Wood Duck (Aix sponsa)
WOOD DUCK POPULATION HISTORY


The wood duck was abundant in the forested wetlands of North America during the pre-colonial period.  But as the human population grew, man’s activities began to have an enormous impact on the wildlife populations around them.  Loss of bottomland hardwoods and unregulated market hunting caused wood duck populations to decline drastically, nearly to the point of extinction by the early 1900's.  
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Protection by laws such as the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 and the Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of 1934 (the Duck Stamp Act) along with the development of the first artificial wood duck nest box in 1937 have helped wood duck populations to soar once again.    


Today, the wood duck is the most common duck in Georgia, and it is the number one bird bagged by Georgia’s waterfowl hunters.  Currently, Georgia hunters harvest more than 50,000 wood ducks annually (around 40% of the total duck harvest).  In contrast, in 1961 (the first year of available U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service harvest data) only 4,100 wood ducks were harvested in Georgia (20% of the total duck harvest).  


Currently, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources operates 90 Wildlife Management Areas across the state.  On these areas, almost 2,000 wood duck nest boxes are maintained annually.  Other agencies (U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) maintain over 500 wood duck nest boxes on their properties.  Many private landowners also erect and maintain wood duck nest boxes.


The wood duck, like all other waterfowl species, relies heavily on man’s conservation efforts for its continued survival.  With the continuing loss of mature, bottomland hardwoods, the naturally-occurring cavities that wood ducks use for nesting remain scarce.  By providing nest boxes, conservationists can help enhance local wood duck populations.  

LIFE HISTORY

About half the size of a mallard, the wood duck is a type of dabbling duck, meaning it typically feeds by dabbling or tipping as opposed to diving to find food on the bottom. During the fall and winter, woodies need foods such as acorns that are high in fat to carry them through the harsher months and prepare them for breeding and laying eggs.  Other important food items include smartweed, wild millet, duckweed, and panic grass.     During the Spring months, woodies prefer higher protein foods, like insects, to promote growth. Wood ducks begin courtship rituals several months before the nesting season, which usually begins in February and lasts through June. Pair bonds normally last through the brood-rearing season. Wood ducks nest in tree cavities or readily use artificial nest boxes.  Once egg laying begins, a hen will lay one egg each day until she reaches an average clutch size of 10-15 eggs. Any nest with more than 15 eggs probably contains eggs that have been "dumped" by one or more other females. Like many other bird species, a female wood duck will lay eggs in other female wood duck nests. The reasons for this behavior are unknown, but may include a female's own nest having been destroyed or a female not wanting to "put all her eggs in one basket," as the saying goes. Dumped eggs can result in an apparent clutch size of up to 50 eggs. 

If something happens to the nest, hens will re-nest in an effort to hatch a successful brood. Females incubate the eggs for approximately 30 days, only leaving the nest twice a day to feed.  The young are precocial and remain in the nest for 24 hours. The female coaxes the young out of the cavity and leads them to the nearest water.  By the time the chicks are 5 weeks of age, they are independent from the hen. In Georgia, the average nest success is 40%, and the adult survival rate is 45 to 50%.  As maturity progresses, ducks will begin the courtship ritual and breed at one year of age. 

HABITAT

[image: image2.wmf]Wood ducks are closely associated with forested wetland habitats throughout North America. Woodies seldom venture far from woodlands and associated water areas. Their distribution is essentially confined to riparian corridors and other areas of lowland forest interspersed with freshwater ponds, lakes, marshes, and swamps. Beaver ponds provide some of the finest wood duck habitat.  Flooded emergent vegetation that protrudes above the surface of the water provides good brood-rearing cover. Buttonbush, alder, or other shrubs that grow out of the water provide protection from aerial predators. Other emergent vegetation such as sedges and rushes also provide places for young ducklings to hide.

RANGE
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[image: image5.wmf]The wood duck is the most common duck in Georgia.  It is the only duck that breeds in significant numbers in our state.  The wood duck occurs throughout the eastern United States and in western coastal areas, spending only the breeding season in the northern half of this range. (Figure 1.) Breeding habitat includes forested wetlands, beaver ponds, and river bottoms.  The primary winter range includes the Southeast for eastern birds, and central California for western birds. (Figure 2.)  In Georgia, the wood duck can be found all year in appropriate habitat, but occurs more commonly in south Georgia during the winter.  

IMPORTANT WATERFOWL SPECIES IN GEORGIA

In his classic book, "Ducks, Geese, and Swans of North America," Frank C. Bellrose describes 55 different species of waterfowl. In Georgia, only a few of these species are seen in any great numbers. Most of the common species of ducks can be divided into two distinct groups, dabbling ducks and diving ducks. 
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Dabbling or Puddle Ducks

Dabbling ducks are recognized by several common traits. They are typically found in fresh, shallow marshes and rivers rather than large lakes and bays. They are good divers, but usually feed by dabbling or tipping their head underwater rather than submerging their entire body. Their legs are set near the middle of their body, and they are able to walk comfortably on land. Any duck feeding in croplands will likely be a puddle duck, for most of this group are sure-footed and can walk and run well on land. When taking flight, they leap almost vertically from the water. They have a patch of bright colors, called a speculum, on each wing.  Their diet is mostly vegetable matter such as plants and seeds, and grain-fed mallards or pintails or acorn-fattened wood ducks are highly regarded as food. 

Diving Ducks
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Diving ducks differ from dabbling ducks in several ways. Diving ducks frequent the larger, deeper lakes and rivers, and coastal bays and inlets. The colored wing patches are usually white or gray and lack the brilliance of the speculums of puddle ducks. They dive underwater to feed, often to depths of several feet. Their legs are set farther back on their body, which allows them to swim better under water, but makes them appear awkward when trying to walk on land. Since many diving ducks have short tails, their huge, paddle feet may be used as rudders in flight, and are often visible on flying birds. When taking flight, they run across the surface of the water prior to becoming airborne.  Since their wings are smaller in proportion to the size and weight of their bodies, they have a more rapid wing beat than puddle ducks. To escape danger, they can travel great distances underwater, emerging only enough to show their head before submerging again. Their diets of fish, shellfish, mollusks, and aquatic plants make them second choice, as a group, for sportsmen. Canvasbacks and redheads fattened on eelgrass or wild celery are notable exceptions. Georgia’s diving ducks include the scaup, the ring-necked duck, the redhead, and the canvasback. 
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CONSERVATION EFFORTS FOR WATERFOWL

Because waterfowl depend on wetland habitats, and wetlands are rapidly declining, many conservation agencies and organizations are working to protect our wetlands and waterfowl. Federal agencies include the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Geological Survey. State agencies like the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division are working cooperatively with these federal agencies and with private conservation groups such as Ducks Unlimited, The Nature Conservancy, Waterfowl USA, and the Georgia Waterfowl Association to protect and enhance our wetland and waterfowl resources.

In Georgia, the Ducks Unlimited M.A.R.S.H. Program (Matching Aid to Restore State's Habitats) has been a great success. The M.A.R.S.H. Program is a conservation program that creates, restores, or enhances wetland habitats. Under this program, Ducks Unlimited and the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division each pay for half of the costs associated with development of wetland projects. Between 1985 and 1999, Georgia completed 25 M.A.R.S.H. Projects encompassing 15,102 acres of wetland wildlife habitat. In 2000, four new projects were scheduled for completion. These areas provide habitat for migrating and wintering waterfowl, as well as aquatic invertebrates, numerous amphibians and reptiles, wading birds, shorebirds, certain species of neotropical migratory birds, and mammals such as the beaver, muskrat, and river otter.

Another important conservation effort is the North American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP). The goal of this plan is to conserve waterfowl resources across North America. The NAWMP contains population goals for all major waterfowl species and lists various conservation methods to achieve those goals. Partnerships between private conservation groups and various state and federal agencies are the key to making the NAWMP successful. Conservation groups, agencies, and legislators are all working together to insure a strong future for our waterfowl resources.

WATERFOWL HABITATS IN GEORGIA

Georgia is blessed with a great diversity of wetland habitats. Wetlands, while important for many kinds of wildlife, are tied directly to the welfare of waterfowl.  Different types of wetland habitats meet different needs, therefore our wetland diversity is important to manage and protect.

Reservoirs 

Reservoirs serve as important resting areas for migrating waterfowl. Most reservoirs are too deep to produce enough food to hold ducks over the winter, but they do provide resting areas and refuges from nearby hunting pressure. The large reservoir projects along the Georgia-South Carolina border including Hartwell, Russell, and Clark Hill provide stopover areas for ducks migrating to coastal areas of Georgia and South Carolina. Along the Chattahoochee River basin in southwestern Georgia, Lakes Walter F. George and Seminole provide resting and feeding areas for waterfowl migrating to the Gulf Coast of Florida. Submergent and emergent vegetation proliferate in the relatively shallow waters of Lake Seminole, providing an ample supply of food for the waterfowl that use the lake. Lake Seminole contains Georgia's largest inland concentration of wintering waterfowl, primarily ring-necked ducks, canvasbacks, and scaup.

Farm Ponds

Farm ponds are usually designed for fish, or water livestock, buy not to benefit ducks. Most farm ponds are too deep for waterfowl to use. Most good duck foods are considered to be weeds by the average fishermen, and chemical herbicides are often used to eliminate pond weeds.  Farm ponds may occasionally provide resting habitat for migrating ducks, but they do not provide enough food to hold ducks over the winter.  If the pond is bordered by grass, Canada geese may be attracted to the pond and will feed on the nearby grasses. Farm ponds make poor brood rearing habitat.  Typically farm ponds lack the necessary cover and bass are efficient predators of ducklings. The landowner must decide whether to manage for ducks or for fish, because a good pond for fishing is usually not a good pond for ducks.

Beaver Ponds and Forested Wetlands
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Beaver ponds are found all over Georgia and contain various types of wetland habitats. Beaver pond habitat includes emergent herbaceous vegetation such as cattails, needle rush, or bulrush and a few interspersed woody plants such as willows, alder, or buttonbush. Forested wetlands include areas dominated by large woody vegetation, and include habitats such as river swamps, cypress ponds, and tupelo gum ponds.

During the breeding season, these wetlands provide excellent nesting sites and brood-rearing habitat for resident wood ducks. During the fall and winter, migrating and wintering wood ducks, mallards, and teal use these inland freshwater wetlands extensively. Available foods include acorns from oak trees, seeds of naturally occurring vegetation, and numerous types of aquatic invertebrates. Beaver ponds and forested wetlands also provide roosting sites, loafing areas, and refuge from disturbance. Because of their importance to wood ducks, these types of interior freshwater wetlands are some of the most popular areas for Georgia's waterfowl hunters.

Coastal Marshes

The tidal marshes around Georgia's 'Golden Isles' can be classified in one of two categories: brackish or salt.  Brackish marsh includes low-salinity emergent wetlands dominated by black needlerush or giant cordgrass. These wetlands are transitional areas between freshwater marsh or forested wetland and salt marsh. The vast majority of Georgia’s coastal wetlands is defined as salt marsh and includes extensive areas dominated by smooth cordgrass.

Coastal wetlands, because of the influence of the tides, are extremely rich in nutrients and can provide important wintering areas for a variety of waterfowl species. Coastal bays and sounds are important areas for migrating scaup, mergansers, and scoters.

Managed Impoundments

Managed waterfowl impoundments can provide the best possible habitat for migrating and wintering waterfowl. The key to a successful waterfowl impoundment is the ability to control the water level.  A dependable water supply is a must.  By manipulating factors such as water depth, timing of flooding, duration of flooding, and timing of draw down, waterfowl managers can provide the proper conditions for growing a variety of food plants that are highly preferred by ducks. Normally, impoundments are flooded in October or early November and are drained in the late winter or early spring. If wood duck production is an important objective, the impoundment may remain flooded until June to provide sufficient brood-rearing habitat for the ducklings.  Waterfowl impoundments come in many forms.  They may be flooded moist soil areas with native vegetation, flooded fields of agricultural crops, or flooded hardwoods (known as green tree reservoirs). 

Frequently Asked Questions

What Licenses are required to hunt ducks? 


Georgia Residents can buy a One-Day ($5.50), or a Seasonal ($10.00) hunting license, plus a Georgia Waterfowl Conservation License ($5.50), a Migratory Bird (or HIP) License (free), and a Federal Duck License ($15.00).  For Non-Residents, a One-Day ($5.50), a Seven-Day ($25.00), or a Seasonal ($59.00) hunting license is required in addition to the state waterfowl license, the HIP license and the Federal Duck stamp.  An Honorary, Sportsman’s, or Lifetime license covers everything except the HIP License and the Federal Duck Stamp.

Where can you buy a federal duck stamp?

U. S. Post offices and some license dealers.  Also available by calling 1-800-STAMP24.  State stamps available at most license dealers.

I have an Honorary License.  Do I still have to buy a Federal Duck Stamp? What if I’m hunting on my own land?

Yes, anyone 16 and older must purchase the Federal Stamp even if you have a free state license or hunt on your own land.

Does a Federal Duck Stamp have to be signed?


A federal duck stamp must be signed and attached to the hunter’s license.


How can I encourage wood ducks to use my pond? 

Farm ponds are usually designed for fish, or water livestock, buy not to benefit ducks. Most farm ponds are too deep for waterfowl to use. Most good duck foods are considered to be weeds by the average fishermen, and chemical herbicides are often used to eliminate pond weeds.  Just putting up a wood duck box will not benefit nor attract woodies if the habitat is poor.  If the pond is bordered by grass, Canada geese may be attracted to the pond and will feed on the nearby grasses. The landowner must decide whether to manage for ducks or for fish, because a good pond for fishing is usually not a good pond for ducks.

How do you build a wood duck box?


Please see the attached Specifications, Guidelines and Plans for building and placing your wood duck box. Specifications for Wood Duck Box Construction.doc
Project WILD Activities

A number of Project WILD activities relate to habitat, waterfowl and wetlands, and are useful to discuss these concepts with students.   

· Beautiful Basics

· No Water Off a Duck’s Back

· Shrinking Habitat

· Blue Ribbon Niche (Aquatic)

· Migration Headache (Aquatic)

· Wetland Metaphors (Aquatic)

Supplemental Material  

Specifications for Wood Duck Box Construction
Guidelines for Mounting Wood Duck Boxes
Wood Duck Box Plans
Wood Duck Species Profile from NRCS
Wood Duck Call (mpga file)

Additional Internet Resource Links

http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/tools/duckdist/duckdist.htm
www.ducks.org
http://www.ducks.org/waterfowling/gallery/
http://www.mbr-pwrc.usgs.gov/id/framlst/infocenter.html
http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/tools/duckplum/duckplum.htm
http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/BBL/
http://www.georgiawildlife.com/content/displaycontent.asp?txtDocument=97
http://www.georgiawildlife.com/content/displaycontent.asp?txtDocument=187
Figure 2: Wintering Range for the Wood Duck
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Figure 1: Breeding Range for the Wood Duck
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