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ABSTRACT An invasion of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea
into Fenno-Scandia in summer 1994 coincided with the occurrence
of flocks in Britain. The patterns of the records and status in
Europe are documented and discussed in an attempt to determine
whether wild birds, escapes from captivity or individuals from
feral populations were concerned in these movements.
ogers (1982) analysed the occurrences of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna
ferruginea in Britain during 196579. He traced a total of about 123
individuals (eight per annum), roughly
two-thirds of which occurred in the
second half of the year. There was some
increase in spring, from late March to early
May, including several instances of two or
more together. Most first occurrences,
however, took place from early June and in
particular from mid July onwards. The
largest numbers of individuals (as
opposed to records) were present from
July to late August, with smaller peaks
from September through to the end of
November (fig. 1). In late summer and
autumn, there was a far higher incidence
of groups, with ten reports of three or

R

more together, including five instances
involving five and one flock of eight, all
within the period 16th July to 16th
October. There was a strong bias towards
the Southeast. Of the ten parties of three or
more, only three were in the North or
West, but these included the largest flock:
eight at Llyn Alaw, Anglesey, on 26th
July 1979. Only two groups were reported
to have contained juveniles. Rogers
concluded that the number of records was
increasing, probably as a result of a
combination of greater observer activity
and a larger number of birds wandering
from wildfowl collections. There appeared
to be no grounds for presuming that any
record during at least the previous 50
years related to a wild vagrant. This
view was endorsed by the British
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 225
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Figure 1. Monthly occurrences of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Britain in seven-day periods
during 1965-79. Number of records, filled columns; extra individuals, open columns. (From Rogers 1982)

Ornithologists’ Union Records Committee,
and the species currently resides in
Category B of the British List.
In recent times, however, there has
been a growing suspicion that wild Ruddy
Shelducks are still occurring, and this
view was given credibility in the summer
of 1994 when there was a large and
widespread invasion into Fenno-Scandia,
involving some 262 individuals. This
paper attempts to analyse the current
position in Britain and Ireland, with
particular reference to the 1994 invasion.
KEV collected and analysed the British
and Irish records and also data relating to
the general occurrence patterns on the
Continent. AHJH also collated the
Continental information, particularly
that relating to 1994, and arranged for a
request for information to be placed
in the newsletter of the Russian Bird
Conservation Union.

METHODS
Obviously, there is no point in analysing
the 1994 invasion year in isolation, so this
paper deals with the period 1986-93 in
comparison with 1994. That period is used
simply because the initial records were
taken from Pete Fraser’s rare-bird and
scarce-migrant database, which, for this
species, goes back to 1986. Although the
Ruddy Shelduck is an obvious and
conspicuous bird, it quickly became clear
that PF’s data were not complete. This is
because many observers do not bother
to report the species, especially those
226 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

individuals which they regard as ‘obvious
escapes’. In addition, some bird reports
have not bothered to publish the records.
In an attempt to obtain as many records as
possible, KEV wrote to all the county
recorders in whose areas Ruddy
Shelducks were thought to have occurred
during the period. Their response was
excellent, and a large number of
additional records came to light. Finally,
Lee Evans (in litt.) provided additional
records which he had obtained from the
more recently published bird reports.
Inevitably, some records will have been
missed, but it is unlikely that their
absence will have significantly affected
the general patterns of occurrence.
The Ruddy Shelduck is a large,
colourful and conspicuous duck and it
tends to occur in wetland habitats,
which are very well covered by
birders. Consequently, a few wandering
individuals may account for many records.
Indeed, the raw data collected comprised
records of some 907 individuals, so an
attempt had to be made to rationalise these
and estimate the true numbers occurring.
This was done by dividing Britain and
Ireland into eight regions: (1) Scotland,
(2) Northeast England, (3) Northwest
England and North Wales, (4) the
Midlands, (5) Eastern England, (6)
Southwest England and South Wales, (7)
Southeast England, and (8) Ireland. In each
region, the numbers of individuals
occurring were estimated, adopting a
minimalist approach. Little attempt was
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made to correlate movements between
regions, unless there were obvious reasons
for so doing. For simplicity, the data are
presented here in four regions (see also fig.
11 on page 235):
1. Northern Britain: Scotland, northern
England and North & West Wales;
2. Southern Britain, subdivided into:
a. East and Southeast England;
b. Southwestern Britain: the Midlands,
Southwest England and South Wales;
3. Ireland.
The above regions may seem arbitrary, but
the boundary lines were drawn to take
account of marked clusters of records. It
seemed desirable not to split such clusters,
which involve the same birds moving
around. For example, there is a cluster of
records around the Wirral, in Cheshire/
Lancashire, and records farther north in
Lancashire and Cumbria, as well as those in
North and West Wales, often relate to birds
from this cluster. Also, the patterns of
occurrence in northern England are similar
to those farther north in Scotland, so it seems
sensible to treat this region as one. Similarly,
there is another cluster of records around the
Severn Estuary, so it makes sense to include
the records from South Wales with those
from the English Southwest Peninsula.
Southern England was subdivided into two,
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as the pattern produced in the Southeast by
the high proportion of escaped birds,
particularly in the London area, was
different from that in the Southwest.
In the analysis, no attempt was made
to differentiate between those birds
considered to have been escapes and those
with apparently better credentials as
wild individuals.

ANNUAL TOTALS
Fig. 2 shows the annual totals of Ruddy
Shelducks estimated in Britain and Ireland
during 1986-94. The total number of
individuals was 435, an annual average of
48, a marked increase on Rogers’s (1982)
annual average of eight. His annual totals
varied from just one in 1965 to 12 in 1978,
whereas during 1986-94 they varied from
23 in 1986 to 62 in both 1992 and 1993.
It is immediately apparent from fig. 2
that, for Britain and Ireland as a whole,
1994 was unexceptional by recent
standards. Indeed, it was only the fourthbest year during the period of analysis. In
this period, there has been a gradual buildup in numbers, with peak years in 1988
and during 1991-94. From these data, one
could draw the surprising conclusion
that, given the events in Fenno-Scandia,
Britain and Ireland did not experience a
significant Ruddy Shelduck influx in 1994.
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Figure 2. Estimated annual totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Britain and Ireland during
1986-94. Note marked upsurge in 1991-94. (Note that a flock of 18 known escapes in Wiltshire in June
1988 has been omitted.)
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Figure 3. Estimated annual totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in northern Britain during 198694. Note that 1994 was the peak year, coinciding with the invasion into Fenno-Scandia, with a flock of up
to 12 in North Wales and on the Wirral, Cheshire/Lancashire.
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Figure 4. Estimated annual totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in southwestern Britain during
1986-94. The 1994 peak was produced by two flocks, of five and six in Somerset and Cornwall. (Note that
a flock of 18 known escapes in Wiltshire in June 1988 has been omitted.)
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Figure 5. Estimated annual totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in east and southeast England
during 1986-94. This area failed to receive a significant influx in 1994.
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Figure 6. Estimated annual totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Ireland during 1986-94.
Surprisingly, none was recorded in 1994.
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63. Three Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea, Hayle Estuary, Cornwall, October 1994 (Steve Young/
Birdwatch)

REGIONAL

ANALYSIS
To make more sense of what happened in
1994, it is necessary to analyse the data on
a regional basis. The most obvious feature
of the 1994 invasion in continental Europe
was that it affected the north and not the
south. Few Ruddy Shelducks were noted
south of Denmark, with the exception of a
flock of 20 in the Netherlands. If one
supposes for the moment that the
invasion originated in southeast Europe
and/or southwestern Asia, then the
movement had a strong northwesterly
orientation. This meant that Britain and
Ireland were too far to the southwest to
have caught the brunt of it. It is surely
significant that the largest numbers (19)
occurred in the northern half of Britain (fig.
3), due to an unprecedented concentration
of up to 12 in the Wirral (Broome 1995), a
flock of four which moved up the East
Coast from Lincolnshire to Northumberland, and a flock of three in Morayshire.
Southwestern Britain had a record 18,
four higher than the previous peak and
seven higher than the average for 1986-93
(fig. 4). This total was boosted by five
which moulted at Chew Valley Lake,
Somerset, and a flock of six in Cornwall.
East and Southeast England had a poor

year, with just 12 (only the seventh best in
the period reviewed; fig. 5). Surprisingly,
Ireland had none (fig. 6).

TEMPORAL ANALYSIS
Figs. 7-10 show the temporal distribution
of Ruddy Shelducks in Britain and Ireland
in the four regions during 1986-93. It is
immediately apparent that the species is
present all year in Britain, with the largest
numbers in East and Southeast England
(fig. 9). The lowest numbers are present in
winter, with all three British regions
showing a nadir in February (51 records,
averaging six or seven a year). In line with
the pattern found by Rogers (1982) – see
fig. 1 – the numbers of records pick up in
March and April, but, interestingly, the
North and the Southwest show a trough in
May. There are further arrivals in June,
but in all regions, including Ireland,
July is the time when Ruddy Shelducks
start to appear in numbers. All areas in
Britain show a pronounced peak in
August: records in that month total 192
individuals, an average of 24 per year,
more than three times the February low.
Numbers then gradually fall through
September, October and November to the
mid-winter low.
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 229
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Figure 7. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in northern Britain during
1986-93. Note the July-November peak and the February trough.
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Figure 8. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in southwestern Britain during
1986-93. The pattern is similar to that in northern Britain, with a small March-April peak and a major
July-October peak. This area also has more in winter. (Note that a flock of 18 known escapes in Wiltshire
in June 1988 has been omitted.)
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Figure 9. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in east and southeast England
during 1986-93. Although this area also shows a July-October peak, there is a larger ‘background’ resident
population of escaped and feral birds, centred mainly on London.
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Figure 10. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Ireland during 1986-93.
Much rarer in Ireland than in Britain, but note marked peaks in July and September-December.

FLOCKS
A particularly interesting and intriguing
feature of the occurrence patterns of the
Ruddy Shelduck is that many records
involve small flocks. This is unique,
because no escaped ducks occur in this
way with any regularity, nor usually do
vagrant wildfowl.
Twenty flocks of four or more Ruddy
Shelducks were recorded during the
period. Two of these involved birds
which had undoubtedly escaped from
nearby wildfowl collections: 18 at
Ramsbury, Wiltshire, on 28th June 1988,
and seven at Child Beale, Berkshire, on
31st August 1991. It is perhaps surprising,
however, that neither flock was seen
subsequently. Further details of the
remarkable Wiltshire sighting were
sought, but the county recorder was
unable to shed more light on the record
(Rob Turner in litt.). It is unclear whether

this large group was actually part of the
collection. The other 18 flocks recorded
consisted of eight flocks of four, five of
five, three of six, one of eight and one of
12. All arrived in late summer or early
autumn, with five in July, eight in August,
three in September and one in early
October (table 1).
Some of the flocks showed interesting
movements. Seven at Findhorn Bay,
Morayshire, from 13th September 1993,
increased to eight on 7th November. They
were last recorded there (six) on 16th
November, but, on 7th December, seven
were seen 460 km (290 miles) to the
SSE, at Fairburn Ings, Yorkshire. On 9th
December, six, presumably involving the
same birds, were seen 350 km (210 miles)
to the south, at Christchurch Harbour,
Dorset. One could perhaps assume that
they subsequently moved south, to
the Continent.

64. Six Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea, Hayle Estuary, Cornwall, October 1994 (Rob Wilson)
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Table 1. The largest flocks (four or more individuals) of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Britain
and Ireland during 1986-94.

1986
1988

1989
1990
1991
1992

1993

1994

Holt, Worcestershire, five, 11th September to 18th October.
Ramsbury, Wiltshire, 18, 28th June (from nearby collection).
Balmedie, Aberdeenshire, four, 7th August.
Pennington, Hampshire, five, 29th August.
Blennerville, Co. Kerry, one, at least 20th November, joined by four more in
December (date unknown).
Rutland Water and Eyebrook Reservoir, Leicestershire, four, 17th August to
17th September, then three until 23rd October.
Filey and Flamborough, Yorkshire, four, 18th August.
Staines Reservoirs, Surrey, five in flight, 5th August.
Various localities, Cumberland/Westmorland/Lancashire/Cheshire, four, 15th
August to 11th November.
Child Beale, Berkshire, seven, 31st August (from nearby collection).
Otter Estuary, Devon, four, 12th July to 9th August, subsequently up to three
at Radipole Lake, Dorset, until 12th November (the three circled Portland on
19th September).
Tyttenhanger Gravel Pits, Hertfordshire, four, 26th July.
Various localities, North Norfolk, up to six, 12th August to 13th October.
Various localities, Essex, up to five, 16th September to 18th October.
Tacumshin, Co. Wexford, six, 3rd-4th July, one until early September.
Findhorn Bay, Morayshire, up to eight, 13th September to 16th November;
subsequently seven at Fairburn Ings, Yorkshire, on 7th December, and six at
Christchurch Harbour, Dorset, on 9th December.
Chew Valley Lake, Somerset, up to five, 20th June to 11th August.
Barton-on-Humber, Lincolnshire, four, 29th July; subsequently in Co. Durham,
Yorkshire and Northumberland, 30th July to 31st August.
Various localities, Flintshire/Cheshire/Lancashire, up to 12, 24th July to 30th
September; up to three until November and one into 1995.
Various localities, Cornwall/Isles of Scilly/Devon, up to six, 3rd October to
22nd December.

BEHAVIOUR, EVIDENCE
OF CAPTIVE ORIGINS AND
AGE STRUCTURES
Some Ruddy Shelducks are obvious
escapes, being tame and occurring in
unlikely environments such as town
parks, ornamental lakes and even village
ponds. On the other hand, many records
relate to individuals on large lakes or
estuaries and these often behave like wild
birds. For example, four at Chew Valley
Lake in July 1995 (no doubt involving the
same individuals as in 1994) took flight at
a range of 200 m, whilst accompanying
Mallards Anas platyrhynchos did not fly. In
August 1997, a female at the lake was
twice disturbed from a small pool while all
the other ducks, waders and gulls Larus
remained. Similarly, one at the Loch of
Forfar, Angus, in June 1994, flew, while
accompanying feral geese remained
(Martin Scott in litt.). It seems that many
Ruddy Shelducks behave in this way,
and several observers commented on
232 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

their relative unapproachability.
Another interesting point is that only
three individuals during the period were
noted to have been ringed: a colour-ringed
pair at Skippool Wyre, Lancashire, in JuneJuly 1989, and one reported with a red
colour ring in North Wales and the Wirral in
1994-95 (Judith Smith in litt.). Additionally,
one at Blennerville, Co. Kerry, on 20th
November 1988, had its right wing slightly
shorter and more rounded than its left.
Remarkably, it was subsequently joined by
four more, all timid and unringed (Killian
Mullarney in litt.). It seems possible that
escaped birds may actually draw in wild
birds and vice versa, so that there may in
any case be some mixing. Even the 12 on
the Wirral in 1994 are thought likely to have
included one or two escaped birds which
had been in the area for several years (Steve
Barber in litt.). Another example of this
occurred at Chew Valley Lake in 1995,
when four Ruddy Shelducks were joined by
an escaped female Paradise Shelduck
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T. variegata which failed to maintain its
bond once their moult had been completed.
These examples clearly illustrate that
the relationships between those birds
which are clearly escapes and those
more likely to be wild individuals are not
always straightforward.
Another feature of the occurrence
patterns is that remarkably few records
related to juveniles. The only ones which
specifically did so involved two at Wilstone
Reservoir, Hertfordshire, during 9th-11th
September 1990, and two at Frensham Great
and Little Ponds, Surrey, from 9th August to
8th November 1992 (which almost certainly
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emanated from Chertsey Weir, where a pair
raised two young). At least three of the flock
of six in Cornwall in 1994 were aged as
‘immatures’ by Ogilvie & Young (1998).
Juvenile Ruddy Shelducks are not so
obvious as are, for example, juvenile
Common Shelducks T. tadorna, and it seems
likely that most are not aged by field
observers. Many of the summer records,
however, are probably too early to involve
juveniles. First-winter plumage, acquired
after a late-summer/early-autumn postjuvenile body moult, resembles the adult’s
eclipse plumage, so older ‘immatures’ are
even more difficult to distinguish.

65. Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea,Top Hill Low Reservoir,Yorkshire, March 1995 (Tony G. Collinson).The
clear-cut white face patch indicates that this bird is a female, but note the suggestion of a neck ring. Another
photograph of the same bird failed to show this feature, which is presumably an illusion created by ruffled feathers.

66. Adult male Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea, Bayfield Lake, Norfolk, May 1997 (Iain Leach). With its
rather plain, bulbous head and prominent black neck ring, this striking individual was clearly an adult male.
It was one of an escaped or feral pair which subsequently bred, although none of the young survived.
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 233

RUDDY SHELDUCKS

IN

BRITAIN AND IRELAND, 1986-94

ESCAPES
The Ruddy Shelduck is common in
captivity. A census of wildfowl-breeders in
Britain in the autumn of 1993 revealed that 46
breeders kept a total of 159 Ruddy Shelducks.
This total comprised 78 males and 81 females,
40 of which laid eggs. Corresponding figures
for 1990 were similar: 45 keepers held 169
individuals (82 males, 87 females, of which 30
laid eggs). It must be stressed that these
figures represent a minimum for the British
captive stock as only known breeders were
contacted (Barrie Hughes in litt. and verbally;
information from privately published A
Wildfowl Census Report for 1991 and 1994). In
the Netherlands, a survey in 1991 found 194
adults and 444 young (van der Laar et al.
1994). About one-third of the members of
the Dutch Pheasants and Waterfowl
Association – ‘Aviornis International
Nederland’ – responded, so it is unclear
whether the remaining keepers have
significant numbers of Ruddy Shelducks.
Nearly all these birds are ‘wing-clipped’
and, from 1995, Dutch legislation requires
that all are ringed.
It is clear, from the information
received from county recorders and other
correspondents, that many of the Ruddy
Shelducks recorded in Britain are escapes
from captivity. From figs. 7-10, it can be
seen that the regions with the largest
resident populations are the East and
Southeast, followed by the Southwest and,
finally, the North and Ireland. In an
average year, there may be about five to
ten present during the lowest period, in
February. The London area produces most
records and these are based on various
park lakes, gravel-pits and reservoirs. It
seems likely that many originate from
birds which have been released onto park
lakes in the area or which have escaped
from local zoos or wildfowl collections.
For example, Dave Odell (in litt.)
stated that, in his opinion, records in
Bedfordshire related to escaped birds
wandering the county, sometimes in
association with Greylag Anser anser and
Canada Geese Branta canadensis. He
234 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

thought that some may have originated
from Whipsnade Zoo. David Gibson
submitted a bizarre photograph to the
British Trust for Ornithology of a pair of
Ruddy Shelducks perched on chimney
pots in Islington, London, at the end of
January 1996 (John Marchant in litt.).
Rogers (1982) stated that the species is
known to have bred in the Humberside
area ‘since 1975’, and that a pair bred at
the University of York in 1974, rearing
five young. Occasional breeding by
escaped birds still takes place. In 1988, a
pair raised two young at Highbury New
Park, London; in the same year, another
pair produced six ducklings at Stoke
Newington Reservoir, London. Three
years later, a pair raised at least three
young at Queen Mary Reservoir, London.
In 1992, a pair raised four young at
Chertsey Weir, Surrey. In May 1997, a pair
hatched 11 young at Bayfield Lake,
Norfolk, but none fledged.
Escaped birds are not confined to the
Home Counties, and several reports from
around Britain refer to tame birds or to
known or ‘obvious’ escapes. In addition,
several apparent Ruddy Shelducks turned
out to be Cape Shelducks T. cana, while in
other cases there was genuine confusion
over the birds’ identity. Ruddy Shelducks
are, one assumes, long-lived birds and it is
clear that escaped and even feral-bred
individuals may stay in the wild for
many years, so clouding any occurrence
patterns of genuine vagrants. It also seems
likely that some escaped and feral birds
may undertake annual and seasonal
movements which are ‘pre-programmed’,
so that their occurrence patterns may
mirror those of wild birds. It is even
conceivable that some escaped birds may
move south to the Continent in winter and
return again to Britain in the summer. It is
interesting to note, however, that many of
the ‘obvious escapes’ or feral birds in the
London area remained at their respective
sites all year and did not vacate them or
move onto larger waters, either to moult
or to spend the winter.
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THE 1994 FLOCKS IN BRITAIN
In the North, the first arrivals were
noted at the Loch of Forfar, Angus, on 8th
June, and at Neumann’s Flash, Cheshire,
on 26th June. Both records were
unexceptional, but the first evidence of an
invasion was the appearance of a flock of
eight at the Point of Air, Flintshire, on 24th25th July, immediately after the full moon.
These then moved to the Wirral and
formed the nucleus of a congregation
which reached a peak of 12 on 7th
September (ten at Ince Bank and two at
Frodsham Score, Cheshire). Up to seven
remained in this area until 30th September,
then up to three until 1st November, two
until 6th November and one (bearing a red
colour-ring) into 1995. In late autumn, it
seems that some of the Wirral birds
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dispersed westwards into northwest
Wales, providing records of singles at
Foryd Bay, Caernarfonshire, during 13th16th November, at Broad Water, Merionethshire, from 21st November to 14th
December, and near Holyhead, Anglesey,
during 19th-31st December; another was
seen near Glan Conwy, Denbighshire,
during 17th-31st December (fig. 11).
Other flocks included three flying
southeast over Swanton Marshes, Norfolk,
on 5th June; subsequently, two were seen at
Cley, Norfolk, on 27th-28th June. Four were
seen at Barton-on-Humber, Lincolnshire, on
29th July, and it seems likely that these
moved some 130 km (80 miles) northwest to
Crookfoot Reservoir, Co. Durham, on 30th
July, then on to Shibdon Pond, Gateshead,
Co. Durham, on 31st July, and to Lovell Hill

3
4
5
6
12

Figure 11. Flocks of three or more Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea recorded in Britain in 1994. Note
that some of the flocks moved around and that some from the flock of 12 on the Wirral, Cheshire/Lancashire,
dispersed into North Wales. An unconfirmed report of a flock of nine (at Blithfield Reservoir, Staffordshire,
on 9th September) has not been included. The map also shows the three main regions of Britain referred to
in the text (see page 227).
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67. Adult Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea, Chew Valley Lake, Somerset, July 1997 (Keith Vinicombe).
The more distant bird, with its white facial patch, is a female, while the closer bird, with its rather plain
bulbous head and larger size, is a male. Note that males lose their black neck rings in eclipse plumage.
These two were part of a group of up to five Ruddy Shelducks which moulted at Chew annually from 1987
to at least 1998.

Pools, Wilton, Yorkshire, during 2nd-6th
August. Up to three, perhaps involving the
same birds, were then seen at Druridge Bay,
Northumberland, from 28th August to 16th
October. In Scotland, a Ruddy Shelduck
appeared at Findhorn Bay, Morayshire, on
16th April. On 1st July, two were seen there,
joined by a third on 2nd. Two were last seen
there on 4th December. This site has a long
tradition of attracting Ruddy Shelducks
(pages 240 and 252).
Another flock appeared in Somerset, at
Chew Valley Lake. A single male turned up
at Chew every summer from 1987 to 1993,
undergoing a complete wing moult in at
least five of those seven years. In August
1993, he was joined by a second bird. In
1994, two appeared on 20th June, joined by
a third on 22nd June, rising to five during
16th-23rd July, with two until 11th August.
All underwent a complete wing moult. It is
interesting that they arrived and left in
‘dribs and drabs’ and that, whatever their
origins, these record numbers coincided
with the invasion. Four reappeared in 1995,
two in 1996 and four in 1997 and 1998.
A flock of six arrived in west Cornwall
on 3rd October. They were first seen at
Drift Reservoir before moving to the
Hayle Estuary later the same day, where
they remained until 28th October. On
29th-30th October, they flew some 40 km
(25 miles) west to the Isles of Scilly, but
then returned to Cornwall, where they
236 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

remained on the Hayle Estuary until 12th
December, with one until 20th; they
visited other areas in west Cornwall, and
even the Tamar Estuary (120 km or 75
miles to the northeast), between times.
They were last seen during 19th-22nd
December, when three of them took up
residence at the Plym Estuary, Devon. It
has been suggested that these birds had
flown 420 km (260 miles) southwest from
the Wirral, but, since there is no evidence
that the Wirral flock contained any
‘immatures’, they are perhaps better
treated as separate.
The only other flocks perhaps involved
one mobile group: three at Arlington
Reservoir, Sussex, on 30th August; three at
Staines Reservoirs, Surrey, on 18th
September; and three at St Margaret’s Bay,
Kent, on 23rd September. In addition, up
to three escaped or feral birds were seen
throughout the year in northeast London,
based on Stoke Newington, Wood Green,
Walthamstow and Queen Mary Reservoirs.
Records from this area date back to 1988.
A report of nine written in the log book
at Blithfield Reservoir, Staffordshire, on
7th September, could not be substantiated
and has not been included in the totals.
The total number of Ruddy Shelducks
recorded in Britain in 1994 was about 55,
including obvious escapes. Surprisingly,
none was recorded in Ireland. The monthly
totals for 1994 are shown in figs. 12-14.
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Figure 12. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in northern Britain in 1994.
Note the July-September peak created mainly by a flock of up to 12 in North Wales and the Wirral,
Cheshire/Lancashire.
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Figure 13. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in southwestern Britain in
1994. A June-July influx was followed by another in October.
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Figure 14. Estimated monthly totals of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in east and southeast England
in 1994. Note that numbers were low, with no July influx, but increased slightly in August-September.

THE 1994

INVASION IN
CONTINENTAL EUROPE
As well as the 55 in Britain, there was a total
of about 351 Ruddy Shelducks elsewhere in
Europe outside the species’ normal range
(262 in Fenno-Scandia), as follows:
AUSTRIA At least four observations from
the Bodensee (Lake Constance), thought
to have involved feral birds. Two in the
Lake Neusiedl area were thought to have
been escapes (Hans-Martin Berg in litt.).
BELARUS One record in 1994 correlated
with the escape of four from Minsk Zoo
several days previously (Mikhail E.
Nikiforov in litt.).
BELGIUM There was no influx in 1994,
but a flock of eight was seen flying
southwest over the sea at Oostende on

11th August (Jan Pollet in litt.).
CZECH REPUBLIC No evidence of a
significant influx, with just three records
in 1994 (Karel Hudec in litt.).
DENMARK A feral pair reared one
duckling in Himmerland, North Jutland.
At least 100 were seen in the invasion. An
increasing number was recorded in
Jutland from the beginning of July: on 1st
there was a flock of five at Vaernengene,
West Jutland, and presumably the
same birds at Langli, South Jutland,
during 3rd-11th. A flock of eight passed
Troldholmene, North Jutland, on 2nd and
Blåvand, West Jutland, on 3rd (table 2). In
eastern Denmark, a flock of six passed
Møns Fyr, Møn, on 26th August (not 26th
June as stated in DOFT 90: 58), and what
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was perhaps the same flock of six stayed at
Bøtø Nor, Lolland-Falster, during 28th30th August. In September, the flocks were
more scattered, and the last were seen on
12th November, possibly the feral family
(Christensen et al. 1996; Rolf Christensen
and Brian Rasmussen in litt.).
FINLAND After the first two reports
from southwest Finland on 21st-22nd May
(possibly one individual) and one on 12th16th June, the main influx began on 8th
July. Most arrived during 13th-22nd July,
immediately prior to the full moon, when
there were 38 new arrivals, and the
invasion continued until at least 20th
August (fig. 15). It is considered to have
involved about 78 individuals, although
there was probably some duplication.
There were two flocks of six, two of seven,
one of eight, and the largest a flock of 11
near Kuopio, East Central Finland, on 15th
July (table 2). The influx was first noted in
central parts and subsequently in the south
(Hannu Jännes in litt.).
FRANCE Eight to 12 recorded up to 25th
October, which is a normal total (Dr P. J.
Dubois in litt.).
GERMANY About 13 between 16th July
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Figure 15. Arrival dates of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna
ferruginea in Finland during July-August 1994.
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and 6th November, including groups of
five (Peter H. Barthel in litt.).
HUNGARY Small influx, with at least six
records between March and September,
including eight at one site in mid July.
Two ringed birds were considered to have
been escapes (Dr Gabor Magyar and
György Szimuly in litt.).
LATVIA One on 10th July which was
‘rather wild’ (Jānis Baumanis in litt.).
LITHUANIA Four in Kuronian Bay
during 19th-27th July was the first
record for the country (Dr P. Kurlavicius
in litt.).
THE NETHERLANDS One flock of 20 on
18th July at Steile Bank, Gaasterlan-Sleat,
Friesland, but such a record is not
exceptional (Drs. Arnoud B. van den Berg
in litt.).
NORWAY There were 13 records,
involving about 34 individuals (Vår
Fuglefauna 18: 269; suppl. 2: 10). There was
a flock of six at Årnestangen, Rælingen,
county Akershus, on 23rd-28th July, and a
flock of seven at Kurefjorden, Råde,
county Østfold, on 24th July (table 2).
Subsequent smaller parties were recorded
until 1st September, with one during 24th31st December (Andrew W. Clarke and
Runar Jåbekk in litt.).
POLAND At least seven, spread throughout the country, between the beginning
of July and the end of September; a fairly
typical number (Tadeusz Stawarczyk
in litt.).
SLOVAKIA A male in May which was
considered to have been wild (Dr Alfréd
Trnka in litt.).
SWEDEN The invasion involved a sudden
arrival in mid July. It began on 13th July
(table 2) and maximum numbers were
reached on 29th July. They decreased
quickly during August, held steady until
20th, then declined rapidly, with the last on
1st September (fig. 16). It was difficult to
judge how many were recorded. The 29th
July maximum was 29, although the total
numbers were probably at least double that
figure (Tommy Tyrberg in litt.). One
estimate for the 1994 invasion was ‘at least
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50’ (Vår Fågelvärld suppl. 22: 80-81). A
smaller influx took place in 1995 and
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involved a daily maximum of 14; it was
slightly later than in 1994.

Table 2. Flocks of six or more Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Denmark, Finland, Norway and
Sweden in 1994. The first large flock was recorded in Denmark on 2nd July. Peak numbers in Finland,
Norway and Sweden were in the second half of July. It is likely that some flocks were recorded in more than
one country.

DENMARK

July

2nd
3rd

8 past Troldholmene, N-Jutland
8 past Blåvand, Ribe

August

26th
28th-30th

6 past Møns Fyr, Møn
6 at Bøtø Nor, Lolland-Falster

FINLAND

July

15th
16th-17th
17th-31st
20th
20th-25th
23rd-24th

11 near Kuopio, East Central
7 near Oulo, Northwest Coast
up to 7, in Southwest
6 at Närpiö, West Coast
8 in Hanko, Southwest
6 at Mustasaari, West Coast

NORWAY

July

23rd-28th
24th

6 in Akershus
7 in Østfold

SWEDEN

July

13th
15th
21st-30th
27th

6 in Uppland
7 at Gårdby, Öland
10 at Mellby Ör, Öland
6 in Ångermanland

}same flock
perhaps
}same
flock
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Figure 16. Daily numbers of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea observed in Sweden during JulyAugust 1994.
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PREVIOUS

INFLUXES
AND INVASIONS
Rogers (1982) noted that the problem of
escapes was recognised as long ago as
1889, stating that the species had been
introduced onto ornamental waters during
the nineteenth century. Ogilvie (1892)
similarly mentioned that many naturalists
at that time challenged the position of the
Ruddy Shelduck on the British List
because of the escape problem. Despite
this, there were several influxes recorded
during the nineteenth century. On 8th
September 1884, a party of four was seen
in Kent. In 1886, a small influx took place
involving parties of up to six in several
parts of Britain and Ireland.
In 1892, the largest and most famous
invasion occurred, involving a probable
minimum of 59 individuals, with the
largest flock being of about 20 in Ireland.

In that year, there were four records,
involving at least two individuals, in
Norway between 2nd August and 12th
October (Runar Jåbekk in litt.), and there
were three records in Sweden in 1892-93
(Tommy Tyrberg in litt.). Remarkably,
there were also seven in Iceland and two
or three in western Greenland. Ogilvie
came to the conclusion that these were
undoubtedly wild birds which had been
driven away from their Russian breeding
grounds. Table 3 lists the 1892 records for
Britain and Ireland. Like the 1994 invasion,
that in 1892 was also in late summer (from
20th June to 26th September), it involved
small flocks and there was a strong
northerly pattern of occurrence; note that
even the Irish birds originally turned up in
the north of the country. Of interest, the
five at the mouth of the River Findhorn,
Morayshire, on 6th July were matched by

Table 3. Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea recorded in Britain and Ireland during the 1892 invasion
(from Ogilvie 1892). A minimum total of 59 was recorded: Scotland (29), Ireland (20) and England
(10). Most observers were agreed on the birds’ wildness.

SCOTLAND
20th June
6th July
IRELAND
24th June
26th June
7th July
7th July
4th August
18th August

Five, Durness, Sutherland (one shot). Subsequently, three separate
flocks, of 14, ten and four (the last of these being the remainder of the
original flock). They disappeared at the beginning of July.
Five, mouth of River Findhorn, Morayshire (one shot); four remained
until the end of July.
A flock of ‘about 20’ seen near Adara, Co. Donegal (one shot); three
remained for ten days.
A wounded bird at the Skerries, Co. Dublin; a flock of seven in the
same area at about the same time (two shot). ‘Many more’ reported in
the same area at the same time.
One shot near Drogheda, mouth of River Boyne, Co. Louth.
Six between Limerick and Foynes, Co. Limerick (one shot).
Three at Ballyshannon, Co. Donegal.
Six near Inch, Co. Donegal (one shot); another shot there on
19th September.

N.B. It is assumed that all the Irish records stemmed from the original flock of about 20.
ENGLAND
5th July

Eight came in off the sea at Thorpe Mere, Suffolk (three shot, but only
one killed). The two injured birds remained to 3rd and 4th August,
respectively, when both were shot and killed.
17th July
Two at River Wampool, Cumberland (one shot).
1st September
One shot, Humberstone Fitties, Lincolnshire.
13th September One found dead, Snettisham Beach, Norfolk.
26th September One shot at Crofton Hall, near Wigton, Cumberland.
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up to eight in the same place a century
later, in September-November 1993: a
remarkable case of history repeating itself.
The Greenland records are interesting as,
if one assumes an origin in southeast
Europe or southwestern Asia, the
orientation of the 1994 invasion, if
projected beyond Scandinavia, continues
through Iceland and Greenland. It is clear,
therefore, that the 1892 and 1994 invasions
were very similar.
The last influx considered to have
related to wild birds involved three
records (five to seven individuals) in
Ireland in the winter of 1945/46, these
occurring at the same time as an influx of
Glossy Ibises Plegadis falcinellus.

CAUSES OF THE INVASIONS
If one assumes that the 1994 invasion of
northern Europe involved wild birds, then
what could have caused it, and from
where did it originate?
It is traditionally thought that the
closest breeding populations to Britain
are in Algeria and Morocco, but, if one
looks at a globe, it is obvious that the
westernmost breeders from the southeast
European/southwest Asian population
are at a similar distance. Also, as the
northwest African population is relatively
small (currently about 2,500 birds), the
much larger Asian population seems a
considerably more likely origin. This is
backed up by a Polish ringing recovery
from Kirghizstan (a distance of about
4,000 km (2,500 miles); see page 247).
Another 1,200 km (800 miles) would have
taken the bird as far as Britain.
What would prompt large numbers
of Ruddy Shelducks to leave this area?
The species’ Asian breeding range
corresponds with the steppe and semidesert zone, including the high plateau
steppe of Tibet and southern China.
D. Cullum at the Meteorological Office
kindly provided rainfall data from
Turkey and the southern republics of the
former Soviet Union. Some of this
information suggested that the summers
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in the early 1990s in this region were
slightly hotter and drier than normal, but
it should be stressed that there are
problems in obtaining rainfall data from
this area. Information has always been
sparse and of doubtful reliability and, in
the past few years, the reception of data
has deteriorated further owing to
economic recession and the increase in
regional unrest and conflict.
Mike Wilson (in litt. quoting Dr V. P.
Belik) reported that a very severe drought
in Ukraine in 1994 resulted in almost all
the waterbodies there drying up. Indeed,
an artificial Ruddy Shelduck population
based on Askaniya Nova Reserve held
only 100 birds in the autumn of 1994,
instead of the usual 300 pairs.

MOULT MIGRATIONS
Unlike most birds, waterfowl usually
have three, not two, basic migrations each
year. Because they become flightless
during their late-summer wing moult,
they undertake summer moult migrations
to traditional safe areas which have a
reliable food supply. A well-known
example of this is provided by the
Common Shelduck. In northwestern
Europe, this species migrates to the
German Waddensee area, where up to
100,000 gather. The birds are drawn in
from a huge area which includes Ireland,
Britain, the Netherlands, Denmark,
Scandinavia, northern Germany, northern
Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia.
They flock prior to migration, which is
probably undertaken in one overland
flight. The first ones move in June,
probably involving immatures from
previous years, the adults following in
July, with some movement as late as
September, especially from the east
(Cramp & Simmons 1977).
It seems likely that the Ruddy
Shelduck’s moult follows a similar
pattern. Cramp & Simmons (1977) stated
that it is flightless for about four weeks
during the period from mid July to
September, and it moults usually on large
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 241
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68. Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea, Sheepwash Country Park, West Midlands, September 1994 (Keith
Stone). Ageing of Ruddy Shelducks at this time of year does not appear to be easy. Juveniles start a body moult
from July onwards and are in first-winter plumage before December. Thus, wild juveniles are more likely to
be rare in Britain and Ireland. First-winter plumage appears to be similar to that of adults in eclipse.

areas of water near the breeding grounds
(Scott & Rose 1996; Snow & Perrins 1998).
In recent years, the moulting grounds
have shifted from Kazakhstan west to
Lake Manych-Gudilo, east of Rostov
(between the Black and Caspian Seas),
where thousands congregate (Mike
Wilson in litt., quoting Viktor Belik).
Those moulting at Chew Valley Lake
are flightless for about three weeks during
the period mid July to mid August, but
body moult has been noted as early as
14th June. June is the time when the first
moult-migrants normally appear there,
and it seems likely that, as with the
Common Shelduck, previous years’
immatures, non-breeders and failed
breeders are the first to move.
The June-July incursions of Ruddy
Shelducks into northwestern Europe
correlate with the timing of their moult
migrations, and it seems possible that they
could be provoked by problems on their
moulting grounds, such as desiccation,
rather
than
by
more-widespread
ecological problems. If this is the case, then
it seems feasible that adverse conditions in
relatively localised areas could produce
such movements.
242 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

THE GLOSSY IBIS

LINK
A species which has traditionally been
associated with the Ruddy Shelduck in
northern Europe is the Glossy Ibis. A
contemporaneous influx of this species
into Ireland in the winter of 1945/46 was
the main reason that Irish ornithologists
regarded the Ruddy Shelducks seen there
that winter as being of wild origin.
Fig. 17 shows the temporal distribution
of the species in Britain and Ireland
during 1958-95. Like the Ruddy Shelduck,
it may occur as early as March (one was at
Lough Beg, Co. Londonderry, as early as
7th March 1981), but it differs from the
Ruddy Shelduck in that it has a larger
May peak and, in autumn, it occurs
appreciably later, with a peak in October.
This autumn peak coincides with the
Polish recovery of a Ruddy Shelduck
from Kirghizstan.
In the Western Palearctic, the Glossy
Ibis breeds mainly in southeast Europe
and southwestern Asia. Despite the fact
that the two species are unrelated, it
seems likely that both may fall victim to
wetland desiccation and periodically
erupt into western Europe. Although the
timings of their incursions differ, both
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Figure 17. Monthly totals of Glossy Ibises Plegadis falcinellus in Britain and Ireland during 1958-95. In
contrast to the Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea, there is a strong May peak and a late-autumn rather
than a late-summer peak.

species have a tendency to occur in small
flocks, and a ‘good year ’ for Ruddy
Shelducks is often a ‘good year’ for Glossy
Ibises. Some may move large distances: in
a marked northward eruption in the
autumn of 1926, one juvenile ibis travelled
2,600 km (1,600 miles) from Hungary to
Kuybyshev, Russia, in just 23 days (Cramp
& Simmons 1977).
It is surely significant that, in 1994,
abnormally high numbers of Glossy Ibises
were reported in northwestern Europe, but
the occurrences were, as is typical, rather
later in the autumn than those of the
Ruddy Shelducks. There was a record
influx into Denmark, with at least nine
between 3rd September and 30th October,
and there were three records (four birds) in
Germany during 19th-26th September, one
in Britain (Scilly & Cornwall) during 23rd27th September, two in Sweden during
8th-10th October and one in Poland on
16th-17th October. There was also a record
influx into the Netherlands, with 15
records involving a maximum total of 37
birds, including groups of seven, eight and
ten, most of which were first-winters
(Smulders & Slingerland 1996); one
subsequently overwintered at Harlem,
Noord-Holland (Brit. Birds 88: 265).
Smulders & Slingerland (1996) listed 22
records of groups of more than four
Glossy Ibises in northwest Europe during
1900-96. The largest flocks were of about
30 in Belgium in October 1903, about 20 in
Orkney in September 1907, 30 in northern
France in September 1909, 20 in northern
France in October 1923, about 25 in
Belgium in October-November 1932, 20 in

Co. Wexford, Ireland, in October 1934, a
remarkable 39 at Liminka, Finland, in
October 1995, and 20 in the Netherlands
in October 1996. The pattern of
occurrences mirrors that of the Ruddy
Shelduck in that there are a lot of old
records (up to 1936) and a recent
resurgence (1986-96).

OCCURRENCES OF
OTHER SOUTHERN SPECIES
One of the prejudices facing the
Ruddy Shelduck is the fact that it tends to
occur at a time of year – late summer –
that is poor for vagrancy, but it is worth
making the point that other unrelated
southern migrants show a similar
occurrence pattern. Numbers of both
Cory’s Calonectris diomedea and Balearic
Shearwaters Puffinus mauretanicus reach
peaks in Britain and Ireland in July and
August. Little Egret Egretta garzetta and
Yellow-legged Gull Larus cachinnans both
also show a similar pattern, with major
arrivals in July-August, a peak in August
or September, and smaller numbers
remaining to overwinter before moving
back south in late winter or spring
(Combridge & Parr 1992; Dennis 1995;
Walker 1995). The principle of southern
species moving north to take advantage of
short-lived summer food supplies is not,
therefore, without precedent.
Another species which may move
north in summer is the Rosy Starling
Sturnus roseus. This species is relevant
since it, too, originates in southwestern
Asia and southeastern Europe and it, too,
is irruptive. Its pattern of occurrences is
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 243
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very similar to that of the Ruddy
Shelduck, with a peak in June-August
involving adults, smaller peaks in
September-October (mainly reversemigrating juveniles) and residual
numbers remaining to overwinter
(Dymond et al. 1989). It is interesting to
note that this species has also been
tarnished with the escape stigma. Indeed,
until 1965 some records were included in
square brackets in the annual ‘Report on
rare birds in Great Britain’ published in
this journal.

BREEDING POPULATIONS
The Ruddy Shelduck has a wide
distribution from southeastern Europe
across central and southern Asia.
Unlike the Common Shelduck, it is not a
bird of maritime coastal habitats,
occupying instead a wide spectrum of
inland biotopes, primarily shallow,
sparsely vegetated brackish marshes and
lakes in semi-arid regions. Most Asian
populations, except in the extreme
southwest, are largely migratory, moving
south to winter at lower latitudes and
altitudes. In the Caspian region, they
return to the breeding grounds from early
March to early April, and autumn
migration takes place until November.
The Black Sea/East Mediterranean
winter population is estimated at
20,000 birds, which is consistent with a
European breeding population of
about 6,000 pairs. There is some evidence
from mid-winter counts of a decline since
the 1980s, but this has still to be
confirmed as there are very large year-toyear fluctuations. The separation of this
population from the one in southwest
Asia, estimated at 35,000 birds, is poorly
defined (Scott & Rose 1996).
Population trends have been largely
unknown, but Madge & Burn (1988) noted
a decline in eastern Europe, including the
European part of the former USSR. Snow
& Perrins (1998) stated that, following a
major long-term decline, the recent trend
varies. Although the species has declined
244 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

in Greece, Romania, Moldova, Ukraine
and Turkey (although there are still about
4,000-8,000 breeding pairs in the last
country), it has increased in Bulgaria
and, particularly, in Russia (Hallman
et al. 1997).
The Ruddy Shelduck is an erratic
breeder in Greece, with up to 15-40 pairs.
In Romania, there were perhaps five to ten
pairs during 1986-92, following a
decrease, but, in Bulgaria, the species has
increased to 50-150 pairs in recent years.
In Moldova, the population of three to
eight pairs in 1988 is considered to be
stable (Snow & Perrins 1998). In Ukraine,
it was widely distributed in the south and
southeast in the nineteenth century, but it
decreased appreciably in the first half of
the twentieth century and 125-180 pairs
were estimated in the whole country in
1991; it is now common only in the eastern
Crimea. In 1989, however, an artificial
population developed (up to 300 pairs)
based on the Askaniya Nova Zoo, escapes
from which replenish the wild population.
The hunting of Ruddy Shelducks has been
banned in Ukraine since 1977 (Igor
Gorban in litt.). In Russia, a westward
range expansion was noted as early as the
1970s and this has extended and increased
during the following 20 years. The area
colonised extends from northwestern
Kazakhstan, and from Russia north of the
Caspian, to the middle and lower Don,
and from the Caspian west to the northern
Caucasus, where there are currently 3,0004,000 pairs. This estimate does not include
Dagestan (on the west side of the Caspian
Sea), which appears to hold the greatest
concentration of the species. There is also
a minimum of 1,000-1,500 pairs in the
Volgograd region, and this duck is not
uncommon in Astrakhan and Saratov. The
increase has been linked to greater
protection and to the cessation of largescale shooting. There are probably more
than 300 pairs in Azerbaijan, while farther
east, in the Caspian region and in
Kazakhstan, there has been an increase in
the number present at the end of the
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breeding season between 1972 and 1989
(Snow & Perrins 1998).
A five-fold to six-fold increase in the
Iranian wintering population in the 15-20
years prior to the 1987-91 Asian Wildfowl
Census presumably reflects a growth in
the southwest Asian breeding population.
Interestingly, a map of sites of international importance shown by Scott &
Rose (1996) included ten in Iran, but
none was listed for Iraq, although two
such sites were identified there in the
1970s. It has been suggested that the
much-publicised drainage of the Tigris/
Euphrates marshes may have produced
the 1994 invasion of northern Europe but,
in view of the paucity of major sites in
Iraq, this seems unlikely.
Rogers (1982) stated that the North
African population had declined and that
the species no longer moves north in any
significant numbers to winter in Iberia.
Madge & Burn (1988) noted a North
African population of some 1,000 pairs in
1970, with some 50 pairs in Morocco and
most of the rest in western Algeria. Rae
Vernon (in litt.) has, however, reported that
the figure of 50 pairs quoted by Madge &
Burn (and repeated by Snow & Perrins
1998) was too low and that it undoubtedly
stemmed from a typing error for 500 pairs.
Recent winter counts (up to 1992) suggest
a current population of up to 2,000 birds,
and there were as many as 500 at the
Barrage El Massira, Oued Oum-Er-Rbia,
during the summer of 1991 (Brit. Birds 85:
446), and 660 on the ephemeral Lake
Merzouga in April 1996 and 400 in April
1997. July-September concentrations in the
Moulouya Delta presumably comprise
moulting birds (Scott & Rose 1996). The
breeding population is difficult to census,
but it is currently thought to be reasonably
stable, with no evidence of decline. In
Algeria, the Ruddy Shelduck is common in
the mid-Saharan chotts and sebkhas in the
south, where it is possibly a resident
breeding bird; 200 were counted there in
the winter of 1994. A pair bred in central
Tunisia in 1995, with two more
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subsequently, the first breeding records in
Tunisia since the late 1950s or early 1960s
(Scott & Rose 1996). In addition, the species
bred on Fuerteventura in the Canary
Islands in 1994 and 1996 (Snow & Perrins
1998). Scott & Rose (1996) suggested a
population of 2,500 individuals for the
whole of northwest Africa.
There is also a breeding population
(200-500 birds or 100-200 pairs) in the
highlands of Ethiopia, virtually restricted
to the Bale Mountains National Park. It
was discovered there as recently as 1967
(Scott & Rose 1996).

CONTINENTAL OCCURRENCE
PATTERNS (EXCLUDING 1994)
In order to evaluate the status of Ruddy
Shelduck in Britain and Ireland, it is
essential to compare the records here with
those on the Continent. All western and
northern European rarities committees
were contacted by e-mail by Professor
David Parkin or by post by the authors, as
were a number of individual birders.

NORTHERN AND
EASTERN EUROPE
AUSTRIA There are old records which
are considered to relate to wild birds, but
recent ones are considered to relate to
escapes or feral birds from other European
countries. The species is, therefore, in the
Austrian Category B. More recent records
(1980-95) are concentrated in two areas:
(1) Rheindelta/Lake Constance (also
known as the Bodensee) and (2) Seewinkel
east of Lake Neusiedl in the very east of
Austria. In the first area, the species
occurs almost annually, with flocks of up
to ten, mainly in spring and autumn.
These are not considered to be wild
(perhaps from Germany, but see the
details for Switzerland on page 248). In
the second area, it has occurred from
March to September, mainly single birds,
with small peaks in April and from July to
September. There are a few records from
elsewhere in Austria. Although all are
considered to be escapes, one in March
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1994 arrived with a flock of White-fronted
Geese Anser albifrons, which also included
a few Red-breasted Geese Branta ruficollis,
so that an origin in southeastern Europe
seems possible. By contrast, one in July
1994 associated with an Egyptian Goose
Alopochen aegyptiacus (Dr Andreas Ranner
in litt.).
BELARUS There are two records, in 1954
and 1994 (Dr Mikhail E. Nikiforov in litt.).
BELGIUM The species was already
common in captivity at the time of the
first Belgian record in 1880, and all recent
records are considered to be of captive
origin. There have been more than 350
records, mostly in April-May and August
to mid November, particularly in the third
week of October (Jan Pollet in litt.). For
breeding details, see page 249.
CZECH REPUBLIC There was an old
record in southern Bohemia in 1870, one
in 1952 and many more since 1960,
particularly from the 1970s onwards.
Between 1981 and 1994, there were 19
records involving 33 individuals, with
peaks in May and August-September.
Most are thought to have been escapes
(Karel Hudec in litt.). For breeding
records, see page 250.
DENMARK The species is in the Danish
Category B by virtue of the summer
invasions of 1892-93. The largest flock
seen at this time was of ten on 26th June
1893 in Zealand. In June-August 1990, 20
were seen, including flocks of three in
Jutland and Bornholm. There were five
observations in 1992 and 15 in 1993,
including a flock of five on 24th October
in Jutland (Ivan Olsen in litt.).
ESTONIA There are just five records: in
the summer of 1869, July 1977, September
1984, May 1989 and April-May 1995. The
middle three were considered to have
been escapes, but the last bird gave no
indications of a captive origin (P. Horak
and Dr Vilju Lilleleht in litt.).
FINLAND None was recorded in the 1892
invasion year, but there were 40 between
1887 and 1974 and 24 between 1974 and
1993. There were two small influxes in
246 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

1970 (five records, 11 individuals) and in
1990 (five records, seven individuals, from
mid July to mid August; Hannu Jännes in
litt.).
FRANCE The species is in Category B on
the strength of genuinely wild birds in the
nineteenth century; one captured near
Strasbourg in 1668 is also considered to
have been wild. It is also in Category D
because of many twentieth-century
records which are considered to be of
doubtful origin. The species was scarce
and not annual in the 1960s and early
1970s, but it increased markedly from
1976 onwards. This is considered to have
been due to better observer coverage.
During 1981-94, there were 103 records
(144 birds), with an annual average of ten.
The best years were 1989 (20 birds) and
1993 (17 birds). Most occurrences were
across the north and northeast of the
country and others along the west coast.
There are also some records from the
Mediterranean, but there is no evidence to
suggest that these birds originated in
North Africa. The highest concentrations
of individuals between 1959 and 1991
were 22 in Pas-de-Calais and 17 in both
Bas-Rhin and Bouches-du-Rhône. Some of
the records relate to small flocks. As in
Britain, there are fewest in February, a
small peak in April and larger numbers
from July to December, with peaks in
September and, in particular, November.
The peak is thus somewhat later than in
Britain and Ireland (Dr Philippe Dubois in
litt. and from Dubois & Yésou (1992) and
Sueur et al. (1993)).
GERMANY See page 250.
HUNGARY There were Category A
records in 1853 (one), 1963 (one), and 12
between 1989 and 1995, involving 16
individuals. There was a small peak from
July to September. A brood was rumoured
to have escaped from Budapest Zoo in the
late 1970s (Dr Gabor Magyar in litt.).
ICELAND In the famous invasion of July
1892, there were three in southern Iceland
and four in the north. There have been no
records in Iceland since 1980 (Gunnlaugur
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Thráinsson in litt.).
LATVIA There are three old records
involving five specimens (Jānis Baumanis
in litt.).
LITHUANIA In addition to the four in
Kuronian Bay during 19th-27th July 1994
(see page 238), there was one there on 25th
August 1995 (Brit. Birds 90: 81).
LUXEMBOURG The species is in
Category D. Between 1980 and 1995 there
were two records on the River Moselle.
Both individuals were tame and were
certain escapes (Dr Tom Conzemius in
litt.).
THE NETHERLANDS The first was in
1869 and the second in 1910; both were
thought to have been wild. In recent
decades, up to 80 individuals have been
recorded in late summer in most years. For
example, a flock of 15 was photographed
in August 1992 at Lepelaarsplassen,
Almere, Flevoland. In July-August 1995, a
flock of 47 stayed near Huizen, NoordHolland, while in the same period flocks
of nine and six were seen elsewhere. A
similar flock of 40-50 stayed at Huizen in
July-September 1996. Most Dutch birders
find the July-August influx intriguing. It
seems clear that the large late-summer
flocks originate from abroad and that at
least some are wild, as no feral population
is established in the Netherlands (see page
250; Drs. Arnoud B. van den Berg in litt.).
NORWAY There were 46 records,
involving 59 individuals, up to 1993 (Vår
Fuglefauna 18: 269). The first record was in
September 1887, and there were then four
records involving at least two individuals
in the 1892 invasion: on 2nd August (two),
11th September and 12th October. There
were a further seven records (12
individuals) until 1928, including a flock
of three on 30th August of that year. The
next record was of one in February in
1964, but there was then a gap until May
1970, since when there has been a marked
increase, with records in 15 out of 25 years
(to 1994). During 1970-92, there was a
spring peak, with three arriving in March,
two in April and seven in May. There were
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then three in June, a peak of nine in July
and singles in August and September. The
pattern is, therefore, similar to that found
in Britain and Ireland, although, not
surprisingly, there were no winter records.
Interestingly, two July records both
involved flocks: five at Flekkeroya, VestAgder, on 2nd July 1983, and four at
Rinnleiret, Nord-Trøndelag, during 22nd27th July 1990, with subsequent records of
up to three elsewhere until 14th August.
POLAND The species is in Category A of
the Polish List on the basis of the
following record: one found dead on 30th
October 1978 in the Warta River valley
near Zagorow (central Poland) which had
been ringed as a pullus on 21st July 1973
at Lake Son-kul in Kirghizstan (42º50’N,
74º20’E). The significance of this recovery
is obvious. There are two old records in
1870 and 1897, which may have concerned
genuine vagrants, as well as some
interesting recent records, such as a flock
of six very shy individuals during 9th-20th
October 1976 at Turawa Reservoir. Ruddy
Shelduck was on the Polish rarities list
until 1989, by which time there had been
43 records, including three records of
groups of four to six and one of a party of
nine in September 1988. It was removed
from the rarities list in 1989 because of the
escape problem. There were no significant
influxes during the 1980s (maximum of
five records in 1988). The species has also
escaped from Wrocl/aw Zoo and feral
breeding has occurred (see page 250; Dr
Tadeusz Stawarczyk in litt.).
SLOVAKIA The species is in the
Slovakian Category A, with four records
between 1980 and 1995, including the one
in May 1994 (see page 238; Dr Alfréd
Trnka in litt.).
SWEDEN There was a total of 117 records
prior to 1994. The first was in 1854,
followed by three records in the 1892-93
invasion, three during 1900-30, four in
1931-45 and 12 in 1946-60. From the 1960s
onwards the Ruddy Shelduck has occurred
regularly. There are currently about five to
ten records in an average year, mostly in
British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999 247
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IBERIA
Since the species has traditionally moved
into Iberia from North Africa, this region
is dealt with separately.
PORTUGAL The only accepted record is
of one on the Tagus Estuary, near Lisbon,
on 10th August 1990, but this may have
been an escape as there are some feral
birds in Lisbon. Details of a record of four
to five in the Algarve could not be traced.
Ruddy Shelducks which have escaped
from a zoological park near Espinho in
northern Portugal are sometimes seen
nearby on a small coastal lagoon, Barrinha
de Esmoriz (Helder Costa and Luis Costa
in litt.).
SPAIN The Moroccan birds used
occasionally to move northwards into
Spain. The species was considered to be
mainly a winter visitor in the Marismas
del Guadalquivir, and accidental in the
rest of Spain. Valverde (1960) stated that,
during the 1950s, there were around 100200 staying from August to March and
some remained to breed. Later, however,
the situation changed and the observations
became sporadic everywhere, so that the
species was placed on the Spanish rarities

Number of birds

spring and early summer (April to July),
and it is considered that all are likely to be
escapes or feral. The species may be
under-recorded, however, as not all
observers bother to report it. Rarely have
more than two been seen together. There is
a tendency for the late-summer records to
occur in the southeast, such as in Öland.
SWITZERLAND There are three dubious
old records, but none from the 1892
invasion. A feral population is now
developing in northern Switzerland, based
on escapes and their descendants (see page
250). It occurs mainly along the Rhine, the
lower course of the River Aare and in the
area around Zurich. The number of
observations has increased markedly since
the mid 1980s, particularly in 1995 and
1996 (Kestenholz 1998). On 27th November
1997, at least 59 were counted on the Lake
of Klingnau, a reservoir on the lower
Aare in northern Switzerland (Matthias
Kestenholz in litt.) and 28 at Flachsee/
Unterlunkhofen on 29th November (Brit.
Birds 91: 242). Presumably, this population
is the same as that sometimes seen on the
Rhinedelta/Lake Constance, just over the
border in Austria (see page 245).
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Figure 18. Numbers of records (not individuals) of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in Spain and
Portugal during 1986-94 (there may be further records during 1994-95 not yet reported). As in Britain and
Ireland (fig. 2), note how the records increased from 1992 to 1994.
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Figure 19. Monthly distribution of records of Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea in Spain and Portugal
during 1982-95. As in Britain, there is a small March-April peak; numbers rise from June-July onwards, but
the peak is in September-December, perhaps suggesting some onward movement from northern Europe.
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list when that country’s rarities committee
was set up in 1984. The following
summarises the position for 1982-95.
There were 40 records (39 for Spain and
one for Portugal), most of which were
accepted. An increase in the records noted
during the period (fig. 18) may be
attributable to a rise in the number of
birders, but the impression is that the
increase is real. It is interesting to compare
fig. 18 with fig. 2, which shows the annual
totals in Britain and Ireland. The trends
during 1986-94 are very similar. Another
similarity with the British and Irish
records is that many related to small
parties. Twenty-one records related to one
bird, with eight of two, four of three, four
of four and single records of five, six
and seven. There was a fairly even
geographic distribution, but with 12
records in northwest Spain. Arrival dates
spanned the period March to December,
with 70% in the second half of the year
and peaks in July, September, October and
December, with six records (13 birds) of
overwintering (fig. 19). The geographic
distribution did not suggest a Moroccan
origin, and it is considered that the birds
were either feral from other European
countries, perhaps the Netherlands, or
maybe from eastern Europe. It is thought
unlikely that they had all originated from
escapes within Spain (Eduardo de Juana
in litt.).

THE EASTERN
MEDITERRANEAN
The species is a nomadic breeder
and winter visitor to the eastern
Mediterranean, where its occurrence
patterns are notably different from those
in northern Europe. Records in this region
are not usually tainted with the escape
problem.
CYPRUS Although formerly regarded as
a rarity, since June 1995 it has been classed
as a winter visitor. Maximum counts are of
28 at Larnaca Salt Lake on 22nd December
1984, 26 at Kiti Beach and Spiros Pool on
13th-15th February 1992 and 19 at Spiros
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Pool on 24th December 1993 (A. E. Sadler
in litt.).
GREECE The species breeds in Greece,
with not more than 15-40 pairs, although
it is erratic and in some years does not
nest at all. Although recorded at all
seasons, it is otherwise mainly a winter
visitor from November to March, mostly
in Macedonia and Thrace, with the
highest count being of 150 at the Nestos
Delta in January 1973 (G. I. Handrinos in
litt.).
SLOVENIA The only record is of one on
17th March 1984 (origin uncertain) plus a
rumour of a flock of six in July 1994
(Andrej Sovinc in litt.). A record of five at
Ormosko jezero on 8th September 1991
was also published in this journal (Brit.
Birds 86: 279).
ITALY The Ruddy Shelduck is treated as
an irregular migrant and winter visitor,
with no pattern of seasonality or
regularity. In southern Italy, probably
wild individuals (flocks of up to ten) are
seen irregularly wintering with Common
Shelducks, which are known from ringing
recoveries to originate from the Black Sea.
These apparently wild Ruddies often
occur in small groups. There are no
known cases of feral or escaped Ruddy
Shelducks breeding in Italy (Nicola
Baccetti and Pierandrea Brichetti in litt.).
MALTA There are nine documented
records up to 1995, six in mid winter and
three in March, May and September. Only
two people are known to have kept the
species in captivity (Joe Sultana in litt.).

CONTINENTAL
FERAL POPULATIONS
Much has been made in recent years of the
existence of feral populations on the
Continent, and these are often quoted as
being the sources of those individuals
seen in Britain and Ireland which are not
direct escapes from captivity. The
following information has been obtained.
BELGIUM The first feral breeding in
Belgium was at Uitbergen, OostVlaanderen, in 1981. In 1990 a pair of
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Ruddy Shelducks raised four young at
Zingem, Oost-Vlaanderen. In 1997 another
pair was seen with twelve ducklings at
Eeklo, Oost-Vlaanderen. A previous
reference (Vlaamse Avifaunacommissie
1989) to ‘several tens of breeding records in
Flanders’ has not been verified (Gunter De
Smet in litt.).
CZECH REPUBLIC Single escaped pairs
were recorded breeding in 1975 and 1977
in or near Prague and in 1989 in northern
Bohemia. In 1994, one was seen paired
with a female Paradise Shelduck in the
same area (Karel Hudec in litt.).
DENMARK The species bred in Denmark
for the first time in 1994, a pair rearing one
duckling in Himmerland, North Jutland
(Ivan Olsen and Brian Rasmussen in litt.).
FRANCE The only feral breeding record
concerns one on Lake Geneva, near the
Swiss border, in 1987 (Dr Philippe Dubois
in litt.).
GERMANY Barthel (1991) stated that
there were five to 50 pairs in Germany.
Dave McAdams (in litt.) has provided a
more detailed summary of the position in
Germany after consulting Hans-Günther
Bauer (Vogelwarte Radolfzell), Günther
Busche (OAG Schleswig-Holstein) and
Felix Heintzenberg. The exact position for
Germany is not known, as the literature
does not cover the whole country and
some of the reports concerning both
successful and one-off breeding are
considered too trivial to publish. Since
many birders do not bother to report their
sightings, any analysis of the position in
Germany has to be of a general nature.
The species is undoubtedly common in
captivity, and feral breeding has been
recorded in a number of widely scattered
parts of Germany, but this usually
involves only single escaped pairs in any
one place. These are most frequently
isolated or erratic events which cease
after a few years at most. There is no
defined concentration or self-sustaining
population of feral Ruddy Shelducks in
Germany in the way that there is, for
example, of Egyptian Geese in England.
250 British Birds 92: 225–255, May 1999

The escaped/feral situation with the
Ruddy Shelduck in Germany is probably
not very different from that in Britain,
where feral breeding has been and
continues to be occasionally recorded.
THE
NETHERLANDS
No
feral
population exists in the Netherlands, but
during 1971-94 there were 17 successful
breeding records in the wild, less than one
per year (Drs. Arnoud B. van den Berg in
litt.).
POLAND During 1981-90, Ruddy
Shelducks bred regularly at Wrocl/aw Zoo,
Silesia, hatching up to ten ducklings per
year. These used to leave when fledged, so
that about 70-80 escaped within the ten
years, being recorded subsequently
throughout the country, but mostly in the
vicinity of Wrocl/aw. Single pairs have
bred in the centre of Wrocl/aw since 1988,
mostly in the wall cavities of sacral
buildings, and ducklings are seen along
the Odra River in the city. No other
breeding place is known in Poland, but
free-flying birds were kept in Pila (north
Poland) during the 1980s (Dr Tadeusz
Stawarczyk in litt.).
SWEDEN There have been no feral
breeding records, but in the late 1970s and
early 1980s one bred successfully with a
Common Shelduck for several years in
Bråviken Bay, Östergötland (Tommy
Tyrberg in litt.).
SWITZERLAND The most interesting
information came from Switzerland.
Although the introduction of exotic
animals is prohibited, Ruddy Shelducks
are often kept full-winged and so escape.
The first breeding record was in 1963, at
Lake Zurich, and the second in 1987, at
Lake Geneva. From then on, breeding
attempts have been increasing in the
north of the country, based on the River
Rhine, the lower River Aare and around
Zurich. Single broods were noted
annually during 1987-90, in 1992 and in
1995, with two in 1993, five or six in 1996
and four in 1997. In addition, three single
broods were noted on the German side of
the Rhine in 1993, 1995 and 1996. Also,
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three hybrid Ruddy Shelduck x Cape
Shelduck broods were noted in 1988,
1996 and 1997 (Kestenholz 1998).
Although it would appear that this
population is currently too small to be
considered self-sustaining, the recent
trend indicates that it will continue to
grow (see also page 248).

DISCUSSION
The most obvious initial point is that the
Ruddy Shelduck is common in captivity
and that individuals not infrequently
escape. Evidence suggests that, at any one
time, there may be a ‘background’
population of perhaps half a dozen to a
dozen at large in Britain. Some of these
pair up and breed, and there were at least
seven known breeding attempts in
England during 1974-97. Most were in the
Home Counties around London, where at
least some of the escapes probably
originated from various zoos and parks.
The species currently resides in
Category B of both the British List and the
Irish List, largely on the basis of an
invasion in 1892, when at least 59 were
recorded. It became scarce in the twentieth
century, but it has shown clear signs of a
general increase since the 1970s, rising to a
peak during 1991-94, when it was
occurring at the rate of up to 62 per year.
Although the species has declined at
the periphery of its range in southeastern
Europe, it is now apparently stable in
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North Africa and it has shown a marked
increase and spread in southwestern
Russia since the 1970s, this apparently
being related to greater protection. It also
appears to have increased in Kazakhstan
between 1972 and 1989. A five-fold to sixfold increase in the wintering population
in Iran is presumably linked to the
situation in Russia and Kazakhstan. The
recent upsurge of records in northern and
western Europe coincides with this
increase and spread in the species’ main
southeast European and southwest Asian
breeding range.
A large total of about 406 across France,
Britain and northern Europe (262 in
Fenno-Scandia) was recorded in the late
summer of 1994. It seems probable,
however, that there was some movement
between countries, so this total should be
treated as a maximum for the invasion. This
would suggest a northwesterly movement
out of southeastern Europe, or, more
probably, southwestern and central Asia.
That such movements can occur is
confirmed by the record of one ringed in
Kirghizstan in 1973 and recovered 4,000
km (2,500 miles) away, in Poland, in 1978.
This recovery may suggest that some of
our vagrants originate from farther east
than is generally supposed. The 1994
invasion was very similar to the one in
1892 in terms of its timing (late summer),
the prevalence of small flocks, and the
northerly distribution of records. Britain

69. Six Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea, Hayle Estuary, Cornwall, October 1994 (Peter Walsh)
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received only a moderate influx in 1994,
being apparently too far to the south and
west to have caught the main movement,
which hit Fenno-Scandia.
There has traditionally been a
correlation between invasions of Ruddy
Shelducks and invasions of Glossy Ibises
in that they tend to occur in the same
years. As with the Ruddy Shelduck, the
Glossy Ibis became rare in the middle
part of the twentieth century, but has
increased again in recent years. In 1994, a
parallel invasion of Glossy Ibises occurred
(albeit, typically, later in the autumn).
Like the Ruddy Shelduck, this species has
a marked tendency to appear in small
flocks. It seems reasonable to assume that
both species leave their breeding areas in
response to food shortages, no doubt
brought on by drought conditions, and
some limited evidence does, indeed,
indicate that this is what triggered the
movements in 1994.
In Britain and Ireland, however, large
numbers of Ruddy Shelducks were
recorded in the three years 1991-93, as
well as in 1994, and it seems possible that
these were the result of drought
conditions which may have worsened
over a period of time. There were several
notable flocks in 1992 and 1993: up to six

in Norfolk in August-October and five in
Essex in September-October 1992, and up
to six in Co. Wexford in July and eight in
Morayshire in September-November 1993
(subsequently moving south through
England; table 1), the latter being at
precisely the same site as a flock of five
over one hundred years earlier, in the
invasion of 1892.
Although a ‘background population’
of escaped Ruddy Shelducks survives in
Britain, even in non-invasion years there
is a very strong pattern to the species’
occurrences superimposed upon this. A
small peak in March-April (which
correlates with the timing of its spring
migration) is followed by a marked
late-summer arrival, with a peak during
July to September, the pattern being
similar to that noted in the classic
invasion years. Small numbers remain to
winter, with a low point reached in
February. There is evidence to suggest
that some which arrive in northern
Britain may subsequently move south
towards the Continent; interestingly,
this phenomenon was also suggested
in relation to the 1892 invasion
(Ogilvie 1892).
A striking and constant trait shown by
the species is that it tends to occur in small

70. Five Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea, Hayle Estuary, Cornwall, October 1994 (Mike McDonnell)
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71. Six Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna ferruginea in flight, Hayle Estuary, Cornwall, October 1994 (Paul Hopkins)

flocks, a pattern which is entirely
consistent with an irruptive species and at
variance with that of other ‘conventional’
vagrants or escaped ducks. Very few
Ruddy Shelducks (1.6%) were aged as
juveniles and even fewer (0.7%) were seen
to be ringed.
All these patterns are found not just in
Britain, but right across Europe, from
Iberia in the southwest to Ireland in the
west and across northern Europe to
Finland. In the eastern Mediterranean,
however, the pattern is different: there,
the species is a nomadic breeder and
winter visitor.
The incursions of Ruddy Shelducks
into northern Europe correlate with the
timing of their moult migrations. A
regular movement has been noted in
recent years into the Netherlands,
involving up to 80 individuals in late
summer. These do not originate in the
Netherlands. In Britain, a tiny moulting
concentration has also developed at Chew
Valley Lake, Somerset, but the origin of all
these birds is less clear. A feral population
(up to 59 individuals in November 1997)
is developing around Zurich in northern
Switzerland, along the borders with
Germany and Austria. It would be
convenient to conclude that the Dutch
birds stem from this source, but the
movements into the Netherlands would
appear to predate the establishment of the
Swiss population. It may be possible,
therefore, that there is now a regular
moult movement of wild Ruddy
Shelducks across Europe to these safe

areas. If these birds survive here better
than they do in their more traditional
moulting areas, then they could be
expected to continue to increase. It would
surely be a very interesting experiment if
the Dutch could catch and ring some of
their birds.
The recent upsurge in the Ruddy
Shelduck population has frequently
been attributed to the establishment of
feral populations in continental Europe.
Although the species sometimes breeds in
the wild, there is no evidence of any selfsustaining feral populations existing in
northern and western Europe (each
country seems to assume that its Ruddy
Shelducks come from a neighbouring
country). Such a population may,
however, be developing along the
Swiss/German/Austrian border. The
only other feral population to have come
to light is one involving about 300 pairs
based on the Askaniya Nova Zoo in
Ukraine. This population is, however, so
close to the species’ natural range –
indeed, it mixes with and supplements
the local wild population – that it would
be a nonsense to say that feral birds could
turn up from Ukraine but that wild birds
from the same region could not.
Nonetheless, Dr V. P. Belik (in litt.) has
stated that he heard of no unusual
movements of Ruddy Shelducks on the
Don or in neighbouring areas in 1994, and
believes that the 1994 invasion was
probably a result of birds dispersing from
Askaniya Nova, following the very severe
drought there.
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CONCLUSIONS
We (the two authors) reached slightly
different conclusions.
KEV, who wrote most of the above
discussion, considers that, although many
Ruddy Shelduck records are attributable
to escapes from captivity and their
descendants, the patterns of occurrence,
which are extremely similar right across
northern and western Europe, strongly
suggest that wild birds are involved. The
invasion recorded in 1994 clearly supports
this assumption. The view that wild birds
are occurring is further supported by the
fact that, contrary to popular belief, there
are no known self-sustaining feral
populations in northern Europe. KEV
considers that the species should be
regarded as an irruptive vagrant to
northwestern Europe with larger influxes
probably being triggered by wetland
desiccation in the steppe and semi-desert
zones of southeast Europe and southwest
Asia. Inevitably, droughts are likely to be at
their most severe in late summer,
explaining the July-August timing of the
incursions into northwest Europe. He also
considers that it is possible that regular
moult migrations, involving wild birds,
are becoming established, but this
requires further study.
AHJH considers that, in normal years,
records in northern Europe are attributable
to birds of feral or escaped origin and their
offspring, and that the general increase in
records in northern Europe since 1970 is
likely to reflect creeping naturalisation by
feral birds. This view is supported, for
example, by the fact that a pair, presumed
to be of feral origin, bred in Denmark in
1994. The pattern of records in northern
Europe does not correlate well with the
Polish recovery, and differs from known
movements of wild birds in the eastern
Mediterranean and elsewhere. Even in
1994, interpretation of records is made
difficult because the only direct causal link
which has been established is with the feral
population from Askaniya Nova, which
could account for the whole invasion.
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Nonetheless, the scale of the movement
in 1994, combined with its general
similarity to that in 1892, makes it seem
likely that periodic invasions by wild birds
do occur. The fact that unusual movements
were not reported from Russia suggests
that these birds may originate from farther
east, perhaps from Kazakhstan or even
Central Asia, a view first suggested by
Mike Rogers (in litt.). This would explain
the predominance of records from northern
Europe. It is notable that the birds involved
in these movements have not been recorded
attempting to breed. If they are mainly
second-calendar-year birds or other nonbreeders which have moved on from the
usual breeding areas as a result of high
population levels, perhaps combined with
adverse conditions, this might explain their
unusual behaviour.
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