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In Europe 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 is not known, but the population is not believed to be 
decreasing sufficiently rapidly to approach the thresholds 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). Despite the fact that the population trend appears to be decreasing, the 
decline is not believed to be sufficiently rapid to 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:
Albania; Armenia; Austria; Azerbaijan; Belarus; Belgium; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Bulgaria; Croatia; 
Cyprus; Czech Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; Georgia; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Ireland, 
Rep. of; Italy; Latvia; Liechtenstein; Lithuania; Luxembourg; Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic of; 
Malta; Moldova; Montenegro; Netherlands; Poland; Portugal; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; 
Slovakia; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom; Gibraltar (to UK)
Vagrant:
Iceland

Population
The European population is estimated at 74,400-154,000 pairs, which equates to 149,000-308,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 11,100-20,500 pairs, which equates to 22,300-41,000 
mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe the population size trend is unknown. In the EU27 the population size is estimated to be decreasing 
by less than 25% in 26.4 years (three generations). For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
The species breeds on fresh or brackish wetlands (Richards 1990) such as small pools, lakes, marshes 
(Richards 1990, Gochfeld and Burger 1996), ditches, overgrown canals, quiet reaches of rivers, swampy 
meadows (Richards 1990), peat bogs and rice-fields, showing a preference for well-vegetated areas with 
sparse, open emergent vegetation (Gochfeld and Burger 1996) (e.g. Typha spp., sedge or reeds) (Flint et al. 
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1984) and floating water-lilies. It generally avoids small marshland areas less than 4 ha in area. It breeds 
between May and June in colonies, usually of less than 20 pairs (rarely more than 100 pairs) (Gochfeld and 
Burger 1996) and often close to other species (Flint et al. 1984, Snow and Perrins 1998). The nest may be a 
low compressed mound of plant matter (Flint et al. 1984, Snow and Perrins 1998) placed in very shallow 
water (Snow and Perrins 1998) or on a floating mat of aquatic vegetation (Flint et al. 1984) over water more 
than 50 cm deep (Gochfeld and Burger 1996). The nest may also be a shallow scrape (Snow and Perrins 
1998) on the ground amongst marsh vegetation (Snow and Perrins 1998). The species breeds in small 
colonies and may forage up to two to five kilometres from breeding sites. Clutches are two or three eggs. 
During the breeding season, the diet consists predominantly of insects (e.g. chironomids, Odonata, 
Ephemeroptera and Coleoptera) as well as small fish (Gochfeld and Burger 1996) and amphibians (Snow and 
Perrins 1998) (e.g. tadpoles and frogs). This species is strongly migratory (Gochfeld and Burger 1996) and 
travels both over land and over sea (Snow and Perrins 1998). After breeding, it departs for its wintering 
grounds from July onwards (Richards 1990), returning north again from late-March (Snow and Perrins 1998). 
The species is gregarious throughout the year (Snow and Perrins 1998), foraging in small groups during the 
breeding season and congregating in large flocks offshore on passage and in the winter over shoals of 
predatory fish (Richards 1990, Gochfeld and Burger 1996, Snow and Perrins 1998).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Aquatic - Seasonally Flooded Agricultural Land suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Lakes (over ha) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Marshes/Pools (under ha) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Saline, Brackish or Alkaline Marshes/Pools suitable breeding
Altitude Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
On its breeding grounds the species is threatened by reductions in food availability due to the eutrophication 
of surface waters (which reduces the diversity of large insects), the acidification of lakes (which leads to the 
death of fish) (Beintema 1997) and pesticide pollution (which may also lead to direct mortality from 
poisoning) (Gochfeld and Burger 1996). 

When breeding the species is also threatened by fluctuating water levels (Snow and Perrins 1998), the loss 
and deterioration of freshwater nesting habitats (Gochfeld and Burger 1996, van der Winden 2005), e.g. 
through drainage for agriculture (Gochfeld and Burger 1996, Snow and Perrins 1998) and overgrowth of 
Typha spp. beds (Gochfeld and Burger 1996, Linz and Blixt 1997), and human disturbance (Gochfeld and 
Burger 1996, Snow and Perrins 1998, van der Winden 2005), especially where this forces breeding pairs to 
leave the nest before the young are fully fledged (van der Winden 2002).

Nests may be lost through storms and wave action (Gochfeld and Burger 1996). The intensification of fish 
farming has resulted on encroachment on water bodies, which has reduced the extent of floating vegetation 
and it suffers competition from other species (e.g. gulls, ducks or swans) which may be exacerbated by other 
threats (Tucker and Heath 1994). The species is also susceptible to avian influenza so may be threatened by 
future outbreaks of the virus (Melville and Shortridge 2006).
Threats & Impacts

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

Marine & 
freshwater 
aquaculture (scale 
unknown/
unrecorded)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Unknown

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects

Biological resource 
use

Fishing & harvesting 
aquatic resources 
(unintentional 
effects: (large scale) 
[harvest])

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects



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%) Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Climate change & 
severe weather

Droughts Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Unknown

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects

Climate change & 
severe weather

Storms & flooding Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Causing/Could 

cause fluctuations
Unknown

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects; Species mortality

Climate change & 
severe weather

Temperature 
extremes

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects; Species disturbance

Energy production 
& mining

Renewable energy Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Species mortality; Species disturbance

Human intrusions & 
disturbance

Recreational 
activities

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

cause fluctuations
Medium Impact

Stresses
Species disturbance; Reduced reproductive success

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Avian Influenza 
Virus (H subtype)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Rapid Declines Unknown

Stresses
Species mortality

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Unspecified species Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Indirect ecosystem effects

Invasive and other 
problematic 
species, genes & 
diseases

Unspecified species Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Natural system 
modifications

Other ecosystem 
modifications

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Species mortality

Pollution Industrial & military 
effluents (type 
unknown/
unrecorded)

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

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway



Bern Convention Appendix II. CMS Appendix II. The species has been included as a target species in two EU 
LIFE Projects. In the Netherlands the provision of anchored artificial nesting rafts has been partly successful 
as a conservation measure (van der Winden et al. 2004, 2005), especially in habitats where unstable nest 
substrates (such as floating water-lilies) result in poor breeding successes (van der Winden et al. 2004). In the 
Netherlands there have also been successful programmes to reduce disturbance and improve habitat quality in 
agricultural areas, which has benefited the species (van der Winden 2005). 

Conservation Actions Proposed
The application of glyphosphate-based herbicides to combat and prevent the overgrowth of Typha spp. in 
wetlands may also benefit the species (Linz and Blixt 1997).
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