Hunter’s Choice Bag Limit

It’s rare for a flyway, including the Central Flyway, to come together to conduct an experiment
involving duck harvest management. But that’s just what happened beginning with the 2006 duck
hunting season when 10 Central Flyway states embarked on a 3-year evaluation of the Hunter’s
Choice bag limit concept. Hunter’s Choice (HC) had a daily bag of 5 ducks and used an aggregate
bag, in this case 1 hen mallard or 1 pintail or 1 canvasback or 1 mottled duck to limit harvest on
species needing additional protection while maintaining full hunting opportunity on abundant
species or stocks of ducks such as drake mallards. For birds in the aggregate bag, the harvest of
one would ‘buffer’ the harvest of the others, thus reducing the harvest of all. Fortunately, the 3
hunting seasons prior to the HC evaluation, from 2003-05, Central Flyway states were operating
under a partial season or a ‘Season Within a Season’ (SWAS) strategy for canvasbacks and
pintails. In other words, the hunting seasons for these two species were for 39 days within the 74
day regular duck hunting season. Many states in the flyway did not like the partial season concept
due to its potential to confuse hunters. This was the genesis for the HC experiment. Baseline
regulations are 74 days (Liberal) with a 6 bird daily bag and may include 2 hen mallards and 1
each for pintail and canvasback. HC regulations are more conservative than baseline regulations.

For the duration of the 3-year evaluation, 5 Central Flyway states (ND,SD, KS, TX,WY) were
under HC regulations and the other 5 Central Flyway states (NE, OK, MT, CO, NM) were using
the SWAS framework.

Objectives of the HC Evaluation were to:
1. Determine if the harvest of pintail and canvasback under HC regulations were similar to
those obtained with SWAS regulations.
2. Determine hunter preferences.
3. Determine the harvest of hen mallards under HC regulations.

Results of the HC Evaluation:

1. Both HC and SWAS regulations were effective in reducing pintail and canvasback
harvests compared to baseline regulations. At the Flyway level, HC regulations were not
quite as effective at reducing pintail and canvasback harvests as SWAS regulations.

2. Central Flyway duck hunters preferred HC regulations over SWAS regulations to reduce
harvests of duck species needing protection. After hunters had experience with both HC
and SWAS, support increased for HC and decreased for SWAS. Support for SWAS
remained strong in states where HC regulations were not used.

3. The harvest of hen mallards under HC regulations were reduced substantially compared
to baseline and SWAS regulations. Total duck harvests were lower under HC regulations
than under SWAS or baseline regulations.

Only time will tell if HC regulations will be implemented in South Dakota and other Central
Flyway states in the future. It may be applicable when the harvest prescription for pintail or
canvasback prescribes a season closure or less than 1 per day for the length of the duck hunting
season.



