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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 appears to be stable, 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 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 the EU27.

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

Population
The European population is estimated at 187,000-360,000 pairs, which equates to 374,000-720,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 83,600-212,000 pairs, which equates to 
167,000-424,000 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

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

Habitats and Ecology
This species occupies a wide range of habitats. It uses open country with many copses, in not over-dense 
forest, floodplain-forest, parks, orchards and gardens. It is associated mostly with deciduous trees, but locally 
in pine-oak (Pinus-Quercus) woodland, or more open coniferous montane forest with larch (Larix). In Europe 
it is found in lowlands and hills up to 1,700 m and non-breeders up to 2,000 m. It lays from the end of April 
to early June and clutches are four to ten eggs. The nest-hole is excavated in dead wood or soft living wood, 
or in fungus-afflicted hard wood and most often in deciduous trees of variety of species. Its diet is chiefly ants 
(Myrmica, Lasius), termites (Isoptera) and their brood, which often make up more than 90% of stomach 
contents but it also feeds on other insects and spiders as well as the nest contents of other birds, fruits, berries, 
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seeds, nuts, acorns and nectar. The species is non-migratory although some local post-breeding movements 
occur (Winkler and Christie 2015).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Terrestrial - Rural Gardens suitable resident
Artificial/Terrestrial - Urban Areas suitable resident
Forest - Boreal major resident
Forest - Temperate suitable resident
Altitude max. 1700 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The large-scale clearance of old deciduous woodland and conversion to coniferous plantations, resulting in 
habitat loss and isolation is a major threat. Changes in forestry practice are shortening the rotation period, 
resulting in the loss of potential nesting trees and a marked reduction in the time-span available for nesting. 
High levels of nutrient input from agriculture are thought to reduce habitat suitability for ants and thus driving 
declines in the species main food supply. Orchards are also being lost through the expansion of villages. The 
extent and quality of riverine forests is also decreasing through flood-prevention schemes, canalization and 
damming (Tucker and Heath 1994).
Threats & Impacts

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

Agro-industry 
plantations

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Reduced reproductive success

Natural system 
modifications

Dams (size 
unknown)

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

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Natural system 
modifications

Other ecosystem 
modifications

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

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Pollution Agricultural & 
forestry effluents 
(nutrient loads)

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Indirect ecosystem effects

Residential & 
commercial 
development

Housing & urban 
areas

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

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
EU Birds Directive Annex I. Bern Convention Appendix II. There are no known current conservation 
measures for this species.

Conservation Actions Proposed
The establishment of protected areas is insufficient to conserve this species. Forestry management should be 



reduced in intensity and the clear cutting of older woodland avoided in order to help build and maintain a 
network of old deciduous woodland. In addition rotation periods in forestry should be extended and the 
replacement of deciduous forest with coniferous halted. The reduction of nutrient input into areas outside of 
forest is required and nutrient poor grasslands should be maintained (Tucker and Heath 1994). There is very 
little research on this species in Europe. Studies on the species's ecology and population dynamics are needed 
(Pasinelli 2006). Also research should focus on the influence of modern forestry and agricultural land use on 
the distribution and frequency of the species (Tucker and Heath 1994).
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