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Letter to the Editor

The Spotted Creeper Salpornis spilonotus in Goa:

vagrant or a possible range extension?

Lad & Rangnekar's (2011) report of the Spotted Creeper Salpornis
spilonotus in Goa could be much more significant than just a
new bird for Goa. If confirmed as a resident, this would extend
the known range of the species in India by about 500 kms farther
south, since it is known to occur only south to the Godavari River
(Ali & Ripley 1987; Rasmussen & Anderton 2005; Fig.1). Besides,
this may not be the first sighting of the species in the Goa area.
It was reported at least once in this area, on 17 May 1993, in
Telewadi, Mahadayi valley, Karnataka, which is on the outskirts
of Goa (Uttangi 1993). It is perplexing that Rangnekar himself
included the “Spotted Tree Creeper” in 2004 in his Catalogue
of Birds of Goa (Rangnekar 2004), in which he indicated the
species’ status as “unclear” Yet, in the Lad & Rangnekar (2011)
paper, the species is declared new for Goa. Uttangi (1993) too
seems to have missed the full import of the occurrence of the
species in that area. He does not mention anything of the record
in the main text, and merely includes the species in the list at the
end with altitude (2055 feet = 627 m) and habitat (secondary
forest) information. All these issues, unfortunately, add clouds of
uncertainty to what would otherwise be significant and invaluable
reports. Interestingly, Lainer (2004) does not include the species
in his authoritative work on the avifauna of Goa, which was based
on decades of fieldwork.

We urge contributors to thoroughly scour the literature,
understand, and discuss the full significance of their records in
their articles offered for publication. It took us not more than a
few minutes of searching on the Internet to find that the species
has been recorded earlier in the Goa area. Sending a draft of the
article for comment prior to submission to a few experienced
birders can be a good way to improve the quality of the
manuscript. Also, searching online databases like southasiaornith.
in, and wildindia.org/birds/ can help. We were able to unearth
some interesting publications on this species through scholar.
google.com. Finally, we reiterate the importance of giving self-
explanatory titles (Kannan & James 2010) to convey at-a-glance
the full significance of important bird observations and minimise
the chance of getting erroneously cited by others.
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Fig. 1. Known range of the Spotted Creeper in India in relation to Goa [shaded; after Ali &
Ripley 1987]

ornithologists did not report it for several decades in one of
the best-studied areas in the country. It often requires a series
of sightings over an extended period of time to unequivocally
establish resident status in an area. It is plausible that the birds
that were seen in Goa were either vagrants or that the species
has recently expanded its range southward due to land use or
climate change factors. If this indeed turns out to be a range
extension, the Spotted Creeper could occur in suitable habitats
in the area between Goa (c. 15°N) and the Godavari River
(c. 19°N), including the Sholapur and Gulbarga environs (Fig.
1). More surveys are needed for this restricted and enigmatic
species, especially in these areas. Interestingly there are no
reports of the bird in Pune and Hyderabad although they fall
within this latitudinal belt.

The Spotted Creeper has a discontinuous Afro-Asian
distribution with several populations in sub-Saharan Africa,
and a disjunct population in India (Ali & Ripley 1987). The
Indian population may be recognised as a separate species, S.
spilonotus, distinct from the African populations (four subspecies
under S. salvadori) based on strong morphometric, genetic,
and acoustic differences (Tietze & Martens 2010). Wherever
they occur, Spotted Creepers are scarce and hard to find, even
in well-surveyed protected areas like Keoladeo National Park in
Bharatpur, Rajasthan (Kannan 1986, 1995). Given its overall
scarcity and inconspicuous nature, and the fact that the Indian
population may be a distinct species with a restricted distribution,
more attention is warranted to determine its exact conservation
status. Therefore, getting an accurate idea of its current distribution
in India is important.
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