
New observations on the Brazilian Merganser

W O L F B A R T M A N N  

In troduction

T he B razilian M erganser M ergus octoceta- 
ceus is one o f the w orld ’s rarest w aterfow l. 
First described by V iellot in 1817 from  
specim ens taken  in Brazil, th is M erganser 
rem ains a g rea t rarity  even in m useum  
collections w here, at m ost, a few dozen 
skins exist. L ittle  behav iour has been  docu
m en ted . prim arily  due to th e  absence of 
specim ens in captivity. It has never been 
held  in N o rth  A m erican  o r  E u ro p ean  
collections, and a few tak en  captive in 
South A m erica died  within days. Endem ic 
in sou th -eastern  Brazil and th e  neighbou r
ing regions o f eastern  P araguay and n o rth 
eastern  A rgen tina , the cen tre  o f its d istribu
tion is the A lto  P arana  basin (D elacour 
1959). Small u pper river tr ibu ta ries  in te r
spersed  with w aterfalls and flowing through 
tropical fo rested  valleys are the p referred  
hab ita t fo r iso lated , seden tary  populations 
of this rem ote  duck. T he m ain rivers are 
shunned . B ecause of its shy, secretive ways 
and inaccessible hab ita ts  it w as even at one 
tim e considered  extinct (Phillips 1929). 
M ore fo rtu n a te  than  its only austral coun
te rp a rt, the  A uckland  Island M erganser 
M ergus australis now  ex tinct, the B razilian 
species, last taken  in Brazil in 1922 (Sztolc- 
m an 1926), was red iscovered in 1947—48 in 
the Province of M isiones, A rgen tina  (G iai 
1951). T he field studies th e re  o f Partridge 
(1956), w ho began his w ork in 1949 and  first 
discovered a B razilian M erganser nest, in 
a tree  cavity, and collected th ree  o f the 
dow ny young in 1954, constitu te  abou t all 
the  know ledge to  date  o f the species.

O rn ith o lo g ica l ex p lo ra tio n  in so u th 
eastern  Brazil a fter the last know n bird  was 
taken  th ere  in 1922, revealed  no records in 
the extensive a rea  supposed to  be inhab ited  
by the B razilian M erganser. I th e re fo re  had 
little hope of an encoun te r, w hen in 1981 I 
w ent to  conduct an an tea te r field study in 
the Serra  da C anastra  N ational Park  in 
M inas G erais (F igure 1). N evertheless P ro 
fessor H elm ut Sick from  th e  R io  de Janeiro  
N ational M useum  had strictly advised me 
to  keep  an eye open for octocetaceus in th a t 
region. I quickly found  how right he was, 
because my son C laus and I indeed  disco
vered  th e  curious duck in the  P ark  during 
o u r fieldw ork in 1981 and again 1983. My

Figure 1. Location of the Serra da Canastra 
National Park. Minas Gerais State, Brazil, South 
America.

observations w ere augm en ted , w hen I paid 
especial a tten tion  to  one breed ing  pair of 
Brazilian M ergansers during an o th e r stay 
in 1984.

B esides docum enting  th e  p resen t status 
and d istribu tion  o f the B razilian M erganser 
in Brazil itself, the  purpose  o f this p ap er is 
to  rep o rt in m ore detail on paren ta l care 
w ith som e first photograph ic  records of 
fam ily life.

Study area and methods

T he S erra  da  C an as tra  N ationa l Park  
(20°15'S, 46°40'W ) is s itua ted  som e 700 km 
north-w est o f R io de Jan e iro  in so u th 
easte rn  M inas G erais S tate . T he Park 's
73,000 ha is a highland p la teau , 900-1,400 
m in elevation . T he topography  is charac
terised  by rolling, rocky grassland with 
steep  escarpm ents, and d eep  valleys. The 
clim ate is high m eso therm al trop ical, with 
dry w inters and rainy, m ild sum m ers.

P rio r to  the foundation  of the N ational 
Park  in 1972 and subsequen t expropria tion , 
the dom inan t grasslands w ere privately 
ow ned as a single large ranch with low- 
density  cattle  grazing. G allery  forests p e r
sist on low land and  riparian  sites too  wet
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for periodic burning. T he P ark 's  ecological 
im portance  derives from  its num erous 
w atercourses, w hich form  the headw aters 
of the rivers P aranaiba  and Rio G rande 
running w est to  th e  Parana  basin and those 
of the R iver Sao F rancisco drain ing to the 
east and north .

My study a rea  w as in the no rth -east of 
the P ark , w here th e  Sao Francisco R iver 
orig inates and  runs w ith m ild g rad ien t 
about 14 km through  the uplands before 
ending in the spectacu lar 2 0 0  m w aterfall 
Casca d 'A n ta . T he pair o f M erganser I 
m ainly o bserved  occupied  th is up river 
stretch  and a second pair was occasionally 
recorded  dow nstream . A th ird  pair existed 
abou t 50 km aw ay along a rivcrcourse 
(C o rreg io  dos R o linhos) n ea r a place 
nam ed R etiro  das Pedras. This pa ir was also 
observed  by D .A . Scott (pers, com m .) in 
1983. All river hab ita ts  frequen ted  are 
characterised  by c lea r, oxygenated  w ater 
th a t flows over rocks, stones, gravel and 
lim ited areas o f sand . B oulder strew n rapids 
and num erous exposed  cliffs a lte rnate  with 
w ider channels o r  poo ls w ith reduced  
cu rren ts which m ay be quite deep . The 
m eandering  m ountain  stream s are in som e 
areas bo rdered  by high banks with over
hanging vegeta tion  o f the luxurian t gallery 
fo rest. M uch of th e  river below  the Casca 
d ’A n ta  fall contains large rounded  cliffs and 
g ravel b an k s up to  th e  P ark  b o rd e r . 
C hanges in w ater level are  frequen t and 
irregu lar during heavy rains. Seasonal dif
ferences betw een low est and highest w ater 
levels can be up to  5 m.

T here  w ere som e opportun istic  encoun 
ters with m ergansers in the years 1981 and 
1983, bu t I concen tra ted  in 1984 on day
long surveys on one pair with a b rood . The 
ducks w ere daily located  on foot o r from 
hides and  th e ir m ovem ents and behav iour 
w ere reco rded  w ith the help o f b inoculars 
and  tape  reco rder. I supp lem en ted  my field 
no tes with tele-lens (640 mm Novoflex) 
photography  and S uper- 8 -mm films.

M ale and fem ale could only be disting
uished by a slight varia tion  in the greenish- 
black head  and neck region, because they 
show ed otherw ise little external d im orph
ism in size and p roportions. In particu lar 
th e  crests w ere o f  sim ilar leng th , the 
fem ale’s n o t, like those observed  by P ar
tridge (1956) being sho rte r as a consequ
ence o f copulation  grappling. A  Brazilian 
M erganser appears ra th e r dark  on the w ater 
except for w hite patches on the wings. T he

duck is there fo re  not a very photogenic 
subject.

Observations

T he Serra da C anastra  N ational Park was 
visited and observations m ade on the B raz
ilian M erganser as follows:- 
Year Dates Sightings Observations

1981 3(1 Julv - 25 Aug 5
(Hours)

14
1983 21 Mar - 12 Apr 4 9

24 Oct - 4 Nov ? 3
1984 12 Aug - 22 Aug 9 47
1985 10 Aua - 22 Aug 3 5

In 1981 and 1983 no t much tim e could be 
spen t on duck observations because of our 
day-long fieldw ork on the G ian t A n tea te r 
M yrm ecophaga tridactyla on the hillside. 
O u r cam p was n ear the C asca d ’A nta  
w aterfall and while going to  ba the  in the 
river pools in early  m orning o r late a fte r
noon we had good chances for opportun istic  
duck w atching. In this way we first recorded  
the birds in flight close to  the surface along 
the river, d isappearing  before we could 
even clearly identify  them  as m ergansers. 
H av ing  fo u n d  early  on th a t an  open  
approach  will frigh ten  them  and cause them  
to  fly aw ay from  us, we usually sta lked  to  
the w ater in th e  she lte r o f vegeta tion  and 
cliffs, carefully avoiding open ground . H id
den on the b an k , we could then  spend m ore 
tim e observing the ir m ovem ents, displays, 
feed ing , diving and  resting  b eh av iou r. 
U sually one p a ir was observed  in an area 
and only on one occasion (22 M arch 1983) 
w ere th ree  ducks reco rded , staying together 
peacefully . T he  und istu rbed  m ergansers 
w ere always very silent. W hen frightened 
and  in flight a harsh krack  was to  be heard . 
As soon as they  discovered us, the ducks 
becam e nervously a le rt, sw im m ing or flying 
swiftly ou t o f sight. T he food o f m ergansers 
living in the N ational Park is prim arily  the 
fish know n as L am bari A styanax fascia tus , 
which is ab u n d an t, w ith sizes up to  15 cm, 
in all c reeks, rivers and  pools o f the w hole 
area . N o o th e r kind o f fish could be found 
in the w aters o f the highland p la teau . The 
m ergansers p re fe rred  rapids and  cataracts 
w ith  fas t flow ing c u rre n ts  as feed in g  
g rounds, w here th e ir prey  is apparen tly  
ab u n d an t and easy to  ob ta in . W e observed 
them  feeding in the shallow  w ater with their 
heads subm erged , bu t also diving in deeper
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Figure 2. General view of the upper Rio Sao Francisco, Serra da Canastra National Park. (Photos 
by the author, taken from colour transparencies.)

F igure 3. A pair of Brazilian Mergansers at midday in July 1981.
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pools, rem aining u nder w ater for periods 
from  9 to  27 seconds. D uring  the day they 
w ere found  resting on exposed stones in the 
river, no t w alking very m uch w hen ashore.

B reeding pa ir and  young

In A ugust 1984 I re tu rn ed  again to  the Serra 
da C anastra  N ational Park  to  concentrate  
my tim e strictly on the m ergansers. D uring 
eleven days I focused on the particu lar pair 
I had  already  encoun ted  on fo rm er occa
sions along the river above the Casca 
d ’A n ta  w aterfall. It was still the  dry season 
w hen I arrived on 14 A ugust and the w ater 
levels in the  riverbed  and pools w ere ex
trem ely  low. A fte r having again set up my 
ten ted  cam p n ear the w aterfall I did a first 
survey on the Sao Francisco upstream , but 
found nothing except one D arte r A nhinga  
anhinga  and  a pa ir o f P ied-billed G rebes 
P odilym bus p o d icep s , on the w ater in that 
late a fte rnoon . B ut next m orning ju s t a fter
06.00 hrs w hen daylight cam e and  I w alked 
up the river a few h u nd red  m etres, I sud
denly becam e aw are o f duck vocalisations, 
a soft, qu ie t rack sound . I could not see the 
birds because o f th e  thick vegeta tion . A fter 
rushing th rough  the brush I was suddenly 
confron ted  with a pa ir o f adult m ergansers 
in close association with their brood  of six 
dow ny young. T he fam ily was ju s t passing 
som e rapids and while the adults often 
swam w ith th e ir heads subm erged , the tiny 
ducklings d rifted  on the fast-flowing w ater 
surface like dancing corks. Judging by the ir 
size and  activity they  seem ed to  be no m ore 
than  abou t th ree  days old. T he adults soon 
becam e aw are of th e  in tru d e r and raised 
the alarm  w ith loud and intensive krack- 
krack  calls, je rk ing  head  and  tail rhy th 
mically. This caused the ir young to  im m edi
ately hurry  up close to  them . T he whole 
fam ily then  swam quickly dow n the river 
and was soon ou t o f sight behind the veget
ation  of the next bend . A lthough  I caught 
one m ore glim pse on this day w hen w alking 
along the river, I found  th a t observing the 
ducks by follow ing them  on shore was a 
com p lica ted , exhausting  and  inefficient 
m ethod . T he m erganser family was too  
m obile, m oving over 4 km th a t day , and 
there fo re  it was often  difficult to  locate and 
follow  them  th rough  all the dense, over
hanging vegeta tion , which m ade observa
tions alm ost im possible. D uring the com ing 
days it proved  b e tte r  to  study the ducks 
from  observation  posts on the hillside far

above the river and from  blinds established 
n ear the w ater. In this way the m ergansers 
could be observed  e ither in the distance 
w hen overlooking  several hundred  m etres 
o f river o r qu ite  close in fron t o f the hides. 
T he consecu tive  all day w atches w ere 
lim ited  to  daylight hou rs usually from  
06 .00-18.00 hrs. Sightings o f the duck 
fam ily w ere m ore com m on in the m ornings 
and evenings than in the m iddle of the day. 
M ovem ents and  activities on the w ater 
decreased  rapidly  a fter 1 0 . 0 0  hrs, and la ter 
it was not easy to locate the im m obile birds 
resting fo r hours on cliffs o r gravel banks.

D uring all my observations the young 
w ere seen only w ith bo th  paren ts p resen t. 
W ithout d oub t the m ale took  an active part 
in the paren ta l duties a fter the fem ale had 
reached  the w ater with the newly hatched 
b rood . Indeed , (P artridge) 1956 no ted  that 
the m ale rem ained  in close attendance  
while the fem ale was incubating  and when 
she cam e off th e  nest, once a day, to feed. 
My birds rem ained  paired  and spen t all the 
tim e in close association , a tten d ed  by the 
ducklings. In search for food the la tte r 
occasionally sp read  som e distance over the 
w ater surface, bu t quickly re tu rned  tow ards 
th e ir paren ts w hen a larm ed. A contac t call 
like a softer rak-rak-rak  was som etim es 
heard  from  th e  leading adults and the chicks 
answ ered w ith a high-pitched ik -ik-ik . Sim i
lar vocalisations, bu t harsher and louder, 
w ere used by both  young and adu lt birds 
w hen frigh tened . A lthough norm ally so 
w ary and  read y  to  fly off, the  adu lts 
rem ained  w ith the b rood  even w hen th re a t
ened  by my approach  and the en tire  family 
escaped by sw im m ing off, u ttering  loud 
w arning calls. O nly on one occasion did 
both  adults fly up and leave the scattered  
ducklings beh ind . H ow ever, they landed 40 
m away on th e  w ater, and im m ediately 
began calling and  searching for the ir young. 
T he chicks show ed g reat ability for passing 
rapids w hen pursued  and  hurried  directly 
to  the paren ts.

O n 18 A ugust one of the ducklings was 
missing and I never coun ted  m ore than  five 
young again. B esides the residen t birds of 
p re y , in c lu d in g  th e  B la c k -a n d -W h ite  
C rested  E agle Spizastur m elanoleucus , as 
enem ies from  the  air. O tte rs  Lutraplatensis  
w ere observed  in th a t river te rrito ry , and 
they m ust be p resum ed to  be a p red a to r on 
young m ergansers. D uring resting periods 
one o f th e  adults at least was cautiously 
a lert, while th e  o th e r slept o r b rooded  the
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Figure 4. Apparently the same pair as in Figure 3, with 5 young. The female, leading, had less 
extensive dark feathering on the neck.

Figure 5. Guided by the adults, the young often fed on insects in the shallows close to the bank.
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young. D istu rbed  m ergansers en te red  the 
w ater quickly and  sought shelter under 
o v e rh a n g in g  v e g e ta t io n  o r  g a th e re d  
toge ther, sw im m ing tow ards the centre of 
open  w ater. W hile swim ming the ducklings 
som etim es tried  to  m ount the ir paren ts 
back and w hen successful, they w ere carried  
clear o f the w ate r, as is know n from  o ther 
m erganser species (B auer and G lutz 1969).

T he adults w ith the chicks w ere observed 
foraging m ainly during the early  m orning 
and  late a fte rnoon  hours e ith e r in the shal
low w aters o f rapids and along banks o r 
occasionally in th e  deep e r pools. T he young 
show ed m uch agility w hen pursuing insects 
above o r on the w ate r surface. T hey paid 
m uch a tten tion  to  the paren ts w hen these 
dived for fish. A s soon as one paren t 
surfaced all the chicks sped tow ards it 
hardly  touching th e  w ater surface with their 
feet and flapping th e ir dow ny wings, de
sperate  to pick th e  prey  from  their paren t's  
bill. 1 never recorded  ducklings diving, 
perhaps because these dow nies w ere still 
too  young. In the shallow  w ater they  fed 
prim arily  by sight, w ith th e ir heads sub
m erged, p robab ly  consum ing aquatic inver
teb ra te s  such as insect larva ( Trichoptera , 
Plecoptera, D iptera) a t first and  fish as soon 
as they  w ere ab le . Fish seem ed rapidly to 
replace in v erteb ra te  food in the grow ing 
ducklings.

D uring my observation  period  the resi
d en t pa ir never en co u n te red  o th e r m ergan
sers in th e ir te rrito ry  and  there fo re  no 
aggressive d isp lay  was reco rd ed . T hey 
occupied a river stre tch  abou t 7 km  in 
length , as fa r as could  be estim ated  from 
all the locations and  sightings. D aily m ove
m ents over at least half this distance w ere 
quite com m on fo r this fam ily. U nfo rtu n 
ately I had to  leave the a rea  on 22 A ugust 
and no fu rth er repo rts  on th a t fam ily are 
available except fo r one personal com m uni
cation I received on 28 D ecem ber 1984 from  
Sr Luiz A rtu r C astan h e ira , fo rm er Park 
D irector. H e w ro te: “ . . . a fam ilia do Pato  
M ergulhao (=  M erganser) foi observada no 
m esm o local e havia 5 filhotes bem  grandes 
jun to  do casal. Sao p rovavalm ente os mes- 
m os que voce fo tografou  . . .” . I am indeed 
qu ite  sure those ducks w ere th e  fam ily I 
had observed  som e m onths before .

Discussion

A ccording to  Sick ( 1984), w ho review ed the 
past and  p resen t d is tribu tions of the B razi

lian M erganser, the species was found in 
Brazil itself during  recen t tim es only in the 
states G oias (a lto  R ioT ocan tin s  1953,1960, 
1972) and  M inas G era is (Serra  da C anastra
1979). D ietz  (1980) no ted  the occurrence 
o f the M erganser in th a t N ational Park and 
estim ated  the  popu la tion  in the Park  and 
the su rround ing  areas to  be ab o u t 50 birds, 
which I believe is m uch less. My surveys 
and study, 1981-84, confirm ed th e ir p re 
sence and  resu lted  in a first b reed ing  record  
for the area . F u rth e rm o re , while visiting in 
1987 the S erra  do C ipo N ational Park  near 
Belo H orizon te , I found  an o th e r suitable 
m erganser h ab ita t in M inas G erais along 
the clear h eadw ater o f the R io  C ipo. D e
spite the fact th a t no o th e r records are 
available, th e  species m ay exist in som e 
o th e r p ro tec ted  and rem ote  areas o f sou th 
eastern  Brazil, w here hum an pressures and 
developm ents have no t destroyed  the pris
tine river ecosystem . T he B razilian M er
ganser is a river specialist, ex trem ely  dep en 
d an t on fast, c lea r m oun tain  stream s. These 
have becom e qu ite  ra re , ou tside national 
parks and  n a tu re  reserves, as a result of 
agricultural developm ent, w atershed  d e 
g radation  and  soil erosion . W ithin the Serra 
da C anastra  N ational P ark  the p ro tection  
to  date  is excellen t and th e  scarce m ergan
ser popu la tion  can rem ain  und istu rbed  ex
cept fo r increasing n a tu re  tourism . T his is 
concen tra ted  on a lim ited a rea  m ainly be
low, and , to  a lesser ex ten t, above the scenic 
C asca d 'A n ta  w aterfall. B ut it seem s to  me 
by observations in 1985-87, th a t the ducks 
form erly  residen t here  are now avoiding 
such tou rist frequen ted  locations.

T he strong  long-term  pair bond  and  te r r i
to riality  w ere a conspicuous aspect o f the 
B razilian M erganser’s behaviour. T he pair 
I observed in p articu lar obviously rem ained  
on the sam e stre tch  of river th roughou t the 
year, never being m igratory . T he te rrito ry  
m ain ta ined  in the non-breed ing  season is 
tied  to  the food  resource and  will p robably  
be defended  by bo th  pair m em bers against 
in truders. T e rrito ry  size m ay be co rre la ted  
to  varia tion  in the num ber o f rap ids, falls, 
pools, cu rren t velocity and o th e r factors 
de term in ing  te rrito ry  quality . Presum ably  
m erganser density  in a certa in  area  will be 
re la ted  to  these factors.

O u r im pression of the b reed ing  season 
of the B razilian M erganser in the  Serra  da 
C anastra  accords w ith th a t o f Partridge 
(1956) fo r an a rea  a thousand  kilom etres to 
the south-w est. It begins in Ju n e , with
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Figure 6. The family also frequently foraged in the rapids.

Figure 7. The family rested at midday, but the adults remained alert.
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incubation  in July /A ugust. D ow ny young 
w ere found  in A ugust. D esp ite  careful 
search , I was never able to  spo t a nest, and 
the incubation  period  and  the full range of 
clutch sizes rem ain  uncertain . B ut Partridge 
observed  a b rood  o f fou r and had a rep o rt 
of an o th e r o f five, while my observation  
indicates th a t at least six eggs are  possible. 
T he active role o f th e  m ale in b rood  rearing 
is clearly shown and  verified as a form  of 
pa ir bond m ain tenance.

W hat o f the B razilian M erganser’s fu 
tu re?  Its lim ited range and  specific hab itat 
requ irem en t suggest a small population . 
L ike m ost sm all, specialised populations, 
this duck is highly vulnerab le  to  hab itat 
alte ra tion  and hum an  pressure. Survival is 
only guaran teed  in strictly p ro tec ted  areas 
of its reduced  historical range.
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Summary

Preliminary observations in 1981-83 revealed 
and confirmed the occurrence of the Brazilian 
M erganser Mergus octocetaceus endemic in the 
area of Serra da Canastra National Park in Minas 
Gerais, south-eastern Brazil. In 1984 a breeding 
pair rearing six chicks was found here and 
observed closely during the middle of August. 
The adult pair remained strongly bonded and the 
male took part in parental care. Day-time activi
ties and behaviour are described. The species is 
a year-round resident and territorial in that area. 
The species should be secure here, as long as the 
appropriate habitat is not violated.
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