
51

On 2 September 2007, at Sullivan’s Bay Mahurangi 
Regional Park, Auckland, New Zealand (36°46′48″S, 
174°45′58″E), I observed a female mallard (Anas 
platyrhynchos) with 29 recently hatched ducklings. 
The unusually large size of this brood is described 
here and I present some possible explanations for 
its occurrence.

I noticed the female duck walking across a road 
with a large number of ducklings during a bird 
survey at the park.  I took a series of photographs 
and from these confirmed 29 ducklings were 
associated with this female. The ducklings were of 
similar size, colouration and pattern and therefore 
were most probably of similar age (Fig. 1). All the 
ducklings had the same post-hatching plumage 
colouring of yellow on the underside and a face 
with black streaks by the eyes and black on their 
backs. They also all had black bills and legs (Madge 
1992).

The abnormally large brood size I observed 
raises the question as to why one female would be 
tending such a large number of ducklings. Possible 
explanations are: (1) the female has laid a large clutch 
of eggs and all the young are her own, (2) a number 
of eggs have synchronously hatched from different 

nests but the broods have become amalgamated 
by ducklings from more than one nest following 
only one female, or (3) a number of females have 
exhibited intraspecific brood parasitism by laying 
in another mallard’s nest. Heather and Robertson 
(2005) recorded that the mallard in New Zealand has 
an average clutch size of 13 but can range from 10 to 
16 eggs. In its native range throughout the northern 
hemisphere, the clutch size ranges from 1 to 13 eggs 
(Cramp 1977; Krapuet al. 2004; Shah et al. 2009). 
Thus, the brood I observed is more than double that 
considered a normal clutch and suggests it is likely 
the result of laying by more than one female.

A possible explanation for this observation is 
that a communal nest has been used by a number 
of females. This breeding behaviour has been 
observed to occur with the New Zealand Pukeko 
Porphyrio melanotus (Craig 1977, 1980). This 
behaviour is described as “joint-laying” where a 
number of breeding females lay in the same nest 
(Dey & Jamieson 2013). Pukeko form family groups 
and there are a number of helpers that assist the 
incubating female and subsequent rearing of chicks. 
Brown (1978) described avian communal breeding 
systems as a form of operational altruism or helping 
behaviour. However, in the case of the female 
described in this observation, having to care solely 
for the 29 chicks, with no parental care offered by 
the other females who laid eggs in the communal 
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nest, it is suspected that this large brood is more 
likely the result of intraspecific brood parasitism 
(Gill 1983; Ahlund & Anderson 2001; Davies 2000; 
Payne 2005; Steer & Burns 2008).

Avian parasitism in New Zealand is known to 
exit with two cuckoo species, the shining cuckoo 
Chrysococcyx lucidus which is an obligate brood 
parasite of the grey warbler Gerygone igata (also, 
Chatham Island warbler Gerygone albofrontata) and 
the long-tailed cuckoo which parasitises the nests of 
yellowhead Mohoua ochrocephala,whitehead Mohoua 
albicillaand brown creeper Mohoua novaeseelandiae 
(Gill 1998; Seabrook-Davison et al. 2008; Anderson et 
al. 2009). The majority of brood parasitism research 
has been conducted on these two cuckoo species 
with a paucity of information available on other 
incidences of avian parasitism in New Zealand 
(Anderson et al. 2010; Aidala et al. 2013). Conspecific 
or intraspecific brood parasitism is common in 
Anseriformes (swans, geese, ducks) with Denk 
(2005) reporting its occurrence in 70% (74 species) 
of Anseriformes breeding in North America and 
areas of the Western Palearctic. Therefore it is highly 
likely it occurs in New Zealand duck species within 
the order Anseriformes.

Although I identified the female and her young as 
mallards using field marks (Williams & Basse 2006), 
after consulting Gillespie (1985) and Braithwaite and 
Miller (1975) on the head morphology of hybrids 
between mallard and grey duck (Anas superciliosa; 
Williams 2013), I cannot rule out that the female may 
have been a hybrid of these two species. Gillespie 
(1985) suggests that pure forms of both mallard and 
grey duck are rapidly decreasing and he recorded 
levels of hybridisation in populations in Otago (1981-
82) reaching 51%. As grey ducks have an even smaller 
clutch size than mallards, the large brood I observed 
would be even more atypical for a grey duck.

Further research is required to provide an 
explanation for the observation described in this 
short note. As intraspecific brood parasitism is 
common amongst mallard in its natural distribution, 
there is a research opportunity to investigate its 
occurrence within the naturalised populations 
of New Zealand mallard. An extension to this 
research could be to answer the question whether 
brood parasitism occurs in other New Zealand 
species of duck such as the grey (Anas superciliosa), 
Australasian shoveler (Anas rhynchotis) and paradise 
shelduck (Tadorna variegata). As there is extensive 
hybridisation between mallard and grey duck, 
there is an opportunity to investigate whether there 
are differences in mating and breeding systems 
between hybrids and the pure forms of both species. 
Another question to answer is how successful are 
large broods with respect to the number of nestlings 
that survive and is there any difference in survival 
rate between the different clutches laid in a nest. 
Answers to these research questions could show 
that brood parasitism is more widespread than 
currently known. Such knowledge will assist in how 
native and introduced species of duck are managed 
and conserved in New Zealand. 
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