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More information on barnacle geese

Barnacle geese make the journey from Scotland to Svalbard stopping to feed at Helgeland in Norway, which is approximately half way, 1027km from their starting point. They feed on wetland vegetation before continuing their journey north.
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Keith Kirk

The geese travel north to breed as there is less competition for nesting areas and food, but the weather can be harsh and unpredictable. When the geese reach Svalbard in early May low temperatures and snow cover can delay egg laying. At other times poor grass growth reduces feeding areas and fewer young are produced.

In Scotland the geese feed on the salt-marshes of the Solway Firth. In the Arctic the geese feed and breed on rocky outcrops living off the tundra mosses and liverworts. Barnacle geese droppings provide a source of food for reindeer.
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Keith Kirk

The Arctic fox preys on young birds, especially those that injure themselves in their first leap from the cliff nesting sites. Glaucous gulls and skuas take eggs as well as young birds. Climate change and changing sea ice conditions could add the polar bear to the list of predators. Polar bears use ice as a platform from which to hunt seals and fish. If the ice disappears in summer the polar bear will need to look for alternative sources of food on land.

The geese are found in the Canadian Arctic, Greenland and Russia as well as Svalbard and migrate to North America and other regions of Northern Europe as well as Scotland. They are only found in the Northern Hemisphere.
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Brian Morrell

Over the past 60 years the Caerlaverock reserve run by the Wetlands and Wildlife Trust (WWT) has seen the population of geese increase from less than 300 birds to more than 25,000. this is mainly due to a ban on hunting, protected roost sites and the introduction of reserves. Management schemes in 90% of the areas used by the geese for feeding and breeding have helped to increase numbers. The ecology of the geese is well known following a ringing programme by the WWT and the Norwegians who have been involved in ringing over 10,000 individual birds.
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