
76 Indian Birds Vol. 4 No. 2 (March–April 2008)

—Gleanings—
Cresswell, W. & D. P. Whitfield. 2008. How

starvation risk in Redshanks Tringa totanus results
in predation mortality from Sparrowhawks
Accipiter nisus. Ibis 150 (Suppl. 1): 209–218.

When I used to bird in the Adyar estuary in Chennai (India)
in my boyhood days, I often noted that shorebirds like
Redshanks Tringa totanus wade far out in distant mudflats

even when apparently favourable habitat is closer to the shore.
From the woods of the Theosophical Society campus in the south
shores, one could see lots of apparently “juicy” squelchy mudflats
closer to shore, yet the throngs of shorebirds were almost always
in the more distant exposed mudflats far from shore. Predator
avoidance maybe one of the reasons for this behaviour. Vegetation
closer to shore may prevent Redshanks from detecting approaching
predators like Shikras Accipiter badius and Sparrowhawks A. nisus.
Hence, Redshanks may be forced to forage in less favourable areas
away from shore in order to reduce their risk of getting predated.
Also, the risk of starvation in mid-winter may mean that they may
be required to scatter in widely spaced groups to avoid competing
with each other, and this further increases their risk of being killed
by predators because there is safety in numbers. So there is an
apparent trade-off between eating well and avoiding predators. If
they eat high-quality food in high-quality habitat, they may expose
themselves to increased predation. On the other hand, hanging-
out in suboptimal areas and eating poorer-quality foods may make
them relatively more secure from predators.

But until the publication of this paper, these were largely
untested hypotheses. The authors examined these hypotheses at
the Tyninghame Estuary in Scotland, where predation by
Sparrowhawks is the main cause of mortality among wintering
Redshanks. Their data show that more Redshanks (both numbers
and proportion) are killed by Sparrowhawks in winter, when the
risk of starvation forces the shorebirds closer to shore where better
food is found, but where Sparrowhawks lurk. They also present
data to support the “numbers as a refuge” hypothesis, which says
that flocking behaviour reduces risk of predation.
They demonstrate that the proportion of redshanks killed increases
when their population is low. 

It will be interesting to get such data from the wintering grounds
of the Indian Sub-continent and see how these hypotheses hold up. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

of cat predation on target conservation species have not been
monitored well. This study attempts to fill that lacuna in the
literature. The authors present a 17-year data set monitoring the
population of Sooty Terns Onychoprion fuscata on Ascension Island,
that remote speck in the mid-Atlantic that one sees on a map.
Within this 17-year period, there was a three-year cat-eradication
program (2001–2004), which wiped out all the cats from the island. 

The authors present fascinating data on Sooty Tern breeding
numbers before and after cat eradication. The population averaged
368,000 in the 1990s and in this period cats were killing an average
of 33 adult terns on a nightly basis. Remarkably, predation on
adult terns zeroed out after cats were eliminated.  The breeding
population increased to 420,000 birds as of 2007.

But the relationship between cat eradication and tern numbers
is not easy to tease out, because of the confounding effects of rat
predation on chicks. The authors also present data on rat predation
before and after rat control measures were implemented, and weave
through the tangle of variables effectively. They recommend long-
term monitoring as essential to get insights into even simple
predator-prey systems such as this. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

There is a preponderance of evidence that global warming
has affected bird populations in various parts of the world,
but much of this evidence is in temperate or polar zones.

The fact that birds are now arriving and breeding earlier in spring
in northern latitudes is well established. Similarly, poleward and
altitudinal shifts in bird distributions too have been documented.
But to my knowledge, only one major paper has clearly
documented such changes in avifauna from the tropics: Pounds et
al. (Nature 398: 611–615) reported that low elevation species in Costa
Rica are now increasingly found in montane cloud-forest habitats,
and linked this phenomenon to decrease in frequency of mists in
higher elevations induced by spikes in air temperatures.

Now, Philip Round and George Gale of Thailand report an
analysis of a series of sight records spanning a quarter century of
two syntopic species of pheasants, one lowland, another montane
or submontane, from Khao Yai National Park, Thailand. Their
results are strikingly similar to those reported above from Costa
Rica. The lowland species, Siamese Fireback Lophura diardi, is
increasingly encountered at higher altitudes in relation to those of
the higher elevation resident, the Silver Pheasant L. nycthemera.
Unlike the Costa Rica study, however, the authors were unable to
establish a direct cause-and-effect relationship between climate
change and these shifts in altitudinal distributions, and hence
hypothesise that the shifts could be a response to a warming
climate. 

What makes this study of especial interest is that it illustrates
the value of maintaining long-term bird records with meticulous
notes on elevations and other pertinent information. The authors
pored over sight records archived in three organisations from 1978
to the present. They also appealed for sightings of the two pheasants
in a posting on the Oriental Birding Newsgroup and were able to
get additional information. To all this, they added their own sight
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It is well known that feral or free-ranging domestic cats make
significant inroads into bird populations. On oceanic islands,
their predatory effects appear even more severe and tangible

because predator-prey systems are relatively simple in these areas
and thus the effects seem more pronounced. Domestic cats are
implicated in the demise of at least eight island bird species. In New
Zealand alone, 41 bird species have been wiped out locally, with
cats being considered prime culprits. 

But most of these conclusions have been derived more by
inferences than by direct empirical data. The direct cause and effect
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records and systematic survey data. They then used simple linear
regression models to correlate changes in pheasant encounter rates
with changes in rainfall and temperature across time frames. 

This study should be a model to illustrate how the simple
maintaining and archiving of bird records could spawn interesting
studies years after the birdwatchers made those observations. Even
amateur birders can contribute significantly to the scientific study
of birds, simply by maintaining, and periodically archiving, their
bird records. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

years (2001-2003), utilising nest boxes across nine study areas in
and around the city of Leicester, England, has thrown some light
on this problem. The authors used mixed models to identify the
key factors in a declining House Sparrow population along an
urban gradient. House Sparrows typically have up to four nesting
attempts each year. Although House Sparrows have always been
seen as part of the urban landscape, the study demonstrates reduced
breeding success as a result of low ambient temperatures and
extreme rainfall, as well as a high proportion of vegetable material
in the diet, which directly affects the body mass and consequent
chick survival. These are attributed to lower aphid densities (in
chick diet) and an increase in air pollution (NO2) in the city—and
linked to the sparrow declines in the UK.

Their results highlight that the quality of chick diet varied across
the years, which explains marked differences in chick survival and
brood body mass between years. Nutritional stress has been
observed as a limiting factor in the reproductive success of many
bird species and a change in temperature or rainfall could directly
have an effect on key invertebrate food items (e.g. aphids), which
may be reflected in the diet of the chicks. In addition, chicks in
localities with high NO2 levels tended to be smaller and lighter than
those in areas with lower NO2 levels. Increase in air pollution
associated with traffic emissions could be affecting invertebrate
densities either directly or via effects on plant hosts. To tackle this
growing problem, the authors suggest that management of green
spaces, by targeting the owners of private gardens, needs to be
promoted as a potential solution to allow the population to recover.

I found these explanations very credible—as having lived in rural
England for past three years—I always wondered why I have so
many house sparrows in my garden? To the extent that they out-
compete other species like Blue Cyanistes caeruleus and Great Parus
major Tits at the peanut feeders. I think there is a great lesson here
that we need to learn from an Indian perspective. We never had any
extensive ringing scheme to monitor bird populations, and there
has always been a tendency to study species that are threatened. The
results of this study is yet another alarm call and a challenge, to join
our efforts across India, to start a synchronous study that monitors
‘common’ species as well as rare ones. Any takers?

—Farah Ishtiaq
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The fall of the house sparrow: can we learn from this?
Whether House Sparrows Passer domesticus are endangered or not
has haunted both British and Indian naturalists in recent years.
Apparently, these are the only countries, across the globe, where
the species has been hit, within its native range, by serious declines.
The lack of consistent data on bird distribution in both UK and
India has made it even more difficult to pinpoint the actual extent
and timing of the declines in population. Interestingly, in the UK,
the 150-year-old ringing scheme of the British Trust for Ornithology
(BTO) discouraged participants from ringing House Sparrows on
the account of its ‘common and abundant’ status in the past (since
1970). Ringers were charged ten pence (c. Rs 15) extra on rings if
they were to be used for House Sparrows. Given the extensive
ringing operations and the cost involved, the consequence was
that no one ringed House Sparrows and so the records of this most
common bird were of little or no value for monitoring purposes.

The decline of House Sparrows has resulted in a great source of
speculation. Scientists have proposed various theories, including:
food shortage, electromagnetic waves, lack of nesting sites,
competition with other birds, disease, etc. Despite such speculation,
there has not been a detailed study, till now, to nail the real cause of
decline in the population of such a common species.

A recent study by Peach et al. (2008), over a period of three

Tracking bird migration
Interest in bird migration in the country reached its zenith when
four Bar-headed Geese Anser indicus, with yellow collars, were
photographed from different parts of peninsular India. These
geese had been captured and colour-tagged in northern Mongolia
as a part of a sampling for avian influenza in wild water birds
by Dr Martin Gilbert of the Wildlife Conservation Society
(http://birdsmongolia.blogspot.com). Single birds sporting bright
yellow collars with clearly visible black numbers were
photographed from gaggles found at four wetlands in India
namely, a tank near Somnathpur (Karnataka) by M. Niranjan,
Veer Dam near Pune (Maharashtra) by Adesh Shivkar, Magadi
Tank (Gadag district, Karnataka) by Madhukar Rao and Paradgaon
Lake near Nagpur (Maharashtra) by Raju Kasambe. Courtesy:
http://www.indianaturewatch.net.

A falcon, with a transmitter and ring from the UAE, was found
dead by Jugal Tiwari in Kachchh (Gujarat). It was later labeled as

likely Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus from photographs. Courtesy:
DelhiBirdPix.

Two radio-tagged Black Storks Ciconia nigra were tracked in
several parts of Maharashtra and created much excitement online.
One of them was sadly shot down somewhere in Afghanistan
during its return migration. The complete route of all
the transmitter-bearing Black Storks could be followed online at
http://www.rozhlas.cz/odysea/angl.

MigrantWatch, India’s first citizen science programme for
studying bird migration closed its first year with remarkable
success—the results being published in Indian Birds (Vol. 3 No. 6).
The entire paper is can be downloaded from the MigrantWatch
website http://www.ncbs.res.in/citsci/migrantwatch/.

Bird count in Himalayas
The Great Himalayan Bird Count, winter of 2008, is planned on
the most popular trekking trails situated in the river valleys of




