
WLF 419 - Waterfowl and Wetlands Ecology and Management 
Lecture 7 - Brood Care 
Next Time - Ecology of Prefledging Waterfowl  
 
Even though waterfowl have precocial young, ducklings, goslings and cygnates require 
parental care after hatching.  Parental care may last for several weeks to the entire 
year.  The intensity of care also varies about taxa.  We will explore the diversity of 
strategies in brood care among waterfowl and the factors that influence this diversity. 
 
?? Parental Involvement 

$ Natural selection should favor parents that invest the least amount of 
energy necessary to assure the survival of their offspring 
$ Parents should abandon young when the cost of remaining with 

the young exceeds the benefits 
$ Male abandon mate and young if: 

$ Chance of remating or 
$ Male presence does not enhance survival of young or unduly 

increases risk of survival of male 
$ Abandon female because of long breeding period (ducks) 

$ Female abandons young (and mate) if: 
$ Female  presence does not enhance survival of young or unduly 

increases risk of survival of female 
$ Presence reduces opportunities for additional production in 

current or future breeding seasons 
 
?? Length of Care 

$ Anserini, Cygnini, Dendrocygninae 
$ Male and female care of young 
$ Generally lasting after fledging (Whistling ducks) and up to a year 

(swans) 
$ Superfamilies in swans and large bodied Canada geese 

(yearlings associated with adults beyond 1st year) 
$ Competitive interactions with our birds during winter 

$ Females spend little time feeding during incubation  
$ Physiologically challenged during brood rearing 

$ Nests are not concealed 
$ Male defense of nest 

 



 
From Afton and Paulis (1992) 
 

$ Anatinae 
$ Males abandon female during incubation or early brood rearing 

(northern latitides) 
$ Bright plumage of males may attract predators? 

$ Males accompany broods in tropical or southern 
hemisphere latitudes 

$ In fact, pairs maintained throughout year 
$ Why? 

$ Plumage dimorphism lacking 
$ Irregular breeding 

$ Females generally remain with young until fledging 
$ Ruddy ducks abandon young before fledging 
$ Mergini and Aythyini abandon may abandon young sooner 

than Anatini 
$ Brood recesses 

 
 
 
 



?? Types of Care 
$ Brooding 

$ Thermo-regulation 
$ Parental Feeding 

$ Musk duck and Magpie geese 
$ Some species may raise aquatic food to surface 
$ Locating food 

$ Predator Protection 
$ Alarm calls common to all species 
$ Geese, swans, and whistling ducks 

$ Aggressive postures and attacks 
$ Anatinae 

$ Injury-feigning 
$ Less common in aquatic species 

 
 

 
 
$ Competition 
$ Brood Amalgamation 

$ Adoption - a single female or pair accepting fosetr young 
$ Creche - a brood with any number of adults and a at least 2 

unrelated young 
$ adult females may be related 
$ adult females attending creche may not have any of their 

own young in brood 
$ Gang brooding  - several females or mating pairs joining together 

with their broods 
$ Kidnapping  
$ A few young to 100+ 
$ Why be a donor? 

$ Reduce predation risk 
$ Host or foster offspring 

$ Competition for food resources 
$ Limited food resources 

$ Accidental mixing 
$ Salvage strategy 

$ Energetics 
$ Age or expereince 

How would the response of Canvasback 
brood and Gadwall brood differ as you 
approach a pond? 



From Eadie et al. (1988) 
 
 
 
 

 



 
From Afton and Paulus (1992) 
 

$ Why be a recipient? 
$ Constraints 
$ Neutral effect 
$ Benefit 
$ Parenting experience 
$ Reciporical altruism  

 
Factors Influencing Care 

$ Time of Year 
$ Less care late in breeding season 
$ Time to reacquire nutrients for migration 

 
 
 
 
 

 



 
From Anderson et al. (2001) 
 

$ Time of Day 
$ Age of Adult 
$ Age of Brood 
$ Brood Size 
$ Habitat 
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