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North Dakota
SpriNg Duck 

iNDex up, Water 
coNDitioNS DoWN

 The North Dakota Game 
and Fish Department’s annual 
spring breeding duck survey 
showed an index of 4.8 million 
birds, up 16 percent from last 
year and 112 percent above the 
long-term average (1948-2011). 
The 2012 index is the third high-
est on record.

 All species were well above 
the long-term average. Wi-
geon (+88 percent) and green-
winged teal (+221 percent) were 
at record highs. Mallards, gad-
wall, blue-winged teal, shovel-
ers, redheads and ruddy ducks 
exceeded the long-term average 
by more than 100 percent.

 Only pintails, shovelers and 
canvasbacks were down more 
than 10 percent from last year, 
and mallards were essentially 
unchanged. Blue-winged teal 
were at their highest level since 
2001, missing the record high 
by less than 1 percent.

 “Excellent production last 
summer brought many breed-
ing pairs back to the state,” said 
Mike Szymanski, waterfowl bi-
ologist. “Fortunately, there was 
still enough habitat to attract 
them to North Dakota.”

 The spring water index was 
down 57 percent from 2011 and 
6 percent from the long-term 
average. Compared to last year, 
Szymanski said water indices 
observed on individual tran-
sects were all down 50-65 per-
cent. The water index is based 
on basins with water, and does 

not necessarily represent the 
amount of water contained in 
wetlands.

 “Water conditions were 
good in larger wetlands, but 
the lack of snow this past win-
ter and the lack of significant 
spring rains reduced the num-
ber of temporary and seasonal 
wetlands,” Szymanski said. 
“Undoubtedly, many wetlands 
dried up within days of com-
pleting the survey.”

 Additionally, nesting cover 
in North Dakota continues to 
decline. During the survey, Szy-
manski noted many large tracts 
of grassland and Conservation 
Reserve Program land had been 
converted to cropland since last 
year. “North Dakota currently 
has about 2.3 million acres of 
CRP, which is down about 30 
percent from 2007,” Szymanski 
added. “Projections are that 
more than 650,000 acres will be 
lost in 2012, and an additional 
1.1 million acres will be lost in 
2013-14. The loss of critical nest-
ing cover will be disastrous for 
breeding ducks, other nesting 
birds and hunting opportuni-
ties in the future.”

 The July brood survey will 
provide a better idea of duck 
production and insight into ex-
pectations for this fall. Observa-
tions to date indicate prospects 
for good production across the 
state given abundant breed-
ing pairs and average wetland 
conditions.

Sage grouSe 
NumberS improve 

Slightly
 Even though the number 

of strutting males observed 
during the spring sage grouse 
survey was up 15 percent from 
last year, the population re-
mains well below management 
objectives. Therefore, the sage 
grouse hunting season will re-
main closed in 2012.

 Aaron Robinson, North 
Dakota Game and Fish Depart-
ment upland game bird biolo-
gist, said biologists counted 72 
males on 12 active strutting 
grounds. Last year, 63 males 
were counted on 12 active leks 
in the southwest.

 “This is great news,” Rob-
inson said. “The population 
has shown it can possibly come 
back given the right condi-
tions.”

 The number of males count-
ed on leks each spring has 
gradually declined since 2000. 
In 2008, spring counts dropped 
dramatically throughout North 
Dakota’s sage grouse range due 
to West Nile Virus. 

 “Numerous conservation 
efforts have taken place in 
the past four years which will 
hopefully help the population 
recover,” Robinson said.

 Sage grouse management 
in North Dakota and the entire 
range of 11 western states is a 
collaborative effort, Robinson 
said. “We manage this species 
as a group and make decisions 
based on scientific information, 
ultimately to maintain an iconic 
western species for future gen-


