
   
 

   
 

Northern Pintail              
Anas acuta  

Identification 
The Northern Pintail is a common dabbling duck that can be found in shallow lakes and wetlands throughout much of 

the United States. The male's length is 25-29 in/ 64-74 cm and the female's is 21-23 in/ 53–58 cm. They are often 

considered elegant in physique, with slender necks and long, pointed tails held high. This species, like many waterfowl, 

are dimorphic, meaning males and females are different in appearance. Males have a signature white stripe down their 

chocolate-colored necks, with a longer pointed tail, while females have intricate patterns all over.  

 

Observation Tips 

Pintails are one of the first ducks to arrive on the 

breeding grounds in April and first to migrate south 

to wintering grounds in the southern United States, 

Mexico, and Central America, from September to 

November. In shallow wet areas and nearby 

agricultural fields, look for groups of ducks that 

stand taller than the rest. Their long necks and 

slender profile distinguish them from other ducks, 

as does the male's brilliant white chest and stripe 

up the neck. They tend to forage in groups along 

the shallow edges of lakes and ponds, but they 

also venture out on the water with mallards, 

northern shovelers, other ducks, and American 

coots.  

Interesting Fact 
Pintails are a fast, long-distant migrant. Using satellite-tracking technology, the longest non-stop flight on record was 

1,800 mi/2,900 km.  

Ideal Habitat 
Pintails prefer open areas and small, shallow wetlands in areas with little rainfall. Common native plants in their 

breeding habitat include prairie grasses, spike rush, rushes, and buckbrush. In order to provide an abundant supply of 

high-energy and nutritional foods for pintails, wetland water depths should be <18 in/45 cm but preferably <6 in/15 cm 

for an abundant food source. Pintails nest on the ground in grassy areas, including prairies, meadows, hay meadows, 

and agricultural lands surrounded by shallow ephemeral to semipermanent wetlands with emergent vegetation and low 

upland cover within 0.5-1.25mi/ 0.8-2 km. They prefer short vegetation in the landscape < 6 in/15 cm in height, with 

few forbs and <5% shrub cover. When conditions in winter breeding areas in south-central Canada and the Northern 

Great Plains of the United States are dry, fewer resources are available, and population recruitment in the spring may be 

lower.  

Male (left) and female (right). Photo credit: Shell game/Flickr 

 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/shellgame/6761835001/in/photolist-biwbnD-biwc5R-biwbDk-biwdmc-biwaY6-biwatg-biwctr-biwcTR-8XTmtg-8XWp29-8XTmkk-9TELTZ-aEsr6U-aEsiVm-7kcW2i-76WonG-tY4uB-7kgQJL-69nnFJ


   
 

   
 

Management Activities that 
Benefit Species – Best 
Management Practices (BMPs) 
Landowners and managers should maintain shallow 

wetlands with wetland plants surrounded by native 

prairie. If livestock ponds require creating deeper areas, 

try to leave some shallow areas for ducks and other 

wildlife. Gradual water drawdowns in managed ponds 

and wetlands can increase food such as invertebrates 

and seeds in mud substrates. Protect and maintain 

breeding, migration, and wintering habitats, especially 

shallow wetland areas. Weed management can improve 

habitat for pintails when benefiting native plant species.  

 
Management Activities to 
Avoid 
Do not drain or otherwise significantly impact shallow 

wetlands used by pintails. Minimize human disturbance 

to known pintail foraging sites throughout fall and winter. 

Avoid land conversion of native prairies that provide 

nesting habitat for pintails. 

 
Other Species that Benefit from Similar Habitat Management 
Other species that may benefit from habitat management for northern pintail include mallard, gadwall, and green-wing 

teal. 

 
Other Resources 
BirdLife International and Handbook of the Birds of the World. 2019. Bird species distribution maps of the world. Version 

2019.1. Northern Pintail 

NatureServe, 2019. NatureServe Explorer: An online encyclopedia of life [web application]. Version 7.1.  NatureServe, 

Arlington, Virginia. Northern Pintail 

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Birds of the World (Northern Pintail) 

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, All About Birds (Northern Pintail) 

Waterfowl Management Handbook. 1991. L. H. Fredrickson and F. A. Reid. 13.1.3. Life History Strategies and Habitat 

Requirements of the Northern Pintail.  

 

Range map provided by BirdLife International. Note: Only showing 
North American range. 

http://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/northern-pintail-anas-acuta
https://explorer.natureserve.org/Taxon/ELEMENT_GLOBAL.2.103829/Anas_acuta
https://birdsoftheworld.org/bow/species/norpin/cur/introduction
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/northern_pintail
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1036&context=icwdmwfm
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1036&context=icwdmwfm
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