
Role reversal: female phalaropes 
compete for nest sites, choose a mate 
and defend him against rival females. 
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Discover  
red-necked phalaropes
Red-necked phalaropes are one of the UK’s 
rarest – and most unusual – birds. Smaller 
than a starling, these dinky little waders 
spend the summer breeding on Shetland and 
a few other Scottish islands. Their wintering 
grounds remained a mystery until a team of 
scientists from the RSPB, Swiss Ornithological 
Institute and Shetland Ringing Group, fitted 
several birds with tiny geolocators to track 
their journeys.

The results recovered from one bird’s tag were astonishing 
and revealed it had made a 16,000-mile round-trip across 
the Atlantic, down the eastern seaboard of the US, across  
the Caribbean and Mexico to the coast of Ecuador and Peru! 
A truly remarkable feat.

Once back in Scotland, red-necked phalaropes need the 
right conditions to breed successfully: open water pools 
to feed and display on; vegetation at the water’s edge for 
shelter; and grassland with tussocky patches where females 
can lay their eggs in safety. In a bid to make our nature 
reserves more phalarope-friendly, we’ve enlisted the help of 
cattle, who munch and trample the grass, creating tussocky 
habitat for the phalaropes to nest in. We’ve also used 
diggers to open up pools for the birds and create jagged, 
undulating edges where they can shelter and feed.  
On many of our Shetland reserves we’re also able to 
manage the water levels, ensuring that the conditions are 
perfect throughout the breeding season.

This management work is paying dividends, with the 
population of red-necked phalaropes on Shetland reaching 
record levels in 2020. Going forward, we’ll be introducing 
cattle to our Mires of Funzie reserve this autumn, to get the 
vegetation into better shape for phalaropes. We’ll also be 
continuing to offer advice and support to local landowners 
to help them make phalaropes welcome, in a bid to boost 
the population even further.

Red-necked phalaropes feed out in open 
water, swimming round and round in 
circles to stir up small invertebrates.

After the female lays her eggs the male 
incubates them and looks after the 
chicks once they hatch.
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