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The New York State Ornithological Association (NYS0A)'s 2008 January 
Waterfowl Count was held during January 12-20,2008. Survey procedures were 
described by Swift (2007), and survey coverage was generally good except for 
some key areas on Long Island (e.g., Amagansett to Montauk). Additional 
volunteers are needed to help cover important waterfowl wintering areas in the 
future; please contact the author or a regional compiler if interested. 

WEATHER CONDITIONS 

National Weather Service data from Buffalo, Watertown, Albany, LaGuardia 
and Islip were reviewed along with anecdotal reports from regional compilers to 
characterize weather conditions as they may have affected waterfowl abundance, 
distribution or observation. 

Winter began early throughout New York State, with below normal 
temperatures in all areas during the first three weeks of December 2007, and 18- 
24" of snow recorded in Albany and Buffalo. Conditions eased off later in the 
month as temperatures were above normal and precipitation lessened. January 
2008 began with a few days of below normal temperatures (lows near or below 
zero upstate, in the teens on Long Island), but this was followed by two solid 
weeks (January 5-1 8) with temperatures up to 33' above normal and less than 6" 
of snow at all locations. Average daily temperatures were above freezing 
throughout the week prior to the waterfowl count, and high temperatures in the 
60s were recorded during January 7-9 at most locations. A cold front on January 
18-19 brought strong winds, colder temperatures and some snow (up to 3" 
upstate) during the last days of the count period. However, January snowfall 
totals were less than 1" on Long Island. 

The early onset of winter probably forced many geese and dabbling ducks 
out of local haunts to larger water bodies or south out of New York. At the same 
time, ducks forced out of Canada or western breeding areas found plenty of open 
water in New York. The mild weather prior to and during the count period made 
for pleasant viewing conditions, but the lack of ice provided countless ponds and 
streams for remaining waterfowl to disperse to, and in some areas (e.g., the 
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Hudson and Mohawk Rivers) high stream flows made access and waterfowl 
observation difficult. 

RESULTS 

The January 2008 count yielded a total of 392,624 birds, far below the record 
high count of 584,389 in 2007, but still well above the long-term (1973-2007) 
average of 292,379 (Table 2). Most species were at or above their long-term 
averages, including Canvasback, Long-tailed Duck, Black Scoter, and 
Trumpeter Swan, all of which had record high counts (Table 2). Snow Goose 
and Canada Goose numbers dropped sharply from their record highs in 2007, 
perhaps due to snow covering cut cornfields in western New York during 
December. In contrast, counts of dabbling ducks such as Mallard and Black 
Duck were higher than a year ago, as these species were forced south or frozen 
out of smaller water bodies into larger areas that are routinely covered by this 
survey. Two exceptions were Common Eider and Harlequin Duck; these species 
had unusually low counts, probably due in part to incomplete coverage of some 
key areas on the south shore of Long Island. 

In general, this year's counts seemed to reflect a return to more "normal" 
winter conditions for New York State. The early winter weather may have 
affected abundance and distribution of many species for the remainder of the 
season, even though we experienced a third consecutive January with very mild 
weather. 

SOME LONG-TERM TRENDS 

Winter waterfowl counts are of limited value for year-to-year population 
monitoring because they are influenced so much by weather conditions and 
because they are affected by annual variation in coverage. However, inspection 
of long-term data can reveal some interesting trends. For this year's report, I 
selected four species for such analysis. I invite others to do the same, using data 
available from the NYSOA website. 

Tundra Swan - Tundra Swan was an uncommon species on the January 
Waterfowl Count until the mid 1990s. Before 1992, no more than 100 birds had 
been reported statewide. A high count of 199 Tundra Swans occurred in 1995, 
but that record has been topped several times, with the current high count of 
1,773 observed in 2007 (Fig. 1). NYSOA Regions 1, 3 and 6 have accounted for 
most of the growing total count in recent years. The eastern population of 
Tundra Swans increased only slightly over the past 30 years (USFWS 2008), so 
we may be seeing a northward shift in winter range for this species, just one 
consequence of climate change and milder winters in eastern North America. 
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Canvasback - The record high count of 25,718 canvasbacks in January 2008 
followed a record high continental breeding population estimate for the species 
in spring 2007 (USFWS 2008). However, Canvasback counts have declined 
steadily on Long Island (NYSOA Region lo), to record lows of less than 500 
birds in 2007 and 2008 (Fig. 2). This may reflect losses of submerged aquatic 
vegetation, a critical food source for Canvasbacks, in Long Island coastal 
waters. Overall, Canvasback numbers tend to fluctuate a great deal on both 
surveys, but both suggest a relatively stable population over the long-term (Fig. 
3). 

Scaup - Total numbers of Greater, Lesser and unidentified scaup counted in 
New York fluctuate considerably from year to year, but average counts for each 
decade suggest a gradual decline over time: 1970s (69,772); 1980s (46,733); 
1990s (41,741); and 2000s (34,463). This trend in winter scaup counts has 
generally followed the pattern for continental scaup breeding population 
estimates (Fig. 4). However, as total numbers declined, there has also been a 
shift in distribution from Long Island to the Great Lakes regions of upstate New 
York (Fig. 5). This shift was likely a response to recent invasion of the Great 
Lakes by zebra mussels (Dreissena polymorpha); this species is now a major 
component of scaup diets in that region (Custer and Custer 1996, Petrie and 
Schummer 2002). 

Hooded Merganser - Prior to 1985, statewide January counts of Hooded 
Merganser never exceeded 400 birds, but counts since 2000 have exceeded 
1,400 birds in every year but one (Fig. 6). Winter counts of Hooded Merganser 
reflect the growing breeding population of this species in New York, as 
documented by the Breeding Bird Atlas (McGowan and Convin 2008). 
Although Long Island still accounts for most of the Hooded Mergansers counted 
during winter, significant numbers now occur in many upstate regions, where 
breeding has become more widespread. 

FUTURE COUNTS 

The January Waterfowl Count (JWC) is a valuable long-term population 
monitoring program for waterfowl and other waterbirds wintering in New York 
State. I invite all bird clubs and birders in New York to join in this important 
and enjoyable activity. For those who like to plan ahead, the count period begins 
on the Saturday prior to the Martin Luther King Jr. holiday, which is the 3rd 
Monday in January. The dates for the next two years are as follows: 

2009 - January 17-25 (target date - Sunday, January 18), and 
2010 - January 16-24 (target date - Sunday, January 17). 
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For more information about the JWC, please visit the NYSOA web site at: 
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Table 1. Regional totals for the 2008 January Waterfowl Count. 
SPECIES 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total 
Goose, White-fronted 

Snow/Rossl 
CanadaKackling 

Brant 
Swan, Mute 

Trumpeter 
Tundra 

Wood Duck 
Gadwall 
Wigeon, Eurasian 

American 
Am. Black Duck 
Mallard 
Mallard X Black 
Blue-winged Teal 
Northern Shoveler 
Northern Pintail 
Green-winged Teal 
Canvasback 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck 
Tufted Duck 
Scaup, Greater 

Lesser 
not to species 



3 Eider, King 
(D 

a Common 
3 Harlequin Duck 3 Scoter, Surf 
Q 
N White-winged 
0 
0 
00 

Black 
m not to species 
0 

'd, 
CD 

Long-tailed Duck 

5 Bufflehead 

CI ". Goldeneye, Common 
ul 
00 Barrow's 
n 
W 
w 

Merganser, Hooded 
Common 
Red-breasted 

Ruddy Duck 
Loon, Red-throated 

Common 
Grebe, Pied-billed 

Horned 
Red-necked 
Eared 

Cormorant, D.-crested 
Great 

American Coot 
UNIDENTIFIED 

N 
N ch TOTAL OF ABOVE 39,093 19,525 127,841 5,129 17,947 23,600 5,942 , 



Table 2. Comparison of 2008 January waterfowl counts in New York State to previous years. 
h) 
N 2007 Long-term ( 1973-2007) m 

SPECIES 2008 Count % diff Average % diff Minimum Maximum 

Goose, White-fronted 
SnowIRoss' 
CanadaICackling 

Brant 
Swan, Mute 

Trumpeter 
Tundra 

Wood Duck 
Gadwall 
Wigeon, Eurasian 

American 
Am. Black Duck 
Mallard 

3 Mallard X Black 
n Blue-winged Teal 9 Northern Shoveler 

2 Northern Pintail 
sL Green-winged Teal 
N o Canvasback 
0 
00 Redhead 
m 
CD Ring-necked Duck 
3 Tufted Duck 

Scaup, Greater 

". Lesser 
wl 
00 not to species 
f i  
w Eider, King 
w 

Common 



Harlequin Duck 
Scoter, Surf 

White-winged 
Black 
not to species 

Long-tailed Duck 
Bufflehead 
Goldeneye, Common 

Barrow's 
Merganser, Hooded 

Common 
Red-breasted 

Ruddy Duck 
Loon, Red-throated 

Common 
Grebe, Pied-billed 

Horned 
Red-necked . 

Eared 
Cormorant, D.-crested 

Great 
American Coot 
UNIDENTIFIED 
TOTAL OF ABOVE 392.624 584,389 -33% 292.379 34% 129.907 584.389 



Figure 1. Total number of Tundra Swans counted in New York State during January, 1973- 
2008. 
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Figure 2. Total number of Canvasbacks counted in New York State during January, 1973-2008. 
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Figure 3. Total number of Canvasbacks counted in New York State during January, 1973-2008, 
versus the prior year continental breeding population estimate (source: USFWS 2008). 
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Figure 4. Total counts of scaup (Greater, Lesser and unidentified to species, combined) in New 
York State during January, 1973-2008, versus the prior year continental breeding population 
estimate (source: USFWS 2008). 
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Figure 5. Total counts of scaup (Greater, Lesser and unidentified to species, combined) in New 
York State during January, 1973-2008. 
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Figure 6. Total counts of Hooded Merganser during January in New York State, 1973-2008. 
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