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1.  Introduction 
 

2015 marked the 37th year of managed waterfowl hunting on the Muskegon County 
Wastewater Treatment Plant (WWTP) and Goose Management Unit (GMU). 

 

2.  Area Goals 
 

The goal of the managed hunt is to provide a safe, quality hunting experience within the Federal 
season framework established for the Muskegon GMU. 

 

3.  Habitat Management 
 

Muskegon County staff and contractors plant a rotation of corn, soybeans, alfalfa, oats, and 
winter wheat on the WWTP. 

 

4.  Area Maintenance 
 

Maintenance activities include repair and placement of informational and directional signs, field 
marker posts, and reflectors (as needed).  

5.  Recreational/Educational Activities 
 

The annual youth hunt with preferential drawings for hunting parties with youth hunters (16 
and younger) was held on Saturday, October 31 (both morning and afternoon hunts).  A total of 
19 youth hunting parties with 27 youth hunters participated.  The Michigan Duck Hunters 
Association Lake Effect Chapter generously provided hunting equipment prize packages for the 
youth parties.  

6.  Waterfowl Banding 
 

26 wood ducks and 2 mallards were banded by Muskegon SGA staff on the WWTP. 

 



7.  Waterfowl Season 
 

A.  General 
 

The 2015 WWTP managed hunt opened on Saturday, October 17, the earliest allowable date by 
season framework.  A total of 42 hunter parties (2-4 hunters per party) registered for the 
morning hunt but only 8 hunting parties participated in the afternoon hunt.  The WWTP hunt 
opened with 48 available hunting positions.  The maximum number of hunting positions (81) 
was reached on November 7, and the WWTP was never oversubscribed during the 2015 season.  

B.  Weather and Habitat Conditions 
 

It was a warm fall season, and the averages temperatures in the Muskegon area reflected it.  
The average temperatures for October, November, and December were respectively 1.2 degrees 
F, 5.3 degrees F, and an incredible 9.6 degrees F above normal.  October and November were 
also slightly drier than average, with a rainfall deficit of almost 0.6 inches in October and 0.2 
inches in November, and only 4 inches of snow in November (normally around 7 inches).  Not 
surprisingly due to the very warm temperatures, we had more rainfall (+4.9 inches) and less 
snow (-21.0 inches) than usual in December. 

 

Generally, cooler temperatures, near average precipitation, above average snowfall, and above 
average ice formation during the winter and spring months of 2015 improved water conditions 
on the Great Lakes and the Muskegon River bottoms.  However, below average rainfall in both 
August and September combined with significantly warmer than average September 
temperatures (+4.6 F) reduced some of the early water gains for the general waterfowl opener 
on October 10.  Opening day was good for wood ducks and other early migrant species, but 
continued to be below average for mallards.  

C.  Migration and Waterfowl Numbers 
 

The peak WWTP duck number estimate in 2015 (8,646) occurred during the first week of 
October and was 44% lower than the highest estimate in 2014 (15,527 the second week of 
October).  Ruddy ducks and northern shovelers were once again the most abundant species, 
although most of the decline was in significantly lower ruddy duck counts.  The highest count for 
mallards and black ducks (2405) occurred during the last week of November, and was well 
above the 2014 numbers (high count of 1301).  

WWTP Canada geese numbers also reached their maximum count of 8500 birds in the last week 
of November.  The timing was approximately 10 days later than the 2014 surveys, and was 55% 
above the 2014 maximum count of 5500 geese.  Complete WWTP waterfowl surveys are shown 
in Table 1.  

D.  Season Dates and Regulations 
 



While the Federal waterfowl hunting season framework for the Muskegon GMU allowed for 51 
potential days of hunting, there were 16 actual hunting days and 24 separate hunts.  The weekly 
hunting days changed this season and took place on Tuesdays instead of Wednesdays (single 
hunt) and Saturdays instead of Sundays (both morning and afternoon hunts).  The hunting day 
changes seemed to be well received by Wastewater hunters.  The November 15-30 period was 
closed by agreement with Muskegon County WWTP administration.  Due to regular waterfowl 
season frameworks, the last day of duck hunting on the WWTP was December 5.  The 2015 
Muskegon GMU season began on October 17, and the last day of hunting was December 22.  

E.  Harvest and Hunter Use 
 

In 2015, goose harvest increased from 92 birds to 206, and the success rate of .28 geese per 
hunter trip went up slightly from .26 geese in 2014 (long-term average of .32 geese).  Duck 
harvest increased significantly from 91 birds to 291 ducks taken.  The success rate of .46 ducks 
per hunter trip was well above both the long-term average of .21 and the 2014 average of .26.  
Hunter trip numbers increased from 348 trips in 2014 to 725 (there was also one extra hunting 
day in 2015). 

 

The 5 Year Summary, AM/PM Hunt comparison, October/November/December comparison, 
and hunter participation figures are in Tables 2-5.  

F.  Daily Hunter Use and Species Harvest 
 

See Table 6. 

 

G.  Cropping and Management Practices 
 

Approximately 3,500 acres of crops are planted on the WWTP, in a rotation of corn, soybeans, 
and alfalfa, with soil erosion reseedings of winter wheat and oats in the tilled fields. 

 In 2015, corn fields comprised approximately 30% of the WWTP fields open for hunting, 16% of 
the fields were soybean fields, and 54% of the WWTP fields were in hay. Recent years have seen 
an increasing trend toward more hay fields on the WWTP.  In the 2015 season, 72% of the goose 
harvest and 85% of the duck harvest occurred in the corn and bean fields (46% of the fields). 

 

Without a doubt, the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) between the Muskegon County 
Wastewater Management System and the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 
Wildlife Division was the most important change in the 2015 managed hunting season on the 
WWTP.  By this MOA, Muskegon County agreed to leave 15 standing corn and corn stubble 
strips in designated corn fields on the WWTP.  These strips were funded by the DNR Wildlife 
Division (total cost, $12,750).  The corn strips remained standing from corn harvest to the end of 



the November hunting period on the WWTP.  The MOA designed combination of corn and corn 
stubble strips and farming practices left more waste grain in the WWTP fields and were very 
well received by Wastewater hunters.  The additional food in the fields increased bird use on the 
WWTP, and the corn strips provided concealment opportunities for Wastewater hunters.  Goose 
harvest and hunter trips more than doubled in the 2015 season compared to the 2014 season, 
and the duck harvest more than tripled.  

H.  Recommendations 
 

1.  Dependent upon season framework, continue holding the preferential Youth Hunt drawings 
on the last Sunday in October. 

2.  Take the majority of WWTP/Muskegon GMU hunting days before the mandatory firearm 
deer season closure (opening as near as possible to mid October), and the remainder in 
December.  The exact division can be based upon available days. 

3.  Continue the MOA between Muskegon County and DNR Wildlife Division to provide standing 
corn and corn stubble strips in the WWTP fields. 

4.  With the increase in the daily Canada goose bag limit expected to rise from 2 to 3 birds in the 
Federal regulations framework, and recent trends toward increased duck hunting opportunities 
on the WWTP, we would recommend an increase in the shell limit per hunter from 15 to 25 
shotgun shells (still size BBB non-toxic shot, or smaller).  

I.   Economic Importance 
 

While the Muskegon GMU hunt is relatively small scale, there is no doubt that hunting (and 
other forms of outdoor recreation) are important to local businesses in the Muskegon area.  It is 
difficult to quantify this effect, but the economic benefits generated by fuel purchases, morning 
coffees, pre-hunt breakfasts, post-hunt dinners, license purchases, ammunition, hunting 
equipment, and motel rooms are significant.  Northern Michigan, east side, or out-of-state 
hunters who participate typically spend most of their day in the Muskegon area.  In the future, a 
managed hunt questionnaire may be one method to get a better idea of the economic values 
associated with the Muskegon GMU hunt.  

J.  Prominent Clientele Groups 
 

1.  Lake Effect MDHA  

2.  Macatawa Bay MDHA 

 

Our thanks to the administration, farm unit, and maintenance staff of the Muskegon County 
Wastewater System.  Without their support, cooperation, and assistance, the managed 
waterfowl hunt could not take place.  

 



Table 1. Weekly Waterfowl Use Estimates  

 

 

 



Table 2. 

 

Harvest Data – 5 Year Summary 
 

2011  2012  2013  2014  2015 

Hunter 

Trips  825  528  324  348  725 

 

Hunting 

Days  23  35  14  15  16 

 

Hunts  35  53  21  22  24 

 

Geese  218  100  89  92  206 

 

Ducks  262  142  92  91  291 

 

Goose 

Cripples 7  9  7  9  22 

Reported 

 

% Geese  

Crippled 3  9  8  10  11 

 

Duck 

Cripples 

Reported 7  7  1  5  10 



 

% Ducks 

Crippled  3  5  1  5  3 

 

Geese/ 

Hunter 

Trip  .26  .19  .27  .26  .28  

 

Ducks/ 

Hunter 

Trip*  .33  .32  .30  .27  .46 

 

*(based on days open for duck hunting) 

 Table 3. 

2015 AM/PM Breakdown 
 

AM   PM   Total 

 

Hunts   16   8   24 

 

Registered 

Parties   220   40   260 

 

Hunting 

Parties   236   58   294 

 

Hunter 



Trips   577   148   725 

 

Hours   2071   597   2668 

 

Ducks   206   85   291 

 

Geese   163   43   206 

 

Ducks not 

Recovered 

Reported  6   4   10 

 

% Ducks not 

Recovered  3   5   3 

 

Geese not 

Recovered 

Reported  20   2   22 

 

% Geese not 

Recovered  12   5   11 

 

Ducks/ 

Hunter 

Trip*   .41   .63   .46 

 

Geese/ 

Hunter-Trip  .28   .29   .28 



*based on days open for duck hunting 

 

 

Table 4. 

2015 October/November/December Breakdown 
 

October November December  Total 

 

Hunts   8  6  10   24 

 

Registered 

Parties   127  60  73   260 

 

Hunting 

Parties   132  70  92   294 

 

Hunter 

Trips   340  176  209   725 

 

Hours   1206  653  809   2668 

 

Ducks   210  47  34   291 

 

Geese   92  48  66   206 

 

 

 



Ducks not 

Recovered 

Reported  5  3  2   10 

 

% Ducks not 

Recovered  2  6  6   3 

 

Geese not 

Recovered 

Reported  12  4  6   22 

 

% Geese not 

Recovered  13  8  9   11 

 

Ducks/ 

Hunter Trip  .62  .27  .29   .46 

 

Geese/ 

Hunter Trip  .27  .27  .32   .28 



Table 5. 

2015 Hunter County of Residence 
 

 County/State  Hunters  Hunter Trips 

Ottawa   126   240 

 Muskegon  75   159 

 Kent   82   150 

 Newaygo  18   52 

 Allegan   24   38 

 Barry   5   13 

 Berrien   9   10 

 Oceana   5   8 

 Genesee  6   6 

 Van Buren  6   6 

 Crawford  2   6 

 Washtenaw  3   5 

 Mason   4   4 

 Ingham   3   3 

 Saginaw  3   3 

 Kalamazoo  2   2 

 Lapeer   2   2 

 Mecosta  2   2 

 Oakland  1   2 

 Cass   1   1 

 Clinton   1   1 

 Gratiot   1   1 

 Huron   1   1 



 Lenawee  1   1 

 Macomb  1   1 

 Montcalm  1   1 

 Wayne   1   1 

Arizona   2   2 

 Ohio   2   2 

 Alaska   1   1 

 Cook Co., Illinois 1   1 

 

Totals   392   725 

Table 6.  

2015 Daily Hunters and Species Harvest 
Oct. 17 am   Oct. 17 pm  Oct. 20   Oct. 24 am  Oct. 24 pm Oct 27  

Parties  35 8 10 17 9 14 

Hunters  96 19 18 47 21 26 

C. geese  32 21 14 6 2 

Mallards 32 6 9 55 29 10  

Pintail  1 

 

Table 6 cont.  

2015 Daily Hunters and Species Harvest 

Oct. 31 am Oct. 31 pm Nov. 3  Nov. 7 am Nov. 7 pm Nov. 10  

Parties  30  9 9  19  9  9 

Hunters  85  28 21  47  25  17 

C. geese  13  4 6  8  8  15 

Mallards 39  25 15  4  9  3 

Wood duck 1 

GWT  1 



Table 6 cont.  

2015 Daily Hunters and Species Harvest 

Nov. 14 am Nov. 14 pm Dec. 1 Dec. 5 am Dec. 5 pm Dec. 8  

Parties  17  7  22  15  10 7 

Hunters  47  19  58  37  4 15 

C. geese  7  4  36  4  9 

Mallards 4  7  27  1  2 

 

 

Table 6 cont. 

 2015 Daily Hunters and Species Harvest 

Dec. 12 am Dec. 12 pm   Dec. 15 Dec. 19 am Dec. 19 pm Dec. 22  

Parties  8  3 7 11  3  6 

Hunters  18  5 13  2  7  11 

Geese  11   4   2 

 

Table 6 Totals 

 

Parties  294  Mallards 277 Wood ducks 1 

Hunter trips 725  Black ducks   7 Green-winged teal 1 

C. geese 206  Pintails  3 Blue-winged teal 1 

MallardxBlack hybrid 1  
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