186

Pics: C. Abhinav

Indian BIRDS Vor. 14 No. 6 (Pust. 10 January 2019)

Indian Vulture Gyps indicus at Nagrota Surian Vulture
Feeding Station, Himachal Pradesh—An addition to
the state avifauna

I visited Nagrota Surian on 19 November 2017. It is located on
the north-eastern side of Pong Lake, Kangra District, Himachal
Pradesh (32.03°N, 76.06°E; c¢. 435 m asl). Near the entry
gate of Pong Lake, there is a fenced wvulture feeding station
where, at 1130 hrs, | saw a huge gathering of vultures, around
a carcass. Some vultures were still feeding on the carcass, but
most were resting nearby, giving good views, and ample time
to observe them. | counted 90 vultures; a majority being White-
rumped Vultures Gyps bengalensis. Besides these, there were
ten Egyptian Vultures Neophron percnopterus, eight Himalayan
Vultures G. himalayensis, five Cinereous Vultures Aegypius
monachus, three Griffon Vultures G. fulvus, and two Red-headed
Vultures Sarcogyps calvus. | noticed one vulture, resting among
the juvenile White-rumped Vultures, which was supefficially
similar to them but was significantly paler in comparison [221]. |
took few photographs and observed the bird.

221. Indian Vulture giving an overall paler look than the neighboring White-rumped Vultures.

It was a pale sandy brown Gyps vulture, comparable in size to a
White-rumped Vulture. Its head and neck were almost completely
covered with white down, except for the lores and cheeks, which
had little down [222]. The beak and cere were black, and the eyes
were dark brown. It had a prominent white ruff. The lesser- and
median- wing coverts were brownish with broad pale border and
central shaft line giving an overall pale look. The greater coverts
had more brown on them. The remiges were brownish black. The

222. Indian Vulture showing downy neck lacking any brownish colour on the nape and back of
neck as seen in neighboring White-rumped Vultures.

mantle was patterned as lesser wing coverts and was overall pale.
The belly was pale with some brownish patches and indistinct
whitish streaking. The inner sides of thighs were covered with
white feathers, and the tarsi were dark.

This vulture was smaller and slimmer than the Himalayan-
and the Griffon Vultures, which were resting nearby. Moreover,
it had no cinnamon or rufescent tinge to its plumage, like the
latter. The Slender-billed Vulture was also ruled out as it has a
distinct appearance with a slender bill, an elongated black head,
and neck, with minimal down. The adult of an Indian Vulture was
ruled out because it has a black head and neck, with minimal
down, and a yellow bill. An adult White-rumped Vulture has a
distinct appearance: overall black, greyish black secondaries, and
fluffy white ruff (Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton
2012). Therefore, only two possibilities remained: either an
immature White-rumped Vulture, or an immature Indian Vulture.
The difficulty in separating these two was mentioned by Ali &
Ripley (1987), and by Ferguson-Lees & Christie (2001).

| identified it as an immature Indian Vulture because it
had much paler wing coverts, showing some contrast with
remiges, and much paler underparts with minimal streaking. It
was overall much paler than any plumage of a White-rumped
Vulture. Moreover, the head, nape, and hind neck were uniformly
covered with white down that lacked significant brownish colour,
as is present in a juvenile White-rumped Vulture (Grimmett et al.
1998; Naoroji 2006; Rasmussen et al. 2011). Ramit Singal (pers
comm. 21 November 2017), Prasad Ganpule (pers comm. 22
November 2017), Harkirat Singh Sangha (in /itt, e-mail dated 4
December 2017), and Nirav Bhatt (in /itt, e-mail dated 8 June
2018) confirmed my identification.

The range of the Indian Vulture is poorly documented, except
in the north-western part of the Indian Subcontinent, because it
is easily confused with other Gyps vultures, a paucity of museum
specimens, and recent changes in taxonomic classification (Ali
& Ripley 1987; Ferguson-Lees & Christie 2001; Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) describe its
range from extreme south-eastern Pakistan through the hills
of India, south of the Ganges River. Clark et al. (2018) give an
almost similar range. But Naoroji (2006), and Grimmett et al.
(2011) shows a more widespread distribution. The Indian- and
Slender-billed Vultures are largely, or entirely, allopatric (Ferguson-
Lees & Christie 2001; Rasmussen et al. 2001). The Slender-billed
Vulture is found along the Himalayan foothills, from Himachal
Pradesh to north-eastern India and the Ganges Delta (Naoroji
2006; Grimmett et al. 2011). Naoroji (2006) stated that the
ranges of these two vultures abut in Haryana, central to southern
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. The Indian Vulture is usually sedentary,
but immature birds are likely nomadic (Ferguson-Lees & Christie
2001; Clark et al. 2018). Rasmussen et al. (2001) suspected
some overlap between the non-breeding individuals of these two
species. My sighting, along with Subedi & DeCandido’s (2013)
December 2011 sighting of two Indian Vultures in Pithauli
village, Chitwan National Park, south-central Nepal, supports
the argument that the Indian Vulture sometimes strays to the
Himalayan foothills, into the range of the Slender-billed Vulture.

Dhadwal (2011) mentioned the ‘Long-billed Vulture’ from
Pong Lake, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh. He did not specify
a subspecies, while using the older taxonomic classification.
The bird may have been a Slender-billed Vulture, as he did not
list the species separately, though it is known to occur in the
state (Ali & Ripley 1987; den Besten 2003; Naoroji 2006; pers
obsv.). Whistler (1926) mentioned a sighting of Gyps indicus,



without giving subspecies, from Nurpur, Kangra District, Himachal
Pradesh. Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) later accepted this as a
Slender-billed Vulture, based on the details provided.

The Indian Vulture is listed as ‘Critically Endangered’ under
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Birdlife International
2018) because of the catastrophic fall of its population during
the past two decades. In this dismal scenario, its sighting in a
new area, well beyond of its known range, is welcome news, and
demonstrates the importance of vulture feeding stations, as they
attract a ‘good’ number of many species of vultures. The present
is a first record for Himachal Pradesh, and the northern-most
record for the species.
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Lesser Grey Shrike Lanius minor at Bhandup Pumping
Station, Mumbai, Maharashtra

On the morning of 19 September 2018, Sekhar Vishvanath and |
decided to visit Bhandup Pumping Station (19.15°N, 72.96°E), a
local birding hotspot in Mumbai, for some backyard birding. The
pumping station is, primarily, a sewage treatment facility for the
eastern suburbs of Mumbai city, and it is located on the shores
of Thane Creek, an intertidal zone sandwiched between the

CORRESPONDENCE

Mumbai- and Thane/Navi Mumbai- cities. We decided to cover
the salt pans that day: for their seclusion, decreased salinity levels
due to monsoon rains, and with shallower waters, and, therefore,
greater potential of attracting waders.

After birding for a while in the salt pans, | saw a restless shrike
(Laniidae) flitting capriciously alongside the pathway. The bird
moved further away and we could not track it. It did not look like
a Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach, which is seen here, but we
just had a fleeting glimpse to clearly identify it. Luckily, the bird
took refuge in a peepal tree Ficus religiosa down the road. It was
somewhat hidden in the luscious monsoon foliage of the peepal,
but its broad mask, and missing rufous colouration were good
enough rule out a Long-tailed Shrike. Then, as it turned, we saw
that its back was not brown/chestnut, and that it looked more like
a Great Grey Shrike L. excubitor, with a wide mask. We waited
for the bird to emerge from the foliage, on its own. Our patience
paid off when it came out to catch a big bug, probably a carpenter
bee, and settled on the bare branches of a nearby tree, giving us
one clear record shot [223], before flying away. We could not
identify the bird conclusively from the photograph, and sent the
pictures to experts. Returning from birding we saw it flying once
again, but it did not settle, but flew away across the salt pans.

223. Lesser Grey Shrike in Mumbai.

Later in evening, we posted the pictures on a Whatsapp group
for identification of birds; Prasad Ganpule, and Adesh Shivkar
confirmed that it was a Lesser Grey Shrike L. minor. Accordingly
it was posted on eBird (www.eBird.org), wherein eBird-India’s
editors reached out for opinions from birders familiar with the
species elsewhere in its range. Mark Smiles, of the Emirates Bird
Records Committee, commented that the bird in the picture
looked good for a post-breeding adult Lesser Grey Shrike with
stout bill, full mask extending well onto the forehead, lack of
white on the tertials, and the long primaries. The hint of a pinkish
tone on the flanks, fit a Lesser Grey better than it would any other
‘grey shrike'.

The Lesser Grey Shrike is a vagrant to the Indian Subcontinent
with two sight reports from Ladakh (Delany et al. 2014), and two
unconfirmed reports from Balochistan, Pakistan (Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). It is a summer visitor to parts of Afghanistan
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Breeding in southern, central,
and western Europe till Central Asia and north-western China,
birds migrate to southern Africa in autumn (Yosef & International
Shrike Working Group 2018). Our bird might have been migrating,
but got swept eastwards from its regular migration route through
the Middle East. Nevertheless, this appears to be the first
photographic record of the species for the Indian Subcontinent.
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