ANTI-DUCK HUNTERS GAIN GLOBAL MOMENTUM
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No Science

NO DUCK ¢
HUNTING

Duck hunting is under

attack in places like
Australia and Argentina.
which lack North America’s
science-based defenses

BY KYLE WINTERSTEEN

Under the homepage headline, “Dul
shooting: cruel and dangerous for Auste
wildlife,” the anti-duck-hunting grosss
Animals Australia, offers the followss
depiction of waterfowling: “For s lag
a8 some state governments permit 8
senseless ‘recreational’ staughter of duck
these sensitive native animals will
forced to endure shattered bills, fracts
limbs, punctured organs, and d




will be Jeft without parents. ... The days
are numbered for this cruel ‘recreational’
activity, but while state governments stall
on making the obvious, and kindest, deci-
sion, wikilife is paying the ultimate price.”

The group's ploy appears multi-pronged:
Humanize the ducks; villainkze the hunters
use gratuitously graphic language; and
spread emotionally charged, objective
falsehoods (*ducklings will be leftwithout

‘

o &
parents!”) to an uninformed public.
One could easily dismiss Animals Aus-
tralia’s arguments as preposterous, given
that we in North America have seen
similar assaults on reason by PETA and
the HSUS (examples: Sunday hunting
prohibitions offer wildlife a “day of rest”;
dove hunting kills “birds of peace™; and
hunting with dogs is “cruel and unfair”),
with little effect. A




e Waketow| Ofts

l)"‘l"""' SOMe

notable anti-hunting vic-

tories, inchuding bans on hunting doves in

Michigan, mountamn lions in California and,

several years, black bears in New Jerses

there’s a tenclency for hunters to be o enpla
ert that, “A ban on
humting ducks could never 'n.lg’-;x:rl here "

\A,{l‘““

\ustralia and other major regions of

ent. Same may even

1Cre s the starthing re .||tr_'.:

lobe, the anti-hunters are winning.

hey're managing to restrict or even ban

tung—duck hunting, especially

SCTOss

id jurisdictions, And the same well
nzed, and vehemently

unt-banners that swaved
pinion elsewhere are already at

North American flvwavs.

4 Nees- \aa
'his was apparent in August 202

when Faeld & Game Australia—a huntes

tl'll LIS
Wa ywi—invited Joel Brice, Delta
Watertowl'’s chief con

offer his ¢

ranion offic <r, o

ertise. During the visit, Brice

rerncded nmittee hearines weiohis Iy
AeNced commutiee Deanngs wezhing tix

k hunting in the state of Victoria

Australia,” Brice said, “While I was over
in't al
« United States. | heard

ients that duck hunting is cruel, that

there, I didn’t hear anything 1 ha
4

sary and, silliest |I’..I.I. t!

r you
should buy your meat at the grocery stoee, It
ame stuff, but the momentum
1 of the anti-huntis
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Animal Justice party—committed to

. Ihey have a ™ -Ixr:.'.ll group the

banning duck hunting. And because all

L
the same Hl'_:.".L!H‘llf‘- exist here, | fear thar
Australia may have given me a _'!:vn;--.._-
into our future.”
Further, foreign anti-hunting groups have
the significant advantage of an ingredient

¢ North Americ

A JL‘L’;'I'. informed, science-based aporoact

that’s mar in the mix oussi

to surveying waterfowl, setting hunting
regulations, and monitoring harvest

‘North America’s waterfow! harvess

it was partly dk yed to les

xal
deferd duck hunting,” Brice said. “Austral

wotlkd Iove to have our decades of rescarct
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North America's system of setting water-
fowl hunting regulations, called “Adapeive
Harvest Management,” is globally unrivaled
in the scope, longevity, and precision of
its data, Here's why Australia and other
countrics are mshmq,, to develop something
akin to AHM-—and why its existence could
prove invaluable in Delta's fight to secure
the future of duck hunting in the United
States and Canada.

Adaptive Harvest Advantage
By the early 1900s, it was clear that North
America’s waterfowl were in decline, due
principally to a persistent drought on the
waterfowl breeding grounds combined
with commercial harvest and habitat
losses. Also problematic was the regulatory
deference to states and provinces, which
were ill-equipped to manage migratory
species and, in turn, imposed arbitrary,
inconsistent restrictions.

A recognition of these issucs—along
with a desire for sustainable management
of ducks and geese—inspired the U.S,

- Congress to pass the Migratory Bird Act

of 1913, which authorized the Secretary of
Agriculture to set migratory bird hunting
dates, “having due regard to the zones of
temperature, breeding habits, and times

USFWS biologist Art Hawlkins helped jump-start the breeding duck survey.
Hawkins, far right, nspects a map with Delta's Lyle Sowis and, at left, admires a Seabee aircraft,

and line of migratory flight” of the birds.
The act’s teeth were solidified in 1918,
when the Migratory Bird Treaty Act was
signed by the United States and, with
Great Britain acting on its behalf, Canada,

The intent of the MBTA included em-
powering the United States and Canada
to set hunting regulations that offer ample
harvest opportunities without detrimentally
affecting waterfowl populations. It was a
novel concept on paper—but how would
the countries abide by it? How could they
accurately track migratory populations over
vast distances?

Visionary biclogist Frederick C. Lincoln is
credited with proposing the use of aircraft,
At his insistence, in 1931 the U.S, Army
flew him over waterfow] wintering on the
Potomac River south of Washington D.C.
The test flight left Lincoln convinced of
the potential of aerial waterfowl surveys,
and experimental flights increased over
the next decade.

Meanwhile, in May 1946 at the Delta
Witerfow] Research Station in Manitoba—
the legacy property that spawned The
Duck Hunters Organization—U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service pilot Robert Smith
and USFWS biologist Art Hawkins set

to work as the primary architects of an

annual waterfowl breeding Im lation
survey. The Breeding Duck Pog n
and Habitar Survey officially l, -.c.‘l

in May 1955, a monumental achievement
that's been conducted every spring since
except in 2020 and 2021.

Neardy 70 years later, the data it provides
remain pnoml drivers of Adaptive Harve
Management—the process of setting duck
hunting regulations in the United Seates
and Canada. Additional inputs 1o AHM
include banding and other monitoring
tcchniqucs; hunter harvest questionnaires
(HIP surveys); “diary” survevs; and hunter-
submitted wing surveys,

These data are an assurance that hunting
regulations offer ample opportunities for
sportsmen and women without affecting
negative consequences for duck popula-
tions. Indeed, the science suggests that
North America’s hunter harvest is mostly
“compensatoey™—that i, populations woulkin't
increase even if seasons were eliminated

Speaking of closed seasons, that's the
default of Adaptive Harvest Manage-
ment, which technically only opens duck
scasons—on a sliding scale that includes
“restrictive,” “moderate,” and “liberal”
regulations—when certain conditions,
such as population sizes, are met.
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This veritable mountain of waterfow!
data continues to be collected, essentially, in
adherence to the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.
Importantly, however, in this era of evolving
ideologies and divided politics, it serves as
a defense against attacks on duck }"x nting,
t00. Should the HSUS sue the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service over duck hunting (as
it has over other wildlife-related matters), it
would Iikely angue either that the USFWS is
failing to accurately chart duck popubations,
or that duck populations are declining and
hunting is a key contributing factor.

o
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Whille professing to “rescue” wounded ducks, Aussie
ant-hunters actively interfere with waterfowl hunting,

Fortunately these arguments don’t hold

an ounce of marsh water in the face of

seven decades of data on duck populations
and hunter harvest.
the anti-hunting voices in Australia and
Argentina are any indication, science and
reason are no deterrent.

Danger ‘Down Under’

While Australia lacks a flz agship waterfowl
survey, the E Australian Waterbird
Survey has been conducted via a grid

.I\lLl’l

system since 1983, While ducks are not

However, if some of

the \\n\'c‘\"\ primary focus, anti-hunters
note that ducks are 75% below the survey’s
long-term averuge, including a 58% decline
from 2020 to .,“’1

For many it’s a compelling argument,
despite the survey’s much broader margins
of error and decades narrower “long-term
average” compared to North America’s
breeding population survey,

“There’s not a place anywhere in the
world, Australia included, that's even a
close second to what we have in place in
North America,” said Ramsey Russell,
who, as proprietor of GetDucks.com, is a
leading expert on workiwide waterfowling,
“It’s uniquely American. We're passionate
about the resource, we care abour its per-
petuity, and we've creared a multi-billion
dollar system that funds state, federal, and
university monitoring,”

Lacking this kvel of population and hunter
harvest data, it’s far more challenging to
counter a claim that ducks are declining
and hunting is to blame. Brice experienced
this while attending Vicroria's “Sel

iect
Committee” hearings on duck hunting,

“There was a lot of discussion about
the long-term and gradual declines of all

Australia offers richly scenic views to
duck hunters—but the tradition is in peril.
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waterbirds in the survey, not just ducks,”

Brice said. “Dr. Richard Kingsford (an

ccosystems ecologist at the University of

New South Wales) testified that habitat
losses are the root cause of the declines,
including for ducks. However, he never
flat out said duck hunting is nor a cause
of the decline. T wish he had, because o
me habitat is clearly the issue,”

Still, even among biologists who might
be sympathetic to hunting, a lack of
data allows for ample gray area, And,
unfortunately, Australia never designed
3 system by which hunting revenues help

Argentina’s antihunters allege an overharvest of key ducks such as siver teal, at left

support population monitoring.

Such efforts were underway prioe to Vic-
toria’s committee hearings. And Victoria's
acceptance of an interim AHM-style system
of setting duck hunting regulations in 2022
suggested hope for continued seasons.

Sadly, in late August the Select Commit-
tee recommended abolishing duck hunting
throughout the state. If the stase government
acts on the recommendation—which was
protested by members of the Select Com-
mittee, who accused their colleagues of
colluding with anti-hunting activists and
ignoring pro-hunting facts—Victoria woukd

join the states of Western Australia, New
South Wales, and Queensland in banning
all duck hunting. Only South Australia
and Tasmania would remain.

“If Victoria falls, the rest will go like
dominoes,” Russell said. “I think it's over.
And Australia was one of the wodd’s most
amazing places to be a duck hunter.”

Argentina’s Antis

Traveling hunters are a critical source of
revenue in rural Argentina. And because
hunting places monetary value on the
birds, it could also be protecting them
from catastrophe.

“If you ban hunting in Argentina, the
farmers will poison the water and roosts and
milkions of ducks and doves will die,” Russell
said. “In many arcas we hune, they're beating
our doors down saying, ‘Please hunt here,'
because disturbed birds eat fewer crops.”

Yet pressure from anti-hunting voices in
Buenos Aires and other population centers
has gained intensity.

“It seems like during Covid lockdowns
the anti-hunting world exploded, inchading
in Argentina,” Russell said. “T think they
had nothing better to do than conspire
against hunters,”

Argentine duck guiies have begun sunveys
of rosy-billed pochards and other sSpecies.
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The situation came to a head in 2022,
when the federal government ordered a

closure of duck hunting in the middle of

the season. Incredibly, most Argentine
provinces, including the popular water-
fowl destinations of Cordoba and Santa
Fe, thumbed their noses at the order,
instructed law enforcement to ignore it,
and continued selling hunting licenses
“In America that would be like Missis-
sippi telling the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to go hug a root—it would be
crazy,” Russell said. “But it’s not like
that in Argentina, They lack the federal
infrastructure, And it’s a cash economy,
s0 the provinces wield a lot of power.”
While hunters and outfitters won the

initial battle, they noted their lack of

population and harvest data. According to
Russell, they consulted leading American
waterfowl biologists, including Dr, John
Eadie of the University of California-Davis,
on methods to conduct reliable transect
surveys. And later in 2022, volunteers
(mostly consisting of hunting guides) and
Argentine government officials surveyed just
Buenos Aires—one of six provinces—and
counted 14.5 million ducks!

“So for 2023 they couldn't ban duck
hunting,” Russell said. “But Argentina
needs more data, because right now the
antis can say, ‘Silver teal are in trouble.

)
>

Band reports and other harvest data are critical to monitoring North Amenican waterfowl,

Prove us wrong.' And you can't!”

In late 2023, waterfowl survey volun-
teers were agamn 'mn.'killj.: their transect
beats, while wrestling with the statistical
credibility of their work and the need

to expand it to include harvest data, a

banding program, and other means of

population monitoring.
“If Argentina is ZOINg to continue to

have duck ]n:nhng, they're going to have

North Amencan duck hunters have science
and Dea Waterfow in their comer,

to develop a model that generates money to
the benefit of the resource, the habirar, and

the Jocal communities,” Russell said "H'.v:)

need a model resembling North America’s”

Defending the Hunt
In addition o Argentina and Australia,
plenty of other regions around the globe

could be cited as examples of anti-hunters’

influence, Russell savs New Zealand’s pen-
dulum has swung anti-hunting, Scandinavia
is debating waterfowl hunting regulations
and the data—or lack thereof—to support
them. And the United Kingdom hasn't
been immune

Could it happen here? Sure—but it

would be re challenging for hunt

Indeed, everv w irertowler in North

America is indebred to the brilliant bi
ologists who've driven nearly a century
of waterfow! resecarch and m anagement
They' :d enhance hunting opportu
nities. They've boosted our understanding
0 ction. And their science
be ; to defend duck
} z Nort \merica and to lend

tise amy t the world where
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Kyie Wens ] nte, Penmnsyfoania,



