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Foreword

The Importance of Ducks — and This Book!

Ducks are the most underappreciated of all domesticated poultry and livestock species. It is hoped that this will change as more people learn about ducks, their characteristics, and their incredible productivity. This book provides wonderful coverage of both the basics and the details of duck production. Dave and Millie Holderread have spent many decades in working with ducks, and no other people are more qualified to pass along accurate and useful information about ducks.

Ducks, with their incredible array of different breeds, are important and useful resources for agriculture, yet also offer breeders much enjoyment. Each duck breed comes to us from a unique combination of place, people, and breeding goals, and each is well presented in this book.

Dave understands the intricacies of color genetics incredibly well and has shared that wealth here. He also sheds light on the fine points of breeding ducks for high levels of production — both for eggs and for meat. The approaches in this book will ensure that ducks remain productive, hardy, beautiful, and enjoyable. Dave also clearly explains the finer points of selecting breeding birds for the production of great show birds.

The threat of losing distinct and productive breeds of ducks looms ever larger as the years go by. Conservation is ideally accomplished by lots of breeders raising lots of ducks, and selecting them for excellence in production, adaptability, soundness, and form. The approaches outlined here will enable the next generation of duck breeders to make great strides in the conservation of the genetic treasures that are contained in each breed package.

This book is a deep and useful resource for anyone from beginner to advanced breeder and is jam-packed with information available nowhere else. This includes recent scientific understandings and many insights and “tricks” from old-time breeders that are sure to contribute to success.

D. PHILLIP SPONENBERG, DVM, PHD
Professor of Pathology and Genetics, Virginia Tech
Technical Advisor, American Livestock Breeds Conservancy




1
Why Ducks?

THE POPULARITY OF DUCKS — often described as the happiest animals in the barnyard — is increasing in many areas of the world. It appears that the rest of us are beginning to understand what many Asians and Europeans have known for centuries — ducks are one of the most versatile and useful of all domestic fowl. For many circumstances it is difficult to find a better all-purpose bird than the duck.

Duck Attributes

There are many reasons why people raise ducks. These amazingly adaptable fowl produce meat and eggs efficiently, in many situations require a minimum of shelter from inclement weather, are active foragers, consume large quantities of flies, mosquito larvae, and a wide variety of garden pests (such as slugs, snails, and grubs) and weed seeds, produce useful feathers, and are exceptionally healthy and hardy. A wonderful bonus to their myriad practical qualities is the entertaining antics and beauty they add to our lives.

Easy to Raise

People who have kept all types of poultry generally agree that ducks are the easiest domestic birds to raise. Along with guinea fowl and geese, ducks are incredibly resistant to disease. In many situations chickens must be vaccinated for communicable diseases and regularly treated for worms, coccidiosis, mites, and lice to remain healthy and productive. Duck keepers can often forget about these inconveniences. Even when kept under less than ideal conditions, small duck flocks are seldom bothered by sickness or parasites.

Resistant to Cold, Wet, and Hot Weather

Mature waterfowl are practically immune to wet or cold weather and are profoundly better adapted to cope with these conditions than are chickens, turkeys, guineas, or quail. Thanks to their thick coats of well-oiled feathers, healthy ducks of most breeds can remain outside in the wettest weather. Muscovies (which tend to have less water repellency than other breeds) and any duck that has poor water repellency due to infirmity should have free access to dry shelter during cold, wet weather.

While chickens have protruding combs and wattles that must be protected from frostbite, as well as bare faces that allow the escape of valuable body heat, ducks are much more heavily feathered and are able to remain comfortable — if they are provided dry bedding and protection from wind — even when the temperatures fall below 0°F (–18°C). (When people express concern about mature, healthy ducks being cold, I remind them that these waterfowl have the original and best down coats on the market!) Because ducks have the ability to regulate how much down they grow depending on weather conditions, they also thrive in hot climates if they have access to plenty of shade and cool drinking water. During torrid weather bathing water or misters can be beneficial.

Insect, Arachnid, Snail, and Slug Exterminators

Because they nurture a special fondness for mosquito pupae, Japanese beetle larvae, potato beetles, grasshoppers, snails, slugs, flies and their larvae, fire ants, and spiders, ducks are extremely effective in controlling these and other pests. In areas plagued by grasshoppers, ducks are used to reduce plant and crop damage during severe infestations. Where liver flukes flourish, ducks can greatly reduce the problem by consuming the snails that host this troublesome livestock parasite.

Under many conditions two to six ducks per acre (0.5 ha) of land are needed to control Japanese beetles, grasshoppers, snails, slugs, and fire ants. To eliminate mosquito pupae and larvae from bodies of water, provide six to ten ducks for each acre of water surface. With observation and experience you will be able to determine the number of ducks needed for your specific situation. The breeds of ducks in the Lightweight class and the larger bantam breeds are the most active foragers, making them the best exterminators for large areas. However, as noted in the chart of breed profiles on pages 28–29, most other breeds are also good foragers.

GENE RALC OMPARISON OF POULTRY
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Productive

Ducks are one of the most efficient producers of animal protein. Strains that have been selected for high egg production (especially Campbells, Welsh Harlequins, and special hybrids) lay as well as or better than the best egg strains of chickens, averaging 275 to 325 eggs per hen per year. Furthermore, duck eggs are 20 to 35 percent larger than chicken eggs produced by birds of the same size. Unfortunately, in many localities, strains of ducks that have been selected for top egg production are not as readily available as egg-bred chickens.

Meat-type ducks that are raised in confinement and fed an appropriate diet are capable of converting 2.6 to 2.8 pounds of concentrated feed into 1 pound of bird. When allowed to forage where there is a good supply of natural foods, they have been known to do even better. The only domestic land animal commonly used for food that has better feed conversion is the industrial hybrid broiler chicken, with a 1.9:1 ratio.

Excellent Foragers

Ducks are energetic foragers. Depending on the climate and the abundance of natural foods, they are capable of rustling from 15 to 100 percent of their own diet. Along with guinea fowl and geese, ducks are the most efficient type of domestic poultry for the conversion of food resources that normally are wasted — such as insects, slugs, snails, windfall fruits, garden leftovers, and weed plants and seeds — into edible human fare.

Aquatic Plant Control

Ducks are useful in controlling some types of unwanted plants in ponds, lakes, and streams, improving conditions for many types of fish. In most situations 15 to 30 birds per acre (0.5 ha) of water are required to clean out heavy growths of green algae, duckweed (Lemna), pondweed (Potamogeton), widgeon grass (Ruppia), muskgrass (Chara), arrowhead (Sagittaria), wild celery (Vallisneria), and other plants that ducks consume. Once the plants are under control, 8 to 15 ducks per acre will usually keep the vegetation from taking over again.


DUCKS IN THE JUNGLE

This story comes from John M. Jessup, RN, MPH, faculty member at Oregon Health and Science University. It demonstrates the truly global importance of waterfowl.

I was in Guatemala, working with the indigenous Kekchi people on ways to decrease the 50 percent–plus malnutrition rate among village children, when I realized how valuable ducks could be to the people there. Dave had previously told me about duck breeds that could forage for much of their food and still produce a lot of eggs pretty much year-round. The humid jungle environment was hard on chickens so we thought a pilot project with ducks might be a way to improve the diet of the families with malnourished children.

Dave and Millie donated 500 day-old Khaki Campbell and Magpie ducklings to our health program in the Peten Jungle. The Guatemalan government “taxed” us 250 ducklings to let them into the country. We drove 10 hours back to our village, where raised wooden cages with screen bottoms were waiting for them. Ducklings drink a lot of water with their food and before long we had a wet mess under the cages. I placed 1″ × 8″ boards around the bottom of the cage legs to contain the wet “mixture” of duckling droppings, feed, and water.

We planned to distribute the ducklings to Kekchi families when the ducklings were six weeks of age. After the first week, I noticed the “mixture” had a healthy population of maggots. Not one to let a good protein source go to waste, I made a screen dipper that allowed me to extract and then wash the maggots, leaving a white wiggling mass of highly nutritious duckling feed. The maggots were then dumped into the ducks’ feed troughs once or twice a day, until we distributed the birds to their excited new owners.

The ducks and eggs were very popular with the Kekchi. Both breeds thrived in the jungle environment. Over the next couple of years, we were able to improve the height and weight of the children we worked with. The Magpies were the most popular among the Kekchi. Surprisingly, the villagers reported that the Magpies produced more eggs than the Campbells on the village diet of cracked homegrown corn and whatever they could find foraging in the brush around their thatched huts.

The ducks were bred locally and sold by a nearly blind twelve-year-old Kekchi boy named Martin, who was unable to work in the corn and rice fields with his family. Martin developed a home business hatching and raising ducklings for sale. He initially used a hundred-egg incubator, and later, a flock of native Muscovies, to hatch the Campbell and Magpie eggs.

During my travels to other parts of Guatemala, I learned that Khaki Campbells and Magpies had been given to villagers through a government agriculture program. I suspect that these were some of the other 250 ducklings that the Holderreads had sent us.



In bodies of water containing plants submerged more than 2 feet (0.6 m), or when it is desirable to clean grass from banks, four to eight geese per acre of water surface should be used along with the ducks. (For geese to be effective, they must be confined to the pond and its banks with fencing.) In experiments conducted in Puerto Rico, waterfowl were not found to be effective in eliminating well-established infestations of tropical plants such as water spinach and water hyacinth. However, both of these plants will be eaten by ducks if chopped into small enough pieces, and can be used as a supplement to other feeds.

Garbage Disposal

Ducks are omnivores and will eat most food items that come from the kitchen or root cellar. The rule of thumb is this: If humans eat it, ducks most likely will also — as long as it is in a form they can swallow. They relish many kinds of leafy greens (they tend to be wary of red- or purple-colored leaves but, oddly, not fruit of these colors), garden vegetables and root crops, both temperate zone and tropical fruits (even bananas and citrus if they are peeled), canning refuse, most kinds of stale baked goods, and outdated dairy products and by-products such as cheese, whey, and curdled milk (these last two are best used to moisten dry foods, such as baked goods and finely ground feeds). To make it easier for these broad-billed fowl to eat firm vegetables and fruits, place apples, beets, turnips, and such on an old board and crush them with your foot or cut them into bite-size pieces.

Cooked potatoes can be an excellent source of carbohydrates and protein for ducks (avoid raw, green, or moldy potatoes; see page 234). Other root crops are typically consumed in larger quantities if cooked than if left raw.

Find creative ways of having your ducks utilize “waste” products, but avoid moldy or fermented foods and anything known to have harmful toxins, such as raw soybeans and potatoes. Keep in mind that certain sticky foods (such as milk) can compromise water repellency if allowed to splash onto the ducks’ feathers.

During a 9-month research project in Puerto Rico, we supplied a flock of 40 mature Rouen ducks that were on pasture and had access to a 5-acre (2 ha) pond with nothing but leftovers from the school cafeteria (and oyster shells during the laying season). These “garbage-fed” birds remained in good flesh and showed no signs of poor health, although they produced 60 percent fewer eggs than a control group that was provided concentrated laying feed along with limited quantities of institutional victuals.

Useful Feathers

Down feathers come in a wide array of sizes, colors, and shapes and have both practical and artistic value. The down and contour body feathers of ducks are valuable as filler for pillows and as lining for comforters and winter clothing (see appendix E, Using Feathers and Down.) Fly fishers use duck feathers in fly tying, and artisans incorporate them into artworks. Because of their high protein content, the feathers yield valuable plant fertilizer when composted with other organic materials.

Valuable Manure

A valuable by-product of raising ducks is manure. Duck manure is an excellent organic fertilizer that is high in nitrogen. In some Asian countries duck flocks are herded through rice fields to eat insects, snails, and slugs and to pick up stray kernels of grain. The birds are then put on ponds where their manure provides food for fish.

Gentle Dispositions

Typically, ducks are not aggressive toward humans. Of the larger domestic birds, they are the least likely to inflict injury on children or adults. In the 50 years I have worked with ducks, the only injuries I’ve sustained have been small blood blisters on my arms and hands — received while attempting to remove eggs from under broody hens — and an occasional scratch when the foot of a held bird escaped my grasp. (There are exceptions. Factors such as the bird’s personality, the environment in which it is raised, and the temperament of its caretakers can alter the usual docility of the duck. For instance, many Muscovies interact well with humans, but due to their long claws and exceptional strength, the occasional aggressive one — usually male — can inflict painful injury.) If you do get scratched by the claws of a bird, prompt washing of the wound with hydrogen peroxide and the application of an antibiotic ointment will lessen the chance of infection.
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Ducks add interest and beauty to waterways and greatly reduce mosquitoes and other aquatic pests. Pictured are two Australian Spotted females on one of our ponds.

Decorative and Entertaining

Along with having many practical attributes, ducks are beautiful and fun to watch as they enthusiastically go about their daily activities. Over the years many people have told me of the pleasure and relaxation they experience from the simple act of watching their ducks. Folks have given detailed accounts of setting up lawn chairs next to their duck yards or locating their pens within sight of the house, so their ducks can be observed from a picture window. A small flock of waterfowl can transform just another yard or pond into an entertainment center that provides hours of enjoyment.

I can still remember the first ducks I had as a young boy. Because our property had no natural body of water, I fashioned a small dirt pond in the center of the duck yard. After filling it with water, I watched as my two prized ducklings jumped in and indulged in their first swim. They played and splashed with such enthusiasm that it wasn’t long before I was as wet as they were. And then — much to my delight — they began diving, with long seconds elapsing before they popped above the surface in an unexpected place. I was hooked, and I continue to be intrigued by the playfulness, beauty, and grace of swimming waterfowl.

Helping Conserve Rare Genetic Stocks

One of the cornerstones for long-term viability of food-producing systems is genetic diversity. Unfortunately, many of the old and most versatile breeds of ducks are in danger of being lost to extinction as “modern” agriculture practices rely almost exclusively on a few breeds that best tolerate being packed tightly together in climate-altering buildings. You can help conserve rare genetic stocks in a variety of ways. Breeding and dispersing rare breeds is an obvious choice. If you raise one or more of the endangered breeds, you are helping curb the dangerous erosion of genetic diversity. Even if you buy rare ducklings for butchering at maturity, you are helping the breed by creating demand for them.

COMPARISON OF DUCKS AND CHICKENS
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Some Points to Consider

Despite the unparalleled versatility and usefulness of ducks, there are several factors you should be aware of and understand. In some situations another type of fowl may prove more suitable.

Noise

Many people find the quacking of ducks an acceptable part of nature’s choir. However, if you have close neighbors, the gabble of talkative hens may not be appreciated. Some breeds (and some individuals within a breed) are noisier than others. Typically, Call ducks are the noisiest, with Pekins being the second most talkative. Under many circumstances, a small flock consisting of any other breed will be reasonably quiet if not frightened or disturbed frequently. Muscovies are nearly mute, making them the least noisy of all breeds. Also, drakes of all breeds have weak voices, and for the control of slugs, snails, and insects in a town or suburb, they work fine.

Plucking (Picking)

Most people find that plucking a duck is more time-consuming than defeathering a chicken. But then, most of us who have had the privilege of dining on roast duck agree that it is time well spent. Furthermore, duck feathers are much more useful than chicken plumes. With good technique and experience, it is possible to reduce the picking time to 5 minutes or less.

Pond Density

Having large numbers of ducks on small ponds or creeks encourages unhealthy conditions and can result in considerable damage to bodies of water. One of the feeding habits of ducks is to probe the mud around the water’s edge for grubs, worms, roots, and other buried treasures. A high density of ducks will muddy the water and hasten bank erosion. On the other hand, a reasonable number of birds (15 to 25 per acre [0.5 ha] of water) will improve conditions for fish, will control aquatic plant growth and mosquitoes, and will not significantly increase bank erosion.

Gardens

Ducks do an amazing job of controlling slugs, snails, and various types of harmful grubs and insects in gardens. They also will eat tender young grasses and broadleaf weeds that they find palatable. However, because they may also consume desired crops, to prevent the birds from doing more harm than good, follow these guidelines:

1. Don’t let birds in until the crops are well started and past the succulent stage.

2. Keep ducks out when irrigating or when the soil is wet.

3. Fence off tender crops such as lettuce, spinach, cabbage, and green beans (most ducks can be kept out with a 24- to 30-inch [60 to 75 cm] barrier).

4. Remove birds when low-growing berries and fruits are ripe.

5. Limit the number of ducks to two to four adults for each 500 to 1,000 square feet (45 to 95 sq m) of garden space.

A method we have used successfully for decades is to pen ducks around the perimeter of the garden, where they intercept migrating slugs, snails, and insects. Then, when we are working in the garden during the growing season, we allow a few ducks into the garden to “vacuum up” the pests they are so adept at ferreting out. When we are ready to leave the garden for the day, the ducks are simply herded or enticed back to their garden-side enclosure with the feed can. During the nongardening season, the broad-billed exterminators are allowed into the garden daily.
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Ducks can make a highly effective pest patrol in the garden, as long as you take care to keep them from tender plants and low-growing fruit.

Meat and Eggs

All types of poultry provide good food. However, there are variations in the flavor, texture, and composition of the meat and eggs produced by the diverse species. There are also differences in dietary needs and likes and dislikes of food among people. If you are seriously considering producing duck meat or eggs but have never cooked or eaten them, I recommend that you sample duck products before starting your flock. (This practice is wise before investing time and resources in any type of unfamiliar animal for food.) The following observations will help you evaluate your first encounter with duck cuisine.

1. The flavor of meat and eggs of any species is dramatically influenced by the animals’ diet. Ducks whose diet includes fish or fish products or who are allowed to forage in areas containing strong-flavored plants will typically have strong or off-flavored meat and eggs, which are not typical of good duck products. (Remember: Ducks are true omnivores, which means they will eat a wider range of foodstuffs than most fowl. That said, in most situations even free-ranging ducks produce delightful eggs and meat.)

2. Ducklings that have been raised in close confinement and pushed for top growth rate are much fatter than ducks that have foraged for some of their own food and have grown at a slower pace, e.g., pastured ducks. The high fat content of quick-grown duckling makes its meat exceptionally succulent and provides valuable energy for persons who get strenuous physical exercise. However, most of us do not need that much fuel.

3. Duck eggs typically have a slightly higher cholesterol content than the average chicken egg. As with fat in meat, the amount of cholesterol in eggs is affected by the diet and lifestyle of the producing bird. Ducks that are active and forage for a portion of their diet typically produce eggs lower in cholesterol.

When eggs are eaten in moderation, the difference in cholesterol between duck and chicken eggs probably is insignificant for people who get adequate exercise and eat sensibly.

4. Duck eggs are excellent for general eating and often preferred for baking purposes. When fried, the whites of duck eggs are often firmer than those of chicken eggs. While it is often said that duck eggs are unsatisfactory for meringues and angel food cakes, we have not found this to be true. In fact, one of our favorite treats for special occasions is whole-wheat angel food cake made with duck egg whites (see page 334).


2
External Features and Behavior

DUCKS ARE MASTERFULLY DESIGNED, down to the smallest detail, for both aquatic and terrestrial life. Being acquainted with the external features of ducks is a useful management tool and will deepen your appreciation for these incredibly versatile fowl.

Fundamental Duck Anatomy

Following are the basic anatomical features that you should know, and I suggest that you take a few minutes to familiarize yourself with the accompanying nomenclature diagram. It is important to remember that there are two distinct species of domestic ducks commonly raised: those breeds derived from the wild Mallard and Muscovies. These two species share some anatomical similarities but do have significant differences that I will point out when indicated.

Body Shape

For stability and minimal drag while swimming and diving, the lines of the body are smooth and streamlined; the underbody is wide and flat. Due to the combination of relatively short legs and wide shoulders, if ducks (particularly fast-growing ducklings) are accidentally flipped upside down, it can be difficult for them to right themselves. For this reason, when I am setting up a brooding area, I make sure that there are no significant depressions where a duckling could get trapped on its back.
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Feathers

Endowed with an extraordinary abundance of feathers, particularly on the underside of their bodies, ducks can swim in the coldest water and remain comfortable. Soft, insulating down feathers close to the skin are covered by larger contour feathers. Several times each day ducks faithfully preen and oil their feathers. A water repellent is produced by a hidden oil gland at the base of the upper tail. As a duck preens, it massages its oil gland with its bill and spreads the excretion onto its feathers. A difference between Muscovies and Mallard-derived ducks is that Muscovies have somewhat less water repellency.

Wings

There are two distinct wing shapes found in domestic ducks. Breeds derived from Mallards have relatively long, narrow, and pointed wings — a good design for fast flight through open airways. Interestingly, in Mallard-derived breeds that are larger than their wild ancestors, wing size did not increase at the same rate as body size during domestication. Therefore, most domestic breeds have lost their ability for sustained flight. However, domestic breeds approximately the size of wild Mallards or smaller have retained their flying skills to varying degrees.

Muscovies have wide, rounded wings designed for slower flight while maneuvering through tropical rainforests. In Muscovies, as body size has increased during domestication, wing size has also increased. Many domestic Muscovy females have retained their flying skills; however, well-fed males from the largest strains are often too heavy for sustained flight.

Tail

Breeds that descend from the Mallard possess short (1½ to 3 inches; 4 to 8 cm), rounded tails; mature drakes have several curled sex feathers in the center of their tails during nuptial plumage. Muscovies have longer, squarish tails that they frequently wag from side to side. Muscovy tails are typically 5 to 7 inches (13 to 18 cm) long and do not have distinctive sex feathers.

Bill

Long and broad, duck bills are well adapted for collecting food from water, catching flying insects, and rooting out underground morsels. With their nostrils located near their heads, ducks can dabble in shallow water and breathe at the same time. Due to hormonal changes in their bodies, female ducks of Mallard ancestry with yellow or orange bills frequently develop dark spots or streaks on their bills when they begin to lay. These blemishes are not a sign of disease. Some waterfowl breeders believe they are an indication of higher than average egg production.
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With their long, broad bills, ducks are adept at catching flying insects, straining minute plants and animals from water, and probing in mud. The hooked nail at the end of the bill is used for nipping off tough roots and stems.

Eyes

The vision of ducks is much sharper than our own. Due to the location of their eyes, ducks can see nearly 360 degrees without moving their heads. This feature makes it possible for a feeding duck to keep a constant lookout for danger. Because most of their field of vision is monocular, they do not have excellent depth perception.

Feet and Legs

With webbed toes and shorter legs than land fowl, ducks are not exceptionally fast on land, but they are highly skilled swimmers, preferring to escape danger by way of water. The legs of ducks are relatively fine boned and are more easily injured than those of chickens. Therefore it is advisable to pick them up by their body (for all sizes) or the base of their wings (for small and medium-size birds). When catching ducks, you can also gently grasp them by the neck to gain control, since their necks are relatively strong.

Muscovies have impressive talon-like toenails that enable them to perch securely in trees and to defend themselves. To reduce the chances of sustaining nasty lacerations on my hands and arms, I wear gloves and long sleeves when handling Muscovies.

Back

Normally, a duck’s back is moderately long with a slightly convex top line. In Rouens a long back with a noticeable but moderate arch from the shoulders to the tail is a breed characteristic. However, ducks of all breeds with abnormally humped backs should be avoided for breeding purposes since they typically have poor fertility.

Keel

Ducks of Mallard descent that are heavily fed and selected for large size and fast growth often develop keels. A keel is a fold of skin that hangs from the underbody and in extreme cases may run the entire length of the body and brush the ground as the bird walks. A well-developed keel is a breed characteristic of Aylesburies and Rouens but is not preferred on any other breed.

Behavior

Just as you and I have distinct personalities, so each duck has its own peculiarities and habits. However, ducks tend to follow certain behavioral patterns that you should understand if you’re going to do a good job of raising them.

Imprinting

It is almost magical — the way a newly incubator-hatched duckling will devotedly follow a human who is many hundreds of times larger than itself. The phenomenon of day-old animals following the first vocal and animated being it encounters has been labeled imprinting. This highly developed behavior, which has been observed in most species of precocious birds and animals, ensures that babies will not wander off or follow just any critter they happen to encounter during their daily sojourn. In my experience vocal imprinting predates and trumps visual imprinting in ducklings. Observable imprinting behavior is the strongest during the first few days after hatching. Ducklings that are shipped across the country as day-olds can still imprint to a soothing voice upon their arrival.


FAITHFUL FOLLOWERS

To gain a better firsthand understanding of imprinting, I set up a small antique, still-air incubator (no fan or motor that would produce background noise or vibrations) in our living room and filled it with duck eggs. I turned the eggs by hand three times daily, and I made a point of talking to the eggs in a modulated and soothing voice, especially during the last 10 days of incubation. On the 24th day I stopped opening the incubator and turning the eggs; however, I continued to talk to the eggs three times daily. On the 28th day, a carefully orchestrated protocol was followed: Three assistants and I sat on the floor, evenly spaced, 6 feet (about 2 m) apart. One at a time, I had my helpers open the incubator and remove one duckling (during this part, no one talked, and those seated did not move). After the assistant sat down and placed the duckling in the center of the circle, we sat still and all began talking at the same time. Without fail, every duckling headed straight for me! Clearly, since they had never previously seen me, they had imprinted on my voice.

I have tried a similar experiment several times, but using eggs that had been incubated for the first 26 days by ducks, then hatched in an incubator. Not only did these ducklings not respond positively to my voice, but in most cases they were frightened by it.



Not only is imprinting a pleasure to experience, but knowing how to use it is a tremendous aid in raising calm, confident, friendly ducks. As we approach our brooding facilities, we call out in a soothing voice, to let the ducklings know that we are coming — so that when we open the brooder building door, they are not startled by our sudden appearance. Having a handful of chopped, succulent greens further entices them to anticipate and appreciate our arrival.

Even if you are raising only a couple of ducklings in a box in your utility room, it is good to always talk to them in a calm voice well before you are within sight, rather than suddenly appear looming over them — which can cause them to huddle terrified in the corner.

Once ducklings reach maturity, they sometimes fairly abruptly stop tracking the person they have imprinted on and integrate with other ducks.

Pecking Order

This bird law regulates the peaceful coexistence of the duck flock. In simplistic terms, the number-one bird in the flock can dominate all others, the number-two bird can dominate all but number one, the number-three bird can dominate all but numbers one and two, and on down the line.

If you introduce a new bird into an established flock, the existing pecking order is threatened, normally resulting in a power struggle that may evoke fighting. Unless the conflict is causing serious injury to the participants, you should not intervene, remembering that the roughhousing is necessary for the future peace of the flock.

Feeding

The natural diet of Mallards and their derivatives consists of approximately 90 percent vegetable matter (seeds, berries, fruits, nuts, bulbs, roots, and succulent grasses) and 10 percent animal matter (insects, mosquito larvae, snails, slugs, leeches, worms, and an occasional small fish, tadpole, or rodent). Muscovies typically are a bit more carnivorous. Sand and gravel serve as grinding stones in the gizzard.

Ducks feed by dabbling and tipping up in shallow water, drilling in mud, and foraging on land. While ducks eat tender grass and greens, they’re not true grazers, as geese are.

Swimming

Skillful and enthusiastic swimmers from the day they hatch, ducks will spend many happy hours each day bathing and frolicking in water if it is available. However, ducks of all types and ages (particularly Muscovies and ducklings) can drown if their feathers become soaked and they are unable to climb out of the water. For this reason ducks must be allowed to swim only where they will be able to exit easily. In general it is safest (unless you are close by) to keep ducklings out of water until they are at least two to four weeks old. Ducks can be raised successfully without swimming water.

Mating

Ducks will pair off, although domesticated drakes often mate with a variety of females in a flock. If you raise several breeds and wish to hatch purebred offspring, each variety needs to be penned separately 2 to 4 weeks prior to and throughout the breeding season.

The number of females that a drake will successfully fertilize is variable, so the following guidelines should be used as suggestions only and modified as needed for any particular situation. In single-male matings, a drake can usually be given two to five females, although males sometimes have favorites and may not mate with the others. In flock matings one vigorous six- to eighteen-month-old male for every four to seven females gives satisfactory fertility in most breeds. For good fertility, females need to be bred by drakes at least once every 4 or 5 days. A few eggs that have been laid as long as 10 days after copulation may be fertile.

For the health and safety of the females, excessive drakes should always be penned separately. Drakes tend to be very competitive. If they are in a pen with or near other drakes, they will often be much more aggressive in their breeding behavior and frequency. Drakes seem to “know” that the last one to mate with a duck will sire the majority of ducklings. If there is only one drake within sight or sound of females, he will often be much more complacent in his breeding behavior. Young drakes, six to twelve months of age, typically are fertile earlier in the breeding season than are older drakes. Aged drakes sometimes will not be fertile until much later in the breeding season, when natural day length and temperatures have increased. Some drakes will remain fertile until they are ten years of age or older, but typically their best breeding age is six months to three years.

Water is an aphrodisiac for ducks. While they typically prefer to mate in water — even if it’s a shallow puddle — most breeds can copulate successfully on land. Some large breeds, especially deep-keeled Aylesburies and Rouens, often have higher fertility if they have access to water at least 6 inches (15 cm) deep.

The genitalia of waterfowl is considerably more complicated than that of land fowl, making fertility issues somewhat more prevalent in ducks than in chickens. For this reason I have found it prudent to keep backup males for valuable matings.

Nesting

In the wild a Mallard duck will hide her nest in a protected spot, such as among tall grass or under a bush. The nest is typically a shallow depression in the ground that is excavated with her feet and toenails, and then lined with twigs, grass, leaves, and moss that she carries in her bill from the surrounding area. Normally the duck stealthily returns to the nest once daily to lay an egg until a clutch of 8 to 15 eggs is reached. As the nest fills with eggs, the duck will pluck feathers and down from her underbody to add insulation to the nest and to make a brood patch on her body so that the eggs will be in closer contact with her warm skin once incubation commences. During the incubation period, the duck sits tightly on the nest and leaves only for a short daily excursion to defecate, feed, drink, and bathe.

To minimize egg losses to predators (including egg-loving crows and jays) and yield clean eggs that are suitable for incubation or human consumption, provide ducks with a safe nesting area that has an ample supply of dry, clean nesting material such as straw, hay, or wood shavings. Some ducks, especially those from strains that have been selected for high egg yields, will lay their eggs at random on the ground or even while swimming.

Muscovies will use ground-level nest boxes, but if given a chance, they often prefer elevated nesting sites such as tree hollows, hay lofts, or raised nest boxes.

Fighting

In established flocks that are not overcrowded and have a proper sex ratio, ducks get along well together and rarely fight. If a new bird is introduced into a flock, there will be a short period of chasing, pushing, and wing slapping, but normally such conflicts subside without human intervention. Adult ducks seldom inflict serious injury on one another unless there are an excessive number of drakes in a flock or they are overcrowded. As a rule small groups of two to five drakes will not fight among themselves if there are no females around. Fighting tends to be more prevalent as testosterone levels increase due to long or increasing natural or artificial day length. One way to reduce fighting in groups of drakes is to “light neuter” them by keeping them in a totally dark enclosure for 14 to 18 hours a day.

Herding

With practice, one person can fairly easily move a group of ducks from one location to another by herding them. Unlike chickens and Muscovies — which tend to scatter in many directions — ducks of Mallard descent have a strong inclination to form a tight group when they feel pressure to move in a given direction by a human or other predator. This is why they are used extensively for training herding dogs. With arms outstretched the wise duck keeper can use this trait to minimize the need to catch ducks and simply walk them to a desired location. For large flocks we sometimes use a long bamboo pole held horizontally in front of us to give greater control.


HERDING DUCKS AFTER DARK: THE LIGHT WAND

To protect ducks from nocturnal predators such as raccoons, foxes, bobcats, coyotes, skunks, and owls, they should be locked in a predator-proof enclosure every night. In many localities, the safest strategy is to put them in at least half an hour prior to darkness. If you are tardy putting them in their nighttime quarters, they can range a fair distance from home, since they are enthusiastic foragers of earthworms and other delicacies that emerge at nightfall.

When I need to herd ducks after nightfall, I use a good flashlight with a strong beam as a light wand to herd them back to their enclosure. By shining the light several feet behind the ducks and slowly sweeping the beam back and forth, I guide them back to their quarters. Do not shine the light directly at them, as this can cause them to panic and scatter. With the right flashlight, good technique, and a little practice, you can gather a scattered flock of foraging ducks from several acres in just a few minutes.



Life Expectancy

Ducks can live a surprisingly long time when protected from accidental deaths. It is not unusual for ducks to live and reproduce for six to eight years, and there are reports of exceptional birds living fifteen years and longer. However, few ducks die of old age (except for those special pets!), since fertility and egg production often decrease after three to five years; hence, many owners do not consider it economical to keep ducks past this age.


HOUDINI DUCKLINGS

Belknap Creek meandered through pastures and marshes near my childhood home. As I explored its marvels, one of my favorite activities was hiding in the tall grasses along the banks, watching wild ducks with their broods.

One day, as a Mallard and her seven newly hatched ducklings swam by, I couldn’t resist jumping into the water and trying to catch them. As soon as I hit the water, the mother feigned a wing injury in an attempt to lure me away from her brood. The ducklings vanished. The muddied water soon cleared as I stood knee-deep in the creek, and to my surprise I saw several of the ducklings clinging to underwater vegetation, attempting to hide from me. I quickly climbed out of the water and concealed myself in the tall grass again. Within a few seconds the ducklings bobbed to the surface and swam off under the watchful eye of their mother.
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Choosing the Right Duck

CHOOSING AN APPROPRIATE BREED can be enjoyable and plays an important role in determining the success or failure of your duck project. Unfortunately, novices often assume that a duck is a duck and acquire the first quacking, web-footed fowl they find. This mistake frequently results in expensive eggs or meat, needless problems, and a discouraged duck keeper. Investing a little time at the outset in acquainting yourself with the basic characteristics, attributes, and weaknesses of the various breeds will go a long way toward eliminating unnecessary disappointments.

Important Considerations

The following questions are designed to help you identify your own special requirements when choosing a breed.

Purpose

What is your main reason for raising ducks? Is it for pets, eggs, meat, feathers, decoration, exhibition, insect and slug eradication, aquatic plant and algae control in ponds, or a combination of these and other aims?

Location

Where are you located? Some breeds are noisier than others—a fact that should be taken into consideration when you have neighbors in close proximity. Talkative breeds (calls and Pekins in particular) also attract more predators.

Climate

What are your temperature extremes? All breeds are adaptable to an impressive range of climates. However, when the thermometer falls below 15°F (–9°C), the bantam breeds (especially Call and East Indie), the slender and tight-feathered Runner, and the bare-faced Muscovy can benefit from tighter housing than other breeds (see chapter 14 for more on housing).

Management

How are you going to manage your ducks? Will they be locked up in a building, enclosed in a fenced yard, put on a pond, or allowed to roam freely? Will you provide all or most of their food or only a small supplement to what they glean for themselves? certain breeds adapt better than others to total confinement (especially Call, East Indie, Miniature Appleyard, Silkie, Australian Spotted, Muscovy, and Pekin). Some breeds stay close to home while others will roam over a large area. Foraging ability also varies considerably. And due to small size or a trusting temperament, some breeds are more likely to be taken by predators.

Color

What plumage color is best suited to your situation? Color is significant for several practical reasons. The pinfeathers of light-plumaged birds are not as visible as those of birds with dark plumage, making it easier to obtain an attractive carcass with light-colored ducks. However, in many circumstances, medium to dark birds are better camouflaged, making them less susceptible to predators. Also, if there is no bathing water available, colored ducks generally maintain a neater appearance than do white ones.

Preference

What do you like? Raising ducks should be enjoyable, so choose a breed that you find attractive and interesting. Read the following chapters on the various breeds, look at their pictures, and choose one or more breeds that fit your tastes and needs. For most people and situations, there are several breeds that will work well. Some folks raise one breed to produce only eating eggs, another primarily for meat, and a third for natural incubation or decoration.

I’m frequently asked what my favorite breeds are. After working with every recognized breed and many that are not officially recognized, I can honestly say that I like them all.

Population Status

Do you wish to help save a rare breed? The population status of different breeds ranges from numerous to endangered. When you purchase and raise a rare breed, you’re helping improve its chances of continued survival.

Useful Terminology

In order to read and speak intelligently about the different breeds of ducks, it is useful to understand some basic terminology.

[image: Image] Species. The domestic ducks raised in North America belong to one of two species. Those that are descendants of the common wild Mallard go by the scientific name Anas platyrhynchos domesticus. The one breed that descended from the wild Muscovy is Cairina moschata domesticus. (No, you don’t need to memorize these scientific names, unless you are working on an advanced degree in Quackology!)

[image: Image] Class. The American Poultry Association has divided domestic ducks into four classes, based on size: Bantam, Lightweight, Mediumweight, and Heavyweight. When ducks are entered in most shows, their classes must be identified on the entry forms.

[image: Image] Breed. Over the years waterfowl breeders in many parts of the world have developed distinctive types of ducks. As ducks in particular regions became uniform in physical characteristics, they were given names and recognized as separate breeds. Those breeds that have been effectively promoted and proven to have desirable traits have survived. A recognized breed is one that has been officially accepted into the standard of one or more of the governing organizations of purebred poultry.

BODY PROFILES OF BREED TYPES

[image: Image]

[image: Image] Breed type. Most breeds can be identified by their unique type. Type refers to the shape and dimensions of the head, neck, and body and the way these parts all fit together to form the overall silhouette that is characteristic of a breed. A bird is said to be “typey” if it possesses all of its breed’s key characteristics for shape. (Some breeds, such as the Cayuga, Orpington, and Swedish, have similar size and type and therefore are distinguished primarily by the color and pattern of their plumage.)

[image: Image] Variety. Some breeds have more than one variety. In ducks varieties almost always are distinguished from one another by the color or pattern of their plumage. An example of a breed that has just one variety is the White Aylesbury. On the other hand, Runners come in eight recognized varieties: White, Black, Blue, Chocolate, Penciled, Fawn & White, Gray, and Buff. A recognized variety is one that has been officially accepted into the standard of one or more of the governing organizations of purebred poultry.

Some breeds have unrecognized varieties that are created by hobbyists or commercial producers. These can become recognized if they go through the standardization procedure required by the American Poultry Association or the American Bantam Association (see chapter 8).

[image: Image] Strain. Breeds consist of different strains. A strain is a group of birds that all descend from one flock or breeding farm and are more closely related than the members of the breed at large. Strains are usually identified by using the name of their originator as a prefix; for example: Horton East Indies, Lundgren White Calls, Oakes Khaki Campbells, Sherraw Rouens, or Legarth Pekins.

When acquiring ducks, keep in mind that the strain is at least as important as the breed. For example, there are strains of Khaki Campbells that will consistently produce 300 to 340 eggs per female per year when managed properly. Conversely, there are other strains of Khaki Campbells that will barely lay 150 eggs per female per year. A broader example is the difference between production-bred and standard-bred strains as described in chapter 11.

[image: Image] American Poultry Association. The APA is a membership organization that sanctions shows and publishes standards for the breeds and varieties it recognizes in chickens, ducks, geese, and turkeys.

[image: Image] American Bantam Association. The ABA is a membership organization that sanctions shows and publishes standards for the breeds and varieties it recognizes in bantam chickens and ducks. The ABA and APA standards do not always agree. See appendix H for ABA contact information.

[image: Image] American Standard of Perfection. This book contains a complete description of the ideal specimen in each breed and variety recognized by the APA. The Standard is periodically revised and updated and is available from the APA (see appendix H for address). Most serious breeders and exhibitors own a copy. Local poultry clubs and public libraries sometimes have one available for loan.

[image: Image] Bantam Standard. This book contains a complete description of the ideal specimen in each breed and variety recognized by the ABA. The ABA publishes standards only for bantam breeds, and their standards have minor differences from the APA’s standards.

[image: Image] Faults. In purebred poultry a fault is any characteristic of a bird that falls short of the ideal as described in the Standard of Perfection. It is frequently said that the perfect specimen has never been raised, and even the best birds have at least minor faults. Even among the most experienced and respected breeders and judges, complete agreement on the severity of faults does not often occur. What one person identifies as a significant fault, another may overlook.

Breeds of Ducks

Most domestic ducks raised in North America belong to one of 23 breeds or their hybrids. These water-loving fowl represent a marvelous cornucopia of sizes, shapes, and colors. By examining their breeding histories, we get an intriguing glimpse of the places, events, and traditions that have helped to shape the present duck world.

When reviewing the various breeds, always remember that birds within the same breed can vary greatly in their physical, practical, and personality traits. Furthermore, the environment they are raised in and the diet they consume can significantly alter not only their growth and productivity but also their appearance. For detailed descriptions of plumage colors and patterns, see chapter 10, Understanding Duck Colors.

BREED PROFILES

[image: Image]
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Bantam Breeds

THE BANTAM CLASS INCLUDES THE MINIATURE BREEDS of the domestic duck clan. These birds weigh between 18 and 40 ounces (0.5 and 1 kg). They are popular for pets, decoration, and exhibition but also are good seasonal layers and produce meat that has outstanding flavor and fine texture. Highly adaptable, they thrive in limited space under close confinement or can be allowed to roam at large where predators are not a problem.

Under many conditions, a patrol of 8 to 20 of these little broad-bills per acre (0.5 ha) of land provides an effective means of controlling many pests, including mosquito larvae, various insects, snails, and small- to medium-size slugs (large slugs are best dealt with by larger ducks). During the seasons of the year when there is an abundant supply of natural foods, bantam ducks that roam over a large area during the day require minimal supplemental feed.

Bantam-Raising Hints

Basic care of bantam ducks is similar to that of their larger relatives. However, due to their diminutive size, keep the following in mind.

Keeping Bantams Safe

Because of their size, bantam ducks are more susceptible to winged predators (hawks during daylight hours and at night large owls) than are bigger ducks. For this reason in some localities it is prudent to pen bantam ducks in a covered enclosure. If left out at night on a pond, they have a better chance of surviving if there is an island with a covered area where they can hide from owls.

Most bantam ducks are capable aviators, but in 50 years I have not had homegrown birds depart through the airways. However, do not expect them to stay at home if they are terrorized by predators (including dogs and people), are frequently allowed to go hungry, or are overcrowded. When relocating them to a new home, it is safest to put bantams in a tightly fenced pen with a covered top until they are acclimated to their new residence. They can also be grounded by clipping the primary flight feathers of one wing.

Size Considerations

Diminutive size is primarily genetically controlled. Bantams tend to produce some offspring that are larger than their parents. Therefore, to maintain the correct size, it is important to select small birds in each generation for breeding purposes. A common technique for enhancing the production of small ducks is to use linebred matings. This entails mating together related birds, such as first cousins, uncles, or aunts to nephews or nieces, or parents to offspring. If vigor and productivity decline due to excessive inbreeding, a carefully selected outcross (the mating together of birds that are not closely related) to another family or strain will usually correct the problem. Typically, when you mate birds that are more distantly related, their offspring will be larger in size and more productive.

Nutrition and environment also affect the body size of bantam ducks. Ducklings that are grown out on a 15 percent protein ration that is balanced for all essential nutrients typically will be smaller than those provided a highprotein diet. A feed regimen employed by some successful bantam breeders consists of giving ducklings chopped leafy greens (such as dandelions, leaf lettuce, or succulent young grass that has not been contaminated with chemicals) and chick-size insoluble granite grit and feed made up of one part (by volume) uncooked rolled oats to two parts good-quality 18 to 20 percent protein waterfowl starter/grower crumbles. Ducklings that get out at an early age to forage and exercise extensively will generally not grow as large as those that are raised in close confinement and do little more than eat, drink, and sleep.

Breeding

To maintain productivity from generation to generation, breed only from females that lay well-shaped eggs with good shells. To encourage good production and high hatchability of eggs, it is helpful to supply bantam breeding ducks with a high-quality waterfowl breeder or game-bird breeder ration containing approximately 20 percent protein during the breeding season (2 to 3 weeks prior to the first eggs and throughout the laying period).

In single-male matings, pairs or trios often produce the best fertility, although some drakes will successfully fertilize three or more ducks. In multiple male flock matings, it is often necessary to have at least two to three females per male to minimize fighting among the drakes. Most females are excellent natural mothers and sometimes are used for hatching the eggs of endangered wild ducks. Here at the Waterfowl Preservation Center, we have employed bantam females with excellent success to hatch eggs from lines of birds that hatch better under natural incubation.
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