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SUMMARY
Two complete censuses of all known Greenland White-fronted Goose wintering haunts found a total of 20,302 birds in autumn 1998 and 22,117 in spring 1999.  These comprised 0 and 1 birds in England, 63 and 119 in Wales, 12,426 and 13,560 on Islay and 7,813 and 8,437 in the rest of Scotland in autumn and spring respectively.   Counts were missing only from Loch Shiel in spring where autumn count was substituted (comprising 0.3% of the total), and an autumn count from Muck, where the spring count (0.1% of the total) was substituted.  Breeding success was well above the average for the last 14 years at 18.2% young (n = 8152 aged), brood size was 3.98 (n = 209 broods). These counts represent a reduction of 1.0% over the autumn count but a 12.8% increase over the spring total in the previous year, hence the British numbers in spring showed an increase from last year. The spring global population totals fell from 34,442 in 1997, to 32,835 in 1998, but after the good breeding season rose to 35,573 in 1999, the highest count total ever recorded for this population.
INTRODUCTION
The 1998/99 survey was the seventeenth 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 1996/97, 1997/98 and 1998/9).  In all areas, there was an unusually large (and unaccountable) discrepancy between the autumn 1998 count and that of spring 1999.  It seems highly unlikely that birds were still in Iceland at the time of the census, but there remains the possibility that redistribution on the wintering grounds caused some under-counting in the autumn.

Table 1.  Autumn and spring census totals for Greenland White-fronted Geese 1996/97, 1997/98 and 1998/9.

autumn 1996
spring 1997
autumn 1997
spring 1998
autumn 1998
Spring 1999

Wexford
8482
8751
8338
8306
8568
8958

Rest of Ireland
4414
4788
4366
4899
4184
4617

Islay
12932
11210
13414
12224
12426
13560

Rest of Britain


7928
8357
7100
7396
7813
8438

Population total
34321
34442
33218
32835
32991
35573

ARRIVAL/DEPARTURE DATES

First records were of 7 at Kilpheder, South Uist on 15th September, but most earliest arrivals came during early October, e.g. 22 birds on Bute by 5th October, 32 at Loch Heilen, Caithness on 6th October and 17 at The Loons on Orkney on 7th October.  We received little information about departure dates, but Bill Neill reported c. 90 going northwards on 16th April, and as you will read below, most of the geese carrying satellite transmitters this year departed on 17th and 19th April.  Stan Laybourne still had 12 in Caithness on 21st April (three showing restricted bars on the belly, the rest first winter birds), and 2 of these persisted until 26th April 1999.

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.  

AGE RATIOS

Breeding success for Greenland White-fronted Geese from the summer of 1998 was above aver​age, the proportion of young being 18.2% among the aged samples, up on last winter's low production figures (Table 2).  The overall ratio comprised 19.0% young on Islay (compared with 15.1% 
average during 1982-1997, and 14.2% last year) and 16.9% in the rest of Britain (compared with 15.1% average during 1982-1997 and 15.6% last year).   The mean brood size was 3.98 (see Table 2) based on 209 families sampled from a restricted number of sites.  The average on Islay (4.10) was higher than the 1982-1997 average there (3.11). In the rest of Britain the average brood size was 3.56 in 1998 compared with 2.87 in 1982-1997. 

Table 2.  Summary of age ratio determinations and brood sizes for Greenland White-fronted Geese wintering in Britain 1998/99.

 SITE
 % YOUNG
SAMPLE


MEAN BRO​OD SI​ZE
   SAMPLE

Westfield, Caithness
24.8
165
4.1
10

Lewis
0
25
-
-

North Uist
0
5
-
-

Muck
0
11
-
-

Kentra Moss 
5.3
38
2.0
1

Coll
17.8
84
-
-

Tiree
16.3
398
-
-

Moine Mhor
14.3
42
-
-

Rhunahaorine, Kintyre
20.2
1310
4.0
28

Machrihanish, Kintyre
15.4
638
-
-

Islay1
19.0
5018
4.1
161

Stranraer
13.3
150
-
-

Loch Ken
6.7
268
1.8
9

Scotland excl. Islay

OVERALL 


16.91

18.19
3134

8152
3.56

3.98
48

209

1Details from Islay and Kintyre 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 8,931 and 15,502, with an average of 13,031 (based upon 9 counts, data courtesy of Scottish Natural Heritage), 401 down on last year’s equivalent value. 

RESEARCH NEWS

Again, the past year has seen a flurry of research activity, briefly summarised below.

Publications
This year saw the publication of a major review of goose populations in the Western Palearctic.  The hardback A4 format book, 343 pages in all, is the combined efforts of no fewer than 98 contributing authors and covers the 23 populations of nine goose species occurring in this part of the world.  Its aim was to summarise the knowledge we have about the range, flyways and population trends of all these populations, with assessments in trends of breeding success and mortality where such information is available.  As far as possible, sections were contributed from all the range states which support geese at any stage in their life cycle to compare and contrast hunting practice, agricultural conflict, protection and conservation throughout the flyways.  Inevitably, there remain huge gaps in the knowledge, but in compiling such a volume, the research and conservation priorities become easier to target as the gaps in the knowledge become evident.  The section on Greenland White-fronted Geese was amongst the first drafted, and so regrettably stands a little out of date after the lengthy incubation period of the book, but nevertheless combines some of the most up to date information supplied by the enthusiastic and vigorous count network in Ireland and the United Kingdom, so thank you very much for your contributions!  The book can be ordered through Tony Fox at the Kalø address price £35 including postage.

Fox, A.D., Norriss, D.W., Wilson, H.J., Merne, O.J., Stroud, D.A., Sigfusson, A & Glahder, C. (1999) 6. Greenland White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons flavirostris. Pp.130-142. In: Madsen, J., Cracknell, G. & Fox, A.D. (eds.) Goose Populations of the Western Palearctic. A review of status and distribution.  Wetlands International Publ. 48, Wetlands International, Wageningen, The Netherlands.  National Environmental Research Institute, Rønde, Denmark. 344 pp.

Satellite telemetry

After the results we obtained from the satellite transmitters in 1998, it was decided that in spite of the disappointing quality of the positions, we should continue with another 8 transmitters being fitted to geese in the spring of 1999.  It proved to be a very good proposal, because this year, the quality of information gathered was considerably better than in 1998.  An additional satellite in the northern hemisphere greatly improved reception, and the transmitters themselves behaved rather better. In the event, all the transmitters were successfully fitted to the geese at Wexford, thanks to the considerable skills of Alyn Walsh and his team from the National Parks and Wildlife Service in Ireland.  The birds were caught in 4 different catches there between 27 March and 4 April, two of these departed for Iceland on 17 April, the remainder on 19 April.  Two of the geese staged in the southern lowlands, the remainder on the west coast of Iceland, all staged there for between 12 and 21 days (average 18 days).  This year, the signal quality was greatly improved, and the position on the ground far more accurate than in the previous years.  As a result, it proved relatively easy for observers already working in the general area to go out and locate 6 of the 7 transmitter birds on the west coast during their stay there.  The remaining bird was in a remote area with many natural wetlands impossible to view without causing disturbance and it proved difficult to find geese searching predominantly from the roads.

Although one bird staging in the southern lowlands departed on 2 May and another left on 7 May, the majority of the geese left Iceland on 9 or 10 May, arriving on the east coast of Greenland soon after.  All bar one of the geese made it safely to the west coast of Greenland by 17 May, the exception being K1S, the very last bird to be caught and fitted with a transmitter in Ireland.  It appeared to attempt to cross the Greenland icecap on 11 May, but after making approximately one fifth of the crossing, it turned back and returned to the east coast.  From the many fixes we have from the signals, it moved between snow free areas on the east coast, finally moving to the Kangertitivatsiaq fjord area NE of Sermiligag.  The sensors in the transmitter showed that the bird was active throughout and the temperature was relatively high (35-39º C), so clearly the bird was alive and well.  The extraordinary thing is that the goose remained on the east coast of Greenland until September, when it returned to Iceland, so there is no doubt that it has spent the entire summer on the wrong side of the Greenland ice cap!  It returned apparently safe and well, together with all its family, at Wexford this autumn, the first definite record of a Greenland White-fronted Goose summering on the east coast of Greenland.

One of the geese, the first to travel westwards from Iceland (K4L) arrived in an area south and west of Kangerlussuaq in central west Greenland and remained there for most of the summer, showing very little movement from first landfall.  Alas, we lost one transmitter, attached to K1J.  It arrived just south of Illulisat, close to the ice cap on 12 May, where it remained transmitting until at least 31 May.  However, the goose either died or the transmitter fell off on 26 May, since the temperature on that date suddenly fell to 4-10º C and the activity code received via the satellite showed that the transmitter had ceased to move.  Of the remaining 6 transmitters, all moved to other areas on the west coast during the period 26-29 May: K3L moved from eastern Disko Island north to Ubekendt Ejland, K4N from south of Illulisat to Disko Island, K6N from the northern part of Disko Bay to the north coast of Disko Island, K7N from southeast of Naternaq to the Nuussuaq peninsula; finally, K1D which had been close to Kangerlussuaq went south west to Sarfartoq, the Paradise Valley area.  Most have remained in the same area for the rest of the summer, but two continued northwards in June K3L and K7N both ending up at 72ºN east of the settlement at Prøven and unfortunately signals from K6N have now been lost.  All but 2 of the birds fitted with transmitters are now back at Wexford, approximately the number that might be expected amongst any sample of 8 adult male birds.  K1D and K4L were back by 4th October, K3L was first seen on 24th October, K4N and K6N were seen from 31st October, whilst the wayward K1S appeared on 10th November 1999!

These results are extremely exciting and continue to provide very interesting information about the way that individuals move through their entire world range during the course of their annual cycle.  We shall be attempting to analyse the results of our findings in the coming months.

Staging behaviour at Hvanneyri, Western Iceland
A group of enthusiasts again undertook a trip to Iceland to again study the Greenland White-fronts as they pass through that magnificent country.  The team was again based at Hvanneyri Agricultural College, where the geese actually come to the researchers, making life a lot easier.  We are again extremely grateful to the College authorities for their enthusiastic support (and tolerance!) of our (at times often strange) activities!  The aim this year was to capture geese at different stages during the spring migration period at the same place and weight individuals to gauge how much weight they accumulate during the staging period there.  The increase in abdominal profiles there suggested that the geese were accumulating considerable fat (see the analysis by Hugh Boyd 1999 below), but we were unable to translate this visual score of increasing ”fatness” into a real increase in body weight.  In the event, we caught 66 geese in Iceland, and found (using two independent means) that the adult males probably accumulate some 500 g and the females 400 g of body weight during the 3 weeks stop over.  This is a significant amount of weight on a bird the size of a Whitefront, and emphasises again the importance of accumulating body stores during the period there for the journey on to Greenland.

Fox, A.D., Kahlert, J., Walsh, A.J., Stroud, D.A., Mitchell, C., Kristiansen, J.N. & Hansen, E.B. (1999) Patterns of body mass change during moult in three different goose populations.  Wildfowl 49: 45-56.

Boyd, H., Fox, A.D., Kristiansen, J.N., Stroud, D.A., Walsh, A.J. & Warren, S.M. (1999) Changes of abdominal profiles of Greenland White-fronted Geese in Iceland in spring.  Wildfowl 49: 57-71.

Fox, A.D., Kristiansen, J.N., Stroud, D.A. & Boyd, H. (1998) The effects of simulated spring goose grazing on the production and protein content of Phleum pratense leaves. Oecologia. 116: 154-159.

Kristiansen, J.N., Fox, A.D., Stroud, D.A. & Boyd, H. (1998)  Dietary and microtopographical selectivity of Greenland white-fronted geese feeding on Icelandic hayfields.  Ecography 21: 480-483.

Canada Geese in West Greenland
As you will remember from last years’ report, the numbers of Canada Geese breeding and moulting in west Greenland increasingly concerns us.  We would not be so concerned if it were not for the fact that they seem to be displacing Greenland White-fronted Geese from their traditional nesting areas, and where moulting birds of the two species occur together, Canada Geese predominate, pushing the Whitefronts away from their favoured foods.  Jens Nyeland Kristiansen, the Ph.D student studying these interactions continued with his research programme during the past year, culminating in a joint project with Ducks Unlimited (DU) in North America to deploy satellite transmitters on Canada Geese to record their migration routes back to North America.  Joined by Bruce Batt, the Head of Research at DU, Jens succeeded in capturing the required 6 brood-rearing females using a helicopter to round-up families moulting on the lakes of Jens’ study area.  All were successfully fitted with satellite transmitters and released, and to date, all the radios are transmitting successfully.  This project is part of a larger programme to study the timing of migration and routes taken by Canada Geese breeding in northern Quebec, Labrador and Newfoundland to their ultimate wintering grounds in the eastern United States.  We await further news about the precise movement of these geese with interest, and for those of you with access to the internet, you can view the precise routes taken by the geese on http://204.112.194.2/geese/ where Ducks Unlimited are displaying maps of the migration routes of these geese.

As part of the same project, in June 1999, Tony Fox joined Rich Malecki from the New York Fish and Wildlife Co-operative Unit at Cornell University to carry out an aerial survey of west Greenland to determine just how many Canada Geese are now nesting in west Greenland.  The survey chartered Leif Petersen and his Parthenavia Observer aircraft (two old friends of GWGS) to fly east-west transects from south of Nuuk in the very south of the range up to Svartenhuk in the north.  The count information from these flights is still being worked up, but it was clear that the high densities of Canada Geese in Jens’ study area are not typical of large areas of west Greenland.  Indeed, in the south, no geese of either species were encountered until well north of Nuuk.  Canada Geese appeared to be most numerous close to the ice cap, but they were present all the way up to Svartenhuk in small numbers.  It is clear that there are many hundreds of Canada Geese in Greenland, but that the situation is not as acute as may have been expected from the results in area north of Søndre Strømfjord, where all the research effort has been concentrated.  Nevertheless, the alarming speed of spread and the high reproductive rates of Canada Geese in Greenland means that the situation is changing fast, and the 1999 aerial survey will provide an interesting base-line against which to assess future change in the distribution and abundance of both these two goose species in west Greenland.
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