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Following a long-term increase, this species began undergoing rapid declines in its wintering population in 
the two key European and EU27 range states (Netherlands and the UK) since the year 2000. Extrapolated 
over a three generation period (38 years), allowing for considerable uncertainty given the long trend period 
(and even assuming current rates of decline do not continue), the wintering population of the species warrants 
classification as Endangered (A4abcde) in both Europe and the EU27.

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Austria; Azerbaijan; Belgium; Bulgaria; Croatia; Czech Republic; Denmark; Greenland (to DK); Estonia; 
Finland; France; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Iceland; Ireland, Rep. of; Italy; Latvia; Lithuania; 
Luxembourg; Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic of; Montenegro; Netherlands; Norway; Poland; 
Romania; Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia; Sweden; Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom
Vagrant:
Belarus; Portugal; Spain; Gibraltar (to UK)

Population
The breeding population in Europe is estimated at 5,000-6,000 pairs, which equates to 10,000-12,000 mature 
individuals. The minimum European population in winter is estimated at 19,600-25,200 individuals, which 
equates to 13,000-16,800 mature individuals. The species occurs in the EU27 only in winter and the minimum 
population is estimated at 19,500-24,500 individuals, which equates to 13,000-16,300 mature individuals. For 
details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe and the EU27 the breeding and winter population is estimated and projected to be decreasing by 
50-79% between 2000, when declines are estimated to have begun, and 2038 (three generations). For details 
of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
This species breeds near shallow pools, lakes and broad slow-flowing rivers with emergent littoral vegetation 
and pondweeds (e.g. Potamogeton spp.) connected to coastal delta areas in open, moist, low-lying sedge-grass 
or moss-lichen Arctic tundra (Kear 2005, Carboneras and Kirwan 2013). It rarely nests in shrub tundra, and 
generally avoids forested areas (Kear 2005). On migration the species frequents shallow ponds, lowland and 
upland lakes, reservoirs, riverine marshes, shallow saline lagoons and sheltered coastal bays and estuaries 
(Madge and Burn 1988, Kear 2005). During the winter it inhabits brackish and freshwater marshes (Madge 
and Burn 1988), rivers, lakes, ponds and shallow tidal estuarine areas with adjacent grasslands, flooded 
pastures or agricultural arable fields (Carboneras and Kirwan 2013, Kear 2005) below 100 m (Snow and 
Perrins 1998).
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It arrives on the breeding grounds from early-May to late-June (Madge and Burn 1988) (depending on local 
conditions (Kear 2005)) where it breeds well-dispersed (Snow and Perrins 1998) in single pairs (Carboneras 
and Kirwan 2013), occasionally nesting semi-colonially in optimum habitats (Madge and Burn 1988, Kear 
2005). The nest is a large mound of plant matter positioned on elevated ground (Carboneras and Kirwan 
2013) such as a ridge or hummock, often at some distance from feeding pools to reduce the risk of flooding 
(Kear 2005). Clutch size is generally three to five eggs. The species is predominantly herbivorous, feeding on 
seeds, fruits, leaves, roots, rhizomes and stems of aquatic plants (e.g. Potamogeton, Zostera and Glyceria 
spp.), grasses (Carboneras and Kirwan 2013), sedge and herbaceous tundra vegetation (Kear 2005). This 
species is fully migratory and travels on a narrow front via specific routes using well-known stop-over sites 
(Madge and Burn 1988) between its Arctic breeding and temperate wintering grounds (Carboneras and 
Kirwan 2013).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Terrestrial - Arable Land suitable non-breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable non-breeding
Grassland - Temperate suitable non-breeding
Grassland - Tundra suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Rivers/Streams/Creeks (includes waterfalls) suitable breeding
Altitude max. 2000 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The species is threatened by the degradation and loss of wetland habitats due to drainage (Kear 2005) (e.g. for 
agriculture (Grishanov 2006)), petroleum pollution, peat extraction, changing wetland management practices 
(e.g. decreased grazing and mowing in meadows leading to scrub overgrowth), the burning and mowing of 
reeds (Grishanov 2006) and eutrophication (Kear 2005). The NW European population is thought to be 
particularly sensitive to land-use change as well as climate change due to its narrow breeding distribution 
across the Russian high Arctic and its high dependency on a small number of stop-over sites during spring 
and autumn migration (Nagy et al. 2012). Its Arctic breeding habitat is also threatened by oil and gas 
exploration (Kear 2005). The species is threatened by mortality from oil pollution (oil spills) in moulting and 
pre-migrational staging areas, from collisions with powerlines and wind turbines, and from lead poisoning as 
a result of lead shot (Kear 2005, Carboneras and Kirwan 2013) and fishing weight ingestion during migration 
and on wintering grounds (Kear 2005). The species suffers from poaching in north-west Europe and is hunted 
considerably for subsistence throughout its range (Carboneras and Kirwan 2013). The species is also 
susceptible to avian influenza, so may be threatened by future outbreaks of the disease (Melville and 
Shortridge 2006).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Biological resource 
use

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

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Whole (>90%) Slow, Significant 

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

Energy production 
& mining

Oil & gas drilling Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects

Energy production 
& mining

Renewable energy Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality



Threats & Impacts
Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Avian Influenza 
Virus (H subtype)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Past, Likely to 
Return

Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 
Declines

Past Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Natural system 
modifications

Abstraction of 
surface water 
(agricultural use)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Whole (>90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects

Pollution Agricultural & 
forestry effluents 
(nutrient loads)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects

Pollution Oil spills Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Medium Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Transportation & 
service corridors

Utility & service 
lines

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
CMS Appendix II. EU Birds Directive Annex I (subspecies found in Europe). Bern Convention Appendix II. 
Category A(2) of the African Eurasian Waterbird Agreement (AEWA). Listed in the Red Data Book of 
Russia (2000) under the category "rehabilitating species". Part of its breeding areas and stop-over sites in 
Russia are protected as nature reserves. In spring, at least 60% of the population passes through the Dvinskoi 
sanctuary in the south-east corner of the White Sea. Natura 2000 network protects some of the key staging 
and wintering wetlands in the EU, but most feeding sites are on arable and grasslands outside of these sites. In 
all range countries it is protected from direct persecution by national law. In Estonia and Lithuania active site 
management programmes are in place for this species at key stop-over sites. Important wintering sites are 
managed in the U.K. (by the RSPB and WWT) and in the Netherlands. The EU's environmental and nature 
conservation financial instrument LIFE has co-financed several targeted demonstration and best practice 
projects in countries such as Finland, Latvia and the Netherlands, aimed at the conservation of coastal inlets 
and wetlands which are habitats used by the species. Monitoring of populations and breeding success in most 
countries within its European range and intensive research on its ecology has been carried out in the 
Netherlands and at various stop-over sites in recent decades (Nagy et al. 2012).

Conservation Actions Proposed
The protected status of the species across the range of the population should be maintained. Key stop-over 
and wintering sites should be maintained and, if necessary, restored, ensuring suitable aquatic macrophyte 
availability through managing water levels and water quality. In addition, measures should be implemented to 
prevent the negative impacts of infrastructure and industrial development by avoiding key sites, or by 
mitigating any potential negative impacts in the absence of alternative locations. Where necessary, develop 
and implement emergency plans by companies involved in the exploitation and transportation of 
petrochemicals on the flyway to reduce mortality in case of accidents. Monitoring and research of population 
changes and demographic parameters should continue and dead bird surveillance should be expanded to cover 
the entire flyway of the species. Introduce compensatory payments and other site management measures and 
increase efforts to reduce illegal shooting (Nagy et al. 2012).
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