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INTRODUCTION

Large numbers of Red Knots Calidris canutus were discov-
ered migrating in spring through Balsfjord and Porsanger-
fjord in N Norway in the early 1980s. In 1985 and 1986, a
joint research project by Durham University, England, and
Tromsø University, Norway, was carried out in Balsfjord.
This showed that knots staging there in spring belonged to the
subspecies C. c. islandica which winter in W Europe and
breed in Greenland and NE Canada (Davidson & Evans
1986, Davidson et al. 1986, Davidson & Wilson 1992). A
study in Porsangerfjord in spring 1987 showed that the knots
staging there were also C. c. islandica (Wood et al. 1988).
Up to that time, it was thought Iceland was the last staging
area used by all islandica knots before the final flight to their
breeding grounds (Fig. 1).

The studies in the 1980s yielded records of two movements
by Norwegian colour-marked knots: one within-year sighting
in N Iceland and one sighting in SW Iceland in a later year.
There was also one ringing recovery of a Norwegian bird in W
Greenland in a later year on the Icelandic route to the breed-
ing grounds (Fig. 2). Therefore it is possible that some birds
switch their final staging area between N Norway and Iceland.
In 2004, two birds were sighted in Porsangerfjord, which had
been colour-marked in W Africa. This is the wintering area of
C. c. canutus which breeds in Siberia. These records raised two
possibilities: either some islandica winter in W Africa or
canutus also use Porsangerfjord.

There has been no detailed research on the Norwegian
knots since 1987 and those staging in Porsangerfjord have
been little studied. The numbers, distribution, food resources,
migration, departure directions and exact breeding areas are
poorly known and there exists insufficient data to make a
management plan for the protection of the stopover.

In this paper we present preliminary results of the first year
of a three-year study of the spring migration of knots through
Porsangerfjord.

STUDY SITE

Porsangerfjord (70°N 25°E) is the most northerly spring stag-
ing site for Red Knots in the world (Fig. 3). It is on the same
longitude as Istanbul and equidistant between potential breed-
ing areas in Siberia and NE Canada. It is 120 km long and,
at its maximum, 20 km wide. Only the inner 70 km are im-
portant for knots. Temperatures in mid-May 2005 were 2–
4°C, increasing to 10°C in late May. The tidal range is 1–2
m and the intertidal area 48.7 km2. Lille Porsangerfjord to the
northeast is an arm of Laksefjord (Fig. 3), with 7.3 km2 of
intertidal mudflats. The two fjords can be regarded as one
complex as knots move between them.

METHODS

Fieldwork took place from 14 May to 5 June. On most days,
the whole of the study site was counted at high tide. On 21
May, all the islands in Porsangerfjord were counted at high
tide from the air using a two-seater aircraft and from the sea
using a high-speed boat. The aerial survey took two hours and
the boat survey six hours. Intertidal areas were measured with
an electronic planimeter from 1:50,000 maps. It was not clear
whether the areas depicted on the maps were those at neap,
spring or mean tides.

About 700 Red Knots have been individually colour-
marked in Mauritania, West Africa, 2,500 in the Dutch
Wadden Sea, 500 in the German Wadden Sea and small num-
bers at Alert, Ellesmere Island, Canada. All birds have a com-
bination of 5 colour rings and each scheme has its own unique
marker flag and/or colour ring. Considerable time was used
in searching for marked birds using 20–60× telescopes.
Whenever possible, colour combinations were checked 2–3
times to ensure accuracy.

All data collection was standardised and entered onto
forms for later analysis.
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We report the results for 2005 of the Norwegian Knot Project, a three-year project to study the spring stopover
of Red Knots in Porsangerfjord, N Norway. The peak count was 34,000, but allowing for local movements and
turnover we estimate that a total of 38,000 knots staged in 2005. Three thousand five hundred and ninety-six
were seen departing in an N-NW direction suggesting that they were the islandica subspecies heading for
breeding grounds in Greenland and NE Canada. Sightings of individually colour-marked knots indicate that a
substantial proportion of the stopover population are islandica that winter in the Wadden Sea. Although two
colour-marked birds from the main canutus wintering grounds in W Africa had been seen at Porsangerfjord
in 2004, there was no evidence that such birds occurred in 2005.


