by Tony Young

As . the holiday  fastc
approaches, many parents contemplage
the idea of purchasing baby ducks for
their children. After all, these
tiny mallard ducklings are so
cute and fuffy and have been
given as Easter presents for
many generations. Bur before
making that decision, first
comsider all the amifications.

Did you know these ducks
have an average lifespan of 10
years? Sure, they might make
nice pers while they are small
enough to bt in your hand, bur
what happens when  they
become full-grown and the
novelty wears off

Ofien when this happens,
parents and children grow rired
of caring for their birds and
decide o release them into the
wild after they have ourgrown
their cages. Most people do nor
realive doing this i illegal and
thar these mallards pose a serious threar
to Florda's narive wildlife,

Last July, the Flornida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Commission
(FWC) approved a new rule making it
unlawful 1o release captive-reared mallard
ducks inta the wild. This rule requires
that people buying or selling mallands in
the state mist be permitted by the FWC,

Cne reason for this rule s char
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transmitting diseases and compete with
native wildlife for food and habear, le s
actually illegal 1o release any animal inta
the wild if it poses a discase hazard.
Another reason  is  thar  releasing
domesticared mallards ino the wild
threatens the extstence of the Flonda

matthed duck.
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The Florida motled duck (Ama
frulvipuelia), often called the Florida duck,
is a umigque subspecies found only in
peninsular Florida. This narve dock is
brown in color and maineains a small
homerange relative to thar of odher
waterfowl, inhabiting both inland and
coastal wetland ecosystems.

The motiled duck is a valued part of
Florida’s wildlife heritage and  has
inhabired our seate for thousands of years.
The species is one of only a few non-
migratory ducks in North America; the
motthed duck spends its enrire life within
HForida, unlike most ducks, which fly
great  distances  each year  berween
northern and southem latimdes,

problem. Wild mallards are migratory
birds, inhabinng Florida only duning che
winter months. In the spring. they fly
north w breed and are not present by the
tme the mortled dock mating season
begins in Florida.

On the other hand, domesticated
mallards released into the wild do not
migrate and will become year-round
Florida residents. These domesticated, or
feral, mallards are crosshreeding with the
mettled ducks, which are closely relared
and very similar in appearance. The
hvbrid offspring is fermile, which further
compounds  the  problem.  This
hybridization a serious concern and, it
not stopped, could result in the Florida
mottled duck’s extincrion.

(ther commumities around  the
globe have witnessed several similar
situznions, In New Lealand, feral mallands
were feleased o provade hunting stock,
and the resulr of thar action devastared the
local gray duck popularions,
approximarely 95 percent of the gray
ducks in MNew ZLealand are hybrids.

The Hawaiian duck is another
example. This endangered bird s most
likely campletely hybridized on the island
of Oahu and may be genetically intact
only on the iland of Kauai. Meller's duck
in Madagascar is yet another. It wo, is
now a highly endangered species because
of the intraduction of mallards,

The fare of the Florida morthed duck
could
population is relacvely small—
estmated  ar  30,000-40,000
breeding binds. Already, FWC
biologists say approximately
12 percent of the ducks are
showing penetic evidence of
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be similar, a5 their

hybridizrion.
To make maners worse, a
survey by Florida Stare

University reports thar mare
than 12,000 mallards® are
purchased  statewide
feed-and-seed  stores  and
released each year. With these
alarming numbers, coupled
with the momled duck’s small
populatian, it is obvious that it
wouldn't ke long for the
Florida morled duck vo suffer
the same tragic demise as s
: waorldly counterparts.

Today, the fumure of Floridas
morthed duck is uncermin, Scienoss can
predict what will happen, bur as
Floridians, the fare of the mooded duck s
in our hamnds.

You mighe ask yoursell *Whar can 1
do to help prevent these creatures from
going extinet?”. The solution starts with
nod buying your child a duck for Easter.

For more information on protecting
Floridas mottled duck, contact one of
FWACS waterfowd offices ar (850) 488-
3878 ar (321) 726-2862, or visit FWCs
website ar www MyFWC com.
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