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With their improbably long legs, graceful,
curving necks and exotic pink plumage,
f lamingos are birds like no other. Take
an unprecedented peek into their lives of
these comical creatures, and watch as the
chicks grow from tiny white fuzzballs into
the crimson wonders we know and love!

As dawn breaks over Ría Lagartos
Biosphere Reserve, a breeding colony
of Caribbean Flamingos sits atop
nests that each bird has constructed
from mud. Ría Lagartos, located in the
state of Yucatán, is home to Mexico’s
largest and most important flock of
Caribbean flamingos. In 2018, a record
of 21,960 nests were counted! The
reserve is perfect for the flamingos.

Flamingos build
nest mounds,
which are sculpted
from mud. At the
top of each nest is a
shallow basin, where the
female lays a single egg.

For their proper development, they
require shallow water with varying salt
concentrations. The salt lagoons at Ría
Lagartos fit the bill, and are teeming
with algae and small invertebrate like
brine shrimp—one of the flamingos’
all-time favourite foods. With such
plentiful food supplies, there is
nowhere better for the flamingos to
raise their chicks.

[LEFT] Caribbean f lamingos breed
while gathered in groups, which
provides safety in numbers.
[RIGHT] Once mating is
complete, a pair takes turns
incubating their single egg.

After a period of 28 to 30 days, the
egg hatches. Chicks are born white,
with soft, downy feathers. They will
change colour several times as they
mature, but won’t start to turn pink
until they are two years old. Their
bills are straight at first, with a sharp
projection called an ‘egg tooth’, which

is used to help them break through the
eggshell when hatching. The tooth falls
off after a couple of days. Both parents
take care of the newborn flamingo,
feeding it a reddish fluid produced in
their digestive systems, called crop
milk. It is made up of protein and fat,
which helps to chick to grow quickly.

Young flamingos
are born white and
do not turn pink for
SEVERAL years.

The chick’s begging seems
to stimulate production of
milk by its parents and other
adults members of the colony.

The chick stays in the nest for
about a week. During this time,
both parents take turns feeding
it.

This chick, tucked under the
protective wing of its parent,
is less than five days old. It
will soon join other youngsters
and wander around the colony
searching for food.

When a chick slips out
of the nest, it’s a bit
like rolling down an
enormous mountain.
However, with enough
determination, it can
climb back on.

The Caribbean
flamingo is one of
six flamingo species
found across the globe.

HAVE YOU NOTICED THE CHICKS
HAVE TURNED A GREYISH COLOUR?

The young leave the nest after about
five days to join other young flamingos
in small groups, returning to the
parents for food. The parents identify
their chick by its voice. After about
three weeks, the adults herd young
flamingos into large groups called
crèches where they start to look for
food on their own.

Thanks to the richness of the crop
milk that newborn chicks are fed,
they can already walk at three days
old. By five days, they are unstoppable!
They play with everything in their
surroundings and explore further away than
their nest mounds.

Flamingos make terrific parents.
The crèche provides protection
for the youngsters while their
parents are off foraging.

Two weeks after birth, the cuddly looking
chicks have already grown taller, They
wander unconcerned around the colony, with
others their age. But there is always an adult
on the lookout! There are crocodiles, raccoons,
hawks and hungry jaguars around.

For the next three months f lamingo
parents tend their offspring with
dedication. The chicks start to forage
for their own food by the end of their
second week, but they continue to drink
their parents’ milk. Very quickly, their
legs have stretched and they have grown
much taller!

baby flamingos don’t
have curved beaks
like their parents.

Caribbean flamingos change location
depending on the season. In the spring
and summer, the majority of Mexico’s
population is found at Ría Lagartos. But
once the breeding season is over, they
disperse to other coastal wetland areas
such as mangroves, where they spend
the autumn and winter months. As the
adults flying away to distant lagoons,
the disconcerted youngsters follow suit.
To gain speed
before they f ly,
f lamingos “run”
across the water
on webbed feet.

The f lock arrives at the Ría
Celestún Biosphere Reserve, which
will be its new home for the
autumn and winter.

CARibbean flamingos
may migrate if their
feeding grounds
flood or dry out.

A f lamingo colony is a busy mass of
gobbling, often preening, sometimes
quarrelling, birds. If one bird gets too close to
another, they’ll each use their long necks and
massive beaks to attack.

In their new location, the young
f lamingos soon realize that the
adults have led them to richer
lagoons and they seize the feast.
They now have long, curved
necks and black-tipped
bills with a
distinctive
downward
bend.

Flamingos feed with their heads upside
down in the water. First they stir up
the mud, moving their beaks from side
to side in a sweeping motion. Then they
rapidly pump water in and out through
comblike bristles that line their beaks,
sieving out snails, algae and brine shrimp
(the minute crustaceans seen below).
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Flamingos get their
pink colour from a
diet of brine shrimp
and algae.
At last! Three to five years since hatching,
the f lamingos have finally reached maturity
and gained their full adult plumage. Their
final pink colour is down to the food they
eat: brine shrimp and algae, which both
contain chemicals called carotenoids. The
same substance is present in the carrots
we eat. Over time, the carotenoids
accumulate and end up staining the
birds’ feathers.

The Caribbean flamingo has a wider
distribution than its name suggests.
As well as the large numbers that
breed on the Yucatán peninsula, it
can be found in the Bahamas, Cuba,
the Dominican Republic, Bonaire,
the Galapagos Islands, Colombia,
Venezuela and Guyana.

Although the pink coloration is most
obvious in a f lamingo’s plumage,
the carotenoids also impregnate their
tissues, skin, blood and even egg yolk.
The crop milk they feed their young looks
alarmingly like blood, but this is not
because of carotenoids. Instead, it’s due
to an abundance of iron (the same chemical
element that makes blood red).

Scientists have discovered that the especially
vivid salmon pink / orange plumage of the
Yucatán f lamingos is the result of eating
crustaceans found only in this area.

As a flamingo, the pinkier
you are, the healthier and
better quality you are
– it’s a direct reflection
of how good you are at
foraging. And you can
use that to attract a mate
in a courtship ritual. But
you also need to be a
good dancer! Courtship is
carefully choreographed,
involving movements
such as ‘head flagging,’
(seen below), which
means standing very tall
and rigid while throwing
the head from side-toside.

To win the heart of a mate, every f lamingo must
learn a variety of steps and marches. Some of the
courtship dances are complex and the research
has shown it takes many years to learn
the more complicated moves. Greater
f lamingos in the Mediterranean have
136 combinations of dance moves
they can perform during courtship.

WHEN in the midst of
courtship, a group of
flamingos is called a
flambuoyance
Both males and females join in
the courtship party, throwing
shapes with their wings as the
dance becomes livelier.

The word ‘Flamingo’ derives from
Spanish & Portuguese origins, literally
translating as “flame-coloured”.

After courtship has taken place, the
flamingos pair up and it’s from those
unions that a new generation of baby
flamingos comes into life. The birds don’t
breed every year unless the conditions
are just right. They are very picky when
choosing the right kind of mud to build
their nests. Once they find a suitable site,
word spreads and it turns into a colourful
revelry.

The f lamingos have
returned to Ría Lagartos
to breed and raise a
whole new generation.

The breeding colony is filled with
the honks of adult f lamingos and
the din of thousands of newborn
chicks. The tiny white babies
snuggle under the wings of their
fancy, pink parents. And
just like that, the cycle
begins anew.

A recent 2020 study revealed that,
despite living within very large flocks,
flamingos consistently spend time with
specific close “friends,” forming longterm social bonds.

It was only fairly recently in 2017 that
there was any real conclusion about
why f lamingos stand on one leg. It’s
thought that due to the f lamingo’s
body structure, it’s actually less effort
for them to tuck one leg away, and
reduces body sway. They even sleep in
this position.

Each of the six flamingo species are tied
to wetland environments. Some of the
wetlands that flamingos thrive best in are
harsh, unyielding places- extreme water

chemistry and full of toxic algae that the
birds love to eat. Long legs covered in
tough scales allow the flamingos to wade
unharmed in caustic or very hot water.

A healthy flamingo
grows up to measure
140 cm/4.6 feet in
height and 150 cm/
five feet in wingspan.
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