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unconfirmed report from Kerala. As per our communication with 
Tim Inskipp (Tim Inskipp, in litt., Facebook message dated 13 July 
2021), the record from Kerala in 1989 refers to an unpublished 
report from Periyar between 30 December 1988 and 04 
January 1989 (Bose et al. 1989). However, the online copy of 
this publication, available in the public collections of the Inskipps 
(see Bose et al. 1989), is incomplete and only has details of the 
Nepal section of the trip report. Although represented in the field 
guides mentioned earlier, this record was left out of the updated 
checklists of the birds of Kerala (Sashikumar et al. 2010; Praveen 
2015) and so should be treated as unconfirmed. 

We are grateful to Raja Bandi, IISER-Tirupati, for guidance and 
encouragement in drafting this manuscript. We would also like to 
thank Tim Inskipp and Shashank Dalvi for providing information 
regarding the unconfirmed sightings from Kerala and Maharashtra 
respectively.
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Nesting of the White-bellied Heron Ardea insignis in 
Anjaw District, Arunachal Pradesh, India 
The White-bellied Heron Ardea insignis is an elusive and rare 
bird, with an estimated population of c.50–250 adult individuals 
(BirdLife International 2021a). The White-bellied Heron 
(hereinafter, WBH) is classified as Critically Endangered in the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (BirdLife International 
2018), and is listed among the top 100 Evolutionarily Distinct 
and Globally Endangered species (EDGE 2021). Presently, its 
known distribution is in Bhutan, India, Myanmar, and China. It is 
presumed to be extinct in Nepal and Bangladesh (White-bellied 
Heron International Workshop 2015). According to the IUCN/
SSC White-bellied Heron Working Group, there are less than 
60 confirmed individuals throughout its range (Stanley Price & 
Goodman 2015). Owing to the limited population size, it has 
been rated as the rarest heron in the world and finds a mention 
in the Guinness Book of World Records (Price & Goodman 
2015).

In India, recent sightings of the species come from Arunachal 
Pradesh and Assam (Stanley Price & Goodman 2015). 
Namdapha Tiger Reserve, Arunachal Pradesh, holds the only 
resident population in India (Maheswaran 2007; White-bellied 
Heron International Workshop 2015). Mondal & Maheswaran 
(2014) reported the existence of active nests in Namdapha. 
Subsequent studies carried out in Namdapha by Mondal (2018) 
showed a resident population of eight individuals. The remaining 
sightings were from Manas Tiger Reserve in Assam (Stanley Price 
& Goodman 2015), and Kamlang Tiger Reserve in Arunachal 
Pradesh.

The WBH’s presumed range is covered by—three biodiversity 
hotspots: Eastern Himalayas, Indo-Burma, and South-West China 
(Myers et al. 2000); two Global 200 Eco-regions: Terai-Duar 
savannah and grasslands, and the Eastern Himalaya broadleaf 
and conifer forest (Olson & Dinerstein, 1998); 20 Important Bird 
Areas (BirdLife International 2021b); and the Himalaya global 
centre of plant biodiversity, possibly extending into the Indochina-
China centre (Barthlottet et al. 2005).

In this note we provide first-hand information about a 
recent sighting, and first photographic evidence, of the WBH 
from the fringes of the mountainous Ditchu Reserve Forest in 
Anjaw District, Arunachal Pradesh. This area lies in the eastern-
most corner of India and forms a tri-junction with Myanmar 
and China. It is a designated Important Bird and Biodiversity 
Area (BirdLife International 2021b) with high species diversity. 
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In the first week of April 2021, Kidak Lollen and Nosing Pul 
from the Department of Environment and Forests spotted and 
photographed two herons in the Walong area, on the banks of 
River Lohit, and informed SKR on 10 April. On 23 April 2021, the 
Principal Chief Conservator of Forests (Wildlife & Biodiversity), 
Arunachal Pradesh, formed a fact-finding committee, comprising 
representatives of the department, Zoological Survey of India, and 
Wildlife Institute of India. The team reached Walong on 13 May 
2021. The ongoing pandemic prevented us from reaching the 
area sooner, as we needed to get ourselves tested for COVID-19 
in order to travel through Assam to Arunachal Pradesh. From 14 
May 2021 onwards we started observing WBH on its nest close 
to the Lohit. 

Nest site at Walong
The nest was on a Chir Pine Pinus roxburghii tree, 10 m from 
the eastern bank of the Lohit, on a gentle slope that climbed 

to a 900 m high mountain. We observed it from a distance of 
c.180 m. In Bhutan, where the WBH selected lone pines for 
its nest, the average distance between nesting trees and the 
nearest waterbody was 74 m (Acharja 2019). But in Walong, the 
nesting tree was in close proximity (5–7 m) to other pine trees. 
The undergrowth was minimal, and from distance we could see 
only grasses. The height of the nesting tree was roughly 40 m, 
and the nest was on a branch that was slightly above 30 m 
from the ground. The nest was constructed on the extreme end 
of a long branch, which extended unobstructed from the main 
trunk [135]. The branch, on which the nest was constructed, 
was leeward (on the northern side) of the buffeting south–north 
winds. After spending hours incubating, the herons would walk 
on the long branch [136] before stretching and preening. The 
WBH had chosen a tree that was at a safe distance from main 
river, unlike other nearby trees that were much closer to the 
river and had exposed roots due to erosion, and were are risk 

135. White-bellied Heron nest constructed in the lee of a Pine tree, at the end of a long branch. One bird is in the nest, the other, standing guard on an adjoining branch. 

136. When relieved from incubation, a White-bellied Heron would often walk away from the nest, along the long branch, before stretching and preening. 
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of toppling over any time. But from its western bank, the hills 
are farther than 1.5 km. away. During our visit, the Lohit had 
shrunk to flow along its eastern bank along this stretch, leaving 
exposed the rest of its boulder and gravel strewn bed towards 
the western bank. During our stay, the area experienced a 
moderate to heavy rainfall throughout day and night for four 
days and during such time one of the adult birds was always 
seen incubating the egg(s).

The altitude of the nest site in Walong was 1,123 m asl, 
whereas in Namdapha, WBH had constructed at 390 m, slightly 
away from River Noa-Dihing, amidst secondary forest (Mondal & 
Maheswaran 2014). 

There is no village on the Lohit’s eastern bank, but for a 
small, unoccupied hut that was 100 m from the nest. Apparently, 
villagers cultivate this area in winter, and would be able to 
approach the nest easily. There were human settlements on the 
western bank, c.300 m from the nest. People using the dirt road 
situated c.200 m away do not disturb the herons. In Bhutan, 
80% of the nests were within 200 m of a village or forest trail 
(Acharja 2019), as was the case at Walong.

Methods
Initial observations were from the vehicle, to avoid any investigator-
induced disturbance to the birds. The distance between our 
vehicle and the nest was c.200 m; but gradually, over the days 
we ventured into the open, and sat behind boulders that were 
c.170 m from the nest on the western side of the river. The fast-
flowing Lohit is an ideal barrier preventing humans from crossing 
over to the other bank and ultimately the nest. The birds were 
not disturbed even when we watched them from a distance of 
170 m. One bird sat constantly on the nest, probably incubating 
the egg. While observing the herons on nest, we followed 
protocols prescribed by Barve et al. (2020), and never crossed 
the Lohit to reach the nest. We also did not physically take any 
measurements, lest the birds get spooked, and abandon the nest 
(Mondal & Maheswaran, 2014; Acharja, 2019). We used high-
end cameras and tele-lenses (Nikon Z6, D500, D7000 cameras, 
and Nikon 500mm and 600mm lenses with 1.4X and 2.0X tele-
convertors) apart from Nikon spotting scope for photography and 
observation.

Observations
The birds changed incubation duties thrice during a period of 
12 h, starting 0400 h. In May, mornings are alight by 0345 h 
in this region. From the Inspection Bungalow, Walong, at 0400 
h we were able to watch the herons foraging just 100 m away 
from the nest, in the Lohit, and as the day progressed, the birds 
changed their duties every four-and-half to five hours. The bird 
on the nest changes its position and the position of eggs every 
90 min or so, as the days were either cold, or it was raining. On 
all occasions, except once, we noted adult birds flying upstream 
to forage. On 18 May 2021 at 0615 h one of the birds flew 
downstream from the nest, straight to the boulders and sand on 
the western bank. After 20 min the bird retuned to the nest with 
a dry and thin material 60 cm twig. After depositing this in the 
nest, it repeated this exercise from the same spot after 30 min. 
The second time both the birds arranged the material to the nest 
floor, perhaps reinforcing it, as it had been raining continuously 
for three days. After repairing the nest, the bird that had brought 

the twig started incubating, and the other bird walked up the 
branch and stood there for a few minutes before flying off. On 
a few occasions we witnessed one of the birds returning to the 
nest after six hours, and when it arrived, both the birds ‘greeted’ 
each other by stretching their necks and clattering their bills for a 
very brief time. However, when a bird returned after four to four-
and-a-half hours, they did not display thus. 

The herons foraged within a distance of 200 m from the nest. 
Sometimes they flew out of sight, northwards along the river. The 
birds mostly tried to catch fish in the fast-flowing river, but the 
incessant rains over the past days had muddied the water, making 
hunting fish by sight difficult for them. The water level had also 
risen, causing the birds to spend longer periods hunting before 
they returned to their nest. It is quite apparent that they favoured 
clear water for catching adequate fishes in quick succession, 
rather than struggling in murkier waters. Thus, between 0400 
h and 1800 h, the birds exchanged nesting duties only twice or 
thrice, perhaps a matter of concern, requiring further study, as 
catching sufficient fish in the coming monsoon months is crucial 
for successful nesting, when besides themselves, they have to 
feed their young one(s). We strongly suspect that this aspect 
determines the breeding success and therefore, the size of the 
population of WBH in the region for many decades. Shrinking 
suitable habitats may be pushing the species farther northwards 
where birds cannot get enough food, as the fast flowing rivers in 
the eastern Himalaya have less diversity of fishes. Furthermore, 
the continuous pressure from local fishing and hunting of birds 
(probably including WBH) pushes the species to the brink of 
extinction.

Competitors and predators 
During our stay we saw a pair of the Chinese Pond Heron 
Ardeola bacchus, in breeding plumage, on the Lohit River near 
Dong, and locals have informed us that even Great Cormorants 
Phalacrocorax carbo can be seen in good numbers along the 
river, but mainly in winter. We did not spot cormorants, but they 
have been reported several times by visiting bird-watchers (eBird 
2021). However, we did come across a few unidentified otters 
in the main river, a few meters from the nest, and have no doubt 
that otters are the herons’ potential competitors for fish. The 
Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos seems to be the main 
avian predator in the area, and we often saw them perching in a 
nearby tree. Crows could be a threat to the eggs, and even the 
chicks, of WBH till the latter attain a certain size and are able to 
defend themselves. We did not see any raptors near the nest, 
which could potentially predate on heron chicks. 

Conclusion and recommendation
The nesting record of WBH in Walong is significant as only a few 
breeding pairs have been located globally, and this nest is at a 
significant distance (85 km in a straight line) from the earlier 
known nest in Namdapha, Arunachal Pradesh, but separated 
by Mishmi Hills. This is also a new elevational record (1,123 m 
asl) for the WBH in India, as all previous records were below 
400 m asl.

The origin of this WBH pair has three possibilities: (i) An 
existing resident population in the Walong region; (ii) Dispersal 
from another river system, e.g., Noa-Dihing, or from Myanmar/
Yunnan; (iii) Dispersal from the Tibetan Autonomous Region 



(hereinafter, TAR) along the Lohit River. It is unlikely that an 
existing resident population would have gone unnoticed, 
considering that the Walong region has been well-birded since 
2013, and other focused studies e.g., Menzies et al. (2021), also 
did not report the species. WBH are low flyers (fly just above 
the rivers) and chances of them flying over the high Dapha-
bum Range (> 4,000 m asl), which separates Walong from 
Namdapha, are remote. Furthermore, if Namdapha birds had 
indeed dispersed upto Walong, travelling along Noa-Dihing and 
Lohit rivers, they would have instinctively chosen secondary 
forest to nest in, and not the pine tree, as there are no pine 
trees in the lower elevations along the Noa-Dihing. In addition, 
the pair at Walong was reasonably tolerant to human presence, 
unlike the Namdapha birds (G. Maheswaran, pers. obs.). It is 
highly unlikely that the birds had flown over many of the snow-
capped mountain ranges between Yunnan Province, and even 
neighbouring Myanmar, to arrive here. Google Earth images show 
that there are suitable habitats in TAR (south-western China) 
bordering India, and since this region is one of the remotest in 
China, the species might have escaped the attention of birders. 
WBH is well-known to disperse along the river systems and 
hence a breeding pair that was resident upstream of Kibithu, 
near the international border or within TAR, moving southwards 
and occupying ideal nesting sites in Walong is the most likely 
possibility. This is significant, as the lone Chinese record of 
WBH (in 2014) had come from Yunnan Province further east of 
Walong bordering Myanmar. 

Strong trans-boundary cooperation in locating more 
herons across their geographic distribution is critical today, but 
unfortunately the numbers may not be expected to be high 
given the fact that there are not enough adults to produce 
young ones (Acharja 2019) that can disperse and find new 
territories elsewhere. This sighting highlights the possibilities 
of more birds in the nearby areas and the necessity to carry 
out extensive surveys to determine their population, status, 
and distribution in this remote and intricate eastern Himalayan 
landscape. The local communities also need to be sensitised 
about the WBH and the urgency to conserve it, as hunting for 
the pot is prevalent in Arunachal Pradesh. Future research and 
monitoring will involve assessment of physical characteristics of 
the riverine stretches along with their floristic diversity, habitat 
selection, food abundance and availability, and examining the 
potential threats and disturbances to the survival of the WBH 
in this region. In India the species is included in Schedule IV 
of The Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972, and requires to be 
uplisted to Schedule I category which accords the highest level 
of protection. 
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