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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good morning commissioners and Director. My name is Kali Rush, and I am the Waterfowl Specialist for the Wildlife Division.  I am going to be presenting our recommendations for the 2026-2027 migratory game bird hunting seasons.



Process

« USFWS:

* Publish Preliminary, Proposed, and Final
Frameworks

* DNR:

« Waterfowl Workgroup
» Citizens Waterfowl Advisory Committee
* NRC

« Submit Season Selections for publication in
Federal Register



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I will begin with a brief overview of the regulation setting process. 
First, it’s important to note that migratory bird regulations are different from other species because we must set our regs within federal frameworks.
USFWS prescribes frameworks for dates and times that seasons can occur and the bag limits for species. These frameworks are negotiated with states via the Flyway Councils – Michigan is part of the Mississippi Flyway Council.
Once federal frameworks are published, States then begin their process to set regulations within frameworks
The DNR process officially kicks off in December with a meeting of an internal Wildlife Division working group, then we meet with the Citizens Waterfowl Advisory Committee, or CWAC, in early or mid-January.  We develop our recommendations considering the CWAC’s input and the recommendations that they provide us. The Department’s recommendations are aligned with those made by the CWAC, except for the middle zone duck season dates. I will discuss this further later in the presentation. 
After the NRC process, we wrap up in late April when states must submit their season selections to be published in the Federal Register.



Canada Goose Population Status

Mississippi Flyway temperate-
breeding estimates indicate long-
term increasing trend

MI temperate-breeding estimates
are above goal range

Subarctic-nesting geese stable but
variable



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s dive right into Canada Geese.
There are 2 stocks of Canada geese in the Mississippi Flyway and that are harvested here in MI:  temperate-breeding (resident birds) and subarctic-breeding (nesting on Hudson Bay)
Trends:
MF TB is experiencing a long-term increasing trend (about 1.4 million last year and slightly above the MF’s goal).  
MI has conducted a spring breeding waterfowl survey since 1991 which allows us to generate pop estimates.
Michigan’s estimates for the last several years have been near or above our desired abundance range (175,000-225,000 birds). 
The 2025 estimate for Canada geese was 247,878, which was 11% below the 2024 estimate and 5% above the LTA.    
Because we continue to observe this long-term increase in CAGO estimates, we continue to make full use of hunting season days and daily limits available within Federal hunting season regulation frameworks – our Canada goose seasons have been as liberal as possible and we attempt to time seasons to target MI temperate breeders
We also harvest subarctic-nesting CAGO that migrate through MI.  Their populations relatively stable over long-term but with high annual variation – because of high annual variability on their subarctic nesting grounds.



2026 Goose Season
Federal Framework
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Presentation Notes
Now we’ll look at the federal goose season framework.


2026 Goose Season Federal Framework

Waterfowl Management

Zones * Season length
and outside dates

— Maximum 107 days

— Between Sept. 1 - Feb.
15

* 4 segments
allowed



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No changes in CAGO frameworks for this year.
Read slide


2026 Goose Federal
Frameworks — Bag Limits

Canada daily limits: 5 Snow, blue, Ross
— Maximum 5 birds « ¥ daily limits:
— Maximum 20 birds

White-fronted daily limits:

— Maximum 5 birds in aggregate
with dark geese

Brant daily limits:

— Maximum 1 bird in aggregate
with dark geese

Possession limits 3X daily limit



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are no changes to goose bag limits. 
The goose aggregate bag limit is 5, but only 1 of which can be a brant. An aggregate bag includes several species. So the maximum daily limit is 5, but can be comprised of various species. 

White-fronts and brant not typically harvested but allows hunters the flexibility to take them if encountered when goose hunting.


2026 Michigan Goose
Season Recommendations



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now I will present recommendations for all 3 of our waterfowl hunting zones and 2 GMUs

I’ll note that all of the recommended season dates overlap completely with our recommended duck season dates in each zone.  Our waterfowl hunter opinion data has indicated that this overlap of duck and goose hunting is extremely important. 


2026 Goose Season
Recommendations Season Dates and
Bag Limits — North Zone

Waterfowl

Management

Zones

Sept. 1 — Dec. 16

Dark goose aggregate daily
limit = 5, only 1 of which
can be a brant

Light goose daily limit = 20



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Unchanged for North Zone from previous seasons.
Read slide – 


2026 Goose Season
Recommendations Season Dates and
Bag Limits — Middle Zone

Waterfowl Management

Zones

« Sept. 1 —30 and Oct. 3 —
Dec. 18

« Dark goose aggregate daily
limit = 5, only 1 of which
can be a brant

» Light goose daily limit = 20



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Again, the middle zone is imilar to previous years
The second segment of the goose season opens at the same time as the regular south zone duck opener. 



2026 Goose Season
Recommendations Season Dates and
Bag Limits — South Zone

Waterfowl Management

Zones

« Sept. 1 —30; Oct. 17 — Dec.
13: Dec. 26 — Jan. 3, 2027;
and Feb. 6 — Feb. 15, 2027

« Dark goose aggregate daily
limit = 5, only 1 of which
can be a brant

* Light goose daily limit = 20



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And a similar structure for season dates in South Zone as last year
The second segment of the goose season opens at the same time as the regular south zone duck opener. 


2026 Goose Season
Recommendations — GMUs

Allegan County
o Sept. 1 —30; Oct. 17 —

Nov. 4; Dec. 19 — Feb.
14, 2026

« Dark goose aggregate
daily limit = 5, only 1 of
which can be a brant

* Light goose daily limit =
20

Waterfowl Management

Zones



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We have 2 GMUs in SW MI, which allows for greater flexibility in season dates.
These areas historically had very large concentrations of Canada geese.  Generally, these areas have later peaks of CAGO abundance.  
Similar to last year:
Middle segment aligns with South Zone duck opener and captures draw weekend at Fennville Farm Unit



2026 Goose Season
Recommendations — GMUs

Muskegon County
Wastewater

e Oct. 20 — Dec. 19

« Dark goose
aggregate daily limit
= 5, only 1 of which
can be a brant

 Light goose daily
limit = 20

Waterfowl Management

Zones



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Other GMU is Muskegon County Wastewater. This area is slightly different in that it’s not owned by Michigan DNR. The Muskegon County Resource Recovery Center is owned and operated by the County, and they largely dictate when hunting can occur. 

Later start to align with later duck season opener, but limited opportunity in the late season. 


Duck Population Status

» Continental duck
populations stable to
slightly down

* Michigan total duck
and mallard estimates

similar to 2024
— Continuing concern over b A7 A 3{;
. Lo P E WS W on" by
|0ng-tel’m deC“ne Of : : David Stimac Photography

Great Lakes mallards
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Presentation Notes
Ducks are surveyed annually through the Breeding Population and Habitat Survey.  Most of this survey is jointly conducted by the FWS and CWS across important breeding areas in US and Canada.  The DNR also conducts this survey in Michigan.
This is important because the Adaptive Harvest Management process used to determine Mississippi Flyway duck season frameworks uses the prior year’s mallard BPOPs (including MI) and habitat conditions to inform models.
Continental BPOPs in 2025 were similar to 2024 and about 4% below the LTA. There are 6 species that saw increases:  canvasback, redhead, northern pintail, wigeon, and shoveler. Other species saw declines, including mallard, blue-winged and green-winged teal, and scaup.
As I previously mentioned, MI conducts a Breeding Waterfowl Survey as part of the coordinated midcontinent survey.  
Monitoring state-specific BPOPs important because our “home grown” mallards are critical to our harvest success – about 75% of the mallards we harvest in MI are produced in the Great Lakes region.
The 2025 estimate of total ducks was about 142,333 which was 79 percent below the 2024 estimate and 76 percent below the long-term average. 
The 2025 estimate for mallards was 87,967 which was 65 percent below the 2024 estimate and 72 percent below the long-term average. 
The 2025 total duck and mallard estimates are the second to lowest ever recorded following 2023. Potential explanations for the significantly reduced 2025 estimates include that the 2025 survey experienced multiple delays due to scheduling conflicts with the helicopter and/or pilot, which then led to advanced leaf out conditions for the Northern Lower Peninsula transects. This caused visibility issues for Observers and may have resulted in lower estimates. Also, the VCF is a 3-year average including 2018, 2019, and 2025 estimates. While the 2025 VCF estimate is within the expected range based on historical estimates, the 2018 and 2019 VCF estimates were low. Consequently, the 3-year VCF average is low, which also contributed to lower estimates of ducks for 2025. However, it likely doesn’t explain all of the reduction and we remain concerned about the long-term decline we’re seeing.
Finally, because of continuing concern over declining mallard pops, we continue to conduct research projects investigating causes of the decline.  Preliminary results suggest that harvest is not to blame, which is consistent with past analyses and research.  It more likely that reduced correlated to the productivity of hens due to reduced breeding habitat, especially grasslands, and potentially correlated to the hybridization with released game farm mallards.  





2026 Duck Season
Federal Framework

Liberal season
— Maximum 60 days

— Between Saturday
nearest Sept. 24 and
January 31

— Maximum 6 birds per day
Possession limit 3X
daily limit
Seasons set by Zone
One split per Zone

Waterfowl Management

Zones



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No change from 2024. Still in a liberal framework. Read slide



2026 Duck Season
Federal Framework — Daily Limits

6 ducks combined

— Mallard

« Maximum 4 birds (maximum 2 hens)
— Wood duck

« Maximum 3 birds

— Redhead, Canvasback, & American
black duck

e Maximum 2 birds

— Scaup

« 2 for 45 days and 1 for 15 days
— Northern pintail

« Maximum 3 birds
— All other ducks

* 6 birds

* 5 mergansers combined

— Maximum 2 hooded mergansers



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No changes 

Similar to the last few years, there is a split scaup bag limit. Scaup harvest restrictions are implemented under a Scaup Harvest Strategy which is based on the current scaup population model and an objective to achieve 95 percent of the maximum, long-term cumulative harvest. Based on the 2025 survey result of 3.68 million scaup, the optimal regulatory choice for the 2026 hunting season for all four Flyways is the restrictive regulatory alternative. This restrictive framework allows for a 60-day season with a limit of two birds for 45 days and one bird for 15 days. The 45 and 15-day segments must be consecutive hunting days.



2026 Michigan Duck Season
Recommendations

vi-


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Department’s recommendations are aligned with those made by the CWAC, except for the middle zone duck season dates. We’ll walk through these one by one. 


2026 Early Teal Season
Recommendations

Sept. 1 — 9 Statewide
Daily limit 6 teal
Possession 3X daily limit

Hunting hours begin at
sunrise



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
First, we’ll start with our special seasons. We are recommending opening as early as possible and running the full 9 days allowed. Based on survey information, blue-winged teal start arriving in August. Therefore, we continue to recommend opening the season as early as possible, on September 1, to capture the migration. 

This is the second year of a 9-day season, where the first several years were 16-day seasons: The current estimated population of 4.4 million blue-winged teal is below the 4.7 million threshold for a 16- day season. Consequently, the recommended regulation for early teal season in 2026 for the Mississippi Flyway is again a 9-day season with a 6-bird daily limit


2026 Youth Season
Recommendations

« Remain 3 weekend in September (Sept. 19-20)

« Daily and possession limits same as regular
waterfowl seasons



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No change 


Veterans and Active-Duty
Waterfowl Hunt
Recommendations

* Hold concurrently with Youth Season
(September 19-20)

« Bag limits for Youth Season apply



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
States may and Active Military Personnel Waterfowl Hunting Days” in addition to regular duck seasons.  
The Department and the CWAC redesignate two days as “Veterans commend continuing to hold this hunt concurrently with the Youth Waterfowl Season
Waterfowl regulations and bag limits set for the Youth Waterfowl Season will apply to the Veterans and Active-Duty Waterfowl Hunting Days.  
Holding this hunt concurrently with the Youth Waterfowl Season will provide simplified regulations and better enforcement and allows veterans and youth to hunt together


3-Year Stable Duck

Season Opening Dates

 North Zone:
— 2025 = Sept. 27
— 2026 = Sept. 26
— 2027 = Sept. 25

 Middle Zone:
— 2025 =0ct. 4
— 2026 = Oct. 3
— 2027 = Oct. 2

 South Zone:
— 2025 = Oct. 18
— 2026 = Oct. 17
— 2027 = Oct. 16



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To achieve consistency and assist waterfowl hunters in planning their hunting seasons, the Department and CWAC provide the opening days of duck seasons the 3-year periods. These only change if there is a framework change, which we did not have this year.  


North and Middle Zone opening dates are consistent with previous years, however the South Zone 3-year stable opening dates were moved to the third Saturday of October, a deviation from recent typically consecutive opening dates. This recommendation is proposed to accommodate a desire for later waterfowl hunting opportunity in December in southern Michigan. This results in two weeks between the Middle Zone and South zone opening dates, a departure from the typical one-week consecutive opening dates between ones. This increases the total available hunting dates across the state. 


2026 Duck Season
Recommendations — Dates

 North Zone
— Sept. 26 — Nov. 22
— Nov. 28 — 29
 Middle Zone
— Oct. 3 - Nov. 29
— Dec. 12-13
« South Zone
— Oct. 17 — Dec. 13
— Dec. 26 — 27

Waterfowl Management

Zones



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The 2026 duck season recommendations are as follows for the North Zone, Middle Zone, and South Zone: The Department’s recommendations are aligned with those made by the CWAC, except for the middle zone duck season dates.

The CWAC is recommending Middle Zone dates of October 3 to November 29 and December 5 to December 6. This represents one week earlier than last year for the late season split. Some Middle Zone CWAC representatives were concerned following the 2025-26 season and early, extreme winter conditions. The Department recommends dates for the two-day late season split that are consistent with previous years’ dates, December 12 and December 13. However, the later split also provides a slightly later hunting opportunity, which Saginaw Bay hunters have expressed is important to them. Overall, Middle Zone hunter satisfaction of season dates with a similar later split has been over 50%.



2026 Duck Season
Recommendations — Daily Limits

 Maximum allowed under
Federal Frameworks

« Scaup:
o 2-bird limit for first 45 days in
North Zone
o 2-bird limit for the last 45 days
iIn Middle and South Zones
e Maximize scaup harvest
opportunity in each zone



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our recommendations for daily limits in the 2026 duck season are the maximum allowed under federal frameworks and incorporated the scaup bag limit conditions similar to previous years.

Informing the scaup daily limit decision: 
Fall diving duck survey results from Lake St. Clair and western Lake Erie as well as an analysis of scaup harvest in Michigan reflect a two-bird limit for the first 45 days of the season in the North Zone and a one-bird limit for the first 15 days of the season in the Middle and South Zones
We believe that this maximizes scaup harvest opportunity in each zone.


2026-27 Falconry Season
Recommendations

Same dates as gun hunting

Additional days for ducks, mergansers, coots,
and moorhens:

— Dec. 28 — Jan. 10, 2027
— Feb. 20 — Mar. 10, 2027

No change to daily bag limits
Possession limits 3X daily limit



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Falconry hunting allowed during gun hunting but also allowed additional days
Similar dates to previous years


Thank You

Michigan.gov/Waterfowl
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