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INTRODUCTION

Estimates suggest that up to half of the world breeding 
population of Eurasian Golden Plovers Pluvialis apricaria 
(hereafter Golden Plover) breeds in Iceland (Gudmundsson 
2002, Thorup 2000). There is considerable uncertainty as to 
these estimates both in Iceland and also elsewhere but it is 
clear that Iceland supports some hundreds of thousands of 
breeding Golden Plovers and an estimated post-breeding 
population of about one million birds. Most Golden Plovers 
arrive in April, and peak numbers occur on coastal mudflats 
in the middle of the month (Gardarsson & Nielsen 1989, 
Gudmundsson & Gardarsson 1993). They have a prolonged 
breeding season with most probably incubating from mid 
May to mid June but nests can be found into August. During 
the post breeding-season they form aggregations on farmland, 
grazing pastures and on the coast (Gunnarsson 2006). In 1980, 
Gardarsson & Nielsen (1989) recorded that the beginning of 
autumn passage was already starting in late July at mudflats 
near Reykjavík, SW Iceland. Numbers on mudflats peaked in 
late September to early October when they declined sharply 
as birds departed for southerly wintering areas. The last birds 
were seen in early November. 

In late October 2008, a coordinated international survey of 
Golden Plovers was undertaken in Europe and organised by 
the International Wader Study Group. The 2008 survey aimed 
to improve on a previous attempt at international coverage in 
2003 (Rasmussen & Gillings 2007) when several countries, 
including Iceland, were not included. This note describes the 
Iceland contribution to the 2008 survey and the first estimates 
of Golden Plover abundance in Iceland in late autumn. 

METHODS AND SURVEY CONDITIONS

The international survey aimed to coordinate fieldwork across 
Europe on the weekend of 18–19 Oct 2008. In Iceland most 
surveying took place on 19 Oct but some records were also 
received for 18 and 20 Oct and merged as appropriate to 

minimize the chance of duplicating records of the same birds. 
During the survey weekend most inland areas, except in the 
south, were frozen. Most of the systematic surveying was 
undertaken by the author, but 17 other observers submitted 
records (see Acknowledgements) and these were integrated 
so that the results would be as complete as possible. 

The coastline of Iceland is very varied but suitable habitats 
for concentrations of Golden Plovers (mudflats and to some 
extent sandy and rocky beaches with rotting seaweed, Gud-
mundsson & Gardarsson 1993, Gunnarsson 2006) are scarce. 
Over 80% of mudflats in Iceland are found in the south-west 
and west, in Faxafloi and Breidafjordur bays (Ingolfsson 
2006). Most of these core areas were counted, but numbers 
on unfrozen inland areas in the south and south-east were 
estimated. For the purposes of the survey, the Iceland coast 
including the small areas of unfrozen lowland was split into 
counting regions (Fig. 1). The interior of Iceland is dominated 
by elevated areas and had probably been frozen and unsuit-
able for Golden Plovers for more than a month prior to the 
survey. During the survey weekend, unfrozen lowlands were 
limited to the south and south-east (lowlands are coloured 
green in Fig. 1). 

RESULTS

North-western region: Fjords 

A coastal transect (with adjacent farmland) was driven 
from Bru in Hrutafjordur (65°6'27.96"N, 21°5'52.75"W) 
to Bolungarvik (66°9'30.44"N, 23°15'13.91"W) through 
Isafjarðardjup; in total 340 km. No Golden Plovers were seen 
either inland or on the coast. Although it is possible that some 
Golden Plovers were in the NW fjords (especially on the 
south side which has quite a few mudflats), it is unlikely that 
any major concentrations were overlooked, both because of 
their absence from the area surveyed and because the weather 
was quite cold by the time of the survey. 
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An estimated total of 8,454 Eurasian Golden Plovers were present in Iceland as shown by a census during 18–20 
Oct 2008 scheduled to coincide with an international survey. In total 4,503 Golden Plovers were counted, mostly 
on mudflats in SW Iceland, but 772 were found on grasslands. Inland grassland and farmland was largely frozen, 
except for a strip along the south coast. The estimated density of Golden Plovers on this unfrozen strip was 
about 5 birds per km2 according to car transects made in the area. This figure was used to estimate numbers in 
all the vegetated, unfrozen lowland areas of S and SE Iceland and resulted in a figure of 4,743 (including 772 
counted). Adding the birds counted on mudflats gives a total estimate of the numbers in Iceland at the time of 
the count of 8,454. This figure must be subject to some error but is likely to be of the right order of magnitude.


