
 Duck populations in North Amer-
ica have been doing quite well in re-
cent years. Abundant spring wetlands 
and millions of acres of retired grass-
land nesting cover courtesy of the 
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 
have been a boon for many ducks, es-
pecially in the core Prairie Pothole Re-
gion. The 2012 spring breeding duck 
population was estimated at 48.6 mil-
lion birds, an all time high since sur-
veys began in 1955. While this is great 
news for birders and waterfowlers 
alike, there is reason to be concerned 
for some species. The population of 
Lesser and Greater scaup (collectively 
referred to as scaup herein) has de-
clined by 50% since the 1970s, and the 
causes of this decline are still clouded. 
 Scaup are the most abundant and 
widespread diving duck in North 
America. Males are predominately 
black and white, with a glossy pur-
plish (lesser) or greenish (greater) 
head. Females are dark brown with a 
white band at the base of the bill. Both 
sexes have a distinctive blue bill and 
are commonly known as “bluebills”. 
Scaup populations peaked at almost 8 
million in 1972 and have been trend-
ing lower since, bottoming out at a 
low of 3.25 million in 2006. The 2013 
population of scaup stood at 4.2 mil-
lion, 17% below the long-term aver-
age.
 Theories on the decline of the 
scaup population abound, includ-
ing changing breeding habitat condi-
tions in the boreal forest due to global 
warming, reduced female survival 
and fitness due to contaminants, and 
changing migration habitat conditions 
effect on food availability. Invasive 
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species, an all too common theme 
here in Minnesota and elsewhere, are 
also impacting scaup. Invasive faucet 
snails are the host species for trema-
todes, which have been linked to large 
scale scaup die offs on Lake Win-
nibigoshish, Bowstring Lake, and on 
the Upper Mississippi River National 
Fish and Wildlife Refuge in recent 
years. Another invasive species, zebra 
mussels which are spreading in Min-
nesota from the Great Lakes, are rap-
idly becoming a favorite food source 
for migrating scaup. While one may 
think this new food source would be 
good for scaup, a zebra mussel diet 
may not be smart if you are a scaup. 
Zebra mussels accumulate contami-
nants in their tissue easier than native 
mussel species, and some heavy met-
als, most notably selenium, may cause 
reproductive failure if ingested in 
high enough concentrations. Harvest 
by hunters, on the other hand, has not 
been shown to be a cause in the scaup 
decline. 
 As a habitat manager, I’m keenly 
interested in which wetlands scaup 
utilize during spring migration be-
cause their presence is a good indica-
tor of the overall health of a wetland. 
Females feed heavily on aquatic am-
phipods, also known as freshwater 
shrimp, in the spring, gaining fat re-
serves crucial to migration and egg 
production. Documented decreases of 
amphipods in Minnesota wetlands is a 
cause for concern for scaup and many 
other bird species that rely on the ener-
gy rich invertebrates. Increased over-
winter survival of fish in previously 
fishless wetlands, higher turbidity 
 continued on page 2
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levels, grassland conversion, and wet-
land drainage are all factors leading 
to poor wetland quality, and in turn 
may affect amphipod abundance. 
Minnesota alone has lost 300,000 
acres of CRP grasslands in the past 
three years; nationwide CRP acres 
are down 11 million since 2007. De-
creased numbers of amphipods mean 
female scaup have to spend more time 
feeding in order to gain the necessary 
fat resources to produce a clutch of 
eggs, time they may not have. 
 For birders and waterfowlers 
alike, scaup have long been cherished 
here in Minnesota. Whether it’s the 
sight of a flock of bills ripping across 
the whitecaps into your decoys or 
their animated courtship display that 
gives you a rush, the decline in scaup 
numbers should be a concern to us all. 
MOU members can help by recording 
scaup sightings in the MOU Seasonal 
Reports with notes on location and 
numbers and by supporting addition-
al funding for wetland and grassland 
conservation and enhancement pro-
grams.

 Rob Baden is an Assistant Area 
Wildlife Manager for the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources 
residing in Windom. He is an active 
birder and waterfowler who spends 
countless days in the field during the 
spring and fall waterfowl migration.
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Minnesota Birding Weekends (MBW)
 March 29–30: Southwest Minnesota birding trip, led by Kim Eckert

Salt Lake Birding Weekend 
 April 26: Headquartered in Marietta/Madison with birding in Lac qui Parle   
  and Big Stone counties.

Minneapolis Audubon Society
The following two programs begin at 1 pm at the Bryant Square Park Building in 
Minneapolis:

 March 14: Wildlife of Sherburne National Wildlife Refuge
  Betsy Beneke, Visitor Services Manager, on improving the oak savanna   
  and building a visitors’ center

 April 11: Wildlife Scenes from Aitkin & Beyond
  Warren Nelson, Nature Photographer and a favorite guest

International Festival of Owls 
 March 7–9: Sponsored by the Houston Nature Center in Houston, Minnesota

MRVAC (Minnesota River Valley Audubon Chapter) 
 March 15, 8:00 am. 
  Field Trip: Bird Watching Trek, Old Cedar Avenue Bridge
 March 21 
  All Day Event. Field Trip: Le Sueur County Birding Day
 March 22, 8:00 am. 
  Field Trip: Bird Watching Trek, Old Cedar Avenue Bridge
 March 24, 8:00 am. 
  Field Trip: Bird Watching Trek, Old Cedar Avenue Bridge

MOU Calendar
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 Believe it or not, I actually enjoy 
standing in sub-freezing temperatures 
as the ice and snow begin to thaw and 
turn backroads into mudslides. In ad-
dition to looking for ducks, geese, 
and swans, I love listening to the sky 
while hundreds of returning black-
birds fly overhead. But there is always 
one sound that stands above them all. 
I think of it as a high-pitched squeaky 
version of the Killdeer’s namesake 
call. This bird is the Rusty Blackbird. 
Some may ask why I am so intrigued 
with a dully-colored songbird with 
a pathetic song. It has to do with the 
journey and mystery surrounding the 
bird. It overwinters in the southeastern 
United States and stops briefly in Min-
nesota en route to its boreal wetland 
breeding grounds. So I only get to see 
the Rusty Blackbird for a relatively 
short period of time, and considering 
its precipitous decline, my opportuni-
ties to see them may decline as well.
 For a species whose population 
has decreased between 85 and 95% 
over the past 50 years, surprisingly 
little is known about the Rusty Black-
bird’s migration ecology. But that is 
about to change. From mid-March 
through mid-April, the Minnesota 
state coordinators of the Rusty Black-
bird Spring Migration Blitz (RBSMB) 
ask that you share your Rusty Black-
bird observations to eBird. 
 The RBSMB is a coordinated ef-

Be a Part of the Rusty Blackbird 
Spring Migration Blitz
 by Alyssa DeRubeis

fort led by the International Rusty 
Blackbird Working Group (IRBWG), 
along with eBird, the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology, and the Vermont Cen-
ter for Ecostudies. Participants will 
be collecting data throughout the mi-
gratory range of the species, from the 
southern United States, through the 
Midwest and Atlantic Coast, and all 
the way into Canada. The objectives of 
the RBSMB are 1) determine impor-
tant migratory stopover sites; 2) assess 
consistency of use and timing at these 
locations; 3) strengthen relationships 
with other conservation organizations 
and enhance the conservation of rusty 
blackbirds; and 4) increase awareness 
of rusty blackbirds among the birding 
community and general public.
 Not only could you be helping out 
with this citizen science project, but 
you would also be partaking in a long-
held rivalry between Minnesota and 
Wisconsin. The state coordinators are 
organizing a competition to see which 
state reports more Rusty Blackbirds 
to eBird. The winning state will get a 
trophy of some sort. Let’s bring honor 
to Minnesota ornithology, shall we?
 If you’d like to learn more about 
how you can participate in the RB-
SMB, or if you’re looking for some 
pointers on Rusty Blackbird iden-
tification, visit the IRBWG website 
(http://rustyblackbird.org/outreach/
migration-blitz/). Also, feel free to 
contact the RBSMB Minnesota state 
coordinators: Alyssa DeRubeis (alde-
rubeis@gmail.com), Brittney Larson 
(brittneylarson27@gmail.com), or 
Steve Winter (stephen.winter@ok-
state.edu). With your help, we can ad-
vance our knowledge in Rusty Black-
bird migration ecology so that I (and 
you) can enjoy these squeaky Killdeer 
birds for many years to come.

photo by Dave Cahlander

 Join us for the 39th Annual Salt 
Lake Birding Weekend. On Saturday, 
April 26, 2014, volunteers will guide 
birders around Salt Lake, Big Stone 
Refuge and the lakes, wetlands, and 
prairies of Lac qui Parle and southern 
Big Stone counties. This event is free 
and open to all who are interested. 
No pre-registration is needed. Last 
year, over 80 birders surveyed Lac qui 
Parle County and located 135 different 
species of birds. Highlights included 
White-faced Ibis, American Avocet, 
Short-eared Owl, Ferruginous Hawk, 
Chestnut-collared Longspur, Smith’s 
Longspur, and Great-tailed Grackle.
 Meet on Saturday April 26 at 7:00 
a.m., at the Marietta American Le-
gion, located one block west of the in-
tersection of County Road 7 and State 
Highway 40, 11 miles west of Madi-
son. Coffee, sweet rolls, juice, and 
milk will be available for purchase. 
Caravans will leave between 7:00 and 
8:00 am. At noon, stop back at the Le-
gion for a sloppy joes and cake (avail-
able at a modest cost) and to compare 
notes. A Saturday chicken dinner, for 
$10, will be served at 7:30 pm at the 
Sons of Norway Hall on Highway 75 
in Madison. Reservations are neces-
sary; please contact Julie Claflin by 
e-mail at JulieClaflin@gmail.com. 
After dinner, there will be a short pro-
gram and then the species count for 
the day will be recorded. Sunday bird-
ing is on your own, but you may stop 
by Prairie Marsh Farm for advice and 
directions to local sites.
 Check the MOU web site for 
maps and lodging information (http://
moumn.org/saltlake/). Contact Ken 
Larson for more information or to 
reserve a camping site — home 952-
595-9265, cell 612-210-8486. E-mail 
prairiemarshfarm@comcast.net.

Salt Lake
Weekend

Sponsored by the MOU
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