
exploited opportunistically by birds of prey. Huge concentrations 
of predators, including many hawks, kites, and eagles, follow 
swarms of locusts in the Old World tropics or attend bush fires, 
where they catch more insects than vertebrates (del Hoyo et al. 
1984).

Although the principal food of White-eyed Buzzards is 
orthopterous insects and small reptiles, they also catch a variety 
of mammalian- and herpeto-fauna (Roberts 1991). At Tal 
Chhapar a sudden profusion of locusts/grasshoppers is exploited 
opportunistically by White-eyed Buzzards and for four to five 
weeks these birds appear to feed exclusively on insects. It is 
difficult to say why only juveniles are attracted to the area during 
monsoon and post monsoon months.
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On 18 December 2011 I visited the dry Lake bed at 
Hesarghatta, located about 23 km north-west of 
Bangalore, intending to photograph birds. When I reached 

the site at 0730 hrs, it was cold, and as the sun had not come 
out, I waited. The light improved after 20 min, and a harrier flew 
over my car. As I was ruing my chances for photography, I spotted 
a medium-sized land bird crossing the road about 15 m from 
the car. At first glance, I thought it was a juvenile junglefowl, but 
on seeing the structure of the head, I got a doubt that it could 
be a bustard. I slowly moved my car to the place where the bird 
had crossed the road, and was able to spot it amidst thick grass. 
I photographed it for the record, before it vanished silently into 
the grass (Fig. 1). After waiting for a few minutes for the bird to 
show up again, I decided to get out of the car and find the bird. 
For a few more minutes I scanned the area but could not spot 
the bird. Then, all of a sudden, it flew out of the grass about 5 m 
away from me, flying away to a great distance. I visited the place 
again on 24 December, and was lucky to sight and photograph 
the bird again (Fig. 2), but I failed to locate the bird again, when I 
returned the next day. 
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Fig. 1. First record shot of the Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica female
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Fig. 2. The Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica female at Hesarghatta

Table 1. Historical records of Lesser Florican S. indicus in Karnataka

Place Number of birds Date/Season Source
1 South Kanara Unknown October to Feb–Mar Jerdon 1864
2 Mallur (=Malur) 30 Not known Mcinroy 1880
3 East Mysore Numerous Not known Mcinroy 1880
4 Dharwar Common Not known Butler 1881
5 Belgaum Few All year Butler 1881
6 Bangalore Numerous Rains & cold weather Anderson 1883
7 Shimoga Good many Hot weather Anderson 1883
8 Kanara Rare Not known Barnes 1891
9 Halyal (=Haliyal) North Kanara 1–2 April Davidson 1898
10 Bangalore One 14 December 1911 Betham 1911
11 Tumkur One Before 1912 Baker 1912
12 Mysore One 1925–40 Phythian-Adams 1940
13 Hassan district One 26 May 1952 Worth 1953
14 Belikeri Female Not known Abdulali 1969
15 Tungabhadra, at Tungabhadra Wildlife Sanctuary Unknown pre–1956 Goriup & Karpowicz 1985

The bird was found in dry grassland mixed with Stachytarpheta 
indica, Lantana camara, and Parthenium hysterophorus, and 
dominated by scattered growth of tall Prosopis juliflora bushes 
(Figs. 3 & 4). The grass was 45 cm tall. At home, I identified the 
bird as a female Lesser Florican Sypheotides indicus with the 
help of Grimmett et al., (1998). 

The Lesser Florican is an endangered endemic bustard 
(Otididae) of the Indian Subcontinent. Once common and 
most widely distributed across India, this species has become 
increasingly rare (Sankaran et al., 1992; Sankaran 1995; BirdLife 
International 2001). It is known to breed during the south-western 
monsoon (Jerdon 1864; Baker 1921; Dharmakumarsinhji 1950; 
Ali & Ripley 2001) from June to September/October, and is 
said to move in response to rainfall. Its presence at locations 
can be erratic, with the sudden appearance of large numbers in 
some seasons (Whistler 1949). During this period, the species 
is known to show a distinct movement into Gujarat, eastern 
Rajasthan, western Madhya Pradesh, and north–central Andhra 
Pradesh, where it congregates in areas of good rainfall (Jerdon 
1864; Sankaran et al. 1992, 1997; Rasmussen & Anderton 
2005). Outside the breeding season, it is known to winter in 
dry, grassy areas throughout much of India, mainly north-western 
Bengal, Orissa, east of the Western Ghats, south and east of the 
Godavari River, and south to Kerala (Sankaran 1995; Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2005).

In Karnataka, the Lesser Florican has been recorded at nearly 
15 locations since the late 1870s (Table 1), with the last one 
being seen before 1956 at Tungabhadra Wildlife Sanctuary 
(Goriup & Karpowicz 1985). According to McInroy (1880) 
30 birds were shot in one day by two officers of the forest 
department at ’Mallur‘ (=Malur) railway station, located about 
37 km east of Bangalore while, Davidson is said to have found 
the species sparingly in (erstwhile) Mysore, but had only seen a 
single bird on two occasions in Tumkur district, pre-1912 (Baker 
1912). Worth (1953) sighted one bird at the ’101 mile post‘ on 
the Bangalore–Mangalore road, in Hassan district, while Goriup & 
Karpowicz (1985) mention a pre-1956 record from Tungabadra 
Wildlife Sanctuary.

In Bangalore, Anderson (1883) found the species to be 
numerous during rains and cold weather, while Betham (1912) 
shot a bird on 14 December 1911 in a scrub forest with scattered 
paddy fields. Thus, considering the records of the species in 
Karnataka, the species has not been sighted since pre-1956 in 
the state, while it has been sighted in Bangalore after 100 years.

Taking into account the above records, I consider the present 

sighting of the species at Hesarghatta of particular interest, and its 
continued presence here over seven days is a strong proof of its 
occurrence in Bangalore outside its breeding season. This record 
also gives hope that the Lesser Florican could possibly be found 
in similar habitats in Bangalore, and also across Karnataka. 

The species’ habitat is described as, ’tall grassland with 
scattered bushes, and standing crops of cotton and millets …’ 
(Ali & Ripley 2001; Rasmussen & Anderton 2005), and the 
grasslands of Hesarghatta fall within the preferred habitat of the 
species. BirdLife International (2011) indicates that the species 
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Fig. 3. The Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica habitat at Hesarghatta 
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Fig. 4. Close view of the Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica in its typical habitat at Hesarghatta 

is suspected to be declining rapidly owing to ongoing loss and 
conversion of grassland habitats. 

In light of this, and the unfortunate recent decision of the 
Bangalore Development Authority to take up intensive tree 
planting in 121 ha grassland area of Hesarghatta, and having 
planted over 30,000 saplings already (Anon 2011; Nandi 2011; 
Menon 2011), will alter the florican habitat drastically, and spell 
doom to its occurrence in the area. Thus, there is an urgent need 
to put an end to the tree planting activity, and if possible, restore 
the grassland habitat.
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