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A single species of wa 
terfowl in Alabama  
during the winter 

season outnumbers all other 
waterfowl species within the 
state’s borders combined. It is 
a legal game bird, with a very 
liberal limit of 15 per day. A few 
die by the gun, but most die from 
natural causes. In Alabama, they 
can be found in great numbers 
on any large body of water from 
September through March and 
are often mistaken for a species 
of duck. Waterfowl hunters and 
bird watchers easily recognize 
this duck look-a-like as a mem-
ber of the rail family, properly 
called the American coot. The 
American coot is the only coot 
species to inhabit the United 
States. It is widely distributed 
from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Pacific Ocean, and is also com-
mon in Canada, Mexico and 
Central America.

To classify individual wild-
life species, systematic zoologists 
separate and group species based 
on common characteristics. Dur-
ing this process, coots were 
grouped with the rails and the 
gallinules.

Rails and gallinules typically 
abide in the overgrown edges of 

the swamps and marshes. Here, 
they can hide from predators 
since they are weak flyers. The 
coot, being more of a duck-
shaped bird, 12-16 inches in 
length, with exceptionally large 
olive green feet, is less adapted 
to navigate the tight vegetation 
at the waters’ edge. Coots instead 
prefer more open fresh water 
ponds and lakes, estuaries and 
saltwater marshes.

At moderate range, coots 
look like drab colored ducks. 
True dabbling ducks have an 
iridescent patch, called a specu-
lum, on the trailing edge of their 
secondary feathers. Most male 
dabbling ducks are brightly 
colored; the females are less 
distinctly marked. Diving ducks 
lack this iridescent speculum. 
They are typically colored in 

a unique pattern of white and 
black with some species having 
a little bright coloration on the 
head. Coots are almost entirely 
dull grayish black with only a 
tinge of olive coloring when the 
sun hits the feathers just right, 
nothing impressive. The second-
ary feathers have a thin band of 

Almost a Duck
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