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This note describes sightings of the Oriental Pied Hornbill 
Anthracoceros albirostris, and the Indian Pitta Pitta 
brachyura at Aravalli Biodiversity Park [ABP], New Delhi 

(28.54–28.57ºN, 77.13–77.18ºE), India after a gap of many 
years.

At 0720 hrs on 04 May 2013 Yasser Arafat [YA] spotted a 
solitary male Oriental Pied Hornbill, which was being mobbed 
by a flock of House Crows Corvus splendens at the institutional 
area gate of the park. After flying a little distance, it perched 
on an neem tree Azadirachta indica, but took off again, when 
persistently disturbed by the crows. The bird was observed for at 
least 15 minutes, and was photographed [121] from a distance.

The Oriental Pied Hornbill is a medium-sized hornbill with 
a large and strikingly patterned casque and bill (Grimmett et al. 
1998). The Oriental Pied Hornbill’s main habitat is open forest 
in a moist deciduous and evergreen biotope (Ali & Ripley 1983); 
and it can also be found in groves of mango, Ficus sp., and tall 
trees near habitation.

It is distributed from Haryana, east through the Himalayan 
foothills, to Arunachal Pradesh, north-eastern- and eastern India. 
In Delhi it was recorded between 1931 and 1945 (Frome 1948) 
in New Delhi gardens between November and February. Gaston 
(1978) reported it as occasional, reiterating Frome’s record, while 
Kalpavriksh (1991) mentioned this bird as vagrant and rare for 
Delhi. 

On another occasion, an Indian Pitta was sighted and 
photographed [122] in ABP. On the sunny morning of 10 October 
2013, at 0945 hrs, while on a regular photographic session, 
YA encountered the bird in one of the restored mining areas 

of the park while following a flock of Red Avadavat Amandava 
amandava. Tall grass made it difficult to see much, but after 
entering the grass, he suddenly sighted a pitta sitting motionless 
on a Syzygium cumini branch, but could not identify the species. 
He photographed it before the bird slipped into the undergrowth. 
He searched but could not find it again. Later it was confirmed 
as an Indian Pitta. The area is well-wooded with a water-body 
nearby. Upon subsequent searches over the next two days, the 
bird was not found. After roughly a year, on 14 November 2014, 
YA briefly spotted a pitta in a ditch at the park at 0845 hrs. It was 
sitting near the water, and as YA approached it, it flew away. 

Indian Pitta is endemic to the Indian Subcontinent (Grimmett 
et al. 1998) and is a breeding summer visitor to the lower 
foothills of the Himalayas and well-forested parts of the northern 
peninsula, and winters further south in the peninsula, and in Sri 
Lanka (Harvey et al. 2006). Ganguli (1975) mentioned a few 
winter records from the 1950s from Delhi’s gardens but after 
that there has been no record from the Union Territory. Some 
birdwatchers of Delhi Bird Club sighted this species at Noida, 
Uttar Pradesh along the River Yamuna in June 2011 and in 
Bhindawas Sanctuary, Haryana in August 2012, but not in Delhi 
itself. It seems that the Delhi area is sometimes a stopover point 
for Indian Pitta in winter, before it moves into the peninsula. It is 
found mainly in scrub forest and patches of light deciduous and 
evergreen forest (Ali & Ripley 1983). The second sighting from 
2014 leads us to propose that the Indian Pitta may have regained 
a pit stop habitat in Delhi.

BirdLife International (2014) considers these species as of 
Least Concern, but the Indian Pitta’s population is suspected to be 
in decline; as a result of ongoing forest clearance to make way for 
agriculture and urban development. Large numbers are trapped 
during migration for human consumption, whereas Oriental Pied 
Hornbill has traditionally been captured for the local pet trade in 
Myanmar (BirdLife International 2014). The casques of Oriental 
Pied Hornbills are common souvenirs in the markets of north-
eastern India, Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam. However, this species 
is considered the most adaptable of hornbills to landscape 
modification. Both species have been sighted after nearly 63 and 
70 years respectively in the Union Territory of Delhi.

ABP, which is spread over c. 280.45 ha, was once over-mined, 
and is completely infested with Prosopis juliflora (an invasive 
Mexican species) thus losing indigenous biodiversity. Restoration 
work started in 2004 and it has paid off as several rare birds 
have been sighted in the area. Both species have different habitat 
requirements, and feeding habits, but the varying topography of 
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122. Indian Pitta.

121. A flock of House Crows mobbed the Oriental Pied Hornbill.
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ABP and regeneration of lost biotic communities provide habitats 
for diverse bird species. It is anticipated that in future many other 
bird species, which were sighted in Delhi in the past, will once 
again be found in ABP. 
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The Wynaad Laughing-thrush Garrulax delesserti is a Western 
Ghats endemic, found up to Goa in the north (Ali & Ripley 
1987), between an altitudinal range that varies from 155 

to 1220 m asl (Collar & Robson 2007; Rasmussen & Anderton 
2012), but most commonly between 300–900 m—with a single 
record from 1800 m (Sashikumar et al. 2011a). Its habitat is 
mainly confined to humid rainforest with thick understory (Ali 
& Ripley 1987). The global population of this species has not 
been estimated, but it has been described as uncommon to 
common throughout its range (Collar & Robson 2007; BirdLife 

International 2014). The birds are noisy but difficult to locate in 
the undergrowth. They are gregarious, and form groups of up to 
30 individuals (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). They nest mainly 
during the monsoon (April–September). The nest is a semi-
domed cup made up of rootlets or creeper stems, on a bush 
or saplings. The clutch size comprises three–four, unmarked 
white eggs (Ali & Ripley 1987). The species has been reported 
from many protected areas of Kerala (Islam & Rahmani 2004). 
However, despite its wide distribution, ‘surprisingly there are no 
recent breeding records from Kerala’ (Sashikumar et al. 2011a), 
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123. Breeding pair of Wynaad Laughing-thrush observed at Silent Valley National Park.

124. A Wynaad Laughing-thrush carrying fine fibre-like nest material.
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