





~ FOCUS ON A COUNTRY'S FLAGSHIP SPECIES:
THE COMMON POCHARD (AYTHYA FERINA)

The Common Pochard (Aythya ferina) is a diving duck that frequents lakes, reservoirs, ponds, and marshes with
abundant aquatic vegetation. It is a migratory duck with a wide range, breeding in northern and eastern Europe
(including Greece) and overwinters in southern Europe and north Africa. The eastern part of the Common Pochard
range can reach as far east as India and Japan. In Greece, wintering Common Pochards use numerous wetlands;
however, significant numbers gather in the large wetlands of northern and western Greece, such as Kerkini Lake and
Amvrakikos Gulf.
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The Common Pochard is a globally threatened species and
in Greece its wintering population exhibits a decreasing
long-term trend. Additionally, it is nationally classified as
EN (Endangered) in the 2024 Red list assessment of Greece
(NECCA 2024).

Conservation and policy action is urgently needed for this
species in Greece, as it is still included on the national
list of huntable species, and no conservation measures
have been proposed recently for the species. Efforts are
currently taking place at the EU level on Annex Il birds
with a non-secure status, such as the Common Pochard,
and recommendations include the establishment of
disturbance-free zones in sites that hold internationally and
nationally important populations, such as Amvrakikos Gulf,
Lake Kerkini, Lake Kastoria, and Lake Volvi.

Being a diving duck, the Common Pochard is highly
susceptible to lead (Pb) poisoning from gun-shot pellet
ingestion since the use of lead-containing ammunition is
still frequently, vet illegally, used in Greece. National law
enforcement efforts must be intensified to minimize lead
deposits in waterbodies. A female Common Pochard @ p. Peradonakis
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THE AVIAN INFLUENZA DISASTER
IN THE LARGEST COLONY OF
THE DALMATIAN PELICAN IN 2022

A few weeks after the Dalmatian Pelicans arrived as usual in the Lesser Prespa Lake to breed in the early months
of 2022, the first incidents of avian influenza were detected. What followed was considered the largest wildlife
disaster in Greece and led to the devastating loss of ca. 60% of this pelican colony. Casualties were also recorded
in a total of 13 Greek wetlands and the total death toll reached 2,286 Dalmatian Pelicans. It will most likely take at
least a few decades for the population to recover to pre-outbreak levels (Alexandrou et al. 2022, 2023).

In 2022, highly pathogenic avian
influenza (HPAI) H5N1, clade 2.3.4.4b,
spread across Europe, with devastating
effects on the Dalmatian Pelican
(Pelecanus  crispus).  Greece  hosts
about one-fifth of the global breeding
population, with key colonies at
Lesser Lake Prespa, Lake Kerkini, Lake
Chimaditida, Lake Karla, Messolonghi
lagoons and Amvrakikos Gulf. In early
2022, the Lesser Prespa Lake colony—
the largest Dalmatian Pelican breeding
site globally with approximately 1,200-
1,600 breeding pairs—was hit by a
catastrophic outbreak. The first deaths
were observed in mid-February, soon
after the return of breeding adults, and
peaked in March. By late April 2022,
an estimated 1,734 adult pelicans
had died—a loss of around 60% of the
colony.

Additional colonies across northern and
central Greece (Chimaditis Lake, Karla
Reservoir, and Kerkini Lake) recorded
further losses (181, 103 and 90 respectively), bringing
the national total to 2,286 dead pelicans in 13 wetlands.
An additional 190 casualties were recorded in Albania,
Montenegro, and Romania. This represents over 40% of the
southeastern European population and about 10% of the
global population. Carcasses collected in March and April
2022 in Prespa exceeded 1,400 and removal operations
were crucial in reducing the viral load in breeding sites.
These measures followed biosecurity recommendations

from CMS/AEWA task forces.

Interestingly, no Dalmatian Pelican casualties were
recorded in the colonies of the species in western Greece,
in Amvrakikos Gulf and Messolonghi lagoons, supporting
partly the hypothesis that the populations that breed
and winter on the west coast of Greece have very limited
contact with those in the central/eastern colonies.

No mass casualties of Dalmatian Pelicans were recorded in
Greece in 2023.

The 2022 outbreak in Greece is considered the worst
wildlife disease disaster in the country’s history and

Aerial footage of the Dalmatian Pelican colony in Lesser/Mikri Prespa in 2022 where casualties
can be observed. © 0. Alexandrou / SPP Archive

perhaps Europe's, with Dalmatian Pelicans being
especially susceptible. Factors include early breeding in
cold temperatures, high nesting density, and possible
contamination from migratory waterbird faeces. Long-
term population recovery will likely span over decades. The
crisis revealed the need for robust surveillance, carcass
management and further research.

Immediately after the 2022 outbreak, a research project
commenced aiming to shed light on the disease and a
summary brief has been published by the Society for the
Protection of Prespa and can be accessed through the
following link: Ecoepidemiology of Avian Influenza and
other diseases in Dalmatian Pelicans (Alexandrou et al.

2025).

The IWC had a significant role to play in the surveillance
of wetlands that was crucial for the early detection of
any waterbirds suspected of being infected by avian flu.
Following the 2022 outbreak, the HOS released guidelines
for participants prior to each annual IWC explaining how to
detect potentially infected birds, how to avoid transmitting
the virus, and how to alert the pertinent authorities.



https://www.unep-aewa.org/en/topics/avian-influenza
https://www.unep-aewa.org/en/topics/avian-influenza
https://spp.gr/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Final-Digital_EN-SPP-Dalmatian-pelican.pdf
https://spp.gr/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Final-Digital_EN-SPP-Dalmatian-pelican.pdf
https://spp.gr/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Final-Digital_EN-SPP-Dalmatian-pelican.pdf
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