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SUMMARY
Two complete censuses of all known Greenland White-fronted Goose wintering haunts found a total of 20,660 birds in autumn 1999 and 19,017 in spring 2000.  These comprised 1 and 0 birds in England, 88 and 109 in Wales, 13,871 and 11,201 on Islay and 6,700 and 7,707 in the rest of Scotland in autumn and spring respectively.   Counts were missing only from Muck where the count from last year was substituted (comprising 0.2% of the totals), and an autumn count from Loch Shiel, where the spring count (0.2% of the total) was substituted. No birds were found at the Loch Snizort site, Skye for the second winter running, suggesting this flock has deserted the most regularly used site there.  Breeding success was well below the average for the last 15 years at 9.49% young (n = 9224 aged), brood size was 3.2 (n = 158 broods). These counts represent an increase of 1.7% over the autumn 1998 count but a 14.0% decrease over the spring total in the previous year.  Given the unusually large spring 1999 count last season (an increase of 12.8% on 1998), it seems that the British numbers in autumn 1999 and spring 2000 showed little change from the 1997/98 season. We await the count data from the rest of Ireland away from Wexford before we can provide the global population estimate for 1999/2000, but it seem unlikely that the spring 2000 count will exceed 32,000 based on previous Irish counts, suggesting a drop of 10% in the population size after a poor breeding season. 
INTRODUCTION
The 1999/2000 survey was the eighteenth annual census of Greenland White-fronted Geese carried out in Great Britain by the Greenland White-fronted Goose Study.  As usual, full censuses were attempted in autumn and spring to coincide with the International counts made concurrent​ly in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and co-ordinated there by the National Parks and Wildlife Service from Dublin.  Table 1 shows the most recent total census data available to the present (based on the internationally co-ordinated counts from 1997/98, 1998/9 and 1999/2000; note counts from Ireland outside of Wexford have not been collated and data from last season have been substituted in the interim).  As with last season, the numbers counted in spring away from Islay were greater than those counted in autumn and it continues to look as if there is a substantial dispersal of birds from Islay to other sites after the initial autumn peak on the island.  This is certainly true of a number of collar-marked birds staging on Islay briefly in October before continuing to winter at Wexford Slobs in south-east Ireland.
Table 1.  Autumn and spring census totals for Greenland White-fronted Geese 1997/98, 1998/9 and 1999/2000. At the time of compilation, collation of count coverage for the rest of Ireland was incomplete, hence values in brackets use data substituted from 1998/99 to generate provisional global populations totals.  Since numbers had declined on the previous winter in all other areas, this likely represents an overestimation of the true total. 


autumn 1997
spring 1998
autumn 1998
spring 1999
autumn 1999
Spring 2000

Wexford
8338
8306
8568
8958
8019
8330

Rest of Ireland
4366
4899
4184
4617
(4184)
(4617)

Islay
13414
12224
12426
13560
13871
11201

Rest of Britain


7100
7396
7813
8438
6789
7816

Population total
33218
32835
32991
35573
(32863)
(31964)

ARRIVAL/DEPARTURE DATES

First Greenland White-fronted Geese seen on Islay were 15 on Gruinart Flats, 29th September, but the main arrivals took place between5th and 15th October. Counts running up to the count in mid-November suggest birds were still arriving there in the early days of that month on Islay (Malcolm Ogilvie).  Stan Laybourne was entreated to the sight of 7 Greenland White-fronted Geese (apparently just arrived) dropping into Loch of Mey, Caithness on 1st October 1999 at 14.45 hr.  By 11th October, he had 120+ with over 700 Greylags gleaning grain in stubble nearby at Castle of Mey.  Stan also observed around 280 from first light on 13th October at Loch of Mey, which he was convinced must include passage migrants, since the regular numbers through the rest of the winter were between 160 and 200 individuals.  His first records for the Westfield flock were a family (2 adults and 6 young) on 4th October.  Other first records included 7 at Helensburgh Reservoirs in Strathclyde on 10th October and 39 on The Loons, Orkney the same day, so it appears that was the date of arrival for many birds after first arrivals in the first days of the month.  Spring departures were not well documented away from Islay, where virtually all the geese, Barnacles and Whitefronts, left on 15th and 16th April 2000.  After a week of mainly northerly airflows, the wind abruptly swung to the SE overnight of the 14th/15th and “off they went” (Malcolm Ogilvie). Brian Rabbitts specifically mentioned that the Uists did not experience much of a goose passage this year.  

AGE RATIOS

Breeding success for Greenland White-fronted Geese from the summer of 1999 was well below aver​age, the proportion of young being 9.5% among the aged samples, well down on last winter's production figures (Table 2).  The overall ratio comprised 10.4% young on Islay (compared with 15.1% average during 1982-1998, and 19.0% last year) and 8.0% in the rest of Britain (compared with 15.0% average during 1982-1998 and 16.9% last year).   The mean brood size was 3.2 (see Table 2) based on 158 families sampled from a greater number of sites than is normally possible.  The average on Islay (3.6) was slightly higher than the 1982-1998 average there (3.22). In the rest of Britain the average brood size was 2.6 in 1999 compared with 2.85 average from 1982-1997. 

The reasons for the poor production of young were the unusual weather conditions experienced by the geese in West Greenland during summer 1999.  Although conditions were generally good in Iceland in spring that year, the spring conditions encountered on the breeding areas were quite severe.  Meteorological records from Kangerlussuaq (Søndre Strømfjord 67ºN, in the south of the breeding range where many Scottish-wintering birds breed) and Ilulissat (Jakobshavn, further north at 69ºN, where rather more Irish birds nest) show just how unusual conditions were.  In Kangerlussuaq, the average May temperature was –0.3ºC compared to 6.2ºC in the previous five years.  Indeed, there have only been 3 years since 1973 when the mean temperature in May has been below freezing: in 1984 (when the GWGS expedition experienced the incredibly late thaw that year), 1992 (when production of young was also low) and 1999.  The story was the same further north, at Ilulissat mean May temperature was –3.5ºC in 1999, compared to 2.0ºC in the previous 5 years, and snowfall was much greater than usual (42 mm precipitation compared to the previous 5 year mean of 13 mm).  Things did improve in June, the mean temperature in Ilulissat was 4.1ºC compared to 6.9ºC in the preceeding 5 years, but snow persisted here and further north in the range. The team flying aerial survey in early June (see Malecki et al. 2000 mentioned below) encountered snow free conditions, melting lakes and good feeding conditions for geese around Kangerlussuaq, but thick snow cover from south of Ilulissat as far as Svartenhuk at 70ºN.  This far north, there was no sign of running water or any thaw and geese were sitting around on open ice.  Hence, it seems likely that although the season was delayed for Scottish wintering birds, conditions on the breeding grounds for Irish geese were more severe further north.  This is reflected in the fact that whilst Islay birds returned with 10% young, those at Wexford had their worst breeding season ever with just 5.5% young amongst their number (Alyn Walsh pers. comm.)

Table 2.  Summary of age ratio determinations and brood sizes for Greenland White-fronted Geese wintering in Britain 1999/2000.

 SITE
 % YOUNG
SAMPLE


MEAN BRO​OD SI​ZE
   SAMPLE

Loons, Orkney
2.9
139
-
-

Loch of Mey, Caithness
10.3
136
3
2

Westfield, Caithness
10.3
78
2.7
3

Kilaulay, South Uist
24.2
33
-
-

North Uist
0
6
-
-

Coll
11.5
87
2.5
4

Tiree
15.8
95
-
-

Colonsay/Oronsay
9.6
166
-
-

Ardnaclach, Lorn
4.7
107
1.3
4

Ardentiny, Lorn
3.7
81
-
-

Moine Mhor
3.2
31
1
1

Clachan, Kintyre1
8.8
215
2.7
7

Rhunahaorine, Kintyre1
9.2
938
3.2
26

Machrihanish, Kintyre1
4.3
866
2.0
8

Islay1
10.4
5777
3.6
95

Stranraer
20
135
-
-

Loch Ken
7.1
126
1.5
6

Bute
5.6
179
3.5
2

Endrick Mouth
6.9
29
-
-

Scotland excl. Islay

OVERALL 


7.95

9.49
3447

9224
2.6

3.2
63

158

1Details from Islay and Kintyre courtesy of Dr Malcolm Ogilvie

COUNT BREAKDOWN
The counts presented here are, as usual, based upon the regular coverage of all known regular wintering sites organised by GWGS, but also incorporate counts carried out by Scottish National Heritage.  Some data have been incorporated from the WeBS database managed by The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust from Slimbridge, particularly counts of Greenland White-fronted Geese reported from elsewhere in Britain away from the regular wintering haunts.  

The full breakdown of the count totals giving the maximum counts per month and the census period total is appended at the back of the report.  The counts on Islay showed the usual substantial variation throughout the season, at between 8,699 and 15,860, with an average of 11,698 (based upon 9 counts, data courtesy of Scottish Natural Heritage), 1,333 down on last year’s equivalent value.   For the second year running, the small flock near the shores of Loch Snizort on Skye could not be located.  The flock had been more difficult to find in recent years, so perhaps they are merely unobserved rather than truly disappeared from the area. However, it would be nice to know what has happened to this little flock. The geese at Broadford and Loch Shiel have also become very much more elusive in recent years, so regular counts have become impossible at both sites and for Loch Shiel, only one count was forthcoming substituted for both spring and autumn counts.  No geese were counted at Assapol, Mull during 1999/2000 and although no counts were carried out in January and February, the March count at Endrick Mouth, Loch Lomond, failed to find the 80-200 birds reported earlier in the season.  Coverage otherwise was good in the year, and it would seem that there were unusual numbers which remained for a substantial part of the winter in the Borders/Lothian.

RESEARCH NEWS

Once again, there was a great deal of activity associated with Greenland White-fronted Goose monitoring, research and conservation in the year that has passed.  Although no further radio devices have been fitted to geese to enable tracking of individuals by satellite, the information received from the deployment of these devices is being worked up.  In particular, a manuscript is almost completed reporting on the discovery of new spring staging areas in west Greenland based upon the findings from 1997-1999.

A great deal of written material relating to the staging behaviour and feeding ecology of Greenland White-fronted Geese staging in Iceland in general emerged during the last few months.  Many accounts of the detailed studies of the geese at the Hvanneyri Agricultural College also appeared in print, as did a brief account of the results of aerial survey carried out in west Greenland in 1999.  Considerable behind the scene activity continues, in particular Timme Nyegaard is close to finishing his masters degree looking at the effects of feeding on different species of grass in the hayfields at Hvanneyri.  He is looking at how specialising on different food items can affect the speed and ability of individuals to acquire sufficient fat and protein stores for the journey onwards to west Greenland in spring.  Best news of all was that Jens Kristiansen completed his doctoral thesis in early 2001 and successfully defended his work at a public examination in Copenhagen on 13 March this year.  The thesis included 14 published or submitted papers involving Greenland White-fronted Geese, and Jens’ contribution to our understanding of this goose population, especially during spring staging and the interactions with invading Canada Geese in West Greenland, has been enormous.  We wish Jens all the very best in the future (especially since he has just become a father) and thank him for all the happy times and his incredible hard work and commitment to Greenland White-fronted Goose research (although his involvement with Whitefronts is certain not to end here!).
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