


The story of Mahhu and Maddu

BackpaCks for the geese
Norway, May

This is the story about Mannu and Maddu. A story about life and death.
And about new love.

Itis late May, and we are at the Valdak Marshes by the Arctic Ocean in northern Norway.
The very last individuals of one of the most threatened bird species of Europe are on their
way to the breeding areas in the mountains, and make a stop at the coastal meadows to
feed. The spring migration has been demanding, the breeding area is still covered by snow
and the breeding is exhausting. Depositing fat reserves is crucial. Valdak is the best site in
Europe to monitor the Lesser White-fronted Geese, so the researchers are here as well. Every
spring they stay for one month to study them.

The sound of explosions shocks three small geese, entirely focused on grazing small tasty plants in
the salt marsh. They attempt to escape but fail as six powerful cannons pull a large net over them.
The geese are entangled. They are trapped.

The caught birds are being tagged with colour coded leg rings and equipped with a small backpack
—a 35 gram satellite transmitter — that hopefully will track their movements for at least a year. The
first secret to be revealed is the location of the breeding sites in the mountains. The next step is to
identify the migration route including stop-over and wintering sites.

The birds are in good shape and very quick on their wings when released. They make a loop over
the marshes before disappearing into the light spring night of the high north. The researchers are
satisfied — three new individuals are “on mission” - Imre, Ménnu and Maddu.
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N Wk From breeding grounds to Siberia
- Norway, summer

Small body size, high white front patch, a prominent yellow eye-ring. No
doubt - it is a Lesser White-front showing up in the telescope far away in the
mountains of northern Norway. The bird is warming her eggs - the breeding
has started successfully.

The researchers are at a safe distance, almost one kilometre away from the nest. Still they
are able to identify the individuals by the colour coded rings. Red over green on the right leg
—that is the male Imre. Later the same day — the couple is being observed in the same area:
the male Mannu is watching while Mdddu is sitting on the nest. The researchers feel relaxed.
The birds are all in good shape and the hatching has started. The birds are left on their own on
the still snowy mountain tundra.

Two weeks later in mid-June, while the researchers follow their daily activity on the computer screen,
all three birds leave the area. This year's breeding has failed. There are too many hungry red foxes
around, and the eggs were probably eaten by one of them.

However, the breeding failure may also generate new and important knowledge. Imre, Méannu and
Maddu have started an impressive and dangerous flight. The first leg follows the coastline of the
Arctic Ocean more than two thousand kilometres east to the Taymyr Peninsula, Siberia. This is
a moulting area for non-breeding Lesser White-fronts both from Fennoscandian and Russian
breeding populations. In mid-August new flight feathers are fully grown and the birds start the next
leg southwards along the Ob river valley.

This new information is critically important for the conservation of the species. If Imre, Mannu and
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Méaddu had succeeded
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with their young and moulted
there. Then they would have used
the shorter European autumn migration route, a much safer alternative. Now — Imre, Méannu and
Maddu are on their way to northern Kazakhstan and spend a couple of weeks refuelling on the steppes.
In late October, with the first spell of cold winter weather from the north, Imre, Mannu and Maddu are
heading westwards, north of the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus.
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A gunshot in the dark
TRussia, October

In the last days of October, the signals of Imre’s transmitter come from exactly the same
spot for several days. Is Imre well? Or has the valuable device dropped off?

The signals from the transmitters of the three birds have been recorded by the satellites several times
gvery day, and there have not been any signs of technical error so far. The birds have been followed
all the way from Norway to Taimyr and from there to northern Kazakhstan. Now Mannu and Maddu
seem to be heading back to Europe, but Imre is not.

Imre’s latest position is checked on satellite

images . The image is worrying — the signals

come from a garden in a small settlement in
Volgograd region in southern Russia. In a couple of
days it is confirmed by Russian colleagues that Imre

is dead, illegally and probably accidentally shot by a
local hunter who doesn't even know, that there are two
different species of white-fronted goose. The researchers
send out a press release: the critically endangered Nordic
population of Lesser White-fronts lost considerable shares
of itself because one single thoughtlessly directed gunshot.
The sad news is published all over Europe.

Mannu and Méddu luckily escaped and continue their journey in the western direction. This is really
surprising, because the expected direction was southwards to Mesoptamia in Iraq. Instead, the
birds are passing by the northern coast of the Black Sea and finally at the end of December, signals
point to the Evros Delta in Greece, next to the Turkish border. The autumn migration is complete.
The wintering site is reached and identified — in Europe! The researchers are amazed by the loop
migration route from Norway via Siberia and Kazakhstan to the wintering sites in Europe. This route
has been revealed, now for the first time ever.
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Evros Delta
Greece, winter

’“i%. The suspicion is confirmed. An empty shotgun cartridge
gleams in the sunshine. The bang heard last evening was
caused by a gunshot. Somebody was shooting inside the
non hunting zone of Evros Delta national park. Has the

poacher hit the geese?

After searching around for a while, the researchers find a small

goose wing on the ground. Could it be Méannu? Or Méaddu? The
telescopes are focused on the flock of geese that is grazing nearby. Are the satellite birds still around?
One Lesser White-front with an antenna is observed and shortly after, so is the other. Neither Ménnu
nor Mé&ddu are harmed!

Most Nordic Lesser White-fronts stay here at the border between Greece and Turkey during mid-
winter. Here they should be safe as the delta is protected as a strict nature reserve. However, illegal
hunting is still a real threat in here.

Another challenge has also caused headaches for the researchers of the Lesser White-fronts. In some
years, some birds or even the main flock disappear from Evros in mid-winter. Nobody knows where
they go and stray but many theories exists: Turkey? Bulgaria? Another site in Greece? Hopefully
Mannu and Méddu will give the answer by the electronic tracks they produce.

The team is inpatient. In order to implement actions to safeguard the wintering sites, they need to
know where. Days and weeks are passing and the flock has apparently decided to stay in Evros this
winter. One day in early March the flock has disappeared. The signals from the transmitters reveal
that Ménnu and Maddu are in a hurry — they have started the spring migration up north.

At the moment Greece represents
the bottleneck country within the EU
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A hew Ssafe site to stay
Estonia, April

The small islet on the Matsalu Bay looks very
different from last year. Highland cattle are grazing on the open coastal meadow. Last
year the same islet was covered by extensive reed beds. By a voluntary restoration
camp, large parts of the islet were mowed and burned. Now the islet is being grazed by
cattle — and hopefully also by the geese. Will the Lesser White-fronts accept the new site
that is restored for them?

The researchers have received information that the flock has left Hortobagy in Hungary and are
now awaiting them to arrive here at Haeska, a key spring staging site in the Matsalu national park
in Estonia.

The islet is located very close to the coastal meadows where the geese traditionally make a stopover
during the spring migration. A small island converted to an attractive feeding and roosting site is
probably safer for the geese than the areas on the mainland.

On the horizon, a small flock of geese appears. They are coming closer and closer, but the direction
seems to be wrong. They pass the island. Suddenly, they turn around and land on the islet! The flock
consists of Lesser White-fronts, and Mannu and Maddu are identified in the flock immediately after
landing! Everybody is happy to conclude that a new important step towards the improvement of the
European migration route has succeeded.
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Heading north
Finland, May

Matsalu and Estonia are left behind and the geese are
now_ over Finland - the land of thousands of lakes — on
their way to the breeding areas. However, the last leg

home is long and the wind turns north. On the coast
of the Bothnian Bay there is a nice coastal meadow
area, created by the continuing post-glacial rise of
the land from the sea, and is an attractive site for
tired geese.
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One happy family
Norway, June

What a perfect setting for a nest: a light green willow thicket a few meters from a small
lake where the yellow midnight sun is blinking on the water surface. A small yellow and

brown head is showing up from the flank feathers of the female. Then two more
heads are visible in the telescope. Mannu and Maddu have become
parents. The breeding this summer is a success.

The researchers who located this happy family based on the
satellite transmitters are also happy. But there are also reasons to
be worried. Several species of mammal and bird predators pose
a threat to the small goslings, and especially in combination with
disturbing human activity such as off-road traffic, the predation
may have severe effects.

These areas where one of Europe’s most rare and threatened bird

species is reproducing are so far not legally protected. The fragile
idyll may therefore easily be disturbed by humans in one way or
another. The successful breeding is so important, and the researchers
are still worried also about the risk posed by the high number of Red Foxes in the
mountains this year. They have to wait — but as the days are passing, the tracking data tells that the
birds continue to stay in the same area. That is a good sign.

One day, the satellites inform about the relocation of the birds. The new positions point to an island in
the fjord outside the Valdak Marshes. The researchers take a boat to reach the place and at a distance
Ménnu and Maddu are observed - with five goslings!

This is very good news. Five new birds! If they grow up, they represent nearly 10% of the total
population. Furthermore, as the successful reproduction makes the adults moult in the breeding
area, they will also use the safer European route in for the autumn migration. Ten more days of berry
feeding, and the family is on their way south again.
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On the Puszta
Hungary, late September
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Lake Kerkini. A Greek Tragedy
Greece, December

During dinner time, the peaceful life in the wildlife paradise is disturbed by a hollow
gun-shot. With the Evros Delta still fresh in mind, the researchers look at each other.
It is not possible — nothing was supposed to harm the geese here in Lake Kerkini — the
area is strictly protected and considered to be the only safe wintering site in Greece.
They continue their evening meal feeling a bit uneasy.

Lake Kerkini is a strictly protected national park and a well known wildlife sanctuary in northernmost
Greece. Ecotourism is popular and also economically important to the local community. The Lesser
White-fronts are one of the “jewels” that the visitors come to see. They want to experience wildlife
that is not too scared and shy because of hunting. Use of guns is therefore not allowed in the reserve.
The researchers are restless and worried, and already before sunrise they are on the way to check
the flock.

The Lesser White-fronts are grazing on the vast mudflats in a mixed flock with their

bigger cousins, the Greater White-fronted Geese. The flock is easily located, and

while scanning the flock with spotting scopes they hear a local fisherman shouting.
He has found a dead goose, and he is picking it up from the mud. The goose has
a backpack and the colour coded ring tells that it is Mannu.

Ménnu is dead. He is another victim of human thoughtlessness. For Ménnu
it doesn't matter if this is defined by humans as “accidental shooting”,
“poaching” or “illegal hunting”. Further thorough investigations reveal that

Ménnu died because of internal bleeding caused by a shotgun pellet that
penetrated the whole body cavity. In the X-ray picture the pellet is still
visible in the leg where it ended. Only one bird out of the three equipped
with satellite transmitters are left. And Maddu has lost her mate.
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Future generations
Norway, May
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