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colored eggs with dark specks. 
Unlike most birds, incubation 
begins with the first egg laid 
and continues for 20 to 25 days 
per egg. Coots produce only one 
clutch of eggs annually. Both the 
male and female share in incuba-
tion and brooding of the young. 
As the young depart the nest, one 
parent will continue incubation 
while the other leads the young. 
Newly hatched coots are covered 
with dark colored down with 
orange or red hair-like feathers 
on the head and neck.

Coots are easily identified 
when seen along banks by their 
peculiar walk. They bob their 
heads, then twitch and cock their 
tails, which exposes the white 
patches of the tail coverts. Some 
may think the coot has some 
sort of disability due to the way 
it jerks its head back and forth, 
but in reality, it has highly spe-
cialized monocular vision that 
allows each eye to focus on a 
different object. By bobbing its 
head, the coot can compensate 
for the lack of depth perception 
achieved with binocular vision.

The American coot is the most 
numerous waterfowl species on 
the North American continent 
due to a combination of factors. 
They are adaptable to a variety 
of habitats. They nest socially, 
which reduces predation on the 
nest and young. As a game bird, 
they are not generally consid-
ered as very “sporting” quarry, 
nor very attractive, and in most 
areas are not highly desired as 
food. As a result, they are seldom 
harvested.

white at the tip. Unlike a duck, a 
coot’s feet are not truly webbed. 
They are oversized with long 
toes and lobed flaps of skin along 
the edges to better propel them 
when swimming and diving. The 
base of the coot’s bill has a fleshy 
frontal shield that is tan with a 
red spot visible at close range. 
The bill of the coot is triangular 
shaped like a chicken’s beak. It 
is ivory white with a dark ring 
near the end. This chicken-like 
bill may account for other com-
mon names associated with the 
coot such as water chicken, mud 
hen and marsh hen.

Coots can feed like either a 
dabbling or a diving duck; dab-
bling for seeds, algae, aquatic in-
sects, and small fish on the open 
water, or diving to feed on roots 
of aquatic vegetation, snails and 
worms. Coots also are adapted 
to walking on land browsing 
green vegetation, eating worms 
and insects but spending most of 
their time on the water.

Coots are migratory, spend-
ing the warm months in the 
northern United States and Can-
ada and moving south during 
the cold months. With the ap-
proach of spring, coots move 
north to their breeding grounds. 
Courting begins by April and is 
complete by July. Coots are not 
territorial during nesting season 
and many pairs will nest in the 
same general area. Coots do not 
bother constructing elaborate 
nests. A pile of dead vegetation 
with a depression in the center to 
hold the eggs will suffice. Nests 
are normally anchored to emer-
gent vegetation or on a floating 
platform.

Hens lay from six to 16 tan 


