Zones and Split Seasons for Duck Hunting in the Low Plains

A zone is defined as a geographic area of a state with a contiguous boundary for which
independent dates may be selected for the regular duck season. A split is when a season is split
into two time segments. Duck hunting zones have a long and sometimes controversial history in
South Dakota while split seasons have rarely been used. The main purpose of zoning is to
improve hunter opportunity while still providing adequate protection for migratory bird resources.
For example, duck migration varies considerably from the pothole country in northeast South
Dakota compared to the lower Missouri River in southeast South Dakota. Having season dates
that conform to duck migration is highly desirable for duck hunting opportunity.

Duck zones were first used in South Dakota during the 1981 duck hunting season. In 1980, the
Central Flyway Council passed a recommendation requesting that the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service (Service) allow Central Flyway states the option of zoning. The South Dakota
Department of Game, Fish, and Parks signed a Memorandum of Agreement with the Service for
experimental zoning for duck hunting in the Low Plains portion of eastern South Dakota. The
Low Plains was divided into two zones consisting of a South Zone featuring Gregory, Charles
Mix, Bon Homme, Yankton, Clay, and Union County. The North Zone was the remainder of the
Low Plains portion of South Dakota. The experiment was for 3 years beginning with the 1981-82
season and running through the 1983-84 season.

Since that first 3-year experiment, duck hunting zones in the Low Plains have varied
considerably. During the 1980’s, duck zones in the Low Plains consisted of two zones, a North
and a South Zone. In 1990, the Service established guidelines for the use of zones and split
seasons for duck hunting. This was done to control the proliferation of changes in zone/split
options and importantly, limited changes to 5-year intervals. Since the 1991 season, the Low
Plains portion of South Dakota has consisted of three zones, a North, Middle, and a South zone.
In March, 1996, the SDGFP finished and sent a DUCK ZONE REPORT to the Service that
compared the 1987-90 two zone configuration to the 1991-95 three zone configuration in the Low
Plains portion of South Dakota. Using harvest and hunter activity data from the Service’s Harvest
Survey Section, we determined there was a 10% increase in mallard harvest in the Low Plains
during the three zone configuration period. Hunter activity and harvest of other duck species
remained unchanged during the two time periods and total harvest increased 3% during the three
zone configured period. Duck hunting zones during the 5-year periods of 1996-00, 2001-05, and
2006-10 have remained consistent with minor boundary adjustments. The next ‘open season’ to
request minor boundary adjustments to duck zones in the Low Plains will be in 2011 for the
2011-15 seasons.

I believe duck hunters have gained a lot of hunting opportunity due to the use of zones. A hunter
willing to travel a bit can extend the number of days hunted and experience various duck hunting
locations by taking advantage of the three Low Plains zones in eastern South Dakota.



