
Notes on behaviour of Ruddy Ducks during the brood period
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The paucity o f  information on the breeding 
b io lo g y  o f  th e  R u d d y  D u c k  O x y u ra  
jam a icen sis  has been offset to som e extent in 
recent years (Siegfried 1976a, b; Siegfried 
e t al. 1976). H ow ever, the literature contains 
very little inform ation for the species during 
the brood period. The data reported here 
were gathered during Jun e-A ugu st 1971 in 
the pothole region near M innedosa and the 
D elta marsh in south-western M anitoba. 
Descriptions o f  these areas and their use by 
waterfowl appear in H ochbaum  (1944), 
Evans e t al. (1952), Bird (1961) and Dzubin  
(1969).

B ased  on o b serv a tio n s at one nest, 
hatching occurs 24  hours after the duckling 
can be heard vocalizing in the egg and about 
six  hou rs after the egg  is  pipped. T he  
duckling dries in about five hours. The brood  
leaves the nest between 12 and 24 hours 
after hatching, depending upon tim e o f  day  
(three nests observed). The fem ale calls soft­
ly and persistently in leading the ducklings 
off the nest.

The ducklings respond to the fem ale’s 
broody vocalizations by bunching together 
and by uttering soft, cheeping calls. W hen  
alarmed the fem ale cocks her tail, exposing  
conspicuously the white undertail ‘flash’, and 
leads the tightly bunched brood aw ay from  
the source o f  disturbance. The fem ale’s tail 
flash m ay be an im portant device for reinfor­
cin g  the d u ck lin g s’ fo llo w in g  response. 
Depending on the stim ulus, the female, and 
her newly-hatched ducklings as well, can  
perform head-bobbing and bubbling displays 
in signalling alarm and intention to dive 
(Siegfried 1973a, 1976a). Stronger alarm  
situations, which occur when the female is

surprised by the sudden and c lose  proximity 
o f  a predator or human, can result in the 
female performing a broken-wing distraction 
display com bined with aggressive behaviour 
such as beak-gaping. Incubating fem ales per­
form such distraction displays when sur­
prised and ‘flushed’ at their nests. H owever, 
the broken-wing display is seldom  observed, 
since Ruddy D ucks normally leave their 
nests, or lead their young, well ahead o f  an 
advancing human. This m ay have led to the 
supposition that Ruddy D ucks lack injury 
feigning behaviour (W eller 1959).

O nly fem ales accom panied broods (Table 
1). I frequently observed brood-accom ­
panying fem ales reacting aggressively to  the 
close approach o f  males, o f  which som e were 
the fathers o f  their broods. (The birds had 
b een  m ark ed  in d iv id u a lly  w ith  n a sa l-  
saddles.) W hile this w as the condition in m y 
study area, it appears that in other areas and 
seasons certain male parents associate close­
ly with their m ates and young ducklings 
(Oring 1964; D zubin 1969). Fem ales in­
variably remained with their broods until the 
young were at least four w eeks old. M ost 
broods older than five weeks had been 
deserted by their parents (Table 1). Ruddy 
D ucks norm ally first fly when about seven  
weeks old (Siegfried 1973a). Oring (1964) 
also found that Ruddy D ucks deserted their 
broods before the young could fly. The 
members o f  deserted broods remain together 
at least until they attain the flying stage. 
Broods older than four weeks were less 
cohesive than young ones, with ducklings 
being spaced relatively far apart during 
bouts o f  foraging activity (Table 2).

The ducklings obtained their food by

Table 1. Size o f broods and attendance by parents.

No. ducklings

Age (weeks) 
of ducklings X S.D.

0-1 6-2 2-2
1-2 6-3 2-2
2-3 5-8 1-7
3-4 5-2 2-8
4-5 5-1 1-8
5-6 4-3 1-8
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No. broods 

Accompanied Accompanied
Range by female by both Alone

parent parents

2-14 46 0 0
1-14 64 0 0
1-9 34 0 0
1-14 31 0 0
2-8 2 0 8
2-7 7 0 10
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Table 2. Mean distance (metres) ± its standard deviation and range separating ducklings in broods 
busy foraging.

Age (weeks) Nearest neighbour Farthest neighbour No. broods
of ducklings observed

0 -2  0-7 ± 0 -6  ( 0 - 3 - 2 - 4 )  3-3 ±  3-5 (0-3 -  9-1) 11
2 -4  1-3 ± 0 -7  ( 0 - 6 - 2 - 4 )  6-1 ± 3-6 (2-4 -  12-2) 7
4 -6  4-9 ± 3-7 (1 -2 — 10-6) 16-7 ± 11-4(1-5 — 30-5) 5

Table 3. Number of broods observed foraging in each distance interval (metres) from the emergent 
vegetation edge.

Age (weeks) of ducklings 0 -2 2-4 4-6 6-8 8-10 10-12 12-20

0 -2 5 5 1 3 2 2 2
2-4 4 7 2 2 1
4-6 2 I 1 2 4 1

9 14 4 6 4 6 4

diving to the bottom s o f  ponds (Siegfried 
1973b). They norm ally foraged in areas o f  
open water (Table 3) often m ore than 20 m 
from the margins o f  shallow  ponds (0 - 5 -  
1 - 0  m deep). Pond depth appeared to be an 
important factor influencing the distribution 
o f  broods, and probably also the distribution 
o f  nests, since diving becom es energetically 
less econom ical with increasing depth o f  
water. Ruddy D uck  broods do not normally 
m ove overland from one pond to another 
(Evans et al. 1952), and I observed m any  
broods reared from hatching to flying on the 
sam e body o f  water.

Ruddy D uck broods seldom  foraged in 
stands o f  rushes, reeds and other emergent 
vegetation. A lthough I did not gather quan­
t ita t iv e  in fo r m a tio n  on  the fo r a g in g  
behaviour o f  broods o f  other species o f  
diving ducks, I frequently observed C an­
vasback A yth ya  valisineria  and Redhead A . 
am ericana  ducklings foraging in stands o f  
emergent vegetation. Com pared with the 
Ruddy D uck, the young o f  these tw o species 
are less dependent on diving. It is possible  
that vocal com m unication between mother 
and young in the Canvasback and the 
Redhead, and in m any dabbling ducks, is 
well developed as an adaptation for foraging 
in emergent cover. In the R uddy D uck,

w hose ducklings tend to forage in areas o f  
open water, visual com m unication between  
mother and young m ay be relatively more 
important, as evidenced by the fem ale’s 
white tail flash and the bubbling displays o f  
both parent and young. Both parent and 
young are less vocal (in frequency and 
loudness o f  utterance) than m ost anatids 
(Siegfried 1973a).

T w o females were observed first on 5th 
August to be replacing their remiges while 
still accom panying broods o f  three and seven 
ducklings aged three and four weeks respec­
tively. A t this time in the season relatively 
m any males but few females were observed  
to be moulting their flight feathers (Siegfried 
1973c).

Summary

Only female Ruddy Ducks Oxyura jamaicensis 
accompanied broods. Maternal vocalizations and 
injury feigning are reported. Females remained 
with their broods until the young were at least 
four weeks old. Broods older than four weeks 
were less cohesive than young ones. Broods 
seldom foraged in emergent vegetation. Two 
females moulted their remiges while accom­
panying broods.

References
Bird, R. D. 1961. Ecology of the aspen parkland of western Canada in relation to land use. Canadian 

Dept. Agrie. Res. Stn. Contrib. 27.
Dzubin, A. 1969. Assessing breeding populations o f ducks by ground counts. In: Saskatoon wetlands 

seminar. Canadian Wildl. Serv. Rep. Ser. No. 6.



128 W. R o y  S ieg fried

Evans, C. D., Hawkins, A. S. & Mashall, W. H. 1952. Movements of waterfowl broods in Manitoba.
U.S. Fish Wildl. Serv. Spec. Sci. Rep. Wildl. No. 16.

Hochbaum, H. A. 1944. The Canvasback on a Prairie Marsh. Harrisburg: Stackpole.
Oring, L. W. 1964. Behavior and ecology of certain ducks during the postbreeding period. J. Wildl. 

Mgmt. 28: 223-33.
Siegfried, W. R. 1973a. Post-embryonic development of the Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis and some 

other diving ducks. Internat. Zoo Yb. 13: 77-86.
Siegfried, W. R. 1973b. Summer food and feeding of the Ruddy Duck in Manitoba. Canadian J. Zool. 

51: 1293-7.
Siegfried, W. R. 1973c. Wing moult of Ruddy Ducks in Manitoba. Bull. Brit. Ornithol. Club 93: 98-99. 
Siegfried, W. R. 1976a. Social organization in Ruddy and M accoa ducks. A u k  93: 560-70.
Siegfried, W. R. 1976b. Breeding biology and parasitism in the Ruddy Duck. Wilson Bull. 88: 566- 

74.
Siegfried, W. R., Burger, A. E. & Caldwell, P. J. (1976). Incubation behavior of Ruddy and M accoa 

ducks. Condor 78: 512-17.
Weller, M. W. 1959. Parasitic egg laying in the Redhead (Aythya americana) and other North 

American Anatidae. Ecol. Monogr. 29: 333—65.

W. Roy Siegfried, Percy FitzPatrick Institute, University of Cape Town, Rondebosch, Cape Province, 
South Africa.

Climbing aboard! A Black-necked Swan Cygnus melanocoryphus gives a ride to one o f its cygnets. (Joe
B. Blossom).


