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T
he Greater Adjutant Stork Leptoptilos dubius is a globally
threatened bird, which has been listed as ‘endangered’
by BirdLife International (2007). The species is considered

amongst the rarest, and its world population is believed to be
less than a thousand. IUCN (2007) puts the world number
between 650 and 800. Choudhury (2000) estimated >800 for
Assam while Perennou et al. (1994) put it as ‘400 with alarmingly
decreasing trend’. The stork ranges from India to Vietnam
(BirdLife International 2001). I here report of some recent
sightings of large gatherings in Guwahati city (Assam, India),
which, I believe, are the largest single congregations recorded
in recent decades.

On 21st February 2008, while returning after a session of
bird observation at Deepor Beel Bird Sanctuary, on the outskirts
of Guwahati, we decided to visit the garbage dumping ground
at Paschim Boragaon. This is the main dumping ground now
used by the Guwahati Municipal Corporation and I had written
to the Commissioner of the Corporation as well as the Chief
Executive Officer of Metropolitan Development Authority for
its removal. The reason being that it is located within half a
kilometer of the sanctuary and a major inlet to the beel (beel=
lake) passes through the site, as a result of which the beel waters
have also been polluted.

We reached the site around 1300 hrs and counted 35 Greater
Adjutants right on the garbage heaps, with Black Kites Milvus
migrans, House Crows Corvus splendens, Cattle Egret Bubulcas
ibis, dogs and cows. At that time, some storks were seen soaring.
At a distance, I noticed a compact ‘flock’ of many storks, which
due to the prevailing haze, I took for Asian Openbills Anastomus
oscitans. I had noticed a few storks just behind the dump that
has become higher than the surroundings and blocks visibility.
So I move ahead, c. 20 m to make a final count, but run for my
vehicle to get away from the stink. To my surprise, beyond the
mound of earth and garbage, there was a large flock of 86+
Greater Adjutants. The total count was more than 140—perhaps
amongst the largest single gatherings recorded in recent times.
Encouraged by the numbers, I moved farther for a closer look
at the ‘Asian Openbills’ in the haze—and am amazed to see
that all 90 of them are actually Greater Adjutants! There were
a few storks scattered here and there too. My total count on
the dumping ground that day was 234 and I may have missed
a few. This is excluding the seven birds we saw in the morning
in Deepor beel. All the birds were adults (Figs. 1–4.)

Lakhan Teron, a birdwatcher staying near Deepor beel
reported to me that he had counted 313 Greater Adjutants in
January 2008 (Lakhan Teron, verbally)! Initially I hesitated to

Fig. 1. Greater Adjutants Leptoptilus dubius at the Guwahati Municipal Corporation garbage dumping ground.
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accept his figures but after counting up to 234 birds that day, I
could not doubt his observation.

Other large flockings of this stork recorded in Guwahati
city: 254 near RGB College on 30th September 2002; 233 at
Borbari dumping ground on 30th September 2005 by Early Birds,
a Guwahati-based NGO (Moloy Baruah, verbally). The largest
single flock recorded in Choudhury (2000) and BirdLife
International (2001) was a group of 87 in March 1994 on the
banks of the Brahmaputra, also in Guwahati city. In the
graveyard of Islampur in Guwahati city, I counted more than
80 birds just after the breeding season, on several occasions
between 2002 and 2007. More than half of those were immature
birds.

These numbers show that 400, the world population
estimate of Perennou et al. (1994) was on the lower side. The
number of Greater Adjutants is not increasing, but is on a
slightly declining trend, as was evident from the loss of nesting
trees in the Mandakata-Suktaguri area of Kamrup district and

Nagaon town (both in Assam). No new nesting sites begun by
those displaced birds could be found. Unnatural causes of
mortality were also an issue—the occasional poaching incident
by gypsies from northern India (one at Nagaon in 2003), deaths
due to electrocution in Guwahati city (at least two during the
last five years; a few may remain unreported), etc. At the
dumping ground itself, at least seven died last year due to
suspected incidental poisoning.

Despite these large groups being counted and new nesting
sites discovered in Bihar (Arvind Mishra, verbally) the Greater
Adjutant is not safe. A permanent rescue and rehabilitation
centre is required somewhere near Guwahati, for the nestlings
and fledgelings that die every year after falling from their nests.

Postscript
On 21st February 2008, my total count of Greater Adjutant at
the Paschim Boragaon dumping ground in Guwahati was 234.
All those birds were adults, which was apparent due to ongoing

Fig. 2. A large muster of Greater Adjutants Leptoptilus dubius.
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Fig. 3. The author counted 423 Greater Adjutants Leptoptilus dubius on one day!
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breeding season. I was intrigued to know the possible total
after the breeding season. So I made a trip on 7th September
2008, to the same site. I reached the site around 1230 hrs and
could see a good number of immature birds along with adult
storks. Counting was a bit difficult, as rain had made the ground
slushy in places and the garbage heaps also blocked full view
at places. To get a better view I climbed the rear of a truck and
started counting through binoculars. The storks were in two
large compact flocks. The gap between the flocks was hardly
15 m. Then there was a smaller flock about 20 m away. A few
scattered birds were moving about the dump while at least
five were flying overhead. The total count exceeded 400 birds!
I could count 432 but a safer number would be 423 (414 on the
ground in flocks, five in flight and four lone individuals moving
about), as a few took off and landed here and there. The break
up of 414 on the ground was 320 storks resting in short grass,
and flocks of 67 and 27 foraging on garbage. The exact number
of immature birds could not be counted (120 could be
confirmed), as the complete body of many of the resting storks
could not be seen, only their heads jutting out from behind the
grass.

After observing the storks I drove straight to the Ulubari
market where there were ten birds—two immature birds in
the pond, six adults in the marsh by the side of the pond and
two circling overhead. Then I visited the Islampur kabrstan

(graveyard) where 13 storks including three immature birds
were resting and preening atop trees.

The total count in the city on that day was 446, which is in all
probability half of the world population of this rare and
endangered stork. There were also a few storks reported from
the marsh behind Meghdoot cinema hall as well as elsewhere
in the city on the same day but those were not included, as
those sites were not visited.
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Fig. 4. Greater Adjutant Leptoptilus dubius.
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