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Introduction
The Short-toed Snake Eagle (henceforth STSE) Circaetus gallicus 
is a medium-sized eagle (Accipitridae). The genus Circaetus 
has six species of which five are restricted to Africa, with just 
this species being widely distributed outside Africa, breeding in 
southern Europe, north-western Africa (Clark et al. 2005) and 
Asia (Cramp & Simmons 1980), including India (Ali & Ripley 
1983; Inskipp & Inskipp 1991; Naoroji 2006). Though it is fairly 
common, and a widespread local resident (Naoroji 2006), it has 
potentially declined in Gujarat (Khacher 1996). Our observations 
suggest that the species is uncommon in the Saurashtra Peninsula.

Generally, STSE prefers relatively open habitats, with 
agricultural fields, for foraging. It nests mostly on trees (Inskipp 
& Inskipp 1991; Vlachos & Papageorgiou 1994; Naoroji 2006), 
and cliffs (Shirihai 1996). STSE has one breeding clutch each 
year and lays a single egg. Chicks reach maturity after four years 
(Darawshi 2011). No obvious sexual dimorphism exists, except 
in the comparative body sizes of the sexes: males being only 
slightly smaller than females (Naoroji 2006).
There is plenty of published literature on STSE populations from 
other parts of the globe, especially about its habitat (Bakaloudis 
et al. 1998), nest’s features and ecology (Bakaloudis et al. 2000, 
2005; Joubers 2002), and breeding behaviour (Petretti 1988; 
Vlachos & Papageorgiou 1994; Bakaloudiset et al. 2000; Joubers 
2002). However, very little information is available on the 
Indian population, except general notes on its breeding biology 
(Dharmkumarshinji1955; Ali & Riply1963; Grimmett et al.1998; 
Naoroji 2006). 
A number of methods have been used to study its diet, a 
few studies based largely on the analysis of stomach contents 
(Thiollay 1968), but most depending on the interpretation of 
pellet contents and prey remains. Some studies have also been 
carried out, using indirect observations, to assess the diet of 
its young (Boudoint et al. 1953; Becsy 1971; Choussy 1973; 
Ivanovsky 1992), but none include a comparative analysis 

between the prey consumed by nestlings and adults, except a 
study by Bakaloudis & Vlachos (2011).

We studied the feeding habits of breeding STSE, contribution 
of prey items in the diet, prey delivery rate of adults, and prey 
consumed by nestlings, over three continuous breeding seasons 
of probably the same nesting pair.

Study area
The study area comprised mixed open scrub, and agricultural 
lands, three kilometers away from human habitation, namely, 
Kharva (22.63ºN, 71.68ºE), and Nana Kerala (22.67ºN, 
71.73ºE) villages, Wadhvan Taluk, Surendranagar District, Gujarat. 
The study site had only a few tall trees (10–15 m) of ‘khijado’ 
Prosopis cineraria, within a two-kilometer radius. The entire area 
is predominantly an agricultural landscape with small, scattered, 
pockets of thorny scrub, dominated by khijado, ‘gando baval’ P. 
juliflora, ‘bordi’ Zizyphus sp., ‘gorad’ Acacia senegal, ‘desi baval’ A. 
nilotica, ‘ingoriya’ Balanites aegyptiaca, ‘piludi’ Salvadora persica, 
‘kerdo’ Capparis decidua, and Euphorbia clusters. The agricultural 
fields are used only during one season, i.e., the monsoon, when 
cotton Gossypium, millet Pennisetum, and jowar Sorghum is 
cultivated. During winter and summer, the fields remain vacant 
and dry, devoid of any anthropogenic activities, due to the harsh 
hot climate. This landscape is situated in the semi-arid Gujarat-
Rajuwad zone, considered as the Saurashtra Plateau by Rodgers 
& Panwar (1988).

Methodology
Between February 2013 and June 2015 we studied three nests 
of STSE. These were visually monitored from sunrise to sunset 
using binoculars (8x40). We also monitored the species itself, 
to gather information on parental care, and to evaluate the prey 
(food): identifying its numbers, and variety brought to the nest 
by the STSE. 
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Abstract
The	 Short-toed	 Snake	 Eagle	Circaetus gallicus	 is	 a	 resident	 diurnal	 raptor	 that	 is	widely	 distributed	 across	 India.	We	monitored	 the	 activities	 and	
behaviour	of	a	breeding	pair	of	Short-toed	Snake	Eagles	for	three	continuous	breeding	seasons	from	2013	to	2015.	Information	on	the	feeding	habits	
and	diet	of	the	species,	along	with	observations	on	hatchling	growth,	behaviour,	and	parental	care	are	presented.	Its	incubation	period	lasted	from	44	to	
46	days.	The	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	feeds	its	hatchlings	with	22	species	of	vertebrates,	including,	69.63%	of	reptiles	(16	species)	and	14.28	of	mammals	
(4	species),	3.57%	of	amphibian	(1	species)	and	0.59%	of	birds	(1	species),	excluding	11.90%	of	regurgitated	food.	The	pair	shares	parental	duties	of	
incubation, feeding the chicks, hunting, and care of the young. 
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Automatic cameras: The nests were also monitored using 
the automatic motion/time lapse (three minutes) cameras 
using Bushnell 119405 and Cudde back digital1200, for six 
weeks each, in 2013 and 2014. Our reason for using cameras 
after incubation, especially during hatching, was to minimise 
disturbance to the birds. The cameras were fixed on a nearby 
branch, above nest level, at a distance of one to two meters, 
ensuring that the breeding pair was minimally disturbed [145].

In 2015, we continued monitoring the nest for 12 weeks, 
documenting the breeding cycle from the hatching of the egg till 
the fledgling left the nest. All images captured on camera were 
scrutinised to identify the prey brought to the nest by the parents, 
by referring to published literature (Smith 1935, 1943; Whitaker 
& Captain 2004). The behaviour of the parent and the chick was 
noted, along with other relevant information. The behaviour of 
the chick, on the basis of our direct observation, and also from 
the image/video records was also analysed. The hatchling’s 
hourly activity (behaviour) was given numerical values of 1 to 6, 
wherein a value from 1 to 5 was ranked as a low level of activity, 
and above 5 as high, or intensitive activity.

During the study we were especially cautious not to disturb 
the nesting birds. Therefore, measurements of egg size/weight, 
and hatchling size/ weight were not taken.

Observations & results
Nest site selection and nesting activities: Usually, in this area, 
STSE construct stick nests on khijada trees, choosing a different 
tree each year, within a radius of 1.5 km from the location of the 
previous year’s nest tree (pers. observ., DM). Nest dimensions, 
and other relevant information such as nest height from the 
ground, tree trunk girth, tree height, etc., are summarised in 
Table 1. Nests were placed either on the north-eastern, or on the 

eastern side in the canopy of the tree.
During 2013, and 2015, nest construction activities were 

observed in the second, and first weeks of February, and January, 
respectively. But in 2014, it began in the first week of March. 
The pair was actively involved in its construction, which took 
them 10–15 days, (Table 2). Both birds were observed collecting 
nesting material from the ground, as well as by breaking twigs 
from off trees.

Nesting material consisted of dry sticks, branches and twines 
of seven species of plants, including khijado, gando baval, 
gorad, desi baval, ingoriya, and cotton. The nesting material was 
available in the surroundings of the nesting tree. The birds also 
added some fresh, green leafy twigs and straws of piludi and 
khijado to the nest [146, 147].

Table 1.	Morphometrics	of	the	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle’s nests on  
khijado P. cineraria trees
Year of nesting 2013 2014 2015

Height of tree (m) 12.5 10.6 12.0 

Girth	of	tree-trunk	(cm) 201 164 210

Height of nest above ground (m) 8.56	 7.40 8.5	

Diameter	of	branch	supporting	the	nest	(cm) 40  45 53
Diameter	of	nest’s	outer	circumference	
(Average cm) 38 42 48

Height of nest (cm) 22 25 24

Depth	of	nest	cup	(cm) 9 10 9
Nest orientation in relation to nest–tree–
trunk North-east East North-east	

Table 2.	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle:	Summarised	data	of	date	of	nest	construction,	
egg	laying,	incubation	period,	and	hatching	dates.

Year 2013 2014 2015

Start of nest building
First week of 
February 

First week of 
March 

Third week of 
January

Egg-laying 26 February 19 March 05 February

Hatching 10	April	 03 May 21 March

Incubation	period	(days) 44 46 46

Chick left the nest on 27 June 19 July 20 June

Hatchlings used the nest 
for (days) 

85 91 120 145.	The	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	nest	is	monitored	with	help	of	automatic	motion	/
time	lapse	camera,	which	is	fixed	two	meters	from	the	nest	on	a	tree	branch.

146.	The	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	repairs	its	nest	continuously	in	the	breeding	season:	 
a female with dry twigs; 

147. The	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	repairs	its	nest	continuously	in	the	breeding	season:	female	
with green leaves. 
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Egg, egg-laying, and incubation: The female laid a single, large, 
unmarked white egg that was less oval than round. In all three 
seasons, eggs were laid in the afternoon. We did not measure 
the weight and size of the egg, but estimated the latter to be 8x9 
cm (visual comparison with branch, which was later measured). 
The summarised data of the breeding cycle is given in Table 2.

The offering of food, during the span of breeding season, by 
the male (28.5%–33.3%), or by the female (66.6–71.4%), to 
its mate, especially when one was incubating, was noted to be 
seven (in 2013) to nine times (in 2015). Either of the pair usually 
brought prey, including common garden lizard Calotes versicolor, 
common sand boa Gongylophis conicus, and common Indian 
monitor Varanus bengalensis to the nest for its companion 

[148a-d]. The parents never left the egg unattended in the nest, 
except for those few seconds or minutes during the changing 
of incubation duty. Both the parents continued incubating the 
egg round the clock, with female spending more time at night 
(69%; 31 nights) than the male (31%; 14 nights), while male 
usually incubating during the afternoon. Mostly at night, one 
parent always remained at the nest for incubation duty, while the 
other parent stayed within a radius of 40 m, on a nearby tree. 
During the change of duties, each parent rotated the egg slightly, 
changing its position with either its beak, or feet, after covering 
the egg for incubation.

The average incubation period was 44–46 days. In 2014, 
we kept a close watch over the nest during the last days of 

incubation, to observe and record the 
parents’ behaviour, and the process of 
hatching. A small crack/hole was seen on 
the egg on the forty-fifth day. The chick 
emerged entirely from the egg the next 
day, i.e., on the forty-sixth day. The hatching 
process took almost over 24 hours 
[149a-d]. During this hatching process, the 
parent did not cover up the egg entirely (by 
incubating bird crouching over the egg). 
Fledgling growth and colours: The 
changes in plumage colour and growth of 
the chick, right from the day of hatching to 
the fifteenth week, were noted (Table 3; 
[150a–l]). By the end of the tenth week 
the chick had developed fully, and its size 
and colour were similar to an adult. 

Behaviour of the fledgling: We 
observed the ontogenic, neonatal, and 
various other developmental stages of the 
chick in all the three seasons. Behaviour 
like: raising and wobbling head, food-
begging, wing-flapping, jumping, hopping, 
prey-tearing, etc., were documented during 
the study. The gradual development of the 
chick, over time, from the first week to the 
fifteenth, was also documented (Fig. 6). 

Food spectrum: 20 species of prey was 
brought to the nest as food; these belonging 
to four classes of vertebrates. Ten families 
of vertebrates were brought by STSE for 
feeding the chicks, excluding unidentified 
lizards, snakes, rodents, and regurgitated 
foods. The most diversified, and dominant, 
prey category in the diet of the chick was 
13 reptilian species, including ten species 
of snakes (two venomous species), and 
three species of lizards. A lesser variety of 
food items (nine species) were recorded in 
2013, while a greater diversity (18 species) 
was recorded in 2015 (Table 4). Details 
with numbers and percentage of year 2015 
(only) are given in Table 5.

For this information, we used images 
from the cameras and also relied on direct 
observation. We noticed that snakes were 
often brought intact, instead of being 
decapitated, even if they were venomous 
species like a cobra or a viper. Both parents 

148a-d.	Ritualised	behaviour	between	the	female	and	male	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle—the	female	often	brought	nesting	material,	
and	food	for	the	male,	during	the	incubation	periods:	(a)	female	offering	nesting	material,	(b)	female	offering	 
C. versicolor (c),	male	accepting	food,	and	(d)	incubating	male	feeding	on	a C. versicolor.

149a-d. A small crack/hole was seen in the egg on the 45th evening of incubation, and the chick hatched on the 46th	evening—a	
process	that	took	almost	over	24	hours.
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Table 3. Observations	of	the	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	chick	from	day	one	to	the	end	of	the	twelfth	week

Age Growth	and	plumage Body colours Behaviour

1 day Absolutely	white	in	colour;	looked	like	a	small	lump	of	cotton. Blackish	eye	and	a	grey-black	
beak,	white	feet,	and	pink	claws.

Hardly raised its head.

1st week Body was covered with down. Raised the head and begged for food.

2nd week Grown	about	half	the	size	of	tarsi	of	parents. Neck wobbling while begging food, making it difficult to 
collect	food	from	the	parent’s	beak.

3rd week Body	colour	was	still	mostly	white	with	few	black-brown	specks	of	
emerging	pin-feathers;	a	number	of	pins	on	the	wings,	nape,	and	
dorsal regions.

Eyes	colour	changed	from	grey-
black to a very light orange.

Begging	food	from	the	parents	with	low-pitched	
screams.

4th week Good	number	of	black-brown	feathers	developed	on	wings,	back,	
and	head.	Grown	up	to	the	knees	of	the	parents.

Unstable	head	movement	disappears.

5th week The throat, breast, and belly still downy white. Chick grown  
sizably,	almost	reaching	the	tibia	feathers	of	the	parent.

Eyes	colour	light	yellowish;	 
claws	appeared	dark	black.

6th week Pin-feathers	remain	on	the	throat	and	breast.	Rest	of	the	body	
covered	with	feathers.	Grown	almost	70–80%	of	the	size	in	
comparison	to	the	parents.

Chick	is	capable	of	ingesting	food	entirely.

7th week Completely	feathered.	Now	only	slightly	smaller	than	its	parents. Eye	colour	completely	changed	
to	yellowish-orange.

Flapping	wings,	apart	from	jumping,	and	hopping.

8–9th	weeks It	is	difficult	to	distinguish	from	parents. Jumping.

10–11th weeks Hopping.

12th week Now tearing at food.

150a–l.	The	growth	and	development	of	a	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	chick,	from	five	weeks	to	ten	weeks	of	age;	(g)	chick	growth	at	five	week;	(h)	chick	at	six	weeks;	(i)	seven	weeks	old	chick;	 
(j) eight weeks old chick; (k) nine weeks old chick; and (l) ten weeks old chick.

often offered regurgitated food to the chick, making it very difficult 
to identify the prey.
Feeding frequency: Usually, both parents brought food for the 
chick. Occasionally, both arrived simultaneously, but they fed the 
chick separately. Usually one parent would keep busy in assisting 
or feeding the chicks in case of a larger prey item, while the 
other one would actively forage or at times, perch on a nearby 
tree. Both the parents actively participated in getting food for the 

chick. In 2015, the first meal brought by the parent was between 
0730 to 1030 hours, and the last time food was delivered was 
recorded between 1630 to 1820 hrs. An average of two prey 
deliveries (n=168) were recorded in a day. The highest food 
delivery frequency was observed between 1000–1400 hrs 
(Fig. 7).

Usually, it is difficult to recognise the sex of an adult if it is 
seen by itself. But in this case, both birds were often sighted at 
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the nest together, or soon after one another, enabling us to tell 
them apart on the basis of their sizes: so in this specific pair we 
noticed the female had unmarked feathers on its tibia whereas 
the male had distinctively marked feathers. Usually, the female 
brought larger prey. The male would assist her in tearing, cutting, 
and feeding the chick. We observed that the male performed a 
greater part of duties like food tearing, cutting, and feeding the 
chick (90%), when compared to the female (10%). 
Parental care: We observed parental care behaviour from day 
one till the end of week 15, when the chick fledged. Both parents 
actively assisted in tearing the prey into tiny pieces, so that the 
hatchling could swallow it easily. Whenever they brought a larger 
prey item, considerable amount of time was spent in cutting it 
up; especially when the prey comprised common Indian monitor, 
large snakes—red sand boa Eryx johnii, common trinket snake 
Coelognathus helena, Indian rat snake Ptyas mucosa, and 
spectacled cobra Naja naja—or Indian hare Lepus nigricollis. 
Both parents attended the nest and chick, and both participated 
equally in overall parental care, but various activities of bringing 
the food, feeding the chick, sanitation of the nest, and other 
actions were performing unequally.

During the first four weeks, the parents never left the chick 
unattended in the nest. Especially in the afternoon, the male 
always remained on the nest, shading the chick with spread out 
wings, from the direct sunlight. Whenever any large bird of prey 
appeared in the sky, the parent would immediately shield the 
chick by half- or fully expanded its wings. Protecting the chick 
from sunlight was mainly performed by the male (95.23%), 
rather than the female (4.77%). From the fifth week onwards 
the parents also brought water in their beaks along with food, 
to offer to the chick but when the chick swallowed up the entire 
prey, parent would immediately fetch more water for the chick. 
However, after the ninth week, such heat protection behaviour 
mostly stopped.

Usually the male cleaned the nest, removing remains of 
foods. Also, at times the male would assist to carefully pullout 
prey from the female’s beak, whenever she brought a large prey, 
such as a snake, or a common Indian monitor lizard to the nest.

Bird fauna in the nesting area: During the study, we noted 50 
species of birds belonging to 23 families, within a radius of one 
kilometer of the nest tree. The noteworthy bird species included 
five diurnal raptors, namely, Black-winged Kite Elanus caeruleus, 
Eurasian Sparrow-hawk Accipiter nisus, Shikra A. badius, Oriental 
Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus, and Common Kestrel Falco 
tinnunculus, along with two species of nocturnal birds: Indian 

Table 4.	List	of	prey	brought	to	the	nest	for	the	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	chicks.

Family Species 2013 2014 2015

Amphibian – anuran

Bufonidae 1 Common Indian toad Duttaphrynus melanostictus Y Y Y

Reptiles – lizards 

Agamidae 2 Hardwicke’s	bloodsucker C. minor Y - Y

3 Common garden lizard C. versicolor Y Y Y

Varanidae 4 Common Indian monitor V. bengalensis
[5 adult+6 subadult+14 juvenile+hatchling]

Y Y Y

5 Unidentified	Lizards	 Y Y Y

Reptiles – snakes

Boidae 6 Red sand boa Eryx johnii Y Y Y

7 Common sand boa Gongylophis conicus Y - -

Colubridae 8 Common trinket snake Coelognathus helena - - Y

9 Indian rat snake Ptyas mucosa - - Y

10 Banded racer Argyrogena fasciolata - - Y

11 Checkered keelback Xenochrophis piscator - - Y

12 Leith’s	sand	snake Psammophis leithii - - Y

13 Gujarat	snake Wallaceophis gujaratensis Y Y Y

14 Unidentified	snakes Y Y Y

Elapidae 15 Spectacled	cobra Naja naja - Y Y

Viperidae 16 Saw-scaled	viper	Echis carinatus - Y Y

Birds 

Leiothrichidae 17 Jungle Babbler Turdoides striata - - Y

Mammals 

Muridae 18 House rat Rattus rattus Y Y Y

19 Gerbil Gerbillus sp. - Y Y

20 Bandicoots Bandicota bengalensis - - Y

Leporidae 21 Indian hare Lepus nigricollis (Sub Adult) Y Y Y

22 Unidentified	rodents	–	mammals Y Y -

23 Digested regurgitated food (DRF) Y

Fig. 6.	The	pictograph	showing	various	ontogeny	behaviours	development	in	chick	of	 
Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	from	one	week	to	fifteen	weeks	of	developments.

Eagle-Owl Bubo bengalensis, and Spotted Owlet Athene brama. 
All these birds are predators and could compete for food, though 
no direct interactions were observed amongst them or with the 
breeding STSE pair.

Some smaller birds visited the nest tree. But no interaction 
was observed between them and STSE. A pair of Eurasian 
Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto constructed a nest exactly 
below the STSE’s nest in 2013, and bred successfully. A pair 
of House Crows Corvus splendens often mobbed the nesting 
eagles [151] in mornings.

Discussion
In this study, we observed the nesting preparation, beginning in 
the second week of January 2015. But in 2014 it commenced in 
the first week of March, perhaps due to the impact of temperature 
variation in the area. Bakaloudis et al. (2005) noted a similar 
change in breeding time due to temperature changes, in north-
eastern Greece. Our study corroborates Dharmkumarshinji’s 
(1955) observations in the Saurashtra region, where STSE 
commenced nest construction in mid-January, stretching till 
March. This ended with the chick leaving the nest in mid-June.
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Table	5:	Numbers	and	percentage	of	prey	species	brought	to	the	nest	for	chicks	by	the	Short-toed	Snake	Eagles	in	2015.

Family Species No. % Type	 Total %

Amphibian – anuran Toad =6 3.57

Bufonidae 1 Common Indian toad D. melanostictus 6 3.57

Reptiles – lizards Lizard =77 45.83

Agamidae 2 Hardwicke’s	bloodsucker C. minor 2 1.19

3 Common garden lizard C. versicolor 44 26.19

Varanidae 4 Common Indian monitor V. bengalensis
(5 adult + 6 subadult + 14 juvenile + 2 hatchlings)

27 16.07

5 Unidentified	lizards	 4 2.38

Reptiles – snakes Snake =40 23.80

Boidae 6 Red sand boa E. johnii 3 1.78

Colubridae 7 Common trinket snake C. helena 1 0.59

8 Indian rat snake P. mucosa 6 3.57

9 Banded racer A. fasciolata 7 4.16

10 Checkered keelback water Snake X. piscator 2 1.19

11 Leith’s	sand	snake P. leithii 7 4.16

12 Gujarat	snake W. gujaratensis 3 1.78

13 Unidentified snakes 7 4.16

Elapidae 14 Spectacled	cobra N. naja 3 1.78

Viperidae 15 Saw-scaled	viper E. carinatus 1 0.59

Birds Bird =1 0.59

Leiothrichidae 16 Jungle Babbler T. striata 1 0.59

Mammals Mammal =24 14.28

Muridae 17 House Rat R. rattus 14 8.33

18 Gerbil Gerbillus sp. 06 3.57

19 Bandicoot B. bengalensis 01 0.59

Leporidae 20 Indian hare L. nigricollis (Sub Adult) 03 1.78

21 Digested regurgitated food (DRF) 20 11.90 DRF =20 11.90

Total 168 157

The annual selection of a 
new khijado tree for nesting, and 
the construction of a new nest in 
it by STSE corroborate an earlier 
study of Vlachos & Papageorgiou 
(1994), and is a strategy of STSE. 
Khijado has protuberant thorns on 
its branches, and it stands tallest 
in the surrounding landscape. It is 
traditionally protected, and never 
felled, as many local communities 
worship it. It is also the only tall 
tree within a wide arid expanse.

The birds use dry sticks and 
twigs, with sparse use of some 
green leafy twigs, as nesting 
material. Petretti (1988), and 
Bakaluudis et al. (2000) clarified 
upon the use of fresh green nesting 
materials by other raptor species 
including, for the purposes of nest 
sanitation and the maintenance of 
optimum humidity levels. The most 
widely accepted reason for raptors 
bringing green vegetation to their 
nests is that they advertise territory 
occupancy (Newton1979). STSE 
construct a nest in dry open 
landscapes using dry sticks; doing 
the same here may result in high 
visibility of nest, (especially from 
the sky). Hence the birds perhaps 
use fresh green twigs in the nest to 
camouflage the nest. 

Studies by Newton (1979), 
and Bakaluudis et al. (2000) 
support our observations that 
STSE continue to bring nesting 
materials, and repair the nest, 
during the entire breeding season. 
Newton (1979), and Bakaluudis et 

al. (2000) further explain that the continual addition of nesting 
material increases the size of the nest to accommodate the 
increasing size and activity of the nestlings, particularly when they 
begin to exercise their wings. Perhaps this is more important for 
STSE because they build small nests in comparison to their body 
size. We too noted, like Newton (1979), and Bakaluudis et al. 
(2000) that after the seventh week, the STSE chick started wing-
flapping, and wing-pumping, and stayed within the same nest for 
a further seven weeks. With the chick growing bigger and heavier, 
the nest required additional strengthening, and augmentation 
towards the later weeks, which the adults carry out. However, 
Joubert (2002) interpreted this behaviour of STSE as more of 
a ritual than proper nest building. In the present study, it was 
noted that during the incubation period one of the birds brought 
both, nest material, and food for the opposite partner too. These 
behaviours, of bringing nesting material, or food may have been 
some kind of ritual between the nesting pair. 

Our observation of the incubation period (44–46 days) is 
similar to 45–47-days in Europe (Cramp & Simmons 1980), and 
a little less than the earlier records of 47, and 48 days by Vlachos 
& Papageorgiou (1994), and Naoroji (2006) respectively. 

151.	Interactions	between	House	Crows	and	female	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	of	the	breeding	pair:	
such behaviour was often observed during the breeding season.
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The growth and behaviour of the fledgling presented here, 
has not been hitherto reported. It was the female that primarily 
incubated, and brought food for the chick, whereas the male 
extensively fed, and protected the chick. The sharing of breeding-
related responsibilities could be a temporary understanding 
between the sexes, and may not be a general behaviour trait. 
Naoroji (2006) noted that when a male is younger then he serves 
a greater role in parental care than a more experienced female 
that has the better ability to hunt.

Over 22 species of vertebrates, including one species 
each of an amphibian and a bird, 16 species of reptiles 
and four species of mammals were brought to the nest by 
the pair. The data shows a higher number of lizards (77; 
comprising three species), followed by snakes (40; nine 
species), mammals (24; four species), and then amphibians 
and birds (one of each), excluding the unidentifiable lizards, 
snakes, and rodents. This study reconfirms that STSE are 
expert predators of snakes, reiterating studies of their dietary 
analysis (Boudoint et al. 1953; Thiollay 1968; Becsy 1971; 

Fig.	7.	The	pictograph	of	flight	frequency	of	Short-toed	Snake	Eagle	for	food	brought	
at various times of the day.

Cramp & Simmons 1980; Amores & 
Franco 1981; Jaksic & Delibes 1987; 
Petretti 1988; Vlachos & Papageorgiou 
1994; Bakaloudis et al. 1998, 2005; Gil 
& Pleguezuelos 2001; Moreno-Rueda 
& Pizarro 2007; Bakaloudis & Vlachos 
2011). According to Dharmkumarshinji 
(1955) STSEs occasionally hunt birds, 
and a comparable observation was noted 
as 0.59% of its diet, in comparison to 
other groups of vertebrates, comprised 
birds.

The STSE is capable killing, and 
transporting, 1–1.2 m long snakes 
(Dharmakumarsinhji 1955; Becsy1971; 
Bakaloudis &Vlachos 2011), including 
large venomous cobras, and over 30–40 
cm long adult common Indian monitor 
(Naoroji 2006). This large-sized prey had 
been entirely swallowed by STSE when 
they were brought to the nest. However, 
in one instance in 2013, a female STSE 
brought a large common Indian monitor 
(c. 60–70 cm) to the nest at about 10:04 
hrs. She was unable to pull the lizard out 
and after a long struggle she could only 

manage to pull 40–45 cm of its tail [152a-d]. She continued 
her efforts to pull it out till 14:28 hrs but being unable to do so, 
she flew away from the nest with the prey. Ingesting an entire 
common Indian monitor, face first, and then egesting it through 
the esophagus, without causing any internal injury, requires 
some special ability.

During the study, we noted some outstanding hunting skills 
by STSE. In 2015, the parent birds brought 77 lizards of various 
sizes, including 44 common Indian monitor, and 14 juvenile 
and hatchling common monitor lizards (these are numbers of 
lizards predated only between the months of March and June). 
Higher numbers of common garden lizards were predated due 
to the coinciding of their breeding season with the emerging 
of common monitored lizard hatchlings. Most common garden 
lizard males are usually busy with courtship during this time 
(Daniel 2002). Generally, adult males perch on a vantage point 
and advertise their presence by displaying their flamboyant 
red-coloured anterior body, with continuous head movements 
(Smith 1935). Perhaps, such attention-seeking situation also 
helps STSE to locate these lizards and hunt them down.

Conclusion
For three continuous breeding seasons from 2013 to 2015, STSE 
started nesting activity beginning in January–March. The bird selected 
nesting site in a remote undisturbed area of dry scrub along with 
agricultural fields. The female laid a single round white egg during 
February–March, incubating it for 44–46 days (average six weeks) in 
June–July. After hatching, the development of chick took almost fifteen 
weeks to grow from a pink-coloured, downy feathered chick, into 
one that resembled an adult. The nestling left the nest after 85–120 
days (September–October) after hatching in June–July. Both parents 
were actively and equally engaged in various breeding activities like 
nest construction, incubation, and feeding the chick. The eagles fed 
the hatchling about twenty kinds of vertebrates, including reptiles, 
mammals, amphibians, and birds. The highest numbers of prey-food 
items were noted to be reptiles, followed by mammals, amphibians, 
and birds.

152a–d. A	photographic	sequence	of	large	prey	that	the	female	STSE	failed	to	regurgitate:	(a)	the	bird	brings	a	
large (c. 60–70 cm) common Indian monitor to the nest at 1004 hrs, (b) she is unable to regurgitate it, (c) after great 
effort,	only	40–45	cm	of	the	tail	portion	comes	out,	(d)	the	desperate	female	at	0228	hrs. 
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Naumann’s Thrush Turdus naumanni has a wide distribution 
in the Palearctic region, where it mainly breeds in south-
central Siberia. Its southern breeding range consists 

of the Angara Basin, and the Lena, and Olenek deltas. During 
their non-breeding season they winter in south-eastern Russia, 
and eastern China. They also winter in small numbers in Japan, 
and Taiwan (Collar 2016). Small numbers of this thrush may 
also visit Myanmar in winter (Collar 2016) though no specific 
published records are extant, nor could we independently locate 
any. Naumann’s Thrush is frequently treated as a conspecific of 
the Dusky Thrush T. eunomus as their breeding ranges show 
considerable overlap, and hybridisation is well-known (Clement 
& Hathway 2000; Collar 2016); about 15–20% of all Naumann’s 
Thrushes wintering in Beijing, China, show some amount of hybrid 
influence (Jesper Hornskov, in litt., e-mail dated 02 December 
2016). This taxon is not included in the regional guides for South 
Asia (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), the Indian Subcontinent (Ali 
& Ripley 1987; Grimmett et al. 2011), or Bhutan (Spierenburg 
2005) for want of any published records. It is also not included 
in the recently published India Checklist (Praveen et al. 2016).

Since 2000, there have been multiple reports of 
Naumann’s ‘type’ thrushes from the Eastern Himalayas. This 
article summarises all reports of this species from the Indian 
Subcontinent and evaluates each of these records with respect 
to their origins. All such reports, to date, have been either from 
Bhutan, or north-eastern India.

India
MRR observed at least one (possibly two) Naumann’s Thrush next 
to the range office at Bansbari gate (26.66ºN, 91.00ºE), Manas 
National Park in Assam, early in the morning of 06 January 
2006. It was feeding, together with two Black-throated Thrushes 
T. atrogularis, in a large agricultural field. He noted diagnostic 
red scales on the underparts, and lack of red in the wing. The 
bird resembled an adult female of the species, but a first winter 
bird could not be excluded. Though no signs of hybridism with 
the Dusky Thrush were evident to him at that moment, detailed 

notes were not taken to eliminate Dusky Thrush features with 
certainty. This appears to be the first sight record for India and is 
treated here as a Naumann’s Thrush, or a hybrid.

On 15 March 2008, JO, and TZ, were on a birding tour led 
by SD when a lone Turdus thrush was seen at Sangti Valley 
(27.40ºN, 92.30ºE), western Arunachal Pradesh. It was initially 
suspected to be a Red-throated Thrush T. ruficollis. JO took two 
photos a picture of this bird [153, 154], which on examination 
matched a Naumann’s Thrush. The habitat in which the bird 
was found consisted of paddy fields surrounded by a few 
trees. However, on further communication with PC via Krys K 
of Oriental Bird Images, it was concluded that it was possibly 
a hybrid between a Naumann’s, and a Dusky Thrush. The bird 
showed a pale supercilium, and a Naumann’s Thrush-like head 
pattern. It also showed rufous-to-brown spots, which resembled 
smudged streaking, on upper breast and flanks. It had darkish 
but not black coloured spots between mantle and wing coverts. 
That particular winter was atypically harsh in western Arunachal 
Pradesh and many higher elevation birds were moving down to 
lower reaches (Baruah et al. 2016). 
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On 02 March 2016 a group of Swedish birders, led by 
David Erterius, and ARAR, saw a Naumann’s Thrush at a 
location (27.28ºN, 92.26ºE) south of Dirang. ARAR obtained a 
digiscoped image [155] of this individual, which appears to be 
in first winter plumage. However, the sex of the bird couldn’t 
be determined from this low-resolution photograph. It showed a 
pale supercilium along with distinct spotting on upper breast and 
flanks, a dark rufous malar stripe, and a distinct rufous tail with 
dark tip, visible only on the solitary ruffled tail feather. It was seen 
along with a flock of Dusky, Red-throated, and Chestnut Thrushes 
T. rubrocanus in an open area, where short rhododendrons, 
and dead conifer trees were present. Later AV, along with Lobsang 
T., sighted another (or the same) first year individual at the same 
location on 27 March 2016. This time the bird was seen along 
with Dusky, and Red-throated Thrushes. Photographs showed a 
pale white supercilium, and rufous spotting on belly and mantle. 
However the tail was not visible in the images [156, 157]. Though 
PC verified, and confirmed these photographs obtained in 2016 
as Naumann’s, further discussions with Jesper Hornskov revised 
this decision to that of it being a hybrid due to the presence of 
a broad white supercilium, although all other features (except 

the tail, which was not seen) clearly indicated it was Naumann’s. 
Hence, there appear to be no definite records of a pure 
Naumann’s Thrush from India.

Bhutan
While on a Victor Emmanuel Nature Tour to Bhutan, led by David 
Bishop, GE photographed [158, 159] a probable Naumann’s 
Thrush on 09 May 2000 at Thrumsingla Pass (c. 27.40ºN, 
91.00ºE). Though it was identified as this species then, further 
analysis gave reason to suspect a hybrid origin. 

The underside markings and collar, are clearly rufous and the 
uppertail-coverts also appear to be rufous. The upper body is 
mottled, dark brownish (not medium-brown) with some grey 
and faint rufous speckles and the wing coverts are also similarly 
patterned. However, the head pattern resembles Dusky more 
than Naumann’s, with a dark brown crown and auricular patch, a 
broad white supercilium, and a dark malar stripe, but is somewhat 
buffier on the throat and on the face between the malar stripe 
and the eye. Though this bird shows several Naumann’s like 
features, the broad pure white supercilium would imply that it’s 
a hybrid with a Dusky Thrush. In addition this bird is in late first 
winter plumage and is heavily worn or abraded in places, mainly 
the mantle, back, scapulars, wing coverts, and tail. This in itself 
is quite interesting, as this plumage will probably be maintained 
for another month or more, until the ‘post-breeding’ moult, and 
is not in adult plumage. This means that unless some individuals 

154.	Presumed	Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush, Sangti Valley.

157.	Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush	with	Dusky,	and	Red-throated	Thrushes.

156. Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush	with	Dusky,	and	Red-throated	Thrushes.

155.	Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush,	digiscoped	south	of	Dirang.
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breed in this plumage, this one wouldn’t breed until its second 
summer (or third calendar year); so it is probably best described 
as being in a first summer plumage, which may be fairly typical, 
but would be unique amongst other thrushes, which, as far as is 
known, breed in their first summer (=second calendar year) (PC, 
unpublished data).

The second record from Bhutan was an individual seen in 
the same general area as the former—from the road that passes 
through Thrumsingla National Park, between Ura and Yongkola, 
by PC, A. Quinn, and B. E. Cooper. On 25 February 2005 during 
a stop on the short stretch of road some way below the pass, 
where it runs through some high-altitude woodland, the birding 
group was scanning rhododendrons, and low shrubs, looking 
towards the 100–120 m distant ridge. A flock of Black-throated 
Thrushes was feeding in one of the berry bushes on the slope 
when PC noticed that one showed reddish-orange on the breast. 
Through the telescope it was clear that this was a Naumann’s 
Thrush as the reddish-orange on the breast continued as rusty-
orange onto the lower breast and flanks. A detailed description 
taken at that time is as follows.

‘Size as Black-throated Thrush. Long whitish supercilium 
becoming pale creamy and extending to sides of nape. Lores 
to eye dark brown becoming browner on lower cheeks and ear-
coverts; lower cheeks and broad sub-moustachial pale creamy 
bordered by long dark or blackish malar stripe becoming heaviest 

on sides of lower throat. Upperparts mostly brown except for 
reddish-brown greater coverts and edges to secondaries; rump 
and uppertail-coverts orange-brown becoming bright rufous 
or redstart on tail (mainly the outers). Breast broadly mottled 
bright rufous-orange with fine paler or buffish fringes becoming 
heavier or rusty-orange on the lower belly and flanks. Bill, dark 
horn tip and upper mandible, lower mandible pale yellowish.’ 

The upperparts were a lighter brown than the accompanying 
Black-throated Thrushes but with noticeable reddish-brown 
greater coverts and edges to the secondaries—all diagnostic 
features of Naumann’s Thrushes. At one stage the group of 
thrushes flew and landed in the top of a nearby clump of pines. 
In flight any possibility of confusion (of it being a hybrid with 
Dusky Thrush) that it was anything but a Naumann’s Thrush 
disappeared, as the tail was a deep rusty, or redstart-red. On 27 
February, the group of thrushes was in the same area on the 
return journey but this time the Naumann’s Thrush was feeding 
on a small open part of the hillside and all the features were 
again seen very well. Regrettably, on neither occasion was the bird 
photographed. PC has prior experience with all three thrushes 
involved, from southern Russia, Siberia, and central China. The 
bird was aged as probably first winter, by the pale supercilium 
and sub-moustachial stripe, as a supercilium in adults is usually 
more heavily or prominently orange. This appears to be the first 
record of a pure Naumann’s Thrush from Bhutan, and Indian 
Subcontinent. 

Markus Lilje’s (Lilje 2016a, 2016b) is the third record, 
made during two back-to-back Bhutan tours in March, and April 
2014. Both sightings were made just above the town of Sengor 
(27.36ºE, 91.02ºN), a spot slightly south of the Thrumsingla Pass 
towards Yongkola. On 30 March 2014, an adult bird was scoped 
for a long time and also photographed (Lilje 2016c). Possibly the 
same bird, perched on top of a fir tree, was seen on the follow up 
tour in April 2014 (Lilje 2016b). Though the single photograph 
available for our examination shows bright orange underparts, 
which is good for a Naumann’s, the broad white supercilium, 
and contrastingly dark ear-coverts visible, are more of a Dusky 
Thrush’s features. Hence, on available evidence, this should also 
be treated as a hybrid, though we admit that the strong light 
could have had an effect on this photo.

Discussion 
Table 1 is a comprehensive compilation of all reports of 
Naumann’s type thrushes from the Indian Subcontinent, arguing 
for its inclusion in the country checklist of Bhutan. The ‘India 
Checklist’ (Praveen et al. 2016) does not cover the process of 
inclusion of a species if it is not of pure origin, or in other words, 
non-hybrid birds between Naumann’s and Dusky Thrushes. 
However, a species is generally not admitted to a national list if 
a record is suspected to be of hybrid origin and hence by that 
rule, Naumann’s Thrush would need to await a better record to 
be considered for inclusion in the India Checklist. Identification 
difficulties exist in establishing that the bird is not a hybrid and 
hence we summarise the key field features below (see Fig. 1-2, 
p. 161 for plates from Clement & Hathway 2000).

Pure adults of both Dusky, and Naumann’s Thrushes should 
present little or no real difficulty if seen well. Dusky (both sexes) 
are much darker brown, or blackish, on the head (including the 
ear-coverts and sides of the neck) and upperparts to rump and 
upper tail, and the tail is similarly dark with fine chestnut fringes in 
fresh plumage. Both sexes have a bold white supercilium, slightly 

158. Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush,	at	Thrumsingla	Pass.

159. Naumann’s	x	Dusky	Thrush,	at	Thrumsingla	Pass.
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Table 1. Records	of	Naumann’s-type	thrushes	from	Eastern	Himalayas

No Date Location Country Altitude Observer Hybrid Age	&	Sex

1 09 May 2000 Thrumsingla Pass Bhutan 3700m GE Yes 1st	Summer.	Unsexed

2* 25 & 27 February 2005† Thrumsingla Pass Bhutan 3700m PC No 1st	Winter?	Unsexed

3* 06 January 2006 Manas National Park India 0060m MRR ? Adult female or 1st	Winter.

4 15	March	2008 Sangti Valley India 1800m SD, JO, TZ Yes 1st	Winter?	Unsexed	

5 30	March	&	April	2014† Sengor Bhutan 3000m Markus Lilje ? Adult winter female

6 02 & 27 March 2016† Mandala India 3000m ARAR, AV Yes 1st	Winter.	Unsexed

* Sight records
† Both records assumed to be of same individual

duller or off-white in females, and fresh plumage males have 
broad (but often variable in extent) rich orange-brown fringes to 
the wing coverts, and tertials. The underparts of both sexes are 
boldly black with broad white fringes often appearing as rows or 
continuous streaks of tightly packed arrow-heads. 

In comparison, both sexes of Naumann’s Thrush are paler 
brown or slightly greyer brown on the head up to ear-coverts, with 
their upperparts becoming warm brown to light rufous-brown 
(never grey or darker) on the rump, and bright rufous in the tail 
(with central pair slightly darker). The wings are similarly brown, 
but have the edges to the coverts and (more finely) the flight 
feathers warm brown to rufous; adult males, in fresh plumage, 
also have rufous edges to the scapulars. The supercilium is 
equally as long as in Dusky but orange or pale orange or slightly 
creamier-orange in some females (and often the cheeks and 
sides of the throat) but not white. The underparts in either sexes 
are extensively orange, or pale orange finely edged pale buff or 
whitish. 

First winter birds of both Dusky, and Naumann’s Thrushes 
resemble the respective adults but are usually paler or less boldly 
marked. 

Hybrids, by their very nature, can show a mixture of features 
of either species or intermediate stages of plumage colouration. 
Most hybrids of all ages, to date, have shown both the head, and 
upperparts of one species, and the underparts of the other, or 
have shown almost pure head pattern and upperparts of Dusky 
with the black centers to the underparts replaced either with 
orange or an intermediate reddish-brown or the black infused 
with reddish. In all cases of hybrids showing predominantly 
Naumann’s Thrush features the supercilium has been broadly 
white (and not creamy-orange or deeper), often with very dark 
or blackish ear-coverts, the tail lacking any rufous, the orange on 
the underparts being largely restricted to the breast (and either 
not extending or only weakly indicated along the flanks), whilst 
in others the extent of the colouration on the breast to belly and 
flanks is as in pure individuals but replaced by reddish-brown, 
and in first winter birds the orange on the breast being overlain 
with black spots.

With the possible exception of the winter record from 
Manas, all other records have come from an altitude range of 
1800–4000 m in spring, between late February and early May, 
from eastern Bhutan and adjoining western Arunachal Pradesh. 
It is quite likely that this species, or hybrids, are overlooked 
and under-reported from the Eastern Himalayas and is possibly 
a rare winter visitor there. With this recent knowledge of its 
occurrence, more visitors birding in these parts may come 
across this species from Sikkim eastwards, till north-eastern 
Arunachal Pradesh. 
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Naumann’s & Dusky Thrushes: Variations and Intergrades

1.   Naumann’s Thrush Turdus naumanni

a) Adult male: Brown or grey-brown upperparts, bright rufous edges to 
scapulars, warm brown rump to base of tail; edges to flight feathers warm 
brown to rufous; pale orange supercilium; underparts mostly rufous.

b) Adult female: As male but lacks rufous on scapulars and edges of flight 
feathers, tail less rufous; paler on chin and throat with broad dark malar, 
extent of rufous on underparts variable.

c) First winter: Like adult male above but supercilium paler or creamy-
orange, and extent of rufous variable.

d) Juvenile: Heavily streaked with pale buff and dark brown tips above, wings 
and rump to tail like adult; black spotting below.

e) Adult male variation: Some males in breeding season (probably first-
years) have head and face more as adult female.

2.   Dusky Thrush Turdus eunomus

a) Adult male: Black on head and upperparts broken by broad white 
supercilium, chin and throat; rich brown fringes to scapulars and wing-
panel; tail mostly dark brown finely edged chestnut; underparts heavily 
black fringed broadly white.

b) Adult female: As male but upperparts much browner and lacks heavy 
contrast, also reduced extent of warm brown edges, and wing-panel 
broken into broad brown edges to feathers; underparts similar but usually 
less bold.

c) Naumann’s x Dusky intergrade: Variable but upperparts like Naumann’s 
and black on underparts infused with reddish.

d) First-winter male: As adult female but wings like adult male.
e) Adult male head, worn plumage: Much paler or grey-brown.
f) Adult male Naumann’s x Dusky intergrade: Head and upperparts as 

Dusky but underparts show reddish patches of Naumann’s.

Black-throated, Red-throated & Dusky Thrushes: Variations & Intergrades

3.   Black-throated Thrush Turdus atrogularis & Red-throated Thrushes 
Turdus ruficollis

a) Adult male Red-throated x Black-throated intergrade: Normal 
upperparts but has red in tail and black on breast also infused with 
reddish-brown

b) First-winter female Red-throated: As same-age female Black-throated 
but with rusty-brown streaks on breast and reddish in tail.

c) First-winter female Black-throated: As same-age male Black-throated 
but usually with whiter throat and lighter streaks below; no red in tail. 

d) First-winter female Red-throated: Can be as extensively red on throat 
and breast as adults.

4.   Naumann’s Thrush Turdus naumanni & Dusky Thrush Turdus 
eunomus

a) First-winter male Naumann’s: Showing variable extent of pale throat 
and rufous on underparts.

b) First-winter female Naumann’s: As same age Red-throated but more 
extensive spots on breast, few narrow streaks; breast and flanks with 
rufous or orange centres or streaks; rump to tail as adult.

c) First-winter male Naumann’s x Dusky intergrade: Head and upperparts 
as Dusky but browner above, underparts with reddish-brown centres.

d) First-winter male Dusky: As adult male but upperparts greyer and rich 
brown wing-panel incomplete; black below more broken.

e) Adult Naumann’s x Dusky intergrade: As adult Naumann’s above but 
darker with rich brown wing-panel, extensively reddish-brown below.

f) First-winter female Naumann’s: Variably brown to rufous-brown above, 
lightly spotted black on breast and reduced orange or rufous below.

1a

3a
3b

3c

3d

4a

4b

4c

4d

4e

4f

1b 1c

1d

1e

2a

2b 2c

2d

2e

2f

Fig. 1 Fig. 2©
  B

lo
om

sb
ur

y 
Pu

bl
ish

in
g

©
  B

lo
om

sb
ur

y 
Pu

bl
ish

in
g

– Peter Clement – Peter Clement 

Illustrations	by	Ren	Hathway;	reproduced	from	Clement,	P.,	&	Hathway,	R.,	2000.	Thrushes.	Christopher	Helm,	London.
Reproduced	with	premission	from	Bloomsbury	Publishing.



The Grey Nightjar Caprimulgus indicus is either variously 
treated as a polytypic group with five subspecies (Dickinson 
& Remsen 2013), or is split into three species with the 

races jotaka, and hazarae treated under C. jotaka (Rasmussen & 
Anderton 2012; del Hoyo et al. 2016). The subspecies jotaka is 
found in south-eastern Siberia, Japan, Korea, and much of China, 
wintering southwards upto Greater Sundas, and Philippines (del 
Hoyo et al. 2016). The subspecies hazarae occurs from north-
eastern Pakistan, east across the Himalayas up to north-eastern 
India, Bangladesh, southern China, and south through Myanmar 
till Malay Peninsula (del Hoyo et al. 2016). 

We, along with Garima Bhatia, Atul Jain, Alka Vaidya, Gururaj 
Moorching, and Sumathi Shekhar, conducted a birding expedition 
in Central, and Great Nicobar island Islands group between 11 
and 26 of December 2015. While birding at Kamorta Island, 
Central Nicobars we came across multiple nightjars several 
times between the 20 and 24 of December 2015. Birds were 
recorded regularly on the road, between 1700-–2000 hrs, and 
were seen close to human habitation (Table 1). During our initial 
sightings we tentatively identified these birds as Grey/Andaman 
Nightjars C. andamanicus since we couldn’t get better views or 
photographs of the birds. As they were also silent, we were not 
able to use sound playback for vocal identification during our 
initial sightings. 

Then, on 22 December 2015 we came upon a road-kill of a 
nightjar [160]. The bird was, overall, very dark [161]. It showed 
lighter buffy coloured ear coverts and lateral crown, and a dark 
grey forehead with distinct black blotches [162]; its hind-crown 
was lighter grey in colour with fine black streakings; wings were 
overall very dark with lighter coloured scapula; primaries were dark 
with white blotches restricted to three outermost primaries—and 

thus the bird was identified as a male [163, 164]. All primaries 
were thinly barred rufous; the belly was overall rufous below with 
a more distinct rufous vent [163]; central tail feathers were dark 
with narrow subtarminal band—these feathers were detached 
from the bird’s body, but collected and kept separately [165].

JA procured permissions, and arranged for the frozen 
specimen to be sent to the Bombay Natural History Society 
(henceforth, BNHS) in Mumbai. MS carried the specimen to 
Mumbai where it was preserved (BNHS specimen #28997) by 
Vithoba Hegde of the BNHS. SD & VS compared the collected 
specimen with all other species of nightjars from India held in 
the BNHS collection. The Kamorta bird seemed much darker 
overall than any of the hazarae skins in the BNHS collection. 
However, all other morphological characters of the Kamorta bird 
matched with those of extant museum skins (166, 167; Table 2). 
Museum specimens showed lighter buffy coloured ear coverts 
and lateral crown, and a dark grey forehead with distinct black 
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Table 1.	Grey	Nightjar	sightings	from	Kamorta,	Central	Nicobars.

Date Time  Location Latitude Altitude Habitat Numbers

20 December 1800	hrs ~13	km	from	Kamorta	Jetty 	8.13ºN,	93.51ºE 26 msl Next	to	small	village	with	grassland	and	small	forest	patch 1

21 December 1700 hrs Close	to	Piplilo	village 	8.17ºN,	93.50ºE 92 msl Next	to	open	area	next	to	forest 1

22 December 1730 hrs Close	to	Kakana	village 	8.17ºN,	93.50ºE 79 msl Next	to	open	area	next	to	forest 2

23 December 1730 hrs Close	to	Piplilo	village 	8.17ºN,	93.50ºE 79 msl Next	to	open	area	next	to	forest 2

24 December 1700 hrs Close	to	Piplilo	village 	8.13ºN,	93.51ºE 26 msl Next	to	small	village	with	grassland	and	small	forest	patch 2

160.	Dead	Grey	Nightjar	on	the	road.
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161.	Upper	wing	with	wing	closed.

162.	Head	pattern. 165. Central tail feathers.

164.	Upperwing	and	back.

163. Underwing	and	belly.

blotches. They also showed same morphological measurements 
of jotaka group (Table 2). All Grey Nightjar skins, in the BNHS 
collection, showed thinly barred primaries, and also that the 
central tail feathers were dark with narrow white subterminal 
band, just like the Kamorta specimen. The tail of the Nicobar 
specimen was 8 mm shorter than the shortest tail on record 
amongst the BNHS specimen. However this is mainly due to the 
detached central tail feathers in the Kamorta bird that were not 
used in the measurements.

We have scrutinised all museum collection records of nightjars 
from the Indian Subcontinent (Deomurari et al. 2014), as well 
as the field observation data available on eBird (eBird 2016). 
There are only two species of nightjars recorded earlier from 
the Andaman & Nicobar Islands—the Grey, and the Andaman 
Nightjar. However not a single nightjar species was reported 
from the Nicobar Islands before our records in December 2015 
(Kazmierczak 2000; Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 
2012). Two photographs taken subsequently, in February 2016, 
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Table 2.	Comparison	of	the	morphometrics	(in	mm)	of	the	Kamorta	specimen	with	published	literature.
Length Tarsus Wing	 Tail

del Hoyo et al. (2016) hazarae ♂♂ 240–270 – 197–209 –
del Hoyo et al. (2016) hazarae ♀♀ – – –
del Hoyo et al. (2016) jotaka ♂♂ – 216–225 –
del Hoyo et al. (2016) jotaka ♀♀ – – –
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) hazarae ♂♀ 242–270 – 196–210 133–151
Ali	&	Ripley	(1987)	hazarae ♂♂ – – 200–215 124–146
Ali	&	Ripley	(1987)	hazarae ♀♀ – – 187–203 126–137
Abdulali (1972) hazarae ♂♂ (n=7) 15–17 (av. 15.5) 198–206	(av.	203) 120–143 (av. 132)
Abdulali (1972) hazarae ♀♀ (n=4) 200–214† 128–137
Abdulali (1972) jotaka ♂(n=1) – 14 213 130
Vaurie (1965)* hazarae ♂♂ – 196–213 (av. 205.9) –
Vaurie (1965)* hazarae ♀♀ – – 195–216 (av. 201) –
Vaurie (1965) jotaka ♂♂ – – 208–218	(av.	215) –
Vaurie (1965) jotaka ♀♀ – – 203–217 (av. 210) –
Kamorta	specimen 250 13 210 125±

* Obtained from Abdulali (1970)
†	Abdulali	(1970)	mentions	a	specimen	he	treats	as ♀ hazarae on	plumage	has	an	exceptionally	long	wing	(214mm).	 
Discounting that, the range would be 200–207mm (n=3).
± Central	rectrices	broken	in	this	specimen	and	hence	tail	length	unreliable.	

exist on the Oriental Bird Images website (Kuriakose 2016); 
labelled C. j. jotaka. Thus, ours is the first record of a Grey Nightjar 
from the Nicobar group of islands. It is not surprising that the 
bird was missed by earlier collectors, as Kamorta lacked a road 
network within the island during the pre-tsunami era. 

The Grey Nightjar is partially resident in its range. However 
the local and migratory movements of this species are poorly 
understood. C. i. hazarae has been recorded as far south as 
the Malay Peninsula. C. i. jotaka is highly migratory, sometimes 
moving in small groups: it leaves its breeding grounds between 
September and November, and moves south through eastern 
China, and possibly across the South China Sea, to winter in 
southern China, Indochina, and Malaysia (recorded until early 
May), to Sumatra (where recorded from late September till 
March), Java, Borneo (Sabah, Sarawak, Brunei, and Kalimantan, 
from early September till late March), and the Philippines. This 
race occasionally also reaches north-eastern India (del Hoyo et 

al. 2016). There have been couple 
of specimens of this subspecies 
collected from Andamans 
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). 
However the birds that we 
observed in Central Nicobars were 
much darker than both these 
races. The wing length of jotaka 
is on an average longer than 
hazarae, though considerable 
overlap exists (Table 2), and our 
value (210 mm) is closer to the 
upper limit of a male hazarae than 
within the lower limits of male 
jotaka. We leave the subspecies 
identity as unconfirmed until more 
supporting material builds up. It 
would be interesting to study this 
population genetically, as well as 
ecologically, to ascertain if it is a 
migratory bird, or whether there is 
a resident population of nightjars 

on these islands.
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166.	Grey	Nightjars	dorsal	view:	Top	from	Central	Nicobars,	bottom	from	India.

167.	Grey	Nightjars	ventral	view:	Top	from	Central	Nicobars,	bottom	from	India.
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This note describes a record of a Red-
breasted Merganser Mergus serrator from Rajavali village 
(19.38ºN, 72.83ºE), Vasai Taluk, Maharashtra, and its 

significance for the Indian Subcontinent.
Rajavali is a paradise for birdwatchers with its diverse habitats, 

including different kinds of wetlands and grasslands, supporting 
a wide variety of avian life. We routinely visit this area looking 
out for winter migrants, including ducks. During one such visit 
on 21 December 2016, while RG, and MP were busy shooting a 
territorial fight amongst Little Egrets Egretta garzetta, a fairly large 
duck-like bird landed nearby in the same pond at 0815 hrs. It 
had a lean, long, reddish beak, with a greyish body, and a rusty 
head. At first, we thought it was a Great Crested Grebe Podiceps 
cristatus. We immediately took a few photographs [168], and 
watched its behaviour. After initially resting on the water for a few 
minutes, it started dabbling, and diving underwater. It was silent 
throughout the observation period, but was busy foraging.

We immediately called up SM and uploaded the pictures 
on ‘Ask Id’s of Indian Birds’ forum on Facebook. Advait Marathe 
suggested the Red-breasted Merganser as a possibility, which SM 
confirmed after visiting the site again along with RG, and MP [169]. 
Later it was discovered that Vinod Varma had photographed the 
same bird a week ago on 14 December, but had thought it was 
a Great Crested Grebe. Subsequently, several birdwatchers, and 
photographers from different parts of the country visited the site 
seeking out this rare visitor. Its presence was reported (mostly 
in www.ebird.org) every day, from 23 December till 26 January 

2017, when it was last 
seen by MP [170].

Structurally, and 
plumage-wise, the 
bird was unlike any of 
the regularly occurring 
waterfowl found in 
western Maharashtra. In 
particular, its long, spiky, 
almost entirely reddish 
bill was a unique feature; 
the culmen was dark 
red, and paled out along 
the sides of the upper 
and lower mandibles. Its 
head was rusty-red, with 
some rugged feathers 
on its crown, and nape, 

giving it a tufted appearance. The rest of its upper body was grey 
with a white patch on its wing, which became more obvious in 
flight. Its throat and upper breast were a dirty white. It showed a 
white patch above, and below, its red eye giving an impression 
of a broken eye-ring. All these characters point to a female or 
a sub-adult merganser. The only confusion species would be 
Common Merganser M. merganser, but less deep bill and lack 
of chestnut head with sharply contrasting white throat would 
eliminate a female Common Merganser. First-winter birds of that 
species are expected to have a prominent white subloral stripe 
that was again absent in ‘our’ bird, which made us believe this to 
be a female Red-breasted Merganser. However, towards the end 
of its stay, the bird started showing extensive white on wing [3], 
which is more indicative of a male. With the available images, it 
may not be possible to make a conclusive statement on the sex 
of this bird. 

Red-breasted Merganser is included in Grimmett et al. 
(2011), and Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) based on reliable 
records from Pakistan; however, its records from India have been 
questioned (see Praveen et al. 2014). It has been collected in 
Pakistan, and observed multiple times in Nepal, but the only two 
claims from India were from West Bengal. On 17 December 
1889 a specimen was procured from a Kolkata market, and 
presumably, this same specimen was displayed in the Indian 
Museum for some years (Praveen et al. 2014). However, 
the specimen cannot be located now. There were also some 
reservations on the provenance of the specimen, as it had been 
procured from a market. The whereabouts of another specimen, 
collected from the 24-Parganas District in January 1961, are 
also unknown (Praveen et al. 2014). Due to these reasons, this 
species was kept out of the India Checklist (Praveen et al. 2016). 
This report is the first definite documentation of the species from 
within Indian limits, calling for its inclusion in the India Checklist. 
The species has a wide distribution in the Holarctic (Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2012) and may be a rare vagrant to South Asia.
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168. Red-breasted	Merganser	on	21	December	2016.

170. Red-breasted	Merganser	showing	extensive	white	
on the wing. 

169. Red-breasted	Merganser.		Pic.	Sachin	Main



The Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator is a polytypic 
species with a distribution ranging over North America, 
Europe, Greenland, and Asia. Through this note, we would 

like to present photographic evidence of its presence in northern 
West Bengal.

On 18 December 2016, we were coming down Teesta River 
after seeing three Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons 
at Gajoldoba / Teesta Barrage (26.76°N, 88.58°E) at 0945 hrs, 
when SD spotted a bird through his binoculars, moving on the 
surface of the river, between two big islands of sand bank. Its 
actions were slow, and we thought it resembled a Common 
Merganser M. merganser. Common Mergansers are regular 
here, but this bird appeared a little smaller in size and was alone. 
Common Mergansers hunt in shallow, fast-flowing waters, and 
are very fast moving and restless. However, this lone bird was 
feeding in the deeper part of the river, and feeding from the 
surface itself. The bill of this bird was thinner, compared with that 
of a Common Merganser. SD took some record shots [171, 172], 
and we started approaching it. It flushed, and we could not locate 
it again. 

After returning from the trip, we compared our 
photographs with the images on Oriental Bird Images (http://
www.orientalbirdimages.org/search.php?keyword=Red-
breasted+Merganser), and those in Grimmett et al. (2011). 
An overall thinner appearance, thin scarlet-orange bill, sign 
of a double crest, and slate grey back, wings, and tail all point 
towards a female or first-winter male Red-breasted Merganser. 
Images were further sent to Shashank Dalvi, who confirmed our 
identification.

Since then, several bird-watchers, including us, have visited 
Gajaldoba to search for this species. Biswapriya Rahut, and 
Mousumi Dutta photographed it on 24 December, and Arup 
Kumar Banerjee did so on 26 December. Both of them found it 
foraging alone. It was also photographed on 29 December 16 by 

Santanu Manna. However, on this day, the bird was found along 
with five female Common Mergansers, and he obtained some 
good comparative photographs [173]. On 01 January 2017, SD, 
and Arup Kumar Banerjee searched for the bird but could not 
find it. It was re-sighted on 07 January 2017 and several bird-
watchers were able to photograph it again. The last date when it 
was observed was on 26 January when Sourav Dhawa was able 
to photograph the bird. 

Though there are two historical reports from southern West 
Bengal (Praveen et al. 2014), these were not accepted as definite 
as the specimens could not be located. The species has been 
reported at least four times from Kosi Barrage in Nepal, with the 
latest being in 2008 (Praveen et al. 2014). Gajaldoba is a similar 
barrage, in the same biogeographic zone, and is less than 200 
km east of Kosi Barrage, making this a highly likely spot for this 
species. In this part of the country, there is also a high chance 
that Red-breasted Mergansers are overlooked as Common 
Mergansers, particularly those in female, or juvenile plumages. 
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171-172. Red-breasted	Merganser.

173. Red-breasted	Merganser	following	a	Common	Merganser;	note	difference	in	bill	lengths.
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On 14 October 2016 at 1920 hrs, during a herpetological 
survey in a stream, MMR, and IKAH observed, and 
photographed, what was later identified as a Streaked 

Wren Babbler Napothera brevicaudata at ‘Bilaichari Mon’ 
(‘Mon’=hills in the Chakma language) (22.50ºN, 92.39ºE; 431 
m asl), in Bilaichari Upazila (sub-district) of Rangamati District, in 
south-eastern Bangladesh. The species had not been recorded 
previously from Bangladesh (Husain 1979; Khan 1982, 2015; Ali 
& Ripley 1983; Sarker & Sarker 1988; Harvey 1990; Thompson 
et al. 1993; Thompson & Johnson 1996, 2003; Grewal et al. 
2002; Khan 2008; Siddiqui et al. 2008; Thompson et al. 2014; 
IUCN Bangladesh 2015), and therefore it is considered to be the 
first record. 

We saw the bird in the Hajasora and Bilaichari Mon Village 
Common Forest, in mixed evergreen forest. It was observed in 
a cleft of hill slope beside a stream. First MMR photographed 
it [174, 175], and then tried to catch the bird with naked hand 
just by curiosity because it was very close (about 0.2 m), but it 
flew away and perched on a Didymosperma gracilis plant. Then 
he took more photographs. The bird remained there for about 
six minutes and then moved to a plant of Alpinia sp. where it 
remained for about four minutes until it flew away out of our sight.

The bird was subsequently identified from the photographs, 
which show a small dumpy bird with a short, but prominent, dark 
tail; reddish-chestnut eyes; grey lores, indistinct supercilium, and 
ear-coverts; a whitish throat diffusely streaked with grey; a pale 

olive brown lower breast (less rufous than shown in field guides); 
bright rufous-brown vent and lower flanks; olive-brown crown and 
mantle with pale feather shafts and irregular dark brown fringes; 
and small pale buff tips to the greater wing-coverts, and tertials.

It was distinguished from other similar species recorded in 
South Asia as follows: Eyebrowed Wren Babbler N. epilepidota 
has a prominent supercilium, dark eye-stripe, and shorter tail 
(Grimmett et al. 2011). The prominent tail, and absence of boldly 
scaled underparts differentiate our bird from Scaly-breasted 
Wren Babbler Pnoepyga albiventer, Nepal Wren Babbler P. 
immaculata, and Pygmy Wren Babbler P. pusilla. The only wren 
babbler so far recorded in Bangladesh is the Pygmy Wren Babbler 
(Thompson et al. 2014). Although Khan (1982, 2015), Sarker 
& Sarker (1988), Harvey (1990), and Khan (2008) mentioned 
Spotted Wren Babbler Elachura formosa in Bangladesh, this 
species has fine white spots on its upperparts, the sighting record 
of this species in Bangladesh is still unconfirmed (E. A. Haque, 
verbally, on 22 March 2017).

Streaked Wren Babbler occurs mainly in South, South-east 
and East Asia- in Cambodia, southern China, India, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam 
(BirdLife International 2012); but is also resident in the north-
eastern Indian hills, close to the hills of south-eastern Bangladesh, 
and is reported to make seasonal altitudinal movements 
(Grimmett et al. 2011). It is presumed that this bird had moved 
from higher hills of north-eastern India into Bangladesh although 
it could possibly be resident.
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174.	Streaked	Wren	Babbler	on	Didymosperma gracilis plant.

175.	Streaked	Wren	Babbler	on	a	long	stem	of	Didymosperma gracilis plant.

mailto:op.mizanepu@gmail.com
mailto:faridahsan55@yahoo.com
mailto:ibrahimalhaidar88@gmail.com


Acknowledgements
We	gratefully	acknowledge	the	cooperation	and	help	of	Firoz	Hussain	of	India,	Ahsan	
Uddin	Chowdhury,	and	Sayam	U.	Chowdhury	of	Bangladesh	for	their	comments	in	
confirming	the	identification	of	the	species	from	photographs.

References
Ali,	S.,	&	Ripley,	S.	D.,	1983.	Compact handbook of the birds of India and Pakistan 

together with those of Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka.	Pp.	i-	xiii,	1-	
737.	Delhi:	Oxford	University	Press.

BirdLife	International,	2012.	Streaked	Wren	Babbler	Napothera brevicaudata.	Website	
URL:	http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2012-1.RLTS.T22716075A39595073.en.	
[Downloaded on 05 November 2016.]

Grewal,	B.,	Harvey,	B.,	&	Pfister,	O.,	2002.	A photographic guide to the Birds of India 
including Nepal, Sri Lanka, The Maldives, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Bhutan.	Pp.	
1-512.	London:	Christopher	Helm.

Grimmett,	R.,	Inskipp,	C.,	&	Inskipp,	T.,	2011.	Birds of the Indian Subcontinent. 2nd ed. 
Pp.	1-528.	London:	Oxford	University	Press	&	Christopher	Helm.

Harvey,	W.	G.,	1990.	Birds in Bangladesh.	Pp.	1-188.	Dhaka:	University	Press	Ltd.
Husain,	K.	Z.,	1979.	Birds of Bangladesh.	Pp.	1-84.	Dhaka:	Films	and	Publication	
Department,	Government	of	Bangladesh.

IUCN	Bangladesh,	2015.	Red list of Bangladesh: A Brief on Assessment Result 
2015.	Pp.	1-24.	Dhaka:	IUCN-	International	Union	for	Conservation	of	Nature.

Khan,	M.	A.	R.,	1982.	Wildlife of Bangladesh: A Checklist.	Pp.	1-174.	Dhaka:	University	
of Dhaka.

Khan,	M.	A.	R.,	2015.	Wildlife of Bangladesh: Checklist and Guide.	Pp.	1-568.	Dhaka:	
M. J. Alam, Chayabithi.

Khan,	M.	M.	H.,	2008.	Protected Areas of Bangladesh- A Guide to Wildlife.	Pp.	1-304.	
Dhaka:	Bangladesh	Forest	Department.

Sarker,	M.	S.	U.,	&	Sarker,	N.	J.,	1988.	Wildlife of Bangladesh (a systematic list with 
status, distribution and habitat).	Pp.	1-69.	Dhaka:	The	Rico	Printers.

Siddiqui,	K.	U.,	Islam,	M.	A.,	Kabir,	S.	M.	H.,	Ahmad,	M.,	Ahmed,	A.	T.	A.,	Rahman,	A.	
K.	A.,	Haque,	E.	U.,	Ahmed,	Z.	U.,	Begum,	Z.	N.	T.,	Hassan,	M.	A.,	Khondker,	M.	&	
Rahman,	M.	M.,	(eds.)	2008.	Encyclopedia of Flora and Fauna of Bangladesh: 
Birds. 1st	ed.	Vol.	26	of	28	vols.	Pp.	i-xi,	1-662. Dhaka:	Asiatic	Society	of	
Bangladesh.

Thompson,	P.	M.,	Chowdhury,	S.	U.,	Haque,	E.	U.,	Khan,	M.	M.	H.	&	Halder,	R.,	2014.	
Notable bird records from Bangladesh from July 2002 to July 2013. Forktail 30:	
50-65.

Thompson,	P.	M.,	Harvey,	W.	G.,	Johnson,	D.	L.,	Millin,	D.	J.,	Rashid,	S.	M.	A.,	Scott,	
D.	A.,	Stanford,	C.	&	Woolner,	J.	D.,	1993.	Recent	notable	bird	records	from	
Bangladesh. Forktail	9:	12–44.

Thompson,	P.	M.,	&	Johnson,	D.	L.,	(eds.)	1996.	Birding in Bangladesh: a guide to bird 
watching sites and a checklist of birds.	Pp.	i-ii,	1-51.	Dhaka:	Oriental	Bird	Club.

Thompson,	P.	M.,	&	Johnson,	D.	L.,	2003.	Further	notable	bird	records	from	
Bangladesh. Forktail	19:	85–10.

The Pangolakha Wildlife Sanctuary (Henceforth, PWS) is 
situated in eastern Sikkim, at the tri-junction of India, Bhutan, 
and China (27.09–27.22ºN, 88.35–88.51ºE), covering 

an area of 128 sq. km. High altitude wetlands/water bodies 
are found in and around the sanctuary, forming catchment for 
rivers. Important birds in PWS are found in the Zuluk–Bedang 
Tso–Natu La complex, and include eight Vulnerable, and three 
Near-threatened species (Islam & Rahmani 2004). 

Three short surveys were carried out in the north-eastern 
parts of PWL, in the Zuluk–Kupup–Nathu La complex, during: 18 
February 2011, 19–23 April 2011, and 12–23 July 2011. A total 
of 73 avian species were recorded (Singh 2011a, b), of which 
two records are worth mentioning.

Tibetan Blackbird Turdus maximus
A flock of 15+ birds, of both sexes, was spotted on 18 February 
2011, feeding on the ground along the roadside near Changu 
Lake (c. 3700 m asl) enroute Nathula [176, 177], in south-
eastern Sikkim. The birds seemed habituated to humans, and did 

Records of Tibetan Blackbird Turdus maximus, and 
Himalayan Forest Thrush Zoothera salimalii from 
Pangolakha Wildlife Sanctuary, Sikkim, India
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177. Male Tibetan Blackbird Turdus maximus.

Arun P. Singh

not fly away when being watched from up close. My identification 
of the species is based on its black legs, and the lack of an orbital/
eye ring, as compared to other Turdus species (Collar 2005). 
Meinertzhagen (1926) included a specimen from Yumthang 
[=Yamtang, 27.83ºN, 88.68ºE; c. 4400 m asl], northern Sikkim, 

168 Indian BIRDS Vol. 12 No. 6 (publ. 31 march 2017)



taken on 05 December 1925, and another, taken in January, 
from the adjoining Chumbi Valley in southern Tibet, China, while 
describing the putative race buddae—though this is no longer 
recognised (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Hingston (1927) 
reported them from Kishong [=Kyishong 27.75ºN, 88.47ºE, 
c. 4500 m asl), northern Sikkim, during the Mount Everest 
expedition. Based on these records, Ali & Ripley (1987), and 
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) include Sikkim in its range. My 
sighting is perhaps the only recent record from Sikkim.

Himalayan Forest Thrush Zoothera salimalii
On 15 July 2011, I spotted a single bird at the edge of a forest 
near Zuluk (c. 3200 m asl). It was feeding on the ground and then 
coming up to perch on a dwarf bamboo growing on the roadside. 
At that time, this taxon had not been split from the erstwhile 
Plain-backed Thrush (=Alpine Thrush Z. mollisimma). From the 
photographs [178], it can be identified by its longer bill, dark 
lores, and subocular area/moustachial area, a relatively shorter 
wing and primary projection, and tail, and pinkish legs (Alström 
et al. 2016). An independent confirmation was obtained from Per 
Alström, who indicated that, “…although the photo is a bit distant 
and grainy, I feel pretty sure that it shows a Himalayan Forest 
Thrush Z. salimalii. The habitat and elevation, in combination 
with the date (breeding period) strongly supports this,” (Per 
Alström, in litt., e-mail dated 07 October 2016). Though there are 
specimens of this species from Sikkim (see map in Alström et al. 
2016), this adds to the site specific information of this species. 

176. Female Tibetan Blackbird Turdus maximus Photo:	Arun	P.	Singh. 178. Himalayan Forest Thrush Zoothera salimalii. Photo:	Arun	P.	Singh.
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The Crested Serpent Eagle Spilornis cheela is one of the 
most well documented species in its genus. It is widely 
distributed with at least 22 recognised races (Dickinson 

2013), occurring from Pakistan, where it is a straggler and a 
vagrant (Grimmett et al. 2008; Roberts 1991), to India (Grimmett 
et al. 2011; Kazmierczak 2000; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), 
China (Meyer de Schauensee 1984), Nepal (Fleming et al.1976; 
Grimmett et al. 2000; Inskipp & Inskipp 1985), Bhutan (Ali 
et al. 1996; Inskipp et al. 1999; Spierenburg 2005), Bangladesh 
(Halder 2010; Harvey 1990; Siddiqui et al. 2008), Sri Lanka 
(Harrison 1999; Wait 1931; Warakagoda et al. 2012), Myanmar 
(Lwin & Thwin 2003; Smythies 1986), and into South-east Asia 
up to the Philippines (King & Dickinson 1975; Lokagul & Round 
2005; Myers 2010; Robson 2004 & 2008). Several races of 
the Crested Serpent Eagle are island endemics and del Hoyo 
(1994) suggests that some (or all) island races of the species 
may subsequently prove to be distinct species. 

In northern India it is resident in Uttrakahand (Grimmett et al. 
2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; ZSI 1995) where it thrives 
in the forested areas of the hills and plains skirting the Himalayas 
(Osman 1973). It is found in Corbett National Park (Editor-
Director 2008; Lamba 1987; Lamba & Bhatnagar 1977; Sharma 
et al. 2003) where it is considered to be one of the commonest 
of raptors (Naoroji 1999). It is a forest-dwelling species usually 
seen perched on trees of the riparian forest on the banks of a 
flowing stream, river, or a dry riverbed (Naoroji 2007). It is also 
found on the edge of dense forest (Lamba 1987). It is known to 
usually ‘still hunt’ from partly hidden, or fully exposed, perches—
from where it keeps a look out for long periods and upon sighting 
prey, it drops to the ground to catch it. The species is believed 
to ‘perch hunt’ within the canopy for arboreal snakes, and lizards 
(Ferguson Lees & Christie 2001). 

The Crested Serpent Eagle is known to feed mainly on 
snakes (Jerdon 1862), which may reach up to 2–2.5 m in length 
(Smythies 1986). ‘They will occasionally stoop at jungle fowl, 
pheasants, and partridges, but they do not seem to be very 
successful at such quarry, and after snakes, lizards, frogs and 
small waterbirds would appear to form their principal diet’ (Baker 
1914). However, it is an opportunist and adaptable species, 
capable of taking a wider range of prey than is recorded ((Naoroji 
1994). Naoroji (1985) describes bull frog Rana tigrina, and bush 
rat Golunda ellioti to be part of its diet. Sano (2012) includes Asian 
House Shrew Suncus murinus in its diet. It is also known to take 
lizards and rock lizards (Ali 1979; Naoroji 1985; Smythies 1968), 

mahseer Tor tor fingerlings (Naoroji 1994), mudfishes and crabs 
(Tikader 1984), millipedes, scorpions, and locusts (Smythies 
1968). The species is occasionally known to feed on small 
grassland birds like weavers (Ploceidae), munias (Estrildidae), 
and pipits (Motacillidae) (Wells 1999). Naoroji (1999) recorded 
it feeding on Jungle Babbler Turdoides striatus, and Common 
Myna Acridotheres tristis. Though Wells (1999) observes that 
‘larger birds tend not to show fear of it’, Baker (1928) mentions 
that ‘when no snakes are to be found they will eat reptiles, birds 
of all kinds up to the size of the largest pheasants, partridges and 
ducks and also grubs and the larger insect.’ Osman (2005) points 
out that ‘in addition to taking snakes it also is seen hunting such 
game as jungle fowl or peafowl, and sometimes picks up hares 
as well.’ He observed it catching a kingfisher that was trying to 
take off from the water’s surface after an attempt to catch fish 
(Osman 2001); and a bird trying to rob a captive Goshawk of 
its Black Francolin Francolinus francolinus catch (Osman 1973). 
Naoroji (1994) gives another interesting account of its attempt to 
catch a flying squirrel Hylopetes fimbriatus. It has been recorded 
taking a Black-naped Hare Lepus nigricollis at Garlapet Reserved 
Forest, Andhra Pradesh (Waghray et al. 2003).

On 08 March 2009, at Dhikala, Corbett Tiger Reserve, a 
Crested Serpent Eagle was seen picking up an unidentified fresh-
water eel from the Ramganga River, which it carried into a tree, 
and probably offered it to its mate (Sanjay Chimwal, verbally 15 
February 2017). Devendra Singh Negi, and J. P. Khulbe observed 
it feeding on unidentified fresh-water eels on more than one 
occasion on the Ramganga, and Palain rivers in Corbett Tiger 
Reserve during 2008–2010 (Devendra Singh Negi, and J. P. 
Khulbe, verbally, June 2010). Ali & Ripley (1978) record the 
‘davisoni race of Crested Serpent Eagle in Andaman Islands to 
have fed once upon a salt water eel ‘about a foot long’. The 
present observations are the first record of a Crested Serpent 
Eagle feeding on a fresh-water eel. It is worth mentioning that 
no other Spilornis species has been recorded feeding on fresh-
water eel. 

On 31 May 2009 we were driving from Dhikala to Dhangarhi 
and as we crossed Dhulwa Sot (29.53°N; 79.02°E) at 1610 hrs, 
we saw a Crested Serpent Eagle dropping upside down out of the 
canopy of a tree. In mid-air the bird righted itself, gained balance, 
and came to rest on the bank of a small nullah, three meters 
from our vehicles. The bird held three bats in its talons. It flew 
again, almost immediately, leaving one of the bats on ground. 
Another bat escaped from its talons at this time, and flew in 
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the opposite direction. The bird disappeared with the remaining 
bat, and we could not re-locate it. The bat that had been left on 
ground, a young hairless creature, unable to fly but apparently 
unharmed, was photographed [179], and later identified as a 
greater short-nosed fruit bat Cynopterus sphinx based on ‘white 
ear margins and whitish fingers’ (Sanjay Molur, in litt., e-mail dated 
01 July 2009), a common species found in the area. It is worth 
mentioning here that the bat that escaped from the talons of the 
eagle, and flew away, had fur on its body, and was apparently an 
adult of the same species. We believe that the bird was hunting 
the bats that were roosting in the trees and while trying to catch 
them, lost its balance and crashed out of the tree canopy. Several 
species of birds across the world are known to prey upon bats 
(Gillette & Kimbourgh 1970; Lewis 1987; Speakman 1991; 
Fenton et al. 1994; Chong 1998; Carey et al. 2001; Hernández 
et al. 2007). Naoroji (2007) describes bats being part of the diet 
of several species of birds of prey in the Indian Subcontinent, 
including Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni, Black Baza A. leuphotes, 
Crested Goshawk Accipiter trivirgatus, Besra A. virgatus, Black 
Eagle Ictinaetus malayensis, Changeable Hawk Eagle Nisaetus 
cirrhatus, Rufous-bellied Eagle Lophotriorchis kienerii, Common 
Kestrel Falco tinnunculus, Sooty Falcon F. concolor, Merlin F. 
columbarius, Laggar Falcon F. jugger, and Peregrine Falcon F. 
peregrinus. Some other birds of prey known to feed on bats 
are Black Kite (Ali & Ripley 1978), Brahminy Kite Haliastur indus 
(Mankadan & Natrajan 1992), Shikra A. badius (Muni & Hegde 
1998; Agoramoorthy & Hsu 2001; Zarri 2001), and Eurasian 
Hobby F. subbuteo (Dharamkumarsinhji 1955; Roberts 1991). 

 The present observation is the first record of a Crested 
Serpent Eagle hunting bats. No other Spilornis species has been 
recorded hunting bats previously. 

On 29 April 2010 at 1013 hrs, a Crested Serpent Eagle was 
photographed [180] feeding on a small, unidentified, turtle in a 
tree above a waterhole on Sambar road near Khinanauli forest 
resthouse in Corbett Tiger Reserve (Sidharth Katyal, in litt., e-mail 
dated 17 May 2010). From the pictures it is difficult to ascertain 
the species of turtle but it is presumed be a young testudine of 
either the Indian softshell Aspideretes gangeticus, or the Indian 
flapshell Lissemys punctata turtles (Isaac Kehimkar, verbally, 
October 2010). Davison (1883) records it to feed on small land 
tortoises in Wynaad but Naoroji (2007) demands substantiation 
of the same. The present observations are the first confirmed 
record of a Crested Serpent Eagle feeding on a turtle. No other 
species belonging to genus Spilornis are known to prey upon 
turtles and tortoises. 

On 06 May 2016 at 0910 hrs, a Crested Serpent Eagle was 
observed in a tree with a newly born wild boar Sus scrofa at 
Doulpani Sot near Bichalmi check post, Durga Devi, Corbett Tiger 
Reserve (Shankar Lal pers. com. verbally May 2016). The young 
wild boar was dead and was being eaten. It cannot be ruled out 
that the young wild boar was not hunted by the bird and was 
already dead when picked up. The species is occasionally known 
to indulge in scavenging (Sano 2012). The species is known to 
occasionally prey upon small mammals including ‘hare’ (Osman 
2005), and flying squirrel (Naoroji 1994). The present record is a 
first record of the Crested Serpent Eagle, or any Spilornis species 
feeding on a young wild boar. 

The observations presented above confirm that the Crested 
Serpent Eagle is opportunistic in its feeding behaviour and 
occasionally includes bats, freshwater eels, freshwater turtles, and 
juvenile wild boar in its diet.
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In the USA, migratory birds suffer considerable human-caused 
mortalities due to collisions with artificial structures like 
communication towers, power lines, and wind turbines built 

to provide services and amenities to the public (Manville 2005). 
Collisions against power lines, and the subsequent electrocution 
of birds have long represented a major conservation issue 
throughout the world (Loss et al. 2014). Such collisions may kill 
up to 175 million birds annually, and electrocute hundreds of 
thousands more, but these utilities are poorly monitored for these 
types of accidents (Manville 2005), though Lehman (2001), Van 
Rooyen & Diamond (2008), Shobrak (2012), and Demerdzhiev 
(2014), amongst others, have worked on the issue in different 
parts of the world.

On 14 July 2016 a Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus 
was found fallen in an agricultural field, owned by Bajirao Palaskar, 
at Palwe Budruk village (18.91ºN, 74.48ºE), on Parner Tehsil, 
in Ahmednagar District. It had fractured its left leg. The farmer 
informed the forest department and requested a veterinary 
surgeon from Supe village to inspect the bird, who in turn, 
requested the forest personnel to take the bird to Pune. Mandar 
Sabale, a photographer from Ahmednagar, who visited the spot, 
confirmed the identity of the bird [181]. Arrangements were 
made to take the bird to Pune, but by that time, the veterinary 
surgeon declared that the bird had died. On the next morning, 
three more flamingos were found dead in the same field. One of 
which had been partially eaten by a dog.

The forest personnel believed that the birds died due to 
electrocution, as the Parali–Mumbai high voltage power line 
passes over the field. Visapur Dam, a water reservoir nearby, 
attracts flamingos and other birds. The flamingos might have 
been flying from this reservoir at night, and as the distance from 
where this incident took place is not far from it, the birds might 
have been flying low and crashed into the high voltage power 
lines, which are invisible during twilight, and in the night. 

A similar incident was reported earlier from the Khadir region 
of Kachchh (Gujarat), c. 50 km from the India–Pakistan border, 
where as many as 400 Greater Flamingos were electrocuted 
in November 2011 (URL: http://www.conservationindia.org/
news/400-flamingos-electrocuted-in-kutch-gujarat-in-10-days).

Tere & Parasharya (2011) reported 76 deaths of Flamingos 
due to electrocution, of which 46% were Lesser Flamingos 
Phoeniconaias minor, and 54% Greater Flamingos; Sundar 
& Choudhury (2005) studied the mortality of Sarus Cranes 
Grus antigone, caused due to electricity wires in Uttar Pradesh. 
Harness & Juvvadi (2011) studied distribution of pole lines in 
the Thar Desert in western India to access the risks they posed 

to raptors, and detected 160 bird carcasses at the pole bases. 
As there are such few studies, or reports, on the death of birds 
due to electrocution in Maharashtra, it is difficult to estimate the 
number that actually suffer such deaths, in the state.

To prevent such accidents from occurring in the future, the 
Maharashtra State Electricity Transmission Company Limited, 
and similar power transmission organisations nationwide, should 
consider ways to prevent the mortality of birds due to collisions 
and electrocution, especially near waterbodies. The Gujarat Forest 
Department, and the relevant power supply company covered 
the power lines, near Nalsarovar, with plastic sleeves, which have 
successfully protected Sarus Crane from electrocution (Gadhvi 
2011). Other mitigation techniques like marking of power lines, 
bird flight diverters, bird flappers, fluorescent tubes, or even 
mapping the route of overhead lines so that they are compatible 
with the flight paths of birds should be incorporated by the 
power supply companies in their working plans (Van Rooyen & 
Diamond 2008). 
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A second Mugimaki Flycatcher Ficedula mugimaki 
from the Andaman & Nicobar Islands, India
I wish to report a sighting of the Mugimaki Flycatcher Ficedula 
mugimaki at Barefoot, Havelock Resort (12.00ºN, 92.95ºE), 
Radhanagar Beach, which situated at the western side of Havelock 
Island, Andaman & Nicobar Islands. It was seen twice on 28 
December 2016 [182, 183], perched on low open branches in 
the late morning, and then again on 29 December [184] just 50 
m away from the earlier spot, around the same time. The second 
time it was in the company of Red-whiskered Bulbuls Pycnonotus 
jocosus and minivets Pericrocotus sp. From the photographs, the 
bird appears to be either a female, or a first winter male.

182. Mugimaki Flycatcher F. mugimaki on Havelock Island.

183. Mugimaki Flycatcher F. mugimaki rear view. 

I learnt later that it has been recorded from Neil Island, also 
part of the Andaman & Nicobars Islands (Das 2014). Islands 
on the eastern edge of the Andaman group are probably the 
first islands where these birds land during their migration from/
to South-east Asia, and these are the areas where one should 
specifically look for this species.

More recently it has been reported from Kalatang, Shoal Bay, 
South Andman, in the first week of February 2017 (Bowden 
2017).
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184. Mugimaki Flycatcher F. mugimaki side view.

174 Indian BIRDS Vol. 12 No. 6 (publ. 31 march 2017)

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/261391764


Letters	to	the	Editor 175

Pi
cs
.	K
av
i	N
an
da

N
. M

ahathi

Tickell’s Blue Flycatcher Cyornis tickelliae, and  
Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata from the  
Delhi-NCR region
Through this letter, I would like to report the presence of two rare 
flycatchers from the Delhi-NCR region. 

On 30 May 2016, I photographed a Spotted Flycatcher 
Muscicapa striata at Aravalli Biodiversity Park, Gurgaon (28.48°N, 
77.10°E) [185]. Though it has been recorded from Delhi-NCR 
on 09 and 15 September 1970, at the Delhi Ridge, the most 
recent confirmed sighting of this species was at the Delhi Zoo 
in October 2004 (Harvey et al. 2006). I am not aware of any 
other report of this species from this region. Although an autumn 
passage migrant in western India, this bird is less common in 
our region during spring passage and hence this record is of 
additional interest.

region. Considering the date, it would be interesting to check out 
if some birds are breeding around this area. 
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A Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus lugubris from Chennai
While I was birding along with my cousin, Manoj, on 28 April 
2016 in the campus of Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), 
Chennai, at 0632 hrs, I saw a metallic blue bird that looked like 
a drongo, with its tail cut, sitting on a small prosopis tree. Just as 
I took out my camera it flew off. We searched for the bird but to 
no avail. While returning along the same path, we saw a group 
of Black Drongos Dicrurus macrocercus, and amongst them, was 
the bird but I thought it to be a drongo. I took record shots [187], 
and then it flew down when I recognised it as the same bird 
which we were looking for, and realised that I had mistook it to 
be a drongo with a cut tail as it was against the light. Later, I could 
identify it as a Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus lugubris 
dicruroides based on the long forked tail, thin and long cuckoo 
bill and the white spot on its nape. The next day a fellow birder, 
Rama Neelamegam, and I, came back to the same location in 
search of it but couldn’t find it. 

187. Drongo Cuckoo in Chennai. 

I understand that Drongo Cuckoo is a vagrant to Chennai and 
there are very few records from the city. 

I wish to thank V. Santharam, and Vikas Madhav for helping 
me with the identification.
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185. Spotted	Flycatcher	at	Aravalli	Biodiversity	Park.

186. Tickell's Blue Flycatcher at Mangar Bani forest.

A Tickell’s Blue Flycatcher Cyornis tickelliae, possibly an adult 
female, was photographed on 10 July 2016 at Mangar Bani forest 
(28.38°N, 77.15°E) near Faridabad [186]. The bird was seen in 
a grove near a temple in the company of an Indian Pitta Pitta 
brachyura, and a White-bellied Drongo Dicrurus caerulescens. 
A widespread breeding resident in peninsular India (Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2012), this species is a common winter visitor in 
the forests of Kalesar, and the Morni, and Kalka hills in northern 
Haryana, but has not been reported from the Delhi-NCR yet 
(Harvey et al. 2006). Hence, this could be the first record for this 
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Himalayan Vultures Gyps himalayensis from Pench 
Tiger Reserve, Maharashtra
Pench Tiger Reserve (21.41°N–21.69°N, 79.20°E–79.24°E) 
in Maharashtra has photographic documentation of six species 
of vultures during 2014–2016, namely, Griffon Vulture Gyps 
fulvus, Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus, White-rumped 
Vulture G. bengalensis, Red-headed Vulture Sarcogyps calvus, 
Indian Vulture G. indicus, and Himalayan Vulture G. himalayensis. 
Though Himalayan Vulture is mainly considered a winter visitor 
to northern India (Naoroji 2007), with sporadic recent records 
of juveniles in southern India (Chandorkar 2013; Praveen et al. 
2014; Surve 2016; Dharwadkar & Bhagat 2016), here at Pench, 
there have been regular sightings since 2013 of this species, 
including adult birds (188, 189; Table 1).

Hence, these observations indicate a probable extension of 
its winter range into central India. 

We would like to thank Vinit Arora for sharing the details of his 
observations with us.

Surve,	S.	S.,	2016.	Snapshot	sightings:	Himalayan	Vulture	from	Uttara	Kannada,	
Karnataka.	Indian BIRDS 11	(3):	84A.
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Sight records of the Himalayan Vulture in Pench Tiger Reserve
Date No of 

adults
No of 
juveniles

Total Observer

19	April	2013 01 01 02 Vinit Arora 
29	April	2013 02 - 02 Vinit Arora
22 February 2015 03 1 04 Prajakta Hushangabadkar
10 March 2016 01 - 01 Prajakta Hushangabadkar
14 March 2016 01 - 01 Prajakta Hushangabadkar
03	April	2016 02 01 03 Vinit Arora
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188. A	mixed	flock	of	Eurasian,	and	Himalayan	Griffons,	and	a	few	Indian	Vultures.

189. 	An	adult	Himalayan	Griffon	at	Pench.

Pics. Prajakta D. Hushangabadkar

mailto:blumepraja7@gmail.com


Caspian Plover from Uran, Maharasthra

Prateik Kulkarni & Srikanth Sarathy

On 21 October 2016 
0913hrs, a Caspian 
Plover Charadrius 
asiaticus was seen 
feeding on a dry, 
barren area close 
to a tidal waterbody 
at Panje village 
(18.90°N, 72.93°E), 

about eight km from Uran town, Raigad district, Maharashtra. It 
was seen by several bird-watchers till 10 November 2016. White 
under-wing coverts and narrow white wing-bar were observed 
in the field to conclusively eliminate an unlikely Oriental Plover 
C. veredus. This appears to be the second definite record from 
western Maharashtra (Prasad 2006).

Prateik	Kulkarni,	302,	Guruprasad	CHS,	Above	Sampada	hospital,	Opposite	Christian	cross,	B.	P.	
Road,		Charai,	Thane	(West)	400601.	E-mail:	prateikkulkarni@gmail.com 

Srikanth	Sarathy,	B1303,	Ashok	Gardens,	TJ	Marg,	Sewri,	Mumbai	400015.	 
E-mail	ID:	srikanthsarathy@gmail.com

Grasshopper Warbler from Derabassi, Punjab

Rajive Das

While birding 
at Jawaharpur 
(30.55°N, 
76.83°E) near 
Derabassi, Punjab, 
I photographed 
a small warbler 
on 02 October 
2016 amongst the 
reeds as it flitted 
past quickly. The 

greyish-brown lightly streaked upperparts & breast, rounded tail 
and short legs indicated a Locustella sp. Lack of rusty rump, 
prominent supercelium and white outer tail feathers eliminated 
a Rusty-rumped Warbler L. certhiola and lack of streaks on the 
flanks eliminated Lanceolated Warbler L. lanceolata and hence 
this is concluded as a  Grasshopper Warbler L. naevia. It appears 
to be the first actual record for the state of Punjab (Ali & Ripley 
1987, Grimmett et al. 2011) though it is shown to migrate 
through Punjab (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).

No.	147/B,	Sector-42	A,	Chandigarh-160036.	E-mail:	rkd.421@gmail.com

'Tundra' Bean Goose from Gajaldoba, West Bengal

Swarnendu Biswas

On 25 December 2016, I photographed a single Bean Goose 
Anser fabalis at Gajaldoba (26.77°N, 88.57°E), near Siliguri, 
West Bengal along with a flock of Ruddy Shelducks Tadorna 
ferruginea. The bird was seen for a few weeks and the last 

report was on 30 
January 2017. Thick, 
stout bill with reduced 
red and shorter neck 
suggested this is as a 
Tundra Bean Goose A. 
f. rossicus / serrirostris. 
There are very few 
records of Bean Goose 
from India (Praveen 
et al. 2014), and this 
happens to be the 
second time a definite 
Tundra Bean Goose has 

occurred in the country (Sangha 2015).

32/2,	Barui	Para	Lane,	Kolkata	–	700035	E-mail:	swa_biswas@hotmail.com 

Lesser Adjutant from Guindy, Chennai
Vikas Madhav

On 17 April 2016, 
a lone Lesser 
Adjutant Leptoptilos 
javanicus was seen 
flying northwards 
at Guindy National 
Park (13.00˚N, 
80.23˚E), 
Chennai while a 
flock of Painted 
Storks Mycteria 
leucocephala were 
also in air a little 

away from the Adjutant. This species has not been recorded 
from northern Tamil Nadu though it occurs along the Western 
Ghats and further north in Andhra Pradesh (Narayana et al. 
2016). 

Old	number:	2,	New	number:	3	(Upstairs),	1st	cross	street,	Indiranagar	,Chennai	-20.	 
E-mail:	madhavvikas@gmail.com 
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