
Table 1. Observations on five nests of Scaly-breasted Wren-babblers in the buffer zone of Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve, Sikkim, 2009

Nest ID Elevation (m) Vegetation type Clutch size # Hatchlings # Chicks # Survived
I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX

Dubdi 2,190 Castanopsis hystrix –Quercus lamellosa 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Chong 1,970 Castanopsis hystrix –Machilus spp. 1 2 3 3 3 3 2 0 0

Bakhting 2,450 Quercus spp. 1 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Quapani 2,120 Castanopsis hystrix –Symplocos theifolia 2 4 3 0 0 0 0 0

Jamathang 2,260 Quercus lineata –Symplocos theifolia 1 3 4 4 4 4 1 0 0
Note: I, II, III … IX denote monitoring occasions (once in a week) starting from 15 April to 15 June 2009.

The Scaly-breasted Wren-babbler Pnoepyga albiventer is a 
passerine bird species formerly included in the Old World 
babbler family Timaliidae (Cibois 2003; Beresford et al. 

2005; Alström et al. 2005), but based on the morphological, 
behavioural, and phylogenetic uniqueness of this genus it has 
now been placed in a new family Pnoepygidae (Gelang et al. 
2009). 

It differs from most babblers in having rounded and ‘cup-
shaped’ wings, the near absence of a tail, making it almost 
flightless (Collar & Robson 2007), and in being solitary by nature. 
The bird is very small and measures c. 10 cm in length, and 
weighs between 19 and 23 g (Ali & Ripley 1972). It inhabits sub-
tropical dense undergrowth montane forests of Bhutan, China, 
India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Vietnam, and is reported to be found 
usually near water (Ali & Ripley 1972; Rasmussen & Anderton 
2005; del Hoyo et al. 2007; Gelang et al. 2009). The species is 
listed under ‘least concern’ in the Red List of threatened species 
(IUCN 2010), as it is common throughout its distribution range.

In 2009 we monitored five nests of Scaly-breasted Wren-
babbler along the main Yuksam–Dzongri trekking route and the 
network of trails in the temperate forests of Prek Chu catchment in 
the buffer zone of Khangchendzonga Biosphere Reserve, Sikkim. 
The nests were located at Dubdi, Chong, Bakhting, Quapani, 
and Jamathang areas that ranged from 1900 to 2500 m ASL. 
Observations were made once in a week for two months (mid-
April to mid-June) and information on nest position, building 
material, and clutch size was recorded. Caution was taken that 
the nests observed were not exposed after monitoring.

The nests were globular, about 5 cm in diameter, and 
positioned at c. 1.0–1.5 m above ground. As reported by Ali & 
Ripley (1972) and del Hoyo et al. (2007), nests were located 
under a moss-clad rock, or amongst moss growing on large tree 
trunks, or on moss-covered slopes alongside the trails / trekking 
paths. Mosses and rootlets were the main materials used for 
both placement and construction of nests. 

Among the five nests that were monitored, only four reached 
hatching stage, as one nest was found dismantled from its 
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position due to some unknown reasons, and its diameter was 
recorded (5 cm). The white, longish, and oval eggs were laid in 
April–May comprising a clutch of 3–4 eggs (Table 1). Hatching 
was recorded during May–June after an incubation period of 
about 12–14 days (this study). Hatchlings from only two, of 
the four, nests survived successfully. The others were predated, 
except for one chick found alive on the ground. An eastern trinket 
snake Orthriophis cantoris was observed feeding on the chicks 
of one nest, and a Himalayan keelback Rhabdophis himalayanus 
on those of the other. The chick that was found alive on the 
ground was placed back into its nest, but not found in the nest 
when visited next. Considering this small sample of five nests, 
the occurrence of over 60% mortality of hatchlings (Table 1), 
only due to predation, may be of concern, as effects of other 
pressures are not known.

Another matter of concern is that some of the local 
communities are often keen to search for this bird, locally known 
as ‘Mustay’ (“tailless bird” in Nepali) or ‘Marchok-bong’ (Lepcha), 
as there is a belief that if a young boy catches the bird alive, 
he is endowed with leadership qualities and could guide the 
whole tribe towards success. The local people believe the bird 
to be so agile and careless that when in danger it even leaves 
its nest without bothering about its eggs or chicks. They are also 
of the opinion that this species used to be common and sighted 
frequently about a decade ago, but has now become locally rare. 

Although, we do not know the success rates of nests that 
are located in the forest interiors (away from trails), it is very 
likely that the effects of human activities would be minimal there. 
Lack of scientific information on the status of common species, 
such as this, is another limiting factor that prevents assessments 
for conservation. Cumulative impacts of human activities such 
as tourism, hunting, and forest resource dependency over a 
period of time, have led to habitat degradation and fragmentation 
worldwide. It would be interesting to investigate the breeding 
success of this species in areas that are subjected to different 
levels of human use.
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The Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach is a member of the 
family Laniidae. This species has a wide distribution from 
central and southern Asia through to New Guinea, and 

is morphologically variable. Of the nine races recognised, L. s. 
tricolor (sometimes called Black-headed Shrike) is quite distinct 
in having a black head extending from the eye mask to the whole 
crown and nape. This sub-species is known to occur from Nepal, 
east to northern Thailand; in India, it is regularly recorded from 
Kumaon, east through the Gangetic Plains to Arunachal Pradesh, 
and south to West Bengal, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, and Orissa 
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2005).
I present here the first photographic record of the black-headed 
race of Long-tailed Shrike from central India. The bird was 

seen and photographed near Ranccha village (23º43’53”N, 
81º00’52”E) at Bandhavgarh National Park in Umariya district, 
Madhya Pradesh, on the morning of 1 February 2010 at around 
1000 hrs. The bird was first seen perched on the top-most 
branch of a Terminalia bellerica, at the height of about 4.5 m. 
The identification was confirmed using Grimmett et al. (1999). 
The landscape is mainly agricultural fields scattered with trees 
like Terminalia bellerica, Butea monosperma, Lagerstroemia 
longifolia, and Buchanania lanzan. Most of the crops had already 
been harvested, and thatches and husks were lying on the ground 
for drying in the surrounding agricultural fields. 
The shrike was seen swooping in the air at regular intervals and 
catching flying insects. I observed it every day during my stay till 
10 February 2010. I returned to Bandhavgarh on 29 March 2010, 
but it was not seen in the locality. 
Subhasis Mahato and Navneethan Kutty photographed another 
individual near the Majkheta village (c. 20 km south of Ranccha) 
on 12 April 2010 in similar habitat. The bird was seen once more 
on 25 June 2010 in Gadhpuri village, C. 3 km away, and was 
heard mimicking Common Myna Acridotheres tristis, and Black 
Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus. 
From these observations, it seems possible that L. s. tricolor 
winters in small numbers in and around Bandhavgarh in north-
eastern Madhya Pradesh.
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Fig. 1. Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach tricolor in Bandhavgarh National Park.
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