Report #1 1998 CWS Air Surveys

In response to a general lack of knowledge on the abundance and distribution of the Harlequin Duck
within Alberta, the Canadian Wildlife Service in cooperation with Alberta Environment undertook
helicopter surveys of the eastern slopes of Alberta in 1998 and 1999.

In 1998 the survey area encompassed streams along the eastern slopes of Alberta between the
communities of Grande Cache and Nordegg. Ground truthing was provided by foot surveys on the
McLeod River conducted by Bighorn Wildlife Technologies Ltd.

Local area biologists helped with selection of blocks of streams to be surveyed where harlequins were
most likely to occur and assisted in the helicopter surveys. Helicopter survey methods are detailed in
Gregoire et al. (1999). Global Positioning Coordinates (GPS) were recorded for all sightings as well as
survey start and end points. The Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinate system was used for
recording sightings of Harlequin Duck and other wildlife. Survey start and end points were recorded in
Latitude and Longitude. Five digit numbers hand written in the field survey reports represent the BSOD
(now WHIMIS) ID number for that observation.

What this document contains.

- A summary of the 1998 surveys (Gregoire et al. 1999. Canadian Wildlife Service Technical Report
Series No. 329),

- The field results for the helicopter survey conducted between the Brazeau and North
Saskatchewan Rivers

- The results of a foot survey on the Blackstone River.
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HARLEQUIN DUCK SURVEY
WMU'S 434, 432 AND 430
MAY 28 AND 29, 1998

Introduciion

In order to determine the number of harleguin ducks in the area between the Brazeau
River and the North Saskatchewan River and the Forestry Trunk Road and the
Banff/Jasper Park boundary, an aerial survey was conducted on the major drainage’s in
that ares. The survey took 9.7 hours of helicopter time and 37 harlequin ducks were
observed. There were 15 pair, 6 lone females and 1 lone male.

Methods

A Bell 206 Jet Ranger was used in the survey, There was an observer/navigator in the
front and an observer recorder in the back. The two observers sat on the same side of the
aircraft as it flew up one side of the river. The helicopter flew slow and followed the
rivercourse ta a point where the stream was too small or was not observable because of
overhanging trees or if it was in a deep canyon. The rivers were flown botly upstream and
downstream in order to minimize deadheading time.

A GPS co-ordinate was taken to mark where the ducks were observed.

Results and Discussion

A total of 37 harlequin ducks were abserved on the survey. The composition was 15 pair,
1 lone drake, 5 lone hens and 1 hen associated with a pair. Ten of the fifieen pairs were
found in groups of 2 or 3. The ducks were mast often found in slower moving water with
7 of them on still water in beaver dams and oI river ponds. The harlequin ducks were
generally ohserved in the higher reaches of the rivers where the water was clear. The
rivers which had glacial water did not have any harlequin ducks observed in them,
possibly because of water clarity or possibly a small food supply, as colder rivers wonld
have fewer aquatic invertebrates,

The harlequin dncks move offshore, into the middle of the streams as the helicopter
approaches. This hehaviour makes them easy fo observe. Their escape behaviour is to
dive once they are in deeper water. There were no cases of the ducks flushing. The only
ducks that would he unahservable would be if some chose to hide under overhanging
vegetation. The Blackstone River had been surveyed from the ground on May 21 and 22.
Fourteen ducks were ohserved on that survey. The aerial survey of the same river found 8
ducke but all were in different locations other than one lone female, which was readily
observed, from the air. The areas which hiad ducks on the ground survey were thoroughly
searched from the air and it is folt that they had moved, confirmed hy observing ducks in
different places than during the ground survey, The ducks observed during the air survey
had moved upstream {rom .5 to 10 kilometres.
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Table 1, Harlagnin Duck Survey May 28 and 29, 1998-06-04

River Pair Male Female
Blackstone R. 1
1
3
Smith Creek
George Creek
Wapiabi R. 1
2
3
1
1 1
1
2
1
Brown Creek 1
Chungo Creek
Bighom R.
Littlehom R.
Job Creek
Brazean R. W Yagaso 1
/. AQY 594
Cataract Cr.
Cline R. 1
. McDonald Cr.,
Coral Cr.
N. Sask River
Total Ducks 15prx2=30 1 6
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0542176
5824500
0542818
5827582
0543848
3828600
0525536
5844528

Lat 52-20.16
Long 117-01.65
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0510858
5776913
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