


by far—the most abundant light goose 
population, although some lesser snow 
geese and Ross’s geese also can be found. 

Greater snow geese breed in the eastern 
Canadian high arctic and winter predomi-
nantly in the eastern United States. Key 
fall and spring migration staging grounds 
are centered on the Saint Lawrence River 
Valley in southern Quebec. Recently, the 
greater snow goose population has grown 
to record highs and currently number 
just over one million birds. This level is 
twice the population objective of 500,000 
birds. 

Given the overabundant population 
status of these birds, the conservation or-
der is likely to continue for several more 
years. 

During the 1990’s, biologists working 
in the Canadian arctic began documenting 
habitat damage due to excessive grazing 
from overabundant light geese. Within a 
few years, both the severity of the damage 
and the affected areas increased in parts of 
the Canadian Arctic. Habitat damage from 
light geese also was observed on staging 

areas in southern Quebec and wintering 
areas in the United States. Simultaneously, 
serious agricultural damage was occurring 
on migration and wintering areas as well. 

In response to this problem, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) imple-
mented special harvest regulations for 
light geese in the Mississippi and Central 
Flyways in 1999 and initiated an envi-
ronmental impact statement to frame 
the issue and outline potential solutions. 
Shortly thereafter, the Service was sued 
by humane organizations and ultimately 
withdrew the special regulations. Later in 
1999, Congress passed the Arctic Tundra 
Habitat Emergency Conservation Act 
which reinstated the special regulations 
for light geese through an emergency con-
gressional order. 

In 2007, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service completed the light goose envi-
ronmental impact statement which exam-
ined five alternatives for managing light 
goose populations ranging from no action, 
to direct population control by wildlife 
agencies. All of the proposed alternatives 

for action in the environ-
mental impact statement 
were drastic and unpalatable 
to some degree. However, 
the consequences of no ac-
tion—where there would be 
a serious negative affect to 
light geese themselves as well 
as the myriad of bird species 
dependent on the same habi-
tats—was not acceptable. 
The recommended alterna-
tive in the environmental 
impact statement was to au-
thorize special regulations, 
including the use of a con-
servation order, to increase 
harvest for overabundant 
light goose populations. 

In November 2008, the 
Service published the final 

rule to implement the preferred alterna-
tive among those identified in the envi-
ronmental impact statement. Together, the 
environmental impact statement and final 
rule supersede the Arctic Tundra Habitat 
Emergency Conservation Act, making 
the special regulations permanent in the 
Central and Mississippi Flyways. The rule 
also makes Atlantic Flyway states, includ-
ing New Jersey, eligible to implement a 
light goose conservation order. 

The intent of the conservation order 
is to reduce—and ultimately stabilize—
these North American light goose popula-
tions, all of which are above population 
objectives. The conservation order allows 
hunting an extended time period outside 
of traditional seasons as well as adding 
methods for taking these birds, without 
bag limits. Additional methods of take 
include the use of electronic calls, un-
plugged shotguns and extended hours up 
to one-half hour after sunset. 

Standard hunting seasons for migra-
tory game birds are designed to provide 
recreational opportunities for North 
American citizens. Under the auspices 
of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, an-
nual hunting regulations are intended to 
keep harvest at levels compatible with a 
population’s ability to maintain itself at a 
desired population objective. Since there 
are upper limits to a bird population’s 
ability to withstand harvest, certain regu-
lations—such as bag limits, constraining 
the number of shot shells in a firearm and 
banning the use of electronic calls—have 
been established to limit harvest. These 
tools (regulations) designed to restrict the 
harvest, become the same tools utilized 
to increase harvest under a conservation 
order where the objective is to reduce an 
overabundant population.

Thus far, implementation of the con-
servation order has met with some success 
for mid-continent North American light 
geese. Since 1999 under the conservation 

A 
conservation order is a special man-
agement action, authorized by the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, designed 

to control a wildlife population when tradi-
tional management programs are unsuccess-
ful in preventing overabundance. A conser-
vation order is authorized through the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service.

This conservation order is exclusively for 
light geese, the collective name applied to 
greater snow geese, lesser snow geese and 
Ross’s geese due to their white plumage. In 
the Atlantic Flyway, greater snow geese are—

What is a Light Goose 
Conservation Order?

Beginning in spring 2009, many Atlantic Flyway 

states including New Jersey, implemented a 

conservation order for light geese. So what is 

a conservation order, why is it necessary and 

how does it differ from a hunting season? And 

what, exactly, are light geese?
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In 1984 (middle), this Hudson Bay study site had snow 
goose numbers in balance with the habitat which con-
sisted of lush vegetation favored by snow goose broods. 
By 1997 (bottom), however, as the snow goose colony 
swelled to numbers beyond the limit that the habitat 
could support, the quantity and quality of forage declined 
substantially. 

order, the harvest of mid-continent light 
geese has more than doubled, and the 
population growth rate as measured by the 
midwinter index has been reduced. Based 
on these experiences from the Mississippi 
and Central Flyways, biologists estimate 
that the newly enabled conservation order 
in the United States portion of the Atlantic 
Flyway (special regulations have been in 
place in Quebec since 1999) should in-
crease the continental greater snow goose 

harvest rate from the current 20 percent to 
26 percent. If this harvest rate is achieved, 
the light goose population should be re-
duced to its goal by about 2013. However, 
several factors will affect this harvest rate 
including the size of regular season har-
vest and the magnitude of special spring 
harvest measures in Quebec.

A conservation order is customarily 
held in late winter and early spring fol-
lowing the closure of other migratory bird 

hunting seasons such as Canada geese. 
New Jersey’s Conservation Order dates 
are Feb. 16–April 10, 2010. For more de-
tails on participating in New Jersey’s light 
goose conservation order harvest, inter-
ested hunters should check the Fish and 
Wildlife Web site or watch for the release 
of the 2009-10 Migratory Bird Regulations 
in September. 

Snow geese may be found statewide but are most abundant in four primary 
locations. 

1. Delaware Bay tidal marshes and nearby inland farm fields contain 
the most light geese. About 100,000 snow geese are counted in 
these areas during the Mid-winter Waterfowl Survey in early January. 
Delaware Bay tidal marshes from Goshen Creek in Cape May County to 
Mannington Meadow in Salem County contain an abundance of public 
land. Fish and Wildlife administers much of this public land as wildlife 
management areas (WMAs). A list of WMAs and their maps can be 
found at NJFishandWildlife.com/wmaland.htm. Key WMAs for spring 
snow geese include (from south to north): Dennis Creek Heislerville, 
Egg Island, Fortescue, Nantuxent, New Sweden, Dix and Mad Horse 
Creek. Excursions for snow geese in these marshes are much more like-
ly to be safe and successful with a dependable powerboat. Snow goose 
flocks in this region feed, roost and loaf in the tidal marshes yet often 
make inland field feeding flights, primarily into Salem and Cumberland 
counties. However, sometimes these snow goose flocks range as far 
inland as Mullica Hill, Turnersville and Franklinville. Since snow geese 
are renowned for flying great distances between roosting and feeding 
sites, they are more inconsistent in a given area of agricultural fields 
when compared with tidal marshes on a day-to-day basis. 

2. Considerable numbers of snow geese can be found in central New 
Jersey. Flocks in this region range far and wide and are usually found 
in an area from Cranbury to Roosevelt to Wrightstown to Burlington. 
Generally, these birds are found field feeding on private farms neces-
sitating obtaining landowner permission for access. 

3. Snow geese are also found in the northern part of the state centered 
on Merrill Creek Reservoir (closed to hunting) near Phillipsburg. These 
flocks also range far and wide on a daily basis and are usually found 
from Belvidere to Washington plus Clinton and Flemington. Most of 
these flocks are found on private farms. 

4. Snow geese can be found in and around Forsythe National Wildlife 
Refuge in Oceanville. However, this flock tends to be much smaller in 
spring than in the fall. 

Where to Hunt Light Geese

This image (above), from arctic regions of Hudson Bay coast-
al tundra, show an exclosure used to document the intensity 
of snow goose grazing damage. The fenced area excludes 
snow geese thereby preventing foraging whereas the area 
outside the fence hosted large numbers of snow geese. 

Images courtesy of Hudson Bay Project
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