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The nest site vacated by 208 was pretty typical for
a pintail. It was located in short, sparse vegetation,
and similar to other pintail nests I had found in the
grasslands of southern Alberta, placed in a small de-
pression about 10 centimetres deep.Peering into the
nest bowl, I discovered five greenish-tinged eggs,
with a small amount of down lining the bowl.
Checking the eggs, I determined that 208 had not
yet begun to incubate. I expected her to lay two or
three more eggs before she would begin. Re-covering the eggs with vege-
tation, I hoped the nest would successfully hatch, despite the odds that only
about one in 10 pintail nests ever do. Pintails, unlike mallards, do not frequently
renest if their nest is destroyed.Therefore, if 208 were to lose this nest, she likely
would only attempt to nest once more this season before packing it in and
waiting for next year.

Tracking radio-marked pintails on the southern Alberta landscape was part
of a research study I did for my PhD thesis from 1994 to 1997. I had not

The radio signal booming through my headphones signalled

that the pintail hen I had come to know as “208” was sitting

motionless just south of wetland B20. I moved as gingerly as

I possibly could with a tracking antenna in my hand, and the

signal grew noticeably louder with each of my steps, until

the hen exploded from the grass in front of me…

p r a i r i e

y heart raced as I stopped in my tracks. Circling above
me once and tipping her head from side to side to look
me over, 208 was gone in a flash – seeking refuge in
a nearby wetland.
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At a time when most prairie dabblers are thriving, the

decline of Canada’s pintail population is a mystery.

Ducks Unlimited’s Pintail Initiative looks to shed 

some light on this curious prairie conundrum. 
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intended to pursue a PhD, but while completing my Master’s
degree, I was presented with an opportunity by DUC’s Institute
for Wetland and Waterfowl Research to study pintails in southern
Alberta. Being an aspiring waterfowl biologist from Calgary, I had
always been enthralled with pintails.As a bird, they seemed glam-
orous, with their spectacular plumage, sleek lines, secretive ways
and unabashed reverence from waterfowlers. But their population
seemed to be in trouble, and there was very little research underway
to find out why, so the pintail study offer was impossible to resist.

At one time, pintail numbers rivalled mallards on the Canadian
Prairies. Like most ducks, their numbers dropped dramatically
during the drought of the 1960s, but rebounded during the better
water conditions of the 1970s. Pintail populations slumped again
during the drought of the 1980s, but this time their numbers didn’t
significantly increase with the improved water conditions during
the 1990s. This failure to rebound is in stark contrast to other
prairie nesting dabbling ducks, which reached near record levels
during the wet ’90s. In 2002, pintail numbers matched an all-time
record low of 1.8 million birds. In 2003, pintail numbers increased
slightly, but they remain nearly 40 per cent below their long-term
average and at levels more than 50 per cent below their North
American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP) goal.Something
is obviously wrong.Why is this graceful bird of the prairie slowly
disappearing before our eyes? Like canaries in a coal mine, pintails
are perhaps telling us something about the health of our prairie
landscapes.Their declining population trend is possibly a warning
sign about the health of the prairie ecosystem, which waterfowl,
wildlife and humans rely on for existence.

Recently,Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC) and Ducks Unlimited
Inc. (DUI) took the proactive and unusual step of developing a
species-specific program, the Pintail Initiative, to help reverse this
decline.As a first step in this initiative, the population trends in the
three primary breeding areas (Alaska and northern Canada, Prairie
Canada and Prairie U.S. – see figures on page 18) were examined
to determine where the problem might lie. We can clearly see that
the majority of the decline in the pintail population has been in
those birds that typically settled in Prairie Canada. So, what has
happened, particularly since the 1970s, in Prairie Canada that could
be responsible? 

DUC research biologist Jim Devries and researchers from
Montana State University examined habitat changes collected
from 1961 to the mid-1990s on Canada’s Prairies. Using pintail
data collected through the annual U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service/
Canadian Wildlife Service spring surveys and land use data col-
lected every five years from Statistics Canada’s Census of Agricul-
ture, Devries and crew determined that since 1961, fewer pintails

were settling to breed in areas of the
prairies with increasing cropland.This
increase in cropland was not mainly
due to loss of native prairie, but rather
a shift from summerfallowing, where
croplands are rested in alternate years,
to an annual cropping regime where
more acres are now cropped each and
every year.

The loss of summerfallow is a
key piece in the pintail produc-
tivity puzzle. In the 1970s, when
some 30 to 50 per cent of the
land was summerfallowed in any
one year, the landscape looked
and functioned very differently
for pintails. Summerfallow is
typically left idle for most of the
summer, except that it is tilled
to control weeds.The tillage op-
eration usually does not occur
until all other land is seeded and
30 years ago,when smaller farm-
ing equipment prevailed, this
might not happen until late May
or early June.Therefore, pintails
winging their way back to the
prairies in the 1970s were faced
with a landscape that resembled
a patchwork quilt of quarter sec-
tions that were primarily black
dirt from being summerfallowed
the year before, and soon-to-be-
summerfallowed quarter sections
with stubble still standing. Pin-
tails, more than any other duck,
will nest in cropland.And when
faced with this landscape, many
of the birds would opt to nest
in the available stubble, destined
for fallow that year. But because
pintails nest early in the spring,
there was a good chance these
nests in summerfallow might
hatch before cultivation of that
field later in spring.

These days, summerfallow has
fallen out of favour, largely due
to concerns over soil erosion and
the prevalence of nitrogen ferti-
lizer, and most cropland is planted every year.When a northward-
bound pintail hen arrives, she is faced with a sea of standing crop
stubble, all of which looks pretty good for nesting. Unbeknownst
to the hen, most of this stubble is slated for crop production this
year, and there is a pretty good chance that if her nest escapes the
notice of local predators, the seed drill won’t miss it. Nearly 13 mil-
lion acres of summerfallow have been converted to annual cropping
in Prairie Canada since the 1970s, a massive change in land use that
likely has had devastating effects on pintails.

For the Pintail Initiative to be successful, it is clear that pintail
populations will need not only the conservation of existing un-
cropped habitat, but a better chance for success in annually cropped
lands as well.This challenges DUC to find “workable” agricultural
solutions that impact large acreages.To do so, DUC launched two
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A pintail pair marches through a wet prairie field.
At one time, pintail numbers rivalled mallards on
the Canadian Prairies. But in 2002, the prairie pin-
tail population matched an all-time record low of
1.8 million birds.

A pintail pair marches through a wet prairie field.
At one time, pintail numbers rivalled mallards on
the Canadian Prairies. But in 2002, the prairie pin-
tail population matched an all-time record low of
1.8 million birds.
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pintail-focused studies in Saskatchewan.The first was done in
co-operation with the Saskatchewan Wetland Conservation Cor-
poration and examined the potential conservation value of a “crop-
land conversion program,” where marginal cropland would be
converted to hayland. In this two-year study, over 2,000 acres of
hayland were searched for duck nests each year.We found that pin-
tails on average hatched one nest every 142 acres, nearly 10 times
the ratio that is typically observed in spring-seeded cropland.This
suggested that conversion of cropland to perennial forages would
improve pintail productivity.

The second study focused on pintail productivity in fall-seeded
cereal fields.Given that pintails often nest in cropland,DUC recog-
nized the potential of fall-seeded crops, such as fall rye and winter
wheat, to reduce the destruction of nests by tillage.This research
compared the use and breeding success of pintails in spring-seeded
versus fall-seeded crops.Nearly 4,000 acres of both fall-seeded crops
and spring-seeded fields were searched over the two-year study.
The results were compelling. Pintails on average hatched one nest
every 72 acres in fall-seeded crops in contrast to one nest every
1,332 acres in spring-seeded cropland.This improved production
resulted from both higher nest densities of nests in fall-seeded
crops and higher hatching rates as well.The study provided a solid
endorsement for the use of fall-seeded crops as a pintail-friendly
cropping alternative in areas where annual cropping has encroached
on traditional pintail breeding areas.

Knowing what tools to use is only part of the challenge DUC
faces when designing conservation programs.We must also know
where to implement those tools. As a first step, DUC needed to
know what areas of Canada’s prairies typically attract the highest
densities of pintails.To determine this, DUC’s Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS) specialists and scientists from the Institute
for Wetland and Waterfowl Research worked together to develop
a map depicting long-term expected pintail pair densities across
prairie Canada.The resulting “thunderstorm map,” nicknamed so
because these kinds of maps resemble the images we see from
weather radar, uses different colours to illustrate duck densities (left).
Cutting-edge GIS technology has helped DUC target habitat
programs to areas that make the biggest difference to improving
waterfowl populations.This means solid investment decisions.

With GIS tools in hand, and with an assessment of habitat
change since the 1970s, the habitat goals of the Pintail Initiative
could be developed with greater confidence.When the objective
is to increase continental populations, as is the case with the Pintail
Initiative, habitat change must occur on a large scale. For pintails,
this is especially imperative because they are nomadic in nature and
will settle wherever the prairies offer the best wetland conditions
each spring. Therefore, targeting small landscapes, which may be
wet only every few years, is not adequate. Of course a widespread
international program comes with a hefty price tag. Over the next
25 years, the Canadian prairie portion of the Pintail Initiative is
projected to cost $50 million.

DU’s concern about the pintail is shared by many other organi-
zations. In March 2001, waterfowl researchers and managers from
across North America gathered in California for a Northern Pintail
Workshop called to assess our current understanding of pintail
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figure 2 – Alaska and northern Canada

figure 1 – northern United States

figure 3 – southern Canada
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Pintail populations in the prairies of the United States (figure 1) and in Alaska
and northern Canada (figure 2) remain relatively stable. In southern Canada
however (figure 3) – namely southern Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba
– the decline is obvious. Above: A DUC “thunderstorm map” shows estimated
pintail breeding distribution across Prairie Canada. On this map, warmer
colours (reds, oranges, yellows) depict areas of higher abundance of breeding
pintails. This technology helps DUC target habitat programs to areas that
make the biggest difference to improving pintail numbers.
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For DU’s Pintail Initiative to be 
successful, it is clear that pintails 
will need not only the conservation 
of existing uncropped habitat (1),
but a better chance for success in
annually cropped lands as well.
Pintails, more than any other duck,
will nest in cropland (2).Nearly 13
million acres of summerfallow have
been converted to annual cropping 
in Prairie Canada since the 1970s, a
massive change in land use that has
led to increased agricultural produc-
tion (3, 4) – a change that likely has
had devastating effects on pintails.
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biology and population status, to explore possible explanations for
the continued poor status of pintails, and to discuss appropriate
management and research actions. A strong consensus emerged
from the workshop that it is of paramount importance to improve
pintail breeding success on their prairie breeding grounds. The
management strategies in DU’s Pintail Initiative were agreed upon
by the conservation world as an important component of the
overall conservation plan for continental pintail populations.While
improving breeding success is pivotal, at the same time, it is impor-
tant to remain vigilant about protecting habitat on key wintering
and migration areas. Fortunately, conservation efforts in places such
as the Central Valley of California over the last decade have already
done much to improve conditions for wintering pintails in the
Pacific Flyway.

At the same meeting the idea of forming a group that could keep
the pintail issue on the front burner was generated.Over the course
of the next year a proposal for a “Pintail Action Group” was deve-
loped and in August 2003, the international North American
Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP) Committee endorsed the
idea and the “Pintail Action Group” (PAG) became a reality. PAG
representatives from Mexico, the Canadian Wildlife Service,United
States Geological Survey, United States Fish and Wildlife Service,
Ducks Unlimited, state agencies and academic institutions reflect
the pintail’s wide range, spanning from the Arctic to just shy of the
equator.The PAG’s primary mandate is to advocate and support
planning, co-ordination, and evaluation of northern pintail manage-

ment and research actions among the NAWMP Joint Ventures,
Flyways, government agencies, and other organizations.The group
held its first meeting in November 2003 in a mood of high energy,
determination and enthusiasm for the job ahead.

Female 208 eventually did hatch and I had the opportunity to
watch her and her brood for the rest of that summer.Although sci-
entists are supposed to remain completely objective and unattached
to their subjects,we often develop a fondness for our birds, particu-
larly when they are individually marked, allowing us to recognize
them and glimpse into their daily lives. So at the end of that summer,
when I was making my last telemetry round, it was with some
reservation that I bid farewell to pintail 208, knowing that she and
others like her have a challenging future ahead of them.Despite the
uncertain future, I am reassured by the fact that Ducks Unlimited,
and other concerned agencies and individuals, are working harder
than ever to insure that the pintail does not meet the same fate as
many coalmine canaries. A

Dr. Karla Guyn is spearheading Ducks
Unlimited Canada’s Pintail Initiative, a key
component of the larger continental DU pintail
effort.A native Calgarian, Guyn’s dedication to
pintails has led to her appointment as the first-
ever chair of the Pintail Action Group.
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And the term hasn’t always been used as a compliment,Barb Genge
says.When she first got involved with projects aimed at conserving
the area’s dwindling common eider duck population, there was no
great love for her work in the community.

It was the late 1980s, a difficult time for environmental causes in
Newfoundland and Labrador, no matter how well-intentioned.

Residents of the province were still burning from the glare of the
international spotlight turned on them in the 1970s and 1980s. A
star-driven international lobbying campaign led to the collapse of
the commercial sealing industry.

That left many in the province with bitter feelings.
“It was a pretty hair-raising experience,because a few years before

that, they stopped the seal hunt,” Genge recalls. “I took a really
hard ride from it, because (it’s difficult) when you do stuff before
it’s acceptable.”

In fact, in 1989, when Genge began getting involved with con-
servation work, the term “environmentalist” was still a dirty word
in Newfoundland.

“So I got labelled,because I was working to bring back a resource
that got depleted. People looked at me as a big conservationist, and
figured I wanted to stop hunting.”

But that wasn’t true.The plunging common eider duck popu-
lation levels meant there were actually very few birds to hunt. She
didn’t want hunting to stop; she wanted the season changed to
allow the numbers to rebuild.

“I’m not against hunting. I’m just against depleting a resource,”
Genge notes. If the resource disappears,“everybody loses.”

Only after the pages of the calendar flipped from the late ’80s to
the 1990s—and one resource disaster followed another—did atti-
tudes change.

First, the salmon fishery collapsed.That was followed in 1992 by
the most crushing calamity of them all—the moratorium on once-
plentiful northern cod, the province’s lifeblood for centuries.After
these twin tragedies, people began to see what would happen to
resources that weren’t properly maintained, Genge says.“Some of
those people that were hateful to me realized that there was pro-

bably something to what we were trying to do there. But if you
do stuff before it’s cool—we cleaned up the rivers before it was
cool—you become a target for all the abuse people want to put
on you.”

That abuse is now a thing of the past. Since beginning her in-
volvement with Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC) in 1989, Genge
has worked on a number of projects. She has seen a sea change in
how the work is perceived.

“If we don’t change here in Newfoundland, we’re all dead,” she
says. “We live on an island, and we depend on everything that
either lands on the water, lives in the water, or lives on the land.
And if we go around and deplete everything, there’s no reason to
stay here. Because when there’s no wildlife on the land, or no
wildlife in the sea, it’s a dead place, and who in the hell wants to
live in that?”

24 Conservator | 25-2  2004

By Rob Antle

IIn the tiny town of Main Brook,
near the tip of Newfoundland’s Great

Northern Peninsula, lives a woman the

locals call “the Eider Lady.”

Left: A solitary common eider drake stands atop a wave-polished rock. Above:
Through tireless volunteer efforts, there are currently over 6,000 nest shelters
across Newfoundland and Labrador. The residents’ local knowledge helps DUC
researchers find answers to questions about the species’ population decline.
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For many years, she worked on eider enhancement and release
projects in the area.Volunteers incubated hundreds of common
eider eggs, cared for the birds when they hatched, then released
them to the wild.Another project with ongoing DUC support
provides shelters built for the incubating eiders to protect their
nests from predatory birds, such as the ever-present gulls.

The dedication of Genge and like-minded people made it easier
for others to get involved.And today it is obvious that residents of
the area have embraced the conservation message.

Last year, local volunteers raised $15,000 at a Ducks Unlimited
Canada dinner in Main Brook, a town of just 300 people.“That
means that other people must have bought into the cause, because
if they didn’t, no one would have shown up,” Genge notes.

Conservation work is both a personal and professional mission for
Genge. She is owner-operator of Tuckamore Wilderness Lodge,
which employs up to 19 people in high season.

“If I don’t have a resource—whether it’s a hiking trail, whether
it’s birds, moose, caribou, seals, whales, no matter what it is—if we
don’t have it, there’s less reason for people to come here,” she says.

Projects such as DUC’s eider initiative make Genge happy she
began volunteering for the conservation cause 15 years ago. She
vows to continue her work in the future.

“I just thought that this species is worth something. A bird on
the table is one meal; a bird in the wild is many meals.”

FOR MANY YEARS WITH THE HELP OF LOCAL VOLUNTEERS,THE

focus for Ducks Unlimited Canada in Newfoundland and Labrador
has been on building and placing nest shelters in areas frequented
by eiders.This want-to-help mindset has since evolved into DUC’s
eider initiative, an ambitious research project aimed at determining
why the eider numbers are limited in Newfoundland and Labrador.

“The focus for us in Newfoundland and Labrador is the eider
initiative…that’s taking all of our energies right now,” says Mark
Gloutney, manager of Atlantic operations for Ducks Unlimited
Canada.

Gloutney says he is heartened by the “team of high-quality indi-
viduals that we’re associated with” in the province.

Because of their work, there are currently over 6,000 nest shelters
out across Newfoundland and the coast of Labrador and the resi-
dents’ local knowledge also helps researchers probe for answers to
troubling questions about the species’ decline.

Historically, more than 150,000 pairs of breeding common eider
ducks flourished along the rocky crags and islands that dot the
province’s coastline.That number has plunged to roughly 12,000

breeding pairs—4,000 of them on the island, the other 8,000 in
Labrador.The decline has mystified experts for years.

“There are grave concerns about population levels of eiders and
especially common eiders on the north shore of Québec and in
Newfoundland and Labrador,” Gloutney says. “We don’t really
understand why the numbers are where they are.”

Unlike some of the challenges facing other North American
waterfowl, the problem with eiders doesn’t appear to be habitat-
based.According to Gloutney, there seems to be plenty of good
habitat out there.

“So the intent of the eider research is to collect information, and
combine that with information from other researchers to develop an
overall model of population ecology, to better understand the factors
that limit eiders across their range,” Gloutney says.

“So the impact of this study has a bearing across the eastern part
of North America.”

But that research work—and its potentially vast implications—
wouldn’t be possible without assistance of local residents—people
like Barb Genge—whose knowledge and work helps with both
prongs of the eider conservation projects.

EUGENE BALL IS A CONSERVATION OFFICER BY TRADE, BUT ALSO

works as co-ordinator for the volunteer search and rescue team in
Burgeo, a relatively isolated town of about 2,000 located on the lar-
gest of a cluster of islands just off Newfoundland’s southwest coast.
For the past couple of years, Ball has been doing some work for

Ducks Unlimited Canada. Last summer, for example, mem-
bers of the Burgeo search and rescue team conducted a
duckling survey for common eiders in the area.

Members of the group put their training to good use; they are
trained in compass work, grid searches and digital mapping.“So

the area was covered really, really well,” Ball says.
Over the span of several days, search and rescue team members

took out their zodiac rescue craft, plotted all of the co-ordinates
by GPS, and inputted the data into a mapping program.They then
forwarded the information to researchers.

It worked out well for all parties. Members of the search and
rescue team were paid expenses and a small stipend by DUC,
which they funnelled back into new equipment. In addition to
search missions, that equipment can be used to carry out other tasks
for researchers.

Late last fall, for example, members of the search team moved
several eider nest shelters on some of the islands just off Burgeo after
Ball says they realized that the eider shelters had originally been
placed in the wrong spot.When DUC biologist Katherine Mehl
visited the area, Ball and his group showed her where most of the
birds nest.

“The team itself, we had a great day out there moving the boxes
around,” Ball recalls.“They loved every minute of it.”

It was another example of the importance of local knowledge;
one-third of the search team members work as fishermen in the area,
plying the waters off the southwest coast of Newfoundland.
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Right: A common eider hen stretches her wings. An estimated 12,000 breeding
pairs remain in Newfoundland and Labrador, a decline that mystifies experts.

Katherine Mehl – biologist, Ducks Unlimited Canada’’
THE SINCERITY OF THE PEOPLE

has been great, and their help.
They’re very familiar with the area 
the birds are using, how they’re doing.
People are extremely helpful and friendly.



And it was also a telling reminder of the front-and-centre role
conservation is now taking in communities across the island.

“The boys on the team down here are actually hunters as well,”
Ball explains.“So this would be a big success here in Burgeo, espe-
cially because of the way people were brought up.”

The “kill, kill, kill” attitude once prevalent in many outports is
now being replaced by a more nuanced conservation message, Ball
says.“So you’ve got a situation there now where you’re educating
the people that one time you had the most trouble with.”

Years ago, he says, he wouldn’t have heard tell of putting together
a volunteer search team,much less an eider counting expedition.But
both are now acknowledged as important matters in the community.
“I think everybody’s starting to wake up as to what’s going on.”

This year, members of the Burgeo search team hope to do some
work at Wreck Island, about 20 kilometres away from their home
port. Hopefully, that won’t be the end of Ball’s group’s work.

“We’re looking forward to doing more…it’s going to be really
good in the future if we can keep it up.”

DUC BIOLOGIST KATHERINE MEHL HAS SPENT A GOOD PART OF

the past year laying the groundwork for the eider initiative and its
goal to unlock many of the mysteries surrounding Newfoundland
and Labrador’s common eider duck population.

It will take at least five years to accumulate enough data, she says.
A longer period would be even better.“The more years you have
and the more data you have, the more precise your estimates are.

“No one knows how the population is faring,” she says.“From
what it appears to be, the population has stabilized, or maybe is even
slightly increasing, but there are no actual estimates. So if we can
provide that, that’s a good start.”

Mehl comes well qualified for the project, having done research
work in the central Arctic on the population dynamics and breeding
ecology of king eiders. For her work on common eiders, Mehl will
look at factors similar to what she looked at with the kings—esti-
mates of adult survival, population structures,what proportion of the
population are experienced breeders.And with this information,
researchers will be able to build a population model, with the goal
of answering some of those lingering questions.

Mehl acknowledges that she will be relying heavily on support
from the people who make their homes in outports near the bays
and inlets of Newfoundland’s craggy coast.

“The sincerity of the people has been great, (and) their help,”
Mehl says.“I go out to a community and ask someone to take me
out in a boat, and they know where the eider ducks are.They’re very
familiar with the area the birds are using, how they’re doing, and
how many eiders you’ll find on one island. People are extremely
helpful and friendly.”

TERRY SIMMS IS ONLY TOO HAPPY TO ASSIST RESEARCHERS LIKE

Mehl. He has worked with the Canadian Coast Guard as a marine
communications and traffic specialist for more than 30 years. For
the past year, he has been seconded to the job of lightkeeper at
Fishing Point, near St.Anthony on the Northern Peninsula.

Simms first heard of Ducks Unlimited Canada and its work about
10 years ago.A biologist from the Amherst, N.S., office visited the

area, and did a presentation on duck-related issues. Suitably im-
pressed,Simms and a couple of his buddies formed their own DUC
chapter to help the cause.

Simms knew eider populations in the area were plunging like an
anchor heaved over the side of a boat in 20 fathoms of water.

He also realized that his son and grandson would never be able
to see the sights he remembered from his own childhood. He
remembered spending time with his father in Hare Bay watching
the flocks of birds as they migrated north in the spring and nested
in the summer.

Simms—like “Eider Lady” Barb Genge, who lives in nearby
Main Brook—has worked to place shelter boxes in remote areas.
He also volunteered on the incubation and release program that
saw hundreds of ducks a year sent to the wild.

Like Genge, he has seen attitudes change over the decades.
When DUC began showing concern—and a willingness to
spend time and money—in the area, the locals responded in kind.

MORGAN ANDERSON HAS SEEN IDEAS ABOUT CONSERVATION

spread in the province—from his former base of operations at
L’Anse aux Meadows to his new home hundreds of kilometres away
in Rocky Harbour, from a national historic site to a national park,
from one generation to another.

Anderson is now the senior park warden at Gros Morne National
Park on Newfoundland’s west coast. Before that, he worked at the
national historic site in L’Anse aux Meadows.That’s where the rem-
nants of an 11th-century Viking village mark the earliest known
European settlement in North America.

While working at L’Anse aux Meadows in 1995,Anderson first
came into contact with Ducks Unlimited Canada, through its incu-
bation and release program.

At that time, children didn’t know much about DUC’s mission,
he recalls.“All they knew about was ‘Dad brings home five ducks.’
But since then, I think they’re really catching on to the importance
of conservation.”

Anderson takes special pride in his work with the DUC Green-
wing youth education program. Each year, he takes kids aged 12 to
17 on a day trip to L’Anse aux Meadows.They play games associ-
ated with conservation, from the importance of wetlands to that of
eider ducks in the area. He is hoping to continue that work by
expanding the program to his new home in Rocky Harbour.

In addition to the Greenwing work, he also hopes to continue
his efforts with DUC’s Adopt-A-Class program, taking Grade 4
students from the local school on field trips to place eider duck
boxes.Those nine- and 10-year-olds are the generation that must
be targeted, he says.

“If we don’t start getting the awareness out there about the
importance of conservation, the importance of protection, there
will be no eider ducks here.

“I grew up in the fishing industry.My two kids growing up now
won’t know what a cod fish is the way I knew it. It will be the
same with the eider ducks…if we don’t stop and think and act
now, then they won’t be there for future generations.” A
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Above: DUC’s eider initiative operates with the assistance of area volunteers like
park warden Morgan Anderson (1), Canadian Coast Guard employee Terry Simms
(2), conservation officer Eugene Ball (4) and wilderness lodge owner-operator
Barb Genge (5). DUC biologist Katherine Mehl (3) has spent the past year laying
the groundwork for the eider initiative.
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Above: The rocky, island-strewn 
coastline of Newfoundland sustains 
a shrinking population of common
eiders. Hardy residents from various
corners of the island are pulling
together to help reverse the decline.
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conservat ion c l a s s r o o m

NEW INITIATIVE IS PROVIDING

educators and geographic infor-
mation systems (GIS) specialists
at Ducks Unlimited Canada
(DUC) with a host of options

to educate Canadian youth about wetlands.
The Government of Manitoba is making
GIS software available to all publicly
funded schools in the province.

Manitoba is the fourth province to
make GIS software available to schools,
after Nova Scotia, British Columbia
and Ontario. Under this new initiative,
Manitoba schools will have the oppor-
tunity to receive GIS programs and a
CD-ROM of data and lessons to use –
which will include DUC’s current GIS-
based lesson, Conservation Challenge.To date,
over 300 schools have requested copies of
the software.

“The opportunities for using GIS soft-
ware in education applications are almost
limitless,” says Brian Kazmerik, DUC’s GIS
manager.“The challenge we face now is
to develop more lessons and programs that
are interesting, relevant and easy-to-use for
teachers and students while delivering our
message about the importance of wetland
conservation.”

GIS technology allows users to explore,
analyze and integrate many layers of data
in a mapping environment and determine
the relationships among different factors.
It has played an important role at DUC in
the last decade, helping in scientific research
and the targeting of conservation programs
to increase their efficiency and effectiveness.
GIS technology has also been applied to
support DUC’s initiatives in membership

development, as well as in fundraising and
marketing.

Now, GIS is poised to support DUC’s
education program in a big way. For ex-
ample, in the Conservation Challenge lesson,

students compare different landscapes and
their features – vegetation, roads, commu-
nities, farms, etc. – and analyze how each
of those factors affects the quality of water-
fowl habitat and nest success.With both
fine detail and broad vision, GIS allows
students to see how small changes in land
use can have big effects on wetlands and
waterfowl.

ESRI is a world leader in GIS software.
The Canadian distributor of the company,
ESRI Canada, is providing the software
through its K-12 program. ESRI Canada
is a strong supporter of DUC and the two
have partnered in the past to deliver edu-
cational material.

“The beauty of using this type of soft-
ware in the classroom is really twofold for
DUC. First, it can demonstrate to students
almost everything we do as an organization,
from wetland conservation to our agricul-
tural extension programs,” says Dr. Rick
Wishart, director of DUC’s education pro-
grams.“Second, it’s interactive and hands-
on. It helps the kids to learn by doing.”

DUC is considering the ways that GIS
could be used in schools to demonstrate
how beneficial management practices and
environmental farm plans can sustain
rural economies and ecosystems. Simi-
larly, on the front lines of education in
Manitoba, many teachers are excited
about the possibilities that GIS creates
in the classroom.That’s good news
for DUC.

“The availability of the GIS soft-
ware in schools throughout Manitoba

is undoubtedly the most significant deve-
lopment in social studies education since I
first began teaching in the mid-70s,” says Al
Friesen, a teacher at Neelin High School
in Brandon, Man.“It will revolutionize the
way we deliver our programs in social
studies and science.”

With this education revolution underway,
DUC will ensure that wetland conservation
is a positive part of this new education
movement. A

A

GIS brings the world (and wetlands)
to the classroom

By David Lavallee




