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on the banks of the Vembanad Lake, in Kerala. It is 14 km

west of Kottayam town, the headquarters of the eponymous
district. It has Vembanad Lake on its west, the Kumarakom—
Vechoor road on its east, the Kavanar River on the north, and
the KTDC Waterscapes Hotel on the south as its borders. It is
a regular nesting and roosting site for eleven species of water
birds like the Great Egret Casmerodius albus, Intermediate
Egret Mesophoyx intermedia, Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Great
Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo, Indian Cormorant P, fuscicollis,
Little Cormorant P. niger, Purple Heron Ardea purpurea, Black-
crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax, Indian Pond Heron
Ardeola grayii, Oriental Darter Anhinga melanogaster, and
Black-headed Ibis Threskiornis melanocephalus (Narayanan
et al. 2006a, 2006b). The last two species are listed as Near-
threatened by IUCN (BirdLife International 2014). Painted Storks
Mycteria leucocephala are considered local migrants to Kerala
that visit sparingly during winter (Sashikumar et al. 2011). They
have been regular winter visitors to Vembanad wetlands during
2011-2014 as per data collected during the Asian Wetland
Count organised by the Kottayam Nature Society (Anonymous
2012; B. Sreekumar verbally, August 2014). Prior to this report,
there was a single instance of an attempted breeding in Kerala
from Thrissur District in October 2008 (Sashikumar et al. 2011).
This report describes the second instance of breeding of this
Near-threatened species from Kerala, in the Kumarakom Bird
Sanctuary; apparently the broods were a success.

The Kumarakom Bird Sanctuary (9.62°N, 76.42°E) is located

Observations

| saw a few Painted Storks flying around the wetlands near
Kumarakom Bird Sanctuary on 11 February 2014. On 19
February the number of Painted Storks sighted had increased to
28-30 birds. The clattering sound made by the mandibles could
be heard from the treetops that had the Painted Storks. This
was not entirely surprising, as | had observed similar activity in
2013. On 07 March, T. K. Mohan, a bird guide, informed me that
Painted Storks were flying with twigs in their beaks, presumably
for building nesting. | visited the heronry with him and found that
they had chosen as a breeding site, a set of almond / badam trees
Terminalia catappa that were standing in a marsh with tall grass

and bushy shrubs. The trees were inaccessible either by land or
by boat. A watchtower, about 120 m away and 8 m high, was
the only vantage point that could be used for these observations.
The branches chosen for the nest sites were bare, despite new
leafy offshoots, and this provided some visibility even from this
distance. Since this opportunity was unique, | decide to monitor
the nests on an irregular basis without being stationed at the nest
site throughout the day. Kumarakom being a mixed heronry, the
birds were tolerant to minor disturbances by visitors and did not
flush easily. In any case, sufficient care was taken not to be overly
intrusive, while documenting this nesting behavior. The lack of a
direct access, and the distance from the vantage point, proved to
be a handicap to obtain direct evidence of various nesting stages
like egg-laying, chick-hatching, etc, and hence observations are
tagged ‘probable’ as these are dependent on circumstantial
evidence rather than actual facts (Table 1). Torrential downpours
prevented a proper photo-documentation of the behavior; some
of the attempts to photograph different stages of breeding were
foiled.

The first nearly complete nest was observed on 24 March.
On the next day | could see around six nests in various stages
of completion. It is likely that | could not see more nests that
were hidden from me by the branches and leaves. Visibility of all
nests was not uniform and hence the exact date of completion
of all the nests is not available. All the visible nests were on top
of three almond / badam trees. While nest building, the storks
regularly flew low over the sanctuary, and in the mornings could
be seen sunning with out-stretched wings. The trees that housed
the nests also had those of other species like Oriental Darters,
Indian Shags, and Little- and Great- Cormorants.

After a short gap in my observations, when | visited the
heronry on 30 March, each nest had a bird sitting in it all the
time. This, | assumed, meant that incubation has started.

Most of the time, one bird always stood guard beside, or
right on the nest. At times the birds were seen moving items
in the nest (eggs?) with their beaks. Till the chicks hatched out,
parents were seen incubating; they also seemed to augment the
nest with fresh twigs or leaves—probably for thermal regulation.
No such activity was seen on rainy days. During hot days, the
birds were seen stretching their wings over the nests, probably
providing shade for the eggs / chicks in the nests.

Table 1. Nests of Painted Storks Kumarakom Bird Sanctuary

S. Tree Probable start of Probable day S .

No. height Nest Incubation of Hatching Sighting of chicks

1 35m 2 March 28-30 NA

2 35m 2 March 28-30 April 30 2 chicks on June 15
3 25m 2 March 28-30 April 30

Sighting Juveniles Other bird nesting

Great cormorant, Indian Cormorant, Oriental Darter
Great cormorant, Indian Cormorant, Oriental Darter
Little Cormorant

2 Juveniles on July 15
2 Juveniles on July 20
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Based on the frequency of visits to the heronry, activity of
the birds in the nest, and probable incubation period of storks
(~30 days), it appeared that the first chicks hatched around 30
April. After a week, both the parent birds stayed away from the
chicks for a short while (~20 min), presumably collecting feed.
On 15 June, through the leaves and branches around the nest, |
was able to see two fairly well developed white chicks with black
wings and beak. The size of the nestlings provided additional
confirmation that they might have hatched about six weeks earlier.
The tender shoots of the bare branches had grown considerably
making views difficult and hence the status of other nests was
not exactly known. On 14 July, | was able to see four juvenile
birds perching on some branches near the nests. They were now
greyer, and their heads were greyish black. Their legs were white.
During this period even the parent bird’s legs had become white
coloured due to the smearing of their own excrement on their
legs. Juveniles were seen often with outstretched wing, trying to
move while the parent birds were around. In case the parents
were not near the nests, the juveniles stayed down. The last
sighting of the juvenile birds was made on 13 August when three
birds were present in the heronry.

Discussion

Though Painted Storks were widespread elsewhere in peninsular
India, Salim Ali, who listed more than 400 birds from the state,
did not find any in Kerala (Ali 1969). It was recorded as a rare
vagrant in the late 1980's (Neelakantan et al. 1993) but has
been becoming increasingly common through the 1990s, and
early 2000s (Sashikumar et al. 2011). This is a trend that is seen
in other colonial nesting water birds, including Great Cormorant,
Asian Openbill Anastomus oscitans, Black-headed Ibis, and
Spot-billed Pelican Pelecanus philippensis; all of which were
exceedingly rare during Ali's times, but are now widespread
and have started breeding in the state. The trend is also visible
in Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus and Eurasian Spoonbill
Platalea leucorodia; the large flocks reported during the 2014
monsoon season in eBird (www.ebird.org), from Vembanad
wetlands, gives hope that they will also breed in the near future.
Despite challenging conditions in Kerala where massive wetland
conversions are ongoing, this expansion / explosion of large
water birds from peninsular India is probably an indication of the
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resilience of these species.

Conservation of mixed heronries in a thickly populated state
like Kerala has been a great challenge due to public apathy
(Sashikumar et al. 2011). However, this instance is further
proof that large colonial water birds are attracted to safe and
large heronries, like Kumarakom, for breeding. This is a win-win
situation impacting positively peoples’ perception towards these
birds, bolstering tourism, and alleviating situations where people
wish to cut down nesting trees.

The fate of the remaining three juvenile birds is unclear
but it is quite likely that they have dispersed to the neighboring
wetlands for feeding. We hope these birds shall retum to the
sanctuary next season in more numbers.
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