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Abstract
The White-naped Tit Machlolophus nuchalis is a poorly known species that is endemic to India and is considered globally Vulnerable. Based on a fourweek study in July 2011, at the beginning of its breeding season, observations are reported on territorial behaviour and territory size, foraging, breeding,
and roosting behaviour. Territories are much larger than in previously studied tit species. Breeding behaviour described includes mating, courtship
feeding, and feeding of young nestlings. Observations on roosting suggest, thus far, that male and female White-naped Tits roost each night in cavities,
to which they show high fidelity.

Introduction
The White-naped Tit Machlolophus nuchalis is a poorly known
endemic species, from India, with two disjunct populations, in
north-western India and the southern Deccan region. Most prior
studies have dealt with the status and distribution of this species
in the country, apart from brief observation notes (Harrap &
Quinn 2010; Gosler & Clement 2018; Pittie 2018). Sharma &
Koli (2014) provide information on annual variation in habitat
use, abundance, and tree choice for nest sites. Breeding biology
is known primarily from early nest descriptions (Ali 1945; Ali &
Ripley 1973) and from observations of an active nest during the
late nestling and fledgling stages (Tiwari & Rahmani 1996).
A small number of breeding pairs were observed during
four weeks in July 2011 in the thorn forest near Phot Mahadeo
temple (Piyoni Temple), in Piyoni, Kachchh District, Gujarat, India
(23.244ºN, 69.201ºE), and we documented their breeding
behaviour.

Methods
The study site is a thorn forest located in a region of low hills
near the headwaters of the seasonal Nayra River—this area was

selected because of records of the study species in the literature
(Tiwari & Rahmani 1996) and accessibility from Nakhatrana. The
thorn forest is dominated (>95%) by Acacia senegal (synonym:
Senegalia senegal), with smaller components of A. leucophloea,
A. nilotica, Balanites sp., and Prosopis sp. Ground cover is sparse,
consisting of shrubs, particularly Grewia, and Ziziphus, grasses
Cymbopogon, and Cenchrus, and forbs (e.g. Tribulus). The
region is semi-arid (350 mm annual rainfall), and the average
tree height is five meters; grazing and firewood collection are
common. The visit coincided with the beginning of the monsoon,
which is when the White-naped Tit breeds (Ali 1945; Ali & Ripley
1973; Tiwari & Rahmani 1996). Although the birds were not
banded, it was possible to identify three breeding pairs by slight
plumage differences and simultaneous observations (Table 1).
We report here on territorial, breeding, roosting, and foraging
behaviour from field observations by the first author.
White-naped Tits were located using a combination of
playback and active listening. Playback was used mostly during
the first two weeks, after which it was possible to locate tits by
searching areas where they had been seen before. White-naped
Tit vocalisations were broadcast intermittently for no longer than
ten minutes (usually less than one minute) or until detection. If a

Table 1. Plumage features used to individually identify White-naped Tits
Pair

Sex

Plumage

Behaviour

Temple Pair

Male

Breast band larger on the left side. Black messy block-like shape on right flank. Black finger-like
projection on left flank.

Food was held in the right foot and this bird hung
from pods with its right foot on top.

Female

Only bird in study area with warm brown primaries. Hook-shaped dark smudge on the white of
its left cheek. Fuzzy edge to breast stripe.

The left wingtip was usually folded over the right
wingtip.

Male

A relatively straight and wide breast stripe.

NA

Female

A very small white dot above the left eye was visible at close range. The belly stripe was prominently pinched such that it formed a gentle ‘S’ shape.

This bird repeatedly held food in its left foot.

Male

NA

Associated with East Pair female

Female

Female with no brown on wing and no white dot above eye.

NA

Banyan Pair

East Pair
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Results & Discussion
All White-naped Tits observed in July 2011 showed evidence that
suggested breeding. All three pairs in the Phot Mahadeo Temple

study site responded to
playback of conspecific
song,
suggesting
territory
defence
(Ydenberg & Krebs
1987). Apart from
these three pairs, a pair
in the neighbouring
Jathavira forest also
reacted aggressively to
playback on 06 July. On
23 July another female
was
photographed
190. A female collecting nesting materials near
collecting
nesting
Naliya, Kachchh District, Gujarat. Note the brown
primaries and lack of crest.
material near Naliya
[190]. Hence, there is
enough evidence to suggest that the tits in that area were all
breeding during these months.

Territory size and use
Foraging: Pairs of White-naped Tits were usually seen hunting for
arthropods in the canopies of Acacia senegal trees. Frequently,
tits hammered on the dried seedpods of Acacia senegal, either
while hanging off the pod itself or after having removed the pod
and holding it on a larger branch. Inspection of insect damage
within discarded pods corroborates Sharma & Koli’s (2014)
assertion that larvae (unidentified) within seedpods are an
important food source for White-naped Tits. Similar to Joshua et
al. (2007), we once observed a tit hammering a Capparis berry.
Tits hammered the mandibles of larger caterpillars before eating
them, presumably to reduce their risk of injury. During a mass
emergence of termite alates, tits sallied to catch them in midair.
Territory size: We observed eight territorial confrontations on six
days between 11 and 23 July; seven of them were observed
between the Temple Pair and the Banyan Pair and one between
the Banyan Pair and the East Pair. All tits in the study area were
territory holders; no floaters were recorded. Once the GPS
data were visualised we found that the seven confrontations
between the ‘Temple’ and ‘Banyan’ pairs formed a straight line.
Confrontations were only seen in the forested area, though on
one occasion we observed long distance counter singing in the
sparser forests to the west of the boundary.
Fig. 1 summarizes the observations of these three pairs based
on 157 GPS points. Territory sizes were: 28.9 ha (Temple Pair); c.
46 ha for the Banyan Pair; and c. 17 ha for the East Pair, for which
there are only 17 GPS locations. An additional nine locations were
tentatively assigned to the Banyan Pair—if these are included,
the estimate for this territory size increases to 80 ha. Although
territories were very large, conflicts were observed at the borders,
and territories were non-overlapping. The nest of the Temple Pair
was located 299 m from the nearest territory boundary. The male
roosted in a cavity 180 m away from the nest.
This study describes larger territory sizes than usually
observed in other Paridae (Perrins 1979). Densities of tits in
Europe are usually measured in pairs per 10 ha—for instance,
mixed woodland in Wytham, England supports 6.5–12.9 pairs of
tits per 10 ha (Minot & Perrins 1986). Non-forest areas typically
support lower breeding densities and larger territory sizes (Cowie
& Hinsley 1987; Krebs 1971). For instance, territories of the Great
Tit Parus major average 1.34 ha in woodland (n=16) but 3.72
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bird was not detected, recordings would not be played again for
15 mins or at a minimum distance of 100 m. As soon as a Whitenaped Tit was detected playback was ceased. Tits were usually
encountered in pairs, although sometimes just a male was
detected. The use of playback was limited to avoid habituation or
disturbance of resident tits.
After a bird was detected, we followed it at a distance to
take notes on its vocalisations, foraging, and territorial behaviour.
Movements were tracked using a handheld GPS unit. One GPS
point referred to all birds detected at one time, noting whether
the bird was alone, with another (a pair), or if we observed a
confrontation between two pairs. We followed tits until they were
lost from sight, until they retired to roost, or until they sought
shelter from the midday heat (c. 1100 hrs). Observations were
made during both, morning (~0800 - 1100 hrs), and evening
(~1700 - 2000 hrs).
We identified birds individually by location, simultaneous
observations, and based upon minor plumage differences
between individuals (Table 1). Members of the ‘Temple’ and
‘Banyan’ pairs could be identified individually, as could the
East Pair female. It took approximately two weeks to learn to
distinguish individual birds. Earlier sightings were retrospectively
assigned to one of the three identified pairs based on notes on
plumage variations taken at the time, as well as proximity to
known roosting areas during the evening, and position relative
to known territorial boundaries. Points referencing confrontations
between pairs were assigned to both pairs. ArcMap (ESRI) was
used to build the convex hull or minimum convex polygons using
all GPS points where an individual was seen, and to calculate the
area of each polygon. Since males were more active in territorial
defence, and were occasionally detected without the female,
we present distribution data, based upon males, to describe
territories.
In addition to the male being a glossier black (Harrap & Quinn
2010; Grimmett et al. 2011), and sporting a short crest, (Tiwari
& Rahmani 1996), we noted that the breast stripe of the female
was narrower and more irregular than the wider stripe of the
male in all the three pairs we observed.
Over six days (27 July–01 August 2011) we watched an
active White-naped Tit nest for a total of 22.75 hrs, during a
morning period (between 0626 and 1117 hrs), or an evening
period (between 1730 and 1951 hrs). The evening period
ended when the female entered the nest hole to roost for the
night. Observations were made sitting quietly on the ground
some distance from the nest hole, concealed by a patch of
tall grass and bushes and the shade of a Euphorbia shrub. We
remained out of the parents’ flight path and the birds showed no
signs of agitation. The nest hole was visible at an oblique angle
making it possible to view birds from the side as they entered
the nest hole. Observations of the nest tree were made with
the aid of binoculars, a camera (no flash), and a stopwatch. We
collected data on feeding rates only on 29, 30, and 31 July. The
nest tree was quickly measured with callipers while the pair was
out searching for food.
Before they roosted, we observed the behaviour of the
Temple Pair’s male on 12 occasions (20 July - 01 August), and of
the female on five occasions.
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ha in the surrounding hedgerows (n=12) (Krebs 1971). Kala &
Joshua (2011) found 16 pairs of White-naped Tits using their 2
km2 study area in the thorn forest of the Aravalli hills of Rajasthan,
and they estimate that the territories were slightly more than
12 ha. This study’s conservative estimate (n=2) of 37.5 ha
(approximately 3 pairs/km2) is even larger than reported by Kala
& Joshua (2011); however, it is similar to the territories (n=6)
of the Southern Black Tit Melaniparus niger in an African open
woodland savanna, which averaged 32 ha (Tarboton 1981).
Taken together, this suggests that the large territory sizes in this
study may be related to the sparseness of the habitat. The low
breeding densities reported here, coupled with a known patchy
distribution (Tiwari 2001), suggests that the overall numbers of
the White-naped Tit must be low.

Breeding
Nesting cavity: The nesting cavity of the Temple Pair was found
on 27 July 2011. The nest hole was located in the main trunk of
a small live Acacia senegal in a patch of thick scrub near a dry
riverbed [191]. The main trunk of the tree leaned at 75° to the
ground and the hole was on the underside of the trunk, such
that the lip of the hole was only 68 cm above the ground. The
wood comprising the lower lip of the hole was relatively thick
(46.3 mm) and the cavity extended 45.6 mm back from the
inner lip of the hole. Since the diameter of the tree, just below
the hole, was 11.5 cm, the back wall must have been much
thinner; through the hole a small prick of light could be seen,
indicating a crack in the back wall. The nest hole entrance, which

Mating: On 13 July, at 0914 hrs, the Temple Pair male mounted
the female and uttered a harsh ‘choyy-tsss tstststs’ sound. The
quieter ‘ts’ notes were uttered in rapid succession after the
harsher first two notes. While mating, the female fluttered her
wings and made soft ‘tststs’ notes as well. Just before mating,
the male had briefly left the female to challenge a neighbouring
male. It returned singing loudly.
On 14 July, at 1019 hrs, the same pair mated again in a large
Euphorbia clump after which the male remained close to the
female for at least ten minutes. At 1037 hrs courtship feeding
followed the soft ‘tststs’ notes.
Incubation: During the eight-day period from 18 and 25 July,
the Temple Pair’s female was rarely seen. We presumed that
that the female was incubating, and that this time represented
a portion of the incubation period. During this time, the male
foraged alone and called frequently, but was very skittish. Once,
a male disabled a large caterpillar and flew with it in the direction
of the nest, suggesting female provisioning. The total length of
the incubation period is unknown. In the closely related Great
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Fig. 1. A map of three territories of White-naped Tits in Phot Mahadeo (Piyoni),
Kachchh District, Gujarat.

faced west, was oval
shaped: 37.0 mm
wide and 23.5 mm
high. The cavity was
probably first excavated
by a Yellow-fronted
Pied
Woodpecker
D en d ro c o p o s
mahrattensis,
given
the
geographic
range of, and cavity
dimensions
created
by, that species (Ali
& Ripley 1970). Nest
construction was not
observed, however a 191. The active nesting cavity of the Temple pair.
photograph taken on
23 July 2011 in nearby
Naliya shows a female White-naped Tit gathering fur from a
roadkill, suggesting that fur is used to line the nest [190].
Nest tree parameters reported in our study (nest and nest
tree heights, cavity and cavity branch diameters) are smaller
than the averages reported by Sharma & Koli (2014). This may
reflect the smaller size of the dominant Acacia trees in our study
area. We report a nest hole opening of 37.0 mm x 23.5 mm, in
contrast to the average nest hole diameter of 52.0 mm (N=12,
SD=14.9) reported in Sharma & Koli (2014) but closer to the 35
mm reported by Tiwari & Rahmani (1996). Sharma & Koli (2014)
gave 40 mm as the minimum entrance diameter of a potential
nest site—it is clear that the minimum entrance diameter is
smaller, particularly since White-naped Tits will use nest boxes
with an entrance diameter of 36 mm (Kala & Joshua 2011).
The minimum diameter of a useable cavity opening for Whitenaped Tits may be closer to 30 mm, given that Great and Blue
Cyanistes caeruleus tits use holes of 32 and 26 mm respectively
(Matthysen et al. 2001). This study, like others (Tiwari & Rahmani
1996; Kala & Joshua 2011; Sharma & Koli 2014) notes a scarcity
of cavities in the thorn forest. Potential reasons for this apparent
scarcity may include dominance of small hardwoods (Acacia,
Prosopis), fewer primary cavity excavators, and pressure from
fuelwood harvesting.
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Tit, the incubation period is 14–15 days and varies, depending
on factors such as ambient temperature and time spent on the
nest (Kluijver 1950).
Feeding of nestlings: On 27 and 28 July both members of
the Temple Pair visited the nest hole multiple times, suggesting
feeding of newly hatched nestlings. On 29 July the female brought
food to the nest hole, confirming the presence of hatched young.
Visiting frequency varied between eight and ten visits per hour
in the morning, and between three and 11 visits per hour in the
evening. The pair brought food, at least, as early as 0630 hrs, and
ceased bringing food between 1850 and 1925 hrs. The female
often spent long spells inside the nesting cavity and the male
would (sometimes) pass food through the hole to the female
[192]. We never saw the pair leave the nest carrying faecal sacs,
suggesting the young were still small when the observations were
finished. When young are small, parents consume faecal sacks
(Perrins 1979).
We observed 144 visits to the nest over three days. Either
member of the pair entered the nest hole 116 times, or passed
food through the hole 28 times. The male accounted for 74.5%
of cases where the sex of the bird entering the hole was known
(n=106), suggesting that, when the young are small, the male
visited the hole more often than the female and brought
correspondingly more food. In 27 of 28 instances, when food
was passed through the hole, it was possible to confirm that the
bird passing the food from the outside was the male.
These observations of an active nest are largely similar to
those in previous studies of the species (Ali 1945; Ali & Ripley
1973; Tiwari & Rahmani 1996), although this is the first study that
documents the early part of the nestling stage. Tiwari & Rahmani
(1996) also documented that the breeding pair fed nestlings
from just after sunrise to past sunset, called while approaching
the nest, and often passed food to each other through the
entrance of the nesting cavity.
Food items: We could identify the food that the birds brought
the nest on 23 of their 144 visits. These were ‘white grubs’
(n=10, 6.9%), ‘green grubs’ (n=4, 2.8%), ‘grey grubs’ (n=4,
2.8%), ‘small green caterpillars’ (n=2, 1.4%), a small brownish
arthropod (n=3, 2.1%), and unidentified food items (n=121,
84.0%). Ali (1945), and Tiwari & Rahmani (1996) also
documented caterpillars and pupae in the diet of nestlings.
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Female wing-fluttering display: On two occasions the Temple
Pair’s female was observed holding her body at a 45º angle to a
perch, arch her head back, puff up her feathers, and droop and

192. The Temple male bringing food to the nesting cavity.

flutter her wings. The female did not raise the feathers on her
head to form a small crest, as the male often does. This behaviour
occurred once while the male was out of sight, and once while
a male was bringing food to the nest. After the male entered the
hole, the female, while holding food in her beak, continued this
display for ten seconds before also entering the hole.
The function of this wing-quivering display is unknown. Tiwari
& Rahmani (1996) also note this behaviour at the nest site during
the nestling stage. Despite the similarity to the demand behaviour
described by Smith (1980), this behaviour is not related because
the female had food in her beak. This wing-quivering display
appears more similar to the behaviour described by Lambrechts
et al. (1993) in Black-capped Chickadees Poecile atricapillus,
which is thought to coordinate nesting activities under the
invitational hypothesis. This behaviour is also quite frequent in
Blue- and Great Tits (A.A.D, pers. observ.) when both parents
arrive at the nest with food.
Mobbing and nest defence: We observed White-naped Tits
mobbing, either alone, or along with other species, potential
predators such as the Shikra Accipiter badius, Spotted Owlet
Athene brama, Indian Eagle Owl Bubo bengalensis, a golden
jackal Canis aureus, and Indian fox Vulpes bengalensis. Despite
a generally aggressive defence of the nest hole, an Indian Robin
Saxicoloides fulicatus was seen peering into the nest cavity while
the male White-naped Tit watched silently from above.

Roosting
The Temple Pair roosted, each night, in separate tree cavities:
the female in the nest hole, and the male in a separate roosting
cavity. The neighbouring Banyan Pair was observed returning to
the same area each evening, suggesting fidelity to a roosting site
in that pair as well.
After the Temple Pair female entered the nesting hole for the
night, the male would fly to his roost, which was 180 m away
from the nest site. Upon arriving at the roosting area, the male
would wait 02–20 min (mean 8.5± SE 1.77) before roosting,
and alternated periods of calling with silence and relative stillness.
During still periods, the male would alternately look to the left
and right. The male tit retired to the roost 02–28 min (mean
17.3± SE 2.42) after sunset (n =12). After entering the crevice,
the male backed into the cavity, until only its head and the top
half of its body were visible [193].
The roost was observed at dawn on one occasion; on 26 July,
the tit left its roost at 0608 hrs, five minutes after sunrise.
Description of the roost: The Temple Pair’s male roosted in a
crevice, 3.2 m up in the branch of a six-meter A. senegal. The
crevice had a C-shaped cross section for much of its length,
with an inside diameter of 32–43 mm. On one end, the crevice
became a narrow cavity that extended into the central core of
the branch for 134 mm, of which the innermost 50 mm was wet
with water. This cavity portion was too small to accommodate
the entire bird.
These observations of roosting are consistent with those of
previous authors. Ali & Ripley (1973) first discovered that Whitenaped Tits roost in cavities, or bark fissures, and show site fidelity.
They described that two surveys, seven years apart, found a tit
roosting in a hole in a gate crossbar in Bhujia Hills, Kachchh,
although it was not possible to determine if it were the same
individual. Tiwari & Rahmani (1996) also reported that Whitenaped Tits roost in natural holes, or fissures that are four to
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193. The Temple male while entering his roosting hole.

eight meters above the ground, in dead Acacia nilotica trees,
during the breeding season. They reported that tits were very
vocal prior to roosting, making both ‘sweet, musical whistles and
bold scolding notes’, and that a pair of tits used the same sites
on consecutive days; one member of the pair roosted in the
breeding cavity, but ‘when the young birds became too big, both
parents would occupy their favoured roost site’. Sharma (2016)
found four White-naped Tits roosting individually, in December,
in iron pipes that formed part of a leopard enclosure, and noted
restless movements prior to roosting.
Although it is difficult to generalise, given the paucity of data,
observations do suggest that both, the female and the male
White-naped Tits roost each night in a cavity year around. The
female, in our study, slept in the nest, as European tits do (De
Laet & Dhondt 1989). Male White-naped Tits seem to roost in a
cavity every night and seem to show high fidelity to their roosting
cavity. This is in contrast to male European tits, which are only
rarely found in nest boxes, at night, during the breeding season
(Kluijver 1950; Winkel & Winkel 1973; Dhondt pers. obs.), but
commonly roost in cavities in winter (Kluijver 1950). The male’s
fidelity to roosting in a small crevice, in our study, suggests limited
options, and underline the preference of spending the night in
a cavity compared to doing so outside, in foliage. In contrast,
Corsican Blue Tits Cyanistes caeruleus ogliastrae do not use
cavities for roosting, not even in winter (Dhondt et al. 2010). This
behaviour seems to be innate in Corsican Blue Tits, because the
cost/benefit balance of using a nest box, compared to foliage, for
roosting favours spending the night in the canopy in an evergreen
broad-leaved forest on an island with few owls (Dhondt et al.
2010). Thus, one hypothesis is that White-naped tits roost in
cavities year around to avoid nocturnal predators.

Conservation
Grazing, firewood collecting, and clearing for agriculture have
heavily impacted the thorn forests in Kachchh District. Since the
White-naped Tit occurs at low densities, and breeds and roosts in
cavities, degradation of their thorn forest habitat poses a serious
threat to this species. Providing nest boxes could help Whitenaped Tits find both, nesting and roosting sites.
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Yagnesh Bhatt

he Black-headed Munia Lonchura malacca, now known as
Tricoloured Munia, till recently comprised three subspecies
in the Indian Subcontinent: the nominate L. m. malacca
occupying the southern Indian Peninsula (south to Mumbai); the
northern L. m. rubroniger, restricted to the western Himalayan
foothills and terai region, including Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar, and
L. m. atricapilla occurring in Assam, Manipur, and Bangladesh,
westwards to eastern Nepal (Ali & Ripley 2001).
The Tricoloured Munia L. malacca is now considered
monotypic (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). L. malacca was
not known to occur above the 18ºN latitude in the southern
Indian Peninsula (Ali & Ripley 1983). However, in recent past,
the species has extended its range considerably towards northwestern India (Abdulali 1966; Breeden & Breeden 1982; Gole
1983; Monga & Naoroji 1984; Khachar 1985; Parasharya & Patel
1986; Jamdar 1998; Borad et al. 2000; Sharma 2001; Sangha
2002; Urfi 2003), and north-eastwards (Singh & Rout 1992). It
now breeds in several places in Gujarat (Mathew et al. 1992;
Khacher 1996; Mashru 2005; Patel 2006; Prajapati & Jani 2017;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). The north-eastern subspecies of
the Black-headed Munia L. m. atricapilla is now recognized as a
separate species (Restall 1996), and known as Chestnut Munia
L. atricapilla atricapilla, with one subspecies, L. a. rubroniger.
The nominate subspecies is resident in north-eastern India,
while rubroniger occurs in the foothills of the western Himalayas
(Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). So far,
L. atricapilla has not been reported from either southern, or
western India vide Pittie (2018). In this paper, we report the
range extension of the Chestnut Munia in Gujarat, western India,
and also report the probable hybridization between Tricoloured
Munia and Chestnut Munia.

194. A flock of Tricoloured Munias and Scaly-breasted Munias, with one Chestnut Munia.

While photographing them, YB realized that one of the
munias looked different from its congeners, with distinct chestnut
on both, its belly, and its back. Its head and neck were black, as in
a Tricoloured Munia. After referring to field guides, and comparing
with images on Oriental Bird Club Image gallery (2018), we
concluded that the bird in question was a Chestnut Munia. In
[194], the black marking on the belly was not visible due to
the angle from which the photograph was taken. In a second
photograph [195], taken on the same date, the black colour of
the lower belly was visible.

Sightings and discussion

Yagnesh Bhatt

On 24 December 2017, while photographing, and birding around
Tarapur (22.489°N, 72.658°E), Anand District, Gujarat (western
India), two of us (YB & BP) saw a flock of c. 60–70 munias
(Estrildidae), which largely comprised Tricoloured Munia [194], a
few Scaly-breasted Munia L. punctulata, and one Chestnut Munia
on the hedge bordering a cultivated field. All of the birds were
perched either on Typha reeds, or adjoining Prosopis juliflora
trees, and, from there, were periodically dropping to the ground
to feed on grains of rice Oryza sativa that were spilled on the
ground; as well as from nearby haystacks. These three species
remained, and foraged together. The flock remained at the same
site, at least, for the next two days as food was abundant.

195. A Chestnut Munia showing black colour on lower belly.

Bhatt et al.: Chestnut Munia

While re-examining our old pictures, taken around Tarapur,
we came across one of a Chestnut Munia feeding on the ground,
along with Tricoloured Munia; its black patch on the belly could
not be seen as its picture was taken from the front. However, in
another picture, of a Chestnut Munia flying in to the perch, the
bird is clearly showing a black patch on its belly.
We re-examined our old images of Tricoloured Munia for
colour variations. We have pictures of a mixed species flock of
Black-throated Weaver Ploceus benghalensis and Tricoloured
Munia, in flight, near Tarapur, from13 March 2011[196, 197].
In these, we found that some adult Tricoloured Munia had faint
chestnut on the belly, instead of pure white. In [196] (in the
central area of right side), a munia is showing light chestnut
colour. In [197] (in the right top corner), one Tricoloured Munia
is intermediately coloured; its belly between white and chestnut.
This is an intermediate character between Tricoloured Munia and
Chestnut Munia. Some of the images of Tricoloured Munia on
the Oriental Bird Club Image Database (www.orientalbirdimages.
org; henceforth, OBC Image Gallery), by Subrato Sanyal (Sanyal
2014, 2016); Aurijit Kar Bhowmik (Bhowmik 2015), and
Srikumar Bose (Bose 2015) (No. 53, 72, 68, 74), are similar to
photographs [196] and [197], showing intermediate characters,
which might be hybrids between Tricoloured Munia and Chestnut

Both: Yagnesh Bhatt

196. In the center area of right side, a Tricoloured Munia showing light chestnut colour on
lower parts.

197. A Tricoloured Munia (in middle of top part of picture) is intermediately coloured; its belly
between white and chestnut.

Munia.
The prevalence of presumed hybrid specimens, between
Tricoloured and Chestnut Munia, in old images indicates that the
Chestnut Munia may be quite prevalent in our area, and might
have established itself long ago, but had slipped the notice of
birdwatchers and photographers in Gujarat. One needs to keep
a watch on the presence of the Chestnut Munia over entire
distributional range of the Tricoloured Munia, as the later is found
in Gujarat and Rajasthan, vis-à-vis the presence of Tricoloured
Munia in the known distribution range of Chestnut Munia, and
their hybridization is evident, to some extent, on the OBC Image
Gallery—but there is a need to monitor them closely, as opined by
Rasmussen and Anderton (2012). The presence of the Chestnut
Munia in West Bengal is evident from OBC Image Gallery (OBC
2018). Its presence is also recorded from Bihar (Dey et al. 2014),
and Odisha (Debata et al. 2013), suggesting a westward range
extension. From the above, it is evident that both the species
of munias are extending their distributional range, which often
overlap resulting in hybridization. In such conditions, only DNA
barcoding may help in determining the genetic distance between
these two munias and identify their hybrids, if any.
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Editorial Comment: Munias showing characters mostly of Chestnut Munia, or showing intermediate characters have been reported widely from Peninsular
India (See https://ebird.org/media/india/catalog?taxonCode=x00932). Exact origins of these birds is unclear. Are they birds from the wild population,
straggling south and/or potentially hybridising with resident Tricoloured Munias? Or are these cage escapee Chestnut Munias, or birds from subsequent
generations after the cage escapee birds bred with the local Tricoloured Munias? Or could these just be aberrant colour morphs of Tricoloured Munias
instilled by a recessive gene? Till date, there are no records of Tricoloured Munias in the flocks of Chestnut Munias. More studies are required to
establish the origins of these birds (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) and any conclusions and decisions drawn till then are only tentative.
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n the 28 September 2017, RG visited a forest track
in the Badsaitilla Reserve Forest (24.33°N, 92.35°E)
between Dullabcherra, Assam, and Mizoram, as part of
the biodiversity documentation work of the Makunda Nature
Club. He observed a large flock of Common Hill Mynas Gracula
religiosa feeding on wild figs. Along with this flock were a
group of distinctly different mynas. Some of these individuals
(presumably adult males) had a golden-yellow forehead, crown,
and nape, forming a recumbent crest. The same colour extended
downwards, over the lores, the chin, and the center throat. Other
individuals (presumably adult females) had less gold on their
foreheads and only a strip of yellow down the chin and chest.
Duller coloured birds, vis-á-vis adults, with pale lores, wing patch,
and throat, with faint streaking below and lesser golden-yellow
feathers, were also observed, and were probably juveniles.
Photographs [198, 199] were taken, and the birds identified as
Golden-crested Mynas Ampeliceps coronatus.
Subsequently, VAI and RG visited the site on 08 October
2017. A large flock of Common Hill Mynas was spotted in a
group of fig trees on the opposite side of a deep ravine. A
photograph of a Golden-crested Myna, perched on a tree
along with Common Hill Mynas, was taken. The bird remained
perched on the tree for some time and then flew away with
the other mynas. Following this, this species has been sought,

198. Male Golden-crested Mynas.

Rejoice Gassah

Ismavel & Gassah : Golden-crested Myna

199. A single female and a few juvenile Golden-crested Mynas, with a single adult Common
Hill Myna.

and found, in the same area on more occasions in the same
month, and sufficient documentation to prove beyond doubt the
occurrence of the species in the area was collected, including a
video recording (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rprl44r-e0M).
The status of the Golden-crested Myna, in India, is poorly
known. It is considered a resident in north-eastern Cachar
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), an additional record, presumably
from Miao, Namdapha (Srinivasan et al. 2010; Craig & Feare
2018), is mapped from north-eastern Arunachal, and an old
record exists from the Barak River in western Manipur (Ali &
Ripley 1987; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). A search on the
VertNet website, portal.vernet.org, revealed nine instances where
it was collected from the wild (excluding a bird from captivity in
AMNH) between 1893 and 1907, from parts of Assam, including
the Cachar Plains, North Cachar Hills, and Margherita. A search of
www.ebird.org showed a few observations in Arunachal Pradesh
(some with photo documentation), Assam, and an isolated
photographic record from Darjeeling, West Bengal. Two reports
were also collected from Mizoram, tallying to 32 records from
India: 12 reports stating that a specimen had been collected, of
which ten were traced to museums, 13 reports with photographs,
and seven observations (Table 1).

Table 1. Reports of Golden-crested Myna from India (Sorted by River Valley, State, and then Date of observation)
Locality

Type

Valley

District

State

Bag-o-Bahar

S

Barak

Cachar

Bag-o-Bahar

S

Barak

Dilkhush

S

Roopacherra

Month

Year

Citation

Collector /
Observer

Remarks

AS

1897

YPM VZ YPM ORN
042887

A. M. Primrose

Month not available (Kristof Zyskowski, in litt.,
e-mail dated 12 April 2018).

Cachar

AS

1898

YPM VZ YPM ORN
042885

A. M. Primrose

Month not available (Kristof Zyskowski, in litt.,
e-mail dated 12 April 2018).

Barak

Cachar

AS

4

< 1880

Hume (1880)

James Inglis

James Inglis shot one of these Mynas in the
month of April. He has frequently seen birds
pass over the tea garden but considered
them rare. The specimen is probably in NHM
London, listed in the Catalogue as ‘Cachar’
(Sharpe 1890).

S

Barak

Hailakandi

AS

6

1893

YPM VZ YPM ORN
042886

A. M. Primrose

Roopacherra

S

Barak

Hailakandi

AS

8

1893

AMNH Birds SKIN666269

E.C.S. Baker

Roopacherra

S

Barak

Hailakandi

AS

9

1893

AMNH Birds Skin216490

E.C.S. Baker

Roopacherra

S

Barak

Hailakandi

AS

10

1893

AMNH Birds SKIN666270-71

E.C.S. Baker

Roopacherra

S

Barak

Hailakandi

AS

< 1897

Inglis (1897)

C.M. Inglis

Badsaitilla

P

Barak

Karimganj

AS

9

2017

This work

Rejoice Gassah &
Vijay Ismavel

Badsaitilla

P

Barak

Karimganj

AS

10

2017

This work

Rejoice Gassah &
Vijay Ismavel

Barak

S

Barak

Not Available

MN

< 1888

Hume (1888)

A.O. Hume

Dampa

P

Barak

Mamit

MZ

2015

Don (2015)

Zakhuma Don

11

Museum tag cites the collection by E.C.S.
Baker (Thomas J. Trombone 12 April 2018)
[200]

C.M. Inglis saw large flocks, of 20–30 birds,
that came to his area in some evenings in
one particular year. A specimen was collected
from one of those flocks. (Inglis 1897)

A male shot by A.O. Hume from the bank
of Barak from a small party that flew up the
course of the river (Hume 1888). Exact location in Manipur not known.
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Table 1. Reports of Golden-crested Myna from India (Sorted by River Valley, State, and then Date of observation)
Locality

Type

Valley

District

State

Month

Year

Citation

Collector /
Observer

Remarks

Undisclosed

P

Barak

Mamit

MZ

10

2017

Aineh (2017)

Khuluaia Aineh

From an undisclosed location in Mamit
District of Mizoram. (Khuluaia Aineh, in litt.
(08 April 2018)

Namdapha

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

1

2001

Robson (2011)

Craig Robson

Miao

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

11

2008

Srinivasan et al.
(2010)
Srinivasan (2015)

Umesh Srinivasan

Namdapha

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2011

Kumar et al. (2011)
Srinivasan (2015)

Raman Kumar,
Ashwin Viswanathan, Rohit
Naniwadekar

Namdapha

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2012

Bhatia (2012),
Suvarna (2012),
Das (2012)

Garima Bhatia,
Rajneesh Suvarna,
Ranjan Kumar Das

Namdapha

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

11

2013

Rajagopal (2013a,
b)

Ramachandran
Rajagopal

Namdapha

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2014

Bhatia (2014)

Garima Bhatia,
Rajneesh
Suvarna, Jitendra
Bhatia,Niket Kaisare
List, Pradnya
Karbhari

Namdapha

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

11

2015

Jha (2016)

Soma Jha

Miao

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

11

2016

Singh (2016)

Harshit Singh

Namdapha

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2016

Hatibaruah (2016)

Binanda Hatibaruah

Namdapha

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2016

Viswanathan
(2016b)

Ashwin Viswanathan & Bhanu
Sridharan

Namdapha

P

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

12

2017

Hatibaruah (2017)

Binanda Hatibaruah

Namdapha

O

Brahmaputra

Changlang

AR

1

2018

Upadhyay (2018)

Aakash Upadhyay

Deban Camp

Dibrugarh

S

Brahmaputra

Dibrugarh

AS

190407

AMNH Birds Skin459984-5

Brother of Norman
de Wind (possibly
Edmund de Wind)

Around Bahrmon Tea Garden, of Dehring Tea
Company, north Dibrugarh [=nr. Dibrughar],
Brahmaputra River [201, 202]

Margherita

S

Brahmaputra

Tinsukia

AS

10

1901

ROM Birds 49388

Margherita

S

Brahmaputra

Tinsukia

AS

7

1902

USNM Birds 201338

H. Coltart

Tinkupani

P

Brahmaputra

Tinsukia

AS

8

2011

Anonymous (2011)
Srinivasan (2015)

Sanjay Das

Joyrampur

P

Brahmaputra

Dhemaji

AS

8

2012

Rajagopal (2012)

Ramachandran
Rajagopal

Soraipong

O

Brahmaputra

Tinsukia

AS

11

2016

Viswanathan
(2016a)

Ashwin Viswanathan & Bhanu
Sridharan

Rong tong

P

Teesta

Darjeeling

WB

1

2017

Dey (2017)

Pritam Dey

State: AS: Assam, AR: Arunachal Pradesh, MN: Manipur, MZ: Mizoram, WB: West Bengal
Type: S: Specimen, P: Photograph, O: Observation

Multiple birds seen during 10-18 December at
Deban Camp

On the way to Miao
Deban Camp

Specimen location, ‘Marj., Assam’. This might
have been a short name for Margherita. It
reached ROM from James Henry Fleming
who bought the Collection from Rosenburg in
1913. In terms of the collector, all we have to
go on is HW. C (probably Hugh Whistler Collection). The information is on a pre-printed
well-made label with the initials E.C.S.B. (=
E.C.S. Baker), but these have been crossed
out. (Mark Pecker, in litt., e-mail dated 09
April 2018) [203]

203. Specimen lable of the ‘Marjh’ [Margharita?], Assam, bird in the E. C. S. Baker Collection.

S. Subramanya

Bentley Bird

200. Specimen of female Gold-crested Myna from the E. C. Stuart Baker Collection, Rothschild
Museum, obtained from ‘Roopacherra’ [Tea Estate], ‘South Cachar Plains’ [Cachar District],
Assam.

201. Specimen of adult male Gold-crested Mynas obtained ‘Nr. [=Near] Dibrughar
[=Dibrugarh], Brahmaputra R. [=River], Assam’. ©American Museum of Natural History.
Fig. 1. Golden-crested Myna records from north-eastern India (red dots indicate records
without exact coordinates).

Except for the Darjeeling report, which appears to be of a
vagrant, all other reports have come either from the Barak Valley
(13 reports), or the mid-course of the Brahmaputra Valley (18
reports). From this, it is clear that this species is reasonably
widespread in north-eastern India, but nowhere common
(Fig. 1). It is therefore significant that a healthy population of
this species has been found in a little-studied part of Karimganj
District of Assam.

Bentley Bird

Acknowledgements

202.  Reverse of labels from XX4 above. ©American Museum of Natural History.
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204. Habitat of Cetti’s Warbler near Jawalaji, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh.

Both: C. Abhinav

etti’s Warbler Cettia cetti is a skulking, medium-sized, dullcoloured, short-winged, broad-tailed, un-streaked bush
warbler, and it frequently cocks its tail (Parmenter & Byers
1991). It breeds throughout the warmer regions of western and
southern Europe, the Mediterranean islands, northern Africa to
central Asia. The African and European populations are mainly
resident but those breeding in colder western and central
Asia migrate southwards. (Baker 1997; Kennerley & Pearson
2010). This note describes two recent sightings of the species
in Himachal Pradesh, one previously unreported sighting from
Badopal, Rajasthan, and assesses all reported records.
On 02 October 2016, CA was at Sthana village, near Shah
Nehar Barrage in Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh (31.96°N,
75.90°E; c. 325 m asl). There are many small ponds in this area,
with an ample growth of Typha sp., and Ipomea sp. CA saw a
brownish warbler in these reeds; it had a large tail, which it kept
cocked up. It only gave a brief view through the reeds, constantly
moving within the reeds, along the water’s edge. However, CA
heard its distinctive call, an explosive, metallic ‘chit…chit’, which
was sometimes strung together in series. CA identified it as a
Cetti’s Warbler, as he was familiar with the species, having seen it
at Harike, Punjab, on 18 December 2015.
On 11 March 2017, at 1600 hrs, CA was birding at a small
pond, behind a check dam, approximately six kilometers from
Jawalaji, Kangra District (31.87°N, 76.27°E; c. 470 m asl).
Ipomea sp., Typha sp., Lantana camara, and other shrubs,
and small trees surrounded it [204]. A familiar call alerted him.
After a while, he was able to see a warbler with rufous brown
upperparts, and whitish underparts [205]. It was very shy and kept
to the reeds, giving only brief views through them. However, next
morning, CA was able to click a few photographs, as it was more
active in the morning. CA visited the place again on 20 March,
when he was able to photograph it again. This time the bird was
more vocal and active as compared to previous sightings, and was
seen singing for brief durations, from the top of the reeds, on a
couple of occasions. It was not seen on subsequent visits on 25
and 27 March 2017.
On the basis of photographs [206, 207, 208], and
observations, the following notes were made: the crown and nape
were brown, with a rufous tinge. It had a dark-brown eye stripe
and loral spot, well defined greyish-white supercilium bordered
above by a diffuse dark-brown band, and a whitish, broken, eyering. The ear coverts and cheeks were greyish. The beak was dark,
except for the cutting edge and the proximal half of the lower
mandible, which were pale. The mantle and back was rufous-

205. Cetti’s Warbler showing a rufous-brown rump and uppertail coverts; the large tail is
cocked up.

brown but the rump and uppertail coverts were distinctively more
rufous. The flight feathers were dark, with rufous brown fringes.
The large tail, which was frequently held cocked up, was darker
than the uppertail coverts and faintly barred. The throat, breast,
and belly were white to greyish-white. The flanks were greyishbrown. The long undertail coverts were brown, with contrasting
white borders. The legs were pinkish-brown. Different types
of vocalisations were heard. In the evening it uttered a widely
spaced ‘chit—chit—chit’ type of call, which ended, sometimes, in
a continuous note [Figs 1, 2]. The other vocalisation was a song,
which was mostly heard in the morning. This consisted of an
introductory, single, explosive note, ‘chwik’ that was followed by
a pause, and then a rapid series of alternating disyllabic notes
(Figs 3, 4).

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 6 (Publ. 10 January 2019)

174

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Figs. 1–4. Vocalisation of Cetti’s Warbler.

206. Cetti’s Warbler showing grey on cheeks and head pattern.

S. Subramanya

207. Cetti’s Warbler showing white to greyish brown underparts.

Fig. 5. Map showing sightings of Cetti’s Warbler.

Pics: C. Abhinav

Discussion

208. Cetti’s Warbler showing long brown undertail coverts with white borders.

There are three races of Cetti’s Warbler: the nominate race, C.
c. orientalis, and the regional C. c. albiventris, which breeds in
Uzbekistan, southern and eastern Kazakhstan, and in the westernmost reaches of China; wintering in southern Iran, southern
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and north-western India (Kennerley
& Pearson 2010; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). A recent
genetic analysis, using a mitochondrial gene and three nuclear
sequences, not only split Cetti’s Warbler away from most of the
bush-warblers of the genus Cettia, but also suggested a split of
Cetti’s Warbler into two different species (Alström et al. 2011).
It is uncommon, and very locally distributed in India (Grimmett

Abhinav & Sangha : Cetti’s Warbler

et al. 1998; Kazmierczak 2000).
There are multiple records of Cetti’s Warbler from Rajasthan
(Table 1). One bird was well seen by HSS on the morning of
16 December 2015, at Badopal (29.35°N, 74.08°E), a saline
wetland surrounded by a luxuriant growth of tall grass and
reeds, in Hanumangarh District, Rajasthan. A loud contact call
‘tichutt-tichutt’ was regularly heard from the reeds. The bird was
very restless and constantly moved up and down reed stems.
After waiting patiently for some time, HSS saw a stout bird with
a broad, rounded tail. In the poor light it appeared dull brown
above and white below. Briefly, in two-three instances, pale spots
to dark-brown undertail coverts were also observed. As an aside,
the species is likely to occur in seepage areas, and wetlands,
along the Rajasthan Canal where reeds, riverine tamarisk, and
lakeside rushes form a suitable habitat for it. Rasmussen &
Anderton (2012) have shown its presence in adjoining areas of
the Thar Desert in Pakistan.
There are regular sightings of Cetti’s Warbler from Harike,
Punjab. It was first found in Harike in March 1985, when three
individuals were mist netted (Prakash & Akhtar 1989). One
bird was heard on 13 February 2003 (Prince 2003). On 05
December 2011, HSS and a group of birders from Sweden
observed one bird near the boat jetty. Saurabh Sawant saw three
individuals at different sites in Harike, during his one-month stay
in the wetland in December 2012 (Saurabh Sawant, pers comm.,
dated 25 May 2017). In recent winters almost every international
birding group that visited Harike either saw, or heard at least one
bird: on 12 January 2014 (Eaton 2014), on c. 16 January 2015
(Jannes 2015), and on 31 January 2016 (Lambert 2016). So, it
is probably a regular winter visitor, in small numbers, to Harike,
but there are only isolated records from elsewhere, as given in
Table 1 and Fig 5.
The Bharatpur sighting on 30 October 1971 is considered to
be the first for India (Hussain 1976). Friesen’s (1968) record from
Kullu, Himachal Pradesh is not mentioned in Kazmierczak (2000),
or in Grimmett et al. (2011), but antedates the Bharatpur sighting,

and so, should rightly be considered the first for the country.
Cetti’s Warbler is not mentioned in previous works on Kangra
District (Whistler 1926a,b; den Besten 2004; Dhadwal 2011).
The bird seen at Sthana village on 02 October 2016 was the
second record for Himachal Pradesh, and the bird photographed
near Jwalaji on 11 March 2017 was its first photographic record
from Himachal Pradesh, and the third record from the state.
These are probably the first decent photographs of this bird from
India, as it is a heavy skulker, and difficult to photograph in its
wintering grounds. It arrives in the Indian Subcontinent in October
and leaves in March (Ali & Ripley 1987; Roberts 1992). Though
these appear to be isolated, vagrant records of the species from
the area, the fact that it is recorded both, during the autumn, and
spring passage, it is possible that it is a passage migrant, in small
numbers, through Himachal Pradesh. However, further records
are required.
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T

he Broad-tailed Grassbird Schoenicola platyurus is endemic
to the Western Ghats of India and is categorised as Vulnerable
under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (BirdLife
International 2018). Although some details about its plumage
are available (Ali & Ripley1997; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012),
a fuller description of the plumage of the female is missing.
Some works (Ali & Ripley 1997) even consider the species to be
sexually monomorphic. Here, we give a detailed description of
the plumage of the sexes, establishing their sexual dimorphism,
and also present some aspects of the fledgling’s plumage,
including references to past literature wherever relevant.
From 2016 till date, we have been observing the breeding
activity of Broad-tailed Grassbirds around Belgaum, Karnataka
(Sant et al. 2018). During these three years we have photographed
64 adult males, 31 adult females, and 11 juveniles. All our
observations were made during the breeding season, from June

till December. Sites with Broad-tailed Grassbirds were visited, at
least, on five days in a week, in an attempt to document the
unfolding events through images. The field visits were mostly
between 0600hrs to 0930hrs, and a few times from 1600hrs to
1900hrs. We tried to photograph all the displaying males, nesting
pairs, and wherever possible fledglings. No nests were disturbed
during this study. While processing the raw images, we did not
alter any setting, retaining the colour balance as shot, to prevent
any colour shift from the original image. Only the cropping tool
was used to crop images.

Plumage differences between sexes
Collage [209] demonstrates the difference in the plumage tones
between male and female Broad-tailed Grassbirds, during their
breeding season. Six different males (=M1–M6), and six different

Sant et al.: Broad-tailed Grassbird

All: Niranjan Sant

209. Females are consistently darker than males in plumage with a rufous wash on their flanks.

210. Insides of the mouths are black in males and reddish-yellow in females.
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females (=F1–F6) are shown in this collage. As evident, females
were consistently darker in their upper parts, than the males.
Females had a rufous wash on their flanks, which was missing
in the males. This difference is consistent in all our photographs,
and is a characteristic that had not been documented earlier.

Colours of the soft parts

All: Niranjan Sant

It is well documented that breeding males of the Broad-tailed

211. Males have black bills while females have pale bills.

Grassbird have black bills, while those of the females are pale
in colour (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). This is consistent in
all our photos [211]. Additionally, M1 and M2 show that their
mouths are black inside, while females have reddish-yellow
mouths [210]. During September, in closely monitored nests,
we observed that the colour of the bills, and that inside the
mouths of some males had begun to fade [XX5], indicating
that they might have all dark bills only while they are breeding.

All: Niranjan Sant

Sant et al.: Broad-tailed Grassbird

212. Males have red tarsii; females, flesh-coloured.
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Photo

213. Bill colour and insides of the mouth of males fade in September (R), compared to May (L).

214. Iris colour is taupe in males (R) and umber in females (L). Illustrated with a colour shadecard prepared using Adobe Photoshop.

Sant et al.: Broad-tailed Grassbird

Photo

215. Colour of eyes of fledgling Grassbirds

216. Tail moulting from one side

181

182

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 6 (Publ. 10 January 2019)

Table 1. Differences between the sexes of Broad-tailed Grassbird
Characteristic

Male

Female

References

Bill

Black

Pale

Rasmussen & Anderton
(2012)

Mouth

Black

Reddish yellow

Feet

Red

Flesh

Upper body

Dull brown

Darker brown

Under parts

Whitish

Rufous washed white

Iris

Taupe

Umber

Oates (1889)

[212] illustrates the differences in the colour of the tarsi: red in
males, and flesh-coloured in females. [213] demonstrates the
differences in colour of the iris: Taupe in males, and umber in
females (214 illustrates these shades of brown).
We also observed similar colour differences in the eyes of
fledglings [215], where some fledglings showed taupe eyes, and
others umber. It is not possible to confirm the sex without actually
watching a marked fledgling grow into adulthood, and into the
next breeding period.

Moulting of tails
We observed a few male grassbirds [216] that were moulting tails
during September. During the moult, the birds always dropped all
the tail feathers, either on the left, or right side of the central tail
feather. In two closely observed males, they took seven days and
eight days to lose the central tail feather. It took approximately
three weeks for the new tail feathers to grow to full length. Even
during the tail-less phase, males were seen calling, and indulging
in aerial displays.

Discussion
Table 1 lists all the differences of plumage and soft parts, between
male and female birds that we noted, with additional references
mentioned in earlier works, which seem to have recorded colours

of only the bill and legs. It is possible that most of the museum
specimens are of breeding males, which are easily seen. Though
Capt. Butler mentioned that he shot a female bird near the nest,
he did not describe it (Butler 1899). We noted that female
grassbirds are elusive, even during breeding; hence the paucity
of their plumage description in literature. Ramesh et al. (2011),
have also reported similar plumage differences between male
and female birds. Even today, a description of the female’s nonbreeding plumage is lacking, and it would be interesting to study
that too.
Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) allude to the possibility
that the northern population of the Broad-tailed Grassbird is
paler than its southern counterparts; they recommend further
research. Such research, we feel, would benefit from the malefemale plumage variations that we’ve described above.
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Crested Treeswift Hemiprocne coronate, Crowbilled Drongo Dicrurus annectens, and Black-naped
Monarch Hypothymis azurea in Col. Sher Jung
National Park, Simbalbara: Additions to the birds of
Himachal Pradesh
Col. Sher Jung National Park (henceforth, CSJNP), previously
known as Simbalbara National Park, is located in the lower Shivalik
region of Sirmaur District in southern Himachal Pradesh. Formerly
a hunting reserve of the Maharaja of Sirmaur, it was declared a
Wildlife Sanctuary, and subsequently a National Park on 07 June
2013 (27.88 sq km; 350–650 m asl). It is listed as an Important
Bird and Biodiversity Area of India by Rahmani et al. (2016; IBA
Site Code ‘IN–HP–31’). Kalesar National Park and Kalesar Wildlife
Sanctuary of Haryana are adjacent, on its southern side. These
three protected areas form a large inter-state conservation unit in
the Shivalik Hills, with a total area of c. 162 sq km (Bhargav et al.
2007; Rahmani et al. 2016).
CSJNP falls within the larger Kiarda Dun region, which marks
the western limit of sal Shorea robusta forests. A large part of
CSJNP comprises moist Sal forests and northern dry mixed
deciduous forests. Sal-dominated landscapes have a profusion
of associates such as Syzigium sp., Mallotus philipensis, and
Terminalia elliptica that form the top, and mid-level canopy.
The understorey is littered with shrubs such as Millettia extensa,
Boehmeria macrophylla and Ardisia solanacea, with the last
being restricted to damp areas. Riparian forests, and chir pine
forest patches are not uncommon. Plantations of Eucalyptus sp.,
bamboo and poplar exist along a fair-weather road that runs from
the entry gate to a rest house located at the south-western end of
the park (Negi 2000; Bhargav et al. 2007; Rahmani et al. 2016).
This note describes three new bird records from CSJNP.

Crested Treeswift Hemiprocne coronata
We visited CSJNP on 23 June 2017 and explored a trail close to
the road (30.43°N, 77.49°E). At 1310 hrs, we saw two slender
swift-like birds overhead, on the other side of the trail that ran
alongside a dry streambed. The birds had long and thin tails.
The underparts were greyish to greyish-white and the wings
appeared dark from below. The birds were immediately identified

as Crested Treeswifts Hemiprocne coronata. On 25 June 2017,
at 0730 hrs, CA and PD saw two perched Crested Treeswifts
[217] in the forest canopy on the same trail. Very long wing
tips, and a long thin tail were prominent. The crests of these
two birds became visible, when they lowered their heads to look
downwards. One of the birds had dull orange cheeks, while the
other, dark grey, indicating they were a pair. They remained there
for about 20 min.
On 04 January 2018, CA and AV visited CSJNP. At 1430 hrs,
they saw a flock of 22 Crested Treeswifts, flying over the same
stream, c. 300 m from the spot where they had spotted the
species earlier.
The Crested Treeswift is a resident along the base of the
Himalayas, from Uttarakhand to West Bengal, and from southeastern Gujarat, and eastern Rajasthan to southern West Bengal,
southwards to Sri Lanka. It is absent in most of north-eastern
India. Further eastwards it is found in Myanmar, south-western
Yunnan in southern China, Thailand, and southern Indochina
(Grimmett et al. 1998; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; Wells &
Kirwan 2018). Its status is considered ‘uncommon’ in the western
part of Uttrakhand, which is close to CSJNP (Pandey et al. 1995;
Mohan 1997; Singh 2000).
Sharma et al. (2009) mention the Crested Treeswift for the
region, but their checklist includes several doubtful/erroneous
records: Blue-fronted Robin Cinclidium frontale, Tytler’s Leaf
Warbler Phylloscopus tytleri, Himalayan Cuckoo Cuculus
saturatus, and Plain Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus neglectus are
included in the list which are unlikely for the region; White-bellied
Minivet Pericrocotus erythropygius, Streaked Laughingthrush
Trochalopteron lineatum, Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos,
and Griffon Vulture Gyps fulvus are wrongly described as breeding
residents; several rare/vagrant birds to the state are listed without
any further details, e.g., Rufous Woodpecker Micropternus
brachyurus, Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus, Ashy-crowned
Sparrow Lark Eremopterix griseus, and Rain Quail Coturnix
coromandelica; the status of several birds, like Orange-headed
Thrush Geokichla citrina, Blue-capped Rock Thrush Monticola
cinclorhynchus, Short toed Snake Eagle Circaetus gallicus, etc., is
also wrongly described—because of these discrepancies we have
ignored the record of Crested Treeswift by these authors.
Neither Harvey (2006), nor Kalsi (1998) mention the
Crested Treeswift from the region. Kalsi (2016) first saw and
photographed it in Kalesar on 06 March 2016. Then, Sharma
(2017) saw 20 birds on 16 April 2017, and Sharma & Goswami
(2017) saw three birds on 28 May 2017. Since the Crested
Treeswift was recorded in CSJNP and Kalesar in both, summer,
and winter, it is perhaps a resident in the area. CSJNP is perhaps
the northern-most extent of its range (Meyer de Schauensee
1984; Wells & Kirwan 2018).

C. Abhinav

Crow-billed Drongo Dicrurus annectens

217. A Crested Treeswift pair seen on 25 June 2017.

On 23 June 2017, at 1400 hrs we were birding along the same
trail where the Crested Treeswifts had been seen. AV first saw
a drongo [218] that appeared different from the commonly
seen drongos of the region, namely, Black D. macrocercus,
Ashy D. leucophaeus, Bronzed D. aeneus, and Spangled D.
hottentottus. The bird was seen in a degraded forest patch, with
the predominant trees being eucalyptus. The understorey had
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dense, impenetrable thickets of Lantana camara. Subsequently,
a similar bird was seen on an adjacent tree. These drongos had
thicker bills with hooked tips [219]. Their tails were broad, with
a shallow, wide fork. The tail tips were out-turned and slightly
twisted upwards. Their upperparts had a bluish gloss. We identified
these birds as Crow-billed Drongos. The images were sent to
Manoj Sharma, who confirmed the species (Manoj Sharma pers
comm.). These birds differed from the Black Drongo as they had
a heavier bill, a shallower tail fork, were stouter, and lacked the
white rictal spot. Besides, the forest habitat was also suggestive of
Crow-billed Drongo. They differed from the other similar species,
like the Bronzed Drongo by their larger size, stouter bill, broader
tail, and lesser amount of gloss; and from the Ashy Drongo by
the bill and tail structure, black, rather than ashy-grey plumage,
and dark red iris instead of bright red (Wells 1999; Grimmett et
al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
On 25 June 2017, at 0800 hrs, CA and PD saw the birds
at the same spot. The birds remained mostly on the upper
branches of trees, descending occasionally to lower branches.
They sat unperturbed on the branches and intermittently hawked
insects. The birds were observed in the same patch for about two
hours. One bird came within 25 m of us, allowing us to observe
the fine white-tipped feathers of its belly and undertail coverts.

All: C. Abhinav

218. Crow-billed Drongo on 25 June 2017 showing a broad tail with a shallow, wide fork.

& Yeatman-Berthelot 2018). This drongo is rare in the Indian
Subcontinent (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). In Uttarakhand, it
is found only in the eastern part (Kumaon) of the state (Ali &
Ripley 1987; Barua 2000; ebird 2008a). Pandey et al. (1994),
and Singh (2000) do not mention the species in their work from
western Uttarakhand.
This is the western-most and northern-most record for the
species (Meyer de Schauensee 1984; Rocamora & YeatmanBerthelot 2018). Birders may have overlooked it due to its
superficial resemblance to other drongos (Ali & Ripley 1987).
Also, few birders visit the park, and even fewer in summer.
Further observations are required to ascertain if we saw a vagrant
bird, or the species is a regular summer visitor, and whether it is
breeding in the region.

Black-naped Monarch Hypothymis azurea
On 23 June 2017, we stopped at a water tank near a road
surrounded by forest in CSJNP. At 0700 hrs, we heard a distinctly
ringing birdsong coming from near the outlet of the tank from
where the water made its way to a stream, flanked by a dense
mosaic of shrubs. We identified the songster as a Black-naped
Monarch Hypothymis azurea whose song cannot be confused
with the vocalizations of any other species known from the
region. A few minutes later, we had a fleeting, but clear, view
of an individual that perched on one of the lower branch of a
nearby tree. This male, in fresh blue plumage, was unmistakable
against the contrasting green background. During our drive to
the rest house, a kilometer away, we saw another male [220],
and a female, at two different places. We got a good view of the
second male, which was flitting about shrubs under a Mallotus
phillipensis tree. It was very vocal and sang unabatedly, not
minding our presence. The birds might be breeding in the area,
though no nesting activity was seen. On 25 June 2017, two
individuals were seen again, along the road at different locations.
There was no sighting of this bird in the ensuing winter, nor was it
recorded in visits during earlier winters (February 2015, January–
February 2016).

220. A male Black-naped Monarch seen on 23 June 2017.
219. Close-up of Crow-billed Drongo showing its heavy bill.

The Crow-billed Drongo breeds in the Himalayan foothills,
eastwards from Uttarakhand to north-eastern India, southern
China, northern and central Myanmar, northern Thailand, and
northern and central Indochina. It winters in far north-eastern
India, Bangladesh, probably southern China and from southern
South-east Asia, through the Malay Peninsula to Sumatra,
Borneo, and western Java in the south (Wells 1999; Rocamora

The Black-naped Monarch’s range is known to start from
Gujarat in western India, through Madya Pradesh to central Uttar
Pradesh, along the Himalayan foothills to Uttarakhand, through
southern Nepal to Arunachal Pradesh, and southwards through
the Indian Subcontinent to Sri Lanka and, the Andaman & Nicobar
Islands (Grimmett et al. 1998; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012).
It is a resident in southern China and most of South-east Asia
(Moeliker et al. 2018). It is uncommon in western Uttarakhand
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(Pandey et al. 1995; Mohan 1997; Singh 2000).
Stewart (1886) claimed to have collected a specimen of
the Black-naped Monarch near Fagu, in Shimla District, on 06
October 1885. But this species is usually found in the plains and
hills upto 1050 m asl, sometimes upto 1300 m asl (Grimmett
et al. 1998). It is unlikely for the bird to be in Fagu, which is
situated at c. 2400 m asl, that too not in summer. The habitat in
Fagu, as described by the author, was Rhododendron, oak, and
juniper forest, which would be unusual for the bird. Perhaps due
to this reason, Oates (1890), which was published just four years
later, ignored Stewart’s claim. Oates (1890) also mentioned that
it doesn’t ascend the Himalayas above c. 1000 m asl. Moreover,
this specimen couldn’t be traced, and this record is not mentioned
elsewhere. Perhaps some other species was involved, so we
have ignored this record.
Kalsi (1998) does not mention the Black-naped Monarch
from Kalesar, nor does Harvey (2006) from Haryana. The bird
was first sighted in Kalesar on 16 April 2017, and was seen
several times during the next three months (Sharma 2017; eBird
2018b). The maximum number of individuals seen was four
(Sharma & Goswami 2017). Tambe & Salunki (2015) reported
it from Chandimandir, Panchkula, Haryana, but did not provide
any photographs, or other details. Further studies are required to
ascertain its status in these protected areas.
Bhargav et al. (2007) do not record these three species
in CSJNP / Simbalbara National Park, and there are no reliable
published records of these birds from Himachal Pradesh
(Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Hence, this
is the first time they are being reported from Himachal Pradesh.
These sightings were not, however, unexpected, as these species
are present in the neighbouring state of Uttarakhand. Moreover
there is an almost continuous stretch of forested area along the
foothills of the Himalayas, from Corbett Tiger Reserve, through
Rajaji Tiger Reserve, till CSJNP, and Kalesar. It is important to
preserve this habitat to ensure long-term conservation efforts.
CSJNP marks the northern-most end of the distribution range of
these three species, and is a unique area in Himachal Pradesh,
especially in terms of the habitat, and further studies might
uncover new species for the state.
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Indian Vulture Gyps indicus at Nagrota Surian Vulture
Feeding Station, Himachal Pradesh—An addition to
the state avifauna
I visited Nagrota Surian on 19 November 2017. It is located on
the north-eastern side of Pong Lake, Kangra District, Himachal
Pradesh (32.03°N, 76.06°E; c. 435 m asl). Near the entry
gate of Pong Lake, there is a fenced vulture feeding station
where, at 1130 hrs, I saw a huge gathering of vultures, around
a carcass. Some vultures were still feeding on the carcass, but
most were resting nearby, giving good views, and ample time
to observe them. I counted 90 vultures; a majority being Whiterumped Vultures Gyps bengalensis. Besides these, there were
ten Egyptian Vultures Neophron percnopterus, eight Himalayan
Vultures G. himalayensis, five Cinereous Vultures Aegypius
monachus, three Griffon Vultures G. fulvus, and two Red-headed
Vultures Sarcogyps calvus. I noticed one vulture, resting among
the juvenile White-rumped Vultures, which was superficially
similar to them but was significantly paler in comparison [221]. I
took few photographs and observed the bird.

221. Indian Vulture giving an overall paler look than the neighboring White-rumped Vultures.

Pics: C. Abhinav

It was a pale sandy brown Gyps vulture, comparable in size to a
White-rumped Vulture. Its head and neck were almost completely
covered with white down, except for the lores and cheeks, which
had little down [222]. The beak and cere were black, and the eyes
were dark brown. It had a prominent white ruff. The lesser- and
median- wing coverts were brownish with broad pale border and
central shaft line giving an overall pale look. The greater coverts
had more brown on them. The remiges were brownish black. The

222. Indian Vulture showing downy neck lacking any brownish colour on the nape and back of
neck as seen in neighboring White-rumped Vultures.

mantle was patterned as lesser wing coverts and was overall pale.
The belly was pale with some brownish patches and indistinct
whitish streaking. The inner sides of thighs were covered with
white feathers, and the tarsi were dark.
This vulture was smaller and slimmer than the Himalayanand the Griffon Vultures, which were resting nearby. Moreover,
it had no cinnamon or rufescent tinge to its plumage, like the
latter. The Slender-billed Vulture was also ruled out as it has a
distinct appearance with a slender bill, an elongated black head,
and neck, with minimal down. The adult of an Indian Vulture was
ruled out because it has a black head and neck, with minimal
down, and a yellow bill. An adult White-rumped Vulture has a
distinct appearance: overall black, greyish black secondaries, and
fluffy white ruff (Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton
2012). Therefore, only two possibilities remained: either an
immature White-rumped Vulture, or an immature Indian Vulture.
The difficulty in separating these two was mentioned by Ali &
Ripley (1987), and by Ferguson-Lees & Christie (2001).
I identified it as an immature Indian Vulture because it
had much paler wing coverts, showing some contrast with
remiges, and much paler underparts with minimal streaking. It
was overall much paler than any plumage of a White-rumped
Vulture. Moreover, the head, nape, and hind neck were uniformly
covered with white down that lacked significant brownish colour,
as is present in a juvenile White-rumped Vulture (Grimmett et al.
1998; Naoroji 2006; Rasmussen et al. 2011). Ramit Singal (pers
comm. 21 November 2017), Prasad Ganpule (pers comm. 22
November 2017), Harkirat Singh Sangha (in litt., e-mail dated 4
December 2017), and Nirav Bhatt (in litt., e-mail dated 8 June
2018) confirmed my identification.
The range of the Indian Vulture is poorly documented, except
in the north-western part of the Indian Subcontinent, because it
is easily confused with other Gyps vultures, a paucity of museum
specimens, and recent changes in taxonomic classification (Ali
& Ripley 1987; Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001; Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) describe its
range from extreme south-eastern Pakistan through the hills
of India, south of the Ganges River. Clark et al. (2018) give an
almost similar range. But Naoroji (2006), and Grimmett et al.
(2011) shows a more widespread distribution. The Indian- and
Slender-billed Vultures are largely, or entirely, allopatric (FergusonLees & Christie 2001; Rasmussen et al. 2001). The Slender-billed
Vulture is found along the Himalayan foothills, from Himachal
Pradesh to north-eastern India and the Ganges Delta (Naoroji
2006; Grimmett et al. 2011). Naoroji (2006) stated that the
ranges of these two vultures abut in Haryana, central to southern
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. The Indian Vulture is usually sedentary,
but immature birds are likely nomadic (Ferguson-Lees & Christie
2001; Clark et al. 2018). Rasmussen et al. (2001) suspected
some overlap between the non-breeding individuals of these two
species. My sighting, along with Subedi & DeCandido’s (2013)
December 2011 sighting of two Indian Vultures in Pithauli
village, Chitwan National Park, south-central Nepal, supports
the argument that the Indian Vulture sometimes strays to the
Himalayan foothills, into the range of the Slender-billed Vulture.
Dhadwal (2011) mentioned the ‘Long-billed Vulture’ from
Pong Lake, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh. He did not specify
a subspecies, while using the older taxonomic classification.
The bird may have been a Slender-billed Vulture, as he did not
list the species separately, though it is known to occur in the
state (Ali & Ripley 1987; den Besten 2003; Naoroji 2006; pers
obsv.). Whistler (1926) mentioned a sighting of Gyps indicus,
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without giving subspecies, from Nurpur, Kangra District, Himachal
Pradesh. Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) later accepted this as a
Slender-billed Vulture, based on the details provided.
The Indian Vulture is listed as ‘Critically Endangered’ under
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Birdlife International
2018) because of the catastrophic fall of its population during
the past two decades. In this dismal scenario, its sighting in a
new area, well beyond of its known range, is welcome news, and
demonstrates the importance of vulture feeding stations, as they
attract a ‘good’ number of many species of vultures. The present
is a first record for Himachal Pradesh, and the northern-most
record for the species.

Acknowledgements
I thank Manoj Sharma for helping with references and comments, and Harkirat Singh
Sangha, Prasad Ganpule, Ramit Singal, and Nirav Bhatt for confirming the species. I
retrieved relevant literature from the online ‘Bibliography of South Asian Ornithology’
(Pittie 2018).

References

Village & P.O. Ghurkari, Kangra 176001, Himachal Pradesh, India
E-mail: drabhinav.c@gmail.com

Lesser Grey Shrike Lanius minor at Bhandup Pumping
Station, Mumbai, Maharashtra
On the morning of 19 September 2018, Sekhar Vishvanath and I
decided to visit Bhandup Pumping Station (19.15°N, 72.96°E), a
local birding hotspot in Mumbai, for some backyard birding. The
pumping station is, primarily, a sewage treatment facility for the
eastern suburbs of Mumbai city, and it is located on the shores
of Thane Creek, an intertidal zone sandwiched between the

Mumbai- and Thane/Navi Mumbai- cities. We decided to cover
the salt pans that day: for their seclusion, decreased salinity levels
due to monsoon rains, and with shallower waters, and, therefore,
greater potential of attracting waders.
After birding for a while in the salt pans, I saw a restless shrike
(Laniidae) flitting capriciously alongside the pathway. The bird
moved further away and we could not track it. It did not look like
a Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach, which is seen here, but we
just had a fleeting glimpse to clearly identify it. Luckily, the bird
took refuge in a peepal tree Ficus religiosa down the road. It was
somewhat hidden in the luscious monsoon foliage of the peepal,
but its broad mask, and missing rufous colouration were good
enough rule out a Long-tailed Shrike. Then, as it turned, we saw
that its back was not brown/chestnut, and that it looked more like
a Great Grey Shrike L. excubitor, with a wide mask. We waited
for the bird to emerge from the foliage, on its own. Our patience
paid off when it came out to catch a big bug, probably a carpenter
bee, and settled on the bare branches of a nearby tree, giving us
one clear record shot [223], before flying away. We could not
identify the bird conclusively from the photograph, and sent the
pictures to experts. Returning from birding we saw it flying once
again, but it did not settle, but flew away across the salt pans.
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223. Lesser Grey Shrike in Mumbai.

Later in evening, we posted the pictures on a Whatsapp group
for identification of birds; Prasad Ganpule, and Adesh Shivkar
confirmed that it was a Lesser Grey Shrike L. minor. Accordingly
it was posted on eBird (www.eBird.org), wherein eBird-India’s
editors reached out for opinions from birders familiar with the
species elsewhere in its range. Mark Smiles, of the Emirates Bird
Records Committee, commented that the bird in the picture
looked good for a post-breeding adult Lesser Grey Shrike with
stout bill, full mask extending well onto the forehead, lack of
white on the tertials, and the long primaries. The hint of a pinkish
tone on the flanks, fit a Lesser Grey better than it would any other
‘grey shrike’.
The Lesser Grey Shrike is a vagrant to the Indian Subcontinent
with two sight reports from Ladakh (Delany et al. 2014), and two
unconfirmed reports from Balochistan, Pakistan (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). It is a summer visitor to parts of Afghanistan
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Breeding in southern, central,
and western Europe till Central Asia and north-western China,
birds migrate to southern Africa in autumn (Yosef & International
Shrike Working Group 2018). Our bird might have been migrating,
but got swept eastwards from its regular migration route through
the Middle East. Nevertheless, this appears to be the first
photographic record of the species for the Indian Subcontinent.
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Spot-billed Pelican Pelecanus philippensis and
Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia in the Padma
River, north-western Bangladesh
The Spot-billed Pelican Pelecanus philippensis, and the Eurasian
Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia are rarely sighted in Bangladesh
(Siddiqui et al. 2008). The Spot-billed Pelican is listed as Nearthreatened under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species
(BirdLife International 2017). Siddiqui et al. (2008) and IUCN
Bangladesh (2015) treated it as extirpated in Bangladesh, as it
was not recorded post late nineteenth century (Cripps 1878).
The Eurasian Spoonbill is a rare winter visitor, especially to
estuaries and coastal areas, and is treated for Bangladesh as
Critically Endangered (IUCN 2015).
Since 2005, we have been regularly birding along the Padma
River, its sandbars and along its banks, in the districts of Rajshahi
(24.37°N, 88.60°E), and Chapai Nawabgonj (24.57°N, 88.27°E)
in the extreme western part of Bangladesh. The meandering
Padma River is a hotspot for wintering migratory birds (Reza &
Parween 2014; Reza et al. 2014). There are six major birding
areas in the Padma River’s sandbar areas, which we visited once
in a week in the winter. During other months these sites are
visited once a month. The survey period was for three to five
hours, usually early in the morning, and/or for two hours in the
evening, until the sun set. Each visit covered an area of about
2–4 km from east to west, and 3–5 km from north to south.
On the evenings of 10 and 28 October 2017, one Spot-billed
Pelican was sighted opposite ‘T-bandh, Police line’, Rajshahi
(24.35° N, 88.53°E). It was foraging with a flock of about 50
Painted Storks Mycteria leucocephala. When photographing the
pelican on 10 October, a local man informed us that there had
been four pelicans there on 06 October; but that claim could not
be confirmed. Except for those two days there were no sightings
of the pelican during our visits in that period, at that, or other sites
on the Padma River. Spot-billed Pelicans are reported from West
Bengal, India (Sen 2014). Chowdhury & Nandi (2014) reported
this species from a wetland in the Diara region of Maldah District,
West Bengal, India, situated on the right bank of the Padma River.
This is the first confirmed record of a Spot-billed Pelican from
Bangladesh, after Cripps (1878).
On the morning of 17 February 2018, 16 Eurasian Spoonbills
were spotted on a char (river sandbar) near Shayampur, Rajshahi

(near ‘10 no. Char’). The spoonbills were foraging amidst a mixed
flock of waterbirds that included small numbers of Great Cormorant
Phalacrocorax carbo, Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea,
Common Shelduck T. tadorna, Mallard Anas platyrhynchors,
and a single Great Egret Ardea alba. The spoonbills were not
seen before 17 February 2018, nor afterwards. In addition, some
birders (Anik, pers. comm.) reported that they saw this species
in the beel area near Rohanpur (24.82°N 88.33°E), Chapai
Nawabgonj District, with a flock of Painted Storks, during June–
July 2018.
The flock of Eurasian Spoonbill is the largest reported in
Bangladesh since 2006, the first from Rajshahi Division, and the
largest number recorded at an inland site. Based on the Asian
Waterbird Census, this species has declined as a winter visitor
to Bangladesh: during 1987–1998 on average 33 birds were
seen per year), during 1999–2008 on average four were seen
per year (four years with records), and during 2009–2018 on
average three birds were seen per year (four years with records)
(Paul Thompson, pers. comm., e-mail dated 30 September
2018).
The authors are grateful to Jalal Ahmed, Additional Secretary,
MOF, GOB, and Anik for their support, and special thanks to Paul
Thompson for his suggestions, information, and improvements to
an earlier version of this manuscript.
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Dusky Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne concolor breeding
in Purulia, West Bengal, India
While on a family vacation to Purulia, West Bengal, India, in August
2018, we found two juvenile Dusky Crag Martins Ptyonoprogne
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concolor on a rock by the Marble Lake (23.20°N, 86.08°E, c.
855 m asl). Adult birds were feeding them on 04 August 2018.
Rufous edges to the feathers of upperparts, and a conspicuous
gape, indicated they were juveniles. There were fifteen adults in
the vicinity, apart from the juveniles. The parents were hawking
dragonflies for their chicks, particularly from where water was
percolating through the rocks. The heated cliff faces generated
thermals, which concentrated the insects near vertical areas.
Next day, in the same area, we found three juveniles [224–
226] that the adults were feeding. Sometimes the juveniles were
trying to hunt the dragonflies by themselves, like their parents,
but they were perhaps not physically strong enough, and would
alight from time to time, to rest, on the edge of the rock.

in July 2011 (Ray 2011; Samanta 2011); Dhekiya, Purulia, in
February 2018 (Mahato 2018); an undated record from Bankura
(Home 1992); and from the Durgapur area in February 1970
(Gauntlett 1986). The above observation appears to be the first
breeding record of the species from eastern India.
We would like to thank Sujan Chatterjee, Siddhartha Biswas,
and Devendu Chand for their help.
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On the elevational range of the Streak-throated
Woodpecker Picus xanthopygaeus

224–226. Dusky Crag Martin juveniles begging, and being fed by parents.

Though the Dusky Crag Martin is widespread in India (Ali
& Ripley 1987; Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton
2012), it is virtually absent in eastern India. Birds are known
only from the extreme western part of West Bengal. Within the
state, it has been reported from Darjeeling in 1914 (Mackintosh
1986), and in May 2015 (Burman 2015). Other records are from
Panchet Dam, Purulia, from near the border of Jharkhand state,

The Streak-throated Woodpecker Picus xanthopygaeus is not
generally described as a high-altitude species in any standard
works of reference. It is described as being found up to 1700
m in the Himalayas, and ‘from plains level to c. 1800m in
the peninsular and Ceylon hills’ (Ali & Ripley 1983). Its upper
elevational limit is documented as c. 1700 m in the Himalayas
(Ali & Ripley 1983; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; Winkler &
Christie 2018), and c. 1500 m (Winkler & Christie 2018), or c.
1600 m (Rasmussen and Anderton 2012). Kazmierczak (2000)
describes the species as being found commonly up to 900 m,
and up to 1800 m in exceptional cases. The range maps for the
species in Winkler & Christie (2018), and BirdLife International
(2016) exclude the highest elevations of the Western Ghats.
We observed a single female Streak-throated Woodpecker in
a small valley directly east of the Meeshapulimala Peak on 23 May
2017. The elevation of that point (10.0981°N, 77.1917°E) was
2450 ± 10 m asl (measured via a Garmin eTrex 30x handheld
GPS system). The bird was seen on a wooded slope surrounding
a marsh [227]; the woods were dominated by Acacia mearnsii,
among which the bird was first seen. Although no photograph
was obtained, the bird was in view for a lengthy period at not
more than 50 m, allowing us to observe the black crown, white
moustachial stripe, and olive-green back, and to identify the
species beyond doubt. We also heard its characteristic, slightly
nasal, flute-like whistle.
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Table 1.
Location

Elevation in m asl

Date

Coordinates

Meeshapulimala

2450

May 2017

10.0981ºN, 77.1917E

Kodaikanal

~2000

December 2017

N/A

Kodaikanal

~2000

December 2017

N/A

Vala Kattu Odai

1890

January 2018

10.2808ºN, 77.4657ºE

Perumalmalai

1800

January 2018

10.2904ºN, 77.5619ºE

Kilavarai

2050

February 2018

10.2075ºN, 77.3097ºE

Kilavarai

1892

February 2018

10.2075ºN, 77.3097ºE

Chinnacoonoor

1758

February 2018

11.4872ºN, 76.7225ºE

227. The Meeshapulimala landscape; the woods in which the streak-throated woodpecker was
sighted can be seen to the right of the picture.

Abhimanyu Lele

This observation prompted us to investigate the distribution
of this bird further using citizen science data (eBird 2017).
As of November 2017, eBird contained 4184 records of the
Streak-throated Woodpecker. Of these, 3058 records were from
peninsular India, and Sri Lanka, to which region we confined
our analysis. We added elevation data to each of these 3058
records using SRTM data from the GPS Visualizer online tool. 76
records had an elevation greater than 1500 m, and for 42 it was
greater than 1800 m. Though the location data associated with
records from eBird are known to have an associated inaccuracy
(Praveen 2017), we believe that the large number of records in
the database does accurately reflect the presence of this species
up to the highest elevations of the hills of the southern Indian
Subcontinent.
This conclusion is supported by other studies, both historical,
and contemporary. A sighting was recorded by Praveen &
Nameer (2015) on a transect above 1900 m on Rajamala Hill
in Eravikulam National Park: given the distribution of vegetation
on this outcrop, it is likely that this sighting occurred below 2000
m. Zarri & Rahmani (2005) reported that the Streak-throated
Woodpecker was a ‘common resident’ in Ooty, and the areas
surrounding it, and added that the species ‘Presumably…does
not go higher than 2,200 m.’ They quoted Betts (1934), who also
found the species common in the region, besides provided their
own record from the Thiashola Estate (> c. 1700 m). Sathasivam
listed seven sightings from the Palani Hills between 1984 and
1991. The general areas surveyed by him included points as high
as 2500 m (Sathasivam 2006). In each case, though precise
locational information is unavailable, many sightings are likely to
have been above 1800 m.
These data are supported by additional records from our own
observations, and those of colleagues from our institute (Table
1) where we systematically recorded the exact altitude for each
sighting. During the period between 23 May 2017 and February
2018, we recorded seven observations of 13 individuals, all
between 1750 m and 2100 m (sighting at 2050 m [228]),
during approximately 70 days of opportunistic sampling that
largely occurred in grassland areas above 1600 m.
In contrast, Sálim Ali (Ali & Whistler 1936), who spent 28
days in the Munnar landscape in 1933, had no record of the
Streak-throated Woodpecker above 1500 m; the two records in
his notes are from Marayoor (1000 m), and Santhanpara (1200
m) His notes are comparable to the sampling effort that resulted
in the 14 records described above, and include observations from

228. A female Streak-throated Woodpecker Picus xanthopygaeus photographed at 2050 m asl.

the regions surveyed by us in Meeshapulimala, and by Praveen
and Nameer in Eravikulam.
Woodpeckers have specific habitat requirements (Kumar
et al. 2014). The Streak-throated Woodpecker frequents open
deciduous and semi-evergreen forest, as well as secondary
growth. Ali & Ripley (1987) describe its habitat as, ‘semievergreen and moist-deciduous biotope’, saying that it remains
within open forests and plantations. Grimmett et al. (2011)
describe its habitat as, ‘forest, secondary growth, and plantations’,
while Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) describe its habitat as,
‘broadleaved, usually open-deciduous forests.’
The Meesapulimala Plateau (east of the town of Munnar, in the
Annamalai Hills of the southern Western Ghats) has, historically,
been covered in native shola-grassland. More generally, the
highest altitude areas of the Nilgiris, Annamalais, and Palani hills
were historically covered in shola-grassland. However, all the
areas, in which we observed the Streak-throated Woodpecker,
were wooded areas dominated by invasive flora such as black
wattle Acacia mearnsii, and Eucalyptus species. The record from
Eravikulam (Praveen & Nameer 2015) also occured in an area
with widespread Eucalyptus.
This phenomenon can be explained in two ways. The
ecological niche of the Streak-throated Woodpecker could include
parkland and grassland in high altitude regions: this hypothesis is
consistent with Betts’ (1934) observations that the species was
‘partial to park land and open country.’ Alternatively, the spread
of invasive woodland vegetation, which has occurred within the
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last century in the Palani Hills (e.g., Arasumani et al. 2018) may
have enabled an upward extension of the elevational range of
P. xanthopygaeus following the establishment of a preferred
habitat. This hypothesis is consistent with a 2009 reassessment
of the avifauna in the areas sampled by Sálim Ali, which found
a general trend of an increase in species’ elevational ranges
(Sashikumar et al. 2014).
In conclusion, based on our sightings, historical records, and
citizen science records, we conclude that the elevational range
of the Streak-throated Woodpecker definitely extends to 2100
m, and that the species may be found up to c. 2450 m in the
southern Western Ghats.
We thank D. Khan and M. Sunkara for accompanying us in
the field, H. Kumar and N. Murugesan for sharing observations,
Arasumani M. and S. Lele for advice on analysis, and V. V.
Robin for advice on the manuscript. CKV was supported by a
grant from the Duleep Maathai Nature Conservation Trust, and
AL was supported by National Geographic Society Grant No.
WW-186EC-17.
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Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos from Desert National
Park, Rajasthan

A Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos, generally found along the
Himalayas (Naoroji 2006; Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen
& Anderton 2012; eBird 2018), was reported at the Sudasari
enclosure (26.72°N, 70.60°E), Desert National Park, Rajasthan,
on 05 December 2013. A forest guard and I saw it inside the
enclosure, sitting near the inspection road at 1302 hrs. We
observed it for over four minutes, when it started flying, and I took
several photographs [229] for identification. The bird was almost
entirely dark brown, with white bases to its outer secondaries,
and its white inner primaries produced an oval white patch. It had
a white tail with a broad, crisp, dark terminal band. This confirmed
its identification as an immature Golden Eagle, and distinguished
it from the White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla that also winters
sporadically in the Thar. This appears to be the first report of the
species from Rajasthan and the Thar Desert, and adds to the
amazing raptor diversity of the Desert National Park.
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A leucistic Collared Kingfisher Todiramphus chloris in
the Sundarbans, West Bengal
While birding, along with Soumyajit Nandy and other tourists, on
20 September 2018, Ashok Mondal spotted a colour-aberrant
kingfisher near Dobanki Camp (22.01° N, 88.76° E), Sundarbans
Tiger Reserve, West Bengal (Mukherjee 2018). Initially he was
confused by it, but when he got a closer view, he thought it
was a Collared Kingfisher Todirhamphus chloris based on its size
and the colour of its upper and lower mandibles, rather than the
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230. Leucistic Collared Kingfisher in the Sundarbans.

similar Black-capped Kingfisher Halcyon pileata. Subsequently,
the individual has been sighted several times in that area by many
birders, and on 29 September, one of us (AA) and Nityananda
Choukidar saw it at mid-day; but the bird kept far from us and
did not allow close-up photographs. It was calling, and its call
matched that of a Collared Kingfisher—a harsh ‘kee-kee-keekee-kee’. Nityananda was familiar with the call, and his expertise
helped identify the Collared Kingfisher from its call. We were
able to photograph it the next day [230]. It looked exactly like
a Collared Kingfisher except for its white plumage, (Kazmierczak
2009; Grimmett et al. 2011).
We watched the bird for almost two-and-a-half hours. What
we saw was that the bird always tried to fly near a normal coloured
Collared Kingfisher. We also observed that though the feathers of
the individual were all white, its eyes, feet, and bill were normal
in colouration; unlike an albino, which would have red eyes, and
pink feet and bill. As the colour of both the mandibles, the feet,
and the eyes was not affected by the pigmentation loss and
remained almost true to that of a normal Collared Kingfisher, we
considered this individual to be a leucistic bird, as described in
Grouw (2006), and Mahabal et al. (2016).
Mahabal et al. (2016) lists only two prior reports each of
Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis and White-throated Kingfisher
Halcyon smyrnensis from the Indian Subcontinent, while more
might exist? However, Hariparasad (2018) reported a leucistic
bird from the Andaman Islands, which may have probably been
a Collared Kingfisher.
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River Tern Sterna aurantia benefiting from the dives
of Little Cormorants Microcarbo niger
The River Tern Sterna aurantia is usually observed flying above
water, scanning for fish close to its surface. It is skilled in plunging
on to its prey, submerging itself completely in the water and
reappearing, almost immediately, with a meal in its beak (Ali
2002). Plunge diving is a foraging method employed by some
birds that involves diving underwater to catch prey after detecting
it from the air, thus reducing energy expenditure (Ropert-Coudert
et al. 2004). Another mode of feeding, found among water birds,
is commensal association, which involves a ‘beater’ (one who
stirs up the prey while remaining unaffected), and an ‘attendant’
(one who follows the former and derives benefit in terms of food
or protection) (Ehrlich et al. 1988; Kajiura et al. 2009).
On 28 August 2018, while birding at Timbi Irrigation
Reservoir (TIR) (22.31°N, 73.28°E) near Vadodara, Gujarat, we
observed a peculiar behaviour of a River Tern flying above two
Little Cormorants Microcarbo niger that were swimming in the
reservoir. As soon as any of the two cormorants dived, the tern
also dove at the spot next to the cormorants. It kept hovering over
the cormorants, repeating the same behaviour, until it caught a
fish.
Birds have been documented indulging in such feeding
associations. Large feeding flocks of Indian Cormorants
Phalacrocorax fuscicollis are known to attract terns and pelicans
(Nelson 2005: 425). Earlier reports show such bird-bird feeding
associations between cormorants and egrets (Panday 1958),
Little Egrets Egretta garzetta and Indian Cormorant (Santharam
1991), Snowy Egrets E. thula and Red-breasted Merganser
Mergus serrator (Bennett & Smithson 2001), etc.; and bird-fish
associations between White-fronted Tern S. striata and Hector’s
Dolphin Cephalorhyncus hectori (Brager 1998), and Doublecrested Cormorants P. auritus and Southern Stingray Dasyatis
americana (Kajiura et al. 2009). Seabirds, usually, exhibit plunge
diving in clear waters. The reservoir’s waters were slightly turbid;
hence the tern was probably opportunistically following, and

plunge diving for fish flushed by cormorants. Plunge divers often
depend on shoals of fish flushed by dolphins (e.g., tuna), both
being attracted to the common food source (Au & Pitman 1986).
In the present case we observed a River Tern benefitting from
cormorant dives.
We used Pittie (2018) for obtaining references for this work.
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