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The manurial effect of Cape Barren Goose 
droppings

R I C H A R D  W.  M A R R I O T T

Introduction

T here are  m any ways in w hich geese in teract 
w ith agriculture. O ne o f these is th e  effect 
o f the ir d roppings (the term  ‘dropp ings’ is 
used ra th er th an  ‘faeces' because they in­
clude the p roduc t o f th e  kidneys, w hich is 
largely uric acid). The droppings are often 
alleged to  ‘fou l’ the pastu re . This ‘fouling’ 
is said to  include the burning o f  the pasture 
p lants, p resum ably  due to  am m onia (K ear,
1963) and m aking the grass unpala tab le  to 
sheep (R ochard  & K ear, 1968, 1970). Cape 
Barren G eese Cereopsis novaehollandiae 
feeding on m anaged pastures in A ustralia 
a re  sim ilarly accused o f ‘fouling’ pasture.

M ethods

A ttem pts w ere m ad e to  crop pastu re  follow ­
ing applications of goose droppings, but 
these failed in 2 consecutive years due to  the 
effect o f d rough t. W eed species cam e up to  
such an extent th a t the effect o f  the d ro p ­
pings on th e  pastu re  species was b lurred.

In the  th ird  year a  rye grass and clover mix­
tu re  was grow n in boxes (25 cm x 25 cm) 
ou tdoors and droppings app lied  to  the 
grow ing p lants. The fresh droppings were 
crum bled and  scattered  evenly over the 
grass. T hree levels o f app lication , 10, 20 
and 30 g w et weight o f fresh droppings, 
w ere used plus a contro l to  w hich no d ro p ­
pings w ere added. T here w ere nine repli­
cates o f each application  and  contro l.

The droppings w ere applied th ree times 
a t m onthly intervals, beginning after 1 
m on th ’s grow th o f the grass, m aking to tals 
o f 30, 60 and  90 g. The droppings w ere col­
lected fresh from  geese in the  A. J. M arshall 
Reserve, M onash U niversity.

A d ropp ing ’s wet w eight is approxim ately 
4 g so the applications are equal to  approxi­
m ately 128,256 and 384 droppings per sq. m. 
T he m axim um  density  ever recorded  a t one 
tim e on m anaged pastu re  a t Y anakie (S. E. 
V ictoria) was eighty-one droppings in a sq. 
m, and over 40 per sq. m w ere recorded 
com m only in the dry  sum m er of 1967 
a round  a stock  dam  (F igure 1). The rate  of 
d isin tegration  o f d roppings is no t know n

Figure 1. The distribution of Cape Barren 
Goose droppings in a paddock at Yanakie, S. E. 
Victoria in March 1967. The numbers of 
droppings per sq. m are the averages of ten 1 -sq 
m quadrats placed at right angles to a transect

line running from a stock dam to the paddock 
fence. The letters indicate the approxim ate 
compass bearings of the four transect lines. The 
transects show a marked concentration of 
droppings immediately around the dam.
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and probably  varies with the w eather, bu t a 
figure o f one m onth  is assum ed. The geese 
spend ab o u t 3 m onths in th e  paddocks in 
large num bers. T herefore the m axim um  
num ber o f d roppings likely to  be produced 
in a sq. m o f paddock  is p robably  3 x 8 1  =  
243, and the app lications used in this trial 
span the likely m axim um  m anuring to  be 
expected. A fter 4  m onths’ grow th the grass 
was cropped w ith shears. T he clover had 
scarcely grow n by the tim e it was cut and 
contribu ted  a  negligible p ropo rtion  o f the 
final crop.

Results

T here  is a  clear increase in th e  production  
o f grass follow ing th e  th ree applications of 
goose droppings (Table 1). The differences

Table 1. The manurial effects of Cape Barren 
Goose droppings (mean weight (g) of 
grass cropped per 25 x 25 cm box)

Treatm ent W et weight Dry weight p*

Control 33-8 5-3
+ 30 g

Droppings 44-3 6-6 110
+ 60 g

Droppings 63-7 8-9 0-001
+ 90 g

Droppings 66-6 9-5 0-001

* P  =  the p robab ility  tha t the differences from  the 
control are due to  chance (student /-test). The 
probabilities were the same fo r wet and dry weights.

betw een th e  applications and the contro l 
w ere significant a t the P = 0-001 level for 
the tw o denser applications bu t no t the 
+ 30 g one (P  = 0-1). T he differences 
betw een th e  applications w ere significant 
fo r the  30 versus 60 g application  (P  =  
0-001) b u t no t fo r th e  60 versus 90 g 
application  (P  = g reater th an  0-1).

Discussion

It is clear th a t th e  overall effect o f Cape 
Barren G oose droppings on grass was to  
increase grow th. T he increase at the lowest 
ra te  o f app lication  was no t significant but 
the final crop a t the m axim um  ra te  o f 
application  was nearly tw ice th a t o f the 
contro l. This suggests tha t on m anaged 
pastures only th e  highest densities o f d rop ­
pings close to  stock  dam s (F igure 1) will 
have a significant effect on the pastu re  
grow th. It is in teresting  in this connection 
th a t the farm er a t Y anakie (S. E. V ictoria) 
w ho com plained abou t th e  geese in one of 
his paddocks adm itted  th a t th e  pasture

cam e up very lush and green w here the 
geese had been , follow ing harrow ing  and 
rain . T here was no appearance  o f a burning 
effect o f th e  d roppings on the grass even at 
the m axim um  application , and  any un­
detec ted  effect is clearly outw eighed by an 
enriching effect. N o a ttem p t was m ade to 
determ ine w hether th e  droppings had  an 
effect on the nu trien t con ten t o f the  grass.

T he o th er effects o f  goose droppings 
w ere no t investigated. Sheep w ere never 
seen obviously to  avoid areas ‘fou led’ by 
goose droppings, and they often fed close to  
geese. M arshall (1966) claim ed th a t p re ­
lim inary experim ents show ed th a t sheep 
did no t avoid areas w here C ape B arren 
G eese had  been, b u t he gave no da ta  at 
all. R ochard  & K ear (1968) showed th a t 
sheep did dislike goose droppings, bu t in 
field trials (1970) found th is effect to  be 
short-lived and  thus unlikely to  be the cause 
o f real loss to  th e  farm er. Such a dislike 
could still be locally im portan t w here goose 
droppings a re  m arkedly  concentrated  
around  stock  dam s (F igure 1).

R ochard  & K ear (1968) cited observa­
tions o f sheep and cattle  eating goose d ro p ­
pings presum ed to  contain  m inerals from  
o th er areas w here th e  geese had  fed or 
gritted . In  view o f this ability o f stock to  
overcom e th e ir d istaste o f goose droppings 
it may be w orthw hile to  speculate about 
w hat happens on som e o f the Bass Strait 
islands in the dry sum m er period. On Big 
G reen Island (Furneaux  group, T asm ania) 
fresh droppings w ere som etim es harder to 
find than  expected. T h e  suspicion tha t 
sheep w ere eating  th e  droppings was purely 
subjective and  unfo rtunate ly  could no t be 
tested . The question  arises as to  w hat they 
w ould gain if they did. The geese were 
residçnt and could not have been bringing 
in m inerals from  elsewhere. As the  pastu re  
a t this tim e o f  year is largely d ried-off grass 
w ith a very low n itrogen content (M arrio tt,
1970) the  n itrogen  in the  goose droppings— 
particu larly  th a t in th e  uric acid—w ould be 
beneficial if th e  sheep could utilize it. 
C oom be & T ribe  (1963) found th a t sheep 
fed low quality  roughage diets could utilize 
supplem entary  u rea  and im prove their 
nitrogen balance, and reduce w eight loss. 
In a prelim inary  report Lawes & K en­
wood (1970) refer to  experim ents being set 
up w here sheep and  beef cattle  w ere being 
fed diets contain ing  12  ̂ and 25% poultry  
m anure. They com m ent th a t pou ltry  w aste 
may be a b e tte r  additive than  urea because 
the u ric acid  is less soluble, and being 
slow er acting  is less likely to  release too  
m uch toxic am m onia. I f  sheep on Bass



Figure 2. A pair of Cape Barren Geese 
Cereopsis novaehollandiae on Big Green Island, 
Furneaux Group, Tasmania.

Strait islands could overcom e their distaste 
o f goose droppings (as o th er sheep 
apparen tly  can in som e circum stances) and 
utilize th e  uric acid, the  presence o f Cape 
Barren G eese on the islands in sum m er 
could be beneficial. T h is  idea m ight repay 
fu rther investigation.
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Summary

Fresh droppings from Cape Barren Geese 
Cereopsis novaehollandiae applied to grass pro­
duced an increase in the weight o f grass cropped 
after 4 months. No ‘burning’ effect on the grass 
was observed.
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Plate V. Close ups of the two forms linking Anatidae to other groups. Above: a  Caribbean Flamingo 
Phoenicopterus ruber ruber demonstrates its suction/filter feeding. Below: a pair o f Black­
necked Screamers Chauna chavaría indulge in mutual preening.
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