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A Rustic Bunting Emberiza rustica in Chamba District,
Himachal Pradesh: An addition to the northern Indian
avifauna

The Rustic Bunting Emberiza rustica is a common and widespread
bird in Eurasia. Its breeding range extends from the Nordic regions
to eastern Siberia (Copete et al. 2020). The populations breeding
in north-western Europe migrate eastwards, first through Siberia,
then they turmn southwards after arriving in eastern Siberia,
passing through eastern Mongolia and eastern China, to reach
their winter quarters in eastern Asia (Shirihai & Svensson 2018;
Copete et al. 2020). It has been listed as ‘vulnerable’ due to
the rapid decline of its global population (BirdLife International
2021). In this note we document a Rustic Bunting from Chamba,
Himachal Pradesh, evidently the second report for the country,
and a first for northern India.

On the morning of 02 March 2021, GV was birding at Udaipur
Forest Nursery, Udaipur, Chamba District, Himachal Pradesh
(32.593°N, 76.094°E; ¢.790 m asl). The nursery is ¢.700 m
away from the Ravi River and is bordered on one side by village
fields, and forested hill on the other. The major tree species in the
surroundings are Pinus roxburghii, Pyrus pashia, Dalbergia sissoo,
Albizia chinensis, and Ailanthus altissima. An unfamiliar bunting
flushed from some Punica granatum seedlings, and perched on
the leafless branches of a Rovania pseudoacacia. It stayed there
for few minutes and then disappeared in the nearby vegetation.
GV could click a few photographs [96]. It was not seen again
during subsequent visits to the site. We reviewed the photographs
later, and identified the subject as a Rustic Bunting by its distinct
head pattern and bold rufous streaking on whitish underparts.
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96. Rustic Bunting at Udaipur, Chamba, on 02 March 2021.

The Rustic Bunting is similar to a Eurasian Reed Bunting E.
schoeniclus, but the latter was ruled out by the presence, on
the present bird, of a slight crest, more contrasting head pattern,
bold pure rufous streaking on underparts, and two prominent
white wing bars; contrarily, a Reed Bunting has less prominent
rufous brown wing bars and partly rufous and blackish, finer
streaking on underparts (Shirihai & Svensson 2018). The
commoner Little Bunting E. pusilla was ruled out by presence
of pure white supercilium, slight crest, and rufous streaking
on the present bird, all of which are not present on the Little
Bunting. Tristram’s Bunting E. tristrami, a vagrant to India, is also
similar but lacks a pure white throat, slight crest, bold rufous
streaking on underparts, and two pure white wing bars (Shirihai
& Svensson 2018). The Yellow-browed Bunting E. chrysophrys,
also a vagrant to India, was ruled out by the presence of coarse
rufous streaks on flanks and absence of any yellow in the
supercilium of the present bird.

The Rustic Bunting is not included in Ali & Ripley (1974).
Grimmett et al. (1998) mentioned it as a vagrant to Nepal. The
species has been reported thrice from Nepal; Saurah in Chitwan
National Park buffer zone (del-Nevo & Ewins 1984), Kagbeni in
Annapurna Conservation Area (Praveen et al. 2017), and Pokhara,
between 1981 and 1989 (Inskipp et al. 2020); the details of
the last record remain unpublished. However Rasmussen &
Anderton (2012) considered it as hypothetical for the Indian
Subcontinent, as they considered that the details in del-Nevo &
Ewins (1984) were not sufficient to eliminate Tristram'’s Bunting.
The species has been photographed at Paro, Bhutan on 09 April
2014, as a county first record (Lilie 2017). The Rustic Bunting
has been added to Indian Checklist recently, after its sighting at
the Jia grassland, Arunachal Pradesh, on 15 January 2020 (Das
et al. 2020; Praveen et al. 2020). Thus, apart from being the
first record for Himachal Pradesh, the present record is also the
first for northern India, and only the second record for India. It
also adds to the scarce records of the species from the Indian
Subcontinent.

Surprisingly, the Rustic Bunting was subsequently recorded
twice, during the same month, in northern India: at Chuchot
Shama (34.06°N, 77.63°E), near Leh, UT Ladakh on 23 March
2021 (Arhaan 2021), and at Udaipur (32.72°N, 76.66°E), Lahaul
and Spiti District, Himachal Pradesh, on 29 March 2021 (Kumar
2021).

We thank Himanshu C for his help.
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Some perplexing pale-rumped Aerodramus swiftlets
from Sri Lanka

Until recently the Indian Swiftlet Aerodramus unicolor was
considered the only Aerodramus swiftlet recorded in Sri Lanka
(Henry 1998; Warakagoda 2012). It is a resident species,
distributed throughout the country, and breeds mainly in rocky
caves and tunnels in the hills (Henry 1998; Warakagoda 2012;
eBird 2020). In addition to Sri Lanka, the Indian Swiftlet is
recorded from southern India, and possible records exist from
Maldives too (Ali & Ripley 1987; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012;
Steibl 2019; Anderson & Shimal 2020). The Himalayan Swiftlet
A. brevirostris was the next Aerodramus swiftlet reported from
Sri Lanka (Senanayake 2019: 280; Jagath Gunawardana, verbally,
21 January 2020), but these records are still pending acceptance
from the Ceylon Bird Club Rarities and Records Committee
(Ceylon Bird Club 2020).

On 21 January 2020, MK observed a flock of swiftlets, which
had been regularly seen around at Attidiya, Colombo. This flock
generally consisted of 15-20 swiftlets but on rare occasions
about 200 birds aggregated to feed. MK noted that all these
swiftlets had pale grey-brown underparts, a shallow forked tail
with dark undertail coverts, and a pale rump band [97-99]. They
were slightly smaller than the Indian House Swift Apus affinis.
The upper parts were brown, becoming darker, with a bluish
sheen, towards the upper wings, and remiges were dark brown
with a sheen. The underwing was greyish-brown. They had a
pale brownish-grey rump band, grey-brown face, dark iris, a pale
supra-loral spot, and pale grey brown throat, breast, belly, and
vent. Undertail coverts were dark greyish brown, with outer-most
being the darkest. Some birds had pale fringes to dark centered
feathers around the vent. Rectrices were dark brown. Tarsi were
pale and unfeathered [100]. Bill appeared black.

Correspondence

97. Unidentified ‘pale-rumped’ swiftlet, showing prominent pale rump and pale underparts.
Attidiya, Sri Lanka.

98. Unidentified ‘pale-rumped’ swiftlet, showing pale underparts and contrasting dark
undertail coverts. Nawala, Sri Lanka.

99. Unidentified ‘pale-rumped’ swiftlet, showing pale underparts and contrasting dark
undertail coverts. Note pale supra-loral spot. Attidiya, Sri Lanka.

100. Unidentified ‘pale-rumped’ swiftlet, showing exposed, pale, un-feathered tarsus. Also
note the dark undertail coverts. Beddegana, Sri Lanka.
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