Mallard Synopsis

 THE CASE FOR CAPTIVE-REARED MALLARDS

(A SYNOPSIS)

 
The history of ducks along the Chesapeake Bay from the time of European settlement to today is one of decline.

The first settlers marveled at the profusion of wintering ducks. William Strachey (1610) described the bay as “covered with flocks of wildfowl … in such abundance as are not in all the world to be equaled.” In the mid-1600s a Marylander named George Alsop estimated one flock of ducks at the head of the bay to be a mile wide and seven miles long.

This profusion was short-lived. Increasing settlement produced a growing army of subsistence, market and sport gunners who sought “food on the wing” By the mid-1800s Elisha Lewis, a Philadelphia physician and sportsman, observed that “the bay shore, long before the dawn of day, for miles and miles, is alive with shooters; and every passing point is occupied with eager marksmen….” The increasing number of hunters produced an increased kill – and a decline in wintering ducks.

The disappearance of ducks was not limited to Chesapeake Bay. Concerned sportsmen in other states along the Atlantic Flyway and throughout the nation complained of diminishing flights. They urged passage of laws to protect ducks from over-shooting. In 1916 the United States and Canada signed the Migratory Bird Treaty that gave the federal government authority to regulate waterfowl hunting. Market hunting was banned. Spring shooting was outlawed. Seasons and daily bag limits were established for sport hunters. These actions failed to halt the decline.

 In the 1930s biologists were summoned to investigate the causes of diminishing fall flights. But half-a-century of scientific investigation also failed to stem the losses. Winter surveys document the steady decline in numbers of ducks along the Atlantic Flyway.  The “all duck” total fell from an average of 2.9 million in 1955-57 to 1.5 million in 2000-02, a drop of 46 percent. The number of puddle ducks during the same time period fell from 1.6 million to 623,000, a decline of 60 percent.

 Chesapeake Bay flocks fared even worse, as you can see in the following graph.
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                                     Figure 1. Winter surveys of Maryland and Virginia

                                            disclose that from 1954-2002 the total duck population

                                            declined 51 percent.  Numbers of puddle ducks fell

                                            an astonishing 73 percent.                   Source: USFWS.  

In response to these alarming losses, waterfowl hunters in Dorchester County, Maryland in 1982 began raising and releasing captive-reared, free-flying mallards. The releases did not represent a new phenomenon. Various states, duck clubs and individuals along the Atlantic Flyway had been releasing ducks into the wild since the early 1900s in an effort to augment diminishing wild populations. The distinguishing characteristic of Dorchester County releases was one of scale. A total of 2.6 million mallards have been released since 1983.

The success of Dorchester County’s program prompted other individuals and organizations along the Atlantic Flyway to begin releasing captive-reared mallards, the most significant being undertaken by the South Carolina Waterfowl Association.

These releases raised several biological concerns. We shall address each of these in due time, but first must examine the Atlantic Flyway’s historical mallard data.

The Displacement Hypothesis

Perhaps the greatest misconception in the current debate involves mallards. The eastern seaboard traditionally has been viewed almost exclusively as the home of the black duck, with mallards waiting until the latter half of the last century to invade eastern habitats.

This view, expressed in the popular press with appropriate quotations from waterfowl biologists, suggests an expanding mallard population throughout the flyway is displacing black ducks from traditional haunts. The data tells us otherwise, as you can see in the following graph. 
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                 Figure 2. Winter surveys disclose a steady decline from 1955-2002 in the

                    number of wintering mallards along the Atlantic Flyway.  Biologists

                    counted an average of 367,000 mallards from 1955-57. This total fell to 

                    165,000 during the years 2000-02, a decline of 55 percent. 

                                                                                                                  Source: USFWS.

As you can see by the trendline, the winter mallard population in the Atlantic Flyway has steadily declined since the mid-1950s. This is contrary to many popular accounts that suggest an explosive growth of Atlantic Flyway mallards during the past half century.

Left unanswered in the current debate is how a declining population can increasingly displace native black ducks throughout the latter’s range. A comparison of winter populations of mallards and black ducks provides a startling insight.
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                    Figure 3. Winter surveys reveal Atlantic Flyway black duck

                        populations have declined from an average of 476,000 in 1955-57 to

                        236,000 in 2000-02. This represents a 50 percent decline, compared to

                        a 55 percent drop in numbers of wintering mallards.  Source: USFWS.

The data suggests both mallards and black ducks are diminishing in tandem -- a 55 percent mallard decline compared to a 50 percent black duck decline. This is contrary to what would be expected if growing numbers of mallards were increasingly displacing black ducks from traditional eastern seaboard breeding and wintering haunts.

Waterfowl biologist Norman Seymour of St. Francis Xavier University adds a further note regarding the displacement hypothesis:

“Displacement involves one species preventing the other from occupying a particular location, even preventing it from reproducing. The main evidence for this in the current debate involved research in southwestern Ontario where mallards occupied breeding habitat formerly used exclusively by black ducks. The researchers assumed mallards had displaced the black duck. Implicit in this was the assumption that mallards were preventing black ducks from breeding with an obvious impact on the population.

“We know that mallards can exclude black ducks from breeding sites, but the reverse is also true. Furthermore, for this behavior to have a negative impact on the excluded pair (of either species) it must be shown that the excluded pair is unable to breed elsewhere. It must be demonstrated that breeding sites are limited and that black ducks and mallards are competing for these sites. No study has ever demonstrated that this is happening.”

Moreover, no study has suggested captive-reared released mallards that survive the gunning season are displacing breeding black ducks in Dorchester County, Maryland, the home site of today’s largest mallard-release program.

Thus, in the absence of proof, the displacement hypothesis can be dismissed as a significant factor in the long-term decline of Atlantic Flyway black ducks.

The Hybridization Hypothesis

A second biological concern involves hybridization. Critics of the mallard-release program suggest growing numbers of captive-reared and wild mallards increasingly interbreed with black ducks, threatening the genetic integrity of native black ducks.

As Seymour explains, “hybridization can occur as a result of (1) forced copulation (rape) and (2) mixed pairing in which a male and female of two different species reproduce. Both phenomena occur in wild populations and local/regional increases in hybrids and mixed pairs are documented. 

“Mixed pairing between mallards and black ducks occurs more often than in any other two species of North American ducks. However, there is no compelling, certainly no conclusive evidence, showing that mixed pairings are having a negative impact on any black duck population.

“Furthermore there in no evidence that released mallards negatively impact wild mallard populations through interbreeding or from competition for habitat requirements.”

We can further examine the hybridization hypothesis by comparing historical hybrid harvest rates (the percentage of hybrids in the combined kill of mallards, black ducks and mallard-black duck hybrids) along the Atlantic Flyway.
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                  Figure 4.  The harvest rate of mallard-black duck hybrids has remained

                  virtually constant over the years despite the release of increased numbers 

                  of free-flying captive-reared mallards since 1983.  Hybrids in the mallard-

                  black duck-hybrid bag averaged 1.63 percent from 1963-83 and 1.65 

                  percent from 1984-2001.                                                       Source: USFWS.

As you can see, the release of captive-reared mallards has not triggered a significant increase in the harvest rate of mallard-black duck hybrids among eastern seaboard hunters. Thus, both site-specific studies and flyway-wide harvest data suggest neither black ducks nor wild mallards are threatened by hybridization resulting from Maryland’s long-term, large-scale releases.

Disease Threat

A third major concern involves the threat of disease, primarily duck virus enteritis, a herpes virus that is colloquially known as duck plague. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has suggested that large concentrations of captive-reared mallards provide a repository for duck plague that under certain conditions could, because of frequent contact between released mallards and wild ducks, provide the means of transmission and trigger a major die-off in wild populations. This hypothesis is based on tests that found some captive-reared mallards to be carriers of low-level, non-virulent strains of duck plague, including a vaccination strain. These strains are not exclusive to captive-reared mallards. Wild waterfowl also have been found to be carriers. 

Three major duck plague die-offs have been reported in the 35 years since the disease was first reported in North America. These three outbreaks claimed the lives of less than 45,000 free-flying waterfowl – an average of less than 3,500 per year. (By way of comparison, assume an average autumn North American population of 80 million ducks. Authorities estimate approximately one-quarter -- 20 million -- will die from causes other than hunting during the course of the year.) The small number of duck plague deaths thus shrinks to insignificance and suggest the threat it poses is highly exaggerated. 

Moreover, if captive-reared mallards posed a significant duck plague threat, major epizootics should have occurred on Chesapeake Bay since large-scale mallard releases began in 1983. None have been reported in either captive-reared or wild flocks.

Dr. Gary L. Pearson offers this alternative view. “The absence of reports of duck plague in either captive-reared or wild waterfowl … demonstrates that the duck plague viruses present in the released mallards are either low virulence field strains or the vaccine virus and, therefore, that their principal impact is likely to increase the levels of immunity to more virulent duck plague virus strains in both waterfowl populations. 

“In fact, with the high prevalence of duck plague virus in free-flying and wild waterfowl in the area, it is obvious that, if captive-reared mallards were not immune to duck plague as a result of vaccination or natural exposure to low virulence duck plague virus strains prior to release, the wild waterfowl that frequent the areas where the captive-reared mallards are released would pose a significant health risk to those released birds.”

Conclusion

Examination of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service data provides no substantive proof that captive-reared mallards pose a biological threat, either through displacement of indigenous species, genetic mixing or spread of disease.

The program began as a result of waterfowl management’s failure to maintain bountiful numbers of wild flocks. It represents an attempt by sportsmen to continue a four-century-old tradition along the Atlantic Flyway.

Importantly, it also provides significant economic benefits. A1993 economic survey found the release-mallard program resulted in the employment of 115 persons in Dorchester County, Maryland and generated an annual payroll in excess of several million dollars. Taxable-based items such as hunting lodges, barns, infrastructures, boathouse, etc., increased the county’s assessable tax base by over $50 million. 

Thus, a ban on the release of captive-reared mallards on biologically dubious grounds would not only cause despair among sportsmen, it would pose a serious economic threat to financially troubled rural communities and governmental institutions.
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