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Discriminating

DUCKS

Practical duck identification
{0 Stay out of trouble
this season

“That was a blac . [ whispered to Joe, crouching in the
cateails and watching the lonely duck start to circle. It had just
completed a slow fly-by, eycing our dekes and contemplating
a visit,

With one mallard hen each, we were ‘hen tight' and had
noc taken the shoe, thinking it could be 2 mallard hen, which
would have put us over the bag limit. A critical consideration
for every waterfowder, this was especially relevant as Joe's
employment with a ¢ pation organization was contingent
on avoiding game violations!

Bur when the bird came around a second time, he shot

it, and as my lab retreved e bird, the identification was
confirmed, “Whew!™ | had been confident, but there’s slways
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By Bruce Ross, Executive Director,
Wisconsin Waterfow] Association

a shadow of a doubt ~ especially as we were hunting an area
that docsn't frequently host black ducks! It's now mounted as
his Arst of that species.

While most duck identifications don't hold our employment
status in the balance, making the correct species call is always
an ethical and, frequently, a legal concern. This articke addresses
duck identification to help you stay within the bag limits of
the DNR's 2019 Wisconsin Warterfowl Regulations, bur will
also maximize your bag opportunity ~ nat every duck gives
you a second chance! Further, accurate identification on the
wing (in flight) increases decoying success, puts better fare
on your plate, and Increases your sense of accomplishment in
becoming a well-rounded waterfowler.

badgerniportsman com
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It's usually casy to 1D a duck that boasts mature plumage
when it’s in your hand. With time to pick over the details,
they look a loc like all the pictures in all the books. More
difficult are flying ducks with immature or eclipse plumage
typical of Wisconsin's carly season, as the bolder colors and
patterns have not fully emerged. Fortunately, ducks on the
wing offer other identificarion clues beyond coloration.
Confident identification requires observing and interpreting
subtle differences—a skill scr which requires experience, but
which also can be aceclerared with help,

Eardy in my duck bunting experience, mentors shared
identification pointers, and soon 1 was carrying a waterfowd
1D book, and binoculars to view them ar a greater distance,
Still, I admit to having been surprised by some of the species
that fel to my gun. Indeed, I have friends, who will see my
by-line on this article and chuckle about such errors they've
witnessed.

So even after making it a priority to be a better ducker
years ago, I'm also more aware of my shortcomings ~ my
misidentifications today tend to result in missed opportunities
rather than surprises in my hand!

Compiling the clues

Speciation (or, keatifying a particular specics) on the wing
requires quickly assembling clucs o solve the identification
puzzle. While no single clue is generally conclusive, together
they can yickl 2 definitive answer,

The first clue is duck location—large bodics of open water,
or smaller shallow marshy arcas? This is far from exclusionary,
but points you to the diver species or puddlers, I've shot ring-
necks in marshes and black ducks in large bays, but its a
starting point.

After bocation, 1 was taught “Good Behavior Will Surey
Produce Cookies,” a mnemonic for what clues to look for. Now
it’s intuitive, but then, well, 1 needed all the help 1 could ger.

G - Groupings - d
open groupeng

B - Flight Behavior - |
neuvenngs?

ma ]

W - Wing Beat - fat

S - Sound - what nowse &

P - Profile - elo

tail, ete

C - Color - what patter

Each characteristic is a clue to which species you're secing. |
recommend “Ducks at a Distance,” published many ycars ago
by the US Fish and Wildlife Service, but still available, to

A FARFROMWORKIN EXPERIENCE
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provide detail on which ducks display what characteristics. |
still carry it into the marsh,

No pamphlet or article can make you an expert duck
identifier without time afield, but since hunting regulations
limit your bag to specific numbers of panticular species, you
must be able to pasitively discriminate similar species from
the bag-limited species this season. So this article focuses on
2019 warterfowl bag limits, and in thar context, considers
identification challenges.

Early Teal Season

If the wind-over-wings scream of teal close overhead has
startled you into spilling your in-blind coffes, then you know
the adrenaline rush of teal hunting. Groen-winged Teal and
Bluc-winged Teal are both harvastable beginning in Sepeember,
a bonus scason that began as an experiment four years ago.
Wisconsin waterfowlers demonstrated their collective ability 1o
target only teal during this nine-day scason, and it has since
lost its experimental tag. 1f it’s not clearly a teal, don't take the
shot—this early season is not a given unless we harvest only teal.

This daily teal-only hunt begins at sunrise, a half hour after
regular season opening times, when better lighting means
better identification. Fortunately, you don't have to distinguish
between Green-winged Teal and Blue-winged Teal, bur there

are some ducks thar warrane additional consideration.

2019 Statewide Early Teal, Early Canada Goose

and Mourning Dove Seasons

- . Daily | Required
A Hours 5 B. Y| Bicense,
Species Dates u:: Stamps &
* | Permits
» Licons
sabucisi
Blue- ....l:p.:
winged Sunrise f:;‘::‘:l.
& green- to Sept. 1-9 6 sy pemibop
winged sunset ;:t:‘\ ok
teal Varep
- lar
rgheveton
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Teal vs. everything else in the marsh
Tightly knotted groups of small birds, flying low, erratically

maneuvering in synch, on rapidly beating wings, are clues thar
scream teal, Noise, profile, and colors are secondary bur useful
clues. Let's take a look at two other ducks thar may force you
to take thar closer look,

Teal vs. Mallard Hen

Mallards, with their slower wing beats, more level flight, and
obviously Jarger size should take them out of your “sheot/no
shoot” decision tree carly. The hen mallard has a dark blue
speculum (iridescent cobored feather patch on their wing) and
orange bill if you need shooting range confirmation; teal sport
green speculums and, for the Blue-winged Teal, a distinctive
powder blue wing parch.

Teal vs. Wood Ducks

During this carly teal and are both present
in quantity, While teal are significantly smaller than woodies,
both <an appear suddenly, requiring a quick firing decision,
Large, and rounder with squarc-ish tails, woodics look like
flying bowling pins compared to the sleck silhouctte of the
teal, Teal quack like a mallard with a sinus infection, but
woodies squeal. And, at least in my experience, woodies may
change their flight path to swing over decoys, but they tend
to continue on their journcy; teal, more frequently, will bank
and drop in for a visit.

In shooting range, drake woodies can hardly be mistaken for
anything else, with distinctive headcrest and brilliant coloes
worn even early in the season. Woodie hens” white eye parch
is also visible froms surprising distarsces if you're booking for it

1,
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Blue-winged Teal vs. Shovelers

The blue “shoulders™ on Blue-winged Teal wings are quite
prominent in side view or when going away, but if thar's your
only identification due, then 2 hen or drake shoveler in eclipse
plumage—with their similar powder blue shoulder parch—
could be ac risk on your eardy season hunt. The spooacr will be
distinctly larger and of course its bill is twice the size of your
Bluc-winged Teal's.

2019 "Regular” Duck Season

The 2019 Wisconsin regular scason waterfow! regulations
limit your daily harvest to a total of six ducks, with no more
than:

1 pintail 2 black ducks

3 wood ducks 3 scaup

4 mallards, only onc of 2 redheads
which can be 2 hen 2 canvashack

Let's po through cach species and consider problem
identifications, so you can keep shoating confidently after
getting “tight™ on onc o7 more of these bag-limited ducks.

First, where are you bunting? Open water on big bays or
lakes means you start with diver specics, Small, shallow water
marshes allow you to primarily focus on dabblers. This is not
exclusively true, just a starting point: ring-necks and redheads
are common in some marshes; mallards raft up in any waters.

The following chart offers one way to understand the
options available when you bump up against a species bag
limie. It shows the chamacteristics to look for in ducks that
may superficially look like the bag-limited duck, bue which
may still be begally harvested (asuming you haven't reached

69 T AN
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the total daily limit of 6 ducks). I don't shoot many divers,
o [ asked Wisconsin Waterfond Association President, Bruce
Usben, a Green Bay open water hunter and renowned decoy

carver for his insights.

The chart only addresses bag-limited birds and their
superficial “dopplegangens” —especially carly in the season
when drakes are in eclipse plumage. It assumes you have not
reached your G-bird limic. And please understand char this
chart does not encourage ~ or discourage ~ the harvest of
hens. While many waterfowlers avoid shooting hens entirely
~ a commendable decision ~ the chare strictly deals with the
legad bag limits in 2019, Nor does the chart address widgeon,
since you could rake up 1o 6 per day in the regular scason.
The same would be truc for gadwall, tead, showvelers, ringnecks,
gokdencye, buffichead, ruddy duck or any of the mergansers

or sea ducks.

2019 Wild Duck Season

Zone Hours Seasen Daily Bag Limit
Southern Flalf howr Opsn Seison Sixducks in
before sunrise | Sepe, 28-Okt, 6 togal o indlude
10 sansce Oct, 12-Dec, 1| not more than:
* 4 mallieds (of
Closed Scason  which only one
Ok, 7200 11 may be s hen);
! * 3 wood duscks:
Mississippl | FLIS hour e S « 2 redheads:
River before sunrise | Sepe. 28.0ct. 4« 3 scaup:
10 winset Oct. 12-Dec. 3« 2 camvashack:
* | pineail and
Clossd Scason |« 2 black ducks.
Oxr. 5:0xx. 11 {For specics
Northern Half hour Scpt. 28- ;;i::;d::;:'(
before sunrise Now. 26 PN
O STty ring-necks, the
combined tocal
wich all ogher
specics may
not excoed six
Possession limit is 3 times daily bag limit.
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If you think therc’s value in the chart, tear/shrink/copy/
laminate for use in the ficld! Good luck discerning, and happy
hunting! .’s‘
Briece Ross Iuis chased waterfow! for nearly 35
years from the New England coast to the Chesapeake
Bay and into the Midwess and Canada.  He currently
serves as Executive Director of the Wisconsin Wiaterforl!
Association (WWA), after a 28-year career with the
US Coast Guard, and subsequent service in the privite
sector and with conservation non-profiss. Celebrating iss
35h anniversary, WWA undertakes small-scale wetland
ressorations, exclusively in Wisconsin, that are fundamental
tw the breeding swccess of the majority of ducks harvested
by WiWisterfowlers; they represens WiWiterfowler interesss
with the DNR and legislatars; and they educate the nex:
generation of WiWiaterfowlers, young and old.  Bruce can’t
understand why any WiWaterfowler wonldn’t find walue in
being a member of such an organtzation.

SALES « SERVICE * PARTS * STORAGE

920.231.1850 + 1713 W New York Ave + Oshkosh
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