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Variation in bill colour among Greylag Geese Anser anser breeding

in south-west Scania

HAKON KAMPE-PERSSON

The anser subspecies of the Greylag Goose Anser anser
was earlier distributed over most of Europe, between the
ranges of sylvestrisin the west and rubirostrisin the east.
Itshill colour was orange. | examined the bill colour of 97
trapped breeding adults from the province of Scaniain
1995-1998. | used asix-gradescalefromorange(l) to pink
(VI). Most birds were intermediate (111), afew had pink
bills (V=V1), but none had an orange one (I). Two expla-
nations are examined: fauna falsification by introduction
of rubirostris birds, which is known to have taken place
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severa times, and inclusion of rubirostris genes into the
small 20th century popul ation of anser birdsby rubirostris
individual s that have reached the anser range naturally; a
few suchwinter vistorsareknown. | concludethat themost
likely explanation is the deliberate introduction of
rubirostrisbut the other alternative cannot yet beruled out.
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TheGreylag Goose Anser anser hasalargebreeding
range, extending from Iceland across Europe,
southern Siberiaand north-central AsiatothePecific,
and from northern Norway to southern Turkey
(Kampe-Persson 2002). Three subspecies are
recognized; sylvestris in Iceland, Scotland and
Norway, rubrirostris from south-east Europe and
eastwards, and anser intherangesituatedin between.
Reportedly, the bill is orange, with some pink only
behind the nail and along the cutting edges, in the
western part of the species’ range, and wholly pink
in the eastern part (Cramp & Simmons 1977). The
border between orange-billed anser and pink-billed
rubrirostris evidently is situated somewhere in
Hungary (van den Bergh 2002).

The Greylag originally bred over the whole of
Europe, before excessive hunting and habitat
destruction led to a disjunt distribution. The
population sizeswere probably at their lowest inthe
1920sand 1930s. In Scania, for instance, therewere
only between 20 and 25 breeding pairsin the early
1930s, chiefly at fish-ponds in Perstorp (Rosenius
1937). Duringthelast 50years, therehavebeenlarge
increases in numbers and range in Europe, mainly
owing to reduced persecution and improved feeding
conditions throughout the year (Kampe-Persson

2002). The Swedish population, for instance,
increased from 200-300 pairs to c. 25,000 pairs
during thelast half a century. The restoration of the
former breeding rangewasassi sted by introductions
in many areas, often involving non-native birds.

In south-west Scania, a long-term study of the
breeding ecol ogy of the Greylag Goosewas|aunched
in 1985 (Nilsson 1998). Notwithstanding the study
popul ationwasnot established until inthelate 1960s
and early 1970s, it had grown to 910 breeding pairs
in2001 (Nilsson 1998, Nilsson et al. 2002). Greylag
Geese breeding in Scania before the population
decline were described as orange-billed (Nilsson
1858). Under the present circumstances, having
recovered from such an extremely low population
size, it might be justified to ask: Do also today’s
breeders in Scania have orange hills?

Tocheckthis, bill col our wasdetermi ned according
to a six-graded scale, ranging from orange to pink
(Hudec& Rooth 1970), whileneck-collaring Greylag
Geese in the study area in 1995-1998 (Persson
2000). Intotal, datawere obtained from 97 breeders
at Lakes Klosterviken, Borringesjon, Fjéllfotason
andY ddingen. Therewasnosignificant differencein
bill colour between the sexes (x%=5.51, P>0.1). The
majority of thebirdshad anintermediate bill colour,
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afew had a pink bill, but none had an orange one
(Figure 1). With a generous definition of the word
orange, most intermediates might beincludedin the
19th century description of an anser bill, but not the
pink ones. So, which isthe origin of the pink bills?
Two possibilities must be considered.

One possibility isthat at least one male from the
native range of rubrirostris was recruited into the
study population. However, native rubrirostrisis a
rare vagrant in the East Atlantic flyway, and thereis
no evidence of any dispersal tothisflyway. Theonly
known large influx of rubrirostris was recorded
during the very cold winter of 1979, when as many
as 372 birds were found in The Netherlands on 24
February (van den Bergh 2002). On 20 October
2003, at least 1015 rubirostris geese staged at
Skateldv, province of Smaland (Leo van den Berg,
pers. comm.)

Another possibility isthat the occurrence of pink
billsistheresult of faunafalsification. The earliest
knownintroduction of rubrirostrisintothebreeding
range of anser took place in May 1929, when six
birdswere brought from Indiato Kalmarsund (Berg
1930, 1937). The most famous case, however, was
the introduction of six rubrirostris to the Zwin
Reservein Belgium in 1956 (Lippens 1966). Other
introductionsof rubrirostris, using birdsfrom Zwin,
took place in France, The Netherlands and England
(Riols 1994, Sharrock 1976, Teixeira 1979). Of
Greylags ringed as breeders at Zwin, 21 were
recovered abroad, including two from Sweden
(Lippens & Wille 1972), and a great number of the
rubrirostrissightingsalong the East Atlantic flyway
inthe 1960sand 1970swere of Zwin birds. Also my
own sightings of rubrirostrisin Sweden, at Trolle-
Ljungby on 29 October 1977 and at S6draSandby on
8 February and 10 March 1978, probably concerned

such abird. The Zwin rubrirostris later hybridised
with anser and gradually the rubrirostris charac-
teristics disappeared from this population (Nilsson
et al. 1999). However, do these disappearing
characteristicsrefer to both plumageand bill colour?
Moreover, genetic studiesshowed marked differences
between breedersin The Netherlands and Scaniain
the mid-1990s (Blaakmeer 1995).

Thelargemobility amongbreedersat Zwinstrongly
indicates that dispersal in at least some naturalised
populations might be similar to that in native birds.
Natal dispersal in the study population in Scania
ranges0-1,000km (Nilsson & Persson 2001). There
areno reports of the whereabouts of therubrirostris
brought to Kamarsund, but the main wintering area
of birdsbelongingtothislocal population at thetime
of introduction was the Guadalquivir Marismas in
south-west Spain (Berg 1930, 1937).

For the time being, not only the origin of the pink
billsisunknown but al sowhenthey first occurred, as
well asif they occur also outsidethe study area. Data
to show light upon these questions are scanty,
especially whenrestricting to sourcesbased onlarge
samples. The examination of between 300 and 400
Greylagsin Denmark intheearly 20" century did not
reveal asingle individual with apink bill (Schigler
1925). In Utterslev Mosein Copenhagen during the
years 19622003, none of the breeders and only
three of themoultershad apink bill (Henning Jensen
inlitt). On Gotland, on the other hand, 28.9% of 381
moulters examined during the years 1969-1975
were pink-billed (von Essen 1982). However, these
birds came from a large area, many of them from
Central Europe.

Themost plausibleexplanationfor theoccurrence
of Greylag Geesewith pink billsinthe Scanian study
population is that it was brought about by fauna

Figure 1. Division according to bill colour
of breeding Greylag Geese in south-west
Scania, 1995-1998. Colour classes (after
Hudec & Rooth 1970) rangefromorange(l)
to pink (VI).

Uppdel ning efter n&bbfarg avgragasshéck-
ande i sydvastra Skane &ren 1995-1998.
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Fargskalan (enligt Hudec & Rooth 1970)
stréacker sig fran orange (1) till skar (VI).
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falsification, and that at least one of the recruitsin
this area was a descendant from introduced rub-
rirostris. That a bird from the native range of
rubrirostrisdispersedto Scaniaisunlikely, but cannot
befully ruled out however. Detailed genetic studies
might reveal the origin of pink bills, whilestudiesin
other parts of the flyway can reveal how common
pink bills are. Presumably, the frequency of pink-
billed individuals declines the further away one
movesfromsiteswhereintroductionsof rubrirostris
took place.
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Sammanfattning

Nabbfargsvariation bland gragass Anser anser
héckandei sydvastra Skane.

Gragasensvidautbredningsomrédestrécker sigfran
Island till StillaHavet, samt fran nordligaste Norge
till sodra Turkiet. Arten representeras av tre raser;
sylvestrisi Island, Skottland och Norge, rubrirostris
frén sydostra Europa och ésterut, samt anser i mel-
lanliggande omrade. Enligt uppgift ar nabben hu-
vudsakligen orange i véastra delen av utbredning-
somradet och helt skér i den dstra. Grénsen mellan
orangefargade anser och skara rubrirostris gar né-
gonstansi Ungern.

Gragéasen hackade ursprungligen 6ver hela Euro-
pa, innan hansyndos jakt aret om ledde till en
osammanhéangande utbredning. Fataligast var arten
p& 1920- och 1930-talet, da det till exempel endast
fanns 2025 par i Skane. Under det senaste hal vsek-
let har arten Okat kraftigt 6verallti Europa; i Sverige
frén 200-300 par till c:a 25.000 par. Fore popula-
tionsminskningen hade grégass hackande i Skane
orangeférgade ndbbar.

For att kontrolleraom detsammagéller &venidag
anvandesen sexgradig skala, |6pandefrén orangetil|
skér, for att faststéllanabbfargen hosde 97 hackande
gragass som halsringmérktes i Klosterviken, Bor-
ringesjon, Fjallfotagon och Yddingen under aren
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1995-1998. Mg oriteten av f&glarnavisadesighaen
intermediar ndbbfarg, nagra hade skar nabb, men
ingen hade en orange. Med en generds definition av
ordet orange kan de flestaintermedidrernainklude-
rasi 1800-tal ets beskrivning av en anser-nabb, men
inte de skara. S&, vilket ar ursprunget till de skara
nabbarna?

En majlighet & att minst en hanne fran det ur-
sprungliga hackomradet for rubrirostris rekryterats
till den undersokta populationen. Vildarubrirostris
ar emellertid sdllsynta géster i den atlantiska flytt-
ningskorridoren, och det finns inga bevis for att
négon fagel skulle ha spritt sig hit.

En annan mojlighet &r att de skarandbbarna &r ett
resultat av faunaforfalskning. Den tidigast kdnda
introduktionen av rubrirostris till hackomradet for
anser skedde i maj 1929, da sex faglar togs frén
Indien till Kalmarsund. Det mest kénda exemplet
daremot & introduktionen av sex rubrirostris till
Zwin-reservatet i Belgien 1956. Ytterligare intro-
duktioner av rubrirostris, utnyttjande faglar frén
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Zwin, skedde i Frankrike, Nederlanderna och Eng-
land. Av hackande gragéss ringmarktai Zwin ater-
fanns21i utlandet, inklusive2i Sverige, och ett stort
antal av rubrirostris-observationernai den atlantis-
ka flyttningskorridoren under 1960- och 1970-talet
gdlldeféglar fran Zwin. Den storardrligheten bland
héackfaglarna i Zwin & en stark indikation pa att
spridningsférmagan hos atminstone négra av de
naturaliserade populationerna kan vara densamma
som hos vilda gragass. Ungfagelspridningen i den
skanska populationen varierar mellan 0 och 1,000
km.

Den rimligaste forklaringen till forekomsten av
grégass med skara ndbbar i den skanska popul atio-
nen & att det fororsakades genom faunaforfal sk-
ning, och att &tminstone en av de rekryterade faglar-
nai dettaomradevar enavkomlingtill introducerade
rubrirostris. Att minst en fagel rekryterats frén det
ursprungliga hackomradet for rubrirostris & osan-
nolikt, men kan inte helt och héllet uteslutas.





