
June 27, 2003 
Mad Duck.org  

 

The Alternative Voice  
For Sportsmanship and  
Waterfowl Conservation 

 

 
 

DEFINING A GOAL AND STICKING TO IT 
By Howard N. Ellman 

 
Why doesn’t the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service adopt management strategies based on the top priority goal 
of achieving high and stable population targets for our birds?  Why don’t our biologists devote their major 
efforts toward supporting that end?  As a core part of that strategy, why don’t we manage our birds by 
seeking to return to the nesting grounds each year enough birds to take full advantage of the production 
habitat while we work to expand and stabilize that habitat?  For habitat without birds is as useless in the 
production of more ducks as are birds with no place to nest.   
 
To be sure, many of our scientists and organizations address these issues some of the time.  But the 
questions I have posed above do not articulate the primary goals of our policies as they are applied in 
practice.  Too often, our regulators deploy science – or the appearance of science -- to support short-term 
hunter gratification.  Isn’t it clear that if we ever attained high and stable population levels, the issue of 
hunter opportunity would become a foregone conclusion?  That being the case, why do we keep allowing 
short-term gratification to distract our focus from the primary goal? 
 
Questions of this sort have troubled me ever since I started thinking about these issues and pondering the 
reasons why certain things go on – such as, for example, the season extension adopted last year at a time of 
sharply declining populations.  In his Madduck columns, Jim Phillips has also criticized the manner in 
which waterfowl biology has been used in the management of the birds, taking issue with many of the so-
call scientific conclusions.  We have both focused particularly on those areas where we believe that the 
scientists have overstated the reliability of their work, reaching conclusions that assume a far stronger 
foundation than they support.  We have also criticized use of alleged “science” to justify conclusions that 
do not logically follow.   
 
I am willing to concede that we possess a larger body of knowledge today than we have ever had before -- 
and that much important work is apparently in progress.  But to what end?  Are we simply trying to keep 
our collective heads above water in a desperate, annual battle, fraught with short-term political 
considerations, or do we have a long-term, stable goal in view? 
 
Despite our increased knowledge, the gulf between our science and the results achieved with it remains.  
Indeed, in certain areas the gulf widens.  How else can one explain the fact that we recently emerged from 
the wettest period in the recent history of the prairie pothole country with fewer birds than we had at the 
start of it?  How else can we explain the mysterious and continued decline of several of our most cherished 
species in spite of heroic and expensive efforts to reverse that decline under the guidance of our scientists? 
Why haven’t the scientists themselves spoken up on these issues with a clearer, louder and more unified 
voice?  As before, I suggest that we approach that question with a few truths that should be inarguable.  
Let’s try these: 
 
No one goes into waterfowl biology in the hopes of making a lot of money.  Thus, our science does not 
suffer distortion through the virulent impetus of high stakes financial ambition.  Nor does anyone go into 
waterfowl biology as a springboard to political power.  Those who pursue the profession do so out of a 
profound interest in the birds, their environment and what they symbolize.  Thus, we share a common 
passion, despite our differences. 
 
Leopold captures the essence of that passion in his observation that: “The geese of the world have had that 
notion [of the unity of all parts of the earth] for a longer time [than mankind] and each March they stake 
their lives on its essential truth.  By the International Commerce of Geese [migrating across the artificial 



boundaries created by mankind] the waste corn of Illinois is carried through the clouds to the arctic tundras, 
there to combine with the waste sunlight of a nightless June to grow goslings for all the lands between.  
And in this annual barter of food for light, in winter warmth for summer solitude, the whole continent 
receives as net profit a wild poem dropped from the murky skies upon the muds of March.”  (Leopold, A 
Sand County Almanac (Special Commemorative Edition, Oxford 1958) at pps 22-23).   
Leopold was a scientist -- the first director of the legendary Delta Station in Manitoba.  As the foregoing 
quote -- typical of his writing -- demonstrates, he was also a gifted translator of nature’s lyric message.  
Although he was an extraordinary man in several dimensions, it seems likely that others of his profession 
have heard the same music in the depths of their souls, the same verses descending from the murky skies.  I 
am sufficiently bold to believe that I have -- and that fear for the future of that legacy prompts these 
perhaps feeble efforts to motivate the preservation of it in the hearts of like-minded or persuadable readers. 
 
Unfortunately, the scientific educational process proceeds inexorably from lofty sentiment and principle 
into a thicket of detail.  No student, no matter how brilliant, earns a Ph.D. in a scientific pursuit through 
philosophical discourse on the purposes and objectives of science, writ large.  On the contrary, he or she 
must analyze and write a treatise (heavily footnoted) on some obscure segment of the physical landscape 
not previously studied or analyzed in the same fashion by someone who went before.  Thus, to paraphrase 
my Madduck cohort, Jim Phillips, we get papers on “The Lives and Loves of Six Forms of Benthic 
Invertebrates In The Prairie Potholes Of Southern Alberta,” compiled at the cost of much time and many 
mosquito bites by bright young people wallowing in the mud.  Another of our esteemed colleagues, 
Professor Norm Seymour, got his doctorate at Delta for a study of the territorial habits of spoonbills, a 
subject of somewhat less than paramount interest to most of us (although Norm will wax at length on the 
subject with slight provocation, despite the fact that he did that work more than 35 years ago).  
 
We need a long-term goal, not as an abstraction or lofty principle to be mouthed with piety and then 
disregarded – but as a polestar to guide our decisions in practical terms every year, as an expression and 
fulfillment of our shared passion.  Benthic invertebrates and spoonbills have a place in that construct, but 
they are details at the far fringe of the matrix.  Let’s look at the heart of an immediate case.   
 
Early indications suggest that we may have a significant uptick in certain important populations this spring 
in response to good nesting conditions prompted by near record precipitation in the prairies and in 
California.  Although the overall numbers remain alarmingly low, we may have seen the end of the 
dramatic decline that began after the peak of ’98.  How should this affect the regulations for the upcoming 
season?  Do we breathe a sigh of relief and go with “liberal”?  Or do we look upon these new birds as 
potential breeders in the long-term rebuilding of our populations; and thus protect them until the 
populations reach our objective? 
 
This question highlights the importance of having a goal toward which our science is directed.  If you 
believe in the management of the birds for the long term well-being of the populations – and if you succeed 
in those efforts – hunting opportunity will take care of itself.  If you put hunting first, however, you run the 
risk of interfering with the stability and well being of the birds, particularly at turning points such as the 
place where we apparently stand today.  Perhaps this little bounce in the numbers derives from unusually 
wet spring weather.  To count on a repetition of that phenomenon to the degree we experienced this spring 
would be like borrowing money against the prospect of winning the lottery on successive Wednesdays. 
 
All this leads to a suggestion.  Although I am not a scientist, I have posed the following idea to several 
people who are and have not received a reasoned rebuttal.  In the all perfect world, we would manage our 
populations (and set our regulations) to make maximum use of the available nesting habitat, and we would 
concentrate our greatest effort on stabilizing and improving that habitat to enhance its breeding and 
production qualities.  True enough, we already devote a lot of effort to the second half of that thesis and 
there is only so much we can do in areas that depend upon natural precipitation.  But I wonder how far we 
could get if we gave it the highest priority, buying water, paying for irrigation works, etc.  (Maybe I 
disclose once again my California background because that’s what we do here and have done for several 
years, with growing current emphasis and glimmers of hope for future success). 
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