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The common eider is a large duck that is the most
abundant swimming�bird species inhabiting the Bar�
ents Sea area throughout the entire annual cycle. With
exception of the Novaya Zemlya coast, the main
breeding sites of this species in the southeastern Bar�
ents Sea (the Pechora Sea) are focused on small
islands off the northern and western shores of the
Vaygach Island [3, 4]. The current density of the com�
mon eider population on Vaygach Island is low.
According to our estimates, it does not exceed 2000
specimens [3].

The trophic connections and diet of the Barents
Sea eider are still poorly studied. With rare exceptions,
all of the studies have been conducted in center of the
Barents Sea area on the northern coast of the Kola
Peninsula [1, 5].

There is still no data on the eider diet composition
and trophic connections in the eastern part of the Bar�
ents Sea area. In this study, we aimed at obtaining
information on this subject.

To study the diet composition of the eider, we used
coprological analysis. Feces were sampled in places of
the duck recreation in Lyamchin Bay and Krasnaya
Bay on the west coast of Vaygach (Fig. 1).

In total, 89 samples have been analyzed. Nineteen
of them have been collected on Bolshoy Zinkovy
Island (Lyamchin Bay) in August 2002 and 2007. The
remaining samples were obtained in August 2007 on
the coast of Lyamchin Bay (n = 36) and on three small
islands of Krasnaya Bay (n = 34).

In our study, we have identified 268 feed species.
Mollusks were the most important in the eider diet;
their relative occurrence reached 67.2% in this area.
Bivalve mollusks were significantly more frequent than
gastropods in the feces samples (41.8 and 25.0%,
respectively).

The relative frequency of the gastropod mollusks in
the eider diet varied widely depending on the site of
feeding. The lowest frequency of this group was at the
level of 4.5% on Bolshoy Zinkovy Island; the maxi�
mum, in Krasnaya Bay. Testudinalia tesselata and Lit�
torina saxatilis occurred most frequently in the sam�
ples. In some cases (on Krasnaya Bay islands), there
were many Amauropsis islandica snails; their relative
frequency reached 26.5%. 

Bivalve mollusks are of paramount importance in
the eider diet. Their relative occurrence varied from
38.6% (Lyamchin Bay) to 54.5% (Bolshoy Zinkovy
Island) (Fig. 2). On the western coast of Vaygach
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Fig. 1. The study area on Vaygach Island: 1, Bolshoy Zink�
ovy Island; 2, Lyamchin Bay; 3, Krasnaya Bay.
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Island, the mussels Mytilus edulis L. were of particular
importance in the eider diet (30.6%) among all the
species of the bivalve mollusks. The mussel occurrence
in the feces samples varied from 21.0 to 32.6% (Fig. 3).
Among other species of bivalve mollusks Modiolus
modiolus were also frequent. Sometimes, a few speci�
mens of Lyonsia arenosa and Hiatella arctica were also
identified.

Other food species were much less frequent. The
relative proportions of crustaceans (Arthropoda:
Crustacea) and polychetes (Annelida: Polychaeta)
were 10.4 and 3.0%, respectively. Among the crusta�
ceans, representatives of Decapoda (e.g., Hyas spp.)
were identified as a rule. In 2007, the Eupagurus pube�
scens was found in 41.7% of all the samples taken on
Bolshoy Zinkovy Island. Fish (Pisces, almost exclu�
sively the thornback Gasterosteus aculeatus) was even
rarer: in 1.1% of all types of food. Algae were not con�
sidered a real food item of the common eider. We
believe that the ducks swallowed algae occasionally
during extraction of the benthic objects attached to the
ground.

When studying the eider diet earlier, we found that
the feeding behavior of this sea duck species was char�
acterized by some flexibility. Common eiders of differ�
ent parts of the area prefer the most abundant types of
food available in each certain situation [2].

In this study, we have demonstrated that, on the
western coast of Vaygach Island, mussels are also the

most important component of the eider diet. In this
part of the area, at the depths accessible for the eider
(about 10 m), mussels occur probably in a sufficient
quantity and are prevailing in the duck diet over other
food items because they are preferable. At the same
time, the Vaygach coast and the Pechora Sea are
known to be the northeastern edge of the edible mussel
(Mytilus edulis) area [6]. Here, they form shallow
sparse communities with a relatively low biomass (up
to 2 kg/m2). They grow slowly [6], and extended
reproduction of these communities does not occur
every year. Some environmental factors have a great
impact on the mollusks and impede their spread to the
north and east. Low temperatures and the lack of food,
in particular, because of a short vegetative season, are
probably the main limiting factors. Mussel communi�
ties in the Pechora Sea seem to be unstable; their
abundance and reproduction are variable.

Vaygach Island is known to be situated near the
southeastern edge of the eider area in the Barents Sea.
Therefore, the low density of this species in the south�
eastern part of the Pechora Sea may be explained by a
poor productivity of the benthic communities accessi�
ble for the eider. The long�term trends in variation of
this parameter might be caused by a certain transfor�
mations of benthic communities, e.g., in response to
climate changes.
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Fig. 2. The relative occurrence of Gastropoda and Bivalvia
mollusks in the diet of Somateria mollissima on Vaygach
Island. Here and in Fig. 3: I, Lyamchin Bay; II, Krasnaya
Bay; III, Bolshoy Zinkovy Island.
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Fig. 3. The relative occurrence of the mussels Mytilus edu�
lis in the diet of Somateria molissima on Vaygach Island.
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