Pennsylvania Waterfowl
Pennsylvania Waterfowl:
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A waterfowl is a bird that spends all or most of its time around a water environment such as a lake, swamp, marsh or river.  All geese, ducks and swans are classified as waterfowl.  Most waterfowl are migratory birds.  A migratory bird is a bird that annually travels to areas more suitable for its survival during winter months.  Most migratory birds nest and raise their young in the far North and then as winter approaches they travel south to warmer environments. Because of Pennsylvania’s geographical location, which happens to be within a popular migratory route called the Atlantic flyway, many types of waterfowl visit our state during their long migration trips.  Some birds like our climate and habitat so much they decide to stay year-round.  These birds become known as “resident” birds.   

1. Canada Goose:
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Large flocks of Canadian geese cross over Pennsylvania each autumn as these birds head south to their winter feeding grounds to escape the long harsh winter of the tundra.  Geese were migrating in this manner long before humans ever walked across the Bering Strait onto this continent.  Groups of geese, sometimes nicknamed honkers, will make temporary landings in PA to eat agricultural feed in farm fields or aquatic plants in ponds and lakes.  The geese will reverse their path in March and April and fly back over PA as they head North to their summer breeding grounds in the tundra of northern Canada.  Resident geese or geese that have decided to stay and breed in PA, sometimes become so overpopulated they are a nuisance to property owners, golf courses park visitors and even airports.
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2. Mallard Ducks:

The mallard duck is the most common type of duck in the U.S., North America and the entire northern hemisphere for that matter.  Mallards belong to a group of ducks called puddle ducks.  Puddle ducks are any ducks that prefer slow moving shallow water environments likes ponds, marshes, shallow rivers or the edges of lakes.  Male mallards are much more colorful while females are more camouflaged to protect their nest and young.  

3. Wood Ducks:
Wood ducks are another member of the “puddle duck” group.  They are probably our most beautifully colored duck in the state.  Most woodies, as they are sometimes called, tend to seek habitat that is more removed from human activity than the mallard.  Wood ducks [image: image4.jpg]


prefer swamps, marshes, ponds, rivers or lakes that are surrounded by woods and away from human activity.  During the early 1900’s wood duck populations were very low due to the widespread draining and development of wetland habitats like swamps and marshes.  Today, as a result of several conservation projects, most notably the building of wood duck nesting boxes, the population of wood ducks is greater than ever.  

4. Diving Ducks: 

[image: image5.emf]Diving ducks are the other group of ducks in Pennsylvania and prefer deeper water habitats such as the middle of larger lakes and reservoirs.  There are over 15 species of diving ducks in PA.  Diving ducks eat more foods below the surface of the water like fish, insects, mollusks, crustaceans along with seeds and other parts of aquatic plants.  Some specific members of this group include golden eyes, canvas backs, redheads, buffleheads and blue bills.  
PA Waterfowl Questions:

1. What is a waterfowl defined as?

2. What 3 groups of birds make up the waterfowl group?

3. What is a migratory bird?  
4. Why do Canada geese migrate south every year?
5. What is a resident goose?
6. Why are mallards called “puddle ducks”?

7. Why were wood duck populations in danger in the early 1900’s?  

8. What habitat are you most likely to find diving ducks?
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Pennsylvania Furbearers:

Many animals in our state, such as deer, rabbits, squirrels, ducks and pheasants, are hunted primarily for their table fare (as a food source).  These animals are commonly called “game” animals.  Other animals are pursued by hunters and trappers for their fur or hide.  These animals are commonly called “furbearers”.  Most furbearers are caught using traps but others can also be hunted.  

1. American Mink
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A mink is a long slender dark brown mammal which is famous for its lustrous soft fur.  Mink are members of the Mustilidae family of animals which also includes relatives like the weasel, skunk, badgers and otters.  Mink are semi-aquatic animals which means they spend much of their time in or around water.  Mink are mainly nocturnal and like to travel edges of ponds and streams looking for food like fish, frogs and crayfish as well as birds, small mammals and snakes. Their fur is typically valuable and used for making expensive fur coats.
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2. Foxes – Red and Gray

There are two species of foxes that inhabit PA’s outdoors.  Both are members of the Canidae or canine family like the wolf, coyote and dog.  Foxes are extremely intelligent predators with sharp senses of hearing, sight and smell.  Red foxes prefer farmland habitat with some small patches of forest mixed in while gray foxes primarily inhabit large sections of forests.  Foxes eat a variety of small animals like mice, shrews, moles and rabbits.  

3. Raccoon
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The raccoon is a medium sized mammal that will almost always be found near a water environment such as a stream or swamp (they must  “wash” their food before eating it because they lack glands in their mouth that make saliva).  Raccoons are easily identified by their striped tail and black mask.  Raccoons are most active at night and people who encounter a raccoon during the day should be very cautious as raccoons are the leading carriers of rabies in wild animals.  Raccoons live in “den trees” which are hollow trees or in hollow logs on the ground.  Raccoons will eat just about anything but some of their favorite foods are fruits, nuts, corn, fish, crayfish, birdseed and even your garbage.  
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4. Beaver
The beaver is North America’s largest rodent.  Some beavers in Pennsylvania have reached up to 60 pounds.  Beavers live in large ponds, lakes, streams and swamps.  Beavers were popular animals to trap when settlers arrived in America.  Their fur and skin were used to make blankets and clothing.  It was the search for new beaver trapping areas that ultimately led to the discovery and expansion of the American West.  Beavers eat the inner bark of trees and are excellent workers building lodges that can hold up to a dozen family members and dams that can block flowing streams and turn them into large ponds.  Beavers can be found across the entire state today with more concentrated populations in the northeast and northwestern corners.  
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5. Muskrat
Muskrats were once the most abundant furbearer in the United States.  Today their populations are steadily declining probably due to pesticide use and water pollution.  Muskrats are small, brown mammals with long “rat-like” tails that inhabit ponds, swamps, marshes, rivers, streams and lakes.  Muskrats can cause damage to the banks of lakes and rivers or to levies and dams because of their ability to tunnel.  Muskrats eat a variety of foods including cattails and aquatic plants along with their roots.  

6. Bobcat
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The bobcat is Pennsylvania’s only wild feline predator.  Bobcats are just a bit larger than your typical housecat and are very successful hunters eating smaller animals like mice, rabbits and birds.  Populations of bobcats have increased enough over the years that now bobcats can be hunted and trapped with special permits from the PA Game Commission.  Very few people have ever seen a bobcat in the wild because they are mainly nocturnal and prefer large forest habitat far from any human activity.  

7. Eastern Coyote 
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The eastern coyote may well be “public enemy #1” in our state.  Many hunters and sportsman believe because of the coyote’s elusiveness to being hunted, ability to adapt to just about any suitable habitat, ability to travel and carnivorous appetite, that the coyote will have a negative impact on the populations of other game animals.  Coyotes eat a variety of animals such as mice, rabbits, turkey and deer.  Some coyotes that have been caught and radio-collared for study have been later caught or killed by hunters over a hundred miles from their original location showing the coyotes ability to travel and disperse throughout our state.  The coyote is the largest member of the canine or dog family in PA.  No one knows an exact population of coyotes in PA but one estimate in 1990 had the population at 15,000 – 20,000.  
8. Opossum 
The opossum is one of the world’s oldest living mammals and it is the only marsupial in North America.  A marsupial is a mammal that contains a pouch where its young complete their development after birth.  Opossums live in small woodlots usually near water and eat just about anything.  Their fur is black, gray and white and they have a bald tail from which they may hang in a tree from.  Opossums are popular for “playing dead” when they are in danger.  
PA Furbearer Questions:

1. What is the difference between a “game” animal and “furbearer” animal?
2. What other animals are closely related to the mink?
3. What family do foxes belong to?
4. How does habitat preference differ between the red and gray fox?
5. Why should a person be very cautious if they ever encounter a raccoon during the middle of the day?

6. Beavers classified as the largest type of what animal in Pennsylvania?
7. Explain how muskrats can be destructive to a river, lake, or pond habitat.
8. Bobcats are the only type of wild __________________ predator in Pennsylvania.
9. Many people do not even realize there are bobcats in Pennsylvania because they have never seen one.  Why are bobcat sightings rather rare?

10. Why are most sportsman worried about a growing coyote population in Pennsylvania?

11. What family of animals does the coyote belong to?

12. What type of animal is an opossum classified as?
13. What is the purpose of a marsupial’s pouch?
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