GREENLAND WHITE-FRONTED GEESE IN BRITAIN; 1984/85

D. A. Stroud

INTRODUCTION

The winter 1984/85 is the third during which a complete census has been made
of wintering Greenland White-fronted Geese in the British Isles. As well

as the now regular November and March/ April counts, undertaken with the
help of observers throughout Britain, much effort has been spent this year
in locating geese Darvic ringed in 1979 and 1984 as well as looking for those
caught and neck-collared at Wexford, Ireland in spring and autumn 1984.

The year has also seen a tremendous amount of conservation activity. Although
this has largely centred on the continuing problems at Eilean na Muice Dubh
/SSSI (Duich Moss) on Islay, the media coverage has also related to the wider
" conservation problems of Greenland White-fronted Geese. Items on the geese
and Eilean na Muice Dubh have appeared on national radio and television,
in the national and local press as well as in several length magazine articles.
All these have in some way or other drawn on data collected over the last
three winters and have served to emphasise how a valuable data base has and
ig being collected.

In the light of extremely rapid loss of peatland sites to uncontrolled commercial
afforestation in Caithness, a detailed spring census andinventory of sites

was made in the county during late March and early April. Particular stress

was laid on determining the identity of different flocks and relating this

to their use of specific areas.

The British total in November 1984 was 9,490, a 16% increase on the November
1983 total. The spring 1985 total was, however, down to 8,826, an apparent
decline of 664. This slight spring decline, seen also last winter, is to

an extent compensated for by a spring increase in Greenland Whitefronts counted
in Ireland.

ARRIVAL DATES

Although a single bird was seen on Islay on September 13th, the first arrivals
were not seen until 2nd October when a flock of 79 was seen at Gruinart.

The build-up on Islay contimued until about 10 October. This is a very early
arrival and at other British sites arrival dates were similarly early:

Loch Ken 6 October; Dyfi Estuary 7 October; Orkney 9 October; Loch Eye

10 October; Loch Lomond 11 October; Isle of Danna 15 October; Caithness

17 October; Moine Mhor 25 October; Arnol, Lewis 29 October; Snizort, Skye
3 November.

DEPARTURE DATES

The main departure from Islay occumedon the night of 2 April when parties

of Whitefronts were heard flying north all night. An island count the next
day found a total of only . Elsewhere, departure dates were more variable.
There was a decline from 750 to 253 observed on Tiree from 3 - 5 April but
this probably reflected spring redistribution rather than migration. On the
Dyfi Estuary half the flock departed between 14 - 17 April, with the remainder
leaving on the morning of 19 April. Last birds were seen at Lock Ken on 17



April ardboth Caithness and Orkney on 21 April.

PRODUCTIVITY IN 1984

The spring weather conditions in Greenland were very severe, with one of

the latest spring thaws on record following the third coldest winter since
records began. Deep snow lay throughout May, melting only in early June.
Arrival dates, laying and hatching dates were all significantly later than
in 1979 (Fox & Ridgill 1985), and there was a high predatiou rate due to
Arctic Foxes within an area intensively studied. These factors suggested
that the breeding success of the population would have been severely reduced,
but the figures show an average breeding season (Table 5). '

At the main British haunt of Islay, there were 12.1% young in the autumn
flocks, close to the long-term mean of 14.6% (mean for 1962 - 1983). At
Wexford, Ireland breeding performance was similarly close to the long-term
mean for that wintering area, and as usual was slightly higher than on Islay.
Elsewhere in Britain, breeding performance seems to have been greater than

on Islay, unlike the situation found after the 1982 and 1983 breeding seasons.
However, the sample sizes are relatively small and may not accurately reflect
the true situation away from Islay. Average brood sizes (Table 5) were high
both on Islay and elsewhere.

During July, the weather in Greenland was calm and hot, and these 'heatwave'
conditions during the hatching and early fledging period probably more than
offset the effects of the late spring on breeding birds by reducing gosling
mortality. This is also suggested by the weather in mid-summer 1983 which
was cold, wet and foggy. This resulted in a poor breeding season with only
9% young produced by Islay birds.

POPULATIQN SIZE

Spring 1984

The census of November 1983 found 8,188 Greenland Whitefronts in Britain, but
the census report gave a total of only 7,494 in March/ April 1984 (Stroud
1984). Since the publication of those totals, further counts have come to
light which suggest that the spring total was underestimated. The March/
April census found 7,926 geese, a difference of only 262 (3.2%) from the
autumn total. The revised area totals are given in Table 1 and revised site
totals are given in Table 2.

Autumn 1984

The British population in November was found to be 9,490, a 167 increase on
the autumn 1983 total (Table 1). Peak monthly counts are given in Table 3.
This increase is almost exactly what would have been expected on the basis of
a greater mumber of young produced in 1984 when compared with 1983. An
estimated 1,298 young were produced (in 449 families) in 1984, and the total
increase between censuses was 1,302. This implies that natural mortality
must have been low over the same period or that immigration from Ireland
took place. A compounding problem is that in many areas counting techniques
improve each year making between year comparisions difficult. In particular,
a thorough survey of Coll and Tiree found a total for both islands of 1,061
(compared to the previous maximum of 792). Taken together, these islands
now appear to be the most important wintering area in Britain after Islay.

There may also have been some movement from Ireland which might account for
the higher British numbers. Five of 44 geese marked at Wexford last spring
were seen at three Scottish sites, and of these four over-wintered. No great
emphasis can be placed on these movements since the present Irish ringing



scheme is just a year old, and this is the first winter in which such movements
could have been demonstrated.

The increase in numbers has been similar at different sites with the proportion
of the British total on Islay (557%) substantially the same as last year (56%).

Spring 1985

The British population in the spring was considerably lower than the total
found in the autumn. There were particular problems with the Kintyre flocks
which are always difficult to count accurately. Two good autumn counts gave
1,259 geese present at the two main sites, yet a count on 18 March found a
total of only 720. A subsequent count at Machrihanish later that month found
c200 more geese at that one site. Thus in the calculation of the spring
British total, the autumn counts for Rhunahaorine and Machrihanish have been
used. This gives a spring South Argyll total of 1,635 in line with the autumn
regional total. The British total is thus raised to 8,862 removing a major
part of the observed shortfall in numbers.

COUNT COVERAGE DURING 1984/85

Count coverage was again good, with virtually all sites being visited at
least once during the winter. A higher proportion of the spring census was
estimated than usual (Table 1), although all major sites were counted.

Recent counts have come to hand of the small flock on the Isle of Muck (R. Dobson
in litt.) and it seems that there is still a small flock of ¢30 birds that
regularly winter on the island. It is hoped that these will now be counted

on a regular basis and further information on this little known flock will

be forthcoming.

On Orkney a new site at Meikle Water, Stronsay was discovered during the
winter (E. Meek, P. Reynold, R. Dennis in litt.). This is a small basin loch
with a fringing belt of tall herb marsh. 1In March, a flock of 48 Whitefronts
was seen here, including a pary of five geese with 1984 Darvic rings (unfort-
unately unread). It is not known if this represents a seperate wintering
flock, but it is probable that the site may be an alternative feeding area
for birds usually seen in late winter at Tankerness. If the Darvic ringed
birds return to Orkney next winter it will be possible to investigate the use
of these sites in detail. .

Another new site recently found is in the Sguod Valley, near Poolewe, Wester
Ross. Here, urmistakable signs of Greenland Whitefront grazing were found
on a series of pool dominated peat-bogs during the summer. It is not known
how many birds use this site but a survey this winter should give more infor-
mation. Interestingly, the site is not far from an old, apparently deserted
haunt at Redpoint, Gairloch and Longa Island. The area needs much survey
work in winter and help would be welcome.

The BTO/ Earthwatch Shorebird Survey during December produced several interesting
record from the west coast of Kintyre. In particular, parties of geese were
seen flying between the island of Gigha and Rhunahaorine Point on several

days. No feeding area is known on Gigha, yet these observations suggest a
regular flux from the Rhunahaorine flocks. In the past there have been

several unexplained discrepancies with counts at Rhunahaorine, and movement

of geese to Gigha may well explain these. The situation deserves attention

and in future simultaneous Gigha/ Rhunahaorine counts should be attempted.

Another new and interesting record was of 68 feeding at Glenacardoch Point,
Kintyre. This is not known as a feeding area, yet should obviously be checked
in future.



The Brathay Exploration Group counted Tiree & Coll in early April and found
evidence of movement from the islands before the onset of spring passage.

A thorough count on Tiree on 3 April found 750 birds, yet two days later the
total had fallen to 253 and remained at this level for the rest of their
stay there. On Coll, 179 were found on 9 April and 136 the following day.
Both these totals are low for this island and suggest movement from Coll also
(M. Mills in litt.).

At Loch Ken, snow and freezing conditions on the loch and River Dee appeared

to disperse some birds in January, and even following the thaw around 19 February
few more seemed to appear (R. Hawley in litt.). MNumbers from this site remained
generally low for the rest of the winter.

On Islay, mumbers were slightly up on previous years (Table 4) with a peak
of 5,358 recorded on 28 February. A total of 13 complete counts were made by
NCC and GWGS through the winter and the mean of these was 4,183. After an
apparent increase in early November, mmbers appeared generally stable through
the winter, although further evidence was found of the close relationship
between mean flock size and the total counted for the island. This tends to
result in low mid-winter counts when the birds are dispersed around the
island in small flocks (Stroud, Easterbee & Bignal in prep). The mean flock
size for all counts on Islay was a mere 55. In such small flocks, White-
fronts have far less potential for causing serious agricultural damage, than
the larger flocks of more gregarious Barnacle Geese.

Totals for each 10 km square on Islay and elsewhere in Britain are available
on request.

ROOST SITES

During the year a preliminary review of the roost sites of Greenland White-
fronts in Argyll was published (Stroud 1985). This drew heavily on information
collected during census work undertaken recently, and copies are available

on request. In the light of the rapid expansion of the hill forestry industry
in Scotland, it is important that the most significant roost sites are given
protection. However, to do so we need much more information about the roosting
habits of the geese in nearly all areas of Scotland. It is an important
priority to obtain this information.

CAITHNESS CENSUS, SPRING 1985

During the 1970's, some 500 Greenland White-fronted Geese were present in
Caithness, with a simultaneous count of 640 in 1978/79. Since then, counts
have suggested a decline with a mere 358 present in February 1985 (Laybourne
& Fox 1985a). However, the county total is still of international importance
and the bog feeding habit of some birds makes these groups of particular
interest.

Stan Laybourne has identified the major feeding sites and provided considerable
information on the movements of Darvic ringed birds, but the relative
relationship between feeding flocks and their specific roost sites were not
adequately understood in the absence of simultanecus counts. With continued
afforestation and commercial peat-cutting of the peatland flows, it became
imperative to identify the peatland sites of significant importance to

Greenland Whitefronts. With specific financial support from NCC, RSPB, and

the Wildfowl Trust, GWGS mounted a census trip to Caithness during 24 March -

2 April. Enormous help was given by Stan and the results are fully given by
Laybourne & Fox (1985b). The acknowledgements list gives details of participants.



Five geographically discrete flocks were identified, with the largest (c120)
in the Westfield area, feeding in the reseeded and arable areas of the
Lythmore Strath and roosting to the south on the Broubster Leans wetland
complex. Eight birds ringed during the 1979 Greenland expedition have been
seen in this group since then, including A35 shot in 1981 and A33 and A76
which have remained to the present winter.

The north-eastern flock utilises several feeding sites in the vicinity of
Loch Heilen. Numbers during the census were consistently around 100. Flocks
spent much of the time in the fields behind the coast near Loch of Mey which
was also used as a regular roost. The presence of the Darvic ringed goose
AO5 in this flock from 1979/80 to the present has helped to identify the
roosting and feeding sites of this group of geese.

In the centre of the county, c80 birds were found to feed mainly on pasture
around Loch Scarmclate and in the wet reseed between this loch and Loch Watten.
In the past, birds have been watched flighting from here to Loch Heilen to
roost, but during the present census these flocks showed no sign of mixing

and the flock remained to roost each night at Scarmclate.

The poorly known geese north-west of Wick roost at Loch of Killimster and
feed on adjacent pasture. Although suspected as being different from the
Heilen flock, the census was able to show that this was indeed the case during
spring 1985. This group mumbered 40 geese, similar mumbers to those noted

in the same general area in past years.

In addition, Loch Meadie was a known roost site in the flowland of the south-
west of the county and Stan has seen these birds flighting to Heilen in past
years. Investigation this year showed some 40 - 60 geese using the complex
as a roost site, but birds flew in late at night after dark and left in the
early hours before dawn. Thus the survey was unable to determine where they
were coming from and consequently where these birds were feeding.

The combination of Stan's patient Darvic-reading activities (he considers
himself a 'Plastic-ring twitcher' !), his past counts and the simultaneous
counts and coverage of the 1985 survey has determined areas used by geese,

and established links between the feeding and roost sites of the discrete
groups present. At the same time, it has highlighted the need for further
study, particularly with regard to the tantalising south-western flock, during
the coming winter. An enormous thank-you to everybody who assisted, especially
to Clive MacKay for the gargantuan task of organising the logistical side of
the survey and all who supported the project financially.

A. D. Fox

DARVIC RINGED GEESE

In July 1979, 96 Greenland Whitefronts were Darvic ringed on their breeding
grounds in west Greenland. In the six winters since then, a total of 65 of

these birds have been either seen or recovered on the wintering grounds and

on passage in Iceland. In a contirnuation of this study, a further 88 birds

were caught and Darvic ringed in the same area of Greenland in July 1984.

A total of 38 of these birds were seen last winter. A summary of the distribution
of these Darvic ringed geese is given below.

As part of a large research programme on the Greenland Whitefront in Ireland,
the Forest and Wildlife Service (FWS) has also been individually marking geese
on the Wexford Slobs. Small numbers were caught through spring 1984 with

clap nets. However, the use of cannon-nets fired over geese feeding on prepared



plots of barley in autum 1984 enabled a further 163 geese to be caught and
ringed. These birds were marked with Darvic neck-collars which makes them
more conspicuous than the Darvic leg-ringed birds from Greenland. Several of
the birds marked in Wexford in the spring were seen amongst Scottish flocks

the following winter and details are given below. It is too early to interpret

these sightings in terms of degree of interchange between Irish and Scottish

wintering areas. Further sightings of these geese in future years will give
insights into the movement of Irish wintering geese.

The 1list below gives the locations of Darvic ringed geese seen during 1984/85.

1979 Ringed birds

AQ3*
AO4
AO5
AO6
A10*
Al4
Al8
A19
A24
A26
A3l
A32?
A33
A38
A60
A62
A63
A66
A67
A71*
A72
A76
A82
A85

Retrapped in Greenland July 1984, no records from the wintering grounds.
Ring found in Co. Mayo, Ireland September 1984, bird presumed dead - shot ?
Loch of Mey, Caithness. Same site as 1980/81 & 1983/84.

Lonban, Coll. Moved from Loch Lomond 79/80 to Loch Ken 83/84 to Coll.
Retrapped in Greenland July 1984, previous Loch Lomond 1979/80 & 1980/81.
Cluanach, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Avenvogie, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Avenvogie, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Avenvogie, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Avenvogie, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Cean na Croic, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Avenvogie, Islay. Now lost Darvic ring - but same site as previous winters.
Bardnaheigh, Caithness. Same area as 1979/80 - 1982/83.

Cean na Croic, Islay. Same site as previous five winters.

Eallabus, Islay. Same site as 1980/81 & 1983/84.

Ardnave Point, Islay. The first sighting of this goose since ringing.
Neriby, Islay. The first sighting of this goose since ringing.

Neriby, Islay. Same area as 1979/80 & 1983/84.

Neriby, Islay. Same area as 1979/80 & 1983/84.

Retrapped in Greenland July 1984, no record from the wintering grounds.
Uisgeantsuidhe, Islay. Same site as 1982/83 & 1983/84.

Bardnaheigh, Caithness. Same site as 1979/80 & 1980/81.

Eorrabus, Islay. Close to area where seen 1982/83.

Kepolls, Islay. First sighting since ringing in 1979.

1984 Ringed birds

K02
K04

Kepolls, Islay T16 Port Charlotte, Islay
Kepolls, Islay T17 Port Charlotte, Islay
Robolls, Islay ‘ T20+ Rangdrvallsysli, Iceland
Uisgeantsuidhe, Islay T21 Port Charlotte, Islay
Wester Ellister, Islay T22+ Rangarvallsysli, Iceland
Leorin/ Kintra, Islay T25 Arnabost, Coll

North Slob, Wexford, Ireland T31 Port Charlotte, Islay
Coultorsay, Islay T32+ Rangirvallsysli, Iceland

Conisby, Islay

Redhouses, Islay

North Slob, Wexford, Ireland
Kintra, Islay

Conisby, Islay

Leorin, Islay

Wester Ellister, Islay

T20, T22 & T32 were shot on autum
passage in Iceland.

North Slob, Wexford, Ireland Additionally, a further five 1984 ringed
Balulive, Islay birds were present on Stronsay, Orkney
Balulive, Islay in mid-March but were not specifically
Lonbaan, Coll identified.

Lonbaan, Coll

North Slob, Wexford, Ireland
Little Brosna, Shannon, Ireland
Port Charlotte, Islay



Wexford marked birds

3AA Machrihanish, Kintyre. White neck collar.

5AA Machrihanish, Kintyre. White neck collar. Paired 3AA & present all winter.
SJF Eallabus, Islay. Orange collar.

6JF Eallabus, Islay. Orange Collar. Paired 5JF with family of 5 young.

One further orange neck collared bird was seen but not read at Cornabus, Islay
during October. Since this bird was not seen subsequently, it may have been
en route to Wexford.

SUMMARY OF MARKED BIRDS SEEN 1984/85

Ringed 1979 Ringed 1984  Ringed 1984
Greenland Greenland Wexford

Read Present
Iceland 3 shot
Wexford, Ireland 4 -
Little Brosna, Shannon, Ireland 1 2
Co. Mayo, Ireland 1 dead
Orkney 5
Islay 16 20 2
Machrihanish, Kintyre 2
Coll, Argyll 1 3
Caithness 3
TOTAL 21 31 7 4

The distribution of birdsringed in 1984 shows no great difference from those
ringed in the same area of Greenland in 1979. The majority of sightings

have been from Scotland with most on Islay. More birds have been seen in
Ireland however, with four at Wexford and two on the Shannon. This probably
reflects the considerable ring-reading effort put in by full-time FWS workers.
Such an intensity of search was not possible in 1979/80.

It is perhaps suprising that no birds were seen in Caithness despite considerable
searching at the time of the census. Of the first winter records of 1979

ringed birds, nine (20%) were seen in Caithness. However, it is much too
early to draw conclusions on the basis of one winter's sightings and further
searches are needed both in this county and on Kintyre, where few flocks

were systematically checked last winter.

An interesting feature of the 1979 Darvic sightings was how birds from one
ringing site dispersed to many wintering areas of the Britiah Isles. Such a
trend is also apparent in the movements of the 1984 ringed geese. Birds
from one moulting flock were seen in both Islay and Wexford, and from another
on Islay and Coll.

A full analysis of the first six years of Darvic sightings is being prepared

to compkment an recent analysis of all the conventional ringing records from
the Copenhagen ringing scheme (Fox & Stroud in prep). These ringing recoveries
are mainly from shot birds in the period 1946 - 1980 and enable estimates

of mortality to be made. Long-term observations of Darvic ringed geese provide
an independant check on these estimates.



PROTECTION AND LEGISLATION
GREENLAND

In an historic decision the Greenland Parliament gave complete protection

to the Greenland Whitefront in February 1985. This decision is particularly
significant since it was the first change in wildlife legislation since the
country became politically autonomous from Dermark in 1979. The change is not,
however, permanent, and will be reviewed in three years time in the light

of the continuance or otherwise, of the Irish shooting ban.

The decision followed representations from conservation bodies in Denmark
and Britain who used information collected on GWGS expeditions to demonstrate
the crucial importance of undisturbed feeding for large flocks of arriving
geese in early May. This period is of the greatest importance for the geese
who feed for a period of up to two weeks before nesting. Disturbance from
shooting during this period when the geese are in wvulnerable large flocks
severely affects the geese in some areas, and the welcome protection will
undoubtedly help the international conservation of this goose.

Whilst legislative change is crucial, of equal importance in an under-developed
country such as Greenland is education and enforcement. Now the Greenland
Parliament has given a commitment to Greenland Whitefront conservation, we
urge them to ensure the ban is respected by giving it, and the reasons for

it, the greatest publicity within the country.

IRELAND

In 1982 the Irish Govermment introduced a three year shooting ban to run to
the end of winter 1984/85. During this period the FWS was to carry out a
programme of intensive research and counts with the aim of identifying the
most important feeding and roost areas for the geese, of accurately assessing
the total Irish population of Whitefronts and providing sound evidence on
which future conservation measures could be based.

Although a massive task, these aims have largely been acheived, and the FWS
presented their recommendations to the Wildlife Advisory Committee this
summer. The WAC also received submissions from other interested parties,
including GWGS, and in turn advised the Minister for Fisheries and Forestry.
It now seems that the shooting ban will contimue in force on a year to year
basis with a review at the end of each shooting season. While in political
terms this was perhaps all that could have been expected, it is unfortunate
that the Irish Government was not able to commit itself more unequivocally
to the long-term conservation of this goose. This is important since countries
such as Greenland and Iceland may be directly affected by what they see as
a lack of commitment from more affluent countries such as Ireland.

It must also be remembered that should sport shooting be allowed in Ireland

at a future date, this would place the Irish Govermment in direct breach of

the Furopean Communities Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds (EC/79/409)
which only permits shooting of such Annex 1 birds as Greenland Whitefronts

in cases of crop protection when other methods of preventing serious agric-
ultural damage have been tried and failed.

ISLAY

In the report of the 1982/83 census (Stroud 1983), attention was drawn to
the lack of protection of much of the area used by Greenland Whitefronts on
Islay. Whilst the night roosts of Glac na Criche, Feur Lochain and Eilean na
Muice Dubh (Duich Moss) have all been given SSSI status, the majority of

the daytime feeding areas on Islay have no conservation status at all. The
goose refuges of Loch Gruinart SSSI, Loch Indaal SSSI and Laggan SSSI are
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all relatively unimportant as feeding sites for Greenland Whitefronts (Moore
1985; Stroud, Easterbee & Bignal in prep.). With over half the British popul-
ation on Islay, and with the requirement of the Wild Birds Directive to
designate the most important British sites as Special Protection Areas (SPAs),
this is obviously an unsatisfactory state of affairs.

Taking the 1985 spring census as a baseline, it is possible to estimate the
proportion of the population that feeds on ground that is in any way pratected
(eg SSSI, NNR, RSPB reserve etc). A total of 227 of the British population
(1983/8826) feeds on protected ground, yet this hides a very large disparity
between flocks away from Islay, 48% (1934/4111) of which fed on land with
protection, whilst on Islay, the most important wintering area, only 1% (49/4715)
fed on protected ground.

At present agriculture on Islay is largely sympathetic to the needs of wintering
Greenland Whitefronts, but it cannot be assumed this will remain the case.
Pressure from private forestry companies to plant up marginal hill grazings

can be expected to grow, and an EEC funded Agricultural Development Programme
could radically and quickly change the face of Islay farming. SSSI designation
of the most important Whitefront feeding areas would mean no change in current
land-use policies; rather it would be a safeguard against future det rimental
changes. Should such change be proposed for a Greenland Whitefront SSSI

there would then exist a planning mechanism to compensate owners and occupiers
concerned to ensure the contimuance of the current sympathetic land-use.

The Greenland White-fronted Goose Study is most concerned that the NCC should
initiate the designation of such SSSIs in the current round of (re)designationms.
If they are left 'on the shelf', designation at a later date to comply with

the Wild Birds Directive or Ramsar Convention could further fuel anti-goose
hostility amongst Islay farmers.

The joint GWGS/NCC goose counts undertaken over the last two winters give
an adequate base for the determination of those areas of Islay which are of
international importance for Greenland Whitefronts, and thus of SSSI and SPA
status. These areas include:

OA Area : Kinnabus, Killeyan, Fang-Dhu & Giol farms.

: : Cornabus & Leorin farms.
GLEN Area : Avenvogie, Cluanach & Kynagarry farms.
LAGGAN Area : Mulindry, Cean na Croic & Neriby farms.
KILMENY Area : Eallabus, Newton, Knockdon & Skerrols farms.

Ballachlavin & Kilmartin farms.
Kepolls, Kilmeny & Knocklearach farms.
Mulreesh, Finlaggan & Balulive farms.

GORM Area : Ballinaby & Kindrochid farms.
: Rockside, Coul, & Sunderland farms.
RHINNS Area : Octomore & Coultorsay farms.

Wester Ellister & Cladville farms.

All these areas regularly support in excess of 150 geese, in many cases many
more, and thus should be considered as a minimum area necessary to sustain the
Islay Greenland Whitefront population should future radical land-use change
occur. We formally request the NCC to investigate these areas for SSSI and
SPA status as soon as possible.

Stroud, Easterbee & Bignal (in prep.) came to the conclusion that refuge

management, currently proposed for Barnacle Goose conservation on Islay, is
inappropriate for the widely dispersed and more traditional Greenland White-
front flocks. A network of SSSIs as proposed would allow alternative long-

term Whitefront management.



SITE THREATS
EILEAN NA MUICE DUBH SSSI, ISLAY

Last years census report (Stroud 1984) gave the background to the threat to
Britains largest roost at Eilean na Muice Dubh (Duich Moss) on Islay. In
brief the situation developed as follows.

In March 1983 the Scottish Malt Distillers Ltd (SMD) put in an application

to extract peat from the bog. Their planning application coincided with
notification to the District Council by NCC that the site was to be designated
a SSSI. Because of the conflict of interest, the Secretary of State for
Scotland 'called in' the planning appllcatlon for his own adjudication in
November 1983.

Both the NCC and GWGS formally objected to SMD's plans, and these objections
were supported by the RSPB, SOC, IWRB, ICBP, BASC, WWF (UK) and Islay Natural
History Trust. However, despite the opposition to the development and the
evidence presented of alternative peat supplies elsewhere, the Secretary of
State for Scotland gave cutline planning permission to SMD in July 1984. 1In
doing so he directly refuted the submission of his advisors, the NCC, and
claimed that the development would have ''no significant adverse effect on
the conservation interest of Duich Moss''. The NCC had reiterated that the
development would ''directly and indirectly result in serious and irreversible
damage to the nature conservation interest of the site."

In granting planning permission, the Secretary of State invited both the NCC
and GWGS to help frame conditions to 'minimise the impact of the development
on the site''. The NCC did so under duress, stating that:
"the Council wish to make clear their view that commercial peat extraction
anywhere within the area to which the application refers will damage
the special scientific interest of the site, and that no conditions
attached to the planning permission can prevent that damage or ameliorate
its long term effect to a satisfactory degree."
The NCC further stated that:
"a detailed hydrological survey by an independant expert is an essential
prerequisite for framing conditions aimed at minimising damage to the
site."

NCC's most important proposal was that there should be a moratorium on the
- development of the site whilst such a survey (which would take 2-3 years)
took place. Stocks of peat could be supplied to the distillery from a nearby
area cut commercially. These stocks would last at least 7 years, a more than
adequate period for such an envirormental impact analysis to be undertaken.
Thus the NCC stated that:
"as the first condition of the planning permission, no work be started
until a detailed hydrological survey has been carried ocut by independant
experts, and its results made available to the NCC, so that detailed
conditions relating to the operations can be formulated for the Secretary
of State's subsequent consideration.'
The GWGS agreed that, if the bog was to be cut at all, such a moratorium and
survey was essential.

In conditions announced at Christmas, the Secretary of State gave permission
for construction work to start on 1 April 1985, rejecting NCC's adviced
moratorium. Whilst conditions to the planning consent were attached, they
were scarcely more than would be given for any such planning permission. The
Scottish Office Press Release, which was timed so as to receive minimum media
attention, laid great stress on a restriction to operate on the site between
1 April - 30 September. This concession was aimed at "minimising disturbance
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to the geese'. Quite apart from the fact that peat is never cut in winter
anyway, this once again shows a failure to understand or accept the main theme
of objections against the development; that the threat to the site, and to

the geese comes from habitat loss and hydrological change.

Thus in July 1984, the Secretary of State for Scotland and the Scottish Office
had rejected the case for the conservation of the site, claiming the development
would cause no damage, and inviting the NCC and GWGS to help frame conditions

to minimise the impact of the cutting. When these invited conditions were so
offered, these too were largely rejected out of hand and the final planning
consent contained conditions barely more severe than for any commercial peat-

cutting anywhere.
"A minor administrative hitch in communications .......

In July 1984 the RSPB lodged a formal complaint with the European Commission
that the decision to allow peat-cutting consituted a breach of the Directive
on the Conservation of Wild Birds. This Directive gives the Government a
special obligation to protect the habitats of scarce Annex 1 species such

as the Greenland White-front. Although Duich Moss had not been formally
notified as a Special Protection Area (SPA) at the time of the planning
application, there seemed little doubt that the decision was a breach of
Article 4 of the Directive (Pritchard 1985).

In September 1984 the Commission wrote to the Government requesting that the
site be added to the UK list of SPAs and that Duich Moss be given protection
appropriate to its. status as a SPA. Yet, by February 1985 no public response
had been made to this request and the Opposition Environment spokesman,

Dr Cunningham, tabled a Parliamentary Question to ask the Secretary of State
for Scotland '‘what letters he has received from the European Commission .
inquiring about his decision to approve peat stripping from Duich Moss'. The
Scottish Office response was blunt: 'My right hon. Friend has received no
letters from the European Commission on this subject.”

Lord Gray subsequently went further, and in response to a similar question

from Lord Melchett, claimed ''Her Majesties Goverrment has received no letters

or other inquiries from the European Commission on this subject.'’ These

replies were evident nonsense, and the truth subsequently emerged. The Department
of the Envirorment (DoE) handles communications with the Commission on matters
relating to the Directive. When these involve Scottish sites, the Scottish
Office is always consulted. However, in this case, in what a DoE spokesman
called "a minor administrative hitch in commmications between ourselves and

the Scottish Office", the request from the Commission to protect Duich Moss

~was not forwarded to the Scottish Office.

The result was that when the NCC's request for a moratorium was being considered,
the Scottish Office was conviniently unaware of the Commissions direct involve-
ment in the case.

The DoE eventually responded to the Commission's letter of 10 September 1984

in July 1985 and after a further four reminders and request's for information
had had to be sent. In this reply, the DoE claimed that the conditions attached
to the planning permission would avoid damage to the conservation interest of
the site - a claim that has been consistently refuted by the NCC.

In July, the Commission yet again approached the Goverrment (a direct letter
to the Scottish Office this time), requesting a temporary two month halt to
work on the site whilst investigations into the case were made. The request
was refused with the adequacy of conditions as the reason. Yet the response
that "if undertaken with appropriate care, the proposed extraction of peat

would have no significant adverse effect on the nature conservation interest
of Duich Moss'' has never been justified, despite a long and detailed series
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of Parliamentary Questionsfrom Lord Melchett, and many letters to both the
DoE and the Scottish Office. Direct requests for justification of this
statement are met with evasive generalities. Despite that one statement being
the base of the Governments case, no-one will explain how it was arrived at.

Direct action at Duich Moss

In July, events took a turn that was again to give the case international
publicity. Friends of the Earth had planned to hold a demonstration at the
site following a public meeting when the first work started on the access road.
However, work on the road started a week earlier than planned resulting in

the public meeting to explain the action coming after the demonstration.
Unfortunately, a local District Councillor chose to present the case as one

of ""jobs vs. geese''. In such an essentially xenophobic and insular community
as Islay, the simple idea of English outsiders coming to protect geese at the
cost of local jobs soon found favour. In such circumstances facts and rational
explaination get forgotten, and FoE found themselves facing a wave of overt
'anti-English' and 'anti-conservationist' hostility.

Matters had come to a head by the time of the public meeting on 5 August. This
was addressed by Prof. David Bellamy, Jonathon Porritt from FoE, and represent-
atives from SMD, NCC and FoE. Each speaker gave a short talk, but the question
time degenerated into rowdy and abusive barracking. The meeting ended with
the speakers being escorted to their vehicles by the Police. There was intense
media coverage of the meeting, with TV crews from three channels being present.
However, little attention was given to a significant development occurring at
the end of the meeting, when the Managing Director of SMD gave a public
undertaking to attend a meeting with NCC to discuss the question of alternative
peat supplies.

Up until this point SMD had steadfastly refuse to acknowledge the existance of
any such alternative supplies and had refused to negotiate with NCC on the
subject. As a direct result of the FoE meeting such an undertaking had now
been given. The Liberal MP Archy Kirkwood had offered to chair such a meeting
in the hope of finding a comprimise acceptable to both parties.

That suitable supplies of alternative peat exist has never been in question.

An area of commercial peat-cutting lies to the north-east of Duich Moss SSSI

and is operated by MacIntyre & Brown Ltd. This site lies in a discrete hydro-
logical basin separate from the main bog, and thus extraction here does not 3
affect the rest of the SSSI. The current area of extraction has:some 113,000 m 3
of peat. An extension within the basin would yield another 12 acres and 88,000 m".
Thus total peat reserves in thig established cutting area exceed 200,000 m°.
%t an average output of 6,000 mg/yr the alternative site would last for some

3 years.

Scottish Malt Distillers stated_in their evidence to the Secretary of t?lgate
that they would require 5,000 m3/yr for five years followed by 10,000 m3/yr
from 1990. Even at an output of 10,000 m3/yr this supply would last for 20
years. SMD's actual requirements for the last four years and their stated
needs for 1986 are: 3,000 m> in 1982
500 m3 in 1983

2,000 m3 in 1984

2,000 m> in 1985

none in 19863
At the current rate of use of 2,000 m’/yr, the MacIntyre and Brown peat could
supply SMD till 2085. The point must also be made that SMD have been using
this peat source for all their requirements since 1982, thus it is of adequate
and proven quality.

A further 440 acres of suitable peat is available at Casthill, Islay. This

is owned by the Forestry Commission who are willing to negotiate its long-term
dedication to SMD. Thus, even when MacIntyre & Brown's supplies are exhausted,
there are other supplies of suitable peat on Islay.
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NCC agree to cancel Kirkwood meeting

It was obvious that SMD realised it had made a grave mistake in agreeing to

the Kirkwood meeting. Here, for the first time, their claims that there were

no suitable alternative peat supplies would be open to independant scrutiny.

In late August they then persuaded NCC to meet with them in the absence of an
independant Chairman and in the absence of the peat contractors from Islay who
could have given evidence of the quantities of peat available. NCC foolishy agreed.

What happened at the meeting is not certain, but the outcome was that NCC
agreed that SMD should proceed with Phase 1 of the drainage and cutting of
Duich, they agreed to cancel the Kirkwood meeting to discuss alternative
sources of peat and the manner in which NCC could compensate for any extra
financial costs if these were used,and they agreed no longer to pursue a
management agreement with SMD which would have left the site intact.

SMD are within their legal rights to proceed with the destruction of Phase 1:
their planning permission gives this right. However, NCC threw away the only
neg o-tiating advantage they had - that SMD had publically agreed to attend

an independantly chaired meeting to discuss alternative peat sources. This
inept decision by NCC has no doubt lost them a great deal of good-will amongst
the many in the non-govermental conservation bodies who strove so hard to get
SMD talking about alternatives.

The 'compromise" that came from the NCC/SMD meeting was no such thing. Virtually
without exception all SMD has agreed to do is either required of it by the

terms of their planning permission or they were intending to do anyway. No
significant concessions were made by SMD as a result of their meeting with

NCC.

European Commission visit Duich Moss

On 4 October a visit to the site was made by a legal advisor to the Commission -
Dr Ludvic Kramer. The aim of this visit was to investigate the claims made

by the complainants to the Commission prior to further action being taken
against the UK Goverrment. It is significant that although the Scottish Office
invited SMD to this meeting, they did not invite either NCC, RSPB or GWGS
(although the latter two bodies attended on their own initiative).

During the site inspection is transpired that within a month of starting work
on the site, SMD have already broken the terms of their planning permission
by constructing a large drainage ditch across part of Phase 2. No work is
supposed to take place on this area of the bog until a full review has been
made of the hydrological monitoring of Phase 1 and not until at least 12 years
after work on Phase 1 had started. GWGS will be pressing for this ditch to
be restored immediately.

During the site inspection, SMD again claimed that no alternative peat supplies
exist on Islay.

The future.....

It seems definite that the Duich Moss case is far from over. The Commission
seem set to take legal action against the UK Government for their breach of
the Wild Birds Directive, although this will undoubtedly take time. The
implications of SMDs blatant breach of their planning consent within weeks
of starting work on the site bodes ill for the future. The Greenland White-
fronted Goose Study will be following the case with concern.
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Table 1. Summary of Greenland Whitefront counts 1982/83 - 1984/85.

ARFA : Autumn Spring Autumn Spring Autumm Spring
1982 1983 1983 1984 1984 1985
North-east Scotland 457 576 315 410 376 518
North-west Scotland 185 80 177 136 176 79
North Argyll 873 1068 985 896 1304 1110
South Argyll: Islay 3501 3441 4592 4198 5256 4715
: others 1723 1413 1342 1484 1659 1635
Galloway 595 631 683 720 633 668
England 33 0 1 4 10 13
Wales 73 73 93 78 76 88
ERITISH TOTAL 7189 7282 8188 792627 ou90®)  8826°

a) The total for spring 1984 has been revised up in light of recently received
counts and the totals here supercede counts given in the 1983/84 annual
report (Stroud 1984).

b) Of the total only 1.67% derives from estimates.
c) Of the total only 5.0% derives from estimates.
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Table 2. Revised peak monthly counts at British Greenland White-fronted
Goose wintering sites; 1983/84.
SITE OCT NOV NOV DEC JAN FEB MAR MAR APRIL
1-13  14-30 1-24 25-1 2-30
NORTH-EAST SCOTLAND
ORKNEY: Tankerness/ Holm 0 0 0 36
Loons/ Ibister 14 28 49 &7
CAITHNESS: Stemster/ W'field 91 cl40
Hallan 52
Lyth 118
Loch Scarmclate 102
Loch of Mey . 80
CROMARTY: Loch Eye + 5 0 [&))
NORTH-WEST SCOTLAND
LEWIS: Barvas/ Shawbost 0o 27 27 29 21 ]
BENBECULA: Nunton ) (0)
SOUTH UIST: Loch Hallan 0 0 17 18 18 19 19
Loch Bee (35) c50 47 [
SKYE: Snizort 58 55 8 58 (58)
Broadford 20 24 30+ (30)
GAIRLOCH: Longa Island [()) 0
MUCK & EIGG 0 29 (29)
NORTH ARGYLL
TIREE: The Reef 203 160 338
Elsewhere 154 640+? 59
COLL: Caoles 12 0
Vig/ bggﬁ?ag{iﬁgha )c200 g )¢200 333 )es00
LISMORE ISLAND . T 100 0 —
BENDERLOCH: Eriska Is. 95 c9 36 96 98
LOCH SHIEL: Kentra Moss 4L 40 45 30
MULL: Loch Poit na h-I 36 22?
Loch Assapoll 23 38
SOUTH ARGYLL
COLONSAY 73? 29 82 48 0
JURA: Lowlandmans Bay 18 (18)
Loch a'Chruic Bhric 52 (52)
ISLAY 4030 4592 3936 3468 3730 3453 4198 3346
KEILLS — 16 (')
DANNA 91 36 53
MOINE MHOR 19 a7 0 0
CLACHAN: Loch nam Gad 48 85
RHUNAHACRINE 600+ 450+ 763 356 621 560
MACHRIHANISH 400+ 177 95 483
BUTE: Kerryfearn 69 43 c62 65 65 65
LOCH LOMOND: Endrick cl00 120 13 cl30 cl20 134
RENFREW: Barr Loch (0 —0)
KINTYRE: Gartnagrenach c200
GALLOWAY
STRANRAER: West Freugh 350 c500 50 430
Loch Grannoch ] Q)
BLADNOCH VALLEY 6 43 6 0 (0)
CREE VALLEY 0 0)
LOCH KEN c275 ¢c290 c290 250 220 250 200 156+ 290
AYRSHIRE: Several sites -0 o
LOCHMABEN 3 -
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Table 2. Contd..e.ee.
OCT NOV NOV DEC JAN FEB MAR MAR APRIL

1-13 14-31 . 1=24-  25-1 2-30

ENGLAND
DEE ESTUARY 30 6
LANCASHIRE: Formby Moss 1 1 0)

Other sites 5 1 3 -
SLIMBRIDGE 6 -
NOTHUMBERLAND: Holywell Pond 1
WALES
CLWYD: Anglesey 0 (0)
DYFED: Dyfi Estuary 73 76 76 cI18 77 718 78 = 76
POWYS: Bryn-Du i7 2% 0

Notes: Totals given are peak monthly counts and those counts used in the derivation of
spring and autumn census totals are underlined. If counts during the census period were
either missing or obviously inaccurate, the closet accurate count to the census period
has been used. Estimates are bracketed.

Table 5. Summary of productivity.

AUTUMN 1984 Total Number - %  Number Mean brood Frequency of broods
aged young young broods size 1 23 45 6 7

ISLAY 1920 232 12.08% 80 2.84 21112019 6 3

REST SCOTLAND 1825 292 16.0% 69 3.10 920161010 1 3

ENGLAND 4 1

WALES 73 8 10.9% 3 2.66 1 11

BRITAIN 3822 533 13.94% 152 2.95 3131373016 4 3

SPRING 1985

ISLAY 1010 130 12.87% 48 2.62 101414 5 4 1
REST SCOTLAND 331 22 6.6 % 6 2.50 2 3 1

BRITAIN 1341 152 11.33% 54 2.61 121714 5 4 1 1




Table 3. Peak monthly counts at British Greenland White-fronted Goose
wintering sites; 1984/85.

SITE OCT NOV NOV DEC JAN FEB MAR MAR APRIL
1-16 17-30 1-22 23-7A. 8-31
NORTH-EAST SCOTLAND
ORKNEY: Stronsay 48 41%
Tankerness/ Holm 0 0 0 31 25
Loons/ Ibister 47 47 45 52 52 48 48 48
CAITHNESS: Westfield 140 150 123 131 124 94
Loch Heilien 109 80+ 104 102 110 106
Loch Scarmclate c30 70 71 129 /8
Loch Wester 0 40 40
-~ Loch Meadie c40 0 40+
CROMARTY: Loch Eye 9 12 15 12
NORTH-WEST SCOTLAND
LEWIS: Barvas/ Shawbost c28 15 (15)
BENBECULA: Nunton @ 0
SOUTH UIST: Loch Hallan c60 26 25 0
Loch Bee c60 0
NORTH UIST (9) 0 297
SKYE: Snizort ' 45 47 (47)
Broadford (33 33 (33
Borneskaig 17
GAIRLOCH: Longa Island (0) 0 (0)
MUCK & EIGG (26) 26 28
NORTH ARGYLL
TIREE 620 435 750
COLL 441 316 179
LISMORE ISLAND 1% 86 (72)
BENDERLOCH: Eriska 58 65 61 62
LOCH ETIVE 1
LOCH SHIEL 0 29 9 0 0
MULL: Loch Poit na h-I 0 46 0 48 1
Loch Assapol 4 2 9 11 0 10
LUING 27
SOUTH ARGYLL
COLONSAY (54) 54 66
JURA: Lowlandsman Bay 36 (36)
Loch a' Chnuic Bhric 72 59
ISLAY 3362 5256 4462 4473 5358 4941 4715
DANNA c50 86 + 87 78 82
MOINE MHOR 17 13 0 4 0
CASTLE SWEEN 22
RHUNAHAORINE 410 855 305 292 (855)
GLENACARDOCH POINT 68
GIGHA 56
MACHRIHANISH 498 404 ‘ c600 (404)
DRUMLEMBLE 91
BUTE 49 (49)
LOCH LOMOND: Endrick Mouth 122 84 (8%)
EAST KILLICHEN Fm, R. KELVIN 2
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Table 3. Contd..eceee.

GALLOWAY
STRANRAER
BLADNOCH VALLEY
CREE VALLEY
LOCH KEN

OCT NOV
1-16

108 cl70

AYRSHIRE: several sites

ENGLAND

LANCASHIRE: Southport

Altcar

Martin Mere

WALNEY ISLAND

WALES
CLWYD: Anglesey

=IN

DYFED: Dyfi Estuary 63 76

POWYS: Bryn-Du

Notes:

of spring and autum census totals are underlined.

c20 c20

NOV

17-30

420

@3
[())

118
(0)

I~

(0)
76
9

DEC

285

76
0

JAN FEB MAR MAR APRIL

1-22 23-7A.

325 + 435
3)

1)

280 250 cl90 72
0

13+
2

(Q)

76 78 89 88
©

2-31

cl50

88

Totals given are peak monthly counts, and those counts used in the derivation
If counts during the census

period were either missing or obviocusly inaccurate, the closest accurate count to
the census period has been used.

* The Stronsay flock is not known to be distinct from the Tankerness/ Holm flock

although has been treated as a seperate flock here.

Estimates are bracketed.

If further information on

the identity of the Stronsay birds becomes available, the totals will be ammended

accordingly.

Table 6.
AREA

OA

GLEN
RHINNS
GORM
GRUINART
KIIMENY
LAGGAN

ISLAY

SUMMARY OF ISLAY AGEINGS

NOVEMBER 1984
Total % Juvs
235 11.9%
95 12.6%
646 13.0%
82 8.5%
582 13.7%
47 8.5%

1,687

APRIL 1985
Total % Juvs
313 15.3%
59 20.3%
488 10.4%
150 12.7%

12.9%
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Table 4.

RHINNS
GORM
GRUINART
KIIMENY
LAGGAN
GLEN
ARDTALILA
OA

ISLAY TOTAL

Area totals for Islay Greenland White-fronted goose counts; 1984/85.

OCTOBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER NOVEMBER DECEMBER DECEMBER JANUARY FEBRUARY FEBRUARY MARCH MARCH mARCH APRIL

25

68
439
519
647
247
120

408

2448

26 21

12 122

319 286

716 471

1285 891

469 426

25 200

0 0

536 1294
3362 3690

22

217
390
884
1321
177
340
95
1232

5256

19

546
249
538
1281
758
280
21
789

4462

20

310
331
610
1099
467
468
0
127

4012

91

440
357
373
1539
767
296

701

4473

1

351
122
254
1382
618
280
110
581

3698

28

585
543
311
1683
1008
296
126
806

5358

1

718
671
273
1382
726
182
0
989

4941

28 29

748 520
496 331
49 38
1515 1348
459 477
373 178
0 0
1075 897

4715 3789

23

30
15
g
322
33
0
0
25

434



