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At both European and EU27 scales this species has an extremely large range, and hence does not approach the 
thresholds for Vulnerable under the range size criterion (Extent of Occurrence 10% in ten years or three 
generations, or with a specified population structure). The population trend appears to be fluctuating, and 
hence the species does not approach the thresholds for Vulnerable under the population trend criterion (30% 
decline over ten years or three generations).

For these reasons the species is evaluated as Least Concern within both Europe and the EU27.

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Albania; Andorra; Armenia; Austria; Azerbaijan; Belarus; Belgium; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Bulgaria; 
Croatia; Czech Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; Georgia; Germany; Greece; Italy; Latvia; 
Liechtenstein; Lithuania; Luxembourg; Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic of; Montenegro; 
Netherlands; Norway; Poland; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; 
Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine
Vagrant:
Hungary; United Kingdom

Population
The European population is estimated at 90,900-309,000 pairs, which equates to 182,000-619,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 32,300-128,000 pairs, which equates to 
64,600-256,000 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe and the EU27 the population size is estimated to be fluctuating. For details of national estimates, 
see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology

The species occupies coniferous (taiga) forests, breeding mainly in spruce (Picea) forests but also uses mixed 
forests of pine (Pinus), birch (Betula) and aspen (Populus tremula) and even uses pure pine forests 
(Hagemeijer and Blair 1997). Breeding may begin in February, in good vole years (Mikkola 1983) and 
continue until July (Holt et al. 1999) but most eggs are laid in April. It nests in holes, such as disused 
woodpecker holes or where these are not available it will use nest boxes. No nest is made and eggs are laid 
directly onto debris, although if there is soft material in the hole it will make a shallow depression (Mikkola 
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1983). Clutches are usually three to seven eggs. It feeds principally on small voles as well as mice, shrews 
and small birds (Snow and Perrins 1998), but also recorded taking flying squirrels, bats, frogs and beetles 
(Mikkola 1983). This species is generally a year-round resident within a stable home range, but it disperses in 
years when prey is scarce (Holt et al. 1999).

Habitats & Altitude
Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence

Forest - Boreal major breeding
Forest - Boreal major non-breeding
Forest - Subarctic suitable breeding
Forest - Subarctic suitable non-breeding
Forest - Temperate suitable breeding
Forest - Temperate suitable non-breeding
Altitude max. 2000 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats

The breeding population of this species fluctuates with vole cycles and the depth of annual snow cover, which 
inhibits foraging. Forestry can reduce primary prey populations, remove forest structure necessary for 
foraging, and eliminate nest cavities (Holt et al. 1999). At one time the species frequently used old Black 
Woodpecker (Dryocopus martius) holes but declines in the species has resulted in less nesting opportunities 
(Mikkola 1983). Tawny owls (Strix aluco) and martens (Martes spp.) are serious predators of this species and 
in some years the latter can destroy a high percentage of broods and kill many females on the nest. In 
Germany, the Nuthatch (Sitta europea) may reduce the size of nest-hole entrances with plastered mud and has 
even been known to wall in brooding females, resulting in the birds starving to death. It is also vulnerable to 
pesticides (König et al. 2008)

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

Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Agro-industry 
plantations

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

cause fluctuations
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Tawny Owl (Strix 
aluco)

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

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Unspecified marten 
(Martes)

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

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Wood Nuthatch 
(Sitta europaea)

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

Stresses
Species mortality

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects; Species mortality

Conservation



Conservation Actions Underway

CITES Appendix II. EU Birds Directive Annex I. Bern Convention Appendix II. Nest boxes have been 
employed extensively in Europe to help mitigate loss of nest-sites and to monitor demographic characteristics, 
for example by ringing nestlings; Around 11,000 boxes have been installed in Finland from which fledglings 
ringed annually (Holt et al. 1999).

Conservation Actions Proposed

Careful forestry management is required for this species. Selective harvesting may allow tree removal while 
maintaining suitable habitat for the species. In addition, because forest succession is slow in spruce-fir forest, 
practices must acknowledge that clear-felled sites will remain unsuitable for roosting or foraging for up to a 
century, and new nest trees will not develop for up to two centuries (Holt et al. 1999). The provision of nest 
boxes has proved effective and this practice should continue. Predation by martens can be reduced by placing 
a strip of metal or plastic c. 50 cm wide above and below nest holes and the use of ‘anti-marten’ boxes can be 
effective (König et al. 2008).
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