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back and the posterior part of the body 
are black. The centre of the back and 
the flanks are vermiculated grey. The 
head, neck and breast of females are 
brown, paler around the bill and on the 
throat. The eye has a fine beige eye-
ring extending towards the back as a pale 
eye stripe. The body plumage is a 
variable marbled combination of 
brown and grey. Juveniles resemble 
adult females although they are less 
grey and more uniformly brown. 
Wing coverts are vermiculated grey in 
males, grey to grey-brown with varying 
amounts of mottling in females. Legs are 

grey in all sex and age classes. Iris is orange to red in males, 
brown to yellowish-brown in females and very young birds. 
Young males get a red eye during their first autumn. The bill of 
adult males is black-grey at its base and tip, blue-grey in the 
middle with a pale blue subterminal band. In females, the bill is 
dark grey with a thin pale grey subterminal line and a black 
nail. The bill of juveniles is blackish during summer.

Age and sex determination
Age and sex determination from wing examination is possible 
in most cases. In particular, adult males can be easily 
distinguished by their uniformly vermiculated pale grey wings. 
Determination generally relies on the fact that, on 
average, the wings are more densely vermiculated and 
greyer in adults than in juveniles and in males than in females. 
Even in adults, the mottled pattern gradually gets denser and 
the plumage paler with age. Some adult females with limited 
mottling can be very difficult to tell from densely mottled 
young males, especially before the period when the latter 
acquire vermiculated breeding scapulars. It is 
recommended to determine sex before age. Wing 
examination mainly concerns the greater tertial coverts, 
the greater secondary coverts and secondaries, and the lesser 
and median coverts. If the whole bird is available, non-wing 
criteria should be examined: presence, absence and size of the 
penis, shape of the rectrices, and the presence or absence of a 
bursa of Fabricius on dead birds.

Common pochard
Aythya ferina
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Main criteria

The common pochard is a medium-sized 
diving duck, 42 to 49 cm long and with a 
72 to 82 cm wingspan. It is a chunky 
duck with a short tail, a broad neck, a 
high head with a sloping forehead, and a 
long, large bill. When on the water, 
the back seems to be leaning from 
the anterior to the posterior part of the 
body. In flight, the wings appear 
short compared to the body length. 
Males weigh 750 to 1200 g, females 
from 650 to 1100 g. In breeding 
plumage, the male has a red head and 
neck. The breast, anterior part of the 



Common pochard 

ADULT MALE
Folded wing length : 204 to 223 mm.
Moult : primaries and coverts replaced between late June and 
early September. Breeding scapulars and tertials usually 
acquired by October.

Juv.

Ad.

Juv.
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In breeding plumage,
the scapulars and the wing look uniformly pale

grey and densely vermiculated. In males aged more
than 2 years, the lesser and median coverts are similar to the

feathers on the back. These are often slightly darker grey in adults
during their second year of life. Tertials are long, narrow and pointed, clearly 

vermiculated. Secondaries are vermiculated whitish grey, ending with a wide broad 
white terminal band. The inner primaries are usually dusted grey-white at the tip.



➊ Greater tertial coverts
Feathers not worn, with gently rounded tip. 
They are pale grey, densely vermiculated in 
white over all of their visible surface. 

➋ Greater secondary coverts and
secondaries
Check the feathers in the central part of the 
wing. The greater secondary coverts are wide 
with a square tip. They are pale grey, very 
densely vermiculated in white over all of their 
visible surface. The central secondaries 
(seventh, eighth and ninth feathers) are 
pale grey to greyish-white, densely 

vermiculated/mottled in white over most of 
their visible surface, until a pure white 
terminal band.

➌ Lesser and median coverts
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➊

➌

➋

Feathers uniformly pale grey, very densely 
vermiculated/mottled in white over all of 
their visible surface. 
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Common pochard 

JUVENILE MALE

Juvenile-type scapulars
are often worn, dark grey-brown,

vermiculated/mottled in beige. Tertials are long,
narrow and pointed, often abraded. They are faded

grey-brown, hardly mottled. Secondaries are ash grey with
a narrow white tip. Lesser and median coverts are grey, with varying

levels of white dusting. The tip of the inner primaries rarely shows some grey-white 
mottling. If any breeding plumage is present it clearly contrasts with the rest of the 

plumage.

Folded wing length : 202 to 220 mm.
Moult : breeding scapulars appear as early as September and 
are often fully acquired by November-December. Tertials and 
greater tertial coverts are replaced from October; some are 
kept until the end of the winter.

Ad.

Juv.Juv.

Ad.
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➌ Lesser and median coverts 

can be densely to lightly dusted-mottled in 
white, sometimes over the whole of their 
visible surface.

➊ Greater tertial coverts
These feathers show a rounded-obtuse tip, often 
worn. They are dark grey to brown-grey, 
lightly dusted in whitish or beige, especially at 
the tip. 

➋ Greater secondary coverts and
secondaries
Check the feathers in the central part of the 
wing. Greater secondary coverts are relatively 
narrow, with a rounded tip. They are dark grey 
to brown-grey, lightly dusted in white, 
especially at the tip but sometimes also higher 
up the feather. The central 
secondaries (seventh, eighth and ninth feathers) 
are ash-grey, lightly vermiculated/mottled at 
the tip, mostly on the outer vane. 

They show a narrow white band at the tip.

➊

➌

➋

Highly variable amount of dusting. Feathers 
narrow and rounded-obtuse, dark grey to 
brown-grey. Depending on the individual, they 
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Common pochard

ADULT MALE

Greater tertial 
coverts (here the 
2nd)

JUVENILE MALE ADULT FEMALE JUVENILE FEMALE

Pale grey-densely 
vermiculated in white

Pale grey – very densely 
vermiculated

Pale grey – densely vermiculated

Densely vermiculated-mottled in 
white

Brown-grey – light pale dusting at 
the tip

Dark grey to brown-grey – variable 
but uniform dusting

Grey to brown-grey – uniform 
dusting at the tip

Lightly vermiculated-mottled, 
especially at the tip

Dark grey – clear white dusting at 
the tip

Dark grey – variable  degree  of 
dusting, denser on extreme edge

Grey – dusting at the tip, dense 
on extreme edge

Grey – not dusted or lightly dusted 
at the tip of the outer vane

Brown – no dusting

Dark grey-brown – plain or lightly 
dusted, only at the tip

Grey-brown – no  dusting or light 
dusting at the tip

Grey to brown-grey – no 
dusting

Lesser and middle 
coverts

Greater secondary 
coverts

7th, 8th and 9th 
secondaries

Note : the feathers of juvenile birds shown here are as they look before the moult into breeding plumage.

Summary table of the main sex and age criteria 




