
ANNEX IV 
 

Detailed description of Waterbird Inventory (Action A.3) results 

in LIFE project sites in Lithuania 

 
12LIT Palanga 

 
Total site area: 67,320 ha  
NUTS region code: LT003  
 

SPA (Fig. 1):  
Baltijos j� ros priekrant�  SPA (LTPALB001),  
Area of SPA is 17,097 ha (25.4% of the project site area). 
 

IBA :  
Marine waters along the continental part of Lithuania (LT001),  
Total area of the IBA (Lithuanian part only) is 101,178 ha (includes 100% of the project site 
area). 
 

National protected areas: 
Baltic Sea Thalasological Reserve, 
Seaside Regional Park (marine part only). 
Total area of national protected areas (marine part) is 17,097 ha (25.4% of the project site area). 
 

Other protection: 
3,300 ha of the area belongs to the Seaside Regional Park and is designated as HELCOM site 
(Baltic Sea Protected Area – BSPA). The entire area (19,290 ha) of the site is designated as a 
potential Ramsar site. 
 

Description of site: 
 

Palanga (12LIT) project area, which stretches along the Lithuanian coast from Giruliai settlement 
in the south to B� ting�  settlement in the north. The site extends from the coastline to the edge of 
Lithuanian territorial waters 12 nautical miles off the coast. The seacoast in the area is exposed 
and sandy. The bottom sediments consist of a mosaic of sand, gravel and boulders. The bottom 
slope is gentle. Water salinity is 6–8‰, the mean range of water level fluctuations is 60 cm. 
Waters of the area are constantly affected by the influx of fresh water from the Nemunas River 
through the Curonian Lagoon. 
Mytilus edulis community predominates on hard bottom substrates with the mean biomass 
reaching 1750 g/m². This community is also dominant in the habitat of the EU concern – reefs 
(code 1170) that occur in this site. Stony bottoms with red algae Furcellaria lumbricalis, that are 
important spawning grounds for the Baltic herring (Clupea harengus), are also characteristic of 
the site. 
 

Survey effort in the area during the LIFE project: 
Main waterbird survey methods in this project site were transect surveys from ships (in offshore 
areas) and point counts in coastal sectors from the coast (in coastal waters). In total, 8 ship 
surveys were carried out in this project site in 2006–2008 (3 Little Gull counts in summer and 5 
wintering bird counts). 
 

Summary of the information available on waterbirds in the area prior to the LIFE project.  
 

It was known, that the area supported large numbers of wintering Clangula hyemalis, Mergus 
merganser, Gavia stellata, G. arctica, Bucephala clangula, Plysticta stelleri, Podiceps cristatus. 
High numbers of migratory Larus minutus as well as Sterna hirundo were also regularly 



registered in the area. Information on large numbers of waterfowl in offshore waters adjacent to 
the proposed Natura 2000 site was available from the last decade of the 20th century. The lack of 
more up-to-date data has prevented the establishment of a protected area there. 
On a regular basis, the site hosts important numbers of several wintering waterbird species, which 
exceed 1% threshold of the Northwest European flyway population: Red-throated Diver (Gavia 
stellata) > 1,000 individuals (>1% of the Northwest European flyway; fulfil C2 criterion prepared 
by the BirdLife International for the areas of the European Importance); Goosander (Mergus 
merganser) – 1600–2500 ind. (> 1 %; C3); Steller’s Eider (Polysticta stelleri) – 250–500 (>1%; 
C1). The latter species is of particular importance because it is a high priority species for Europe 
with a very restricted wintering range. The area is one of several important wintering sites in the 
Baltic Sea and in the whole Europe. In addition, the area is an important staging site of passing 
Little Gull (Larus minutus) in late summer with total population of 1,600–2,500 birds (2–3%; C2). 
 
Results 
 
This area is well-known for the most southern major wintering aggregations of the Steller’s Eider 
– species of global conservation concern. Numbers of this species wintering in this area have 
declined dramatically over the last decade – from more than 2,000 wintering individuals, down to 
less than 200 birds. Coastal surveys during the project revealed, that this trend seems to have 
slowed down (up to 200 birds have been counted during the surveys, although only some 40 
individuals were observed during the last project season), but no reverse trend has been observed 
either, as was the case in Estonia. Steller’s Eider remained faithful to their usual wintering site – 
approximately 10 km long coastal stretch south from Palanga (Fig. 2). Other numerous species, 
observed during the coastal counts included Goldeneyes (up to 1,400 birds observed; Fig. 3), 
Long-tailed Ducks (up to 3,200; Fig. 4) and Great Crested Grebes (up to 800; Fig. 5). With the 
exception of Goldeneye, numbers of birds observed were rather low compared with previous 
results of coastal counts. This may be the result of warm winters that prevailed during the project. 
For example, very few Goosanders were observed in both project areas 12LIT and 13LIT most 
likely because the Curonian Lagoon remained ice-free during that period and Goosanders were 
not forced to move into the marine waters from the lagoon. 
Quite unexpected and interesting result of ship surveys was the observation of rather large 
aggregations of benthophagous seaduck species – Velvet Scoter outside the present SPA, at the 
depths exceeding 30 m (Figs 6, 7). This species is only very rarely observed during the coastal 
surveys in this area in shallow waters along the coast, while on the contrary, along the Curonian 
Spit it is a very common species in shallow waters along the coast It is also worth noting, that 
Razorbills were rather abundant in mostly deeper waters (>20 m deep) of the project area 12LIT 
during most of the ship surveys (Figs 8–11). However, their densities were rather low as were 
their estimated numbers in these aggregations. 
Ship surveys of Little Gulls in summer did not reveal any major concentrations of this species 
outside the present SPA in the project area 12LIT. Well-defined aggregation of this species was 
observed just outside the Klaipeda harbour – area outside either of the Lithuanian project areas. 
However, coastal observations of the migrating Little Gulls revealed that large numbers of Little 
Gulls use this area during the migration in late July – August. 
 
Site expansion/delineation of new sites 
 

Although rather large aggregations of Razorbills and particularly Velvet Scoters (exceeding the 
critical density for the delimitation of important areas for this species) were observed in the 
offshore waters of this project site at depths exceeding 30 m, the absolute numbers of birds in 
these aggregations were too small to warrant the necessity of establishing new SPA in this area or 
extending the existing one. However, the fact that these aggregations were observed extending 
towards the edge of the area covered by the waterbird inventory in this project, leaves open the 
possibility that they may be a part of even larger aggregation of these birds outside the LIFE 
project site – in yet uninvestigated waters of the Lithuanian Exclusive Economic Zone. 



 
Figure 1. LIFE project area 12LIT and its protection status. 
 
 



  
Figure 2. Numbers of Steller’s Eider (Polysticta stelleri) observed during 
the coastal counts in the project area 12LIT. Circles of different colour 
represent different surveys. 

Figure 3. Numbers of Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula) observed during 
the coastal counts in the project area 12LIT. Circles of different colour 
represent different surveys. 



  
Figure 4. Numbers of Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) observed 
during the coastal counts in the project area 12LIT. Circles of different 
colour represent different surveys. 

Figure 5. Numbers of Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps cristatus) observed 
during the coastal counts in the project area 12LIT. Circles of different 
colour represent different surveys. 



 

 

 
Figure 6. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 12LIT in December 2007. 

 Figure 7. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 12LIT in February 2008. 

 



 

 

 
Figure 8. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 12LIT in March 2007. 

 Figure 9. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 12LIT in December 2007. 

 



 

 

 
Figure 10. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 12LIT in February 2008. 

 Figure 11. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 12LIT in March 2008. 

 



13LIT Neringa 
 
Total site area: 87,920 ha  
NUTS region code: LT003  
 
SPA (Fig. 12):  
Kurši�  nerijos nacionalinis parkas SPA (LTKLAB001),  
Area of SPA (marine part only) is 12,435 ha (14.1% of the project site area). 
 
IBA :  
Marine waters along the Curonian Spit (LT002),  
Total area of the IBA (Lithuanian part only) is 60,606 ha (covers 68.9% of the project site area). 
 
National protected areas: 
Curonian Spit National Park (marine part only). 
Total area of national protected areas (marine part) is 12,435 ha (14.1% of the project site area). 
 
Other protection: 
The entire currently protected area (12,435 ha) belongs to the Curonian Spit National Park and is 
designated as a HELCOM (Baltic Sea Protected Area – BSPA) site. 
 
Description of site: 
 
Neringa LIFE project site (13LIT) stretches along the entire Curonian Spit, from the border with 
Russia in the south to the northern tip of the Curonian spit in the north. The project site extends 
from the coastline to 2.5 km the edge of Lithuanian territorial waters 12 nautical miles off the 
coast. The seacoast is exposed and sandy. Homogenous sandy bottom substrates predominate in 
the entire area. Water salinity is 6–8‰, the mean range of water level fluctuations is 60 cm. A 
characteristic soft bottom Macoma baltica community predominates in the depths of 5–40 m. 
The mean biomass of this benthic community is 150 g/m².  
 
Survey effort in the area during the LIFE project: 
Main waterbird survey methods in this project site were transect surveys from ships (in offshore 
areas) and point counts in coastal sectors from the coast (in coastal waters). In total, 8 ship 
surveys were carried out in this project site in 2006–2009 (3 Little Gull counts in summer and 6 
wintering bird counts). 
 
Summary of the information available on waterbirds in the area prior to the LIFE project.  
 
It was known, that the area supported large numbers of wintering Gavia stellata, G. arctica, 
Podiceps cristatus, Melanitta fusca, Clangula hyemalis, Mergus merganser, Alca torda. The 
large numbers of migratory Larus minutus and Sterna hirundo are were regularly registered in 
the area. Information on large numbers of waterfowl in offshore waters adjacent to the proposed 
Natura 2000 site was available from the last decade of the 20th century. The lack of more up-to-
date data has prevented the establishment of a protected area there. 
On a regular basis, the site hosts important numbers of several wintering waterbird species, 
which exceed 1% threshold of the Northwest European flyway population: Gavia stellata – 
>1,500 individuals (>2% of the Northwest European flyway; fulfil C2); Melanitta fusca – 2,500–
7,000 ind. (2–7%; C3); Mergus merganser – 1,500–3,000 ind. (>1%; C3); Alca torda – >1,000 
ind. (>1%, C3). 
 
 



Results 
 
The key species of this area is undoubtedly the Velvet Scoter. Surveys carried out during the 
project confirmed this – up to 47,000 birds were observed during the coastal counts alone. The 
species was observed along the entire Curonian Spit coastline, although overall this species was 
less numerous in the northern part of the site, particularly in autumn (Figs 13–15). Ship surveys 
revealed that abundant and dense aggregations of Velvet Scoters extend far beyond the borders 
of the present SPA, thus clearly indicating that the extension of the present SPA borders is 
necessary to safeguard the adequate protection of wintering Velvet Scoters in Lithuanian waters 
of the Baltic Sea. Dense aggregations of Velvet Scoters (exceeding the MCC criteria) were 
observed during four out of six ship surveys carried out in this LIFE project site (Figs 16–19). As 
can be seen from these maps, Velvet Scoters were usually most abundant in the waters along the 
southern part of the Curonian Spit and up to depths of 35–40 m (up to 18 km off the coast). 
Great Crested Grebes, of which up to 580 individuals were observed during the coastal counts, 
were present in the entire coastal area of the site, but were evidently less common in the southern 
part (Fig. 20). Only several Great Crested Grebes were observed outside the present SPA during 
the ship surveys. Divers were most abundant in the central part of the coastal area of the project 
site 13LIT (Fig. 21), and were also observed in rather high densities in the adjacent offshore 
waters during the ship surveys in December 2007 (Fig. 22). Razorbill was another species 
abundant in the offshore waters outside the present SPA, with the observed densities of up to 75 
birds/km² (Figs 23–25). 
Ship surveys of Little Gulls showed, that this species, although not numerous in far offshore 
waters, occurs in great densities (up to 2690 birs/km²) in the present SPA and outside of it (Fig. 
26). 
 
Site expansion/delineation of new sites 
 
Waterbird inventory, carried out during this LIFE project, clearly indicated that the present SPA 
is undoubtedly insufficient for the adequate protection of waterbirds wintering in the Baltic Sea 
waters along the Curonian Spit. We propose to extend the existing SPA by some 32,660 ha (Fig. 
27). The proposed SPA extension area stretches from Juodkrant�  settlement in the north to the 
State border with Russia in the south and up to 18 km off the coast. This site covers depths 
mostly ranging from 20 m (along the border with the current SPA) to 35 m, but reaching in some 
areas 40 m and even 45 m. This site extension proposition is based primarily on the observed 
aggregations of the Velvet Scoter – significant aggregations of this species, exceeding the 1% 
criterion, were observed during 4 out of 6 ship surveys of wintering waterbirds (Fig. 28). In 
addition, the proposed extension area also accommodates significant numbers of Little Gulls, 
Razorbills and Divers. 
 
 



 
Figure 12. LIFE project area 13LIT and its protection status. 
 
 



  
Figure 13. Numbers of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the coastal counts in the project area 13LIT in autumn. Circles of different 
colour represent different autumn surveys. 

Figure 14. Numbers of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the coastal counts in the project area 13LIT in winter. Circles of different 
colour represent different winter surveys. 



 

 

Figure 15. Numbers of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the coastal counts in the project area 13LIT in spring. Circles of different 
colour represent different spring surveys. 

 



 

 

 

 
Figure 16. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 13LIT in March 2007. 

 Figure 17. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 13LIT in December 2007. 



 

 

 
Figure 18. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 13LIT in February 2008. 

 Figure 19. Densities of Velvet Scoters (Melanitta fusca) observed during 
the ship survey in the project area 13LIT in January 2009. 

 



  
Figure 20. Numbers of Great Crested Grebes (Podiceps cristatus) 
observed during the coastal counts in the project area 13LIT in winter. 
Circles of different colour represent different surveys. 

Figure 21. Numbers of divers (Gavia sp.) observed during the coastal 
counts in the project area 13LIT in winter. Circles of different colour 
represent different surveys. 



 

 

 

 
Figure 22. Densities of Divers (Gavia sp.) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 13LIT in December 2007. 

 Figure 23. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 13LIT in December 2007. 



 

 

 

 
Figure 24. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 13LIT in February 2008. 

 Figure 25. Densities of Razorbills (Alca torda) observed during the ship 
survey in the project area 13LIT in March 2008. 



 

 

Figure 26. Densities of Little Gulls (Larus minutus) observed during the 
ship survey in the project area 13LIT in August 2007. 

 

 



 

 

 
Figure 27. Proposed SPA extension in the Lithuanian Baltic Sea waters 
along the Curonian Spit. 

 Figure 28. Proposed SPA extension overlaid with significant aggregation 
areas of Velvet Scoters, observed during four ship surveys in 2007–2009. 

 


