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European regional assessment: Near Threatened (NT)
EU27 regional assessment: Vulnerable (VU)

This arctic grouse has undergone moderately rapid population declines within the European part of its range. 
It therefore qualifies as Near Threatened. Within the EU27 declines have been more rapid and it is classified 
as Vulnerable (A2abcd+3bcd+4abcd).

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Introduced:
Faroe Islands (to DK)
Native:
Andorra; Austria; Greenland (to DK); Finland; France; Germany; Iceland; Italy; Liechtenstein; Norway; 
Svalbard and Jan Mayen (to NO); Russian Federation; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; Switzerland; United 
Kingdom
Vagrant:
Bulgaria

Population
The European population is estimated at 257,000-1,010,000 pairs, which equates to 514,000-2,020,000 
mature individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 48,900-122,000 pairs, which equates to 
97,800-245,000 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe the population size is estimated to be decreasing at a rate approaching 30% in 12.6 years (three 
generations). In the EU27 the population size is estimated to be decreasing by 30-49% in the same period. For 
details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
The species inhabits rocky tundra with fairly sparse vegetation or alpine summits. It is rarely found in areas of 
high shrubs or below the tree line. It is almost always above 2,000 m in the Alps and Pyrenees. During winter 
it lives in less snowy regions or uses windswept ridges and slopes due to its dependence on ground vegetation 
for food. Laying is generally in June, however birds in Scotland lay from late May and those in Spitsbergen 
from mid-June (de Juana 1994). It typically lays five to eight eggs but sometimes up to twelve (Madge and 
McGowan 2002). The nest is a shallow depression lined with plant material and some feathers, usually in the 
open and sheltered by a large stone or shrub. In winter it takes food from the ground, mainly buds and twigs 
of species including Salix. In the Alps and other southern areas its main winter foods are berry bearing shrubs 
including Vaccinium and Empetrum. In spring and autumn it has a more varied diet taking leaves, flowers, 
berries and seeds of a wide range of plants. Most populations make limited movements, which are largely 
altitudinal and depend on local conditions and weather (de Juana 1994).
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Habitats & Altitude
Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence

Grassland - Tundra major resident
Rocky areas (eg. inland cliffs, mountain peaks) major resident
Altitude 2000-4800 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The species faces some pressures at a local scale, such as habitat degradation and over-hunting (Madge and 
McGowan 2002). It is particularly susceptible to over-harvesting in the spring. Most habitat loss occurs due to 
the development of tourist facilities such as ski facilities and collision with cables around ski stations can 
cause mortality. Human presence may cause disturbance and displace birds from their wintering habitat. It is 
though that, in Sweden, overgrazing from reindeer is causing declines (Storch 2007). A recent decrease 
detected in the Swiss Alps, of 30% in a decade, attributed to climatic change (de Juana 1994).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Small-holder 
grazing, ranching or 
farming

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(intentional use - 
species is the target)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Rapid Declines Medium Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Climate change & 
severe weather

Habitat shifting & 
alteration

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Future Whole (>90%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects

Human intrusions & 
disturbance

Recreational 
activities

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Species disturbance

Residential & 
commercial 
development

Tourism & 
recreation areas

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Transportation & 
service corridors

Utility & service 
lines

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
EU. Birds Directive Annex I and II. In most of its range, the only management is the setting of hunting 
seasons and bag limits and in Europe it is only protected in a few countries. A small proportion of its range is 
covered by protective areas, although these are considered to only have a low role in species survival except 
in those countries at the edge of the range (e.g., Andorra, France, Spain). Most monitoring is limited to the 
local scale. In Germany a programme to limit human disturbance by ski-touring has been initiated and in 
Iceland research into the effects of hunting there is ongoing (Storch 2007).

Conservation Actions Proposed
Monitoring of populations in areas with potentially high hunting pressures should be undertaken to ensure 
they are sustainable. Measures should be taken in mountain ranges with high tourism to minimise the spatial 
and temporal overlap between important habitats and recreational activities and their effectiveness monitored. 
Also, actions to minimize the numbers of generalist predators in these areas should be taken. Research into 
the impacts of hunting and habitat alteration on population dynamics should be undertaken. More 



understanding of its migration and dispersal behaviour and the survival of young birds over winter is needed 
(Storch 2007).
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