Wildfowl Counts in the U.K.

D.G. SALMON

1986-87 was the 40th season of the U.K.
National Wildfowl Counts, organised by
the Wildfowl Trust under contract to the
Nature Conservancy Council. All the
swans, geese and ducks are covered,
together with Great Crested and Little
Grebe, Cormorant and Coot, each month
from September to March, at as many
coastal and inland localities as possible.
Supplementary censuses of several goose
species are held, which include birds feed-
ing on fields by day. A total of 1,870 sites
were covered at least once in 1986-87,
including 1,580 in January, when a special
effort is made for the International W ater-
fowl Census. Nearly a thousand localities
were visited in all seven months. A cold
spell in the middle of January lasted about
ten days. An extra count was undertaken at
fifty major areas at the end of the month to
gain extra information on any hard weather
movements. The Table shows the highest
monthly counts for each species in Great
Britain and Northern Ireland.

In October 1,100 Great Crested Grebes
were found in the Loughs Neagh/Beg basin,
N. lIreland. The cold weather apparently
caused many to leave the U.K., as well as
moving on to the coast. The largest counts
ofboth Mute and Whooper Swanswere also
in Loughs Neagh/Beg (1,100 and 1,300
respectively). The increase in Bewick's
Swans in Britain continued, with 8,000 in
January, of which 6,200 were on the Ouse
W ashes.

The Icelandic Pink-footed Goose popula-
tion also reached a record level, 138,000
being located in Scotland and northern and
eastern England, containing 15.3% young.
The February figure of 5,400 European
W hitefronts included 3,500 at Slimbridge,
containing 18.1% juveniles. A total of
23,300 Greenland Whitefronts were found
in Britain and lIreland in the spring - the
entire world population of this sub-species.
The peak on lIslay (where the flocks con-
tained 10.1% young) was 6,500. Elsewhere
in Scotland the proportion of juveniles was
11.8%, while in Ireland it was 16.6% at
Wexford (which held 7,780 birds) and
14.4% elsewhere (among 4,100). Most of
the Greylags in Table 1were in the winter-
ing concentrations in northern Britain,
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which comprised 108,000 birds, with 19%
young. The flocks of Barnacle Geese on
Islay, the main wintering ground of the
Greenland breeding population, contained
15.5% juveniles, those at Caerlaverock, the
centre for the Svalbard birds. 11.9% (com-
pared with 18.5% in the post-breeding
flocks studied by a Wildfowl Trust exped-
ition to Svalbard). For the third year in four
Dark-bellied Brent Geese had an almost
complete breeding failure, but the cold
weather brought record numbers to Britain
from the Continent in February, including
23,000 on the Wash. The autumn gathering
of Light-bellied Brents at Strangford
Lough, Co. Down, amounted to 14,500.

The Wash held 23,800 Shelducks at the
beginning of February, the next largest
concentration being 6,100 on the Dee Estu-
ary in October. For the third winter running
the total count of Wigeon in Britain was
around 300,000. Many areas in the west
carried abnormally large gatherings, while
on the Ouse Washes the March count of
42,200 was the biggest for twelve years. As
usual, Rutland Water held the most Gad-
wall - 1,000 in November. Many thousands
of Teal left Britain in the cold snap, a well-
documented movement. The Mersey
Estuary’snormal autumn concentrations of
Teal and Pintail reached 8,350 and 6.000
respectively, somewhat lower than adecade
ago, but still many more of either species
than any other resort. The autumn level of
Shoveler was the highest on record. Like
Teal. Shoveler showed an exodus in the
hard weather. There was also a slight move-
ment to the coast.

As usual the Loughs Neagh/Beg basin
held much the largest gatherings of diving
ducks in the U.K., with peaks of 16,300
Pochard, 8,900 Tufted Ducks, 1,600 Scaup
and 9,900 Goldeneye. One of the most
notable counts of sea ducks in 1986-87 was
that of 1,000 Velvet Scoters in Lunan Bay,
Tayside, in September. Several hundred
Smew reached Britain in the cold weather,
including 22 at Dungeness, nowadays the
species' main resort inthe U.K. The annual
assemblage of saw-bills in the Beauly and
inner Moray Firths near Inverness
amounted to 3,100 Mergansers and 1,200
Goosanders in January. A remarkable
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count of 1,100 Ruddy Ducks was made at
Chew Valley Lake, Avon in March, by far
the largest ever at a single place. The peak
number of Coot at Abberton Reservoir, the
principal resort, was 8,700 in October.

In the November 1987 Pink-footed and
Greylag Goose census, totals of 172,000
Pinkfeet and 105,000 Greylags were found.
Both species had excellent breeding seasons
in 1987, with 28% and 33% young respec-
tively in the autumn flocks. The Pinkfoot
total is a record, while the actual reduction
in the numbers of Greylags found suggests

undercounting, caused by birds staying
longer than usual in Iceland, and being
highly dispersed in Scotland due to a poor
harvest and abundant flood water.

The 1986-87 results have been published
in much greater detail in “Wildfowl and
W ader Counts 1986-87”, obtainable from
Slimbridge. The second edition of “Wild-
fowl in Great Britain”, reviewing in depth
the results of the counts from 1960 to 1983,
is obtainable at a discount from the same
place.

Table 1. Peak total counts of wildfowl from September 1986 to March 1987.
NB: Totals deriving from full censuses are marked with an asterisk; other totals probably

underestimate the actual numbers present.

Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus

Mute Swan Cygnus olor

Bewick’s Swan C.columbianus bewickii

Whooper Swan C. Cygnus

Bean Goose Anser fabalis

Pink-footed Goose A. brachyrhynchus

Eur. White-fronted Goose A. a. albifrons

Gd. White-fronted G. A. a. flavirostris

Greylag Goose A. anser (incl. feral)

Canada Goose Branta canadensis

Barnacle Goose B. leucopsis : Islay
Solway

Dark-bellied Brent G. B. b. bernicla

Light-bellied Brent G. B. b. hrota

Shelduck Tadorna tadorna

Wigeon Anas penelope

Gadwall A. stepera

Teal A. crecca

Mallard A. platyrhynchos

Pintail A. acuta

Shoveler A. clypeata

Pochard Aythya ferina

Tufted Duck A. fuligula

Scaup A. marila

Eider Somateria mollissima

Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis

Common Scoter Melanitta nigra

Velvet Scoter M. fusca

Goldeneye Bucephaia clangula

Smew Mergus albellus

Red-breasted Merganser M. serrator

Goosander M.merganser

Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis

Coot Fulica atra

Great Britain N. lIreland
6,000 (Sep) 1,600 (Oct)
8,900 (Dec) 1,600 (Nov)
8.000 (Jan) 1,600 (Nov)
4,300 (Dec) 2,200 (Feb)

440  (Feb) 0

138,000 (Nov) * 2 (Sep)
5,400 (Feb) 0
10,900  (Nov) * 78  (Mar)

121,000 (Nov) * 490  (Mar)

31,400 (Sep) 280 (Dec)

23,900 (Oct)

10,500  (Nov)

96,300  (Feb) 1 (Oct)
3,600 (Jan) 16,400  (Oct)

92,000 (Feb) 2,600 (Feb)

299,800  (Jan) 16,700  (Oct)
4,900 (Oct) 150  (Nov)

83,200 (Dec) 4,400 (Mar)

171,600 (Dec) 9,300  (Sep)
17,900  (Nov) 250  (Feb)
7,800 (Oct) 440  (Oct)

35,400 (Dec) 16,800  (Jan)

45900 (Dec) 9,600 (Jan)
2,900 (Feb) 2,000 (Feb)
19,300 (Oct) 380 (Nov)
5,800 (Oct) 34 (Jan)
6.100 (Jan) 4,000 (Dec)
1,000 (Mar) 0
13,900 (Feb) 10,900  (Mar)

290  (Jan) 3  (Feb)
5,700  (Jan) 440  (Nov)
4,200 (Feb) 4 (Mar)
2,400 (Jan) 29  (Sep)
79,200  (Oct) 6,100 (Oct)



