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What an impressive spectacle we are treated to
when large flocks of geese fly overhead, making
their way from field to marsh and back again! 

The population of Greater Snow Geese has
exploded since the 1960s, making these flights
of geese common during the migration period. 
A whole array of observation and interpretive
activities have been developed that capitalize 
on the boom in geese numbers, generating 
substantial economic benefits. 
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According to an assessment conducted by the Canadian Wildlife Service
and its partners, the annual harvest of geese has more than doubled and
this has had an immediate effect on population growth. Furthermore, the
spring harvest, combined with scaring activities in agricultural areas, has
had a complementary effect by curtailing breeding. Fewer geese are
breeding, they are laying their eggs later and their clutch size is smaller.  

It is estimated that, if the spring conservation
harvest and the collective scaring programme
not been put in place in 1999, the population
would have continued to expand at an annual
rate of nearly 8%.

Effect on habitats
The CWS assessment also showed that traditional Greater Snow
Goose habitats, although affected by the birds’ intensive and repetitive
grazing, have not undergone further degradation. This is true for both
the wetlands that characterize their Arctic nesting grounds and the
bulrush marshes of the St. Lawrence estuary. 
With respect to farm fields, it is reported that geese-induced damage
is more extensive, encompassing a larger number of areas, but that
the intensity of geese grazing is unchanged. Some years, crop damage
may exceed $1 million.
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The downside
Over the past 20 years, the geese have added crop fields to the foraging
sites they use during their migratory stopovers, a situation that largely
explains the sharp increase in their numbers. Today, Greater Snow Geese
pose a threat of irreversibly damaging their natural habitats through the
pressure exerted on resources by their large population. 

An initial management plan implemented in 1997
has helped to stabilize the growth rate of the 
population. Now the Canadian Wildlife Service
(CWS), which is part of Environment Canada,
has drawn up a second action plan, with the
goal of implementing sustainable integrated 
management of this precious natural resource.

Dramatic population growth
In the early 1900s, the total Greater Snow Goose population consisted
of fewer than 5,000 birds. By the late 1960s, there were approximately
25,000 geese. Then, the population exploded. In barely 40 years, and
especially since 1990, the population has grown so fast that the birds
now number almost one million! All of these geese stage twice a year
in southern Québec: in the fall, as they fly back from their breeding
grounds on Arctic islands, and in the spring, as they return from their
wintering grounds on the east coast of the United States.

Stabilization of the population  
The measures implemented under the 1997-2002 Action Plan quickly
produced results, stabilizing the growth of the population.  
Key measures of the 1997-2002 Action Plan:
• Introduction of a spring conservation harvest in agricultural areas;
• Authorization of certain hunting methods that were previously banned

(recorded bird calls, sneaking, bait);
• Increase in the daily bag limit from 12 birds to 20 per hunter, and

increase in the possession limit from 30 to 60. 

Snow Goose
Chen caerulescens

Subspecies: Greater Snow Goose  
Chen caerulescens atlantica

Weight: up to 3.5 kg 
(up to 2.7 kg for the Lesser Snow Goose)

1. 2005-2010 Action Plan for the Sustainable Integrated Management of the Greater Snow Goose in Québec



7

For a Better Quality of Life

This will entail keeping the continental population of geese healthy and
preserving the ecological integrity of their natural habitats. One of the
measures required is to determine a target population size for Greater
Snow Geese, which are still considered overabundant; this target size
will help to maintain balance among the ecological, social and economic
components.
Some of the approaches that the CWS has identified for achieving these
objectives are: 
• Maintaining the total annual harvest in Québec at the average level

of the past few years; 
• Making U.S. authorities aware of the need to increase the winter harvest

as a sustainable solution for controlling the continental population; 
• Maintaining quality reproductive and migration habitats to accommodate

as many geese as possible in the fall and spring; 
• Maximizing observation and hunting opportunities by seeking to draw

large flocks of geese to certain sites;
• Reviewing the crop damage prevention programme to make it more

effective; 
• Strengthening the agricultural compensation programme and providing

alternative solutions for farmers facing large losses year after year; 
• Continuing the cost-benefit approach that has been adopted, so that

all public and private sector stakeholders, including socio-economic
agencies, participate to a greater extent and carry out more concrete
actions.  

Knowledge acquisition
No sustainable management plan can produce long-term results if
decision making is not based on the latest scientific knowledge. That is
why much of the 2005–2010 Action Plan focuses on a series of activities
aimed at increasing knowledge of the population dynamics, the 
environmental effects of the overabundance of geese and the effects 
of the stabilization measures.
Some activities for enhancing current knowledge:
• Maintaining an accurate spring survey of the continental population

over the long term;  
• Carrying out scientific studies to monitor the population’s response

to management actions taken;  
• Communicating the scientific rationale for the actions taken and the

results achieved to partners, stakeholders and the public at large. 
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Important economic benefits
Hunting, recreational and educational activities associated with 
the staging of huge flocks of geese provide remarkable benefits for
Québec. In fact, according to a recent study commissioned by the
CWS, these activities related to the migratory flights of geese, including
Canada Geese, contribute economic benefits that are 20 times greater
than the costs incurred for research and resource management
together with the agricultural losses: $31 million in economic benefits
(half of which are direct effects) compared with $1.6 million in costs.
Observation activities alone generate 62% of these benefits, or more
than $19 million, with an additional $5 million coming from festivals and
interpretive centres. Hunting injects more than $6 million into Québec’s
economy. Scientific studies, technical surveys and management
expenses linked to the Greater Snow Goose population account for
about 45% of the costs.

A sustainable management plan
In its new 2005–2010 Action Plan, the CWS wants to continue reducing
the agricultural damage caused by geese, while maximizing the economic
benefits accruing from observation and hunting activities, in a sustainable
manner, for the benefit of future generations. 
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Partnerships
Many of these activities will call for the collaboration of regional
players with the CWS and its partners. Concerted action will be
encouraged with all stakeholders, including socio-economic agencies,
so that they realize the importance of the Greater Snow Goose for
the sustainable development of their regions, and so that they support
the development of this resource which is of local, regional and
national significance.  
Maintaining the Greater Snow Goose population at an optimal level,
to ensure the health of the population itself, to conserve its habitats
and to secure the many benefits generated for humans: this is the
sustainable management challenge that the Canadian Wildlife Service
and its partners intend to meet, with the help of local stakeholders.


