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Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti is a skulking, medium-sized, dull-
coloured, short-winged, broad-tailed, un-streaked bush 
warbler, and it frequently cocks its tail (Parmenter & Byers 

1991). It breeds throughout the warmer regions of western and 
southern Europe, the Mediterranean islands, northern Africa to 
central Asia. The African and European populations are mainly 
resident but those breeding in colder western and central 
Asia migrate southwards. (Baker 1997; Kennerley & Pearson 
2010). This note describes two recent sightings of the species 
in Himachal Pradesh, one previously unreported sighting from 
Badopal, Rajasthan, and assesses all reported records.

On 02 October 2016, CA was at Sthana village, near Shah 
Nehar Barrage in Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh (31.96°N, 
75.90°E; c. 325 m asl). There are many small ponds in this area, 
with an ample growth of Typha sp., and Ipomea sp. CA saw a 
brownish warbler in these reeds; it had a large tail, which it kept 
cocked up. It only gave a brief view through the reeds, constantly 
moving within the reeds, along the water’s edge. However, CA 
heard its distinctive call, an explosive, metallic ‘chit…chit’, which 
was sometimes strung together in series. CA identified it as a 
Cetti’s Warbler, as he was familiar with the species, having seen it 
at Harike, Punjab, on 18 December 2015. 

On 11 March 2017, at 1600 hrs, CA was birding at a small 
pond, behind a check dam, approximately six kilometers from 
Jawalaji, Kangra District (31.87°N, 76.27°E; c. 470 m asl). 
Ipomea sp., Typha sp., Lantana camara, and other shrubs, 
and small trees surrounded it [204]. A familiar call alerted him. 
After a while, he was able to see a warbler with rufous brown 
upperparts, and whitish underparts [205]. It was very shy and kept 
to the reeds, giving only brief views through them. However, next 
morning, CA was able to click a few photographs, as it was more 
active in the morning. CA visited the place again on 20 March, 
when he was able to photograph it again. This time the bird was 
more vocal and active as compared to previous sightings, and was 
seen singing for brief durations, from the top of the reeds, on a 
couple of occasions. It was not seen on subsequent visits on 25 
and 27 March 2017.

On the basis of photographs [206, 207, 208], and 
observations, the following notes were made: the crown and nape 
were brown, with a rufous tinge. It had a dark-brown eye stripe 
and loral spot, well defined greyish-white supercilium bordered 
above by a diffuse dark-brown band, and a whitish, broken, eye-
ring. The ear coverts and cheeks were greyish. The beak was dark, 
except for the cutting edge and the proximal half of the lower 
mandible, which were pale. The mantle and back was rufous-

brown but the rump and uppertail coverts were distinctively more 
rufous. The flight feathers were dark, with rufous brown fringes. 
The large tail, which was frequently held cocked up, was darker 
than the uppertail coverts and faintly barred. The throat, breast, 
and belly were white to greyish-white. The flanks were greyish-
brown. The long undertail coverts were brown, with contrasting 
white borders. The legs were pinkish-brown. Different types 
of vocalisations were heard. In the evening it uttered a widely 
spaced ‘chit—chit—chit’ type of call, which ended, sometimes, in 
a continuous note [Figs 1, 2]. The other vocalisation was a song, 
which was mostly heard in the morning. This consisted of an 
introductory, single, explosive note, ‘chwik’ that was followed by 
a pause, and then a rapid series of alternating disyllabic notes 
(Figs 3, 4).
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204. Habitat of Cetti’s Warbler near Jawalaji, Kangra District, Himachal Pradesh. 

205. Cetti’s Warbler showing a rufous-brown rump and uppertail coverts; the large tail is 
cocked up.



Fig. 5. Map showing sightings of Cetti’s Warbler. 
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206. Cetti’s Warbler showing grey on cheeks and head pattern.

208. Cetti’s Warbler showing long brown undertail coverts with white borders.

207. Cetti’s Warbler showing white to greyish brown underparts.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Figs. 1–4. Vocalisation of Cetti’s Warbler.

Discussion
There are three races of Cetti’s Warbler: the nominate race, C. 
c. orientalis, and the regional C. c. albiventris, which breeds in 
Uzbekistan, southern and eastern Kazakhstan, and in the western-
most reaches of China; wintering in southern Iran, southern 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and north-western India (Kennerley 
& Pearson 2010; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). A recent 
genetic analysis, using a mitochondrial gene and three nuclear 
sequences, not only split Cetti’s Warbler away from most of the 
bush-warblers of the genus Cettia, but also suggested a split of 
Cetti’s Warbler into two different species (Alström et al. 2011). 
It is uncommon, and very locally distributed in India (Grimmett 
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et al. 1998; Kazmierczak 2000).
There are multiple records of Cetti’s Warbler from Rajasthan 

(Table 1). One bird was well seen by HSS on the morning of 
16 December 2015, at Badopal (29.35°N, 74.08°E), a saline 
wetland surrounded by a luxuriant growth of tall grass and 
reeds, in Hanumangarh District, Rajasthan. A loud contact call 
‘tichutt-tichutt’ was regularly heard from the reeds. The bird was 
very restless and constantly moved up and down reed stems. 
After waiting patiently for some time, HSS saw a stout bird with 
a broad, rounded tail. In the poor light it appeared dull brown 
above and white below. Briefly, in two-three instances, pale spots 
to dark-brown undertail coverts were also observed. As an aside, 
the species is likely to occur in seepage areas, and wetlands, 
along the Rajasthan Canal where reeds, riverine tamarisk, and 
lakeside rushes form a suitable habitat for it. Rasmussen & 
Anderton (2012) have shown its presence in adjoining areas of 
the Thar Desert in Pakistan.

There are regular sightings of Cetti’s Warbler from Harike, 
Punjab. It was first found in Harike in March 1985, when three 
individuals were mist netted (Prakash & Akhtar 1989). One 
bird was heard on 13 February 2003 (Prince 2003). On 05 
December 2011, HSS and a group of birders from Sweden 
observed one bird near the boat jetty. Saurabh Sawant saw three 
individuals at different sites in Harike, during his one-month stay 
in the wetland in December 2012 (Saurabh Sawant, pers comm., 
dated 25 May 2017). In recent winters almost every international 
birding group that visited Harike either saw, or heard at least one 
bird: on 12 January 2014 (Eaton 2014), on c. 16 January 2015 
(Jannes 2015), and on 31 January 2016 (Lambert 2016). So, it 
is probably a regular winter visitor, in small numbers, to Harike, 
but there are only isolated records from elsewhere, as given in 
Table 1 and Fig 5.

The Bharatpur sighting on 30 October 1971 is considered to 
be the first for India (Hussain 1976). Friesen’s (1968) record from 
Kullu, Himachal Pradesh is not mentioned in Kazmierczak (2000), 
or in Grimmett et al. (2011), but antedates the Bharatpur sighting, 

and so, should rightly be considered the first for the country.
Cetti’s Warbler is not mentioned in previous works on Kangra 

District (Whistler 1926a,b; den Besten 2004; Dhadwal 2011). 
The bird seen at Sthana village on 02 October 2016 was the 
second record for Himachal Pradesh, and the bird photographed 
near Jwalaji on 11 March 2017 was its first photographic record 
from Himachal Pradesh, and the third record from the state. 
These are probably the first decent photographs of this bird from 
India, as it is a heavy skulker, and difficult to photograph in its 
wintering grounds. It arrives in the Indian Subcontinent in October 
and leaves in March (Ali & Ripley 1987; Roberts 1992). Though 
these appear to be isolated, vagrant records of the species from 
the area, the fact that it is recorded both, during the autumn, and 
spring passage, it is possible that it is a passage migrant, in small 
numbers, through Himachal Pradesh. However, further records 
are required.
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The Broad-tailed Grassbird Schoenicola platyurus is endemic 
to the Western Ghats of India and is categorised as Vulnerable 
under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (BirdLife 

International 2018). Although some details about its plumage 
are available (Ali & Ripley1997; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), 
a fuller description of the plumage of the female is missing. 
Some works (Ali & Ripley 1997) even consider the species to be 
sexually monomorphic. Here, we give a detailed description of 
the plumage of the sexes, establishing their sexual dimorphism, 
and also present some aspects of the fledgling’s plumage, 
including references to past literature wherever relevant.

From 2016 till date, we have been observing the breeding 
activity of Broad-tailed Grassbirds around Belgaum, Karnataka 
(Sant et al. 2018). During these three years we have photographed 
64 adult males, 31 adult females, and 11 juveniles. All our 
observations were made during the breeding season, from June 

till December. Sites with Broad-tailed Grassbirds were visited, at 
least, on five days in a week, in an attempt to document the 
unfolding events through images. The field visits were mostly 
between 0600hrs to 0930hrs, and a few times from 1600hrs to 
1900hrs. We tried to photograph all the displaying males, nesting 
pairs, and wherever possible fledglings. No nests were disturbed 
during this study. While processing the raw images, we did not 
alter any setting, retaining the colour balance as shot, to prevent 
any colour shift from the original image. Only the cropping tool 
was used to crop images.

Plumage differences between sexes
Collage [209] demonstrates the difference in the plumage tones 
between male and female Broad-tailed Grassbirds, during their 
breeding season. Six different males (=M1–M6), and six different 
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