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—In the news—
Compiled by Praveen J.

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
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Yamuna, Bhagirithi, Bhilingna, Ganga, Mandakini and Alaknanda
in Garhwal (Uttarakhand) during 14–17 November 2008 by Action
and Research for Conservation in Himalayas (ARCH). About 15
groups will cover 34 different routes of c. 10 kms each during
these days. This event will be organized with the support of
Uttarakhand Forest Department. This is perhaps the first time
such an organised bird count is being conducted in the western
Himalayas. Courtesy: DelhiBird.

Threatened birds—2008 update
The 2008 updating of the ‘Threatened birds of the world’ list saw
147 status changes and also reflected trends in recent taxonomy.
Several previously ‘not recognised’ species were evaluated this
year. India is ranked seventh among the countries with most
threatened birds—hosting 88 threatened species. The following
updates are applicable for the Indian Subcontinent and critical
from a conservation point of view (Table 1). Courtesy:
http://www.birdlife.org.

Vulture crisis
The plight of vultures in Asia dotted the pages of several newspapers
during this period and achieved wide coverage. With populations
of three Gyps species dropping more than 97% since 1992 here,
captive breeding has been suggested as the only hope for their
continued survival. Diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory veterinary
drug used for livestock, has been widely accepted as the chief cause
of this decline. Manufacture of the veterinary form of Diclofenac
was outlawed in India in 2006 but it remains widely accessible. It
has also become clear that, Diclofenac formulated for humans is
also being used to treat livestock. In Africa, the same drug was
discovered to be available for sale and BirdLife International
sounded a high-alert on the risk looming over the vulture
population in Africa. Courtesy: http://www.birdlife.org.

News from an independent study linking the increase in rabies
in stray dogs with the decline of vultures also appeared in media.
As vulture numbers crashed, the population of rabid feral dogs has
surged, feasting upon cattle carcasses that would otherwise have
been stripped bare by birds, the report says. Courtesy: http://
www.newscientist.com.

Members of Rajputana Society of Natural History (RSNH)
reported the reappearance of vultures at Mount Abu (Rajasthan)
after their disappearance in 2005. It is a heartening sign for the
revival of vultures in the southern belt of Rajasthan. In the 53rd
Wildlife Week of Chittorgarh (Rajasthan), RSNH distributed stickers
and mementos with messages to stop the use of Diclofenac.

BNHS regularly updates its website with news from its Vulture
Conservation Breeding Centers in an exclusive online newsletter
Jatayu—for a sample issue visit http://www.bnhs.org/bo/
documents/VCBC-Newsletter-5-2006-07.pdf.

(Bird) listing in India
The craze for maintaining personal life-lists, year-lists, country-
lists and even state-lists for birds has reached interesting heights

in the country with the launch of BUBO Listing. This site is created
to enable the storage, sharing and comparison of bird lists of a
wide range of types, including specific regions (e.g., Oriental,
Western Palaearctic), countries (e.g., India), states (e.g., Karnataka,
India) and soon, individual sites (e.g., Bharatpur). The website
started with a UK focus and currently contains about 1,200 different
UK-related lists has also been expanded to support World listing,
Western Palearctic, Oriental region, various American regions
and have just introduced India and all its states, with more regions
and countries coming over the next few weeks, says Mike Prince,
one of its co-founders. Birders can use the website to enter their
own lists, compare their list with those of other birders and can
view the lists of anyone else using BUBO Listing. It is also possible
to use the ‘targets’ facility to see the ‘easiest missing species’ from
any list. The site is free to use but one has to register at
www.bubo.org/listing. Bird-listing has been a craze in several
countries and this data could be used to generate fairly accurate
species lists for several well-covered sites and regions.

 Meanwhile, L. Shyamal distributed an updated version of
BirdSpot, a shareware programme for collating bird species
records in India. BirdSpot was launched a few years ago and has
open source code base, which is available for further enhancement
(http://birdspot.googlepages.com).

New race of Rufous-vented Prinia described from Nepal
An hitherto un-described sub-species of Rufous-vented Prinia
Prinia burnesii was reported from Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve
in eastern Nepal. Hem Sagar Baral of Bird Conservation Nepal
said that the find is exciting because it ‘appears to form the link’
between the two pre-existing sub-species. Of the other two races
of Rufous-vented Prinia: P. b. burnesii, is found in Pakistan in the
west along the tributaries of River Indus and in the adjacent
state of Punjab in India; and P. b. cinerascens inhabits Assam in
the east along the Bramhaputra River system and adjoining
states of India and Bangladesh. A team of experts affiliated with
Bird Conservation Nepal (BCN) led by Dr Baral has further
assessed the taxonomic status of the bird and recently declared
the bird as a new subspecies of Rufous-vented Prinia and named
it Nepal Rufous-vented Prinia Prinia burnesii nipalensis. The newly
described bird shows somewhat intermediate characters
between the two subspecies and appears to form a link between
them. It is believed to inhabit the Ganges River system,
the other major river system in India. Courtesy:
http://www.sciencedaily.com.

Bird races
Bird races happened in several cities across the country with much
fun and bonhomie among the birding tribe. Whether it was the
two teams that saw Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus at
Bangalore or the team that recorded a whopping 154 spp. on a
single day at Nagpur; everyone had something to cheer about at
the end of the day. In fact these events brought forth hordes of
people into the field from various walks of life—from students to

senior citizens. However, the birds did not
disappoint anyone and still offered surprises
on the big day. Pune bird race participants
were lucky to bag the Bar-headed Goose
with yellow collar at Veer Dam while Kerala
participants got the first photograph of a
Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax for the state.
Every birder looks forward to this yearly
event and it has become an integral part
of the Indian urban birding calendar.
Courtesy: http://www.indiabirdraces.com.

Table 1. Threatened birds—2008 update
Species Status in 2007 Status in 2008

Baer’s Pochard Aythya baeri Vulnerable Endangered
Sooty Falcon Falco concolor Least concern Near-threatened

Andaman Crake Rallina canningi Data deficient Near-threatened
Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata Least concern Near-threatened

Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus pygmeus Endangered Critically endangered
Chevron-breasted Babbler Sphenocichla roberti Not recognised Near-threatened

Yellow-breasted Bunting Emberiza aureola Near-threatened Vulnerable

Praveen: In the news
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Fig. 2. Red-throated Pipit, Hesserghatta, Karnataka
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From the field
A rich jugalbandi of photographer and scientist was displayed at
www.indianaturewatch.net with an amazing array of photographs
streamed in by Mohanram R. K. made from Eaglenest Wildlife
Sanctuary (Arunachal Pradesh) and supplemented with a lyrical
narration of field experiences by S. Subramanya. Visitors to the site
were mesmerized by this duo for several days as they transported
everyone to the jungles of Dafla Hills as they put-to-show the
jewels of Eaglenest one after another.

P. C. Rajeevan and Khaleel Chovva who frequented
Katampally wetlands in northern Kerala during February–April
2008 hit the jackpot when they photographed Bristled Grass-
Warbler Chaetornis striatus, Grey-necked Bunting Emberiza
buchanani and Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope all first reports from
Kerala. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

The elusive Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola was
photographed from Chintamani Kar Bird Sanctuary,
Nardendarpur in West Bengal by Shantanu Bhattacharya on 17th
February 2008. Courtesy: BengalBird.

A Masked Booby Sula dactylatra straggled to Chavakkad beach
on Kerala coast on 6th February 2008 and was reported by P. P.
Sreenivasan. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

Parag Deshkmukh surprised everyone with a photograph of
Siberian Blue Robin Luscinia cyane from Nagpur in April 2008.
The bird frequented his backyard for about two weeks. Courtesy:
DelhiBirdPix.

Red-throated Pipits Anthus cervinus were photographed for
the second year in succession by several photographers in  in
Hesserghatta near Bangalore (Karnataka) during February 2008.

Mike Prince also reported a Plain Martin Riparia paludicola from
the same location on 18th March 2008. Courtesy: BngBirds.

He also uploaded several photographs of confusing Riparia
Martins at , which are possibly Sand Martins Riparia riparia.

Sunjoy Monga reported the presence of four spp. of parakeets
in Mumbai’s urban neighbourhood during March 2008: Rose-
ringed Psittacula krameri and Alexandrine P. eupatria being regulars
with solo Red-breasted P. alexandri and Malabar P. columboides
putting in an appearance; this makes Mumbai one of the unique
cities with this distinction. Courtesy: BirdsofBombay.

Sandeep Das and his friends who frequented Kole wetlands in
Kerala during the spring reported uncommon birds like White-
winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus, a juvenile Desert Wheatear
Oenanthe deserti, Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris and a large roost
of Oriental Pratincoles Glareola maldivarum during March–May
2008. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

Garima Bhatia photographed a female Marshall’s Iora Aegithina
nigrolutea at Timbaktu village (Anantpur, Andhra Pradesh) on
6th March 2008. Sachin Shurpali reported nesting of the same
species near Galibore Fishing Camp, south of Bangalore
(Karnataka) on 13th April 2008. Courtesy: BngBirds.

Fig. 1. Black-faced Laughingthrush (left) & Long-tailed Sibia (above)
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Charles Anderson reported plenty of seabirds off the coast of
Sri Lanka in April 2008. His list included several Flesh-footed
Shearwaters Puffinus carneipes, Pormarine Skuas Stercorarius
pomarinus, Bridled Terns Sterna anaethetus, White-winged Terns,
Black Noddies Anous minutus, and a few sightings of Wedge-
tailed Shearwater P. pacificus, Sooty Shearwater P. griseus, Parasitic
Skua S. parasiticus, Red-billed Tropicbird Phaethon aethereus and
Sooty Tern Sterna fuscata. Courtesy: OrientalBirding.

Praveen Mohandas photographed a Greater Grey-headed
Fish-Eagle Ichthyophaga ichthyaetus in Chimmony Wildlife Santuary
(Kerala) on 27th May 2008. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.
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