DECADE
of CHANGE

by Josh Ackerman, John Takekawa, and Joe Fleskes of the U.S. Geological
Survey and CWA Waterfowl and Wetlands Program Director Dennis
Orthmeyer

A tracklng StUdy hite-fronted geese have one of

the broadest north-south ranges

S h owsSs h oW of any Arctic-nesting goose spe-
i cies in North America, and their popula-
Wh |te-f|‘0 nted tion has had a similarly wide swing. The

Pacilic white-front papulation breeds pri-

g eese res po n ded marily on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta (Y-
to recent habitat K Delta) in Alaska and winters in the

Sacramento Valley and Sacramento-San

ChangeS |n the Joaquin River Delta in California. While
most of these white-fronts used to stop in
Ce ntral Va“ey the Klamath Basin during the southern

migration, many now bypass the basin and
migrate directly to the Central Val-
ley. A small number (fewer than
20,000} breed in the Bristol Bay
Lowlands in Alaska and winter in
Mexico.

the geese have responded. Habitat changes
include wetland restoration and the en-
hancement of agricultural lands as a result
of the Central Valley Joint Venture begin-
ning in 1990. Among the largest impacts
The Pacific population of white-  yere more [requent flooding of rice fields
fronted geese declined from historic
peak estimates of 480,000 in the
late 1960s to a low of 73,000 in
1979, mostly due to over-harvest.

after harvest to speed straw decomposition
(a result of air-quality legislation enacted
in 1991 that restricted the burning of rice
straw) and increased rice production acre-
age. In recent years, rice fields in the north
Central Valley have averaged 600,000 acres
annually. Approximately 75 percent of that
is llooded, which provides habitat for the

recent peak in 2001 of 439,000. 375,000 white-fronts counted in 2004.
In addition to these manage-

The Y-K Delta Goose Management
Plan and restrictions on subsistence
and sport harvest helped to restore
the Pacilic Flyway population to a

Although these habitat changes have

ment efforts, changing agricultural presumably improved conditions for win-

practices and conservation pro- tering waterfowl, no one had examined the

grams in Californias Central Valley  \white-fronts’ actual response to these

have altered available habitat, and changes. To fill this gap, U.S. Geological
Survey biologists from the Western Eco-

- logical Research C in cooper:
Aifarmsls white:frontsd goces ogical Research Center (in cooperation

quickly adjusts to a radio with the California Department of Fish
transmitter attached to her neck and Game, U.S, Fish and Wildlife Service,
collar.
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Well-traveled white-fronted geese choose

the Central Valley for wintering habitat.
Photo by Rich Gracie

Unlimited, and Central Valley Joint Ven-
ture) radio-marked and tracked more than
200 white-fronted geese during the win-
ters of 1987 to 1990 (before the major
habitat changes occurred) and during 1998
to 2000 (after a decade of habitat change
in the Central Valley). Geese were followed
from their breeding grounds on the Y-K
Delta to their wintering areas in the Cen-
tral Valley, where researchers recorded
more than 4,500 goose locations.

This intensive tracking study showed
that white-fronted geese have greatly al-
tered their use of Central Valley habitats.
During the 1980s, geese were mainly con-
centrated around the Sacramento and
Delevan national wildlife refuges in the
Colusa Basin, Gray Lodge and Upper Butte
Creek wildlife areas in the Butte Basin, and
the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delia in
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the Delta Basin. During the 1990s,
geese continued to concentrate around
the Sacramento and Delevan refuges
but used the Butte Basin less fre-
quently and the Delta Basin much less
frequently. Instead, geese increased
their use of the District 10 duck hunt-
ing clubs in the American Basin and,
to a lesser extent, the vicinity of Sutter
National Wildlife Refuge within the
Sutter Basin. In general, the relative
distribution of geese has shifted into
areas with the greatest increases in rice
production,

Increased feeding and roosting
habitat in preferred areas has also al-
lowed the geese to concentrate in par-
ticular areas: the range has shrunk
from 3,200 square miles to less than
2,100. Similarly, the average distance
traveled from roosting areas (sanctu-
aries) to feeding sites (rice fields) has
declined by about five miles over the
past decade. Now geese travel only
about 15 miles on average 1o eat. In-
creased rice production has probably
provided geese with more food re-
sources closer to their preferred roost-
ing sites, and more flooded rice and
other wetland habitats have likely

provided geese with additional
roosting sites,
In addition, the white-fronts now
spend more time feeding and
roosting within rice fields than
they did in the late 1980s.
Within rice habitats, geese pri-
marily used burned rice fields

(see White-fronts on page 58)

A multi-partner study
determines changes in the
feeding and roosting

habits of Pacific white-

fronted geese before
and after major
changes to their
Central Valley

habitat.

Graphic courtesy
of the authors
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Wh ite-fro nts (continued from page 17)

during the late 1980s, whereas they used
flooded rice fields during the late 1990s,
These phenomena highlight the impor-
tance of agricultural habitats, especially in

relation to rice and com, [or white-fronted
geese. This dependence on agriculture
might give the false impression that natu-
ral wetland habitats are not necessary for

Management changes have
boosted the numbers of these
popular geese from a low of
73,000 to a 2004 count of
376.000.

Photo by Bob MclLandress

maintaming wintering goose popu-
lations. However, agricultural prac-
tices are constantly changing i the
Central Valley, and managers
should continue to plan for the
amount of wetland habitat neces-
sary to maintain the distribution
and abundance of geese into the fu-
ture,

You can contact the authors with ques-
tions via jackerackerman®@usgs.gov,

john_takehawa@usgs. gov,
joe_fleshes@usgs.gov,
dennis_orthmeyer@calwaterfowl.org or by
calling the CWA office (916-648-1406). #g
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