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In the A natidae the interval betw een the 
s ta rt o f  nest-build ing and  laying o f the first 
egg is characteristically  sh o rt-u sua lly  no 
m ore than  2 o r 3 days (W eller, 1964). In 
ducks o f th e  sub-fam ily A natinae , the  nest 
is constructed  entirely  by th e  fem ale. Males 
are , how ever, capable  o f  perform ing the 
m oto r p a tte rn s ap p ro p ria te  to  nest-build
ing, and the behav iour is quite w idespread 
(M cK inney, 1968). M cK inney considered 
this behav iour to  be non-functional and 
‘vestigial’, and  K ear (1970) suggested th a t it 
m ight be triggered  by the sight o f a nest o r 
o f  a fem ale building.

This p ap e r reports nest-building be
hav iour as relatively com m on in bo th  m ale 
and fem ale R uddy D ucks Oxyura jam aicen
sis, 3 -4  w eeks preceding onset o f  th e  egg- 
laying season. A possible adap tive value is 
suggested for this unexpected behaviour 
w hich I call ‘p latfo rm -bu ild ing’.

The observations w ere m ade while I 
studied wild R uddy D ucks in th e  M innedosa 
po tho le  country  and  a t the  D elta  m arsh, 
M anitoba, C anada, during M ay-A ugust
1971. I no ted  a  to ta l o f seventy-eight separ
a te  instances o f  p latform -build ing, o f w hich 
sixty-eight involved fem ales, and ten 
m ales. W ith one exception, these records 
w ere restric ted  to  the period  3 M ay (when I 
first w ent in to  th e  field) to  4 June, w ith m ost 
o f the records falling betw een 3 and 25 May. 
T he single exception was provided by a 
m ale observed perform ing  ‘sidew ays’ bu ild 
ing m ovem ents on  30 June. The observa
tions w ere m ade over all hours o f the day, 
and  there appeared  to  be no bias in favour 
o f building activity  in the early m orning— 
a tim e w hen anatids generally are  m ost 
active in p rospecting  nest-sites and  building 
nests.

All the usual m o to r pa tterns associated 
w ith norm al nest-building w ere perform ed 
by bo th  m ales and  fem ales constructing 
p latfo rm s. P latform s w ere bu ilt over w ater 
m ainly in stands o f  em ergent dead  stem s of 
hardstem  bullrush  Scirpus acutus, though 
o ther vegetation  (e.g. cattail Typha latifolia) 
was also used. T ypically, p latform s were 
m ore o r less c ircu lar, m easuring abou t 
55 cm in d iam eter, and  raised som e 10 cm 
above w ater-level (F igure 1). A shallow  
bow l-like depression , form ed by th e  b ird  
using its beak , feet and  b reast, occupied

the centre o f  the  p latform . In short, the  
p latfo rm s essentially resem bled norm al 
nests in early  stages o f construction . Many 
o f th e  p latfo rm s w ere quite substan tia l, and 
capable o f supporting  w eights o f 5 kg and 
m ore. H ence, considerable effort had  gone 
into th e ir construction , and  a t least certain  
birds displayed a  degree o f tenacity  in re
tu rn ing  to  them . This last sta tem ent is 
based on individually m arked b irds, o f 
w hich one m ale and tw o fem ales were 
observed building. O ne o f th e  fem ales was 
captured  by a  cage-trap  set on a p latform .

I tim ed platform -build ing  bouts and  the 
num ber o f  sidew ays-passing m ovem ents 
perform ed by individual birds. Fem ale 
bouts averaged 6-4 min. (range 1-15 min, 
num ber o f bouts, n =  11) w ith nineteen 
passing m ovem ents per m inute, and those 
fo r m ales 2-0 min (1-3  min, n = 3) with 
seventeen m ovem ents per m inute. In fo rm a
tion  on frequency o f building bouts was 
hard er to  ob ta in , p rim arily  because o f  the 
sm all sam ple o f m arked  birds. H ow ever, 
p latform -build ing  featured  com m only in 
the fem ales’ p rogram m e o f activities. The 
general cycle was expressed as: feeding (by 
diving); ba th ing  and  preening; building; 
sleeping (loafing on  p latfo rm ); building; 
bath ing and preen ing ; feeding. The cycle’s 
m ajor com ponents o f feeding and  sleeping 
a lternated  regularly . The bath ing-preening 
and  bu ild ing phases w ere less regular. 
N evertheless, building follow ed preening 
and p receded  sleeping on nine ou t o f  six
teen  separa te  com plete cycles, and on ten 
ou t o f  tw enty  cycles it was observed to  
follow  sleeping. O n four occasions, birds 
w ere noted  in terrup ting  the ir sleeping 
bouts to  build . T hus, p latform -build ing 
form ed a  fairly regu lar phase in the fem ales’ 
cycle and th e  incidence o f p la tfo rm -build
ing was sim ilar to  th a t o f norm al nest-build
ing as found  in incubating  R uddy D ucks 
(W. R. Siegfried, unpublished). T able 1 
sum m arizes d a ta  on the am oun t o f  tim e 
birds spent on  the d ifferent phases o f the 
cycle.

Som e o f the  p latfo rm s w ere found in 
open exposed sites and  the  b irds did no t 
a ttem p t to  h ide them selves o r th e ir building 
actions. This con trasts  w ith norm al nest- 
building behav iour during w hich th e  fem ale 
R uddy is shy and  secretive, choosing a  well-
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Figurel. Platform built by Ruddy Duck
Oxyura j. jamaicensis in Scirpus acutus.

Table 1. Time (in min) spent by Ruddy Ducks 
on bouts of sleeping, feeding, and 
preening and bathing

Sleep Feed Preen and 
bathe

Females
Average: 73 37 7
Range: 20-180 10-80 1-30
Number: 32 31 22

Males
Average: 111 38 9
Range: 25-225 20-75 1-25
Number: 5 5 6

hidden site for the  nest. P latform s were 
found in sm all ‘colonies’ (m axim um  of 
eight recorded  in one group  w ith an average 
3-m d istance betw een neighbouring p la t
form s), o r as isolated singletons. I doubt 
w hether th e  ‘colonies’ w ere th e  result of 
social situations. A  m ore p lausib le  explana
tion  w ould be th a t ‘colonies’ reflected a 
tendency by the birds to  aggregate at 
favourab le  sites. A lso, single b irds (m ales as

well as fem ales) w ere observed building 
w here o ther p latfo rm s o r birds w ere ou t o f 
sight. Individually  m arked  birds (m ales as 
well as fem ales) w ere observed to  build 
m ore than  one p latfo rm  and also to  add 
to  th e  construction  o f p latfo rm s built by 
o thers. Som e b irds w ere observed to  b reak  
off build ing opera tions a t one p latform , 
swim to  ano ther, and  add  to  its construc
tion . T hus, individual b irds did no t ‘ow n’ 
p latfo rm s in th e  sam e way as they w ould 
nests.

In my opinion, p latform -build ing  
should no t be regarded  as non-functional 
o r vestigai— at least in fem ales it was o f too  
general occurrence and involved too  much 
effort and tim e. I t is pertinen t th a t platform - 
building, and loafing on p latfo rm s, was 
rarely observed after the end o f M ay. D uring 
early and m id-M ay, R uddy D ucks spent 
m ost o f the ir tim e resting or sleeping (esti
m ated  a t 65% o f  a  norm al 24-hour day); 
they  slept on p latfo rm s, o r generally tended 
to  keep to  dead em ergent p lan t cover in 
which they could haul ou t o f the w ater. The 
birds spen t relatively little  tim e in the w ater



itself, and  then  only for feeding o r indulging 
in b rie f bou ts o f  courtship . This applied 
especially to  fem ales; m ales spen t relatively 
m ore tim e sw im m ing around . H ow ever, 
both  sexes rarely slept on the water. Towards 
th e  end o f M ay th e  birds w ere often observ
ed sleeping and  resting  on  the w ater and 
m ales generally  spen t m ore tim e ou t in the 
open. A t thebeg inn ing  o f June the p latform s 
d isappeared  (no longer being m aintained 
by the birds), and  by the second w eek of 
June fem ales generally  becam e very secre
tive, concom itan t w ith th e  onset o f p roper 
nest-construction  and egg-laying. Nests 
w ere no t bu ilt on the p latform s.

O f all th e  w aterfow l w hich b reed  in sou th 
ern  M anitoba, th e  R uddy D u c k iso n e o f th e  
last to  arrive on th e  po tho le  breeding 
grounds; norm ally  in th e  first w eek o f  May, 
im m ediately  o r soon a fter the ponds and 
sloughs have becom e free o f ice. Like all 
o ther Oxyura spp ., th e  R uddy D uck  is 
essentially w arm  tem perate  in its a rea  of 
geographical d is tribu tion , and I have un
published d a ta  (W . R. Siegfried) th a t lead 
m e to  believe th a t th e  species has only 
recently  extended its breeding range beyond 
50°N. I suggest th a t the p latform s were 
used by the R uddy D uck as a  m eans of 
enhancing the efficiency of its therm ore
gulation . In short, th e  birds tem porarily  
escaped the effects o f cold w ater by hauling 
o u t and  loafing on  the p latform s.

In possible suppo rt o f this supposition, 
R uddy D ucks w ere com m only observed 
rapidly  to  v ibrate  th e ir folded wings, usually 
im m ediately  follow ing on or during the 
preening phase, a fte r having hauled  ou t on 
p latfo rm s. Such ‘w ing-shivering’ was ob 
served rarely  after 1 June, and  then  usually 
on days o f cold, overcast w eather. Bouts o f 
w ing-shivering averaged 8 m in (2 -20  min, 
n = 10) in fem ales on p latform s in early 
M ay. I have described ‘w ing-shivering’ in 
R uddy ducklings w hich w ere cold, and  have 
suggested th a t it m ight be a  form  o f th erm o 
genesis (Siegfried, 1973). A fter hauling out 
on p latfo rm s, adu lts norm ally rested on 
th e ir bellies often lifting and holding both  
legs stre tched  and  so exposing the feet to 
th e  sun; la ter, w hen sleeping, the  legs were 
folded forw ards and th e  feet held  tucked 
in to  the flank fea thers— a com m on resting 
postu re  o f oxyurids. I suggest th a t while 
w ing-shivering m ay be a com fort m ovem ent 
p rom oting  th e  drying o f w et feathers, it 
should be investigated as a possible th erm o 
regulatory  strategy.

So m uch fo r th e  possible function  o f p la t
form -building. W hat o f the m otivation  for 
this behaviour? I suggest th a t p latform -
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build ing m ight result from  a lack  o f  co
ord ination  betw een a  fem ale’s readiness to  
b reed (in p a rticu la r the nest-construction  
‘d rive’) and  th e  availability  o f su itab le  nest
ing h ab ita t. T he situation  in m ales is, how 
ever, d ifferen t and  the influence (s) m otivat
ing them  rem ains obscure. R uddy D ucks 
arriv ing in sou thern  M anitoba are  in ‘good 
cond ition ’ and  have relatively well devel
oped gonads. Food  is abundan tly  available, 
and  th e  b irds possess extensive deposits o f 
fat. In  short, fem ales are physiologically 
ready to  lay soon after arrival. E m ergent 
vegetation , how ever, generally  does no t 
show  new  g row th  before th e  m iddle o f  May. 
A t th e  end o f  M ay new  em ergent g row th of 
hardstem  bullrush  and  cattail, m easured 
abou t 50 cm in height. H ence, fem ales are 
generally denied  su itable nesting hab ita t 
during the first 4 weeks o r so o f  the ir stay 
on the breed ing  grounds. W eller (1959,
1964) in com m enting on th e  R uddy D uck ’s 
tendency to  d ro p  eggs on the  g round  and in 
the nests o f  o th e r b irds, says th a t th is p re 
sum ably results from  variation  in synchrony 
o f nesting and  laying behaviour, and th a t it 
occurs m ost often early in th e  breeding 
season.

If  the above suggestion is correct then  it 
explains why platfo rm -build ing  was observ
ed so m uch m ore often in fem ales than  in 
m ales. F u rth e r, if the  behav iour does in fact 
result in enhancem ent o f the efficiency o f 
therm oregu la tion , then  one m ight expect a 
saving o f energy to  the b ird . This m ight be 
relatively m ore im portan t to  th e  fem ale, 
w hich p roduces larger eggs fo r its size than  
any other anatid. I have information indicat
ing th a t it is advantageous for R uddy D ucks 
to  lay as early  as possible in th e  season.
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Sum m ary

Behaviour appropriate to nest-building is rela
tively common in both male and female Ruddy 
Ducks Oxyura jamaicensis at a time preceding by 
3^1 weeks, the egg-laying season in southern 
Manitoba, Canada. The birds spend much time 
resting and sleeping on these platforms at a time
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of the year when the water is still cold. It is 
suggested that the platform s are used as a means 
of enhancing the efficiency of therm oregulation.
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