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T he C olne E stu a ry  in E ssex holds w intering 
D ark-bellied  B ren t G eese  B ra n ta  bernicla  
bernicla  from  N o vem ber to  M arch . D uring  
th e  w in te r  o f  1978—1979  th e  n u m b ers  
p eaked  a t 2 ,500  geese w hich, by  early  
Ja n u a ry , were feeding inland. Severe w eather 
in Ja n u a ry  and  early  F ebru ary , w ith  periods o f 
snow  cover, reduced  the  a m o u n t o f  food 
available. In  an  a tte m p t to  p rov ide a lternative 
fo o d , n a tu ra lis ts  a n d  w ild fo w lers  p lac ed  
w heat, p eas and  va rio u s o th er seeds, ob tained  
from  local farm s, on  the  sa ltm arsh , p a rticu la r
ly on  the N a tio n a l N a tu re  R eserve at C olne 
Point.

O n  22 F e b ru a ry  som e 300 B ren t G eese 
w ere fo u n d  d ead  on the  sa ltm arsh  a t C olne 
Point. T he bod ies w ere sca ttered  over tw o 
k ilom etres bu t th e  m ajo rity  w ere w ithin 200 
m etres. It is p ro b ab le  th a t  the geese died in  the  
e stu ary  and  w ere d rifted  in by  the h igh tide on 
14 F e b ru a ry .  A  h e a v y  sn o w  fa ll o n  15 
F e b ru a ry  p reven ted  th e  bodies being  dis
covered  until th e  th a w  o n  th e  22  F eb ru ary .

Specim ens exam ined  a t the V eterinary  
Investiga tion  C en tre , C am bridge , w ere found  
to  be in fa ir co n d ition  w ith fa t deposits. 
T h ere  w as no  evidence o f disease o r trau m a  
a n d  th e  g iz z a rd s  c o n ta in e d  su b s ta n tia l  
am oun ts o f  fresh  g rain , beans and  som e 
grass, b u t little o r no  soil. T issues w ere sent 
to  the  T o lw o rth  L ab o ra to ry  o f the  A gri
c u l t u r a l  S c i e n c e  S e r v i c e ,  w h e r e  
m easu rem en ts ind ica ted  th a t m an y  o f the 
casualties had  n o  detectab le  b ra in  esterase  
a c t iv i ty ,  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  a n  e s te r a s e -  
inhibiting toxic chem ical m ight be  involved. 
C hem ical analysis revealed  residues o f  up to 
200  ppm  (calcu la ted  on  a w et w eight basis) 
o f  ca rb o p h en o th io n  on  the  g ra in  from  the 
g izzards, and  it w as also detected  in liver, 
k id n e y ,  b r a in ,  m u sc le  a n d  f a t .  T h is  
o rg a n o p h o s p h a te  in se c tic id e  is u sed  on  
w heat seed to  p reven t dam age by  the  w heat 
bu lb  fly D elia coarc ta ta . I t  is acutely  toxic  to  
v e rteb rates an d  the  lab o ra to ry  resu lts con-
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firm ed th a t th e  B rent G eese died from  c a r
bop h en o th io n  poisoning.

T he use o f  ca rb o p h en o th io n  as a  w heat 
seed trea tm e n t has led to  the d ea th  o f large 
num bers o f  w intering  G rey lag  A n se r  anser  
and  P ink-foo ted  G eese  A . brachyrhynchus  
p articu la rly  in S co tland  (Bailey e t al. 1972; 
H am ilton  & S tan ley  1975; S tan ley  & B un
yan  1979). T hese  g rey  geese died after co n 
sum ing g rain  co llected  either from  the  su r
face o f new ly drilled fields o r by  uproo ting  
germ inating  w h eat under w et soil conditions. 
C a rb o p h en o th io n  h as been w ithdraw n from  
use as a  w heat seed trea tm en t in Sco tland  
due to  the  unaccep tab le  h aza rd  to  w intering 
geese. T h e  B ren t G eese poisoning incident is 
novel in th a t the  geese ap p ear to  have con
sum ed trea te d  g rain  p rov ided  for them , no t 
sow n. N o  drilling o f  w inter w heat h ad  oc 
cu rred  in the  a rea  for m an y  w eeks and  the 
clean cond ition  o f  the  grain  in the  b irds con
firm ed th a t it h ad  no t be sow n. I t  seem s possi
ble th a t trea ted  g rain  w as acc iden tally  included 
in the  g ra in  a n d  o th er seeds d istribu ted  on  the 
sa ltm arsh  du ring  the  severe w eather. T h is is 
th e  first reco rd ed  case  o f  wild D ark-bellied  
B re n t G e ese  c o n su m in g  g ra in , p rev io u s  
a ttem p ts in E ssex  to  feed th em  w ith grain 
having failed.

I f  the  B ren t G eese  w intering in Essex 
a d ap t to  feeding on su rface  grain  o n  newly 
drilled fields th en  they  will becom e an  in
creasing  nu isance  to  local fa rm ers and  will 
be a t risk  due to  the  use o f  insecticide-treated  
w heat seed. T h erefo re , the  ad op tion  o f  this 
food  supply  by  the  B ren t G eese should  no t 
be enco u rag ed  by  th e  artificial feeding o f  
g ra in  on  reserves.
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