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Distribution and numbers of moulting non-breeding Greylag Geese
in Norway

Introduction

Som e in fo rm ation  on th e  d istribution  and 
num bers o f m oulting  non-breed ing  G reylag 
G eese  A n ser  anser in cen tra l N orw ay is 
given by Fog et al. (1984), w ho sum m arised 
availab le  in fo rm ation  on th e  period  1978- 
82 from  a variety  of sources. T he main 
m oulting  g rounds o f G reylags in N orway 
a re  located  in th e  o u te r archipelagos along 
th e  coast. D ue to  surveys o f seabirds and 
wildfowl in connection  w ith the oil exp lora
tion  on  th e  N orw egian  con tinen tal shelf, 
new  in fo rm ation  on the  d istribu tion  and 
num bers o f m oulting  G reylags in N orw ay 
is now  available.

P re v io u s ly , m o u ltin g  G rey lag s w ere 
m ostly  co u n ted  in Ju n e , p rio r to  the peak 
m oulting  pe rio d , du ring  surveys o f breeding 
seab irds. Special surveys w ere therefo re  
launched  in 1985 and  1986 during th e  peak 
m oulting  period  in July to  ob tain  b e tte r  
figures (F o llestad  et al. 1986).

T he  aim  o f th is p ap e r is  to  review  the 
sta tu s  o f th e  m oulting  populations of n o n 
b reed in g  G rey lags in N orw ay.

Material and Methods

G re y la g s  w e re  m o s tly  c o u n te d  fro m  
se lec ted  observa tion  posts on land , o r from  
th e  air. M oulting  geese generally  swim out 
to  sea w hen d is tu rb ed  on land , and  they 
m ay be  difficult to  observe, even w ith a 
spo tting  scope. C oun ts  o f G reylags on the 
sea a re  th e re fo re  best perfo rm ed  in calm 
w ea th e r. A  h e licop te r survey was m ade in 
p a rts  o f th e  a rea  on  23-25 July 1985 (Folles
tad  et al. 1986). Som e d a ta  w ere ob tained  
from  th e  lite ra tu re . D a ta  are  still lacking 
fo r som e sections o f th e  coast.

M o u lting , b reed in g  adu lts  w ith th e ir 
b ro o d s are  excluded  from  th e  figures. T hus, 
c o u n ts  m a in ly  in c lu d e  flocks o f n o n 
b reed in g  geese.

T he  m ap  in F igure 1 has been  draw n using 
th e  m app ing  p rog ram  of th e  N orw egian 
S eab ird  P ro jec t (K venild  and  S trand  1984; 
F o llestad  1986).

Results

N u m b e rs  o f  m o u ltin g , n o n -b re e d in g  
G rey lags in d iffe ren t parts  o f th e  surveyed 
a rea  a re  given in T able  1. T he archipelagos 
o f F r 0 ya in th e  county  of S0 r-T r 0 ndelag 
(64°N 9°E) and  V ega in th e  county of 
N o rd lan d  (65°40 'N  11°50'E) toge ther hold 
ab o u t ha lf o f  th e  know n m oulting  G reylags 
in N orw ay (F igure  1). N o m oulting  grounds 
a re  know n sou th  of th e  county  o f Sogn og 
F jo rd an e  (61°-62°N ). Several references 
w hich re fe r to  R an afjo rd en  (6 6 °N 13CE ) as 
a m a jo r m oulting  g round , follow ing Lund 
(1971), a re  incorrec t.

T h e  m o u ltin g  p o p u la t io n  o f  n o n 
breeding G reylag  G eese in N orw ay is esti
m ated  to  be abou t 22,000 individuals (Table
2). This is m ost certainly a m inim um , due 
to  incom plete surveys in p art o f the m oult
ing area.

D evelopm ent o f  the m oulting population

A t F r 0 ya, the  num bers in 1985 and 1986 
w ere abou t 2,700 and  5,200 respectively 
(Follestad  et al. 1986). Frengen and  R 0 v
(1975) coun ted  abou t 400 m oulting G reylag 
G eese in the no rth ern  parts  o f F roan  N atu re  
R eserve (no rth  o f F r0 ya) in 1974, while 
1,125 and 3,330 w ere coun ted  in approxi
m ately the sam e a rea  in 1985 and  1986 
respectively.

In the archipelago o f V ega, L und  (1971) 
observed ab o u t 1,000 geese in 1961-63 and 
about 2,000 in 1971. H ow ever, these figures 
only involve p art o f th e  m oulting a rea  at 
V ega and should no t be directly com pared 
w ith la te r counts. F o lkestad  (unpub l.) re
po rted  counts o f about 3,500 in 1977 and 
1978. Fog et al. (1984) suggest 4,500 in 1982, 
and  Follestad  et al. (1986) 6,000 in 1985, 
based on counts o f 5,500 geese. In 1986 J. 
A n tonsen  (pers, com m .) coun ted  4,150 
geese, excluding the L aanan  a rea , and
3,800 geese in 1987. From  1977 on , all 
counts w ere done by this sam e local obser
ver. U p  to  1985 there was an increase in the 
m oulting population of Greylags at Vega.

M ore than  1,000 m oulting  G reylags w ere 
sou th  of the island of Sm 0 la (63°25'N  8 °E)
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Table 1. Recent numbers of moulting Greylag Geese in Norway. For some districts estim ated 
num bers based on counts (m arked with *) are given.

COUNTY
District

Numbers 
of geese Year M ethod Source

SOGN OG  FJO R D A N E  
Askvoll 310 84 2 2
Hyllestad 33 84 2 2
M 0 R E  OG ROM SDAL 
Sm0la 860 85 1 1
S 0 R  T R 0N D E L A G  
Hitra 175 85 1 1
Froya 5200* 86 1 1
0 rlan d 20 85 1 1
Bjugn 620 85 1 1
Áfjord 365 85 3 1
Roan 275 85 3 1
Osen 25 85 3 1
N O R D -T R 0N D E L A G
Namsos 20 85 3 1
Fosnes 35 85 3 1
Flatanger 40 85 3 1
Vikna 1-2000* 75 2 3
Leka 500* 80 1 4
Naer0y 30 85 3 1
NO R D LA N D
Bindal 340 80 1 4
S0mna 1250 80 1 4
Br0nn0y 200 80 1 4
Vega 6000* 85 1 5
Her0y 495 85 3 1
D0nna 140 85 3 1
Lur0y 335 85 3 1
Traena 60 85 3 1
R0d0y 250 82 2 6
Mel0y 100 81 2 7
Gildeskál 20 82 2 6
Bod0 550-700 84 2 8
Steigen 200 82 2 6
TROM S
Kvaefjord 8 84 1 9
Bjark0y 19 84-85 1 9
Torsken 10 85 1 9
Berg 17 84-85 1 9
Lenvik 28 85 1 9
Balsfjord 31 84-85 1 9
Trom s0 220 83-86 1 9
Karlsoy 140 85-86 1 9

Note: M ethods: 1 =  counts mainly in the moulting period, 25 June -  20 July, and specially with 
regard to m oulting Greylags.

2 =  counts mainly before or after the moulting period, o r counts in connection
with m apping of breeding seabirds.

3 =  counts mainly from helicopter 23-25 July.
Sources: 1 =  this study; 2 =  G od0 unpubl.; 3 =  Folkestad unpubl.; 4 =  Fog et al. 1984; 5 =  J.

Antonsen pers, comm.; 6 =  Bremdal and R0v 1984; 7 =  K-B Strann pers, comm.: 8 = 
A. Aandahl pers, comm .; 9 =  Strann and Vader 1987.
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in July 1974 (Follestad  unpub l.) and P. 
Fiske (pers, com m .) coun ted  about 860 in 
1985 and  800 in 1986. A t B liksvaer, B od 0  

(67°17'N  14°E), 415 geese w ere coun ted  in 
1982 (B rem dal and  R 0 v 1983), while A . 
A andah l (pers, com m .) counted  500-600 in 
1984.

Discussion

Reliability o f  the data presented

G reylags are  o ften  difficult to  observe in 
th e  m oulting  period . T he counts m ust 
th ere fo re  be regarded  as m inim um  esti

m ates in several areas. E stim ates based on 
counts befo re  o r after the peak m oulting 
period , a re  also approxim ate.

A s yet unknow n m oulting areas m ay exist 
in N ord land  north  o f Steigen (67°57'N 
15°E), and  in the county of T rom s and 
F innm ark (68°-71°N), as well as in the most 
sou thern  parts  o f the country .

In som e areas m oulting non-breeding 
geese have been  coun ted  over a series of 
years. W hen com paring these results, care 
m ust be taken  concerning d ifferent survey 
m ethods, and  th e  increased know ledge of 
G reylag behav iour and hab ita t use during 
recen t years.

6000

NO. OF INDIVIDUALS

Figure 1. Distribution of moulting Greylags in Norway. Scale refer to circle diam eter and represent 
no. of individuals. SF=Sogn & Fjordane county, M R =M 0re & Romsdal county, ST=S0r-Tr0ndelag 
county, N T =N ord-Tr0ndelag county, N =N ordland county, T =T rom s county.
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T he estim ate of 22,000 m oulting G reylags 
in N orw ay, is alm ost twice the estim ate 
given by Fog et al. ( 1984). This is partly  due 
to  b e tte r coverage of the m oulting grounds, 
bu t a substantial population  increase m ust 
also have taken  place in the cen tral parts 
o f the m oulting area . This m ay reflect an 
increase in the correspond ing  b reed ing  
populations, o r a change in th e  m oulting 
area  fo r som e p art o f the popu la tion . A t 
p resen t, how ever, da ta  for discussing this 
phenom enon are largely lacking.

Origin o f  the m oulting  geese in N orw ay

T he non-breeding m em bers o f no rthern  
goose populations generally  undergo  wing 
m oult at m oulting grounds no rth  of the ir 
b reeding grounds (R utschke 1985). E arlie r 
reports o f G reylags ringed in N orw ay and 
elsew here indicate th a t G reylags from  o ther 
countries m igrate to  m oulting grounds in 
N o rw a y  (L u n d  1971; H u d e c  1984). 
H ow ever, the ex ten t o f such m ovem ents is 
unclear. T he cu rren t neck banding  schem e 
in Scandinavia under the auspices o f the 
N ordic C ouncil fo r W ildlife R esearch  may 
hopefully shed m ore light on m oult m igra
tion patterns.

A t p resen t, an answ er to th e  question  
m ay be sought by com paring num bers o f 
m oulting geese w ith estim ates o f  the b reed 
ing population  (T able 2). T he non-breed ing  
part o f a population  consists o f one o r two 
year old birds which have no t a ttem p ted  to  
nest, and of unsuccessful adults. It is not 
clear to  w hat ex ten t two year old birds and

Moulting population failed b reeders u n dertake  m oult m igration 
o r m oult close to  their b reed ing  grounds 
(H udec 1984).

From  recoveries o f ringed G reylags in 
D enm ark , Paludan (1973) constructed  a 
population  m odel w here birds which did 
not nest in the spring m ake up abou t 55% 
of the to tal population . O f the nesting pairs, 
65% nest successfully (N aacke 1982). O n 
the basis o f these figures H udec (1984) 
calculated  th a t there  w ould be 320 non
breeding birds in a population  having 1 0 0  

breeding pairs.
It is unclear w hether non-breed ing  indi

viduals from  breed ing  populations sou th  of 
Sogn og F jo rdane m oult in the vicinity of 
the breeding grounds, o r if they m igrate to 
o th e r m oulting grounds. H ow ever, these 
populations are small and  th e ir  contribution  
to  the to tals m ay be insignificant.

In Sogn og F jo rdane and  the county  of 
M ore og R om sdal (62°-63°N) the estim ated  
num bers o f m oulting G reylags fit reason
ably well w ith the m odel by H udec (1984). 
T he estim ate of 550 pairs in the county of 
S0 r-T r0 ndelag  (63°-64°N) is m ost certainly 
a m inim um . A ccording to  the m odel, this 
should provide a m oulting population  o f at 
least 1,800 geese. T his is m uch low er than  
the estim ated  7,000, and th ere fo re  indicates 
a mass m oult m igration of geese to  this area.

A t V ega, in N ord land , the breeding 
population  was estim ated  a t 300-350 pairs 
in 1982 (A ntonsen  pers, com m .) and the 
m odel w ould predict about 1 , 0 0 0  m oulters. 
T he estim ated  m oulting popu la tion  of 6,000 
G reylags in V ega in 1985 is fa r h igher, again 
indicating a mass m oult m igration  to this 
area.

Table 2. Number of moulting Greylags in Norway, compared with estimates of the breeding 
population.

County/district

Moulting

Estímate
(individuals)

Estimate
(pairs)

Breeding

Source

Sogn og Fjordane 400 150 G od0 1980
M0re og Romsdal 900 350-400 Folkestad 1979
S0r-Tr0ndelag 7000 550 S-H Lorentsen
Nord-Tr0 ndelag
Nordland

2000 7

Helgeland S of Vega 2000 7
Vega 6000 300-350 J. Antonsen
Helgeland N of Vega 2500 7

Troms <1000 >500 K-B Strann
Finnmark >100 50-100 K-B Strann

Total 22000 7.
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T he breed ing  population  in the county  of 
T rom s (69°-70°N) has recently  been  esti
m ated  at a m inim um  of 500 pairs, and  tha t 
in F innm ark at p robably  less than  100 (K- 
B S trann pers. com m .). T he m oulting areas 
in these counties are only censused ra th e r 
occasionally, and  results m ust be regarded 
as m inim um  estim ates. U nknow n m oulting 
localities m ay exist. Som e of the non
b reed ing  geese m ay m igrate to  o th e r areas 
to  m oult (S trann  and V ader 1987).

G reylags ringed as m oulting a t V ega 
1961-71, have la te r been  recovered north  
to  the b o rd e r o f N ord land  and  T rom s coun
ties, suggesting th a t b reeders from  the far 
no rth  m oult at V ega (L und 1971). This may 
indicate th a t in the case o f the G reylag 
G oose, the general northw ard  p a tte rn  of 
m oult m igrations m ay be reversed  near the 
n o rthern  b o rd e r o f its b reed ing  d istribu
tion.

H udec (1984) estim ated  the num ber o f 
m oulting non-b reed ing  G reylag G eese in 
N orw ay at ab o u t 9,600 individuals, based 
on an estim ate  o f 3,000 breed ing  pairs. 
U sing his m odel, 22,000 m oulting G reylags 
in N orw ay should rep resen t a b reeding 
population  o f 6,500-7,000 pairs. Though 
adequate  data  are  lacking on the num bers 
o f b reeding G reylags in N orw ay, this esti
m ate  seem s to  be som ew hat high. M adsen 
(1987) has sum m arised  existing inform ation 
on the breed ing  num bers o f the north-w est 
E u ropean  popu la tion  o f G reylags (exclud
ing G rea t B rita in ) giving a to ta l o f 12,050-
12,800 pairs, including an  estim ate of 2 , 0 0 0  

pairs in N orw ay (from  Ogilvie 1978). As 
the last estim ate  is probably  m uch too  low, 
the coastal a reas o f cen tral and northern  
N orw ay can be considered  one of the m ajo r 
b reed in g  a rea s  fo r G rey lag  G o o se  in 
E u ro p e , and  th e re  is a definite need  of 
u pda ted  inform ation  on  the ir num ber.

Future m anagem ent

Increases in G rey lag  populations in N orw ay 
have led to  increasing conflicts in rela tion  
to  crop dam age. T o  avoid this, the  hunting 
season was o p ened  from  10 A ugust on 
Sm 0 la in 1982-84 instead  of 21 A ugust. T he 
effects o f this ea rlie r hunting season on the 
breed ing  and m oulting population  in this 
a rea  are  no t know n in deta il, bu t it is w orth 
noting  th a t th e re  has been  som e decrease 
in th e  m oulting  population  at Sm 0 la. M ore 
studies are  needed  on th e  m oulting popu la

tions o f G reylags, th e ir re la tion  to  the 
b reed ing  popu la tions and  on the ex ten t of 
dam age caused by d ifferen t g roups of birds 
during the season.

T h e  significance o f V ega to  m oulting 
G rey lags m ay  be  re la ted  to  th e  availability 
o f  u n d is tu rb ed  localities and  suitable feed
ing p laces. T h ere  has b een  a progressive 
decline d u rin g  th e  last decade  in the sheep 
stocks k ep t on  th e  H elgeland  islands, and 
th is has led  to  decreased  grazing, allowing 
th e  v eg e ta tio n  to  grow  rank  (G ullestad  et 
al. 1984). A s well as reducing  th e  im port
ance  o f som e islands in this archepelago  to  
th e  B arn ac le  G oose  in th e ir  m onth-long 
stay  d u rin g  th e ir  spring m igra tion , changes 
in th e  v eg e ta tio n  m ay be the  reason  for the 
decline  in th e  n u m b er o f m oulting  G reylags 
th e re  from  1985 to  1987. T he  low er num 
bers m ay also reflect d is tu rbance  by an 
increasing  n u m b er o f boa t-tou ris ts , o r scar
city  o f food . T he  sum m er o f 1987 was very 
d ry  an d  m ay  have reduced  p lan t grow th on 
sm alle r is lands. A  decline in th e  breeding 
p o p u la tio n  o f  G rey lags on these  islands has 
in d eed  b een  n o ted  since 1980 (J. A n tonsen  
pers , co m m .), an d  care should  be taken  to  
study  th e  deve lo p m en t o f b o th  th e  breed ing  
a n d  th e  m ou lting  popu la tion  a t V ega in the 
fu tu re .

Acknowledgements

We are especially grateful to  six field observers 
including Johan Antonsen. Svein M yrberget 
made valuable critical comments on an early 
draft of the manuscript, and Amy Lightfoot has 
improved the language. Parts o f this study were 
financed by the Norwegian Royal Ministry of 
Petroleum  and Energy, and by oil companies 
with licenses north of 62°N through O perator 
Committee North.

Summary

This paper reviews the status of m oulting non
breeding populations o f Greylag Geese in N or
way. The m oulting population is now estim ated 
to be a m inim um  of 22,000 geese, and the data 
indicate a substantial population increase in 
central parts of the moulting area. The two main 
m oulting grounds are the archipelagos of Frðya 
and Vega. This new estim ate is discussed in 
relation to the breeding populations of Greylags 
in Norw ay. A lthough geese generally move to 
the  north  to  m oult, this pattern  seems to be 
reversed in northern  parts of Norway.
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