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English name: 

Velvet scoter 

Scientific name: 

Melanitta fusca 

Taxonomical group: 

Class: Aves 

Order: Anseriformes 

Family: Anatidae 

Species authority: 

Linnaeus, 1758 

Subspecies, Variations, Synonyms:  

Melanitta fusca fusca; white-winged scoter 

Generation length: 7 years 

Past and current threats (Habitats Directive 

article 17 codes):  

Breeding: Alien species (I01), Competition and 

predation (I02), Human disturbance (G01), Other 

threat factors (Loss of specific habitat features, 

J03.01), Eutrophication (H01.05) 

Wintering: Oil spills (H03.01), Bycatch 

(F03.02.05), Hunting (F03.01),  

Mining and quarrying (C01.01), Construction 

(C03.03, D03.03), Water traffic (D03.02) 

Future threats (Habitats Directive article 17 

codes):  

Breeding: Alien species (I01), Competition and 

predation (I02), Human disturbance (G01), Other 

threat factors (Loss of specific habitat features, 

J03.01), Eutrophication (H01.05) 

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

Hunting (F03.01),  

Mining and quarrying (C01.01), Construction 

(C03.03, D03.03), Water traffic (D03.02) 

IUCN Criteria breeding:  

A2b 

HELCOM Red List 

Category breeding: 

VU 

Vulnerable 

IUCN Criteria wintering:  

A2b 

HELCOM Red List 

Category wintering: 

EN 

Endangered 

Global / European IUCN Red List Category  

EN / LC 

EU Birds Directive: 

Annex II B (DK, DE, FR, IE, LV, FI, SE, UK ) 

Red List status in HELCOM countries:  

Denmark: –, Estonia: LC, Finland: NT, Germany: “particularly protected” under Federal Species 

Protection Decree (Bundesartenschutzverordnung)/–, Latvia: –, Lithuania: –, Poland: –, Russia: –, 

Sweden: NT (breeding) 

 

Range description and general trends 
The velvet scoter has an extensive Holarctic distribution, breeding across the higher middle latitudes of 

North America and Eurasia. Compared to common scoter, the breeding range is less restricted to arctic 

regions. Only the nominate form occurs in the Western Palearctic, with a breeding range that extends 

from Norway to east of the Yenisey River (85°E). There are also breeding populations along the Baltic 

coasts of Sweden, Finland, Russia and Estonia, with a tiny, isolated population in the Caucasus and 

Turkey. In Fennoscandia the population is mostly coastal, with Finland and Sweden having small inland 

populations only. In Norway the population breeds entirely inland. The European population counts 85 

000–100 000 bp and was stable during 1970–1990. The Baltic population represents about 25% of the 

European one (BirdLife International 2004; European Commission 2007). The population in Russia 

suffered declines of 20–29% during 1990–2000, and those in Sweden of even >50% during 1980–2010. 

In Finland and Estonia, the species also has decreased. 
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In the Western Palaearctic, velvet scoters winter mostly in the Baltic Sea as well as in the North Sea and 

along the North Atlantic coastal regions from Norway through the UK / Ireland to Brittany. A small 

winter population occurs in the Black Sea and Caucasus. Low numbers, mostly juvenile birds, are 

regularly seen in inland areas (Mendel et al. 2008, BirdLife International 2012). In the Pomeranian Bay, 

there is a small moulting site of velvet scoters around the Odra Bank, probably the southernmost 

moulting area of this species (Sonntag et al. 2004). 

Distribution and status in the Baltic Sea region  
Velvet scoters breed along the Baltic Sea coast of Sweden, Finland, Russia and Estonia. The species is a 

regular and common winter and migration visitor in the Baltic Sea area from September to May. 

Besides, there is a small moulting area in the Pomeranian Bay around the Odra Bank. Thus, velvet 

scoters can be found in the Baltic Sea area throughout the year (Durinck et al. 1994, Sonntag et al. 

2006). 

Breeding  

In Sweden, there are two geographically separate breeding populations. Most velvet scoters breed on 

the Baltic coast (c. 8 800), while a smaller population (about 1 200 bp) is found in mountain areas 

(Ottosson et al. 2012). A substantial decrease was reported from the 1940s to the 1990s for the south-

east coast (Curry-Lindahl et al. 1970, Svensson et al. 1999). 

In the Stockholm archipelago area, a decline of 89% of the breeding population was recorded between 

1975 and 2000 to 2003 (European Commission 2007). Along the northern part of the east coast the 

species has increased during the last few decades (Svensson et al. 1999). For the entire Swedish coastal 

population, a decline of 50–79% during the last 30 years, 20–40% during the last 20 years (3 

generations), and 10–19% during the last 10 years has been noted. A new inventory in the mountain 

area shows that the population has decreased with about 50% during last 30 years. At present, the total 

Swedish breeding population is estimated at 8 000–12 000 bp.  

In Finland, the velvet scoter breeds inland and along the coast with a particularly large population in the 

Åland Archipelago. The inland population is confined to the north and northeast being sparsely 

distributed only in the lake areas (Hario 2000). During the middle of the twentieth century a marked 

decline was reported due to hunting. In the early 1990s about 1 000 pairs were believed to breed inland 

(Väisänen et al. 1998). A census of the Finnish coastal breeding population during 1997 estimated 13 

000 pairs with about 6 000–7 000 pairs occupying the Åland Islands and most of the others breeding on 

the mid-Bothnian coast (Hario 2000). The census showed the Finnish coastal population having 

stabilized at a low level following a period of continuous decrease in numbers and range from the 1960s 

to the early 1990s (Hario 2000). The size of Åland population estimates has been subject to some 

controversy. Earlier estimates by the Provincial Government were of 60 000–70 000 pairs (Tucker 1996). 

Survey work (during 1986–1989) for the second Finnish breeding atlas, however, gave a maximum of 8 

Melanitta fusca. Photo by Martti Hario, Finnish Game 

and Fisheries Research Institute. 
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000 pairs for the entire south-west archipelago of Finland, which includes Åland, with 1 000–5 000 pairs 

elsewhere on the coast. In 1999–2001, the breeding population in Finland was estimated at 14 000–16 

000 pairs (BirdLife International 2004). An almost similar figure for Finland of 12 000–15 000 pairs in the 

mid-1990s is given by Koskimies (1997). For 2009, the population was estimated at 10 000 bp.  

The St Petersburg region of Russia hosts a small population of c. 10 bp, perhaps slightly more, with a 

negative short-term trend.  

The Estonian population was estimated at c.1 000 pairs during the mid-1980s (Berndt & Hario 1997). 

This estimate is not very different from that of c.1 100 pairs made by Onno (1965, cited in Cramp & 

Simmons 1977) who thought the population to be steadily decreasing. Surveys in the early 1990s 

resulted in an estimate of less than 500 pairs with some areas suffering significant reductions. For 1998, 

the Estonian population was estimated at 500–900 bp (BirdLife International 2004). The latest numbers 

given by Elts et al. (2009) are 400–700 bp. 

 

Table1: Population numbers of the velvet scoter in the Baltic Sea area. For population trends 0=stable, -

=decreasing, (+)=slightly increasing. 

Country 

Population size Short-term population 

trend (10 years) 

Long-term 

population trend 

(50 years) Breeding pairs Year 

Sweden  8 000–12 000 2010 - - 

Finland 10 000 2009 - - 

Russia, PET 10 2009 - 0 

Estonia 400–700 2003–2008 (+) - 

Baltic Sea  18 400–22 700    

 

Wintering 

During the Baltic Sea survey in the early 1990s, the Pomeranian Bay and the Gulf of Riga – Irbe Strait 

were identified to be of exceptional importance for velvet scoters. The main concentrations in the Gulf 

of Riga were found in Latvian waters, while the largest flocks in the Irbe Strait occurred in Estonian 

waters. Other important wintering areas were the north-west Kattegat, the shallow waters off the cast 

of Poland and the southern part of the Lithuanian coast (Durinck et al. 1994). The survey from 2007–

2009 confirmed the Irbe-Strait - Gulf of Riga and the Pomeranian Bay as the most important wintering 

areas of velvet scoters, and high concentrations were also found along the Polish coast and the coast of 

Latvia and Lithuania (Skov et al. 2011; Fig. ). However, numbers of wintering birds have been decreasing 

considerably between the two survey periods. Numbers in the Pomeranian Bay and in the Irbe Strait / 

Gulf of Riga have dramatically declined by 65% and 86%, respectively, numbers in the northwestern 

Kattegat by 99% and numbers along the Central Polish coast by 52%. Significant increases in numbers 

were observed in the coastal areas along Lithuania and Latvia (Skov et al. 2011). The overall Baltic Sea 

winter population of velvet scoters has declined from c. 932 700 birds in 1988–1993 to 373 000 birds in 

2007–2009, equivalent to 60% over 16 years. 
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Fig. 1. Distribution and density of wintering velvet scoter Melanitta fusca in the Baltic Sea, 2007–2009. 

From Skov et al. (2011). 

 
Habitat and ecology 
The velvet scoter is a seaduck, i.e. a diving duck species that outside the breeding season inhabits 

marine environments. Velvet scoters mainly breed in boreal and montane habitats in the upper middle 

latitudes. There is a frequent association with trees and shrubs during breeding both at inland lakes, 

pools and rivers within wooded tundra and taiga zones in the continental interior, and on wooded 

shores and islands of the Baltic (Cramp & Simmons 1977). Nests are well dispersed at concealed sites 

close to either fresh or brackish water. In Sweden and Finland, the largest numbers are found in coastal 

archipelagos where the velvet scoter prefers clear water. Inland they breed scattered among mountain 

lakes of the north and on boreal coniferous forest lakes in Kuusamo district of north-eastern Finland. In 

Finland, many islands of the coastal archipelagos are less than 5 ha and densities of 2.5 breeding pairs 

per ha have been found (M. Hario, unpubl.). Although the species is not colonial, birds on islets can 

exceptionally breed in aggregations with distances between nests as close as 3 m (Cramp & Simmons 

1977). In some coastal areas, as a means to reduce egg depredation, velvet scoters nest in association 

with gull (Laridae) and tern (Sternidae) colonies.  

Velvet scoters winter in brackish or marine areas as well as on large, deep lakes, large rivers or 

reservoirs. In the Baltic Sea, they are found in shallow offshore waters with a preference for areas with 

water depths between 10 and 30 m (Skov et al. 2011). A study of velvet scoters wintering along the 

Lithuanian coast demonstrated a preference for marine areas with sandy substrates at depths between 

2 and 30 m (Žydelis 2000). In the Pomeranian Bay the species occurred in waters with sandy sediments 

up to 30 m depth but was most frequently found up to 15 m depth (Sonntag 2009).  

During the breeding season, velvet scoters feed on a variety of organisms, including insects and insect 

larvae, small fish, and plant material (del Hoyo et al. 1992). In the Baltic Sea wintering areas the diet 

largely consists of marine bivalves, which are harvested on or up to three centimeters below the surface 

of pure coarse or sandy sediment in waters up to 20 m deep (Fox 2003). Besides, the species also takes 

small fish, polychaete worms, gastropods and crustaceans (Mendel et al. 2008).  
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Description of major threats 
Velvet scoters migrate between their breeding grounds in the tundra and the wintering sites in 

temperate areas and are thus exposed to threats in both ecosystems. Furthermore, velvet scoters use 

the Baltic Sea area for moulting, a phase in which they are flightless and particular sensitive to 

disturbance. Although the reasons for the dramatic decline of the Baltic Sea winter population are not 

yet understood, various pressures were identified that have possibly caused or at least contributed to 

the observed declines, including hunting, oiling, drowning in fishing gear, human disturbances, and at 

least in the north also eutrophication and predation by gulls. Yet, no new analysis of the vital rates of 

the species has been conducted since the pioneering work of Koskimies (1957a,b) in the Gulf of Finland. 

Hence, the mechanisms of the present-day decline – whether due to increased mortality or decreased 

natality – are unclear. Traditionally, the velvet scoter has been seen as poorly adapted to the marine 

milieu due to its loose parent-offspring relationships. Yet, females show anti-predator tools that equal 

those of the eider, and in some years the fledgling production in the Finnish archipelago is very good 

(Hario 2008). In most years, however, the breeding success is poor in the outer archipelago, but it can 

be reasonable good in the vast inner zones of SW Finland and Åland archipelagos. Due to the late timing 

of the breeding season in mid-summer, velvet scoters are particularly sensitive to human disturbance 

(Berndt & Hario 1997). In the 1990s, Mikola et al. (1994) observed a strong influence of recreational 

boat traffic on breeding velvet scoters in the SW Finland archipelago, leading to smaller broods and 

restricted feeding time of ducklings. At least 60% of the ducklings died within the first three weeks. 

Furthermore, the authors observed considerable higher predation by large Larus-gulls in disturbed 

situations. Velvet scoters suffering from predation by ground predators, like feral American Mink, in the 

breeding grounds in SW Finland has also more recently been described by Nordström et al. (2002). In 

the Taiga and lower Tundra regions the species is threatened by habitat degradation due to human 

exploitation of natural resources (Kear 2005, zit. in BirdLife International 2012). As velvet scoters are 

listed under Annex II of the European Birds Directive, hunting is allowed in certain EU countries, and 

several thousand birds are shot e.g. in Denmark each year (Bregnballe et al. 2006). Population declines 

of velvet scoters at the beginning of the 20
th

 century were caused by hunting activities and illegal 

poaching (Berndt & Hario 1997). 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 velvet scoters. More than 73 000 birds are annually caught in 

gill nets in the Baltic Sea, with sea ducks forming the majority of victims. Velvet scoters are frequently 

caught in gill nets in the eastern part of the Baltic Sea, especially in Poland and in Lithuanian coastal 

waters (Žydelis et al. 2009). Velvet scoters 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). More than 7 200 oiled velvet scoters were counted 

during an aerial survey following the oil tanker accident in the Kattegat in March 1972 (Joensen & 

Hansen 1977). Velvet scoters mainly feed on benthic molluscs and thus depend on areas where bivalves 

are abundant and accessible to them. Many important habitats of velvet scoters have already been 

affected by activities that lead to a reduction of food supply, e.g. sand and gravel extraction or 

sediment dredging. Besides, increasing winter water temperatures and changes in phytoplankton 

communities due to climate change effects or decreasing nutrient levels can lead to a lower quality of 

bivalves and thus to food shortage for velvet scoters. Velvet scoters have a large flight distance with 

regard to vessels and usually take flight when a ship is approaching (Garthe et al. 2004; Bellebaum et al. 

2006). Thus they are very sensitive to disturbance by ship traffic. In the Pomeranian Bay flight distances 

of several hundred metres up to 1 km were measured (Schwemmer et al. 2011). This pronounced 

sensitivity to shipping movements may cause velvet scoters to avoid busy shipping lanes and thus 

leading to permanent habitat loss, as has been observed for several other seaduck species (e.g. Hüppop 

et al. 1994, Kube & Skov 1996). Velvet scoters 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 
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with offshore wind turbines and other obstacles and has one of the highest rankings in the wind farm 

sensitivity index (Garthe & Hüppop 2006). Barrier effects and habitat loss for migrating velvet scoters 

have been documented at wind farms in the North and Baltic Sea (summarized in Dierschke & Garthe 

2006).  

 
Assessment justification  

Breeding 

In the long term, the Baltic population of the velvet scoter has declined considerably. In Sweden, the 

decline was c. 30% during the last 20 years (3 generations). For Finland, the 2010 TRIM estimates of the 

Ntl. Archipelago Bird Census gave an annual mean decrease of 3.7% since the mid-1990s. In Estonia, 

however, stabilization seems to have happened. The species is categorized as Vulnerable (VU) according 

to criterion A2b. 

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 velvet scoters has undergone a dramatic decline from 

ca. 932 700 birds in 1988–1993 to 373 000 birds in 2007–2009, equivalent to 70% over three 

generations (1993–2014, 21 years; 1993–2014, according to the Swedish Red List, Tjernberg & Svensson 

2007). Hence, the species is classified as Endangered (EN) according to criterion A2b, as the causes of 

the reduction are not yet understood and the reduction may not have ceased. 

Recommendations for actions to conserve the species 
As probably only the cumulative effects of the various threat factors eventually drive the dramatic 

decline, various management measures in the breeding and wintering areas need to be considered. 

Disturbance of nesting sites and duckling feeding areas need to be prevented in the breeding areas to 

avoid human-induced impacts on breeding success. Improving the reproduction by reducing predation 

pressure on ducklings could be taken in consideration and the species should be deleted from Annex II B 

of the EU Bird’s Directive. Reducing bycatch in fishing gear, the prevention of accidental and chronic oil 

pollution, preservation of feeding grounds and ship traffic regulations are some options for the 

wintering areas that are likely to support the recovery of this species. A molecular study should be 

started to reveal whether there exist exchange and recruitment from the Siberian passing birds to the 

Baltic Sea breeding population. 
 
Common names 
Denmark: fløjlsand, Estonia: tõmmuvaeras, Finland: pilkkasiipi, Germany: Samtente, Latvia: baltspoguļa 

tumšpīle, tumšā pile, Lithuania: nuodegule, nuodėgulė, Poland: uhla, Russia: Турпан, Sweden: svärta 
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