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I OBJECTIVE 

To enhance and maintain Black Duck populations in the A t l a n t i c 

Provinces o f Canada. Within t h i s broad o b j e c t i v e narrower aims can be 

categor ized: 

i To i d e n t i f y and maintain c r i t i c a l areas o f breeding, staging and 

wintering h a b i t a t . 

i i To e s t a b l i s h and maintain optimum population l e v e l s c o n s i s t e n t with 

hab i ta t carrying capaci ty and other overriding demands of s o c i e t y , 

i i i To maintain opportunit ies f o r hunting c o n s i s t e n t with maintaining 

the Black Duck population and to ensure opportunit ies f o r non-

consumptive use of Black Ducks. 

In the following three s e c t i o n s aspects of Black Duck biology are 

examined which r e l a t e to the above o b j e c t i v e s . 

I I HABITAT 

i Human impact on wetlands 

In p r e h i s t o r i c t imes , as today , 'B lack Ducks bred throughout the 

A t l a n t i c Provinces with the exception of that part of Labrador above 

the t r e e l i n e . In the more norther ly parts of t h e i r -range they may have 

a lower breeding success as short summers may prevent renest ing and 

successful brood r e a r i n g . The r e l a t i v e success o f birds breeding on the 

coas t and birds breeding inland has not c e r t a i n l y been determined, but 

the extent of inland h a b i t a t so f a r "exceeds tha t of coastal h a b i t a t tha t 

the former, even though Black Duck may breed there in grea ter dens i ty , 

produces fewer ducks. 



The French s e t t l e d in the Maritimes about 1605, and s e t about 

diking vast areas o f s a l t marsh.. By 1755 they had diked approximately 

25 ,000 ha. Although the bulk o f t h i s marshland was not important waterfowl 

breeding h a b i t a t , the upper reaches o f the e s t u a r i e s must have produced 

a s i g n i f i c a n t number o f Black Ducks. This i s evidenced by production on 

marshes in the upper reaches o f e x i s t i n g e s t u a r i e s . The most s i g n i f i c a n t 

e f f e c t o f t h i s drainage on Black Ducks has been in the loss of staging 

and wintering h a b i t a t , .but s ince the th i rd decade of t h i s century the 

amount o f s a l t marsh has a c t u a l l y been increasing as diked lands are 

neglected and have begun to r e v e r t to t h e i r or ig ina l s t a t u s . 

Public subsidy of wetland reclamation programmes f o r a g r i c u l t u r e 

has been continuous from 1841 to 1976 and i t now extends to inland fresh 

water breeding areas as well as to the Sa in t John, Shubenacadie and other 

such f l o o d p l a i n s . Those programmes encourage the fur ther destruct ion of 

Black Duck breeding h a b i t a t in what we be l ieve to be the most productive 

areas o f the Maritimes. Furthermore, h y d r o - e l e c t r i c p r o j e c t s e x i s t or 

are planned on many r i v e r s in the Maritimes and are already a f f e c t i n g 

v a s t areas in Labrador and Newfoundland. Such p r o j e c t s almost invar iably 

r e s u l t in a reduction of waterfowl breeding h a b i t a t . 

In s p i t e o f these s i g n i f i c a n t adverse inf luences on breeding, 

s taging and wintering areas the bulk o f the Black Duck h a b i t a t in the 

A t l a n t i c Provinces s t i l l e x i s t s . 

There have been some notable in tent ional and some unintentional 

programs which have b e n e f i t t e d Black Ducks. 

Ducks Unlimited has developed 7 ,225 ha of h a b i t a t for breeding 

waterfowl in the Maritime Provinces. In Prince Edward Island some 



causeways have" produced exce l lent" breeding marshes and farm pond 

subsidies have, to a degree, o f f s e t the adverse e f f e c t s o f drainage 

subs id ies : However, there i s an economic l i m i t to the amount o f breeding 

h a b i t a t tha t can be c rea ted , and in Prince Edward Island t h a t l i m i t has 

already been approached. 

i i Wintering Habitat 

Black Ducks winter in e s t u a r i e s and coas ta l marshes. Lack of 

s u i t a b l e wintering h a b i t a t appears to be one of the l i m i t i n g f a c t o r s to 

some population segments of t h i s s p e c i e s . Winter h a b i t a t i s being reduced 

annually along the A t l a n t i c c o a s t , p a r t i c u l a r l y in the United S t a t e s . 

S a l t marshes now'threatened by large t i d a l power proposals which, i f 

constructed, may have an adverse inf luence on marshes from Nova S c o t i a 

and New Brunswick to Massachusetts. The extent o f impact o f t ida l power 

p r o j e c t s on s a l t marshes in t h i s region has not , so f a r , been accurate ly 

predic ted. 

There are many u n c e r t a i n t i e s concerning the future o f Black Duck 

wintering h a b i t a t both in the A t l a n t i ç Provinces and in the A t l a n t i c 

coas ta l s t a t e s . I t wi l l be necessary , however, to reduce h a b i t a t losses 

i f Black Duck and other waterfowl populations are to be sustained a t 

current l e v e l s . The bulk of the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r maintaining the s ta tus 

o f Black Duck populations associated with the A t l a n t i c Provinces l i e s in 

the United S t a t e s . S t i l l Canadian wintering areas must be j e a l o u s l y 

guarded s ince t h i s wintering segment i s t o t a l l y a Canadian resource . 

Since birds migrate from Nova S c o t i a in some years a f t e r January 15, 

and s ince no ser ious winter d i e - o f f s have occurred, i t i s d i f f i c u l t to 
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assess the A t l a n t i c Provinces winter carrying c a p a c i t y , ' i t ' i s probably 

grea ter than present populations o f wintering Black Ducks but a continuing 

programme of midwinter inventor ies wi l l help assess t h i s . 

In the A t l a n t i c Provinces Black Duck wintering areas can be 

protected by a c q u i s i t i o n , l e a s e or l e g i s l a t i o n as can and must the United 

S t a t e s wintering a r e a s , i f the o b j e c t i v e s o f t h i s paper are to be met. 

i i i Breeding Habitat 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t to show t h a t s i g n i f i c a n t increases in Black Duck 

breeding populations have occurred as a r e s u l t o f waterfowl h a b i t a t 

developments. Certa inly the breeding success and density of several species 

o f waterfowl are increased l o c a l l y on managed areas as compared to areas 

o f natural marsh which have a lower f e r t i l i t y . Although o f s i g n i f i c a n c e 

l o c a l l y , the extent o f those h a b i t a t improvement schemes i s not s u f f i c i e n t 

to have any large e f f e c t on the t o t a l number of Black Ducks produced each 

year in the A t l a n t i c Flyway. 

I l l POPULATIONS 

i Dis t r ibut ion 

The Black Duck breeds in a wide v a r i e t y o f wetland types including 

beaver flowages, r i v e r s , l a k e s , farm ponds, coasta l marshes and e s t u a r i e s . 

I n a c c e s s i b i l i t y , low and uneven population d e n s i t i e s as well as the 

d i v e r s i t y o f h a b i t a t types used by Black Ducks has made i t impossible to 

determine annual production throughout the A t l a n t i c Provinces. With the 

manpower and funding present ly a v a i l a b l e , management decis ions have, 
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t h e r e f o r e , been based primari ly upon harvest data adjusted by banding 

and winter inventory data . 

Our incomplete data suggest dec l ines in wintering populations of 

Black Ducks in the A t l a n t i c Provinces. S i g n i f i c a n t dec l ines in numbers 

of Black Ducks wintering along the eastern seaboard in the United S t a t e s 

may be due to losses o f wintering h a b i t a t , mainly s a l t marshes. 

In midwinter a small number of Black Ducks occur along the south 

and west coas ts of Newfoundland, but most are to be found along the north . 

and south shores of the eastern two-thirds of Prince Edward Is land, the 

southwestern shore o f New Brunswick, and the southwestern and southeastern 

shores o f Nova S c o t i a . 

i i Inventories 

An improved annual Black Duck inventory i s required to evaluate 

A t l a n t i c Flyway population s t a t u s . These counts are most appropriately 

conducted during January when birds are concentrated and can be most e a s i l y 

counted. With regard to the A t l a n t i c Provinces wintering populations, 

more complete counts over several years are needed to c l e a r l y determine 

not only the t o t a l wintering population, but a l so the e f f e c t of such 

v a r i a b l e s as weather and hunting pressure on numbers and d i s t r i b u t i o n . 

In addition to the present , mainly preseason banding e f f o r t , an 

increased winter banding e f f o r t i s required to evaluate survival r a t e s 

and additional preseason banding i s needed in Labrador and Newfoundland 

to more c l e a r l y descr ibe movement pat terns o f those local populations. 

So l i t t l e e f f o r t has been expended on systematic Black Duck work 

tha t we have only s l i g h t evidence to i n d i c a t e tha t the Black Duck breeding 



population in the . 'At lant ic Provinces~has decreased,~ except i n ' l o c a l 

areas where h a b i t a t l o s s e s have occurred. However, in order to make 

recommendations f o r harvest with f o r e s i g h t , i t i s des i rab le to have annual 

est imates o f breeding success and of breeding population s i z e . I t may 

a lso be necessary in future to make more prec i se regulat ions for s p e c i f i c 

population segments or harvest areas within the A t l a n t i c Provinces. For 

t h i s we require the development of r e l i a b l e techniques f o r measuring 

breeding population trends f o r various h a b i t a t s and/or regions . The 

appl ica t ion o f these y e t to be developed techniques to the continental 

population may be a n e c e s s i t y in the fu ture . 

i i i Hybridization with Mallards 

The genet ic r e l a t i o n s h i p between Mallards and Black Ducks has 

been the s u b j e c t of considerable debate. Black Ducks and Mallards hybridize 

regular ly and the hybrids hybridize among themselves. The behavior of 

the two species and t h e i r hybrids i s p r a c t i c a l l y i d e n t i c a l . 

Encroachment o f the Mallard into the A t l a n t i c Provinces thus f a r 

has not been apprec iab le , though in the i n t e r e s t s o f reducing the amount 

of hybridizat ion i t i s d e s i r a b l e to discourage r e l e a s e s of Mallards in 

the A t l a n t i c Provinces. 

IV INTERACTION WITH MAN 

i Hunting 

The s i z e o f the Black Duck harvest i s determined by the numbers 

o f hunters and the a v a i l a b i l i t y o f the b i rds . In recent y e a r s , the numbers 
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of hunters in the A t l a n t i c Provinces has increased from 33,579 in 1967 

to 61,093 in 1975. ; The harvest o f Black Ducks has increased from 

67,100 to 128,000 in the same period. Although there i s l i t t l e evidence 

to suggest a dec l ine in the A t l a n t i c Provinces breeding population as a 

whole, we cannot assume tha t harvest l e v e l s may be increased i n d e f i n i t e l y . 

We must be prepared to ad jus t regula t ions to get 'an optimum harvest . 

At t h i s time a s u b j e c t i v e est imate o f maximum susta inable harvest might 

be in the neighbourhood of 125 ,000 . 

Canadian Wi ld l i f e Serv ice harvest surveys indica te tha t approximately 

110,000 and 128,000 Black Ducks were harvested in the A t l a n t i c Provinces 

in 1974 and 1975 r e s p e c t i v e l y . Banding data indica te tha t probably more 

than 60 per cent o f those birds were produced in the A t l a n t i c Provinces. 

S i g n i f i c a n t numbers o f b irds shot in the Maritime Provinces are 

produced in Newfoundland and Labrador. Unfortunately, banding data from 

those areas are not s u f f i c i e n t to def ine migratory movements e x a c t l y . 

Banding e f f o r t s have been made in Labrador. in the l a t e 1940 ' s and again 

in the 1 9 6 0 ' s . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , very few of those birds were recovered in 

Newfoundland, though the Maritime Provinces contr ibuted substant ia l numbers 

o f r e c o v e r i e s . Very few of the Newfoundland produced birds winter on the 

I s land, and the grea ter part o f hunting mor ta l i ty o f those birds occurs 

in the Maritimes and the United S t a t e s . 

Returns from preseason banding on the south shore of Nova S c o t i a 

suggests tha t young birds are r e l a t i v e l y sedentary and t h a t e i t h e r they 

do not migrate out o f Nova S c o t i a in s i g n i f i c a n t numbers or tha t they do 

not move unti l a f t e r the c l o s e o f the hunting season in the United S t a t e s . 

Prince Edward Island young show t h i s same pattern of migration. Flying 
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birds of the year banded (preseason) in those areas seem to e x h i b i t 

s i m i l a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s to those banded l o c a l l y as f l i g h t l e s s young, 

but those f ly ing birds include unknown numbers o f young from other a reas . 

Recoveries from Sa in t John River and Nova Scot ia - New Brunswick 

border area bandings suggest a strong tendency toward migration as well 

as a r e l a t i v e l y high local recovery r a t e . 

Adult female Black Ducks have strong homing tendencies toward both 

breeding and wintering a r e a s ; males do not e x h i b i t strong homing tendencies . 

Adult Black Ducks are much l e s s vulnerable to hunters than are young birds 

and "those adults make up an experienced breeding nucleus. Young female 

Black Ducks appear to return to the area where they learned to f l y in 

order to breed the following spr ing. 

i i Sanctuaries 

During spring and f a l l migration Black Ducks congregate on s u i t a b l e 

coasta l and inland marshes throughout the A t l a n t i c Provinces and 

sanctuar ies or areas c losed to hunting are provided for waterfowl a t many 

of those concentrat ion points . Valid concern might be generated (due to 

a potent ia l disease hazard) aga ins t the p r a c t i c e o f concentrating b i r d s , 

however, the concentrat ions are not high compared with other areas in 

t h e i r range, and such p r a c t i c e s of ten r e s u l t in increased harvests o f Black 

Ducks. Furthermore, the proportion of experienced adults harvested in 

such s i t u a t i o n s i s low. The importance o f t r a d i t i o n a l congregation points 

cannot be over-emphasized and extreme caution should be exerc ised with 

re ference to industr ia l or housing developments which "might degrade any 

of those staging h a b i t a t s . 



i i i Crop Depredation 

Black Ducks have been influenced to a degree by a g r i c u l t u r a l 

a c t i v i t i e s and the birds have adapted some new t r a d i t i o n s re la ted to the 

unnatural a v a i l a b i l i t y of cereal grains in the farming areas . Crop 

damage as a r e s u l t o f Black Duck feeding i s minimal and though t h e i r use 

o f stubble f i e l d s in Nova Scot ia and Prince Edward Island i s increas ing , 

i t i s not expected to become a problem. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

i Habitat 

C r i t i c a l breeding, staging and wintering areas must be i d e n t i f i e d 

and protec ted . The United S t a t e s , wherein Black Duck wintering hab i ta t 

i s being destroyed more rapidly than in Canada, must be encouraged in 

i t s e f f o r t s to preserve such h a b i t a t . 

i i Populations 

An adequate annual mid-winter Black Duck inventory should be 

conducted. Breeding population d e n s i t i e s should be monitored in a var ie ty 

o f h a b i t a t types in each area o f harvest and in order to supplement 

information obtained in harvest surveys a banding program needs to be 

organized t h a t wi l l include breeding concentrat ions in Newfoundland and 

Labrador. This banding programme should be c o n s i s t e n t with the seasonal 

and quota requirements of the A t l a n t i c Flyway Council banding pol icy and 

with the s t a t i s t i c a l requirements o f the Canadian Wi ld l i fe Service 

Biometrics S e c t i o n . 
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i i i In terac t ions with Man 

I f poss ib le the "present harvest r a t e s should be maintained; but 

in case the need f o r a reduction becomes obvious, methods o f organizing 

such a pol icy should be developed. Adult females should rece ive the 

g r e a t e s t p r o t e c t i o n . In the solut ion of the "Black Duck Problem" federal 

and provincial co-operat ion in e f f o r t s to monitor harvest and populations 

i s e s s e n t i a l . 




