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Identification of Northern Eider

Alexander Hellquist

n this paper, the separation of Northern Eider

Somateria mollissima borealis (hereafter borea-
lis) from Common Eiders S m mollissima (hereafter
mollissima) and S m faeroeensis (hereafter faeroe-
ensis) is discussed, mainly focusing on males. The
text is based on a literature review, field studies in
Iceland, the Faeroes and Sweden, studies of pho-
tographs published on the internet and studies of
specimens in the collections at American Museum
of Natural History, New York, USA (AMNH),
Natural History Museum, Tring, England (NHM),
Zoological Institute of the Russian Academy of
Sciences, Saint Petersburg, Russia (ZIN), and
Swedish Museum of Natural History, Stockholm,
Sweden (NRM). This publication is an updated
version of a previous paper published in Swedish
(Hellquist 2013).

Distribution and taxonomy of Common Eiders

Mollissima breeds along the shores of the Baltic
Sea, North Sea and Wadden Sea, on the British
Isles and along the Russian Arctic Sea coast east to
the Kara Sea, including the Yamal peninsula and
Novaya Zemlya (Cramp & Simmons 1977, muse-
um specimens). There is also a small recently es-
tablished population in Ukraine along the Black
Sea coast (Ardamatskaya 2001) and a few birds
breed in northern ltaly. Mollissima breeding in the

288 Northern Eider / Noordelijke Eider Somateria

mollissima borealis, Raudfjorden, Svalbard, 7 July 2012

(Henrik Kisbye). Typical bird, with prominent sails,
well-marked forehead and bright bill colour.

[Dutch Birding 36: 221-231, 2014]

Baltic Sea, Denmark, western Sweden, Germany
and the Netherlands belong to the same ‘flyway
population” based on common wintering grounds
in the southern Baltic Sea, inner Danish waters and
the Wadden Sea (Swennen 1990, Noer 1991).
Eiders nesting in Denmark, western Sweden,
Germany and the Netherlands are resident or part-
ly migratory, whereas in southern Norway, eastern
Sweden, Finland and the Baltic countries they are
completely migratory (Cramps & Simmons 1977,
Noer 1991). Mollissima in this flyway population
rarely mix with mollissima originating from the
British Isles and other North Atlantic populations,
of which many are strictly resident (Kear 2005,
Christensen 2008). Birds along the Norwegian
coasts have been considered a separate subspecies,
S m ‘norwegica’ (Brehm 1831, Schioler 1914).
Although they are now usually included in mollis-
sima, they have interesting characteristics (that they
share with British birds, see further below).

Faeroeensis (plate 290) breeds on the Faeroes.
Populations in Orkney and Shetland, Scotland,
possibly belong to this subspecies as well (Furness
et al 2010) but they could also represent intergra-
dation of faeroeensis with mollissima (eg, Cramp
& Simmons 1977). Faeroeensis seems to be main-
ly sedentary.

Borealis was originally described from Green-

289 Northern Eider / Noordelijke Eider Somateria mollis-
sima borealis, Iceland, 28 April 2007 (Alexander
Hellquist). Occasionally, shape of lower scapulars can
be assessed in the field. In this bird, outer webs show
pointed tip.
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land (Brehm 1824) and it is sometimes considered
to be restricted to north-eastern Canada and north-
western Greenland (eg, Schigler 1926). Populations
breeding in southern and eastern Greenland,
Iceland, Svalbard and Franz Josef Land are often
included in borealis (eg, Vaurie 1965) although
they have also been described as a separate sub-
species, S m ‘islandica’ (eg, Schieler 1926) or con-
sidered intermediate between mollissima and bo-
realis. The broad ‘definition’ of borealis is used in
this paper (see Discussion). The most westerly
borealis populations winter primarily off south-
eastern Canada and south of Greenland. Icelandic
birds are sedentary, whereas the populations from
Svalbard winter off Iceland and northern Norway.
There are three more subspecies of Common
Eider: S m dresseri (Dresser’s Eider; hereafter dres-
seri) and S m sedentaria (American Eider; hereafter
sedentaria) in north-eastern North America and
S m v-nigrum (Pacific Eider; hereafter v-nigrum) in
north-western North America and eastern Siberia.
For their identification, see, eg, Mendall (1980),
Knapton (1997), Ogilvie & Young (1998) and Pyle
(2008). Both dresseri and v-nigrum have been re-
ported as vagrant in the Western Palearctic: dres-
seri in Donegal, Ireland, from January 2010 inter-
mittently to at least June 2011 (Farrelly & Charles

2010;  www.irbc.ie/reports/irbr/2010_IRBR.pdf)
and v-nigrum in Finnmark, Norway, in February-
April 2014 (http://birdingfrontiers.com/2014/02/
19; Dutch Birding 36: 195, 199, plate 245, 2014).

Genetic relationships
The phylogenetic relationships of the various sub-
species of Common Eider, including borealis, have
been investigated by various researchers (eg,
Baker 1997, Sonsthagen et al 2011). The results
do not provide a coherent picture. The patterns
found do not correspond entirely with the cur-
rently accepted subspecies limits but are weakly
supported. For example, it seems that the mtDNA
of mollissima from northern Norway matches
dresseri in south-eastern Canada better than Baltic
mollissima from Finland (Sonsthagen et al 2011).
The current situation is most likely the result of
recolonisations after glaciations, similar to that of
various other northern species (cf, eg, Ploeger
1968, Petersen 1976, Tiedeman et al 2004).
Furness et al (2010) found a close relationship
between populations in Shetland, the Faeroes and
southern Iceland while birds from northern Iceland
resembled mollissima, and suggested that the
former three populations all belong to faeroeensis.
The genetic pattern revealed indicates that recolo-

290 Common Eider / Eider Somateria mollissima faeroeensis, male, Faeroes, 10 April 2006 (Silas K K Olofson).

Faeroeensis combines features of S m mollissima and S m borealis. They seldomly erect sails and have muted bare

part coloration but show marked forehead and rather distal position of nostril. Faeroeensis is also characterized by
small size and dark colour in females.
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TABLE T Overlap between nostril and bill base feathering in different popula-

S tions of Common Eider Somateria mollissima (males and females combined as
average difference between sexes is only 0.19 mm in borealis and 0.02 mm
in mollissima). Measurements taken from rear corner of nostril along line
/(‘J. going through distal corner (see figure). Difference between all S m mollissima
b populations (excluding Scotland) and all S m borealis populations is strongly
o Wt - significant (p<0.001; one-tailed t-test). Only two presumed mollissima
with shorter measure than 3.5 mm were found, both from Norway. They may
\x represent extreme variants of nominate mollissima or vagrant borealis.
average (mm) range (mm) n
S m borealis
Canada (June-August) 1.9 0-3.5 7
Greenland (June-November) 2.7 0-6 18
Iceland (June-September) 2.8 0-4 6
Jan Mayen (June-August) 3 2-4 8
Svalbard (May-August) 2.7 1-5 29
Frans Jozef Land (May) 3.5 2.5-4.5 4
all borealis 2.7 0-6 72
S m faeroeensis
Faroes (summer) 3 - 1
S m mollissima/faeroeensis
Shetland and Orkney (August-October) 2.9 1-4 9
Scotland including Hebrides (August-May) 4.1 2-7 14
S m mollissima
England (August-March) 5.4 4-7 10
Netherlands (November-February) 6.1 3.5-9 23
Denmark (December-February) 5.6 3.5-7.5 6
Sweden (Baltic coast, January-October) 5.9 4-9 47
Norway (all year) 5.3 2-8 43
Kola peninsula, White Sea, Yamal peninsula (May-October) 5.4 3.5-8 25
Novaya Zemlya (May-October) 5.0 3.5-7 10
all mollissima (excluding Scotland) 5.6 2-9 164

nisation of Iceland might have taken place from
two directions after the last glacial period.

Identification criteria

Position of nostril

In typical birds, the position of the nostril is useful
for separation of mollissima and borealis but good
views are required; the head must be seen in pro-
file. Table 1 presents my measurements on speci-
mens. As measurements of males and females in
both subspecies hardly differ, results for sexes
were combined. In mollissima, the nostril is posi-
tioned further up above the feathering at the bill
base than in borealis (Schigler 1926, Vaurie 1965).
The measurement produces a significant average
difference between borealis on one hand and mol-
lissima from Denmark, England, the Netherlands,
Norway, Russia and Sweden on the other hand.
Typical birds may be identified (cf plate 291) be-
cause 21% of mollissima fall outside the variation

in borealis, whereas 19% of borealis fall outside
the variation in mollissima (table 1). A slightly dif-
ferent measurement taken by Schisler (1926) as
well as photographs suggest that faeroeensis has a
more distal nostril on average than mollissima.
Beware that mollissima in transition between
breeding and eclipse plumage sometimes show a
dark tip of the bill base feathering, creating a false
impression that there is less overlap between the
nostril and the feathering.

The within-subspecies geographical variation is
rather small. In borealis, the average in Canadian
birds is lower than in other populations, although
much larger sample sizes are needed for safe con-
clusions. No difference between birds from west-
ern and eastern Greenland could be found.

The measurements of mollissima get slightly
smaller in Norway and Arctic Russia. This likely
reflects geographical variation, although inclusion
of a few wintering borealis in the Norwegian sam-
ple cannot be ruled out.
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291 Common Eiders / Eiders Somateria mollissima, males (Alexander Hellquist/© NRM, Stockholm). Top: S m borea-
lis, collected in Svalbard; bottom: S m mollissima, collected in Sweden. Upper specimen has 2 mm overlap between
nostril and bill base feathering. Any bird showing less overlap is outside range of nominate mollissima in samples
studied and likely to be borealis. Lower specimen has 7 mm overlap. Any bird with same or larger overlap is outside
range of borealis in samples studied and most likely to be nominate mollissima. 292 Common Eiders / Eiders Somateria
mollissima mollissima, first calendar-year male (left) and older male, southern Sweden, 24 December 2012 (Alexander
Hellquist). Note small sails in first calendar-year male. Older male still shows traces of eclipse plumage.

Birds from mainland Scotland and Hebrides
have slightly smaller measurements than other
mollissima, and in Orkney and Shetland the meas-
urement is clearly smaller. The pattern can be in-
terpreted as gradual introgression between mollis-
sima and faeroeensis, given also that birds from
Shetland and Orkney are intermediate in size (see
below). It is, however, conceivable that the shorter
measurements in birds from mainland Scotland
and the Hebrides are caused by the presence of
pure faeroeensis (or borealis) specimens in the
sample, or (perhaps less likely) geographical vari-
ation in British mollissima. Larger samples would
be needed for safe conclusions.

Interestingly, there is a difference also between
the Arctic subspecies v-nigrum and sedentaria on
the one hand and the more southerly dresseri on
the other, with the nostril in the latter being posi-
tioned higher up above feathering at the bill base
(Snyder 1941, Mendall 1980, Hellquist 2013).

Bill and leg colour
In all Common Eider subspecies, bill and leg col-
our in males varies individually as well as with
age and season. The colour is usually brighter dur-
ing the pairing and breeding season and generally
brighter in older birds. Bill and leg colours co-
vary; birds with yellow bills tend to have yellow
legs etc.

Mollissima shows bill and leg colours across the
whole spectra from dull greenish grey via greenish

224

to mustard yellow hues but only exceptionally
bright yellow and perhaps never with an obvious
orange cast. Yellow hues are most prominent on
the inner part of the bill; the nail is pale grey.
Faeroeensis is similar to mollissima, with generally
rather dull bill colours. Perhaps it is more prone to
show colder grey rather than greenish hues.
However, the bill is yellow during breeding in
many birds. Using a broad definition of borealis,
its variation is as wide as in mollissima but the
average bird is more likely to show a clean yellow
bill. The variation ranges from blue-grey and green-
grey (occurring at least in Iceland and Svalbard) to
orangey yellow. In Greenland and Iceland, most
birds show saturated yellow hues. Already in sec-
ond calendar-year birds in spring, borealis normal-
ly shows a bright yellow bill, which is rare (but
possible) in mollissima. As in mollissima, the col-
our is brightest in the inner part of the bill.

Bill and head shape

The bill processes that protrude from the upper
mandible towards the eyes are rather similar in
shape in borealis, faeroeensis and mollissima. In
adult males, they become broader to a varying de-
gree during the pairing and breeding season and
then shrink again. The bill processes are slightly
shorter on average in borealis and faeroeensis
compared with mollissima but the difference is
obscured by individual variation and usually too
small to be useful in the field.



During the breeding season, mollissima males
in the Baltic and along the Swedish west coast of-
ten show a bill and head shape that is different
from that of typical borealis and faeroeensis. They
normally have an ‘aristocratic’ profile — the line
between the crown and the bill tip is essentially
straight. Photographs indicate that this is true for
the entire Baltic/Wadden Sea flyway population.
Although partly masked by individual variation,
borealis and faeroeensis generally show a less
clean profile — the bill looks slightly shorter and
the division between bill and head is not as
smooth with a more marked forehead (figure 1-2).
The difference is emphasized by the straighter de-
marcation between the black cap and white face

Identification of Northern Eider

in borealis (Garner & friends 2008), although the
impression varies a lot with the posture of the
bird.

The size of the salt glands located above the
eyes in eiders and other marine birds can explain,
at least partly, that the forehead in borealis and
faeroeensis is more marked on average compared
with mollissima belonging to the Baltic/Wadden
Sea flyway population. The glands enable intake
of ocean water and disposal of excess salt through
head shakes. The water of the Baltic is brackish,
and Kattegat and Skagerrak as well as the Wadden
Sea are less saline than the North Sea. Schioler
(1914) noted that the more prominent forehead in
Norwegian birds compared with Danish and

FIGURE 1 Common Eiders / Eiders Somateria mollissima, males. A S m borealis, Ellesmere Island, Canada, 24 May

2007 (Mark Mallory); B S m mollissima, east coast of Sweden, 5 May 2013 (Alexander Hellquist); C S m mollissima,

Northumberland, England, 3 June 2011 (Richard Greenwood). Typical representatives of three populations. Note

positions of nostrils, sails, bill colour and head shape. While Baltic nominate mollissima in breeding plumage often

have straight line between bill tip and crown, British birds show more marked forehead on average, just like many
borealis.
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FIGURE 2 Common Eiders / Eiders Somateria mollissima,
males. A S m borealis, Iceland, 29 April 2007 (Alexander
Hellquist); B S m mollissima, Gotland, Sweden, 14 April
2012 (Alexander Hellquist); C presumed S m mollissima,
Skane, Sweden, 11 August 2007 (Alexander Hellquist).
Note slightly more marked forehead in borealis. Bill
colour of 2A and 2B is typical, whereas bird in 2C is on
extreme yellow end for nominate mollissima.
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Swedish birds could be explained by the fact that
the former live in saltier water and therefore have
larger salt glands — a difference that he could see
also when studying skulls. The different forehead
shape was a main reason why Brehm (1831) de-
fined the Norwegian population as ‘norwegica’.
Based on photographs, Norwegian birds from the
Oslo Fiord in the south, where the salinity is low,
show a head shape similar to that of Baltic and
Danish birds but, northwards along the North Sea
coast, the forehead becomes increasingly promi-
nent. British birds seem to be similar to birds of
northern Norway but there is considerable indi-
vidual variation and similar-looking birds occur in
all populations.

Borealis and faeroeensis live in the salty waters
of the North Sea and the Arctic Ocean, and often
show well-marked foreheads. The jizz of typical
birds from Greenland, Iceland, Jan Mayen and
Svalbard is quite different from Baltic mollissima
but less evident individuals are not uncommon.
The difference is, however, smaller and often dif-
ficult to discern with Norwegian or British mollis-
sima. After breeding, the bill processes shrink,
making the forehead more marked in all popula-
tions and differences less noticeable. Females
have smaller bill processes and more marked fore-
heads and are therefore more similar across popu-
lations, although there is a tendency towards the
same pattern as in males. Adaptation to different
levels of salinity as revealed by head shape could
be of significance as an isolating mechanism be-
tween populations.

Presence of sails

All Common Eider subspecies have lower scapu-
lars with a broad outer web that can be erected to
form ‘sails’ on the back in resting birds. The sails
are generally more prominent in males than in fe-
males, and also more in older than in younger
birds (cf, eg, Pyle 2008). In the field, it is often dif-
ficult to assess the exact shape of the sails, due to
the viewing angle and wind conditions.

The outer web of the scapulars that form sails in
males borealis are ¢ T mm broader on average
compared with mollissima males, with extensive
overlap (cf table 2). In females, the average differ-
ence between the two subspecies is a trifle larger
than in males but still the overlap is almost com-
plete. The size of the sails is thus not a useful fea-
ture.

Borealis apparently more frequently shows a
pointed tip of the outer web (cf figure 3, plate
289); 20% (n= 40) of the examined males (second
calendar-year autumn and older) had a pointed
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TABLE 2 Width of outer web of scapular sails (ie, inner feather in scapular pair

that forms sails on each side of lower back) in two subspecies of Common

Eider Somateria mollissima (ie, S m mollissima and S m borealis). Measurement
taken where web is broadest. Difference between samples is not statistically
significant in second-generation feathers in males (p=0.2; one-tailed t-test)

but just so in older feathers generations in males (p=0.04) and clearly so in
females (p=0.004). Birds from Scotland not included as S m faeroeensis might

be involved.

average (mm) range (mm) n

males second-generation S m mollissima 19.7 16-24 23
feathers S m borealis 20.4 17-25 7

males  third-generation S m mollissima 21.9 19-26 24
feathers and older S m borealis 22.9 20-29 31

females second-generation S m mollissima 17.5 12-22 21
feathers and older S m borealis 19.3 15-23 29

tip, as compared with 4% (n= 64) in mollissima
from Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway and
Sweden. In Scottish birds, 16% (n= 13) had a
pointed tip, all from the Hebrides and Orkney in
August-September. These birds possibly include
faeroeensis or intergrades. The only examined fae-
roeensis from the Faeroes also had a pointed tip.
The exact shape of the outer web is difficult to as-
sess in the field.

The major difference between borealis and mol-
lissima lies in behaviour rather than in appear-
ance. Borealis is much more prone to erect its
sails. In mollissima, the lower scapulars are regu-
larly lifted slightly along the shafts but the outer
webs are drooping, creating gently bulging humps
on the low