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NEW ACTION PLAN FOR THE LESSER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE,
ANSER ERYTHROPUS: ISSUES UNRESOLVED FOR WHICH ADVICE ISBEING ASKED
FROM THE SCIENTIFIC COUNCIL OF THE BONN CONVENTION

Introduction and background

The Lesser White-fronted Goose Anser erythropusisonethesmallest of the‘true geese’ inthegenera
Anser and Branta. The speciesisglobaly threstened, being recognised as Vulnerable by IUCN— The
World Conservation Union (IUCN, 2004), and ranked by BirdLife Internationa as‘SPEC 1" within

Europe, denoting a European speciesof globa conservation concern (BirdLife International, 2004). Itis
ligted on Annex 1 of the European Union Birds Directive (79/409/EEC), in Appendix | and I of the
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animas (CMS), in Column A of the
Action Plan under the AfricanEurasan Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) and in Annex |1

‘Strictly protected species’ of the Bern Convention.

Lesser White-fronted Geese are long- distance P earctic migrants, currently breeding discontinuoudy in
the sub-arctic zone from northern Fennoscandia to eastern Siberia. The wintering/staging areass and
migration routes are only partialy known (see map in draft Action Plan).

Four subpopul ations can be recogni sed, three of which are considered to be surviving components of the
species formerly more extendve breeding range. The fourth subpopulation, in Sweden, has been
developed by the release of captive-bred birds and establishment of a human-modified flyway to the
Netherlands. The three wild subpopulations have al shown dramatic declines in recent decades and
continue to decrease rgpidly, due primarily to hunting pressure and rebitat loss. The reintroduced
Swedish population is increasng dowly and shows high adult survival rates, but expert views differ
markedly in reaion to theethica and particularly scientific meritsof captive breeding, reintroduction and
flyway manipulation as conservation tools.

The 1996 Internationd Action Plan prepared for BirdLife International on behdf of the European
Commission (Madsen 1996) is outdated. Under the auspices of AEWA arevision process has started
on a contractua basis with BirdLife Internationd in co-operation with some independent experts (Mr.
Tim Jones and Dr. Gerard C. Boere).



It was known that within the group of expertsinvolved in the activities related to the conservation of the
species, srong differencesin view exist on various activities planned to be undertaken in the near future.
These differences concern in particular the genetic aspects of captive and released birds, further

modifying flyways and further re-stocking and re-introduction of birds and are geographicaly in fact
restricted to the wild Fennoscandian subpopulation and reintroduced Swedish subpopulation.

| nternationa meetingsfocusing on the conservation of the species have been hdd regularly, most recently
in Odessa, Ukraine (March 2004), Edinburgh, UK (April 2004) and most importantly the recent meeting
in Lammi, Finland (April 2005) with al relevant people present (over 50 participants). The technicd
presentations and discussions at these meetings have been drawn on in preparing the new draft Action
Han.

The discussons in Lammi made clear that probably no consensus can be reached on some important
issues to be dedlt with in the new Action Plan. Also the amount of comments by the Lammi workshop
participants on the new draft Action Plan, circulated soon after the workshop, did not lead to a
consensus position on most of the controversia issues in relation to specificaly the Fennoscandian
population.

To avoid misunderstanding it must be stated that thereisavery high degree of consensus on the causes
of the declineand it isthe wide spread unsustainable (and oftenillegd) hunting during migration andinthe
wintering areasthat isthemogt criticd threet factor. Thiswasthemain reason for the Swedishinitiativein
the eighties (Mr. Lambert von Essen ¢.s.) to establish anew safeflyway to Western Europe, notably the
Netherlands, where the species is not hunted during migration and wintering.

At the Lammi workshop, (Finland, 1-2 April 2005), at the suggestion by BirdLife c.s,, participants
agreed to request the opinion of the Scientific Council of the Bonn Convention on these controversid
issues and serioudy takeinto account the advice of the Scientific Council in guiding their future actions.

The Scentific Council has previoudy beeninvolved in the matter duringitssession in September 2002in
Germany, onthebasisof an overview report from WCMC and ord presentations. Pending the advice of
the Scientific Council, the Action Plan has not been findised but theissues on which no consensus could
be reached have been placed in square brackets.

With this cover note formulating the precise questions, we a so submit the new draft Action Plan which
includesfurther commentsand information from the participants of the Lammi workshop as gppropriate
and anumber of publications and scientific papers focussing on the controversid issues.

An interesting element in the discussion is a recent ruling by the Council of State of the Netherlands
(which includes the Highest Adminigrative Court; their ruling is binding for everybody including the
Government) of March and December 2004, obliging the Dutch Minister of Agriculture, Nature and
Food Qudity to issue astudy for the establishment of Natura 2000 stesfor the Swedish re-introduced
popul ationwhich wintersin the Netherlands. The Council of State considersthe birds as Lesser White-
fronted Geese and sees thelr protection as part of the binding EU Bird Directive, regardless of their
origin or genetic profile of which the Council of State was aware. Their ruling is aso based on acase
decided by the EU Court in Luxembourg asiis clear from the following citation:



“It follows from the case law of the Court referred to above that Article 4(1) of the Birds
Directive does not allow the Member Satesto make a policy decision to the effect that no Special
Protection Areas should be designated for the lesser white-fronted goose. That provision does not
allow for a distinction to be made according to the level of genetic purity of the birds concerned.
Nor can the alteration by human intervention of the migratory route of the lesser white-fronted
goose constitute a reason not to designate an SPA for that species” .

However, they did not consder the possible implications of genetic contamination of the reintroduced
population. It isthere were the advice of the Scientific Council could dso be hdpful.

The synthesis report on the Lesser White fronted Goose as prepared for the Scientific Council of the
Convention on Migratory Species (UNEPWCMC 2002/final verson 2003) is Hill a vauable
background document. An extremely well documented internet portd  www.piskulka.net provides
regularly updated news, links and literature references (with down-loadable PDF files) for dl maiters
concerning Lesser White-fronted Geese.

Specific issues and questions

Background

Genetic sudies have shown that some individuas within the captive breeding populations used for the
Finnish and Swedish reintroduction/restocking programmes are carrying DNA of other goose species,
notably Greater White-fronted Goose but probably also Greylag Goose. It isconcluded that thisarose
through hybridisation in captivity as so far no introgresson has been found in thewild population. There
isarisk that released birdsin Sweden, carrying DNA from other goose species could pair and breed
with birdsfrom thewild Fennoscandian popul ation and that, given the Fennoscandian and Centrad Asan
populations partidly overlap outside the breeding season, contamination of the Centrd Adan birdscould
aso occur. Thereisnot afull consensus among Lesser White-fronted Goose stakehol ders concerning
thesgnificanceof thisrisk in practice. Neverthdess, further releasesin Sweden of captive-bred birdsare
formally suspended since 1999 (though afew Lesser White front’ s were released in Finland in 2004).
The expert workshop held in Lammi, Finland in March/April 2005, agreed that any future releases, if at
al, should only be based on ageneticaly ‘clean’ new stock derived from birds from the wild.

The Swedish authorities are currently negotiating with Russian counterpartsto try to obtainwild birdsto
build up a new captive-bred population from which future releases can be made. Plans exis dso in
Germany on asmilar project, including birds dready held in captivity.

Some expertsbelieve that the establi shed free-flying, reintroduced Swedish popul ation (reproducing now
without any human interference) should be caught and taken back into captivity or eiminated in full.
Thereisno consensus on this point and the Swedish authorities among others, argue that the free-flying
reintroduced population should be maintained. This position is reinforced by a recent decison of the
Council of State's High Adminidrative Court in The Netherlands, ruling that a survey should be
undertaken to establish Specid Protection Areas for wintering birds from the reintroduced Swedish
population (see details in your documentation).



The l[UCN Guiddines for Reintroductions, issued in 1995 by the [UCN Species Surviva Commission
(SSC), have no formd legd status but are generdly regarded as the most authoritative internationaly
published guidance on species reintroductions. While conformity with the [UCN Guiddines has often
been cited by both proponents and opponents of Lesser White-fronted Goosereintroductioninitiatives,
the guidance actudly doesn't extend to the more controversa aspects of the Lesser White-front
programmes, namey the possible intro-regresson of dien DNA into the wild populaion and
modification of flyways.

The guidelines provide guidance on genetic issuesin generd:

“ An assessment should be made of the taxonomic status of individuals to be re-
introduced. They should preferably be of the same subspecies or race asthose which were
extirpated, unless adequate numbers are not available. An investigation of historical

information about theloss and fate of individual sfromthere-introduction area, aswell as
molecular genetic studies, should be undertaken in case of doubt as to individuals

taxonomic status. A study of genetic variation within and between populations of thisand
related taxa can also be hel pful. Special careisneeded when the population haslong been
extinct”

Choice of release site and type: Ste should bewithin the historic range of the species. For
an initial re-enforcement there should be few remnant wild individuals. For a re-
introduction, there should be no remnant population to prevent disease spread, social

disruption and introduction of alien genes.

“ It isdesirable that source animals come fromwild populations. If there is a choice of
wild populationsto supply founder stock for translocation, the source population should
ideally be closely related genetically to the original native stock and show similar

ecological characteristics (morphology, physiology, behaviour, habitat preference) to the
original sub-population. (4th bullet point.). If captiveor artificially propagated stockisto
be used, it must be from a population which has been soundly managed both
demographically and genetically, according to the principles of contemporary
conservation biology” .

However the underlying case may be areedy too complicated to easily follow the guiddines. To mention:

the wild popuation is now amog extinct in Finland and Sweden.

the remaining Norwegian population is extremdy smdl and amost certainly too smdl to bethe
basis of anew captive stock.

Thereis dready afree-living population from a previous re-introduction (re- stocking may beif
somewild birdsmay have gill been around in Sweden) with genetic materid causing concernon
the one hand (pollution with genes from GWfG) but containing a the sametimeto avery large
extend the origind genetic materid from the Fernoscandian population.

The activities under discussion rdate directly to the following countries: Finland, Netherlands, Norway,
Russan Federation (most likely source of any future wild- caught breeding stock), Sveden and Germany.



Key issues, options and alternativesto be decided on for the new Action Plan

There are three key issues on which expert opinion is currently divided. Under each heading, three/four
possi ble questiong/optiong/dternatives are presented rel ated to these key issues. For each of themthese
roughly equate to (i) continuation with little or no change from the stuation prior to the voluntary
moratorium on releases, (i) continuation subject to implementation of additional safeguards; (iii)
permanent suspenson.

Captive breeding options and alter natives

Captive- breeding and reintroducti on/restocking resumes, using the exigting socksin Finland and
Sweden which have been tested on their genetic originto avoid releasing birdswith dien genes.
This is chalenged by some genetic experts mentioning that nuclear DNA from other species
cannot be detected. Germany has not yet sarted its planned captive breeding program but there
aremany birdsin captivity.

Captive-breeding continuesin anew way, but using only geneticadly ‘pure’ birds derived from
wild-caught stock (adults young, eggs). Given the sze of the existing wild population in

Fennoscandiathe birds for this programme have to be taken from the Russian populations. No
decision has been taken who would be respons ble, whereit should take place and who paysfor
the costs.

Reintroduction takes only place when the Fennoscandian popul ation isgoneextinct. A problem
might be: who determinesthat moment given remoteness of the breeding areas and uncertainties
of the presence of scattered wild breeding pairsin Sweden and Finland. No re-stocking aslong
asthere are wild birds left in Fennoscandia

Captive-breeding and reintroduction/restocking is permanently suspended; aso when the
Fennoscandian population goes extinct.

Free-flying reintroduced population options and alter natives

The existing reintroduced Swedish/Dutch popul ation continuesto be free-flying, and isalowed
to evolve without further human intervention; but see the problem formulated below on a
possble interbreeding with the exising very smal wild Fennoscandian, presently mainly
Norwegian, population.

Possible additiona releasesfrom present captives stocks, only if released birdsare provento be
geneticaly ‘clean’. Thisischalenged asapossihility for reasonsthet dien genesin nudear-DNA
cannot be detected.

Poss ble additiond releases, only if released birdsare geneticdly ‘ clean’ and comefromthenew
breeding stock derived fromwild birds; thisapproach will take at least 5-8 years(not to mention
cogis involved..!) and as a consequence the moratorium for releases from the present stocks
should continue.

The exigting reintroduced Swedisv/Dutch population is captured, individuas are geneticdly
screened and any birds deemed likely to pose arisk of introgresson of dien DNA into thewild
population are removed; the remaining birds are released again (though some genetics experts
ing & that the best-availabletechnology <till doesnot provide 100% guaranteethat dl geneticaly
‘contaminated’ birds can be identified.

The exigting reintroduced Swedis/Dutch population is removed from the wild in its entirety to
avoid any risk on genetic agpects to the existing smal wild population.



Flyway modifications options and alter natives

Initiatives for the creation of new human-modified ‘ safe’ flyways continue exactly asat present.
This concernsthe present Swedish population and plansfor an additiond flyway from northern
Sweden/Finland to Germany, using ultra:light aircraft techniques to guide the birds. Finland,
Norway and Sweden have so far rgjected to support the German plans using ultralightsin the
light of the present discussions on genetics etc. Sweden has, on the longer term, no objections
however only from the point of view of the principle as such and is not against a pilot project;
provided other countriesalong thisroute agree aswell. The proposed new wintering area, the
Lower Rhine Ddta, isnot regularly used by wild Lesser White-fronts, though the species stlages
annudly in smdl numbersin the eastern part of the country.

Initiatives for the cregtion of new human-modified ‘safe flyways continue, subject to the
implementation of additiond measures advised by the Bonn Scientific Council.

Initiatives for the creetion of additiond flyways are completely abandoned.

Specific questionsfor the Scientific Council of the Bonn Convention

The above describes the various options and dternatives possble, presently most reevant for the
Fennoscandian population but population elsawhere decline aswell and may befaced in the near future
with Smilar problems and discussons.

Below anumber of more generic and fundamental questionswhich in fact needsto be answered before
choices can be made from the option’s and dternatives for the three main issues under debate.

Does each of the exising and planned reintroduction/restocking and flyway modification
initiatives for Lesser White-fronted Goose fully implement current international best- practice
standards and guidelines? |sthere experience esewherein the world on Smilar cases?
Although carriers of dien genes were screened in present captive stocks using best available
techniques and scientific methods, some genetic experts argue that only femde carriers can be
identified through mtDNA andlysis but carrier males not. What further measures are needed to
certainly exclude carriers of dien genes from breeding stocks?

Doesthe presence of genetic materia from other goose speciesin the present captive-breeding
stock, if ill present in spite of the above cleaning process, represent a tangible threat to wild
Lesser White-fronted Geeseif birdsare released and in what sense? If so, what measures must
be taken?

Doesthe highly likely presence of genetic materia from other goose speciesin the present free-
flying reintroduced popul ation represent atangible threat to wild Lesser White-fronted Geese?
If s, what measures must be taken additiond to thefact that no other birds have been released
since 1999 and that the present population of about 100 birds wintering in the Netherlands,
contains aready birds born in the wild? This issue is a particular concern of the Norwegian
Government that the remaining very smal wild population may interbreed with the Swedish free
flying population which probably till contains a number of birds with dien genes.



Could reintroduction/restocking and flyway modification continue in the future as an integra
element of the internationa consarvation Action Plan for Lesser White-fronted Goose in
particular as a pre-cautionary conservation measure for the amost extinct Fennoscandian
population? Thisonly under the condition that al released birds are from a captive sock newly
st up with birds taken from the wild and with the gppropriate taxonomic satus.

If flyway modification continueswhat methods should be preferred: foster parents (asused inthe
Swedish project) or ultra-light airplanes as used e.g. in the USA and proposed for the German
initigive?

What is the opinion of the Scientific Council on the genetic consegquences of restocking with
birds from the western Russian population? Does the Fennoscandian population represent a
unique genetic characteristics or the differencein haplotypeisonly the result of recent isolation?
Does the restocking with birds from Russia present any tangible risk to the existing popul ation,

notably the smal Norwegian breeding population? Should it wait until the existing population
goes extinct?
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