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Wood Duck Nesting Boxes 

Revised January 1977 
by Dick Gersib 

W i l d l i f e  Habi ta t  Area Manager - S a l t  Val ley 

The Wood Duck (Aix - sponsa) ,  Nebraska's on ly  t r e e  n e s t i n g  duck, has  f o u r  major 
requirements  f o r  breeding h a b i t a t .  These requirements  a r e  food, cover ,  water ,  
and s u i t a b l e  n e s t  c a v i t i e s  which govern t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of breeding wood ducks 
i n  Nebraska. Without any one of t h e s e  f o u r  requirements ,  wood ducks would n o t  
be a b l e  t o  main ta in  a  breeding popula t ion .  

Very l i t t l e  is known about  t h e  s p r i n g  food requirements  of n e s t i n g  wood ducks, 
and only  t h e  most gene ra l  comments can be  made. It i s  known t h a t  p r o t e i n  
requirements  f o r  both t h e  hen and duckl ings a r e  high.  P a i r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  hens,  
and duckl ings feed  ex tens ive ly  on both f l y i n g  and a q u a t i c  i n s e c t s ,  w i t h  p l a n t s  
such a s  duck weed and c o o n t a i l  a l s o  being u t i l i z e d .  

Wood ducks r e q u i r e  c l o s e  overhead cover which a l lows  f r e e  movement through t h e  
water .  Cover can be  more open f o r  breeders  than f o r  broods. Quiet water  w i t h  
overhead cover  c o n s i s t i n g  of f a l l e n  and s tanding  t r e e s  w i th  emergent v e g e t a t i o n  
composed of arrowhead, c a t t a i l ,  sedges, and rushes  seem t o  be adequate  a s  brood 
r e a r i n g  cover .  

Wood ducks seem t o  p r e f e r  s t i l l  o r  slow moving water  p ro t ec t ed  from wind. Th i s  
' type  of s i t u a t i o n  i s  c rea t ed  by beaver dams, backwaters,  eddies,of s l a c k  wa te r ,  

and of course  ponds ad jacen t  t o  t imber .  

One o f ,  i f  no t  t h e  most important  h a b i t a t  f a c t o r  l i m i t i n g  wood duck popula t ions  
over  most of t h e  wood duck range i n  Nebraska is  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of n e s t i n g  
c a v i t i e s .  The wood duck n e s t s  i n  hollow t r e e s  formed by decay. These hollowed 
out  n e s t  s i t e s  o r  n a t u r a l  c a v i t i e s  a r e  u s u a l l y  s h o r t  l i v e d  due t o  d e s t r u c t i o n  
from wind o r  occupat ion by o t h e r  w i l d l i f e .  

Fo r tuna te ly ,  t h e  most c r i t i c a l  h a b i t a t  f a c t o r  i s  a l s o  t h e  f a c t o r  most e a s i l y  
manipulated by man. The c o n s t r u c t i o n  and i n s t a l l a t i o n  of wood duck n e s t  boxes 
has been a  succes s fu l  a t t empt  a t  a r t i f i c i a l l y  d u p l i c a t i n g  n a t u r a l  n e s t i n g  
c a v i t i e s .  Because of t h i s  f a c t ,  t h e r e  is a p o t e n t i a l  f o r  a s s i s t i n g  t h e  
Nebraska wood duck popula t ion  by provid ing  n e s t  boxes i n  a r e a s  where breeding  
popula t ions  p r e s e n t l y  e x i s t .  

Many people,  both waterfowl hun te r s  and b i r d  watchers ,  cons t ruc t  and main ta in  
wood duck n e s t i n g  boxes each year .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  many Federa l  and S t a t e  conser-  
v a t i o n  agencies  a r e  a c t i v e l y  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h i s  program. 

Depending on t h e  circumstances,  ducks can be induced t o  n e s t  t h e  f i r s t  year  
a f t e r  a  box i s  i n s t a l l e d ,  o r  i t  might t a k e  s e v e r a l  yea r s .  Since t h e  female 
duck homes back t o  he r  n a t a l  a r e a  o r  the  a r e a  where she  nested b e f o r e ,  t h e  
hen w i l l  n o t  move t o  a  new a r e a  t o  n e s t ,  un l e s s  t h e r e  i s  a  l a c k  of n e s t i n g  s i t e s  
i n  he r  n a t a l  a r e a .  



However, i f  breeding b i r d s  a r e  f r equen t ly  observed i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  a r e a ,  t h e r e  
i s  a good chance of g e t t i n g  t h e s e  b i r d s  t o  accept  a  n e s t  box. Once a  n e s t  box 
i s  accepted ,  i t  w i l l  u sua l ly  be  c o n t i n u a l l y  used. It then  becomes a  ques t ion  
of how many boxes one wishes t o  c o n s t r u c t  and main ta in ,  and how l a r g e  of a  
popula t ion  the  a r e a  w i l l  suppor t .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, you c a n ' t  expect  t o  g e t  use  of a  n e s t  box i f  b i r d s  do no t  
normally n e s t  i n  t h e  gene ra l  a r e a .  You cannot j u s t  randomly put  up a  box and 
expect  t o  have i t  used. There must be a  breeding popula t ion  t o  u se  i t .  

Attached i s  a p lan  f o r  n e s t  box cons t ruc t ion ,  and how t o  i n s t a l l  and main ta in  
t h e  box. 
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Mate r i a l s  

1. Ten l i n e a r  f e e t  of 1" x 12" lumber 

2. Two h inges  f o r  door 

3 .  One sc reen  door hook 

4. One 6" x 12" p i ece  of hardware c l o t h  ( h a i l s c r e e n ) .  U s e  1/4" m a t e r i a l  

5. Screws o r  n a i l s  - For b e s t  endurance, u se  wood screws o r  screw n a i l s .  

6. P a i n t :  I n s i d e  - Black o r  o t h e r  dark co lo r  
Outside - Brown seems t o  work well--do not  u se  whi te  

Use a  good s t a i n  o r  l a t e x  type  p a i n t  t h a t  w i l l  not  l eave  a  s h i n e  o r  g l a r e .  
A good p a i n t  on t h e  o u t s i d e  w i l l  g ive  t h e  box a  longer  l i f e .  

Note: 

(A) The en t r ance  ho le  should be c u t  t o  a n  e l i p t i c a l  shape 3" x 4". This  
w i l l  d e t e r  raccoons from e n t e r i n g  t h e  box. 

(B)  The 6" x 12" hardware c l o t h  i s  a t t ached  t o  t h e  i n s i d e  of t h e  door s o  
duckl ings  can climb ou t  of t h e  n e s t .  

(C)  Box should be cons t ruc t ed  a s  t i g h t  a s  p o s s i b l e  t o  exclude t h e  en t r ance  
a of l i g h t .  The only  l i g h t  en t e r ing  t h e  box should be  through t h e  

en t r ance  ho le .  

(D)  Back s e c t i o n  of box is sawed t o  24" t o  f a c i l i t a t e  mounting of box t o  
t r e e  o r  pos t .  

(E) The fou r  inch  by e l even  and one h a l f  board below t h e  door i s  designed 
t o  hold wood ch ips  i n  t h e  box dur ing  maintenance. The g r a i n  of wood 
must run lengthwise t o  prevent  s p l i t t i n g .  

(F) Four t o  s i x  smal l  h o l e s  should be  d r i l l e d  through t h e  bottom of t h e  
box t o  a l l ow any w a t e r i n t h e  box t o  d r a i n  out  f r e e l y .  



I n s t a l l a t i o n  of t h e  Nest Box: 

S e l e c t  a  g e n e r a l  l o c a t i o n  t h a t  has met t h e  fou r  requirements o u t l i n e d  e a r l i e r  
f o r  wood duck breeding  h a b i t a t ,  and p re fe rab ly  has some breeding b i r d s  p re sen t .  

Once a  gene ra l  l o c a t i o n  has been s e l e c t e d ,  you can begin looking f o r  s u i t a b l e  
n e s t  box s i t e s .  Keep i n  mind t h a t  a l though wood ducks w i l l  n e s t  a  cons iderable  
d i s t a n c e  from water ,  i t  i s  a  good p r a c t i c e  t o  mount boxes over water  o r  a s  near  
water  a s  poss ib l e .  This  w i l l  make i t  e a s i e r  f o r  t h e  hen t o  f i n d  a  box, cu t  
down on p reda t ion ,  and w i l l  a l s o  reduce duckl ing m o r t a l i t y .  The s h o r t e r  t he  
walk t o  wa te r ,  t h e  b e t t e r .  

Wood duck n e s t s  have been recorded from ground l e v e l  t o  a s  h igh  a s  57 f e e t ,  w i t h  
t h e  average  n e s t  he igh t  be ing  15and 20 f e e t .  A genera l  r u l e  of thumb i s  t o  
mount boxes a t  l e a s t  10  f e e t  h igh  whenever poss ib l e .  

Boxes can be i n s t a l l e d  by e i t h e r  a t t a c h i n g  them t o  a n  e x i s t i n g  t r e e  o r  mounting 
them on s t e e l  o r  wooden pos t s .  

When mounting boxes i n  t r e e s ,  s e l e c t  t r e e s  i n  o r  over water  whenever poss ib l e .  
S e l e c t  a  l o c a t i o n  on t h e  t r e e  t h a t  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  v e r t i c a l ,  f l a t  and e a s i l y  
a c c e s s i b l e  t o  a  f l y i n g  wood duck. 

One d isadvantage  t o  t h e  u s e  of e x i s t i n g  t r e e s  i s  t h e  preda tor  problem encountered. 
S q u i r r e l s  and raccoons a r e  t h e  most p e r s i s t a n t  p reda to r s  of our Nebraska wood 
duck f l o c k .  The s q u i r r e l  w i l l  e a t  t h e  eggs o r  compete f o r  t h e  n e s t  s i t e ,  whi le  
t h e  raccoon w i l l  e a t  no t  on ly  t h e  eggs,  b u t  t h e  hen a s  we l l .  A p a r t i a l  s o l u t i o n  

' i s  t o  mount boxes only  on t r e e s  i n  o r  over water .  On l and ,  a  p i e c e  of shee t  
meta l  o r  t i n  can be n a i l e d  around a  t r e e  t o  prevent  p reda to r s  from climbing 
t o  t h e  n e s t  box. 

S t e e l  o r  wooden p o s t s  s e r v e  a s  e x c e l l e n t  mounting s i t e s  f o r  n e s t  boxes and 
can e a s i l y  be placed out  i n t o  t h e  marsh o r  s t ream t o  prevent  p reda t ion .  Two 
s t e e l  p o s t s  per  box a r e  p r e f e r r e d  f o r  increased  s t a b i l i t y ,  wh i l e  a  s i n g l e  four  
i nch  by f o u r  i nch  wooden pos t  o r  a n  old te lephone  pole  w i l l  work equa l ly  we l l .  
When water  depth  w i l l  no t  permit  t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n  of boxes over wa te r ,  shee t  
meta l  can be f a s t ened  t o  t h e  pos t  o r  po le  t o  prevent  p reda to r s  from climbing 
t o  t h e  box. 

Wood duck n e s t  box i n s t a l l a t i o n  can be done most e f f e c t i v e l y  i n  t h e  win te r  when 
marshes and c reeks  a r e  f rozen .  S t e e l  s i g n  p o s t s  o r  p ipe  can be  d r i v e n  through 
t h e  i c e  and boxes i n s t a l l e d  qu ick ly  and e a s i l y .  When i n s t a l l i n g  boxes on 
wooden p o s t s  o r  po les ,  auger  a  h o l e  i n  t he  i c e  and simply d r i v e  t h e  pos t  i n t o  
t h e  marsh bottom. 

At taching  boxes t o  t r e e s  i n  t h e  win ter  can be equa l ly  a s  convenient ,  wi th  t h e  
use  of a  s t e p  l adde r .  The ladder  can be s e t  on t h e  i c e  and boxes i n s t a l l e d  
on t r e e s  over water  t h a t  would be  i n a c c e s s i b l e  t o  box i n s t a l l a t i o n  any o t h e r  
t ime of yea r .  

The box should be mounted t o  t h e  pos t  o r  t r e e  w i t h  l a g  b o l t s ,  r ing-shank n a i l s ,  
o r  screws. A good s o l i d  at tachment  w i l l  g ive  g r e a t e r  l i f e  t o  t h e  box. 

Since wood ducks r e t u r n  t o  Nebraska i n  March t o  search  o u t  n e s t  s i t e s ,  i t  i s  a 
good i d e a  t o  have t h e  box i n s t a l l e d  no l a t e r  than March 15 of each yea r .  Old 
boxes should a l s o  be cleaned out  by t h i s  t ime. 



Most e x p e r t s  a g r e e  t h a t  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of t h e  e n t r a n c e  h o l e  does  n o t  make any 
d i f f e r e n c e .  However, t h e r e  is  some ev idence  t h a t  wood ducks  a r e  a  l i t t l e  
r e l u c t a n t  t o  u s e  a  box where t h e  morning sun  e n t e r s  t h e  e n t r a n c e  h o l e .  It i s  
w e l l  known t h a t  t h e y  p r e f e r  t o  n e s t  i n  a v e r y  d a r k  n e s t  s i t e .  T h e r e f o r e ,  i t  
i s  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t h e  e n t r a n c e  h o l e  f a c e  any d i r e c t i o n  e x c e p t  e a s t .  Some shade  
on t h e  box i s  a l s o  d e s i r a b l e .  

Maintenance: 

It i s  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  t o  c l e a n  t h e  box each y e a r  by t h e  middle  of March, and 
add new l i t t e r .  The bot tom 4 i n c h e s  of t h e  box shou ld  b e  f i l l e d  w i t h  wood 
s h a v i n g s .  Sawdust w i l l  work, b u t  s h a v i n g s  a r e  b e s t .  Do n o t  u s e  material w i t h  
a  h i g h  r e s i n  c o n t e n t .  

The wood duck w i l l  n o t  u s e  a box t h a t  h a s  no  l i t t e r ,  f o r  s h e  must have  t h i s  
m a t e r i a l  t o  c o v e r  t h e  eggs  a s  t h e y  a r e  l a i d .  She w i l l  a l s o  h e s i t a t e  t o  u s e  
a box t h a t  i s  f u l l  of  t h e  p r e v i o u s  y e a r ' s  l i t t e r ,  o r  c o n t a i n s  n e s t s  such  a s  
a r e  b u i l t  by s t a r l i n g s  o r  s q u i r r e l s .  

Egg Laying,  Ha tch ing ,  and Leaving t h e  Nest :  

Depending on wea ther  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h e  wood duck hen w i l l  s t a r t  l a y i n g  eggs  abou t  
t h e  second week i n  A p r i l .  She w i l l  u s u a l l y  l a y  9-13 b e f o r e  i n c u b a t i o n  b e g i n s ,  
a l t h o u g h  s h e  may l a y  more. She w i l l  a l s o  cover  each  egg w i t h  t h e  wood s h a v i n g s  
t o  h i d e  them from p r e d a t o r s .  

Towards t h e  end of egg l a y i n g ,  s h e  w i l l  s t a r t  l i n i n g  t h e  n e s t  w i t h  down u n t i l  a 
n i c e  round n e s t  i s  formed. I n c u b a t i o n  normal ly  t a k e s  abou t  30 d a y s ,  however, 
t h e r e  a r e  extremes of 25-37 days .  

A f t e r  h a t c h i n g ,  t h e  young d u c k l i n g s  w i l l  be  brooded by t h e  hen f o r  abou t  24  
h o u r s  b e f o r e  l e a v i n g  t h e  n e s t .  The hen w i l l  t h e n  drop t o  t h e  ground o r  w a t e r  
below, and s t a r t  c a l l i n g  t h e  d u c k l i n g s  o u t  of t h e  n e s t ,  p r o v i d i n g  a l l  i s  c l e a r .  

The young d u c k l i n g s  w i l l  c l imb t h e  hardware c l o t h  t o  t h e  e n t r a n c e  h o l e ,  one a t  
a t i m e ,  and w i l l  d rop  t o  t h e  w a t e r  o r  ground below. T h i s  d rop  a p p a r e n t l y  
d o e s n ' t  harm t h e  d u c k l i n g s .  The hen w i l l  t h e n  g a t h e r  h e r  b rood ,  and move o f f  
t o  good brood ing  cover .  

Seldom do d u c k l i n g s  l e a v e  t h e  n e s t  p a s t  noon. U s u a l l y  t h i s  i s  accomplished 
e a r l y  i n  t h e  morning, a l t h o u g h  t h e y  w i l l  l e a v e  anyt ime b e f o r e  noon. 

To t h e  p e r s o n  who h a s  gone t o  t h e  e f f o r t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  and i n s t a l l  a  box o r  
more, i t  i s  a  wonder fu l  s i g h t  t o  w i t n e s s  young wood duck d u c k l i n g s  pop o u t  of 
a n e s t  box. 
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