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WWT/JNCC/NatureScot Goose & Swan Monitoring Programme 

survey results 2020/21 

Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus 

1. Abundance 

WeBS/I-WeBS 

The abundance of Whooper Swan in the UK and the Republic of Ireland in 2020/21 was monitored through 

the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) and the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS), respectively. Results from 

these schemes are presented in reports which are available via the schemes’ websites.  

International Swan Census 

The international census of the Iceland Whooper Swan population is carried out every five years. The 

census is organised overall by the IUCN SSC Swan Specialist Group, and coordinated in Britain, Ireland and 

Iceland by WWT in partnership with Birdwatch Ireland, the Irish Whooper Swan Study Group and colleagues 

in Iceland.  

The 8th census was carried out in January 2020. A total of 43,255 Whooper Swans was recorded, 

representing an increase of 27% since the previous census in 2015 and is the highest population estimate 

for the Iceland Whooper Swan to date (Figure 1).  

All countries except the Isle of Man saw an increase in wintering numbers. Overall, 36.8% of the population 

(15,927 birds) was recorded in England, 33.4% (14,467) in the Republic of Ireland, 11.7% (5,052) in 

Scotland, 10.7% (4,644) in Northern Ireland and 6.8% (2,923) in Iceland, with < 1% in each of Wales, the Isle 

of Man and the Channel Islands.  

Despite numbers increasing in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland since 2015, the proportion 

of the total population in the Republic of Ireland was significantly lower in 2020 and no significant difference 

was detected for Northern Ireland, whereas proportions in England and Scotland were significantly higher in 

2020 (Brides et al. In press). 

 

Figure 1. The number of Iceland Whooper Swans recorded during the International Swan Census, 1986-

2015. Note: Wales, the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands are combined as each held less than 1% of the 

total population. 
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2. Breeding success 

During 2020/21, Whooper Swan age assessments were conducted in five regions across Britain (Table 1). 

Age assessments were made in all regions in mid-winter (17–21 January 2021), when the majority of families 

were likely to have arrived from Iceland to wintering sites (Rees et al. 1997).  

As a result of the Covid-19 restrictions in place during the 2020/21 season, surveys were not undertaken in 

Northern Ireland or the Republic of Ireland and coverage of flocks in East Central England (the key area for 

wintering Whooper Swans in Britain) was lower due to reduced counter availability. 

A total of 4,327 Whooper Swans was aged (10% of the total population; Brides et al. In Press): 3,810 birds in 

England and 517 in Scotland (Table 1). Overall, 11.8% of birds were cygnets, this being lower than the 

previous ten-year mean for Whooper Swans wintering at sites in Britain and Ireland (16.0% ± 0.07 SE for 

2010/11–2019/20). The mean brood size for pairs with young was 2.12 which was higher than the previous 

ten-year mean (2.01 ± 0.03 SE for 2010/11–2019/20). 

Table 1. The percentage of young (%) and mean brood size of Whooper Swans during the 2020/21 winter 

(regions defined below). 

Region 

Total aged 

(number of 

young) 

Percentage of 

young (%) 

Number of 

broods (number 

of young) 

Mean brood size 

East Central 

England 
2,939 (288) 9.8 52 (105) 2.02 

Northwest 

England  
871 (137) 15.7 15 (33) 2.20 

South Scotland 278 (26) 9.4 8 (16) 2.00 

Southwest 

Scotland 
130 (30) 23.1 3 (7) 2.33 

West Scotland 109 (28) 25.7 5 (15) 3.00 

Total 4,327 (509) 11.8 83 (176) 2.12 

Regions from which data were received in 2020/21: 

 East Central England: Cambridgeshire and Norfolk (WWT Welney, Ouse Washes, Nene Washes). 

 Northwest England: Lancashire (WWT Martin Mere, Ribble Estuary) 

 South Scotland: Borders (Cauldshiels Loch, Synton Moss, Teviot Haughs) 

 Southwest Scotland: Dumfries & Galloway (WWT Caerlaverock) 

 West Scotland: Argyll and Bute (Isle of Tiree)   

 

Age assessments of Whooper swans have been regularly undertaken at and around WWT centres (WWT 

Welney/Ouse and Nene Washes, WWT Martin Mere/Ribble Estuary and WWT Caerlaverock) since the early 

1980s. In 2020/21, the mean percentage of young in flocks at these sites combined, was 11.5% (3,940 birds 

aged) (Figure 2), which is lower than the previous ten-year mean (2010/11–2019/20; 13.7% ± 0.68 SE); the 

mean brood size was 1.90 cygnets per family, this being slightly lower than the previous ten-year mean 

(2010/11–2019/20; 1.95 ± 0.02 SE). At the individual sites, the percentage of young was highest amongst 

flocks at WWT Caerlaverock (23.1%), with flocks at WWT Martin Mere/Ribble Estuary and WWT 

Welney/Ouse and Nene Washes holding 15.7% and 9.8% young, respectively (Figure 3). 
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Figure 2. The percentage (%) young (blue circles), with the rolling five-year mean (red line), and mean brood 

size (green triangles) combined of Whooper Swans recorded at WWT Welney/Ouse and Nene Washes, 

WWT Caerlaverock and WWT Martin Mere/Ribble Estuary, 2006/07–2020/21. Five-year mean values for the 

percentage of young were calculated for the five years preceding the year in question (e.g. mean presented 

for 2020/21 is for 2015/16–2019/20. 

 

Figure 3. The percentage of young Whooper Swans recorded at WWT Martin Mere/Ribble Estuary, WWT 

Caerlaverock, WWT Welney/Ouse Washes and Nene Washes (Britain), Northern Ireland and the Republic of 

Ireland, 2006/07–2020/21. Note, no breeding success data were collected in Ireland during the 2020/21 

season. 
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3. Discussion 

In 2020/21, the overall percentage of young among Whooper Swans wintering in Britain was lower than the 

average (for Britain and Ireland) recorded over the previous ten years.  Breeding success in summer 2020 

may have been influenced by weather conditions encountered across Iceland in June: the mean temperature 

in the north of the country (10.7°C) was slightly higher than the five-year average (9.7°C) (TuTiempo 2021); 

however, wet weather affected many areas. 

Results from the 2020 international Whooper Swan census produced the highest population estimate 

recorded to date for the Iceland population, continuing the upward trend that has been observed since the 

1995 census. With each census, there has been a gradual increase in the proportion of the population 

recorded in Britain, whilst Ireland has seen a continued decline (although numbers in both countries have 

been increasing): in 2020, Britain held a larger proportion of the population than Ireland for the second time 

since the censuses began, previously having done so in 2015, although in both cases by just a small 

percentage.  

Interestingly, the steady population growth in the Iceland population is similar to that seen for the North West 

Mainland European population which increased by 133% between 1995 and 2015 (Laubek et al. 2019; 

Lehikoinen 2020). 

The complete results of the 2020 census will be published as Brides et al. 2021 (In Press). 
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