	Slide
	Script

	1
	It is my pleasure to talk with you today about a conservation success story – the Wood Duck.
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	•The scientific name of the Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) means the duck in a wedding suit, referring to the striking plumage of the male. 

•Woodies are about 17 to 20 inches long, about half the size of a mallard.

•The wood duck is a type of dabbling duck, meaning it typically feeds by dabbling or tipping as opposed to diving to find food on the bottom.  

•It is the only duck that breeds in significant numbers in our state. 
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	•Both adults have a crested head, white belly, and a white line at the back of the wing (especially seen while the bird is in flight). 

•Male wood ducks are noted by their beautiful color pattern, and striking features such as you see here. 
•In contrast, the female is gray-brown overall, with white eye rings and a white throat and chin
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	The wood duck is found across North America, breeding east of the Rockies and in the western states.  It is the U.S.’s most common breeding waterfowl.  Darker areas indicate denser breeding populations. 
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	•On a broad scale, there are four major wintering areas for North America’s waterfowl: the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Coast, the Mississippi River Alluvial Valley and Delta, the Gulf Coast of Texas and Louisiana, and the Pacific Coast and California’s Central Valley.  

•These wintering areas are extremely valuable to migrating waterfowl.  

•They provide abundant food needed by ducks to maintain body weight over the winter so that they will be in good physical condition for the northern migration back to the breeding grounds.  

•Ducks also begin the courtship process and often select mates while still on the wintering grounds. 

•Most of our wood ducks are non-migratory.  However, a portion of Georgia’s woodies seems to migrate toward the lower Mississippi Valley every year.
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	•The wood duck was abundant in the forested wetlands of North America during the pre-colonial period.  But as the human population grew, man’s activities began to have an enormous impact on the wildlife populations around them.  

•Loss of bottomland hardwoods and unregulated market hunting caused wood duck populations to decline drastically, nearly to the point of extinction by the early 1900's.  

•Protection by laws such as the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 and the Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of 1934 (the Duck Stamp Act) along with the development of the first artificial wood duck nest box in 1937 helped wood duck populations to soar once again.    
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	•Today, the wood duck is the most common duck in Georgia, and it is the number one bird in the bag for Georgia’s waterfowl hunters. 

•Today, Georgia’s hunters harvest around 50,000 wood ducks annually (about 40% of the total duck harvest).  
In contrast, in 1961 (the first year of available USFWS harvest data) only 4,100 wood ducks were harvested in Georgia (20% of the total duck harvest).  

•Currently, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources operates 90 Wildlife Management Areas across the state.  On these areas, almost 2000 wood duck nest boxes are maintained annually.  

•Other agencies (U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) maintain over 500 wood duck nest boxes on their properties.  Many private landowners also erect and maintain wood duck nest boxes.
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	•Wood ducks begin courtship rituals several months before the nesting season, which usually begins in February and lasts through June. Pair bonds normally last through the brood-rearing season. 

•Wood ducks are cavity nesters – meaning they nest in hollow trees and snags.  They also use boxes built for nesting.

•Once egg laying begins; a hen will lay one egg each day until she reaches an average clutch size of 10-15 eggs. If something happens to the nest, hens will re-nest in an effort to hatch a successful brood.  

•Incubation begins after the last egg is laid, and hatching occurs about 30 days later. 

•About 24 hours after hatching, the hen begins calling them out of the nest to explore their new world on water. By the time the chicks are 5 weeks of age, they are quite independent from the hen. 

•As maturity progresses, ducks will begin the courtship ritual and breed at one year of age. 
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	•Wood ducks are closely associated with forested wetland habitats throughout North America. Woodies seldom venture far from woodlands and associated water areas. Their distribution is essentially confined to riparian corridors and other areas of lowland forest mixed with freshwater ponds, lakes, marshes, and swamps. 

•Beaver ponds form some of the finest wood duck habitat around. Flooded vegetation that protrudes above the surface of the water provides good brood-rearing cover. Buttonbush, alder, or other shrubs that grow out of the water provide protection from aerial predators. Other emergent vegetation such as sedges and rushes also provide places for young ducklings to hide.
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	•The wood duck typically feeds by dabbling or tipping up as opposed to diving to find food on the bottom. 

•During the fall and winter, woodies need foods such as acorns that are high in fat to carry them through the harsher months and prepare them for breeding and laying eggs.

•Other important food items include smartweed, wild millet, duckweed, and panic grass.  

•Spring nutritional needs require a shift in diet towards higher protein foods like insects to promote growth.    
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	•Various types of data are collected by state agencies and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service before hunting regulations are established. 

•Biologists conduct aerial surveys of available wetlands across the breeding area during the late spring, and then resurvey those same areas later in the summer to estimate duck numbers and remaining wetlands.  These data are used to calculate the  “Fall Flight Index,” an index to the number of ducks that will fly south for the winter.
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	•Band return data are used to estimate harvest levels and survival rates.

•WRD traps and bands wood ducks across the state from July to September.

•From banding information, we have learned that while most of our wood ducks are non-migratory.  However, a portion of Georgia’s woodies seems to migrate toward the lower Mississippi Valley every year.
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	•The new Harvest Information Program (HIP) questionnaire is also used to estimate harvest, hunter numbers, and hunter activity.  

•When hunters purchase a license to hunt waterfowl, they are required to complete a questionnaire about their last year’s hunting season. 
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	•Wings collected from hunter-harvested ducks are used to estimate the proportion of the harvest that is composed of males, females, adults, and juveniles.

•Data are used to build mathematical models to explain the biology of wood ducks. These mathematical formulas can be used to calculate survival, reproduction, harvest, etc.  Then biologists can also use these equations to predict the future for the species and to help set regulations.
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	•Using these data, individual states make recommendations to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for the upcoming hunting season based on information from the Fall Flight Index, banding data, Harvest information, and wing data.

•The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service then combines the biological recommendations from the states with public comment and opinion to set a framework of dates and other regulations for the fall hunting season.  

•Individual states then chose their waterfowl seasons within this framework.

•This process is repeated annually to insure that hunting regulations remain flexible to adjust for annual changes in waterfowl population levels.
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	•Why is a federal agency involved in setting Duck seasons? 

•The US Fish and Wildlife Service establish frameworks since waterfowl are migratory, crossing state lines. This allows for better coordination among the states to manage the duck population as a whole.
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	•Unfortunately, many wetland habitats are rapidly declining in the U.S.  However, many conservation agencies and organizations are working to protect wetlands and habitat essential for waterfowl conservation. 

•State agencies like the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division are working cooperatively with federal agencies such as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Geological Survey and with private conservation groups such as Ducks Unlimited, The Nature Conservancy, Waterfowl USA, and the Georgia Waterfowl Association to protect and enhance our wetland and waterfowl resources.

•Another important conservation effort is the North American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP). This is an overall plan to conserve waterfowl resources across North America. The NAWMP contains population goals for all major waterfowl species, and lists various conservation methods to achieve those goals. Partnerships between private conservation groups and various state and federal agencies are the key ingredient to making the NAWMP successful. Conservation groups, agencies, and legislators are all working together to insure a strong future for our waterfowl resources.
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	•Why should we manage for duck habitat in Georgia?  Managing waterfowl is complicated by the fact that ducks are migratory.  Managers must consider both breeding and wintering grounds in order to provide for year round quality habitat. 

•By providing quality wintering habitat, ducks return to the breeding ground in better condition. 

•Better condition translates to better reproductive success and ultimately more ducks.  When more young are produced, more ducks return to the wintering habitat to start the cycle again.
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	•In Georgia, the Ducks Unlimited M.A.R.S.H. Program (Matching Aid to Restore State's Habitats) is a great success. 

•The M.A.R.S.H. Program is a conservation program that creates, restores, or enhances wetland habitats. Under this program, Ducks Unlimited and the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division each pay for half of the costs associated with development of wetland projects. 

•Since 1985 in Georgia, DU, WRD and various other partners have spent just over $3 million on 33 completed MARSH Projects on 30 different sites that affect 15,478 acres of wetlands. 

•Wetland-dependent species that benefit from MARSH projects include ducks, geese, shorebirds, wading birds, songbirds and a diversity of reptiles and amphibians. 
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	•The wood duck, like all other waterfowl species, relies heavily on man’s conservation efforts for its continued survival.  With the continuing loss of mature, bottomland hardwoods, the naturally occurring cavities that wood ducks use for nesting remain scarce.  In areas where natural cavities are lacking, nest boxes can be built and erected to create the necessary nesting cover for wood duck hens. 

•These boxes not only provide additional cavities for the wood ducks, but they are also much safer than a natural cavity when a predator guard has been properly installed. 

• Nest boxes also must be maintained annually to keep them productive. Unhatched eggs, old nesting material, and wasp nests should be removed, and fresh shavings added along with some sort of insect repellent. 

•Wood duck nest boxes must be put up in or near available brood-rearing habitat in order to successfully increase local wood duck populations. 
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	Properly installed predator guards are necessary to prevent nest predators like raccoons and rat snakes from entering the box, killing the hen, and/or destroying the nest. 
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	•The North American Wetlands Conservation Act (or NAWCA) was enacted in December 1989 and provides Federal cost-share funding to support the North American Waterfowl Management Plan. Grants are provided to promote public-private partnerships to protect, restore, and manage a diversity of wetland habitats for migratory birds and other wildlife. 

•Several conservation groups are devoted to protecting wetlands and to the conservation of waterfowl.  We have already noted several such as Ducks Unlimited, The Nature Conservancy, Waterfowl USA, and the Georgia Waterfowl Association

•Corporations, such as Georgia Power, and private donors, also champion the cause of wetland protection and waterfowl conservation.

•Hunters are a major partner in funding conservation.  Through the sale of licenses such as the Federal Duck Stamp and the Georgia Waterfowl License, they directly benefit species such as the Wood Duck.
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	•As you can tell, there is a lot of effort put into managing wood ducks in Georgia.  What can you do?

•Even if you don’t hunt, purchasing the federal duck stamp at your local post office results in funding to support waterfowl conservation.  Buying the Georgia Waterfowl Conservation License also means more bucks for ducks!

•Many organizations work toward protecting wetland habitat.  Joining one of these helps too.

•If you have an area of suitable habitat, installing a wood duck box is a good to do something for woodies. 
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	Be sure to visit the WRD web site for more information!
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