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Introduction

The Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria is one of 
the most numerous waders migrating through Europe. Of the 
four recognised flyway populations, three occur in Europe: 
P. a. altifrons breeding in NW Europe; P. a. altifrons breed-
ing in Iceland/Faeroes; P. a. apricaria with a fragmented 
breeding range to the south. Though they are geographi-
cally distinct during the breeding season considerable mixing 
occurs on passage and in winter: during autumn, the NW 
European P. a. altifrons population mixes with the much 
smaller population of P. a. apricaria breeding in southern 
Scandinavia, the Baltic States, Germany and Denmark. For 
practical purposes in this paper we combine these birds as the 
‘Continental group’. Concurrently, in Britain and Ireland, the 
Icelandic/Faeroese P. a. altifrons mix with the smaller local 
breeding population of P. a. apricaria. Again, for practicality, 
we refer to these birds as the ‘Atlantic group’. Better counts 
of flyway populations or groups are needed (Gillings 2003, 
2005, Piersma et al. 1987).

Since selected staging sites include both coastal areas and 
extensive inland areas, the Golden Plover is not well moni-
tored by established coordinated counts of coastal waders and 
dedicated surveys are needed. During the late 1970s, several 
countries independently counted Golden Plovers and ideas 
were mooted for a coordinated count, ideally in October or 
November when, at least for the Continental group, there is a 
‘bottle-neck’ (van Eerden & Keij 1979) of birds in countries 
bordering the North Sea. Not until October 1993 did this 
become a reality, when a total of 415,000 Golden Plovers 
was counted across Lower Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein and 
Denmark (Busche 1993, Flore et al. 1994, Rasmussen 1994). 
One conclusion from this 1993 survey was that future counts 
should be extended to include the Netherlands and countries 
around the Baltic Sea. 

Acting on this conclusion, a coordinated count was planned 

for October 2003. The main objectives of the count were to 
assess population size and identify the most important sites 
along the autumn migration route throughout north-western 
Europe. It also provided an opportunity to investigate whether 
changes in hunting pressure, farm management and climate 
over the intervening 10 years had affected numbers and dis-
tributions. Some national and regional results have already 
been published (Table 1) but this paper aims to give a flyway-
level overview.

Method

The count was drafted as an International Wader Study 
Group (WSG) Project. This gave it the advantage of working 
within an international framework that provided contacts with 
potential national coordinators and publicity through the WSG 
Bulletin to potential counters. The countries surveyed along 
with the named country coordinators are given in Table 1 
and shown in Fig. 1. Coordinators were given guidelines to 
ensure a similar approach across countries. The main count 
date, Saturday 11 October 2003, was selected as it was one 
day after the full moon. The species is known to concentrate 
in larger flocks for day-roosting on and around the full moon 
(Meltofte 2003, Spencer 1953). It also coincided with existing 
coordinated counts of waterbirds on wetlands in UK and the 
Wadden Sea. To minimise the effect of movements of flocks 
between regions and countries, it was recommended to accept 
counts from the 11th±3 days, which would leave a window of 
7 days for this count. Counts from outside these dates were 
treated as estimated counts. To ensure a common standard, the 
following data were requested from each coordinator: year, 
month, day, site number, site name, region name, country, 
number counted, number estimated. Coordinators were also 
invited to submit data on weather and accuracy to allow an 
evaluation of the counting quality, and additional parameters 
on behaviour, habitat or other site-related information.
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In October 2003, a coordinated count of Eurasian Golden Plovers took place in Sweden, Poland, Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Britain and Ireland. A little over 1 million birds were counted which for pragmatic 
reasons we assign to two ‘groups’ of populations: the Continental and Atlantic groups. Of these, 917,000 were 
from the Continental group of breeding populations and represent a good estimate of population size and baseline 
for future counts. The remaining 167,000 counted in Britain and Ireland represent only a fraction of the likely 
number in the Atlantic group. Country-level totals suggest a continuing tendency for more northerly staging. 
Reasons for this change are discussed along with the need for future surveys in 2008 and beyond. 


