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Tens of thousands of migrat 
ing lesser scaup [bluebill]  
ducks are currently visit-

ing Iowa wetlands as they surge 
northward toward Canadian nesting 
areas. One of the migration’s most 
important stopovers is Pool 19 of the 
Mississippi River.

Swarming here from winter re-
sorts in Texas, Louisiana, and Cuba, 
the birds arrive to refuel on abundant 
populations of fingernail clams. Once 
the birds have fed and rested, they 
will leave the Mississippi and head 
northwest across the continent. It is 
the beginning of a journey that will 
terminate on the remote, boreal for-
est breeding grounds of northern 
Canada.

But although the river’s water-
fowl concentrations are impressive, 
all is not well. Scaup populations are 
on the wane ---- down an alarming 

50 percent from the 7 million breed-
ing birds inven-
toried during the 
1970s. Although 
no can say why, 
researchers are 
currently seeking 
the answer. Dur-
ing the past four 
years, Iowa’s Pool 
19  has  become 
the focal point of 
intense scientific 
investigation as 
biologists from 
across the U.S. and 
Canada attempt to 
unravel the mys-
teries surrounding 
the decline. Scien-
tists band a female 
lesser scaup duck 
captured on the Mississippi river at 
Keokuk. Photo by Lowell Washburn

D u r -
i n g  t h e 
past week, 
s c i e n t i s t s 
have used 
baited, wire 
live-traps to 
capture and 
mark a large 
sample  of 
the river ’s 
m i g r a t i n g 
scaup popu-
lation. Ac-
cording to 
L o u i s i a n a 

State University Professor and scaup 
research coordinator, Alan Afton, 
more than 6,000 of the ducks have 
been weighed, measured, and then 
marked with individually numbered 
metal leg bands. As bands are report-
ed by hunters it will aid scientists in 
compiling data needed to make intel-
ligent scaup management decisions.

“In addition to placing bands on 
those thousands of migrating scaup, 
we have also equipped an additional 
17 females with satellite transmit-
ters,” says Afton. “As those birds 
continue their migration, they will be 
tracked by satellite on a daily basis. 

This effort marks the third year that 
we’ve attempted to track females to 
the breeding grounds and then back 
south again in the fall. Last spring, 
most of the females ended up in the 
boreal forest region of northwest 
Canada, and one duck went all the 
way to Alaska.

“During the past two years we’ve 
discovered that, on average, migrat-
ing females only make a total of six 
stops between Keokuk, Iowa and the 
boreal ponds of northwest Canada. 
Although there were several mor-
talities during the nesting season or 
along the migration trail, only two 
of those radioed ducks were shot by 
hunters.”

Scientists Look to Outer Space 
to Solve Iowa Duck Mystery

While other duck species are holding their own, scaup 
populations have waned by 50 percent since the 1970s.
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