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	Local crofters in the Uists have expressed their concern over the damage caused to cultivation and their crops by the resident population of greylag geese on the islands. Escalating goose numbers and lack of shooting pressure in the closed season have added extra pressures on crofters, with some experiencing huge losses to vast swathes of crop land.   The problem has become so severe, they say that it could threaten the future of   traditional crofting in the Uists.   
The problem is not an old one though, according to local crofter, Ena Macneil:   “I remember a time when it would be a lovely thing to see the geese fly north in early May returning in October. It was a natural and normal occurrence, now they are just everywhere.” Ena’s son, Angus, has a lifelong working knowledge and experience of agriculture, producing organic crops and livestock and has seen the goose problem as getting ‘progressively worse’ over the past eight years:   “They roost in the hills in August and September and roost in the corn, and the cows just won’ t touch it.”   Angus believes that lack of shooting pressure in the closed season means that the geese get tame and aren’t afraid to come into the silage and feed   “If there is then increase shooting pressure there would be corn seed in September and early grass in the Spring we face losing our natural seed crops due to the geese.”    
This is an all year round problem, which according to Angus, is down to a whole list of reasons - in particular the nature reserve on Loch Druidibeg in South Uist created in the fifties:   “The Nature Conservancy Council protected them in the 50’s which has allowed the goose population to grow to problematic proportions.” SNH Area Officer in the Uists, and member of the local Goose Committee, John Love, said: "Greylag geese have been a feature of the Uist landscape for centuries, and their impact on machair crops has been drawing comment for at least 250 years.    Like other wildfowl, geese are protected during the breeding season but greylags in the Uists, as elsewhere, can be shot from the 1st September until 31st January.   
The Estates, gun clubs and shooting syndicates now kill some 1,200 birds annually, which accounts for approximately one quarter of the resident Uist greylag population. Without such consistent pressure the problem with geese would be significantly worse. “At present, shooting during the season remains the only means available to us to limit population, and nothing will achieve that aim overnight. Out of season licences can only be issued to address crop damage so when the Uist Goose Management Committee was formed ten years ago it decided to trial additional methods such as scaring, electric fencing and fertilised re-seeds where scared geese could gather.   To date these have worked fairly well.”   Ena along with many other crofters don’t agree: “If you are putting more fertiliser on re-seed then it will grow and just gives the geese more to eat.   Re-seeds are too close to crops and the birds can’t be trained like sheep they can’ t be fenced in.   The Goose Management Scheme hasn’t been effective in my view there should be more shooting in the open season. Only allowing for the shooting of five geese per license is like SNH saying that this isn’t a problem.”    The feeling is that despite scaring techniques on machair land the geese still manage to bombard the crops and valuable early spring grass is decimated.   Some crofters are turning to using mainland seed due to the impossibility of harvesting their own.   Ena continued:   “There is an acute shortage of local bere barley, black oats and rye and mainland seed doesn’t grow here so well.   
Biodiversity of the area could be badly affected with a huge demise of unique local seed stocks which have evolved over centuries and suit conditions here.” SNH officer John Love continued: “A recently placed advert for the post of Goose Monitoring Officer in the Uists and Benbecula hopes to attract many applicants to help the local Goose Management Committee deal with the problem of rising geese numbers in the isles. The one-year post is part of the Uist and Barra Goose Management Scheme which secured funding worth £46,000 from the Scottish Executive, which was administered through Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), last year.   The employment of a monitoring officer is one of three elements to the scheme. The scheme has already enabled 150 hectares of land to be re-seeded for fertilisation and left as refuge feeding areas for geese being scared off the machair.   
Ten township goose scarers were also employed on a temporary basis to move geese away from ripening crops.”   Chairman of the Uist Goose Management Committee and local Councillor, Archie Campbell said: "The employment of a goose monitoring officer will greatly help the work of the committee.   The Uist machairs are a unique agricultural situation so it is essential that crofters support the scheme in order to secure funding for the future.   Hopefully we will then be allowed to develop and improve the scheme in the light of the experience gained. The ultimate goal of everyone is to preserve local crops alongside an acceptable and manageable number of greylags."     Ena, emphasised: “Crofters do not want to see the resident Greylag geese wiped out but reduced to a manageable size so that the harmony and balance within our environment does not fall victim to a single-species mono-culture to the exclusion of all else”   Many crofters feel that the problem is far from over and that the pricking of the eggs is the only humane way forward for dealing with the breeding number.     
The future of the crofting community and the grey lag goose continues to lie in the balance with the situation being far from an harmonious one. 
	


