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Firethroat is a vagrant or a rare winter visitor to north-eastern
India, and breeds in south-eastern Tibet and western China
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2005). There have been only four
previous known instances where the species has been observed
in South Asia of which one is from Bangladesh (Table 1, Fig. 1).
This was the first record from West Bengal and quite possibly the
first bird to be photographed in the field in India. The Firethroat is
designated Near-Threatened by the IUCN (BirdLife International
2013) due to loss of its habitat.
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e describe here the repeated sightings of Isabelline
VVWheatear Oenanthe isabellina in the adjacent districts

of Tirunelveli and Thoothukudi (Tuticorin), in southern
Tamil Nadu (India), between January 2011 and January 2013. The
area mainly comprises grassland, bisected by the Thamiraparani
River, and has many rain-fed tanks and canals. Though the region
receives rains during the NE monsoon (October—November),
most of the area is relatively dry except for some tracts of lateritic
soil near Vallanad Hills in Thoothukudi district.

-

On 30 January 2011, one of us (P)V) photographed a small
brownish bird in the dry stubble fields adjoining Vijanarayanam
tank (8°25'N, 77°46'E), which is 15 km from the famous heronry
of Koonthakulam in Tirunelveli district. During the visit, the tank
was almost dry, with a few patches of water, and the bird was
seen on a mound of soil in the fields adjoining the tank. The
picture [62] was posted in Internet Bird Collection (http://ibc.
lynxeds.com/photo/isabelline-wheatear-oenanthe-isabellina/
bird-perched-earth-mound) where it was identified as an
Isabelline Wheatear.

The second sighting of the bird was on 15 February 2011 (by
SC) at Kannankulam (8°29'N, 77°45'E), a small tank adjoining
Koonthakulam, and on a subsequent visit to this site another bird
was photographed [63] on 25 December 2011.

On 13 January 2013 at around 1700 hrs, we (VGVA &
KM) came across a small buffish bird in an area adjoining the
airport in Thoothukudi (8°43'N, 78°01'E) and identified it as
Isabelline Wheatear [64]. This site is about ¢. 40 km north-east
of Koonthankulam. The area is a vast tract of grassland that is
being converted into housing plots. The bird was perched on one
of the brick structures put up to protect newly sown plants. We
identified it as the Isabelline Wheatear based on the uniform buff
colour, black loral eyestripe, the almost uniform buff primaries, a
thin black alula and extensive black on the tails with well-defined
whites on the base. However, the bird maintained a relatively
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63. Isabelline Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina, Koonthakulam.

horizontal stance causing confusion with a female Desert
Wheatear O. deserti but the presence of the black loral eye stripe
clinched its identity (Grimmett et al. 2011). Photographs were
crculated in TamilBirds (http://in.groups.yahoo.com/group/
Tamilbirds/message/5912) for confirmation, and this resulted in
productive discussions about the prior records mentioned above.

Isabelline Wheatear breeds in Afghanistan and Pakistan
(Grimmett et al. 2011) and its winter range is mainly limited
to Pakistan and north-western India (Kazmierczak 2000). It is
considered a rare winter migrant to Sri Lanka (Kaluthota &
Kotagama 2009) and has been reported in the Maldives (BirdLife
International 2013).

A handful of sightings from the eastern slopes of the
Western Ghats, the drier areas of the Konkan, and Goa have
been recorded (Pande et al. 2003). It has been reported from
the Deccan Plateau in Andhra Pradesh in 2003 (Pittie & Ulla
2006). Sightings of Isabelline Wheatear exist in Raichur district in
Karnataka (Ghorpade et al. 2011). In Kerala it has been recorded
in Madayipara in Kannur district on 13 October 2009, and
one sighting in Kottayam district was reported in August 2010
(Sashikumar et al. 2011).

Considering that Isabelline Wheatear has been sighted in
consecutive winters in south-eastern India, and with a possible
wintering ground in Sri Lanka, and the Maldives, it is possible
the bird occurs more regularly and widely. Birdwatchers should
lookout for them so that over the years a clearer picture of its
distribution range emerges.
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64. Isabelline Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina, Thoothukudi.
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