
Opportunistic feeding adaptation of Brown Crake 
Amauronis akool 

On the morning of 20 February 2012, while passing a culvert over 
the Nyari River—downstream of Nyari-1 dam at Rajkot, Gujarat—I 
saw five Brown Crakes Amaurornis akool moving vigorously in 
shallow water. Deepak Rindani, a fellow birder and friend was 
with me and we stopped to observe the birds better. Nearby, 
an Asian Open-billed Stork Anastomus oscitans was feeding on 
river oysters. 

We observed the crakes collecting and bringing ashore 
oysters opened by the stork, and consuming what remained of 
the meat in the shells. There were many opened oyster shells 
lying around on the shore. 

The dietary of the Brown Crake consists of “insects and their 
larva, mollusks, worms and seeds of marsh plants (Ali & Ripley 
2007), but they do not mention the interesting behaviour we had 
observed. We found this opportunistic feeding adaptation by the 
crakes worth reporting.
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Small Green Bee-eater Merops orientalis gritting
Small Green Bee-eater Merops orientalis is one of the most 
commonly seen bee-eater species in the country. Widely 
distributed through-out the subcontinent, it mainly inhabits open 
area near cultivation, forest clearings, fallow land and gardens. Its 
diet consists entirely of flying insects such as dragonflies, bees 
and wasps (Ali 2002).

I was birding in the campus of Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology 
and Natural History, Anaikatty Hills, Tamil Nadu (11005’N, 
76047’E) on 25 March 2012. At roughly 1715 hrs I saw a solitary 
Small Green Bee-eater perched on an electric wire, frequently 
swooping down to the ground and returning to its post. After 
sometime, it sat on the gravel road and upon close observation, 
was seen consuming grit. The bird would take some grit in its 
beak; toss it in air several times — sometimes knocking the pieces 
of grit on ground repeatedly, reminiscent of its usual feeding 
behaviour— and swallow it. Perhaps the bird was trying to break 
the grit up into manageable pieces. Twice, it was seen trying to 
consume large-sized pieces of grit and abandoning them after 
tossing them a few times into the air and failing to catch them in 
its beak. While consuming grit it swallowed a small bit of paper 
as well.

Gritting has been widely studied in poultry, wild galliformes 
and waterfowl (Gionfriddo & Best 1999). Granivorous birds have 
been noted to consume grit more than frugivores or omnivores 
(Gionfriddo & Best 1996). Studies and reports on insectivorous 
species displaying the behaviour also abound (Barlow et al. 1963; 
Peterson & Ellarson 1977). In a study on Barn Swallows Hirundo 
rustica, adults were found offering particularly light-coloured grit 
to nestlings; half the particles were calcareous (Barrentine 1980). 
Jenkinson and Mengel (1970) reported the practice of eating 
stones as widespread in Caprimulgidae. 

Small Green Bee-eaters almost exclusively feed on flying 
insects of the order Diptera and Hymenoptera (Ali 2002). Gritting 
may help them in facilitating breakdown of heavy chitinous bodies 
of beetles (Jenkinson & Mengel 1970; Barrentine 1980). It may 
also act as a mineral supplement to the diet of birds especially 
for calcium (Barrentine 1980; Gionfriddo & Best 1996). The 
grit consumed by a bird can have a number of functions, which 
may further vary between seasons. Intraspecific variations in the 
frequency of gritting by birds are also believed to vary with an 
individual’s food preference, age, grit type and time of year and 
day (Verbeek 1994).

Grit consumption in bee-eaters has been well recorded in 
African and European bee-eaters (Fry 2010) but not reported 
from India. 
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Some comments on Indian BIRDS 8.1
I made a few observations on some of the articles published 
in Indian BIRDS 8.1, which I wish to share for the benefit of 
readers.

On the article about the nesting of Black Ibis Pseudibis 
papillosa on electric pylons by Sangha (2013), I would like to 
add a personal observation I made on the outskirts of Bangalore, 
near Krishnarajapuram. For a few years till quite recently, several 
Great Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo used to regularly nest on 
pylons here. Several pylons were in use and each had several 
nests. Since I used to observe them from a moving vehicle, I 
never got to make closer observations on this. Perhaps Dr 
Subramanya may be able to give us more information on this 
unique heronry.

My second comment is on the “new” records of two species 
in the Western Ghats by Mehta & Kulkarni (2013). Regarding 
the Grey-headed Fish-eagle Ichthyophaga ichthyaetus, their 
statement “In Maharashtra, this species has been recorded from 
Tadoba Tiger Reserve (Naoroji 2006) but there is no earlier 
published record of its occurrence from western Maharashtra” is 
not true. Two specific records are quoted and another reference 
is made to its status around Bombay based on Humayun 
Abdulali’s paper by Prasad (2004). The Flame-throated Bulbul 
Pycnonotus gularis too has already been recorded from the 
Thalket garden, Savantwadi, Sindhudurg district in 1995 by me 
(Prasad 2003). 

I would consider it mandatory that authors of future papers 
on bird records in Maharashtra turn to the comprehensive 
compilation for western Maharashtra bird records by Anand 
Prasad. It remains one of the best works for any region in India 
in recent times, and is also available online freely at http://
www.bnhsenvis.nic.in/writereaddata/BUCEROS_11.pdf. I also 
wish authors generally take time to look up the excellent online 
bibliography on birds of South Asia http://www.southasiaornith.
in/, painstakingly compiled by Aasheesh Pittie before rushing to 
publish records.

Regarding Kurhade’s (2013) observations on ringed Bar-
headed Geese Anser indicus, there have been reports of Bar-
headed geese, collared and/or ringed in Mongolia seen further 
south in Karnataka near Mysore, and Koonthakulam in Tamil 

Nadu. A simple search of the posts in Tamilbirds  (http://
in.groups.yahoo.com/group/Tamilbirds/) and Bngbirds (http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/bngbirds/) yahoo groups reveals 
these instances.
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On the importance of basic science…
I was pleased to find a note addressing commensalism between 
Greater Racket-tailed Drongo and Phayre’s Langur in Tripura, India 
(Indian BIRDS 8 [3]: 68-69).  Such notes concerning ecology 
and behaviour of birds, and the complex interactions between 
birds and other organisms, are a welcome change from the mo-
notony of papers concerning bird records and range extensions 
that predominate Indian ornithology. 

However, my pleasure on seeing this article was short-lived. 
I was struck by the lack of basic science in this study. The authors 
report commensalism and simply failed to demonstrate it. Rather, 
they merely presented prey capture rate data of drongos when 
they were associated with langurs. At the very least, to show com-
mensalism, the basic principles of scientific inquiry dictate that 
they should have compared prey capture rates of drongos with 
and without langurs in the vicinity, and then made a simple statis-
tical test for significance for any differences observed.  

It would have been better if the authors had qualitatively 
described potential commensalism. Instead they attempted in 
vain to demonstrate the phenomenon by erroneous quantifica-
tion and methodology. 

The authors twice referred to insects (which actually should 
have been referred to generally as arthropods) ‘falling’ in reaction 
to the langurs. They were obviously referring to arthropods get-
ting flushed by activity.  A careful word choice and proof reading 
could have helped.  

I have always admired Indian BIRDS for encouraging notes 
from amateurs.  The editor and his team put in enormous efforts 
to polish and spruce up articles from amateurs prior to publica-
tion.  What is disappointing in this case is that both the authors 
are apparently professionals, one affiliated with an institution of 
higher learning (offering advanced degrees in wildlife biology) 
and the other seated in a top wildlife-related government posi-
tion.  Papers like these do not inspire amateurs and professionals 
to pursue excellence in science.  I urge Indian BIRDS to improve 
quality control by more rigorous peer-review, especially when the 
authors are professionals to be held to a higher standard.  I also 
appeal to authors to follow the basic principles of scientific inquiry 
when embarking on a study and while writing up the manuscript 
for publication.
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