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SUMMARY
Two complete censuses of all known Greenland White-fronted Goose wintering haunts found a total of 20,851 birds in autumn 1996 and 19,567 in spring 1997.  These comprised 5 and 1  birds in England, 124 and 125 in Wales, 12,923 and 11,210 on Islay and 7,799 and 8,231 in the rest of Scotland in autumn and spring respectively.   Counts were missing only from Muck/Eigg which was counted from the air once on 15th February 1997, values from which were substituted in both censuses.  Breeding success was amongst the lowest on record, with 7.14% young (n= 9907 aged), brood size was also low at 3.01 (n=153 broods).  These counts represent 3.2% and 1.7% declines over the totals in the previous year, linked to the poor breeding success of the population during 1996. We await the figures from Ireland to complete our estimate of the world population of Greenland White-fronted Geese.
INTRODUCTION
The 1996/97 survey was the fifteenth 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.                  

ARRIVAL/DEPARTURE DATES

The first Greenland Whitefront was reported back on Bute on 16th September, although most geese were reported back at winter resorts in October.  Most were seen first during the first two weeks of October, with 1 at Martin Mere, Lancashire on 2nd, 18 at Loch Ken on 9th (and 53 the next day), 1 at Llyn Alaw on 11th, 8 at Loch Urrahag on 12th and 72 back on the Dyfi Estuary, Wales by the count of 13th.  In spring, there was a dramatic departure over North Uist in April, with 7 on 2nd, 90 flying north and 95 on the ground later on 8th, 87 flying north on 9th, 50 north-west on 10th, 63 north on 12th, then 600+ north on 16th and 41 north on 17th.  Over 500 flew north over South Uist on 15th as well. This is remarkable because 16th April was one of the few days with almost calm conditions off northern Scotland, and this was the day that one of the satellite-transmitter birds left northern Ireland for the south coast of Iceland (see below).  A team studying Greenland White-fronted Geese in west Iceland also experienced a dramatic arrival at Hvanneyri Agricultural College during 16-18th April, so it appears there was a mass movement on that date.

COUNT TOTALS

The counts presented here are based on 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 British totals were 20,851 birds in autumn 1996 and 19,567 in spring 1997 (see full listing at the end of the report).  Complete coverage was obtained except for Eigg/Muck which was counted by Carl Mitchell as part of a WWT census of Barnacle Geese on 15th February 1997.  This count of 62 has been substituted for both the autumn and spring counts in the absence of other counts from this resort.  The Great Britain counts represent a 3.2% and 1.7% decrease over the previous autumn and spring totals respectively, and the first such decrease since co-ordinated counts began in 1982/83. 

AGE RATIOS

Breeding success for Greenland White-fronted Geese from the summer of 1996 was well below average, the proportion of young being 7.1% among the aged samples, down on last winter.  This was well below average on Islay (6.2% compared with 15.5% average during 1982-1995, and 19.7% last year) and below average in the rest of Britain (9.0% compared with 15.4% average during 1982-1995 and 16.5% last year).   The mean brood size was 3.01 (see Table 1) based on 153 families samples from a restricted number of sites.  This was identical to the 1982-1995 average for Islay, but below average in the rest of Britain (mean 2.79 compared with 2.86).  The generally poor productivity may have been linked to unusual and very cold weather in the late summer in west Greenland, there being snow at relatively low altitudes from late July in some areas (Jens Kristiansen, personal communication).  This loss of production was undoubtedly part of the reason for the drop in overall count totals in Britain.

Table 1.  Summary of age ratio determinations and brood sizes for Greenland White-fronted Geese wintering in Britain 1996/97.
	     SITE
	 % YOUNG
	SAMPLE
	MEAN 

BRO​OD SI​ZE
	   SAMPLE

	Tankerness, Orkney
	21.4
	14
	3
	1

	Westfield, Caithness
	11.17
	206
	3.29
	7

	Loch of Mey,  Caithness
	14.29
	49
	3.5
	2

	Lewis
	0
	25
	
	

	Kilpheder, South Uist
	17.65
	34
	3
	2

	Camas Dubh-aird, Plockton
	8.33
	12
	1
	1

	Fidden, Mull
	18.11
	127
	
	

	Assapol, Mull
	22.50
	40
	
	

	Coll
	14.86
	175
	
	

	Loch a Chnuic Briac, Jura
	0
	134
	
	

	Lowlandsman(s Bay, Jura
	11.11
	9
	1
	1

	Keills/Danna
	10.0
	150
	
	

	Moine Mhor
	25.0
	40
	
	

	Ronachan, Kintyre
	13.82
	123
	
	

	Rhunahaorine, Kintyre
	6.19
	792
	2.85
	20

	Machrihanish, Kintyre
	6.62
	786
	2.57
	7

	Bute
	8.99
	189
	5.5
	2

	Islay1
	6.19
	6540
	3.1
	105

	Stranraer
	18.67
	150
	
	

	Loch Ken
	6.25
	256
	1.4
	5

	Dyfi Estuary
	0
	56
	
	

	TOTALS
	7.14
	9907
	3.01
	153

	
	
	
	
	


1Details from Islay courtesy of Dr Malcolm Ogilvie

COUNT BREAKDOWN
A 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 11,098 and 13,450, with an average of 12,100 (based upon 9 counts, data courtesy of Scottish Natural Heritage), 1,316 down on last year(s equivalent value. 

RESEARCH NEWS
Satellite telemetry
The year of 1997 saw considerable research activity concerned with Greenland White-fronted Geese.  In the spring of 1997, geese were cannon-netted at Wexford Slobs in SE Ireland as usual as part of the on-going programme of marking there.  Seven geese of these were fitted with satellite transmitters to monitor their movements from the wintering grounds north to Iceland and thence to west Greenland.  The project is aimed at linking sites along the flyway for conservation purposes, as well as giving insights into flight speed, migration routes, stop-over times and so on.  Particular attention has been focussed upon pre-nesting staging within Greenland, in order to identify spring staging sites of importance at this critical period of the life cycle.  Unfortunately, there were hardware problems connected to the transmitters, in that most of the geese neatly removed the antennae from the radio packs shortly after they were fitted!  The transmitters were a new design and clearly not robust enough to withstand the rigours of preening by a White-front.  Happily, the manufacturers accept this as a design fault and will replace them with stronger packs next spring (1998) free of charge.  However, one bird, H3Z, did retain his antenna, at least as far as Iceland!  This bird stayed at Wexford between 2nd and 7th April, on which date more than 50% of the geese left Wexford (some 5,000 birds).  This departure date is extremely early compared to other years, since, in most years, geese do not commence migration before the second half of April.  Unfortunately, we had no subsequent position fixes until 10th April, when we had good locations in the Loch Swilly area of northern Ireland until 16th April, when it departed for Iceland.  Unfortunately, there were no observers in the area at this time to confirm the arrival of so many geese in an area of Northern Ireland which is usually a wintering site for c.300 Greenland White-fronted Geese.  On 17th April, five transmissions between 16.26 and 21.23 hours showed H3Z migrating NNW over the sea towards southern Iceland.  It subsequently staged in the southern lowlands of Iceland until at least 4th May, in an area well-known for Whitefronts, but we received no further signals and so have no idea what happened to this bird subsequently.  It has not been seen back on the wintering grounds this winter (unlike most of the other geese fitted with satellite transmitters), so there is a high probability the bird was shot illegally in spring at the time the signals stopped.

Spring staging in Iceland
A small team travelled to Hvanneyri Agricultural College in west Iceland this summer to study the migratory stop-over of Greenland Whitefronts there in spring.  The study proved very interesting because the geese arrived together between 16th and 20th April and departed very synchronously during 8th-10th May.  Observations of 58 different colour-marked individuals showed that a few birds moved through very quickly, but the majority of birds arrived at Hvanneyri early on and stayed for most of the period geese were present there.  On this basis, it appears some 1,400-1,500 geese used the 70 or so fields of the farm and the nearby sedge meadows during spring staging.  Considerable studies of their feeding ecology and behaviour were undertaken, and hopefully more information will be forthcoming in the coming months as the data are analysed.

Interactions with Canada Geese in West Greenland
In recent years, there have been increasing records of summering and breeding Canada Geese from west Greenland in the areas where Whitefronts have traditionally been the only species present.  Because of this, a project was organised to capture and mark both species in an area of west Greenland called Isungua.  This is the area where we have been catching Whitefronts since 1989, and we are confident that Canada Geese have only colonised this region since the mid 1980s.  The project was a great success: 120 Canada Geese were caught and ringed, along with 40 Greenland White-fronted Geese.  As we write, two of the Whitefronts have been shot in Iceland, but we have records of a further 10 on the wintering grounds already seen and reported.  The Canada Geese, which we know winter in the United States, have been reported from New Brunswick, Canada and Connecticut in the USA, confirming the migration route of these birds.  Jens Kristiansen will start a doctoral study of the possible competitive interactions between these two species, starting in the summer of 1998, based at the Institute of Zoology at the University of Copenhagen.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The autumn and spring censuses are simply not possible without the goodwill and hard work of a great team of dedicated observers.  We are extremely grateful to everybody who has contributed counts of Greenland White-fronted Geese, which to date include: J. Adair, R.G. Adam, J. Adams, J. Arnold,  P. Batty, D. Batty,  J. Bell, S. Breasley, M. Bleasedale, R. Broad, P. Brooks, C. Burton, A. Campbell, W. Campbell, J. Carmichael, P. Cashman, J. Clarke, P. Collin, M. Cooke, C. Corse, K. Croft, W.A.J. Cunningham, A. Currie, R.C. Dickson, B. Dix, Rev.& Mrs A.R. Duncan-Jones, J. Dye, G. Evans, R. Evans, K. Fairclough, D. Farrar, W.D. Forshaw, I. Gibson, D. Gilbert, J. Halliday, P. Hampson, N. Harding, R. Hawley, J. How, I. Hopkins, D. Hunt, A. Jenkins, E. Jones, L. Kinness, A. Knight, E. Knott, J.N. Kristiansen, S. Laybourne, R. Leishmann, A. Leitch, R. Lilley, E. McCallum, C. McKay, R. McKenzie,  I. MacColl, F. Macdonald, C. MacLean, J. MacRae, M. Madders, R. Madsen, R. Matson, E.R. Meek, B. Minshull, C. Mitchell, C. Morrison, W. Neill, B. Neath, M.A. Ogilvie, D. Okill, D. Orr-Ewing, D. Patterson, M. Peacock, R. Pollitt, B. Prescott, B. Rabbitts, D. Rees, N. Roberts, F. Rout, N. Russell, C. Self, J. Sherwood, P. Simmers, D. Squires, A. Thirlwell, N. Wallace, J. Watson, J. Welstead and J. Young.  We thank SNH for coverage of sites in Argyll and our sincere apologies for forgetting anybody whom we may have inadvertently omitted.  The census is supported by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee through a sub-contract from the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, and we thank C. Mitchell for his help as nominated officer for the project.  We would especially like to thank Carl Mitchell (WWT Slimbridge) and Ross Lilley (SNH Islay) for all their help and support over the years with the preparation of this report.  We wish them both well in their new roles within their respective organisations.

