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Abstract
A population assessment of the Broad-tailed Grassbird Schoenicola platyurus, during its breeding season (June–December), was carried out in Belgaum,
Karnataka. Potential Grassbird habitats were mapped using Google Earth and systematically visited to detect, and subsequently, to assess its Grassbird
population. Additional notes on breeding season, territoriality, responses towards predators and anthropogenic pressures, and relationship between
grass height and breeding season were also collected. We identified five sites where the species was present. In all, these sites harboured 95 individuals,
including 26 nesting pairs from June to November, after which the birds disappeared. Grassbirds preferred sites with grass height > 60 cm for breeding,
and they tolerated moderate human disturbances. A density of one to two males per hectare, in the best three sites, was higher than the previously
considered potential density. The study highlights the possibility of finding more such breeding populations in ideal habitats in the Deccan Plateau area.

Introduction

Niranjan Sant

The Broad-tailed Grassbird Schoenicola platyurus (henceforth,
BT Grassbird; 133), is endemic to the Western Ghats, and is
listed as Vulnerable by the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species
(BirdLife International 2016). It is generally found above 900 m,
occupying dense areas of tall mountainous grasslands, bracken
reed fringes, bamboo clumps, swampy Pandanus patches,
lemon-grass scrublands of dwarf dates, and grassy brushwood
thickets on forest edges (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Though
it has been mostly recorded from the states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu,
and Karnataka (Ali & Ripley 1987; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012;
eBird 2018), it is also found in a few isolated pockets in the Nasik,
Lonavala, Kolhapur, and Dhule districts of Maharashtra (Prasad
2004). It was recently presumed to be breeding at Sinhagad Fort,
near Pune, Maharashtra, at an altitude of 1300 m asl (Rahane
et al. 2016). Apart from these, sporadic records exist from lower
elevations like Point Calimere (Hussain 1977), Manipal (Singal
2011), Rajapalayam (Sharan 2015), and the Eastern Ghats (Price
1979); but most of the known populations of this species are
from the highlands of the Western Ghats.
In 1880, Captain Butler reported the breeding of BT
Grassbirds around the grasslands of Belgaum, in Karnataka
(Hume 1880), after which, the bird remained elusive till it
was rediscovered breeding around Belgaum (Sant et al. 2016,
2017).
Studies of the species, assessing aspects of its ecology, such as
population, and behaviour, are largely absent from the literature.
In 2016, after observing a small population of BT Grassbirds near
Belgaum, we decided to assess this population throughout 2017
in order to arrive at a population estimate.

133. The ‘Vulnerable’ Broad-tailed Grassbird is endemic to the Western Ghats, India.

Study area
This study was conducted around the city of Belgaum (15.87°N,
74.50°E), which lies in north-western Karnataka, along the
borders of Maharashtra, and Goa. Situated near the foothills of
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the Sahyadris (=Western Ghats), 100 km from the Arabian Sea,
Belgaum has an average elevation of c. 750 m asl. This region
supports a high diversity of habitats, topography, vegetation, and
climate owing to the Western Ghats ranges, and the Markandeya
River, which flows nearby. This region receives an average annual
rainfall of about 120–150 cm, and its annual temperatures range
between 8ºC and 24°C.

Methodology
Using Google Earth software, we created a grid of 2 km x 2 km to
cover the entire extent of the Belgaum region (Fig. 1). Grasslands
were located in each grid, with the help of Google Earth, and
subsequently visited for ground-truthing; apart from those we
had knowledge of. Each section of the grassland habitat, within
this grid, was scanned for the presence of BT Grassbird. If we did
not see BT Grassbirds, we played-back their calls, to confirm their
presence/absence in that habitat. While the two known locations
mentioned in Sant et al. (2017) were visited more frequently,
other sites, identified using the grids, were visited multiple times
to confirm the presence of BT Grassbirds.
Our systematic field efforts commenced at the beginning of
the breeding season, which coincides with the annual monsoon,
specifically, June–November 2017. These observations are
based on a total of 140 days of monitoring, which includes 140
dedicated morning-, and 26 evening sessions, totaling to 415
man-hours. Survey and assessment work was carried out even in
heavy rain. Sites supporting nesting BT Grassbird were visited at
a frequency of four visits every week, from June to the last week
of November 2017. Others, where the BT Grassbird was present,
but not nesting, were visited once per week. Sites that supported
the highest populations in the region were monitored in greater
detail to understand the factors that influence their population
density. A combination of Google Earth, actual field observations
on the habitat expanse, and abundance of BT Grassbird at each
site (smaller areas inside identified grids) was used to determine
their population density.

Generally, calling males had a favourite perch, though they
did sing from alternate perches around it. The topography of the
grasslands in our study area was such, that by standing at specific
vantage points, or walking along an existing path that crisscrossed
the grasslands, we could count all the calling males without any
risk of double counting. However, we visited each site multiple
times, and the largest count that was obtained on a single day, is
considered as the population of the males. Admittedly, this did
not account for males that were displaced during the breeding
season, or that fell prey to a predator. It also did not account
for males that moved between two sites—wherein we may have
counted the same bird at both sites. However, we consider this
to be a reasonable, lower count, considering we could not colourmark the birds, given their threatened status. The estimation of
females of the species was more straightforward; this we took to
be the same as the number of simultaneously active nests that
we found. Though we found females away from the nests, we
ignored them from our counts.
An attempt was made to mark the GPS coordinates of
the favourite perches of all the calling males, and those of the
confirmed nest sites. These points were categorised into perches
and nests. As we could observe, and count all the calling males,
and active nests, at any given time during the breeding season,
at all sites, we are reasonably certain that we have not repeated
counting either the males, or the nests. We took notes on the
territorial behavior, and the extent of movement of the BT
Grassbird.
Combining Google Earth, AutoCAD, and Photoshop, we
prepared maps showing BT Grassbird presence, activity, perches,
nesting sites, and surrounding habitats. Surrounding habitats
were identified on maps in different colours. GPS points were
also taken as reference to indicate the extent of habitat. The
areas surrounding BT Grassbird sites were also monitored to
understand the vegetation types occurring there, and the types
of human activity, if any, prevalent. All the important features
recorded in the field are indicated on the maps. We calculated the
gradient of the land, in degrees, using a combination of Google
Earth terrain, and AutoCAD, with references of altitude, and
distance measurements. Dominant grass species were collected,
photographed, and identified by expert grass taxonomists (see
acknowledgements). At all the surveyed grassland, we recorded
the height of the grass.

Results

Fig. 1. Map of Belgaum Taluka, demarcated into a 2 km x 2 km grid pattern, for studying the
Broad-tailed Grassbird. All the identified, and known, locations of grasslands in the region were
surveyed, and the occurrence of Broad-tailed Grassbirds, marked. (The city area indicated here
is an approximation.)

We identified 15 grids with potential BT Grassbird habitat. After
covering the potential grids, which approximately comprised
an area of more than 250 sq km, around Belgaum city. BT
Grassbird activity was observed at five sites (four, in addition to
that documented in Sant et al. 2017), three of which contained
healthy populations of BT Grassbird (Fig. 1, Table 1). Along with
established breeding pairs, lone males were also observed,
continuously calling, and displaying, at these sites.
Out of these five sites, one was on a plateau (Site A), two
were on flat land (sites B, and E), and the remaining two were
on the hill slopes (C, and D). Site A was grassland surrounded by
eucalyptus and Acacia monocultures, with intermittent deciduous
trees, and small grassy patches on the slopes. The elevations of
these sites ranged from 756 m to 880 m asl (Table 2).
The GPS locations of the favourite perches of 60 males, and
26 nests, are shown in Figs. 2, 3, and 4. Along with adult birds,
nine fledglings that had emerged from nests were also counted.

Sant et al.: Broad-tailed Grassbird

Fig. 2. Showing the distribution of BTGS population at Site A (Grass land at Hill top) and
surrounding habitat. (Entire grassland area and surrounding vegetation on Site A was surveyed
during this assessment work, and important observations are indicated on the map)
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not locate a nest, nor spot any nesting activity.
Due to heavy rain on 20 June, we could survey only a part
of site A, recording seven males and two females. The males
were singing and performing aerial displays. We also saw a
couple of females being chased by males. These activities were
concentrated in a patch where the height of the grass was
approximately 90 cm. The remaining grassland had very little BT
Grassbird activity. Most of the grassland, where activity was not
seen, had grass that was < 30 cm high.
Other than site A, the BT Grassbird was not spotted elsewhere
till the second week of July. That was when we realised that
the height of the grass played a key role in their presence, or
absence. Grass species, and their heights, were also monitored
at the potential locations. Those grass species that achieved
the average height of 25 cm, were identified, and the locations
where these grasses dominated, were frequently visited. As the
grasses in these areas grew to the suitable height, a few BT
Grassbirds began to be seen these habitats. Males were the first
to be spotted, during each visit, as they indulged in to display
flights, and songs. The BT Grassbird preferred only those areas
where the grass was more than 60 cm high [134, 135].
In instances where the grass was > 60 cm, but under tree
canopy, BT Grassbird’s did not occupy these shaded grass
patches.

Fig. 3. Showing the distribution of BT Grassbird population at Site C and surrounded by
agricultural fields and nearby settlement.

134. Grassland with grass > 60 cm high is an ideal habitat for breeding

Fig. 4. Map of the site D, showing perching sites and nest locations attaching images of habitat.

Both: Niranjan Sant

Of the 60 males present, only 26 succeeded in finding a mate,
and indulging in nesting activity. The unsuccessful males were
seen calling, and displaying, from perches until late October. The
shortest distance between two calling males was 19 m (Median:
95 m, n=26), considering both, lone, as well as paired males.
Breeding was observed at all sites, except B, where a male
sang for about a week before disappearing altogether, and E,
where, even though one female was seen with a male, we could

135. Broad-tailed Grassbirds avoid grasslands with grass < 60 cm high
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The most common grasses at these locations were Themeda
triandra, Dicanthium annulatum, Apluda mutica, Pennisetum
pedicelatum, Heteropogon contortus, Sorghum deccanensis,
Cynodon dactlyon, and Alysicarpus pubescens. Of these,
the dominant grasses were T. triandra, A. pubescens, and H.
contortus. All sites surveyed had small, scattered bushes of
Flueggea, Milkweed Calotropis gigantea, and Ipomoea fistulosa.
Of the five sites, the government owns one, and the rest are
private lands. Other than the government land, the rest of the
grasslands were surrounded by small patches of fields where
crops like paddy, sweet potato, and soybean are cultivated,
during the BT Grassbird’s breeding season.
Everywhere, apart from site A, human activity was prevalent
throughout the observation period, but it did not seem to bother
the birds.

Notes on breeding
Table 2 shows the monthly breeding activity, at each nesting site,
and the bird behaviours we observed opportunistically.
Territoriality: Through the breeding season (June to November, as
observed in the Belgaum region), 26 nests were located. Out of
these, site A had 16 nests in a small 60 ha patch of grass. This site
was smaller than the others; birds were not aggressive towards
each other and did not show any territorial behaviour as they
seemed to do at the other sites. At the beginning of the breeding
season, three males were recorded perching together on a small
bush, and uttering warning calls, ‘ttrrrrttrrrr’, but no physical fights
were recorded. The minimum distance between two nests,
at site A, was 27 m, whereas at other locations the minimum
distance was more than 150 m. It was also observed that at other
locations, with established territories, if intruders ventured into
the territory of a resident male, he attacked immediately; thrice
these attacks turned into full-blown physical fights.
Copulation: Copulation was observed twice, and is described
here briefly. The male flew behind the female for c. 20 sec, both
birds flying in circles, with open beaks. Then the female landed
and perched on the branch of a tree, the male following and

perching close to her. The female then raised her tail and invited
the male to copulate. Copulation lasted for three seconds. Then
both birds disappeared into the grass.
Nest building and brood care: In 23 out of the 26 nests that we
observed, we notice that females constructed the nests all by
themselves. Males followed them around, as they collected nest
material, and perched near the nest while they added twigs to
it. We also observed that females alone incubated the eggs; but
both parents took active part in feeding the nestlings. It was also
observed that, during incubation, the calling, and flight displays
of males had considerably reduced, fading out entirely after the
eggs had hatched.
At one nest, at site A, the feeding frequency was monitored from
0700 to 0900 hrs, during which time the parents brought prey
30 times to the chicks. Fledglings remained hidden, most of the
time, under the thick grass; hence it was not possible to count
them. Once the chicks had fledged, we observed that six males
(four at Site A, and two at Site B) returned to perches in preestablished territories, and had begun to sing.
In September, at site C, the female was seen collecting nest
material, and placing it in a new nest. At the same time, one
fledgling was seen continuously calling ‘peek peek’ from about
2.5 m outside this nest site and flying into or close to the nest.
The female did not respond to its presence, but the male drove
it away from the nest. The fledgling was seen near the nest for
three consecutive days before disappearing.
End of the breeding season: The last active nest was observed
in the third week of September, and fledglings were seen in
the company of parents till the first week of November. After
November, we did not find any BT Grassbirds, except at one
location in site A. These birds too had disappeared entirely by
the third week of November. The BT Grassbird is presumed to
be a resident in its known habitat, but we did not find any BT
Grassbird after the third week of November, even though surveys
continued until January 2018. It is important to note that by this
time, except at site A, the grass had been harvested, and the
stubble burnt down, at all the locations.

Minimum distance
from human
habitation in m

850

4.2°

Hill top with Monoculture
plantation on slopes

300

Govt., land Grass cutting & fire

B

01

-

03 August

10 August

0

785

4.12°

Grass patch surrounding
Agriculture fields

350

Private

Land conversion to
residential

C

16

05

10 July

02 November

05 15.60 1.02 0.32 790 –845 3.4° to 7.1°

Slope surrounding
Agriculture fields

100

Private

Grass harvest, Fire &
land conversion

D

11

05

27 August

28 October

5

18.00 0.61 0.28

800

5.4°

Slope surrounding
Agriculture fields

500

Private

Grass harvest, fire &
land conversion

E

02

01*

15 August

01 November

0

8.60 0.23 NA

730

0.4°

Flat land surrounded
by river

450

Private

Grass harvest & fire

Total 60

26

0.70 NA

NA

26

*Lone female seen once at Site E not used in estimate as no nest was observed there.

Existing threats

16 60.00 0.5 0.27

Land holding

Gradient

20 November

Surrounding
habitat

Altitude in m asl

20 June

Nests

16

Approximate
area in ha

30

Last sighting

A

First sighting

F

Grassbird
population
M

Site

Nest density / Ha

Male density / Ha

Table 1. Habitat and population details of Broad-tailed Grassbird
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Table 2. Month-wise activity of Broad-tailed Grassbird at different sites
Site First record
June 2017
July 2017
August 2017
A
20 June 2017
Calling/ Nesting Calling/ Nesting Calling/ Nesting
B
03 August 2017 No activity
No activity
Calling
C
10 July 2017
No activity
Calling/ Nesting Calling/ Nesting
D
27 August 2017 No activity
No activity
Calling/ Nesting
E
15 August 2017 No activity
No activity
Calling

September 2017
Calling/ Nesting
No activity
Calling/ Nesting
Calling/ Nesting
Calling

Interactions with other birds: Along with the breeding of BT
Grassbirds, we also saw Plain Prinias Prinia inornata, Zitting
Cisticolas Cisticola juncidis, and Red Munias Amandava
amandava breeding in the same grasslands. At site C, a pair of
BT Grassbirds nested within seven meters of a nesting pair of
Plain Prinias. We did not observe any altercation between these
species. All these breeding birds had a small number of perching
sites near their nests, which they used to land upon, and enter
their respective nests.
In the second week of September, Long-tailed Shrikes Lanius
schach started arriving. The shrikes were aggressive and tried to
snatch prey from BT Grassbirds as the latter approached the nest.
As if to avoid this kleptoparasitism, we noticed that BT Grassbirds
began to dive into the grass while they were at least three meters
away from the nest, and were completely undetectable as they
reached the nest to feed the chicks.
Response to predators: On a couple of occasions, Black-winged
Kites Elanus caeruleus, and Shikra Accipiter badius were seen
on a power transmission cable that was near the nesting sites.
No sooner a raptor was spotted than the warning call ‘trrrtrrr’
was uttered, and all the BT Grassbirds dived into the grass,
coming out to display only when the raptor had flown away. Late
in September, and in early October, Montagu’s harriers Circus
pygargus, and Pallid Harriers C. macrourus began arriving. On
spotting them the BT Grassbirds would give the alarm call, and
dive into the grass.

Discussion
In this seven-month assessment, from June 2017 to December
2017, we documented five sites around city of Belgaum with
BT Grassbird populations. These supported up to 95 individuals,
including 26 breeding pairs. This is the largest population of this
species known in any location in the country. This population
comprised 60 males, 26 females, and nine juveniles.
A density of one male per hectare, or two, about 50–100
males per sq km, was observed in the three breeding sites—A, C,
and D. Nest densities were almost similar, with one nest in three
hectares. BirdLife International (2018) provides an estimate of <
5 individuals / sq km with a potential for 25 breeding pairs/sq
km in ideal habitats. Densities we obtained are slightly higher for
breeding pairs (nests), and much higher if we include unpaired
males. The high densities observed in the three sites are probably
due to the ideal growth of the grass in June, much before grasses
achieved height of 60 cms at other sites. Our observations
suggest that the height of grasses is probably an important factor
affecting the population density of BT Grassbird. This needs to be
studied in greater detail in the next season, to enable setting up
a grassland management plan that would be beneficial for the
breeding of this species.
Site A experienced the least human interference. However,
the species seem to tolerate moderate anthropogenic pressures.

October 2017
Calling/ Nesting
No activity
Calling/ Nesting
Calling/ Nesting
Calling

November 2017
Calling/ Nesting
No activity
No activity
No activity
No activity

December 2017
—
—
—
—
—

Last record
20 November 2017
20 August 2017
02 November 2017
28 October 2017
01 November 2017

Hence, we feel that ideal habitats in other parts of the Deccan
might also harbour breeding populations of this species.
The breeding season of the BT Grassbird, in Belgaum, is
limited to the months of June to November. It is unclear where
the birds disperse after breeding. Studying birds with Light-weight
geo-locators would be help us understand their post-breeding
dispersal, and habitat preferences; particularly, since the birds are
likely to return to these grasslands the next season, when the
recovery of the device from at least a few birds would be possible.
Potentially favourable breeding habitats for BT Grassbird,
around Belgaum, are decreasing at an alarming rate, and hence,
strategic conservation efforts, along with regular long-term
monitoring, are essential to sustain its population.
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ong Lake (31.87°N–32.09°N, 75.95°E–76.22°E, at
maximum water level; c. 390–424 m asl), also known
as Maharana Pratap Sagar, situated in Kangra District of
Himachal Pradesh, is an important wetland of northern India. It
was declared a Ramsar Site on 19 August 2002 (Pong Dam Lake
2002). It is one of the ‘Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas in
India’, with IBA Site Code ‘IN–HP–19’ (Rahmani et al. 2016). It
is a large man-made reservoir, on the Beas River, with an area
of 156.62 km2 (Pong Dam Lake 2002) and follows an annual
cycle of filling-up in the monsoons and gradually draining off the
water thereafter. The receding water leaves a muddy shoreline
in winter. There is a unique stratification of habitat—deep water,
shallow water, muddy shoreline, dry barren land, stony area,
pasture, and agricultural fields, which are surrounded by village
groves and forest—resulting in a great diversity of birds attracted
to the wetland. The lake is located north of the Indian plains,
making it a suitable staging point for birds migrating either way,
over the forbidding Himalayas.
The lake is vast and there are many birding spots, but
only three of these areas are routinely visited (Fig 1). Nagrota
Surian, located in the north-eastern part of the lake, (32.03°N,
76.06°E) is the most prominent birding area, with the maximum
diversity and concentration of birds. There is a vast extent of
open land near the lake, which area further increases much in

Fig. 2. Map showing more frequently visited spots around Shah Nehar Barrage Lake

summer, when the water recedes. Guglara (32.07°N, 76.00°E)
is situated near Jawali, and has a lesser density of birds. The
water released from Pong Dam is impounded about three
kilometers downstream by the Shah Nehar Barrage at the border
with Punjab (Fig 2). There is less fluctuation of water level in
this area due to a regular outflow from the dam, and marshland
has evolved in the surrounding area. This is accessible from the
northern side, near Sthana village (31.95°N, 75.9°E; c. 325 m
asl), and has good bird diversity.
DSD was posted as a Range Officer in Nagrota Surian from
2003 to 2012 and was again posted as Assistant Conservator
of Forests in 2013. MD lives near Nagrota Surian. CA has been
visiting the lake frequently since 2011. The three of us have
frequently visited Nagrota Surian. The Sthana area was visited the
least, CA and DSD making roughly five to ten trips annually. There
have been several significant sightings of birds in recent years
and we are reporting these.

Both: Google Earth

Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena

Fig. 1. Map showing three important birding areas of Pong Lake: Nagrota Surian, Guglara near
Jawali and around Shah Nehar Barrage Lake

On 13 December 2010, DSD observed a lone grebe [136], from
a boat, near Bathu Temple (32.03°N, 76.00°E). It superficially
resembled a Great-crested Grebe P. cristatus, but was slightly
smaller and duskier. It was differentiated from the Black-neckedP. nigricollis, and Slavonian Grebe P. auritus by its larger size,
larger bill, and dark iris (instead of bright red). Black on the head
was extending a little beyond the eyes. The ear coverts were
dusky and there was no sharp contrast between white and black
on its head, as in a Great-crested Grebe. It had a stockier neck

Devinder Singh Dhadwal
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136. Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena.

Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris
On 13 November 2014, at 1830 hrs, MD saw a large browncoloured bird land in open ground, near a small pond in Nagrota
Surian [137]. When approached, it extended its neck, bill pointed
upwards, and made a harsh sound. After some time it relaxed

and entered the pond and started feeding. By its colour, large size,
black cap, and moustachial stripe it was identified as an Eurasian
Bittern. There was no vegetation for it in the surrounding area,
and even without cover it allowed a close approach. Probably it
was migrating. It was not seen the next day, despite searching the
pond and the surrounding areas.
On the morning of 26 November 2016, CA was birding in
the marshes of Sthana village, when he flushed a bittern from
the reeds. It was identified as Eurasian Bittern by its large size
and colour. CA saw it again in the evening, feeding in a large
open area surrounded by reeds [138]. Next day it was also seen
feeding in the same place, preferring open areas over reeds. It
was observed for around three hours. It was feeding continuously,
ignoring human presence. This behaviour was unusual for a
bittern, which usually is a skulker (Ali & Ripley 1987; Rasmussen
& Anderton 2012). DSD saw it on 28 November 2016. It was
not seen again that winter. On 02 December 2017 it was again
photographed in the same area near Sthana village.

C. Abhinav

than a Great-crested Grebe, with a diffuse grey band on foreneck.
The bill was yellow, with a black culmen and tip. Based on these
features it was identified as a Red-necked Grebe in non-breeding
plumage.
The Red-necked Grebe is described as locally common
(Grimmett et al. 2011), or as a winter vagrant (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012), with only five other confirmed sightings from
northern, and western India (Praveen et al. 2014). It was first
reported for India from Pong Lake on 02 December 1985
(Gaston & Pandey 1988). Later Sanjeeva Pandey claimed that
he saw 15 birds on 21 February 1989 (Pandey 1989). From
1989–1990 to 1994–1995 the number of birds seen were 17,
10, 21, 0, 2, and 6 (Pandey 1993; Pong Dam Lake 2002). But
no further details were given. Such a high number of this rare bird
seems to be unlikely, and probably another species was involved.
Perhaps due to these unconfirmed sightings, Grimmett et al.
(1998) describe its status as locally common. Thus we conclude
that the present sighting is only the second confirmed sighting,
and a first photographic record, for the state.

138. Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris on 16 November 2016.

Though widespread, the Eurasian Bittern is described as a
scarce- to rare winter visitor to the Indian Subcontinent (Grimmett
et al. 1998; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). There is one old
undated record of this bittern from Chamba (Marshall 1884).
All observations till date have been in late autumn, with no clear
winter records, despite the site being visited often and hence it
might be a passage migrant through Pong. These are the first
photographic records for the state.
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Lesser White-fronted Goose Anser erythropus

137. Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris on 13 November 2014.
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On 15 February 2014 DSD observed a large mixed flock of
Bar-headed Geese Anser indicus and Greylag Geese A. anser
at Nagrota Surian. About 30 Greater White-fronted Geese A.
albifrons were also scattered among these geese. DSD noticed
four birds among these geese, which looked smaller and much
darker than the Greater White-fronted Goose, or Greylag Goose.
On 25 February 2014 these birds were again seen in a mixed
flock near the same place [139]. The darker head and neck,
different head shape, smaller size, and prominent yellowish eyering were clearly seen. By these features, DSD identified them as
the Lesser White-fronted Goose (Robson 2014).
On 07 March 2015, at 1400 hrs, CA saw a Lesser Whitefronted Goose at Nagrota Surian, feeding along with c. 40 Barheaded Geese. On 22 March 2015 (1145 hrs), one bird was
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DSD and MD saw it at 1700 hrs in a flock of Bar-headed Geese,
c. 400 m from the previous location. It fed continuously, moving
swiftly across the field while doing so. It flew away after c. 30
mins, not to be seen again.

again seen and photographed by CA, amongst Bar-headed
Geese, probably the same individual. He was able to get close to
it, and observe it carefully. The bill was significantly shorter and
stouter than that of a Greater White-fronted Goose. The neck
was shorter, and stouter, and it seemed darker overall. The white
frontal patch reached the top of the forehead, and the lower
belly had black barring, indicating an adult. This species was
also recorded in the annual bird census on 02 February 2016
(Dhadwal 2016). More recently, on 08 March 2018, CA saw
one individual of this species, amongst a mixed flock of geese at
Nagrota Surian [140].
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139. Four Lesser White-fronted Geese Anser erythropus on 15 February 2014.

141. Red-breasted goose Branta ruficollis.

It is mentioned as a hypothetical species by Rasmussen &
Anderton (2012) as previous sightings were largely unconfirmed
(Praveen et al. 2014). But recently it was photographed in
Bijnor, Uttar Pradesh (Panwar & Panwar 2014), making our
sighting the second confirmed record from India and first for
the state.

Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus
The Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus is the smallest of all gulls
(Olsen & Larsson 2004). There have been multiple sightings of
the Little Gull from Pong Lake in the past 17 years, as enumerated
as below:

C. Abhinav

1.

140. Lesser White-fronted Goose Anser erythropus on 8 March 2018.

The Lesser White-fronted Goose is described as rare
(Grimmett et al. 2011), or as a winter vagrant (Rasmussen
& Anderton 2012), found mainly in the northern part of the
subcontinent (Praveen et al. 2014). den Besten (2004) reported
one bird on 17 April 2003 in Pong Lake (Robson 2003), but
he didn’t list the species in his book, as it was later identified as
a juvenile Greater White-fronted Goose (Praveen et al. 2014).
So the present sightings of this bird are the first for Himachal
Pradesh. These multiple sightings, during the late winters of past
few years, indicate that it might be a regular visitor to the lake.

Red-breasted Goose Branta ruficollis
MD’s visit to Nagrota Surian on the morning of 20 December
2014 yielded a pleasant discovery. He spotted a dark redcoloured goose [141], feeding amongst a flock of Bar-headed
Geese. It was readily identified as a Red- breasted Goose. It kept
feeding in the fields for the next three hours. After that it flew
away with the flock. After seraching for an hour in the evening,

2.

On 14 February 2008 DSD was watching birds from a boat
near Nagrota Surian (32.06°N, 76.02°E) when he saw a
tern-like bird with white upperparts and blackish underwings.
It became apparent, on closer inspection, that it was a gull,
based upon its body structure and an unforked whitish square
tail. No photographs were taken but, as the bird remained
near the boat for about ten minutes, detailed observations
were made. It had a fine black bill, dark eyes, a prominent
black ear spot, the dark cap reaching only up to mid-crown,
and white forehead. The upperparts were greyish-white and
the underwing was dark with a pale border. Based on these
characteristic features it was identified as an adult Little Gull
in winter plumage.
On 28 January 2011 at 1130 hrs, at the same place, DSD
saw a small gull sitting on water [142]. It had a face pattern
similar to the above mentioned bird. The underparts were
white and the mantle and scapulars were light grey. The
primaries, primary coverts, and median coverts were black.
DSD saw another bird in flight, in the same area, with a similar
head pattern [143]. The mantle and back was light grey
and the upper tail was white with a clear contrast between
them. The tail had a broken black band in which central tail
feathers were white. The underwing and underparts were
white while the upperwing was much darker. The upperwing
was partially and narrowly bordered with a white leading
edge. It showed white lesser coverts with two narrow black
lines towards the leading edge of the wing. There was a
broad black carpal band. These markings on the upperwings
formed a zig-zag pattern described as ‘M’ or ‘W’ in literature
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; Grimmett et al. 2011). The
greater coverts were mostly white and a secondary bar was

Abhinav et al.: Pong Lake

Devinder Singh Dhadwal

also present. Both of these birds were identified as first
winter Little Gulls.
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142. First winter Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus on 28 January 2011.

4.
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DSD saw one adult bird in flight, in non-breeding plumage,
on 26 January 2014, in the same place as the first two
sightings.

den Besten (2004) recorded three birds during his 90 counts
in various sections of Pong Lake between 2001 and 2003. No
photographs or further details were given.
The Little Gull is considered to be a vagrant (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). Though the species has been reported earlier,
it was included in the India Checklist based upon the Ladakh
specimen, and our record of the breeding plumage photograph
which was shared privately (Praveen et al. 2014). These are the
first photographic records for the country and predate Lambert
(2015). It is also the first record of this bird being found in
breeding plumage in India. Eight birds from the past 17 years,
mostly in full winter, suggest that it is not a vagrant but possibly
a rare winter visitor to Pong Lake. This is a little surprising as it
winters mainly at sea and the nearest, regular wintering ground
is Caspian Sea, which is more than 2000 kms away from Pong
Lake (Olsen & Larsson 2004). It is suspected that it might be
more frequent in the interior part of Pong Lake, as this area is not
frequented by birders.

Northern Long-eared Owl Asio otus

143. Upperwing of first winter Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus showing the dark bars.

On 30 April 2012 at 1050 hrs a Little Gull [144] was seen
on the shore of Pong Lake in Bhatoli (31.97°N, 76.13°E).
The bird was unmistakable as it was in breeding plumage
and had a sharply demarcated black hood. There was
some white spotting on its forehead, indicating that it was
still moulting. The hood covered the nape and it had no
white eye-crescent, separating it from the Black-headed
Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus. The bill was black and
the legs, orange. The underparts were whitish whereas the
upperparts were light grey, with a much lighter mantle. The
tips of primaries were white while the subterminal area
was dull black. A little undersurface of primaries was also
visible, and was black in the subterminal area. This bird
was identified as a second summer bird, as these birds are
almost like adult breeding birds but show black markings
near tips of primaries P6–P10 (Olsen & Larsson 2004).
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On 17 January 2015 CA went to a bamboo plantation (c. 500 x
300 m) in Guglara, surrounded by a vast open cultivated area. The
bamboo clumps were one-and-a-half to five meters in height and
spaced equally wide apart. While walking through this plantation,
four owls were flushed from two adjacent bamboo clumps. All
were identified as Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus. Then CA
noted that one different-looking owl, with long ear tufts and slim
body, was still sitting in a bamboo clump. It was identified as a
Northern Long-eared Owl. It was differentiated from the Shorteared Owl by its longer ear tufts, orange eyes (versus yellow),
more boldly streaked belly and flanks, and more rufous in facial
disk. Slimmer build, smaller size, and bold streaking on flanks
and belly, ruled out an Indian Eagle Owl Bubo bengalensis.
(Grimmett et al. 2011; König & Weick 2008). On approaching,
it partially closed its eyes and made its body thin and elongated
[145], but after a few minutes it relaxed. It was confiding and
allowed close approach.

144. Second Summer Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus on 30 April 2012.

145. Northern Long-eared Owl Asio otus with slim body and long ear tufts on 17 January
2017.
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On 13 February 2015, when CA again went to the same area,
he flushed a Northern Long-eared Owl from a dense bamboo
clump, along with two Short-eared Owls [146, 147]. In flight, the
former’s wings appeared more rufous than those of the Shorteared Owls. After this sighting, though the Short-eared Owls
remained, the Long-eared Owl was not seen.

may have been wintering in that area along with the Short-eared
Owls. This is the first photographic record for the state.
To conclude, in this note we have described two new birds
for Himachal Pradesh and four first photographic records for the
state. Four of them are national rarities (Praveen et al. 2014).
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he Laggar Falcon Falco jugger [148] is a widespread resident
raptor in India (Naoroji 2006; Clark et al. 2018). The IUCN
Red List of Threatened Species (BirdLife International 2016)
has categorised it as ‘Near Threatened.’ We chanced upon a nest
of the Laggar and documented its breeding behaviour. Though
Naoroji (2007) documents its breeding in detail, certain aspects,
like incubation- and fledgling periods, are not well-known, and
hence we present our observations along with photographs.

Both the birds took turns to incubate, and hunt [149]. Most of
the times the tiercel hunted, and brought the prey to the falcon,
eating only after she had finished. During the incubation period
the birds would hunt once a day [150]. The hunting frequency
was comparatively less during this time. At all times, one bird
remained near the nest to guard the little ones from possible
predators like Black Kites Milvus migrans, Short-toed Snake Eagles
Circaetus gallicus, and Indian Spotted Eagles Clanga hastata,
which were commonly found near the nest. Any bird that got
close to the nest was chased away by the falcons. Copulation was
observed just once, on 20 February 2017.

149. Falcon incubating.
148. Laggar Falcon female.

A nest was spotted on the outskirts of Hubli (15.36°N,
75.12°E; c. 650–700m asl), Karnataka, in an area that falls within
the proposed Hubli ring road. Hubli is in the Deccan Plateau
region (average annual rainfall 800 mm; average temperature
21ºC–34ºC). The nest was c. 13 m above the ground, in the
middle of a transmission tower, and was made up of small sticks.
Fields and farms that grew sunflower and chilies surrounded
the tower. The site was about two kilometers away from
human habitation, but was susceptible to some human-related
disturbances from industries that manufacture construction
material. The surroundings had a lot of small birds and reptiles,
which the falcons hunted. There were a few artificial tanks in
the vicinity, used by cattle in summer, which the birds visited
occasionally. We first saw the birds on 20 December 2016, but
did not know then that they comprised a pair. Their nest was
spotted opportunistically on 28 January 2017, while birding to
locate raptors. We saw a falcon attacking a flock of feral Rock
Pigeons Columba livia, after which it returned to a place and
stayed there for a long time; and that was when we realised
it was sitting on its nest. The bird, identified as the tiercel, was
incubating.
Since then, we monitored the pair, at various times daily, for
the next five months: most during 0630–0930 hrs, or sometimes
during 1600–1830 hrs.

150. Falcon hunting a dove, 14 February 2017.

Incubation continued at least till 25 February 2017, when
we started hearing sounds that seemed like nestlings, coming
from the nest. Hence, incubation lasted for at least 30 days.
We first saw a nestling on 07 March 2017 [151]. Two chicks
were observed in the nest and seemed to be mostly black and
white in colour. The bill and crown appeared white. The adults
hunted between 0730–0830 hrs; one adult was always near
the nest while the other was away, hunting. Both, the tiercel,
and the falcon took turns to hunt, feed, and guard the nest
[152, 153]. The types of prey the pair brought to the nest are
listed in Table 1.
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151. Laggar Falcon fledglings on 07 March 2017.

During the first two weeks, till 18 March, adults fed the
nestlings. By 15 March, the plumage of the nestlings had become
blacker; they were flapping their wings, and would start chirping
at any bird that flew near the nest. They began to eat the food,
brought by the adults, by themselves from 18 March onwards.
On 24 March, the young ones were seen flying for the first
time. Both flew on the same day. The adults would fly above the
young ones and push them to the ground as if limiting the flying
duration of the young birds that almost invariably crash-landed.
In fact, one of the juveniles crashed on to a transmission tower
and the scar was visible even in May [154]. The duration of these
flights was very short (< 15 sec), as was the distance (< 100m).
The fledgelings preferred to land on the ground. Between 23
March and 29 March, we saw that the juvenile birds where trying
to fly for a longer time and the adult birds seemed to be guiding
them to fly higher and faster. During this period the adult birds
would hunt and bring the prey to the fledgelings; helping them
tear open the kill, so that they could feed easily. On 10 April, the
juveniles chose to roost c. 500 m from the nest, on another tree.
Thereafter, they roosted on different perches.
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152. Young falcons feeding on a dove, 15 March 2017.

154. Juvenile falcons; the scar on the bill of the bird on top is the result of a collision with a
transmission tower, 12 May 2017.

153. Young falcons being fed a dove, 15 March 2017.

Table 1. Prey brought to the nest by Laggar Falcons during incubation and
fledgling periods
No Prey Species
Incubation Fledgling
Period
Period
1.
Rock Pigeon Columba livia / Laughing Dove
4
3
Streptopelia senegalensis
2.
Large Grey Babbler Argya malcomi
4
6
3.
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos
—
2
4.
Spotted Owlet Athene brama
—
1
5.
Common Myna Acridotheres tristis
—
2
6.
Asian Koel Eudynamys scolopaceus
—
1
7.
Unidentified birds
1
3
8.
Rodents
4
6
9.
Lizards
4
5

In many instances we noted that a prey had been beheaded
before it was brought to the nest. This behavior has also been
observed in the Taita Falcon F. fasciinucha when it delivered prey
to a nest (Hartley et al. 1993).

Invariably, all the falcons fed on the ground [155]. On 19
April, we saw the adults interacting with the juveniles in what
seemed to be a training session. The adult birds would pick up
twigs from the ground and fly to a height of c. one meter and
drop the twig. The juveniles would try doing the same by holding
the twigs in their bills, or talons [156, 157]—imitating a hunt.
They would try to fly while holding the twig, or even small stones.
The juveniles attempted to hunt Large Grey Babblers Argya
malcolmi, which are abundant in the area. Once, the juveniles
were spotted feeding on a garden lizard Calotes versicolor [158],
when the parents were not around. We do not know whether
they killed the lizard themselves. By 24 April the juveniles had
become confident and were seen to fly considerable distances,
and attack different birds like crows Corvus sp., and Black Kites.
By 01 May 2017 the fledgelings had become independent,
hunting together, but without the parents. They attacked birds
like Large Grey Babblers, and feral Rock Pigeons. They had begun
feeding entirely by themselves. They were seen ranging widely
over the landscape, and also raiding the nests in the surroundings
including those of Black Kites, which nested on transmission
towers. They were seeing doing this many times on 22 April. The
parents too had changed their roosting place, and returned to the
transmission tower very infrequently. The juvenile Laggars were
not seen after 10 May. The adult tiercel was seen near the nest
on 15 May, and both the adults on 06 June, after which both
disappeared.
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155. The Laggar Falcon family on the ground.

158. Young falcons feeding on garden lizard, 12 May 2017.

The juveniles seem to stay together, at least for some time;
they were seen in August and September, in the general vicinity,
and once near the nest, which was nearly six months after they
have fledged.
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T

he term South Asia or Southern Asia is used to represent
the southern region of the Asian continent, comprising the
sub-Himalayan countries and, for some authorities, the
adjoining countries on their western and eastern sides. Presently,
it often refers to the countries belonging to a multilateral
association known as South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC), namely, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,

the Maldives, Nepal, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The ornithology
of this region has been traditionally influenced by the British, and
hence, often excluded Afghanistan (Oates 1889, 1890; Blanford
1895, 1898; Baker 1922–1930; Ali & Ripley 1987; Grimmett
et al. 2011). Contrastingly, the ornithology of Afghanistan, or what
little has been published on it, appeared in multiple languages
including English, French, Danish, German, and Russian. There is
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an uncertainty over the position of Afghanistan alongside South
Asia as it is sometimes included under Central Asia; not just
geopolitically but also ornithologically, e.g., Birds of Central Asia
(Aye et al. 2012) covers the avifauna of Afghanistan. Similarly,
the ‘Oriental Region’, in which region the rest of South Asia
occurs, does not include Afghanistan, as the latter falls under the
Palearctic Region (Roselaar 2006). In fact, the Oriental Bird Club
completely excludes all areas west of the Indus River from its
region of interest, thereby, Afghanistan too. The Ornithological
Society of the Middle East, the Caucasus and Central Asia
(henceforth, OSME) includes Afghanistan in its area of interest
(Blair et al. 2018). It was only in 2005 that a comprehensive
work of ornithology, including that of Afghanistan along with the
rest of the South Asian countries, was published (Rasmussen
& Anderton 2005a, b). Here, I do not attempt to resolve these
issues, but document the birds that have been reliably recorded
from Afghanistan but are not included in the Indian Subcontinent
checklist (Praveen et al. 2018a).
Hugh Whistler, in a five-part paper (Whistler 1944, 1945a,
b, c, d) provided an excellent compilation of the avifauna of the
country till that date, which also included the twentieth-century
works of Walter Koelz, Richard Meinertzhagen, and Salim Ali.
Post Whistler, the only other ornithological work of a similar
nature was by the Third Danish Expedition to Central Asia in
1947–1949 (Paludan 1959). There are several short trip-reports
and observational studies, with lists/observations, since then
(Argandeval 1983; Busuttil & Ayé 2009; Inskipp & Inskipp 1979;
Madge 1978; Redman 1981; Reeb 1977; Smith 1974; Thoillay
1978). Unfortunately, new records in these lists (see Table 1)
were not accompanied by any supporting notes. This may have

been the reason why Rasmussen & Anderton (2012a,b) did not
accept them. In summary, post-1950, very little systematic work
has been done on the country’s avifauna and hence there exists
no extensive literature for a review. I do not intend to evaluate,
here, sight records that have been treated as ‘hypothetical’ by
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012a,b). However, I attempt to find
references for conclusive evidences for the species listed here as
definite (Table 2): all of them being backed by specimens. More
than 4,000 specimens’ details from Afghanistan are available via
VertNet (portal.vertnet.org) and most of these additional species
we cover are well-represented there. For matters of taxonomy,
species inclusion, and English name conventions, I follow Praveen
et al. (2016, 2018b).
In summary, there are only thirteen species that occur in
Afghanistan, but not in the Indian Subcontinent. A few notes
are added into certain hypothetical species reported by various
workers that I do not accept here, almost all of them covered
in OSME Checklist (Blair et al. 2018), and I find no pressing
reason to differ from the stance taken by Rasmussen & Anderton
(2012a, b).
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Table 1. Summary of bird species from Afghanistan that may be added to the South Asia list in the future, but are currently treated as hypothetical
by Rasmussen & Anderton (2012a,b)
Sl No Family
Bird species
Remarks
1
Anatidae
At Lake Kargah in January (Reeb 1977)
White-winged Scoter Melanitta fusca
2

Phasianidae

Daurian Partridge Perdix dauurica

BMNH 1934.1.1.1893 collected on 11 August 1909 from a locality ‘Naryu’ or ‘Narya, Afghanistan’ whose
locality is not traced and perhaps refers to Naryn, Kyrgyzstan as per C. S. Roselaar (BSA2). But this
location could also refer of Nari [=Naray] (35.20°N, 71.53°E ) in Afghanistan close to the north-western
border of Pakistan. Matter not investigated further.

3

Ardeidae

Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides

At Lake Kargah in May (Reeb 1977)

4

Scolopacidae Far Eastern Curlew Numenius madagascariensis

5

Accipitridae

European Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus

6
7

Accipitridae
Accipitridae

Levent Sparrowhawk Accipiter brevipes
Rough-legged Buzzard Buteo lagopus

8
9

Picidae
Corvidae

Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus
Pleske’s Ground Jay Podoces pleskei

10

Passeridae

Saxaul Sparrow Passer ammodendri

11

Emberizidae

Cinereous Bunting Emberiza cineracea

12

Alaudidae

Near Kabul (Reeb 1977)
A sight record of 29 birds in north-eastern Afghanistan on 15 May 1978 (Thiollay 1978).
Also Kabul region (Argandeval 1983).
Argandeval (1983). Blair et al. (2018) includes Afghanistan in its range.
Winter vagrant (Tong-Hüé & Etchécopar 1970). Common in Bāmīān & Band-e Amir mountains
(Argandeval 1983).
Afghan-Pamirs (Argandeval 1983)
Hamedanian (1997) cites a record in western Afghanistan by D. A. Scott in June 1973 but Sehhatisabet
(2007) states its a few kilometers from the national border on the Iranian side.
Old reports from Harirud near Herat, north-western Afghanistan. Blair et al. (2018) quote another
recent record as a personal communication from Raffael Ayé and Derek Scott.
Two birds reported on 26 January 1972 (Smith 1974). Blair et al. (2018) cite a personal communication
with Edward Dickinson for its inclusion for Afghanistan, perhaps referring to the same sight record.

Wood Lark Lullula arborea
Acrocephalidae Olivaceous Warbler Iduna pallida

A few birds reported on January 1972 (Smith 1974)

13

14

Phylloscopidae Pallas’s Leaf Warbler Abrornis proregulus

15

Muscicapidae Kurdish Wheatear Oenanthe xanthoprymna

Breeding in eastern Afghan Safed Koh while it’s a vagrant elsewhere (Tong-Hüé & Etchécopar 1970).
Blair et al. (2018) cites a personal communication with Edward Dickinson for including this species.
Blair et al. (2018) cites a personal communication with Edward Dickinson for including this species.

Two specimens in Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) has not been examined while another Meinertzhagen specimen in the NHM, London exists. Blair et al. (2018) accepts this species. Also see Paludan
(1959), Whistler (1945a)
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Table 2. List of bird species that have been added to the South Asia list, from Afghanistan (†No specimens in Vertnet database)
Sl No Family

Bird species

Remarks

1

Phasianidae

Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus

Two races, principalis and bianchii, well-documented (Whistler 1945d)

2

Columbidae

Stock Pigeon Columba oenas†

Specimens collected in 1884 (Whistler 1945d)

3

Picidae

White-winged Pied Woodpecker Dendrocopos leucopterus At least nine specimens (AMNH # 465423-31) collected by Walter Koelz in 1937.

4

Passeridae

White-winged Snowfinch Montifringilla nivalis

Whistler (1945b)

5

Passeridae

Afghan Snowfinch Pyrgilauda theresae

Endemic breeding species (Meinertzhagen 1937; Niethammer 1967; Busuttil et al. 2010)

6

Fringillidae

Pale Rosefinch Carpodacus stoliczkae

Endemic race salimalii (Meinertzhagen 1938; Whistler 1945b)

7

Fringillidae

European Greenfinch Chloris chloris

Four specimens (Koelz 1939; Whistler 1945b).

8

Paridae

Turkestan Tit Parus bokharensis

Whistler (1944)

9

Remizidae

Eurasian Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus

Three specimens (AMNH 466853–466855) collected by Walter Koelz in November 1937
in Kang District, SE Afghanistan, are possibly of this species. R. coronatus often treated as a
race of this species, also occurs in the country, but is restricted to the Badakhshan region.
Some of the specimens listed under this name must refer to R. coronatus based on the
locality of collection. None of these specimens/tags were examined during this work, but
this surmise is perhaps safe based on BSA2’s range description.

10

Alaudidae

Calandra Lark Melanocorypha calandra

Whistler (1945c)

11

Acrocephalidae Common Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus†

A specimen collected in Herat, western Afghanistan (Paludan (1959).

12

Muscicapidae

White-throated Robin Irania gutturalis

Whistler (1945a)

13

Turdidae

Eurasian Blackbird Turdus merula

Whistler (1945a)

Argandeval, M. E., 1983. Raspredelenie i chislennost khishchnykh ptits v gornykh
landshaftakh tsentralnogo i vostochnogo Afganistana [Distribution and
number of birds of prey in mountain landscapes of the Central and Eastern
Afghanistan]. In: Galushin, V. M., (ed.). Materials of the 1st Meeting on ecology
and conservation of birds of prey, Moscow, 16-18 February 1983. Moscow:
“Nauka” Press. Pp. 96–99.
Aye, R., Schweizer, M., & Roth, T., 2012. Birds of Central Asia: Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan. 1st ed.
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press. Pp. 1–336.
Baker, E. C. S., 1922. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London; Calcutta; Bombay: Taylor and Francis; Thacker, Spink, & Co.;
Thacker & Co. Vol. I of 8 vols. Pp. i–xxiii+1, 1–479.
Baker, E. C. S., 1924. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. II of 8 vols. Pp. i–xxiii+1, 1–561.
Baker, E. C. S., 1926. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. III of 8 vols. Pp. i–xx, 1–489.
Baker, E. C. S., 1927. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. IV of 8 vols. Pp. i–xxiv, 1–471.
Baker, E. C. S., 1928. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. V of 8 vols. Pp. i–xviii, 1–469.
Baker, E. C. S., 1929. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. VI of 8 vols. Pp. i–xxxv+1, 1–499+1.
Baker, E. C. S., 1930. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. VII of 8 vols. Pp. i–viii, 1–484.
Baker, E. C. S., 1930. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma. Birds.
2nd ed. London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. VIII of 8 vols. Pp. i–iv, 485–801+1.
Blair, M., Preddy, S., Alenezi, A. A., 2018. OSME Region List of Birds Version 4.2 April
2018. URL: http://www.osme.org/ORL. [Accessed on 14 July 2018.]
Blanford, W. T., 1895. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma
(Birds). 1st ed. London; Calcutta; Bombay; Berlin: Taylor and Francis; Thacker,
Spink, & Co.; Thacker & Co.; R. Friedländer & Sohn. Vol. III of 4 vols. Pp. i–xiv,
1–450.
Blanford, W. T., 1898. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma
(Birds). London: Taylor and Francis. Vol. IV of 4 vols. Pp. i–xxi, 1–500.
Busuttil, S., & Ayé, R., 2009. Ornithological surveys in Bamiyan province, Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan. Sandgrouse 31 (2): 146–159.
Busuttil, S., Ayé, R., & Shank, C., 2010. Notes on nest and breeding of Afghan
Snowfinch Pyrgilauda theresae, Bamiyan province, Afghanistan. Sandgrouse
32 (1): 13–14.

Grimmett, R., Inskipp, C., & Inskipp, T., 2011. Birds of the Indian Subcontinent. 2nd
ed. London: Oxford University Press & Christopher Helm. Pp. 1–528.
Hamedanian, A., 1997. Observations of Pleske’s Ground Jay Podoces pleskei in
central Iran. Sandgrouse 19 (2): 88–91.
Hüe, F., & Etchécopar, R. D., 1970. Les oiseaux du Proche et du Moyen Orient de la
Méditerranée aux contreforts de l’Himalaya [The birds of the Near and Middle
East: from the Mediterranean to the foothills of the Himalayas]. 1st ed. Paris:
Éditions N. Boubée & Cie. Pp. 1–952.
Inskipp, T., & Inskipp, C., 1979. Jalalabad, eastern Afghanistan. Bulletin of the
Ornithological Society of the Middle East 2: 2–5.
Koelz, W., 1939. New birds from Asia, chiefly from India. Proceedings of the
Biological Society of Washington 52: 61–82.
Madge, S. C., 1978. Birds of the Salang Pass, central Afghanistan. Bulletin of the
Ornithological Society of the Middle East 1: 2–5.
Mallalieu, M., & Kaestner, P., 2015. Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio: first record(s)
for Afghanistan. Sandgrouse 37 (2): 169–170.
Mallalieu, M., & Seargeant, R., 2016. Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio : further
evidence of occurrence in Afghanistan. Sandgrouse 38 (2): 16.
Meinertzhagen, R., 1937. Untitled [“Col. Meinertzhagen sent the following
descriptions of one new species and one new subspecies...”]. Bulletin of the
British Ornithologists’ Club LVIII (ccccvii): 10.
Meinertzhagen, R., 1937. Untitled [“Col. Meinertzhagen sent the following
descriptions of one new species and one new subspecies...”]. Bulletin of the
British Ornithologists’ Club LVIII (ccccvii): 10.
Niethammer, J., 1967. Zwei Jahre Vogelbeobachtungen an stehenden Gewässern bei
Kabul in Afghanistan. Journal für Ornithologie 108 (2): 119–164.
Niethammer, G., 1973. Zur Vogelwelt des afghanischen Pamir und des Darwaz.
Bonner Zoologische Beitrage 24: 270–284.
Niethammer, G., & Niethammer, J., 1967. Neunachweise für Afghanistans Vogelwelt.
Journal für Ornithologie 108 (1): 76–80.
Oates, E. W., 1889. The fauna of British India, including Ceylon and Burma (Birds).
1st ed. London. Taylor and Francis. Vol. I of 4 vols. Pp. i–xx, 1–556.
Oates, E. W., 1890. The Fauna of British India, Including Ceylon and Burma (Birds).
1st ed. London; Calcutta; Bombay; Berlin: Taylor and Francis; Thacker, Spink, &
Co.; Thacker & Co.; R. Friedländer & Sohn. Vol. II of 4 vols. Pp. i–x, 1–407.
Oreel, G., 1972. 1st Rissa tridactyla für Afghanistan wirklich nachgewiesen? Journal
für Ornithologie 113 (4): 447–448.
Paludan, K., 1959. The 3rd Danish Expedition to Central Asia. Zoological results 25.
On the birds of Afghanistan. Videnskabelige Meddelelser Dansk Naturhistorisk

143

144

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 5 (Publ. 21 November 2018)

Forening 122: [ii], 1–332.
Praveen J., Jayapal, R., & Pittie, A., 2016. A checklist of the birds of India. Indian
BIRDS 11 (5&6): 113–172A.
Praveen J., Jayapal, R., Inskipp, T., Warakagoda, D., Thompson, P.M., Anderson, R.C.
& Pittie, A., 2018a. Checklist of the birds of the Indian subcontinent (v2.1).
Website: http://www.indianbirds.in/indian-subcontinent/ [Date of publication:
31 March, 2018].
Praveen J., Jayapal, R., & Pittie, A., 2018b. Taxonomic updates to the checklist of birds
of India and the South Asian region—2018. Indian BIRDS 14 (2): 37–42
Rasmussen, P. C., & Anderton, J. C., 2005a. Birds of South Asia: the Ripley guide:
field guide. 1st ed. Washington, D.C. and Barcelona: Smithsonian Institution
and Lynx Edicions. Vol. 1 of 2 vols. Pp. 1–378.
Rasmussen, P. C., & Anderton, J. C., 2005b. Birds of South Asia: the Ripley guide:
attributes and status. 1st ed. Washington, D.C. and Barcelona: Smithsonian
Institution and Lynx Edicions. Vol. 2 of 2 vols. Pp. 1–683.
Rasmussen, P. C., & Anderton, J. C., 2012a. Birds of South Asia: the Ripley guide:
field guide. 2nd ed. Washington, D.C. and Barcelona: Smithsonian Institution
and Lynx Edicions. Vol. 1 of 2 vols. Pp. 1–378.
Rasmussen, P. C., & Anderton, J. C., 2012b. Birds of South Asia: the Ripley guide:
attributes and status. 2nd ed. Washington, D.C. and Barcelona: Smithsonian
Institution and Lynx Edicions. Vol. 2 of 2 vols. Pp. 1–683.
Redman, N., 1981. Birds in central Afghanistan. Bulletin of the Ornithological Society
of the Middle East 7: 2–4.

Reeb, F., 1977. [Contribution a l’etude de l’avifaune et des migrations en Afganistan].
Alauda 45: 293–333.
Roselaar, K., 2006. The boundaries of the Palearctic region. British Birds 99 (12):
602–618.
Sehhatisabet, M.E. 2007. A Preliminary Survey of the Distribution of Pleske’s Ground
Jay Podoces pleskei in Iran, with some information on numbers. Podoces 2 (1):
37–51.
St John, O. B., 1889. On the birds of southern Afghanistan and Kelat. Ibis 31 (2):
145–180.
Thiollay, J. M., 1978. Précisions nouvelles sur le statut de certains rapaces en
Afghanistan. Alauda 46: 98–100.
Whistler, H., 1944. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part I. Journal of the
Bombay Natural History Society. 44: (4) 505–519.
Whistler, H., 1945a. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part II. Journal of
the Bombay Natural History Society. 45: (1) 61–72.
Whistler, H., 1945b. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part III. Journal of
the Bombay Natural History Society. 45: (2) 106–122.
Whistler, H., 1945c. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part IV. Journal of
the Bombay Natural History Society. 45: (3) 280–302.
Whistler, H., 1945d. Materials for the ornithology of Afghanistan. Part V. Journal of
the Bombay Natural History Society. 45: (4) 462–485.

Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus dicruroides in
Rajasthan, with notes on its identification
Mittal Gala & Shasank Ongole
Gala, M., & Ongole, S., 2018. Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus dicruroides in Rajasthan, with notes on its identification. Indian BIRDS. 14 (5): 144–147.
Mittal Gala, Khem Villas, Kutulpura Malliyan, Sherpur-Khiljipur, Sawai Madhopur 322001, Rajasthan, India. E-mail: mittal.gala79@gmail.com
[Corresponding author] [MG]
Shasank Ongole, Dream Nivas, Sector-1, MVP Colony, Visakhapatnam 530017, Andhra Pradesh. E-mail: ongoleshasank@gmail.com
Manuscript: Received on 01 March 2018; revised accepted on 31 July 2018.

Introduction
The Drongo Cuckoo (Genus: Surniculus) is a brood parasitic genus
restricted to South- and Southeast Asia (Payne 2005). Currently,
Surniculus comprises four species, of which, the Square-tailed
Drongo Cuckoo S. lugubris, and the Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo S.
dicruroides occur in India (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; Praveen
et al. 2018). Most field guides still treat them as a single species
(Kazmierczak 2000; Grimmett et al. 2011), while Rasmussen
& Anderton (2012) tentatively recognise this split. The Squaretailed Drongo Cuckoo is considered a summer visitor to the
Himalayas and north-eastern India, and the Fork-tailed Drongo
Cuckoo is resident in the Western- and Eastern Ghats, Punjab,
Uttarakhand, the eastern foothills of the Himalayas, and hills of
central India (Erritzøe et al. 2012; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).

Observations
On 07 July 2015, at 1800 hrs, while bird-watching in Khem
Villas (26.06°N, 76.43°E, c. 100 m asl), an eco-lodge situated on
the outskirts of Ranthambhore National Park, Sawai Madhopur,

MG heard an unidentified birdsong, which lasted only for a few
seconds, and then stopped. The same song was heard again
on 13 July 2015 at 1715 hrs. It consisted of six to seven loud
whistles: ‘fee-fee-fee-fee-fee-fee’ (Figs. 1, 2, 3). Upon following
the song to its source, MG saw a bird perched on top of an
Acacia tree. It resembled a Black-Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus,
in that the overall body was black, and the tail was deeply forked.
But it had white bars on the undertail coverts, and a fine, downcurved cuckoo-like beak. It lacked the white rictal spot that is
present in Black Drongo. Using these features (Grimmet et al.
2011), and its song (https://www.xeno-canto.org/) as clues,
it was later identified as an adult Drongo Cuckoo, a species
previously unreported from Rajasthan (Grimmett et al. 2011;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). After the first sighting, the Drongo
Cuckoo was often seen singing through the wet season (July–
September), usually from tree tops that had bare branches.
Towards the end of the wet season the songs became less
frequent and stopped by the end of September. Most birds were
usually spotted from a distance, too far away to distinguish the
shape of the tail, but a forked tail was visible in some birds. MG
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could not get photographic record of all sightings because every
time she tried going closer to the bird, it would fly away, and its
song would then be heard from the adjacent woodlot. Its songs
were often heard after dawn, and towards dusk, and before and
after a shower of rain, or when the skies were overcast. On 19
July 2015, a bird was photographed [159], but it had slightly
different characteristics from the bird that was first seen on 13
July. It was overall black, however, the degree to which the tail
forked was substantially less than that of the first individual. The
underside of the tail also lacked white barring except near the
vent. Nevertheless, the beak was still cuckoo-like and hence the
identification as a Drongo Cuckoo was beyond a doubt. After the
first sighting, the songs of the Drongo Cuckoo were heard again
in the following three years during the wet season. All records,
including songs and photographs, have been deposited in eBird.
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All sightings occurred in and around a restored patch of land
where various species of dry deciduous trees such as Acacia
(kumttha A. senegal, raunjh A. leucophloea, khair A. catechu),
dhok Anogeissus pendula, chheela Butea monosperma, goya
khair Dichrostachys cinerea are dominant in the upperstorey.
The understorey consists of grass species such as buffel grass
Pennisetum ciliare (local name: dhaman) and woody shrubs
such as donkey berry Grewia flavescens (local name: chabenni)
and ber Ziziphus mauritiana. Some patches also consist of munj
grass Sacharum munja. However, the adjoining areas comprise
woodlands, agricultural fields, and scrub. The larger landscape
consists of the Ranthambhore National Park, a tropical dry
deciduous and dry mixed-deciduous forest largely dominated by
Anogeissus pendula (Champion & Seth 1968).
While discussing this observation with Nirav Bhatt, he
mentioned that Prasad Ganpule, Ashok Mashru, and he had,
on 11 July 2015, around 0730 hrs, spotted a pair of Fork-tailed
Drongo Cuckoos mating [160]. The female [161] appeared to be
bigger than the male [162], and the male’s tail was less forked
than that of the female. The female had more extensive white
barring on the vent as well as undertail coverts and also a longer
and deeper forked tail than the male, as seen in the photographs.

Fig 1. Spectrogram of Drongo Cuckoo song recorded at Khem Villas on 18 July 2015, after
Gala (2015). Text within the figure shows the acoustic parameters measured from the song.

Fig 2. Spectrogram of Drongo Cuckoo song recorded at Khem Villas on 24 June 2017, after
Gala (2017).

Ashok Mashru

160. Mating pair of Drongo Cuckoos at Hingolgadh, Gujarat.

159. Drongo Cuckoo in Sawai Madhopur, Rajasthan. White bars on the undertail covers are
not seen but note the distinct cuckoo-like beak.

Nirav Bhatt

Ashok Mashru

Fig 3. Spectrogram of Drongo Cuckoo song recorded at Khem Villas on 11 August 2017, after
Rathore (2017).

161. Female Drongo Cuckoo in Hingolgadh, Gujarat.
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& Anderton 2012). However, both works give contradictory
descriptions of the songs of Fork-tailed- and Square-tailed Drongo
Cuckoo (Table 1).
Table 1. Characteristics of Drongo Cuckoo songs
Drongo
Payne (2005)
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012)
Cuckoo spp.
Fork-tailed

Clear, piping whistles; Second Piercing, rich whistles;
note lower or at least not higher Second note higher than first,
than first, mostly rising
mostly rising

Square-tailed Mellow whistles;
Notes rising evenly

Sharp, piercing whistles;
Second note lower than first

Nirav Bhatt

Aside from verbal notes on the characteristics of songs,
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) also list the following acoustic
parameters that may be useful for distinguishing the two species
(Table 2): Number of notes in a song (# notes), start pitch
(Start_P), end pitch (End_P), interval between two notes (Int_
note), and interval between two successive songs (Int_song)

162. Male Drongo Cuckoo in Hingolgadh, Rajkot, Gujarat.

Extant literature suggests that Drongo Cuckoos are not sexually
dimorphic (Payne 2005; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). It is
unclear whether these differences were unique to this particular
pair or whether it was a younger male (Nirav Bhatt, verbally, on
13 July 2015, and 11 April 2018). Drongo Cuckoos have been
reported from Gujarat in the past (Bhalodia 2014; Wadatkar 2014)
but this might be the first photographic record from this state.

Identification
Though Drongo Cuckoos can be easily confused with a Black
Drongo, their cuckoo-like down-curved beak, the white barring
on the undertail coverts and vent, and its distinctive call are key
characteristics for identification. But uncertainty prevails over
the separation of the two Indian forms based on plumage,
vocalisation, and distribution (Grimmett et al. 2011).

Table 2. Acoustic parameters of Drongo Cuckoo songs according to
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012)
Drongo Cuckoo # notes Start_P (kHz) End_P (kHz) Int_note (ms) Int_song (s)
species
Square-tailed

5–6

2.6–2.8

3.5

100

1–1.5

Fork-tailed

5

1.4–1.9

2.6–2.8

150

1.5

We visualised our recorded songs through spectrograms using
BatSound (www.batsound.com) and estimated the same
parameters averaged over all clear songs (see Fig 1 for estimation
of parameters from spectrogram). We found that our recordings
(Table 3) closely matched the Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo’s song
on start pitch, end pitch, and interval between two notes.
Table 3. Acoustic parameters of Drongo Cuckoo songs recorded in the present
observations
Spectrogram # notes Start_P (kHz) End_P (kHz) Int_note (ms) Int_song (s)
Fig 1

5, 6

2

2.4

158

1.3

Fig 2

7

2

2.4

—

—

Plumage

Fig 3

6

2

2.4

150

—

The degree to which the tail is forked has been suggested as
a diagnostic feature in separating these two forms, with the
tail being deeply forked in the Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo, and
less so in the Square-tailed form (Payne 2005; Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). The tail’s fork, in the first individual that MG
saw, was deeper than that of the photographed individual. When
Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo is moulting its outer tail feathers, the
tail could then appear fairly square-ended (Mike Prince, in litt.,
e-mail dated 20 February 2018), potentially leading to Forktailed Drongo Cuckoos being misidentified as Square-tailed.
Observations from Gujarat support the existence of individual
variations. Based on plumage, we believe that some individuals
we found in Rajasthan were indeed Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoos.

All parameters could not be measured for Fig 2, 3 because of unclear calls

Vocalisation
Their song has also been suggested as a diagnostic feature to help
distinguish between these two forms (Payne 2005; Rasmussen

Discussion
On present knowledge, the breeding species of central India
is the Fork-tailed Drongo Cuckoo, and both, Ranthambore,
and Hingolgadh lie on the outer edge of central India. All
observations, including songs, during the wet season indicate that
it possibly breeds in these parts. Though Rasmussen & Anderton
(2012) stated that it is ‘probably mostly or entirely resident’, field
observations indicate this species to be mostly migratory to southwestern Indian states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu where it appears
to be absent during the south-west monsoon season from June
till first week of September (eBird 2018). However, Erritzøe et al.
(2012) speculated that many Drongo Cuckoo individuals found
in northern India during the monsoon are Square-tailed Drongo
Cuckoos, indicating an uncertainty about their distribution. Payne
(2005) noted that the species range is restricted to north-eastern
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India, and mentioned that it occurs in fruit orchards and pepper
vine plantations of southern India. Payne (2005) also speculated
that Square-tailed Drongo Cuckoos might breed in Kerala, from
January to March, but this information is not corroborated by any
other work.
The new records of Drongo Cuckoos described in this paper
indicate a potentially wider distribution. Therefore, we suggest
caution in trying to identify Drongo Cuckoos based solely on
existing range information. Notwithstanding the difficulty of
identifying the species correctly, there have been no previous
records of any species of Drongo Cuckoo reported from the state
of Rajasthan anywhere, published or online. Experienced birders,
familiar with the bird fauna of Rajasthan, also reported not having
seen, heard, or come across reports from this region (Dharmendra
Khandal, verbally, on 13 July 2015). Hence, this would be the first
report for the state. The presence of more than one individual,
and its regularly heard songs indicate that this species might breed
in Sawai Madhopur. We think that more observations of Drongo
Cuckoos, which combine photographs and song recordings of the
same individual, will be useful in determining which diagnostic
features could be robustly applied to identify the species.
Interestingly, there is a recent proposal that Fork-tailed and
Square-tailed Drongo Cuckoos be lumped together as one
species (Gill & Donsker 2018b)!
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S

winhoe’s Minivet (Brown-rumped Minivet) Pericrocotus
cantonensis breeds in central, eastern, and south-eastern
China, and winters in parts of southern Myanmar, Thailand,
and Vietnam (Taylor 2018). It is poorly known from the Indian
Subcontinent with accepted reports from Bangladesh (Grimmett
et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), and its recent addition
to the Indian avifauna (Praveen et al. 2018), based on records
from Odisha (Rajguru & Ukil 2016), and Karnataka (Sridharan
et al. 2016).
The observations presented below are from Indroda Nature
Park (henceforth, INP) (23.20°N, 72.64°E), which is situated

on both the banks of Sabarmati River in Gandhinagar, Gujarat.
INP is a protected forest area of about 428 ha with Terminalia
arjuna, Azadirachta indica, Senna siamea, Butea monosperma,
Bombax ceiba, Acacia nilotica, Vachellia tortilis, and Mangifera
indica being the predominant trees.
On 25 February 2018, we went to INP while conducting a
bird watching training programme, with a group of participants. At
0730 hrs, in a flock of Small Minivets Pericrocotus cinnamomeus
perched in an Albizia lebbeck tree, we spotted two slightly larger,
and different looking minivets. Shortly, one of these birds flew
away, and here we report about the other bird. The bird was

147

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 5 (Publ. 21 November 2018)

148

Ved Mistry

photographed [163] before it moved away onto an Anogeissus
sericea tree. At this point, participants were asked to take
photographs from every angle, to help in later identification.
At 1045 hrs on the same day, we again spotted two birds that
looked like Ashy Minivets P. divaricatus.
On 26 February 2018, we observed some minivets
accompanying a flock of Small Minivets, but keeping a distinct
distance from them. The Small Minivets occupied the top canopy,
while the ‘mystery’ minivets often perched on trees B. ceiba with
exposed branches. They were seen feeding on insects in the
mornings. The entire minivet flock was found in the same patch
on the 25th evening, and both, morning and evening on the
26th. Below are our notes and identification for the bird that we
photographed.

165. White forehead, fine black eye-stripe, and a brown rump: all the diagnostic features of a
male Swinhoe’s Minivet.

Though our pictures do not demonstrate all the diagnostic
features, the first four features together can be considered
diagnostic for a male Swinhoe’s Minivet.

Jigish Parikh

Discussion

163. A male Swinhoe’s Minivet at Indroda Nature Park, Gujarat.

Identification
Swinhoe’s Minivet is very similar to the Ashy Minivet, and
the features on our ‘mystery’ bird mostly matched those of a
Swinhoe’s Minivet:
•

•
•
•
•

Ved Mistry

•

Distinct thin black eye-stripe (thinner than Ashy Minivet),
and broad white forehead extending, beyond the eye, onto
the fore-crown (doesn’t go beyond eye in Ashy Minivet),
which is one of the diagnostic features of a male Swinhoe’s
Minivet [163].
Buff wash on the lower underparts is visible in all the images.
(Usually underparts of an Ashy Minivet are white, without
the buff wash.)
Dark grey hind crown (jet black in adult male Ashy Minivet)
is a feature of a male Swinhoe’s Minivet [164].
Colour of rump is buff-brown in Swinhoe’s Minivet, grey in
an Ashy Minivet [165].
None of our pictures show the tail well and hence the white
shafts on inner tail feathers that should ideally be present on
a Swinhoe’s Minivet cannot be seen.
Swinhoe’s Minivets usually have a pale yellow-tinged wing
patch (vs white in Ashy) but this is generally hidden in the
folded wing and is not seen in any of our pictures.

164. A dorsal view of a male Swinhoe’s Minivet shows the dark-grey hind-crown, and nape.

Though there are several possible, or definite, records of
Swinhoe’s Minivet from India, apart from the two published
records, with photographs available on Oriental Bird Images,
eBird and Facebook, none of them are from Gujarat.
Very little is known about the status of this species in India due
its similarity with the Ashy Minivet. Most of the dated published
records of the Ashy Minivet did not consider Swinhoe’s as a
possible confusion species as it was not well known to Indian
birders (Praveen J., in litt., via e-mail dated 05 March 2016). This
is especially significant as females and first winter males of both
species are often difficult to identify (Bakewell 2012). It is possible
that upon proper scrutiny, several reports of Ashy Minivet from
India may turn out to be Swinhoe’s Minivet. A recent compilation
by Tim Inskipp, of all known Ashy- and Swinhoe’s Minivet sightings
in West Bengal, suggests this (Grimmett et al. 2011). This record
is an addition to the avifauna of Gujarat (Ganpule 2017).
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Introduction
India’s national bird, the Indian Peafowl Pavo cristatus
(henceforth, peafowl), is listed under Schedule I of the Indian
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, and in Appendix I of the CITES
treaty. It is omnivorous and gregarious, and is seen in open, and
deciduous forests, different types of plantations, and human
habitations (Ali & Ripley 1980; Grimmett et al. 2011). It faces
the threats of poaching for its meat, feathers, and for use in
traditional medicines. Accidental poisoning is another major
threat (Alexander 1983; del Hoyo et al. 1994; Chakkaravarthy
2002; Ramesh & McGowan 2009). Crop depredation by peafowl
is a serious issue, and has been reported from some areas in
India (Johnsingh & Murali 1980; Veeramani & Jayson 1995; Ogra
& Badola 2008; Karanth et al. 2012; Pradhan et al. 2012). As
the actual economic loss was not estimated in these studies,
farmers could not claim ex-gratia payment from the wildlife
authorities. The situation will be exacerbated when the wildlife
authorities prioritise the needs of wild animals above the needs
of humans (Madden 2004). Quantifying the damage, and
immediately disbursing sufficient ex-gratia to the victims could
ameliorate the human-animal conflict (Nyhus et al. 2003). In
India, as mentioned above, no studies have been conducted to
measure the extent of crops that peafowl damage. In this paper,
an attempt has been made to study the human-peafowl conflict,
with the objective of estimating the extent of paddy Oryza sativa
damaged, by peafowl, near the Chulannur Peafowl Sanctuary,
Kerala, India.

Fig. 1. Chulannur Peafowl Sanctuary, Central Kerala, India

The Chulannur Peafowl Sanctuary (10.70°–10.73°N, 76.45°–
76.48°E; henceforth, CPS) is located near Thiruvillvamala village,
and comprises 3.42 km2 of forests spread over the districts of
Thrissur, and Palakkad (Fig. 1). The area was declared a sanctuary
in 2007. Its deciduous forest, with open areas and rocky patches,
offers an ideal habitat for peafowl.

April 2009 to March 2012.
Plots of paddy were enclosed within net-covered metallic
frames (10 m x 10 m) to protect them from damage [166].
They functioned as our control plots. Paddy depredation was
quantified by comparing the yield of paddy from the control plots,
with that of the open plots (10 m x 10 m). Two control plots,
and two open plots were monitored in four trials in December
2009, September 2010, December 2010, and September 2011,
at different locations of CPS. The mean distance from the forest
boundary to the area of experiment was 112.5 ± 47.87 m.

Methods

Results

We assessed the consumption of paddy, by peafowl, using
the enclosure experiment of Wilson et al. (2009), which we
conducted in the paddy fields adjacent to CPS. This was part of a
detailed study on human–wildlife conflict in central Kerala, from

Peafowl were observed feeding on paddy at dawn (0600–0900
hrs), and dusk (1600–1900 hrs), over a total time of observation
of 395 hours. The birds consumed the paddy by stripping off
the grain from the panicle with their beaks. The mean daily

Study area
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Mumbai 400013.
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Rufous, and grey-brown morphs of Oriental Scops
Owl Otus sunia from Madras Christian College, Tamil
Nadu, south-eastern India
The Oriental Scops Owl Otus sunia is a small polymorphic owl that
occurs in grey-brown and rufous morphs (Rasmussen & Anderton
2012). It occurs widely in the Indian Subcontinent, eastern Asia,
eastern Siberia, and the Malay Peninsula. Of its seven identified
subspecies, Otus sunia rufipennis is found in southern India
(Kӧnig & Weick 2008). The range of rufipennis is described
as ‘from northern Maharashtra southeast at least to Madras,
including Mysore and Kerala; chiefly the ghats and associated
hill ranges,’ occupying ‘forests (deciduous and evergreen), and
groves of trees around hill cultivation and settlements’ (Ali &
Ripley 1981).
The Madras Christian College campus (12.92oN, 80.12ºE,
c. 40 m asl) in East Tambaram, Kancheepuram District, Tamil
Nadu, is situated c. 25 km to the south-westwards of Chennai,
extending over 142 ha comprising tropical dry evergreen forest
(C.P.R.E.E. 2018).
On 09 July 2017 at 1030 hrs, while walking from the
Macphails outdoor stage inside Madras Christian College, towards
the Botany department, one of us (MK) saw three small owls
perched two meters above the ground, in the midst of a mass of
the invasive creeper Ventilago maderaspatana on a tree on the
side of the path. We identified them as Oriental Scops Owl from
the photographs we took, cross-referencing with the field guide
by Rasmussen & Anderton (2012).
The first individual (hereafter, ‘A’), was a rufous morph [167],
the second individual (hereafter, ‘B’) was a grey-brown morph
[168], and the third individual (hereafter, ‘C’) was again a rufous
morph [169]. B and C sat very close to each other, with B sitting
on the creeper directly above the creeper on which C was sitting.
A was about three meters from the other two, perched on another
creeper. We observed them for the next fortnight, from 09–23
July 2017, and all three owls were found at the same location,
roosting on the same branches during the daytime.

168. Oriental Scops-Owl B of grey-brown morph at Madras Christian College.

All: Sangeeth Sailas Santhosh

169. Oriental Scops-Owl C of rufous morph at Madras Christian College.

167. Oriental Scops-Owl A of brown morph at Madras Christian College.

The closest recent reports of the Oriental Scops-Owl to the
present location are of calls heard in the Sri Lankamaleswara
Wildlife Sanctuary in Kadapa (Andhra Pradesh) located c. 230
km away (Jeganathan 2004); a photographic record of a greybrown morph from Yelagiri (Vigneshwaran et al. 2017) c. 160
km from the present site; and the record from the Kolli Hills
(David & Vinoth 2016), more than 260 km away. The record
from “Madras” (Ali & Ripley 1981) would most likely refer to the
breeding record in Whistler & Kinnear (1935), from the Shevaroys
[=Servarayan Hills], then in erstwhile Madras state, c. 230 km
from the present site as well as the dead specimen found by T. C.
Jerdon in “Madras” near the house he was occupying at the time
and the subsequent specimens he obtained from the Eastern
Ghats (Jerdon 1846). Based on its distribution (Fig. 1), it is quite
likely that the Oriental Scops-Owl may be found in forested and
hilly areas like the Kalrayan Hill forests, and the Jawadhu Hills,
lying between Madras Christian College, and its other sites of
occurrence in the southern parts of the Eastern Ghats.
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Fig. 1. Sightings of the Oriental Scops Owl from south-eastern India (showing boundaries of
erstwhile Andhra Pradesh).

We thank Prachi Mehta of Wildlife Research and Conservation Society (WRCS) for
confirming our identification of the Oriental Scops-Owls and for her suggestions for
the note. We also thank S. R. Ganesh and Eric Ramanujam for their thoughts and
suggestions for the note. And we thank S. Babu of Salim Ali Center for Ornithology &
Natural History for his help in making the map.
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The Grey-necked Bunting Emberiza buchanani breeds from
south-eastern Turkey, Armenia, and Azerbaijan in the west till
central Mongolia in the east. It winters almost entirely in India
(Madge 2018); mostly in western India, reaching the southcentral peninsula, around Hyderabad, and straggling farther
southwards (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) where it now
appears to be a regular winter visitor (eBird 2018). Mohan &
Sinha (2003) include the species in their checklist of birds of
Uttarakhand, without mentioning its status. Mohan & Sondhi
(2014) show its status as ‘vagrant’ for the state of Uttarakhand.
Grewal & Sehgal (1995), and Sharma et al. (2003) do not record
its presence in Corbett Tiger Reserve and its surrounding areas.
On 01 May 2014, between 0746 and 0756 hrs, I saw, and
photographed a bunting [170] at Tumaria Reservoir (29°18’N,
78°56’E; c. 260m asl), located on the southern boundary of
Corbett Tiger Reserve. The bird was actively feeding on the slope
of the bund, often disappearing in the gaps in the boulders
covering the slope. I identified it as a Grey-necked Bunting, based
on features that included a pinkish-orange bill, grey head, white
eye-ring, and rusty breast. On 30 October 2017 at 1718 hrs,
I photographed another Grey-necked Bunting [171] in fading
light at the Lal Dhang grassland, Corbett Tiger Reserve (29°25’N,
78°57’E; c. 334m asl.). The bird was feeding on a jeep track
in the grassland, apparently picking up seeds from the ground.
Anil Chaudhary observed two birds at Lal Dhang grassland on
25 October 2017, and four to five birds in the same area on 28
October 2017. On both occasions, the birds were feeding on the
ground (Anil Chaudhary, verbally,16 March 2018). Another bird
was photographed on 31 October 2017 in the Upper Kosi Range,
Ramnagar Forest Division, while it was feeding on the seeds of a
small bush (Ansari 2017; A. G. Ansari, verbally,16 March 2018).
There is an old record from Dhikala, Corbett Tiger Reserve, where
one bird was recorded on 06 December 2003 (Prince 2003).

170. Grey-necked Bunting at Tumaria Reservoir.
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171. Grey-necked Bunting at Corbett Tiger Reserve.
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There are some isolated records of the species from the
Himalayan region, from Himachal Pradesh to Bhutan. In Himachal
Pradesh, Whistler (1926) recorded one bird on 05 May 1922 at
c. 1158m in Kangra. den Besten (2004) recorded seven birds on
passage migration at Pong Wetland in the foothills of Kangra. There
have been some recent photographic records of the species from
Nepal. A bird was photographed at Suklaphanta Wildlife Reserve
on 20 April 2010 (Nepal Wildlife 2010) and another, at Chitwan
National Park on 24 September 2014 (Bird Education Society–
Nepal 2014). A juvenile, moulting into first winter plumage, was
photographed on 22 September 2015 at Chitwan National Park,
(Giri 2015). The species has also been photographed on 03
November 2013 at Darjeeling, West Bengal (Ghosh 2013). The
only record from Bhutan was on 05 May 1992 (Clements 1992;
Spierenburg 2005). All these records indicate that the species,
probably, undertakes both, spring, and autumn passage migration in
small numbers through parts of western and central Himalayas. The
present records from Uttarakhand support this hypothesis, though
further observation is desirable to conclude its status in the area.
These are the first records of the species from Corbett Tiger
Reserve and surrounding areas, and the first conclusive records
of the species from the state of Uttarakhand.
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Greater Painted-snipe Rostratula benghalensis, and
Yellow-breasted Bunting Emberiza aureola in the
Andaman Islands
On 07 March 2018 GK spotted and photographed a Greater
Painted-snipe Rostratula benghalensis in a marsh at Sippighat
(11.60ºN, 92.68ºE) [172]. Though widespread on the Indian
Subcontinent (Ali & Ripley 1983; Grimmett et al. 2011;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), this was the first time it was
being reported from the Andaman Islands. It was recorded
subsequently, from there, on 10 March 2018 (Vel 2018).

172. Greater Painted-snipe at Sippighat.
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On 09 March 2018, GK photographed a juvenile Yellowbreasted Bunting Emberiza aureola in Garacharma, South
Andaman Island (11.61ºN, 92.70ºE), [173]. Its features
included: a distinctive brown head, brownish upper body, with
dark streaking; yellowish throat and underparts, breast streaks
diagnostic; supercilium, and ear coverts whitish in appearance
along with the presence of imprecise dark malar stripe; and a pair
of distinguishing white wing bars on scapulars and secondaries.

173. Yellow-breasted Bunting on South Andaman Island.

The bird was seen actively feeding on grass seeds on the
ground amongst Red-throated Pipits Anthus cervinus, and Yellow
Wagtails Motacilla flava. Later we identified the bird with the
help of Ali & Ripley (1983), Grimmett et al. (2011), Kazmierczak
(2000), Robson (2008), and Rasmussen & Anderton (2012).
We have not come across this bird during our previously
conducted comprehensive birding surveys in the Andaman
Islands. A single, earlier record of this species exists from the
Nicobar Islands. Hume recorded a female bird in 1873 (Hume
1874: 258). There have been further sightings of this species at
various locations on South Andaman Island on 05, 09, and 10
March 2018 (eBird 2018). Since eBird classifies the species as
‘sensitive’, we obtained details of these records directly from the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Hence, these are the first confirmed

154

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 5 (Publ. 21 November 2018)

records of this bunting from the Andaman Islands. Though this
species has a wider distribution in eastern India (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012), the species is undergoing a global decline, and
is classified as ‘Critically Endangered’ by the IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species (BirdLife International 2017). Its continued
presence here boosts the conservation potential of the wetlands
of Andaman & Nicobar Islands.

The Indian Vulture Gyps indicus, also known as Long-billed Vulture,
is one of the two resident species of Gyps vultures in Gujarat
State (Pandey et al. 2010; Ganpule 2016). It is also one of the
four native and resident Gyps species in India (Ali & Ripley 1987;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). The IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species classifies the Indian Vulture as Critically Endangered
(BirdLife International 2017) because of the catastrophic decline
(90–98%) in its population (Green et al. 2004; Prakash et al.
2012). Various conservation strategies have been proposed to
overcome this rapid population decline of vultures, one of them
being the identification of breeding locations, and counting the
number of individuals remaining, so as to develop the concept of
vulture-safe zones (Mukherjee et al. 2014).
Indian Vultures breed in south-eastern Pakistan, and peninsular
India (Praveen et al. 2017; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). They
nest almost exclusively in colonies, on cliffs, and where cliffs are
absent, they nest on trees (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
In Gujarat, breeding populations of Indian Vultures have

174. Old nest of Indian Vulture opposite to the ropeway in Pavagadh Hill.
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Kartik Upadhyay

Indian Vulture Gyps indicus breeding at Pavagadh
Hills, Panchmahal District, Gujarat

been reported from Saurashtra, and the southern and northern
regions; the lowest populations have been reported from central
Gujarat, followed by the Kachchh region (Kamboj et al. 2016).
In a census conducted in 2016 census, GEER Foundation, in
collaboration with Gujarat State Forest Department, estimated
that there were only 18 individuals of the Indian Vulture surviving
in central Gujarat, out of which nine were reported from
Panchmahal District. Here we report the successful breeding of
an Indian Vulture in Panchmahal District.
Pavagadh Hills (22.35°N, 73.49°E) are located on the
southern fringe of Panchmahal District. The hill is part of the the
Vindhyachal Range. It is the highest point of central Gujarat (800
m asl). It is covered with a dry deciduous forest, chiefly comprising
teak Tectona grandis, Cassia renigera, Prosopis spicigera, and
Dichrostachys cinerea. A few degraded forest patches are
dominated by Borassus flabellifer, and Dendrocalamus strictus.
In 2007, we had observed an unsuccessful nesting of the
Indian Vulture [174] in the Pavagadh Hills. Hence, based upon
information gleaned from literature surveys, and from local
residents, we conducted a dawn-to-dusk search for Indian
Vultures at all the potential sites in Panchmahal District, twice
a month, from January 2017 to January 2018. We combed the
surrounding rocky cliffs with binoculars, for potential nesting sites
after confirming their occurrence. As soon as any activity of the
vultures was observed we took photographs, and recorded the
time and nature of their behaviour.
In the second week of March 2017 we observed two pairs
of Indian Vultures nesting there. The nests were located on the
western, vertical face of the hill, opposite Navlakha Kothar, on
the other side of the ropeway. We numbered the nests N1 and
N2. N1 (175; 740 m asl) was on a broad, open shelf, whereas
N2 (176; 743 m asl) did not. Both the nests had whitewashed
ledges, caused by vulture droppings, demarcating the nests from
the surrounding cliffs. Both nests were inaccessible to humans.
We could not easily observe the fledglings in the nests due to
the cliff structure and the angle of observation. So they mostly
remained hidden from us. But as soon as an adult arrived at a
nest they started flapping their wings and were visible through
binoculars. In the last week of April 2017, we observed four
adults, and two juveniles for a few minutes on the ledges, before
they left the site to soar around the hilltop. In the second week
of May 2017, we spotted four individuals soaring over the hilltop,
whereas the fifth was perched on the open shelf of N1, and the
sixth could be seen flapping its wing, and resting, inside N2.
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175. Nest 1 of the Indian Vulture in Pavagadh Hill (Inset photo: Adult Indian Vulture).
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176. Nest 2 of the Indian Vulture in Pavagadh Hill.

Nine adults and five juveniles were spotted during a visit
to the area on 10 June 2018 (Kartik Upadhyay). All the above
observations indicate the successful breeding of Indian Vultures
on the Pavagadh Hill.The local residents around Pavagadh Hill
informed us that they were now selling their old and sick cattle
to slaughterhouses. As a result, this vital source of food was
not available to this population of vultures, and food from the
reserve forests surrounding Pavagadh Hill might only be available
occasionally.
The Indian Vulture has been reported from Panchmahal
District from three different sites: cliffs near Dev Dam (Vyas
2013), Sukhi Dam (Bar village), and Pavagadh Hill. The vultures
used the cliffs near Dev Dam only to roost, but there was a small
colony of breeding Indian Vultures at Sukhi Dam. People from Bar
Village believed that this colony gradually vanished after power
lines were installed on the range to provide electricity to uphill
villages. The power line installation work was initiated between
2011 and 2012. Following this, in 2014, only one Indian Vulture
was spotted at this site, which, unfortunately, got electrocuted
and died (Kartik Upadhyay, verbally). Hence, Pavagadh Hills
appears to be the only site left in Panchmahal District sustaining
a population of Indian Vultures.
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Rediscovery of Red-faced Liocichla Liocichla
phoenicea in Nepal, and other notable birds from
Gadhi, Chitwan, Nepal
Some of us from the Bird Education Society, and the Nepalese
Ornithological Union, spent a couple of days birding at Gadhi
(27.75°N, 84.57°E), Chitwan District, Nepal. Gadhi (1275 m) lies
on the same ridge as Siraichuli (1945 m), the highest point in
Chitwan District.
On 20 May 2016, on the way up to Gadhi from Kolar, we
saw four Grey-crowned Prinia Prinia cinereocapilla, a globally
‘Vulnerable’ species primarily confined to protected areas in
Nepal. Inskipp et al. (2016) recorded just one locality outside of
the country’s protected areas network, post 1990. Gadhi is now
the second such locality where this species has been recorded.
On 21 May 2016, we hiked to the higher hills leading to
Siraichuli. For about two hours it was a steep climb until Chisapani
Tar (27.77°N, 84.60°E; c. 1600 m asl). Throughout our trek we
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away, and difficult terrain prevented further follow up. Post lunch,
we revisited the area and found the bird. It was calling. It was
difficult to spot and some of us had fleeting glimpses as the bird
moved through the dense canopy, but views were not sufficient
for a definite confirmation.
Both Grimmett et al. (2011), and Rasmussen & Anderton
(2005), indicated the likelihood of our bird being a Red-faced
Liocichla. We compared our sound recordings with XC 301997
(Olmstead 2016) on the website, www.xeno-canto.org, from
Yunnan, China, and found that the songs sounded similar to each
other.
On 22 May 2016, we revisited the site and this time we
got better views and photographs [178] that established the
species. Eight Red-faced Liocichla were seen in the area that
day. One Little Spiderhunter Arachnothera longirostra that was
observed feeding on banana flowers was a real bonus. The Little
Spiderhunter is known from only a few localities, and is listed as
Critically Endangered for Nepal (Inskipp et al. 2016).

Tek Bahadur Gurung

encountered broadleaf evergreen type of vegetation [177],
comprising Quercus semecarpifolia, Rhododendron arboreum,
Macaranga pustulata, etc. Tree fern Cyathea gigantea and ghopi
bamboo Sinarundinaria jainiana were also present in the shaded
ravines. Various species of orchids were flowering. On the way
up to Chisapani Tar, we located several Himalayan Cutia Cutia
nipalensis along the ridge, some of which were calling loudly.
The ridge had predominantly Q. semecarpifolia mature primary
trees with scattered and smaller R. arboreum trees. Six Silvereared Mesias Leiothrix argentauris (Endangered nationally),
and four Black-chinned Yuhina Yuhina nigrimenta (Vulnerable
nationally), both localised species in Nepal (Inskipp et al. 2016)
were observed.

Many species, including Cutia, Silver-eared Mesia, Tickell’s
Thrush Turdus unicolor, Grey-winged Blackbird Turdus boulboul,
Chestnut-bellied Rock-thrush Monticola rufiventris, Rufousbellied Niltava Niltava sundara, Black-lored Tit Machlolophus
xanthogenys, Grey-hooded Warbler Phylloscopus xanthoschistos,
Black-chinned Babbler Stachyridopsis pyrrhops, Grey-throated
Babblers Stachyris nigriceps, White-browed Pomatorhinus
schisticeps and Rusty-cheeked Scimitar Babblers P. erythrogenys,
and Spiny Babbler Turdoides nipalensis were heard singing, and
were observed carrying food/nesting materials indicating their
possible breeding in the area. These are important breeding
records for Chitwan District (BES 2013). The Spiny Babbler was
fairly common in the area and its song could be heard in all
patches with dense scrub.
At 1230 hrs, while birding in a ravine, we heard a slightly
different song, unfamiliar to us, which sounded like a
laughingthrush; but we could not locate the bird. HSB and RK
remained behind and recorded the calls on their respective
mobile devices. RT located a bird that seemed completely
dark in poor light, describing its colour similar to a Red-headed
Trogon Harpactes erythrocephala. HSB rushed to the spot
trying to glimpse it. There was one individual that was moving
very quickly, from one branch to another, in dense and dark
thickets. HSB spotted it briefly and noticed it was prominently
marked in crimson red on its body. While eliminating the various
possibilities, a Red-faced Liocichla Liocichla phoenicea occurred
to HSB. Though they stayed for more time, the bird itself moved

Bishnu Mahato

177. Red-faced Liocichla was found in this broadleaf evergreen vegetation in the Gadhi–
Siraichuli area.

178. Red-faced Liocichla in Gadhi, Nepal.

Gould (1837–1838) first described the Red-faced Liocichla
to science, with type locality as Nepal. He may have obtained
this specimen from Brian Hodgson’s collection (Inskipp & Inskipp
1991, citing Gray & Gray 1847). After that first description, there
were no further records of this bird from Nepal. Until recently, all
standard work on the birds of Nepal presumed the bird to have
been extirpated from, or become extinct in Nepal (Fleming et al.
1984; Inskipp & Inskipp 1991; Grimmett et al. 2000, 2011; BCN
& DNPWC 2011; Inskipp et al. 2016). Bird Education Society’s
(2004, 2013) extensive bird surveys in the area did not report
the species. Applying the IUCN’s regional Red List categories
and criteria to the species results in its being listed as Critically
Endangered in Nepal as it is recorded from a single locality and
is presumed to have a small population (Inskipp et al. 2017).
With these records, Chitwan District is now the western-most
locality in the Red-faced Liocichla’s global distribution. Based on
the habitat they were found in, and our own experience with
other bird species, we predicted that other little known species
in Nepal, for example the Blue-naped Pitta Pitta nipalensis, might
breed here, and the Wood Snipe Galinago nemoricola might
winter here. A team that visited the same area after our trip, in
quest of the Red-faced Liocichla, saw the liocichla, and also found
a nest of Blue-naped Pitta (Hathan Chaudhary, verbally, 2016).
The Gadhi and Siraichuli forests warrant further exploration and
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assessment for they are ornithologically promising. Gadhi–
Siraichuli has been added as the 37th IBA in Nepal (BCN &
DNPWC, in prep), and is expected to leverage the importance of
the site for conservation.
HSB, BB, BC, and TG planned to spend time in the Gadhi
area during the weekends with BES members. The National
Trust for Nature Conservation supported pick up and drop off for
the participants. ZSL Nepal office supported airfare for HSB. All
other expenses were borne privately by HSB. Thanks to Tek Raj
Bhatt, ZSL, for being in the right place to help us with the song
of the bird.
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but before it flew away, I took a few record shots. I spotted it
again, at the same place, on 27 and 31 October 2016. Thus, it
stayed in the Pong Lake surroundings for at least 20 days. It was
wary, and on approaching would fly away to perch on any one of
several bamboo poles nearby. I made the following field notes,
along with photographs:
Head [179, 180]: The forehead was grey except near bill,
where it was white. Crown and nape were grey in colour. The
black ‘facial mask’ was relatively narrow and extending till the ear
coverts. In the lores region it was much lighter, and narrower, but
did not join over the bill. A faint and narrow whitish supercilium
was present, extending a bit behind the eye. The throat was white.
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179. Steppe Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor pallidirostris showing the characteristic bill, facial
pattern and long primary projections

– Hem Sagar Baral, Raju Tamang, Tika Giri, Badri Chaudhary, Basu
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Som Tamang. Rupendra Karmacharya
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180. Steppe Grey Shrike showing the pinkish hue over underparts and facial pattern

Steppe Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor pallidirostris at
Pong Lake, Himachal Pradesh
On 12 October 2016, when I was scanning the dry flats around
Pong Lake near Nagrota Surian (32.04°N, 76.06°E; c. 435 m asl)
in Himachal Pradesh, I saw a ‘grey shrike’ perched on a bamboo
pole; it was diving to the ground for insects. A pair of Black
Drongos Dicrurus macrocercus chased it away after few minutes,

Upperparts [181]: The mantle was concolorous with the
head, but the rump was slightly paler. Wings were black, with a
large white primary patch. The secondaries were white-tipped,
with only little white visible on the inner webs, as in typical Steppe
Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor pallidirostris. But when the wings
were fully stretched, more white was visible on the secondaries,
which is often seen in the Steppe Grey Shrike (Ganpule 2016).
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181. Steppe Grey Shrike showing the wing pattern

Both: C. Abhinav

Underparts [182]: The vent was white. The rest of the
underparts were white with a buff pink hue, more prominently so
on the flanks. The pinkish wash on the underparts was prominent
and noticeable in the field.

182. Steppe Grey Shrike showing the prominent pinkish hue on the flanks and tail pattern

Tail: The tail was long and rounded at the tip. The central
tail feathers were black, whereas outer two feathers looked
completely white from below. T4 was predominantly white with
black in central part and T3 only had a broad white tip. The two
all-white outer rectrices are typical of Steppe Grey Shrikes.
Bare parts: Bill was horn coloured, lighter near the base,
turning black towards the tip. The tarsii were black.
This individual, apart from being slightly darker greyish, had
all features of a Steppe Grey Shrike; paler bill, paler lores, white
supercilium, long primary projection, and a pinkish buff wash to
the underparts (Svensson et al. 2009; Grimmett et al. 2011;
Ganpule 2016). Hence, it could be identified as a Steppe Grey
Shrike. However, in view of the difficulties in identifying the various
races of the Great Grey Shrike, the pictures were circulated for
more opinions to Harkirat Singh Sangha (in litt., e-mail dated 26
October 2016), Prasad Ganpule (in litt., e-mail dated 27 October
2016), and Saurabh Sawant (in litt., e-mail dated 25 October
2016)—all confirmed it as a Steppe Grey Shrike.
Grimmett et al. (2011) mentioned only one record of the
Steppe Grey Shrike for the country, from western Rajasthan,
whereas Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) stated that it was seen
more widely in north-west. Multiple sightings from the Little
Rann of Kachchh, and the Great Rann of Kachchh, Gujarat, have
been reported, and it is believed that it could be a regular winter

migrant to north-western India (Ganpule 2016).
The sighting of a Steppe Grey Shrike in Himachal Pradesh
in October, for almost three weeks, is surprising. The species
is known to leave its breeding grounds in September (Harris
& Franklin 2000). The present bird might be migrating from its
summer range to its wintering grounds in north-western India.
The Great (Indian) Grey Shrike L. e. lahtora is a vagrant to the
Pong region, with a single record by den Besten (2004), and
a couple of records by Dhadwal (2011). But there has been
no previous record of a Steppe Grey Shrike from Himachal
Pradesh. Apart from the extreme reaches of north-western India
(the desert areas of Gujarat and Rajasthan), there are no other
sightings from India.
I thank Prasad Ganpule for his comments on the manuscript
and for confirming the identity of the shrike, Manoj Sharma for
helping in references and literature, and Harkirat Singh Sangha,
and Saurabh Sawant for helping with identification.
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A Malayan Night Heron Gorsachius melanolophus
near Amboli, south-western Maharashtra, India
In a recent trip to Amboli (Sindhudurg District, Maharashtra,
India), we decided to explore the area around Khadpade village
(15.84ºN, 74.00ºE), which is c. 20 km from Amboli, on 02 June
2018. We started at noon, and selected a dirt road starting from
the village for birding. At 1315 hrs, we noticed a trail, which was
overgrown with dense foliage, leading to a dry stream. As we
entered this trail, there was some movement on the ground,
and standing in front of us was a heron-sized bird. Given its
stout beak, short neck, rufous body, and prominent black crown,
we were certain that it was the elusive Malayan Night Heron
Gorsachius melanolophus. TD quickly took a few photos of the
bird [183], which had started to walk away, with one eye on
us. We saw it for a few moments before it disappeared into the
foliage. We decided not to pursue it further, rather to come back
to the same spot after an hour. To our surprise, it was there again,
but this time it flew away immediately. We continued to walk
down the trail and were surprised to see one more individual.
It was most probably a pair that was foraging at some distance
from each other. We could not photograph the second individual,
as it was a few meters away and quickly escaped into the foliage.
We didn’t want to disturb the pair and hence decided to leave
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On 24 January 2017, at 1530 hrs, while studying pack of
dholes Cuon alpinus in NNTR, we saw a juvenile Changeable
Hawk Eagle feeding on a langur Semnopithecus entellus carcass
[184]. Although this species is known to hunt down relatively
large mammals, in some cases, AB confirmed from the local
tourists and guides that a female leopard Panthera pardus had
actually killed this langur. This was further confirmed when the
leopard reclaimed her kill and carried it off, away from the Hawk
Eagle [185].

Tushar Dixit

and come back the next day. Unfortunately, we got caught up
in a thunderstorm on the next day and had to cancel our plans
midway.
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183. Malayan Night Heron in Amboli.

Within the Indian Subcontinent, the Malayan Night Heron
has been reported from the southern Western Ghats, northeastern India, the Nicobar Islands, and Sri Lanka. It breeds in
the Western Ghats from May to August during the monsoons
(Ali & Ripley 2001). We did not find any records of this species
from Maharashtra based on the available resources / literature
(eBird 2018; Pittie 2018) and this is perhaps the first record of a
Malayan Night Heron for the state.
TD expresses his gratitude to Dharmaraj Patil for confirming
the identification.

184. Changeable Hawk Eagle feeding on the langur carcass.
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185. A female leopard carrying away the langur carcass.

On 16 February 2017 while following dhole packs in NNTR,
we found the carcass of a spotted deer Axis axis; dholes had
hunted it in earlier half of the day. As no dholes were feeding on
the carcass at that time, AB moved on, searching for the pack of
dholes. On the way back however, a single Changeable Hawk
Eagle was seen feeding on the leftovers of the spotted deer
carcass [186].

Changeable Hawk Eagle Nisaetus cirrhatus
scavenging

All: Aishwarya Bhandari

The Changeable Hawk Eagle Nisaetus cirrhatus is a large bird of
prey found in South and South-east Asia that primary hunts down
its prey (Ali & Ripley 1987; Naoroji 2006; Clark et al. 2018). Joshi
& Kasambe (2013) reported the first instance of it scavenging
in India, from Bor Wildlife Sanctuary, wherein they observed a
Changeable Hawk Eagle of the nominate race feeding on the
carcass of a nilgai Boselaphus tragocamelus fawn. Pierce et al.
(2014) also recorded a Changeable Hawk Eagle N. c. limnaeetus
scavenging on a carcass of a red muntjac Muntiacus muntjak in
Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary. Here we report two incidents
of scavenging by the nominate race of Changeable Hawk Eagle
(a.k.a. Crested Hawk Eagle) in Nawegaon-Nagzira Tiger Reserve
(henceforth, NNTR), Maharashtra.

186. Changeable Hawk Eagle on the spotted deer carcass.
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Table 1. Details of birds rescued and their treatment
S. No English Name
Scientific Name

Notes on birds rescued at Lakshmangarh, Sikar, with
a further record of Pallid Scops Owl Otus brucei from
Rajasthan
Though rescuing birds and other wildlife has been a practice
in India for centuries, very little has been documented on the
practices to rescue wild birds and their subsequent release. Babu
et al. (2015) record the impact on, and rescue of birds affected by
kite flying, but the way the birds were handled subsequently, and
their recovery processes, were not discussed. Here we present
our experiences with bird recovery at Lakshmangarh (27.60°N,
75.03°E), Sikar, Rajasthan, from 2015 to 2018.
Our team has been involved in rescue of birds and other
wildlife in this area. KCS handled all rescue attempts and was
assisted by MJ in many cases. None of us had training in
veterinary sciences and hence we contacted qualified individuals
(please see ‘Acknowledgements’ below) for our subsequent
steps. Each rescue attempt was peculiar, and hence veterinary
help was sought in each instance though the treatment may have
been similar in some cases.

Rescue Date & Condition at time of rescue
Time

Treatment

1.

Asian Koel (male)

Eudynamys scolopaceus

26.02.2015;
1120 hrs

Found on ground with wounds
on legs

Wounds cleaned with spirit and Soframycin ointment
applied for three days after which bird was normal and
subsequently released.

2.

Bluethroat

Luscinia svecica

10.10.2015;
0945 hrs

Found on ground with legs
paralyzed

Polybion syrup (1 to 2 drops twice a day) given for a week
after which it was normal and was released.

3.

Common Barn Owl

Tyto alba

30.10.2015;
0800 hrs

Found on floor frightened

Kept under care for two days after which it was normal and
was released.

4.

Indian Peafowl (male)

Pavo cristatus

18.12.2015;
1000 hrs

Saved from chasing street dog
and wounds on back.

Similar treatment as given to Asian Koel, for two days.

5.

Common Barn Owl

T. alba

21.01.2016;
0930 hrs

Saved from a cat, inside building; Kept under care for eight hours and released.
frightened

6.

Indian Roller

Coracias benghalensis

25.06.2016;
0830 hrs

Unconscious due to electric shock Body immediately rubbed with sand and after few minutes
as it fell down from electric pole it was conscious. Kept under care for two days and
subsequently released.

7.

Eurasian Collared Dove

Streptopelia decaocto

03.07.2016;
1530 hrs

Found on street with wounds
on neck

Similar treatment as given to Asian Koel, for three days.

8.

House Crow

Corvus splendens

24.07.2016;
0915 hrs

Juvenile fell from tree and broke
its right leg.

Right leg cut, similar treatment as described for Asian Koel
for ten days.

9.

Rock Pigeon

Columba livia

25.02.2017;
0845 hrs

Found on street with wounds on
its back

Similar treatment as given to Asian Koel, for two days.

10.

Rufous Treepie

Dendrocitta vagabunda

25.02.2017;
1600 hrs

Juvenile fell from tree; frightened

Kept under care for 15 days and released.

11.

Yellow-legged Green Pigeon Treron phoenicopterus

21.08.2017;
1100 hrs

Found on ground with wounds
on its back and legs

Similar treatment as given to Asian Koel, for two days.

12.

Red-vented Bulbul

Pycnonotus cafer

01.09.2017;
1045 hrs

Found on ground with its legs
paralyzed

Vimeral syrup (1to 2 drops twice a day) given for four days
after which it was normal and released.

13.

Grey Francolin

Francolinus pondicerianus

12.10.2017;
1615hrs

Found on ground with wounds
on its legs

Similar treatment as given to Asian Koel, for three days.

14.

Indian House Swift

Apus affinis

08.11.2017;
0813 hrs

Unconscious juvenile found on
floor

Kept under care for eight hours and released.

15.

Spotted Owlet

Athene brama

25.12.2017;
2130 hrs

Found unconscious on street

Kept under care for eight hours and released.

16.

Pallid Scops Owl

Otus brucei

22.01.2018;
1930 hrs

Saved from a cat, inside building; Boric powder applied to wounded eye, kept under care for
frightened, with one eye
2 days after which both eyes normal and released
wounded and closed
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We rescued 16 birds during the period mentioned above,
and their treatment and recovery details are documented in
Table 1. Of these, 15 birds were rescued from the Modi Institute
of Technology & Science (MITS) campus, and one bird, from
Laxmangarh village, Ward No. 23. We have not had any casualties
till date. While most birds were species that may be expected in
the landscape, a Pallid Scops Owl Otus brucei [187-189] was
rescued from MITS campus; it was injured and frightened. Three
birds were saved from other animals (street dog or domestic cat),
and two birds were rescued with their legs paralysed.
The Pallid Scops Owl is a rare winter visitor to the state
and was first reported from Rajasthan in 2013 from Churu and
Jodhpur (Sangha & Poonia 2013). We hope that the bird rescue/
treatment data presented here will help other bird rescuers
elsewhere in the country.
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187-189. Pallid Scopes Owl, Top to bottom: Side back with conspicuous streaks; Back of head
uniform without any concentric dark/pale areas; Under parts with narrow and weak cross bars.
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