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DARK-BELLIED BRENT GEESE Branta bernicla bernicla IN BRITAIN,

1976-1987

D.G. SALMON & A.D. FOX

ABSTRACT The numbers of Dark-bellied Brent Geese wintering in Britain
have increased from 47 500 in 1976-77 to 90-95 000 in the early and mid
1980s. The proportion of the European population in Britain had been largely
constant during this time, at 40-48'/C. though reaching 56-59% in some win
ters. The general distribution within Britain has not changed despite the in
crease, probably because of exploitation of feeding areas inland of the tradi
tional estuarine resorts.

The Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust. Slimbridge. Gloucester, GL2 7BX, UK.

INTRODUCTION

Britain has long been a major wintering area for
the Dark-bellied race of the Brent Goose Branta
b. bernicla, although its distribution within that
country changed from a more north-easterly one
after the drastic decline of the food-plant Zostera
in the 1930s (Owen et al. 1986). In the wintering
range as a whole, confined to north-west Europe,
counts have been co-ordinated by the Goose
Research Group of the IWRB for some thirty ye~rs.

Ogilvie & St Joseph (1976) reviewed the popula
tion size and trend ofthe European population from
1955 to 1976. Summers & Underhill (in press) have
updated and expanded that paper's study of the
population dynamics. From 1955 to 1976, Ogilvie
& St Joseph (1976) found an increase from 16500
to 110 600, of which the numbers in Britain rose
from 7400 to 49 000. During that period Foulness
and the rest of Essex remained the principle centre,
but with a relatively decreasing proportion of the
British total. Chichester and Langstone Harbours
showed a marked increase in both actual and
relative numbers; the Wash and north Norfolk held
a constant proportion. Summers & Underhill (in
press) report a continuing growth of the world
population to a level of 150-200 000 in the 1980s,
but find no evidence of density dependent factors
operating as yet. The present paper discusses the
numbers in Britain since 1976 and the relative
importance of each area of that country.
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METHODS

Dark-bellied Brent Geese are counted by a network
of volunteer observers at nearly all their regular
British resorts during the monthly National Wild
fowl Counts, organised by the Wildfowl and
Wetlands Trust (Owen et al. 1986), and Birds of
Estuaries Enquiry, organised by the British Trust
for Ornithology (Prater 1981). Special counts of
Brent Geese have been undertaken since 1984-85
in the north Norfolk complex of sites, where the
standard monthly counts do not locate all the birds.
Since 1985-86 a complete census throughout Bri
tain has been attempted by the Wildfowl and Wet
lands Trust, using the NWC and BoEE networks
(e.g. Salmon 1988). Earlier years' data, though
slightly less comprehensive, are considered com
plete enough for valid comparisons to be made
throughout the period under review.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 1 shows the trend in numbers in Britain in
January and February, when the peak is usually pre
sent, over the last 25 years, a vertical line marking
the start of the period examined in detail in the pre
sent paper. The trend is represented by an annual
running index based arbitrarily on 1971 = 100 and
calculated from the numbers on sites counted in
consecutive years. This method allows for occa-
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Fig. 1. The annual trend in numbers of Dark-bellied Brent Geese in Britain in January (dots) and February (tri
angles) between 1963 and 1988, expressed as indices based on 1971 = 100. Vertical line denotes commencement of
period discussed in this paper.

sional irregularity in the coverage. Since 1977 the
numbers wintering in Britain have continued to in
crease markedly, broken only by the periodical
breeding failures which cause the entire population
to drop. The two months show a very similar trend,
though with a more pronounced overall increase in
January. Since 1977 the actual numbers counted
have risen from 47 500 to a level of 90-95 000 over
the last six years.

The relative numbers in Britain have been re
markably constant (at 40-48% of the total popula
tion) since the mid 1970s, apart from 1984-85, 1986
87 (both severe continental winters) and, surprise
ly, 1987-88 (which was relatively mild). In those
winters the proportion found in Britain was 56-59%.

It does not necessarily follow, however, that in
colder winters a large part of the population reaches
Britain. The timing, duration and severity ofthe cold
spells may be factors determining how many birds
cross the North Sea; the possible movement ofbirds
from Britain into France may also introduce an
element of turnover not reflected in the counts.

Figure 2 shows the numerical distribution in the
last season under review, 1987-88. The symbols are
proportionate, representing the highest numbers
counted at any time in the winter in the area in ques-

tion. The key shows the numbers which correspond
to various dot sizes. Despite the increases which
have occurred, and the abundance of suitable habi
tat elsewhere, the general distribution of the Dark
bellied Brent Goose in Britain has remained virtu
ally the same over recent decades. In particular,
very few new roosting areas have been adopted.
The only significant expansion since the review of
Ogilvie & StJoseph (1976) has been onto the Hum
ber, at the northern edge of the main range, where
the numbers have increased from a few hundred in
the mid 1970s to over 2000 in the mid 1980s.

Table 1 lists individual sites which have held
an average peak of at least 2000 over the last five
seasons, with the month in which the maximum
was counted in 1987-88. The Foulness area still
holds the highest numbers at any time in the season.
In several recent winters, however, the Wash,
where the peak is usually in January or Febuary,
has held the season's largest concentration in Brit
ain. Although the change in its relative importance
has not been significant overall, the Wash has held
12% of the European population in some years. A
unique feature of the Wash among British estuaries
is its annual late spring gathering of Brent Geese.
First documented by Cadbury & St Joseph (1978),
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Fig. 2. The distribution of Dark-bellied Brent Geese in Britain in 1987-88. The size of the symbols corresponds
to the highest number counted at any time in the winter. Numbers refer to sites in Table I.

this assemblage has continued to increase,
reaching 7200 on 15 May 1988.

Only three areas have shown statistically sig
nificant changes in their relative importance over
the period in question: Foulness where numbers
have hardly increased during the period under re
view; North Kent, where about 5000 now winter,
compared to 2000 in the mid 1970s, and Chichester
and Langstone Harbours, where the numbers have
risen only from 10-12000 to 15-20000 while the
national total has doubled.

The above results suggest. that two key areas 
Foulness and Chichester/Langstone Harbours 
may have reached their carrying capacity, but that

Britain as a whole shows no signs of doing so. The
increasing population has apparently been ac
comodated within the same range by its exploita
tion of new food sources on agricultural land. Ogil
vie & St Joseph (1976) documented the large-scale
adoption of field-feeding in the early 1970s.

Since then the habit has grown, so that birds
now regularly travel up to 10 km inland in some
areas. This has brought them into increasing con
flict with farmers, claiming damage to their crops.
Legislation in the United Kingdom has now been
changed along the lines recommended by Ogilvie
& St Joseph (1976), by means of the Wildlife and
Countryside Act (1981). Farmers who demonstrate
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Table 1. Most important sites in Britain for Dark
bellied Brent Geese, 1983-84 to 1987-88 (after Salmon
et al. 1988).

Month of Mean
peak numbers count

debted. The authors hold posts funded under contract to
the Nature Conservancy Council.
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serious potential damage to their crops and exhaust
the alternative methods of scaring ,without success
are, on a strictly controlled basis, licensed to shoot
Brent Geese.

As also recommended, feeding refuges have
now been established in many areas to encourage
geese to feed away from the fields where they are
causing damage. In May 1986 a total of 8400 ha of
grass and saltmarsh on Sites of Special Scientific
Interest (notified under the Wildlife and Coutry
side Act) was subject to a management agreement
primarily for Brent Geese (NCC 1986). However,
the fullest use is not yet being made in Britain of
the existing legislation and procedures, both na
tional and European, and a review is now under
way by the Nature Conservancy Council, Ministry
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, and other orga
nisations involved, with the intention of improving
and expanding the network of alternative feeding
areas both inside and outside SSSIs.

I. FoulnesslLeigh, Essex Oct
2. The Wash, Lincs/Norfolk Feb
3. Blackwater Estuary, Essex Dec
4. Chichester Harbour, W Sussex Feb
5. North Norfolk Coast Jan
6. Langstone Harbour, Hants Jan
7. Hamford Water, Essex Feb
8. Colne Estuary, Essex Feb
9. Crouch Estuary, Essex Dec

10. Pagham Harbour, W Sussex Feb
II. Exe Estuary, Devon Dec
12. Medway Estuary, Kent Feb
13. The Humber, Lincs/Humberside Dec
14. Portsmouth Harbour, Hants Dec
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SAMENVATTING

De aantallen Rotganzen die in Engeland overwinteren
zijn van 1976-77 tot het midden van de tachtiger jaren
toegenomen van 47 500 tot ongeveer 95 000 (Fig. I).
Het deel van de Europese populatie dat in Engeland over
wintert bleef meestal schommelen tussen de 40 en 48%,
maar kwam in enkele (vooral strenge) winters in de buurt
van de 60%. De verspeiding van Rotganzen in Engeland
(Fig. 2 en Tabell) is in deze periode niet sterk veranderd.
Wei werd er meer in het binnenland gefoerageerd. Bo
vendien lijkt het erop dat de aantallen op enkele plaatsen
aan de zuid- oost- en zuidkust (Foulness, Chichester en
Langstone) de draagkracht van die gebieden benaderd
hebben. In het oosten (met name in de Wash) is waar
schijnlijk nog geen plafondwaarde bereikt.

Wettelijke regelingen in Groot Brittanie over schade
door Rotganzen worden in het kort besproken.


