
Porphyrio porphyrio -- (Linnaeus, 1758)
ANIMALIA -- CHORDATA -- AVES -- GRUIFORMES -- RALLIDAE
Common names: Purple Swamphen; Poule sultane; Purple Gallinule; Purple Swamp-Hen

European Red List Assessment
European Red List Status

LC -- Least Concern, (IUCN version 3.1)

Assessment Information
Year published: 2015
Date assessed: 2015-03-31
Assessor(s): BirdLife International
Reviewer(s): Symes, A.
Compiler(s): Ashpole, J., Burfield, I., Ieronymidou, C., Pople, R., Wheatley, H. & Wright, L.
Assessment Rationale
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In Europe this species has a very 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 in Europe.

Within the EU27 this species has a very 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 increasing, 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 in the EU27.

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Azerbaijan; Croatia; France; Italy; Portugal; Russian Federation; Spain; Turkey
Vagrant:
Austria; Belgium; Cyprus; Czech Republic; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Norway; Poland

Population
The European population is estimated at 9,600-51,000 pairs, which equates to 19,100-102,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 3,400-3,800 pairs, which equates to 6,900-7,600 
mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

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

Habitats and Ecology
It shows a preference for permanent, fresh or brackish, still or slow-flowing, sheltered, extensive wetlands 
(Taylor 1996) with floating mats of water-lilies (Taylor and van Perlo 1998), tall, dense emergent vegetation, 
muddy or sandy shorelines and patches of shallow water (Taylor 1996). Suitable habitats include ponds, 
lakes, dams, marshes, swamps, rivers, flood-plains, artesian wells, sewage farms (Taylor 1996) and wet rice-
fields (Taylor and van Perlo 1998). The species also extends into open habitats adjacent to wetlands including 
grasslands, agricultural land, parks, gardens, hedgerows and forest margins.

The timing of breeding varies geographically (in relation to peaks in local rainfall) but in Europe is March to 
June. The nest is a shallow cup in a large substantial structure of vegetation built on a platform of vegetation 
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floating on or standing in shallow water and concealed in thick vegetation. Clutches are usually three to five 
eggs (Taylor 1996). Its diet consists predominantly of plant matter including shoots, leaves, roots, stems, 
flowers and seeds. It also takes animal matter including molluscs, leeches, small crustaceans, adult and larval 
insects (del Hoyo et al. 1996), spiders, fish and fish eggs, frogs and frog spawn, lizards (del Hoyo et al. 1996), 
earthworms, water snakes (Natrix maura) (Taylor and van Perlo 1998), adult birds, bird eggs and nestlings, 
small rodents and carrion. This species is sedentary, nomadic or partially migratory, with many populations 
making local seasonal movements in response to changing habitat conditions (Taylor 1996).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Aquatic - Irrigated Land (includes irrigation channels) suitable resident
Artificial/Aquatic - Ponds (below ha) suitable resident
Artificial/Aquatic - Wastewater Treatment Areas suitable resident
Artificial/Aquatic - Water Storage Areas (over ha) suitable resident
Marine Coastal/Supratidal - Coastal Freshwater Lakes suitable resident
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable resident
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Marshes/Pools (under ha) suitable resident
Wetlands (inland) - Seasonal/Intermittent Freshwater Lakes (over ha) suitable resident
Wetlands (inland) - Seasonal/Intermittent Freshwater Marshes/Pools (under ha) suitable resident
Altitude max. 2500 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The main threats to this species are habitat loss through wetland drainage (Taylor 1996, Taylor and van Perlo 
1998), habitat degradation through the introduction of exotic species (e.g. coypu (Myocastor coypus)) (Taylor 
and van Perlo 1998), direct mortality from pesticide contamination (Taylor 1996, Dowding et al. 1999) (e.g. 
brodifacoum, a pesticide applied aerially to exterminate rodents) (Dowding et al. 1999), poisoning by 
cyanobacterial toxins (from dense blooms of cyanobacteria in wetlands) (Alonso-Andicoberry et al. 2002) and 
hunting (Taylor 1996). The species is also susceptible to avian influenza (Melville and Shortridge 2006, 
Gaidet et al. 2007) and avian botulism so may be threatened by future outbreaks of these diseases (Galvin et 
al. 1985).
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 Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Avian Influenza 
Virus (H subtype)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Past, Likely to 
Return

Majority (50-90%) Rapid Declines Past Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Clostridium 
botulinum

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Past, Likely to 
Return

Majority (50-90%) Rapid Declines Past Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Coypu (Myocastor 
coypus)

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Natural system 
modifications

Abstraction of 
surface water 
(unknown use)

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation



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

Pollution Agricultural & 
forestry effluents 

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

Stresses
Species mortality

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

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

Stresses
Species mortality

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
EU Birds Directive Annex I. Bern Convention Appendix II. The species has full legal protection in France, 
Greece, Portugal, Spain and Italy and is listed in the national Red Lists of Italy, Portugal and Spain. In Italy a 
large part of the main sites for the species are now legally protected as SPAs and a reintroduction programme 
is being prepared in Sicily. In Portugal an EU Life-funded, reintroduction programme has begun in the Baixo 
Mondego region (Coimbra), in the Paul de Arzila and Paul da Madriz Nature Reserves and three successful 
reintroduction programmes have been completed in Spain. A European Species Action Plan was published in 
1999 (de Vergara and Ripoll 1999).

Conservation Actions Proposed
This species should be fully protected, included in the appropriate category in the national catalogues and 
have a National Recovery Plan for countries within its European range. Key sites should be adequately 
protected, as should smaller sites and appropriate restoration, conservation and enhancement measures aplied. 
Reintroduction programmes have been shown to be successful and should be implemented in areas with 
fragmented populations or where natural population recovery is unlikely. Restrictions on hunting at important 
sites are also needed. Monitoring should be standardised throughout its range. Research should focus on 
mortality caused by lead poisoning and the impact of pesticides. Public awareness of the species and its status 
should be raised (de Vergara and Ripoll 1999).
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