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Executive Summary 
A total of 36 route counts were carried out in winter 2008-2009 within the Solway Barnacle Goose Management 
Scheme area.  Flock counts were made for all goose and swan species encountered, with flocks assigned to fields 
by code.  The times of day, the days of the week and the starting points at which the counts were conducted 
were varied as much as possible to avoid bias in when a section was surveyed.  Instances of direct disturbance 
aimed at geese and of conversations with farmers were also noted.  Data are also presented on the coordinated 
Solway population counts of the Svalbard Barnacle Goose and on brood size and productivity estimates for this 
population.  The adopted total for this population wintering on the Solway was 29,900 geese (the mean of five 
counts that were within 10% of the maximum of 31,111 recorded, rounded down to the nearest 100), a slight 
increase on last winterõs estimate of 29,000 geese.  Brood sizes were very consistent this winter at 2.0 goslings per 
family with very few large broods recorded (range 1-4 goslings; 162 families sampled), with an average juvenile 
productivity of 8.7% (range 1.7-13.6% young; 10,300 birds sampled) compared to 2.4 goslings and 12.8% young 
respectively for last winter.  Four different leucistic Barnacle Geese were recorded in winter 2008-2009. 
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1 Introduction 
The Solway Firth is an internationally important site for a number of wetland bird species being a key site for the 
wintering Svalbard Barnacle Goose population.  By mid-winter 100% of the population utilise five main sites 
around the Solway, with three of those being on the north side of the Firth, including Caerlaverock, Kirkconnell 
(Nith), and Southwick.  This century with the growth of the population to just under 30,000 birds, the 
distribution has spread west towards the Outer Solway with geese now visiting the areas around Colvend and 
Auchencairn on a regular basis. 

The geese mainly feed within established nature reserves or within the Solway Barnacle Goose Management 
Scheme area, often choosing stubbles in early autumn and improved pastures and saltmarsh throughout the rest 
of the winter.  SNH has run this management incentive scheme on the Solway since 1995 in order to integrate 
farming and goose grazing needs on areas of improved agricultural land.  On land entered into the scheme, tiered 
payments are made to help cover the extra costs of managing for Barnacle Geese.  Fields are classified as 
ôFeedingõ, ôBufferõ (which receive a tiered payment) or ôScaringõ (non-payment) zones depending in large part on 
the typical level of winter goose use.  Controlled scaring is encouraged in the non-payment zone to try and keep 
the geese within the feeding or buffer zones. 

1.1 Objective 

The overall objective of the survey is to assess the distribution and abundance of the Svalbard Barnacle Goose 
and other goose and swan species on the fields and saltmarsh of the north side of the Solway Firth in relation to 
the Solway Barnacle Goose Management Scheme area. 
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2 Methods 

2.1 Management Scheme route counts 

As with previous surveys of the Scheme area, counts were carried out within a 6-day cycle and the starting points 
were varied to prevent counting any area at the same time of day, with count days spread evenly throughout the 
week including weekends.  Geese and swans in larger flocks were counted in tens on a tally counter, while those 
in smaller flocks of <100 were counted individually.  All flocks were mapped and coded according to the SNH 
convention on the field maps provided.  Each day was broken down into four counting periods to cover the four 
main count areas, starting at first light with allowance made for weather conditions, e.g. geese tend to be slow to 
move off the roost during periods of frost as with those geese flighting off the Blackshaw Bank roost to utilise 
fields up the River Nith at Greenmerse and Kirkconnell.  The time of arrival at each count section was recorded.  
Where significant numbers of geese moved during a count, the field the geese moved from and to was recorded 
with a òCommentó added within the Excel spreadsheet provided.  Observations of leucistic geese have also been 
added. 

Through liaison with the current network of volunteer goose counters on the Solway, significant use of any fields 
outwith the current survey area was monitored with addition of these areas to the traditional survey route if 
significant use by the geese was recorded.  Particular attention was given to the areas around Priestside and also 
Auchencairn and Rascarrel as these areas have had fairly regular flocks in previous years. 

Areas where there are difficulties observing the fields from the road are well known as are the high vantage 
points which can be utilised to count them from.  Otherwise approach on foot was adopted with prior 
permission being sought for access. 

The presence and nature of any disturbance to the geese, intentional or otherwise, was noted using the SNH field 
code system provided. 

Impromptu discussion with any landowners during the surveys was welcomed and a record of each conversation 
with a farmer regarding the geese was logged. 

Care was taken in relation to biosecurity and disease prevention, and where access to fields was required there 
was compliance with any precautions required by the landowners, with gates being left as they were found. 

Table 1 ï Count sections covered within the counting periods. 

Count Period 1 Count Period 2 Count Period 3 Count Period 4 

Thwaite Nith Southerness Colvend 

Nith Thwaite Colvend Southerness 

Southerness Colvend Nith Thwaite 

Colvend Southerness Thwaite Nith 

 

As the season progressed it soon became clear that the Cummertrees/Hurkledale/Priestside area was being fairly 
well used by the Barnacle Geese whereas the section from north of Ward Law covering the Quay Hill was not 
being used.  In previous years the Priestside section has been dropped due to lack of goose use but this winter it 
was surveyed and the Quay Hill section was dropped after agreement with SNH to keep the mileage within 
budget.  During the co-ordinated counts of geese on the Solway, it was felt that the low counts being recorded in 
the Auchencairn area did not justify extension of the route count methodology to that area with most birds 
choosing to visit the Boreland of Colvend area instead this winter.  From March onwards significant numbers of 
Barnacle Geese began using the Wigtown area but this could not be economically covered via the route count 
budget. 
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2.2 Coordinated Svalbard Barnacle Goose total population counts 

Each winter WWT has conducted total population counts of the Svalbard Barnacle Geese present on the Solway 
from arrival to departure.  This involves a network of staff and volunteers counting the geese in survey sections 
within a one hour to two hour time period at the same time on the same day.  There are usually weekly counts 
during the arrival period in October and during the departure period in April/May, with fortnightly counts in the 
months between.  This work is now part-funded by SNH under a separate grant. 

2.3 Brood sizes and juvenile productivity of the Svalbard Barnacle Goose 

Each winter WWT carefully assesses the brood sizes and juvenile productivity of a large proportion of the 
Barnacle Geese from as many sites as possible on the Solway.  The dates, land use types, and flock sizes used for 
sampling were varied as much as possible to avoid any bias in the average estimate obtained, as are the sampling 
units within the flocks as families with young can tend to associate at the edges of a flock particularly at the 
front.  All observations were carried out by an experienced observer. 

2.4 Tide tables 

Tide tables are presented in the following figures for the months in which the geese were present in the Barnacle 
Goose Management Scheme area. 
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Figure 1.  Tide table for the period from September to December 2008.  High tide is seen on the Inner Solway 

approximately 30 minutes after the time given. 

 



 Svalbard barnacle goose distribution around the Solway Firth 2008-2009 

  5 

 

Figure 2.  Tide table for the period from January to April 2009.  High tide is seen on the Inner Solway 

approximately 30 minutes after the time given. 

 












































