ALLEGAN MANAGED WATERFOWL AREA
2015-2016 ANNUAL REPORT

Introduction

This report includes information for the Allegan Managed Waterfowl Area (MWA), focusing on the four
Managed Waterfow! Units (Fennville Farm Unit, Highbanks Unit, Bravo Unit, and Ottawa Marsh), and for
the reporting period from February, 2015 through January, 2016. Tables appended to this report
provide further quantification.

Area Goals and Management Emphasis

The primary goals of the Managed Waterfow! Units are providing habitat and safe harbor for migrating
and over wintering waterfowl and for waterfow! production, with an emphasis on both Canada geese
and dabbling ducks; providing hunting opportunities for waterfowl and other species; and providing
wildlife viewing opportunities and other non-hunting recreation as compatible with primary goals.

Management emphasis on the Area is primarily directed toward providing food and habitat for
migrating and over-wintering waterfowl in the form of row-crop fields (Farm Unit), grass fields (Farm
Unit), and wetlands (Highbanks, Ottawa Marsh, and Bravo Units).

Wildlife Production and Use Estimates

Waterfowl production is largely limited to wood ducks, hooded mergansers, mallards and Canada geese.
A variety of furbearers have been noted in the Managed Waterfow! Area including river otters, beavers,
mink, muskrat, and raccoon. Other resident wildlife common to the MWA include deer, turkeys,
pheasants, crows, squirrels and rabbits. Coyote numbers are sufficient to provide hunting and trapping
opportunities. The Farm Unit is well known for its grassland birds (bobolink, horned larks, grasshopper
sparrows, and Henslow’s sparrows) and wintering raptors (bald eagles, golden eagles, rough-legged
hawks, northern harriers, short-eared owls) and other species of greatest conservation need.

Significant Habitat Management

Habitat Management

The most intensively managed of the Units is the Farm Unit which includes over 4,100 acres,
approximately 2,100 acres are maintained in agricultural cropping largely through contract arrangement
with sharecrop farmers. Water level management on all Units, including draw downs and flooding of



impounded Units, is used to enhance and maintain desirable plant communities. Forest management
and forest opening maintenance are practiced throughout all 4 managed waterfowl units.

During 2013, the Fennville Farm Unit was designated as a Pheasant Restoration Initiative Core Area
giving greater attention to the quality grassland habitats that have been created on the Unit.
Approximately 22 acres of warm season grasses (WSGs) were planted in the Farm Unit in 2015. These
fields were converted from agricultural fields in key locations for pheasant and nesting habitat. Rodeo
herbicide was used as field treatment on 2 acres of Reed Canary Grass which will be converted to a cool
season grass mix around an approximately 1 acre pond on the south side of the Farm Unit. Transline
herbicide was also used on approximately 13 acres of WSGs to control spotted knapweed where other
control agents have proven resistant.

Thirty acres of corn (hunter concealment strips) and 70 acres of rye were planted on the Farm Unit by
DNR personnel. In addition, 43 acres of food plots consisting of buckwheat, corn, sunflowers, millet and
sorghum were planted.

Similar to past years, the Farm Unit Impoundment was drawn down in late winter to promote wetland
plant growth. Summer conditions provided adequate growth of wetland plants in the impoundment.
The impoundment was filled during fall through capture of surface water runoff, without need for
supplemental pumping of water. Filling in 2015 took a little longer than usual due to an excessively dry
late summer and fall however water did accumulate during the beginning of waterfowl season and
adequate water was available to hunt in.

The upper and lower pools in the Highbanks Unit were drawn down as permitted in the renewed
Department of Environmental Quality Permit received in 2011. The permit covers 5 years and provides
flexibility in management of the impoundments as it allows for local staff to determine extent of
drawdowns in each pool on a year to year basis rather than a yearly prescription as designated in the
2006 permit.

Species Management
No duck or goose banding was done on the Farm Unit in 2015.

Mute swan removal, especially at the Highbanks Unit, is a continuing project. No swans were removed
from the Highbanks Unit during this period. Efforts have proven successful despite the difficulty in



accessing the swans and short range of firearms DNR personnel are authorized to use for swan removal.
Several trumpeter swans were sighted in the Highbanks so we maintain hope that they may eventually
establish nesting.

The MWA has a continuing project to contain deer populations at levels that are compatible with other
MWA goals. Antlerless deer hunts were held on the Farm from 2005 through 2007, but they were
suspended in 2008 due to low deer concentrations in the refuge. Deer numbers inside the refuge are
expected to remain stable during 2016 so no refuge antlerless hunt is planned.

This summer the MWA did not accept any Canada Goose relocations due to a suspended Goose
Relocation Program for 2015 with the findings of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza in the State of
Michigan. Also due to the Avian Influenza findings, duck harvests through the managed hunt were
sampled to collect data on the possible spread of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza.

Land Acquisition Update

No purchases

Area Maintenance

Many of the trails and drives on the Farm Unit were repaired by grading or resurfacing with gravel.
Thirty acres of grasses and all the trails were mowed on the Farm Unit. The Highbanks dikes were
mowed twice or three times during the summer. Dikes around the Zone 7 impoundment were
temporarily repaired by raising elevation along a portion of the system in 2015.

Equipment

An 8”, diesel engine powered, trailer mounted water pump was purchased by Ducks Unlimited through
grant funding this year for the Farm Unit. This pump allowed and will continue to allow pumping of
water to fill the flooding built in cooperation with Ducks Unlimited in 2014. The pump will also allow
supplemental pumping in other areas of the Farm Unit and other units as needed. Repairs were made to
several other pieces of equipment throughout the year as well.



Special Projects

Pheasants Forever contributed food plot seed with an equated value of about $2,500. This partnership
has been ongoing for more than a decade. Unfortunately, the local chapter of Pheasants Forever
disbanded in 2015 so other avenues for seed procurement will be explored in coming years.

In 2015, the new 65-acre shallow water impoundment that was created in cooperation with Ducks
Unlimited to provide nesting habitat as well as waterfow| hunting opportunities in zone 8, north of 120"
Ave on the Farm Unit was flooded for the first time. Approximately 1.5 feet of water was pumped into
the impoundment. Unfortunately, due to seepage issues and catastrophic failure of the pump engine,
the water was lost within 2 weeks of waterfowl season opening. The pump has since been repaired but
was not in time to re-flood the area in 2015. Despite the issues that emerged, there were many fantastic
hunts in the new flooding which produced 9 different species of ducks at least in just the first 2 days of
duck season. In 2016 we plan to explore options of preventing some of the seepage and plan to flood
the area again for the 2016 waterfowl! season.

The dikes along a portion of the Highbanks dike complex in the upper pool were repaired in 2015 as
well. Due to high water levels kept year round in years past, the dikes had become eroded resulting in
steep edges and narrow passes. The highly eroded areas were repaired using on site material to original
design specifications.

Recreational and Educational Activities
Recreational pastimes for which the Units within the MWA are utilized include wildlife viewing, fishing,
hiking, boating, wild food collecting, and sightseeing in addition to hunting and trapping.

Many guided visits to the Farm Unit to watch birds took place in 2015. A Wetland Wonders birding
event was hosted at the Farm in April with about 35 attendees. Many waterfowl species and upland bird
species were recorded that day. The Christmas Bird Count took place on the game area over the
holidays. Staff coordination with these ventures is minimal.

The WMA contributed opportunities for Youth hunting throughout the period. The Federal Youth Hunt
occurred September 12 and 13. On October 31, 2015 and December 26, 2015 Youth Hunts through the
Managed Waterfowl Hunt were held where only youths were allowed to hunt. Respectively, 50 and 23
youths took part in the two hunts contributing to the overall youth hunter trips. This youth exposure
appears successful as a hunting recruitment tool as youth hunters are a regular occurrence in the
hunters served in our daily drawings. Macatawa Bay Waterfowlers enhanced the December 26™ Youth
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Hunt by agreeing to hold their annual Hot Dog Roast on that afternoon. This allowed the youth hunters
to eat lunch before going into the field and the hunters who took part in the 5:30 am drawing to eat
lunch upon returning to the Farm headquarters. Also, a free waterfowl mount was raffled off before the
drawing for the December 26" youth hunt. Each youth was provided a raffle ticket at registration for the
hunt. This mount was donated by Breaking Dawn Taxidermy.

Waterfowl Hunting Season

General Introduction
Conditions for the hunt in 2015 were less than desirable. Hunter numbers were slightly lower than last
year with a much lower harvest resulting in a lower success rate also.

Weather and Habitat Conditions

The weather during the hunt was milder than normal with reduced snowfall. November and December
were warmer than normal with below average precipitation. New Year’s Eve brought with it much
colder temperatures and much needed snow which helped to boost the success rate significantly. These
conditions remained throughout most of the rest of the month.

Crop production was average on the farm however; many areas of corn knocked down throughout the
season in the concealment strips due to hunters and slightly weakened corn stalks due to a very wet
spring and a very dry summer and fall. Rye cover crops were abundant in 2015 as beans and other grains
were able to be harvested much early providing good germination of cover cropped Rye.

Migration and Waterfowl Numbers

Canada goose numbers on Goose Management Unit increased from 350 geese on September 15 to
around 4,000 by the 2™ week of October. Numbers remained close to or slightly over 4,000 from then
through the month of December due to weather conditions. December 31* brought a very large
increase of geese with an arctic front, strong north winds and heavy snow. Goose numbers jumped to
around 12,000 birds over the next 3 days. A peak of around 14,000 geese at the Farm Unit was observed
in late January. Estimates in October, November, December and January averaged approximately 3,725,
4,500, 5,200, and 11,300 respectively. The greatest increase in goose numbers occurred in early January



when an influx brought numbers near 12,500. Goose numbers continued to rise, exceeding 15,000 birds
in February.

Mallard numbers in the WMA rose steadily from October through January with a peak of around 15,000
estimated. Non-mallard dabblers were most prevalent in October and November. Wood duck numbers
peaked October 11" (650 estimated). Ring-necked ducks were abundant in the Highbanks Unit from
October through the end of November. Table 1 provides estimates of waterfowl present on the GMU.
Estimates of goose numbers are more reliable than estimates of duck numbers. Fall estimates are less
variable than winter estimates. Cold and snowy conditions tend to concentrate waterfowl on the Farm
Unit where birds are easier to locate, but obtaining on accurate estimate is difficult. Conversely, wet
and warm weather prompts birds to disperse from the Farm Unit.

Season Dates and Area Regulations

Goose season regulations in the Allegan County Goose Management Unit are determined from multiple
variables. These regulations must fit within a set of parameters put forth by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. Factors used in determining the season regulations on any given year within the frameworks
provided by USFWS include the use of waterfowl abundance surveys conducted throughout the months
of October through mid-February, survey data provided by hunters within the GMU, input from hunter
conversations, concerns and suggestions, and hunter data gathered throughout the managed hunt. The
survey data combined with the consideration of social and economic impacts help to provide sound
scientific management in the setting of season regulations to allow the most opportunity possible in the
timeframe of when the most geese are present within the GMU. For an illustration of the average
number of geese in the GMU from 2008 to 2016, refer to Table 2.

The Duck Season on the GMU ran concurrent with the rest of southern Michigan (South Zone: October
10 through December 6, and December 26 and 27, 2015). The GMU Goose Season included 92 days
(October 31, 2015 through January 30, 2016) with the managed hunt open all these days except
December 25, 2015. This goose season was scheduled for 91 days. As in previous seasons, there was no
quota assigned to the Allegan GMU.

Afternoon hunts were offered on Tuesdays and Thursdays during the entire GMU season. Drawings for
the afternoon hunts were held at 11:00. The hunt began immediately following the drawing and lasted
until the close of shooting time as listed in the Hunting Hours Table of the Michigan Waterfowl| Hunting
Guide.

The special experimental teal season was offered again this year in a 3-year experimental term. This
was the 2" year of the season. The Farm Unit saw little participation in this season, however the few



that did participate reported low success rates. This hunt was on a first-come, first-served basis so no
permits were issued.

Hunting Season Results

Daily participation appeared to track hunter success, weather conditions and goose behavior in the
GMU. Regulation changes discontinued the sale of daily and annual hunter permits for managed
waterfowl areas in 2014. As a result, we did not collect any revenue from selling licenses or permits in
2015.

Harvest and Hunter Use
During the season 4,010 hunter trips resulted in 830 harvested geese (0.207 geese/hunter trip) (Table 3
& 4). This success rate is lower than the long term average.

A total of 173 ducks were taken from the Farm during the 2015-16 managed hunt as tallied from Party
Registration cards. Duck hunters are not required to report numbers of ducks harvested when hunting
outside the timeframe of the Managed Goose Hunt, thus the total number of ducks taken on the Farm is
considerably higher than that reported above — local staff estimate that the duck harvest on the Farm
exceeded 2,000 birds this season. Duck hunters reported that success on the Farm Unit and Ottawa
Marsh Unit was below average during the 2015-16 season.

Permits

2,166 permits were issued through the managed hunt. In total, 1,737 permits were handed out through
the window before the draws. The Farm Unit was the primary destination for those hunting geese
inside the WMA. Historically, the Highbanks Unit figured centrally in the MWA harvest but declined
dramatically in the early 1990s. Thereafter, the Bravo Unit figured more centrally in the combined
harvest, but has shown dramatic declines since 2004. Both units have reduced importance during the
open hunting season due to shifting the GMU season later in the year, but are still valuable resting areas
for waterfowl earlier in the year. The Bravo and Highbanks Units are hunted on a first-come, first-
served basis so permits are no longer issued through the managed goose hunt.

Species Harvest

Canada geese are the predominant waterfowl species harvested as detailed in Harvest and Hunter Use
table (Table 3). The number of harvested geese this year was 830, much lower than last year’s total of
1,159. Reported waterfowl harvests this year included Canada geese, snow geese, mallards, wood



ducks, pintails, black ducks, gadwall, wigeon, blue-winged teal, green-winged teal, shovelers, and ring-
necked ducks. The harvest is largely supported by migrant birds from the early-migrating wood ducks
concentrating in the Ottawa Marsh to the late migrating and overwintering Canada geese and mallards
concentrating on the Farm Unit and using local water roosts overnight.

No biological data from harvested Canada geese was recorded during the 2015-16 managed hunt.
Resident (local giant Canada geese), migrant (lesser Canada geese), and Cackling geese comprise the
subspecies harvested at the Farm Unit. Samples were collected on dabbling ducks taken during the
managed hunt to provide data on the possible presence of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza.

Cropping and Water Level Management

The refuge impoundment in front of Zone 7 was filled to capacity this year. These dikes were partially,
temporarily repaired in 2015. This impoundment has great potential for holding more water but has
been limited in recent years by settling dikes that are in need of much more substantial repair. The
shallow water wetlands created in Zone 6, in addition to associated flooding in the refuge adjacent to
Zone 6, supplied additional surface water for roosting. Water levels in the new flooding were sufficient
for the beginning of the waterfowl season but drastically fell with the onset of pump failure. Crops on
the farm were average with the exception of some weak stalks from the excessively wet spring and dry
summer and fall.

Recommendations
Maintain the Allegan County Goose Management Unit (GMU) boundary in its current configuration
while continuing to review its function in meeting population management needs.

Continue the conversion of old fields and selected cropland acres to permanent grasslands in the
eastern portion of the Farm Unit. Continue brush and tree removal projects.

Continue to monitor dikes and dams to achieve early detection of maintenance needs and comply with
monitoring requirements as set down in Dam Safety Inspection Reports.

Increase monitoring and banding of locally bred ducks.

Continue to reduce mute swan populations on the ASGA.



Continue to provide hunting opportunities that promote youth participation and other forms of new
hunter recruitment and existing hunter retention. Continue to search out partners that can donate time
and resources to these events.

Continue to provide hunting opportunities that are ADA friendly where feasible.

Continue new management paradigms for Highbanks and Bravo Units (i.e. continue with restricted
waterfowl hunting regulations but remove permit and drawing requirements).

Continue conversion of marginal cropland into wetland areas (Zone 4 back field, northwest of zone 4
hunt strip).



Table 1. Weekly waterfowl estimates from the Allegan GMU from September 2015 through January 2016.

Total Ducks and Canada Geese Estimated through Surveys during 2015-16 in
the Allegan GMU
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Table 2. Average of Weekly Waterfow!| Estimates for combined years from 2008 through 2016 in Allegan County GMU.

Average number of Geese in Allegan GMU from
2008-09 thru 2015-16 seasons
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Table 3. Allegan Managed Area Hunter and Harvest Summary

Year

2005

2006

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Hunter Trips
Farm 4129 6811 4613 4189 4454 2842 2430 2599 3726 4546 4010
Highbanks 13 5 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0**
Total Hunter Trips 4129 6811 4626 4194 4454 2842 2430 2599 3726 4546 4010
Goose Harvest
Farm 1106 1812 1274 1532 1286 841 469 370 1160 1159 830
Highbanks 0 6 0 0 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0**
Bravo 0 9 0 0 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0**
Total Geese 1106 1827 1274 1532 1286 841 469 370 1160 1159 830
Duck Harvest
Farm 132 31 56 80 29 11 61 59 228 226 173
Highbanks 0 0 0 0 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0** 0**
Total Duck 132 31 56 80 29 11 61 59 228 226 173
Goose Season Length 25 50 45 45 45 45 55 90 90 91 91
Duck Season Length 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
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Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

2015
Goose Quota 3000 None None None None None None None None None None
Hunter Trips/Day 165 136 103 93 97 63 44 29 41 50 44
Geese/Hunter Trip 0.27 0.27 0.28 0.37 0.29 0.3 0.19 0.14 0.31 0.26 0.21

**The Bravo and Highbanks Units were removed from the drawing/permit requirements so no data was collected (hunter use for these units was insignificant)
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Table 4. Daily Farm Unit hunter numbers, goose harvest, and duck harvest from the

2015-16 Allegan GMU Managed Goose Hunt.
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5 . § g é’- Geese Ducks
g | = 2 | & |2 |k Acc  Goose/ Acc
a) 2 & = 3 £
S o 2 E 3 Farm Total HntrTrp | Farm Total
Oct31 | 29 1] 30 30 51 19 19 0.373 6 6
Nov.1 | 81 8| 89 71 182 50 69 0.275 8 14
2 18 2| 20 18 32 7 76 0.219 1 15
3 8 4| 12 11 15 11 87 0.733 1 16
4 6 3] 9 8 13 3 90 0.231 0 16
5 14 4| 18 18 38 14 104 0.368 0 16
6 19 11| 30 26 53 19 123 0.358 6 22
7 33 1] 34 33 82 8 131 0.098 1 23
8 32 2| 34 33 81 12 143 0.148 2 25
9 6 0| 6 6 10 9 152 0.900 0 25
10 7 4| 11 10 15 4 156 0.267 0 25
11 8 1] 9 9 12 2 158 0.167 0 25
12 38 11| 49 28 53 23 181 0.434 22 47
13 23 8| 31 27 47 4 185 0.085 7 54
14 32 3| 35 32 78 0 185 0.000 0 54
15 15 1| 16 16 30 0 185 0.000 0 54
16 3 1] 4 4 6 0 185 0.000 0 54
17 12 0| 12 12 18 2 187 0.111 0 54
18 9 10| 19 15 26 1 188 0.038 2 56
19 17 5| 22 17 25 3 191 0.120 0 56
20 8 2| 10 10 19 2 193 0.105 0 56




2 o A g

8 o g ] 3 z
21 36 43 36 88
22 17 19 18 35
23 4 9 9 14
24 12 13 11 15
25 12 14 13 26
26 16 22 19 39
27 28 36 31 65
28 26 30 27 61
29 14 14 13 23
30 4 6 6 9
Dec. 16 20 16 30
2 12 15 15 29
3 12 20 17 27
4 6 9 9 14
5 17 18 17 35
6 22 25 25 59
7 3 4 4 5
8 5 9 8 13
9 7 8 8 14
10 11 13 11 20
11 3 6 5 5
12 29 33 31 70
13 23 28 27 64
14 10 14 12 19
15 4 4 4 7
16 6 12 12 15
17 16 22 17 28

G eese
17 210 0.193
1 211 0.029
0 211 0.000
0 211 0.000
0 211 0.000
8 219 0.205
13 232 0.200
3 235 0.049
1 236 0.043
0 236 0.000
4 240 0.133
0 240 0.000
0 240 0.000
0 240 0.000
2 242 0.057
4 246 0.068
0 246 0.000
0 246 0.000
1 247 0.071
0 247 0.000
0 247 0.000
6 253 0.086
6 259 0.094
5 264 0.263
0 264 0.000
2 266 0.133
8 274 0.286
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Ducks

6 62
0 62
3 65
8 73
0 73
16 89
12 101
1 102
1 103
0 103
11 114
9 123
14 137
0 137
5 142
2 144
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18 13 7| 20 17 28
19 28 4| 32 28 74
20 14 3| 17 16 39
21 7 1| 8 8 20
22 12 1| 13 13 22
23 13 5| 18 18 39
24 15 1| 16 13 27
26am | 40 1| 41 34 124
26pm 12 3| 15 13 19
27 35 2| 37 36 97
28 12 2| 14 14 38
29 8 4| 12 10 20
30 16 6| 22 22 45
31 26 2| 28 24 60
Jan. 1 19 6| 25 22 47
2 38 7| 45 39 109
3 28 5| 33 31 83
4 8 2| 10 10 14
5 7 2| 9 9 13
6 9 2| 11 11 20
7 20 7| 27 18 30
8 15 8| 23 21 43
9 41 6| 47 41 110
10 47 15| 62 47 125
11 15 70 22 12 23
12 17 3| 20 13 38
13 7 2| 9 9 14

24

22

10

20

25

64

14

42

10

G eese
283 0.321
284 0.014
285 0.026
287 0.100
289 0.091
292 0.077
296 0.148
297 0.008
301 0.211
305 0.041
309 0.105
310 0.050
311 0.022
335 0.400
357 0.468
367 0.092
387 0.241
393 0.429
396 0.231
397 0.050
399 0.067
408 0.209
433 0.227
497 0.512
511 0.609
553 1.105
563 0.714
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Ducks

12 156
2 158
15 173




§ E % @ 5 E. Geese Ducks
14 % | 5| 31 24 44 2 565 0.045
15 20 9| 29 23 51 14 579 0.275
16 58 16| 74 52 156 42 621 0.269
17 39 12| 51 35 102 36 657 0.353
18 8 7| 15 10 17 16 673 0.941
19 15 4| 19 14 24 31 704 1.292
20 12 6| 18 15 35 9 713 0.257
21 22 7| 29 22 46 12 725 0.261
22 13 5| 18 18 35 7 732 0.200
23 31 5| 36 32 70 4 736 0.057
24 26 5| 31 27 65 7 743 0.108
25 11 4| 15 15 24 4 747 0.167
26 34 11| 45 36 56 31 778 0.554
27 10 6| 16 16 22 8 786 0.364
28 39 21| 60 42 77 25 811 0.325
29 13 5| 18 15 33 3 814 0.091
30 49 10 | 59 46 | 117 16 830 0.137
Total | 1737 | 429 | 2166 | 1846 | 4010 | 830 830 0.207 173
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