative venture. Mongolia In Mongolia range and numbers need
assessment and monitoring (D. Batdelger in litt. 1998). Pakistan Long-term monitoring has
been valuable (Anstey and Moser 1990), and satellite-tracking would confirm and locate
stop-over points, so that an international action plan can be developed (A. A. Khan verbally
1997; see Remarks 4).

REMARKS (1) Puzzlingly, Baker (1908) stated that this record was “exactly two years”
after February 1891. (2) These AWC data differ from counts provided by Chaudhry (1993b),
because the latter made fortnightly visits to sites rather than just one, and thereby discovered
that January counts were not a reliable index of the total population: 116 birds were recorded
in the fourth week of November 1990 (over three lakes, 105 at Jahlar, eight at Khabbaki and
three at Ucchali) compared to only 60 birds by the end of January (60 at Jahlar and Khabbaki)
(Chaudhry 1993b). (3) The Punjab Provincial Fisheries Department introduced Tilapia carp
to Khabbaki lake without consulting the Forestry/Wildlife Departments, despite its
designation as a wildlife sanctuary, and this introduction has had a deleterious effect on
food availability for all diving ducks (T. J. Roberts verbally 1997). (4) It is not clear, however,
whether satellite-tracking of a rather small diving duck is feasible.




