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Migration is a regular seasonal movement of animals
to ensure the best possible living conditions for their
survival. As a rule, it is an innate response of an

animal population to several periodic changes in the
environmental conditions (Pettingill 1956). Although a common
phenomenon in different animal groups, the most interesting
and the best studied of all is bird migration. During winter, in the
northern hemisphere, several species of birds migrate annually
from trans-Himalayan regions and other parts of northern Asia
to the wetlands of India. They spend the entire winter at these
wetlands and return with the onset of spring. Others migrate
locally, southward from the Himalayan foothills, to ensure
warmer climatic conditions (Ali 1996).

This note, based upon counts made during the Asian
Waterbird Census in January 2006, compares the composition of
several migrants, resident-migrants and resident aquatic
avifauna in six different wetlands situated at the southern part
of West Bengal.

Study area & methods
In southern West Bengal, migration is generally complete by the
end of December. Migratory waterbird populations peaking
during last week of December and the first week of January
(Mazumdar et al. 2005). Therefore, the present survey was
conducted during January 2006 when the wetlands hold the
maximum number of the migratory waterbirds. The census was
conducted at the following wetlands of southern West Bengal:
Nalban Bheri (Kolkata district), Santragachi Jheel (Howrah district),
Saheb Badh (Purulia district), Bakreshwar Barrage (Birbhum
district), Tilpara Barrage (Birbhum district) and the wetlands inside
Ballavpur Wildlife Sanctuary (Birbhum district) (Fig. 1).

The wetlands were categorized broadly into four types:
1. Nalban Bheri (NB) is a part of the East Kolkata Wetlands

(a Ramsar site), consisting of 152ha of commercial sewage-

fed fish farms owned by the Department of Fisheries,
Government of West Bengal.

2. Santragachi Jheel (SJ) and Saheb Badh (SB) are two large
wetlands surrounded by roads and human habitations
and under constant anthropogenic pressure. However,
SB (average depth 9.7m) is a larger wetland than SJ
(average depth 1.8m) (Anon 1998). It had less emergent
vegetation and floating macrophytes than SJ during the
survey.

3. The Bakreshwar (BB) and Tilpara (TB) barrages are
artificial wetlands. TB is a reservoir on Mayurakshi River
while BB is constructed on the Bakreshwar River. Both
these waterbodies are deep, compared to the other
waterbodies visited (average depth ~20m), and are almost
devoid of any emergent vegetation and / or floating
macrophytes.

4. Wetlands inside Ballavpur Wildlife Sanctuary (BWLS)
are connected to Mayurakshi River through an irrigation
canal. These freshwater lakes are mostly clogged with
weeds and have an average depth of around 2.2m. (Anon
1998). Being located within a protected area, these
wetlands are least affected by anthropogenic pressures
and disturbances.

In all the six waterbodies, a ‘total count’ methodology was
applied to the waterbirds. All the waterbirds present in the
waterbodies were counted and species and number of
individuals recorded. The large wetlands were divided into
imaginary blocks and the waterbirds in each block were counted
in succession.

Results & discussion
The maximum number of waterbirds and wetland-associated
species was recorded in the wetlands inside BWLS (11,656)
followed by SJ (9,869), SB (3,563), BB (1,887), TB (1,458) and

Table 1. Status of waterbirds and wetland-associated species in selected wetlands in southern West Bengal

NB SJ SB BB TB BWLS

Total number of waterbirds and wetland associated birds 1,105 9,789 3,328 1,876 1,430 11,362
Trans-Himalayan migratory species 7 5 8 8 10 9
Resident-migrant species 12 4 8 7 11 7
Resident species 6 7 10 5 12 11
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Table 2. Composition of waterbirds and wetland-associated species recorded
at different wetlands in southern West Bengal in January 2006

Species Status NB SJ SB BB TB BWLS Total
Waterbirds No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis R 0 0 0 0 37 1 3 0.2 0 0 2 <0.1 42 0.1
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus M 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0.2 3 0.2 0 0 7 <0.1
Little Cormorant Phalacrocorax niger RM 119 9.3 36 0.4 4 0.1 1 0.1 142 9.7 27 0.2 329 1.1
Indian Shag P. fuscicollis RM 235 18.4 1 <0.1 39 1.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 275 0.9
Great Cormorant P. carbo RM 341 26.7 0 0 4 0.1 30 1.6 2 0.1 0 0 377 1.3
Darter Anhinga melanogaster RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 <0.1 2 <0.1
Little Egret Egretta garzetta R 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0.2 1 0.1 1 <0.1 5 <0.1
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea RM 95 7.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 95 0.3
Large Egret Casmerodius albus R 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.1 0 0 2 <0.1
Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis R 65 5.1 1 <0.1 7 0.2 2 0.1 2 0.1 17 0.2 94 0.3
Indian Pond-Heron Ardeola grayii R 101 7.9 12 0.1 14 0.4 0 0 2 0.1 6 0.1 135 0.5
Yellow Bittern Ixobrychus sinensis RM 2 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 <0.1
Large Whistling-Duck Dendrocygna bicolor RM 0 0 4 <0.1 2 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 <0.1
Lesser Whistling-Duck D. javanica R 0 0 9,490 96.2 2,488 69.8 0 0 172 11.8 6,474 55.5 18,624 62.7
Greylag Goose Anser anser M 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 5.3 29 2 315 2.7 444 1.5
Bar-headed Goose A. indicus RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 28 1.5 18 1.2 0 0 46 0.2
Brahminy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 549 29.1 2 0.1 0 0 551 1.9
Cotton Teal Nettapus coromandelianus R 0 0 43 0.4 51 1.4 0 0 63 4.3 282 2.4 439 1.5
Gadwall Anas strepera M 217 17 117 1.2 312 8.8 10 0.5 289 19.8 240 2.1 1,185 4
Falcated Duck A. falcata V 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.1 0 0 0 0 2 <0.1
Eurasian Wigeon A. penelope M 0 0 0 0 0 0 145 7.7 121 8.3 3 <0.1 269 0.9
Northern Shoveller A. clypeata M 4 0.3 23 0.2 28 0.8 5 0.3 7 0.5 3 <0.1 70 0.2
Northern Pintail A. acuta M 0 0 71 0.7 133 3.7 687 36.4 1 0.1 3,651 31.3 4,543 15.3
Garganey A. querquedula M 6 0.5 0 0 36 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 42 0.1
Common Teal A. crecca M 0 0 0 0 19 0.5 0 0 0 0 262 2.3 281 1
Red-crested Pochard Rhodonessa rufina M 0 0 0 0 129 3.6 28 1.5 454 31.1 21 0.2 632 2.1
Common Pochard Aythya ferina M 0 0 0 0 48 1.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 48 0.2
Ferruginous Pochard A. nyroca RM 0 0 2 <0.1 2 0.1 0 0 6 0.4 31 0.3 41 0.1
Tufted Pochard A. fuligula M 0 0 0 0 3 0.1 11 0.6 53 3.6 26 0.2 93 0.3
White-breasted Waterhen R 1 0.1 0 0 4 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 <0.1
Amaurornis phoenicurus
Purple Moorhen Porphyrio porphyrio R 0 0 0 0 5 0.1 0 0 4 0.3 30 0.3 39 0.1
Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus R 1 0.1 60 0.6 153 4.3 0 0 1 0.1 216 1.9 431 1.5
Common Coot Fulica atra RM 0 0 0 0 24 0.7 272 14.4 0 0 20 0.2 316 1.1
Pheasant-tailed Jacana R 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 0.3 2 <0.1 7 <0.1
Hydrophasianus chirurgus
Bronze-winged Jacana Metopidius indicus R 0 0 6 0.1 11 0.3 0 0 8 0.6 17 0.2 42 0.1
Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius RM 1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1
Red-wattled Lapwing Vanellus indicus R 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.1 0 0 2 <0.1
Grey-headed Lapwing V. cinereus M 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 48 3.3 0 0 48 0.2
Pintail Snipe Gallinago stenura M 6 0.5 1 <0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 <0.1
Swinhoe’s Snipe G. megala M 5 0.4 1 <0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 <0.1
Common Redshank Tringa totanus RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 11 0.8 0 0 12 <0.1
Green Sandpiper T. ochropus M 1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.1 0 0 3 <0.1
Wood Sandpiper T. glareola M 4 0.3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 <0.1
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos RM 2 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 0 0 3 <0.1

Total 1,206 9,868 3,553 1,881 1,451 11,648 29,607
Wetland-associated species
Asian Openbill-Stork Anastomus oscitans R 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0.1 1 0.1 0 0 3 <0.1
White-necked Stork Ciconia episcopus RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 <0.1 2 <0.1
Western Marsh-Harrier Circus aeruginosus M 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1 1 <0.1
Pied Harrier C. melanoleucos RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 0 0 1 <0.1
Greater Spotted Eagle Aquila clanga RM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1 1 <0.1
Stork-billed Kingfisher Halcyon capensis R 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1 1 <0.1
White-breasted Kingfisher H. smyrnensis R 3 0.2 1 <0.1 4 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 <0.1
Small Blue Kingfisher Alcedo atthis RM 3 0.2 0 0 4 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 <0.1
Lesser Pied Kingfisher Ceryle rudius R 2 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 <0.1
Common Swallow Hirundo rustica RM 34 2.7 0 0 0 0 3 0.2 2 0.1 0 0 39 0.1
Large Pied Wagtail R 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1
Motacilla maderaspatensis
White Wagtail M. alba RM 14 1.1 0 0 2 0.1 0 0 2 0.1 3 <0.1 21 0.1
Citrine Wagtail M. citreola RM 1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 <0.1
Yellow Wagtail M. flava RM 15 1.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.1 0 0 16 0.1

Total 72 1 10 6 7 8 104
Grand total 1,278 9,869 3,563 1,887 1,458 11,656 29,711

Mazumdar et al. Migratory waterbirds of southern West Bengal
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Fig. 1.  Location of wetlands studied in
southern West Bengal in January 2006

Fig. 2. Population counts of three taxa
for the period 1991-1997

NB (1,278) (Table 1). However, maximum species diversity was
recorded at TB (33 spp.), followed by BWLS (27 spp.), SB (26
spp.), NB (25 spp.), BB (21 spp.) and SJ (16 spp.). Highest numbers
of trans-Himalayan waterbird species were recorded at TB (10
spp.) and number of resident-migrant species was highest at NB
(12 spp.) followed by TB (11 spp.), SB (8 spp.), BB and BWLS (7
spp. each), and SJ (4 spp.). The maximum number of resident
species was also recorded at TB (12 spp.) (Table 1). It is interesting
to note that out of the six sites visited, in BWLS and SJ where the
total number of waterbirds and wetland-associated species are
very high, one or two species dominate [Table 2].

The largest congregations were of Lesser Whistling-Duck
Dendrocygna javanica, Northern Pintail Anas acuta and Gadwall
A. strepera, comprising 62.7%, 15.3% and 4.0% respectively, of
the total waterbirds counted. The Lesser Whistling-Duck was
most numerous at SJ, SB and BWLS, comprising 96.2%, 69.8%
and 55.5% respectively of the waterbird population at those
sites. The Northern Pintail was present at all the sites except
NB whereas Gadwall was present at all sites (Table 2). The
maximum number of cormorants, namely, Great Phalacrocorax
carbo, Little P. niger and Indian Shag P. fuscicollis, was observed
at NB (Table 2)—possibly due to the abundance of fish at this
sewage-fed fish farm.

Mookherjee et al. (1999) contains count data from 1991–1997
only for BWLS, NB and SJ—of the six sites counted in 2006. It
also has data from 1997 for TB. No census data from earlier
years could be located for BB and SB. Counts of the three
commonest waterbirds—Lesser Whistling-Duck, Northern
Pintail and Gadwall, as well as the total number of wetland
avifauna of BWLS, NB and SJ—are shown in Fig. 2a, 2b, 2c and
2d respectively. The population of Lesser Whistling-Duck at SJ
fluctuated in alternate years during the period 1991–during
1992 but in the next two years it showed a sharp decline.
However, their numbers gradually increased from 1994 (Fig.
2b) and during the present study they constituted 31.32% of the
wetland birds recorded from BWLS. On the contrary, population
of Tufted Pochard Aythya fuligula at BWLS declined sharply
after 1994 (Mookherjee et al. 1999) and only 26 were counted in

2006. In NB, Northern Pintail began appearing from 1995 and
in SJ their numbers peaked in 1995. However, it was not recorded
from NB in 2006. Gadwall showed a steady increase, both in
NB and SJ, during 1991–1997. However, at BWLS their
population declined sharply in 1997 (Fig. 2c). The total number
of waterbirds at BWLS, NB and SJ fluctuated during 1991–
1997 (Fig. 2d).

Mazumdar et al. Migratory waterbirds of southern West Bengal
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Further analysis revealed that the population of Greylag
Goose Anser anser also fluctuated in BWLS over the years. In TB,
the numbers of Bar-headed Goose, Brahminy Shelduck,
Northern Pintail and Gadwall decreased significantly
compared with figures of 1997 (Mookherjee et al. 1999). Red-
crested Pochard Rhodonessa rufina, 903 birds in 1997, was
altogether absent in TB in 2006. During 2006, members of
Laridae were altogether absent from all the study sites.
However, Brown-headed Gull Larus brunnicephalus was
reported from NB in 1991 and SJ in 1992, and Black-headed
Gull L. ridibundus were recorded from NB during 1991, 1994
and 1995 (Mookherjee et al. 1999).

From the present observations it can be concluded that all
these sites are important wintering grounds for a number of
waterbirds and wetland-associated species. However,
additional observations at these sites at other times of the year,
and over several years, are needed to provide a deeper insight
into their value for waterbirds.

Abbreviations
R= Resident; RM=Resident migrant; M=Trans-Himalayan
migrant; V=Vagrant.
BB=Bakreshwar Barrage; BWLS=Ballavpur Wildlife Sanctuary;
NB=Nalban Bheri; SB=Saheb Badh; SJ=Santragachi Jheel;
TB=Tilpara Barrage.
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We present some breeding notes for Lesser Adjutant-Stork Leptoptilos javanicus, Asian
Openbill-Stork Anastomus oscitans and Painted Storks Mycteria leucocephala in the
Bhitarkanika mangroves from August 2004 to December 2006. Observations on colony
size, nest biology, hatching success, and productivity are reported. All the stork species
nested amidst thick mangrove vegetation. Productivity was higher for Lesser Adjutant-
Storks, than for the other two species. We also discuss certain conservation issues related
to these storks in Bhitarkanika.

Introduction
Nine of the 19 species of storks found globally, occur in India
(Ali & Ripley 1987, del Hoyo et al. 1994). Of these, Lesser
Adjutant-Stork Leptoptilos javanicus, Asian Openbill-Stork
Anastomus oscitans, Painted Stork Mycteria leucocephala and
Black-necked Stork Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus inhabit
Bhitarkanika mangroves (Pandav 1997). These species nest

colonially, displaying spatio-temporal clumping of nests, with
colonies sometimes comprising thousands of nests and holding
multiple species of birds including other storks, herons and
egrets (Ali & Ripley 1987, Burger 1981, Krebs 1987). A few long
term and detailed studies on these aspects include the work of
Singh et al. (1986) on the biology of Cattle Egret in Punjab and,
the observations of Kahl (1970, 1971) on the breeding biology of

Gopi & Pandav. Breeding biology of storks
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Painted Stork and Asian Openbill-Stork in Bharatpur. Desai et
al. (1978) and Urfi (1993) studied the reproductive patterns of
Painted Stork in Delhi Zoo. Mukhopadhyay (1980) described
the breeding biology of Asian Openbill-Stork in southern West
Bengal. Parasharya (1990) studied in detail the breeding biology
of some Ciconiiformes in selected coastal areas of Gujarat.
Sivasubramanian (1992) reported on the breeding biology of
the colonial nesting birds of Keoladeo National Park
(Rajasthan). Subramanya (1996) compiled information on the
heronries across India.

BirdLife International (2001) classifies three species of
storks as ‘endangered’ (Oriental White-Stork Ciconia boyciana,
Storm’s Stork C. stormi, and Greater Adjutant-Stork L. dubius)
and two as ‘vulnerable’ (Lesser Adjutant-Stork and Milky
Stork M. cinerea). The Painted Stork and the Black-necked Stork
are listed as ‘near-threatened’. Many other species are suffering
regional declines in the face of ever-increasing pressure for
agricultural land and housing development. Bhitarkanika
harbours two near-threatened storks and one vulnerable stork
species. Since, there exists very little information on the

breeding status of the storks in Bhitarkanika; this study
collected information to establish base line data on the
breeding biology of the storks.

Study area
Bhitarkanika (20°30’–20°48’N 86°45’–87°03’), in Orissa (India),
is the second largest mangrove ecosystem of India. It flourishes
in the deltaic region formed by the rich alluvial deposits of the
Brahmani, Baitarani and Dhamra Rivers (Fig. 1).

We have recorded a total of 261 bird species, belonging to
49 families, from here. The annual rainfall ranges from 920–
3,000mm. Bhitarkanika contains one of the richest and most
diversified mangrove floras in the country. The region comes
under the tropical monsoon climate with three pronounced
seasons: winter (October–January), summer (February–May)
and rains (June–October). The maximum temperature is
recorded in April–May and the minimum during winter in
January. The relative humidity ranges from 70%–84%
throughout the year. Wind speed from March to June is over
20kmph, and the predominant wind direction is from the south
and south-west.

Fig. 1. Map of Bhitarkanika Wildlife Sanctuary

Gopi & Pandav. Breeding biology of storks
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Methods
Fieldwork was conducted in Bhitarkanika mangroves from
August 2004 to December 2006. All the three storks do not
nest together—but at three different sites at Bhitarkanika. Asian
Openbill-Storks nest in a heronry with ten other nesting
waterbirds, while Painted and Lesser Adjutant- storks make
their own colonies. The Asian Openbill-Stork colony was
visible due to their large numbers, but the nests of the other
two species were not easily visible. To locate the latter,
secondary information was collected on presence and activity
of the storks from fishermen and other villagers—who collect
honey in the mangroves. The areas were subsequently
searched on foot, at regular intervals, to determine if nests of
the focal species occurred where indicated. On locating a
colony, similar monitoring protocols as detailed above were
carried out.

A census of Asian Openbill-Stork nests was carried out in
the last week of August (2004, 2005, 2006), just after most of
the eggs had hatched. All the trees in the heronry, with nests,
were counted and marked numerically with paint. Parameters
like, tree species, tree height, girth at breast height (GBH), bird
species nesting on the tree, number of nests, and nest height
were recorded. Nest and tree heights were visually estimated
to the nearest foot (0.30m). GBH was measured with an inch
tape. Avian species guarding nests were used as indicators to
identify nests and during the absence of adult birds we relied
on nest design and materials used, to identify the species.

With the onset, in early June 2004, of the strongly seasonal
south-west monsoon, the Asian Openbill-Stork heronry was
girded into 17 50x50m blocks. Five trees were randomly
selected from each block and marked with red paint and white
cloth for easy identification. These trees were monitored on
alternate days and, variables like tree species, nest height,
nest initiation date (NID; date on which nest material was
first placed in the marked tree by a nesting pair. Different
nests had different NIDs), clutch initiation date (date of first
egg being laid), egg laying dates, egg measurements, clutch
size (clutch size=total number of eggs in each nest). Egg
morphometry was studied as follows: Length (L) and breadth
(B) of each egg were measured to the nearest 0.1mm using
calipers. Egg volume was calculated using the formula
V=0.51xLxB2 (Hoyt 1979). Total clutch volume was taken as
the sum of volumes of all the eggs in a clutch.

Nests that failed before full clutch size was reached were
excluded from the analysis. Nest measurements at different
stages (i.e., laying, hatching and fledgling) and nest materials
used were recorded.

We used focal-animal sampling (Altmann 1974) for
behavioral observations. One of us (GGV) carried out all the
behavioural observations. One bird of a pair was selected and
observed for a maximum of four hours per sample. We
discarded all observations of less than one minute. We
recorded durations of copulation and bouts of incubation and
incubation interval time.

Once nest building started, each nest was discreetly
marked with a small aluminum tag bearing a unique
alphanumeric code for identification of individual nests.
Nests were checked on alternate days and their status noted
by two observers simultaneously working in different parts
of the colony. Different routes were used to approach and
leave the nests. All observations were restricted to the cooler
parts of the day (06:30–08:00hrs) to avoid over-heating of
the eggs. The entire colony was not disturbed for more than
an hour per monitoring. Birds left the nest when observers
approached within 2–5m. However, they returned no sooner
the observer moved away. Our checks lasted till the last chick
had fledged from the colony. We considered young as
successfully fledged, when they were old enough to fly across
open space to trees away from their nests. For studying nest
morphometry we measured their circumference and
diameter. Even when one egg hatched, we treated it as a
hatching success Productivity was calculated as number of
chicks that survived up to the fledgling stage and dispersed
from the nest.

Nesting
Asian Openbill-Storks started to arrive to the heronry by mid
June (2004, 2005, 2006), laying eggs from early July (2004,
2005, 2006). However, Painted and Lesser Adjutant- Storks
arrive in late September (2005, 2006) and start laying eggs by
early October (2005, 2006). Asian Openbill-Storks dominated
(>60%) the breeding birds in the colony (Gopi et al. 2005).
Approximately 14,000 Asian Openbill-Storks bred in the
mixed species heronry during our study (Table 1). Painted
and Lesser Adjutant- Storks, which form their own colonies,
breed in very low numbers (Table 2). All these storks prefer
thick mangrove vegetation for nesting. Asian Openbill-Storks
prefer Excoecaria agallocha trees, while Painted Storks,

Fig. 2a. Monthly rainfall in Bhitarkanika mangroves

Fig. 2b. Months of egg laying by Asian Openbill-Storks

Gopi & Pandav. Breeding biology of storks
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Heritiera fomes and Lesser Adjutant-Storks, Xylocarpus
mekongensis.

Asian Openbill-Stork
The Asian Openbill-Stork is the smallest and commonest
of the storks found in India. It is sighted all over
Bhitarkanika, throughout the year, and has an approximate
population of 30,000. Breeding commences with the onset
of the south-west monsoon, in mid-June and lasts till
January (2004, 2005, 2006). They were the predominant
(66%) nesters in the heronry (20º42’09.8"N 86º52’20.8"E)
that we studied. They build a platform nest and like other
stork species, both male and female share nest building
and incubation. Asian Openbill-Stork preferred a variety
of nesting material unlike the other two species studied.
The nest material included dry twigs of Hibiscus tiliaceus, H.
fomes, Sonneratia apetala, and Salvadora persica. Green leaves
and twigs of Excoecaria agallocha were widely used to line
nests (Fig. 3).

The copulation-duration of the Asian Openbill-Stork
was 7.45 sec (±1.25 sec; n=75). The Asian Openbill-Stork
had the higher mean clutch size of 4.45 (±1.36) and 4.36
(±2.90) in 2005 and 2006 respectively, in comparison to
Painted and Lesser Adjutant- Storks (Table 3). Egg
morphometry studies revealed that Asian Openbill-Storks
produce smaller eggs, both in terms of length, and mass, in
comparison to the other storks (Table 4). Chicks hatched
after an incubation period of approximately 25–26 days
(Table 5).

Lesser Adjutant-Stork
Juveniles were sighted in March 2003 by Pandav (1997).
However no breeding colony was located in Bhitarkanika
till 2005. In early September 2006, a small breeding colony
was located near Balijori creek (20º43’25"N 86º51’46"E).
Birds were making nest-platforms using twigs of Avicennia
and Dalbergia spp. Lesser Adjutant-Storks are often sighted
in the open meadows, adjacent to mangrove forests in
Bhitarkanika, at Mahisamada plantation, Bhitarkanika
Patia, Raipatia, Baisigharia, Musadiha and Jagannathprasad
dia. These areas where they were often sighted were.
Approximate population in Bhitarkanika is 20.

Copulation-duration of Lesser Adjutant-Storks was
18.34 sec (±8.45 sec; n=5). Their nests were larger in
comparison with the other storks (Table 2), which may be
due to their larger body size. Four nests were located during
the study and all four had a clutch of three eggs each. Egg
morphometry showed a similar trend to that of Painted

Storks (Table 4). Incubation period of Lesser Adjutant-Storks
was 29.56 (±1.13) days (Table 5).

Painted Stork
Seen throughout the year at Bhitarkanika Patia, banks of
Maipura River, Raipatia, Satabhaya, and Mahisamada
plantation. Breeds in a small colony (20º43’10.8"N
86º51’52.6"E) in Bhitarkanika block near Gunakar ghat
from September–January on platform nests. 14 and eight
active nests were counted during the 2005 and 2006 seasons
respectively. The approximate population is 100.

Copulation-duration of the Painted Stork was 9.56 sec
(±1.75 sec (n=15). There was no significant difference in
clutch size between the years; however the Painted Stork
had a mean clutch size of <4 eggs (Table 3). Egg
morphometry revealed that Painted Stork produce eggs
similar, both in terms of length and mass, to those of Lesser
Adjutant-Storks (Table 4). Chicks hatched after an
incubation period of approximately 29.56 days (±1.13) and
32.19 days (±1.13) respectively for 2005 and 2006 (Table 5).

Breeding success and productivity
Asian Openbill-Stork had the lowest hatching success but
higher productivity in comparison to Painted and Lesser
Adjutant- Stork. The reason could be either a larger clutch
size or higher predation during egg laying stage, compared
to the chick rearing stage, when a parent is always in the
nest. Also, higher productivity would be due to social
benefits of clustering (by increasing the fitness of the birds)
which is one among the strong hypothesis that supports
bird colonialism. Painted and Lesser Adjutant- Stork had a
higher hatching success and lower productivity, due
perhaps to higher predation pressure on chicks as
compared to the eggs. Lesser Adjutant-Stork had a higher
hatching, fledgling success and productivity than Painted
Storks.

Discussion
Ali & Ripley (1987) state that the breeding season of storks
is highly dependent on the monsoon and related water
conditions, which trigger the abundance of food. This study
also shows a strong relation between the monsoon and the
nesting activity of storks (Fig. 2).

The breeding season of the Lesser Adjutant-Stork
stretches from July to January (Grimmett et al. 1998).
According to Ali & Ripley (1987), the Lesser Adjutant-Stork,
apart from Assam, which is its stronghold, breeds in Sri
Lanka, Kerala, parts of the Malabar Coast, Tamil Nadu and
Bangladesh. Jha (1998) counted 14 nests of Lesser Adjutant-
Stork in Kahala village (Malda district, West Bengal),
though he did not state the time of year. Pandav (1997)
reported it’s breeding in the Bhitarkanika mangroves
(Orissa).

The copulation duration of Greater Adjutant-Stork was
25.56 sec (±10.38 sec) (Singha et al. 2003), 10 sec in Painted

Table 1. Enumerated number of nests in Bhitarkanika
Openbill Painted Lesser Adjutant

stork stork stork

2005 7568 13 0

2006 8493 8 4

Table 2. Nest measurements of AO, PS, LAS
AO (n=45) PS (n =8) LAS (n=4)

2005 169.00 ± 16.66 200.83± 13.0 NA
2006 166.1± 16.3 196.25±14.52 210±15.62

Table 3. Mean clutch size
AO (n=45) PS (n =8) LAS (n=4)

2005 4.45± 1.36 3.8 ± 1.09 NA
2006 4.36 ± 2.90 3.75 ± 1.53 3.0 ± 0.00

Gopi & Pandav. Breeding biology of storks
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Stork (Desai et al. 1978), 8.77 sec (±1.15 sec) in Maguari
Stork C. maguari (Thomas 1986), 24 sec in Black-necked
Stork E. asiaticus and 15 sec in Jabiru Stork Jabiru mycteria
(Kahl 1973). In the present study, the Painted Stork‘s
copulation-duration of 9.56 sec (±1.75 sec) differed slightly
from the 10 sec record of Desai et al. (1978). Asynchronous
hatching was observed in all the focal species. Lack (1968),
states that in Ciconiiformes, successive eggs in a clutch are
laid two or more days apart, that incubation starts with the
first egg, and that the young hatch one or more days apart.

According to Lack (1968), the incubation period in
Ciconiidae varies between 30–33 days. Asian Openbill-Stork
had a minimal incubation period of 26 (±2.84). Incubation
period for Painted Storks was similar to that recorded by
Desai et al. (1978) in Gujarat. Lesser Adjutant-Stork had an
incubation period of 28.55 (±8.86) days. We could not
determine the reasons for the shorter incubation duration
of storks in Bhitarkanika, when compared with that given
by Lack (1968). Incubation periods for other storks are:
Greater Adjutant-Stork 30 and 35 days reported by Saikia
& Bhattacharjee (1996b) and Singha et al .  (2003)
respectively; American Wood-Stork M. americana 32 days
(Heinzman & Heinzman 1965); White Stork C. ciconia 32
days (Schuz 1972); Maguari Stork 29–32 days (Thomas
1984, 1986); Painted Stork 32 days (Desai et al. 1978); White-
necked Stork C. episcopus 30–31 days (Scott 1975); Abdim’s
Stork C. abdimii 28–30 days and, 29–31 days for Marabou
Stork L. crumeniferus (Brown et al. 1982; Kahl 1972; Pomeroy
1978a). Mean clutch size of 3.8 (±1.09) eggs per nest, for
Painted Storks, was higher in Bhitarkanika vis-à-vis 2.49
reported by Desai et al. (1978).

Conservation
The Asian Openbill-Stork feeds almost exclusively on Pila
globosa mollusks, which comprise 98% of its diet (Gopi et al.
2006), obtained from the agricultural fields surrounding
the Bhitarkanika Wildlife Sanctuary. Rice paddies are
increasingly being converted into aquaculture farms in
around the Bhitarkanika. 674 aquaculture farms, covering
321ha, were located along the periphery of the park alone.
This illegal conversion of coastal wetlands will result in
loss of foraging grounds for Asian Openbill-Storks. In future
it may affect their breeding behavior and may be detrimental
to their long-term survival.

Presently, the forest department conducts an annual
census at the Asian Openbill-Stork heronry. A similar
exercise should be initiated for the remoter Painted and
Lesser Adjutant- Stork colonies. The dependence of these
species on restricted nesting sites makes the preservation
and scientific management of these sites critical for
conservation.
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A number of threatened birds were observed in the Kingdom of Bhutan during visits to that
country between October 1985 and December 2006 (41 field days). At least nine threatened
species were observed that included Lesser Adjutant-Stork Leptoptilos javanicus, White-winged
Duck Cairina scutulata and Black-necked Crane Grus nigricollis. In addition, near-threatened
species such as the White-tailed Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus albicollis was also recorded. The Lesser
Adjutant-Stork, White-winged Duck, Blue-tailed Bee-eater Merops philippinus, and Streaked
Weaver Ploceus manyar are new to Bhutan.

The Kingdom of Bhutan (27°35’–27°45’N 95°10’–
95°40’E) has been fairly well covered by ornithological
surveys (Ludlow & Kinnear 1937a, b, c; Ali 1977; Saha

1981; Gole 1989; Ali et al. 1996; Pradhan 1999; Bishop 1999;
Inskipp et al. 2004 and Spierenburg 2005). The entire country
forms part of Eastern Himalaya Endemic Bird Area
(Stattersfield et al. 1998) (Fig. 1). The terrain is mostly
mountainous with small montane valleys and narrow strips
of plains along its border with India. The elevation varies
from 100–4100m a.s.l. The main rivers are the Manas (Drangme
Chhu), Mangde Chhu, Sunkosh Chhu and Wang Chhu
(Chhu=river).

The natural vegetation ranges from tropical wet evergreen
and semi-evergreen in the southern foothills to subtropical
and temperate forests in the north. Farther north occur the
sub-alpine and alpine vegetation with snow at the high peaks.
The climate is tropical monsoon in the south and mountain
type with a hot and wet summer and a cool and drier winter.

The annual rainfall is between 2,300–3,800mm. The
temperature ranges from -0°C–35°C.

Although I had visited, on and off, parts of southern Bhutan
since 1985, from September 2004 to November 2006 I was able
to make frequent visits as part of my official work. During
these visits, totaling 41 field days, I had the opportunity to
observe a number of birds, four of which were new country
records. The birds were observed / sighted from vehicles or
on foot along existing paths and roads. Once country boats
were also used (along the Manas River). Some significant
records are given below.

Lesser Adjutant-Stork Leptoptilos javanicus Vulnerable. The
only record was of a lone bird that flew over Mathanguri,
affecting both Royal Manas National Park (Bhutan) and
Manas National Park (India) on 25.ix.2004 (Choudhury 2005).
It is a common species in the adjacent plains of Assam
(Choudhury 2000).

White-winged Duck Asarcornis scutulata Endangered.
Observed in Mathanguri area of Royal Manas National Park
on 3.viii.2006. At least two ducks flew between the Boundary
Pillar Numbers 200 and 200/2 between India and Bhutan
just below the bungalow (26º47´N, 90º57´E) at 19:30hrs. This
was the first record for Bhutan as well as Manas National
Park of India, where earlier in the afternoon three ducks were
recorded (Choudhury 2006). In the month of August, roosting
and feeding sites of the duck were located within 1km of
Bhutan in Manas National Park of Assam. The Forest staff on
the Indian side of Mathanguri also observed ducks flying
towards Bhutan at night on a few occasions.

Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos At Trashi Yangshi, a
preserved specimen was examined that was killed by a villager
after it had killed a Black-necked Crane on 15.12.2005 inside
Bumdeling Wildlife Sanctuary.

White-tailed Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla Near-threatened.
An occasional winter straggler to Bhutan (Inskipp et al. 2004).
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It was recorded from western part of the country in Punakha
and Thimphu dzongkhags (dzongkhag=district) (Inskipp et al.
1999). An adult was observed and photographed in
Bumdeling Wildlife Sanctuary on 18.i.2006. It was perched in
a tree by the Kulong Chhu (27°38´20"N, 91°28´40"E) at an
elevation of 1,900m a.s.l. This was not only the first record for
Bumdeling Wildlife Sanctuary but also for eastern Bhutan as
a whole.

Short-toed Snake-Eagle Circaetus gallicus One observed
on 27.xi.2005, between Mathanguri and Panbang in Royal
Manas National Park. Recorded as vagrant twice from Bhutan
in the Kuri Chhu near Lhuenste (Spierenburg 2005). The
present sighting was in Zemgang Dzongkhag.

Changeable Hawk-Eagle Spizaetus cirrhatus First sighted
in Mathanguri area on 11.iii.1996. The next sighting was at
Nganglam town in Samdrup Jonkar dzongkhag (now Pema
Gatshel dzongkhag) on 22.vi.2006.

Blood Pheasant Ithaginis cruentus Two coveys were
observed on 16.i.2006 at Thrumshingla National Park. First
12 birds were seen crossing the road at 3,400m, then >10 were
observed by roadside forest at 3,600m.

Black-necked Crane Grus nigricollis Vulnerable. Observed
two birds in Thangbi Valley (2,700m; 8km north of Jakar,
Bumthang dzongkhag) on 15.i.2006). At Trashi Yangshi, a
preserved specimen was examined that was killed by a Golden
Eagle on 15.xii.2005 inside Bumdeling Wildlife Sanctuary.
For other records see Table 1.
Ibisbill Ibidorhyncha struthrsii One on 13.i.2006 in Puna Tsang
chu, between Punakha and Wangdue Phodrang in Wangdue
dzongkhag.
Stone-Curlew Burhinus oedicnemus One bird was observed
on 24.xii.2006 near Bogamati (south-east of Bhangtar) in
Samdrup Jongkar Dzongkhag—a first record for the
dzongkhag. In Bhutan, this species has been found just once,
in a dry river-bed at Manas at 250 m, on 18.iv.1993, suggesting
that it might breed there (Spierenburg 2005).
Khasi Hills (Dark-rumped) Swift Apus acuticauda Vulnerable.
Restricted-range. A few (two birds clearly identified) were in flight
on 12.ix.2004 near the spot (26°49’N 91°37’E) in Samdrup Jongkar

Dzongkhag, where the Balti River enters India from Bhutan. The
second sighting was on 21.v.2006, north of Guabari (Assam), also
in Samdrup Jongkar Dzongkhag (Bhangtar area) (26°48’N 91°42’E).
Both the areas are quite close to a nesting colony located between
Deothang and Samdrup Jongkhar, 7km north of the latter
(Spierenburg 2005).
Blue-tailed Bee-eater Merops philippinus Ten birds were seen
perched on electric wires near the first check gate on way to
Nganglam town in Samdrup Jonkar dzongkhag (now Pema Gatshel
dzongkhag) (26º49´N, 91º13´E) at about 11:15hr on 22.vi.2006. The
site was about 1.5km from the India-Bhutan border (Manas National
Park, Assam) and was a clearing at an elevation of about 200m. On
5.ix.2006 at least seven birds observed flying (singly and not as a
group) and hawking insects in the air in the Choki area (26º48´N
91º25´E). This is a first record for Bhutan (Spierenburg 2005).
Large Pied Wagtail Motacilla maderaspatensis One bird was
observed and photographed in October 1985 at Mathanguri.
It was on the Beki River, hopping from one boulder to the
other on either side of the international boundary. It also
perched on Boundary Pillar No. 200. That was also the first
record for north-eastern India (Choudhury 2000). Two birds
were observed on the boulders of the Rydak River in Chhukha
district on 2.xi.1995 (across the border near Bhutanghat of
West Bengal, India).
Streaked Weaver Ploceus manyar Recorded at Daifam
(26°54´N 92°05´E), in the south-eastern corner of Bhutan, on
10.vi.2000, which was a new country record at that time
(Choudhury 2003). A male in breeding plumage was the first
to be sighted, then a female. A few more birds were spotted
later. The birds were in a maize field at the base of hills at an
elevation of 200m. The birds were feeding, moving from one
maize stalk to another.
Baya Weaver P. philippensis In Bhutan this species is a rare
resident (Spierenburg 2005). I observed a nesting colony at
Daifam (26°54´N 92°05´E) on 10.vi.2000. It was in this semi-
urban locality, at the base of hills, at an elevation of 200m.
More than 45 nests were counted, spread across three coconut
palms and an arecanut (=betelnut) palm. Thereafter, on
11.vi.2000, many birds were seen in Khaling Wildlife
Sanctuary at an elevation of 250m. Here the nests were within
India but very close to the international border (at the eastern
edge of Khalingduar Reserved Forest and outside the northern
boundary of Koramor tea estate of Assam).

Table 1.  Observations of the Black-necked Cranes
Date Site (altitude) Remarks

14.i.2006 Phobjikha Valley c150 seen; maximum seen
(2,900–3,000m) together was 52, follwed by

39 and 36; remaining were
between 1–6.

17.i.2006 Trashi Yangshi c50 seen in twos, threes and
(1,850–1,900m) small groups foraging and

then leaving to roost in
Bumdeling Sanctuary.

18.i.2006 Bumdeling Wildlife c140 roosting; slowly they left
Sanctuary (2,000m) for Trashi Yangshi and other

places.

18.i.2006 Trashi Yangshi >50 foraging in the town.
(1,850–1,900m)

Choudhury. Bird records from Bhutan
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Black-billed Magpie Pica pica Two birds were observed at
2,000m on 2.iv.2005, on the way to Buli in Zemgang
dzongkhag—a first record for Zemgang dzongkhag.

Conservation
With 72.5% of its land area under forest cover (Anon. 2002),
Bhutan offers rare opportunity for long-term conservation of
different species of birds as well as other life forms. Added
advantage to this is its predominantly Buddhist population,
most of whom do not hunt animals. There are nine protected
areas in the country covering a significant 26.23% of the
country’s geographical area. The Black-necked Cranes, which
mostly affect areas outside the protected areas are revered by
the local people and are not molested since time immemorial.

Unfortunately the rapid expansion of the road system in
Bhutan, including the building of many new feeder roads and
the widening of the lateral roads and the large numbers of
road labourers that such work demands, has resulted in
substantial roadside habitat destruction and degredation as
well as disturbance to and poaching of species such as Satyr
Tragopan Tragopan satyra and other galliformes.
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Fom 2002–2006 we studied the breeding behaviour of
Indian Pitta Pitta brachyura, Dusky Crag Martin Hirundo
concolor, Red-rumped Swallow Hirundo daurica, Large

Pied Wagtail Motacilla maderaspatensis, Common Woodshrike
Tephrodornis pondicerianus, and Eurasian Blackbird Turdus
merula in and around Chiplun town (17°31’N 73°31’E) in
Ratnagiri district (Maharashtra, India). Chiplun is
surrounded by the foothills of the Western Ghats and is c50km
from the Arabian Sea. Our observations, which concentrated
on the incubation period, were restricted, besides Chiplun
town itself, to the following places.

Parshuram: This town is named after sage Parshuram of
Hindu mythology. It is 12km north-west of Chiplun. Almost
all the land here is privately owned with a number of teak
Tectona grandis, Acacia auriculiformis, mango Mangifera indica,
and cashew Anacardium occidentale trees. Some of the area is
semi-evergreen. Scattered patches of dry-deciduous forest and
scrub jungle are also found here.

Valope: This small village is 6km north of Chiplun. Here
too the habitat is dry-deciduous with some semi-evergreen
patches and grassland and tree cover similar to Parshuram.

Vindhywasini: This temple locality is a part of Chiplun.
Most of the area is privately owned land consisting of
plantations of teak and mango trees. Some patches have dry-
deciduous vegetation.

Average rainfall in these areas is about 3,500mm. Average
temperatures range from 23ºC–40ºC.

Indian Pitta Pitta brachyura
Information about the breeding of Indian Pitta in the Konkan—
the coastal region of Maharashtra—is scanty. Ali & Ripley
(1983) mention that it breeds near Bombay and in peninsular
India. Grimmett et al. (1999) state that it breeds in the
Himalayas and north-eastern India. Pande (2001) gives very
brief information about its breeding in Konkan but does not
go into details.

The movements of Indian Pitta in India are not well
documented. After leaving Konkan they probably start
appearing in Deccan Peninsula and southern Western Ghats.
We observed and heard it calling in November 2000 at Munnar,
Kerala. Pande (2001) mentions three instances of juvenile and
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adult pittas appearing in Deccan from November onwards.
Indian Pitta is a breeding visitor to the Western Ghats

foothills near Chiplun in Maharashtra. It is present here from
the last week of April to the third week of September (Table 1).

We studied its breeding biology at two places—Valope
and Parshuram.

Indian Pitta Pitta brachyura
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Methods
We searched for nests of Indian Pitta by combing the study
area twice daily. Nests on thorn-less trees like teak, mango,
etc., and those within reach were checked regularly in the
morning and evening. Some nests were on thorny trees such
as Acacia catechu, Zizyphus mauritiana, etc. Daily checking of
these nests was not possible.

Courtship behaviour
The breeding season of Indian Pitta in the Konkan is from
May–August. Birds are extremely vocal during this period.

On arrival in the Chiplun area, between the last week of
April and the second week of May, they seem alert and sing
“viet-tew” frequently. This is most probably the time that
they establish territories. After the second week of May they
are seen chasing each other. Many times 2–3 birds are
involved in such chases. By the last week of May pairs had
established territories and some had also started building
nests. During this time, they uttered a hissing alarm call,
“chass-chass”.

Nesting trees
The Indian Pitta used the following trees for nesting: mango,
teak, kokum Garcinia indica, karanda Carissa caranda, coral tree
Erythrina indica, flame of the forest Butea monosperma, silk cotton
tree Bombax ceiba, A. catechu, A. auriculiformis, Casuarina
equisetifolia, and Zizyphus mauritiana. Nests were located at
heights between 1m–10m (Table 2).

Site selection
After pair formation, pairs visit one tree after another in search
of a suitable nesting site. While observing one such pair we
saw a bird, near a fork in the branches, from where it uttered a
strange “kunk-kunk” call, simultaneously nodding its head.
When its partner arrived at the scene, it too behaved in a similar
manner. Finally this site was selected for a nest, and
construction began after two days. But the behaviour just
described was seen often till the nest was completed.

Nest
Both birds build the nest, which is a globular structure with a
lateral entrance. Nesting material included twigs and dead

leaves of teak, mango, A. auriculiformes, C. caranda, etc., needles
of C. eqisetifolia, grass, root fibres, and seed pods.

Eggs
Eggs were glossy china white in colour with sparse brown
spots. The eggs were laid in the mornings, at an interval of 24
hours, but at one nest two eggs were laid on the same day.
Average clutch size was four. In one nest we found three eggs
while in another, five.

Incubation and hatching
Incubation starts after the first egg. Both the birds incubate.
The incubation period for seven clutches was 14 days, for five
clutches 15 days, and for one clutch, 16 days (Table 3).

Nestlings and fledging period
Chicks were pinkish in colour on hatching. Feather pins
appeared 4–5 days after hatching. 8–10 day old chicks have a
scarlet gape, which later turns into saffron or orange. After
10–12 days their beaks begin to show a black spot in the
middle. Under-parts of immature birds are slightly grey and
the white chin patch is much narrower than an adult. The
chicks fledged in 12–16 days.

Feeding
Both parents approach the nest with great caution when
feeding their young whose diet comprised locusts, lizards,
frogs, grasshoppers, earthworms, snails, centipedes, and
millipedes. On one occasion we observed an adult Indian Pitta
kill a Common Vine Snake Ahaetulla nasuta.

Second brood
In Vindhywasini we observed a second brood at one nest. A
pair was seen lining a nest six days after the previous brood
fledged. We were unable to complete our observations after
the pair had laid eggs.

Dusky Crag Martin Hirundo concolor
Vyawahare (1989) stated that the Dusky Crag Martin’s
incubation period was 12 days. However our observations
show that it lasts for 17 days.

Log
Valope
11.vi.2002: Nest construction begun.

Table 3. Nesting details of Indian Pitta
Nest Year Laying date Hatching date Fledging date
No. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1 2003 15.vi 16.vi 17.vi 18.vi — 30.vi 30.vi 1.vii 2.vii — 18.vii
2 2003 16.vi 17.vi 18.vi 19.vi — 1.vii 1.vii 2.vii 3.vii — 17.vii
3 2004 24.v 25.v 26.v 26.v 27.v 8.vi 8.vi 9.vi 10.vi 10.vi 22.vi
4 2004 2.vi 3.vi 4.vi — — 17.vi 18.vi 18.vi — — Unknown
5 2004 7.vi 8.vi 9.vi 10.vi — 22.vi 22.vi 23.vi 23.vi — Unknown
6 2004 8.vi 9.vi 10.vi 10.vi — 23.vi 23.vi 25.vi 25.vi — Unknown
7 2005 5.vi 6.vi 7.vi 8.vi — 20.vi 21.vi 21.vi 22.vi — Unknown

Table 1. Dates of arrival of Indian Pitta in Chiplun
Year Date of arrival

2002 24.iv
2003 24.iv
2004 27.iv
2005 25.iv
2006 2.v

Table 2. Heights of nests of Indian Pitta
Height (in m) Number of nests

0–3 9
3–6 26
6–9 8
9+ 5
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Vindhyawasini Temple
16.vi.2003: Nest found.
18.vi.2003: Birds lining inside the nest with feathers.
22.vi.2003: First egg laid between 07:00–08:00hr.
23.vi.2003: Second egg laid.
24.vi.2003: Third egg. Eggs were laid at 24-hour intervals.
Incubation commenced after third egg.
10.vii.2003: One chick hatched out at 07:45hr; another at
16:00hr. The third egg was infertile, but the birds did not
remove it.

Red-rumped Swallow Hirundo daurica

Study area
In Valope, we studied the incubation period of the Red-rumped
Swallow at a nest under the staircase of a house. The nest was
at a height of 1m above the ground.

Methods
Activity inside the nests of hole nesting birds is difficult to
observe. We overcame this obstacle by using a close circuit
television camera (20mm diameter) within the nest. The camera
was fixed to one end of a metal rod.  A 3v bulb was fixed
beside the camera and attached to a battery. The camera was
connected to a battery-operated 6v L.C.D. display.

We inserted the camera stick into the nest when the bird
was not inside. Everything inside the nest was clearly visible
on the L.C.D. display! We noted observations twice a day i.e.
in the morning and evening.

Fig. 1. Diagrammatic representation of the method used for
observation inside the nest of Red-rumped Swallow

28.vi.2002: Nest complete with feather lining.
2.vii.2002: Miscreants break nest.
11.vii.2002: Birds rebuild nest and complete it.
13.vii.2002: First egg laid.
14.vii.2002: Second egg.
15.vii.2002: Third egg. All three eggs were laid in the mornings.
Incubation commenced after the third egg.
30.vii.2002: First egg hatched.
31.vii.2002: Second egg hatched.
01.viii.2002: Third egg hatched.

Miscreants broke the nest and all chicks succumbed.

Palkar et al. Breeding notes from Ratnagiri district
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Nest construction
Both birds build the nest. They collect wet mud pellets in their
beaks, which are pasted under the roof of a verandah, temple,
under a bridge, stairway, etc. First they make an outline and
then, by pasting pellet by pellet, an egg chamber, followed by
an entrance tunnel. The outer surface of the nest remains rough.
After completing the structure, they lined the egg chamber
with fine grass, twigs and feathers (Ali & Ripley 1983). We
have also observed that birds used the same nest for two to
three years and two broods were raised. Palkar (2006)
described two unusual nests of Red-rumped Swallow.

In 2003 a pair built a nest under the stairs of a house. They
successfully raised a brood. However, someone broke the nest
after the brood fledged. Only mud lining remained there. The
following nest was constructed on this very lining.

Log
11.v.2004: Nest construction begins.
17.v.2004: Nest complete.
19.v.2004: Lining inside nest complete. Both birds roost

inside nest at night.
23.v.2004: First egg laid. Incubation started. Both birds

incubated their eggs. Both the birds were
observed inside the nest during incubation
period.

24.v.2004: Second egg laid.
25.v.2004: Third egg laid. All three laid between 06:00–

07:00hrs.
9.vi.2004: All three eggs hatch between 06:00–06:30hrs.

Observations
The eggs are glossy white. All three chicks were pink in colour.
Both the birds fed their chicks. Some children broke the nest
by mistake and all three chicks died. Incubation period was
15 days.

Large Pied Wagtail Motacilla maderaspatensis
A breeding pair was discovered inside the filtration plant of
the Chiplun municipal swimming pool. In 2005 a pair made
their nest in a box on the electricity board. In 2006 a pair (the
same?) made its nest on a wooden rack behind the electricity
board. We fixed a CCTV camera 1m above the nest for closer
observations.

Nest
The nest is cup-shaped and comprises of rootlets, hair, wool,
small pieces of cotton and nylon rope, cotton thread, coir
string, dry leaves, etc. The nest was at a height of 2m. Both
birds took part in nest building, which was done mostly in
the morning.

Log
First brood
28.i.2006: Nest building started.
09.ii.2006: Nest completed.
10.ii.2006: First egg laid between 07:30–07:40hr. Egg plain

grayish-white.
11.ii.2006: Second egg laid between 07:30–07:50hr. Egg

blotched with brown. Also cracked at the
broader end. Incubation began after second
egg.

21.ii.2006: Nest observed continuously for 688 minutes.
During this time, the birds incubated
(discontinuously) for 512 minutes and left it
unattended for the remaining 176 minutes.

26.ii.2006: First egg hatched at 08:58hr. Chick was fed for
the first time at 09:36hrs. Egg shells removed
by bird. Incubation period lasted 16 days.

01.iii.2006: Continuous observations were made for 15 hrs
during which time adults fed the chick 33 times
(twice with dragonflies). From 18:00hrs–
21:00hrs adults collected food from behind a
halogen lamp that attracted insects.

05.iii.2006: During 14 hrs of observation (up to 20:00hrs),
feeding was observed 27 times. On this day
too, the chick’s eyes opened. Up to this day,
one bird brooded (guarded?) the chick at night.

07.iii.2006: Chick began to stand on the edge of the
nest.

08.iii.2006: Chick began to wander around the nest and
return to it.

12.iii.2006: Chick left the nest. Fledging period was 14
days.

Second brood
16.iii.2006: Pair repairing the nest.
18.iii.2006: Pair constructing another nest, 0.5m away from

earlier.
20.iii.2006: The second nest is abandoned and earlier nest

being lined with small white feathers. Again, this
activity was concentrated in the morning.

24.iii.2006: First egg laid between 07:00hr–07:30hrs.
25.iii.2006: Second egg. Incubation begins. Twice, chick from

first brood seen with adult during incubation.
30.iii.2006: Nest abandoned.

Third brood
13.iv.2006: Two eggs (infertile?) seen in nest.
17.iv.2006: Four eggs in nest. Both birds incubating.
30.iv.2006: One egg hatched. Other three eggs seem infertile

but remained in nest. Adults feeding chick.
6.v.2006: Chick disappeared (predated?).

Table 1. Nesting data of Eurasian Blackbird
Nest Nest building Laying date Hatching date Fledging date
No. started 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

1 29.v.2004 3.vi 4.vi - - 16.vi 17.vi - - 30.vi.2004
2 27.vi.2005 3.vii 4.vii 5.vii 6.vii 16.vii 17.vii 18.vii 19.vii -
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Fourth brood
13.v.2006: First egg in nest.
14.v.2006: Second egg.
15.v.2006: Third egg. Incubation begins.
27.v.2006: Two chicks in nest and one egg.
28.v.2006: Third egg hatched. Both birds feeding young.

Incubation period, 13 days.
31.v.2006: One chick dead in swimming pool.
11.vi.2006: Two chicks fledged. Their eyes opened on the

fourth day. Fledging period, 14 days.

Common Woodshrike Tephrodornis pondicerianus
Nest construction
Both birds build the nest: a neat cup of soft bark, fibers and
small pieces of papery bark (we observed them collecting these
from a teak tree), plastered with cobwebs, attached to the upper
surface of a branch or in a forked branch, so that it is entirely
camouflaged and extremely difficult to locate.

Log
Valope
01.iii.2004: A nest was located 2m up a teak tree. Birds were

constructing it.
02.iii.2004: First egg was laid between 06:30–08:00hrs.
03.iii.2004: Second egg laid.
04.iii.2004: Third egg laid. All eggs were laid in the morning.
20.iii.2004: All three eggs hatch. Subsequently two chicks

disappeared.

29.iii.2004: The surviving chick was seen fully feathered.

Parshuram
15.iii.2004: A pair was spotted building a nest on the

horizontal branch of a teak tree, 5m above the
ground.

24.iii.2004: Nest completed.
25.iii.2004: First egg laid.
26.iii.2004: Second egg laid. Both eggs were laid in the

morning.
11.iv.2004: A chick and an egg were spotted at 08:00hrs. At

15:30hrs the second chick was seen.
17.iv.2004: Nest empty.

Both birds incubate. Their cryptic colour makes it impossible to
spot them during incubation, when they sit very still inside the
nest with their beak pointed upwards, resembling a broken stem!
Nestlings are completely blackish in colour. Both birds feed the
nestlings. The incubation period was 16 days in both cases.

Eurasian Blackbird Turdus merula
The Eurasian Blackbird is a resident of the Konkan region. Its
breeding period coincides with the monsoon, from the last
week of May to August (Ali & Ripley 1983). The birds are
prominently visible and extremely vocal during this period,
singing melodiously from early morning till late evening. They
are also good mimics of many other birds. After the monsoon
they become silent and are seen less frequently. We studied
two nests in Vindhywasini.
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Methods
We checked the nests twice daily—once in the morning and
once in the evening. A mirror stick—a plain 7.62cm diameter
mirror attached to one end of a 9m aluminum pipe—was used
to look into nests that were more than 3m high.

Observations
Nest one was located 1.2m above the ground, on a mango tree.
Laying of eggs and their subsequent hatching, both occurred
in the morning. Incubation started after the first egg was laid.
The pink-skinned chicks were covered in yellow down. Both
adults fed the chicks.

Nest Two was in the fork of a teak tree at a height of 1.2m
from the ground. The birds used strands from a polythene bag
for the basement of the nest. Here too the eggs hatched in the
morning. These hatchlings fell to an unknown predator.

The incubation period was 13 days at both nests. The
fledging period at the first nest was also 13 days.
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Both, Lesser Leptoptilos javanicus and Greater L. dubius
Adjutant-Storks, are classified as ‘threatened’ by
BirdLife International (2004). The former is considered

‘vulnerable’ while the latter ‘endangered’ because of their
small and declining populations. For both the species, Assam
is a stronghold (Choudhury 2000).

On 6.viii.2005, while driving from Pathsala town towards
Koklabari, at the eastern edge of Manas National Park, a large
gathering of >60 storks caught my attention (Fig. 1).  Through
binoculars we could count at least 20 Lesser and 40 Greater
Adjutant-Storks in the field, which was partially
waterlogged due to rain. The storks were foraging. This
was near Baghmara (26°34´N 91°13´E) in Assam’s Barpeta
district, very close to the border of Baksa district. Later,
between Baghmara and Koklabari in Baksa district, 36
more Lesser Adjutant-Storks were seen in twos (5 times),
threes (twice), four birds (twice) and six birds (once), in
addition to six lone birds. The distance between Baghmara
and Koklabari (Kamardoisa) is 25km and sighting of such
a large number of globally threatened storks in such a
short stretch is noteworthy.

Earlier, on 20.iv.2005, I observed 23 Lesser Adjutant-
Storks in the ‘Seed Farm’ area of Manas National Park
near Koklabari. In the same area, the Chief Wildlife Warden
of Assam, Mr M. C. Malakar, counted up to 52 Lesser
Adjutant-Storks, sometime during the year (M. C. Malakar,
verbally). While driving from Barama to Koklabari on
9.vi.2005, I counted 28 Lesser Adjutant-Storks—three
between Barama and Pathsala, three between Pathsala
and Anchali, four near Anchali, 13 near Hajuwa and five
near the entrance of the ‘Seed Farm’.

     On 25.vi.2006, in the ‘Seed Farm’, I counted 21
Greater Adjutant-Storks foraging together, >15 Lesser
Adjutant-Storks in twos and threes, and also two White-
necked Ciconia episcopus and three Asian Openbill-
Anastomus oscitans Storks.
      However, such sightings do not indicate an increase
in the number of the adjutant-storks as every year both the
species are losing a few nesting trees, which are cut by

owners for money. Mortality of nestlings, which fall from nests,
is also a matter of concern.
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Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni, a near-threatened bird of prey
(Collar et al. 1994) is one of the discontinuously distributed
Indo-Malayan species inhabiting the evergreen biotope of

north-eastern India and the Western Ghats. The southern sub-
species A. j. ceylonensis is separated from the nominate A. j.
jerdoni of the north-east by at least 1,900km of ecologically
unsuitable country (Ali & Ripley 1983). Its presence elsewhere
in peninsular India is extremely scanty, but for a single
specimen of a non-breeding female A. j. jerdoni taken at
Lankapakalu in the Eastern Ghats of Visakhapatnam on
16.iii.1985 (Ripley et al. 1988) and various sightings in Kerala
(see elsewhere in this issue). Here, I report its occurrence in
Similipal Tiger Reserve (STR), Mayurbhanj district, north-
eastern Orissa, India.

Encompassing an area of 2,750km2, STR lies in the Deccan
peninsula biogeographic zone and harbours mainly moist
and dry deciduous types of vegetation, with a few patches of
semi-evergreen forest in between (Srivastava 2001). It is also
an Important Bird Area (Site Code IN-OR-06), with special
biogeographical importance, because it forms a link between
the flora and fauna of southern India and the Himalayas
(Islam & Rahmani 2004).

While watching birds on 24.v.2006 at 08:20 hrs, I sighted a
medium-sized raptor that was immediately identified as
Jerdon’s Baza, a species with which I was familiar, having
seen and photographed it earlier in Assam. It was seen in a
patch of riparian forest fringing the Budha Balanga River at
Nawana in central Similipal (21°53’56"N 86°23’69"E; 780m
a.s.l.). The bird, which appeared to be an adult male, was
confiding and allowed me to watch it for about 20 minutes
during which I could also take a few photographs. It allowed
a minimum flushing distance of about 10m, and took short
flights from tree to tree, when approached. A moderately loud
“kik-kik-kik-kik-qwaeeeee” call (with a second’s pause between
two kiks; the last qwaeeeee being about three seconds in
duration) was uttered in spurts throughout the period, very
reminiscent of one of the calls of the Shikra Accipiter badius,
but not so piercing or high pitched. Once, from a perch, it
made a clumsy dash into the foliage and emerged with a rock
agama Psammophilus blanfordianus in its talons, which it then
proceeded to devour, tearing off small chunks of flesh with its
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beak. Subsequently, it flushed on my approach, and was lost
to sight. After about ten minutes, I observed a baza (the female?)
soaring c100m above a nearby meadow, uttering a plaintive
“petweeer” call repeatedly. While I was watching it, another
smaller bird (the male?) flew low past me across the meadow,
carrying what appeared to be a lizard in its talons, and perched
on a horizontal branch of a sal tree Shorea robusta. Immediately,
the soaring bird stooped with folded wings, and within a
second alighted on the same branch, and started making rapid
“kipkipkip” calls, upon which it was presented with the lizard.
It took the prey and flew off into the forest, followed by its
presumed mate.

This is the second sighting of Jerdon’s Baza in STR—the
first being by Samant et al. (1995). The tell-tale courting behaviour
observed, strongly indicates that it possibly breeds here.

Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni
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Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni is considered one of the least
studied raptors in India. Its distribution is discontinuous
and locally it is uncommon-to-rare (Ferguson-Lees &

Christie 2001). Of the two races found in India, the nominate,
Aviceda j. jerdoni, is present in Sikkim, Assam, northern West
Bengal and the north-eastern hill states. The southern, Aviceda
j. ceylonensis, is found south of c12ºN, in the Western Ghats of
Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu, and the Eastern Ghats of
Andhra Pradesh (Ali & Ripley 1983; Grimmett et al. 1998).

Nair (see elsewhere in this issue) reports the bird from
Similipal (at the northern tip of the Eastern Ghats range) in
Orissa, which is almost midway between north-eastern India
and the Western Ghats, indicating a likely intergradation of
races in the Eastern Ghats (Praveen J., in litt.). Ripley et al.
(1988) collected a specimen of a non-breeding female A. j.
jerdoni, south of Simlipal in the Visakhapatnam ghats. In Kerala
it has been sighted at Kurichyat range of Wayanad Wildlife
Sanctuary and Eravikulam National Park (Sashikumar in litt.).
There are also random sightings from Silent Valley, Peechi,
Nelliampathies, Parambikulam, Eravikulam and Periyar
(Praveen J., in litt.). Ali (1969) reports of an 1890 record of
nesting (?), through the contributions of the oologist, J. Stewart,
documented by Baker (1935). There is no report since, of
breeding in this region. “There is also a juvenile specimen
from the Wayanad in the British Museum” (Baker & Inglis
1930).

This note documents the first breeding record, in over a
century, of Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni from Vaduvanchl in
Wayanad district, Kerala (India), during two breeding seasons,
2006 and 2007.

Methods
Breeding behavior was observed for eight days in 2006,
between 15.v–20.vi and again for a total of 20 days between
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1.iii.2007 and 5.vi.2007. Most observations were carried out
between 09:30hr–17:00hr, from a 15m tall hide placed c.6m
from the nest. Some observations were made from the ground.
Details of nest tree and nest site were collected as per methods
adopted by John et al. (1993).

Location
The Wayanad district region of Kerala is characterized by
undulating hills and valleys, in the foothills of Chembra Peak
(2,100m), the highest geographical point in the region. Isolated
human habitations and plantations of tea, coffee, arecanut,
etc., surrounded the nesting location. These areas originally
comprised semi-evergreen forest, but during the 1960s they
were cleared for planting various cash crops like coffee, pepper,
tea, etc.

A nest was first observed on 6.vi.2006, in an isolated tea
garden on a hilltop, 1,000m a.s.l., at Vanduvanchal (Wayanad
district, Kerala), supporting Ali & Ripley’s (1998) observations.
The nest was built among the top branches in the dense canopy
of a previously pruned rubber tree, using twigs and leaves. The
tree had a diameter, at breast-height, of 68cm. The cup-shaped
nest was 13m above the ground and c.50cm from top of the tree.
The birds were never worried about the presence of human
beings (plantation workers) under the nest tree and in its vicinity.

Breeding
2006 season: On 7.vi.2006 there were two nestlings in the
nest. They sported a white-tipped black crest and white
underparts with chestnut buff. Bars on the tail were much
narrower than those of the parents. Their heads had noticeable
black streaks and the bills were slaty black.

Both parents were seen feeding the nestlings, at intervals
of c.30min. A major portion of their diet comprised lizards. 12
lizards and three frogs were fed on 8.vi.2006 between
10:00hrs–16:30hrs. Other prey included large beetles and a
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rodent (rat?) on 9.vi.2006. Their recorded diet includes lizards,
frogs, grasshoppers and other large insects (Ali & Ripley 1983;
Grimmett et al. 1998). The nest building activities started in
the last week of March, in 2006, and the two fledglings flew
out from the nest on 16.vi.2006.

2007 season: I first spotted a pair collecting nesting material
in early March in the same tea estate. Jungle Crows Corvus
macrorhynchos tried to hijack the material from one of the bazas
on 12.iii.2007. This year too the nest was made on a rubber
tree, 10m away from the previous nest-tree and at a height of
15m above the ground, positioned on the top branches, hidden
from all directions. The female was seen incubating from
28.iii.2007 onwards. Between 2–5.iv.2007 the male was also
found incubating. The tail of the incubating bird could be
seen extending out of the nest, as observed by Buij (2003) for
Aviceda j. jerdoni.

On 4.v.2007 one chick was observed in the nest, on 6.v.2007,
two, and on 7.v.2007 three! This indicates that the incubation
period lasts 37–40 days. Parents began rigorously feeding the
young one from 4.v.2007. Feeding behavior was observed for
nine days during the nestling stage.

Feeding behaviour
Unlike other raptors, which carry prey in their talons, the
Jerdon’s Baza invariably carries all its prey in its beak (except
on three occasions during this study). The male and the female
approached the nest from opposing directions. After feeding
the young, both parents would perch for 5min on a
neighbouring, densely foliaged tree, c.40m away from the
nesting tree, attentively looking towards the nest. The male

would perch on the upper branches of an anjili tree Artocarpus
hirsutus and the female in a silver oak. From this vantage point
they uttered a long “Pee-wheeehh”—to which the chicks
responded with mixed notes of “kili-kili-kili.”

The adults used the same perching trees for the two breeding
seasons. Occasionally, after landing, they would call, before
approaching the nest. The adults fed the chicks by turns, though
on 27.v.2006 the youngest seemed more aggressive than the
others to get at the food. During the 2007 season, the third
(youngest) chick was much smaller and weaker than the other
two. Initially, prey, especially large lizards and rodents, was
torn into smaller pieces before being fed to the chicks. The major
groups of prey given to the chicks were Malabar flying frogs
Rhacophorus malabaricus, which are abundant in the region after
pre-monsoon showers, green grasshoppers, praying mantis,
brown-hoppers, lizards (including a green lizard). In the 2006
nesting season, between the 20th and 30th days after hatching,
the parents fed nestlings every 20min. On one morning, between
10:30–12:30hrs, they fed the young every 15min. On one
occasion, the male passed the prey (a frog) to the female, on the
perch tree, who delivered it to the nest.

The male would generally place prey in the nest and
immediately fly away, while the female would stay for a minute
in the nest and quite often, tear up the prey. The male collected
lizards up to 15m away from the nest site by pouncing on
them from a concealed perch. The adults approached the nest
by expertly gliding below the canopies of surrounding trees.

Vishnudas. Breeding notes of Jerdon’s Baza
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Out of 323 prey deliveries in two nests, 33% comprised
amphibians, 24% lizards, 19% grasshoppers, 7.7% beetles,
3% preying mantis and 11.5% remained unidentified. One
small bird and two rodents (rats?) were also included. The
amphibians were mainly Malabar flying frogs.

Nestlings
Nestlings are scaly in appearance (Fig. 2), with white eyes
and nine broad white-tipped black crest feathers (29th day
after hatching) in ascending order from back to front (Fig. 3).
Head is streaked with black. Bill is bluish-black. Upper parts
are brown with white buff edged. Throat streaked and white,
abdomen and belly white, leggs pale rufus-white and tail
fathers white tipped brown, primaries and secondaries
brown.

Vocalisation
The call of the bird is a “long drawn mournful queer…”
somewhat resembling the cry of the Crested Serpent-Eagle (Ali
& Ripley 1998). The first three notes “to-wheeeh” resemble the
call of Crested Serpent-Eagle. Other than this the adults made
a call “Kit-Kit-Kit” or “Kip-kip-kip”. The chicks make loud
“kili-kili-kili” calls when the parents are approaching. This
was audible up to 30m–45m from the nest.

Survival…
In the last week of June 2006, the family of bazas successfully
survived torrential monsoon rain (1,000 mm) and strong
winds. The chicks struggled valiantly to remain in their

small, perilously swaying nest. Whenever they were without
the adults, the chicks stretched out their wings and
stabilized themselves from the winds, moving to the part of
the nest closest to a strong branch. In 2007, the family faced
a similar situation but miraculously survived a strong wind
on 25.v.2007—when the previous years’ nest tree and three
other rubber trees near it snapped in the middle. One adult
used to roost in this previous years’ nest tree before this
happened.

…and tragedy
During the current (2007) breeding season, a Crested Serpent-
Eagle was often seen gliding above the rubber tree canopies.
The adult bazas invariably kept it at bay by aggressively
chasing it away from the nest. But the situation changed when
one of the nestlings flew away from the nest on 30.v.2007. The
parents concentrated their attention on this fledgling—feeding
it thrice between 11:00–12:00hrs, in comparison to one visit to
the nest. On 1.vi.2007, the second nestling also flew out of
nest. This indicates a fledging period of 27–29 days vis-à-vis
45 days recorded by Sivakumar & Prakash (2005).

While the parents were busy attending the two fledglings,
a Crested Serpent-Eagle predated the smallest chick from the
nest on 1.vi.2007. After fledging, the young ones and the adults
remained in the tea garden for nearly one week.

I have observed a Scarlet Minivet Pericrocotus flammeus
attacking the adult baza when it sat on a rubber tree, near its
nest. On the same hillside, 20m below the nest tree, was a
Shikra’s Accipiter badius nest. There was no aggressive
behaviour between these two species of raptors, during their
nesting.
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River Tern Sterna aurantia distribution is restricted to
tropical Asia—from Iran east through Pakistan, India
and Thailand. It inhabits inland river systems, lakes

and rarely, estuaries (Ali & Ripley 1983; Harrison 1983).
Information on the breeding biology of the species is limited.

During our waterbird population monitoring study at
Chilika Lake (19º28’–19º54’N 85º05’–85º38’E), Orissa (India),
between 2001 and 2005, a breeding colony of three tern species
namely Gull-billed Gelochelidon nilotica, Little Sterna albifrons
and River terns was recorded on Nalabana Island (19º42’36"N
85º28’48"E) located in Chilika Lake. We recorded nesting
season, nest locations, nest materials, clutch size and threats to
the breeding terns for three consecutive years (2002, 2003 &
2004). Nests were marked with 5 cm long, well-camouflaged
sign strips, to avoid repeated counting and to confirm the clutch

size and incubation period. The sign strips were numbered to
identify individual nests and nest locations were marked with
a Global Positioning System (GPS). To minimize disturbance to
the nesting / brooding birds, surveys were mostly done early
morning and late evening.  Care was taken to minimize the
disturbance while moving into the colony site.

In Chilika especially at Nalabana Island, the River Tern
population began to build up from February, as birds arrived
to the Island for breeding, and peaked in April (Fig. 1). Though
territory marking and mobbing behaviour occurred in late
February in all the breeding seasons, nest construction and
egg laying were recorded only in the last week of March. Our
data of the River Tern’s main nesting season (from the end of
March to June), clutch size, and incubation period,
corroborates that of Ali & Ripley (1983). From studies in Gujarat
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it appears that the breeding season is closely linked to the
appearance of safe nesting substrate, mainly islands and in
years when water levels are such that safe islands emerge in
November, the breeding season can commence early and
second clutches are also laid (Mundkur 1991).

In all the three breeding seasons, the shallow, unlined nests
were observed on dry, open, sandy, and invariably, slightly
elevated ground. The average size of newly constructed nests
was 18.6cm (±1.8cm) in diameter and 7.3cm (±0.9cm) in depth
(n=44). Dead gastropods, shells and tern feathers were used
as nesting materials in some nests. Though clutch size varied
between years, most of the nests were found with two to three

 Fig 1. Population fluctuation of River Tern
in Nalabana Island

eggs. One nest each with four and five eggs was seen in 2002
and 2003 respectively. Food in nests, either dropped by adults
or regurgitated by hatchlings, was collected for identification—
to ascertain the diet of breeding terns. Three genera / species
of brackish water fishes namely, Aterinomorus duodecimalis,
Nandus nandus and Mugil sp., were fed to the chicks.

Though Neelakantan (1988) and Saxena (1992) state that
the River Tern breeds sporadically throughout India, only a
small number of nests have been recorded in each colony,
colonies numbering many hundred nests were recorded by
Baker (1929). Larger River Tern colonies have been recorded
near Pune (Bharucha et al. 1988; E. Bharucha verbally) and in
Pong Dam (D. S. Dhadwal verbally; S. Balachandran field
observation). However, Mundkur (1991) estimated a total of
456 nests during an entire nesting season, including re-
nesting pairs, in a freshwater riverbed near Rajkot city, Gujarat.
The 540-nest colony of Nalabana Island, during 2002, is
probably the largest known breeding colony for this species.
Moreover, occurrence of such a large colony on an island in a
brackish lake is noteworthy, especially since large colonies of
this freshwater preferring tern were hitherto recorded either
along the riverbeds or islands or on margins of freshwater
dams. The terns are most probably constrained to use a saline
environment due to the disturbance around freshwater
habitats that prevents their nesting. It is worth mentioning
here that this species rarely occurs in estuaries, contrary to
Ali & Ripley (1983). Most of the colonies described from
northern India were either on sand pits, sand banks or islets
in perennial rivers (Baker 1935; Ali & Ripley 1983).

Despite the availability of several riverbeds within a radius
of 50 km of Nalabana, the preference for this island for nesting
may be due to its being uninhabited and a sanctuary protected
from human interference, although as explained further cattle
grazing by villagers indicates a level of human disturbance.
Though Hussain et al. (1984), Mohapatra (1998) and Acharya
& Kar (2000) reported breeding colonies of Gull-billed
Gelochelidon nilotica and Little S. albifrons Terns on Nalabana
Island, breeding colonies of River Tern were not recorded earlier.
However, during our study, River Tern was the predominant
tern species in all the seasons. This suggests that the large River
Tern colony on Nalabana has been established recently.

Floods are the single greatest threat to the colony at Nalabana.
In all the three seasons, the hatching success here was above
70% but the fledging success was less than 5%. Nalabana begins
to submerge in the rising waters of Chilika from the second
week of May, and remains under water till early November.
The flooding of the Island is caused by the incursion of seawater
due to strong winds in summer, and subsequently by rainwater
during monsoon. As this flooding coincides with the terns’
peak breeding season, the un-hatched eggs and chicks are
washed away.

Grazing domestic buffaloes from nearby villages caused
additional damage to the breeding birds, as well as nests. They
trampled altogether 59 nests during the three years. 44 nests
being destroyed in 2003 alone. Egg predation by bandicoots
Bandicota sp. was another threat to the breeding birds and a
total of 99 eggs were found in their tunnels during 2002 and
2003, several of which were of the River Tern. Mundkur (1991)
also reported predation by bandicoot in colonies around Rajkot.
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Year Number of nests

2002 540
2003 476
2004 304

Sathiyaselvam & Balachandran. River Tern Sterna aurantia in Chilika Lake



69Indian Birds Vol. 3 No. 2 (March–April 2007)

Finally the rains came to break the long dry spell in 2005.
It rained so much (1,174mm against the annual average
of 700mm) that all the water bodies filled up and streams,

long forgotten, came back to life. In the campus, we had water
flowing in the streams for over three months. Outside the
campus, streams were running even in the dry season in early
2006. With the rains, greenery returned. Vegetation that had
turned brown was now lush. Several species of plants that had
remained dormant as seeds came to life. The rains of 2005 left
the campus verdant well into the dry season in early 2006—a
period when the campus generally wears a dry look In 2006,
the monsoon arrived early, in late May, but after the initial wet
spell, the rains became sporadic, though the total rainfall was
close to normal (567mm).

What about birds? I expected the ‘miraculous’ return of
species that had disappeared several years ago, following the
onset of the drought. Some birds did return, while others didn’t,
at least not immediately. But what was even more surprising
was that a few, commonly seen during the drought years,
suddenly disappeared!

Rishi Valley after the rains
V. Santharam
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Among those that returned were the raptors—the Black-
shouldered Kite Elanus caeruleus, White-eyed Buzzard Butastur
teesa, Oriental Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus, the Short-
toed Snake Eagle Circaetus gallicus, Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax
and Bonelli’s Hawk-Eagle Hieraaetus fasciatus. Some of these
even appeared to nest. I located the nest of the White-eyed
Buzzard atop a roadside Acacia tree, outside the school campus,
in late March 2006. For over ten days, on my morning walk, I
saw the activities of the birds and when I saw the bird at a nest
on 25.iii.2005, it appeared to be incubating. Unfortunately, I
could not follow-up and monitor the outcome of their effort, as
the school closed down for vacation and I had to go away.
However, after my return in June, I saw individuals in the
vicinity. The nest, some 10 m up in the tree, appeared intact. I
presumed that the birds bred successfully. Evidence of other
nesting raptors includes Honey Buzzards that were seen in
pairs and also heard calling on several occasions in September
and December 2005 and in June 2006. In June 2006, there was a
sighting of a juvenile Tawny Eagle. Bonelli’s Hawk-Eagles, in
pairs, were seen regularly since June 2006. Short-toed Snake

Eagles too were
back and there
were instances
when both these
raptors hovered,
without a single
wing-beat, over the
rocky hillocks and
open scrub areas,
and plunging
down to capture
prey.

On the evening
of 18.iii.2006, I had
a thrilling
encounter with a
Short-toed Snake
Eagle that took off
from a few metres
ahead of me from
the roadside
hedge of agaves. It
appeared to be
struggling with
something it had
in its talons. A few
seconds later, noRed-wattled Lapwing Vanellus indicus
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longer able to hold on to the prey. With a thud the dangling
snake dropped on to the road! The rat snake Ptyas mucosus,
nearly a metre in length, showed no signs of life, except for a
slight twitching of the tail, as I approached it, some ten minutes
later, after giving up hopes of the eagle claiming its victim.

Some of the birds I had hoped would return as soon the
rains came, disappointed me. Especially the kingfishers—Small
Blue Alcedo atthis and Lesser Pied Ceryle rudis, which had
deserted (forsaken?) us several years ago. There was water
everywhere in the region and perhaps that was why they did
not visit us. In early August 2006, one Lesser Pied Kingfisher
was seen at the lake near the main road. Our efforts to count
birds in winter too met with little success. There was water in
all the lakes but very few birds.

The White-breasted Waterhen Amaurornis phoenicurus too
showed no signs of coming back to the campus. In June 2006 I
heard it outside the campus. It was only towards July-end, that
I finally located two pairs of birds in our paddies. On 17.ix.2006,
I located Streaked Fantail-Warblers Cisticola juncidis in the same
paddies, also seen in these parts after a long gap. Although we
had attempted paddy cultivation last year these birds were not
seen. Why did they turned up after such a long gap? One reason
could be that this year there was more paddy cultivation in the
region thanks to the abundant rains of 2005. The other, more
significant reason, could be that we cultivated rice using
traditional methods this year, whereas last year we followed
the SRI (systematic rice intensification) method, which does
not require stagnant water in the field—a method that promises
to conserve water. This year, we used a crop variety that can be
harvested more quickly (180 days). These methods are no doubt
environmentally friendly, but do they take into account the
needs of birds that are dependent on paddy fields for their
breeding and survival? Imagine the fate of these birds when all
of our rice cultivation is done with these “eco-friendly”
techniques.

The Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus was one of the species
that promptly turned up after the rains in November 2005 and
again in 2006. The elusive Red-wattled Lapwings Vanellus
indicus became commoner and in February 2006, their behaviour
indicated that they had a nest / young near the Percolation
Tank. Little Grebes Tachybaptus ruficollis occupied the
Percolation Tank from early December 2005 and soon their
numbers were up from just a pair to more than two pairs. I
located a nest, concealed amongst the Ipomoea clump and, within
a month there were chicks around it. By late February, the
numbers had steadily climbed to 11 individuals, mostly chicks
raised from two nests on the tank. After this, their numbers
declined as the water level also fell. By early June, I could locate
16 birds at a tank three kilometers away, near the main road.
Another visitor that dropped in, thanks to the abundant water,
was the Clamorous Reed Warbler Acrocephalus stentoreus, which
was seen on a bush at the Percolation Tank in December 2005.

Since April 2006, I have been hearing calls of juvenile Brown
Fish-Owls Ketupa zeylonensis on the campus. Often the birds
were seen perched on rooftops near my house, silently taking
off when disturbed. These birds were around until mid-August.
We believe that Indian Grey Hornbills Ocyceros birostris also
successfully raised a chick somewhere in the school campus or
in its immediate vicinity. They were now seen more regularly.

On 30.vii.2006, a third bird was seen with the pair and it lacked
the casque, and hence was presumed to be a juvenile.

Indian Plaintive Cuckoos Cacomantis passerinus were heard
in campus in June and July 2006. In the earlier years I had
seen them here but had never heard them sing, though one
could hear them in the nearby Horsley Hills. Great Tits Parus
major were seen with fledglings in late June 2005 and again in
May–June 2006. In July–August 2005, Common Mynas
Acridotheres tristis raised two successive broods in an old tree-
hole. Between February and April 2006, Common Wood-
Shrikes Tephrodornis pondicerianus raised two broods in
succession in a fragile-looking nest on a roadside tree. In mid-
June 2006, there were young Jerdon’s chloropsis Chloropsis
cochinchinensis with their parents and two weeks later, a branch
of a Peltophorum tree, cut to make way for a building, had a
nest of the Lesser Golden-backed Woodpecker Dinopium
benghalense with three young ones that were about to fledge.
This branch was preserved intact and placed close-by and we
could watch from a distance the adult birds come in to feed
the young. After nearly a week, the young were gone, hopefully
flown out of the nest safely. In August 2006, there were Rufous
Treepies Dendrocitta vagabunda with young. Red Munia
Amandava amandava also returned to the campus after a long
gap. I located over 25 birds including 4–5 in breeding plumage
in January 2006 and could see them for sometime in the open
fields. In mid-September, Ashy Woodswallow Artamus fuscus,
which were here earlier in the month of March in 2004 and
2005, turned up, and up to ten birds were noticed for nearly
two weeks.

Those that disappeared (for some period at least) include:
Rufous-tailed Ammomanes phoenicurus and Ashy-crowned
Finch-Lark Eremopterix grisea, Large Cuckoo-Shrike Coracina
macei and the Painted Spurfowl Galloperdix lunulata. The
Rufous-tailed Finch-Larks turned up in late August 2006, after
a long absence of several months since the commencement of
rains in 2005. The Ashy-crowned Finch-Lark, never common
in the vicinity of the school, is yet to show up at the time of
writing this (December 2006). However, they were seen
elsewhere, 25 kms away from the campus, last month. The
cuckoo-shrikes were around till June 2006 and as I write this,
the Large Cuckoo-Shrikes Coracina macei have been seen again
in early December 2006. The Painted Spurfowl  which had
been very vocal previously, have been silent since the onset of
rains in 2005. I do get reports of occasional sightings from my
colleagues and students. But I am intrigued at their silence.
On the other hand the Grey Francolins Francolinus pondicerianus
appear to be on the increase and are most regularly heard
from the wooded areas of the campus.

What this experience taught me was that there are several
factors responsible for the presence / absence of birds—rain
or drought being two among them. This region is a chronically
drought-prone, with good rains once in 4–5 years. The
vegetation as well as the other organisms seem to have
adaptations to respond appropriately to the prevailing
conditions and on the whole, doing well. It is the interference
from human activities that cause most problems, and some of
the changes caused by these, being rapid, give little time for
species to adapt. Left alone, they would continue to thrive
however severe the weather conditions be.

Santharam. Rishi Valley
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As we lumbered along the forest path with optics of
various sizes and shapes—cameras, binoculars and
spotting scopes—hanging around our necks and

beads of perspiration dripping from our heads, a shrill “kee-
keee-keee” call from the top of the canopy attracted our attention.
We could see two bulbul-sized birds, perched shoulder to
shoulder, on a bare branch at the top of a dead tree. Even
without our field glasses, we knew exactly what we were
looking at. In a jiffy the scope was on them and one of us (SD)
started digiscoping. There sat, a cute pair of Pied Falconets
Microhierax melanoleucos, one of the prettiest of smaller raptors
we have in India, making long drawn cheeping calls. In a
short while, one of them disappeared suddenly and came back
with a dragonfly in its beak. We were on climb through the
dense forests of Patkai Hills in the Indo-Myanmar border of
Arunachal Pradesh on a hot and humid day while these little
birds of prey were enjoying a bird’s eye view of the valley,
perhaps should be termed as “a Falconet’s eye view”.

North-eastern India has always been a treasure trove for a
naturalist and the forests in Arunachal Pradesh considered
the “hottest among the hot spots” of the world, due to their
location at the junction of the Palaearctic and Indo-Malayan
realms. Not many from peninsular India get a chance to visit
this unique area; the virtual inaccessibility of this land and
the seemingly fragile political situation being the key reasons.
It so happened that we met at Eaglenest Sanctuary in western
Arunachal Pradesh, during a ‘first of its kind’ bird-tour
organised by Ramana Athreya, called “Vacations for
conservation”. After the tour, Arif Siddiqui, of Namchik Valley
Society for Eco-tourism & Wildlife Conservation (NSEWC),
invited us to spend a few days at his hometown, Jairampur
(Changlang district, Arunachal Pradesh), a small historical
village of WWII fame, nestled in the foothills of the Patkai
range. The primary agenda of the visit was to explore the
possibility of conducting a ‘Butterfly Conservation Workshop’
at Jairampur with specific focus on the north-eastern region.
However, we spent our spare time watching birds around the
forests, some of which fall under the International Bird Area
(IBA) network, demarcated as Namtok-Namheik1-Nampong-
Manmao (http://www.ibcnetwork.org/IBA.htm). The tour

schedule was from 29.iii.2006, 11:00hrs to 1.iv.2006, 10:00hrs,
about 28 field hours, during which we covered natural and
cultivated habitats around Jairampur (c.200m), Nampong
(c.500m) and Manmao (c.500m). We had good company from
Arif and other members of NSEWC and we used this
opportunity to explain to them the importance of documenting
the avifauna of this region.

The first day was spent exploring the area around
Jairampur, in a car, with Arif. We kept a close watch on both
sides of the road—as most of the forests we drove through
were relatively disturbed and sparse, it was not difficult to
spot a bird’s flight or any other movement in the woods. Such

1
Namchik misspelled as Namheik, pers. comm. Arif Siddiqui (v.2006).

Bird-watching around Jairampur,
Arunachal Pradesh
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birdwatching meant an excited shout, “stop-stop-stop”, from
one of us, followed by a tyre-screech, and then both of us would
be out in a flash. An Oriental Broad-billed Roller Eurystomus
orientalis was the first of many interesting species we saw this
way and later we got to see them almost everyday. The habitat
around Jairampur was perfect for this species, with small
clearings amidst forested patches. We went further ahead
towards Nampong, close to the Indo-Myanmar border. Along
the banks of Rima River masses of butterflies were found mud-
puddling, and our cameras went snapping. Here we saw a
Blyth’s Kingfisher Alcedo hercules flying across the river, one
of the more elusive birds of north-eastern India. Later, a
buzzard Buteo sp., with field-identification features closely
suggesting a Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus, flew low and
close to the car. Two francolins, which seamlessly walked
across the road and later flushed from the bushes, turned out
to be hen Black Francolins Francolinus francolinus. A group of
Rufous-necked Laughingthrushes Garrulax ruficollis was also
seen near Nampong, strangely in cultivated land! We never
thought they would ever come out of natural forests. Near
Nampong, we often heard the familiar four-noted call of the
Banded Bay Cuckoo Cacomantis sonneratii, perhaps one of the
eastern most records from India (Kazmierczak 2000). We had
to return early on this day, for further discussions on the
butterfly workshop.

Our primary goal, next day, was to visit the habitats around
Manmao village, 40km from Jairampur. Apart from a few jhoom
(shifting agriculture practiced in north-eastern India) lands,
most of the area on the roadside is forested. We started off
with lifers. Two Striated Swallows Hirundo striolata that
perched pretty as a picture on an electric wire and a couple of
Black-browed Treepies Dendrocitta frontalis that flew across
the road. The 4km trek from Manmao towards the river, had
its share of observations. We heard calls of Grey Peacock-
Pheasant Polyplectron bicalcaratum from the valley behind the
village. As it was mid-day, butterflies and dragonflies were
extremely active near the innumerable water puddles on the
road. Most of our time was spent photographing these jewels;
we had Orange Oakleaf Kallima inachus, Magpie Crow Euploea
radamanthus, Striped Blue Crow Euploea mulciber, Yellow Helen
Papilio nephelus and many others—all so special. Birds were
not active. Black-browed Treepie and Brown-eared Bulbuls
Hemixos flavala were the first that attracted our attention. After
some time, one of us (SD) saw the bird of the trip, a Green
Cochoa Cochoa viridis that offered a fantastic view and later
dived into the canopy. A Lloyd’s Scimitar-Babbler Pomatorhinus
ochraceiceps was also noted at the same locality. As we
proceeded further towards the river, we entered a tall
evergreen jungle with typical riparian elements. Soon after,
we stumbled upon the cute pair of Pied Falconets described
above. As we crossed the river over a scary, suspended bridge,
a kingfisher on the riverbank attracted our attention. Before
long, it gave a good view and we identified another Blyth’s
Kingfisher. While tramping along the forest path, an agamid
disappeared, extra-quick, into the grassy undergrowth—SD’s
natural herpetological flair overcame birding interests as he
made a frantic sprawl to recover the reptile. It was later
identified as Ptyctolaemus gularis based on photographs.

Our drive back from Manmao was also quite eventful. We
craned our necks outside the vehicle’s windows, for calls and

sightings, and must have stopped umpteen times. Every curve
brought us a new species—Large Green-billed Malkoha
Phaenicophaeus tristis, a small flock of very vocal Long-tailed
Broadbills Psarisomus dalhousiae, Black-backed Forktail
Enicurus immaculatus, Black-naped Green Woodpecker Picus
canus and Pale Blue-Flycatcher Cyornis unicolor. Numerous
Spangled Drongos Dicrurus hottentottus kept us guessing with
their accomplished rhapsody of mimicry. An Oriental Pied
Hornbill Anthracoceros coronatus flew across the road as the
evening sun faded below the hills.

The rich variety of birds we saw on the second day,
prompted us to visit the same route on foot the next day. We
started early, from the beginning of the Manmao road. The
loud booming call of hoolock gibbons Bunopithecus hoolock
could be heard from the distant hills. Yellow-breasted Babblers
Macronous gularis were also heard and we saw both Black-
browed as well as Grey Treepies D. formosae in the canopy.
Numerous White-throated Alphoixus flaveolus and Brown-
eared Bulbuls called often, enlivening our walk. We could
hear a Golden-throated Barbet Megalaima flavifrons at a
distance but did not manage to see one. A small flock of Pin-
tailed Green-Pigeons Treron apicauda flew across the road and
settled into the canopy of a tall tree. A spectacular male Sultan
Tit Melanochlora sultanea, with its yellow crest glistening in
the sun, was sighted on a small tree with several Orange-
bellied Chloropsis Chloropsis hardwickii. A peculiar ringing
call that intrigued us in the beginning turned out to be that of
a Mountain Tailor Bird Orthotomus cuculatus, which was later
found to be exceedingly common. We often thought that the
bird, with its yellow belly and grey throat resembled a
Phylloscopus warbler. Numerous dragonflies and damselflies
were active on the roadside. One species of damselfly
Rhinocypha fenestrella, which one of us (PJ) photographed,
turned out to be unlisted in the Odonata checklist for the Indian
region (Prasad & Varshney 1995).

The increasing heat of the day soon made birding tough,
so we settled beside the road and resorted to a more sedentary
kind of bird watching. A fruiting fig attracted a lot of interesting
birds as well as numerous local kids with catapults! Though
the birds out-smarted the kids every time, it would not be
surprising if each of them did get a few birds daily. The fig
was host to species like Orange-bellied Chloropsis, a couple
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of Yellow-vented Flowerpeckers Dicaeum chrysorrheum and a
richly coloured male Rufous-bellied Niltava Niltava sundara,
brilliantly living up to its specific name, sundara, derived from
the Hindi, ‘sundar’ (=beautiful). Later in the day, along the
river we saw Slaty-backed Forktail Enicurus schistaceus, Dusky
Warbler Phylloscopus fuscatus, Rufous-bellied Plaintive Cuckoo
Cacomantis merulinus and another hepatic cuckoo along with
the former. The walk back towards the main road yielded some
excellent views of male Large-billed Blue Flycatchers Cyornis
banyumas and the calls of Indian Cuckoo Cuculus micropterus
and Drongo Cuckoos Surniculus lugubris. Arif picked us up
and we drove to the famous WWII monument, a cemetery
where hundreds of Allied soldiers were buried during the
war. Some tombstones had Chinese inscriptions on them. That
night we heard Brown Hawk-Owl Ninox scutulata and Oriental
Scops-Owl Otus sunia very close to our guesthouse in
Jairampur.

On the final day we had time only in the forenoon, and
took a trail that led from Jairampur towards Miao, the entrance
to the famous Namdapha National Park. As our path followed
a river course, we kept a look out for a possible Long-billed
Plover Charadrius placidus—however, we only got to see a River
Lapwing Vanellus duvaucelii. A noisy Red-breasted Parakeet
Psittacula alexandri was seen and also a flock of
laughingthrushes, which could have been one of the
“Necklaced” G. pectoralis / G. monileger ones. Two Blue-bearded
Bee-eaters Nyctyornis athertoni were seen hawking dragonflies
across the river.

Overall, the four-day trip yielded 120 species of birds,
including a handful of lifers for both of us. It re-emphasized
the urgent need for biodiversity monitoring for this region.
The onus clearly lies with local communities for bridging this

gap in our knowledge, through effective utilization of available
resources. There is immense potential for eco-tourism in this
area as it lies close to Namdapha. It is up to NGOs like NSEWC
to educate local communities to understand this scope, which
can act as a motivation for the conservation of this beautiful
landscape.

Hearty thanks to members of NVSWE, Arif Siddiqui, Nobin
and Nimbong, our excellent hosts. We hope they add many
more birds to this checklist that we have started.
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Checklist
Little Cormorant Phalacrocorax niger
Great Cormorant P. carbo
Little Egret Egretta garzetta
Indian Pond-Heron Ardeola grayii
Little Green Heron Butorides striatus
Crested Serpent-Eagle Spilornis cheela
Long-legged Buzzard (?) Buteo rufinus
Pied Falconet Microhierax melanoleucos
Black Francolin Francolinus francolinus
Red Junglefowl Gallus gallus
Grey Peacock-Pheasant Polyplectron bicalcaratum
White-breasted Waterhen Amaurornis phoenicurus
River Lapwing Vanellus duvaucelii
Blue Rock Pigeon Columba livia
Spotted Dove Streptopelia chinensis
Emerald Dove Chalcophaps indica
Pin-tailed Green-Pigeon Treron apicauda
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Recoveries from the
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Mountain Imperial-Pigeon Ducula badia
Red-breasted Parakeet Psittacula alexandri
Brainfever Bird / Large Hawk Cuckoo

Hierococcyx varius/ sparverioides
Indian Cuckoo Cuculus micropterus
Banded Bay Cuckoo Cacomantis sonneratii
Rufous-bellied Plaintive Cuckoo C. merulinus
Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus lugubris
Large Green-billed Malkoha Phaenicophaeus

tristis
Greater Coucal Centropus sinensis
Oriental Scops-Owl Otus sunia
Collared Owlet Glaucidium brodiei
Asian Barred Owlet G. cuculoides
Brown Hawk-Owl Ninox scutulata
White-rumped Needletail-Swift (?)

Zoonavena sylvatica
Asian Palm-Swift Cypsiurus balasiensis
Pacific Swift Apus pacificus
House Swift (?) A. affinis
Red-headed Trogon Harpactes erythrocephalus
Blyth’s Kingfisher Alcedo hercules
Small Blue Kingfisher A. hercules
White-breasted Kingfisher Halcyon coromanda
Blue-bearded Bee-eater Nyctyornis athertoni
Indian Roller Coracias benghalensis
Oriental Broad-billed Roller

Eurystomus orientalis
Common Hoopoe Upupa epops
Oriental Pied Hornbill Anthracoceros albirostris
Great Barbet Megalaima virens
Lineated Barbet M. lineata
Golden-throated Barbet M. franklinii
Blue-throated Barbet M. asiatica
Fulvous-breasted Pied Woodpecker

Dendrocopos macei
Rufous Woodpecker Celeus brachyurus
Small Yellow-naped Woodpecker

Picus chlorolophus
Large Yellow-naped Woodpecker P. flavinucha

Black-naped Green Woodpecker P. canus
Lesser Golden-backed Woodpecker

Dinopium benghalense
Bay Woodpecker Blythipicus pyrrhotis
Long-tailed Broadbill Psarisomus dalhousiae
Common Swallow Hirundo rustica
Striated Swallow H. striolata
White Wagtail Motacilla alba
Oriental Tree Pipit Anthus hodgsoni
Large Cuckoo-Shrike Coracina macei
Black-winged Cuckoo-Shrike C. melaschistos
Scarlet Minivet Pericrocotus flammeus
Pied Flycatcher-Shrike Hemipus picatus
Large Woodshrike Tephrodornis gularis
Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnonotus jocosus
Red-vented Bulbul P. cafer
White-throated Bulbul Alophoixus flaveolus
Brown-eared Bulbul Hemixos flavala
Black Bulbul Hypsipetes leucocephalus
Common Iora Aegithina tiphia
Gold-fronted Chloropsis Chloropsis aurifrons
Orange-bellied Chloropsis C. hardwickii
Asian Fairy-Bluebird Irena puella
Brown Shrike (?) Lanius cristatus
Rufous-backed Shrike L. schach
Grey-backed Shrike L. tephronotus
Blue Whistling-Thrush Myiophonus caeruleus
Oriental Magpie-Robin Copsychus saularis
Black-backed Forktail Enicurus immaculatus
Slaty-backed Forktail E. schistaceus
Green Cochoa Cochoa viridis
Common Stonechat Saxicola torquata
White-crested Laughingthrush

Garrulax leucolophus
Rufous-necked Laughingthrush G. ruficollis
Spotted Babbler Pellorneum ruficeps
Lloyd’s Scimitar-Babbler

Pomatorhinus ochraceiceps
Yellow-breasted Babbler Macronous gularis
Plain Prinia Prinia inornata

Mountain Tailorbird Orthotomus cuculatus
Common Tailorbird O. sutorius
Dusky Warbler Phylloscopus fuscatus
Yellow-browed Warbler (?) P. inornatus
Striated Marsh-Warbler Megalurus palustris
Slaty-blue Flycatcher (?) Ficedula tricolor
Rufous-bellied Niltava Niltava sundara
Pale Blue-Flycatcher Cyornis unicolor
Large-billed Blue-Flycatcher C. banyumas
Black-naped Monarch-Flycatcher

Hypothymis azurea
Sultan Tit Melanochlora sultanea
Chestnut-bellied Nuthatch Sitta castanea
White-tailed Nuthatch S. himalayensis
Velvet-fronted Nuthatch S. froalis
Yellow-vented Flowerpecker

Dicaeum chrysorrheum
Little Spiderhunter Arachnothera longirostra
Streaked Spiderhunter A. magna
Oriental White-eye Zosterops palpebrosus
House Sparrow Passer domesticus
Eurasian Tree Sparrow P. montanus
Grey-headed Starling Sturnus malabaricus
Asian Pied Starling S. contra
Common Myna Acridotheres tristis
Jungle Myna A. fuscus
Common Hill-Myna Gracula religiosa
Black-headed Oriole Oriolus xanthornus
Maroon Oriole O. traillii
Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus
Ashy Drongo D. leucophaeus
Crow-billed Drongo (?) D. annectans
Bronzed Drongo D. aeneus
Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo D. remifer
Spangled Drongo D. hottentottus
Greater Racket-tailed Drongo D. paradiseus
Grey Treepie Dendrocitta formosae
Black-browed Treepie D. frontalis
House Crow Corvus splendens
Jungle Crow C. macrorhynchos

For the benefit of new readers of Indian Birds I would like
to mention that I retired as editor of the Newsletter for
Birdwatchers (NLBW) in December 2003, having

announced this fact in the annual get-together at Dodda-
Gubbi on 4.i.2004. From then onwards Aasheesh Pittie and V.
Santharam started a new journal called Newsletter for
Ornithologists. Having run this for a year, they found the name
inappropriate, as the contents consisted of serious articles
relating to the birds of our country, and the emphasis was not
on birding news. From 1.i.2005 Indian Birds came into being.

The editor thought that it would be interesting for the
younger generation to read about the atmosphere and the

events relating to birdwatching in its earlier years, as
recorded through the pages of the NLBW. This I have tried to
do by digging chronologically into past issues of that
newsletter. Having come this far (January 1969 from
December 1959, when the NLBW commenced) and
considering my prospects at 87, I am reminded of the famous
lines of the poet Sir Mohammad Iqbal, which translated read,
“How would it help to ask the wise what my Beginning was,
when the fear within me says, My end, what will it
be”. Looking at the distance yet to be covered I must increase
my pace and in the process skip over many interesting
contributions
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In the March 1969 issue, Robert Grubh (of the BNHS,
known for his useful research on bird-aircraft collisions)
wrote “about 55 Siberian Cranes [Grus leucogeranus], which
reportedly arrived (in Bharatpur) on 13th January [1969] and
were expected to stay in the Sanctuary at least for a month.”
Alas these birds have vanished, none arriving there in recent
years. In the same issue, Sudhir Vyas (now a famous member
of our Foreign Service) says “The city of Lucknow is to me far
more interesting in its avifauna than in its aristocracy…A
dark bird suddenly erupts glistening blue wings and
proclaims itself to be a Blue Jay…A mixed hunting party is
busy, chestnut-bellied nuthatches, paradise, verditer, and
grey-headed flycatchers, minivets and innumerable warblers
flit among the leaves…as it is getting dark I turn homeward…a
kestrel over the La Martiniere…and a crested lark begins to
sing as I enter the city and cross the road dodging a jeep”.

Usha Ganguli (one of the keenest and most reliable birders
of Delhi) speaks about the many excellent monographs on
birds written by prisoners during the Second World War.
“John Buxton collected his material on the Redstart while he
was a prisoner of war for 5 years in the hands of the Germans.
As prisoners of war, other ornithologists have also made
studies of the Swallow, Wryneck, Goldfinch…” As a
‘prisoner’ for two months in the AIIMS in Delhi, Usha saw
or heard 13 species from her hospital bed and wrote very
knowledgeably about them.

One keen birder in Bombay was S. V. Nilakanta. He
started life in the Army Corps of Electrical and Mechanical
Engineers and ended by joining Dynacraft, the company that
provided my bread-and-butter and also helped with producing
the Newsletter. Vasant is a good artist too and he sketched
several birds on the covers of the NLBW. The April 1969 issue
has an interesting piece by him on the Indian Pitta Pitta
brachyura under the title ‘The Pitta that came to stay’.

“On the first of November the Pitta…was caught by a cat
when the bird landed in the verandah. As is customary with
these felines it held the bird without damaging it allowing
the victim to escape for a moment and catch it again. The
bird was rescued and kept in a large cage. It was on macaroni
and the white of eggs, and was ringed for identification. The
next morning was a Sunday and any attempt to sleep late
was spoilt by the noise of the Pitta jumping up and down
from its perch (within the cage). The cage was taken to the
side of the house and the door was opened. The bird flew
straight out…It was around in the garden for a month before
retiring for the night “every evening without fail it gave out
its characteristic double whistle or call”.

 As I have mentioned before, some of the keenest
supporters of our Newsletter were British, and among them
was S. K. Reeves, who had spent many years in India and
who after his departure continued to keep in touch. In the
July 1969 issue Reeves reported on his fortnights holiday in
Tunisia since “I thought that readers of the Newsletter might
be interested to hear of some of the birds…which can also be
seen in India”. I can only quote some paragraphs from this
fine 5,000-word article to give you a flavour of Tunisia.

“We took our holiday during the last two weeks of April,
so that we should be able to see the spring migrants as they

moved up to the North African coast from the body of Africa,
preparatory to flying across the Mediterranean to Europe,
the British Isles and the far North. In this we somewhat
miscalculated. We failed to realize that the birds would not
be concentrated at particular spots, but would be advancing
on an enormously broad front, in fact along the whole extent
of the North African coast. In consequence, although we saw
quite a variety of birds, including a very generous leavening
of rarities, the actual numbers seen were comparatively
small. If one wishes to see a large number of birds of many
different species, it is obviously best to be on the ‘receiving
end’ as it were, at a point which causes the birds to become
concentrated, such a headland, towards which birds tired
after a long sea crossing will make, or a sheet of water or a
marsh or isolated clumps of bushes or trees which either
provide cover and shelter or good feeding. Furthermore,
one is likely to see more birds during the autumn than the
spring migration. The former is far more leisurely, the birds
tend to remain feeding and resting for longer periods at the
stopping places en route. Another contributory factor is
that, in addition to the old birds, which have bred, there are
the young that they have produced during the past breeding
season which augment the numbers. The spring migration
is a very hurried one. The urge to reach the northerly
breeding stations, to establish territories, pair and
commence breeding seems to be an impelling one. The birds
only stay just as long as it is necessary to rest, preen and
feed and then move on. We particularly noticed this. Time
and again birds seen one day had gone the next. We often
noticed also that the birds appeared nervous, and frequently
when disturbed they would fly right away as though we
had caused them to press on with their migratory journey.
The numbers of birds on spring passage also tends to be
smaller because many will have perished during the
previous autumn migration and during their stay in their
winter quarters.

“We stayed at a small seaside town called Hammamet at
the northern end of the Golfe de Hammamet in the
northeastern corner of Tunisia. Hammamet is a small, but
very old Arab tow, complete with Medina, Rabat and Mosque,
and set in a highly cultivated area. The predominant crops
being oranges, lemons, olives and vines. Incidentally, the
abundance of Eucalyptus or Blue Gum trees was a happy
reminder of the Nilgiris, where the species also grows
plentifully. Other plants which aroused nostalgic memories
were bougainvillea, which seemed to thrive and added a
glorious splash of purple to the brilliantly white buildings;
oleanders and hibiscus which grew in the grounds of our
hotel, but of which only the latter was in bloom; lantana
which we occasionally came across; and cactus which grew
in profusion and was just fruiting and which was used for
hedges and also for food for the camels and for the poorer
people. The wild flowers were magnificent, growing in such
abundance and variety. Practically every piece of waste
ground or fallow field was carpeted with them. Although
we were unable to identify them, I regret to say, they formed
a distinct feature of the holiday and we thoroughly enjoyed
them.”
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—A flight down memory lane—
The little brown puzzles

Lavkumar Khachar
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In front of me is a table calendar produced jointly by WWF-
India and the North India Bird Network. I specially ordered
it because on the front sheet is a wonderful photograph of

a pair of Crab-Plovers Dromas ardeola in flight. The calendar
theme is ‘waders’, many of which are ‘brown puzzles’ but,
the theme of this article is not these mud-dibbling puzzles,
but another large group of birds collectively known as
‘warblers’. The reason I mention this calendar is because all
the photographs, and excellent ones at that, are shot with
digital cameras, by a new breed of ‘hunters’ stalking the
countryside. One of them has made ornithological history of
sorts by photographing a warbler, recorded by some intrepid
‘angrez’ sharpshooter, more than a century ago—the Large-
billed Reed-Warbler Acrocephalus orinus. Apart from a
specimen collected in the hot, rather barren gorge of the Sutlej
in Himachal Pradesh, there has been no further record of what
is nothing but an enigmatic species—till now. The enigma

remains, but at least we now know that the species continues
to exist. Quite possibly, with more such modern day hunters
on the prowl, there is no reason why we should not have
increasing reports of its occurrence and come to learn that it is
not as rare as previously thought. This mysterious warbler
has also been recently reported from Bangkok in Thailand
and from the photograph of the bird held in hand, it is clear
that it was caught in a ‘mistnet’. Himachal–Calcutta–Bangkok
suggests that we have here a migrant that breeds possibly
along the foothills of the Himalaya, and migrates eastward
over the flood plains of River Ganga to winter in South-east
Asia.

Why am I dwelling on something that is of very recent
occurrence when this column deals with happenings in the
earlier years of my life? The past has a bearing on the present
and events in the present trigger memories of the past. This
rather exciting discovery reminds me of the very first Thick-
billed Warbler A. aedon that was snared during one of the
mist-netting operations in Saurashtra. We held a warbler that
we had never seen before, nor had it been known to occur
anywhere close to our area! It was essentially an eastern
species. We subsequently caught several more specimens and
in the process started recognising it in the field where we had
passed it over as the Indian Great Reed-Warbler A. stentoreus.
Since then I always give a second look to every reed-warbler I
come across. Possibly, the same thing will happen with
intrepid photographers ‘shooting’ warblers. Mistnetting and
photography are two very different levels of effort. The former
is rather placid, where catching a bird is a matter of chance.
The latter demands extremely determined pursuit and, of
course, considerable expertise in operating the camera. From
the excellent photographs, I am sure a determined birdwatcher
plodding through marshland might start recognising more
and more warblers as being the ‘bird of the century’. But that
is anticipating the future; it is the past that I have to write on.

The first edition (1941) of Salim Ali’s Book of Indian birds
described, if I recollect correctly, only three warblers: the
Common Tailorbird Orthotomus sutorius, the Ashy Prinia Prinia
socialis and the Plain Prinia P. inornata. The first two are familiar
garden birds specially resorting to large-foliaged shrubs to
construct their artfully stitched leaf nests. Both are easy to
identify on account of their rather long, cocked tails and
distinctive colours, the tailorbird being green on the upper
parts and white below and the ashy prinia ash grey above
with a pinkish-suffused-white below. During the onset of the
hot season, both birds would start calling incessantly; the
former with a rather loud repetitious ‘Choup-choup-choup’ andAshy Prinia Prinia socialis
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the latter with a more subdued, musical jingle. The Ashy Prinia
would also produce a snapping sound that I had believed
was produced by the bill; it was much later, when I had a pair
regularly haunting my small arboured portico in
Gandhinagar, that I realised it was produced by the flicking
of the wings. The Plain Prinia never came into gardens, but
was a bird that drew attention to itself as it flitted about, over
stands of tall reeds in water, and irrigated sugarcane and
sorghum and other millet crops that were so widely grown
during the rainy season, before the introduction of
groundnut—as a cash crop. I always marvelled at the long
tail of this otherwise non-descript prinia. The other three
prinias that I developed considerable fondness for are birds
of thorn jungle with grass, which is a feature of the vegetation
of the Saurashtra hills. They were: Franklin’s Prinia P.
hodgsonii, Rufous-fronted Prinia P. buchanani and Jungle Prinia
P. sylvatica. Franklin’s was the smallest of the prinias, with
the shortest tail, but what it lost out in size and length of tail,
it made up by its almost maniacal diving flight, from one
exposed perch to another, constantly uttering a frenzied
jingling song. It made its nest among the rank, large-leaved
monsoon weeds, constructing a hybrid sort of dwelling
comprising the stitched variety of the tailorbird and the grass
purse design of the other prinias. I have spent delightful
moments photographing these little birds in which the male
is quite distinct with a grey band interrupted with white on
the breast. I have also spent many hours photographing and
observing the Rufous-fronted Prinia at its nest. The nest, a
ball of grass with an entrance on one side, is invariably placed
among light grass close to the ground and under a small thorny
shrub. I have had only a couple of opportunities to sit up at a

Jungle Prinia’s nest, which is a loosely woven grass-blade
purse placed among rather taller grass. The Plain Prinia
constructs a similar nest, but among reeds and is more difficult
to locate. Both, the Franklin’s and Jungle Prinias display
during the breeding season—with an undulating flight, from
one vantage point to another, constantly uttering their
distinctive, not unpleasant, jingles. The loudest is the Jungle
Prinia, which also is the largest.

I got to know the Brown Prinia P. crinigera during my earlier
treks through the Garhwal foothills of the Himalaya. This is a
rather large, dark prinia with heavy streaking on the upper
parts, but like its Prinia cousins, calls incessantly from exposed
perches, drawing attention to itself by its frantic, undulating
flight, in which the long tail seems to, all the time, upset the
bird. I had greatly wanted to see the small Graceful Prinia P.
gracilis, which I read was a bird of semi-desert country,
haunting the smallest of desert shrubs and grass tufts. I came
across the delightful little bird, with its long tail and almost
insect-like jingle, among tall grass of sand dunes on the several
coral islands of the Gulf of Kachchh.

What has struck me is the fact that all these resident
warblers have very specific niches, or vegetation types, to
thrive in, and their numbers have drastically fallen on account
of the heavy denudation of the countryside. This coupled with
uncontrolled use of pesticides and inorganic manures are the
causes, I fear, of all the otherwise rather plentiful species being
extirpated over wide areas of country.

Initially, members of this group seem triflingly confusing.
However, their individual characteristics soon become
apparent and, as I mentioned, their habitat preferences make
identification easy. I came to understand the two words used
by ornithology: ‘jizz’ (a bird’s distinctiveness) and ‘niche’ (the
species’ preferred habitat). I have for long been emphasising
the absolute need to steer away from monocultures in
agriculture and aforestation precisely because we tend to
destroy niches and impose a dreary uniformity that is not
conducive to the natural diversity of life forms that otherwise
occupy even the smallest of such areas. Needless to say,
application of pesticides must be frowned on since a variety
of birds depend on insects and their grubs and pupae; even
the mainly seed-eating sparrows, weavers and finches feed
their young on insects that are abundant during the monsoon
rains. Sound conservation simply must emphasise natural
regeneration of vegetation cover.

Recently, bird names have been quite arbitrarily changed,
and the wren-warblers of old are referred to as long-tailed
warblers or just prinias. In the subcontinent we have half a
dozen more species, to see which I would have to travel to
the swamps bordering the terai along the Himalaya and the
swamps of the Indo-Gangetic plain. In the eastern Himalaya
are two species of rather colourful tailorbirds—but
tailorbirds certainly do not qualify being considered ‘little
brown puzzles’. In fact, even prinias are not that confusing.
However, they are birds that guide us to the other warblers
that are indeed confusing to the extreme. These are all winter
visitors across the lowlands south of the Himalaya and many
breed at various elevations, during summer, up the valleys
of the great mountain range. My tryst with these truly
confusing birds will form matter for the next issue of
Indian Birds.

Khachar. Flight down memory lane

Jungle Prinia Prinia sylvatica

C
le

m
en

t 
Fr

an
ci

s



78 Indian Birds Vol. 3 No. 2 (March–April 2007)

I awoke with a start and looked around with wide eyes.
And then I instantly relaxed, comforted by the gentle
swaying of the tree hide, the hiss of the wind through the

towering cypresses and the torpor inducing mid-day heat—
the very entities that sent me dozing off in the first place. I
was ensconced in a tree-blind high up a tupelo tree in the
middle of the Cache River National Wildlife Refuge in
Arkansas (USA), on the hunt for “Lord Ibwo”—the elusive,
recently rediscovered Ivory-billed Woodpecker Campephilus
principalis. I had pangs of guilt nodding off occasionally and
letting my guard down but I’d have been less human if I
hadn’t. The days were long, quiet, and pretty much
uneventful up in those blinds. The birding was great early
in the day, but then that too tapered off as time wore on. Only
the occassional appearance of the similar-looking Pileated
Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus, which made our hearts lurch
with anticipation, or the loud flopping of garfishes in the
murky waters beneath, broke the monotony.

The Ivory-billed Woodpecker is the lord of all birds in
North America. Legend has it that early settlers, stunned by
its size and regal appearance, exclaimed “Lord God what
bird is that!” and hence the nickname, ‘The Lord God Bird’.
Until its rediscovery in 2004, it had not been seen for 60
years. An inhabitant of tall cypress swamps, its last
remaining habitat was logged using German P.O.W.s in 1945.
In February 2004, Gene Sparling, a lone kayaker, spotted
one by the Cache River (a tributary of the Mississippi), and it
made sensational news when Cornell University announced
it, a year later, after a secret coordinated search. Cornell then
advertised nation-wide for crack birders to further help out
with the search effort. I applied and was chosen. And that’s
how I found myself up in that tupelo tree that languid April
afternoon.

We were an excellent team—a motley assemblage from
all walks of life. There was no breaking-in period. We
plunged into the swamp right away, under the stern
leadership of Beth Cartwright (who we affectionately called
SWMBO—She Who Must Be Obeyed). We volunteers had
one thing in common, a deep passion for the outdoors.
Cornell did a great job handpicking this bunch, I often
thought. It requires fanatical dedication to the cause to put
up with 12–14hrs of work every day. And each day involved
some or all these activities: paddling for 2–4hrs up the
Byzantine maze of creeks using the GPS, hiking through boot-
sucking squelchy swamps to look for cavities or scaling,
dodging and side-stepping the ubiquitous cottonmouth

vipers, getting tired of the standard fare of PJ sandwiches
and Trail Mixes, and keeping eyes and ears primed for Lord
Ibwo at all times. We were dropped off at dawn and picked
up after dark. And after return to camp, we had to charge
batteries, fill up and file away the data sheets, and put up
with Beth’s ravings on that often incomplete data sheet or
that $500 video camera that took a dive into the swamp. All,
while our rather sketchy dinner was getting microwaved.
And none of us complained. Not even once.

Through it all, I was vastly impressed by the science and
by the meticulously systematic nature of Cornell’s quest for
the rare bird. Each of us had specific places to cover under
specific time frames each day. We recorded our watches (where
we positioned ourselves stationary in a particular spot) and
tracks (where we paddled or trudged around on pre-
determined routes), faithfully in our GPS. We all had cell
phones with which we could contact each other or SWMBO
at any time. If Lord Ibwo made a flyby, we were ready to note
the time and direction and alert the person(s) in that
direction. If we heard a call, we were to note the time and
cross-check with the automated recorder units (ARUs)
stationed around the refuge. Since we had video cameras
running much of the time, any encounter could have been
recorded both by audio and video.

Audio recordings were subjected to sophisticated
multivariate analyses to judge the probability that it was
from an Ibwo. Potential Ibwo-like nasal “kent” calls were
plotted as dots on a graph with several ellipses, each ellipse
showing clusters of dots representing known recordings of
the Ibwo (from a 1925 Cornell expedition) and of other birds
that make the occasional kent-like calls: White-breasted
Nuthatch, Blue Jay, and Red-winged Blackbird. An
unknown kent call recording, if it falls in or near the Ibwo
ellipse, would represent a tantalizing clue of its presence.
The pattern and credence of the characteristic double-knocks
made by Ibwos were also used in the search. Any sound that
even remotely resembled a double-knock was analyzed. We
did not get such a recording (or any encounter for that matter)
during our two-week tenure, but other teams did. Despite
the negative results, what we did was hard-core science, and
it was downright fascinating.

No account of an early spring sojourn in a south-eastern
swamp would be complete without a paragraph on
Cottonmouths (an Agkistrodon viper) and so here goes. Each
of us had around ten encounters daily. Yes, per day! Initially,
their menacing appearance evoked apprehension and

—Postcard from America—
The hunt for the Ivory-billed Woodpecker

Ragupathy Kannan
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—Reviews—

This is an important and timely publication and the
author, Peter Spierenburg, and the Oriental Bird Club
(OBC) are to be congratulated for such an achievement.

My understanding is that this book was funded largely from
the generous bequest left by Bertram Smythies to the OBC.
Hopefully he too would have been pleased with such a
project. The 383 pages include two colour maps denoting
domestic political boundaries within Bhutan and a very
basic topographical map of the kingdom. Given that mapping
was such a keystone element of this publication, a much
larger, more detailed map showing the co-ordinates and
gridlines upon which Spierenburg based his distribution
maps should have been and essential requisite. The lack of
such a map makes a complete understanding of the work
difficult, at best. The introduction is brief and to the point
and sets out the author’s aims, “to describe the distributions
of birds in Bhutan, in relation to their ecology.” Spierenburg
then provides a detailed review of his methodology including:
preparing the dataset; analysis of distribution patterns; data
presentation and a discussion of the completeness of the
coverage. The sections are accompanied by a variety of
charts, maps and graphs illustrating the author’s analysis.
The chapters that follow include important and interesting
essays: “History of bird study in Bhutan”; “Habitats”, which
includes a useful summary of the habitat types present in

revulsion, even to a seasoned naturalist like me. I had a hard
time concentrating in the field, having to multi-task between
looking up for Ibwos, gazing frequently at GPS and
compasses, filling up data sheets, and watching where I put
my foot or parked my posterior! And on more than one
occasion we nearly stepped on these seemingly omnipresent
reptiles. They could remain almost invisible, their black color
camouflaging them against the dark ooze. The most
disconcerting thing was their habit of staying put when
approached. They coil up, displaying their wide-open mouth
whose color justified their popular name. Fresh from out of
hibernation, they were on a feeding spree and were seeking
each other to procreate. And boy, did they procreate! We
saw them court and mate all day under our blinds or within
feet of our watch spots. But toward the end, our fears were
replaced by genuine respect for these swamp denizens. They
are gentle folk, and their much-publicized aggressive
disposition is more of an exaggeration than reality. They
really want to leave you alone and be left alone.

In those hectic two weeks, it was a treat to run into, and
even spend time with the some of the original players in the
Ibwo rediscovery saga, notably the genial and very likeable
Gene Sparling (the kayaker who first saw the bird in 2004),
who remained a picture of humility and was a constant source
of fascinating anecdotes; and the rather self-promoting Bobby
Harrison who, with his incredible zeal, works hard to get that

indisputable Ibwo photo and who frequently entertains Ibwo
pilgrims with his collection of tantalizing but inconclusive
blurs. And this being ground zero for the rediscovery of the
century, there were the inevitable VIP visitors. One quiet
afternoon, when I had not seen a human in hours, I eased out
of my wet pants and let them hang out on my blind. As I sat
there half naked with my binoculars focused on a Prothonotary
Warbler’s Protonotaria citrea nest, a canoe-load of people floated
silently past. I did not have time to put on my pants. Later on
I realised that that might have been the canoe with
Congressman Vic Snyder.

A scantily clad Cornell volunteer may have been the most
memorable thing that the Congressman saw that afternoon in
Cache River. With no conclusive sightings since a flurry of
encounters in 2004, the woodpecker seems to have now
acquired a nebulous “found and lost” status. With that series
of sight records (which were by trained observers), and a blurry
video, Cornell sticks to its guns and calls it conclusive evidence
of the presence of at least one bird in spring of 2004. Others
disagree. Many are waiting for that “Kodak moment” picture
to rest their suspicions. Until then I plan to volunteer my time
as much as I can in the search effort. With old growth habitat
slowly becoming more available with increased protection,
we owe it to the Lord God Bird to find a viable population and
protect it, so future generations paddling down the shady
bayous can exclaim “Lord God, what bird is that!”

Reviews

Birds in Bhutan: Status and distribution
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Bhutan and some of their characteristic floral components;
“Migration and seasonality”, which perhaps, of all the
discussions in this book, is the weakest. Sadly, despite the
enormously exciting possibilities that a study such as this,
and in particular, of an avifauna such as Bhutan’s represents,
this section should have been the highlight of the book—but
instead it is something of a damp squib. It certainly left this
reader frustrated and dearly wishing for more. Given a little
more time and effort on the part of the author this could have
been achieved. The final chapter, not unusually, is devoted
to “Threats and conservation.” The most exciting point of
the last chapter is that “Bhutan still has more than 75% of its
country forested, mostly in the species-rich temperate zone
and habitats still exist at a scale where natural ecological
processes can take their course.” Nevertheless the author
warns us of the rapidity of landscape changes that are now
taking place in Bhutan and, in this, he is right on the mark.
The kingdom’s rapid population growth; rapid and very
recent opening up of the country, with new feeder roads,
seemingly now going everywhere and anywhere, and
increasing wealth and consequent demands placed on the
country’s resources will place increasing pressure on his
majesty’s government’s statement that a minimum of 60% of
the country must remain forested in perpetuity. Spierenburg
also discusses, perhaps somewhat controversially, the
origins of the dry, deforested valleys, suggesting that these
areas were probably stripped of their forests centuries ago
under the influence of shifting cultivation.

By far the bulk of the book is given over to the 645 species
accounts—all those species, reliably recorded, in the
author’s opinion, up to June 2002. A short update is
provided for additional records up to the end of 2004. It is
this section that I have the most problem with. The author,
in his stated aims, set out to examine bird distributions in
Bhutan in an ecological context. Sometimes he has done
this albeit with a very broad brush-stroke. What is really
produced here is a sort of hybrid, annotated checklist, but
with an attempt at a bit of ecology that gives the appearance
of erudition. Given the rapid rate at which new species
have been, and continue to be, accumulated on the country’s
list, it seems to me presumptive for one author, to take it
upon himself, to determine what the Bhutan list is, under
the guise of an ecological study. This is clearly a job for a
committee and preferably one with as many Bhutanese
members as possible. An annotated list with some
ecological notes, all clearly acknowledged, would have been
fine but unfortunately the author has taken it upon himself
to be the sole checklist committee for the entire kingdom,
seemingly with little or no reference to anyone else. Few of
the new records have been properly published, and
therefore subject to appropriate verification, as is now the
norm in many if not most countries. Whilst I do not advocate
the collection of specimens to document these records there
is clearly the need to adopt Rasmussen’s suggestion
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2005) that all records should be
supported by sound-recordings, photos / images—
especially in these days of digiscoping and detailed field
notes, by at least two observers. It is not simply enough to
say, “I saw this species, I’m familiar with it in Europe, the

US or wherever.” This would not pass muster in most
countries and Spierenburg should not have permitted, and
therefore encouraged, it to happen in Bhutan.

The other problem I have with this publication is the way
in which records have been referenced. Ironically, one of the
few new species properly documented, with photographs of
a freshly killed bird, a Slaty-breasted Rail Rallus striatus, is
incorrectly assigned to the wrong author, M. A. Bishop, the
correct author being K. D. Bishop (Bishop 1999).
Unfortunately, the author is responsible for not just this error,
but also several more of this nature. In a publication such as
this, where the documentation or referencing of records is
the foundation of the entire checklist, such mistakes are
unacceptable and undermine the value of the entire work.
Other errors I have detected include: Satyr Tragopan Tragopan
satyra (p. 38), Blyth’s Tragopan T. blythii (p. 39), Yellow-
rumped Honeyguide Indicator xanthonotus (p. 54), Oriental
Dwarf Kingfisher Ceyx erithacus (p. 73), Brown Hawk-Owl
Ninox scutulata (p. 98) and Scarlet Finch Haematospiza sipahi
(p. 348)—all incorrectly attributed to M. A. Bishop instead of
K. D. Bishop. And the Indian Peafowl Pavo cristatus (p. 42) is
incorrectly attributed to Arend van Riessen instead of K. D.
Bishop.

I understand from others that similar inaccuracies have
been perpetrated upon their records but am unable to present
those details here. The primary problem lies in the manner
in which Spierenburg references the records usually with a
number that refers to an author’s name, under which may be
listed up to 12 or more separate citations, which an interested
reader has to plough through, before being able to determine
the correct source of the record. Rarely are records cross-
referenced to recently published papers, such as those of the
Inskipps’, or my own. Such lack of professionalism was
unnecessary and has marred a potentially valuable resource.
It would perhaps have been better if the manuscript had
been subjected to more careful editing prior to publication.

However, despite my criticisms, I reiterate that, this is
an important publication for the Oriental region. It is
beautifully produced and for this alone the OBC is to be
congratulated.
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Most of us are familiar with the spectacular
migrations of such exotic creatures as whales and
wildebeests. Yet, one of nature’s most massive

movements of wildlife happens literally over our
neighborhoods every year and goes largely unnoticed—the
mass migration of millions of songbirds as they fly north in
spring and south in autumn.

Every year, hordes of multi-colored, diminutive gems like
tanagers, orioles, thrushes, bobolinks and hummingbirds
undertake hazardous odysseys from their winter grounds in
the south to summer grounds in the north to nest and raise
young. The subsequent autumn, they reverse course and do it
again, this time back to their wintering range in the Caribbean
or the lush forests of the Amazon. Often, these marathon flights
entail perilous nonstop flights over open oceans in the darkness
of the night.

Since time immemorial, humans have wondered about the
mysterious appearances and disappearances of birds seasonally
which happen with almost clockwork precision. Until the
advent of modern techniques like stable isotope analysis, we
had to rely on banding birds to get insights into bird migrations.
Bird banding is still widely used and is useful, but the recent
advances have yielded astounding insights. Miyoko Chu makes
an impressive book-writing debut in Songbird Journeys, in which
she presents the latest known about bird migration. A science
writer with the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Chu chronicles the
lives of these birds year-round, highlighting the trials they
endure as they attempt to overcome nature’s formidable odds
against their survival.

The book could not have come at a better time. Several
species of songbirds have declined in numbers by 50%–70%
over the past few decades. The prettiest bird in Arkansas, the
painted bunting, has plummeted in numbers, thanks to the
perils of caged-bird trade. More than 100,000 were netted in
Mexico from 1984 to 2000.

Songbirds are affected by a gamut of other problems too,
ranging from forest fragmentation and acid rain to pollution
and global warming. Significant numbers die owing to predation
by domestic cats and collision with windows and towers. Clearly,
a book covering these extraordinary organisms should act as an
eye-opener, and Songbird Journeys fulfils that role.

Despite their size and unobtrusive nature, songbirds can
offer interesting lessons to humans. Their annual peregrinations
have evolved with them for at least a million years. (In contrast,
humans have existed a paltry 1,60,934km years on the planet).
Interested in getting cues on gas efficiency? Consider this: if the
little blackpoll warbler were a gas-burning automobile, it would
yield a phenomenal 11,58,728km to 3.78 litres, as it dashes
nonstop 3,540km across the Atlantic. Chu convinces us that
songbirds carry an awe-inspiring résumé.

Chu packs the book with delightful morsels of information
about songbirds, and anecdotes on the indefatigable researchers
who chase them. One reads about scientists who pursue
thrushes across North America with ultralite planes, even flying
straight into thunderstorms (one of them radioed his will after
being struck by a lightning—fortunately he made it back safe);
or those tireless birdwatchers who used water from a roadside
ditch to cool their overheated radiators somewhere out in the
wilderness; or those bleary-eyed biologists who station
themselves on slick, wind-swept gulf oilrigs for several nights
to watch streams of migrants hurtling by at eye-level.

In recent years, stable isotope analyses have revolutionized
bird migration studies. In this novel technique, scientists use
basic elements like carbon, which exist in slightly different forms
called isotopes. The ratio of isotopes varies with geography or
habitat. Birds incorporate these isotopic mixtures in their bodies
when they feed. By looking at the ratios in their feathers or
blood, we get insights into where or in which habitat the bird
spent the previous winter. Chu explains these methods in easily
comprehensible prose to reach the lay reader.

Thanks to such techniques, we now know why black-
throated blue warblers in the southern United States are
declining more rapidly than their northern counterparts. The
southern forms spend the winter in Hispaniola, where
deforestation has been extensive. Also, with the increased threat
of pollution-induced acid rain in North America (which affects
calcium intake in birds) scientists found that these warblers
cleverly assimilate much of their precious skeletal calcium in
winter in the Caribbean, where acid rain is less of a problem.
Isotopic analyses have, for the first time, also shown how the
quality of a birds’ winter habitat could affect the number of
chicks it would successfully raise the following summer.

Sit out on any calm spring or autumn night and you can hear
faint cheeps of birds flying overhead in the dark. Until the advent
of sensitive equipment, recording and identifying these nocturnal
flight calls (which are very different from the usual calls the birds
make) was off-bounds to even the most dedicated researchers.
Now, thanks to modern technology and a cadre of aurally gifted
scientists, there are CD-ROMs available which catalog these calls.
Surely, bird migration studies have come a long way.

The author arouses curiosity on these birds and then
provides myriads of ways to satiate and sustain that curiosity.
She provides hot spots and tips for watching migration nation-
wide; she includes information on citizen-science projects to
get involved hands-on in this pursuit; she recommends
additional reading material and furnishes an extensive
bibliography and notes for those seeking more detailed
information. The book also includes beautiful life-like paintings
of many of the birds featured in the text, with captions
summarizing salient facts.

Songbirds brighten our landscapes. Knowledge of their lives’
secrets could enlighten our souls too. Songbird Journeys offers a
rich mixture of science, conservation, and passion for the
esthetics of wildlife. It pays due homage to the avian gems that
endure so much, yet stoically hang on to their ancient,
genetically ingrained odysseys. The book is a must for anyone
seeking the latest on this absorbing topic.

– Ragupathy Kannan

Songbird journeys: four seasons in the lives
of migratory birds

By Miyoko Chu. Walker & Co., New York.
312 pages. Hardcover. $23.
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Black-winged Kites in Kihim
My repertoire of identifiable birds is small and includes the
Black-winged Kite Elanus caeruleus. So I was delighted to see
one sailing the air-currents on 10.v.2005, above a casuarina
stand on the seashore. (This particular stretch of beach used
to be the province of a pair of sea-eagles but they were not to be
seen this year.) As I turned a corner and walked towards the
kite, I noticed another one over the ocean, about 20m from
shore. It was chasing a tern-like bird and I had a grand-stand
view of this drama for a good 3–4 minutes. Both were tired
and had obviously been at it for some time. The tern flew in
tightening circles and the kite flew alongside and attempted
to circumvent it by suddenly torpedoing into it. Not being of a
scientific temperament, I prayed hard that its attempts should
be unsuccessful—and they were. The kite flew off, flapping
heavily, to its friend.

– Zahida Whitaker
Bangalore, Karnataka

[Editorial comment: The Black-winged Kites may have had a nest /
youngster nearby and the tern-chaser merely defending it.]

Typha
The plant mentioned in Lt Gen. (Retd) Baljit Singh’s piece
seems to me—from the description given by him—(Poaceae)
Phragmites karka. I do not think it is possible to use (Typhaceae)
Typha angustifolia (=T. elephantina) for making stools, easy
chairs. However, screens and mats can be made, or it can be
used for thatching.

– N. N. Chatterjea
45/17A Moore Avenue

Kolkata 700040

Bugun Liocichla
On a recent trip to the US, I met Ms Donna Powers, a

most interesting birder of No 600, Wild Bird Trail, Colony
Road, Wallingford, CT 06492.

Donna has a small black and white photograph of our
Bugun Liocichla on the notice board of her shop. She asked
me if I could provide more information on this precious
discovery. I promised her that I would get in touch with you
as soon as I was home again.

Is it possible to get hold of a copy of Indian Birds (Vol.2
No.4) of July-August 2006? If so, I would like to purchase it
and send it to Donna.

Donna is an ornithologist. Her lovely shop sells bird seed
and all the other accoutrements American birders love to
possess—bird boxes, feeders, baths and fountains, books, the
odd painting, bird song recordings, cuddly toys and so on. As
she is a talented sculptor, her wood carvings are also in
demand. Two appealed to me: a smaller than life-size Canada
Goose and a full sized Trumpeter Swan.

This extraordinary woman is doing all she can to inculcate
the birding habit amongst the young. She also acts as a guide
and counselor for grownups who seek advice on trails, camp

Correspondence
sites, wading areas, courtship and nesting protocols,
migrations, how to check water body pollution, etc. Her notice
board is adorned with photographs, articles, and avian news
from all over the world. Strangers come to her with sick or
injured birds - occasionally a small animal - and she keeps
them at home till they are healed! I was most impressed by
this chubby and cheerful little woman. My daughter,
Maryam—an amateur birder herself—took me to meet Donna
and I spent an hour in her company. 

Incidentally, Donna Powers told me that she could speak
a little Urdu. I asked her how she had acquired the ability. “A
sister of mine married a Pakistani”, she replied. And all I could
say was, “Ya, Allah!”

– Aminuddin Khan
Hyderabad, India

1.vii.2007

Job Opportunity
W i l d l i f e S c i e n t i s t

Applications are invited by a well-reputed

organization involved in the Plantation sector in South

India for monitoring wildlife populations and

movements in a landscape of plantations and tropical

forest in the Western Ghats. (The tasks would involve

basic biodiversity inventory, population estimation of

key species, and identification of key habitats and

movement routes for select taxa.)

The candidate should ideally possess a Master’s

degree in Ecology of Wildlife Science, with requisite

skills in species identification, biodiversity and

population monitoring, and technical reporting.

Persons with Bachelors degree or a Masters degree

in other fields, but with job experience in the above

tasks and skills, may also be considered.

On-site accommodation, essential travel support,

and suitable compensation will be provided. Interested

applicants are requested to send their CV (include

educational qualifications, project experience, and

publications), by email to bbtcmudis@dataone.in
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