


Remembering Wildlife Conservat ion Giants 

This summer, Massachusetts lost two giants in wildlife 
conservation, John (Jack) Swedburg of Millbury, former 
MassWildlife photographer, and Kathleen (Betty) An
derson of Middleborough, longtime Chair and charter 
member of the Natural Heritage and Endangered Species 
Advisory Committee. 

For 15 years , Jack Swedburg 
served as the senior photog
rapher for MassWildlife. His 
award-winning photographs 
graced the pages of Massa
chusetts Wildlife magazine and 
other agency publications 
as well as local and regional 
newspapers. During his tenure, 
he spent many hours and days 
photographing at the Quabbin Reservoir in central 
Massachusetts. He captured iconic images of eagles, 
deer, and beaver. A rugged man, Jack was well known 
for his wide smile, booming laugh, and bone-crushing 
handshakes. Swedberg was also very well known for 
the hundreds of slide and film presentations he gave 
to various sporting, civic, and youth groups across the 
state. Swedburg helped lead the successful Bald Eagle 
restoration effort at Quabbin Reservoir and coordinated 
the early Midwinter Bald Eagle surveys that document
ed the recovery of the bird. After retiring in 1988, Jack 
explored many other parts of the country-camera in 
hand-capturing the beautiful wildlife he encountered. 

Largely self-taught, Kathleen 
Anderson was an ornithologist 
at the Encephalitis Field Station 
with the U.S. Public Health Ser
vice and later with the Massa
chusetts Department of Public 
Health. Kathleen was an active 
member of numerous other 
professional ornithological and 
conservation organizations in 
both Massachusetts and other parts of the country. 
Kathleen was among the first women members of the 
Nuttall Ornithological Club, the nation's oldest bird 
club, and served as the club's first woman president. 
She founded the Manomet Center for Conservation 
Science and served as its director from 1969-1983. She 
was also a charter and life member of the Wildlands 
Trust of Southeastern Massachusetts, serving as a 
trustee and on its board of advisors. The Fisheries 
and Wildlife Board honored her conservation contri
butions with the Francis Sargent Award in 2007. She 
also worked for the Massachusetts Audubon Society 
and served as an honorary director. 
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am honored and humbled to have been 
selected by the Fisheries and Wildlife 
Board to serve as the next Director of 

this great agency. MassWildlife is one of 
the finest wildlife agencies in the country 
and is on the leading edge of numerous 
conservation initiatives and the study of 
climate change. We are a relatively small 
agency with approximately 170 employ
ees but we have one of the most highly 
educated staffs in state government, with 
12 doctoral degrees ; one juris doctor; 
and 44 master's , 69 baccalaureate, and 
seven associate degrees. Further, we are 
all very passionate about our work and 
committed to the mission of MassWildlife 
which is "the conservation, management: 
protection, and perpetuation of the Com
monwealth's biological resources, includ
ing plants, insects , reptiles, amphibians, 
fish, birds, and mammals." 

MassWildlife is organized into the 
Fisheries, Wildlife, Natural Heritage 
and Endangered Species , Information 
and Education, Realty (including land 
stewardship), and Hunter Education 
sections, the five fish hatcheries, and the 

five wildlife districts. These entities all 
interface to professionally manage and 
conserve approximately 225,000 acres 
of publicly accessible land and over 400 
state-listed species of plants and animals 
for the benefit of all the citizens of the 
Commonwealth. 

Whether you are an angler, hunter, 
hiker, camper, or birder, your outdoor 
experience is enriched by our wildlife re
sources. So, regardless of how you choose 
to enjoy our wildlife resources, the social, 
recreational, educational, ecological, 
economic, aesthetic, and intrinsic values 
derived from our enjoyment can provide 
incentives for all users to come together 
to conserve them. All user groups are 
important, and serve as key partners by 
diversifying and multiplying the value of 
our wildlife resources. 

The stewardship of our wildlife re
sources and the lands that support them, 
however, does not come cheap. And while 
everyone who recreates outdoors gets 
to enjoy them, only a few help pay the 
costs to protect, manage, and restore 
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them. Most people do not realize that 
MassWildlife's programs are funded from 
the sale of fishing and hunting licenses, 
not general tax dollars. 

As wildlife professionals, one of our 
greatest challenges is to co.nt.i?~e to 
meet our pUblic-trust responsIbIlitIes of 
conserving ALL wildlife in the face of de
clining fishing and hunting license sales, 
and hunting license sales in particular. 
License sales have been the financial 
foundation of wildlife conservation in 
Americasince the early 1900s. This fund
ing model, however, is no longer sufficient 
to meet our conservation needs in the 
twenty-first century. And this is not just a 
Massachusetts problem. Congress direct
ed all states to prepare a comprehensive 
State Wildlife Action Plan that specifically 
identifies the wildlife species in greatest 
need of conservation, the threats to 
those species, and the funding needed to 
address those conservation needs. It is 
estimated that the states will need more 
than $1 billion annually to conserve our 
species in greatest need of conservation. 

To address this conservation funding 
gap, bipartisan legislation has. been 
introduced in the U.S. House and m the 
Senate to address this issue. This legis
lation is called the Recovering America's 
Wildlife Act (RAWA) and it has gained 
strong bipartisan co-sponsorship and 
is garnering tremendous support from a 
broad spectrum of individuals and orga
nizations due to its innovative approach 
to solving America's wildlife conservation 
crisis. In this proposed legislation , the 
monies to pay for conservation would not 
come from new taxes but instead from 
existing fees already paid to the federal 
government for mineral and gas explo
ration and extraction on federal lands. 
If passed, this legislation could mean an 
additional $14 million or more annually 
for Massachusetts to help conserve all 
the wildlife resources in our state. So, the 
more we can engage and serve broader 
constituencies, the more likely people 
will be to embrace a wildlife-conserva
tion ethic and provide the all-important 
support for conservation funding of our 
wildlife species and their habitats. 

Lastly, my other priorities include 
ensuring the financial stability of Mass
Wildlife moving forward ; meeting our 
habitat-management goals for grass
lands, shrub lands, and young forests 
on MassWildlife-owned lands; increasing 
public understanding of the importance 
of active forest management on both 
public and private lands; assessin~ .the 
effects of climate change on cntlcal 
wildlife habitat; developing programs for 
people who would like to learn to fish, 
hunt, and/or shoot; modernizing our fish 
hatcheries ; continuing wildlife research 
with the University of Massachusetts 
Cooperative Research Unit to identify 
and use the best science available; and 
working with our many environmental 
partners statewide to advance conser
vation for all wildlife in Massachusetts. 

Mark S. Tisa, Ph.D., M.B.A. 
Director 
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their feathered eyelids, as if wondering 
how long this will take because there 
are mice to be caught. There is a trick 
to extracting owls from nets though, 
and that is to immediately get your hand 
wrapped around their talons. Regardless 
of their tiny size, the recurved talons are 
needle-sharp, and even the most experi
enced of us does what they can to avoid 
the surprisingly painful punctures . 

I and the other banders breathe a sigh 
of relief that we captured our first owl of 
the night. Their migration is erratic so we 
can never be sure of an evening's success, 
and we hate to send people away without 

igation during fall migration. Following 
the established protocol, we temporarily 
draw them away from their migration by 
playing male NSWO song from speakers 
placed near the nets . Once captured, we 
detain them for just long enough to de
termine their age and sex, essential data 
for assessing population status and long 
term trends, and then release them with 
a uniquely numbered, federally issued leg 
band. Birds recaptured at one of the many 
other banding stations along the eastern 
seaboard provide additional information 
about the speed with which, and route 
by which, they migrate. 

seeing one of these magical creatures. NSWOs move through Massachusetts 
But the location is a good one, chosen at greatest numbers in late October and 
by Strickland Wheelock almost twenty early November. They do not appear to 
years ago. Strickland is a master bander be in a hurry, traveling on average about 
like myself, holding state and federal bird 6 miles a night, including stopovers along 
banding permits. When he decided to the way for refueling. This seems deliber-
expand his morning songbird banding atelyslow considering they are capable of 
efforts to include evening owl banding, covering over 30 miles in a day (Priestly et 
he selected this high outcrop along the aI.201O) .Suchlollygaggingcreatedspecu-
Blackstone River Valley for its open un- lation that NWSOs may be nomadic, with 
derstory (excellent hunting habitat for no motivation to head in any particular 
owls) and the river valley's likelihood of direction. It has been suggested that they 
serving as a geographic feature for nav- simply track abundant prey populations, 
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voles in particular. In fact , a regional 
analysis of recapture data demonstrates 
an overall southward movement in fall , 
some reaching as far as northern Flori
da, indicative of migration rather than 
nomadism (Beckett and Proudfoot 2011). 
Furthermore, they are consistent in their 
migratory flight paths, showing fidelity 
in the local routes. Although only about 
2% of banded NSWOs are recaptured, 
those that are tend to be caught within 
60 miles of where they were previously 
captured (Beckett and Proudfoot 2011). 
Those researchers suggest that, unlike 
larger owls that can forage in deep snow 
cover, NSWOs likely move south to avoid 
the challenge that snow presents in find
ing and capturing their prey. In which 
case, it would be the presence of snow, 
rather than the abundance of prey, that 
prompts NSWO migratory behavior. In 
light of the warmer winters predicted 
by climate change models, we may test 
this hypothesis over the coming years. 

Once in the hand , we collect the most 
essential population data: age and sex. 
The relative proportions of young to old, 
and males to females , reveal the propor
tion of current versus future breeding 
individuals. This is the starting point 
from which the impacts of predation 
and disease, as well as habitat loss and 
alteration, are subtracted. Fortunately, it 
is easy to age and sex NSWOs because 
we stand on the shoulders of previous 
owl banders. To determine the owl's sex, 
it is as easy as comparing its wing and 
weight measurements to a chart, and to 
determine age we compare the shades 
of their brown wing feathers. These 
wonderfully convenient methods were 
painstakingly documented in the past 
by banders handling hundreds of birds. 

A brave soul must reach into the cloth 
bag that holds the owl. This time, the 
owl is cradled in the palm, in a position 
known as the banders grip, so that a band 
can be placed on a leg. This, of course, 





How old is the bird in our hand? We 
can determine whether it just hatched 
the preceding summer (called a Hatching 
Year bird) , or if it is older (collectively 
called After Hatching Year birds). Of the 
older birds, in many cases we can be more 
specific by distinguishing Second Year 
birds or, rarely, we may even confidently 

station from its inception, have a ready 
supply of students and volunteers that 
we train to safely remove owls from the 
nets. Over the 4-6-week banding season, 
we may catch 50-150 owls at our station. 
Other stations may catch several times 
that many, due to geography and weather 
patterns. Interestingly, regardless of the 

identify Third Year 
birds. Each year, 
the pattern of wing 
feathers molted is 
different , and new 
feathers are darker 
brown than the old 
ones. After the third 
year, though, there 
is no visible pattern 
to the molt, and 
NWSOs generally 
only live about five 
years. If distinguish
ing shades of brown 
seems challenging, 
a fun alternative is 
shining a black-light 
on the underside 
of the wings and 
seeing a neon-pink 
glow from the newer 
feathers due to the 
pigment porphyrin 
(see page 10). This 
garners oohs and 
ahhs from all the 
visitors. When we 
finish gathering our 
information, we re-

Danielle Smith holds the first Northern 
Saw-whet Owl captured and banded 
in New England in 1994 at the Daniel 
Webster Wildlife Sanctuary in Marshfield, 
Massachusetts. 

local differences, 
the NSWO numbers 
tend to show clear 
yearly patterns. For 
example, 1999 and 
2007 were consid
ered "big years" for 
NSWOs here in the 
east. In addition to 
big years , there are 
"low years." It is 
unclear whether we 
should use the term 
"irruption" years 
(when large num
bers are caught due 
to mass movement) 
or whether "cyclic" 
may be more ap
propriate if it is 
a direct response 
to prey population 
cycles (Cheveau 
et al. 2004). At our 
banding station, 
the number of owls 
captured vacillates 
between double dig-
its and triple digits 
almost every other 

lease our captive, which has maintained 
its calm demeanor throughout. In fact, 
sometimes they are in no hurry to leave. 
Sometimes they continue to perch on a 
visitor's arm before taking flight, and 
often perch on a nearby tree branch and 
look back down on us, considering us with 
somewhat less interest than we did it. 

We walk through the dark woods every 
hour, checking the nets for more owls. 
Some nights we are lucky to get one bird to 
show the visitors. On other nights, espe
ciallywhen there is no wind and no moon 

year. Last fall, however, record-low num
bers were reported across the banding 
network and we caught one solitary owl. 
Never to be dissuaded, many banders 
whisper that it foretells a big year in 2018, 
just as low years preceded the big years 
in 2000 and 2008 ... we shall see. 

Information regarding cited literature can 
be obtained by contacting the editor at mass. 
wildlife@mass.gov. 

About the Author 
to reveal our nets to the birds, we may Brandi Van Roo, Ph.D., is a biology 
catch 10 or even 20! Fortunately, Strick- professor at Framingham State University 
land and I, as well as Beth and Paul Milke, and the wildlife-biologist member of the 
who have been helping run the banding Massachusetts Fisheries & Wildlife Board. 
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Nortker~ Saw-wket Owl 
Nat~ral-lti~tora 

The Northern Saw-whet Owl, at 8 inch
es long, is the smallest owl found in 

Massachusetts, with males similar in 
weight (=2 .6 ounces) to the American 
Robin while females average 25% heavi
er. Although sexually dimorphic in size, 
males and females have identical plum
age characteristics with a large head , 
yellow iris , and feathered legs down to 
the talons . The tawny juvenile plumage 
is different, but that is replaced over 
several weeks on the breeding grounds 
when the birds are 2-4 months of age. 

As with other owl species , saw-whets 
have asymmetrically located ears en-

abling them to pinpoint prey locations, 
and they can fly silently due to their soft 
feathers and the fringed edges of the 
leading edge of their flight feathers . They 
hunt nocturnally from low perches (5-10 
feet off the ground) along forest edges 
and openings and consume a variable 
diet (mammals, birds, insects), with mice 
composing a large portion of their prey. 
The primary predators of these small 
owls are larger raptors (both hawks 
and owls), and small mammals (e.g., red 
squirrel) appear to be the primary nest 
predators. Despite being a common owl 
across forested areas of southern Canada 

Two young owl enthusiasts 
admire the rarely seen 
plumage of a juvenile 
Northern Saw-whet Owl, 
which was removed from its 
nest box for banding. 



and the northern United 
States, surprisingly little 
is known about this 
species' biology due to 
its nocturnal habits and 
secretive nature. Even 
reliable information on 
basic population trends 
is largely absent. 

The saw-whet owl is a 
secondary cavity nester, 
meaning that it does not 
excavate nesting sites. 
Rather, this species re
lies on existing cavities 
often created by large 
woodpeckers like the 
Northern Flicker and 
Pileated Woodpeck
er. Saw-whets are also 
known to use nest boxes 
in suitable habitat. They 
nest in a variety of wood
land habitats with open 
understories that pro
mote foraging, but their 
highest densities are in 
coniferous forests , with 
a preference for those 
with old-growth char
acteristics (Le., snags, 
open understory). In 
Massachusetts, they are 
uncommon yet state
wide nesters and can be 
found in pine barrens, 
cedar swamps, and 
conifer stands. Nesting 
activity begins in late 
winter or early spring 

Pictured are an adult red morph Eastern Screech Owl 
(le~t) and a Northern Saw-whet Owl (right). Saw-whets 
weigh between 2.3 and 5.3 ounces, which is about half 
the weight of the screech owl. 

and a nesting cavity is selected by the 
female. A single white egg is laid every 
two days until the full clutch of 4-7 eggs 
is reached. The female does all incubation 
beginning after the first egg is laid and 
only gets off the nest 1-2 times daily to 
defecate and remove pellets. The male 
brings food to the female at the nest. 

Northern Saw-whet Owls are most 
commonly found in Massachusetts in 
late October and early November when 
they are moving through the state during 
fall migration. The numbers of saw
whets migrating south show extensive 

annual variation, which is likely related 
to summer food resources on the breed
ing grounds and the number of young 
produced in a given year. A good way 
to find them during this time is to keep 
a lookout for a mixed species group of 
songbirds mobbing a roosting owl during 
the day. It can be quite spectacular to be 
following a chickadee in your binoculars 
and then see the yellow irises of an owl 
staring back at you! 

About the Author 
Andrew Vitz, Ph.D., has been the State 

Ornithologist for Mass Wildlife since 2012. 
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Celebrating a Century of 
Migratory Bird Protection 

By B W HeusmanD 

Readers may have noticed a distinctly "birdy" trend in this year's magazine 
issues. We offer the following rationale: 2018 was declared the Year of the Bird 
by National Geographic along with National Audubon, BirdLife International, and 
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Bird conservation groups and state and federal 
entities are celebrating birds and encouraging people to take actions that help 
birds. This year also marks the JOOth anniversary of the signing of the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act, one of the most important pieces of bird conservation legislation 
in the country, protecting both game and non-game birds. Read on to learn the 
story of how this legislation has helped birds right here in the Bay State. 
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T his year marks the 100th anniver
sary of the signing of the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) between 

the United States and Great Britain on 
behalf of Canada. The Act codified a 
treaty already signed with Canada (then 
part of Great Britain) in 1916. The Act 
was designed to protect a variety of 
bird species from extinction due to un
regulated hunting and the then-popular 
feather trade. 

In the 1890s, it was the height of fash
ion to wear hats with the latest feath
er-topped design from Paris , New York, 
and other centers of fashion. Millinery 
houses in Europe and America traded 
internationally and indiscriminately for 
birds and bird feathers. The more exotic 
or unique the hat design and feather 
display, the larger the sales. Some hats 
featured entire bodies of stuffed birds. In 
1886, noted ornithologist Frank Chapman 
counted 40 varieties of native birds, or 
bird parts, decorating three-fourths of 
the 700 ladies' hats that he had observed 
in New York City. 

The commercialization of the feather 
trade in New York and London threatened 

The popularity of hats 
adorned with feathers 
and even entire bodies 
of stuffed birds, as shown 
above, fueled the rapid 
decline of many types of 
birds. 

the existence of some species of birds like 
the snowy egret. William Hornaday of the 
New York Zoological Society calculated 
that in a single nine-month period, the ~ 
London market had consumed feathers Cl 

from nearly 130,000 egrets. And egrets ~ 
were not the only species under threat. ~ 
In 1886, it was estimated 50 North Amer- E >; 
ican species were being slaughtered for " 
their feathers. g 

r/J 

'" Appalled by the feather trade, two Bos- .~ 
ton socialites, Harriet Hemenway and her ~ 
cousin Minna Hall, began urging ladies to :c 

!l stop wearing feathered hats. The boycott " 
grew and by 1896 the Massachusetts ] 
Audubon Society was formed. Other ~ 
states formed their own chapters, which ~ 
coalesced into the National Audubon ~ 
Society. Soon after, the federal Lacey Act ~ 
of 1900 forbade the interstate transpor- c 

tation of birds. .9 U 
..!d 

In addition, hunting regulations for ;3 
migratory birds varied greatly across a 
the nation, in some states being virtually ~ 
non-existent, threatening the survival of :; 
many previously abundant species. The 8 
last wild flying Passenger Pigeon was ~ 
believed to have been shot in 1901. 5: 

1 
A French Millinery store at the corners of 
Tremont and Winter Streets in Boston, 
circa 1870s. 



The 1913, Weeks-Mc
Lean Act , a law of the 
United States sponsored 
by Representative John W. 
Weeks (R) of Massachu
setts and Senator George 
P. McLean (R) of Connecti
cut, prohibited spring 
hunting and the marketing 
of migratory birds and 
the importation of wild 
bird feathers for women's 
fashion , ended what was 
called "millinery murder." 
It gave the Secretary of 
Agriculture the power 
to set hunting seasons 
nationwide, making it the 
first U.S. law ever passed 
to regulate the shooting 
of migratory birds. After a 
number of court challeng
es , conservation leaders 
pushed for using the feder
al treaty-making power to 
solidify consistent federal 
protection of migratory 
birds across state and 
national boundary lines. 

After considerable ef
fort, the United States 
signed the Convention for 
the Protection of Migra
tory Birds with Great Brit
ain (on behalf of Canada) 
in 1916 as mentioned ear
lier to establish oversight 
of migratory species and 
to provide a framework 
for hunting restrictions. 
Congress then passed 
the Migratory Bird Trea
ty Act (MBTA) of 1918 to 
implement and codify the 
conventions. 

Based on the premise 
that many bird species 
migrate across state and 
national boundaries, ju
risdiction fell under the 
purview of the federal 
government. Some states 
challenged the notion of 
this federal supremacy 

14 

but the Supreme Court 
ruled in favor of the fed
eral government. Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes 
argued that the protec
tion of birds was in the 
"national interest" (See 
Missouri v. Holland , 252 
U.S. 416 [1920]) . Without 
such protection, Justice 
Holmes said no birds 
would be left to protect 
in the future. 

Since 1918, the U.S. has 
signed similar treaty con
ventions with Mexico 
(1936) , Japan (1972), and 
the Soviet Union (1976)
now Russia. Some of the 
conventions also protect 
habitat necessary for a 
species' survival. More 
than a thousand species 
of birds are protected by 
the MBTA. 

The MBTA makes it 
illegal, unless otherwise 
authorized by regulations 
made under the act , to 
"pursue, hunt, take, cap
ture, kill , attempt to take, 
capture or kill , possess, 
offer for sale, sell , offer 
to barter, barter, offer to 
purchase, purchase, de
liver for shipment, ship, 
export , import , cause 
to be shipped, exported 
or imported , deliver for 
transportation , transport 
or cause to be transport
ed, carry or cause to be 
carried, or receive for 
shipment, transportation, 
carriage, or export, any 
migratory bird, any part, 
nest, or egg of any such 
bird , or any product , 
whether or not manufac
tured , which consists , 
or is composed in whole 
or part, of any such bird 
or any part, nest, or egg 
thereof. .. " 16 USC § 703. 



The Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
eliminated "market gunning" and 
imposed other restrictions on the 
taking of game and non-game bird 
species. Live Canada geese (above 
and right) were used as decoys until 
the practice was outlawed in 1935. 

An instance in which the MBTA allows 
for the authorized taking of certain mi
gratory bird species is during regulated 
hunting seasons in which certain game 
birds may be taken. The MBTA grants the 
Secretary of the Interior the authority to 
establish hunting seasons for any of the 
listed game species , including waterfowl ; 
rails , gallinules, and coot; cranes; plovers 
and lapwings; oyster catchers; stilts and 
avocets ; woodcock, common snipe, sand 
pipers, etc.; pigeons and doves; some 170 
species in all. However, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) has determined 
that hunting should be restricted to only 
those species with a tradition of hunting, 
not listed under the federal Endangered 
Species Act (ESA) , and where the popula
tion status is sustainable. This amounts to 
less than 60 species that may be hunted 
during regulated hunting seasons. 

The MBTA allows for states to enact 

are consistent with the respective treaty 
conventions and those open seasons and 
bag limits do not extend beyond those 
established at the national level. States 
may be more restrictive than the USFWS. 
For example, in Massachusetts, we do 
not allow the hunting of gallinules, and 
have never opened a season on mourn
ing doves. MassWildlife also restricts 
the eider bag limit to include no more 
than one female and the sora bag limit 
to 5, although 15 would be allowed by 
the USFWS. 

and implement laws or regulations that In addition to regulated hunting sea-
provide even greater protection of mi- sons, the MBT A regulations allow for the 
gratory birds, provided that such laws USFWS to issue permits for taxidermy, 
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falconry, propagation, scientific and 
educational use, and depredation, an 
example of the latter being the killing 
of Canada geese near an airport , where 
they pose a danger to aircraft. 

The MBTA only protects migratory bird 
species. Non-migratory species such as 
turkeys, grouse and ptarmigans still fall 
under state jurisdiction. Some migratory 
birds that do not actually migrate, such as 
resident Canada geese, are still protected 
by the MBTA. Non-native and invasive 
species such 
as mute swans, 
European star
lings, house 
sparrows, monk 
parakeets are 
not covered un
der the MBTA. 

The MBTA 
restricts the 
duration any 
game species 
may be hunted 
to 107 days and 
restricts the 
hunting period 
from September 
to March. How
ever, in the case 
of extremely 
over-abundant 
species, such 
as snow geese 
that cause hab
itat destruction, 
the USFWS may 
allow for addi
tional days to 
be added to the 
normal hunting 
season. The US
FWS may also 
permit, for con
servation pur
poses, the regulated taking of these 
overabundant species. 

The MBTA has been amended several 
times over the years. In 1962, it was up
dated to allow Native American tribes to 
collect feathers from protected birds for 
religious ceremonies, and, in 1972, added 

species such as eagles, hawks, and other 
birds to the protected list. 

MBTA Bird Benefits 
The MBTA has greatly benefited a 

number of game and non-game birds in 
Massachusetts and New England. For in
stance, before the MBTA was put in place, 
wood ducks were in danger of extinction. 
With passage of the MBTA, wood duck 
hunting was prohibited and the hunting 
season on them was closed until 1941 , 
when a one-bird daily bag limit was 

allowed by US
FWS. However, 
Massachusetts 
chose to keep 
the wood duck 
season closed 
until 1951. By 
then MassWild
life had institut
ed a successful 
restoration ef
fort through a 
wood duck nest 
box program. 
Through careful 
management, 
wood duck pop
ulations have 
increased to the 
point nowwhere 
wood ducks 
are the number 
one duck tak
en by hunters 
in the Atlantic 
Flyway. Snowy 
egret popula
tions rebound
ed once the 
feather trade 
ended , and ac
tually expand
ed beyond their 
historic range. 

They now breed from Massachusetts 
south to Florida and the Gulf of Mexico 
into Central and South America. 

Before the MBTA, eider populations up 
through Maine were nearly extirpated 
through egging (collection) and round 
ups of molting adults. By 1900 only a few 
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Snowy egrets were brought back from the brink of extinction after the passage of 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 

dozen were nesting in Maine and none 
were breeding in Massachusetts. After 
passage of the MBT A, nesting populations 
began to rebound. Eiders were reintro
duced into Massachusetts in the 1970s. 
Now, several hundred pairs of Eiders 
nest on coastal islands, from Cape Ann 
to Buzzards Bay. 

During the market gunning era in the 
late 1800s, when birds were hunted for 
purposes of sale, shore birds, despite 
their small size, were frequently hunted 
for food in New England. One hunting 
technique was to select long, narrow 
sand spits and set up shorebird decoys. 
A hunter would position himself land
ward and when a flock of shorebirds 
would land, a single shot down the sand 
spit would kill dozens of birds. Shore 
birds were rapidly declining and the 
MBTA prohibited hunting of most shore 
bird species in 1918. Ten years later, the 
shooting of yellow legs and plovers was 
also prohibited. Since then, most species 
of shore birds have rebounded. There are 

some species, such as the piping plover, 
that remain protected from hunting under 
other laws such as the federal ESA and 
the Massachusetts Endangered Species 
Act. These laws prohibit hunting of piping 
plovers and provide additional protection 
of their beach nesting habitat. 

Regulations promulgated by the USF
WS, in accordance with the MBTA have, 
in some instances, created more game 
bird hunting opportunities. For example, 
when the use of live decoys was outlawed 
in 1935, both mallards and Canada geese 
kept as live decoys were often liberated. 
While the mainstay of New England wa
terfowlers bag was the black duck, they 
gradually came to accept the mallard 
as a suitable substitute, especially as 
older gunners were replaced by a newer 
generation. Black duck numbers declined 
as human encroachment on their habitat 
displaced populations. This was not a 
problem for mallards, in fact , mallards 
flourished when people fed them at 
park sites. 
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With the Canada goose it was a different 
story. Initially, the liberated and nesting 
geese were considered a novelty but 
as numbers grew and geese found golf 
courses and lawns to be a great place to 
forage and beaches a nice place to loaf, 
the complaints began pouring in. With 
year-round residency, all the fecal matter 
they deposited was just too much. States 
began requesting USFWS to provide for 
more hunting opportunity to address the 
problem. Thereafter, USFWS granted spe
cial seasons to hunt resident geese (which 
had no migration instincts) before and 
after the migration period until, in many 
areas, 107 days of hunting was allowed. 
In addition, between March and August, 
the USFWS allowed states to issue general 
depredation and egg addling permits in 
problematic situations. 

The USFWS' decades-long interpreta
tion of the MBTA has included protect
ing migratory birds from activities that 
reasonably foreseeably will result in 
"incidental take" even where the purpose 
of the activity is not to kill birds. For 
example, birds may die when they land 
on oil waste pits they mistake as ponds, 

run into wind turbines, get caught in gill 
nets while hunting for food and so forth. 
By working with the USFWS upfront, 
most companies and enterprises have 
taken reasonable and successful steps 
toward limiting the incidental take of 
migratory birds. These efforts have en
sured the protection of millions of birds 
while shielding these companies and 
enterprises from liability in the event that 
incidental takes do, nevertheless , occur. 
However, in cases of egregious conduct 
in which no steps to prevent or mitigate 
the incidental takes of birds are taken, 
the MBTA has allowed for enforcement 
of the law by issuing penalties against 
the responsible entity. For example, as a 
result of the 2010 Deep Water Horizon oil 
spill in the Gulf of Mexico, BP agreed to 
pay $100 million to the North American 
Wetland Conservation Fund for migratory 
bird habitat protection. The potential 
for liability is an incentive for industries 
to take steps to prevent incidental bird 
mortality. 

Recently, the USFWS released a De
cember 2017 legal opinion announcing 
that the MBTA would now be strictly 



Sea-going ducks, like the long-tailed duck shown above, would not be protected 
from "incidental take" caused by oil spills and gillnet entanglement if current 
protections under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act were no longer enforced. 

interpreted to only enforce the MBTA 
against those whose immediate purpose 
is to kill birds, such as shooting over 
the bag limit or shooting a non-game 
species. Such an interpretation will 
have devastating impacts on migratory 
birds by either directly killing them, or 
severely impacting their ability to en
gage in breeding, feeding and sheltering 
activities. Businesses would no longer 
be required to take reasonable upfront 
steps to mitigate or prevent reasonably 
foreseeable harms to migratory bird 
species. Moreover, the MBTA would no 
longer be enforced against such egre
gious killing of migratory birds as that 
caused by the 2010 Deep Water Horizon 
oil spill. The National Audubon Society 
cites studies that indicate power lines 
kill up to 64 million birds a year and com
munications towers kill up to 7 million. 
Uncovered waste pits account for another 
500,000 to 1 million bird deaths annually. 
The current estimate for wind turbines 
is 234,000 birds a year. This change in 
interpretation of the scope of protection 
afforded by the MBTA to prevent or mit
igate incidental takes would allow these 
activities to continue unfettered resulting 
in the continued deaths of millions of 
migratory birds. 

A number of states and conservation 
organizations have quickly responded 
to this change, pointing out that this 
change to the MBTA would remove any 
incentive for business to take steps to 
prevent bird deaths. Eight states , in
cluding Massachusetts, California and 
New York, have filed a lawsuit against 
the Department of Interior challenging 
USFWS' December 2017 opinion on the 
scope of its enforcement of the MBTA. 

The MBTA has been an important tool in 
the protection of migratory bird species 
both against purposeful and reasonably 
foreseeable incidental takes. These bird 
species are integral to a healthy environ
ment. They help to control insect popula
tions, pollinate plants, spread seeds, are 
both prey and predators, and provide 
recreational hunting and bird watching 
activities . Please join MassWildlife in 
celebrating the 100th anniversary of this 
vitally important law to protect migratory 
bird species . 

About the Author , 
H W Heusmann has been MassWildlife 's 

Waterfowl Project Leader for 48 years. 
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T oday I'm taking a hike in MassWild
life's Leadmine Mountain Wildlife 
Conservation Easement in Stur

bridge. Leadmine Mountain was created 
in 2006 when MassWildlife purchased a 
conservation restriction on 826 acres of 
land owned by the town of Sturbridge. 
This arrangement allows this area, popu
lar with local residents , to remain as open 
space while managed for fisheries and 
wildlife habitat by MassWildlife. Public 
access is through two large parking areas 
and a network of town-maintained trails . 

After a short walk through the forest 
from the parking area, I emerge into a 
wide grassy meadow. Hamant Brook, a 
tributary of the Quinebaug River, flows 
freely through the center of the meadow. 
It's an idyllic scene, the tall grass waves 
in the summer breeze, insects buzz and 
butterflies flit about. It's nearly impos
sible to tell that just last summer this 
meadow was a pond. But some clues 

remain; along the stream bank are the 
shells of freshwater mussels that once 
inhabited the pond bottom. A closer look 
at some seemingly out of place concrete 
structures emerging from the landscape 
will reveal the remains of dam abutments 
and outlet works; which is why I'm here, 
to survey the outcome of MassWildlife's 
Hamant Brook Restoration Project. 

Last September, after a decade of 
preparation, planning, and permitting, 
a contractor removed three dams along 
a three-quarter-mile stretch of Hamant 
Brook upstream of its confluence with 
the Quinebaug River. Two of the dams 
were on land owned by the Town of 
Sturbridge and one on land owned by 
Old Sturbridge Village. The dams were 
old and in a state of disrepair; in fact, two 
were under orders from the Massachu
setts Office of Dam Safety for required 
repair or removal. While many in town 
supported dam repair and retention of the 



Restoring a free-flowing Hamant Brook has enhanced habitat for Wood Turtles. 

small ponds, this option was expensive 
and the cost would have been borne by 
the town alone. MassWildlife saw this 
as an opportunity to restore a section 
of a known Coldwater Fish Resource 
(designated as such because it supports 
a native population of reproducing Brook 
Trout). The project was an opportunity 
to improve water quality, restore aquatic 
organism passage, enhance riverine and 
riparian function and connectivity, and 
decommission aging infrastructure all at 
little cost to any of the project partners. 
That's correct: a $1.4 million project with 
minimal cost to the project partners. 
How? First of all, the project lies within 
the Quinebaug River watershed and was 
eligible to receive environmental mitiga
tion funds from Millennium Power. The 
company operates a natural gas-fired 
electric power generating plant in CharI
ton which uses the Quinebaug River for 
cooling water. The project also received 
some funding through grant programs 
for environmental restoration. 

But as amazing as it seems, finding 
the funding for the project turned out 
to be the easy part. It was convincing a 
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majority of voters in Sturbridge to pass 
the proposal at town meeting and then 
getting the required permits from the 
town, the state, and even the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers that took the better 
part of 10 years. But as I stand here to
day, I can see that it was all worth it. The 
dams and the shallow, warmwater ponds 
that they created are gone, replaced by 
this grassy meadow and the free-run
ning trout stream. Over the next several 
decades this meadow will change as 
brush, shrubs, and trees take root in the 
fertile sediments that were pond bottom. 
Brook Trout will move down from the 
headwaters they now inhabit and wood 
turtles will move throughout the stream, 
their path no longer blocked by walls of 
concrete, and MassWildlife biologists 
will be here to document it. Our work 
here was not finished when the last of 
the dams was removed ; we continue to 
monitor the project area to document the 
recolonization by native species and to 
guard against, and remove if necessary, 
exotic invasive species that may try to 
take advantage of this new landscape. 

About the Author Y 
Caleb Slater, Ph.D., is the Anadromous 

Fish Project Leader for MassWildlife. He 
has worked on the Hamant Brook project 
for 10 years. 



DUCK SEASON SCIENCE 



Waterfowl hunters may wonder about the setting of duck hunting season lengths 
and bag limits. Unlike hunting seasons for most other game species, this sci
ence-driven process requires collaborating with the federal government and other 
state wildlife agencies. It is a complex process that evolved in the 1930s and '40s. 
Focusing on mallard populations, MassWildlife 's veteran Waterfowl Project Leader 
explains past and current waterfowl management approaches. 

In the world of waterfowl management, 
there are two types of Flyways : bio
logical flyways followed by migrating 

birds and administrative flyways estab
lished by humans. Originally, states had 
a hodge-podge of waterfowl season dates , 
lengths, and bag limits, varying greatly 
even among bordering states. In order 
to get a better handle on things , maps 
were developed showing temperature 
lines and the U.S. was divided into three 
hunting season zones going from north to 
south. In 1948, 

birds from arctic and central Canada 
gravitate toward the Mississippi Valley. 
The Central Flyway covers the interior of 
the continent from the Rocky Mountains 
east through the Great Plains while the 
Pacific Flyway attracts birds from west 
of the Rockies , the Great Basin, adjacent 
parts of the Prairie Provinces and from 
Alaska. 

For regulatory purposes, the United 
States is divided into 4 administrative 

flyways that 
when that be
came too com
plicated, the 
north-south 
format was 
dropped and 
the east-west 
flyway system 
was adopted. 

Waterfowl Migration Flyway Map 
largely follow 
the paths of 
migrating wa
terfowl : the At
lantic , which 
includes a ll 

Biologically, 
Massachu
setts is located 
in the Atlantic 
Flyway. This 
flyway draws 
most of its mi
grating ducks 
from Ontar
io , Quebec , 
the Maritime 
provinces , 
and Labrador/ 
Newfound
land , as well 
as locally pro
duced birds in 

Waterfowl Flyways 

• Atlantic Flyway 

• Central Flyway 

Mississippi Flyway 

• Pacific Flyway 
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lantic ocean 
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drain into that 
mighty river 
from Ohio to 
Iowa; the Cen
tral, which 
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encompass
es the Great 
Plains into the 
Rocky Moun-
tain states; 
and the Pacif

ic, which includes the west coast states 
and eastward into western Montana 
down through western New Mexico. 

the states. However, ducks from all across 
northern Canada, even west to Alaska, 
will cross the continent as they migrate 
southeast through the Great Lakes and 
funnel down along the coast through the In theory, each flyway has its own hunt-
mid-Atlantic region before spreading out ing regulations , but in reality that has not 
into Florida and the Gulf Coast or move always been the case. It's important to re-
farther south into the West Indies. Other member that it is the federal government , 
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(USFWS) that has legal jurisdiction over 
waterfowl, setting a framework of season 
lengths and hunting methods, which the 
states can then establish seasons. 

The Prairie Pothole region of south-cen
tral Canada and the north-central U.S. has 
been called America's "Duck Factory." 
Fertile soils of glacial till and hundreds 
of thousands of potholes, marshes and 
lakes provide excellent nesting habitat for 
a variety of duck species. Historically, this 
area has produced millions of waterfowl, 
the bulk of which migrate south down the 
Mississippi and Central flyways, with only 

limits and season lengths were reduced 
and shooting hours on opening day didn't 
begin until noon. 

Jumping forward to the mid-1980s , due 
to a decade of drought and low duck 
numbers on the prairies, seasons in other 
flyways were reduced from 50 to 40 to 30 
days and bag limits reduced from 5 to 3. 
Those actions spurred state waterfowl 
biologists in the east to push for more 
independence from the mid-continental , 
regulatory environment. Eastern biolo
gists had several points to justify their 
argument. The Atlantic Flyway is not 

subject to the ex
tremes of precip
itation that affect 
waterfowl habitat 
on the prairies. As 
a result, eastern 
waterfowl popu
lations don't expe
rience the boom 
and bust cycles of 
the central region 
of the country. 

a small portion 
moving into the 
Atlantic Flyway 
and even then 
primarily to the 
mid-Atlantic 
and southern 
states. But his
torically the re
gion was so im
portant to duck 
production that 
anything that 
happened in 
the Mississippi 
Flyway that af
fected hunting 
seasons pretty 
much dictated 
regulations for the 

During drought years on the prairie, farmers 
plow right up to the edge of potholes which 
greatly reduces waterfowl nesting habitat. 
This is not an issue in the Northeast. 

Changes in hab
itat in the north
east over the past 
60 years was an
other factor. The 
return of the bea
ver, forest regen

other flyways. 

However, the region was and is subject 
to periodic droughts. As farming intensi
fied over the past 100 years, the potholes 
and marshes were drained and prairies 
converted into croplands, magnifying 
drought effects. The dry soil conditions 
enabled farmers to plant crops in areas 
that were normally wetlands. Thus, when 
waterfowl populations in the Mississip
pi Flyway Pothole region declined due 
to poor habitat conditions, the USFWS 
reduced season lengths and bag limits 
in the Atlantic Flyway as well. Severe 
droughts in the 1930s (the Dust Bowl 
era) resulted in a number of permanent 
hunting restrictions like outlawing the 
use of live decoys, restricting shotgun 
gauge size, etc. Due to a Pothole region 
drought in the late '40s-early '50s, bag 

eration, and a proliferation of manmade 
ponds had resulted in the Atlantic Flyway 
coming into its own as a waterfowl pro
duction area. 

Additionally, two of the duck species 
most important to the harvest in the At
lantic Flyway, wood ducks and American 
black ducks, weren't even found on the 
prairies; the black duck being a bird of 
the boreal forests and salt marshes of the 
coast, and the cavity nesting wood duck 
rare on the largely treeless prairies. Wa
terfowl biologist also knew from banding 
data that most of the mallards hunters 
shot in the Atlantic Flyway, particularly 
from Virginia and north, were our own 
ducks , hatched and raised within the 
Flyway. Descendants of birds once kept 
as live decoys and game farm birds , 
mallards had become our number one 
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duck in the eastern waterfowler's bag. 
While we recognized the great increase 
in resident eastern mallards we did not 
know how many there actually were. 
We had no way of measuring how large 
our mallard population was and how it 
compared to the number of mallards 
migrating to the Atlantic Flyway from 
the Midwest. 

Mallard Management 
Approach 

Breeding waterfowl populations on the 
treeless prairies are easily measured 
through aerial surveys. USFWS pilot-biol
ogists fly transect lines counting both the 
number of ducks seen and the number of 
wetlands. These counts are used to esti
mate the number of waterfowl produced 
in the region. In the forested east, how
ever, flying transects was considered im
practical considering the varied terrain 
of ponds, bogs, streams, rivers , beaver 
ponds, and other wetlands. In 1988, as 
chair of the Mallard-Black Duck commit
tee of the Atlantic Flyway Council's (AFC) 
technical section, I worked with other 
northeast waterfowl biologists to devel
op a survey using ground plot checks of 
randomly selected one-kilo meter-square 
(247 acres) plots (Massachusetts Wildlife 
1996 Vol 46 #2.) . The ground plot survey 
focused on mallards because, based 
on mid-continent populations, they 
were the primary species the USFWS 
considered when setting waterfowl reg
ulations. Though we in the east needed 
to compare mallard information here to 
the Midwest population, all waterfowl 
species observed on the ground plots 
were recorded. 

Since the principal breeding range of 
eastern mallards extended from New 
England to Virginia, the states south of 
Maine (the USFWS flew aerial surveys in 
that state)through Virginia participated 
in the survey with nearly 1,500 plots be
ing checked each year. The goal was to 
get an estimate of pairs within ±20% for 
the flyway. We achieved better than that 
for mallards, wood ducks, and Canada 
geese, but the estimate for the much 
smaller black duck population hovered 
around 30%. Additional banding activity 

and analysis showed that 70%-90% of 
the mallard harvest in Northeast was 
eastern birds. Even in the southernmost 
states of the Flyway, more than a quarter 
of the harvest was derived from mallards 
hatched in the Northeast. 

Using this information, theAFC request
ed that waterfowl seasons in the Atlantic 
Flyway be based on eastern mallard 
populations instead of mid-continent 
mallard stock. To this end work was 
begun on an Eastern Mallard Model. 
The Northeastern Breeding Waterfowl 
Survey, which became fully operational 
in 1993, indicated there were more than 
800,000 mallards breeding from Virginia 
to New England. Aerial transect surveys 
begun by the USFWS plus helicopter plot 
surveys conducted by the Canadian Wild
life Service demonstrated a smaller but 
substantial additional mallard population 
in Maine and eastern Canada. 

Models 
In 2000, based on the newly developed 

Eastern Mallard Model, the Atlantic Fly
way was finally allowed to set its duck 
hunting season independently from 
what was happening in the Mississippi 
Flyway. As it happened, conditions on 
the prairies had improved with the re
turn of higher amounts of precipitation. 
Aided by passage of the North American 
Wetlands Protection Act by Congress 
and appropriated funds to preserve and 
protect habitat, duck populations had re
bounded. Some species reached all-time 
highs. This led to liberal duck seasons of 
60 days and a daily 6-bird bag limit for 
both the Mississippi and Atlantic flyways 
beginning in 1997. The new Eastern Mal
lard Model suggested we could continue 
liberal regulations in the Atlantic Flyway 
for the foreseeable future. 

Initially, all went well. The Eastern 
Mallard Model is actually a series of four 
competing models based on whether 
hunting mortality was additive (birds 
killed in addition to those dying from 
other mortality events) or compensatory 
(birds killed that would have died oth
erwise from other causes) and whether 
populations were strongly or weakly 
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density-dependent. Each year, the model 
weights shifted and by 2017 the strongest 
models were for weakly density-depen
dent (94%) and additive hunting mortal
ity (80%). The Eastern Mallard Model 
consisted of four regulatory packages 
for hunting seasons ; liberal, moderate, 
restrictive, and closed. However, the 
model was knife-edged , meaning, based 
on allowable harvest rates , if mallard 
populations declined we could go straight 
from a liberal season (60 days, 6-duck 
bag limit with 4 mallards but only 2 hens) 
to a restrictive season (30 days , 3-duck 
bag limit , 1 hen mallard) with a decline 
in the mallard population of as few as 
25,000 birds. A decline of 50,000 could 
result in no duck hunting, period. What 
was worse, eastern mallard populations 
were declining. The declining trend in 
mallard population levels resulted in 
the general duck season almost being 
closed or restricted to 30 days in two of 
the past six years. Mallard population 
levels were just high enough to avoid a 
closure or 30-day season. The model, 
based on population size, rate of growth, 
carrying capacity, and harvest rate, was 

Figure 1. Eastern Mallard Populations. 

flawed. It was over-predicting population 
levels that were not being met in reality. 

After increasing through the 1990s, 
surveys showed eastern mallard popula
tions began to decline in the early 2000s. 
On the Northeast breeding plot survey, 
mallards fell from a peak of over 425,000 
pairs in 1994 to only 214,000 pairs by 2017. 
The decrease was somewhat offset by a 
gradually increasing population of mal
lards breeding in Ontario and Quebec, 
but overall the population was declining 
(Figure 1). 

Why a Mallard Decline? 
Biologists don't know exactly why the 

mallard decline has occurred. Breeding 
population size in any year depends 
on how many birds from the previous 
year's population survived the full year 
(survival rate), and how many young
of-the-year birds from the previous 
year's nesting season made it through 
the winter and early spring (production 
rate). A long-term decline means that 
either survival or production (or both) 
is too low to maintain the population 
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While the mallard population in Eastern Canada is gradually increasing, it is not 
enough to compensate for the decline in the Northeast states. 
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size. Collected banding data indicate 
that eastern mallard survival rates are 
not measurably different now than they 
were in the 1990s, before the population 
decline began. Production estimates ob
tained from the USFWS Parts Collection 
Survey have not decreased from that 
time either. Yet the population decline 
is evident. This suggests that there is 
some bias in the estimates of survival 
or productivity, or both. 

Based on January 
surveys conducted 
in Massachusetts 
every 5 years since 
1973 at sites where 
people fed mallards 
(Massachusetts Wild
life 2008 Vol. 58 
#1), I documented a 
decline in wintering 
mallards at such 
sites of nearly 50%. 
Numbers peaked in 
1993 at 20,110 but de
clined to 11,685 by 
2018. The number 
of sites where mal
lards were being fed 
decreased from 247 
in 1998 to 119 sites 
by 2018. The decline 
in feeding sites was 
precipitated by the 
arrival of Canada 
geese at such sites 
in the mid-1990s. 
Many sites were 
posted "No Feeding" 
as the fecal matter 
from the geese were turning parks and 
shorelines into barnyards. I speculated 
that the loss of this artificial winter 
habitat in the Northeast could be one 
reason why mallard numbers were drop
ping. While other states did not conduct 
similar surveys, a review of Christmas 
Bird Counts showed a similar decline in 
mallard numbers around urban areas in 
other states. Under these conditions, the 
additive hunting mortality from liberal 
seasons could account for part of the 
declining population (Figure 2). 

One important point is that breeding 

mallards are not native to the Atlantic 
Flyway. State agencies and private cit
izens raised and released mallards in 
the early 1900's and, after the use of 
live decoys was outlawed in 1935, many 
birds kept for this purpose were liberat
ed as well. The progeny of these birds 
became established as breeding birds 
in the East. Some state wildlife agencies 
continued to raise and release mallards 
bythetens of thousands though the 1960s 

and '70s. Maryland 
had a state duck 
stamp specifically 
to fund game farm 
mallards and re
leased 300,000 be
tween 1974-1988. 
Private sources in 
Maryland released 
another 300,000. 
While state wild
life agency mallard 
propagation pro
grams have ceased, 
private shooting 
preserves continue 
to raise and release 
mallards. 

Recen tty, re
searchers have 
proposed study
ing the genetics of 
western, eastern, 
and game farm mal
lards. Their theo
ry is that eastern 
mallards may not 
be as well adapted 
to survival in the 

wild due to morphological differences 
in size, bill shape, and structure because 
of their game farm genetics and that this 
may be involved in the decline in eastern 
mallard populations over the past couple 
of decades. 

Another theory holds that a species 
newly introduced to an area may initially 
increase exponentially and reach some 
peak population, but then decline to 
some lower level where it plateaus. Since 
mallards have existed as breeding birds 
in the Northeast for only 60-80 years, 
that may apply to them. 
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Figure 2. Park Mallard Wintering Populations in Massachusetts 
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The number of mallards counted in winter surveys at sites where people fed them. 

A third factor may have been the 
liberal hunting seasons begun in 1997 
and eastern mallards unable to sustain 
themselves with the increased hunting 
pressure. More likely, the decline is due 
to a combination of factors . 

A New Approach 
Recognizing that eastern mallards, as 

an introduced species, were an artificial 
representative of ducks for the Atlantic 
Flyway, waterfowl biologists have begun 
the process of setting hunting seasons 
based on a suite of other species. Most 
other species of ducks are at stable or 
increasing populations. To this end, the 
AFC technical committee decided to work 
on a Multi-Stock Model that would include 
wood ducks, ring-neck ducks, green
winged teal , and common goldeneyes as 
more representative of Atlantic Flyway 
ducks than a sole focus on eastern mal-

lards. These species comprise greater 
than 40% of the Atlantic Flyway's total 
duck harvest and reflect regional varia
tion in harvest composition. Eighty-seven 
percent of the goldeneye harvest occurs 
in northern states and 91 % of the ring
neck harvest occurs in southern states, 
whereas wood ducks and green-winged 
teal are important throughout the flyway. 
The selected species also represent 
a broad diversity of habitat; upland 
nesters in boreal and southern Canada 
(green-winged teal), over-water nesters 
in boreal Canada (ring-necked duck), 
cavity nesters in the U.S. and southern 
Canada (wood duck) and cavity nesters 
in boreal Canada (goldeneye). Further
more, one or more of these species utilize 
the most important wintering habitats in 
the Atlantic Flyway. 

Meanwhile , it's back to the drawing 
board for eastern mallards. This year 
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Under the new Multi-Stock Model, (clockwise from top left) Ring-necked Duck, 
Green-winged Teal (hen), Common Goldeneye, and Wood Duck will be the four 
native waterfowl species used to set duck seasons and bag limits in Massachusetts. 

(2018), the AFC mallard committee will 
be developing aseparate harvest strategy 
for eastern mallards , similar to what was 
done for black ducks. In the meantime, 
the USFWS completed a Prescribed Take 
Level analysis based on acceptable har
vest rates for eastern mallards and that 
analysis dictated that the mallard bag 
be reduced from 4 to 2, in order to reach 
an acceptable level of harvest. It did not 
address the issue of hens in the bag and 
did not require a hen restriction. Biolog
ically, a hen restriction is not needed as 
we know that very few hunters actually 
take two mallard hens. 

However, while using science to de
velop hunting season regulations, the 
human dimensions or social aspects of 
waterfowl management are also under 
consideration. Explaining to hunters 
that mallard populations are declining 

but removing the hen restriction may 
seem counterintuitive. To some hunt
ers concerned about declining mallard 
populations, limiting the hen bag limit 
still sounds like the right thing to do. 
Therefore, at the 2018 AFC meeting held 
in Plymouth, Massachusetts this past 
September, the Council recommended 
to the USFWS that the mallard daily bag 
limit be reduced from 4 to 2 with only one 
hen allowed for next year's (2019-2020) 
waterfowl season. 

Some waterfowl management is more 
art than science. 

About the Author 
H W Heusmann has been MassWildlife 's 

Waterfowl Project Leader for 48 years. 
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Currently, MassWildlife biologists use 
two different types of equipment to 

conduct fisheries surveys. For lakes, 
ponds and large, deeper rivers, a motor
boat outfitted with a generator, booms, 
and "droppers" is the standard. In brooks, 
streams, and smaller rivers, a team of 
biologists navigate the streambed on foot 
carrying backpack shockers and electri
cal wands to stun and collect fish. When 
it comes to surveying boulder, and rock
strewn fast-moving rivers like the Millers, 
Deerfield, and others, the motorboat can't 
navigate those waters. Backpack shock 
coverage is not adequate, nor is it safe 
to traverse the roiling waters on foot. As 
a result, numerous reaches of rivers are 
inaccessible and thus unsurveyed. 

Biologists seriously dislike gaps in data 
and a recent donation of a customized 
electro-fishing river raft by a group of 
committed conservationists is designed 
to help MassWildlife fill this critical 
sampling need. The river raft will make 
it possible for MassWildlife fisheries 
biologists to conduct comprehensive 

coldwater fish surveys on previously 
inaccessible rocky, high-gradient river 
habitats. This generous donation was 
made possible by the efforts of actively 
engaged members of Trout Unlimited 
(TU) who have been working with Mass
Wildlife and other scientists on studies 
focusing on brown trout reproduction on 
the Deerfield River. A whitewater river 
raft outfitted with a standing platform, 
booms, droppers, generator equipment, 
and livewell is ideal for navigating the fast 
flowing water and less accessible river 
reaches. "I used these boats out in the 
western part of the country when I was 
doing fish surveys on the big rivers," said 
Adam Kautza, MassWildlife's Coldwater 
Fisheries Project Leader. "You run a reach 
of river with two people, one rower to 
navigate the river, the other biologist 
to stun and net the fish. After passing 
through a particular reach, we pull off 
to the side of the river, measure, weigh 
and gather other data from the netted 
fish, release them back in the water and 
then move on to the next river segment." 
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Here in the eastern part of the country, 
this kind of equipment doesn't appear to 
be very commonly used by state fish and 
wildlife agencies. Kautza believes Maine 
is the only state agency in New England 
using river rafts for fish surveys on their 
big whitewater rivers. 

We caught up with Kautza on the Deer
field River for the raft's maiden sampling 
voyage. It was the start of a Brown Trout 
study that will answer an important 
question: Are wild-hatched brown trout 
surviving and successfully reproducing 
in the Deerfield? The study will also give 
biologists an understanding of the abun
dance, growth rates and other important 
biological information on Brown Trout in 
the Deerfield River system. This study is, 
by necessity, a multi-year project, and 
involves the marking and recapturing 
of brown trout to measure growth rates, 
abundance, and other important biolog
ical information. Multiple survey trips 
will be necessary over a large area of the 
river and the raft makes that coverage 
possible. In the future, the raft will be 
pressed into fish survey service on oth
er rocky rivers such as the Hoosic, the 
Westfield, and the Millers River. 

A variety of people, businesses, and 
groups deserve thanks for their contribu-

tions to MassWildlife's new river raft. The 
12-foot river raft was personally owned 
and donated by Jim Dowd, an active 
member of the Deerfield River Watershed 
Trout Unlimited (DRWTU) chapter. The 
raft's custom-built standing platform was 
manufactured by Don Barnes, a Millers 
River TU member and president of Regal 
Vise, a family-owned business based in 
Orange producing fly tying vises. The 
DRWTU and the MA/ RI Council of Trout 
Unlimited combined resources to pur
chase booms and the electrical array/ 
droppers. They also donated a valuable 
time-saving raft inflating device, an elec
tric pump. Finally, the Greater Boston 
TU chapter contributed fish tags, which 
will be used in the Deerfield River Brown 
Trout study. A shout-out to Kevin Parsons, 
President of the DRWTU chapter, Bill 
Pastuzek, President of the Greater Boston 
TU chapter, MA/ RI Council President Paul 
Beaulieu, Council Secretary/Treasurer 
Mike Vito and Gary Crago of the Trout 
Unlimited National Council for their 
leadership. Thank you for making a key 
contribution to conservation, providing 
MassWildlife with the means to further 
our understanding of some of our most 
pristine rivers and the fish communities 
inhabiting them. 

Members of the Deerfield River Watershed, Millers River, and Greater Boston Trout 
Unlimited chapters and the MA/ RI Council of Trout Unlimitedjoin MassWildlife's 
Adam Kautza to see the newly-outfitted electrofishing raft they donated to improve 
our biologist's ability to survey and manage coldwater fisheries in our larger rivers. 
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In early July, Doug McGrady, a botanist from Rhode Island, made an incredible dis
covery on Cape Cod. He came across American chaffseed (Schwa/bea americana), 
a federally endangered plant that has not been seen in Massachusetts since 1965. 
MassWildlife staff botanists visited the site shortly after to confirm the discovery and 
counted over 2,600 stems. Because of this discovery, American chaffseed will be added 
to the Massachusetts Endangered Species Act list. Photo by Troy Gipps/ MassWildlife 
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