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English name: 

Common eider 

Scientific name: 

Somateria mollissima 

Taxonomical group: 

Class: Aves 

Order: Anseriformes 

Family: Anatidae 

Species authority: 

Linnaeus, 1758 

Subspecies,Variations,Synonyms:  

Somateria mollissima mollissima 

Generation length: 7 years 

Past and current threats (Habitats Directive 

article 17 codes):  

Breeding: Epidemics/Diseases (K03.02, K03.03), 

Alien species (I01), Climate change (M01, M02), 

Competition and predation (K03.04, I02) 

Wintering: Bycatch (F03.02.05), Oil spills 

(H03.01), Hunting (F03.01), Extra-regional 

threats (food shortage in North Sea, XO), Human 

disturbance (G01.01), Mining and quarrying 

(C01.01), Construction (C03.03, D03.03), Water 

traffic (D03.02) 

Future threats (Habitats Directive article 17 

codes):  

Breeding: Epidemics/Diseases (K03.02, K03.03), 

Alien species (I01), Climate change (M01, M02), 

Competition and predation (K03.04, I02) 

Wintering: Bycatch (F03.02.05), Oil spills (H03.01), 

Hunting (F03.01), Extra-regional threats (food 

shortage in North Sea, XO), Human disturbance 

(G01.01), Mining and quarrying (C01.01), 

Construction (C03.03, D03.03), Water traffic 

(D03.02) 

IUCN Criteria breeding:  

A2abe 

HELCOM Red List 

Category breeding: 

VU 

Vulnerable 

IUCN Criteria wintering:  

A2b 

HELCOM Red List 

Category wintering: 

EN 

Endangered 

Global / European IUCN Red List Category  

LC / LC 

EU Birds Directive: 

Annex II B (DK, EE, FR, IE, FI, SE ), Annex III B 

Protection and Red List status in HELCOM countries:  

Hunting not allowed in all EU Member States (Annex II B). 

 

Denmark: LC (on the 1997 Danish Amber List as a species of national responsibility outside the 

breeding season), Estonia: NT, Finland: NT, Germany:“particularly protected” under Federal Species 

Protection Decree (Bundesartenschutzverordnung)/*(Not threatened), Latvia: –, Lithuania: –, Poland: 

–, Russia: –, Sweden: NT (breeding) 

 

Range description and general trends  
The common eider (Somateria mollissima) breeds in coastal areas of north-west and northern Europe. 

The population has increased almost throughout the 20th century until the 1990s. Simultaneously, the 

species has also extended its breeding range southwards along the European Atlantic coast. However, 

since the mid-1990s a considerable decline of the breeding population has been observed in the 

northern Baltic (Finland, Sweden, Estonia). Common eiders are partially migratory and dispersive and 

winter mainly in marine or brackish areas. Successful adaptation to arctic conditions enables wintering 

displacement mostly within the breeding range. In Central Europe, common eiders overwinter in their 

breeding areas or show various migration patterns, depending on the area of origin (BWPi 2004, Mendel 

et al. 2008). The main wintering areas are in the Baltic Sea, along the west coast of Norway and in the 

Wadden Sea. The Baltic/Wadden Sea flyway population that mainly breeds in Finland, Sweden, Denmark 

and Estonia winters in the Inner Danish waters, the German Baltic Sea areas and in the Wadden Sea. The 

winter population has undergone a considerable decline of 36% from c. 1.2 million birds in 1990 to c. 

760 000 birds in 2000, but was currently estimated at c. 976 000 individuals (Ekroos et al. 2012, 

Wetlands International 2012).  



 
 

SPECIES INFORMATION SHEET Somateria mollissima  

 

 
© HELCOM Red List Bird Expert Group 2013 

www.helcom.fi > Baltic Sea trends > Biodiversity > Red List of species 

Somateria molissima. Photos by Ritzel Lutz (left) and Nicole Sonntag (right).  

Distribution and status in the Baltic Sea region  

Breeding 

The Swedish breeding population was estimated at 170 000 breeding females in 1973 and increased to 

270 000 in 1983–1984 (Desholm et al. 2002). Since the end of the 1990s, the population has been 

declining. Currently, it is estimated at 120 000–200 000 breeding females (bf). Within the last 20 years 

the decline has been estimated to 25%.  

In Finland, the common eider was few in numbers in the 1910s and 1920s, but in the late 1930s the 

population was already estimated at 12 000 pairs. During World War II the population collapsed due to 

intensified hunting, egg collection, oil disasters as well as severe winters. After the war the population 

started to grow again with high growth rates. 

The increase was most rapid during the 1970s and 1980s, averaging 7–10% per year. In 2001, the total 

Finnish population was estimated at 150 000–180 000 breeding females, of which about 150 000 bred in 

the south-western archipelago, 10 000–20 000 in the Gulf of Finland, and less than 10 000 in the Bay of 

Bothnia. 

During the late 1980s and 1990s, no further increase occurred in the Gulf of Finland, and since the mid-

1990s the entire Finnish population is estimated to decline. For 2010, the population number was 

estimated at 103 000 breeding females, and the recent decline (2000–2010) to 2.3% p.a.  

In the St Petersburg region of Russia the species recovered during the 1970–90s. However, the 

population is still small and is estimated at 200 breeding females on the islands of the eastern part of 

the Gulf of Finland (A. Kondratyev, in litt.). At Lake Ladoga, the eider breeds in the Valaam archipelago 

and on small islands in the northern part of the lake. However, these areas belong to Karelia, not to St 

Petersburg region.  

In Estonia, the common eider is the second numerous duck species, breeding all over the archipelago. 

The population increased from the beginning of the century until 1940. During World War II and the 

post-war period the population decreased, but began to recover and expand its range in the mid-1950s. 

In the mid-1960s, the population was estimated at 3 000–3 500 breeding females, until the beginning of 

the 1980s it had increased to about 8 000, and c. 15 000 in 1995. However, after this peak it decreased 

to 12 000 in 2001 (Desholm et al. 2002, Elts et al. 2003; Fig. 5), and 3 000–7 000 breeding females in 

2003–2008 (Elts et al. 2009). 

In the Kaliningrad region of Russia, Lithuania and Latvia the eider has not yet been recorded as a 

breeding bird.  

In Poland, the breeding of eiders is exceptional, there has been only one breeding record near Gdańsk in 

1997 (Tomiałojć & Stawarczyk 2003).  

In Germany, the eider mainly breeds at the North Sea (1 100–1 300 bf in 2005, Südbeck et al. 2009). The 
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German Baltic Sea coast was not colonized before 1985. Since then, the eider breeds regularly there 

with increasing numbers in both Baltic coastal federal states, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania and 

Schleswig-Holstein. In 2011, the population in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania was 85–100 bf. 

In Denmark, the eider has shown a long-term increase during the 20th century. The breeding population 

was about 1 200–1 500 nesting females around 1935, 3 000–3 500 around 1960, 19 000–20 000 around 

1980, and 23 000–25 000 around 1990. The annual growth rate was as high as 8–10% during the period 

1960–1980, but slowed down to 2–3% in 1980–1990 (Lyngs 2000). During the 1990s until 2010, the 

population was about stagnant, giving an estimate of 24 000–25 000 breeding females in 2010 

(Christensen & Bregnballe 2011; Fig. 5). However, the stability of total numbers does not reflect a stable 

situation, since some old, large colonies decreased considerably, whereas increases occurred on a 

number of small and newly established breeding sites. On Ertholmene (Bornholm), for instance, one of 

the largest and oldest eider colonies in Denmark, the number of nesting females dropped down from 3 

000 in 1992 to 1 650 in 2007 (http://www.chnf.dk/lister/yffugle_chroe.html).  

 

 

Fig. 5. The development of the eider population in Denmark and Estonia during the 20th century. Data 

from Desholm et al. (2002) and Christensen & Bregnballe (2011). 

 

Between 1990 and 2000, the Baltic/Wadden Sea flyway population has undergone a considerable 

decline. In the Danish waters, the second most important wintering area of the flyway population, the 

number of wintering birds has declined from c. 800 000 to 370 000 during this time. Mid-winter counts 

suggest that the total population could have fallen from c. 1.2 million birds in 1991 to c. 760 000 in 2000, 

which means a reduction of 36% (Desholm et al. 2002) 

 However, although reductions in breeding numbers are evident for some sites, the decline of the 

breeding population along the flyway seems to be less pronounced compared to the winter population. 

Shortcomings of the monitoring of breeding and wintering numbers, as well as an unknown buffering 

effect of non-breeders (i.e. earlier debut breeding attempt of subadults) are probably the reasons for 

the difference (Desholm et al. 2002). However, Finnish ringing data indicate no age-related buffering 

effect, whereas there was a true shortcoming of subadults in the south due to exceedingly small cohorts 

on the northern breeding grounds preceding the low winter counts in Denmark (Hario & Rintala 2009). 

 

 

Table 1: Population numbers of the common eider in the Baltic Sea area (numbers refer to breeding 
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females). For population trends 0=stable, -=decreasing, +=increasing, ?=unknown. 

Country 

Population size Short-term 

population trend 

(10 years) 

Long-term 

population trend 

(50 years) Breeding females Year 

Sweden 120 000–200 000
1
 2010 - + 

Finland 103 000 2010 - + 

Russia, PET 200 2010 ? + 

Estonia 3 000–7 000 2003–2008 - + 

Poland One breeding record 1997   

Germany, SH 70 2005–2009 + + 

Germany, MV 85–100 2011 + + 

Denmark 24 000–25 000 2010 0 + 

Baltic Sea  250 000–335 000    

 

Wintering 

Birds breeding in the Baltic region winter mostly in the western parts of the Baltic Sea. Autumn 

migration from the breeding grounds in the northern and central parts of the Baltic Sea to Danish and 

German waters begins in late September and lasts through December. Some of these birds spend the 

first part of the winter in the Wadden Sea, but return to the Baltic in February and March. Spring 

migration to the breeding grounds begins in late March. Only local breeders remain in Danish and 

German waters (Skov et al. 2011). At the beginning of the 1990s, the north-western Kattegat was the 

most important wintering area in the Baltic Sea. Besides, the sea between Funen and the north-east 

coast of Germany as well as the shallow parts of SW Kattegat were important wintering areas for 

common eiders (Durinck et al. 1994). Since then, a relocation of wintering birds has taken place. The 

importance of the north-western and south-western Kattegat declined dramatically, while numbers in 

the region between Funen and Germany increased. This area is now the most important wintering site 

in the Baltic Sea (Fig. 6). Thus, a contraction of the distribution of common eiders to the south-western 

corner of the Baltic Sea has apparently taken place. The total number wintering in the Baltic Sea has 

declined from 1 048 000 to 515 000 birds, equivalent to 51% over 16 years (Skov et al. 2011).  

 

                                                                 
1
 Numbers include birds breeding in in Bohuslän, Skagerrak. 
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Fig. 6. Distribution and density of wintering common eider Somateria mollissima in the Baltic Sea, 2007–

2009. From Skov et al. (2011). 

 
Habitat and ecology 
The common eider is the most numerous and widespread duck in the Baltic archipelagos. It inhabits a 

wide range of island types along the entire zonation. In Finland, it takes an intermediate position in 

maritimity among breeding species in the vast South Western Archipelago (Numers 1995), being a 

generalist rather than a strictly marine species. However, its distribution is basically dependent on the 

occurrence of the blue mussel (Mytilus trossulus), although also other bivalves may serve as a basic food 

resource. Females show a high degree of natal philopatry, whereas males disperse widely. The eider 

breeds colonially, often with larids, although true association may be weak (Hildén 1964). The northern 

Baltic population is strictly migratory, but overwintering takes place within the Baltic range. 

During the non-breeding season, common eiders are highly gregarious and sometimes form flocks of 

several tens of thousands individuals. Winter distribution patterns at sea vary between years, 

presumably due to fluctuations in food availability. In the Wadden Sea, both sublittoral and eulitoral 

areas are commonly used, but birds seem to generally favour sublittoral arras during winter (Nehls 

1991). In the western part of the Baltic Sea, common eiders occur preferably in areas of a water depth 

between 5 and 15 m (Skov et al. 2011) and mostly above coarse sediments like gravel or stone. Such 

hard substrates offer good conditions for blue mussels, the major food source for common eiders.  

 
Description of major threats 
There are several factors known to impact the species, but their significance for the observed decline is 

not well understood.  

Diseases and infections can have an impact on common eider populations. Avian cholera, caused by the 

bacteria Pasteurella multocida, has caused mass fatalities in common eiders breeding in the Baltic Sea 

area, e.g. in Denmark, where an outbreak of avian pasteurellosis in 1996 and in 2001 among wintering 

and breeding birds caused high mortality in the colonies in SW Kattegat. In Stavns Fjord, more than 85% 

of the potential breeders were estimated to have died during the outbreak (Christensen et al. 1997). 
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Besides, common eiders are affected by viral infections and intestinal infections with acanthocephalan 

parasites. Recently, a lack of thiamine (vitamin B1) was found to cause lethal paralytic syndrome which 

may contribute to adult morality and breeding failures in several species. Balk et al. (2009) suspected 

thiamine deficiency to be an important cause of the observed population declines of common eider in 

Northern Europe. Climate change probably also has an increasing effect through decreasing salinity in 

the Baltic Sea, which affects food availability (bivalves). However, Baltic winter climate has not shown an 

impact on adult mortality so far, i.e. there is no association between the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) 

index and the annual variation in female survival of the Gulf of Finland birds (Hario et. al 2009). Fledgling 

production bears the highest population regulatory effect in a 48-year-long time series in the Gulf of 

Finland, whereas female survival only explains 2% of the population growth rate (Hario & Rintala 2006, 

2009). In 1996 and 1999, viral infections have caused mass mortality among ducklings within the first 

weeks after hatching. Similar mortalities have occurred in accelerating pace since then, but the causes 

have not always been identified. Yet, high duckling mortality decreases the subsequent recruitment rate 

so that it cannot compensate the normal adult mortality (10–15%). The total Baltic – Wadden Sea 

population shows currently a clear male-biased sex ratio (Kilpi et al. 2003, Lehikoinen et al. 2008a). This 

is thought to be due to a long-term and gradual decrease in female survival resulting from complex 

interactions with increasing predation pressure by the recovering population of White-tailed Eagle and 

by American mink on breeding females (Kilpi & Öst 2002) and elevated susceptibility to pathogens and 

starvation among female ducklings (Lehikoinen et. al 2008b). As common eiders are listed under Annex 

II of the European Birds Directive, hunting is allowed in certain EU countries, and several tens of 

thousands of birds are shot around the Baltic Sea each year. In Denmark, the estimated annual bag of 

eiders has partly reflected population trends, increasing to c. 140 000 birds in 1970, after which the 

number of shot birds fluctuated until the 1990s and then declined to 69 000 individuals in 2004/2005. 

This decline probably also reflects the continuously decreasing number of hunters since the early 1980s 

(Bregnballe et al. 2006). Furthermore, Bregnballe et al. (2006) suppose that, by taking high numbers of 

female birds, the overall impact of hunting on the population might have changed from reducing the 

rate of annual increase to potentially contributing directly to the decline in breeding numbers in 

Denmark. Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in gillnets, as the nets 

are mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are also the most important 

habitats for species like common eiders. More than 73 000 birds are annually caught in gill nets in the 

Baltic Sea, with sea ducks forming the majority of victims. Common eiders are amongst the most 

frequent victims of entanglement in the southwestern part of the Baltic Sea, e.g. in Sweden, Germany 

and Poland (Žydelis et al. 2009). In the early 1980s the estimated yearly loss of eiders was 9 400 birds for 

the Baltic coast of Schleswig-Holstein only (Kirchhoff 1982). Common eiders spend large amounts of 

time swimming on the water and usually form large flocks and concentrate in certain sea areas. Thus, 

they are highly vulnerable to oil pollution. Oiling has been identified as one of the most important 

threats to seabirds and waterbirds in several Baltic Sea countries and wintering and moulting sea ducks 

are among the species most seriously affected (Žydelis & Dagys 1997, Mendel et al. 2008). Common 

eiders mainly feed on benthic molluscs and thus depend on areas where bivalves are abundant and 

accessible to them. Many important habitats of common eiders have already been affected by activities 

that lead to a reduction of food supply, e.g. sand and gravel extraction or sediment dredging. In the 

Wadden Sea, overexploitations by commercial mussel fisheries has caused food shortages for common 

eiders (e.g. Scheiffarth & Frank 2005), which can cause mass starvation under unfavourable weather 

conditions or lead to poor body condition. In Denmark, the amount of body reserves acquired at the 

wintering quarters was found to be a significant predictor of female condition when ducklings hatch 

(Lehikoinen et al. 2008a). Thus, winter feeding condition is an important aspect to be considered in the 

interpretation of the underlying causes of reduced breeding success. Besides, increasing water 

temperatures during winter due to climate change effects and changes in phytoplankton communities 

due to decreasing nutrient levels can lead to a lower quality of mussels in spring and might thus reduce 

the possibilities of common eiders to increase their body reserves before migration and breeding. In the 

Baltic Sea, water temperatures have increased over the last two decades while nutrient levels have 

dropped at least in some areas (Bellebaum et al. 2012). In the Netherlands, high fishing pressure on the 
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major prey species, combined with a series of mild winters leading to low spatfall and reduced quality of 

mussels and cockles, and followed by a near-complete elimination of a secondary food source for eiders 

due to overfishing, presumably resulted in the mass mortality event of Common of 25 000 eiders in the 

winter of 1999/2000 (Camphuysen et al. 2002). Common eiders have a large flight distance with regard 

to vessels and usually take flight when a ship is approaching. Thus they are very sensitive to disturbance 

by ship traffic, but may show habituation effects in areas with regular and predicted ship movements 

(Schwemmer et al. 2011). Studies in the Wadden Sea revealed that common eiders are seriously 

disturbed by recreational boat traffic, causing birds to abandon suitable feeding sites and shift to other, 

undisturbed areas (Ketzenberg 1993). Particularly during the energy-consuming phase of moult, 

common eiders are highly vulnerable to disturbance caused by ship traffic or tourism and are dependent 

on undisturbed sea areas with sufficient food resources (Nehls 1991). Common eiders migrate in low 

flight altitudes and also during night and have only moderate flight manoeuvrability. Furthermore, they 

have restricted habitat use flexibility and are easily disturbed by ship and helicopter traffic. Hence, the 

species is particularly at risk of colliding with offshore wind turbines and other obstacles and has a high 

score in the wind farm sensitivity index (Garthe & Hüppop 2006). Barrier effects and habitat loss for 

common eiders have been documented at wind farms in the North and Baltic Sea. Moreover, mortality 

losses due to collisions were recorded from certain wind farms (compiled in Dierschke & Garthe 2006). 

 
Assessment justification  

Breeding 

The Baltic eider population has been declining since the 1990s. In the most important breeding areas, 

the declines have been estimated at 25% in 20 years in Sweden, and 39% in 15 years in Finland, 

respectively. The overall decline within three generations (21 years) is assumed to exceed 30%. The 

reasons for the decline have not ceased. Hence, the species is classified as Vulnerable (VU) according to 

criterion A2abe. 

Wintering 

The species has a very large range and a large population size and hence it does not approach the 

thresholds for a Red List Category under criteria B, C and D. However, the two comprehensive Baltic Sea 

surveys indicated that the winter population of common eider has undergone a dramatic decline from c. 

1 048 000 birds in 1988–1993 to 515 000 birds in 2007–2009, equivalent to 61% over three generations 

(1993–2014; 21 years, according to the HELCOM Red List of Breeding Birds, HELCOM 2012). Hence, the 

species qualifies for Endangered (EN) according to criterion A2, as the causes of the reduction are not 

yet understood and the reduction may not have ceased. Currently, Ekroos et al. (2012) published a new 

assessment of the development of the Baltic/Wadden Sea population of common eider. According to 

this study, the winter numbers declined between 1991 and 2000. Afterwards, numbers increased in the 

Baltic Sea during 2000–2009, but decreased in the Wadden Sea. However, the authors could not exclude 

the possibility that this increase in the Baltic was due to improvements in survey methods, i.e. more 

accurate census methods in Denmark and better coverage in the German Baltic Sea between 2000 and 

2009. If so, the recent apparent increase in midwinter numbers reported may not reflect a real change 

in abundance (Ekroos et al. 2012). Hence, the assessment was based on the figures presented by Skov et 

al. (2011) and the species is classified as Endangered according to criterion A2b. As the population size is 

large and the species has a large wintering range in the Baltic Sea, criteria B, C and D do not apply.  

Recommendations for actions to conserve the species 
Management options to be implemented on the breeding grounds to increase adult survival and/or 

breeding success are hindered by the fact that breeding success is affected by many factors which may 

vary locally in relative importance (Ekroos et al. 2012). Conservation actions in the wintering areas seem 

more straightforward, but as probably only the cumulative effects of the various threat factors 
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eventually drive the dramatic decline, various management measures need to be considered. As chick 

production is dependent on body condition of female eiders, the conservation of the most important 

feeding areas is of considerable importance for the entire population. As the ratio of adult females in 

the population continues to fall, hunting during winter should mainly target male eiders (Ekroos et al. 

2012). As a first step, this requires hunting studies on factors determining the current harvest rate. In 

Denmark, a reduction of the open season for female eiders probably resulted in a shifting sex ratio in 

the bag, with the harvest of females being considerably reduced (Bregnballe et al. 2006). Besides, a 

reduction of bycatch in fishing gear and the prevention of accidental and chronic oil pollution are 

necessary options to decrease additional mortality and to support the recovery of this species. As 

Schwemmer et al. (2011) assumed that common eiders may show habituation effects in areas with 

regular and predicted ship traffic, they recommended that spatial planning in marine areas should aim 

to channel ship traffic wherever possible to allow for habituation effects and to avoid further habitat 

fragmentation and loss of feeding and resting sites. Eventually, better coverage and better coordination 

of counts in winter and summer are also needed to get reliable monitoring data and models for 

forecasting the population development.  

 
Common names 
Denmark: edderfugl, Estonia: hahk, Finland: haahka, Germany: Eiderente, Latvia: parastā pūkpīle, 

Lithuania: gaga, paprastoji gaga, Poland: edredon, Russia: Обыкновенная гага, Sweden: ejder 
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