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Research

The Wildfowl Trust’s contribution in 1972

Early in the year our m onograph ‘The 
Sw ans' was published. This team  venture, 
aim ed a t p resenting  scientifically based 
facts in a readab le  and attractively  illust­
ra ted  form , appears to have been success­
ful, to  judge by initial sales. O ther publica­
tions by staff, o r  using T rust m aterial and 
facilities, are listed on p. 176. Since 1953, 
w hen o u r research  effort began to  bear 
fru it, th ere  have been 283 papers by staff 
and 131 assisted by us, together w ith six 
books and  th ree  booklets. W e believe th a t 
research  w ithout com m unication  is largely 
w asted.

T he long-term  m onitoring services o f the 
T rust, based on th e  counting  and ringing of 
wildfowl, w ere con tinued  and are  sum m ar­
ized in the follow ing pages. T he duck 
counts en tered  th e ir 25th year. Follow ing 
the decision to  p lace the T hird  London 
A irpo rt a t Foulness, the D epartm en t o f the 
E nvironm ent m ade funds available for con­
nected research . Som e of this cam e to  the 
T rust to  enable aerial surveys to  be m ade 
o f the Brent G eese and  to  develop tech ­
niques o f catching and m arking them .

R esearch on th e  feeding ecology o f geese 
a t Slim bridge and  C aerlaverock continued 
to  m ake good progress and is a lready pay­
ing dividends in  im proving the m anage­
m ent o f ou r refuges (p. 123).

The ind ividuation  and behav iour studies

on the Bewick’s Swans at S lim bridge were 
m ain tained , and  extended to  W elney. Some 
alarm ing facts on the hunting pressure 
exerted on these p ro tec ted  b irds w ere 
b rough t to light (p. 56). An im portan t 
new  com parative study on the flamingos 
at Slim bridge was begun by D r P. Kahl, 
from  F lo rida . T he Bristol Ph.D . study on 
th e  o rien ta tion  o f b irds was com pleted by 
A. W hiten, giving definite p ro o f o f their 
m easurem ent o f  th e  sun’s position  in the 
sky to  estim ate  the ir d isplacem ent in 
latitude. A C ard iff M.Sc. study by I. 
M cA lpine-Leny was brough t to a  successful 
conclusion w ith the developm ent o f a  te le­
m etry system  for recording h eart-ra te  o f 
free-sw im m ing and diving ducks.

Investigations o f th e  nu trition  and 
grow th o f young birds led to  im proved 
m ethods o f husbandry . Sim ilarly, th e  post­
m ortem  exam inations continually  m oni­
to red  th e  health  o f the  captive birds and 
suggested m ethods fo r th e ir b e tte r care. 
M uch preserved m aterial was m ade avail­
able to  o u r m useum  and to  outside w orkers. 
A C ard iff P h .D . study on avian sperm  
s tructu re  and  fertility by P.N . H um phreys 
was com pleted.

T ow ards th e  end o f the year we w ere 
heartened  by a m agnificent gift o f £30,000 
from  M r Jack  H ayw ood. This will enable 
the building o f  the R esearch and  E ducation 
C entre to  be continued into Phase II.

Wildfowl censuses and counts in Britain, 
1972-73

Goose censuses

Pink-footed G oose Anser brachyrhynchus.
73,000 P inkfeet w ere counted during the 
annual au tum n census held over the w eek­
end 4 -5  N ovem ber 1972. This is 8,000 m ore 
th an  the  previous year bu t only 1,000 m ore 
th an  in 1970. T he breeding season was 
ra th e r po o r w ith 11-4% young birds and 
m ean b rood  size o f  1-6.

E uropean  W hite-fron ted  G oose Anser 
albifrons albifrons. T here was a peak count 
o f 9,000 in m id -January  1973. The mild 
w inter undoubted ly  con tribu ted  to  this 
figure being low er than  m ight have been 
expected from  th e  excellent breeding season

experienced (42-2% young, m ean brood  
size 2-7).

G reen land  W hite-fronted  G oose Anser 
albifrons flavirostris. The second poo r 
breeding season in succession (12% young 
birds) led to  a  reduction  in num bers at 
the m ain h aun ts  covered during th e  winter.

G reylag  G oose  Anser anser. The annual 
autum n census on 4 -5  N ovem ber 1972 
p roduced  a to ta l o f  68,000 G reylags, about
4,000 m ore th an  th e  previous year. Breed­
ing success w as below  average w ith 15-1% 
young birds and  m ean brood  size 1-8.

162



Research 163

B arnacle G oose Branla leucopsis. The 
Svalbard popu la tion  reached a record  peak 
o f 4,400 on its Solway w intering grounds 
follow ing a  good breeding season (28-9% 
young, b rood  size 1-8). T he G reenland 
popu la tion  had a less good breeding season 
(12-1% young, m ean brood  size 2-1). The 
first com plete census o f this popu la tion  to 
be carried  ou t since 1966 to o k  place be­
tw een 25 M arch and 8 A pril 1973. The total 
o f 23,600 com pared w ith 20,000 in 1966.

Light-bellied Brent G oose Branta bernicla 
hrota. T he m axim um  count at L indisfarne, 
N orthum berland , was only 400. In Ire land 
an early N ovem ber census revealed about
12,000 w hich is sim ilar to the to ta l counted 
in the previous census in N ovem ber 1970.

D ark-bellied B rent G oose Branta bernicla 
bernicla. An excellent b reeding season (44% 
young birds) helped the to ta l to  a new 
record  o f 28,000 in m id-January .

M. A. O.

Duck Counts

Shelduck Tadorna tadorna. Few  birds 
had re tu rned  before  th e  tu rn  o f the year, but 
thereafte r num bers soared to  the second 
highest m onthly index recorded.

T eal Anas crecca. The drying ou t o f the 
la test po lder in the Ijsselm eer was expected 
to  p roduce  an influx of Teal. N ovem ber 
saw  the highest count since th e  hard  w inter 
o f 1963. By D ecem ber th e  w ave appeared  to 
have m oved th rough  and there  w ere un ­
usually high num bers in th e  C am argue and 
in the  M arism as.

M allard Anas platyrhynchos. O ver the 
w hole season M allard w ere substantially  
low er th an  fo r several years. N o t only had 
th e  British p roduction  been p oo r, bu t im ­
m igrants did no t m ove into  the  country  on 
account o f th e  m ild w inter.

W igeon Anas penelope. L arge num bers 
w ere again presen t on  the O use W ashes,

but overall the index was not exceptional, 
again presum ably  because of restricted  im ­
m igration.

Pochard  Aythya ferina. T he very high 
level o f last year was m ain tained , the index 
being the sam e.

Tufted  D uck Aythya fuligula. Overall 
there  was little  change in levels reached in 
recent years. In  Scotland, how ever, num ­
bers w ere dow n and m ay reflect p o o r b reed­
ing in this segm ent o f th e  popu la tion  which 
is largely hom e-bred  or from  Iceland.

Seasonal indices 1972-73 (1959/60 =  100) 
Shelduck 121 W igeon 124
Teal 75 P ochard  193
M allard 87 T ufted  D uck 134

International Wildfowl Census 1972-73 
The seventh census was held in mid- 
N ovem ber 1972 and m id-January  1973. 
The full com puter analysis o f the in ter­
national counts is under way.

G. L . Atkinson-W illes 
Jennifer M. Coldrey

W ildfowl ringing in Britain, 1972

T rapping  a t the m ain stations was ham ­
pered by th e  mild w eather, bo th  early and 
late in th e  year. N ot only did this m ean 
fewer im m igrants from  the  m ainland o f 
E urope, bu t those th a t did arrive found a 
w ide range o f abundan t food sources. 
F u rtherm ore , th e  B ritish-breeding M allard 
had a p o o r p roduction  year due to incle­
m ent spring w eather. T hus there  was not 
the usual abundance  o f naive, easily tra p ­
pable  youngsters in the early autum n. The 
overall to ta l o f duck ringed, 5,304, was, 
how ever, alm ost exactly th e  sam e as in 
th e  previous year.

T he cage trap s a t A bberton  w ere once

m ore by far th e  m ost successful and p ro ­
vided th e  richest variety  o f species (see 
T able 1). M r King again acted as w arden 
for the 1,240-acre reservoir on behalf o f 
the Essex W ater C om pany and  helped 
m aterially  to  im prove th e ir public-access 
site and observation  hide. B orough Fen had 
th e  poo rest take  since the presen t operato r, 
M r C ook, took  over in 1958. T he lead’ on 
the decoy pond  ju s t did no t build  up. H ow ­
ever, intensive efforts w ith th e  cage traps 
operated  on the  ballast p its o f D eeping 
L ake a m ile away nearly  doubled  th e  catch 
there. The com bined to ta l was no t very 
d ifferent to  last y ear’s. M r C ook  carried  out
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Table 1. Ducks ringed by the Wildfowl Trust, 1972

Abberton Nacton Borough
Fen

Deeping Slimbridge 
Lake

Others Totals

Shelduck 6 6
Pintail 36 207 9 2 14 268
Teal 698 103 199 19 3 1,022
Mallard 1,043 651 566 522 222 28 3,032
Gadwall 13 1 1 1 1 17
Wigeon 59 133 9 1 1 203
Garganey 12 12
Shoveler 22 11 3 2 38
Pochard 105 4 109
Tufted Duck 534 1 54 589
Scaup 4 4
Goldeneye 2 2
Smew 2 2
Totals 2,536 1,107 766 621 228 46 5,304

a num ber o f o rien ta tion  releases, and also 
served on com m ittees concerned w ith the 
effects on wildfowl of the p roposed  Empin- 
gham  R eservoir and th e  W ash Barrage 
schem es. M r R evett in his first full year at 
N acton kept level pegging with the previous 
year w hich had seen the re tirem ent o f his 
illustrious father-in-law  decoym an. H e also 
began o rien ta tion  releases and  was able to  
b reak  new g round  w ith W igeon and Pintail, 
as well as M allard.

A t Slim bridge the sm all catch in the 
decoy is now  norm al because o f the  greatly 
increased coun ter-a ttrac tions o f the sur­
rounding  g rounds housing the captive col­
lections. Bewick’s Swans w ere caught in 
useful num bers, 91, and w ere dye-m arked 
as well as being ringed, weighed, m easured

and X -rayed (p. 56). The m ore num erous 
recap tures and  repeats w ere particu larly  
im portan t in th is study, as in th a t a t A bbots- 
bury  and R adipole, South D orset, on 
the colonially-breeding M ute Sw ans—44 
ringed.

A t C aerlaverock , cage-trapping began 
on a sm all scale and useful know ledge was 
gained on th e  siting o f traps. A lo t o f effort 
w ent into attem pting  to rocket net Barnacle 
G eese, bu t w ithout success because the 
b irds persisted  in feeding on th e  sanctuary  
m erse ra th er th an  on th e  farm  fields. A new 
venture, cannon  netting  Brent G eese in the 
Foulness area , began in O ctober by M r 
St. Joseph, b u t had no t been fruitful by the 
y ear’s end.

M .A.O .

Education

The W ildfowl T rust’s contribution in 1972

T he dem and fo r th e  T ru s t’s educational 
facilities continued to  increase and som e
25,000 children from  712 schools took  
advantage o f th e  facilities for day visits. 
T he Y outh H ostels A ssociation Field Study 
C entre  is now  operating  sm oothly and 
tw enty-tw o courses concentrating  mainly 
on w ildfowl and  the ir environm ent were 
supervised by T rust staff. Two one-day 
courses for in-service teachers w ere held at 
Slim bridge. E ight final year students from  
R edland College o f E ducation  assisted with

the schools p rogram m e from  M ay to  July. 
P rofessor M atthew s and  D r K ear again 
p rovided a series o f lectures for the psycho­
logy and zoology departm ents at Bristol 
and C ard iff U niversities. E xternal lectures 
w ere given to  thirty-six  societies.

A new display in the form  o f twelve 
double-sided wall book  panels was p re­
pared  fo r th e  N ew  O bservatory  a t C aerla­
verock.

E. E. Jackson


