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Wildfowl Counts in the U.K.

D .G . S A L M O N

1986-87 w as th e  40th season of the U .K . 
N atio n a l W ildfow l C oun ts, o rganised  by 
the  W ildfow l T rust u n d e r con trac t to  the 
N a tu re  C o n se rv an cy  C o u n c il. A ll th e  
sw an s , g eese  a n d  d u ck s a re  co v e red , 
to g e th e r w ith G rea t C rested  and L ittle 
G re b e , C o rm o ran t and  C o o t, each m onth  
from  S ep tem b er to  M arch, at as m any 
coastal and  in land  localities as possible. 
S u p p lem en ta ry  censuses o f several goose 
species are he ld , w hich include birds feed 
ing on fields by day. A  to ta l o f 1,870 sites 
w ere  covered  a t least once in 1986-87, 
including 1,580 in Jan u ary , w hen a special 
e ffo rt is m ade fo r th e  In te rn a tio n a l W ate r
fowl C ensus. N early  a th ousand  localities 
w ere  v isited  in all seven m onths. A  cold 
spell in th e  m iddle o f January  lasted  about 
ten  days. A n ex tra  coun t w as un d ertak en  at 
fifty m a jo r a reas at the end  o f th e  m onth  to  
gain  ex tra  in fo rm ation  on any hard  w eather 
m ovem ents . T he T able  show s the highest 
m on th ly  coun ts fo r each species in G rea t 
B rita in  and  N o rth e rn  Ireland .

In O c to b e r 1,100 G rea t C rested  G rebes 
w ere  found  in the Loughs N eagh/B eg basin, 
N . Ire land . T he cold w ea th e r apparen tly  
caused  m any to  leave the U .K ., as well as 
m oving on to  the  coast. T he largest counts 
o f bo th  M ute and  W h o o p er Sw ans w ere also 
in L oughs N eagh/B eg  (1,100 and  1,300 
respective ly ). T he increase in Bew ick's 
Sw ans in B rita in  con tinued , w ith 8,000 in 
Ja n u a ry , o f w hich 6,200 w ere on the O use 
W ashes.

T he  Iceland ic  P ink-foo ted  G oose popu la
tion  also  reached  a reco rd  level, 138,000 
being  located  in Scotland  and  no rth ern  and 
ea s te rn  E ng land , con tain ing  15.3% young. 
T he  F eb ru a ry  figure o f 5,400 E uropean  
W hite fro n ts  included  3,500 at S lim bridge, 
con ta in ing  18.1%  juveniles. A  to tal o f 
23,300 G reen lan d  W hitefron ts w ere found 
in B rita in  and Ire land  in the spring  -  the 
en tire  w orld  popu la tion  of this sub-species. 
T he  p eak  on Islay (w here the flocks con
ta in ed  10.1%  young) was 6,500. E lsew here 
in Sco tland  the p ro p o rtio n  o f  juveniles was
11.8% , w hile in Ire land  it w as 16.6% at 
W exfo rd  (w hich held  7,780 b irds) and 
14.4%  elsew here  (am ong 4,100). M ost o f 
th e  G rey lags in T ab le  1 w ere in the w in te r
ing c o n cen tra tio n s  in n o rth e rn  B rita in ,

w hich com prised  108,000 b irds, with 19% 
young. T he  flocks of B arnacle  G eese on 
Islay , th e  m ain w in tering  g round  of the 
G reen lan d  b reed ing  p o p u la tio n , con tained  
15.5%  juven iles , those  at C aerlaverock , the 
cen tre  fo r th e  Svalbard  b irds. 11.9% (com 
p a red  w ith 18.5%  in the  post-breed ing  
flocks stud ied  by a W ildfow l T rust exped
ition  to  S valbard ). F o r the th ird  year in four 
D ark -b e llied  B ren t G eese  had  an alm ost 
com p lete  b reed ing  fa ilu re , bu t the cold 
w ea th e r b rough t reco rd  num bers to  B ritain  
from  the  C o n tin en t in F eb ru ary , including
23,000 on the W ash. T he au tum n gathering  
o f  L ig h t-b e ll ie d  B re n ts  a t S tra n g fo rd  
L ough , C o. D ow n, am o u n ted  to  14,500.

T he W ash held 23,800 Shelducks at the 
beginning of F ebruary , th e  next largest 
concen tration  being 6,100 on  the D ee E stu 
ary in O ctober. F or the th ird  w inter running 
the to tal count o f W igeon in B ritain was 
around  300,000. M any a reas in the west 
carried  abnorm ally large gatherings, while 
on the O use W ashes the M arch count of 
42,200 was the biggest fo r tw elve years. As 
usual, R utland  W ater held the m ost G ad 
wall -  1,000 in N ovem ber. M any thousands 
of Teal left Britain in the cold snap, a well- 
d o c u m e n te d  m o v e m e n t. T h e  M ersey  
E stuary ’s norm al autum n concentrations of 
T eal and Pintail reached  8,350 and  6.000 
respectively, som ew hat low er than  a decade 
ago, bu t still m any m ore o f  e ither species 
than  any o th e r resort. T he au tum n level of 
Shoveler was the highest on record . Like 
T ea l. Shoveler show ed an exodus in the 
hard  w eather. T here  was also a slight m ove
m ent to  the coast.

A s usual the Loughs N eagh/B eg basin 
held much the largest gatherings o f diving 
ducks in the U .K ., w ith peaks o f 16,300 
Pochard , 8,900 T ufted  D ucks, 1,600 Scaup 
and 9,900 G oldeneye. O ne o f the most 
no tab le  counts o f sea ducks in 1986-87 was 
tha t o f 1,000 V elvet Scoters in Lunan Bay, 
T ayside, in S eptem ber. Several hundred  
Smew reached B ritain  in the cold w eather, 
including 22 a t D ungeness, now adays the 
species' main resort in the U .K . T he annual 
assem blage of saw-bills in the Beauly and 
in n e r  M o ray  F ir th s  n e a r  In v e rn e s s  
am oun ted  to  3,100 M ergansers and 1,200 
G o o san d ers  in January . A  rem arkab le
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count o f 1,100 R uddy D ucks was m ade at 
Chew  V alley L ake, A von in M arch, by far 
the largest ever a t a single place. T he peak 
num ber of C oot a t A bberton  R eservoir, the 
principal reso rt, was 8,700 in O ctober.

In the N ovem ber 1987 P ink-foo ted  and 
G reylag  G oose census, to tals o f 172,000 
P inkfeet and  105,000 G reylags w ere found. 
B oth  species had  excellent breeding seasons 
in 1987, w ith 28%  and 33% young respec
tively in the au tum n flocks. T he P inkfoot 
to ta l is a record , while the actual reduction  
in the num bers o f G reylags found suggests

undercoun ting , caused by birds staying 
longer than  usual in Iceland, and being 
highly d ispersed in Scotland due to  a poo r 
harvest and  abundan t flood w ater.

T he 1986-87 results have been  published 
in m uch g rea te r detail in “W ildfowl and 
W ader C ounts 1986-87” , ob tainab le  from  
Slim bridge. T he second edition  of “W ild
fowl in G rea t B rita in” , reviewing in depth  
the results o f  the counts from  1960 to  1983, 
is ob ta inab le  at a discount from  the sam e 
place.

Table 1. Peak total counts of wildfowl from September 1986 to M arch 1987.
NB: Totals deriving from full censuses are m arked with an asterisk; o ther totals probably 
underestim ate the actual num bers present.

G reat Britain N. Ireland

G reat Crested G rebe Podiceps cristatus 6,000 (Sep) 1,600 (Oct)
Mute Swan Cygnus olor 8,900 (Dec) 1,600 (Nov)
Bewick’s Swan C. columbianus bewickii 8.000 (Jan) 1,600 (Nov)
W hooper Swan C. Cygnus 4,300 (Dec) 2,200 (Feb)
Bean Goose A nser fabalis 440 (Feb) 0
Pink-footed Goose A. brachyrhynchus 138,000 (Nov) * 2 (Sep)
Eur. W hite-fronted Goose A. a. albifrons 5,400 (Feb) 0
Gd. W hite-fronted G. A. a. flavirostris 10,900 (Nov) * 78 (M ar)
Greylag Goose A. anser (incl. feral) 121,000 (Nov) * 490 (M ar)
Canada Goose Branta canadensis 31,400 (Sep) 280 (Dec)
Barnacle Goose B. leucopsis : Islay 23,900 (Oct)

Solway 10,500 (Nov)
Dark-bellied B rent G. B. b. bernicla 96,300 (Feb) 1 (Oct)
Light-bellied Brent G. B. b. hrota 3,600 (Jan) 16,400 (Oct)
Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 92,000 (Feb) 2,600 (Feb)
Wigeon Anas penelope 299,800 (Jan) 16,700 (Oct)
Gadwall A . stepera 4,900 (Oct) 150 (Nov)
Teal A . crecca 83,200 (Dec) 4,400 (Mar)
Mallard A . platyrhynchos 171,600 (Dec) 9,300 (Sep)
Pintail A . acuta 17,900 (Nov) 250 (Feb)
Shoveler A . clypeata 7,800 (Oct) 440 (Oct)
Pochard Aythya ferina 35,400 (Dec) 16,800 (Jan)
Tufted Duck A. fuligula 45,900 (Dec) 9,600 (Jan)
Scaup A . marila 2,900 (Feb) 2,000 (Feb)
Eider Somateria mollissima 19,300 (Oct) 380 (Nov)
Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemaIis 5,800 (Oct) 34 (Jan)
Common Scoter Melanitta nigra 6.100 (Jan) 4,000 (Dec)
Velvet Scoter M. fusca 1,000 (M ar) 0
Goldeneye Bucephaia clangula 13,900 (Feb) 10,900 (Mar)
Smew Mergus albellus 290 (Jan) 3 (Feb)
Red-breasted M erganser M. serrator 5,700 (Jan) 440 (Nov)
Goosander M.merganser 4,200 (Feb) 4 (Mar)
Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis 2,400 (Jan) 29 (Sep)
Coot Fulica atra 79,200 (Oct) 6,100 (Oct)


