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The world distribution of the Greenland White-fronted Goose ( Anser albifrons flavirostris),
Shaded area in west Greenland indicates the breeding range, whilst the arrows indicate -
the autumn migration route through south-west Tceland. The population winters
exclusively in Ireland, west and north Scotland and Wales, although there are

regular sightings from the eastern seaboard of America.
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INTRODUCTION

The Greenland White-fronted Goose breeds in the interior regions of west
Greenland and winters in Ireland, Scotland and Wales. These geese are amongst
the rarest in the world with a total population of some 16,000, half of which
winter in Scotland. In recent years, numbers have declined drastical ly due to
reclamation and disturbance of their traditional winter peatland habitat.
Although now protected in Scotland, the temporary ban on shooting in Ireland
Looks as though it will soon be Lifted, and they are still Legitimate quarry
species in Greenland, Iceland and Wales. The population characteristical ly
produces few young in any year, and it is estimated that only 724 pairs
successful ly bred in 1983.

It is against this background of decline that the Greenland White-fronted
Goose Study was established in 1978 to study and co-ordinate research on this
goose. The Study mounted a four month expedition to Greenland in summer 1979
to study the Little known summer ecology of the geese. As part of this work,
a total of 96 geese were individually ringed with coded plastic "arvic' leg
rings to enable identification of the geese on the wintering grounds. In
addition to expeditions to the wintering areas to search for these ringed
geese, the Study has organised a detailed investigation of the winter feeding
ecology of the geese on Islay in the Inner Hebrides as well as mounting annual
census counts of all currently known wintering sites in Britain. This work is
co-ordinated with similar surveys in Ireland organised by the Department of
Forestry and Fisheries in Dublin.

The 1979 project gave a great deal of information about the habits of the
geese in Greenland, but failed to adequately investigate the underlying cause
of the poor breeding success of the geese. The considerable insight gained
from the 1979 expedition gave several important avenues of research which were
pursued in the summer of 1984 on a return expediton to the same area of west
Greenland. This brief report has been produced to announce the successful
conclusion of the Greenland expedition and as an expression of gratitude to
the vast number of people and organisations which made the project possible.
While no attempt has been made to summarise the scientific results of the



expedition, this report presents some of the themes to be dispussed more fully

in the main report of the expedition which will be produced in due course.
SUMMER IN GREENLAND 1984

Greenland White-fronted Geese leave their wintering areas in the British Ings

in Late April and fly 2,500 miles back to their preeding grounds. They stop 1n

Iceland en route before crossing the ice-cap to their nesting areas between &4

N and 73 N on the west coast of Greenland.

Wwith considerable Llocal knowledge from 1979, the group planned to re;urn to
the same study area (Egalungmiut Nunaat, at 67 30'N) and duly arr1ved.by
chartered helicopter on 2 May to find complete snow cover. This was a consid-
erable contrast to the Less than 20% snow cover experienced at the same time
five years earlier, but hardly surprising, following as it did on the heels of
one of the worst winters on record in west Greenland. The first geese were
heard on 6 May (a day earlier than in 1979) and on 8 May, six skeins totalling
150 birds flew over strongly northwards. _
Many projects Llinked to the arrival and feeding behaviour of breeding pairs
had been planned, based on experience from 1979, but with total snow cover, no
running water and certainly no available feeding areas, we had to restructure
our work. In 1979, geese arrived in early May in lLowland zones, nested at
mid-altitude marshes and moved to the plateau lakes where the feeding was the
Last to thaw. This season, the early part of the year saw all areas frozen
and the thaw, when it came, was not progressive from the lowlands to the tops,
but rather more instantaneous at all altitudes. Geese were thus able to move
up onto the plateau immediately and nested at much higher altitudes and in
different habitats compared with 1979.

With no feeding available, geese were not seen in any large numbers between
10th and 20th May and apart from the flight northwards earlier, we have no
information as to their movements or behaviour during this time. By 22 May
however, lLarge aggregations were building in the slowly thawing lowland
marshes and detailed investigations of the time spent feeding and their diet
were made. Amongst the 180 geese we observed during this period were a pair
captured the previous winter and ringed with distinctive orange neck-bands at
Wexford, Ireland by the Forestry and Wildlife Service. The news that one of
these birds was Llater shot elsewhere in Greenland shows that at least part of
this aggregation did not summer in the immediate area, but rather used
Egalungmiut Nunaat as a staging point before moving further north. IT is
thought that during this important pre-nesting phase, the breeding females are
able to feed up whilst being protected by their attendant ganders. Thus their
condition is influenced by the feeding available in the early season, Later
affecting breeding success. At this stage the frozen ground and poor

conditions made us fear that the Late spring would adversely affect the
success the the breeding birds in the area.

The first nest was discovered on 4 June, considerably Llater than 1979 (18 May)
and in total seven nests were found. Egg predation by Arctic Foxes was again
high and these animals were present in much greater numbers than during 1979.
It may be that the recent decline of the Caribou population in the area, which
has resulted in the availability of large quantities of carrion has helped a
Larger number of foxes to survive the recent severe winters than usual. As in
1979, we mounted a continuous watch on the first nest to lLog the behaviour of
the goose and gander throughout incubation. The female incubated her six
eggs for four weeks, Leaving the nest only six times, each for Less than 30
minutes. Her perseverence, even when a fox approached to some four metres of
the nest may go some way to explain why she was one of the the only two birds
to successful ly hatch her clutch from the seven nests fol lowed. On 6;]39 all
the eggs hatched and two days later she lLed the six goslings down through the
rough vegetation to the river where the gander had spent a more leisurely four



weeks, several hundred metres from the nest.

We knew nothing more of the family until nearly a month Llater when they Were
found on a small Lake, 500m up a nearby massif. This was a feature noted in
1979 - it seems that all families are led steeply up-hill onto the plateau
tops to feed on the Lush vegetation newly released by thaw.

As in 1979, we capitalised on the flightless moult period jn July (when the
geese renew their flight feathers), to catch and ring'the birds. From early
June, family parties and groups of non-breeders were discovered throughout tpe
Lake-studded uplands. Whilst flightless, geese take to water to §v01d
terrestrial predators, so we carried out a census of all the lakes in tﬁe
area, finding 220-250 individuals including about 60 young. It seemed as if
the breeding season had been better than we had feared.

The first catch was made on 11 July and by the end of the moult, 88 birds hgd
been caught and marked with metal and Darvic lLeg rings for future identi-
fication, whilst a further three, to our delight, were birds that had been
marked in 1979. TWo of these had not been seen in winter during the
intervening years, but the other had been recorded at Loch Lomond in Scotland
in 1980 and 1981.

Unfortunately we were forced to leave Egalungmiut Nunaat before the geese in
order to catch the Last freight boat back to Europe, so their activities
during the lLast few weeks before they Leave on migration for Iceland, and
ultimately the British Isles, remains a mystery. However, many non-breeders
had completed moult and were flying by the time of our departure on 14 August
and some small goslings would have been fully fledged and able to fly by the
end of the month. We now await the coming winter with great interest for
reports of our ringed geese from their wintering grounds.
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FINANCIAL SUMMARY

INCOME EXPENDITURE

Personal contibutions £6400 00 Helicopter charter £6309 02
NATO Eco-Sciences Panel 6202 19 Travel to Greenland & back 3509 91
Adopt-a=-Goose Scheme 1690 43 Equipment 1643 46
Outstanding loans 802 00 Freight 1625 69
British Ecological Society. .700 00 Food 1047 20
University College of Wales 500 00 Expenses in Greenland 903 00
Raffle - 1983 (profit) . 438 45 1Insurance 850 00
Sponsored Bird Watch (profit) 423 64 O0ffice expenses 263 80
Gino Watkins Memorial Fund 300 00 Census 209 88
Gilchrist Educational Trust 300 00 Telegrams 86 28
Ernest Kleinwort Charities 250 00 Expenses in Canada 75 42
Wildfowl Trust 250 00 Raffle - 1984 20 00
Royal Geographical Society 250 00 Subsidy to 1979 Report (incl.
Scottish Ornithologists Club 250 00 Royal Society loan 2466 14
Whitley Animal Protection Trust 250 00 TOTAL EXPENDITURE £19009 80
Frank Chapman Memorial Fund 239 51

Forestry & Fisheries Department 202 92

BASC 200 00

Augustine Trust 200 00

Sales 109 76

Dave Hanford 100 00

Vincent Wildlife Trust 100 00

Macbonald-Buchanan Trustees 100 00

Misc. South Wales Drug Reps. 70 00

Radio fees : 30 00

West Midlands Bird Club 20 00

Others less than 10 63 00

TOTAL INCOME £20461 80

These figures are provisional only and most categories are Lliable to
alteration. Independantly audited accounts will be published in the final
expedition report. The fol lowing balance gives the financial position on 5
November 1984. ’

Income 20461 80
Expenditure 19009 80
. £1452 00
Current balance in hand 909 00
Cheques to clear 543 00
£1452 00

Projected expediture:' Repayment of Royal Society loan £1000 00

Repayment of other Lloans £802 00

£1802 00

Projected debt: £350 00 7



FURTHER INFORKATION
As mentioned previously the Greenland White-fronted Goose Study has undertaken
and published studies of the geese in both summer and winter. If you are
further interested in any aspect of our work, please write for more
information.
A 320 page report was published by the Study detailing the results of the 1979
Greenland expedition and are now available at £5.00 (including post & packing
in GB) while stocks Llast. Reports of the two complete winter censuses
completed to date (1982/83 and 1983/84) are also available on request.
In order to defray the costs of the 1984 expedition and the related fol Low=-up
work on the wintering grounds, we are running an Adopt-a-Goose scheme. For a
nominal £4.00 for one bird, or £8.00 for a flock of 20, one can ‘adopt® one
of the individually marked geese. As well as information about the birds in
Greenland, regular reports will be produced giving sightings of the ringed
birds in winter. Further information about the scheme is available on request
(sae please).

Greenland White-fronted Goose Study,
School of Biological Sciences,
University College of Wales,
Aberystuwyth,
byfed, GB.




