Brent Geese

When wandering along Pickleridge during the winter you may notice a small flock of black and white
geese either on the water or grazing on the grass. These are Brent Geese and most years there is a
flock around the Cleddau which migrates between the Gann and the waters of Angle Bay. These birds
are the “pale bellied” form of Brent Geese, the subspecies known as “hrota”. They first arrived here
in the mid 1990s and because a number of birds have colour rings on their legs, we now know a
great deal about where they come from.

Our Pale-bellied Brents are from the ECHA (East Canadian High Arctic) flyway population. They breed
very far north in Canada, and overwinter mainly in Ireland, although some birds, like ours, also go to
western and southern Britain, the Channel Islands and France (mainly Normandy). They stay for a
considerable period in spring and autumn in Iceland and have a hazardous trip over the Greenland
Icecap in between Iceland and their breeding areas.

Those birds with rings have mostly been ringed at Strangford Lough in Ireland by the Irish Brent
Goose Research Group, who have also carried out ringing expeditions in Iceland and Canada.
Because the rings are colourful and visible (one coloured ring on each leg, each with a single capital
letter on it) there are many reports of these birds which is how we now know a lot about their long
journeys each year.

So what does a Pale-bellied Brent Goose look like? It is a small goose, no larger than a Mallard, with a
greyish brown body and a completely black neck and head apart from the white barred neck patch.
This patch is much reduced in juveniles.
In the picture below, the Pale-bellied
individual is on the right — it does indeed
have a pale belly which contrasts sharply
with the dark neck.

On the left, is a Dark-bellied Brent Goose
ss bernicla. These birds form large flocks ™
in the winter in south and east

England. They breed in completely
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different locations from the Light-bellied birds, predominantly in northern Russia and they do not
usually mix in winter. So it is not usual to see both types of bird in the same photograph, but odd
stragglers of each sort tend to get mixed up with big flocks of the others. And we do indeed get the
occasional Dark-bellied bird in Pembrokeshire.
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