WWT/JNCC/SNH Goose & Swan Monitoring Programme
survey results 2017/18
Svalbard Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis

1.

Abundance

The adopted total for this population wintering on the Solway Firth in 2017/18 was 42,600 geese (the mean
of the maximum count of 43,545 and the other count within 10% of this, rounded up to the nearest 100). This
represents an increase of 900 birds on last winter’s adopted total of 41,700 geese (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Annual census-derived estimates (for the Solway Firth only) of the Svalbard Barnacle Goose
population size, 1958/59–2017/18.
The first arrival of Barnacle Geese thought to be genuine migrants from Svalbard was a flock of 121
recorded on pasture at WWT Caerlaverock on 17 September 2017. As with last year, the number of
Barnacle Geese built up very slowly on the Solway as a whole with only 140 present by the morning of 4
October 2017. By 8 October further flocks were starting to arrive and there were almost 9,000 in the
Caerlaverock area by the afternoon. By 13 October there were over 34,000 on the Solway as a whole and
nearly 41,500 by 25 October, the second highest census count of the 2017/18 season. It was not until 18
April that the peak count of 43,545 was recorded on the Solway, probably due to significant numbers of birds
staging/wintering on the east coast at Budle Bay, Northumberland until mid-March 2018. Over 37,000 geese
were recorded quite regularly – four out of eight census counts – between the end of October 2017 and the
start of May 2018.
The first evidence of significant spring migration was seen by 2 May with at least 31,000 geese gathered at
the east end of the Solway on Rockcliffe Marsh, Cumbria (including Burgh Marsh and Redkirk Marsh) with
only 8,000 elsewhere on the Inner Solway. By 9 May all birds remaining on the Solway were on Rockcliffe
Marsh (including Redkirk Marsh) and numbers had more than halved to 16,750, the remainder having
migrated to Norway. This number had halved again by 16 May and by 23 May only 500 birds were present.
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Unusually, at least 250 remained on Rockcliffe Marsh until 30 May – finally dropping to 30 by 4 June 2018 –
possibly held back by a period of north easterly winds.
Due to count variation, with possible inaccuracies and the chance of double-counting, an adopted count total
for the population is derived by averaging those counts within 10% of the maximum recorded during the
winter. In 2017/18 the counts of 41,496 on 25 October 2017 and 43,545 on 18 April 2018 fulfilled this
criterion and were thus averaged to produce an adopted Solway population total of 42,600 Svalbard
Barnacle Geese (rounded up to the nearest 100; c.f. 41,700 in 2016/17).

2.

Breeding success

The breeding success of Svalbard Barnacle Geese sampled on the Solway Firth from October 2017 to
December 2017 ranged from 0.5% to 15.9% (c.f. 0.0% to 42.5% in 2016/17) with a mean of 4.8% young
derived from 14 flocks with 13,862 geese sampled (c.f. 16.0%; n = 15 flocks; 7,352 geese sampled in
2016/17). Across the same area, the total number of broods sampled was 151, with a mean family size of
1.8 young, ranging from 1-4 young (c.f. 1.9 young; n = 67 broods; range 1-4 young in 2016/17).

Figure 2. The mean percentage of young (blue columns) and mean brood size (red circles) of Svalbard
Barnacle Geese, 1958/59–2017/18.

3.

Discussion

Only two counts of ~41,000 or over were recorded this winter, and coupled with those from last winter, this
confirms that the Svalbard Barnacle Goose population has now passed 41,000. The adopted count
represents a moderate increase in the population as might be expected given the poor 2017 breeding
success.
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The lower consistency in the counts recorded between late October and mid-April, compared to last winter,
was perhaps due to the colder winter conditions possibly causing the geese to spread out more into
peripheral areas in search of food.
Up until at least 21 February 2018, more than 1,500 geese were still staging/wintering at Budle Bay with
9,000 originally having stopped off there on 13 October 2017. By 14 March 2018, after a further period of
snow and cold weather, this number had halved and by 11 April 2018 only 15 were still present, which
suggests all of the other birds had finally returned to the Solway. Two closely associating leucistic birds were
not seen at the site after the 21 February count, with two new closely associating leucistic bird then being
seen on Rockcliffe Marsh by the next census count of 14 March. This observation coupled with the sighting
of ringed birds at Budle Bay suggests they are Svalbard in origin and that they moved to the Solway during
the colder weather.
It will be interesting to see if this east coast site increases in importance as the total population grows; in the
previous decade the RSPB Loch of Strathbeg site seemed to be increasing in importance as a
staging/wintering site, but this has since largely dropped out of use by Svalbard birds.
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