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INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the important components underpinning 

the rescue and release of native ducklings, the stages of duckling rehabilitation, housing and 

common medical conditions affecting native ducklings.1  In addition a short commentary on a 

condition known as angel wing is also included as this appears to have serious consequences 

to successful rehabilitation. 

The processes identified in the document aim  to reduce the number of admissions of 

orphaned ducklings into rehabilitation due to unsuccessful rescues and to improve the success 

rate (release) of orphaned ducklings through improved rehabilitation techniques. By sharing 

our experience we hope this will assist other wildlife rehabilitators involved in duckling 

rehabilitation.  

 

In 2008 there was limited information available in Western Australia on duckling rehabilitation 

apart from hands on experience by wildlife rehabilitators, anecdotal advice and information 

provided by Department of Parks and Wildlife’s (DPaW) Basic Carers Course.  

Duckling rescues were a real issue because in many cases the number of ducklings rescued 

were subsequently removed from their parents due to poor capture techniques. After much 

planning for rescues and researching techniques, Native ARC undertook twenty two duckling 

rescues which resulted in twenty duck family releases with only two admissions of orphaned 

ducklings in 2011. 

In 2011 WA Wildlife received a grant from BP Refinery Kwinana WA to purchase equipment 

which significantly enhanced the rehabilitation outcomes for ducklings. In undertaking the 

project it was determined a three stage process with corresponding equipment and enclosures 

would give the ducklings the best possible chance of survival. By the end of 2011 with over 

230 orphaned ducklings admitted, the success (release) rate was 90%.  

This figure was improved slightly with a release rate of 91% and 93% in 2012 and 2013 

respectively. 

In 2021, WA Wildlife maintains a release rate of +/- 90%. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 It should be noted that the techniques described in the document have been developed based on our experience and do not 

purport to be the only method of duckling capture or rehabilitation. The information provided is done so to add value to existing 
practices and to share our experience with other wildlife practitioners in the hope that together we will improve the outcomes for 
native wildlife. 
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Rescue 

 

Preparation 
 
Duckling season usually runs from late August to January in Western Australia.  To 
successfully complete a rescue, there are many things to consider. Being prepared with 
equipment, a rescue team and a rescue plan will ensure the best possible outcome. When 
taking the call for help, it is important to gather specific information on the type of rescue 
required, potential hazards in undertaking the rescue, local release sites and if possible the 
species of duckling. Most important of all, deciding if the ducklings need rescuing. 
 

The call for help 
 
When a rescue call is received, elicit as much information as possible to identify:  

• The location of the ducklings (i.e. swimming pool, road or backyard)? 

• The age/size and species of duckling?    

• Whether the parents are with the ducklings? 

• Have there been any duckling casualties? 

• Are there any immediate hazards/predators? 
 
If there are competing requests prioritise. i.e. ducklings in a pool as opposed to ducklings on 
the road. 
 
When you have established which ducklings are top priority list the rescue is then organised.  
 

Organising the rescue 
  
Before any rescue: 

• Ensure the “duckling rescue kit” is stocked and ready to go (see below); 

• Set-up an enclosure appropriate to the size of the ducklings so that it is ready if the 
ducklings need to be taken into care; 

• Organise at least three volunteers to assist with the rescue; 

• Assess the rescue site on a map - looking for nearby lakes/wetlands for immediate 
release or potential hazards such as major roads and make sure enough time is 
allocated (45-60 minutes is needed for some rescues plus travel time) so that the 
rescue is not rushed which may jeopardise the success of the activity. 

 
The safety of volunteers is paramount. Ensure all rescue volunteers are aware of safety first 
when embarking on a rescue. Traffic, pools and enclosed spaces are all safety issues. In 
addition slips/trips when chasing ducklings can also contribute to injuries. Ensure all 
volunteers wear wildlife vests and appropriate safety issues are addressed before beginning 
the rescue and capture activity.  
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Equipment  

Rescue Kit: 
 

Transport 

 
Ducklings - Zip-up soft 
material/netted pet carrier or 
sealed box (with holes) 
 
Parents – Pet-pack 
 

Equipment 
 
1-2 Telescopic net 
1-2 fabric nets 
Butterfly net 
Pool scoop (if available) 
Feather duster and string 
Throw net 
 

PPE 
 
Gumboots 
Wildlife rescue fluoro vest 
First-aid kit (humans & 
wildlife) 
 

 

Identification 
 

There are three main types of ducklings in the Perth region.  
 
These are:  

1. Shelduck; 
2. Pacific Black duck; and 
3. Wood Duck 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
Shelduckling               Pacific Black Ducklings                Wood Ducklings 
 
 
 

Types of Rescues 
 
During the duckling season (late August – January), wildlife centres receive calls almost every 
day regarding ducklings in distress, that may  or may not require rescue.  
 
A few common scenarios often occur. An estimation of the percentage of calls taken at Native 
ARC are as follows:   

• Mother duck and ducklings are swimming in the pool (80% of calls); 

• Mother duck was hit by a car and ducklings are on the road (10% of calls); 

• Ducklings are in backyard with no pool (5% of calls); and 

• Other (5% of calls). 
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Swimming Pool Rescues 
 

Note: Pool rescues pose safety hazards for humans too. Ensure there are two 

persons working together around water bodies at all times.  

Ducks will usually build a nest around a pool in the garden. Quite often the owners of the pool 
do not know there is a duck in their backyard. The mother can stay well hidden and all of a 
sudden a brood of ducklings make the swimming pool their home. This scenario is probably 
the most common. Ducklings in a pool are not of great concern in the short term. Long term 
(over a few days) exposure to chlorine and salt can be fatal. Adult ducks do not seem to be 
affected by salt pools. Some pools can also be dangerous to ducklings. If they do not have 
low steps and if the ducklings are unable to get out of the pool they will drown.   
 
The hardest thing about a swimming pool rescue is that the mother will often fly away from 
the pool if the rescue team comes too close to her. It was often thought that once she flew 
away and was disturbed, she would abandon her ducklings. This is a myth! Mother ducks 
are incredibly protective of their young and some species will attack the rescuer trying to 
capture the ducklings. When a mother duck flies away from the pool, she is usually circling 
above. 

 
“Get the mother first!” (AKA the “Abduction Technique”) 

This technique, if successful, is the ideal technique to try. If the mother is caught using a net 
before she flies away, a lot of time will be saved and also save the mother and ducklings a lot 
of distress. This technique is only successful if there is a very protective mother. First time 
mothers are often very flighty and unstable.  
 
To catch the mother:  

1. Count how many ducklings there are - ducklings will scatter when scared or if the 
mother sends out a “distress” call.  

2. Assess the swimming pool and surrounding area – taking note of buildings, roads that 
the mother may fly towards. 

3. Surround the pool with a few volunteers experienced in using nets – if the mother flies 
off, capture mid-flight is often very easy as she is dragging water and gaining speed. 

4. Capture the mother in a net – (using the telescopic net, hold the net a couple of feet 
above the mother duck, when she takes off for flight, capture her mid-flight or call for 
other volunteers with nets to capture her if she escapes). 

 
NB: Telescopic nets do not drag weight upon contact with water and the pole can be 
extended up to three metres in length which makes them ideal for birds flying above 
head or wide swimming pools. Fabric nets are good for assisting or capturing ducks 
mid-flight as they are less likely to cause injury – however they are not good to use in 
water as they become water logged. 
 
If  the mother duck is successfully captured, the ducklings can be easily scooped up using a 
pool net or telescopic net. The mother can be placed in a pet-pack and the ducklings in a 
sealed box or a zip-up mesh pet carrier (ducklings can escape quite easily from pet-packs).  

 
“Get the ducklings first!” (AKA the “Kidnap Technique”)  
This technique should be used if the first technique is not successful and the mother duck flies 
away. It should be used if you know you have a first time mother or a duck and a drake with 
the ducklings.  
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To catch the mother and ducklings:  
1. Count how many ducklings there are (as above).  
2. Assess the grounds of the swimming pool and backyard – take note of sheds, garages, 

carports etc. 
3. Surround the pool with a few volunteers experienced in using nets – if the mother 

happens to fly off, try to capture her mid-flight. If she escapes, focus on the ducklings. 
Using the telescopic net, scoop up all of the ducklings. If all the ducklings are swimming 
in a group, scoop them all up together. Put the ducklings in a mesh pet carrier or sealed 
box. 

5. Show the ducklings to the mother by leaving the mesh pet carrier out in the open until 
the mother has sighted the ducklings. Slowly move the pet carrier to an enclosed area 
such as a shed or garage always keeping the mother in sight so she can hear the 
ducklings. Hide the ducklings away from mum so that the ducklings will be making 
“distress” calls to their mother. The mother duck will be able to hear this even if she is 
circling the house. 

6. Trap the mother - once the mother lands in the backyard and she can hear the 
ducklings ensure that there is someone hidden in the shed/garage with the ducklings 
and there is someone hidden behind the door of the shed. When the mother walks into 
the shed/garage to find the ducklings, the volunteer behind the door closes the door 
essentially trapping the mother inside. The volunteer inside can then catch the mother 
using a net. 

7. Secure the parents - once the mother has been caught, put her in a pet pack. If there 
is a drake nearby, the same technique can be used once the mother has been caught 
(however drakes are more cautious and will take longer to trap). 

 

Road Rescues (MVA) 

Note: Road rescues pose safety hazards for humans too. Contact Main Roads (WA) 

or relevant Road Authority before undertaking any road rescue to ensure you have the 

correct authority to undertake the rescue.  

Ducklings won’t always hatch around a pool or lake. Often, the eggs are hidden in low scrub 
up to one hundred metres from the water’s edge. In this situation, the mother duck will walk 
her newly hatched ducklings to the water. As ducks have not evolved with motor vehicles, cats 
or foxes, they don’t readily avoid them or are aware of the hazards they pose. Ducklings 
dutifully trail behind mum, so she is usually the first to be hit by a vehicle. The mother is usually 
killed on impact and the ducklings instinctively run and hide under the nearest bush and remain 
there without a sound (this is a survival instinct). 
 
This type of rescue is a priority one. Ducklings that are not in water and without a parent are 
literally “sitting ducks” and will quickly become food for cats, foxes, ravens or birds of prey. 
Very rarely do these orphaned ducklings venture onto the road as they know it is safer to hide 
in the scrub. 
 
This type of rescue is the easiest, once the ducklings have been located. Ask the rescuer if 
they saw any ducklings and where they went. If the rescuer did see ducklings and they are 
still at the rescue site, ask them to wait until you arrive to give directions as to where the 
ducklings are hiding. It can be very difficult finding day old ducklings that are hiding and very 
quiet, based on verbal directions alone. The more detail gained from the person reporting the 
incident the better. If they are unable to wait at the rescue site, make sure specific instructions 
on which direction they saw the ducklings go are obtained and request a landmark (such as a 
big rock, tree branch or log) as an indicator to mark the area.   
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It is critical that all rescue volunteers move slowly and are quiet. Noise and movement will 
cause the ducklings to hide even more securely. If it is quiet and still, a few little chirps may 
be heard which will assist in locating the orphaned ducklings.  
 
To find and catch the ducklings:  

1. Locate the dead mother - ducklings rarely stray far from the mother even if she is dead. 
2. Locate the ducklings - very slowly and quietly look (at a distance) through the 

undergrowth and surrounding bushes. Sometimes there will be movement as the 
ducklings fight to get to the bottom of the brood to hide. If there is no sign of the 
ducklings, listen very carefully as every so often a duckling will call for its mother. If 
the ducklings cannot be located but they are heard – use a feather duster on a 
piece of string and drag it along the floor leading from the mother. It is surprising 
how quickly ducklings will run over to a moving duck who they have mistaken 
as their mother. 

3. Capture the ducklings - once located, it is important not to race over and try and grab 
them as they will all scatter. Using the telescopic net (not a fabric net as it is not “see-
through”) cover and capture all the ducklings with the net. 

4. Transport pack/pet carrier - once the ducklings are covered, get another volunteer to 
transport the ducklings one by one from under the net to a box or zip up mesh pet 
carrier. 

 
 

Backyard Rescues (no pool) 

From time to time a call will be received regarding ducklings in a backyard that does not have 
a swimming pool. These are usually wood ducklings as the parents nest in trees and ducklings 
jump from the nest onto the ground. Other ducks will wander through a backyard with their 
ducklings and get trapped by fencing. Whatever the reason, it is not uncommon for these 
ducklings to need rescuing. The “abduction technique” (see above under swimming pool 
rescues) will not work in this scenario as the parents can run quite fast and fly. The “kidnap 
technique” will need to be used. 
 
Whatever technique is used in this situation be mindful the parents will be highly stressed as 
they are out of water and exposed to predators making them “flighty”. Be cautious when trying 
to catch the ducklings if the drake is present (wood ducks and teal ducks) as he will often 
swoop any predator trying to chase his young. 
 

Other Rescues 
 
Various other rescues will occur from time to time. In the past these have included ducklings 
stuck down drains, on balconies, in the neighbour’s house (gone through cat-flap), in a 
shopping centre and even on the freeway! These scenarios are rare and need to be addressed 
on a case by case basis.  
 
A few important points to remember when rescuing ducklings in any situation: 
 

• Never try and catch ducks/drakes or ducklings without a net; 

• Always be prepared with the appropriate rescue equipment (see rescue kit); 

• Always have more than one volunteer to help with the rescue; 

• Make a conscious effort to obtain accurate details regarding the location and number 
of ducklings; 

• Do not spend too long trying to catch adult ducks/drakes. Stress can cause them to 
abandon their ducklings; and 
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• Always be conscious of safety issues and ensure volunteer safety comes first. 
 

The Release 

 

When it comes time to release, be careful not to undo all the hard work involved in the capture 
and or rehabilitation of the ducklings.2  
 
Before release of ducklings of any age go through the following checklist:  
 

 There are no larger animals (swans, adult ducks or coots etc.) that will pose a threat 
to the ducklings.  

 There are hiding areas such as reeds and bushes (do not release into open water). 

 There is food available and little competition (smaller lakes with lots of waterbirds may 
not be appropriate). 

 The water level and condition is suitable (never release in lakes that will dry up within 
a couple of months or that have poor water quality). 

 The lake is rarely visited by humans and domestic animals (lakes which are frequented 
by humans and cats/dogs may not be appropriate). 

 There are no major roads which may cause fatalities during breeding or migration later 
on. 

 The weather is suitable. 
 
One thing to remember when releasing ducks/drakes and ducklings is that once they are 
released, it is almost impossible to get them back again. If a release is considered, be 100% 
certain that the right time and spot is chosen. 
 

Family Release 
 
Once the ducklings and their parent/s are rescued they need to be released as soon as 
possible. Stress can kill ducklings or sometimes cause the parents to abandon them. Before 
rescue, a suitable release site (on a map) should be identified. The closest freshwater source 
is the appropriate one as the parents are likely from there and know the area. 
 
Once the release site is assessed, proceed with the release. Always remember, “Mums before 
Bubs”. Releasing the ducklings first is a very risky and dangerous choice. If the mother is too 
stressed she may fly off and abandon her ducklings. If the ducklings are released first they will 
swim off and most likely die.  
 
By releasing the mother first the decision to release the ducklings can then be made. If 
she flies away, the ducklings must be taken into care. If she swims off but remains in the area, 
she is waiting for her ducklings as she can hear them in the box. When releasing a family 
group follow these steps:  
 

1. Find a suitable release site.  
2. Once confident it is safe to release - remember “Mums before Bubs” - put the 

mother’s pet-pack into the water then slowly open the door (opening the door in mid-

 
2 It should be noted that in the wild a very low percentage of ducklings survive to adulthood, 
perhaps even as low as 10% may survive. Birds of prey, ravens, foxes, cats and even other 
waterbirds predate on the ducklings and only the fittest survive. 
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air will cause the mother to fly out and possibly away). Opening the pet pack in the 
water allows her swim out safely. 

3. At the same time slowly lower the ducklings’ box into the water. Make sure they swim 
after/with their mother.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Mother is released FIRST!        Ducklings are released SECOND!            The family swim off! 

 

 
Orphan Release 
 
This type of release is easier than a “family release” but much harder emotionally since many 
weeks have been spent feeding, cleaning, caring for them and watching them grow. Orphans 
can be released at two stages of development.  
 

1. During hotter months where temperatures are above 30⁰C ducklings can be released 
as a group at around seven weeks of age, directly from stage two if need be. 

2. During colder months when temperatures are below 30⁰C and night temperatures drop 
significantly, ducklings must be released at twelve to fourteen weeks of age once they 
are fully fledged. 

 
*During 2013 Native ARC began releasing ducklings at seven weeks of age during the months 
of November, December and January when temperatures exceeded 30⁰C. Native ARC 
volunteers released four groups of ducklings onto Bibra Lake which makes up part of the 
Beelier Wetlands. Volunteers observed the ducklings twice a week for six weeks post release. 
Out of the 78 ducklings released, 71 ducklings were observed in their groups six weeks later.  
 
Most ducklings take twelve to fourteen weeks to fledge depending on the species. Once 
released at this age, ducks usually swim off to their new life on the lake and rarely stay in their 
group. After the release checklist has been completed the following steps for releasing juvenile 
ducks can be followed.  
 
These are:  

1. Find suitable release site. 
2. Once confident it is safe for release, put the pet-pack/s into the water, and then slowly 

open the door/s. 
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Stage 1 - Rehabilitation 
 

Introduction:  
 
Duckling rehabilitation can be very difficult if appropriate resources and equipment is not 
available. For successful rehabilitation (rearing), ducklings should be rehabilitated in three 
stages. Each stage is different in terms of diet, husbandry and enrichment. If these 
requirements are not met, there is the likelihood of a negative outcome. 
 

Admitting Ducklings into care 
 
Stage one is required for ducklings aged from one to eighteen days old (0-2 ½  weeks). Stage 
one is critical for the success of the ducklings’ long term. Generally speaking 90% of ducklings 
that survive Stage one will survive to adulthood, with appropriate stage two and three care 
respectively. When a new brood of ducklings arrives the first thing is to let them ‘de-stress’ in 
a warm hot box for approximately thirty minutes then, weigh and assess each duckling. 
Examinations do not need to be too intense but a quick check for any bleeding or fractures 
must be completed. If the ducklings appear healthy, they can be placed into a warm reptile 
vivarium set up prior to capture (see example below). 
 
Provide luke-warm water in a green poultry water bowl (make sure water is luke-warm and not 
cold). After an hour, provide food in the form of mealworms sprinkled with egg & biscuit mix 
and insectivore powder (see Diet and Feeding). Once the ducklings begin eating, the 
remaining wet and dry foods can be provided. Cover the vivarium’s glass windows/doors (not 
heating area) for the next few days and only uncover to clean or feed. Cutting a small hole in 
the cover will allow you to observe them closely without stressing them. 
 

Husbandry 
 
Husbandry is the most important aspect of duckling rehabilitation. Poor husbandry is usually 
responsible for duckling fatalities. Stage one duckling husbandry is very important and should 
not be taken lightly. 
 
Enclosures recommended for stage one ducklings are reptile vivariums as they are easy to 
clean and retain warmth. Native ARC uses “Medium URS© polyethylene vivariums” from 
Ultimate Reptile Suppliers. These enclosures are easy to clean and the glass windows/doors 
can be removed for easy cleaning.  
 
Temperature should be closely monitored at all times. A heat light or “brooding light” above a 
raised platform is essential so that ducklings can get off the floor (which can become wet and 
cold) close to the warmth. Red/blue or green (80wt) flood lights (as pictured below) are best. 
They provide approximately 34°C of heat (directly under the heat source) and are not too 
bright and these lights are soft enough to be left on overnight. It should be noted that the 
temperature in the vivarium should not exceed 30 degrees. NOTE: Vivariums will overheat 
and exceed estimated temperature ranges if they are not in a temperature controlled 
room (air-conditioned).  
 
Other lights may be purchased depending on the situation and enclosure. Temperatures 
should be checked regularly and in the majority of cases the lamps left on all the time in the 
vivariums. When cleaning the vivariums ensure water is not sprayed on the lights as this may 
cause electrical problems. Also care is needed when placing towels on top of the vivariums 
so the light source is not covered guarding against potential fire. 
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Substrate should consist of newspaper (approx. 3-4 sheets thick) and bath towels or 
appropriate absorbent material which covers the entire floor surface (and the raised platform).  
Food and water must be placed away from the heat-light so that it does not become hot or in 
contact with the electrical components of the vivarium.  
 
 *Stage 1 (vivarium) set-up! 

 
 

Enrichment 

Enrichment does not only come in the form of plant foliage. Enrichment is anything that 
“enriches” the animal’s state of mind. Some foliage can be placed in the vivarium to give the 
ducklings something to hide in. A Woolybush is the best option for ducklings as its soft and 
does not have any sharp sticks that would cause injury. It is also suggested that for small 
groups of ducklings or very young ones a feather duster placed in the vivarium can also 
provide a level of security. 
 
Small trays of sifted clean sand can also be provided. Ducklings’ need some sand in their diet 
for healthy digestion. 
 
The vivarium glass should be covered over to provide “protective enrichment” which allows 
the ducklings to feel safe in their enclosure. *Stress kills wildlife! Be aware not to cover over 
the heat lamp. 
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Diet & Feeding 
 
When it comes to feeding ducklings a significant amount of time will be spent cutting, 
chopping, grating, pureeing and measuring. Be prepared!  
 
Ducklings require different foods at different stages of development. Feeding the wrong size 
food or the wrong amount of food can lead to death very quickly. It is important to follow feeding 
plans strictly so ducklings can have the best chance of survival. Quantity and type of food is 
the same for all species of duckling. 
 

Diet 
 
Stage one ducklings need to be fed three times per day. To prepare food for stage one 
ducklings: 
 

1. Finely chop three cups of DARK leafy vegetables (strictly no lettuce). 
2. Finely chop ½ cup of freshly picked grass (not lawn). 
3. Roughly chop ½ cup sprouted seeds (sunflower, wheat, millet, mung bean, snow 

pea). 
4. Puree ½ cup dark greens, ½ cup water, 1/8 tsp BVM powder and 1tsp insectivore 

powder. 
5. Using a stage one duckling tray, add the 3 cups of chopped greens, ½ cup of 

chopped grass, ½ cup sprouted seeds and pour the greens/insectivore slurry over 
the top.  

6. Fill tray to the top with luke-warm water and serve.  
7. Provide two feeds a day on a separate flat plate of chick starter. EACH DUCKLING 

must only receive ½  tsp each of chick starter.  
8. Provide two feeds a day on a separate flat plate of insects, ½ tsp of mealworms (in 

bran and pollard) and ½ tsp of slaters. 
 

* If there are more than six ducklings in a vivarium, feed on two separate plates to ensure all 
ducklings get a chance to eat. 
 
NOTE: As the ducklings grow and become more and more active they may be 
consuming more than the above quantities of WET food. Adjust WET food quantities 
accordingly by either doubling or tripling the recipe. 
 
It should be noted that small ducklings can drown or become very wet and cold if the water 
container is too deep.  
 

Feeding 
 
Stage one ducklings need to be fed three times per day. Their water may need to be changed 
more often. Stage one ducklings (and in particularly hatchlings) may need to be taught how to 
feed. Contrary to popular myth not all ducklings will instinctively eat after hatching. They need 
to be shown. If there is a brood of new ducklings who don’t seem interested in food, the easiest 
way to teach them is by using a pop stick to make a pecking motion in their mealworm mix 
and flick the food toward them. The movement of food and tapping noise should stimulate 
them to eat (Recognition Imprinting). 
  
If possible an older duckling from a different brood can act as a role model and show the 
ducklings how it’s done. Ducklings will learn faster from a role model than a pop stick. The 
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duckling “teacher” may only need to stay with the brood for a day or two until all the ducklings 
are eating on their own. Then return him/her to original brood. 
 
NOTE: Water must always be provided next to the food as ducklings do not have teeth, 
and cannot chew their food. They require water to help them swallow the food. Ducks 
have been known to choke on food in captivity simply because they did not have access 
to fresh water.  
 
 

When to feed 
 
Ducklings should be fed first thing in the morning (between 7:00am-9:30am), at midday 
(between 12:00pm – 1:30pm) and in the evening (4:00pm – 6:00pm). *Be warned that over 
feeding or missing feeds may cause fatalities.  
 

DO NOT leave wet food in with the ducklings at night. And make sure bedding is dry. In the 
wild the mother duck would escort her ducklings onto dry land to sleep and only eat between 
daylight hours. At night all wet food must be removed. The enclosure should be cleaned and 
bedding replaced to prevent ducklings getting wet and cold over night. 
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Stage 2 - Rehabilitation 

 

Moving up! 
 
Stage two is required for ducklings aged from roughly eighteen days to forty days old (2 ½ - 6 
weeks). Generally speaking almost ALL ducklings that survive stage two will survive to 
adulthood if appropriate stage three care is provided.  
 
When a brood of ducklings is ready for stage two they must be prepared for a new 
environment. Moving straight from stage one to two can be stressful and result in deaths.  One 
to two days before moving to stage two, the heat light should be turned off during the day so 
that ducklings can acclimatise to normal stage two conditions.  
 
When first moving ducklings to stage two, do not put them outside on the first day. This will 
allow them to adjust to their new enclosure without the added stress of the outside elements. 
 

Husbandry 
 
Enclosures for stage two ducklings should be light weight and portable, so they can be moved 
inside at night and outside onto a grassed area during the day. They should also be easy to 
clean and retain warmth at night. Native ARC uses portable “Duckling Tractors” which are 
made in-house from fiberglass, PVC piping and aviary mesh (1cm x 1cm). See picture below.  
 
Tractors consist of an enclosed hut area and netted area to allow for free movement during 
the day. 
At night the tractor is undercover with a heat light attached to the hut. During the day the heat 
light is removed and the tractor taken outside where the ducklings are released from the hut 
and able to move freely in the enclosed area of the tractor. 
 
A heat light or “brooding light” is attached to the top of the fiberglass unit to provide adequate 
warmth overnight. Ducklings need to be enclosed in the fibreglass hut at night to help retain 
heat/warmth. Depending on the temperature at night in the hotter months the light may be left 
off.  
 
During the day the duckling tractors can be moved outside onto a grassed area and the 
ducklings let out of the fiberglass hut. There is a sliding perspex sheeting acting as a barrier 
(door) which slides out from its fitting.  
 
When moving the tractor always remove the food and water dishes before wheeling the 
tractor and ensure ducklings are inside the fiberglass hut for protection/safety. The 
tractor must sit flat on the grass to avoid escapes and possible injury. Once the perspex 
sheeting door is removed the ducklings can then move freely in the enclosed open area of the 
tractor.  
 
At night time, coax the ducklings back into the fiberglass hut with a bowl of chick starter or 
mealworms, and then slide the perspex sheeting back into place. Wheel the tractor inside and 
attach the heat light and prepare the tractor for the night. Remember do not leave wet food 
in the tractor overnight 
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*Stage two tractor set-up at night time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stage 2 Duckling Tractors 
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Enrichment 

When the tractor is outside some foliage can be placed inside the open tractor area on the 
grass to give the ducklings something to hide in. Woolybush is the best option for ducklings.  
 
If it is too hot, wet sheets can be hung over the wire mesh to keep the ducklings cool. 
 
A shallow tray (no deeper than 20cm/8in) of water can be provided in the grassed area of the 
tractor so that the ducklings can have a swim. A larger swimming area such as a children’s 
“shell pool” can be used if the ducklings are supervised. Ducklings should have no more 
than ten minutes of supervised swim time then plenty of time in the sun to dry off. 
 
 *Swimming is important for ducklings in stage two and three as it helps to waterproof their 
feathers and provides exercise. 
 
 

Diet & Feeding 
 
Stage two ducklings require a change of diet to allow them to mature and learn skills necessary 
for survival in the wild. Changes in diet are as follows:  
 
Stage two ducklings need to be fed three times per day. To prepare food for stage two 
ducklings: 
 

1. Finely chop eight cups of DARK leafy vegetables (strictly no ice-burg lettuce).  
2. Roughly chop two cups of sprouted seeds (sunflower, wheat, millet, mung bean, snow 

pea). 
3. Puree two cups of dark greens, 1 cup water, 1/4 tsp BVM powder and 2 tsp insectivore 

powder. 
4. Using a stage two duckling tray, add the 8 cups of roughly chopped greens, 2 cups of 

sprouted seeds and pour the greens/insectivore slurry over the top. 
5. Fill tray to the top with luke-warm water and serve.  
6. In the morning, scatter the chick starter in the lawn whilst the ducklings are outside on 

the lawn. EACH DUCKLING must only receive 2 tsp each of chick starter. On a flat 
plate provide insects. EACH DUCKLING must only receive 1 tsp of mealworms and 1 
tsp of slaters. 

7. In the evening, provide the same ratios of chickstarter and insects on flat plate. Use 
the food to attract the ducklings into the hut area of the tractor by placing the food on 
the flooring of the hut and sliding the perspex sheeting once all ducklings are safely 
inside. 

 
* If there are more than six ducklings in a tractor, feed on two separate plates to ensure all 
ducklings get a chance to eat. 
 
NOTE: As the ducklings grow and become more and more active they may be 
consuming more than the above quantities of WET food. Adjust WET food quantities 
accordingly by either doubling or tripling the recipe. 
 

Feeding 
 
Stage two ducklings need to be fed three times per day. Their water may need to be changed 
more often. Feeding should always occur on the grass as this encourages them to forage for 
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their food and look for insects. In the morning chick starter can be scattered on the grassed 
area which will give the ducklings more stimulation to forage and will keep them occupied.  
 
Ducklings should be fed first thing in the morning (between 7:00am-9:30am), at midday 
(between 12:00pm – 1:30pm) and in the evening (4:00pm – 6:00pm). At night, all wet food 
must be removed and only dry food is to remain in the fiberglass hut. 
 
*Stage two ducklings (at Native ARC) MUST be fed using a square orange plant pot 
saucer (small and large sizes for stage two and three ducklings respectively).  

 

Stage 3 – Rehabilitation 

Moving Ducklings 
 
Stage three is required for ducklings aged from roughly forty days to eighty five days old (6 - 
12 weeks).  
 
When a brood of ducklings is ready for stage three care, a number of things must be done in 
preparation. A week before moving to stage three, the heat light should be turned off during 
the night so that they can acclimatise to normal stage three conditions. Stage three ducklings 
do not have any additional heating provided. It is recommended to keep ducklings in the brood 
they grew up with. Pacific Black ducks in particular will attack ducklings not from their brood. 
This can create stress for all ducklings involved. *Never mix different broods together once 
they have moved to stage three. 

 

Husbandry 
 
Enclosures for stage three ducklings need to be large (minimum of 30sqm) with plenty of room 
to walk, swim and fly. The next step is release so if they do not get enough exercise and 
conditioning in stage three, they will not survive in the wild.  
 
The substrate should be sand and/or grass. Having rocks, concrete or sticks on the floor can 
cause a condition known as Bumble Foot (see Common Conditions). This is why the sand 
MUST be turned over every day with a metal rake so that it is soft.  
 
Ponds should be deep enough so that the ducklings can dive and swim. Shell ponds can also 
be used. Native ARC has specially fitted ponds (and soak wells) for ducklings which have plug 
holes to drain the water away for cleaning. Ponds need to be cleaned daily and scrubbed. 
 
A hiding area or sleeping quarters is essential. Not only will it provide security for the ducklings 
should they feel threatened but it doubles as cover to escape the elements if it is too hot, 
raining or windy.  
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Large enclosure with river 
sand substrate. 
 
A shelter or “sleeping quarters” 
for protection and security. 
 
 
Native water plants for 
protection/enrichment 
 
 
Pond for swimming/water 
proofing. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Enrichment 
 
Some foliage can be placed in the “sleeping quarters” for security and bedding. Wooly bush 
is the best option for ducklings. Water plants and reeds can be grown around the pond to 
replicate a natural environment. 
 
If it is too hot, sprinklers can be used to cool down the ducklings. This will also encourage 
ducklings to preen and waterproof their feathers. 
 
 

Diet & Feeding 
 
Stage three ducklings require more food than stage two ducklings but less often. They are fed 
very similar to stage two ducklings with the exception of mealworms being changed to 
earthworms. 
 

Diet 
 
Stage three ducklings need to be fed three times per day. To prepare food for stage three 
ducklings: 
 
Check numbers 
 

1. Finely chop 12 cups of DARK leafy vegetables (Strictly no ice-burg lettuce).  
2. Finely chop 2 cups of sprouted seeds (sunflower, wheat, millet, mung bean, snow pea). 
3. Grate ½ cup carrot.  
4. Puree 3 cup dark greens, 3 cup water, 1/4 tsp BVM powder and 2 Tbls insectivore 

powder. 
5. Using a Stage 3 duckling tray, add the 12 cups of roughly chopped greens, 2 cups of 

sprouted seeds and cover with grated carrot and pour the greens/insectivore slurry 
over the top. 

6. Fill tray to the top with luke-warm water and serve.  
7. Provide 2 feeds a day on a separate flat plate of chick starter. EACH DUCKLING must 

only receive 2 Tbls each of chick starter. 
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* If there are more than eight ducklings in the enclosure, feed on two separate trays to 
ensure all ducklings get a chance to eat. 
 
NOTE: In addition to the ducklings’ regular feeding plan, scatter two to three cups of finely 
chopped greens (STRICTLY NO ice-burg lettuce) in the pond. As the ducklings grow and 
become more and more active they may be consuming more than the above quantities of 
WET food. Adjust WET food quantities accordingly by either doubling or tripling the recipe. 
 

Feeding 
 
Stage three ducklings need to be fed twice a day. Ducklings should be fed first thing in the 
morning (between 8:00am-10:30am and in the afternoon 3:00pm – 5:00pm).   
 
Wet food CAN be left in with stage three ducklings at night. 
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