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Recommendation 
 

Take a maximum of two birds per day – 
targeted conservation effort required. 

 

Northern pintail 
Anas acuta
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Research required  
�   International flyway-level collaboration with  
�   relevant stakeholders.  
�   Wintering surveys to better understand local and national distribution and abundance.  
�   Submission of bag data to better inform harvest estimates (data can be submitted to 

        the GWCT National Gamebag Census or BASC Green Shoots Bagged It).  
�   Shooters should support the BASC wing survey to enable better understanding of 

        adult:juvenile and male:female harvest ratios.  
 
Shooting restrictions  

�   Two pintail per person, per day, bag limit recommended.  
�   Should target males where possible.  
�   No sale of shot pintail.  
 

Habitat management  
�   Pintail prefer habitats with low vegetation and shallow water; they will also frequent 

        large inland lakes, ponds, marshes, and coastal lagoons.  
�   In order to provide an abundant supply of high-energy and nutritional foods for pintail, 

        wetland water depths should be less than 45cm but preferably less than 15cm for an 
        abundant food source.  

�   Weed management can improve habitat for pintail when benefiting native plant 
        species.  
 
 
Stage 2 assessment 

Anas acuta - Northern pintail 
 
Species summary 
Research on pintail is dominated by North American studies which suggest pintail have 
failed to respond to an increase in wetlands (often referred to as May ponds in American 
literature), a habitat type they were previously thought to be influenced by1. In Europe, 
ephemeral wetlands are still deemed to play an important role in pintail recovery but 
agricultural foraging areas are equally, if not more important2. The UK supports a very small 
number of breeding individuals, therefore conservation focus on over-wintering pintail 
populations will be most beneficial. Improved understanding of optimal wintering habitat 
requirements within and out-with wetland reserves, particularly on neighbouring 
agricultural land, is vital. Population trends appear to be driven by pressures at breeding 
grounds and poor recruitment as opposed to over-harvesting of adult birds3,4. 

Northern pintail - BASC recommendation 
Take a maximum of two birds per day – targeted 
conservation effort required.



Species conservation status (see Table 1) 
The Northern pintail (hereafter pintail) population shows a 10-year wintering population 
decline in the UK <25% between 2008-20185. Within the UK countries this trend is mixed, with 
England and Wales displaying these declines (-27% and -50% respectively) alongside high 
WeBS alerts for a medium-term (<10 year) decline in Wales6. Conversely, Scotland and  
N. Ireland are displaying increasing population trends (+36% and + 19% respectively)5. This 
decline is reflected on the European continent within breeding populations in European 
Russia, Finland and Sweden, and is anticipated to continue7. However, due to its large range 
and relatively high abundance, pintail are not yet considered ‘Vulnerable’ to extinction at  
a global level8. 
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Population dynamics 
Like many other waterbirds, pintail show a male bias in adult birds13. Poor population 
recovery by pintail in North America is primarily attributed to poor female survival at 
breeding sites, poor nesting success and low recruitment3,4. Due to already-low bag 
numbers, and the limited impact of wintering adult mortality on population demographics 
(including that driven by hunting), removal of this species from Schedule II would have 
limited impact on the species. Removal of pintail from the quarry list may in fact reduce 
conservation efforts and data collected about the species. 
 
Hunting and harvest 
Pintail shooting seasons in the UK are compliant with the Key Concepts of Article 7(4)14. They 
are not a heavily hunted species in the UK and bag numbers have decreased over the last 
20 years (2004: 1,400, 2012: 800, 2016: 680)15. As a result, they are estimated to have low 
probability of an unsustainable harvest in the UK16. Within Europe, there is limited data on 
pintail bag numbers but France and Scandinavian countries have the largest documented 
bags17.  
 
In North America, where the majority of pintail studies have been undertaken, restricted 
hunting bags and days have not resulted in pintail population recovery. It is suggested that 
hunting is not a major driver of pintail population declines (or lack of recovery)3,4,18,19. 

However, anthropogenic disturbance, caused in part by hunting, is suggested to influence 
the spatial distribution and energetic costs of overwintering birds20–22. It is also possible that 
there is a bias in the hunting of male pintail due to their easily-identifiable appearance13. 
Additionally, pintail are susceptible to lead poisoning, with increased risk of lead shot 
ingestion in agricultural areas due to their dependence on farmland for night-time 
foraging23,24. In these environments, lead shot is still used, however we may see a reduction 
in poisoning incidence with the phasing out of lead shot in the UK. 
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Pressures, action and research 
Pressures 
Habitat loss, driven by both climate change (increased drought) and anthropogenic 
factors (abstraction and agricultural intensification) are considered major drivers of pintail 
decline and the populations current failure to recover1,19,21,25,26. Lead poisoning from hunting 
and fishing activity is also highlighted as a pressure facing pintail and many other 
migratory waterbirds in the UK24,26. Additionally, avian influenza is considered a threat to 
(and exacerbated by) pintail due to their long-distance, intercontinental movements  
and mixing with other wildfowl27,28. However, the long-term population level impacts of this 
are unknown. 

Table 1. Species conservation status across different scales. *It has been highlighted by 
BASC that such automatic linkage between IUCN status and levels of protection by AEWA is 
directly contrary to the IUCN’s advice on the use of its list. **No Breeding Bird Survey data 
(BBS) due to Northern pintail primarily being an over-wintering species and very rare 
breeder in the UK12.

BoCC9 
(2020) 

IUCN UK9 
(2020) 

Europe7 
(2021) 

EU287 
(2021) 

AEWA10 
(2018) 

IUCN Global8 
(Last updated  

in 2019) 

Category A CR VU (B) EN (B) B1 LC

Trend  
(time period 
 in brackets) 

Decreasing5 
(2008-2018)

Decreasing 
(over 3 

generations)

Decreasing 
(over 3 

generations)

Stable/ 
Increasing 
(2009-2018)

Decreasing

Population 
size 
estimate 
Mature 
individuals 

Breeding: 27 Pairs  
Wintering: 20,000 Individuals11

310,000-
401,000    

(min-max)

9,100-37,600    
(min-max)

74,000-
74,000     

(min-max) 

4,700,000-
4,800,000

Reason for 
category

Threatened in 
Europe. 
 
Moderate 
breeding pop. 
decline over 25yrs. 
 
Moderate 
breeding range 
decline over 25yrs 
or longer term. 
 
Breeding Rarity. 
 
Non-breeding 
population show 
localisation and 
are of 
international 
importance. 

Small breeding 
population size 
and continuing 
decline by >10% 
over 3 generations. 
 
Reduction in the 
size of non-
breeding pop. 
(either abundance 
or range) over 3 
generations, with 
declines of at least 
20%, but less than 
30% over 3 
generation 
lengths. 

Population reduction observed, 
estimated, inferred, or suspected 
in the past where the causes of 
reduction may not have ceased 
OR may not be understood OR 
may not be reversible.  
 
Population reduction projected, 
inferred or suspected to be met 
in the future (up to a maximum 
of 100 years).  
 
An observed, estimated, inferred, 
projected or suspected 
population reduction where the 
time period must include both 
the past and the future (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future), and 
where the causes of reduction 
may not have ceased OR may 
not be understood OR may not 
be reversible. 

Populations 
numbering 
between 25,000 
and around 
100,000 
individuals and 
but do not fulfil 
the conditions 
of: 
a) concentrated 
distribution,  
b) severe 
habitat decline,  
c) long term 
decline,  
d) large 
population 
fluctuations,  
e) rapid short-
term decline or 
f) data deficient. 

Due to a large 
range and 
large 
population 
size, combined 
with a  <30% 
decline over 3 
generations, 
the population 
does not 
approach 
thresholds for 
‘Vulnerable’.

WeBS UK 10-year trend (2008/09-2018/19): -22%5 ● BBS UK 10-year trend (2010-2020): n/a**
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Practical action 
Within the UK, provision of high-quality over-wintering habitat is likely to have the greatest 
positive impact on pintail populations. Such wintering habitat comprises wetland and 
marshland areas in close proximity to seed-rich agricultural land, particularly areas that 
support ephemeral wetland1,2,19,21,29. The provision of refuge areas (wetlands and ponds) 
close to agricultural foraging sites are important for pintail in areas where hunting and 
other anthropogenic disturbance occurs, particularly in periods of prolonged cold 
weather20–22,26. Continued suspension of shooting during cold periods will therefore also 
reduce disturbance and energy demands on over-wintering birds22,26. Ongoing phasing out 
of lead-shot is vital, not only in wetland areas but on agricultural land utilised by pintail for 
foraging23,24,26. Due to the small breeding population, efforts to support their persistence will 
of course be beneficial, but the overall population impact will be negligible. If female 
mortality is a driver of population decline, enhanced predator management and reduced 
disturbance at nesting sites is recommended1,26. 
 
Research action 
Greater understanding of juvenile recruitment is vital across the species range, to better 
guide conservation efforts for over-wintering and breeding birds3. This primarily requires 
effort at breeding grounds, but first-year juvenile ringing and monitoring will provide insight 
into survival between natal sites, on migratory routes and at wintering grounds. Clearer 
understanding of optimal over-wintering habitat required for pintail (both within and 
outside of wetlands) in the UK will help guide recommendations for agricultural activity and 
land-management in important wildfowl areas20. 
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