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Foreword By Mr. Robert Hepworth, Executive Secretary, Convention on the Conservation of 

Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) 

 

The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) aims to conserve terrestrial, marine and 

avian migratory species throughout their range. It is one of a small number of intergovernmental treaties concerned on a 

global scale with the conservation of wild animals and the habitats on which they depend. The 98 Parties to CMS cooperate 

to conserve migratory species and their habitats by providing protection for the endangered migratory species listed in 

Appendix I of the Convention; by concluding multilateral Agreements for the conservation and management of migratory 

species listed in Appendix II and by undertaking co-operative research activities. 

CMS has a unique role to play in focussing attention on and addressing the conservation needs of the endangered species 

presently listed in Appendix I. With a view to formalizing the implementation of the Convention’s provisions relative to the 

conservation of Appendix I species, the Conference of the Parties (COP) to CMS established, at its 3
rd

 Meeting, the 

instrument of “Concerted Actions for Appendix I species”. Through appropriate resolutions, the COP encourages the Parties 

and instructs the Secretariat to develop concerted actions and prepare review reports on priority species included in 

Appendix I. Concerted Actions have so far materialized in an array of initiatives on several species, ranging from field 

research and conservation projects to the establishment of technical and institutional frameworks for action. 

The White-headed duck (Oxyura leucocephala) is included in both Appendix I and II of CMS, and was designated for 

Concerted Actions under the Convention by the 4
th

 Meeting of the COP (Nairobi, June 1994). Since November 1999, the 

species is covered - for a significant part of its range - under the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian 

Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA), the most ambitious Agreement concluded so far under the auspices of CMS. However, the 

incomplete coverage of the species’ range by AEWA still requires the active involvement of the Convention in the 

conservation efforts for the species. The species is also listed on Annex I of the European Union Directive on the 

Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EEC) (Birds Directive) and on Appendix II of the Convention on the Conservation of 

European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern Convention). In a general perspective of synergy and complementarity with 

the other existing international instruments mentioned above, in 2002 UNEP/CMS supported Wetlands International in 

undertaking a field survey of White-headed duck in Pakistan, and a comprehensive review of the Central Asian population 

of the species.  

Similarly, in a perspective of coordination and streamlining of research and conservation action in favour of the species, 

CMS was pleased to join the European Commission and AEWA in supporting the revision of the European Action Plan for 

the species, produced by BirdLife International in 1996, expanding its geographic scope to cover the entire range of the 

species. The present International Single Species Action Plan (SSAP) for the conservation of the White-headed Duck 

Oxyura leucocephala is the result of that joint effort. 

The UNEP/CMS Secretariat hopes that the publication and dissemination of this document will contribute to an increased 

awareness on the status of the species, encouraging further research and monitoring in the field and stimulating effective 

and coordinated conservation actions by governments, local communities and dedicated non-governmental organizations. 

The UNEP/CMS Secretariat wishes to express its thanks to the many people and organizations that made the workshop and 

this publication possible. These include first of all the compilers of the document, Baz Hughes (WTT), James Robinson 

(RSPB), Andy Green (Doñana Biological Station), David Li and Taej Mundkur (Wetlands International – Asia), for their 

excellent and patient work, and the numerous other experts that made contributions to the document. A special thank you 

goes to BirdLife International – European Division Office, the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (WWT) and Wetlands 

International, for their support in the process of compilation and revision of the document. 

The UNEP/CMS Secretariat is confident that the joint efforts of all stakeholders will eventually succeed in ensuring the 

restoration and long-term conservation of this charismatic species. 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert Hepworth  

CMS Executive Secretary 
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Foreword by Mr. Bert Lenten, Executive Secretary, Agreement on the Conservation of African-

Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA) 

 

During their life cycle, migratory waterbirds cover considerable distances in order to find the best ecological 

conditions and habitats for feeding, breeding and raising their young. However, migration is a perilous journey, 

presenting a wide range of threats. Only a small number of birds are actually threatened by natural events. Sad but 

true, human activities are the source of most dangers migrating birds are exposed to. Flying over long distances means 

crossing many international borders and entering different political areas with their own environmental politics, 

legislation and conservation measures. It is clear that international cooperation between governments, NGOs and other 

stakeholders is needed along the whole flyway of a species in order to share knowledge and to coordinate conservation 

efforts. The necessary legal framework and coordinative instruments for such international cooperation are provided 

by international agreements such as the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds 

(AEWA). 

 

One of these coordinative instruments in conservation of biological diversity is International Single Species Action 

Plans (SSAP). They are being developed to find out more about populations of species with an unfavourable 

conservation status throughout their whole range, to identify underlying threats and, more importantly, to roster all 

necessary conservation measures in a systematic and structured way. This information is crucial to tackling the 

problems that have caused and are still causing decline of these species and to allow action to be taken to improve 

their status in the long term. Such International SSAPs can only be developed and effectively implemented in close 

cooperation with Governments, Intergovernmental Organizations and NGOs.  

 

AEWA, CMS and the European Commission have therefore initiated this International SSAP for the White-headed 

Duck. The drafting of the plan was carried out by BirdLife International and has been compiled by experts on the 

species from several organisations: Baz Hughes (WWT, UK) & James Robinson (RSPB, UK), Andy Green 

(Biological Station Doñana, Spain) and David Li & Taej Mundkur (Wetlands International-Asia). The plan was 

adopted under Resolution 3.12 at the Third Session of the Meeting of the Parties to AEWA in Dakar, Senegal, October 

2005.  

 

The White-headed Duck is one of the rarest bird species in the world. Its present distribution is highly scattered, 

having four main populations, two of which are declining. The decreasing populations include the main Central Asian 

population of 5,000-10,000 birds and the Pakistan wintering population, which is on the verge of extinction. On the 

IUCN Red List on Threatened Animals the White-headed Duck is listed as “Endangered”. Declines are caused by 

habitat loss, over-hunting, unsustainable use of water resources and in long-term by the introgressive hybridization 

with non-native species such as the Ruddy Duck. 

 

I strongly hope that the Range States involved will make every effort to implement this SSAP, and that they will 

transform it into National Action Plans and work together to halt the decline in the Corncrake population in the future. 

I very much believe that if the measures described in these plans are implemented in reality, this will trigger the 

recovery of the population of this bird to a favourable conservation status.  

 

 

 

Bert Lenten 

AEWA Executive Secretary 
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Foreword by Mr. Nicholas Hanley, Head of Unit Nature and Biodiversity, DG Environment, 

European Commission 

Whereas the EU Birds Directive does not explicitly require the preparation of action plans for threatened species, it is 

widely acknowledged that they are a strategically valuable tool to help effective delivery of conservation action under 

the Directive. In recognition of this fact the European Community has been financially supporting the development 

and implementation of international action plans for Europe's most threatened bird species since 1993. To date plans 

and management statements, prepared by BirdLife International, are in place for 47 species and sub-species. 

These action plans have provided an excellent way to identify priority measures to halt and restore the populations of 

these endangered bird species. By bringing together the best available information on status, ecology, threats and 

current conservation measures for each species, it has been possible to clearly define priority objectives and 

recommend a programme of action for each species. 

Each of these species has been a priority for EU financial support under the LIFE programme and the plans have 

therefore helped ensure that limited financial resources are targeted at the most pressing conservation needs for the 

different species. 

In 2003 the European Commission funded an EU-wide review by BirdLife International of the implementation of the 

first set of plans, focusing on 23 globally threatened species, that had been completed in 1995. Whereas this review 

showed that there are still significant conservation challenges, it clearly demonstrated the effectiveness of the plans, 

which had contributed significantly to aid the recovery of 18 of these highly threatened species, such as the Pygmy 

Cormorant Phalacrocorax pygmeus, the Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni and the Audouin’s Gull Larus audouinii.

Many of the plans have now been in place for more than a decade and are in need of review and update to take 

account of advances in science and conservation management. The European Community was therefore very pleased 

to financially support the review and update of the original action plans for the Corncrake Crex crex and the White-

headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala . 

This updating of the two plans has used a unified plan format that deals with each of the different international 

conservation laws relevant to these species. This has involved close collaboration between the European Commission 

and the international bodies, including the Secretariat of the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian 

Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA). We very much welcome such collaboration which gives full recognition to the fact 

that the conservation of these species does not end at EU borders but needs to be carried out throughout their entire 

flyways. Furthermore, as the European Community has ratified AEWA in 2005, this collaboration on action plans also 

gives practical effect to our commitment to this important international agreement.

Finally, I would like to congratulate BirdLife International and all the partners that have contributed to the production 

of these two new plans. They are the product of fruitful collaboration of a range of different institutions and 

professionals, committed to an integrated approach to global bird protection. The challenge now is to take the practical 

actions to implement the plans and improve the conservation status of these species. 

Nicholas Hanley 

Head of Unit Nature and Biodiversity 
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Preface 

 

This International Single Species Action Plan for the Conservation of the White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala 

was commissioned to BirdLife International. It has been compiled by Baz Hughes of WWT (UK), James Robinson of 

RSPB (UK), Andy Green of Doñana Biological Station (Spain), David Li and Taej Mundkur of Wetlands 

International. The drafts of the plan went through rigorous consultations and the final approved version reflects 

comments received from a large number of experts, the EU Member States through the Ornis Committee, 

governmental officials from states outside of the EU, the AEWA Technical Committee. Financial support for the 

preparation of this Action Plan was provided by the European Commission (EC), the Convention on the Conservation 

of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS), and the Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory 

Waterbirds (AEWA). The Action Plan follows the format for Single Species Action Plans approved by the AEWA 2
nd

 

Meeting of Parties in September 2002.  
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Executive Summary 

 

The White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala is listed as Endangered on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals. 

It is also listed on Annex I of the European Union Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EEC) (Birds 

Directive), on Appendix II of the Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern 

Convention), on Appendix I of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (Bonn 

Convention), and Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES Convention). 

 

The White-headed Duck is a highly aquatic diving duck of the stifftail tribe Oxyurini. Globally, there are four 

populations; two of which are declining, one stable and one increasing. The decreasing populations include the main 

Central Asian population of 5,000-10,000 birds and the Pakistan wintering population, which is on the verge of 

extinction. The resident North African population (400-600 birds) is stable and the Spanish population (ca. 2,500 

birds) increasing. The White-headed Duck occurs regularly in 26 countries, and in another 22 as a vagrant. Nine 

countries hold significant breeding numbers (Algeria, Islamic Republic of Iran, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Russian 

Federation, Spain, Tunisia, Turkey, and Uzbekistan), but most are concentrated in Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Russian 

Federation, and Spain. Birds occur commonly on migration in 10 countries, and in winter (December to February) in 

13. The most important wintering countries differ from year-to-year, presumably depending on weather conditions. In 

recent years, 10 countries have held over 1,000 birds (Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Greece, Islamic Republic of Iran, Israel, 

Kazakhstan, Russian Federation, Spain, Turkey, and Uzbekistan – see Table 2). Seven countries hold significant 

numbers of birds throughout the year (Algeria, Islamic Republic of Iran, Russian Federation, Spain, Tunisia, Turkey, 

and Uzbekistan). 

 

White-headed Duck population declines have been attributed mainly to habitat loss and over-hunting. The main 

threats to the Central Asian population are habitat loss due to unsustainable use of water resources and the recent 

drought in Central Asia. These impacts are likely to be exacerbated by the effects of global climate change. The 

greatest long-term threat to the White-headed Duck, however, is introgressive hybridisation with the non-native North 

American Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis. Ruddy Ducks have now been recorded in 21 Western Palearctic countries 

with breeding records in at least 11, and regular breeding attempts in six (France, Ireland, Morocco, Netherlands, 

Spain, and the UK). However, outside the UK only France holds a significant numbers of breeding pairs (ca. 20). The 

number of countries taking action against Ruddy Ducks has increased significantly in recent years. By 2004, at least 

14 countries in the Western Palearctic had taken some action to control Ruddy Ducks (Belgium, Denmark, France, 

Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Morocco, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United 

Kingdom). This compares with only six countries in 1999. At least 471 Ruddy Ducks and hybrids have now been 

controlled in six countries excluding the UK (Denmark – 1, France - 246, Iceland - 3, Morocco - 2, Portugal - 3, and 

Spain - 217) and a further three countries have indicated that attempts will be made to shoot birds if they occur 

(Hungary, Italy, Slovenia). Concerted eradication programmes are in operation in four countries (France, Portugal, 

Spain, and the UK) and one is planned in Morocco. A total of 5,069 Ruddy Ducks have been shot in the UK since 

1999. The Ruddy Duck has now been listed on Annex B of the EC CITES Regulations (338/97) on the grounds that 

they pose an ecological threat to indigenous species. This now gives member states the opportunity to place 

restrictions on or ban the keeping of Ruddy Ducks in captive collections. Other threats include inadequate wetland 

management (leading to the dry out of wetland habitats), competition with introduced carp, drowning in fishing nets, 

lead-poisoning, pollution and human disturbance. 

 

This International Single Species Action Plan provides a framework for the conservation for the White-headed Duck 

and is based on the format for the AEWA International Single Species Action Plan prepared by BirdLife International. 

Successful implementation of this plan will require effective international co-ordination of organisation and action. 

The long-term Goal of this Action Plan will be to remove the White-headed Duck from the IUCN Red List of 

Threatened Animals. In the short-term, the aim of the plan is to maintain the current population and range of the 

species throughout its range, and in the medium to long-term to promote increase in population size and range. The 

plan has been developed using internationally agreed standards for identifying actions and has been prepared to 

facilitate the monitoring and evaluation of subsequent implementation, linking threats, actions and measurable 

activities. 

 

This plan will need implementation in 41 countries, including 26 White-headed Duck Range States and 21 countries 

with Ruddy Duck records. The 26 activities identified in this Action Plan focus on measures to prevent further habitat 

loss and degradation; to reduce direct mortality of adults and improve reproductive success; and to remove the threat 

of hybridisation with the introduced North American Ruddy Duck. These measures include protecting the White-

headed Duck and its habitats, appropriate management of key sites, eradicating the Ruddy Duck from Europe and 

North Africa, and increasing public awareness of the need to conserve the White-headed Duck. Each country within 
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the range of the White-headed Duck should be committed to implement this plan and to develop National Action 

Plans and establish White-headed Duck Working Groups to help facilitate this. All countries with records of Ruddy 

Ducks should endorse and implement the International Ruddy Duck Eradication Strategy of the Bern Convention, and 

produce official statements of intent regarding Ruddy Duck control. 
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3. Threats 

 

This section provides a general description of the threats facing the White-headed Duck, together with an appraisal of 

the relative importance of each threat to the global population (see below) and to the four biogeographic populations 

(Table 4), according to the following criteria: 

 

Critical a factor causing or likely to cause very rapid declines (>30% over 10 years); 

High  a factor causing or likely to cause rapid declines (20-30% over 10 years); 

Medium a factor causing or likely to cause relatively slow, but significant, declines (10-20% over 10 years); 

Low  a factor causing or likely to cause fluctuations; 

Local  a factor causing or likely to cause negligible declines; 

Unknown a factor that is likely to affect the species but is not known to what extent. 

 

Annex 1 states these threats according to categories listed in the IUCN Species Survival Commission Species 

Information System Threats Authority file. 

 

 

3.1. Description of Threats 

 

Hybridisation with Invasive Alien Species Importance: Critical 

(Note: hybridisation has been scored as a CRITICAL threat even though it will not lead to declines of >30% over 10 

years because it could ultimately cause the extinction of the White-headed Duck). 

 

The greatest long-term threat to the White-headed Duck’s survival is thought to be introgressive hybridisation (i.e. 

genetic swamping) with the non-native North American Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis (Green & Hughes 1996). 

The hybrids are fully fertile: second-generation birds have already been collected in Spain (Urdiales & Pereira 1993) 

and third-generation hybrids have been bred in captivity at the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, Slimbridge. Ruddy Ducks 

mainly originating from the UK feral population of around 5,000 birds have now been recorded in 21 Western 

Palearctic countries with breeding records in at least 11, and regular breeding in six (France, Ireland, Morocco, 

Netherlands, Spain, and the UK). However, outside the UK only France holds a significant numbers of breeding pairs 

(ca. 20). Ruddy Duck sightings are concentrated along the North Sea coasts of the Netherlands, Belgium, and 

Germany, in France and in southern Spain. Flocks of up to 120 wintering birds now occur annually in France. The 

spread of the Ruddy Duck is also partly due to escapes from waterfowl collections in the Netherlands and probably 

other countries (Rose 1993). The number of countries taking action against Ruddy Ducks has increased significantly 

in recent years. By 2004, at least 15 countries in the Western Palearctic had taken some action to control Ruddy Ducks 

(Belgium, Denmark, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Morocco, Netherlands, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, 

Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom). This compares with only six countries in 1999. At least 471 Ruddy 

Ducks and hybrids have now been controlled in six countries excluding the UK (Denmark – 1, France - 246, Iceland - 

3, Morocco - 2, Portugal - 3, and Spain - 217) and a further three countries have indicated that attempts will be made 

to shoot birds if they occur (Hungary, Italy, Slovenia). Concerted eradication programmes are in operation in four 

countries (France, Portugal, Spain, and the UK) and one is planned in Morocco. A total of 5,069 Ruddy Ducks have 

been shot in the UK since 1999. 

 

The threat from the Ruddy Duck is extremely serious, given the nature of the problem and the fact that, if allowed to 

proceed beyond a certain point, the Ruddy Duck's spread across the Palearctic will become unstoppable. This would 

certainly be the case if the species was allowed to become established in White-headed Duck range-states such as 

Algeria, Turkey or the Russian Federation, where the huge size and area of the wetlands and their infrequent 

monitoring would make control impossible. 

 

 

Climate Change/Drought Importance: Critical 

Climate change is thought to be causing more frequent droughts resulting in reduced water levels and the drying out of 

many lakes in central Asia. This phenomenon may be a great threat to the survival of the White-headed Duck. The 

drought in the Central Asian region between 1998 and 2002 greatly reduced wetland habitat for White-headed Duck 

and other waterbirds (Li & Mundkur 2003). The drying up of sites in Kazakhstan caused a redistribution of White-

headed Duck in the region, forcing birds into the southern regions of the Aral Sea basin and onto previously unused 

irrigation water-reservoirs in Uzbekistan, and, perhaps, Turkmenistan. Many important sites for the White-headed 

Duck totally dried out, or their area and water level were greatly reduced. For example, the Ucchali wetland complex 

in Pakistan which used to host more that 700 White-headed Duck in the 1980s has now almost completely dried out; 
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and the Sudochie Wetlands in western Uzbekistan held only 9 White-headed Duck in 2001 compared to 3,800 in the 

previous two years. The long-term effects of drought on the viability of White-headed Duck populations are unknown 

although potentially critical. The lack of water has resulted in degradation and desiccation of important breeding sites 

in Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Russia and Uzbekistan; wintering sites in Pakistan, Iran and Turkmenistan; and also on 

staging sites in Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Iran, Turkmenistan and possibly Tajikistan (Li & Mundkur 

2003). Climatic fluctuations have been shown to influence the population dynamics of White-headed Ducks in Spain 

(Almaraz & Amat 2004, in press).  

 

 

Groundwater Extraction and Infrastructure Development: Importance: Critical 

Overuse/unsustainable use of water resources for irrigation and man-made modifications to many wetlands are critical 

threats to the White-headed Duck, especially in Central Asia. In Uzbekistan, key sites for White-headed Duck, 

including the Sudochie Wetland and Dengizkul Lake, which have held up to 3,000 and 5,000 White-headed Ducks, 

respectively, are under threat of drying out completely due to a combination of the change in the water-regime in the 

Aral Sea basin (diversion of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya Rivers) and the extended drought in Central Asia between 

1998 and 2002 (see below). In Turkey, dam-building
1

 and water abstraction from surrounding catchments have 

affected many important breeding and wintering sites. For example, former breeding sites at Eregli and Hotamis 

Marshes are now totally dry (G. Eken pers. comm.) as is Çorak Gölü – a previously important wintering site. At 

Burdur Gölü, formerly the most important wintering site in the world, White-headed Duck numbers have decreased 

from around 11,000 birds in 1991 to around 1,000 birds since 2000 (Kurt et al. 2002). Over the same time period, lake 

water levels at Burdur Gölü have dropped by 12m (W. Eastwood pers. comm.). The Hamun-i Puzak, on the 

Afghanistan - Iran border, was an important site for White-headed Duck in the 1970-80s, until the development of 

irrigation and water supply schemes resulted in reduced water flows and changes to its ecology and vegetation (Scott 

1995). In Mongolia, a proposed dam in the Dalai Lake and Khar Lake area, an important breeding site for White-

headed Duck, is predicted to have an impact on water levels and ecology (Li & Mundkur 2003). At the Ucchali 

wetland complex in Pakistan, over-abstraction of groundwater, both for drinking and for agricultural purposes, has 

caused a lowering of the water table and a subsequent reduction in the extent of lakes/wetlands. In Tunisia, upstream 

barrages have severely affected the breeding site Sebkha Kelbia, increasing the frequency of dessication by two and a 

half times (Hughes & Hughes 1992). In Pakistan, Kallar Kahar Lake has now been developed into a recreational resort 

and due to disturbance, very few waterbirds visit the lake (Li & Mundkur 2003). These are just a few examples of 

specific cases, and many other key sites are affected by similar activities. 

 

 

Arable Farming Importance: Critical 

Habitat loss and degradation due to human developments is the most significant factor in the past decline of the 

White-headed Duck. Drainage of numerous shallow lakes, marshes and other wetlands of former importance for 

breeding and wintering have occurred mainly for agricultural developments throughout the species’ range (Green & 

Anstey 1992), and it has been estimated that the area of suitable breeding habitat has been roughly halved last century 

(Anstey 1989). Whole wetland systems have been transformed in the former Soviet Union, especially in Central Asia, 

where new wintering sites have been colonised as a consequence of the irrigation process. In Spain, >60% of the 

endorreic lagoons in Andalucía have been drained this century (Green & Hughes 1996). 

 

Agricultural practices in and around lakes and rivers have a negative impact by increasing run off and sedimentation 

rates in some wetlands that affect productivity and food availability for the White-headed Duck. For example, in 

Pakistan, the land around the Ucchali wetland complex is privately owned and any reduction in the extent of the lakes 

prompts landowners to start cultivating exposed areas. This practice is most destructive at Khabekki Lake where the 

owners have cultivated the land right up to the edge of the water. 

 

 

Over-hunting Importance: High 

The White-headed Duck is an incredibly easy bird to shoot given its lack of an escape response when facing hunters 

(Green et al. 1996). Over-hunting therefore undoubtedly played an important role in its decline. Over-hunting and/or 

egg-collection for human consumption were probably the final causes of extinction in France, Italy, former 

Yugoslavia and Egypt. Over-hunting and poaching are still major threats in some parts of the species' range, although 

the impact of these practices has rarely been quantified. An investigation into illegal hunting at Burdur Gölü in winter 

1993 found that an estimated 4.5 birds a day were being shot within a limited study area that held 25% of the lake's 

                                                 

1

 It is important to note that in some countries, such as Tunisia, the construction of small dams may actually increase White-

headed Duck populations by providing additional habitat. 
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White-headed Duck population. This kill rate almost certainly exceeded the limits of "sustainable harvest" of the lake's 

population (Green et al. 1996). The White-headed Duck formerly suffered significant over-hunting in Spain, and 

Torres et al. (1986) considered over-hunting to be "the principal cause of the drastic decline in numbers prior to 

1978". Effective protection in Spain facilitated the major increase there. Thus, the huge increase in El Hondo, 

Valencia (with 4,035 birds in August 2000) was largely in response to a hunting ban from 1996 onwards. White-

headed Ducks are known to be have been shot illegally in many other countries, including Azerbaijan (M. Patrikeev in 

litt. 1995), Bulgaria (Iankov 1994), Greece (Handrinos 1995), Russia (Li & Mundkur 2003), Tunisia (Z. Benaïssa in 

litt. 1994) and Turkmenistan (Li & Mundkur 2003). At the Ucchali wetland complex in Pakistan, illegal hunting has 

been reported but not in recent years. White-headed Ducks are undoubtedly shot by mistake by hunters who are unable 

to identify the species, although the impact of this has never been quantified. In Uzbekistan, White-headed Ducks are 

shot only occasionally, but are regularly trapped with nets. (Kreuzberg-Mukhina pers. comm.). 

 

 

Inadequate Wetland Management Importance: High 

In Spain and in Central Asia, wetlands often dry out (sometimes irreversibly) due to inadequate management. This 

also increases the effects of pollution and eutrophication (M. Giménez pers. comm.). 

 

 

Pollution Importance: Medium 

The fact that many of the wetlands used by White-headed Ducks are endorreic makes them particularly vulnerable to 

hyper-eutrophication and pollution. For example, Burdur Gölü in Turkey is polluted by industrial, domestic and 

agricultural pollution (Salathé & Yarar 1992; Green et al. 1993, 1996) and heavy metals (Yigit & Altindag 2002). 

Leaching and run-off of fertilisers and pesticides from agricultural fields that surround the wetlands of the Ucchali 

wetland complex in Pakistan are known to pollute the wetlands, although their impact has not been determined 

(Chaudhry 2002). In Central Asia, wetlands used by White-headed Ducks are polluted by agricultural pesticides and 

herbicides, but the impact of this is unknown. 

 

 

Drowning in Fishing Nets Importance: Medium 

Diving ducks are prone to becoming trapped in fishing nets, which in some instances can cause significant mortality, 

for example in Greece, Iran, Kazakhstan, Pakistan and Uzbekistan (Panayotopoulou & Green 2000; Li & Mundkur 

2003, Schielzeth et al. 2003, Li et al. in prep.). 

 

 

Lead Poisoning Importance: Medium 

Diving ducks suffer from lead poisoning through ingestion of lead shot, which is still used legally in shotgun 

cartridges in many White-headed Duck Range States. As hunting is intense at many key sites, the ingestion of lead 

shot could result in significant mortality (see Pain 1992). For example, in Spain Mateo et al. (2001) found that 50% of 

26 White-headed Ducks had ingested lead in the gizzard, and that 80% of these birds had lethal liver lead 

concentrations. Note, however, that these figures are likely to exaggerate the prevalence of lead exposure in the wild 

population because they were mainly birds found dead – 32% of shot White-headed Ducks, Ruddy Ducks and hybrids 

had ingested lead in the gizzard. Many key sites (e.g. El Hondo, Laguna de Medina) have been subject to intense 

hunting in the past and hold high densities of lead shot in the sediments. 

 

 

Human Disturbance Importance: Medium 

Disturbance from human activities, particularly hunting, fishing and boating activities during the breeding period, is 

thought to be a threat to the White-headed Duck in many countries, including Iran, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, and 

Turkmenistan (Li & Mundkur 2003). 

 

 

Invasive Alien Species (Directly Impacting Habitat) Importance: Low 

Introduction of the Muskrat Ondatra zibethicus for its pelt has resulted in the destruction of reed beds in the temperate 

regions of Central Asia, for example in Mongolia (Li & Mundkur 2003). In the lagoons of Córdoba, Spain, introduced 

Common Carp Cyprinus carpio have caused wetland degradation as their bottom-feeding increases sediment 

suspension and results in the loss of benthic macrophytes (Almaraz 2000, 2001). Carp also cause eutrophication by 

mobilising phosphates and nitrates from the sediments. The removal of Common Carp from Laguna del Rincón led to 

a dramatic recovery in White-headed Duck numbers and breeding success (Torres et al. undated). Introduction of 
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Tilapia Oreochromis sp. and Grass Carp Ctenopharyngodon idella into wetlands in Pakistan and Afghanistan, 

respectively, has affected the ecological balance of vegetation, fish and other species (Li & Mundkur 2003). 

 

Competition with Invasive Alien Species Importance: Low 

Introduced North American Ruddy Ducks may compete with White-headed Ducks for food and nest sites (Arenas & 

Torres 1992). Introduced Tilapia and carp are likely to compete with White-headed Ducks for food in Spain, Pakistan, 

Afghanistan and elsewhere (Almaraz 2001, Torres et al. undated; Li & Mundkur 2003). The harmful effect of the 

widespread carp on breeding waterfowl is well known. 

 

Livestock Farming Importance: Local 

Damage to reed beds in wetlands in Uzbekistan and Mongolia, by cattle grazing or burning of reed beds for improved 

fodder production for cattle, results in the loss of nesting habitat of White-headed Duck (Li & Mundkur 2003). In 

Pakistan, vegetated areas around the lakes of the Ucchali wetland complex are heavily grazed by domestic livestock. 

Grazing is much beyond the grazing capacity levels as found in the Participatory Rural Assessment exercise 

undertaken by WWF-Pakistan and the Punjab Wildlife & Parks Department in 1995 (Li & Mundkur 2003). The 

harvest of reeds to build fences for protection of cattle in winter in Mongolia results in the loss of nesting habitat of 

White-headed Duck (Li & Mundkur 2003). Such harvesting is also an important problem in Turkey, Morocco (Green 

et al. 2002) and no doubt other countries. 

 

Wildfire Importance: Local 

In Mongolia, natural steppe fires sometimes spread into reed beds and destroy White-headed Duck nesting habitat (Li 

& Mundkur 2003). 

 

Predation by Brown Rats Importance: Local 

The presence of humans and their activities leads to an increase in the densities of Brown Rats Rattus norvegicus, 

which can be major predators of nesting waterfowl. In the Tarelo Lagoon in Doñana, Spain, large numbers of White-

headed Duck nests abandoned after predation by rats have been recorded in recent years, and nesting success is almost 

zero at this site (C. Urdiales pers. comm.). 

 

Table 4. Relative importance of threats to the four biogeographic White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala 

populations. Medium, High and Critical threats in bold type. 

 

Threat Migratory 

Central 

Asian 

Breeding 

Migratory 

South 

Asian 

Wintering 

Resident 

North 

African 

Resident 

Spanish 

Hybridisation with invasive alien species
1 

CRITICAL CRITICAL CRITICAL CRITICAL

Climate change/drought CRITICAL CRITICAL CRITICAL CRITICAL

Groundwater extraction and infrastructure development CRITICAL CRITICAL HIGH CRITICAL

Arable farming CRITICAL CRITICAL MEDIUM MEDIUM 

Over-hunting HIGH HIGH HIGH LOCAL 

Inadequate wetland management HIGH - - HIGH 

Pollution  MEDIUM HIGH MEDIUM MEDIUM 

Drowning in fishing nets HIGH LOW LOCAL LOCAL 

Lead poisoning MEDIUM LOW LOW HIGH 

Human disturbance LOW MEDIUM LOW LOW 

Invasive alien species (directly impacting habitat) LOW LOW LOW LOW 

Competition with invasive alien species LOW LOW LOCAL LOCAL 

Livestock farming LOCAL LOCAL LOCAL - 

Wildfire LOCAL LOCAL LOCAL - 

Predation by Brown Rats - - - LOCAL 

 

1 

Hybridisation with invasive alien species is scored as Critical for all populations even though it will not lead to declines of >30% 

over 10 years because it could ultimately cause the extinction of the White-headed Duck  

 

A ‘Problem tree’ for the White-headed Duck is shown in Figure 2. It has been produced to explain how the threats 

affect the population and how they are related. The root causes of the problems facing the species are shown on the 

right hand side of the tree.
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4.2. Member States/Contracting Parties Obligations 

 

The obligations/commitments of Member States/Contracting Parties under various Directives/Conventions are 

presented in Annex 2. 

 

White-headed Duck Conservation 

EU Directive (79/409/EEC) on the Conservation of Wild Birds (Birds Directive) 

As the White-headed Duck is listed on Annex I of the EU Directive (79/409/EEC) on the Conservation of Wild Birds 

(Birds Directive), the species should be the subject of special conservation measures concerning their habitat in order 

to ensure their survival and reproduction in their area of distribution. Member States should classify in particular the 

most suitable territories in number and size as special protection areas for the conservation of these species. 

 

Convention on Biological Diversity (Biodiversity Convention) 

Article 8 of the Convention on Biological Diversity (Biodiversity Convention) states that “Each Contracting Party 

shall, as far as possible and as appropriate: 

 

(a) Establish a system of protected areas or areas where special measures need to be taken to conserve biological 

diversity; 

(c) Regulate or manage biological resources important for the conservation of biological diversity whether within or 

outside protected areas, with a view to ensuring their conservation and sustainable use; 

(d) Promote the protection of ecosystems, natural habitats and the maintenance of viable populations of species in 

natural surroundings; 

(f) Rehabilitate and restore degraded ecosystems and promote the recovery of threatened species, inter alia, through 

the development and implementation of plans or other management strategies”. 

 

Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern Convention) 

As the White-headed Duck is listed on Appendix II of the Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and 

Natural Habitats (Bern Convention), Contracting Parties should take appropriate and necessary legislative and 

administrative measures to ensure the special protection of the White-headed Duck. The following will in particular be 

prohibited for these species: a) all forms of deliberate capture and keeping and deliberate killing; b) the deliberate 

damage to or destruction of breeding or resting sites; c) the deliberate disturbance of wild fauna, particularly during 

the period of breeding, rearing and wintering, insofar as disturbance would be significant in relation to the objectives 

of this Convention; d) the deliberate destruction or taking of eggs from the wild or keeping these eggs even if empty; 

e) the possession of and internal trade in these animals, alive or dead, including stuffed animals and any readily 

recognisable part or derivative thereof. 

 

Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) 

As the White-headed Duck is listed on Appendix I of the Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS), 

Range States should endeavour: a) to conserve and, where feasible and appropriate, restore those habitats of the 

species which are of importance in removing the species from danger of extinction; b) to prevent, remove, compensate 

for or minimize, as appropriate, the adverse effects of activities or obstacles that seriously impede or prevent the 

migration of the species; and c) to the extent feasible and appropriate, to prevent, reduce or control factors that are 

endangering or are likely to further endanger the species, including strictly controlling the introduction of, or 

controlling or eliminating, already introduced exotic species. 

 

African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) 

As the White-headed Duck is listed in Column A of the action plan to the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird 

Agreement, Parties should: a) prohibit the taking of birds and eggs of those populations occurring in their territory; b) 

prohibit deliberate disturbance in so far as such disturbance would be significant for the conservation of the population 

concerned; c) prohibit the possession or utilization of, and trade in, birds or eggs, or any readily recognizable parts or 

derivatives of such birds and their eggs, d) cooperate with a view to developing and implementing international single 

species action plans; e) prepare and implement national single species action plans; and f) phase out the use of lead 

shot for hunting in wetlands. 

 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) 

As the White-headed Duck is listed on Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 

of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the regulation of trade in White-headed Duck specimens requires the prior grant 

and presentation of an export permit. An export permit shall only be granted when the following conditions have been 

met: (a) a Scientific Authority of the State of export has advised that such export will not be detrimental to the 
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survival of that species; (b) a Management Authority of the State of export is satisfied that the specimen was not 

obtained in contravention of the laws of that State for the protection of fauna and flora; and (c) a Management 

Authority of the State of export is satisfied that any living specimen will be so prepared and shipped as to minimize 

the risk of injury, damage to health or cruel treatment. 

 

Ruddy Duck Control 

EU Directive (79/409/EEC) on the Conservation of Wild Birds (Birds Directive) 

With regards to Ruddy Duck control, Article 11 of the EU Directive (79/409/EEC) on the Conservation of Wild Birds 

(Birds Directive) states that "Member States shall see that any introduction of species of bird which do not occur 

naturally in the wild state in the European territory of the Member States does not prejudice the local flora and fauna.” 

 

EU Directive (92/43/EEC) on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna and Flora (Habitats 

Directive) 

Article 22 (b) of the EU Directive (92/43/EEC) on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna and Flora 

(Habitats Directive) states that "Member States shall ensure that the deliberate introduction into the wild of any 

species which is not native to their territory is regulated so as not to prejudice natural habitats within their natural 

range or the wild native flora and fauna and, if they consider it necessary, prohibit such introduction. The results of the 

assessment undertaken shall be forwarded to the committee for information.” 

 

Convention on Biological Diversity (Biodiversity Convention) 

Article 8 (h) of the Convention on Biological Diversity (Biodiversity Convention) states that "each Contracting Party 

shall, as far as possible and appropriate, prevent the introduction of, control or eradicate those alien species which 

threaten ecosystems, habitats or species." 

 

Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern Convention) 

Article 11 (2) (b) of the Convention on the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Bern 

Convention) states that "each Contracting Party undertakes to strictly control the introduction of non-native species." 

 

Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) 

Article III (4c) of the Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) which relates to endangered 

migratory species states that "parties that are Range States of a migratory species listed in Appendix I shall endeavour 

to the extent feasible and appropriate, to prevent, reduce or control factors that are endangering or are likely to further 

endanger the species, including strictly controlling the introduction of, or controlling or eliminating, already 

introduced exotic species." 

 

African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) 

Article III 2 (g) of the African Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement states that "Parties shall prohibit the 

deliberate introduction of non-native waterbird species into the environment and take all appropriate measures to 

prevent the unintentional release of such species if this introduction or release would prejudice the conservation status 

of wild fauna and flora; when non-native waterbird species have already been introduced, the Parties shall take all 

appropriate measures to prevent these species from becoming a potential threat to indigenous species." Article IV of 

the AEWA, the Action Plan and Conservation Guidelines, provides further guidance over the management of non-

native waterbirds – “Parties shall take measures to the extent feasible and appropriate, including taking, to ensure that 

when non-native species or hybrids thereof have already been introduced into their territory, those species or their 

hybrids do not pose a potential hazard to the populations listed in Table 1”. 

 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) 

On 18 August 2003, Commission Regulation (EC) No 1497/2003 added the Ruddy Duck to Annex B of the No. 

338/97 on the protection of species of wild fauna and flora by regulating trade therein. The Ruddy Duck was added to 

Annex B in accordance with Article 3 (2d) of the Regulation as a species that would constitute an ecological threat to 

wild species of fauna and flora indigenous to the Community. This now allows for the prohibition of importation of 

Ruddy Ducks into the EU, and for restrictions to be placed on the holding and/or movement of birds, including the 

prohibition of keeping Ruddy Ducks in captivity. 

  

4.3. National Policies, Legislation and Ongoing Activities 

 

The legally protected status of the White-headed Duck in the 26 countries where it regularly occurs is shown in Table 

6. 
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8. Annexes 

 

Annex 1. Relative importance of threats to the White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala in the breeding and non-

breeding season scored according to categories listed in the IUCN Species Survival Commission Species Information 

Service Threats Authority files. 

 

Threat Category Breeding Non-breeding 

1. Habitat Loss/Degradation (Human Induced)  CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 1.1. Agriculture    

  1.1.1. Crops   

   1.1.1.1. Shifting agriculture LOCAL LOCAL 

   1.1.1.2. Small-holder farming MEDIUM MEDIUM 

   1.1.1.3. Agro-industry farming CRITICAL CRITICAL 

  1.1.4. Livestock   

   1.1.4.2. Small-holder LOCAL LOCAL 

 1.2. Land management of non-agricultural areas   

   1.2.2. Change of management regime HIGH - 

 1.3. Extraction    

  1.3.6. Groundwater extraction CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 1.4. Infrastructure development    

  1.4.2. Human settlement  LOCAL LOCAL 

  1.4.3. Tourism/recreation  LOCAL LOCAL 

  1.4.6. Dams CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 1.5. Invasive alien species (directly impacting habitat) MEDIUM MEDIUM 

2. Invasive Alien Species (Directly Affecting the Species) CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 2.1. Competitors LOCAL LOCAL 

 2.3. Hybridizers CRITICAL CRITICAL 

3. Harvesting [Hunting/Gathering] HIGH HIGH 

 3.1. Food   

  3.1.1. Subsistence use/local trade MEDIUM MEDIUM 

 3.4. Materials   

  3.4.1. Subsistence use/local trade LOCAL LOCAL 

 3.6. Other (Illegal recreational harvesting) HIGH HIGH 

4. Accidental Mortality  MEDIUM MEDIUM 

 4.1. Bycatch   

  4.1.1. Fisheries-related   

   4.1.1.3. Entanglement MEDIUM MEDIUM 

  4.1.2. Terrestrial   

   4.1.2.2. Shooting LOCAL LOCAL 

   4.1.2.3. Poisoning  MEDIUM MEDIUM 

6. Pollution (Affecting Habitat and/or Species)  CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 6.1. Atmospheric pollution   

  6.1.1. Global warming/oceanic warming CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 6.3. Water pollution   

  6.3.1. Agricultural MEDIUM MEDIUM 

  6.3.2. Domestic LOW LOW 

  6.3.3. Commercial/Industrial MEDIUM MEDIUM 

  6.3.7. Sediment MEDIUM MEDIUM 

  6.3.8. Sewage LOCAL LOCAL 

7. Natural Disasters  CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 7.1. Drought  CRITICAL CRITICAL 

 7.4. Wildfire LOCAL LOCAL 

10. Human Disturbance LOW LOW 

 10.1. Recreation/tourism  LOW LOW 
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