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D. Bradford contributed to development of the com-
puter model. C. Pennycuick, A. S. Rand, D. Brinker,
and T. Erdman provided useful criticisms of the
manuscript.
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The First Documented Case of Polyandry for
Wilson’s Phalarope (Phalaropus tricolor)

MaRK A. COLWELL
Biology Department, University of North Dakota, Grand Forks, North Dakota 58202 USA

Phalaropes are noted for their unusual mating sys-
tem in which males provide all parental care and
females compete for mates (Oring 1982). This rever-
sal of the sex roles is characteristic of classical poly-
andry, a rare mating system among birds (Oring 1985).
Despite evidence that phalaropes exhibit sex-role re-
versal and polyandry (Oring 1982), sequential poly-

andry was proven only recently for Red-necked
(Phalaropus lobatus; Hildén and Vuolanto 1972, Reyn-
olds et al. 1985) and Red phalaropes (P. fulicaria; Scha-
mel and Tracy 1977). I present here the first docu-
mented case of polyandry for Wilson’s Phalarope (P.
tricolor).

I studied Wilson’s Phalaropes from 1982 to 1985
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near the northern extreme of their range at Last
Mountain Lake Wildlife Management Unit in south-
central Saskatchewan (Reynolds et al. 1985). Each year
I began research upon arrival of phalaropes in early
May and continued until 31 July. I marked each bird
with a unique combination of 3 colored leg bands
and an aluminum band. In 1984 and 1985, I also
marked individuals with a patagial tag. Over the 4
years I marked 69 females (8 in 1982, 6 in 1983, 32 in
1984, 23 in 1985), but recorded polyandry only in
1985. However, many of the females were marked
late in the breeding season; thus, these numbers may
not accurately portray the incidence of polyandry in
this population.

In 1985, I located 63% (51 of 81) of all nests during
the laying stage and banded 9 females while they
were laying in known nests during the first 2 weeks
of the nesting period (14-27 May). All 9 females
courted additional males following completion of
their first clutches. One of these females also briefly,
but repeatedly, associated with the male incubating
her first clutch. Of these 9 females, 8 left the study
area within a week of being banded. I do not know
whether these females successfully obtained addi-
tional mates. One female remained in the study area
and acquired a second mate. Female BA:YY was net-
ted on 16 May. During the morning of 17 May I found
her 1-egg clutch, the second phalarope clutch of the
season to be initiated in the area. She laid a second
egg at 1230 the same day. Her mate (YdG:AR) was
caught and banded on 18 May. The clutch was com-
pleted on 19 May. Shortly after completing her first
clutch, BA:YY began courting additional males. On
28 May I banded a male (YR:RA). I observed YR:RA
copulating with BA:YY on 29 May, and a day later
found their 2-egg clutch. BA:YY finished laying for
YR:RA on 1 June and again began courting males. I
last saw her on 14 June, approximately 10 days before
the last phalarope clutch was initiated in the study
area.

In a year when the population sex ratio of Red-
necked Phalaropes was slightly male-biased, the first
two females to complete nesting obtained second
mates (Hildén and Vuolanto 1972). The population
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sex ratio at Last Mountain Lake was not known; how-
ever, a male-biased sex ratio is not necessary for poly-
andry to occur, at least among phalaropes. All that is
required is for early-nesting females to re-enter the
breeding population and successfully compete for
males (Emlen and Oring 1977). I suspect polyandry
is more common among Wilson’s Phalaropes than
this single case suggests. Detection of polyandry is
hampered, however, by movement of females fol-
lowing completion of their first clutch.

I appreciate the 1985 field assistance of T. Colwell,
R.Ell, and T. Jorgenson. I thank T. Colwell, C. Gratto,
S. Haig, A. Middleton, L. Oring, and an anonymous
reviewer for comments. My research was funded by
the Canadian Wildlife Service and the University of
North Dakota.
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