Wonderful wigeon

Seaton Marshes Local Nature Reserve buzzes with activity at any time of year, but it is in the winter months when the marshes really come alive.

A visit between October and February will show the marshes crammed full of birds, all jostling whistling and arguing over food. It’s a thrilling sight, but also quite baffling if you don’t know what’s going on. So here is the East Devon District Council guide to Seaton’s winter duck parade.

Wigeon

As with most birds it is the males that are the real stunners, but the females are easily spotted too – as they are never far from their male partners.

You will mainly see wigeon feeding at Seaton Marshes and unlike most ducks they do this out of the water, grazing on short grass around the scrapes and ditches of the marsh. The males have a beautiful grey back, which if you get a close enough look, is a fine flecked marl pattern. Their plump pinky chest and brown, rounded head contrasts sharply and the face has a vertical stripe of buff down its centre. The beak is small and blue-grey with a black tip. Seeing it in print you realise just what a striking bird this is, on paper it looks lovely, but on a crisp sunny winter morning it is absolutely stunning!

Listen out for the whistling call of the wigeon as the pairs communicate while they feed. They have a very familiar ‘wee-oo’ call, which rises and falls quickly.

Teal

You don’t even need to make out colours to be able to identify the teal on the reserve – they are tiny. Teal feed at the edges of the water, on grass seeds and other floating vegetation, their short little necks don’t allow them to dabble in deeper water. 

Again, the female ducks are pretty drab, and yet again the males steal the show. The males have a rich brown head with a green patch over the eye, either side of which are pale yellow stripes. The body colour is flecked grey like the wigeon, but the male teal are recognisable even with their heads in the water. Either side of the tail is a bright yellow patch that shines out even in the dullest weather. 

Shoveller

Both male and female shoveller are very easy to spot in a crowd, however they keep their major distinctive feature underwater for the majority of the time.

When they do lift their heads from feeding though, there is no mistaking a shoveller. They have the most massive bills of any of our native ducks. Huge!

The males are very pretty birds, with a metallic green head and bright yellow eyes, white body with deep brown sides. The females look a lot like other female ducks, apart from that ridiculous beak.

They use their bills to filter bits of plant, insect or seeds out of the water, and spend most of the time with most of their face under water. In flight they look very front heavy, almost like a beak with wings.

Mallard

Mallards were the species of wild duck that humans first domesticated and selectively bred into almost every type of domestic duck from tiny call ducks to the big gressingham table birds. And all domestic ducks can interbreed with wild stock, which makes ID a little tricky.

Mallards are the ‘typical’ duck. Males have a shiny green head, white neck ring and brown chest, while females are the same shape but much plainer. If you’re looking at a strange coloured duck the chances are it is a hybrid mallard, interbred with domestic ducks. There is a resident female on the marshes for example, that is very pale indeed, suggesting a recent pairing of wild mallard and a domestic Aylesbury type. Female mallards are easily confused with legitimate wild ducks though, so look for a blue patch of the wing and in the males, curly tail feathers for confirmation of mallard.

