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undertake research on all aspects of the ecology, population, distribution
and migration of these scarce geese. A major aspect of the lastten years
work has been the promotion of Greenland Whitefront conservation in
the Biritish Isles, Iceland and Greenland. To that end, regular census
counts are undertaken in autumn and spring each year to monitor the size
of the wintering goose populations. The counts are made by volunteers
and we are always grateful for information on past counts or offers of help
with future counts.
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. SUMMARY

leeinternationa! census of Greenland White-fronted Geese (Anser albifrons flavirostris)
wintering in Britain and Ireland counted 24,455 birds in the population in autumn 1987,
27,341 in autumn 1988, but 26,716 in 1989. The British count totals were 12,515, 12,503
and 14,434 respectively, with 58.9%, 60.7% and 59.3% of those counted present on Islay,
the mostimportant British winter resort. Breeding successinall three yearswas similar, with
17.7%, 19.4% and 19.3% young amongst British wintering flocks.

Licences to shoot Greenland Whitefronts were issued by the Department of Agriculture and
Fisheries for Scotland (DAFS) in all three winters; 13in 1987/88 (when 76 were shot), four
in 1988/89 (six shot) and two licences in 1989/90 (49 shot). The licenses were issued
because of alleged serious agricultural damage caused by the geese, but DAFS did not
and has not yet specified what criteria were used to assess this damage. The issue
of these licences was widely condemned by conservation bodies in Britain, Ireland
and elsewhere in Europe.

In July 1988, the British Government finally declared Eilean na Muice Dubh SSS| (Duich
Moss) on Islay, a Special Protection Area under the European Birds Directive, and
an internationally important wetland under the Ramsar Convention. This formal
acknowledgement of the international importance of this site for its wintering Greenland
Whitefronts comes at the end of a five year campaign which has seen many reverses.
Protection under the Ramsar Convention was also given during the year to some 7,000
km? of the breeding grounds - the summering area of over 30% of the world population.

2. INTRODUCTION

The last three years have been notable for a variety of advances and setbacks in the
conservation of Greenland White-fronted Geese. Whilst an average breeding season
in 1987 and above average seasons in 1988 and 1989 have allowed the population to
continue to increase, there have been conservation set-backs on Islay where the
Government issued licenses to kill an unlimited number of geese in response to
complaints of serious agricultural damage. The issue of these licenses was widely
condemned and much press attention was again focused on the geese and the need
for conservation. In contrast, and on a more positive note, the Greenland authorities
declared 11 large areas as ‘Ramsar’ sites, or protected wetlands of international
importance. Of these, five contain breeding Greenland White-fronted Geese and the area
thus protected (c7,000 km?) covers a substantial part of the breeding range. Among
the sites protected is Eqalummiut Nunaat, the area visited by Greenland White-
fronted Goose Study expeditions in 1979 and 1984.

In July 1988, Eilean na Muice Dubh SSSI (Duich Moss) on Islay was formally notified
as a Special Protection Areaand a Ramsarsite. Thisis a directresult of legal intervention
by the European Commission and virtually concludes a long-running campaign to
protect this important roost site. The formal recognition by the Government of the
importance of this area is welcomed. It has more recently been declared a National
Nature Reserve. Also designated as Ramsar sites and SPAs have been Glac na Criche
and Feur Lochain, two further Islay peatlands internationally important as roost sites.
These sites were officially announced in April 1990.



Autumn and spring census counts have been undertaken as usual by a network of
counters - 1989/90 marking the eighth year of internationally co-ordinated counts.
The resuits of these counts, information on monitoring of productivity and sightings of
individually marked geese are presented below.

3. ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE DATES
1987: arrivals

The first arrivals in Britain were a small flock seen at Loch Bee on the unusually early
date of 20 August. There must be some possibility that these were collection or tame
birds, being in Scotland at a time when the rest of the population would still be in
Greenland. A further 18 were seen flying southeast over Benbeculaon 18 September,
with 171 seen flying southeast over South Uist on 24 September.

The main arrival at mostsites occurred between 7-11 October, although a smali number
arrived at Loch Gruinart, Islay on September 18. During the night of 7 October geese
were heard flying over Kintyre and the following day small numbers were seen at
Rhunahaorine. On the 9th 33 were seen flying south over South Uist. By 10 October, 112
were present at Rhunahaorine and 15 were seen at Westfield, Caithness. October 11
saw the arrival of 80 at Loch Lomond. By 16 October, 88 were present on the Isle of
Danna, while at nearby Taynish the first birds were seen on 24 October. The almost
synchronous influxes to several sites was clearly the result of the change from
southerly to northerly winds on 9 October and the simultaneous onset of severe weather
in Iceland which presumably pushed birds south from Icelandic staging sites.

As well as the mid-October influx, there also appears to have beenarrivalsin late October.
Large movements of c2,000 were seen flying south over South Uiston 29 October. There
were late first sightings of 32 on mainland Orkney on 30 October, while on Stronsay 35
were seen on 3 November.

1988: departures

There were early departures in the Western Isles, with 44 flying north from Askernish on
3 April and 17 flying north from Balavanich the following day. In south Shetland a
migrant flock of 6 were present between 14-25 April at Quendale, although on Danna
132 were still present on 19 April.

Thirty remained at Loch Hallan on 16 April, but c40 flew north from Askernish on
17 April, with a further 100 seen flying north there the next day. The main departure
was witnessed on Tiree on 19 April (Shepherd 1988). During the warm calm evening of
that day 84 (74+10) were seen leaving Tiree and a total of 899 (800+50+49) was seen
flying NNW high over the island. There was also a movement of over 3,300 Barnacle
Geese and 960 Barnacle/White-fronted Geese during the same evening. These
observations agree with the timing of the Islay departure which occurred the same
evening. Observations of migrant geese at Balranald showed large movements (480) on
20 April with smaller numbers from 8 Apriland until 28 April. They were also heard flying
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The timing of these observations is of particular interest with Tiree departures
occurring at 19.15 and 20.00 hrs, and the passage birds being seen between 20.35
- 20.54 hrs. Previous departures from Islay have also been witnessed at night orin
the late afternoon/evening. With favourable winds Francis & Fox (1987) calculated a 14
hourflighttime from Islay to southeast Iceland which would give landfall between late
morning - early afternoon the following day i.e. during daylight hours. Earlier departure
from Scotland would seem to risk arrival in Iceland at night.

1988: arrivals

The first birds to be seen were 21 on the Dyfi Estuary on 29 September. Numbers there
increased to 65 on 26 October and to 103 by the 28th. First birds at Loch Ken were 115
at Mains of Duchrae on 11 October increasing to 234 by the 15th.

1989: departures

Birds were gone from Machrihanish by April 15 and from Rhunahaorine by April 22.
At Loch Ken 178 were still presentat Mains of Duchrae on 14 April, however all had gone
by 16 April. The main departure from Islay began on April 16 butwas held up by the
onset of northerly winds and there were still 3-4,000 birds present on the 20th, and
several hundred on the 28th. The last seen on Islay were 13 at Loch Gruinart on May
12. The main departure period on Coll and Tiree was soon after 18 April and the last
there were recorded on the 27th. On the Dyfi Estuary there seemedtobe a progressive
departure: 124 on 4th, 90+ on 12th, 88 on 13th, birds present on 14th, and all birds gone
on 15 April.

1989: arrivals

First birds seen were 7 at Loch Gruinart, Islay on 1 October. A single bird was also seen
at Fidden, Mull on the same day. AtMachrihanish the first seen were 82 on October 9,
and numbers there built to 720 by 27 October. However, in a series of detailed counts,
Maguire & Angus (1989) showed that there was clearly passage through the area since
daily numbers were very variable and not obviously cumulative. Daily peak counts were
9/10: 82, 10/10: 33, 11/10: 70, 14/10: 30, 16/10: 20, 18/10: 300, 21/10: 8, 22/10: 80,
24/10: 280, 27/10: 720. Such passage through Machrihanish has been previously
indicated by sightings of darvic ringed geese which have later arrived at Wexford in
the same season (observations by Sue Bignal and Alyn Walsh). Elsewhere, there were
first sightings of 2 at Milbuie, Colonsay on 14 October, 63 on the Dyfi on 19 October,
62 at Rhunahaorine on 21 October and 17 at Moine Mhor on 27 October.

1990: departures
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4. INTERNATIONAL CENSUS RESULTS

4.1 Count coverage

Coverage was generally good, with most major sites being counted during each of the
three winters covered by this report. In particular, co-ordinated countsin Kintyre were
undertaken minimising possible error due to movements between areas (Bignal 1988,;
Batty 1988). Coverage of some sites holding smaller numbers of birds during the
international census periods in autumn and spring was not always possible, however, and
some census totals have been interpolated from other counts at the site during the same
winter. These sites have been clearly distinguished in Appendix 1. In particular, it would
appear that Greenland Whitefronts may have ceased wintering at Loch Eye and adjacent
areas along the southern shore of the Dornoch Firth, although attempts to census this area
thoroughly have been difficult. Signs of bog feeding on Eriophorum have been reported
from Sutherland and Wester Ross, but generally the regular coverage of vast areas of
potential feeding ground is quite impossible to organise in this remote area. Past survey
suggests that such areas represent autumn staging sites used by birds en route to other
wintering resorts. It has not proved possible in recent years to cover the islands of Muck
and Eigg and we would appeal to anyone able to visit these islands to do so and countgeese
there. Itis also not clear to what extent a regularly wintering flock is present in the Bladnoch
Valley, and further survey work is necessary here.

4.2 Census results

Full details of the census results for each of the three seasons are listedin Appendix 1. The
following paragraphs summarise the main features of the counts andTable | summarises
autumn and spring counts in Great Britain for every season since 1985/86.

Table l. Greenland White-fronted Goose counts in Great Britain:1985/86 to 1989/90.

Autumn Spring Autumn Spring Autumn Spring Autumn  Spring Autumn Spring
1085 1986 1986 1987 1987 1988 1988 1989 1989 1990

NE Scotland 136 184 271 520 437 486 449 481 422 446
NW Scotland 192 402 214 203 249 224 236 201 277 264
North Argyll 1448 1032 1262 977 1472 1149 1240 1502 1749 1903
Islay 6332 5669 6126 6486 7373 7314 7588 6816 8560 7209
South Argyll 2095 1900 1909 2094 1953 2034 2190 2015 2471 2486
Galloway 848 737 1045 1020 925 583 695 684 816 583
England 1 0 3 0 4 1 0 0 16 1
Wales 93 98 81 95 102 127 105 124 123 93

TOTAL GB11,145 10,022 10,911 11,395 12,515 11,864 12,503 11,823 14,434 12,984



1987/68

Autumn 1987 census

The autumn census located 12,515 geese in Britain, with 7,373 on Islay (58.9%).
Spring 1988 census

Spring totals decreased slightly to 11,864 birds, 7,314 of which were on Islay (61.7%).
There was a 651 (5.2%) difference between the spring and autumn British totals,
indicating no major movements into or from British flocks between autumn and spring.

1988/89
Autumn 1988 census

The autumn 1988 census located 12,503 geese in Britain, with 7,588 on Islay (60.7%).
Spring 1989 census

There was an apparent slight decrease in the spring of 1988 to 11,823 birds, 6,816 of
which were on Islay (57.5%). There was a 680 (5.4%) difference between the spring and
autumn grand British totals.

1989/90
Autumn 1989 census

The autumn 1989 census located 14,434 geese in Britain of which 8,560 were on Islay
(59.3%). In December, the weather was settled over the count period and similar on
each day of the Islay counts. There was early morning mist but this did not significantly
interfere with the counts. There was little variation (6.3% change) between the
Greenland Whitefront totals (Table Il). The Islay total of 8,826 represents a smallincrease
over the population estimate made at the same time in 1988, and reflects the good
breeding season experienced in 1989.

Islay mid-winter count

An additional census on Islay was carried outon 10 and 11 February, when counting
conditions were less than ideal (dull and overcast with heavy rain and hail showers on both
days). Asusual, when the weather deteriorates, the Greenland Whitefront count
suffers in particular. The significantly lower numbers (6,208) on 11 February resulted
in a 23% difference between counts and reflecting the difficulties experienced by
counters. Under these circumstances, the higher count on the 10th (7,641) was probably
the best estimate. Both goose species on Islay were so scattered in February (as at this
tlme |n prewous years)that there was the distinct pOSSIblllty that flocks could have been
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Table ll. Counts of Greenland White-fronted Geese on Islay; 1987/88 - 1989/90.

1987/88

Count Nov Nov Feb Feb Mar Mar
area 28 29 6 7 28 29
Rhinns 752 617 944 919 942 833
Gorm 1221 930 1144 1210 1060 1026
Gruinart 899 779 508 523 374 295
Kilmeny 1905 1956 2387 2034 2010 1927
Laggan 701 1251 704 743 1075 662
Glen 525 431 751 432 446 353
Ardtulla 0 231 56 0 0 216
Oa 1370 960 1394 1367 1409 1314
TOTAL 7373 7155 7888 7228 7316 6626
1988/89

Count Dec Dec Mar Mar
area 5 6 30 31
Rhinns 354 512 744 464
Gorm 1337 1086 869 1277
Gruinart 744 1085 179 217
Kilmeny 1765 1685 2278 1682
Laggan 491 1171 837 912
Glen 560 641 496 205
Ardtalla 224 240 0 0
Oa 1210 1168 1413 751
TOTAL 6685 7588 6816 5508
1989/90

Count Dec Dec Feb Feb Apr Apr
area 3 4 10 11 1 2
Rhinns 1013 728 881 688 609 538
Gorm 1203 660 1236 429 1415 1269
Gruinart 1050 913 340 366 318 168
Kilmeny 2654 2709 1695 2644 2211 2283
Laggan 925 1120 1645 496 703 790
Glen 412 579 506 331 448 371
Ardtalla 287 0 465 300 109 579
Oa 1282 1591 873 954 768 1211

TOTAL 8826 8300 7641 6208 6581 7209



Spring 1990 census

There was an apparentslightdecrease inthe spring of 1990 to 12,985 birds, 7,209 of which
were on Islay (55.5%). There was a 1,451 (10.1%) difference between the spring and
autumn British grand totals, greater than in recent years. The spring count was
undertaken on 1 and 2 April.

Of particular note in the last three years has been the high proportion of the British
total now on Islay (autumn proportions of 58.9%, 60.7% and 59.3%). These
percentages are higher than previously. The proportion on Islay has progressively
crept up from the figure of 48.6% recordedin autumn 1982. However, whilst clearly there
has been an increase on Islay, there have also been continuing flock declines and
extinctions elsewhere. Many ofthe NE and NW Scotland flock totals are little changed
or have even declined from previous years despite the overall population increase.
Ringing information (below) would suggest that these extinctions are indeed genuine,
rather than moves of birds to other sites. Clearly it gives concern that such a high
proportion ofthe populationislocated inonesmallarea. In conservationterms itis always
unwise to have 'lots of eggs in one basket'. We have previously stressed the importance
of the smaller flocks scattered throughout the rest of Scotland and Ireland in maintaining

the range of the Greenland White-fronted Goose. Itis clear now that particular attention
should be paid to these flocks to encourage their numbers to increase.
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4.3 Breeding success
1987

Productivity estimates are presented in Table |ll and show that breeding success in
1987 was slightly above average. On lslay there was anoverall average of 17.7% young
in the autumn flocks which compares with the long-term (1962-1982) mean of 14.8%.
There were proportionally fewer young (10.8%) in the small Welsh flock on the Dyfi
estuary, although numbers of young overall at other Scottish sites were substantially
similar to Islay (18.2%).

By comparison, productivity atlIrish wintering areas was greater than Scotland - as
is the usual pattern. There was an estimated 18.5% young at Wexford and 21.7% at
other Irish sites (Table Ill). There was also a significant difference in the average size
of broods which was 2.45 overall in Britain, 3.69 in Wexford and 3.16 at other Irish sites.

1988

The 1988 breeding season was better than average, with 18.2% young in Islay flocks
(mean brood size 2.96) whilst the productivity in the rest of Scotland was 20.0% (mean
brood size 2.84). The small Dyfi flock in Wales had only 10.9% young.

Above average productivity was also found in Ireland, with 22.1% young at Wexford
(mean brood size 4.32) and 15.4% (2.70) elsewhere in Ireland (Norriss & Wilson 1989).

1989

As for the preceding two years, 1989 proved to be a most successful breeding season
with an overall 19.3% young in asample of over 10,000 birds aged throughout Britain.
On Islay, therewere 18.7% young, less than the aggregate of 19.6% for other Scottish
sites and 22.5% at the Dyfi Estuary, Wales. The significance of the apparently higher
productively of birds away from Islay is not clear.

Mean brood size was also high, being2.86 for Islay and 2.76 overall intherestof Scotland
(Table Il1).

The detailed information on productivity collected from both Islay, Wexford and
increasingly from other wintering sites throughout the range is currently being used
in an analysis of the factors determining these changes. In particular, weather
in winter and spring (which may affect quality and quantity of food), weather and
conditions on migration and arrival in Greenland (which may determine date of nesting
and numbers of eggs laid), weather after the hatching (which may affect survival
of goslings) and the role of possible predators of geese or goslings (such as Arctic Foxes),
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Table Ill. Summary of productivity of British wintering Greenland White-fronted

Geese, 1987 -1989. Irish data for comparison from Norriss & Wilson (1989) and
pers.comm..

1987
Proportions of young Brood size frequencies
Total Total % Sum 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Mean
aged juvs juvs broods brood
Scotland! 1172 322 182% 82 15 26 21 11 3 6 0 2.74
Islay 3941 698 17.7%206 67 61 40 25 9 2 2 242
England 4 0
Wales 102 11 108% 4 0 2 1 1 0 0 0 2.75
BRITAIN 5819 1031 17.7%292 82 89 62 37 12 8 2 2.45
Wexford 5659 1047 18.5% 216 8 26 62 66 40 10 4 3.69
Ireland:other 1742 378 21.7% 74 17 13 13 13 10 6 2 3.16
1988
Proportions of young Brood size frequencies
Total Total % Sum Mean

aged juvs juvs broods 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 brood

—
—

Scotland' 5,206 1,042 20.0% 331 61 103 67 52 28 18 2.84
Islay 1,736 316 18.2% 103 15 3 19 19 11 6 0 0 2.96
Wales 110 12 10.9%

BRITAIN 7052 1370 19.4% 434 76 136 8 71 39 24 1 1 2.87

Wexford 6275 1387 22.1% 229 6 21 40 50 50 37 14 2 432
Ireland:other 2551 393 15.4% 114 31 27 27 11 13 2 3 0 270
1989
Proportions of young Brood size frequencies
Total Total %Sum Mean

aged juvs juvs broods 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 brood
Scotland' 5,961 1,169 19.6%254 50 65 67 36 19 13 4 0 286
Islay 4,392 823 18.7%225 49 59 58 31 12 12 4 0 276
Wales 98 22 22.5%
BRITAIN 10451 2014 19.3% 479 99 124 125 67 31 25 8 0 282

Wexford 6715 1066 15.9% 182 13 42 39 46 27 8 7 0 3.46
Ireland:other 2247 339 15.1% 90 17 30 20 11 10 2 0 0 3.70

N.B. "= Excluding Islay



4.4 Darvic-ringed geese and resightings

A large number of darvic-ringed geese have been seen during the past three winters.
Summarised details of individual sightings of Greenland-ringed birds are given in Table
IV. There has been a considerable increase in the numbers of resightings of neck-
collared birds ringed mainly in Ireland, such that it has become impractical to list all
sightings since, encouragingly, there are now so many each winter. However, a full
listing of sightings is separately available on request (from David Stroud, 5 Parkway,
Nassington, Peterborough PE8 6QE) to counters or observers of ringed birds. Please
note also that some additional information has become available for the winter of 1986/
87, so consequently the list of resightings, as published in GWGS research report 6, has
now been revised. A full copy of this listis also available onrequestfromthe above address.

TABLE IV. Summary table of leg-ringed Greenland White-fronted Geese
resighted in 1987/88 - 1989/90.

1979 ringed 1984 ringed
Total birds seen in 1987/88 10 22
Total birds dead in 1987/88 1 3
Total of ‘first sightings’ seen 1 4
Total unread rings (1) (2)
Total recorded to end 1987/88 70/96 = 73% 53/88 = 60%
Total birds seen in 1988/89 9 11
Total birds dead in 1988/89 0 0
Total of ‘first sightings’ seen 0 0
Total unread rings (1) (0)
Total recorded to end 1988/89 70/96 = 73% 53/88 = 60%
Total birds seen in 1989/90 6 9
Total birds dead in 1989/90 0 1
Total of ‘first sightings’ seen 1 1
Total unread rings (1) (1)
Total recorded to end 1989/90 71/96 = 74% 54/88 = 61%
1987/88

We received information during the year about four birds that had been shot. One 1979
ringed bird (A51) was illegally shot on spring passage in Iceland (May 1986), and had
been reported as a Barnacle Goose. Three 1984 ringed birds (K24, T23 & K44) were
(legally) shot between 12 September and 17 October 1987. In addition, some 15
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