
It begins! But what are the aims of our new study?

Three populations of Barnacle Geese occur in the UK; two of which are entirely migratory and come to the UK for the 

winter months from their breeding grounds in either Svalbard or Greenland.  The third, and smallest population is made up 

of naturalised birds, resident in the UK all year with most of these being found in England, with smaller numbers occuring 

in Wales and Scotland.

The naturalised population is regularly monitored through the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), and the long-term trend 

shows a rapid increase in numbers since the 1980s, and in particular since the mid-2000s. The population is currently 

estimated to be 4,400 individuals - over 60% higher than the previous estimate of 2,700 when last assessed in 2011.

Despite flocks of birds (sub-populations) being found at sites across the UK, much still remains unknown about the 

movements and demography of this naturalised population. The absence of such fundamental information, such as data on 

movements, survival and mortality has hindered efforts to understand the demographic causes of the observed increased 

in population size.

To deliver up to date information on this population, our study aims to colour-mark birds in England and Wales to assess 

whether sub-populations in the UK are mixing, and to what extent this is happening.  We also hope to learn whether any 

movement occurs outside of the UK with naturalised birds mixing with and joining migratory populations breeding in 

Greenland, Svalbard, Arctic Russia, across the Baltic and other North Sea breeding populations.  Finally we aim to produce 

the first survival analyses to be undertaken on this population. 

In order to start getting birds colour-marked, five catches targeting different sub-populations took place across the UK 

over the course of a week in July 2021, when the birds are flightless during their annual moult. This update provides a brief 

summary of each catch and lists the overall totals.
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Thank you!

Over the course of the week, five catches took place involving over 

200 people who assisted us in many ways, from kayakers and ringers, 

to land owners, local ringing groups and other organisations.

A total of 776 Barnacle Geese were caught, ringed and colour-

marked.  A brief summary of each catch and lists of the overall 

totals can be found later in the update.  A total of 106 Greylag 

Geese were also caught and ringed.

We thank everyone who has helped to make these catches possible, 

it truly was a team effort and without everyone’s support it would 

not be achievable.  Thank you!
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The first of our catches took place on Saturday 10th July 

on Ullswater, Cumbria.  An early 5am start saw the team 

erecting a corral near to Aira Force in anticipation of a catch 

of Barnacle Geese being brought to the site.

There are a limited number of fields around Ullswater where 

the geese can feed, and sadly it wasn’t possible to gain 

permission to catch in the birds’ favoured area, so the flock 

had to be chaparoned by a team of kayakers 1.5 km over 

water towards the catching location!  The kayaking team did 

a sterling job in driving the birds forward, allowing the birds 

to rest when needed before meeting the land team to help 

with the final push and drive the birds in to the corral. All 

Barnacle Geese that were present at the grazing fields were 

caught in the catch - a total of 158 birds.

Not all birds were new to ringing, (i.e. were being caught 

and ringed for the first time).  Two birds already carried 

rings, the first being a recapture of a bird ringed as part of 

this study in April 2021.  The bird was caught on the nest at 

Derwentwater, around 15km to the west of Ullswater.

A total of 29 breeding adults were colour-ringed during two 

visits to Derwentwater.  All birds carry an orange site marker 

for Cumbria, but for Derwentwater this is placed above the 

BTO metal ring, not below like Ullswater.

The second bird was a control - a bird ringed away from 

Cumbria and not as part of our study.  Ringed at Ynys Hir, 

Powys, Wales in November 2013, the bird had previously 

been colour-ringed but had since lost this.  A new colour-

ring was added (Blue C99).
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The study in numbers

831The total number of 

Barnacle Geese ringed 

so far as part of our new 

study

Ullswater, Cumbria, England
Site marker colour:  ORANGE

Position on leg:  Below BTO metal ring
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After a successful start the team then travelled to 

Cleethropes Boating Lake, Lincolnshire on Monday 12th to 

spend two days hand catching geese that are used to be fed 

by members of the public.

A large moulting flock of over 800 birds, made up of Greylag 

and Barnacle Geese arrive at the boating lake to moult 

annually, before dispersing later in July.  Over the two days a 

total of 86 Greylag and 35 Barnacle Geese were caught.  All 

Barnacle Geese were colour-ringed and add to the 19 birds 

previously caught and colour-ringed at this site, earlier in 

2021.

Cleethorpes, Lincolnshire, England
Site marker colour:  RED

Position on leg:  Above BTO metal ring

From Lincolnshire, the car was loaded with catching kit then 

driven south and east, heading for Holkham on the North 

Norfolk coast where we joined estate staff in erecting a large 

corral and funnel system near to “The Lake”.

Some three hours later, the corral had been set up under 

a large tree (to provide shade from the sun) and a slightly 

larger corral than usual was made, due to the anticipated 

numbers of birds potentially being caught. 

A 5:30am start for the kayaking and ringing teams was 

needed on Wednesday 14th July to ensure the birds were 

released before the park opened to the public at 10am (or 

just after).  Several hundred birds feeding on the field in 

front of the hall were rounded up by the land teams and 

encouraged on to the water, where the birds then naturally 

(without much persuasion) headed for the catch area.  The 

kayaking team then approached the birds and together with 

the land team several hundred birds were herded up the 

funnel and into the corral. 

The processing of birds began at around 6:30am, and a 

team of 35 people, a mixture of ringers and handers, ringed 

and processed a total of 431 birds, all of which were new 

to ringing.  This catch is by far the largest moult catch of 

Barnacle Geese ever undertaken in the UK. A Barnacle x 

Ross’s Goose hybrid was also caught in this catch along with 

17 Greylag Geese.
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Holkham Hall, Norfolk, England
Site marker colour:  WHITE

Position on leg:  Above BTO metal ring

©
 S

 P
et

re
k

©
 K

 B
ri

d
es



©
 K

 B
ri

d
es

©
 A

 B
lo

o
m

fi
el

d
©

 S
 P

et
re

k



After a rest and a spot of ring reading back at Holkham to 

pair up ringed birds and family groups during the day on 

Thursday 15th, the team then headed to Pensthorpe Natural 

Park a few miles away near Fakenham for an evening catch.

A small team of people erected a funnel system and corral, 

and with two kayaks and two rowing boats on the water the 

birds headed straight for their usual haul out location, even 

before any kayaks got anywhere near them!

The birds headed straight into the pen with little fuss. In total 

106 birds were captured, consisting of 104 new birds and 

two recaptures from previous ringing visits to Pensthorpe.

A fully winged Richardson’s x Barnacle Goose hybrid was 

also caught.
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The study in numbers

776 The total number of Barnacle 

Geese caught during the five moult 

catches around the UK in July 2021

Pensthorpe Natural Park, Norfolk, England
Site marker colour:  YELLOW

Position on leg:  Above BTO metal ring
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Famed for their Canada Goose moult catches, on Sunday 

18th we joined the Llangorse Ringing Group for their first 

ever Barnacle Goose moult roundup.

A small team of people erected netting and rounded up, on 

land, a total of 46 Barnacle Geese, all of which were new 

to ringing. Many thanks to the Llangorse Ringing group for 

having us along and assisting with the study.

You can find out more about the ringing group’s activities on 

their blog at llangorseringing.blogspot.com

Llangorse, Brecon, Powys, Wales
Site marker colour:  GREY

Position on leg:  Above BTO metal ring
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Seen a colour-ringed Barnacle Goose?
Sightings of colour-ringed Barnacle Geese are welcome.  Please report through our website 

waterbirdcolourmarking.org/barnacle-goose

https://llangorseringing.blogspot.com/
https://waterbirdcolourmarking.org/barnacle-goose/


waterbirdcolourmarking.org

Ringing totals Age totals Totals sexed Totals with biometrics taken *

Site New Control Recap Total Adults Goslings Male Female S T P W

Cleethorpes 35 - - 35 35 - 17 18 35 35 33 32

Holkham 431 - - 431 337 94 214 208 327 329 305 162

Llangorse 46 - - 46 40 6 29 17 46 46 46 45

Pensthorpe 104 - 2 106 106 - 51 55 106 106 105 104

Ullswater 156 1 1 158 158 - 105 43 92 92 91 91

Totals 772 1 3 776 676 100 416 341 606 608 580 434

* Biometics: S = Skull (Total head length), T = Tarsus, P = 2nd Primary growth, W = Weight

The final results

In all a total of 776 Barnacle Geese and 106 Greylag Geese were caught and ringed across the UK through five catches.  

All birds were ringed with a BTO metal ring.  The Barnacle Geese were all given a site colour marker either above or below 

the BTO metal ring, depending on their location, and given a three alpha-numeric coded blue ring on the opposite leg.  As 

part of the ringing process all birds were aged, sexed and measured where possible, details of which can be found below.

And finally...

Thank you to those who have donated money to the study.  Your valuable contribution will go a long way in helping to buy 

rings for future years.  The project and its funding is entirely voluntary, so everything is being undertaken in our own time 

and at our own expense, costing roughly £2 per bird - with over 800 birds caught this year!

We know that some ringing groups ask for a set fee or contribution for joining in their ringing activities.  As taking part in 

a moulting goose catch is a rare opportunity and we’re keen for everyone to have the chance to take part, we didn’t want 

to go down this route.  We are really grateful for everyone’s help with our catches, and we get a lot of satisfaction knowing 

that people have enjoyed the experience and have (hopefully!) benefited from it in their ringing careers.

If you would like to, and feel that you can contribute towards the cost of rings we’ve set up a GoFundMe page.  All proceeds 

will be put towards the purchase of rings for future years.  You can find the page online here - https://gofund.me/c0eefa64

Very best,

Kane Brides and Scott Petrek
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