
 

AMAZING FEATS OF WATERFOWL 
FASTER THAN A SPEEDING BULLET… A RED-BREASTED MERGANSER HAS BEEN CLOCKED AT 161 
KM/H (100 M.P.H.) 
MORE POWERFUL THAN A LOCOMOTIVE… BLACK BRANT MIGRATE APPROXIMATELY 4,800 
KILOMETRES (3,000 MILES) NONSTOP. 
ABLE TO LEAP TALL BUILDINGS IN A SINGLE BOUND… EVEN BETTER, THEY CAN FLY! 
Waterfowl are “super” creatures in their own right. Here are some amazing facts about our feathered 
friends.   
NONSTOP FLIGHT 
The long-distance flying champions of all waterfowl are black brant. They migrate nonstop from coastal 
Alaska to their wintering grounds in Baja California – a journey of roughly 4,800 kilometres (3,000 
miles) – in just 60 to 72 hours. The birds lose almost half their body weight during this marathon flight. 
Pintails raised in Alaska and winter in Hawaii make a similar trans-Pacific flight of about 3,200 
kilometres (2,000 miles). 
CATCHING AIR 
Waterfowl wings provide the two essential elements of flight. Primary feathers (those on the tips of the 
wings) provide thrust, while secondary feathers (those on the rear edge of the wings) provide lift. 
BROAD VIEW 
With eyes located on either side of their head, waterfowl have a field of vision of almost 340 degrees. 
This enables them to see just about everything above, below, in front of, and behind them at the same 
time. The saucer-shaped eyes of waterfowl also allow them to see both close and distant objects in sharp 
focus simultaneously. 
OLD BIRDS 
The oldest known duck to be harvested was a canvasback that was the ripe old age of 29. The oldest 
known goose to be taken by a hunter was a Canada goose of the same age. 
HIGH ALTITUDE 
Ducks usually migrate at an altitude of 60- 1.220 metres (200 to 4,000 feet) but are capable of reaching 
much greater heights. A jet plane over Nevada struck a mallard at an altitude of 6,400 metres (21,000 
feet) – the highest documented flight by North American waterfowl. A 1954 climbing expedition to 
Mount Everest found a pintail skeleton at an elevation of 5,000 metres (16,400 feet). 



 
SPEED RECORD 
The fastest duck ever recorded was a red-breasted merganser that attained a top airspeed of 161 km/h 
(100 m.p.h.) while being pursued by an airplane. This eclipsed the previous speed record held by a 
canvasback clocked at 116 km/h (72 m.p.h.). Blue-winged and green-winged teal, thought by many 
hunters to be the fastest ducks, are actually among the slowest, having a typical flight speed of only 48 
km/h (30 m.p.h.). 
MASS MIGRATION 
Severe weather will occasionally trigger a mass migration of waterfowl known as a grand passage. In 
early November 1995, following a severe blizzard in the Prairie Pothole Region, millions of migrating 
ducks and geese jammed radar systems and grounded flights in Omaha, Nebraska, and Kansas City, 
Missouri. 
FEATHER COUNT 
Feathers typically make up about one-sixth of a bird's weight. Hummingbirds have the fewest feathers 
(some species have less than a thousand). Some swans, on the other hand, have more than 25,000 
feathers. 
GLOBE-TROTTER 
Blue-winged teal migrate farther south than any other North American waterfowl. A blue-winged teal 
banded near Oak Lake, Manitoba, was harvested near Lima, Peru, more than 6,437 kilometres (4,000 
miles) to the south. 
 


