
Aerial scratching, leeches and nasal saddles in Green-winged Teal

F R A N K  M c K I N N E Y  a n d  S C O T T  D E R R I C K S O N

Scra tch ing  during  flight is ra re ly  seen in m ost 
species o f  w aterfow l. G oodw in  (1959) no ted  
it once  in a  M alla rd  A n a s  p la tyrh yn ch o s , and  
M cK inney  (1965) reco rd ed  it fo r M allard , 
G adw all A . streperà , and  A m erican  G reen ­
w inged T eal A . crecca carolinensis. In  the 
last species, a  very  rap id  action  resem bling 
scratch ing  w as com m only  seen on  the  D elta  
M arsh , M an itoba , C a n ad a , w hen  birds flew 
aw ay after being flushed. R ecen t o b se r­
va tions n ear P ine L ake, A lb erta  (50-0°N , 
113-2°W ), in A p ril-Ju n e  o f 1976 and  1977, 
h a v e  c o n firm ed  th a t  th is  b e h a v io u r  is 
f re q u e n t in G re en -w in g e d  T ea l a n d  w e 
suggest th a t it is triggered  by  the  p resence o f 
leeches in the  nasal cavity . T h e  evidence 
(m o st o f  it indirect) is p resen ted  h ere  and  we 
no te  possible im plications fo r use  o f  nasal 
saddles as a m ark ing  techn ique in field 
studies.

A erial sc ra tch in g  becam e su ch  a  fam iliar 
sight in G reen-w inged T eal o n  th e  A lberta  
breeding g rounds th a t we stopped  keeping 
system atic  reco rd s on its occu rrence . It was 
observed  m ore  often  th an  n o t w hen we 
flushed single b irds an d  pa irs  an d  w ere able 
to  follow  th em  w ith b in ocu lars for ten  
seconds o r longer, and quite  o ften  it w as 
repea ted  tw o o r  th ree  tim es. M ark ed  and  u n ­
m ark ed  b irds o f  b o th  sexes perfo rm ed  aerial 
sc ratch ing , therefo re  th is beh av io u r w as no t 
w holly  re la ted  to  n asa l saddles.

T his aerial m anoeuvre  is very  distinctive. 
T here  is a  m om en tary  pau se  in w ing-flapping 
as the  head  is tu rn ed  to  one side and  often 
the  fo o t on  th e  sam e side can  be seen to  be 
Drought fo rw ard . T he action  is so rapid , 
how ever, th a t it is o ften  im possib le to  tell 
w hether th e  foo t is involved o r if  the  head  or 
bill is m erely rubbed  across th e  leading edge 
o f  th e  wing.

A m ong th e  o th er duck  species using the 
sam e p o nds on  ou r A lb erta  s tudy  a rea  we 
reco rded  only one o ther in stance  o f  aerial 
sc ra tch ing  and  th is w as in an  A m erican  W i­
geon A . am ericana . T h is species w as com ­
m on  in the  area , as w ere M alla rd , G adw all, 
B lue-w inged T eal A . discors, Shoveler A . 
clypeata , and  P in tail A . acuta. W e have no 
reco rd s o f  aerial sc ra tch ing  in th e  p o ch ard s 
A y th ya  collaris, A . vallisneria, A . am ericana, 
A . affinis, n o r fo r sea ducks Bucephaia  
albeola, B. clangula. I. J. Ball (pers, com .) 
has one additional reco rd  for a  fem ale G a d ­

wall on  the  breeding g rounds in N o rth  
D ak o ta . P e rh ap s the  G reen-w inged T eal is 
the  only one o f  these  species w ith sufficient 
agility to  perform  aerial sc ratch in g  effec­
tively. C erta in ly  it is th e  sm allest, lightest, 
and  m o st b u o y an t and  m anoeuvrab le  in 
flight.

T h e  reviews b y  B artonek  & T rau g e r(1 9 7 5 ) 
an d  T rau g er & B artonek  (1977) have d raw n  
a tten tio n  to  th e  p rob lem s th a t leech in festa ­
tion  m ay  pose fo r w aterfow l. T hese au tho rs 
rep o rt th a t  leeches m ost com m only  becom e 
a ttach ed  in the  n asa l ch am b er and  ducks 
re ac t to  their p resence by  scratch ing  or by 
head-shak ing  and  bill-cleaning m ovem ents 
(‘sneezing’ in w ater) (see M cK inney  1965). 
T h ey  suggest th a t the  b irds have  difficulty 
rem oving a ttach ed  leeches from  th e  eye and 
nasal cav ity  (they  never saw  successful 
rem oval by  scratching) bu t th ey  believe th a t 
preening is p ro b ab ly  effective for leeches on 
o th er p a rts  o f  the  body . D u c k s  cap tu red  for 
banding  and  held in pens o ften  lost their 
leeches w ithin an  h o u r after being  ou t o f the 
w a te r , a p p a re n tly  b e c a u se  th e  leech es 
becam e sa tia ted  or desiccated  an d  vo lun­
tarily  d ro p p ed  off.

Leeches w ere ab u n d an t in the  ponds on 
ou r A lb erta  study  a rea  and  accord ing  to  
T rau g e r &  B artonek  (1977) w aterfow l o f  
m an y  species are  very com m only  infested in 
th is province. Specim ens o f  Placobdella  or­
na ta  w ere collected  from  one  pond , and this 
species is know n to  infest w aterfow l and 
o th er w a terb irds (M o o re  1964, 1966; B ar­
tonek  & T rau g e r 1975) a lthough  feeding 
p redom inan tly  on  tu rtles (Saw yer 1972). 
Specim ens o f  the  well kno w n  w aterfow l 
p a r a s i t e  T h e r o m y z o n  r u d e  w e re  n o t  
collected; how ever, this species is widely 
d is tr ib u te d  th ro u g h o u t  A lb e r ta  (M o o re  
1964; T rau g e r &  B artonek  1977) and  was 
undoub ted ly  p resen t on  o u r s tu d y  a rea  (R . T. 
S aw yer &  D . J. K lem m , pers. com .). T hree  
add itional leech species o f  u n certa in  signifi­
can ce  as duck parasites  w ere also collected: 
G lossiphonia com planata  and  E rpobdella  
p u n c ta ta  f ro m  p o n d s ,  a n d  H e lo b d e l la  
s ta g n a l i s  f ro m  th e  g u l le t  c o n te n t s  o f  
G reen-w inged  T eal. A ccord ing  to  in form ation  
sum m arized  b y  Saw yer (1972) these  la tter 
sp ec ies  feed  p r im a rily  on  a  v a r ie ty  o f  
invertebrates.

W e did no t keep system atic  reco rds on  the
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presence o f leeches on  the G reen-w inged 
T eal we trap p ed  fo r m ark ing  bu t som e birds 
did have leeches on  th e  p lum age (m ainly  the 
feathers a ro u n d  the  belly) when rem oved 
from  trap s , one had  a leech a ttach ed  to  its 
foot and one h ad  a leech in the nares. O n 
several o ccasions we saw  leeches m oving on 
th e  bill and  n a res o f un m ark ed  b irds and we 
believe th a t m an y  instances o f  scratch ing  
and foo t-peck ing  w ere responses to  the 
p resence o f  these  parasites.

T im e -b u d g e t d a ta  co m p iled  on e ig h t 
m arked  and several (five to  eleven) u n ­
m arked  G reen-w inged  T eal ind icated  th a t 
sc ratch in g  w as a lm ost three  tim es m ore 
frequen t in m ark ed  birds. A lso, m arked  birds 
sc ra tch ed  m ore often while feeding th an  
during  spells o f  preening or resting  (T able 1). 
T h e  b irds w ere fitted w ith p lastic nasal 
saddles (Sugden & P osto n  1968) and  with 
rad ios and leg ban d s. Som e scratches were 
p ro b ab ly  stim u la ted  by the  presence o f the 
saddles o r debris trap p ed  under them , b u t we 
do no t th ink  th a t these  fac to rs  alone cause 
the  high ra te  o f  sc ra tch ing  in saddled birds. 
O n several occasio n s b irds w ere observed 
sc ratch in g  at high ra tes  (2 l /h r - 3 0 /h r )  for 
sh o rt periods (2 0 -3 0  m inutes), suggesting 
th a t th ey  had  u n usually  strong  irritations. 
Leeches m ust be  m ore difficult to reach  by 
sc ratch in g  when they  are  under a  saddle and 
this p ro b ab ly  m akes them  especially an ­
n o y in g  to  th e  b ird s . T h e  m u ch  h ig h er 
frequency  o f sc ra tch in g  in saddled  birds 
during  feeding su p p o rts  this in te rp reta tion  
since this is w hen leeches have their best 
chance  o f  becom ing a ttach ed  to  a  b ird ’s bill. 
If  leeches drop  off their h o sts after becom ing 
desiccated  or having fed, o r if they  becom e

e as ie r  to  d is lo d g e  in th e se  co n d itio n s , 
rem oval w ould m ost likely o ccu r when the 
birds a re  resting. Bill-cleaning (by blow ing or 
"sn eezing” in w ater) often occu rs  after a  bird 
w akes up and , as B artonek  & T rau g er 
(1 9 7 5 ) su g g e ste d , p e rh a p s  th is  fo rc ib ly  
expels leeches from  the nares.

It is possib le th a t th e  G reen-w inged T eal's  
feeding m ethods m ake it m ore  vulnerab le  to  
parasitism  b y  leeches (o r p e rh ap s by som e 
species o f  leeches). A s T am isier (1974) has 
described in the  E u ro p ean  race  A .c. crecca, 
th is  sp ec ie s  feed s a g re a t d eal on  th e  
w intering g ro u n d s by  dabbling while w ading 
in very shallow  w ater. In A lb erta  breeding 
b irds also p robed  and dabbled  in m ud along 
the  shorelines o f  dry ing ponds.

O bserv a tio n s by one o f  us (F .M .) a t the 
Saltón  Sea N a tio n a l W ildlife R efuge in the 
Im perial Valley o f  C alifo rn ia  in late M arch  
1977 ind icated  th a t scratch ing  w as ra re  
during feeding and  in flight am ong the 
G reen-w inged Teal w intering in th a t area. 
N o  scra tch es w ere reco rded  in individuals 
w atched  feeding by w ading o r sw im m ing 
with head  un d er w ater for a  to ta l o f 420 
m inutes. R efuge M anager S tephen Vehrs 
tells us th a t leeches do  no t infest w aterfow l in 
these w aters.

T h u s th ere  is c ircum stan tia l evidence o f 
v a r io u s  k in d s  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a e r ia l  
s c ra tc h in g  in G re en -w in g e d  T ea l is a 
response to  leeches in the nares, b u t w hy is it 
com m on  in th is species and  ra re  in o thers?  
T here  are several possibilities. T he presence 
o f  leeches in the  nasal passages could  be 
especially u n co m fortab le  for this species 
b e c a u se  o f  its  sm all size. P e rh a p s  th e  
p a rasites are  m ore prone  to  block the nasal

Table 1. Activities associated with scratching in wild Green-winged Teal. The analysis is based on time 
budget records of the ongoing activity of individuals noted every 15 seconds over periods of at least 10 
minutes. Marked birds are fitted with radios, leg-bands and nasal saddles.

Scratches *Main activity during *Main activity during
10 min before scratch 10 min after scratch

No.
birds

Total
hours

No. Rate/
hour

Feed Preen Rest Feed Preen Rest

u ¥ 315 28 36 1-31 10 4 6 10 4 4
u 3 2 -6 34 40 1-18 6 12 5 4 15 10
M ? 4 47 150 3-16 n o t 23 35 88+ 42 33
M <3 4 52 180 3-45 13 71 33 23 11 6 t 40 33

U  =  unmarked, M  =  marked
* Only scratches for which information is available on activities before or after the scratch are included, 
t X 2, P 0-001 (compared with Preen and Rest).
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passages and  im pede b reath ing  in a sm all 
duck , an d  the  effects cou ld  be especially 
significant fo r th e  b irds during  flight. A lter­
natively, o r in add ition , th e  feeding m ethods 
and aerial agility o f  these b irds m ay  be 
facto rs.

W e did no t d ocum en t any m o rta lity  or 
disability  am ong o ur study  b irds th a t could 
be a ttrib u ted  to  leech infestation . A p a rt from  
the  h igher ra te  o f  scra tch ing  during  feeding, 
o u r  m a rk e d  b ird s  sh o w ed  n o  o b v io u s  
behavioural abnorm alities. I t  is possible, 
how ever, th a t the  presence o f  a  sadd le  m akes 
it easier for leeches to  invade the  nasal 
passages and there  cou ld  be  deleterious 
effects on  the  birds. Leeches, unlike o th er 
debris, m ay  no t be expelled easily  from  
under nasal saddles by norm al com fort ac ­
tiv itie s . A s T ra u g e r  & B a rto n e k  hav e  
em phasised , m ore a tten tion  needs to  be given 
to  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  d u c k s  an d  
leeches. W e suggest th a t th is cou ld  be 
especially  re levan t for re sea rchers using 
nasal saddles in studies o f  duck behav iour in 
a reas w here leeches are  abun d an t.
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S u m m ary

Scratching in flight was commonly performed by 
Green-winged Teal Anas crecca carolinensis in 
spring in southern A lberta. C ircum stantial 
evidence suggests that this behaviour was 
triggered by the presence of leeches in the nasal 
cavity. This is the only species o f duck for which 
aerial scratching has been reported regularly. 
Birds carrying nasal saddles scratched more 
frequently during feeding than during preening or 
resting. Apparently leeches enter the nares while 
birds are feeding and are more difficult to dislodge 
when a saddle is present.
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