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ABSTRACT The Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca has recently
declined over much of its native range. It is a rare winter visitor to
Britain and Ireland, currently averaging about 13 records a year, with
higher numbers in occasional influx years. Most occur in England and
it is very rare in Ireland, Scotland and Wales. It is concluded that most
records relate to wild immigrants. Identification is discussed, with
particular reference to similar-looking hybrids.

or the first 11 years of the British Birds
Rarities Committee (1958-68), the Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca was a
highly appreciated and sought- after vagrant.
At the end of 1968, however, it was dropped
from the Rarities Committee’s list with the
comment that ‘this species is so commonly
kept in captivity under free-flying conditions
that it is impossible to estimate how many
observations really relate to wild individuals’
(Smith et al. 1969). For the next 29 years, the
species languished in a state of obscurity and
few birdwatchers seemed to take it seriously.
Recently, however, the veracity of that 1969
statement has been questioned: if more and
more Ferruginous Ducks are escaping, then
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why is it still so rare?
By the early 1990s, there were some suggestions that Ferruginous Duck should be
reinstated onto the Rarities Committee’s list,
but it was not until reports were noted of
worrying and substantial population declines
in its breeding range that these were taken
seriously. The species was eventually readmitted to the list from 1st January 1999
(Brit. Birds 92: 113-114), not only to ensure
that vagrants are properly identified, but also
because we have an international obligation
to monitor its occurrences. It is hoped that
this decision will raise the profile of the
species, which has been ignored for far too
long.
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1. Adult male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.

Population trends in its
native range
The following information is taken from
Bankovics (1997), Krivenko et al. (1994),
Martí & Molina (1997), Scott & Rose (1997)
and Snow & Perrins (1998).
The Ferruginous Duck breeds in the
forest-steppe, steppe and semi-desert zones.
Climatic variations in these regions produce
drought-induced fluctuations in numbers
and range. It prefers to inhabit fairly shallow
expanses of water and marshes, rich in submerged and floating vegetation, fringed with
emergent plants, such as reeds Phragmites,
and often with willows Salix, alders Alnus
and other trees. It winters on larger lakes and
lagoons, usually with reedbeds, and also in
coastal marshes. Open water is rarely used.
The species’ breeding range is principally
in central and eastern Europe and in southwestern Asia, discontinuously east to western
Mongolia. Four populations are recognised:
(1) a population breeding in the West
Mediterranean and North Africa, wintering
mainly in West Africa, with most in Mali and
Nigeria (7,000-10,000 birds, although it
seems possible that this total may include
some trans-Saharan migrants from central
and eastern Europe), (2) a population
breeding in eastern Europe and wintering in
the Black Sea/eastern Mediterranean region,
south to Egypt (10,000-50,000), (3) a Southwest Asian population wintering through the
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Arabian peninsula to northeastern Africa
(5,000), and (4) a Central Asian population
which winters in southern and eastern Asia
(10,000). The World population may now be
as low as 49,000 individuals, and the species
is considered to be globally threatened.
The European breeding population is estimated at 14,250-23,400 pairs, with the
largest population in Romania (6,000-15,000
breeding pairs, concentrated on the Danube
Delta). Significant populations are also found
in Ukraine (3,500-5,000 pairs), Hungary
(1,200-1,600 pairs), Moldova (1,000-1,300
pairs) and Russia (500-1,500 pairs). Smaller
but still significant populations (100-500
pairs) can be found in Poland, Austria,
Greece, Croatia and Albania. The species has
undergone marked declines throughout
most of its range, dramatic in some areas,
with declines of more than 20% in ten European countries and more than 50% in four
countries (although the populations in the
latter were of marginal importance).Wetland
drainage is the main culprit, compounded by
high levels of hunting pressure. Legal protection may not always be effective, as the Ferruginous Duck is still shot, either because of
misidentification or because of ignorance of
the law. This may be a serious problem in
some areas, such as at the Evros Delta in
Greece. In Hungary, however, it declined dramatically from the 1980s owing to habitat
changes arising from summer droughts and
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generally drier weather conditions. It is now
strictly protected there and its population is
stable. Elsewhere in Europe, stable populations are currently found only in Greece,
Croatia and Lithuania. Recent European
winter counts showed a decline from 762 in
1994 to 665 in 1995 and 643 in 1996
(Delany et al. 1999).
In the former Soviet Union, the population was estimated at 75,000 pairs during
the late 1960s, with 65,000 pairs in the
Dniestr-Dniepr region of Ukraine and
Moldova, and 10,000 pairs in the Kuban
Valley, Russia. By the early 1980s, just 12,00014,000 pairs were estimated in the European
part of the former Soviet Union, falling
further to 6,000 pairs in the early 1990s.Wintering numbers also declined between 1970
and 1990, especially in the Black Sea region.
In January 1967, 18,000 were counted in the
northern Black Sea, but only up to 1,500
between 1979 and 1988. High numbers were
once shot in southern Russia and Kazakhstan, but the species is now more rarely
hunted. Perhaps as a consequence, some stabilisation of the population occurred in parts
of Russia and Ukraine after 1980, and some
slight local increases were reported.
In Poland, perhaps a likely source of some
of our vagrants, the Ferruginous Duck was
numerous until the 1920s, but is now
patchily distributed, with two remaining concentrations at Milicz fishponds (175 pairs in
1982) and at Tarnobrzeg and Janów Lub
(more than 200 pairs, which may represent a
small recovery).
In western Europe, it is a sporadic and
f luctuating breeder in Germany (20-100
pairs) and it may now be extinct in France
(one to five pairs in the 1970s, none in
recent years). In Spain, the population
decreased from about 500 pairs in the early
part of the twentieth century, based mainly
on the marshes of the Guadalquivir, to only
one to five pairs in recent years, mainly in
Valencia. There have been other sporadic
breeding records since 1975 in the Czech
Republic, Switzerland, the Netherlands and
Belgium.
Elsewhere in the Western Palearctic, it
also breeds in Algeria (about 600 pairs estimated in the El Kala National Park, mainly at
Lake Tonga) and in Morocco (five to ten
pairs).The Turkish population is estimated at
6

1,000-3,000 pairs.
The main autumn migration occurs
between early September and mid October,
with major arrivals on the wintering
grounds, even those south of the Sahara, by
late October. Breeding areas are reoccupied
from mid March to early April in central
Europe and from mid April to early May in
Russia.

Status in Britain and Ireland
In Britain and Ireland, the Ferruginous Duck
has traditionally been regarded as a very rare
winter visitor, mostly to eastern England.Any
attempt at analysing its status in more detail
is difficult. National totals were not kept
during 1969-85, and the occurrence patterns
are complicated by wandering birds, by
those returning from previous years and, of
course, by escapes from captivity. Pete
Fraser, the BBRC’s Statistician, kindly allowed
me to use data from his rare-vagrant and
scarce-migrant database, covering the
periods 1958-68 and 1986-97, and, from
these, it was possible to produce figs. 1-3.
Calculating the number of new birds
occurring annually requires some judgments
to be made in order to eliminate returning
and wandering individuals. The raw data
upon which these figures are based, and the
individual decisions taken to eliminate duplication, are included in the BBRC database

Fig. 1. Distribution of records of Ferruginous
Ducks Aythya nyroca by county in Britain and
Ireland during the periods 1958-68 and 1986-97.
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Fig. 2. Estimated annual totals of Ferruginous Ducks Aythya nyroca in Britain and Ireland during 1958-68
and 1986-97.

40
30
20
10
0

J

J

A S O N D J

F M A M

Fig. 3. Initial arrival dates of Ferruginous Ducks
Aythya nyroca in Britain and Ireland during the
periods 1958-68 and 1986-97. Note that the
months are shown from June to May in order to
illustrate the winter peak.

maintained by PF. Using a minimalist
approach, the average number of records per
annum increased from six during 1958-68 to
13 during 1986-97. The apparent increase in
the later period has to be viewed against a
huge increase in birdwatching and, perhaps,
a lowering of acceptance standards once the
species left the Rarities Committee’s list. In
this latter context, it is surprising to note that
many of the records on PF's database, taken
from local bird reports, were neither sexed
nor aged. There were also a considerable
number of claims that related to one-day
birds, and one wonders about the authenticity of some of these.
PF’s data show that the number of
records varied considerably from year to year
(fig. 2) and there appear to have been definite influx years, with 1960 (17), 1986 (22)
and 1987 (28) standing out. Conversely, 1962
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000

(two), 1966 (two) and 1994 (six) were particularly poor.
Fig. 3, which shows initial arrival dates,
confirms that the Ferruginous Duck is essentially a winter visitor to Britain, arriving
mainly from October to February, with a
peak in November, and numbers diminishing
towards spring. A small number of arrivals
during the period April to June do not correlate with the predicted pattern and, perhaps,
seem more likely to relate to escapes.
Despite this, fig. 3, with its strong winter
peak, reveals a temporal pattern that cannot
be explained by the random occurrence of
escapes.
Some occurrences involved single birds
which were apparently unconnected with
other wildfowl, but vagrants are quite often
to be found accompanying f locks of
Common Pochards Aythya ferina. Major
arrivals of wintering Common Pochards
occur in October-November, and it is likely
that some Ferruginous Ducks ‘abmigrate’ to
western Europe with this species, resulting
in the winter peak. There were also a
number of records during July to September.
It may be tempting to dismiss these as
relating to escapes, but it must be remembered that Common Pochards start to return
from their breeding grounds as early as the
end of May and that flocks gather to moult in
July-August. Thus, their association with
Common Pochards means that late-summer
and early-autumn records of Ferruginous
Ducks are also likely to relate to wild birds. It
should be noted, however, that moult migrations have not been reported for the species;
7
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2. Adult male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
The large white undertail-coverts, framed with black, are striking.

occurrences undoubtedly relate to escapes
from captivity, the evidence indicates that
most are genuinely wild immigrants. I recommend, therefore, that the Ferruginous Duck
continues to be regarded as mainly a rare
winter visitor to England and as a vagrant to
Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Its return to the
BBRC’s list, with the resultant tightening of
standards and closer monitoring, should facilitate an even better understanding of its true
status here.

Identification
The adult male Ferruginous Duck is, on the

Keith Stone

its wing moult takes place on the breeding
grounds in July and August. Late-summer
drought-induced vagrancy could be a possible explanation for some of the occurrences at that time of year.
Fig. 1, confirms that the Ferruginous Duck
is essentially a rare visitor to England, most
frequent in the east. It is very rare in Scotland and Wales; in Ireland there were about
nine occurrences in the periods reviewed.
This is a pattern that one would expect of
a bird that originates in eastern Europe and
western Asia.
In conclusion, despite the fact that some

3. Adult male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca, Lea Marston,Warwickshire, February 1998. This
individual was seen in the area for nine winters from 1989/90 to 1997/98. Note that when the tail is
lowered, the undertail-coverts can appear as circular white patches on each side of the tail.
8
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4. Male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca, Chorlton Water Park, Greater Manchester, February 1991.
This illustrates how males can look duller at long range.

face of it, easy to identify, but females, juveniles and first-winters are less straightforward. Few of the standard identification
guides adequately describe these plumages
or stress the importance of eliminating
similar-looking hybrids with Common
Pochard.

General features

Steve Young/Birdwatch

SIZE, STRUCTURE AND HEAD SHAPE Ferruginous Duck is slightly smaller than Tufted
Duck A. fuligula and it appears a rather
compact bird with a more tapering, less spatulate bill. Compared with Tufted Duck, it has
a noticeably domed head shape although,

since the dome is produced by elongated
feathering, its exact position varies. When
relaxed, the dome is central, peaking just
behind the eye (plates 3, 4 & 8), but at other
times the peak is farther towards the rear
(plates 1, 10 & 11) and the head shape is
then more similar to that of a Common
Pochard. When the bird dives, the crown
feathers may be flattened, so that the head
looks more rounded. Occasionally, it may
show the effect of a slight ‘bump’ at the rear
of the crown. Juveniles and first-winters
show rounder heads than do adults in full
plumage (plates 18, 22, 23 & 24) and eclipse
adults, particularly females, may look simi-

5. Adult male eclipse Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Martin Mere, Lancashire, July 1997.
Eclipse plumage is similar to full plumage, but is duller. The white eye and undertail-coverts are retained.
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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6. Eclipse male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, July 1999.
Note that the bill is uniformly dark and the head rather rounded. Also, the lores are slightly paler.

browner, although even the latter are more
richly coloured than any Tufted Duck.
UNDERTAIL-COVERTS The most characteristic and oft-quoted feature is the Ferruginous Duck’s large white undertail-covert
patch. Although a few female Tufted Ducks
show white undertail-coverts, never do these
approach the extent and conspicuousness of
those of a Ferruginous Duck; plate 2 illustrates this admirably. It should be stressed,
however, that the full extent of the white is
revealed only when the tail is cocked, usually
when the bird is at rest (plates 1, 2 & 6).

K. E.Vinicombe

larly round-headed since their head feathering is shorter (plates 5, 6 & 14, the last
showing a female which looks very squareheaded), while males may look round-headed
when in moult. The tail appears broader,
fuller and more rounded than that of a Tufted
Duck, although, in common with other
species of Aythya, juveniles and first-winters
have slightly shorter tails, with spikierlooking feathers (plate 18).
PLUMAGE TONE The adult male is characteristically a beautiful rich mahogany colour,
but females and, particularly, juveniles are

7. Adult female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
Females are duller and browner than males, have a variable ginger patch on the lores and, most
importantly, show a brown eye.
10

British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000

K. E.Vinicombe

Vinicombe: Identification of Ferruginous Duck

8. Adult female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
Females can sometimes look quite brown and show vertically barred flanks. The bill is greyer than the
male's, with a more diffuse pattern and a larger dark tip.

(plates 8, 18, 20 & 22). On juveniles, the
white may be partly obscured by grey-brown
spots and bars (plate 18). Such markings
were not, however, present on older juveniles
that I examined in the captive collection of
the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust at Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, in January 1999. Similarly, Mullarney et al. (1999) described and
illustrated juvenile Ferruginous Duck as
having duller white undertail-coverts than
adult, but they did not mention barring. I
was, unfortunately, unable to check this feature
on young juveniles at Slimbridge, as none
was bred there in 1999 (Nigel Warren,verbally).

Steve Young/Birdwatch

When the bird is feeding or otherwise active,
the tail is held flat on the water and the
undertail-coverts then appear as two rather
small triangular or circular patches on each
side of the base of the tail (plates 3, 4 & 7).
Sometimes, perhaps more likely on females
and juveniles, the white may virtually disappear when the tail is lowered (plate 9). The
white undertail-coverts are most striking on
the adult male; this is because they are
framed with black, which highlights their
contrast (plates 1 & 2). On females and juveniles, the area immediately forward of the
white is browner, so the contrast is reduced

9. Female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca, Skerton Weir, Lancashire, April 1996. Females can look quite
brown and rather nondescript at a distance. Note that the white undertail-coverts are almost completely
hidden.
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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10. Adult female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
Adults have a conspicuous, well-defined white belly patch (compare with the juveniles in plates 18, 19 &
21). On this bird, the bill is dark grey with a well-defined pale blue subterminal band and a large dark tip.

11 & 12. Adult male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
These two photographs show the bill pattern of adult male with the black confined mainly to the nail, a
pale blue subterminal band and a blue-grey base.

BILL PATTERN It is sometimes stated that a
key feature in the identification of Ferruginous Duck is its bill pattern. In particular, the
black at the tip is restricted to the nail and
does not extend across the tip. This is true,
but only for adult males. These do indeed
have the black restricted to the nail, sometimes extending narrowly and inconspicu12

ously each side of it (plates 1, 3 & 11). From
the front, the black appears almost as a semicircle (plate 12).There is some variation, and
the bill tip of one adult male at Slimbridge in
October 1999 had an abnormally large
amount of black, extending each side of the
nail.The rest of the bill is blue-grey, but with
a pale blue band behind the nail, this colour
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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13. Adult female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
This shows the female’s bill pattern with its larger dark tip, diffuse pale blue subterminal band and slightly
darker, greyer base.

ularly at a distance. There is, however, variation, and some individuals of both sexes
retain traces of a diffuse pale or restricted
subterminal band (plates 5, 6, and 14-17).
Juvenile Ferruginous Ducks, in common
with juvenile Tufted Ducks and Common
Pochards, have a completely grey bill. The
rate at which the adult bill pattern is
acquired varies individually, but it will
appear gradually during the bird’s first
winter. The juvenile male in plate 18,
photographed in September, shows a grey
bill with a faint and diffuse pale band behind
a large black tip; a late-November juvenile in
Bedfordshire in 1998 had a similar pattern.
The male in plates 22 & 23, a more advanced
bird moulting into its adult-like first-winter
plumage in January, has a blue-grey bill with

K. E.Vinicombe

variably extending up the sides of the bill
(plates 1, 3, 11 & 12).
On most adult females, the pattern is
similar to that of the male, but the base of
the bill is slightly darker and greyer, the pale
blue subterminal band is slightly duller and
less well defined and the black tip is slightly
larger and more diffuse.The general effect is
of a duller, less-well defined, more-blurred
bill pattern with a larger dark tip (plates 7, 8
& 13).There is, however, individual variation,
and some adult females show an all-grey bill
with a more sharply defined, narrow, whitish
subterminal line behind a larger, blackish tip
(plate 10).
In eclipse, both sexes show a reduced
pale bill band and may lose this altogether, so
that the bill looks uniformly blackish, partic-

14. Summer female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, July 1999. In
summer, some females become quite dark brown with an all-dark bill. This bird shows rather a capped
effect with pale patches on the lores and ear-coverts. Note how square the head looks.
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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15 & 16. Summer female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, July
1999. A more chestnut bird than that in plate 14. Note the capped head and the pale lores and earcoverts. This one has retained a tiny pale mark on the bill.

a narrow whitish subterminal band and an
extensive large black tip forming a diamondshaped area at the end of the bill. The juvenile female in plate 20 (also photographed in
January) shows a fairly typical female-type
bill pattern except that it is rather messy and
subdued. In conclusion, the important points
to make are that (1) a large black bill tip is
perfectly normal on female and immature
Ferruginous Ducks and would not in itself
suggest hybridity, (2) it is perfectly normal
for juveniles to have a predominantly all-dark
bill, until at least late autumn or early winter,
14

and (3) eclipse males and summer females
may also show all-dark, or predominantly alldark, bills.
FLIGHT PATTERN Like the Tufted Duck, the
Ferruginous has a wide white wing-stripe
across the primaries and secondaries. Both
sexes have blackish outer webs to the outer
three to four primaries and these feathers
are also washed with grey, more obviously so
on the female (BWP). The stripe is highlighted by the contrasting black wing-coverts
and black tips to the primaries and secondaries (plate 25). The general effect is of a
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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17. Summer female Ferruginous Ducks Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, July 1999.
Again, note the brown plumage, which is rather barred on the breast and flanks, the capped head and the
pale lores and ear-coverts. These two have retained small amounts of pale on the bill, and the front bird
shows some whitish feathering on the throat and the front of the neck.

whiter stripe than on the Tufted Duck, and is
perhaps more reminiscent of a Red-crested
Pochard Netta rufina. The axillaries and
underwing are also strikingly white, except
for dark tips to the remiges and the leading
edge of the wing-coverts (plate 19). Also, in
flight, adults (but not juveniles) show a clearcut, contrasting white belly patch (see
below).

Ageing and sexing
ADULT MALE WINTER In full plumage, the
adult male is easily identified by his beautiful
deep, rich mahogany head, breast and flanks.
His beauty is best appreciated at close range
and in bright light, when his plumage looks
smooth and silky and the breast in particular
can look as if it has been highly polished. In
dull light or at a distance, however, it can
look decidedly browner (plate 4). When
fresh, the flanks are slightly paler and more
ginger in tone and show faint vertical
barring, produced by paler feather tips. The
entire upperparts, as well as the area immediately forward of the undertail-coverts, are
black. From the nape, a black ring extends
forwards around the base of the neck, virtually petering out at the front. This is rather
diffuse and not obvious, being best seen
when the neck is extended. Apart from the
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000

white undertail-coverts, the other obvious
feature is the prominent, penetrating white
eye, which gives the species its little-used
alternative name of ‘White-eyed Pochard’.
Note that the eye colour will be less obvious
in dull light, when the pupil is dilated.There
is a large, clear-cut white belly patch, which
is obvious when the bird is out of the water.
A minor feature, present in all plumages, is a
tiny white spot at the base of the lower
mandible, best seen from the front when the
bill is raised.
ADULT MALE ECLIPSE Males moult into
eclipse plumage in June-July and a full wing
moult takes place in July-August. Some males
at Slimbridge on 20th July 1999 were still
moulting their reddish head feathering, but
others were in full eclipse. Full plumage is
regained from late September to November
(BWP). Eclipse male is surprisingly similar to
full male, but is browner and more femalelike, lacking the rich mahogany tones, particularly on the breast and f lanks. The
upperparts become dull: a dark brownishblack, more concolorous with the rest of the
plumage. There is, however, individual variation, with some males being brighter and
somewhat more reddish than others
(compare plate 5 with plate 6). It seems
possible that the brownest males are first15
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both these features vary in prominence individually and according to light, angle and distance (plates 7, 9 & 10), the loral patch being
most obvious when seen front-on in strong
sunlight.There is a prominent clear-cut white
belly patch (plate 10).
ADULT FEMALE SUMMER Adult female’s
moult is not fully understood (BWP), but it
seems that a pre-breeding moult is completed from late March to May. Summer
females are similar to winter ones, but show
rather more of a dark crown, producing a
capped effect, and have paler lores and a
pale ear-covert patch (plates 14-17).The two
patches vary in conspicuousness individually, but, on one female at Slimbridge in July
1999, they were quite prominent. The body
plumage varies from rather a dark chocolatebrown, darker than summer female Common
Pochard (plate 14), to a dark-chestnut brown
(plates 15-17). The breast and f lanks are
rather barred owing to dark feather bases
and paler tips (plates 14-17). One female at
Slimbridge had the white belly patch much
reduced and with brown scalloping mixed
with the white. On the others, the belly
patch was of normal size, but some also had
a few dark scallops within the white. BWP

Paul Lodewijkx

summers. Some show faintly paler lores
when viewed front-on. The breast may
appear rather scalloped, with dark feather
centres and paler fringes; the flanks can look
rather barred for the same reason. Most
importantly from an identification point of
view, eclipse males retain both the large
white undertail-covert patch and the prominent white eye.
ADULT FEMALE WINTER Similar to adult
male in patterning, but females are easily
sexed by their brown eyes (with a very
faintly paler orbital ring visible in very good
views). Adult females are duller than males,
being browner and less chestnut, and some
show a blackish sheen to the head from
certain angles. Paler, more gingery tips to the
f lank feathers produce subdued vertical
barring that is more obvious than on the
male (plates 7, 8 & 9). The upperparts are
blackish, slightly browner than the male’s. At
any distance or in dull light, winter females
may look generally quite brown (plate 9).
As noted above, the undertail-coverts contrast less with their browner surround (plate
8). There is a subdued orangey or gingery
patch on the lores and a very faint crescent
of a similar colour on the ear-coverts, but

18. Juvenile male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca, Spiegelpolder, Noordholland, Netherlands, September
1984. Juvenile’s plumage resembles that of an adult female winter but is duller. It also shows subdued
gingery patches on the lores and ear-coverts. The bill is grey, although it is gaining a faint pale subterminal
line, and it has already acquired a white eye. Note the mottled undertail-coverts, the short spiky tail and
the lightly spotted belly: all features of juvenile plumage.
16
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states that, when worn, the feathers of the
head, face and throat are paler cinnamonbuff, and the feather edges on the mantle
and scapulars may be bleached buff. There
was no evidence of this on the females at
Slimbridge, but one could perhaps imagine
that the pale head patches would become
bleached in hot climates. Beaman & Madge
(1998) stated that summer female has ‘more
extensive white mottling on the throat’. At
Slimbridge, this was visible only when the
birds were stretching upwards (plate 17), but
was not ordinarily visible when they were at
rest. Post-breeding moult is completed 1-11⁄2
months later than the male’s (BWP).
JUVENILE Similar to adult female winter, but
duller and browner. The upperparts are dark
brown, with faint paler feather fringes, and
the flanks are unevenly barred brown and
gingery-brown. Both sexes show subdued
orangey patches on the lores and ear-coverts
(plates 18, 19 & 20). The dark grey bill (see
above) adds to the general drabness. In late
summer, both sexes have dark eyes. The
easiest way to age juvenile Ferruginous
Ducks is by their belly, as they lack the adults’
clear-cut white belly patch. Instead, the belly
is buff, heavily but neatly spotted with brown
(plates 18 & 19).Thus, from any distance, the
belly fails to stand out (compare plate 19
with plate 10). Since Ferruginous Ducks
readily come out of the water, this feature
may be quite easy to check.
FIRST-WINTER As with other species of
Aythya, young Ferruginous Ducks moult out
of juvenile plumage and into their adult-like
‘first-winter’ plumage and acquire their adult
bare-part colours during their first winter.
Thus, by late winter, immature Ferruginous
Ducks are, to all intents and purposes, in
adult plumage. BWP states that advanced
males will have gained much of their ‘firstbreeding’ plumage by late November, but it is
clear that others may be tardier in their
moult. Plates 018 & 019, taken in September
and late November respectively, show males
still in juvenile plumage (see above). Note
that both have already acquired the white
eye-colour. The male in plates 22 & 23 was
photographed on 9th January. Moult is much
more advanced and, from the rather scruffy
texture of his plumage, he is still in body
moult. Already he is gaining his chestnut
adult head colouring, the breast and flanks
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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19. Juvenile male Ferruginous Duck Aythya
nyroca, Priory Country Park, Bedfordshire,
November 1998. The belly of juvenile is buff,
profusely but neatly spotted with brown. This
enables them to be easily aged (compare with
plate 10). Also, note the white underwings,
shown at all ages.

are also largely adult, but his upperparts are
still rather brown-black with some paler
feather fringing. His eye is white, although it
had a slight bluish tint in the field at close
range. What is interesting is the intermediate
bill pattern with its large black tip (see
above). By 6th February, this bird had completed his moult, and his plumage – but not
his bill pattern – resembled that of an adult
male (plate 24). Similarly, the November
juvenile male in plate 19 also looked much
more adult-like by January (Dr Simon Knight
verbally).
The females in plates 20 and 21, also photographed on 9th January, are still in juvenile
plumage. This is evident from the dull,
spotted belly in plate 21. A slight scruffiness
to their plumage indicated, however, that
post-juvenile moult had begun and, by 6th
February, they too had virtually completed
their moult and resembled adult females.
Thus, although some juvenile feathering
may be retained until spring (BWP), by February most first-winter Ferruginous Ducks
should resemble adults and the ageing of
lone vagrants in the field at this time is inadvisable. On tardy individuals, remnants of
underpart spotting or extensive black on the
bill-tip may be the best clues to look for and
the plumage may appear slightly duller and
slightly less immaculate than that of adults.
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20. Juvenile female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
This resembles an adult female winter but is duller and browner, particularly on the upperparts, and
shows unevenly barred flanks. It also has a more diffuse bill pattern and a more rounded head.

The greatest pitfall in the identification of
the Ferruginous Duck is that of similarlooking hybrids. In eastern Europe, overlapping breeding ranges and similar habitat
preferences seem to lead to occasional
hybridisation with the Common Pochard. It
seems likely that such hybrids may inherit
the pochard’s westerly orientation to its
post-breeding migration and so occur here
with a frequency that is disproportionate to
their status.
Hybrids may resemble either parent.
Some are quite similar to Common Pochard,
but others are so similar to pure Ferruginous
Duck that they present a real identification
challenge. These hybrids have been known
for a long time and were considered distinctive enough to have acquired the name
‘Paget’s Pochard’. Gillham et al. (1966) exam(a)

(b)

ined 20 records of Ferruginous Ducks in
Britain during the period April 1947 to
October 1951 which were published in
British Birds and found that none included
any reference to the possibility of confusing
the species with hybrids. Of the 20 records,
they considered seven to be satisfactory, ten
to be inconclusive and three to be unsatisfactory. One wonders whether modern-day
descriptions would fare any better.
Those hybrids which resemble Common
Pochard are not confusable with genuine
Ferruginous Ducks; indeed, they may bear a
superficial resemblance to the Redhead
A. americana.They are typically smaller than
the Common Pochard, and may be darker on
the upperparts, have a more mahoganycoloured breast, paler eyes, a more-domed
head shape, an intermediate bill pattern and
some white in the wing stripe. Fig. 4a is
(c)

Fig. 4. Hybrids between Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca and Common Pochard A. ferina.
(a) male Common Pochard type (resembling Redhead A. americana), (b) male Ferruginous Duck type and
(c) female Ferruginous Duck type. Note that (b) and (c) are very similar to pure Ferruginous Ducks
(see text for points of distinction).
18
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21. Juvenile female Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, January 1999.
Note the dull, mottled belly, which reveals its age. The rather scruffy nature of this bird’s plumage
indicated that post-juvenile moult had started; by early February, it resembled an adult female. This
photograph also shows how Ferruginous Ducks often come out of the water when loafing.

based on such a bird seen at Chew Valley
Lake, Somerset, in 1976. Some of these
hybrids, however, are subtler in appearance
and are even more similar to Common
Pochard than the one illustrated in fig. 4a.
Hybrids at the other end of the spectrum
are illustrated in figs. 4b and 4c. These are
based on a male at Chew Valley Lake in
March 1969 (4b) and a female at Radipole
Lake, Dorset, from December 1980 to
January 1981 (4c).When faced with a potential Ferruginous Duck, the following features
may indicate hybridity:
• A longer, deeper-based bill and a more

•
•
•

•
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sloping forehead, producing a more
wedge-shaped head profile.
Larger size and greater bulk.
Presence of faint grey vermiculations on
the scapulars and possibly the flanks.
A much smaller area of white on the
undertail-coverts (remember that even
juvenile and first-winter Ferruginous
Ducks have a large white undertail-covert
patch).
Markedly paler and possibly greyer flanks
with a sharper line of demarcation
between the breast and the flanks.
Extensive grey in the wing stripe.

22 & 23. Juvenile/first-winter male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge,
Gloucestershire, January 1999. This resembles a dull adult male with a more rounded head and an
intermediate bill with a large black tip. Its scruffy plumage is a result of moult.
British Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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24. First-winter male Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca (captive), Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, February
1999. This is the same bird as in plates 22 & 23, photographed four weeks later, on 6th February. It has
now completed its post-juvenile moult. Its plumage is immaculate, it is redder on the head and breast and
blacker on the upperparts, but the large black bill tip remains. It is now very similar to an adult male.

25. Juvenile male Ferruginous Duck Aythya
nyroca, Priory Country Park, Bedfordshire,
November 1998. Note how the striking white
wing stripe extends right across the primaries
and how it contrasts with the otherwise blackish
upperpart plumage.

•
•

A more pochard-like bill pattern.
In males, an orange tint to the eye.
Although hybrids between Ferruginous
Duck and Common Pochard are the most frequently encountered, it is important not to
adopt too narrow an approach to the hybrid
problem, particularly as hybrids may themselves originate in captivity. For example,
20

Gillham & Gillham (1996) described hybrids
between Ferruginous Duck and Red-crested
Pochard, Southern Pochard Netta erythrophthalma, Baer’s Pochard A. baeri,Tufted Duck
and even Marbled Duck Marmaronetta
angustirostris and the near-extinct Madagascar Pochard A. innotata. In addition, they
also mentioned back-crosses between a
Common Pochard x Ferruginous Duck
hybrid and a Ferruginous Duck and also
between a Red-crested Pochard x Ferruginous Duck with a Ferruginous Duck; the offspring of the latter were said to be scarcely
distinguishable from a true Ferruginous
Duck. The hybrid problem may seem insoluble, but obviously a commonsense
approach should be adopted. An apparent
Ferruginous Duck should always be checked
for signs of hybridity and, if it shows any
anomalous feature, no matter how small, it
should not be claimed as such.
Submitted records should always contain
sufficient detail and comment to show that
the hybrid possibility has been eliminated.
The Rarities Committee will be adopting a
strict approach to those records that are
poorly or superficially documented. Escapes
of closely related species, such as Baer’s
Pochard, which replaces the Ferruginous
Duck in eastern Asia, and the Hardhead A.
australis, should also be borne in mind; see
Madge & Burn (1988) and Ogilvie & Young
(1998) for details.

Behaviour
A final point worth mentioning is that Ferruginous Ducks can be surprisingly secreBritish Birds 93: 4-21, January 2000
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tive, lurking amongst reeds and other emergent vegetation. They may also spend long
periods sleeping, out of view. Even captive
birds at Slimbridge were sometimes very
inactive during the afternoon, with virtually
all coming ashore to rest (plate 21).
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