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WINTERING GREYLAG GEESE Anser anser IN NORTH AFRICA
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ABSTRACT Goose counts at the three major wintering grounds of North
Africa from 1981182 to 1988/89 are presented and discussed. The origin of
the Greylag Geese wintering there is documented by individually marked
geese. These neck-banded geese also proved that movements occur between
Tunisia and Algeria and supported the ideas about the border line between
the Atlantic and Central European flyways. Finally information on the feed
ing habits of the geese in North Africa is given.
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INTRODUCTION

Apart from the British Isles and the more recently
established wintering site in the Netherlands, the
main wintering areas of Greylag Geese Anser
anser which breed in western and central Europe
are in Spain and North Africa. As the occurrence
of Greylag Geese is restricted to few localities in
the west Mediterranean basin, these habitats are of
particular interest. While quite good information
is available from the Marismas of the Guadalquivir
in Spain, there is little and divergent information
available from the Algerian and Tunisian sites.
Since 1982, however, better information has been
obtained from these areas. Here we review the re
cent developments.

STUDY AREA

Greylag Geese wintering in North Africa depend
on a very small number of sites. In Tunisia, they
occur almost exclusively at Ichkeul (37°10' N,
09°40' E, 12000 ha). In Algeria, they do not range
over the whole EI Kala wetland complex (36°50'
N, 08°23' E) but are largely confined to the Garaet
EI Mekhada marsh (36°48' N, 08°00' E; 8000 ha)
with its extensive Scirpus sp. beds. A second site
in Algeria, very important only in wet winters, is
Lake Fetzara (13 700 ha), some 50 km west of
Mekhada. Smaller numbers have been recorded at
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Plaine des Guerbes and Sebkhet Ghellif. The whole
wintering population is therefore dependent on
three major sites (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Geographical situation of some ringing and
wintering areas of the Greylag Goose. Turku-Pori, Fin
land (SF), Gotland, Sweden (S), Lake Gtilpe near Pots
dam in former GDR (GDR), Stawno Ponds, Poland (PL),
Ceske Budejovice (SB), Bmo (SM) both in Czechoslov
akia, Lake Neusiedl, Austria (A).
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RESULTS

Numbers
Table 1presents a summary ofthe best available

peak counts. Birds move back and forth from one
site to another, according to variations in water
level and to local disturbance (particularly from
shooting and poaching). In dry winters, geese gen
erally remain at Ichkeul, which is connected to the
sea and therefore always has some water. When
water levels rise at Ichkeul, making the Scirpus
beds inaccessible to the Greylags, the birds move
to Mekhada or Fetzara which are flooded only by
rainfall from their catchment. Thus in 1981182, a
very dry winter, nearly all the geese remained at
Ichkeul. In the very wet winter of 1982/83, on the
other hand, the Greylags were forced to abandon·
the Ichkeul Scirpus beds early in the season and to
move to neighbouring agricultural land and other
wetlands.

Ring reading
The neck-bands observed in Algeria and Tuni

sia were overwhelmingly of Czechoslovak and
Austrian origin. From winter 1982/83 to 1988/89,
11 different individuals from Czechoslovakia and
10 from Austria were observed in Algeria; 116

from Czechoslovakia and 71 from Austria were ob
served in Tunisia. There are eight indications of a
neck-banded goose occurring in the same winter
in both Tunisia and Algeria. It seems to be the nor
mal pattern for geese to occur first at Ichkeul and
then move on to the Algerian wetlands. Of the
geese marked in Fennoscandia, one was ringed as
a moulting adult in Gotland and another neck
banded in Finland as a breeding female (Dick
1988). Geese from southern Poland also migrate to
North Africa: five of only 49 geese neck-banded
at Milicz (Fig. 1) in 1988 were seenat Ichkeul in
December 1988 and another two at El Kala at the
same period (Chalabi 1988, Dick 1989).

Although there is a major neck-banding pro
gramme in the (former) German Democratic Re
public, only five birds marked there, apart from
F76 (see below), have been observed in North
Africa. Those observed were marked as moulting
birds, and were presumably not really of eastern
German origin. Nevertheless the observations of
one bird, F76, suggest that there can be exchanges
between the Atlantic and Central European fly
ways. This widely-travelled bird was ringed as a
non-breeder at Lake Giilpe in eastern Germany in
September 1981. It was subsequently observed in
the Central European flyway in Tunisia (winter

Table 1. Summary of peak goose counts at three major North African sites. Data given are no maxima, but the
best counts at near-simultaneous times. Winters were dry (d) or wet (w).

Winter Ichkeul Mekhada Fetzara Total

1981/82 d 18400 130 62 18600
1982/83 w 8500 8 80 8588
1983/84 d 11250 24 12000 23274

16200*
1984/85 w 20450 ? ? 20450+

239* 1970*
1985/86 d 8536 4000 1800 14336

13 187*
1986/87 w 2575 252 2860 9220+

9220*
1987/88 d 9000 EK: 1000 0 10000

16400* 16400*
1988/89 d 17 200 EK: 2712 0 19900

* Maximum; EK: El Kala
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1981182), Austria (October 1982 and February 1984,
Dick 1982) and at moult migration sites in Denmark
(October 1983) and eastern Germany (September
1984). It was however also reported in the Atlantic
flyway at Dofiana, Spain in December 1982.

Feeding Ecology
Greylag Geese feed predominantly on Scirpus

maritimus at Ichkeul (Fay in Skinner 1983). The
geese take the underground bulbs and - when they
begin to grow, from mid January onwards - the soft
white bases of the new shoots. As in other sites,
Greylag Geese prefer areas with good all-round
visibility; initially they seek the least accessible
parts of the Ichkeul marshes. The 21 time budgets
carried out by M. Rehfisch at Ichkeul, on a mini
mum of 600 and a maximum of 20000 birds, show
that early in the yearA. anser spent more time feed
ing, declining from 9.5 h day-' in November to
6.6 h day I in February. A water depth of 0.30
0.40 m was clearly preferred by 81.4% of the 1168
observed individuals. In winters with high rainfalls
the geese remaining at Ichkeul are forced to leave
the larger, more secluded, but deeply flooded lower
level marshes with their now inaccessible vegeta
tion.

DISCUSSION

The Atlantic and Central European flyways, the
two main continental flyways of Greylag Geese in
Europe, seem to be quite well separated, although
the different populations may meet at pre-mi
grating assemblies (e.g. the moulting place Got
land in Sweden or the autumn gathering place at
Lake Gtilpe, eastern Gennany). Our data support
the hypothesis that the border between the two fly
ways runs southwards, west of Finland and east of
the (fonner) GDR, through Poland and Southern
Bohemia.

Although the North African wetlands are quite
large and the coverage of the counts has not so far
been as good as might be desired, the range ofnum
bers from 8 588 to 23 274 (Table I) agrees quite
well with the calculations made by Hudec (1984).

He mentions a total of 19 300 geese in autumn and
15812 in winter for the Central European flyway.
Assuming that the numbers have increased slightly
in the 1980s compared to the I970s, and considering
that the data presented here are based on field
counts after the main shooting period, an estimate
of 15 000 to 20000 (probably nearer 20 000) seems
realistic. The counts indicate that geese normally
arrive at Ichkeul in early November and that num
bers rapidly build up to a December peak. There is
no indication yet of whether geese fly direct to the
Algerian sites, or whether they all transit via Ich
keul. The latter seems more likely as Ichkeul has
pennanent water, whereas Mekhada and Fetzara
normally fill only after autumn rains. In dry winters
the whole population probably passes most of the
winter at Ichkeul. When water levels rise however,
the preferred Scirpus feeding areas are flooded out
and the geese move to the Algerian sites (Bredin
& Skinner 1983, Skinner & Smart 1984). On some
occasions geese clearly return from Algeria to
Ichkeul. It is not yet known whether birds on return
migration from Algeria nonnally fly direct to their
breeding grounds or transit again via Tunisia. It
may be that the Algerian wetlands which are flood
ed later in the season are important for late winter
feeding and pre-migration weight increase.

Maintenance of ecological character in the
sense of the Ramsar Convention must be the princi
pal conservation concern at all three major sites in
North Africa. All are located in the wettest areas
of two dry countries, but the national authorities
wish to tap the water sources for drinking water,
irrigation, industrial and tourist development.
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SAMENVATTING

Dit artikel geeft de resultaten van tellingen van 1981/82
tot 1988/89 in de drie belangrijkste overwinteringsgebie
den van Grauwe Ganzen in Noord-Afrika. De gebieden
liggen in Tunesie (Ichkeul) en Aigerije (het Garaet EI
Mekhada moeras in het EI Kala wetland en het Fetzara
meer, Fig. I). Het totaal aantal ganzen in deze gebieden
kan oplopen tot meer dan 20000 (Tabell). Aan de hand
van de aanwezige gemerkte dieren kon worden vastge
steld dat een belangrijk deel van de overwinterende gan
zen afkomstig was uit Tsjechoslowakije en Oostenrijk.
Ideeen over de scheidslijn tussen de Atlantische en de
centraal Europese trekroutes konden aan de hand van de
herkomst van de dieren worden ondersteund. Verder
bleek dat de ganzen zich verplaatsten tussen Tunesie en
Algerije. Tenslotte is enige informatie verschaft over het
voedsel (dat vooral uit zeebiesknolletjes Scipus mariti
mus bestaat) en de fourageergewoonten van de ganzen.


