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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.
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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

Sant et al.: Broad-tailed Grassbird

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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