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Monitoring migratory geese in the UK through the 
Goose & Swan Monitoring Programme (GSMP)
and other schemes

Teresa Frost and Neil Calbrade Jess Shaw



Winter populations of geese in the UK (including residents)

Pink-footed Goose by Tom Cadwallender, Barnacle Goose by Philip Croft, Greylag Goose by Neil Calbrade, White-fronted Goose by Edmund Fellowes, 
Light-bellied Brent Goose by Adrian Dancy and Taiga Bean Goose by Dave Appleton 

91,000
510,000 100,000

137,00013,000 216

1 population 3 populations
2-3 populations

3 populations 1 population (2 species)2 populations



National Wildfowl Counts

Winter Gull Roost Survey

Icelandic-breeding Goose Census

Birds of Estuaries Enquiry

Winter Shorebird Count

WeBS Low Tide Counts

Wetland Bird Survey Core Counts

Non-estuarine Waterbird Survey

Whooper and/or Bewick's Swan 
Census

Age Assessments

Svalbard Barnacle Goose Census

Greenland Barnacle Goose Census
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• Data for wintering geese from long running UK surveys, mostly organized by the Goose and Swan 
Monitoring Programme (GSMP) and the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) partnerships of NGOs and 
government organisations.

• Most monitoring annual (orange bars), but some censuses run every few years (black dots).

• WWT ran the National Wildfowl Counts (1954-1993), WeBS (1998-2004) and main GSMP surveys 
(1950s-2022), but BTO is now responsible for coordinating both GSMP and WeBS. 
(WWT are no longer actively involved in the partnerships.)

• NatureScot are also particularly involved with the GSMP surveys for Icelandic Greylags, Svalbard 
Barnacles and Greenland Barnacles and extra monitoring.



Goose & Swan Monitoring Programme (GSMP)

• Monitors the abundance and breeding success of the UK’s native geese 
and migratory swans during the non-breeding season

• Suite of species-specific surveys which monitors the different populations 
of geese (including Pink-footed, Barnacle, Bean, Brent, Greater White-
fronted and Greylag) throughout the United Kingdom

• Additional monitoring of resident Greylag and both Barnacle populations 
by NatureScot for goose management

Funded jointly by the British Trust for Ornithology (NGO), Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee (UK government) and NatureScot (Scottish 
government).



Surveys run by GSMP partners

• Icelandic-breeding Goose Census 
(IGC) of Pink-footed Goose and 

Greylag Goose

• International Census of 

Greenland Barnacle Geese

• Svalbard Barnacle Goose 
Census

• Goose Age Assessments

• International Swan Census (ISC)

Surveys run by Collaborating 
Organisations
• Counts and age assessments of 

Taiga Bean Geese

• Greenland White-fronted Goose 
Census

• All-Ireland Light-bellied Brent 
Goose Census

• BTO/RSPB/JNCC Wetland Bird Survey 
(WeBS) Core Counts for abundance of 
other species/populations – other Brent 
and White-fronted Goose populations; 
Tundra Bean Goose; resident 
populations of Greylag and Barnacle 
Geese.

Goose Surveys 



• Method detail differs between species/populations, but are mostly treated 
as a census without modelling, except simple estimates for core sites with 
missing data

• Currently in a transition period for Age Assessments and Icelandic Greylag 
and Pink-footed Goose:

– 2021/22 – Counts organised by WWT, analysis conducted by JNCC, published 
spring 2023

– 2022/23 – Counts organised by BTO, analysis to be conducted by BTO using 
same methods, publication due spring 2024

– Future – Similar timescales, but analysis methods will be reviewed and possibly 
updated.

Analysis



Icelandic-breeding Goose Census (IGC) – Pink-footed Goose
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Icelandic-breeding Goose Census (IGC)
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Two counts annually in October and 
November

Additional September count for 
Greylag Geese

Coordinated regionally by 14 
volunteer Local Organisers

~100 volunteer counters

Counts carried out predominantly at 
dawn or dusk but some daytime 
feeding flocks

Icelandic-breeding Goose Census (IGC)

Pink-footed Goose by Chris Knights/BTO



UK also has a resident Greylag Goose 
population, which overlaps spatially with 
Icelandic birds in winter

Residents counted annually for adaptive 
management pilot schemes in some island 
areas in recent years, including Orkney 
(Aug/Sept)

Corrections made in Icelandic Greylag Goose 
count around the Aberdeen-Bute line

Icelandic Greylag Geese – resident overlap

Pink-footed Goose by Chris Knights/BTO



Barnacle Goose by Philip Croft/BTO



AEWA 2018



Monitored annually by NatureScot

• Daytime population counts 

• Islay since 1982 (main winter resort)

• Uist, Tiree, South Walls more recently (2005)

• Usually 4 counts/winter (over two days)

• Daytime fortnightly field counts (Islay)

• Goose densities for payments since 1992

• Age assessments (Islay)

• Data available within weeks

• Satellite tagging on Islay 2019-2021 (n>30) – part of PhD

Greenland Barnacle Goose Monitoring - Scotland



Regular full spring census 

• Every 5 years since 1959, now aim is every 3 years

• Combination of ground and aerial surveys, aim to synchronise

• Surveys commissioned by NatureScot (Scotland) and National 
Parks & Wildlife Service (Ireland)

• Data usually available by the spring/summer

Greenland Barnacle Goose Monitoring - Flyway



AEWA 2018



Monitored annually 

• Previously coordinated by WWT, currently by a subcontractor

• Daytime population counts 

• Volunteer counter network

• Solway and Budle Bay, Northumberland

• Usually ~14 counts/winter

• Adopted peak count

• Age assessments

• Same subcontractor conducts daytime field counts of Solway 
Goose Management Scheme area

• Goose densities for payments

• Report produced by summer

Svalbard Barnacle Goose Monitoring



AEWA 2018
UK naturalised estimated population 4,400 



Taiga Bean Goose by Dave Appleton



Taiga Bean Goose locations



Taiga Bean Goose populations

Yare Valley

Slammanan
Plateau



Yare Valley population monitored by RSPB

Slammanan Plateau population monitored by Bean Goose 
Advisory Group (BGAG)

• Surveillance carried out late-September to mid-February

• Weekly field counts and monthly coordinated roost counts

• Satellite tracking has been carried out

Taiga Bean Goose Monitoring



Age Assessments

Determine the annual reproductive success of each goose or swan population 
and are mostly carried out at wintering and autumn stop-over sites. 

Comprise two measures of 
annual reproductive success (or 
productivity): 
• the proportion of young 

(first-winter) birds in non-
breeding flocks

• and the average brood size. 
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• Many age assessments were carried out by staff at WWT and we now 
have coverage gaps. BTO plan to recruit volunteers to carry these out 
in future.

• Taiga Bean Geese Action Group, the contractor working on Svalbard 
Barnacle Geese and the NatureScot Greenland Barnacle survey 
continue to carry out age assessments

• However, Icelandic Greylag assessments are no longer carried out, due 
to the overlap with British population.



GSMP Online system for IGC and AA

www.bto.org/gsmp



• Icelandic-breeding Goose Census Counts and Age Assessments are entered 
into GSMP Online over each winter survey season and stored in Oracle 
database.

• Validation checks carried out in following autumn, followed by annual WeBS 
and GSMP processing and analysis in the next winter.

• After quality assurance checks, Government Official Statistics published in 
Waterbirds in the UK report in the next spring, i.e. up to 18 months after 
field data collected.

• Some of the individual survey results are available sooner than this.

Data Flow and storage for BTO-led surveys



GSMP/WeBS Summary Report and Report Online

https://app.bto.org/webs-reporting
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