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A familiar and widespread goose with a black head and neck, white 

chinstrap, light tan to cream breast and brown back. Has increased in 

urban and suburban areas in recent years; just a decade or two after 

people intentionally introduced or reintroduced “giant” Canada Geese 

to various areas, they are often considered pests. 

 

Cool Facts 

 At least 11 subspecies of Canada Goose have been recognized, although only a couple are 

distinctive. In general, the geese get smaller as you move northward, and darker as you go west-

ward. The four smallest forms are now considered a different species: the Cackling Goose. 

 Some migratory populations of the Canada Goose are not going as far south in the winter as 

they used to. This northward range shift has been attributed to changes in farm practices that 

makes waste grain more available in fall and winter, as well as changes in hunting pressure and 

changes in weather. 

 Individual Canada Geese from most populations make annual northward migrations after 

breeding. Nonbreeding geese, or those that lost nests early in the breeding season, may move 

anywhere from several kilometers to more than 1500 km northward. There they take advantage 

of vegetation in an earlier state of growth to fuel their molt. Even members of "resident" popu-

lations, which do not migrate southward in winter, will move north in late summer to molt. 

 The “giant” Canada Goose, Branta canadensis maxima, bred from central Manitoba to Ken-

tucky, was nearly driven extinct in the early 1900s. Programs to reestablish the subspecies to its 

original range were in many places so successful that the geese have become a nuisance in 

many urban and suburban areas. 

 In a pattern biologists call “assortative mating,” birds of both sexes tend to choose mates of 

a similar size. 

 The oldest known wild Canada Goose was 30 years 4 months old.   

 

Habitat 

Canada Geese live in a great many habitats near water, grassy fields, and grain fields. Canada 

Geese are particularly drawn to lawns for two reasons: they can digest grass, and when they are 

feeding with their young, manicured lawns give them a wide, unobstructed view of any ap-

proaching predators. So they are especially abundant in parks, airports, golf courses, and other 

areas with expansive lawns. 
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Food 

In spring and summer, geese concentrate their feeding on grasses and sedges, including skunk 

cabbage leaves and eelgrass. During fall and winter, they rely more on berries and seeds, in-

cluding agricultural grains, and seem especially fond of blueberries. They’re very efficient at 

removing kernels from dry corn cobs. Two subspecies have adapted to urban environments and 

graze on domesticated grasses year round. 

 

Nesting 

Nesting Description 

A large open cup on the ground, made of dry grasses, lichens, mosses, and other plant material, 

and lined with down and some body feathers. 

 

Nest Placement 

On the ground, usually on a muskrat mound or other slightly elevated site, near water. They 

prefer a spot from which they can have a fairly unobstructed view in many directions. Female 

selects the site and does much of nest construction. She adds down feathers and some body 

feathers beginning after the second egg is laid. She does all the incubation while her mate 

guards her and the nest. 

 

Nesting Facts 

Clutch Size—2–8 eggs  

Egg Length—3.3 in; 8.3 cm  

Egg Width—2.2 in; 5.6 cm  

Incubation Period—25–28 days  

Nestling Period—42–50 days  

Egg Description—Creamy white 

Condition at Hatching—Hatchlings are covered with yellowish down and their eyes are open. 

They leave the nest when 1-2 days old, depending on weather, and can walk, swim, feed, and 

even dive. They have enough energy remaining in their yolk sac to survive 2 days before feed-

ing. 

 

Behavior 

Canada Geese eat grain from fields, graze on grass, and dabble in shallow water by tipping for-

ward and extending their necks underwater. During much of the year they associate in large 

flocks, and many of these birds may be related to one another. They mate for life with very low 

“divorce rates,” and pairs remain together throughout the year. Geese mate “assortatively,” larg-

er birds choosing larger mates and smaller ones choosing smaller mates; in a given pair, the 

male is usually larger than the female. Most Canada Geese do not breed until their fourth year; 

less than 10 percent breed as yearlings, and most pair bonds are unstable until birds are at least 

two or three years old. Extra-pair copulations have been documented. 

 

During spring, pairs break out from flocks and begin defending territories. Spacing of these 

pairs is variable and depends on availability of nest sites and population density; where popula-

tion is large, even after a great many fights birds may end up nesting in view of one another, 

and some populations are semi-colonial.  
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Canada Goose threat displays may involve head pumping, bill opened with tongue raised, hiss-

ing, honking, and vibrating neck feathers. When an intruding goose doesn’t retreat, geese may 

grab each other by breast or throat and hit each other with their wings. Fighting may result in 

injuries. 

 

Female selects nest site, builds nest, and incubates eggs. She may brood goslings in cold, wet, 

or windy weather and while they’re sleeping for first week after hatching. Male guards the nest 

while female incubates.  

 

Soon after they hatch, goslings begin pecking at small objects and spend most of their time 

sleeping and feeding. They remain with their parents constantly, though sometimes “gang 

broods” form, especially in more southern latitudes. These can include at least two broods, and 

sometimes five or more, that travel, feed, and loaf together, accompanied by at least one adult.  

 

Young often remain with their parents for their entire first year, especially in the larger subspe-

cies. As summer wanes birds become more social; they may gather in large numbers at food 

sources; where food is limited and patchy, may compete with displays and fights.  

 

In winter, Geese can remain in northern areas with some open water and food resources even 

where temperatures are extremely cold. Geese breeding in the northernmost reaches of their 

range tend to migrate long distances to winter in the more southerly parts of the range, whereas 

geese breeding in southern Canada and the conterminous United States migrate shorter distanc-

es or not at all. Individuals tend to return to the same migratory stopover and wintering areas 

year after year. Spring migration may be difficult for observers to track because of over-

wintering birds and movements between nighttime resting areas and feeding areas, but the bulk 

of spring migratory movements tend to move north behind the retreating snow line, where the 

temperature is averaging 35 degrees. 

 

Migrating flocks generally include loose aggregations of family groups and individuals in both 

spring and fall. Flights usually begin at dusk but may begin anytime of day, and birds fly both 

night and day. They move in a V formation with experienced individuals taking turns leading 

the flock. 

 
This publication may contain pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and 

human errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no 

longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York 

State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registra-

tion status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion Specialist or your regional NYSDEC office.  Read the label before applying any pesticide. 

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative 

thereof makes any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the 

information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the 

User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the 

most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied en-

dorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest  



Canada Goose—Page 4 

 
 

management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The infor-

mation we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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Source:  http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Canada_Goose/lifehistory 


