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A NOTE ON MIGRATION ECOLOGY, POPULATION STATUS AND

INTERACTIONS WITH AGRICULTURE OF BARNACLE GEESE

Branta leucopsis IN ESTONIA

A. LEITO

Estonian Forest Research Institute, ROOmu tee 2, 202 400 Tartu, Estonia, USSR.

Fig. 1. Results of the aerial counts of Barnacle Geese
in Estonia in 1974-89.

The first all-Estonian count of Barnacle Geese
Branta leucopsis took place in spring 1968, when
about 10 000 staging geese were counted (Kumari
1971). In the first half of the 1970s the number of
geese was estimated at 15 000-20 000 (Jagi 1976).
Since 1974 aerial counts have been made to esti
mate their number and distribution. In the second
half of the 1970 18 000-25 000 Barnacle Geese
were counted in spring in western Estonia, in the
1980s their number further increased to 35 000
57 000 (Fig. 1). More than 90 different staging sites
are known, especially on the islands Saaremaa,
Hiiumaa and Muhu, and along the western coast
(Fig. 2). An assembly holds on an average almost
1000 geese.

Mass-scale arrival to Estonia takes place during
the second half of April and numbers peak in the
second half of May (Fig. 3). Departure starts in the
middle ofMay and it usually ends before the begin-

ning of June (Leito & Renno 1983). The departure
rate from Estonia is twice as high as the arrival rate.
Migration usually starts in the early morning or in
the late evening at favourable winds. Part of the
Gotland population migrates in spring, together
with the Barents Sea population, to western Esto
nia, but returns by the end of May to Gotland. The
Barnacle Goose breeds since 1981 in Estonia. The

Fig. 2. Distribution of the spring halting sites of Bar
nacle Geese in Estonia in 1980s. Hiiumaa (I), Vormsi
(2), Matsalu Bay (3), Muhu (4), Western Saaremaa (5),
South-Western Saaremaa (6), lostamaa (7), Ruhnu (8).
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Fig. 3. The number of Barnacle Geese on Vilsandi in
spring.

present population includes about 30 breeding
pairs. Laying starts in the beginning of May and
the young birds usually hatch in the middle ofJune.

Autumn migration begins by the end of Sep
tember and lasts to beginning of November. Mass
scale passage occurs during a few days in October
(Leito & Renno 1983, Leito et af. 1986). Staging
occurs, but the number of geese involved is smaller
(up to 20 000) and the period is shorter.

Damage by Barnacle Geese to grasslands and
cereal crops has been reported since the early
1980s. Losses vary between years, depending On
the duration of staging. Early spring grazing by
Barnacle Geese on grasslands may cause a delay
of two weeks in the first grazing by the cattle. In
autumn losses primarily concern recently sown
fields ofwinter cereals. To minimize losses, a man-
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agement program has been developed, which is
accepted by the Estonian Committee of Nature
Conservation. It includes the replacement of cereal
fields by pastures and restoring the original coastal
meadows, development of sheep rearing in the
coastal areas, adjusting the methods of sowing in
the staging areas, the cultivation ofluring crops for
the geese in special resting areas, and scaring the
geese from the most vulnerable fields.

Samenvatting
Tussen 1968 en 1988 neemt het aantal Brandganzen

in het voorjaar in Estland toe van 10 000 naar meer dan
50000 (Fig. I). Sinds 1981 broedt de Brandgans ook in
Estland; in 1988 telt de broedpopulatie ca. 30 paar.

In de jaren 80 zijn er problemen met schade aan het
wintergraan. De Estlandse Natuurbeschermingsraad
heeft plannen ontwikkeld om schade te beperken. Win
tergraan wordt plaatselijk vervangen door weidegrond,
er worden 'weglokgewassen' geteeld en soms worden
de ganzen verjaagd van kwetsbare teelten. -HWdN.
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