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CITES SERIOUS DEXXEASE OF 
CAXVASBACK, ,RED1731D DUCKS 

Chief Gabrielson of Biological Survey 
Errplains Weed for Close Season 

(SEE MP ON LAST PAGE) --I 

For the first time in the history of the United States it is illegal to shoot 

canvasback and redhead ducks at any time. The new migratory waterfowl hunting 

regulations recently announced for this season by the U. S. Biological Survey place 

these materfowl on the list of fully protected species, and the Survey is making 

every possiblo effort to promote enforcement of the new regulation. 

"Canv2.sbnc'Ks and redheads", says Dr. Ira N. Gabrielson, Chief of the Biologi- 

cnl Survoy, "have seriously decreased in numbers despite the restrictions provided 

by previous hunting regulations. In recent yonrs they have been especially hard- 

hit because much of their breeding territory is in the region t-hat has been visited 

by droughts." 

These two diving ducks are the most palatable of all game birds, say many 

wildfonlers. During the days of heavy market hunting canvasbacks sometimes sold 

as high as $10 to $12 a pair, or brace, in large Eastern cities. So popular was 

the hunting of these ducks that the decrease in their num-oers throughout their 

breeding areas in the North Central States began as early as in the 1501s and ‘60~s. 

Yet many sportsmen, even today, accustomed to seeing good-sized flocks of 

canvasbacks in the fall along the Chesapeake Ba,y and the oastern shore of the Unite5 

States, are asking, t%hy stop the shooting of canvasbacks?' They point out that 

536-37 



- 2-4 

last fall it was estimated more t1,an ZO,OSO canvasbacks were condcntrated at one 

t imc: on th:: Susquchnnnn Eiver flct s in I,Iar,ylr.nd. 

“This is indeed <a large raft of ducks,rl says Dr. Gabrielson, "but it must be 

remembered that the concentration on the Susquehnnna Fiats last fall represented 

a wry larq percentage of all the canvaswxks left ix the world. This number is 

far too small to T)rovide adequate snort for the hunters and stil.1 I-cave enough 

breeding stock to repopulate the refuges in the I;orth Central States and also the 

sr,arsely inhabited breading grounds in C-a:xad;l,J' 

T‘rousnnds of mallards, pintails, and other ducks rest, nest, ‘and feed on the; 

refuges established by the %iolo$.cn,l Survey, but the SC-.--city of canvasbacks and 

redheads on those northern refuges rrhere so many other ducks breed shows plainly 

the need of special protection for these species. These refuges, records of the 

Survey 522077, could easily cccomodste several tines thz nmber of wnvasbacks and 

redheads that nested 0.2 them this ywr. Berzrt‘llele flp tiJ, an ir,ventory of canvasbacks 

and redhcads made l,astsxing and summer on several of the northern refuges does 

indicate that there are enough of these ducks loft to serve as a nucleus for re- 

storing them to great numbers, if they are adeqJntely protected now. 

Bccords of tke Elolo,~ical Survey shop that these two species have never bred 

nature.11;~ in e2.s tf:rn Korth America. Their original breeding grounds extended from 

northern Ne'rraska across to Western hlinnesota and north into the Canadian Prairie 

Provinces of Lianitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. A Fvcstern contingent of these 

tmo ducks inhabits the great interior valley of California, northern Nevada and 

Utah, and a small area in southern i3ritish Col.umbia. 

Neither of these two ducks has ever occupied the v: -t nesting grounds of 

northern Canada and Alaska, . Their ancestral nesting places were In a region now 

devoted principally to agriculture. The drainage of prairie lakes, ponds, and 
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marshes in Nebraska, Minnesota, and tho Dc?kotas destroyed thousands of acres of 

v?l.i:r:~!.e: ‘r:‘.bit2t for those mnterfoT.ql* I;ike~isc, the drainage of valleys in 

California and the drainage of lakes, ponds, and. marshes in the Canadian Prairie 

Provinces destroyed a large part o f their original nesting grounds. As a result 

both of these ducks even in l92C were rare as breeding species in the United Strztc- 

There :vere a fen areas such as the Sear River marshes in Utnh &era they still 

bred in numbers, but elsenhere in this country only a fev pairs rvere to bc found. 

Practically all of their original breeding range that remained suitable :xxs in 

Canada. 

Last s-mrner two field part!.es of tho I3iolo~ical Survey covered the remain- 

ing breeding grounds of these tvo ducks in the Canadian Prairie Provinces of 

Manitoba, Saskntchenzn, and Alberta. Nowhere did these parties find more than a 

scattering of either canvasbacks or redheads. Last winter every important mintcr- 

ing ground in the United States and Melrico was carefully surveyed in making a, 

naterfo71 inve?>" .-,ory, but nonhere TKLS +,i.hcrc a concentration even near the size of 

the one that vas observed in the Susquehanna Iiiver flats. 

"This does not secessnrily mean that those ducks are on the verge of ex- 

tinction," says Dr. Gabrielson. "Vith propr.r m,anngcment and protection both may I- 

be brought back to a numerical strer&h that again gill provide good shooting 

for sp0rtsmen.n 
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