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Simple Summary: We used 46 individuals of the critically endangered Brazilian Merganser, currently
endemic to the Cerrado biome in Brazil, to understand genetic diversity and the genealogical relation-
ships of the captive population. By characterizing 425 genomic variants in these captive specimens,
our study unveiled a significant level of inbreeding, with approximately 70% of the captive birds
tracing their lineage back to the founders from just two localities. Leveraging the identified DNA
variants, we also identified less inbred individuals suitable for the potential future reintroduction
into the wild.

Abstract: The Brazilian Merganser (Mergus octosetaceus) is one of the rarest birds in South America,
and it is a critically endangered Anatidae species with an estimated population of less than 250 adult
individuals in the Brazilian Cerrado. A captive population was established a few years ago at
Zooparque Itatiba (São Paulo state) where 46 individuals were kept, and the founding population
(progenitors derived from nature) was composed of 19 of the ex situ birds, derived from the four
remaining localities with wild populations in Brazil. To characterize the genetic diversity and the
genealogical relationships of the captive population, it is essential to conduct appropriate ex situ
management and to assist future reintroduction projects. Thus, we have identified 425 SNPs by
massively parallel sequencing of ddRAD libraries that allowed us to genotype individuals of the
captive population. We observed a close relatedness between 70% of the captive population and
founding individuals of Jalapão and Alto Paranaiba localities, indicating the need for supplementation
with individuals from other areas of Canastra and Veadeiros. Even though many captives present
a high level of inbreeding, we have identified some individuals with a high genetic value (less
inbred) that can be selected for the breeding program to generate individuals for a future pilot
reintroduction project.

Keywords: anseriformes; conservation genetics; captive breeding; ex situ management

1. Introduction

The Brazilian Merganser (Mergus octosetaceus, Vieilot, 1817) is a critically endan-
gered bird of South America [1–3]. In the past, the Brazilian Merganser was distributed
across Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay, mainly within the river basins of São Francisco,
Paraná/Paraguay, and Tocantins. Its presence was characterized by sparse population
densities occupying scattered habitats within the Cerrado and Atlantic Forest biomes [4].
However, it is likely extinct or extremely rare in the Atlantic Forest areas of Argentina,
Paraguay, and Brazil [5–7]. In addition, very few studies were performed on this rare
species in the wild, with many unknown aspects of its biology, reproduction, ecology,
behavior, development, and genetics [3]. This is the only surviving species of the genus
Mergus in the southern hemisphere after the extinction of the New Zealand Merganser in
the twentieth century and their sister species in the northern hemisphere, like the Common
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Merganser (M. merganser) and Red-breasted Merganser (M. serrator), which occur in large
numbers (least concern, IUCN), although the Scaly sided Merganser (M. squamatus) is
endangered according to IUCN [2].

The current distribution of the Brazilian Merganser appears to be restricted to central
Brazil, in four disjunct areas of three states: (i) Minas Gerais, which has the largest popula-
tion, 140 to 200 mature individuals that occur in the region of the Serra da Canastra National
Park (Canastra) and regions outside protected areas (PAs), as in the Alto Paranaíba Region
(Paranaíba) in the Paraná river basin; (ii) Goiás, in the Chapada dos Veadeiros National Park
(Veadeiros), with an estimated population of less than 50 individuals; and (iii) Tocantins, in
the Jalapão State Park (Jalapão), with an estimated population of eight individuals [3].

The census in central Brazil estimated the existence of less than 250 adult mer-
gansers [3], which are constantly monitored by the Brazilian Action Plan of Conservation
(PAN Pato-mergulhão-ICMBio). This National Conservation Plan coordinates several ac-
tions to protect the remaining populations of the species and its habitat, which includes
the establishment of a captive population to work as a source of individuals for future
reintroduction programs (PAN Pato-mergulhão-ICMBio). Furthermore, the ex situ program
of the Brazilian Merganser is also being used to generate firsthand knowledge of species
biology, ecology, reproduction, and captive care [2,8].

The Brazilian Merganser captive population was established in the last decade at
Zooparque Itatiba in São Paulo state, Brazil, and in 2019, it was composed of 46 mergansers
that included 19 founding individuals that came originally from eggs collected in nature and
27 individuals that were born from ex situ crosses. Since its start, the Brazilian merganser
captive breeding program has been genetically monitored by our research group, which
previously published some genetic studies of the wild merganser populations [9–13]. All
these studies identified a low diversity and high inbreeding in the wild populations,
although with some interpopulation diversity [13]. A current goal of genetic monitoring
of captive individuals has been to promote adequate crossings of Brazilian Mergansers
to allow appropriate ex situ management for future actions involving translocations into
the wild.

Indeed, captive breeding programs aim to maintain a genetically “healthy” ex situ
population to work as a safety measure against extinction [8,14]. Many captive individ-
uals were reintroduced into the wild in relatively successful programs, for example, the
golden lion tamarin (Leontopithecus rosalia) and the California Condor (Gymnogyps californi-
anus), although subjected to many technical and logistical issues [15–17]. For a successful
reintroduction, captive populations must be managed to avoid many genetic issues like
low diversity, inbreeding depression, and adaptation to captivity. A failure in genetic
management can cause individuals to perish in reintroduced areas and to present altered
behaviors, such as the use of inappropriate nesting sites (for birds), risky tolerance to
human presence, and improper foraging routines [14,18]. One of the most important points
when establishing a captive population is the adequate number of founders derived from
wild populations to maintain a representative genetic diversity ex situ since it is crucial for
the success of future reintroductions [14]. Otherwise, the use of few (or non-representative)
founders can compromise irreversibly the captive population management [8,19].

To maintain a genetically “healthy” captive population, many strategies are applied
such as keeping the same number of breeding males and females without overlapping of
different generations, equalizing reproductive success among founding individuals and
promoting appropriate crossings to avoid inbreeding, and sustaining the maximum effec-
tive population number [14,20–22]. To guide these strategies, captive individuals need to be
genetically monitored by different methods to characterize their inbreeding levels, pairwise
kinship, and other genetic parameters. The latest technologies involve the use of genomic
approaches to identify thousands of DNA variants for inter-individual comparisons, even if
the genome of the managed species is still unknown. To allow the analyses of many genetic
variants for species with no sequenced genomes, different genomic complexity reduction
methods were developed to characterize populations of animals [23,24] and plants [25],
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whether they are captive [26] or wild [13,27]. We have recently published a genetics study
of in situ Brazilian Merganser individuals using SNPs generated by a Genotype by Sequenc-
ing (GBS) approach [13], which identified high inbreeding and moderate genetic structure
among the four remaining wild populations.

In this work, we present the first population genomics study of captive Brazilian
mergansers using SNPs generated by a ddRAD sequencing methodology. These genomic
variations were used to characterize the genetic structure and diversity, individual in-
breeding levels, and pairwise kinship of individuals that make up the ex situ population
maintained at Zooparque Itatiba, which is part of the Brazilian Action Plan of Conservation
for this critically endangered species.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Biological Samples

In this work, we used 46 samples of the Brazilian Merganser. Nineteen adult individu-
als were derived from eggs collected in the wild and hatched in captivity, comprising the
founding population. These consisted of five from Paranaíba (PAR), seven from Jalapão
(JAL), and seven from Canastra (CAN). Additionally, 27 individuals resulted from crosses in
captivity, for which we have their pedigrees (Zooparque Itatiba and PAN Pato Mergulhão).
The blood of these captive birds was previously collected and stored in absolute ethanol
and later stored frozen in the Tissue Collection of the Taxonomic Collection Center of the
Federal University of Minas Gerais, Brazil. The access to genetic resources of the Brazilian
biodiversity was registered as SisGen/Brazil number A324339.

2.2. DNA Extraction

Genomic DNA was extracted following the phenol–chloroform protocol [28]. Af-
ter extraction, we verified the integrity of the DNA samples through electrophoresis in
a 2% agarose gel and the quality through the Nanodrop 2000 to obtain DNA extracts
with 260/280 ratios ≥ 1.75 and 260/230 ≥ 1.8. The quantification was evaluated in the
Qubit® 2.0.

2.3. ddRAD Library Construction and Sequencing

Genomic libraries were constructed (Supplementary Materials, ddRAD protocol)
following an adaptation of the protocols described by Thrasher et al. [29] and Peterson
et al. [30]. The ddRAD genomic libraries were submitted for Illumina HiSeq 2500 sequenc-
ing (single end with 100 bp reads) at Macrogen (Seoul, Republic of Korea).

2.4. Variant Calling and Filtering

Pipeline Stacks [31] were used to perform a de novo alignment and to identify the
SNPs. Filtering was initially performed using VCFtools v.0.1.16 [32], where we filtered only
SNPs (1) common to all individuals (–max-missing-count 0); (2) SNPs in which the smallest
allele occurs at least twice throughout the sampling (–mac 2); (3) without the presence of
indels (–remove-indels); (4) only biallelic loci (–min-alleles 2 –max-alleles 2); and (5) being
in Hardy–Weinberg Equilibrium (–hwe 0.05). We have also performed another additional
filtering for each SNP, where we calculated the minimum coverage depth of all individuals
and retained only SNPs with depth equal to or greater than 5. To identify loci potentially
under selection, we have used the BayeScan v2.01 program using default settings [33],
where loci that were supposedly under selection were excluded from further analyses.

2.5. Statistical Genetics Analyses

Using VCFtools, we calculated, for each individual, the heterozygosity and the indi-
vidual inbreeding coefficient, equivalent to the FIT, as it is inferred from the mean of the
total population, and an inference of the degree of relationship/kinship was made using
the method developed by Manichaikul et al. [34], which calculates the pairwise kinship of
all individuals. Pairwise kinship values greater than 0.354 indicate that individuals may
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be the same or are monozygotic twins, values between 0.177 and 0.354 suggest that they
are 1st-degree relatives (full siblings or parents/children), values between 0.0884 and 0.177
indicate 2nd-degree kinship (half-siblings or grandparents/grandchildren), and values
between 0.0442 and 0.0884 are considered 3rd-degree relatives. The pairwise kinship data
normalized by Pearson’s correlation matrix was represented in a heatmap, in which the
highest relationship level was assigned the value 1 and the lowest relationship level was
assigned the value −1.

Using the R hierfstat package [35], we calculated the genetic differentiation between
populations through pairwise FST analysis [36]. With packages VCFR [37], poppr v.2.8.6 [38],
ape [39], RcolorBrewer [40], ggrepel [41], adegenet [42], reshape2 [43], and ggplot2 [44], we
performed Multivariate analyses represented in two-dimensional graphs using Principal
Component Analysis (PCA). PCA was used to show inter-individual relationships through
genetic distance data between individuals from different populations. All multivariate
analyses were run using default procedures available in the packages.

With the NeEstimator program v.2.1 [45], we estimated the contemporary effective
population size using the linkage disequilibrium method (LDNe), which is based on the
pattern of linkage disequilibrium between loci [46]. To compare captive mergansers born
from ex situ crossings and founding individuals (originally derived from three wild areas),
we used the STRUCTURE v.2.3.4 program [47] considering the possibility of gene flow
between populations (admixture model) and using 500,000 MCMC randomizations and
a burn-in of 50,000. Population number parameters (K) from 1 to 5 were evaluated with
5 independent runs for each K. The choice of the appropriate K was made with Structure
Harvester [48] and the final graph was generated with Clumpak [49].

3. Results
3.1. Variant Calling from Sequencing Reads

Sequencing of the ddRAD library generated 111,425,030 reads, which had a GC content
of 52%, with 86.10% of the reads having a phred score of Q30 and 91% of the reads having a
phred score of Q20. These raw data were initially filtered with the fastp program [50], where
we selected reads with at least 30% complexity, without polyG or polyA tails, and with a
phred score above Q20. After these initial filtering steps, we obtained 105,173,448 reads
that were used in further steps.

The initially filtered reads were submitted to Pipeline Stacks [31] using the pro-
cess_radtags algorithm that demultiplexed the individual samples and performed other
cleaning steps where we detected that 27.68% of the reads did not have linkage barcodes,
0.82% were poor quality reads, and 2.02% lacked the enzyme restriction sites and were all
excluded. After this cleaning process, we obtained 73,058,433 reads to use for alignment
and SNP calling.

Because the Brazilian Merganser has no reference genome, we performed a de novo
alignment [31] where we found 4530 SNPs that were subjected to another more rigorous
filtering using the following parameters: minimum coverage of 5× for all loci in all in-
dividuals, minimum of two occurrences of the minor allele, all loci in Hardy Weinberg
Equilibrium, and only biallelic SNPs, excluding insertions or deletions. Finally, 425 SNPs
were recovered and analyzed in BayeScan v2.0 which indicated that no locus was under
selection. Thus, all 425 SNPs were used in the posterior genetic analyses.

3.2. Kinship and Inbreeding Estimates

The pairwise Kinship analysis shows that some individuals (MO230, MO250, MO252)
had a high degree of relationship (1st-degree–values above 0.177) with almost all other
captive individuals (Table S3). In addition, the heatmap (Figure 1) shows that the vast
majority of individuals have a moderate degree of relationship (colors in shades of pink and
red) and a group formed by seven founding individuals from Canastra (CAN211, CAN228,
CAN235, CAN237, CAN239, CAN242, and CAN243) and five captive-bred (generated
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from ex situ crosses) individuals (MO238, MO241, MO246 MO256, about and MO255) have
shown a larger average kinship in comparison to other captive mergansers.
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from founders that came originally from the wild (Figure S1). 

Figure 1. Heatmap plot of pairwise kinship indices corrected by Pearson’s correlation matrix (values
−1 to 1, see color legend) between Brazilian Merganser individuals. Sample labels of individuals
are distributed in the x and y axes, corresponding four subdivisions of the ex situ population: Serra
da Canastra National Park (Canastra—CAN); Captive-bred individuals (MO); Jalapão State Park
(Jalapão—JAL); and Alto Paranaíba region (Paranaíba—PAR).

The inbreeding coefficient estimated in this work is analogous to the FIT, as it con-
siders the average inbreeding of the population, so the composition and structure of the
population will influence the individual coefficients. Thus, inbreeding estimates were made
using all individuals as a single captive population (Figure 2), and we have also estimated
the inbreeding coefficients by assigning the individual’s origin, separating captive-bred
from founders that came originally from the wild (Figure S1).

The analysis of the individual inbreeding coefficient (F), considering all captive indi-
viduals as a single population, showed us that 20 individuals (four from Paranaíba, three
from Jalapão, and thirteen captive-bred) are more inbred (F > 0). Among the captive popula-
tion, individual PAR207 presented the highest inbreeding coefficient and individual MO230
presented the lowest inbreeding (Figure 2). When we separate the founding individuals
by place of origin, we find that the individuals with the lowest inbreeding coefficient are
from Jalapão (Figure S1), all showing negative coefficients (F < 0). Otherwise, Paranaíba
(Figure S1) presents the highest proportion of inbred individuals (60%). When we ana-
lyzed the mean inbreeding coefficients, we observed that the Paranaíba and captive-bred
individuals showed some outliers (Figure 3).



Birds 2024, 5 195Birds 2024, 5,  6 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Inbreeding coefficients for 46 captive Brazilian Merganser individuals. Positive coefficients 
appear in blue and negative ones in brown. The individual samples are organized in a descending 
order. 
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The analysis of heterozygosity at the individual level showed us a wide range in the
values found, such as the individual MO230 that presents the highest number of SNPs in
heterozygosity (297) and the individual PAR207 that presents the smallest number of SNPs
in heterozygosity (76) (Table S2).

3.3. Captive Population Structure

The PCA analysis showed us that the captive population can be separated into two
groups. The first one is composed of all individuals from Paranaíba and Canastra asso-
ciated with three captive-bred individuals (MO238, MO241, MO256). The second group
is composed of all individuals from Jalapão associated with 24 captive-bred individuals.
Moreover, three individuals MO230, MO250, and MO252 are separated from all the others,
forming a more distant cluster (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Bidimensional plot of PCA analysis using 425 SNPs for 46 captive individuals of Brazilian
Merganser. Principal component 1 (PC1) is depicted in the x-axis, and PC2 in the y-axis, with their cor-
responding proportions of variance explained between parenthesis. Dots represent individuals from
different sudivisions: Serra da Canastra National Park (Canastra—CAN); Captive-bred individuals
(MO); Jalapão State Park (Jalapão—JAL); and Alto Paranaíba region (Paranaíba—PAR).

The pairwise FST analysis showed significant values (p < 0.05) for all comparisons,
indicating that the captive-bred individuals are closer to the individuals from Jalapão, with
a low FST (0.057). Furthermore, analyzing the founding individuals only, we observed that
the Jalapão individuals are also the most differentiated from Canastra and Paranaíba, which
are closely related (Table 1). This result is coherent with our recent publication comparing
Brazilian Merganser wild populations [13].

Table 1. Pairwise FST analysis of Brazilian Merganser populations defined a priori based on the
locality of origin. All pairwise FST values were significantly different from zero (p < 0.05).

Jalapão Paranaíba Canastra Captive-Bred

Jalapão - - - -
Paranaíba 0.2450 - - -
Canastra 0.1934 0.1126 - -

Captive-bred 0.0570 0.0750 0.1018 -

Structure analysis using an uncorrelated allele frequency model found two allelic
pools/genetic clusters or subpopulations (k = 2) using 425 SNPs. In general, individuals
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from Paranaíba (PAR), Jalapão (JAL), and some captive-bred (MO) present a single allelic
pool (green), and individuals from Canastra (CAN) and some captive-bred individuals
present also a second allelic pool represented in red (Figure 5).
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To calculate the effective population size (Ne), we considered all captive individuals as
a single “population” (the captive pool), since sample sizes smaller than 30 can potentially
influence the Ne estimates [51]. We found an effective population size (Ne = 4) much
smaller than the estimated population census (N = 250).

4. Discussion

We have identified a high inbreeding in the captive-bred population of the Brazilian
Mergansers, which was constituted by founders derived from the four remnant populations
in the wild. However, some highly heterozygous individuals can be identified, and a
moderate level of diversity is found between mergansers from different wild localities.

The high degree of relatedness exhibited by three of the captive-bred individuals,
MO230 (F1 from Paranaíba-Canastra), MO250 (F2 from Jalapão-Paranaíba), and MO252 (F2
from Jalapão-Paranaíba) can be explained by the natural history of the species. Historically,
populations of Brazilian Mergansers have always occurred in low population densities and
disjointed areas [4]. Therefore, it is improbable that MO250 and MO252 individuals, who
do not have Canastra individuals as their ancestors, are indeed 1st and 2nd-degree kinships
with other individuals from this area, as the analyses suggest. The same fact also can be
applied to the individual MO230, who, despite being the offspring of individuals from
Canastra and Paranaíba, has an estimated 1st-degree kinship with individuals from Jalapão
and all other localities. One fact that may explain this pattern found in the individuals
MO230, MO250, and MO252 is that these individuals generated by crossings of founders
present a high heterozygosity and a low coefficient of individual inbreeding (Table S2)
since the pairwise kinship analyses are based on differences of shared homozygosity and
heterozygosity [34].

As the captive population is formed by a few founders and only from three out of four
remaining sources [13], it is expected that individuals born in captivity present a reasonable
genetic similarity. The pattern of differentiation found by the seven individuals from the
Canastra (CAN211, CAN228, CAN235, CAN237, CAN239, CAN242, and CAN243) and the
five captive individuals (MO238, MO241, MO246, MO255, and MO256) can be explained
by the fact that these individuals are from the Canastra or descendants of individuals from
this area and that the captive population is composed of approximately 70% of individuals
from Jalapão, Paranaíba, and their descendants, which can maximize the differences.
Furthermore, of all the remaining Brazilian Merganser populations, the Canastra is the
one with the greatest genetic diversity [10], which may make these individuals more
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differentiated from the others, and since little is known about the mode of dispersal of the
species and there is no data on dispersal or migration of individuals over long distances [52],
a slight difference between populations is expected.

The results of the individual inbreeding coefficient analysis show us that despite
having few founders, the captive-bred individuals show negative inbreeding coefficients,
suggesting an excess of heterozygosity about the population mean [53], as expected for
offspring derived from founders from different sources. Indeed, MO230, MO250, and
MO252 present negative inbreeding coefficients much above the population average, a
pattern that can be explained by the fact that these individuals have a high number of
heterozygous SNPs, and heterozygosity influences the estimation of the FIT [34]. The
individual PAR210 also showed a negative inbreeding coefficient above the average of its
original population. However, this pattern can be partially explained by the fact that the
other four Paranaíba individuals are full siblings (PAR206, PAR207, PAR208, and PAR209)
(unpublished information from PAN Pato-mergulhão, Brazil), which present high pairwise
kinship values (Table S3) that influences the mean population homozygosity, which in turn
influences individual inbreeding coefficient estimates [34].

The arrangement of the two groups of individuals found in the PCA analysis corre-
sponds to the mating pattern that was established in captivity. The group of individuals
at the bottom of the figure is formed by Jalapão founder individuals and by individuals
born from captive crosses (captive-bred), where at least one of the parents is a Jalapão
individual (Figure S2). The closest grouping of Canastra and Paranaíba individuals has
already been demonstrated in previous works [10,13], which identified greater genetic
similarity between individuals from these areas. The captive-bred individuals MO238,
MO241, and MO256 are offspring of Canastra and Paranaíba individuals, and consequently
present a greater genetic similarity with these individuals, causing them to group in the
PCA graph since its analysis uses a matrix of genetic distance between individuals [54].

The high similarity of captive-bred and founding populations (Paranaíba, Canastra,
and Jalapão), demonstrated in the pairwise FST analysis was expected since it was formed
by these founding populations. Canastra individuals present a relatively lower average
similarity with the captive-bred individuals because only six individuals are offspring
from a Canastra founder. Otherwise, couples formed by Jalapão and Paranaíba founders
generated ~78% (21) of captive-bred offspring, explaining their close genetic affinity. In
general, captive-bred individuals are more related to Jalapão than to Paranaíba founders,
and it may be explained by genetic drift in the source Jalapão population, with a higher
frequency of rare alleles in the Jalapão founders.

The genetic groupings found by Structure reaffirm the results of the PCA and pairwise
FST analyses, which demonstrated a greater similarity among captive-bred Jalapão and
Paranaíba individuals when compared to Canastra ones. This result is expected because
Structure infers the genetic clusters based on the allelic patterns of the individuals, which
are greatly shared between individuals genealogically related [47].

The Ne value found in this analysis is much lower than the population census, which
is often found in other studies [55]. This low value reflects the low genetic diversity of the
wild populations of the Brazilian Mergansers that also present significant inbreeding [13].
Thus, the reduction in the genetic diversity by drift and inbreeding in the captive population
is a major concern for this critically endangered species [56].

However, some limitations of this study should be pointed out. These include a
potential bias from the ddRAD technique, which only samples specific genome segments,
and SNPs were called using a de novo approach due to the lack of a reference genome,
resulting in potential loss of variants. However, this new set of ddRAD-SNPs allowed
informative analyses to be performed with the captive population of Brazilian Mergansers
to be used for ex situ genetic management.
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5. Conclusions

The moderate degree of genetic relatedness between most captive individuals demon-
strates the need to supplement the ex situ population with individuals (or eggs) from
wild populations, mainly from the Canastra locality, where there is the largest remaining
population and genetic diversity of mergansers [13]. In addition, Veadeiros individuals
should be added to the founding population in captivity to increase the representation of
all remaining areas in the ex situ genetic pool. Individuals with high inbreeding coefficients
and pairwise kinships between them require greater care during the formation of couples in
the reproductive period, as their intercrossing should be avoided. Even though inbreeding
depression signs have not been observed in the captive population (unpublished), some fe-
males, both from the Jalapão area and captive-bred descendants, present a likely sex-linked
(Z chromosome) brown phenotype [57,58].

Thus, new founders from different areas will be important to generate ex situ mer-
gansers with low inbreeding coefficients and pairwise kinship, who are those with the
highest genetic value to be used eventually for release back into the wild. In addition,
appropriate genetic management of the ex situ pool will be essential to maintain the long-
term viability and sustainability of the captive program [8,59] in order to allow a successful
reestablishment of wild populations of Brazilian Merganser.
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