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The El Kala wetland complex, located in the far northeast of Algeria, provides ideal ecological 
conditions for wintering migratory waterbirds. Among these sites, the Mekhada marsh, designated a 
Ramsar site in 2004, stands out as one of the most biologically diverse wetlands in the region. It sup-
ports several emblematic waterbird species, including the Red-crested Pochard (Netta rufina), which 
is the focus of this study. This species is rarely observed in Algerian wetlands and typically occurs 
in very small numbers. In June 2025, an exceptional observation was made of a female Red-crested 
Pochard accompanied by her ducklings at the Mekhada marsh. To our knowledge, this represents the 
first documented breeding record of Netta rufina in the El Kala wetland complex. 
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Boutabia, L., El Hadi Derguini, M. & Telailia, S.: Nedavno gniježđenje patke gogoljice Netta 
rufina (Pallas, 1773) potvrđeno u Alžiru. Nat. Croat., Vol. 34, No. 2, 387–393, Zagreb, 2025.

Močvarni kompleks El Kala, smješten na krajnjem sjeveroistoku Alžira, pruža idealne ekološke 
uvjete za zimovanje ptica močvarica. Među tim lokacijama kao jedna od biološki najraznolikijih moč-
vara u regiji ističe se močvara Mekhada, proglašena Ramsarskim područjem 2004. godine. Tu obitava 
nekoliko važnih vrsta ptica močvarica, uključujući patku gogoljicu (Netta rufina) koja je u središtu ovog 
rada. Ta se vrsta rijetko opaža u alžirskim močvarama i obično se javlja u vrlo malom broju. U lipnju 
2025. godine na močvari Mekhada zabilježeno je izuzetno opažanje ženke patke gogoljice u pratnji 
mladunaca. Prema našim spoznajama, to je prvi dokumentirani zapis o gniježđenju vrste Netta rufina 
u močvarnom kompleksu El Kala. 
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INTRODUCTION
The Red-crested Pochard (Netta rufina) is a diving duck belonging to the family Anati-

dae, primarily native to Eurasia. Easily recognizable by its bright plumage and striking 
red bill, the Red-crested Pochard primarily inhabits deep inland lakes and rivers bor-
dered by reeds, in both freshwater and brackish environments (del Hoyo et al., 1992), as 
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well as saline and alkaline lagoons (Kear, 2005). It is also found, though less frequently, 
in estuaries, river deltas, and other sheltered coastal habitats (del Hoyo et al., 1992), 
especially during migration periods (Madge & Burn, 1988) or wintering (Scott & Rose, 
1996). The diet of the Red-crested Pochard primarily consists of roots, seeds, and veg-
etative parts of aquatic plants. However, it occasionally feeds on aquatic invertebrates, 
including molluscs, as well as amphibians and small fish (Johnsgard, 1978). 

The Red-crested Pochard exhibits flexible breeding behaviour, nesting either as iso-
lated pairs or in small colonies, often in association with other waterbird species. The 
breeding season of the Red-crested Pochard extends from April to July. Nesting sites 
are typically located in dense emergent vegetation, such as reed beds or marshy ar-
eas, near shallow freshwater bodies. The species prefers areas with abundant aquatic 
vegetation, which provides both shelter and a rich feeding habitat for broods. Clutch 
size generally ranges from 6 to 12 eggs, and the female alone incubates the eggs and 
tends the young. Breeding success is closely linked to the availability of undisturbed 
wetland habitats, making the species particularly sensitive to water level fluctuations 
and habitat degradation during the breeding season (Jonsson, 2008).

The Red-crested Pochard is a species dependent on wetlands, whose habitat qual-
ity directly influences its survival and reproduction. The main environmental threats 
to this species include habitat degradation and hunting (Defos du Rau, 2002; Kear, 
2005). Destruction and fragmentation of wetlands caused by urbanization, intensive 
agriculture, or drainage affect nesting sites and food resources of the Red-crested Po-
chard. In particular, water quality degradation has a significant negative impact. It 
leads to a reduction in the abundance of Characeae, a group of algae that forms an 
essential part of the species’ diet (Ruiters et al., 1994; Van den Berg & Coops, 1999). 
According to Keller (2000), the presence of these algae may even support the species’ 
expansion in Europe. It is also worth noting that the Red-crested Pochard tends to se-
lect habitats rich in reeds (Phragmites spp.) and other helophytes, which provide both 
food resources and suitable nesting sites (Siblet, 2000).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
As part of the regular naturalist monitoring programme conducted at the Mekhada 

marsh (minimum twice monthly), the presence of a pair of Red-crested Pochards was 
documented in June 2025, located along the wadi traversing the site. This uncom-
mon observation raised the possibility of local breeding. Consequently, an intensified 
monitoring was initiated, focusing specifically on this section of the wadi, with the 
objective of ensuring rigorous surveillance through increased survey frequency and 
detailed behavioural observations (courtship displays, nest construction, incubation).

The El Kala wetland complex belongs to the northeastern Tellian Atlas. It is bordered 
to the west by the Seybouse River, to the north by the Mediterranean Sea, to the south 
by the Medjerda Mountains, and to the east by the Kroumirie Mountains. Runoff water 
from several basins and sub-basins tends to accumulate there, resulting in the presence 
of multiple wetland habitats of various types that form the large El Kala wetland com-
plex, which encompasses an extensive system of lakes (Tonga, Oubeira, El Mellah, Lac 
des Oiseaux) and marshes such as the Mekhada (De Belair, 1990) (Fig. 1).

Covering an area of 8,900 hectares, the Mekhada marsh (36°47’05”N, 08°00’27”E) 
is limited to the north by a coastal dune, to the east by the agro-pastoral plain of Lac 
des Oiseaux, to the south by the foothills of the eastern Numidia Mountains and to the 
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west by Oued Bounamoussa which flows into the plain of Ben M’hidi (Bendjeddou 
et al., 2018). The marsh is a predominantly freshwater wetland located in the alluvial 
basin of the Mafragh plain. Downstream, part of the marsh becomes brackish where 
the water flows into the Mediterranean Sea through a narrow opening (Boumezbeur, 
2003). Three Oueds flows into Mekhada marsh: Bounamoussa to the west, Kebir to 
the north and Bouhalala to the northwest. It is also drained by dunes percolation (De 
Belair & Bencheikh-Lehocine, 1987).

The basin has a depth ranging from 50 centimeters to 1 meter. The emergent veg-
etation is dominated by hydrophilic species such as Phragmites communis, Typha an-
gustifolia, and Glyceria fluitans, which cover more than 80% of the surface area (De Be-
lair, 1999). This habitat provides significant cover for a variety of aquatic bird species 
(Bourafa et al., 2018).

From a faunal perspective, the Mekhada marsh is a site of major importance for 
wintering waterbirds (Chemsedine et al., 2025). It regularly hosts species such as the 
Common Coot (Fulica atra), Greylag Goose (Anser anser), Eurasian Wigeon (Anas pe-
nelope), Gadwall (Anas strepera), and Western Reef Heron (Egretta gularis) (Boumez-
beur, 2003; Telailia et al., 2018). The site is also visited by rare raptors, including the 
Lesser Spotted Eagle (Clanga pomarina) and the Greater Spotted Eagle (Clanga clanga) 
(Telailia et al., 2020). 

The marsh was classified as RAMSAR in 2003 (Boumezbeur, 2003) for criteria 2 
and 5. It also corresponding the Important Bird Area (IBA) criteria A1, A4i, and A4III 
(Coulthard, 2001). Criterion 2 concerns vulnerable or endangered species, criterion 
5 concerns the presence of at least 20 000 birds. Criterion A1 concerns sites that host 
a significant number of globally endangered species, or other species which are in 
conservation concern. A4i host or are presumed to regularly host 1% or more of the 
biogeographical population of a gregarious species of waterbird. A4III host or are pre-
sumed to regularly accommodate at least 20 000 waterfowl, or at least 10 000 pairs of 
seabirds belonging to one or more species (Bendjeddou et al., 2018).

Fig. 1. Location of the study site, Mekhada marsh, in northeastern Algeria (© A. Boucheker, 2021).
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RESULTS
During a routine survey at the Mekhada marsh in late spring 2025, the authors re-

corded the first confirmed observation of a breeding Red-crested Pochard in the area. 
On June 3, 2025, a visit to the site confirmed the species’ breeding status: a female was 
observed accompanied by six juveniles (Fig. 2).

The female, accompanied by her juveniles, appeared to be in good physical condi-
tion. The group spent the majority of the day foraging and swimming. To our knowl-
edge, this represents the first documented case of reproductive activity in eastern Al-
geria.

Fig. 2. Female Red-crested Pochard (Netta rufina) with her ducklings, Mekhada marsh, June 9, 2025 (© M.E.H. 
Derguini)

DISCUSSION
The distribution range of the Red-crested Pochard is primarily composed of two 

major migratory populations. The eastern population extends from southwestern 
Russia to Mongolia, while the western population is centered in Europe, ranging from 
the Netherlands to Romania via northern Italy. In addition, small resident or partially 
migratory populations are found in England and on the Iberian Peninsula. During the 
winter period, the species is observed as far south as North Africa, the Middle East, 
and the Indian subcontinent (Salvador et al., 2022).

The main breeding populations of the Red-crested Pochard in the Western Palearc-
tic are found in southern Russia (5,500 to 9,000 pairs), Spain (5,400 to 8,600 pairs), Tur-
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key (1,000 to 5,000 pairs), and Romania (1,000 to 3,000 pairs). Elsewhere, the number 
rarely exceeds a few dozen pairs (Tucker & Heath, 1994).

According to the most recent IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, Netta rufina is 
categorized as “Least Concern” (BirdLife International, 2025). In Algeria, it is con-
sidered a rare wintering diving duck (Isenmann & Moali, 2000). Similarly, in Tunisia, 
the species is regarded as a rare winter visitor (Isenmann et al., 2005). In Morocco, 
Red-crested Pochards is classified as vulnerable during the wintering season (El-Ag-
bani & Qninba, 2011).

In Algeria, Netta rufina have been observed in several wetland areas. At Garaet Hadj-
Tahar, part of the Guerbes-Sanhadja wetland complex in Skikda Province, a pair was 
recorded for the first time in December 2008 (Metallaoui & Merzoug, 2009). At Lac 
des Oiseaux in El Tarf Province, 9 individuals were documented in 2020 (Houhamdi, 
2020), and around 104 adults—including 63 males and 41 females—were counted in 
January 2023 (Baalia et al., 2023). In western Algeria, smaller numbers have been re-
ported at Merdja Sidi Abed (October 1966), Relizane (January 1978), Golea (January 
1975) and Macta (January 1978) (Isenmann & Moali, 2000).

In Tunisia, Red-crested Pochards is generally observed singly or in small groups 
(Blanchet, 1955). More recent records include one male at Makthar on 23 February 
2001, a few individuals at the Sidi Jdidi Dam on 27 November 2002, and five individu-
als (3 males and 2 females) at Chiba Dam (Cap Bon) on 14 January 2015 (Isenmann et 
al., 2005; Birding Tunisia, 2015).

In Morocco, Netta rufina is known to winter in small numbers, with only a few hun-
dred birds present during the wintering period (El Agbani & Qninba, 2011).

The Red-crested Pochard has a long-established breeding presence in Algeria. Ear-
ly records date back to 1913 at Fetzara lake (Zedlitz, 1914) and at Halloula lake in Mit-
idja plain, prior to its drainage (Heim de Balsac & Mayaud, 1962). A possible, though 
unconfirmed, nesting was reported at Dayet El-Ferd, Tlemcen province (Oudihat et 
al., 2017).

In Morocco, breeding has been documented in several wetlands, including the Smir 
and Bas Loukkos marshes, Douyiet, Merja Bargha, Dayet Roureg, Merja Fouarate, Sidi 
Boughaba, the estuary of Oued El Maleh, and Hessar Dam (Rihane & El Hamoumi, 
2014). The species appears to be expanding its breeding range (Qninba et al., 2008), 
and long-term monitoring at a Ramsar site has shown an increase in females with 
ducklings over a ten-year period (Cherkaoui et al., 2013).

CONCLUSION
In the face of the numerous threats affecting the Red-crested Pochard, targeted and 

integrated conservation measures are essential to ensure the species’ survival at the 
regional scale, particularly in North Africa. The protection and effective management 
of key sites, such as Mekhada and Lac des Oiseaux, constitute a priority, as does the 
restoration of degraded wetlands to maintain their ecological functionality. Safe-
guarding natural hydrological regimes and implementing sustainable water manage-
ment practices for agricultural, urban, and industrial uses are indispensable to secur-
ing adequate freshwater supplies for wetland ecosystems. Finally, regular monitoring 
of populations and breeding sites, together with transboundary cooperation among 
countries of the western Mediterranean basin through joint research and conservation 
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programmes, represent key actions to enhance conservation effectiveness and to pro-
mote the protection of migratory species such as Netta rufina.
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