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This paper gives a brief description of the Eurasian nuthatch Sitta europaea; appearance and hab-

its. From being an absent bird in the Alandian bird fauna, it started to appear around 2008 and has

expanded its range in the years that followed. The reason for its rapid expansion is likely a result of

the warmer climate as the species has expanded its range also in Sweden and the UK.

Introduction

The Eurasian nuthatch Sitta europaea is a com-
mon species with a range stretching from Portu-
gal, England and southern Norway to the eastern-
most places — Korea, Russia, China and Japan. In
Europe, it is estimated that there are between 10.7
and 21.4 millions of breeding couples.

On a map from IUCN (2018) the nuthatch is
not observed on the Aland Islands but in a few
places on the Finnish mainland, and on another
map (Harrap & Quinn 1996) it was observed on
the Aland Islands but not on the Finnish main-
land.

The nuthatch is blueish grey on the the back
and white on the belly, with a slight rusty-brown
on the chest and the stomach. A black streak runs
through the eye. The sides of the body backwards
on and partly the lower tail covers may be rusty
red. The beak is straight, trind (round), somewhat
blunt and about the length as the head. The wings
are broad and blunt. The tail is short, soft and
straight. Back toe and tarsus are about the same
length. The feathers of the wings are dark brown,
but the feathers of the tail are black (except for

the middle two, which are grey). The total length
may be up to 14—15 cm. The wingspan is 23-27
cm (Figs. 1 & 2).

Nuthatches live in couples or in very small
groups in deciduous forests, preferably where tall
trees are mixed with lower ones, but they also vis-
it residential areas. It is constantly on the move
and likes to stay close to other birds, above all tit-
mice and tree creepers, with which they begin to
roam around during the autumn in so called tit-
mice guilds. It forages for insects on tree trunks
and branches, and has the ability to move head-
first down trees. Seeds and nuts make up a signifi-
cant part of its winter food and in autumn the spe-
cies stores this food. During the winter months, it
likes to visit bird feedings. The nest is placed in
a tree hollow.

Species boundaries are difficult to define
among the nuthatches, with today five species and
21-22 subspecies, but in Finland only two sub-
species are likely — the nominate species (Sitta
europaea europaea) and the Siberian nuthatch (S.
europaea asiatica). In Sweden, the asiatica sub-
species is mainly found north of River Daldlven.
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Fig. 1 and 2. The photo on the left shows the nominate subspecies and the one on the right hopefully the subspecies Sitta euro-
paea asiatica. Note the orange-brown colour of the sides and the belly on the latter, as well as the white streak above the black
streak, running through the eye. Dates of photos: 21 Oct. 2023, Finstrom respectively 13 Dec 2019, Lemland.

The species is common and there is no concern
for its survival in the larger parts of its range.

The first nuthatch I ever saw was in a park in
Orebro, Sweden, in 2011. Until this millenium, T
had not seen any nuthatch at all on the Aland Is-
lands, but in Eckerd, the westernmost municipal-
ity of Finland, there was a finding of nuthatch in
the seventies (Andersson, pers.comm.).

Research area

The research area, the main islands of Aland, is
very small, altogether 8 603 km?, but neverthe-
less a stepping stone between Sweden and the
southwest of mainland Finland. The area is main-
ly overgrown with pine forest on rocky ground at
the higher altitudes and in between there are ar-
eas of cultivated land. On the lower levels, there
are also remnants of old wooded meadows, decid-
uous forest and fir. The soils are mostly shallow,

but at lower elevations we find the wooded mead-
ows and the deciduous forests.

In 2009 one of my friends (Jorgen Eriksson,
nature conservationist on the local government)
told me that he had managed to capture a nuthatch
on a photograph on Ramsholmen nature reserve,
about 3 km NW from Mariehamn, so I decided to
keep my eyes open and look for them. It did not
take more than four years before I saw my first
nuthatch on the nature reserve Herrdskatan about
20 km from the centre of Mariehamn.

I did not keep a book of my observations, but
after that, I have seen nuthatches on several plac-
es on the main islands, from the nature reserves of
Nato to Hockboleholmen in Geta. Other observa-
tions come from the nature reserve Pristgérdsni-
set Finstrom; almost every visit) and on the op-
posite side of Lake Markusbolefjirden is Ornis,
a place largely dominated by wooded meadows,
where it has also been frequently observed. What
these places have in common is that they are all
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former wooded meadows or deciduous forests.
I also asked members of Birdwatchers of Aland
(Fagelskadare pid Aland) where they had ob-
served nuthatches.

Results and discussion

The location of the observations of nuthatches
during the years 2008—2025 is shown in Fig. 3.

The occurrence in Finland may be seen on laji.
fi/sv/taxon/MX.34586 but must not be regarded as a
map of distribution, it rather shows the density
of bird watchers, but at a closer look at the Aland
Islands, it is apparent that the nuthatch must also
be found on the east and west sides of my obser-
vations.

The differences in the distributions maps may
possibly be explained by the fact that though Fin-
land is a Northeastern country in Europe, rather
close to the Atlantic Ocean, the climate is more
continental on the Finnish mainland than in Swe-
den and along the Norwegian coast despite the vi-
cinity of the Bothnian Bay. In Sweden, the nut-
hatch seems, with a few exceptions, to inhabit

Fig. 3. Map of the Aland Islands, showing findings of nuthatch.

roughly the area south of the line 67.5-64 °N but
some 70 years ago it was said to liv south of River
Dalélven (Haftorn 1959). The nuthatch occasion-
ally breeds in Finland. The moost recent breeding
population from Finland is 100-300 pairs. In Fin-
land we may see both the nominate race, breed-
ing in the Balticum, Denmark and southern Swe-
den, and the eastern race (Sitta europaeae asiat-
ica) which in some years invade Finland and for
some years thereafter may breed here (Suomen
lajitietokeskus 2025).

Thus, I believe that the nuthatch is expand-
ing its range in Finland, and that this is going to
continue, as it has done in Sweden and in the UK
(Keller et al. 2020). Why this is happening is a
question I cannot fully answer, but probably this
shifting of range is due to the climate change, with
a more common warm climate. Similar likely cli-
mate driven range expansions have been docu-
mented also in other species (Audobon 2025). 1
know that the fall of 2024 the nuthatch has been
observed in southern Finland (Raseborg). The av-
erage temperatures for Mariehamn of the meteor-
ological 30-years standard periods shows a tem-
perature rise of almost three degrees since the end
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of the nineteenth century (Stenlid 2001) and af-
ter the year 2020 the average yearly temperature
has been over 7 °C. Other factors that explain
why some bird species have decreased in num-
ber could be correlated with forestry (e.g. defor-
estation and lack of dead wood), changes in the
agricultural landscape, expanding residential ar-
eas, environmental toxins, and eutrophication of
lakes.

Conclusions

The nuthatch has become much more common
and has bred on the Aland Islands during the last
1015 years, from almost none to be one of the
most expected birds during a winter excursion.
In a few years, they will probably expand more
eastwards and then fully start the colonisation of
the Finnish mainland. An interesting topic is what
happens when they meet the mixed population of
Sitta europaea europaea and S. europaea asiatica.
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