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ern shovelers, blue-winged 
teal and scaup were bright 
spots on this year’s survey. For 
the first time since 1999, mal-
lard populations have exceeded 
10 million. Northern shovelers 
and bluewings again reached 
record highs (5.0 and 9.2 mil-
lion, respectively). Scaup num-
bers showed improvement and 
are above 5 million for the first 
time since 1991, but still remain 
below the North American 
Waterfowl Management Plan 
(NAWMP) population goal. 
Only three species—northern 
pintail, American wigeon and 
scaup—remain below NAWMP 
goals.

“This year I am reminded 
again of the dynamic nature 
of wetland cycles and what 
happens when several years of 
strong production line up with 
the possible beginnings of a 
drought cycle,” Humburg said.

“As good as the popula-
tion news is this week, wa-
terfowl and wetland habitats 
continue to face significant 
long-term threats. The Farm 
Bill and North American Wet-
lands Conservation Act are up 
for renewal by Congress this 
year and both are crucial to our 
ability to conserve this critical 
habitat. We are also fighting 
to increase our investment in 
wetlands conservation by rais-
ing the price of the federal duck 
stamp,” said DU CEO Dale 
Hall. “Conservation is indeed 
at a crossroads this year.”

Nesting habitat across 
the Prairie Pothole Region con-
tinues to decline, particularly 
following the mild, dry winter. 

In many places in Canada, the 
mild conditions allowed farm-
ers to tile and return shallow 
wetlands to production. On 
the U.S. side of the border, ex-
piring Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) contracts, high 
commodity prices and other 
economic factors are not only 
pressuring wetland drainage, 
but also pushing conversions 
of grasslands to cropland.

A recent report from North 
Dakota Game and Fish noted 
nesting cover in the state con-
tinues to decline. During their 
survey, biologists noted many 
large tracts of grassland and 
CRP land had been converted 
to cropland since last year. CRP 
acres in North Dakota alone 
have dropped to about 2.3 mil-
lion acres, which is down about 
30 percent since 2007. Projec-
tions 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 
this critical nesting cover will be 
disastrous for breeding ducks, 
other nesting birds and hunting 
opportunities in the future.

As always, fall weather 
and habitat conditions along 
migration routes will have a 
big impact on migration chro-
nology and local hunting suc-
cess. “Severe drought in some 
important wintering regions 
adds a bit more uncertainty 
about prospects for the fall. 
However, I am encouraged 
by the number of breeding 
ducks surveyed this year, and 
hopeful production will be at 
least average,” Humburg said. 
“As a waterfowl hunter, I am 

always optimistic. As a water-
fowl biologist, I am realistic but 
committed to the conservation 
challenges ahead.”

The FWS spring surveys 
provide the scientific basis for 
many management programs 
across the continent, including 
the setting of hunting regula-
tions. The four flyway councils 
will meet in late July to recom-
mend and adopt the season 
structure and bag limits for 
2012-13. Individual states will 
make their specific selections 
within a federal framework of 
season length, bag limit and 
outside dates. Hunters should 
check their states’ rules for final 
dates.

View all the data and get a 
species-by-species breakdown 
at www.ducks.org/survey.


