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While the Texas coast still winters the majority of the continent's redhead ducks, changes in 

habitat quality and quantity have triggered a shift in overall duck distribution, resulting in 

inland regions such as the Rolling Plains replacing the coast as the state's top waterfowl 

wintering area.  

 

So, where were all the ducks? 

 

Waterfowlers who hunted on Texas coastal prairies, marshes and bays frequently asked that 

question during the recently ended 2015-16 waterfowl seasons. After all, North America's duck 

population is at a 60-year high, the wetlands along the Texas coast have for millennia been the 

winter home of the bulk of the millions of ducks that migrate down the continent's Central 

Flyway, and the region long has been the center of the state's waterfowl and waterfowling 



universe. But this year, coastal waterfowlers grumbled, there just didn't seem to be nearly as 

many birds in the region as in past years. 

 

Big decline 

Turns out, they were right. Despite Texas this year wintering an estimated 4.7 million ducks, 

more than in all but one of the previous 20 years, the coastal prairies and marshes region drew 

"only" about 990,000, less than a quarter of the state's total and the second lowest number of 

ducks over that same 20-year period, according to data from the just released Texas Mid-Winter 

Waterfowl Survey. 

 

Results of that annual aerial survey, conducted during January, supports coastal hunters' 

anecdotal observations and, more importantly, further illuminates what has been a significant and 

seemingly accelerating shift in wintering waterfowl distribution across Texas over past decades - 

a shift that has waterfowl managers concerned about the diminishing quality and quantity of 

what has traditionally been the state's premier wintering area for migratory waterfowl and 

looking at how Texas's changing landscape is altering where waterfowl winter in the state. 

 

"There's been a dramatic - you might say drastic - shift in where ducks winter in Texas," 

said Kevin Kraai, waterfowl program leader for Texas Parks and Wildlife Department and a 

long-time participant in the annual aerial waterfowl survey. "The birds are going where they can 

find what they need - water, food and refuge." 

 

Increasingly, that isn't the Texas coast. It's the Rolling Plains and Oak Timber/Blackland Prairie 

ecological regions, a reach of the state bounded on the north by the Red River and stretching 

from western edge of Pineywoods to the High Plains region of the Texas Panhandle. 

 

This year's mid-winter waterfowl survey, which covers all but the relatively waterfowl-poor 

Edwards Plateau and Trans-Pecos areas, found the Rolling Plains region to hold an estimated 

1.11 million ducks, the most of any region surveyed. It was the first time in the history of Texas' 

standardized mid-winter duck survey that the Rolling Plains held the largest number of ducks. 

 

The reason was habitat. Most of Texas saw a wet spring and early summer and a deluges during 

autumn and early winter. But the Rolling Plains was particularly drenched, fueling natural 
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wetlands, creating sheetwater and other ephemeral wetlands and filling the tens of thousands of 

man-made farm ponds and small lakes built in the region over the past decades. 

 

"It was impressive to see," Kraai said of the Rolling Plains. "I've flown the Rolling Plains part of 

the survey for close to 15 years and I've never seen that kind of water on the landscape." 

That water - those wetlands - and the emergent and submerged aquatic vegetation they produced, 

along with forage in wheat and other agricultural fields, were magnets to ducks. And the 

abundance of wetlands allowed the birds to easily find areas where they had plenty of food and 

almost no disturbance. 

 

"There are thousands of water basins - ponds and lakes less than 40 acres - in that country," 

Kraai said. "It had what ducks want. And those birds have an uncanny ability to know where to 

find the best habitat." 

 

Rain means gains 

The same situation applied to the High Plains, where a wet year filled the region's long-dry 

playas and turned the shallow prairie basins into waterfowl wonderlands. The winter survey 

estimated the High Plains held a little more than 1 million ducks, nearly three times its 20-year 

average. 

 

"When the High Plains is wet, it can be incredible," Kraai. "This was one of those years." 

Similarly, the Oak Timber/Blackland Prairie region benefitted from wet conditions, with the 

region's tens of thousands of farm ponds, stock tanks and small lakes providing habitat for 

wintering ducks. The region held a little more than 950,000 ducks, just behind the 990,000 

counted on the Coastal Prairies and Marshes. 

 

But it's one of the relatively rare recent years when the coastal region has drawn more wintering 

ducks than the Oak Timber/Blackland Prairie region. In four of the past seven years, the Oak 

Timber/Blackland Prairie region has held more ducks than any other region of Texas. 

Before 2010, the coastal region perennially wintered more ducks than any other region of the 

state. Since then, it has been the top region only twice. It's a trend that concerns waterfowlers and 

waterfowl managers. 

 



"This isn't a new thing," Kraai said of the coast's declining number of wintering waterfowl. "It's 

been going on for a long time." 

 

Below average 

The overall number of ducks wintering on the Texas coast has been in slow but steady decline 

over at least the past two decades, with this year's estimate more than a half-million birds below 

the 20-year average of 1.48 million ducks. And that decline applies to almost every species of 

duck wintering on the coast, especially "dabbling duck" species that depend more on freshwater 

wetlands than do more saltwater-tolerant "diving duck" species such as redheads. The coastal 

region's 20-year average winter population of "dabbling" ducks - species such as pintail, gadwall, 

wigeon, green-winged teal - is about 1 million birds. This winter, the region held 600,000 

dabblers, a 40 percent decline from the long-term average. 

 

Reasons for the decline are complex, Kraai said, but basically come down to declining quality 

and quantity of coastal habitat. Loss of high-quality freshwater marshes and prairie wetlands to 

saltwater intrusion and development, along with loss of tens of thousands of rice agriculture 

because of changes in water policy and other forces, have seriously diminished the coastal 

region's ability to support wintering waterfowl. 

 

The issue is particularly evident along the middle coast, where research has documented 

deteriorating body condition and low survival rates of pintails wintering in the area. 

Compare that, Kraai said, to research showing mallards wintering in the "stock pond" country of 

the Rolling Plains have some of the best body conditions. 

 

"It's alarming to look at some of those trends on the coast," Kraai said. "That's why that area is 

our highest priority for improving wintering habitat. We're looking at ways we can address those 

issues." 

While the decline in wintering ducks along the coast has obvious negative effects on the region's 

waterfowlers, the shift in duck distribution has greatly benefitted waterfowlers in the Rolling 

Plains and Oak Timber/Blackland Prairie regions. 

 

"It's been a fantastic resource in those areas," Kraai said, adding that interest in waterfowling has 

boomed along with the steadily rising number of ducks wintering in the regions. 



For waterfowlers along the coast, where for generations the overwhelming majority of the state's 

duck and goose hunters lived and hunted, it can seem wholly incongruous that Abilene, not 

Anahuac or Altair or Aransas Bay, can today lay claim as the center of Texas' duck universe. 

"The shift in duck distribution is something that's been happening, slowly, for decades," Kraai 

said. "It's now gotten to the point where people are really noticing it." 
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