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Abstract. As part of the breeding bird census carried out by the regional bird monitoring network across the

wetlands of the Tiaret and Tissemsilt provinces, the team was able, during a visit to the Mekrenaz reservoir

in the Tiaret province on May 18, 2020, to record the first successful nesting of the white-headed duck, where

a pair of Oxyura leucocephala with a brood of five ducklings was recorded and photographed at around 12:30

pm. This represents a real ornithological event, which we are reporting for the first time in western Algeria,

and underscores the site's importance in conserving this endangered species. This important sighting led us

to consider conducting a comprehensive study on the breeding sites of this endangered bird in Algeria. The

main objective of this study is to shed light on this important and rare event and to identify all the wetlands

that have served as breeding sites for these ducks. Fifteen water bodies across the country have been

identified where the white-headed duck has nested or is currently nesting.
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Introduction

Birds, linked to specific biotopes, are good
indicators for monitoring changes in natural
environments. (Fontaine et al. 2020). On a national
scale, Algeria's avifauna comprises 448 species, of
which 214 breed (Clements et al. 2024). Many
species are endangered or have already
disappeared, mainly due to human activities such
as over-exploitation of resources and hunting
(IFAW 2006). Among the species fighting for
survival is the White-headed Duck (Oxyura
leucocephala), a Palearctic species classified as
‘endangered’ internationally, according to the
IUCN Red List (Birdlife International 2017), At
national level, the species is listed in Annex 02 of

Decree No. 12-235 of 24 May 2012 on non-domestic

species protected in Algeria (G.A. 2012), and in the
presidential order No. 06-05 of 15 July 2006 on the
protection and preservation of certain endangered
animal species (G.A. 2006). Its range extends from
Spain to Russia, through more than 15 countries
(BirdLife International 2017).

In Algeria, mainly in the north-east of the
country, the White-headed Duck is observed
throughout the year in the El Kala wetland
complex (Ledant et al. 1981, Ledant & Van Dijk
1987, Boumezbeur 1993, Isenmann & Moali 2000,
Houhamdi 2002, Metallaoui & Houhamdi 2008,
Chettibi et al. 2013), the Guerbes-Sanhadja
complex, notably at Garaet Hadj Tahar in Skikda
(Metallaoui et al. 2009) and the Boulhilet and
Timarguanine lakes in southern Constantine
& Moali 2006, 2009,
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Houhamdi et al. 2009). In the west of the country,
the species is rarely found. However, it has been
detected in a few places in the Oranie region: Sidi
Chami pond, Dayet Morceli, Dayet El Ferd,
1979,
Bendahmane 2015), its observation in the interior

Tlemcen province (Metzmacher
regions of the country is rare and has been limited
to a few sightings notably in Naama (Youcefi &
Marouf 2022), Boughzoul, province of Médéa,
(Heim de Balsac & Mayaud 1962), Bougara dam,
Tissemsilt province (Meziane et al. 2022), its
presence has also been noted at other sites: Oued
Seguin, province of Mila, Ourkis hill reservoir,
province of Oum El-Bouaghi and Lake Réghaia
nature reserve, province of Algiers (Halassi et al.
2016, Ouarab et al. 2018), while in Algeria there are
very few wetlands where this duck species has
nested, most of which are located in the eastern
part of the country. This study reports the first
successful nesting of the White-headed Duck in
western Algeria.

Material and methods

The observation took place in the province of
Tiaret at the Mekernez reservoir (35.432906°N, 1.
203225°E), a small body of water measuring 8.90
ha and 1,722.4 m in perimeter, with a capacity of
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250,000 m3, located 6.5 km from the town of
Guertoufa and 6.4 km from the town of Tamda.
The reservoir dam was built of earth at 658 meters
above sea level, with a height of 11.80 m, on the
course of Oued El Mekernez, which originates in
the M'khatria region (Figure 1). The Mekernez
reservoir was created in 2005 by the Directorate of
Hydraulic Resources and is one of 17 reservoirs
spread throughout the Tiaret province (C.F.T.
2025). It is an isolated, secluded spot, free from
human disturbance, except for a few water-
pumping operations for irrigation, and rainfall in
the area is around 513.50 mm/year (D.R.H.T. 2025).
This artificial depression is fed by a small
hydrographic network, which explains its low
vegetation cover. As temperatures rise in early
spring, the water level falls, and the reservoir
recedes, leading to the formation of a wide
mudflat along the edges of the site, composed of
soil the wadi has transported from elsewhere.
These areas support several hydrophytic plants
(Typha, rush, Tamarix, Oleander) (Figure 2), which
provide habitats for avifauna, including several
rare species (Maire et al. 2013). Residents use the
surrounding area for cereal farming. The bird was
photographed with a Nikon P1000 camera at a

zoom setting of x125. The observation was verified
and confirmed by members of RNOOA and
AWWA.
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Figure 1. Breeding areas of the White-headed Duck in Algeria.



Breeding data of White-headed Duck (Algeria)

Results

For the first time in western Algeria, and more
specifically in the province of Tiaret, the
Mekernez hill reservoir hosted a nesting White-
headed Duck in 2020. A pair of White-headed
Duck raised five (5) young there (Figure 3). The
discovery of this bird's nesting in the region
resulted from a sweep of water plants in the two
provinces of Tiaret and Tissemsilt, conducted by
members of the regional waterbird monitoring

network.

Figure 2. General view of the study site.

Figure 3. Female White-headed Duck with five
ducklings

In the spring of 2019, the likelihood of a pair
of ducks nesting in the same reservoir was

reported (personal observation), and in the
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spring of 2018, Dahmani W reported the
likelihood that the same species nests in a marsh
near Sidi Hosni in the province of Tiaret. In these
two observations, separated in space and time,
we could not certainly confirm that the nesting
took place at the same sites because the juveniles
were close in size to the adults; therefore, this
nesting confirms the observations of the year
2019. In the same context, in January 2020, 3
White-headed Ducks were counted at this site
during the international winter census of
waterbirds (RNOOA 2020).

Discussion

Algeria, Tunisia, Spain, Turkey, Iran,
Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Russia, and Uzbekistan
are the countries with the largest breeding
populations (Hughes et al. 2006). The White-
headed Duck has been very common in eastern
Numidia since the 19th century, occurring in two
distinct populations: one migratory-wintering
and the other sedentary-breeding (Halassi et al.
2016).

The latter is more localized in northeastern
Algeria, especially in the wetlands of El Kala
(Province of El Tarf). Two sites, which are
classified as Ramsar sites, Lake Oubeira and
Lake Tonga, are the most important for the
species and its nesting on a North African and
even Mediterranean scale (Van Dijk & Ledant
1983, Maazi 2009, Boumezbeur 1993, Houhamdi
2002, Isenmann & Moali 2000, Lazli et al. 2011).

In May 1976, Ledant et al (1981) confirmed
the nesting of this species in the El Kala region,
where 40 individuals were observed (Lazli et al.
2011), while a fairly recent study covering almost
all the wetlands in the east of the country found
that four sites hosted breeders (Lac Hadj Taher,
Marais de Boussedra, Lac Tonga, and Garaet
Timerganine) (Halassi et al. 2016). In the center
of the country, the Lac de Réghaia nature reserve
is a very important nesting site (Ouarab et al.
2018). Historically, Heim de Balsac & Mayaud

(1962), Van Dijk & Ledant (1983), and Green &
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Anstey (1992) refer to the likelihood that the
species bred in Lake Holloula (Algiers region)
before the site was drained in the 1930s. It has
also been recorded in Ben Azzouz Lake and in
the Mekhada marsh, though with less certainty.
In Algeria the nesting of Oxyura leucocephala has
been documented in 15 bodies of water (Table 1),
El Taref 3 sites (Lac Tonga, Lac Oubeira and Lac
des Oiseaux), Oum El Boughi 3 sites (Sebkhet
Ouled Amara; Garaet Timerganine and Chott
Tinsilt), Annaba 2 sites (Marais Boussedra and
Lac Fetzara), Souk ahras 2 sites (Retenue
collinaire EL Kef and Madjen Djedj), Setif 2 sites
(Sebkhet BazerSakra and Chott El-Beida), Alger
1 site (Lac de Réghaia), Skikda 1 site (Garaet Had}j
Taher), Khenchla (Sebkhet Ouled M'barek).

The white-headed duck is polygynous; the
female builds a floating nest alone and
sometimes occupies another species' nest.
Incubation lasts 25 to 26 days, and the young are
nidifugous (Anstey 1989, Hughes et al. 2006). In
the eastern highlands, Houhamdi et al. (2009)
report the first broods in the last week of June
and note a breeding period from late May to
mid-July. Lazli et al. (2011) state that egg-laying
occurs over 9 to 11 weeks, from late April to mid-
July, based on a 2007 study of the breeding
phenology of the White-headed Duck Oxyura
leucocephala in Lake Tonga.

Numerous studies have been carried out on
this species in the west of the country, which all
agree in concluding that this species remains a
winterer and not a breeder (Oudihat et al. 2017),
particularly at Dayet el Fard, even though this
body of water recorded the highest numbers in
Algeria with 503 individuals, but the duck is not
included among the breeding anatidae at this site
(Bendahmane et al. 2014, Oudihat et al. 2017). In
the Ouarsenis region, the species has been
recorded in a few studies and mainly at a single
site (Bougara dam), as a wintering bird (Oudihat
2018, Meziane et al. 2022, Latab et al. 2022).

The diverse vegetation of the reservoir has
contributed positively to the establishment of
this rare species, with deep wetlands with
phragmites offering abundant food (seeds,
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plants, insects) attracting a variety of ducks
(Sebastian-Gonzalez et al. 2012, Atienzar et al.
2012, Green & Hughes 1997), and vegetation
such as Typha, Iris, and Sparganium improving
the availability of breeding habitats (Isenmann &
Moali 2000).

This breeding record at Tiaret underscores
the importance of this site and the need to
preserve it, based on findings by Lazli et al.
(2011) and Dakki et al. (2015), which suggest that
the White-headed Duck is relatively constant in
its breeding characteristics. It is important to
note that the White-headed Duck selects
breeding areas with limited rainfall (Casado &
Montes 1995, Capel Molina 2000), as egg-laying,
brooding, and chick rearing occur during
periods of no rainfall (Hughes et al. 2006).
Unfortunately, as of 2021, this species has left the
hill reservoir due to the reservoir's complete
drying up, pumping
operations and the drought that has hit the

caused by intense
region. Good news was recorded this year, 2025,
with the installation of two pairs on the site. On
anational scale, the duck population is in decline
due to several factors: hunting ignores the
biology of bird species and their protection
status and treats them all as game (Belhamra
2005), habitat loss where burning of reed beds
and overgrazing destroy nesting sites (Green &
Anstey 1992, Li & Mundkur 2003), Global
warming (Halassi 2018), as well as the loss of
genetic diversity (Munoz-Fuentes et al. 2005).

This article highlights the importance of the
Mekernez reservoir in the province of Tiaret,
which hosts a considerable number of water
birds during winter and summer migration in
the Ouarsenis region. This reservoir was chosen
in the spring of 2020 by a pair of White-headed
Ducks to raise their first brood in the region, a
real ornithological event. The duck has found the
space, tranquillity, and food it needs to nest,
which makes us optimistic that this nesting
marks the start of breeding for this species in the
Ouarsenis region and, more broadly, across
western Algeria. This site is the 16th breeding
site for this species in Algeria.
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This confirmed nesting of a species with

enhanced international protection status

indicates that this body of water is of great
ornithological value. We therefore urgently
recommend that a conservation and ecological
development plan be drawn up for the site, and
that local decision-makers be encouraged to halt
pumping operations, especially following the
discovery of nesting by this threatened and
protected Anatidae species.
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