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T h e c o n t i n e n t a l p o p u l a t i o n of Anser anser i n wes tern E u r o p e , t h a t w inters 
m a i n l y i n t h e M a r i s m a s o f t h e G u a d a l q u i v i r i n s o u t h e r n S p a i n , i n c r e a s e d 
f r o m 30 000 b i r d s d u r i n g t h e 1960s {Rooth, 1971) to a t least 50 000 i n N o v e m ­
ber 1973 {Dubbeldam, 1978), a n d t o a t l east 80 000 i n D e c e m b e r 1980 w h e n 
th i s n u m b e r was c o u n t e d i n t h e M a r i s m a s o f t h e G u a d a l q u i v i r {Luis Garcia 
Garido, pers . c o m . ) . 

T h e N e t h e r l a n d s , e s p e c i a l l y t h e O o s t v a a r d e r s p l a s s e n , a large Phragmites 
m a r s h i n t h e n e w Y s s e l m e e r p o l d e r o f S o u t h e r n F l e v o l a n d , p l a y a n i m p o r t a n t 
role i n t h e f l y w a y o f th i s p o p u l a t i o n d u r i n g n u p t i a l a n d p o s t n u p t i a l m i g r a t i o n 
a n d as a m o u l t i n g p l a c e for n o n - b r e e d i n g b i r d s . S u i t a b l e eco log i ca l c o n d i t i o n s 
a n d t h e absence o f goose h u n t i n g i n t h e O o s t v a a r d e r s p l a s s e n a n d a d j a c e n t 
a g r i c u l t u r a l a r e a c o u l d h a v e f a v o u r e d t h e increase i n t h e p o p u l a t i o n . 

D u r i n g t h e 1970s, e c o l o g i c a l c o n d i t i o n s for Anser anser i n t h e N e t h e r l a n d s 
a l t e r e d . T h e i r m a j o r h a u n t s d u r i n g n u p t i a l a n d p o s t n u p t i a l m i g r a t i o n i n the 
H o l l a n d s D i e p - H a r i n g v l i e t i n t h e s o u t h w e s t e r n p a r t o f t h e N e t h e r l a n d s be­
c a m e o f lesser i m p o r t a n c e a f ter th i s e s t u a r y was d a m m e d o f f f r o m the sea i n 
1970. T h e e x t e n t o f t h e Stands o f rushes (Scirpus maritimus a n d Scirpus 
lacustris) d e c r e a s e d c o n s i d e r a b l y . T h e s e Stands p r o v i d e d she l ter for r o o s t i n g 
geese a n d t h e Underground p a r t s o f t h e p l a n t s f ö r m e d a n i m p o r t a n t f o o d s tock . 

T a b l e 1 d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e a l t e r a t i o n o f t h e percentages o f geese i n d i f ferent 
t y p e s o f f eed ing h a b i t a t i n t h e S o u t h w e s t e r n E s t u a r y i n t h e N e t h e r l a n d s . 

A l t h o u g h the geese were f o r c e d t o c h a n g e t h e i r f eed ing h a b i t s i n the a r e a 
t h e i r n u m b e r s d u r i n g a u t u m n m i g r a t i o n a n d w i n t e r are a t t h e s a m e levels o f 
8 0 0 0 - 1 0 000 a n d 3 5 0 0 - 4 0 0 0 . T h e n u m b e r o f geese d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d o f 
s p r i n g m i g r a t i o n , h o w e v e r fel i f r o m 10 000 to 1000—1500 (Ouweneel, 1981). 

T h e Y s s e l m e e r p o l d e r s o f N o r t h E a s t P o l d e r ( p u m p e d d r y i n 1942) a n d 
E a s t e r n F l e v o l a n d ( p u m p e d d r y i n 1957) were i m p o r t a n t h a u n t s for Anser 
anser d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d b e t w e e n t h e d r a i n a g e o f t h e b o t t o m o f t h e f o r m e r l a k e 
a n d t h e r e c l a m a t i o n a n d c u l t i v a t i o n o f the so i l . E x t e n s i v e areas o f t e m p o r a r y 
m a r s h l a n d w i t h a d j a c e n t e x t e n s i v e l y c r o p p e d s tate f a r m l a n d f ö r m e d a n 
a t t r a c t i v e c o m b i n a t i o n o f f eed ing a n d r o o s t i n g h a b i t a t . W h e n t h e las t r e c l a i m e d 
p o l d e r o f S o u t h e r n F l e v o l a n d h a d been p u m p e d d r y i n M a y 1968 a p e r m a n e n t 
e x t e n s i v e m a r s h l a n d was c r e a t e d s ince 5000 h a . o f Phragmites m a r s h a n d 
s h a l l o w lakes were p r e s e r v e d f r o m d r y i n g o u t a n d r e c l a m a t i o n i n 1973. T h i s 
m a r s h l a n d a n d a d j a c e n t s t a t e f a r m e d l a n d e v o l v e d d u r i n g t h e f o l l o w i n g years 
i n t o a n o u t s t a n d i n g a r e a for Anser anser (Dubbeldam, 1978). M a x i m u m n u m ­
bers o f geese d u r i n g the p e r i o d o f p o s t n u p t i a l m i g r a t i o n are be tween 20 000 
a n d 30 000 (42 000 i n O c t o b e r 1979). D e p e n d i n g o n t h e o c c u r r e n c e o f frost 
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Table Villi. 

Proportion (%) of Anser anser on various types of feeding 
liabitat in Southwestern Estuary in the Netherlands 

(Draayer, 1967 and Omreneel, 1981) 

1964- End of 
65 1970s 

A u l i i m n S t a n d s o f rushes 32 0 
m i g r a t i o n Gras s 16 10 
p e r i o d S u g a r beet 52 90 

W i n t e r i n g S t a n d s o f rushes 32 0 
p e r i o d Gras s 68 100 

S u g a r beet -
S p r i n g S t a n d s o f rushes 100 0 

m i g r a t i o n Gras s 0 100 
p e r i o d S u g a r beet 0 0 

s o m e h u n d r e d s ( somet imes up t o 6000) geese s t a y here d u r i n g winter . P e a k 
n u m b e r s o f 10 000 to 15 000 are present d u r i n g the p e r i o d o f n u p t i a l m i g r a t i o n . 

D u r i n g the f irst years the f o o d o f t h e geese cons i s ted m a i n l y o f Phragmites 
australis a n d Typha latifolia. T h e preference for r h i z o m e s o f Typha latifolia 
was d i s t i n g u i s h e d as a n e w feed ing h a b i t (Dubbeldam, 1978). I n o r d e r to 
p r e v e n t t h e m a r s h f r o m b e c o m i n g c o m p l e t e l y o v e r g r o w n w i t h reeds, t h e 
water l eve l i n the m a r s h was r a i s e d i n 1975. T h e a i m was t w o f o l d : to s low 
d o w n the g e r m i n a t i o n o f Phragmites a n d Typha f r o m seed a n d to enable t h e 
geese to w a s h o u t the roots o f these p l a n t s f r o m the c l a y - s o i l b y d a b b l i n g 
a n d to e n a b l e the b irds to w a s h t h e i r bi l ls whi le e a t i n g . A s a resul t o f th is 
measure to c o n t r o l t h e Vegetation, Typha latifolia was n e a r l y e x t e r m i n a t e d 
f r o m the a r e a a n d dense reeds tanus were t h i n n e d o u t as wel l as r e d u c e d i n 
t o t a l a r e a . R e s u l t i n g f r o m the d i s a p p e a r e n c e o f Typha latifolia — w i t h its 
r e l a t i v e l y s h a l l o w g r o w i n g r h i z o m e s a n eas i ly o b t a i n a b l e f o o d —the geese 
p a r t l y s h i f t e d t h e i r f eed ing a r e a to s u r r o u n d i n g s t u b b l e f ields w i t h s p i l l e d 
cereal gra ins a n d b a r l e y seed l ings a n d to f ie lds w i t h y o u n g w i n t e r rape p l a n t s 
i n a u t u m n a n d to grass l ey a n d b a r l e y a n d w h e a t crops i n w i n t e r a n d s p r i n g 
( T a b l e 2). 

T h e O o s t v a a r d e r s p l a s s e n h a v e become the m o u l t i n g p lace for one o f the 
largest f l ocks o f n o n - b r e e d i n g Anser anser i n wes tern E u r o p e i n the last f i v e 
years . M o r e t h a n 6000 o f these b irds pass the p e r i o d o f w i n g m o u l t i n the 
a r e a . T h e f o o d consists m a i n l y o f grass d u r i n g t h e one o r t w o weeks p r i o r to 
m o u l t i n g a n d o f leaves of Phragmites d u r i n g the m o u l t i n g p e r i o d . T h e n u m b e r s 
o f geese o n the o t h e r t w o m o u l t i n g places i n t h e N e t h e r l a n d s , Stei le B a n k 
(peak n u m b e r s o f 2000 to 5000 geese i n the s tar t o f the 1960s) a n d V e n t j a g e r s -
p l a t e n (peak n u m b e r o f 1100 i n the e n d o f the 1960s) h a v e g r e a t l y decreased . 

S ince 1909 w h e n Anser anser d i s a p p e a r e d as a b r e e d i n g - b i r d i n the N e t h e r ­
l a n d s i t was f o u n d b r e e d i n g f r o m 1948 u p to a n d i n c l u d i n g 1952 a n d i n 1962 
a n d 1963 i n the Y s s e l m e e r p o l d e r s as the o n l v p lace i n the N e t h e r l a n d s 
(Dubbeldam, 1978). 
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Table VII12. 

Proportion (%) of Anser anser in various types of feeding 
habitat in Flevoland during autumn and spring migration before 
(Aug. 1972-April 1975) and after (Aug. 1976-April 1980) 

the water level of the marshland was raised 

Marsh­
land 

Grass-
ley Cereals Stubble-

fields 
Winter 

rape 
Ploughed 

A U G . - D E C . 
1 9 7 2 - 1974 60 2 1 19 9 8 
1 9 7 6 - 1979 10 1 4 41 38 8 

J A N . — A P R . 
1 9 7 3 - 1975 83 9 8 0 0 0 
1 9 7 7 - 1980 46 23 25 1 3 2 

Since 1970, two years after Southern Flevoland had been pumped dry, 
Anser anser has become a breeding bird of the new marshland. The number 
of pairs of breeding birds in the Oostvaardersplassen has increased to about 
200 since then. From this population the geese established themselves as 
breeding birds in a number of other localities in the Netherlands. Apart from 
these spontaneous Settlements, totalling about 250 pairs, Anser anser was 
introduced in the province of Friesland (about 70 pairs now) and settled as a 
breeding bird in Zeeuws Viaanderen from ancestors escaped from Zwin aviary 
on the Belgium border. Anser anser is a key factor in the ecosystem of that 
open Phragmites marsh of the Oostvaardersplassen (Poorter, 1979). Without 
any natural or artificial control of the Vegetation, the open spaces in the marsh­
land would quickly be covered by Phragmites australis and other marshplants 
and the marsh would lose its function as a place for shelter and food to many 
waterfowl species. 

The main effects of the activities of the geese on the V e g e t a t i o n are: 

— preventing the extension of the marsh V e g e t a t i o n by seedlings of Phrag­
mites and Typha. Seedlings that have been massively germinated on the 
naked mineral soil during dry summers are removed by the geese in 
autumn; 

— repelling the vegetational extension of Phragmites and locally forcing back 
Phragmites Stands in summer. 
Sterns and leaves of Phragmites are intensively grazed and damaged by 
the geese in summer during their moulting period. Following recovery of 
the plants in July and August the fresh leaves and stems are consumed or 
damaged again in September and early October. 

— Forcing back the V e g e t a t i o n of Phragmites and Typha in autumn and 
winter. Roots and rhizomes of these plant species are consumed by the 
geese in autumn and winter. 

Apart from Vegetation control, the geese could play an important role in the 
ecosystem of the marsh by fertilizing the water and feeding the detritus food 
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chain. About 80% of the consumed plant material is defecated smashed and 
undigested into the water (Owen, 1972). 
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