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Wildfowl Counts in the British Isles

D .G . S A L M O N

1985-86 w as th e  39th season of the U .K . 
N atio n a l W ildfow l C o un ts , organised  by 
th e  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  an 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 , a t as m any 
coastal and  in land  localities as possible in 
the  U .K . S upp lem en tary  censuses of sev
era l goose species a re  u n d e rtak en  to  include 
b irds feed ing  on fields by day. In addition  to 
th e  reg u la r coun ts , a  L ate  Sum m er Survey

w as carried  o u t in 1985, betw een  July 15th 
and  A ugust 31st. In all, a reco rd  2,100 sites 
w ere  v isited  during  1985-86. T here  w as a 
cold spell from  late  Jan u a ry  to  early  M arch, 
bu t the  num bers o f several species w ere 
ap p a ren tly  a lready  high befo re th is began, 
p e rh ap s  because  o f b rie f cold snaps on the 
C o n tin e n t. T ab le  1 show s th e  h ighest 
m onth ly  coun ts fo r each  species in G rea t 
B rita in  an d  N o rth e rn  Ire land .

C oun ts o f G re a t C rested  G rebes w ere 
m uch low er than  in 1984—85, a lthough a 
la rger th an  usual p ro p o rtio n  w ere found  on

Table 1. Peak total counts of wildfowl in 1985-86
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 Grebe Podiceps cristatus 6,290 (Sep) 1,410 (Mar)
M ute Swan Cygnus olor 8,940 (Jan) 1,010 (Nov)
Bewick’s Swan C. columbianus bewickii 7,720 (Jan) 470 (Jan)
W hooper Swan C. Cygnus 5,140 (Jan) * 3,330 (Nov) *
Bean Goose Anser fabalis 290 (Jan) 0
Pink-footed Goose A . brachyrhynchus 130,350 (Nov) * 4 (Feb)
Eur. W hite-fronted G . A .  a. albifrons 7,150 (Jan) 0
Gd. W hite-fronted G. A . a. flavirostris 11,030 (Nov) * 73 (Jan)
Greylag Goose A . anser (incl. feral) 117.590 (Nov) * 1,070 (Feb)
Canada Goose Branta canadensis 31,400 (Sep) 550 (Feb)
Barnacle Goose B. leucopsis: Islay 19,230 (Dec) *

Solway 10,400 (Oct) *
Dark-bellied Brent G. B. b. bernicla 90,510 (Dec) * 0
Light-bellied Brent Goose B. b. hrota 2,810 (Dec) 17,580 (Oct)
Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 75,030 (Jan) 3,110 (Feb)
Wigeon Anas penelope 281,700 (Jan) 14,330 (Oct)
Gadwall A. streperà 5,130 (Dec) 120 (Dec)
Teal A. crecca 91,510 (Dec) 4,710 (Dec)
M allard A. platyrhynchos 195,960 (Dec) 6.340 (Dec)
Pintail A. acuta 26,640 (Dec) 420 (Feb)
Shoveler A . clypeata 7,950 (Oct) 170 (Dec)
Pochard Aythya ferina 34,000 (jan ) 17.500 (Nov)
Tufted Duck A. fuligula 49,020 (Dec) 6.840 (Jan)
Scaup A . marila 2,720 (Dec) 1.980 (Mar)
Eider Somateria mollissima 15,600 (Oct) 140 (Sep)
Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemaIis 4.080 (Mar) 20 (Jan)
Common Scoter Melanitta nigra 6,210 (Dec) 2,720 (Jan)
Velvet Scoter M. fusca 680 (Oct) 5 (Jan)
Goldeneye Bucephaia clangula 11,250 (Jan) 5.610 (M ar)
Smew Mergus albellus 170 (Feb) 2 (Feb)
Red-breasted M erganser M. serrator 4,620 (Jan) 730 (Sep)
Goosander M. merganser 3,550 (Jan/Feb) 2 (Jan)
Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis 2,030 (Jan) 27 (Feb)
Coot Fulica atra 94,290 (Nov) 2,630 (Nov)
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th e  coast in F eb ru a ry , having presum ably  
m oved  from  frozen  in land w aters. As usual 
th e  h ighest co u n t w as a t R u tland  W ate r, 
w ith 705 in S ep tem b er. T he to ta l count of 
B ew ick’s Sw ans reached  a reco rd  7,700 in 
J a n u a ry , inc lud ing  4 ,700 on th e  O use 
W ashes. T h ere  was a rem arkab le  gathering 
o f 2,600 W h o o p er Sw ans at Lough Foyle, 
C o. L o n d o n d erry , in N ovem ber -  16% of 
th e  Iceland ic  b reed ing  popu la tion .

D esp ite  only average breed ing  success, 
w ith 13.4%  young in the au tum n flocks, a 
reco rd  130,000 P ink-foo ted  G eese w ere 
found  in N ovem ber. A  to ta l o f 22,500 
G re e n la n d  W h ite -f ro n te d  G eese  w ere  
found  in B rita in  and  Ire land  in N ovem ber, 
constitu ting  the  en tire  w orld  popu la tion  of 
th is sub-species. T he B ritish flocks con
ta in ed  26.7%  young , w hile there  w ere 
34 .4%  a t W exford  Slobs and  22.6%  in the 
res t o f Ire land . 110,000 Icelandic G reylag 
G eese  w ere found  in no rth ern  B ritain  in 
N o v em b er, including 11.2%  young. The 
Islay B arnacle  G eese , rep resen ting  the 
m ajo rity  o f th e  G reen lan d  breed ing  p o p u 
la tion , co n ta in ed  10.7%  young, while those 
on th e  Solw ay, com prising  the en tire  Sval
b a rd  p o p u la t io n , in c lu d ed  9 .6 % . U n 
usually , th e  D a rk -b e llied  B ren t G eese  
b reed ing  in S iberia  had  n e ither a “b u m p er” 
b reed in g  season n o r a com plete  failure in 
1985; th e  w in te r flocks in sou thern  England 
co n ta in ed  27%  young. A  count o f 23,000 on 
T he W ash in M arch rep resen ted  12% o f the 
w o rld  p o p u la tio n . T he  W ash w as no t 
co u n ted  in F eb ru a ry , and  th ere  w ere pos
sibly m ore D ark -bellied  B ren t in B ritain  in 
th a t m onth  than  any o th e r. A n estim ate  of 
24,100 w as m ade fo r the num bers o f Light- 
bellied  B ren t G eese  in the w hole of Ire land , 
fo llo w in g  a cen su s  in N o v em b er (M . 
O ’B riain). T he au tum n gathering  at S trang
fo rd  L ough , C o .D o w n , com prised  15,900 in 
O cto b e r.

T he  Jan u ary  to ta l o f 75,000 Shelducks in 
B rita in  w as th e  h ighest on record . The 
W ash held 21,300 in D ecem ber -  8.5%  of 
th e  no rth -w est E u ro p ean  popu la tion . The 
Jan u ary  to ta l o f 280,000 W igeon in B ritain 
w as no t fa r below  th e  reco rd  level o f 1984— 
85, and  included 24,150 on the R ibble 
E stuary . T he  O use W ashes held 34,500 in 
M arch . In N o rth e rn  Ire land , Lough Foyle 
carried  12,300 in O ctobcr. A n am azing 
1,600 G adw all w ere coun ted  on R utland  
W a te r in N ovem ber, by far the highest

co u n t o f th is species ever m ade in the U .K . 
T he  first com p lete  counts o f the Lough 
N eagh /L ough  B eg basin in N orthern  Ire 
lan d  fo r severa l years revea led  17.300 
P ochard  in N ovem ber, 6,400 T ufted  Duck 
in Jan u a ry , 1,700 Scaup in M arch and 4,850 
G o ldeneye  in N ovem ber. In each case these 
w ere  th e  h ighest counts in the U .K ., the 
P ochard  rep resen tin g  5%  of the estim ated  
no rth -w est E u ro p ean  popu la tion . N o less 
th an  32,000 T u fted  D uck w ere found  in 
B rita in  during  th e  L ate  Sum m er Survey, a 
to ta l exceeded  only by M allard and C oot. 
T he  O c to b e r co u n t o f R ed -b reas ted  M er
gansers included  1,050 off T en tsm uir, Fife. 
In  D ecem b er th e re  w ere 1,700 G oosanders 
in th e  B eauly  F irth , Inverness. T he total 
n u m b er o f R uddy  D ucks coun ted  exceeded 
2,000 fo r th e  first tim e , w ith 680 at Chew  
V alley  L ak e , A von. A s usual A bberton  
R ese rv o ir, E ssex , held by fa r the largest 
con cen tra tio n  o f  C o o t-9 ,4 5 0  in N ovem ber.

T he prov isional results o f the 1986-87 
goose censuses are  show n in T able  2. These 
m ay be sub jec t to  revision w hen the full 
season 's  d a ta  have been  received.

Table 2. Provisional results of the 1986-87 goose 
censuses

Total Month % Young

Pink-footed Goose 136,000 Nov 15.3
Greylag Goose 102,000* Nov 19.0
Barnacle Goose:

Svalbard 10,500 Nov 11.9
Islay 23,900 Oct 15.5

Dark-bellied
Brent Goose 89.000 Jan 0.1

*G.B. (excl. feral)

T he resu lts o f th e  1985-86 N ational W ild
fowl C o u n ts  are  given in m uch fu ller detail, 
to g e th e r  w ith th o se  o f the B T O ’s B irds o f 
E stu a rie s  E n q u iry , in “W ildfowl and  W ader 
C o u n ts  1985-86” , ob ta inab le  from  Slim
bridge. T he  second  ed ition  o f “W ildfowl in 
G re a t B rita in ” , a m assive review  o f the 
resu lts o f th e  coun ts  since 1960, and o f all 
aspects o f the  conservation  of B rita in 's 
w ildfow l, pub lished  by C am bridge U niver
sity Press in 1986, is also ob ta inab le  from  
S lim bridge.


