Where Are the Snow Geese?

Since DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1958, lesser snow geese have been a part of
our history. They utilized the refuge during their fall migration. During the 1980’s and 90°s, huge
flocks of snow geese could be observed. Peak migration counts in late November were as high as
700,000 geese.

So where are the snow geese? Why does Squaw Creek Refuge, just south of us, have snow geese and
DeSoto doesn’t? Will they come back? First a little background information.

Lesser snow geese nest in the Arctic from Alaska to Greenland. However, there are distinct colonies
of geese throughout this area. The snows that migrated through DeSoto nest primarily along the west
coast of Hudson Bay; more exactly the La Perouse Bay and McConnell River areas. The snow goose
population has been exploding during the twentieth century. This huge population is destroying their
breeding grounds. Arctic tundra is very fragile and can not support the huge numbers of geese that are
nesting there.

Because snows are very mobile, as they degrade the breeding grounds they simply move to the edges
of existing colonies. This colony expansion continues to grow and grow. The snow goose colonies
that traveled through DeSoto have expanded west and north of the original breeding grounds. This
movement has melded colonies into one another. Canadian scientist expect that lesser snow goose
colonies to continue, as a whole, to shift westward on the breeding grounds.

Agricultural practices in the Midwest have also played a part in the southward migration of the snows.
In the area around DeSoto farmers usually have the fields disked under as soon as the crops are out.
Farmers in central Nebraska typically do not disk at all. The waste grain left behind a combine
provides food needed by the snow geese during their migration. In general, undisked fields provide
more food for the geese. The snows that traveled through DeSoto in the fall, returned to the breeding
grounds in the spring through a more westerly route.

So, where are the geese?? They have changed their fall migration routes to the west. The snows along
the west Hudson Bay area that traveled through DeSoto in the past have had to shift their nesting
grounds. Perhaps mixing with colonies that did not travel through DeSoto, but traveled through central
Nebraska. Snow geese travel in large flocks and follow one another. Also, central Nebraska crop
fields offer the snow geese the forage they need.

So why does Squaw Creek National Wildlife Refuge have snows? The snow geese that historically
traveled through Squaw Creek were from a different colony than that of DeSoto. The Queen Maud
Gulf colony travels through Squaw Creek Refuge.

Will the snow geese return to DeSoto Refuge? Wildlife is unpredictable. A wildlife species that is
overpopulated and thus under stress, is even more unpredictable and subject to rapid changes. So the
possibility is there for the return of the snows, we will just have to wait and see.
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