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Hunting mortality of 
banded Harlequin Ducks

Harlequin Ducks (Histrionicus histrionicus) 
are small sea ducks that breed on fast moving 
mountain streams and winter in coastal waters 
(Robertson and Goudie 2020).  They may be 
particularly vulnerable to coastal hunting because 
they forage in near-shore habitats (Goudie 1991).  
Males are targeted by trophy hunters because of 
their colorful plumage.  Of 250 known-sex banded 
Harlequin Ducks shot in North America from 
1979–2019, 224 (89.6%) were male and only 
26 (10.4%) were female (North American Bird 
Banding Program 2020).  Immature males in the 
fall, while not shot for trophies, may be vulnerable 
because they bear considerable resemblance to 
other species of diving ducks which are frequently 
hunted (Soulliere and Thomas 2009).

Of 164 male Harlequin Ducks (127 adult and 37 
hatch year) that we banded on the Bow River in 
Banff National Park, Alberta, Canada (51.3702°N, 
116.1031°W, near the center of our study area), 
during 15 years between 1995 and 2017, nine 
(5.5%) have been reported to the Bird Banding 
Laboratory as being shot (no females were shot).  
One was shot in the Strait of Georgia, British 
Columbia, seven were shot in the Salish Sea, 
Washington, and one was shot in Idaho (North 
American Bird Banding Program 2020).  While 
Harlequin Ducks generally migrate to the coast 
before inland waterfowl hunting seasons open, the 
male in Idaho was shot on 01 January (opening 
day of hunting season), and was among a few 
individuals apparently over-wintering in the area 
(CMS, pers. comm. with hunter).

The probability of a band from a shot bird being 
reported often varies by species and geographical 
area, and may be higher for unique species 
(Boomer et al. 2013), but even with reward bands 
it is less than 100% (e.g., Zimmerman et al. 2009).  
Thus, our figures are an under-estimate of hunting 
mortality for Harlequin Ducks.  In the absence of 
reporting rates for Harlequin Ducks, we adjusted 
our estimate by applying reporting rates of 76% 
for Mallards (Anas platyrhynchos) in the Pacific 

Flyway, and 57% for Mallards in western Canada 
(Boomer et al. 2013) to obtain a range of 7.2-9.7% 
mortality of Harlequin Ducks by hunting in the 
15 years of our study.  Even with a one bird per 
season limit, permit hunt data for 2004-2012 for 
Washington showed an average of 134 Harlequin 
Ducks being harvested annually (Rothe et  al.  2015).  
While this level of hunting mortality appears to be 
insignificant to the estimated population of 14-
18,000 Harlequin Ducks wintering on the coast of 
British Columbia and Washington (Robertson and 
Goudie 2020), hunting mortality simulations for 
sea ducks (Goudie et al. 1994) demonstrated that 
losses > 3-5% per year were not sustainable.  There 
could be impacts on certain breeding populations 
because ducks that breed throughout most of the 
range outside of Alaska are known to winter in 
the Strait of Georgia (Smith and Smith 2003) and 
there is high site fidelity to specific molting and 
wintering areas (Robertson et al. 2000, Iverson 
et al. 2004).  In our study area, Harlequin Duck 
numbers on the Bow River have been estimated 
to be declining at nearly 5% per year since 1995 
(CMS, ms. submitted).
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Winter Site fidelity of a Warbler in 
Southeastern Ohio

Each winter since 2006-2007, I have been capturing 
and banding birds coming to the feeders at my 
home and station in Vinton County, OH (391-
0821).  In addition to the standard commercial 
seed and suet feeders I make a mixture of melted 
suet and peanut butter of a firmness that I can 
mash into the bark furrows of trees in the vicinity 
of my feeders.  This has proven very successful 
in allowing me to capture and band species such 
as Pileated Woodpeckers (25 to date), and Brown 
Creepers.  In recent winters Eastern Bluebirds have 
become regular visitors, gleaning bits of suet mix 
on the ground beneath the trees. I have never fed 
either fruit or invertebrates such as mealworms.
Yellow-rumped Warblers are fairly common winter 
residents in this area, but until recent winters they 
were only casual visitors to the feeder area near 
my house and I would capture one in a mist net on 
occasion. On 28  Jan 2019, an AHY male found a 
net and was banded, one of four that winter, my 

peak number of the species for the winter season.  
Toward the end of the following winter season, on 
3 Mar 2020, I recaptured the bird, my first ever 
return in any season for the species, and on 11 
Feb 2021, I captured him again.  Site fidelity on 
the wintering grounds is pretty common and well 
known for some number of passerine species, 
especially among sparrows and finches, which my 
band records regularly document, but I am unaware 
of records for such fidelity among warbler species, 
at least at this latitude.  I am interested to hear from 
NABB readers with experience and/or thoughts on 
this.
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