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WADER AND WATERFOWL COUNTS IN THE INTERNATIONAL WADDEN SEA AREA: THE
RESULTS OF THE 1981-82 SEASON

by Cor Smit

Introduction

For more than 15 yea.., counts ot a national level have been carried out in parts of the Wadden Sea, and some recent
publications (Busche 1980; Meltofte 1980; Smit & Wolff 1981) present data on total numbers, distribution, and temporal
variations in wader numbers in the Danish, Schleswig-Holstein and Dutch part of the Wadden Sea. Only a few, marginally
successful, attempts have been made to cover the whole Wadden Sea area snnultaneously. Results of only three counts
have been publlshed (Prater 1974; 1976a).

In spring 1980 a 3-4 year programme of simultaneous wader and waterfowl counts was agreed upon. Besides the annual
midwinter count, 2-3 complete counts should take place annually including all waterfowl from divers to gulls and terns.
Due to a joint effort of about 200 observers and coordination by Hans Meltofte, Karsten Laursen and Bent Otto Poulsen
(Denmark) , Peter Prokosch and Glinther Busche (Niedersachsen) and Piet Zegers (The Netherlands) during the 1980/81
season, we succeeded in carrying out five simultaneeus surveys in the Danish, German and Dutch parts of the Wadden

Sea (Fig.1). In this paper the results of these counts will be given and, for some species, the established numbers
will be compared with estimated flyway population sizes.

Methods

Because of a 7 hours difference in high tide between Den Helder in the west and Ho Bugt in the north, it is only
possible to carry out a camplete survey of the Wadden Sea area in one weekend when high tide is early in the morning
in its extreme western part. Because of short days in winter, it is sometimes impossible to cover the whole area in
one weekend.

The Dutch and Niedersachsen part of the Wadden Sea differ distinetly in character fram the part in Schleswig-Holstein
and Denmark. The western part of the Wadden Sea mestly is only 5-10 km wide, and the majority of the islands are
inhabited. During high tide most estuarine birds gather at roosting sites in polders, salt marshes or on high sand
flats, on the islands as well as on the mainland coast. Most of these areas can be covered by ground counts, although
some uninhabited islands have to be visited by boats. Generally aerial surveys are only needed to assess numbers of
grebes, ducks, gulls and terns. The eastern and northern parts of the Wadden Sea have a less distinct island chain.

On the seaward side and between the inhabited islands same bare and uninhabited high sands are situated. Additional
aerial surveys in this part of the Wadden Sea are a necessity to obtain a cemplete coverage of waders and other species.
In the Dutch part of the Wadden Sea no aerial surveys have been carried out. As a consequence, the numbers of several
duck species represent only a part of the numbers actually present.

In spring and early summer the Wadden Sea islands accomodate thousands of breeding pairs of Black-headed Larus ridibundus,
Common L.canus, Lesser Black-headed L.fuscus, and Herring Gulls L.argentatus. In the Netherlands and Germany, these
breeding colonies aré not generally visited durmg the counts. The figures yielded in spring therefore are highly
inaccurate for these species. Much the same is true for the tern colonies.

DENMARK
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Results of the counts

Count 1: 18-21 April, 1980 (Table 1). Weather conditions during the count were bad. There was a strong gale with
showers of rain, snow and hail (wind force 8-9B) fram the NW, resulting in high water levels all over the area. Salt
marshes and high sands mostly were completely flooded. As a result, the birds concentrated strongly. In some places
however, they roosted far inland out of sight of the observers. Visibility between the showers was good. In
Niedersachsen, the Leybucht-area could not be visited. In the German and Dutch parts of the Wadden Sea, breeding gulls
and terns were partially missed because they were already present on the breeding grounds on the islands and in the
mainland coast salt marshes. In The Netherlands these species are totally excluded from the results.

Count 2: 13-16 September, 1980 (Table 2). During the whole weekend there was a NW storm (up to 8-9B on Saturday). Salt
marshes were flooded over the whole area. Though weather conditions were slightly better than during the April count,
the same remarks on accuracy can be made. In the Dutch section it was impossible to visit same of the uninhabited
islands. Normally at this time of the year about 18-21% of the estuarine bird population of the Dutch part of the
Wadden Sea is in the non—visited part. The percentage of missed birds in other parts of the area is unknown, but the
Danish totals are considerably smaller than those recorded in previous years.

Count 3: 6-10. November, 1980 (Table 3). Weather conditions changed considerably during the days of this count. On
Saturday the count was hampered by fog and low water levels, especially in the Dutch section. As a result on scme
small uninhabited islands and about 10 km of the mainland coast no birds could be counted. Areas not visited normally
contribute 19-23% to the total number of waders of the whole Dutch Wadden Sea area and 16-20% of non-wader species.
In Denmark and Germany weather conditions on Saturday were moderate to good. On Sunday weather and water conditions
were excellent all over the area. More birds than ever before were observed in the Wadden Sea.

Count 4: 10-22 January, 1981 (Table 4). Due to short days and the difference in high tide between the western and
northern parts of the Wadden Sea, it was impossible to survey the whole area in one weekend. In the Dutch section the
count was carried out on 10/11 January and in the Danish and German part on 17/18 January. On both weekends weather
conditions were calm and good.Just before the first weekend and in the period in between the first and second, storms
swept the Wadden Sea with wind forces of 8B and more. In the Dutch part, same uninhabited areas remained unvisited.
The number of birds thereby remaining uncounted, however, only amounting to about 4-5%.

Count 5: 7-22 March, 1981 (Table 5). Weather conditions during the March count were very bad. Locally the wind was
strong (7-9B) while it was almost continuously raining. In Denmark fog hampered bird counting. As a result, in the
Dutch part of the Wadden Sea several uninhabited islands remained unvisited. Same coastal areas could be counted only
two weeks later. Consequently, not only did the counting dates in The Netherlands range fram 7 March to 22 March, but
as many as approximately 23-27% of all birds remained uncounted. Since part of the Herring Gull population in The
Netherlands was already present in the breeding colonies, this species was excluded from the Dutch totals.

Table 1: Results of the 18-22 April 1980 count

DK* SH* NS* NL* TOTAL
B.leucopsis 4700 6000 660 11360
B.bernicla 23470 58841 14475 56410 153196
T.tadorna 6170 3679 6909 8730 25488
A.penelope 12100 4150 - 1013 14665 31928
A.crecca 488 448 141 2390 4467
A.platyrhynchos 1280 476 2006 2250 6012
A.acuta 520 90 511 520 1641
S.mollissima 2740 5676 " 2480 16270 27166
H.ostralegus 32800 41442 63252 65110 202604
R.avosetta 724 1307 1476 4540 8047
C.hiaticula 205 186 454 450 1295
é.gexandr" drinus 22 26 251 22 321
P.apricaria 11500 7968 6098 15060 40626
P.5quatarola 2580 3404 3836 8270 18090
V.vanellus 1470 125 2628 ? 4223+
C.canutus " 284451 505 32750 317706
C.alba 151 144 690 490+ 1475+
C.alpina 142000 320455 116649 139145 718249
L.Iapponica 8810 27361 1926 29050 67147
N.arquata 3080 13061 16392 29155 61688
T.erythropus 15 230 285 530
T.totanus 2950 3013 7888 13940 27791
T.nebularia 167 53 59 140 419
A.interpres 12 535 1915 2562
Wader sp. 24 12000 12024
L.ridibundus 9830 16161 17068 ? 43059+
L.canus 5240 2120 1959 ? 9319+
L.argentatus 9510 13520 76074 ? 99104+

Other species: G.stellata 4, G. arctica 1, Gavia sp. 4, T.ruficollis 6,

P.cristatus 14, S.bassana 21, P.carbo 10, A.cinerea 78+ (this species was

ot counted in the German part), P, 1eucorod1a 27, C.olor 60, A.fabalis 10,

A.brachyrhynchus 220, A.albifrons 26, A.anser 1427, A.st stre@ra 8,

A. _qgerggedula 391, A.ferina 26, A. fullgula 196, A.marila 1, C.hyemalis 2,

M.n nigra 106, M. fusca 11, B. clangula 112, M.albellus 2, M. serrator 252,

M.merganser 76, F.atra 219+, C.dubius 2, C.minuta 189, C. ferrugmea 3,

C.maritima 260, P.pugnax 169, G.gallinago 129+, L. l].mosa 669+, N.phaecpus 159,
.ochropus 5, T. glareola 2, T.hypoleucos 36, L. minutus 16, L.fuscus 236+,

L.hyperboreus 7, L.marinus 555, Gull SP» 250 “s. sandv1cen51s 1153+, S.hirundo 245+,

S .paradisaea 84+ “S.albifrons 23+, C.niger 2, S.hir./parad. 986 (Lapwing and

most gull and tern spec1es were not counted in the Dutch part).

Total number of estuarine birds: 1,906,047
Total number of waders (excl. y.vanellus, P.apricaria, G.gallinago): 1,441,442,

* DK = Denmark, SH = Schleswig-Holstein (FRG), NS = Niedersachsen (FRG),
NL = The Netherlands.
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Discussion

In order to compare the results of the Wadden Sea counts with total population numbers, an attempt has been made to
estimate the latter. The results are listed in Table 6. Most recent information on wader numbers wintering along the
Mauritanian coast has been included, but there is still much uncertainty about numbers wintering along other parts
of the West African coast. Besides much is uncertain on migration routes of waders wintering here. Consequently,
perhaps some of the birds wintering along the West African coast should be excluded from what is called here East
Atlantic flyway population (for further details see Engelmoer 1982).

It has been mentioned before that weather conditions were bad during three of the five counts. In fact, weather
conditions only allowed the determination of reliable figures in November 1980 and January 1981. Data fram the other
three counts should, for most species, be regarded as minimum figures of the numbers actually present. Nevertheless,
once more the significance of the Wadden Sea:as a wintering and staging area for estuarine birds is clearly shown.
During count 1 (April 1980) the number of Brent Geese Branta bernicla (153,000) is striking. In January 1979 the
world population of Branta b, bernicla was estimated at 140,000 birds (Ebbinge et al. 1981). Our result makes it
probable that during the count practically the whole world population of this subspecies was present in the area.
High numbers were also recorded for Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus (approximately 25% of the estimated East
Atlantic flyway population). Avocet Recurvirostra avocetta (11%), Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola (11%), Dunlin
Calidris alpina (31%), Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lappenica (10%), and Curlew Numenius arquata (18%). Of the Knot
Calldris canutus population, 43% was present in the Wadden Sea. Since, in this time of the year, birds present in

W Europe are mainly from the Nearctic population, the proportion of the birds of this population was much higher
and may even have amounted to up to 90%. The total number of waders camprises 21% of the estimated size of the
total flyway population.

During count 2 (September 1980), a remarkable number of Shelducks Tadorna tadorna were counted: 143,175. Atkinson-—
Willes (1976) estimates the wintering NW European Shelduck population at 130,000. Most of the birds were present

in Niedersachsen and Schleswig-Holstein where in late summer the great majority of the NW European Shelduck
population moults flight-feathers. These moulting areas are left from mid-August on (Goethe 1981). Our count shows
that a month later large numbers still are present in the Wadden Sea area, though samewhat dispersed. Though counting
conditions were far from ideal, approximately 62% of the estimated East Atlantic Oystercatcher flyway population was
present in the Wadden Sea. Of Avocet 38%, Grey Plover 23%, Knot 38%, Dunlin 24% Curlew 29%, and Spotted Redshank
Tringa erythropus 11% were present. During the count at least 25% of the estimated total wader flyway population was
present in the Wadden Sea.

The great surprise of count 3 (November 1980) was the presence of 240,000 Shelducks, and 635,000 Oystercatchers
(approximately 78% of the East Atlantic flyway population). Other numerous wader species were Avocet (15%), Grey
Plover (10%), Knot (28%), Dunlin (26%) and Curlew (33%). The total number of waders camprises 24% of the flyway
population. :

During count 4 (January 1981), considerably fewer birds were observed, compared to the counts in September and
November, Among a total number of more than 1.4 million birds, about 791,000 waders were counted. This means that
about 11% of the East Atlantic wader flyway population winters in the area. The number of wintering waders is
somewhat higher than the estimates by Prater (1981) given in Table 6, which are based on data from 1978-81.
Approximately 55% of the flyway population of Oystercatchers appeared to be present in the Wadden Sea. For Knot this
was 10% (about 20% of the Nearctic population) and for Curlew 25%.

Count 5 shows that in March 1981 about 40% of the Oystercatcher flyway pepulation was present in the area. By this
time, these birds have already started to leave the Wadden Sea area for the breeding grounds. Other relatively
numerous species were Knot (13%), Dunlin (12%) and Curlew (21%). The total number of birds approximates 12% of the
total East Atlantic wader flyway population.
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Table 6: Number of waders (x1000) along the Atlantic coasts of Europe and Africa and in the Mediterranean basin. Numbers
for Africa are estimates for the whole East Atlantic flyway population wintering there, basexd on midwinter counts in
Morocco, Mauritania, Senegal, the Niger Valley, Namibia and South Africa.
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H.ostralegus 0.1 310.0 3.1 107.0 0.4 300.0 32,0 46.0 1.5 0.8 0.8 15 817
. Eirantonas - - - - - - - 1.0 0.2 0.1 . 10 1
R.avosetta - 2.1 - 0.4 - 0.1 - 17.0 3.5 12.7 15.0 20 M
g.}_uatlcula - + + + + 12.0 7.5 6.0 2.5 3.0 0.1 200 231
Q.ﬁexandrmus - - - - - - - 0.5 3.0 1.7 3.0 30 38
P.squatarola . 4,0 0.1 4.1 + 15.0 1.2 19.5 3.0 7.1 3.0 100 157
C.canutus - 25.0 - 21.0 - 250.0 30.0 19.0 1.2 0.5 0.1 400 747
g.aIE 0.1 3.0 4.1 0.8 0.7 10.0 2.0 1.1 0.7 0.3 0.2 150 173
C.minuta - - - - - - - 0.9 1.5 0.5 - 150 153
C.maritima - 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.3 18.0 ? 1.8 + + - - 21+
C.ferruginea - - - - - - - - - - - 400 400
C. 1na 3.2 120.0 0.6 74.0 0.7 500.0 115.0 330.0 25.0 52.0 70.0 1000 2291
L.limosa - - - - - 5.0 9.0 13.6 18.0 10.8 10.0 150 216
E.lag&gica - 12.0 0.2 6.1 - 50.0 18.0 11.0 0.3 5.3 0.1 600 703
N.arquata - 0.1 80.0 + 9.0 - 100.0 100.0 18.0 1.6 1.7 7.8 20 338
g.ﬁ - - - - - - - - 0.2 + - 50 50
T. erythropus - + - + - 0.1+ + 0.1 0.2 0.8 25 26
T.totanus 0.9 17.0 0.1 3.0 + 100.0 14.5 6.0 3.0 4.6 9.0 200 358
T.ne ria - + - + - 0.3 0.4 + 0.1 0.1 0.2 45 46
A.1nterpres - 2.4 2.0 2.3 0.7 25.0 5.0 2.5 0.5 0.3 0.3 50 91

Estimated total of the East Atlantic Flyway population 6,938,000 waders

CURRENT COLOUR-MARKING SCHEMES

Projects listed in the WSG register of colour-marking schemes, covering the Old World (or wader populations which may
migrate to the Old World) were given in full in WSG Bull 33 (pp.22-25) and updated in WSG Bull 34 (p.2). Further schemes
registered since then are:

Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus
Isle of May, Scotland (M.P.Harris, Hill of Brathens, Banchory, Kincardineshire AB3 4BY, GB) colour-rings

Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius

Wrockaw, Poland (T.Wesofowski, Dept. of Avian Ecology, Zoological Institute of Wrockaw University, Sienkiewicza 21,
50-335 Wroctaw, Poland) colour-rings

Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula
Vistula River, Poland (T.Weso¥owski; see Little Ringed Plover) colour=rings
Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus

SW Scania, Sweden (Paul E. Jonsson, Dept. of Animal Ecology, Ecology Building, University of Lund, $-223 62 Lund,
Sweden) colour-rings

Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria

Nottinghamshire, England (D.B.A.Thampson, Zoology Dept., Nottingham University, Nottingham NG7 2RD, GB) colour-rings
South Wales (P.N.Ferns, Dept. of Zoology, University College, Cardiff, GB) temporary colour-rings

Lapwing Vanellus vanellus
Sheffield, England (K.V.Tayles, 14 Blackbrook Road, Sheffield, S.Yorks S10 4LP, GB) colour-rings
Dunlin Calidris alpina

South Wales (Dr.P.N.Ferns; see Golden Plover) temporary colour-rings
Caithness, Scotland (Ms C.F.Tyson, 87 Eastern Avenue, Shoreham-by-Sea, West Sussex BN4 9PE, GB) temporary colour-rings

Curlew Numenius arquata

Castricum & Vlieland,Netherlands (J.L.Mulder, van Oldenbarneveldtweg 40, 1901 KC Castricum, Netherlands) colour-rings



